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Preface

The Queen’s Own Highlanders has a relatively short record of service but through its two antecedent regiments – The Seaforth Highlanders and Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders – its history and traditions reach back into the late eighteenth century, when the government of the day raised Highland regiments for service in India and North America. Its recent history also reflects the changes that have taken place in the country’s defence policies in the years following the Second World War. In 1961, as a result of the need to reduce the army’s infantry regiments by amalgamating 30 infantry battalions, The Seaforth Highlanders and Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders combined to form Queen’s Own Highlanders. More than 30 years later there was a greater change when the regiment was amalgamated with The Gordon Highlanders to form The Highlanders (Seaforth, Gordons and Camerons). It, too, was short-lived and emerged with a new identity. In March 2006 The Royal Regiment of Scotland came into being with five regular battalions, one of which was The Highlanders, 4th battalion The Royal Regiment of Scotland. 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 which 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. It 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 existing regimental histories and records, and anyone familiar with the regiment will recognise the debt I owe to Lieutenant-Colonel Angus Fairrie’s encyclopaedic account of the regiment. Illustrations are reproduced by kind permission of The Highlanders Museum Trustees.

For help throughout the project I would like to thank everyone at Home Headquarters, The Highlanders, Cameron Barracks, Inverness, especially the Regimental Secretary until 2006, Lieutenant-Colonel Alastair Cumming. At Fort George, the home of the Queen’s Own Highlanders’ museum, I received unstinting help with the illustrations from Colonel George Latham and Lieutenant-Colonel Angus Fairrie. Grateful thanks are also due to Brigadier Hughie Monro, who gave his blessing to the project during his period of office as Colonel of The Highlanders.

Trevor Royle


CHAPTER ONE



Beginnings

The Queen’s Own Highlanders was formed in 1961 as a result of the amalgamation of two of Scotland’s most famous Highland infantry regiments, The Seaforth Highlanders and Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders. Their antecedent regiments, 72nd, 78th and 79th Highlanders were raised at the end of the eighteenth century as part of the British government’s policy of recruiting Highland soldiers into the British Army to serve in the wars against France and their founders belonged to two of the most influential families in the Highlands and Western Islands of Scotland, Mackenzie of Seaforth and Cameron of Erracht. Both regiments owed their existence, too, to the events that followed the defeat of the Jacobite army at Culloden in 1746 and to the subsequent subjugation of the Highlands and the despoliation of its Gaelic culture. The destruction of Highland military power and the Clearances of the traditional clan lands were the beginning of the end of a way of life which was barely understood by outsiders, not least Lowland Scots, but it has to be said that, at the time, the process was largely welcomed. In the aftermath of the union of the parliaments in 1707 and the economic benefits of ‘heavenly Hanoverianism’ it was thought no bad thing to have this lawless area with its savage population and heathen way of life (for so it seemed) brought under control. What to do with the Highlanders was another matter. Either they could accept modernity and the union, or they could be moved elsewhere to make new lives, courtesy of landowners who regarded themselves not as destroyers but as liberal reformers. As for the soldierly instincts of their tenants, these could be offered to the British Army at a time when it was being used as an imperial gendarmerie to expand the country’s growing colonial holdings.

In fact, steps had already been taken to channel Highland militarism into the service of the state with the creation of the Independent Companies of the Highland Watch in 1739. These paramilitary units had been brought into being earlier in the century as independent companies to control the approaches to the Highlands to prevent smuggling and generally to help keep the peace in the area where the Lowlands gave way to the Highlands. They had been a mixed success, being irregular forces with a poor command structure, and the creation of this new unit under the command of the Earl of Crawford represented a breakthrough in that it was given a number, 43rd (later 42nd), and placed in the British Army’s order of battle. Later it was better known as The Black Watch or Royal Highland Regiment. But it was during the Seven Years War that the prime minister, William Pitt the Elder, acting on a suggestion made by King George II, opened the door for the creation of the Highland regiments. Highlanders were regarded as good soldiers, their powers of endurance and fighting qualities had become evident during the earlier Jacobite rebellions. Here was a ready supply of soldiers who would do their duty, and their clan loyalties would bring a sense of coherence and reliability 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 a sentimental entity based on chiefdoms, tartan and yearning for a lost past, the Highland regiments became handy substitutes.

Not that their creation was universally popular, either in England or in Scotland. Memories of Highland violence and savagery were still vivid, but Pitt argued 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 in the process, 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 further the depopulation of the Highlands, the fighting in America certainly helped the process. Once disbanded, many Highland soldiers settled in America, where it was hoped they would provide a loyal bulwark against any secession movement. Within the space of 20 years rebel Highlanders had been transmogrified into loyal patriots. In 1766 Pitt defended in parliament his decision to raise the Scottish 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!



How did this work out in practice? To a great extent the figures speak for themselves. Between 1714 and 1763 a quarter of the officers serving in the British Army were Scots, proportionally more than the English. Of 208 officers who were also members of parliament from 1750 to 1794, 56 were Scots. At the same time, one in four regimental officers were Scots and Scots were used to receiving high command while fighting in the European and colonial wars waged by Britain throughout the eighteenth century. Between 1725 and 1800 no fewer than 37 Highland regiments were raised to serve in the British Army, and by the end of the period the numbers involved are estimated at 70,000 men.

From the very 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. Most considered themselves to be Highland gentlemen and if estates had been forfeited, 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 creation of a regiment depended on social status and financial capacity, the going rate for raising and equipping a regiment being £15,000, an enormous sum (nearly £1.5 million today) considering that the average annual pay for a private soldier was £18. 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. The actual commission for the commanding officer was signed by the Secretary for War but at the time the final arbiter was King George II.

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 commander would look to his closest family and friends and they in turn helped to recruit the soldiers from the tenants on their estates. When Kenneth Mackenzie, the Earl of Seaforth, raised the 78th (later 72nd) Highlanders in 1778, half of the soldiers came from his own estates while the rest were recruited from Mackenzie lands in Wester Ross. To make up numbers it was common practice to take on English and Irish soldiers. Blandishments included the promise of booty and plunder from campaigns overseas, India being regarded as a treasure trove, and alcohol also came into play. To get some idea of how the system worked there is the well-attested example of the raising of the 79th Highlanders by Alan Cameron of Erracht in 1793. He was not a rich man and did not enjoy the support of a large estate yet a combination of patriotism and the chance to make a fortune abroad encouraged him to raise his regiment of Highlanders. He had to work hard at it for not only was recruitment a problem but he also had to face the opposition of his own family. Fortunately Cameron of Erracht enjoyed widespread respect and according to local records in the Lochaber district the 79th was raised ‘on the sheer strength of his personal popularity... he was a king of men in personal appearance and large-hearted and liberal handed and in their estimation an ideal Highlander’. This was an important consideration – not only did Alan Cameron enjoy the respect of his men but, as a contemporary Gaelic poem written by John MacCodrum makes clear, the regiment was bound together by bonds of clan loyalty:


You raised a regiment from a band of merry active men, lads smart in their dress, agile, even-tempered and unerring, steadfast young men and hardy. On every occasion they shall overcome, their lead shot shall be buzzing, swift to good effect... the well-disciplined officers all well educated, Clan Maclean of the banners with you and the Company of Lochy at full speed, hearty heroes of Clan Donald, generous, boisterous and aggressive... this is the stout regiment that shall be renowned for achievements.



And indeed they were. The Cameron Highlanders quickly built up a solid reputation fighting under the Duke of York in the Netherlands and under Wellington in the Peninsula and Waterloo campaigns. The other Highland regiments gave equally loyal and valiant service, and being allowed to wear tartan they had become an easily identified section of the British Army, so different from the other line-infantry regiments with their standard-issue red coats. With the allure of their uniforms, Scottish soldiers became an instantly recognised and widely feared element of the British Army and their service in Africa, India and North America helped to consolidate Britain’s growing mercantile empire.

78TH (LATER 72ND) HIGHLANDERS

In 1778 Kenneth Mackenzie, Earl of Seaforth, offered to raise a regiment of Highland soldiers at a time when the war in North America was going badly – three years earlier the colonists had started a revolt against British rule – and recruiting was proving to be extremely difficult. A Letter of Service was produced on 8 January 1778 and four months later 47 officers and 1,082 soldiers were recruited into the 78th Highland Foot which was passed fit for service at Elgin and moved south, first to Aberdeen and then to Edinburgh. However, not all was well within the ranks of the new regiment. Most of the men owed their loyalty to Mackenzie and they were proud Highlanders who did not respect the rigours of contemporary military discipline. In no small measure they considered themselves to be gentlemen, and were unused to being treated otherwise. Their pride was further dented by the absence of the promised engagement bounties, and the last straw was provided by a rumour that they had been engaged by the East India Company and would be sent to India instead of the American colonies. In fact the regiment was bound for the Channel Islands to replace Lord MacLeod’s 73rd (later 71st) Highlanders but the damage had been done and the arrival at Leith of five troop transports seemed to confirm the rumour. When the 78th paraded outside the castle on 22 September the unthinkable happened. Led by a group of Macraes from Kintail around 400 soldiers broke ranks and marched off behind a piper down the Canongate before wheeling north to reach the shore of the Forth estuary. Seaforth and the rump of the regiment pursued them and there was a brief and somewhat ludicrous altercation before the mutineers retired back towards Arthur’s Seat while the loyal members of the regiment were hastily put aboard the waiting transports in the roads of Leith.

It was a tense situation. The ‘Wild Macraes’ (as they had been dubbed) were in a strong position at the top of Arthur’s Seat and at first refused all attempts to parley. Cavalry was called out to surround the area but fortunately the senior officer in Scotland, Lieutenant-General Sir James Oughton, was determined to avoid bloodshed. Not only did he understand the depth of feeling that had provoked the mutiny but he was also aware that the soldiers’ action enjoyed widespread support – a correspondent in the Aberdeen Journal compared the mutineers on Arthur’s Seat to ‘the warriors of Ossian, seen from afar, with their glittering arms on the tops of mountains’. From a professional view Oughton could not afford to lose an entire infantry regiment and although it went against the grain he agreed to accept the mutineers’ demands. The bounties would be paid, a promise was given that the 78th would not be posted to India and free pardons were granted to all. A subsequent Court of Inquiry papered over the cracks and, suitably mollified, the mutineers marched down to Leith to embark on the transports which took them to the Channel Islands.

Their first duty was to guard the islands against French invasion, as France had declared war on Britain to support the rebellious colonists during the fighting in North America. In April 1779 the regiment took part in its first engagement when it repelled an attempted French landing and two years later it was also involved in the Battle of Jersey when a stronger French force of 700, led by Baron de Rollecourt, succeeded in landing on Jersey and occupied the capital, St Helier. Five companies of the 78th took part in the operations to dislodge the French and the danger was averted. In contradiction to the promises made in Edinburgh the 78th embarked for service in India and it proved to be a miserable experience. The voyage lasted ten months and by the time the 78th reached Madras (now Chennai), 250 men had succumbed to sickness and disease. Amongst them was the commanding officer, the Earl of Seaforth, who died of fever off the coast of West Africa. He was succeeded by his second cousin, Thomas Mackenzie-Humberston, who had taken his mother’s name when he succeeded to her estates in Lincolnshire. Later he himself succeeded, albeit briefly, to the Seaforth earldom.

Once ashore, the regiment had to accustom itself to the heat and exchanged kilts and belted plaids of black and green government tartan for white linen trousers. They were soon in action, fighting in the service of the East India Company in the war against Tipu, the Sultan of Mysore, the son of Hyder Ali.

Throughout the eighteenth century India, like North America, provided a battleground for rival French and British interests as each country 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 secured Bengal for Britain – the fighting 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; they also propped up Mohammed Ali, also known as the Nawab Walajah, the ruler of the Carnatic (the hinterland of Madras) but his authority was under constant threat from Hyder Ali, the 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, fought against the British after he had usurped power in Mysore, but his army had been reinforced by French officers and was equipped with French artillery. The 78th was in action in June 1783 to secure the port of Cuddalore after it had been captured by French forces; it also took part in the operations against Tipu’s fort at Palghautcherry before the fighting in the Carnatic was brought to an end by the Treaty of Paris, which concluded the war in North America.

The coming of peace also brought an end to the reason for the 78th’s existence. Its men had enlisted for ‘three years or until the end of the Rebellion’ and now they were entitled to be discharged. The only alternative was to soldier on in return for a new bounty of ten guineas, and some 300 of Seaforth’s Highlanders agreed to remain in India in their regiment’s uniform. For the rest there was the long journey home. As John Prebble put it in his history of mutinies in Highland regiments, for them it was an awesome experience: ‘Ten thousand sea-miles from their cool blue Highlands, with little money and speaking Gaelic only for the most part, it is astonishing that any of the disbanded men found their way home.’ One more change awaited the men who stayed behind in India. Three years later, when the size of the infantry was reduced to 77 regiments, Seaforth’s regiment was renumbered 72nd and in that guise it took part in the next phase of the fighting against Tipu Sultan (as he had become). At the time of the renumbering the regiment’s strength was 29 officers and 934 men. This was a quiet period for the regiment and it was brought to an end in 1790 when Tipu Sultan 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. The 72nd formed part of the left wing of the force in company with the 71st Highlanders (later 1st Highland Light Infantry). Coimbatore was occupied quickly and efficiently but Medows’ move failed to tempt Tipu into a fixed battle. At the end of the year Medows’ army joined forces at Darampore with a force from Bengal.

Command of the army now passed to the Earl Cornwallis, governor-general of India, who had become impatient at the lack of action in southern India and the failure to deal with Tipu Sultan. By the beginning of March 1791 Cornwallis had taken his army to Kolar, within two days’ marching of Bangalore, which was then put under siege. Cornwallis’s next objective was Seringapatam, Tipu’s capital, which was reached on 13 May but, finding it heavily fortified, he was forced to order a withdrawal to Bangalore where he decided to set about the destruction of the hill forts in the immediate vicinity. The reduction of these strongpoints by the end of the year permitted Cornwallis to return to Seringapatam, a heavily fortified town on an island between two branches of the River Cauvery.

It was a formidable target and although Cornwallis knew that he had to bring his men to battle he was by no means certain that he would be able to reduce such a heavily defended fortress. His plan was to attack the enemy in three divisions, the left and right wings attacking on the flanks while the centre, under his personal command, would attack into the heart of Tipu’s army and attempt to cross over to the island. This division was composed of four British regiments, 52nd (Oxfordshire) Foot and the 71st, 72nd and 74th Highlanders supported by three battalions of the army of the East India Company. As described by Lieutenant (later Lieutenant-Colonel) Ronald Campbell in his journal (quoted in Cannon’s Records of the 72nd), it was a confused close-quarter battle as the infantrymen struggled to cross the river, waist deep in the swirling waters, and then to engage the enemy:


We rushed among them, and those who did not save themselves by immediate flight, were shot or bayoneted. The greatest number of them ran down to the Carriagat pagoda, where they made a stand and kept up a sharp fire until we were almost close to them; then retired under our fire to the foot of the hill, where they were joined by a strong body from the plain, and made a stand by a small choultry [colonnade], from which a flight of steps led to the bridge across the nulla [water-course]. By this time the general attack on the enemy’s lines had commenced, and there was an almost connected sheet of fire from right to left; musketry, guns and rockets rending the air with their contending noise.



The fighting continued until dawn on 8 February 1792 when Cornwallis’s men woke to find that Tipu Sultan’s army had removed itself into the safety of Seringapatam, leaving the island in their hands. The resulting siege lasted a month before Tipu sued for terms. As a reward for the services of the British regiments each private soldier in the 72nd received a bounty of £14 from the East India Company, a tidy sum which was not much less than a year’s wages. Their losses were one officer and 14 soldiers killed and four officers and 43 soldiers wounded or missing.

The outbreak of war with revolutionary France in February 1793 gave the 72nd further opportunities for action, taking part in the siege of the French fort at Pondicherry. Although an attack on Mauritius was abandoned the following year, the annexation by France of Holland in 1795 meant that all Dutch colonies in the area were taken over by the British as a precautionary measure. In August the 72nd was part of an invasion force which landed in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) and captured the fortresses of Trincomalee and Batticaloa. In 1798 the 72nd returned home after 17 years of service in India and immediately started recruiting at its depot in Perth. Its Highland uniform was restored but manpower shortages and competition from other regiments hampered recruiting, with the result that the new century began with the 72nd’s strength a miserly 214 officers and men. Two things saved the regiment: to counter the recruitment crisis the government passed legislation which allowed men from the fencible forces, formed for home defence, to transfer to line-infantry regiments, and the 72nd transferred to Ireland, which was always a ready source of recruits for the British Army. During its deployment in that country between 1800 and 1805 the regiment was gradually brought up to full strength. The regimental records for the period between 1808 and 1822 provide a telling assessment of the numbers of recruits and their national backgrounds: 2,022 Scots, 397 English, 526 Irish, 90 foreign (principally from the German states with a small number of Caribbeans in the band). Curiously, a significant number of recruits came from the east coast county of Angus.

78TH HIGHLANDERS

In 1793 Britain entered into 22 years of war against revolutionary France with a small, ill-equipped and demoralised army which had to take on an enemy whose armed forces numbered half a million. Years of cutbacks and inefficiency had left Britain with an army which Lord Macaulay described in his History of England as ‘the laughing stock of all Europe’, and in the opening rounds of the war against the French matters did not improve with a series of disasters in Europe and some half-hearted exploits in the West Indies:


It could not boast one single brilliant exploit. It had never shown itself on the Continent but to be beaten, chased, forced to re-embark, or forced to capitulate. To take some sugar islands in the West Indies, to scatter some mob of half-naked Irish peasants, such were the most splendid victories won by the British troops under Pitt’s auspices.



Having cut back the size of the army in the wake of the loss of the American colonies, steps had to be taken to raise new regiments and later, in 1804, to add additional battalions to existing regiments. Against that background Francis Humberston Mackenzie of Seaforth, brother of Thomas who had died in Bombay in 1783 and whom he succeeded as chief of the Clan Mackenzie, petitioned the government to raise a regiment of Highlanders. On 7 March 1793 he received a Letter of Service and by coincidence the new regiment was numbered 78th; once again the
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