

[image: ]




[image: ]


 

FOR THE LOVE OF THE ARMY

Copyright © Summersdale Publishers Ltd, 2017

Illustrations © Zelimir Zarkovic/Shutterstock and Chichester Graphic Arts

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced by any means, nor transmitted, nor translated into a machine language, without the written permission of the publishers.

Ray Hamilton has asserted his right to be identified as the author of this work in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Condition of Sale
This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

Summersdale Publishers Ltd

46 West Street

Chichester

West Sussex

PO19 1RP

UK

www.summersdale.com

eISBN: 978-1-78685-444-5


Substantial discounts on bulk quantities of Summersdale books are available to corporations, professional associations and other organisations. For details contact general enquiries: telephone: +44 (0) 1243 771107 or email: enquiries@summersdale.com.




CONTENTS

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Introduction

Part One: A Brief History of the Army

Pop-up Armies

The Rise of the British Army and the British Empire

Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars

Protecting the Empire and Reforming the Army

World War One

World War Two

Into the Modern Age

Part Two: Organisation and Roles of the Modern Army

Overview

Combat Arms

Infantry

Royal Armoured Corps

Army Air Corps

Special Forces

Combat Support Arms

Royal Regiment of Artillery

Intelligence Corps

Royal Corps of Signals

Corps of Royal Engineers

Combat Service Arms

Royal Logistic Corps

Corps of Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers

Army Medical Services

Corps of Army Music

Other Services

Part Three: People, Culture and Traditions of the Army

A Life in Action

Women in the Army

Army Traditions

The Army in Popular Culture

Army Museums and War Memorials

Army Charities and Associations

Acknowledgements


INTRODUCTION

This book is a celebration of the British Army, looking at its long and impressive history and at the modern force that continues today to protect our nation’s interests and fulfil its international obligations. Starting with the pop-up armies that served successive monarchs until the Army’s consolidation as a permanent force in 1660 under Charles II, we will follow its history all the way through to its present state of high readiness and rapid deployment in the face of ongoing conflict and terrorism just about anywhere in the world. Along the way, we’ll consider the Army’s role in the building and safeguarding of the British Empire and its involvement in numerous worldwide conflicts.

The wars covered include the Seven Years’ War, the American Revolutionary War, the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, the Crimean War, the Second Boer War and the two world wars of the twentieth century. We will also look at the many conflict zones the Army has been deployed to since the end of World War Two, including Korea, Malaya, Borneo, Northern Ireland, the Falklands, the Persian Gulf, the Balkans, Sierra Leone, Afghanistan and Iraq. Today’s deployments are often carried out as part of a wider expeditionary force or peacekeeping operation, as military operations across the globe increasingly become international attempts to prevent or subdue conflict, rein in terrorism or provide humanitarian aid.

The stories that follow take account of the development of skills and weaponry, from the sabre-wielding cavalry officers and musketeer infantry of the early days of the British Army to the assault rifles, guided missiles and unmanned air systems of today.

Most importantly, we will look at the people who have made it all happen and who still today must operate in extreme conditions, including the humidity and natural dangers of the jungle and the searing heat of the desert. Their roles and responsibilities continue to include the age-old activities of combat, reconnaissance, surveillance, intelligence, communication, combat support, bomb disposal, logistics, engineering and medical care.

We will bore down into the Army’s many infantry regiments, including the world-famous Parachute Regiment, the much-feared Gurkhas and the special forces of the Special Air Service (SAS). We will consider the might of the tanks and other armoured vehicles deployed by the Royal Armoured Corps, the sheer awesomeness of the Apache attack helicopters flown by the Army Air Corps and the modern firepower provided by the gunners of the Royal Artillery. And bringing us bang up to date, we will consider the rapid-reaction forces that are so necessary in the twenty-first century to respond quickly and effectively to the many ongoing troubles of the world.

The soldiers of the first standing army at the time of Charles II would have some trouble getting their heads around it all, although they would at least still recognise the tried-and-tested regimental system that holds good today.
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PART ONE

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE ARMY

 

The British soldier who thought himself superior, actually became so.

GENERAL JOHN SIMCOE (DURING THE AMERICAN REVOLUTIONARY WAR)


POP-UP ARMIES

I had rather have a plain, russet-coated Captain that knows what he fights for, and loves what he knows, than what you call a Gentleman and is nothing else.

OLIVER CROMWELL (COMPARING HIS NEW MODEL ARMY WITH THAT OF THE ROYALISTS)

The early ‘pop-up’ armies could pop up pretty much anywhere, depending on which part of the country had been invaded or who had upset whom over the right to rule a particular region. As early as ad 60 Queen Boudicca raised an army to rebel against the Roman invasion, destroying several important Roman towns before succumbing to far superior forces. Alfred the Great raised a large force of West Saxons in 878 to defeat the Great Heathen Army of the Vikings at the Battle of Edington. Harold Godwinson, of course, raised an Anglo-Saxon army in 1066 to stand against the Norman invasion, but to no avail.

The obligation to sign up for temporary military service was generally based on land ownership, a feudal system requiring all holders of a certain amount of land to do military service for their feudal overlord or king, either in person or by raising forces. One day you could be enjoying life in your castle or ploughing your field; the next you could find yourself preparing for a crusade to the Holy Land, fighting the French on the other side of the English Channel or helping to determine whether the country should be ruled by the House of Lancaster or York. Basically, everyone was in the Reserves back then.

THE HUNDRED YEARS’ WAR (1337–1453)

The Hundred Years’ War between England and France lasted on and off for 116 years, the overtime being needed because the Black Death almost wiped out both armies early on, which meant that both sides had to grow some new soldiers until they were old enough to do battle. Welsh soldiers fought on the side of the English, while the Scottish army generally threw its lot in with the French in those days.

Despite being seriously outnumbered on each occasion, the English scored three major victories against the French. The first victory went to Edward III at the Battle of Crécy in 1346, thanks to the prowess of his son the Black Prince and the introduction of the longbow. The second came at the Battle of Poitiers in 1356, when an army led by the Black Prince captured the French king and his son and decimated the French nobility. The third victory, in 1415, came about when Henry V secured a famous victory at Agincourt.

FAMOUS BATTLES 
BATTLE OF AGINCOURT (1415)

Agincourt saw one of the most surprising results in military history, as the longbow archers of Henry V defeated a much larger army of French knights and pikemen backed by Genovese mercenaries equipped with state-of-the-art crossbows. Notwithstanding that the English army was riddled with dysentery and was trying to retreat to Calais at the time they were confronted by the French army, the French lost as many as 10,000 men against English losses of only a few hundred. A number of factors contributed to this lopsided outcome: superior English tactics, including the innovation that provided archers with horses so that they could keep up with the cavalry on the march and arrive fresh at the battlefield; the heavy rain that caused the heavily armoured French knights to sink in the mud up to their hips; the presence of the English king on the battlefield (the French king, Charles VI, was a sickly chap and couldn’t make it); and the speed with which the skilful English archers could reload.

The French were so enraged that they threatened afterwards to amputate the two fingers that held the bowstring of any captured English archers, who responded from the top of their ramparts by waving their index and middle fingers at the French. This later became the universal two-finger salute that remains one of the highest insults that can be inflicted by body language alone.


LONGBOW

The longbow was a massive weapon, up to 6 feet in length and 6 inches in circumference. The best ones were made of yew, which provided the most elasticity and therefore power, able to fire a steel-headed arrow up to 200 metres. Experienced archers could fire up to ten flights a minute, and the sight and sound of each incoming hail of arrows must have been terrifying to men and horses alike.



THE WARS OF THE ROSES (1455–85)

The Wars of the Roses saw the rival Plantagenet Houses of York and Lancaster fight it out for the English crown, and were so named on account of the heraldic badges of the two houses, that of Lancaster being a red rose and that of York a white rose. The wars started with a revolt led by Richard, Duke of York, against the Lancastrian rule of Henry VI. The House of York did gain power for a while after winning the Battle of Towton in 1461 under Edward IV, but ultimate victory went to Lancaster, when Henry Tudor defeated the Yorkist Richard III at the Battle of Bosworth Field in 1485. It was at Bosworth that Henry Tudor initiated the first Yeomen of the Guard – archers whose primary duty was the personal protection of the monarch. Today the oldest British military unit in existence, the Yeomen of the Guard still form part of the ceremonial Sovereign’s Bodyguard and continue to wear the red and gold uniforms of the Tudor style.

TAKING SHAPE

Although the British Army wouldn’t exist under that name until 1707, it began to take its future regimental shape in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.







	1537
	Henry VIII established the Fraternity or Guild of Artillery of Longbows, Crossbows and Handguns to defend the country and improve the science of artillery. It went on to fight as the Artillery Company on the side of the Parliamentarians in the English Civil War and its lineage continues today as the Honourable Artillery Company, the oldest regiment in the British Army.



	1539
	A Royal Muster of Military led to the formation of militia (military reserves) around the country for the purposes of home defence. One such unit in Wales was later transferred to the Royal Engineers as the Royal Monmouthshire Royal Engineers (Militia), which remains today the only militia unit in the Army.



	1572
	The Buffs were members of London’s urban militia sent to Holland by Elizabeth I to support the Protestants there. They later reformed back home as the Holland Regiment, then as The Queen’s Own Buffs before being subsumed into the Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment in 1992.



	1633
	The Royal Regiment of Foot was raised in Scotland by Charles I for service in France, later becoming the Royal Scots, which merged into the Royal Regiment of Scotland in 2006.



	1642
	The Marquis of Argyll’s Royal Regiment was raised for temporary service in Ireland, reforming as the Scottish Regiment of Foot Guards in 1661 and later becoming the Scots Guards.



	1650
	The Coldstream Guards were formed in 1650 as George Monck’s Regiment, part of Oliver Cromwell’s New Model Army.



	1656
	The Royal Regiment of Guards was raised by Charles II in exile and went on to become the Grenadier Guards.




ENGLISH CIVIL WAR (1642–51)

The English Civil War resulted from rebellion against the tyrannical rule of Charles I and pitched the Parliamentary Roundheads of Oliver Cromwell against the Royalist Cavaliers of the king. Following the indecisive Battle of Edgehill in 1642, the Parliamentarians secured the upper hand with victories at Marston Moor (1644) and Naseby (1645).

The king had his head removed in 1649 and the war came to an end in 1651 after another Parliamentarian victory at the Battle of Worcester, following which the future Charles II fled to a nine-year exile in France.

OLIVER CROMWELL (1599–1658) AND THE NEW MODEL ARMY

In 1645 Oliver Cromwell improved the leadership of the Parliamentarian army by replacing members of the aristocracy with officers who were professional soldiers. He also replaced local units with nationally controlled regiments; standardised uniforms and training methods; introduced promotion on merit; and paid his troops on a regular basis – all important elements that remain embedded in the Army today. Although he had received no military training himself, Cromwell also introduced close-order cavalry formations, with troopers riding almost knee-to-knee and staying close together after each successful engagement to keep the pressure mounting on the Royalist enemy.

As a result of all those innovations, the war turned in his favour at the Battle of Naseby, where the greater discipline of his so-called New Model Army resulted in a resounding victory over the Royalists, who lost over 1,000 men and saw another 6,000 or so captured at that one engagement. With such an efficient fighting force behind him, he went on to win the Civil War, subjugate Ireland and Scotland and rule the entire country with an iron fist until his death in 1658.


THE RISE OF THE BRITISH ARMY AND THE BRITISH EMPIRE (1660–1775)

What, do they run already? Then I die happy.

GENERAL JAMES WOLFE (HIS DYING WORDS ON BEING TOLD THAT QUEBEC HAD FALLEN IN 1759)

Upon the restoration of the monarchy in 1660, existing regiments swore allegiance to Charles II, including those regiments who had stood against him as part of Cromwell’s New Model Army. The improvements brought about by Cromwell were pretty much kept intact, including the standardised red uniform he had devised, thereby ushering in the era of the British Army redcoat.

By 1661 a standing army as we know it today came into being, although the English, Scottish and Irish armies remained as separate establishments, responsible for their own funding and conditions of service (Wales was a part of England at the time). The three armies merged unofficially during the War of the Grand Alliance (1688–97) against France, and the British Army finally came into being under that name when England and Scotland united as the Kingdom of Great Britain in 1707.

In 1746, English and Scottish soldiers fought together at the Battle of Culloden, the last major battle to be fought on the British mainland, against the French-backed Jacobites intent on returning the Catholic Stuarts to the throne. The regiments of the Irish Army continued to fight alongside the English and Scots until they too officially became part of the British Army on the formation of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland in 1801.

The hundred or so years that followed the Restoration witnessed the parallel rise of the British Army and British Empire. The Army gained a formidable reputation around the world, largely thanks to the exploits of arguably its greatest ever commander, the Duke of Marlborough, during the War of the Spanish Succession. It also scored some memorable successes during the Seven Years’ War against France and learned some very painful lessons about the difficulties of waging warfare in disease-ridden tropical areas like India and the central belt of the Americas.


FAMOUS SOLDIERS

DUKE OF MARLBOROUGH

(1650–1722)

 

John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough, was appointed by Queen Anne to lead the Army at the outbreak of the War of the Spanish Succession in 1702. He is best remembered for four important victories against the French, for his remarkable march to the Danube ahead of the first of those victories at Blenheim, and for masterminding a staggering thirty sieges, including the one that took the important stronghold of Lille over 120 days in 1708.



MARLBOROUGH’S GREAT ACHIEVEMENTS

MARCH TO THE DANUBE (1704)

Marlborough marched his army for five weeks from the Spanish Netherlands to the Danube in order to square up to the French ahead of the Battle of Blenheim. It has long been considered a masterpiece of logistics, achieved as follows:


	He had prearranged supplies along the route, including shot, saddlery and, most importantly, shoes.

	He won local cooperation with a steady supply of gold.

	He had his men forage to a range of 5 miles on each side of the ‘scarlet caterpillar’ that his army resembled on the move.

	He stopped every four days to fire up the ovens and bake the army’s own bread.



Despite the poor roads and appalling wet weather that dogged him almost from beginning to end, he lost just 900 men to sickness along the way. He had started out with 21,000, which he augmented to 40,000 by picking up various Allied detachments en route.

BATTLE OF BLENHEIM (1704)

The Battle of Blenheim in Bavaria saw a spectacular defeat of the hitherto invincible French army of Louis XIV and saved Vienna, the capital of the Hapsburg Empire, from falling into his hands.

Thanks to the better discipline and field positioning of the Grand Alliance commanded by Marlborough, who was better than anyone at coordinating cavalry, infantry and artillery across a battlefield, around 20,000 Franco-Bavarian troops were killed or wounded, against around 12,000 on the side of the Grand Alliance. Marlborough also had the element of surprise to his advantage, having sent some ‘deserters’ into the enemy camp the night before to convince the French that he intended to march rather than attack in the morning.

Blenheim Place in Oxfordshire was commissioned in 1705 as a gift from Queen Anne and a grateful nation for Marlborough’s victory. It has been home to the Churchill (later Spencer-Churchill) family ever since, being also the birthplace of Winston Churchill in 1874.

BATTLE OF RAMILLIES (1706)

At the start of the Battle of Ramillies the French Army looked to be in a strong position, stretched out in a 4-mile arc on top of a commanding ridge, but to Marlborough’s trained eye they were in fact overstretched. Having tricked them into believing his own Anglo-Dutch-German army remained behind the colours he had left in full view while taking up a different position entirely, he launched a surprise artillery battery that smashed through the middle of their defences. The French left 13,000 casualties on the field and 6,000 more were taken captive, for the loss of just 1,066 Allied forces and 2,560 wounded. With the Spanish Netherlands now at Marlborough’s mercy, eight fortified towns in the Low Countries fell to his sieges in the months that followed.

The duke did have a lucky escape at Ramillies when a cannonball passed between his outswung leg and his saddle as he mounted his horse with the help of his equerry James Bingham. Unfortunately for Bingham, the cannonball took his head clean off instead.

BATTLE OF OUDENARDE (1708)

After a number of British fortresses had fallen to the French along the Scheldt River, it was essential to prevent the last one, at Oudenarde south of Brussels, from falling into their hands. Marlborough succeeded in taking advantage of French indecision, surprising them with two forced marches and a river crossing enabled by the brilliance of his Quartermaster General, William Cadogan. The French army lost around 15,000 soldiers, including 8,000 that were taken prisoner, for the loss of around 3,000 on the British side.

BATTLE OF MALPLAQUET (1709)

Although more of a Pyrrhic victory than Marlborough’s other successes against the French (around 24,000 casualties on the side of Marlborough’s Grand Alliance against 12,500 French), it was nonetheless important not to lose the Battle of Malplaquet. It was Marlborough’s fourth successive victory on the battlefield against the French after the latter retreated when they realised the day could not be won decisively by either side.

SEVEN YEARS’ WAR (1756–63)

The Seven Years’ War was in fact the main phase of a nine years’ war that spanned five continents, fought between a British coalition that included Prussia, Portugal and Hanover and a French coalition that included the Holy Roman Empire, Russia, Spain and Sweden. World domination was pretty much what was at stake, and ultimate victory for Britain firmly changed the balance of power in its favour, gaining it control of Spanish Florida and some Caribbean islands, French Senegal in West Africa, New France in North America and Bengal in East India.

General James Wolfe, who conquered Quebec against heavy odds, and Major General Robert Clive, who commanded the British forces in India, are the two British Army officers who stood out above all others during the war.


FAMOUS SOLDIERS

GENERAL JAMES WOLFE

(1727–59)

 

James Wolfe joined the Army when he was just thirteen and served with distinction at home and abroad as he rose to lieutenant colonel by the age of twenty-three. He came to the attention of George II and Prime Minister William Pitt (the Elder) during the early stages of the Seven Years’ War, leading ultimately to his appointment as leader of the assault on Quebec in 1759.

The French under the Marquis de Montcalm were well entrenched on the high ground of the Plains of Abraham. After three months of siege had yielded almost nothing, Wolfe stealthily led 200 ships, 9,000 soldiers and 18,000 sailors to the base of the cliffs along the St Lawrence River, while a naval broadside across the French encampment further downstream fooled the enemy into thinking that an attack was imminent there. Wolfe led ten battalions and two cannon up a narrow diagonal path in the cliffs early the next morning, surprising the French who had assumed that it was too steep to be climbed. Once the British were up top, they took only fifteen minutes to defeat the French, but Wolfe himself was fatally wounded, as was Montcalm. The speed of victory was down to the effectiveness of the British musketry, practising a new method of alternate fire (one company at a time) and holding their nerve until the French columns were within 40 yards, resulting in devastating first volleys.

Wolfe’s victory at Quebec had a long-term impact, because it led directly to the taking of Montreal, which ended French control of Canada.




FAMOUS SOLDIERS

CLIVE OF INDIA

(1725–74)

 

Major General Robert Clive rose from humble beginnings as a clerk in the British East India Company to be appointed Commander-in-Chief of British India at the time of the Seven Years’ War. Along the way, he had to overcome bouts of depression (evidence suggests he was probably bipolar) and the snobbery of aristocratic officers who had no time for self-made men like him.

Aware that native troops were cheaper, healthier and more numerous than those that could be brought over from the motherland, Clive organised the native sepoys (infantry privates) into well-drilled battalions and proceeded to conquer India with mostly Indian troops, albeit commanded by British officers.

Having recaptured Calcutta from the French-backed Nawab of Bengal in early 1757, Clive routed a 68,000-strong Bengali army with just 3,000 men at the Battle of Plassey that same year. This secured the first of many newly acquired territories that required one new defensive garrison after another. He ultimately took control of the whole of India for the British East India Company, securing all the trade that was to be had on the subcontinent in the process. The Company ruled over the land with its own private army for the next hundred years, until the Crown displaced it to form the British Raj in 1858.



TAKING THE KING’S SHILLING

Although the Army remained a volunteer force at the time, spurious recruitment methods were often in evidence. In the early eighteenth century, it was common practice to lure members of the lower classes into service with the payment of one shilling, only for them to see it disappear once they had paid for their uniform and equipment. As the signing-on fee increased over the years, though, so did the temptation to desert and re-enlist. One recruit was hanged in 1787 for having done so forty-seven times.

Other recruitment methods included criminal pardons or release from jail in exchange for ‘voluntary service’. For others, volunteering was the only means available to escape dire poverty, particularly in Ireland and the Scottish Highlands, or to overcome a lack of employment opportunities due to illiteracy or overdependence on alcohol. The Army was forever scraping the lower-class barrel, leading the Duke of Wellington to later remark how wonderful it was that the Army had turned the ‘scum of the earth’ into soldiers capable of defeating the armies of Napoleon.


ARMY SPEAK
GOING DOOLALLY AWAY FROM BLIGHTY

Many words found their way into modern-day English due to the long period that the Army spent stationed in India from the eighteenth century onwards. Here is a small sample:








	English
	Hindi or Persian
	Meaning



	Going doolally
	Deolali
	Originates from the story that British soldiers used to lose their minds in the heat and boredom of the transit camp at Deolali in Maharashtra


	Dungarees
	dungri
	coarse cloth



	Bungalow
	bangla
	low house



	Blighty
	bilati
	foreign



	Pukka
	pakka
	ripe or cooked



	Pundit
	pandita
	learned



	Buckshee
	baksheesh
	gratuity or handout






THE BUYING OF COMMISSIONS

Officers in cavalry and infantry regiments were drawn from the upper classes, with entry and often promotion secured through purchase rather than merit. Commissions in the Royal Artillery and Royal Engineers bucked the trend, being awarded on merit to those who graduated from the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich, but they were looked down upon as being ‘not quite gentlemen’ by snobbish cavalry and infantry officers.

From a promotion point of view, officers killed in action were more useful than those who resigned, retired or died of disease, because a death in action was the only circumstance which created a ‘non-purchase vacancy’ that could be filled on merit, primarily because such vacancies had to be filled on the spot in the heat of battle. It was also not unknown for contemptuous officers to be killed on the battlefield by their own men, thereby putting a stop to their cruelty while also ensuring the bonus of a non-purchase vacancy.


‘GENTLEMEN VOLUNTEERS’

One peculiar anomaly within the commissioning system were the so-called ‘gentleman volunteers’, young men of limited means who enlisted in the ranks but used the support of an influential politician or senior officer to gain entry to the officers’ mess when off duty. They then set about trying to impress the officers in their mess by fighting recklessly in battle. Most were killed in action as a result, but those that survived were usually rewarded with the free commission they so coveted.



MONARCHS AND THE ARMY

After the Bill of Rights was passed in 1689, the monarch was not allowed to maintain a standing army without the annual approval of Parliament, thereby rendering the Army a national institution.

Notwithstanding the requirement for parliamentary approval, the first three King Georges took a keen interest in all things military. Indeed, George I and George II were soldier-kings in the German tradition, having commanded troops with gallantry in Europe before acceding to the British throne. George II was the last British monarch to lead troops into battle, at Dettingen in 1743, when British forces and their allies defeated the French during the War of the Austrian Succession.

Monarchs did what they could to control excessive abuse of the Army system. Queen Anne found it necessary to restrict the commissioning of child officers to no more than two aged under sixteen per regiment. George II regulated the costs of buying and selling commissions and did his best to limit the number of fictitious and dead soldiers on the payroll.

LIFE IN THE GEORGIAN ARMY

A life of soldiering in the eighteenth century offered low pay, poor conditions of service, inadequate food, tropical disease and brutal discipline, including inhumane floggings. It was small wonder, then, that recruitment was not without its difficulties, or that officers often turned a blind eye to excessive alcohol consumption in the knowledge that it was often the only way to numb the pain of a soldier’s life and even prevent mutiny.

SERVING ABROAD

Those garrisoned abroad had most to fear from tropical diseases such as the yellow fever carried by mosquitos, but only if they managed to survive the filth and disease of the overcrowded transport ships that took them to those foreign climes in the first place. One fleet arrived on Jamaica in 1740 with 1,288 sick men on board, with 484 having died on the voyage. Once on land, the awful monotony of men collapsing and dying around them understandably had a demoralising effect on those that remained upright.

SERVING AT HOME

At home, soldiers were largely despised by the civilian population, a problem exacerbated by the chronic shortage of barracks which necessitated the scattered billeting of troops around villages where they were not welcome – partly because they caused alcohol-fuelled disruption but mostly because they could not always afford to pay their rent. The better-behaved soldiers often took civilian work in their spare time, particularly if they already had a trade like carpentry, tailoring or cobbling before joining up.

Some of those serving on home soil acted as bodyguards to the King, either as Horse Guards or Foot Guards, or as the national police force. Infantry and cavalry patrols were deployed to protect merchants along rural highways and to apprehend highwaymen where possible. Soldiers also guarded prisoners, hunted down smugglers, fought fires, controlled riots, repaired roads and bridges and guarded theatres.


ARMY SPEAK
RANK AND FILE

One combination or another of neat ranks (horizontal rows) and files (vertical columns) of foot soldiers formed the essential battle formation of the Army for centuries. Attacking in ‘line formation’ required slow-moving wide ranks that provided a large musket frontage for greater shooting capability. Attacking in ‘column formation’ required the lines to be significantly longer and narrower, ideal for rapid charges given its concentrated weight of numbers, but flexible enough to quickly form a square if required to resist cavalry attack.

Such formations can still be seen today on the parade ground and on ceremonial occasions, while ‘rank and file’ has also become the day-to-day term for referring to the enlisted soldiers of the Army or indeed the majority workforce of any major institution.




REVOLUTIONARY AND NAPOLEONIC WARS (1775–1815)

When other generals make mistakes, their armies are beaten; when I get into a hole, my men pull me out of it.

ARTHUR WELLESLEY, DUKE OF WELLINGTON (AFTER THE BATTLE OF WATERLOO IN 1815)

This period of history saw the British Army on the losing side as the American colonies succeeded in breaking free from the British Empire. Europe was then thrown into turmoil following the French Revolution, as Napoleon Bonaparte got it into his head that he could expand his influence pretty much anywhere he pleased. The Grand Old Duke of York and the Duke of Wellington had other ideas.

AMERICAN REVOLUTIONARY WAR (1775–83)

The American Revolutionary War started as a rebellion against unjust British taxes and escalated into a drive for independence. The American Patriots were ultimately successful thanks to their own fighting capabilities and determination, but also because the French pitched in with them.

Notwithstanding some early British successes at Long Island, Brandywine, Savannah and Charleston, which resulted in the capture of most of the Southern Continental Army and control of the South’s largest city and seaport (Charleston), the British under Lord Cornwallis suffered a heavy reversal at the Battle of Saratoga, New York, in 1777. This defeat, fatally, prompted the French to join the war on the side of the Americans. A further surrender by Cornwallis after he found himself cut off at Yorktown, Virginia, in 1781 effectively put an end to the war and resulted in British recognition of the independent United States of



	It took months for troops and supplies to reach North America, whereas the Americans could recruit locally and grow their own food.

	Orders from Britain were often out of date because the situation on the ground had changed by the time they arrived.

	North America was simply too vast an area to wage warfare on, causing the British troops to be spread thinly all the way from Canada to Florida, a distance of some 2,000 miles.

	As soon as the British moved away from the coast in any numbers, they were vulnerable to guerrilla attack in unfamiliar territory.

	The recently developed rifle could be made for the Patriots in numbers by German gunsmiths in Pennsylvania. It had a range of 300 yards (compared with 100 yards for the smoothbore muskets of the time) and the rifled grooves within the barrel delivered a level of accuracy that allowed American snipers to pick off British officers in battle, thereby disrupting command and control of the British forces.

	Many British troops died from a smallpox epidemic, whereas Washington had many of his troops inoculated against it.

	Many of the British Army redcoats lost motivation and self-discipline as the war dragged on far from home, whereas the American Patriots desperately wanted to win the war and the subsequent prize of independence.








	Morale remained low following defeat at the hands of the colonies.

	The Army had failed to keep up with military innovations in Europe and the fresh tactics learned in the colonies were of no initial use on European battlefields.

	The Regular Army had largely been dismantled and there was no viable system in place for ramping it back up again.

	Once recruitment did get under way, the Army offered about a quarter as much pay as a dockyard worker was taking home. The bulk of the rank and file continued, therefore, to be drawn from the ‘drinking classes’.

	The officer class was riddled with substandard material from the landed gentry as commissions and promotions continued to be bought and sold with abandon.

	The Army that did exist was needed for home defence (the threat of invasion remained constant) and to protect the many colonies and garrisons that remained across the globe.








































	The worst excesses of the commission purchase system were stamped out by increasing the number of free officer commissions available to the middle classes.

	A minimum period of two years’ service was now required before promotion to captain and six years before promotion to a higher rank than that.

	A military college and a cadet school were established, which later evolved into the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst.

	Rations, healthcare and barrack accommodation were all improved.

	The brutal penal code was softened, leading to a more enlightened approach to discipline and welfare that would ultimately spread throughout the Army.

	Dundas’s tactical drills were endorsed and supported with a speed that would provide Wellington and others with a formidable fighting machine.

	Moore’s request for permanent light infantry regiments was sanctioned.












	Wellington rose to prominence as a general in the Peninsular War and his successful battles during that conflict had a huge impact on the Army’s ability to recruit back home.

	He won a hard-fought victory over the French at the head of an Anglo-Spanish army at the Battle of Talavera (1809) in Spain, with over 7,000 casualties on either side.

	He ordered the building of the Lines of Torres Vedras between 1809 and 1810, a series of forts around Lisbon that withstood a French invasion the following year.

	At the head of a coalition of British, Portuguese and Spanish forces at the Battle of Salamanca (1812) in Spain, he defeated the French by quickly seizing an opportunity to attack when he saw that they had overextended themselves marching across his front.

	He ended Napoleonic rule in Spain with another hard-fought victory at the Battle of Vitoria (1813), which saw around 5,000 killed or wounded on either side, although the British also captured over 150 cannon.

	His finest hour came at the Battle of Waterloo with the final defeat of Napoleon (see below).
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