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Preface





The British army’s struggle to prevent American independence was undoubtedly one of its most significant campaigns. Not only did the outcome produce one of the great seismic shifts of global history, but it also marked a vital learning experience, the necessary shock required to launch the defeated forces on a path towards reform.


I freely confess that studying the battle for America has been a passion since childhood. It even motivated my first real steps in historical research, clutching a newly issued National Army Museum reader’s ticket at the age of sixteen. The fact that the contest ended in the British losing thirteen colonies simply increased its romance to me. And, if the fighting took place on a much smaller scale at Brandywine or Saratoga in 1777 than at Waterloo thirty-eight years later, this simply served to underline the intimacy of those earlier battles.


While the epic victories of Wellington’s army in the peninsula have long riveted British readers, an understanding of the carnage of Bunker Hill or triumph at Camden is in fact a vital prerequisite to discovering why the redcoat did so well against Napoleon’s armies. The fact that the narrative of Fusiliers continues until early 1809, when that of my earlier book, Rifles, begins, is quite deliberate.


Whereas Rifles described the campaigns of that elite and rather unusual corps, the 95th or Green Jackets, the story told in these pages is that of a red-coated regiment of the line, the 23rd or Royal Welch Fusiliers. In this sense the experiences of those soldiers fighting in America is more representative of the late eighteenth-century army and soldiering as a whole than that of the riflemen.


Many readers may ask, why the 23rd? There are two reasons. First, the Fusiliers were involved in the first fight, at Lexington in 1775, and campaigned right through to Yorktown in 1781 when the British venture finally came to grief. Their campaigns therefore provided a narrative that mirrors the wider story. The second is that there are enough first-hand accounts emanating from the 23rd to bring the regiment to life, and this is a very rare thing for that period. Some regiments, such as the 5th, boast excellent archival material rarely used by historians but left the American battlefield halfway through that conflict. One or two others, such as the 43rd, served as long in America as the 23rd but left no substantial personal accounts to speak of.


Two soldiers of the 23rd are very well known to specialists of this period: Serjeant Roger Lamb, one of the earliest British rankers to publish memoirs, and Frederick Mackenzie, adjutant of the Fusiliers at Lexington. I knew that in order for this account to be worth writing I would have to find much more than these two accounts – for in any case Lamb only entered the 23rd three years into the war, and Mackenzie left regimental service soon after the war started, being employed in a series of staff jobs.


There were many times, as I began the process of digging into the 23rd’s campaigns, when I wondered whether the necessary weight of historical documents still existed, and whether my quest would end in failure. For while Wellington’s campaigns against Napoleon produced literally hundreds of printed memoirs or journals from survivors, there is no more than a handful from the much smaller number of men who fought across the Atlantic.


An initial success gave me the incentive to carry on. For while searching for material on another subject, I discovered that at a country seat north of London the Verney family still possessed an unpublished journal and autobiography of an officer named Harry Calvert. He served as a young subaltern in the 23rd, joining the regiment in 1779, fighting through the Carolinas and ending up captured at Yorktown. Here was a start then, an account unknown even to historians specialising in this subject. The lesson of the Calvert find was that dozens of haystacks would have to be searched to produce some more glinting needles of testimony.


Little by little the search of obscure archives began turning up letters – documents more useful in many ways than journals since they are more immediate and less dry. I discovered some prolific letter-writers like the lieutenant colonel who commanded the 23rd for most of the war, or a captain who ran its recruiting operation in Britain. Many of these messages were dull or businesslike of course, but some gave vital insight into the hopes and fears of the men I wished to write about. As one find grew upon another, the Duke of Northumberland’s papers yielded a string of letters from a young officer on service with the 23rd keen to do his duty, while the National Archive at Kew yielded up a correspondence with a disillusioned old Fusilier equally determined to avoid it. So I ended up with dozens of letters from officers in the regiment that are not only previously unpublished but have been little if ever used by other historians.


In the course of searching for letters, I encountered some great runs of them from men not in the 23rd: Richard Fitzpatrick, a foppish Guards officer; Francis Hutcheson, a lugubrious staff man; or Richard Dansey, a fire-eating light-infantry officer. Their insights have been used to illustrate more general points about service in that army.


The result of this research is an account that I hope readers will find quite different from any published before, providing depth in getting under the skin of one regiment as well as breadth in consulting a great range of testimony. I tried in setting out on this task to read every firsthand British military account of the American War of Independence that I could find. Of course some more may lurk in archives, but I pursued every journal or letter I became aware of. When examining the 23rd’s campaigns, naturally I used primary accounts from the American side too or from the point of view of Britain’s German mercenaries. Nevertheless, this is unapologetically a British-army-centred version of these events.


Inevitably there are differences of perspective between a Briton and an American investigating this conflict. Its history has usually been written by the victor. The story of the revolution is a font of national mythology for writers in the United States. Sadly, even the better ones tend to stick to the enemy-image of the redcoat as a brutalised robot, marching on inept orders. They tend to overestimate British military efficiency at the beginning of the war, and underestimate it at the end. Inventive leadership, enthusiasm, and bravery are virtues that many American writers expect to find only in the ranks of Washington’s army. Consequently they have never looked particularly hard for material in the British archives that challenges their stereotype of the enemy. Certainly, I found myself frustrated during years of searching for a book that addressed the redcoats’ experience of the war, telling me about the fortunes of a single group of men or the effect of this long painful fight on the army’s development.


As for the distortions in British telling of this history, these tend to emerge from political and class dynamics. Since the war was a cause supported enthusiastically only by ultra-Tories it has often been portrayed by the Whig or liberal school of history as a gigantic act of folly. More recently, social antagonism has guaranteed a ready reception for representations of the British officer-class in this period as useless upper-class twits. All of this ignores the subtle workings of the eighteenth-century army. The story of the 23rd reveals them – how senior officers arranged the promotion of those who could not afford to purchase higher ranks or that the dividing line between the ranks and commissioned class was a good deal more fluid than it became later, in Wellington’s times.


When writing I was at first tempted to quote these protagonists with their eighteenth-century spelling intact, but at length I realised it would just be too confusing. I have allowed myself the odd exception, such as ‘serjeant’ rather than the ‘sergeant’ more widely used today. The 23rd’s title provides a case in point about inconsistency in period spelling. Some spelled it ‘Welsh’, whereas others used the archaic ‘Welch’ that the regiment considers correct today. As for ‘Fusiliers’ it can be found as Fuziliers, Fuzileers and even Fusileers. My editor did not share my early enthusiasm for giving this book the title ‘Fuziliers’.


Unearthing the story of this regiment has required a far larger archival research project than that needed for the 95th Rifles. Those kind members of the Royal Welch Fusiliers regimental family – Major General Jonathon Riley, Major Nick Lock, as well as archivists Brian Owen and Anne Pedley – who wanted to help could only do so to the limited extent that the archive at their disposal permitted. Instead I would have to investigate dozens of archives, and in some cases rely on a legion of researchers to undertake those tasks that geography or time prevented me from carrying out in person.


Those that I engaged professionally were: Brendan Morrissey (an author on this period in his own right, who collated the information in the 23rd’s regimental muster lists for me); Susan Ranson, who copied out the important finds in the Verney Papers; Ellen Poteet, who spared me the journey to the important Clements collections in Ann Arbor Michigan; Jayne Stephenson, who worked on Lancashire records; and Roger E. Nixon, who topped up my research at Kew. I must thank Sir Hugh Verney and the Clayton House Trust for giving permission to reproduce those important Harry Calvert finds.


A further contingent gave freely of their expertise: John Montgomery at the RUSI Library; John Spencer; Gary Lind; William Spencer; Duncan Sutton; David Brown; Donald Graves; Scott Miskimon; Ron McGuigan; and James Collett-White. During my visit to the 23rd’s southern battlefields Charles and Judy Baxter were fabulous hosts; Nancy Stewart, Diane Depew and Chris Bryce also gave generously of their time. Among that great band of living history enthusiasts in the States, Will Tatum, Jay Callaham, Robert Sulentic and Don Hagist gave great support.


In getting the job of writing done Peter Barron was very helpful allowing me leave from Newsnight, Jonathan Lloyd did his magic as my agent, as did Julian Loose and Henry Volans at Faber and Paula Turner. Behind the scenes, trying to talk the author out of his study and back into the twenty-first century were my beloved wife Hilary, daughters Isabelle and Madeleine and son Sol.

















ONE


The March From Boston, 19 April 1775


Or the Anxious Mission of the 23rd Fusiliers





It was around 9 a.m. when the long column of redcoats snaking its way out of Boston crossed the Neck. The British were late and, in the business they had been ordered to do that day, an hour might make the difference between success and disaster.


Soon they were over the Neck and into the rebellious hinterland, leaving behind their base, a city almost surrounded by its watery moat where they had come to feel secure. They were plunging into a country where alarm bells rang, calling thousands of men to arms, ready to oppose the King’s troops.


There were 1,200 soldiers in the British column. At its head, the brigade commander sat astride his horse. After him tramped two regiments of foot, a battalion of marines and, near the back, the 23rd Regiment, perhaps the most celebrated British corps on the American station, also known as the Royal Welch Fusiliers.


Lieutenant Frederick Mackenzie, adjutant of the 23rd, was not in the best of moods that morning. Orders to assemble the brigade at 7.30 a.m. had in one case been delivered to the wrong officer, resulting in the marines arriving one hour late. Mackenzie did things by the book, a middle-aged officer confined in low rank but with all the wisdom of thirty years’ hard service. He knew how important the delay might prove, since they were being sent to support another British column that was already fifteen or sixteen miles away at a place called Concord, deep in territory controlled by their most ardent opponents.


The eight companies of Fusiliers marching beside Mackenzie that bright morning mustered around 350 men of all ranks. Two other companies of the 23rd had left Boston the previous night on what was meant to be a secret mission. Mackenzie was already worrying that the preparations made to seize weapons from the rebels inland had been conducted so clumsily that the entire countryside would be alarmed.











The route towards Concord followed by the 23rd Fusiliers





Mackenzie’s fears were confirmed as the redcoats marched through Roxbury, the first village on their route towards Concord, for he realised that ‘few or no people were to be seen; and the houses were in general shut up’. Word had indeed been spread by the rebels of the impending British expedition to Concord, and the people of Massachusetts awaited the outcome with dread.


The soldiers passed white clapboard houses, pleasant groves of trees, duckponds and taverns. Their brigade commander, on a previous outing, altogether less fraught, had admired the landscape, believing that nature and hard work had produced something in New England that excelled even the work of England’s most celebrated gardener: ‘It has everywhere the appearance of a park finely laid out. Mr [“Capability”] Browne here would be useless.’


On this particular day, though, landmarks that had previously symbolised the bucolic idyll of this American scene took on a very different meaning. The many houses of worship dotted about the Puritan settlements were still except for those where a tolling bell signalled the alarm. Many preachers were that day far from their pulpits, out among the people stirring up rebellion. As for the village greens, more often the setting of peaceful assemblies, these had become the rallying points for militia companies. Farmers, mechanics or smiths arrived with hastily grabbed weapons, ready to put into action the drills and marksmanship they had spent months practising.


On the soldiers tramped, west to Brookline then turning north towards Cambridge. They crossed the Charles River without incident. Bridges were a source of concern to Earl Hugh Percy, the brigade commander. There had been several excursions into the countryside during the preceding months, for the British commander-in-chief wanted to improve his men’s stamina while getting the rural people used to the sight of marching troops, so that they might be complacent when the day for fighting arrived. But would a battle be necessary, that 19 April?


Less than three weeks before, the Americans had brought two cannon to one of the spans across the same river as Percy’s redcoats approached. For a few tense moments it had seemed as if they were prepared to massacre the soldiers as they were squeezed into that bottleneck. The rebels, though, had run off, leaving the loaded artillery pieces behind them. Percy knew as well that those seeking to thwart the King’s troops might also pull up the planking on bridges.


The brigadier, the thirty-three-year-old heir to the dukedom of Northumberland, was a highly professional officer, widely respected within the Boston garrison. Some of those marching behind him that morning were of a hotter disposition. They believed that incidents like that with the loaded cannon in March showed that the colonists were full of talk but would not fight. Among the regimental officers and soldiers there were quite a few who believed that the British army would smash any vagabond militia the rebels could bring against them. ‘Never did any nation so much deserve to be made an example of to future ages,’ one angry young officer of Percy’s brigade had written to his father, ‘and never [was] any set of men more anxious to be employed on so laudable a work.’


This bitterness had arisen by the spring of 1775, because the army had been exposed to months of abuse and scorn. It took the form of seditious handbills, spitting or insults in the streets and the formation of militia or ‘minutemen’ companies in dozens of villages. On previous trips through the countryside, British soldiers observed these citizen soldiers armed, drilling and making ready to fight. Even six months earlier, in the autumn of 1774, Brigadier Percy had written to his father, ‘This country is now in as open a state of rebellion as Scotland was in the year ’45.’


While many soldiers favoured a Scottish solution to American disobedience – scourging the rebellion with fire and bayonet – such views did not hold sway in the higher command. By April 1775, however, even the moderates felt something had to be done. The smouldering tension around Boston had come to a head, as British generals ordered the seizure of rebel cannon in Concord.


Percy led his troops into the New England countryside with colours flying and bands playing. Whatever doubts or disagreement might lurk within the hearts of his officers, Percy wanted the brigade to make an imposing sight for the Americans. They knew they were being watched through shuttered windows or quiet orchards as they marched, so they pressed on proudly to the tune of ‘Yankee Doodle’, a favourite with the redcoats, complete with its lyrics ridiculing the colonists.


Some of the Fusiliers, the grenadier and light companies, had gone to Concord with special battalions of the army’s picked troops. The main body of the regiment marched out to support them behind its two standards: the King’s Colour, a union flag, snapping and dancing in the spring breeze, and the Colonel’s Colour, with a union in one corner, but royal blue in its other three fourths and the Prince of Wales’ feathers in the centre. The Fusiliers’ allegiance was symbolised by these two flags – to their monarch naturally, and to the army in which their place was precisely fixed by the number, colour and badges on the Colonel’s Colour.


The men following those flags understood that they were being asked to uphold the fine reputation that the 23rd had garnered during its first eighty-five years of service. Captain Lieutenant Thomas Mecan marched with the colonel’s or senior company. An Irishman (these days his name would be usually written McCann), he was, like Mackenzie, a veteran of the Seven Years War that produced epic battles in Europe where the 23rd had burnished its reputation thirteen years earlier. Although the Irish Mecan was, at thirty-six years old, somewhat younger than the Scots Mackenzie (forty-four at this time), both men had endured long years in their lowly ranks, lacking the money to buy their way up the promotion ladder. They had aged in the service, but many of their rank and file were callow.


Robert Mason, beating out the signals of command on his drum, was just nineteen years old. If he had not been in action before, at least he had lived his entire life within the Fusiliers. He was ‘a child of the regiment’, having been born to a father within it and a mother who followed it. Most of Mason’s short life indeed had been spent in uniform, for he had been just nine years old when taken on as a drummer boy.


Corporal Jeffrey Grimes eyed the ranks of his company, looking for the man who stepped out of place or might fail in his duty. Grimes had been in the regiment for less than five years but had been promoted just after the regiment arrived in America. His new rank had brought him higher pay and the right to wear the knotted woollen cord on his right shoulder that denoted a corporal’s status. He was a keen soldier who kept his nose clean, and might look forward to further promotion – if he survived.


Not long after 1 p.m., fifteen or so miles into their march, a man driving a horse and chaise had stopped at its head, and Earl Percy peered in to see a seriously wounded young officer of the 4th Light Company, one of the men who had left Boston the previous night. From this casualty, the brigadier learnt that the fighting all of them had expected for so long was indeed under way, and that the King’s forces were getting the worst of it.


At this moment, anyone in Percy’s brigade who might have doubted that they were about to go into action was at last disabused. Mecan had tasted battle before and hungered for a chance to show his mettle again. Mackenzie was also a veteran, but his wife back in Boston was heavily pregnant with their third child. If the slender support of his lieutenant’s pay was cut away, she might soon become destitute. Drummer Mason had grown up amid the tales of old soldiers; the moment in which he would see whether he was brave enough to join their company would soon be upon him. As for Corporal Grimes, the eyes of his superiors would be upon him, looking to see whether his rapid promotion would be justified in action.


The Fusiliers had entered an odyssey of war that would last eight years, carrying them thousands of miles through countless battles. Some of the men who would play vital roles in the regiment’s story were serving elsewhere that day. Others were just boys sitting by their hearths in England. As for Mackenzie, Mecan, Mason and Grimes, only two would survive, one would prosper and the other face disgrace.














TWO


The Royal Welch Fusiliers on the Eve of Revolution


Or Lieutenant Colonel Bernard’s Troubled Family





Several weeks before the regiment marched out of Boston on its vital mission, the 23rd had marked one of the most hallowed dates in its calendar.


The delights awaiting those who filed into the dining room on 1 March 1775 were more than anyone on foreign service had a right to expect. The table groaned with delicacies, fine wines as well as liquor flowed freely, and the band accompanied the hubbub of conversation with pleasant airs. It was the custom of the Royal Welch Fusiliers to mark the anniversary of Wales’s patron saint with a dinner fit for any person of rank or nobility.


Among the guests that evening in Boston were General Thomas Gage, commander-in-chief in America, Brigadier the Earl Percy and several other gentlemen of quality, accompanied by their secretaries or staff. The seventeen guests were ably hosted by twenty-one officers of the Royal Welch Fusiliers who were present and who had subscribed the cost of the event from their meagre pay. Those who partook of the regiment’s hospitality were rarely disappointed. Indeed the officers of the regiment had so impressed one prominent New Yorker (the regiment had stayed one year in that city after being sent to America) that he enthusiastically recommended them to a friend in Boston: ‘As respectable a corps of gentlemen as are to be found in the uniform of any crowned head upon earth. You may depend upon their integrity. They have not left the least unfavourable impression behind them, and their departure is more regretted than that of any officers who ever garrisoned our city.’


At the head of the table sat the lieutenant colonel, Benjamin Bernard, a pleasing embodiment of the 23rd’s traditions and service. His father John has been wounded while leading a company of fusiliers during the celebrated battle of Fontenoy, fighting the French thirty years before. The commanding officer himself had served his sovereign on the field of a victory even more hallowed in the regiment: Minden, where a small force of redcoats fighting under Allied command in Germany on 1 August 1759 had defeated thousands of Frenchmen. At the other end of the table, the lieutenant colonel could spy his own son, also called Benjamin, a second lieutenant barely twenty years old. Thus three generations of the Bernard family had escaped the poorer fringes of the Anglo-Irish gentry, served their King and graced the annals of the 23rd.


Half of the officers dining that night in Boston were able to boast that they were Minden men. Even those who were not proudly called the regiment ‘Old Mindonians’. A couple still bore the scars of wounds that they had received on that celebrated field of the Seven Years War where the British line had repulsed the flower of the French army. During the blaze of musketry 218 of the Royal Welch Fusiliers had been killed or wounded, but they had not buckled.


The wars of 1756–63 had been global, producing plenty of epic feats in America too, not least the capture of Quebec by General Wolfe. This separate theatre had been given its own name – the French and Indian Wars – but many people in Boston or New York had imbibed the military prejudice that events in Europe, involving the greatest professional armies of the epoch, represented a higher form of soldiering. So even Americans, particularly those sympathetic to the King, were well aware of the distinction of Minden – for the 23rd was the only one of the six regiments that gained laurels on that German field serving in the colony of Massachusetts. One American newspaper had even published a verse extolling the Royal Welch’s valour in that faraway battle:




Such ease and expertise these Fusileers shew,


You’d think each man a Fusilieer born;


Their manoeuvres so just, and their fire so true,


Wou’d delight you ’till evening from morn.


Twice ten thousand Gauls formed in battle array,


Would not dare two such regiments come near.





Some mystique still attached even to the title ‘fusiliers’ that had been given to troops chosen decades earlier to carry an advanced firearm, the fusil, even though they had long since lugged muskets like any other regiment. Those who looked to the army to quash any rebellion therefore expected much from the 23rd. They saw them as a picked regiment, as deadly on the field as their officers were charming in the drawing room.


When the meal was finished, the table was cleared and bumpers charged for the first toast of the evening, to the Prince of Wales. The order in which these tributes were drunk was prescribed by custom, but once the boozing started it could go on for hours and it was not uncommon for more than twenty toasts to be drunk.


A visitor gazing around the table that evening at ruddy-cheeked officers imbibing so diligently for their country could have been forgiven for thinking that the gentlemen of the Royal Welch Fusiliers were a picture of contentment. But beneath the superficial cheer, all was not well. Indeed, these officers were, for the most part, desperate to quit their stations as soon as possible. Some of them had grown old in their lowly ranks and yearned for promotion, hoping that they would gain it in the American war they now all expected. Others wanted nothing to do with such a fight.


One captain had told all and sundry before they sailed from England two years earlier that ‘nothing should induce him to go to America’. The exigencies of the service had left him with no choice. The captain commanding the regiment’s grenadiers was another malcontent who would reveal soon enough his desire to get out of that country.


There were many officers gathered around that Saint David’s Day table who, by contrast, were quite ready to do their duty against the rebels. Even among them, though, there were strongly diverging views about what methods might be used to subdue the sedition that they had witnessed during preceding months. These differences were exacerbated by the officers’ own political differences, for the schism between Whig and Tory ran deep within the army. It was matters of royal power and religious toleration that defined this divide among Britons, and increasingly also their crisis with the colonists.


One of the fusiliers at that dinner, Lieutenant Richard Williams, thought that the rebels calling themselves Whigs ‘quite reverses our characters’, implying a sympathy with those back in Britain who would keep the king in check by non-violent means. Indeed, Williams believed very few of the things that American ‘Whigs’ claimed. His intolerance for cant was clear in his journal, when he observed that Boston boasted ‘no such thing as a play house, they were too puritanical a set to admit of such lewd diversions, tho’ perhaps no town of this size could turn out more whores than this could’.


Williams considered the situation that was emerging in Boston to be ‘civil war’. The danger – religious-based anti-monarchism – had previously been exported from Britain but now once more endangered the mother country. An officer in another regiment wrote home candidly confessing his mixed feelings about the impending campaign: ‘Though I must confess I should like to try what stuff I am made of, yet I would rather the trial be with others than these poor fellows of kindred blood.’ In the coffee house or across the Fusiliers’ mess table these relatively liberal views would have received support from some, like Captain Robert Donkin (the veteran officer commanding the 23rd’s Light Company), but brought a lively response from others.


Major Henry Blunt, Lieutenant Colonel Bernard’s second in command, took a tougher line. He believed settlement in America had created a different nation, writing home to one friend, ‘These people, most of them originally Scotch or Irish, have united in marriage with French, Germans and Dutch and from them have sprung the high-spirited race that boast so much of British Blood and British Liberty, and who have had the folly and impudence to talk of chastising Great Britain.’ The Major noted bitterly that ‘man as well as every thing else transplanted here degenerates’.


This debate, about whether the Americans were ‘brothers’ or not would continue for years to come. It would inform British views about whether to accept or fight the colonists’ movement towards independence, as well as their opinions on the degree of force that might be used to suppress it.


All of those celebrating that 1 March 1775 were approaching the moment when they would have to decide whether they were ready to fight. As if the looming battle against those who shared their language was not enough, Lieutenant Colonel Bernard’s regiment also contained many older officers who were anxious to leave.


Captain Grey Grove, who had a reputation as a drunken sot, was coming up to thirteen years in that rank and was embittered by the promotion of younger men; and three other captains had been petitioning unsuccessfully for removal to a staff job. One of those letter writers, Captain Robert Donkin, the regimental savant keen on quoting Plutarch and Caesar, was, after years of petitioning his superiors, about to be rewarded by removal to the staff of General Gage. Of the 23rd’s seven captains, indeed, only the youngest was reckoned by his messmates to be cheerful about his duty. The other officer who did a captain’s job, Thomas Mecan, was not present at that dinner. Mecan could doubtless have raised a glass to Saint David along with the best of Irishmen, but that night some officers of his rank were required to do duty in the garrison, and, in a telling portent of what was to come, Mecan showed by doing this duty that he was never a man to shirk his responsibility. Mecan indeed was married to the job for the soldier’s life and meagre pay had never allowed him to find a wife. Mecan’s odd-sounding title, ‘captain lieutenant’, indicated that he still received a lieutenant’s money while commanding a company.


The officers who ran the 23rd, its captain lieutenant, seven full captains, major and lieutenant colonel, had, excepting the most recently promoted captain, grown old in their rank. In an age when a gifted and well-connected officer could aspire to a lieutenant colonelcy by the age of twenty-five, Bernard and Grove were well into their forties and other captains in their late thirties. Even some of the subalterns present that evening cut the forlorn figure of middle-aged men with grown-up children living on the pittance of a lieutenant’s pay – Frederick Mackenzie, the adjutant, being only the most shocking example, having served in this lowly rank for nearly half of his forty-four years.


Those men, who knocked back toast after toast, understood that the keys to promotion were money and patronage. None of them was heir to a title, although some were only one or two degrees removed from the aristocracy by family connection. Quite a number, like Bernard himself, were the sons of officers, and lacked money. Those who raced up the army in this epoch were those who combined cash with ‘assisting friends’. One or two of the officers could call on considerable reserves of family cash, but were not well connected. Donkin, on the other hand, had some powerful friends, but lacked the money for his next step of rank. Lieutenant Colonel Bernard backed Donkin’s claim for advancement, and was also favourably disposed towards William Blakeney (the grenadier company commander) – the three men forming an Anglo-Irish bloc in the regiment – but he had shown himself to have limited influence in the higher reaches of the army.


Several of the officers partaking of that Saint David’s Day feast not only doubted that their pretensions to promotion were about to be gratified, but suspected instead that the coming of war would bring an influx of wealthy young bloods who had sidestepped the tedium of garrison service but would be spoiling for the opportunity of distinction in battle. Good manners and a sense of their own lowly status would have prevented these officers making their case directly to General Gage over dinner, but just three days later captains Grove and Blakeney joined with ten other officers in sending their commander-in-chief an impassioned letter.


‘Many young officers lately acquired the rank of major by purchase,’ the old captains complained, adding that others who had only recently become captains ‘are likely soon to succeed to the same preferments’. Could not the general do something about their claims for promotion after such long service? Another hard-done-by captain who had written to the general complained that ‘nothing is more mortifying to an old soldier, than to be commanded by a number of inexperienced young boys (which is often the case on our service)’. Gage, it would transpire during the following weeks, did nothing to address the concerns of these old warriors. Instead the eighteenth-century promotion bazaar would get under way in earnest with the first shots of war, and the fears of the ‘hard bargains’ would prove justified, for it would be a case of every man for himself.


As for the wives and children of those officers who risked life and limb in the name of their sovereign and parliament, they were not present that evening. Across Boston, in the candlelit parlours of modest rented rooms, Major Blunt’s Molly or Captain Blakeney’s Sarah found their own suppers. Lieutenant Mackenzie’s wife, Nancy, ‘Mrs Mac’ as he affectionately called her, was expecting a late addition to their family. Dozens of soldiers’ wives too awaited the expected campaign. Any fears they may have stifled – that they would soon be called upon to wash their husbands’ wounds as well as their shirts, and to follow the drum, acting as the army’s unpaid auxiliaries – were about to be realised.


The Saint David’s Day dinner followed its ritual late into the night. The spurs of Toby Purcell, the second in command who had stepped into action when his commander was killed during the Irish campaign of the Boyne back in 1690, were toasted, and honours done to Shenkin ap Rice, by legend a simple soldier of the regiment.


Matters came to a noisy and inebriated climax when the regimental goat, its mascot, decorated with appropriate garlands, was brought into the dining room, led by the drum major and with a drummer boy mounted, rather unsteadily, on his back. It was the drum major’s solemn task to lead this unlikely pair three times around the table, while the room resounded to the acclamations of the company. Alas, in 1775 he did not make it. One of those present recorded that ‘the animal gave such a spring from the floor, that he dropped the rider upon the table, and then bouncing over the heads of some officers, he ran to the barracks’. Some of the ensemble spilled out into the cool New England night hallooing and cheering the goat, passers-by joining in. The officers of the 23rd had marked their special day and retired to the comatose sleep of over-indulgence, while those who despised the army’s presence in Boston prepared their rebellion.


The congregation that filled the pews five days later on the sunny spring morning of Sunday, 6 March 1775, at the Old South Meeting House close by General Gage’s quarters was, to put it mildly, one of a more sober and serious disposition than that which had honoured Saint David. Many of the most articulate advocates of resistance to British power were there to hear the annual oration in commemoration of a confrontation five years earlier in which five locals had been killed by redcoats. This sad event had been dubbed the ‘Boston Massacre’ by enemies of the British Ministry or government.


Although the great majority of those attending this service were clad in their Sunday best, there were red coats too visible in the hall. The last ties of civility had not yet been cut between the King’s servants and their enemies, and indeed some of the officers, including Frederick Mackenzie, who had come to this puritan place of worship were the self-same men who had participated in the excess and hilarity of 1 March. These officers and their more ardent foes regarded one another with suspicion and dislike, expecting a riot might break out at any moment. Many concealed cudgels and sticks.


Joseph Warren, a noted Presbyterian minister and friend of Liberty, went to the pulpit. He began by reminding the congregation that their ancestors had come to America to escape persecution:


Our fathers having nobly resolved never to wear the yoke of despotism, and seeing the European world, through insolence and cowardice, falling a prey to tyranny, bravely threw themselves upon the bosom of the ocean, determined to find freedom or perish in the glorious attempt.





Outlining the colonists’ grievances against ministers in London, Dr Warren excoriated them for sending regiments to enforce their decrees on America, adding that ‘standing armies always endanger the liberty of the subject’. Warren could not openly call for revolt, for he must have suspected that some of those red-coated gentlemen were there simply to goad him into words that might see him clapped in jail charged with treason. Similarly the officers suspected that Warren might taunt them, in Mackenzie’s words, ‘to act improperly, and strike or lay hands on some of the party, which would have been the signal for a battle. It is certain both sides were ripe for it.’ Mackenzie was no fool though, far from it: he impressed superiors with his intelligence. His appearance also – strong brow, clear blue eyes, a beak of a nose – reinforced the sense of an experienced man who would not easily succumb to provocation.


Some of Warren’s statements produced hisses from the officers. As they looked around they could see John Hancock, president of the Congress challenging British power, and Samuel Adams, regarded by many of the officers as an uncouth, corrupt rabble-rouser, and certainly someone who longed for the revolt to begin. As Warren came to his peroration, he called for a new equality in the relationship between Britain and the American colonies, and his audience heard him come as close as he dared to publicly advocating rebellion:


if these pacifick measures are ineffectual; and it appears the only way to safety is through fields of blood, I know you will not turn your faces from your foes, but will undauntedly press forward until tyranny is trodden under foot.


Warren stepped down, having somehow harangued his divided audience without the expected riot. Sam Adams stood up and thanked him for the speech before proposing a vote on who should deliver the 1776 oration commemorating the ‘Bloody Massacre’. At this, several British officers signalled their disgust at this language by shouting ‘Fie!’ A general commotion ensued, as some of the congregation could hear the fifes and drums of a regiment marching nearby and thought the officers inside had called out ‘Fire!’


One British officer approached Adams to remonstrate that the captain commanding the soldiers in 1770 had been tried and acquitted. Adams tried to brush him off by saying he would settle the matter with General Gage. ‘You and I must settle it first,’ replied the determined redcoat, and at this moment violence might easily have broken out. Adams, however, backed down and made his way out of the Meeting House. People dispersed and, for a matter of weeks at least, the sword remained sheathed.


Even during these fateful weeks, officers like Earl Percy remained on good terms with men such as Adams and Hancock, sharing dinner with them sometimes. It may be that they hoped to play upon the earl’s political sympathies, for they knew that, as Member of Parliament for Westminster, he had aligned himself with the Whig opposition that questioned the Ministry’s policy of sending troops to enforce the British writ in America.


If the Select Men – the colonists’ senior representatives at Boston – hoped that calling themselves Whigs and allying themselves with those who wanted to the limit the King’s powers in Britain or Ireland would help them divide the army and win their argument, they were mistaken. While it is true that quite a few officers in Boston in 1775 might have considered themselves, like Earl Percy, to be Whigs, they did not feel they had anything in common with those whom Dr Warren urged into ‘fields of blood’. Indeed, Percy’s familiarity with the likes of Warren, Hancock and Adams produced contempt for them, as he wrote home in blistering fashion: ‘The people here are a set of sly, artful, hypocritical rascals, cruel, and cowards. I must own I cannot but despise them completely.’ Indeed a suspicion of dishonesty on the part of the Americans tainted the views of many a British officer who might otherwise have been sympathetic.


Dr Warren had, during his oration on the 6 March, insisted that ‘an independence of Great Britain is not our aim’. Nonsense, thought Lieutenant Williams of the 23rd, an educated young officer with a lively interest in history who had toured Europe and painted well with watercolours in quieter moments. He believed the very origins of the Massachusetts colony, as a haven for religious zealots who had disturbed the peace of England in the seventeenth century, meant that ‘these people have not in the least deviated from the steps of their ancestors, always grumbling and unwilling to acknowledge the authority of any power but what originated among them. They certainly have long looked forward to the day of independency.’


One thing, though, could be divined clearly from Dr Warren’s words or those of his foes in British uniform. Violent language and vigorous debate would define the coming conflict because the protagonists were united by a common tongue. It would be a war of words from the outset, one of unending argument between those within each camp as well as continuous attempts to convince those who tried to take a middle way.


In March 1775 Gage’s view about dealing with the increasing verbal violence of the King’s foes prevailed. The commander-in-chief pursued a policy of trying to persuade the colonists even as some prepared for armed rebellion. Earl Percy and many other officers felt that Gage’s approach simply emboldened the Americans to go further. Both sides struggled to convince the uncommitted by appearing righteous. Even a lowly, if shrewd, officer like Lieutenant Mackenzie had understood the importance of not striking the first blow on that Sunday at the Meeting House.


Many of the King’s men believed that the colonists, like Sam Adams on 6 March, would walk away from a fight if it was offered to them. Surely the martial prowess of the British army would still have the power to intimidate?


If the officers of the 23rd were uneasy about the coming fight, what about the other ranks? Most days the Fusiliers could be seen marching about the cobbled streets, returning from some work detail or going out to the quays to practise shooting at floating casks.


The Fusiliers defied easy generalisations. Few were Welsh, despite the regiment’s title, which derived from the patronage of the Prince of Wales. The bulk, something like three-quarters, were English and half of them were in their twenties. Although largely illiterate, with many labourers skimmed from the land, there were a good many who had formerly had trades. A small number, indeed, were highly intelligent men capable of scaling the ranks to become serjeant major or even follow the example of Richard Baily, a former ranker who served as a lieutenant in their regiment.


Why had they joined? ‘My chief intention’, wrote one soldier, ‘being to travel and traverse the seas occasioned my inlisting.’ Sometimes, a row or debt triggered the decision to join. One seventeen-year-old who later matured into a serjeant in the 23rd lost money gambling with dissolute friends and ‘afraid to return and tell my father of my indiscretions … I shrank from my best hope, parental admonition, and formed the resolution of entering for a soldier.’ Men who joined on impulse or when cornered drunk by the recruiting party at a tavern often bitterly regretted their decision. When put on transports for America, some tried to escape or even leapt to their deaths in the sea, a shocking sight that, thankfully, had not afflicted the 23rd when it left Plymouth in 1773.


Scores of new recruits had been thrown into the ranks prior to the regiment’s sailing to America. The rank and file were certainly a more callow bunch than the officers. Fewer than one quarter of them had served long enough to be ‘Minden men’.


Since arriving on those shores two years earlier, two dozen soldiers of the Royal Welch had absconded. In one or two cases, it had been a matter of drink, no more, and they had returned, receiving lenient treatment from Colonel Bernard. A somewhat larger crop had gone when the regiment was ordered from New York to Boston. Many old campaigners regarded this as normal, since soldiers residing in a large city often lost their hearts to local girls from whom some could not bear to be parted. Those intent on desertion often went with a messmate or friend from another company.


Thomas Watson and Jacob Jones, for example, had disappeared from Boston together on 7 March. Private Watson was a ladies’ man who had struck up a relationship with a woman in New York.


In other cases, though, there were motivations that would have caused officers more disquiet. The rebels were trying to seduce soldiers into breaking their oaths, offering them money for their muskets and material rewards if they would join the cause of Liberty.


William Hewitt, who deserted the Fusiliers with another man on 17 March, had made his way to the nearby village of Ipswich in New Hampshire. Hewitt was no boy, thrown into uniform when the 23rd got its orders for America; rather he had been serving in the regiment for nearly nine years, prior to which he had worked for a time as an apprentice weaver in his native Lancashire, and was literate. Once in Ipswich, he enlisted in Captain Ezra Town’s militia company, ready to fight his former comrades.


Such sympathies were unusual in Gage’s army, but definitely motivated some. One Irish soldier who subsequently deserted the 49th, wrote that he had tried to abscond as soon as he got to Boston, ‘finding they were striving to throw off the yoke under which my native country – sunk for many years – induced me to share the same freedom that America strive for’. Irish soldiers were to prove particularly susceptible to the appeals of American Whigs, but fortunately for the 23rd the number in its ranks formed a small minority. The more common reasons for desertion were the entreaties of a woman, arguments with messmates or a feeling of injustice resulting from some punishment.


When a private of the 52nd had been caught trying to desert on 3 March, he had been sentenced to death by general court martial – the means of dealing with serious offences among soldiers, including all capital ones – on the 9th but pardoned five days later. Despite the draconian statutes embodied in the Articles of War and Mutiny Act, General Gage rarely allowed executions. The commander-in-chief’s apparent unwillingness to use capital punishment worried many officers. ‘The lenity shown’, wrote Mackenzie in his journal, ‘has not had the effect the General expected, as some soldiers have deserted since that event.’


As the rebellion gathered pace in America, harsh punishment was out of fashion in the British army. Gage’s judge advocate, the officer who ran his courts martial, stated, ‘I disapprove of making capital punishments too familiar … when great punishments are inflicted only for great crimes, it will be the more easy to reform abuses.’ Too frequent a use of the gallows, he argued, would lead to officers concealing crimes in order to save both lives and regimental reputation. The judge advocate also thought that the lash should be ‘sparingly made use of’. The alternative for drunkenness, insolence and other non-capital offences could be fines, extra duty, spells in the ‘black hole’ and reduction to the ranks for serjeants or corporals.


Lieutenant Colonel Bernard’s instincts were similar to those of General Gage and his judge advocate; he was known to believe in showing mercy towards miscreant Fusiliers. The frequent floggings with hundreds of lashes known in his father’s time of service were a rarity in Boston. Apart from anything else, those in command on the American station knew that it was all too easy for a man who considered himself hard done by to desert.


For many officers, Gage’s softness towards the army’s criminals was all of a part with his treatment of the rebels; they thought their commander-in-chief lax and ineffectual. They wanted to be able to punish their men properly in order to strengthen discipline; there was a need for forthright leadership from General Gage; most of all they wanted to show toughness to the colonists. On previous marches into the countryside the militia had run away upon the appearance of the King’s troops, convincing many that the rebellion could be nipped in the bud. These illusions were exploded at Lexington and Concord on 19 April.














THREE


The Fight at Lexington and Concord


Or Adjutant Mackenzie’s Observations on American Warfare





The march of Earl Percy’s brigade had barely begun as redcoats of Major John Pitcairn’s battalion deployed at the trot on Lexington Green. The late departure of that relief force meant that the 700 men of the British flank battalions sent out from Boston the previous night would have to face that morning’s crisis on their own. In their path were American militia of Captain Parker’s company. Like many of the country people of Massachusetts they had talked for months of confronting the government.


Faced that morning with the sight of picked troops moving swiftly into battle order, many of the Americans were no longer quite so sure. The odds were not good either; more than 300 British soldiers facing 130 local volunteers, men who had tilled the soil or tended the forge until a few hours earlier.


As the regulars formed, Major Pitcairn came forward on his horse and bellowed out to the armed villagers in front of him, ‘Disperse! Disperse you damned rebels!’ Captain Parker decided that discretion was the better part of valour. The command was given to file off the green.


Officers on both sides had given absolute orders to their men not to open fire first. At Lexington, early that morning of 19 April 1775, it seemed for a moment that they would be obeyed and civil war averted. Pitcairn signalled his soldiers to move forward and disarm the locals.


The sight though of the Americans lowering their weapons and moving off touched some nerve of contempt among the British soldiers. For months the local people had abused and taunted them. Where was their courage now, when it came to a fight? Instead of a deliberate, orderly walk forward, many redcoats started shouting and cheering, running towards the Americans with fixed bayonets. Facing this onslaught, one or two of those villagers opened fire.


It took just a few moments for the British response. Without orders from Pitcairn, one of the formed British companies levelled its weapons and let fly a crashing volley. Several villagers went down. There were a few straggling shots in reply, one wounded a redcoat in the leg, another hit Pitcairn’s horse, but within moments bonds of military discipline dissolved and the British soldiers were careering in all directions, chasing after the minutemen as they fled through gardens and groves, desperate to save their lives.


Colonel Francis Smith, Pitcairn’s superior in charge of the 700 or so British troops sent out from Boston the previous night, heard the shots and came running to the head of the column. ‘Finding the Rebels scamping off (except those shut up in houses),’ the colonel wrote several weeks later, ‘I endeavoured to the utmost to stop all further firing, which in a short time I effected.’ Smith, an infantry officer in his early fifties, was thought of as a relic by many, but had the benefit of long service in America and thus a knowledge of its people.


The cooler-headed among the British officers and serjeants then began scouring the fields and farmsteads, collecting up their men. ‘We then formed on the Common, but with some difficulty,’ one young lieutenant noted, ‘the men were so wild they could hear no orders.’ Some of the soldiers were shouting and pointing out buildings which they said were being used by the rebels to fire at them. Colonel Smith dreaded what might happen if his outraged troops entered Lexington’s homes or its Meeting House, ‘knowing if the houses were once broke into, none within could well be saved’. Strict instructions were issued to block the men, and they were successfully rallied under the colonel’s eye.


Some sort of regularity had been restored, but several Americans had been killed and the remainder of Captain Parker’s company had scattered into the country, carrying breathless reports of the bloodshed to neighbouring villages. What to do? Colonel Smith had his orders, which were to push on to the village of Concord, a couple of miles further on, and destroy some cannon and other military supplies gathered there by the rebels.


After what had happened in Lexington, he was determined to press ahead in a disciplined formation. Marching towards Concord, the road was commanded to the right by some ridges. Setting off once more, Smith used his light infantry, Pitcairn’s men, trotting along the high ground to deny it to the enemy and protect his right flank. He marched meanwhile along the road at the head of his grenadiers, tall men in bearskin caps who were, by repute, the steadiest troops of the British regiments in Boston.


A couple of shots were fired at the British but none returned, Colonel Smith noting with satisfaction that his troops moved on Concord ‘with as much good order as ever troops observed in Britain, or any friendly country’.


All the time, though, the American militia was gathering. Men from Acton, Bedford and Lincoln set off to join their brethren in the Concord companies. Some watched from heights, as the British column snaked through the New England farmland. Others ran along to one side or other of it, puffing away, glimpsing the redcoats occasionally between the trees or clapboard houses.


The alarm bell had already tolled in Concord, summoning men to arms, when some militia marched into the village, fifes and drums playing loudly, on the road from Lexington just a few minutes ahead of the enemy.


It was around 10 a.m. when Colonel Smith’s advance guard entered the sprawling township that was their objective. Their enemies for the moment left them to it, gathering by the hundreds on nearby slopes of Punkatasset Hill as Colonel Smith broke the British force into parts. The village was bounded on several sides by waterways, most importantly, the Concord River to the north and west. While searches were carried out, this stream would form a natural barrier against any attack by the colonists, so Smith deployed his men accordingly. Each of his battalions – grenadiers and light infantry – was formed of companies picked from the regiments stationed in Boston. They were meant to be the best men, taken from their parent regiments and formed into combined battalions for special tasks. After their wild behaviour in Lexington, Smith might have doubted their reliability, but he had no choice but to break the light infantry battalion into several smaller parties.


Three companies from Pitcairn’s battalion (an impressive-sounding total, but actually only around a hundred men in these peacetime establishment regiments) were sent to the south bridge over the Concord, a similar detachment to the north bridge, and a third group of light infantry continued beyond that crossing to the home of the local colonel of militia. This last detachment contained the Light Company of the 23rd Fusiliers. Their captain was not with them that day, so the Fusiliers and others were placed under Captain Parsons of the 10th Regiment. His small force moved more than one mile beyond the north bridge, and became the farthest-flung element of Smith’s force, having gone deepest into enemy country, as thousands of armed men converged around the district.


In the village itself meanwhile the grenadiers set about searching houses. Some of the musket balls and cannon shot had been dumped hours before in a pond by locals, because Colonel Smith’s arrival came as no surprise to those who led the rebellion. Other items, like the cannon themselves, could not be easily concealed or indeed removed. So once found, British soldiers smashed the trunnions off those three artillery pieces, making it impossible to mount and therefore use them. To put the matter beyond doubt, they also set fire to the wooden gun carriages themselves.


There was symbolic violence too, directed in this case towards Concord’s Liberty Pole and the flag that fluttered from it. These had appeared in scores or even hundreds of settlements across the Thirteen Colonies of America, they were manifestations of the colonists’ desire to decide on their own affairs, free of interference by the King’s faraway ministers and of their desire to throw off ‘taxation without representation’. A few short minutes with an axe brought down the Liberty Pole in Concord.


While barging through the Town House, one of the village’s principal structures, some of the soldiers had started a fire. It took hold quickly, sending a column of smoke into the sky. Another plume snaked its way up from near the south bridge, where the British had fired the wooden gun carriages. Colonel Smith hastened towards the burning building. His soldiers joked that the old colonel was too heavy a man to get anywhere quickly. As the flames licked around the windows of the wooden Town House, thousands of militia saw the smoke. Smith’s 700 men were heavily outnumbered, and where was Percy’s brigade? They had failed to make an appearance.


Among the companies watching from the nearby Punkatasset Hill the word went around that ‘the British were burning the town’. They could not stand idly while the brutal arm of the Ministry in London destroyed their homes.


Down below, Smith organised a line of soldiers to pass buckets of water, trying to staunch the flames. He would later claim to have saved much of Concord from being consumed by fire, but no matter, the locals had drawn their own conclusions. A force of around 500 Americans moved down the hill towards the Light Infantry guarding the north bridge. About sixty or seventy light infantry had been posted on the far side of that bridge, but, faced with hundreds of advancing Americans, they ran back across the span and fell in behind another company that had remained on the Concord side.


The hot flush of fear now carried off the judgement of the British officer at the north bridge. His foes had reached the other end of the span, cutting off the three companies sent beyond it with Captain Parsons. The militia took the wooden construction without a shot, for they too were under strict orders not to fire first and had gained their success simply by marching down the hill. It was the British commander who ordered his men to open up, and as the rebels returned this firing with interest, the two companies that had run back across the bridge moments earlier were unable to shoot, because their comrades were in the way. The superior enemy fire began cutting down redcoats, bowling them over with a gasp or a scream. Within moments four of the eight British officers at the bridge were hit, and three men were killed. The light infantry began running away.


With crackling of musketry audible for miles around, Captain Parsons abandoned his own search and hastened towards the bridge, finding hundreds of rebels between himself and the rest of Colonel Smith’s force. They were cut off. As for the weighty warrior himself, he was on the other side of the Concord River, leading reinforcements towards the scene of the firing.


Fortunately for Captain Parsons’s detachment, there is no monopoly on stupidity in war, and the militia who were in a position to block his retreat to the north bridge simply fell back and watched instead. One young officer with the British column noted in his journal that their enemy ‘let Capt. Parsons with his three companies return and never attacked us; they had taken up some of the planks of the bridge, but we got over’.


With the British troops once again forming a single body in Concord, and the colonel’s original orders discharged to the best of his ability, it was time to leave. They had been in that village for something like four hours, and their enemy had not been sitting idle. The British had seen for themselves the enemy militia converging on them, but other reports were gabbled among the frightened soldiers: of a wounded redcoat near the north bridge scalped by the Americans (bludgeoned it would transpire later by a boy with an axe). Outrage ran through the ranks, an emotion that would undermine what remained of their discipline and therefore success of what they had yet to do.


Smith intended to take his men the two miles back to Lexington in much the same formation as they had come up: grenadiers in the centre, on the road, with strong parties of light infantry covering his flanks. But within a few hundred yards of the column setting off, at a bend on the road called Merriam’s Corner, it became obvious that the return would not resemble their orderly outward journey in any way. They would be fighting for their very survival.


More than 1,000 rebels were waiting. They had no intention of forming line, by the European drill book. ‘They hardly ever fired but under cover of a stone wall, from behind a tree, or out of a house’, noted one British officer, ‘and the moment they had fired they lay down out of sight until they had loaded again.’ Marching through the hail of whizzing, cracking balls at Merriam’s Corner, a few men fell but the column pressed on.


The light infantry, running along the hilltops and engaging the rebels behind their cover, were soon nearly spent. ‘We at first kept our order and returned their fire as hot as we received it, but when we arrived within a mile of Lexington, our ammunition began to fail,’ wrote one officer, ‘and the light companies were so fatigued with flanking they were scarcely able to act.’


A dread realisation spread through Colonel Smith’s force. If they fired and used most of their cartridges and exhausted themselves in the first mile or two of their journey, how could they possibly make it the fifteen further miles back to Boston? They felt they were beyond salvation. ‘We had been flattered ever since the morning with expectations of the British brigade coming out, but at this time had given up all hopes of it, as it was so late,’ wrote one of Smith’s force.


Panic was running through the light infantry: ‘We began to run rather than retreat in order’, wrote one British subaltern, another confessing it was a ‘critical situation’. Reaching Lexington Green once more, several officers from the light battalion got ahead of their men and formed a little line, preparing to confront them. The captains and lieutenants turned about to face the redcoats running towards them, ‘and presented their bayonets and told the men that if they advanced they should die’. Even this desperate expedient did not restore the order of a properly formed line, although it checked the headlong rush of Pitcairn’s mob. At this moment of despair, deliverance appeared on the ridge just beyond Lexington.


For on the high ground leading elements of Percy’s brigade, marching out from Boston, had finally appeared.


Lieutenant Frederick Mackenzie of the 23rd described the practised ease with which ‘we were ordered to form the line, which was immediately done by extending on each side of the road’. But the New England landscape of meadows, fences and trees was no parade ground, and Mackenzie soon noted, ‘by reason of the stone walls and other obstacles, [the line] was not formed in so regular a manner as it should have been’.


Percy himself was under no illusions about what he saw unfolding around Lexington, as soldiers from Smith’s column fled up the road towards him. Late he may have been, but, as Percy would write to his father, the duke, ‘I had the happiness, however, of saving them from inevitable destruction.’ It was about 2.30 p.m.


Some of the exhausted light infantry and grenadiers dropped to the ground gasping for breath, others glugged water from their canteens or looked to the reinforcements to refill their empty cartridge pouches. While Smith’s men were brought back into some kind of order, the chorus of muskets or sporting guns carried by the minutemen and militia companies resumed once more, the enemy was swarming around them. Some casualties from the fighting at Lexington had been brought on commandeered wagons or horses, but several had been left behind.


The Fusiliers, formed according to the regulation, presented their muskets and fired some big, ripping, volleys into the undergrowth, trying to nail their skulking enemy. ‘Our men threw away their fire very inconsiderately,’ thought Mackenzie, ‘and without being certain of its effect.’ Whatever training these soldiers had received, it had been in levelling and firing their weapons on the words of command, not choosing their moment against fleeting targets. Most of them, furthermore, had not been in action before.


In the European mode of warfare one line of infantry gave fire to another at close range, sometimes as little as forty or fifty yards, much like ships pummelling one another with broadsides. At Lexington, the enemy were not so considerate as to form shoulder to shoulder, right in front of the Fusiliers, in such a way that would have allowed even the most mediocre shot a chance of finding a target. So hundreds of musket balls, produced with billows of smoke, did little damage to the Americans.


Percy had brought with him two cannon, six-pounders, and these were now fired at the rebels. This bought the British some moments of peace, less by the effect of the ball than by the panic caused by the shocking, unexpected, boom of artillery. Seeing that some of the buildings saved by Smith that morning were being used by sharpshooters, Percy gave orders for them to be torched and flames soon began consuming them.


About an hour after arriving in Lexington, he issued orders for the march back to Boston. Smith’s men would take the lead, flankers would be sent out from the fresh battalions to surprise those lying in wait along the road, and the Fusiliers would bring up the rear. The whole force was ordered to move away from the village slightly before the march got under way.


‘We immediately lined the walls and other cover in our front with some marksmen,’ wrote Mackenzie, who as adjutant was the 23rd’s drill master, watching the Fusiliers with professional satisfaction as they ‘retired from the right of companies by files to the high ground a small distance to our rear, where we again formed in line’. This elaborate piece of military choreography saw each of the regiment’s line of eight companies falling back simultaneously from one point to another.


Once the new line was formed, the regiment’s commanders went along it, checking its arrangement. Captain Lieutenant Mecan watched them deploying with a practised eye. Drummer Mason beat out the signals of command and Corporal Grimes would have been ready to correct any man who stepped out of place.


By the time the head of Earl Percy’s brigade began its march, though, the men of the 23rd were simply intent on living through that day. It took about half an hour, one regiment falling in behind the other on the road, before their turn came to join the rear. All the time, while the 23rd waited, they spotted rebels moving through the undergrowth, trying to follow the column and get around their flanks. Finally they were moving too.


As they marched along, the crackling of musketry moved with them. Percy pushed his soldiers ‘as fast as good order and not blowing the men would allow’. But he noticed, all around, the rebels followed them ‘like a moving circle’.


Percy’s flank guards tramped along, cresting the higher ground or crashing through the farmyards on each side of the main column. This precaution paid dividends in many places, surprising the New Englanders, looking one way as they awaited their enemy but receiving instead the last and most hideous surprise of their lives; a bayonet plunged into their flank or a musket going off, point blank, in their face. These men died to the curses of enraged redcoats, as did dozens who fired from windows.


‘We were now obliged to force almost every house in the road, for the rebels had taken possession of them and galled us exceedingly,’ noted a lieutenant with one of the flanking parties, ‘but they suffered for their temerity for all that were found in the houses were put to death.’ Although the soldiers had noticed on their way out to Lexington that women and children had apparently disappeared from the villages along the Boston road, it is obvious that not all of those killed in those frenzied moments in passageways, larders or on stairs had been firing at the King’s troops.


After quite a few of these ghastly encounters, the soldiers helped themselves to pewter plate, rings or clothing before bursting out of the doors and catching up with their mates. In some, though, greed defeated survival, and those who looted more systematically met their end at the hands of the enraged citizenry.


About half way back to Boston, seven miles into the march, Earl Percy was obliged to replace the 23rd at the tail of the column. The task of keeping at bay the mob of pursuing enemy militia was not an easy one, and many of the Fusiliers were running low on cartridges. Not for the first time that day, officers bemoaned their soldiers’ wild, often panicked, shooting. Their muskets were largely inaccurate in firing at anything further than a hundred yards away, it was true, and even those described by Mackenzie as ‘marksmen’ would have had only the most rudimentary idea of how to hit their target. In fairness to these soldiers, the men of Percy’s brigade had been issued with only thirty-six rounds each, and his two cannon had just twenty-four shot between them.


In the village of Menotomy, just a few miles short of Boston, there was another gauntlet to be run in the form of militia. Once again the firing came from all around them, musket balls whizzing and cracking about their ears. Here the 23rd’s commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Benjamin Bernard, was wounded, his thigh shattered by shot.


Two miles further on, as the head of the column approached Cambridge, Brigadier Percy made an important decision, to turn left where the road forked, taking the road to Charlestown, near Boston, rather than returning directly to the city by the route they had followed out in the morning. This proved a wise choice, for the rebels had pulled up the planking on a bridge over the Charles River, just beyond Cambridge, one that Percy’s brigade crossed earlier in the day, and were lying in ambush there.


It was 7 p.m. before the redcoats marched over Charlestown Neck, on to a peninsula facing the city. The local people in Charlestown had heard reports of that day’s fighting. Although many supported the insurrection against ministerial power, they saw that evening in the powder-blackened faces of the British soldiers a mood so ugly that they did everything possible to assist them back across the bay to Boston. The people of Charlestown came out by candlelight to help wounded soldiers into rowing boats and skiffs. That process would last long into the night, and it took until the early hours for the Fusiliers to get back in the city.


Mackenzie, the serjeant major, company commanders and others went among the ranks, tracking down men who had been wounded or asking after those seen disappearing into some house or yard. They calculated the 23rd’s loss at four killed, twenty-six wounded and six missing. Of the latter, three would soon turn up as prisoners of the rebels. They were men of the light and grenadier companies who had been detached under Pitcairn and Smith during the morning’s actions. As for British losses overall, sixty-eight soldiers had been killed, 167 wounded and twenty-two were missing. Among the officers, a couple had been killed (both light infantry officers) and fifteen wounded, a few of the latter being captured by the rebels.


The British soldiers who retired that night in Boston had no way of knowing how many Americans they had accounted for. They tried to console themselves that they had faced 5,000 enemy, perhaps more. Casualties among the many companies that had taken potshots against the King’s troops were slight, almost certainly fewer than a hundred men, between forty and forty-five of whom had been killed.


Among the colonists exchanging experiences of that day’s fateful events there were vivid impressions of panicked redcoats, faces flushed as they ran for their lives; of an entire brigade of the King’s troops racing its way back to Boston as fast as its legs could carry it; and of those who faltered – through wounds or because they went off to steal – being left to the mercy of an enraged people.


William Gordon, minister of the Congregational Church in Roxbury, one of those divines who had done so much to inspire the spirit of righteous resistance in the colonists, wrote to an English friend of the day’s events. ‘The Brigade under Lord Percy marched out, [playing] by way of contempt, “Yankee Doodle”,’ noted Gordon. ‘They afterwards told that they had been made to dance to it.’


‘They pillaged almost every house they passed by, breaking and destroying doors, windows and glasses &c and carrying off clothing and other valuable effects,’ wrote the impassioned correspondent of the Essex Gazette. ‘It appeared to be their design to destroy and burn all before them; and nothing but our vigorous pursuit prevented their infernal purposes from being put into execution.’


British officers and men smarted from what had happened. The expedition was ‘as ill planned and as ill executed as it was possible to be’, according to one officer, while another felt the soldiers behaved with ‘great bravery but little order’, and another, more laconic, letter-writer called Lexington and Concord ‘the little fracas … between us and the Yankee scoundrels’. Some shuddered at the recollection of how the light infantry had broken ranks at Lexington, opened fire without orders and later been so fearful that their own officers had to check the soldiers’ headlong flight with levelled bayonets.


Farmers, blacksmiths and mechanics had managed by adopting an irregular form of warfare to give a costly lesson to the army. By adopting these lilliputian tactics they had brought down the redcoats’ Gulliver-sized reputation. After 19 April 1775, revolt was open and general throughout the Thirteen Colonies – Britain found itself confronting the spectre of a strange and unwelcome war on the other side of the world.


It took a matter of hours for the troops in Boston to realise how much their situation had changed on the day they marched back from Concord. The rebels had chased them to the edge of the city, and within days thousands were congregating in armed camps in Roxbury, Cambridge and other outlying settlements. General Gage ordered troops manning positions in the Neck to stop communication with the countryside across that narrow isthmus. This rule was soon relaxed in favour of hundreds of families who, sympathising with the Whigs, piled up their wagons and fled the city. A lesser number of Tory Americans who still felt loyal to their King came in the other direction, from some scattered communities where they felt in danger.


In many places across America, officials on royal service fled, magazines or stores were seized and Committees of Public Security established. Ugly scenes were repeated across the continent where mobs calling themselves ‘Sons of Liberty’ converged on the homes of noted loyalists to barrack them, break their windows and, in some cases, tar and feather them for public ridicule.


Boston remained the only sizeable garrison south of Canada. Gage’s army of around 3,500 men able to do duty was soon besieged by several times that number of Americans. Initially some 20,000 answered the call to arms, but as the weeks wore on this figure dropped somewhat. In May, following a skilful coup de main, the colonists took Ticonderoga on Lake Champlain, one of America’s principal fortresses, and by doing so seized a train of heavy siege guns that could be used to hit Boston.


Rhetorical artillery was also pressed into service, that hard-hitting preacher Dr Warren finding himself commissioned as a Major General in the militia. Many who actually knew the business of a soldier, veterans of the French and Indian Wars, also flocked to the Patriot cause. Some of these New Englanders had been part of Wolfe’s legendary march on Quebec back in 1759, and there were sufficient men of this species among the company, regimental and brigade commanders to instil some sound judgement into the American camp.


Initially, after the night of 19 April, British soldiers held positions across the water from the city at Charlestown. This was one of two places where headlands jutted into the bay sufficiently close to the city of Boston for artillery to pose a potential threat to British shipping at anchor. In the weeks following Lexington, British commanders gave much thought to conquering the heights both of Charlestown and Dorchester.


The British could not, however, decide quickly what they wanted to do about securing these two places and actually withdrew their forces from the heights above Charlestown. General Gage was nervous about a general rising within the city, an attempt to massacre his troops. He did not want to post large detachments across the harbour in Charlestown or Dorchester, where there might be problems – for example during bad weather – ferrying them back, or indeed reinforcing them. Gage did not have enough troops to defend his situation. The chief engineer later decreed that Britain’s first big mistake of the war had been ‘taking post at Boston – a mere libel on common sense – being commanded all round’. Like many others, he would have preferred New York, a city abandoned after Lexington, but also in fact requiring the defence of a very large garrison.


Gage was required to re-think his position after 25 May, when the frigate Cerberus brought three British major generals to his assistance. All would prove significant in the struggle ahead. John Burgoyne was a cavalry officer, playwright and notorious gambler with excellent political connections. Henry Clinton, born in New York, had garnered much valuable experience in Germany during the Seven Years War. William Howe, having served in a key role in Wolfe’s attack on Quebec, was considered an authority on tactics to be used in America.


Hemmed in and outnumbered, the officers of Gage’s army entertained some disturbing reflections on what had happened at Lexington and Concord. Burgoyne, soon after arriving from England observed ‘men still lost in a sort of stupefaction which the events of the 19th of April had occasioned, and venting expressions of censure, anger, or despondency’. Some railed about the bad planning of that expedition. Others, like Mackenzie, also worried about the thieving and wild behaviour of many soldiers.


Lieutenant Barker, who had been with the 4th Regiment light company at Concord bridge, remarked: ‘Our soldiers the other day showed no want of courage, yet were so wild and irregular, that there was no keeping them in any order.’ As for their thieving, there was another issue at stake: ‘The plundering was shameful; many hardly thought of anything else; what was worse they were encouraged by some officers’. The problem of indiscipline, in other words, had been exacerbated by men in command who believed that the Americans deserved to be ‘scourged’ for taking the path of rebellion.


As the days following their first, unpleasant, experience of American warfare passed, the anger was directed away from internal recriminations and back towards the enemy, one lieutenant speaking for many when he wrote home early in June, ‘our troops I believe would be very glad to give them a good drubbing’.


By early June, a couple of weeks after the three new major generals had arrived, Gage had been persuaded to approve an offensive plan. The British army would take the heights of Dorchester and the Charlestown peninsula before moving on rebel headquarters at Cambridge. How, though, would they attack an enemy that skulked behind walls and fences?


Humphrey Bland was probably the most widely read of the many tactical theorists whose books informed British officers. He had summed up the army’s approach to war from the Duke of Marlborough’s great victories, seven decades before, to Minden and the Seven Years War. Bland distilled this experience to describe the formula for a perfect attack.


As you advanced your battalions in line, the enemy would be encouraged to waste their fire by opening up when their targets were still too far away. The redcoats would bide their time, answering with a single close-range volley, which would be followed instantly by a bayonet charge before their foe had a chance to re-load. Bland understood well the psychology of the defenders’ situation, noting that victory would often be won before the attacking line had reached the defences, for ‘when troops see others advance, and going to pour their fire amongst them, when theirs is gone, they will immediately give way’.


It was vital, in this description of the perfect assault, not to allow your troops to be stalled by the enemy and get into a running firefight, for in the thick smoke and frenzy of re-loading the attack would lose all momentum and fail, as the French had learned at Minden. Such episodes led Bland to give the following warning to any officer leading an assault: ‘If you do not follow your fire that moment, but give them time to recover from the disorder yours may have put them into, the scene may change to your disadvantage.’ These words could have been read as a portent of what was about to pass.


Benjamin Bernard would hear reports of the great drama that was unfolding in Boston from a sickbed. The ball that had shattered his leg on the 19 April had in fact finished his career as a soldier. Bernard, however, was not a man to relinquish command of the 23rd without a fight. He entertained hopes of convalescence and a return to duty, as the army prepared to confront the vast rebellion brewing in the country.


On 17 June 1775 the Boston garrison received a rude awakening. One of the Royal Navy ships in the harbour had opened up. The shot were directed at Breed’s Hill, an eminence on the Charlestown peninsula where, overnight, thousands of rebel soldiers had seized the hill and by throwing up a system of trenches shown their intention of holding this ground. General Howe would claim in a letter home that they had pre-empted by a single day the launch of the British offensive. Howe, Gage and the others attending a hurried council of war ‘instantly determined’ to launch their plan, only to start at Charlestown rather than Dorchester. If the rebels were willing to stand there and defend themselves, then the British were ready to administer the bayonet, and give them a lesson in the realities of warfare.














FOUR


Bunker Hill


Captain Mecan’s Trial By Fire





There was a purposeful bustle on the Boston quay during the late morning of 17 June. Soldiers stepped gingerly from terra firma into the longboats arrayed in front of them. Encumbered with weapons, blanket, cartridges and knapsack, a fall into the water might easily have drowned them. Once aboard, the men of ten light and ten grenadier companies crowded knee to knee on the benches provided as tars from the fleet pushed off and rowed out towards Charlestown peninsula.


As regards the 23rd Fusiliers, the quarrelsome Captain Blakeney had on this day placed himself at the head of his grenadier company. Thomas Mecan joined the boats in command of the regiment’s light company. Although Captain Donkin was nominally responsible, he was absent, and Mecan, sensing a great day in which some feat of daring might bring the approbation of great men and with it a chance for promotion, had volunteered immediately to go in his stead. The main body of the 23rd, the eight so-called battalion companies, were not destined to see action that day.


The splashing of oars was accompanied that morning by the mad timpani of British guns. A battery of artillery in Boston itself was firing at the redoubt, some Royal Navy ships had joined in for good measure, and shallow-draught gun barges manoeuvred into place so that they could shoot at the Americans as they crossed the narrow neck connecting Charlestown peninsula to the mainland. It certainly occurred to some that cutting off the Americans by landing at this same narrow isthmus, behind their main position, might be the wisest plan of attack. But there were some navigational impediments – a dam blocked passage to the neck’s southern flank and sand flats hindered (but did not completely prevent) landing to the north, on the shore of the Mystic River. Instead the generals at that morning’s council of war eschewed lengthy manoeuvres by boat that might have given their enemy time to escape and opted to land on the head of the peninsula.











The battle of Bunker Hill





Light companies and grenadiers, or flank companies, the ‘flower of the army’, would be deployed as elite battalions, a strike force under the hand of Major General William Howe. They landed at about 2 p.m., which coincided with high tide, so the boats could clear the sand banks. Four regiments of the line (the 5th, 38th, 43rd and 52nd) had been ordered to support them.


There were only enough rowing boats to carry 1,100 men across at once, so two trips were needed before the two flank battalions and four regiments totalling about 1,550 men were assembled on the tip of the Charlestown peninsula, some 500 yards from the top of Breed’s Hill with its rebel earthworks. In addition to leading the flank battalions, Howe would have to take personal charge of the entire unfolding operation.


General Gage, commander-in-chief, did not intend to lead his troops on the field. This poor personal example was naturally followed by his staff, which gave rise to Captain Donkin of the 23rd’s absence, he having been appointed as Gage’s aide-de-camp.


Howe at least brought the reputation of a fighting soldier to the enterprise. He had commanded Wolfe’s light infantry, playing a key role in the capture of Quebec in 1759. He was a big man, over six feet tall and broad too, and projected a considerable presence. Howe had gone over to Charlestown with a definite plan of how to take the rebel position. The landing of his first wave complete, he began to study their lines at close quarters.


As he looked up, the town of Charlestown was on his left. The ground rose just over a hundred feet from the fenced gardens of that settlement to the crown of Breed’s Hill, where the main rebel redoubt stood. The gap between the houses and that fort was about 200 yards, and much encumbered with obstructions; too tight, Howe reasoned, for his battalions to manoeuvre. As for the main rebel work, shot lobbed at it during the course of the morning had done little damage. A similarly thick rampart – Howe called it a breastwork – with a ditch in front extended for about 80 yards to the right of this redoubt, covering what remained of the hilltop. To the right of this, below the hill and a couple of hundred yards further away from the British, ran another defence line, which extended about 300 yards from the side of Breed’s Hill down to the Mystic River. This area, on the right of the general’s view, was where Howe intended to win the battle.


The general’s instinct was good in one particular at least – the works on that side of the peninsula were far less formidable, allowing a chance to bypass the main defences. American commanders there had simply pulled down some pickets, piled them on to an existing rail fence and filled in the gaps with brushwood and clods of earth. As he stood making his final appraisal, though, Howe overestimated the strength of this rush job, thinking it cannon-proof. There were also some additional small works, called flèches (because they resembled arrowheads) that connected the enemy line at the rail fence with the position on top of the hill. Since these flèches were aligned perpendicular to the hilltop breastwork and the rail fence, troops manning them would be able to shoot right down the line of any regiments attacking the rail fence, or, in military parlance, enfilade them.


Whether or not Howe grasped the importance of this extra element of fortification (since it would have been largely hidden from him by Breeds Hill itself), he soon reckoned that the force he had brought over was insufficient to the task. The general might also have readily observed that there were two or three times as many Americans as British troops. So, with his first-wave troops standing impatiently in line, Howe sent a messenger by boat back across to the city to ask for reinforcements.


On top of the hill, the defenders watched these comings and goings with bemused nervousness. ‘When we saw our danger,’ wrote Peter Brown, a soldier in Prescott’s Massachusetts Regiment, ‘being against ships of the line, and all Boston fortified against us, the danger we were in made us think there was treachery and that we were brought there to be all slain.’ Brown’s commander, Colonel William Prescott, had placed his soldiers inside the main redoubt.


The colonel, a veteran of the Seven Years War and Indian campaigns, was noisily seconded by his nominal superior, Major General Joseph Warren. The Presbyterian minister fully intended to be at the hottest part of the action. Warren’s type of spirit was all very well, but something more thirst-quenching was needed too, as Private Brown noted: ‘We began to be almost beat out, being fatigued by our Labour, having no sleep the night before, very little to eat, no drink but rum.’


To their right (or the British left) were more Massachusetts regiments, others from Connecticut and, down on the rail fence, two strong regiments from New Hampshire. These were placed under Colonel John Stark, perhaps the most impressive leader on the lines that day, a one-time member of Rogers’ Rangers, the elite American battalion of the French and Indian Wars. Stark moved his men on to the peninsula shortly before Howe’s troops landed. As they approached Charlestown Neck, the thump and whoosh of British cannon balls increased in pitch. They claimed lives too, one shot cutting three men in half. ‘The veteran and gallant Stark harangued his regiment in a short but animated address,’ wrote one New Hampshire officer, adding that their colonel ordered them through the gauntlet of enemy fire, ‘directed them to give three cheers, and make a rapid movement to the rail fence’.


Once Howe’s reinforcements were in place – some additional flank companies as well as the 47th Regiment, field artillery and 1st Marine battalion – the general began his attack in earnest. There were more than 3,000 British troops in play. He had placed the 38th and 43rd centrally, in front of the redoubt, under Brigadier Robert Pigot. The recently landed elements were put initially behind Pigot’s brigade, and formed a reserve of kinds, for it was still Howe’s intention to take the position by attacking the rail fence rather than frontal assault on the redoubt itself.


Howe ordered the light infantry to move up the beach, on the shore of the Mystic River, in a column. The grenadiers would move up next to them, forming line and attacking the rail fence frontally at the same time. Howe trusted that although the light infantry would only have a matter of feet to work in, they would break through the enemy at the waterside, and then ‘take them in the flank’. In expectation of a rebel collapse, the 5th and 52nd would be drawn up in line, moving up behind the grenadiers in order to exploit their success.


At about 3.30 p.m., the flank company men began to move forward. The soldiers who ought to have been Howe’s steadiest troops were skittish and nervous; the light infantry in particular knew an unpleasant truth – that they had run away during the fighting at Lexington and Concord. They and the grenadiers had been standing under arms for more than an hour, and wanted to get the business over with. The grenadiers did not wait for orders, but started off on their own initiative, some men crying out ‘Push on! Push on!’ As they got closer to the rail fence, they heard the odd crack and whine of a musket ball, but the rebels were under strict orders. Stark had placed himself near the flèches where ‘his men were directed to reserve their fires until they could see the enemy’s half gaiters’.


Tramping forward, the grenadiers ran into some fences. The battalion stalled momentarily as men clambered over or tried to kick their way through. When they got closer to the line of the Americans at the rail fence some of the grenadiers and light troops ‘began firing, and by crowding fell into disorder’. This was an obvious violation of the very sound tactical advice given by Humphrey Bland and others, for he directed that the enemy should be encouraged to give the first fire. In the moments that followed, pretty much every feature of his ideal attack was disregarded too.


The redcoats advanced a little further but when the New Hampshires let go their first crashing volley, it was terrible. One of Stark’s officers saw that his enemy ‘received a volley which mowed down the whole front ranks’. With the flank battalions staggered under this heavy fire, the 5th and 52nd advanced into the back of them, causing further confusion.


Rushing forward through the hail of musket balls to see what was wrong, Howe had an awful realisation. His favourite corps, the men sent along the beach, were actually falling back: ‘The Light Infantry … being repulsed there was a moment that I never felt before.’ The general’s plan had been foiled and he did not have another.


One disaster followed another, for the light troops, rallied by Mecan and their other officers, pulled up behind the grenadiers. Turned back towards the Americans, but confused by the smoke and fear all around them, the light infantry opened fire on the grenadiers to their front left. The officer commanding the grenadier battalion and many of his men were thus killed by British fire, as they struggled to organise themselves for a further attack to their front.


Bereft for the moment of any new directive, grenadier and light infantry officers had halted their men in confused huddles and were trying to lead them forward again. They came on in small clumps rather than the neat lines of the parade ground. There was an answer to this kind of ragged attack and the Americans soon realised it: ‘Our men were intent on cutting down every officer they could distinguish.’


Several failed attempts separated the brave soldiers from those who hung back. Captain Blakeney, commanding the 23rd’s grenadiers, was shot, as were both of his subalterns. Mecan somehow made it through unscathed, but both of his light company subalterns were also hit. Around two-thirds of the Welch Fusiliers engaged that day became casualties. Two serjeants, one drummer and eleven men were killed by the American fire, and thirty-six wounded by it. Only five of the grenadier company remained fit at the end.
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