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In a moment they were gone:
Like a sudden spark
Struck vainly in the night,
Then returns the dark
With no more hope of light.
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Introduction

The truth about war is not found in the politics or in the strategy, or even in the official dispatches of generals, but in the experiences and observations of fighting men. This truth is often missing from the history books, where the need to summarize the countless individual actions that constitute a great battle takes readers ever further from the brute facts as recorded by the original combatants.

The charge of the Light Brigade has suffered greatly from this process. Throughout the English-speaking world and beyond there remains a fascination with the hell ride at Balaklava that far exceeds its military significance. Yet the popular impression of what happened during the charge and in the mêlée behind the Russian guns would hardly be recognized by the men who charged.

My aim in writing Hell Riders has been to rediscover the full story of the charge as the survivors told it. With the help of the twenty or so men of the Light Brigade who wrote down their experiences I have recreated what really happened and what it was like to ride in history’s most famous cavalry charge.

On 27 February 1854, Britain issued an ultimatum to Tsar Nicholas I of Russia, whose troops had crossed the Danube into Turkey. The view of London was that if Russian forces took the Turkish capital Constantinople (now Istanbul) then the Tsar’s Black Sea Fleet would gain access to the Mediterranean and from there his warships could dominate the seas. Britain demanded the Tsar withdraw his troops and told him that ‘refusal or silence will be equivalent to a declaration of war’. He took no action and had nothing to say.

On 28 March, Britain declared war on Russia. At the time this was known as the Great War with Russia; we know it as the Crimean War because most of the action took place on the Crimean peninsula in the Black Sea, at the southernmost point of the Russian empire. Britain joined forces with France and Turkey to send a fleet of sixty-seven warships and several hundred troop transports carrying a combined army of 64,000 men. In September this force invaded the Crimea and began bombarding the Russian naval base of Sevastopol, home of the Black Sea Fleet. If the city could be taken and its fleet destroyed, the Tsar’s expansionist plans would be foiled.

But on 25 October, with Sevastopol still holding out, the Russian army struck back, attacking the British base at Balaklava. Just after 11.00 a.m., acting in defence of Balaklava, the Light Brigade of the British Cavalry Division charged a battery of Russian artillery guns ranged across the far end of a mile-long valley. As they brought their mounts to the gallop and headed straight for the muzzles of the guns ahead, the five regiments that made up the brigade also came under fire from enemy guns on both flanks. The barrage of roundshot and shell was constant and deafening. Men and horses fell dead or mutilated at every stride. The carnage was horrific, yet still the survivors spurred their mounts on. To those watching from high ground to the rear as what remained of the Light Brigade disappeared into the smoke of the Russian guns, it seemed that these magnificent cavalrymen had charged into hell itself.

The charge down the valley was not what Lord Raglan, commander-in-chief of the British Army in the Crimea, had intended. His written order had been carried by an aide-de-camp to Lord Lucan, who commanded the Cavalry Division; Lucan in turn gave the order orally to Lord Cardigan, commanding the Light Brigade. Somewhere on its journey from Raglan to Cardigan the meaning of the order had been misunderstood. It was not clear who was to blame; the bloody outcome was obvious to all.

That there was also something ‘special’ about the charge was evident from the day news of it first broke in England. William Russell, war correspondent of The Times, described both the splendour of the disciplined advance under fire and the terrible loss of life. For the first time the nation shared (albeit from the breakfast table and the drawing room) in the experience and suffering of its soldiers on the battlefield. A sketch in Punch magazine showed an excited father wielding a poker while he read out an account of the charge to his enthralled family. It seemed as if every city and town in the land had lost a man and gained a hero.

There was something mythical about a brigade of cavalrymen sent rushing to their deaths by human error, carried at an ever faster pace, not knowing the reason why but held by their courage on that fatal course. Here, condensed into a frantic, seven-minute dash, was the heroic life lived to the full, in stark counterpoint to the daily slog of life in the trenches above Sevastopol and the humdrum existence of those at home, tilling the soil, working the lathe or scribing in the ledger book. When the Poet Laureate Alfred, Lord Tennyson put a rhythm and a beat to it, even the many who could not read heard in his ballad something of the tragic magnificence of the charge.

Later, when the army returned from the Crimea and it was said that a medal and a stirring tale of the charge were worth a free quart of ale in any hostelry in England, some of the survivors realized that a more detailed (and sober) description was required and began writing down their experiences.

The last surviving veteran of Balaklava died in 1927. Long before then the charge of the Light Brigade had been moved by public acclaim from the historical record to the realm of legend. This popular interpretation of the charge owed more to Tennyson – schoolchildren learned his poem by rote – than to the facts recorded in survivors’ accounts, which, if they were published at all, had often been privately printed. Tennyson had based his poem on Russell’s first report in The Times, which contained crucial inaccuracies. Russell soon put the record straight, but by then the poem had caught the public imagination and there was no changing that. In any case the legend was preferred to the facts.

This is the form in which the charge of the Light Brigade comes down to us, an interpretation that for the most part ignores the personal testimony contained in survivors’ accounts. In Hell Riders I have put aside the legend and returned to the original evidence. Tennyson immortalized a remarkable tale; the truth is yet more incredible.

Hell Riders concentrates on the story of the charge as the survivors told it. Of course their accounts contain discrepancies and are unlikely to be correct in every detail – it really was hell out there and no one was taking notes. But these men were there and their story is as close as we can come to the truth about the charge of the Light Brigade.

Terry Brighton

The Queen’s Royal Lancers Regimental Museum, Belvoir Castle
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One



THE INVASION OF THE CRIMEA

Nothing remains but to fight it out with Russia.

The Times, 27 February 1854




1. The Bear Hunt

The Light Brigade prepares for war

On 11 March 1854, more than two weeks before Britain declared war on Russia, the five regiments of light cavalry that were to form the Light Brigade were alerted for foreign service. The first that the cavalrymen in the ranks knew of it was when they were required to hand in their sabres for sharpening.

Troop Sergeant Major George Smith of the 11th Hussars wrote that when the sabres were reissued, ‘an order was given that they were not again to be drawn till required, when in the presence of the enemy’. This meant that all sword practice was banned, and for good reason. Each time the sabre was withdrawn from its unlined steel scabbard and each time it was replaced, the blade ran against the steel and lost something of its edge. A sharp blade had to be preserved for the enemy.

Britain declared war on Russia on 28 March. The five regiments were ordered to provide 300 men each, to form a brigade of 1,500. They were to march to their allotted embarkation ports: the 13th Light Dragoons and 17th Lancers to Portsmouth, the 4th Light Dragoons and 8th Hussars to Plymouth, and the 11th Hussars (then stationed in Ireland) to Kingstown. These 1,500 formed one small part of the army being mobilized, which with its infantry and artillery amounted to 27,000 men. The French would send 30,000 and the Turks 7,000.

Within days, throughout Britain, troops were marching south towards the ships waiting to transport them to the Black Sea. Queen Victoria and Prince Albert appeared on the balcony of Buckingham Palace to wave farewell to the regiments leaving London, and wished them a speedy victory. Most of Her Majesty’s cavalry officers took that for granted. A cartoon in Punch magazine had an elegant young officer, clearly more familiar with the racecourse and the horse paths through London’s fashionable parks than with the battlefield, addressing a lady: ‘Of course it’s rather a bore just at the beginning of the season, and I shall miss the Derby! Wish they could have the Russians over here, because then we could have thrashed them in Hyde Park, and dined at Greenwich afterwards, you know.’

The men, in contrast, exhibited the traditional bravado of soldiers off to war. When one restive mount of the 17th Lancers kicked out and Private Alfred Housden received a blow to the head that drew blood, the commanding officer of the regiment, Lieutenant Colonel Lawrenson, asked him if he was fit to continue. Housden replied that it was nothing to the cuts he expected to get before long.

The war against Russia was certainly popular with the people. The Morning Advertiser, much read in public houses, had declared Tsar Nicholas to be ‘a fiend in human form’ whose aim was to ‘achieve an empire in Europe’. Crowds lined the streets of every town the Light Brigade regiments rode through, to shout ‘Hurrah!’ over the clatter of horseshoes on the cobblestones and the jingle of harness. The colourful uniforms and glinting sabres of the cavalrymen bobbing up and down on magnificently groomed thoroughbreds, and the pennons fluttering from the nine-foot shafts carried by the lancers, compounded the patriotic fervour of the people.

Popular cartoonists portrayed the Tsar as a mad bear about to ravage Turkey first and all Europe next. Englishmen who had never seen the Tsar, but had taunted the great bears exhibited by touring menageries, cried out to the men of the Light Brigade, ‘Bring back the Big Bear in a cage.’

The thoughts of the men turned more readily to those they were leaving behind, and the two popular songs on every soldier’s lips were ‘Oh, Susannah, don’t you cry for me’ and ‘Cheer, boys! Cheer’.


Cheer, boys! Cheer!

No more of idle sorrow.

Courage, true hearts, shall bear us on our way.

Hope points before and shows the bright tomorrow;

Let us forget the darkness of today.



In Russia troops were moving south too, to support those regiments that had already crossed the border into Turkey and to prevent any attempt to thwart the Tsar’s plans. Priests travelled with the troops and led the constant chanting of psalms and singing of hymns, and peasant soldiers brought up in obedience to the faith joined in with gusto.

The Russian army was the largest in the world and as far as its officers were concerned their primary problem was not winning the war but getting there: the new railway from St Petersburg stopped at Moscow and from that point the infantry, artillery and cavalry had to travel by macadamized road or, more usually, dirt track. It would take these reinforcements as long to march to the battle zone as it took the British to sail there.

Among the reinforcements on the move were regiments of Don Cossack cavalry, made up entirely of farmers granted land by the Tsar on condition they fought for him when the need arose. While Russian regular troops were splendidly dressed and weighed down with equipment, Cossacks wore what they pleased, often a sheepskin cap and jerkin, and travelled light. Their ponies came from the wild herds that roamed the steppes and there was something wild about the men too. It was said that their own officers feared them.

Attached to the Don Cossack regiments were batteries of light horse artillery, each equipped with eight field guns manned by 200 gunners. It took a draught team of six horses to pull each gun and a team of three horses for each ammunition cart. Peasants working the fields in the great heartland of Russia spotted the dust clouds thrown up by hooves and cart wheels at a distance and stopped to watch the Cossack artillery pass by. When the gleaming brass guns on their bright green carriages accompanied by countless ammunition carts clattered through small towns and villages people left their homes to stare, awe-struck, or handed up vodka and cake to the gun crews.

Two great armies were on the march, thousands of miles apart. The cavalry of one and the artillery of the other had begun a journey that would bring them into bloody conflict at Balaklava, where the British light cavalry would ride hell’s mile straight at the muzzles of the Russian guns.

The official cause of the war was a violent squabble between monks in one of the world’s most holy places. What would lead eventually to the slaughter of the Light Brigade at Balaklava began with bloodshed and murder in the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem, which is believed by Christians to stand over the site of the stable in which Jesus was born.

Palestine – the Holy Land – was at that time part of the Turkish empire; Turkish troops patrolled outside the Church of the Nativity to ensure the safety of pilgrims. But the real dangers were inside the building. The church was in the joint care of Greek Orthodox and Roman Catholic monks. The Orthodox monks held the key to the main entrance and, in the opinion of the Roman Catholics, acted as if they had sole ownership of the place. In 1847 the Orthodox monks removed a silver star fixed by the Roman Catholics to the precise spot on which the manger once stood. The Roman Catholics demanded that it be replaced. The Orthodox monks refused and fighting followed. Candlesticks and crucifixes were used as weapons.

Matters further escalated in 1852 when by some means the Roman Catholics acquired the key to the main door and replaced the star, though not without a violent struggle in which several Orthodox monks were killed. This became an international incident when the Orthodox monks asked for help from Tsar Nicholas I of Russia, who saw himself as the protector of Orthodox Christians around the world. The Tsar blamed the Turks for failing to protect the Orthodox monks in Bethlehem and demanded that the keys to the church be returned to them. In addition he required that the Sultan of Turkey acknowledge the Tsar of Russia as the protector of all Christians on Turkish territory.

The keys were returned, but the Turks scoffed at the Tsar’s claim to be the protector of Christians within their empire. In response Nicholas I sent his army into the Turkish provinces of Moldavia and Wallachia. He announced that he was not ‘invading Turkey’; he was ‘going to the defence of the Orthodox religion’.

No one in Constantinople, London or Paris swallowed that for a minute. For one hundred years the Russian empire had been expanding south into the Ukraine and the Crimea, until the Russian fleet sailing out of the great naval base at Sevastopol near the southern tip of the Crimea controlled the Black Sea. Yet Russia had still not become a world power on the scale of Great Britain and France; Turkey stood in the way of further expansion. The Turkish capital commanded the narrow straits linking the Black Sea to the Mediterranean. If Tsar Nicholas could take Constantinople, his fleet and troops would have access to the Mediterranean and from there the oceans and continents of the world. The occupation of Moldavia and Wallachia took his army as far as the Danube and within striking distance of Constantinople.

Initially the British and French sent their diplomats, not their gunboats. It was thought that Russia could be negotiated away from all-out war. In any case Queen Victoria, the Prime Minister Lord Aberdeen and The Times – a formidable threesome – were against military involvement.

In October 1853, after the Tsar had ignored a Turkish ultimatum to withdraw from the two provinces, fighting began between Russian and Turkish troops at Silistria on the Danube. But it was the war at sea that swung opinion in Britain. On 30 November the Russian Black Sea Fleet left its base at Sevastopol, mounted a surprise attack on the Turkish fleet at Sinope, and sank every ship; almost 4,000 Turkish sailors were killed or drowned.

Just as the incident in Bethlehem had given Tsar Nicholas a phoney reason for invading Turkey, so the action at Sinope gave Britain a phoney reason for rushing to Turkey’s defence. The British press reported that most of the Turkish sailors had abandoned their sinking ships and been shot by Russian gunners while in the water crying out for mercy. Although there was no real evidence for this, the ‘massacre’ fuelled British public enthusiasm for war with Russia. Crowds gathered in London to demand that action be taken against Tsar Nicholas. The Queen and the Prime Minister changed their minds in favour of war. The Times agreed and on 27 February 1854 – the day Britain issued an ultimatum to the Tsar to withdraw his troops from Moldavia and Wallachia – an editorial attempted to define the war fever that gripped the nation: ‘The prevalent feeling is an honourable and a just one. It is that England has bound herself to assist a weak neighbour against the violence of a strong one. It is, in fact, the people’s quarrel.’

Tennyson was living on the Isle of Wight and could see the ships of the British fleet gathering at Portsmouth. He began work on a long poem, Maud, about a young man torn between fighting for the love of a girl and enlisting for the coming war. The man – and Tennyson – came down on the side of a war that was seen as a moral crusade:


Let it flame or fade, and the war roll down like a wind,

We have proved we have hearts in a cause, we are noble still,

And myself have awakened, as it seems, to the better mind;

It is better to fight for the good, than to rail at the ill.



This simplistic explanation for British involvement in the Crimea can still be found 150 years later in history books. It is argued that after forty years of peace (since Waterloo) the British sense of goodness and justice ‘awakened’ to oppose the evil designs of a Russian tyrant on a weak neighbour. Some even suggest that popular opinion ran ahead of political intent and forced a decision in favour of war that might not otherwise have been taken.

This view is naive in the extreme. The politicians in London were not about to fight – from their perspective, fund – a war merely because the British sense of goodness and justice demanded it, however much the press and the public clamoured for action. They needed a much stronger reason than that, and they had one. Whether it was a massacre or not, the action at Sinope proved the power of the Russian Black Sea Fleet. It was a naval challenge to the British, who supposedly reigned supreme on the seas of the world. The threat was not primarily to Europe, as the popular press trumpeted and the people believed, but to the all-important trade routes to India. When a number of prominent businessmen voiced opposition to the war, the well-connected Westminster Review let slip what it was really about: ‘Everything hangs upon our conduct in the present crisis. Our passage to India depends upon it. Our commerce with all free nations depends upon it. When the Tsar makes a Russian lake of the Mediterranean, our merchants will rue their blind folly in declining to stop him while it was yet possible. The crisis of the civilised world is upon us.’ The brand of civilization under threat was that carried around the world by British trade.

Military thinking in London was that Tsar Nicholas wished to expand his empire into India, and that taking Turkey was merely the first step. The British ambassador in St Petersburg Sir George Seymour had suggested to his political masters in London: ‘If Turkey falls, Russia might be expected to revert with increased eagerness to her designs on the Indian possessions of Great Britain.’ The First Lord of the Admiralty, Admiral Sir James Graham, wrote to Lord Clarendon, British Foreign Secretary, advising what must be done to prevent this: ‘The operation which will be decisive is the capture and destruction of Sevastopol. The eye-tooth of the Bear must be drawn, and his Fleet and Naval Arsenal in the Black Sea destroyed.’

The French too felt that an extension of Russian sea power into the Mediterranean would threaten their overseas possessions. The British ambassador in Paris Lord Cowley, after sounding out Napoleon III, reported to Clarendon that the French would join any move against this common threat, and added a note of his own which confirmed the true objective of the war: ‘How I rejoice at your determination about Sevastopol. It was but the other day that I said to the Emperor that if we let slip this occasion to do up the Russian navy in the Black Sea, we should repent it bitterly. Therefore I say burn and destroy everything, and send double the ships to do it if necessary.’

Four weeks after Britain’s ultimatum the Tsar had not withdrawn his troops from Moldavia and Wallachia. On 27 March, Queen Victoria informed Parliament that she felt ‘bound to afford active assistance’ to Turkey against ‘unprovoked aggression’. The following day both Britain and France declared war on Russia. The plan revealed to the press was to send an allied force to Constantinople in support of the Turks fighting to repel Russian troops at Silistria on the Danube. No one mentioned invading the Crimea. But the base chosen for the Anglo-French force was Varna, strategically placed in accord with the declared aims of the campaign between Constantinople and the border with Russia – and directly across the Black Sea from Sevastopol.

The real reason why Britain declared war on Russia had less to do with defending Turkey or any higher battle on behalf of goodness and justice than with giving the Russian bear a beating, preserving the supremacy of the Royal Navy and protecting the trade routes to India. It was a stroke of sheer luck that the Russian ‘massacre’ of Turkish sailors at Sinope had the British public clamouring for an attack on the naval base of Sevastopol, the true but as yet unacknowledged target of the British and French armies now on the march towards their embarkation ports.

The Cavalry Division embarking for the war with Russia in April 1854 was composed of two brigades: the Heavy Brigade, made up of five heavy cavalry regiments, and the Light Brigade, with five light cavalry regiments. In practice there was little difference between ‘Heavies’ and ‘Lights’. Traditionally, light cavalry (lighter men on swifter horses) was used to patrol ahead of the army, while heavy cavalry (bigger men on more powerful horses) was held back for the final, decisive charge in a battle. But since Waterloo the number of regiments had been reduced and it had become necessary for both types of cavalry to perform both functions. The difference in 1854 was little more than a matter of colour: red uniform jackets for the Heavy Brigade and blue for the Light Brigade.

There were three types of light cavalry: light dragoons, hussars and lancers. The Light Brigade was composed of the 4th and 13th Light Dragoons, the 8th and 11th Hussars, and the 17th Lancers. They performed identical duties and their blue uniform jackets were resplendent with similar gold braid and silver accoutrements, so that when brigaded together they were most easily told apart by their headgear. Light dragoons wore a beaver-skin shako shaped like a tall top hat with a peak; hussars sported a fur busby similar to a shako but without the peak and with a decorative ‘bag’ hanging to one side; lancers wore a leather chapska – a square-topped cap much like an academic mortar-board with a peak.

When the press mocked the appearance of these ‘peacock regiments’ and declared their apparel unfit for war, it was not the elaborate jackets or caps that were picked out, but their impractical tight-fitting trousers. Because two regiments wore their trousers in blue, two in grey and the 11th Hussars in cherry red, the latter attracted the greatest ridicule. When ordered to mobilize, the 11th’s officers – aware their skin-tight trousers would not withstand the many hours in the saddle required by active service – sent them to their tailors to have black leather patches sewn onto the seats. Punch magazine made fun of this reinforcement in verse:


Oh, pantaloons of cherry!

Oh, redder than raspberry!

For men to fight in things so tight

It must be trying – very.

’Gainst wear, though fine the weather,

They would not hold together.

On saddle-back they’d fly and crack,

Though seated with black leather.



On 22 April a letter writer to The Times who signed himself ‘Common-sense’ joined in: ‘The splendour of these magnificent light horsemen, the shortness of their jackets, the tightness of their cherry-coloured pants, is as utterly unfit for war service as the garb of the female hussars in the ballet of Gustavus, which they so nearly resemble.’

There was however a more serious accusation levelled against the Light Brigade as it prepared for war: that its officers, rather than its uniforms, were most unfit for active service.

Most cavalry officers had attended exclusive schools such as Eton where knowledge of Greek and performance on the sports field mattered most and anything smacking of practical education was considered below those born to command the lower classes. There was no required military training – the Royal Military College at Sandhurst admitted only six students in 1854 – and young men went straight into cavalry regiments as officers. Nothing was asked of them except the purchase price of the commission they were acquiring. The lowest officer rank, that of cornet, could be bought for £840, a sum only the sons of the wealthiest families could hope to raise. Many new officers brought with them some skill in riding and an enthusiasm for hunting the fox, but little else.

Those cavalry officers who were no longer so young wore whalebone corsets to hide unsoldierly bellies and show off their exquisitely tailored and very expensive uniforms to best effect, and were more often to be found in gentlemen’s clubs than in barracks. Cartoonists exaggerated their waspish waists and drew them perpetually surrounded by clouds of cigar (not cannon) smoke. A Punch cartoon mocking their stilted speech and air of superiority, had one cavalry officer ask of another: ‘I say, old Fellah – Do you think it pwobable the infantwy will accompany us to Sevastopol?’

There were exceptions: officers who combined intelligence with experience and held their ranks on merit. Typical of these was Captain William Morris of the 17th Lancers. At thirty-four he was one of very few to have attended the Royal Military College, had fought in three previous campaigns, and while serving with the 16th Lancers had taken part in that regiment’s charge against a battery of Sikh guns at Aliwal. Sadly, Morris and officers with similar experience, most of it gained in India, were outnumbered by those whose only qualifications were wealth and social standing and who had nothing but contempt for these ‘Indian’ officers. Because officers with the funds to do so invariably went on half-pay to avoid accompanying their regiments to India, those who had served there were considered to have revealed their lower standing and were shunned.

Among the 1,500 private soldiers of the Light Brigade there was a similar mixture of experienced men and raw recruits. Each regiment had its share of long-serving cavalrymen with hard-won experience of battle. Private John Brooks of the 13th Light Dragoons enlisted in 1842 and took part in all the major battles of the Sikh Wars of 1845–6 and 1848–9, while Trumpeter William Smith of the 11th Hussars enlisted in 1836 and fought in the Afghan War of 1839 and the Sikh Wars. Some experienced cavalrymen in regiments not chosen for the Crimea transferred to regiments that were. Corporal John Penn had served in India with the 3rd Light Dragoons, which had only recently returned to England and was bottom of the list for foreign service, and he transferred to the 17th Lancers.

Despite many such transfers each of the five regiments remained under strength. When regimental bands were broken up and the musicians returned to the ranks, not all of the bandsmen were happy about going to war. Two brothers named Deakon, who played first cornet and trombone for the 17th Lancers, deserted and were traced to the orchestra at the Argyle Rooms, a London music hall. They escaped capture by the patrol sent to arrest them and were later rumoured to be working as performers with Wombwell’s Travelling Menagerie. Even with their bandsmen the regiments were forced to include among those marching to war raw recruits totally lacking in cavalry experience. Thomas Tomsett, a bricklayer, enlisted in the 4th Light Dragoons on 25 January 1854, and George Wootten, a baker, joined the 11th Hussars on 27 January. Seven weeks later their regiments were mobilized and the two men were marching south for the ships. It is questionable how confident such recruits were in the saddle, let alone how proficient they were with a sabre.

There was a wide age range. Trumpeter Smith of the 11th Hussars joined his regiment in the year that eighteen-year-old Private Henry George of the 13th Light Dragoons was born. Private William Wilson of the 8th Hussars, the youngest man in the brigade, was only sixteen. Most were in their mid to late twenties. Of those men whose occupation prior to enlisting was recorded, more than one third were land workers, farriers, grooms and others whose work brought them into daily contact with horses. Others had worked as servants, tailors, shoemakers, clerks, carpenters, painters, chemists and weavers. Private James Dies of the 8th Hussars had been an umbrella-frame maker. Most had one thing in common: they had never drawn a sabre in anger or faced enemy guns.

Although the primary weapon of the cavalry other than lancer regiments was the sabre, there was no literal sabre rattling at the prospect of war. The term derived from the metallic clatter produced when the scabbard was shaken with the sabre inside, this done to instil fear in an enemy, though even walking or riding made a similar jangle. The continuous movement of steel against steel had a blunting effect even if the sabre was never drawn, and many experienced cavalrymen stuffed straw down the full length of the scabbard to protect the newly sharpened blade.

The sabre’s three-foot blade was slightly curved to ease its passage through flesh and blood. It was a cut and thrust weapon – a sharp edge to cut and a point to thrust – and there was much argument about which of these was better in the mêlée. The cut had to slice deeply enough to disable; drawing blood was not enough. Because the leather helmets and belts and the particularly thick greatcoats worn by Russian soldiers had to be cut through first, if a blade was not razor sharp it might bruise or bloody an opponent without disabling him. Those against the cut described it as ‘hacking’ because several swipes were often required to cause injury. The thrust was favoured by many cavalrymen because using this action the sabre could penetrate further into the body and was more likely to disable or kill an opponent and to do so in one go. It had one disadvantage: the blade could become ‘locked’ inside an opponent’s body, held by bone or contracting muscle, and prove impossible to withdraw.

The main weapon carried by the 17th Lancers was a nine-foot ash lance with a pointed steel head, held by a white leather arm strap fixed at the point of balance. Attached just below the point was a swallow-tailed, red-over-white pennon. While on patrol or during an advance the lance was held at the ‘Carry’ – upright with its base resting in a small leather bucket fixed to the stirrup. When the regiment was ordered to charge, it was removed from the bucket and lowered to the ‘Engage’, angled slightly downward to target the chest of a dismounted man.

The lance was made for the charge. The sight of lance points hurtling forward could unnerve an enemy; running was useless and the longer reach of the lance meant that a man who stood and fought was pierced long before he could slash at the lancer with his sword. But the lance lost its benefit in the mêlée. With the loss of momentum and distance from an opponent, it became an unwieldy impediment totally without penetrative power. Once an enemy got ‘inside’ the lance it was the lancer who was left defenceless until he could draw his sabre.

All cavalrymen except lancers carried a percussion carbine; lancers carried a percussion pistol. The carbine, with an unwieldy twenty-one-inch barrel, was of little use to a man mounted and on the move. The pistol’s nine-inch barrel made it a more practicable weapon, although its holster was attached to the saddle and covered by the saddlecloth, making it almost inaccessible in action. None of the survivors of the charge record using these weapons. Apart from a few officers who used one of the new Colt or Adams ‘revolving pistols’ in the mêlée following the charge, the Light Brigade faced the enemy with sabre and lance.

The batteries of Cossack horse artillery travelling south through the heartland of Russia were each equipped with four 6-pounder and four 12-pounder guns. These figures indicate the weight of the ammunition each gun fired, and multiplying the weight by one hundred gives an approximate maximum range in yards, so a 6-pounder could fire up to 600 yards. The guns fired three types of ammunition: roundshot, shell and canister.

A roundshot, or cannonball, was a solid iron ball most effective against compact groups of men. Its weight and momentum were such that it could pass right through a man without losing power, and on through the next, and so on, killing or removing a limb from up to eight men. Nevertheless men who had seen action in India knew that cavalry could successfully charge artillery – the 16th Lancers had done so at Aliwal in 1846 – and sustain bearable losses. Because they charged in a line only two deep, the maximum loss from any one roundshot fired from the front was two men. But roundshot fired from one or both flanks, which came along the line, could hit four, six or eight men apiece, and it was a maxim of the cavalry charge that enemy artillery on either flank had to be put out of action before the advance began.

Although roundshot was still extensively used, it was rapidly being replaced by the shell. This was a metal container packed with gunpowder and fitted with a fuse preset to ignite the powder after between five and thirty seconds, according to the distance between the gun and the enemy. If the fuse was set correctly the shell exploded over the heads of the enemy troops, showering them with deadly shards of shell casing.

Both roundshot and shell were used against a distant or middle-range enemy. As an enemy closed on the guns, the crews loaded canister, also known as case shot. This was a thin metal container which broke up as it left the muzzle of the gun and dispersed the pellets it contained over a wide area. At short range, canister had a devastating effect on men and horses alike.

As they journeyed towards their embarkation points the officers and men of the Light Brigade gave little thought to the capabilities of Cossack guns; it was the capabilities of their own commanders that most concerned them. Lord Lucan had been appointed to command the Cavalry Division in February 1854, placing him in overall command of the Heavy and Light Brigades. On 1 April the two brigade commanders were appointed: General Scarlett was given the Heavies and Lord Cardigan the Lights.

This news shocked the Light Brigade. Some of the men thought it an April Fool’s jest. All had heard of their lordships Lucan and Cardigan. In barrack rooms and public houses where soldiers gathered there was much talk of them. The newspapers catalogued their ineptness, their scandals and their cruelty to officers and men alike. Moreover these two aristocratic brothers-in-law so hated each other that on the rare occasions when they met, they refused to speak. Now the well-being of the Light Brigade depended on their generalship and their ability to work together.

Few cavalrymen had any real hatred for the Russians they expected to face; most detested and feared their divisional and brigade commanders with a passion far more keenly felt. The officers were just as outspoken and Captain Robert Portal of the 4th Light Dragoons dared to include his opinions in a letter home: ‘We are commanded by one of the greatest old women in the British Army, called the Earl of Cardigan. He has as much brains as my boot. He is only equalled in want of intellect by his relation the Earl of Lucan. Without mincing matters two such fools could not be picked out of the British Army to take command.’ These sentiments shocked Portal’s parents and his father replied with a reprimand.

While officers of the Heavy Brigade regiments applauded the appointment of the popular James Scarlett as their brigade commander, they sympathized with the plight of their Light Brigade comrades. Major William Forrest of the 4th Dragoon Guards wrote: ‘We all agree that two greater muffs than Lucan and Cardigan could not be. We call Lucan the cautious ass and Cardigan the dangerous ass.’




2. The Ruling Asses

Their lordships Lucan and Cardigan take command

At 11.00 a.m. on 25 October 1854, on the plain above Balaklava, an aide-de-camp delivered Lord Raglan’s order to Lord Lucan. Lucan rode over to Lord Cardigan with the written order in his hand. It took the two men twenty seconds to determine the fate of the Light Brigade.


LUCAN: Lord Cardigan, you are to advance down the valley with the Light Brigade. I will follow in support with the Heavy Brigade.

CARDIGAN: Certainly, sir. But allow me to point out to you that the Russians have a battery in the valley on our front, and batteries and riflemen on both sides.

LUCAN: I know it, but Lord Raglan will have it. We have no choice but to obey.



They did in fact have a choice. Raglan himself said as much that evening after the enormity of the mistake had become clear: ‘Lord Lucan, you were a Lieutenant General and should therefore have exercised your discretion, and, not approving of the charge, should not have caused it to be made.’ Lucan could and should have discussed the sense of the order with Cardigan. Agreeing that a charge into the muzzles of the Russian guns meant the obliteration of the brigade, he should have sent the aide back to Raglan with this observation, requesting confirmation of the order. The misunderstanding would then have been revealed.

Such a discussion should have come naturally for they were brothers-in-law, yet hardly a civil word had passed between them since Lucan married Cardigan’s sister Ann in 1829. At this most critical moment when a frank examination of their options could have saved the Light Brigade, they could not break through the rigid civility of a mutual disgust that had been building for twenty-five years.

And so the Light Brigade advanced.

George Bingham, third Earl of Lucan was fifty-four years old when he took command of the Cavalry Division bound for the Crimea. Long before that he had become one of the most reviled men in Britain.

Born in London in 1800, the eldest son of the second Earl of Lucan, at the age of sixteen George Bingham joined the 6th Regiment of Foot. Ten years later he was commanding officer of the 17th Lancers, one of the most distinguished cavalry regiments in the British army. Such rapid promotion might suggest remarkable skills as a cavalry officer. In truth it indicated only great wealth. The purchase system by which officer ranks could be bought and sold allowed the landed gentry to leapfrog more experienced men. They knew well enough how to work the system – they had been brought up to it and considered a position of command their rightful place – but if some wag had thought to write down the necessary steps, it would have gone something like this:

How to Buy a Cavalry Regiment


	Purchase the rank of cornet (the lowest officer rank). Any regiment will do, because you will soon be moving on. Cost: £840. This amount is set by an official list, but you may have to pay up to twice as much. Because it is illegal to ask more than the authorized price, the seller will require you to pay £840 for the rank and a second, exorbitant sum for a worn sword or a useless horse.

	Purchase the rank of lieutenant as soon as a vacancy arises in your own or some more desirable regiment. Cost: £1,190 or more. Remember that you can sell your old rank of cornet and set the proceeds against the cost of your new rank of lieutenant.

	Purchase the rank of captain. Cost: £3,225 or more, minus what you receive when you sell the rank of lieutenant. You are not, of course, financially dependent on your pay as an officer; therefore in the case of this and every other rank, the day after purchasing it, go on half-pay. You will then have no duties to perform and will not even have to reside with the regiment while you wait for a vacancy to arise in the next rank.

	Purchase the rank of major. At this level there may be officers with the rank of captain who have seen many years active service in India and who feel themselves more qualified for promotion, but you have nothing to fear from them – they do not have the wealth to outbid you. Cost: £4,575 or more.

	You may now wish to spend some time with your regiment. It can be most pleasant parading the men in Hyde Park and the social life of the officers’ mess is quite acceptable. Should your regiment be posted to India or some other undesirable foreign quarter, return immediately to half-pay.

	Purchase the rank of lieutenant colonel. This rank is held only by the commanding officer and the regiment is now yours. Cost: £6,175, but you may have to pay a great deal more for a distinguished cavalry regiment.



Bingham worked the system to perfection, using the twin absurdities of purchase and half-pay to gain promotion without spending time with the regiments he passed through. Thus he became a cornet in the 3rd Foot on 24 December 1818 and went on half-pay the next day. He transferred to the cavalry when an opportunity arose, remaining a lieutenant and then a captain only until a vacancy occurred above him. He purchased the rank of major in the 17th Lancers on 1 December 1825, and less than one year later the rank of lieutenant colonel, for which he paid £25,000, four times the official figure.

The senior major of the 17th Lancers Anthony Bacon was an officer of long experience who had fought against Napoleon at Waterloo and thought himself next in line to command the regiment. But because he did not have sufficient funds to meet the asking price, the command went to Bingham, who had seen no action whatsoever. Bacon, in disgust, resigned from the regiment.

Although the purchase system was clearly absurd – in this instance it meant that the 17th Lancers was commanded by its wealthiest rather than its most experienced officer – it existed for a reason: if the upper class commanded the army, the army could not become a threat to the upper class. The French Revolution had succeeded at least partly because it had gained the support of middle-class army officers, men who had risen to senior positions on merit. English aristocrats were not about to let that situation develop in their own land.

Having bought the 17th Lancers, Bingham lavished more of his money on the regiment, buying smart uniforms for the men and the best horses available. The 17th soon acquired a reputation for elegance and the nickname ‘Bingham’s Dandies’. What money could not buy – a perfect, regulation-book performance on the parade ground – he sought to achieve by bullying the officers and constantly drilling the men. Officers were publicly abused for the slightest irregularity and soldiers flogged for trivial offences. Lady Lavinia Spencer, his aunt, wrote to him: ‘I hear universal criticism of your conduct as Colonel of the 17th, your reputation of great severity and harshness, lack of self control and unpopularity with your officers.’ Due to Lady Spencer’s intervention or not, he decided to absent himself from his regiment for twelve months, much to the relief of the 17th.

In June 1829, Bingham married Lady Ann Brudenell, daughter of the sixth Earl of Cardigan and sister of James Brudenell. Bingham and Brudenell, who would become the seventh Earl of Cardigan, had always disliked each other and the fact that they were now brothers-in-law magnified that dislike to the point of mutual loathing. Whenever they met they either argued or refused to speak. For the moment the solution was simple enough: they contrived as far as possible never to meet.

Bingham and his wife settled in Ireland, where the 17th Lancers was stationed, and he reassumed command of the regiment. He appeared to have mellowed and there were junior officers who spoke well of him. In 1837 he gave up his command to concentrate on running the family estate at Castlebar in County Mayo, and when his father died in 1839 he became the third Earl of Lucan.

Ireland was a nation of tenant farmers whose plots of land barely produced enough to sustain the families that worked them and lived on their main crop, the potato. If a surplus was produced any money made was needed to pay rent to English landlords. The rent due to Lord Lucan from the tenants on his Castlebar estate should have provided a considerable annual income, but they could not pay it. His solution was to group the smallholdings into larger, more profitable farms and greatly reduce the number of men working the land, so that the remaining few could support themselves and pay him rent. It meant turning the majority off the estate and he conducted a campaign against his own tenants, evicting families by force and demolishing the huts in which they lived so that they could not return. He quickly became the most hated man in Ireland.

In 1845 an evil greater even than Lord Lucan spread across the land. Potatoes became diseased with ‘the rot’ and the whole crop was lost. With no income to buy other food, many families starved. In 1846 the crop failed again and virtually the whole Irish population of eight million was without food.

Lucan’s campaign nevertheless continued without pause. He formed ‘crowbar brigades’ of fifty men each to pull down the huts. If the occupants refused to move out, their homes were demolished over their heads. The Bishop of Meath witnessed a hut pulled down with a family still inside but unable to move out, so weak were they from starvation. Josephine Butler, who was a young girl in Mayo during the harsh winter of 1846, later wrote: ‘Sick and aged, little children, and women with child were alike thrust forth into the cold snows of winter, and to prevent their return their cabins were levelled to the ground. The majority rendered penniless by the years of famine, wandered aimlessly about the roads and bogs till they found refuge in the workhouse or the grave.’

As whole villages disappeared from the Irish landscape, the Earl of Lucan was nicknamed ‘The Exterminator’. The government in London was by now alarmed, not so much by the heartlessness of Lucan’s campaign, as by its effects on the exchequer. Relief was paid to the starving and homeless in the form of road-building work for the men and food for the women and children, and by January 1847 half a million men were employed on the roads and their two million dependants were receiving food.

Many other English landlords evicted their tenants too, making thousands more homeless, but Lord Brougham, speaking in the House of Lords on 15 February 1847, laid particular blame on the Earl of Lucan: ‘The landlord in Mayo had thought it necessary to serve his tenants with notice to quit in the midst of one of the most severe winters that had ever been known, in the midst of the pestilence too which followed in the train of famine. He had turned out these wretched creatures when there was no food in the country and no money to buy it.’ Brougham went on to describe the flood of starving Irish families pouring into Liverpool – 5,200 people in the last five days, he said – and every one of them had to be fed at England’s expense. Many more fled to the United States.

Hundreds of Irishmen chose to join the British army in preference to starvation or the workhouse. A large proportion of them had worked horses on the land and joined cavalry regiments if they could. Ironically, many of these would eventually serve in the Crimea under the command of the man who had evicted them from their homes.

Throughout the period that Lucan lived at Castlebar House, Lady Lucan was seldom more than a visitor. She spent most of her time in London and was regularly seen at fashionable dinner parties. She complained to her brother Lord Cardigan that Lucan treated her badly. Cardigan confronted Lucan, who was enraged at such interference, and the animosity between the brothers-in-law further increased. When the commander-in-chief the Duke of Wellington attempted to mediate, he got nowhere and gave up, declaring that his victory at Waterloo was far easier won than any reconciliation between these two feuding earls.

Their mutual hatred might well have gone no further. Lucan was in Castlebar, while Cardigan divided his time between the family estate in Northamptonshire and his London house, and they never met. Two events early in 1854 combined to change that. First, Lady Lucan left her husband, Cardigan blaming Lucan for the failure of the marriage and his sister’s ‘disgrace’. Second, as the army prepared for war with Russia both men were given senior positions of command in the cavalry.

Lord Lucan had given up command of the 17th Lancers in 1837, and despite having no military service since then on 21 February 1854 he was appointed to command the Cavalry Division. His limited experience as an officer hardly explained the appointment, and some thought his conduct as a landlord – particularly the relentless war he waged against the Irish peasants and the ruthless energy with which he fought it – had won him this promotion from command of the crowbar brigades. Lucan was overjoyed, until command of the Light Brigade was given to the one Englishman he despised more than the lowliest Irish peasant, his brother-in-law. Lord Cardigan would be his subordinate but their animosity, so recently intensified by the breakdown of Lucan’s marriage, would make the Cavalry Division an uncomfortable command.

The two appointments shocked London society. It was said that hostilities between the British cavalry and the Russians might be a trifle compared with those expected to break out between their lordships Lucan and Cardigan.

James Brudenell, seventh Earl of Cardigan was fifty-seven when he took command of the Light Brigade. While some considered his brother-in-law the most reviled man in Britain, others thought Cardigan more deserving of the title.

James Brudenell was born in 1797, the eldest son of the sixth Earl, and grew up at the family’s ancestral home, Deene Park in Northamptonshire. In May 1824, aged twenty-seven, he purchased the rank of cornet in the 8th Hussars. He bought the rank of lieutenant in January 1825, captain in June 1826 – married Elizabeth Tollemache that same year, a good marriage being second only to a good regiment – and paid for his promotion to major in August 1830. Finally, in 1832 he purchased the lieutenant colonelcy of the 15th Hussars. Brudenell said that it cost him £10,000; The Times claimed that he paid between £35,000 and £40,000. It had taken him only eight years to gain command of a distinguished cavalry regiment, though in that time he had seen no action and only been present for regimental duty for a total of three years, having spent five years absent on half-pay.

Experienced and long-serving junior officers of the 15th Hussars without the means to buy promotion hardly welcomed their new commanding officer. Brudenell had no great regard for them either. He habitually shouted at and publicly reprimanded them for trivial offences, and appeared to delight in taunting those who had neither his wealth nor his social position, which was almost everyone.

He picked on Captain Augustus Wathen more than any other. Among Wathen’s misdemeanours were purchasing new stable jackets for the men – even though Brudenell himself had ordered the purchase – and speaking discourteously to his commanding officer – when Wathen protested about the former accusation, pointing out that he had considered the old stable jackets to be still serviceable. Brudenell brought Wathen to court martial, but when detailed in court the pettiness and trickery behind the accusations became apparent and the captain was acquitted. It was left to The Times to ask:


How came Lord Brudenell – an officer of no experience comparable to those of a hundred other gentlemen who had seen and beaten a foreign enemy – how came such an unripe gallant as this to be put over the heads of so many worthier candidates, to be forced into a command for which he has proved himself utterly incompetent? Such a man ought never to have been placed at the head of a regiment.



King William IV agreed and ordered that Brudenell be removed from command of the 15th Hussars. That should have put an end to his military career. But The Times knew well enough the answer to its own question – wealth had enabled Brudenell to secure command of the 15th – and only two years later, on 25 March 1836, this same allowed him to purchase the lieutenant colonelcy of the 11th Hussars. It was rumoured that he paid more than £40,000 for it, and that the King had come under pressure from the Cardigan family not to prevent it, being assured that Brudenell had learned his lesson. That was hardly the point. There were two majors in the 11th Hussars, both with considerable experience, but neither could find the money to outbid Brudenell. A Member of Parliament asked how such men would ‘view the advancement over their heads
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