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Preface

This is the eighth and last in the series of concise histories of the Scottish infantry regiments as they existed up to 1968. At the end of the Second World War Scotland possessed ten line infantry regiments, each with two regular battalions (Royal Scots, Royal Scots Fusiliers, King’s Own Scottish Borderers, Cameronians, Black Watch, Highland Light Infantry, Seaforth Highlanders, Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders, Gordon Highlanders and Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders), two battalions of foot guards (Scots Guards) and one cavalry regiment (Royal Scots Greys). Since then the numbers have been reduced by a process of disbandment and amalgamation so that by 2006 there was one infantry regiment with five regular battalions (Royal Regiment of Scotland), one foot guards regiment with one battalion (Scots Guards) and one cavalry regiment (Royal Scots Dragoon Guards). The cutbacks came in the following sequence: in 1947 each infantry regiment had to reduce its strength to a single battalion; in 1959 The Royal Scots Fusiliers amalgamated with The Highland Light Infantry to form The Royal Highland Fusiliers; in 1961 The Seaforth Highlanders joined forces with Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders to form Queen’s Own Highlanders; in 1971 The Royal Scots Greys formed The Royal Scots Dragoon Guards with 3rd Carabiniers (Prince of Wales’s Dragoon Guards); in 1993 The Scots Guards lost its 2nd battalion which was placed in ‘suspended animation’.

During that process of change, which has been a constant recurrence throughout the history of the British Army, the only Scottish disbandment was the loss of The Cameronians (Scottish Rifles) in 1968. Oceans of ink have been used to argue the pros and cons of that decision. Amalgamation with The King’s Own Scottish Borderers (KOSB) was one possibility – at the time of the 1959 round of defence cuts some within the regiment thought that it would be amalgamated with The Highland Light Infantry – but when the axe fell in 1967 the decision was taken within the regimental family to disband. Later, many regretted that resolution and even at the time some felt that it had been taken with indecent haste as the final date for oblivion was 1970. However, with the passing of time and with hindsight, it was the correct move. Even if the amalgamation with KOSB had worked, it would only have led to further amalgamations and the dilution of the Cameronian name – in 2006 The Royal Scots and KOSB amalgamated to form The Royal Scots Borderers, 1st Battalion The Royal Regiment of Scotland.

Inevitably those changes created a great deal of sadness in the army community and more widely throughout Scotland, with regret being expressed for the loss of some cherished names and the conversion of the old single battalion regiments into a new formation. However, the history of the British Army shows that the story of its regiments has been one of constant development, with cutbacks, amalgamations and changes of name being part of a process of evolution stretching back over several centuries. In every case the development has not led to a diminution of the army’s capabilities but has produced new regiments that are the equal of their predecessors. At least, in the case of The Cameronians (Scottish Rifles), its history is inviolable and its traditions are still intact.

Together with the other books in the series this concise history has been written to mark this latest transformation in Scottish and British military history. This is not a new regimental history of the regiment and its predecessors, but I hope it will be a useful addition to the regiment’s historiography. Invariably, as is the case with the other concise regimental histories in the series, it also reflects the history of the British Army and the empire in which it served. I owe a tremendous debt to previous regimental historians, whose books are listed in the bibliography. It goes without saying, I hope, that the history of the regiment could not have been attempted without a thorough reading of these volumes as well as the many personal accounts written by soldiers who served in The Cameronians.

For help with the selection of illustrations I would like to thank the staff at the Cameronians Collection, Low Parks Museum, Hamilton. Grateful thanks are also due to Major Brian Leishman, editor of The Covenanter and a regimental trustee, who gave his blessing to the project.

Trevor Royle


ONE

For King and Covenant

In May 1968 The Cameronians (Scottish Rifles) disbanded at Douglas in Lanarkshire at roughly the same spot it had been raised in 1689. It was a sonorous moment; the atmosphere was heavy with history and the sentiments expressed that day reflected the strength of the emotions being experienced by those present: the Rev. Donald MacDonald, a former regimental chaplain, caught the mood when he stated that as the regiment marched out of the Army List into history it was entering a ‘proud place’ where ‘no man can remove your name and no man can snatch a rose from the chaplet of your honour’. It was a moving and prescient comment, but MacDonald’s words also ensured that the regiment would survive in the minds of everyone associated with The Cameronians and, beyond it, the greater Scottish regimental family. For 279 years the regiment had been central to the way Scots regarded the army and its loss was a blow to all who had served in its ranks or had family connections with the men who wore Douglas tartan. And yet, the chaplain had the last word. Although The Cameronians are no more and the regiment is unlikely ever to be restored to the Army List, its place in history is unassailable. For many years it was Scotland’s only rifle regiment; on parade it marched at 140 paces per minute and its dark rifle-green tunics marked it out as an elite formation. It embraced the history of one regiment, 26th Cameronians, which had its origins in the turbulent period that accompanied the arrival of the House of Orange at the end of the seventeenth century, while its other component part, 90th Perthshire Light Infantry, was raised for service in the war against Revolutionary France. Over the years the regiment has provided the British Army with an impressive number of distinguished soldiers, including three field marshals – viscounts Hill and Wolseley and Sir Evelyn Wood – and during the Second World War no other regiment produced so many senior commanders, including two generals, two lieutenant-generals, five major-generals and 19 brigadiers. Always tough and enduring in battle, The Cameronians reflected the character of its main recruitment area – Glasgow and Lanarkshire – and in later years it took self-conscious pride in the fact that the Germans nicknamed its soldiers Giftzwerge, poison dwarfs.

To understand how this proud regiment came into being it is necessary to go back to the death of King Charles II and the succession of his brother King James VII and II in 1685. Initially the new reign got off to a promising start but soon James began a reckless policy of promoting Catholic allies and England became increasingly Catholic in complexion. A papal nuncio was received, new friaries and monasteries were opened in London, a Jesuit school appeared at the Savoy, the army welcomed Catholic chaplains and James began taking soundings amongst Justices of the Peace and deputy lieutenants of the counties about repealing the Test Act. A first Declaration of Indulgence ending laws against Catholics was passed in April 1687 (in Scotland the legislation was passed as Letters of Indulgence) and a second declaration appeared in May the following year. Similar steps were taken in Ireland to unstitch the Protestant ascendancy: Catholics were granted key political and legal appointments and the Irish parliament threatened to pass legislation to reverse the land settlement introduced by Oliver Cromwell in the previous decade. To the watching Irish Protestants the situation seemed ripe for a Catholic takeover.

The flashpoint was provided by the Church. In May 1688 James ordered the second Declaration of Indulgence to be read in all churches; six bishops refused and were put on trial for seditious libel, together with the Archbishop of Canterbury. (They were acquitted amidst great public jubilation at the end of June.) With the king and the Church in direct confrontation, a group of conspirators made contact with William of Orange and invited him to intervene to save parliament and religion, ‘if the circumstances stand so with your Highness that you believe that you can get here time enough, in a condition to give assistance this year’. (As the son of Charles II’s sister Mary, William had a claim on the throne, as did his wife Mary, who was the daughter of James VII and II.) This was the message James’s son-in-law had been waiting for and he immediately began raising an invasion force. William’s decision was prompted by one further event – the birth of a son and heir, James Edward Stewart, to his father-in-law and his second wife, Mary of Modena. It was inconceivable that the new prince would not be raised in the Catholic faith.

James attempted to make concessions but it was too late, and he knew it. Following the bishops’ acquittal James had been surprised to see his soldiers cheering and was equally astonished when an officer told him not to concern himself. ‘Do you call that nothing?’ retorted the king. Things were falling apart and when William landed at Torbay on 5 November support began drifting away from the Crown towards the invading saviour. The magnates who had invited William began seizing the key cities, two senior army commanders, the Duke of Grafton and Colonel John Churchill, turned coat, and with no army to defend him James was forced to escape to France. Even that proved difficult. The fishermen taking him uncovered his identity and brought him back, and it was not until the year’s end that he was allowed to leave openly through the port of Rochester. The last Stewart king had departed and the dynasty was destined never to return to its three kingdoms.

The end of the Stewarts and the arrival of the Protestant House of Orange finally settled the relationship between the monarch, the parliament and the people. It was enshrined in the Declaration of Rights which was presented to William on 13 February 1689 together with the offer of the Crown; it stated that parliaments must be held regularly, that elections must be free and that its debates must be open and not questioned in any place other than parliament, that only parliament could give consent to statutes, levy taxation and that ‘raising and keeping a standing army within the kingdom in time of peace unless it be with consent of parliament is illegal’. The declaration also limited the succession to William’s heirs and excluded Catholics. Unlike earlier usurpations there was no bloodshed and the event was known to English history as the Glorious Revolution. Only in Scotland and Ireland was the new order greeted with violence, and as a result the regiment known as The Cameronians came into being. On 14 May 1689 on the banks of Douglas Water in south Lanarkshire, the 19-year-old James Douglas, 14th Earl of Angus and son of the Marquis of Douglas, raised a regiment of infantry to defend the rights of the Convention of Estates and to pledge loyalty to the new joint monarchy of William and Mary of Orange:


The Estates of the kingdom of Scotland, considering that James, Lord Angus has made an offer to levie a Regiment of 1200 foot, to be commanded by him as Collonel, and to be employed in the service of His Majestie, William, by the grace of God, King of Great Britain, France and Ireland; and the Estates reposing trust and fidelitie couradge and good conduct of the said James, Lord Angus, have therefore nominated, constituted and appoynted the said James, Lord Angus to be Collonel of the said regiment of foot appoynted by the act of the said Estates of the dait of these presents, to be levied by him as said is consisting of 20 companies, and 60 men in each company, with full power to the said James, Lord Angus to nominate the Lieutenant Collonel and Major of the said regiment, both officers and souldiers, as Collonel and Captain, carefully and diligently, and to keep them in good order and discipline, and to doe and act all things competent and incumbent for any Collonel of foot...



The regiment’s commanding officer in the rank of lieutenant-colonel was William Cleland, the son of the gamekeeper on the nearby Douglas estates and an experienced soldier who had already seen military service fighting for the cause of the Covenanters, militant Presbyterians, also known as United Societies, or Hillmen, who had opposed the imposition of episcopacy during the reign of King Charles II. Theirs was an austere and unyielding form of religion which demanded discipline and obedience: those who followed it were prepared to fight for their beliefs and in time they were forced to worship in the open, usually in remote upland areas where armed pickets were posted to guard the worshippers and their minister who had been ‘outed’ from the established Church. As described by Bishop Gilbert Burnet in his justly celebrated memoirs, History of His Own Time (1724), the Covenanting ministers seem to have had more in common with the Old Testament prophets:


They prayed long and with much fervour. They preached twice on Sunday and for most part once on a week day. They catechised all their people at least once a year in their communions, and they used to visit the families in their parishes oft and to pray to them and exhort them in secret. They had also frequent private meetings, where those that were of a higher dispensation than the rest met, sometimes without the minister and sometimes with him, and used to propose their cases and discourse about them and pray concerning them. And by these means the people, especially in the west, where those practices were frequenter, grew to that readiness, both in discoursing about sacred things and in praying, that it has astonished me to overhear them at these exercises; not but that they had many impertinences among them, yet it was a wonderful thing to me, and perhaps not to be paralleled anywhere, that the generality of the commons should have been able to pray extempore something for a whole hour together.



Many of the men who answered the Earl of Angus’s call came from that kind of background and as a result the regiment took its name from one of the foremost Covenanting leaders, Richard Cameron, ‘The Lion of the Covenant’, whose followers were known as Cameronians. Significantly, one of Angus’s first appointments was Alexander Shields as chaplain, and it was also ordained that each company should be provided with an elder ‘in order that piety might be promoted and offenders be reproved’. From the outset soldiers were permitted to carry weapons to church and posted armed pickets outside to protect the congregation; this tradition lasted until the final disbandment parade in 1968. In essence the new regiment was as much a congregation as a fighting formation, each man carried a bible and the instructions given to them at their first muster left them all in no doubt that one of their main tasks was the protection of the Presbyterian religion. Each soldier had to enter into the following agreement:


That they shall be well affected, of approved fidelity and of a sober conversation. They declare: that the cause they are called to appear for is, the service of the King’s Majesty, in the defence of the nation; recovery and preservation of the Protestant religion; and, in particular, the work of the Reformation in Scotland, in opposition to Popery, prelacy and arbitrary power in all its branches and steps, until the Government of Church and State be brought back to their lustre and integrity established in the best and purest terms.



Once mustered, the Cameronian regiment moved north to Perth, stopping first at Stirling to receive uniforms and weapons – 400 pikes and 400 muskets. Their immediate task was to engage in internal security duties, guarding the approaches to the Highlands ‘to clear the braes of Stirling-shire of lowse [dissolute] and ill-affected men who might be found in arms’. At the time that the regiment was raised the Covenanters had largely passed into history and most of their number had been forced back into the accepted order. However, not everyone in Scotland was prepared to accept William as king and the opposition to the new order centred on a prominent Jacobite (as James’s supporters came to be known), John Graham of Claverhouse, Viscount Dundee, who began gathering forces in his heartlands north of the Tay. At the same time the Duke of Gordon seized Edinburgh Castle in James’s name. To counter this threat the Estates appointed Major-General Hugh MacKay of Scourie to command its forces, which consisted of three regiments of the Scots Brigade which had been serving in the Low Countries since 1572 and the Edinburgh Regiment (later The King’s Own Scottish Borderers) which had been raised by the Earl of Leven two months before the Earl of Angus’s regiment came into being. MacKay offered huge bribes to try to win the support of the clans but it was an uphill task as Dundee enjoyed the support of clan chiefs like Cameron of Lochiel and MacDonald of Keppoch, both of whom provided him with armed retainers. Having decided to base himself in Badenoch and Lochaber he slowly built up Jacobite strength and by the end of May had at least 1,700 men under his command. At the end of the month Dundee attacked Ruthven Castle and burned it down in an attempt to lure MacKay into battle, but the commander of the Convention army refused to take the bait. Instead he kept his forces well clear of the Highland area and awaited developments. They were not long in coming. On 22 July 1689 Dundee moved out of Lochaber and advanced towards Blair Castle to confront MacKay’s army, which was approaching nearby Dunkeld. At the resulting battle in the Pass of Killiecrankie the Highland forces gained the upper hand, but Dundee’s death in the moment of victory meant that the rebellion was over before it had begun – shorn of his inspirational leadership the clansmen started drifting home.

Although Cleland’s Cameronians had not been involved in the Battle of Killiecrankie, they were soon in action against the Jacobites. Three weeks later the Jacobite army, now commanded by Brigadier-General Cannon, moved on Dunkeld where Cleland had placed his men in a defensive formation. Knowing that he would be fighting in a built-up area and that he had to avoid unnecessary civilian casualties inside the town, he prepared those defences carefully. Walls were rebuilt and pickets placed at key points, and various houses and the local church were turned into defended positions. To begin with there was some dissent within the ranks that the regiment had been sent to garrison a town with no obvious defences, and these fears were exacerbated by rumours that the officers intended to flee on their horses in the event of things going badly. Cleland was equal to the task. On hearing the tittle-tattle he called the men together and told them: ‘Neither I nor any of my officers will, in any extremity, abandon you. Bring out my horse, all our horses, they shall be shot dead.’ His words steadied nerves and the men replied that the horses should not be shot and confirmed that all would face ‘the last hazard’ together.

On 21 August the Jacobite army appeared outside Dunkeld and, as anticipated, its opening gambit was the same fearsome headlong charge into the opposition’s lines which had broken MacKay’s forces at Killiecrankie. In the first shock the Cameronians’ lines wavered but the pickets withdrew to a defensive wall in front of the Marquis of Atholl’s house, from which they were able to pour heavy and sustained fire into the Jacobites’ lines. Soon some of the surrounding houses were on fire, killing those Jacobite soldiers who had hoped to use them as firing points, and the regimental records reported that the slaughter proved to be ‘a terrible initiation for recruits’. During this phase Cleland was shot dead and the battle itself continued for another four hours before the Jacobites began to withdraw in the face of the heavy firing. The regiment’s casualties were two officers killed and five wounded and 15 soldiers killed and 30 wounded. The losses in the Jacobite force were estimated at 300 killed, wounded or taken prisoner. In the regimental records the battle was neatly summarised without any self-congratulation: ‘That a handful of inexperienced men was wonderfully animated to a steadfast resistance against a multitude of obstinate furies; but they give the glory to God, and praised him, and sung psalms, after they had fitted themselves for a new assault.’ Even the defeated side was impressed: in the wake of the fight at Dunkeld a Jacobite song came into common currency ruefully praising the behaviour of the government forces:


For murders, too, as soldiers true,

You were advanced well, boys;

For you fought like devils, your only rivals,

When you were at Dunkeld, boys.



In fact the Cameronians had broken the back of the Jacobite rebellion and for the rest of the year the regiment was under MacKay’s command undertaking internal security duties in the Highland area. Despite the defeat of the Jacobite forces at Killiecrankie and Dunkeld the country was still thick with rumours about an insurrection in the Highlands and the arrival of Catholic supporters from Ireland. One story insisted that the town of Kirkcudbright had been destroyed and when the Cameronians arrived in Stirling the men were told that ‘10,000 Papists were landed from Ireland with strange instruments of death for despatching Protestants’. For men brought up in the covenanting tradition and possessing an innate hatred of the Catholic and Episcopalian religions this was probably all the encouragement they needed to undertake the regiment’s first assignment.

In the spring of 1691, there was a change of direction when the regiment left Scotland to serve in the Army of the League of Augsburg, a coalition formed by England, the United Provinces of the Netherlands, Spain and the German principalities to oppose King Louis XIV of France’s expansionist policies in the Netherlands. At the time France was Europe’s main power and there were fears that it would use its military superiority to gain hegemony over the continent and cow Spain into submission. Although the fighting in the Netherlands achieved nothing, it introduced the regiment to Britain’s traditional campaigning grounds in Europe. In the coming years the Cameronians would come to know Flanders and the Low Countries well, marching, counter-marching and fighting over ground with names that were to become familiar to generations of soldiers and, in time, part of the regiment’s many battle honours.

War had been declared on 7 May 1689 – it was known as the War of the League of Augsburg or the Nine Years War – and the first English army to serve in the theatre of war had been a force of 8,000 under the command of John Churchill, who served under Prince George Frederick of Waldeck. It had secured an early victory over the French at Walcourt in August but the replacement of the French commander de Villars by the experienced Marshal François de Luxembourg changed the complexion of the fighting. The following summer he inflicted a crushing defeat on the allies at Fleurus and followed this up by taking Mons and routing Waldeck’s army at Leuze. This was followed up in May 1692 by the capture of the fortress at Namur in a brilliant operation masterminded by Marshal de Vauban, the foremost military engineer of the day, who took only seven days to reduce the garrison.

During this period the Cameronian regiment was brigaded with the Scots Guards, Royal Scots and Ramsay’s and Hodge’s regiments of foot (the latter later became The Bedfordshire Regiment). Also present in the theatre of operations was Hugh MacKay, acting as a brigade commander. During the operations the British regiments did not serve as a separate force but formed brigades made up of three to five regiments or battalions, each one under the independent command of a lieutenant-colonel. The infantry components were equipped with muskets and pikes and each company (apart from grenadiers) consisted of two-thirds muskets and one-third pikes. In battle musketeers fought six ranks deep while the pikemen fought five deep, their task being to guard the line against attack by cavalry. Only gradually was the matchlock musket replaced by the flintlock; another innovation was the introduction of the plug bayonet in the 1690s to replace the pike as the main weapon to counter cavalry.

Following a series of attempts to engage the French army, all unsuccessful, the allies enjoyed a stroke of good fortune at the beginning of August. While on the march at night the allies, under the command of King William III, unexpectedly came across Luxembourg’s army at Steenekirk between the Scheldt and the Meuse, some 15 miles to the south-west of Brussels and to the south of the later and better known battlefield of Oudenarde. In the opening stages the French were surprised and their advance guard was quickly overwhelmed but Luxembourg quickly regrouped his forces and was able to draw them up in a new line of battle to meet the expected allied attack. To the British regiments fell the duty of assaulting the French lines (most of their infantrymen were Swiss, then considered to be the best in Europe). On the left flank were the Cameronians, Coutts’s (later the Coldstream Guards) and two regiments of the Scots Brigade (MacKay’s and Graham’s). The right flank was occupied by the cavalry and three other regiments of foot. It was not an easy task as the attackers had to advance over uneven ground and when the actual fighting began it was marked by vicious close-quarter combat which lasted two hours before the French lines began to falter. Seeing that his men were being beaten back, Luxembourg launched the French Guards who were able to stem the breach opened by the attacking British infantrymen. The regimental records of the Cameronians attest to the ferocity of the fighting:


Never was a more terrible, and at the same time more regular, fire heard; during two hours it seemed to be like continued thunder. The vanguard behaved with such bravery and resolution, that although they received the charge in succession of the enemy’s battalions, yet they drove them from a battery of seven pieces of cannon, which, however, they could send away, as the French had cut the traces and carried off the horses. All the regiments distinguished themselves by their courage and perseverance, driving their opponents from hedge to hedge, often firing from muzzle to muzzle through them.



At that crucial stage in the battle, when the allies had gained an advantage which now had to be protected, William lost control. Instead of reinforcing MacKay’s position he followed the advice given to him by the Dutch general, Hendrik Solms, who had replaced Churchill. For reasons that are unclear and make no sense given the tactical situation, Solms decided to withhold the bulk of his army and left MacKay’s regiments to face unequal odds. His only comment was chillingly unhelpful: ‘Let us see what sport these English bulldogs will make!’ The comments of the other protagonists were equally contrary. As the Cameronians and the other seven regiments began a fighting retreat from the French lines and men started falling in multitudes, William burst into tears as he watched the slaughter and exclaimed, ‘Oh, my poor English!’ (Like many other things during this ill-starred campaign he was wrong on that count, as also taking part in the battle were Royal Scots, the Scots Fusiliers Regiment of Foot (O’Farrel’s) and the Edinburgh Regiment.) As for Hugh MacKay of Scourie, a pious man who believed that he was defrauding the Almighty if he was not doing his great work, he returned to the fighting with the fatalistic words, ‘The will of the Lord be done.’ He was the most senior of the British losses of the 620 officers and men who were killed or wounded at Steenekirk (amongst them was the Earl of Angus, who fell at the head of his regiment); at the time it was a bloody roll-call in a battle which the historian of the British Army, Sir John Fortescue, described as being ‘admirably designed and abominably executed’.

After the battle Lieutenant-Colonel Andrew Monro of the Royals was appointed colonel and following the relief of Charleroi the British expeditionary force went into winter quarters. Shortly after the 1693 campaigning season began William, now with 70,000 men under his command, engaged Luxembourg once more at Landen (or Neerwinden) but enjoyed even less success. The French cavalry managed to break into the allied lines, which had been constructed with entrenchments and palisades along a stream called the Landen, a tributary of the River Geet between Brussels and Liège, and having broken the positions in the centre forced William’s men to retire from the battlefield. During the first part of the fighting the Cameronian regiment was part of the defensive line on the right flank together with the Scots Fusiliers and the Edinburgh Regiment. Fortunately, Luxembourg chose not to pursue the retreating army, otherwise William would have been forced to sue for peace. Around 20,000 of his army had become casualties, making the Battle of Landen the bloodiest battle fought in Europe for over 200 years. So great was the slaughter that the House of Lords recommended that no British general should ever again serve under the subordinate command of a Dutch soldier, whatever his rank.

However, the fact that William had not been conclusively defeated in the field encouraged him to continue the war despite the fact that it was a drain on the country’s exchequer. It also made him more determined than ever to raise the siege of Namur, which had been reinforced by de Vauban and was thought to be impregnable. Around 14,000 French troops under the command of Duke Louis de Boufflers formed the garrison and the strength of their position was confirmed when the opening rounds failed to make any impression on the defences. The defenders were helped by the fact that the outer works to the south were protected by the River Meuse and by the town which lay to the east. During the besieging operations the grenadier company of the Cameronian regiment was one of the formations involved in the attack on the heights at Bouge on 8 July. There were successive attempts throughout the month on 17, 23 and 24 July and it was not until 26 August that the French garrison was finally worn down by the incessant attacks and the need to defend the fortress walls. On 5 September the garrison finally surrendered the castle, marching out with only 5,538 of the original garrison of 15,000. When the campaigning season came to an end in the autumn the Cameronian regiment was allotted the fortress as its winter quarters.

The war was settled by the Treaty of Ryswick on 20 September 1697 and
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