‘Form! form! Riflemen form!’:
The Oxford University Rifle Volunteer Corps in New College Archives

New College Archives, Oxford, SCR/A1/20

New College Archives SCR/AL is a collection of photographs, principally of New College Fellows,
either as individual portraits or in groups, dating for the most part from around the 1860s. Three
pictures (SCR/A1/18-20), however, are notably different from others in the collection. These depict
young men in military uniforms, with rifles and swords, and consist of two individual portraits and
one group photograph. No names or notes are attached to them, so the identities of the subjects and
the military unit in which they served, appear to be unknown.

Research, however, has revealed a likely candidate for the division to which these men were
attached. The Crimean War of 1853-1856 had seen British forces suffering significant losses,
particularly in the infamous Charge of the Light Brigade during the Battle of Balaclava in October
1854. With much of the regular British Army dispersed around the Empire, it had been necessary to
shore up the forces in the Crimea with members of local militia sent out from home. This shortfall in
the number of readily available troops in turn posed a potential threat to the defence of Britain itself,
coming as it did at the same time as increased tensions with France, which declared war with Austria
in April 1859, and the belief that England was at serious risk of being invaded.

On 12 May 1859, in response to these issues, Jonathan Peel, Secretary of State for War,
authorized the creation of volunteer rifle ¢
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firearms, if required. There will then be a deep and awful meaning in the cry, “5SLIHPHQ IRUP p.! The
Times was here quoting from fThe War-, the poem by Alfred Lord Tennyson it had published on 9
May, warning of an approaching war with the rallying cry: {Form! form! Riflemen form! Ready, be
ready to meet the storm!?

The issue of The Times of 13 May also reproduced the War Office notice,® sent out to the Lord-
Lieutenants of each county, which indicated that the volunteer corps were to be formed funder y
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University units were also formed in Edinburgh and Glasgow, while the 3rd Cambridgeshire
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Giles Hudson has identified an article in the Illustrated News of the World of 19 November 1859, which
described the Oxford University corps uniforms as fpicturesque and useful-. The description of a plain
tunic, in flight brownish grey-, a dark blue Austrian knot motif on the sleeve, trousers to the knees
with fstout leathern gaiters:, and sporting a dark blue cap similar to a French military kepi with a
horizontal peak, is a near-perfect match for the uniform worn by the men in the New College Archives
photographs. These compare favourably too with pictures researched by Hudson.

The uniforms were available from Foster & Co., Tailors and Outfitters, who were located on
Oxford High Street, at the price of £3 7s 6d. Additional items included fa belt with sword frog and
ball bag, and a shoulder belt with cap pocket and twenty-round pouch-.** Some of these can be seen
LQ WKH $UFKLYHV- SKRIRJUDSKV

The firearms initially made available to the volunteers (which, of course, they had to purchase
themselves) were short Enfield rifles with sword bayonets. These were later superceded by the Enfield
Pattern 1853 rifle-musket, which was noticeably longer.”> The New College photographs appear to
feature both models of gun=3the shorter one in the individual portrait shot (SCR/A1/18), the longer
1853 examples in the hands of the men in the group photo (SCR/A1/20). This would suggest that
the latter is of a later date than the former. It would appear too that, with the stripes on their arms,
the men in the group shot are officers.'®

New College Archives, Oxford, SCR/A1/18

14 Giles Hudson, Shots of shots.
16 ibid.
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Giles Hudson has also been able to identify the photographers responsible for the portraits of
the University Volunteers. These were Edmund Bracher (1823-1887), who from 1846 ran 2[IRUG-V
first portrait studio, and, Robert Hills (1821-1882) in partnership with John Henry Saunders (1836-
1890). From the mid-1850s Bracher used albumen prints,' which fwere relatively large=
approximately [7 x 5] inches=
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University Training Corps (UTC). Women were also admitted to the Corps at this time. The junior
division, by now known as the Junior Training Corps
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