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Preface





In the year of our Lord 1639 there began an unparalleled conflict in the three kingdoms of Britain. It is popularly known as the English Civil War, but it began first in Scotland, then spread to Ireland and by the time it ended a little over twenty years later, men had died on battlefields as far apart as Caithness and Cornwall, and from Flanders to Virginia.


This book is primarily a military history of the three periods of Civil War fought in England between 1642 and 1651. As such it has two principal objectives. The first and perhaps rather obvious one is to chronicle the military operations and to highlight those actions, battles and campaigns which had a more or less decisive effect upon the course of the war and its ultimate outcome.


Inevitably, decisions have had to be made as to which battles and incidents were important or at the very least merited some examination and which, regrettably, should be omitted or passed over with barely a mention. This is by no means as straightforward a task as it might at first appear, for there is always a tendency among historians to follow the available material and give undue prominence to events which are well documented, irrespective of their actual significance. An excellent case in point might be the action at Chalgrove Field in June 1643, and it is hard to escape a strong suspicion that Sir Ralph (later Lord) Hopton’s high reputation owes much more to his very readable memoirs than to his military achievements. On the other hand, while the battle of Marston Moor is well documented, the campaign in Northumberland and the major battle outside Sunderland which preceded it are all but forgotten.


At the same time it has also been necessary in writing this study to adopt a flexible approach to the chronology of events. The war was fought on a number of fronts, and rather than switch from one to another at periodic intervals, it was thought best to follow each campaign from its outset to its end and only to switch at natural break-points. Thus it has been found helpful to treat the war on the central front and the war in the north as two entirely separate conflicts and, for example, to follow the fortunes of the King’s army in 1644 from Cheriton to the Second Battle of Newbury without interruption.


The second objective of this study is to examine the evolution of military doctrine during the war, and to illustrate the way in which military operations were influenced by the availability of arms and ammunition as much as by normal strategic and tactical considerations. An obvious case in point is the increasing reliance on firearms by both sides, which extended to many regiments abandoning pikes altogether before the process was partially reversed in the New Model Army created by Parliament in 1645.


I make no apology for paying scant regard in these pages to the political and religious aspects of the war. This is a study of how the war was fought on the battlefields, and I am pleased to leave discussion of its other aspects to those better qualified than myself.


In closing, it is customary to thank those who have assisted in some manner. They are of course a numerous band, but particular thanks are due to David Ryan, Dr Les Prince, Keith Roberts, John Tincey, John Barratt and all the other participants in the very lively discussion group centred on Partizan Press.




Introduction


The Beginning of the Wars


As this is a military rather than a social, religious or political history of the English Civil War, it is sufficient for the present purpose to appreciate that the war was essentially a conflict between the forces of absolutism, as represented by the King himself and his Archbishop of Canterbury on the one hand, and the rising power of Parliament and the Protestant middle classes on the other.


In 1603 King James VI of Scotland had the great good fortune to succeed Queen Elizabeth to the English throne as well. Grateful for the opportunity to escape from the endless round of plots, coups and bloody murder which passed for court life in 16th-century Scotland, he hurried southwards with quite indecent haste to assume his inheritance. His new English court was probably just as much inclined to intrigue as his old Scottish one, but at least James now no longer had to contend with pitched battles fought within the confines of the palace itself, and armed gangs unceremoniously bursting into his bedchamber variously intent on intimidation, kidnapping, or even assassination.


As a monarch who had been forced to spend the greater part of his life in constant terror of its violent termination, James naturally warmed to the doctrine of the Divine Right of Kings, and was gratified to find that his new English subjects appeared willing at least to pay lip service to the concept. Nevertheless, he remained astute enough not to push his luck, and the doctrine remained no more than a useful philosophical idea rather than a political reality until the accession of his son, Charles I in 1625.


Unfortunately, Charles not only genuinely believed that he was by God anointed and consequently possessed of something akin to a Protestant equivalent of Papal infallibility, but he also attempted, initially with some success, to put the doctrine into practice by dismissing his less than co-operative Parliament in 1629 and ruling as an absolute monarch for the next eleven years. During this time his most pressing need was to raise sufficient revenue to meet his growing expenditures. Although the courts upheld his royal prerogative to do so without the authority of Parliament the imposition of additional taxes and in particular the extension of ‘Ship-money’ to inland as well as coastal areas, proved particularly unpopular. Ultimately, however, it was to be his ecclesiastical policies that were his undoing.
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From absolutism in secular matters to absolutism in religious matters is but a short step. Both Scotland and England were preeminently Protestant, and for the past hundred years they had also in effect been engaged in a low-level cold war with the Catholic states of Europe. Consequently, Charles’ unyielding determination that his subjects should accept a more rigidly hierarchical structure in the Church of England, his marriage to a French Catholic princess in 1625, and his subsequent pursuit of a Spanish alliance all served to raise uncomfortable suspicions in some quarters that a return to Rome might perhaps be his ultimate aim.


Very broadly speaking, the Civil War was also to be in some degree a struggle between town and country in as much as Protestantism and its associated secular politics were most strongly rooted in the industrialised and commercial centres, while rural areas were still dominated for the most part by a conservative squirearchy. The reasons for this are quite simple and again illustrate the degree to which politics and religion were inextricably linked. In the first place of course, the local squire was able to exert a considerable degree of direct pressure upon his tenantry, particularly if an estate had been held by his family long enough for a tradition of service to become firmly established. Even where it had not, the squire could still exert a more subtle pressure through the medium of the church.


In the 17th century the minister of a rural parish did much more than simply preach the word of God, for his pulpit also provided a platform from which the news of the day could be disseminated to a largely illiterate population. Naturally the ‘slant’ placed upon that news almost invariably reflected the viewpoint of the King and his bishops as well as that of the local landowner who had nominated the minister in the first place. It was possible for contrary views to be heard at markets, but inevitably such contacts were normally too transient to have much real effect upon local opinion.


In towns and other commercial/industrial centres it was a very different matter, since the obligations which a squire could impose on his rural tenants did not apply. Indeed many municipalities seem to have gone out of their way to oppose the local landowners as a matter of principle. It was also relatively easy for an individual to exercise some degree of choice as to where and in what manner he worshipped. Moreover, not only were levels of literacy higher in towns but there was obviously a far greater level of opportunity for the exchange of political as well as religious ideas both within the community and with the wider world beyond.1


This is of course something of an over-simplification, but it can actually be seen quite clearly in Lancashire. There the impoverished agricultural Hundreds of Lonsdale, Leyland, West Derby and in particular the Fylde country of Amounderness Hundred were strongly Catholic and for the King, while the weaving and cloth-working communities in the Blackburn and Salford Hundreds, centred on Bolton, Blackburn and Manchester, were both strongly Protestant and pro-Parliamentarian. Although some Catholics made strenuous efforts to avoid any kind of involvement in the struggle, contemporaries were in no doubt that religion was a major factor in deciding political allegiance in this area. Bolton indeed was so militantly Protestant as to be popularly known as the ‘Geneva of the North’, and in 1644 hundreds of soldiers and civilians were massacred when the town was stormed by Catholic troops.


Lancashire might well be somewhat untypical in hosting two such dramatically disparate communities in such close proximity to each other, but if the colours are a little too sharply drawn to be truly representative, they do serve to provide a microcosm of what the war was all about. On the one side was the arbitrary rule of the old order as represented by the Earl of Derby and his Catholic tenantry, and on the other the rising power and confidence of the commercial and industrial middle classes and their militantly Protestant workforce.


Although the King’s religious reforms were swallowed uneasily in England, his attempt to impose similar reforms on the far more radically Protestant Scottish church precipitated disaster. Charles had originally paid very little attention to his Scottish kingdom. His father had crossed the border with few obvious regrets, and he himself did not even deign to visit Edinburgh for his coronation until 1633 – eight years after his accession to the throne! Then, having rather belatedly woken up to the fact that he possessed a northern kingdom, he ordered a broad range of measures aimed at bringing the government of both church and state into conformity with English practice. In itself this was bad enough, but in order to finance the reforms Charles also announced his intention of recovering former church lands from the families who had held them since the Reformation. Understandably, both these high-handed moves so alarmed the Scots that a formidable combination of otherwise disparate opposition groups came into being, and formalised their rejection of the planned reforms by signing the famous National Covenant of 1638. Oliver Cromwell was afterwards to declare that the Civil War did not begin as a religious conflict, but in reality just as there was but a small step from political to religious absolutism in the 17th century, so now Charles discovered to his cost that once men began to defy his religious authority as self-proclaimed head of the church, they were all the readier to carry their dispute over into secular matters and defy his authority as head of state as well.


A challenge to Royal authority of the National Covenant’s magnitude could not be ignored, and like any self-respecting 17th-century monarch, the King felt compelled to meet it with military force. The problem was that he had no regular military forces at his immediate disposal. He was forced to rely upon unenthusiastic levies drawn from the Trained Bands, and in 1639 his planned invasion of Scotland ground to an ignominious halt without even crossing the border. A second attempt in the following year only invited a Scottish counter-invasion, defeat in battle and the capture of Newcastle upon Tyne for the first time in hundreds of years of cross-border conflict.


The protracted Scots crisis, often referred to as the Bishops’ Wars, and the humiliating concessions which followed it only served to reveal the extent of the King’s vulnerability. This point was underlined by his being forced to call a Parliament, the so-called ‘Long Parliament’, in order to raise the money needed to keep the victorious Scots north of the river Tees. Even here Charles miscalculated, for this Parliament, like the ‘Short Parliament’ which preceded the war, proved to be militantly uncooperative. It was far more interested in asserting what it regarded as its legitimate rights and privileges, and in opposing the King’s religious policies, than in voting for taxes to aid the Crown in quashing the very similar rights being defended by the Scots.


Hostilities were officially brought to a close by the Treaty of Ripon signed on 26 October 1640, but savouring their triumph the Scots held on to Newcastle until the following August, thus giving the new Parliament time to consolidate its position. A visit to Edinburgh by the King late in 1641, ostensibly to attend to the fine print of a peace settlement, was marked in the very best Scottish tradition by a bungled coup against the leading Covenanters. Betrayed at the last minute the ‘Incident’ as it was quaintly referred to was no sooner smoothed over than the King’s early morning round of golf on 28 October 1641 was interrupted by news of a bloody rebellion in Ireland.


There was a small standing army in Ireland which Charles had at one time hoped to employ against the Scots in 1639 and in 1640, and notwithstanding the contrary advice of his advisers on the spot, he had also proposed to reinforce that army with fresh levies drawn from amongst the Catholic ‘Old Irish’. Predictably this particular plan never reached fruition,2 but the King’s apparent willingness to employ the army outside Ireland raised suspicions at Westminster that he might also be prepared to contemplate employing it against his dissident English subjects. Whether or not such a move was actually contemplated is immaterial, for when the army’s commander, the Earl of Strafford, was so incautious as to utter certain remarks which might conceivably bear that interpretation, he was promptly impeached by Parliament and then executed six months later.


Apart from hardening the King in his growing determination to grant no further concessions to the opposition, this execution only served to underline Parliament’s paranoid hostility towards the ‘Old Irish’. Unfortunately, it did so just at the very time when the failure of the Scots War was demonstrating to the Irish that a rebellion had every chance of succeeding against a militarily impotent Crown.


The importance of the Irish rebellion cannot be over-emphasised, for whilst the Scots War had been a surprisingly civilised affair, the Irish one was accompanied by widespread ethnic cleansing of the worst kind. The true scale of the massacres and the number of Protestant refugees harried out into the snow or killed over the winter of 1641–2 was certainly exaggerated by contemporary propagandists. Nevertheless, there is no doubting that most people on the mainland genuinely believed at the time that tens of thousands of Protestants were being barbarously murdered by their Catholic neighbours – and they responded accordingly.


Ever since King Henry VIII had broken with Rome because he would not accept that the Pope’s authority transcended his own, English (and Irish) Catholics had been feared and distrusted. This suspicion sprang not from simple doctrinal differences, but rather from the much more urgent fear that English Catholics considered their first loyalty was to the Papacy rather than to the Crown. Worse still, they might conceive themselves to have more in common with foreigners who shared their faith, than with their Protestant neighbours. Consequently, the violent outbreak of an overtly Catholic rebellion in Ireland in 1641 raised very real fears that English Catholics might also rise in support of their Irish co-religionists. These fears in turn had a strong influence on patterns of support for King or Parliament in the wider conflict which followed.


The Irish crisis demanded an army to suppress the rebellion and the raising of it led to the final breach between King and Parliament. The question was the outwardly simple one of who should control this army. The King considered, perhaps with some considerable justice and at any rate the overwhelming weight of precedent, that all military forces should come under the authority of the Crown. On the other hand, Parliament was by this time only too alive to the possibility that he might be tempted to turn the regiments upon his unruly English subjects before succouring the Irish Protestants.


These suspicions were dramatically borne out in the first week of January 1642. His enthusiasm for conspiracy undimmed by the failures of an abortive ‘Army Plot’ and the Scottish ‘Incident’ little more than two months earlier, Charles attempted to have five leading members of Parliament arrested. Denied legal sanction for the move, he tried to effect their seizure by invading the House of Commons with an armed gang. Duly warned, his prey escaped him, but the wheel had turned full circle. King James VI had abandoned Scotland in order to escape such dramatic interventions in government. Now his son had become a leading exponent of the technique and so precipitated a full-scale civil war.


With Parliament and the London mob united against him, the King fled from London on 10 January 1642 and eventually made his way to York. For the moment Ireland and the suffering Protestants were forgotten and both sides rallied their forces.


NOTES


  1.  This also applied to the Royal Navy whose personnel were largely drawn from the urban commercial and working classes – a ship was in a very real sense an industrial undertaking. It is hardly surprising therefore that despite the money lavished upon it by the King, the Navy should have declared for Parliament on 2 July 1642.


  2.  One regiment was sent to garrison Carlisle in 1640 but none of the expeditionary forces ever sailed.




CHAPTER I


All the King’s Horses and All the King’s Men: The Soldiers


Before proceeding further, it is necessary to pause for a moment and look at the nature of the forces being raised by King and Parliament. In the years leading up to the Civil War the military forces of the Crown comprised little more than the Sovereign’s personal bodyguards and a handful of chronically underpaid gunners and garrison soldiers whose principal job seems to have been to prevent anyone from walking off with the cannon and stores left in their charge. Consequently, England still relied, as it had in Elizabethan times, upon the county militias both for its own defence and also for operations farther afield, such as the wars with Scotland in 1639 and 1640.


Whilst it was in theory possible to call up every able-bodied man, the terms Militia and Trained Bands were to all intents and purposes synonymous. The latter sometimes also known as the Freeholders’ Bands, were, as their alternative title indicates, supposedly composed of men who actually owned or leased land: ‘none of the meaner sort, nor servants; but only such as be of the Gentrie, Freeholders, and good Farmers, or their sonnes, that are like to be resident.’ Far from being a rustic peasant rabble, they were to be men of some substance who had a stake in the country and a consequent interest in preserving it from foreign invasion or domestic insurrection. Nevertheless, while the Lieutenant or his deputy might be greatly encouraged (and perhaps astonished as well) by the appearance of a local magnate at a muster, attended by his sons and tenants in all the awful panoply of war, it was generally considered no great matter if only his servants and hired substitutes turned up instead. Notwithstanding which William Barriffe complained of how ‘Porters, Colliars, Water-bearers, & Broom men, are thrust into the rooms of men of better quality, as though they themselves were too good to do the King and their Country service.’1


Not surprisingly, this militia has often been dismissed as ineffectual where it was not actually moribund, and indeed it is suggested that the best use which the King could make of it in 1642 was simply to disarm it in order to equip his own volunteer regiments.2 Nevertheless, the initial reliance by both sides upon voluntary recruiting rather than calling out the Bands did not reflect their supposed inefficiency – after all the volunteers who replaced them could scarcely be expected to be any better trained or equipped – but was rather an acknowledgement that neither side possessed sufficient authority to cause the Bands to be mustered and to march wheresoever they were required. It was simply much easier to ask for volunteers. In any case, once the territorial limits of the opposing factions did become well established, considerable use was in fact made of the Bands by both sides although, with some notable exceptions, they tended to stay in their home areas.


As to the marching regiments, they were initially recruited by beat of drum and by the exertions of the local gentry, which is a polite way of saying that some men volunteered without compulsion and others came forward because their landlord or employer told them to. Naturally enough there was a limit to the number of men who could be raised in this manner, especially once the initial enthusiasm evaporated, and both sides soon resorted to more formal methods of conscription, including, in its most direct form, demands that the parish constables produce a certain number of able-bodied and decently clothed men on a certain date. It is little wonder therefore that desertion should have been so rife later in the war or that the common soldiers so readily changed sides when taken prisoner.


THE OFFICERS


The absence of a standing army before the Civil War has fostered the notion that it was an affair conducted by amateurs. By comparison with the previous civil war in the 15th century this may very well have been so, but in fact even at the outset there was no shortage of technical expertise on either side. The Dutch and Spaniards had been at each other’s throats in the Low Countries for over seventy years, and since 1618 an even greater conflict had been raging in Germany. Both wars, or rather series of wars, provided ample employment opportunities for younger sons and other adventurous souls. For the most part the English ones seem to have learned their trade in Protestant Holland, a choice readily explained by the close cultural, trading and sometimes family links which existed between south-east England and the Low Countries. While some Scots also fought for the Dutch, most of them went farther afield, serving in both the French and most notably in the Swedish armies. Nor was foreign service confined to the Protestant powers. Scots and Englishmen were also to be found in the Imperial and Spanish armies and a few, such as Sir Arthur Aston, even went as far as Poland and Muscovy.


All in all, there was a considerable body of experience available to the opposing commanders. Indeed the King’s General for much of the war was Patrick Ruthven (Lord Forth in the Scottish peerage and later Earl of Brentford in the English), who spent thirty years in the Swedish service before coming home in 1638. On the other side the Earl of Essex, though perhaps not able to boast as much experience, had commanded a regiment in the Dutch service and fought under Sir Horace Vere in the Palatinate.


Over sixty officers in the Parliamentarian army at Edgehill were professional soldiers, as were at least thirty on the King’s side including Sir Arthur Aston, Sir Jacob Astley, Charles Gerard, Richard Fielding, and Sir Nicholas Byron and his nephews. Indeed only one of the King’s infantry brigades was not commanded by a professional soldier. In Scotland the recruitment of professional soldiers was handled quite systematically. Even before the armies began to be raised Scots officers serving abroad were invited to return home and paid retainers until employment could be found for them. In the main, Scottish regiments and companies were entrusted to local magnates but they were backed up by professional soldiers at every level. Wherever possible lieutenant colonels, majors, lieutenants and even sergeants were chosen from amongst the large pool of veterans.


The vast majority of the officers on both sides, however, had no military experience beyond what some of them might have picked up at Trained Band musters. Some inevitably learned the hard way or died trying, others turned to drill-books. It is a little-appreciated fact that the invention of printing revolutionised warfare by making theoretical and practical texts readily available to potential officers.


At a company and even regimental level there were a bewildering selection of drill-books, theoretical texts and even military memoirs upon which the newly commissioned officer could draw. Some, such as John Bingham’s Taktics of Aelian, a comparative study of classical texts and the more modern doctrines of Mauritz von Nassau, probably went over the heads of most, but there were also more accessible titles. In addition to the very basic Directions for Musters produced in 1638 to give Trained Band officers a grounding in infantry drill, there was William Barriffe’s very much more comprehensive (and influential) Militarie Discipline: or the Young Artillery-man. This went through six editions between 1635 and 1661 and despite its slightly misleading title, it may fairly be considered to have been the standard work on infantry. As to the cavalry there seems to have been broad agreement that the most important treatise was John Cruso’s Militarie Instructions for the Cavallrie, first published in 1632 and sufficiently well thought of to be reprinted at Cambridge in 1644.


By and large, however, most of these works, whose initial target audience was Trained Band officers and the members of volunteer military societies, are pitched at a fairly low tactical level. Both Directions for Musters and Cruso’s Militarie Instructions are aimed primarily at the officers of companies and troops. Barriffe goes a stage further and also deals with battalion-sized formations, but the handling of brigades and higher formations was very largely a matter of practical experience, and it was there that the professionals made their mark.


THE INFANTRY


The basic tactical unit was what might best be referred to as a battalion, although the term was not much used at the time. In theory infantrymen were organised in regiments commanded by colonels, each subdivided into a number of companies commanded by captains. Ideally there should have been ten companies each with its own colour or flag and numbering at least 100 men,3 but in practice a regiment could comprise anything from three to thirteen or fourteen companies, and would be counted lucky if they all mustered as many as thirty soldiers apiece. This was particularly true of Royalist formations. The King’s Lifeguard, exceptionally, may have had as many as thirteen companies at the outset, but seven companies and sometimes fewer appears to have been the rule since commanders preferred to maintain the numbers of soldiers in each company at a reasonable level even if this meant disbanding weak ones and drafting their personnel into the stronger ones. Consequently, intelligence reports on both sides tended to estimate the strength of enemy formations from the number of colours on display.


As a further complication, the fact that most units comprised two quite distinct types of soldier – pikemen and musketeers – meant that a regiment’s constituent companies did not line up one beside the other, but were broken up before going into action, and their personnel formed into combined divisions of the respective arms. It is a commonly held belief, in part fostered by that famous row at Edgehill, that there were two quite distinct tactical doctrines – the Dutch and the Swedish – employed by the Civil War armies. In reality both the authors, Mauritz von Nassau and Gustaf Adolf respectively, were in their graves long before the war began, and the distinctions between them had long since been blurred by practical experience. This is most strikingly revealed in the case of the Scottish army. Given the considerable body of officers trained in the Swedish service, it would be reasonable to suppose that Swedish doctrines were employed, yet there is not one single example of Scots regiments adopting the infantry formation known as the ‘Swedish Brigade’. Instead they were invariably drawn up in the battalion formations common to all of the armies fighting in Germany and the Low Countries by that time. Ordinarily the pike division was deployed in the centre of the battalion with the musketeers forming on either flank. The optimum size for such a formation – usually drawn up six deep – seems to have been about 300–500 men. Very large regiments, recruited well up to their theoretical strength, could and did form two battalions, but conversely, it was much commoner to find two or more very weak regiments combining to form a single battalion rather than each standing alone.


At the outset of the Civil War the ideal was regarded as one pikeman for every two musketeers, and the regiments raised to go to Ireland at the beginning of 1642 were not only organised in that ratio, but also mustered a company of firelocks, presumably to act as skirmishers in the bogs and woods. Frequently enough in the early days a shortage of muskets dictated a more equal division. For example, on 18 February 1643 a muster discovered that out of 513 soldiers serving in the King’s Lifeguard of Foot – which certainly ought to have been properly equipped – no fewer than 322 men were completely unarmed. By 23 April some firearms and a total of 212 pikes had been issued, which would certainly suggest an equality of pike and shot. Nevertheless, this situation did not last, particularly after the Royalists captured the Bristol firearms manufactories in 1643, and the proportion of pikemen declined dramatically. By March 1644 both the King’s and Queen’s Lifeguards were being issued with ‘Two parts Musquetts with Bandaliers, and the rest Pikes’, while an increasing number of units were being armed with muskets alone.


It was a similar story in the Parliamentarian ranks. Although most of the 1642 regiments were properly equipped, at least two, Lord Saye and Sele’s, and Lord Wharton’s, had to make do with three musketeers to two pikemen and one for one respectively. Like their Royalist counterparts, however, Parliamentarian officers soon began fielding much greater numbers of musketeers, and when Essex’s army was re-equipped after having been disarmed in the Lostwithiel disaster in 1644, the 6,000 remaining foot were issued with 5,000 muskets and only 1,000 pikes.


However disposed, when infantrymen fought each other in the open field, the two opposing battalions would normally march towards each other, occasionally exchanging fire before coming to a halt at a distance of twenty or thirty yards in order to let the musketeers concentrate on winning the firefight. Sooner or later, however, one of the battalions might feel sufficiently confident to advance into physical contact with the other. In practice this could be a protracted and indecisive business, but the Royalists, perhaps because they were chronically short of ammunition, seem to have been prone to firing only a single volley before falling on with swords, pikes and the butt-ends of muskets.


While it seems to have been by no means uncommon for pikemen to throw down their pikes and fall on with swords, deliberate encounters between two opposing stands of pikemen were generally conducted at ‘push of pike’. This was by no means as dangerous as it might at first appear, and hostile commentators such as Daniel Lupton claimed that it was virtually impossible for a pikeman to run someone through, even if he was only wearing a buffcoat. The real object of the exercise seems to have been to push the opposition back sufficiently violently to cause them to lose their footing, or better still to break and run. Nevertheless, both sides needed to enter into the spirit of the occasion and, if one side was less than enthusiastic, the push might only be a token one with the reluctant party throwing down its pikes and giving way almost at once.


If neither side was too keen on the idea they might even be reduced to an ineffective ‘foyning’ or fencing, standing off at a pike’s length and going through the motions of jabbing at each other while they waited for something to turn up. After the initial clash the infantry battle at Edgehill in 1642 seems to have settled down into an affair of this kind:





When the Royalist army was advanced within musket shot of the enemy [wrote the future King James] the foot on both sides began to give fire, the King’s coming on and the Rebells continuing only to keep their ground, so that they came so near one another that some of the battalions were at push of pike, particularly the regiment of the Guards … The foot thus being engaged in such warm and close service, it were reasonable to suppose that one side should run and be disordered; but it happened otherwise, for each as if by mutual consent retired some few paces, and then struck down their colours, continuing to fire at each other even until night, a thing so extraordinary as nothing less than so many witnesses as were present could make it credible.4





In the smaller battles it seems to have been the practice for all the pikemen of the army to be gathered together in one reasonably large body or stand rather than scattered along the line in penny-packets. This stand would then be kept in reserve until the decisive moment. A good example of this is provided by Adwalton Moor in 1643. Initially, the battle began as a firefight along the line of a hedge and ditch separating the Marquis of Newcastle’s Royalist musketeers and Lord Fairfax’s men. Although in overall terms the Parliamentarians were outnumbered, they seem to have had rather more musketeers than the Royalists, and after a time they began to drive them back. Fairfax appeared to be on the point of victory but then Colonel Posthumous Kirton, the commander of Newcastle’s own regiment, led the massed Royalist pikemen in a charge against the Parliamentarian left:





At last the pikes of my Lord’s army having no employment all the day were drawn against the enemy’s left wing, and particularly those of my Lord’s own regiment … who fell so furiously upon the enemy, that they forsook their hedges, and fell to their heels.5





While such examples were suitably dramatic affairs, they worked through sheer intimidation and were not as a rule typical. The pikeman’s primary role was not to kill other infantrymen but to defend the flanking musketeers against hostile cavalry. William Barriffe illustrates a surprising variety of formations which could be adopted for this purpose, including hollow squares similar in conception if not necessarily in appearance to those employed at Waterloo. On the other hand, although they doubtless formed diverting exercises to be practised by the various pre-war military clubs, most of the squares appear rather too complicated for a real battlefield – indeed, Barriffe freely admits as much and there is little contemporary evidence of such formations being adopted in action. On the contrary, all too often the usual reaction of infantrymen was simply to run away from cavalrymen and Barriffe recommends arming musketeers with half-pikes in order to fend off cavalry:





Whole pikes alone are too weak, because the Horseman carries fiery weapons, & can kill the Pike-man at a distance, they neither being able to defend themselves, nor offend their enemies. Secondly, musquettiers with Rests, are not able in open Campania, to withstand the able and resolute Horse-men, which will break them through & through. Thirdly, both conjoyned in one body, are too weak in open and even Countries to withstand the Horse: for if your Pikes be flanked with Musquettiers (according to the usual manner) then the Horse-men kill the Pikes at a distance (as aforesaid) and rout and plunder the Musquettiers on the flanks, they having little possibility of aid from their Pike-men, when the Horse are entered pell-mell amongst the Musquettiers, knocking and treading them down.6





While the bayonet eventually proved to be a much better idea than encumbering the poor musketeer with a half-pike in addition to all his other kit, the important point to note here is that Barriffe clearly implies that hollow squares were seldom if ever employed during the Civil War. Instead they maintained their normal battalion formation, and what normally happened is revealed by Richard Elton, a Parliamentarian officer who like Barriffe had once been a member of the Society of the Artillery Garden:





In my opinion the best way of opposing the Horse charge is that which we learned of our ever honoured Captain, Major Henry Tillier in the Military Garden; which was Files closing to the midst to their closest order insomuch that there was not above half a foot intervall of ground between File and File, the pikes Porting, and after closing their ranks forward so close, that they locked themselves one within another, and then charged on. Which in my judgment is so secure a way from routing, that it is impossible for any body of Horse to enter therein.7





Despite the fact that he was often employed both to deliver the decisive blow in the infantry battle and to defend the musketeer against the cavalryman, the pikeman’s relative importance declined quite dramatically during the war. Next to the cavalryman, the grimly armoured pikeman is perhaps one of the more enduring images of the Civil War soldier, yet both he and his armour were rapidly becoming an anachronism on battlefields dominated by musketeers. The fully equipped pikeman is well illustrated by the Dutch artist, Jacob de Geyhn. However, as far as the Civil War soldier is concerned, De Geyhn’s prints are extremely misleading on one very important point. His pikeman wears a corselet, comprising back and breast plates, covering the torso, a pair of tassets protecting the thighs, a gorget or steel collar at the throat, and an iron headpiece, commonly referred to as a ‘pikeman’s pot’, doubtless because it served just as well for cooking as it did for protection. Just how much armour was actually worn during the Civil War is a moot point. The Earl of Clarendon famously remarked of the King’s army at Edgehill:





… the foot (all but three or four hundred who marched without any weapon but a cudgel) were armed with muskets, and bags for their powder and pikes; but in the whole body there was not one pikeman had a corselet, and very few musketeers who had swords.8





Nor was Parliament’s army much better. Initially, at least two of the Earl of Essex’s London-based regiments may have been provided with corselets, and at least one other may have received armour after Edgehill, but no armour appears to have been purchased or issued after the early part of 1643.9 Indeed, although the pike itself was considered by military theorists to be the more honourable weapon, its comparative ineffectiveness soon created a tendency towards the entirely understandable view that ‘real’ soldiers carried muskets. As for the tactics employed by the musketeers, it is necessary first to appreciate the limitations of their weapons and how those limitations were overcome.


The musket most commonly used during the Civil War was the matchlock – fired as its name implies by touching off the priming charge with a piece of burning slow-match. It was cheap, robust and usually reasonably reliable. There were, however, a number of drawbacks to the weapon. In the first place, practice was necessary to gauge the correct setting of the match in the lock, and if firing was delayed for any reason, the match required constant adjustment as it burned down. In wet weather it was virtually useless. The flash pan cover had to be opened manually before firing, and the priming charge might easily, therefore, become soaked, although the biggest problem was that once the slow-match became damp it refused to burn hotly enough to ignite the powder.


Besides the matchlock, increasing quantities of the more expensive firelock came into use during the war. The firelock took a number of forms, such as snaphaunces and wheel-locks, but the commonest was what is generally now known as a flintlock. This was a much handier weapon, though rather less soldier-proof than the matchlock. Generally speaking, firelocks were given in the first instance to sentries, artillery guards and General officers’ lifeguards, since they had to be ready to use their weapons at all times and would otherwise burn up immense quantities of slow-match. However, they were also issued to small special service or ranger companies, themselves referred to as Firelocks, in much the same manner that some later sharpshooters became termed Riflemen.


Notwithstanding the firelock’s apparent advantages, the matchlock remained the commonest form of firearm throughout the period, largely because it was cheap and comparatively robust. Moreover, although an individual soldier might find it highly advantageous to be armed with a firelock, there was little real difference in their battle performance since the limitations of the matchlock were sufficiently well recognised for tactical doctrines and unit drills to be devised which minimised their effect.


Depending on his level of training, a musketeer could reasonably be expected to have reloaded well within a minute of having fired. This did not, however, mean that during that time his regiment stood helpless in the face of an attack. The depth of the formation adopted reflected the loading time. Regiments were normally drawn up six men deep and in a firefight discharged their muskets one rank at a time The front rank, having fired, fell away to the rear to reload, followed in succession by the other five until, by the time all six had fired, the original front rank was back in place to begin the cycle anew. Thus it was possible for a regiment to fire off some kind of volley, not every thirty or sixty seconds, but every ten seconds.


Nevertheless, it was also possible for massed volleys or salvees to be delivered by three ranks at once, but for obvious reasons this was only resorted to in certain circumstances; either to precede a headlong assault – something which increasingly became a Royalist trademark – or else to receive one, particularly by cavalry.


THE CAVALRY


Cavalrymen were organised first and foremost into troops, which like infantry companies were led by a captain and generally mustered anything between thirty and a hundred men. Although many operated as independent formations, it was normal for them to be brigaded together to form regiments ideally comprising about six troops. The Royalists certainly appear to have aimed at such an establishment with three of the troops commanded by field officers; colonel, lieutenant colonel and major, and three or sometimes four captains commanding the others. For example at Cropredy Bridge on 29 June 1644 Lord Wilmot’s Brigade comprised four regiments, the Lord General’s and Prince Maurice’s, each mustering seven troops, Colonel Thomas Howard’s with eight and Colonel Gerard Croker’s with only two. Parliamentarian units were similarly organised save that their establishment included a colonel and major, but no lieutenant colonel.


John Cruso, in his magisterial Militarie Instructions for the Cavallrie divided that arm into two classes, heavy cavalry which comprised lancers and cuirassiers, and light cavalry which comprised harquebusiers, carbines and dragooners. Both of the former wore three-quarter armour, while the latter were much more lightly mounted and equipped. While Cruso’s book certainly appears to have been used by the Parliamentarians at least as an unofficial manual – it was reprinted at Cambridge in 1644 – there was inevitably perhaps some considerable divergence from his ideal. There were, for example, no lancers. Although they had appeared in comparatively large numbers at Trained Band musters as recently as 1637, the anonymous ‘J.B.’ who contributed a supplement on cavalry to the 1661 edition of Barriffe dismissed lancers with the comment that they were not used at all.10 Fully equipped cuirassiers were nearly as scarce, and most Civil War cavalrymen probably looked like harquebusiers or carbines. In theory the two should have been distinguished by the first wearing a corselet while the latter relied upon his buff-coat alone, but in practice no such distinction was possible and many a harquebusier rode forth protected only by a buff-coat.


It may seem odd that armoured harquebusiers should have been regarded as light cavalry, but appreciation of this point is necessary to understand why the Royalist horse should at first have been so very much superior to their Parliamentarian opponents. According to Cruso and the other contemporary authorities, the cuirassier was regarded as the heavy, battle-winning cavalryman. His function, in brutally simple terms, was to ride down the opposition by locking up knee to knee and charging ‘in full career’. Harquebusiers on the other hand, as light cavalry, were expected to guard the flanks and rear of the cuirassier formations. Consequently, they were primarily armed with carbines and pistols and expected to use them rather than emulating their heavier comrades by charging home.


Conventionally, the initial superiority of the Royalist horse is attributed to Prince Rupert’s introduction of Swedish tactical doctrines, which supposedly emphasised the use of shock tactics rather than firepower, but the truth of the matter is that they were being employed as cuirassiers, or at least as heavy rather than light cavalry. The Cavalier horse might not have been equipped as cuirassiers, but just as a lack of corselets did not prevent either side from fielding pikemen, a similar shortage of cuirassier arms did not deter the Royalists from fielding heavy cavalry trained to charge home. Parliamentarian officers took rather longer to appreciate that the outward appearance of a trooper need not dictate his role, and at the outset their troops of harquebusiers and carbines tried (with a marked lack of success) to shoot it out instead of charging, but they did come around to it at least by 1644 and Cromwell’s famous Ironsides were certainly cuirassiers in all but name.11


Dragoons were neither fish nor fowl in that they were expected to ride to the battlefield and dismount to fight. Consequently, some units were organised in the same manner as infantry regiments, while others adopted a cavalry-based organisation. At the outset of the war they represented a considerable proportion of the cavalry arm on both sides amounting to between a quarter and a third of those taking part in the Edgehill campaign. However, regimental-sized battle-groups were soon recognised to be too unwieldy, and the practice grew up of attaching a small troop of dragooners to some of the larger regiments of horse. Such a troop could provide some local fire-support as and when required, and more prosaically could also act as sentries for the regiment’s quarters and horse-lines. Although at the outset they were intended to serve simply as mounted infantry rather than troopers, having once got on horseback they grew increasingly reluctant to get off again, and while the expedient of attaching a troop of dragooners to a cavalry regiment may have had its advantages, in the long run it served only to blur the distinction between the two.


This gradual alteration in role, which ended with their almost complete assimilation into the horse, was also reflected in their equipment. ‘J.B.’ writing in 1661 declared that:





The other Arming of the Cavalry used in these Modern times, known by the Name of Dragoones, (being only Foot mounted) is a Sword (all) and some Musquets, and some Pikes, both having Leather Thongs fixed to them, whereby they may be the easier carried; his lighted Match and Bridle in his Left hand, having his Right hand at Liberty for the better ordering of his Pike or Musket in their March, as occasion shall require. Yet in these English Wars, it was observed that the Dragoones seldom used any Pikes, and of late times most Snap-haunce Locks.12


ARTILLERY


The artillery, by its nature, had a far from rigid hierarchy, but broadly speaking the General of the Artillery (an administrative post) supervised five different groups: gunners, fireworkers, conductors, pioneers, and a variety of craftsmen, storekeepers and workmen. The first obviously looked after the guns, while the fireworkers attended to the slightly more esoteric skills of firing mortars and preparing a variety of explosive and incendiary devices. Conductors were transport officers, so named because they were responsible for ‘conducting’ the train from place to place, and the Pioneers did all the dirty work. Parliamentarian artillery trains also had their own integral security force in the form of a company or two of Firelocks, but both the Scots and Royalist armies made do with ad hoc detachments (normally armed with matchlocks) drawn from ordinary infantry units.


In the 17th century the Train of Artillery was not only responsible for the firing of a variety of cannon, but also encompassed a number of now quite separate supporting services. The Train supplied small arms ammunition of all types to both infantry and cavalry units, ‘new and fixt’ muskets, snaphaunce muskets, pikes, half-pikes, lances, swine feathers, pistols and holsters, armour, swords and sword-belts, the various tools which the gunners themselves required, and the more mundane bits and pieces which the army needed to function as a community: spades, mattocks, duck boards, axes, horse-shoes, nails, rope, hides, tar and so on and so forth.13


It was, however, the cannon which were the Train’s primary responsibility. Generally speaking only the main field armies could afford to encumber themselves with more than a handful of light guns. This was not because the actual cannon were in short supply, since a single moderately well-equipped warship generally mounted as many if not more guns than the average army. The real impediment to assembling a large train was the difficulty in moving and supporting it. Each gun required a team of horses – or occasionally oxen – to pull it, while yet more horses (and carts) were needed to transport the powder and ball, and they in turn called for farriers and other craftsmen to keep them all on the road.


On 16 May 1643 a warrant was issued for the assembling of a small train of artillery to accompany Prince Maurice into the West Country. It comprised only one brass cannon (a 12-pounder) and a brass mortar piece, with 50 and 24 rounds of ammunition respectively, yet it required two wagons, ten carts and sixty-seven draught horses to transport the ammunition and tools. Not surprisingly the personnel assigned to this train included a carpenter, a wheelwright and a blacksmith.


Although there were some light pieces, most guns were emplaced in static positions on the battlefield, and rarely if ever influenced the outcome. The true value of artillery at this period still lay in siege work, but while a single gun could sometimes make all the difference, it is surprising how often supposedly fragile mediaeval walls proved sufficient to hold attackers at bay; the siege of Newcastle upon Tyne in 1644 being a particularly striking example. Castles perching upon rocky outcrops were particularly difficult to deal with, although Stirling Castle surrendered fairly rapidly in 1651 when a mortar dropped bombs into the middle of it and thoroughly demoralised the garrison.


Despite these limitations the train was an essential part of any well-conducted army, but as Lord Percy gloomily observed it was an expensive sponge which could never be filled.
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  3.  In theory, the colonel’s own company should have been 200 strong, the lieutenant colonel’s 150 strong, and the major’s 120, but it is most unlikely that any regiments achieved their full establishment before the Protectorate.


  4.  Young, Edgehill, p276.


  5.  Memoirs of the Duke of Newcastle, p25.


  6.  Barriffe, p147. Sometimes, however, the musketeers could still give a good account of themselves, as James II ruefully recalled at the battle of the Dunes in 1658: ‘Tis very observable that when we had broken into this battalion, and were gott amongst them, not so much as one single man of them asked for quarter, or threw down his arms, but every one defended himself to the last; so that we ran as great a danger by the butt end of their muskets as by the volley which they had given us. And one of them had infallibly knocked mee off my horse, if I had not prevented him when he was just ready to have discharged his blow by a stroke I gave with my sword over the face, which laid him along the ground.’
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  9.  Peachy & Turton, Old Robin’s Foot, pp45, 47. Warrants exist for the issue of 500 corselets to Essex’s and Wharton’s regiments in August 1642 (WO 55/1754) but there are no corresponding receipts to indicate whether the corselets were actually forthcoming.


10.  Barriffe – Appendix p22. ‘We find that the Lances (which have been much in use formerly, both in this Kingdom and Foreign parts) are now generally laid aside, and not used at all in our late Civil Wars, only some few that Duke Hamilton had when he invaded England in the year 1648, but their lances were but Half-pikes, and their Defensive Armes very mean, so that they were of no great use to them then.’


11.  John Vernon’s Young Horseman published in that year is a useful indicator of the change in tactics although he appears to have been serving in the Earl of Essex’s army rather than alongside Cromwell in the Eastern Association forces.


12.  Barriffe – Appendix p22.
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CHAPTER II


Over by Christmas: The Edgehill Campaign 1642


The King’s military preparations got off to an uninspiring start. On his arrival in Yorkshire the local Trained Bands were called out and although they accompanied him on an abortive attempt to secure the great magazine at Hull on 29 April, it was also clear that they would not be willing to march beyond the county boundary. If he was to raise a proper army he needed to look elsewhere.


In June therefore the King began issuing both Commissions of Array, empowering the authorities in each county to muster and arm troops, and also military commissions directing named individuals to raise regiments. Although some units were raised in Yorkshire it soon became clear that a more central location should be chosen for the mustering point. To that end therefore he left York and formally set up his standard at Nottingham on 22 August 1642. By this symbolic act he announced that he was taking the field not as Charles Stuart, but as King of England and that all who stood against him were rebels. Unfortunately, it soon became apparent that the choice of Nottingham was less than inspired.


Parliament too was busily enlisting volunteers. Backed by City money and ready access to both existing magazines and the continental arms markets, it planned to raise no fewer than twenty regiments of foot for an army to be led by Robert Devereaux, Earl of Essex. The call met with an enthusiastic response and on 18 August two of those regiments were ordered to Warwickshire. Having been joined on the road by a third regiment, they successfully brushed aside a Royalist detachment at Southam on the 22nd1 and afterwards occupied Coventry, leaving Sir Jacob Astley to pessimistically declare: ‘He could give no assurance that the King would not be taken out of his bed if the rebels made a brisk attempt to that purpose.’2


On 7 September more regiments left London and Essex opened his headquarters at Northampton on the 10th. In the face of this growing threat the King was persuaded to move westwards either to Shrewsbury or Chester where he could pick up the numerous levies expected out of Wales and the North West. Accompanied by just five regiments of foot and a bare 500 horse, he evacuated Nottingham on the 13th and marching by way of Derby, Uttoxeter, Stafford and Wellington, he established himself at Shrewsbury on the 20th while his nephew, Prince Rupert took up an advanced position at Bridgenorth with the cavalry. It took a few days for Essex to learn of this move, and consequently, he did not leave Northampton until the 19th, with the intention of occupying Worcester. In so doing he precipitated the first serious clash of the campaign.


In July the Oxford colleges had pledged their silver plate to the King, but making the offer and actually delivering it were two entirely different matters. A cavalier officer, Sir John Byron was therefore ordered to Oxford with 150 horse and dragoons and instructions to secure as much of it as possible.3 Given that the Midlands were already infested with Parliamentarian detachments and recruiting parties this was a risky business, but any delay could mean that the plate might be seized by the Parliamentarians instead – Oliver Cromwell had already prevented a similar donation by the Cambridge colleges. In the event the first phase of the operation went smoothly enough. Byron and his newly raised regiment were convoyed south as far as Leicester by Prince Rupert and apart from a minor skirmish at Brackley they arrived unmolested on 28 August. Naturally, it took some time to gather in the plate and assemble a pack-train and as the days passed Byron’s situation grew ever more perilous. This was particularly so after Rupert’s withdrawal from Leicester on 5 September. Returning to Nottingham was no longer possible, so instead spurred on by the news that Essex was establishing him self at Northampton, Byron evacuated Oxford on the 10th and headed westwards.


Slowed down by the heavily laden pack-train he took ten days to cover the sixty-odd miles from Oxford to Worcester and, having thrown himself into the dubious shelter of the city’s crumbling walls on the 20th, he decided to dig in there and wait for help. As the King was also on the move he may in any case have been uncertain as to where to go next. At any rate Rupert, alerted to his plight, moved south and two days later was at Bewdley, but by that time the Parliamentarians were also closing in fast.


At dawn on the morning of the 22nd a detachment of about 1000 of Essex’s horse and dragoons4 led by Colonel John Brown made a half-hearted attempt to force the city’s Sidbury Gate. The guard refused to be intimidated but although Brown made off before Byron could mount a sortie, he had no intention of giving up. Hauling off to the south he crossed the Severn at Upton and then headed back up the west bank to take up an ambush position just south of the river Teme at Powick shortly before dawn on the 23rd. Worcester itself lay on the east bank and Brown correctly foresaw that when Essex arrived Byron would try to make a run for it up the west bank. As soon as the convoy broke cover Brown planned to move forward and snap it up in open country and so although the dragoons took up a covering position on a low ridge overlooking the Terme he kept his cavalry mounted and ready to move at a moment’s notice.


For a time nothing happened, but later that afternoon a number of Parliamentarian sympathisers hurried out of the city to advise him that Byron was preparing to leave. As the Royalists can have been only too well aware that Brown was waiting for them this could only mean that Essex was approaching. Sure enough confirmation of this came at 4pm and Brown decided to make his move.


Oddly enough, there appears to have been a surprising lack of enthusiasm on the part of some of his troop commanders. The MP Captain Nathaniel Fiennes for one is said to have urged caution, but Brown had his heart set on capturing the convoy and while he mounted up his dragoons Colonel Edwin Sandys led the rest of the cavalry across the narrow pack bridge and into the equally narrow lane beyond. Unfortunately, what neither Brown nor Sandys realised was that in the meantime Prince Rupert had arrived and in order to cover Byron’s withdrawal was taking up a blocking position in Wick Field, just to the north of the bridge. The hedges lining the lane were consequently stuffed full of Royalist dragoons who very properly saluted Sandys with a volley delivered at point-blank range. Sandys naturally responded by spurring forward in order to get clear of the lane and into Wick Field, but there he received a second unwelcome shock, for the field was full of Royalist cavalrymen frantically catching and mounting their horses.5


Not expecting a Parliamentarian move so late in the day, the cavaliers had literally been caught napping. All or most of them had dismounted and were sleeping under the trees and now a desperate race developed as both sides deployed into a hasty battle-line. Having been forewarned by the noise of the ambush, the Royalists had a crucial few moments’ advantage and Rupert charged first, sword in hand. Only one of the Parliamentarian troops, commanded by Fiennes, seems to have put up much of a fight. Sandys himself went down and his whole command was sent tumbling back down the lane. As soon as the ambush was tripped Brown had dismounted his dragoons again and now he checked the Royalist pursuit at the bridge, but the fugitives themselves kept going, recrossed the Severn at Upton and running into Essex’s own Lifeguard troop at Pershore carried them away in the general rout.


It is difficult to assess the casualties suffered by either side in this affair and all that can be said is that the Royalists reckoned to have taken about 50 or 60 prisoners. They also put it about that they had killed and wounded as many more, but given the brief duration of both fighting and pursuit, this claim is probably more optimistic than accurate. Naturally enough, their own losses were light although a surprising number of officers seem to have managed to get themselves wounded as a result of going into action without waiting to buckle on their armour. On one thing at least both sides were agreed: Sandys’ Regiment was destroyed as a military unit and although the fight was otherwise of no real military significance it had enhanced Royalist morale and left the Parliamentarian cavalry with a decided inferiority complex.


Balked of his prey, Essex occupied Worcester on the 24th and then waited for the rest of his forces to catch up. His army had still not been fully concentrated when he took it out of Northampton and it was not until two weeks later that the last of them trudged in. On 7 October Cholmley’s Regiment was pushed up the valley as far as Bridgenorth but this was evidently considered a little too exposed, for by the 11th Essex had established a proper set of forward positions in the area of Bewdley and Kidderminster. Despite his brief to seek out the King, Essex seems to have been reluctant to act aggressively and instead his dispositions indicate that he was anticipating a Royal advance down the Valley.


Unfortunately, if one excepts the vicarious employment of spies, this tripwire was the extent of Essex’s intelligence gathering. If the King did what was expected of him the detachments at Kidderminster and Bewdley would give adequate warning of the direction and strength of the offensive and perhaps even delay it while Essex brought his main force out of Worcester to meet the Royalists on ground of his own choosing. The King, however, failed to oblige. While a march down the Valley was certainly the obvious approach, the professional soldiers advising the King successfully argued for a thrust straight at London. Essex would certainly try to intercept such a move, but it was better that the inevitable encounter should take place in the Midlands where the countryside was generally open, rather than in the Severn Valley where the numerous enclosed fields would hamper the employment of the Royalists’ best asset – their cavalry.6


In order to cover this movement Rupert marched on 10 October to Shifnal and then from there to Wolverhampton and down to Stourbridge on the 14th. In the face of this advance Lord Wharton obligingly fell back from Kidderminster and confirmed to Essex that the King was indeed coming down the Valley. In reality the King had actually marched out of Shrewsbury with all his foot on the 12th, and by the 19th, when Essex at last realised what was happening, the Royalists were at Kenilworth with the road to London wide open before them. There was no question of course of their making a dash for the capital while Essex’s army remained in being, but the threat was sufficient to bring the unfortunate general marching eastwards and worse still, marching blind.


It was at this point that the evil effects of the Powick Bridge debacle first became apparent. Essex ought to have had his cavalry out observing the Royalists but instead he kept them close at hand and lacking proper intelligence the two armies blundered into each other by accident. Contact was established not through aggressive patrolling but through the chance encounter of two parties of Quartermasters seeking billets at Wormleighton in Warwickshire on the 22nd. The Royalists were evidently taken just as unawares but they won the fight which followed and on further investigation found Essex moving into quarters around the small market town of Kineton.


At midnight orders were given for the Royalists to concentrate later that morning on Edgehill, a three-mile-long ridge lying astride the Kineton to Banbury road. They were also as it happened forming up between Essex and London. Bad weather on the march had been forcing both armies to disperse each night in search of shelter and consequently they were slow to concentrate. Rupert seems to have been on the ridge by daybreak but it was after two before the King’s army was fully concentrated7 and some of Essex’s regiments were still arriving as the battle ended.


Edgehill proper is rather too steep and commanding to invite an attack and so the Royalists descended about as far as the 350-foot contour line which represents the point at which the slope rather abruptly begins to level out and fall away rather more gently towards the north-west and the village of Kineton. Most of the ground was taken up with an open expanse of unenclosed ridges and furrows known as Red Horse Field, which offered no impediment to a textbook deployment and thanks to the preparation of a map by the Walloon engineer Bernard de Gomme8 it is a relatively straightforward matter to reconstruct the Royalist dispositions.


The cavalry deployment at first glance appears quite straightforward, although a close examination throws up some interesting questions. In the first place de Gomme omits any mention of the Royalist dragoons, but it is clear from other sources that four regiments were present – and not three as is usually assumed – under the overall command of an experienced professional soldier named Sir Arthur Aston. According to the Duke of York, Aston (who had just been commissioned as Major General of Dragoons) took post on the right9 and a number of sources also testify to the presence there of Colonel James Usher’s Regiment, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Henry Washington. The second regiment in his little brigade is unidentified, but there is no reason to doubt that it was Sir Edmund Duncombe’s since both regiments on the left can be identified. Colonel Edward Grey’s Regiment was certainly there and Bulstrode10 refers to the dragoons on that flank being commanded by Lieutenant Colonel George Lisle and Lieutenant Colonel John Innes. The latter is known to have commanded Prince Rupert’s Dragoons and therefore Lisle presumably fought under Grey, who also appears from the Duke of York’s account to have served as acting brigade commander. While both Washington and Grey were to be employed in clearing the hedges to their immediate front the role played by Rupert’s and Duncombe’s dragoons is less certain, although Belayse asserted that: ‘before every body of foot were placed two pieces of cannon, and before them the dragoons and 1,200 commanded musqueteers as Enfants Perdu.’11 If true this would suggest that in addition to covering the flanks the dragoons formed a rudimentary skirmish line ahead of the infantry brigades.


There is no evidence that any of these regiments were particularly strong, and as the Royalists are generally credited with having around 1,000 dragooners it can be assumed that both Aston’s and Grey’s brigades mustered 500 men apiece.


As to the Horse, de Gomme’s representation of their deployment appears at first glance to be quite straightforward with both wings being drawn up in ‘checquer’, that is with three regiments in the front line and two more in the rear covering the gaps between.


On the extreme left of the front line stood three squadrons of Lord Wilmot’s Regiment, and then Lord Grandison’s and Lord Caernarvon’s regiments with two squadrons apiece. In the second line were Sir Thomas Aston’s and Lord Digby’s regiments, each forming only a single squadron. With the exception of Lord Wilmot’s Regiment the number of cornets depicted by de Gomme corresponds to the number of troops known to have been mustered with each regiment and the additional cornet in Wilmot’s outermost squadron may represent the troop commanded by ‘Blind Harry’ Hastings, whose whereabouts are otherwise unknown. Assuming this to be the case it would seem likely that the first line, commanded by Wilmot himself, numbered about 850–900 officers and men, with a further 300 or so in support.


Turning to the right wing, however, there at first appears to be an odd discrepancy both as to the number of comets depicted by de Gomme and in the apparent strength of Sir John Byron’s Regiment. On the extreme right of the front line stood the King’s Lifeguard comprising a single squadron said by Sir Philip Warwick to have been 300 strong. Its proper place should have been with the King himself, but stung by unkind jibes from the rest of the cavalry they insisted on taking part in the attack.


The Lifeguard aside there were, as on the left, three regiments in the front line: the Prince of Wales’ Regiment, Prince Rupert’s and Prince Maurice’s Regiments. All three were formed in two squadrons and all three according to de Gomme’s plan mustered four troops apiece. Maurice’s Regiment certainly had only four troops but the other two were rather stronger with Rupert’s mustering six troops and the Prince of Wales’ perhaps as many as eight. Conversely, however, Sir John Byron’s Regiment in the second line is depicted with six troops organised in two squadrons. As he had mustered no more than 200 horse and dragoons at Worcester only a month before this looks rather unlikely.12 It is rather more probable therefore that the two squadrons which de Gomme shows under Sir John Byron’s command is actually an ad hoc brigade comprising his own embryonic cavalry regiment and the reserve troops of the Prince of Wales’ and Prince Rupert’s regiments.


Assuming that one third of both regiments went into the reserve, as was certainly a common practice, then the front line ought to have numbered close on 900 officers and men, while Byron’s two reserve squadrons may have mustered anything from 300 to 500 men depending on just how strong his own regiment was. Both wings of horse were therefore of a similar size except for the addition of the 300 Lifeguards on the right.13
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