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Preface

The Gordon Highlanders disappeared from the British Army’s Order of Battle in 1994 following the amalgamation with Queen’s Own Highlanders to form The Highlanders (Seaforth, Gordons and Camerons). Twelve years later there was an even more fundamental change when The Highlanders became the 4th battalion of The Royal Regiment of Scotland, the new ‘large’ regiment formed as a result of radical reforms in the structure of the British infantry. Inevitably the 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 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.

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. As the Gordons shared their story with Queen’s Own Highlanders between 1994 and 2006 the final pages of this account are common to both histories. 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, 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 the six volumes of Life of a Regiment, which traces the history of the Gordons from its beginnings in 1787 to 1970.

I am grateful to the following for granting permission to quote from copyright material: Philip Carson for permission to quote from the private papers of Lieutenant-Colonel R.A. Wolfe Murray DSO, MC; Cath Scott for permission to quote from ‘Coronach For the Dead of the 5/7th Battalion The Gordon Highlanders’ by Alexander Scott MC, from Alexander Scott, Selected Poems 1943–1974, Akros Publications, Preston, 1975.

For help throughout the project I would like to thank Lieutenant-Colonel Alastair Cumming, the Regimental Secretary of The Highlanders until 2006. At the Gordon Highlanders Museum in Aberdeen (an excellent example of its kind) I owe a debt of gratitude to the curator Sarah Malone for her help and support, and I want to thank Stewart Mitchell, Debbie Perry, Charles Reid and Major Malcolm Ross who gave unstinting assistance in the selection of illustrations. Grateful thanks are also due to Brigadier the Hon. Hugh B.H.E. Monro who gave his blessing to the project during his period of office as Colonel of The Highlanders.

Trevor Royle


ONE



A Gordon for Me

For two centuries, from its foundation in 1794 to its amalgamation with Queen’s Own Highlanders in 1994 to form The Highlanders, The Gordon Highlanders was one of the best-known regiments in the British Army. It recruited mainly from the north-east of Scotland and its personality was formed from the fishing and farming communities which give the area its character – tough, unyielding, reticent of speech and blessed by an idiosyncratic sense of humour. A total of 18 Victoria Crosses were won by Gordon Highlanders, its battle honours are a roll-call of campaigns fought by the British Army over two centuries and the distinctive yellow stripe in its government tartan kilt was widely known and respected. It also gave the army some of its finest soldiers, amongst whom may be mentioned Field Marshal George White, the winner of a Victoria Cross in 1879 and General Sir Ian Hamilton, the commander of the ill-fated Gallipoli campaign in 1915, who was allegedly twice turned down for the same award, on the first occasion because he was considered to be too young and the second because he was too senior. Another fine and upstanding Gordon Highlander was Major-General Sir Hector Macdonald, who rose from the ranks, an unusual achievement, to become one of the best-known soldiers of the late Victorian period. And in more recent times the regiment was memorialised in the fictional Private McAuslan stories written by George Macdonald Fraser, the creator of the Flashman novels, who himself served in the 2nd battalion immediately after the Second World War. The regiment also gave rise to a popular music-hall ditty composed by Robert Wilson in which ‘Geordie Mackay of the HLI’ is rejected while courting because he serves in the wrong regiment. The girl’s catchy response in the chorus says it all:


A Gordon for me, a Gordon for me,

If ye’re no’ a Gordon, ye’re no use to me.

The Black Watch are braw, the Seaforth an’ a’,

But the cocky wee Gordon’s the pride o’ them a’.



Also inspired by the regiment was the catchphrase ‘the Gordons will take it’ which enjoyed a wide currency at the end of the nineteenth century. During the storming of the Heights of Dargai in 1897 in India’s North-West Frontier Province Piper George Findlater won a gallant Victoria Cross (see Chapter Five) while continuing to play the pipes even though he had been wounded in both legs. The action was widely reported, turning the piper into a national hero. At the same time the commanding officer’s words before battle also entered the national consciousness. Told that his regiment had to capture the position, Lieutenant-Colonel H.H. Mathias responded with the immortal words: ‘The General [Sir William Lockhart] says this hill must be taken at all costs – the Gordon Highlanders will take it.’ Soon wags in London clubs were saying that the same thing would happen if anyone left an umbrella unattended – ‘the Gordons will take it’. And yet, the history of the regiment is not just about The Gordon Highlanders. It also embraces another fine regiment, the 75th Highlanders, with which it was amalgamated in 1881 during one of the army’s many periods of reform. The 75th was designated the Stirlingshire Regiment and although it had a distinguished record of service it more or less disappeared from history and very little is known about its foundation or its antecedents. At the time of the amalgamation the 75th had already lost its Highland status and although it became the 1st battalion of the new regiment, it is fair to say that when The Gordon Highlanders came into being it was not so much an amalgamation of equals as a takeover by the younger regiment.

The 75th Highlanders was formed in 1787 and, in common with the other Highland regiments raised during this period, its existence owed everything to Prince Charles Edward Stewart’s Jacobite rebellion of 1745–46 and the government’s response to it. In the aftermath of the defeat of the Jacobite army at Culloden the government forces commanded by the Duke of Cumberland had indulged in atrocity and summary justice as they set about rounding up the Jacobite rebels and pacifying the heartland which had supported them. The duke’s policy was ‘to bruise those bad seeds spread about this country so as they might never shoot again’ and, in so doing, to prevent the Highlands from offering their traditional threat to the body politic. It was a chance, he said, to demonstrate to the clans that they were not above the law and that it was in the power of the government’s security forces to march into lands previously considered inaccessible in order to pacify the inhabitants. The clans were forced to disarm, their centres of power were destroyed – around 7,000 houses were razed and steps were taken to position garrisons throughout the Highlands. Finally, measures were introduced for ‘disarming and undressing those savages’ through the Disarming Act of August 1746. Not only were traditional weapons and the plaid made illegal, but Highlanders were forced to swear an oath of allegiance which left the clansman in no doubt that his day was over. The act was not repealed until 1782, but by that time it had achieved its main objective.

The destruction of Highland Scottish military power and the Clearances of the traditional clan lands which accompanied it was a watershed in Scotland’s history. Not only was it the beginning of the end of a way of life which was barely understood by outsiders, but it changed for ever the complexion of the Highlands and Gaelic cultural life. Later the Clearances came to be remembered as a shameful period, with its forced evictions, as people made way for the cultivation of sheep, but at the time the process was largely welcomed. In addition to improving their own financial situation, many landowners genuinely believed that they were helping their tenants to create better lives for themselves. Besides, in the aftermath of the union of the parliaments in 1707 and the resultant economic benefits of ‘heavenly Hanoverianism’, it was thought no bad thing to have this lawless area, with its savage population brought under control. What to do with it was another matter. Either the Highlanders could accept modernity and the union or they could be moved elsewhere, and many Highland landowners claimed that they were merely improving the lot of their tenants by encouraging them to move to new lives in the New World. As for the soldierly instincts of the menfolk, these could be offered to the British Army at a time when there was a constant need for recruits.

In fact, steps had already been taken to channel Highland militarism into the service of the state, with the creation of six Independent Companies of the Highland Watch in 1725. These paramilitary police units had been brought into being earlier in the century as small independent companies to prevent smuggling and generally to help keep the peace in the areas where the Lowlands gave way to the Highlands. They had been a mixed success, being irregular forces with a poor command structure, but the creation of these ‘watches’ represented a breakthrough; in 1739 another four companies were added and the new formation was given the status of a regiment of the line, as the 43rd Highland Regiment of Foot. Later it became better known as The Black Watch or Royal Highland Regiment and was renumbered 42nd. But it was during the Seven Years War (1756–63) that the prime minister, William Pitt the Elder, opened the door for the creation of the Highland regiments. Highlanders were regarded as good soldiers, their powers of endurance and fighting qualities were well known and, being members of clans, they would bring with them a sense of coherence and loyalty which would translate into good military practice. As the days of the clan system were numbered after Culloden and would soon disappear, other than as sentimental entities based on chiefdoms, tartans and yearning for a lost past, the Highland regiments became handy substitutes.

Not that the creation of the Highland regiments was universally popular, either in England or in Scotland. Memories of Highland violence and savagery were still vivid, but Pitt insisted that the recruitment of the Highlanders served two purposes – a steady supply of good soldiers for service in Europe, North America and India and a means of finally pacifying a previously troublesome area by ridding it of its warlike young men. If they were killed on active service, then that might be no bad thing either: it was clear that many Highlanders would not return to their native lands, especially if they were fighting in colonial wars. And if the policy of raising the regiments was intended to complete the depopulation of the Highlands, the fighting in America certainly helped the process. Once their regiments were disbanded, as happened on a regular basis at the end of any conflict, it was hoped that many Highland soldiers would simply settle in America, where they would provide a loyal bulwark against any secession movement. In 1766 Pitt defended in parliament his decision to raise the Highland regiments:


I have no local attachments: it is indifferent to me, whether a man was rocked in his cradle on this side or that of the Tweed. I sought for merit wherever it was to be found. It is my boast, that I was the first minister who looked for it, and I found it in the mountains of the north. I called it forth, and drew it into your service, a hardy and intrepid race of men! men who, when left by your jealousy, became prey to the artifices of your enemies and had gone nigh to have overturned the state, in the war before last. These men, in the last war were brought to combat on your side: they served with fidelity, as they fought with valour, and conquered for you in every part of the world: detested be the national reflections against them! They are unjust, groundless, illiberal, unmanly!



All the Highland regiments were raised by eminent local gentlemen using the influence of the clan system with its age-old interconnection of family and tribal loyalties to raise the requisite numbers of men. From the outset the territorial links of the regiments were vital, not just for recruiting but also for maintaining group cohesion and loyalty. The system had other benefits. Landowners who had supported the Jacobites were able to demonstrate their loyalty by raising regiments as a quid pro quo. They considered themselves to be Highland gentlemen and if estates had been forfeited as a result of supporting the Jacobites, the raising of a regiment was a useful means of retrieving family honour and making good lost ground. That was an important consideration, as the raising of a regiment depended on social status and financial capacity, the going rate for founding and equipping a regiment being £15,000 (an enormous sum worth £1.5 million today). As well as needing deep pockets, a landowner wishing to raise a regiment had to have contacts at the highest social level as it was the king who gave authority for the regiment to be raised in his name. Once the order and warrant had been issued the regiment came into being, and the commanding officer set about recruiting: for the senior officers a regimental colonel would look to his closest family and friends and they in turn helped to recruit the soldiers from tenants on their estates.

Regiments were also created specifically for service in India, the funds being found by the Honourable East India Company, the organisation for overseeing British commercial and political interests in the Indian sub-continent. To meet that necessity, four Highland regiments were formed in the latter part of the eighteenth century; amongst them was the 75th Highlanders, whose colonel, (later Major-General Sir) Robert Abercromby of Tullibody, was one of the best-known soldiers of the day.

75TH HIGHLANDERS

The regiment was formed in Stirling in the spring or early summer of 1787 (the exact date is uncertain) as the 75th (Highland) Regiment of Foot under the command of Colonel Abercromby of Tullibody. Amongst the recruits who joined the new regiment were men who had served previously in Highland regiments in North America, notably the recently disbanded 76th (MacDonald’s) Highlanders. They were joined by 300 recruits from Perth and the surrounding Highland counties, a remarkable achievement considering that the Abercrombys had no Highland affiliations. By 1790 the first records showed that the officers and men of the 75th consisted of the following nationalities: 461 Scots, 81 English, 41 Irish and six ‘foreigners’. The new colonel’s military experience was a plus: Abercromby came from a family with long-standing army connections and as a young officer he had served in North America, first during the Seven Years War and secondly during the War of Independence (1775–82) where he had caught the eye of the British commander-in-chief, Lord Cornwallis. Immediately after the regiment’s embodiment it was sent south to England to embark on the long voyage to India, where the southern state of Mysore was involved in a protracted series of conflicts with the East India Company.

Throughout the eighteenth century India, like North America, provided a battleground for rival French and British interests as each tried to consolidate commercial supremacy on the ruins of the Mogul empire. Although the French had lost heavily as a result of the Seven Years War – in 1757 Robert Clive’s victory at Plassey had secured Bengal for Britain – the rivalries in India opened opportunities for them to support rulers who were opposed to the British presence. In 1780 British authority was confined to Bengal and the coastal strips around Madras and Bombay; the East India Company also propped up Mohammed Ali, also known as the Nawab Walajah, the ruler of the Carnatic (the hinterland of the Madras Presidency) but his authority was under constant threat from Hyder Ali, the warlike and independent-minded ruler of neighbouring Mysore. Not only had Hyder Ali proved that he possessed a sound military mind during the First Mysore War of 1767–69, when he fought against the British after he had usurped power in Mysore, but his army had been reinforced by French officers and was equipped with modern French artillery. Also, in his son Tipu Sahib he had an equally able lieutenant who emerged as a good fighting soldier during the Second Mysore War of 1780–83 and the Third Mysore War, which broke out in 1789, the year following the arrival of the 75th.

In 1790 Tipu Sultan, as he had become following his father’s death, eight years earlier, invaded the province of Travancore, which was in alliance with the East India Company. A field army was created under the command of Major-General Sir William Medows, an experienced soldier whose plan was to gain possession of the province of Coimbatore before invading Mysore from the south. Coimbatore was occupied quickly and efficiently but Medows’ move failed to tempt Tipu Sultan into a set-piece battle. Command of the army then passed to Abercromby’s old friend Cornwallis, now governor-general of India, who had become impatient at the lack of action in southern India and the failure to deal with Tipu Sultan. Following this appointment Abercromby was promoted governor of Bombay and command of the 75th passed to Captain Robert Crauford, who later won fame as the commander of Wellington’s Light Division in the Peninsular campaign (see Chapter Two). By all accounts the new commanding officer was something of a martinet and did not understand the ways of the Highlanders, many of whom, as was the custom of the day, regarded themselves as gentlemen and did not take kindly to over-enthusiastic discipline.

For most of 1790 the regiment was based at Travancore and it first saw action in December when it formed part of a force under Lieutenant-Colonel James Hartley which had been ordered to relieve the garrison at Pallyghautcherry on the Malabar coast. The operation was successful and also led to the relief of Calicut. At the beginning of 1791 Cornwallis led the main bulk of his army to engage Tipu Sultan’s forces in his fortress at Seringapatam, a heavily fortified position on an island between two branches of the River Cauvery. This was reached in the middle of May but, finding it more heavily defended than expected, Cornwallis was obliged to withdraw. At the same time Abercromby led a second force, consisting of eight Bombay regiments and the 73rd (later 2nd Black Watch), 75th and 77th (later 2nd Middlesex Regiment) which was charged with the responsibility of securing the area between Malabar and Seringapatam, a task that became meaningless following Cornwallis’s withdrawal. Cornwallis made another assault on Seringapatam at the end of January 1792 using an army of 22,000 men, only 6,000 of whom were Europeans. Amongst the latter was the 75th which took part in the fighting on 22 February and lost 16 men in the process. The siege operations were halted when Tipu sued for peace and agreed to pay an indemnity to the East India Company.

The outbreak of fighting between Britain and revolutionary France in 1792 renewed Tipu’s desire to achieve dominion over southern India and he capitalised on it by emerging as a perfervid supporter of the French Revolution, wearing a liberty cap and referring to himself as ‘Citizen Tipu’. It was all a ruse to get French support, which was in any case readily forthcoming as the new French administration saw an opportunity to discomfit their old enemies in India. Soon French officers were turning up all over India, and so concerned were the British that the new commander-in-chief, the Marquess Wellesley (brother of Arthur, the future Duke of Wellington), decided to move against Tipu Sultan and to quash the threat before the French were able to send troops to intervene in south India.

On 20 April 1799 a force under Major-General David Baird containing the 73rd as well as the 74th (later 2nd Highland Light Infantry) and 75th Highlanders swept into Seringapatam having taken the ramparts in a matter of minutes. In the first stage of the assault a small party of stormers known as the ‘forlorn hope’ secured the scaling ladders and in the left attacking column these (a sergeant and 12 men) were supplied by the 75th. It was a decisive victory. Only 80 British soldiers were killed in the attack – 16 were soldiers in the 75th – but the ferocity of the fighting accounted for the lives of some 10,000 Indians, who were killed after the ramparts had been breached. Amongst the casualties was Tipu Sultan, whose death ended the long series of wars in Mysore. Following the victory the 75th remained in India for a further eight years, and during that time the regiment was reinforced by large numbers of English soldiers from the 76th Regiment (later 2nd Duke of Wellington’s Regiment). As the regimental records show, far from being disenchanted with the posting, the new soldiers quickly embraced the military ethos of a Highland regiment and in time became fervent Scots.

Throughout the following year, under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Cumine, the regiment was employed in the campaign to control rebellious tribes in Malabar in southern India and later in Gujarat. In February 1804 the 75th moved to the Bengal presidency and, having arrived at Calcutta, the regiment was transported by boats up the Ganges to Cawnpore. Although Tipu’s collapse at Seringapatam had weakened the Maratha cause it remained a potent threat, and some of the leaders caused the Company all manner of trouble. One of the most dangerous was the Maratha chieftain, Jeswant Rao Holkar, who emerged in 1804 as a daring guerrilla leader. According to General Lord Lake, the commander entrusted with extirpating Holkar, only his elimination would make the Ganges plain secure:


I was never so plagued as I am with this devil [he wrote to the Marquess of Wellesley]: he just, nay hardly, keeps within the letter of the law, which means our army is remaining in the field at an enormous expense, and if we retire he will instantly come on to Jeypoor [Jaipur, then under British protection], where he will at least get a crore [ten million] of rupees (besides immense plunder), which will enable him to pay for his army, and become more formidable than he has yet ever been.



At the end of the year the 75th joined Lake’s army and saw action at the siege of Bharatpur, where most of Holkar’s forces had gathered under the protection of the local rajah. The siege proved to be a long and wearisome business, and it was not until 10 March the following year that the Rajah of Bharatpur eventually sued for terms. Once the operation was over the 75th’s commanding officer, Major Archibald Campbell, issued a special regimental order praising his men for their soldierly and self-effacing conduct during the operation:


The Commanding Officer listened with much satisfaction to the very handsome declaration of the men of the 75th Regiment, who declined receiving any payment for working when on duty in the trenches, but as that duty had been required of them oftener than expected, and as the other European corps are in the habit of being paid for it, he has also directed that it should be drawn for the men of this regiment, whose willing and regular behaviour at all times entitles them to every indulgence, and is exceedingly creditable to themselves.



In March 1807 the 75th returned to Calcutta and left by troopship for Leith. As the result of sending drafts to other regiments in India and discharging wounded men, the regiment’s strength had been reduced to 44 officers and men and on its return it moved to Dunblane to begin recruiting to bring it back up to strength.

92ND HIGHLANDERS

In 1794, Alexander, 4th Duke of Gordon, raised the fourth regiment founded by his family in just under 40 years. The three earlier formations had been militia regiments known as the Gordon or Northern Fencibles and, although raised ostensibly for home service, the first of these had served in India under Robert Clive as the 89th Regiment, distinguishing itself in 1764 at the Battle of Buxar, which had been fought to quell a mutiny in the East India Company’s Bengal Army. Thirty years later, when the country faced a new threat from revolutionary France, Gordon decided to raise a regular formation which would be commanded by his son the 24-year-old Marquis of Huntly. According to family tradition, two factors lay behind Gordon’s military leanings. The first was his mother’s desire to remove the stigma of having supported the Jacobite cause – the second duke had fought at the Battle of Sheriffmuir in 1715 and Lord Lewis Gordon, a son, had supported the 1745 rebellion. Secondly, the fourth regiment was raised by Gordon’s patriotic impulse to help Britain in its hour of need in the war against France. Following a lengthy correspondence with the army’s commander-in-chief, Lord Amherst, a Letter of Service was issued on 10 February 1794 by Sir George Yonge, Secretary for War, giving permission for the raising of a regiment of foot consisting of one grenadier company, one light-infantry company and eight infantry companies. To begin with it was numbered 100th (Highland) Regiment of Foot. In common with the practice of the day the Letter of Service reveals that the founder of the regiment – the Duke of Gordon – had the final say about the officers who would command it:


His Majesty leaves to your Grace the nomination of all the officers, being such as are well affected to his Majesty, and most likely by their interest and connections to assist in raising the corps without delay; who, if they meet with his Royal approbation, may be assured they shall have commissions as soon as the regiment is completed.



Getting permission to raise a regiment was one thing; finding the necessary numbers of men proved to be quite another. The government offered a signing bounty of only five guineas per recruit (worth £490 today) and, if
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