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The Hanoverian Army of the Napoleonic Wars

Introduction

Of all the armies of the German States, that of Hanover remains of greatest interest to the British reader due to the close links between the crowns of the two states. One of the great ‘ifs’ of recent history is the question of the succession to the British throne in 1837. Had the British crown, like that of Hanover, been exclusively the property of the males of the line, then the century-old link between these two crowns would have been maintained. Prussia could not then have seized Hanover in 1866 without risking war with Britain, and Germany could not have been united under Bismarck’s Prussia. Where, then, would Britain have stood on the eve of the Great War? Hanover is the symbol of the close relationship of the British and German peoples. Hanoverian regiments went to war in 1914 with cuffbands and helmet badges bearing battle-honours won alongside their British comrades—Gibraltar, the Peninsula and Waterloo.

Hanover’s geographical position made her vulnerable to conquest by her predatory neighbours. She had been occupied during the Seven Years’ War (1759–1763), was annexed by Prussia in 1806, became part of the Napoleonic satellite ‘Kingdom of Westphalia’ in 1807, and parts even became absorbed by France in 1810. Refugees from Hanover remained loyal to their legitimate ruler and fled to Britain, participating in the formation of the famous King’s German Legion. The state of Hanover was restored after the Battle of Leipzig (October 1813), and became a kingdom in 1814. Throughout this period, Britain and Hanover had the same head of state, George III. He was Prince Elector of Hanover and King of Great Britain until 1820, although his son, who succeeded him as George IV, ruled Britain as Prince Regent from 1810.

The Hanoverian army wore uniforms and carried items of equipment largely similar to those used in the British Army. The King’s German Legion, formed in 1803, was based more or less on an amalgam of Hanoverian and British military traditions. Not all redcoats armed with the Brown Bess could speak the ‘King’s English’—the king himself was perhaps not as proficient in the language as he should have been. Some of the most reliable troops Wellington had at Waterloo were red-coated Germans, veterans of the KGL.
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Contemporary watercolour, from the series by Ronnenberg, showing an officer (left) and private of the 8th Infantry Regiment in c. 1791; this unit had garrisons at Celle, Gifhorn, Burgdorf and Hildesheim. The red coat was faced white, and buttons and lace were silver and white. For general characteristics, cf. Plates A1, B3.


The Army of the Electorate of Hanover, 1792–1803

At this time, Germany was a federation of states with an elected emperor; this system, a legacy of Charlemagne, finally collapsed under the pressure of the expanding Napoleonic French Empire. The rulers of a selected number of German states formed the electoral college which chose the emperor, the rulers of Hanover being granted this privilege in 1692. Since the 16th century members of the house of Habsburg, the rulers of Austria, had been elected as emperor.

The Electorate of Hanover had met its obligations to the emperor and provided contingents for various wars in the 17th and 18th centuries. Once linked with the British crown, the Hanoverian army fought alongside Britain’s armed forces in opposition to Austria and France in the Seven Years’ War. After the Peace of Hubertusburg which ended the Seven Years’ War, tension remained within Europe, particularly between Prussia and Austria, the rivals for hegemony in central Europe. The smaller German states attempted to form a third power bloc to protect their own interests, but this did not meet with success. The balance of power changed radically once the French Revolution broke out.

From the 1770s, the German states started to examine their administrative systems and some commenced a series of reforms. Karl August von Hardenberg, later a leading reformer in Prussia, attempted to reform the Hanoverian system, but his suggestions were rejected. The fact that George III never visited this part of his domain, leaving its administration to local appointees, did little to help the matter.

Without administrative reforms, there were insufficient moneys available to finance the army that Hanover needed to protect herself from her larger neighbours. Hanover had about 37,000 men in the field in 1762, but this was reduced to 14,000 at the end of the war. In 1785 the army had an establishment of 26,000 men, which continued to decline: in 1802, the Hanoverian army totalled a mere 17,000 men. The following year Hanover was occupied by the French, and the army disbanded. Her territories became a pawn in the power struggles between Britain, France and Prussia.


The army, however, was not slow to modernise. The experience gained in the Seven Years’ War was set out in new drill regulations; the infantry got theirs in 1784, the cavalry in 1787. The cavalry regulations were particularly good. The distances at which attacks were to be launched were restricted so that the commanding officer could maintain better control of his men. Of particular note is the fact that the light dragoons had the same regulations as the rest of the cavalry; the Hanoverian horse was thus becoming more like the ‘all-purpose’ cavalry of the 19th century than the ‘specialist’ cavalry of the 18th.
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Officer and man of the 14th Infantry in c. 1791, at about the time of its return from the Indies but before it (and the 15th) were disbanded and used to form the new 14th Light Infantry. The red coats are faced green; ‘metal’ and lace are silver and white. Unusually, the officer’s lapels bear lace loops; both men seem to have lace-edged collars; and note the atypical lace trim around the tops of the cuffs—the right-hand man may represent an NCO? Plumes in this unit were yellow/white for officers and red/white/green for rankers. (Ronnenberg)
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Hanoverian infantry battalion in battle formation, up to 1803; the key is as follows: Ko = commander, M = major, A = adjutant, K = captain, O = lieutenant or ensign, Ao = artillery officer, So = skirmishers’ officer, F = colour, U = NCO, Au = artillery NCO, H = bugler, T = drummer or musician, Z = sapper, A = gunner, Bt = battalion drummer, Ka = cannon, Pr = limber, P = horse; long bars indicate ranks of men.

There was a great emphasis on proper training in the Hanoverian cavalry. In fact, the army command went as far as appointing regimental trainers (Regimentsbereiter) centrally, so that each regiment was trained to exactly the same standard. Furthermore, as the North German Plain is well-known for the quality of its horseflesh, the Hanoverian cavalry was particularly well mounted. Despite a lack of funding, Hanover’s mounted arm was one of the best trained and mounted in Europe.

At around the same time Artillery and Engineer Schools were founded, and a high level of professionalism was encouraged; artillery NCOs attended for one year, officers for three. Scharn-horst, the famous reformer of the Prussian Army, taught at this school; he had joined Estorf’s cavalry regiment as a cornet (Faehnrich) in 1787 after receiving instruction from Count William of Schaumburg-Lippe, himself one of the great military thinkers of this era. Scharnhorst soon became one of a group of officers devoted to the reform and modernisation of the Hanoverian army, including the then-Captain Friedrich von der Decken, later an organiser of the King’s German Legion. The regimental school of Estorff’s cavalry was noted for the high standards of both practical and theoretical training. (In poor weather, Estorff took his officers indoors and had them practise manoeuvres with models on a sand table—one of the earliest recorded uses of a sand table in military training.)

The level of practical training in Hanover was equally advanced. From 1778, annual manoeuvres were held. These were not so much the ‘grand parade’ type of manoeuvre common in 18th century armies, but rather proper wargames with two opposing forces. However, despite the close co-operation of all three branches of the army—the infantry, cavalry and artillery—there was no unified command structure like that of the French divisions. This shortcoming became apparent during the Wars of the French Revolution, and Scharnhorst, as Quartermaster-General of the Hanoverian army complained bitterly about it. ‘Nobody would ever believe’, he remarked, ‘that we campaigned for 18 months in the area around Moucron, Menin, Werwick and Courtrai without having a map of the area, and fought battles without precise knowledge of it, even though two engineer officers could have mapped it in a few days.’
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An infantry battalion in parade formation, pre-1803: the key is as in the previous diagram.
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Ronnenberg’s watercolour of an officer and man of the Militia regiments, c. 1791. The red coats are faced white; note absence of lace loops on the ranker’s uniform. Despite the generally advanced attitude to military training, the Electorate suffered from dwindling manpower, and these ten Landregimenter were incorporated into the Line in 1794—a most unpopular decree. 

From 1786, the regimental artillery was manned by selected men from each battalion of the infantry regiments, who received additional pay for their duties. Furthermore, a battery of horse artillery was raised, with four 3 pdrs. and two 7 pounders. Two men were seated on the limber and two on the gun carriage; the NCO and four men were mounted. When firing, two men held the horses, so the actual gun crew consisted of an NCO and six men. The limbers of the 3 pdrs. held 76 rounds, those of the howitzers twenty. Each gun was pulled by six horses. During the 1794 campaign another horse battery was raised, and their size was increased to four 3 pdrs., three 6 pdrs. and two 7 pdr. howitzers.

There was a total of 16 regiments of infantry, the last two formed in 1781 for service in the East Indies. Each regiment consisted of one Light and eight Fusilier companies, a total of 1,035 men, including staff. The remnants of the East Indies regiments returned to Hanover in 1791/92 and were used, along with men selected from six other regiments, to form the new 14th Light Regiment: this was to consist of two battalions, each of four companies, and two companies of Jaeger, giving a total strength of 1,664 men. The rifle-armed Jaeger were paid the same rate as the artillery—more than the ordinary infantrymen—and were obliged to serve only two months a year in the army, the rest of their time being spent as gamekeepers. However, in 1801 the Jaeger Companies were disbanded as an economy measure.

The numbers of men in the infantry regiments continued to decline; so in 1794, in the face of considerable opposition and even mutiny, the ten Landregimenter or militia regiments were incorporated into the Line. The Electorate’s financial plight did not improve. In 1798 the 9th and 12th Infantry Regiments were disbanded and their officers and men transferred to other regiments. In 1802 the regiments were renumbered: the former 10th became the 9th, the 11th the 10th, the 13th the 11th and the 14th the 12th.

It was apparent from experience gained in the campaigns of the Wars of the French Revolution that there was a lack of light infantry in the Hanoverian army. Although the 14th Regiment had performed well in that rôle, it was often outnumbered by the French tirailleurs and had to be supplemented by the Grenadiers of the Line regiments. Throughout Germany, as a result of experience gained in the Seven Years’ War and American Revolutionary War, a theoretical debate was taking place over the role of light infantry and skirmishers. Some Hanoverian officers played an important part in this debate, including Wissel and Emmerich; however, a lack of finances prevented theory being put into practice.
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