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PREFACE

In 2006 The Royal Regiment of Scotland came into being. In the same year The Black Watch became one of its constituent parts, taking as its new title, The Black Watch, 3rd battalion The Royal Regiment of Scotland. Inevitably the changes created a great deal of sadness in the army community and more widely throughout Scotland, with regret being expressed for the loss of some cherished names and the conversion of regiments into a new formation. However, the history of the British Army shows that the story of its regiments has been one of constant development, with cutbacks, amalgamations and changes of name being part of a process of evolution stretching back over several centuries. In every case, the development has not led to a diminution of the army’s capabilities, but has produced new regiments which are the equal of their predecessors.

Together with the other books in the series, this concise history has been written to mark this latest transformation in Scottish and British military history. It is not a new regimental history of The Black Watch but I hope it will be a useful addition to the regiment’s historiography. I owe a tremendous debt to previous regimental historians, whose books are listed in the bibliography. It goes without saying, I hope, that the early history of the regiment could not have been attempted without a thorough reading of Major-General Sir David Stewart of Garth’s ground-breaking Sketches of the Character, Manners and Present State of the Highlanders of Scotland, with Details of the Military Service of the Highland Regiments. For help with sources and illustrations I would like to thank everyone at Home Headquarters The Black Watch, Balhousie Castle, Perth, especially Major Ronnie Proctor, Assistant Regimental Secretary, and Tommy Smyth, the Regimental Archivist. Grateful thanks are also due to Lieutenant-General Sir Alistair Irwin, who gave his blessing to the project during his period of office as Colonel of the Regiment.

I am grateful to Professor Ian Campbell Ross for giving permission to quote from his translation of Gian Gaspare Napolitano’s To War with the Black Watch, which was originally published in an Italian-language anti-fascist newspaper in Switzerland in 1944. Illustrations are reproduced by permission of the Trustees of The Black Watch.

Trevor Royle


ONE



AM FREICEADAN DUBH

Of all the Scottish regiments, and perhaps even amongst the wider family of the British Army, The Black Watch is one of the most famous and widely admired of the country’s military institutions. Perhaps its fame is due to the allure of its name, perhaps it is because its dark blue and green tartan is instantly recognisable, as is the red hackle worn by its soldiers in their bonnets, but few of Scotland’s many national manifestations say more about the country and its people than The Black Watch. If the regiment did not exist, those responsible for overseeing Scotland’s tourism industry would be hard-pressed to invent an alternative. From a military point of view the recognition given to the regiment is equally merited. It is the senior and oldest Highland regiment, it has a royal title and since its foundation in the early part of the eighteenth century it has been at the forefront of Britain’s military campaigns. In that guise The Black Watch has a record which is second to none and, although its history has attracted a fair degree of romanticism and wishful thinking, the regiment’s story is based solidly on the state’s requirements for a ready supply of tough fighting soldiers. From the very outset of its existence the regiment has never lost sight of that necessity – or as Field Marshal Earl Wavell, one of the regiment’s most distinguished soldiers, put it in his foreword to Brigadier Bernard Fergusson’s history, The Black Watch and the King’s Enemies: ‘The Jock of today comes from the city as often as from the hills or fields. But he still inherits the spirit and traditions of his Highland forebears – the clan feeling, the toughness, the fierceness in assault, the independence of character, the boundless self-confidence in his own powers in all circumstances and conditions.’

The regiment’s history is rooted in the Highlands of Scotland and has its origins in the seventeenth century, when the authorities made their first attempts to bring order to an area which was literally lawless and out of control. Following the Union of the Crowns in 1603 King James I of Great Britain and VI of Scotland made determined efforts to bring stability to his northern kingdom, and to a certain extent he succeeded. He might have ruled from London, but his writ ran over the border and, vitally for his authority, it was heeded. ‘This I must say for Scotland and truly vaunt it,’ he boasted famously four years after the union. ‘Here I sit and govern with my pen: I write and it is done: and by a Clerk of the Council I govern Scotland, which others could not do by the Sword.’ By the time his son, Charles I, succeeded to the throne in 1625 Scotland (though not the Highland area) was relatively docile and peaceful, a state of affairs that was very different from the internecine squabbling and anarchy which had prevailed in the previous century, when the Stewart kings had had good reason to fear for their succession, such was their nobles’ propensity to indulge in bullying and blackmail, not to say abduction, to get their own way. For the first time in many years, the once all-powerful nobility had put aside violence in favour of an uneasy co-existence with their lord and master the king, the parliament was under royal control and, despite economic stagnation and a recent period of famine, there was a general air of contentment and stability.

For a ruler who was born in Scotland and who had in James Stewart a thoroughly Scottish father, Charles was never attracted to his fellow countrymen. It would be true to say that, apart from close aristocratic friends such as his cousin, the Duke of Lennox, he had little time for his northern subjects and made few attempts to understand them or to give substance to their political and religious aspirations. There was also a question of style. Despite his heritage – Charles could write and speak in his native tongue with the best of them – the Scots seemed to be an alien people, their nobles rough-mannered and uncouth, so different from the formality of the court in London with its ordered refinement and cultural pretensions. In short, Charles considered the Scots to be boorish, almost comically so, and he shied away from their over-familiarity, finding them backward, sullen and lacking in courtly manners. Just as bad, he did not trust them, especially the wild Highlanders, whom he felt would be better off settled in distant Nova Scotia.

However, time and different circumstances meant that during the disastrous civil conflict known to history as the English Civil War, but now more effectively described as the Wars of the Three Kingdoms, Charles would come to depend on those warlike clans for military support. Under the Marquis of Montrose and the Irishman Alasdair MacColla Chiotaich (Alexander MacDonald, or MacDonnell) Royalist clans fought in his support, gaining a string of victories in 1645 which augured well for the king’s cause but ultimately brought him nothing. Throughout that troubled period the Highlands became once again a bothersome area where local clans struggled for primacy and crime, especially cattle-rustling and extortion, was rampant. For many Highlanders and their leaders resistance to authority was not only a fact of life it was also a badge of honour and even during Oliver Cromwell’s occupation of Scotland in the period of the Commonwealth and the Protectorate it was impossible to keep any order in the Highlands. However, it was during this period, 1651 to 1660, that the first attempts were made to produce a military system by introducing counter-insurgency forces which were prepared to take the fight back to the Highland law-breakers.

The campaign was directed by one of the British army’s greatest soldiers, General George Monck, later Duke of Albemarle, and the flashpoint came in 1653 with an abortive attempt to use Scottish Highlanders to win back the crown for the Stewart cause as represented by the exiled Charles II. It was originally led by the Earl of Glencairn, who was supported by prominent Royalist magnates such as the Marquis of Huntly, Macdonald of Glengarry and Mackenzie of Seaforth, and its main locus was the Highlands, which provided manpower from clans loyal to the Stewart cause and a safe retreat from which to mount raids into other parts of Scotland. Glencairn could not be compared to Montrose either in his military capacity or in his ability to inspire, but he did possess a rugged determination and a loyal conviction to the cause, virtues which were much needed, given his uncertain support. Many Scots bridled against the occupation of their country by an English army, there was still loyal support for the king, matched by a dislike of republican rule, and there was widespread opposition to the whole notion of union with England, but all too often this nationalistic fervour was neutralised by internecine rivalry amongst the local clan and family leaders. Glencairn remained in command until early the following year, when he was succeeded in command of the Royalist forces by John Middleton, who had played a prominent role as a Royalist general in the earlier fighting in England.

With Middleton as adversary, Monck brought additional powers to deal with the revolt which he found to be more serious in intent than had first been thought. Because many Scottish families allowed their sons to support the Royalist cause as proxies, while their fathers stayed at home maintaining a semblance of loyalty to the Protectorate, Monck was provided with legislation to punish the family concerned or reward them if the recalcitrant surrendered within three weeks of being summoned. Further rewards were made available for the capture of rebel leaders and the regulations concerning the sequestration of rebel property were tightened. The Lord Clerk Register, Archibald Johnston of Wariston, described the new policy as ‘rigour and ruin’, and it was a fair description of Monck’s determination to crush the revolt once and for all by using a mailed fist while proffering the hand of friendship to potential allies. His tactics were simple but effective: the Lowlands would be kept quiet and secure while the Highlands would be cut off to prevent attacks being made from them. At the same time smaller mobile garrisons would be stationed in the upland areas at key points to prevent any insurrection from spreading – Dornoch, Ruthven in Badenoch, Inverlochy, Inverness, Loch Tay, and in the area to the west of the Great Glen bounded by Glen Moriston and Glen Urquhart. It helped, too, that Monck had an effective second-in-command in Colonel Thomas Morgan, who knew the country well and had command of the northern forces.

In common with most counter-insurgency wars it was a brutal and time-consuming business which made great demands on the forces which were attempting to crush the rebels. While the Royalists had the benefit of local support and knew the lie of the land, Monck’s men had to carry their own supplies and had to operate over long lines of communication which were always open to attack and disruption. All too often, the security forces were also working in the dark. It proved difficult to get accurate intelligence about the Royalists’ intentions, locals either refused to hand over information or gave it inaccurately, and the long days of marching or in the saddle left men exhausted and demoralised. Nonetheless, the task had to be done and the English forces proved to be hardy and adaptable. Monck’s first task was to secure the approaches to the Highlands, from Loch Lomond and the Kilsyth Hills in the west, to Perth and the main route north in the centre. Having accomplished that by the middle of June, he marched north towards Ruthven to attack Middleton’s forces, which were supposed to be assembling to the west in the lands of Kintail. What followed next typified the next year’s campaign: Monck’s men were forced to march prodigious distances and the lands of suspected Royalist supporters were laid waste, but against those local successes the lack of intelligence prevented them from engaging decisively with Middleton’s army.

Back and forwards they went. By the beginning of July 1654 Monck had met up with Morgan near Inverness, only to learn that the Royalists were in fact further south, in the lands of Atholl, near Blair Castle. Monck set off in pursuit, arriving in the Loch Tay area by the middle of July while Morgan remained at Ruthven, which guarded both the main north–south route and the westward route into the mountainous and glen-filled country of Kintail. As they marched, the English troopers laid waste to the surrounding countryside and that scorched-earth policy, combined with the sweeps and drives, reduced the Royalists’ options. Being forced to keep on the move and denied the opportunity to plunder – a powerful motivating factor for the clansmen – the Highland forces began slipping back to their homes, a common failing which had also beset Montrose. Monck’s movement towards Loch Tay forced Middleton to retreat westwards towards Loch Awe, where the two armies almost collided, before heading north-east back towards Badenoch. For the Royalists the move was both decisive and disastrous because it put them between two powerful English forces – Morgan’s ahead of them and Monck’s to the rear.

The result was the only fixed battle during the Glencairn uprising – Dalnaspidal fought on the evening of 19 July – and it proved to be the last fought between Royalists and Parliamentarians in Scotland during the Wars of the Three Kingdoms. The site of the fighting lies at the northern end of Loch Garry, between the loch and the modern trunk road and railway line to Inverness. Overlooked by the heights of An Cearcall and Meall na Leitreach, it is a bleak cheerless place and the outcome for the Royalists was equally dismal. Middleton had around 800 horse under him, but these had become separated from the foot, which were commanded by Lieutenant-General Thomas Dalyell of the Binns, who had served under General Sir Robert Monro in Ulster and under Charles II at Worcester. This division of forces was to cost Middleton the battle: as he and his horse pushed north they were met by Morgan’s superior force on the flat ground at Dalnaspidal and quickly put to flight. Over 300 horses were captured along with the baggage train, which contained valuable and incriminatory documents, but the biggest blow was to pride. Most of Middleton’s horse simply ran away without offering any resistance – their flight spread out over half a dozen miles – and as a result Dalyell’s infantry were left unprotected. Approached by Morgan’s cavalry they turned tail and fled back to their homes. In the aftermath of the action their commander, Dalyell, managed to negotiate terms with Monck and a year later was allowed to leave Scotland to go into Russian service. Middleton was badly injured and managed to flee north into Sutherland before leaving Scotland to rejoin Charles II in Cologne but the main result of Dalnaspidal was the destruction of his army and the final suppression of the Royalist cause.

The rest of the summer was spent by the English forces sweeping up isolated pockets of resistance, tightening the net around the main lines of communication and, as Monck told Cromwell, ‘reducing the Highlands’ – shorthand for bringing it under strict control and extirpating the remaining resistance. It was a time-consuming and expensive operation but it paid dividends. By the end of August Glencairn had surrendered in return for signing substantial securities and, while Middleton remained at large, his force was too small and ineffectual to trouble English interests. Ferocious winter weather, the worst seen for two decades, made life miserable for the men still on the hills and while rumours abounded that Charles II was about to land with French money and troops to back him, the Stewart cause in the Highlands was dying on its feet. By the time spring arrived in 1655 the remaining Royalist clan leaders were starting to capitulate, Seaforth in January followed by Lorne and Glengarry in May, and the levies under their command broke up in disarray. All the leaders were fined heavily but were offered amnesties on condition that they kept the peace, an obliging piece of leniency which encouraged landowners to be responsible for policing their own areas. Summer saw Monck’s army completely in control, with only the traditional lawlessness north of the Highland Line offering any possibility of further trouble. By maintaining the garrisons or strongholds at key points throughout the area and operating against the opposition with mobile columns Monck ensured that any unrest was easily contained, and this he was able to do by reducing the size of his forces. At the height of the troubles he had 18,000 soldiers under his command; by the end of 1655 the figure had been reduced to 10,500. The Highlands might not have been occupied, but for the first time they had been pacified in a way that would have astonished the earlier kings of Scotland.

It is from that campaign, minor and inglorious though it might have been from a military point of view, that The Black Watch can trace its origins. For the first time, a British military force had entered the Highlands and defeated its opponents and after the Restoration of King Charles II in 1660 the experience showed the authorities that it was possible to police the Highlands and that in so doing this previously unkempt and lawless land was capable of being brought under a semblance of control. It was from those modest beginnings that the idea of a Highland ‘constant guard’ was born. The first of these ‘independent companies’ (as they were known) came into being in the middle of the 1660s under the commission of the Earl of Atholl. Although the men’s training was limited and their discipline variable – when it suited them or the opportunity arose its members were not above joining in the cattle rustling – some success was reported and by 1669 the force was paid for out of public funds and came under the direction of the Privy Council. From the beginning the word ‘watch’ was also being used to describe the independent companies and it was one which would stick. Soon there were many such companies, or watches, representing the leading Highland gentry – Argyll, Murray, Grant, Menzies, Fraser and Munro – and they were uniformly dressed and properly armed with ‘Broad Swords, Targets [small shields], Guns, Side-pistols and Durks [sic] alias Daggers’.

Their existence survived both the Jacobite uprisings, which broke out in the aftermath of the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688 which brought William and Mary of Orange to the British throne. The first occurred a year after their accession and was led by John Graham of Claverhouse, Viscount Dundee; the second followed in 1715 and was led by the Earl of Mar. Both were aimed at restoring the House of Stewart to the throne of Britain and both attempts showed how deep was the split in Highland attitudes towards the Jacobite cause. Some members of the independent companies served on the government side, others fought for Claverhouse or Mar. Nothing came of either uprising and it was decided in 1717 to scale down the size and scope of the watches as a means of saving money. In their place the policing of the Highlands was handed over to government regiments based at Inverlochy, Killichiuman, Glenelg and Badenoch, with small numbers of Highlanders to act as their scouts or guides. The demise of the independent companies was much regretted, not least by an English officer called Major-General George Wade, who wrote to King George I explaining that the Highlanders were not only a valuable military asset but one which needed proper handling:


The Independent Companies raised by King William not long after the Revolution reduced the Highlanders into better order than at any time they had been since the Restoration. They were composed of the natives of the country, inured to the fatigue of travelling the mountains, lying on the hills, wore the same habit and spoke the same language; but for want of being put under proper regulations corruptions were introduced, and some who commanded them instead of bringing criminals to justice (as I am informed) often compounded for the theft, and for a sum of money set them at liberty. They are said also to have defrauded the government by keeping not above half their numbers in constant pay, which (as I humbly conceive) might be the reason your Majesty caused them to be disbanded.



Twelve years later, in 1725, the idea was revived when six independent companies were formed to carry out policing duties in the Highlands, in Wade’s words to be ‘employed in disarming the Highlanders, preventing depredations, bringing criminals to justice, and hinder rebels and attainted persons from inhabiting that part of the kingdom’. The new force consisted of three companies consisting of 100 men each under the command of Lord Lovat, Sir Duncan Campbell of Lochnell and Colonel Grant of Balindalloch and three smaller companies of 75 men each came under the command of Colonel Alexander Campbell of Finab, John Campbell of Carrick and George Munro of Culcairn. So that their role could be differentiated from the government regiments whose soldiers wore red coats (known as Saighdearan Dearg, or ‘Red Soldiers’), the independent companies wore a dark green, blue and black tartan, the original government tartan. In time this led to them being known as Am Freiceadan Dubh or ‘Black Watch’ and the name stuck to become in time the formal title of the regiment which eventually grew out of those independent companies.

It proved to be not too difficult to find the 525 men for the six companies. The provisions of the Disarming Act, passed in the wake of the 1715 rebellion, prevented Highlanders from carrying arms but membership of the independent companies rectified that humiliating imposition. Wearing a distinctive uniform and carrying arms gave the recruits the feeling that they belonged to an elite organisation which was very different from the red-coated government regiments. Not that the first members of the companies lacked a good conceit of themselves. As Major-General Sir David Stewart of Garth, a distinguished soldier of The Black Watch, pointed out in his 1822 history of the Highland soldier, the men who came to the independent companies were from similar social backgrounds and were highly regarded in their own communities. These were not rough soldiery but gentlemen who considered themselves to be lions in the field and lambs in the house. Some of them even employed their own servants:


Many of the men who composed these companies were of a higher station in society than that from which soldiers in general were raised; cadets of gentlemen’s families, sons of gentlemen farmers, and tacksmen, either immediately or distantly descended from gentlemen’s families – men who felt themselves responsible for their conduct to high-minded and honourable families, as well as to a country for which they cherished a devoted affection. In addition to the advantages derived from their superior rank in life, they possessed, in an eminent degree, that of a commanding external deportment, special care being taken in selecting men of full height, well proportioned, and of handsome appearance.



It also helped that the men operated in small units and were stationed in localities which were well known to them and in which they enjoyed good local reputations. This understanding allowed Lovat’s company to operate in Inverness-shire while Grant of Ballindalloch covered Badenoch and Strathspey and Munro of Culcairn operated in Ross and Sutherland. The three Campbell companies also operated in country that was known to them – in Atholl, Breadalbane, Lochaber and northern Argyll. The system worked well, so much so that the government decided to increase the size of the force in 1739 by adding four new companies and giving the new formation the status of a regiment of the line. Letters of service were issued on 25 October 1739 to the first colonel, the Earl of Crawford and Lindsay, and the new regiment was numbered 43rd, or Highland Regiment of Foot. Operational command was given to Sir Robert Munro of Foulis in the rank of Lieutenant-Colonel and the uniform was fixed as ‘a scarlet jacket and waistcoat with buff facings and white lace’ together with ‘a tartan plaid of twelve yards plaited round the middle of the body, the upper part being fixed on the left shoulder ready to be thrown loose, and wrapped over both shoulders and firelock in weather’. Weapons were provided by the government and consisted of a musket with bayonet and a large basket-hilt broadsword, although soldiers were free to use their own weapons such as pistols or dirks. The first muster of the new regiment took place on a field by the River Tay near Aberfeldy in Perthshire in May 1740 and the first quarters were at nearby Taybridge.

The new regiment’s first duties consisted of policing north of the Great Glen, marching over the roads created by Wade to assist the pacification of the Highlands in the aftermath of the 1715 rebellion. From the outset the soldiers who served in the 43rd believed that they would serve only at home in Scotland, but all that changed within three years. The first indication of any change in their status came in July 1742 when the new regiment received news that it was King George II’s intention to inspect the new regiment in ‘South Britain’ and by the end of the year it was common knowledge that their next destination would be an overseas deployment. Such a move would have contradicted the soldiers’ understanding that they were to be employed only on home service, but from an early stage it seems that the authorities in London were determined to use the 43rd as they would any other regiment. An inspection by the king was not exceptional, as George II took great pleasure and pride in reviewing regiments before they went abroad on foreign service and senior officers must have anticipated that the inspection was a prelude to an overseas posting. The following year saw the companies muster at Musselburgh outside Edinburgh before beginning the long march to London in April, their route taking them down the eastern side of England through Berwick, Newcastle, Doncaster and Newark.

From the evidence of contemporary diaries and letters it seems that some members of the regiment had their suspicions but these were eased by the tremendous reception given to them as they marched south. Most English people had never seen Highlanders before and thought them rude and uncultivated savages, yet here was a disciplined and colourful group of soldierly men. It was only as the Highlanders got nearer to London that, according to a contemporary pamphlet, they were ‘exposed to the taunts of the true-bred English clowns’. Worse, they suddenly discovered what their fate would be when they arrived in London. During the march they encountered a group of soldiers from 2nd Royal Scots which had just returned to England after taking part in Admiral Vernon’s unsuccessful attack on the Spanish possession of Porto Bello in what is now modern Brazil. During the operation the Royals had lost 90 per cent casualties and had returned at the end of 1742 to be posted to the north of England before regrouping in Ireland. The old sweats told a terrible tale of their regiment’s sufferings and rubbed it in by telling the Highlanders that when they reached the capital they would be shipped out to face similar horrors in the Caribbean. It is not difficult to imagine the unsettling effect this would have had, especially amongst Highlanders for whom the Caribbean was a place of exile and inevitable death.

However, the 43rd was not bound for the West Indies; its destination would be Flanders, to take part in the war known as the War of the Austrian Succession (or King George’s War), which had been caused by a disputed claim to the Austrian throne. At the time of his death in 1740, Emperor Charles VI of Austria left no male heir and was succeeded by his daughter Maria Theresa. Although this possibility had been codified by the Pragmatic Sanction of 1713, a European convention that was supposed to guarantee the integrity of Maria Theresa’s throne, the succession of a female ruler was opposed by Philip V of Spain, France and the electors of Bavaria and Saxony. Britain was drawn into the conflict by Prussia’s decision to invade the Austrian province of Silesia – Austria was a long-standing ally – and by France’s threatening moves in Flanders. In the middle of 1743 a British force, including 1st Royal Scots, crossed over to Flanders under the command of King George II. The 43rd would join them and play a distinguished role in the campaign, but before they did so they had to undergo trial by fire, when the regiment stood accused of mutiny for refusing to serve in foreign fields.

The trouble erupted not long after they arrived in London. On 14 May the regiment paraded for review on Finchley Common and there was some disappointment that the inspecting officer was not the king but Wade, now a field marshal. However, this sense of frustration was as nothing compared with the men’s growing unease about their future employment. At the completion of the inspection, orders were given for the regiment to proceed to the Isle of Dogs to prepare for embarkation to an unspecified destination. Rumour had it that they were bound for Flanders but no one really believed that: most of the men thought that it was a ruse to get them on board ship and transport them out to the West Indies, just as the men of The Royal Scots had warned. Coming on top of a feeling that they had been betrayed – they had enlisted as gentlemen soldiers for home service – it did not take long for some men to start talking about refusing to obey orders and to head north for home. Three days later 120 men did just that and set off to march the long miles back to Scotland. Their desertion was soon discovered and retribution followed them in the shape of the 3rd Foot Guards (later The Scots Guards) and 50 troopers of Horse Grenadiers who left Barnet in hot pursuit. Further north of London troops of dragoons scoured the countryside and four days later the sorry escapade came to an end when the ‘gentlemen Highlanders’ surrendered near Oundle in Northamptonshire, where they had been surrounded after being discovered hiding in a wood. Of the 120 deserters only nine managed to complete the long walk back to the Highlands, three disappeared and one died in the attempt but the remaining 107 were sent for trial by court martial. All were sentenced to death by firing squad.

Such a savage sentence would have been difficult to execute and, following a good deal of public unease, the Secretary of War announced that the king had agreed to an act of clemency. All but three of the mutineers would be sent to regiments already serving abroad, including the West Indies and Georgia in the Americas, while three would face the death penalty. These were Corporal Samuel MacPherson and Corporal Malcolm MacPherson, both of Laggan in Badenoch, and Private Farquhar Shaw of Rothiemurcus. They were all shot together in the Tower of London on 18 July, the firing party being drawn from the 3rd Foot Guards. According to contemporary witnesses it was a piteous spectacle which was only leavened by the courageous demeanour of the men as they went to their deaths. Over a century later the scene was recreated by the popular military author James Grant in ‘The Story of Farquhar Shaw’, which is considered to be one of the finest Scottish short stories of the Victorian period:


Wan, pale and careworn they looked
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