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BRITISH CAVALRYMAN

INTRODUCTION

In the campaigns of the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, the deserved reputation of the British infantry has tended to overshadow the contribution of the cavalry. The army’s mounted branch was not large: reckoning rank and file only, and excluding artillery, in 1794 the cavalry represented 17 per cent of the army (14,527 men out of 85,097), rising to 23 per cent by 1795 (28,810 out of 124, 262). After the renewal of the war in 1803 the percentage declined: 12.5 per cent in 1805 (20,316 out of 161,956, including artillery), 12 per cent in 1809, and 11.3 per cent by September 1813 (29,504 cavalry out of 260,797). When the militia is included as part of the force permanently under arms, the percentage of cavalry was reduced further, for example to 8 per cent in 1805 and 9 per cent in September 1813. From 1807 the number of cavalry remained fairly constant, between 26,000 and 29,000.

At the time, the cavalry tended to be somewhat discounted by the remainder of the army; for example, George Gleig of the 85th Light Infantry wrote of the infantry and cavalry, ‘the former ... regarding the latter as more ornamental than useful, the latter regarding the former as extremely ungenteel’. A similar opinion was overheard by Francis Skelly Tidy among the 14th Foot at Waterloo, when one man remarked, ‘They have driven back the Hussars!’ ‘What of that?’ replied his neighbour. ‘They must blow off the froth before they get to the porter.’ In fact, however, the cavalry formed an integral part of the army, performing duties vital to the success of the other ‘arms’; as the Foot Guards were heard to shout to the 7th and 15th Light Dragoons on their going into action at Mouveaux on 17 May 1794, ‘if you lather, we’ll shave them!’
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Light dragoons, in the uniform worn up to 1812, showing the dress shabraque and hussar bridle. (Print after Harry Payne, a non-contemporary image)
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An officer of the Royal Dragoons, showing the heavy cavalry uniform and equipment of 1797. (Print from the British Military Library or Journal, 1799)


RECRUITMENT & CONDITIONS

The rank and file of the cavalry were recruited, as for the rest of the army, by voluntary enlistment. A recruiting poster of the 14th Light Dragoons described some of those most likely to enlist: ‘All you who are kicking your heels behind a solitary desk with too little wages, and a pinch-gut Master – all you with too much wife, or are perplexed with obstinate and unfeeling parents.’ Although the appeal was principally to the unemployed or those tired of the impecunious grind of civilian labour, it is easy to overemphasise the duplicity of recruiters who enticed the naïve into enlisting, and the criminal element among the recruits; Wellington’s often misquoted remark concerning ‘the scum of the earth’ was made in relation to the need to widen the social background of recruits, and his addition that ‘it is really wonderful that we should have made them the fine fellows they are’ is a more accurate reflection.

It is difficult to provide a truly comprehensive analysis of the nature of those who enrolled in the army. Recruits had to be physically fit, swearing upon oath that they did not suffer from fits nor were ruptured; such was the severity of manual labour that it was estimated that one-eighth of the labouring population had a rupture. In 1806 height restrictions were 5 feet 4 inches for general service and an inch more for those choosing their own regiments. It was generally a little more for foot guards and cavalry while some restrictions were imposed for certain regiments: in August 1812, for example, it was reported that the 10th Hussars intended to discharge all men under 5 feet 7 inches. In the period just after the Napoleonic Wars, an analysis of 1,000 men accepted as fit showed that 549 were under 5 feet 7 inches, and only 49 over 5 feet 10 inches; the average chest measurement was only 32.6 inches, ‘country recruits’ being on average ¾ in. larger than those from towns.

Most recruits were young; it was stated in 1839 that those who enlisted at the age of 25 or more were ‘habitually dissipated and profligate characters, broken-down gentlemen, discharged soldiers, deserters, &c.’, and that perhaps a few as five per cent were still fit for service at the age of 40. As many as two-thirds were unable to sign their own name, though literacy was markedly greater among Scottish recruits. An analysis of the 1811 census showed that in England 35 per cent of the population was employed in agriculture, 45 per cent in trade, manufacture or handicraft, and 20 per cent lived on the rental of property or on interest from capital; in Wales agricultural workers outnumbered the manufacturers by two to one. The occupations of recruits varied with the areas from which they were drawn and with any depressions in particular trades, and although the cavalry was regarded as superior to the infantry, few recruits can have had much experience of managing horses. A random sample of 50 recruits whose occupations are recorded reveals a selection of trades much the same as for typical infantry recruits, with only four having the chance of previous experience with horses: a farrier, a waggoner, a farm servant and a farm labourer. The remainder of the sample included 15 weavers, 14 labourers, two framework knitters, two calico printers, two hosiers, and one each of the following occupations: silversmith, staymaker, cutler, sawyer, spur-maker, collier, wheelwright, cloth-maker, tailor, spinner and even a sailor (the latter an escaped Negro slave from North Carolina).
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A recruiting-party of light dragoons enlists a countryman, who tries on a helmet and sabre to the despair of his family. Note the Negro trumpeter: exotically dressed musicians were an aid to recruiting. (Mezzotint by C. Turner after John Eckstein, 1803)
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A trooper of the 4th Dragoon Guards, showing the continuing use of the basket hilted 1788-style sabre. (Print from the British Military Library, 1799)

To those living in poverty, the bounty paid to each recruit upon enlistment was a major attraction: it rose from £7/12/6d. in 1803 to £23/17/6d. in 1812 for those enlisting for life, and five guineas less for a seven-year enlistment. The latter, ‘limited service’ enlistment, was introduced in 1806; for the cavalry the initial period was for ten years, with two possible extensions of seven years each. The bounty was often an illusory boon, as recruits discovered that some was withheld to pay for part of their kit, and the rest was often drunk by the recruiting-party, whom the recruit was expected to treat. An 11th Light Dragoon writing in the United Service Journal in 1840 described how predatory NCOs would give favoured treatment only until the money was gone: ‘They will first suck you dry, and then grind you to powder’; and in July 1809 a recruit in the 18th Light Dragoons who refused to squander his bounty on his fellows was tossed in a blanket, and died from a broken neck when one corner accidentally gave way.

The vast majority enlisted for life, their service terminated only by death, incapacitating injury or disease, or discharge when their services were no longer required. Thus, a man might spend virtually his entire adult life in the one regiment: for example, at their deaths in 1800 and 1811 respectively, quartermasters Thomas Page of the 4th Dragoons and Barnes of the Royal Horse Guards had each spent fifty years in their respective regiments. Some men enlisted from a desire for glory or a glamorous uniform, illusions which were generally dispelled rapidly. This reason and lack of funds probably led the poet Coleridge to enlist in the 15th Light Dragoons in 1793, under the alias of Silas Tomkyn Comberbatch; he soon realised the wretchedness of his condition and his brother, a captain, arranged for his discharge!

The officers

Although cavalry officers occupied a somewhat privileged position, especially in fashionable regiments like the 10th Hussars, they obtained their commissions in the same way as the remainder of the army. Any young man might apply if he could provide a recommendation and afford to purchase his rank, which led to the unsatisfactory practice of commissioning children; before the system was reformed in 1802 some 20 per cent of new officers were under 15 years of age. After 1802 a minimum age of 16 was specified, but even after that half the new appointments were under the age of 20. Promotion was partly by seniority and partly by purchase, and not until 1809 was the system regulated to prevent incompetents buying their way immediately to high command. The purchase system has been overstated, however, and by the time of the Peninsular War it accounted for less than one-fifth of promotions, and for all its ills did permit those of genuine talent to rise to positions of responsibility at an early age. The price charged for cavalry commissions meant that cavalry officers needed a degree of financial independence greater than that of the infantry; the rates can be seen in Table A.

Table A: Purchasing a commission



	Rank
	Life Guards
	Royal Horse Guards
	Cavalry
	Infantry



	Lt. Colonel
	£5,200
	£4,950
	£4,982/10/-
	£3,500



	Major
	£4,250
	£4,050
	£3,882/10/-
	£2,600



	Captain
	£3,100
	£2,950
	£2,782/10/-
	£1,500



	Lieutenant
	£1,750
	£1,350
	£   997/10/-
	£   550



	Cornet/Ensign
	£1,600
	£1,050
	£   735
	£   400




Table B: Daily pay for officers



	Rank
	Life Guards
	Cavalry
	Infantry



	Colonel
	36/-
	32/10d.
	22/6d.



	Lt. Colonel
	31/-
	23/-
	15/11d.



	Major
	26/-
	19/3d.
	14/1d.



	Captain
	16/-
	14/7d.
	  9/5d.



	Lieutenant
	11/-
	  9/-
	  5/8d.



	Cornet/Ensign
	  8/6d.
	  8/-
	  4/8d.



	Quartermaster
	  6/-
	  5/6d.
	  5/8d.



	Surgeon
	12/-
	12/-
	  9/5d.




Officers’ pay was claimed to be less than it had been in 1695, once taxes were deducted, and although cavalry pay was greater than that of the infantry, cavalry officers required a private income even to pay for their kit. The daily pay, compared to that of the infantry, can be seen in Table B.

Officers’ pensions were much more generous than those granted to the other ranks: those whose services were not required might be granted permanent half-pay for their rank, and for every lost eye or limb a colonel would receive £300 p.a., a major £200, a captain £100, a lieutenant £70, and a cornet £50.

Contrary to popular belief, the majority of cavalry officers were not members of the aristocracy but from the country gentry or professional classes. For example, of 329 troop officers at Waterloo (i.e. excluding staff and administrative officers, and including one volunteer from the Ceylon Regt.), there was only one peer (the Earl of Portarlington, 23rd Light Dragoons), 13 sons of peers, 17 sons of baronets, two knights, one son of a knight, one Italian prince (Paul Ruffo, Prince Castelcicala, 6th Dragoons), one Hanoverian baron (Wilhelm Osten, 16th Light Dragoons) and one son of a German (Berg) countess (Henry Acton, 18th Light Dragoons, whose father was a general in the Neapolitan army).

Though uncommon, it was possible for a man to rise to high rank from humble background, as exemplified by two officers at Waterloo. Sir John Elley of the Royal Horse Guards was the son of an eating-house keeper and apprenticed to a tanner, who enlisted in the regiment as a private and ended his career as a lieutenant-general; James Inglis Hamilton, lieutenant-colonel of the 2nd Dragoons (killed at Waterloo), was the son of Sgt. Maj. William Anderson of the 21st Foot, born on campaign in America in 1777 and who rose through the commissioned ranks by the patronage of his father’s old commanding officer, whose name he took.

The appointment of regimental colonel was almost always bestowed upon a general officer for long or distinguished service (in the cavalry, only the Prince of Wales, colonel of the 10th Light Dragoons 1796–1820, was not a professional officer). The appointment was often for life, although a colonel might relinquish it to take up a similar position in another regiment. Throughout the period, only one cavalry colonel gave up his position for any other reason: Hugh Percy, 2nd Duke of Northumberland, who resigned the colonelcy of the Royal Horse Guards in 1806 when the Duke of York denied his request for the unprecedented power to appoint and promote the regiment’s officers. During the period of the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, the 2nd Dragoons had the most colonels of any regiment, six; conversely, five regiments had a single colonel throughout, the 1st Life Guards, 5th and 6th Dragoon Guards, and 16th and 18th Light Dragoons. Charles Moore, 1st Marquess of Drogheda, was colonel of the 18th for 62 years (1759–1821), including the first three years as lieutenant-colonel-commandant; he raised the regiment in 1759 and outlived it, as it was disbanded in the year of his death (22 December 1821, at the age of 91). A regimental colonelcy was a ceremonial and administrative appointment; colonels did not command their regiments on active service, but received a salary and were responsible for the clothing of the regiment, from the purchase of which it was possible to make a considerable profit (many colonels did not, but in November 1798 the Morning Chronicle claimed that the colonel of an infantry battalion could make between £400 and £800 per annum on its uniforms!).
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An officer of the 10th Light Dragoons, showing the 1796 light cavalry uniform; note the clipped tail of the horse. (Print from the British Military Library, 1799)

Table



	Rank
	Life Guards
	Cavalry
	Infantry



	Sergeant
	—
	2/2d.
	1/10¾d.



	Corporal
	2/6¼d.
	1/7½d.
	1/2¼d.



	Private
	1/11¼d.
	1/3d.
	1/-



	Trumpeter/Drummer
	2/6d.
	1/7d.
	1/1¼d.



	(In the Life Guards, sergeants were styled ‘corporals’)






Home service





Discipline
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