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  Introduction




  One evening in 1815, a cattle farmer was sitting on the verandah of his house in the province of Corrientes in northern Argentina, near the border with Paraguay, when he was

  approached by a stranger – a ‘tall, raw boned, ferocious looking man’, dressed as a gaucho with two cavalry pistols stuck in his waistband and a sabre in a rusty steel scabbard

  hanging from his belt. The farmer feared he was a bandit, but when the stranger opened his mouth, he spoke a mangled Spanish with a strong Irish accent.




  ‘I am Don Pedro Campbell,’ he announced.




  He was, in fact, Peter Campbell from western Ireland, formerly of the 71st Highland Regiment garrisoned in County Galway. What was this Irishman doing so far from home? His dramatic appearance

  on a faraway plain epitomizes the extraordinary journey undertaken by so many Irishmen in foreign military service.




  For hundreds of years, Irish soldiers have sought their destiny abroad. Stepping aboard ships bound for England, America, or Europe, young Irishmen have been hungry for adventure, a self-made

  fortune, or the means to carry on a cause back home. The horrendous rift caused by differing religious beliefs or a desire for independent nationhood encouraged many Irishmen to travel abroad,

  seeking allies to help them in their long battle against Britain.




  The battle of the Boyne is my starting point for this saga as Irish Catholics and Protestants fought for who would rule their country. As result of their defeat at the hands of the Protestant

  Williamite forces, many Catholic soldiers sailed abroad to enrol in the armies of the king of France, setting a pattern for future foreign military service. Leaving their birthplace, they travelled

  with hope and a romantic dream in their heart, perhaps wanting to return home in due course to bring a liberating revolution to their fellow countrymen; frequently, however, they were disappointed

  and recruited into the armies of foreign tyrants, among them Napoleon Bonaparte.




  Many more Irishmen have set sail with less lofty ideals in mind, escaping poverty, or just wishing to make their own way in the world and impress the girls back home. Many of them took

  employment with the British Army – at one time making up over 40 per cent of Queen Victoria’s army. These red-coated Irishmen travelled to all corners of the British Empire, winning new

  territories and a reputation as fearless soldiers. Some sailed to America and joined in frontier fighting or demonstrated their loyalty to their new homeland in the bloody combats of the American

  Civil War. Some took the opportunity to carry on their home-born disputes with campaigns against the British Empire in Canada and South Africa.




  In the twentieth century, the bitter conflicts of an Ireland seeking independence have been overshadowed by the far greater sacrifice of Irishmen fighting overseas against Germany in two world

  wars or serving in Cold War expeditions as part of United Nations’ armies. This book is about all those Irishmen fighting abroad, their triumphs and their failures in foreign lands, and their

  individual motivations for risking their lives so far from home.




  Sometimes the price of adventure can be high, as Dominic Hagans, Company Sergeant Major in the Royal Irish Regiment found out when his Land Rover was blown up by a roadside bomb in Afghanistan.

  Badly injured, he was nevertheless keen to return to the battlefield.




  ‘To be honest, if they said to me tomorrow you’re going back, my Bergen would be packed,’ says Hagans, ‘and I’d be on the first plane out, because that’s what

  we are trained to do and that’s what we want to do. You don’t join the army to drink loads of beer. You join to go to war.’




  It is this irrepressible fighting spirit that has made the Irish soldier abroad such a distinctive character, much respected by other nations, and is the inspiration for my book.




  

    Tim Newark, 2009


  




  
 







  Chapter 1




  On the Banks of the Boyne




  The great hatred between Irish Catholics and Protestants reached a climax on the banks of the River Boyne on 1 July 1690. A hundred years of violent animosity born out of the

  Reformation that split Europe along frontiers of faith would be settled on this boggy land. The river flowed through the town of Drogheda, just two miles to the west of the battlefield. Forty-one

  years earlier, Drogheda had been the site of a notorious siege in which the Protestant Oliver Cromwell’s English Parliamentarians had stormed the town and slaughtered its Royalist garrison

  – among them many Irish Catholics. This ruthless religious contest between Protestants and Catholics, in which little mercy was shown, fired up the soldiers as they glowered across the River

  Boyne at each other on that summer morning in 1690. The result of this conflict would echo across centuries of Irish history and determine the fate of many young Irishmen.




  Gerald O’Connor was a Catholic teenager when he stood on the banks of the Boyne and he measured his life from the arrival of Cromwell’s troops, or as he put it, ‘I was born in

  1671, twenty years after Ireland had been crushed by the accursed hands of Cromwell.’ He had a lofty heritage, being descended from the Earl of Kildare, and his grandfather had fought the

  English in the 1590s, but his family had not prospered since then and their money had run out. Following the Tudor conquest of Ireland, land had been taken away from Catholic Irish owners and given

  to mainly Protestant English and Scots settlers – the plantations – and this process was completed during Cromwell’s rule. Despite his illustrious lineage,

  O’Connor’s birthplace was a simple thatched house in Offaly standing next to the ruined remains of a castle his family had once owned. He ached to win back their lost wealth and hoped

  that the battle on the banks of the Boyne might return his family to their once proud position.




  When the Catholic King James II arrived in Ireland, he was determined to use the country as a springboard in his campaign to win back the English throne. It had been taken from him by King

  William III, the former William of Orange, a Protestant Dutch prince who had been invited to depose James in 1688 by an English Parliament who feared James’s tyrannical Catholic regime.

  Gerald O’Connor was one of many Irish aristocrats who had lost their privileged positions thanks to Cromwell’s land confiscations and now flocked to the standard of King James, hoping a

  Catholic victory would bring benefits to them all. Just nineteen years old, he became a captain in an Irish Catholic cavalry regiment.




  Although inspired by a desire to right the wrongs inflicted on his country and family by previous English invaders, O’Connor was also realistic about the prospects of Ireland in a war

  against the Protestant monarch. ‘What were the resources of Ireland compared to those of England and Scotland?’ he wondered. ‘The Exchequer in Dublin was almost empty,’ he

  admitted, ‘base money could not procure what we required for the field; we had not the means to make our army a real instrument of war.’ He feared their soldiers were no match for the

  more professional troops hired by William III. The Irish Catholic foot soldiers were poorly trained and ill equipped. The one quality they possessed was their determination to ‘measure their

  swords with the Saxons’. Not only was it a religious war, according to O’Connor; it was a race war too. Such fervent ardour, born out of fury and religious faith, might well win the

  day, but that was not the whole picture. Another level of conflict had to be added to the forces opposing each other at the Boyne because many of the soldiers present were not Irish at all.




  King James II had a strong ally in the king of France – Louis XIV – at that time the most powerful monarch in Europe. Louis was playing a political game with James, using him to

  build a powerful alliance against the English Protestants and their friends in Europe. The French king wanted Ireland to be part of his Catholic sphere of influence and welcomed

  Irish troops into French ranks to fight wars on the Continent. In return, he sent 6,000 French soldiers to join the Jacobite army at the Boyne. O’Connor considered them the best infantry they

  had.




  Many of the troops opposing James’s soldiers were not Irish either. Although many Protestant Ulstermen rallied to the cause of the Williamites, fearing that a Catholic victory would

  imperil their own livelihoods, the Dutch king depended on foreign troops to provide his most professional fighters. Alongside his English regiments, these included Dutch, Danes, Germans and

  Huguenot French – meaning that Frenchmen would fight on both sides at the Boyne. The Irish were in danger of being sidelined in a battle that would decide the future of their own island. This

  would not be the last time that Irish soldiers found themselves engaged in a fight they hoped would further their own ends but which was in fact part of a larger political strategy.




  William III landed at Carrickfergus in the north of Ireland on 14 June 1690 and advanced rapidly southwards towards Dublin. James could have opposed him earlier, but the French commanders in his

  ranks urged caution and withdrew before the Protestants, refusing to fight them in open country, looking for a strong line of defence. O’Connor and the Irishmen believed this was a mistake,

  but the Catholics did have the smaller force. William’s multinational army numbered 36,000, whereas the Catholic Irish and French were 25,000 strong.




  ‘We made a halt and encamped along the southern bank of the Boyne’, recalled O’Connor. ‘The position was not without natural strength; the Boyne covered our front, with

  its broad and deep current; a breastwork had been thrown up at accessible points; the hedges and farmhouses on the southern bank had been hastily entrenched or fortified.’ In an age in which

  firearms and artillery had become more deadly, it was a distinct disadvantage to advance against entrenched guns, but O’Connor noted there were problems with the position. The Boyne could be

  forded at several points and their flanks attacked by the greater numbers of Williamites. He was also concerned that their route of escape towards Dublin, thirty miles to the south, was blocked by

  a narrow pass at Duleek.




  Catholic anxieties were not allayed by the presence of their commander-in-chief. ‘The tent of James was pitched in our rear,’ remembered O’Connor, ‘he

  never stirred from it to give heart to his men, and he was to look idly on in the great trial on which we had staked our fortunes.’ In contrast, William led his men from the front and was one

  of the first to arrive on the battlefield to study the river. O’Connor saw the Protestant king ride to the edge of the water and examine the enemy forces before him. Some Irish Catholic

  gunners took a shot at him and missed, but his personal courage impressed them. ‘Would to God we could exchange kings,’ grumbled one of the Irishmen.




  The morning of the battle dawned bright but O’Connor was dismayed to see the French already riding off the battlefield to secure the Catholic route of retreat at the pass of Duleek. As the

  cavalry captain had guessed, King William would seek to outflank the Catholics and this he proceeded to do early in the day, sending his cavalry in a race with the French to capture Duleek. In the

  meantime, Protestant forces surged across fords on either side of the Catholic position. The soldiers of both sides wore a mixture of red, blue and white uniforms reflecting the wide variety of

  countries they came from, so the only way to tell enemy from friend was to wear different field signs in their hats. The Jacobites chose a white cockade made of paper or cloth to symbolize their

  alliance with France, while the Williamites wore a sprig of greenery. The sight made an impact on O’Connor as he saw them advance towards his position. ‘From Oldbridge for more than

  half a mile towards Drogheda, the river looked like a thicket of green boughs,’ he recalled. ‘Loud cheers, mingling with the drums on the northern bank, burst forth from the armed

  throngs of many races.’




  On the left of the Catholics at Oldbridge ford, blue-coated Dutch soldiers waded through the water and used their superior firepower to force back the Catholic Irish infantry. Two-thirds of the

  Irish were armed with old-fashioned matchlock muskets that were slow to load, while the remaining third held long pikes to protect them. In contrast, the Dutch carried more modern and efficient

  flintlocks equipped with bayonets, so each Dutchman could function as a musketeer and pikeman, shooting and then thrusting with his steel-tipped barrel. This meant the Dutch had a third as much

  firepower to bear on their enemies and far fewer misfires.




  Splashing through the water, the Dutch poured disciplined volleys of shot into the Catholic Irish and then charged with their bayonets. O’Connor saw militiamen from his

  home county of Offaly valiantly resisting the attack but they were no match for the well-drilled foreign troops. It was then that O’Connor and his Catholic Irish cavalry led a counter-attack.

  The dispossessed Irishmen dashed through the gunpowder smoke towards the Dutch, screaming war cries of retribution for past Protestant crimes.




  King William looked on nervously as the Catholic Irish horsemen thundered towards his troops clambering up the riverbank, but the Dutch kept their cool, presented their guns and fired a

  well-aimed close-range volley that halted the Irish cavalrymen. Some tumbled wounded from their saddles, while others turned and rode back up the slope away from the river. They re-formed then

  charged again, this time clashing with French Huguenots who had followed the Dutch across the Boyne. Sword rang out against sword. ‘I did my best in this furious shock of arms and cut down

  more than one Frenchman,’ said O’Connor.




  Eventually, despite the desperate hard fighting of the Irish Catholics, the superior numbers and professionalism of the Williamites proved decisive and the Irish Catholics broke, fleeing back

  towards Dublin. In total, they took 1,500 casualties, while the victors counted 750 dead and wounded. Towards the end of the combat, O’Connor knocked the sword out of the hand of a French

  Huguenot officer and took him prisoner as they rode back to Duleek. Thanks to the early departure of the French, the pass to Dublin had remained open, but O’Connor couldn’t help but

  wonder that if the Catholic French had fought alongside them at the Boyne they might have won the battle.




  If O’Connor was disappointed by the performance of the French, he saved his scorn for King James, who had rapidly left the battlefield and within days had set sail from Ireland to safety

  in France, leaving the Irish to fight on by themselves. ‘James lost two kingdoms by his craven weakness,’ said O’Connor, referring to England and Ireland. ‘I thank God I

  never saw him again – he is known in the tradition of our people as “James the Coward”.’ In fact, many Irishmen called him Séamus an Chaca – ‘James

  the Shit’. In turn, the Catholic king criticized his Irish soldiers, telling the wife of one his commanders, ‘Your countrymen run well.’ To which she responded: ‘Yes it

  would seem so, but Your Majesty would appear to have won the race.’ James’s behaviour damned for ever the cause of the Stuart kings in the eyes of the Irish and they

  did little to help later Jacobite rebellions in Scotland in 1715 and 1745.




  Two days after the battle of the Boyne, King William and his army marched into Dublin. Their victory ensured the Anglo-Protestant domination of Ireland for over two centuries and triggered the

  struggle of Catholic nationalists against it. The success of William of Orange in particular continues to inspire the Orangemen of Ulster, who celebrate the battle every July with marches. Some

  historians have pointed out the multinational character of his triumph. ‘Considering the battle’, writes one, ‘was won by Danes and Dutchmen, French Huguenots and Prussian

  Brandenburghers, it is almost ludicrous to any one who has the smallest respect for historical accuracy to see Orangemen celebrating the anniversary of the Boyne as their victory.’ That

  ignores the very real contribution of the Ulstermen to the battle, but it does show how the legend of the Boyne has grown in importance over the years, not only for Irish Protestants but also for

  Catholics, as it set in motion a chain of events that led to another legendary moment that echoed throughout the centuries – the Flight of the Wild Geese.




  

    *


  




  After the battle of the Boyne, while much of the Jacobite army disintegrated, a small core of regiments retreated to Limerick in southwestern Ireland. With King James gone to

  France, one of his Irish commanders at the battle of the Boyne took over. He was Patrick Sarsfield. Thirty years old and a giant of a man, Sarsfield commanded the respect of his soldiers both for

  his personal bravery and his loyalty to their cause. Born into a wealthy family in Lucan, County Dublin, he was a second son, but he succeeded to the family estate in 1675 and took receipt of an

  annual income of £2,000.




  Set on a life of soldiering in England, Sarsfield served both King Charles II and James II, rising from captain to colonel. When William of Orange landed in England, Sarsfield went back to

  Ireland to recruit soldiers for the Jacobite cause. When James arrived in Ireland, Sarsfield stood by him and was rewarded by being created Earl of Lucan, but the king was not so impressed with his

  military abilities. Physically tough and keen on fighting duels, Sarsfield had a reputation for hot-headedness and James only reluctantly gave him senior army posts. Following

  defeat at the Boyne, Sarsfield openly criticized the king. ‘That man’, he told Gerald O’Connor, ‘has cursed the soldiers of our race, who had risen in thousands and fought

  his cause; like all the Stuarts, he is false and double-dealing at heart.’




  At Limerick, Sarsfield proved a popular commander-in-chief, scoring a few minor successes against the Williamites, but towards the end of 1691 his troops were hemmed in by King William and

  awaited the final bloody assault on the town. Cavalry Captain Gerald O’Connor had followed Sarsfield to Limerick and now witnessed the endgame of the tragic struggle that had begun at the

  Boyne a year earlier. The west side of the town was already in the hands of the Protestant army and they concentrated their assault on a bridge across the Shannon to finish the resistance of the

  Catholic Irish. In the late afternoon of 22 September 1691, the Williamite forces surged towards the Thomond Bridge over the Shannon. O’Connor noted with pride the resistance of his

  Irishmen.




  

    

      

        They suffered grievously from the fire of our skirmishers, half concealed in the adjoining gravel pits and quarries. The struggle raged for perhaps two hours;

        reinforcements were hurried forward from both sides: the outworks fell at last into the hands of the enemy, who, however, had dearly paid for his first success.


      


    






  O’Connor’s Irish troops held the bridge with fierce hand-to-hand fighting, thrusting with bayonets and pikes at the Dutch and other Protestant soldiers. Edged back

  slowly by the weight of the Williamite horde, the exhausted Jacobites were determined not to give up the bridge, but at that moment one of the few remaining Catholic French officers in the garrison

  of the town lost his nerve and ordered the drawbridge linking the bridge to Limerick to be raised, condemning those stranded Irishmen to a horrible death. ‘Many flung themselves into the

  Shannon and sank in its waters; some met their deaths in a wild effort against the foe; some sought mercy from their relentless victors in vain.’




  Hundreds of Jacobites were butchered on the bridge. ‘This frightful catastrophe incensed our army,’ said O’Connor, ‘already filled with dislike of the French, and began

  to make the bravest hearts despair.’ It was up to Patrick Sarsfield to decide what to do next and although his heart wanted to fight on, his head knew he had run out of

  options. Rather than condemning his men to a pointless slaughter, he urged a treaty with the Williamites while his soldiers still held their weapons. Eleven days later, the resulting Treaty of

  Limerick ended the Jacobite war in Ireland and allowed Sarsfield and his soldiers, including O’Connor, to march out of the town with full military honours.




  On the surface, the Treaty of Limerick appeared to be a reasonable conclusion to the conflict, allowing freedom of Catholic worship in Ireland and no retribution against Jacobite supporters, but

  as the Protestant establishment took back control of the country, they violated the agreement and enacted the harshly anti-Catholic Penal Code. The military part of the treaty gave Sarsfield and

  his soldiers the option to sail to France and take service with King Louis XIV. Many of them decided to do just that. O’Connor was one of them and, although he was clearly one those Irishmen

  who had no great love for the French and were disgusted by the flight of James II to France, he believed that life in a Protestant-ruled Ireland held little future for him and preferred to trade

  his fighting skills abroad. This mass exit of fighting Irish Catholics was what became known as the Flight of the Wild Geese – a poetic term first used in the eighteenth century evoking the

  migratory flight of the birds in autumn.




  In November and December 1691, fleets of ships anchored at Limerick and Cork to take away the Irish to their new lives in France. Sarsfield was proud of the more than 12,000 soldiers who had

  decided to follow him and O’Connor recorded his comments.




  

    

      

        These men are leaving all that is most dear in life for a strange land, in which they will have to endure much, to serve in an army that hardly knows our people; but they

        are true to Ireland and have still hopes for her cause – we will make another Ireland in the armies of the great King of France.


      


    


 



  This was to be the rallying cry for many Irish soldiers in exile in France. They wanted their service abroad to be turned into an active blow against the tyrannical English,

  but many were to be disappointed as they became embroiled in military expeditions to further the ambitions of French autocrats.




  As the ships were readied for departure, it was hoped that the families of many of the soldiers could join them in their new venture, but there was not enough space for them all. ‘Loud

  cries and lamentation broke from the wives and children who had been left behind,’ recalled O’Connor. ‘Some dashed into the stream and perished in the depths; some clung to the

  boats that were making off from the shore; many of the men, husbands or fathers, plunged into the waters; not a few lost their lives in their efforts to reach the dry ground.’ It was a tragic

  beginning to an epic voyage.




  
 









  Chapter 2




  The Wild Geese




  When Patrick Sarsfield’s Irish soldiers landed in Brest, they received little welcome from the French and spent a cold winter camped in fields in Brittany. Nevertheless,

  the exiled James II was delighted to see them and hoped that, once re-equipped, they would provide him with a cheap army to help claim back his throne from William III. ‘We assure you, and

  order you to assure both officers and soldiers that come along with you’, wrote James to the Irishmen in France, ‘that we shall never forget this act of loyalty, nor fail when in a

  capacity to give them above others a particular mark of our favour.’ But James was a powerless dreamer and a guest of the French King Louis, who made it plainly clear that he would employ the

  Irishmen in his army and on his terms. That suited Sarsfield and his countrymen very well as they had little wish to serve under a discredited former monarch who had ditched them at the Boyne.




  By the spring of 1692, once the survivors of a failed expedition to Scotland and other Irish former prisoners of war were brought together with the Wild Geese, the new Jacobite army on French

  soil numbered almost 15,000. It was divided into six regiments of foot soldiers, two of dragoons, two of cavalry and two of horse guards. James’s illegitimate son, the Duke of Berwick,

  commanded the first unit of horse guards and Patrick Sarsfield commanded the second. With this force, Louis XIV planned to invade England and put James back on the throne. With the addition of

  7,000 French troops and a train of artillery, it made a larger combined invasion force than that deployed by William III when he landed in England to take the crown away from

  James in 1688.




  For a few months, the Catholic Irish exiles were very excited as they marched from Brest to the heights overlooking the English Channel on the Cotentin peninsula. There, they waited for the

  French transport ships to take them to England and strike a blow at the heart of the Protestant regime that had taken so much away from them in Ireland. Gerald O’Connor, Irish Catholic

  veteran of the Boyne and the fall of Limerick, gazed with wonder at the ships assembled by the French – ‘those mighty hulls, with their towering masts and their grim tiers of

  cannon’.




  In preparation for the invasion of England, Louis decided that the French fleet should strike a pre-emptive blow against the English navy, but when news got through that the English had combined

  with the Dutch to form a fleet that outnumbered the French two to one, it was too late to stop the French battleships and they sailed out to disaster. The fleets pounded away at each other in full

  view of the hopeful Jacobite exiles standing on the Cotentin cliffs at La Hougue. O’Connor watched in horror as the English ships set fire to French craft anchored nearby. ‘I have never

  understood why our armies did nothing on this day,’ he said of the French artillery perched on the cliff. ‘It certainly might have given the ships assistance with its guns.’




  Overwhelmed by English and Dutch cannon fire, the French fleet was crippled and, having lost control of the Channel, Louis called off the invasion. It was a bitter disappointment for the Wild

  Geese, who saw it as their only possible ticket back home, and shattered for ever James’s dream of recovering his throne. He died nine years later and was buried in Paris. Louis XIV, however,

  had many other battles to fight and the Irish were redeployed in his service elsewhere in Europe.




  Patrick Sarsfield was transferred away from the Jacobite invasion force into the main French army, where he was given the rank of maréchal de camp – the French equivalent of

  a major general – but he never again commanded a substantial force of Irishmen. Some of the Wild Geese became angry at him after the defeat of La Hougue, feeling that they had been left

  stranded in France and that he was no longer interested in their welfare, but Sarsfield simply accepted the reality of the situation. The best the Irish exiles could hope for was to make a career in the French army and Sarsfield and his comrades grabbed the opportunity. Those Irishmen not considered good enough to find posts elsewhere in Louis’ army

  were recruited into a unit of fellow countrymen under French leadership, known as the Irish Brigade.




  Gerald O’Connor was one of the chosen Irish officers who followed Sarsfield into commanding French regiments. He had little to return to in Ireland. The Protestant establishment in Ireland

  had reneged on the Treaty of Limerick and Catholic estates had been confiscated. O’Connor’s family had been proscribed as rebels. ‘The few hundred acres that had remained to

  us’, he noted bitterly, ‘were bought by the descendant of a Cromwellian settler.’




  Shortly after the failed invasion attempt, Sarsfield and O’Connor were ordered to Flanders, where they fought in the French army led by Marshal François Henri de

  Montmorency-Bouteville, duc de Luxembourg. Sarsfield distinguished himself in battle at Steenkirk in August 1692 against the Anglo-Dutch army of King William III, continuing his struggle against

  Louis XIV on the Continent as part of the War of the Grand Alliance. Luxembourg personally recommended Sarsfield to the French king, saying, ‘we have particularly noticed the valour and the

  fearlessness of which he has given proofs in Ireland. I can ensure your Majesty that he is a very good and a very able officer.’




  After the year’s campaigning had ended, Sarsfield and his Irish colleagues relaxed in Paris. O’Connor was much taken by the elegance of French life and recorded his own impressions

  of the capital. ‘I devoted my hours of leisure to exploring the vast and stirring world of Paris,’ he recalled. ‘Accustomed as I had been to the sight of the poor towns in Ireland

  I used to gaze with astonishment at these scenes of wonder.’ Sarsfield had brought his young wife with him from Ireland, while O’Connor later married a French woman, who was,

  coincidentally, the daughter of the Huguenot French soldier he had made his prisoner at the battle of the Boyne. Faced with the stern objections of a French Protestant mother, the Catholic Irishman

  persisted and the Huguenot officer, now returned to France, consented to his former enemy becoming his son-in-law, telling O’Connor that ‘though a poor exile, I was a soldier who had a

  future before him’.




  Fighting for Louis XIV began again in May 1693 with the French taking the offensive, laying siege to Flemish towns still in Anglo-Dutch hands. King William had the best of

  the action, outmanoeuvring the French and, by July, the two armies were ready for a major clash. The French outnumbered the Anglo-Dutch forces by 80,000 to 50,000 troops, but William’s men

  were dug in along a two-mile front that passed through the villages of Laer, Neerwinden and Neerlanden. Early on the morning of 29 July, after a massive exchange of artillery fire, the French

  commander, Luxembourg, ordered his left wing of cavalry and infantry to attack Neerwinden. Patrick Sarsfield, with his rank of maréchal de camp, directed a French division as part of

  this initial assault.




  Serving with the French cavalry, Gerald O’Connor witnessed the attack as the Irish marshal led the French in a desperate bid to break through the Anglo-Dutch earthworks, but the storm of

  cannon fire was too much for them to make any headway. By midday, Luxembourg was still sending in more men, hoping by sheer weight of numbers to break through at Neerwinden. Sarsfield and

  O’Connor rode with the French cavalry as they spurred their horses into action for another attack.




  

 

      

        I was, with Sarsfield, in the line of these brave horsemen; they remained under the fire of the breastwork for two hours, unable to strike a single blow, but steadily

        closing up their shattered ranks. William [III], I have since heard, broke out into an exclamation of praise.


      


    


 



  Luxembourg would not let go of the position and by the afternoon his stubbornness began to pay off, as French soldiers pushed past their dead and dying comrades and finally

  broke into the village of Neerwinden. King Louis’ elite household cavalry joined in and the Anglo-Dutch right flank was turned and broken. The French claimed victory; however, as

  O’Connor surveyed the battlefield he was shocked by the carnage he saw, with bodies strewn throughout the captured village. It was then he received news that Sarsfield had been wounded in one

  of these final charges and he rushed to his side. ‘The noble form of the hero lay on a pallet in a hut,’ remembered O’Connor. ‘He feebly lifted up his nerveless hand and

  gave me a letter, which he had dictated ... “I am dying”, he said, “the most glorious of deaths; we have seen the backs of the tyrants of our race. May you, Gerald, live to

  behold other such days; but let Ireland be always uppermost in your thoughts.” ’




  It was the beginning of the mythologizing of Sarsfield as a hero of Irish independence. His greatest pleasure on that day was chasing the fleeing Williamites who had hounded him throughout

  Ireland. Sarsfield was carried to the nearby village of Huy but died there a few days later from his wounds. An alternative account of his final moments had him struck by an enemy musket ball and,

  as he lay on the ground, lifting his hand covered in his own blood, he gasped, ‘Would to God this were shed for Ireland!’ The same exhortation was quoted in a twenty-two-page penny

  history of Sarsfield published in Liverpool in 1875. ‘Though his services were lost to Ireland,’ exclaimed the author, ‘he sustained her honour, and, under the French flag, added

  to the brilliancy of her annals ... Ireland cherishes gratefully his memory – on the long list of her heroic departed there is no nobler name than that of PATRICK SARSFIELD.’




  O’Connor noted sourly that despite this tremendous victory, purchased with so many lives, including Sarsfield’s, Luxembourg failed to make the most of it by advancing on Brussels

  and, instead, allowed King William to reassert control in Flanders. The fighting would carry on for several more years. O’Connor continued serving under the banner of Louis XIV, biding his

  time until he could face his English enemy again. He was to wait over a decade until the battle of Ramillies in 1706. In the meantime, he would have five children and two of them would eventually

  fight for the French king too.




  

    *


  




  The Wild Geese were not the only veterans of the battle of the Boyne to end up fighting abroad in continental Europe. Protestant soldiers from the Williamite war in Ireland

  also took up arms in the epic struggle between France and England. Robert Parker was one of them. The son of a Protestant settler in Kilkenny in southern Ireland, he was brought up with a fervent

  hatred of Popery. From an early age, he yearned for a military career and in his mid-teens he ran away from school to join a regiment in Ireland. When this unit was absorbed into the army of James

  II, as a Protestant, Parker was out of a job. He returned home and when, shortly afterwards, both his parents died, he sold his part of the family inheritance and funded his

  journey to London. There, he joined Lord Forbes’s regiment in 1689, which became part of William III’s army in Ireland.




  Parker fought at the battle of the Boyne and throughout the Williamite campaign. During an assault at Athlone, he nearly lost his life. ‘A stone which had been thrown from the top of the

  castle as I passed under it, fell on my shoulder,’ he recalled, ‘the effects of which I feel to this day on every change of the weather. This indeed I deserved for being so foolhardy as

  to put myself on this command when it was not my turn; but it was a warning to me ever after. It is an old maxim in war, that he who goes so far as he is commanded is a good man, but he that goes

  farther is a fool.’




  Parker survived the campaign to serve abroad with the Anglo-Dutch troops in Flanders during the fighting in which Sarsfield died. At the siege of Namur in 1695, he received a bullet in the

  shoulder, which caused him to have medical treatment for thirty weeks. But Namur was a significant victory for William III and it was out of gratitude for the brave performance of Parker and his

  fellow Irish Protestants that he bequeathed them the title of the Royal Regiment of Ireland. Parker was soon after appointed the regimental Colour Ensign, the lowest commissioned officer rank,

  entrusted with carrying the regiment’s colours. A few years of peaceful garrison duty followed in Ireland, where Parker met his wife, but in 1701, war broke out again between England and

  France, and Parker’s regiment was back in the front line in Flanders. Parker was promoted to lieutenant.




  The War of the Spanish Succession raged until 1714 and it was during this conflict that the Duke of Marlborough was appointed commander-in-chief of the British army and inflicted a series of

  devastating defeats on Louis XIV. Irish soldiers fought on both sides. The Catholic Irish Brigade fought for the French king, while the Royal Regiment of Ireland served the Protestant monarch

  throughout most of the campaigns. Robert Parker was at the battle of Ramillies in 1706 when Marlborough wrong-footed the French commander with a feint against one wing before attacking his weakened

  right flank.




  Parker noted that the fearless Duke placed himself at the heart of the action and was nearly struck by a cannonball that killed his equerry as he helped the Duke mount a

  horse. Gerald O’Connor was also at Ramillies and described how his French cavalry – the Maison du Roi – seized an opportunity to charge at the enemy commander. The Duke was being

  acclaimed by his soldiers at the time.






    

      

        I can still see him as, undaunted and serene, he rode forward amidst the cheers of his troops, shouting ‘Corporal John’, the name they had given their hero; he

        was surrounded by his staff, evidently receiving his commands. I fell on his men with my whole regiment; he narrowly escaped being made prisoner – oh! that Heaven was so unpropitious to

        France – but he was extricated, and my troopers were compelled to retreat.


      


    


 



  O’Connor and his French horsemen suffered badly and in the chaotic retreat the Catholic Irishman was lucky to escape with thirty of his comrades to Brussels. ‘Our

  beaten and fugitive soldiery were hunted through the Low Countries,’ he recorded. ‘They were scattered into little knots and bands of men, ravaging villages and living on reckless

  pillage.’ In Brussels, O’Connor had to avoid being caught by the English and hung as a Jacobite rebel. He eventually disguised himself as a peasant to flee southwards to France.




  The plight of the French was not helped by their country being plunged into the worst winter within living memory in 1708. ‘The sights I saw and the tales I heard’, observed

  O’Connor, ‘would make the bravest of spirits tremble. In some districts the peasantry were simply starved; their villages and cottages were filled with corpses, devoured and mangled by

  wolves as they lay unburied.’ The ice-induced famine extended into the cities, including Paris. O’Connor contrasted it with the mild winters he had known in Ireland.




  The victorious march of Parker and his redcoat Irishmen continued. At the battle of Malplaquet in 1709, another success for Marlborough, Parker recorded a dramatic description of how two Irish

  units – on opposing sides – clashed. The Royal Regiment of Ireland was ordered to march on the enemy sighted in an opening between woods. To the sound of a slow drumbeat, the Irish

  advanced at a steady pace. Within a hundred paces of their line, the enemy opened fire. What Parker’s comrades didn’t know at the time was that these enemy soldiers

  were in fact Catholic exiles of the Irish Brigade. Confusingly, they were also clad in red coats as a sign of their Stuart allegiance.




  The Royal Regiment of Ireland halted and executed a perfect display of platoon firing – firing their muskets as alternating sections of the line, rather than in ranks. The French Irish

  Brigade returned fire in ranks for a second time. Undeterred, Marlborough’s Irish reloaded and musketry rippled along their line. For the third time, the French Irish shouldered their guns,

  but this time their shooting was scattered and less effective. It was then that they broke, running into the woods behind them, chased by a third volley of fire from Marlborough’s Irish. It

  was only when the Royal Regiment of Ireland reached the ground the enemy had been standing on and talked to their wounded that they discovered they were fighting their Catholic countrymen.




  ‘Here, therefore, was a fair trial of skill between the two Royal Regiments of Ireland, one in the British, the other in the French service,’ concluded Parker with some soldierly

  satisfaction. ‘For we met each other upon equal terms, and there was none else to interpose. We had but four men killed and six wounded: and found near forty of them on the spot killed and

  wounded.’ Parker ascribed the secret of their success to the heavier weight of their musket balls – sixteen to the pound rather than the French twenty-four to the pound – that

  made for a more deadly impact, and their superior shooting skills. ‘The French at that time fired all by ranks, which can never do equal execution with our platoon-firing, especially when six

  platoons are fired together.’




  Aside from a period of garrison duty in Ireland, teaching tactics to other soldiers, Parker, now a Captain of Grenadiers, stayed in Flanders for the remainder of the war against France. The

  Royal Regiment of Ireland had acquitted itself very well, winning four battle honours at Blenheim, Ramillies, Oudenarde and Malplaquet. In 1713, however, when it came to winding down operations and

  preparing for their return to Britain, the Irish felt they were being treated less then generously.




  Stationed in Ghent, they were unhappy at the quality of their food, but behind this was a deeper concern that when they were disbanded they would lose all the pay owed to them. A handful of

  Irishmen planned a mutiny in which they would kill any officers that opposed them and ransack the Flemish town. When the time came for action, they were joined by a few hundred

  other soldiers and barricaded themselves in a building, sending their demands to the generals. The commanders responded by bringing in four artillery pieces and Irish Inniskilling Dragoons.




  Surrounded, the mutineers hoped to negotiate themselves out of trouble, but the generals insisted they lay down their arms and surrender unconditionally. The leading mutineers proposed to fight

  it out, but the other soldiers seized them and handed them over, hoping for mercy. ‘A court-martial was immediately held,’ recalled Parker, ‘and ten of the chiefs were found

  guilty, and executed on the spot.’




  While the other British regiments were sent home, Parker and the Irishmen were kept in Ghent for another year. Their loyalty was further tested when they were sent to suppress Jacobites in

  Scotland during the rising of 1715. The following year, the Royal Irish were sent to Oxford to quell the riotous activities of students. Ordered to leave their swords and muskets in their barracks,

  the Irishmen took up cudgels and aggressively patrolled the streets of the university town. ‘The scholars were never before known to keep so close to their Colleges,’ noted Parker. In

  1717, he decided to leave his regiment and sold his commission for a good sum. Parker retired to Ireland to live near Cork.




  Gerald O’Connor’s fighting career also came to an end with the conclusion of the War of the Spanish Succession in 1714, but he stayed in the French army until 1731, when he was sixty

  years old. He became a major in Lord Clare’s regiment of exiled Irishmen, part of the Irish Brigade. His eldest son also took command in this regiment and, on Gerald’s retirement,

  invited him to a regimental banquet. It was to be a disappointing moment for the veteran soldier as none of the assembled officers remembered his old war chief, Patrick Sarsfield.




  Further disappointment came when O’Connor returned to his home county of Offaly in central Ireland. Compared to Paris, the city of Dublin seemed mean and squalid; Catholics were

  discriminated against and regarded as second-class citizens, while his own family had integrated themselves within the Protestant establishment. O’Connor stayed barely six months. When he

  returned for one more time, the country was ravaged by famine and he was pleased to get back home – to France – where he died at the age of seventy-nine.




  ‘France is no longer the France of the great king,’ wrote O’Connor in the year before he died, referring to Louis XIV, who had passed away in 1715. ‘But I have hopes for

  the future of the noble land which has caught to its heart the Irish exiles and has placed them high on the roll of her renowned armies.’ He contemplated his old sword, which he had wielded

  in so many battles, and trusted that his descendants would draw it, ‘should the occasion arise in the service of the nation which has given us the [Irish] Brigade, and, whether in good or

  evil fortune, will prove themselves worthy of their people and their name’.




  To France, O’Connor concluded, he owed everything that made life most prized – his wife, children, friends and home. ‘I love her as if she were a second mother. Yet my thoughts

  often turn to our fallen Offaly, the scenes of my boyhood and first youth, to the castle by the lake, to our broken clansmen ...’ It was to be the lot of so many Irishmen fighting abroad

  – a passion for their adopted home but nostalgia for their lost land.




  

    *


  




  Patrick Sarsfield and his Jacobites might be the most famous of the Wild Geese, but they were not the only Catholic Irish soldiers to seek a better future abroad in foreign

  armies. Earlier flights of Catholic Irishmen had supplied warriors for the Spanish king in the sixteenth century. William Stanley was an officer loyal to Elizabeth I during her conquest of Ireland

  in the 1580s, but he was also a secret Catholic. When he was commissioned by the Queen to raise a unit of Irishmen for service in the war against Catholic Spain in the Netherlands, he took his

  troops to the Low Countries but switched sides and the Irish joined the army of the king of Spain. In 1588, if the Spanish Armada had destroyed the English fleet, Stanley and his Irish soldiers

  would have joined the invasion of England.




  Throughout the seventeenth century, rebel Irishmen saw Catholic Spain as a possible patron and saviour against Protestant England. Oliver Cromwell’s ruthless suppression of the Catholics

  in Ireland encouraged further military emigration, but by the end of the century, Louis XIV’s France had supplanted Spain as the leading Catholic power in Europe and many

  Irishmen preferred service in the French army rather than the Spanish, where conditions were reputed to be better. Strong links remained, however, between Ireland and Spain and by the early

  eighteenth century there were three Irish infantry regiments in the Spanish army, called Hibernia, Ultonia and Irlanda. Service in the Spanish army was now not so much about striking back at

  Protestant England, but about pursuing a profitable career. Aside from Irishmen motivated by religion and nationalism, this was the other great strand of Irish military history – the

  adventurer travelling the world in search of a fortune. Alexander O’Reilly was one of these Irish soldiers in Spanish service.




  Born in County Meath, O’Reilly was taken by his Catholic father to Spain where he was enrolled in a school for priests in Saragossa. At the age of eleven, he decided he preferred the idea

  of a military life, and as an officer cadet entered the ranks of the Hibernia infantry regiment with its banner of a gold harp on a blue background. In 1741, aged eighteen, he fought against the

  Austrians, allies of Britain, in Italy in the War of the Austrian Succession (1741–48). Badly wounded in a battle near Bologna, he lay with the dead and wounded all night on the battlefield

  before he was taken prisoner by the Austrians. O’Reilly must have been impressed by his captors, because when he had recovered from his wounds and was released, he asked for permission to

  serve with the Austrians, then fighting against the Prussians. His plan was to study the tactics of the Prussians, amongst the greatest soldiers in Europe, and bring this information back to Spain.

  The Spanish were impressed by his diligence and promoted him to the rank of brigadier.




  With money and status assured, O’Reilly was still hungry for adventure and he found this in the New World. In the eighteenth century, the Americas were a wide-open territory where Spain,

  Britain and France competed for control over wealthy colonies. In 1769, O’Reilly was selected to lead a 2,000-strong expeditionary force to establish Spanish control over French-occupied New

  Orleans and the territory of Louisiana. The land had been ceded to Spain by the British as a result of their victory over France in the Seven Years War (1756–63). This was to compensate the

  Spanish for the British having taken their colony of Florida, but it meant the Spanish had to deal with the French colonists. Just a year earlier, the French settlers had

  expelled the Spanish governor of New Orleans. It was up to O’Reilly to reassert Spanish authority and this he did with merciless efficiency. Five of the leading French rebels were executed

  and five more sent to prison in Spanish-held Cuba. The rest were pardoned if they pledged loyalty to the Spanish crown.




  Having broken the French rebels and added a major colony to the Spanish Empire, O’Reilly was richly rewarded. He was now no longer simply a professional soldier, but joined the governing

  classes. Granted the title of the Count of O’Reilly, he was appointed captain general of the military region of New Castile in central Spain – not bad for a lad from County Meath. But,

  having risen to the upper levels of Spanish society, he then he made a dreadful error. In 1775, O’Reilly was entrusted with the task of defeating the Moorish pirates who were attacking

  Spanish shipping in the Mediterranean. The Irish general decided to tackle the pirates in their bases along the North African coast and launched a punitive raid on Algiers, but as his soldiers

  landed on the beaches, the corsairs, who had been given advance warning of the operation, ambushed them. Moorish marksmen picked off hundreds of Spaniards as they stepped off their boats onto the

  sand and O’Reilly was forced to order a humiliating retreat. Although it was not his fault directly, O’Reilly took the blame for this disaster and his punishment was exile to an island

  off the North African coast.




  The Spanish king valued O’Reilly too highly to let this exile last long and, after a year, he was brought back to command Spanish troops in Andalusia. It was the time of the American War

  of Independence and O’Reilly helped plan assaults on British possessions in the Caribbean. Almost twenty years later, O’Reilly was still soldiering, and he ended his days as a

  seventy-year-old general readying himself to oppose Napoleon during the wars of the French Revolution. He died from a stroke before he could test his military skills against Bonaparte. It was an

  extraordinary military career that showed how far an Irishman could progress in a foreign army. Other ambitious Irishmen in the eighteenth century, like O’Reilly, served in Austrian, German,

  Swedish, Italian and Russian armies. One even acquired the extravagant title of General Johann-Sigismund Maguire von Inniskillin, when he served the Emperor of Austria as

  governor of Carinthia, while another, known as Count Iosiph Kornilovich O’Rourke, rode with the Tsar’s cavalry against Napoleon. For many less high-flying Irishmen, however, the road to

  foreign adventure lay in joining the British Army, and they enrolled in their thousands to fight for that leading Irish-born general – the Duke of Wellington.




  
 







  Chapter 3




  Wellington’s Irish Storm Troopers




  Arthur Wesley (later Wellesley), the Duke of Wellington – one of Britain’s greatest military commanders – was born in Ireland in 1769. His father was

  descended from an English family that had lived in Ireland for generations, and had been a member of the Irish House of Commons before being ennobled in the Irish House of Lords. Their country

  house, Dangan Castle, was in County Meath, and their townhouse in Upper Merrion Street, Dublin. Soon after his birth, however, the Wesley family moved to London, where his father struggled to

  maintain their lifestyle in rented rooms in Knightsbridge. Arthur was sent to Eton, where he would learn to speak without the Irish accent his father considered might be a disadvantage in polite

  society.




  It is frequently suggested that Wellington took no pride in his Irish birthplace. ‘Being born in a stable’, he is claimed to have said, ‘does not make a man a horse.’ In

  fact, this quote was misattributed to him by the nationalist politician Daniel O’Connell, who wanted to repeal the Act of Union that had brought Ireland and Britain together into a United

  Kingdom in 1801. In truth, Wellington spent much of his early adult life in Ireland and was elected MP for Trim in 1790 and sat in the Irish Parliament. It was during this election campaign that he

  spoke out against Henry Grattan, leader of the Irish nationalist movement and a distant relation of William Grattan, a soldier of the Connaught Rangers. Wellington understood

  the turmoil in his island, later saying, ‘Show me an Irishman and I’ll show you a man whose anxious wish it is to see his country independent of Great Britain.’ But he advocated

  force to keep Ireland part of the Union.




  Wellington began his military career as an ensign in a Highland regiment, the 73rd Foot, but served in at least one thoroughly Irish unit, the 18th Light Dragoons (later, the 18th King’s

  Irish Hussars) – known jokingly as the ‘Drogheda Cossacks’ – as a captain from 1791–93. It was during this time in Dublin, enlivened by much socializing and gambling,

  that he met the daughter of Lord Longford, but his offer of marriage was turned down by her brother, who considered Wellington to be in debt and having few prospects. Profoundly upset by this

  rejection, Wellington vowed to dedicate himself to his military career and over the next decade rose steadily through the British Army. After gaining some of his toughest combat experience in

  India, Wellington returned to Britain as a much admired military commander. Elected an MP to the British Parliament, he was appointed Chief Secretary for Ireland, but gave up his political career

  in 1807 to continue his soldiering, and was sent to Portugal in 1808. There, he became commander-in-chief of the British Army and fought a six-year conflict – the Peninsular War –

  against the French forces of Napoleon that had invaded Spain and Portugal.




  Irishmen formed a significant part of the British Army in the Peninsular War. At least five regiments were raised in Ireland. These included the 4th (Royal Irish) Dragoon Guards, the 18th

  King’s Irish Hussars, the 27th (Inniskilling) Foot, the 87th (Prince of Wales’s Irish) Foot and the 88th (Connaught Rangers) Foot. It has been estimated that of the rest of the foot and

  cavalry regiments in the British Army, between 30 and 40 per cent of their ranks were also filled with Irishmen. Such a dependency on Irish military manpower was a complete reversal of the

  situation for much of the previous century.




  Following the battle of the Boyne and the Williamite War of the late seventeenth century against James II, the fear of resurgent Catholicism meant that Irish Catholics had been banned from

  serving in the British Army since 1701. Even Irish Protestants were not officially welcomed into the army as it was thought any Irishman could be a latent papist. But the final defeat of the

  Jacobite cause at the battle of Culloden in 1746 and Britain’s growing military commitments around the globe slowly relaxed the British attitude to Irish Catholic recruits

  and, by the 1770s, an oath of allegiance to the crown was deemed to be sufficient to allow Catholics to serve abroad in the British Army. The threat of invasion during the French Revolutionary Wars

  hastened the recruitment of Irishmen, and the Act of Union in 1801 consolidated their valued presence in the British Army. It was a combined force of Irish, English and Scots soldiers that

  Wellington led to Portugal.




  

    *


  




  From the deck of the transport ship Samaritan, docking in Lisbon harbour on 29 October 1809, Dublin-born subaltern William Grattan was very impressed by what he saw.

  Exquisite buildings stood like an amphitheatre before him, with lush gardens and sumptuous orange groves adding an exotic richness to the view. Yet when he stepped off the ship, he was less than

  charmed by the local citizens he had come so far to defend against Napoleon and the invading French. ‘I confess I was inexpressibly disgusted,’ recalled the seventeen-year-old ensign.

  ‘The squalid appearance of those half-amphibious animals, their complexion, their famished looks, and their voracious entreaties for salt pork ... was sufficient to stamp them in my eyes as

  the most ill-looking set of cut-throats I had ever beheld.’
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