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INTRODUCTION


This work had been in progress for some months when, in November 2004, the Black Watch became engaged in battle, fighting on two fronts. The battalion itself was operating in the most dangerous area of Iraq, after the Americans called for assistance in trying to bring some order to the shambles of the ‘peace’ prior to the Iraqi elections. The Black Watch duly responded with a performance that an American general described as ‘awesome’ in undertaking demanding work around Baghdad, where five of their men were killed and seventeen were wounded.


It was during the Baghdad deployment that battle opened up on a second front, in London. There, news finally emerged from the Ministry of Defence that this historic regiment was to be disbanded and merged with other Scottish units into a single regiment. Old soldiers and Black Watch supporters charged to the south in a last-ditch bid to save the regiment they loved. They had been campaigning for months against the rumoured changes, but it appeared that this one battle the Black Watch were destined to lose, and that is much against the grain.


Their story is among the richest in spectacle, longevity, drama and courage in British military history, an epic journey for tens of thousands of Highlanders which now has a foot in five centuries. What emerged from a relatively small guarding force to help keep the peace in the braes of Scotland in the late seventeenth century went on to expand into the Highland Watch, then the Black Watch, and thereafter to fight for the British in virtually every major war between then and now, involving a cast of characters ranging through Bonnie Prince Charlie, Napoleon, George Washington, the Kaiser, Hitler and Saddam Hussein.


The Black Watch made a name for themselves because their soldiers, from the outset, were rather special – definitely a breed apart. And while in the beginning their English masters in London regarded them as cannon fodder, like so many other regiments in the British army at that time, the Black Watch quickly showed them the difference. They may well have been at the front of the infantry assault, but they were not getting knocked over at the same rate as others in the line. In their very first battle, the Black Watch asked to be allowed to fight in their own way and, having proved the point, their soldiers were seldom out of the front line of successive British campaigns from then until the present day. It is a brilliant story of what became a battle of will over adversity – all that the British generals could throw at them, in fact, and that was plenty. Although the Scottish exclusivity was lost in the nineteenth century, the Black Watch have remained a tribal group sustained by discipline and pride.


If nothing else, that will be most apparent in the ensuing pages in which their stories are examined with the added colour and drama from many first-hand accounts and records drawn from the regiment’s own archives and photographic collections, along with other sources, dating from the earliest days to modern times. The author therefore wishes to record his sincere thanks to all those who have assisted in the compilation of this account, and especially Regimental Archivist, Mr Tom Smyth, at the Black Watch Museum at Balhousie Castle, Perth. As with other books in this series, the author also once again received excellent assistance from the staff of the Imperial War Museum’s Sound Archive and Department of Documents in accessing their vast collections, as listed in the Bibliography, for material that brings real insight to the story. Unless otherwise stated, all photographs in the plate sections are courtesy of the Black Watch (Royal Highland Regiment), who also hold the copyright to those illustrations.




CHAPTER ONE


Beginning with a Mutiny


The Black Watch, senior among Scotland’s historic Highland regiments, derives from the tradition of Independent Companies raised by King Charles II in 1667 when the Earl of Atholl was instructed to enlist as many men as necessary to secure peace and pacify the unruly Highlands, formally designated under that seal as the ‘shyres of Inverness, Nairn, Murray, Banff, Aberdeen, Mairnes, Angus, Perth, Clackmannan, Monteith, Stirling and Dumbarton’. The ‘peace’ they were meant to keep was initially infighting and lawlessness among the population of the Highlands of Scotland, and especially to halt the raids on the Lowlands and cross-border sorties into England. Across an unforgiving landscape, long-established families, each controlling their clan and own section of the Highland territory, were capable of raising substantial forces of well-armed and well-equipped fighting men. Such was the prowess of the Highlanders that they had long become renowned across Europe and the Baltic as mercenaries, a tradition that had built since Scots marched under the standard of Joan of Arc in 1429 and continued on down the centuries.


In the seventeenth century Scottish mercenaries were active in the Thirty Years War, and almost 10,000 Scots are known to have served under Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden alone, in his campaigns in support of the Protestants in Germany. Other groups fought for the French, Dutch, Norwegians and Russians regardless of cause or religion. As Cannon’s Historical Record of the British Army (1845) records in somewhat romantic tone:


. . . inhabitants of various countries have acquired celebrity in different ways; some in the fine arts, others in manufactures, commerce, agriculture, and maritime enterprise, and the Highlanders of Scotland have been conspicuous for the possession of every military virtue which adorns the character of the hero who has adopted the profession of arms. Naturally patient and brave, and inured to hardship in their youth in the hilly districts of a northern climate, these warlike mountaineers have always proved themselves a race of lion-like champions, valiant in the field, faithful, constant, generous in the hour of victory, and endued with calm perseverance under trial and disaster. Led by a native ardour for military fame, they have sought renown in distant lands, where they have been celebrated for martial achievements, and their services have been eagerly sought after by foreign potentates and by renowned generals who have admired and commended their intrepid bearing in moments of terror and danger, calculated to appal the bravest troops. For many centuries a band of Scottish warriors formed the bodyguard of the sovereigns of France, who confided in their valour and fidelity during periods of great danger. The famed ‘Scots Brigade’, in the service of the United Provinces, is celebrated in the military annals of the sixteenth, seventeenth and early part of the eighteenth centuries, for all the qualities of a valuable corps; and the prowess of the numerous Highland regiments was proclaimed by the voice of fame through all the countries of Christendom.


True enough in every respect, but to the English the Highlanders were heathens and cut-throats. Poets and writers, on the other hand, regaled their readers with romantic stories and verse about bright-eyed young men dashing through the heather, displaying their artistry with assorted weapons strung about their person, such as blue-bladed broadswords flashing afore them like flames, or their wizardry with pistols and muskets, dirks and axes.


Before going on to the later development of the Black Watch, some background into the complexities of Highland loyalties at the time is necessary. The majority of Highlanders spoke Gaelic, although many in what then passed as the middle classes of the clan system also spoke both English and French, and the use of Latin was not uncommon either. Apart from soldiers, black cattle and fish were the main exports from the Highlands, and there was also a hefty local trade in weaponry of all kinds. This in part resulted from the arms carried by returning mercenaries, causing considerable inter-Highland warfare and lawlessness that various kings and politicians tried to eliminate, but failed dismally. James VI of Scotland inadvertently perpetuated the problem by granting writs of Fire and Sword to various clan chiefs, giving them power to administer their own local justice, a power that was often turned to the holder’s advantage. Even the army was unable to make any serious inroads into Highland misdemeanours, and the battalions of southern troops posted to garrisons at Fort William, Bernera or Ruthven often became virtual prisoners in their own barracks. It was at that point that Charles II issued his commission to the second Earl of Atholl, authorising him to raise independent companies of clansmen to keep ‘watch upon the braes’.


By the end of the seventeenth century there were a number of such companies, usually captained by clan gentry leading their troop of ‘Highlanders cloathed in their ancient, proper, Caledonian Dress and armed all with Broad Swords, Targets, Guns, Side-pistols and Durks, alias Daggers’. They were known as the Watch but operated without proper regulations and little military training, which of course meant, human nature as it is, that some of their leaders and their men were not averse to a spot of corruption and blackmail. Perhaps the only dividing line in their operations was that of religion, which leads us to another area of conflict that simmered in the Highlands, and which in turn was to have a profound effect on the eventual course in history to be pursued by the Black Watch. The Scots’ long-standing clashes with the English veered hopefully towards some kind of resolution when their own King James VI, whose rule they had enjoyed since 1567, acceded to the throne of England as James I in 1603. Subsequently, a number of schemes for union with England were raised throughout that century, but all failed. The English saw little to be gained and the Scots had no wish whatsoever to become the junior nation in an alliance.


The idea was further downgraded on the arrival of James II of England (James VII of Scotland), whose reign as the first Catholic monarch since Mary Tudor was welcomed with sedition and rebellion. He was forced to abdicate in the 1688 rebellion against his rule. At this point the English Parliament asked James’s daughter Mary and her husband, William of Orange from the Netherlands, to act as regents until James’s newly born son, James Francis Stuart, was raised in the Protestant faith to take the throne on his coming of age. William refused these terms and insisted on having the Crown along with his wife. Parliament agreed, thus sowing the seeds of subsequent Jacobite uprisings (Jacobite from the Latin word for James, Jacobus) to restore the Stuart line to the thrones of Scotland and England.


The erstwhile monarch’s son and heir, the would-be James III of England and James VIII of Scotland, was left hoping for the call of his nation, and Louis XIV of France declared his recognition of him as the rightful heir to both the English and Scottish thrones. The English Parliament would not have it, and by an Act of Settlement passed a decree to thwart the Stuart claims, thus ensuring that the Crown would pass to Sophia of Hanover, a cousin of Charles I, or her heirs, leading to the eventual arrival of the Hanoverian Georges and the present line of succession. The English also proposed threatening legislation with the Alien Act of 1705, which decreed that unless Scotland began immediate negotiations for a union, the Scots would be treated as aliens in England, thus destroying the country’s trade. Consequently, the Scottish Parliament had little alternative but to acquiesce and eventually passed the Act of Union, so that Scotland and England were effectively to become one country. On 28 April 1707 the Scottish Parliament held its last session – until it was restored in 1999. Meanwhile, the Jacobites were seething, waiting and hoping for the return of their king.


The independent companies of the Watch went about their business until further murmurings of discontent began to arise when Queen Anne died in 1714, to be succeeded by the Elector of Hanover, George I. Staunch Jacobites and their Catholic allies across the British Isles and in France still championed their alternative monarchy, and less than a year after the formation of the new British Parliament the exiled pretender James VIII of Scotland sailed towards the Scottish coast supported by a strong force of French troops to attempt to reclaim the throne.


They were met by an even larger force of English ships and subsequently returned to France without incident. The Jacobite cause in Scotland, stirred by this event, continued to campaign for James’s return, and on 6 September 1715 the sixth Earl of Mar, John Erskine, declared himself for the Jacobite Pretender and left Braemar with a 3,500-strong force to head south to meet up with the Jacobites in England. By the end of the month, his army had expanded to more than 10,000 men, and he took over Inverness with little opposition, providing a springboard for the capture of much of eastern Scotland. His advance was halted by a surprise assault led by the pro-Hanoverian Duke of Argyll at the head of an army of fewer than 4,000, with a final showdown in what became known as the Battle of Sheriffmuir, near Dunblane, Perthshire. Although the battle was indecisive, the Jacobites lost the impetus. By the time James came ashore in Scotland later that year, the prospect of him reviving his claim to the Scottish throne once again slipped away and he sailed back to France, never to set foot in Scotland again. That Jacobite rebellion, known as the Fifteen, had a severe effect on the Highlands of Scotland, where the clans were to suffer immediate and harsh restrictions, regardless of which side they supported. Among the most forbidding in terms of livelihood and tradition was a law that came into immediate effect, banning all Highlanders from owning, manufacturing or carrying arms. Search parties were inaugurated to enforce these measures, which carried quite draconian punishments. Anyone found in possession of a claymore, the traditional weapon of the Scottish Highlands, could be arrested and sent overseas to serve in the redcoat regiments. This was, of course, not merely the stripping of arms; it was an assault on a way of life that the Hanoverian law-makers around the throne would pursue with unswerving harshness, eventually aimed at crushing the Highland clans and especially – although by no means exclusively – the Jacobite supporters. Major-General David Stewart of Garth, an officer of the Black Watch and an early historian, provides an intimate portrait of the initial effects of these new laws, although, as we will see, much worse was to follow:


A Highlander would fight to the last drop of his blood at the command of his Chief, and if he thought his honour, or that of his clan, insulted he was equally ready to call for redress and to seek revenge; yet with this disposition and though generally armed few lives were lost except in general engagements and skirmishes. This is particularly to be remarked in their personal encounters, duels and trials of strength. A relation of mine, the late Mr Stewart of Bohallie, afforded an instance of the Highland character. He was . . . one of the best swordsmen of his time . . . in his youth [he] had been hot and impetuous and as in those days the country was full of young men [who] had ample opportunity of proving the temper of their swords and their dexterity in the use of them. Bohallie often spoke of many contests and trials of skill, but they always avoided, he said, coming to extremities and were in general satisfied when blood was drawn. His swords and targets gave evidence of the service they had seen. On one occasion he was passing from Breadalbane to Loch Lomond through Glenfalloch in company with James Macgregor, one of Rob Roy’s sons. As they came to a certain spot Macgregor said: ‘It was here that I tried the mettle of one of your kinsmen!’ Some miles further on, he continued: ‘Here I made another of your blood feel the superiority of my sword . . . and here,’ said he, when in sight of Ben Lomond in the country of the Macgregors, ‘I made a third of your royal clan yield to the clan Gregor.’ My old friend’s blood was set in motion by the first remark; the second, as he said, made it boil; however, he restrained himself till the third, when he exclaimed: ‘You have said and done enough, now stand and defend yourself and see if a fourth defeat of a Stewart will give victory to a Gregarach.’ As they were both good swordsmen it was some time before Macgregor received a cut on the sword arm, when, dropping his target, he gave up the contest.


The Highland Watch – forerunner of the Black Watch – was disbanded and disarmed along with the rest of the Highlands in the wake of the Fifteen. However, it quickly became apparent that peacekeeping and disarming were unenforceable without wholesale policing of the Highlands by government troops. A whole unsatisfactory decade passed before determined action was initiated from London, calling for a full investigation and total disarming of the Scottish Highlands. By then, George II was on the throne, and perhaps spurred on by the recent news of the birth of an infant destined to become Bonnie Prince Charlie, he called for a full report on Highland activity. The task was handed to General George Wade, an astute and straight-talking Irishman. He coupled this with proposals for a massive road- and fort-building programme that enabled deeper penetration of countryside largely inaccessible up to that time. He also quickly discovered that attempts to disarm the Highlanders had not only failed in the past but had been turned to profitable industry in that old weapons and obsolete muskets specially imported from Holland had been exchanged for a government bounty for surrendering arms, while their plentiful supply of modern weapons were kept hidden.


The upshot was that Wade was authorised to form six Independent Companies of Highlanders under Simon, 11th Lord Lovat, Sir Duncan Campbell of Lochnell and Colonel William Grant of Ballindalloch, who all held the rank of captains. The force of around 500 men was raised mostly from clans supposedly loyal to the Hanoverian government, although not, as it turned out, exclusively so. In fact, Simon, Lord Lovat, a wily old rogue, had been involved in talks with the Earl of Seaforth in 1719 about a new Jacobite uprising but had then turned on him, informed the king and snatched some of the earl’s land. As will be seen, Lovat was also involved in the later and final Jacobite rebellion in 1745, with his own men fighting at Culloden, resulting in his own arrest and execution.


The new Watch companies came into being in 1725 and were required to wear a ‘government-approved’ uniform tartan that was dark in colour and is thought to have inspired the name given to them locally as Am Freiceadan Dubh, the Black Watch. Wade’s own report on the situation makes clear the intent that the six companies were to be used to bring calm to the troubled Highlands, and for that reason some would suggest that the colour of the tartan was not necessarily the reason they were called the Black Watch, but that they had ‘black hearts’ for siding with ‘enemies of true Highland spirit’. The sensitive nature of the deployment of men recruited from within the area was clearly an issue that Wade approached with some thought. His report of 1724 certainly makes clear that recruitment for the companies was to be among ‘such Highlanders as are well affected to His Majesty’s Government and commanded by officers speaking the language of the country, subject to martial law, and under the inspection and orders of the Governors of Fort William and Inverness, and the officer commanding His Majesty’s forces in those parts. That the said companies be employed in disarming the Highlanders, preventing depredations, bringing criminals to justice, and hinder rebels and attained persons from inhabiting that part of the kingdom.’


The latter aspects seemed to be as much related to religion as to rebellion and criminality, in that the majority of recruits acknowledged their affiliation to the Protestant rather than the Catholic cause, and by that affiliation were seen as enemies of the Jacobites. But Cannon’s Historical Record does go to some lengths to establish that men drawn from both persuasions served together in the Black Watch without rancour or malice:


These six companies were employed in enforcing the disarming act, in overawing the disaffected, in preventing reprisals and plunder between rival clans and the depredations of the mountaineers on their more peaceable neighbours of the plains . . . The officers were taken from the clans of Campbell, Grant, Munroe etc. which had embraced the principles of the 1688 rebellion, but many men were from the clan of Athole and those of Perthshire which adhered to the opposite interest.


One aspect that appeared to be fairly standard was that the men were all drawn from families who were ‘landholders and persons in good circumstances’ – in other words from relatively well-to-do families. They were accustomed to being attended by gillies, who in turn often joined up with them and continued to serve their masters. Dress for the six companies was standardised in style as well as colour. The kilt of that era was a weighty plaid, twelve yards long. The upper part was thrown across the left shoulder and held in place with a brooch, while the lower part was belted around the middle to hang just above the kneecap. A short jacket was worn of green, blue or black cloth, along with a flat blue bonnet and a large goatskin purse or sporran. In addition to the 1725 government issue of a light musket, bayonet, broadsword and cartouche box, they carried a dirk and a Highland steel pistol, and, in some cases, a targaid, or shield. Sergeants also carried a Lochaber axe.


Each company employed a piper, because the Highlanders refused to march without the bagpipe. The companies took on the air of being rather more than mere soldiers, and the men would have been insulted to be compared with an English redcoat. Many of them did not even consider themselves soldiers. ‘There was much affinity with their ancient usages, so that their services seemed merely that of a clan, sanctioned by legal authority,’ wrote General Stewart. ‘Furthermore, a member of the Watch could walk abroad as his ancestors had done, carrying his arms about him.’


One boasted of carrying the arms his father had used in the charge at Sheriffmuir. And so in every respect these were men apart, their purpose to keep the peace in the mountains, always destined for service in Scotland, or so they believed. The Black Watch companies, under regimentation proposed by Major Scipio Duroure in 1731, were distributed across an extensive area of countryside and for years hence performed their duties in a manner that earned the respect of the people they were keeping watch over. The Black Watch were so successful that it at last dawned on the military masters in the south that there lay in the far north a huge reservoir of potential soldiers who could be turned out for England. This proposal was rejected in the military hierarchy, still suspicious of Highlanders. Even so, eyes had settled on the Black Watch, admired by army officers for some years despite their unorthodox approach to soldiering. Some were anxious to bring them into the main arena, while others were less enthusiastic, preferring to keep the Highlanders where they were, and in their place. In reality there could be no comparison with the average English battalion, filled by press gangs or men bought out of country jails. Persuaded to some extent by this argument, George II ordered the incorporation of the six companies of the Black Watch into a regiment, to be augmented to ten companies. The formal warrant, dated 25 October 1739, was issued, addressed to Colonel John, Earl of Crawford and Lindsay:


Whereas we have thought fit that a Regiment of Foot be forthwith formed under your command, and consist of ten companies, each to contain one captain, one lieutenant, one ensign, three serjeants, three corporals, two drummers, and one hundred effective private men; which said regiment shall be partly formed out of six independent companies of foot in the Highlands of North Britain, three of which are now commanded by captains, and three by captain-lieutenants . . . The regiment shall commence and take place according to the establishment thereof. And of these our orders and commands, you, and the said three captains and three captain-lieutenants commanding at present the six independent Highland companies, and all others concerned, are to take notice, and yield obedience thereto accordingly.


This elevation to regimental status meant that the Highlanders would lose the independence they had enjoyed under their own commanders for the first decade of their existence and, worse, threatened to take them out of their beloved Highlands for ever, to become part of the general establishment of the British army, governed by unfamiliar rules and regulations that might well challenge the loyalty of the young Scottish soldiers. The question was: did the Black Watch realise that by this action George II could now call on the new regiment for duty in wars that might keep them overseas for years at a time? This, as we will see, was soon to become a vital issue.


In May 1740, 850 officers and men of the new regiment, which had been given the title of the 43rd of Foot (later promoted to the 42nd Regiment of Foot) and wearing scarlet jackets with buff facings, assembled at Aberfeldy for inspection. The arms they carried were largely their own property, many of which were family heirlooms and bore the scars of past Highland wars. For the next fifteen months they remained on the banks of the Tay and the Lyon, trained and exercised by their lieutenant-colonel, Sir Robert Munro of Foulis. They had to learn from scratch the military methodology of marching by files, by platoons, by companies and in battalion order, and to march on the centre or wheel to the right and left about, to learn each tap of a grenadier drum and to obey its permutations without hesitation.


As the winter of 1741 set in, the companies were dispersed among the garrisons of the Great Glen, their training over, and there continued the duties they had signed up for, generally on the understanding that they would not leave Scotland. For the British army, however, there was no such understanding, and at that time Britain was becoming deeply involved in the War of the Austrian Succession (1740–48), the country’s first major conflict for twenty years. The army had been seriously neglected, its officers and men largely untrained in harsh combat. Hence, when the time came, strong fighters like the Black Watch were nothing short of a godsend to George’s military ambitions.


In 1743 the regiment were ordered to march to London to be reviewed by the king on Finchley Common, blissfully unaware that he usually reviewed his regiments immediately before they went abroad. The men of the Watch believed the king wanted to take a look at his newest regiment in kilted attire. After all, hadn’t he earlier asked to see a Highlander in full dress and armed to the teeth? Two soldiers were selected and sent to London: John Campbell and a handsome MacGregor, known as Gregor the Beautiful. They were brought to St James’s Palace to appear before the king and an audience of scarlet-coated, gold-laced and white-cuffed officers who included his son, the Duke of Cumberland, soon to command his army in Flanders. Also present was the creator of the Black Watch, George Wade, who was now a field marshal. Campbell and MacGregor gave an energetic exhibition of exercises with the broadsword, and the delighted monarch presented each with a guinea. They silently forgave him the insult, so the story goes, and handed the coins to a porter as they left.


Now the whole regiment were heading south. They set off in high spirits from Inverness for their 600-mile march. For the first few days the spirits of the Highlanders were high as crowds turned out to watch them go, marching to their pipes and drums through the towns and villages en route to the border and into England. They pushed on into territory where few Highlanders had ever been seen, and as they penetrated deeper into the English countryside they were often jeered rather than cheered by English townsfolk.


Then a greater bombshell: as they marched on down the Roman road towards London, they came upon a shabby bunch of soldiers marching in the opposite direction, several of them clearly ill and pallid. There were just sixty men in the party, Scottish Lowlanders, and all that remained of a battalion of the Royal Scots which had just returned from the West Indies, where they had been sent to fight the Spanish. The Royals, the 1st Regiment of Foot, had served since the mists of time, in consequence of which they bear to this day the nickname Pontius Pilate’s Bodyguard. As the oldest Regiment of Infantry in the British army, they also had the traditional, if dubious, honour of the being the Right of Line, and therefore to be the first in any conflict. Now, as they sat at a country inn by the Roman road, the Royal Scots told a story that put the fear of God into the unworldly Watch, whispering the drama to make the most of their stories, although a straightforward factual account would have been worrying enough. They were inspired no doubt by the contempt the Lowlanders harboured for Highlanders, especially these healthy young soldiers, in all their finery, marching to see the king.


Where were their comrades? the Highlanders asked. Killed in action? Well, yes, many had been torn to shreds by round shot and sword, but most lay in yellow fever graves in the West Indies from where these bedraggled survivors had recently landed. The Highlanders had already heard tell of the Caribbean islands from stories of relatives and ancestors transported, most never to be seen again. It was the nightmare of all soldiers and criminals alike to be sent there. The British colonies in the Caribbean were strategically important and spice-rich. They had to be protected from competing nations, and so the English poured soldiers into the islands to secure trade. The death toll had been horrendous and continued to be so, with more than 40,000 soldiers dying in the last decade of the eighteenth century alone from fever, cholera, malaria and other rampant tropical diseases.


And now, in the tavern on the Roman road, the Royal Scots drew them closer. Confidentially, they said, they knew for certain that the 43rd Regiment of Foot, the Black Watch, would replace them in the West Indies. Ships were waiting in London to take them straight away, and beware, said the Royals, beware of the ships, the transports. They were filthy and disease-ridden, back from one crossing and setting out again having ditched dozens of bodies over the side on the way home. One more thing, said the Scots before getting on their way, ‘If your officers die from the fever, or abandon their men for other reasons, you Highlanders will be sold as slaves’.


By now, the men of the Black Watch also knew that the review by the king was not a special honour but proof that they were to be sent out of the country. As they marched on towards the review ground, bitterness, anger and nervousness gripped them, and they were to face yet one more disappointment. The king had not bothered to wait to review them. He had already left for Flanders. Even so, there was considerable interest in their arrival, especially from the London journals. One, incidentally, had already published the news that the Black Watch, Britain’s only kilted regiment, would soon be in service in King George’s War in Flanders, and that many ladies in society were excited at the prospect of seeing the somewhat ‘barbaric, bare-shanked peculiarities of their dress’.


Many such ladies, along with a complete cross section of the people of London making up thousands, came to the review on Saturday 14 May on Finchley Common. Field Marshal Wade deputised for the king at the review, and the proceedings began inside a formation of two troops of dragoons and a company of the Third Guards forming a square to hold back this vast crowd, anxious to witness the unusual spectacle. On the periphery, all kinds of vendors, musicians, jugglers, singers, pickpockets and assorted entertainers turned the event into a noisy carnival, the like of which the Highlanders had never seen.


Nor had the Londoners seen the like of the Highlanders, as they marched and drilled in all their finery, and the reaction of the population was not always complimentary. At the end of the review the companies were brought together to receive orders just delivered from the office of the Secretary of War: in five days hence they were to march to the Isle of Dogs to prepare to board transports already anchored in the Thames for an overseas posting. No other details were given, although later that night one of their officers did tell a corporal that he believed they were bound for Flanders, news that everyone except the rank and file seemed to know.


Over the next forty-eight hours the men were reaching a fever pitch of anxiety. Some were openly talking about going home, marching back to Scotland, and all felt an injustice was about to be meted out to them, and being ‘gentlemen soldiers’, by and large, they were torn between accepting their plight and leaving. They met in small groups discussing the situation, some arguing that they had every right to march back to Scotland because the British army had reneged on its agreement. General Stewart explained:


When the Highlanders entered the King’s service they considered themselves a contracting party in the agreements made with the government, from whom they naturally expected the same punctual performance of their engagements, as well as some degree, at least, of the kindness and attention which they and their fathers had met with from their ancient and hereditary chieftains. [With] the terms which had been expressly stipulated with His Majesty’s officers violated, the Highlanders warmly resented such unexpected treatment.


It was an impossible situation, especially for the inexperienced Highlanders whose entire lives as soldiers had been spent among their own people. Now, split up in separate billets, collective action became difficult, but word was sent by runners that there were definite proposals that they should return home forthwith. In their naivety, the leaders of those in favour of returning home apparently argued that if sufficient numbers joined a protest that they believed was a valid one, the authorities would not dare to take any action. The majority, however, while angry and dispirited, accepted their plight, but on the night of 17 May a total of 120 men decided that they’d had enough. Under cover of darkness they moved out of their separate encampments to begin their march back north in two groups. They planned to march by night and to rest by day, and did so with complete military precision and discipline.


When their departure was discovered, 600 men of the 3rd Foot Guards and 50 riders from the Horse Grenadiers were dispatched from Barnet, while, further north, 19 troops of dragoons quartered at Northampton, Huntingdon, Leicester and Loughborough were put into the countryside to search their own areas. The runaways had been reduced in number, a handful giving up just north of London but the rest moved at a remarkable pace: within no more than seventy-two hours they had covered almost seventy miles, settling for the night in a forested area called Ladywood, three miles east of the village of Sudborough on the road to Oundle, Northamptonshire. It was ironically just six miles from Fotheringhay Castle, where Mary Queen of Scots was beheaded on 8 February 1587.


Although well positioned for a fight if it came to it, some of the runaways were already having second thoughts. At first light on 21 May, one of their leaders went towards a nearby hamlet, but on the periphery of the wood he met and startled a local resident, explained what they were about and asked if he would convey a message to the local Justice of the Peace. The countryman agreed, and shortly Major John Creed, a former soldier who had fought in Flanders and Spain, arrived on horseback and met the leaders of the runaways. They explained that they were prepared to surrender on their own terms, which would include a free pardon for all. Creed agreed to deliver their message and galloped off to Oundle, where he wrote a note concerning his discovery of the ‘gentlemen Highlanders’ and instructed the town constable to go at once to the nearest officer of the dragoons to state that Creed was in negotiation with them. Creed also wrote to his employer, James, second Duke of Montagu, a King’s Regent and one of the country’s largest landowners whose Boughton estate in Northamptonshire covered a vast area. Unbeknown to Creed at the time, an employee of the duke had spotted the Highlanders earlier in the day while patrolling the grounds and had reported the fact to Major Charles Otway, of the Duke’s Carabineers, quartered near Kettering. He in turn alerted the dragoons, and from that moment the Highlanders’ fate was sealed. The dragoons were already closing in, from the north, west, east and south, although no further action was taken until the arrival of Brigadier-General Blakeney, who was galloping over from the Forest of Rockingham where he had been leading the search in that area. Now in command of the situation at Ladywood, he sent Captain John Ball into the woods to continue the negotiations begun earlier by Creed and to gain intelligence of the lie of the land. Ball reported back that the Highlanders had chosen an excellent spot to defend themselves . . . ‘a large ditch four or five feet high, with a forest hedge thereon in manner as near could be like an half moon . . . with a strong and thick wood behind . . . and on each end of the half moon they had planted twenty men . . . and in the body about seventy men. The rest were to guard a high gate that led into [their hide].’


Blakeney realised that the description Ball had given him meant that for the time being further negotiation would be better than a battle. Ball returned to the hide and persuaded at least some of the men to give themselves up. They followed him out, then others came, and finally all began to make their way through the undergrowth, dropping their weapons as they came into Blakeney’s camp – ninety-eight men in all. One other who had died had been buried at the soldiers’ camp. Ball was given the task of escorting them into custody, first marching to the nearby town of Thrapston, then on to Northampton, and finally back to London, where, after passing the gauntlet of jeering crowds, they were locked in the Tower with eight others who were picked up at various points on their journey. Of the rest, nine were known to have made their escape to the safety of the Highlands and three others were never heard of again. The captives now faced the death sentence unless, as Ball had suggested, the king agreed to show them mercy.


The king, then in Hanover, was duly informed of all that had happened, and the Highlanders were kept in the Tower on bread and water until his pleasure was known. On 2 June a messenger returned with a note indicating that the king’s mercy could be extended ‘but an example of severity should be made of the most guilty’. The next day the trial began in the cramped surroundings of the house of the Deputy Lieutenant of the Tower, Adam Williamson, with the Reverend Campbell, a Scottish minister, acting as interpreter for the seventy-nine men who spoke only Gaelic. He noted in his diary later that they believed to a man that on no account would they be required to serve outside Scotland, yet in court each relied for his defence on a statement that Reverend Campbell maintained was written out for them by a stranger who came to visit, the last sentence of which simply stated: ‘Our unhappy conduct was owing solely to our ignorance and credulity.’


The trial descended into farce, as the president of the court martial and the twelve senior officers who sat with him rattled through the evidence, dispensing up to fifteen men each day. Campbell did his best to translate the proceedings but admitted it was asking too much for a proper summation. As one of them protested: ‘I did not desert. I only wanted to march back to my own country. I will not be transported to the plantations like a thief and a rogue.’


Each of the 107 was brought before the court to be sentenced. They heard the same words, agonisingly repeated: Guilty of mutiny and desertion, and the sentence is death by firing squad. A great deal of unexpectedly angry reaction from the public and the newspapers erupted immediately and was further fanned by reports that the whole business had been inspired by Jacobite spies who persuaded the men to desert, an allegation that had been ignored by the court but which remained in play for many years to come. In the Highlands, special arrangements were ordered by the Secretary of War to ‘hinder depredations and secure the peace’, although the likelihood of trouble subsided when the Secretary of War announced three days later that the king had shown mercy on the men, and that all but three were to be saved from the firing squad and exiled to serve with regiments in the colonies. The three harshly singled out as ringleaders of the mutiny were Corporal Samuel MacPherson of Laggan in Badenoch, Corporal Malcolm MacPherson of the same parish, and Private Farquhar Shaw of Rothiemurchus.


All made a plea for mercy, but it was ignored. On 18 July 1743 they were shot before a firing squad, a duty that fell on the Scots Guards whose regiment was at that time providing the Tower guard. ‘The unfortunate men,’ a Westminster journal reported, ‘behaved with perfect resolution and propriety.’ Of the remainder, two died while incarcerated at the Tower and twenty-six of the youngest soldiers were sent into exile for service in regular army units in Gibraltar or Minorca, which was considered to be a mitigated sentence. All the remaining men were kept locked in the Tower until September, by which time many were ill. They were transported to redcoat regiments in the Leeward Islands and to the colony of Georgia, which for many was tantamount to a sentence of death by exile or ill health.


The regiment in the Leeward Islands remained as a permanent garrison for the next thirty-three years, and many hundreds of soldiers died of disease while manning it. The regiment in Georgia was also severely neglected and finally abandoned by its commander, with only 500 of the original 5,000 troops still alive. The soldiers remaining at that point eventually passed to the control of the civil administration and were never heard of again. Nor was this unhappy state of affairs restricted merely to the men. During the course of the trial, a number of their womenfolk – wives and girlfriends – had travelled to London to be near their men, and in due course those being sent to Georgia were allowed to take wives, provided they paid £5 for their transport. Several of the unmarried couples were suitably accommodated in a service conducted by Reverend Campbell, who also arranged for a barrack room to be set aside on the night they were married, with beds separated off with blankets hanging from the ceiling.


In the terrible aftermath of these events, it did not go unnoticed that those who were shot, and many of the Finchley rebels sent to the most severe climes, came from clans suspected of supporting the Jacobite cause, including the Stewarts, the MacPhersons, MacGregors, MacIntyres, MacDonalds, Robertsons and Grants. In due course a monument was erected to the collective memory of the Black Watch mutineers, if such they can be truly called, in the image of Private Shaw, and they would never be forgotten because they had accepted their punishment with dignity.




CHAPTER TWO


No Going Back


So it was true. Even as the runaways were being returned to London, the rest of the Black Watch Regiment were marched to Greenwich to cross the river and then onwards to Gravesend, where they embarked for overseas duty under the watchful eye of Wolfe’s marines, thankfully not to the West Indies, for the moment at least, but to Flanders. They were destined to become part of the Hanoverian-led enterprise guided by King George II in the War of the Austrian Succession – generally known as King George’s War, since it had little to do with the British Isles.


The conflict dated from 1740, when the deaths of two European monarchs, Frederick William I, King of Prussia, and Charles VI, Emperor of Austria, led to war between their successors when Prussia seized the rich Austrian province of Silesia. The French, meanwhile, invaded Bavaria and then threatened Flanders, a region dominated by Austria and the Dutch Republic. An allied army was hastily assembled to counter the French invasion, with troops from Austria and various German states, including Hanover. George II, as both King of England and Elector of Hanover, decided to send British troops to join the allies. The somewhat disjointed conflict was pursuing a slow course, and in that year of 1743 the allied army marched south to the Frankfurt region of Germany, where it was joined by George II, who led the allies in the Battle of Dettingen, fought against the French (the Black Watch were not engaged).


Two years of unproductive manoeuvring passed before the Black Watch were finally called into serious action at Fontenoy. Marshal Saxe, with a French army of 80,000 men, had besieged Tournay, and King George’s second and favourite son, the Duke of Cumberland, then aged twenty-four, prepared to move against him with 50,000 men under his command. The French, well dug in in an advantageous position, commanded a four-mile battle front from the crest of a hill, where they had built a fortified redoubt with guns trained on the route of the British advance, which was first to be made through woods. Black Watch troops were among those selected for Cumberland’s front-line action, with the task of charging and capturing the redoubt. They were at that moment to become the first kilted regiment called to action in Europe and were also given permission to fight in the same manner they would use in the Highlands, much to the chagrin of some of Cumberland’s senior commanders. Cumberland personally reviewed the Highland Regiment and commended its appearance and discipline. But first, according to Cannon’s Historical Record, he decided to ‘test the loyalty of the Black Watch’. This was to be achieved by:


. . . a galloping of aides-de-camp along the line of the British, and soon the Black Watch was ordered to be in readiness to aid in clearing the plain of the concealed infantry, and in covering a reconnoitring party, which was to consist of the Duke of Cumberland, accompanied by the Chiefs of the army. By this movement, it was intended that the Highland Regiment should have its loyalty put to the test by being brought in contact with the enemy immediately under his own eye. The Highlanders . . . were determined to show what, as soldiers, they were able and willing to perform.


In the early skirmishing, the Black Watch advanced with a party of Austrian hussars and ‘displayed their native ardour and intrepidity’ in which they utilised many of the tricks of their trade, learned in the Highlands. On one occasion a Highlander posted in front was pinned down by a French sharpshooter firing towards them. He took his bayonet and placed it on a stick fixed behind a bush. The sharpshooter saw the bayonet and continued to fire at the spot while the Scot crawled to a point where he could take aim, and brought the Frenchman down. The Highlanders were then ordered to support the Dutch in an attempt to secure the village of Veson. The Dutch troops were to attack the King of France’s Household Guards positioned on top of rising ground and went on ahead, following their standard procedure of halting and firing every twenty paces. The Highlanders became thoroughly frustrated by this tactic because it gave the enemy time to fire at will and the Dutch troops were falling at every stop. Instead, the Black Watch dashed forward, overtook the Dutch and the front ranks, handed back their firelocks to the rear rank, drew their swords and quickly drove the French from their ground. When the attack was over, it was found that the Highlanders had lost fewer than a dozen men killed or wounded, while the Dutch, who had not come up at all, lost more than five times that number. At about midday a second attack was made on the enemy’s positions, when the Dutch again failed, and Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Robert Munro was ordered, with the Highlanders, to sustain the British troops fighting superior numbers. Cannon’s account states:


The lieutenant-colonel brought them into action in gallant style. He had obtained the permission of the Duke of Cumberland to allow them to fight in their own way. Sir Robert, according to the usage of his countrymen, ordered the whole regiment to clap to the ground, on receiving the French fire, and instantly after its discharge they sprang up, and coming close to the enemy poured in their shot upon them to the certain destruction of multitudes, and drove them precipitately through their own lines; then retreating drew up again, and attacked them a second time after the same manner. These attacks they repeated several times on the same day, to the surprise of the whole army. Sir Robert was everywhere with his regiment, notwithstanding his great corpulency, and when in the trenches he was hauled out by his legs and arms by his own men and it is observed that when he commanded the whole regiment to clap to the ground, he himself [unable to do so] stood alone with the colours behind him, receiving the fire of the enemy. The Duke of Cumberland witnessed the gallant conduct of the regiment and [also] observed a Highlander [Sergeant James Campbell] who had killed nine men, making a stroke with his broadsword at the tenth, when his arm was shot off by a cannonball. His Royal Highness applauded the Highlander’s conduct, and promised him a reward of a value equal to the arm. [Sadly] . . . while the regiment was thus evincing its prowess, the French commander made a determined attack with an immense body of fresh troops, and drove back the British line, and the Highlanders were borne down by the retreating body . . . The Black Watch took part in covering the retrograde movement, in which they evinced the same native intrepidity which they had displayed during the action, repeatedly facing about and checking the pursuit by their fire. The Earl of Crawford thanked the troops which covered the retreat under his orders, telling them they had acquired as much honour in covering so great a retreat, as if they had gained the battle.


Nor was the fame of the Black Watch restricted to the battlefields. At home, their prowess was recorded in the London Gazette as ‘heroic gallantry’ and recognised throughout Britain. Similar tributes were paid later in the Vienna Gazette, whose writer, like most Continentals, was taken with their character, courage and dress:


The Highlanders are a people totally different in their dress, manners and temper from the other inhabitants of Britain. They are caught in the mountains when young and still run with a surprising degree of swiftness . . . they make very good soldiers when disciplined . . . [and have] an extraordinary submission and love for their officers who are all young and handsome . . . It is to be hoped that their king’s laudable, though late, endeavours to civilise them and instruct them in the principles of Christianity will meet with success . . . The French held them at first in great contempt but they have met with them so often and seen them in front of so many battles that they firmly believe there are twelve battalions of them in the army instead of two.


It would not be long, however, before the army Establishment began to rein in the unorthodox methods of the Highlanders which had been so well tried and tested in their home environment. In later encounters they would first be deprived of their pistols, and then their magnificent broadswords, to be armed in conventional infantry manner with musket and bayonet. Their tactics, too, would undergo changes to fit the requirements of the commanding generals. But their remarkable endurance and speed in all aspects of attacking manoeuvres could not be faulted. No one could outdo them in the charge, and that would apply whether with broadsword or bayonet.


They were engaged from start to finish of the Battle of Fontenoy and came through it with remarkably few casualties, certainly far fewer in percentage terms than any other unit involved. Regiments had been cut to ribbons on both sides, each losing around 8,000. The Black Watch lost two officers and 30 men killed, with three officers, two sergeants and 86 men wounded, leaving more than 900 able-bodied men fit for service. They had come through their first major test in war with flying colours, yet barely had the dust settled or the wounds healed than they were on the move again.


In August they were called hurriedly back to Britain as part of a fire brigade effort to quell a crisis in their homeland: the Jacobites were uprising again, with the backing of the French, and the long-running feud between the two royal Houses of Hanover and Stuart flared, this time to its climax. While George II was busy with his war in Europe, the Young Pretender to the throne, Charles Edward Stuart, made his move to reclaim what he believed was his inheritance. Born in Rome in 1720, he was the grandson of deposed King James II of England and the son of the Old Pretender who had twice tried to invade Scotland in order to seize the British throne, the last time in 1715. With the blessing of his father and the support of a French invasion force, he decided to make his claim and lead the House of Stuart back to power in Scotland, which could be achieved only by defeating the English.


After consultations with the French while the British were at Fontenoy, Charles made his move, landed in Scotland and raised his standard at Glenfinnan. He quickly gathered an army from the minority of Highland clans that supported him. Charles then made his way south to Edinburgh, which he entered with little resistance, and his first opponent, Sir John Cope’s army of 4,000 men encountered south of the city, was brushed aside. Scotland was fleetingly in the hands of the Jacobites, and Charles did not intend to halt at the border. With intelligence from the French in regard to British troop movements, he decided he would march on into England, gathering support as he went. Meanwhile, a substantial force was already being assembled by the Duke of Cumberland, made up of his own British troops, along with Dutch and German support brought immediately from Europe.


The Black Watch were among them, but they were held back in the south of England with three other regiments to forestall any possible invasion from the French along the South Coast. The decision to keep the Highlanders in the south was not out of compassion, or indeed military strategy. Despite their showing at Fontenoy, the Hanoverians still had doubts as to whether they could be trusted to remain loyal. The Highlanders would certainly have had relatives who were on the opposite side, and that eventually proved to be the case. Some 300 men in the Black Watch had next of kin in the Jacobite army marching with Charles, and, as was the case throughout the Highlands, in some instances brother fought brother in the ensuing bitterness. Charles pressed on and within the month had reached Derby, although he picked up precious little support in England. Worse, the French started back-pedalling when the size of Cumberland’s army became apparent. The Jacobites had more than 5,000 men marching ever further from home, running low on supplies and receiving little support from English Jacobites. With Cumberland bearing down on him with a rumoured 30,000 men, Charles decided to retreat to Scotland to make a stand there. In fact, the opposing force consisted of fewer than 10,000 men, but Charles did not wait to count them. He headed north, and en route managed to win another important battle at Falkirk in January 1746, when he was confronted by the courageous former colonel of the Black Watch, Sir Robert Munro of Foulis, who had been promoted to take command of the 37th Foot. Unfortunately, his new regiment did not have the flair of his old one and fled ahead of a Jacobite charge. Sir Robert and a younger brother by his side were killed by Lochiel’s Camerons. They were buried in the churchyard of Falkirk and their funeral was attended not only by the 37th Foot but by many from the Jacobite army, again demonstrating the diversity of opinion that Highland people were able to live with, but which was not understood by those in the south.


Despite this success against Munro’s troops, Charles’s somewhat ragtag army began to suffer as the Scottish winter and a dire shortage of food and ammunition took their toll, with the French having long since reneged on their promise to send support in materials and manpower. The Duke of Cumberland pushed further north and was less than fifteen miles from the Jacobites’ camp near Inverness when Charles, in foolhardly desperation, decided to strike first. He sent 1,500 of his best troops to make a night march on Cumberland’s camp. They sent back a runner confirming Cumberland’s overwhelming strength, and the following morning, 16 April 1746, Cumberland’s army marched on to the moors at Culloden with their commander’s instruction resounding in their ears: No Quarter Given.


Hugely outnumbered and totally outgunned, the Jacobites moved into position for the last act in the battle between the royal houses. When Cumberland’s artillery let fly, Charles’s army was shot to pieces, mauled, massacred and scattered, a scene that left 1,500 Highlanders and around 300 of the duke’s men dead, a terrible slaughter – and the last land battle to be fought in Britain. Nor did the carnage end at Culloden. While London celebrated victory over the Jacobites, and the German composer Handel wrote See the Conquering Hero Come, the king’s army moved into the glens to continue their bloody onslaught in an orgy of fire and violence, burning villages and hanging the ‘rebels’. Cumberland’s army had but a single mission: to quell the Highlanders once and for all.


Among the many arrested and tried for treason was one of the commanders of the Independent Companies, Simon, 11th Lord Lovat, chief of the Fraser clan, whose vast lands stretched along the Great Glen, from Inverness to the line of hills running along the River Beauly. Lovat and the Fraser clan had turned out two battalions, around 500 men in total, who were in the front line of the Jacobite army and were almost wiped out by the government second line. Although he did not take part in the battle, Lord Lovat was hunted down, taken to London and imprisoned in the Tower to await trial for treason. He was subsequently convicted and on 9 April 1747 was beheaded on Tower Hill, the last person to be so in Britain. Throughout the Highlands, revenge was to be taken without mercy on the clans who supported the Stuart bid, an offensive that for years turned into an unprecedented assault on the clan system as a whole, regardless of loyalty to Charles. New laws were eventually passed in London aimed at annihilating the principal features of Highland life, and the military – from which the Black Watch were this time excluded – patrolled the countryside over General Wade’s roads to enforce them. Many of the Jacobite chiefs who survived were sent into exile and their estates forfeited to the Crown, to be administered by government agents.


All existing laws, and especially those that gave community powers to clan chiefs, were abolished. All chiefs who remained had to swear allegiance to the Hanoverian dynasty, and the total disarming of the Highlanders was resumed with exacting diligence that now went even further, aimed at the destruction of vital aspects of clan life that had developed over centuries. Even the wearing of tartan was banned, as was the speaking of Gaelic, the language of the many who spoke little or no English. They had to swear that they would not possess any gun, sword, pistol or arm whatever, never use tartan, plaid or any part of the Highland garb and acknowledge that if they did so, and were caught, they would be transported. Highlanders were scattered to far corners of the earth in what became the forerunner of the infamous Highland Clearances of future years, when landowners and government conjoined to begin the wholesale removal of tens of thousands of people to make way for sheep. Those who supported the Young Pretender could never have imagined the consequences of what transpired in the wake of Culloden and Bonnie Prince Charlie, who fled in ignominy, only to become a hero in the romantic telling of the story years later, with the added dash of alleged romance with Flora Macdonald, who helped him escape and was locked up in the Tower of London for her trouble. Charles settled in Rome as the Duke of Albany and married a princess, but they separated after less than ten years of marriage while he took to drink and died in 1788.


This diversion from the main thrust of events involving the Black Watch was, nonetheless, a vitally important era affecting every conceivable aspect of life, whether a soldier or a clansman. The Highlands remained the heartland and the main recruiting area of the Black Watch. Although the regiment had proved its loyalty under arms to King George II, this did not appear to be sufficient for a military administration unequivocally under the royal thumb. The army ruled that for the time being the Black Watch could not be trusted for service back in the Highlands, a fact that was to be hugely disproved by Highland soldiers in the decades, and then centuries, ahead.


One of the areas not affected was recruitment. New Highland regiments emerged as the British army began to take advantage of this source of fighting men. These regiments offered a haven for those wishing to continue traditions such as bearing arms and wearing a kilt, quite apart from offering an escape route from the traumas after the ’45 rebellion. Also, the army meant that many other aspects of their own traditions could be maintained, including a healthy tolerance for religious belief, an aspect that was important to many at that time, as indeed was the counsel that the men could receive from a regimental chaplain.


It is worth recording that in the Black Watch at that time, no one was better able to take care of the needs of a diverse group of men, and eventually the women and children who joined them (see Chapter Five), than their chaplain of that era, the Reverend Dr Adam Ferguson, who had been at school in Dunkeld with a number of the men in the first Black Watch Regiment. Few realised at the time that they were receiving advice from a great thinker who was to become one of Scotland’s foremost historians and philosophers, remembered as one of the founding fathers of modern sociology. Educated at the University of St Andrews, Ferguson was appointed to the Black Watch in 1745 and was with them around the time of their transfer to Flanders, and thus had the experience of a man who, fourteen years later, became Professor of Natural Philosophy at the University of Edinburgh and who wrote many famous works, including The Morality of Stage Plays Seriously Considered (1757), Essay on the History of Civil Society (1767), Institutes of Moral Philosophy (1769) and Remarks (1776), in which he proposed peace terms for the North Americans fighting in the American Revolution.


As a Black Watch chaplain, Ferguson was a great comfort to the Highlanders and, according to one historian of the day, ‘held an equal if not in some respects a greater influence over the minds of the men than their commanding officer’. More than that – and unusually for chaplains of any regiment – he was to be found in the thick of action when the soldiers went into battle, advancing at the head of the column with a drawn sword in his hand. When first spotted in this mode by commanding officer Munro, Ferguson was ordered to the rear; when he ignored the command, he was threatened with having his clergyman’s commission cancelled. He retorted angrily, ‘Damn my commission!’ and went back into the bloody fray.


Thereafter, and throughout his stay with the Black Watch, he continued his unique style of chaplaincy with great compassion, counselling, praying with the dying and helping with the wounded. Cannon noted: ‘By his fearless zeal, his intrepidity, his friendship towards the soldiers and his amiable and cheerful manner, reproving them with severity when it was necessary, mixing among them with ease and familiarity, and being as ready as any of them with a poem or heroic tale – he acquired an unbounded ascendancy over them.’


In the months ahead, when the Black Watch faced uncertainty about their own future direction, there would certainly be a great need for the listening post that a chaplain of his stature and understanding could provide. Difficult times were indeed signposted as the Watch now began what in reality formed a series of footsteps through the entire military history of the British army, from 1745 to the present day.


Soon after being stood down from their defensive position in the South of England, their worst fears were realised. Indeed, the truth was out that King George’s generals now planned to send them overseas, this time far away to North America, specifically to Cape Breton to strengthen the British defences against the French. But not far into the journey their convoy of ships was hit by gales and high seas and had to turn back. The regiment ended up weeks later in Ireland. They were then shipped to Flanders to give further support to the Austrians in the continuing skirmishes in King George’s War. They were seldom called on until 1749, when they covered a British withdrawal before they themselves were pulled out and sent back to Ireland, there to remain as a garrison regiment for the next nine years, in much the same role that they performed in the Highlands.


Ireland, like their homeland, had been a battleground in the religious struggles between William of Orange and James II, leaving Protestants in the ascendancy and rigorous restrictions on Catholics, barring them from holding office of any kind or even owning land in their own country. The Black Watch came in at an especially crucial time, when, quite apart from religious considerations, trading restrictions were imposed by the Hanoverians forbidding virtually anything that might compete with English commerce. As in the Highlands, thousands were leaving the country, and in the meantime the Irish situation had been aggravated by a succession of troubling, unyielding calamities. At the time, and throughout their initial posting through to 1756, the Black Watch established a rapport with a community which normally resented the presence of British troops in no uncertain manner. This pattern of getting on well with the locals would be repeated again, and eventually, in the second half of the twentieth century, the Black Watch received regular postings to Northern Ireland and elsewhere specifically for their peacekeeping and stabilisation skills. It was clearly a particular calling that would be handed down through generations, and, as will be seen, would become particularly evident in Iraq in 2003–4.


During their time in Ireland, the Black Watch witnessed the growing pace of emigration to the colonies, later hastened by the potato famine, and joined by disillusioned Scots, Welsh and indeed a large number of English. The Atlantic shuttle to North America was undoubtedly the busiest of routes, with British sea power by then in full flow. The French were equally ambitious about increasing their colonising strengths in that region, and the antagonism between the two nations in Europe was merely replicated in the jostling for position in the New World. Major territory deep in Canada and North America fell under French control during their massive fort-building enterprises, and in several areas the British had been losing ground and some of their own fortified settlements. In the summer of 1756 a new British initiative was launched. It included a fresh assault on Louisburg, the main fortified seaport of Cape Breton, which was now once again in French hands. As a result, a large force, including the Black Watch, assembled to continue what had already become the American phase of a worldwide nine-year war (1754–63) fought between France and Britain. They embarked at Greenock in June 1756 and sailed to New York to join a 5,000-strong force under the command of the Earl of Loudon, who was supposedly to lead his men into immediate confrontation with the French army, led by the famous Marquis de Montcalm.


Unfortunately, Loudon turned out to be a poor choice to launch this renewed British campaign. He dithered for so long that many began to believe he had no intention of launching his troops into battle; some suspected his mental state, and even the French were getting bored with his inactivity. As key British forts fell to the French, the Watch were kicking their heels in Albany and remained inactive for almost a year. In January 1757 Loudon was finally persuaded to draw up a plan of attack when the weather became more favourable, urged on by the governors of Nova Scotia and New England. Even then, he confined his immediate objective to one of the lesser tasks on the road map to securing British interests, the capture of Louisburg, disregarding those who were pressing him to attack French frontier positions. Nor did he hurry. It was July before he massed his entire manpower, 30,000 soldiers, 16 ships of the line and dozens of frigates and transports. The troops were landed and were put to work immediately constructing a parade ground on a tract of rugged land, and for the next month undergoing training and staging mock fights.


Major-General Lord Charles Hay was one of the many officers who couldn’t fathom Loudon’s thinking and was angrily heard to reveal his displeasure to other officers, shouting: ‘See how the power of England is held in chains by imbecility! Her substance is wasted by indecision! With such ships and such men as we have here, Cape Breton and its fortress, and all this eastern region, might have been a part of the British empire a month ago.’ A report of his outburst was given to Loudon, who ordered his arrest for sedition and sent him post-haste to a court martial in England, where he was acquitted. Hay was right. Throughout this time, the French had been reinforcing the fortress, and when the earl learned that the enemy had one more ship than his own navy he abandoned the expedition and sailed for New York, leaving the army thoroughly nonplussed.
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