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REDCOAT OFFICER 1740–1815

INTRODUCTION

I n any army the officers are to some extent set apart from the men they lead. Their role, social background and status are often very different. As Lieutenant Nathaniel Hood of the 40th Foot rather pompously wrote: ‘Soldiers are but soldiers, and officers are soldiers and gentlemen. Under this consideration the line of distinction is preserved, the profession, through all its tracts of honour, guarded …’ In the 18th century this distinction was by no means as clear-cut as Hood and some of his colleagues may have liked, and as this study will show, the gulf between officers and men, although very real, was by no means as wide as is popularly believed, or indeed even as wide as it became in Victorian times. Nevertheless, the way in which officers in the armies of King George I, George II and George III were recruited equipped and trained was certainly different, and while ultimately they shared many of the hardships and dangers endured by their men, their experience of war was not the same.


CHRONOLOGY

This select chronology aims to provide a temporal framework for the Georgian army, and an indication of how widely it campaigned, but is not intended to be fully comprehensive.



	1740
	Expedition to Carthagena



	 
	Battle of Dettingen (Germany)



	1745–57
	Duke of Cumberland: Captain General of Army (C. in C.)



	1745
	Battle of Fontenoy (Flanders)



	 
	Battle of Prestonpans (Scotland)



	1746
	Battle of Culloden (Scotland)



	1747
	Battle of Lauffeldt (Flanders)



	1754
	French capture Fort Necessity



	 
	First regular battalion (39th) to India



	1755
	Braddock defeated on Monongahela



	1756
	French capture Fort Oswego



	1757
	French capture Fort William Henry



	 
	Battle of Plassey (India)



	1758
	Abercrombie defeated at Ticonderoga



	 
	Amherst takes Louisburg



	1759
	Battle of Minden (Germany)



	 
	Capture of Quebec



	1760
	Battle of Wandewash (India)



	 
	Battle of Warburg (Germany)



	1761
	Belle Isle Expedition (France)



	1763
	Pontiac’s Rebellion



	1775
	Battle of Bunker Hill



	1776
	Capture of New York



	1777
	Battle of Brandywine Creek



	 
	Battle of Saratoga



	1778
	Battle of Monmouth



	1779
	Defence of Savannah



	1780
	Battle of Camden



	1781
	Unsuccessful French attack on Jersey



	 
	Cornwallis surrenders at Yorktown



	1783
	British Army evacuates New York



	 
	Siege of Cuddalore (India)



	1791
	Capture of Sringapatnam



	1793 –95
	Lord Amherst (C. in C.)



	1793
	Expeditionary force sent to Flanders



	 
	Expeditionary force sent to St. Domingo (Haiti)



	1794
	Capture of Port au Prince (St. Domingo/Haiti)



	 
	Capture of Martinique



	1795
	Evacuation of British troops from



	 
	Holland/Germany



	1795–1809
	Duke of York (C. in C.)



	1796
	Expedition to Cape (South Africa)



	 
	Maroon Revolt on Jamaica



	1798
	Evacuation of British troops from St. Domingo



	 
	Rebellion in Ireland



	1799
	Helder Expedition (Holland)



	 
	Storming of Sringapatnam (India)



	1800
	Ferrol Expedition (Spain)



	 
	Liberation of Malta



	1801
	Expedition to Egypt



	 
	Defence of Elba



	1803
	Battle of Assaye (India)



	 
	Capture of St. Lucia



	1804
	Expedition to Surinam (South



	 
	America)



	1805
	Expedition to Hanover (Germany)



	1806
	Expedition to Buenos Aires



	 
	Battle of Maida (Italy)



	1807
	Expedition to Copenhagen



	 
	Capture of Curacao



	1808
	Opening campaigns of



	 
	Peninsular War



	1809–11
	Gen. David Dundas (C. in C.)



	1809
	Walcheren Expedition (Holland)



	 
	Battle of Talavera (Spain)



	1810
	Battle of Busaco (Portugal)



	 
	Capture of Guadaloupe



	1811–27
	Duke of York (C. in C.)



	1811
	Battle of Fuentes d’Onoro



	 
	(Portugal)



	 
	Battle of Albuera (Spain)



	1812
	Battle of Salamanca (Spain)



	 
	Battle of Queenston Heights



	 
	(Canada)



	1813
	Battle of Vittoria (Spain)



	 
	Battle of Crysler’s Farm (Canada)



	1814
	Battle of Toulouse ends



	 
	Peninsular War



	 
	Battle of Lundy’s Lane (Canada)



	1815
	Battle of New Orleans (USA)



	 
	Battle of Waterloo
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This illustration is copied from one of a remarkable series of watercolour sketches by an officer named William Loftie, who served in the 16th Foot for over 20 years between 1793 and 1815. Most of his output dates from around 1800 and records some wide variations from the regulations. This officer of the 21st Regiment (or Royal North British Fuziliers), 1801, presents a number of interesting features such as the Tarleton helmet worn in place of a fusilier cap, and the short jacket with blue facings and gold lace which might indicate a member of the light company were it not for the white hackle in his helmet. Note also the very distinctive non-regulation pointed cuffs.


THE STRUCTURE OF AN INFANTRY REGIMENT

The primary aim of this study of redcoat officers is to describe the men who served as infantry officers in the army between 1740 and 1815, how they went about joining and how they were trained and promoted. However, it will be helpful to put them in context by taking a brief look at the command structure of a typical infantry regiment.

For most of the time under discussion, an infantry regiment had just one battalion. There were exceptions; second battalions were often added in wartime but it was very rare for both battalions to actually serve together and to all intents and purposes they were normally independent of each other.

The regiment was commanded by a colonel; in the early days he gave the regiment its name and actually led it in the field. However, from the mid-18th century onwards his role was no more than an administrative one. He was in fact a colonel-proprietor, or inhaber, and actual command was exercised by his notional deputy, the lieutenant-colonel, assisted by the major.

Throughout this period infantry battalions were normally made up of ten companies, each commanded by a captain, and until 25 May 1803, three of the captains also ranked as field officers; the colonel, lieutenant colonel and major. However, on 1 September 1795 an additional lieutenant-colonel and major were added to the establishment of each battalion. These additional officers, unlike their existing counterparts, did not have to look after a company as well as carrying out their regimental duties. A subsequent War Office circular dated 27 May 1803, stated that ‘… in future each Troop and Company throughout the Army shall have an effective Captain, and therefore that the Colonels, First Lieutenant Colonels, and First Majors, in the respective Regiments, shall no longer have Troops or Companies.’ At the same time three captains were added to the establishment in order to take over the vacated companies – abolishing the rank of captain-lieutenant in the process.

Until 1803 it was the captain-lieutenant that actually commanded the colonel’s own company. He occupied an ambiguous position in that he was the senior lieutenant in the regiment and paid accordingly, but in practice he normally enjoyed the status of junior captain, and was entitled to be addressed as such. Moreover, when he received any subsequent promotion, his seniority as a fully fledged captain was counted from the date of his earlier appointment as captain-lieutenant rather than the actual date of his promotion to the higher rank.

This can be seen in the example of Lieutenant James Urquhart, who became Captain-Lieutenant of the 14th Foot on 22 December 1772, and as such remained junior to all the captains until 10 December 1775. On that date he succeeded to the command of a company and then ranked as third in order of seniority, ahead of five other officers who had been promoted directly to captain in the intervening period and had, until that moment, outranked him.

The lieutenant was normally second in command of the company. Originally there was only one lieutenant to each company (including the captain-lieutenant), but grenadier companies had two since their officers needed to be men of some experience. There was also a longstanding practise of taking on an additional lieutenant in wartime. These additional officers were the first to be placed on half-pay on the outbreak of peace and should not be confused with the second lieutenant. Ordinarily, the most junior commissioned officer in the company was the ensign (although Grenadier companies had none), and in Fusilier regiments they were designated as second lieutenants, although this was merely a terminological distinction.

In addition to the company grade or line officers in each infantry battalion, there were four regimental staff officers; surgeon, chaplain, quartermaster, paymaster and adjutant.

The surgeon held his commission by virtue of his professional standing and his status was on a par with a captain when it came to the allocation of billets and allowances.
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Sir William Howe, the British Commander-in-Chief in North America during the early part of the Revolutionary War. Although he never lost a battle, he failed to destroy the embryonic American Army.
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Brigadier-General Charles O’Hara surrenders to Major-General Lincoln at Yorktown in 1781.

Chaplains were rarely encountered in the army, especially on foreign postings. The appointment was really a sinecure in the gift of the colonel, and so flagrantly abused as such that on 23 September 1796, a Royal Warrant abolished regimental chaplains. Those already appointed (few if any actually spent any time at all with their unit) were pensioned off and no more were taken on. Instead, all future religious care was to be exercised by brigade or garrison chaplains, acting under the authority of the chaplain-general, but otherwise commanding officers of a religious mind were encouraged to seek the services of any local clergymen.

Although quartermasters’ commissions were originally purchasable – like any other – this practice was forbidden by George III in 1779: ‘the proper persons to be recommended for quartermasters are active Sergeants, His Majesty not thinking the office very fit for men of better extraction and consequently very improper for a Captain’. Nevertheless, there was nothing to prevent a quartermaster who had risen from the ranks subsequently holding an ensign’s commission by purchase. A particularly good example was Alexander Davidson, who was commissioned quartermaster of 1/1st (Royal) on 28 May 1782. Ten years later, while the battalion was on Jamaica, he obtained an ensign’s commission and he would have been promoted to lieutenant in October 1794 but died before the good news reached him on St. Domingo.

Prior to 1797 the paymaster’s job, oddly enough, was held on a part-time basis by one of the company officers – almost invariably one of the captains. He did not hold rank as such, but took on the job in addition to his ordinary military duties after providing suitable financial securities. This was a hangover from the days when each captain ran his own company and expected to profit from doing so, but on 18 November 1797, a circular letter from the War Office advised that all existing appointments would cease as of 24 December. Those nominated to fill the position after that date were to be properly commissioned as such; but while they were to rank with the captains, it was strictly laid down that they were not to undertake ordinary regimental duties, assume military command, or expect promotion.

The adjutant was expected to act as assistant to the major, look after the drill of recruits (including newly commissioned ensigns) and generally take responsibility for administration. The appointment was traditionally given to keen young lieutenants, or (much less commonly) to ensigns. On 10 June 1802, a War Office circular laid down that they were no longer to receive their subaltern’s pay and were to be borne on the regiment’s books as supernumeraries in whatever rank they presently held. Those adjutants not already holding subalterns’ commissions were to rank as ensigns as of 25 May 1802, and while they would initially draw pay for that rank, they would subsequently rise in seniority accordingly.


THE OFFICERS

Studies of the social origins and backgrounds of 18th-century army officers suggest that in 1780 some 24 percent of them were members of the aristocracy – including numerous untitled younger sons and grandsons of peers – while a further 16 percent were drawn from the old landed gentry or baronetage (which, socially, amounted to pretty much the same thing). Together, therefore, they accounted for some 40 percent of all officers, which would at first sight appear to confirm popular impressions. However, after 1800, these upper-class officers were disproportionately concentrated in the Household units, particularly in the even more fashionable Hussar regiments. This is starkly illustrated by the fact that while only 19.5 percent of first commissions were being purchased in 1810, they accounted for 44 percent of the ensigns in the Guards and 47 percent of cavalry cornets.
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This sitter is normally identified as Lieutenant-General Simon Fraser (d.1782), but despite the distinctive Lovat features, the style of the uniform suggests he is actually another officer of that name who was promoted Major-General on 3 May 1796, and who subsequently served as a Lieutenant-General in Portugal. (Private Collection)


An interesting contemporary comment on the situation can be found in a letter written by Ensign William Thornton Keep of 2/28th in 1812: ‘Many of our Gents are restless to remove from the infantry to cavalry, particularly if at all aristocratically inclined, for the latter though expensive is considered the most dashing service, and is generally selected by young men of good fortune and family. The consequence is that officers of the infantry hold themselves in very low estimation comparatively.’ In fact, another recent study suggests that during the American Revolutionary War only 7 percent of ordinary infantry officers serving in the line were from the aristocracy, titled or otherwise, and another 5 percent from the baronetage, thereby accounting for just 12 percent of the total, as against 40 percent in the army at large.


Consequently the social distribution could be very uneven. Some regiments certainly prided themselves on maintaining a ‘select’ officer corps, while others must have been much more workaday in style. The 34th Foot, for example, were famously known in the Napoleonic period as ‘The Cumberland Gentlemen’, and John le Couteur of the 104th smugly recorded in his diary for 31 October 1814 that: ‘Sir James (Kempt) was pleased to say that He had never seen a mess so like the establishment of a private family of distinction.’ The officers’ mess of the 39th Foot in the 1740s’ on the other hand, was a much more robust establishment in which Lieutenant Dawkins once threatened to cut his major’s throat!

In peacetime the army maintained a reduced establishment in which promotions and appointments by purchase naturally predominated, but in wartime, with a greater number of casualties occurring, it was a very different matter. Not only was the creation of officers within existing regiments increased, but a whole host of new regiments were raised, all in turn requiring a steady supply of officers. If too many of those officers became casualties they too would have to be replaced by yet more
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