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A brief history of Fraser's Regiment of Dragoones 

The main units of the armed forces in the 17th Century consisted of regiments of pike (13-
16 foot long poles with iron spearheads), regiments of musket - each regiment numbering 
between 800 and 1,000 men; troops of horse - numbering around 400; and dragoones - light 
mounted infantry armed with short-barrelled muskets or carbines; in the case of the Scots 
sometimes armed with lance where musket could not be afforded. Dragoones travelled on 
horseback but generally fought on foot and, as mounted infantry, often fought in the 
vanguard of advancing armies or held rearguard positions when the main army was 
retreating.  

While regiments in Scotland were generally raised by press and levy - the local gentry raising 
their regiments by obliging their tenants, either through feudal duty or coercion to follow 
the flag - Fraser's Dragoones were a coalescence of levies local to the Beauly area west of 
Inverness and a substantial number of experienced and veteran troops from the continental 
wars. As such the regiment quickly earned a reputation as one of the most formidable units 
in Alexander Leslie, Lord Leven's Army of the Covenant - consisting of 21 regiments 
numbering 18,000-21,000 men (of which Fraser's was the only dragoone regiment).  

In October 1643, the Scots Covenanters mustered their army and marched to the Borders. 
In January 1644 the entire army crossed the border amidst great storms. It was snowing so 
hard at this time that the guides hardly knew the way and the men could barely follow the 
man in front through snow that was knee-deep. The army walked across the frozen Tweed 
taking with them even their heavy baggage and artillery. This slow advance - stopping and 
starting to allow the rearguard to catch up with the main body of the army - became a race 
against time to overtake the Marquis of Newcastle with his much smaller Royalist Army 
before it could reach the city of Newcastle and reinforce the garrison there. Newcastle just 
made it to the city 24 hours before the Scots arrived and laid siege to the city.  

The Scots Army was so vast that it was forced to quarter its regiments over neighbouring 
districts, making communications cumbersome and difficult. On Saturday February 19th Sir 
Marmaduke Langdale - one of the ablest Royalist cavalry officers of the war - fell upon some 
of the Scots, including 3 companies of Fraser's, at Corbridge in Northumberland. The Scots 
were able to get out of their quarters and into the open and their lancers, possibly Fraser's 
Dragoones, forced the Royalists to retreat. Royalist reinforcements were sent in. The Scots 
charged gallantly and drove them off but dared not pursue due to the size of the Royalist 
reserves. Langdale took 200 foot and routed the Scots on the third charge for 3 miles, killing 
over 200 and capturing about 150. The Scots lost 2 horse colours and a dragoone colour 
captured.  

During the following months the Scots continued their slow advance south, skirmishing with 
various Royalist units and assaulting and capturing various forts. Newcastle and his troops 
retreated before them and arrived at York on April 19th where he found everything in the 
greatest confusion; no Governor, a defeated garrison and the townspeople divided in their  
allegiances. He had brought with him about 6,000 men to guard the walls and serve the 
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guns, amongst them the gallant regiment of whitecoats raised in the border lands who were 
nicknamed “Newcastle's Lambs” from their dress. (The Marquis, not being able to get 
enough red cloth, took up undyed cloth for his regiment until he could get it dyed. But the 
men asked to be allowed to keep their coats undyed as they were, promising to dye them in 
the blood of their enemies; hence they were known as the “White Coats”). At this time the 
Scots met up with Lord Fairfax, whose northern English Army of Parliament had newly 
arrived from a great victory at Selby. The Scots and Fairfax's army took up siege positions 
around York and Sir Thomas Fairfax was despatched to the Earl of Manchester to request his 
Army of the Associated Counties, which had just taken the city of Lincoln, to cooperate in 
this great siege.  

As any amateur historian will know the culmination of this siege took place after news 
reached the city that Prince Rupert with a force of some 18,000 men was approaching to 
relieve the garrison. The Allied Army, on hearing of his approach, raised the siege to draw 
up across the high road from York to dispute the passage of Prince Rupert, forming on 
Marston Moor some 7 miles from the city. The relief of the city was opportune, but at the 
same time the arrival of the Prince was not very welcome to the Marquis of Newcastle. This 
grand old man had exercised viceregal powers in the north, with delegated authority to 
make knights and to coin money and his pride revolted at becoming second in command to 
the young German adventurer (the Marquis was 52 and the Prince under 25.)  

Now were bought face to face the 2 largest masses of men that had met on English soil in 
hostile array since the Wars of the Roses. It virtually decided the fate of the war.  

Lord Leven commanded the great host of Parliament. He had with him 9 Scottish foot 
regiments of 20 companies each, about 9,000 men in all; and he selected 4 of these to form 
his centre or 'battle' as its was called, the rest serving as a reserve. He drew them up in solid 
squares, the pikemen in the centre and musketeers on either flank.  

Manchester's Army of the Associated Counties was stationed on the left wing, his foot 
consisting of a brigade consisting of 3 regiments numbering 3,000 men in total.  

The Yorkshire men of Lord Fairfax, also numbering about 3,000 men formed the right 
centre.  

The Cavalry was, according to the established rule of those days, formed on the wings. The 
left wing consisted of Manchester's horse of 38 troops (about 2,300 men) under Lieutenant 
General Oliver Cromwell, 3 regiments of Scots horse containing 24 troops (1,400 men), led 
by Major General David Leslie, and the Scots Dragoones on the extreme left under Colonel 
Fraser, numbering about 400 men in 8 troops.  

The right wing of horse was commanded by Sir Thomas Fairfax - some 2,200 men plus 3 
Scots Cavalry regiments numbering 1,300 men. The whole Allied Force thus numbered some 
23,000 men; 15,000 foot and 9,000 horse, besides gunners.  
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On the Royalist side Lieutenant General King, the Marquis of Newcastle's right hand man 
appears to have commanded the Royalist centre - a brigade of Newcastle's foot with some 
Irish in reserve.  

The Royalist right wing of horse was commanded by Prince Rupert in person and consisted 
of about 5,000 men in 3 brigades.  

The left wing of horse, facing Sir Thomas Fairfax, also numbered about 5,000 men, 
commanded by Goring.  

Altogether there were close on 50,000 men waiting for the signal to join battle, for the 
Royalist Army, though slightly inferior in numbers to that of the Allies, numbered about 
22,000 men  

Picture the long lines of horsemen, with their breast plates glittering in the afternoon sun; 
solid mass of shouldered pikes, and the hundreds of fluttering pennons above them, of all 
shapes and colours. The standard of Prince Rupert, with its red cross, was nearly 5 yards 
long. Battle commenced with an artillery duel and the whole Allied line marched through 
the corn to join battle with their foes along the line of an old ditch amidst the deafening 
noise of fire, clashing of steel, and loud defiant shouts. The Royalists were forced back at all 
points. On the right of Prince Rupert's position there was the line of Syke Beck, a “cross 
ditch”, where he had posted a body of musketeers. Opposite to them Colonel Hugh Fraser's 
Dragoones - said to be one of the best regiments in the Scottish Army - prepared the way for 
the advance of Cromwell's horse by driving the musketeers out of this cross ditch. “By the 
good management of Colonel Fraser, they acted their part so well that at the first assault 
they beat the enemy from the ditch, and shortly after killed a great many.” This enabled the 
main battle of Scots foot to pass the barrier with little opposition.  

Thus the Allies had carried the ditch and gained a position on open moorland along the 
whole line.  

The Cavalry on the wings delivered their charges. David Leslie and Cromwell fell upon the 
Newark horse and after some sharp fighting, routed and dispersed them. But, as they 
opened to right and left, Rupert's Lifeguards appeared in the gap at which point there was a 
check in the Allies advance. The commander of Manchester's Brigade of Foot on Cromwell's 
right declared that he came up to the Cavalry in a great passion, reviled them for poltroons 
and cowards and asked them if they would stand still and see the day lost. Cromwell 
apparently then came forward and answered that he was wounded and was unable to 
charge at which point he was led off the field. William Crawford of Skeldon, Hugh Fraser's 
second in command who was on Cromwell's left with the Dragoones, afterwards declared 
on oath that Cromwell got a little wound in the back of the neck which made him retire so 
that he was not so much as present at the battle and that his troopers were led on by David 
Leslie. Sir Adam Hepburn, the Commissary General of the Scottish Army, also asserted that 
Cromwell and his troopers were so humbled that he would have fled if David Leslie had not 
supported him. Leslie with his Scottish Cavalry dashed onto the charge and met Rupert's 
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horse in full career, giving the troopers of Manchester's Brigade time to recover themselves 
and support him. A desperate conflict ensued. Having discharged their pistols, the 2 bodies 
of horse flung them at each other's heads and for some time stood at swords point hacking 
one another. At last the Royalists wavered, broke and fled the field riding over and 
dispersing their own reserves.  

All this time the Scots Brigade forming the centre was repulsing the assaults of Lieutenant 
General King's Division while the Fairfaxes were suffering a great disaster on the right.  

The left wing of the Allies heard of the reverses on the right from Sir Thomas Fairfax who 
had crossed to that wing with his regiment. He and David Leslie, with Crawford and 
Cromwell, led their troops across the moor to the support of their centre. The Royalist 
Cavalry on their left wing was routed by Manchester's horse; while David Leslie and Fraser's 
Dragoones charged the Royalist foot that still held their ground.  

Newcastle's Regiment of White Coats resolved to die rather than submit and retreated into 
a small defencible enclosure. It is related that they showed extraordinary valour and beat 
off all attacks of Cromwell's horse. At last the Scots regiment of dragoones under Fraser was 
brought up and by their shot made way for the horse to enter and put the White Coats to 
the sword - so that they were killed as they stood in rank and file. For a whole hour after the 
day was utterly lost did these brave Border men continue to fight, repulsing the charges of 
the Cavalry and of Colonel Fraser's Dragoones at near push of pike. They would take no 
quarter and when the Allied horse did enter the close there were not 30 White Coats alive.  

By 9 o'clock that night the field was cleared of all but prisoners and dead. The whole Royalist 
Army had fled in utter rout to York while on the battlefield itself there were no fewer than 
4,000 bodies to be buried by the country people.  

The victory at Marston Moor was decisive and the Royalist commanders abandoned any 
idea of attempting to retrieve the affairs of their unfortunate master, King Charles.  

After the work of the Allies in Yorkshire was completed the Scots went north to reduce 
Newcastle while Manchester marched south and Fairfax was appointed Governor of York.  

During the following year it appears that Fraser spent some time in Ireland with many other 
units, suppressing the rebellion there. He returned to Scotland to offer his service to Lord 
Lovat, his chief, as fittest to have the command of the Clan Fraser who were marching 
against the Marquis of Montrose. However Sir James Fraser of Brea, “the Marquis of 
Argylle's creature” obtained this command and led the Clan in the Covenanters Army to 
fight against Montrose at Auldearn on 4th May 1645.  

On the 3rd of May, the day before the battle, Hugh Fraser left Inverness with his wife to 
travel south by ship. The day after leaving lnverness the ship anchored in the mouth of the 
River Narden, when the Battle of Auldearn was fought in full view of the passengers.  



 

©Copyright 2017 The Scots Brigade. All Rights Reserved. 

 

www.skscotsbrigade.org.uk 
hello@skscotsbrigade.org.uk 

The news of this fatal, bloody defeat soon spread over the north. How often Lord Lovat 
would chide and challenge his brother, Sir James, for being so forward in taking command 
and allowing so many of his kinsmen to fall in this battle.  

Montrose and his irregular army of Irish and Highland Scots, had for some time been a 
considerable thorn in the side of the Scottish Committee of Estates and the Covenant. His 
repeated victories over numerically superior Covenant forces (although these were 
frequently inexperienced militia troops) encouraged other supporters of Charles I in 
Scotland. Finally the Committee of Estates decided to recall David Leslie and 6,000 of his 
mounted troopers to hunt down and destroy Montrose, which force, again including 
Fraser's Dregoones, surprised and utterly destroyed the Marquis's Army at Philiphaugh 
towards the end of 1645, slaughtering all of his camp followers for good measure (although 
Montrose himself escaped).  

The King's cause was now lost in both Scotland and northern England and the Army of the 
Covenant, this time including only a commanded party of some 32 of Fraser's Dragoones 
under the command of a Coronet Colqhoun, marched deeper into England as far south as 
Newark, which siege proved to the King's last stand. In 1647 the King submitted himself to 
the keeping of the Scots Army, believing that they would be more sympathetic to his cause 
than Cromwell and his English cohorts. However the Parliamentary alliance between the 
Scots and the English was already beginning to break up and, in return for payment of back 
wages by the English, the Scots handed King Charles over to the Army of Parliament and 
slowly returned north of the border.  

By 1649 matters had assumed a different complexion. The beheading of Charles I created a 
revulsion of feeling amongst many in Scotland who had hitherto strenuously opposed the 
policy of the Crown.  

On February 22nd 1649 McKenzie's, MacKay's and others mustered 700 horse and foot for 
the King's service and rendezvoused in view of Inverness. At about 9 in the morning Colonel 
Hugh Fraser, living then in Kinmylies, joined them with his retinue and so they marched 
forward and drew up in a battalion above the town, whence they directed a trumpet and 2 
single horsemen with a message to the garrison to surrender. Major Murray, acting 
Governor of the city rushed about to secure the ports and put the fort in a defensible 
posture. The whole town was in confusion not knowing whether to open its gates to this 
force or to defend itself. The Major first secured the Castle Street gate on the south where 
the besiegers lay and, being busied ordering the palisades, was struck on the head by a 
wooden beam which sorely hurt him but mainly served to raise his passion and infuriate 
him. On his return from this port he discovered that some of his soldiers had mutinied under 
one Sargent John McKenzie who, having a sword in his hand, obviated the Major who in 
turn, drawing his pistol, shot him dead through the heart and fell instantly upon a dung hill 
midden and expired gasping. The Major cried out "take thou that for heading a mutiny".  

However a short while later, the Major while walking down the street was met by a 
Lieutenant Forbes who warned him that the town's magistrates were not to be trusted and 
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that he should look to himself and escape. Then a Captain Cransdown, mounted before a 
troop of horse called out in a loud voice “Major Murray, instantly horse and begone, else 
you are betrayed.” He no sooner escaped out of the east side of town when the magistrates 
threw open the gates and declared themselves for the Royalist cause.  

This insurrection by the Lairds of Cromarty, Pluscarden, Lemlair, Colonel Fraser, and their 
adherents caused men of all sorts to flock to them. The rising was however defeated by a 
rupture amongst themselves. Some were for giving command of the battalions to Colonel 
Fraser as an expert soldier; while others were for giving it to Lord Rae and Captain Thomas 
McKenzie of Pluscarden - this carried by the major vote. The uprising was then promptly 
quashed, dispiriting all others in the south and west who owned the King's quarrel. The 
officers involved, including Colonel Fraser, were released on their promise of good 
behaviour.  

Colonel Hugh Fraser, living in grandeur at Kinmylies in the autumn of that year - a proper 
time for a “phisick,” resolved to take a purgative. But with what medicine or drug it was, 
what dose or from whom it came, within less than an hour after taking it he fell into a high 
distemper and rage, could hardly suffer any near him, even his wife, raved to a high degree 
and spoke nothing but High Dutch or Slavonic. The ministers of Inverness came to pray over 
him, finding him with 6 or 8 men holding him fast by arms and feet yet hardly able to keep 
him in bed. He could not sleep, drank constantly, all to the dismay of his disconsolate family. 
On the third day he calmed down a little and was heard to ask William Wardlaw to stay by 
him and to pray to God for him. That night (September 30th) about 1 o'clock in the morning, 
he expired and was interred in the Lord Lovat's aisle at Kirkhill on October 6th 1649. The 
forces, horse and foot, being quartered there, with the numerous neighbourhood and 
relations, gave him a splendid, solemn funeral, with very noble conduct.  

In 1650 Charles II returned to Scotland. There were Frasers in the Scottish Army defeated by 
Cromwell at Dunbar, and in 1651, led by Colonel Alexander Fraser, Tutor of Lovat, 800 
returned to their Royalist allegiance, joined Charles II Army at Stirling and followed their 
King to glorious defeat at Worcester on 3rd September.  

 

The information in this article was drawn from a number of sources by Alisdair McRae, the 
author of “How the Scots Won the English Civil War” 

 


