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Chapter	1

Mercantile	Soldiering

riginally	 chartered	 by	 Queen	 Elizabeth	 on	 31	 December	 1600,
the	East	India	Company	or	‘The	United	Company	of	Merchants

of	 England	 Trading	 to	 the	 East	 Indies’,	 as	 it	 became	 in	 1708,	 was
certainly	 the	 first	 and	 arguably	 by	 far	 the	 most	 successful
multinational	trading	corporation	the	world	has	ever	seen.	Within	less
than	fifty	years	of	the	strange	affair	at	Plassey	related	in	these	pages,
the	Company	would	not	only	be	astonishingly	wealthy	but,	under	the
direction	 of	 a	 government-appointed	 Board	 of	 Control,	 it	 would	 be
unashamedly	 governing	 vast	 tracts	 of	 the	 Indian	 subcontinent	 as	 a
sovereign	state	in	all	but	name.
Yet,	the	Company,	or	at	least	its	directors	and	shareholders	meeting

at	 the	 India	 House,	 their	 sprawling,	 and	 surprisingly	 ramshackle
headquarters	 in	 London’s	 Leadenhall	 Street,1	 never	 set	 out	 to	 be
empire-builders,	and	indeed	almost	frantically	tried	to	avoid	it.	On	the
contrary,	 in	 a	 proper	 pursuit	 of	 profit,	 the	 directors	 of	 the	Company
were	ever	anxious	for	nothing	more	than	a	‘quiet	 trade’,	undisturbed
by	 alarums	 and	 ‘brabbles’.	 However,	 to	 their	 oft-expressed	 distress
and	 occasional	 angry	 disapproval,	 the	 Company’s	 servants	 half	 a
world	 and	many	months	 away	 from	London,	 constantly	 fell	 foul	 of
commercial	 rivals	 such	as	 the	Portuguese,	 the	Dutch	and	 latterly	 the
French,	 and	 discovered	 a	 destructive	 talent	 for	 getting	 embroiled	 in
local	 politics	 and	 thereby	 upsetting	 the	 local	 rulers,	 on	 whose
goodwill	 that	quiet	 trade	ultimately	depended.	Conversely	of	course,
many	of	those	on	the	ground	were	wont	to	complain	with	good	reason



that	many	of	the	troubles	could	have	been	avoided,	were	it	not	for	the
interference	 of	 a	 board	 of	 directors	 in	 London,	 as	 ignorant	 of	 local
conditions	as	they	were	ungrateful	for	the	efforts	of	its	servants!

India

The	 Company’s	 very	 earliest	 voyages	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the
seventeenth	century	had	been	directed	all	the	way	to	the	South	China
Sea	 and	 to	 what	 is	 now	 the	 Indonesian	 Archipelago,	 primarily	 in
search	of	nutmeg	and	other	high-value	spices.	The	trade	was	lucrative
enough	while	 it	 lasted	but	 a	murderous	 competition	with	 the	Dutch,
who	 had	 got	 there	 first,	 eventually	 found	 the	 Company	 effectively
forced	 out	 of	 the	 area.	 Instead	 the	main	 focus	 of	 its	 activities	 soon
shifted	northwards	to	a	far	more	broadly-based	trade	with	the	Indian
subcontinent	and	a	receptive	Mughal	Empire,	which	was	at	that	time
still	 strong	 enough	 to	 enforce	 some	 order	 amongst	 its	 often
quarrelsome	 European	 guests,	 and	 keen	 to	 embrace	 a	 trade	 which
brought	the	large	quantities	of	silver	needed	to	maintain	its	numerous
armies.
There	 the	 East	 India	 Company	 dramatically	 expanded	 its

commercial	operations,	quickly	eclipsing	the	older	Portuguese	Estado
da	Índia	by	opening	its	own	entrepots,	first	at	Surat	on	the	north-west
coast,	Masulipatnam	on	the	east	and	the	port	of	Hugli	in	Bengal.	All
three	 ports	 were	 already	 established	 and	 thriving	 as	 great	 trading
centres	 long	before	 the	Europeans	came,	but	 for	various	 reasons,	by
the	 beginning	 of	 the	 eighteenth	 century	 the	 Company	 had	 acquired
three	 entirely	 new	 settlements	 of	 its	 own,	 dignified	 by	 the	 title	 of
Presidencies	 and	 serving	 as	 regional	 headquarters	 for	 an	 increasing
number	of	factories	or	trading	stations	planted	all	over	the	interior.2
The	 oldest	 of	 these	 Presidencies	 was	 Madrasapatam,	 commonly

rendered	 simply	 as	 Madras.	 It	 was	 no	 more	 than	 an	 insignificant
fishing	 village	 on	 the	 east	 coast	 when	 it	 was	 purchased	 by	 the



Company	on	8	August	1639.	At	 first	 sight,	Madras	was	an	odd	spot
for	an	international	trading	centre,	for	it	was	very	awkwardly	sited;	in
effect	sitting	on	an	open	beach	with	no	proper	supply	of	 fresh	water
and	 a	 great	 bar	 lying	 just	 offshore.3	 This	 may	 have	 explained	 the
cheerful	 readiness	 with	 which	 the	 local	 ruler	 had	 disposed	 of	 what
was	then	a	near-worthless	asset,	but	it	also	meant	that	for	the	next	two
centuries	and	more	rather	than	tie	up	at	proper	wharves	to	discharge	or
take	on	cargoes,	or	otherwise	lie	in	a	secure	anchorage,	shipping	had
to	stand	off	the	beach	in	good	weather	while	everyone	and	everything
was	precariously	ferried	across	the	bar	in	small	boats.	In	bad	weather
ships	had	to	avoid	it	entirely.	Yet	astonishingly,	Madras	thrived.	Soon
the	 level	 of	 trade	 being	 carried	 on	 with	 the	 interior	 was	 such	 that
despite	 this	 seemingly	 crippling	 disadvantage,	 Madras	 rose	 to	 pre-
eminence	amongst	the	Company’s	other	stations	and,	for	most	of	the
eighteenth	century,	it	was	to	all	intents	and	purposes	its	head	office	in
India.
Next	in	order	of	importance	came	Bombay.	Very	largely	confined	at

this	 time	 to	 a	 pestilential	 island	 on	 the	 west	 coast,	 it	 was	 once	 a
Portuguese	colony	before	reluctantly	coming	to	the	British	Crown	as	a
part	of	Queen	Catherine	of	Braganza’s	dowry.	In	contrast	to	Madras,	it
had	 a	 very	 good,	 well-sheltered	 harbour,	 but	 Catherine’s	 husband
King	Charles	 II,	who	was	 no	 fool	 and	 quick	 to	 recognise	 a	 liability
when	he	saw	one,	very	promptly	sold	 it	on	 to	a	curiously	ungrateful
Company.	 Although	 relatively	 convenient	 to	 the	 imperial	 capital	 of
Delhi,	 as	 a	 commercial	 establishment	 it	 never	 attained	 as	 much
importance	 as	 Madras,	 especially	 when	 it	 came	 to	 trade	 with	 the
Indian	interior.	On	the	other	hand,	it	was	very	well	placed	to	tap	into
the	considerable	local	shipping	trade	with	Arabia	and	the	Persian	Gulf
and	 the	 ‘country	 trade’	 all	 the	 way	 up	 and	 down	 the	 west	 coast	 of
India.	 Consequently,	 although	 provided	 with	 a	 proper	 garrison	 it
found	itself	largely	dependent	for	its	security	on	a	small	Company-run
naval	 squadron,	 popularly	 known	 as	 the	 Bombay	 Marine,	 which



began	 as	 an	 ad	 hoc	 anti-piracy	 patrol	 and	 would	 eventually	 evolve
into	 the	 present	 Indian	 Navy.	 Moreover,	 having	 no	 significant
landward	territories	attaching	to	it	at	this	time	also	meant	that	Bombay
was	frequently	in	the	happy	position	of	being	able	to	lend	some	of	its
troops	to	assist	the	other	two	Presidencies	in	time	of	need.
The	 third	 and	 most	 recently-founded	 of	 the	 Presidencies	 was

Calcutta.	Away	 from	 the	west	 coast	 shipping	 lanes,	most	 commerce
within	India	quite	naturally	flowed	up	and	down	the	great	 rivers.	Of
these	the	mighty	Ganges	was	obviously	the	most	important	and	so	the
Company	hastened	 to	establish	a	 factory	at	Hugli,	 a	port	 in	 its	delta
which	 in	 turn	 lent	 its	name	 to	 the	 lower	part	of	a	distributory	of	 the
Ganges	 really	 called	 the	 Bahgramiti	 river.	 From	 here,	 goods	 and
specie	were	at	first	transhipped	to	and	from	Madras,	but	by	1676	the
Bengal	trade	was	substantial	enough	to	justify	turning	the	factory	into
a	presidency,	capable	of	dealing	directly	with	England.	So	far	so	good,
but	as	we	shall	see	in	the	next	chapter	a	combination	of	overweening
arrogance	and	an	unhappy	 involvement	 in	 local	politics,	culminating
in	an	ill-fated	attempt	to	seize	the	port	of	Chittagong	on	the	other	side
of	 the	 Bay	 of	 Bengal,	 saw	 the	 Company	 effectively	 expelled	 from
Bengal	in	1685.	Such	was	the	value	of	the	European	trade,	however,
that	having	made	its	peace	with	the	perpetually	cash-strapped	Mughal
Emperor,	 Aurangzeb,	 the	 Company	 was	 welcomed	 back	 with	 open
arms	 just	 five	 years	 later.	 Nevertheless,	 in	 the	 circumstances,	 a	 re-
establishment	of	the	Hugli	factory	was	considered	imprudent,	and	so
instead	 the	site	chosen	by	 the	Company	for	 its	new	operational	base
was	a	fishing	village	named	Kalkata	situated	on	the	left	or	east	bank
of	the	Hoogli	River,	some	distance	downstream	from	the	port	itself.

The	Military

To	 protect	 all	 of	 these	 settlements	 great	 and	 small,	 and	 more
importantly	 the	Company’s	 goods	 and	 treasure	 accumulated	 therein,



some	 kind	 of	 security	 force	 was	 grudgingly	 acknowledged	 to	 be
necessary.	 Yet	 anyone	 inclined	 to	 doubt	 the	 assertion	 that	 in	 the
eighteenth	century	the	East	India	Company	still	had	no	ambitions	for
territorial	 conquest	 in	 the	 Indian	 subcontinent,	 need	 look	 no	 further
than	 the	 state	 of	 its	 ‘military’	 companies	 immediately	 prior	 to	 the
events	about	to	unfold.
Whilst	most	 of	 its	 soldiers	were	 obviously	 employed	 as	 garrisons

for	the	three	principal	settlements,	the	term	companies	was	something
of	 a	 misnomer	 for	 they	 were	 rarely	 if	 ever	 mustered	 as	 such,	 and
instead	 small	 detachments,	 and	 even	 individual	 soldiers,	 were
scattered	 up-country,	 providing	 security	 details	 for	 the	 factories	 and
no	doubt	occasionally	serving	as	armed	bodyguards	for	the	factors.
At	Madras	 in	1721	 there	were	 just	 three	such	companies	based	 in

Fort	 St.	 George,	 and	 another	 at	 Fort	 St.	 David,4	 near	 Cuddalore,
mustering	 a	 total	 of	 545	men	 of	 all	 ranks,	 of	whom	 only	 245	were
Europeans	and	the	rest	Eurasians.	In	addition	there	was	an	even	more
motley	 band	 officially	 known	 as	 ‘the	 gunroom	 crew’,	 but	 which,
according	 to	 the	 garrison	 paymaster	 in	 1724,	 was	 ‘lookt	 on	 as	 a
lodging	workhouse	to	relieve	poor	sailors	and	at	the	same	time	be	of
use	to	the	garrison’.	What	he	neglected	to	add	was,	as	it	turned	out	in
1740,	 the	 fifty-six	 Europeans,	 fifty-two	 Eurasians	 and	 thirty	 lascars
(native	 Indian	 labourers)	 then	 belonging	 to	 the	 gunroom	 crew	were
expected	to	look	after	some	200	guns	of	various	calibres.
Bombay’s	 original	 garrison,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 had	 actually	 been

four	 companies	 of	 regular	 infantry	 sent	 out	 by	 King	 Charles	 II	 in
1662,	but	most	of	them,	alas,	quickly	succumbed	to	fevers	long	before
both	colony	and	surviving	soldiers	were	transferred	from	the	Crown	to
the	East	India	Company.	Thereafter	the	comparatively	strong	military
establishment	maintained	on	the	island	varied	between	four	and	eight
infantry	companies,	largely	comprised	of	Topasses	or	Eurasians.	In	a
return	of	1742,	the	soldiers	at	Bombay	were	reported	to	number	a	total
of	1,593	men	of	all	ranks	–	but	of	those	only	346	were	Europeans.



Similarly,	by	the	mid-1750s	there	were	in	theory	six	companies	of
infantry	in	Bengal	and	one	of	artillery,	but	one	of	the	companies	had
been	 sent	 to	Madras	 and	was	 never	 seen	 again,	while	 the	 rest	were
chronically	understrength,	not	least	because	during	the	wars	with	the
French	 the	 authorities	 in	 Madras	 were	 all	 too	 often	 guilty	 of
intercepting	 and	 skimming	 off	 recruits	 bound	 for	 Calcutta.
Consequently,	as	late	as	February	1756	there	were	only	a	total	of	647
European	 officers	 and	 soldiers	 in	 Bengal,	 although	 once	 again	 a
surprisingly	large	number	of	the	latter	were	actually	Eurasians.5
This	was	largely	because	during	much	of	the	eighteenth	century	the

Company	 was	 not	 allowed	 to	 openly	 beat	 up	 for	 military	 recruits
within	 the	 British	 Isles	 in	 competition	 with	 the	 Regular	 Army.
Consequently,	it	had	to	find	its	soldiers	in	strange	and	unusual	places
and	often	by	dubious	means.	As	to	those	sent	out	from	England,	they
all	too	often	turned	out	to	be	of	dubious	quality	physically	as	well	as
morally	–	often	being	men	who	were	too	short	or	too	weakly	to	be	of
interest	 to	 the	Regulars.	As	 late	as	1787,	 it	was	complained	that	one
recent	draft	 from	England	 included	 ‘broken	gentlemen’	and	half-pay
officers,	 both	 from	 the	 army	 and	 the	 navy,	 made	 redundant	 by	 the
ending	 of	 the	 American	 War.	 There	 was	 even	 a	 former	 clergyman
amongst	 them,	 although	 the	 circumstances	 of	 his	 misfortune	 are
unrecorded!	 Otherwise,	 the	 rest	 were	 the	 depressingly	 familiar
collection	 of	 undersized	 or	 disabled	 men,	 foreigners,	 deserters,
criminals	and	even	a	few	sailors	who	had	jumped	ship	once	too	often.
‘I	 did	 not	 think,’	 protested	 Lord	 Cornwallis	 on	 looking	 them	 over,
‘that	Britain	could	have	furnished	such	a	set	of	wretched	objects.’6	In
the	 circumstances,	 there	 was	 probably	 some	 justification	 for	 the
apocryphal	story	of	the	complaint	made	to	the	Directors	that	whilst	it
was	no	doubt	 inevitable	 that	some	of	 the	Company’s	soldiers	should
be	 recruited	 in	Newgate	Gaol,	 trawling	 them	 from	 the	Bedlam	Mad
House	was	going	too	far!
Consequently,	many	 of	 the	Company’s	 European	 recruits	were	 in



fact	found	locally	in	India	itself.	In	the	early	days,	the	term	Europeans
was	exercised	very	broadly	and	a	 fair	number	of	 them	were	enlisted
from	 the	 inevitable	 floating	 population	 of	 ‘poor	 whites’	 of	 various
nationalities.	 In	 Bengal,	 for	 some	 reason,	 most	 of	 the	 genuine
Europeans	 at	 first	 appear	 to	 have	 been	 Dutchmen.	 Most	 of	 those
would	desert	during	or	after	the	siege	of	Calcutta	in	1756	and	instead
enlist	with	the	French.	Ironically,	however,	after	the	British	capture	of
Chandernagore	 in	 the	 following	 year	 a	 sizeable	 number	 of	 the
defeated	 French	 were	 enlisted	 in	 their	 place.	 So-called	 Portuguese
were	also	enlisted	–	although	in	this	case	the	term	was	in	reality	a	very
common	euphemism	for	Eurasians,	‘most	of	whom	we	are	obliged	to
take	 tho’	 good	 for	 little’.	 But	 at	 least,	 as	 the	 Directors	 approvingly
noted,	they	were	‘cheaper	by	one	half’	than	Europeans.7	Later,	in	the
ninteenth	 century,	 these	 cut-price	Eurasian	 recruits	would	 be	 rigidly
segregated	 and	 often	 employed	 only	 as	 bandsmen,	 but	 in	 the	 early
days	this	was	rare,	and	while	drummers	appear	to	have	normally	been
‘black	Portuguese’	or	‘blacks’,	the	rank	and	file	were	more	generally
found	promiscuously	mixed	with	Europeans.
Faced	 with	 the	 perennial	 difficulty	 of	 finding	 sufficient	 suitable

recruits	for	its	army,	the	Company	even	decided	in	1751	to	hire	some
Swiss	mercenaries.	In	July	of	that	year,	a	contract	was	signed	with	a
military	 entrepreneur	 named	 Schaub	 for	 the	 provision	 of	 two
companies,	each	comprising	four	officers,	six	sergeants,	six	corporals,
a	drum	major	and	two	drummers,	and	120	soldiers.	All	of	the	officers
and	men	were	 to	 be	Protestants,	 and	 although	 the	 contract	 specified
that	they	were	to	be	raised	in	Zurich,	Geneva	and	Basle,	recruits	from
Alsace	 and	 Hanover	 were	 also	 to	 be	 accepted.	 Between	 1751	 and
1754,	 it	 seems	 that	 some	 500	 men	 were	 sent	 out,	 including
artillerymen.	Initially	the	Company	agreed	to	maintain	the	traditional
Swiss	 mercenary	 privileges	 in	 regard	 to	 discipline,	 drum	 calls	 and
other	 practices.	 The	 contract	 or	 contracts	 appear	 to	 have	 lapsed	 in
about	 1754,	 although	 the	 Swiss	 companies	maintained	 their	 identity



for	some	time	afterwards	and	one	of	them,	commanded	by	a	Captain
Guapp,	would	fight	at	Plassey.
Nor,	often	enough,	were	their	officers	in	much	better	shape	and	on

the	 whole	 they	 were	 men	 who	 could	 not	 afford	 to	 purchase	 a
commission	in	the	Regular	Army.	In	a	 letter	written	the	night	before
his	 death	 at	 the	 storming	 of	 Conjeveram	 in	 1759,	 Captain	 Robert
Bannatyne	 wrote	 that,	 ‘My	 Father	 had	 no	 great	 Estate	 and	 dying
whilst	his	Children	were	young	you	May	guess	Whether	five	of	us	did
not	find	use	for	small	inheritance’.8	As	another	bitterly	put	it,	‘we	are
not,	 generally	 speaking,	 men	 of	 interest,	 else	 we	 should	 not	 have
preferred	 a	 service	 in	 which	 seniority	 [in	 other	 words	 length	 of
service]	gives	command’.9	As	with	the	rank	and	file,	even	some	of	the
officers	were	men	who	had	left	their	country	for	their	country’s	good.
One	 notable	 example	we	 shall	meet	 shortly	was	 Captain	Alexander
Grant,	 a	 Highland	 Jacobite	 who	 had	 been	 ‘out’	 in	 the	 ’45	 but
afterwards	 arrived	 in	 India	 in	 1747	 as	 a	 lieutenant	 with	 one	 of
Boscawen’s	 Independent	Companies,	where	 he	 took	 the	 opportunity
to	transfer	to	the	Company’s	service.
As	we	shall	shortly	see,	this	reliance	on	seniority	meant	that	when

hostilities	commenced	in	 the	1740s,	some	of	 the	Company’s	officers
were	very	old	indeed	in	years,	but	not	alas,	in	rank	or	ability.	Indeed	it
could	hardly	be	otherwise	given	 the	Directors’	peevish	opposition	 to
granting	anyone	a	higher	commission	than	that	of	a	lieutenant	before
the	reforms	of	1748.	Even	then,	whilst	the	rank	of	captain	afterwards
became	more	 common,	 the	 responsibilities	 piled	 upon	 officers	were
still	rarely	consistent	with	their	small	rewards.	Just	as	lieutenants	were
commanding	 companies	 prior	 to	 1748,	 afterwards	 it	 was	 not
uncommon	 to	 find	 captains	 leading	 battalions,	 and	majors,	 although
existing,	 were	 decidedly	 rare.	 Pay	 was	 chronically	 low	 and,
notoriously,	 officers	 were	 forced	 to	 rely	 on	 a	 wide	 and	 varied
collection	 of	 allowances	 (and	 private	 trade)	 in	 order	 to	 make	 ends
meet.



All	in	all,	therefore,	when	our	story	opens,	the	Company’s	soldiers,
both	officers	and	men,	were	in	reality	no	more	than	a	dubious	rabble
of	 second-rate	 armed	 security	 guards,	 probably	 little	 removed	 in
character	and	effectiveness	from	those	euphemistically-titled	‘security
contractors’	 seemingly	 so	 ubiquitous	 in	 the	 present	 day.	 They	 were
adequate	enough	to	protect	godowns	or	warehouses	from	pilfering	and
to	present	a	suitable	show	when	required,	but	not	surprisingly	all	too
many	of	them	were	at	first	found	to	be	wanting	when	calamity	fell	and
proper	soldiering	was	the	order	of	the	day.

War	in	the	Carnatic

At	first,	no	matter	the	wars	raging	in	Europe	during	the	long	years	of
Louis	XIV	–	the	Sun	King	–	both	British	and	French	traders	in	India
had	 recognised	 the	 dangers	 of	 engaging	 in	 national	 conflicts	 when
there	 was	 no	 good	 reason	 to	 do	 so.	 This	 was	 partly	 a	 matter	 of	 a
sensible	recognition	that	it	was	bad	for	business	and	partly	because	in
any	 case	 the	 Great	 Moghul	 forbade	 Europeans	 from	 disturbing	 the
peace	of	his	dominions	in	the	name	of	whatever	might	be	going	on	at
the	other	side	of	the	world.	In	1744,	therefore,	when	the	governor	of
the	 French	 settlement	 of	 Pondicherry,	 Joseph-François	 Dupleix,
learned	that	war	had	again	broken	out	in	Europe	between	Britain	and
France,	 he	 courteously	 wrote	 to	 Nicholas	 Morse,	 his	 British
counterpart	100	miles	away	in	Madras,	suggesting	that	in	accordance
with	past	 practice,	 neither	party	 should	 engage	 in	hostilities	 ‘east	 of
the	Cape’.10	With	equal	courtesy,	Morse	 responded	 that	he	would	be
happy	to	concur,	but	as	a	mere	servant	of	the	East	India	Company	he
obviously	had	no	 authority	over	 any	of	his	 sovereign’s	officers	who
might	 happen	 by.	 In	 this,	 Morse	 was	 equivocating	 for	 he	 knew
perfectly	well	 that	 the	 Royal	Navy	was	 already	 on	 its	way	 to	 seize
Pondicherry.	Whether	or	not	this	was	discreetly	conveyed	to	Dupleix,
or	whether	he	was	more	than	capable	of	reading	between	the	lines,	the



Frenchman	immediately	appealed	for	the	protection	of	the	Nawab	or
imperial	 viceroy	 of	 the	Carnatic,	 a	 gentleman	named	Anwar-ud-din.
The	 Nawab,	 equally	 concerned	 to	 maintain	 a	 quiet	 and	 profitable
trade,	 promptly	 responded	 by	 reminding	 both	 parties	 that	 it	 was
strictly	 forbidden	 to	 undertake	 hostilities	 anywhere	 within	 the
Emperor’s	dominions.
At	this	stage	in	the	game,	Mughal	authority	was	still	something	to

be	 respected.	 Commodore	 Curtis	 Barnet	 of	 the	 Royal	 Navy	 might
indeed	 have	 been	 instructed	 to	 fight	 the	 French,	 but	 he	 was	 not
authorised	 to	 start	 a	war	with	 the	Mughal	 Empire.	 Pondicherry	was
therefore	safe	for	the	moment,	but	on	the	other	hand	French	shipping
on	the	high	seas	was	still	a	different	matter	entirely.	The	patriotic	zeal
of	eighteenth-century	naval	officers	was	deliberately	encouraged	and
sustained	by	the	prize	money	awarded	for	captured	enemy	ships,	and
Barnet	 found	 the	 Indian	 Ocean	 to	 be	 a	 very	 happy	 hunting	 ground
indeed.	A	 number	 of	 ships	 belonging	 to	 the	 French	Compagnie	 des
Indes,	 and	 of	 course	 their	 valuable	 cargoes,	 were	 very	 quickly
snapped	 up,	 and	 this	 provocation	 goaded	 Dupleix	 into	 marching
against	the	East	India	Company’s	Fort	St.	David,	which	lay	a	tempting
14	miles	south	of	Pondicherry.	He	might	easily	have	carried	the	place
out	of	hand	but	fortunately	the	Royal	Navy	turned	up	in	time	to	save
the	day.	This	 time	 it	was	Morse	who	appealed	 to	 the	Nawab	and	no
doubt	 derived	 a	 smug	 satisfaction	 from	 Anwar-ud-din’s	 repeated
injunction	 in	 the	 name	 of	 the	Emperor,	 forbidding	 the	Europeans	 to
disturb	 the	 peace.	 The	 French,	 for	 the	 moment	 at	 least,	 were
egregiously	 in	 the	wrong,	 but	 the	 complexion	 of	 the	 game	 changed
dramatically	when	Commodore	Barnet	died	suddenly	in	May	1746.
Of	itself	this	was	a	setback,	but	one	made	all	the	worse	by	the	fact

the	 senior	 surviving	 naval	 officer,	 Captain	 Edward	 Peyton,	 was
completely	 overwhelmed	 by	 the	 responsibility	 so	 suddenly	 thrust
upon	him.	He	was	only	too	conscious	that	his	ships	were	by	now	two
years	out	from	England	and	badly	in	need	of	refitting.	Consequently,



rather	than	risk	a	fight	with	an	avenging	squadron	which	arrived	fresh
from	 France	 a	 few	 weeks	 later,	 he	 hastily	 retired	 from	 the	 scene
entirely	 to	 refit	 them	 at	 Trincomalee	 in	 Ceylon.11	 This	 was	 doubly
unfortunate	 because	 the	 French	 commander,	 François	 Mahé	 de	 La
Bourdonnais,	 the	governor	of	Mauritius,	also	convoyed	a	 substantial
reinforcement	of	2,000	French	and	1,000	African	soldiers	destined	for
Pondicherry,	 and	 with	 Peyton	 now	 conspicuous	 by	 his	 absence
Dupleix,	felt	confident	enough	to	go	to	war	with	the	British	in	spite	of
the	Nawab	and	the	Emperor.
Not	 that	 had	 he	 much	 to	 fear	 from	 the	 British.	 When	 La

Bourdonnais	 appeared	 off	Madras	 on	 3	 September	 1746	 and	 started
landing	 his	 troops,	 there	 were	 only	 some	 200	 men	 in	 the	 military
companies	 stationed	 in	 Fort	 St.	 George	 and	 about	 100	 more	 in	 the
gunroom	 crew.12	 Even	 with	 the	 addition	 of	 a	 hastily	 mobilised
European	 militia	 cobbled	 together	 from	 the	 Company’s	 writers	 and
other	 able-bodied	 civilian	 staff	 (including	 a	 surly	 Shropshire	 lad
named	Robert	Clive)	numbering	about	150	men,	and	another	400–500
locally	 recruited	 peons,13	 this	 was	 hardly	 an	 adequate	 garrison	 to
defend	the	place.
Nevertheless,	 the	 real	 weakness	 of	 the	 settlement	 was	 not	 the

inadequate	 garrison	 or	 its	 equally	 inadequate	 fortifications,14	 but	 the
simple	 fact	 that	 the	 fort	 itself	 lacked	 its	 own	 water	 supply	 and	 its
inhabitants	were	dependent	on	 freshwater	 springs	now	under	French
control.	They,	for	their	part,	having	established	their	camp	at	the	south
of	 the	 lagoon	 and	 safely	 out	 of	 range	 of	 the	 fort’s	 guns,	 then
proceeded	to	swing	around	to	the	north.	There	La	Bourdonnais	began
raising	two	batteries	to	bombard	the	landward	side	of	both	the	fort	and
the	adjoining	‘Blacktown’.	At	this	point,	some	enterprising	soul	in	the
garrison	 saw	 an	 opportunity	 to	 attack	 the	 French	 camp,	 which	 was
assumed	 to	 be	 poorly	 guarded.	Unfortunately	 this	 happy	 inspiration
was	 compromised	 by	 the	 decision	 to	 entrust	 the	 operation	 to	 the
locally-recruited	 peons,	 who	 duly	 sallied	 out	 of	 the	 gate	 on	 the



morning	 of	 6	 September,	 fired	 off	 their	 muskets	 with	 great
enthusiasm,	 and	 promptly	 placed	 as	 much	 distance	 as	 possible
between	themselves	and	the	beleaguered	fortress.
Next	day,	La	Bourdonnais	retaliated	by	uncovering	his	batteries	and

commencing	 a	 bombardment,	 not	 directed	 against	 the	 walls,	 but
instead	 using	 mortars	 to	 drop	 explosive	 shells	 inside.	 Some	 of	 the
garrison’s	guns	 replied	uncertainly,	but	 the	climate	proved	as	deadly
as	 the	 French	 and	 after	 just	 a	 few	 rounds	 were	 fired,	 their	 rotten
carriages	 collapsed.	 In	 the	 circumstances,	 it	 is	 hardly	 surprising	 that
the	 chief	 gunner	 thereupon	 relieved	 himself	 of	 his	 problems	 by
succumbing	 to	 a	 heart	 attack.	 As	 one	 of	 the	 garrison
unsympathetically	observed:	‘Mr	Smith	our	Chief	Gunner,	having	by
this	time	discovered	that	he	was	ill-used	by	his	wife,	and	likewise	that
much	 would	 be	 laid	 to	 his	 charge	 for	 having	 hardly	 anything	 that
belonged	 to	 his	 province	 in	 that	 readiness	 that	 had	 all	 along	 been
expected	of	him,	died	the	day	the	enemy	landed.’15
There	is	some	slight	uncertainty	as	to	exactly	when	Smith	shuffled

off	 this	mortal	 coil,	 but	 his	 demise	was	 certainly	 symbolic:	 for	with
most	of	 the	garrison	fled,	and	 the	 rest	drunk	and	mutinous,	 the	guns
useless,	the	gunner	dead;	and	drinking	water	running	out	fast	(which
may	 have	 provided	 an	 excuse	 for	 the	 alcohol),	 a	 continued	 defence
was	clearly	hopeless.	On	the	evening	of	8	September,	after	having	lost
just	 six	 men	 killed,	Morse	 asked	 La	 Bourdonnais	 for	 terms	 and	 so
Madras	 was	 surrendered	 at	 two	 o’clock	 on	 the	 afternoon	 of	 10
September	1746.
Having	 briskly	 achieved	what	 they	 set	 out	 to	 do,	 the	French	 then

proceeded	 to	 fall	 out	 amongst	 themselves	 in	 a	 truly	 spectacular
fashion.	 True	 to	 his	 word	 to	 Morse,	 La	 Bourdonnais	 eventually
offered	 a	 surprisingly	 moderate	 composition	 or	 ransom.	 A	 sum	 of
£400,000	 was	 agreed,	 which	 although	 substantial	 in	 itself	 was
effectively	no	more	than	a	fair	compensation	for	the	French	shipping
earlier	 seized	 by	 Commodore	 Barnet.	 Predictably,	 down	 at



Pondicherry,	Dupleix	reacted	to	the	news	of	the	settlement	with	fury,
for	he	wanted	the	British	expelled	from	the	Carnatic	entirely.	Denying
that	La	Bourdonnais	 had	 any	 authority	 to	make	 a	 treaty,	 and	 darkly
insinuating	 that	bribery	had	been	 involved,	he	 sent	 some	of	his	own
officers	to	take	charge	of	the	town	and	re-visit	the	negotiations.	As	the
royal	governor	of	Mauritius,	La	Bourdonnais	was	having	none	of	this
high-handed	 treatment	 and	 flatly	 denied	 that	 Dupleix	 had	 any
authority	 over	 him	 whatsoever.	 What	 was	 more	 he	 underlined	 the
point	 by	 ordering	 the	 Pondicherry	 contingent	 aboard	 his	 own	 ships
and	 arresting	Dupleix’s	 officers.	 Peremptorily	 deprived	 of	 his	 army,
Dupleix	 had	 no	 alternative	 but	 to	 give	 way,	 but	 then	 providence
intervened	 for	 him	 on	 2	 October	 in	 the	 form	 of	 a	 storm	 which
dramatically	 demonstrated	 the	 dangers	 of	 Madras	 as	 an	 anchorage.
Three	 of	La	Bourdonnais’	 ships	were	wrecked	 on	 the	 bar,	 including
those	carrying	 the	mortars	which	he	 intended	 to	use	against	Fort	St.
David,	and	four	other	ships	were	dismasted.	Recognising	that	this	was
only	 a	 forerunner	 of	 worse	 weather	 to	 come,	 the	 French	 admiral
hastily	completed	 the	capitulation,	under	 the	 terms	of	which	Madras
was	to	be	returned	to	the	British	by	the	end	of	January	1747,	and	took
his	leave,	first	for	Mauritius	and	afterwards	for	France.
That	 left	Dupleix	in	sole	charge	once	again	and,	reinforced	by	the

soldiers	 the	admiral	was	forced	to	 leave	behind	for	 lack	of	shipping,
he	was	emboldened	to	once	again	defy	Anwar-ud-din.	Earlier	he	had
grandly	announced	his	intention	of	handing	Madras	over	to	the	Nawab
rather	 than	 to	 the	British,	but	 that	bluster	was	 seemingly	 just	 for	La
Bourdonnais’	benefit	and	when	the	Nawab’s	son,	Mafuz	Khan,	arrived
there	 to	 take	 possession,	 the	 new	 French	 garrison	 very	 properly
refused	 to	 hand	 it	 over	 to	 him	 without	 written	 orders	 from
Pondicherry.	 They	 never	 came.	Dupleix	was	 resolved	 to	 hang	 on	 to
the	 place	 and	 instead	 despatched	 a	 reinforcement	 for	 the	 garrison
under	 a	 Swiss	 officer,	 Major	 Louis	 Paradis.	 By	 so	 doing	 he
unknowingly	changed	the	face	of	warfare	in	India.



At	San	Thomé,	just	outside	Madras,	on	4	November	1746,	Paradis
found	 himself	 facing	 a	 substantial	 Indian	 army	 under	Mafuz	 Khan.
Posted	 behind	 the	 Adyar	 River,	 the	 reputed	 10,000-odd	 Carnatic
troops	were	a	typical	Moghul	force.	Supposedly	the	best	of	them	were
the	numerous	and	well-equipped	cavalry,	but	the	infantry	were	for	the
most	part	peons,	such	as	those	who	had	performed	so	dismally	during
the	 all-too-short	 defence	 of	 Madras.	 Against	 them	 Paradis	 could
muster	 just	350	European	soldiers,	not	unlike	 those	 serving	 the	East
India	 Company,	 and	 another	 700	 locally-recruited	 Indian	 troops.
These	 ‘cypayes’,	 however,	 were	 very	 different	 from	 the	 peons
standing	 behind	 the	 river.	 In	 1740,	 Dupleix’s	 predecessor,	 Pierre
Benoît	Dumas,	faced	with	a	growing	threat	from	the	warlike	Maratha
Confederation,	 had	made	 the	 experiment	 of	 arming	 his	 hired	 peons
not	 with	 the	 traditional	 matchlocks,	 but	 with	 firelock	 muskets	 and
bayonets.	Now	his	initiative	was	about	to	be	justified.
Finding	 the	 Nawab’s	 men	 showing	 no	 immediate	 inclination	 to

advance,	 Major	 Paradis	 decided	 to	 attack	 at	 once.	 With	 those	 350
bluecoated	Frenchmen16	 formed	 in	 four	 ranks	 in	 the	 centre	 and	 the
700	cypayes	deployed	on	either	flank,	he	splashed	straight	across	the
river.	Mafuz	Khan’s	 artillery	greeted	 them	with	an	 ineffective	 salvo,
and	 in	 response	 Paradis	 had	 his	 men	 fire	 a	 single	 volley	 and	 then
immediately	 led	 them	 forward	 again	 with	 fixed	 bayonets.	 He	 was
literally	 outnumbered	 by	 ten	 to	 one	 at	 this	 point	 but	 to	 the
astonishment	 of	 all	 he	 won	 a	 swift	 and	 stunning	 victory	 as	 the
Nawab’s	infantry,	reeling	from	that	thunderous	volley	and	thoroughly
intimidated	 by	 the	 bayonet	 charge	 that	 followed,	 scattered	 and	 fled,
throwing	their	own	cavalry	into	confusion.	They	too	broke	and	ran	as
Paradis	continued	to	storm	forward,	and	to	be	fair	to	them	were	also
hurried	on	their	way	by	the	French	garrison	of	Madras,	which	sallied
out	and	attacked	their	rear.	Notwithstanding	that	well-timed	assistance
there	is	no	doubting,	however,	that	the	gallant	Paradis,	as	the	historian
Sir	 John	Fortescue	memorably	wrote,	 had;	 ‘showed	 us	 the	 secret	 of



how	to	conquer	India	–	with	[firelock]	musket	and	bayonet’.
Elated	by	 the	easy	victory,	Dupleix	 thereupon	 formally	 renounced

La	Bourdonnais’	treaty	and	when	the	garrison	commander	in	Madras
had	the	termerity	to	declare	such	conduct	dishonourable,	he	replaced
him	with	 the	 far	 more	 compliant	 Paradis.	 In	 doing	 so	 Dupleix	 was
overreaching	himself	 for	 there	was	still	a	British	garrison	 in	Fort	St.
David,	 no	 great	 distance	 to	 the	 south	 of	 Pondicherry	 itself.	 La
Bourdonnais	had	intended	to	deal	with	it	after	the	capture	of	Madras
but	that	plan	was	scuppered	by	the	loss	of	the	bomb	vessels,	wrecked
on	 the	 bar.	 Therefore	 a	 straightforward	 escalade	 or	 storming	 of	 the
walls	was	determined	upon.	Even	allowing	for	the	addition	of	Robert
Clive	 and	 a	 number	 of	 others	 who	 escaped	 from	 Madras	 after	 the
repudiation	of	the	treaty,	the	fort	had	only	some	200	defenders,	and	so
the	 1,700	 men	 Dupleix	 sent	 against	 the	 place	 ought	 to	 have	 been
sufficient	to	overwhelm	them	without	any	great	difficulty.	Fortunately,
they	never	allowed	the	opportunity	to	try.
Having	 marched	 through	 the	 cool	 of	 the	 night	 and	 peremptorily

scattered	 some	 peons	manning	 an	 outpost	 in	 nearby	 Cuddalore,	 the
French	 halted	 to	 cook	 a	 hearty	 breakfast	 before	 commencing	 their
operations	 in	 earnest.	 No	 sooner	 had	 they	 relaxed,	 however,	 than
Mafuz	Khan	and	his	brother,	Muhammad	Ali,	turned	up	like	the	devil
at	prayers,	eager	to	avenge	their	earlier	defeat	at	San	Thomé.	Caught
completely	unawares,	 this	 time	it	was	the	French	who	broke	and	ran
for	Pondicherry,	all	of	16	miles	away.	Had	Mafuz	Khan	pursued	them
vigorously	 none	 would	 have	 escaped,	 but	 the	 lure	 of	 the	 French
baggage	 train	 proved	 irresistible.	 With	 the	 Nawab’s	 cavalry	 busily
engaged	in	plundering	it,	the	French	were	granted	a	respite.	A	ragged
battle	line	was	somehow	scraped	together	but	then	the	appearance	of
some	of	 the	East	India	Company’s	troops	hastening	up	from	Fort	St.
David	was	sufficient	to	remind	them	of	their	mortality,	and	so	off	they
went	again.	This	humiliation	was	sufficient	to	persuade	Dupleix	that	it
was	time	to	make	his	peace	with	the	Nawab.	A	gift	of	150,000	rupees



secured	 the	 temporary	withdrawal	 of	Mafuz	Khan	 and	 his	men,	 but
there	was	no	question	of	an	alliance	and	the	best	Dupleix	could	hope
for	 was	 that	 the	 Nawab	 would	 stand	 aside	 long	 enough	 for	 him	 to
settle	matters	with	the	British	once	and	for	all.
Alas	for	French	hopes,	it	was	already	too	late.	At	sea	the	ineffective

Captain	 Peyton	 had	 been	 relieved	 by	 the	 much	 more	 aggressive
Commodore	 Thomas	 Griffin.	 This	 was	 literally	 in	 the	 very	 nick	 of
time,	for	no	sooner	did	Paradis	arrive	at	Cuddalore	on	3	March	1747
for	a	 renewed	attempt	on	Fort	St.	David,	 than	he	saw	 to	his	chagrin
the	masts	of	Griffin’s	squadron	rise	over	 the	horizon.	Another	hasty,
albeit	more	dignified,	retreat	followed	and	the	security	of	the	fort	was
assured	by	 the	 landing	of	500	 sailors	 and	150	marines.	Dupleix,	 for
his	 part,	 stubbornly	 refused	 to	 give	 up	 and	 when	 a	 small	 French
squadron	arrived,	he	used	it	to	lure	Griffin	away	from	the	coast	while
a	 third	 attempt	 was	made	 to	 capture	 the	 British	 fort.	 Once	 again	 it
came	to	grief;	the	French	were	ambushed	in	Cuddalore	on	the	night	of
27	June	and	this	time	fled	all	the	way	back	to	Pondicherry	before	they
could	be	rallied.
Worse	was	 to	 follow.	Such	was	 the	 influence	wielded	by	 the	East

India	Company	 in	London	 that	Griffin	was	 just	 the	 forerunner	of	an
expedition	 led	by	Rear	Admiral	Edward	Boscawen,	who	was	 acting
on	instructions	not	from	the	Admiralty	but	rather	from	the	East	India
Company,	 and	 at	 their	 behest	 was	 tasked	 with	 the	 capture	 of
Pondicherry.	The	unorthodox	nature	of	his	effective	subordination	to
the	 Company	 was	 reflected	 in	 his	 surely	 unique	 title	 of	 Admiral,
General,	and	commander-in-Chief	of	all	forces	in	the	East	Indies.17
The	 core	 of	 his	 land	 forces	 comprised	 twelve	 newly-recruited

Independent	 Companies	 of	 Foot,	 and	 a	 staggering	 absence	 of
operational	 security	 is	 revealed	 by	 their	 being	 openly	 advertised	 as
raising	 for	 a	 ‘secret	 expedition’	 to	 the	 East	 Indies.	 At	 any	 rate	 the
twelve	 companies	were	duly	 formed	 into	 two	provisional	 battalions,
one	of	 ‘Scotch’	 companies	 commanded	by	Major	William	Muir	 and



an	English	one	under	Major	Park	Pepper,	with	both	of	 them	serving
under	 the	 overall	 command	 of	 Major	 John	 Mompesson.18	 The
temporary	nature	 of	 these	 Independent	Companies	 is	 emphasised	by
the	 fact	 that	 whilst	 they	 were	 built	 up	 around	 the	 usual	 cadre	 of
recruits	 drafted	 from	 regular	 units,	 most	 of	 the	 personnel	 appear	 to
have	 been	 Jacobite	 rebel	 prisoners	 pardoned	 on	 condition	 of
enlistment,	 with	 an	 admixture	 of	 recaptured	 deserters	 hauled	 out	 of
the	 Savoy	 prison.	 Some	 few	 of	 them	may	 even	 have	 been	 genuine
volunteers,	but	if	so	they	were	very	much	in	a	minority	and	it	might
not	 be	 going	 too	 far	 to	 refer	 to	 the	 companies	 as	 penal	 units.	 In
addition,	Boscawen	had	a	regular	company	of	the	Royal	Artillery	and
would	 also	 form	 a	 third	 provisional	 battalion	 comprised	 of	marines
from	his	ships,	and	a	fourth	battalion	of	seamen.	For	its	part,	the	East
India	Company’s	contribution	would	comprise	a	newly-raised	artillery
company,	 an	 infantry	 battalion	 to	 be	 organised	 in-country	 under	 a
Major	 Stringer	 Lawrence,	 and	 a	 contingent	 of	 locally-raised
mercenaries,	 making	 a	 total	 of	 some	 3,000	 Europeans	 and	 2,000
peons.19
After	 an	 unsuccessful	 attempt	 to	 take	 Mauritius	 on	 the	 way,

Boscawen	 arrived	 off	 Fort	 St.	 David	 on	 27	 July	 1748	 and	 duly	 set
about	 landing	 his	 troops	 and	 stores.	 Remarkably,	 the	 admiral	 had
brought	all	his	soldiers	halfway	around	the	world	without	losing	any
of	 them	 –	 in	 very	marked	 contrast	 to	 some	 later	 voyages.	 Once	 on
land,	 alas,	 he	 found	 himself	 in	 a	 different	 element	 and	 suffered	 a
number	of	mishaps	at	the	very	outset	of	his	siege	of	Pondicherry,	not
the	 least	 being	 the	 incompetence	 of	 his	 engineers	 who	 first	 opened
their	 parallels	 too	 far	 from	 the	 walls	 and	 then	 found	 themselves
sapping	 forward	 into	 marshy	 ground.	 Soon	 the	 monsoon	 was
approaching,	but	just	as	importantly,	news	arrived	that	 in	Europe	the
preliminaries	of	peace	had	been	signed	at	Aix-la-Chapelle	on	19	April
1748	 and	 that	 hostilities	 beyond	 the	 Cape	 were	 to	 cease	 within	 six
months.	The	respective	positions	of	the	interested	parties	had	already



been	 adjusted	 by	 their	 far-off	 governments	 and	 it	 was	 agreed	 that
Madras	should	indeed	be	returned	to	the	East	India	Company	per	the
treaty	made	by	La	Bourdonnais.

Stringer	Lawrence

The	 loss	 of	 Madras,	 which	 was	 not	 actually	 handed	 back	 until	 21
August	 1749,	 had	 come	 as	 a	 profound	 shock	 to	 the	 commercial
gentlemen	in	Leadenhall	Street	and	for	once	they	not	only	agreed	that
something	must	 be	 done	 but	 actually	 proceeded	 to	 do	 it.	 First	 they
persuaded	 the	government	 to	put	 together	 that	 secret	 expedition,	but
for	their	own	part	they	rounded	up	about	150	new	recruits	and	hired	a
Regular	 Army	 officer	 to	 command	 them.	 Whether	 they	 fully
appreciated	what	they	were	doing	is	open	to	question,	for	on	arriving
in	 India	 in	 January	1748,	 armed	with	 the	 appointment	of	Major	 and
Garrison	Commander	 of	Madras,	 Stringer	 Lawrence	 embarked	 on	 a
complete	re-organisation	and	expansion	of	the	Company’s	forces.
Lawrence	was	no	ordinary	line	officer.	His	first	commission	was	as

an	ensign	in	Clayton’s	14th	Foot,	signed	on	22	December	1727,	and
he	was	subsequently	advanced	to	a	lieutenancy	on	11	March	1736	and
became	 captain-lieutenant	 of	 the	 regiment	 on	 22	 June	 1745.20	 He
served	in	that	rank	at	the	Battle	of	Culloden	in	the	following	year,	but
by	then	it	will	have	been	clear	that	he	was	unlikely	to	go	further	in	his
chosen	career.	The	fact	of	the	matter	was	that	he	was	all	of	30	years
old	 when	 he	 obtained	 that	 first	 commission	 back	 in	 1727,	 which
means	 that	he	had	almost	certainly	 started	out	 in	 the	 ranks.	With	no
financial	 backing	 with	 to	 purchase	 his	 subsequent	 promotions,	 he
relied	upon	seniority	alone;	in	effect	stepping	into	dead	men’s	shoes.
In	all	fairness,	promotion	within	the	army	at	large	was	extremely	slow
in	the	1730s	and	there	was	actually	nothing	in	the	least	exceptional	in
his	 taking	 nearly	 twenty	 years	 to	 become	 captain-lieutenant,	 but	 by
then,	having	started	late,	he	was	getting	nigh	on	50	years	of	age	and



certainly	 too	 old	 to	 wait	 his	 turn	 for	 the	 next	 death	 vacancy.	 The
Company’s	service	therefore	looked	more	than	attractive.
To	 the	 commercial	 gentlemen	 of	 Leadenhall	 Street	 he	 probably

appeared	 no	more	 than	 a	 safe	 pair	 of	 hands,	 who	was	 not	 likely	 to
commit	any	egregious	blunders	or	otherwise	embarrass	his	employers.
Instead,	 they	 found	 they	had	hired	a	 sergeant	major	who	discovered
his	command	to	be	an	offence	to	his	profession,	and	proceeded	to	do
something	about	it.
Thus	 far	 the	 Company’s	 forces	 had	 done	 little	 beyond	 guard	 the

posts	 to	 which	 they	 were	 assigned,	 but	 the	 war	 with	 the	 French
required	 something	 quite	 different.	 The	 few	 surviving	 Madras
Europeans,	 formed	 the	 cadre	 of	 what	 was	 to	 going	 to	 be	 a	 proper
infantry	 battalion	 and	 to	 bring	 it	 up	 to	 strength	 Lawrence
pragmatically	added	some	300	Eurasians	as	well	as	those	150	recruits
brought	 out	 from	 England.	 A	 contingent	 borrowed	 from	 Bombay
eventually	gave	Lawrence	a	full	700	men,	including,	as	was	right	and
proper,	 an	 elite	 grenadier	 company	 formed	 from	 the	 best	 of	 them.21
The	Bombay	 troops	had	 to	be	 returned	 there	 in	due	course,	but	 they
were	 easily	 replaced	 when	 Boscawen	 sailed	 for	 home	 and	 several
hundred	 men	 from	 his	 Independent	 Companies	 and	 Marines
volunteered	 into	 the	 Company’s	 service.22	 The	 necessary	 additional
officers,	 including	 a	 Lieutenant	 Alexander	 Grant,	 were	 also	 found
amongst	departing	Independent	Companies	and	from	the	bolder	young
writers	and	other	Company	servants,	whereby	Robert	Clive	gained	his
first	military	 commission.	 The	 near-useless	 gunroom	 crew	was	 also
disbanded,	 and	 those	 gunners	 judged	 to	 be	 fit	 for	 proper	 service
transferred	 into	 new	 artillery	 companies	 capable	 of	 operating
efficiently	either	in	garrison	or	in	the	field	as	required.
Hand-in-hand	 with	 these	 reforms,	 Lawrence	 also	 profited	 by	 the

French	 example	 and	 undertook	 an	 equally	 radical	 re-organisation	 of
the	Company’s	local	troops,	replacing	the	unruly	gangs	of	peons	with
properly-disciplined	 companies	 of	 sepoys,	 still	 serving	 under	 their



own	officers	but	now	armed	and	disciplined	in	the	European	manner.
They	 still	 had	 some	way	 to	go,	 but	 it	was	 a	 start,	 and	with	Dupleix
determined	that	no	matter	the	peace	in	Europe	the	war	in	the	Carnatic
would	go	on,	they	would	truly	be	forged	in	battle.
By	 now	 the	 focus	 of	 the	 conflict	 had	 completely	 shifted.	 The

French	needed	local	allies	of	 their	own	and	tried	to	go	one	better	by
establishing	 themselves	not	 as	 clients	but	overlords.	This	was	 easily
done	 for	 the	 superiority	 of	 European	 training	 and	 fighting	 methods
was	 so	 obvious	 as	 to	 make	 the	 rival	 Companies	 indispensable.
Dupleix	 soon	 found	 his	 opportunity	 in	 the	wars	which	 followed	 the
death	of	Asaf	Jah,	the	Nizam	of	Hyderabad,	in	1748.	On	behalf	of	the
Mughal	emperor	the	Nizam	had	ruled	the	greater	part	of	the	Deccan,	a
vast	plateau	occupying	most	of	southern	India.	The	French	promptly
pledged	 their	 support	 for	 his	 grandson	Muzaffar	 Jang	 and	 following
the	 death	 of	 Anwar-ud-din	 at	 the	 Battle	 of	 Ambur	 in	 the	 following
year,	Dupleix	also	helped	place	a	certain	Chanda	Sahib	on	the	throne
of	the	Carnatic.
Following	 the	 Battle	 of	 Ambur	 in	 1749,	 Anwar-ud-din’s	 son,

Muhammad	Ali,	fled	to	Trichinopoly,	while	the	French	and	their	allies
marched	boldly	 into	 the	Deccan.	There	 they	were	equally	successful
at	 first.	The	British-backed	candidate,	Nazir	Jang,	was	surprised	and
killed	and	Muzaffar	Jang	was	duly	installed	as	Nizam.	Alas,	Dupleix’s
triumph	 was	 short-lived,	 for	 an	 unexpected	 setback	 followed	 when
Muzzafar	 Jang	 was	 in	 turn	 killed	 in	 a	 skirmish	 with	 the	 Afghans
shortly	afterwards,	but	the	French	were	equal	to	the	occasion	and	their
military	 commander,	 the	 30-year-old	 Charles	 Joseph	 Patissier,
Marquis	 de	Bussy-Castelnau,23	 promptly	 found	 a	 pliant	 replacement
in	Muzzafar’s	uncle,	Salabat	Jang.	Once	he	was	installed,	to	all	intents
and	purposes	 thenceforth	 the	French	controlled	 the	political	 fortunes
of	Hyderabad	and	in	the	process	gained	as	a	reward	four	rich	districts
on	the	Coromandel	coast	known	as	the	Northern	Circars.
For	 its	 part	 the	 East	 India	 Company	was	 alive	 to	 the	 danger	 and



resolved	 to	 stick	 by	 Muhammad	 Ali	 who	 was	 still	 besieged	 in
Trichinapoly	 by	 Chanda	 Sahib	 and	 the	 French.	 At	 this	 crucial
juncture,	 in	mid-1751,	Robert	Clive	 suggested	 a	 diversionary	 attack
upon	 Arcot,	 the	 capital	 of	 the	 Carnatic.	 His	 plan	 was	 all	 the	 more
extraordinary	 in	 that	 at	 the	 time	 he	 was	 being	 employed	 not	 as	 a
military	 officer	 but	 as	 a	 commissary	 running	 supplies	 up	 from	 the
coast.	 Notwithstanding,	 the	 new	 governor	 of	 Madras	 approved	 and
Clive	made	a	bold	dash	for	Arcot	with	a	scratch	force	of	regulars	and
sepoys.	 Famously	 marching	 through	 a	 prodigious	 thunderstorm,	 he
seized	the	city	in	the	name	of	Muhammad	Ali	by	a	bold	coup	de	main
on	 1	 September	 1751.	 This	 had	 the	 desired	 effect.	 A	 thoroughly
alarmed	 Chanda	 Sahib	 sent	 a	 large	 portion	 of	 his	 army	 from
Trichinapoly	 to	 recapture	 Arcot,	 but	 Clive	 once	 again	 surprised
everyone	by	maintaining	a	gallant	defence	of	the	place	for	some	fifty
days.	Two	further	victories	quickly	followed,	at	Arni	on	3	December
1751	and	Conjeveram	 twelve	days	 later,	 to	 secure	both	 the	Carnatic
and	Clive’s	growing	reputation.	More	fighting	inevitably	followed	but
by	 now	 both	 the	 British	 and	 French	 governments	 were	 growing
uneasy	at	the	increasingly	complicated	twists	and	turns.	Dupleix	was
recalled	and	a	peace	treaty	signed	at	Pondicherry	in	January	1755.	By
this	 treaty	 Muhammad	 Ali	 was	 recognised	 as	 the	 Nawab	 of	 the
Carnatic	and	Salabat	Jang	as	the	Nizam	of	Hyderabad,	and	thereafter
the	 British	 and	 French	 also	 agreed	 ‘not	 to	 interfere	 in	 the	 internal
disputes’	of	the	Indian	princes.
While	it	would	be	wrong	to	cast	 the	French	as	 the	begetters	of	all

the	 troubles	 in	 India	 –	 the	mismanaged	 business	 about	 to	 unfold	 in
Bengal	was	to	be	proof	enough	of	that	–	the	fact	remains	that	they	had
wholly	 upset	 the	 balance	 of	 power	 in	 southern	 India.	 In	 1746,	 the
respective	Companies	were	 no	more	 than	 traders	 and	 tenants	 of	 the
local	rulers.	Now,	within	less	than	ten	years	they	were	fast	becoming
territorial	 powers	 in	 all	 but	 name	 and	 in	 the	 process	 their	 security
guards	had	become	very	effective	private	armies	capable	of	taking	on



and	beating	any	native	army	that	came	against	them.
Princes	all	over	India	could	not	but	take	note	of	this	growing	power

and	were	beginning	 to	 look	upon	 the	Europeans	and	 their	 ambitions
with	some	concern,	and	no	more	so	than	in	Bengal,	where	the	British
were	seemingly	intent	on	challenging	the	authority	of	the	new	Nawab.
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