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DEDICATION


This book is dedicated with love and admiration to my wife, Lensie




AUTHOR’S NOTE


It is important to note that this book is not a history of the Nine Years War or the War of the Spanish Succession. This author will leave experts on those two conflicts to write their respective histories. The principal focus of this publication is the life and experiences of Mrs Christian Davies, and overall details of the two wars in which she fought are included so that the reader is better able to understand the background to her extraordinary life and adventures. Therefore only those military and battle details that had a direct influence on Christian’s career have been included in this publication. I have attempted to present these in a readable form, without, in most instances, going into the depth of detail that would normally be included in a history of a war or of any particular conflict. Having said this, I have included a fair depth of detail concerning a few of the battles in which Christian Davies was involved, including that of Malplaquet as this was the battle in which Christian’s husband, Richard Welsh, was killed, and it will be helpful for the reader to be able to understand how that came about as Richard’s death was, of course, a pivotal point in Christian’s life.


Christian lived in fascinating times and was acquainted with remarkable people including nobility and even royalty. She lived during a period of history when entirely new nations and even empires were being forged on the hard anvil of war, when political plots were almost de rigueur, when fanatical religious rancour was rampant (when is it not?) and intrigue, treason and treachery could bring about the fall or elevation of those in high places and alter the map of the world quite dramatically. Yet Christian was a survivor; she was astute enough to recognise danger when she saw it, whether it was physical danger or danger of any other kind. She was courageous, almost to the extent of madness, fearlessly facing cannonballs, volleys of musket-fire or charging cavalry with sabres flying, but she maintained a great love for people, particularly her three husbands, the last of whom she nursed tenderly to her dying day.


People will have different opinions of Christian Davies; some will see her as a strong but perhaps overly-masculine young woman who loved to fight, plunder and even kill — indeed her attitude towards her French adversaries was nothing short of murderous, particularly following the death of her first husband, Richard, at Malplaquet. Others might catch glimpses into her distinctly feminine side to see the soft and caring woman who existed beneath all her bluff and bluster. There is no doubt that Christian was an interesting ‘character’, full of life and vigour who held more regard for the health, safety and well-being of those she loved than for her own personal safety. She was a woman who believed in justice and fairness and readers will find many examples throughout this book of occasions when Christian took up the cause of those who were unable, for a variety of reasons, to do so themselves. Christian battled successfully with bullies; to right injustices, and had no hesitation in using what today would be termed as ‘excessive force’ to bring about what she believed was a just and proper result. To Christian, the force required was not excessive, it was simply a way (perhaps then the only way) of ensuring that the vulnerable were protected from the tyrannous.


Other women, of course, have fought in wars. During the Second World War women fought on many fronts, even as highly trained secret agents and resistance fighters. Today the ranks of women fighting on the front lines, particularly in the Middle East, are no longer remarkable but everyday events. However, in the late 17th and early 18th centuries a woman fighting alongside her male colleagues was rare indeed. Christian Davies was a unique woman in every respect; she did not go to war for the sake of making war but to find her missing husband. Her war was one fought for love but she came to love the life and freedoms she found on the battlefields where she was unconstrained and able to do virtually whatever she wanted.


For those who love a story of free spirits, of courage and enterprise then Mrs Christian Davies’ story is just such an adventure.


Tony Matthews, 2023.




INTRODUCTION


In 1717, the admissions registrar at the Royal Hospital, Chelsea, took up a quill pen and laboriously wrote in the admissions book for the hospital ‘... 19 November, 1717. Stair’s Dragoons, Catherine Welsh, a fatt [sic] jolly breasted woman’, had registered with the hospital and that this woman, who had, ‘... received several wounds in service in the habitt [sic] of a man,’ had been admitted for her valiant behaviour.1


This simple entry masked what is certainly one of the most extraordinary stories to come out of the late seventeenth century and early eighteenth century military history of England and Europe, for behind those words is the story of Mrs Christian Davies, mother, wife, foot-soldier and dragoon, who, in two terrible and bloody wars, risked her life and everything that was dear to her in order to find her missing husband.


Christian Davies, 1667-1739, was certainly one of the most remarkable women in British military history. She was born Christian ‘Kit’ Cavanagh in Dublin, the daughter of a brewer who served in the army of James II after William of Orange had deposed him. Christian was probably in her early twenties when an aunt died, leaving her a tavern in Dublin which she almost immediately took over and managed. Soon afterwards, and contrary to established tradition and social mores, she married one of her servants, a man named Richard Welsh (sometimes referred to as Walsh). However, Welsh was later induced to take a bowl of punch aboard a ship laden with recruits for the armies being formed in the Low Countries for the Nine Years War. He became intoxicated and was carried to Holland where he had little choice but to enlist in what Christian described as Lord Orrery’s Regiment of Foot, later the 5th Royals. (Lord Orrery was Charles Boyle — the 4th Earl of Orrery 1674-1731, an author, soldier and statesman).


Determined to find her missing husband, Christian Davies left one child with her mother, and another child — born after her husband’s departure — with a nurse. She cut off her hair, dressed herself in her husband’s clothing, and finding an ensign ‘beating up recruits’, she quickly enlisted under the name of Christopher Welsh. After being shipped to Holland she was soon afterwards involved in the Battle of Landen (also given as Lauden) where she was wounded above the ankle and where she, ‘... heard the cannon play and ... the small shot rattle about ... which put one in a sort of panic.’ The wound she received laid Christian up for two months but during subsequent fighting she was taken prisoner. Later, however, she was exchanged — a quite usual military procedure during this period — and sent back to the Allied lines. Soon afterwards a young girl fell in love with Christian, believing her to be a man, and Christian, in an endeavour to protect the girl’s honour, was forced to fight a duel with a dragoon, inflicting such a severe wound that it was initially thought the man would die. Christian was imprisoned over this event for a short period. After being discharged from her regiment she engaged in a regiment of dragoons, which later became the famous Royal Scots Greys, being present at the 1695 Siege of Namur.


After the Peace of Ryswick, and not having found any trace of her husband, Christian returned to Ireland — unknown and unrecognised — so much had she changed during the years she had spent under arms. Christian visited her children but being too poor to pay for their expenses she decided not to reveal herself to them.


When the War of the Spanish Succession broke out in 1701 Christian again enlisted in a final effort to find her missing husband. She rejoined her old regiment and over the following years saw a great deal of action. During the second bloody attack at Schellenberg (July 1704) she received a musket ball in her hip that was never extracted. After a period of convalescence she fought in the Battle of Blenheim (August 1704), and was later ordered to guard a batch of prisoners. At this time she accidentally came upon her husband whom she had not seen for many years. However, by this time, Richard, who believed that he would never again be allowed to return to England, had found another woman, a Dutch lady to whom he had promised marriage. Christian forgave Richard and asked him not to reveal her identity; to say that she was his brother so that they could remain together.


All through the campaigns fought by the armies under the command of the English captain-general, John Churchill, the Duke of Marlborough, Christian Davies continued to hide her true identity so that she could remain with her husband. At Ramillies, in May 1706, she went through the thickest of the battle unharmed but after the fight had ended a shell fell from a church steeple and exploded. A piece of shrapnel struck Christian in the back of her head, fracturing her skull. She was trepanned and suffered terribly for ten weeks. However, during the course of her operation her true gender was discovered and she was forced to admit to her remarkable subterfuge. The news spread quickly and Christian became something of a celebrity and war hero. Her commanding officer, Brigadier Preston, presented her with a silk dress; her husband was brought to her and she was released from military service with a substantial bonus. The chaplain of the regiment insisted that there should be a new wedding to which all the officers were invited.


However, Richard Welsh, it seems, was still involved with the Dutch woman. Sometime later, at Ghent, finding her husband in a public house with this woman, Christian was so enraged that she cut off the woman’s nose with a knife. For this attack Christian was sentenced to a period on the ‘stool’ — a particularly hideous device.


At the December 1708 Siege of Ghent (which had fallen to the French the previous July) Christian once again followed her husband during the thickest of the battles, as she did for many years afterwards. Sadly, Richard was killed during the ferocious Battle of Malplaquet. When Christian heard the news she went in search of Richard’s body amid the bloodied debris of the battle. She found a robber stripping Richard’s corpse and Christian fought him off. She then dug a grave and buried her husband’s remains. According to eyewitness reports, she would have thrown herself into the grave had she not been prevented from doing so. Christian’s grief was so great that she tore flesh from her arms with her teeth.


Christian was twice more married — once to another soldier who was also killed. After returning to England, Queen Anne presented Christian with £50 and a pension of a shilling per day for life. However, Lord Treasurer Oxford (Robert Harley) in a characteristically miserly mood, soon afterwards succeeded in reducing the pension to just fivepence per day.


In June 1722 Christian marched, ‘... with streaming eyes and a heavy heart’ at the funeral of John Churchill, the Duke of Marlborough. Her third husband was later taken ill and although by this time Christian herself was an old woman, she nursed him until she caught a cold which turned into fever. She died on 7 July, 1739. Christian Davies was reportedly buried in the grounds of Chelsea Hospital, a detachment of soldiers firing a volley over her grave, although other reports claim that she was interred at St. Margaret’s Church, Westminster. There are no records extant to demonstrate which of these is correct.


The information for this book comes from two principal sources. Some years prior to her death Christian Davies either wrote or dictated an account of her experiences during the European campaigns. For approximately 200 years it was believed that this account was written by Daniel Defoe but more recently has been attributed to Christian herself, and, indeed, the text was written as an autobiography in the first person. Additionally, Defoe had died about nine years before this first edition was published and in the days prior to any kind of copyright law it was not all that unusual for booksellers and publishers to use the name of a well known author in order to sell more copies of their publications, particularly when that author was deceased and could therefore not protest the misuse of his or her name. Four editions of this first book appeared between 1740 and 1743 so evidently it did sell well. The possibility that the book was written by Defoe has also been discounted by J. R. Moore in his checklist of the writings of Daniel Defoe (2nd edition, 1971). Christian’s book was reprinted by Peter Davies of London in 1928.


The original edition: The Life and Adventures of Mrs Christian Davies Commonly Called Mother Ross, London, R. Montagu, (printer) 1740, was presumably embellished either by Christian Davies herself or by the bookseller who printed the edition. It was published the year after Christian’s death. Because of this it is difficult to estimate with any precision how much of the story is factual and how much is fanciful, and a certain degree of licence must be allowed for dialogues Mrs Davies herself attributes as truthful, but which were written many years after the events and possibly not by Mrs Davies at all.


The second principal source also suffers from these problems. The British Heroine, or An Abridgement of the Life and Adventures of Mrs Christian Davies, Commonly Called Mother Ross, was reputedly written by an army surgeon, Dr J. Wilson, who is also reported to have served in the European campaigns at the same time as Mrs Davies. His account of the events was published in London by T. Cooper in 1742, although much of the information contained in this now obscure publication seems to have been extracted, sometimes almost verbatim, from Mrs Davies’ own memoirs, published two years previously. This version is so close to the original publication that it is almost certainly the same book but published as a biography rather than an autobiography.


It is necessary therefore, when reading this biography, to take into account the fact that Christian Davies, while being an extraordinary woman, was not reticent in speaking or writing of her adventures in a somewhat over-enthusiastic manner. She was proud of her accomplishments and more especially proud of her courage, strength and prodigious stamina which allowed her to live her life as the equal of any man during a time when strength and aggression were the fundamental cornerstones of self preservation.












Appear weak when you are strong,
and strong when you are weak.


Sun Tzu,
The Art of War.




CHAPTER 1


Early Life and Marriage


If we can believe the reports published since 1739 concerning the life of Mrs Christian Davies then it is certain that this woman was one of the most remarkable in the history of the British military. Yet the question remains, can these reports be relied upon for absolute accuracy? During the course of her life, and for a number of years after her death, there were various publications concerning the life and exploits of Christian Davies, some of them major works. However, the information for these publications seems to have come principally from Christian herself and as time often distorts the facts such reminiscences must be treated with caution. Since those first publications very little has been written about Christian Davies’ experiences, apart from a few articles in now obscure newspapers and the occasional synopses in more contemporary books. Yet despite this lack of accredited information, it certainly seems clear that Christian’s experiences during the wars of King William and Queen Anne were remarkable, even for those difficult times. As Dr J. Wilson — who apparently had fought in the same campaigns — reportedly wrote in 1742:


The most lively descriptions our novels and romances give us of great and virtuous ladies are but a faint resemblance of this extraordinary woman, who was in reality all that fancy and fiction have attributed to others. ... She was a brave soldier, a tender mother, an affectionate wife, a true lover of her country and a pattern of patience under a continuous series of misfortunes. In short, she was an honour to the fair sex.1


Wilson’s ‘biography’ has been criticised by later historians who claimed that many of the stories attributed to Christian Davies were often embellished by Christian herself. This may be the case but in the book attributed to him Dr Wilson stated:


Though many passages in the following history may appear very extraordinary and even incredible to those who were never acquainted with Mrs Davies and her manner of life, yet I must beg leave to assure my readers that I have had so strict a regard to truth and impartiality through the whole piece that nothing is inserted but what I either knew myself to be fact or had from authorities which I thought unquestionable, and in order to make the history yet more complete, and to remove any objection that might be made to the truth of it, I have carefully compared it with an account that was taken from her own mouth at several times while she was at Chelsea, then corrected by some memoirs she left behind her and published soon after her death. But I think no gentleman can question the authority of this history who has had the least acquaintance with the officers of the army under whom she served, or been conversant with. The newspapers of that time ... abound with the surprising exploits of our undaunted heroine. ... The greatest objection that I have heard brought against her living so long in the army undiscovered is the difficulty of performing a certain natural office which soldiers are obliged to do, not only standing but frequently in public and even at the head of a regiment. However, Mrs Davies easily accomplished this by means of a silver tube painted over and fastened about her with leather straps. This urinary instrument our heroine sold in Flanders for seven pistols after she had thrown off the habit of the male sex and resumed that of her own, but she greatly repented having parted with this uncommon implement when she came to England where, by the prodigious concourse that came daily to see her, she found that a good livelihood might have been procured by showing it as a curiosity.2


Christian (also known as Catherine) Davies was born in Dublin in 1667. Her father was a brewer — evidently a successful one — for Christian later stated that he had employed at least twenty people.3 Christian’s mother, who had reportedly received a sound education from her father, Bryan Bembrick, in the bishopric of Durham, ran a small farm which was owned by the family. Christian wrote in her autobiography:


My father was remarkable for industry and vigilance in his affairs which employed his whole time in town, he never saw my mother but on Sundays, except [when] some extraordinary business required his visiting the farm.4


Young Christian was reputed to have been something of a tomboy, despite the relatively good education afforded her. She learned to read and write — talents rarely seen among the Irish working class of the 17/18th centuries, but she disliked academic pursuits, preferring instead to be at the farm assisting her mother. Dr J. Wilson, reputedly Christian’s first biographer, later recorded:


... she was never better pleased than when following the plough or using the rake, flail or suchlike instruments which she could manage with near as much strength and skill as her mother’s menservants.5


Christian described herself as having, ‘... patience indeed to learn to read and become a good needle-woman, but I had too much mercury in me to like a sedentary life.’6


By the time she was eighteen years of age Christian was largely ungovernable. She rode a horse like a man, usually with no saddle or bridle; she was wild, tempestuous, unruly and a source of constant concern to her parents.


She later wrote:


I used to get astride upon the horses and ride them bare-backed about the fields, leaping hedges and ditches, by which I once got a terrible fall and spoiled a grey mare given to my brother by our grandfather. My father never knew how this mischief happened, which brought me under the contribution [debt] to a cowherd who saw me tumble the mare into a dry ditch, and whose secrecy I was obliged to purchase by giving him, for a considerable time, a cup of ale every night.7


Christian herself later told of an incident when she and a number of other young women, the youngest being seventeen years of age, were rolling happily down a small hummock — with little care for the undergarments they were displaying — when an unnamed nobleman (the Earl of C–d, as Christian wrote) passed by in his coach. Seeing this feminine display the earl stopped the coach to watch. The girls, however, quickly stopped playing and the earl called them to him. He promised each of them a crown if they would continue with their display. The girls acceded to the man’s request — a crown (five shillings) during the 1680s was a large sum when the average working wage was only a few pounds per year.8


However, political events forming in England and on the Continent were soon to change Christian’s idyllic life forever.


King James II’s allegiance to the Protestant Church had long been suspect and because of this there were always going to be major problems within his dominions — particularly in predominantly Protestant Ireland. James took Eucharist in the Roman Catholic Church in 1668 or 1669 but his conversion to Catholicism was kept secret for some time and he continued to attend Anglican services until 1676.9


James’s first wife, Anne Hyde, (whom he married prior to his ascendancy to the throne), the daughter of Charles II’s chief minister, Edward Hyde, also converted to the Catholic Church prior to her death in March 1671. (Their daughter, Mary, would become Queen Mary II and rule in conjunction with her husband William III).


In 1673 the English Parliament passed the Test Act which required all civil and military officials to disavow the doctrine of transubstantiation (the Roman Catholic doctrine of the conversion in the Eucharist of the whole substance of the bread into the body and the wine into the blood of Christ, only the appearance of the bread and wine remaining) and to denounce a number of other customs of the Roman Catholic Church as being both superstitious and idolatrous. They were also required to receive the Eucharist under the auspices of the Church of England. Charles II’s brother, James, however, who had not then ascended to the throne, refused to do so. He relinquished his post as the Lord High Admiral and his conversion to Catholicism became public knowledge.10


James’s second marriage that same year (20 September, 1673) was to the staunchly Roman Catholic Mary of Modena, an Italian princess, fifteen years of age. The wedding, a Catholic ceremony, was by proxy. Mary arrived in England on 21 November and an Anglican marriage ceremony was held but this did little more than recognise the Catholic ceremony. Mary was distrusted by many of the English who regarded her as being an agent of the Pope. When a defrocked Anglican clergyman named Titus Oates began to spread rumours of a Papist plot to murder


King Charles II and to put James on the throne, a wave of antiCatholic hysteria swept the country and some members of parliament even suggested that the crown should go to Charles’s illegitimate son, James Scott, the 1st Duke of Monmouth.11


At James’s accession to the throne on 6 February, 1685, following the death of King Charles II, there was widespread discontent. Interestingly, Charles had converted to Catholicism on his deathbed and having no legitimate sons his brother, James, succeeded him.


The English Army was then increased by some 20,000 men; Catholic officers were appointed and an ecclesiastical commission was established with sweeping powers to suppress all anti-Romanist preaching. One after another Anglican officials were dismissed from their positions.


James faced armed rebellion on two fronts: one led by James Scott, the Duke of Monmouth and the other by Archibald Campbell, the 9th Earl of Argyll. Campbell’s insurrection from Scotland was easily defeated but Monmouth’s small peasant army in the south was a little more difficult to deal with. Monmouth had declared himself king at Lyme Regis on 11 June, 1685. He attempted to raise recruits to his cause but only managed to form a small army. However, James’s army (with a great deal of help from John Churchill, later Duke of Marlborough) finally defeated Monmouth at the Battle of Sedgemoor. Monmouth was captured and executed at the Tower of London and the king’s judges, principal among them being the now infamous Judge Jeffreys, condemned many of the rebels to transportation or indentured servitude in the West Indies. The trials of these men came to be known as the Bloody Assizes and about 250 rebels were executed.12


These rebellions forced James to increase his standing army even further and command of some regiments were given to Catholics without the necessity for their commanders to take an oath under the Test Act. James allowed Roman Catholics to occupy many of the highest offices in the country and he even received at court the papal nuncio, Ferdinand d’Adda, who was the first papal representative at court since the reign of Queen Mary I.13


When Mary of Modena bore James his first surviving son, (James Francis Edward Stuart) on 10 June, 1688, and it became clear that James’s successor would also be a Catholic, a group of leading English statesmen sent a letter to William of Orange, the son of Mary (princess royal), eldest daughter of Charles I (executed by Oliver Cromwell in 1649) inviting him to bring an army to England to take the throne from James. (James’s earlier son, Charles, also born to Mary of Modena had died of smallpox when little more than a month old [December 1677]). One of these petitioners was John Churchill, the future 1st Duke of Marlborough, who, deserting James II, had promised William that if he invaded England he and the troops under him would serve William’s cause.


When William, Prince of Orange, invaded England, landing at Torbay on 5 November, 1688, and advanced rapidly on London, King James II’s staunchly Catholic and autocratic reign quickly came to an end. James fled, throwing the Great Seal of the Realm into the Thames River. However, he was caught in Kent and placed under guard. The deposed king was subsequently allowed to escape to St. Germain, (because William did not want him to become a Catholic martyr). James would later (March 1689) land in Ireland with French troops where the Irish Parliament still recognised him as the true monarch. There James worked on building a significant army which would ultimately face William’s troops at the historic Battle of the Boyne.


Meanwhile the newly crowned King William III and his wife, Queen Mary II, (James II’s daughter) saw the passing of the Bill of Rights which, inter alia, declared that henceforth no Catholic would be permitted to ascend the throne. The Bill also prevented any English monarch from marrying a Catholic.14


At this time Christian Davies’ father, like thousands of other Catholic Irish, was strongly incensed by the loss of their Catholic monarch. He sold much of his possessions, his crops of corn and other items of his trade to a neighbouring farmer named Ascham, and with the money raised and using much of his financial reserves, he raised a troop of horse and under his command the men set off to join James’s army.


The transaction between Christian’s father and Mr Ascham had been made without the knowledge of Christian’s mother and this lack of communication — or trust — soon afterwards led to a bloody feud between Christian’s mother and her neighbour. Christian wrote:


After my father was gone to the army my mother sent reapers into the field to cut the corn, these met with others sent by the then proprietor upon the same errand. Words immediately arose and they very soon came to blows, making use of their sickles, a desperate weapon. The noise reached my mother’s ears, who, not without some difficulty, and having regaled them in her house with a good breakfast and strong liquors, they were at length appeased and dismissed.15


The horse which Christian’s father rode was reputed to have been something of a rogue and no other man was willing to mount him. However, Christian seemed able to manage the animal; she fed and saddled him regularly, and to the amazement of onlookers would often mount him and, ‘... draw and snap the pistols, to the terror and amazement of her friends.’16 Christian was proud of her capabilities with horses and especially proud of her achievements with her father’s horse. She later stated:


I had so often fed him with bread and oats that he would stand for me to take him up when at grass, though he would have given twenty men work enough to catch him. When I once had hold of him I would put on his bridle and lead him into a ditch and bestride him bare-backed. I have often mounted him when saddled and took great pleasure to draw and snap the pistols and have not seldom made my friends apprehend for my life. I mention this not as worth notice, but only to show my inclinations while a girl were always masculine.17


Christian seems to have been fascinated with military matters; even as a teenager she recalled being intrigued and animated when she had heard martial music during the proclamation of King James II in 1685. She subsequently wrote of this event:


I was employed to stack wheat and was on the top of one [haystack] near fifty-four foot high when I perceived in the road near our farm the judges and other magistrates in their robes, preceded by kettledrums, trumpets and heralds in their rich coats coming up the hill in order to proclaim King James. Animated by the martial music and desirous to have a nearer view of this glorious sight which, with the glare of the gold and silver coats, the heralds, trumpets and kettledrums wore, had, in a manner, dazzled my sight. I leaped down, ran to, and cleared with a leap a five-barred gate which was between me and the road they passed, calling to my mother to come and see the show, as I imagined every man there at least a prince. My mother, [who was a Protestant — author’s note] hearing the procession was to proclaim [the Catholic supporter] King James, went back and wept bitterly for some time, but would never tell me the reason for her tears.18


An early indication of the young woman’s courage came shortly after her father had left to fight for King James’s cause. The precise date seems uncertain but Christian later recorded the event of her mother worshiping at the Protestant church in Leslip when Papists sealed up the church-door with butchers’ blocks and other large pieces of timber, evidently with the intention of murdering the Protestants inside. Christian’s own account of the event recorded:


My mother was then in the church; I was home, but, hearing the noise and fearing my mother might receive some hurt I snatched up a spit and thus armed sallied forth to force my way and come to her assistance, but being resisted by the sergeant, I thrust my spit through the calf of his leg, removed the things which blocked the door, and called to my mother, bidding her come, for the dinner was ready.19


During this conflict the minister, a Reverend Malary, the clerk and several other people were wounded and Christian was arrested for assaulting the sergeant. However, during Christian’s defence the magistrate trying her case (who must have been a Catholic) was advised of her father’s endeavours in the army of James II, and the young girl was freed.20


Meanwhile, on 14 June, 1690, King William III arrived at Garrickfergus in Ulster from where he marched south to take Dublin and crush James II. James decided to meet William at the River Boyne, about thirty miles from Dublin. William and his well-trained, well-armed, regular troops, some 36,000 strong, arrived on the banks of the Boyne on 30 June, the day before the battle. While surveying the fords over the river William himself was wounded in the shoulder by artillery shrapnel.


James’s Jacobite forces numbered approximately 23,500 men and the battle took place close to the town of Drogheda on the east coast of Ireland. It commenced on 1 July, 1690.


The ebb and flow of the battle seemed for a while to be gaining ground on neither side and the natural river barrier created major tactical problems for both sides. However, James’s forces were eventually defeated. They retired in good order across the River Nanny at Duleek, fighting a successful rearguard action which prevented William’s men from trapping them there. About 2,000 men were killed during this battle, three-quarters of whom were Jacobites. Following the battle the Jacobite army abandoned Dublin which William occupied two days later.


Meanwhile James had fled, initially to Dublin and then to Duncannon before returning to exile in France. He crossed the English Channel in a vessel especially prepared in case of defeat and arrived safely at Saint-Germain-en-Laye in France. However, infamy was to follow him there. Because he had so quickly abandoned his Irish supporters James went on to become known in Ireland as Séamus an Chaca (which translates variously as either ‘James the Shit’ or ‘James the beshitten’ but the general meaning is fairly obvious).21


Following the defeat of James’s forces at the Battle of the Boyne, Christian’s father, along with an associate, a handsome lieutenant in the French Army, returned to Dublin where, fearing reprisals against them by troops searching for survivors of James’s army, they went into hiding. However, about 3 a.m. the following morning the two soldiers were alarmed by the noise of several friends who had also fled from William’s forces. Thinking that these were troopers searching for them, they made a hasty exit from the house.


A dialogue has been recorded of the conversation that was allegedly held between Christian’s father and mother at this time, and while this dialogue has been attributed to Christian’s memory of the events, there is no proof that this is the case and in fact the conversation may well have been the product of her publisher’s imagination. Even so, it is worth recording. Christian was alleged to have written:


While they were saddling, my father took a short but sorrowful leave of his wife and children, whom, with tears in his eyes, he blessed and recommended to the Divine protection; then turning to my mother, ‘My dear,’ said he, ‘do not be dejected, comfort yourself that whatever misfortunes befall us we suffer in a just cause, and for having done what is the duty of every loyal subject; at least my conscience tells me that I have acted as I ought and as I was bound to do by my oath of allegiance from which I know no power on earth that can absolve me. The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away, blessed be the name of the Lord. His wants are inscrutable and I humbly submit to his decrees which are all founded in wisdom. As for you, keep at home your children and be their support, for you being a Protestant need apprehend no danger from the enemy. May they hereafter repay your maternal care and tenderness by a filial duty, and prove your comfort, but never torment yourself with uneasy thoughts for your unfortunate husband. Think of me no more.’


‘God forbid,’ said she, and bursting into a flood of tears. My father, who could not bear to see her weep, as he loved her with a sincere tenderness, ran out of the room and he and the officer, mounting their horses, fled with precipitation.22


Christian added that her mother could not sleep for the remainder of the night and roamed the house alone. The children however, ‘... did not take their father’s departure so much to heart, and lay in till daybreak.’23


Approximately twelve months later came news that James II’s supporters in Ireland, the Jacobites, had been defeated at the Battle of Aughrim where General Godert de Ginkell, the Williamite’s Dutch commander, had obtained a victory over Marquis de St. Ruth (General Charles Chalmont).


Following the defeat of James at the Battle of the Boyne, his Jacobite supporters had retreated behind the River Shannon which acted as a massive moat around the province of Connacht. The Jacobites had strongholds in Sligo, Athlone and Limerick which guarded the routes into Connacht. From there the Jacobites hoped for military assistance from France’s Louis XIV — a strong supporter of James’s cause and his protector in France.


The Jacobite line of defence had, however, been penetrated by General Ginkell’s forces when they crossed the Shannon at Athlone, capturing the town after a particularly bloody siege. The commander of the Jacobite forces, General St. Ruth, had not moved his troops quickly enough to prevent the fall of Athlone. Ginkell then marched through Ballinasloe towards Limerick and Galway until he found his route blocked by St. Ruth’s army at Aughrim. The date was now 12 July, 1691, and among St. Ruth’s army was Christian Davies’ father. The Jacobite army was principally composed of Irish Catholics, while the Williamites were made up of English, Scottish, Dutch and French Huguenots with some Ulster Protestants. Each army was approximately 20,000 in number.


The Jacobites were entrenched in a fairly strong position along the crest of a ridge known as Kilcommadan Hill which was lined with stone walls, hedgerows and earthworks thrown up by the defenders. On the left was a large bog through which there was only one causeway. This was overlooked by Aughrim village and the ruins of an ancient castle. The other flank was open ground where St. Ruth placed his best troops.


General Ginkell opened the battle by attempting to assault the open flank with infantry and cavalry. However, in the face of determined Jacobite resistance this attack soon slowed and stopped. The fighting had been so fierce that the grass was reported to have been slippery with blood and the site later became known as ‘Bloody Hollow’. A frontal assault was then attempted against the centre of the Jacobite defences on Kilcommadan Hill. This too failed. Three separate attacks were driven off with heavy losses and the Williamites were chased into the bog where many more were killed or drowned.


Ginkell was now left with only one remaining option: to attack along the causeway through the bog on the Jacobite left. With such a narrow line to defend, St. Ruth should have been able to hold the position easily. However, his men were running short of ammunition. The problem was compounded when it was discovered that some of the British manufactured musket-balls would not fit into the muzzles of the French-supplied muskets. The struggle continued for some time and at one period St. Ruth was heard shouting ‘... they are running, we will chase them back to the gates of Dublin.’ Yet as he attempted to rally his cavalry he was decapitated by a cannonball. The Jacobite positions then quickly collapsed and their troops, including Christian’s father, completely demoralised by the sudden death of their commander, fled the field, many retreating to defend Limerick. It was estimated that some 7,000 men died during this battle, and one witness, a man named George Storey, who observed the scene from a distance, said that the hill looked like it was covered by a flock of sheep.24


After the Battle of Aughrim the English forces laid siege to Limerick (for the second time, the first being 1690) where many of the survivors of the Battle of Aughrim had fled.


General Ginkell’s troops surrounded the city and bombarded it, opening a breach in the walls. The Williamites then attacked the earthworks which had been thrown up surrounding the walls, sending the Jacobite defenders fleeing towards Limerick. However, the French defenders of the main gate refused to open it to their allies and about 800 Irish Jacobites were slaughtered or drowned in the River Shannon. A treaty (known as the Treaty of Limerick) was soon signed which promised to respect the civilian population of Limerick and to tolerate the Catholic religion in Ireland. There was also an agreement which protected Catholic-owned land against confiscation and guaranteed safe passage to France of the remainder of the Jacobite army. Ten thousand Jacobite soldiers and about 4,000 women and children subsequently left Ireland in what became known as the Flight of the Wild Geese. However, the terms of the Treaty of Limerick were later rejected in the Protestant dominated Irish Parliament.25


It was during this siege that the handsome French officer who had accompanied and later fled with Christian’s father following the Battle of the Boyne, was also killed. When the body of the officer was stripped it was discovered that she was a woman. This strange event may well have been a factor in Christian’s later actions.26


Christian’s mother, meanwhile, had not been idle; realising that William’s forces could never be defeated by James’s disorganised, ill-informed and poorly trained troops, she had managed to obtain a pardon for her husband so that he could return to his old profession unmolested by the new authority.


During the Battle of Aughrim, Christian’s father had been badly wounded, however, he was recovering, and intended returning to Dublin when one of his servants, a Papist named Kelly, stole one of his horses and deserted to General Ginkell’s army. This event was reputed to have so affected Christian’s father that his health rapidly deteriorated; he caught a fever and soon afterwards died. Upon his death and despite the pardon, all his assets were seized.27


How this event affected Christian and her mother is not clear, although almost certainly it reduced them financially, and as their late husband and father had led such an active part in the army of King James, they almost certainly went in fear of further retribution, especially so after the decisive battle at Aughrim when William’s army had taken over almost total control of Ireland.
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