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THE LIFE AND TIMES OF GENERAL WILLIAM MILLER,

LATE ROYAL ARTILLERY AND

LEADER OF THE REVOLUTIONS IN SOUTH AMERICA

The Autumn 2003 Meeting of the Society was held in the Royal Artillery Mess Woolwich on Wednesday 17th September at 11 am.  30 members and one guest attended.  Brigadier Timbers was in the Chair.

After administrative notices by the Secretary, the Chairman opened the meeting by introducing the Speaker, Mr Thomas Hudson, and explaining that he was born in Buenos Aires in 1932 and was educated at St George’s College, Buenos Aires, Queen’s College Cambridge and the Harvard Business School.  He worked for ICI for 35 years in the UK and USA and was Chief Executive Officer of ICI in Mexico and Argentina.  He received the OBE in 1992.  He is currently on the boards of various companies, hospitals and schools, and in his retirement farms in the south of the province of Buenos Aires.  He is married with a son who lives in Buenos Aires and daughter, who he visits regularly, who lives in Newbury.  The Chairman recalled how he had been consulted during the research for his book on William Miller, and was very pleased that Mr Hudson was now able to tell his story, which he was sure would be a fascinating tale.

Mr Hudson

The speaker opened his presentation by explaining that his interest in William Miller had started when he attended a ceremony in London in 1992 to unveil a statue to General San Martin, who had led the revolutions in Chile and Peru.  It was suggested to him that he knew all about the other soldiers who had taken a leading part in the campaigns of liberation, such as William Miller.  Not wishing to be thought ignorant, he had nodded assent and hoped fervently that he would not be asked to demonstrate his knowledge, or reveal his lack of it.  But he also resolved to find out more, and this presentation, some ten years later, is the result of his efforts to find out about General William Miller.  The speaker also expressed his thanks to Brigadier Timbers and the RAI for assisting with his research into Miller’s time in the Royal Artillery.

William Miller was born on 2nd December 1795 in Wingham, Kent into a family of successful bakers.  The Napoleonic Wars were at their height at this time and William, together with one of his brothers, joined the Royal Artillery on 1 January 1811.  Seven months later, at the age of 15, he was sent to Lisbon to join the Duke of Wellington’s Army in which he served as an assistant commissary in the Field Train Department, the artillery supply organisation.

He saw a lot of action in the Peninsula War, being stationed in the Lines of the Torres Vedras, taking part in the bloody sieges of Cuidad Rodrigo, Badajoz and San Sebastian and the Battle of Vittoria.  At Badajoz he served under General Beresford who had led the expedition to Buenos Aires in 1806.  Badajoz is infamous for the subsequent sack of the city by British troops and is where Lt Smith saved a Spanish lady from being ravished by the troops, a lady who he subsequently married and, when General Smith, as he became, was serving in South Africa, gave her name to the town of Ladysmith, itself later famous for withstanding a prolonged siege during the Boer War.  At San Sebastian he served under Colonel Alexander Dickson, Wellington’s artillery commander, who used for the first time an overhead barrage to support the assaulting troops.  Miller’s last action in the campaign was after the Army crossed into France in 1814 when he was with the forces that attacked Bayonne.

In June 1814 he sailed from Bordeaux in HMS Madagascar to Chesapeake Bay, as a reinforcement for General Ross’s Army which was fighting against the United States of America in the War of 1812.  The fleet was commanded by Admiral Cochrane, about whom more later.   Miller marched to Baltimore, then Fort McHenry where General Ross was killed, then to Washington, where the Army set fire to the White House.

In November 1814 Miller had joined the Army of General Sir Edward Pakenham in Jamaica, and went with it to New Orleans.  The Battle of New Orleans, fought on 8 January 1815 in ignorance of the signing of the treaty ending the war two weeks before, was a disaster for the British.  Forced by swamps to attack the American positions frontally, the British attacks faltered and after General Packenham was killed, they were forced to surrender.  The defeated army was transported back to England, but Miller’s vessel was shipwrecked off Mobile; the crew and troops embarked on another vessel and eventually reached England in June 1815, just too late to take part in the Battle of Waterloo.

With the coming of peace Miller decided to resign from the Army and go into commerce in Europe, but he did not enjoy his new life and, attracted by the opportunities in South America and the idea of taking part in the struggles of the South American countries for independence from the yoke of Spanish rule, he decide to travel to the Argentine.  The Liberation movement in South America had two main areas of operation: from Venezuela in the north under Simon Bolivar and from Buenos Aires in the south under General Jose San Martin.

Miller arrived at Buenos Aires in September 1817 carrying letters of introduction to local residents through whom he was able to meet Pueyrredon, Supreme Director of the United Provinces of the River Plate, to whom he applied for a commission in the Army.  While waiting for a reply he traveled in the Pampas in the south in the company of ranchers and became acquainted with the Estancia economy and its people, flora and fauna.  In spite of the temptation to go in for commerce or farming in this promising land, he was held to his commitment to join the Patriot Army of General San Martin by the MacKinlay family, and at the end of November 1817 received his commission as a captain in the Artillery of Buenos Aires.  On 6 January 1818 Miller began a ride across Argentina to join San Martin’s Army in Chile, crossing the high mountains of the Andes at 4,300 metres.  He joined the Argentine-Chilean Army at the ‘fundo’ (ranch) at La Tablas near the port of Valparaiso on 24th January and two days later he reported to San Martin.  He was appointed to the Artillery Regiment of Buenos Aires under Lt Col Pedro Regalado da la Plaza.  Despite the difficulties in acquiring cannon, the Regiment had 44, organised in four companies.

San Martin caught the Spanish unawares at Chacabuzo on 12 February, then joined other Patriot columns including that of Bernard O’Higgins on the plain of Cancho Rayada.  On 19 March, while preparing to attack, he was taken by surprise at night by the Spanish and forced to retreat.  In a heroic action Miller, together with Ensign Moreno, saved two of the cannon; for his heroism he was appointed ADC to San Martin and promoted major.

While San Martin remained to avenge his defeat with a bloody victory over the Spanish at the Maipu River, Miller was ordered to take possession of the ship ‘Lautaro’ (formerly the ‘Wyndham’) in order to prepare for a sea campaign to establish naval supremacy over the Spanish along the South Pacific coastline.  He marched to Valparaiso at the head of a company of 60 infantrymen which he formed into a company of marines – today Miller is remembered in Chile as the founder of the Chilean Marine Corps.  He then led his marines in the attack on the Spanish frigate 'Esmeralda' that lifted the blockade of Valparaiso, and the capture of the frigate 'Reine Maria Isabel', when he was captured and almost killed, and subsequently rescued.

In November 1818 Admiral Lord Cochrane arrived in Chile under contract to the new Government to lead the naval campaign against Spanish rule along the Pacific littoral, often under the disguise of the British, American and Spanish flags.  Miller got on well with Cochrane, and formed a particular attachment to Lady Cochrane, although it was completely free of any scandalous connotations.

In January 1819 Miller joined Cochrane as commander of the marines on an expedition to raid the Peruvian coast.  Poor weather prevented the capture of the Esmeralda but he did secure the island of San Lorenzo where he was put in charge making rockets for the force, but he was injured by an accidental explosion that blinded him temporarily and scarred his face for life.  However, he recovered in time to take part in the raid on Paita and a second landing at Supe where his marines defeated an ambush by Spanish cavalry.  After a refit at Valparaiso, Cochrane took Miller on another expedition to Peru, where, after an unsuccessful raid on Callao, he landed at Pisco and was wounded again.

Recovering slowly, Cochrane and Miller set sail for Valdivia where, on 3 February 1820, Miller led the landing party on a daring raid to capture the forts guarding the approaches to the port.  This great military adventure, mounted with sheer audacity against overwhelming odds, was one of Miller's greatest feats of arms.  Approaching under cover of the Spanish flag and requesting a pilot, Cochrane’s ruse was discovered but Miller was put ashore where, in the face of fierce resistance, he captured one by one ten of the twelve forts protecting the anchorage in a series of daring night attacks.  The remaining forts surrender next morning and Valdivia fell the day after.  The seizure of Valdivia was key to security from the Spanish threat in Southern Chile and eliminated the 'Gibraltar' of the South.  Miller himself was wounded yet again, in the head.  Not content with seizing Valdivia, Cochrane next attacked the island of Chiloe, when the fort of Corona was taken, but the night attack on Fort Aguay did not succeed for a lack of trails to follow.  Miller was wounded again - three times.

Exhausted by his wounds, Miller recuperated in Santiago.  He was promoted lieutenant colonel and appointed second in command of the 8th Infantry Regiment, a unit made up of black soldiers, mostly freed slaves.

General San Martin now turned his attention to a land campaign to liberate Peru.  He assembled an army of 5,000 men and a fleet of 48 vessels which sailed for Peru in August 1820.  The ensuing campaigns, culminating with the victory at Aracucho four years later, were arduous and dramatic, and brought Miller promotion to colonel and the general and a further change of arm, to command of the cavalry.

Cochrane at last captured the frigate ‘Esmeralda’ in a daring and bloody cutting out expedition at Calloa.  In May 1821 Miller was given command of a newly raised Peruvian battalion and a cavalry squadron and sailed south with Cochrane on the celebrated 'Intermediate Ports’ expedition.  He took Pisco, where he fell ill with fever, and went on to raid Arica and capture Tacna.  The Spanish reacted to this threat to their rule in southern Peru and dispatched three columns; Miller decided to take on the largest and after a forced march across precipitous terrain he met and defeated the Spanish cavalry at Moquehua and at Mirave, his first victory as an independent commander.

After a short truce Miller withdrew in the face of a superior enemy force to Arica, sailed to Paracas and captured Pisco.  Commandeering a mule column for transport, he crossed the desert and captured Ica and Nasca.  San Martin entered Lima and on 28 July 1821 proclaimed the Independence of Peru.  Miller was promoted Colonel of the First Army of Peru.  However there were still Spanish forces in Peru and Miller was detailed to watch their movements around Lima.  He pursued the escaping garrison of Callao into the Andes but, although causing casualties, he was unable to bring them to battle and returned to Lima where he was appointed to organise the new Peruvian Legion of Guards, which exist today as the Presidential Guard.  On 16 December Miller was appointed a founder member of the Peruvian Order of the Sun.

The Spanish still contested power in South America and San Martin and Bolivar met at Guayaquil in Ecuador in July 1822 to discuss their strategy to complete the task of ridding South America of Spanish rule.  Unable to agree on a strategy, General San Martin decided to retire and left Peru forever.  Meanwhile O’Higgins was deposed by an uprising in Chile and Cochrane went to organise the navy in Brazil.  Miller, however, remained in Peru to serve under Bolivar who became the leader of the Patriot Movement.

In October 1822 he sailed with the Legion to Arica and then to Camana, where he took Quilca and marched across the Sigua desert, but he fell ill with cholera and returned to Lima.  Although the 1822 campaign had not gone well for the Patriots, Miller was promoted to brigadier general on 8 April 1823.  After abandoning Lima and escaping through Callao, he led an expedition to Chala in July, but despite joining with General Sucre, the Spanish had gathered a superior force and Miller, commanding the rearguard, eventually withdrew to Lima.  In November he was appointed Chief of Staff of the Peruvian Army and interim Commander-in-Chief - he was a general, and not yet 30.

1824 was to be Miller’s year of triumph, but started badly with another bout of illness, for which he requested leave from Bolivar to travel to Chile to recover.  However he returned when he heard of the outbreak of rebellion in Callao.  He caught up with Bolivar and was appointed Commander of Cavalry and ordered to cross the Andes to Pasco, where, after occupying Tacna, he attacked the Spanish forces under Canterac.  On 6 August the Patriot cavalry caught up with the Spanish at Junin where they won a decisive victory.  The battle was entirely a cavalry action as the infantry on both sides had become separated.  Miller took over command of the combined forces cavalry from General Necochea, a horse grenadier from Buenos Aires, when he was injured, and the Peruvian cavalry played such a key role that Bolivar named them the Hussars of Junin.  Junin was a fiercely contested battle, fought with cold steel - sabres, lances, swords and knives.

The Patriots then dogged the Spanish forces up and down the mountains and valleys and eventually brought them to battle at Ayacucho on 9 December 1824.  The Spaniards were confident of victory as they marched down the slopes of Condorkanki, led by the Viceroy and his generals.  The Patriots had one remaining gun, which used for counter infantry work.  General Cordoba, in command of the right wing, deliberately killed his horse to demonstrate that he had no means of escape and victory or death were the only outcomes.  The outcome remained in the balance as the Patriots were fiercely attacked in the flank, but a furious cavalry attack by Miller relieved the pressure.  A series of wild charges eventually broke the Spanish ranks and clinched the victory.  After the Battle Miller acted with great humanity, giving succour to the seriously wounded, including the Spanish Viceroy.

The Battle of Ayacucho marked the end of the Wars of Liberation, although pockets of Royalist troops resisted well on into 1825 and the fortress of Calloa held out until 1826. The Spanish were given free passage to Spain.  Because of his high standing in Peru, Miller was appointed Prefect of Puno Department, which includes the City of Potosi, the fabled rich city where the Spanish had mined silver for centuries and at one time the peak of culture and civilization with a well-known university.  He was also appointed General of Division and received Bolivar at Potosi and Chuquisaca, the other university city.

At the end of 1825, suffering from the effects of repeated wounds, Miller was granted leave by Bolivar and headed for Argentina, riding through the Andes to Jujuy and Salta.  Everywhere he received a very warm reception, including Monte Grande where, at a dinner in his honour, he witnessed Admiral William Brown defeat the Brazilian invasion fleet.  At Buenos Aires he embarked for England, arriving at Falmouth on 6 July 1826.  He was reunited with his family at Wingham and on 11 December 1826 he was appointed a Freeman of the City of Canterbury.

After months of travel in Europe, he arrived back in Peru in 1830, where he was appointed Commander of the 3rd Army Division.  He became caught up in the civil wars which marked the power struggle that followed the departure of Bolivar, and in 1831 he resigned.  He then traveled to the Sandwich Islands where he met King Kamehameha III of Hawaii.  After a change of Government in Peru, Miller was invited back to defend the new regime.  He retired from the Army in 1836, and was sent to Ecuador as Minister Plenipotentiary.  The following year he returned to become Chief of the General Staff and Governor of Callao, however further troubles in Peru in 1839 prompted him to resign for a second time.  He returned to England via Hawaii, Mexico and the USA in 1841.

After a spell in England, in 1843 he was appointed Her Majesty's Commissioner and Consul-General in the Pacific, arriving in Honolulu in 1843.  His duties took him as far afield as New Zealand and British Columbia.

He returned to Peru in 1859 and in 1861 he was restored to his previous titles, but his health was failing on account of the many wounds he had received, particularly the gunshot wound at Pisco.  He expressed the desire to die in the land of his birth and boarded HMS Naiad in Callao Harbour on 17 October, but despite receiving medical attention he died on board on 31 October 1861.  William Miller was given a hero’s funeral by the Peruvian Government and was buried in Lima where he lies in state in the Peruvian Pantheon of Heroes.

Although honoured in England, he is remembered with great respect in South America.  His horse grenadiers sword is displayed in the Museum of the 'Granaderos a Caballo' in Buenos Aires, and the inscription on it - "My standard is honour and my direction is loyalty" - makes a fitting epitaph to General William Miller, a great soldier, gentlemen and diplomat.

QUESTIONS

Capt Paxton:  Is there a memorial to Miller in Wingham?

Speaker:  That would be a good idea but so far there is no memorial to him.

Maj O’Leary:   What was the size of Miller’s army?

Speaker:  On average it was rarely bigger than 4-5,000, made up of British officers and local soldiers.  In contrast the Spanish assembled over 20,000.  Some troops were competent and some were unreliable.

Lt Col Townend:  What was the racial composition of Miller’s army?

Speaker:  The army was a mixture of Creole (locally born Spanish), Creole-Indians, Indians and freed slaves.  He did very well to forge them into a coherent force and he was greatly respected by his troops.

Maj Heaney:  What sort of support did the Patriots receive from overseas, especially Europe?

Speaker:  It has often been thought that the British harbored an ambition to take over South America, but there is no evidence that this was so.  The Liberation movement wanted recognition and to borrow funds.  Canning had considerable interest in the region and exerted much influence; he regarded the Emancipation as being good for trade and encouraged entrepreneurs, although many of them were not successful.  The Royal Navy kept other powers out, and gave tacit support to the Patriots.

Mr Bodin:   - This pre-dated the Monroe Doctrine in the US who were slow to take any interest and were not popular.

Maj Westmoreland:  How close are the forts to each other at Valdivia?

Speaker:  The forts were not far apart, nor were they very large.  Miller attacked the small ones first, and once the first had fallen, it created a knock-on effect.  It was an audacious plan, boldly executed.

The Chairman brought the questions to an end by thanking Mr Hudson very warmly indeed for entertaining the Society with such a marvellous and absorbing story, which was even more impressive for being delivered entirely without the use of notes.

The Meeting closed at 12.35 pm.

"The Honourable Warrior, The Career of General William Miller", is published in hardback by Pentland Books, IBSN 10-85821-887-x, price £12.50 at all good bookshops.

