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‘… with the batteries vomiting forth upon us shells and shot, round and grape, with one battery on our right flank and another on the left … when we came to within a distance of fifty yards from the mouths of the artillery which had been hurling destruction upon us, we were, in fact, surrounded and encircled by a blaze of fire.’

Lord Cardigan
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We must not forget those who have gone before us and prepared the path on which we walk.

 

 

First published 2011 by Spellmount, an imprint of

The History Press

The Mill, Brimscombe Port

Stroud, Gloucestershire, GL5 2QG

www.thehistorypress.co.uk

This ebook edition first published in 2016

All rights reserved

© James Bancroft, 2011

The right of James Bancroft to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

EPUB ISBN 978 0 7509 8061 6

Typesetting and origination by The History Press

eBook converted by Geethik Technologies


CONTENTS

Introduction

1      The Theatre of War

2      Enemy Onslaught

3      Magnificent Madness

4      ‘Every Man for Himself!’

5      And the Rest Is History

6      Sketches of the Light Brigade

Bibliography


INTRODUCTION

Deeds of astounding bravery are common in the annals of all three branches of the British armed forces. Unfortunately, most fade into the mists of time, to be recorded in regimental histories or commemorated only by the units involved. However, some military actions have been marked by such courage and devotion to duty that they have found their way into the public’s imagination; usually memorialised in books and on film.

On 25 October 1854, following a series of misunderstandings among senior officers, Lord Cardigan led the Light Brigade of British Cavalry along the North Valley at Balaclava in the Crimea, and into the jaws of a 25,000-strong Russian army of cavalry and infantry, supported by batteries of cannon and howitzers. The action was suicidal and ill-fated from the start, and gained no particular tactical advantage. Of the 673 men who are believed to have taken part, about 250 were killed, wounded or taken prisoner. Over 400 horses perished. However, the gallant deeds of the men who responded to orders without question that day are remembered as one of the finest examples of devotion to duty ever performed, and as a result of it the Russians were reluctant to face British cavalry for the remainder of the campaign.

In 1985 I was researching a project about the Battle of Balaclava when I found an article in a Manchester newspaper concerning a benefit concert which had been performed on 21 May 1890, at the Free Trade Hall, to raise funds for the survivors of the Light Brigade who were living in the north of England. Seventeen old campaigners attended the event, which raised nearly £200. I did some follow-up research into the lives of these men, which led me to even more survivors, and the result was the first of a number of articles as biographical tributes that have been forerunners of this work and developed within me a thirst for information on the subject which has never been quenched.

The main aim of this publication is to be factually informative, particularly to the general reader, and unbiased, and while it has been necessary to outline the events leading up to the battle to bring the action into perspective, I have tried to avoid any form of critique concerning the politics of the war, the personalities of the senior officers, and the rights and wrongs of the tactics used on the day. These matters have been covered in most previous books on the subject. The narrative is based on my study of over 100 eyewitness accounts and statements made by the men who actually took part in the action. Some of the accounts differ concerning certain parts of the action of course, some even contradict each other, but I have written the narrative how I see it in my mind’s eye, and I have tried to allow readers to form their own opinions.

Over the years I have received the help and valued opinions of prominent historians who spent much of their time studying the subject, including Canon William Lummis (1886–1985), who actually met many of the survivors, Edward James Boys (1916–2002) and David Harvey (1946–2004). I also exchanged information and opinions with the museums of the five regiments involved in the action, descendants of the Light Brigade men, and numerous fellow Light Brigade enthusiasts, including members of The Crimean War Research Society.

I have had many reasons for feeling proud of my British heritage, but never more so than during my time in preparing and writing this book.

Jim Bancroft, Eccles, Salford


1

THE THEATRE OF WAR
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‘These are deeds which shall not pass

And names that must not wither.’

LORD BYRON

By the middle of the nineteenth century the Turkish Ottoman Empire was falling apart and becoming ‘The sick man of Europe’. Britain and France were suspicious of Russia’s expansionist intentions in the Balkans, which they considered to be a threat to trade routes. The situation was inflamed when Tsar Nicholas began to interfere in Turkish affairs, prompting the Sultan of Turkey to look towards Britain and France for guidance. Turkey declared war on Russia in October 1853 and Russian forces destroyed a Turkish fleet in the following month. There was a lack of co-operation on both sides, diplomacy broke down and by 27 March 1854 Britain had drifted into war. It was not the first or the last time a British Expeditionary Force was sent across the sea in the defence of a foreign nation’s security.

Apart from a number of uprisings within the Empire, the British Army had not been involved in a serious European conflict since the Battle of Waterloo in 1815. The Duke of Wellington had tried to improve the situation for his soldiers by introducing an army pension of a shilling a day for 21 years service, with the option of short service periods up to 12 years. Nevertheless, the military system was precarious and many thought it would eventually break down. There were no reserves and regiments made their own medical arrangements by the use of surgeons who had been commissioned into the army. A rudimentary transport and supply system came under the Treasury, restricted by Government economies, and the Commissariat worked on the doctrine that food and transport could be obtained in-theatre. There was no field training and officers recruited through purchased commissions needed only a basic education. Despite all these drawbacks the public considered their army to be invincible – especially the cavalry.
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‘Someone had blundered’ – The fact that the Charge of the Light Brigade took place at all was due in no small way to the feuding and petty jealousies of senior officers. Lord Raglan (front left) issued an unclear order that the Russians were to be prevented from capturing a battery of Turkish guns; Captain Nolan (front right) relayed the order with too much haste and without clarifying it; Lord Lucan (rear left) insisted that it was an order from the Commanding Officer and should be carried out without question; and Lord Cardigan (rear right), led his men into the valley of death to attack the enemy positions.



In the 1840s many cavalry regiments were in Ireland policing the terrible effects of the potato famine and maintaining public order during the various insurrections in the strife-torn southern counties. The Duke of Cambridge regularly showcased his cavalry. They were seen on duty throughout the time of the Great Exhibition in Hyde Park in 1851 and most squadrons took part in the funeral of the Duke of Wellington in 1852. Some units served on escort duty when Queen Victoria went on public tours. As war clouds loomed in June 1853, the cavalry took part in a field training exercise on Chobham Common in Surrey; their first for many years. Atrocious weather conditions turned the camp into a muddy quagmire and drenched the miserable troops – a taste of things to come!

Five cavalry regiments formed the Light Brigade, which was sent on active service in the Crimea. For over a century and a half these illustrious units had fought with great distinction on the British Army’s many campaigns at home and overseas. The first Dragoon regiment was raised in 1645 for service in Oliver Cromwell’s New Model Army to fight in the English Civil War. It is believed that they took their name from the matchlock carbine weapon they used – the dragon – so called because of the dragon’s head emblem on the muzzle. Dragoons were originally mounted infantry trained to fight on foot. The horse’s only function was to transport the soldier to a place where he could dismount and reinforce the regular infantry. Some Dragoon regiments were adopted for scouting duties, using small men carrying light equipment. These units came to be recognised as elite troops paid at a higher rate than foot soldiers.

The 4th (Queen’s Own) Light Dragoons were originally named The Princess Anne of Denmark’s Regiment of Dragoons, in honour of King James II’s daughter. They were more commonly known as Berkeley’s Dragoons, having been raised by Colonel John Berkeley, who had fought with distinction against the Duke of Monmouth’s troops at the Battle of Sedgemoor in 1685 and was commissioned to form and command a regiment of independent Dragoons from the Wessex area. The regiment’s first campaign was in 1689 when units were sent to Scotland to fight against the Highland clansmen under Bonnie Dundee. They formed part of King William’s ‘Grand Alliance’ in Flanders, 1692–97, confronting the French for the first time at the Battle of Steinkirk in 1692. Battle honours prior to the Crimea were gained at Dettingen 1743, during the War of the Austrian Succession; and for their part in the Peninsular War they gained battle honours for Talavera 1809, Albuhera 1811, Salamanca 1812, Vittoria 1813, Toulouse 1814, and Peninsula 1809–14. While serving in India they provided units for the expedition to Afghanistan, gaining battle honours for the storming of Ghuznee 1839, and Afghanistan 1838–39. The regimental colours are blue with yellow busby bag. Their motto is ‘Mente et Manu’ – ‘With Heart and Hand’, and their nickname is ‘Paget’s Irregular Horse’. At the Battle of Balaclava they were commanded by Lord George Augustus Frederick Paget, who was second in command of the Brigade. He had recently married, and was the serving Member of Parliament for Beaumaris on the Isle of Anglesey at the time.
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Lord George Paget led the 4th Light Dragoons at Balaclava and was second in command of the Light Cavalry Brigade. A son of the 1st Marquess of Anglesey, he was Member of Parliament for Beaumaris from 1847 to 1857.



The 8th Hussars (King’s Royal Irish) were raised after the War of the English Succession, when William of Orange desired to raise a regiment of loyal Irish Protestants who had fought at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690. The unit was raised in Derry, and command was given to Lieutenant-Colonel Henry Cunyngham, who had fought at the Boyne with his father’s regiment, the Inniskilling Dragoons, taking the name Cunyngham’s Regiment of Irish Dragoons. Battle honours prior to the Crimea were gained while they were serving in India from 1802 to 1822; at Leswaree and Hindustan 1803. The colours of the regiment are blue with scarlet busby bag, and their motto is Pristinae Virtutis Memores – The Memory of Former Valour. At the Battle of Saragossa in 1710, during the War of the Spanish Succession, they captured a regiment of Spanish Horse and appropriated their belts, from which came the inspiration for their nickname ‘The Cross Belts’. At the Battle of Balaclava they were commanded by Lieutenant-Colonel Frederick George Shewell.

The 11th Hussars (Prince Albert’s Own) were raised by Brigadier-General Philip Honywood as a regiment of Dragoons in the Essex area at the time of the Jacobite Rebellion in 1715. He is believed to have originally mounted them on grey horses. They served during the second Jacobite Rebellion which began in 1745, being present at their only battle on Home soil at Culloden in the following year. They became the 11th Regiment of Dragoons in 1751, converting to Light Dragoons in 1783. Battle honours prior to the Crimea were gained for Warburg during the Seven Years War, 1756–63, and Beaumont and Willems in Flanders 1793–95. The battle honour Egypt (with the Sphynx) was gained in 1801, where C Troop particularly distinguished themselves at Alexandria. During the Peninsular War they gained honours at Salamanca 1812, and Peninsula 1811–13. They served in India from 1819 to 1838, gaining honours during the siege of Bhurtpore in 1825. Their colours are blue with crimson busby bag. In recognition that the regiment escorted Prince Albert to the Royal wedding in 1840, Queen Victoria authorised them to become a Hussar regiment, and gave them the unique distinction among cavalry to wear crimson trousers. They adopted the motto in German from the coat of arms of Prince Albert ‘Treu Und Fest’ which has variations in English such as Loyal, Faithful or True and Firm, Strong or Steadfast. Lord Cardigan was a former commander of the regiment, and they were commanded at Balaclava by Lieutenant-Colonel John Douglas, who was a close friend of Lord Cardigan. He had even seconded him for in a famous duel in which Cardigan wounded a fellow officer.

The 13th Light Dragoons were raised in the Midlands by Brigadier-General Richard Munden, at the time of the Jacobite Rebellion of 1715, being titled ‘Munden’s Dragoons’. They also took part in the Jacobite Rebellion in 1745, and in 1751 they adopted the name 13th Regiment of Dragoons, converting to Light Dragoons in 1783. While taking part in the Maroon War in Jamaica, 1796–98, yellow fever almost annihilated the regiment. Battle honours were gained in the Peninsular War at Albuhera 1811, Vittoria 1813, Orthes 1814, Toulouse 1814, and Peninsula 1811–14. They also gained the honour for the Battle of Waterloo 1815. The colours of the regiment are blue with buff collars. Their motto is Viret in Aeternum, which in English is It Flourishes Forever or May It Flourish Forever. Their nickname is ‘The Green Dragoons’ or ‘Evergreens’. At the Battle of Balaclava they were commanded by Captain John Augustus Oldham, who was killed in action.
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Officers of the 4th Light Dragoons photographed by Roger Fenton about a year after the Battle of Balaclava. Most of them are wearing blue patrol jackets with black braid and the cavalry forage cap with embroidered peak.



The 17th Lancers (Duke of Cambridge’s Own) were raised in the Home Counties in 1759 by Colonel John Hale of the 47th Regiment, who was a friend of General Wolfe. They were designated the 17th Light Dragoons, and Hale devised the unique ‘death’s head’ badge emblem and the motto Or Glory, hence the famous nickname ‘The Death or Glory Boys’. When Lancer units came into the British Army after the Battle of Waterloo they replaced the 19th Light Dragoons as the 17th Lancers in 1822. They served in Germany in 1761, and during the American War of Independence they were present at the battles of Bunker’s Hill and Brooklyn. They then served in the West Indies for eight years from 1789 to 1797, taking part in the Maroon War in Jamaica. They saw service in South America, 1806-08, and in India from 1808 until 1823. Captain William Morris took command of the regiment on the day of the battle. He was know as ‘The Pocket Hercules’ because of his short stature and barrel chest, and he had served with distinction in India. He was wounded in action at Balaclava.

At the time of the Crimean War the headdress of Light Dragoons was a black beaver chaco. They wore a dark blue double-breasted tunic which was decorated with gilt and gold chord. The dark blue overalls (trousers) had two gold lace stripes down the outer seam, which indicated that they were light cavalry. However, in the Crimea the 13th were wearing experimental grey trousers. The overalls had no pockets, so the trooper carried a sabretache, which was an elaborately embroidered hanging pouch attached to the sabre belt. These had been discarded for the Crimean campaign. All light cavalry units wore the less bulky ankle boots.

Hussar uniforms generally consisted of a scarlet busby cap, with white plume and red busby bag. Blue-cloth single-breasted jackets were laced and ornamented across the chest with braid. They wore a scarlet waistcoat, and a blue-cloth pelisse (hanging jacket) draped over the left shoulder. When worn, the sabretache was of scarlet embroidered cloth. Hussar units wore blue overalls (except the 11th), and had blue facings.

The 17th Lancers wore a dark blue double breasted jacket and dark blue overalls. However, like the Light Dragoons they were wearing grey trousers in the Crimea. Their headdress was the truncated lancer cap, which was white like their facings. In foul weather they wore a black covering over the helmet.

Light Cavalry carried a steel sword, and ‘other ranks’ were issued with percussion carbines. Officers carried revolvers, while Troop Sergeant-Majors, trumpeters and Lancers used pistols. Lancers also carried a staff which was nine feet long and made of ash wood. A red and white pennon was attached close to the pointed steel head.

The cavalry commanding officers were all from aristocratic backgrounds aged in their mid-fifties. James Thomas Brudenell, 7th Earl of Cardigan, was given command of the Light Brigade, and his brother-in-law, George Charles Bingham, 3rd Earl of Lucan, was placed in charge of all the ten regiments which made up the Cavalry Brigade; there being five regiments of heavy cavalry under the command of Sir James Yorke Scarlett – the 1st Dragoons (The Royals), 2nd Dragoons (Scots Greys), 4th Dragoon Guards (Royal Irish), 5th Dragoon Guards (Princess Charlotte of Wales’s), and 6th Dragoons (Inniskilling).
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Lieutenant-Colonel Frederick Shewell led the 8th Hussars during the Light Brigade action at Balaclava. Born in London in 1809, when Lord Cardigan returned to England in January 1855 he took over command of the Light Brigade.
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A party of NCOs of the 8th Hussars gather at their cooking house as the cook ladles food into a bowl. Note the woman looking on in the background. The picture was taken by Roger Fenton in 1855.



During March 1854 cavalry units began to receive orders for active service in the East. TSM George Loy Smith of the 11th Hussars stated: ‘An order was issued that all swords were to be collected… to be ground and sharpened… They were not again to be drawn till required, when in presence of the enemy. This little preparation made one think seriously about what was before us, as it looked more like warfare than anything we had before witnessed.’ In April the first of over 20 large troop transporters began to leave Plymouth, Portsmouth and Queenstown ‘amidst loud acclamations, some of a sorrowful and some of a cheering description’, as crowds of people watched their army go off to war in a carnival atmosphere. Thirteen women accompanied their husbands, including Fanny Duberley, the wife of the paymaster of the 8th Hussars, who kept a diary of her experiences: ‘…as the shores of England faded from our view, we could not help but think of the probabilities of ever returning.’
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A group of 17th Lancers pictured in 1856. From left to right: Privates Thomas Smith, William Dimmock, William Pearson and Thomas Foster. They all took part in the Light Brigade action except Smith.



There were a few disasters during the voyages, such as the Asia running aground while carrying units of the 11th Hussars. The horses of the 8th Hussars were carried in strong fixed boxes in the hold, with batons to secure them and keep them steady, and there were spare stalls into which the animals could be transferred for cleaning. However, many animals suffered terribly. Horses became frenzied because of the stifling heat in the holds where they were kept close to the ship’s engine room. Many stumbled in rough seas and kicked and injured each other as they tried to get back onto their feet. The most serious incident was suffered by the 17th Lancers who lost fifteen mounts when The Pride of the Ocean rolled badly in a storm in the Bay of Biscay. The Simla was the last transporter to set sail, in mid-July, carrying the 4th Light Dragoons. During the journey the captain of the ship threatened that if a particularly fierce storm they were enduring did not abate very soon they would have to throw all the horses overboard!

As the ships approached Constantinople and the Black Sea the men saw for the first time the hospital building at Scutari, where they would be taken if they were struck down with disease or wounded in battle. Little did they know at that time that it had been built over a cess pool and conditions inside were disgraceful. The floors were rotten and the walls were covered in vermin, with no ventilation. Beds were packed into rooms set out in long lines with little space between them, and there was no clean bedding or clothing. Unbelievably, there were no medical stores, and no cleaning materials or utensils.

The Anglo-French expeditionary force began to disembark at Varna on the east coast of Bulgaria during the last days of May 1854. Most of the cavalry had disembarked by the end of July, and some more horses perished
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