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The 3rd Foot Guards at the Battle of Talavera, 28 July 1809. The bareheaded officer in the centre is Captain Robert Dalrymple, erroneously shown wearing an ensign’s uniform, who was killed during the battle. The men wear loose white summer trousers and carry the black ‘Trotter’-pattern knapsack. Note the sergeants with their spontoons around the colours. After a painting by Lawson.

INTRODUCTION

Every army has among its establishment a unit which is considered its élite. In the British Army under the Duke of Wellington one or two units, such as those of the Light Division, could lay claim to élite status on the basis of their records. But surely the élite troops of Wellington’s army were the Foot Guards. On being asked a few years after Waterloo for his opinion as to the relative merits of the Foot Guards and the Line regiments of the British Army, Wellington said, ‘Oh! I am all for the Guards – all for the Guards,’ upon which the enquirer replied, ‘Those fellows in silk stockings have more blood about them, and blood (i.e. breeding) will tell.’ However, Wellington retorted that he meant the non-commissioned officers of the Guards as he rated these very highly indeed – proof of which can be found in the high number of Guards’ NCOs he recommended for commissions in different regiments. The Duke paid one memorable compliment to the Guards’ NCOs when he said that although they got drunk as much as anybody else in the army, they did at least see to it that their duties were carried out first.

The NCOs of the Guards were, of course, fiercely proud of their regiments’ reputations as highly trained and disciplined soldiers, and new recruits were put through a strenuous period of training to ensure that this tradition was maintained: a tradition of unquestioning obedience, endurance, loyalty and, above all, regimental pride. It was not enough that their men were well turned out – they had to be absolutely immaculate, and this extended not only to their personal appearance but also to their equipment, weapons and quarters. Attention to detail was meticulous; after all, these were Royal Household troops, men who would be present on State occasions such as the Trooping of the Colour and who performed guard duties at St James’s Palace and at Windsor.

On campaign, of course, standards were difficult to maintain but even here the Guards took care of their appearance. During the retreat to Corunna in 1809, for instance, the army as a whole was reduced to a shadow of that which had landed six months earlier. The Guards suffered as much as any regiment; but when the 28th Regiment were shuffling along the road during the retreat they found the 1st Foot Guards halted by the roadside, cleaning their equipment, much of which was hanging from trees to keep it out of the snow. Fortunately, a good proportion of recruits came to the Guards via the Militia, which meant that these men would have at least two years’ experience of drill behind them before the NCOs of the Guards set about them with their own rigorous brand of training.
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Ensign the Hon. John Edward Cornwallis Rous, later 2nd Earl of Stradbroke, in the uniform of the Coldstream Guards, 1810. After a painting by Thomas Beach. The shoulder belt plate and gorget worn by Rous in this painting are pictured elsewhere in this book.

That the NCOs of the Guards were extremely efficient cannot be denied; but it was the composition of the officer corps, the ‘fellows in silk stockings’, that gave the regiments of Foot Guards their real character. It was with good reason that the 1st Division of the army, in which the Guards were brigaded in the Peninsula, was nicknamed ‘The Gentlemen’s Sons’. This nickname referred to the high proportion of officers with aristocratic or land-owning backgrounds.

Probably the most oft-quoted reference to ‘The Gentlemen’s Sons’ relates to an incident towards the end of the Peninsular War when the Guards were positioned near Bayonne in southern France. Wellington, accompanied by Lord Hill and Colonel Fremantle of the Coldstream Guards, was passing a redoubt by the roadside. It was raining, and as Wellington looked up he was surprised to see many of the Guards officers holding umbrellas to keep off the rain. Shortly afterwards Lord Hill galloped over to them and said, ‘Lord Wellington does not approve of the use of umbrellas during the enemy’s firing, and will not allow the “gentlemen’s sons” to make themselves ridiculous in the eyes of the army.’ A few days later, Tynling received ‘a wigging’ from Wellington for allowing so many of his officers to carry umbrellas in the face of the enemy and added, ‘The Guards may in uniform, when on duty at St James’s, carry them if they please; but in the field it is not only ridiculous but unmilitary.’ This episode says much of the Guards officer’s philosophy towards campaigning and their ability to make the best of a bad situation – passing it off in as comfortable a manner as possible.
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The Hon. William Rufus Rous, younger brother of John Rous, wearing the uniform of the Light Company of the Coldstream Guards, c.1810. After a painting by Thomas Beach.
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Major-General Warde, 1st Foot Guards, 1809, after an engraving by J. Gurdee, 1809. Warde commanded the Brigade of Guards in the Peninsula in 1808. In the background are an officer, sergeant and privates of the Grenadier Company, 1st Foot Guards. Although bearskins were worn only for State occasions they were, evidently, taken on campaign; archives of the 1st Foot Guards show that their grenadiers at Barrosa had both ordinary caps and bearskins.

The Officers Corps

When the rest of Wellington’s army dubbed the Guards Brigades of the 1st Division ‘The Gentlemen’s Sons’ they were not far from the truth. When it came to the composition of the officer corps the Guards were unrivalled. They came only from the higher echelons of society, from the aristocracy and landed gentry and from the families of successful merchants and tradesmen (the term ‘tradesmen’ referring not to the commercial class, as is today’s meaning, but to wealthy professional men such as bankers and lawyers). Indeed, if one includes those serving on the Staff, this élite body of officers at Waterloo included seven peers, 25 sons or heirs of peers, five knights, nine sons or heirs of baronets, and one son of a knight. Of all the titled officers serving in the British Army at the outbreak of the Peninsular War, nearly a third could be found in the three regiments of Foot Guards.

Such were the high purchase prices of commissions that only the well-connected or titled could afford to join this socially exclusive military caste. Even when the young officer had bought his colours he would need a further sum of money to meet the expenses incurred in order for him to live in the style and manner expected of the Foot Guards both at home and, wherever possible, on campaign. Comparisons of the prices of commissions and rates of pay in 1815 between the Guards and the Line regiments are worthy of note. In the Guards, a lieutenant-colonelcy cost £6,700, a majority £6,300, a captaincy £3,500 and a lieutenancy £1,500. The equivalent ranks in the Line regiments would cost £3,500, £2,600, £1,500 and £550 respectively. With regard to pay, a major in the Guards received £1 4s 6d per day, a captain 16s 6d, and a lieutenant 7s 10d; their equivalents in the Line regiments received 16s, 10s 6d, and 6s 6d per day.

The regiments of Foot Guards were, therefore, for the affluent only. Moreover, an officer of the Guards would expect to pay not only for his service dress but also for elaborate state uniforms, worn to the various functions held at Windsor or St James’s and on state occasions such as the Trooping of the Colour. On top of these costs they could also expect to pay even more towards mess bills during the course of a year – the Guards officers often dining in lavish fashion; all of this necessitated a considerable private income. Those fashionable haunts of the rich, famous and powerful, London’s gentlemen’s clubs, became meeting places for the Guards; among the most prominent were White’s, Boodle’s, Brookes’s, Arthur’s and Graham’s. Here the Guards mixed with politicians and socialites, indulging in various card games such as whist, faro and macao; fortunes could be won and lost at the table – the Duke of Portland’s father-in-law, General Scott, won the vast sum of £200,000 at whist. These clubs were concentrated in the west end of London, mainly in the Piccadilly area, and entry into White’s in particular was very difficult indeed. Most of the nobility were members, and it says much that officers of the Guards were accepted. They also had their own club, the Guards Club. This was run along military lines, and the only games played were billiards and low whist; Gronow claimed that the dinner there was cheaper and better than at the other clubs. It was an expensive business being an officer in the Guards; but in spite of this the clamour for commissions was often intense, and the rate of purchase the highest in the Army.
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The 1st Foot Guards embark at Ramsgate for the Peninsula in September 1808, after a painting by De Loutherbourg. A variety of legwear can be seen in this painting: blue trousers worn by the sergeant, white breeches with black gaiters, and loose white overalls buttoned up the side. The men’s packs are brown canvas and bear the regimental star.
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Captain Robert Dalrymple, 3rd Foot Guards, painted in an ensign’s undress uniform. After a painting by Angelica Kauffmann.

The socially élite Guards officers were often scorned and mocked by members of other regiments, and it would often delight the men of Line regiments to see Guards officers ‘getting their hands dirty’ as they struggled through the snow during the retreat to Corunna in 1809, or took part in the hectic forced march from Brussels to Quatre Bras in 1815. However, the Guards were among the best disciplined and most highly trained and effective of Wellington’s (and Moore’s) troops – witness the arrival of the 1st Foot Guards at Corunna after the harrowing retreat through the barren, snow-covered mountains of northwestern Spain in January 1809. Moore’s dishevelled army arrived in a sorry state as the pursuing French army closed in on them; but as he and his staff watched the British troops begin to arrive they were astonished to see one particular unit come marching over the hill in parade step, the sergeants keeping an eye on the men’s dressing while the drum major twirled his baton around him. Moore turned to Sir Robert Anstruther and said simply, ‘Look at that body of men in the distance; they are the Guards, by the way they are marching.’ This is probably the most famous quote of the Peninsular War that refers specifically to the conduct of the Guards, but there were many other occasions when they distinguished themselves in action. They honoured the traditions of the Household troops at Barrosa and Burgos, for example; and on 18th June 1815 when, as Wellington later said, the closing of the gates of Hougoumont decided the outcome of the battle of Waterloo – adding that ‘no troops but the British could have held Hougoumont and only the best of them, at that.’

The officers of the Guards may have been mocked from time to time by the men of the Line regiments but when J.W. Fortescue, the great historian of the British Army, wrote that the officers of the Guards were able to command more respect from their men as a result of their upbringing, he was only echoing the thoughts of one of the Peninsular War’s most lauded diarists. John Kincaid, of the 95th Rifles, regretted the fact that more aristocratic families of England did not send their sons into the Army, as they seemed to be able to command more willing obedience from their men, with less effort, than others. Fortescue went on to say that ‘no one who knows anything of the subject will dispute the advantage which the habit of command, inherited through many generations and acquired in childhood, may confer upon a man.’ This may well be reflected in the extremely low number of Court Martial cases involving the men of the Guards. In the archives of the Coldstream Guards, for instance, court martial records show that the vast majority of disciplinary cases involved only trifling offences, misdemeanours such as falling asleep on duty or getting drunk – the universal curse of the whole army. Indeed, on 4 March 1811 Wellington himself issued a General Order stating that since he took command of the army two years previous, there had yet to be a single soldier in the Brigade of Guards to be brought before a general court martial, and not one of them had even been so much as confined in a public guard. This was praise indeed, and says much for the Guards’ discipline and the men’s respect for their officers.

As with all of Wellington’s British troops the Guards were fiercely loyal to their regiments, a loyalty born out of comradeship and the sharing of the hardships of campaign life. But it was also a loyalty, of course, to king and country: the aristocratic classes from which the Guards drew their officers had
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