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ABSTRACT 

Tommy Atkins, the pseudonym of the universal British 
soldier, garrisoned Canada from 1759 to 1870. His presence 
affected the economic and social life of every town in which 
he was stationed, but he has hitherto been overlooked by 
Canadian historians. 

This study attempts to paint a profile of his 
character, to explain his daily life, and to point out the 
factors that influenced his behaviour. 

This report considers, first, the bureaucracy that 
attempted to govern every minute of Tommy Atkins's life and 
that effected great changes in his lifestyle over the period 
covered in this study. We then examine two aspects of his 
life, alcohol and desertion, which brought him into conflict 
with that bureaucracy. The fourth chapter, on discipline, 
examines the ways in which the bureaucracy meted out 
punishment. 

Finally, two additional ways in which the bureaucracy 
tried to keep him in line are examined - the provision of 
religious guidance and libraries. 
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PREFACE 

This volume is the first installment of a large 
research paper on the social history of the British soldier 
in British North America from 1759 to 1870. The study is 
being released in installments to make the findings 
available for the interpretation of the military sites 
operated by Parks Canada. It is a thematic rather than a 
chronological presentation. Since the British army was 
controlled by bureaucracy and its own traditions, it is 
extremely likely that individual situations, problems, 
solutions and modi operandi varied little from one post 
to another. This consistency must be taken as a basis for 
understanding the research, especially since it was not 
possible to present a detailed study of the army at each 
post in British North America, and there was insufficient 
information about certain aspects of life at individual 
posts. Food and living quarters were closely regulated, 
while recreation was governed by custom and opportunity. 
Generally what was true of Fort Anne, Nova Scotia, was also 
true of Fort Wellington, Upper Canada, in the same time 
frame. 

The first chapter, on army administration, may not at 
first seem relevant to a study of the social history of the 
rank and file. However, it is impossible to comprehend the 
forces which influenced the daily life and habits of the 
private, his family and colleagues, without analyzing and 
understanding the bureaucracy of the British army. The 
remaining chapters deal with the more obvious aspects of the 
day-to-day life of the soldier. 

This paper is the result of several years of research 
on the subject and of research done for the development of 
specific sites. It is also a product of suggestions and 
advice from my colleagues, the historians and editorial 
staff of Parks Canada. I am grateful for their ideas and 
supporting friendship, but I take full responsibility for 
the contents of this study. 
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CONFUSION WORSE CONFOUNDED: THE ADMINISTRATION 
OF THE ARMY 

To understand the erratic nature in which policy 
decisions (other than strategy) and administrative changes 
occurred, and the effect this had upon the living 
conditions, habits and interests of the British soldier in 
North America, it is essential to understand British army 
administration in the 18th and 19th centuries. That 
administration was complicated, confusing and contradictory. 
This chapter will identify 11 separate bodies that, 
independently or in concert, governed the army, or rather 
two armies.' It must never be forgotten that, until 
1855, the British government maintained two distinct 
military forces: the infantry and cavalry under the 
immediate supervision of the Horse Guards and the Royal 
Engineers and Royal Artillery under the Board of Ordnance. 
These two organizations with the Secretary of State for War 
and the Colonies, the Secretary at War, the Home Office, the 
Treasury, the Army Medical Department, the Army Audit 
Office, the Board of General Officers, the two paymasters 
general, and the Board of Chelsea Commissioners governed 
Britain's fighting force. Some of these organizations were 
professional, some political: some had pervasive authority, 
while the mandate of others was narrowly defined, yet during 
the first half of the 19th century it took all of these 
organizations to recruit, train, feed, clothe, house and 
discipline men. 

Truly "the organization of the British army in the 18th 
[and 19th] century was weird and wonderful."2 so 
wonderful that it required a man with awesome presence, a 
Wellington, to make it pull together. In some ways it was 
unfortunate that Wellington managed "with all his infinite 
patience, attention to detail, and knowledge of what ought 
to be done, ... to make so magnificent a fighting machine as 
the Army of the Peninsula."3 Had he failed, the senior 
officers of the army and the politicians might have become 
aware of "the faults of the cumbrous administrative 
machinery ... under less tragic conditions."4 with 
Wellington dead, the administration disintegrated under the 
pressure of a major campaign in the Crimea. So colossal was 
this management disaster that finally the diverse and 
sporadic reform movements culminated in a massive 
administrative amalgamation in 1855. 
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This chapter will attempt to look at these 11 
administrative units, their personnel, responsibilities, 
effectiveness, and interrelationships in the periods before 
1855 and immediately after. As much as possible the 
administration in London will be tied to its subordinates in 
the three commands of British North America. 

The Horse Guards 

Horse-Guards, a public building situated in 
Parliament street Westminster, which is so 
called from a guard having been originally 
mounted there by the Horse-Guards ... The 
Commander in Chief's office, that of the 
Secretary at War, Adjutant General, Muster 
Master General, &c. are at the Horse-Guards; 
to which place all official communications 
relating to the British army are transmittd. All 
applications, personal or otherwise, to the 
Commander in Chief, are likewise made 
there.5 

Charles James, the prolific early 19th century military 
analyst, was right: the "Horse Guards" is even now the name 
of a building where tourists flock every day to see the 
changing of the guard, but the second half of his definition 
is closer to common usage. Throughout the 19th century, to 
officers and civilians, the Horse Guards meant "the 
personnel of the office of the Commander-in-Chief and the 
military authorities at the head of the army, esp. as 
distinct from the Secretary of State for War and the civil 
authorities."^ It is this second definition which will 
be used in this paper. 

The office of the commander-in-chief, the military 
headquarters of the army, was originally the secretariat for 
the king in his capacity as commander of England's land 
forces. The appointment of a commander-in-chief, or 
captain-general, for the title varied,7 was the 
monarch's prerogative and a prerogative jealously guarded 
although not always exercised. As the king's personal 
servant the office was a professional rather than a 
political one, albeit the appointment of the Duke of 
Cambridge in 1856 and the resignations of the Duke of York 
in 1809 and the Duke of Wellington in 1827 were certainly 
political issues. Furthermore no one who assumed the office 
could ignore politics, because the army itself was 
frequently a political pinball. Nevertheless the functions 
of the Horse Guards as it evolved in the 18th century were 
military as distinct from financial. The Horse Guards was 
responsible for the discipline and efficiency of the cavalry 
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Figure 1. H.R.H. Frederick, Duke of York, the first real 
commander-in-chief, was responsible for establishing the 
Horse Guards as the administration for the infantry and 
cavalry. He was a poor commander in the field but a 
sensible army administrator. 
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Figure 2. After commanding troops in the field, Wellington 
became master general of the ordnance and then commander-
in-chief. As he grew older and more removed from his field 
experience, Wellington became quite intransigent and resisted 
reform in the army. 
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and infantry. By extension this also meant responsibility 
for recruiting and training the troops and for commissioning 
and promoting their officers. 

These responsibilities had evolved very slowly and as 
they evolved an administration, the Horse Guards, had come 
into existence. It took a long time for Parliament and the 
public to overcome their fear of a standing army (the result 
of the civil war) and to recognize that the army needed an 
administration. They were prepared to accept the necessity 
of an army in wartime, and thus, in wartime only a 
commander-in-chief. But, between each emergency of the 18th 
century, the size of the army staff was cut back, 
particularly its conspicuous leader, the commander-in-chief. 
Sir George Yonge, Secretary at War, explained to the House 
of Commons in 1789 as revolution in France erupted, 

whenever the country needed the services of 
such an Officer, he should be appointed; but 
that in a time of profound peace they were not 
prepared to admit that a Commander-in-Chief was 
necessary.° 

On the other hand, the adjutant-general was not demobilized 
at the close of each war because he helped maintain order 
within the army. This cavalier approach to military 
administration meant that at times military problems, like 
promotion, were handled by the secretary at war, a 
politician. Hence, "As a general rule political, rather 
than military qualifications were then considered necessary 
attributes for high command. Needless to say, complaints 
against the unsuitability or lack of experience of 
Commanders were frequent and numerous...."9 This power 
of political patronage had a detrimental effect upon the 
discipline of the army, seriously impairing the power of 
adjutants-general to enforce the regulations, for officers 
who knew their position had been achieved through friends in 
Parliament seldom acknowledged any responsibility to the 
army bureaucrat in the Horse Guards.10 

The appointment of the Duke of York as commander-in-
chief in 1795, marked a real change.H Using the 
prestige and authority of the royal family plus the threat 
of an invasion of England, he established a stable, 
efficient secretariat for the army. Slowly the offices of 
adjutant- and quartermaster-general began to regain their 
authority from the politicians and create, with the 
commander-in-chief's military secretary, a uniform 
administration. As Fortescue correctly noted, the Duke of 
York converted "a number of undisciplined and disorganized 
regiments ... into an army."-1-2 

The commander-in-chief was responsible for the defence 
of Great Britain against an invader,-'-2 although he had 
no control over the fortifications or weapons for conducting 
the defence, and needed the sanction of the secretary at war 
before ordering troops to march from one locale to another. 
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He was not responsible for the actual command of troops 
abroad, a duty that fell to the senior officer in the 
command,14 but the Duke of York made himself responsible 
for the quality of those officers by establishing 
regulations for promotion, purchase and evaluation. By 
insisting that an officer serve a minimum number of years at 
each rank in the regular army, and that ensigns be at least 
16 years old, he tried to prevent child officers. 
Furthermore he demanded that all applications for purchase 
be accompanied by a statement of approval by the 
colonel, '5 while insisting that all purchases of 
promotion be done through the normal channels at the 
regulated price. In this last matter he failed: although 
every one purchasing rank signed a statement that only the 
regulated price was paid, additional money usually passed 
under the table.^ Because the purchase system 
penalized poor but excellent officers, the Duke of York used 
his system of confidential evaluations on every officer to 
establish a list from which he could make promotions without 
purchase. Finally he supported the Junior Department of the 
Royal Military College, which trained subalterns, and the 
Senior Department, which taught staff duties.1^ 

Understandably these attempts to regulate and formalize 
the channels for appointment and promotion increased the 
work of the commander-in-chief's office. Therefore the Duke 
of York appointed a confidential military secretary in 1795 
to handle this correpondence and some of the Horse Guards' 
business with other government departments.1° The 
incumbent of the office of military secretary was always a 
senior army officer. 

The military secretary in each command was on the staff 
of the commanding officer. He handled almost all the 
military correspondence "with the Treasury, the War Office, 
and the Horse Guards, in England, and with the commissariat 
and the other departments in Canada...." He submitted 
everything, relating to "finance and allowances, estimates 
and contracts" which required approval, to the general and 
then communicated his decisions to the appropriate individ
uals. 19 

Ironically it was the purchase system, which he worked 
so hard to regulate, that nearly destroyed the Duke's career 
as commander-in-chief. In 1809 Frederick's ex-mistress, 
Mary Ann Clarke, accused him of accepting bribes for 
promotion through her. She may have sold her influence with 
him to gain promotions, but he was probably ignorant of her 
moonlighting and there was never any evidence produced that 
he had accepted bribes for overthrowing his own controls. 
Wellington told the parliamentary inquiry: 

I know that since His Royal Highness has had the 
command of the army, the regulations framed by 
him for managing the promotion of the army have 
been strictly adhered to, and that the mode in 
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which the promotion is conducted has given 
general satisfaction ... the officers are 
improved in knowledge; that the staff of the 
army is much better than it was ... that the 
system of subordination among the officers of 
the army is better than it was ... and every
thing that relates to the military discipline of 
the soldiers and the military efficiency of the 
army has been greatly improved since His Royal 
Highness was appointed Commander-in- Chief.2u> 

Nevertheless the Duke of York tendered his resignation in 
1809 but resumed the office two years later when the scandal 
had blown over. 

Those functions of the commander-in-chief's office 
which centred on discipline, training and efficiency were 
the responsibility of the adjutant-general. To perform 
these duties the Horse Guards maintained a regular 
correspondence with general officers at home and abroad so 
that they knew the exact state of every military unit. 
Hence the monthly returns, listing the number of each rank 
present and fit for duty, the officers present and absent on 
leave, the number of men entering and leaving the command, 
and the distribution of the troops and officers, were 
transmitted from the North /American commands to the 
adjutant-general. Once the establishment of the army and 
the conditions of service were fixed, recruiting was done 
under orders issued, after 1806, by the adjutant-general to 
inspecting field officers.21 Prior to that date there 
was an inspector general of recruiting (1775-1806), an 
appointment of the secretary at war.22 

Once the troops were recruited, it was the adjutant-
general who communicated all the military regulations 
decreed by the commander-in-chief. Hence 'the covering note 
on the General Regulations and Orders for the Army in 
1811 was signed by the adjutant-general but it was the 
commander-in-chief who issued the orders after they received 
the Prince Regent's approbation.22 These regulations 
governed the duties and honors of the various ranks, 
regimental organization for messing, bands, furloughs, 
ammunition, and the records to be kept by the regiment. At 
the same time the adjutant-general also issued the 
commander-in-chief's orders establishing certain field 
exercises and manoeuvres. Until the Duke of York 
promulgated David Dundas' Rules and Regulations for the 
infantry and cavalry "no two regiments ... moved in 
unison."24 it is easy to imagine the chaos that must 
have existed at the battlefront prior to the adoption of 
Dundas' ideas on tactical manoeuvres. 

Finally it was the adjutant-general who received all 
applications for clothing and equipment which he transmitted 
to the appropriate officials. (The deputy adjutant-


