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Figure 2: The advance to Pekin in 1860.

again charged and the Tartars quickly withdrew. One 1 st
(King’s) Dragoon Guards trooper was slightly wounded
during this first encounter.
The 1 st (King’s) Dragoon Guards remained at their
camp at Sinho while the British infantry successfully
attacked the Chinese positions at Tangku and the Taku
forts. Casualties incurred while taking the fortresses were
particularly heavy and six Victoria Crosses were won by
the infantry. After these major battles, the 1st (King’s)
Dragoon Guards continued the advance up the Pei-ho
River, reaching Tientsin onAugust 27. Due to the capture
of these forts and the signing of terms of capitulation, it
was thought that the war might be over and the Chinese
invited an Allied delegation to Pekin. On ...............
the chance that this was a ruse, the advance
to Pekin was continued on September 8
(Figure 2).
On September 17th, the delegation set out for
Tungchow, only 10 miles from Pekin, with
a small escort from Fane’s Horse and the 1 st
(King’s) Dragoon Guards, while the Allied
force followed a few miles behind. On the
18th, the Allied force continued its march,
halting before a large Chinese army, which
blocked any further advance. A member of
the delegation soon burst into their midst
warning them that they had encountered a
second large mass of Chinese troops. The
Allied force remained in this precarious
position for several hours until a portion
of the delegation was seen galloping in an
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attempt to return. These were fired upon by the Chinese,
who were then attacked by the French with great success.
The Allied artillery also returned fire and soon began
to silence the Chinese batteries and scatter the enemy’s
infantry. The Chinese cavalry threatened to attack but
were preemptively charged and driven off by Probyn’s
Horse, supported by the 1 st (King’s) Dragoon Guards.
The final major action of the war occurred on September
21, near Chang-Kia-Wan (Figure 3). The future Field
Marshal Viscount Garnet Wolseley was a lieutenant
colonel serving with the expedition and witnessed the
events. His brief description neatly summarizes the
charge:

Figure 3: The Charge of the King’s Dragoon Guards at Chang-Kia-Wan.
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Our cavalry which had been slowly moving forwards,
went straight at them, Fane’s Horse and the King’s
Dragoon Guards in the first line, Probyn’s regiment
in support behind. The Tartar cavalry had halted
behind a deep wide ditch, upon seeing our troops
advancing towards them, from which position they
delivered a volley as our cavalry reached it. The horses
of the irregulars are always ridden in short standing
martingales, which effectively prevent their jumping
well; so, when our line reached the ditch, but very few
of the irregulars got over it at first, many of their horses,
unable to pull up, tumbling in, one over the other. The
King’s Dragoon Guards, however, got well in among the
Tartars, riding over ponies and men, and knocking both
down together like so many ninepins. The irregulars
were soon after them, and in the short pursuit which then
ensued, the wild Pathans of Fane’s Horse showed well
fighting side by side with the powerful British Dragoons.
The result was most satisfactory. Riderless Tartar horses
were to be seen galloping about in all directions, and
the ground passed over in the charge was well strewn
with the enemy. At no time subsequently during the
day would they allow our cavalry sufficiently near for
a second charge.

the China Medal with the single clasp for PEKIN 1860.
Murphy’s medal is impressed to T.S. MAJOR WM. A.
MURPHY, 1ST DRAGN GDS.

The Allies completed their advance to Pekin in October. In
retaliation for the torture and murder ofAllied prisoners of
war, the Chinese Emperor’s Summer Palace was burned
on October 18. After participating in this incident, the
1 st (King’s) Dragoon Guards departed for Hong Kong
in November and from there returned to India, arriving
in Bangalore in January of 1861.

Figure 4: The medals of William Alfred Murphy.

Wolseley summarized the service of the British cavalry
during the campaign thus:
Our cavalry was, indeed, of the utmost use to us
throughout the whole campaign. Our two regiments and
a half of cavalry there rendered most valuable service.
With even that small force we were enabled to scour the
country all round our camps to a great distance. Our
cavalry inflicting almost all the loss which the enemy
sustained.

For this service Murphy was awarded the China Medal
with one clasp, PEKIN 1861) (Figure 4). Oddly enough,
Murphy was the only soldier from the 1st Dragoon
Guards not to receive the clasp for TAKU FORTS 1861).
Although the muster roll and his discharge papers are
silent on the matter, it is possible that Murphy did not
receive the TAKU FORTS 1861) clasp because he was
the one soldier slightly wounded at Sinho on August 12
and, consequently, missed the battle at the Taku forts.
Out of the 326 officers and men who accompanied the
regiment to China, the roll confirms that Murphy was the
only soldier from the King’s Dragoon Guards to receive
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After landing in January 1861, the 1st (King’s) Dragoon
Guards remained in India until ordered home, arriving at
Gravesend on March 24, 1866. The regiment had been
away for nearly nine years. The next several years were
quiet for the 1 st (King’s) Dragoon Guards, who were
periodically moved to several stations throughout England
and Ireland. Murphy was appointed Regimental Sergeant
Major on February 17, 1869 and received the Army Long
Service & Good Conduct Medal (impressed 1615 SERGT.
MJR. W.A. MURPHY 1ST DRAGOON GUARDS.) with
the maximum gratuity of £ 15 on November 18, 1872. He
remained the 1 st (King’s) Dragoon Guards Regimental
Serjeant Major until appointed Regimental Serjeant
Major of the East Lothian Yeomanry on April 26, 1877.
He was discharged from the Regular Army on June 5,
1877 but continued to serve as Regimental Serjeant
Major to the East Lothian Yeomanry until his death in
the summer 1885 at the age of 53.
Murphy was single when promoted to Regimental
Serjeant Major and would have been considered a prime
catch by the women of the regiment (but not the ’ladies’)
when the 37-year old Murphy married 21-year old Clara
Clarke in 1870. The 1881 Scottish census lists them as
having seven children, ranging in age from eight years
to one month. In addition to the emotional loss, William
Murphy’s early death must have caused his family great
financial hardship. Clara couldn’t possibly hope to feed
the brood on whatever meager pension the Army granted
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her and so their eldest child, Reginald Leslie, followed
his father into the 1 st (King’s) Dragoon Guards as soon
as he was of age.
Reginald Leslie Murphy was born in December 1872
in Dublin, Ireland, while his father was serving as
Regimental Serjeant Major to the 1 st (King’s) Dragoon
Guards. Reginald Leslie enlisted in the 1st (King’s)
Dragoon Guards on January 8, 1887 when he was only
14 years old. The regiment almost certainly accepted him
at such a young age to at least partially help the family’s
financial predicament. Having spent most of his years
with the Army while his father was Regimental Serjeant
Major, the young Murphy was familiar with military life
and perhaps was even excited to enlist. Many soldiers
serving with the 1st (King’s) Dragoon Guards would
have remembered this father and helped Reginald Leslie
transition to his new home.
Life with the 1st (King’s) Dragoon Guards seems to
have agreed with Murphy. Like his father, Reginald
Leslie Murphy steadily advanced through the ranks,
being promoted Lance Corporal on February 24, 1891,
Corporal April 19, 1892, Lance Sergeant on November
23, 1897, and Sergeant on February 4, 1898. He also
was afforded the opportunity to continue his education,
obtaining his second-class certificate in 1888, making
Murphy one of the better-educated soldiers in the Army.
During this period the regiment was stationed in India,
England, and Ireland. The years were largely uneventful,
although the 1 st (King’s) Dragoon Guards were called
out in September 1893 against striking miners in the
Midland Counties, who jeered the troops and pelted them
with pieces of coal.
It was not until January 8, 1901 that the 1st (King’s)
Dragoon Guards embarked for South Africa. The 1st
(King’s) Dragoon Guards were latecomers to the Boer
War. By the time they landed, the set piece battles were
over and the primary objective of the British Army was
to kill or capture the Boer forces roaming the veldt.
In this, they were largely unsuccessful. Still, the 1st
(King’s) Dragoon Guards engaged the Boers on numerous
occasions and suffered losses of 12 killed, 36 wounded,
and 27 died of disease.
Murphy was promoted to Squadron Sergeant Major
on December 1, 1902. For his Boer War service,
he received the Queen’s South Africa Medal with
four clasps: CAPE COLONY, ORANGE FREE
STATE, SOUTH AFRICA 1901, and SOUTH AFRICA
1902; his medal being impressed to 3126 SERJT.
R.L. MURPHY, 1ST DRAGOON GDS (Figure 5).

34

Figure 5: The medals to Reginald Leslie Murphy.

With the cessation of hostilities in South Africa, the 1st
(King’s) Dragoon Guards remained in South Africa until
returning home in 1903, where they were stationed first
in Hounslow and then Aldershot. Murphy was posted
to the Lothian and Berwickshire Imperial Yeomanry on
June 30, 1906 and was recommended for the Army Long
Service and Good Conduct Medal on July 1, 1908, his
medal being impressed to 3126 S.S.Mjr. R.L. Murphy
1/Dgn./Gds. Murphy was still serving with the Imperial
Yeomanry when he retired on August 4, 1914.
Murphy did not stay retired for long. He was re-employed
during World War I and was appointed Acting Regimental
Serjeant Major in the Lothian and Berwickshire Imperial
Yeomanry on October 20, 1914. He later was confirmed as
Temporary Regimental Serjeant Major for the duration of
the war on May 2, 1917. Murphy was finally discharged
on January 2, 1920, successfully claiming a pension of
20% disability due to military service. Interestingly,
Murphy gained a Class B mention on the Secretary of
State’s list on February 24, 1917 "for valuable services
in connection with the War" even though he remained
in England throughout. An examination of his service
records and the medal index cards confirm that Murphy
did not qualify for any medals for his Great War
service.
In so many ways Reginald Leslie Murphy’s career
mirrored his father’s. Both enlisted with the 1 st (King’s)
Dragoon Guards, each serving 33 years in the Army and
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