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INTRODUCTION


Implicit in the use of the phrase ‘at all costs’ is the desperate need to attain an objective or maintain an existing position, for the greater good of the whole. A unit can be set an at-all-costs mission in either an offensive or a defensive context. The common factor is urgency, time being the most valuable commodity on the battlefield. In the majority of cases, of course, while senior officers might decree that an action is to be fought irrespective of cost, comparatively few are pressed to such a conclusion. In those that are, it is usually the junior leaders who have provided the driving force and for this reason alone they are worth examining in some detail. A curious feature of this type of action is that, rare as it is, several can occur in one battle or in successive battles fought within days of one another. This phenomenon has produced what in the British Army would be described as Victoria Cross battles, although examples exist in the histories of all first-class armies.


The key can obviously be identified as motivation, yet in some of the examples studied the units involved were fresh while in others they were close to exhaustion, so clearly their experiences, perspectives and outlooks were different. But I was convinced that a common factor existed and in my search I was drawn to Lord Moran’s classic The Anatomy of Courage. Moran, who served as a medical officer with an infantry battalion during the First World War, defines courage as willpower. He makes the point that every man goes into action with a credit balance of courage in his moral bank account, and he accepts that the size of the balance will vary according to individuals. Withdrawals from the balance occur when a man is exposed to constant fear and danger, bad living conditions, boredom and failure. Ultimately, if too many withdrawals are made, the balance enters a minus quantity and the man concerned becomes a danger to himself and those around him. Conversely, as Moran says, ‘If a soldier is always using up his capital he may from time to time add to it. There is a paying in as well as a paying out.’ Some of these deposits in the account are simply the inverse of the withdrawals, but others exist and some can provide an extremely powerful source of motivation.


Moran also stresses the obvious truth that morale is a collective as well as an individual force. It follows, therefore, that any unit receiving a sudden infusion of this kind, from whatever source, becomes a formidable opponent. Fear is suppressed by complete absorption in the work to be done; self-preservation is replaced by the need to destroy the enemy.


The examples I have chosen cover a wide spectrum of modern military history and have been selected because they illustrate the point very well indeed. Some are well known, others less so; many others exist. They take place on widely differing battlefields against a background of expanding weapon technology and firepower, yet the moral factors remain constant throughout.


I have begun with Minden where, as the result of a mistake, six British and three Hanoverian battalions advanced in isolation against the French army. By all the rules they should have been wiped out, but they absorbed the worst the enemy’s artillery could throw at them, destroyed his cavalry and chased his infantry off the field. As the French commander was undoubtedly told after the battle, it simply should not have happened.


Balaclava was the archetypal Victoria Cross battle. Logic dictated that the 93rd Highlanders should have been ridden down and the Heavy Brigade destroyed, yet together they removed the threat to the British army’s supply line. The Light Brigade was destroyed, although its now legendary courage and discipline further demoralized the beaten enemy.


During the Indian Mutiny it was a moot point whether the small, disease-ridden force of British and Indian soldiers on the Ridge outside Delhi was besieging the much larger force of mutineers within the city, or vice versa. In the end, though fearful risks were taken, it was the fierce motivation of the former that carried the day.


At the battle of Gettysburg the courage of those defending an insignificant hillock named Little Round Top lasted for a few critical minutes longer than that of their opponents. If Little Round Top had fallen the entire Union line would have been placed in jeopardy and the probability is that Lee’s Confederates would have won, at the least, a limited victory. There would have been no need for the magnificent tragedy of Pickett’s Charge the following day and the course of the war, if not its ultimate ending, might well have been different.


The Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1 had a profound effect upon subsequent European history. Arguably, the result of the war was decided in two consecutive battles, Vionville – Mars-la-Tour on 16 August 1870 and Gravelotte – St-Privat two days later. In both the French came very close to victory and inflicted by far the heavier loss. At Vionville only the self-sacrificial cavalry charge known as von Bredow’s Death Ride saved the Germans from a potentially disastrous situation. At Gravelotte – St-Privat the German right was heavily defeated and the outcome of the battle depended on what took place on the left. Here the Prussian Guard Corps sustained no fewer than 8,000 casualties in twenty minutes and was pinned down during an ill-conceived attack. When the moment came, however, the guardsmen stormed their objective and caused the French to retreat.


Today, in less idealistic times, we can view the despatch of the tiny Desert Column to the relief of General Gordon, besieged in Khartoum, as an example of political cynicism at its worst. If the column succeeded, well and good; if it were wiped out, no great harm was done. Against all probability, it survived the desert, beat the dervishes in two pitched battles, advanced to within sight of Khartoum and returned to tell the tale. Just for once, mud was left sticking to political fingers.


On 21 May 1940 not even the most optimistic imagined that the Allied counter-attack at Arras would produce significant results, yet it smashed through the flank of Major-General Erwin Rommel’s 7th Panzer Division and induced a panic which spread to the neighbouring SS Division Totenkopf. Such was the alarm it generated at the highest command levels that the apparently unstoppable drive of the German armour was suspended for 24 hours. This, in turn, was to have a direct bearing on the success of the Dunkirk evacuation.


‘Valiant dust’ was the term used by an official historian to describe those British, American and German soldiers who died fighting for possession of Longstop Hill, strategically situated at the mouth of the Medjerda valley in Tunisia. In the end, the most important summit fell to a ferocious bayonet charge by just thirty men of the 8th Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders, almost all that remained of the battalion’s rifle companies.


The Anglo-American crossings of the Waal during Operation ‘Market Garden’ also provided examples of supreme courage and motivation. When the US III/504th Parachute Infantry crossed in assault boats it seemed as though none would survive to reach the far bank. Those that did swarmed ashore and overwhelmed the defence in a series of furious local attacks. In the mistaken belief that the far end of the road bridge was in friendly hands, a troop of tanks from the Guards Armoured Division charged across, knowing that the bridge might be blown at any moment and, against odds, fought their way through to link up with the Americans.


The parachute descent of the US 503rd Parachute Infantry on to tiny and very dangerous drop zones on Corregidor Island required nerves of steel in itself, but subsequently demands of a different kind were made on the men’s courage for several days. It was not so much that the Japanese preferred to fight to the death rather than surrender, but rather the knowledge that the island’s vast underground bunkers contained huge stocks of ammunition which the enemy would not hesitate to explode if he thought he could take some of the attackers with him. Many Americans were killed in this way, but the pressure was maintained until the island was secure.


Finally, on 28 May 1982 the 2nd Battalion The Parachute Regiment, outnumbered, fought its way through a series of prepared positions in depth on the open terrain of a narrow isthmus to liberate Goose Green settlement and win the United Kingdom’s first victory of the Falklands conflict. It was a victory which destroyed the Argentine belief that any prospect existed of winning the war.


Taken together, these episodes refute the suggestion that God is always on the side of the big battalions. Rather, they confirm the saying that in war the relationship of the moral to the physical is in the ratio of three to one. As he considers each one in turn, the reader can decide for himself the source or sources of the motivation involved. For what they are worth, my own conclusions are set out in the Postscript.




1
THE DRUMS OF MINDEN


1 August 1759


Until the outbreak of the French Revolution, the wars of 18th-century Europe were essentially dynastic struggles waged by small professional armies, and were notable for the absence of the fanaticism that characterized the religious conflicts that had gone before and the wars between nation states that were to follow. In much of Europe, and in particular the smaller central states, patriotism as we Understand the word today did not exist, although in the larger western states such as the United Kingdom and France there was a growing sense of nationality. By and large populations were little motivated by their rulers’ quarrels, unless they were directly threatened, and the latter found difficulty in filling the ranks of their regiments.


Soldiering, in fact, was a despised profession. As Dr Werner Holtfort, the German historian, comments, any man who chose to ‘go for a soldier’ faced a life of Angst vor Verwundung, Schmerz und Tod – fear and wounds, pain and death – but this was only part of the story. Inevitably, strict discipline was required to keep men in line during a close-range firefight in which every detail of the enemy’s uniform was visible. Infringements of the disciplinary code, in action or out, could attract varying degrees of retribution, including hanging and flogging. The Prussian Army was noted for painful methods of correction intended to return the offender to robotic obedience, but most armies employed similar if less severe disciplinary systems. ‘You’re not paid to think!’ has been the sergeant-major’s traditional rebuke to the private soldier since time immemorial, and in this era it meant exactly what it said. When he was paid, the private received rather less money than a farm labourer, subject to a variety of stoppages.


It would be wrong, however, to judge the brutalities of the 18th century by the standards pertaining on the fringes of the 21st. If the soldier’s life was harsh, so too could be that of the civilian. One could be hanged or flogged for very little, or deprived of work and even turned out of house and home, with little or no support being provided by the scant social security systems of the day. Thus, while armies might attract a few genuine volunteers, most of the men had been driven to enlist by the desperate need to support themselves. Other sources of recruits were mercenaries and the pettiest of criminals whom the magistrates had offered enlistment as an alternative to prison; some rulers also resorted to be chosen were permitted, if they could afford it, to employ a substitute to serve in their place.


There was another side to the coin. When a man joined his regiment, usually at a time when his self-esteem was at a low ebb, he found himself in an enclosed society isolated from the civilian community which despised it. Within that society he was accepted at quite a different valuation by his fellows, and from the shared experience of hard times together in the field would grow comradeship, one of the priceless bonds which hold a regiment together in times of crisis. Again, the Duke of Marlborough, recognizing that most of those in the ranks were soldiers only because life offered them no alternative, had ensured that responsibility for his men’s welfare became an essential part of an officer’s duties. The result was that in British regiments an excellent relationship existed between officers and men, despite the wide social gulf which separated them. Together, these elements produced in the soldier a sense of belonging to a strictly regulated and hierarchical family which none the less accepted him and accorded him the respect he earned. It was, too, a family in whose achievements he could take some personal pride and one which he was unlikely to let down. By the middle of the 18th century, therefore, regimental spirit within the British Army was already well developed and was a formidable factor in itself.


In the summer of 1756 the Emperors of Austria and Russia joined forces with the Kings of France, Sweden and Saxony in an attempt to curb the power and territorial ambitions of Frederick the Great of Prussia. The United Kingdom, already engaged in active hostilities against the French in North America and India, supported Prussia, not least because the kings of England were also kings of Hanover and their continental territories were menaced by the anti-Fredrician alliance. At first British support for Frederick was purely financial, but in 1758 a force consisting of six cavalry and six infantry regiments, with supporting artillery, was dispatched to Germany under Lieutenant-General Lord George Sackville, where it joined a composite Hanoverian-Hessian-Brunswicker-Prussian army under the overall command of Duke Ferdinand of Brunswick.


Ferdinand was pleased by the addition of British infantry to his strength, albeit in such small numbers, for during the previous half-century it had established a reputation it had not enjoyed since the days when the English longbow had dominated the battlefields of western Europe. It was steady in action, its first discipline was excellent and its musketry techniques had recently undergone a major refinement which required the troops to aim at a specific target rather than simply at the enemy line opposite. The firepower of the Royal Artillery, too, had been increased by fitting the guns with a simple breech elevating screw in place of the old wedge, the position of which had to be checked with every shot. Moreover, the British had always got on well with the Hanoverians, who wore much the same scarlet uniforms as themselves. ‘They get drunk very comfortably together,’ wrote Sackville. ‘And talk and sing a vast deal without understanding one syllable of what they say to one another.’


Sackville was an experienced officer, and in some respects a good one. He was, for example, concerned for his men’s welfare and had recently put an end to the practice of stopping fourpence a week from their meagre wages to pay for their tentage. On the other hand, he was moody, stubborn, cantankerous, devious and on bad terms with too many people for them all to be in the wrong. Unfortunately, among those to whom he took a dislike was Ferdinand, maybe because of personal jealousy or perhaps because the Duke was known to have lined his pockets with some of the British subsidies paid to Frederick.


As with other wars of the period, the Seven Years War, as it became known, consisted of long periods of manoeuvring punctuated by infrequent battles. Armies were expensive and difficult to maintain and their commanders were understandably reluctant to hazard them unless victory seemed certain. Even then, whether battles were won or lost, large-scale desertions inevitably followed in their wake. To recount the movements of Ferdinand’s army in these circumstances would be very tedious indeed. Suffice it to say that by the end of July 1759 his French opponent, the Marquis Louis de Contades, had forced him back to the line of the Weser near the fortified town of Minden, where he would be compelled to fight a battle if Hanover were not to be overrun.


The problem was that Contades, with some 60,000 men and 162 guns, had adopted an extremely strong position with his right covered by Minden and the river, his centre protected by marshland through which ran a stream known as the Bastau, and his left resting on wooded hills to the south-west. Ferdinand knew that to attack Contades’ position with only 45,000 men and 170 guns would be extremely foolish. He decided, therefore, that while a detachment under the Hereditary Prince of Brunswick menaced the French supply route near Herford, he would entice Contades from his position and fight on ground of his own choosing. The bait would consist of another detachment of 10,000 men under Lieutenant-General von Wangenheim, apparently posted in isolation at the ominously named village of Todtenhausen (Houses of the Dead) some two miles down-river from Minden. Contades, sensing a quick and easy victory, would attempt to snap up the prize, little suspecting that the remainder of Ferdinand’s army was within striking distance and would immediately close in on his left flank as soon as he moved forward.


Contades almost certainly read Ferdinand’s mind, but as the latter had deliberately spread his picquets over a wide area to convey an impression of dispersion, he believed that he could probably overwhelm Wangenheim’s detachment before the Anglo-German army could intervene. Ferdinand, having lost so great a portion of his strength, would have to withdraw and the way would be open for the invasion of Hanover. On 31 July Contades, believing that the risks were acceptable, ordered eight bridges to be constructed over the Bastau in preparation for the move forward.


By midnight every detail of his plan was in Ferdinand’s hands. The story of how this came about may seem to belong more to the world of the Brothers Grimm than to military history, but it is included in most German and some British accounts of the battle and, as the event itself had a bearing on the conduct of operations, the probability is that its substance is true. Contades, it seems, wished to inform the commander of his depot at Herford of his intended movements, almost certainly to warn him that he was on the point of resuming his advance into Hanover so that the necessary supplies could be dispatched forward when the moment came. However, as we have seen, the Hereditary Prince’s troops were active between Minden and Herford and, rather than risk the capture of a regular courier, Contades decided that his message would be carried by a German civilian, who would be offered certain incentives and attract less attention. He sent for a Minden shoemaker named Heinrich Lohrmann and told him to make a sample pair of military shoes. The shoes were delivered and Lohrmann was asked to wait while they were examined. He was then told to walk to Herford in them and present them to the depot commander who would, if satisfied, order several thousand more pairs. Lohrmann understood sufficient French to know that matters were not quite as straightforward as they seemed. He also knew that his work had been tampered with and, examining the shoes at the first opportunity, discovered the plans sewn into the soles. He walked not to Herford but to Ferdinand’s headquarters at Hille, which he reached at about midnight.


It was understandable that Ferdinand might suspect Contades was engaged in some game of double-bluff but he could not afford to take the chance. At 01.00 he had the entire army turned out of its tents and stood to, although beyond this there was nothing he could do but await developments. Somewhat earlier, at about 22.00, two figures had approached the picquet at Hartum through the gathering dusk. They had been unable to respond to the challenge Albert’ with And Augsburg,’ the night’s password and, having been promptly arrested, identified themselves as French deserters from the Regiment de Picardie. For some reason the Prince of Anhalt, commanding the outpost line, did not send them back to Ferdinand’s headquarters until 03.30, and they did not reach Hille until 04.00. Here they confirmed that Contades’ troops had been crossing the Bastau for several hours and were advancing on Todtenhausen. Realizing that not a moment was to be lost, Ferdinand gave the order to march.


The Duke’s preparations for the coming battle had been very thorough. His army had camped in eight columns, the order in which it was to make its approach march, so that, on reaching the edge of the battlefield, the columns merely had to deploy and the line of battle would be formed. First light began to appear at about 04.30 and as the columns neared Minden Heath the smoke of battle could be seen hanging heavily near Todtenhausen. As yet, the thunder of the guns could not be heard because it was being carried away by the same howling wind which had smothered the sound of French movements during the night, although the heavy rain which had accompanied it had now cleared.


Details of Contades’ deployment became apparent. He had brought his entire army forward and it was now occupying a semi-circular position with its right on the Weser and its left on the Bastau marshes. Contrary to the custom of the day, his cavalry was massed in the centre of the line and his two wings consisted of infantry, a formation almost certainly adopted because only the firm heathland in the middle of the battlefield offered good going for his horsemen. Ferdinand’s deployment, when completed, followed the conventional pattern with cavalry on the wings and infantry in the centre, prolonged on the left by von Wangenheim’s detachment, which was experiencing no difficulty in holding its own.


We are concerned only with the part played in the battle by Ferdinand’s three columns on the right flank. No. 1 Column, commanded by Lord George Sackville, consisted of fourteen British and ten Hanoverian cavalry squadrons. It was late moving off because Sackville had overslept and, for various reasons, he was now in the foulest of moods. Already irritated by his hurried transit from bed to saddle without so much as a bite of breakfast, he perversely bristled with resentment that Ferdinand had not troubled to consult him during the events of the night for, after all, was he not simultaneously commander of the army’s British contingent and commander of the cavalry on the right wing? He was determined to teach Ferdinand a lesson, namely that he was not a man to be taken for granted. Sackville’s second-in-command, the Marquis of Granby, who would lead the brigade’s second line when it was formed, had also annoyed him. Granby was an honest, straightforward soldier, not in the least given to politicking and plots, and Lord George found such men difficult to understand.


The cavalry brigade was approaching Hahlen in column of squadrons when a messenger arrived from Ferdinand with orders that it should form two lines and await further instructions. Sackville complied and, as a cannon ball thumped into the ground nearby, not unkindly told the brigade chaplain to make himself scarce. Fighting was already taking place in Hahlen, where Anhalt and his Hessians were clearing some French infantry from the village. When this task was completed Captain Foy’s British light artillery brigade, equipped with four light 12pdr guns, three light 6pdrs and two 5½in howitzers, moved up parallel with the village and began duelling with guns on the left of the French line.
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No. 2 Column, on the cavalry’s left, was commanded by Major Haase and contained the heavy artillery of the army’s right wing. This included a British heavy artillery brigade of ten 12pdr guns under Captain Macbean. In view of the manner in which the battle developed it is worth mentioning that at this stage of its development the Royal Artillery employed neither its own horse teams nor drivers. Both were hired from civilian contractors as the need arose, with the obvious disadvantage that, if the situation turned nasty, the drivers were inclined to take themselves and their horses off the field altogether.


To the left and somewhat in advance of the artillery column was No. 3 Column under Lieutenant-General August Friedrich von Spoercken, consisting of the six British infantry regiments and both battalions of the Hanoverian Guard Regiment, joined by one battalion of another Hanoverian regiment, Hardenberg’s from Major-General von Schele’s Column No 4, and Captain Drummond’s British light artillery brigade, equipped with two light 12pdr guns, three light 6pdrs and four 5½in howitzers. Further firepower could be provided by the infantry’s light 6pdr battalion guns, normally issued on the scale of two per battalion, giving a maximum possible total of eighteen. Little is known of the part played by these weapons in the battle, although they were certainly present.


This was the heyday of the proprietorial system, when colonels purchased command of their regiments and were allowed an annual sum by the government to administer them. Each regiment had an official number but was more commonly known by its colonel’s name. To avoid confusion arising in the case of the British regiments, therefore, both are set out below, together with the names by which they became known to later generations.


12th (Napier’s) – The Suffolk Regiment


20th (Kingsley’s) – The Lancashire Fusiliers


23rd (Hulke’s) – The Royal Welch Fusiliers


25th (Howe’s) – The King’s Own Scottish Borderers


37th (Stuart’s) – The Hampshire Regiment


51st (Brudenell’s) – The King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry


With the exception of Drummond’s guns, which moved forward and to the right to join Foy’s in engaging the French artillery, Spoercken’s column deployed neatly into two lines in a shallow hollow behind a belt of trees. The first line, commanded by Major-General Waldegrave, was formed, from right to left, by the 12th, 37th, 23rd and the Hanoverian Guard Regiment; the second, under Major General Kingsley, by the 20th, 51st and 25th, with Hardenberg’s coming up on the left to fall in behind the Guards. Each regiment was formed in three ranks with the Colours in the centre and the battalion guns on its flanks. Absent were their grenadier companies, consisting of the tallest and best soldiers, which, in accordance with the customs of the time, had already been brigaded into composite regiments and were now fighting hard at Todtenhausen under Wangenheim. A modern observer of Spoercken’s line of battle would undoubtedly remark that the size of its men was not impressive; a notable exception was the 23rd which, with an average height of five feet eight inches, is said to have towered above the rest, a tribute to the efficiency of its recruiting sergeants.


At a little after 06.00 one of Ferdinand’s aides, a Count Taube, arrived with an order for Spoercken that he would advance at the sound of the drum. Drums were the usual method of co-ordinating movement on the battlefield and Ferdinand obviously meant that his own drummers would give the signal; almost certainly, this would not take place before the army’s line had been formed to his satisfaction. Spoercken passed on the order to Waldegrave, his leading brigadier, speaking in French, their only common language. The triple translation produced exactly the reverse of what Ferdinand had intended, for Waldegrave interpreted the order to mean advance to the sound of the drum. His drummers beat the Advance and the first line moved forward. Kingsley’s second line, in which the sergeants were still bustling about with their pikes, attending to the dressing, stepped off minutes later. Taube, horrified, turned about and galloped back to Spoercken. Ferdinand, too, had observed the movement and sent more of his aides spurring to halt it, which they succeeded in doing just short of the trees.


As to what happened next, no explanation has survived, nor can one be offered. The drums began to roll again and both lines set off through the trees and on to the open heathland beyond. Even by the standards of the Age of Elegance they presented a splendid sight with rank upon rank of high white gaiters, scarlet coats and black tricorne hats, all marching steadily in perfect step and with perfect dressing, Colours streaming from their poles in the high wind. Points of light sparkled from bayonets fixed to shouldered muskets, and from the pikes of the sergeants and junior officers. Here and there the drummers, wearing grenadiers’ mitre caps and coats of the regimental facing colour or scarlet laced with gold, added an additional splash of brightness to the scene. On they marched, heading straight for the massed ranks of the French cavalry, apparently doomed as they came under fire from the enemy’s artillery, supplemented by that of the Regiments of Condé and Aquitaine, delivered at extreme musketry range.


Fortunately, among the preserved accounts of the battle are letters written by two junior officers, Lieutenant Hugh Montgomery of the 12th and Lieutenant Thomas Thomson of the 20th, both of which give vivid accounts of men going into action for the first time.


‘On the immediate sight of us’, wrote Thomson, ‘they opened a battery of eighteen heavy guns which from the nature of the ground, which was a plain, flanked this regiment in particular every foot we marched. Their cannon was ill-served at first, but they soon felt us and their shot took place so fast that every officer imagined the battalion would be taken off [i.e., destroyed] before we could get up to give a fire, notwithstanding we were then within a quarter of a mile of their left wing. I saw heads, legs and arms taken off. My right-hand file of men, not more than a foot from me, were all by one ball dashed to pieces and their blood flying all over me, this I must confess staggered me not a little but, on receiving a confusion in the bend of my right arm by a spent musket shot, it steadied me immediately, all apprehensions of hurt vanished, revenge and the care of the company I commanded took [their] place and I was then much more at ease than at this time. [He was writing from hospital in Minden nearly three weeks after the event.] All the time their left wing was pelting us with small arms, cannon and grape shot, and we were not suffered to fire, but stood tamely looking on whilst they at their leisure picked us off as you would small birds on a barn door. I cannot compare it with anything as their shot came full and thick, and had one quarter of them taken place [i.e., hit their target] there could not have been a man left.’


Montgomery’s experience, described in a letter to his mother, was very similar. ‘Now began the most disagreeable march that I ever had in my life, for we advanced more than a quarter of a mile thro’ a most furious fire from a most infernal battery of 18-pounders, which was first upon our front but, as we proceeded, bore upon our flank, and at last upon our rear. … At the beginning of the action I was almost knocked off my legs by my three right-hand men, who were killed and drove against me by a cannon ball – the same ball also killed two men close to Ward, whose post was in the rear of my platoon…. It might be imagined that this cannonade would render the regiments incapable of bearing the shock of unhurt troops drawn up long before on ground of their own choosing, but firmness and resolution will surmount almost any difficulty.’


The reason for this is, perhaps, provided by another, unnamed, subaltern of the 12th. ‘The soldiers, so far from being daunted by their falling comrades, breathed nothing but revenge; for my part, though at the beginning of the engagement I felt a kind of trepidation, yet I was so animated by the brave example of all around me, that when I received a slight wound by a musket ball slanting on my left side, it served only to exasperate me the more, and had I then received orders, I could with the greatest pleasure have rushed into the thick of the enemy.’


By now a situation had developed which the Duke of Fitzjames, commanding the French cavalry, could hardly ignore. The 12th were just 100 yards from his front rank, although, as the Anglo-Hanoverian line was oblique to his own, the Guard Regiment was at more than three times that distance. Spoercken had made no attempt to put his men into squares and, deployed as they were in line, they could simply be ridden over by a determined cavalry charge. Fitzjames had 63 squadrons available, drawn up in three lines, but to use them all against such a comparatively small if extremely impertinent force would create overcrowding and, in modern parlance, amount to overkill. He therefore ordered the Marquis de Castries to attack with eleven squadrons from the first line, drawn from the regiment’s Colonel-Generals Cravattes and Mestre de Camp.


Hearing the French trumpets and observing the stir in their ranks, Waldegrave halted his brigade in anticipation. While the horsemen increased their pace, the muskets were brought from the shoulder to the aim at the word of command. As the gap closed the tension became unbearable. Not until the thundering squadrons were ten paces (25–30 feet) distant was the order to fire given. We do not know whether the volleys were regimental, grand division (two companies), company, platoon or ranks in succession, but we do know that each round was aimed. A tremendous blast exploded along the front of the brigade and the French seemed to ride into an invisible wall which brought whole troops crashing to the ground in a screaming, kicking welter of horses and riders. Thomson, watching from behind, recalled that the enemy was given, ‘… such a terrible fire that not even lions could have come on, such a number of them fell both horses and men that it made it difficult for those not touched to retire’. Only on the extreme right of the British line were the French able to press home their attack, albeit briefly. ‘They rode down two companies on the right of our regiment,’ wrote Montgomery, ‘wounded three officers, took one of them prisoner with our artillery lieutenant and whipped off the tumbrells [i.e., carts containing ammunition for the battalion guns].’ Of those who had broken through, five were bayonetted when the rear rank faced about and the rest made off, having caused rather less damage than might be expected. It was clear, however, that the French cavalry was certainly not prepared to let the matter rest, for even as the survivors of their broken first line streamed away a larger body, drawn from the second line, could be seen forming up in preparation for another charge.


This was the moment for Sackville’s cavalry to intervene. Ferdinand had already dispatched a Hessian aide with orders for it to be formed into one line and advance to the left in support of the infantry. Sackville had no idea what was going on because his view of the battlefield was interrupted by the same belt of woodland behind which Spoercken had formed his brigades; nor had he taken steps to find out, although the roar of battle had risen to a point that indicated that a crisis was at hand. Once more, the conversation took place in French and, in fairness to Sackville, the aide merely indicated that the cavalry should advance to the support of the infantry. The brigade moved forward to a point near Hahlen then, finding no infantry in the vicinity, halted again. Now desperate to get the cavalry into action, Ferdinand dispatched one aide after another to Sackville who, believing that he had been sent on a fool’s errand, was now at his most obstructive and bloody-minded. When one aide referred simply to the British cavalry, Lord George was truly able to vent his spleen. Did His Serene Highness mean only the British cavalry? Were the Hanoverian regiments not required? Or did His Serene Highness really mean all the cavalry under Lord Sackville’s command? The aide had better find out and, while he was about it, verify in which direction the advance was to be made. At length one of the aides, in despair, galloped across to Granby who, understanding what was required at once, began to move off in the direction of Spoercken’s embattled troops. Sackville brought him up short with a direct order not to advance another foot, and there the brigade remained for the rest of the battle.


Mercifully, officers like Sackville were extremely rare and Spoercken’s troops were about to receive assistance from quite another quarter. Macbean’s heavy artillery brigade, part of No. 2 Column, had emerged from the forest track on which it had made part of its approach march and, leaving Sackville’s stationary cavalry on its right, was nearing the forward edge of the battle line. Once clear of the intervening belt of trees on the left, Macbean was able to take in the whole situation at a glance. Evidently a man of initiative and strong personality, he made the civilian drivers stir their cart-horses into a lumbering trot and brought his ten 12pdr guns into action wheel to wheel on a low spur, between Drummond’s and Foy’s brigades. Captain Phillips, in overall command of the British artillery, took control of all three brigades, concentrating their fire against the enemy’s guns, some 900 yards distant. Contades had allocated thirty guns to his left wing and of these, as we have seen, eighteen were engaging Spoercken’s infantry. This enabled Phillips to focus the attention of his guns and howitzers on each of the enemy sections in turn, systematically battering them into silence until, only ten minutes after Macbean had unlimbered, not a French gun remained in action. Heavily engaged though they were, Spoercken’s men would receive no further trouble from that quarter and Phillips, relieved of his primary responsibility, was able to switch his fire to fresh targets among the French infantry and cavalry.


Meanwhile, Fitzjames was bringing up troops to mount a second charge against the defiant scarlet rank in front of him. This time the attack would be made with fourteen squadrons of the Regiments Royal Etranger and Bourgogne, drawn from the second line. It was anticipated that the infantry would still be recovering from the shock of the first attack, but, against that, the charge would be made over ground already encumbered with dead and wounded men and horses; likewise, casualities were already being incurred from the first of Phillips’ guns, the roundshot and shells of which were slicing obliquely through the ranks as they formed.


The story of the second charge paralleled that of the first. Once again the French squadrons thundered towards the silent, waiting line of redcoats; once again, the latter delivered a series of shattering aimed volleys at point-blank range; and, once again, men and horses went down in heaps. Here and there sheer impetus carried small groups into deadly hedges of bayonets, where they were despatched. Once again, the broken survivors wheeled away to the rear.


Morale in Spoercken’s regiments soared. They now felt that they could handle anything the French threw at them and that they were just getting nicely into their stride, but there remained as much work for them to do as they had already done. Contades was now determined to wipe out the small Anglo-Hanoverian force which had inflicted such humiliation on the chivalry of France. His plan was that the infantry to the right and left of Fitzjames’ line would wheel forward on to the enemy’s flanks while the cavalry reserve mounted a third charge; assailed on three sides, Spoercken’s command would be overwhelmed. The idea was sound enough, but the timing of its execution was faulty. The French infantry on the right were checked when Ferdinand, watching the development of the battle closely, pushed forward several Hanoverian regiments from Schele’s No. 4 Column, and those on the left either did not receive or failed to act on their orders until the crisis was passed.


The cavalry reserve, commanded by Lieutenant-General the Marquis de Poyanne, was eighteen squadrons strong and consisted of two regiments, the Gendarmes and the Carabiniers, which were formed up on slightly lower ground than the two preceding lines and were hitherto invisible to the British artillery. Their sudden appearance therefore startled Phillips, but he quickly adjusted the lay of his guns. ‘They were going to gallop down sword in hand among our poor mangled regiments,’ wrote one of Macbean’s lieutenants, ‘but we clapt our matches to the ten guns and gave them such a salute as they little expected: for we mowed them down like standing corn.’


The casualties sustained did not deter either regiment, for they were the elite of the French cavalry; the Gendarmes, in fact, were part of the Maison du Roi, the King’s Household troops, and in their ranks rode many a scion of France’s noblest families. Poyanne, observing that the fallen mounts and riders from previous charges lay thickest opposite the right and centre of Waldegrave’s brigade, directed the axis of his own attack against the Hanoverian Guard Regiment on its left. For a moment it seemed as though the scarlet ranks were on the point of renewing their advance, but, knowing they were about to be attacked again, they were simply stepping forward a few paces to move clear of their casualties and close gaps.


Poyanne’s 1,500 horsemen came sweeping in like a tidal wave, absolutely confident that they could ride down their opponents, to discover in a sudden blast of flame and smoke that the Hanoverian musketry was just as terrible in its effects as the British. Sweeping round the Guards’ left, the right wing of the Gendarmes rode straight for Hardenberg’s Regiment, only to be shot out of their saddles before they could come to handstrokes. Nevertheless the charge came dangerously close to success. Some squadrons had managed to smash their way through gaps in the front line and for an instant Waldegrave’s brigade seemed lost. This, however, was the moment Kingsley’s regiments, the 20th, 51st and 25th, had been awaiting, for until now they had been required only to take punishment without handing out anything in return. A blaze of musket fire brought many troopers crashing to ground and others were dispatched in a short but vicious melee in which bayonet crossed sabre. Payonne fell, desperately wounded, and the remnants of his regiments fled. Of the 778 Gendarmes who had made the charge, 153 were killed or captured and more than 200 staggered into their own lines with wounds of varying severity.


During the brief pause that followed the Hanoverian Guards picked up six guidons and Hardenberg’s Regiment a further two. The Hanoverians also relieved their former owners of eight gold watches; very probably, expensive timepieces could also be seen dangling from a number of British waistcoats, too.


Contades, dumbfounded, could only remark: ‘I have seen what I never thought to be possible – a single line of infantry break through three lines of cavalry ranked in order of battle and tumble them to ruin’. Altogether, 43 squadrons had been destroyed and their survivors were milling around in a disorganized mob. Fitzjames had only twenty squadrons left, but did not dare commit them. For all practical purposes, the French cavalry had ceased to exist and, with it, the centre of Contades’ army.


It seems unfair that anything more should have been asked of Spoercken’s incredible infantry, but some of them were actually about to embark on the hardest fight of the day. In response to Contades’ earlier order, the Count de Lusace had brought forward the French and Saxon infantry on the left wing and this was now bearing down on their right flank. It was, as Montgomery put it, ‘a very ugly situation’ although Spoercken was equal to the occasion. While the rest of his troops remained facing Fitzjames’ routed cavalry, the 12th and 37th Regiments formed smartly to the right and so presented a front to the enemy’s leading rank, which consisted of the Regiments de Conde, Aquitaine and du Roi. The ensuing firefight lasted approximately ten minutes during which, as Montgomery says, ‘We killed them a good many, and the rest ran away.’ His letter continues, ‘The next to appear were the Grenadiers of France,’ but here he is almost certainly mistaken as this regiment was already engaged at Todtenhausen. They were certainly grenadiers, but were probably drawn from Saxon regiments which, like the majority of the French infantry, wore white coats, so such a mistake is quite understandable. They were, Montgomery says, ‘As fine and terrible-looking fellows as I ever saw. They stood us a tug, notwithstanding we beat them off to a distance, where they galled us much, they having rifled barrels, and our musquets would not reach them. To remedy this we advanced; they took the hint and run away.’


The 12th and 37th were at their last gasp when the rest of the Saxons attacked, but by now Spoercken was satisfied that the French cavalry presented no further threat, and Kingsley’s brigade was also ordered to form to the right and come in beside the 12th. ‘We had a long but not very brisk engagement,’ Montgomery recalled. ‘At last we made them retire out of reach, when the three English regiments of the rear line came up and gave them one fire, which sent them off for good and all.’


It was during this phase of the engagement that Thomas Thomson of the 20th, who had already been hit three times by spent balls, was seriously wounded. ‘This seared me like a red hot iron. I found myself fainting and quitting the regiment after having called for a fresh officer, but found no one to take my place, several being gone off wounded [or] already dead. I had not got four rods in the rear, but I heard the battalion fire which pleased me so much in my agony, that I stood stupefied looking on them. Many poor soldiers praying, begging me to come off [i.e., leave the field], after a few moments I recovered my senses and found I had no further business there and made the best of my way, which was slow enough, over about a mile of common where the balls came as thick as in front. By this time a soldier of the regiment, slightly wounded in the leg, came up offering me his assistance. While supporting me his left leg was carried away by a cannon ball, the wind of which fairly turned me round, but did not hurt me otherwise. The poor man is since dead. The common was strewed with dead and wounded men and horses. On the leeward side of those horses quite dead lay wounded soldiers that could not get any further, to shelter them[selves] from the small shot. The action came on in such a hurry we did not know where to look for surgeons. Captain—and self walked three miles in this condition before we could get the blood stopped, [and] at last fortunately met with my Lord George Sackville’s coach and a surgeon he had in reserve for himself – which he need not have had as there was no danger of his being hurt, as you will soon find by the Vox Populi.’


Elsewhere, Ferdinand’s German cavalry had charged and routed Contades’ right wing. By 09.30 the battle was over and the French were streaming back towards Minden and their bridges over the Bastau. Phillips, whose guns had been hammering away at the French and Saxon infantry, dispatched Macbean and Foy’s brigades in a pursuit during which they unlimbered at regular intervals and treated the fugitives to salvoes of case shot. ‘Thousands jumped into the water,’ wrote the unknown subaltern of the 12th. ‘And many were forced into it by the crowds pressing hard behind, and the roads were all strewed with those who lay expiring of their wounds – a dismal sight!’


Had the British and Hanoverian cavalry charged at this moment the French army would, in all probability, have been destroyed. Sackville, suddenly aware of the situation, blandly presented himself to Ferdinand and asked what exactly was required of him. With astounding restraint, Ferdinand merely replied, ‘Milord, the moment has passed.’ Later in the day, however, he deprived Sackville of his sash and sword, indicating that he had been relieved of his responsibilities – which were assumed by Granby – and that he was under open arrest.


Contades’ losses amounted to 7,000 killed and wounded, 5,000 prisoners, 43 guns and seventeen Colours or guidons captured, but his cup of woes was not quite full, for in an engagement at Cohfeld the Hereditary Prince of Brunswick had simultaneously defeated one of his detachments and severed his communications with Herford. He was forced to abandon Minden, the commandant of which surrendered on 2 August, and retired towards the Rhine by the roundabout route of Kassel. Unable to offer any intelligible reason for his defeat, he was dismissed. ‘The thought of Minden makes me blush for the French Army,’ wrote the Due de Choiseul, the French Foreign Minister.


Ferdinand’s troops sustained the loss of 2,800 killed and wounded, of which proportionally the greater part fell on Spoercken’s six British and three Hanoverian regiments. Their strength at the beginning of the action is given below, followed by their casualties.





	12th

	593

	302 killed, wounded and missing




	20th

	560

	321 killed and wounded




	23rd

	505

	217 killed, wounded and missing




	25th

	564

	154 killed, wounded and missing




	37th

	506

	298 killed, wounded and missing




	51st

	470

	102 killed, wounded and missing




	Hanoverian Guard

	2 battalions

	175 killed, wounded and missing




	Hardenberg

	1 battalion

	83 killed, wounded and missing




	Total

	 

	1,652






 


Those involved reacted to the ordeal in their different ways. Thomson, conscientious, serious and obviously well-liked by his men, had been so badly wounded that he did not expect to return to duty before the end of September, and he concluded his letter: ‘I don’t care who knows my sentiments when I say my curiosity is satisfied and that I never wish to see a second slaughter of my fellow creatures. … I hope the nation is now satisfied as there was plenty of blood for their money.’ Montgomery, one senses from his letter to his mother, was younger and more resilient: ‘I received from a spent ball such a rap on my collar bone as I have [had] frequently from that once most dreadful weapon, your crooked-headed walking-stick. It just swelled and grew red enough to convince the neighbours that I was not fibbing. I got another of these also on one of my legs, which gave me as much pain as would a tap of Miss Mathews’ fan. The last and greatest misfortune of all fell to the share of my poor old coat, for a musquet ball entered into the right skert of it and made three holes. I had almost forgot to tell you that my spontoon [light pike] was shot thro’ a little below my hand – this disabled it, but a French one now does duty in its room…. The noise of the battle frightened our Sutler’s wife into labour. The next morning she was brought to bed of a son, and we have Christened him by the name of Ferdinand.’


For some, there were well-earned rewards. Ferdinand was particularly generous to the senior officers of Royal Artillery, presenting 1,000 crowns to Phillips and 500 crowns each to Macbean, Drummond and Foy. Colonels Fitzroy and Ligonier, who carried the news of the victory to London, each received a grant of £500 and promotion. As Horace Walpole recorded, the population went wild with delight: ‘I found the town distracted and at night it was beautiful beyond description. Every house is illuminated, every street has two bonfires, every bonfire has two hundred squibs.’ Medals in various materials were struck both in the United Kingdom and in Germany, but they were privately issued for distribution to a limited number of individuals, usually senior officers. For the moment, the red-coated infantry who had done so much to win the battle had to be content with a complimentary order of the day and firing a feu de joie. In 1773, however, a medal known as ‘The Very Honourable Order of the Old Deserving Soldier’ was struck by General Sir Eyre Coote, Colonel of the 37th, and issued to the regiment’s Minden veterans. On 1 January 1801, some forty years after the event, the Adjutant-General at the Horse Guards wrote to the commanding officers of the six British infantry regiments advising them that they had been granted permission to add the battle honour Minden to their Colours. The surviving artillery batteries had to wait somewhat longer, until 1926 in fact, before receiving their honour titles.


The Battle of Minden, or Thornhausen as it is sometimes called, left a number of loose ends. Sackville, sent home in disgrace, would have done well to take the advice of his powerful friends, who were prepared to gloss over the matter. Instead, with typical pig-headed perversity, he insisted on a court-martial. He was found guilty of wilful disobedience and sentenced to be cashiered, with the rider that he was unfit to serve His Majesty in any military capacity whatever; at the King’s order the sentence was read to every regiment in the Army. Incredible as it may seem, Sackville turned to politics and within twenty years had attained high office. As Lord George Germain, Secretary of State for the Colonies, he was to do his country incalculable damage during the War of American Independence.


Sackville’s officers and men bore no responsibility whatever for the failings of their leader, but for a year it was difficult for them to look Spoercken’s regiments in the eye. Then, at Warburg on 31 July 1760, Granby led them in a brilliant charge which decided the battle. During this Granby’s hat and wig blew off, giving rise to the expression ‘going for it bald-headed’. The Marquis is often depicted thus on the numerous inn-signs bearing his name; he personally established many of these inns so that the more seriously injured of his soldiers could earn a living in civilian life.


For the descendants of the six British infantry regiments and two surviving artillery batteries that fought at Minden, 1 August is Minden Day, the most important date in the regimental calendar. With the exception of the Royal Welch Fusiliers, regiments and batteries parade with a rose behind their cap badge to honour the men who, against impossible odds, were largely instrumental in smashing Contades’ army. An oft-told story is that the regiments went into action with roses in their hats, picked on the way to the battlefield, although the probabilities seem to be against this. There were indeed wild roses in the hedgerows on Minden Heath, but they would have held no interest for soldiers pulled from their blankets on a storm-lashed night, or during the dank first-light approach march. If roses were picked that day, it would have been as the regiments were crossing gardens on the outskirts of Minden during the final stages of the action, but by then the men, looking around their depleted ranks, were probably thinking that, as Wellington said in a later war, a battle won is as sad as a battle lost. In the late 18th and early 19th centuries it was customary for regiments to celebrate the anniversary of their victories by putting a sprig of laurel in their head-dress and some at least of the Minden regiments are known to have done this. The use of roses probably dates from the mid-Victorian era, although the Hampshire Regiment did not receive official sanction for the practice until 1935. Whatever the truth, the achievements of Minden remain unsurpassed and it is entirely appropriate that they should continue to be so commemorated.
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