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Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders

The Origins of the Regiment
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On 1 July 1881 Viscount Cardwell’s wholesale reorganization of the British Army brought into existence Princess Louise’s Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders: an amalgamation of the old 91st Argyllshire Highlanders with the 93rd Sutherland Highlanders. On the face of it this was an improbable and not very promising combination. The two counties were geographically as far apart as any two areas north of the Highland Line could well be. The histories of the two regiments were equally diverse and divergent. They had never served together in the same theatre of war. They drew their recruits from widely different sources so that, while the 91st had great difficulty in maintaining even a majority of Scots, let alone Highlanders, in their ranks, the 93rd were regarded as the most solidly Highland of all the regiments in the Highland Brigade. In fact, the only common factor between the two was an unbroken record of gallantry and efficiency. Yet, as every modern reader knows, the combination was a tremendous success. The new regiment quickly acquired a glory all its own, a pride and a sense of cohesion, which have enabled it to mount a battle for survival unique in recent history.

The roots of both regiments go back far beyond their official incorporation into the British Army, and stem from the misery and impoverishment which beset the Highlands after the Battle of Culloden. For many different reasons a large reservoir of good fighting manpower suddenly became available to the Hanoverian government; and in addition to the regular regiments raised almost immediately for the Seven Years War, no less than twenty were raised from the Scottish Highlands between 1759 and 1793, thus contributing still further to that depopulation which remains an acute problem to this day. It was from some of these that the 91st, officially gazetted in February 1794 as the 98th Highlanders, and the 93rd, incorporated in 1799, took their origins.
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Duncan Campbell, 8th Lochnell, who raised the 91st for the Duke of Argyll, and was their first Colonel

The extreme Whig and anti-Stuart prejudices of the Campbell chieftains had brought into temporary being a Hanoverian regiment during the actual rebellion of ‘45; and there had been two Argyll Fencible regiments in 1759 and 1778. Colonel John Campbell of Barbreck in 1778 raised a second West Highland regiment which was called the Argyll Highlanders; but he had to fall back on a large number of recruits from Glasgow and the Lowlands, owing to the preference of ‘the lower orders in Argyllshire’ for naval rather than military service. All but four of his officers, however, were Highlanders, and twenty-three of them were Campbells. These too were disbanded at the end of the American war; and when the Duke of Argyll in 1793 was requested by George III to raise a local regiment, he had to start again more or less from scratch.

The Duke was in poor health when the King’s letter reached him, and did not feel disposed to take any active part in the business beyond vetting the list of officers. He therefore deputed the task of raising an Argyllshire regiment to his kinsman, Duncan Campbell, 8th Lochnell, then a Captain in the 1st Foot Guards. Apart from some jockeying among the field officers and captains for seniority, the recruiting of officers presented few problems. The semi-feudal hold of the Clan was still powerful enough to obtain almost all that was needed locally; and when, some eighteen months later, the new regiment embarked for South Africa, 15 of the 33 officers were Campbells and 2 of the others had married Campbell ladies. Only in the matter of an adjutant – then a much less august figure in the military hierarchy than he has since become – were the Duke’s ambitions foiled. He had set his heart on having a ‘gentleman’; but Lochnell had in the end apologetically to accept a promoted ranker from the 79th.
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Typical costumes of recruits on their way to Fort George to join the 93rd: mountain crofters, men from the prosperous farms of the coastal plains, and fisher folk

But the required number of NCOs and rank and file simply could not be found in Argyllshire. Lochnell’s personal tour of Lorne and the Isle of Mull had disappointing results; and when, on 15 April, he took over command of his new regiment, only about a third of the 689 rank and file were genuine Highlanders. The rest came largely from Glasgow and Edinburgh, Renfrew and Paisley, with a small contingent of Irish. This proportion, with a steadily increasing Irish element, was to remain typical of the 91st throughout its independent existence. The officers continued to be drawn mainly from Argyllshire, and there were always enough genuine Highlanders to give the regiment its characteristic stamp. Over the years the obstinate War Department preference for general service enlistment, and the rapid transfers resulting from the need to bring regiments abroad up to a higher establishment, added to the alien Irish large numbers of Englishmen who only slowly and reluctantly took to wearing the kilt. All were in the end successfully absorbed; and despite fifty years of entrenched official disapproval, the 91st maintained with equal obstinacy their Highland tradition. On 9 July 1794 they were formally gazetted into the British Army, but only, to Lochnell’s fury, as the 98th Argyllshire Highlanders. The Duke’s approved list of officers had been mislaid in Lord Amherst’s office at the Horse Guards, and they had consequently lost four or five steps in seniority. It was not until four years later that, in October 1798, as a result of various disbandments, they were renumbered as the 91st.

The raising of the 93rd Sutherland Highlanders, in April 1799, was an even more feudal affair. In the remote and mountainous north, the semi-feudal, but essentially patriarchal, loyalties of the old clan organization still survived to a remarkable degree in the teeth of the English government’s systematic attempt to destroy it. Sutherland and Caithness, and Lord Reay’s Mackay country in the far north-west, suffered as heavily as any part of the Highlands from the evils of depopulation; and from their sparse numbers they had made an outstanding contribution to the military demands of King George III in his American difficulties. The 1st Sutherland Fencibles, raised by Lord Reay in 1759, had as little opportunity of military glory as any other home defence force of the period. But on disbandment in 1763 they had achieved the much rarer distinction that in a regiment of 1,050 men there had been no restrictions in four years and not one flogging.

The 2nd Sutherland Fencibles were raised in 1779 from the same background, nominally by Elizabeth, the thirteen-year-old heiress of the late Earl and a remarkably attractive character. ‘I have no objection’, she wrote to her uncle, ‘to raising a Sutherland regiment; am only sorry I cannot command it myself.’ In practice the task was delegated to her cousin, William Wemyss of Wemyss, a Coldstream subaltern aged nineteen, who was thus suddenly launched on a distinguished military career as a Temporary Lieutenant-Colonel; and in 1793, by then substantive in his rank, he raised the 3rd Fencibles, who were the direct ancestors of the 93rd. For, after serving in Ireland during the ‘98 rebellion, and emerging, almost unique, with a high reputation from that inglorious campaign, they returned to Fort George to be disbanded in April 1799, at the very moment when William Wemyss, now a Major-General and their titular Colonel, had been entrusted with the formation of a new regiment of Sutherland Highlanders. He was thus able to take over five of the Fencible officers directly, and by 23 April he had already attested ninety-four non-commissioned officers and men of the disbanding Fencibles. Out of the 653 of all ranks assembled by him at Inverness on 25 August, 259 had served in the Sutherland Fencibles; and when they were put on an augmented establishment in 1803 they drew all the extra numbers they needed from the disbanding Reay Fencibles (nearly all Mackays), from the Rothesay and Caithness Fencibles and from the Scots Militia.
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Major-General William Wemyss of Wemyss, who raised the 93rd for Elizabeth, Countess of Sutherland, wearing the uniform of the 2nd Sutherland Fencibles

Most of the remainder were drawn from the Countess’s tenantry by a process which, though highly elegant, amounted to a form of conscription. General Wemyss would assemble the available young men of each parish and would walk down the line carrying a large, silver-bound, horn snuff mull, with an attendant bearing a bottle of whisky. Each likely young man was invited to step forward and take snuff with the General and, having drunk his dram, was understood to have been attested without further formality. The only fierce objections came from the parents; and most of these the Countess was able to reconcile by the grant of a more advantageous lease. At the finish Wemyss had 419 Highlanders, 91 of them named Mackay, 61 named Sutherland, and a further 200 with local clan names. But even these figures are misleading. For many years the Highland Line remained to the 93rd a remote and irrelevant geographical conception. ‘Highlanders’ meant the Gaelic-speaking mountaineers of their own country. Men from Caithness and the low-lying coast-lands, and even those who came from Orkney and the Shetlands, were classed as Lowlanders, of whom there were, in all, 178. There were only three Englishmen, two of whom, however, had good Scots names; and in any case all three were discharged within two years as unfit for service. Right from the start the 93rd became the most solidly and characteristically Highland of all the Scottish regiments, and it remained so to the day in 1946 when it went into what the War Office called ‘suspended animation’.
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‘Big Sam’ – Sergeant Samuel Macdonald in the uniform of the 3rd Sutherland Fencibles, from which he transferred to the 93rd

One individual deserves special mention in this context, since he was not only a remarkable person in himself, but was a living symbol of the close continuity of the 93rd with its Fencible predecessors. Sergeant Macdonald, born at Lairg in 1762, was six foot ten inches tall and measured forty-eight inches round the chest. After serving with the 2nd Sutherland Fencibles throughout their existence, he remained for a time in the army as fugleman in the Royal Scots. He was then porter to the Prince of Wales at Carlton Lodge, during which period he put in a brief appearance at Drury Lane as Hercules in Cymon and Iphigenia. In 1793 ancestral loyalty brought him back to the 3rd Sutherland Fencibles as a Sergeant in the Colonel’s Company, where he had a special allowance of 2s. 6d. a day from the Countess of Sutherland, who took the view that ‘so large a body must require more sustenance than his military pay could afford’. Like many immensely strong men, he was extremely gentle; and he was always accompanied on ceremonial parades by his pet red deer, also remarkable for its size. Along with the tallest of the Mackays, from the Reay Fencibles, who stood over six foot two, he paraded always on the right of the line in the 93rd, to avoid untidiness; and the two of them, along with the red deer, invariably led the newly formed regiment on the march ‘to clear the way’. His gravestone, dated 9 May 1802, is in the Strangers’ Cemetery at St Peter Port, Guernsey, and was last restored by the officers of the 93rd – the 2nd Battalion, The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders – in 1927.

So the two regiments which later constituted the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders came into being. The 98th, within two months of Lochnell taking over command at Stirling, were shipped via Leith to Southampton, still only half-drilled and very partially clothed, to spend an exacting winter at Netley under canvas and a pleasant summer in and around Chippenham, where they completed their training. They were required to bring their numbers up to active service establishment by local recruiting, and in the end succeeded very well, especially in Bristol. But they had to concede that all new recruits should be allowed to wear trews instead of
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