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PRELUDE: ADVICES





‘RISING’ or ‘Rebellion’; ‘King’ or ‘Pretender’; ‘Usurper’ or ‘Rightful Sovereign’: vocabulary of the 1745 insurgency has varied according to the political or religious persuasion – Tory or Whig, Episcopalian or Presbyterian – of those employing it. It has differed according to the perceived justice or injustice of the insurgents’ cause, the legitimacy or otherwise of a Catholic Stuart over a Protestant Hanoverian succession, and of a parliament’s right to legislate on the matter either way. From the Whig or Presbyterian perspective the insurgency’s leader, born and raised in Rome – bringing arbitrary, absolutist monarchy and Papal tyranny in his wake – was ‘the Italian’, ‘the Young Pretender’, ‘the Mock Prince’, or ‘the young Chevalier’, derived from the title Chevalier de St George bestowed upon his father by Louis XIV of France.

Christened Charles Edward Louis John Casimir Silvester Severino Maria, his father called him Carluccio. His Highland supporters knew him as Teàrlach – the Scots Gaelic form of ‘Charles’, but pronounced ‘Charloch’ – its two syllables approximating phonetically to the informal familiarity of ‘Charlie’. In a letter of September 1745 a sixteen-year-old girl described him to her cousin as the ‘Bonny Prince’,1 but that epithet would not become inseparably applied in print until the first quarter of the nineteenth century.

From the Tory, Catholic, or Episcopalian perspective he was the Prince of Wales, eldest son of the anointed king and next in line to the throne by Divine Right, while its incumbent was the son of a German usurper and nothing more than ‘Elector of Hanover’. From this perspective George II was king in name only, king by parliamentary statute, king according to the 1701 Act of Settlement, and his genealogical claim to rule Britain was more than fifty times removed from that of the man holding expatriate court in Rome: the true ‘King Over the Water’. This putative King James III of England and VIII of Scotland, was, to the Whig party which disdained his claims, merely ‘The Old Pretender’, while the Latin form of his name – Jacobus – provided the doomed cause fighting to restore him with its particular designation: Jacobite.



*



‘We have been alarmed with advices … of intended invasions’ wrote the Lord President of the Court of Session, Scotland’s supreme civil judiciary, ‘and particularly of a visit which the Pretender’s eldest son is about to make to us, if he has not already made it.’ Duncan Forbes of Culloden – the name of his ancestral estate to the east of Inverness, still nine months from the infamy it would acquire the following Spring – was writing from Edinburgh to the Prime Minister, Henry Pelham, at the beginning of August 1745. He had previously given little credence to the rumours he mentioned and was still sceptical: ‘This young gentleman’s game seems at present to be very desperate in this country; and, so far as I can learn, there is not the apparatus for his reception, even amongst the few highlanders who are suspected to be in his interest.’

Nevertheless, as soon as his official duties would allow, Forbes intended travelling north, resolved, ‘though my fighting days are over, [to] give some countenance to the friends of the government, and prevent the seduction of the unwary, if there be any truth in what is reported’.2

A day after the Lord President’s letter, Norman MacLeod of MacLeod, Member of Parliament for Inverness-shire, was writing to Pelham from Dunvegan Castle on the island of Skye, confirming the reports: ‘To my no small surprise, it is certain that the Pretended Prince of Wales is come on the Coast of South Uist and Barra, and has since been hovering on parts of the Coast of the main Land that lies betwixt the point of Airdnamurchan and Glenelg.’

Like Forbes, MacLeod saw little chance of success for the enterprise, convinced as he was ‘that not one man of any consequence benorth the Grampians will give any sort of assistance to this mad rebellious attempt’. He deplored seeing ‘any thing like disaffection to the Government … tho’ ever so trivial’, and equally was loath ‘to march a single Company to quell it’, given ‘the present situation of Affairs in Europe’.3

The situation MacLeod referred to was a sprawling, intermittent struggle involving – at one time or another – not only most states and countries of Europe, but parts of North America and, in its latter stages, the Carnatic region of the Indian subcontinent. Its belligerents were ostensibly fighting to defend or oppose Archduchess Maria Theresa’s right to the Habsburg throne following the death of her father, the Holy Roman Emperor Charles VI. The War of the Austrian Succession was, however, a power and land grab more than a dynastic dispute: Prussia invading Silesia, France Bohemia; Britain capturing the French-Canadian fortress of Louisburg, and France seizing Madras from the British East India Company. In addition, this wider conflict subsumed a more localised one in which the Royal Navy used the mutilation of a Welsh merchant ship’s captain by Spanish coastguards as a pretext to enforce British rights to trade slaves in the Caribbean: the nine-year-long War of Jenkins’ Ear.

Although European hostilities had broken out in 1740 it was not until June 1743 that a British army engaged with the French, at Dettingen, and George II became the last of his country’s monarchs to command troops in battle. Following that victory, the army’s next major encounter with French troops – this time commanded by the formidable Marshal Maurice de Saxe – ended in costly defeat at Fontenoy on 11 May 1745. In choosing this parlous juncture for the attempt to reclaim his father’s throne – and coinciding with continued Spanish depredations to British slaving routes – Charles Edward Stuart might have expressed, avant la lettre, sentiments precipitating another insurrection at a time of European war, in Dublin at Easter 1916: ‘England’s difficulty is our opportunity.’



*



James Stuart’s eldest son, heir and final hope of claiming the British crown had disembarked from the French frigate Du Teillay at Eriskay in the Outer Hebrides on 23 July.

Of the entourage that accompanied the Prince from France – known in Jacobite lore as ‘the Seven Men of Moidart’fn1 – only three had any degree of military experience. Colonel John William O’Sullivan, an Irish professional soldier in the French service, was appointed Adjutant General and Quartermaster General. Sir John MacDonald was another expatriate Irishman, veteran of the Fitzjames’ Horse, a regiment originally raised by James II but incorporated into the French army in 1698. The Prince appointed Sir John Inspector of Cavalry. A not impartial witness described him as ‘much subject to his bottle’.4

Then there was William Murray, Marquess of Tullibardine, eldest son of the late 1st Duke of Atholl. Convicted of high treason for taking part in the risings of 1715 and 1719, and subject to a Bill of Attainder deeming his bloodline corrupted and denying him all rights of property and nobility, William could neither inherit nor bequeath his father’s title. This did not, however, deter his styling himself Duke, signing his correspondence ‘Atholl’, and exercising the feudal right of pressing his ‘Vassalls, Tennants and Wadsetters’ to the military service of King James, threatening disobedience with the ‘hostile rigour that all Rebells & disaffected people to their King & country deserve’.5 He suffered from gout and was described on his arrival as ‘still the old man as he was; he looks as if he were of greater age by ten years than he is’. He was fifty-six.6

The remaining four were Sir Thomas Sheridan, another trusted Irishman and the Prince’s tutor, a Protestant Irish clergyman named George Kelly, Francis Strickland, an English Catholic hanger-on from the Jacobite court in Rome, and the Paris banker, Aeneas MacDonald, brother to Donald MacDonald of Kinlochmoidart.

An account published within months of his arrival has the Prince throwing himself down and kissing the Scottish ground, before being solemnly presented with a freshly cut piece of turf, a token of the land he had come to claim. His chaplain, the Abbé Butler,fn2 then proceeded to invest him ‘as Regent for … the most puissant James III with the Possession and Rule of the Kingdom of Great Britain … to hold at the Will and Pleasure of the Holy See’. The strident anti-Catholic bias of Henry Fielding’s History of the Present Rebellion in Scotland is evident from the alleged oath sworn: that ‘Possession and Rule’ was granted ‘on the Condition of fighting the Cause of our holy Mother the Church, to the utter Extirpation of the Persons of Hereticks … till [their] Blood … shall be washed away from the Face of the Earth.’7

To bring about this happy outcome, the Du Teillay contained arms, ammunition, and other essentials for the campaign: 1,500 muskets, 1,800 broadswords, and ‘a good quantity of powder, balls, flints, Durks, Brandy etc.’8 There were ‘several cases of pistols’,9 about a hundred additional muskets, and more broadswords of indeterminate number, together with ‘twenty small field pieces, two of which a mule [could] carry’. Finally, there was a war chest of ‘near 4,000 lois d’or’.10 Unfortunately, the enterprise had already lost another essential: men. A fortnight earlier, the frigate’s escort L’Elisabeth, a much larger ship of sixty-four guns, had fought a British man-of-war off the Lizard, exchanging almost five hours’ cannon fire to their mutual devastation. The Du Teillay escaped with her precious cargo and principal passenger but the Elisabeth – captain seriously injured and near two hundred men killed and wounded – had to struggle, severely disabled, back to her home port of Brest, taking with her seven hundred Irish troops in the service of France intended for the rising.

MacLeod of MacLeod’s and Forbes’s conviction that there would be little or no support in the Highlands for the ‘mad rebellious attempt’ seemed to be confirmed the day after the Prince’s landing when he was visited by Alexander MacDonald of Boisdale, who implored him to return home. ‘I am come home, sir’ came the reply, ‘and I will entertain no notion at all of returning to that place from whence I came; for that I am persuaded my faithful Highlanders will stand by me.’11

In another account of the conversation, Boisdale was asked whether a hundred men might join the cause, to which he replied: ‘No doubt you’ll get more than a hundred. But what then, though you get 500? what will that do?’ And the Prince answered, ‘Well then, if I can get only a hundred good stout, honest-hearted fellows to join me, I’ll make a trial what I can do.’12 Boisdale’s influence was said to have prevented ‘some hundreds of people from joining’, a service to the government for which he was said to have received official thanks.13

Denied support from the MacDonalds of the Outer Hebrides, the Prince had more success with those on the mainland. The Du Teillay next made landfall on 25 July at Borrodale on the north shore of Lochnanuagh. Fourteen months later, and from the same place, Charles Edward Stuart would leave Scotland forever.

At Borrodale, young Ranald Macdonald of Clanranald, Boisdale’s nephew, pledged his allegiance, as did Donald Cameron of Lochiel, effective chief of the widespread Clan Cameron. At first wary of committing to the venture, without the promise of considerable French military support, ‘young Lochiel’ reluctantly agreed to bring out his people on two conditions: that he would be given ‘security for the full value of his estate in the event of the attempt proving abortive’, and an assurance in writing that the MacDonells of Glengarry rise at the same time.14 And so they did, along with the Grants of Glenmoriston from their neighbouring lands north of the seismic fault line of the Great Glen, the MacDonells of Keppoch from lands to the south, and the Appin Stewarts from theirs in the west.

Heads of clans set about recruiting men to the cause from the vassals and tenants under their sway as had always been done in times of war or insurrection. A hundred Camerons were led away from their homes on the banks of Loch Rannoch, having been warned that, should they refuse, the recruiting gang ‘would that instant proceed to burn all their houses and hough [hamstring] their cattle’, and the homes and livestock of MacDonells owing allegiance to Keppoch were threatened with the same.15



*



First blood of the rising was claimed by a group of eleven Keppoch MacDonells and their piper, who, on 16 August, routed two companies of new-levied Royal Scots on the way from Fort Augustus to Fort William. The encounter took place at General Wade’s three-spanned bridge over the Spean gorge, just eight miles short of their destination. So unexpected was the attack that the troops ‘were struck with such an unaccountable panick as with one consent to run of[f] without so much as taking time to observe the number or quality of their enemy’.16 Had they done so they might easily have ‘forced their way through this handful [and] soon … reached the fort, the road being plain and open’.17 Instead they ‘inadvisably’ retreated the way they had come, towards Fort Augustus, eighteen miles distant. Donald MacDonell of Tirnadris led his men in pursuit, being careful not to follow too closely until they were reinforced by his cousin Keppoch, ‘to about the number of forty-five or fifty att most’. Shots were exchanged, the redcoats firing as they fled, ‘till their whole ammunition was exhausted’. Then Keppoch ran forward, sword in hand, and told them if they did not yield ‘they should be cutt to pieces, upon which they immediatly laid down their arms’.18 Captain John Scott, their commanding officer, had received a ball through his shoulder. A sergeant and three or four men were killed and about a dozen wounded. They had inflicted no injury on their opponents despite the final shots being fired at a distance of ten or twelve paces.

The Lord President, writing from Culloden House, did his best to make light of the affair, conceding that the Highlanders had ‘begun the horse-play’ with this exploit, and although expressing misgivings that it might ‘be the occasion of farther folly’, he suggested that the insurgents’ victory was a meagre one. ‘Two companies of the Royal[s] made prisoners, sounds pretty well,’ he admitted, ‘and will surely be passed for a notable achievement; but when it is considered that these companies were not half compleat; that they were lads picked up last season in the Low Country, without any thing of the Royal but the name, and that their officers were raw, the achievement is not by any means so important.’19

It was, nevertheless, an auspicious start to the campaign. Three days later, on 19 August, the captive redcoats were marched, under an escort of three hundred Keppoch MacDonells, to Glenfinnan at the head of Loch Shiel. Here, in the presence of around seven hundred Camerons, and a contingent of Clanranald Macdonalds bringing the total strength to an estimated 1,400,20 the nervous prisoners witnessed the raising of the Royal Stuart standard, blue and white on a red silk ground, ‘no motto at all’21 and ‘about twice the size of an ordinary pair of colours’ carried by a British regiment.22 While they would have understood little of James III’s proclamation appointing his eldest son as Regent, intoned as it was in Gaelic, they might have recognised the ‘very pretty gelding’, formerly the property of their wounded Captain, that MacDonell of Tirnadris presented to the Prince, ‘the first good horse he mounted in Scotland’.23



*



It was in Lochiel’s house at Kinlochiel that Charles Edward, learned of the price on his head.

He had become an outlaw, in the eyes of the British government, in the spring of the previous year, while still living in Paris. Following intelligence that he had ‘lately arrived in the French Dominions, and … been received and encouraged by the French King’, an Act of Parliament was passed stating, in brief: ‘if the eldest Son of the Pretender, shall after the first Day of May be found in Great Britain or Ireland he shall be adjudged attainted of High Treason and shall suffer and forfeit as Persons attainted of High Treason by the Laws of the Land ought to suffer and forfeit.’24

On 1 August 1745, as the alarming circumstances provided for by this legislation were realised, a proclamation was published, ‘Offering a Reward of Thirty thousand Pounds to any Person who shall seize and secure the Eldest Son of the Pretender, in case He shall land, or attempt to land, in any of His Majesty’s Dominions.’25 Calculations of monetary equivalence between the eighteenth and the present century cannot be entirely reliable, but even at a cautious estimate, this fabulous sum would have amounted to around three and a half million pounds. At first the Prince intended ignoring this ‘scandalous & malicious’ attempt to apprehend him, treating it with deserved contempt as ‘a mean, barbarous principle among princes, [that] must dishonour [the House of Hanover] in the eyes of all men of honour’. His outraged followers, however, insisted that honour could only be served by publishing a counter-proclamation. Against his will, therefore, he authorised a like reward offered ‘to him or them who shall seize & secure, till our further orders, the person of the Elector of Hanover, whether landed or attempting to land’. George II was in fact enjoying a summer visit to his beloved Hanover at the time the proclamation was issued. ‘Should any fatal accident happen from hence,’ presumably to George’s person, ‘let the blame ly entirely at the door of those who first set the infamous example.’26

The prince’s little army marched east along Loch Eil, moving inland to evade Fort William and the attentions of a warship patrolling Loch Linnhe. From Moy they benefitted from a fifteen-mile stretch of the military road built by General Wade to link Fort William, Fort Augustus and Fort George at Inverness, running the entire length of the Great Glen, and known to the government army as ‘The Chain’.

At Invergarry Castle, eight miles from Fort Augustus, the Prince was presented with a choice. A message of support from Simon Fraser, Lord Lovat, urged him to continue on that road as far as Inverness, raising the Frasers of Stratherrick on the way and with the possibility of MacLeods, MacKenzies, Grants and MacIntoshes rising into the bargain. However, the Marquess of Tullibardine pressed in favour of marching south to raise the Atholl country of Perthshire, then on to the prize of Edinburgh. The decision was forced by news that a government army under the command of General Sir John Cope was approaching from the south. Reinforced by 260 Appin Stewarts, 400 MacDonells of Glengarry, 120 MacDonalds of Glencoe, and an indeterminate number of Glenmoriston Grants, the Prince’s growing army prepared to engage him.

On the same day that the Prince’s standard was raised at Glenfinnan, General Cope had left Edinburgh to join his army at Stirling, and on 20 September he began his march north with the aim of ‘crushing in the Bud, any Insurrection that had, or might happen’. His orders were to proceed, by way of Crieff and Dalnacardoch, to Fort Augustus, ‘as it was from the adjacent Parts there, that the most Danger was to be apprehended’.27 At Dalwhinnie on the 26th he received intelligence that if he continued on that road he would be marching into a trap, or at best a confrontation more to his enemies’ advantage than to his own. ‘We were informed,’ wrote one of his officers, ‘that the rebels were posted on and in … a noted pass, seventeen miles distant on our way to the Chain.’28

General Wade had judged the Corrieyairack Pass to be the only negotiable way across the range of Monadhliath mountains – between 2,500 and 3,000 feet high – through which he could take his road north to the Great Glen. At the steepest gradient it had necessitated no less than seventeen ‘traverses’ and hairpin bends to accommodate the final five-hundred-foot climb to the summit. Twenty-eight years later Dr Johnson and James Boswell would negotiate the Corrieyairack Pass on their way to the Western Isles. ‘As we went upon a higher [traverse],’ Johnson remarked, ‘we saw the baggage following us below in a contrary direction.’ And he marvelled at the tenacity of the men who had engineered it. ‘To make this way, the rock has been hewn to a level with labour that might have broken the perseverance of a Roman legion.’29 On the other side there was a sheltered area of flat ground that the soldiers who built the road called Snugburgh, or more literally, ‘Snugburrow’. It was here, when the work was done, that their commander presided over an ox roast for them to celebrate the King’s birthday on 30 October 1731. Wade must have regarded the road through Corrieyairack as his masterpiece and it appears – coiling off into the distance – in the landscape background of an oil portrait of him.fn3

However dazzling this roadbuilding feat, the Corrieyairack Pass could be murderously exploited by whichever army controlled its upper reaches. ‘Each Traverse, in ascending, is commanded by that above it; so that even an unarmed Rabble, who were posted on the higher Ground, might without exposing themselves, extremely harrass the Troops in their March.’30 In addition, the road was ‘flanked [on the left] by a hollow water-course, where [the rebels] would be well covered, as likewise numbers of them might be among the rocks and on top of the hill’. And even supposing Cope’s army could reach the top, their enemies ‘proposed to break down the bridge at Snugburrow, which lifts the road over a steep precipice, and to place men in two hollow ways, which flank the road’.31

Realising that to proceed was utterly impracticable, while returning to Crieff ‘would have had the Air of a Retreat, would … have dejected the Friends of the Government, and … increased the Insolence of its Opposers’, Cope followed the sole course of action he believed open to him. ‘His Orders being positive to march to the Chain of Forts’, he abandoned Fort Augustus as destination and led his men instead along another of Wade’s roads to the right, following the Spey valley by way of Ruthven Barracks towards ‘the only Part of the Chain to which [they] could proceed’.32 The devastation of his army deferred, Cope marched to Inverness. Meanwhile the Jacobite army he was to face in little more than three weeks’ time marched south, snaking down the Corrieyairack Pass, through Dalwhinnie, Dalnacardoch and Dunkeld, reaching Perth on 3 September. Here, during a stay of seven days, the Prince’s general staff, together with his army’s command structure, were considerably augmented.

William, Marquess of Tullibardine and titular 2nd Duke of Atholl, was reunited with his brother. Lord George Murray – as a younger son, the ‘Lord’ was no more than a courtesy title – had briefly served with the British Army as an ensign in the Royal Scots Guards during the latter stages of the War of the Spanish Succession. Although both brothers had been ‘out’ in the 1715 and 1719 Jacobite Risings, George was pardoned in 1724, returned from his French exile and swore an oath of loyalty to George II in 1739. Now, in 1745, aged 51, he had changed his allegiance definitively and for the last time, fully acknowledging that this course of action would ‘very probably end in [his] utter ruen’. He was writing to James, his other brother, a staunch Whig, Member of Parliament for Perthshire, and Keeper of the Privy Seal of Scotland. James Murray was also the legitimate 2nd Duke of Atholl, having succeeded to their late father’s title at the expense of William the attainted heir. ‘My Life, my Fortune, my expectations, the Happyness of my wife & children, are all at stake’, George told him, ‘& the chances are against me, & yet a principle of … Honour, & my Duty to King and Country, outweighs every thing.’33 His correspondent can have been in no doubt as to the King he referred to. Few family divisions opened by the constitutional crisis of 1745 can have been so trenchant as this. And the division extended to George Murray’s immediate family. His sixteen-year-old son deplored his father’s decision. John Murray was then at Eton, his education being paid for by his uncle – and ‘best friend’ – James whose own two sons had died in infancy. Eager to take up a commission in the 54th Foot offered him by the Hanoverian king, John declared himself ready to ‘lay down my Life and … spend the last drop of my Blood in his [Majesty’s] service’.34 Although he never bore arms against his father’s espoused cause, it was not for want of inclination or capacity, being able to ‘handle a broadsword or a musket well enough’. The following February, learning of a government army defeat, John, by then Captain Murray, would declare himself ‘sorry to hear that the Rebles had the better of the Battle’. Writing to his uncle from London, he would make no mention of his father’s part in the engagement: ‘The only good which I can wish the Rebles is that they were all killed, which is the best thing that can happen to them.’35

Another recruit to the Prince’s cause in September was James Drummond, eldest son of the attainted 2nd Duke of Perth who had fought against both William III at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690 and at Sheriffmuir in 1715 against the army of George I. On the death of his exiled father, James styled himself 3rd Duke of Perth, and was referred to as such in Jacobite correspondence, although the tainted line and title no longer had legitimacy in Hanoverian Britain. Despite having no title to his name, James maintained control and benefit of the family estate, his father having cannily signed it over to him in 1715 before the terms of the Attainder Act came into force. The two hundred tenants he brought from Crieff formed the nucleus of the so-called Duke of Perth’s Regiment that would reach a maximum strength of 750 during the course of the Rising. James’s brother, John Drummond, had long resided in France but later in the year would arrive at Montrose, on the east coast of Scotland, leading an 800-strong body of men composed of about 300 Irish Picquets, drawn from a brigade that had contributed to the French victory at Fontenoy, and the mercenary regiment Drummond himself had raised for the French king: the Royal Ecossais. As a younger son, John Drummond would, like George Murray, have been addressed with the courtesy title of Lord.

The titular Dukes of Atholl and Perth, and their brothers, George Murray and John Drummond respectively, were given the rank of Lieutenant General and together constituted the highest echelon in the Jacobite army, immediately below the Prince himself. In the first major engagement of the campaign, Perth would command the right wing and Murray the left.



*



The Prince’s cause was enriched at Perth by £500 claimed from the town as Cess, or property tax. The sum was surrendered ‘on the assurance that nothing else should be asked, and all supplies paid for’. Contrary to their prior apprehensions, it was noted that ‘the towns people seem’d very well pleas’d that so good descpline had been keept, in so far as that non of them had the least reason to complean of any disorder.’36

And as the Jacobite army marched on Edinburgh, General Cope having – as one irascible citizen put it – ‘give[n] up in a maner the key of North Brittan’ by failing to engage and instead marching to Inverness, expectations were often confounded by their behaviour. Patrick Crichton, a Canongate saddler, ironmonger, and author of a journal, eccentrically spelled even by eighteenth-century standards, accorded them a grudging respect he often denied the ‘infatwat’fn4 policy of their opponents: ‘The rebells approched with good disciplin for to give them there due never did … theiving naked ruffiens with uncowth wappons make so harmeless a march in a civilised plentifull cowntry, and the disciplin was so severe they hanged up one or two at Li[nli]thgow for pilfering.’37



*



At Coltbridge, a mile to the west of Edinburgh and marking the city’s last line of defence, Colonel Gardiner’s 13th Regiment of Dragoons ‘was fatigwed having had long marches and watchings for three days befor [and] lookd very unlicke men [that] wowld stand to it’. The Colonel himself was not a well man either, had only recently returned from taking the waters at Scarborough, and was wont to say – with some justice as it transpired – that he ‘had not long to live’.38 The troopers of Hamilton’s 14th ‘looked better,’ Crichton thought, ‘but alace they were Irishmen!’ Brigadier Thomas Fowke, newly arrived from London with a commission to take overall charge of the dragoons, cast a more professional eye over his new command. He ‘found many of the Horses Backs not fit to receive the Riders’, having recently been at grass in preparation for the winter. And the riders were in no better shape, especially those of the 13th. After three days in the saddle ‘many of the Mens and some of the Officers Legs [were] so swelled, that they could not wear Boots’, having had to cut through the leather to remove them.39

Supporting the dragoons at Coltbridge on 16 September, as the Jacobite army approached, were levies of a new Edinburgh Infantry Regiment that Crichton thought ‘looked licke men for the purpose but they were a handful’, together with a hundred Town Guards – watchmen and keepers of the peace – that the Lord Provost of Edinburgh had made available ‘all the day Time; but by no Means could spare them in the Night’.40 By mid afternoon that proviso was no longer relevant as Brigadier Fowke decided his men were not in a condition for further ‘Night-Work’. Town Guards and Foot were ordered back to Edinburgh and at about three o’clock the dragoons, numbering over 550, began a withdrawal, provisionally to their barracks at Leith, but subsequently further. Fowke was later careful to emphasise that this tactical retreat had been conducted with exemplary military efficiency and no undue haste.

Orders had been given, he claimed, ‘to retire slowly and without Confusion’, he himself having ‘march’d off slowly’ with Colonel Gardiner at the head of the column, while those to the rear ‘moved off in Order and without Hurry’.41 Civilian witnesses reported a more frenetic progress, however. Walter Grossett, a Collector of Customs, said they ‘quit their post at Coltbridge and retired in some haste’.42 Crichton ‘saw the dragowns mownt. They made 3 lowd huzaas and rod off to the northward and thane twrned east.’ John Campbell, an Edinburgh banker, watched them ‘run off along the north side of Edinburgh’,43 clearly visible on the crest of the ‘Lang Dykes’, the east–west ridge that would later be occupied by George Street. Another account explained the increased urgency of the withdrawal. A small rearguard of dragoons had been posted as pickets at Corstorphine, a mile or so along the road beyond Coltbridge. They were approached by a group of scouts from the Jacobite camp at Gray’s Mill, two miles further back, ‘young people, well mounted [and] ordered to go near, take a view of the dragoons, and bring back a report of their number’. These youths had overstepped the bounds of their reconnaissance mission, and ridden up close, fired pistols, and so intimidated the tired and inexperienced troopers that ‘without firing a shot [they had] wheeled about, and rode off, carrying their fears into the main body’. Spurred by the contagious panic, the eight-mile ride of the 13th and 14th Dragoons became known as the Coltbridge Canter, and ‘they did not draw brydle till they came to Musselburgh.’44 Another three miles brought them to Prestonpans, close to Colonel Gardiner’s home of Bankton, where he took to his bed, exhausted, leaving the men to encamp for the night in an adjacent field. The dragoons were still nervous, convinced, for no good reason, that their enemies were not far behind them. Then one of their number, foraging in the dark, blundered into a disused coal pit – a common hazard in that mining area – accidentally discharging his pistol as he fell, and caused the rest to take fright, thinking they were under attack. Scrambling to horse they galloped off in the opposite direction to the imagined threat, a trail of dropped and discarded small arms, swords and ‘accoutrements of all kinds’ marking the course of their eastward stampede. The detritus was later collected and sent after them in covered carts, ‘so that the flight of the two regiments was very little known in the army’. When Colonel Gardiner rose the following morning, he found the camping ground deserted and, informed of what had happened, ‘followed his men with a heavy heart’.45

In the meantime, Edinburgh had fallen to the insurgents ‘without the least Bloodshed or Opposition’.46

Defence of the city had been ostensibly dependent on the hundred or so elderly watchmen of the Town Guard, together with the new Edinburgh Regiment – funded by public subscription to recruit a thousand men, but numbering to date only 120 – and a militia of four hundred volunteers, composed of enthusiastic university students and other Whig zealots. There was also a largely ceremonial body known as the ‘Trained Bands’, but they ‘had not appeared in arms since the [Glorious] revolution, except on the King’s birth-day’.47

Archibald Stuart, wine merchant and Lord Provost of the city, appeared loath to maintain even that degree of defensive strength, arguing that ‘if a thousand Men had a Mind to get into this Town, he could not see how he could hinder them.’48 His term of office at this critical period was characterised by vacillation, insisting on one occasion that the wording of a statement relating to the recruitment of volunteers be altered from ‘this proposal was accepted by the Lord Provost’ to read that he had merely ‘acquiesced’ in it.49 He was said to be at best ‘a secret jacobite’50 and at worst treacherous. ‘There was not a Whig in Town, who Did not suspect that he favour’d the Pretenders Cause; and … that his Backwardness and Coldness in the Measure of arming the People, was part of a plan to admitt the Pretender into the City.’51

On Monday morning, 16 September, the Provost received a message from the Jacobite camp at Gray’s Mill, warning him ‘that the City would be ill-treated unless it … be readily or speedily surrendred.’ The messenger having imparted its contents to numerous bystanders on his way to and from the Provost, rumours of imminent ‘Rapine and Plunder’ spread. Disquiet increased later in the afternoon, as citizens had watched the last prospects of conventional military protection galloping away eastwards on the Lang Dykes. Towards dusk the Volunteers were ordered to surrender their weapons at the Castle garrison and disperse to their homes. Then, from Musselburgh, Brigadier Fowke sent a belated message, offering ‘the whole, or any part of the two Regiments of Dragoons’ to assist in the defence of the city. Given the nervous state of men and horses, their effectiveness in that role would have been open to question. However, ‘the Offer was not accepted of.’52

By this time the Provost had received a further ultimatum from the Prince, threatening undefined reprisals ‘if [he] suffer any of the [Hanoverian] Usurper’s Troops to enter the Town, or any of the Cannon, Arms or Ammunition now in it … to be carried off’. The Provost and his council dispatched two delegations to Gray’s Mill that night. The first, requesting clarification, returned with a message from George Murray, demanding a final agreement to surrender the city by two o’clock in the morning. Unable to reach a decision, the council instructed the second delegation to request more time.

At five o’clock, the gates of the Netherbow Port – westernmost entrance to the city – opened, allowing a coach to pass through to livery stables on the Canongate. It was the same coach that had just deposited the second delegation at Mrs ‘Luckie’ Clarke’s tavern in Writer’s Close, off the High Street, where the Provost and other members of council were anxiously awaiting a reply to their plea for time. Before the gates could close again, thirty Highlanders led by Lochiel and O’Sullivan rushed through and overpowered the sentries. Then followed the remainder of the advance guard, from St Mary’s Wynd and the Pleasance. A mathematician, Richard Jack, watching from a nearby window, counted with characteristic precision 468 of them, ‘some … altogether unarmed, others with a broadsword, some with corn forks, and many with muskets without locks, … the number of guns that reasonably might be supposed to fire, did not exceed 200.’53

The Prince arrived with the rest of the army later in the morning, marching from the south-west to the King’s Park and Holyrood. There, below the escarpment of Salisbury Crags, the army encamped, while their leader took up residence in the palace of his Stuart forebears.

Only the Castle – impregnable as the curtain of sheer basalt cliffs and half-moon battery could make it – remained under government control. Its garrison comprised just two hundred of Lascelles’ Foot commanded by an octogenarian, Lieutenant General Joshua Guest. As though to make their presence felt by the Jacobite intruders, on the night of 18 September, they ‘threw some bombs and c[u]lveren shells into ther camp and did some execution’.54 It was sufficient to induce a removal of the army the following day, out of range, to Duddingston.



*



As he entered Edinburgh, the Prince received word that General Cope was arrived at Dunbar.

‘Is he by God?’ he replied.

It had taken Cope more than a fortnight to get the army from Inverness – a march of eleven days overland to Aberdeen, four days of waiting for naval transport and favourable winds, then two days at sea to the East Lothian coast – only to learn that his principal objective had that morning been captured. But his army had thus far behaved ‘with so much Alacrity and Spirits’ that he had ‘all the Reason in the World to depend upon it, they would behave exceeding well in Action’.55 He may also have been heartened by the reinforcement of Gardiner’s and Hamilton’s 560-odd dragoons, their recent erratic behaviour notwithstanding. Disembarkation of a further 1,500 foot soldiers, artillery, baggage and horses, was complete by the 18th and early the following day his army began its march west to liberate Edinburgh.

The Jacobite army that marched from camp on the eastern edge of the city to meet him numbered about 2,280. Patrick Crichton overestimated the numbers, but denigrated their quality: ‘1000 as good men as are in Europe, 1000 indiferent good and 1400 good for nothing old men, shepherds, and boys.’56 It remained to be seen how they would fare against Cope’s regulars.
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Tactics, Pox & ‘Secrets’





A British Army infantry regiment was divided into platoons of between thirty and forty-eight men, drawn up in three lines one behind the other: standing, crouching and kneeling. Four or five platoons, ‘distributed, or disposed into different Parts of the Regiment’, fired in unison; another four or five, similarly distributed, began reloading, while a third completed reloading in unison, ready to fire in their turn. A concerted firing, or volley, along the entire front of a regiment – so as to ‘extend [the] Fire in such a Manner, as to do Execution in different Parts of the opposite Regiment’1 – was also known as a platoon. A disciplined regiment could maintain a near continuous and rapid sequence of volleys as platoon followed platoon with devastating collective effect. This went some way to compensate for the notorious inaccuracy of an individual weapon when fired at anything beyond close range.

The Highlanders’ musketry tactic differed markedly from the regular army’s system of platoon firing. They discharged their weapons into the enemy’s ranks ‘very near, being always sure that their one fire should do execution’,2 or as one put it, ‘so near as that the colfin [wadding] of our shot might set their whiskers on fire’.3 Once fired, the spent musket was discarded, and a circular, leather-faced, iron-studded shield – the target or targe – brought forward onto the left forearm, a dirk in the left fist, and the broadsword drawn in the right. Then, with ‘a most frightful and hideous Shout’,4 they dashed on the enemy from the cloud of their own musket smoke. The extraordinary speed of the charge would have made all but the most seasoned, expertly drilled, and highly trained regular troops seem woefully sluggish by comparison. The relative inexperience of the government infantry during the first major engagement of the Scottish campaign was incidentally evident in that many, raising their muskets, fired high over their opponents’ heads, while the length and weight of the Land Pattern musket’s 46-inch barrel caused others to fire low, inflicting the majority of gunshot wounds on their attackers’ legs.5



*



During the first months of national emergency a spate of amateur advice appeared in the public prints on how best to defeat the growing and immediate threat.

Suggestions ranged from the practical to the fanciful. In late November, ‘A WELL-WISHER’ wrote to the Westminster Journal, pointing out that ‘the Rebels … are particularly fond of exercising their Parts on the Female Sex, and … commonly take up with whatever falls in their Way.’ It was therefore proposed that the government provide:


as many Ladies as we can conveniently spare out of the Hundreds of Drury [lane], and other parts of this great Metropolis, and see them safe convey’d to the Places that are likeliest to be visited by the Highlanders; who, pleased with such fine Lasses in Silk Gowns and large Hoop-petticoats, will … storm such illustrious Forts; whereby they’ll contract a Disease which will effectually stop their Progress, disable them from defending themselves, and afford his Majesty’s Forces an easy and cheap-bought Conquest.



Old Testament scriptural precedent was cited for this underhand strategy: the vengeance taken by Jacob’s sons on the men of a ‘Canaanite clan’ for the rape of their sister Dinah. Offering them peace, provided they submit to circumcision, the brothers took the opportunity – when their enemies were most inflamed, sore and helpless – to attack and slaughter them wholesale.fn1 The Well-Wisher urged that a committee be appointed to make the selection ‘of such Girls … found to be duly qualified to answer the intended Purpose’ and that a subscription might be opened ‘to raise a Fund towards equipping them, and defraying their Expences to the Places where they may be … of infinite use to their Country’.6 But by the time this plan was published, on 7 December, the threat to London had lifted and the patriotic contribution of its pox-ridden prostitutes rendered redundant.

Another, more conventional, suggestion was offered. A correspondent in the London Evening Post proposed combatting the Highland charge and the offensive capability of sword and shield – a style of fighting little changed since the Middle Ages – with a medieval defensive device, named after the northern Dutch province where it was said to have originated. The cheval de frise, or Friesland Horse, was a six- to nine-foot wooden beam studded along its length with rows of projecting spikes. A line of chevaux de frise would halt the charge and keep the attackers at bay while, behind the barrier, platoons of infantry, ‘Kneeling, Stooping and Standing … loading and firing as fast as possible … will infallibly destroy Thousands of them in one Quarter of an Hour’, forcing the survivors to retreat:


Then our Horse may be let loose upon them from our Right and Left Wings, to trample and cut them down in their Flight … [Our Infantry] are then to rise up and pursue … in good Order with their Chevaux de Frise carried by Men before them, that if the Enemy should rally and face about, we may be ready to receive them as before, and an entire Victory over them must be the Consequence at a very cheap Rate.



While cheap victory and the stirring prospect of slaughter would have fired the imaginations of London Whigs, there is no record of chevaux de frise being used in combatting the insurgency.

The same correspondent offered a further recommendation: ‘that every Man in the Army, both Horse and Foot, do wear an Iron Cap, or Horse-Shoe, under their Hats, to defend any Cut of the Broad-Sword of the Highlanders’.7 While horseshoes might have afforded makeshift protection inside the tall mitre caps of the fusilier or grenadier, there is no reference to their having been used. However, defensive pieces of headgear – either of solid iron or composed of iron strips – had for some time been issued to cavalrymen to be worn with their tricorns on top. Such ‘Skull Caps’8 were among the equipment found scattered on the Dunbar road in the wake of the dragoons’ flight following the Coltbridge Canter. They were colloquially known as ‘secrets’, the sense being to keep something under one’s hat. They were effective against all but the most powerful sword stroke.
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I





PRINCE Charles Edward Stuart’s military campaign to seize the British throne as Regent on behalf of his exiled father was punctuated by three of the shortest battles in history. It would end in April 1746 on a boggy moor above Culloden House with a catastrophic defeat, inflicted after less than three-quarters of an hour, by an army under the command of Charles Edward’s distant cousin, William Augustus, Duke of Cumberland, the youngest son of King George II. Three months earlier, on another moor south of Falkirk, wind, rain and terrain as much as broadsword and musket baffled and beat a government force led by General Henry Hawley in under half an hour. And in the autumn of the previous year the first major confrontation took place. The Jacobites would call it Gladsmuir, after an East Lothian village that a thirteenth-century poet and seer, Thomas the Rhymer, prophesied would be the site of a great battle.1 But it was on ground about four miles away from Gladsmuir, close to Prestonpans, that Charles Edward’s army routed Sir John Cope’s, in an engagement lasting little more than ten minutes.

On the eve of battle, Friday 20 September 1745, General Cope was expecting his enemy to advance from the direction of Edinburgh, nine miles to the west. The general deployed his troops accordingly: his right wing towards the Firth of Forth, with the coastal settlement of Prestonpans to the north-west, the village and harbour of Cockenzie to the north-east. His left was protected by a broad ditch and area of swamp at the foot of Falside Hill, which rose southward to the coal-mining town of Tranent. His rear was protected by the same ditch and swamp – bearing the bucolic name Tranent Meadows – which extended to the east and partway north to the village of Seton. His army faced the walls and dykes of Preston Park, Lord Grange’s estate, and the adjacent grounds of Bankton House, home of Colonel James Gardiner, highest-ranking fatality in the brief spate of carnage that was to come at first light the following day. A narrow road divided the two properties, leading westwards to the village of Preston, with a broader defile to the north – between the Park and Prestonpans – through which the main attack was anticipated. Cope ordered parts of the Preston Park enclosure demolished, ‘that if the Enemy should at any Time … line those Walls, (which were so high, … they could not be fired over) they might be dislodged’.2

The field was well chosen. ‘There [was] not in the whole of the Ground between Edinburgh and Dunbar,’ Cope was to tell the Board of General Officers enquiring into his conduct following the battle, ‘a better Spot for both Horse and Foot to act upon.’3 An eyewitness described it as ‘about an English Mile Square … and very well Secur’d on all Sides to prevent any Surprize’.4 But a secure position can leave limited avenues for escape should security fail, and a Jacobite officer would remark later that ‘The strength of the enemy’s camp became their destruction.’5

General Cope was ‘a little, dressy, finical man’6 and his ‘furred nightgown’7 would be one of the more exotic articles of plunder captured from his baggage train the following morning. According to a contemporary, he ‘had already devoured the Rebels in his imagination’,8 and he is said to have primed his troops for the coming fight with a morale-boosting speech: ‘Gentlemen, You are just now to Engage with a parcel of Rable; a parcel of Brutes; Being a small Number of Scots Highlanders.’ He also gave them to understand that, although they could ‘expect no Booty from such a poor despicable Pack’, that the customary conquerors’ bonus, motivating every private soldier preparing for battle, was assured following their inevitable victory: ‘I have Authority to Declare, that you shall have Eight full Hours Liberty to Plunder and Pillage the City of Edinburgh, Leith, and Suburbs, at your Discretion, with Impunity.’9 The speech was later published as a broadsheet and may well have been an invention of Jacobite propaganda, but the sacking of the city had been anticipated by its residents and seriously countenanced. ‘I verily believe had Cope prevailed,’ wrote Harry Guthrie some days later, ‘the Town would have been plundered.’10 The army General Cope was expecting to lead into Edinburgh may not have been one of benign liberation.

Early on Friday afternoon the Jacobite army made its appearance, not directly from the west as expected but along the slopes of Falside Hill to the south, and Cope wheeled his lines through ninety degrees to face the attack from that direction. The walls of Preston Park estate and Bankton House thereby lay against his right wing, his left towards Seton and his rear towards the Forth. From Falside Hill, within musket range of the government lines – as well as from closer, covert reconnaissance – the Jacobite commanders could see that this was ‘not a proper Situation for highlanders for they must have nothing before them [that] can hinder them to run upon the enemy’.11 Although the sloping ground would have provided admirable momentum for their preferred mode of attack – the terrifying headlong charge that would win them victory the following day and in all subsequent encounters, barring the last – the marsh and ditch at the foot of the hill would have stopped their charge dead in a fire trap, directly under the enemy’s guns.

All afternoon Cope’s men observed the Jacobites’ activities, apparently ‘marching and Countermarching in a Confus’d Manner’. Towards four o’clock a detachment of about fifty of them was seen moving forwards to occupy Tranent churchyard and a clump of trees: positions on either side of a heugh, or cutting, known as the Coak Road, which contained the wooden rails of a wagon way for transporting coal from the Tranent pits to the coast. Two gallopers – small manoeuvrable one-and-a-half-pounder cannon – were fired at close range from the government left wing and, according to one account, ‘killed some of [the rebels], and soon dislodged them’.12 Lieutenant General Lord George Murray, commanding one half of the Jacobite army, claimed that they only ‘wounded a man or two’, while others said the gallopers’ bombardment had no effect whatsoever. Nevertheless, Cope’s redcoats ‘huzzaed at every discharge, thinking to frighten the Highlanders, who, they imagined, had never seen cannon’.13 Coehorn mortar shells were also lobbed at the enemy but their fuses were ‘damnified’ from being badly stored and they failed to explode. One of these that ‘fell short in a direct line where the Prince was’14 might otherwise have stopped the course of the rising and all but extinguished the Stuart succession in a single burst of shrapnel. Cope gave orders that no more coehorns were to be fired lest they ‘take off [the rebels’] Fear of them’.15 Meanwhile the inhabitants of Tranent, together with their livestock and wildlife, spent the day in danger of being killed by superstitious Highlanders. No prosperity could attend a journey, it was believed, at the outset of which a pig or hare was encountered. Several of these creatures were shot from the Jacobite lines, ‘to the great risk of Everybody that was near’.16



*



Alexander Carlyle – twenty-three-year-old son of the local Presbyterian minister – was watching developments from the steeple of his father’s church in Prestonpans. A fervent Whig, he was one of the Edinburgh Volunteers relieved from defence of the city and was now assisting General Cope with the benefit of his local knowledge. Shortly after the enemy detachment had been flushed from the neighbourhood of Tranent churchyard, a much larger force of three or four hundred moved westwards and Carlyle could see them taking up positions beyond Lord Grange’s estate, along what was called the Thorny Loan, a track between fields running from the village of Preston to Dolphingstone half a mile to the west. Anticipating an attack from that direction, Cope wheeled his army back ninety degrees to its original position. Then, at dusk, the Thorny Loan detachment unaccountably marched back the way they had come to the slopes of Falside Hill. The Earl of Home suspected them of ‘marching and counter-marching till it was dark, in order to deceive us’,17 and a Jacobite admitted later that they did it ‘to amuse the enemy’.18 As darkness fell, Cope wheeled his army back ninety degrees to face south yet again. His substantial baggage train was moved northwards inside the walled enclosure of Cockenzie House and placed under the protection of a 200-man guard, comprising the ‘well-affected’ Highlanders, raised by John Campbell, Earl of Loudoun, and the equally loyal Black Watch.19 Cope himself spent part of the evening with the owner of Cockenzie House, a merchant by the name of Mathie.

Unable to see anything further from his post on the church steeple, young Carlyle went to find somewhere to sleep. His father’s house being overcrowded with military men and excited clergy he found room with a neighbour and instructed a maidservant to wake him when the battle started.

Cope’s army lay upon their arms all night. Three large fires were kept burning along their front line to ensure no enemy could approach unobserved from the direction of Tranent. This measure had unforeseen effects. It ‘discovered to the rebels what was doing in [the government] camp, whereas in theirs not a word was heard, nor the least sign seen’.20 Indeed, it must have made the darkness beyond the bonfires all the more impenetrable and intimidating to the waiting redcoats.

The evening remained quiet until a nervy crackle of musket fire broke out at eight o’clock near the south-eastern corner of Bankton House, where an ensign and some men of Colonel Lee’s Regiment were stationed.21 Then, an hour later, ‘all the Dogs in the Village of Tranent began to bark with the utmost Fury.’ Lieutenant Colonel Peregrine Lascelles of the 58th Foot visited the advanced guard of dragoons posted out in the darkness along the marsh towards Seton and ‘found all very alert, but could see or hear nothing but the barking of Dogs’.22 Ninety minutes later, about ten-thirty, the barking ceased. It had taken that time for the Prince’s army to file through Tranent, disturbing the canine inhabitants in passing. On the opposite side of the town they waited in the darkness for several hours, ‘observing the greatest silence, so that Cope did not perceive where [they] were’. Meanwhile, behind their fires, the government army ‘made a great deal of noise, [and their enemies] could hear them talking and swearing’.23 At around three o’clock the Jacobites began a stealthy outflanking march in the direction of Seton. ‘There was not the least noise, and the officers with the horse were all afoot lest the neighing of the horse should discover the march.’24 They were guided by a local man who knew the area well from wildfowling in the marshes. Robert Anderson took them eastwards, parallel with the treacherous Meadows, to a farm called Riggonhead, and ‘the only pass betwixt Seaton and Tranent where it was possible to come at the Enemy’. Then they moved north. The Prince’s Secretary of State, John Murray of Broughton, recalled that ‘before we could get into the plain we past a bog which was so deep and Clay so Stiff that Some of the men left their shoes.’25

About five o’clock in the morning, according to an Edinburgh volunteer stationed with Cope’s artillery train, ‘the Rebels were discovered; moving like a Cloud, towards the Pass, between Seaton and the Morass … [having] stolen their March at about 100 Yards only from the Out-Posts of the Dragoons.’26 One of the dragoons shouted: ‘Who is there? Who is there?’, then ‘Cannons, cannons, get ready the cannons, cannoneers!’27 The Jacobite army marched on rapidly through the dark, ‘every step … sunk to the knee in mud’28 until, clear of the swampy ground, they emerged onto the firm corn-stubbled plain: Clanranald, Glengarry and Keppoch men of the Clan Donald under the command of the Duke of Perth to the fore; MacGregors, Appin Stewarts and Camerons to the rear, commanded by Lord George Murray. Forming line from column in the same order of march, Perth’s men comprised the right wing, Murray’s the left. A less well-armed second line consisted of Atholl and MacLachlan men, and ‘about 25 gentlemen, and their servants, a horse-back’,29 making a small reserve of cavalry. They faced west, early dawn lightening the sky behind them.

‘It was not yet day,’ recalled the Prince’s Quartermaster General, John William O’Sullivan, ‘so that we saw the enemy … before they cou’d see us; our dark cloaths was advantageous to us.’30 It was said that when the order was given to attack, they ‘pull[ed] off their bonnets and looking up to heaven, made a short prayer, and ran forward’.31 To an officer in Cope’s army, ‘it was so dark when they came to attack us that I could only perceive them like a black hedge moving towards us.’32



*



Despite the Jacobites’ stealth, the government army was not taken entirely by surprise. Cope had been kept informed by his sentries since three o’clock in the morning that ‘the Rebells were moving’, at first towards the east, then at about four o’clock ‘Northwards, in order to Come and attacke [his] left Flank’.33 It was at this moment – the alarm having been raised by the dragoon outpost towards Seaton and a galloper fired in response – that the General gave his troops the order to ‘stand to arms’ and wheel to the left, moving this time through forty-five degrees to face roughly north-east; all of which ‘they Performed very Quickly and with great order’. The small battery of artillery – four coehorns and six gallopers – together with two squadrons of the 13th Regiment of Dragoons commanded by Colonel Gardiner, occupied the right wing; two of Hamilton’s 14th Dragoons the left. In between the flanking horse there were three regiments of foot and, at the rear, a reserve force comprising a squadron each of Hamilton’s and Gardiner’s dragoons. At this time dragoons still served their original purpose in the army as mounted infantry, and were trained to fight on foot as well as on horseback. Each dragoon was therefore equipped not only with a basket-hilted broadsword and one or two pistols but also with a bayonet and a firelock carbine, its 42-inch barrel four inches shorter than the Land Pattern musket issued to the infantry.

The government troops, it was said, ‘made a most gallant appearance both horse and foot, with the sun shining upon their arms’. Some Jacobite officers had doubts they could be beaten, fearing their own irregulars ‘would be defeated in a moment and swept from the field’.34 But the gallant appearance was deceptive and the strength of Cope’s army fatally compromised.

Notwithstanding the General’s later assertion that his army had not been taken by surprise, it was evidence of hurried manoeuvring that the artillery battery remained in its entirety on the right wing, instead of being more conventionally divided between the right and left. In addition, neither the gallopers nor the coehorns were manned by experienced gunners, but by Invalids rapidly recruited from Edinburgh Castle days earlier to fill the deficiency. These were men deemed fit for garrison duties but disqualified by age or infirmity from active service. The Invalids had been joined by half a dozen sailors detached from the Fox man-of-war anchored in the Firth. Since coming ashore they had been more often drunk than not. There was also the ‘private Teacher of Mathematics’, Richard Jack, who ‘understood the Theory, but not the practical Part of Gunnery’. Requested to aim the gallopers at the enemy position in Tranent churchyard the previous afternoon, he had proved ‘so awkward at levelling them [that he was] turned … off, and never suffered … to meddle with any of the Cannon afterwards’.35 His only subsequent contribution was assisting the artillery train commander Major Eaglesfield Griffith to fit a new plummet on the pendulum of a quadrant used for elevating the coehorns.

The three infantry regiments – Lee’s 55th, Murray’s 57th, and Lascelles’ 58th Foot – as signified by their high numerical designations, were newly raised and composed of raw recruits. None was at full strength. In addition Cope had effectively ‘disarmed [them] of their most usefull wapon against Highlanders … [and] ordered all their swords to be laid up in Stirling Castle, so that at the time of ingaging not one of them had a sword’.36 The reason given was ‘that their Swords incumbered their March, and are of small Use in an Engagement, in comparison with the Bayonet’.37 However, although each man carried a firelock musket on the morning of the battle, the bayonets remained sheathed in the leather scabbards at their belts.

Gardiner’s and Hamilton’s dragoons – fully armed though they were – had already shown their mettle five days earlier in the ‘Coltbridge Canter’. Come from an extended period of garrison duty in Ireland, they had for the most part seen no action, and were mounted on horses that until recently had been at grass, accustomed neither to being ridden nor to the sound of gunfire.

Cope rode along the front of his hastily formed lines: ‘Encouraging the Men, begging them to keep up their Fire, and keep their Ranks, and they would easily beat the Rebells’. He had made it his custom, on the march, to rally the troops in this way and, according to Lieutenant Colonel Charles Whitefoord, officer of Marines, ‘had raised their Spirits to such a Degree, that all expressed the strongest Desire for Action; even the Dragoons breathed nothing but Revenge, and threatened the Rebels with nothing but Destruction’.38 When he reached his left wing, however, Cope found Hamilton’s Dragoons readying themselves in desultory fashion and, ‘observing that their Swords were not Drawn, the General was very angry’.39

Meanwhile, preparations for the engagement were attracting considerable local interest. ‘Early as was the hour, and notwithstanding the darkness, the walls of almost all the neighbouring fields around were covered by rustics and others, anxious to obtain, from a safe distance, a view of the impending conflict.’40 One of the more eminent spectators, the fifty-five year old Senator of Edinburgh’s Sessions Court, Hew Dalrymple, Lord Drummore, was 150 yards from Cope’s left wing, having spent the previous night at Cockenzie. He sat his horse with no other weapon but a whip in his hand. With him was another ‘near spectator’, Robert Wightman,fn1 who described their position as ‘about a Muskett shott’ behind Hamilton’s Dragoons, and would later dismiss what followed as a ‘scuffle … for battle it was not’.

Cope’s Adjutant General, Colonel John Campbell, Earl of Loudoun, was at the opposite end of the government lines from Wightman and Dalrymple, watching the Jacobite army advance at an oblique angle. ‘[They] were coming from our Left, running (not marching) towards our Right,’ he recalled. ‘When they had covered about two Thirds of our Front, there seemed to be a great Confusion among them; but still they kept on, and in a few Seconds were formed into five square Bodies or Columns – that on [their] Left the largest – and about twenty deep. I myself saw but three of those Bodies, from the Situation I happened to be in on the Right.’41

From his position on the left wing Dalrymple could see the other two. Unlike Loudoun, he was not a military man and struggled to explain what he witnessed. He was impressed by the densely packed, yet fluid formations, ‘Columns, Clews, or Clumps’: he did not know what to call them. ‘I took particular Notice,’ he wrote, ‘that though I could see through the Files of the Line which was directly opposite me, and not above 200 Yards Distance … to my Astonishment every Front Man covered his Followers, there was no Man to be seen in the Open … in short, though their Motion was very quick, it was uniform and orderly, and I confess I was surprised at it.’

So much for the indiscipline of an irregular army – the ‘parcel of Rable’ – that Cope had anticipated.

Dalrymple was prevented from seeing what was happening on the government right wing by the camber of the ground, the intervening line of foot, and by the dense cloud of white smoke that blossomed from the artillery and hung in the still air. The guns ‘made a great Shake among’ the massed Jacobites, recalled Richard Jack, and he claimed to have seen ‘several Files of the Rebels thrown down by this Fire’.42 A Jacobite account noted only that it ‘did no other Mischief than carrying off the Calf of a Gentleman’s Leg’.43 The government troops ‘Huzza’d’ at the cannon fire and, curiously, the attackers returned the cheer.44 Dalrymple heard the artillery ‘firing two, three, or four Shot’. In fact five of the gallopers were fired. The
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