The Assaye Regimental Colour of the
of Foot

th
74

Regiment
Jennifer Brunton
MLitt Technical Art History 2016-2017

The Royal Highland Fusiliers Museum was given the Assaye Regimental Colour of the 74th Regiment of Foot by St. Giles Cathedral, however beyond this not
much is known about the Assaye Colour. This project looks at both contextual research and scientific analysis to provide a greater understanding of regimental
colours, considering the value they carry to the regiment and consequently their importance within the museum collection.

Historical Background

Technical Analysis

Research on Assaye Colours

The 74th Regiment of Foot was formed in 1787,
later amalgamating with the 71st Regiment of Foot
to form the Highland Light Infantry in 1881. The
74th was raised in response to a threat in India by
Sir Archibald Campbell. Throughout the second
Mahratta war (1803-1805) the 74th were under the
leadership of Sir Arthur Wellesley, later known as
the Duke of Wellington. During the battle the 74th
suffered heavy losses, however the soldiers did not
give way and as a result the campaign was
successful. It is due to the exemplary actions of Sir
Arthur Wellesley, the officers and soldiers that the
regiment was awarded a third colour by the East
India Company, this is known as the Assaye
regimental colour.1

The Assaye colours exhibited significant signs of silk shattering,
therefore analysing the physical properties of the textile in order to
confirm it was silk and identify any other fabrics was a priority. The
colours measure 460 x 470mm. The colour has applied panels and
embroidery on either side made up of metal and coloured threads.
Previous efforts had been made to prevent the fabric from
deteriorating; fine netting had been placed over the entire textile on one
side and then in specific areas on the other side. However the way the
textile had been stored was causing its condition to worsen.

British infantry battalions carry two colours. One is
known as the Queen’s colour which carries the
battle honours from both World Wars and the
second is the regimental colour which holds all
other battle honours. These colours serve as a link
to the regiment’s past and act as a memorial to the
fallen. As colours are consecrated when they are
deemed too old for use they are laid-up in a
regimental chapel. Glasgow Cathedral currently
holds the original Assaye Colour presented in 1803
to the 74th and subsequently laid-up in 1884. The
number of Assaye Colours that have been made is
not fully known. However, in accordance with Hew
Strachan’s British Military Uniforms 1768-96 five
known Assaye Colours have been presented.2
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Fig. 1 J. C. Stadler, coloured aquatint of General Arthur
Wellesley leading the British attack at the Battle of
Assaye on 23rd September (1803). Illustration for a
narrative poem by Dr Syntax, 1818. National Army
Museum. 3

Fig. 2 Image of the Assaye Colour with tabs 1-5 to indicate where samples
were taken. This relates to the Dino-Lite images below (figs. 4-8).

Fig. 3 Image of 74th Highlanders (The Royal, The
Regimental, and the Assaye Colours) From a Drawing
by Captain and Adjutant Carteret W. Carey, 2d H.L.I.
287 x 395 mm.

Images taken with a Dino-Lite show where the samples were taken in relation to the full scale image of the Colour

Fig. 4 Close up of the silk where
there is significant evidence of silk
shattering. Sample 1 RHFC1
030217. Magnification 0.75x.

Fig. 5 Close up of the silk again.
Sample 2 RHFC2 030217.
Magnification 0.75x.

Fig. 6 Close up of the tassels,
the thread used was identified as
silk. Sample 3 RHFC3 030217.
Magnification 0.75x.

Fig. 7 Close up of the embroidery
of the laurel wreath foliage.
Sample 4 RHFC4 030217.
Magnification 0.75x.

Fig. 8 Close up of thread from
embroidery. Sample 5 RHFC5
030217. Magnification 0.75x.

Results
Using Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FTIR) to analyse the fibres,
samples were taken from five areas of the textile. The FTIR results confirmed
that silk is the main material used in the fabric and the thread used for the
embroidery. The analytics were complied into a graph (fig. 9) which shows all
five samples taken from the cloth against a silk used in textile conservation to
show the similarities that allowed for the conclusion that the textile was primarily
made of silk.

RHFC1 – Textile
RHFC2 – Textile
RHFC3 – Thread
RHFC4 – Thread
RHFC5 – Thread

Further Analysis and Conclusion
The maker of this colour is unknown, however from discussions with Dr. Joyce
Steele it seems probable that it was made by The Royal School of Needlework.
Further research into the dyes of the embroidery threads is also required. Using
high pressure liquid chromatography (HPLC) with ultra violet and mass
spectroscopy detection would allow for each dye and dye component to be
separated. It also allows for a comparison with other spectra peaks and
therefore an informed conclusion can be obtained.4
The collection of colours held at the Royal Highland Fusilier Museum provides a
unique opportunity to engage with the history of the regiment and ultimately
attain a greater consideration of the colours symbolic context.

Fig. 9 Graph showing the results of the FTIR analysis with a silk comparison used in textile conservation.
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