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Sir John Fortescue, the great historian of the British Army, filled thirteen thick volumes and only got as far as 1870. Much has happened since then. In the basement of the Old War Office Building in Whitehall is a vast library of books about the army.


Therefore this book is rather like the small boy’s description of a fishing-net: lots of holes joined together with string. If the string is thin it is because it could be only 40,000 words thick. And since this is, after all, only a single brushline painted across the huge canvas of military history, there is a brief bibliography at the end, intended as a guide for further reading.


J.H.





CHAPTER ONE




The Regular Establishment
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Few men have influenced the history and the development of the British Army more than Thomas Venner, a wine-cooper and fanatical preacher who kept a clandestine meeting-place for religious dissenters in Coleman Street, in the City of London.


He and his congregation of about thirty ‘saints’ spent the whole of Sunday 6 January 1661 preaching, praying and fasting. At about eleven o’clock that night they marched in a body down to St Paul’s Churchyard shouting ‘Live, King Jesus!’ and telling everyone they saw either to join them or to stay at home. Grabbing some unfortunate bystander, they killed him when in answer to their questions he told them he was on the side of God and King Charles. The train-bands, called out to arrest the troublemakers, fled at the sight of them. Venner and his supporters then marched through Aldersgate and spent the night in Cane Wood, between the villages of Hampstead and Highgate.


Very early next morning, General George Monk, the commander-in-chief of an army now in the last stages of disbandment, went to the apartments of James, Duke of York, to tell him what had happened. The king, Charles II, was away. He had gone down to Portsmouth a few days before, escorting his mother Henrietta Maria on the first stage of her journey back to France. Monk told James that he had been able to send only a few troopers of his own cavalry regiment, under the command of Sir Philip Howard, to deal with Venner’s fanatics, but they were hiding in the depths of the wood where the horsemen could not get at them.


Two days later, at seven o’clock on Tuesday morning, Venner and his misguided Fifth Monarchy Men, who took their title from the forty-fourth verse of the second chapter of the Book of Daniel, emerged from the wood. They stormed through Aldgate announcing their determination to take up arms for ‘King Jesus’ against the powers of the world, and advanced along Leadenhall, past the Exchange to Woodstreet, where they were confronted by twenty of Monk’s Horse Guards. The train-bands, braver in daylight, came up behind them from Cheapside, and the ‘saints’, barricading themselves in an ale-house, resolved to fight to the end. James and Monk, hearing that Venner had returned, cantered down to the City with twenty troopers who constituted the whole palace guard. They were met by the lord mayor who told them that the ‘rebellion’ was over. All Venner’s men had been either killed or captured. Venner himself was wounded nineteen times and the surgeons complained of the difficulty in keeping him alive long enough to be executed.


It had been a brief, bloody little business, swiftly concluded by the muskets of the train-band and the hangman’s rope, but the results were far-reaching. In a country where there was still much support for Oliver Cromwell’s form of dictatorship, and the recently restored Stuarts were far from secure, the danger of armed risings suddenly became obvious and urgent. Under the vague terms of the Declaration of Breda Charles II had undertaken to abolish the standing army, and all that was now left of Cromwell’s magnificent ‘New Model Army’, which had won great victories at Naseby, Dunbar, Preston and Worcester, subdued Ireland and supported the French monarchy on the dunes outside Dunkirk, were the remnants of Monk’s own regiments, one of Horse and the other of Foot. Ever since the Restoration, the king’s brother James had been advocating the retention of a small, permanent military force for the protection of the king’s person, but had been unable to press the point for fear of raising a storm of protest.


Venner’s Insurrection halted the disbandment of Monk’s regiments. On the morning of 14 February 1661 they paraded on Tower Hill, laid down their arms and, to the immense satisfaction of every man on parade, straightaway took them up again in the service of the king, under the titles of the Lord General’s Troop of Guards and the Lord General’s Regiment of Foot Guards. It was the birthday of the British regular army although no such idea was in the minds of the king or his ministers. They had no intention of creating a standing army. They were merely establishing, on a temporary basis, a reasonably effective system for guarding the king and thus maintaining public order. Yet Monk’s Regiment of Foot survives today as the Coldstream Guards.


For centuries the English had had a strong aversion to any form of permanent army, partly because, as an island race, their survival had never been threatened by anything more serious than tribal warfare with the Scots and the Welsh. Continental nations depended on an army for their existence; England relied upon her navy, and since she had a naval tradition going back to Alfred the Great her people could see no reason why professional soldiers should be paid to do what had always been managed perfectly well by amateurs ever since the Norman Conquest. Any such institution as a standing army was regarded as entirely unnecessary, and in fact the whole history of the British Army reflects this attitude. Completely neglected in peacetime yet expected to achieve miracles in war, the only periods of progress and reform were during or immediately after an emergency when, through no fault of its own, the army had been unable to meet all the demands made on it.


No one had ever disputed the need for soldiers, particularly to satisfy the ambition of bellicose English kings embarking upon continental adventures or to cope with a threatened invasion, and at various times all sorts of different arrangements had been made for calling up able-bodied men at short notice. The primitive national army of the English consisted of the mass of free landowners between the ages of sixteen and sixty, whose term of service was fixed by custom at two months in the year. It was known as the Fyrd. King Alfred reorganised it, divided the country up into military districts and required all landowners with a certain minimum holding of property to do ‘thane’s service’. This meant they had to provide themselves with their own arms and equipment and serve from the beginning to the end of a campaign.


The first renowned victory of the English army, the Fyrd, was also Alfred the Great’s first major battle, at Ashdown on the Berkshire hills in January 871. It became a rout and the corpses of the Danes slaughtered in flight were strewn across the downland as far as Reading.


Canute introduced a new idea when he formed a royal bodyguard of between three and six thousand picked troops known as ‘house-carles’, and it was with a reasonably trained force of house-carles and the raw levies of the Fyrd that Harold fought the two greatest battles in early English history, at Stamford Bridge and Senlac, or Hastings, in 1066. The former was a decisive victory which put an end to the long period of Scandinavian invasions, and the latter a defeat which was nothing like so conclusive as many historians make out. Duke William of Normandy, surnamed the Bastard, certainly won the battle but the conquest of England took him another seven years.


The battle on Senlac Ridge was an unpleasant surprise to the Norman knights, for they discovered that the English actually preferred to fight on foot. On the Continent, by contrast, the infantry were regarded as the lowest form of military life: physically, morally and socially far inferior to the mounted men-at-arms who could be of any rank from prince to squire. The battlefield was dominated by the cavalryman, encased in steel and armed with the lance, a weapon he found to be well suited for knocking his social equals out of their saddles and for spitting the unprotected enemy infantry when they turned and fled. It had been confirmed in many a continental contest that foot soldiers, armed usually with some sort of cutting or stabbing weapon, could not stand up to the lumbering charge of mailed horsemen. If employed as archers or crossbowmen they were not very effective. Their bows were short and the arrows seldom penetrated even a leather jerkin. Crossbows, discharging a heavy bolt or quarrel, had good penetration at short ranges but were cumbersome and difficult to load.


William of Normandy, with three cavalry divisions behind him, looked with scorn on Harold’s infantry drawn up along the ridge where Battle Abbey now stands, and the knights and barons behind him were confident that one charge would win the battle. They went forward, and many were swept out of the saddle with their skulls split like firewood by fearful two-handed battle-axes, wielded by strong men who went on wielding them for nine hours on that short October day. The infantry did not break. Even when lured from their commanding height by a feigned retreat, and surrounded in the valley, they fought to the end. When Harold was killed they withdrew in good order and at every ditch, hedge or defile they turned to hammer the pursuing Frenchmen to whom hitherto the chasing of infantry had been the most amusing and enjoyable aspect of war. So many Normans died unpleasantly in the cold light of the full moon that all thoughts of pursuit were soon abandoned.


The Normans brought in the feudal system, Henry II reorganised it in his Assize of Arms, and Edward I refined it in his Second Statute of Winchester in 1285. This provided a national force of amateur soldiers for home defence which, under such names as train-bands, militia, fencibles and volunteers, remained unaltered in principle until the eighteenth century. The English armies which fought on the Continent in the Middle Ages were raised only for specific campaigns and were disbanded either when they were no longer needed or when there was no more money to pay the soldiers. They contained men who lived by the sword and could therefore be rated as professionals; but there was no military structure or staff, and little attempt was made to delegate the functions of command below the level of commander-in-chief. Supreme command was vested in the king who might, as for example in the case of Edward III and the Black Prince in the Poitiers campaign, appoint a deputy to act in his stead.


Before the days of the longbow, tactics were comparatively simple. Armies either advanced to meet each other, or one stood on the defensive while the other launched a frontal attack. Having no effective projectile, soldiers relied mainly on ‘staff’ weapons: cutting and stabbing ‘heads’ mounted on a long staff, such as the partisan, halberd, glaive and pole-axe, with which they hoped to keep the enemy at a reasonable distance. The men-atarms who were mounted charged with the lance and then used swords and maces when they closed with the enemy. Battles usually became a mêlée of close-quarter fighting, little more than indiscriminate hacking and bashing which went on until one side felt it had had enough. The knights and nobility did not expect to get killed because if unhorsed by an opponent – and from their point of view battle was only a continuation of the tilting-yard – a knight who was clearly at a disadvantage would surrender and be ransomed. Only the common soldiers – the infantry – suffered.


Then Edward I, in his attempts to comb the Welsh out of their tangled hills, discovered the longbow of Gwent, the weapon which, for range, penetration, rate of fire, accuracy and general handiness, was unequalled until the invention of the modern rifle. As a long-range weapon the longbow virtually put an end to the personal combat between knights that was the essence of the chivalric code of honour. The terrible arrow-storms at Crécy (1346), Poitiers (1356) and Agincourt (1415) established the salient fact that cavalry could not make any headway against the archer who stood behind a protective entanglement of sharpened stakes linked with strong cord, sending his cloth-yard shafts hissing through the air to kill men and horses at a range of nearly a quarter of a mile. Backed up by men-at-arms to protect him when he had discharged his quiverful of twenty-four arrows, and by cavalry to exploit the arrow-storm, the longbowman was a formidable opponent.


Artillery, although employed in the form of light fieldpieces at Crécy, was first developed as an offensive and supporting weapon in France, in the third decade of the fifteenth century, by the brothers Bureau. It was not popular at first: no one could be quite sure whether the shot would emerge from the proper end, as everyone hoped, or whether the gun would explode like a monster grenade and slay the crew. But the effect of bombards and cannon on siege warfare was considerable, for breaches in walls could be made and stormed without waiting for garrisons to be starved into surrender. And in open warfare guns carefully sited to take advancing infantry in enfilade could create excellent opportunities for one’s own cavalry.


The greater range of the cannon made the longbow obsolete. Instead, a new weapon – the matchlock harquebus, based on the principles of the cannon – was produced for the infantry; but, for many years, what one chronicler described with considerable exaggeration as ‘the fatal discharge’ was nothing of the sort. The harquebus was extremely inaccurate and even light armour such as the breastplate gave good protection against the comparatively slow-moving bullet.


When gunpowder replaced the bowstring as a means of propulsion, the infantry’s rate of fire dropped from a maximum of some fifteen arrows a minute to one soft lead bullet every quarter of an hour – if the operator of the harquebus was reasonably well trained and nothing went wrong. This was because the loading and priming of weapons involved thirty separate drill movements controlled by an officer who gave the necessary orders. In the long pauses between each round fired, the musketeers could take no active part in a battle and had to be protected by pikemen, who were armed with weapons eighteen feet long to hold off enemy cavalry. Since the effective range of the flintlock musket – which superseded the harquebus – was between fifty and eighty yards, depending on the amount of powder behind the bullet, cavalry once more asserted themselves. Hence the dictum of Oliver Cromwell that ‘the best military weapon is a man on a horse’.


Infantry, therefore, consisted of musketeers and pikemen, an inseparable combination until the invention of the bayonet, and their function was to get within musket shot of the enemy and shoot it down. The role of cavalry was to drive the enemy’s horse from the field and then ride down its pikemen, automatically putting the musketeers to flight. All this was nothing like so easy as it sounds, and one hazard, often overlooked in any discussion of the tactics of this period, was smoke. Depending on the strength of the wind, battlefields were usually shrouded in a thick, choking pall of smoke from the black powder used in every firearm, and until the invention of smokeless powder towards the end of the nineteenth century it was almost impossible for a soldier to see the effect of his fire or for a commander to see what was happening, unless he kept well back from the fight.


Horsemen could only succeed against pikemen by breaking the infantry’s formation, so infantry tactics became a matter of close-formation drills designed to ensure that foot soldiers were never caught unawares by cavalry in the open. Although the rebellious American colonists of the 1770s taught the British redcoats not to bunch too tightly, it was not until the Boer War of 1899 that the infantry really shook out into open order.


The English armies which fought against the French and Spanish in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries consisted, like their medieval counterparts, of irregular troops who were paid off at the close of a campaign. Cromwell’s New Model Army, founded in 1645, was the first national force to be made up of regulars: it became a standing army during his lifetime, and his son Richard would no doubt have maintained it had he been given the opportunity. Cromwell fully appreciated the principle later expressed in Mao Tse-tung’s aphorism ‘political power grows out of the barrel of a gun’, and his Ironsides and his major-generals retained so firm a hold on the country that they became, in the words of a contemporary, ‘An Aweful Warning’ of the evils inherent in a permanent force. Future generations of politicians were to quote the ‘Rule of the Major-Generals’ as the unanswerable political argument against a regular army, although in fact they were usually only expressing their refusal to pay for one.


Against this background, and after the initial euphoria of the Restoration had begun to evaporate, Charles II had to move carefully. Though perhaps one of the laziest he was also one of the most astute politicians in English history, and he thoroughly understood the people he ruled. He made no attempt to create a standing army and thus there is no definite and indisputable date for its creation. It evolved gradually, remaining unacknowledged for many years after it had come into existence. There is a political parallel in the development of the British cabinet system.


To comply with an Act of Parliament the remnants of Cromwell’s Ironsides had to be formally disbanded – hence the parade on Tower Hill – but in their place the force to protect the king was considerably increased. In addition to Monk’s Regiment of Foot, renamed the Coldstream Regiment, there was a ‘new’ regiment of twelve companies of Guards, commanded by Colonel John Russell. This in effect consisted of men who had served Charles and James during their exile, and many of them had fought on the Royalist side in the Civil War. The new regiment was named the 1st Regiment of Foot Guards, later the Grenadier Guards. As a royal regiment they took precedence over the Coldstream.


The king’s troop of Horse Guards, and James’s own troop that he had commanded in France and the Low Countries, combined to become a Regiment of Horse with eight troops, commanded by the Earl of Oxford. This took precedence over Monk’s cavalry regiment, and the two regiments became known as the 1st and 2nd Regiments of Life Guards. From the colour of its uniforms Lord Oxford’s regiment became known as ‘The Blues’.


This royal bodyguard of cavalry and infantry was still not large enough to satisfy those ardent monarchists who feared a repetition of Venner’s Insurrection, and in 1662 Douglas’s Regiment, which had been part of the Scots Brigade of Gustavus Adolphus, King of Sweden, was brought back to England from garrison duties at Dunkirk. It was granted precedence over the regiment raised by Lord Peterborough in 1661 to defend Queen Catherine of Braganza’s dowry port of Tangier, largely because in one form or another it had been fighting in continental wars for nearly a century. These two regiments became the 1st and 2nd of Foot (as opposed to Foot Guards). The former still exists as the Royal Scots whereas the latter, first placed on the establishment as ‘Our Most Dear Consort the Queen’s Regiment of Foot’ and subsequently better known as the Queen’s Royal Regiment, amalgamated with the East Surrey Regiment in 1960, only a few months before its tercentenary.


To those who became uneasy about this marked increase in the military establishment Charles could point out what most people realised. None of the regiments was ‘new’, except for the Queen’s, which had been raised solely for garrison duties overseas, and provided employment for a thousand demobilised and destitute men who had served in Cromwell’s army.


The alliance with Portugal, through Catherine of Braganza, gave Charles’s army its first experience of colonial warfare, for garrisons had to be sent to protect the dowry ports of Tangier and Bombay. The Portuguese were not in the least reluctant to part with Tangier. The anchorage was unsafe for shipping and round the massive fortifications on the landward side roamed the savage Moors who never missed an opportunity to harass the garrison. After twenty-three years of incessant warfare, in which young John Churchill, later the first Duke of Marlborough, gained his first experience of active service with the Queen’s, the place was evacuated in 1684. Bombay was a different proposition altogether, being a gateway to the riches of the East. When Sir Abraham Shipman and four hundred troops arrived there in 1662 they were not allowed to land because no decision had been taken on what constituted the ill-defined area of Bombay. By March 1665, when the Portuguese at last moved out, the British contingent had been reduced by sickness and death to one officer and 113 men. As the opening moves in the acquisition of the British Empire neither of these adventures was much of a success.


James, Duke of York, succeeded his brother and became James II in 1685. From the beginning this soldier and sailor king was politically out of his depth, and his flat statement to the Commons that he wanted ‘a good force of well-disciplined troops in constant pay’ (justified by the signal failure of the West Country militia to cope with Monmouth’s Rebellion) was interpreted as a threat of arbitrary rule. Nevertheless James went much further than Charles had ever dared. In the first year of his brief reign nine regiments of infantry, five of horse and two of dragoons (mounted infantry) were raised, ostensibly to deal with any aftermath of the Duke of Argyll’s abortive rising in Scotland and Monmouth’s efforts, brought to nothing at Sedgemoor. But the new regiments remained in being, concentrated in a field army based on the permanent camp on Hounslow Heath, even after the revolts had been crushed.


James was a first-class administrator. Fortescue, the army’s greatest historian whose praise for administrators is sparing, wrote: ‘It is not too much to say that his expulsion was in this respect the greatest misfortune that ever befell the Army.’ As Lord high admiral in his brother’s reign he had, with the help of Samuel Pepys, built the foundations of the Royal Navy. Now, because soldiering was his first love, he brought the army under his personal command, sponsored a new drill-book and introduced new training methods practised in proper training camps. The isolated detachments in garrisons and fortresses were grouped in regiments and for the first time the whole army came under the influence of methodical administration.


By the year 1688 James had a standing army of more than thirty-four thousand men, paid for by the simple expedient of diverting funds allocated by Parliament to the militia. Thus it can be said that he was the true founder of the regular army, which dates from the period 1685–8.


Unfortunately James was a Roman Catholic commanding an army which was overwhelmingly Protestant, and his attempts to infiltrate a leavening of Roman Catholic officers were bitterly resented and contributed to his downfall. His son-in-law, William of Orange, married to his eldest daughter Mary, offered an alternative and Protestant succession. In November 1688, William and a small Dutch force landed at Torbay. The principal officers of James’s army, including Lieutenant-General Churchill, deserted to the enemy, and without their officers the rank and file loyal to James could do little to support him.


High on the list of James’s alleged misdemeanours was the charge of ‘raising and keeping a Standing Army within this Kingdom in time of Peace without consent of Parliament and Quartering Soldiers contrary to Law’. Attitudes had not changed since the fall of Charles II’s faithful minister Edward Hyde, Lord Clarendon, in 1667. The first article in his impeachment claimed that he had ‘designed a Standing Army to be Raised, and to govern the Kingdom thereby’. Military power was in no way compatible with political freedom. A standing army was the symbol of arbitrary rule. James had lost his throne because he proved this to be true, and in so doing he had given the country an unpleasant fright, aggravated by the ‘Aweful Warning’ across the Channel where the absolute monarchy of his cousin Louis XIV was supported by the largest army in Europe.


The deep-rooted antipathy to a permanent army made things very awkward for the new king, William III, whose decision to intervene in England had been greatly influenced by the thought that he would be able to add the armed forces of England to his coalition against Louis XIV. British ministers were resolved to prevent any repetition of James’s arbitrary government by abolishing the standing army he had raised. To their minds the solution to the political problem was simple enough: there would be no army in peacetime. But this was not peacetime. The activities of Louis XIV all through the year 1688 and his determination to secure the north-eastern frontier of France – in the area of the Low Countries which had been in dispute since the reign of Louis XI – were dragging all Europe into war. Far from being able to disband James’s army, the reluctant politicians were compelled to enlarge it.


The Dutch declared war on France in February 1689. In March, James II and a small French army landed in Ireland where Catholic ‘rebels’ now held most of the country. William sent Marshal Schomberg, now over eighty, to cope with the situation in Ireland while he made preparations for a continental war. In May, William brought the three kingdoms of England, Scotland and Ireland into the war against Louis, and in June of the following year he went over to Ireland and assumed responsibility for the campaign. James, disturbed by William’s personal intervention, moved his headquarters from Castle Town and fell back towards Dublin. He crossed the River Boyne on 28 June 1690 and camped with his army near the bridge. Two days later William followed up, halted when he reached the Boyne and drew up his army in two lines facing the river. His feint frontal attack and massive right hook over the Slane Bridge, two miles up-river, were entirely successful. James returned to France, and since Schomberg had been killed in the Battle of the Boyne, William left his Dutch General Ginkel to complete what he described as ‘the entire Reducing of Ireland’ – which Ginkel did, by September 1691.
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