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Preface and Acknowledgements

For many years the Battle of Culloden has been acknowledged as the last of the battles that have disfigured the frequently troubled relationship between England and Scotland. It was fought by two armies, one led by the Duke of Cumberland on the Hanoverian side (the government or royal army) and the other by Prince Charles Edward Stuart or Bonnie Prince Charlie (the Jacobite or Highland army). Contrary to popular belief, not all of the 9000 soldiers in Cumberland’s army were English and not all of the 5000 in the Jacobite army were Scots or even Highlanders, but that did not stop the myth-making. In time Culloden was personified as a fight between the English and the Scots, or even as a battle involving romantic kilted Highlanders on one side and dastardly red-coated English and Lowland Scots on the other. Neither is true, but both viewpoints came to be accepted, largely as a result of a deep-seated need to mythologise the former and demonise the latter. As a result ‘Culloden’ became useful shorthand to delineate Scotland’s history in terms of battles fought long ago, such as Bannockburn, a justly famous victory for the Scottish King Robert Bruce over the army of King Edward II in 1314; or Flodden, a disastrous setback two hundred years later when James IV, an otherwise sensible king, led his country’s army to a quite unnecessary defeat at the hands of the English Earl of Surrey on 9 September 1513.

To be fair, modern historians have worked hard and successfully to correct those impressions; most recent accounts of the Battle of Culloden place it firmly within the context of a doomed French-supported rebellion raised in the name of the Catholic Stuarts and aimed at unseating the reigning Hanoverian royal family. It has also come to be regarded – rightly so – as one of the battles in the contemporaneous War of the Austrian Succession (1740–8), which took its name from the failure of the ruler of the Hapsburg monarchy to father a male heir and involved most of the European powers.

This violent struggle was fought initially in continental Europe, pitting Britain and her allies against the combined forces of France and Spain – both Catholic countries – and the threat of French invasion was rightly feared. It was not simply a religious war, in which Protestant fought Catholic – Britain’s principal ally, Hapsburg Austria, was of the latter persuasion – but as the fighting spread into the Caribbean and North America it gave British foreign policy a religious dimension by stimulating anti-Catholic sentiments.

Prince Charles Edward Stuart was a Catholic and had been supported by King Louis XV of France, albeit somewhat half-heartedly. The inference was clear: at a time when Britain was engaged in a conflict aimed at suppressing what seemed to be Catholic tyranny, the Jacobites were viewed as part of an international conspiracy in which the Stuart cause was inextricably linked to the global interests of France and her allies.1 It was perhaps not surprising that, not long after Bonnie Prince Charlie had arrived in Moidart with his followers during the summer of 1745, the government in London began enforcing long-dormant laws aimed at preventing Catholics from bearing arms, owning horses or gathering in large numbers for worship or other purposes. As one contemporary verse had it, the Catholic Antichrist had ‘join’d with a Hellish Band of Jacobite Thieves’.2

At the time, and in the years following the uprising, the British government was quite sanguine about the fact that within Britain support for the Jacobites had been confined to Scotland and was prevalent mainly amongst the Highland population. That was known and understood, but there had also been widespread fears about the country’s capacity to contain the Catholic threat. Cumberland’s victory at Culloden eased those concerns by eliminating the Jacobite menace, putting paid to Catholic interference in domestic and foreign policy and thwarting, for the time being, the enemy’s territorial ambitions. With those threats crushed or at least confined to the Scottish Highlands, which would shortly undergo a process of rapid and violent pacification, the government was able to turn its mind to determining the future of British power and to the prospect of expanding its influence in the wider world. Many of those involved in that imperial process were young officers of the British Army who had learned their trade while serving under Cumberland; as history was to show, they had learned their lesson well.

There was certainly no lack of opportunity for them to hone their military skills. No sooner had the Culloden campaign ended than many were back in action, fighting against the French and their allies in Flanders until the war ended in 1748. It was only a short respite. Within eight years Britain was to be at France’s throat again, fighting the Seven Years War (1756–63), which forms most of the background for the present book. Not only was this one of the most successful wars ever fought by Britain, but it put paid to French hopes of building a world empire in North America, India and the Caribbean. At the same time a rival British empire was cemented in those same territories and in Britain the Hanoverian dynasty was secured once and for all.

There was to be further fighting between Britain and France in 1778, but that came about as a result of a revolt by the North American colonists who received French support. The final confrontation in 1793–1815 was prompted by the French Revolution and led to the collapse of the French Empire created by Napoleon Bonaparte. Although the latter two conflicts are not strictly part of the present story, they have been alluded to within the narrative as the lives and careers of many of the participants span all the wars fought against France in the second half of the eighteenth century. It is a well-attested fact that between the Act of Union, which brought Britain into being in 1707, and the final defeat of Napoleon in 1815, which ended French dreams of imperial domination, the two countries were rarely at peace; and that experience had an impact on the development of the British Army.

Most of the senior officers in the Duke of Cumberland’s army came from English or Irish backgrounds or were Lowland Scots – in other words they were British – and after Culloden many of them went on to enjoy solid and in some cases spectacular careers in the British Army as a result of the patronage of their commanding general. They were Cumberland’s men and they quickly became an identifiable military grouping within the British Army when they served in the European, North American and Indian theatres of military operations. In the parlance of a later age and usage they belonged to ‘Cumberland’s Ring’.

In so doing they showed that they had learned the lessons of the Jacobite campaign and remembered them in later operations. Perhaps the most pertinent, because it was the most potent, was the value of sustained and disciplined musketry. At Cumberland’s insistence the lines of government infantrymen had been instructed in new drills to counter the ferocious charge of claymore-wielding clansmen when they clashed at Culloden, but it was the unrelenting volleys of rapid and accurate musket fire from the infantrymen which won the day. Backed by artillery the tactics soon became a battle winner, as was made evident during the later Battles of Minden and the Plains of Abraham, two of the most successful set-piece battles (from a British point of view) of the Seven Years War. Equally, in the counter-insurgency phase which followed Culloden, battalion commanders used tactics which would be employed later against native American allies of the French in the fighting in North America – displacing the population and destroying their property as part of a group punishment for supporting the opposition. Although they are to be deplored and achieved nothing other than alienation and a long-lasting bitterness, such tactics were not untypical of the period. However, more astute commanders came round to the belief that in warfare of that kind the population had to be won over. During the post-Culloden period there was considerable discussion about the value of using the army as a force for good in restoring order and obliterating the root causes of rebellion. But the main characteristic that unites the officers in the Cumberland Ring is that, like all good soldiers, they learned from their experiences in the Jacobite campaign, profited from them and put them to good use in the Seven Years War, especially in the fighting in North America and India which gained Britain its first empire. Telling that story is the main purpose of this book.

Its creation is very much the culmination of a lifelong interest in the history of the British Army and the British Empire. It would therefore be invidious of me not to thank the publishers and editors who have encouraged me over the years by commissioning books which I hope have illuminated that abiding concern. Each one played a key role and across the years I offer them my thanks: Susan Watt (particularly for The Last Days of the Raj), Alan Samson (particularly for Glubb Pasha and Crimea), Hugh Andrew (particularly for The Flowers of the Forest: Scotland and the First World War) and Bill Campbell (particularly for Death Before Dishonour and the concise histories of Scotland’s infantry regiments). For much support and encouragement I also wish to salute the following: Gloria Ferris, my erstwhile agent, John Bright-Holmes, a prince among editors, and Andrew Roberts, one of our great historians.

Histories of the Jacobite uprisings and the Battle of Culloden are legion and the subject has generated a huge amount of interest and debate in recent years. Amongst those authors who have illuminated my research I would like to acknowledge and thank the following: Christopher Duffy, Bruce Lenman, Frank McLynn, Murray Pittock, John Prebble, Stuart Reid and W.A. Speck.

For their customary courteous help and advice in identifying archive material from the period, thanks are due to the staffs of the British Library in London, the National Archives at Kew, the National Library of Scotland and the National Archives of Scotland in Edinburgh. While writing this book I had the good fortune to hold an Honorary Fellowship in the School of History, Classics and Archaeology at the University of Edinburgh which allowed me the privilege of making full use of the holdings of the admirable university library.

Over the years I have been privileged to enjoy a close relationship with the British Army and I would like to take this opportunity to thank the officers and men of The Royal Regiment of Scotland and their predecessor regiments. It is impossible to name each and every individual but they will know who they are and the extent of my gratitude.

Although he would not have known it at the time, the original impetus for this book came from my good friend and fellow military historian Iain Gale while he was editing the magazine of the National Trust for Scotland and encouraged me to write a piece arguing that consideration should be given to the idea of raising a monument at Culloden to commemorate the red-coated government soldiers killed in the battle. When I suggested this book to my publisher, the ever supportive and ever positive Tim Whiting at Little Brown, he happily fell in with the idea and provided equal help and encouragement as it came to fruition. During the editing process I received much valuable assistance and good advice from his colleagues Claudia Connal and Iain Hunt, who have my thanks. As ever, any remaining infelicities remain my responsibility alone.

Trevor Royle

Edinburgh/Angus

Winter 2015


Prologue

DRUMMOSSIE MOOR, DAWN, WEDNESDAY 16 APRIL 1746

Dreich is a good Scots word. It means ‘dreary, bleak’, and it describes perfectly the weather conditions on Drummossie Moor, a desolate open plain some six miles to the east of Inverness, as a bitterly cold, wet night gave way to a grudging dawn in the uncertain Scottish spring of 1746. A dreich day, but not untypical for the time of year. Leaden skies and low scudding clouds brought freezing cold rain in from the north-east, mist covered the high ground along the ridge of Beinn Buidhe Mhòr and Carn nan Tri-tighearnan to the south-east; while to the north, in the waters of the Moray Firth, sea and sky were almost inseparable in their uniform grey drabness.

As for the moor itself, it was unremarkable, a flat undulating plain bounded to the east by the valley of the River Nairn, with the foothills of the Monadhliath mountains rising beyond to the south. On a summer’s day, with the sun shining, Drummossie Moor has its charms, but on a wet spring morning, chilled by a rain-soaked wind, it is a desolate and unprepossessing place. As a contemporary description put it, ‘the external appearance of the country is not very inviting, and must seem rather wild and romantic to a stranger.’1 One thing was certain, as anyone living locally would have remarked: it was not a day to be out and about unless there was urgent business in hand.

But even at that early hour, and despite the discouraging conditions, the moor had been peopled. On its western limits lay a stretch of flat and often boggy open ground across which groups of obviously weary men were making their way in no particular order to form two lines facing north-east. The ground they were occupying crossed the spine of Drummossie Moor, being bounded to the north by the parkland of Culloden House, a gracious Jacobean pile owned by Duncan Forbes, Lord Chief Justice of Scotland, a man of Presbyterian principles who was widely admired for his good sense and sagacity. To the south of the ragged lines lay another walled enclosure known as Culwhiniac, one of the few parts of the moor which hinted at human habitation, having been built to offer shelter to the sheep which used the grazings on the moor in spring and summer.

The men who occupied that space were few in number, no more than five thousand, and most of them were hungry, dispirited and desperately tired, having been involved in a gruelling and pointless cross-country march which had taken them east towards the small neighbouring town of Nairn before turning back in the grey light of dawn. About half of them, perhaps even fewer, were mountain people from the Highland areas of Scotland, bound together by ties of blood and name which bred a fierce loyalty and provided the bedrock of one of the last feudal societies in eighteenth-century Europe.2 To outsiders such men seemed little better than barbarians who spoke a strange lilting language and wore clothes made of animal skins and coarse patterned wool, but at home in their mountain fastnesses they were lords of all they surveyed, existing in closely knit communities ruled by a dynastic chieftain, the man to whom they owed utmost loyalty and devotion. This did not make them savages, as contemporary propaganda described them in order to belittle them as people and denigrate their soldierly abilities. On the contrary, most were skilled in field craft and proficient in handling weapons – sword or musket – and, serving in clan regiments, they had officers with some experience of the military life or of wars in Europe. Touchy, proud, strangely atavistic to the modern eye and immersed in a savage code of honour, these men were on the moor for only one reason – to support the claims of the House of Stuart to the throne of the Kingdom of Great Britain (as England and Scotland had become following the Act of Union of 1707).

Their hopes were centred on one man, Prince Charles Edward Louis John Casimir Sylvester Severino Maria Stuart, the eldest son of James Francis Edward Stuart, himself the eldest son of King James II of England and VII of Scotland, the last Catholic king to hold the British throne before he fled into exile in 1688. Commonly known as ‘Bonnie Prince Charlie’ or ‘The Young Pretender’, the prince had landed in Scotland in August 1745 with the intention of raising a rebellion which would return the crown to his father, who would then rule as King James III and VIII. Just under a year later that impulse had brought him on to the moor at the head of the Highland or Jacobite army whose soldiers were taking up their positions in the cold lifeless light of early morning.

Amongst them were men of Atholl and Stewarts of Appin on the right of the first line, with other clan regiments including Clan Chattan in the centre and Clan Donald on the left. This greatly angered the latter three regiments – Clanranald’s, Keppoch’s and Glengarry’s – which by tradition had occupied the right of the line ever since the privilege had been granted to them during the reign of King Robert the Bruce. Behind them were others who were neither Highland nor Catholic, but who were present out of allegiance to prominent supporters of the Stuart cause, such as the Duke of Perth, Lord Lewis Gordon and Lord David Ogilvy, wealthy Episcopalian landowners from Aberdeenshire, Angus and Perthshire; also in the ranks were Irish and French mercenaries in red uniforms and John Roy Stewart’s Edinburgh Regiment, formed of adventurers and dreamers from the Lowlands, deserters from the royal army or those who had allowed themselves to be pressed into service through drink or bribes in pursuit of a romantic cause.

They all had their reasons for being there to support Prince Charles, but another element also united them: all were equal in the face of the grim conditions. Later one of their leaders, old Simon Fraser, Lord Lovat, would say: ‘None but a mad fool would have fought that day.’3

Riding a grey gelding and dressed in a tartan jacket with a white cockaded bonnet on his head, Prince Charles cut a brave but incongruous figure as he rode through the sleet on to the moor. A few clansmen greeted him with huzzas, bonnets were raised in polite salute, but there were also grumbles from men who were exhausted and hungry and would soon be facing the shock of battle. To encourage them the prince cried out that ‘the day will be ours!’, but this was mere braggadocio. Already it was clear to the more experienced Jacobite officers that, with its bogs and exposed terrain, the moor was no place to take on the disciplined modern forces which would soon be confronting them.

Shortly before eleven o’clock the Highlanders got a first glimpse of their opponents as the leading columns of red-coated infantrymen marched on to the moor from the direction of Nairn, where they had camped the previous night. They too had been awake since first light, called to order by beat of drum at four o’clock in the morning to begin the task of assembling in columns to march the twelve miles which would take them towards their enemy. Parading by battalion – the standard infantry formation, each battalion numbering roughly four hundred and eighty soldiers – they moved into three columns with the colour parties leading the way, bravely carrying the standards which gave the regiments their identity – the Union flag of the King’s Colour and the different facings of the Regimental Colours, blue, yellow, green or buff, carried by fresh-faced young ensigns who had scarcely entered their teens.

Behind the colour parties marched the first companies of men, taller and better built, with a swagger to their step and wearing mitre hats; these were the grenadiers, who once had been armed with spherical grenades but by the time of Culloden formed the right flank companies. Behind them came the rank and file: infantrymen wearing red coats, waist length at the front with short skirts to the rear, the high collar and cuffs yellow or blue and trimmed with white lace. Each man wore a black tricorn cap and carried a muzzle-loading flintlock musket topped with a socket bayonet – a weapon in time to be memorialised as the Brown Bess, which in the hands of an experienced soldier could fire off four rounds per minute. There were also three formations of mounted cavalry – Cobham’s Dragoons, Lord Mark Kerr’s Dragoons and Kingston’s Horse – and an artillery detachment equipped with three-pounder guns possessing a range of five hundred yards. But the main cutting edge was provided by the infantry.

In addition to the presence of three companies of Highlanders who acted as skirmishers (often referred to as the Argyll Militia), three of the infantry battalions (Royals, Campbell’s North British Fusiliers and Sempill’s) were Scottish in make-up, one (Blakeney’s) was Irish and the rest were English, although the muster rolls of all fifteen regiments show large numbers of Irishmen in the ranks. They were battle-hardened, too. Half of them had recently returned from Europe, where in June 1743 they had fought at Dettingen, which had seen the defeat of a French army by a joint British-Austrian-Hanoverian force. Others still had fought in May 1745 at the inconclusive Battle of Fontenoy, where their commander had been Prince William Augustus, the Duke of Cumberland, a younger son of the Hanoverian King George II. Born in 1721 and ennobled five years later, he had been something of a favourite with his parents, who denied him nothing. A precocious child, he was educated by private tutors and seems to have spent some time at Westminster School in London before joining the armed forces, first the Royal Navy and then the army after being commissioned in the Coldstream Guards in 1740. He was also the commander of the royal army on Drummossie Moor, a heavily built young man who believed in firm discipline and gave his orders in a style that was not ‘softened by gentle persuasive arguments by which gentlemen, particularly those of a British constitution, must be governed’.4

By midday the two forces had arrived on the moor and the royal army was finalising its positions within six hundred yards of the Jacobite line, which now straggled out in two ranks around a thousand yards in length. There was still no let-up in the wretched weather; clouds scudded overhead, and the rain and sleet beat down remorselessly from the north-east as the drums continued to rattle from within the royal army and the Jacobite pipers replied in defiance.


1

THE HEAVIEST CURSE THAT CAN BEFALL AN UNHAPPY PEOPLE1

On 9 August 1745 Major Hugh Wentworth, the garrison commander at Fort Augustus in Inverness-shire, received a letter he had long anticipated. Written by Captain Edward Wilson, who was deployed with around seventy infantrymen of Guise’s Regiment in the Bernera barracks at Glenelg on the Sound of Sleat, directly opposite the island of Skye, it brought baleful news. A French man-of-war had been sighted off Skye, and it had landed a party of men and ammunition further down the coast at Borrodale in nearby Arisaig.

Two days later another letter reached Wentworth telling him that Wilson had spoken to a local informant, ‘who had supped with the young Sheiffeleare the night before last at Knoidart’; a third letter from Wilson insisted that if the strangers were to ‘attempt this barrack, we cannot hold out long, but shall give them all the powder and ball we have’. But by then Wentworth knew all that he needed to know.2 The ‘sheiffeleare’, or chevalier, was none other than Prince Charles Edward Stuart, otherwise known as Bonnie Prince Charlie, the man who had returned to Britain through Scotland as regent to his father James in order to reclaim for him the thrones of Great Britain.

An experienced army officer from Yorkshire, Wentworth knew only too well what was afoot. Within the area of his operational command at Fort Augustus on the south-west corner of Loch Ness a potentially serious uprising was about to erupt, the latest in a chain of Catholic-inspired insurgencies which had bedevilled Scotland throughout the century.

The move was not unexpected. Support for the Stuart cause had remained strong in early eighteenth-century Scotland, maintained primarily but not uniquely in socially conservative Episcopalian and Catholic families who deplored the Union of the Parliaments of 1707 and the rule of the Whigs. (In general the Whig faction in British politics supported the Protestant succession and abhorred the possibility of a return to power by the Catholic Stuarts.) There was also a widespread belief in Scotland that whereas the Stuarts had abdicated the crown in England in 1689, they had only forfeited the Scottish crown and were entitled to reclaim it; in so doing they still had dynastic legitimacy north of the border. At the same time the performance of the Scottish economy was poor, especially once successive crippling tax regimes had been imposed following the union. All this led to disaffection with the government in London and helped to keep Jacobitism alive, not merely as a sentimental longing for times past but as a realistic alternative to the union and the House of Hanover, Britain’s royal family since 1714. What gave substance to that disaffection was the presence in the Highlands of armed clansmen fiercely loyal to their clan chiefs who provided the basis of a credible and capable Jacobite army.

There was though a balancing factor. While considerable backing existed for the return of a Scottish parliament, many Presbyterian Scots in the Lowlands could not countenance the restoration of a Catholic monarch – especially if it involved French support, as indeed seemed to be the case in 1745. Britain had been at war with France since the previous year contesting the War of the Austrian Succession, fighting mainly in Flanders, and during that time the French government had given serious thought to using the Stuarts to foment and lead a Jacobite rebellion in Britain. At the end of 1743 King Louis XV had given his blessing to a plan which would have seen a French force of 10,000 soldiers assemble at Dunkirk, where they would cross the Channel and land at Maldon near Colchester prior to a march on London. The enterprise depended on the French navy winning command of the Channel from the Royal Navy, but a massive storm in February 1744 ripped apart the rival fleets off Dungeness, ensuring that no French invasion could take place that year.

Even so, the revelation of the French invasion plan concentrated minds in London, where the government under the leadership of Henry Pelham, who had been in office since December 1743, was well aware of the possibility that Scotland might provide fertile ground for a fresh Jacobite challenge backed by France. There had been several attempts at restoring the Stuarts earlier in the century, the most serious having been mounted in 1715, but by the 1740s support for the cause had narrowed itself down to Scotland, where the main centres of Jacobite influence were in the north-east and the Highland areas beyond the Great Glen. Of course there were still Jacobite sympathisers in England, but the harsh reality was that most of the great pro-Jacobite families had effectively embraced the Whig regime which had been in power since the succession of King George I in 1714 and was to reign supreme until the reign of King George III. Of particularly vital concern to them was the important patronage which this so-called ‘Whig Supremacy’ was able to offer. If any revolt were to be raised in the 1740s, the odds were that it would come from Scotland.

With that in mind, the government ordered their commander-in-chief in Scotland, Lieutenant-General Sir John Cope, to make preparations for the defence of the Highlands, as that remote land mass would be the most likely focus for the raising of a revolt in support of the Stuart cause. Cope was an experienced veteran who had fought at the Battle of Dettingen, and he acted quickly by making immediate use of the defences put in place by Field Marshal George Wade in the wake of the earlier Jacobite rebellion in 1715. As part of his pacification policy for the north of Scotland, Wade was responsible for the construction of defensive points at Fort George, Fort Augustus and Fort William, the aim being to control the important line of communication through Loch Ness and Loch Lochy, the route of the later Caledonian Canal.

Reacting to the government’s orders, Cope ordered three companies of Guise’s Regiment3 to march to Fort William, the southernmost strongpoint, while an additional three companies moved to Fort Augustus and two others deployed to Fort George outside Inverness. At the same time single companies were sent to smaller garrisons at Bernera and at Ruthven near Kingussie. There was also a small presence at Castle Duart on the island of Mull.4 Each company should have been about seventy strong, but detachments had had to be withdrawn to furnish working parties on the roads, so the garrisons in place were inadequate to mount a serious defence to a determined attacking force. The challenge was not long in coming.

The French warship sighted by Captain Wilson was the Doutelle (or Du Teillay), a trim little frigate lightly armed and made for speed. It was owned by a French privateer of Irish extraction called Antoine Walsh, a former French naval officer whose father Philip had transported James Stuart to France from Ireland following the disastrous Jacobite campaign of 1689. On board were Prince Charles and his party, which included seven boon companions who were later to become immortalised in Jacobite folklore as the ‘Seven Men of Moidart’. As befitted those who had espoused the Jacobite cause in exile, they were ‘a most extraordinary band of followers’: the ailing and gout-ridden William Murray, Marquess of Tullibardine (also styled Duke of Atholl by his followers); Aeneas Macdonald, the expedition’s banker, who was in the party to win over his brother Donald of Kinlochmoidart; Colonel Francis Strickland, the only Englishman and a member of an old Westmorland Jacobite family; and four Irishmen – Sir Thomas Sheridan, the prince’s old tutor, George Kelly, a Protestant clergyman, Sir John Macdonald, a dipsomaniacal former cavalry officer, and Colonel John William O’Sullivan, a presumptuous Franco-Irish army officer. According to the memoirs of the Chevalier James Johnstone, an Edinburgh-born Jacobite sympathiser and later an aide to Prince Charles who kept a record of the enterprise, all had varying degrees of military experience but none were in the first flush of youth; they constituted in his opinion a ‘ridiculous retinue’.5 What bound them together was the prince’s plan to sail to Scotland to raise a rebellion amongst Jacobite supporters and then to put his father back on the throne.

It is important not to underestimate the incredible willpower and enthusiasm which the young prince brought to the enterprise; he seemed to understand the absolute importance of getting to Scotland without further ado and of refusing to let any obstacles get in his way. He also realised that if the operation were successful it would force France’s hand to support the cause by sending forces to invade England.

The frigate had sailed from the Loire at the end of June and had been joined at sea by the French man-of-war L’Elisabeth, armed with sixty-four guns. L’Elisabeth was carrying weapons and ammunition – broadswords, muskets and twenty field guns – as well as money and a token collection of around seven hundred volunteer soldiers drawn from the Irish Brigade, one of several mercenary formations which served in the French army; many of its members were veterans of the recent fighting in Flanders. The small squadron was bound for the north-west coast of Scotland and initially the two ships made good time, but on 9 July, while a hundred miles west of the Lizard, they were intercepted by HMS Lion, fifty-eight guns, under the command of Captain Percy Brett RN. A fierce close-quarter battle began between the two capital ships, while the smaller Doutelle stood off and awaited the outcome: the French and British vessels were evenly matched in terms of firepower and that parity prevented either from getting the upper hand. After five hours of heavy pounding, L’Elisabeth and the Lion were badly damaged and had taken substantial casualties amongst their crews, leaving Brett with little option but to break off as night fell and to limp back towards Plymouth. When it became clear that L’Elisabeth was unable to continue, Walsh had no option but to head north towards Scotland, even though that meant leaving behind the bigger ship’s valuable cargo of weapons and soldiers.

Having taken leave of the stricken L’Elisabeth, Walsh made sail on a northerly course to reach Barra, the southernmost of the Western Isles, and on 23 July the Doutelle made its first landfall on the small island of Eriskay. There the prince was welcomed by Alexander Macdonald of Boisdale, half-brother to the Macdonalds of Clanranald and a powerful local Catholic magnate. The information received by Macdonald was not encouraging; in response, aghast at the lack of money, arms and manpower necessary for an uprising, he advised the prince that he would not receive the backing of two influential West Highland supporters, Macdonald of Sleat and Macleod of Macleod, both of whom had earlier pledged their willingness to ‘come out’ in the Jacobite cause provided that Charles received military backing in Paris. At that, recalled O’Sullivan later, ‘everybody was strock as with a thunderbolt’.6 It could have signalled the end of the enterprise, but Charles was determined to continue, and next day the Doutelle set sail again to cross the southern waters of the Minch, its destination the remote and scarcely penetrable fastness of the mountainous coastline of Arisaig, Morar and Moidart.

It was at that stage that Captain Wilson sighted the French ship from his strongpoint in Glenelg and his dispatch started alarm bells ringing at distant Fort Augustus. There was now no doubt that Prince Charles had arrived in Scotland and would soon be stirring up the long-feared Jacobite uprising amongst the pro-Catholic clans of the western Highlands and islands. Having ascertained the facts, Wentworth sent a warning letter to Cope:



The people in general in this neighbourhood seem mightily rejoiced to find the Chevalier is so near them, and within these two days all the gentlemen of any figure in this part of the world are all gone off. One Glengarry said yesterday, before he left home, to the blacksmith that was shoeing his horses that these Barracks should be in his possession before Saturday night. I have taken all possible care …7





Wentworth was right to take precautions, for Charles’s arrival on the Scottish mainland had indeed excited considerable local interest and excitement. Having made a second landfall on the Scottish mainland in Arisaig, on the northern shore of Loch nan Uamh, Charles and his party took up residence inside the farmhouse of Borrodale belonging to the Clanranalds. There he received a number of delegations of local dignitaries who came to pay their respects and to weigh up their response to the prince’s plea for assistance. From this point onwards, despite the defections of Macdonald and Macleod on Skye, the uprising started to gather the kind of momentum which was capable of growing into a realisable insurgency. Using his undoubted personal charm, Charles began to work on the local clan leaders both at Borrodale and then at Kinlochmoidart six miles to the south; his first converts were the Clanranalds, who were followed by their Macdonald kinsmen of Glencoe and Keppoch. At the same time the first support from outside the Highland bounds came from the unexpected arrival of John Gordon of Glenbucket, a venerable landowner from the north-east, the first of his class to declare for the prince’s cause. The biggest prize though was Donald Cameron of Lochiel, hereditary leader of Clan Cameron.

Lochiel’s decision to support the uprising cemented its viability and made worthwhile the prince’s efforts in Moidart during the course of the late summer. As the other clans wavered and only the Macdonalds seemed likely to support the Jacobite cause, Lochiel’s commitment was a turning-point, and many legends grew up around the way in which it happened. According to the playwright John Home, who got the story from the traveller Thomas Pennant, Lochiel was almost tricked into supporting Charles by nobly declaring, ‘I’ll share the fate of my prince; and so shall every man over whom nature or fortune hath given me power.’8

The truth is less romantic, but it gives some idea of the network of tribal loyalties that underpinned the Jacobite cause and intensified government concerns about a Stuart challenge to the throne. Lochiel came from an old-established Episcopalian Jacobite family which had supported risings in 1708 and 1715, and in their aftermath he had taken on the task of acting as agent for the Stuarts in the West Highlands. Somewhat rashly, given his family’s relative poverty, Lochiel had promised to provide 20,000 soldiers to support the French invasion of 1744 and its failure had been a bitter disappointment to him. Thereafter he was of the opinion that no rising could succeed without massive French assistance, and initially he was in some despair when he heard that the prince and his party had arrived without the expected French military support.

To begin with, in his discussions with Charles, Lochiel was inclined to play for time in the hope that the absence of local backing would persuade the prince to return to France. It was not to be, and a combination of blandishments and an appeal to his honour seems to have weakened Lochiel’s resolve. A deciding factor was Charles’s promise to find the funds to compensate Lochiel’s estate should the expedition end in disaster, and three weeks of negotiation ended with the Cameron leader throwing in his lot with the Jacobites and, more importantly, encouraging neighbouring clans to provide 2500 soldiers.9 If any further argument were needed it was produced by Charles on 6 August, when he ordered Walsh to return to France in the Doutelle and then summoned the clans to join him at a rallying point at the head of nearby Glenfinnan on 19 August. In taking that course of action – figuratively burning his boats – there was no way back.

One other factor would act as a spur: the good omen of any early military success. And this was not long in coming. On 13 August Wentworth wrote again to Cope, warning him that the local people supported the Jacobites in general, and that he would be hard pushed to contain any Jacobite pre-emptive strike as he could not ‘find one man that knows how to point a gun or ever saw a shot fired out of a mortar, there being only two gunners and they not much accustomed to it’.10 By then too the first news of Charles’s landing had arrived in London, where the initial reaction was one of muted indifference. The only member of the Cabinet alert to the threat was the Duke of Newcastle, Pelham’s brother and foreign secretary, who wrote to the Duke of Cumberland, commander-in-chief of the government forces in Flanders, warning him that he might have to send back some of his infantry regiments. A warning was also sent to the Earl of Stair, who commanded the army in England, but the elderly field marshal believed that the 6000 soldiers at his disposal were ample to meet the challenge. At the same time Cope was proceeding with his intention of strengthening the lines of communication in the Highlands and had ordered two companies of the Royals to make their way without delay from Fort William to Fort Augustus to reinforce the garrison.11 It was a distance of no more than thirty miles but the order was fraught with difficulty: the barely trained infantrymen were unused to the mountainous terrain, having served only at the depot in Perth prior to embarking for service in Flanders.

On approaching Wade’s High Bridge (close to present-day Spean Bridge) on 16 August, the Royals, under the command of Captain Scott, were ambushed by a group of Highlanders loyal to Donald Macdonnell of Keppoch. Unnerved by the sudden and unexpected firing, Scott’s men retreated back down the track, and after a brief skirmish they were forced to surrender to Keppoch. Scott and three other officers, together with eighty NCOs and infantrymen, were taken prisoner and marched off to Achnacarry, where Charles showed leniency by offering parole on condition that they did not serve against him again. The same treatment was meted out to Captain John Swettenham, a military engineer sent by Wentworth to gather intelligence who had also fallen into Jacobite hands.

Both incidents were good for the morale of Keppoch’s men and they undoubtedly influenced Lochiel in his decision to support the uprising. From a military point of view the skirmish and Swettenham’s capture would also influence the following course of events.

The key to the tactical situation lay in the government forts, which were suddenly open to attack. Wentworth recognised the danger and told his cousin Thomas Watson-Wentworth, Lord Malton and Lord Lieutenant of the West Riding, that ‘the Pretender with 3,000 highlanders is six miles off’.12 Cope also saw what was happening and realised that if the forts fell it would hamper his own plans to march into the Highlands to destroy the rebellion before it gathered momentum. On 19 August he rejoined the government forces in Stirling, before heading north to Dalwhinnie by way of Crieff and Dalnacardoch with a small force of 1500 infantrymen representing Murray’s, Lascelles’ and Lee’s regiments, most of them under strength and all untested.13 From there he proposed marching towards Fort Augustus, a route that would take him over the wilds of the Corrieyairack Pass, the only passable crossing place in the western Monadhliath mountain range – Wade had recognised its importance when he built his twenty-eight miles of zig-zag military road in 1731. Corrieyairack was the strategic equivalent of Afghanistan’s Khyber Pass: the commander who held this position was in possession of the only viable route for a rapid descent from the West Highlands into the Lowlands.

Before leaving Edinburgh, Cope had discussed his tactics with a number of leading grandees, including Lord President Duncan Forbes of Culloden, and throughout his march he was in constant correspondence with the Marquess of Tweeddale, the ineffectual Secretary of State for Scotland, who was inclined to minimise the threat posed by the Jacobites. With so many political masters having to be placated, Cope was in a parlous position, but once he had committed his force to move into the Highlands his military thinking was sound enough. Recognising that in such terrain artillery and cavalry would not be helpful, he decided to leave behind his field guns and two regiments of Irish dragoons and to move as quickly as possible with his infantry. According to the testimony of one of his officers, Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Whitefoord, Cope ‘kept the Highlanders always advanced, extended to the left and right, with trusted officers who were to make signals, in case of the enemy lurking in the hills’.14 On 26 August Cope reached the small village of Dalwhinnie, which justified its Gaelic name Dail Chuinnidh (‘meeting place’), for it was here that he had to decide whether or not to continue towards the Corrieyairack Pass or to veer north-east towards Inverness. It was here, too, that he received the intelligence that a superior force of
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