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Introduction

The impact of British army recruiting within the Scottish
Highlands during the period from approximately 1715 to
1815 has been described by a prominent commentator in
the following terms: ‘The issue was perhaps the most
explosive single element in the entire history of the
Highland clearances’.!

Despite the importance attributed in that instance to
such military activity, there has been curiously little in-
depth analysis of the motives for and impact of regiment
raising in the region. Any attempt to explain why there has
been such a dearth of academic study of this particular
subject needs to bear in mind the present image and
reputation of Highland regiments. They constitute in many
respects one of Scotland’s most immediately recognisable
but controversial cultural icons. To some they represent a
distorted and, indeed, distastefully jingoistic hangover from
Scotland’s imperial past. More crucially, they also appear to
be of little or no actual relevance to the wider processes
which shaped modern Scotland, be it demographic,
industrial, or agricultural change. Partly for these reasons
the academic community seems to have concluded that the
examination of Scotland’s distinctive contribution to
Britain’s imperial military is somewhat politically incorrect,
and best left to purely military historians and antiquarians.
Indeed, whatever the validity of claims voiced by one
English historian regarding Ireland’s historiographic
blindness to its role within eighteenth- and early



nineteenth-century British imperialism, it is an accusation
that undoubtedly has a ring of truth with respect to
Scotland.? One specific result of this situation has been that
these regiments and the processes that created them have
been all but buried under a whole corpus of material from
both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries which can
generally be described as regimental histories. This
literature has overly romanticised such levies; indeed, in
the case of some Victorian examples it descends into
almost racial stereo-typing of the Gael as an enthusiastic,
undisciplined warrior whose natural fighting genius only
found full expression once contained within the disciplined
framework of the British army. Generally, this genre
emphasises the direct Highland connections and traditions
of such regiments and ensures that the whole issue is
represented largely from the army’s perspective, with little
or no reference to the wider social and economic context.
Often written by army or ex-army officers, such regimental
histories continue to reinforce an interpretation that many
would describe as at best historically inaccurate and, at
worst, as conveying a false and twee image of the
Highlands and Scotland as a whole.3

This book, then, is an attempt to rectify the lack of a
broad political, socio-economic study of recruitment in the
Highlands. Its aim has been to try and understand its
origins and impact and to examine the process through all
its stages, from its role within eighteenth-century British
imperialism to its consequences for the various tenant
groups residing upon Highland estates. The approach has
been to examine as wide a variety of sources as possible.
Highland history has traditionally been dogged by
controversy over the extent to which reliance upon one
particular source, be it estate records or Gaelic poetry,
somehow invalidates the findings of those who use it.# The
book makes no apologies for deploying government and,



above all, estate records in an effort to understand why
recruitment occurred to the extent it did. Yet, in order to
understand how estate populations reacted to their
involvement, whether voluntary or otherwise, in this
process, a deliberate research strategy has been to
examine tenant petitions and memorials in an attempt to
shed some light on what the expectations and agenda of
Gaels actually were. Obviously, such a source is far from
perfect: petitioning inevitably involved tenantry deferring
to proprietary authority and tempering their opinions in
order to avoid alienating either the factor or the laird.
Nonetheless, such material provides an invaluable insight
into the actual, specific demands of individuals, and has the
additional benefit of not being influenced by hindsight.
Above all, this study is based upon what seems, to its
author at least, the common sense premise that particular
sources are best used when they appear to be most
appropriate. Thus, for example, government and estate
records form the bulk of research material for chapters on
the origin and tenurial consequences of military recruiting,
while Gaelic poetry forms part of the assessment of how if
at all military service moulded the Gaels’ sense of their own
identity.

Nothing better illustrates the need for a fuller
understanding of military recruitment than the importance
accorded to it in the historiography of the Highland
Clearances. The publication of David Stewart of Garth’s
Sketches of the Character, Manners and Present State of
the Highlanders of Scotland, and, later, the deeply
influential Gloomy Memories by Donald Macleod helped
ensure recruitment emerged as a vital component within
the wider high-profile debate surrounding land and
population in the region. In what was for the Victorians one
of the most emotive and cogent arguments against the
estate management policies of Highland proprietors,
Macleod contended that: ‘The children and nearest



relations of those who sustained the honour of the British
name in many a bloody field - the heroes of Egypt,
Corunna, Tolouse, Salamanca and Waterloo - were ruined,
trampled upon, dispersed, and compelled to seek an asylum
across the Atlantic’.”

There 1is little doubt that the recruitment issue
intensified dispute over the status and rights of Gaels. It
insured the profound sense of betrayal, absent with respect
to the rest of Scotland, that characterised discussion of
land use and agricultural change in the region. Its impact
upon perceptions of the Sutherland Clearances is typical in
this respect. The mass evictions in Sutherland in the first
two decades of the nineteenth century have for some time
been accepted as unusual in terms of the numbers involved
and amounts of capital deployed. Yet it is not merely the
matter of scale that explains the unusually intense passions
aroused by the Sutherland Clearances. The Sutherlands
were in fact the last landlord family from the region to
raise a proprietary regiment for the British army, and that
fact alone goes a long way towards explaining the
particularly bitter folk memories associated with them. In
Alexander Mackenzie’s immensely popular book. The
History of the Highland Clearances, first pubhshed in 1883,
particular attention was paid to the irony of military service
and British patriotism being rewarded with eviction.
Mackenzie’s book gave detailed accounts regarding the
lack of Highland men for the Crimean War. He directly
contrasted this poor response to the large number of men
that late Victorian society firmly believed had been
recruited under the clan system during the French and
Napoleonic period.® This military dimension to the wider
debate on the Highlands thus proved vital in the
development of popular views of the region in the second
half of the nineteenth century. Above all, it ensured that,
unlike other areas such as Ireland, Highland depopulation



came to be seen as a matter of British national interest.
The betrayal of a people that many firmly believed to be the
nation’s finest soldiers moved the debate onto an entirely
different level, away from property and legal rights, and
onto moral and even patriotic grounds. Furthermore, it
undoubtedly assisted the process whereby landlords were
put on the moral and political defensive by the 1880s. It
was thus noted of the region’s proprietors:

Alas, for the blush that would cover their faces if they
would allow themselves to reflect that, in their
names, the fathers, mothers, brothers, wives, of the
invincible ‘78th’ had been remorselessly driven from
their native soil. But we tell Highland proprietors that
were Britain some twenty years hence to have the
misfortune to be plunged into such a crisis as the
present, there will be few such men as the
Highlanders of the 78th to fight her battles [and] if
another policy towards the Highlanders is not
adopted, that sheep and deer, ptarmigan and grouse,
can do but little to save it in such a calamity.”

In essence, the landlords stood accused of acting against
the nation’s defence and security interests. It is worth
noting at this point that such an analysis was in fact a
substantial distortion of Britain’s real military situation in
the 1880s. Though the number of Highlanders recruited
had been prone to exaggeration during the eighteenth
century itself, it was even more the case that by the last
decades of the nineteenth century Gaels could in no way be
described as a vital element in Britain’s recruiting strategy
or a decisive factor in her military strength. Indeed,
contrary to popular understanding, Highlanders, and Scots
in general, did not make up a particularly strong numerical
element within the British army after the 1830s. They were,
for example, proportionally outnumbered by the Irish, who



undoubtedly constituted the best British recruiting ground
relative to population.8 However, the legends surrounding
Highland regiments ensured that recruiting retained its
position as an important issue determining wider attitudes
to the region. Indeed, military service had given additional
legitimacy to the land claims of Highland populations since
before the beginning of the nineteenth century. That this
moral aspect had been noticeably unsuccessful until the
1880s should in no way detract from the fact that it
consistently formed a sub-theme within the whole question
of land and population in the region. Thus it was that in the
spring of 1813, in one last attempt to avoid removal, the
population of Kildonan in Sutherland deployed the military
card. They stated ‘that they were Iloyal men, whose
brothers and sons were now fighting Bonaparte and they
would allow no sheep to come into the country’. Even more
telling was the fact that when the tenantry organised a
petition to Elizabeth, Countess of Sutherland, they
deliberately chose William Macdonald, a pensioner from
the 93rd Sutherland Highlanders. By choosing an ex-soldier
the population were attempting to create a context where
the reality of their economic redundancy was clouded, and
former obligations to them were suddenly remembered.?
The influence of the military dimension in broadening
the scope of the land question can thus be traced to within
the period of first-phase clearance itself. However, it was
during the time of the Napier Commission that the true
legacy of the whole historiographical treatment of the
recruiting issue can be seen at its most important. During
the inquiry into conditions in the Highlands, the liberal
character of the government produced ideological anxieties
over what amounted to intervention in the property rights
of landlords. It became necessary, therefore, to construct
unique characteristics for Highland society that justified
such interference. The result was that the Commission



sought to clarify the issue of how, and by what means, land
came to be held in the region.19 It was at this particular
juncture that recruiting assumed an importance that belied
its rapid decline in the region seventy-odd years previously.
In Assynt the commission was informed of the betrayal of
tenurial security and legitimacy won through military
service:

The great majority joined the army on the distinct
understanding that the parents would be kept in their
holdings; but upon the return of the survivors, they
found their parents huddled together on the seashore
and their former holdings converted into so many
sheep walks. I have seen some of the soldiers when
they came home going to the stances where their
fathers lived and shedding tears and saying they
would go and pull down Dunrobin castle.!!

This tradition, the Commission noted, had also been cited
in Lewis and Skye. On the latter island the question was
put directly as to why government should intervene in the
area. Crofters replied that favourable government
protection would bring about a return of the large-scale
recruiting which had been evident during the wars of the
later eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The
Commissioners noted that the concept of sons for land was
an ‘extremely interesting one’ - betraying, perhaps, their
desire to find a legitimate excuse for their involvement.
That the question of recruitment played a part in justifying
intervention can be seen from the comments of the
Highlander newspaper ten years after the commission had
sat. In May 1893 the paper published original judicial
documentation from a 1790 case regarding the Macleod
estate in Skye. They charted the contested eviction of
soldiers who had enlisted for Lieutenant Colonel Norman
Macleod of Dunvegan during the American War of



Independence. The case of these soldiers, the paper
argued, ‘Provide[s] what Lord Napier and Ettrick was so
anxious to find proof of, namely, that the land in the
Highlands was largely held for military service rendered by
the people to their chiefs’.12

Although recruiting was vital in determining external
attitudes to the region, it is also the case that much of the
historiography respecting the development of Highland
regiments exhibits major flaws and weaknesses. One such
example is the tendency for military recruiting to be seen
as a direct extension of the culture and social norms of pre-
1745 Highland society. This presumed link between British
military service and clanship has proved so durable
because it actually emerged very early on in the evolution
of Highland regiments. During the 1745 Jacobite uprising,
Adam Ferguson, chaplain to the 42nd Highland Regiment,
preached a sermon best remembered as an exhortation to
its soldiers to ‘play the men for our people’. In one sense
the troops were being assigned a role which has been
ascribed to Highland soldiery ever since. In essence, they
were to represent the cutting edge of the region’s
reconciliation with the wider British union. Yet more subtle
still is the impression given by Ferguson’s sermon that
these men were innately representative of Highland
society, and that as regular, full-time soldiers of the British
Crown they were involved in an activity which was both a
privileged and yet entirely natural function of a militaristic
northern population.!3

Regimental histories have reinforced the idea that the
continuance of military service through the medium of the
British army was based on old clan values and attitudes.
Perhaps the most important work in this respect is that of
David Stewart of Garth. In his book, pubhshed in the early
1820s, Stewart explicitly linked the series of eighteenth-
and early nineteenth-century Highland battalions to the



influence of residual clanship. He argued that these
regiments were a product of a unique set of social
arrangements. Indeed, Stewart constructed a whole socio-
cultural framework to explain to his wider British
readership what the French wars had largely confirmed for
them: namely, the supposedly innate bellicosity of the
Highlander. He argued that ‘In forming his military
character the Highlander was no more favoured by nature,
but by the social system under which he lived’.l* The
substantial nineteenth-century expansion in regimental
histories merely served to consolidate this analysis. Though
for obvious reasons they tended to concentrate on the
operational histories of their respective regiments,
devoting only a few pages in the opening chapter to the
actual process of obtaining men, the impression given by
such literature was that recruitment in the post-Culloden
period was completed by the same means and under the
same conditions as had been evident prior to 1746. Thus, in
1800 the 93rd Sutherland Highlanders were raised by ‘clan
attachments and through this instinct’. The Reay Fencibles
were similarly raised when the government ‘made appeals
to their noblemen to arm their clansmen’.1>

However, such analysis manifestly fails to explain why
the region’s militarism continued and, indeed, expanded
while clanship itself rapidly collapsed. Another reason to be
cautious of suggestions that large-scale British army
recruiting can be explained in such terms lies in the fact
that clanship’s military raison d’étre has itself been
somewhat prone to exaggeration. It has been noted, for
example, that in the first half of the eighteenth century
there were ‘large numbers of clansmen, many of whom
knew little else but making war’. This modern scholarly
quote is indicative of a general trend which, until recently,
disregarded the noticeable commercial changes in early
eighteenth-century Highland society and their effects upon



clan militarism. The last military action arising from an
essentially private clan feud was in fact fought in August
1688 at Mulroy in Lochaber, and only took place because
one side - the Mackintoshes - had government troops
amongst its ranks. Likewise, a list of manpower in Blair
Atholl and Glen Tilt from as early as 1702 shows that only
46% were armed in some way, while only one in five was
equipped with both a sword and musket. A similar list from
1705 detailing a total of 649 men from the Grant estate in
the parishes of Cromdale, Inverallen, Duthill, Abernethy
and Rothiemurchus shows that only 36% had a weapon of
any kind, while a mere 12% had the full accoutrements of
sword and gun. Clearly, the military aspects of clanship had
been in long-term decay since well before the end of the
seventeenth century.16 This does not mean, however, that
the military capabilities of the region should be
underestimated: many clansmen had, for instance, received
training in the armies of France and the Dutch Republic.
Moreover, in an ironic twist, the growing British army
presence in the region between 1715 and 1745 helped to
externally buttress the military capability of certain clans.
The presence of independent companies in the region,
especially after 1725, allowed chiefs like Simon Fraser of
Lovat, by rotating service amongst his ordinary tenantry, to
build up large numbers of clansmen with a working
knowledge of up-to-date military techniques and hardware.
Thus, while the Highlands undoubtedly maintained
considerable military potential, it is important to clarify the
precise nature of the processes that preserved militarism in
the region. In a sense, army employment and, in the case of
Jacobitism, state-sponsored insurrection, helped disguise
the fact that privately motivated clannish violence was
largely a thing of the past by the Act of Union.!”
Appreciable decline in clan militarism warns against the
assumption that the later high-profile Highland presence



within Britain’s imperial military was in some way natural
and inevitable. Reinforcing this is the fact that clanship was
not structurally designed for the constant large-scale wars
in which Highland regiments later took part. At the turn of
the seventeenth century the Macleods of Dunvegan and
Macdonalds of Sleat engaged in a protracted feud which,
given their close proximity, forced the constant retention of
military manpower to secure their agricultural sectors from
raiding. These powerful clans found that within three years
their struggle could not be sustained because of the needs
of the labour-intensive arable sector. Likewise, devastation
inflicted during the Covenanting era upon clans like the
McLeans of Duart meant that, even after a generation,
almost 25% of their arable resources could not be
cultivated because of a lack of manpower. The Macleods of
Dunvegan suffered hundreds of casualties at the Battle of
Worcester in 1651, which produced a legacy of military
caution that survived until 1745. Even where the military
characteristics of clanship were retained in a permanent
way, as in the case of the Camerons of Locheil, it was
usually in order to protect vital agricultural resources and
farms.18 Military activity under clanship was in fact
designed primarily to complement and buttress the
agricultural sector. The influence of continental techniques
and logistics, while allowing clans to retain themselves in
the field for increasing periods of time, was nonetheless
undermined by the overriding priority given to agrarian
concerns. After Prestonpans in 1745, for example,
desertion from the Jacobite army increased significantly.
This was by no means a demoralised force, yet to many
rank-and-file the campaign had been completed.
Meanwhile, the harvest cycle was well advanced and the
needs of domestic economy began to take precedence over
notions of sustained and prolonged military campaigning.1®
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