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Introduction


by Christopher Hibbert


Few wars in the whole history of the British Army have inspired so many vivid personal records as the campaign fought against Napoleon in Spain and Portugal. In his book, Wellington’s Army, published in 1912, Sir Charles Oman listed well over a hundred printed diaries, memoirs and series of letters, including seventeen autobiographies by non-commissioned infantrymen. Since then several other journals and collections of letters have been discovered and published. But amongst this great accumulation of material, one book remains unique. It is the Recollections of Rifleman Harris.


Benjamin Harris did not write the book himself. Indeed, it may be doubted that he could write at all. He told his story to Henry Curling, an officer on the half-pay of the Oxfordshire Light Infantry, who seems to have come across him long after the war was over when Harris, discharged through ill health in 1814 on a pension of sixpence a day, was working as a cobbler in Richmond Street, Soho.


Curling set the story down without much pretence to literary craftsmanship, allowing the disjointed narrative to ramble along inconsequentially; he made no attempt to correct Harris’s mistakes and lapses of memory; he did not trouble to make any emendations when Harris repeated himself. But he produced a work which provides an extraordinary vivid and entirely authentic impression of what it was like to be a fighting soldier in the Napoleonic Wars.


Harris, a young shepherd from Dorset who, ‘in the long winter nights’, had learned the art of making shoes, was drawn by ballot for the Army of Reserve soon after its formation in 1802 and was drafted into the 66th Foot. Soldiers conscripted into the Army of Reserve could not be forced to serve outside the United Kingdom; but while with the 66th in Ireland, Harris was so captivated by the ‘smart, dashing and devil-may-care appearance’ of a detachment of the green-jacketed 95th Rifles he saw one day in Dublin that he volunteered to join them, and thus engaged himself for general service. Having, we can assume, been paid the normal bounty of £7:12:6, he set off on his adventurous journey ‘one beautiful morning, in tip-top spirits from the Royal Oak at Cashel; the whole lot of us (early as it was) being three sheets in the wind. When we paraded before the door of the Royal Oak,’ Harris goes on to relate, ‘the landlord and landlady of the inn, who were quite as lively, came reeling forth, with two decanters of whisky, which they thrust into the fists of the sergeants, making them a present of decanters and all to carry along with them, and refresh themselves on the march. The piper then struck up, the sergeants flourished their decanters, and the whole route commenced a terrific yell. We then all began to dance, and danced through the town, every now and then stopping for another pull at the whisky decanters. … In about ten days after this, our sergeants had collected together a good batch of recruits, and we started for England.’


The 95th Rifles-which became the Rifle Brigade in 1815 – was not an old regiment and had not yet earned its battle honours; but it had already achieved a reputation which even guardsmen envied. It had been formed in the spring of 1801, following the Commander-in-Chief’s order for the creation of an Experimental Rifle Corps at Horsham to which various regiments were required to send officers and men for courses of instruction. In charge of their training were two extremely able officers, Lieutenant-Colonel William Stewart and Colonel Coote Manningham; and it was as Manningham’s Rifles that the 95th were first known.


In October 1802, together with the 43rd and 52nd Regiments, both of which were reconstituted as light infantry, the 95th Rifles were sent to Shorncliffe Camp on the coast of Kent to be given further specialist training by Major-General John Moore, whose exceptional gifts and nobility of character were, as one of his young officers said, ‘an inspiration to us all’.


The 95th, so proud of their dark green uniforms which put concealment above show, were taught to think and to act for themselves, to combine disciplined team-work with individual initiative in a way that the British Army had never known. They were made to understand the need for their drills and exercises, not merely to perform them; they were told how to make use of ground in combining fire and movement, how to outmanœuvre the French tirailleurs and voltigeurs whose dash and skill had helped the Revolutionary armies to sweep across the plains of central Europe; they were urged to consider themselves craftsmen with a craftsman’s self-respect and pride; above all, they were encouraged by example and not dragooned by fear.


They were armed not with the standard small-bore musket but with the Baker rifle. This rifle was just as liable to misfire as the musket and was even more difficult to load, as the charge had to be rammed down a rifled barrel. Few riflemen could load and fire – which they had to do standing up – in much less than thirty seconds, about twice as long as the time it took to load and fire a musket. But the rifle had one supreme advantage: the musket could not be fired accurately, even by the most expert shot, at ranges above eighty yards, whereas the rifle was accurate up to three hundred yards. Through their expertise with the rifle, their alertness, discipline and regimental pride, the 95th had become the élite of the Army.


Harris first saw active service with the 95th in Denmark in 1806, but he has little to say about that short campaign which, after a three days’ bombardment of Copenhagen, resulted in the Danish fleet being removed from under Napoleon’s nose. Nor does Harris have much to communicate about his last campaign, the ill-fated expedition to Walcheren in 1809, when four thousand of his comrades died of fever, a fever which almost killed him, too, reducing him to so pitiable a state that he was no longer fit for the life of a soldier.


Nearly all of his Recollections are of the war in Spain, most of them of the terrible campaign of 1809 at the end of which he stumbled down to the beach at Vigo, almost blinded by the sufferings and privations he had endured, so weak that he could stand up only with the aid of his rifle, so exhausted that he could not summon the strength to call out to the boat which was taking away the last survivors of the retreat. ‘Luckily, Lieutenant Cox, who was aboard the boat, saw me, and ordered the men to return, and, making one more effort, I walked into the water, and a sailor stretching his body over the gunwale, seized me as if I had been an infant, and hauled me on board. … So our poor bare feet once more touched English ground. The inhabitants flocked down to the beach to see us, and they must have been a good deal surprised at the spectacle we presented. Our beards were long and ragged; almost all were without shoes and stockings; many had their clothes and accoutrements in fragments, with their heads swathed in old rags, and our weapons were covered with rust; whilst not a few had now, from toil and fatigue, become quite blind.’


Yet, for all his fearful experiences, Harris thought, as he sat at work in his shop in Richmond Street, that he ‘enjoyed life more whilst on active service’ than he had ever done since, and that the days spent in the fields of the Peninsula were the only part of his life ‘worthy of remembrance’.


That those days at least were worthy of remembrance no one who reads the following pages could possibly deny. From the very moment that the diminutive Harris lands in Portugal and marches away under the burning sun, weighed down by his kit and great-coat, his blanket and camp kettle, his haversack, rifle, ammunition, ship-biscuit and beef, and all the tools and leather that he had to carry as the battalion’s cobbler-‘the lapstone I took the liberty of flinging to the Devil’-we know immediately that we are in the company of a natural story teller with a remarkable story to tell.


In preparing this new edition of Harris’s Recollections for the press, I have not tampered at all with the original text. Upon the rare occasions when some additional information seems required, I have included a few explanatory words in square brackets. The footnotes provide more detailed information, particularly about the officers whom Harris mentions; but no attempt has been made to widen the scope of what is essentially a personal narrative. Readers who are unfamiliar with the military history of the period may care to read Arthur Bryant’s The Years of Victory, Carola Oman’s Sir John Moore, or my own Corunna. More detailed studies may be found in volume six of Fortescue’s History of the British Army, volume one of Oman’s History of the Peninsular War, and volume one of Napier’s History of the War in the Peninsula.


CHRISTOPHER HIBBERT




PUBLISHER’S NOTE


To avoid confusion, where Harris mentions a name in the text which also appears in a footnote the spelling of the name in the text has been brought into line with that in the footnote.





1



My father was a shepherd, and I was a sheep-boy from my earliest youth. Indeed, as soon almost as I could run, I began helping my father to look after the sheep on the downs of Blandford, in Dorsetshire, where I was born. Whilst I continued to tend the flocks and herds under my charge, and occasionally (in the long winter nights) to learn the art of making shoes, I grew a hardy little chap, and was one fine day in the year 1802 drawn as a soldier for the Army of Reserve.* Thus, without troubling myself much about the change which was to take place in the hitherto quiet routine of my days, I was drafted into the 66th Regiment of Foot, bid good-bye to my shepherd companions, and was obliged to leave my father without an assistant to collect his flocks, just as he was beginning more than ever to require one; nay, indeed, I may say to want tending and looking after himself, for old age and infirmity were coming on him; his hair was growing as white as the sleet of our downs, and his countenance becoming as furrowed as the ploughed fields around. However, as I had no choice in the matter, it was quite as well that I did not grieve over my fate.


My father tried hard to buy me off, and would have persuaded the sergeant of the 66th that I was of no use as a soldier, from having maimed my right hand (by breaking a forefinger when a child). The sergeant, however, said I was just the sort of little chap he wanted, and off he went, carrying me (amongst a batch of recruits he had collected) away with him.


Almost the first soldiers I ever saw were those belonging to the corps in which I was now enrolled a member, and, on arriving at Winchester, we found the whole regiment there in quarters. Whilst lying at Winchester (where we remained three months), young as I was in the profession, I was picked out, amongst others, to perform a piece of duty that, for many years afterwards, remained deeply impressed upon my mind, and gave me the first impression of the stern duties of a soldier’s life. A private of the 70th Regiment had deserted from that corps, and afterwards enlisted into several other regiments; indeed, I was told at the time (though I cannot answer for so great a number) that sixteen different times he had received the bounty and then stolen off. Being, however, caught at last, he was brought to trial at Portsmouth, and sentenced by general court-martial to be shot.


The 66th received a route to Portsmouth to be present on the occasion, and, as the execution would be a good hint to us young ’uns, there were four lads picked out of our corps to assist in this piece of duty, myself being one of the number chosen.


Besides these men, four soldiers from three other regiments were ordered on the firing-party, making sixteen in all. The place of execution was Portsdown Hill, near Hilsea Barracks, and the different regiments assembled must have composed a force of about fifteen thousand men, having been assembled from the Isle of Wight, from Chichester, Gosport, and other places. The sight was very imposing, and appeared to make a deep impression on all there. As for myself, I felt that I would have given a good round sum (had I possessed it) to have been in any situation rather than the one in which I now found myself; and when I looked into the faces of my companions I saw, by the pallor and anxiety depicted in each countenance, the reflection of my own feelings. When all was ready, we were moved to the front, and the culprit was brought out. He made a short speech to the parade, acknowledging the justice of his sentence, and that drinking and evil company had brought the punishment upon him.


He behaved himself firmly and well, and did not seem at all to flinch. After being blindfolded, he was desired to kneel down behind a coffin, which was placed on the ground, and the drum-major of the Hilsea depot, giving us an expressive glance, we immediately commenced loading.


This was done in the deepest silence, and, the next moment, we were primed and ready. There was then a dreadful pause for a few moments, and the drum-major, again looking towards us, gave the signal before agreed upon (a flourish of his cane), and we levelled and fired. We had been previously strictly enjoined to be steady, and take good aim, and the poor fellow, pierced by several balls, fell heavily upon his back; and as he lay, with his arms pinioned to his sides, I observed that his hands wavered for a few moments, like the fins of a fish when in the agonies of death. The drum-major also observed the movement, and, making another signal, four of our party immediately stepped up to the prostrate body, and placing the muzzles of their pieces to the head, fired, and put him out of his misery. The different regiments then fell back by companies, and the word being given to march past in slow time, when each company came in line with the body, the word was given to ‘mark time,’ and then ‘eyes left,’ in order that we might all observe the terrible example. We then moved onwards, and marched from the ground to our different quarters. The 66th stopped that night about three miles from Portsdown Hill, and in the morning we returned to Winchester. The officer in command that day, I remember, was General Whitelocke, who was afterwards brought to court-martial himself.* This was the first time of our seeing that officer. The next meeting was at Buenos Ayres, and during the confusion of that day one of us received an order from the fiery Craufurd to shoot the traitor dead if he could see him in the battle, many others of the Rifles receiving the same order from that fine and chivalrous officer.*


The unfortunate issue of the Buenos Ayres affair is matter of history, and I have nothing to say about it; but I well remember the impression it made upon us all at the time, and that Sir John Moore was present at Whitelocke’s court-martial; General Craufurd, and I think General Auchmuty,† Captain Eleder of the Rifles, Captain Dickson, and one of our privates, being witnesses. We were at Hythe at the time, and I recollect our officers going off to appear against Whitelocke.


So enraged was Craufurd against him, that I heard say he strove hard to have him shot. Whitelocke’s father I also heard was at his son’s trial, and cried like an infant during the proceedings. Whitelocke’s sword was broken over his head I was told; and for months afterwards, when our men took their glass, they used to give as a toast ‘Success to grey hairs, but bad luck to Whit e-locks.’ Indeed that toast was drunk in all the public-houses around for many a day.


Everything was new to me, I remember, and I was filled with astonishment at the bustling contrast I was so suddenly called into from the tranquil and quiet of my former life.


Whilst in Winchester, we got a route for Ireland, and embarking at Portsmouth, crossed over and landed at Cork. There we remained nine weeks; and being a smart figure and very active, I was put into the light company of the 66th, and, together with the light corps of other regiments, we were formed into light battalions, and sent off to Dublin. Whilst in Dublin, I one day saw a corps of the 95th Rifles, and fell so in love with their smart, dashing, and devil-may-care appearance, that nothing would serve me till I was a Rifleman myself; so, on arriving at Cashel one day, and falling in with a recruiting-party of that regiment, I volunteered into the second battalion. This recruiting-party were all Irishmen, and had been sent over from England to collect (amongst others) men from the Irish Militia, and were just about to return to England. I think they were as reckless and devil-may-care a set of men as ever I beheld, either before or since.


Being joined by a sergeant of the 92nd Highlanders, and a Highland piper of the same regiment (also a pair of real rollicking blades), I thought we should all have gone mad together. We started on our journey, one beautiful morning, in tip-top spirits from the Royal Oak at Cashel; the whole lot of us (early as it was) being three sheets in the wind. When we paraded before the door of the Royal Oak, the landlord and landlady of the inn, who were quite as lively, came reeling forth, with two decanters of whisky, which they thrust into the fists of the sergeants, making them a present of decanters and all to carry along with them, and refresh themselves on the march. The piper then struck up, the sergeants flourished their decanters, and the whole route commenced a terrific yell. We then all began to dance, and danced through the town, every now and then stopping for another pull at the whisky decanters. Thus we kept it up till we had danced, drank, shouted, and piped thirteen Irish miles, from Cashel to Clonmel. Such a day, I think, I never spent, as I enjoyed with these fellows; and on arriving at Clonmel we were as glorious as any soldiers in all Christendom need wish to be. In about ten days after this, our sergeants had collected together a good batch of recruits, and we started for England. Some few days before we embarked (as if we had not been bothered enough already with the unruly Paddies), we were nearly pestered to death with a detachment of old Irish women, who came from different parts (on hearing of their sons having enlisted), in order to endeavour to get them away from us. Following us down to the water’s edge, they hung to their offspring, and, dragging them away, sent forth such dismal howls and moans that it was quite distracting to hear them. The lieutenant commanding the party ordered me (being the only Englishman present) to endeavour to keep them back. It was, however, as much as I could do to preserve myself from being torn to pieces by them, and I was glad to escape out of their hands.


At length we got our lads safe on board, and set sail for England.


No sooner were we out at sea, however, than our troubles began afresh with these hot-headed Paddies; for, having now nothing else to do, they got up a dreadful quarrel amongst themselves, and a religious row immediately took place, the Catholics reviling the Protestants to such a degree that a general fight ensued. The poor Protestants (being few in number) soon got the worst of it, and as fast as we made matters up among them, they broke out afresh and began the riot again.


From Pill, where we landed, we marched to Bristol, and thence to Bath. Whilst in Bath, our Irish recruits roamed about the town, staring at and admiring everything they saw, as if they had just been taken wild in the woods. They all carried immense shillelaghs in their fists, which they would not quit for a moment. Indeed they seemed to think their very lives depended on possession of these bludgeons, being ready enough to make use of them on the slightest occasion.


From Bath we marched to Andover, and when we came upon Salisbury Plain, our Irish friends got up a fresh row. At first they appeared uncommonly pleased with the scene, and, dispersing over the soft carpet of the Downs, commenced a series of Irish jigs, till at length as one of the Catholics was setting to his partner (a Protestant), he gave a whoop and a leap into the air, and at the same time (as if he couldn’t bear the partnership of a heretic any longer) dealt him a tremendous blow with his shillelagh, and stretched him upon the sod. This was quite enough, and the bludgeons immediately began playing away at a tremendous rate.


The poor Protestants were again quickly disposed of, and then arose a cry of Huzza for the Wicklow boys, Huzza for the Connaught boys, Huzza for Munster, and Huzza for Ulster! They then recommenced the fight as if they were determined to make an end of their soldiering altogether upon Salisbury Plains. We had, I remember, four officers with us, and they did their best to pacify their pugnacious recruits. One thrust himself amongst them, but was instantly knocked down for his pains, so that he was glad enough to escape. After they had completely tired themselves, they began to slacken in their endeavours, and apparently to feel the effect of the blows they dealt each other, and at length suffering themselves to be pacified, the officers got them into Andover.


Scarcely had we been a couple of hours there, and obtained some refreshment, ere these incorrigible blackguards again commenced quarrelling, and, collecting together in the streets, created so serious a disturbance that the officers, getting together a body of constables, seized some of the most violent and succeeded in thrusting them into the town jail; upon this their companions again collected, and endeavoured to break open the prison gates.


Baffled in this attempt, they rushed through the streets knocking down everybody they met. The drums now commenced beating up for a volunteer corps of the town, which, quickly mustering, drew up in the street before the jail, and immediately were ordered to load with ball.


This somewhat pacified the rioters, and our officers persuading them to listen to a promise of pardon for the past, peace was at length restored amongst them.


The next day we marched for Ashford, in Kent, where I joined the 95th Rifles, and about six months after my joining, four companies of the second battalion were ordered on the expedition to Denmark. We embarked at Deal, and sailing for the hostile shores, landed on a little place called, I think, Scarlet Island, somewhere between Elsineur and Copenhagen.*


The expedition consisted of about 30,000 men, and at the moment of our getting on shore, the whole force set up one simultaneous and tremendous cheer, a sound I cannot describe, it seemed so inspiring. This, indeed, was the first time of my hearing the style in which our men give tongue when they get near the enemy, though afterwards my ears became pretty well accustomed to such sounds.


As soon as we got on shore, the Rifles were pushed forward as the advance, in chain order, through some thick woods of fir, and when we had cleared these woods and approached Copenhagen, sentries were posted on the roads and openings leading towards the town, in order to intercept all corners, and prevent all supplies. Such posts we occupied for about three days and nights, whilst the town was being fired on by our shipping. I rather think this was the first time of Congreve rockets being brought into play, and as they rushed through the air in the dark, they appeared like so many fiery serpents, creating, I should think, terrible dismay among the besieged.†


As the main army came up, we advanced and got as near under the walls of the place as we could without being endangered by the fire from our own shipping. We now received orders ourselves to commence firing, and the rattling of the guns I shall not easily forget.


I felt so much exhilarated that I could hardly keep back, and was checked by the commander of the company (Capt. Leech), who called to me by name to keep my place. About this time, my front-rank man, a tall fellow named Jack Johnson, showed a disposition as though the firing had on him an effect the reverse of what it had on many others of the company, for he seemed inclined to hang back, and once or twice turned round in my face. I was a rear-rank man, and porting my piece, in the excitement of the moment I swore that if he did not keep his ground, I would shoot him dead on the spot; so that he found it would be quite as dangerous for him to return as to go on.


I feel sorry to record the want of courage of this man, but I do so with the less pain as it gives me the opportunity of saying that during many years’ arduous service, it is the only instance I remember of a British soldier endeavouring to hold back when his comrades were going forward.


Indeed, Johnson was never again held in estimation amongst the Rifle corps; for the story got wind that I had threatened to shoot him for cowardice in the field, and Lieut. Cox mentioned to the colonel that he had overheard my doing so; and such was the contempt the man was held in by the Rifles, that he was soon afterwards removed from amongst us to a veteran battalion.

OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents



		Introduction by Christopher Hibbert



		Publisher’s Note



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		About the Author



		Copyright













Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘A most vivid record of the war in Spain and Portugal against Napoleon’

THE
RECOLLECTIONS OF

—‘,—"

CHRISTOPHER HIBBERT






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE RECOLLECTIONS OF

Rifleman Harris

AS TOLD TO HENRY CURLING
| |

EDITED AND INTRODUCED BY

CHRISTOPHER HIBBERT

WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON





