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Introduction 
 

Using soldiers’ memoirs to gain an understanding of their experience is certainly not a new 

phenomenon – but using them to understand the Irish experience serving within the British Army is 

still an under-researched aspect within the history of the British army.1 Indeed, the Irishmen that 

served within the British Army have been sorely neglected.2 There was a significant number of 

Irishmen in the British Army at this time with an estimated 50,000 Irishmen joining the British Army 

in the period between the outbreak of the French Wars in 1792 and November 1796. Another 

90,000 would join between 1800 and 1815.3 In all, it is estimated that roughly a third of the British 

Army was, by 1813, Irish.4 It has been suggested that due to the huge numbers of Irishmen that 

enlisted, Britain was able to fight Napoleonic France without having to resort to conscription.5 Not 

enough is known about these soldiers, though historians such as Catriona Kennedy, Edward J. Coss 

and Thomas Bartlett have either conducted studies on Irish soldiers or have discussed them within 

larger works. The focus of this thesis is the Peninsular War, ‘a conflict of extraordinary violence’, and 

the only time when the British Army fought a protracted campaign on European soil during the 

French Wars. Therefore, it presents a particularly appropriate time to study the Irish at war while 

wearing British redcoats.6  

This is not a study of the Peninsular War, nor is it a study of the British in the Iberian 

Peninsula. However, both of these topics will be discussed throughout. Battles are often the 

background to our protagonists’ stories and the analysis of their memoirs is not chronological. 

Therefore, it is necessary to provide detail on what the Peninsular War (or the War of Independence 

as it is known in Spain) was, and the British role within it. The Peninsular War is one of many 

conflicts that make up the larger Napoleonic Wars, a struggle which spanned Europe and had at its 

centre Napoleon, Emperor of the French. The Peninsular War began when Napoleon removed the 

Spanish King and placed his brother Joseph on the throne, seeking to control the Iberian country 

                                                           
1 Matilda Greig, ‘Accidental Authors? Soldiers’ Tales of the Peninsular War and the Secrets of the Publishing 
Process’ History Worksop Journal, Issue 86 (2018), p.227.  
2 John Morrissey, ‘A Lost Heritage: The Connaught Rangers and Multivocal Irishness’ in Ireland’s Heritages: 
Critical Perspectives on Memory and Identity ed. M. McCarthy (Aldershot, 2005), p.71. 
3 Catriona Kennedy, ‘True Brittons and Real Irish’ Irish Catholics in the British Army during the Revolutionary 
and Napoleonic Wars’ in Soldiering in Britain and Ireland, 1750-1850: Men at Arms (Basingstoke, 2013), p.40. 
4 Kennedy, ‘Irish Catholics in the British Army’, p.38. 
5 Thomas Bartlett, ‘Ireland during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, 1791-1815’, The Cambridge History 
of Ireland, ed. James Kelly (Cambridge, 2018) p.75. 
6 Gavin Daly, ‘”Barbarity more suited to Savages”: British Views of Spanish and Portuguese Violence during the 
Peninsular War, 1808-1814’, War & Society, 35:4 (2016), p.243.  
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more thoroughly.7 Napoleon did not expect the Spanish to rise, assuming that they would embrace a 

‘more liberal, efficient government.’8 But the Spanish did not appreciate this French takeover and 

they rose in Madrid on 2 May 1808, a day now famously known as ‘Dos de Mayo’.9 Around the same 

time, a French force invaded Portugal because the country refused to stop trading with Britain. This 

was an opportunity for Britain to finally make a decisive war effort on the Continent and a small 

British Army was sent to the Peninsula.10 After the British defeated a French force at Vimeiro, the 

French proposed the Convention of Cintra which saw the French leave Portugal with their loot, 

carried off in British ships.11 The war continued with Sir John Moore leading the British, who pushed 

into Spain but were quickly forced to retreat by Napoleon who had arrived with reinforcements, the 

only time the French Emperor would fight in Spain. This forced the British to retreat to Corunna 

where the Royal Navy could save them, culminating in the Battle of Corunna (January 1809), a 

desperate holding action that cost Moore his life.12 In April 1809 the British were back, this time led 

by Arthur Wellesley, who would later become the Duke of Wellington as reward for his success in 

the Peninsula. One of his first decisive battles was at Talavera (27-28 July 1809) but much of the 

early part of the war involved Wellington defending the Portuguese frontier against French 

incursions, even falling back to the infamous Line of Torres Vedras, a secret line of defensive works 

designed to protect Lisbon. Wellington did fight two significant defensive battles during this time: 

Busaco (September 1809) and Fuentes de Onoro (May 1810).13 It was not until 1812 that Wellington 

was in a position to push decisively and take the two great fortresses that protected the Spanish 

border; Ciudad Rodrigo and Badajoz. Taking these fortresses cost the British dearly, and these sieges 

have become known as the two great examples that ‘prove’ the British Army was made up of the 

‘Scum of the Earth’.14 1812 also saw the great victory at Salamanca that changed the course of the 

War, but it was not until 1813 at the battle of Vittoria that the ‘French kingdom of Spain was at an 

end.’15 The French were pushed over the Pyrenees later that year, though the fighting continued into 

France. The final battle of Wellington’s five-year campaign was at Toulouse (April 1814), a few days 

after Napoleon had abdicated.16  

                                                           
7 Alan Forrest, Napoleon (London, 2011), pp.246-247. 
8 Todd Fisher, The Napoleonic Wars: The Empires Fight Back 1808-1812 (Abingdon, 2013), p.8. 
9 David Andress, Beating Napoleon: How Britain Faced Down her Greatest Challenge (London, 2015), p.189. 
10 Forrest, Napoleon, pp.246-247. 
11 Andress, Beating Napoleon, p.191. 
12 Michael Glover, The Peninsular War 1807-1814 A Concise Military History (London, 1974), pp.78-86. 
13 Saul David, All the King’s Men: The British Redcoat in the Era of Sword and Musket (London, 2013), pp.400-
409. 
14 Allan Mallinson, The Making of the British Army: From the English Civil War to the War on Terror (London, 
2011), pp.224-228. 
15 Glover, The Peninsular War, p.205, p.244. 
16 David, All the King’s Men, pp.436-437. 
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The aim of this thesis is to gain an understanding of the experience of Irish soldiers that 

served with the British Army in the Peninsular War. Within this objective there are several other 

research questions that this thesis attempts to answer. The thesis is separated into four chapters. 

The first chapter focuses on where these Irishmen came from and what their lives may have been 

like before they enlisted. This is predominantly focused on analysis of data garnered from two 

sources: the Descriptions Books of the British Army and Edward Coss’s British Soldier Compendium. 

This information can then be used to make conclusions regarding why these Irishmen may have 

enlisted, and therefore, provide significant clues that informed their experience.  

The second chapter focuses on how these Irish soldiers saw themselves. Importantly, did 

Irish soldiers identify as Irish and are there cases of Irish soldiers celebrating their Irishness while 

within the ranks of the British army. This will include examining the identity of an Irish soldier and 

how this may have changed during service which will add to the discussion of whether the British 

army helped foster national or regimental identities. There will also be analysis on whether the Irish 

were treated or perceived differently from other soldiers within the British Army, including if there is 

any sense that Irish soldiers suffered from anti-Irish prejudice from their fellow soldiers. Friendship 

comes into this, examining whether Irishmen were more likely to be friends with men of the same 

culture or nationality and assessing whether nationality was important for building bonds of 

friendship while at war. This chapter concludes with a focus on religion and primarily an analysis of 

the Catholic Irish and their experiences amongst the ranks of the army but there is also a focus on 

how British soldiers perceived Catholicism, both of their fellow Irish soldiers and of the Iberian 

population.  

The third chapter will look at how the Irish perceived other cultures, such as the Spanish and 

the Portuguese. The focus will first be on perceptions of the Portuguese, with many examples 

coming from the soldier’s first impressions of Lisbon and the Portuguese people which sheds light on 

how British and Irish soldiers may have perceived the world. There is then a focus on the Spanish, 

which focuses to a greater extent on the relationship between British soldiers and their supposed 

allies in the Spanish army and the partisan guerrillas, and whether this relationship was any different 

for the Irish. There is also discussion on how the Irish perceived their enemies the French. It will be 

important to contrast the Irish experience with their British counterparts’ interaction and perception 

of these foreign cultures. This will shed light on whether the Irish experience in the Peninsula was 

different from their British comrades. Within this chapter there is also analysis on whether the Irish 

soldiers received any different or preferential treatment from the Iberian civilian populations, as 

suggested by historians such as Gavin Daly. 
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The fourth chapter will focus on the Irish at war and how this may have impacted their 

experience. A significant focus will be on the possibility of an Irish Martial tradition, a topic which has 

been studied before by Thomas Bartlett and Keith Jeffery, and how this may have formed both their 

behaviour in battle but also influenced how the Irish were written about in the memoirs. 17 There will 

be a focus on some of the Irish stereotypes, for example, the hardiness and cheerfulness of 

Irishmen. This will include analysis of when the memoirs compared Irish soldiers to other 

nationalities, a common trope of soldier’s accounts of this time. Part of this will be a focus on the 

perceived strengths and weaknesses of the Irish soldier as compared to soldiers of other nations.  

The memoirs used here cover a wide spectrum of the Irish soldier and his experience. 

Edward Costello provides the viewpoint of an Irish ranker from Dublin and the anonymous Sergeant 

provides the view of a rural Irishman, while Charles O’Neil’s memoir is one of the few accounts of a 

Catholic Irish soldier. The Anglo-Irish perspective is covered by the memoirs of William Grattan, 

George Bell, and Harry Ross-Lewin. Benjamin Harris’s memoir and George Simmons’ and William 

Wheeler’s letters provide an English perspective while John Douglas and Joseph Donaldson provide a 

Scottish one. There are other memoirs used but the ones mentioned here are the best 

representations of the spectrum explored in this thesis. 

The historiography of Irish soldiers has been discussed in part above, but this thesis has been 

influenced by many historiographical pathways, including first and foremost, the field of military 

history. Military history has often been on the fringes of academic history. Before the 1950s it was 

often the ‘sole purview of antiquarians and professional soldiers’.18 This was due to military history 

often being used as an educational tool to learn lessons from past conflicts that could then be 

brought to future wars. This put many academics off studying it and viewing military history as a 

viable field.19 The 1950s saw the beginning of a more academic military history, with Michael 

Robert’s concept of a ‘Military Revolution’ which linked ‘military innovation and state formation’ and 

so brought military history a degree of academic respectability.20 But even after the 1950s, military 

history was still side-lined. The introductory sentence of Palgrave Advances in Modern Military 

History published in 2006 states: ‘[f]or too long military history has sat uncomfortably on the 

margins of mainstream academic study.’21 Military history has certainly been looked down upon in 

                                                           
17 Thomas Bartlett & Keith Jeffery, ‘An Irish Military Tradition?’ in A Military History of Ireland ed. Thomas 
Bartlett & Keith Jeffery (Cambridge, 1996). 
18 William P. Tatum III, ‘Challenging the New Military History: The Case of Eighteenth-Century British Army 
Studies’, History Compass Vol.5, Issue 1 (November, 2006) https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1478-0542.2006.00371.x 
19 Tatum, ‘Challenging the New Military History’ https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1478-0542.2006.00371.x 
20 Tatum, ‘Challenging the New Military History’ https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1478-0542.2006.00371.x 
21 Matthew Hughes & William J. Philpott, ‘Introduction’ in Palgrave Advances in Modern Military History ed. 
Matthew Hughes & William J. Philpott (Basingstoke, 2006), p.1. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1478-0542.2006.00371.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1478-0542.2006.00371.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1478-0542.2006.00371.x
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academic circles. David Andress has written how as a ‘budding historian’ his interest in military 

history felt like a ‘guilty secret’.22 This seems to be the case with British military history which has 

developed quite separately from other fields of history such as social, political or cultural history.23 

This might be due to the interest in English constitutional history which reduced the impact conflict 

had in history.24 David Bell explains this academic exile through the liberality of social sciences which 

‘dismissed war as primitive, irrational, and alien to modern civilization’ and so not worthy of study.25 

That military history is also used as a training tool for the military also makes it unappealing to 

academics.26 

 However, this did not mean there was a sparsity in military histories of the Napoleonic Wars 

as a large body of literature came from ‘antiquarians’ and ‘professional soldiers’.27 Lawrence notes 

however that the historiography of the Peninsular War had been, until quite recently, very 

nationalistic, even the name ‘Peninsular War’ seems to Spanish historians to belittle their own 

country’s contribution.28 British histories championed Wellington as the sole saviour of the Iberian 

Peninsula from French tyranny whereas Spanish accounts wrote how Wellington could never have 

succeeded without the Spanish drawing away the main French force.29 British histories were 

dominated by Napier’s History of the War in the Peninsula and in the South of France from the Year 

1807 to the Year 1814 (dated 1828-1840 ) and Charles Oman’s Wellington’s Army, 1809-1814 (1913) 

and A History of the Peninsular War (1902-1930). It should be noted that Oman’s last two volumes 

‘broke Napier’s spell’ by reinstating the role the Spanish guerrillas played in victory, though this 

inclusion did not ensure significant ongoing British engagement with this, or any, aspect of Spanish 

history until later.30 These texts are in the traditional form of military history which often had a very 

narrow focus, sometimes diminutively called a ‘drums and trumpets’ approach, which looked at 

campaigns, battles, regiments and generals and were often just detailed accounts of what happened 

and did little to further any broader understanding. It certainly seems to have dampened many 

academics’ views of military history, something Jeremy Black rails against in his book, Rethinking 

Military History but this issue is also mentioned by Charles Esdaile in the beginning of his history of 

                                                           
22 Andress, Beating Napoleon, p.xii. 
23 Kevin Linch, Britain and Wellington’s Army: Recruitment, Society and Tradition, 1807-15 (Basingstoke, 2011), 
p.3. 
24 Hugh F. Kearney, Ireland Contested Ideas of Nationalism and History (New York, 2007), p.5. 
25 David A. Bell, The First Total War: Napoleon’s Europe and the Birth of Modern Warfare (London, 2008), p.14. 
26 Tatum, ‘Challenging the New Military History’ https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1478-0542.2006.00371.x 
27 Michael J. Hughes, Forging Napoleon’s Grande Armée: Motivation, Military Culture, and Masculinity in the 
French Army, 1800-1808 (London, 2012), p.2. 
28 Mark Lawrence, ‘Peninsularity and Patriotism: Spanish and British approaches to the Peninsular War, 1808-
14’, Historical Research Vol. 85, Issue 229 (April 2012), p.458. 
29 Lawrence, ‘Peninsularity and Patriotism’, p.453. 
30 Lawrence, ‘Peninsularity and Patriotism’, p.461. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1478-0542.2006.00371.x
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the Peninsular War.31 Despite this, Geoff Mortimer notes that military history is a growing field, both 

in academic terms and for the wider general readership.32 Michael J. Hughes also states how there 

has been a rise in historians taking an interest in war since the terrorist attacks of 2001.33 The field 

has developed and diverged since the 1960s, and we now see a field that covers a much wider area, 

with various new themes and topics explored such as gender, culture and medicine. 

Central to this shift was the development of a ‘new military history’ (which is still called 

‘new’ despite the school being over fifty years old34), which included the field known as ‘War and 

Society’. These new fields explored the areas of military history that had been left behind by the 

more traditional military historians and their focus on battles and operations.35 Gregory Wawro 

describes the approach as placing ‘war in its larger social, political, economic and cultural context.’36 

Academic historians had begun ‘embarking upon a campaign to integrate military subjects into the 

mainstream of historical studies.’37 This was especially the case when the ‘New Social History’ 

movement in the 1970s brought new analytical tools that helped historians to look at the 

relationships between militaries and societies.38 The ‘War and Society’ approach attempts to 

evaluate the relationship between the military and wider society though often focusing on non- 

combatants. 39 Peter Karsten notes, that while traditional military history looked at campaigns and 

tactics, ‘new military history’ studies the ‘rest of military history’.40 This includes recruitment, 

training, and the social and cultural life of an army. Michael S. Neiburg states that while the 

overarching aims of both traditional and new military history are the same; attempting to 

understand grand strategy, the behaviour of soldiers and the impacts upon both wider society and 

the individual, the difference occurs because while the ‘former is top-down… the latter is bottom-

up.’41 It is certainly the case that ‘new military history’ has a particular desire for exploring the world 

of the common soldiers. This has all led to a ‘vastly increased’ understanding of not only the 

                                                           
31 Jeremy Black, Rethinking Military History (Abingdon, 2004). Charles Esdaile, The Peninsular War: A New 
History (London, 2003), p.3. 
32 Geoff Mortimer, ‘Introduction: Was There a “Military Revolution” in the Early Modern Period?’ in Early 
Modern Military History, 1450-1815 ed. Geoff Mortimer (Basingstoke, 2004), p.1. 
33 Hughes, Forging Napoleon’s Grande Armée, p.4. 
34 Mark Moyar, ‘The Current State of Military History’, The Historical Journal Vol. 50, No. 1 (May, 2007), p.227. 
35 Hughes & Philpott, ‘Introduction’, p.4. 
36 Geoffrey Wawro, Warfare and Society in Europe, 1792-1914 (London, 2000), p.ix. 
37 Don Higginbotham, ‘The Early American Way of War: Reconnaissance and Appraisal’, The William and Mary 
Quaterly, Vol. 44, No. 2 (April, 1987), p.230. 
38 Tatum, ‘Challenging the New Military History’ https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1478-0542.2006.00371.x 
39 Catriona Kennedy & Matthew McCormack, ‘Introduction: New Histories of Soldiering’ in Soldiering in Britain 
and Ireland, 1750-1850 ed. Catriona Kennedy & Matthew McCormack. (Basingstoke, 2013), p.3. 
40 Peter Karsten, ‘The “New” American Military History: A Map of the Territory, Explored and Unexplored’ in 
American Quarterly 36/3 (1984), p.389. 
41 Micheal S. Neiberg, ‘War and Society’ in Palgrave Advances in Modern Military History ed. Matthew Hughes 
& William J. Philpott (Basingstoke, 2006), p.42. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1478-0542.2006.00371.x
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common soldier, but also how armies were organised.42 Another interpretation of the various fields 

is that the ‘War and Society’ approach studies the external impacts of war and militaries, such as 

war’s impact on societies or culture, whereas the ‘New Military History’ approach looks at similar 

issues but internally, scrutinising military society and culture itself. However, it should be noted here 

that many of these approaches and themes overlap and certainly even a traditional approach would 

now include aspects of ‘new military history’.43 Philip Haythornthwaite’s Redcoats: The British 

Soldiers of the Napoleonic Wars (2012) is a good example of this development of military history. 

Haythornthwaite, one of the foremost Napoleonic military historians, examines issues such as 

recruitment, women and aspects of a soldier’s everyday life which are all staples of the New Military 

Approach.  

Many of these influences had relatively little impact upon eighteenth-century British military 

history with much of this progress either occurring on the Continent, the U.S.A or on British studies 

of Continental armies or on the First and Second World Wars.44 Examples are Geoffrey Best’s War 

and Society in Revolutionary Europe, 1770-1870 (1982) and Alan Forrest’s Conscripts and Deserters: 

The Army and French Society During the Revolution and Empire (1989). Forrest’s Napoleon’s Men: 

The Soldiers of the Revolution and Empire (2002) was one of the first studies that focused solely on 

soldiers’ lives, though it lacks depth when it comes to the soldiers’ tales themselves. Godfrey 

Davies’s Wellington and his Army (1954), Richard Glover’s Peninsular Preparation: The Reform of the 

British Army, 1795-1809 (1963), Anthony Brett-James’s Life in Wellington’s Army (1972) and Michael 

Glover’s Wellington’s Army in the Peninsula 1808-1814 (1977) could be considered early examples of 

the ‘New Military History’ approach in British military history. Yet this general trend has left British 

military history behind and may have encouraged some to continue to believe that the British Army 

did not really change over the early modern period, when it did, in fact, change greatly.45 For 

example, Michael Glover still wrote in Wellington’s Army that the British rank and file were made up 

of the ‘Scum of the Earth’ and it is only recently that scholars such as Edward J. Coss and Kevin Linch 

have challenged this notion.46 However, there has been a greater focus on the eighteenth-century 

                                                           
42 Michael S. Neiberg, Warfare in World History (London, 2001), p.4. 
43 Joanna Bourke, ‘New Military History’ in Palgrave Advances in Modern Military History ed. Matthew Hughes 
& William J. Philpott (Basingstoke, 2006), p.274. 
44 H.V Bowen, War and British Society, 1688-1815 (Cambridge, 1998), p.1. 
45 Linch, Britain and Wellington’s Army, p.5. 
46 Michael Glover, Wellington’s Army in the Peninsula 1808-1814 (London, 1977), p.24, Edward J. Coss, All for 
the King’s Shilling: The British Soldier under Wellington, 1808-1814 (Oklahoma, 2015), p. 4. Linch, Britain and 
Wellington’s Army, p.90. 
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British Army within the last decade and the common soldier has also seen significant attention 

within the same period.47  

A major indicator of this is the War, Culture and Society, 1750-1850 series of books 

published by Palgrave Macmillan. The books in this series do not necessarily focus on the British 

Army but many of them do relate to this topic in some form and helps bring British military history in 

line with the European school with a focus on combatants. The following examples are all part of this 

series and shows the breadth of modern military history. J. E. Cookson has written an essay titled 

‘Regimental Worlds: Interpreting the Experience of British Soldiers during the Napoleonic Wars’, 

published in the edited collection Soldiers, Citizens and Civilians: Experiences and Perception of the 

Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, 1790-1820 (2009) which discusses British soldiers and their 

relationships to their regiment. Here Cookson examines officer-soldier relations and regimental 

identity and concludes that the nationality of the soldiers still had a large part to do with an 

individual soldier’s loyalties and life within the army. Catriona Kennedy came to a different 

conclusion in her essay ‘‘True Brittons and the Real Irish’: Irish Catholics in the British Army during 

the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars’ (2013) in which she discusses the Catholic Irish that served 

in the British Army during the French Wars of 1792-1815 and debates whether these Catholic Irish 

took on a British national identity. She determines that ‘the army was not a crucible of Britishness’ 

but may have fostered a more specific military identity, possibly a ‘regimental Irishness’.48 Matthew 

P. Dziennik notes how ‘[h]istorians are increasingly sceptical of the army’s effect on creating national 

identity in this period.’49 This is a topic of further analysis in this thesis. Mark Wishon has undertaken 

a study of German soldiers serving in the British Army in which he compared German soldiers 

serving in two wars: Hessian soldiers during the American War of Independence and the King’s 

German Legion during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars.50 This study shows that the different 

cultural elements of the British Army is worthy of consideration and analysis. Themes discussed by 

Wishon include identity and the foreigner’s role within the British Army. Leighton S. James has also 

written a study on German soldiers and citizenry during the French Wars titled Witnessing the 

Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars in Central German Europe (2013). Here James includes a chapter 

on military life, though his focus is primarily upon the common people. Kevin Linch, who has already 

                                                           
47 Kevin Linch and Matthew McCormack, ‘Wellington’s Men: The British Soldier of the Napoleonic Wars’, 
History Compass Vol. 13, Issue 6. (2015), p.289. 
48 Kennedy, ‘‘True Brittons and the Real Irish”, p.51. 
49 Matthew P. Dziennik, The Fatal Land War, Empire, and the Highland Soldier in British America (Yale, 2015), 
p.17. 
50 Mark Wishon, German Forces and the British Army: Interaction and Perceptions, 1742-1815 

(Basingstoke, 2013). 
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been mentioned, has looked at issues of recruiting for Britain’s army, especially for the Peninsular 

War, and its impact upon British society in a study that takes a different approach from Cookson’s 

Armed Nation by coming at the issue from the army and soldier’s perspective.51  

Gavin Daly has used soldiers’ letters and memoirs as a form of travel writing and attempted 

to establish what soldiers thought of the lands they travelled through. His book, The British Soldier in 

the Peninsular War: Encounters with Spain and Portugal, 1808-1814, published in 2013, focuses on 

the Peninsular War and attempts to discover what British soldiers thought about the Iberian 

Peninsula and its people and, to a certain extent, how the British perceived themselves. This is not 

the only work studying British soldiers in the Iberian Peninsula. It follows D. S. Richard’s more 

traditional The Peninsula Years: Britain’s Red Coats in Spain & Portugal (2002). However, before Daly 

had written his article on British soldiers in Lisbon (2009), no historian had studied British soldiers’ 

perceptions and attitudes towards the Iberian Peninsula in depth.52 In terms of recruitment for the 

British Army during this period there have been several works, of which one of the more important 

is Cookson’s The British Armed Nation, 1793-1815 (1996). There is also Ron McGuigan’s in-depth 

chapter on ‘The Origin of Wellington’s Peninsular Army June 1808-April 1809’ (2006) which contains 

details of each regiment that joined the army during this time, including officers and promotions.53 

Robert Burnham’s chapter in the same edited collection looks at how Wellington was able to keep 

his regiments up to strength during the campaign.54  

The trend of studying soldiers’ experiences is also contributed to by Yuval Noah Harari, who 

has worked on a study of battlefield experiences, the retelling of these experiences and what these 

tell us about the soldiers themselves across the entire modern period.55 John Keegan’s The Face of 

Battle (1976) was one of the first studies that focused on a soldier’s experience, looking at three 

battles, Agincourt, Waterloo and the Somme. After Keegan’s work, the experience of battle and war 

became a much-explored topic in military history.56 Joanna Bourke’s An Intimate History of Killing: 

Face-to-face Killing in Twentieth Century History (1999) is a good example. Richard Holmes’s 

                                                           
51 Linch, Britain and Wellington’s Army. 
52 Gavin Daly, ‘A Dirty, Indolent, Priest-Ridden City: British Soldiers in Lisbon during the Peninsular War, 1808-
1813’, History, Vol. 94(4 (316)) (1st October 2009), p.462. 
53 Ron McGuigan, ‘The Origin of Wellington’s Peninsular Army, June 1808 - April1809’ in Inside Wellington’s 
Peninsular Army, 1808-1814 ed. Rory Muir, Robert Burnham, Howie Muir & Ron McGuigan (Barnsley, 2006), 
pp.39-70. 
54 Robert Burnham, ‘Filling the Ranks: How Wellington Kept His Units up to Strength’ in Inside Wellington’s 
Peninsular Army, 1808-1814 ed. Rory Muir, Robert Burnham, Howie Muir & Ron McGuigan (Barnsley, 2006), 
pp.201-225. 
55 Yuval Noah Harari, The Ultimate Experience: Battlefield Revelations and the Making of Modern War Culture, 
1450-2000 (Basingstoke, 2008). 
56 Yuval Noah Harari, ‘Military Memoirs: A Historical Overview of the Genre from the Middle Ages to the Late 
Modern Era’, War in History 14 (3) (2007), p.305. 
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extensive Soldiers: Army Lives and Loyalties from Redcoats to Dusty Warriors and his Redcoat: The 

British Soldier in the Age of Horse and Musket also offer in-depth studies of soldiers. To complement 

this understanding of a soldier’s experience Nancy Sherman’s study on soldiers that have served in 

Iraq and Afghanistan has been consulted to assist in understanding the soldier’s psyche and 

mentality.57 This is important as soldiers undergo experiences that are difficult for an outsider – 

including an historian - to comprehend. For this reason, the Oxford Handbook of Military Psychology, 

edited by Janice H. Laurence and Michael D. Matthews, has also been studied to allow a better 

understanding of PTSD (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder) as this is a field that has been sorely 

neglected when looking at pre-modern soldiers. Despite this progress in the field of a soldier’s 

experience, Edward Coss still wrote in 2015 that ‘[o]ne of the most neglected areas of research in 

the field of Napoleonic studies is the campaign and combat behaviour of the common British soldier 

who fought against the French in the Peninsular War, 1808 to 1814.’58 This is something that his 

work All for the King’s Shilling: The British Soldier under Wellington, 1808-1814 seeks to address, 

though this project hopes to add the uniquely Irish aspect to this discussion. For the French troops of 

the Napoleonic Wars, this has been a subject of significant interest, for example, John A. Lynn, Alan 

Forrest, Jean-Paul Bertaud and Michael J. Hughes have all discussed this topic and set out their 

conclusions.59   

There have been several studies of the Irish soldiery in recent years. However, there have 

been relatively few enquiries into Irish soldiers serving within the ranks of the British Army, 

particularly given the large numbers of troops involved. There has been even less focus on Irish 

NCOs and officers.60 Karsten wrote in 1983 that the Irish soldier within British ranks was an 

‘understudied figure’.61 This statement is mostly still true today. What studies have been conducted 

on Irish soldiers have tended to focus upon Irish regiments which has resulted in, as James Deery 

puts it, an ‘under appreciation of the true extent of the Irish soldier’s contribution.’62 This is perhaps 

partly because the willingness of Irish soldiers to serve in British colours is somewhat ‘embarrassing 

and problematic’ for Irish nationalists.63 This has meant that these soldier’s ‘Irishness’ has been 
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largely forgotten, especially by the general public.64 This is problematic as, as will be seen, the 

majority of Irish soldiers that fought in the Peninsula did so in English and Scottish infantry 

regiments.65 Despite this omission, studies of the Irish at war in other capacities have seen interest. 

One of the best examples of both the romanticism that can often be found in studies of Irish soldiers 

and of the ‘drums and trumpets’ approach to military history is G. A. Hayes-McCoy’s The Irish at War 

(1965) which is a simple but detailed account of several battles in Irish history. However, The Irish at 

War does not mention the Irish that served within the ranks of the British Army, neglecting a large 

part of the Irish military story.66 For the historiography of Irish soldiers it is important to look at how 

historians have approached the Irish fighting in other wars such as the American Civil War, a war in 

which many Irish immigrants of varying generations fought. Paul Jones’s The Irish Brigade (1971) 

followed the Union regiment called the Irish Brigade, originally commanded by Thomas Meagher, an 

Irish radical who had been exiled by the British government. This is a narrative history of the Irish 

soldiers which epitomised the romantic approach that many take when discussing Irish soldiers, 

especially when it comes to their nature and fighting ability. Another study of the Irish looked at 

their service in the British Army during the First World War. Terrence Drennan’s Ireland’s Unknown 

Soldiers: The 16th (Irish) Division in the Great War, 1914-1918 (1992) is a study of Irish volunteers 

that served in the British Army during the First World War and, while it is written with a similarly 

romantic view to Jones’ Irish Brigade, there is a more professional approach. Drennan argues that 

there was significant evidence of anti-war feeling amongst the Irish and that many did not want to 

serve. In fact, the division throughout the war suffered due to the few numbers of Irish enlisting. The 

Irish have been studied further in their contribution to World War One, with Gavin Hughes’ Fighting 

Irish: The Irish Regiments in the First World War (2015) a recent addition, though he explicitly keeps 

his focus on the Irish regiments, rather than Irishmen in particular.67 Turning back to the eighteenth-

century, Kenneth Patrick Ferguson’s unpublished PhD thesis on ‘The Army in Ireland from the 

Restoration to the Act of Union’ (1981) is a wide-ranging survey covering the British Army in Ireland 

itself. The Irish soldier in the British army is seeing greater focus, especially from James Deery and 

Nicholas Dunne-Lynch, who have both focused on the Irish in the Peninsular War, furthering our 
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understanding in a manner in which this thesis hopes to complement and expand.68 Darragh Cannon 

has also contributed to this understanding with their thesis on Irish Catholic soldiers.69 

However, the defining book in Irish military historiography is the edited collection by 

Thomas Bartlett and Keith Jeffery, A Military History of Ireland, which was published in 1996. This 

book covers the entirety of Irish history, with various historians each contributing their insight on a 

period of Irish history from the early medieval period to modern day with a heavy emphasis on 

attempting to answer the question Bartlett and Jeffery put forward in the opening essay, ‘Was there 

an Irish military tradition?’ This is a question that my own research also addresses in the final 

chapter. This idea of martial tradition or martial race theory has only begun to be deconstructed in 

the past two decades, significantly by Heather Streets in Martial Races: The Military, Race and 

Masculinity in British Imperial Culture, 1857-1914, in which she traces the martial races of 

Highlanders, Sikh and Gurkha and how their martial race identity was constructed, the impact it had 

on both these soldiers and Britain as a whole and how these men were able to live up to this 

reputation.70 Returning to A Military History of Ireland, many of these essays explore the same 

romantic notions as previous Irish histories but they also discuss the relationship between Britain 

and Ireland, especially in the period of interest explored in this thesis.71 However, none of these 

chapters look at the Irish serving within the British Army on campaign extensively, a vital gap in our 

understanding. Karsten had written a survey on Irish soldiery in the modern period in 1983. He came 

to the conclusion that the Irish were well-disciplined and that it was inaccurate to consider them as 

unruly or radical, a conclusion that is often the case in the essays contained in A Military History of 

Ireland, and that the Irish soldier fostered loyal ties to their brother-in-arms and that these loyalties 

often overrode any nationalist feelings.72 Neil Garnham has published an article on desertion within 

the regiments stationed in Ireland, during which he concludes that much of the desertion may have 

been because they were poor soldiers, noting that ‘the force was probably less efficient, a great deal 

less Protestant, and considerably less physically robust, than has been thought.’73 It is worth 

                                                           
68 Deery, ‘Contribution of the Irish Soldier’. Nicholas Dunne-Lynch, ‘Humour and Defiance: Irish Troops and 
Their Humour in the Peninsular War’, Journal of the Society for Army Historical Research, Vol. 85, Number 341 
(Spring 2007). 
69 Darragh Cannon, ‘Irish Catholic Service and Identity in the British Armed Forces 1793-1815’ Thesis, National 
University of Ireland, Maynooth (October, 2014). 
70 Heather Streets, Martial Races: The Military, Race and Masculinity in British Imperial Culture, 1857-1914, 
(Manchester, 2004). 
71 For example, in Thomas Bartlett’s essay ‘Defence, Counter-insurgency and Rebellion: Ireland, 1793-1803, 
E.M. Spiers ‘Army Organisation and Society in the Nineteenth Century’ and Harman Murtagh’s ‘Irish Soldiers 
abroad, 1600-1800’. 
72 Karsten, ‘Irish Soldiers in the British Army, 1792-1922’, p.31-64. 
73 Neal Garnham, ‘Military Desertion and Deserters in Eighteenth-Century Ireland’, Eighteenth-century Ireland 
Vol.20 (2005), p.103. 



13 
 

mentioning that Irish Catholics in the ranks (and their Catholicism) have also been neglected with 

Michael Snape’s study on religion within the British Army being the only recent significant 

contribution.74 The historiography of Irish soldiers is also significant in that it has often suggested 

that Irish soldiers were drunk, disorderly and ill-disciplined and only effective if led by English 

officers.75 The historiography has a mixed view of these Irish soldiers, which is one of the areas this 

project will attempt to explore further. 

Irish military history has often focussed upon Irishmen serving in foreign forces and 

paramilitarism. Indeed, Peter Stanley notes in his chapter on ‘Imperial Military History’ in Palgrave 

Advances in Modern Military History that Australia, New Zealand and India have often used their 

military history in an attempt to distance themselves from their imperial past.76 This may be a similar 

case with Ireland due to this focus on foreign service, with little emphasis on the Irish serving in the 

British Army. However, another factor may be the notion that Irish military identity comes from 

serving abroad, as suggested by Nathalie Genet-Rouffiac and David Murphy’s introduction to their 

edited collection Franco-Irish Military Connections, 1590-1945 (2009).77 One of these major foreign 

connections was with France and ‘the Wild Geese’, who were Irish soldiers that served in the employ 

of the Continent’s Catholic majesties of France, Spain and Austria. These soldiers left Ireland to 

serve, with Louis Cullen stating that there were on average nine hundred men a year enlisting for the 

Wild Geese between 1601 and 1700 with a thousand on average annually between 1700 and 1750.78 

Nathalie Genet-Rouffiac also notes that the temperament of these Irish soldiers serving in France 

was ill-tempered and ill-disciplined, but that these Irish regiments ‘were a kind of little Ireland in 

France’ and kept this Irish identity for much of the regiment’s presence there.79 Pierre-Louise 

Coudray argues that this Irish identity also filtered into the wider French society, especially at Angers 

where there were certainly traces of one.80 Studies into Irish links to Jacobitism abroad have been a 

recent movement in the historiography; Eamonn Ó Ciardha notes that it was not until the early 

1990s that these works were being undertaken because the ‘Irish state, established in 1922, found 

no place in its national pantheon for the absolutist Stuart king who deserted the country in its hour 
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of need.’81 Therefore eighteenth-century Irish historians preferred to analyse the United Irishmen, 

the Catholic Church or the Protestant Ascendency, and studies by English historians often 

‘underplayed or dismissed the Irish Jacobite threat.’82 

Two of the Irish soldiers discussed in this thesis started their military careers in the militia. In 

terms of paramilitary history, studies in England have been somewhat sparse, with half a century 

between books; J. R. Western’s The English Militia in the Eighteenth Century: The Story of a Political 

Issue, 1660-1802 published in 1965 and Matthew McCormack’s recent publication Embodying the 

Militia in Georgian England in 2015. Yet the field was a ‘favourite topic for nineteenth-century 

antiquarians.’83 Western’s The English Militia is an extensive and detailed work on the militia in 

England, however Western focused on the politics surrounding the militia. McCormack’s Embodying 

the Militia covers a variety of topics around the New Militia Act of 1757 and uses this act as the 

background of the study. This meant that he only looks at England and Wales, though he does spend 

time looking at their only period of conflict which was the 1798 rebellion in Ireland. He explores 

various topics including gender and national identity within this study on the militia, suggesting that 

the militia were firstly citizens and then soldiers. Sir Henry McAnally wrote on the Irish Militia during 

the French Wars which covered political and military themes and is similar to Western’s work in 

scope.84 Austin Gee looks at the British volunteers during 1794-1814, analysing themes such as 

politics, motivation and membership.85 In terms of Irish Volunteers, Padhraig Higgins explores this 

phenomenon in his wider study of political culture in the latter end of the eighteenth-century.86 

Many of the studies of the Volunteers in the last twenty years have downplayed the traditional 

notions that the Volunteers fostered early Irish nationalism though Breandán Mac Suibhne has 

linked them to Irish identity through their locality and patriotism.87 Allan Blackstock has also written 

on the Irish Yeomanry, a topic that he noted had not been previously looked at.88 The Yeomanry 

were part-time citizen-soldiers and his study explores the Irish yeomanry’s links to loyalism, 

Orangism and the Protestant Ascendency. 
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Identity will be a key component of the project, and has its own historiography attached to 

it. Linda Colley’s Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707-1837 (1992) is the foundation for much of the 

discussion about British identity in modern historiography and is a must read for any student wishing 

to understand British identity in the eighteenth century. Colley engages with what a British identity 

meant to people living in the eighteenth century and attempts to trace the growth of a British 

identity through the century, stating that monarchy, trade and religion all contributed to what we 

consider a British identity. Colley came to the conclusion that war and conflict, especially with 

France, played a vital part in the formation of a British identity.89 This is a focal point of the 

formation of British identity; that it was forged by its opposition, and differences, to the Continental 

‘Other’.90 The historiography also looked at the four British nations and how they interacted with 

each other, inspired by rising nationalism in Wales, Scotland and England, before Colley came onto 

the scene.91 J. G. A Pocock has been one of the most influential supporters of a ‘New British History’ 

that foregoes an Anglocentric approach.92 British identity is often intertwined with the events of the 

eighteenth century as the century ‘is the historic battleground of the formation of Great Britain, and 

subsequent historians have viewed it as such.’93 Colley’s thesis was one that Stephen Conway 

contends with in his book Britain, Ireland, & Continental Europe in the Eighteenth Century: 

Similarities, Connections, Identities (2011) which endeavoured to portray Britain and Ireland as a part 

of eighteenth-century Europe with more similarities than differences. Tony Claydon and Ian McBride 

raise issues with this focus on the ‘Other’, believing that it overshadows other features that may 

make up national identities as well as suggesting that nationalism cannot co-exist with wider, 

universal sympathies and identities.94 Claydon and McBride also argue against this focus on the 

eighteenth century, as it dismisses any earlier feelings of nationality.95  

Many studies of British identity and relationships with the Continent have left Ireland out. 

Colley’s Britons is the most obvious example, much to the disappointment of Irish historians.96 
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Indeed, Hugh Kearney points out how ‘[c]onfining their attention to Britain’ has allowed historians 

‘to make British nationhood seem unproblematic.’97 In terms of Irish identity ‘revisionism’ attempted 

to ‘play down the historic importance and continuity of Irish nationalism.’98 Nevertheless, McBride 

notes that the central thesis of Colley’s study, and her conclusions in Protestantism being a 

significant part of British identity, did relate to the Protestant parts of Ireland.99 There has however 

been attempts to reassert Ireland’s position in this debate including Martyn Powell’s ‘Celtic Rivalries: 

Ireland, Scotland and Wales in the British Empire’ (2011) and the edited collection Protestantism and 

National Identity: Britain and Ireland c.1650-c.1850 by Tony Claydon and Ian McBride (1998).100 

Kevin Whelan, in his book The Tree of Liberty (1996), believes that the twin pillars of radicalism and 

Catholicism are the foundation on which an Irish identity was built towards the end of the 

eighteenth century.101 Yet a complication with this Irish identity is the ‘colonial elites’ that were the 

Anglo-Irish, discussed in Thomas Bartlett’s articles, “A People Made Rather for Copies than 

Originals”: The Anglo-Irish, 1760-1800’ (1990), whose own form of nationalism was often 

vehemently anti-Catholic.  

The study of nationalism saw a surge of interest in the 1980s, with both Benedict Anderson 

and Ernest Gellner writing on the subject. Before the 1980s, nationalism had been ‘largely neglected 

by historians’ who were more likely to be absorbed by the issues of class and class conflict.102 

Benedict Anderson himself notes that the work of Gellner and Eric Hobsbawm in the 1980s made 

older texts regarding nationalism ‘largely obsolete’.103 Anderson discusses the invention of 

nationalism in his study Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 

(1983). ‘Invention’ is certainly the right word to use here because Anderson thought that national 

identity was a phenomenon created by mankind’s imagination. This idea is one that Kearney 

believes had ‘particular relevance’ to Irish nationalism though he is sure to point out that ‘one man’s 

imagined community was not necessarily shared by all his fellow countrymen.’104 Similarly Murray 

G.H. Pittock wrote of Imagined Communities: ‘[l]ike all “one stop shop” solutions to the complex 
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issues raised by nationalism, it is found wanting in several areas’.105 The notion that Nationalism is 

simply constructed has led to many theorists attempting to explain why and how it was 

constructed.106 While nationalism is seen by many as only a modern phenomenon, that thought is 

not universal; A.D. Smith has argued that elements of national structures and symbolism can be 

traced back much earlier in some countries, notably England and Russia.107 Similarly, Claydon and 

McBride state that while modern forms of communication and popular politics certainly helped 

national identities form from the latter part of the eighteenth century, ‘it is far less clear that true 

national identity, or even nationalism, was unsustainable before this time’ as there was a well-

established sense of British nationality since the mid-Stuart period.108 Pittock notes that modern 

nationalist theories often put too much emphasis on contractual nationalism and not enough on 

collective culturalist nationalism.109 Richard English notes that for many academics nationalism 

began towards the end of the eighteenth century and that this was also true of Ireland, though he 

states that this was built upon earlier traditions such as the Norman encroachments of the twelfth 

century and the politics and warfare of the seventeenth centuries.110  

Ireland’s role in the British empire was under-explored before the 1990s.111 Morrissey states 

that this is because of the distaste in recounting Ireland’s role within the British Empire.112 Examples 

of these works are ‘An Irish Empire? Aspects of Ireland and the British Empire’ edited by Keith Jeffery 

(1996), Ireland and the British Empire edited by Kevin Kenny (2004) and Charles Ivar McGrath’s 

Ireland and Empire, 1692-1770 (2016). The first focuses on several themes within nineteenth-

century empire and includes Jeffery’s own essay which analysed the military relationship between 

Ireland and the British Empire. Jeffery discusses the reasons why many Irish served around the 

British Empire in military roles during the nineteenth century and concludes that there were costs 

for the Irish but also many benefits which meant that many Irishmen would choose to serve.113 

Dziennik notes that significant work has been done on placing Scotland and the Highlands within a 
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British imperial military system,114 but Ireland is only just beginning to see such treatment, as 

mentioned above. 

Memory has also seen a significant rise in discussion and study in the last thirty years. 

Indeed, Geoffrey Cubitt states that ‘memory has become, to all appearances, one of the central 

preoccupations of historical scholarship.’115 Jay Winter notes that memory has become ‘the 

historical signature of our own generation’ though despite this the definition of memory is still hard 

to pin down and is used differently across the field of history and beyond.116 The discussion of 

history and memory was influenced significantly by the rise of postmodernism and the idea that 

everything remembered is impacted by one’s perspective, therefore ensuring that a complete 

recollection of entire events is impossible, and ensuring any written account is irrevocably flawed.117 

Postmodernist theorists questioned the validity of concepts such as facts, objectivity and truth – 

principals that historians had strived to ascertain – and made the entire field question itself. 

However, the field of history chose to be aware of its own limitations and this helped bring about 

the interest in memory.118 Memory, and the way that a person remembers an event, has also often 

been tied into identity.119 Indeed, the linking of a collective memory to national identity and 

nationalism has a long history dating back to the nineteenth century.120 Patrick Finney has noted that 

the two fields of ‘memory and identity have both been reconceptualised, now regarded not as 

natural facts but as complex social processes and political constructs’.121 Finney concluded that 

‘history, identity and memory are bound up together in a shifting discursive relationship, constantly 

feeding off and speaking to each other.’122 The idea of memory is important due to the focus on 

memoirs, and how the memoirists remembered their experiences.  

In line with this, it is important to understand that memoirs often suggest as much about 

when they were written as the times they are writing about, simply because these Irish soldiers were 

still experiencing and living up until the moment they put pen to paper. As they were also writing for 

a predominantly English middle-class audience, it must be expected, or at least acknowledged, that 
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the memoirs may either include, or add to, the stereotype of the Irish at this time. This would 

include the Irish experience in Victorian cities at this time. It was not until the 1980s that the Irish in 

Victorian Britain were beginning to be researched in any great depth but since then there has been a 

surge of interest.123 Donald M. MacRaild wrote in 1998 that Irish migrants had been written of as a 

single entity, especially in regard to outlook, religion and experience.124 Though often painted as 

outcasts by earlier works, which has been stated as a reason why historians did not study further the 

Irish in British cities, recent historiography has actually shown that this was not the case.125 Similarly, 

Roger Swift has shown that the Irish migrants were ‘no means an homogeneous group’.126 Focus 

therefore has also taken place on the Irish in individual cities, for example, John Belcham’s study of 

the Liverpool Irish.127 How the Irish were perceived by the British press has also received attention. 

Michael de Nie has written a study on the negative imagery and stereotypes that were used within 

the press and Leslie Williams discusses how the British press reported on the Irish famine.128 What 

the imagery and stereotypes were, and how they potentially impacted memoirs, is discussed below. 

This project falls within the New Military school with its focuses upon the common soldiers 

and their experiences but will attempt to further explore how the Irish soldier may have had a 

unique experience based upon the memoirs written by both Irish and British soldiers. The aim is to 

broaden our understanding of the Irish soldier, how they experienced warfare, how the Irish may 

have interacted with other British soldiers and to build upon the works of Catriona Kennedy and 

Thomas Bartlett in these areas. This thesis also aims to add to the historiography concerning who 

these Irish soldiers were and why they may have enlisted for the British army and to further 

question the traditional historiography that regards the soldiers of the British army at this time as 

the ‘scum of the earth.’ This discussion will advance understanding of the British army and the way it 

functioned in the 1800s and add to the historiographical discussion concerning regimental and 

national identities within the army. Another aim will be to further our understanding not just of Irish 
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identity but also the historical relationship between Ireland and Britain which may have particular 

significance in post-Brexit Britain.   

As stated above, this thesis focuses upon the memoirs written by both Irish and British 

soldiers that covered their service in the Peninsular War. Memoirs have been used extensively by 

many historians in their studies of late-eighteenth-century armies.129 Military memoirs, ‘which are 

retrospective attempts by combatants to construct a meaningful narrative of their wars’, have a long 

history.130 For example, Julius Caesar’s Commentaries on the Gallic Wars is a military memoir, 

written by Caesar himself and covering the Gallic Wars of 58-50 BC.131 The military memoir became a 

‘legitimate and popular genre’ by 1600, though 1750-1850 was the ‘major watershed in the history 

of military memoirs.’132 The French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars saw for the first time 

massive national armies, and therefore, also saw many literate soldiers serve who then left records 

of their service. In Britain’s case, Mark Lawrence calls it ‘the first literary conflict.’133 These range 

from letters and diaries but also include memoirs written after their service was complete. Charles 

Oman in the appendix to his Wellington’s Army lists over one hundred memoirs written by British 

soldiers alone.134 According to Forrest, this mass of sources ‘all have a value for the historians trying 

to assess the morale and motivation’ of these soldiers and ‘they constitute the most immediate 

conduit we have to the thinking and mentality of those involved, and the most personal, in that they 

reflect the experience of individuals rather than the goals of army administrators or the public self-

image of political leaders.’135 Leighton S. James states that this rise in memoir-writing was tied to 

‘new notions of the self’ that arose towards the end of the eighteenth century.136 However, James 

also notes that there was a ‘new historical sensibility’ that also contributed to the ‘impulse to record 

one’s experiences’.137 Yuval Noah Harari writes this increase in accounts from private soldiers was 

because the Napoleonic period witnessed a rise in allowing and depending upon a soldier’s own 

initiative.138 This increased their confidence and made them feel more like people that mattered, 

hence the desire to set down their accounts. This was especially true in the light infantry, as they 

were specifically trained to use their initiative; this is why a good number of British memoirs came 
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from the Light Division.139 Harari also notes that because of the influences of the Enlightenment and 

then the culture of sensibility and romanticism, memoirs written by the lower orders, including 

private soldiers, became ‘accepted and even fashionable’.140 It was not only fashionable but also 

profitable, as the military memoir performed well commercially, especially between 1825 and 

1835.141  

Soldiers’ memoirs were, and still are, a unique literary text. But they often took inspiration 

from other literary styles. James has noted that the war narrative was similar to the novel and to 

travel writing, especially in terms of shaping the new concept of the individual that emerged at the 

end of the eighteenth century.142 Soldiers’ memoirs and their similarity to travel writing would not 

be surprising, as travel books ‘were among the most frequently read books in Georgian Britain.’143 

Daly has commented that, especially when recalling violent scenes, memoirs drew ‘upon gothic and 

picturesque literary conventions.’144 James also states that memoirs often took inspiration from the 

Bible and folklore in the formation of their account.145 As we consider these memoirs as narratives, 

we then must be aware that these texts are not just a recollection of past experiences but are also a 

story written to be enjoyed. This means they can, and do, borrow tricks from fiction and give more, 

or less, detail to allow for a more cohesive and engrossing story. Memoirs therefore cannot be a 

‘real recollection’ of what their writers experienced but memoirs still hold significant merit as 

historical sources, as discussed below. Casey Blanton’s study also highlights other similarities 

between travel writing and soldier memoirs; travel writing’s trend of bringing the self to the front of 

the account by the end of the eighteenth century is shown in Costello’s account and the rise of self-

discovery is reminiscent of the Sergeant’s tale of finding religion.146 

There are several issues with memoirs that as historians we must be aware of, in order to 

use them correctly and with confidence when making an argument. Firstly, and by its very nature, a 

memoir is written after the event on which it is focused. This can create several issues. As Harari 

states, memoirs ‘suffer not only from the pitfalls of memory but also from the benefits of 

hindsight.’147 If a memoir is written thirty or forty years after an event how much can the author 

really remember. We are told by his grandson Acland that Joseph Anderson did not start writing his 
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memoir, Recollections of a Peninsular Veteran, until he was seventy-four years old (meaning it was 

written fifty years after the end of the Peninsular War), though we are assured by Acland that 

Joseph’s ‘memory was perfectly amazing.’148 Despite Acland’s assurance, there were no doubt issues 

with Joseph’s memory. This is the biggest potential issue with using a memoir. How can we as 

historians be sure that the author is giving an accurate retelling of the events he witnessed after so 

much time has passed? To solve this, historians can endeavour to corroborate what is discussed in a 

memoir with other evidence, such as letters or diaries of either the protagonist of the memoir, or of 

others discussing the same events. This issue is not necessarily as prevalent with all memoirs, as 

some are written after less time has passed and some might be based upon notes, letters or a diary 

written at the time. For example, both Jonathon Leach and George Bell based their memoirs on 

notes taken at the time.149  

Similarly, a memoirist may have used other memoirs or histories to either refresh their 

memoires or fill in gaps. This means the memoirist could have been influenced by others’ views or 

simply recounts events at which they were not present to give the appearance of a comprehensive 

account. It is likely that many of the memoirs printed at this time were influenced by William 

Napier’s History of the War in the Peninsula and in the South of France from the Year 1807 to the 

Year 1814 which was published in six volumes between 1828 and 1840. Certainly some even 

mention Napier’s work, such as Leach.150 Some even go further than mentioning Napier; Bell copied 

entire paragraphs from Napier without any acknowledgement of the original author.151 Lawrence 

notes that Napier’s History had such an impact on how the British perceived the War that his anti-

Spanish rhetoric impacted other histories of the War.152 This idea of a collective memory, and how 

certain acts or works can influence the collective memory of an event is a topic that has seen 

discussion by historians such as Patrick Finney, especially in regards to the Second World War and 

how it is remembered. Finney talks at length how each participating country remembers WW2 

differently in his work, Remembering the Road to World War 2: International History, National 

Identity, Collective Memory (Abingdon, 2011). This can be seen in the history of the Peninsula War as 

well, as stated by Lawrence and may have had an impact on the soldiers’ memoirs of the Peninsula 

War. 153 It could be suggested that this may have influenced many memoirs to also take an anti-

Spanish view of their time in the country. It is, however, difficult to state definitively how much 

                                                           
148 Joseph Anderson, ‘Recollections of a Peninsular Veteran ed. Acland Anderson (London, 1913), p.i.  
149 Jonathon Leach, Rough Sketches of the Life of an Old Soldier (London, 1831), pp.vii-viii. George Bell, Rough 
Notes of an Old Soldier, during fifty years’ service, from Ensign G.B. to Major General, C.B. (London, 1867), p.ii. 
150 Leach, Rough Sketches, p.viii. 
151 Bell, Rough Notes pp.35-36. This is one example though no doubt there are more.  
152 Lawrence, ‘Peninsularity and Patriotism’, p.459.  
153 Lawrence, ‘Peninsularity and Patriotism’, p.453. 



23 
 

impact or influence Napier had on soldiers’ accounts. It is simply an aspect of which we have to be 

aware. 

Truth can also be an unknown quantity with memoirs, how accurate are the events that 

these soldiers wrote about? When George Bell was being encouraged by an old comrade into writing 

his memoir he was advised that the ‘truth is not always to be told’.154 It is also possible that some 

memoirists embellished the truth to paint themselves in a better light, or to place themselves in a 

more active or important role. Often a memoir was the one chance a man or woman had of 

establishing their place in history and of, very publicly, stating what they had achieved in their 

lifetime.155 Bell noted in his memoir that he wanted to immortalize himself by writing his account.156 

As Alan Forrest notes; ‘war memoirs as a genre are not well suited to… modesty’ and ‘memoirs were 

usually written to be historical documents, to be read and digested by future generations, perhaps 

even by future generations of historians’.157 Even when memoirs were just written for family or 

friends, the authors were then often persuaded to publish them more formally, or relatives might 

publish a soldier’s account after their passing.158 Joseph Anderson wrote his account for his family 

but it was later published by his grandson Acland.159 Even with an account that was written solely for 

family, there may have been information left out, such as promiscuity while on campaign, or events 

added or embellished to ensure that their children saw them as a hero.  

A good example of this difficultly in regard to the reliability of memoirs is Captain Sir John 

Kincaid’s Adventures in the Rifle Brigade (1830). This was one of the first memoirs to be published of 

the French Wars and is, as C. J. Summerville writes in the foreword of the 2005 edition, ‘among the 

most stylish, dramatic, exciting – and humorous – ever produced in the genre: they are true classics 

of war writing.’160 Indeed Kincaid’s tales can be described as a swashbuckling adventure but this 

raises the question of how much of it is true and how much Kincaid was trying to sell his work or 

show himself in a certain light; as a cocky British adventuring officer. His memoirs are full of 

humorous stories and anecdotes, such as the tale of Kincaid returning to his quarters for the night, in 

the home of a Spanish family who did not want to accommodate a soldier. He got to his room to find 

that he was to share it with a ‘huge fat friar, with a bald pate, fast asleep, and blowing the most 

tremendous nasal trumpet that I ever heard!’ Believing that the friar had been placed there to annoy 
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him, Kincaid pulled him up by his ears and promptly threw him out of the room.161 This is a small, 

inconsequential episode but there is very little chance for a historian to prove or disprove that this 

story had happened. Sometimes, a historian must either just use common sense or give his subject 

the benefit of the doubt. But a historian can also use other information that might help them 

establish the veracity of an anecdote. For example, in Kincaid’s instance, the disrespect many British 

soldiers showed to the Catholic faith (and especially Catholic leaders) and Kincaid’s own character 

could support this story’s truthfulness. Joanna Bourke reminds us that ‘fantasy permeates all…  

narratives.’162 Memoirs are not unique in this regard. Indeed, ‘[t]o adapt is human, and an important 

feature of storytelling.’163 Patrick Finney has also noted that both history and memory create ‘heavily 

constructed narratives’, so it seems impossible to avoid a narrative, but it must also be remembered 

that even if an instance is not true, it can still tell us significant information about the soldier himself, 

his perceptions and his experience of the Peninsular War.164  

Memoirs often had a monetary reason for being written. Memoirists occasionally wanted to 

make money with their memories and so would make their lives more exciting to gain readers. ‘[T]he 

Napoleonic wars turned the war memoir into a saleable literary genre’.165 Certainly, the 1820s and 

1830s saw the publishing of several memoirs which were ‘[e]normously popular and well received by 

the review periodicals’, no doubt encouraging other soldiers to publish their own memoirs.166 

Matilda Greig states that, if we combine British, French and Spanish memoirs of the Peninsular War, 

there are 245 separate published accounts of the war.167 This popularity means that a higher number 

of written recordings exist of ‘working class’ soldiers than any other ‘working class’ group of this 

time.168 However, Isaac Land has pointed out, in relation to sailor’s accounts, that if ‘the 

autobiographers had simply wished to sell more copies by painting a rosy picture, their books would 

be considerably more upbeat than they actually are.’169 This is true of soldier’s memoirs as well.  
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This also meant that many memoirists found their works being published by well-known and 

prolific publishers, such as Henry Colburn who published Edward Costello’s memoir. 170 Publishers 

generally would have had no other motivation to publish these works other than cashing in on the 

most recent trend. This is likely the case with the publication of George Bell’s memoir in 1867 by Day 

& Son in the same year the firm failed after the owner was caught up in printing banknotes for Louis 

Kossuth, who was supposedly planning a revolution against the King of Hungary.171 It was not only 

British publishers that profited from Irish soldier’s memoirs, Charles O’Neil’s was published by 

Edward Livermore, a prolific publisher of farming and carpentry books based in Worcester, 

Massachusetts.172 It should also be known that many Irish memoirists were published by British 

based publishers as the Irish publishing industry had suffered a severe decline following the Act of 

Union and was only beginning to recover by the 1830s/1840s.173 This might mean that the memoirs 

were written for a primarily English audience, influencing how they may have portrayed the Irish to 

fall in line with public perceptions. While the financial motivation must be considered, there were 

many other reasons for a former soldier to publish their memoirs. For example, the Sergeant’s 

memoir also covers his conversion from Catholicism to Methodism. Early Methodists often 

published autobiographies that were edited by John Wesley or other Methodist leaders.174 While it is 

debateable whether the Sergeant’s memoir would have received such treatment, it would be wise 

to keep the possibility in mind. The original publication was published by John Mason, who 

published a significant number of religious books, including essays discussing religious doctrines.175 

Mason also published prints of John Wesley and of a Wesleyan Mission Chapel in Madras so it is 

likely to suppose that Mason himself was a Methodist and this may have been the reason why he 

published the Sergeant’s account, though whether Mason influenced the Sergeant’s writing is 

unknown.176  
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Occasionally officers would help their men publish their memoirs. This could mean that 

soldiers’ memoirs had to be careful of criticising generals and officers who were in politics or places 

of influence at time of publication or those that died at a later date. For example, the Sergeant of 

the 43rd talked rather negatively about General Crauford and his rashness in battle that cost men 

their lives but only a few pages before praised Crauford for his caution.177 This inconsistent attitude 

towards leading generals obscures his true feelings and raises doubts about reliability. Interestingly, 

the editor of Robert Blakeney’s memoirs, Julian Sturgis who was a prolific novelist, specifically wrote 

about how he wanted the work to show the ‘indomitable valour’ of the British soldier, and crucially 

for this thesis, ‘of the British soldier who was so often Irish.’178 Blakeney’s editor specifically wanted 

to show the strengths of the Irish soldier. This may be due to Sturgis marrying Blakeney’s 

granddaughter and so wanted to show his grandfather-in-law in the best possible light.179 Sturgis 

also wrote that he thought it important for Britons to be reminded of the horrors of war and that 

war was not all ‘glory and gaiety and something to read about in the papers.’180 This shows some of 

the motivations that the editors of these works may have, and show the possible influences that 

may have existed on the text.  

However, there are some undeniable benefits to using memoirs. For instance, according to 

Forrest, ‘[m]emoirs allow for so much more conceit and literary flourish’.181 Letters or diaries can be 

hastily composed without due care; a few words hurriedly strung together with little meaning or feel 

for what the author meant. Memoirs allow the authors to fully indulge themselves in emotions and 

the meaning of particular events or moments: ‘[t]he time gap gives the author a better standpoint 

from which to view his facts’.182 The author can also write of the important things that he witnessed 

rather than the numerous mundanities of a soldier’s day-to-day life. ‘Many are infused with a sense 

of wonder and nostalgia at the awesome world with which the writer has been thrown into 

contact.’183 There is also a sense that they were part of important moments of history. With the 

number of memoirs published, it can be assumed that these memoirs contain at least a degree of 

truth, as former colleagues and comrades had the ability to call their authors out very publicly for 
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lies and exaggerations. Mark Wishon notes how potential prejudices of the author could impact on 

the accuracy of a text.184 However, these prejudices are useful for us to understand the experience 

of Irish soldiers and how they saw the world. As Philip G. Dwyer states, the ‘projections, evasions, 

myths and outright fantasies’ can be ‘exactly where their value lies.’185 Paul Britten Austin wrote of 

the personal accounts he used in his study of Napoleon in Moscow in 1812, that the events were so 

extraordinary that their potential lack of impartiality is to be understood and expected by 

historians.186 Harari notes that ‘[f]or the blooming study of both military experience and military 

culture, military memoirs are among the most important sources.’187 As discussed above, experience 

and culture are the two main themes of this thesis. Harari argues that the potential inaccuracy of a 

memoir is less important to such a study as ‘subjective experiences are far more important than 

objective facts.’188 ‘Moreover, combatants on campaign almost never know the true facts of war, 

hence a factually true account of war is ipso facto experientially wrong.’189 Twenty people could 

write an account of a battle and each account will differ, but still be correct, an issue that Bell 

remarked on in his memoir.190 Wellington famously commented that trying to write the history of a 

battle was similar to trying to write the history of a ball, an individual may know the result but not 

necessarily what order everything happened in to get there.191 Therefore military memoirs help 

historians understand how soldiers experienced war as memoirs tell us how these soldiers 

understood and remembered their military life.192 Alan Forrest sums up the reading of a memoir 

perfectly. ‘Memoirs, in other words, necessarily lack spontaneity. They are the product of mature 

reflection, with all the advantages and shortcomings which reflection implies.’193 

Memoirs can be more a history of the time they are written than the time they are writing 

about. This can be true of how they approach issues in the narrative and of how they write about 

others or include opinions in their story that only came later in life. This obviously can be a benefit, 

as it can allow a unique insight into the time of publishing, but historians must keep this influence in 

mind when attempting to analyse past events in a memoir. This influence may just be hindsight; 

‘[t]he message conveyed may be that which he believes in retrospect, once the heat of battle is past 
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and often after several decades of civilian experience have intervened.’194 But the memories of the 

past will always be influenced by the present; ‘retrospective constructions of the past are 

themselves historically conditioned – shaped, in other words, by the very flow of past events and 

experiences at which their selective and creative background gaze is directed.’195 This can be 

problematic when attempting to evaluate a soldiers experience at the time but this cannot be the 

focus of this thesis because indeed, it could be another thesis in of itself, but we must understand 

that these influences may come into the texts that are being used, and that these influences may 

inspire what authors are attempting to say about the Irish experience.  

The majority of the memoirs used in this thesis were published between 1830 and 1848, 

though many of them could have been written earlier. The years between 1830 and 1848 covered a 

period of immense change in Ireland. This period is bookended by Catholic Emancipation (1829) and 

the Great Irish Famine (1847), though the Great Famine is often dated between 1845 and 1852.196 

The latter saw over a million dead and another million emigrate between 1846 and 1851, changing 

Ireland forever.197 Between the years of 1845 and 1860, an estimated three million people either 

died or emigrated from Ireland.198 Historiographically the famine has cast ‘a long shadow’ but this is 

true culturally and politically, and was seen as a major event by contemporaries.199 During this time, 

significant numbers of Irish migrants moved into British cities, which caused deep tensions between 

the Irish and other inhabitants of these cities. Between 1849 and 1852, 100,000 Irish had emigrated 

to Britain and for the entire nineteenth century it is estimated that a million Irish had crossed the 

Irish Sea to British towns and cities, significantly more than any other ethnicity.200 For example, in 

the 1851 census 22.3% of the population of Liverpool were born in Ireland and ‘[i]n the first six 

months of 1848 alone 111,905 Irish people arrived in Liverpool’, though this latter figure does not 

take into account those that then travelled further abroad or seasonal workers.201 These migrants 

were predominantly unskilled, illiterate and Catholic.202  
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It was during this time that many of the negative stereotypes of the Irish came to the fore, 

especially in British media. As M. A. G. Ó Tuathaigh notes '[t]hroughout the nineteenth century the 

doings and, much more often, the misdoings of the immigrant Irish were logged in massive detail by 

an army of social investigators, philanthropists, clergymen, royal commissions and parliamentary 

committees’ and from the 1840s onwards there was ‘an almost universal tendency ‘ to describe the 

immigrant Irish and their problems in distinctly racial terms.’203 For example, a magistrate in the 

1840s claimed that within twelve hours of landing in Liverpool, the Irish became either paupers, 

vagrants or thieves.204 The Irish were often seen as criminals in this period, an issue that may have 

influenced how they are portrayed in soldier’s accounts of this time. But even before the Famine 

anti-Irish animosity had been growing and by the 1830s there were significant writings that 

questioned the morality of Britain’s Irish.205 However, it has been argued that Victorian reporting of 

the social issues of Irish migration had mostly disappeared by the 1870s, though this time period 

covers the majority of the memoirs studied in this thesis.206 Regardless, by the 1850s, anti-

Catholicism and anti-Irishness was a part of the English identity and these perceptions were 

‘expounded from the pulpit and taught to children.’207 As MacRaild states, the Irish were 

‘[c]ondemned as Catholic, Celtic and lower class’ and no other ethnic minority in Britain ‘received 

the lampooning treatment or violent abuse, from the press or the people’.208 

The period also saw significant Irish political movements, for example the end of the Young 

Ireland movement in 1848 and the formation of the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood in 1858, which 

may also have an influence of how the Irish were perceived in the memoirs.209 The period also saw 

the Reform Act (1832) and the Poor Law (1834) in Britain both of which meant the working classes 

had begun to be seen in a different light, with the latter essentially forcing rural paupers to migrate 

for work.210 Irish migrants were predominantly lower class which was another reason for Victorian 

Britons to dislike them as the ‘Irish stood out as either agrarian rebels, nationalist conspirators or 

industrial militants.’211 With the arrival of the Poor Law, it is possible that the dislike of the migrant 

Irish was heightened, due to further competition for work and the likelihood that British natives may 
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have been forced into pauperism due to this competition. On top of this, Irish paupers were seen as 

a drain on society and even if the Irish were in work they could have been met with abuse and 

racism, with anti-Irish feelings among the workers of the railway projects becoming ‘enshrined in the 

folklore’.212 The limited impact of the 1832 Reform Act for the working classes, and its failure to 

bring about any major social or economic change, may also have brought greater pressure on the 

Irish migrants.213 Both of these Acts would likely have had an impact on the perception of Irish 

migrants and became a part of the anti-Irishness that prevailed in the Victorian period and it is likely 

that the memoirs were influenced by this. 

Due to the large numbers of migrants and this focus, it also meant that the Irish ‘became the 

focal point when it came to a discussion about everything that was anathema to Victorian ideals.’214 

Along with this, the Irish were also to encounter ‘racial hibernophobia’ as the rise of eugenics sought 

to categorise the races of man, in which invariably the Irish got placed below the English.215 

However, Sheridan Gilley argues that Victorian anti-Irish propaganda and imagery was not racial, but 

political and that the anti-Irishness of Victorian society, especially in regard to violence towards the 

Irish, has been blown out of proportion by historians.216 Based on the amount of evidence towards 

anti-Irishness it seems that this was a significant part of the migrant Irish experience and modern 

historiography seems to agree on this. Regardless, it is possible that the memoirs may have been 

influenced by these views and perceptions when they wrote and remembered the Irish. It is also 

clear that the reading audiences may have been understanding towards any anti-Irishness, and 

possibly even expecting it. As a final note, MacRaild writes that the ‘Victorian imagery of the Irish in 

Britain is loaded with half-truth and myth; skewed representations built on centuries of Anglo-Irish 

friction’ and we must be aware of that.217  

This period also saw a rise in the interest and pride from the British public of their army. The 

memoirs of soldiers’ time in the Peninsular War went hand in hand with this popular support and 

desire to read of British soldiers. This could be traced back to the Peninsular War and especially 

Waterloo which bolstered the army’s image and allowed Britons to take pride in their army, whereas 
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before this pride could only be found in the Royal Navy.218 Peterloo may also have had an impact on 

general attitudes on the army, though there is no mention of it in the memoirs themselves. It has 

been thought that the key development in public opinion of private soldiers, especially the shift of 

perception to viewing the soldier as a national hero, originates from the Crimean War but ‘the 

cultural memory of the French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars is increasingly seen as a significant 

factor in shaping such attitudes’.219 The Crimean War was significant however, in the rise of public 

interest in how the British soldier was treated, especially in regards to healthcare and punishment.220 

While many of the memoirs were published before the outbreak of the Crimea War, there were a 

number that were published afterwards, for example, Joseph Anderson, which was published much 

later but was written around 1864 and George Bell, whose work was published originally in 1867. 

These works then may have been impacted by the public horror of the conditions of British soldiers 

that came out of the eyewitness newspaper reports of the war, such as William Howard Russell’s 

reports of The Times that showed to the British public the ‘harsh reality of the aftermath of battle 

and the suffering of the soldiers.’221 At the conclusion of the Crimean War, there was a ‘flurry of 

interest’ about the conditions of soldiers and the war spawned its own memoirs and published 

soldier’s accounts.222 This focus on soldiers, and especially their welfare, would not doubt have had 

an effect on soldier’s memoirs, even if it was just to make them more popular. Soldier’s welfare is a 

topic that is found in these memoirs; many of them talk about disastrous retreats and lack of 

supplies, and others, such as Bell, talk about the use of capital punishment.223 How much these 

soldiers might have been inspired to include these accounts into their works because of the 

increased interest in the welfare of Britain’s soldiers is difficult to say. It is likely that it was minimal, 

especially as many of the memoirs that discuss the welfare of soldiers predate this greater public 

interest, showing that the welfare of soldiers was, perhaps unsurprisingly, considered important by 

former soldiers, regardless of public interest.224 For example, Charles O’Neil wrote in the preface of 

his memoir, that was published in 1851, that he wrote to ‘awaken more interest in this class of his 
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fellow-beings’ and that ‘every one of these nameless soldiers has feelings as acutely alive to 

suffering and to honor as those who look upon them thus.’ 225  

There are other influences that may be present in the memoirs. Some of this information is 

discussed below, for example, enlistment and motivations are discussed towards the end of the first 

chapter as it corroborates information gained from the data analysis. One of the significant memoirs 

for understanding the Irish experience is William Grattan’s, as he was an officer in the 88th 

Connaught Rangers, which was one of the few ‘Irish’ regiments found within the British Army. The 

Connaught Rangers are arguably one of the most famous Irish regiments within the British Army and 

served until 1922, serving across the globe. This reputation began in the Peninsular Campaign under 

Wellington, who supposedly nicknamed them The Devil’s Own.226 Grattan’s original memoir was 

published in two volumes in 1847 but it is important to state that the copy of Grattan’s memoir used 

is the 1902 edition, edited by Charles Oman. However, while it is not the original text, there are 

definite advantages to using this version; firstly, Oman has edited out of Grattan’s account many 

instances where Grattan had written about events to which he was not an eyewitness. Not only 

would these have generally been inaccurate, but he also supposedly copied significant parts of the 

information from various other published histories of the Peninsular War. Indeed, Oman notes that 

he found almost thirty lines that were ‘practically identical’ to a passage in Napier’s History of the 

Peninsular War.227 As stated above, the chance that authors may have used other published works 

while writing their own memoir can effect reliability, so it is advantageous for Oman to have done 

some of the work for us. Oman similarly states that he removed several sections in which Grattan 

had veered into a diatribe against other authors, which are ultimately not important to us. These are 

the two most significant modifications that Oman makes within his copy. Oman also includes 

footnotes of instances where Grattan had exaggerated or made incorrect statements, such as when 

Grattan claimed that five-sixths of the Third Division had fallen at Badajoz.228 

 
There are several memoirs that spend a significant amount of their memoir talking about 

events after their service in the British army. Two of the most important for this thesis is Edward 

Costello’s Rifleman Costello and the Memoirs of a Sergeant. The anonymous sergeant’s account is 

significant as his memoirs spends the final third of his account retelling his conversion to 
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Methodism. This obviously heavily coloured his retelling of his service in the Peninsular. Harari has 

noted how the 1820s and 1830s saw a rise in soldiers converting to Evangelicalism and then 

publishing their memoirs, promising ‘unwary readers juicy tales of war, but [which] were in fact 

quite thin on military actions and rather thick on religious preaching.’229 Certainly, it is often hard to 

separate the Sergeant’s retelling of events from his religion as he turned army anecdotes into 

parables.  

 Edward Costello’s memoir was published in 1841 and in addition to covering his service in 

the Peninsula, his account also covered the time he served in the British Legion in the First Spanish 

Carlist War, joining in 1835 as a Lieutenant at the age of 47.230 It seems that his latter experience of 

Spain in this campaign may have coloured his views of his time there while serving during the 

Peninsular War, but this will be explored further below. Two years after joining, he was invalided 

home and had gained a position at the Tower of London as a Yeoman Warder.231 It seems likely that 

it was then that he wrote his memoir. He died on 27 June 1869 and is buried at Nunhead Cemetery 

in London.232 This might explain why he talked about soldiers not getting the celebrations that he 

believed they deserved, such as the inclusion of Plunket’s story.  

  In all there are many influences that we must be aware of, but memoirs are still an 

important, and useful resource to understand the Irish experience. Especially because, as stated, it is 

the experience that is the real concern of this thesis, not necessarily cold hard fact. How the Irish 

were perceived, and how they saw themselves, and importantly, how they wrote about themselves 

and their experiences of war are the key aspects of this thesis. But the first step is to establish the 

multitude of Irish soldiers, where they came from and why. For this we turn to the first chapter 

where a broad view of the Irish in the redcoated ranks is analysed.  
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Data Analysis  
 

Before the memoirs can be analysed, it is crucial to establish how many Irishmen were in the army 

and what regiments they were predominantly found within. As well as this, before any conclusions 

can be made on the Irish experience, information on where these Irishmen came from, and what 

their lives were like before joining the army, must be studied. It will also allow the memoirs to be 

placed within the wider context of the Irish soldiery and it can be seen how representative these 

soldiers are of the Irishmen found within the ranks of the British Army. For this reason, the first 

discussion in this thesis will be based around the statistics derived from multiple locations. Using the 

various description books of the regiments of the period to establish a solid foundation with regard 

to the potential ‘Irishness’ of these regiments is important as then when the discussion moves to 

wider generalisations about certain regiments, we will know how Irish they were. For example, while 

reading William Grattan’s memoir he often mentioned his own regiment, the 88th ‘Connaught 

Rangers’, and discussed the character of his men. If this chapter can establish that roughly eighty per 

cent of the 88th were Irish, it is likely that the men he talked about were indeed Irish. This will 

provide a good foundation for many of the arguments that will be made in this thesis.  

One of the best records for British soldiers fighting at this time is the description books. 

These were records of the soldiers taken by the regiment itself and contain information about the 

soldier at the time of their enlistment: date of enlistment, age, occupation, which parish they came 

from, height and even eye colour and hair colour. With this information we can then ascertain 

proportions of ethnicity within the ranks and with the backgrounds of these soldiers we can 

potentially pull information about social class and reasons for enlistment. One of the downsides of 

the description books is that they contain very little information about the soldier’s actual career 

within the army. Occasionally notes are added stating that they were killed or sent home, but these 

are an exception, not a rule. We also do not know other details such as language spoken or whether 

the soldier is literate and often the information is very sparse, for example, we know occupation but 

nothing of the actual life of the soldier. These books cannot tell us if there was a family left behind. 

Some of the major issues with the description books as a whole are that some regiments simply do 

not have description books for this period or that the years covered by the description book are not 

particularly useful for this study. Some of them cover several decades with only a couple of years 

matching the time frame of the thesis and this makes them particularly frustrating. The description 

books were also not uniform in their approach; some description books detail several hundred 

soldiers whereas some only include a little over a hundred soldiers. There was a certain degree of 

uniformity in their layout during the latter part of the period but how much they were kept updated 
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is another issue and for this reason it will be difficult to provide this statistical foundation for every 

regiment that is mentioned.  

Luckily for us, Edward J. Coss, in his book All for the King’s Shilling has scoured the most 

intact description books and compiled the British Soldier Compendium (BSC). The BSC will provide 

the foundation of the statistical data analysed within this chapter, however I have complimented it 

with my own research which hopes to highlight the uniquely Irish experience.  

The British Soldier Compendium 

The BSC is a collection of data pulled from many of the most complete description books and so 

contain various statistical information pertaining to the nationality and trades of fourteen infantry 

regiments, four cavalry regiments and three sources that hint at an unnamed artillery battalion. The 

BSC restricted itself to records showing an enlistment date between January 1790 and June 1815. It 

is unclear then if Coss ignored soldiers in the description books that were enlisted outside of those 

dates (more specifically before January 1790 but were still serving during the French Wars), if so, this 

may mean that the numbers of soldiers of differing nationality, for example, may not be exactly 

correct, although the differences would be minimal. In my own samples below, this date range was 

not stipulated, as this thesis is more concerned with Irishmen within the regiments, regardless of 

when they had first joined, indeed, those with years of service stretching before the French Wars 

were of great interest. It should be noted that all mentions of Englishmen in the BSC would have 

included Welshmen as Coss did not distinguish the two nationalities, however this thesis’s own 

analysis has attempted to highlight Welsh soldiers where possible. The BSC also does not distinguish 

between officers and private soldiers, a discrimination that is necessary for our own study. Another 

issue with the BSC is that it does not contain all regiments in the British Army at this time as 

description books do not exist for all of them. This must be noted as it does mean that the figures 

given will not be exact to the army at the time, unfortunately, this is simply not possible. It may also 

mean, due to the fact that many of the national regiments such as the Royal Highlanders and the 

Connaught Rangers are included, that the figures suggesting army wide nationalities may be skewed, 

as many of the nominally English regiments have not been included which may have seen the figures 

of Irish and Scots becoming less prominent in the data. Despite this however, it is generally assumed 

amongst historians of the British Army that the figures proposed below are generally correct, such as 

the number of Irishmen within the ranks.1  

                                                           
1 See David, All the King’s Men, p.367, Daly, The British Soldier in the Peninsular War, p.25. 
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As this thesis has focused on the British Army, predominately during the Peninsular 

Campaign, it is also important to mention that for Coss’s own study, and therefore the BSC, he made 

no such condition. This would mean that his data would not be strictly accurate for our own uses. 

Therefore, the 8th Foot, 25th Foot and the 19th Light Dragoons have been removed where possible.2 

As the artillery statistics that Coss uses came from unspecified regiments - I have simply elected to 

include them regardless of any activity in the Peninsula, as an identifier for potential Irish 

involvement in the artillery.  

 

Nationality of enlistees by regiment in the BSC sample and sources (modified)3 

Regiment English Irish Scottish Foreign Total Source 

1st Foot 317 507 225 26 1075 WO 25-308 

6th Foot 224 65 6 6 301 WO 25-329 

28th Foot 67 71 20 5 163 WO 25-357 

32nd Foot 141 34 5 4 184 WO 25-368 

34th Foot 93 23 2 3 121 WO 67-14 

42nd Foot 21 30 343 0 394 WO 25.382 

53rd Foot 892 295 93 12 1292 WO 25-413/413 

58th Foot 54 242 11 1 308 WO 25-435-436 

79th Foot 9 5 97 5 116 WO 25-477 

88th Foot 30 348 9 0 387 WO 25-516 

Grenadier Guards 261 7 13 0 281 WO 25-874 

Scots Guards 196 36 90 3 325 WO 67-1/3 

Artillery 1 566 116 131 1 814 WO 54-303/305 

Artillery 2 118 5 51 0 174 WO 54-307 

3rd Lt. Dragoons 128 20 5 2 155 WO 25-276 

18th Lt. Dragoons  86 82 10 0 178 WO 25-292 

20th Lt. Dragoons 222 43 11 63 339 WO 25.285 

Total  3425 1929 1122 131 6607   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                           
2 I used Ron McGuigan, 'British Regiments in the Peninsular War 1808-1814', http://www.napoleon-
series.org/military/organization/Britain/Strength/c_RegimentsinPeninsula.html (date accessed 31/07/2016) to 
establish which regiments within the BSC were active in the Peninsular War.  
3 Coss, All for the King’s Shilling, p.245. 
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Nationalities of enlistees by regiment (%) (modified)4 

Regiment English Irish Scottish Foreign Total 

1st Foot  29 47 21 2 100 

6th Foot 74 22 2 2 100 

28th Foot 41 44 12 3 100 

32nd Foot 77 18 3 2 100 

34th Foot 77 19 2 2 100 

42nd Foot 5 8 87 0 100 

53rd Foot 69 23 7 1 100 

58th Foot 18 79 4 0 100 

79th Foot 8 4 84 4 100 

88th Foot 8 90 2 0 100 

Grenadier Guards 93 2 5 0 100 

Scots Guards 60 11 28 1 100 

Artillery 1 70 14 16 0 100 

Artillery 2 68 3 29 0 100 

3rd Lt. Dragoons 83 13 3 1 100 

18th Lt. Dragoons  48 46 6 0 100 

20th Lt. Dragoons 65 13 3 19 100 

Table values are rounded up      
 

Firstly, the most useful aspect of Coss’s data analysis for our purposes is that of the 

nationality of all enlistees for the selected regiments. The table above shows nationality by 

percentage of the regiments, which gives a clearer look at the differences in nationalities amongst 

the regiments, accompanied by the pie chart below for even greater clarity. The percentage of the 

Irish soldiers in the BSC is almost a third of the total, which supports the common statement that a 

third of the British Army at this time was Irish.5 The Scottish only make up sixteen per cent of the 

total but are predominantly found in the Scottish regiments; the 42nd (Royal Highland) and the 79th 

(Cameron Highlanders). The great value of seeing the statistics like this is that it can be seen that 

there were ‘national’ regiments where the home of the regiment and the majority of its soldiers are 

of one nationality. We see this with the Scottish regiments, but also the 88th Regiment (Connaught 

Rangers). As a side note, there is a great disparity within the numbers of soldiers contained in the 

various regiment’s description books. This is not because these regiments were necessarily this 

small, simply that some were more frequently updated and cared for than others. Knowing the 

nationality of the overall army is not particularly useful however, as it is known that roughly a third 

of the army at this time was Irish. However, the nationalities of the regiments are more useful as it 

                                                           
4 Coss, All for the King’s Shilling, p.246. 
5 Kennedy, ‘”True Britons and Real Irish”’, p.38. 
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will help when making assumptions and conclusions regarding soldiers’ nationalities when those 

regiments are encountered in the memoirs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For example, turning to the 88th regiment specifically it can be seen how Irish this regiment 

truly was. Nearly ninety per cent of the regiment was Irish, which is coincidentally slightly higher 

than when the Second Battalion is analysed below, but not by much. This is perhaps unsurprising as 

they are the ‘Connaught Rangers’ but that such a significant number are Irish - almost nine men out 

of every ten are Irish - is interesting. It also means that when the 88th regiment is discussed in the 

context of other sources, it can be almost categorically considered that the witness was discussing 

actual Irish soldiers. 

  

BSC Nationality

English Irish Scottish Foreign
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Nationality of the 88th Regiment (1st Battalion)     
  English Irish Scottish Foreign Total 

88th Foot 30 348 9 0 387 

Percentage 7.75% 89.92% 2.33% 0.00% 100.00% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To compare this to some of the more general regiments, even those that are nominally 

English regiments, the 28th (North Gloucestershire) regiment was forty-one per cent English but 

forty-four per cent Irish. This may have been due to their recruiting grounds, or perhaps North 

Gloucestershire had a number of Irish migrants; but whatever the cause, it shows that even non-Irish 

regiments could have a significant number of Irishmen within the ranks. Deery used the 2nd Battalion 

of the 28th in his research and found that the 2nd Battalion was made up of an even higher number of 

Irish, totalling 53% of the battalion.6 To Deery, the 28th could be considered an Anglo-Irish regiment, 

as he used Carole Divall’s conclusion that any regiment that was composed of at least 30% Irish 

could be defined as Anglo-Irish.7 If we were to use a similar identifier then the 1st Foot and the 18th 

Light Dragoons could also be considered Anglo-Irish. Deery would add to this number the 29th, 43rd, 

52nd, 69th and 71st among others.8 The 28th is one of the more varied regiments when it comes to 

national makeup in the BSC but even the 6th (1st Warwickshire) regiment - which has a significant 

English make-up and could be regarded as an English regiment - saw twenty-two per cent of its ranks 

filled by Irishmen. Those regiments which saw the lowest number of Irish soldiers were the Scottish 

                                                           
6 Deery, ‘Contribution of the Irish Soldier’, pp.10-11.  
7 Deery, ‘Contribution of the Irish Soldier’, pp.10-11. 
8 Deery, ‘Contribution of the Irish Soldier’, p.37. Deery includes a table in his appendix detailing Peninsula 
regiments with over 30% Irish soldiers, I have only mentioned the full regiments, rather than separate 
battalions but it serves to show the number of regiments with high numbers of Irish soldiers.  
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regiments and the Guard regiments. As the Guards were the elite infantry regiments, it is interesting 

that they had very few Irish soldiers and were predominantly made up of English soldiers. This may 

suggest a degree of anti-Irish prejudice due to a desire to be superior to the usual line regiments, 

though this is speculative. As mentioned, the Scottish regiments were significantly made up of Scots, 

apart from the 1st (Royal Scots) regiment which was nearly fifty per cent Irish. This may have been 

because of Scots-Irish joining the ranks, much like John Douglas, author of his own memoir of his 

time serving in the 1st Foot in the Peninsula and at Waterloo.9 It shows how soldiers could come 

from all over Great Britain to serve in the regiments, but also how fluid identity and nationality may 

have been during this time. Both the cavalry and the artillery were predominantly English soldiers, 

though the 18th Light Dragoons was the exception with forty-six per cent of them being Irish. This is 

suggestive that Irish came from a lower social standing and so more suited to the regular line 

infantry, though this is discussed in greater detail below.  

The BSC also categorises nationality into the separate branches of the army: the infantry, 

cavalry and artillery. It is separated by enlistees joining the various branches and their nationalities, 

but then also establishes what percentages of the various branches are of the differing nationalities. 

The Irish are predominantly found within the infantry, with 84.9 per cent of the Irish enlistees in the 

BSC going into the infantry. For this reason, this thesis will focus upon Irish infantrymen as this will 

give the best idea of how the majority of the Irish within the British Army lived. While almost a 

quarter of the cavalry in the BSC were Irish, cavalrymen only constituted ten per cent of all Irish 

soldiers. The fact that the majority of Irish soldiers were found within the infantry - an area that did 

not require any riding ability, nor mathematical skills, such as the cavalry and artillery respectively - 

might suggest that many of the Irish soldiers came from uneducated, poor backgrounds. This is 

something explored below but it is intriguing to see this portrayed so clearly just in these numbers. It 

is interesting that the Irish had a greater presence in the cavalry than the Scottish, who seemed to 

have preferred the artillery though both nationalities were found overwhelmingly within the 

infantry.  

  

                                                           
9 John Douglas, Douglas’s Tale of the Peninsula & Waterloo, 1808-1815 ed. Stanley Monick (Barnsley, 1998) 
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Nationalities of enlistees by branch10    
Branch English Irish Scottish Foreign Total 

Artillery 684 121 182 1 988 

Cavalry 553 203 40 66 862 

Infantry 2590 1821 923 66 5400 

Total 3827 2145 1145 133 7250 

      
Nationalities of enlistees by branch (%)   
Branch English Irish Scottish Foreign Total 

Artillery 9.4 1.7 2.5 negligible 13.6 

Cavalry 7.6 2.8 0.5 1 11.9 

Infantry 35.7 25.1 12.7 1 74.5 

Total 52.7 29.6 15.7 2 100 

      
Percent of each nationality's enlistees in each branch  
Branch English Irish Scottish Foreign  
Artillery 17.9 5.6 15.9 0.8  
Cavalry 14.4 9.5 3.5 7.7  
Infantry 67.7 84.9 80.6 1.2  
Total 100 100 100 100  

      
Nationality of each branch's enlistees (%)   
Branch English Irish Scottish Foreign Total 

Artillery 69.2 12.2 18.4 0.1 100 

Cavalry 64.2 23.5 4.6 7.7 100 

Infantry 48 33.7 17.1 1.2 100 

 

The age and height averages of the BSC are also worth considering as they will give us an 

insight into the nature of the Irish soldiers, possible suggestions on their background and how they 

were perceived by others. For age, the Irish were on the average, with a mean that is only tenths off 

the mean average for the entire sample. The average age is older than the English however, which 

may suggest that more Irishmen entered through economic necessity than any other reason. It can 

be assumed that the later on in life a person is, the less likely they are to join for idealistic reasons 

such as adventure or patriotism. Height may offer some insight into the nutrition levels of the Irish. 

As a note, the height requirement was 5’ 5” for the line, but in 1812 this was reduced to 5’4”, though 

there are many cases where these restrictions were ignored by the recruiting parties.11 Necessity 

often meant that men of lesser quality were brought into the ranks simply to make up the 

                                                           
10 All four of these tables are from Coss, All for the King’s Shilling, p.246-247. 
11 Linch, Britain and Wellington’s Army, p.87. Linch talks about the entire recruiting process and of the many 
abuses that saw soldiers enter the service despite not being appropriate. 
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numbers.12 This can be seen in the table as the minimum height for all nationalities is sixty inches, or 

five feet, though the mean height for all is above this restriction. The average height for the Irish is 

not too far off the mean average for the sample, or the English average, though they are both 

eclipsed by the average height of the Scots and foreign soldiers that on average were three inches 

taller. However, while the Irish may have had the lowest mean height, they had amongst their 

number the second highest total height. Interestingly, the foreign soldiers had amongst their 

number the highest average height but also had the lowest maximum height, though these numbers 

are no doubt skewed by the significantly lower number of foreign soldiers than the home 

nationalities. Interestingly, Wellington believed the Germans and the French were both taller than 

his own troops.13 The question is, does this fit into ‘the reputed physical strength and good health of 

the Irish’?14 Of course this is difficult to ascertain, but it would suggest that compared to the English 

(no doubt a source of this reputation) the Irish were considered stereotypically tall. This also tallies 

with a study that was undertaken in 1845 measuring the height of university students where Irish 

students were found to be both taller and stronger on average than Englishmen or Belgians.15 This 

would suggest that the Irish did not have such a poor diet as first supposed from the generally low 

economic standing that many of these soldiers seem to have come from, as we will see below. But 

diet amongst the Irish peasantry has caused some discussion amongst historians. Joel Mokyr stated 

that ‘[t]he Irish diet, while monotonous and perhaps tasteless, was probably richer than all but the 

most advanced regions of Europe.’16 This was due to a diet which consisted predominantly of 

potatoes, but could also include butter, fish and oats. Both Arthur Young and Adam Smith noted that 

the potato led to the health and strength of the Irish and ‘Connell, Burton and Crawford have all 

concluded that the prefamine diet was sufficient in vitamins, proteins, and minerals.’17 How the Irish 

are perceived is an important part of this thesis, so it is interesting that the stereotype of the tall, 

strong Irishman may have not necessarily been backed up by the statistical data.   

  

                                                           
12 Ferguson, ‘The Army in Ireland’ p.90. 
13 Earl of Stanhope, Notes of Conversations with the Duke of Wellington, 1831-1851 (London, 1889), p.18. 
14 Joel Mokyr, Why Ireland Starved: A Quantitative and Analytical History of the Irish Economy 1800-50 
(Abingdon, 2006), p.8. 
15 Mokyr, Why Ireland Starved, p.9. 
16 Mokyr, Why Ireland Starved, p.9. 
17 Mokyr, Why Ireland Starved, p.7-9. 
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Age distribution of enlistees18    

  Minimum Mean Maximum Standard Deviation 

All 11 22.44 55 6.12 

Irish 11 22.89 53 6.06 

English 12 21.71 51 5.75 

Scottish 12 23.68 54 6.92 

Foreign 14 25.35 55 6.96 

     
Height distribution of all enlistees (inches)19  

  Minimum Mean Maximum Standard Deviation  

All 60 66.32 79 2.36 

Irish 60 66.18 77 2.5 

English 60 66.3 79 2.3 

Scottish 60 66.6 75 2.23 

Foreign 60 66.74 73 2.39 

 

The final part of the BSC and Coss’s analysis which is of great worth is the information 

regarding the trades of the soldiers before the army. The description books would contain 

information given by the soldiers on their enlistment regarding what career they were previously 

engaged in. This is vital for understanding what kind of life these men came from. Coss noted that 

the BSC lists two hundred and thirty separate occupations, which he then simplified. This simplified 

information is what is presented in the table below, but further in-depth information is presented 

when we turn to my more specific analysis below. ‘Labourer’ is the most frequently given term for 

occupation and this could mean anything from dockworker to the, no doubt more usual, agricultural 

labourers. Coss also classified any textile worker, such as weavers and tailors, together under the 

category of the same name. Other trades cover every other occupation, apart from the occasional 

instances when no trade is given. These are rare, and indeed only make up only 2.69% of the total. 

This is a remarkably low number, especially when it is suggested, by Coss and myself, that many of 

these men joined for economic reasons.20 It is my suggestion, therefore, that many of those men 

that were unemployed were either placed in the labourer category, were placed in the category of 

their last job, or that the soldier may have lied to avoid the shame of stating that he was 

unemployed. It must also be remembered that labour, especially agricultural in nature, was seasonal 

                                                           
18 Coss, All for the King’s Shilling, p.248. 
19 Coss, All for the King’s Shilling, p.250. 
20 Coss, All for the King’s Shilling, p.6. 
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work and so many of those men would still have found themselves destitute outside of the season, 

possibly forcing them to find other employment within the army.  

Occupations in the BSC21 

Types of Trade English % Irish % Scottish % Foreign % Total % 

Labourers 1480 38.67% 983 45.83% 412 35.98% 68 51.13% 2943 
40.59

% 

Textile workers 1044 27.28% 593 27.65% 402 35.11% 12 9.02% 2051 
28.29

% 

Other trades 1249 32.64% 471 21.96% 297 25.94% 44 33.08% 2061 
28.43

% 

No trade 54 1.41% 98 4.57% 34 2.97% 9 6.77% 195 2.69% 

Total 3827   2145   1145   133   7250   

 

From the table above it can be seen that a higher majority of the Irish were labourers than 

the other home nations, though all the nationalities saw a high number of labourers. Foreign soldiers 

are not being included in further analysis as their total number is so much smaller than the home 

nations that it is no surprise that these figures may be a little irregular. The Irish also see the lowest 

number in the ‘other trades’ category. This is important as it is in this category that we are likely to 

see the more skilled or educated jobs such as clerks, printers or schoolmasters.22 This may hint that 

the Irish were less educated and came from less skilled jobs than the English especially. It could be 

suggestive of the economic conditions in the two countries, that men with those skilled jobs did not 

require employment within the army in Ireland, as they could find jobs and work, but that this was 

not the case within England. Ireland also sees the highest number that listed ‘no trade’, once again 

hinting at the poor economic conditions that saw many Irishmen enlist. Past historiography, 

including Richard Glover, states that the rank and file were made up of thugs and those of the lowest 

levels of society.23 Much of this historiography was based upon Wellington famously calling his 

troops the ‘scum of the earth’.24 However, it must be remembered that, as Charles Esdaile puts it, 

Wellington had a degree of ‘contempt’ for all his men, with a special prejudice against the lower 

orders.25 Regardless, the BSC data, and this thesis’s own data analysis below, supports recent 

                                                           
21 Coss, All for the King’s Shilling, p.252-253. 
22 These are all examples from soldiers in the BSC. 
23 Daly, The British Soldier in the Peninsular War, p.30. 
24 The Duke of Wellington, ‘To Earl Bathurst, Huarte, 2nd July, 1813’ in The Duke of Wellington Military 
Dispatches ed. Charles Esdaile (London, 2014), p.304. This quote must be taken in context; this was after the 
Battle of Vittoria where King Joseph’s baggage got plundered by the British troops who found a total haul of 
upwards of a million-pound sterling. Wellington was angry that he was unable to chase the French army away, 
and potentially destroy it, because his troops were too busy plundering this vast haul of wealth.  
25 Charles Esdaile, ‘Introduction’ in The Duke of Wellington Military Dispatches ed. Charles Esdaile (London, 
2014), pp. xx-xxi. 
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empirical research that has found that the majority were rural labourers and artisans. 26 The men, 

especially the Irish, that made up the ranks of the British Army did mainly come from the lower 

social classes that were forced into choosing the army for economic reasons. ‘That they sought 

refuge in the army, a thoroughly unpopular institution that offered little in the way of long-term 

economic promise and advancement but much in the way of danger and toil, shows just how 

hopeless, miserable, and hard-pressed these individuals must have been to enlist.’27 The economic 

situation that these Irishmen may have been in is further analysed when the 88th’s Second 

Battalion’s description book is looked at in greater detail.  

Further Analysis  

This thesis has also analysed a sample of the 2nd Battalion of the 88th from the description book to 

compliment this information garnered from the BSC.28 This sample was ten per cent of the total 

number of soldiers found within the description book, with each soldier chosen through a systematic 

sampling method. This reduced the number from 1553 total soldiers to a sample of 155, a 

significantly easier number to work with, especially when each entry had to be transcribed. The 

description book contained similar information to that found within the wider BSC but also includes 

significantly more detail than many of the books we have of other regiments. As the soldier wrote 

which parish he was born in, it was possible to not only note the nationalities of these men but also 

where in Ireland, England and Scotland they came from. Place of birth is being used here to denote 

nationality. The description book similarly noted information about service within the army, such as 

promotions and desertions but also included a section for further information which was often used 

to note distinctive marks on the soldier. This would often contain interesting observations about 

some of the soldiers that provide some intriguing titbits of information. For example, Serjeant Major 

John Robbinson served in either the West or East Indies (unfortunately the description book is not 

specific in that regard) between the 29th January 1799 and 16th December 1802. While there he 

seems to have had J.R. marked on his left arm with Indian ink, a tattoo of sorts. Post-colonialists 

might suggest that here is an example of an oppressed Irishman from Galway interacting with other 

oppressed colonials on the other side of the world. The truth of this statement would be hard to 

ascertain but it is interesting nonetheless, if only to think about the reactions Robbinson may have 

gotten from his peers. It is these smaller details that the BSC ignores out of necessity, but that is vital 

for the goal of this thesis to attempt to understand the Irish soldiers during this time.  

                                                           
26 Daly, The British Soldier in the Peninsular War, p.30. 
27 Coss, All for the King’s Shilling, p.6. 
28 Description Book, 2nd Battalion, 88th Regiment of Foot (National Archives, WO 25/518). 
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Turning to the quantifiable data we can garner from the description book, the average age 

of the sample is 22.88 years old with the youngest being the Drummer Thomas Higgins from Galway 

who joined on the 9 November 1808 at only twelve years old, and the oldest being the 39-year-olds, 

Rich Webster and John Graves, who by a strange coincidence are both Englishmen. In terms of 

nationality, 87.1% of the sample are Irish, with 6.45% and 5.81% being English and of unconfirmed 

nationality respectively. Interestingly, only one member of the sample was Scottish. It can then be 

stated conclusively that the 88th 2nd battalion was overwhelmingly Irish in background and makeup. 

We also know from the description book which county these men came from, another aspect that 

Coss does not include in the BSC. Some of the counties that the higher proportion of these men 

came from are Galway, Leitrim, Limerick, Roscommon and Waterford. These counties are all from 

the western and southern parts of the country, from the provinces of Connaught and Munster, so it 

can be safely assumed that the majority of them are likely to be Catholic; Eastern Munster was 

considered part of the ‘Catholic core’ and saw the highest mass attendance.29 But certainly other 

parts of Ireland were significantly Catholic. Leinster, where our memoirist Costello was born, in the 

Census of 1861, 86.57 per cent Catholic.30 Dublin itself was believed to be seventy per cent Catholic 

by Patrick Fagan.31 The passing of the Catholic Relief Act of 1793 opened the door to Catholic 

enlistment, though it is likely that unofficial recruitment of Catholic Irishmen had begun in the 

1760s.32 There is no record of religion in the Description Books and it is not until the 1861 Census 

that we have statistics pertaining to religious beliefs in Ireland but this Census does state that over 

seventy-five per cent of the Irish population was Catholic and this was an even higher percentage in 

the South-west counties of Munster and Connaught.33 Therefore it is generally expected that most 

Irishmen who enlisted were of the Catholic faith. But in terms of recruitment, many of these 

Irishmen came from throughout Ireland to join the regiment. This means that Irishmen throughout 

Ireland would have found themselves interacting with each other and possibly finding aspects in 

common or feeling a degree of brotherhood. 

 

                                                           
29 James. H. Murphy, Ireland: A Social, Cultural and Literary History, 1791-1891 (Dublin, 2003), p.14. 
30 ‘Census of Ireland, April 1861 – Preliminary Results’, Journal of the Statistical Society of London Vol. 24, No.3 
(September, 1861), p.405. 
31 Patrick Fagan, Catholics in a Protestant Country: The Papist Constituency in Eighteenth-Century Dublin 

(Dublin, 1998), p.43. 

32 Bartlett, ‘Ireland during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars’, p.75. Cannon, ‘Irish Catholic Service and 
Identity’, p.3. 
33 Mark Bois, ‘The Inniskillings at Waterloo’, The Napoleon Series, https://www.napoleon-
series.org/military/organization/Britain/Infantry/1-27Waterloo/c_1-27Waterloo.html (accessed 25/3/2017). 

https://www.napoleon-series.org/military/organization/Britain/Infantry/1-27Waterloo/c_1-27Waterloo.html
https://www.napoleon-series.org/military/organization/Britain/Infantry/1-27Waterloo/c_1-27Waterloo.html
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Unfortunately, the description books only give information about a soldier’s languages when 

they seem out of the ordinary. As many of these recruits are from the areas of Connaught and 

Munster, there may be the assumption that many were solely Gaelic speakers, however there is only 

occasional mention of soldiers who were non-English speakers.34 For example, there is record of a 

soldier named Sullivan who could only speak ‘very bare English’ and a James Murray who spoke no 

English at all.35 The memoirs shed some more light on the possible experiences of these soldiers. 

Grattan wrote that while the 88th were on parade General Mackinnon found some issues with the 

men’s wardrobe, including that of a boy called Darby Rooney who had an empty knapsack. When 

Mackinnon attempted to talk to Rooney, he found that Rooney could speak only a little English.36 

This is one of the few written accounts of an Irish speaker within the ranks of the British Army, 

despite the high likelihood of monoglot Irish speakers within the ranks.37 Another example is found 

in Douglas’s account of a soldier called Jeremiah Dempsey, who wrote letters to friends back home 

in his native Irish.38 Joseph Anderson included an anecdote about a Highlander who could only speak 

Gaelic, and Wishon notes that Highland Regiments were often comprised of men who could only 

speak Gaelic and commented that this was likely to be the case with the Irish regiments as well.39 

The British Army at this time was a multi-national, multi-lingual organisation. More research needs 

to be undertaken to understand fully the experience of Gaelic speaking Irish soldiers in the British 

Army. This work touches on it but cannot state much on their experience simply because none of the 

chosen memoirists were monoglot Gaelic speakers. Their memoirs were written in English, which 

creates methodological problems about attempting to suggest conclusions regarding the Gaelic 

experience, a problem posed by Dziennik.40 

There is another significant aspect of these Irish soldiers that must be noted. The Description 

Book of the 88th also notes the ‘complexion’ of the soldiers and there is a number who are noted as 

having a black complexion. Therefore, there were black soldiers in the 88th and that is not all. These 

black soldiers are recorded as being born in Ireland, and while we cannot be sure of their accuracy, 

this would heavily suggest that black Irishmen served in the British Army during the Napoleonic 

                                                           
34 E.G. Ravenstein, ‘On the Celtic Languages of the British Isles: A Statistical Survey’, Journal of the Statistical 
Society of London, Vol. 42. No. 3 (September, 1879), pp.582-583. 
35 88th Regiment 2nd Battalion Description Book, NA WO25_518. Unfortunately the book is damaged so 
Sullivan’s first name is lost.  
36 Grattan, Adventures with the Connaught Rangers, p.126. 
37 Ravenstein, ‘On the Celtic Languages of the British Isles: A Statistical Survey’, pp.582-583.  
38 Douglas, Tales of the Peninsula and Waterloo, p.67. 
39 Anderson, Recollections of a Peninsular Veteran p.14, Wishon, German Forces and the British Army, p.57. 
40 Dziennik, The Fatal Land, pp.22-23. 
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Wars. 41 One of these black Irish soldiers, John Carr from Ballimore, joined the regiment when he was 

15 in 1808 and was promoted to Corporal in 1810.42 Not only were there black Irishmen within the 

ranks but they also were able to see promotion within the British Army. There is also evidence of 

black soldiers in the memoirs, most significantly in Grattan’s account that wrote of a Mrs. Howley 

who was the wife of the black cymbalman of the 88th.43 Unfortunately, the black cymbalman himself 

has been elusive in the Description Books. Grattan wrote of the loss of Mrs Howley after she was 

captured by French lancers and how this was a big loss for the regiment, though is vague as to 

exactly why.44 This glimpse into the potential mixed racial origin of the soldiers of the British Army at 

this time, and especially of the Irish 88th regiment, is fascinating and deserves further research, 

especially due to the impact such research could have on our understanding of Black history at this 

time. 

The description book also states what occupation a soldier was employed in prior to 

enlistment which gives a good indication of their economic standing before joining the army and 

provide possible reasons as to why these men signed up. Regarding occupations, the description 

books details what a soldier’s occupation was but does not give any other details, including whether 

they were currently in a job. There is seemingly no such entry as unemployed, at least in what can be 

gathered from this description book. As seen above, Coss does note that some soldiers had no trade, 

but he may have used this term when the description book was missing an entry. Over half of the 

sample were labourers. The description books do not give any more details about this, but it is likely 

that this largely meant agricultural labour, especially as Ireland at this time was still predominantly 

an agricultural society. Indeed, the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars caused a boom in agriculture 

in Ireland; in 1800 especially, agriculture was booming and the population was increasing at a steady 

rate.45 This sounds like a positive and should mean the army struggled to find recruits in Ireland. 

However, that was not the case. In 1799 and 1800, Cullen notes how the crops of grain and potatoes 

were both poor in Ireland which created ‘near-famine conditions’ for labourers in the country.46 

Murphy estimates that forty thousand people died in the famine of 1800-1.47 While there was a 

                                                           
41 88th Regiment 1st Battalion Description Book NA WO25_516, 88th Regiment 2nd Battalion Description Book 
NA WO25_518. 
42 88th Regiment 1st Battalion Description Book, NA WO25_516. 
43 Grattan, Adventures with the Connaught Rangers, p.115. 
44 Grattan, Adventures with the Connaught Rangers, p.115. 
45 Peter Connell, The Land and People of County Meath, 1750-1850 (Dublin, 2004), p.88, Mary E. Daly, Social 
and Economic History of Ireland since 1800 (Dublin, 1981), pp.1-4. 
46 L.M. Cullen, An Economic History of Ireland since 1660 2nd Edition (Trowbridge, 1987), p.101. 
47 Murphy, Ireland: A Social, Cultural and Literary History, p.97. 
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boom in grain, much of the produce was exported and this boom also simply raised food prices, 

negatively impacting the poorer classes.48  

While farm labourers were paid roughly 6d a day, work was seasonal and so job security was 

hard for many to come by.49 When it is considered that a private was paid 8d a day, rising to one 

shilling in 1799, it is understandable why these men may have been tempted to enlist (though it was 

unlikely a soldier was paid this amount regularly due to the various deductions for equipment and 

food, and the added difficultly of paying soldiers while on campaign).50 Returning to these labourers, 

it was also extremely unlikely that any of these men would have had capital or savings to assist them 

once they were out of work, meaning that they may have been forced to join the army to support 

themselves or their families. As many of these men came from Connaught it is worth noting that in 

1841, nearly 80% of Connaught’s population were labourers, smallholders or similarly employed that 

had little to no capital, the highest percentage in Ireland where the average was nearer 60%, and 

that over half of families in Connaught lived in single room cabins.51 This was an area of serious 

economic depravity, worse than the rest of Ireland. Mokyr has done research that suggests that on 

average Connaught peasants earned less than the other provinces of Ireland, and while his method 

was somewhat crude, it tallies with the other information about Connaught.52 In Ireland as a whole, 

the picture was also bleak. ‘As the population increased the numbers looking for work grew… With 

increasing competition the price charged for small plots of land increased.’53 Ireland was suffering 

from a fundamental supply and demand problem. There were now too many people for the number 

of jobs that were available in the agricultural sector, even though that sector was doing well. This 

meant that the unemployed needed to find a job elsewhere. Even those that were employed saw 

their wages diminish due to rising inflation.54 Therefore it can be suggested that the motivation for 

many of these Irishmen to join the British Army, especially the men from Connaught, was socio-

economic in nature. They had low paying jobs with little scope for advancement - if they had jobs at 

all - and came from an area of low economic means. It is likely then that the promised wage of a 

soldier may have seemed an attractive possibility. Even those that did not come from such poor 

backgrounds may have joined for monetary reasons. George Simmons, while an Englishmen, enlisted 

                                                           
48 Murphy, Ireland: A Social, Cultural and Literary History, p.95. Connell, The Land and People of County Meath, 
p.88. 
49 Daly, Social and Economic History of Ireland since 1800, p.10. 
50 David, All the King’s Men, p.367. 
51 Mokyr, Why Ireland Starved, p.18. Daly, Social and Economic History of Ireland since 1800, p.19. 
52 Mokyr, Why Ireland Starved, p.10. 
53 Daly, Social and Economic History of Ireland since 1800, pp.10-11. 
54 Linch, Britain and Wellington’s Army, p.92. 



51 
 

as an officer so that he could support his family and send his brothers to school.55 This shows that 

the pull of a soldier’s wage could entice many.  

The next highest profession was that of weavers, though this category no doubt included 

both industrial weavers and those that would participate in textile production in the family home. 

This could include woollen yarn or cloth, especially in the west of Ireland, but also the more 

economically viable linen and cotton.56 However, the textile industry was suffering from its own 

issues, especially for the Irish cottage industries. Throughout this period, linen was suffering from 

the increased competition from cotton, as the demand for cotton was greater both home and 

abroad, but the price of cotton itself was collapsing from over-supply, as the process was being 

industrialized in England.57 The cotton exports at the time for Great Britain grew steadily over the 

period of the war, whereas woollen and linen products stagnated and they only began to grow again 

towards the final years of the war, this might have had a disastrous impact upon those Irish that had 

not made the move to cotton weaving.58 ‘Already by 1800 competition for employment and plots of 

land among labourers was increasing, reducing their already minimal standard of living…. Faced with 

falling incomes from linen many weavers sought employment as farm labourers – a market already 

saturated.’59 Once again, the army no doubt benefitted from this and this would help explain why 

such numbers of Irishmen joined the ranks of the British Army.  

                                                           
55 George Simmons, A British Rifle Man: The Journals and Correspondence of Major George Simmons, Rifle 
Brigade, During the Peninsular War and the Campaign of Waterloo, ed. Lt. Colonel Willoughby Verner (London, 
1899), p.7. 
56 Daly, Social and Economic History of Ireland since 1800, p.11. 
57 Daly, Social and Economic History of Ireland since 1800, p.12. 
58 B.R. Mitchell, Abstract of British Historical Statistics (Cambridge, 1962), p.295. 
59 Daly, Social and Economic History of Ireland since 1800, p.12. 
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There are also various trades such as a butcher, a baker and a cabinetmaker. It is unlikely 

that economic reasons would have enticed an employed artisan to join the army as they could earn 

up to 112s a month.60 This would suggest that these artisans were no longer in employment at the 

time of enlistment. Although these former artisans would have had a degree of economic and social 

standing, unfortunately economic circumstances rarely care for standing and even those that are 

secure can fall victim to them. Some of them may have been apprentices but only the two clerks 

would suggest any degree of formal education. It is unlikely that many of the men would have been 

literate, which makes these clerks unique. Cookson believes that only half of the men that served 

within the ranks could sign their name, at most.61 The first Census that recorded literacy rates in 

Ireland was the 1841 Census, which stated that roughly half of men aged between sixteen and forty-

five in Ireland were literate but this was lower in Connaught.62 However, the lower orders would 

have seen lower literacy rates, and this census was taken thirty years later, at a time when there was 

                                                           
60 Christopher D. Hall, British Strategy in the Napoleonic War 1803-1815 (Manchester, 1992), p.3. 
61 John E. Cookson, ‘Regimental Worlds: Interpreting the Experience of British Soldiers during the Napoleonic 
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rising literacy across Britain, so it is likely that this statistic would have been much lower for the time 

period of our soldiers.  

This data analysis often matches with what is read in the memoirs. Edward Costello gave 

significant information about his life prior to his enlistment in the army; he seemed to have been a 

restless spirit and was first apprenticed to a cabinet maker in Dublin before moving to work with his 

uncle as a shoemaker.63 This shows that unlike many other soldiers who enlisted, Costello came from 

a professional background, especially as both his father and his uncle were men of trade and office. 

His father was a tide waiter which was a post similar to a customs official who would inspect the 

ships to ensure they were paying the right dues and customs.64 This would suggest that Costello did 

not enlist due to economic reasons and indeed seemed to have joined the military life due to tales of 

glory he had heard. 65 This, combined with his restless spirit, seems to have been the reason he 

signed up for the military life and Karsten supports this idea.66 However, Costello during his service 

seemed to have been highly motivated by plunder, which suggests at least that during his time in the 

army, there was no other economic assistance other than his army pay. As he struggled monetarily 

when he retired from the army, it may be suggestive that he came from a poorer background than 

initially thought, or that he gave up familial support when he joined the army. Unfortunately, it is 

difficult to be sure. 

It is also important that many of the soldiers in this sample joined the army for life, rather 

than the option for seven years. If they had options or hopes for after a period in the army, then a 

greater number would have only signed up for the seven-year term (which only eighteen men in the 

sample did and a number of these then went on to sign up for life anyway). This may hint that 

economic necessity was a key motivator behind recruitment. Glover noted that in 1814 only one in 

566 Irish soldiers signed for a seven year period, showing that the Irish preferred signing on for life.67 

It is also important to note the value of the bounty for enlistment, as it would once again support 

the case that many of these Irishmen signed up for monetary gain. ‘In 1808, an infantry recruit 

received £16 6s as a bounty for unlimited service or £11 11s for short service, which rose to £23 and 

£16 14s, respectively in 1813.’68 This was a significant sum and no doubt convinced many a man to 

sign. It is also interesting to note that twenty-nine per cent of the sample had previous military 
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experience, mostly from the various militias. A military occupation was an increasingly common 

background for Irish recruits from 1806.69 It has been suggested that as many as one in six adult 

males spent time in a military organisation, be it professional or volunteer.70 These men then would 

have had experience of the martial life and would no doubt have been better soldiers, at least 

initially. This is suggested in the memoirs by the Sergeant as he was made Adjutant to the Colonel’s 

orderly the first time he was on guard. This decision was, he claimed, based on his neatness, good 

looks, strength and knowledge of his equipment.71 The Sergeant’s previous experience with the 

militia undoubtedly assisted in this positive first impression. Thus, it is possible that the common 

militia background ensured there were many good examples of the Irish soldier: strong, with a good 

knowledge of weapons and a natural propensity for drills and life in the army. These numbers make 

up a significant amount but transferring from the militia to the regular line was a relatively common 

event. Roughly 94,000 men from the militia transferred to the regular army between 1807 and 

1814.72 This was especially true of the Irish militias that saw an annual draft from 1806 onwards.73 

Cookson states that the Irish volunteered from the militia in ‘proportionately greater numbers’ than 

the English or Scottish.74 So it is likely that a significant number of the 94,000 were Irish. It is 

probable that these men may not have joined for purely economic factors but may have enjoyed the 

martial life or their patriotism led them to join the regular army, though this is difficult to quantify. 

Many of our memoirists joined the regular army after stints in the militia, including Costello 

and the anonymous Sergeant. Costello joined the Dublin militia before volunteering to the 95th Rifles 

at the end of 1807, after spending over a year with the militia.75 The Sergeant joined the military 

early, enlisting in the Queen’s County militia at the young age of fifteen. He explained that this was 

due to the enticement of another boy, and partially blamed this boy for his enlistment.76 He stated 

that it was ‘the apparent freedom, the frankness and gaiety of an open-hearted soldier’s holiday life’ 

that helped convince him to join. He served in the regiment for twelve months before being 

honourably discharged, possibly because of his young age. He returned home, but at the age of 

seventeen, not quite being able to shake the visions of a soldier’s life, he joined the 43rd Regiment of 

the Line on 6 April 1806.77 Both Costello and the Sergeant suggest a great degree of wanderlust came 

into their decisions to join the military. Daly notes how ‘[t]he king’s shilling was, amongst many 
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other things, an escape route from local life, a possible ticket to a Grand Tour of sorts.’78 While it 

could be argued that the memoirs would leave out the economic need to join the army, to ensure 

the romance of their story, it is likely that wanderlust was also often a significant motivator. Both 

Bartlett and Jeffery note that while it is harder to empirically state that adventure was the reason for 

many men to enlist, it should not be ignored.79 Kevin Linch is another historian who agrees that 

many soldiers joined the army for non-economic factors, such as wanderlust, patriotism or 

adventure, citing the many biographies that give these reasons. He also notes that many men chose 

the lower bounty for limited service, though as the analysis above shows, many Irishmen still chose 

to sign up for life.80 

There is also the case that soldiers wished to join the army due to patriotism or the allure of 

the military life. The Sergeant wrote of that allure: ‘[t]he roll of the spirit-stirring drum, the glittering 

file of bayonets’.81 Ross-Lewin insinuates that he enlisted due to his father past career as a cavalry 

officer.82 O’Neil wrote that both himself and his brother enlisted due to ‘an earnest longing for those 

warlike scenes.’83 Karsten suggests that the reason for high levels of Irish recruitment may have been 

linked to an ‘Irish martial tradition’ and that this may have had the effect that soldiering was seen as 

a ‘noble profession’.84 While there may still be an element of embellishing for the audience – of 

wanting to show a degree of patriotism or militarism – we know that there were some who enlisted 

for the army itself. Costello mentioned how the uniform helped entice him to join the 95th Rifles; he 

was ‘delighted with the smart appearance of the men, as well as with their green uniform.’85 

Benjamin Harris was another soldier for whom the 95th’s uniform was a factor in enlistment. Harris 

was originally with the 66th Foot but wrote ‘I saw a corps of the 95th Rifles, and fell so in love with 

their smart, dashing appearances, that nothing would serve me till I was a Rifleman myself.’86 Many 

men, not limited to the British Army, joined the army simply for the uniform.87 The use of the 

uniform to impress prospective recruits has been noted by Daly, certainly in terms of the perceived 

ability of the uniform to assist in winning the affections of the opposite sex.88 
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For some memoirs it is less apparent why the author chose to enlist. Grattan is an excellent 

example as he never states why he chose to join the army, but his text provides some tantalising 

clues. Grattan’s memoir begins with him leaving the regimental depot at Chelmsford on the 10th of 

October 1809 to head to Portsmouth, with the intention of joining the army in Portugal despite 

being officially stationed in Gibraltar.89 His officer return states that Grattan was just seventeen 

when he enlisted.90 Grattan arrived at Portsmouth and managed to gain permission to board a 

transport ship called the Samaritan. He noted ‘[n]o questions were asked as to my qualifications for 

this request, as it was easier in those days to get out to Portugal than return from it.’91 The army in 

Lisbon were seemingly happy to take officers that wished to be there, and therefore put few 

obstacles in his way despite the formal discipline and structure of the army as a whole. 

Unfortunately, Grattan did not give any reason as to why he wished to go to Portugal - whether it be 

a wish to fight, gain promotion or glory or to simply to see the world. An example of an Irish officer 

wishing to fight despite being stationed away from the frontline is Colonel Mainwaring, found within 

Private Wheeler’s published letters. Mainwaring supposedly wrote to the Duke of York requesting 

for his regiment, the 51st, to be sent to war as they were ‘tired of eating the bread of idleness’ and it 

is possible that other Irish soldiers thought similarly.92 It is likely that Grattan wished for promotion 

and that was his prime motivator for joining an army on active campaign. When the army had 

retreated to the line of Torres Vedras, Grattan noted that many men were full of despair at the 

progress of the army and thought that the army would be leaving Portugal soon. This would mean 

the officers would miss out on any promotions. Grattan, however, belonged to the group that 

believed a change in fortunes was soon to be experienced and remarked here that he wanted to add 

Captain to his name.93 This seems to suggest that Grattan was a career soldier and wished to rise the 

ranks. He sought out the best chance for this, and that was by travelling to Iberia and fighting.  

However, there are two further potential hints at his motivations. Firstly, when he was on 

board the ship taking him to Portugal, Grattan noted that he was with several other officers who, 

like him, had ‘seen little of the world.’94 Daly states that many soldiers joined the army for the 

chance to travel the world.95 Another indication is when Grattan discussed the nature of the 

Portuguese. This will be explored in more detail below, but he did remark that the appearance of the 
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Portuguese gave him ‘but a so-so opinion of the patriots I had heard of and read of with so much 

delight and enthusiasm.’96 This suggests that Grattan had read of the war in the Peninsula, and more 

importantly the insurrection of the Spanish and the Portuguese that had captured the attention of 

the British public.97 Grattan may have been sucked into the public clamour to assist the Iberians, 

influencing his decision to join the active war effort and fight alongside the ‘patriots’ that had been 

portrayed as heroic and romantic by the British press.98 Books such as Cervantes’s Don Quixote & 

Alain René Lesage’s Gil Blas de Satillana would also have influenced this romantic vision of the 

Iberian Peninsula.99 The British Press did report on the Peninsula and the progress of the war; The 

Times had a correspondent in Spain for the entirety of the Corunna campaign (31 July 1808- 26 

January 1809).100 Timothy Jenks notes how the middling classes, as well as the aristocracy, were 

keen readers of the dispatches that appeared in the newspapers.101 This means it was likely that 

Grattan had read about the war and that he may well have been influenced to join the army based 

on the army’s portrayal in the newspapers. It is possible that other soldiers were tempted into the 

military life through a similar desire to assist their country or play a part in a momentous event in 

history. However, in my opinion, it is likely that even if this was a prime motivator for Grattan, it is 

likely that he was in the minority. Based on the evidence provided by the memoirs and the 

description books, the two prime motivators for Irish soldiers to enlist in the army was economic 

necessity and a desire to see the world.  

Some deeper analysis can be done on the officers and non-commissioned officers that 

appear in the sample. There were seven examples of these men: Sergeant Major John Robbinson, 

Quarter Master Sergeant Matthew Babington, Sergeant Hugh Fay, Sergeant James Pattison, Corporal 

Edward Carey, Corporal James Murphy and Corporal Micheal McLoughlin. All but one of these men 

(Pattison) were Irish. It is hard to say, but this could suggest that it was easier for Irishmen to be in 

charge of other Irishmen or that Irishmen made better soldiers and so saw more promotion, 

however it may also just be luck or coincidence. According to the description book four had prior 

military experience (Babington, Carey, Fay and McLoughlin), three from the militia and one 

(Babington) who had served in the 3rd Argyle Fencibles for a period of three years. The Fencibles 

were a combination of a militia regiment and a full foot regiment. They were still used only for the 
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defence of the country, and so mostly contained civilians with limited training, but they could be 

ordered anywhere within the British Isles, unlike their militia cousins, and so therefore was much 

more of a full-time position.102  

All of these men, but two, became Corporals. As the date of enlistment for these men and 

the dates of promotions is recorded, it is possible to note the time it took for them to be promoted. 

It took Carey a year to be promoted to Corporal though interestingly he was only in the position for 

three years before being demoted, the only one of the sample to have received this punishment. 

Unfortunately, the book does not give any reason for this. Murphy also took a year, but McLoughlin 

only served for three months before being promoted. Both of these men only signed up for seven 

years, though Murphy later reenlisted for life. Fay was promoted to Corporal after thirteen months 

and Pattison was only promoted to Corporal after eleven years and nine months. On average, it 

seems that it took about a year for the skill and attitude that made an NCO to become apparent in 

these men.  

Two of these men, Sergeant Major John Robbinson and Quarter Master Sergeant Matthew 

Babington, seem to have skipped Corporal and were promoted straight to Sergeants. Robbinson 

served for twelve years and two months before being promoted to Sergeant whereas Babington only 

served for three months. However, Babington served for three years in the Fencibles so that may 

explain this, as well as that he was twenty-nine at enlistment whereas Robbinson was only eighteen. 

Age was not necessarily a factor however, as McLoughlin who was twenty-three at enlistment was 

promoted quickly to Corporal after only serving three months whereas in comparison, Murphy, who 

was thirty-two at enlistment still took a year. For the other two sergeants, it took both Fay and 

Pattison over two years to make the next jump to Sergeant. We only have information for Babington 

regarding his promoted to Quarter Master and once again this took over two years to achieve.  

Similar analysis has also been undertaken on the description book of the Rifle Brigade 

(during our period this was known as the 95th Rifles).103 The description book itself is dated from 

1800-1847 and does not include any private soldiers, but only the officers during this period, though 

it does include NCO’s. It does not include every officer that served during the Peninsular War, in fact, 

it only contains officers who were still serving in 1826 and later. For the purposes of this thesis, only 

those soldiers that served on campaign during the Peninsula campaign and Waterloo were desired, 

however for numbers sake, some soldiers have been included that served on the Walcheren 
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campaign, in the siege of Copenhagen and in North America during the War of 1812. Information 

regarding promotions after 1815 have also not been included, so that we are solely looking at 

information that falls within the time period of the thesis. I was also obliged to ignore examples of 

officers that served during this time but not in the 95th Rifles; a common denominator was needed 

to ensure a degree of comparison, and that common denominator was the 95th Rifles. The 95th Rifles 

is a useful regiment to use for such a comparison as not only is it a regiment in which one of the 

memoirists served in but also because the regiment was considered by many as elite, it saw 

significant service throughout the peninsula and was not a specific ‘national’ regiment.104 However, 

this does mean there are only nine samples.  

The Statement of Services is being used as this document covers the officer and when and 

where they were born - important for knowing what nationality these soldiers are - though the 

simplified way of stating nationality is being used as stated in the data analysis of the regiments. It 

also contains information on each officer’s service within the army. This includes any overseas 

service, battles they participated in and under which commander, wounds received, any titles, 

medals or other rewards given and gallant actions the officer may have performed, including service 

within the Forlorn Hope. This means that quite a considerable amount of detail can be gleaned 

about these officers and can give us an insight that other description books cannot. Once again, 

conclusions can be made on the rate of promotion for any Irish officers compared to the other 

nationalities, but it can also be stated how likely it was for an Irishman to volunteer for the Forlorn 

Hope.  

The youngest of the nine officers at time of enlistment was Robert Cochrane at fifteen years 

old and the oldest was John Middleton at nearly twenty-seven years old. Only two of the sample 

were above twenty years old at enlistment and one of these signed up as a private soldier. In the 

sample, five of the officers are from Ireland, with a further two from England, one from Scotland and 

one from Gibraltar. The fact that such a substantial number of these officers were Irish is surprising 

and offers an insight into the value of Irish soldiers. If they were able to achieve places in an elite 

regiment, and one of these Irishmen was a soldier promoted from the ranks, then they must have 

been good at their jobs. The rate at which promotion happened for these men, not counting the 

surgeon, was roughly on average a year and a half for each promotion. This is common across the 

nationalities, though it is interesting that the two officers that had to wait the longest for similar 

promotion (not including Fairfoot’s promotion to Colour Serjeant as this was an elite role within the 

regiment) were an Englishman (who seemed to have got bored with waiting and so decided to 
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purchase his promotion) and the man from Gibraltar. It is also interesting to see, considering the 

number of Irishmen within the rank, how many of these soldiers did not purchase their ranks but 

gained them on merit alone; in fact, the only officer that did purchase a rank was an Englishman. The 

purchasing of ranks had been standard practice within European armies since the sixteenth century, 

though Anthony Bruce has traced the origin of the system back to the introduction of scutage by 

Henry II in 1159.105 However efforts were made by the Duke of York, who was Commander-in-Chief 

between the years 1795 to 1809, to legitimise and organise the system of purchasing within the 

army. One of these measures ensured that an officer wishing to purchase a commission in the army 

underwent an inquiry into his character before he would be accepted and that there was minimum 

service time needed before certain promotions. An officer was required to serve a minimum of two 

years as a subaltern before being made a captain and six years before he could be made a field 

officer, in an attempt to ensure wealthy but inexperienced officers did not achieve high rank.106 This 

was a serious problem within the army at this time and meant that many officers were not 

capable.107 Glover notes that by the time of the Peninsula Campaign, at least within Infantry 

regiments, only one in five first commissions were purchased and most were gained through 

merit.108 William Grattan, one of our memoirists, was only promoted once during his service, from 

Ensign to Lieutenant, and this was without purchase as evidenced by his Officer Return.109 This may 

have been why he seemed so disgruntled in his memoir about the lack of promotion in his 

regiment.110 So, while this may be simply circumstantial, the lack of brought commissions may add 

credence to the idea that many of these Irishmen in the army, did join out of economic necessity and 

this may have stretched to not only the private soldiers as originally thought but also to the officers. 

It certainly shows, however, that these Irishmen were promoted through merit. 

Another interesting aspect about this statement of services is that it also includes gallant 

actions such as volunteering to lead the Forlorn Hope. The Forlorn Hope was a small contingent of 

soldiers who were the first to attack a breach or scale the walls of a fortification. The Forlorn Hope 

was a dangerous undertaking; Kincaid stated that ‘[t]he advantage of being on a storming party is 

considered as giving the prior claim to be put out of pain, for they receive the first fire, which is 

generally the best, not to mention that they are also expected to receive the earliest salutation from 

the beams of timber, hand-grenades, and other missiles, which the garrison are generally prepared 
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to transfer from the top of the wall, to the tops of the heads of their foremost visitors.’111 The 

advantage to those on the Forlorn Hope was the significant amount of prestige attributed to it and 

that it would often lead to those men that volunteered for it, if they survived, being moved further 

up in line for promotion.112 This was especially appealing to those officers that did not have the 

funds to buy their promotion, as many of our officers seem to have been. 113 There was certainly a 

great degree of honour in the position, and to some this was more important than riches. Costello 

wrote that at the Siege of San Sebastian offers of twenty pounds were made to take someone else’s 

positions in the Forlorn Hope, and many of these offers to take the places were refused, which 

shows the value placed on the perceived ‘honour’ of being a member of the storming parties.114 

Both the Sergeant and Costello state that it was never difficult to find volunteers for the Forlorn 

Hope, and this suggests that other aspects of the Forlorn Hope – the honour, prestige, plunder and 

the masculine necessity of it – were all great motivators.115  

One of those motivators was plunder; the first man through the breach would have his pick 

of the loot. This may have been a stronger factor for the common soldier than an officer, especially 

as seen from the statistical data that the majority of soldiers came from poorer backgrounds. At 

Ciudad Rodrigo, Costello volunteered for the Forlorn Hope and was accepted. He wrote, ‘[w]e shook 

hands with a feeling of friendly sincerity, while we speculated as to the chances of outliving the 

assault, and, if truth must be told, the chances of plunder’.116 That plunder was the main motivation 

for the men that attacked the breach is refuted by Napier, who discussed this issue in his History. He 

wrote that there was the belief that the ‘appetite for plunder’ would supply the bravery needed to 

storm a breach but that this belief was misguided. He wrote that ‘[i]n all the host which stormed San 

Sebastian there was not a man, being sane, would for plunder only have encountered the danger of 

that assault’.117 As this is an officer saying this, and Napier may have wanted to play down the allure 

of plunder to the common soldier, this may not be accurate, but it is an important point that plunder 

may not have been the only motivator. The fact that plunder may have been an important 

motivator, however, does shine a light on the poor economic standing of many of the British army’s 

recruits.  
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Therefore, if a link could be drawn between Irish officers and volunteering for the Forlorn 

Hope, not only may it shed light upon their background and financial standing, but it could also 

suggest something about Irish soldiers, their propensity to put themselves in danger and their skills 

as soldiers. Private Wheeler wrote in a letter that ‘Ensign Dyas of the 51st Regiment, a young officer 

of great promise, of a most excellent disposition, and beloved by every man in the Corps – an 

Irishman by birth and whose only fortune was his sword – volunteered to lead the forlorn hope.’118 

Costello noted that Captain O’Hare commanded the Forlorn Hope at Badajoz.119 These examples 

show that Irish officers did volunteer. Only two of our nine officers volunteered for the Forlorn 

Hope, and one of these was Robert Fairfoot who was a private soldier at the time. Fairfoot seems to 

have been a remarkable soldier, volunteering for the Forlorn Hope no less than four separate times, 

and this no doubt aided his rise to Colour Sergeant during our period, but also to quartermaster in 

1825. The other officer that volunteered for the Forlorn Hope was the Scot in our sample, John 

Middleton from Aberdeen. This supports the idea of the fearsome Scottish warrior but does nothing 

to suggest any exceptionalism in regard to Irish soldiers or officers. Indeed, in our sample, none of 

the Irish officers led a Forlorn Hope,120 even though several of them were present during sieges. If 

anything, this may suggest that Irish officers were unlikely to volunteer for the Forlorn Hope. Seven 

of the selected group of officers received the Waterloo medal, however as every soldier that was on 

the roll call for Waterloo received a medal, this cannot be suggestive of any particularly gallant 

actions or bravery. More research is no doubt necessary to see if there is any correlation between 

gallant actions, promotion within the British Army and the relationship to Irish soldiers. 

Conclusion 

The BSC proves that a significant number of the British Army were Irish, making up a third of its 

numbers. If nothing else, this confirms why understanding the Irish experience is so necessary for 

our interpretation of not only the British Army at this time, but also our understanding of the British 

Imperial system and its relationship with its subjects, especially those on the edge of the Empire. 

There were also ‘national’ regiments in the army at this time, Cookson arguing that this was a goal of 

the army.121 But even outside the national regiments such as the 88th, there were often considerable 

numbers of Irishmen such as found in the 28th and the 6th, both English regiments. This Irish 
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recruitment was contained predominately within the infantry however, with the other arms of the 

army seeing significantly less Irish involvement.  

The BSC also details the heights of the soldiers, which allowed an insight into the validity of 

the claims of the strength of Irish soldiers. The statistical analysis suggests this claim was false 

amongst the army as a whole, with the Irish having a lower mean height than the other nationalities. 

Both the height and the propensity for the Irish to join the infantry both suggest that many Irish 

recruits came from poorer backgrounds, a conclusion that is corroborated by the trades and 

occupations performed by these soldiers before joining the army. Nearly fifty per cent of the Irish 

soldiers in the BSC were classified as labourers, and over a quarter as textile workers. This 

information is supported by further exploration into the description book of the 88th regiment, 

which showed that over half of that sample were labourers. With the information that many of the 

88th came from Connaught, an area that was particularly struggling, it is a safe assumption that many 

of these Irishmen joined the army for socio-economic reasons. As many of these men in the 88th 

came from Munster and Connaught, it would also be a safe assumption that many of them would 

have been Catholic.  

It is clear that the motivation for Irish soldiers to join the British Army was largely economic 

in nature. While many of the memoirs suggest other – more romantic – reasons for enlistment such 

as the sheen of military glory, economic motivations come to the fore throughout the texts and the 

data analysis gives the impression that the majority of Irish recruits enlisted through economic 

necessity. While the romantic reasons may have some relevance, we must remember that these 

elements may have been included for the sake of the reading audience and the narrative portrait 

these soldiers wanted to depict. That does not mean that these other reasons provided in our 

memoirs were not equally valid or true, but the evidence would indicate that wanderlust or military 

glory were secondary or even tertiary to the economic reasons for enlistment. In this study, Costello 

is the best example of this; his reasons given for enlistment were dissatisfaction with his current life 

and the desire for military grandeur, but his attitude towards plunder in the text suggests a deeper 

economic motivation, even if he himself was not aware. Similarly, the Sergeant stated that he 

enlisted because of tales he had heard about the army life, but his desire for promotion and the 

suggestion that he came from a poor, rural background would suggest an economic motivation. 

Grattan joined the Peninsular army against orders so that he could achieve promotion. This need for 

promotion and his critiques of the common soldier wasting his pay would both suggest that this 

Anglo-Irish officer also joined the army over economic factors despite his evident patriotism and love 

for the military. Although it is hard to state conclusively that these memoirists did sign up for 
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economic reasons, the evidence in the texts, combined with the analysis of the relevant data, 

suggest that Irish soldiers predominantly did so.  

There is also information on Irish officers, from both the sample taken from the 2nd Battalion 

of the 88th regiment, but also from the Rifle Brigade, though this is quite a small sample. The officers 

in the 88th sample, are all NCOs and so were raised from the ranks and were predominately Irish, 

showing that there may have been a preference for Irishmen to be led by fellow Irishmen. Amongst 

the NCOs of the 88th it took roughly between a year or two for promotion, a number also shown with 

the officers of the 95th Rifles, showing that promotion seemed to have been steady and regular while 

on campaign. In the 95th, which was not a ‘national’ regiment, there were a high number of Irishmen 

amongst the leadership positions. This may suggest that the Irish were seen as natural leaders, or 

that the Irish saw the army as a viable career. There does not seem to be any suggestion from this 

example that the Irish were particularly forthcoming when it came to volunteer for the Forlorn 

Hope, while the memoirs paint a different picture. The memoirs give a real sense of the Irish 

experience, but the description books provide a solid foundation upon which to spring forth and dive 

into the memoirs. 
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The Irish: Identity, Friendship and Religion 
 

This is the first chapter to focus solely on the soldiers’ accounts themselves. Therefore, the first 

questions that must be answered are primarily about how these Irishmen identified and how they 

may have interacted with both fellow Irishmen and other British soldiers. These avenues of 

discussion will allow for conclusions to be reached regarding the Irish experience. For example, did 

these Irish soldiers actually identify as Irish? Did they see themselves differently from soldiers from 

other parts of the British Isles? If so, this undoubtedly impacted their experiences of British army life, 

whether positively or negatively. These questions of identity also may play a part in how the Irish 

thought of themselves. If they did identify as Irish, do we see evidence that they were proud of being 

Irish; did they celebrate their Irishness? Some of the accounts of Irish soldiers were written by those 

who would have been considered, or considered themselves, as Anglo-Irish. This chapter will also 

attempt to discern if they identified any differently to Irish, and how they perceived other British and 

Irish soldiers.  

Crucially, this chapter will also look at examples of friendship within Irish soldiers’ accounts. 

Who a soldier’s friends were is crucial to understanding their experience. Were Irishmen more 

inclined or likely to befriend other Irishmen, or did nationality have little impact? This may give 

significant details about how they perceived themselves, other soldiers, and their time in the army. 

The relationships between Irish officers and Irish soldiers will be studied to see if Irish officers were 

unique in their approach to leadership, or if they treated Irish soldiers differently. If so, this may 

mean that Irish soldiers serving under Irish officers may have had a better experience than under an 

officer of a differing nationality. 

Another theme will be the analysis of the texts to see if there are examples of any anti-Irish 

prejudice. It is likely that many memoirs would not specifically make substantial mention of this, but 

there are some examples that may hint at such prejudice. If there is evidence that the Irish were 

perceived negatively by other nationalities this would suggest how the Irish may have been treated, 

and if there was any xenophobia they had to endure. With this, there may also be examples of 

institutional prejudice or racism towards the Irish, which would be significant factors informing their 

experience. Another facet of this is the Catholic Irish. Was their experience different due to their 

religion, one that was widely considered negatively by predominantly Protestant Britain.  
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How did the Irish identify?  
 

One of the key aspects of furthering our understanding of the experiences of the Irish is to try to 

discern how these Irishmen identified. Did they consider themselves Irishmen? Or did they identify 

as British and if they did, what did this mean for their relationships with other soldiers?  

To answer this question, one of the best places to turn first is the memoir of the anonymous 

Sergeant. This is due to the first sentence of the memoir: ‘I have the advantage of being an 

Irishman.’1 It might be regarded as a somewhat tongue-in-cheek comment, especially as he 

continued with an account of violence in Ireland in the 1790s. Regardless, he is one of the few of our 

memoirists to call himself an Irishman and that has great significance; we have solid evidence that 

he identified as Irish. If he was genuine in his statement there is even a sense of national pride in this 

sentence. There is further evidence that the Sergeant identified as Irish. When the Sergeant left the 

Peninsula, he sought leave so that he could travel to Ireland, showing a desire to return home. The 

Sergeant remarked on the relief and happiness he felt when his feet touched Irish soil.2 There is also 

evidence within his pages that the Sergeant suffered from a significant degree of homesickness 

while on campaign. On waking in the morning after a hard march, the ground was covered in dew. 

This made him think of Ireland, and he expressed his feelings through highly emotive language. ‘Even 

then I thought of thee, my native land; of thy rivers and vales, all so peaceful and beauteous, and 

they arose fairer than ever: and I thought of thee, my mother, who so often hadst cared and 

watched for me.’3 This suggests he had never forgotten his native land, nor did he feel ashamed of it; 

instead, he loved Ireland. He was a proud Irishman, something not seen in the other memoirs.  

Cynics might suggest that this was for the benefit of the reader, to humanise the Sergeant, 

or even that it was a part of the nineteenth-century movement to romanticise Ireland.4 While the 

latter is possible, this was most likely a homesick soldier remembering the home he left and thought 

he might never return to. Cooper remembered a time he had similar feelings while on sentry duty 

and commented that ‘[s]uch moments soldiers have’, and Donaldson wrote that many men felt the 

‘indescribable longing after home’, especially when they saw the sea for the first time in three years. 

These comments suggest that feelings of homesickness were common amongst British and Irish 
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soldiers.5 Severe homesickness, or nostalgia as it was known, was seen as a significant problem 

within eighteenth-century armies. There were ‘outbreaks of nostalgia’ amongst the British 

expeditionary forces in Egypt as well as colonial troops in India.6 Nostalgia was recognised by leading 

contemporary medical practitioners as a genuine illness that reduced a patient’s ability to resist 

other illnesses and could substantially worsen a condition; turning minor illnesses and injuries into 

life-threatening disorders.7 There is no sign that the Sergeant suffered from such a severe case of 

homesickness, but it does seem that he missed his homeland. Philip Shaw notes that soldiers that 

came from remote or mountainous areas with strong attachments to their home were more likely to 

be struck by nostalgia, but there is no evidence that the Irish were particularly prone to it.8 As there 

were significant numbers of Irishmen spread throughout the army, it could be suggested that being 

amongst other Irishmen may have helped with limiting feelings of nostalgia.  

The Sergeant also recounted times in Spain when he would remember Ireland and became 

emotional, for example, on hearing a band play Saint Patrick’s Day in the morning.9 This was, 

however, not uncommon; Grattan remarked that the wait to storm Badajoz was accompanied by 

each regimental band playing as their soldiers waited for ‘the last hour many of them were destined 

to live.’ The band of the 88th were all Irish and they played several Irish songs. This apparently had a 

great impact on the soldiers, and upon Grattan himself, especially the song Savourneen Deelish 

which made the men think of far-off Ireland.10 Issac Land notes that music on board naval ships was 

used to help ward off boredom, as well as pain and depression.11 It likely played a similar role within 

the army as well. Nothing speaks of the Irish nature of the regiment more than this, demonstrating 

that the 88th was distinctly Irish and the men were proud of their nationality. Michael D. Nicholsen 

has noted how Irish traditional music was ‘an expression of Irish cultural nationalism’.12 Music was 

immensely important to soldiers; Donaldson noted a time when his Irish friend Dennis nearly 

attacked a sergeant with a spade due to being interrupted in the midst of singing a traditional Irish 

song.13 Scottish regiments used Scottish folk songs and Highland music in a similar way, and Pockett 
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writes that this was used to invoke memories of home and formed a part of their Scottish identity; it 

seems that Irish regiments used music in much the same manner.14 The fact that even Grattan, an 

Anglo-Irishman, seemed to have been affected by the music is significant. Though it should be noted 

that Bell wrote that his regiment enjoyed a multitude of both British and Irish tunes, and these 

would ‘set our fellow wild for a dash at any time’. These tunes included “Hurrah for old England”, 

“British Grenadiers” and “Garryown” which show that the tunes of other nations would have an 

inspiring effect on a soldier, regardless of nationality.15  

But it is important to state that these bands and their Irish music may have been the first 

time that Irishmen celebrated their nationality, and saw it being celebrated by others, though there 

is evidence of St. Patrick’s Day being celebrated in Dublin in 1780.16 Snape also notes that while St. 

Patrick’s Day was observed at Dublin Castle and in the army, the day was more closely tied to Irish 

Catholics than Irish Protestants in the general Irish population and reflected a greater religious 

significance than demonstrated by Irish soldiers in the Peninsula.17 Costello recounted that his 

battalion, regardless of nationality, celebrated St. Patrick’s Day by ‘a proper attention to greens, and 

not having shamrocks, leaves, grass and boughs of trees were substituted’.18 Leach supported this 

and stated that the Light Division marched to the tune of St. Patrick on 17 March.19 Similarly, Bell 

wrote that ‘Patrick’s day came round as usual, and on that fighting festival-morning the band and 

drums enlivened all Patlanders with the national tune.’20 The 18th Hussars received a regimental 

order on St. Patricks Day 1813 that reminded them that Ireland expected them to ‘uphold their 

name by their good conduct abroad.’21 Douglas did not state that his regiment (1st Royal Scots) 

celebrated the day, but he did mention that they hoped for battle on St. Patricks Day and that he 

had hardly seen ‘such enthusiasm’ from the soldiers, ‘as if Old Ireland’s Patron saint had infused 

fresh spirits into their hungry faces.’22 At the conclusion of the war Costello and some fellow 

Riflemen were even invited to Montauban by a French sergeant of the 83rd; here they were 

entertained until three in the morning when they were accompanied to the boats home by the band 

playing St. Patrick’s Day, suggesting that their enemies were able to discern Irish from British soldiers 

and knew enough about Irish customs.23 This all suggests the extent to which St. Patrick’s Day was 
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observed throughout the army, and while the saint’s day was commemorated by non-Irish soldiers 

as well, it is a clear sign that Irishmen were able to celebrate their own Irishness. 

Kennedy suggests that regiments would often celebrate events such as St. Patrick’s Day to 

instil both national pride and regimental loyalty and these events would be one of the prime 

examples of ‘Irishness’ that many of these Irishmen would have seen – though this is in relation to 

‘national’ regiments.24 Bubb has similarly noted this of Irish regiments in India; that they had an 

inclination ‘to protect, nurture, traditionalize and ultimately ossify what it considered to be 

“Irishness”.’25 We know the 88th celebrated St. Patricks Day, since Grattan wrote of the celebration in 

1812.26 This assertion of a national identity within a foreign force, if we consider the Irish foreign to a 

British Army, is similar to the Wild Geese, Irish soldiers that served within the Catholic armies of the 

mid-eighteenth century, who, according to Nathalie Genet-Rouffiac, ‘never questioned their 

“Irishness”’.27 This all suggests that regiments did celebrate their national identity, and even the 95th 

respected their Irish soldiers enough to celebrate the Irish patron saint on St. Patrick’s Day. This 

could indicate how these soldiers perceived themselves as Irish. Further evidence of this is how Bell 

wrote that each nationality had its own distinct cheer when in battle. The Irish would shout ‘Ireland 

for ever and the Limerick Lasses!’28 Crowe wrote of a particularly interesting event when the 

Inniskillings celebrated St. Patrick’s Day. He was a new officer to the regiment and during a fine meal 

that the officers put on for St. Patrick’s Day the senior officers performed a ceremony that involved 

Crowe drinking a goblet of wine with an entire shamrock plant in. This was a ritual to ‘christen’ 

Crowe an Irishman.29 This suggests the degree to which these Irish regiments celebrated and held on 

to an Irishness but also how identity could be fluid. However, Cookson notes how regimental bands, 

such as the Light Division playing St. Patrick, helped create regimental identities, which, he suggests, 

trumped any national identities for these regiments.30 For example, he notes that while the 23rd did 

celebrate St. David’s Day, Englishmen actually outnumbered Welshmen in that ‘Welsh’ regiment by 

two to one.31 However, the fact that the 95th celebrated St. Patrick’s may suggest that non-Irish 

regiments celebrated the Irish patron saint as a special indicator of the men in their regiments. 

Kennedy also notes that ‘[r]egimental honour was closely linked to national pride’ and it is often 
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difficult to separate the two.32 Even Cookson agrees that soldiers within the regiments ‘usually 

identified by their nationality.’33 How much this opportunity to celebrate their Irishness, and see it 

celebrated, may have impacted how these men identified is an aspect that may require more 

research. It is possible that these celebrations only brought about temporary pride for their 

nationality as it is difficult to say how long-lasting these effects may have been. But it suggests that 

there were a significant number of Irish soldiers that did identify as Irish and celebrated their 

nationality and national saint’s day.  

Returning to Grattan’s comments regarding Irish music, Grattan phrased those comments as 

if he was separate from the men, which questions the idea that he was homesick for his native land, 

or at least, the same Ireland that the Sergeant and the men of the 88th were no doubt thinking of at 

these moments. The passage uses ‘they’ and ‘their’, suggesting a degree of detachment between 

Grattan and his men, possibly due to their varying degrees of Irishness.34 Grattan was from the 

Anglo-Irish group of Irishmen; the predominantly Protestant ruling class of Ireland that was coined 

the Protestant Ascendency and consisted of fifteen per cent of the Irish population but controlled 

politics, society, and the land in Ireland.35 The Anglo-Irish predominantly identified closer with 

England than with the native Catholic masses of Ireland and were ‘broadly united by distrust and 

dislike, even fear, of the Catholic population.’36 The Anglo-Irish and their respective identity has ‘long 

been a focus of debate for scholars.’37 Certainly, there is not the space in this thesis to answer how 

the Anglo-Irish identified but in terms of the British army, is there evidence that they identified 

separately from the Irish?  

In Ireland itself, McBride states that Anglo-Irish attitudes were essentially colonial in 

character and there is still significant evidence that the Anglo-Irish were vehemently anti-Catholic 

and ‘sided with the forces of conservatism.’38 But Jacqueline Hill has stated that it is difficult to place 

the Irish Protestants into ‘any single contemporary model’. 39 For example, Bartlett has pointed out 

how Anglo-Irish could, and did, hold affection for their homeland, which may be the case with 

Grattan.40 Padhraig Higgins has written on the Volunteers of 1780 and the ties to a possible Irish 
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national identity and wrote that ‘many Irish Protestants saw little contradictions in identifying 

themselves as “Irishmen” in a consciously anti-English manner while also strongly celebrating the 

British Empire and the monarchy.’41 There is also evidence that some Anglo-Irish Protestants were 

‘keen to establish their lineages’ in Ireland and ‘even patronised the same Gaelic genealogists as 

their Catholic counterparts.’42 Though this happened selectively, ‘there was nothing to prevent the 

Irish Protestants of the eighteenth century also identifying with the Celts, or indeed with pre-Celtic 

peoples.’43  

In his memoir Grattan seems to identify as separate from his Catholic Irish soldiers, and from 

his derogatory statements concerning the Irish which also occur in his memoir, it would be safe to 

assume that Grattan identified as Anglo-Irish and distinctly apart from Catholic Ireland. Harry Ross-

Lewin however, who could also be considered Anglo-Irish, refers to himself and fellow Irish officers 

as Irishmen and he spoke Gaelic, the language of native Ireland, suggesting that not all Anglo-Irish 

were the same and recent evidence suggests that a number of Irish Protestants could speak Gaelic.44 

George Bell was another memoirist that actually identified as Irish, though he was likely of Anglo-

Irish descent, due to him belonging to a family with an estate in Northern Ireland and him being a 

Protestant.45 However, Toby Barnard has pointed out that Anglo-Irish travellers in Europe often 

switched between English and Irish identities depending on how others identified them and this 

makes identifying, or understanding how Anglo-Irish identified themselves, difficult.46 Murray Pittock 

notes many Scots, Welsh and Irish referred to themselves as English, especially when they were 

abroad. 47 

Is there evidence, therefore, of Irishmen switching between identities in their memoirs? 

Costello wrote of an incident that occurred due to him defending the English, despite being an 

Irishmen. Costello had a run-in with some Portuguese soldiers who, seeing that Costello was 

unarmed, seemed to want to pick a quarrel and attacked Costello after he had ‘replied rather 

sharply to some abuse they had cast upon the English,’.48 It is likely that Costello was using English as 

another term for British, something that many contemporaries did.49 Similarly, when Grattan talked 
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about the number of beggars and dogs in the streets of Lisbon, he suggested that the sight of them 

is novel for an Englishman, and indeed the only thing that one can think about while walking the 

streets of Lisbon.50 This is commented on by Steven Schwamenfeld; that when abroad ‘Irish soldiers 

became “Britons.”’51 Therefore, one of the biggest issues regarding identity and the ability to analyse 

how these Irish soldiers identified is that they often referred to themselves as English or British in 

their memoirs. Importantly, Costello felt connected enough with the British identity that he felt the 

need to defend it, even in an obviously dangerous situation.  

In line with this, at another point in his memoir Costello made a reference to John Bull, 

stating that ‘[n]ever let it be said that John Bull cannot fight upon an empty stomach.’52 John Bull is 

the representation of England and Englishmen but here Costello seems to use John Bull as not only a 

shorthand reference for the English but for the British soldiers, including the Irish. He does use it as a 

catch-all name, perhaps without much attention to the peculiarity and impact it might have to his 

audience. Wishon notes that soldiers were aware that they reflected their nation and that they took 

pride in fighting for their ‘nation’, whether that meant Ireland or Britain.53 The fact that Costello will 

fight for the ‘English’, might mean he is simply fighting for the reputation of Britain, and therefore, 

through association, Ireland. The British Army may have had a unifying effect for the English, 

Scottish, Welsh and Irish soldiers, forming them into a ‘British’ entity. Victory on the field of battle 

would have had a unifying impact on soldiers; Blakeney commented after the successful capture of 

Badajoz in 1812 that ‘the music played was the animating national Irish air, St. Patrick’s Day, when 

the shamrock was proudly clustered with laurel; and indeed, though these two shrubs are not 

reckoned of the same family by proud collectors in the Cabinet, veterans hold them to be closely 

allied in the field.’54 Certainly, Kennedy has stated that the British army was ‘the only profession 

whose members “uniformly operated in an all-British context”.’55 This was especially true when 

regiments had a mix of nationalities within their ranks.56 Blakeney wrote ‘[w]hat foe could resist 

their united attack or penetrate the shield formed of the Rose, Shamrock and Thistle when closely 

bound together in a union strong as lasting?’57 One of the Sergeant’s first memories of his time in 

the army was the sleeping-room in the barracks, which contained upwards of three hundred men. 
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The men had been drinking and so the Sergeant’s first night was a tumultuous one full of drunken 

men singing, shouting abuse and picking fights. As the soldiers were a mix of Irish, English, Welsh 

and Scots, the Sergeant noted how many of them could not speak the same language, or at least 

make themselves understood, with the number and strength of the accents only serving to increase 

the noise and chaos of the night.58 This shows the multi-national nature of these British regiments 

and no better description can be found that helps reinforce the ‘image of the army as a melting 

pot’.59 It also shows how it could be difficult for these men to understand each other, at least 

initially. This must have been quite a shock to a young man from rural Ireland. 

However, Kennedy herself has argued that ‘the army was not a crucible of Britishness’ and 

that Linda Colley’s conclusion that the army helped create a British identity is flawed.60 But there 

definitely seems to have been a sense that some of these Irish soldiers, including Costello and 

Grattan, believed in and conformed to an idea of Britishness, even if this was solely within a military 

context. Colley herself argued that the army helped foster an identity, even if it was a British identity 

created from a ‘us’ against ‘them’ attitude.61 Schwamenfeld makes the argument that this was 

especially true in the Peninsular War where the hostility to the Spanish cemented ties between 

British and Irish troops that could never be achieved by the army itself.62 As these memoirs were 

being written after the campaign, this would suggest that some of this conformity to a British 

identity, and a pride in the British Army, lasted beyond their actual service. Kennedy is not the only 

historian who has issues with Colley’s verdict. Laurence Brockliss and David Eastwood argue that the 

number of people who held this British identity above their English or Scottish identities would have 

been small and would only have extended to the aristocracy.63 But, in my opinion, it is Cookson that 

hits closer to the mark in terms of our Irish soldiers.  

Cookson states that the British Army only identified as British to categorise themselves as 

different from the French, German or Spanish armies. This is a remarkably simple idea but one that 

works, even when considering the authors of the memoirs writing several years later; they still had 

to identify as British to ensure readers knew who was who.64 Costello and Grattan may have held a 

British identity, especially while with the British Army on foreign soil, but this may not have trumped 

their respective Irish and Anglo-Irish identities. This is less clear with Costello but is more likely to be 

                                                           
58 Memoirs, p.21. 
59 Kennedy ‘“True Brittons and Real Irish”’, p.45. 
60 Kennedy ‘”True Brittons and Real Irish”’, p.51. 
61 Colley, ‘Britishness and Otherness’, p.322. 
62 Schwamenfeld, ‘”The Foundation of British Strength”’, p.187. 
63 Laurence Brockliss and David Eastwood, ‘Introduction – A Union of Multiple Identities’ in A Union of Multiple 
Identities: The British Isles c.1750-c.1850 (Manchester, 1997), p.3. 
64 Cookson, ‘Regimental Worlds’, p.38. 



74 
 

an accurate portrayal of Grattan. Stephen Brumwell and Mark Wishon also raise the issue that a 

professional identity, such as that of soldier, was just as strong as – if not stronger than – any 

national or ethnic identity.65 This is significant as Costello seemed to identify as a British soldier 

above and beyond his Irishness. Both Costello and Grattan were both professional soldiers and this 

identity may trump any other. It is important to remember that people in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries often held multiple identities and saw no problem or contradictions with this.66 

Indeed, as Anthony D. Smith reminds us, Sophocles’ tale of Oedipus shows that the idea of multiple 

identities in the formation on one’s self – ‘familial, territorial, class, religion, ethnic and gender’ – is 

an old concept.67 As Colley states, ‘[i]dentities are not like hats. Humans can and do put on several at 

a time.’68 This may also hint that identity could be not only fluid, but temporary, with Irish soldiers 

creating a British identity for themselves while in service to the British Army but then disposing of 

this identity once it was no longer useful. Amelia Hadfield-Amkhan talks about how identities were 

often having to change and adapt through both internal and external pressures.69 More research 

into this idea of identity amongst soldiers needs to be conducted before these questions can be 

more definitely answered but, in my opinion, based on the evidence in the memoirs, Irishmen 

became British soldiers and held onto this identity for their time in a foreign country and, possibly, 

for some time afterwards. The identity of a British soldier may have been their significant identity for 

this time, especially when interacting with people who were neither British nor soldiers. However, 

this does not mean they did not simultaneously identify themselves as Irish.  

With this idea of Irishmen becoming British soldiers, there is also a sense that the British 

army had a unifying effect, turning disparate members of Great Britain into comrades, when the 

memoirists talk about fighting together alongside British soldiers, though it must be remembered 

that that this might have simply been written for the reader. The Sergeant was a member of the 

storming parties that attacked the breach at Badajoz, and he wrote that all was silent until the 

sudden crash of muskets and the explosions of shells; he described the commotion as a ‘hurly-burly’. 

In his words, all thought of self-preservation was abandoned and it was as if the entire body of 

British troops had one heart and one ambition.70 This further demonstrates the extreme sense of 

belonging and comradery soldiers felt when faced with such extreme danger, a sense that did not 
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consider nationality, race or religion. Unfortunately, this also meant that the men, including our 

Sergeant, did not want to retreat or fall back. A solitary soldier in the act of falling back would have 

been seen as unreliable within the core group, and as the men relied on this core group for survival, 

it meant that there was little desire to turn back despite the horrors ahead.71 Harris’s account 

supports this theory stating that ‘[a] man is closely observed in the field and it is indeed singular 

how, from his behaviour, a man loses or gains caste with his comrades.’72 There are elements of this 

in the Sergeant’s account, though it is not explicit. He did not voice these fears or motivations in his 

memoir but based his desire to push on upon the duty that he, and others, felt. Wheeler voiced a 

similar theme; in the trenches at Badajoz he did not feel that he could complain that the force of the 

shot flying above his head had given him a severe headache as he thought his comrades would laugh 

at him.73 Wheeler’s case is less about the duty to the group, but the feeling that the group would 

turn against him for complaining. It was not love that kept him in the trench, but fear of being 

mocked or considered weak. The group, therefore, kept soldiers in dangerous situations, though not 

necessarily for positive reasons or even for the betterment of the group; a sense of duty to the 

group kept soldiers in unwinnable situations. 

The breach at Badajoz was not taken, and two thousand men fell there before Wellington 

ordered a retreat and then a second assault.74 The Sergeant remarked that many Britons had lost 

their lives that day, considering it a question of honour to either take the breach or die and so 

refusing to fall back. The Sergeant himself had made up his mind that as long as he had life he would 

attempt to fulfil his duty, and this thought degenerated into a ‘desperate and murderous mood’. It 

was then that he was wounded by a shot in the left thigh. He pressed on but feeling faint with the 

loss of blood he eventually attempted to retreat into the ditch. There he lost his musket, a ‘faithful 

friend’, before eventually managing to climb out with the help of a man of unknown rank from 

Napier’s company.75 The ‘murderous’ feeling described by the Sergeant demonstrates the lengths 

soldiers were prepared to go for ‘duty’, though may also have been simple adrenaline. Donaldson 

remarks that the idea of military glory was something that every soldier aimed for in battle.76 

However, it could also have been comradery, and according to Coss the idea that these soldiers were 

not alone in their struggle, pushed these men forward.77 ‘The importance of comradeship in enabling 
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men to “carry on”… has become a cliché of military cultural history.’78 However, just because it is a 

cliché does not mean it is unimportant, especially when endeavouring to understand the Irish 

experience. Napoleon was aware of the impact that a soldier’s affection and ‘communal 

responsibility’ could have on conquering their fear.79 William McNeill has written of the impact that 

drill had on soldiers and he suggests the comradery that was felt when a unit was drilled in marching 

together; the feeling of being part of something larger by the simple process of marching in time 

together.80 This phenomenon McNeill calls ‘Muscular Bonding’.81 Bourke writes that a survey of 586 

American infantrymen who had served in combat in Sicily and North Africa in 1944 showed that 

‘combatants cited solidarity with the group and thoughts of home and loved ones as their main 

incentives’ to continue fighting.82 However, Coss remarks that ‘[t]houghts of patriotism, religion, 

home, family, and enduring battle in order to end the war and return to great Britain are rarely 

mentioned in the writings of the common British ranker as sustaining campaign or combat 

incentives.’83 It is clear that the British ranker may not have had thoughts of home while in battle, 

but certainly the idea of the ‘group’ would have been a strong motivator. Coss argues that it was for 

this ‘adopted family’ that the ranker fought, ‘for the regiment was all the family he would ever 

have.’84 An estimated eighty per cent of soldiers stayed in the same regiment for their entire career 

which ensured that there was an ‘intense identification with the regiment’ and a deep connection 

with their brother soldiers in the regiment.85 Sherman, interviewing modern soldiers, writes that 

‘[w]hat remains the central battle motivation in most wars is care for buddies and the knowledge 

that they care for you.’86 This was undoubtedly true for the soldiers fighting in the Peninsula.  

This shows that the Irish seemed to have identified as British solders while maintaining their 

Irish identity. They would use which ever identity best served them at any given moment, identifying 

as British to separate themselves from the Iberians, but they also celebrated their Irishness on St. 

Patrick’s Day. Multiple identities could be, and were, held and switched between when needed and 

this seems to have been true for these Irish soldiers. Crucially, the Irish were not singled out in the 

British Army but found a certain degree of unity and comradery within the ranks, regardless of 
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nationality. This identity allowed them to share a collective ideal with British soldiers of other 

nationalities, most commonly English and Scottish, ensuring that a sense of camaraderie and joint 

purpose stretched between Irish and British soldiers. 

Friendship  
 

Tales of these memoirists’ friends can tell us much about their experiences. It also worth noting here 

the importance of friendship while within the army. ‘Loneliness was well-known as a destroyer of 

morale; hence the importance which all soldiers attached to companionship.’87 This was not a life 

that many would have survived alone. Napoleon understood the importance of friendship amongst 

his troops and the role it played in ‘steeling nerves, allaying fear, and cementing loyalty among 

fighting men in combat.’88 Unfortunately, so few give any real details about their friends that it is 

difficult to garner much information. For example, Kincaid’s Adventures in the Rifle Brigade, did not 

include stories of his friends, or mention that he had any. However, Kincaid seemed to have been a 

particularly self-centred person so this may have been the reason why.89 Of the Irish memoirs there 

are two that write significantly of their friends during service: Costello’s Rifleman Costello and the 

anonymous Sergeant’s Memoirs.  

From the Sergeant’s writings we can gather that, despite his clear ambition for advancement 

and lack of desire to partake in some of the more unsavoury pastimes of soldiers, he was still able to 

create and maintain friendships amongst his fellow soldiers. He noted that throughout life he had 

been fortunate enough to always have a friend, and that the army was no different. He joined one of 

the battalions of the 43rd and there found a friend who, through his civility, helped the Sergeant 

through his first few drills. Unfortunately, no information is given about this friend, only that he had 

the same last name as the Sergeant.90 After Badajoz, the Sergeant stated that he felt a great degree 

of sorrow for losing many valued friends and that they lay unburied. However, he wrote how sorrow 

was not a ‘fitting mood for a soldier’ and that tears were soon brushed away to be replaced by a 

‘good-humoured review of dangers gone by’.91 He also wrote how he found a friend in the field 

hospital named Patrick Murphy, an Irishman from another company of the same regiment who had 

been badly burned in the breach.92 When the British Army had to retire from Almeida and the Light 

Division became involved in a fighting retreat, the Sergeant’s regiment was heavily involved. He 
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wrote that several of his friends were killed or injured in this action, including his ‘left-hand man’ 

who was shot and was instantly killed. The Sergeant fired back, but before he could reload, the pay-

sergeant, who was called Thomas, was wounded and the Sergeant had to help him. This was a 

perilous task with the enemy so close, but he stated that he did it because Thomas was his friend.93 

We only know the nationality of one of these friends that the Sergeant wrote about, but it is clear 

that the Sergeant held numerous other soldiers as friends. This suggests how this Irishman was able 

to become a comrade to fellow soldiers, possibly regardless of nationality. It also shows the 

importance of friendship, but how easily these friends could be lost, and the grief that was coupled 

with that lost.  

In Costello’s account he makes more specific mention of several friends that we can use to 

ascertain a sense of friendships and Irish soldiers. Costello seemed to have felt strong affections 

towards the men in his unit. After gaining a significant haul of plundered money after Vittoria, 

Costello used some of his treasure to treat and assist his comrades and this demonstrated how 

Costello felt about his fellow soldiers and the comradery that he experienced. The 95th Rifles 

contained soldiers from throughout the British Isles and this suggests that an Irishman, at least 

amongst the Rifles, could easily fit into the British Army and that nationality may not have played an 

influential role in relationships.94 A few days after the battle of Vittoria he treated his comrades to 

dinner, though due to the poor fare of the village they camped in, he had to pay ten doubloons for 

enough bacon and wine for everyone though there was at least sufficient wine for ‘some excellent 

toasts... such as “[m]ay we have another brush with them before they get to Paris”’, showing the 

fighting spirit of the corps. 95 Costello also used some of his newfound wealth to assist a pay-

sergeant who was robbed the first time he was entrusted with any money. ‘Having money by me, I 

felt much pleasure in arresting the despair that seemed to take possession of the mind of a gallant 

soldier, and one whom I much esteemed’.96 Costello stated that the pay-sergeant, Robert Fairfoot, 

later Quartermaster to the 2nd battalion of the 95th, was planning to desert due to the disgrace of 

losing the money before Costello helped him. Fairfoot is one of the officers that appeared in our 

data analysis of the 95th so we know he existed and had a remarkable career in the 95th – a career 

that may have been cut short through desertion if it was not for Costello. A further example of the 

comradery Costello experienced was with a soldier named Bandle; having nowhere to keep the 

money left over from Vittoria but his knapsack, an article that Costello could not always keep with 

him, he entrusted it to Bandle instead. Despite many strategies used to try and separate Bandle from 
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Costello’s knapsack, Bandle ‘was wakeful as a weasel, and faithful as the dog, for both of which 

qualities I took good care not to be ungrateful.’97 Bandle is not mentioned at any other time during 

the memoir but must have been a considerable friend of Costello and is one of many soldiers that 

Costello names as particular friends. Unfortunately, we know of no other details of Bandle. In the 

Waterloo Medal Roll for the 1st Battalion of the 95th, the battalion that Costello served in, there are 

two soldiers named Bandle, a Richard and a Thomas, but unfortunately we don’t know which one of 

these, if either, was Costello’s Bandle.98 The suggestion that other soldiers may have been 

attempting to separate Costello’s wealth from Bandle does, however, show that the comradery 

suggested by Bandle’s actions was not universal among the regiment. 

The most significant friend that the audience is told of in Costello’s account is met early on. 

One of the men that joined the 95th and was recruited by Costello himself was an Englishman called 

Wilkie. Costello’s and WIlkie’s friendship seemed to have been strong and there are significant 

details provided of their relationship. They formed a strong friendship during a recruitment drive, 

often getting into trouble together, and spent time together outside of purely army life, as Costello 

spent time with Wilkie’s family and even considered marrying Wilkie’s sister.99 The fact that Costello 

specifically stated that Wilkie was his friend is significant.100 The term ‘friend’ had a variety of 

meanings in the eighteenth century and could mean anything from kin to economic and political 

allies.101 ‘Friend’ in the context of Costello and Wilkie probably meant a relationship that, while 

advantageous, was based on emotional and supportive ties. Friendship also suggests that the two 

had characteristics or interests in common and that they found their respective nationalities not to 

be an issue. This may seem unsurprising, but it shows that they were not confined to their respective 

national groups within the army, nor did Costello feel that he should only form meaningful 

relationships with fellow Irishmen.  

There are several examples that suggest friendships were not bound by nationality found 

among other memoirs. Harris, an Englishman, made special note of a friend, James Brooks, who was 

‘a strapping fellow from the north of Ireland’ and Harris claimed he would not have survived the 

retreat of Corunna without Brooks. Harris described Brooks as a ‘strong, active, and resolute fellow’ 

who stayed with Harris, even when Harris collapsed on the ground, as he did not want him to be left 

                                                           
97 Costello, Rifleman Costello, p.183. 
98 Waterloo Medal Book 1st Battalion 95th Rifles, NA MINT 16/112/69. 
99 Costello, Rifleman Costello, pp.13-15. 
100 Costello, Rifleman Costello, p.14. 
101 Naomi Tadmor, Family and Friends in Eighteenth-Century England: Household, Kinship and Patronage 
(Cambridge, 2001), p.167. 



80 
 

behind and ‘butchered by the cowardly Spaniards’.102 Joseph Donaldson, a Scot, wrote of a 

friendship with an Irishman called Dennis, a man who was described by Donaldson as having ‘a 

warm-hearted, generous disposition… [who] never flinched from me in distress’.103 Friendships 

across national lines are perhaps not surprising with how mixed many of the British regiments were. 

The letters of Private Wheeler demonstrate the hybrid nature of many British regiments when 

Wheeler recounted a speech from his Irish Colonel: ‘“[h]ere” he exclaimed “is John Bull from 

England; Swaney from Scotland, and Paddy from my own country. By J_s, we will not only beat the 

French but we will eat them afterwards.”’104 It is no surprise that different nationalities may have 

become friends when the regiments were this mixed, as has been seen. Costello did, however, 

mention several friends that were Irish, such as Crawley and Kelly, who can be assumed was an 

Irishman by his name.105 However, the latter is only mentioned when he is shot dead, so it is difficult 

to say how close the two actually were.106 Costello’s account might suggest that while there was 

nothing preventing an Irishman from becoming friends with other nationalities, it may also have 

been more common for them to become friends with fellow Irishmen.  

Unfortunately, the friendship between Costello and Wilkie was cut short at the assault of 

Ciudad Rodrigo where Wilkie was mortally struck by what Costello believed to be a Portuguese 

bullet. The following morning Costello wished to find the body of his friend Wilkie, whom he found 

stripped, meaning that either a British or Portuguese soldier, or a Spanish civilian, had no misgivings 

about stripping and looting a soldier. Costello had a moment of remembrance for Wilkie, who ‘had 

been so active a coadjutor, my quondam recruit, bed-fellow, press-man, and pot companion.’107 This 

again suggests how close these two men were. As mentioned before, Costello and Wilkie’s 

friendship is important; it means that regardless of nationality, friendships could, and did, exist 

between Englishmen and Irishmen. There was not a feeling that the two nationalities needed to live 

separate lives within the military, at least in such a mixed regiment as the 95th. The degree to which 

Costello perceived Wilkie as a friend is touching, and he even coerced some drunk soldiers to help 

him bury Wilkie within the very breach that his friend died helping to take.108 Friendships in the army 

were often cut short. Blakeney wrote of his friend Lieutenant Bennet being killed at Barossa. 

Blakeney saw it happen and he wrote ‘[i]t grieved me that I could not stop for an instant with my 
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dearest friend and first companion of my youth; but friendship, however fervid, must yield to 

imperative duty.’109 It is not clear what nationality Bennet was, but this shows the frailty of 

friendship in the army and how little these men could often grieve for lost friends.  

As has been seen, friendships were important for these soldiers and friends were both found 

and lost during time in the Peninsula. Importantly, it is clear that Irish soldiers were able to make 

and maintain friendships with other soldiers, both Irish and British. Nationality does not seem to 

have been a hindrance to friendships being formed but also that nationality was not a significant 

factor in the formation of friendships. Irish soldiers had Irish and British friends and there is no 

suggestion that the Irish preferred fellow Irishmen as friends, though it could still be suggested that 

Irishmen were more likely to become friends due to shared experiences. It can also be surmised the 

feeling of comradery, even amongst other British soldiers that were not considered friends, was a 

unifying aspect amongst the British soldiery.  

Irish Officers and Irish Soldiers 
 

Soldiers would often write about their officers in their memoirs. Officers were not just admired for 

bravery, but also for their management of the men. How these officers were perceived, and 

especially Irish officers, may give clues as to the Irish experience. It is also pertinent to establish what 

kind of relationship existed between Irish soldiers and their officers, both Irish and non-Irish, in an 

attempt to ascertain if this relationship was unique.  

Firstly, how are officers often talked about in the memoirs? Many officers are talked about 

positively; Harris noted how the Rifles had a Major Travers who was ‘much liked’ and was a ‘tight 

hand’, which soldiers preferred to a ‘slovenly officer.’110 Before the Battle of Salamanca Wellington 

appeared near to the Third Division and Grattan remarked that he was extraordinarily calm for 

someone who had just changed the disposition of his army.111 Wellington was a leader who always 

seemed calm and confident, and this would have been a boon to the men he was leading. Grattan 

seemed to have been similarly buoyed by Wellington’s demeanour. Cookson notes the range of 

adjectives that were used by private soldiers to describe officers of high quality: ‘Soldiers’ 

reminiscences present a remarkably consistent stereotype of the “good” officer. The adjectives that 

tumble out are “brave”, “gallant”, “daring”, “manly”, “just”, “kind”, “considerate”, “sympathetic”, 

“liberal”, “open-hearted”, “friendly” and “devoted to his corps”.’112 This seems to be as true for Irish 
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soldiers as it were for the British Army as a whole. Costello’s account also made mention of how 

Plunket perceived officers, supposedly referring to two types of officers: the ‘come on’ and the ‘go 

on’. He also allegedly said to an officer that ‘[t]he words “go on” don’t befit a leader’.113 This 

suggests that soldiers wanted to be led by a man that would put himself in the same danger as he 

asked of his men, especially when their lives were on the line. Similarly, Sherman writes that soldiers 

will give their loyalty and respect to their superiors with the belief that their service and lives will not 

be sacrificed needlessly.114 This is possibly why Wellington was so highly thought of by his men. 

There was also a practical dimension to getting the men on side; Harris remarked how officers were 

closely observed and in battle ‘an act of kindness done by an officer had often been the cause of his 

life being saved.’115 It is intriguing that it is suggested by this statement that officers may not be 

saved by their men in battle if they were poor or unliked officers. Costello wrote of Lord Charles 

Spencer, an officer in the 95th, who suffered from hunger, much like most of the men, but that the 

men would share their biscuits with Spencer due to him being ‘very much liked among us’, possibly 

saving his life.116 Similarly, this suggests that officers were watched in battle to see how they would 

perform, no doubt ensuring that they showed some of the qualities mentioned above.  

There are examples of the memoirs discussing the role and performance of specific officers. 

Costello wrote that he wanted to pay his respects to his own Captain Uniacke, who was gravely 

injured by a mine during the assault of Ciudad Rodrigo. Uniacke had been placed in a house in the 

suburbs of Ciudad Rodrigo, where his men could visit him, but he died a few days later. Costello 

referred to Uniacke as an officer who was ‘gallant, daring, and just to all whom he commanded.’117 

Costello also talked about one of his officers, a Captain Peter O’Hare, who, the reader is told, was an 

eccentric but brave officer who had risen from the ranks, joining the army initially as a surgeon’s 

mate.118 Several times Costello mentioned O’Hare’s coolness in battle.119 The Forlorn Hope at 

Badajoz was commanded by O’Hare and a Captain Jones of the 52nd. Costello said of the two: ‘[a] 

pair of uglier men never walked together, but a brace of better soldiers never stood before the 

muzzle of a Frenchman’s gun.’120 O’Hare was clearly competent and was respected by both his men 

and his superiors; indeed, he was promoted to Major before his death.121 Both O’Hare and Uniacke 
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were Irishmen but also Catholics, though it is unclear whether this was the reason for Costello’s 

desire to pay his respects or whether it was simply because Uniacke was his officer.122 Simmons 

wrote of O’Hare as ‘a very brave man’ showing that O’Hare was not just celebrated by his Irish 

soldiers.123 These two officers show that a Catholic Irishman could receive high rank within the 

British Army and be highly regarded. There was still a law against Catholics holding commissions so 

this must have been kept secret by O’Hare.124 Indeed, Cannon has remarked that ‘[i]f an officer kept 

quiet about his Catholicism, it would appear that no further questions were asked.’125 It is interesting 

that our Irish soldiers seemed to pick Irish officers to praise and look up to. This may be suggestive of 

a certain degree of Irish pride; it may also mean that Irish officers were worth looking up to, that 

they were good leaders of men and natural soldiers. 

 Donaldson also celebrated an Irish officer in his memoir; Lieutenant Colonel Lloyd who was 

the commanding officer for his regiment during and after the retreat from Madrid. Donaldson spoke 

positively of his behaviour on the retreat, stating that he showed immense kindness to the men on 

the retreat, to the extent of allowing those struggling to ride on his horse. This officer’s kindness was 

not just restricted to harrowing marches but was a significant part of his commanding style using 

kindness and encouragement to get the best out of his men, Donaldson remarking that ‘[s]o 

successful were his efforts that he brought the regiment into a state of order, cleanliness, and 

discipline, which could never be attained by any other means’ and that Donaldson believed ‘that 

every man in [the regiment] loved and honoured him.’126 This is immense praise and fits into what 

has been stated by other memoirists regarding Irish officers. Indeed, Donaldson related Lloyd’s 

kindness and grace to his nationality stating that ‘where an Irishman is a gentleman, he is one in the 

most extensive meaning of the word: unfettered by cold, calculating selfishness, his noble heart and 

soul is seen in every thing he does’127 This suggests both the kindness found amongst Irish officers, 

but due to Donaldson placing this trait upon Lloyd’s nationality, the high esteem to which the Irish 

were held by some members of the British army. 

Another important dynamic between the men and their officers, as has been hinted at, was 

how the officers went about enforcing discipline and punishing offenders and this was often 

discussed in the memoirs. Significantly Irish officers seem to have been deemed as strict but fair and 
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humanitarian in regard to punishments. Costello’s O’Hare would rarely flog offenders, preferring 

more unique punishments such as drilling with full kit or the punishment of attaching a six-pound 

cannonball to the offender’s leg.128 Interestingly, this seemed to be a characteristic of the 95th Rifles 

as Costello commented that during his entire service in Spain he remembered no more than six men 

being flogged.129 Costello stated that O’Hare was ‘one of the most humane’ officers in the whole 

army. He referred to an occasion during which O’Hare allowed his men to take what they wished 

from a store of rum on the promise that they would not get drunk; a promise the soldiers 

surprisingly kept, suggesting a good deal of mutual trust between officer and men.130 This aversion 

to flogging is similar to the approach adopted by Colonel Mainwaring, an Irish officer in the 51st Light 

Infantry, and Bell wrote of his own dislike of flogging and how he abolished the lash when he rose to 

command a regiment, though this would be after the Peninsular War.131 Cooper wrote that flogging 

was the general punishment in the army, with the number of lashes often being between two and 

five hundred.132 Grattan was an advocate for discipline in the army, stating that discipline was 

essential in any army but ‘particularly a British one’. However, he did state that ‘[e]xtremes should 

be avoided, and too much familiarity is as bad as too much severity’, which may suggest that Grattan 

did not mean severe discipline (such as the flogging advocated by Wellington) was needed, though 

he clearly felt that discipline was integral to the success of the British.133 This would seem to suggest 

that Irish officers may not have been such strong disciples for discipline as other officers in the 

British army. Cooper’s account would seem to suggest that officers such as O’Hare and Mainwaring 

were particularly of note in their unique disciplining practices and approach to officering men 

though it must be remembered that they were also officers in the Light Division, a division that 

believed in a more individualistic – and modern – approach.134 It was not until the later Victorian 

period that it was generally believed that soldiers could respond to incentives other than flogging, 

and the subsequent fear of flogging, but it seems that some Irish officers in the British Army were 

ahead of their time.135 There is another similarity between two Irish officers. Both Grattan and 

Mainwaring had a similar view that a regiment could be bled of weaker soldiers. Grattan remarked 

this when he talked of stragglers on the march and Mainwaring believed that there was an 

advantage to leaving the gates of the barracks open before the regiment set out overseas as it would 

tempt those who did not have the stomach to fight to leave and he would then only take ‘the good 
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soldiers’ to battle.136 This possibly hints that there was a similar style and thought process amongst 

some Irish officers, and it would be intriguing if this was common throughout Irish officers.  

Bartlett and Jeffery note that Irish regiments may have had a more relaxed attitude when it 

came to the officers and private soldiers’ relationships, and the memoirs would seem to support this 

idea - it may even hint at a unique feature of Irish regiments.137 The relationship between officers 

and soldiers could be one that was mutually beneficial and to an extent inclusive. Napoleon argued 

that ‘combat success depends on relationships of mutual respect, support, and solidarity between 

soldiers and their officers.’138 Bonds were forged between officer and soldier through their shared 

experience of war and combat. These bonds seemed to be especially close in Irish regiments. 

Despite these potential bonds, not all officers enjoyed a closeness with their men. Blakeney wrote 

that sometimes the officers were ‘obliged to lie down in the same apartment with the men… [and] 

were condemned to listen to their rough jokes and loud repartees, which under the circumstances 

were excessively unseasonable and annoying.’139  

There is a significant example of close ties between an officer and his men in Grattan’s 

memoir. In a small hamlet near Robleda an Irishman named Ody Brophy got into a scuffle with the 

locals after taking a piece of bacon, seemingly without paying for it, and then defended himself 

violently. Grattan included Brophy’s entire speech to Lieutenant D’Arcy about what had supposedly 

gone on, which is worth replicating here. It is also worth noting that D’Arcy and Brophy were from 

the same town and so seemingly knew each other before the army. 

‘”Be aisy now, and don’t be vexing yourself with them or the likes of them. Wasn’t it for you 

I was making a bargain? And didn’t I offer the value of it? Don’t I see the way you’re lost 

with the hunger, and the divil a bit iv rations you’ll get ate to-night. Och! You cratur, iv your 

poor mother, that’s dead! was to see you after such a condition, it’s she that id be leev’d iv 

herself for letting you away from her at-all-at-all.” “Well,” said D’Arcy (softened, no doubt, 

and who would not at such a speech?), “what did you offer for it?” “What did I offer for it, is 

it? Fait, then, I offered enough, but they made such a noise that I don’t think they heard me, 

for , upon my sowl, I hardly heard myself with the uproar they made; and sure I told them iv 

I hadn’t money enough to pay for it (and it was true for me I hadn’t, unless I got it dog 

cheap!) you had; but they don’t like a bone in my skin, or in yours either, and that is the 

raison they are afther offinding me afther such a manner. And didn’t one of the women get 
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my left thumb into her mouth, and grunch it like a bit of mate? Look at it,” said he in 

conclusion, at the same time thrusting his bleeding hand nearly in to D’Arcy’s face, “Fait and 

iv your honour hadn’t come up, it’s my belief she would have bit it clane off at the 

knuckle.”140 

The first question regarding this speech is obviously the accuracy of it. Would Grattan really have 

remembered Brophy’s exact words, even if he had made notes regarding the encounter shortly 

afterwards. Nevertheless, it suggests how close the relationship was between officer and private 

however, as Brophy stated that he was getting the bacon for D’Arcy because D’Arcy was hungry. 

Obviously, this is assuming that Brophy was telling the truth and not just making up a story to get his 

officers on side. His speech certainly worked on D’Arcy who Grattan said was ‘softened’ by it.141 The 

fact that Brophy and D’Arcy knew each other before the army may also make this officer-soldier 

relationship unique in its closeness. Certainly, this speech suggests a real degree of companionship 

between D’Arcy and Brophy, with Brophy bringing up D’Arcy’s mother. Despite this, he did still refer 

to D’Arcy as ‘your honour’, showing that he was still aware of the standing of both himself and 

D’Arcy. This suggests the close ties that could sometimes exist between officer and soldier and that 

these ties could even stem of their time before the army. Due to the high number of men, including 

officers, in the 88th that came from the Connaught and Munster areas, it is entirely possible that 

more connections like this existed between the officers and soldiers of the 88th.   

One of the most interesting aspects that come out of the memoirs related to how officers 

perceived their soldiers is what words they used to refer to them. When writing of two men that 

were tried for desertion, Grattan noted one of the men was an Irishman by the name of Curtis who 

was tall, slim and was ‘like the rest of the “boys”… mighty aisy about what he ate, provided he got a 

reasonable supply of drink’.142 It is noteworthy that Grattan termed the Irish soldiers ‘boys’, 

suggesting a possible paternal relationship between himself and those soldiers. Similarly, Grattan 

described the 88th as ‘a parcel of lads that took the world easy… with a proper share of that 

nonchalance which is only to be acquired on service – real service’.143 It is significant that he stated 

specifically ‘real service’ discounting, no doubt, service within the army that was not on campaign, 

especially the militia. But it is noteworthy that he called the soldiers ‘lads’, a term which not only 

suggests a degree of familiarity between Grattan and the soldiers under his control, but that also 

speaks of the officer-soldier relationship as one of parent-child. Cookson notes that there was often 
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a paternalistic side to the officers, who would occasionally involve themselves in the soldiers’ lives 

not just for military discipline but ‘to engage with … their moral and spiritual side.’144 This especially 

seemed to have been the case with Grattan and his men of the 88th and this may have been a 

feature of the 88th, and possibly a common feature to the Irish experience. This relationship could 

work the other way, however. Costello described how at times, despite the men’s hunger, they 

would often give what they could to officers that they liked, such as Lord Charles Spencer. He noted, 

‘[t]hese are times when Lords find they are men – and men, that they are comrades.’145  

Grattan evidently remembered the men of the 88th fondly and while not blind to their 

faults, sought to defend them. ‘I cannot bring myself to think them, as many did, a parcel of devils, 

neither will I by any manner of means try to pass them off for so many saints!’ Grattan then 

continued to state that the 88th was the most severely drilled regiment in the army, with a certain 

degree of pride. However, he specified that the officers never gave the men ‘too much fuss’. By this 

he meant that the officers rarely entered the soldiers’ quarters and kept a degree of distance, which 

Grattan believed was essential to good discipline.146 This once again suggests that Grattan did 

believe that the officer-soldier relationship was ‘parent-child’ and that this was the best method to 

officer within the British Army. This continued with his belief that NCOs should be allowed to do 

their jobs, which hints at how the 88th was managed which may shed light on how Irish regiments 

were managed, and therefore suggest how an Irish soldier’s experience in these regiments was 

unique.  

Not much is known about the role of NCOs in the British Army at this time.147 However, 

Cookson notes ‘there is good evidence that the army paid them increasing respect, acknowledging 

their key role within the regiment.’148 Grattan’s remarks suggest that much of the day-to-day 

management of the regiment, including minor discipline and morale, would very likely have been 

left to the Sergeants and the Corporals, men that we know were predominantly Irish within the 88th. 

This means that Irishmen were led by fellow Irishmen. This is especially important, as not only does 

Grattan describe the way in which these NCOs were given a great degree of responsibility over the 

men while in camp, but Coss also states that due to the way the British fought, in thin lines, the role 

of NCOs was hugely important in maintaining morale and keeping control over the men during 

battle.149 This means that these Irish NCOs in the 88th were significant in the performance of the 
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regiment previously praised by both Grattan and Wellington. The very management of the regiment 

was left to Irishmen who came from similar backgrounds to most of the private soldiers, and they 

were considered a key part of the mechanism of the British Army.  

There is also a celebration in the memoirs of Anglo-Irish officers specifically. This is, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, mostly found within Grattan’s memoir. At the Battle of Fuentes d’Onoro, Grattan 

remarked on Edward Pakenham, another Anglo-Irish officer, and brother-in-law to Wellington, who 

rode about the streets on horseback, making himself a prominent target to the French; ‘if he stood 

still for a moment, the ground about him was ploughed up with round shot.’150 When Grattan 

retreated with his company out of the village, under orders, Pakenham asked him where he was 

going; after Grattan responded that he was following orders, Pakenham replied that the 88th had 

done enough that day, but that the replacement regiment had better bring a keg of ammunition as 

‘while I have life, the town shall not be taken.’151 It was not only Grattan who admired Pakenham; 

Cooper also wrote: ‘[w]e then rushed over a hedge into a pelting fire, at the same time our Colonel 

(General Sir Edward Pakenham) galloped into the melée with his cocked hat under his arm, shouting, 

“Forward, Fusiliers.”’152 This shows the fighting spirit and determination of the man. Pakenham 

certainly seemed to be a man that Grattan admired, stating that he was always in ‘the hottest of the 

fire’ and he ‘could not have fought with more devotion.’153 This illustrates what Grattan thought 

were positive traits in an officer, and elements he himself wanted to emulate. Crucially this was an 

Anglo-Irish officer praised and celebrated by Grattan, via a celebration of British officers and values. 

It is important to note that Grattan does seem to highlight – and discuss positively – Anglo-Irish 

officers. Whether this is by accident or design however, we cannot be sure, but may suggest that he 

saw an affinity, or brotherhood, with these men due to nationality. 

There definitely seems to have been a uniqueness in the relationships between Irish officers 

and Irish soldiers, be it in terms of discipline or closeness. Irish officers seemed to have been unique 

in their approach to discipline, though many of these examples come from the Light Division, which 

as stated was exceptional in terms of its approach to soldiering, therefore, more research may need 

to be done before this could be stated definitively. A key aspect of how soldiers perceived their 

officers was through their behaviour in battle and on the march, even hinting that soldiers were 

more likely to help and assist officers they liked and admired, but this seems to have been army-

wide and not necessarily unique to Irishmen. But crucially, there are many plaudits in the memoirs 

                                                           
150 Deery, ‘Contribution of the Irish Soldier’, p.23. Grattan, Adventures with the Connaught Rangers, p.70. 
151 Grattan, Adventures with the Connaught Rangers, p.73. 
152 Cooper, Rough Notes, p.73. 
153 Grattan, Adventures with the Connaught Rangers, p.73. 



89 
 

for Irish officers, from both Irish and non-Irish soldiers, suggesting that Irish officers were generally 

seen as strong, capable leaders. This is also extended to Anglo-Irish officers, especially by Grattan, in 

his recounting of Pakenham. 

How were the Irish perceived?  

The idea of discussing how the Irish were perceived is obviously a large part of understanding their 

experience, especially in terms of potential anti-Irish sentiments that they had to deal with. There is 

a problem with how much the memoirs may have talked about anti-Irish sentiment, especially on a 

daily basis and certainly with relatively minor cases of anti-Irish feeling that they may have had to 

contend with, but despite this there are several examples of such sentiment in the memoirs. It may 

have been that memoirists may have wanted to show that such prejudice existed in the army or 

that, as mentioned in the introduction, there was the understanding that their audience would 

sympathise with any anti-Irish sentiments.  

Costello wrote of experiencing such anti-Irish behaviour before he had left for the Iberian 

Peninsula. While in their recruiting party and travelling back to barracks, Wilkie and Costello got into 

trouble in Lichfield as a result of Wilkie ‘kicking up some disturbances amongst some Irish 

recruits’.154 Unfortunately Costello does not mention why Wilkie had started a fight with these 

Irishmen but as the ‘disturbance’ ended with damage done to a public house and with it described 

as a ‘riot’ by Costello, there is the suggestion that it was quite the fight and it is a shame that he is 

vague on the details. As punishment, and due to a failure by the sergeant to pay the fine 

immediately, Wilkie and Costello were placed in a cage where he mentions being harassed by the 

local children, who seemed to have taken a certain glee at seeing an Irishman in a cage. They 

shouted ‘I say Paddy, Hilloa Paddy, which way does the bull run?’ and thinking that both of the men 

were Irish, the children would twirl their fingers on their noses.155 The use of the word Paddy 

deserves some focus. Paddy mostly referred to Catholics of the lower orders, though could be used 

more generally for the Irish regardless of religious identification.156 The character of Paddy was 

originally a fun figure, one that was a ‘feckless, devil-may-care, rollicking hard-drinking, and hard-

fighting peasant who posed a more serious threat to himself and those with whom he lived than to 

Irish landlords and English officials.’157 This may have been the sense that these children used it in. 

Some of the virtues of Paddy were ‘generosity, hospitality and courage in battle’ which are all seen 
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in the memoirs.158 There is also evidence that a similar stereotype was used by British officers in 

India in the mid-nineteenth century. Bubb has noted that the Irish soldier was seen as ‘foolish, 

drunken, a peasant and laughable’ which has a lot of similarities to this character of Paddy and 

suggests how Irish soldiers were perceived by the army.159 It is clear then that the word ‘Paddy’ also 

had various derogative connotations, which also made up the negative Irish stereotype and implied 

the following traits: ‘childish, emotionally unstable, ignorant, indolent, superstitious, primitive or 

semi civilized, dirty, vengeful, and violent.’160 Ó Tuathaigh notes that it was with the famine, and the 

influx of Irish migrants from the 1840s onwards that the violent Paddy stereotype came to the fore – 

‘not so much a lovable rogue as a menacing savage.’161 Though it should be noted that the image of 

Paddy was as popular amongst Irishmen as it was with Englishmen, and the character of Paddy was 

both an Irish and an English creation; ‘[i]t would be truer to say that Englishmen had drawn from 

their long experience of the Irish a national stereotype which had both its good points and its bad: as 

good and bad points were defined by the Irish themselves. So the English invoked the good points or 

the bad according to their temperament, moment or mood.’162 Similarly, Bubb has noted how there 

were ‘a general but broad set of qualities and vices’ that were attributed to the Irish and these 

qualities were both forced upon the Irish as a stereotype and adopted by the Irish as an identity.163  

The adjectives above, both positive and negative, come up throughout the memoirs 

discussed in this thesis when talking about Irishmen. Many of the positive traits are discussed in 

chapter four so for now the focus will be on the negative characteristics. For example, Harris wrote 

of his all-Irish recruiters that ‘[t]hey were the most reckless and devil-may-care set of men I ever 

beheld, before or since.’164 Grattan stated that the common view of the 88thwas similar; he 

commented that ‘[i]t was the fashion with some to think that the 88th were a parcel of wild rattling 

rascals, ready for a row, but loosely officered.’165 Another example is from Donaldson, who wrote 

himself that ‘[i]t always appeared to me that the Irish either feel more acutely than the Scotch or 

English, or that they have less restraint on themselves in expressing it.’166 This shows that these 

stereotypical views of the Irish are found within the memoirs.  
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One substantial part of the negative image of the Irish soldier is of significant alcohol 

consumption. It was during this time that the stereotype of the drunk Irishman was heightened; 

Swift has written that in Victorian times ‘the terms “drunk” and “Irish” were synonymous.’167 The 

Irish had a reputation for alcohol consumption and Irish soldiers were portrayed similarly.168 

‘Drunkenness was epidemic in the British Army’.169 This was, according to Wellington, because the 

men ‘cannot resist drink.’170 Alcohol was generally readily available for the troops and made up part 

of the daily ration each soldier expected (though rarely received) in the Peninsula, and was even 

used medically, either to manage pain or to cure colds and other illnesses.171 The enjoyment of and a 

tendency towards significant alcohol consumption was true of Irish soldiers as well. O’Neil wrote in 

his memoir that he was not a partaker of alcohol before his time in the army, but that service 

allowed him to discover a ‘relish’ for it due to alcohol being given as a part of the rations.172 In his 

study on the 95th regiment, Urban noted that the Irish soldiers were some of the regiment’s heaviest 

drinkers. 173 Joseph Donaldson wrote that his Irish friend Denis had a fault ‘in common with the 

generality of his countrymen, and that was, when he got drunk he was a thorough madman.’174 

O’Neil also wrote that during the sack of Badajoz ‘[s]everal of our men, and among them some that I 

had known in Ireland, and should never have suspected of such conduct, broke into a cellar where 

was stored a large quantity of wine.’ These Irishmen knocked in the heads to taste the wine and 

soon fell intoxicated but drowned in the copious amounts of wine that had flooded the cellar.175  

Interestingly, James H. Murphy states that the poorer classes in Ireland did not consume 

alcohol often, due to its expense, but then would often drink to excess at events such as funerals, 

weddings and market days. This is what created the misconstrued Irish stereotype of a nation of 

drunks.176 Swift agrees with Murphy, pointing out that between 1841 and 1871 consumption of 

spirits in Ireland was below the United Kingdom average and beer consumption was four times 

higher in mainland Britain than it was in Ireland.177 Paul E. Kopparman notes that Lord Castlereagh 

claimed ‘that English troops were more prone to abusing whiskey than were the Irish.’178 Donaldson 

                                                           
167 Swift, Behaving Badly? p.6. 
168 Deery, ‘Contribution of the Irish Soldier’, p.14. 
169 Paul E. Kopparman, ‘”The Cheapest Pay”: Alcohol Abuse in the Eighteenth-Century British Army’, The 
Journal of Military History, Vol. 60, No.3 (July, 1996), p.445. 
170 Earl of Stanhope, Notes of Conversations, p.9. 
171 Kopparman, ‘”The Cheapest Pay”’, pp.445-446, p.462. 
172 O’Neil, Military Adventures, p.40. 
173 Urban, Rifles, p.92. 
174 Donaldson, Recollections of the Eventful Life, p.43. 
175 O’Neil, Military Adventures, pp.190-191.  
176 Murphy, Ireland: A Social, Cultural and Literary History, p.36. 
177 Swift, Behaving Badly? p.8. 
178 Kopparman, ‘”The Cheapest Pay”’, p.449. 



92 
 

wrote of his Scottish regiment that soldiers would be called a miser if he did not drink most of their 

pay away.179 George Bell noted that other officers of his own age would drink, and hold their liquor, 

significantly more than he could showing that not all Irishmen were prolific drinkers.180 It is often 

difficult to state that Irish troops were particularly prone to alcohol abuse, especially in the army on 

campaign where the troops, regardless of nationality, enjoyed alcohol liberally when they could get 

their hands on it. All that can be said is that it does not seem that the Irish were particularly more 

prone to it than other nationalities under the British flag. Deery concludes that because the Irish 

made up such a significant proportion of the British army, and that many portrayals of the Irish came 

about during the time of the Irish being ridiculed in Victorian popular culture, then comments 

regarding drunken Irishmen made more impact and were more readily remembered than instances 

of other nationalities drunk and disorderly behaviour.181 Cannon comments similarly; ‘all of the 

nationalities within the British forces were liable to drunkenness, but if an Irish soldier was found 

this way, his nationality was particularly singled out for mention, and rarely was he ever described as 

British.’182 This ensured that the memoirs helped contribute to the negative Irish stereotype. 

Another factor behind potential anti-Irish feeling was the belief that the Irish were 

uncivilised or unrefined. This is especially pertinent in Grattan’s account. While on the march, 

Grattan noted that on one occasion the men had not seen their baggage for six days, and therefore 

had no fresh linen. Grattan and some other men (whom he does not mention in detail but were 

presumably fellow officers) washed themselves in a nearby river. He then stated, ‘[h]aving washed 

ourselves, we had a hankering for clean linen, and as none of us could be brought to the opinion of 

the Irishman, who said it was a charming thing when he turned his shirt, we proceed to wash 

ours’.183 Note the stress on the words ‘turned’ and ‘wash’, suggesting that Irishmen were unclean 

and possibly even uncivilised. This is not the only time in a memoir that a link between an Irishman’s 

shirt and their possible uncivilised or poorer economic standing is made. Bell commented that a 

‘Paddy from Cork… slept without any shirt, whether from long habit or economy I did not inquire.’184 

The idea that the Irish were uncivilised has a long history. Gerald of Wales wrote a depiction of 

Ireland and the Irish circa 1188 where he described them as a ‘barbarous people’ who had ‘not yet 

departed from the primitive habits’.185 Gerald of Wales’s portrayal became the ‘standard English 
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view of Ireland for hundreds of years, and his works were still produced and read in both Latin and 

English into the seventeenth century.’186 Another popular work that helped popularise the image of 

the barbarous Irish was John Temple’s The Irish Rebellion that was originally published in 1646 but 

was republished several times, including in 1812.187 That the Irish were ‘innately fond of living in 

filth’ was a widely-held view in the nineteenth century, and Curtis Jr. writes that ‘[t]here is scarcely a 

description of Ireland in the Victorian era without its set passage on the dirt, misery, and 

primitiveness of the Irish cabin or rural dwelling.’188 The British press at this time, ‘often claimed that 

an Irishman did not know the difference between dirtiness and cleanliness’ and mocked the Irish for 

having dung heaps near their cottage doors which at the time was a common European practice.189 

The Bristol Mirror in August 1848 included the following:  

‘[t]o be clean, to be busy, to be independent, to be at peace – these seem to be curses in the 

estimation of Irishmen, for they avoid them all. To squat down under a stone or mud cabin 

in the corner of a waste moor, with fuel from the bog, potatoes, and a few cattle, pigs and 

poultry sharing the cabin – half houses, half stable, the filth within and around which is 

preserved like gold – that is the ordinary picture of Irish contentment.’190  

An article from 1809 took a different angle, claiming that while the Irish did suffer from poverty, only 

wearing shoes on special occasions, for example, they only did so because of their harsh landlords. 

While this is a positive depiction, this article does show that the stereotype of the ‘wild Irish’, and 

their respective dirtiness existed at the time of the Peninsular War.191 That the Irish were perceived 

as poor and uncivilised can also be seen when other British soldiers discussed the poverty of the 

Spanish. A Welshman named Edwin Griffith of the 15th Hussars joked, as he saw some Spanish 

beggars, that he had heard that English beggars must give their old clothes to Irish beggars, but ‘had 

this person extended his travels to Spain he might have perhaps have accounted for the fate of the 

garments after they had been thrown aside by the beggars of Ireland.’192  

As Grattan himself is from the Anglo-Irish stock, his perception that the Irish are dirty is 

significant. His comment may have been flippant or an attempt at humour. However, based on his 
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comments concerning the Portuguese, as will be seen in the following chapter, this could be 

regarded as Grattan’s genuine perception of the Irish. Bubb has noted that officers in India ‘wanted 

to see their men as peasants’ and it is possible that this was a similar feeling with Grattan.193 That he 

would hold a negative view of the Irish would not come as a surprise, due to his Anglo-Irish 

background, but it is significant for our understanding. Interestingly, George Bell, also most likely an 

Anglo-Irishman, wrote how on the march to Portsmouth, after first joining his regiment, his 

superiors ordered fine foods and wine at the hotels and taverns they stayed at, while Bell would 

have been happy with beef-steak and a pint of ale. This could just have been personal preference, an 

attempt to sound more masculine or a case of a young officer caring less about what he ate but it 

may also hint that this Anglo-Irish officer was happier with a less fanciful dinner and was possibly 

less sophisticated than the senior officers.194 This is likely a stretch but combined with how the Irish 

are seen as less civilised by many, it may fit into this stereotype. 

Another case of Irish perceived lack of civilization by officers in the army is contained within 

Grattan’s memoir with Grattan actually defending the Irish. Grattan recalled that when asked by 

General Mackinnon, some of the men of the 88th did not know what a squad was. Men from other 

regiments within the division apparently mocked the 88th regarding this incident. Grattan recorded 

such a conversation: 

‘Groups of officers might be seen together (God forgive them!) laughing at our expense. 

“Well!” cried one, “did you hear what happened with the Connaughts today?” “No,” replied 

a second, “but I’ll bet twenty dollars I guess; another sheep or goat found in their quarters?” 

“No. But when General Mackinnon inspected them just now, there was not one man in the 

regiment who knew what a squad was!”195 

The officers in Grattan’s example took the Irishmen’s lack of knowledge as an example of them being 

badly officered and poor soldiers, or at the very least of low intelligence, and Grattan was clearly 

annoyed at such a judgement from his fellow officers. It is unclear from Grattan’s text how this 

incident with the 88th came about, though within the same page Grattan also talks about Darby 

Rooney, the monoglot Gaelic speaker mentioned in the previous chapter.196 This could suggest that 

this issue with the 88th not understanding what a squad was due to issues of comprehension and 

translation, rather than a lack of military knowledge by the soldiers of the 88th. It is possible that the 

88th did know what a squad was but had been instructed in Gaelic and so did not know the English 
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for it. Unfortunately, there is little concrete evidence for this but the analysis of the description 

books shows that many of the NCOs of the regiment were Irish and raised from the ranks. Therefore, 

it is entirely possible that these NCOs were Gaelic speakers and may have chosen to use their native 

language, especially as they would be training other soldiers that are also likely to have been Gaelic 

speakers. This thesis suggests that the inclusion of men that could not speak any English was 

certainly not unusual but did cause tensions between Gaelic speakers and non-English speakers. 

Grattan’s memoir hints that monoglot Gaelic speakers were perceived and mocked as being of low 

intelligence by British officers. This is a significant example of potential anti-Irish sentiment that Irish 

soldiers, especially monoglot Gaelic speakers, may been met with on a daily basis.  

When an old major joined the conversation and called the 88th a ‘sad set’, Grattan remarked 

that the man was an idiot and that ‘[t]he 88th was a more really efficient regiment than almost any 

two corps in the 3rd Division.’197 The 88th clearly had a degree of stigma placed upon them, and it is 

hard not to conclude that this was because of the regiment being Irish. There is also the suggestion 

from this conversation that the 88th had a reputation for being effective plunderers. This all meant 

that the regiment played right into the common perception of them and allowed those with 

negative views of the Irish to voice their opinions in a disparaging manner regarding the regiment 

itself. Following this idea, Grattan noted that at El Bodon it was decided that a regiment of infantry 

was required to assist the 11th Dragoons harassing the garrison of Ciudad Rodrigo. According to 

Grattan, the 88th were sent because they would, after only a few hours, ‘be tolerably well acquainted 

with the resources of the country about them; and that though now and then, perhaps, in a case of 

emergency, they might enlist an odd sheep or goat into their own corps, they would not allow the 

French to do it.’198 Grattan, in my opinion, is downplaying what was meant by giving the 88th this job. 

The 88th were being sent due to their expertise in finding loot – as evidenced at other points in the 

memoir – and could use those skills to prevent the French garrison from gaining those resources. An 

Irish regiment was seemingly considered the best in the entire Third Division for this kind of duty, 

and this seemed to have been based on their reputation as plunderers. But it is clear that this was 

not restricted to just the Irish of the 88th; Daly notes how an Irishman in the 40th Regiment gained a 

nickname based on his expertise in finding food: ‘“Pig Harding”.’199  

Another incident that shows a degree of prejudice towards the men of the 88th comes when 

the regiment was encamped within the village of Aldea-de-Ponte. Grattan stated that the men were 

poorly supplied: ‘we were reduced to subsist upon half allowance of bad biscuit.’ The situation was 
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bad for the men, who ‘were in anything but what might be termed “good winter-quarters.”’200 This 

was often the case with the British Army in the Peninsula and would have contributed to the need 

for British soldiers to plunder, simply to prevent starvation. Coss stresses as much in his study on 

British soldiers.201 Grattan continued: ‘[t]his state of privation was sadly annoying to the soldiers, 

and the men of my corps… were much perplexed as to what they would do.’202 Desertion was 

apparently not an option for these men, though Grattan would likely not have mentioned it if it was. 

Grattan then quoted Owen Mackguekin of the Grenadiers: ‘I think Mister Strahan, the commissary, 

is grately to blame to keep us poor boys without mate to ate, when those pizanos have plenty of 

good sheep and goats; and sure if they’d ate them themselves, a man wouldn’t say anything; but 

they’ll neither ate them, nor give us lave to do so, and sure a’tanny rate, baccallâo and azete [salt 

fish and vinegar] is good enough for them.’203 It is no surprise that there were issues with the 

Commissariat as the office did not exist during peacetime and so, with every new war, an entire 

supply system had to be improvised.204 Regardless, Mackguekin blamed the army for not supplying 

them properly and then justified stealing from the Portuguese, since they would not make use of it 

anyway. Grattan called it ‘an argument so full of sound sense’. Over the next few weeks, several 

sheep went missing and the Portuguese shepherds began to keep an armed watch upon their flock. 

Grattan did note that it was not just the 88th that took ‘something in the shape of a tithe from the 

sheep-holders.’205 A month later, three members of the 88th took this plundering a step further. They 

snuck out of their quarters with their bayonets to a nearby sheep fold. The sheep were defended by 

five armed Portuguese, but they provided no challenge for the three soldiers. After a fight in which 

the Portuguese were apparently nearly killed, they were trussed up as the soldiers took three sheep 

for themselves. This incident caused the Provost-Marshal to get involved. They found the three 

sheep and arrested the men, though Grattan claimed that the Provosts came first to the 88th 

through prejudice. If this is true, then it shows that the Provost Marshall, the enforcement of 

military law, may have suffered from anti-Irish sentiments and this could be a significant degree of 

prejudice that Irish soldiers may have had to contend with. The men were tried and flogged and had 

to pay for the sheep, ‘which they had not the pleasure of even tasting.’ This did not prevent the 

stealing of the Portuguese livestock however, and Grattan seems to suggest that many other soldiers 

from the 88th were flogged for similar offenses and it was only when a system of checking on the 
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men after nightfall was implemented that the plundering ceased.206 This would all seem to suggest 

that the prejudice towards the 88th was somewhat earned by their behaviour. The 88th also did not 

seem to particularly begrudge such a reputation, certainly Grattan while defending them in his 

memoir, by the inclusion of such an anecdote and writing it in a humorous tone would be furthering 

this reputation.  

The other example of prejudice towards the Irish also comes from Grattan’s memoir and 

suggests that there may have been anti-Irish sentiments in the command positions. The command of 

Third Division, to which the 88th was allocated, was taken over by Thomas Picton in the early part of 

1809 and he was introduced to the Division at a parade. Picton was one of Wellington’s oldest 

generals.207 Wellington referred to him as ‘a rough foul-mouthed devil as ever lived, but he always 

behaved extremely well’.208 Towards the end of the parade, two soldiers of the 88th were brought in 

by a detachment of Portuguese Militia. It seems that these men were stragglers and had turned to 

marauding. They had stolen a goat while marching back to their regiment. The complaint was made 

to Picton, who immediately tried them by court-martial and then flogged them on the spot. 

According to Grattan this was unusual, and unfair to the 88th; the soldiers could just as easily have 

been disciplined before their own regiment but were instead punished in front of the entire division 

and the General.209 Robert Harvard attempts to defend Picton’s actions at this parade, attributing his 

behaviour to Picton’s belief that he had been promoted to divisional commander due to his 

reputation for upholding the law.210 After the men had received their lashes, Picton then ‘addressed 

the brigade in language not of that bearing which an officer of his rank should use’: ‘You are not 

known in the army by the name of “Connaught Rangers,” but by the name of Connaught footpads!’ 

He then supposedly followed this up with derogatory remarks towards Ireland itself and the Catholic 

religion, though Grattan does not include any particulars.211 This is one of the few occasions that we 

have evidence of an officer directly being offensive to the Irish, though Wishon notes that 

condemnations such as these were often contained within nationalistic terms.212 That he did so in 

front of others also implies that putting the Irish down was acceptable within the army. The use of 

the word footpad certainly shows that Picton thought of the Irish as a group of bandits and 

criminals, rather than soldiers, and that this may have been a widespread view in the army. Blakeney 

also referred to Picton naming the 88th robbers which may hint at the accuracy of Grattan’s account 
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for this.213 Significantly, when Grattan remarks on what Picton says about Ireland and Catholicism, 

he stated he ‘made some remarks on their country and their religion’214; not our country or our 

religion, showing, once again, the purposeful detachment from the men he commanded. 

Colonel Wallace and General Mackinnon (the General of the brigade that the 88th were 

members of) were both annoyed by Picton’s remarks, which suggests that this behaviour certainly 

was not normal for a commanding officer.215 Andrew Gilbert writes that remarks such as this against 

an entire regiment was as serious an offense as questioning the character of an individual officer in 

terms of officerly conduct, which shows why Wallace and Mackinnon reacted as they did. Gilbert 

remarks that duels had been fought for similar infractions.216 Mackinnon requested that Picton 

‘would remove those impressions’ when next before the Division, which Picton did not do. When the 

complaint was made again, Picton invited Wallace to a meeting. Grattan noted that after the 

meeting the Division was assembled, and Picton stated before them that he had been misinformed 

of the 88th’s conduct while he was travelling to the Division and that he was ‘satisfied’ with both the 

conduct and the appearance of the regiment.217  Wallace stated, however, that while Picton always 

spoke to him positively of the 88th, he suspected that Picton was still prejudiced towards them, and 

that Picton believed ‘the Connaught Boys were as ready for mischief as any of their neighbours’.218 

Later in the memoir, at the Siege of Badajoz, the 88th were defending a battery and were successful 

in defending it from a sortie from the garrison. Picton was greatly alarmed and travelled to the 

battery to check its defences. When he heard of the 88th’s success, he commended them but Grattan 

noted that while Picton did applaud the 88th, something he rarely did, he was still ‘rather chilled than 

animated’.219 Blakeney actually offers a more detailed account of what was said. After the successful 

assault on Badajoz, a man of the 88th called out to the general ‘“Are we the ‘Connaught Robbers’ 

now?” “No,” answered Picton; “you are the ‘Connaught Heroes.”’.220 If this is true, it may suggest the 

reconciliation between Picton and the 88th was greater than suggested by Grattan. Grattan, 

however, did write that before Waterloo, Picton met Wallace and told him that if the 88th managed 

to get back from America in time to join Wellington’s army, and Picton joined the army as well, the 
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88th would be one of the first regiments he would ask for.221 This would suggest that Picton still 

recognised the fighting ability of the Irish, even if he did think of them poorly in other regards. 

Grattan also remarked that for the years that Picton commanded the Third Division, none of 

the officers of the 88th were promoted through his recommendation.222 Even when Captain Seton 

took over command of the 88th and led the regiment into the breach at Badajoz, he saw no 

promotion, though it would have been expected, and William Mackie, who led the Forlorn Hope at 

Ciudad Rodrigo, was still a Lieutenant at Badajoz.223 These both show that Picton still perceived the 

88th – and Irish soldiers in general – poorly, and that there was a degree of stigmatism  towards the 

Irish within the British Army. This may however suggest Grattan’s own resentment about his failure 

to achieve promotion because few other sources mention any disinclination from the British army to 

promote Irishmen. Deery does not believe that there was any institutional discrimination towards 

the Irish, certainly in regard to promotion and advancement.224 This would seem to suggest, at least 

in Picton’s case, that there was some anti-Irish sentiment within the British Army and that being Irish 

could impact promotion chances. However, it would seem that this was personal prejudice, not 

institutional. 

Robert Blakeney’s memoir also contains an example of a degree of anti-Irish sentiment 

when he described an argument between two Sergeants, Sergeant Turnbull, an Englishman and 

Sergeant O’Brien, an Irishman. Turnball makes a number of derogatory comments regarding the Irish 

brogue, Ireland’s status as subservient to England and the Irish supposed propensity for murder and 

robbery. It suggests how many Englishmen may have thought of the Irish; uncultured, uncivilised 

and savage and therefore deserving of England’s domination.225 It also shows how Irishmen may 

have been faced with anti-Irish sentiment during their career and while O’Brien defended himself 

commendably, it shows how Irishmen may have felt singled out, belittled and persecuted during 

their service.  

In terms of anti-Irish prejudice, there is certainly evidence that it existed in the British army. 

Most seriously, there is the suggestion that Picton himself was guilty of such prejudice and this may 

have hampered an Irishmen’s ability to gain promotion in the Third Division, of which Picton was the 
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senior officer. This would have been significant for understanding the Irish experience. 

Unfortunately, what evidence there is for this prejudice from Picton is found mostly in Grattan’s 

memoir in which reliability could be an issue as he may have been resentful about his own lack of 

promotion. There are other examples that suggest the Irish soldier may have had to deal with insults 

and slurs, but this does not seem to have been endemic throughout the army, nor common enough 

for Irish soldiers to have been ostracized, as suggested by the number of friendships we have seen 

Irish soldiers able to create and maintain. 

How were Catholics treated?  
 

As is shown by the data analysis, a significant proportion of Irish soldiers were Catholic. Can we get a 

sense from the memoirs of how these Catholic Irish may have been treated, both by other British 

soldiers and by the Catholic civilian populations of the Iberian Peninsula? Crucially, were the Irish 

treated differently because of their religious beliefs? Darragh Cannon has pointed out that many 

studies into Irish Catholic soldiers have struggled to ‘indicate whether religion or the religious 

identity of Irish Catholics was really of central importance to Irish Catholics’.226 Cannon, through his 

research, suggested that there was a strong Catholic consciousness for some Irish soldiers, though it 

is difficult to get a stronger sense than this through the sparsity of written accounts from Irish 

Catholic soldiers.227 Does the research done for this thesis support Cannon?  

The anonymous Sergeant is one of the few Irishmen that explicitly told their audience that 

they were Catholic during their time in service. His memoir is obviously impacted by his later 

conversion to Methodism but is still important in providing a sense of this experience. For example, 

the Sergeant wrote that his love for his Catholic faith during his service was as strong as it had ever 

been, and he would have fought anyone who questioned the Pope. 228 This is significant as he hints 

that he became fonder of his Catholicism at some point in his military career; when he began, he 

claimed he had no strong feelings for any religion.229 He noted how his parents had the ‘misfortune’ 

of being Roman Catholics and that ‘[t]hey knew no better; for no teaching had reached their minds’ 

which suggests how he felt about his Catholic faith at the time of writing.230 Before he joined the 

army he was undoubtedly a Catholic in name, but not of any particular devotion. This change in piety 

during his service may have been a direct reaction to being removed from a predominantly Catholic 

background and placed within an Imperial, foreign and mostly Protestant machine. Catholicism likely 
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became both a stronger part of his identity and a fond reminder of the home he missed. This is 

significant, especially if this feeling was commonplace amongst the Catholic Irish and is reinforced by 

the way in which he referred to his Catholicism when he was away from Iberia. When he returned to 

Britain he noted a time when instead of going to mass when it was raining, the party he was with 

decided to go to the pub. He did mention, however, that he was still a ‘mighty advocate for Papacy’, 

though his actions at the time suggest otherwise.231 It is likely that while seeing himself as a devout 

Catholic his desire for worship and religion was still low, and it was only when he converted to 

Methodism that he found a religion that worked for him. It is also possible that he wanted to point 

out the hypocrisy of his earlier worship in a comparison of Catholicism and Methodism. But this 

shows that he felt that while he was with the army, his Catholic devotion was heightened. This is 

significant and may show how the Catholic Irish may have identified more strongly as Catholic while 

in service.  

The Sergeant believed that if he had had contact with an ‘enlightened Christian teacher’ 

during his service, it is likely he may have converted to Methodism while still in the army.232 

Methodism was popular with soldiers during this time, with Wellington writing to the British 

government that ‘[i]t has come to my knowledge that Methodism is spreading very fast in the 

army.’233 Snape has commented that in the eighteenth century, before the Irish Catholics joined the 

army in large numbers, Methodism was the ‘dominant form of army piety’ and it is likely that this 

had not changed significantly by the turn of the century.234 Though it should be noted that by 1863, 

there were only found to be 5,290 soldiers that declared themselves either Baptists, 

Congregationalists or Methodists (1.7 per cent of the total army), which may question how 

significant of a proportion of the Peninsular army would have been Methodist, but it is difficult to 

state definitively as 1863 was the first year that those soldiers that followed these denominations 

could officially declare it.235 The British Army was short of priests when in the Peninsula despite the 

institution of the Army Chaplains’ Department in 1796.236 Even by the First World War there were 

only 120 commissioned and 50 full time chaplains servicing an army a quarter of a million strong and 

these only covered the Anglican, Presbyterian and Roman Catholic denominations with no official 

                                                           
231 Memoirs, p.19, p.158. 
232 Memoirs, p.97. 
233 David Hempton, Methodism Empire of the Spirit (Yale, 2005), p.20. Glover, Wellington’s Army, p.132. 
234 Snape, Redcoat and Religion, p.67. 
235 J. H. Thompson, ‘The Nonconformist Chaplain in the First World War: The Importance of a New 
Phenomenon’ in The Clergy in Khaki New Perspectives on British Army Chaplaincy in the First World War, ed. 
Michael Snape & Edward Madigan (Abingdon, 2016), pp.17-18. Snape, Redcoat and Religion, p.175. 
236 Snape, Redcoat and Religion, p.89. Glover, Wellington’s Army, p.131. 



102 
 

chaplains for Non-conformist denominations.237 Bell commented how he never saw a bible for the 

first three years of his service in the Peninsula and wrote that a chaplain was only finally sent from 

England by the time the army was marching into France.238 Wheeler noted that even in the hospitals 

there were no ‘minister[s] of religion to cheer the dying sinner.’239 In an issue of the Freeman’s 

Journal, a Mr Plunket stated that British commanders denied Catholic soldiers the rights of their 

Church when they were dying.240 Crowe wrote of a funeral of a Irish soldier of the 27th in which he 

chose to say the words and as he had ‘the impression that chief of those present were Roman 

Catholics, I gave full emphasis to that beautiful and imposing rite.’241 This shows that the extent to 

which many soldiers would have received spiritual relief depended heavily on their officers.  

Catholic soldiers were also forbidden by law to attend mass.242 More seriously, O’Neil, who 

described how he was brought up as a strict Catholic, wrote of a time while serving in the garrison of 

Gibraltar that his regiment was ordered to attend a Church of England service. O’Neil, intending 

instead to go to a local Catholic Church, refused. O’Neil was punished for this refusal, sentenced to 

three hundred lashes. He wrote ‘[b]ut what right has England, I asked myself, to compel those who 

fight her battles to worship as she worships? My conscience told me that she had none.’ After this 

incident, O’Neil, supposedly wrote to the Duke of York stating his case and the Duke changed the 

rules.243 In 1811, the British army did allow Mass attendance for British and Irish soldiers, though it is 

unknown if O’Neil’s letter had any influence on this decision.244 If Catholic soldiers were punished 

like this for wishing to attend services of their own religion, then it would suggest that Catholic 

soldiers were not only treated differently but that they were punished for their beliefs. If is worth 

stating that both Cannon and Deery question O’Neil’s reliability and Deery states that he found no 

other evidence of military authorities interfering or preventing religious observance and in fact 

found a letter from the Under Secretary of the Military Department in Dublin, which concerned the 

religious duties of a Catholic in the Dublin militia. Deery states that as ‘the Under-Secretary saw fit to 

correspond with the Chief Secretary concerning one Catholic soldier demonstrates the serious of 
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such incidences to the military establishment.’245 This would then seriously put O’Neil’s story under 

question and this thesis would have to concur with Deery on this article. 

It is no surprise that many soldiers may have had religious sentiments or wished to know 

more about religion, seeing as they had to deal with life and death every day of their lives; but there 

is little sense that this was true of the Sergeant. He refers to his wish for religion at the time of 

writing his memoir, when religion had become a huge part of his life, but it is unknown how much 

this wish was actually true during his service. When Mass services were allowed by army officials, 

Cannon remarks that Irish Catholics only attended Mass infrequently during this period, though it 

should be noted that Irish Catholic practices often did not involve frequent Mass attendances; S. J. 

Connolly notes that only 40% of the Catholic population of Ireland attended mass on an ordinary 

Sunday.246 Kennedy has noted that the army may have been the first time that Irish soldiers 

‘encountered a formalized and regular form of devotion’.247 Breandán Mac Suibhne writes that even 

in the nineteenth-century the ‘typical smallholder’ would have gone to the priest for baptisms and 

the last rites but the ‘chapel and clerically directed devotions did not have a central place in their 

lives’, so it is likely that this was typical for many of the Irishmen that enlisted.248 This also ties into 

what has already been heard of the Sergeant’s experience of Catholicism in Ireland. Snape also 

comments that ‘the itinerant nature of life in the regular army… subverted familiar patterns of 

religious observance of many rural Irish recruits.’249 Connolly also notes that the historiography of 

Irish Catholicism has now suggested that it was only in the second half of the nineteenth century 

that Irish Catholic religiosity became prominent so perhaps it is misleading to expect strict 

adherence to Catholic rites amongst our Irish soldiers.250 Kearney writes that the importance of 

Catholicism to Irish identity has been an issue discussed in both the historiography and in Irish 

politics since 1875.251 This all seems to suggest that a strong link between Catholicism and identity 

for these Irish soldiers may not have existed. MacDonagh also points out that the link between Irish 

nationality and Catholicism only formed in the latter half of the nineteenth century, meaning that 

Catholicism may not have seemed such a strong facet of the identity of the Irish Catholic soldiers in 

the Peninsular, though it may suggest that these links were beginning to form at the time of writing 
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of many of these memoirs.252 It is clear that the writers of the memoirs often linked the Irish with 

their Catholicism and this seems to have been a strong aspect of this perception, even for the Irish 

themselves, and so may have informed their experience while in service.  

The memoirs also discuss conflict between Irish Catholics and Irish Protestants. Harris wrote 

of how these would fight amongst themselves on their way to the barracks. This was just after 

recruitment and before they were under army discipline completely which may have been a 

significant factor why this outright conflict happened, but it still shows there was residual hostility. 

Several Irishmen were recruited alongside Harris and he described various incidents that they 

caused in the time it took to march them from Dublin to where the regiment was housed at 

Shorncliffe Army Camp in Kent. While on the voyage from Ireland to England, the ‘hot-headed 

Paddies… got up a dreadful quarrel amongst themselves.’ The reason was religion, as the Catholics 

and Protestants fought each other again and again.253 Costello, when recounting his own part in a 

recruitment drive in both Ireland and England, does not mention any religious animosity between 

Catholics and Protestants in his memoir, though this may be because Costello did not appear to be 

particularly religious and thus any animosity may have gone unnoticed. However, it is likely if there 

was any conflict on this scale seen below, it would have found itself within Costello’s memoir 

suggesting that Harris’s experience may have been unusual. Harris continued, stating that on the 

party’s arrival in Bath ‘our Irish recruits roamed about the town, staring and admiring everything 

they saw, as if they had just been taken wild in the woods. They all carried immense shillelaghs in 

their fists, which they would not quit for a moment, seeming to think their very lives depended on 

possession of these bludgeons, and being ready enough to make use of them on the slightest 

occasion.’254 And they certainly did make use of them. Once again, this time upon Salisbury Plain, the 

Catholics and Protestants fought, striking each other with their shillelaghs. ‘It was as if he had not 

been able to bear the partnership of a heretic any longer.’ ‘Then arose a cry of “Huzza for the 

Wicklow boys! Huzza for the Connaught boys! Huzza for Munster! and Huzza for Ulster!”’ The 

officers attempted to pacify them, but one was struck and knocked to the floor. ‘Only when the 

recruits had tired themselves did they begin to slacken in their endeavours, and to feel the effect of 

the blows they dealt each other.’255 It is perhaps noteworthy that the recruits held onto their 

regional identities. In Andover the Irish again began to fight. The most violent were thrown in jail 

and the remainder then proceeded to attempt to break them out of prison. They failed so ‘they 
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rushed through the streets knocking down everybody they met.’ They were only pacified when the 

local volunteers were raised and ordered to ‘load with ball.’256 This incident would seem to suggest 

that many new soldiers, especially Irishmen, got into trouble between their initial recruitment and 

the time of their arrival at regimental barracks. It is also significant that Harris portrays the Irish as 

simple and violent; admiring civilisation before beating each other in the name of religion. This plays 

strongly into the negative portrayal or stereotype of the Irish, as has been seen. But it also may 

suggest that there was hostility between Irish soldiers of different religious persuasion.  

It is worth mentioning that towards the end of the anonymous Sergeant’s account, he 

mentioned escorting some new recruits from Liverpool to Kent who were also ‘rude and unruly, and 

strangers to military restraint.’257 It is possible that these new recruits were Irish but the Sergeant is 

not specific so this may suggest that new recruits for the army were often troublesome and that this 

was simply a common theme rather than a particularly Irish characteristic. However, that there was 

infighting between Irishmen would not be a surprise to Harris’s readers. Faction fighting was a 

common event in nineteenth-century Ireland and English and bourgeois Irish readers of Harris would 

have been familiar with accounts of violence.258 There were frequents accounts of perceived faction 

fighting on the streets of Liverpool in the nineteenth century.259 Thomas Reid wrote about religious 

violence he witnessed between Catholics and Orangemen in his Travels in Ireland,260 while Robert 

Bell wrote that Sundays were ‘not uncommonly concluded by a general battle.’261 There were over 

three thousand combatants at the ‘Battle of Ballyeagh’ (24 June 1834), a fair that exploded with 

sectarian violence.262 These religious brawls were used by the British press to paint the Irish as 

‘naturally violent and disorderly.’263 Kennedy states ‘the surprise with which ordinary English soldiers 

viewed occasional outbreaks of sectarian violence between Irish soldiers suggests that they 

understood it to be peculiarly Irish affliction.’264 Even without the religious association, the 

manufacturing towns of the Victorian period were used to crowds of ‘drunken and brawling 

Irishmen.’265 Accounts such as these, and anecdotes within Harris’s and Costello’s memoir, helped 
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create, and maintain, the image of Irish ‘irresponsibility and criminality’ and weakness of national 

character, and justify hostility towards the Irish in Victorian society.266  

It is perhaps worth stating that at this time the army was also home to other religious groups 

such as Presbyterians and Non-conformists. Presbyterians were predominantly found in the Scottish 

regiments while there was a rising number of Non-Conformists in the officer mess.267 Alice Parker 

notes that ‘the influence of Protestantism amongst the redcoats is debatable…. [but] it provided a 

key aspect of contrast’ to the Catholic Iberia.268 It is unlikely that the Presbyterian or Non-Conformist 

substantially differed to their Protestant brothers in regard to both Irish and Iberian Catholicism, but 

there is little concrete evidence found in the memoirs of this point of view and is an area for further 

research.  

Another important point of discussion is how did British soldiers tend to perceive the 

Catholicism of other nations? More importantly, did the Irish and British perceive this Catholicism in 

a similar fashion, despite the high number of Irish Catholics? If they did, it would show a unity in 

British perceptions and suggests that the Irish soldiers were little different from their British 

counterparts. As these soldiers were in the Iberian Peninsula they were suddenly immersed within 

the Catholic world of Spain and Portugal. The Sergeant wrote about how Catholicism, and the 

‘superstitious contrarieties and absurdities of Papacy’, had a free reign in Portugal. He noted that 

while Catholic holidays were routinely celebrated, the Sabbath was often violated and raised other 

examples that showed Catholicism to supposedly be corrupt or ridiculous.269 It must be remembered 

that the Sergeant was writing of these ‘absurdities’ when he had converted to Methodism and that 

this must be considered when he discussed Catholicism in Spain and Portugal. His views were likely 

different at the time of writing then when he was serving in the army, but it is also not impossible 

that he may have thought along similar lines when he was serving in the army. He was not a devout 

Catholic when he first entered the Peninsula and may have been in close proximity with non-Catholic 

British soldiers who could have thought, and spoken, negatively of the Catholic faith. 

 Catholicism and Catholic priests were often mocked by British soldiers, especially the 

officers. We have already heard about how Kincaid treated a friar that he had found in his bed and 

Leach wrote of a procession of Catholic priests and monks and noted the massive, garish umbrellas 

which they supposedly used to ‘protect their complexions, which vied with those of chimney 
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sweeps.’270 The idea of Catholic corruption or laziness was a common theme amongst British 

soldiers. Grattan wrote about a dinner he attended with some Portuguese priests and monks whose 

conversation was ‘as indecent as can be imagined.’271 Bell, an Irish Protestant, commented that the 

monks and friars of Lisbon were an ‘lazy, indolent crew’ and that the priests at Merida were ‘the 

most immoral and irreligious part of the community.’272 This view of Catholicism from Anglo-Irish 

soldiers is perhaps not surprising but it tallies with how other Anglo-Irish travellers spoke of their 

experiences of the Catholic Church in foreign countries, perhaps showing how soldiers were much 

like other tourists.273 Similarly, one of Private Wheeler’s first impressions was the ‘great number’ of 

monks he saw in the streets of Lisbon and how it was a pity that these men had not been ‘otherwise 

employed when their country [demanded] the service of all her sons’.274 Wheeler was decidedly 

negative towards Catholicism and Catholic priests in his letters. One of the best examples of this 

comes from his description of a Spanish friar who was leading a Spanish column: ‘[t]he sweat poured 

down his bald head and face like melted butter. If holiness is estimated by weight, this man had 

enough and plenty to spare, but if an opinion is to be formed from the horrid curses he continued to 

utter against the French I should be led to suppose he had applied himself more to the practise of 

swearing than to praying’. This came despite the fact that the Spanish regiment performed well and 

makes Wheeler’s prejudice particularly evident.275 Not every account is negative of Catholic priests; 

Blakeney mentioned being billeted upon an old Spanish priest who was kind, but negative views are 

in the majority.276  

In one of his first descriptions of Portugal, John Spencer Cooper also noted Catholic priests 

and how a procession of them would cause all the natives to kneel in the street and cross 

themselves. In a statement that made clear his own views of Catholicism, he wrote: ‘[w]here the 

Bible is prohibited, as in Spain and Portugal, Paganism and idolatry never die.’277 Donaldson also 

wrote of Catholic processions and that when the monks and friars appeared everyone would kneel in 

the mud. Dennis, Donaldson’s Irish friend, being a Catholic would do the same, but he was ‘sadly 

puzzled’ and ‘had a great aversion to kneeling in the dirty streets.’ Dennis solved the problem by 

stealing a Portuguese man’s hat and kneeled on that instead.278 It is interesting that even an Irish 

                                                           
270 Kincaid, Tales from the Rifle Brigade, p.73. Leach, Rough Sketches, p.42. 
271 Grattan, Adventures with the Connaught Rangers, p.323. 
272 Bell, Rough Notes, pp.9-10, 21. 
273 O’Connor, ‘A Voyage into Catholicism’, p.150. ( pp.149-161) 
274 Wheeler, Letters of Private Wheeler, p.49. 
275 Wheeler, Letters of Private Wheeler, pp.131-132. 
276 Blakeney, Boy in the Peninsular War, pp.205-206. 
277 Cooper, Rough Notes, p.6. 
278 Donaldson, Recollections of the Eventful Life, p.63. 



108 
 

Catholic, while wishing to still respect his religion, also found the strong devotion of the Portuguese 

as confusing. This anecdote is also sure to portray the Portuguese as subservient to their religion. 

Later in his account, Cooper asked a local about a man that was staying in his house. The 

local told Cooper the man was the Padre, and when Cooper questioned what kind of man the Padre 

was, the local replied ‘[h]e likes the women much.’279 Cooper had no problem recounting the 

Catholic corruption that he witnessed while on campaign. His account also contains several separate 

examples that show a British disrespect for the Catholic religion, including tales of soldiers finding a 

skull on an altar and using it as a football, and using church furniture for fuel. He even wrote of a 

soldier named Clapham using a friar’s coffin, and presumably the dead friar, as firewood so he could 

cook dinner.280 Daly noted ‘how anti-Catholicism united English, Scottish, Anglo-Irish and Welsh 

soldiers and became one of the key, if not central, sources of British condescension, arrogance and 

superiority towards the local peoples and customs.’281 This anti-Catholicism also stemmed from the 

fact that ‘[r]esistance to Catholic tyranny was one of the foundational myths of Britain’, and British 

soldiers would still have held on to this ideal.282 Certainly, Spain had been painted as the ‘mirror-

image of rational Protestant Englishness or Britishness’ for the last two centuries and ‘British culture 

did not feel the need to revise and update its image of Spain, its culture and its people’, even after 

the experience of the Peninsular War.283 Daly notes that the Irish Catholic was the exception, but 

here the Sergeant and Dennis seemed to exhibit similar views to their British counterparts. It is 

likely, however, that much of the Sergeant’s view of Catholicism in the memoir is affected by his 

negative experiences after he left the army and his eventual conversion to Methodism. This included 

being told to go on pilgrimages or paying for confession to absolve him of his sins and clear him of 

the doubts about his spirituality.284 This means that, unfortunately, it is difficult to know whether he 

held this view during his time in Portugal. However, it is possible that many Irishmen held the same 

views as the Sergeant, no matter their religion or devoutness, as it seemed to have been a common 

theme amongst British soldiers. This could hint that anti-Catholicism, at least towards the Iberians, 

was a factor that united the English, Scots, Welsh and Irish. It is possible that the Irish held this view 

due to the luxury and extravagance demonstrated by the Catholic Church in Portugal and Spain. The 

Catholic church that many of these Irishmen would have been aware of in Ireland would have been 

significantly different to the one they saw in Iberia. In 1800 there were only 1,860 Catholic priests in 
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the country, one priest per 2,260 people. Similarly, there were only 120 Franciscan friars and 122 

nuns so it is likely that many Irish soldiers would not have had prior experience of a Catholic religious 

community. Prior to the Great Famine, ‘the Irish church did not have the personal to provide more 

than a rudimentary service to its flock. In some areas it had trouble even with that’ and Catholic 

churches were much rarer across Ireland and certainly would have paled in comparison to the 

churches in Portugal and Spain.285 This could have had the impact that the Catholic Church of Iberia 

would have seemed quite alien to Irish Catholics and ensured that Irish Catholics could have seen 

the Iberian Catholic Church in similar ways to their Protestant brothers in terms of perceived greed 

and corruption. It should be mentioned that while there were significant numbers of Scottish Roman 

Catholics in some of the Highland regiments, there is little sense of their view, and whether it was 

unique, within the memoirs of Irish soldiers.286  

While the Sergeant noted becoming a stronger Catholic during his time in the army, Catholic 

Irishmen within the ranks did not follow strict Catholic doctrine and there is evidence that they 

perceived the extravagant Catholicism of the Iberia in a similar fashion to their fellow British soldiers. 

There is little evidence uncovered by this thesis to support Cannon’s conclusion that there was a 

strong Catholic consciousness for Irish soldiers.287 The Irish themselves did not suffer any overt anti-

Catholicism, despite serious suggestions by O’Neil, and, indeed, the general feelings to anti-

Catholicism towards the Iberians from both the Catholic Irish and the Protestant British may have 

helped forge a stronger united British army.  

Conclusion 

There is significant evidence in the memoirs that the Irish were aware of their own identity and that 

this ensured a unique experience. The Irishmen of the British army seemed to have celebrated their 

Irishness with distinctive battle-cries and almost the entire army came together to celebrate St. 

Patrick’s Day. Irish soldiers did seem to have identified as Irish and would remember their native 

land fondly while fighting in the Iberian Peninsula. But this Irish identity was just one of many 

identities that Irish soldiers would maintain, and switch between when necessary. These Irishmen 

would also identify as British when necessary, and most significantly, they would identify as British 

soldiers, an identity that would stick with them long after their service had ended. It is also 

significant that the Irish were not segregated by the British army, but were seemingly welcomed and 
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this enabled strong links of comradery to forge between Irish, English, Scottish and Welsh soldiers, 

ensuring a united British army, no doubt assisted by being in a foreign country, though this will be 

studied further in the next chapter. This comradery can also be seen in the strong friendships that 

formed amongst these soldiers and these friendships were not constrained by nationality. Many of 

the strongest friendships in the memoirs are multi-national; for example, Costello and Wilkie and 

Donaldson and Denis. This is important for understanding the Irish experience as its shows that the 

Irish daily life was filled with close relationships and friendship.  

Much of the evidence of the memoirs suggest that Irish soldiers and Irish officers often had a 

close working relationship and close ties of mutual respect. There is significant talk about what 

qualities ensured a good officer and one that the men would willingly follow into battle. There is also 

evidence that Irish officers were unique in their approaches to discipline and punishments, often 

exhibiting a more laid-back approach and a distaste of flogging, though further research needs to be 

done on ensuring this was unique to Irish officers, rather than just Irish officers in the Light Division. 

The difficulty is stating that this was unique amongst Irishmen, but the memoirs of Irish soldiers do 

seem to focus upon Irish officers to celebrate. There is also evidence that suggests that there were 

significant numbers of Irishmen in NCO positions, especially within the Connaught Rangers, which 

shows that Irishmen liked to be led by fellow Irishmen and that Irishmen were in key roles that 

contributed to the success of the Peninsular army. However, there is also some evidence of anti-Irish 

prejudice in the memoirs, mostly focused within officer ranks. This suggests that Irishmen may have 

been serving under some negative stereotypes and this ensured that promotion was harder to 

obtain, though this seems to be particular to Irish officers, as there is evidence that Irish soldiers in 

the ranks were able to enjoy substantial promotion to NCO positions. This meant that at a 

regimental level, many of the important leadership roles were covered by Irishmen and meant that 

it is feasible to suggest that the Irish were pivotal to British military success in the Peninsula.  
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The ’Other’: Perception, Prejudice and Interaction 
 

One of the key themes that must be explored is these Irish soldiers’ experiences and perceptions of 

the different nationalities and cultures in which they found themselves immersed. Irish soldiers 

would have suddenly found themselves flirting with Portuguese women, bothering Spanish peasants 

and fighting French enemies. How the Irish perceived and felt about these other cultures might give 

details on both their experience in the army, and how they viewed themselves. How they perceived 

the Portuguese and Spanish makes up a significant portion of this chapter and, crucially, if this 

perception differs from that of other British soldiers. Part of this exploration will also look into if the 

Irish were treated any differently by the Iberian population, as suggested by some of the 

historiography, most significantly by Gavin Daly.1 If there is evidence of this, it would suggest a key 

difference in the Irish experience of the war compared to other British nationalities.  

 However, as mentioned above, it was not only the Iberian people and culture that these Irish 

soldiers would have experienced. The perception of the French is the final important theme covered 

in this chapter: how they were perceived, were there any major interactions other than conflict and 

battle and was this perception as negative as might be expected from enemies. As with the 

perceptions of the Iberians, the Irish views will be compared with some of their British counterparts 

to gauge whether the Irish opinion was different.  

The first topic of discussion, however, is the idea that these soldiers were tourists and that 

soldiers accounts such as memoirs and letters are as much travel accounts as they are tales of war. 

This is an idea raised and discussed most substantially by Gavin Daly.  

 

Soldiers’ Memoirs as Tourist Literature  
 

As has been mentioned in the introduction and as Gavin Daly suggests in The British Soldier in the 

Peninsular War: Encounters with Spain and Portugal, 1808-1814 soldiers’ memoirs of the Peninsular 

Wars were inspired by, and could be considered a form of, travel literature.2 Daly argues that some 

soldiers knowingly wrote their account as travel literature and identified it as such.3 Casey Blanton 

defines travel literatures as follows: 
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‘The travel narrative is a compelling and seductive form of storytelling. Its reader is swept 

along on the surface of the text by the pure forward motion of the journey while being 

initiated into strange and often dangerous new territory. The traveller/narrator’s well-being 

and eventual safe homecoming become the primary tensions of the tale, the traveller’s 

encounter with the other its chief attraction.’4 

This definition certainly feels applicable in the three soldiers’ memoirs. They are narratives (some 

more than others) that use their unique position as part of an army to tell a story filled with both 

danger and of travel within a foreign country including all the peculiar sights and wonderment that 

come with such travel. There are examples of this in British soldiers’ accounts, such as George 

Simmons who mentioned of visiting old castles and detailed what he did on one of his first nights in 

Lisbon; he dined at an English hotel before then going to the opera.5 This certainly does not sound 

like a man at war. 

And there are examples in Irish memoirs, which show that the Irish were similar in how they 

wanted to write their memoirs. The Irish were experiencing foreign cultures, likely for the first time, 

and wanted to share this wonder with their readers. Blakeney wrote of Moorish customs in the 

village of Tarifa in a way which would not look out of place in a travel narrative.6 O’Neil wrote a vivid 

description of Badajoz, though as expected of a soldier, he focused upon its defensive strengths but 

the portrayal is still one that could find itself within a traveller’s account; describing how the city is 

laid out and its old castle, ‘venerable from its age’ upon a large rock.7 This was not the only time that 

O’Neil included aspects that certainly blur the line between military account and travel narrative. 

When he was near Pamplona he wrote of ‘the beautiful valley of Bastan, one of the most fertile and 

delightful valleys in Spain, and abounding in every species of plenty.’ He also recounted an account 

of the battle of Roncesvalles between Charlemagne and the Moors and mentioned having a guide 

that pointed out the strokes of Roland’s sword on the rocks during this battle.8 Importantly, the 

example of O’Neil shows that this desire to write in this manner was not limited to the memoirs of 

officers. Harry Ross-Lewin is a strong candidate for the idea that soldiers wrote their memoirs as 

travel narratives. At numerous times during his memoir he describes locations or recount anecdotes 

tied to landmarks. When on his way to depart for the Peninsular, he wrote of the story of the first 
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potato in Sussex and spent several pages discussing the sights of Lisbon once he had reached 

Portugal. When recounting the siege of Burgos commented that ‘[t]he cathedral is a large and very 

ancient structure, built magnificently in the Gothic style, and it is said to bear a close resemblance to 

York Minster.’9 

This all goes to support Daly’s conclusion that soldier’s accounts could be considered travel 

narratives. There are various examples in the memoirs that would not look out of place in a travel 

guide for Portugal and Spain during this time period. Crucially, there is substantial evidence that Irish 

memoirs also contained these motifs and were similar to British accounts. This is important in our 

understanding of these memoirs and how they were constructed but is also significant in 

demonstrating how our memoirists remembered their time in the Peninsula. It was not just about 

war and blood but was also an opportunity for them to experience a different culture and landscape 

and the Irish were no different from other British soldiers in this regard.  

The Soldiers’ Perception of the Portuguese 
 

As stated above, to truly begin to understand how the Irish soldier experienced his time fighting for 

the British in the Iberian Peninsula, his perceptions and interactions with the native people is 

paramount. How did Irish soldiers perceive these people, did this perception change and was this 

similar to other British soldiers? Crucially, how did this impact on their experience? First the focus 

will be on the Portuguese as these were often the British and Irish soldiers’ first experience of a 

foreign people and was also where the army spent a substantial portion of the early years of the 

campaign.  

Grattan is one of the most outspoken of our Irish soldiers on the Portuguese, and especially 

Lisbon, and his views are generally negative. Part of this negative view stems from his first 

experiences of Lisbon and the Portuguese people. He wrote that as the ship entered the Tagus, 

Grattan was taken aback by the ‘beautiful sight’ that the approaching city of Lisbon provided, saying 

that the entire view was a coup d’œil.10 This was a common aspect of the writing of soldier’s 

experiences of Lisbon as we will see. He noted that upon landing at Lisbon, the beautiful towers, 

palaces and gardens that he had seen from the sea ‘vanish[ed] not into thin air, but into the most 

infernal pestiferous atmosphere that ever unfortunate traveller was compelled to inhale.’11 Bell, a 

fellow Anglo-Irish officer, wrote that Lisbon was the ‘most filthy town’ he had ever seen and that it 
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was not safe to walk its streets at night.12 Research on British perceptions of the Portuguese has 

shown that this was a common opinion of Lisbon among British soldiers, and Daly notes the 

narrative style that many of the memoirs used to set up a ‘beautiful’ Lisbon before tearing this image 

down, echoing the soldiers’ own disappointment.13 For example, Captain William Bragge had written 

in his letters: ‘[t]he entrance to Lisbon is truly grand and Beautiful… Here ends the Beauty of Lisbon 

for on setting your Foot on Land you are almost overcome with the Stench’.14 Charles Crowe talked 

about the beauty of Lisbon from the sea where the viewer could ‘admire the beautiful appearance of 

the city, hanging, as it were, on the side of a rock’ but once he was within the city commented that 

he ‘found it much smaller, more poverty stricken, and by far more filthy, than I expected.’15 George 

Simmons wrote ‘our fleet came to anchor close to Lisbon, which from the sea appeared a most 

magnificent place indeed. On landing the charm ceased’.16 In a letter sent home, Simmons more 

eloquently put, ‘‘I must confess I felt much disappointed with the place, as a stranger seeing the 

town at a distance would conceive it a beautiful city; but on a nearer view you find out all its 

imperfections.’17 Kincaid wrote: ‘[t]o Look at Lisbon from the Tagus, there are few cities in the 

universe that can promise so much, and none, I hope, that can keep it so badly.’18  

Grattan continued his tirade as he wrote of the appearance of dogs in the streets, 

mentioning how they would ‘devour’ the ‘filth’ which was thrown from windows and that it was 

dangerous to encounter a pack of these ‘famished creatures.’19 Crowe commented similarly.20 This 

sense of the uncleanliness of the Portuguese is something that another Irishman, Harry Ross-Lewin, 

also included in his memoir. He wrote that the Portuguese natives ‘seem not to know what comfort 

means, and the filthiness of their abodes is unsufferable’ and that ‘none of them in this part of the 

country could be free from vermin, and numbers were absolutely covered with them’.21 However, 

Grattan took it further as he noted that the French general, Junot, who was the leader of the 

invasion of Portugal and for a short time master of the city, made regulations to assist in cleansing 

the streets, ordering dogs found outside after nightfall to be shot and for owners to be fined if the 

outside of their houses were dirty. Grattan then hinted that it was a shame that Junot was not in the 
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city longer, as these protocols had not had enough time to sink in and become the norm.22 Daly has 

noted how the ‘British soldiers identified the French occupying forces as agents of progress and 

modernity’.23 However, this is one of the more conceited examples of a British officer’s thoughts 

regarding the Portuguese; to say that it may have been better if the French had remained in control 

of Portugal certainly shows his low opinion of the Portuguese. Grattan continued stating that ‘[t]he 

Portuguese, by some odd whim infected, Have Cloacina’s temple quite rejected’.24 Infected is, once 

again, an intriguing choice of word that suggests disease and death, but the reference to Cloacina – 

the Roman goddess that presided over the Cloaca Maxima in Rome – also suggests that the 

Portuguese were dirty and uncivilised.25 Leach noted how Lisbon had a perfectly good aqueduct but 

seemed to suggest that the Portuguese were either too stupid, or too backward, to use it.26 The 

Romans were famous for their aqueducts and these British officers seem to suggest that the Romans 

were more civilized than the early-nineteenth century Portuguese or that the Portuguese had 

regressed to a lower form of human.  

However, not every view of Lisbon was like this. Having arrived in Portugal via Santarem 

rather than Lisbon, Costello did not share such a negative first impression of the city.27 The first time 

he visited Lisbon, he deigned not to discuss it at any length.28 Either this means he had no great 

opinion of it, or that he simply did not desire to write about aspects such as the cities and towns. It is 

possible, too, that an Irish private soldier was less discomfited by the state of the city as others or 

was less critical of the Portuguese and their way of life. As will be seen, however, Costello was no 

great fan of the Portuguese, but it is likely that he was not as bothered by the state of the city as 

others clearly were. Indeed, Harris, another private soldier of the 95th, mentioned nothing about the 

state of the streets or its people when he recounted his first visit to Lisbon; however, unlike the 

other accounts this was just after the Convention of Cintra (30 August 1808) and so the French still 

held the city.29 This may hint at the difference between private soldiers and officers, even if the 

difference was only a small one. However, Donaldson, and his Irish friend Dennis, were hopeful 

about Lisbon from the river but were ‘miserably disappointed when we got into the streets; for 

mountains of filth were collected in them’.30 Douglas said this of his first experience of the city:  
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‘[t]he appearance of the City from the River is delightful, but with the exception of the above 

square [Black Horse Square] and a few streets, it is the filthiest city I believe in existence, as 

all sorts of nuisance gets leave to remain in the streets, such as dead cats, dogs and filth of 

every description until the rain comes which is their only scavenger and sweeps all into the 

Tagus.’31 

This is similar to how Private Wheeler wrote of his first impression of the Portuguese in a letter 

dated 13 March 1811:  

‘[w]hat an ignorant superstitious, priest-ridden, dirty, lousy set of poor Devils are the 

Portuguese. Without seeing them it is impossible to conceive there exists a people in Europe 

so debased. The filthiest pigs sty is a palace to the filthy houses in this dirty stinking City, all 

the dirt made in the houses is thrown into the streets, where it remains baking for months 

until a storm of rain washes it away.’32  

This then suggests that many private soldiers had similar views of Lisbon and the Portuguese as their 

officers. The use of ‘pigs sty’ by Wheeler equates the homes of the Portuguese with animals and 

therefore conjures up the image that the Portuguese were animalistic.33 This reference to pigsties 

and stables were common in British accounts. Kincaid wrote of Lisbon; ‘I wandered for a time amid 

the abominations of its streets and squares, in the vain hope that I had got involved among a 

congregation of stables and outhouses’.34 The implication that the Portuguese houses were equal to 

stables and outhouses likens the Portuguese people to animals, and he certainly believed there to be 

a link between the state of the city and its inhabitants; ‘I began to contemplate, with astonishment, 

and no little amusement, the very appropriate appearance of its inhabitants.’35 Simmons wrote that 

the Portuguese ‘are dirty in the extreme, their houses never whitewashed, and, stink worse than an 

English pig-sty.’36 These are all derogatory statements that equate the Portuguese with animals.  

This theme is seen in other memoirs. Grattan stated that upon first entering the streets of 

Lisbon, ‘you behold a group of wretches occupied in picking vermin from each other’.37 Wheeler 

commented similarly, showing that Grattan was not alone in his perceptions.38 Richard Twiss 

remarked in his Travels through Portugal and Spain of a time in Lisbon where he saw baboons 
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picking the lice off men.39 This shows that similar tales of Portuguese uncleanliness had already 

reached a British audience. Grattan’s imagery is suspiciously similar, but the baboons had been 

replaced by people and the image that Grattan created is one of animalistic behaviour, suggesting 

that the Portuguese – perhaps specifically the poor Portuguese – are no better than animals. 

Grattan’s attempt to dehumanise the Portuguese was also a favourite tactic of the British press 

when it came to the Irish throughout this period. British newspapers and caricaturists in the 

nineteenth century frequently portrayed Irishmen as monkeys.40 Charles Kingsley, a prominent mid-

Victorian intellectual, wrote of his trip to Ireland: ‘I am haunted by the human chimpanzees I saw…. I 

don’t believe they are our fault… But to see white chimpanzees is dreadful; if they were black, one 

would not feel it so much.’41 There is significant evidence that the view that the Irish were ‘ape-like’ 

was widely held and acknowledged in the nineteenth century.42 Similar to how the memoirs had a 

variety of derogatory forms for the Portuguese, it was not only apes that the Irish were compared to 

or portrayed as. ‘Paddy became an ape, dragon, feral pig, snake, sea-monster, sphinx, vampire, 

Frankenstein’s monster, devil fish, and so on.’43 It should be noted that Ó Tuathaigh has stated that, 

as these cartoons depicting the Irish as these animals or monsters were so unreal, that it is unlikely 

to have been the stereotype used for the majority of the Irish.44 However, the prominence of such 

imagery seems to suggest that this may not be the case. The focus of Grattan and other British and 

Irish accounts of the Portuguese on their uncleanliness seems to be deeply tied to their level of 

civilisation and involved various references to animals or animalistic behaviour. What is intriguing is 

that the memoirs, including Irish accounts, use similar language to that used by the British press to 

talk about the Irish. 

This relationship that many of the memoirs established between the Portuguese and 

animals is a significant theme. Grattan described the first view he had of ‘the natives of Portugal’ 

when a pilot boat approached the Samaritan: 

‘I was inexpressibly disgusted; the squalid appearance of those half-amphibious animals, 

their complexion, their famished looks… Their bare throats, not even with muscle to 

recommend them, their dark eyes portraying more of the assassin than the patriot, and their 
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teeth, white no doubt in comparison with their dark hides, was sufficient to stamp them in 

my eyes as the most ill-looking set of cut-throats I had ever beheld.’45  

There are a few points of note within this description. That he referred to the Portuguese directly as 

‘animals’ – and then referred to their ‘dark hides’ which also conjures up the image of animals or 

beasts – suggests that Grattan thought that they were an inferior form of human being. Grattan also 

referred to these first Portuguese as ‘half-amphibious’, though it is unclear whether he meant these 

particular men, as they were pilots, or if this is a wider statement about the Portuguese.46 In the 

context of the rest of the extract we might assume that it is another derogative comment, 

suggesting that the Portuguese look like frogs or toads, and possibly even hinting at their slimy 

nature. Donaldson had an equally horrendous reaction to his first view of the Portuguese, another 

pilot who went onboard his ship to guide it into port: 

‘[H]is appearance was grotesque in the extreme. He was about four feet and a half high, and 

had on a jacket and breeches of what would have puzzled a philosopher to tell the original; 

for patches of red, yellow, blue &c., were mingled through the whole dress, without any 

regularity… His complexion was of the same hue as a well-smoked bacon ham; and the 

whole contour of his face bore a striking resemblance to the ape tribe.’47 

Donaldson, a Scot, specifically wrote that the pilot was ugly and animal-like and seemed to link this 

to the pilot’s skin colour, like Grattan. This is a level of disapproval that was extreme but even Leach 

stated that, ‘[t]he Portuguese are an ugly race at best’.48 Daly states that ‘these early nineteenth-

century British soldiers focused less on the complexion and physical appearance of the locals than on 

their manners and religion’. 49 However, as can be seen, there is sufficient evidence that these 

soldier’s talked and wrote of physical features and comparisons with animalistic features and 

behaviours. Another British officer, George Hennell, wrote about the Spaniards in a similar, though 

not as extreme, manner. Hennell described Spanish men with ‘hollow eyes’, ‘large eyebrows’ and 

‘whiskers reaching close to their mouth (really they come nearer the monkey than those you meet in 

Bond Street)’.50 While Robert Blakeney did not compare the Portuguese to any animal, he did 

compare them to the Spanish stating that ‘[t]he Portuguese are not so fine or so handsome a race as 
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the Spaniards, and in figure they are far inferior.’51 Blakeney here is categorising the Spaniards and 

the Portuguese into a hierarchy, an aspect also seen in Grattan’s racist remarks.  

Why did Grattan and Donaldson write of the Portuguese in such a way? Their comments are 

similar and would suggest that this Anglo-Irishman and Scot thought similarly. It is possible that they 

were following early racist thoughts and discussion, which linked personality traits and morality to 

physical appearance. The 1850s (Grattan’s memoir was published in 184752) saw the publication of 

several books that discuss the science of race including Robert Knox’s The Races of Men and Charles 

Pickering’s The Races of Men: and their Geographical Distribution.53 These books not only divided 

mankind into races based on skin colour and facial features but also associated social, cultural and 

moral traits to each race.54 However, Donaldson wrote his account much earlier, roughly around 

1817, and Donaldson had passed away in 1830 meaning that his preconceptions could not have 

come from Knox.55 Carl Linnaeus, the father of biological classification, published his Systema 

Naturae in 1735 with the English language edition being published in 1792. Linnaeus also 

categorised humans by skin colour and assigned character traits as factors for this classification. For 

example, he wrote that the europaeus were white and muscular while the afer were black and 

indulgent.56 It is not a stretch to imagine that Donaldson and Grattan may have encountered these 

ideas while writing their memoirs, or even during their service in the British Army. This is an idea 

that Daly also suggests.57 The fact that Donaldson’s language is very similar to Grattan’s must 

suggest that these views at the very least existed in the British army at this time.  

Kathleen Wilson writes that the idea of different nations exhibiting different moral, mental 

and physical characteristics was a common one, even in ancient times, though it was a notion that 

received significantly more focus in the eighteenth century.58 It should be noted that the term ‘race’ 

was used in a much more flexible manner than we do today. Race was often used interchangeably 

with ‘nation’, for example, to represent a group of people of common descent or bound to a 

geographical location.59 It was the early part of the nineteenth century, when the Peninsular War 

was being fought and then when these soldiers’ memoirs were being written, that views moved 
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away from monogenism and towards the scientific racism often exhibited in Victorian Britain.60 

Sheridan Gilley and Roger Swift note that views that races were genetically superior would have 

been restricted to the literate members of society.61 However, de Nie suggests that the books of 

Knox and Pickering were ‘developed in parallel with popular ideas of difference and long held 

stereotypes and lent them a stamp of scientific approval.’62 This justified these views and, as British 

writers, politicians and comic artists used these ideas to propagate their views, they were spread 

amongst the British population.63 Another example would be William Guthrie’s Geographical 

Grammar, published in 1770, which was a bestselling ‘geography gazette’ and would have been the 

source for many British soldiers for their view for the Peninsula before they arrived. Guthrie said that 

Portugal had descended into ‘degeneracy’, the people ‘were treacherous and vengeful’ and 

superstitious, an insult he also levelled at the Spanish, though to a lesser degree.64 This shows that 

these views were present nearly forty years before Grattan even set foot in the Iberian Peninsula. It 

also suggests that similar views existed before 1800 and British soldiers were likely aware of them 

before they were sent to the Iberian Peninsula. It is possible that Grattan and Donaldson not only 

subscribed to these ideas but also that much of their audience may have. Edwin Griffiths, a Welsh 

Hussar, used a quote from Richard Croker’s Travels through several provinces of Spain and Portugal, 

written in 1799, that was very similar to the way Grattan had discussed the Spanish and Portuguese: 

‘[t]he Spaniards and Portuguese appear to be a mixture of Jews, Moors, Negroes, and French – and 

to have reserved to themselves the worst parts of each of these people. Like the Jews they are 

mean, tricking and avaricious. From the Moors they are jealous, cruel and revengeful; As the 

Negroes they are servile, indocile [sic] and deceitful; and they resemble the French in vanity, grimace 

and gasconade.’65 This provides further proof that these ideas existed during the time of the 

Peninsular War and that both British and Irish soldiers held them. Parker writes that ‘[r]ather than 

exploding the stereotype, British experiences in the Peninsula entrenched perceptions of Iberian 

inferiority’ and the evidence would support this view.66 

There are further examples of Grattan linking physical characteristics to actions and 

morality, mirroring how Knox and Linnaeus linked race to personality, when he commented that 

those with darker eyes are synonymous with evil and the nature of an assassin.67 He further 

                                                           
60 Daly, ‘British Soldiers in Lisbon’, p.473. 
61 Sheridan Gilley & Roger Swift ‘Introduction’ in The Irish in the Victorian City ed. Roger Swift & Sheridan Gilley 
(Kent, 1985), p.5. 
62 de Nie The Eternal Paddy, p.6. 
63 de Nie The Eternal Paddy, p.6. 
64 Daly, The British Soldier in the Peninsular War, p.37. 
65 Daly, The British Soldier in the Peninsular War, pp.136-137. 
66 Parker, ‘”Incorrigible Rogues”’, p.29. 
67 Grattan, Adventures with the Connaught Rangers, p.3. 



121 
 

reinforced this connection by linking their ‘dark hides’ to the appearance of ‘cut-throats’.68 Many 

British soldiers saw the Iberians as better murderers than soldiers, though most of them did not 

discuss the relation between appearance, race and morality as perceived by Grattan. But it was a 

general view amongst the British that assassination and murder were part of the Iberian way of war, 

which they saw as ‘barbaric’ and uncivilized.69 Indeed, the Iberian Peninsula had a reputation 

amongst eighteenth-century British travellers as ‘the land of the blade and stiletto.’70 Donaldson 

recalled an anecdote when he was in a hospital where he annoyed a Spanish gardener by washing 

his clothes in the garden and this devolved into a fight between him and the gardener. The gardener 

pulled a knife, an article Donaldson is sure to mention that every Spaniard carried, and attempted to 

stab Donaldson. The fight was broken up by some other soldiers but Donaldson remarked that for as 

long as he was in the hospital ‘I often saw him lurking about, eyeing me like a tiger watching his 

prey.’71 Donaldson here paints a picture of the Spanish gardener as a murderer and it could be 

argued that his comparison of the gardener to a tiger was just used for narrative effect but, due to 

his previous derogatory comments connecting the Portuguese, their uncivilised nature and their 

animalistic tendencies, it is doubtful that this comparison to another wild beast is just for narrative 

impact.  

How unusual was the use of such language in these memoirs? Depictions of appearance 

were often used in print culture to portray a respective nation’s virtues or vices and to compare 

nations to each other and this was especially common during the French Revolution with depictions 

of Britain and France and their respective fortunes.72 Caricatures were popular amongst people of 

every rank in the social order of Britain and so these depictions would have been common, and 

familiar.73 This may have influenced Grattan and others to make the connection, both in their own 

work and in their mind during the war. Certainly, private soldiers were ‘far from immune to Georgian 

print culture’ and Grattan would have been even less immune as a literate gentleman.74 For 

example, Thomas Rowlandson’s The Contrast, printed at the height of the French Revolution, 

depicted the supposed difference between Britain and France.75 It is suggested that the beauty of 

Britannia and the demonic, unhealthy look of Medusa (representing France) are symbolic of their 

respective nations’ prosperity and success. It should be remembered that Rowlandson was paid to 
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create this caricature as anti-revolutionary propaganda, but this would simply have ensured that 

more of the population would have seen this method of using appearance to represent personality 

and morals.76 This is a prime example of physical appearance being linked to characteristics being 

represented in a public manner. 

Descriptions of clothing would have had a similar impact on an audience. Above, Donaldson 

remarked on the shabby appearance of the clothing worn by the pilot and Grattan also remarked on 

what the Portuguese were wearing: ‘[t]heir costume, too, is anything but striking, except strikingly 

ugly. Short demi petticoat trousers of white linen, a red sash, and their arms and legs naked, give 

them the appearance of a race of bad bred North American Indians.’77 This first comment seems to 

suggest that Grattan expected the Portuguese to be wearing stylish, flamboyant clothing, even poor 

men like these pilots. This hints that Grattan may have believed deeply in the mysterious, romantic 

nature of Iberia and that its inhabitants should have been all dressed like Don Juan. Grattan’s 
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comparison to the supposedly savage Native Americans once again betrays his perception of the 

world. The British soldier’s comparison of the Iberian and the Native American has also been seen by 

Daly; that British soldiers equated the Iberian way of war with that of the North American Indians.78  

Interestingly, British commentators at the turn of the nineteenth century believed that due to the 

uncivilized nature of the Irish, they had more in common with the Native Americans.79 This was also 

the case with Scottish Highlanders and Native Americans in the mid-eighteenth century, calling them 

both ‘noble savages’, with one commentator even calling the two peoples ‘cousins’.80 But here a 

Grattan compared the Portuguese and the Native Americans and made a similar case – though due 

to later comments, it seems likely that Grattan believed the Portuguese, Irish and the Native 

Americans were all uncivilized and, possibly, as bad as each other.  

Troy O. Bickham has written of how the Native Americans were represented within Britain 

noting that many British writers depicted them as ‘cruel savages’ and museum exhibitions promoted 

their primitiveness.81 Given Grattan’s own admission that he had seen very little of the world, we 

can assume that (unless he had visited North America before writing his memoir) he had never seen 

a Native American and therefore based this comparison entirely upon the public perception of what 

Native Americans looked like. As mentioned above, there were museum exhibitions that showed 

Native American artefacts. The British press also delighted in reporting on American Indians, 

especially during the eighteenth century, so the image conjured by these newspapers would have 

been common knowledge and become quite a hardened stereotype.82 One of the most widely 

published books on the American Indians was Jonathon Carver’s Travels Through the Interior Parts of 

North America in the Years 1766, 1767, 1768 which was published in 1778 and went through thirty 

editions.83 In this publication, there are plates depicting the appearance of the Native Americans 

Carver saw, showing the men as scarcely dressed, with simple broadcloths covering their waists and 

leaving their arms and chests naked.84 These images, no doubt, were significant in creating the 

public image of the Native American. It is likely that Grattan would have at least been exposed to 

one of these influences and so have an idea of what he believed the Native American looked like. 

This entire section shows that Grattan seemed to believe that the Portuguese poor character, 
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animalistic behaviour, lack of civilisation and skin colour were all related. It also shows that these 

ideas and feelings were not unique to Grattan or the Anglo-Irish, as the Scot Donaldson used 

remarkably similar language, but Grattan is certainly the worst offender in this regard, which is an 

assessment that Daly agrees with.85 This also makes it difficult to state that this is the Irish, or the 

Anglo-Irish, view as Grattan presents more evidence of simple xenophobia, or racism, than a cultural 

difference that could be tied to his own identity as an Irishman. 

It was not just Portuguese civilians that received ire from some of the Irish memoirs. Costello 

noted that the Light Division was joined by the 1st and 3rd Portuguese Caçadores, and he called them 

‘the dirtiest and noisiest brutes I ever came across.’ He claimed that while the historians of the war 

gave these Portuguese troops ‘great credit’ he ‘never knew them to perform one gallant act.’86 This 

is a remarkably negative view, one that Costello noted was not particularly shared by many of his 

comrades. This is also in contrast to what many memoirs and other sources tell us about the 

Portuguese allies. Joseph Anderson wrote of the ‘kindness and hospitality’ of the Portuguese who 

‘welcomed [the British] with open arms’.87 George Hennell wrote that the ‘Portuguese behaved very 

well, if you did so to them’, though he did later remark that the Portuguese stole his mule while he 

was involved in the storming of Badajoz.88 Costello was aware of the other histories of the war, 

                                                           
85 Daly, ‘British Soldiers in Lisbon’, p.473. 
86 Costello, Rifleman Costello, p.43. 
87 Anderson, Recollections of a Peninsular Veteran, ed. Anderson, p.38. 
88 Hennell, A Gentleman Volunteer, pp.10-11. 

Copy of a plate from Jonathon Carver, Travels through the interior parts of North American, in the years 1766, 1767, 
and 1768 (London, 1781)  



125 
 

meaning it is possible he may have been influenced by them at various points as discussed in the 

introduction. However, this statement shows that Costello was prepared to go against the common 

view professed in these various histories, hinting that Costello’s account may indeed be reliable. 

Costello had another run-in with some Portuguese soldiers who, seeing that Costello was unarmed, 

seemed to want to pick a quarrel and attacked Costello after he had ‘replied rather sharply to some 

abuse they had cast upon the English’.89 This possibly hints more at the quarrelsome nature of 

Costello, as he was unarmed and on his own and yet was still willing to fight back against the 

Portuguese soldiers insulting his adopted home, the British Army. Indeed, he says he was lucky that 

a party of the 52nd Regiment arrived; after he had forced the initial man to the ground, he was 

quickly surrounded by the Portuguese soldiers shouting ‘kill the English dog’ and drawing bayonets.90 

But this was not the only time Costello was attacked by allied Portugese soldiers. During the sack of 

Badajoz, some Portuguese soldiers entered the house Costello and fellow Riflemen were staying in 

and mistook Costello for a Frenchman, as he was wearing the jacket of the Frenchman he had saved 

earlier since his own was wet and covered in blood from the assault. They tried to shoot Costello and 

he was lucky that the musket happened not to go off. Despite his injuries, Costello flew at the 

Portuguese and a fight ensued, which ended with the Portuguese retreating with a member of their 

own having been stabbed by a bayonet.91 

It is significant to note that both incidents did not involve Portuguese civilians but 

Portuguese soldiers who fought alongside the British. Therefore, in a way, they were part of the 

same British organisation as Costello, and yet they are still painted in this account as an ‘Other’, 

apart from the British and at times even enemies. However, Costello was not the only British soldier 

to report this animosity between the British and Portuguese soldiers. Wheeler wrote after the battle 

of Vittoria, ‘I had not proceeded far when I met one of the 68th Regt with a handkerchief full of 

dollars. He was followed by about a dozen Portuguese soldiers, one of these fellows ran in and cut 

the handkerchief and down went the dollars, a general scramble followed. As the Portuguese were 

down on their hands and knees picking up the money, we paid them off in stile [sic] with the sockets 

of our bayonets.’92 While this incident involved money and so may not be typical of British and 

Portuguese relations, it is evident that these nation’s soldiers were often competing amongst one 

another in an often violent manner. This would hardly suggest that there were amicable 

relationships and respect between the two nation’s soldiers.  
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Costello also commented on the perceived Portuguese lack of humanity and their 

ambivalence to British soldiers. He noted that when the Light Division stormed a fort that made up 

part of the defences of Ciudad Rodrigo, the Portuguese Caçadores were given blankets to convey the 

wounded; they instead took this opportunity to loot and strip the prisoners.93 A French officer from 

this group of prisoners was taken to General Crauford, who was apologetic that he could not clothe 

the man himself as his baggage was far away. Thomas Crawley, a comrade of Costello who happened 

to be close by, offered to lend the French prisoner his greatcoat, which pleased the General.94 This 

shows how the Portuguese soldiers were perceived by Costello and is written in his memoir to 

ensure that his readers would feel the same. Grattan also wrote about the Portuguese troops in a 

negative way. Grattan and the 88th came upon two French soldiers, horribly wounded from a 

skirmish, surrounded by several Portuguese who ran away once the British soldiers appeared. The 

Portuguese had been plundering and taking their vengeance upon the two men, though Grattan 

does not go into details. He refers to the Portuguese as ‘vultures’, once again conjuring a bestial 

image.95 Both Costello and Grattan seem to make attempts in their writing to question Portuguese 

humanity, suggesting their own negative perceptions and a desire to influence their readers.  

These Irish memoirists also wrote about the Portuguese soldiers poor fighting abilities. At 

the siege of Cuidad Rodrigo, Costello found fault with the Portuguese in the assault, suggesting that 

the Portuguese were the weak link of the allied army. He stated that they did not do their duty of 

carrying the ladders and so the British had to make do with what ladders they could gather.96 During 

the assault, Costello claimed that he assisted an injured Napier, the author of the famous histories of 

the Peninsular War, and that he was almost killed by a French cannoneer but was saved by his friend 

Wilkie. Unfortunately, Wilkie was then mortally struck by what Costello believed to be a Portuguese 

bullet. He blamed the Portuguese soldiers for being terrified at the sight of battle and so hanging 

back and shooting at the breach. This caused the deaths of many men, including Wilkie, and also the 

injuries to Napier.97 While the truth of this is unknown, there is no mention of it in Wellington’s 

dispatch of the battle.98 That Costello believed this would explain his derogatory remarks regarding 

the Portuguese. It is not the only time he mentions Portuguese cowardice, as he also refers to it at 

the Siege of Badajoz.99 Grattan also talked about Portuguese friendly fire, suggesting that it was not 
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an isolated incident, nor purely Costello’s prejudice. At the Battle of Busaco, as the 88th moved into 

position and then charged at the Frenchmen, Grattan noted that a Portuguese regiment, instead of 

charging with the Irish, hung back and fired upon the Frenchmen at such an angle that they would 

have inevitably hit the 88th as well. Wallace attempted to send an officer to tell the Portuguese of 

the error of their ways, but this officer was shot twice, once by the French and once by the 

Portuguese, before he could deliver his message.100 Grattan stated that while the Portuguese 

regiment held, it was only because they were behind the British and so saw little fighting; if the 

British had broken then the Portuguese no doubt would have run without hesitation.101  

This prejudice continued throughout the memoir; Grattan noted at the Battle of Salamanca 

that the Portuguese failed to take a point which was only defended by a few hundred French, leaving 

the British Fourth Division in significant danger. Yet Oman, the editor of Grattan’s memoir, states 

that Grattan was unfair towards the Portuguese and that at least a thousand Frenchmen held the 

hill.102 Grattan continued, remarking that the Portuguese Caçadores, the skirmishers that led the line 

infantry into battle, lay down on their faces at the moment the French opened fire to save 

themselves. Their commander, Major Haddock, then had to go about smacking them with the flat of 

his blade in an attempt to get these men up and firing again but Grattan commented that ‘poor 

Haddock might as well have attempted to move the great cathedral of Salamanca as the soldiers of 

his Majesty the King of Portugal.’103 This all goes to show Grattan’s prejudice against the Portuguese, 

repeatedly stating their incapability as soldiers, much akin to Costello; Costello at least had a reason 

to dislike them, blaming them for the death of his friend, while Grattan’s aversion seems to stem 

from simple xenophobia. 

Similarly, Grattan did not seem confident of the Portuguese section of the army, discrediting 

their contribution to the size of the army: ‘[w]hen I speak of “numbers” I include the Portuguese 

troops. Military men know what was the real value of these soldiers!’104 An officer that agreed with 

Grattan was John Fremantle, who penned a letter to his uncle in January 1809. He wrote that ‘the 

apathy and indolence that exists among the Portuguese is truly astonishing. I saw a return of the 

state of their army which was on paper 22,000 men but I do not think there are more than 9 or 10 

[thousand] to be calculated upon, and even those I am afraid in a very sorry condition.’105 Ironically, 
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Wellington held the Portuguese in high regard, especially as soldiers. By the end of 1809, he hinted 

that the Portuguese army had developed into a capable fighting machine. He wrote that if the British 

ever had to evacuate the Iberian Peninsula then the British government should consider taking the 

Portuguese with them, as it would be worth the expense. He also wanted Portuguese troops with 

him during the Hundred Days campaign in 1815, though this never happened.106 Napier noted that 

by June 1813 the Portuguese were efficient and disciplined.107 Simmons commented that ‘[t] he 

Portuguese deserve every praise; they fight like lions.’108 Hennell also wrote positively of the 

Portuguese soldiers: ‘It is impossible for troops to have behaved better than the Portuguese did in 

advancing to the breach of San Sebastian…. See what our example instruction have done. 5 years 

ago 100 French would have driven 1,000 of these troops before them like sheep.’109 Hennell clearly 

put the improved performance of the Portuguese down to British training and leadership. This is 

similar to Bell’s point of view who commented that the Portuguese fought well and even ‘ranked 

next to the English troops in all ways’ but that this was due to be officered by the British.110 

Donaldson commented similarly at the end of the war even saying they were ‘now little inferior to 

ourselves’ and even stated that a ‘kind of friendship had thus arisen, and caused us to feel sorry at 

parting.’111 Daly writes that the opinion of the Portuguese did improve as the campaign progressed, 

though as the campaign moved into Spain in the latter periods of the campaign, this positive opinion 

normally was of the Portuguese as soldiers as less civilians would have been interacted with.112 This 

then shows that Costello and Grattan were in the minority when it came to their poor opinion of 

both the Portuguese and the Portuguese soldiers. It might be said that Grattan and Costello’s 

attitudes demonstrate a more common Irish distrust of the Portuguese but in my opinion, these two 

men simply disliked them for very personal reasons. Costello believed that the Portuguese soldiers 

were to blame for the death of his best friend, whereas Grattan’s negativity stems from simple 

xenophobia.  

This is a significant issue as two of the most vocal memoirs from Irishmen on the Portuguese 

both had key issues that biased their views. But on the whole, not considering Costello and Grattan, 

the Irish perception and experience of the Portuguese seems to fall in line with wider British 

accounts. There was the initial negativity towards the Portuguese, partly informed by the 
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disappointment felt amongst soldiers on their first experiences of Lisbon, but then this opinion 

changed to a more positive opinion, mostly focused on the inclusion, and subsequent development, 

of the Portuguese soldiers allied to the British army. However, the language of Grattan, Donaldson 

and others shows that there were deep feelings of xenophobia towards the Portuguese with 

significant evidence of language that negatively compared the Portuguese to animals and attributing 

the Portuguese negative traits which was linked to their complexion and appearance. This thesis 

would have to disagree with Daly’s conclusion that soldiers focused less on physical appearance 

when discussing the men and women of the Iberian Peninsula. It is perhaps significant that one of 

the worst cases of this xenophobia comes from and Anglo-Irish officer but more research needs to 

be conducted to ascertain whether this could be linked to Grattan’s nationality or whether this was 

specific to Grattan himself. 

The Soldiers’ Perception of the Spanish 
 

With the dawning of the Peninsular War, the foreign relations of Europe shifted. Britain and Spain, 

for so long hated enemies, were now friends and allies against Napoleonic France. Unfortunately, it 

was not simple for British soldiers to ‘simply switch off centuries of anti-Hispanicism.’113 The Black 

Legend, while a late sixteenth-century creation, was still prominent in British mindsets of Spain and 

painted her people as fanatical, despotic, violent and cruel.114 This ensured that perceptions of the 

Spanish by British soldiers were always likely to be negative, however was this the case with the Irish 

soldiers as well?  

A common theme amongst many of the British memoirs of the Peninsular War is the general 

disrespect towards the Spanish soldiers and armies. In the preface of his History of the War in the 

Peninsula and in the South of France from the Year 1807 to the Year 1814, Napier gave a damning 

verdict of the Spanish during the Peninsular War:  

When an English force took the field, the Spaniards ceased to act as principals in a contest 

carried on in the heart of their country, and involving their existence as an independent 

nation… they were superstitious and their religious feelings were roused to fanatic fury by 

an all-powerful clergy who feared to lose their own rich endowments, but after the first 

burst of indignation the cause of independence created little enthusiasm… no great exertion 

to drive the latter [the French] from the soil was made, at least none was sustained with 

steadfast courage in the field: manifestos, decrees, lofty boasts, like a cloud of canvas 
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covering a rotten hull, made a gallant appearance, but real strength and firmness could 

nowhere be found.115  

Napier also wrote that ‘the Spaniards are perfect masters of the art of saying everything and doing 

nothing’,116 and in a later volume compared the Spanish and the Portuguese contributions to the 

War stating that while ‘the Portuguese had sacrificed their national pride to the common good… the 

Spanish pride had retarded the success of the cause and the liberty of Europe.’117 Wellington 

similarly stated in a dispatch in August 1812 that the Spanish are ‘the most incapable of useful 

exertion of all the nations that I have known.’118 At the Battle of Vittoria in 1813, after several years 

of fighting in the Peninsula alongside the Spanish, Wellington in his dispatch seemed surprised that 

General Giron, with his Galician army, had actually managed to turn up for the battle.119 In his 

conversations with the Earl of Stanhope, Wellington also commented on the Spanish troops: ‘Oh 

poor devils, they never won a battle.’120 It should be remembered that Wellington did not have a 

good relationship with his Spanish allies and colleagues and this may have impacted both his own 

view and the later British historiography of the Peninsular War, as argued by Lawrence.121 Both of 

these significant figures in the British historiography have ensured that the British perception of the 

Spanish during the Peninsular War has not been positive, when they have been mentioned at all, as 

discussed in the Introduction. And both Napier and Wellington’s views, especially those published, 

may have impacted how the Spanish were discussed in memoirs that were published after these 

popular opinions had been on the public stage. This is an aspect that needs to be kept in mind, but it 

is still up to debate how much impact Napier and Wellington’s views had on soldiers’ memoirs, 

especially in context of the Irish. 

The poor opinion of the Spanish armies was not helped by their performance at Talavera. 

This would have been the first experience of the Spanish army for many, like it was Costello’s. 

Costello noted that as they approached Talavera, ‘crowds of disorderly Spanish soldiery’ were met 

on the road laden with plunder, despite giving accounts that the British Army had been ‘completely 
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destroyed’.122 Cooper similarly commented that ‘the Spaniards had broken open our stores and left 

very little for us. In the heat of the fight, many of these boasting Spaniards deserted, and spread the 

news that the English were defeated.’123 Costello did note that the view of the Spanish before this 

incident was that they were a ‘disorganised crew’, showing that opinions were not high even before 

Talavera.124 This view was likely formed from the British experience during the retreat to Corunna, 

where Blakeney wrote that a rumour of a Spanish general’s failure caused ‘a hatred and contempt of 

the Spaniards in arms [to fill] the breast of every British soldier. This feeling was renewed at Talavera 

and confirmed at Barossa’.125 Talavera showed to Costello, and his fellow soldiers, just how much of 

a ‘demoralised wreck of an army’ the Spanish were.126 Donaldson commented similarly; ‘[t]heir 

soldiers are complete scarecrows… [t]here could not be imagined a more barbarous-looking 

grotesque assemblage of men in the world than a Spanish regular regiment.’127 Leach had a 

particularly negative view of the Spanish at Badajoz, stating that the Spanish did not even deserve 

the term ‘army’.128 

Interestingly enough, Leach did seem to have a positive view of the Spanish overall, at least 

when compared to the Portuguese. He wrote of the Spanish that they were neat and clean and 

praised the ‘independent manly manner of the Spaniard’; he just did not think much of the Spanish 

army.129 Bell was similar in this viewpoint; he wrote positively of Spanish civilians but of the Spanish 

army he commented that ‘[t]hey were incapable of any dexterous movement. No master spirit was 

amongst them, and they continually worried our great chief with their apathy, intrigue, and dogged 

habits of indolence, faction and violence’.130 According to Charles Esdaile, who has written 

extensively on the role of the Spanish in the Peninsular War, ‘[t]he Spanish army were poorly trained 

and equipped and were never a truly effective fighting force during the Peninsular War, but 

especially during this early period of the war the Spanish army was particularly poor.’131 At the start 

of the war, there were ‘hardly any trained forces in Spain, and they were so separated from each 

other and governed by such incompetent generals that it was impossible for them to fight back.’132 
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Part of the issue here was that not only was the Spanish army frequently defeated but that Spanish 

soldiers never retired in good order; every time a battle was lost the army would completely 

disintegrate, with the survivors often deserting or preferring to join the guerrillas and their 

equipment being left behind.133 Esdaile’s research on the make-up of the guerrillas does show that a 

quarter of them came from the military.134 Talavera suggests that even in victory, the Spanish army 

would shatter and rout. Esdaile states that many British commentators at the time did praise the 

Spanish soldier and instead aimed much of their criticism at the officers.135 Bell wrote in his memoir 

that he admired the Spanish but believed that the Spanish generals and politicians were selfish, 

cowardly and cruel.136 Blakeney stated that ‘[c]ourage was never wanting to the Spanish soldiers; but 

confidence in their chiefs was rare.’137 O’Neil commented likewise showing that Irish soldiers 

throughout the social spectrum had a similar opinion.138 Wellington would remark after the war that 

‘[t]he Spaniards make excellent soldiers. What spoils them is that they have no confidence in their 

officers – this would ruin any soldiers – and how should the Spaniards have confidence in such 

officers as theirs?’139 John Moore believed that the strength of Spain was not in its armies, but in the 

courage of its people.140 All of these examples would suggest that this was a common opinion of the 

Spanish army, and this opinion was shared amongst both British and Irish soldiers.  

Another key part of the relationship between British and Spanish troops was the hostility 

with which they treated each other, despite being allies. After Talavera, the British troops suffered 

from lack of food, the Sergeant even carrying a sheaf of wheat for many miles, slowly eating the 

ears. This situation was made worse by the Spanish cavalry intercepting provisions and forage meant 

for the British Army, even firing upon the foragers themselves.141 It is understandable therefore why 

the British and Irish troops had a low opinion of the Spanish and continued to think of the Spanish 

more as enemies than allies throughout the campaign. There is likely a degree of bias in the British 

accounts against the Spanish, due to these incidents that turned the British against their allies, which 

means it is possible that this was not the daily interactions and experience between Irish troops and 
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the Spanish, but there is enough evidence to suggest that relations were strained at best. This theme 

is continued in Costello’s memoir. Towards the end of October 1812, the army was once again 

marching in pouring rain and the men were cold and hungry. On one of these nights, the men heard 

that carts laden with liquor and biscuits for the Spanish soldiers were stuck in the mud. Costello 

wrote that they managed to sneak up to the carts and took a portion of both biscuit and aguariente 

before they were seen. The Riflemen seemingly saw no issue with stealing from their allies, 

especially when suffering so intensely from lack of food. The Spanish guard fired at the Riflemen and 

the Riflemen fired back, with Costello believing that some were shot.142 This suggests that there was 

no real sense of comradery, but rather one of competition. Though it should be noted that 

behaviour like this towards the Spanish would likely have been caused by the lack of supplies for 

British and Irish soldiers, as suggested by Costello, which would have necessitated such crimes by 

the simple need to survive.143 ‘Men simply will not voluntarily starve when food is available and can 

be stolen or taken by force.’144 But this behaviour show that, as Schwamenfeld writes, ‘[t]he notion 

of Spain as an ally… could scarcely fail to be seen as at the very least a novelty by the British soldiers 

of Wellington’s Army.’145 This feeling, combined with the Spanish behaviour at Talavera meant that, 

on top of any negative perceptions of the Spanish character, British and Irish soldiers ‘felt let-down 

and mistreated by their allies’, significantly impacting their perceptions both of Spanish civilians and 

soldiers.146 

Returning to Talavera, it was there that Costello also saw the Spanish General Cuesta for the 

first time, and he does not afford him a favourable description. ‘I also then beheld that de-formed-

looking lump of pride, ignorance, and treachery, General Cuesta. He was the most murderous-

looking old man I ever saw.’147 It is also interesting to note that Costello mentions seeing Sir Arthur 

Wellesley just before this statement. While it does not contain any description of Wellington beyond 

calling him ‘our immortal chief’, it may have been done purposely to provide readers with an 

element of comparison between the two leaders. Regardless, Costello’s opinion of Cuesta is not high 

and there are similarities with how he perceived other Spaniards. The British soldier’s opinion of the 

Spanish general typically fell in line with Costello’s; they believed he was a cunning fool who would 

actively sacrifice British lives to save his Spanish soldiers. Napier wrote of Cuesta and Talavera in his 

History: ‘He whose incapacity, indolence, and stupid selfish pride had rendered his army inefficient 
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and all but caused its destruction’.148 Anderson, a Scotsman who served in the 78th Regiment, called 

General Cuesta ‘a worthless man and a bad soldier’ who overruled Wellington on advancing on the 

French army before Talavera as the river was unfordable. When the British crossed the river, they 

found it only knee-deep: ‘the whole of the Spanish army went on pretending to watch the 

movements of the enemy, while at the same time General Donkin’s brigade and ours, consisting of 

the 87th and 88th Regiments, followed close upon the Spaniards with the intention of watching 

them!’149 Wellington’s opinion was also not a positive one. He mentioned in his conversations with 

the Earl of Stanhope that Cuesta had ‘no military genius’ and if he had fought as Wellington wanted 

him to at Talavera, Wellington believed that that battle would have been ‘as great as… Waterloo’ 

and ‘would have cleared Spain of the French’.150 Cuesta became a symbol for the perception of the 

Spanish army and a poor one at that. 

In 1812, Costello wrote that the regiments were struggling to get reinforcements from 

Britain and so had to recruit locally. The British were surprised that a good number of Spanish 

soldiers turned up, though they later found out that the Spanish had been given little choice: either 

join the British, join the Guerrillas or be hung. Costello remarked that ‘[m]any of them were even 

made corporals, and, indeed, proved themselves worthy of their new comrades, whom they rivalled 

in every undertaking of courage and determination.’151 This is in complete contrast to what Costello 

had already told us about Spanish soldiers, though it falls into line with what the Duke of Wellington 

had remarked – that the Spanish were good soldiers but badly led.152 How can we decipher this 

change of opinion for Costello? It is not so much that his opinion changed, more that he got to know 

these Spanish soldiers better. He would have had much more interaction with them, and more 

positive interaction, than with the Spanish soldiers in the Spanish regiments. He possibly would have 

shared bread with them and fought alongside them, turning them from ‘Others’ into comrades, 

which suggests why he thought highly of these men but not of the Spanish as a whole. Wishon notes 

that ‘once foreigners donned the trappings of British soldiers, the barrier that had divided these 

groups was worn away’.153 These new Spanish recruits became Riflemen. It should be noted that, on 

the whole, the experiment of recruiting Spaniards into the army did not work particularly well as 

most of them deserted.154 One of those Spaniards that remained appears at several points 

throughout Costello’s memoir. Blanco, as he was named, ‘was one of the most skilful and daring 

                                                           
148 Napier, History of the War in the Peninsula Vol. 2, p.182. 
149 Anderson, Recollections of a Peninsular Veteran ed.  Anderson, pp.32-33. 
150 Earl of Stanhope, Notes of Conversations, p.34. 
151 Costello, Rifleman Costello, p.163. 
152 Earl of Stanhope, Notes of Conversations, p.9. 
153 Wishon, German Forces and the British Army, p.196. 
154 Urban, Rifles, p.206. 



135 
 

skirmishers we had in the battalion’.155 However, according to Costello, he showed ‘a love of cruelty 

towards the French’ because his father and brother were murdered by a French foraging party. For 

example, at Vittoria Blanco showed this vengeful savagery by repeatedly stabbing wounded 

Frenchmen to the point where a veteran Rifleman, himself severely injured, had to knock him down 

with a blow to the head.156 This may have been included to show the savagery or the passion of the 

Spanish who had to be controlled by the more civilised British. It does mean that Blanco is portrayed 

in a conflicted manner: a daring but cruel soldier.  

When the Peninsular War had reached its conclusion and the 95th were set to depart for 

England, Costello wrote that it was with deep feelings of regret that the Rifles had to leave their 

Spanish soldiers behind, though of the original sixteen that joined, only five remained. Costello 

remarked that they were much ‘distinguished for the gallantry’ and that ‘[n]ot-withstanding the 

wretched and ineffective state of the Spanish armies during the campaigns in the Peninsula, I am 

convinced, and have indeed become more so from subsequent experience, that there is right stuff in 

the men to make excellent soldiers, far superior to the Portuguese.’157 Here we see the difference in 

how Costello regarded his Spanish comrades compared to other Spanish troops. 

Let us return to Blanco and the depiction of him as a vengeful thug; the portrayal of the 

Spanish as a savage seeking revenge for atrocities committed by the French was a common theme 

amongst British and Irish memoirs. On the retreat from Santarém, the Sergeant witnessed various 

atrocities that painted both the French and the Spanish in a poor light. ‘Almost every horror that 

could make war attended this dreadful march.’ The Sergeant hinted that atrocities were committed 

by French soldiers and Spanish civilians upon each other; ‘[u]npitying vengeance seemed to steal 

every breast.’ He described how a comrade of his, while out searching for provisions, came upon a 

recently murdered man; actions like this supposedly meant that the ‘natives’ were ‘excited to 

retaliate’. This is further exemplified by an incident the Sergeant recounted which was witnessed by 

Colonel Napier (most likely William Napier, author of History of the War in the Peninsula and Colonel 

in the 43rd), in which a peasant was seen ‘cheering on his dog to devour the dead and dying’.158 

Leach of the 95th called three Spanish shepherds who murdered a French deserter ‘savage’ and 

‘blood-thirsty’.159 However, it is also important to note that Leach made similar comments regarding 

the French, whose atrocities ‘would have disgraced a band of untutored savages.’160 Gavin Daly has 
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written extensively on the poor perception of the Spanish and Portuguese by British accounts, 

especially in regards to the ‘savagery’ exhibited by civilians towards the French, in response to 

French atrocities. He notes that ‘[h]ow often Spanish and Portuguese soldiers did indeed fall upon 

vulnerable Frenchmen is impossible to determine. But from a British perspective it happened all too 

often’ and that British soldiers were ‘shocked’ at the cruelty exhibited.161 This ‘Iberian culture of 

violence’ and the sheer cruelty of this violence was another reason for the British to see the Iberians 

as uncivilised.162 As we have seen, the Irish reaction was similar.  

Irish memoirs did not only write of the Spanish troops but also of the Guerrillas. At a village 

named Gataffe, roughly three leagues outside of Madrid, Costello and much of his company were 

quartered in a farmhouse where there was a ‘very pretty’ Spanish girl. One evening, ‘a swarthy, 

savage-looking Spaniard came up and was welcomed with much joy by the girl and her parents.’ He 

was identifiable as a guerrilla due to his red sash and being ‘armed to the teeth’.163 The guerrilla had 

a gift for the girl and pulled out a heavy silk purse and poured its contents into the girl’s lap, whose 

eyes ‘sparkled with pleasure’; the British soldiers were disgusted, as the girl’s lap was now filled with 

an assortment of dismembered ears and fingers with items of jewellery still attached.164 The 

revulsion of Costello is certainly apparent. Taking trophies such as ears, from the enemy was a sign 

of combat effectiveness amongst soldiers and has a long history, but the British obviously saw this as 

a barbaric practice.165 Costello also noted how the man boasted about how he had cut each ear and 

finger from a dead Frenchman, how the ravens loved the taste of Frenchmen and that the ravens 

would never go hungry while Frenchmen remained in Spain. After repeating this boast to his 

readers, Costello remarked ‘[s]uch are the men who were considered the greatest patriots’.166  

Despite this, at another point in his memoir, Costello recalled how the guerrillas of Don 

Julian Sanchez ‘rendered more assistance to the cause of the British than all the Spanish troops’.167 

Whether this is genuine praise from Costello, or a demonstration of his low opinion of the Spanish 

troops, it is difficult to know. Costello recounted another incident regarding the guerrillas for his 

readers. Costello met an Irish cavalryman who had been captured by the French at Talavera. This 

man had been carried by a strong Spanish peasant, as the French apparently could not spare horses 

or mules to carry prisoners and so used local peasants to carry them. The peasant, with whom he 
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had conspired to help him escape, suggested that the soldier shave his head so that the peasant 

could attempt to pass him off as a priest. This seemingly worked and the Irishman then travelled 

with the guerrillas of Don Julian Sanchez before eventually meeting Costello, who was in a company 

sent to get supplies from the mountainous villages in Spain.168 This is a rare mention of the 

assistance provided to the British by the Spanish, something Costello rarely discussed. Grattan also 

often played down the Iberian role in the Peninsular War, showing a degree of anger at how the 

Portuguese and Spanish were celebrated and the British role made little of. He then attempted to 

correct this, stating that the British were the ones that fought the battles and the only thing that the 

Iberians did was to loot the bodies after or harass the enemy, making sure to present the Iberians as 

stupid and cowardly.169 This comes as no surprise to the reader, as we know that Grattan is a firm 

supporter of the British Army and has a good degree of both national and regimental pride. The 

British, in general, believed that the Spanish and Portuguese did not deserve to be celebrated and 

played down the role the guerrillas played, much like Grattan did, and Irish opinion seemed to 

generally fall in line with this.  

This story of the Irish cavalryman has echoes of another tale that was told to Costello by a 

fellow soldier from the 13th Light Dragoons while in hospital in Salamanca. The Dragoon fell in with 

the Spanish Guerrillas following his escape from French captivity. He told the story of the Spanish 

guerrillas, including their wives and daughters, massacring a group of French prisoners in vengeance 

of the losses they had suffered by the French.170 Spanish cruelty towards the French is a common 

theme in the history of the Peninsular War but it is important to note that while it is not certain that 

this event did happen, Costello believed it to be true and he wrote about it in his memoir, stating 

that it was ‘inhuman’ for the women to have joined in with the ‘slaughter.’171 This story may have 

already fit into Costello’s perception of the Spanish, and it is similar to how other British soldiers 

discussed such atrocities. Napier talked explicitly about the Guerrillas and equated them not to 

soldiers but to thieves, which further reinforces this idea of an ill-disciplined, barbaric paramilitary 

group. Napier wrote: ‘[r]egular armies have seldom failed to produce great men, and one great man 

is sufficient to save a nation; but where every person makes war in the manner most agreeable to 

himself, there will be more robbers than generals.’172 This is a damning verdict on the Spanish 

guerrillas, but one that seemed to have been a common British perception. However, while some 

British and Irish memoirists wrote of the guerrillas being unhelpful and savage, O’Neil wrote of 
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frequent incidents where the guerrillas actually murdered British troops, O’Neil himself being 

attacked while hunting pigs in the mountains.173 Both British and Irish accounts seem to perceive the 

Spanish Guerrillas in a similar manner, where the partisan war fought by the Spanish was proof of 

both the uncivilised nature of the Spanish and their natural inclination for murder. That this 

perception was the same for the British and Irish suggest the similarity of experience for soldiers of 

the British army.   

As has been seen, the Spanish and British, and seemly the Irish, hardly had an amicable 

relationship, especially amongst the allied troops. However, this dislike stretched to the Spanish 

population and this dislike also seems to have been mutual. Grattan quoted part of a speech of Ody 

Brophy’s to his officer Lt. D’Arcy (both Irishmen) that stated the Spanish ‘don’t like a bone in my skin, 

or in yours either.’174 Napier wrote that ‘the Spaniards, civil and military, evinced hatred of the 

British. Daily did they attempt or perpetrate murder’.175 At the Battle of Talavera the Sergeant did 

not mention, as Costello did, the wave of retreating Spaniards but focused on the local population’s 

failure to help the British in the days following the battle. The Spanish citizens would supposedly not 

give aid to the British troops or help to bury the dead that were rapidly decaying in the Spanish 

summer heat. Indeed, the only thing they did after the battle was to pummel any wounded 

Frenchmen to death, often having to be prevented from doing so by the British soldiers. ‘From that 

period their contempt and dislike of the Spaniards were never effaced.’176 James has noted that 

German narratives also depict Spain in a negative light and ‘condemned the “deceitfulness and 

cruelty of the Spanish”’, which suggest that the British Army, regardless of nationality, was unified in 

their perception of their Spanish allies.177 

Not all of the memoirs talk about the Spanish population negatively. Bell conceded that 

there were many robbers amongst the Spanish but that there was also a lot of honest people and 

those that loved the British. He even mentions one of these people, a Spanish woman named 

Leonora, who was generous and helped him out of a tight spot.178 Ross-Lewin also wrote differently 

about the Spanish; ‘[t]hey [Spanish] received us without enthusiasm, yet they were not uncivil; they 

gave us for our money what they had to dispose of, but evinced no zeal, no strong desire, to 

promote our views; it grieved them to the heart that the aid of strangers should seem necessary for 
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their deliverance from the tyranny and usurpation of a detested race.’179 The Scot Donaldson stated 

that he much preferred Cadiz and said that it was much cleaner than Lisbon.180  

Unfortunately, this view and experience seems to have been in the minority. Donaldson 

later comments that the Spanish ‘seemed to be a jealous-minded, vindictive, and cowardly race, 

grossly ignorant and superstitious.’181 Grattan and some fellow officers had to travel to Badajoz to 

meet up with the main army and wrote that Badajoz itself was apparently particularly inhospitable 

because of the ‘dogged rudeness’ of the Spaniards, and that ‘[c]ivility was not to be purchased on 

any terms’. A member of the detachment, though not named, was killed in the town over an 

argument with a muleteer.182 George Hennell remarked that when he attempted to reason with his 

men against plundering at Ciudad Rodrigo, they replied: ‘[i]t is the fortunes of war. Besides, who are 

for the damned Spaniards? They rob you when they can.’183 This highlights the frame of mind of 

many British soldiers during the Peninsular War; Hennell commented that the ‘Spaniards in a 

measure deserve it.’184  

As hinted at, this attitude had a terrible result when the British captured French-held 

Spanish towns. Napier portrayed a horrible image at Badajoz: ‘[s]hameless rapacity, brutal 

intemperance, savage lust, cruelty and murder, shrieks and piteous lamentations, groans, shouts, 

imprecations, the hissing of fires bursting from the houses, the crashing of doors and windows, and 

the reports of muskets’.185 Those were the sounds of Badajoz when the British entered the town. 

When recounting the dreadful siege, Grattan remarked that the soldiers wanted revenge which he 

blamed for their behaviour within the town itself.186 Grattan wrote that the capture of Badajoz had 

become an ‘idol’ for the men, a fact that Napier supported as he stated that ‘[t]he possession of 

Badajos [sic] had become a point of personal honour with the soldiers of each nation’.187 According 

to Grattan, the previous unsuccessful siege (in April-June 1811), the hostility of the town towards 

the British and the desire for plunder, heightened by the men’s experience of Ciudad Rodrigo, all led 

to this extreme desire for plunder and revenge. This, again, Napier supported.188 It must be 

reminded that Napier was published before Grattan, and we know from Oman that Grattan did copy 
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passages from Napier. This means that Grattan may have taken inspiration from Napier’s writings. 

Costello also remarked that there was a ‘prejudice’ against the inhabitants of Badajoz as they did not 

mount much of a defence when the French initially came to take the town.189 Costello wrote that 

actions were taken to punish the behaviour at Badajoz, with gallows erected, though it is not known 

if any Irishmen were punished on this occasion; Costello did not believe any men were executed 

there. 190 

The perception of the Spanish in the memoirs of British and Irish soldiers is predominantly 

negative and there does not seem to have been any large difference between the perceptions of 

British and Irish soldiers; both tended to perceive the Spanish as uncivilised and savage. It is 

particularly interesting that the Irish saw the Spanish in a similar manner, as the Irish were so often 

described as uncivilised by the English. The uniform of a British soldier as a unifying tool is also seen 

by the different perception of Spanish soldiers once they were wearing the uniform of the British 

soldierly. Ordinarily, the Spanish soldier was perceived as a more potent robber and murderer than 

as a disciplined soldier and the Spanish army were not held in high regard by either the British or 

Irish soldier. But, with the example of Blanco in the 95th, there is evidence that once the Spanish was 

not defined as an ‘Other’ by wearing the same uniform as the British, they were seen as a comrade. 

There is also evidence in the memoirs of how British and Irish soldiers felt about the contribution 

made by the Spanish and Portuguese in the war. This is seen especially in both Costello’s and 

Grattan’s attempts to downplay both the role of the Guerrillas, and as seen, the ability of the 

Portuguese soldiers, which were thought highly of by Wellington. This point of view was then 

‘enshrined’ in the British historiography of the Peninsular Wars, though historians such as John 

Lawrence Tone have attempted to even the playing field in recent scholarship.191 This shows how 

these memoirs, along with Napier, influenced British historiography of the Peninsular War. 

Were the Irish treated differently by the Iberians? 

One of the key questions of this thesis concerns whether the Irish experience differed from the 

British. The most significant aspect of a potential differing experience is the Irish and their 

interactions with the native Iberian peoples. As we have seen, the Irish largely perceived the Spanish 

and the Portuguese similarly to the British, but were the Irish treated any differently by the Spanish 

due to their nationality, and shared Catholicism? This is a suggestion that Gavin Daly makes, stating 
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that the Irish were treated differently, and more positively by the Iberians, due to their Catholic 

faith.192 Is there sufficient evidence in the memoirs to support this claim? 

Perhaps the most important evidence in the memoirs that suggest the Irish were treated 

differently by the Spaniards comes from the Memoirs of a Sergeant. During the winter of 1811, the 

Sergeant was charged with collecting articles of clothing from Lisbon with several others of his 

regiment. The men had a cart with them for this purpose, but, being unknowledgeable about the 

local geography and facing severe weather conditions, got the cart stuck in snow while travelling 

through a mountain pass. The men had to spend the night using the only shelter they had, huddled 

under the carts. The following morning, they came across a man driving two bullocks, and the 

Sergeant, thinking it a ‘happy omen’ (and remembering that the British were fighting for Portugal 

and the Portuguese) pressed the bullocks into service to pull the cart. When the man demanded 

proof of his authority, the Sergeant showed him his musket. The Sergeant completed his journey 

and, to his surprise, was arrested by the Provost-Marshal on his return and thrown into confinement 

with ‘some of the most ill-favoured vagabonds that ever infested man or beast.’ As it happened, 

British soldiers had been laying their hands on cattle simply to extort money from the owners and so 

Wellington had made a proclamation – one that the Sergeant had not heard in his absence – that 

such men were to be punished. The Sergeant was eventually released with no punishment; his 

comrades had gone to the bullock owner and pleaded on his behalf to drop the charges. They 

reminded the man that the Sergeant was young, had not been violent or asked for money and then, 

most importantly, stated that he was an Irishman and a good Catholic. The latter, especially with the 

passing of money between them, was ‘irresistible’.193 This is significant evidence that some Irish 

soldiers were treated differently by the Iberian population due to their nationality and Catholicism 

and had a potential significant advantage over other British soldiers. 

There are other examples of similar treatment. George Bell wrote that he received 

preferential treatment at a monastery he was billeted in because the monks knew he was an 

Irishman and they believed ‘all Irishmen [to be] Roman Catholics’.194 Donaldson remarked that he 

and his friend Dennis were bivouacked in a Spanish house together with the owner and his family. 

There they were treated almost as members of the family, and this Donaldson attributed to them 

being able to speak a little Spanish, and more importantly, Dennis’s status as a Catholic.195 If the Irish 

Catholic were seen in a more positive light due to their religion, this may have had benefits for them 
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on campaign, such as in this manner. Interestingly, this benefit was also conferred on Donaldson, a 

Protestant Scot, and this may suggest that other British soldiers benefitted from having Irish 

Catholics as comrades in arms. This is supported by Wheeler who wrote that if a British soldier 

wanted to become friends with an Iberian, they had to pass as an Irishman. The English were simply 

heretics and ‘[n]o good office can wipe out [that] foul stain’.196 Donaldson remarked that ‘so 

contaminated did they [Portuguese] consider us by heresy, that they would not drink out of the 

same vessel.’197 This idea that the soldiers of the British army were seen as heretics by the Iberian is 

supported by August Schaumann who commented on the Spanish perception of the British from a 

foreigner’s perspective. Despite his German nationality, he was treated similarly: ‘[the Spanish] do 

not regard us in the least as allies who are prepared to shed their blood for Spain; they simply look 

upon us as heretics. In our billets it is as much as we can do to get a glass of water.’198 

This does suggest that the Irish had a particular advantage over English or Scottish soldiers in 

the Iberian Peninsula, especially when an Irishman had an opportunity to explain and identify 

himself as an Irishman. Indeed, Harris remarked that the only words he could comprehend from a 

Portuguese shoemaker was ‘Bonos Irelandos, Brutu Englisa’ which suggests both the shoemaker’s 

opinion of the Irish and English, and also how often Harris must have heard it to be able to pick out 

those words.199 The Catholic religion provided a sense of togetherness with the Iberian people that 

Irishmen would often use to their advantage even when they were not personally Catholic.200 Snape 

has argued that the presence of Irish Catholics and the positive relationships they had with the 

Catholic Iberians helped in ‘easing the army’s relations with the Spanish and the Portuguese’ which 

may have been true.201 The Irish were not such an ‘Other’ as the Protestant English and yet there is 

no sense that the Irish were looked down upon, or disliked, by fellow British soldiers for using their 

Catholicism as an advantage in Iberia. This is supported by Kennedy’s research.202 This is intriguing 

and suggests that the sense of comradery that the British Army created – alongside the need to stick 

together to survive in what was often a hostile land – overrode any ill will towards the Irish or 

specifically of the Irish as Catholics. There is evidence that this was true of the army in India as well, 

which supports this idea of the foreign country forging disparate parts into a united army.203 
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However, there are incidents recounted in the memoirs that suggest there were times when 

a soldier being Irish did not matter. Costello referred to a time when several Riflemen were out 

foraging and came across a village. Here they asked to buy bread, but the Spaniards only offered it at 

an exaggerated price. The British soldiers, who were hungry and irritated by this poor conduct, 

seized a loaf and threw down the average price for bread. As the British were unarmed, the Spanish 

quickly became aggressive, and brandishing long knives shouted ‘“Muerte a los peros Ingleses” -- 

“Kill the English dogs!”’ Costello and his comrades only survived by the sudden appearance of men 

from the 43rd and 52nd regiments.204 Once again, the British soldiers’ disrespect for the Spanish, and 

the Spanish dislike of the British, is shown. Costello, an Irishman, was treated exactly the same as the 

rest of the British. Due to the Spaniards cry calling Costello and his comrades English dogs, it may be 

the case that the Spaniards were unaware that at least some of these redcoats were Irish. Indeed, it 

is likely that in an encounter such as this, there would have been little chance, and even less desire, 

for the Spanish to differentiate individuals and their nationalities. The red uniform would have 

ensured that these soldiers of differing nationality would have seemed as one, the British soldier. 

This shows how the uniform was a unifying element that would ensure a British soldier, regardless of 

nationality would have shared experiences, for good or ill. It at least shows that British troops were 

often treated similarly, simply due to the Spaniards sometimes being unable to differentiate 

different British cultures or nationality.  

There is also evidence that the Spanish would attack redcoats without seeming to care what 

nationality the redcoat was. During the spring of 1810 the Sergeant was travelling alone, and upon 

losing his way, he stumbled upon a clearing where he was suddenly attacked by three men, one of 

whom carried a large halberd. The Sergeant defended himself but was seemingly incapacitated by 

his injuries. These three Spaniards were not bandits as the Sergeant initially believed, but in fact 

cattle-owners who believed the Sergeant to have designs on their property and so attacked him. The 

cattle-owners then reported this to the commander of the regiment, Major M’Leod, who sent a 

party to investigate. When the Sergeant was found and recounted the incident, he requested that 

the cattle-owners be secured so that he might confront them before M’Leod. It is intriguing that the 

Sergeant felt he had the power to make such a request. This shows either the respect his fellow 

soldiers held for the Sergeant, or the frequency of such incidents and the freedom possessed by 

soldiers to defend themselves. The Sergeant defended himself successfully at an inquiry and as he 

was the only injured party, stated that he should be compensated for the cattle-owners’ actions, 

though the reader is not told exactly what this compensation entailed or how much.205 This is further 
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evidence that suggests that, at least at times, the Irish were treated as any other redcoat would have 

been and that being Irish offered no special treatment or protection. 

What is interesting is that the Irish were occasionally treated in a more positive manner by 

the Spanish than the English were treated, due to the prevalence of Catholicism amongst Irish 

soldiers. This is especially seen when an Irishman is able to identify himself as Irish but when this was 

not the case, the red coat on his back meant that he was treated the same as any British soldier. But 

this suggests that the Irish probably had a more positive experience of their time in Spain as they 

were not treated so poorly by the natives and were able to benefit from their perceived shared 

religion. Crucially, this did not seem to impact relations between Irish and British soldiers negatively, 

with robust links forming in despite of this treatment. Indeed, the common dislike of the Spanish 

and the soldiers being situated in a foreign country helped create a strong comradery between 

soldiers of the British army, regardless of nationality. 

The Soldiers’ Perception of the French 
 

The other significant foreign culture that Irish soldiers interacted with was that of their enemies, the 

French. And this interaction was much greater than merely facing them across a battlefield. There 

are examples of Irish soldiers communicating with French soldiers across picket lines and with 

French prisoners of war, as well as writing of French atrocities towards the civilians of the Iberian 

Peninsula. So how did the Irish perceive their enemies, and was this different to other British 

soldiers?  

Somewhat surprisingly, British soldiers seemed to prefer the company of Frenchmen to their 

allies and held them in higher esteem. Costello tells us of men from both the British and French 

armies meeting frequently at Rio Mayor, as soldiers from both armies would bathe in the river. Here 

the two enemies would race each other in the water, or have jumping matches, which Costello notes 

the British would almost always win. This was not just down to British patriotism, though; he blamed 

it upon the half-starved nature of the French and noted that the British would end up sharing rations 

and tobacco with these Frenchmen.206 This suggests a degree of comradery and shared experience, 

even amongst enemies. This is true not just of Costello’s account, as there are numerous examples 

of similar behaviour between British, Irish and French troops. Leach recounted a time when French 

soldiers gave a dragoon back his cloak after his patrol got too close to the French pickets and had to 

flee, with Leach noting that ‘[t]his was carrying on the war as it should be’.207 Bell remarked that 
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British and French pickets would share newspapers.208 Wheeler wrote that ‘it was no uncommon 

sight to see a British and French soldier picking apples from the same tree, with as much unconcern 

as if they were belonging to the same service.’209 Blakeney recounted sharing a flask of wine with 

French sentries.210 Napier also included an anecdote that followed a similar tune: 

‘On the 9th of December, the forty-third was assembled on an open space within twenty 

yards of the enemy’s out-sentry; yet the latter continued to walk his beat for an hour, relying 

so confidently on the customary system that he placed his knapsack on the ground to ease 

his shoulders. When the order to advance was given, one of the soldiers having told him to 

go away helped him to replace his pack, and the firing commenced. Next morning the French 

in like manner warned a forty-third sentry to retire.’211  

Harris did note that when he was in Lisbon after the Convention of Cintra (30 August 1808), three 

Frenchmen offered to drink with him in a tavern. He turned them down because he hated the 

French. He did seem to blame this on his youth however, so this may not have been his attitude later 

in the war.212 Meanwhile Leach noted that after the Convention of Cintra British and French soldiers 

would be seen ‘drinking, carousing, shaking hands, and walking arm in arm about Lisbon’.213  

This amiability between enemies would sometimes even stretch to friendship, especially in 

the case of one Irish soldier, Costello. Costello seemed to have made several friends of Frenchmen 

during his years in the Peninsula. In Badajoz he became friends with the Frenchman whom he had 

spared and another whom Costello befriended in the hospital after the battle.214 The British entered 

France towards the end of the war and Costello again demonstrated his view of the French. When 

the war was over the Rifles were billeted in Castle Sarazin, where the British and French got on well 

and competed against each other in friendly games. Costello even became good friends with a 

French sergeant of the 83rd, a friendship he put down to them both being Freemasons, the first time 

Costello ever mentions an affiliation with the group or indeed any political affiliation.215 This might 

suggest that the Irish and the French got on especially well in the Peninsula, but it seems like this 

may have been unique to Costello alone. 
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This all may seem surprising behaviour but soldiers at war did not always treat their enemy 

with disrespect and hatred. There are examples of similar comradery in the American Civil War, with 

the Union pickets sharing their crackers with Confederate soldiers and soldiers from the two armies 

even playing cards with each other.216 Indeed, Bourke has written that the assumption that soldiers 

had to hate their enemy, especially to kill them, has been shared by historians, psychologists and 

military commentators.217 And yet Bourke notes that less than thirty per cent of the US Eighth Air 

Force during the Second World War ‘expressed any sense of personal hatred for the enemy which 

made them want to kill.’218 Of course, no similar study can be made of Napoleonic War veterans, but 

it would be surprising if the numbers were significantly different. If anything, fighting the French in 

the Peninsula had the opposite effect – Donaldson remarked how British soldiers gained a 

considerably more positive image of the French fighting them on the field of battle than their 

countrymen did back home who still thought of the French as ‘pigmy, spider-shanked wretches, who 

fed on nothing but frogs and beef tea’.219 Daly seems to suggest that these positive relations 

between enemies was because the British saw themselves, the French and the Germans as more 

civilised than the Spanish and Portuguese.220 The fact that the Irish would also comment in a similar 

fashion, despite being seen as uncivilized by the English, is certainly interesting.221 

This geniality between French and British soldiers did not indicate a complete lack of 

suspicion, however – they were still at war. Costello also made sure to comment about Rio Mayor 

that ‘the captain knew his customers, for though playful as lambs, we were watchful as leopards.’222 

However, this all goes to show that the French and British did get along when not on the battlefield. 

There is an idea that because there was civility and honour amongst the French and British, they 

were seen as true ‘warrior types’ whereas the Spanish and Portuguese, who would skulk, assassinate 

and slaughter prisoners, were not. Bourke, in An Intimate History of Killing, wrote that in the World 

Wars bayonet fighting, aerial dogfights and sniping were seen as ‘exemplifying certain chivalrous 

codes (or recognized formalities, ceremonies and courtesies) involving honourable exchange, 

compassion and altruism at the same time as invoking reckless adventure and a high-minded disdain 

of death.’223 Indeed, ‘[c]hivalry, or the “spirit of the warrior”, demanded killing without hatred.’224 It 
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is possible that because the British and French treated each other civilly outside of combat, ensured 

prisoners were looked after and followed other rules of war they saw themselves as representing 

chivalry, whereas the Iberians did not and, therefore, were seen as uncivilized. Bell specifically uses 

the word ‘chivalrous’ in his discussion of relations between the British and the French.225 Simmons 

wrote of the French as ‘a brave and generous enemy’ and that their ‘humanity to the English 

prisoners is generous to the extreme.’226 It seems that in the Peninsula, the British ‘found in his 

military enemy a cultural ally of sorts.’227 Philip Dwyer suggests that this idea that the French were 

more civilised contributed to French violence against the Portuguese and Spanish.228 Daly proposes 

that this may be true of the British as well; ‘[i]n a land often deemed less than civilized, it was all too 

easy for British soldiers to act a little less than civilly.’229 Interestingly, as Pockett points out, Linda 

Colley’s argument in Britons saw Francophobia being key to the formation of British national 

identity, but there is very little sense of any significant anti-French feelings in either British or Irish 

memoirs.230  

However, this is not the complete picture, there was often condemnation of French acts of 

barbarity towards the Iberian civilians. The French army on the retreat from Torres Vedras ransacked 

the country through which they marched. Grattan said their ‘acts [were] more suited to a horde of 

barbarians than a European army.’231 These acts of barbarism were ‘disgraceful’ to Grattan and he 

included various examples of the destruction and cruelty.232 Grattan’s mention of the barbaric 

nature of the French (his choice of language continued in this vein throughout his retelling of this 

French retreat) was no doubt meant to suggest that the British, and possibly even the Irish, were 

more civilised. This falls in line with the discussion of the hierarchy of nations as discussed earlier. 

Douglas remarked on the barbaric nature of the French, noting that the French actions ‘would be a 

disgrace to the original inhabitants of New Zealand.’233 Crowe compared the French to animals, 

which echoes how Grattan and others wrote of the Portuguese, when he retold a story of what 

some French soldiers did to a previous houseowner. Crowe remarked that the soldiers ‘proved 

themselves true Frenchmen by having recourse to the instinct of the tiger and the monkey, as 
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assigned to them by their countryman Voltaire: they deprived their hapless victim of his ears, his 

nose, his lips, his eyelids, scooped out his eyes, and left him by the road side in this agonizing state, 

till death came to his relief.’234 Bell wrote that ‘[e]very man in a French army has the organ of 

destruction just over his eye; what he can’t use he will destroy from pure mischief’.235 Simmons 

wrote in numerous letters home of the French, in one referring to the French as ‘European savages’ 

but in possibly the strongest wording he wrote ‘[t]he French are certainly the greatest curse the 

Almighty ever sent into the world. Universal conquest and ruin of everything sacred and binding 

between man and man is their sole aim.’236  

The Sergeant recalled another incident of French savagery; the British advance came upon 

five hundred mules that had been hamstrung by the French and left to starve. He stated that the 

sight caused such anger in the British soldiers that if any prisoners had been taken at this point, it 

was likely that they would have received no mercy. The Sergeant called the man that carried out the 

order ‘inhuman’. He uses a particularly interesting phrase: ‘the spirit of cruelty once unchained, 

smote even the brute creation.’237 This may have a deeper meaning, and is even reminiscent of 

biblical language, suggesting that humans were this brute creation and found it too easy to unleash 

savagery and cruelty upon each other. This interpretation may suggest the Sergeant’s character at 

time of writing. But these accounts of French atrocities show that there was a negative perception of 

the French at times. But as Pockett states, ‘[t]he soldiers experienced waves of anti-French 

sentiment but only with regard to French atrocities… they respected and liked the French and saw 

them as equals’.238  

The perception of the French by Irish soldiers is certainly mixed. While they were at times 

seen as erstwhile enemies, both fighting in a hostile foreign land amongst uncivilised natives, they 

were also seen as barbarous and savage as a nation could be, with Irish accounts appalled at the 

behaviour of French soldiers towards the Spanish and Portuguese. This perception amongst the Irish 

is shared with their British comrades and suggests a shared experience. On the whole, however, the 

perception of the French was generally positive, and certainly more positive than the perception of 

the Spanish. Costello was able to make several friends amongst French soldiers, but it is unclear 

                                                           
234 Crowe, An Eloquent Soldier, p.33. 
235 Bell, Rough Notes, p.112. 
236 George Simmons, ‘Letter No. IX, 16th December 1810’ & ‘Letter No. XI, 26th March 1811’ in A British Rifle 
Man: The Journals and Correspondence of Major George Simmons, Rifle Brigade, During the Peninsular War 
and the Campaign of Waterloo, ed. Lt. Colonel Willoughby Verner (London, 1899), p.122, p.152. 
237 Memoirs, p.111. 
238 Pockett, ‘Soldiers of the King’, pp.56-57.  



149 
 

whether this was a peculiar Irish feat or whether it was unique to Costello and more research could 

be done in this area. 

Conclusion  
 

The Peninsula War would have been the first time many of these Irishmen would have seen the 

world outside of the British Isles. It would have been the first time they saw different cultures and 

societies and for this reason, as has been seen, their memoirs are similar to tourists’ accounts, filled 

with the awe of the wider world. Unfortunately, many of these Irishmen were not impressed by the 

native people of the Iberian Peninsula with their accounts filled with negative perceptions and 

experiences. This is especially true of Irishmen like Grattan, whose negative perceptions could 

certainly be described, at the very least, as xenophobic. It has also been seen that these negative 

perceptions of the Spanish and the Portuguese by the Irish was shared by other British soldiers and 

suggest that the redcoats saw their allies in a uniform manner. Both British and Irish accounts paint 

the Portuguese and Spanish poorly, especially in regard to the violence exhibited on French soldiers 

and prisoners. As Daly writes ‘[o]n one level, the violence was seen as a fundamental violation of 

enlightened and civilized rules of war. Yet further, in British [and Irish] minds it was symptomatic of a 

deeper Iberian culture of violence that set the Iberian peoples apart from ‘civilized’ nations.’239 As 

we have seen, both British and Irish soldiers saw themselves and the French as the civilized nations 

in the Peninsula. This view may have contributed to both French and British mistreatment of the 

Iberians, both soldiers and civilians. What is particularly significant is that this view seems to be that 

all British soldiers occupied the same step of the hierarchy of civilized nations, despite as seen, the 

fact that the Irish were so often pictured and imagined as less civilized than the other British nations. 

While the general trend in the perceptions of the Portuguese improved as the campaign went on, 

two Irish memoirs did not show any improving view of the Portuguese, but this was for their own 

particular reasons, and therefore, it is difficult to suggest that this was a common facet of Irish 

perceptions of the Portuguese.  

There is some evidence that the Irish had a more positive experience in interactions with the 

Iberians, as they were seen as fellow Catholics, regardless of the Irishmen’s actual religious doctrine. 

For this reason the Irish were treated better at times than other nationalities of the British army, 

who were seen as ‘heretics’. This might have ensured that the Irish experience of war in the 

Peninsula was actually better than their British comrades but, crucially, this did not impact relations 

between Irish and British soldiers. If anything, it improved the relationship between British and Irish 

                                                           
239 Daly, ‘”Barbarity more suited to Savages”’, p.243.  



150 
 

soldiers, and saw British soldiers rely on their Irish comrades to ensure more positive interactions 

between themselves and the native populations. However, despite this potential experience, the 

Irish perceptions of both the Portuguese and Spanish remained negative. As has been seen the view 

of the Spanish and Portuguese is that they did not prosecute the war in a civilised manner, but how 

did the Irish fight? That is the focus of the final chapter.  
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The Soldier: War, Honour and Stereotypes 
 

A soldier’s life inevitably includes blood. These Irishmen enlisted into the British army and sailed 

across the sea to prosecute war on a foreign soil. Therefore, it is inevitable that these soldier’s 

accounts talk of war and battle. That is the focus for this final chapter. To begin with there is an 

analysis of how these memoirs might fit into the construction or proliferation, intentionally or 

otherwise, of an Irish martial tradition, if such an article exists. The idea of a possible martial 

tradition will then be analysed, and this investigation will form much of the rest of the chapter. This 

Irish martial tradition is linked to ‘the nineteenth-century ideology of “martial races” - the belief that 

some groups of men are biologically or culturally predisposed to the arts of war.’1  

There are many stereotypes of the Irish soldier and this chapter will turn to many of its most 

common features in turn and study the memoirs to see if these accounts add to the construction of 

this stereotype and how, or whether the memoirs paint a different picture. The features under the 

microscope are the idea that Irish, or more generally Celtic, soldiers are more ferocious in combat 

than others, the character of the Irish rogue, a unique Irish humour, and finally, that the Irish soldier 

was stronger or hardier than many others. Situated within these main discussions is also the analysis 

of a possible code of honour amongst Irish soldiers. These discussions are not solely focused on the 

idea of a martial tradition but will also give significant information on how these Irishmen 

experienced their years of war, or at least, how they remembered how they experienced it. This will 

be key to understanding the Irish experience. Another important facet of the Irish martial tradition is 

how Irish soldiers compared to soldiers of other nationalities. This was a common discussion point in 

soldiers’ accounts and William Grattan talked at length about the differences between Irish, English 

and French soldiers. His discussion will form the basis of this conversation within this chapter due to 

the length he devotes to the topic. This viewpoint is also significant as it also depicts how an Anglo-

Irish officer perceived his Irish officers.  

 Finally, a discussion of a particular Irish soldier named Thomas Crawley will round out the 

chapter. This Irishman is of note as he was mentioned several times, and at length, in Edward 

Costello’s memoir and fits the stereotype of an Irish soldier remarkably well. So well in fact, that his 

inclusion could be fictional, which is discussed below. Regardless of how real Crawley was, Costello’s 

account can tell us much about how Irishmen were remembered and portrayed in memoirs and how 

these memoirs may have influenced the creation or proliferation of an Irish soldier stereotype.  
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Memoirs and an Irish Martial Tradition  
 

The first point of call is to attempt to ascertain whether any of these memoirs show a predisposition 

or desire to write of the Irish soldier in a positive manner and therefore, intentionally add to the Irish 

martial tradition. Then there will be an evaluation of what this Irish martial tradition was, and when 

it may have originated, before including examples of this possible tradition in the memoirs.  

One of the key memoirs in the discussion of Irish soldiers is Grattan’s Adventures with the 

Connaught Rangers due to his leadership role in arguably the most Irish of regiments found in the 

British army. But Grattan also became a prolific writer following his time in the army, appearing in 

print in the United Service Journal and writing several books, all with the aim of defending the 

reputation of his regiment, the 88th, or his old Third Division.2 This shows that one of the key themes 

of his memoir is his love of his regiment and his wish to defend it for posterity and therefore to write 

of the Irish soldier in a positive manner. This attempt to defend his regiment also means that he 

wrote about their achievements and painted his regiment in the best light. This may mean he may 

have had an unintentional impact on the construction of the Irish martial tradition, by writing about 

their prowess in battle, their humour, and high spirits. British officers often wrote handbooks that 

discussed martial races and their merits, and these were published in military journals and other 

places which helped further this idea of martial races and implant it into popular culture.3 The same 

could be said about the Irish with Grattan’s publications.  

When many of these memoirs were published there were also a number of works of fiction 

released that depicted cheerful, Irish rogues. Two examples include Charles Lever’s Charles O’Malley 

The Irish Dragoon and William Hamilton Maxwell’s Bivouac Or Stories of the Peninsular with the 

character of Major O’Connor. Charles O’Malley was published in 1841 which was the same year 

Costello’s memoir was first published with its own cheerful, Irish rogue in the character of Thomas 

Crawley, while Maxwell’s Bivouac was published earlier in 1837. It is entirely plausible that the 

release of such fiction may have helped influence the idea of an Irish stereotype or a martial 

tradition. Oman believes that the annals of the 88th were the inspiration for the stories of Charles 

O’Malley which suggest the relationships between memoir and fiction went both ways.4 However, as 
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discussed above and further debated below, it is difficult to decipher the complex relationship 

between stereotypes and reality. The role fiction may have had upon the creation of an Irish martial 

tradition is one that requires further research. But the existence of this fiction may hint that there 

was a popular image of the Irish soldier, and an understanding of a unique Irish martial tradition, 

already in existence by the time these memoirs were written and published.  

Another example of how the memoirs may have influenced this martial tradition is found 

within the preface of Blakeney’s memoir, as it is written by the editor who specifically mentioned his 

wish to show the valour of Irish soldiers, meaning that the editor may have had some sway over the 

retelling of Blakeney’s service to better show the strengths of the Irish soldier.5 Other memoirs talk 

more generally about their wish to show the bravery and valour of British soldiers, suggesting that 

they may have had no implicit desire to portray the feats of Irish soldiers, though many of these 

memoirs did still add to the Irish martial tradition whether intentionally or not.6 Other memoirs, for 

example, O’Neil’s, talk of their wish to portray war more accurately, and portray war for what it is, a 

dreadful plight on mankind.7 This may suggest that these memoirs would not focus on the 

characteristics and strengths of the Irish soldier in a typical sense but they still contribute to a Irish 

martial tradition. O’Neil is sure to tell his readers that it was a ‘powerful Irishman’ that was chosen 

for the important task of eliminating a French sentry, during a secretive mission to destroy a nearby 

dam.8 This shows that all these memoirs may have all had a part of play in the construction of the 

Irish martial tradition, though more research needs to be conducted to establish whether an 

uniquely Irish martial tradition existed during these soldiers service, or whether it was constructed 

prior to the Peninsular War. Were these memoirs adding to an already formed martial tradition or 

did they help in creating it?  

 
The idea of a uniquely Irish way of fighting – more commonly seen as a Celtic way of fighting 

– has been noted at various times. Irish warrior sagas such as the story of the great Irish hero Cú 

Chulainn or the Fenian Cycle date from the early medieval period, and classical writers wrote of the 

Celts’ love of battle. They noted the ‘hallowed characteristics of the Irish soldier – reckless daring, 

spectacular ferocity and indomitable courage.’9 And it is not just classical writers that have written of 

this Irish fighting spirit; General Richard Taylor of the Confederate States of America mused: ‘Strange 

people, these Irish! Fighting everyone’s battles and cheerfully taking the hot end of the poker’.10 
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Michael O’Dwyer in 1925 compared the Irish to the Sikhs and stated that both had a ‘sheer love of 

fighting’.11 Colonel Robert Crauford (later commander of the Light Division in the Peninsular in which 

the 95th Rifles, and therefore Costello himself, served) at the battle of New Ross in 1798 stated ‘I 

never saw any troops attack with more enthusiasm and bravery than the [Irish] rebels.’12 It has often 

been believed that the Irish were ‘innately combative’ and one popular saying, even during the 

World Wars, was that ‘Irishmen were born either soldiers or monks’.13 It is suggested that Gaelic 

society had always placed a high value on martial skills and ‘of applauding the man in arms, the hero 

who displayed “reckless bravery”’, and a ‘love of violence’ was a frequent attribute given to the Irish 

by Englishmen.14 The Irish migrant population of Liverpool were seen as having a ‘propensity to 

violence’ by contemporaries and ‘[v]iolence was central to the Irish stereotype constructed by 

Victorians’ which was popularised by the popular press.15 The Confederate way of fighting during the 

American Civil War was the mass assault and this was seen as ‘a vestige of the region’s violent Celtic 

heritage’, showing how far this potential myth could travel.16 From a memoir of our period, John 

Shipp wrote of the Irish that ‘as for fighting, they were the very devils.’17 This all suggests that a 

belief in an Irish martial tradition existed throughout much of history.  

Writing of another Celtic group, Bourke notes how, even in the 1970s, ‘it was believed that 

Scottish troops were consistently aggressive and victorious.’18 This speaks of the strength of the 

martial race theory concerning Scottish soldiers, and more specifically, Scottish Highlanders. This 

was a belief that seemingly originated in the mid-eighteenth century, with a French pamphlet after 

the battle of Fontenoy commenting that ‘the Highland furies rushed in upon us with more violence 

than ever did sea driven by tempest.’19 This was furthered by Highlander service in the British wars 

in North America where they demonstrated ‘dash and élan in attack’ and, as Trevor Royle states, 

forged the legend of the Highlander warrior in British employ.20 As the Seven Years War was the first 

time large-scale recruitment for the British army was tried in the Highlands, this legend of the 

Highlander was in existence throughout their service in the British army.21 This Scottish martial 
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tradition can also be found in Irishmen’s accounts of the Napoleonic Wars, showing how even the 

Irish helped further this image. O’Neil wrote of a Highlander piper who despite being injured 

continued to play his bagpipes to inspire his fellow soldiers.22 This tale of the piper also finds itself 

within the pages of Ross-Lewin’s memoir.23 The martial prowess of Highlanders was supposed to 

come from their “fiery Celtic blood”’ which may suggest that the Scots and the Irish were perceived 

similarly.24  

However, there is a significant aspect where they differ, in terms of British perception of 

these two Celtic nations. Scotland, and specifically the Highlands, saw themselves celebrated by 

Victorian England, be it from Sir Walter Scott’s novels to Queen Victoria’s own patronage and love of 

the Highlands, to the point of purchasing Balmoral.25 Sir Walter Scott, and other distinguished 

authors such as Robert Burns, helped cultivate a Highland tradition that dictated a form of Scotland 

to their readers which was more or less what their readers now wanted, and expected, to see.26 This 

celebration, and cultivation, extended to the Highland soldiers, in their kilts and well-documented 

success on the battlefield culminating in them being considered the ‘good’ Celtic heroes, no doubt 

helped by the majority of Scottish soldiers being Protestant. Ireland on the other hand, was seen as 

a threat to the Empire, especially with rising nationalist movements and Catholic emancipation.27 

Indeed, Streets notes that ‘the reputation of Highland soldiers grew most popularised and 

unassailable in the same period that Irish Catholic nationalism came to be regarded as increasingly 

threatening to British internal and imperial security.’28 This seems to have been the key reason why 

the Scottish martial tradition became more celebrated within Britain than the Irish tradition, despite 

the Irish serving in greater numbers than the Scots. Another advantage that the Highlanders had was 

the use of the kilt worn by Highland regiments, this was ‘an attempt to create a distinctive variation 

on the Highland cloak’ which made the Highlanders stand out.29 When the English banned tartans 

after 1745, the Highland regiments were exempt ensuring that the kilt was tied to a distinctive, 

martial Highland tradition.30 The Irish regiments had no such assistance. But Streets also points out 

that the Highland soldiers had another benefit and that was that regardless of regional birth, any 
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Briton could potentially become a Highlander by adopting Highlander martial traits. ‘Even without a 

biological claim to Highland blood, one could “convert” and still reap the benefits.’31 This was not the 

case with Irish soldiers, nor, as has been seen with how the Irish were portrayed in mainland Briton, 

would it be likely many Britons would have wanted to identify as Irish. This might hint why the 

martial traditions of Ireland were, and still are, less popularised than Scotland.  

However, as has been seen, there seems to have been a long history of an Irish martial 

tradition but there is also evidence of an Irish martial reputation being recognised and understood 

by contemporaries. There are examples of Irish politicians using the martial reputation of Irish 

soldiers in their speeches, especially when debating the Catholic question.32 In a speech to the 

Catholic Committee, politician Daniel O’Connell stated about the famed Irish soldier; ‘that no better 

soldier can anywhere be found than the Irish Catholic peasant. Whenever the Irish soldier has been 

engaged, he was always found foremost in danger, and the last to retreat, and ever his calumniators 

must admit that in battle he cometh to the charge most manfully.’33 It should be remembered that 

O’Connell was hoping to gain rights for the Irish Catholic and invoking their contribution to the 

British state through their enlistment and service in the army would have helped his position. 

Indeed, in the same speech O’Connell argued that anyone who impeded the Irish Catholic from 

joining the army ‘virtually becomes an ally of Napoleon Bonaparte.’34 But this shows the length to 

which this Irish martial character was believed, and disseminated, amongst society. Regardless of 

the actual truth of an Irish martial advantage, societies from France to the United States of America, 

and from the medieval period to the US Civil War, believed that the Irish made excellent warriors. 

This view of the Irish warrior is continued within the memoirs. 

Two images of this Irish warrior come from the account of George Bell. He wrote of two Irish 

officers who would have made excellent characters in a modern movie’s action scene and could 

have been seen by his readers as the stereotypical Irish soldier. The first was Brigadier-General Sir 

Robert O’Callaghan who Bell describes as ‘a brave soldier, and a powerful Irishman’. O’Callaghan 

‘carried a big sword, and used it at times with great effect, slashing the heads of Frenchmen in the 

“Donnybrook Fair” style… upon one occasion, when his sword was shattered in his hand, he got hold 

of a big shillelagh  and laid about him like a thresher with a flail, and never afterward gave it up’.35 
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This is quite an image and suggests the fierce, somewhat crude, flavour of the Irish approach to 

combat and could fall into the Irish martial tradition mentioned above. The other soldier Bell wrote 

of was Captain Irvine, another ‘brave’ Irishmen – ‘[h]e was a capital shot with a stone, and a very 

strong, able, active man, left-handed, who delivered his shot with such force and accuracy that he 

would knock a fellow into next week.’36 How true is this tale of a Irishman going into a Napoleonic 

battle with a handful of stones is unknown, but once again it paints this image of the Irish soldier 

that no doubt helped fire the imaginations of Bell’s readers. Bell also remarked in his memoir that 

‘Paddy is the only man I ever met who fights for fun; he is… very unruly’.37 In Cooper’s memoir, he 

explicitly remembered a time when he saw an Irishman run his bayonet into a French soldier with 

such strength that he could not remove it and had to leave it in the Frenchman.38 The fact that 

Cooper remembered it was an Irishman, and felt the need to tell his audience, is an example of 

nineteenth century soldier memoirs continuing this tradition of an Irish martial image. Similarly, 

Ross-Lewin is sure to tell the reader that it was an ‘athletic Irishman, armed with a heavy club’ that 

was chosen to eliminate a French sentry prior to an attack of the Nive.39 The fact that these 

memoirists specifically remembered these heroes as Irish, and is sure to tell the audience, shows 

that these memoirs helped reinforce this Irish martial tradition. 

The memoirs did not only talk of individual Irish heroics on the fields of Iberia. Grattan wrote 

of the 88th as a regiment that excelled on the various battlefields of the Iberian Peninsula. At the 

Battle of Fuentes d’Onoro, as the 88th regiment marched down the street, they were greeted by 

cheers from other British troops, but the Irish made no reply. Grattan remarked: ‘[t]hey were placed 

in a situation of great distinction, and they felt it… but although their feelings were wrought up to 

the highest pitch of enthusiasm, not one hurrah responded to the shouts that welcomed their 

advance.’ He also noted that ‘[t]here was no noise of talking in the ranks; the men stepped together 

at a smart trot, as if on a parade’. Grattan wished to demonstrate the extent to which the 88th were 

a disciplined unit of men, as he so clearly thought soldiers should be. Grattan oversaw the company 

that led the attack; just as they saw the enemy, Grattan turned, and the men gave him a cheer ‘that 

a lapse of many years has not made me forget’. This is the first time the soldiers in this account 

sound like men and not a machine. He noted that the men ‘did not look as men usually do going into 

close fight’ – they were pale, supposedly from their march rather than from fear, and were the 
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‘picture of everything that a chosen body of troops ought to be.’40 Grattan wrote how the 88th 

pushed into the village to support the Highlanders that fought around the church, and their 

appearance ‘soon changed the state of affairs’.41 There is no shortage of bravado in this account 

from Grattan, who certainly wished to ensure the reader knew the extent to which the 88th were the 

heroes of the battle. However, Grattan was not the only one to remark in such a way. A letter from a 

member of the 88th to the Dublin-based newspaper Freeman’s Journal suggested that due to the 

‘good fortune of the 88th’ the regiment only lost thirty men in the fight.42 While this could be an 

exaggeration, it is interesting that the 88th’s achievements were being published, and potentially 

celebrated, in Ireland and while not the focus of this thesis, further research should be conducted on 

this possible relationship. The 88th also received praise from Leach in his memoir, who noted that 

‘Pat made excellent use of powder, ball and bayonet.’43 This shows that the 88th’s actions at Fuentes 

d’Onoro were worthy of praise and that Grattan was not simply embellishing the account for his own 

readers. This shows how he, and other memoirists, were assisting in building the martial recognition 

of the 88th.  

Grattan also wrote significantly about the disciplined nature of the 88th and hints that this 

was the reason for their ability on the battlefield. He was not the only memoirist to raise the 

prospect of discipline and the role it played; another Anglo-Irish officer was to comment that ‘[t]he 

British soldier is a disciplined biped. Discipline is the sure means of conquering, without which 

bravery is useless; and ours was an army always ready to go into action, not to be driven.’44 But 

Grattan certainly focuses on discipline to a greater detail than most. This is an important facet of his 

description of Irish soldiers. Glover does note that the 88th ‘was one of the most efficient and strictly 

disciplined regiments in the army’ which seems to support Grattan’s focus.45 As mentioned, Grattan 

often wrote of his men like cogs in a machine and this is indicative of a line of thinking that many 

military men held at this time. Line Regiments were seen as ‘cogs in a machine’ by many men, 

including Dundas, author of Principles of Military Movements, Chiefly Applied to Infantry, and 

especially by supporters of the Prussian style of warfare.46 Therefore, discipline and practised 

manoeuvres were integral to a regiment’s fighting ability. The French army believed that drill ‘helped 

maintain alert minds’, keep up morale and keep away idle thoughts onset by boredom and inactivity, 

and this was no doubt a similar thought for those that supported strict discipline in the British Army 
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as well.47 Grattan himself used this ‘mechanisms’ metaphor in his own work and shows Grattan view 

of how the army worked: 

‘A regiment is a piece of mechanism, and requires as much care as any other machine whose 

parts are obliged to act in unison to keep it going as it ought. If a screw or two be loose, a 

skilful hand will easily right them without injuring the machine; but if it falls into the hands 

of a self-sufficient ignorant bungler, it is sure to be injured, if not destroyed altogether; and 

as certain as the daylight, if it is ever placed in a situation where it must from necessity be 

allowed to act for itself – where the main spring cannot control the lesser ones much less 

the great body of the machine – it will be worse than useless – worse than a log – not only in 

the way, but not to be depended upon!’48  

Grattan must have thought that the machinery metaphor would resonate with his reading audience. 

While stating that each part of the machine was important, Grattan emphasised the officers in the 

metaphor, either as the skilful hand or the bungler but also the main spring, though it could be read 

as the NCOs constituting the ‘main spring’. This suggests what Grattan believed made a good soldier 

and why he is sure to comment upon the disciplined nature of the 88th when remarking on the 

strengths of the Irish soldier. This is not the traditional form of an Irish martial tradition, but this is 

the form that Grattan seemed to want to portray, showing a possible route where the memoirs 

differed from the stereotype. 

Grattan would continue to have a heavy focus on discipline throughout his memoir. In fact, 

he placed discipline above all things, stating that ‘the grand secret in a good marching, good fighting, 

or loyal regiment, one not given to a habit of deserting, is being well commanded’.49 He put the 

efficiency of the corps entirely upon the heads of the officers, including himself. He praised Wallace, 

claiming that he was the perfect officer to lead the 88th and that despite being a Scot, Wallace knew 

exactly how to deal with Irishmen.50 This is a curious remark, but unfortunately there is little sense of 

his opinion of the Scots in his memoir. It does seem to suggest that the Scots and Irish were similar 

to some degree, in that Wallace knew how to deal with Irishmen because he was a Scot. Grattan 

heaped praise upon Wallace, asserting that he should have been head of a division, and it is clear 

that he thought highly of his Colonel. He stated that Wallace knew how to command his men, 

especially in high stress situations, staying calm and telling his men what to do.51 This all goes to 
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show the emphasis Grattan placed on discipline and the officers in the regiment. It was down to the 

officers, including himself, that the regiment performed well. It had nothing due to any Irish martial 

tradition, or even maybe in despite of the regiment being Irish, that it performed well in the field of 

battle.  

The 88th is not just remarked upon by Grattan who obviously may hold some bias towards 

them as they were his regiment. We have seen that reports of the 88th made the Irish newspapers, 

but other memoirists also commented upon the 88th. George Bell, another Anglo-Irish officer, wrote 

this of the 88th: ‘the 88th regiment , or Connaught Rangers, passed by as merry as larks, singing and 

cracking their Irish jokes, regular bronze fellows, hard as nails, and as ready for a fight as for a ration 

of rum…. I knew they were crack regiment, and esteemed them for their remarkable bravery at all 

times.’52 Bell certainly paints a different picture of the 88th than Grattan and uses similar language to 

that used to describe the Irish soldier stereotype more generally. They are described as ‘merry’ and 

references to both their humour, strength and hardiness are found in this statement. Due to the 

later publication date of Bell’s memoir, it could certainly be expected that he might have been aware 

of the Irish martial tradition. This may mean that his memory of the 88th was reinforced by or 

reflected this martial tradition and that this memoir may have helped solidify this tradition.  

Another example of the memoirs describing Irish prowess on the field is at the battle of El 

Bodón. Grattan described the 88th being split off from the rest of the Division; they may have been 

cut down by a large number of French Dragoons, but the quick thinking of the officers and the men 

saw them break through a wall and rejoin the division.53 This event is worth mentioning as it 

exhibited the intelligence and determination of this Irish regiment to save themselves. They had no 

orders and it seemed like they had been forgotten, but the ‘great coolness of the men and the 

intelligence and gallantry of the officers’ saw the regiment make it to safety. This reflected well on 

the Irish regiment, though Grattan himself stated that ‘nothing tends more to bring the energies of 

men into action than their seeing clearly the danger that they are placed in, and the consciousness 

that their only means of escaping it depends upon their firm reliance on themselves.’54 Though 

Grattan here suggested that this action by the 88th would mostly likely have been the same as any 

other group of soldiers attempting to escape their potential deaths, it is still significant that he 

included Irish soldiers showing a natural instinct on the battlefield, possibly strengthening this image 

of the Irish making natural soldiers.   
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Similarly, Grattan included many accounts of the bravery and daring shown by Irishmen of 

the 88th. At the siege of Badajoz Grattan reported the loss of many fine men. He noted that he was 

given the command of thirty-two sappers but after a week, he only had seven men left under his 

command. He commented: ‘I lost some of the bravest men I ever commanded’. It is not clear 

whether all these sappers came from the ranks of the 88th, and therefore we cannot be sure of their 

nationality, but Grattan did say that at least three of them were from the 88th. These men were 

Williamson, Bray and Macgowan, men Grattan called ‘heroes’, as they would run forward with fresh 

gabions (protective wooden shields used to protect men working in the trenches) whenever the 

previous ones had been destroyed. This they did for eleven successive nights.55 Grattan showered 

these men with laurels in his memoir. Not only did these men risk their life again and again, but they 

risked them to ensure the protection of their comrades in the trenches showing the extent which 

these men felt comradery for their fellow soldier.  

Grattan also wrote of the heroics of the 88th at the siege of Ciudad Rodrigo. The Forlorn 

Hope for the grand breach was led by Lieutenant William Mackie of the 88thand was made up of 

twenty volunteers from the 88th.56 Grattan then tells the reader of the attempt by three men of the 

88th to seize the gun that was causing such destruction to the British. This account showed the 

bravery of these men, especially as Grattan had been careful to describe how dangerous the attack 

would be, and how well-defended the French gun emplacement. The story is written to present the 

most glory to the men of the 88th. As mentioned in the introduction, these memoirs often had 

significant narrative elements, of which this is perhaps one of the more obvious. Grattan crafted a 

story which would not have been misplaced within a novel. For this reason, we must be aware of any 

potential exaggeration. The three men valiantly fought off the five defending Frenchmen, and one 

named Swan was left bleeding to death after seeing his left arm severed in the struggle. We are not 

told what became of him. Kelly, almost certainly an Irishman, saved Swan’s life and killed two of the 

French gunners. As told by Grattan, this action opened the breach for the rest of the regiments and 

led to the capture of the fortress.57 For Grattan this was a significant event that culminated in the 

taking of Ciudad Rodrigo. He described the taking of Ciudad Rodrigo ‘as one of the most finished 

military exploits upon record, and a chef d’œuvre of the art of war.’58 Therefore for one of the 

turning points of this masterpiece of a battle to be brought about by his own regiment’s actions was 

a moment for the celebration, and Grattan conveys this particularly well. This was a celebration of 

his regiment, but also, indirectly, a commemoration of Irish soldiers and their bravery, strength and 
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sacrifice in fighting for the British Army. This would fit into the idea of him creating a narrative in 

which the 88th is the hero. However, it is important to state that in the entire retelling of Busaco, one 

of the 88th’s finest moments in the Peninsula, Grattan does not refer to the 88th as Irish and there is 

no suggestion of their nationality, suggesting that Grattan either did not want to write of their 

nationality, at least in times of their triumph, or did not see the 88th as Irish.59 He may also simply 

not have seen their nationality as relevant. This hints that Grattan was not purposely attempting to 

further any Irish martial tradition and instead places the 88th on this pedestal to celebrate the 

officers, including himself, who led and trained these Irishmen. Curiously, Grattan did not mention 

any particular tales of personal bravery. In fact, Grattan does not mention his own part in the battles 

at all, possibly hinting that this memoir is not written to celebrate his own achievements but those 

of others. It may also suggest that he himself did not play much of a role in the battle. On one side, 

Grattan’s memoir is a history of his regiment but on another it is a narrative full of daring heroes and 

cheerful scoundrels. 

The biggest issue of the identifying of a unique Irish martial tradition is separating it from 

any possible British martial tradition. Many of the memoirs talk of the British soldier’s prowess in a 

similar manner to how they discuss the Irish and it is often difficult to establish the nationality of 

these soldiers. For example, Bell wrote that ‘[w]hen the British soldier is let loose in the field with all 

his steam up, the difficulty is to keep him in heck, to stop his onward rapidity. When he sees the 

enemy in his front, he fights for his Queen, fights for old England, fights for victory, and always 

wins.’60 This would seem to hint at British soldiers, not particularly Irish, and yet brings up the 

potential ferocity of the British soldier, a trait that is often given to Irish soldiers. Bell also noted that 

‘[t]here were in those days a chivalry, an esprit de corps amongst officers and men never to be 

absent if possible when there was a chance of a brush with the enemy; it was a point of honour not 

to be denied by any trifling illness’.61 This once again hints that throughout the British army there 

was a desire to fight the enemy, and that this was an aspect that cannot be simply put down to an 

Irish trait. This suggests the difficulty of navigating this idea of identity and martial tradition and it 

falls outside the scope of this thesis to truly attempt to chart the possible construction of a British 

martial tradition and separate from it an Irish martial tradition.  

But it is clear that the memoirs do seem to hold an idea of an Irish martial tradition. They 

often specifically refer to Irish feat of arms and are sure to tell the reader that the soldier or soldiers 

were Irish. It is also clear how the memoirs can differ in how they approach Irish at war. Grattan 
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attempts to focus the discussion on to Irish soldiers on the discipline enforced onto them in the 88th, 

and this, along with the officers, is what made the 88th, and therefore Irish soldiers in general, excel 

on the battlefield. Despite this, Grattan still plays into the general definition of the Irish martial 

tradition by portraying their bravery and decisiveness on the battlefield. While some of the specific 

aspects of this tradition will be discussed below, there is evidence that these memoirs were either 

unconsciously aware of an Irish tradition at the time of writing, purposely adding to this tradition 

through a desire to support and further this tradition or assisting in the creation of an Irish martial 

tradition. In my opinion, there was already a sense of an Irish martial tradition, as shown by the 

history of the image of the Irish warrior and the release of fiction containing elements of this 

tradition. These memoirs were adding to this tradition, though it is difficult to know whether this 

was consciously or subconsciously, though it is likely to be a mixture of both.  

Comparison between Irish and Other Soldiers 
 

As has been seen, the memoirs spent a considerable amount of time talking about Irish soldiers, but 

they also often compared them to soldiers from other nationalities. As an officer in charge of 

Irishmen, it should come as no surprise that Grattan spent a significant portion of his memoir 

addressing their capabilities and traits as soldiers. However, it seems to have been a general trend 

amongst literary works produced by British soldiery after the Napoleonic Wars, that there was a 

need to highlight the strengths of British soldiers. Napier, for example, in his History wrote that ‘[i]t 

has been said British soldiers are less intelligent, and less able to sustain privations than the soldiers 

of any other nation: this is one of many vulgar errors promulgated respecting them. That they should 

be constantly victorious, and yet have inferior military qualifications, does not appear a logical 

conclusion’.62 Bell wrote that ‘[t]he whole world at this time could not produce a nobler specimen of 

a soldier than the British; - quick to orders, calm and resolute in danger, obedient and careful of his 

officers in all peril; he will go to the front, even to the muzzle of the gun, fighting his way until blown 

to eternity.’63 The Enlightenment helped contribute to a view that nationhood and identity were 

bound up with the appearance, behaviour, fighting style and ability of a nation’s soldiers.64 Certainly, 

Napier compared the British soldier to the French, Germans and Russians, though predictably the 

British came out on top.65 It was not unusual for Grattan, therefore, to compare his Irish soldiers in 
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this manner. This comparison can give an idea of how Irish soldiers were perceived and their 

strengths and weaknesses while on campaign. This might all give insights into their own experiences.  

Firstly, how Grattan discussed the French and British soldiers will be analysed. He wrote ‘the 

former, cautious, temperate, and frugal, ever with something valuable about him; the latter the 

most unthinking, least cautious, and intemperate animal in existence, with seldom a farthing in his 

pocket, although his pay is three times greater than the others.’66 There is no comment here about 

the fact that French soldiers were mostly civilians conscripted and therefore part-time soldiers with 

a life to return to after the war, whereas the British mostly signed up for life, and therefore were 

professional soldiers with nothing but more war and service to look forward to. This would have 

impacted their approach and opinions towards plunder and money and would no doubt have been 

the main cause behind these differing behaviours. Grattan, however, suggested that these qualities 

were interlinked with nationality. It is also interesting that he gave the better traits to the French, 

which is unexpected; he even called the British soldier an ‘animal’, language that was nearer to that 

previously used to describe the Irish and Portuguese. However, the traits that Grattan used such as 

‘cautious’ to describe the French, shows that he believed the British made better warriors; they 

were more ferocious, and this was the reason they could beat the French. Indeed, Simmons wrote of 

the French ‘[t]hey are certainly brave men, but do not like close quarters. When charged by Britons 

they run off.’67 However, this was not a universal view as Donaldson commented that the French 

were ‘remarkably brave soldiers.’68 Grattan continued, noting that there was no such thing as 

perfection and that the French and British soldiers excelled in different areas. Grattan was not the 

only one that sometimes gave the better qualities to the French, Bell commenting that the French 

had ‘a little more science in war than the soldiers of our country’ and suggested this meant that the 

French were likely to retreat if they saw the battle going badly, whereas the British would fight on 

regardless.69 This general feeling that the British were more ferocious and less likely to back down is 

also exemplified by Blakeney who wrote ‘[t]hat Britons will fight to the last – that is, while they can 

stand – is well known; and it was this determination that caused Napoleon at the battle of Waterloo 

to say that the English were beaten according to every rule of war, but did not know it.’70 As the 
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British were the victors however, it seems safe to say that the memoirists did not feel too 

unpatriotic with these comments.  

Within these comments, Grattan also seemed to suggest that French soldiers were more 

intelligent and forward-thinking with their money. He noted that he knew a British soldier who had 

managed to capture one thousand three hundred dollars and yet had spent it all in less than a year. 

This same man was then tried for his life for highway robbery and was only spared the gallows by 

the alibi of a Portuguese woman. Clearly this man was a bit of a rogue, though the suggestion here 

by Grattan is that all British soldiers were similar. Grattan then stated: ‘[u]nder similar circumstances 

a French soldier would have hoarded up his treasure, and, on his return home, dressed like a 

gentleman, and gone to all the dancing houses in the neighbourhood.’71 Grattan was a subaltern 

officer, and he lived from one pay packet to the next.72 Coss writes that an officer’s annual expense 

would often be between £400 and £500, whereas a subaltern officer in 1804 only made £129 a 

year.73 Seeing the way in which the private British soldier squandered his money may have been 

hard for Grattan, as he himself was constantly low on funds. It is also worth remembering here that 

Costello gained a significant sum at Vittoria yet left the army penniless, so Grattan may have had a 

point. This led to Grattan believing that the French shone in managing their rations whereas the 

British soldier outclassed the French in pitched battle. This, Grattan thought, was the significant 

difference between the two.74  

These examples have seen Grattan comparing the French to the British soldier, but he also 

specifically compared the French, English and the Irish. Grattan compared the Irish to the French, 

stating that the French were ‘the best marchers in Europe’ but that ‘an army composed exclusively 

of Irishmen would outmarch any French army as much as I know they would outfight them.’75 This is 

high praise from Grattan, as France’s success, especially in the case of Napoleon’s Ulm campaign, 

was arguably down to their ability to outmarch and outmanoeuvre their opponents.76 Crowe, 

another officer of an Irish regiment, commented that ‘[t]he Irish lads are excellent marchers’, 

demonstrating that Grattan was not alone in this view.77 Grattan placed the French ability to march 

on their gaiety and a Frenchman’s ability to govern both his demeanour and his stomach to 

whatever the circumstances demand. However, he stated that ‘[a]n Irishman is to the full as gay as a 
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Frenchman’, and the Irish, if not having the French wit, had ‘the rich humour of his own country’. 

This perhaps implied that Irish humour was not especially clever, but was still greater than that of 

the English, who Grattan suggested were humourless; ‘[w]e had a few Englishmen in my corps, and I 

do not remember ever to have heard one of them attempt a joke.’78 This shows the extent that 

humour, and therefore good morale, was essential for both productivity and survival in army service 

at this time. The role of humour will be discussed in further detail below, but it in useful to see how 

Irish, English and French troops were compared and that this did not just focus on physical traits but 

also mental, and how these mental characteristics differentiated between a good or a bad soldier 

and differed between nationalities.  

Grattan clearly believed that French soldiers were some of the best in the world and that the 

Irish were on a par with them, though he was careful to state that this was his opinion, and that 

some of the best regiments in the army were English. But he believed that if it came to it, and the 

army had to march with no shoes or rations, the 88th would outmarch them all.79 This may have just 

been a case of regimental pride, Grattan saying that his soldiers were the best. If his soldiers were 

the best, this would reflect positively upon himself and the other officers. But many of the qualities 

of these Irish soldiers rested upon ‘national’ Irish traits so that Grattan was essentially stating that 

the Irish made for natural soldiers. It may be that he was proposing that the Irish could be useful and 

a benefit to the Empire, if given proper discipline, but it is likely that he genuinely thought that the 

Irish made excellent soldiers.   

With this comparison it is clear that Irish soldiers, at least in Grattan’s estimation, were some 

of the best in the world and that this was largely due to their nationality. It is difficult to see how this 

did not further the image of the Irish martial tradition. For Grattan to compare Irish and French 

troops on marching, as stated the key to many of Napoleon’s victories, and for the Irish to come out 

on top suggests that the Irish made natural soldiers. Regardless of the obvious bias that Grattan 

would have had in describing the soldiers of the 88th in this manner, it no doubt would have 

furthered the martial image of the Irish.  

The Fierce Irish Soldier 

This thesis has discussed the Irish martial tradition and one significant aspect of this tradition was 

the idea of a Celtic savagery. But do the memoirs detail this savagery in more detail, and does this 

hint that savagery was a characteristic of the Irish soldier, and his experience of war? As discussed 

above, the Irish were often equated with violent behaviour, and this image was popular at the time 
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of publication for many of these memoirs. The aim is less to establish that Irish soldiers were more 

ferocious, but whether these memoirs use similar language when talking about Irish deeds on the 

battlefield. That would then hint that the memoirs were assisting in correlating savagery with the 

Irish stereotype and the Irish martial tradition.  

There are examples in the memoirs that equate the Irish with a violent temperament and a 

hot-headedness. Bell wrote concerning a dispute, ‘the blood of St. Patrick was roused; these gentle 

creatures, whose trade was killing and slaying, did not require much fuel to get up their steam.’ If 

Bell is to be believed, it did not require much for an Irishman to show his ferocity. Wheeler also 

suggested that the Irish were particularly quarrelsome. He recounted an incident in which an Irish 

officer had a row with one of his men and suggested that if it were not for the epaulets on his 

uniform he would have punched the man and shown him that he had ‘an iron fist.’80 Of the same 

officer, Wheeler wrote: ‘sometimes his fits of passion would lead or drive him into acts of violence 

that I am sure must give him pain when his better judgement had resumed her proper seat.’81 As 

mentioned above, John Shipp remarked that the Irish fight like devils but he also mentioned that at 

times they are ‘too impetuous’, however he finished that remark with ‘if I know anything of the 

service, this is a fault on the right side’ and that this impetuosity ‘has gained Old England many a 

glorious victory.’82 Shipp’s remarks raised the image of the British empire using their Irishmen as a 

resource, that the British army utilised their Celtic cousins and used their hot-headedness to win 

battles. While it is unknown whether that was Shipp’s intent, and it is probably unlikely, it is possible 

that this was how his readers may have seen Irish soldiers and their victories in the British army.  

As stated, it is important how Irish soldiers wrote of their experiences of battle and the 

language that they use. During the assault of Badajoz, Costello was nearly suffocated twice by the 

dead bodies of his comrades falling on top of him.83 By the time Costello got to the breach he had 

lost both his rifle and his sword, and then was knocked down into the water that had filled the 

trench and the breach. Here he noted that he ‘lost all the frenzy of the courage that had first 

possessed me, and actually fell [sic] all weakness and prostration of spirit, while I endeavoured, 

among the dead bodies around me, to screen myself from the enemy’s shot’.84 Costello 

acknowledged his fear and loss of courage in the face of such carnage and loss of human life, and did 

not feel the need to hide this from his readers. Costello’s language here does not equate with the 
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image of the Irish soldier above, though it is likely a more accurate picture of the Irishman at war. 

The experience of the storming was so terrible at Badajoz that, according to Urban, some of the 

Rifles committed suicide after the battle and others fell into a deep depression.85 But also 

importantly, Costello mentioned in that passage that he felt a ‘frenzy’ of courage. Frenzy brings forth 

images of this fierce Irish soldier, and while this may just be an accidental turn of phrase, it is 

noteworthy that Costello uses such a word. This language does support the idea of an Irish 

ferociousness, the image of a frenzied Celtic warrior in the midst of battle.  

This is not the only time during Costello’s memoir that he wrote of a ‘battle frenzy’. During a 

skirmish at a village called Casal Nova, the British had pushed back the French forces, apart from one 

French soldier who remained firing. Costello says that he does not know what prompted him to fire 

on the man, alone as he was and exposed to fire from other sources, but only that his ‘blood was up’ 

from the Frenchman nearly hitting him.86 Costello wrote that he moved up to fifty yards away before 

shooting the man and he was able to be with the man to see his life pass away. This ‘turned my 

whole blood within me’. He also mentioned ‘an indescribable uneasiness’ and that he felt like a 

criminal.87 This is interesting as part of Bourke’s introduction to her Intimate History of Killing 

includes how war is ‘sanctioned blood-letting’, not murder, and yet Costello felt like a criminal after 

taking a life.88 Costello attempted to aid the dying man by giving him wine and as he was doing this, 

he realised that the man he had shot dead was trying to defend another man, whose leg had been 

broken. The wounded Frenchman groaned to Costello that he had shot his brother. Costello had to 

leave them there, having to advance with the rest of his regiment, but returned at nightfall and 

found the two brothers, naked and with ‘innumerable wounds’ given to them. Costello believed this 

was most likely done by the Portuguese.89  

This is not the only example of shame in Costello’s account. At the storming of Badajoz, 

Costello’s right leg was wounded, and he had to be found by some fellow Riflemen, one of whom he 

knew from his own company, called O’Brien. Assisted into the town by O’Brien and using his rifle as 

a crutch, the group bumped into some Frenchmen, one of whom rushed the group with his bayonet. 

O’Brien wrestled the musket from the Frenchman, and Costello shouted that O’Brien should let him 

shoot the Frenchman as he may have been the one that had injured him. Costello explained that he 

said this out of pain and irritation but as he put the rifle to the Frenchman’s chest and placed his 
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finger on the trigger, the Frenchman dropped to his knees and pleaded for his life. Costello dropped 

the rifle and ‘felt a degree of shame that a feeling of irritation should have nearly betrayed me into 

the commission of a crime for which I could never have forgiven myself.’90 This was the second time 

in which Costello exhibited guilt for his actions or at least stated that he did afterwards. Whether 

this can be considered a part of his character or merely a product of the immensely stressful 

situation these soldiers found themselves in is hard to say. The Frenchman, seeing himself spared, 

hugged Costello and then followed the group, with Costello taking him under his protection.91 While 

he did profess shame in these two incidents, here are two examples of Costello responding with 

excessive violent force when his adrenaline was high. While the latter example he stopped himself 

before pulling the trigger, this may hint at a violent demeanour and may provide a link to an Irish 

ferocity or martial tradition. It is possible that this was a more general response that may not be 

confined to a Celtic temperament but its inclusion in an Irishman’s memoir may have helped 

reinforce the popular perception of the fierce or violent Irishman. 

As discussed above, Grattan wrote significantly of the role discipline had in the army. This is 

also important in his description of his men in battle, as a disciplined unit of men possibly runs 

counter to this idea of Irish ferocity at war. At the Battle of Busaco, once the 88th advanced, they had 

no orders. Wellington was apparently nowhere to be seen, and so command fell to Wallace. He sent 

his regiment to the rocks on his right to help support the 45th and force back a large number of 

Frenchmen. Wallace turned to his men and gave them a speech, one that ‘went home to the hearts 

of us all’. The speech itself was simple, only telling the men what they must do, but this, Grattan 

believed, helped inspire the men. Grattan wrote that the speech did not cause cheering, but instead 

‘a steady but determined calm had taken the place of any lighter feeling, and it seemed as if the men 

had made up their minds to go to their work unruffled and not too much excited.’92 This may have 

been because of the nature of the speech, or that it was the first battle for many of the 88th. 

However, Grattan might have been attempting to downplay any sense of a barbaric nature in order 

to portray the 88th, and the Irish, as civilised, or at least disciplined. There is still the sense that the 

88th were good soldiers, though this is expected considering Grattan’s pride in his regiment, but that 

he wrote of the Irish as disciplined and ‘unruffled’ is important as it runs counter to the Irish, and 

Celtic, stereotypical form of warfare. This use of language is purposely used to show the kind of Irish 

soldier that Grattan believed in; the disciplined redcoated ranks.  
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Grattan used similar language when he described British soldiers as well. At the siege of 

Ciudad Rodrigo, Grattan saw the 43rd Regiment marching towards the breach and stated that ‘they 

were of the highest spirits, but without the slightest appearance of levity in their demeanour’.93 The 

countenance of the 43rd here is very similar to the ‘unruffled’ nature of the 88th at Talavera and so it 

may be suggested that this was just a common feature of the British Army at this time. Indeed, the 

tactics of the British at this time incorporated uniform silence, which had the added effect of 

unsettling any attacking French.94 Therefore the 88th may have just been following common protocol 

within the British Army, and this would suggest that the Irish were not so different. Despite this, Bell 

recalled the British cheering when ordered to the charge at the Battle of Vittoria.95 At the siege of 

Ciudad Rodrigo, Grattan once again discussed the countenance of the soldiers as they marched 

towards the breaches; ‘[t]he soldiers were full of ardour, but altogether devoid of that blustering 

and bravadoing which is truly unworthy of men at such a moment; and it would be difficult to 

convey an adequate idea of the enthusiastic bravery which animated the troops.’96 Grattan wanted 

to convey that these men were brave and prepared for fighting. It is interesting that any bravado 

from the troops was deemed by Grattan as ‘unworthy’; that bravado would have made them lesser 

men. Grattan clearly felt that discipline and order were the most important traits of good fighting 

men. Grattan was not alone here as ‘the British army privileged order and coolness under fire.’97 

However, we do see savagery from the men attacking Ciudad Rodrigo as Grattan continued his 

description of the men, who had a ‘look of severity, bordering on ferocity… and although ferocity is 

by no means one of the characteristics of the British soldier, there was, most unquestionably, a 

savage expression in the faces of the men that I had never before witnessed.’98 While it is not 

obvious that he was talking solely about the 88th, it is likely he focused his view and description on 

his own soldiers. Here Grattan called his soldiers savage, despite potential attempts to stay away 

from this idea, though he was quick to defend the British soldier and ensured his readers that they 

were not normally ferocious. He stated that this was an attempt to show how a siege is different 

from a pitched battle and this ‘savage’ expression and mood might have been his attempt to explain 

the poor behaviour of the British soldier in the aftermath of the siege. 99 As suggested, Grattan was 

protective of the British Army’s reputation and endeavours. This does, however, provide more 

evidence that there may have been an element of ferociousness behind the Irish martial tradition. 
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Similar to Costello, there is not a universal ferocity when we read of Irishmen in combat 

situations. The Sergeant himself described how he wounded a Frenchman with a random shot but 

when he advanced upon him, he was alarmed by the look on the Frenchman’s face. Thinking the 

Sergeant was going to run him through the Frenchman offered up his knapsack, no doubt hoping the 

plunder could buy his life. The Sergeant, however, stated that he was ‘unwilling to injure a fallen foe’ 

and so left him, and the Frenchman was quickly protected by his own cavalry.100 This act of mercy 

may have been included for the reader’s sake but it both fits the character of the Sergeant and is 

similar to Costello’s acts of mercy. Far from the stereotype of ‘savage’ Irishmen, the Irish in these 

memoirs were merciful and gracious towards their enemies. The Sergeant wrote that the men 

fought hard and fiercely, aware of the extreme danger they were in which no doubt contributed to 

what Wellington himself remarked as ‘one of the most glorious [battles] that British troops were 

ever engaged in.’101 The Sergeant noted that he ‘had been unusually excited, and had dealt out 

wounds and destruction with an unsparing hand’.102 However, there is a difference between fighting 

and killing in battle and executing a wounded man. The first speaks of the natural fight for survival 

and the other shows malice or savagery. Bell comments on this supposed duality of the British 

soldier that they were fierce in battle but would care for the wounded after the bullets had stopped 

flying, even those of the enemy.103 The Sergeant tells the reader that a close friend named Daniel 

Lowry was killed within the first moments of the battle.104 This would have been a horrific sight for 

the Sergeant and no doubt spurred him on into battle – and yet still he did not exact revenge upon a 

fallen French soldier. When compared with the horrible acts of revenge the Spanish enacted upon 

the French – acts that we hear of in every history of the Peninsular War – these memoirs suggest 

that the Irish were not as ‘savage’ as some of the eighteenth-century stereotypes would make out. 

However, there are incidents found within the memoirs that hint at a violent streak within 

some Irish soldiers. Grattan wrote of a Captain Mackie of the 88th who disappeared once the British 

cavalry had broken through the French lines at the Battle of Salamanca. It was originally thought that 

he had fallen but then he returned covered in dust and blood with his sabre nothing more than a 

hilt. Mackie had joined the cavalry as soon as the infantry fight had ended, an outcome that 

surprised no one; Grattan remarked that ‘wherever glory and danger were to be met, there was 

Mackie to be found’.105 This may just be a story added for dramatic effect, with marginal historical 
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value, but it also suggests a great deal about the typical Irish officer, one who was willing to fight 

even when he did not have to in order to gain the glory and plaudits. Blakeney wrote that he was the 

first to attack the French at Arroyo Molinos, charging in on horseback, while extolling his company to 

charge in with the bayonet.106 Bell mentioned a similar Irish officer named Tom Eccles; he ‘was a 

most excitable, young, thoughtless Irish officer… Nobody could hold him, he was always in the front 

of battle.’107 This may just suggest the nature of a young Irish officer, especially as they would be the 

most likely in need of glory and plaudits, and the promotion that would come with these actions but 

the language here would still contribute to a public image of the Irish soldier always ready and 

willing to fight. There is another example of savagery found within Ross-Lewin’s memoir where he 

recounted that the 88th attacked the French at Badajoz and the fighting continued throughout a 

tower between the two enemies; ‘the slaughter of the ill-fated defenders was completed by flinging 

all of them who had escaped the bayonet over the battlements.’108 This suggests a certain savagery 

and disregard for their enemy from the 88th and it is somewhat illuminating that this account is not 

found within the pages of Grattan’s memoir.  

Another incident worthy of discussion concerns Costello during the aftermath of the Battle 

of Vittoria. When Costello had passed through the town, he saw a French mounted officer escorting 

a carriage out of the town. Costello and his unnamed comrade fired at the officer, killing him, and 

the carriage stopped. Inside, he perceived two ladies of high rank who were much alarmed at finding 

themselves in the middle of a battle.109 The casual nature of this killing is striking; this is not on a 

battlefield as such, but a killing to procure whatever the carriage contained, and could be considered 

cold-blooded murder. It is noteworthy to state that Kincaid, an officer in the same regiment, 

commented on Vittoria that the deserters and scoundrels were often those that profited from war, 

not the ‘true man’ who did the fighting and that Kincaid, and the rest of the regiment, continued the 

pursuit of the French until dark fell and ended the day two miles from Vittoria.110 With that in mind, 

it seems Costello deserted the regiment with the express intention of plunder. While talking to the 

women, an officer from the 10th Hussars, a cavalry regiment, arrived; Costello did not recognise the 

uniform at first, and had readied his weapon. Costello let the officer take the carriage, seemingly still 

aware of the hierarchy of the army, but had also noticed a Spanish muleteer carrying a small 

portmanteau towards the town. His comrades had gone in a different direction at this point, but 

Costello persuaded the Spaniard to give up the portmanteau with several hits of his rifle. He found 
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within the portmanteau several small bags of gold and silver, estimated by him to be over a 

thousand pounds’ worth.111 This is a significant haul that amounted to more than a skilled tradesman 

could have earned in eighteen years, and Costello had used violence to obtain it. 112  

What does this episode say about Costello, or more generally about soldiers at this time? 

These soldiers no doubt saw it as their just due for putting their lives on the line for the British 

Empire, much as the monetary gain from taking a prize in the Royal Navy at this time was used as a 

tool to motivate the crew.113 Indeed, Costello even uses the word ‘prize’, though it may be a stretch 

to suggest that this was because he saw it in the same way.114 Once he had acquired the ‘prize’, 

Costello now had to find a way of securing it. He could not carry the portmanteau due to its weight 

and so had to resort to gaining help from a sergeant and two men from the 10th Hussars. He paid 

them with gold to attach it to a mule, but he made a mistake as he then showed off the size of the 

prize and they demanded half of it. Fearing that he would be ‘deprived of the only prize I had made 

after years of hardship and suffering’ – which demonstrates a certain feeling of entitlement – he 

cocked his gun and swore that he would shoot the first man to touch his gold. This caused the 

Hussars to cease in their actions and seemingly the two men left. The sergeant stayed however and 

gave his word that he would help, and they secured the treasure and took it back to camp.115 It is 

significant that Costello would go to such lengths to first procure this treasure, and then to defend it. 

He resorted to violence both times. This shows that not only was he motivated by money; he was 

happy to use violence to gain it. While this incident shows that Costello had little compunction about 

resorting to engage in cold-blooded murder and violence to obtain a significant prize, this incident 

may suggest more about his economic situation and his motivations rather than any innate ferocity 

in the Irish soldier. 

 The memoirs paint a varying picture of the Irish warrior, especially in regard to a certain 

fierceness in battle. As discussed above, part of the stereotypical image of the Irish were a 

propensity to get into fights and were naturally violent. And there are references to instances of 

‘frenzy’ in the memoirs from Irish soldiers, as well as cases of Irishmen being especially violent, or 

using violence to achieve personal goals. But there are also references to Irish soldiers exhibiting 

mercy and care of the wounded, which seem to run counter to the Irish martial tradition. Another 
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issue is that they were soldiers where killing is part of the job and it is difficult to state that these 

actions were particularly savage, or unique to the Irish. This is possibly the hardest aspect to quantify 

in how the memoirs contributed to the Irish martial tradition. But it does tell us that while Irish 

soldiers experienced great violence during their service, they also experienced tenderness and 

mercy.  

Code of Honour 

Another potential avenue to understand the Irish experience, and whether there was an idea of an 

Irish martial tradition, is to establish whether there is any sense of a code of honour amongst the 

Irish. This is prominently discussed in regard to an Irishman by the name of Thomas Plunket, who 

Costello talked about in depth in his memoir. 

Costello brought up Plunket when he described the first parade he attended with the 95th 

Rifles. At first, the men believed the parade was for punishment as the regiment formed up into a 

hollow square facing inward, a formation normally used when punishment would be meted out; it 

allowed every member of the regiment to witness what was going on in the centre of the square. 

The colonel called for Private Thomas Plunket to come forward, but instead of punishment he 

awarded Plunket with a medal for his conduct at Corunna and simultaneously promoted him to 

Corporal.116 Plunket is important for several reasons: firstly, he was an Irishman and secondly, 

Costello seems to have thought a lot about the man, enough to spend a considerable amount of 

time on his story. 117 Costello suggested that Plunket was used to ‘make an impression on a youthful 

soldier’ and that the event was intended to ‘inspire that “esprit de corps” in a regiment’.118 This may 

be why Costello admired him as he saw him as a hero of the regiment and desired that Plunket 

should be remembered as such. Costello may have seen Plunket as a role model in part because 

Plunket was also Irish. An Irishman who was ‘the best shot in the regiment’, a hero for the 95th, could 

be inspiring for a young Irish soldier, although Costello never raises Plunket’s nationality. Another 

possible reason is that Costello met Plunket after Waterloo, when Plunket was selling matches in 

Burton Crescent. Plunket is shown to be down on his luck, as he had forfeited his pension after 

signing up for a colonial settlement scheme in Canada but then had returned to England.119 This may 

be the reason why such focus on Plunket is given by Costello, as Costello seemed to want to 

highlight the way ex-soldiers were treated.  
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Whatever the reasons for his inclusion, Costello left little out in his retelling of Plunket’s 

career. He included the transgression that saw Plunket demoted to Private, as well as his bad 

fortune after the army. Costello first described the action that made Plunket a hero within the 95th 

regiment at Corunna (though Costello was not at Corunna, so this is an event he did not witness). 

During the retreat the rear-guard was harassed by French cavalry, led by the French general Colbert. 

The British general in command of the rear, Sir Edward Paget, offered his purse to whoever could 

shoot Colbert. Plunket immediately ran from his company, took aim and shot the offending French 

general.120 This certainly showed a degree of bravado but also demonstrated a potential economic 

motivation to fight and serve. It is also noted by Costello that both at Corunna, and his previous 

service in South America, it was known that Plunket was a ‘good soldier… noted for his cool bravery 

and daring’.121  

But Plunket had a fault, a common one amongst the British soldiery, and that was drink, 

which ensured Plunket did not achieve greater things during his service. Susan Gane has noted that 

in the 18th and 65th Regiments between 1774 and 1775 nearly two-thirds of ninety cases of 

misconduct involved drunkenness or alcohol.122 There were likely to have been similar rates in the 

regiments for our period. Alcohol was the primary cause of the transgression that led to Plunket 

losing his corporal stripes. In Talavera, Plunket had been promoted once again to Sergeant, but he 

arrived on parade drunk and was disruptive. The pay-sergeant, who was of slightly higher rank, 

ordered him to desist; Plunket refused and was confined to quarters. The situation was then further 

aggravated by Plunket’s sense of honour; feeling it had been injured, he allegedly hatched a plan to 

shoot his Captain.123 This he hoped to do by barricading himself in his quarters, where several rifles 

were left by men on fatigue duty, and shooting the Captain as he passed. Plunket was not successful 

in this endeavour and was eventually coaxed out of the room by a Lieutenant Johnson. Despite 

Plunket being held in high esteem by the regiment, this was too great an example of insubordination 

and a court martial found him guilty. He was sentenced to be reduced to the ranks and to receive 

three hundred lashes.124 Costello noted that as he was so well respected amongst the men, many 

were saddened by the punishment. In the end, Plunket only received thirty-five of the three hundred 
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lashes and while he was broken down to Private, Costello mentions that by the end of his career he 

had managed to become a Corporal again.125  

It is possible that Plunket’s ‘hero’ status inflated his ego to the point where he felt that 

attacks on his honour, even by superiors, could not go unanswered. ‘The gentleman’s “honour” was 

sacred, and he had the right, or rather the duty, to avenge an insult by a duel if the offender was a 

gentleman or by common assault if he was not.’126 However, Plunket was not a gentleman. While 

this may fall into the typical eighteenth-century rules of honour and duelling, it was not an aggrieved 

party challenging another to a duel but a plan for cold-blooded murder. It is interesting that Plunket 

here falls within a common image of the Irish as cowardly assassins. Michael de Nie notes the Irish 

were often portrayed as relishing shooting landlords in the back, whereas John Bull would always 

seek out a fair fight.127 If you swap landlord for officer, this is what happened in Plunket’s case. Ian 

Gilmour wrote that ‘[m]ost duels had nothing whatever to do with anything that could properly be 

called “honour”. They were merely the outcome of boredom, pique or tipsy ill temper’ and that 

‘duelling was largely violence for its own sake.’128 Therefore, how much of Plunket’s actions can be 

attributed to simple violence? Or is it possible that he was following a ‘code of honour’ that was a 

characteristic of Irish national thought?  

When one thinks of an honour code, a possible route of enquiry would be to study duelling 

and attempt to make a connection between duelling and a national character of violence and 

revenge. Michael MacDonagh, writing in 1898, seemingly had few qualms about linking duelling to 

Irish national character. He noted that an old Irish squire would be a ‘noted duellist’ and would 

eagerly accept or give a challenge regarding the tiniest of insults.129  He goes on to suggest it was a 

similar case with the lower orders, but pistols would be replaced with cudgels or shillelaghs.130 It is 

also of note that Major O’Connor fights a duel in Maxwell’s fictional Bivouac showing that Irish were 

popularly seen as duellers.131 However, while Richard Twiss wrote in 1775 in his Tour of Ireland that 

the Irish were known duellists, he found that there was no foundation to such a claim.132 The 

relationship between the Irish and duelling has seen more recent scholarship. James Kelly has 

written on duelling in Ireland during the early modern period and used data and sampling garnered 
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from newspapers to suggest how prominent it was within Irish culture, though he tended to avoid 

relating any duelling phenomenon to a national character.133  

While Kelly states that duelling was supposedly only for the well-born, the code of honour 

and the practices that went with it were often shared with the ‘lesser members of the elite’ and with 

the emerging professional class. Duels would also happen between the different ‘classes’, as while 

the informal rules of duelling meant that refusing a challenge from a member of inferior rank was 

perfectly acceptable, many would still have seen this as cowardice and therefore would have taken 

up the challenge.134 Jacqueline Hill also notes that ‘the boundaries between social classes were often 

fluid enough to tempt those on the edges to enhance their standing by asserting their entitlement to 

duel.’135 It is also noted that during the period of duelling in Ireland, the Catholic gentry embraced it 

with great vigour.136 This would suggest that a code of honour may have been disseminated 

throughout the ranks in Ireland. Kelly also notes that towards the latter half of the eighteenth 

century the aristocracy began to be disinclined to duel, meaning that a greater degree of the duels in 

Ireland were performed by the middle classes and, to a lesser extent, by the lower classes. Richard 

Hopton however notes that it was the last thirty years of the eighteenth century that saw the 

pinnacle of duelling in Ireland.137 This may suggest then that it was the middle-class that brought 

duelling to the fore of Irish culture. Kelly does however state that the lower orders were still more 

likely to engage in fisticuffs when their honour was called into question. Regardless, violence did 

seem to be a tool used by people at this time. John Beattie notes, albeit regarding early-modern 

England, that ‘it was not unusual for men to think of using physical force to get their way.’138 Robert 

Shoemaker, looking at the relationship between male honour and violence in eighteenth-century 

London, notes that while the number of homicides in London committed by men fell by ninety-six 

per cent from the periods 1690-1721 and 1761-1791, the most common theme for this violence was 

still ‘perceived threats to male honour.’139 This would all suggest that a code of honour did exist, 

even amongst the lower orders, which suggests that the Irish soldiers may also have felt something 

similar.  
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Kelly remarks that ‘[i]n the first decade of the nineteenth century the military contributed a 

higher proportion of duellists than they had at any time since the late seventeenth century.’140 

Certainly, the officer class had an honour code which would ensure military men were more likely to 

duel.141 Kelly, sampling a number of duels in Ireland, showed that fifty two per cent of the duels that 

took place in the first decade of the nineteenth century involved a military man,142 although this 

does include the navy as well as the army. These duels were not just exclusively between officers; 

one example includes a duel between a Joseph Kelly, paymaster of the 32nd and so likely an NCO, 

and a Captain William Harrison. It should however be noted that duelling had been outlawed within 

the army, at least officially, by an Article of War in 1737, though it seemed to have little effect.143 

Indeed, David Scott, writing in 1810, talked about the procedure for a duel as dictated by military 

custom, showing that duels were still common amongst the military.144 Unfortunately, Kelly does not 

state whether any of his military duellists are Irishmen, only that they took place in Ireland; but it 

does suggest that this code of honour operated within the army and therefore it is likely that the 

Irish, even the private soldiers, would have been aware of it and may even have felt that it was 

applicable to them as well. 

There are examples of duels within the memoirs. Firstly, in Memoirs of a Sergeant the 

Sergeant became drunk while travelling to Lisbon by boat. While drunk, the Sergeant was 

reproached for his behaviour by an officer. The Sergeant reacted badly and became rude, at which 

point the officer drew his sword and the Sergeant brandished his cane. Thanks to the intervention of 

the surrounding men no further action was taken on either side, and the next day the Sergeant 

apologised.145 Costello’s account of Plunket comes to mind at this time, and it is perhaps suggestive 

that in both cases a drunken Irishman turned to violence to defend his honour. In this case the 

Sergeant was lucky that the English officer ‘knew both how to forget and forgive’ and was a true 

gentleman.146 The other example is contained within Costello’s account, regarding Major O’Hare. 

Costello referred to a time when O’Hare was challenged by a militia officer for an offence at a party, 

though what kind of offence is not mentioned. O’Hare did not accept the challenge however, instead 

sending a message back to the militia officer saying that he was going to Spain, and if the militia 

officer wanted to follow him there then he would not hide from him. Costello was not there himself, 
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but claimed that O’Hare’s servant, a man we only know as John, told him this story.147 This might 

impact the validity of such a tale, however, he seemed to have a great deal of respect for O’Hare and 

so it is unlikely that he would have completely made it up. There is also an example of a Theobald 

Doherty of the 40th regiment who had to leave the army due to challenging a senior officer to a duel, 

supposedly over religion, though unfortunately no other details are offered.148 Crowe in his first few 

days of being in the 27th was told by a fellow officer to be especially wary of two Irish officers in the 

regiment. Ensign Drew ‘will be sworn friend with you one hour, and in the next will call you out to 

fight a duel’ and Weir ‘there is no reasoning with… a pistol is his only argument!’149 Later in his 

memoir, Crowe wrote of when Drew challenged a fellow officer of the 27th, though the duel did not 

end up taking place.150 Interestingly, Urban notes a time that a young Irish officer, by the name of 

Thomas Sarsfield, was being pranked and bullied by the other officers in the 95th and turned to 

threatening a duel to end his torment.151 Richard Cumberland, who wrote about his travels to 

Ireland, described how he was nearly challenged to a duel for simply replying to an Irish gentleman’s 

request to go on the same boat Cumberland was on, and it was only because Cumberland was the 

son of a Bishop that he was not challenged.152 These incidents all seem to point to a propensity for 

Irishmen to seek violent means to preserves one’s honour.  

Kelly also suggests that duels in Ireland, compared to mainland Britain, were much more 

likely to end in injury or death.153 This may mean that the Irish were more likely to seek a violent end 

to disputes of honour. Neal Garnham notes in his study of crime in Ireland between 1692 and 1760 

that Ireland did have higher levels of violence when compared to England at this time.154 Ireland was 

also ‘almost synonymous’ with rebellion and discontent between 1760 and 1840 which would have, 

at least, given the view that Ireland was a violent society.155 The British perception of Ireland at this 

time was certainly that the Irish were prone to violence.156 Sean Connolly, however, states that the 

number of offences in Ireland was not high and would not suggest a ‘chronically violent society’, 
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with less than half of the cases heard at the Cork assizes of 1789 concerning violent crime.157 Swift 

supports this, claiming that there is a ‘wealth of evidence’ that suggests Irish involvement in crime 

was ‘overwhelmingly concentrated in less-serious or petty categories.’158 Connolly goes on to say 

that Ireland did not appear to be particularly violent, especially in regards to a wider European view. 

The usual comparator, mainland Britain, was unusually peaceful.159  

Ultimately, Plunket’s actions could be linked to a code of honour which meant that he 

sought a violent solution. There is also significant evidence within the memoirs and in other sources 

that hint many Irishmen did believe in a ‘code of honour’ of sorts and that Irishmen had a propensity 

for seeking violent ends to settle disputes and alleged insult. This code could have made up an 

element of how the Irish perceived and interacted with the world about them and certainly would 

have had some impact on how they experienced war. 

Humour  

As seen with the comparison of Irish soldiers to other soldiers, their humour and high morale seems 

to have been a significant facet of them being perceived as good soldiers. The famous Irish wit 

seems to have made up a large part of the Irish psyche and takes a prominent position in military 

memoirs both from Irish and non-Irish authors.160 As Dunne-Lynch comments ‘[i]f history is based on 

what is written, it is the Irish humour that gets the best of the writing.’161 Irish humour was a part of 

the stereotype and a part that the Irish accepted and played upon ‘because it was in their interest to 

display what was already in their nature and to draw the maximum benefit from it.’162 However it 

could also mean that Irish humour was ‘exploited and even enhanced’ by the authors of the 

memoirs as a tool to counterbalance the horrors of war and increase readership, and therefore 

sales.163 With this possibility in mind, can it be said that this humour was a significant part of their 

experience?  

Certainly, there are numerous examples in the memoirs of an Irish joker. Bob Hardyman of 

the 45th was one of these, appearing in Grattan’s account several times, once remarking that the 88th 

carried their packs so well because they did not have anything in them.164 Bell described an 
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assistant-surgeon named Maurice Quill as ‘a joyous fellow, full of Irish wit and humour, and all sorts 

of quaint sayings and drollery.’165 Donaldson commented on how his friend Dennis’s ‘acute 

Hibernian remarks often puzzled men who thought themselves better informed’.166 Costello also 

seemed to have been a joker and wrote of a time when he managed to prank his friend Crawley 

during the siege of Badajoz, which involved Costello going to such lengths as exposing himself 

unnecessarily to enemy fire to achieve his aim. 167  

Similarly, Irish soldiers’ morale was linked to this kind of comedy. Patrick McLauchlin was an 

Irish soldier in the 95th Rifles who Harris described as a good specimen of a thorough Irish soldier; 

‘nothing could disturb his good humour and high spirits. Even during this dreadful march [the retreat 

to Corunna], whilst he staggered under the weight of his pack, he always had some piece of Irish 

humour upon his tongue’s end.’ Apparently McLauchlin’s fellow soldiers, and even their officer, 

went to great lengths to keep McLauchlin moving when he was struck down by acute rheumatism, 

such was the benefit of his unshakeable wit.168 This supports the idea of Irish humour being seen as 

a great benefit to the troops while on campaign and this strength is mentioned by Deery in his study 

of the Irish contribution to the Peninsula War.169 Dunne-Lynch also writes of Irish humour and states 

that ‘a defiant and humorous response to hardship helped the Irish to help themselves and their 

comrades to survive; it increased their popularity and made them stand out, so that help was more 

likely in a crisis’.170 There is another example of this in the memoirs that supports this idea. 

Donaldson wrote of his friend Dennis on the dreadful retreat from Madrid:  

‘Dennis, round whom there used to be gathered a host of his comrades, listening to his 

witticisms or quaint remarks, and whose spirits I had never known to fail, was now crest-

fallen, and moved along with the greatest difficulty. Nothing but death, however, could 

altogether keep down his buoyant spirits; for if we got a minute’s halt during the march, he 

made such ludicrous remarks on the wo-begone countenances of himself or his companions, 

that, although the effort was distressing, they were obliged to smile in spite of their 

misery.’171 

Likewise, Shipp wrote that ‘I do love to be on duty on any kind of service with the Irish’. This was due 

to there being a ‘promptness to obey, a hilarity, a cheerful obedience, and a willingness to act’, 
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though he did state that he did not know whether these were natural characteristics of the Irish or 

whether they came through discipline. But Shipp also wrote that there was a ‘willingness to share 

their crust and drop on service with their comrades, an indescribable cheerfulness in obliging and 

accommodating each other, and an anxiety to serve each other, and to hide each other’s faults’, 

which talks of how the Irish seemed to have made excellent comrades and improved the morale and 

ability of everyone around them. Shipp finished this thought remarking that in the 87th (Prince’s Own 

Irish) ‘there was a unity I have never seen in any other’, and while he might be biased due that the 

87th being his own regiment, from what is heard of Irishmen in other regiments, this statement could 

likely be true. 172 

Another example of Irish soldiers improving the morale of their comrades in a critical 

situation is at the Battle of El Bodón. The battle did not go well for the British and the Third Division 

had to retreat, unaided by friendly cavalry or artillery. As they were surrounded by enemy cavalry 

the British regiments had to be constantly forming a square formation thus ensuring that any 

flanking cavalry still faced a wall of bayonets.173 It was usually meant to be a stationary formation, 

and moving the square required training, extreme discipline and a lot of patience. The British were 

also being fired upon by French artillery, and a common tactic at this time was to force infantry into 

a square with cavalry and then break the square with artillery – the infantry would be sitting ducks 

at this point – until there were enough holes to allow the cavalry to break through the remaining 

men and slaughter the survivors. Grattan wrote ‘[t]his was a trying and pitiable situation for troops 

to be placed in, but it in no way shook the courage or confidence of the soldiers; so far from being 

dispirited or cast down, the men were cheerful and gay, the soldiers of my corps (the 88th) telling 

their officers that if the French dared to charge, every officer should have a nate horse to ride 

upon.’174 This shows the strength of character within the 88th even under immense stress and how 

this Irish humour may have served these soldiers during their time on campaign, possibly even 

getting them through situations others would not.  

This idea comes out again and again in the memoirs. The retreat from Madrid was hampered 

by heavy rain which made the roads turn to mud and caused numerous supply issues for the 

troops.175 This, therefore, was a gruelling time for the soldiers and it would have been likely that 

there would have been morale issues. The 88th, however, ‘never lost their gaiety.’ Grattan wrote that 

‘[w]ithout shoes they [the soldiers of the 88th] fancied themselves “at home,” and there were few, I 
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believe, who would not have wished themselves there in reality. Without food they were nearly at 

home, and without a good coat to their backs equally so!’176 As much as Grattan possibly felt this 

was a compliment, the derogatory nature of the comment shows the disrespect he had for the 

common Irishman. He made light of the poor backgrounds of many of the Irish soldiers under his 

command; many of which enlisted out of economic necessity. He did boast that on this retreat, 

where much of the army suffered, the 88th did not lose a man and took all their wants ‘aisy’. This 

may indicate – if credible – the physical strength of the Irishman, but more importantly, and what 

Grattan was getting at, the mental strength of these soldiers - their comradery - was significant 

enough to keep the troops going even amidst dire circumstances.  

At the Battle of Salamanca, Grattan recounted how Major Murphy, the chief officer of the 

88th, was shot dead as the 88th advanced and the ball continued and struck the staff of one of the 

colours. Instead of any grieving or comment on the loss of their officer, the two officers carrying the 

colours genially remarked that they each hoped that the French had been aiming for the other.177 

Grattan commented that he included this anecdote to show the coolness of the British under fire, 

but it also shows the humour that was used by soldiers under great duress. This humour was 

important for morale. Blakeney commented that ‘[a] laughable or humorous expression coming 

from a fellow sufferer has more effect in rousing the energies and diverting the men from bending 

under fatigue than the most studied and eloquent harangue delivered by any who do not actually 

participate in their hardships.’178 This may suggest that humour was often used by soldiers and 

officers to get through hardships, regardless of nationality, but then it may suggest, if the Irish were 

generally seen as more humorous, then it may suggest that the Irish had higher morale and 

therefore were prized highly because of this humour. 

Certainly, there are many humorous episodes that both stem from and involve Irish soldiers. 

Grattan even raised the idea that this humour and its positive effect on morale are part of what 

made the Irish good soldiers and so may make up an aspect of the Irish martial tradition. It is difficult 

to determine the extent to which this humour was included for the sake of the audience, and harder 

still to gauge whether the Irish were considered funnier than the English or Welsh. However, the 

frequent recurrences of humour within depictions of the Irish strongly suggest that the Irish had a 

penchant for wit that was appreciated by their comrades. The truth of these stereotypes is difficult 

to ascertain, but it is clear that this was part of the Irish experience; these Irishmen found humour in 
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dire circumstances and performed admirably on the battlefield. That was how these Irishmen 

remembered their experience of war and how Irishmen were written about after the war.  

Rogues  

As has been seen, when memoirists wrote about Irish soldiers, their humour was often commented 

upon. This stereotypical humour is often mixed with the image of the Irish soldier as the lovable 

rogue, especially in Grattan’s account. Occasionally, as he wrote what transpired, and especially 

when it came to matters of plunder or thievery, Grattan painted his Irish soldiers more as lovable 

rogues than thugs. This could have been an attempt to provide more jocular episodes to ensure a 

readable experience and to assist the narrative. This may put the truth of such incidents into 

question, but in my opinion, Grattan was not fabricating these incidents from nothing. Though 

Grattan may have exaggerated or twisted the truth of them, these incidents most likely happened 

and are included for their humour. Many soldiers include humorous anecdotes and while it is an 

important component of the genre, it would be unwise to presume that all of these incidents did not 

happen. However, the fact that they were included is important and the impact this could have had 

on a Irish martial tradition. What is intriguing is how much Grattan, and other memoirists, may have 

contributed to the construction of the Irish stereotype for roguish behaviour, or whether this was an 

image that already existed, and they were playing into this. As we have seen, there already was an 

image in the eighteenth century for the Irish rogue, and therefore were these writers playing into 

this image when they chose to add these anecdotes into their memoirs?  

A good example of a memoirist included an anecdote that depicted the Irish as rogues is 

Grattan told the reader how his own men of the 88th got through strong doors, with Grattan 

remarking how ‘novel’ the approach was. It certainly showed a sense of ingenuity by the Irish 

soldiers, though their method was not particularly subtle as it required the firing of several muskets 

at any lock that barred their way, though this method for opening doors was likely not monopolised 

by the 88th.179 Indeed, Douglas named the method the ‘soldier’s key’ and this method seems to have 

been widely used by British soldiers, therefore suggesting Grattan’s attempt to paint his own 

soldiers as supposedly particularly roguish.180 This indicates how Grattan wanted to create a certain 

narrative for his soldiers. Grattan’s writing of this story paints his men as loveable rogues, rather 

than implying any barbarism or savagery from the Irish soldiers. He also stated that many of the 

soldiers – not Irish soldiers specifically – purposefully aimed for liquor stores within the city, and that 

it could be easily imagined that these men were to give up soldiering and become wholesale spirit 
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vendors with the amount that they took for their own.181 This humorous approach perhaps 

understates the threat to the Spanish population.  

This is an approach that is found throughout Grattan’s memoir and certainly seems to have 

been a narrative element utilised by Grattan. On the way to Ciudad Rodrigo the men marched into 

the late evening, often when darkness had fallen. Grattan remarked that it was hard to keep the 

men with the regiment after dark:  

‘[w]henever an opportunity occurred a jaded soldier or two of my regiment used to look in 

on our Spanish friends, and if they found them at supper, they could not bring themselves to 

refuse an offer to “take share of what was going”, and, to say the truth, this was no more 

than might be expected from a set of fellows who belonged to a country so proverbial for its 

hospitality to strangers as theirs (Ireland) was! Besides this, the men of the Connaught 

Rangers had a way of making themselves “at home” that was peculiar to them, and for 

which – whatever else might be denied them! – they got full credit. Bob Hardyman used to 

say “they had a taking way with them”’.182  

Grattan saw the Irish as rogues who found nothing wrong with pilfering food from the Spanish. 

Certainly, it seems that the offer of food was not generally one given by the Spanish villagers, but 

one that was often taken up by the Irish regardless of the Spanish predisposition towards it. This is 

possibly a reference to the culture of hospitality that was common throughout Ireland at this time 

but it once again shows how Grattan wanted to portray his Irish soldiers; as lovable rogues.  

In a similar vein, Grattan described an incident between a friend of his, and therefore most 

likely an officer, and a Portuguese shoemaker. The unnamed friend left his boots with the 

shoemaker to be repaired at the cost of three shillings. However, his friend did not seem to have 

understood a word of Portuguese; when he came back to the shop a few days later he flew into a 

violent rage at the shoemaker, believing that the Portuguese was imposing a higher price. Grattan 

then stated that an Irish soldier from the 88th by the name of Larracy came to help. Larracy had been 

helping in the Portuguese shop as he had been a shoemaker before joining the army.183 This was a 

route open to private soldiers with trades to earn slightly more money, and in Benjamin Harris’s 

memoir, he wrote of doing the same.184 Larracy offered to help negotiate for the officer, claiming 

that he had worked in the shop for the past three weeks and that he knew the language, though it 
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was soon apparent to Grattan that this was not true. ‘Possessing no knowledge whatever of the 

language, notwithstanding his repeated assurances that he could talk it nately, he brought that 

happy talent for invention, for which the Irish most undeniably stand unrivalled, into play.’ At the 

end of the encounter, Larracy swindled the officer out of a dollar, claiming that that was what the 

Portuguese shoemaker was clamouring for. It is assumed, and implied by Grattan, that Larracy kept 

the dollar and the Portuguese shoemaker saw none of it.185 Once again Grattan presented a cheerful 

Irish rogue and chose to portray the incident in a humorous fashion.  

In a similarly comical anecdote, Grattan and his fellow officers were disturbed by a large 

crash in the apartment above them while residing in a house in Ciudad Rodrigo after the assault. The 

British officers went to investigate while the family hid behind various pieces of furniture. At the 

apartment door Captain Seton proposed forcing the door open but no sooner had he said that when 

a voice called out. The voice spoke English, though with a ‘rich Irish brogue’, and they discovered it 

belonged to a soldier from Seton’s company in the 88th, though he was ‘so disfigured by soot and 

filth that it was impossible to recognise his uniform, much less his face’. He had been on a 

‘plundering excursion’ in one of the neighbouring houses and had climbed to the roof to have a view 

of the town and not focusing on where he was placing his feet, placed one in the chimney and 

toppled down it, causing the great crash that had alarmed Grattan and his friends. The man was 

lucky that the chimney ‘was of sufficient dimensions to admit an elephant to pass down it’ as else he 

would have likely to have become stuck as he had ‘eighteen or twenty pairs of shoes round his 

waist’. This soldier had clearly spent a significant amount of time looting the town before his 

misadventure with the chimney, as he also had in his possession trepanning instruments which he 

offered to Captain Seton, either as a gift or as a bribe to persuade the officer not to discipline the 

soldier.186 The reader is not told whether or not he received any punishment, but it is likely that he 

did not. This account does demonstrate that the men of the 88th plundered and often took more 

than they needed, either to try to sell or give to their messmates. Costello stated that entire markets 

were set up after Vittoria to give the soldiers a chance to sell their loot, and Grattan noted that this 

also happened after Ciudad Rodrigo, the soldiers being given three days ‘for disposal of their 

booty.’187 Once again, this incident painted the plundering Irish soldier as more of a scoundrel than a 

character posing a tangible threat to life. It is significant that Grattan wished to portray his Irish 

soldiers as light-hearted but brave scoundrels. In every example, Grattan also downplays any harm 

to the native population, who the Irish were invariably hurting, directly or indirectly. While it would 
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have been unlikely for him to include atrocities caused by the 88th due to his love of the regiment 

and desire to paint his regiment in the best light possible, it does not fully explain why he wrote 

about his soldiers’ antics in such a positive and often humorous light. It is possible that he wrote 

about them in this fashion to help with the narrative of his memoir, providing both exciting and 

comedic stories but also to provide likable characters throughout.  

There are other examples of this in other memoirs. Ross-Lewin wrote of a time at the latter 

stages of the war when the army was in the south of France and had strict orders against plundering. 

This however did not stop every soldier from looting and Ross-Lewin included an anecdote of a 

soldier of the 88th being caught by Wellington himself and his staff with a beehive under his arm. 

When Wellington told a member of his staff to speak to the soldier, the honey hoarder ‘assumed an 

air of the greatest simplicity’ and ‘cried out in the true accent of a Ranger, “Hurry, hurry, or they’re 

all gone from yez.”’ This supposedly ‘disarmed’ the Duke and allowed the soldier to escape from this 

sticky situation with his beehive.188 This and other examples mentioned above could be examples of 

the Irish gamekeeper-poacher genre of humour ‘where, caught red-handed, the Irish poacher tries 

to persuade the gamekeeper, that enduring symbol of authority and over-lordship, with an 

outrageous protest or a feigned demonstration of innocence’. This genre was carried on throughout 

the nineteenth and early- twentieth centuries in Irish popular literature.189 It is possible that this 

genre crept into the military memoirs of the Peninsula War. There is an example of it in Grattan’s 

memoir involving a goat, a river, General Picton and an Irish soldier of the 88th. Picton was on the 

wrong side of the river when he saw the soldier with a goat. After shouting across demanding what 

the soldier was doing with the goat, the soldier replied that the goat was starving and wandering 

aimlessly so he was going to take it back to camp, to ensure the goat did not starve. When Picton 

told the soldier that he was up to no good, the soldier replied that he would send the General a leg 

of goat because ‘your honour looks could and angry - hungry I mane.’ With that, the soldier 

disappeared amongst some trees. This was supposedly one of Picton’s favourite stories to tell and 

certainly has elements of this genre.  

Certainly, amongst Grattan’s memoir there are several examples of him wishing to portray 

the Irish as rogues – cheeky but ultimately harmless – much like the Paddy stereotype. Why did 

Grattan wish to portray his soldiers in this manner? As noted above, Grattan wrote on the 88th 

significantly after his army service, seemingly to defend the regiments honour. We have seen how 

Grattan made sure to paint his soldiers as a disciplined force but that the image of the 88th in the 
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army was of them as plunderers and thieves. Grattan addressed this issue by painting the soldiers of 

the 88th as lovable rogues who were not really out to harm anyone. This harmonises his view of the 

88th and portrays the regiment positively, and as a great boon to the British army. There may also be 

the sense that as an Anglo-Irishmen, Grattan wished to ensure the image of Catholic Irishmen was of 

a cheeky scoundrel but could be easily controlled with firm discipline. But Grattan’s memoirs 

certainly seem to have helped construct the popular image of the Irish soldiers as a rogue. How 

much was this the true experience of Irish soldiers is hard to say, but there definitely seems to have 

a sense that the Irish often used their wit and humour to get them out of trouble with their officers, 

though as stated this was a common facet found within other popular texts concerning Irishmen. 

This link is an area that deserves additional research to further our understanding of the relationship 

between memoirs and other narratives, especially in regards to the construction or proliferation of 

stereotypes 

Hardy 

Another aspect of the Irish stereotype is that of a constitution that is greater than that of other 

nationalities, especially those of the French and English. Bubb has noted how Irish soldiers had been 

‘thought since the Peninsular campaigns better endowed with the requisite toughness for overseas 

service.’190 Blakeney wrote that his men of the 28th were mostly ‘light hardy Irishmen’.191 French 

émigré General Charles Francois Dumouriez wrote in 1803 that Irish and Scottish troops were 

‘tougher, do not tire as easily and are more sturdy’ than English troops.192 Even historians can make 

this assumption of the Irish.193 This is another trope that can be seen within the texts, especially in 

the Sergeant’s memoir as he himself seems to have been a remarkably good example of this 

stereotype. But were Irish soldiers particularly hardier than those of other nationalities? And how 

much may this have impacted their experience? 

The Sergeant discussed his constitution towards the end of his memoir: ‘[t]he Almighty 

sustained me when foremost in the files of war, and no weapon was permitted to give the fatal 

blow. To repress vanity, and prove my dependence upon the shield of his protection, I was struck at 

the breach of Badajos.’194 It is remarkable that up until the moment he was invalided home, he had 

been healthy and had not even suffered from any illness. The Sergeant’s constitution contrasts with 

a report of an Irish soldier in the Freeman’s Journal who ‘being asked if he met with much 
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hospitality? Replied, a great deal too much. I was in the hospital nearly all the time I was there.’195 

Certainly, disease was a serious threat to a soldier on campaign. Daly notes that disease took a 

considerable toll upon the British soldiers during their time in the Iberian Peninsula. Between 1810 

and 1813, twenty-four per cent of soldiers were admitted to a regimental hospital at one time or 

another, with a high of 29.43 per cent in 1812. On average, at least ten per cent of a regiment could 

be found within a hospital.196 Napier noted in his History that several thousand men died because of 

the fevers at Guadiana.197 Costello noted that a wave of ‘flux and brain fever’ passed over the 

brigade when they camped at Campo Mayor, which left three hundred men dead. Indeed, Costello 

mentioned he suffered from fever himself and that he was fortunate to survive.198 Wellington 

remarked in a dispatch that ‘[i]t is astonishing how easily the officers and soldiers of our army are 

affected by sickness, and the little care they take of themselves.’199 Captain Leach, an officer in the 

95th and commander of Costello’s company, mentioned that he put his good health in the camp 

down to his frequent hunting.200 Obviously, this ‘treatment’ was not available to the private soldier. 

Costello was sent to a local convent at Elvas, used as a general hospital, where the primary method 

of treatment was the pouring of cold water over the patients. It was this treatment that Costello 

believed was the reason for his own recovery, as well as his own ‘good constitution’.201 But clearly 

the Irish were not immune to disease. Bell came down with several fevers during his service and 

suffered almost constant outbursts of ague after the retreat from Madrid which would suggests that 

this particular Anglo-Irish officer did not contain any remarkable constitution.202 There are also 

examples of Irishmen suffering from exhaustion; O’Neil wrote of an Irish comrade that became so 

insensible with hunger and weakness that they believed he was dead and buried him alive. It was 

only when some other soldiers dug his grave up to steal the blanket he had been buried with and 

accidently plunged a knife into his body that they were aware that this Irishman was, in fact, still 

alive.203  

This all shows that the Sergeant was extremely lucky to avoid the common health problems 

suffered by British soldiers at this time. This may indicate, especially as the Sergeant came from a 

poorer background, that the Catholic Irish were healthier and stronger than other men – an 
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argument that many have placed down to the common diet of milk and potatoes. In his Tour of 

Ireland, Arthur Young commented that while this diet was stigmatized as unhealthy, many of the 

men and women he saw while in Ireland were athletic and robust in build and may suggest the 

Sergeant’s own robustness in the face of hardship. 204 As mentioned above, Adam Smith also 

remarked on the strengths of a potato diet.205 Potatoes formed the staple part of the diet for one 

third of the Irish population with the lower classes eating between ten and twelve pounds of the 

vegetable daily.206 Potatoes would have made up a significant part of the Sergeant’s diet before he 

joined the army, and if Young is to be believed, may have ensured that the Sergeant was more 

athletic and robust than most, especially compared to non-Irish soldiers. Bartlett and Jeffery state 

that there is some empirical evidence that the average Irish recruit was taller than his counterparts 

in the British Army, at least between 1750 and 1850, and that this may have been because of the 

potato rich diet.207 This thesis’s own analysis has shown that during this period the Irish average 

height was only slightly above that of the English; however, Kenneth Patrick Ferguson notes that the 

Irish militia were fitter and hardier than their English counterparts. ‘One English fencible in 29 

suffered from acute illness as compared with one in 70 Irishmen. The death rate was 1 in 27 against 

1 in 132.’ Ferguson states that this was because the Irish militia was from better stock, as the English 

fencible was mainly made out of young boys and old men.208 However, this still strongly suggests 

that the Irish soldier, in general, may have been hardier and stronger than their English comrades. 

Grattan mentioned the hardiness of this Irish soldiers when he compared them with soldiers 

of other nationalities. He suggested that the Irish were used to marching without boots, as many of 

the men would not have worn shoes before their enlistment, and indeed rations would be a luxury 

compared to what they would eat back home in Ireland.209 This image of the Irish as less refined 

comes across in the continuation of his statement regarding their stomachs: ‘therefore quantity or 

quality is no great consideration with him; his stomach is like a corner cupboard – you might throw 

anything into it.’210 Grattan then compared this to the English, who supposedly would not find this 

level of endurance an easy task. This was due to the English developing ‘early habits’ for ‘good 

eating’, which meant they did not work as hard or as long unless given regular rations containing 

‘solid food’. This is in contrast to the Irish, Grattan continued, who had ‘been accustomed all his life 
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to be what an Englishman would consider half-starved’.211 As a somewhat extreme example, Ross-

Lewin, an Irishman, noted how a young English officer starved to death in camp because what little 

rations they received was not enough for the man, and he had no money to purchase more.212 Once 

again it is stated that the English were not as good soldiers as the Irish due to the fact that English 

society, and England itself, was more prosperous, and therefore food was more readily available. 

Though Napier himself noted that compared to the British soldier (he made no distinction between 

Irish and English) ‘no man of any nation can with less than two pounds of solid food of some kind 

daily do his work well for any length of time.’213  

The soldierly aptitude of the Irish as a consequence of hardship is similar to the idea that the 

better soldiers often came from hardier terrain. It was argued, even in the two World Wars, that 

‘rural recruits were best in combat because they were used to hardships and clever at woodcraft.’214 

There were similar arguments made in the eighteenth century, to the extent that British generals in 

the North American wars of the eighteenth century would hire German auxiliaries and loyalist 

frontiersmen to fill the ranks of the Light Infantry.215 This relation between ‘hardy’, ‘rural’ troops 

being perfect for light infantry roles continued and Colonel William Stewart recommended to then 

Secretary of State for War, Sir Henry Dundas, that the British army should recruit amongst Irish and 

Scottish men to form indigenous light infantry units.216 Deery believes that new light infantry 

regiments undertook selective recruitment in Ireland for this reason.217 This idea that the Irish made 

better soldiers due to their homeland is partly what Grattan alluded to above. He may have been 

using this idea to better show that the Irish have a place within the British Empire and could play a 

role as the troops for imperial aims. But this is simply conjecture and it is not clear that Grattan 

wrote about the strength and hardiness of Irish troops for any reason other than simple celebration 

of his regiment.  

It should be noted that the stamina and hardiness of the Irish soldier had been commented 

on before by contemporaries as early as 1544.218 However, this notion of the endurance of the 

Irishman as raised by contemporary commentators, especially those that travelled to Ireland, were 

not always consistent. The Irish were often portrayed as lazy and this had a long tradition dating 

                                                           
211 Grattan, Adventures with the Connaught Rangers, p.84. 
212 Ross-Lewin, With the “Thirty Second”, p.150. 
213 Napier, History of the War in the Peninsula Vol. 2, p.197. 
214 Bourke, Intimate History of Killing, p.108. 
215 Urban, Rifles, p.33. 
216 Deery, ‘Contribution of the Irish Soldier’, p.30. 
217 Deery, ‘Contribution of the Irish Soldier’, pp.31-32. 
218 Bartlett & Jeffery, ‘An Irish Military Tradition?’, p.13. The French also commented on it in a report dated 
1702.  



192 
 

back to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and re-emerging in the nineteenth century with a 

vengeance. 219 Anne Plumptre wrote in 1817 that the Irish and English were very different when it 

came to completing tasks. ‘[T]he Irish: - ardent in their pursuits, rapid in their movements, they blaze 

brilliantly for a while, but the ardour is too apt easily to subside; while with the Englishman, who is 

less alive at catching fire, when the flame within him is once lighted, it burns on even and steady, nor 

is readily exhausted.’220 Plumptre seems to suggest here that the English have the greater 

endurance, especially over significant time, than the Irish. W. Bennet addressed the accusation of 

Irish laziness in his writings after a journey to Ireland in the 1840s, writing that an Irishman would 

undergo hardships and travel long distances for work.221 However, Arthur Young, writing in the 

1770s, did comment on Irish laziness and how only whiskey encouraged them to hard work.222 

Another take on this is that nineteenth-century businessmen in Liverpool did not think the Irish 

particularly stronger or hardier than other nationalities, but they were more willing to do more 

menial, back-breaking labour, such as warehouse and dock work, than others, though this suggests 

more about the poor socio-economic conditions of both the Irish migrant and Ireland itself.223 But 

this suggests how the popular image of the Irishmen as hardier and stronger may have originated. 

Grattan seemed to show that Irish soldiers, at least, did not fall within this lazy stereotype. However, 

as stated above, Gilley writes that as both Irish and English writers would use whichever part of the 

Irish stereotype which best served their needs, it meant that ‘[t]he one observer might consider both 

industry and indolence equally Irish, and happily hold either opinion on different occasions without 

resolving the contradiction’.224 

It is difficult to state that the Irish were stronger or hardier than other British nationalities. 

The anonymous Sergeant’s memoir is the best memoir that suggests such a national characteristic 

for it seems the Sergeant was extraordinarily hardy (or lucky) with his ability to avoid major illness or 

injury until Badajoz. But the memoirs also talk of many Irish soldiers that did struggle with illnesses 

throughout the Peninsula campaign and, in my opinion, the memoirs do not provide enough 

evidence of any intrinsic hardiness found amongst Irishmen for them to have influenced this aspect 
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of that stereotype. The Irish experience, like many soldiers of military campaigns, was fraught with 

disease and injury, and the Irish did not avoid this any more than any other nationality.  

Crawley 

There is a character that is found within the text of Costello’s memoir that deserves greater scrutiny 

and that is his friend Thomas Crawley. He has been mentioned above but the reason he deserves 

greater focus is due to how well Crawley fits the traditional Irish stereotype. 225 Crawley is described 

as a Catholic Irishman with ‘enormous strength… great meekness of temper [and] an infinity of dry 

humour’.226 Indeed, Crawley is such a good stereotype that he could be partly fictional. Yet, there is 

evidence of a Thomas Crawley of the 1st Battalion of the 95th being rewarded with a Waterloo medal 

and while we cannot be certain this is our Crawley, it is highly likely.227 As well as this, Costello’s 

authorship does not seem to lend itself to such fictitious leanings and there is no evidence of blatant 

fabrication elsewhere in his memoir. It may be more the case that this stereotype was influenced by 

Costello himself. There is a relationship between Irish stereotypes and these Irishmen’s memoirs, as 

mentioned in the introduction, and this is a possible example of how Costello’s memoir fed into the 

Irish stereotype that was so prominent during the Victorian age and beyond. 

The reader is given a sense of the strength of Crawley as we are told that he made light work 

of the six-pounder treatment, which involved chaining a six-pound ball to a soldier’s leg as a 

punishment.228 Another example of Crawley’s ‘great strength’ that Costello gave his readers was 

when Crawley, and the rest of the regiment, were helping civilians from burning houses in a town 

called Condacia. Crawley carried five or six elderly civilians from a burning building and then threw 

them over a wall to safety. Unfortunately, Crawley nearly threw them into a well on the other side of 

the wall, but it seems none were hurt.229 This certainly paints Crawley was a strong, if not 

particularly spatially aware, Irishman.  

A good example of Crawley’s humour is found later in the campaign, when the British Army 

reached the Pyrenees. The regiment were about to march into the Pyrenees and were given enough 

hard biscuit for three days. The regiment instead ate all but one of the biscuits straight away, filling 

the rest of their bags with wood chips. They then left the remaining biscuit on top of the bag so that 

the bag would look and feel full upon inspection. However, a Captain Johnson ordered a soldier to 
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empty the bag; that soldier was Crawley. Seeing that the biscuits had gone, the Captain asked 

Crawley what he had done with them and whether he knew that it was against orders to eat them. 

Crawley replied: ‘[t]o be sure I do… but, for God’s sake, Sir, do you take me for a South American 

jackass, that carries gold and eats straw?’230 This answer apparently sent everyone into fits of 

laughter, including the Captain, and it did not seem that the regiment were disciplined for the 

offence. Dunne-Lynch poses the theory that Captain Johnson knew that Crawley would provide a 

humorous answer, and that was why he picked on him, so to provide the regiment with a much-

needed laugh, suggesting once again the potential strength that Irish wit and humour could give to 

soldier’s morale.231  

Costello also included another anecdote where an Irishman’s propensity for drinking got 

them in trouble. At Arruda, the regiment had stopped for a few nights and had used up various 

pieces of furniture from the houses to use as firewood. Costello referred to this as the ‘spoliation of 

the soldiery’.232 Arruda seemed to have been a particularly wealthy village which had been 

abandoned by its inhabitants due to its location upon the famous Lines of Torres Vedras, a secret 

line of fortifications that protected Lisbon built by Wellington and unbeknown to the French.233 

Crawley, due to his strength, suited this ‘pulling down and “breaking up”’.234 According to Costello, 

Crawley would often go ‘looking for wine’ when the regiment stopped for the night in a village or 

other dwelling. The soldiers had begun to run out of things to burn and had found an elegant, and 

clearly quite expensive, carriage in a stable. Costello even noted that this was the only such carriage 

he ever saw in Portugal. With the officers being absent, one soldier suggested burning the carriage, a 

plan that was greeted with cries of affirmation from the ‘thoughtless’ soldiers. They wheeled the 

carriage out and rolled it across the fire, where it began to burn, with great delight exhibited by the 

soldiers. It was then that Crawley woke up inside the carriage with a cry and had to force his way out 

of the carriage with help from his comrades. It seemed he had found some wine, got drunk and fell 

asleep in the carriage.235 Another example of this is when Costello mentioned that he once found a 

drunk Crawley sharing company with two French soldiers whilst at another bivouac. Crawley then 

stripped and challenged them all, Costello and the Frenchmen, to a fight as they were laughing at his 
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drunken state.236 This is a possible example of Crawley wishing to protect his honour by violent 

means. 

When Costello first mentioned Crawley it was in reference to a punishment Crawley 

experienced, and it is suggested that he often found himself in trouble. As Crawley would make light 

work of the six-pounder treatment Beckwith decided to punish Crawley by making him wear a long 

green smock-frock with a green cross on it. Whether this was by accident or design Costello fails to 

mention, but he noted that when Crawley was quizzed about it he would reply ‘sure and is it not the 

new regulation of the Duke of York, and mustn’t all the likes of me, that are catholics in our 

regiment, wear the cross on their dress!’237 Crawley may have been attempting to cause trouble for 

the sake of it, rather than feeling that as a Catholic he was being singled out; but it is interesting that 

he could seemingly so easily refer to anti-Catholic prejudice, even just as a joke. Cannon believes 

that this is an example of Crawley’s Catholic belief being used separate him from the rest of the men 

and that other Catholics may have similar things forced on to them but, in my opinion, this is an 

example of unique punishment aimed at inconveniencing Crawley and making a fool of him, rather 

than anything intrinsically anti-Catholic.238 Another incident saw Crawley fall ill, believing himself 

poisoned, and was given an emetic (a substance to incite vomiting) ‘sufficient to physic a 

dromedary’. Crawley, ‘who never feared death on the field, now seemed to hesitate to meet him in 

quarters’. He prayed and made promises to fix his sinful life, apparently muttered in-between 

groans. Costello noted that this ‘intended pious scene’ was made ‘truly ludicrous’ and that the men 

could not help but laugh.239 On another occasion Crawley apparently saw a ghost. The company 

laughed at his credulity and did not believe the story, in which Crawley saw a Portuguese Caçadore 

who used to sell them rum before he fell at the battle of Busaco. Crawley asked for salt and water to 

prevent any evil influence.240 Crawley also believed a comet was a sign that the army should leave 

Spain.241 This behaviour by Crawley could show light on to the Catholicism of Irish soldiers, as 

‘[t]here was a widespread belief [in Ireland of]… signs, prophecies and miracles, the healing power of 

certain relics and rituals, the potency of cursing, and other manifestations of the supernatural in 

everyday life.’242 These incidents clearly show that Costello thought little of Catholicism, as he 

portrayed it as a simple and superstitious religion, just as he portrays Crawley. However, it is 

possible that this was simply his view of religion as a whole, rather than specifically Catholicism. 
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Regardless, Costello’s condescending portrayal of Crawley and his beliefs play into the Irish 

stereotype of being superstitious.   

With all of these examples, it is clear that Costello’s portrayed Crawley as almost the 

stereotypical Irish soldier, strong, humorous, and superstitious with a predilection for heavy 

drinking. It is possible that Costello used the Irish stereotype as a narrative tool but, in my opinion, 

Crawley was real and was not just created by Costello. There was no need for Costello to create the 

typical Irish soldier for his narrative, and it would have been unlikely that Costello could have got 

away with making up a soldier that made up such a degree of the narrative and interacted with 

various other soldiers and officers, some of whom would still have been alive when Costello 

published his memoir. But this is a significant example of a memoir assisting in painting this 

stereotype and, crucially, this comes from the pen of a fellow Irishman. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has focused on the idea of the Irish martial tradition and the possible relationship with 

this tradition and the memoirs. As has been seen, there is a relationship between the Irish martial 

tradition and the memoirs. Many aspects of the stereotype of the Irish soldiers appear frequently in 

the pages of soldier’s accounts. As has been stated, in my opinion, there was already an Irish martial 

tradition in popular perception and this influenced and inspired the memoirs, but that the memoirs 

also contributed, at times intentionally and at other time unintentionally, to the proliferation of this 

tradition. A significant role to this contribution was the comparison of Irish to English and French 

soldiers where the Irish came out on top. Much of this comparison came from the pages of Grattan’s 

memoir, who also often described his soldiers as lovable rogues when it came to recalling incidents 

of looting and stealing. This seemed to have been an effort to place this behaviour into a cheeky, 

harmless dimension so as not to sully Grattan’s chief motivation of defending his regiments honour. 

While this may put into question the reality of his recollection of the Irish experience, it does show 

that he may have unintentionally added to the Irish stereotype of rogues. This was a stereotype that 

Irish soldiers then seemed to use to avoid punishment by superiors and this hints at a significant 

unique feature of their experience.  

While there is not enough evidence in the memoirs to make an argument that Irish soldiers 

were actually hardier than their British comrades, there is sufficient evidence that the Irish had a 

unique wit and humour to them that made them highly valued soldiers and able to improve the 

morale of nearby soldiers. Deery supports this conclusion and writes that Irish soldier’s ‘good 

humour and above all their martial qualities were valued by their messmates forming close bonds 
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which contributed to unit cohesion and combat effectiveness.’243 This also hints at what their 

experience was like; they were highly valued comrades, and this would have meant that they may 

have had a unique experience compared to other British soldiers. Another part of the Irish 

experience was showing mercy to enemies and the wounded, with examples of this in Costello’s and 

the Sergeant’s accounts, though it is difficult to state that this was particular to the Irish. But 

Costello’s account does show that Irish soldiers were capable of using violence to achieve their aims. 

The stereotype hints of Irish violence, and there is sufficient evidence to suggest that the Irish also 

followed a code of honour, but it is once again difficult to state that the Irish were particularly more 

prone to violence than other soldiers. Violence was a part of a soldier’s life. Costello’s violence to 

achieve monetary gain may be more indicative of the poor background of his, and many other Irish 

recruits. Finally, we have seen this stereotype personified in the character of Thomas Crawley in the 

memoir of Costello. There is strong evidence to show that Crawley was a real person, and this may 

hint at the role the memoirs had in informing the Irish soldier stereotype. 
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Conclusion  
 

This thesis has analysed the experience of Irish soldiers that served in the British Army, focusing on 

the Peninsular War. Crucially, the significant conclusion is that the Irish experience was not 

substantially different from that of English, Welsh or Scottish soldiers. Their views of the world and 

their interactions with the local population were similar and they fought side by side as a united 

British Army. Friendships were forged between Irishmen and Englishmen and they both generally 

held the Spanish in contempt. This is crucial for our understanding of how the British Army worked, 

and how Anglo-Irish relations developed over time.  

The data analysis conducted in this thesis states that Irish recruits largely signed up for 

service due to economic reasons. The majority of recruits were either labourers or weavers and the 

minority came from professional backgrounds and with the depreciating economic situation in 

Ireland, it is therefore not a stretch to suggest economic reasons. This data also supports Coss and 

Linch in their statements that any suggestions that the British Army was formed of the ‘scum of the 

earth’ are false.1 This is furthered exemplified with the analysis of the 88th, as the majority of recruits 

came from the poor regions of Connaught and Munster. This means that the majority of these Irish 

soldiers were working-class and Catholic. Significantly for our understanding and view of the British 

Army at this point, there is evidence of black Irish-born soldiers serving within its ranks, showing the 

diversity of its men. That the primary reason for enlistment was economic is further supported by 

the memoirs, though it is often necessary to read in between the lines. The memoirists often give 

grander reasons for their enlistment, including wanderlust and the desire for military glory, but their 

behaviour on service can suggest otherwise and we must be aware that these romantic notions may 

have been included solely for the reader. Many of them state their desire for promotion and to seek 

plunder which suggest there were deeper economic concerns for these men. While the more 

romantic notions behind enlistment cannot be ignored, and it is difficult to ever state definitively 

why men enlisted, it is likely that these reasons were secondary to socio-economic concerns for Irish 

soldiers. 

There is also evidence that Irish soldiers still held onto an Irish identity within a British 

imperial organisation, while simultaneously creating and maintaining an identity as a British soldier. 

This identity allowed them to share a collective ideal with British soldiers of other nationalities, most 

commonly English and Scottish, ensuring that a sense of camaraderie and joint purpose stretched 

between Irish and British soldiers. This then supports Colley’s theory of the army becoming a 
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‘crucible of Britishness’, but the memoirs also suggest that the army helped create both national and 

regimental identities.2 Life in the army helped an Irish soldier form several, interchangeable 

identities that helped him negotiate life in the army but also gave him a powerful, unique identity as 

a British soldier that lasted with him even after his service. While there is clear evidence that 

Irishmen frequently became friends with other Irishmen, their friendship was not limited to the Irish 

demographic. Costello, for example, became best friends with the Englishman Wilkie. This is 

significant for our understanding of the Irish experience in the Peninsula; strong friendships were 

able to be formed that were not constrained by nationality and soldiers within the British army were 

able to construct strong links of comradery, forming a unique united force of which the Irish were a 

significant part. This feeling extended on occasion to Spanish soldiers who joined the ranks of the 

British Army. Significantly, this only applied to those Spanish that served within a British regiment, 

for example, Blanco of the 95th Rifles. The common uniform changed an ‘Other’ into a comrade, and 

no such love was felt for allied Spanish and Portuguese soldiers wearing their own colours. Despite 

all this, these Irishmen did often miss their native land, and maintained a separate Irish identity 

while simultaneously identifying as British soldiers. There is also no evidence that the British Army 

attempted to subdue this Irish identity. In fact, the 88th regiment, among others, were allowed – and 

even encouraged – to celebrate St Patrick’s Day. This may suggest that strong links between Ireland 

and Britain were forged in the British army and this may shed new light on this relationship, 

particularly pertinent in a post-Brexit Britain, though this would need significantly more research. 

Interestingly, the Sergeant stated that he became a more devout Catholic whilst serving within the 

British Army, hinting at how Irishmen may have held more strongly on to links to their home country 

while in service. This is especially suggested by the Sergeant’s own admission that once discharged 

he once again lapsed in his religious commitment before finding Methodism. This shows that Irish 

soldiers were able to hold onto their unique Irishness while in the Peninsula, while also identifying as 

soldiers in the service of the British army.  

A significant part of the Irish experience in the Peninsula was, not surprisingly, the 

interaction between them and native people and their culture. There is also evidence in the memoirs 

that contribute to the view that these documents could also be considered travel accounts as well as 

accounts of war, and this is not different for Irish memoirs. Despite Rattansi arguing that there is no 

historical or anthropological evidence that suggests that outsiders were inevitably treated with 

hostility, this is not apparent in these memoirs.3 Fascinatingly though, the ‘Other’ in these stories 

have not been the Irish, but the Portuguese and the Spanish. They were not universally loathed, but 
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none of our Irish soldiers held them in great esteem, and, in fact, often exhibited direct hostility, and 

treated them as second-class citizens. The British and the Irish shared this dislike of the Iberian 

people. They painted them as robbers, cut-throats and the least friendly and helpful of allies. How 

much impact Napier’s History had upon the British and Irish perception of the Iberians in the post-

war memoirs is a matter for debate, but it cannot be considered the sole cause of this hostility, as 

suggested by Mark Lawrence.4 There is less overt attention to the Iberians’ Catholic faith amongst 

these Irish accounts but where there is discussion of Catholicism it is generally negative. This is 

understandable from the Sergeant’s account as his post-army conversion would have naturally 

coloured his views on Catholicism, but even from Irish Catholics such as Donaldson’s friend Denis 

and O’Neil, there were negative perceptions. This would suggest that Irish views of Catholicism also 

fell in line with British views, but more research needs to be done into accounts of devout Catholic 

Irishmen before any definite conclusion can be made on this aspect. The memoirists’ views of the 

Spanish people largely coincided with those of the British Army as a whole; a view that was generally 

negative, perceiving the Spanish as uncivilised, superstitious and hostile.5 The British Army – and the 

Irishmen within their ranks – found themselves surrounded by this ‘Other’ whom they did not trust. 

The hostility towards the Iberian people and their customs was apparent throughout the Peninsular 

War and was held by the majority of British and Irish soldiers. It was a significant part of their shared 

experience of the Peninsular War.  

There is evidence in both the Sergeant’s and Donaldson’s memoirs that the Irish were 

treated differently by the Spanish but there is sufficient evidence that, on the whole, the Redcoat 

was treated similarly by the locals regardless of nationality or religion. Importantly, the Irish were 

not treated differently by their fellow soldiers as a result of any favouritism when it did occur, rather 

the Irish were celebrated for this and other British soldiers would use this potential favouritism for 

their own benefit when possible. Despite any positive discrimination that the Irish received, crucially 

their perceptions of the Spanish was still overwhelmingly negative. It is in relation to the Portuguese 

that the Irish viewpoint, at least based on these memoirs, may differ, as two significant Irish 

memoirists, Costello and Grattan, viewed the Portuguese allied soldiers and citizens negatively, 

whereas the general trend of British views of the Portuguese improved as the war went on. 

However, it is difficult to argue that this was the viewpoint of Irish soldiers as a whole due to the 

memoirists’ individual personal reasons for disliking the Portuguese. Costello blamed Portuguese 

soldiers for the death of his best friend and Grattan was intensely xenophobic towards the Iberian 

peoples. As such, these two could not be considered representative of the widely held view which 

                                                           
4 Lawrence, ‘Peninsularity and Patriotism’, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2281.2012.00594.x. 
5 Daly, The British Soldier in the Peninsular War, pp.216-217. 
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was generally positive towards the Portuguese.6 However, there is evidence that extreme 

xenophobia may have been a part of the British and Irish experience of the Iberian Peninsula. 

Language that Grattan used included significant racist rhetoric and there is evidence that Grattan 

and other memoirists demonstrated similar views that fall in line with later Victorian racism, 

especially in their use of language and their focus on appearance and its link to perceived behaviour. 

This runs counter to Daly’s conclusion that British soldiers focused more on manners and religion 

than on physical characteristics.7  This thesis suggests there is sufficient evidence that both British 

and Irish accounts did comment on Iberian physical attributes and linked them to negative national 

traits. The British and Irish were in agreement when it came to their positive opinion of the French.8 

This falls in line with the common historiographical argument that the British and the French saw 

themselves as the civilised nations and thus got on more amicably than they did with the Iberians. 

Significantly, the Irish were included within this. 

One of the major themes covered by this thesis has been the question of an Irish martial 

tradition and much of this discussion has revolved around how the memoirs interacted with a 

possible martial tradition and their role in either creating or adding to this martial tradition and Irish 

soldier stereotype. There seems to be sufficient evidence to state that there was a perceived Irish 

martial tradition in existence and that many memoirs added to this tradition through their writing of 

Irish soldiers. Many memoirs gave examples to support the assertion that the Irish made natural 

soldiers who were strong and sturdy, both physically and mentally, and that they exhibited instances 

of a ferocity in battle; the main tenets that form this notion of an Irish martial tradition. A significant 

contribution to this tradition was the comparison between Irish, French, and English soldiers, where 

the Irish came out on top. Interestingly, this comparison predominantly came from the pages of 

Grattan, as well as various examples of Irish bravery or performance on the field of battle, despite 

evidence that Grattan did not think highly of the Irish as a whole. While it was Grattan’s wish to 

show the strengths of his regiment, it is clear he wanted this focus to be upon the regiment’s 

officers, including himself, rather than the Irishmen that filled its ranks. This shows that memoirs 

could contribute to this tradition unintentionally, as may be the case with Grattan.  

There are also examples from other memoirs, such as the Englishman Benjamin Harris, that 

support the idea of an Irish martial tradition. There are often mentions of a soldier’s performance 

and the memoirist has specifically remembered that the soldier was Irish. This hints that British 

soldiers at the time were aware of an Irish martial tradition and that these incidents helped reinforce 

                                                           
6 Daly, British Soldier in the Peninsular War, p.103.  
7 Daly, British Soldier in the Peninsular War, p.57. 
8 Daly, British Soldier in the Peninsular War, p.218. 
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this image in their minds, so much so that when it came time to remember and record these 

incidents, they still remembered the nationality of the soldier. The significant question for further 

research is whether what is seen as a Irish martial tradition was truly a unique Irish experience or 

whether this could be true of British soldiers as a whole.  

There is also evidence that these memoirs played a significant part in creating or supporting 

the Irish stereotype, be it the positive aspects of their strength and humour, or the negative aspects 

such as violence, superstition or an uncivilised nature. Both British and Irish soldiers wrote about 

other Irish soldiers, whether by accident or not, in this manner. This is an important feature of such 

perceptions: the people being stereotyped can often play a part in the image being created. 

Certainly, there are many humorous episodes that both stem from and involve Irish soldiers. Grattan 

even raised the idea that this humour and its positive effect on morale was part of what made the 

Irish good soldiers and so may make up an aspect of the Irish martial tradition. It is difficult to 

determine the extent to which this humour was included for the sake of the audience, and harder 

still to gauge whether the Irish were considered funnier than the English or Welsh. However, the 

frequent recurrences of humour within depictions of the Irish strongly suggest that the Irish had a 

penchant for wit that was appreciated by their comrades. As Schwamenfeld states of Irish soldiers 

‘their presence and achievements are readily acknowledged by their British mates in nearly all the 

memoirs of the period.’9 Similarly, it is difficult to state that the Irish were stronger or hardier than 

other British nationalities. Crawley’s strength is mentioned, but there is nothing to say that this was 

due to his nationality, and it seems the Sergeant was extraordinarily hardy (or lucky) with his ability 

to avoid major illness or injury until Badajoz. The truth of these stereotypes is difficult to ascertain, 

but it is clear that this was part of the Irish experience; these Irishmen found humour in dire 

circumstances and performed admirably on the battlefield. That was how these Irishmen 

remembered their experience of war and that was how the readers of these memoirs perceived 

these Irish soldiers. 

Grattan also suggested that Picton, and by extension the army, did not give Irish soldiers 

their due when it came to promotion. Once again, however, there is no substantial evidence to 

suggest that the British Army was institutionally prejudiced towards the Irish and treated them any 

differently. There is evidence of anti-Irishness in the memoirs, but this did not seem to be 

widespread and, while may have formed a part of the Irish experience, there is more evidence that 

the British army, with its Irish soldiers, formed a united front where the hated ‘Other’ was those of 

the native Iberian peoples. While it is true that Grattan never achieved the promotion he desired, 

                                                           
9 Schwamenfeld, ‘”The Foundation of British Strength”’, p.7. 
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the Sergeant did, and both the data analysis and the Sergeant’s memoir suggest that Irish NCOs 

were highly thought of and instrumental in the British Army’s success. The only significant evidence 

of anti-Irish feeling within this thesis comes from Picton himself. It is possible that Picton’s own anti-

Irish feeling may have impacted Irishmen under his command such as Grattan and the rest of the 

88th but there is no evidence that this was institution wide.  More research needs to be undertaken 

to understand fully the experience of Gaelic-speaking Irish soldiers in the British Army. This work 

touches on it but cannot state much on their experience simply because none of the chosen case-

studies were monoglot Gaelic speakers. This thesis suggests that the inclusion of men that could not 

speak any English was certainly not unusual but did cause tensions between Gaelic speakers and 

non-English speakers. There is also evidence that monoglot Gaelic speakers were perceived and 

mocked as being of low intelligence by British officers.  

The idea of narrative in the memoirs has also been touched upon. While the narrative 

elements may impact the reliability of such texts, this is lessened due to the focus on the perception 

and experience of these Irishmen. The truth of the texts is less important than the information they 

give on the experience and memory of the author, as Harari has pointed out.10 It is interesting to see 

how Grattan wished to portray his Irish soldiers as rogues and ensured that issues of plunder were 

often given a humorous slant, showing how little Grattan thought of the Portuguese and the gaiety 

of the Irish soldiers. But it also shows that Grattan was well aware of the narrative he was painting 

and how he desired to show his beloved 88th. He wanted to lessen the negative features of soldiers 

on campaign by turning aspects such as plunder into funny and exciting anecdotes. But this also 

shows how he perceived and experienced the Irish soldiers he fought and lived besides while on 

campaign. Similarly, the Sergeant has an obvious religious narrative interwoven amongst the 

traditional soldiers’ tale. How much this impacts the truthfulness of the account is up to debate as 

his conversion to Methodism may have hindered or helped the truth come out, but this shows that 

further study into the Memoirs of a Sergeant as a conversion narrative is a necessity. Some research 

has also been conducted on the publishing of these memoirs and if this may have had any significant 

impact on the message being portrayed by these works and, on the whole, the conclusion is that the 

editors and publishers seemed to have had little influence on these memoirs.  

This project has only skimmed the surface of the Irish experience of the British Army during 

the French Wars, with a focus on Irish soldiers in only one area of a wide-ranging conflict that 

spanned two decades. While significant conclusions have been made, it is hoped that this thesis has 

set the groundwork for more work to be undertaken to gain a further sense of the experience of 

                                                           
10 Harari, ‘Military Memoirs’, p.308. 
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those Irish that served within the British Army. For example, it is hard to suggest that the Irish 

experience during the Peninsular War would be the same as in the 1790s. The Union of 1801 and the 

1798 rebellion may have had significant impact on how the Irish were perceived. While it seems that 

those two events did not have any substantial impact on the perception of Irish soldiers from our 

memoirs, as there is very little mention of them, it is something that cannot be categorically stated 

until the necessary research has been done. Similarly, the Irish soldier’s experience could be very 

different during peacetime, an aspect not covered by this thesis. This would be especially pertinent 

as the presence of the Iberian ‘Other’ may have ensured that the British and Irish saw themselves as 

similar, instead of different. The Irish in this study were in a unique environment and situation and 

this could mean their experience was vastly different than at other times. The absence of a 

significant ‘Other’ may mean that the Irish would, instead, have become the ‘Other’ and therefore 

may have been treated substantially differently. 

This thesis has shown that there is merit in looking at the experiences of those that served 

within the British Army and what they can tell us about both the people involved, and the wider 

British imperial structures. It is significant that the Irish seem to have suffered surprisingly little 

prejudice or hostility from the other nationalities within the ranks. The Irish not only fitted into the 

ranks of the British Army but thrived. While many never returned to the shores of Ireland, these 

Irishmen often found victory, friendship, and success in the Iberian Peninsula – all while wearing the 

famous redcoat.   
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