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Nightmare sound, bodies all around, at the final battle on British ground.


- from Redcoat, by 

Forlorn Hope
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​Preface
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In December 1745, Charles Edward Stuart, the “Bonnie Prince,” abandons his invasion of England. Come spring, with the support of Highland allies and promised French reinforcements, Charles vows to fulfil the decades long Jacobite cause of restoring the Crown to the House of Stuart.
Despite the onset of winter, William Augustus, Duke of Cumberland, grants Charles no reprieve. Sullied by previous defeats and misfortunes, Cumberland vows to shatter the very soul of Jacobitism. He promises to “give receipt in full” for the slaughter of British soldiers at Prestonpans, and the atrocities committed against English citizens during the Jacobite retreat into Scotland.

On the distant moor of Culloden, the Houses of Stuart and Hanover engage in one last blood-soaked battle for the Crowns of England and Scotland. Combatants and innocents alike will suffer unimaginable cruelties, no matter who triumphs. Thus, the scars of The Forty-Five run deep to this day.
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​Cast of Characters
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British Government:

Barrel’s 4th (King’s Own Royal) Regiment

Lieutenant Colonel Robert Rich – Age: 27. Regimental Commander

Captain Joseph Ward – Age: 26. One of ten company commanders in the regiment

Sergeant Robert Pullman, Corporal Jason Lewis – Ages: Mid to late 20s. Non-commissioned officers (NCOs) in Ward’s Company, each leads a section of up to ten privates

Private James Fraser – Age: 20. A soldier in Ward’s Company under Lewis. A Highland Scot from Glencoe, he is self-educated and a natural leader

Private Alexander Davies – Age: 20. From Lancaster, he has served in the ranks for three years. A friend of James Fraser, despite his inherent loathing of Highlanders

Private Walter Mercer – Age: 34. One of the most experienced soldiers in the company, always a source of information and useful rumours

Private Anthony Williams – Age: 27. Among the few married soldiers in the company. His wife, Alice, and two young children accompany the regiment

Private Edward Atkinson – Age: 18. Friend of Alexander Davies, who treats him like a younger brother

Private Richard Brown – Age 20: A former Jacobite from the Manchester Regiment, he is given the chance to enlist and “take the King’s Shilling” in exchange for full pardon

1st Royal Scots

Captain James Chisholm – Age: 27. Company Commander. A Highland Scot from Clan Chisholm of Strathglass, he learns his younger brother leads a company of their clansmen in service to the Jacobites

Lieutenant James Boyd – Age: 18. Subaltern under Chisholm and son of the traitor, William Boyd, Earl of Kilmarnock

Sergeant David Johnston – Age: 28. The ranking non-commissioned officer appointed to Chisholm’s Company, he helps lead the defence of Stirling Castle

Corporal William Allan – Age: 20. A friend and protégé of Johnston

British Nobles and Other Soldiers:

William Augustus, Duke of Cumberland – Age: 24. Second surviving son of King George II, he is appointed Commander in Chief, Scotland, replacing Field Marshal Wade and the defeated Lieutenant General Cope

Lieutenant General Henry Hawley – Age: 60. One of the oldest general officers serving in the field, he leads a division sent to reinforce Cumberland in Scotland

Major General Willem van Keppel, Earl of Albemarle – Age 43. Wielding great political influence, while also a capable military leader, he is appointed commander of the first line division

Major Generals John Huske, Humphrey Bland – Ages: Mid to late 50s. Highly respected and experienced, assigned as division commanders under Cumberland, they act as his closest tactical and strategic advisers

Colonel Francis Ligonier – Age 52. Despite being born in France, he and his elder brother became a distinguished British army officers. Granted that rare honour of dual colonelcies by King George over two regiments: his own 59th Regiment, and the 13th Dragoons, replacing the late Colonel James Gardiner

Captain Caroline Frederick Scott – Age 34. From an influential Lowland Scots family, whose father was a personal friend of King George I, he is sent by Cumberland to defend Fort William. His fierce devotion to the House of Hanover is eclipsed only by his hatred of the Highland clans, who he considers a blight upon Scotland

Lieutenant Terrance Molloy – Age: 37. Battlefield commissioned following his successful defence of Ruthven Barracks, he continues to stand defiant in the face of returning Jacobite forces

Jacobites:

Nobles and Clan Chieftains:

Charles Edward Stuart – Age: 24. Also known as “Bonnie Prince Charlie,” he lands in Scotland to raise support to overthrow the House of Hanover and restore the House of Stuart. Oldest son of the exiled James Stuart, who he refers to as King James III of England, VIII of Scotland. They a referred to by the British as the Old and Young Pretender

Lord George Murray – Age: 51. Scottish noble, and the senior Jacobite lieutenant general. Though highly capable, he has a tumultuous relationship with members of Charles’ inner circle

William Murray, Marquess of Tullibardine – Age: 56. Older brother of Lord George and one of Charles’ closet advisers. Struggling with poor health, he appears much older

James Drummond, Duke of Perth – Age 33. One of the more committed Jacobite sympathisers since long before the uprising, Charles appoints him lieutenant general in command of a division

Lord John Drummond – Age 31. Brother of Perth and the third Jacobite lieutenant general

William Boyd, Earl of Kilmarnock – Age 40. Despite having no previous dealings with the Stuarts, and with two sons holding British military commissions, he still becomes the only Lowland Scottish noble to declare for the Jacobites

Donald Cameron of Lochiel – Age: 50. Chieftain of the Camerons of Lochiel, he holds the greatest sway of any across the Highlands clans and commands its largest regiment

John William O’Sullivan – Age: 45. Irishman from County Kerry, serving as a colonel in the French Army, attached to the Jacobites. He is Prince Charles’ most trusted adviser, while a hated rival of Lord George Murray

Brigadier General Walter Stapleton – Age: 45. An Irishman holding a French commission, he leads a brigade of professional “French” soldiers who are mostly exiled Scots and Irishmen

MacDonells of Keppoch

Alexander MacDonell of Keppoch – Age: 53. Chief of the Keppochs, colonel of his clan regiment. Close friend and distant relation of Lochiel

Donald MacDonell – Age: 46. Brother of Keppoch and his lieutenant colonel

Donald MacDonell of Tirnadris – Age: 38. Cousin of Keppoch, major of the clan regiment

Allan MacDonell – Age: 26. A lieutenant within the regiment, assumes command over the late Archibald MacDonell’s company

William MacIntyre – Age: 24. Subtenant of Archibald MacDonnell, now under Allan MacDonell. Is especially eager to return home after learning about the birth of his son

John Kennedy – Age: 36. A fellow subtenant, he and his wife, Isla, are neighbours and friends of the MacIntyres 

John MacDougall – Age: 24. Fellow subtenant and longtime rival of William MacIntyre, though their animosity has tempered since the uprising began

Murdo MacPherson – Age: 21. A recent addition to the company, he and William become close friends
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Scotland during the 18th century
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​Chapter I
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Carlisle Castle

4 January 1746
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Carlisle Castle (author’s collection)

“Your lives are subject to the King’s pleasure.”

Richard jolted awake. He frantically looked about, but all was darkness. No, not all. There was a sliver of light coming from high above his head against the far wall. He was seated upright against a stone wall. It was cold, wet, and smelled horrific. His skin was clammy, his face scruffy. His head itched and he scrubbed his fingers through his filthy, matted hair. He then heard muffled sounds of men snoring, coughing, spitting, and swearing in hushed voices. Where in God’s name was he?

It was then that his mind began to clear. The words, which had caused him to wake with a start, came not from a dream, but a memory. They were all the reassurance the captured garrison defending Carlisle received, following their surrender to the Duke of Cumberland.

Private Richard Brown was a member of the Manchester Regiment, fighting to overthrow the Hanoverians under King George II and restore the exiled House of Stuart. They were the newest addition to the Jacobite army under Prince Charles Edward Stuart, and its first English regiment. The rest were mostly Highland clans, with a few from the Scottish Lowlands. When the “Bonnie Prince” was forced to abandon his invasion of England, the Manchesters were amongst the volunteers left to safeguard Carlisle Castle, the great stronghold in northwest England.

Richard’s head throbbed as he remembered the endless bombardment from enemy cannon. His thoughts kept returning to a poor Highlander from the Duke of Perth’s Regiment, brutally slain by enemy cannon. The hapless fellow was struck by a nine-pound iron ball directly in the chest, disintegrating in a spray of blood, bone, and pulpy viscera, as he flew backwards from the keep. The image of his face, eyes wide in agony and terror, mouth open yet unable to scream owing to his pulverised lungs, remained forever burned into Richard’s memory. Soon after, the garrison hung the white flag from the castle wall.

Afterwards, Richard lost all sense of time. He had no idea how many days had passed since a company of Redcoats escorted them into the cold, dank hellhole beneath the castle. No one came to check on them; no food, no water, no bucket to shit in. Someone had found a narrow drainage grill in one of the far corners. It was here that men tried to relieve themselves. With fatigue, hunger, growing threats of disease, and encroaching madness clawing at them, many simply pissed or shat where they sat.

Their only source of water came from protruding stones along the outer wall, where dew and droplets of leaking rainwater from the outside gathered. He thought of these as “licking stones.” The taste was a grotesque mix of lichen, mildew, and mould. It nearly made Richard vomit the first time. Doubtless it was a cause of some of the stomach and bowel distress afflicting those trapped in the hellish darkness. Yet it was their only relief, however paltry, against the torments of thirst. For their empty stomachs, twisted in starvation, there was no reprieve.

Richard’s mouth was parched, lips cracked, as he considered making his way over to the stones. He found he was too weak to move. The back of his head bumped against the rough stone wall. He rarely knew whether he was awake or asleep, alive or dead.

Just let it end already, he prayed silently. Like all his prayers since being tossed into the dungeon, it went unanswered. It seemed God had abandoned the Manchesters to this prison of hell.

He started to doze off again, hoping this might be for the last time, when he heard the clattering of a key in the lock of the large, iron bound door. He turned his head, bleary eyes noting the glow of torchlight. With a loud creak, the heavy door swung open.

“Bloody piss!” a voice echoed. “It fucking stinks in here!”

The glow of torchlight hurt Richard’s eyes, and he raised his hand to shield them. He was startled when, moments later, something fell into his lap. Reaching down, his fingers numb, he realised it was a half loaf of stale bread. His hunger overtaking him, he took several large bites, not bothering to swallow in between.

“Here,” another voice said as he heard the slosh of a water bucket. This speaker handed him a cup, which Richard thirstily drank from.

Several more men entered. It was then Richard saw they wore the red jackets of British soldiers. One had the white match cords on his right shoulder, signifying his rank of corporal. The non-commissioned officer told his soldiers to check the unmoving men for signs of life.

“Hey corp, this one’s bought it,” one private said.

“So’s this bastard,” another called out. “Goddamnit, his entire backside is covered in shit!”

He held a torch over a body which lay on its stomach, head turned towards them. The man’s eyes were open and glassy, his tongue sticking between his teeth. His trousers were, indeed, soiled.

“Get them out of here,” the corporal directed.

He then took out a small piece of parchment as one of his men held up a torch for him to read by.

“Brown, Richard,” he said.

Richard nearly answered, but the words caught in his throat. What could these sadistic bastards want with him of all people?

“Richard Brown!” The corporal’s voice then snapped, “Answer your fucking name or every last one of you cunts will be flogged until you’re left drowning in your own blood!’”

“I’m Richard Brown,” Richard replied hoarsely.

This is it, he thought. Staring up into the darkness, he said another prayer, this one of thanks. Finally, it was over!

The corporal nodded to two of his men, who hauled the bedraggled man to his feet. The NCO then read one more name.

“Hartley, George!”

“Here.”

Richard had not seen or spoken to his friend since they were placed in the nightmarish dungeon. George struggled to remain upright in the grip of the two soldiers, one of whom smacked him across the forehead and told him to, “Stand the fuck up, already!” His face bore several days scruff, his eyes bloodshot, face pale.

By God, do I look so frightful? Richard thought quietly. At least I’ll not make this last journey alone.

“The rest of you enjoy your feast,” the corporal said with derision. “Courtesy of His Royal Highness, the Duke of Cumberland. As for these two ...” He gave a sniff of contempt, nose crinkling. “We have something special in mind for them.”

Though it was a typically overcast December day, Richard found the daylight hurt his eyes as the soldiers practically dragged him up the steps.

“At least this one hasn’t been sitting in his own shit and piss,” one of the soldiers grunted.

“We might make something of these two yet,” the corporal said with a laugh that dripped with malice.

What does that even mean? Richard thought, his mind still in a stupor. A better spectacle for when they string us up?

As if confirming his suspicions, there was a recently erected gallows in the courtyard. Two bodies hung from the scaffolding, thick coarse ropes around their necks. Both had been hanging for at least a few days. The bodies had started to bloat, tears of flesh torn away by crows. Were it spring or summer, they’d be covered in flies.

One wore just a shirt and trousers. Richard recognised him as a soldier from the Manchester Regiment. He’d screamed threats and curses to King George as they were led into the dungeon. The other man, a stranger to Richard, wore faded plaid and had a scruffy beard. A Scot from the Duke of Perth’s Regiment.

Several soldiers climbed onto the scaffold, while a pair of civilian men pushed a small cart up to the base. With a litany of choice profanities between them, they cut the bodies down and tossed them unceremoniously into the cart. Richard assumed they were making way for the gallows’ next victims, him and George Hartley.

What he could not understand was why he and his friend were singled out. Why execute them, when they hadn’t even made a single word of protest upon capture? He didn’t care. He just wanted to get this over with. Whatever fate God had for him was preferable to rotting away in the dungeon. His greatest fear was that horrifying sentence awaiting those convicted of high treason: to be hanged, drawn, and quartered. He was, therefore, grateful the Redcoats hanged the two prisoners until after death took hold, even if they did leave the bodies swinging about for several days. That didn’t bother Richard. His soul would depart soon after he closed his eyes.

“Quit your gawking,” the corporal snapped. “They’ve paid their debt to King George. Now it’s your turn.”

Richard expected to be taken directly to the gallows. Instead, they were escorted across the open courtyard towards the main keep. Of course, they had to at least give the pretence of a trial first!

Just get this over with, he thought bitterly, finally finding some strength in his legs.

Waiting for them just outside were ten more Redcoats. One wore the red sash of a sergeant. Richard assumed this was the execution detail. With them was a man who he recognised as his friend and officer, Lieutenant Peter Moss. It was he who’d convinced Richard, against his better judgement, to join the Manchesters in the first place. Surprisingly, Moss still wore his uniform, though the white cockade denoting him as a Stuart Jacobite was missing from his hat. Richard was surprised to see in its place the black cockade of the House of Hanover.

“Your friend wants to have a last word with you,” the corporal said. He and Moss exchanged nods. Several Redcoats carrying firelocks stood close by while the corporal went to talk with the sergeant.

“What’s happening, lieutenant?” Hartley asked, his voice hoarse.

“It’s not ‘lieutenant’ anymore,” Peter explained. “I still wear the uniform because I know not what became of my civilian coat.”

“You wear King George’s cockade,” Richard said.

George squinted his eyes, having not noticed the change at first, as it matched the same colour as Moss’ hat.

“I offered to turn King’s evidence,” Peter said without hesitation or apology in his voice. “You remember when I said I planned to survive?”

“So, you betrayed us?” George asked, anger rising in his scratchy voice. “Why? It’s because of you that the hangman’s noose awaits us!”

“We should be thanking him,” Richard said, eyes boring into Peter. “Better to end it now, than to wait for dysentery or madness to claim us in the dungeon.”

Peter looked to Richard, a pained expression on his face.

“Richard, you are my friend,” he said.

“And you used your friendship to grant us a quicker death,” Hartley practically snarled.

As his fists clenched, one of the soldiers stepped forward, brandishing his musket.

“Here, none of that,” he snapped. “Try anything cute, cunt face, and I’ll castrate you with my hanger sword, which hasn’t been sharpened in months.”

Moss held up a hand to Richard and George.

“It wasn’t you I sold out. It was a couple of officers, who managed to escape capture,” he explained. With a shrug he added, “They were no friends of mine.”

“Men you owe gambling debts to?” Richard asked.

“More like men who owe me,” Peter corrected. “When that wasn’t enough, I also said all I knew about Charlie’s siege artillery, what little he has. Cumberland offered me pardon, allowing me to return home. I expect one or two of the young ensigns might be pardoned, to give the appearance of those farcical trials being ‘fair.’ The rest face certain conviction, their sentences already printed for the local gazette.”

He then nodded towards the gallows, where now just the lengths of rope swung about in the wind as rain started to beat down.

“Those fellows were lucky,” Peter said. “For them, it was quick. Not so for any who took the Young Pretender’s commission.”

“But surely, Reverend Coppack will be spared,” Hartley said.

Moss gave a derisive laugh at this.

“Any clergy involved in the uprising will be blamed for corrupting their flocks,” he retorted. “He’ll be hung, disembowelled, and torn to pieces with the rest of the officers and sergeants. Most of your fellow rankers will be transported to the colonies as indentured labour. Though any sent to the West Indies will be dead of fever or malaria within a year.”

“And what of us?” Richard asked. “Why are we here?”

“That will be for you to decide,” Peter said. “I told them you were good lads, led astray by Charlie’s flowery words and charisma.”

It was your words and downright bullying which compelled me to join, Richard thought, though didn’t say out loud.

He’d worked as a carpenter on the Moss estate, like his father before him. Had he refused to join, Peter’s father could have ended his employment and ruined any chance he had of finding work within Manchester. Richard was also a young man of just twenty; Peter, a year older. He had been quite impressionable, if he were being honest.

“What do you mean for us to decide?” George then asked.

“They didn’t say,” Peter admitted. “All I know is they asked for your names and said you’d have a choice to make.”

“Oi! Enough fucking about!” the sergeant bellowed.

Peter let out a sigh. Placing a hand on Richard’s shoulder, he said, “I am so sorry for getting you involved in this godawful shitty mess. It’s my fault you’re here. I’m to leave for Manchester in an hour. I don’t expect we’ll see each other again.”

The two quickly shook hands and Peter hastened away.

“Move your arses already,” the nearest private snapped, shoving Richard with the butt of his musket.

They hastened over to the group of Redcoats. The sergeant told the corporal, “I’ll leave this to you.”

The corporal nodded and then turned to regard the two prisoners. His expression was one of utter contempt.

“Why in the bleeding hell we’re even bothering with the likes of you, I’ll never understand,” he bickered. “Lucky for you, the colonel wishes to see you. Were it up to me, I’d leave you in the dungeon until you shit yourselves to death, or else hang you up with your mates who’ve been stinking up the courtyard for nearly a week.”

Neither prisoner said a word, though Richard was clearly baffled. Why would a colonel wish to see them? Would their fates not be dictated by the local magistrate or judiciary? He nearly didn’t catch the corporal’s next words.

“I understand that twat, Towneley, ensured you misguided twats could march proper. Now, you get to stand tall before a real colonel, and not some traitorous shit masquerading as one. Move when I tell you to fucking move, stand at attention, eyes straight ahead, and don’t make me regret dragging you from that cesspit.”

When it was clear he was waiting for a reply, both men   gave a nod, uncertain whether they should speak. Were they being court-martialled? That didn’t make any sense. Perhaps, like Peter Moss, they were being given the chance to offer King’s Evidence. But what in all the hells could either man offer? They were mere rankers in an English Jacobite regiment that had only existed for a month!

“Right turn!” the NCO boomed. “At the quick step, march! Left, right, left, right ...” 

He called the steps quickly, causing the men to nearly break into a run as they entered the hall. The sound of the corporal’s cadence echoed off the stone hall until they reached a large room that looked to be a study. They proceeded until coming within two paces of a polished oak desk.

“Mark time! Left, right, left right, halt!”

To the surprise of all, including Richard and George, they flawlessly executed the order. The corporal then said, “Two potential recruits reporting to the colonel.”

Recruits? Richard thought. What in God’s name is he talking about?

Lieutenant Colonel Robert Rich was younger than he was expecting. Still in his late twenties, with a very lean build, his eyes were those of a hard man who had seen much, despite his age.

Standing behind him, just to the colonel’s left, was another man in an officer’s uniform. He looked to be a couple years younger than the colonel. To the other side was a soldier wearing an enlisted man’s coat with a dark crimson sash around the middle.

“You men swore allegiance to the Pretender, taking up arms against your King and Country,” the colonel said. His voice was hard, like that of a man much older. “You are both traitors, deserving a traitor’s fate. Hanging or indentureship to the West Indies awaits most scum who forgot what it means to be Englishmen. Some, however, are being given a different choice.”

He paused, letting the two men absorb his words. 

“We are Lieutenant General William Barrell’s 4th King’s Own Royal Regiment. We do not conscript. Every man who wears our uniform does so of his own volition. It is by the grace of His Majesty, King George II, that you are being given a chance to wear that uniform and atone for your crimes of treason. Otherwise, you will be sent back to prison, to take your chances at trial. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” both men said, still keeping their eyes front.

“Sergeant Major, present the shillings.”

A coin was slid in front of each man.

“Take up the shilling,” the colonel said. “And with it, bind yourselves in service to His Majesty.”
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Regimental Colour of Barrell’s 4th (King’s Own Royal) Regiment, dating from the 1740s (author’s collection)

National Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh

“I swear by Almighty God that I will be faithful and bear true allegiance to His Majesty King George II, his heirs and successors. I affirm that I am a practitioner of the Protestant faith. I will faithfully remain duty bound to honestly and faithfully defend His Majesty, his heirs and successors, against all enemies. I will observe and obey all orders of His Majesty, his heirs and successors, and of the officers and non-commissioned officers appointed over me, for a term of twenty-one years, or until death or incapacitation claim me.”

Each line was first recited by the Sergeant Major, then repeated by both Richard and George. Lieutenant Colonel Rich stood as they did so, with all three raising their hands.

“You men are now privates in Barrell’s 4th Regiment,” the colonel said, keeping his tone even and calm. He nodded to the officer who’d stood silent this entire time. “This is Captain Ward, your company commander. His words bear the same weight as mine. And as far as you’re concerned, mine come from His Majesty and Almighty God. Discipline is strictly enforced. Failure to obey orders, acts of theft, disrespect or assault on an officer or non-commissioned officer will see you flogged. Cowards will also be treated to the lash. And that is only if your comrades don’t beat you to death first. Deserters will be hanged. Do we understand each other?”

“Yes, sir,” Richard and George replied.

The colonel then nodded to his fellow officer.

“Captain Ward, take charge of your men.”

“Corporal Lewis,” Ward said in turn. “Take them to the quartermaster. I want them kitted up and ready for inspection by tomorrow’s morning parade.”

“Sir!” the corporal replied, stamping his right foot. He then took a sidestep to his left and called out, “About turn! Forward, march!”

It was around noon, though the overcast day made it feel later. A stiff breeze caused them to shudder as the cold bit into them. Richard’s stomach was rumbling; the crust of bread from earlier doing little to satisfy his gnawing hunger.

The corporal marched them to the regimental quartermaster, who’d established his temporary shop within one of the castle wards. Lewis called a sharp cadence, threatening to beat either man if they fell out of step. Twice he made good on this threat when Richard misstepped. The openhanded strike to the back of his head caused him to stumble, leading to further beratement from the corporal. 

Standing behind the counter in the shop was a young private tasked as the quartermaster’s assistant. He tossed several coats, waistcoats, pairs of trousers, and hats of various sizes onto the counter, along with a single linen shirt and pair of socks for each man. There were also a pair of well-worn gaiters, previously white, but since dyed black, to go over their trousers. Every piece of clothing was faded, stitched, and patched in numerous places.

“Find a coat and waistcoat that fits proper,” he said. “And don’t worry about the dark stains. Blood’s fucking impossible to shift.”

“Blood?” George asked.

“What, you think we issue new uniforms to traitorous scum?” the private asked with derision.

Richard closed his eyes for a moment. It was obvious they were former prisoners, given their slovenly appearance. Not to mention the stench which Corporal Lewis kept reminding them about with curses of needing to, “Throw you in the river and wash away the stink of treason.”

“The poor bastards who wore those before you have no need for them now,” the private remarked.

Each man was then given a blanket, bedroll, and haversack. Rather than giving them time to get dressed, Corporal Lewis barked an order for them to, “Get the hell out and stand to attention!”

In a contrast to his openly hostile demeanour, he produced two half-loafs of bread and a pair of cheese wedges, which he tossed to them.

“Supper isn’t for several hours. I can’t have you lot fainting on me.”

He then led them across the courtyard and out of the castle. On the wide grassy plain between the castle and town lay rows upon rows of tents. Upon seeing their approach, the men from a pair of tents came out and stood before the NCO.

“Lads,” Lewis said. “This is Private Brown, your new section and mess mate. He’s been granted full pardon in the name of His Majesty and taken the King’s Shilling.”

With a curt nod, the corporal took his leave with George Hartley following.

“Fuck me!” one of the soldiers snapped, walking over to Richard.

He stood scowling, hands on his hips. Richard guessed his age at around twenty, the same as he. His hair was sandy blond, and he stood just slightly taller than Richard. His face was boyish and bore several scars, including what looked like burn marks on his left cheek. He was also powerfully built and looked like he could hold his own in a brawl.

“Wally heard rumour they were offering pardon to some goddamned traitors who’d take the shilling.” He then shook his head. “Why in the sodding hells did they give one to us.”

Richard swallowed yet kept his gaze fixed on the soldier.

“Is there going to be trouble between us?” he asked.

“If that isn’t a stupid fucking question,” the voice of another soldier said as he walked over and looked Richard up and down. This one was slightly shorter and looked even younger. He gave a sniff and said, “Throw him in the sodding river, he’ll stink up the tent!”

The blond-haired soldier’s gaze and scowl remained unchanged. He took a single step closer to Richard and said in a low voice, “Yeah, we’ve got a problem, mate. We don’t much like having a traitor foisted upon us, who’d just as soon cut our throats in our sleep.”

“I took the same oath as you—” Richard started to say.

“Oh, piss off!” the soldier snapped. “Is it the same oath you gave to that twat who fancies himself a prince?” Lowering his voice again he said, “I don’t trust you. Your word isn’t worth a pile of rat shit, which is all you are.”

His fists started to clench, though they remained at his sides. Richard nearly dropped his haversack, convinced he’d have to fight this man.

“That’s enough, Alex,” another man said in a voice that bore the faint trace of a Highland accent.

He walked over and placed a hand on the younger private’s shoulder, forcing him back.

“Return to your tasks, Edward,” he said.

The soldier named Edward spat on the ground and walked back to sit on a fallen log near the tent entrance. He took up his musket and appeared to be taking the lock apart. He kept glowering at Richard.

“You, too, Alex,” he said. “Wait for our new ‘friend’ to give you a reason before beating the piss out of him.”

“You just watch yourself, Traitor Twat,” Alex said. “I’ll be watching you. We all will.”

“My name’s Richard,” Richard said.

Alex quickly turned back around and pointed an accusing finger at him.

“Your name’s Traitor Twat until I say otherwise! And don’t expect that to happen until you’ve sent a dozen Highland cunts to hell at the end of a bloody bayonet!”

Richard shook his head and then looked to the man who’d stepped in. He was also a private, and very young. Yet he seemed to be a leader of sorts, given how quickly the two more hostile soldiers complied.

“Thank you,” Richard said. “Thought for a moment I’d have to defend myself.”

“Don’t be thanking me,” the Scottish soldier said. “No one in this regiment trusts you, or any bastard who took the shilling just to escape the dungeon. I’m simply keeping the peace, for now. Captain Ward informed the company only this morning we’d be ‘welcoming’ some of you into our ranks. He doesn’t like it any more than we do, but, when the Duke of Cumberland commands, we obey.”

“I know I have to earn my place, and your trust,” Richard said.

The other soldier shrugged.

“Best hope we get into a scrap soon and you can send a few of your old mates to hell. Otherwise, you might be better off deserting.”

It felt as if the man were baiting him. Desertion was an issue in every army. He’d witnessed it during his brief tenure with the Manchesters. One in every three had absconded between the retreat from Derby and the final stand at Carlisle. He and every man who’d accepted “pardon upon enlistment,” as it was officially notated, would be constantly watched. For a moment, he wondered whether he’d be better off taking his chances in the dungeon and whatever came after.
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Five months had passed since William MacIntyre heeded the call to arms from his clan chieftain, Alexander MacDonell of Keppoch. A subtenant under a tacksman named Archibald MacDonell, his position within the clan system was often referred to as “human rent.” When Archibald summoned his subtenants, William left his pregnant wife, Katherine, and took up his father’s old French musket.

That was the previous August, which had been unusually hot. Now, they endured one of the worst winters in memory. William held the targe over his face in an attempt to keep the billowing snow from blinding him. The shield, along with the broadsword slung off his left hip, were taken from the body of Archibald MacDonell, after he was killed at Prestonpans.

William’s slogged his way through the muddy slush. His feet and legs were completely numb. His new shoes, one of 7,000 pairs forcibly taken on Prince Charles’ orders from the people of Glasgow, were already badly scuffed. At least the soles weren’t falling off, like his last pair! He, like the rest of the army, had also been issued a new coat, waistcoat, blue bonnet, and a pair of linen shirts. All were now filthy and soaked. He still wore the same cockade fixed to his bonnet, though the white barely showed through the muddy stains.

His right arm held his haversack close. It bulged with loot taken during the retreat through northern England. Rolled up was a green dress for Katherine, and some toddler’s clothing for little Malcom. He’d given it little thought at the time, yet now, even in the midst of marching through a terrible winter storm, he could hear the screams of the woman as all their clothing and linen were looted, while several men beat her husband.

He tried to reason that, had he not taken the clothes and belongings, which included a pair of earrings and necklace for Katherine, someone else would have. Every fighting man in the Jacobite army, including most of the officers, were laden with plunder.

Just be glad no one raped her, William thought.

A gust of wind blew stinging snow into his face, as if God himself were judging him for his thoughts. Many English women hadn’t even been granted that shred of mercy during the Jacobite retreat. Their screams still pierced William’s mind.

With the army’s logistics a total shambles, the theft of food was necessary for their own survival. Though with so many pantries, larders, and shops picked clean of anything edible, how many innocents would starve to death over the winter? William’s stomach then rumbled, reminding him that even with such widespread looting, their rations remained stretched perilously thin.

He could see very little, with the black clouds and hellish storm blotting out most of the sun. To his right marched his friend and mentor, John Kennedy. To his left was Murdo MacPherson, who he’d befriended after Prestonpans, when their diminished companies were combined. Behind them a few paces, head down, eyes vacant, was John MacDougal. Of all his companions, William felt his age-old rival was the most changed. One incident in particular refused to leave his thoughts.

It was during an early evening while passing through some English village, whose name he would never know. They’d heard a woman’s screams coming from an alley. Most ignored the sound, even the captains and lieutenants, who no longer cared enough to curtail their men’s worst impulses. It was John MacDougal who dropped his musket and haversack, drawing his dirk as he stepped into the alley. A man’s screams came, and the woman shrieked again. A Highland warrior who William did not recognise fell onto his back, just in front of the alley. He stopped to watch as MacDougal drove his blade repeatedly into the screaming man. MacDougal stood, covered in blood, eyes filled with rage. He spat on the convulsing man who somehow wasn’t dead, even as gouts of gurgling blood flowed from his twitching mouth.

“Hell awaits your wicked soul,” he’d snarled. He could not bring himself to look upon the girl who sat with her arms wrapped around her knees, sobbing.

“Hell awaits many who we still call ‘brothers,’” William said bitterly as he recalled the memory.

He felt shame, knowing that he would have simply kept walking, while the man who he’d despised since they were boys acted. The image of John MacDougal, dirk in hand, face and body splattered in blood, would remain etched in his mind. While he could not bring himself to consider MacDougal a friend, he allowed himself a touch of admiration.

The army halted near an unknown village somewhere between Glasgow and Edinburgh. Or at least William thought it was between the two largest cities in southern Scotland. In truth, he had no idea where he was. Nor, it seemed, did any of his companions. All they knew is they were frozen, wet, hungry, with no place dry to lie down for the night. Only the officers, personal retainers, and Prince Charles’ bodyguard were allowed into the village. They would have a roof over their heads and some hot food this evening. The army itself would try to find a dry place to bed down, of which there was none.

William set his targe on the ground, face down, and sat upon it. He found some crumbling bread stuffed beneath the balled-up dress for Katherine. He’d hoped to find some cheese left over from when they’d looted one of many English shops, but there was none. He took a bite and huddled beneath his coat.

The snows had ceased, yet the wind kept blowing. He shivered violently. He felt a figure sit down next to him, back against his. It was Murdo.

“Might as well lean against each other and share a bit of warmth,” his friend said through chattering teeth. Looking around in the dark, with only the lights of the village a few hundred paces away, he asked, “Know where we are?”

“No fucking idea,” William replied, coughing, as he’d inhaled a few crumbs.

“Lieutenant MacDonell, sir!” Murdo then called out as their officer commanding walked past. “Do you know where we are?”

“Garnkirk, northeast of Glasgow,” the officer replied, continuing on his way.

“Northeast?” William asked over his shoulder to Murdo. “I thought Edinburgh was due east of Glasgow. Isn’t that where we’re headed?”

Prince Charles Edward Stuart had taken up lodging in a local public house, which served as his headquarters for the night. Like nearly all his men, he was feeling unwell and turned in early. Meanwhile, Lord George Murray, the senior Jacobite lieutenant general, met with his brother, the Marquess of Tullibardine. Tullibardine was one of Charles’ closest advisers, who were called the Moidart Seven. Lord George, despite his position within the military hierarchy, was not counted among these.

“His Royal Highness remains convinced he can return to England and lay claim to its Crown,” Lord George said, his voice etched with doubt.

The Marquess nodded in agreement.

“I’ve urged him to act with caution,” he said. “Though I have yet to directly oppose this proposition. The Grand Council is already dysfunctional. Your constant quarrels with O’Sullivan and MacDonald are bad enough. And both are eager to take the fighting south once more.”

Colonel John O’Sullivan, the army’s quartermaster general, and Colonel Sir John MacDonald, the inspector of cavalry, were also part of the Moidart Seven. Lord George despised both men, declaring their incompetence was a greater threat to the Stuart cause than the entire British army.

“They’re damnable fools!” Murray spat. “MacDonald is rarely sober enough to know which country he’s standing in. And O’Sullivan ...” his voice trailed off, and he shook his head.

Tullibardine placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder. The relationship between Lord George and the Irish-French colonel had so badly degraded, tacksmen serving as captains within the Highland regiments, and even some of the rank and file knew about their mutual enmity. Lord George took a deep, calming breath before continuing.

“Having just robbed the citizens of Glasgow, we’ll be hard pressed to win back their loyalty. As for the English, I can’t fault them if none ever takes up arms for the House of Stuart again. Not after the abuses our men heaped upon them. Which could have been mitigated, had that idiot, O’Sullivan, kept the army supplied and fed!”

His brother chose not to respond to this latest outburst against the quartermaster general. Whatever his flaws, Tullibardine knew Colonel O’Sullivan was a capable staff officer with many years serving in the French army. There was much he simply had no control over. And without sufficient assistant quartermasters and staff, he was overwhelmed. Instead, Tullibardine addressed the issue of Charles’ intent on renewing the proposed conquest of England.

“While the Stuarts have held both Crowns since the death of Queen of Elizabeth, I tend to agree with Lords Lochiel and Keppoch, that Queen Anne’s Act of Union was a betrayal of Scotland. His Highness will come to understand his late aunt’s folly after we’ve driven out the Hanoverians and restored stability to Scotland.”

“I hope so, dear brother,” Murray replied tiredly.

He then removed his wig and closed his eyes while rubbing his fingers over his temples. It was so perplexing that the army was in such a terrible state. Three months prior, under Lord George’s direct command, they utterly destroyed the British at Prestonpans, thus far the only major battle of the entire war! Was Murray’s great victory rendered meaningless, and was the Jacobite cause doomed because of poor logistics and the Grand Council’s constant infighting?

“And our men did more than just rob the northern English,” Tullibardine muttered.

His eyes still closed, his brother muttered, “Any attempts at invading England again will be met with every man, and I daresay, woman, able to carry a weapon, screaming for our blood. But for now, we must look to the safety and security of Scotland.”

Both brothers understood the hellish vengeance the Hanoverians would unleash, should the Jacobites be ultimately defeated. Lord George thought of those poor bastards in the Manchester Regiment, the only notable force of English volunteers to heed the prince’s call. During the retreat, between a third and half deserted before reaching Carlisle. Around 120, along with a similar number from the Duke of Perth’s Regiment, had volunteered to remain and guard the castle, ostensibly awaiting the prince’s return. Murray knew this was a fool’s errand. Charles Stuart would never return to England, no matter his intentions. And the Duke of Cumberland would never allow the largest stronghold in northern England to remain in Stuart hands. Once Carlisle fell, there would be no mercy to English “traitors.”
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​Chapter III
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Bannockburn, south of Stirling

4 January 1746
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Stirling Castle, by John Slezer (1693)

As William MacIntyre and his friends soon learned, Prince Charles did not intend to reclaim Edinburgh just yet. Instead, the regent to King James VIII marched at the head of his army in the direction of Stirling. Spies had reported the departure of three battalion-sized elements from the castle: two of professional Redcoats, and one of local volunteers. The British were consolidating their forces at Edinburgh, fearing an attack on the capital, while leaving Stirling vulnerable.

Threats from Hanoverian-allied Highland clans in the north, notably the MacLeods and Munros, had been recently crushed by loyalists under Lord Lewis Gordon. Jacobite reinforcements under the Duke of Perth’s brother, Lord John Drummond, had landed at Montrose to the northeast. These included French engineers and artillerymen, along with six heavy cannon.

Most importantly, however, were the sorely needed reinforcements. Desertions and casualties plagued the Stuart army, with the promises of English and Welsh volunteers failing to materialise. Including those who’d defeated the Munros and MacLeods, plus the French serving Irish Brigade, newly raised clan regiments of Frasers, MacPhersons, Farquharsons, MacGregors, and several more smaller clans from Skye, Lord John Drummond had an impressive force of around 4,000 men marching under the Stuart banner. In order to unite with the prince’s army, they would need to cross the River Forth, which Stirling commanded the only bridge.

Lord John approached Stirling from the northeast, while the bulk of the prince’s army came from the south. The latter advanced in two divisions. Lord George Murray led the right element of six Highland regiments, with a troop of Lifeguards under Lord Elcho acting as reconnaissance. The prince himself led the left-flank column with the remainder of the army.
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Prince Charles’ retreat into Scotland, with Lord John Drummond’s advance from the north

The Jacobite army remained a mostly Highland force, with a smaller number of Lowland Scots. Most of their Irish troops were soldiers in the employ of King Louis XV of France, in their own regiment known as the Irish Picquets. There were also the French-serving exiled Scotsmen, known as the Royal Ecossais or “Royal Scots,” serving in the same brigade. The only organised English force, the Manchester Regiment, had ceased to exist after nearly all were killed or captured at Carlisle. Only a pair of officers had escaped to inform Prince Charles of the castle’s fall, with the few rank and file who avoided capture mostly deserting.

Despite the lack of widespread support from their countrymen, there were smatterings of Welsh and English volunteers amongst the ranks. Those who marched with the clan regiments were donned in the same plaid and bonnets, having been named “honorary clansmen” by their mates. Language barriers proved troublesome, with English speakers in the Highland regiments keeping to themselves and close to their officers who were mostly bilingual.

There had been some debate as to whether they should lay siege to Stirling at all. Lord George Murray was of the opinion that they should instead retake Edinburgh, thereby compelling the British at Stirling Castle to surrender.

It was John O’Sullivan who pointed out that Stirling Bridge was among the most crucial strategic points in all of Scotland.

“It is the only viable crossing of the River Forth, particularly for artillery and logistics wagons too heavy to pass through any fording sites,” he’d said.

There was no disputing this. The river, whose great mouth opened into the sea just north of Edinburgh, created a natural barrier leading all the way to the southern mountains of the Highlands. And while the army had traversed these during summer, they were completely unpassable throughout the winter months, especially for supply trains and cannon. What’s more, further west, between the lower plains and mountains, lay numerous impassable bogs.

Stirling Bridge was the only suitable crossing usable by soldiers and wagons. However, the only road leading to the bridge was well within range of the castle guns. Even the bridge itself could be threatened by shots fired from maximum range. As Cameron of Lochiel astutely stated, “Stirling Bridge is the gateway to northern Scotland.”

Keppoch then recalled how a 13th century cartographer had described Scotland as an island. “While this may seem absurd, we cannot deny that the only way north involves crossing over water, either by river or sea. With German Georgie’s fleet controlling the sea and deeper expanses of the Forth, we must take Stirling Bridge, and therefore the castle.”

The prince took up residence in the home of Sir Hugh Paterson, formerly the 2nd Baronet of Bannockburn. His baronetcy was forfeited, following his support of the 1715 Uprising, though he’d been allowed to maintain his estate at Bannockburn. He’d welcomed the Jacobites’ return, with Charles promising his father would restore the Sir Hugh’s baronetcy.

“Your Royal Highness,” Paterson said with a deep bow as Charles was ushered into the great foyer. “Your presence warms my heart and fills me with hope for Scotland.”

“Your loyalty and friendship honour me,” the prince said with a respectful nod. “We come to liberate Stirling from the usurper’s brigands.”

“And a mighty host you have brought,” Sir Hugh said. “But please tell me you have the means of breaching the castle’s walls. Broadsword and bayonet alone won’t overthrow the curmudgeonly General Blakeney.”

The prince smiled at this.

“Indeed, I have. Gifts from our esteemed friend, His Most Catholic Majesty, King Louis of France. They arrived at Montrose, along with skilled gunners and even more French troops.”

“Ah, so the rumours of King Louis sending divisions to march against that German pretender are true,” Hugh remarked boisterously.

The prince’s demeanour fell slightly.

“We are still awaiting the great armies to land upon southern England,” he confessed. “What we have are two regiments of loyal Scots and Irishmen in His Majesty’s service. They are professional soldiers, well trained and disciplined. Once Stirling and Edinburgh are restored to my royal father’s domain, King Louis will help us end the Germanic scourge forever.”

“Splendid, Highness, splendid,” Sir Hugh said.

He ushered Charles into the nearby sitting room where two women stood from their chairs. One looked to be around sixty, and Charles rightly assumed she was Sir Hugh’s wife. The other was much younger, around the same age as the prince. She was tall, of slender build, with black curly hair reaching just past her shoulders. Both women bowed as the prince entered.

“My wife, Lady Jane,” Sir Hugh said, gesturing to the older woman, who leaned in and kissed the back of the prince’s hand.

“A pleasure, Highness,” she said.

“The honour is mine, my lady,” Charles replied genially.

“And my niece, Clementina,” Sir Hugh said as the other woman also kissed the back of Charles’ hand. “Daughter of my late sister and her noble husband, the Honourable John Walkinshaw of Barrowfield, who fought gallantly for your royal father during ‘the ‘15.’”

“Honoured, highness,” Clementina said, folding her hands in front.

“It is you who honours me, good lady,” the prince responded.

Charles had met many striking women, both young and old alike, whose beauty and countenance he still marvelled over. Many of these had also been the relations of Jacobite loyalists, some of whom gave their lives in the Stuart cause. And yet, there was something about Clementina Walkinshaw that gave him added pause.

“I am told my father named me after your royal mother,” Clementina said.

“Of course,” Charles said with a remembering smile. “Your father was among those who saved my mother from imprisonment at the hands of Emperor Charles VI, when she was bound from Poland to Rome to wed my father. She was your godmother.”

Both shared a sad smile at the memory of the prince’s late mother, who’d died eleven years ago that month from scorbutic disease at just thirty-two.

“When the great King James returns home, I wish to be there to help honour his late queen,” Clementina said earnestly.

“Your place of honour shall be by my side,” Charles reassured her.

What was left unspoken, and which the young woman may not have known, was the turbulent nature of the marriage between King James and Queen Clementina. Their relationship had been volatile, and they separated not long after the birth of Charles’ younger brother, Henry. Being upstanding Catholics with a personal relationship to the papacy, divorce was never an option. Charles was raised by guardians appointed by his father and was fourteen when his mother passed away. He had few memories of her, though vowed to properly honour her, once the Crowns were restored to the House of Stuart. Despite their estrangement, King James had an elaborate memorial erected to her in Rome, and would do likewise when he, at last, returned to Scotland.
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Clementina Walkinshaw (artist unknown)

National Galleries of Scotland, Edinburgh

While Prince Charles was entertained at the home of Sir Hugh Paterson, the two accompanying divisions made camp just outside Bannockburn. The town was too small to house the entire army, and they were required to once more bivouac across the surrounding soggy, frozen grasslands.

The MacDonells of Keppoch encamped with their clan brethren from Glengarry and Clanranald within a large grove just northeast of the town. William MacIntyre’s company found a small knoll, where they clustered together. They lounged near the base of a massive oak, whose great limbs provided some shelter from the winter weather.

Their small group was not unlike the mess sections formed by British soldiers on campaign. There was William and his close mate, Murdo MacPherson. John Kennedy was the stalwart older man who’d acted as their acting commander after Captain Archibald MacDonell’s wounding at the hands of an escaping Redcoat prisoner, and subsequent death at Prestonpans. Though an effective leader, John was relieved when Lieutenant Allan MacDonell of Dalchosnie took charge of their small company. Then there was John MacDougal, the neighbour and simmering rival of William MacIntyre. They’d numbered twenty-five when first heeding Keppoch’s call the previous August. Disease and desertions had depleted their ranks far more than battle losses. Now, only eleven remained. After being joined with another drastically reduced company, including Murdo MacPherson, they numbered seventeen.

“We’ve returned to Scotland, only to find Jonnie Redcoat still infesting our great cities,” Murdo grumbled.

“And the scourge of treason has grown worse in our absence,” William said. “Men in plaid from as far north as Skye and Inverness have taken up broadsword and musket in favour of the Usurper.”

Kennedy then remarked, “While traitors will continue to trouble us until Georgie finally gives up his claims to Scotland, all we know are rumours.”

“Rumours that come from Lord John Drummond,” William reminded him.

“It’s true,” their officer commanding said. “And our esteemed lieutenant colonel, Donald MacDonell, stated we have it from the prince himself that Lord John brings a mighty battery of French cannon, including a pair of 18-pounders. However, the enemy still controls Stirling Bridge, and they remain confined to the north side of the River Forth. Keppoch is in war councils with Lord George Murray and the other senior officers to sort the matter. Once our guns are in position, it’s only a matter of time before the castle is ours.”

The following day, the two southern divisions of the Jacobite army began encircling Stirling and its formidable castle.
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“So, the Bonnie Prince has come to the ball,” Private Jason Murray said from atop the Stirling Castle battlements.

“Then let us see how well he can dance.”

The reply came from Sergeant David Johnston as he and his men watched enemy hussars approaching from the east. These were along the north side of the River Forth.

Four months had passed since he and the two companies of new soldiers from the 1st Royal Scots were captured, having been overwhelmed by sheer numbers of Highland warriors. With their officers paroled, David was left in temporary command over a fellow sergeant, four corporals, two drummers, and around sixty private soldiers. The privates, new recruits mostly in their late teens, had in short order become a well-trained and disciplined fighting force. Nearly all were Scots, mostly Lowlanders.

Every man had refused the Young Pretender’s entreaties to change sides. Even the handful of Highland soldiers, some of whom likely had kinsmen marching with the Jacobites, remained loyal to King George. And thanks to a well-placed rock smashed against the side of a rebel captain’s head by Sergeant Johnston, plus Private Murray acting as a guide, both companies had escaped to Stirling. David was more confident in his men than soldiers who’d served a decade with the Colours.

“Keep our men along the wall,” David directed his most trusted subordinate, Corporal William Allen. “I’m going to find Major Sharpe.”

Major Jonathan Sharpe was a retired army officer who’d volunteered to help lead the defence of Stirling Castle. Despite limitations from injuries which forced him from active service, his energy and tactical prowess instilled confidence in the castle governor, Major General William Blakeney. Blakeney was of sharp mind and vast experience, though, being in his early seventies, he no longer had the physical energy of his much younger subordinates.

David found Major Sharpe in the entrance hall near the main gate. The officer turned and nodded in greeting.

“Sergeant Johnston,” Sharpe said.

“We have some uninvited ‘guests’ coming to pay us a visit, sir,” David replied.

“Yes, I know,” the major said. “I’ve already sent word to General Blakeney. Two enemy divisions are converging from the south.”

“And we’ve spotted horsemen north of the river, approaching from the east,” David said. “They’re wearing plaid coats and brown riding breeches, so definitely not any of ours.”

“Damn it all,” the major said, shaking his head. “That’ll be Lord John Drummond’s men, the same ones who the Earl of Loudoun failed to properly quash.”

A messenger from Duncan Forbes, the Lord President of the Court of Session for Scotland, had passed through Stirling a few days prior. Forbes and Colonel John Campbell, 4th Earl of Loudoun, were raising a regiment of loyal clansmen in the north, spearheaded by several companies from Loudoun’s regular army regiment, the 64th Highlanders. They’d captured the aged, yet highly influential, traitor, Lord Simon Fraser of Lovat, and were poised to crush an enemy division the Jacobite Lord John Drummond brought from France. Though details were sketchy, a series of mishaps and what could only be described as beastly luck led to Lord Lovat’s escape and the defeat of the loyalist Highlanders. The scope of the defeat wasn’t known, though it was hoped that Forbes and Loudoun would reconsolidate and keep the pressure on Drummond. The presence of enemy hussars north of the river cast doubt upon this.

“This complicates matters,” Sharpe added.

“How so?” the sergeant asked.

“Because the messenger from Forbes claims they brought both cannon and French gunners,” the aged, yet strong voice of Major General William Blakeney said as he stepped hurriedly into the hall.

Captains, lieutenants, and their senior company sergeants were now gathering within the hall. With the loss of their two Redcoat regiments, these were mostly militia. In fact, David realised Major Sharpe was the only regular army officer, besides General Blakeney, holding the King’s Commission. Besides he, his fellow sergeant, and their corporals from the Royal Scots, the only other professional NCOs came from the hundred men of the 64th Highlanders, who’d feigned changing sides after Prestonpans and then fled to Stirling. Blakeney understood who his best and most experienced troops were, even if most had only been new recruits five months prior!

“Major Sharpe, let the enemy know Stirling Bridge is closed to the Pretender.”
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It was during their humble supper, gathered around a smouldering campfire struggling to burn, that Lieutenant Allan MacDonell informed his small company they’d be part of a night patrol.

“We’ll be mostly blind, but it’s the only way to avoid being fired upon by the castle guns,” he explained.

“How many of us will there be?” John Kennedy asked.

“Around two hundred,” the young officer answered. “We’ll be led by Major Tirnadris, with men coming from the MacDonells of both Glengarry and Keppoch.”

It was Tirnadris, the cousin of Keppoch, who’d led them when they repelled two companies of British soldiers at Highbridge, during the opening days of the Uprising. This had earned them a place of honour, marching beside Keppoch himself. Failure to keep proper charge of the prisoners taken at Highbridge, who all escaped during a nighttime thunderstorm, had sullied their reputation. Their tacksman and captain, Archibald MacDonell, was badly injured when a Redcoat smashed him in the head with a rock. His injury plagued him up until his death at the hands of English musket fire at Prestonpans.

“Our task is to reconnoitre the road leading to Stirling Bridge,” Allan continued. “We have to see if, under the cover of night, we can bring our heavy guns across the bridge.”

William MacIntyre quickly finished his supper, as it was already growing dark. He drew his broadsword, checked the blade, then examined the straps of his targe. Most of his companions carried French muskets, whose locks and flints they inspected. Besides William, only their lieutenant and one other man wielded broadswords and targes.

Two hours after sunset, they were ordered to head to the rally point. A man walking with Lieutenant MacDonell carried a dim oil lamp. The sky was thick with dark clouds, and there was only a sliver of moon this night. The MacDonell regiments were encamped near the northeast edge of the Highland Division, near the winding River Forth, which flowed towards the sea. Major Donald MacDonell of Tirnadris stood at the centre of where the company officers gathered in a circle of lamps.

A recently arrived officer was twenty-year-old Captain Angus ‘Ban’ MacDonell. The illegitimate son of Keppoch, he’d brought with him twenty clansmen who’d been reluctant to take up arms in the cause. These young subtenants and servants had to be forcibly reminded of the “rent” they owed their clan chieftain. Some were threatened with having their roofs burnt over their heads and their families evicted from Keppoch’s lands. Keeping them together was risky; however, the young man had promised his father, “I’ll make them fighting men worthy of the Keppoch clan!”

These were not idle words. Being a bastard meant he had no inheritance rights, while his stepmother called him “the scourge of our family’s existence.” Forever an outcast, Ban MacDonell would win his father’s favour, even at the cost of his life.

It was Ban’s newest men who marched in file beside William MacIntyre and his companions. Half carried French muskets. The rest bore either Lochaber axes or hatchets with crudely made round shields which made poor substitutes for the finely crafted targe. As Keppoch told his son, “These feckless cowards must prove their worth before being granted better arms.”

After a few words between the officers, which William could not overhear, lamps were extinguished and the patrol began. As the Highland companies followed close behind Tirnadris, scarcely able to see, William MacIntyre kept close to the riverbank on his right. Even in the encompassing night, Stirling Castle loomed like a formidable monster. A monster with cannon for teeth!

There were a few breaks in the clouds, with starlight shimmering off the river, making it a touch easier to see by in the otherwise suffocating darkness. Close to his chest, William held the targe that had once belonged to their late captain, Archibald MacDonell.

Such is the bitter reality of war, William thought, unable to shake the vision of his captain crumpling to the ground as they charged the Redcoat line at Prestonpans. His gaze was fixed on the tall, wet grass that left his feet and legs soaked.

The strongest and bravest still fall to a musket ball in the guts!

The timing of his thoughts tempted the fates, for in that moment a salvo of musketry erupted off to his left-front. The flashes allowed a momentary glimpse at the thick woods which lay just past the far edge of the road. A second volley thundered, directly parallel to his small company. One of the newer soldiers, barely ten feet to William’s left, screamed in terrified agony. He dropped his musket and fell to his knees, clutching at his upper left arm, a musket ball buried deep in the splintered bone. The lad, who William guessed was still in his mid-teens, cried in anguish. Blood seeped between his fingers as he continued to sob. This was soon drowned out by confused shouts. Some were of the new men, paralysed by indecision. Others charged headlong towards their foe, while shouting the Highland battle cry, “Claymore!”
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