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Introduction

by Christopher Hibbert

Few wars in the whole history of the British Army have inspired so many vivid personal records as the campaign fought against Napoleon in Spain and Portugal. In his book, Wellington’s Army, published in 1912, Sir Charles Oman listed well over a hundred printed diaries, memoirs and series of letters, including seventeen autobiographies by non-commissioned infantrymen. Since then several other journals and collections of letters have been discovered and published. But amongst this great accumulation of material, one book remains unique. It is the Recollections of Rifleman Harris.

Benjamin Harris did not write the book himself. Indeed, it may be doubted that he could write at all. He told his story to Henry Curling, an officer on the half-pay of the Oxfordshire Light Infantry, who seems to have come across him long after the war was over when Harris, discharged through ill health in 1814 on a pension of sixpence a day, was working as a cobbler in Richmond Street, Soho.

Curling set the story down without much pretence to literary craftsmanship, allowing the disjointed narrative to ramble along inconsequentially; he made no attempt to correct Harris’s mistakes and lapses of memory; he did not trouble to make any emendations when Harris repeated himself. But he produced a work which provides an extraordinary vivid and entirely authentic impression of what it was like to be a fighting soldier in the Napoleonic Wars.

Harris, a young shepherd from Dorset who, ‘in the long winter nights’, had learned the art of making shoes, was drawn by ballot for the Army of Reserve soon after its formation in 1802 and was drafted into the 66th Foot. Soldiers conscripted into the Army of Reserve could not be forced to serve outside the United Kingdom; but while with the 66th in Ireland, Harris was so captivated by the ‘smart, dashing and devil-may-care appearance’ of a detachment of the green-jacketed 95th Rifles he saw one day in Dublin that he volunteered to join them, and thus engaged himself for general service. Having, we can assume, been paid the normal bounty of £7:12:6, he set off on his adventurous journey ‘one beautiful morning, in tip-top spirits from the Royal Oak at Cashel; the whole lot of us (early as it was) being three sheets in the wind. When we paraded before the door of the Royal Oak,’ Harris goes on to relate, ‘the landlord and landlady of the inn, who were quite as lively, came reeling forth, with two decanters of whisky, which they thrust into the fists of the sergeants, making them a present of decanters and all to carry along with them, and refresh themselves on the march. The piper then struck up, the sergeants flourished their decanters, and the whole route commenced a terrific yell. We then all began to dance, and danced through the town, every now and then stopping for another pull at the whisky decanters. … In about ten days after this, our sergeants had collected together a good batch of recruits, and we started for England.’

The 95th Rifles-which became the Rifle Brigade in 1815 – was not an old regiment and had not yet earned its battle honours; but it had already achieved a reputation which even guardsmen envied. It had been formed in the spring of 1801, following the Commander-in-Chief’s order for the creation of an Experimental Rifle Corps at Horsham to which various regiments were required to send officers and men for courses of instruction. In charge of their training were two extremely able officers, Lieutenant-Colonel William Stewart and Colonel Coote Manningham; and it was as Manningham’s Rifles that the 95th were first known.

In October 1802, together with the 43rd and 52nd Regiments, both of which were reconstituted as light infantry, the 95th Rifles were sent to Shorncliffe Camp on the coast of Kent to be given further specialist training by Major-General John Moore, whose exceptional gifts and nobility of character were, as one of his young officers said, ‘an inspiration to us all’.

The 95th, so proud of their dark green uniforms which put concealment above show, were taught to think and to act for themselves, to combine disciplined team-work with individual initiative in a way that the British Army had never known. They were made to understand the need for their drills and exercises, not merely to perform them; they were told how to make use of ground in combining fire and movement, how to outmanœuvre the French tirailleurs and voltigeurs whose dash and skill had helped the Revolutionary armies to sweep across the plains of central Europe; they were urged to consider themselves craftsmen with a craftsman’s self-respect and pride; above all, they were encouraged by example and not dragooned by fear.

They were armed not with the standard small-bore musket but with the Baker rifle. This rifle was just as liable to misfire as the musket and was even more difficult to load, as the charge had to be rammed down a rifled barrel. Few riflemen could load and fire – which they had to do standing up – in much less than thirty seconds, about twice as long as the time it took to load and fire a musket. But the rifle had one supreme advantage: the musket could not be fired accurately, even by the most expert shot, at ranges above eighty yards, whereas the rifle was accurate up to three hundred yards. Through their expertise with the rifle, their alertness, discipline and regimental pride, the 95th had become the élite of the Army.

Harris first saw active service with the 95th in Denmark in 1806, but he has little to say about that short campaign which, after a three days’ bombardment of Copenhagen, resulted in the Danish fleet being removed from under Napoleon’s nose. Nor does Harris have much to communicate about his last campaign, the ill-fated expedition to Walcheren in 1809, when four thousand of his comrades died of fever, a fever which almost killed him, too, reducing him to so pitiable a state that he was no longer fit for the life of a soldier.

Nearly all of his Recollections are of the war in Spain, most of them of the terrible campaign of 1809 at the end of which he stumbled down to the beach at Vigo, almost blinded by the sufferings and privations he had endured, so weak that he could stand up only with the aid of his rifle, so exhausted that he could not summon the strength to call out to the boat which was taking away the last survivors of the retreat. ‘Luckily, Lieutenant Cox, who was aboard the boat, saw me, and ordered the men to return, and, making one more effort, I walked into the water, and a sailor stretching his body over the gunwale, seized me as if I had been an infant, and hauled me on board. … So our poor bare feet once more touched English ground. The inhabitants flocked down to the beach to see us, and they must have been a good deal surprised at the spectacle we presented. Our beards were long and ragged; almost all were without shoes and stockings; many had their clothes and accoutrements in fragments, with their heads swathed in old rags, and our weapons were covered with rust; whilst not a few had now, from toil and fatigue, become quite blind.’

Yet, for all his fearful experiences, Harris thought, as he sat at work in his shop in Richmond Street, that he ‘enjoyed life more whilst on active service’ than he had ever done since, and that the days spent in the fields of the Peninsula were the only part of his life ‘worthy of remembrance’.

That those days at least were worthy of remembrance no one who reads the following pages could possibly deny. From the very moment that the diminutive Harris lands in Portugal and marches away under the burning sun, weighed down by his kit and great-coat, his blanket and camp kettle, his haversack, rifle, ammunition, ship-biscuit and beef, and all the tools and leather that he had to carry as the battalion’s cobbler – ‘the lapstone I took the liberty of flinging to the Devil’ – we know immediately that we are in the company of a natural story teller with a remarkable story to tell.

In preparing this new edition of Harris’s Recollections for the press, I have not tampered at all with the original text. Upon the rare occasions when some additional information seems required, I have included a few explanatory words in square brackets. The footnotes provide more detailed information, particularly about the officers whom Harris mentions; but no attempt has been made to widen the scope of what is essentially a personal narrative. Readers who are unfamiliar with the military history of the period may care to read Arthur Bryant’s The Years of Victory, Carola Oman’s Sir John Moore, or my own Corunna. More detailed studies may be found in volume six of Fortescue’s History of the British Army, volume one of Oman’s History of the Peninsular War, and volume one of Napier’s History of the War in the Peninsula.

CHRISTOPHER HIBBERT


PUBLISHER’S NOTE

To avoid confusion, where Harris mentions a name in the text which also appears in a footnote the spelling of the name in the text has been brought into line with that in the footnote.
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