
ENGLISH AND HUNGARIAN COMRADES-IN- 
ARMS DURING THE NAPOLEONIC WARS

he first allied war against France which lasted from
1792 till 1796 and was the outcome of the revolution
in France, induced the Emperor Francis to conclude an 

alliance with Prussia and despatch troops to Belgium, 
then under Austrian rule. Austria sent an army of 34.000 
men to the upper reaches of the Rhine. The united Austro- 
Prussian forces were under the supreme command of the 
Duke of Braunschweig, while Count Dagobert Wurmser, a 
general of the cavalry was the commander of the Austrian 
army. General Wurmser, although subordinate to the Duke 
of Braunschweig, had authority to engage in independent 
military operations. Part of his army consisted of three 
hussar regiments in which Baron Andrew Szentkereszty and 
his two brothers served.

It was this Baron Andrew Szentkereszty who in this 
war by an act of heroism laid the foundations of an Anglo- 
Hungarian comradeship-in-arms. A  lietuenant-colonel in the 
campaign of 1793, he distinguished himself so greatly by his 
bravery at the taking of Bienwald, at Landau and on the 
Lanterberg lines that his commander-in-chief, General Wurm
ser, personally wrote to the Emperor praising him and 
recommending him for honours. He did not, however, receive 
the Order of Maria Theresia at that time, but was promoted 
out of turn to the rank of colonel and given the command 
of the 2nd regiment of hussars in recognition of his merits.

On 24th March 1794 Lietunent-General Otto, commander- 
in-chief of all the cavalry regiments in the army, attached 
2 squadrons of the English 15th Light Cavalry Brigade to 
Szentkereszty's troops and entrusted the latter with a special 
mission which Szentkereszty executed at Villiers en Couchies 
with such brilliant and typically Hungarian cavalry tactics
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that with 600 cavalrymen he routed a French army of 12.000, 
most of whom — to quote Lieutenant-General Otto’s com
mendatory despatch sent next day to Szentkereszty —  were 
"hacked to pieces".

Nor was mention of the English troopers and their 
officers omitted in this commendatory despatch. Of them 
Lieutenant-General Otto wrote that they had fought with 
zeal and self-sacrifice and he would see to it that those in 
high places were apprised of the fact. He also promised that 
as soon as he received the money for the cannon, horses and 
other military equipment captured in the battle from the 
Duke, he would divide it among the Hungarian and English 
troopers.

To Szentkereszty he wrote in the same despatch: —  "On 
my honour as a Knight of the Order of Maria Theresia I 
promise you shall receive a distinction.”

As a token of gratitude for this splendid victory the 
Emperor of Austria had a special war medal struck for the 
English officers, bearing an inscription stating it was to 
commemorate the battle fought on 24th March 1794 at 
Villiers en Couchies. Later, on 7th November 1800, each of 
the English officers, eight in number, received the Cross of 
the Order of Maria Theresia and the title of Baron of the 
German Empire. The names of these eight officers of the 
15th Light Brigade in order of rank were as follows: Captains 
Aylett, Pocklingen and Ryan; Lieutenants Calcraft and Kier 
and Colour-Sergeants Butler, Blunt and Wilson.

On the strength of General Wurmser's and Lieutenant- 
General Otto's commendatory despatches Szentkereszty 
applied for the Cross of the Order of Maria Theresia, but 
for some inexplicable reason he did not receive it. In 1936 
his descendants addressed an inquiry to the headquarters 
of the Order asking why just the commander had been re
fused the Cross, but the only information headquarters could 
supply was that twenty members had cast their votes, seven 
for, and thirteen against conferring this distinction on Szent
kereszty and that Wurmser and Otto, despite the fact that 
they themselves had written the most laudatory reports of 
his conduct, were among the thirteen — a matter not to be 
understood.
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The refusal must have been a sore disappointment to 
the self-sacrificing, valiant soldier, but a certain measure of 
compensation was afforded by the English officers under his 
command, for their letters to him breathe affection, nay 
devotion, and they even sent him a sword of honour by an 
officer of the name of Nisam, who handed it over to Szent
kereszty in Vienna.

Here let some extracts from the letters of the English 
officers serve as documentary evidence. They supply proof 
positive that Szentkereszty was commander of the troops in 
the victorious battle and that the English cavalry officers 
were subordinate to him. This is of importance because the 
history of the then 15th Light Brigade, which contains a 
fairly detailed account of the battle, omits to state that 
Colonel Szentkereszty was commander and merely mentions 
that he was "the officer of highest rank" in that section.

The English translation of the French letter written to 
Colonel Szentkereszty by Captain Pocklingen runs as 
follows:

London, 24th April, 1796.
"My dear Colonel,
"I was extremely pleased to learn from Captain Ryan 

that you are in good health amidst the cares and fatigues 
of a glorious campaign for the armies of Austria. This 
good news has freed me from the concern I felt for your 
condition. Of a truth it is only men of your merits who 
know the amount of action and labour your position 
entails, and fortunate is he whose body and spirit do not 
falter under duty so arduous.

"I and all the officers who had the honour to serve 
under you await with a lively impatience the pleasure of 
seeing you in England and trust that peace will bring the 
fulfilment of this wish and at the same time put a stop 
to all the horrors of war and the abominations committed 
by men whom the unfortunate habit of bathing in blood 
makes daily more and more ferocious. No doubt the date 
of my letter will recall to your memory the 24th of April 
1794, a glorious day for you and for those whom with 
genius and courage you led to a victory which in our
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hearts gave birth to sentiments that nothing can ever 
efface.

"Allow me to congratulate you on your obtaining 
the Cross of Merit graciously conferred on you by His 
Majesty the Emperor in recognition of your eminent 
services on that great day. We also flatter ourselves that 
we shall receive this inestimable mark of his graciousness, 
which would satisfy our highest ambitions. We rely on 
your kindness in this matter, the success of which would 
be an inestimable advantage for us. I and the rest of the 
officers lay our affection, admiration and respect at your 
feet. . ."

The following passage is an extract from Captain Ryan's 
letter in French to Colonel Szentkereszty:

Braydon, 24th April, 1796.
", . . All the officers of the regiment greatly desire to 

see you here. It has long been our intention to present you 
with a sword, as a fitting souvenir of the brilliant action 
at Villiers en Couchies, where as commander you acom- 
plished incredible things. Now, fortunately, an occasion of 
doing so presents itself . . . My dear friend, this day fills 
my heart with great joy. We arranged a grand banquet to 
celebrate it and drank full glasses to your health and 
success. . . "

Lieutenant Nisam carried the sword to Vienna and 
presented it to Szentkereszty, who later on — after his 
retirement from active service —  gave it in keeping to the 
Reformed Church College in Marosvasarhely. On 29th June 
1805 the College took possession of the sword amidst im
pressive ceremonies. The official speech on this occasion 
was delivered by the teacher of religion, the Rev. John 
Tompa de Kis Boroznya, who spoke of Szentkereszty as a 
Christian commander and extolled him both as such and as 
a man of grateful heart. This speech, which is a veritable 
gem of oratory contains the following passage: — "It is but 
meet that in the first place I should make mention of a 
Nation's gratitude. It is of you, generous sons of Britain, 
I speak! Of you, whose appreciation of worth is not con-
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fined to one nation or one country, but who recognize it and 
reward it wherever it is to be found! It was not enough that 
on every 24th of April, the anniversary of that famous day, 
you commemorated the brilliant victory with a banquet, 
drinking to his (Szentkereszty's) health and success. You 
also, the English officers who served under this Hungarian 
commander when he broke the strength of the enemy in 
1794, ordered a valuable sword to be made and sent it as a 
memento to Baron Andrew Szentkereszty in Vienna. And 
it would seem as if grateful England did not consider even 
this enough . . . "

The sword of honour is still guarded in the little 
museum of the secondary school in Marosvasarhely, but, 
alas! Marosvasarhely no longer belongs to Hungary. If the 
eight English officers but knew that Transylvania, the home 
of Andrew Szentkereszty, their brave comrade and beloved 
commander, had been torn away from us, surely their 
slumber in British soil would be a less peaceful one. Perhaps 
—  who knows — they might even rise from their tombs to 
restore the English sword of honour to Hungary?

— y —
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