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THE WAR IN THE PENINSULA

A7, n 1 August 1808 Sir Arthur Wellesley, later to become Ist Duke of
l' Wellington, landed at Figueira de Foz in Portugal at the head of

Q™ 9,000 British soldiers. It was the first act in a long, hard war
which would see the British army, in company with its Portuguese and
Spanish allies, march back and forth across the Iberian peninsula until
it eventually crossed the Bidassoa river on 7 October 1813 to begin the
invasion of France; the war ended in triumph in April 1814. The
landing in 1808 was not the first act of the Peninsular War, however,
because on 18 October 1807 General Andoche Junot had set off from
the Pyrenees and across Spain with 25,000 French troops on a long,
gruelling march to the Portuguese capital,. Lisbon. He had been
despatched there by Napoleon Bonaparte, in order to seize the
Portuguese regent, John, who had refused to bow to French pressure
and impose the so-called ‘Continental Blockade’. The latter was
supposed to ensure that all European ports were closed to British trade,
and was an attempt to starve Britain into submission. Junot arrived on

ABOVE The 1st Foot Guards at
Ramsgate, September 1808,
preparing to embark for Portugal.
The regiment formed part of the
reinforcements sent out to the
Peninsula which subsequently
took part in the retreat to
Corunna. After a painting by

De Loutherbourg.



MAJOR OPERATIONS IN THE PENINSULA, 1812
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30 November and found to his dismay that the Portuguese royal family
had sailed to safety in Brazil the day before. However, he could console
himself with the thought that he had placed Portugal under the yoke of
Napoleon’s France.

The subsequent months saw a feud erupt within the Spanish royal
family, notably between Ferdinand VII and his father, King Carlos IV. This
feud had been simmering away for some time before the hapless pair
were summoned to Bayonne by Napoleon, whose help both men had
sought. However, Napoleon simply declared his intention to dissolve the
Bourbon family and install a French prince on the Spanish throne.
All Spain was outraged, and insurrections took place all over the country;
in the Asturias the population turned on French troops who over the
previous months had been busy installing themselves in Spanish towns
and fortresses, pretending to prepare to support Junot in Portugal.

The most famous Spanish revolt — the ‘Dos de Mayo’ - took place on
2 May 1808, when the Madrid mob turned against the French garrison




in the Spanish capital. The rising was ruthlessly suppressed by the French
commander Murat. Napoleon’s brother, Joseph, travelled to Spain in the
wake of the risings to assume the title of King of Spain. Ironically, Joseph
is considered to have been a fair ruler and was viewed with a good degree
of sympathy even by the Spaniards themselves. He entered Madrid on 20
July 1808 and ruled until his crushing defeat at Vittoria.

The damage to French prestige had been done, however, and
representatives from the Asturias and other insurgent juntas travelled to
London to seek assistance from Britain, their former enemy. The
Spaniards arrived in London on 7 June 1808 and spent a long, hard five
weeks trying to convince the British government that theirs was a cause
worth fighting. If the British government needed any further coaxing, it
came with the news that on 14 July a French army under Dupont had
surrendered at Baylen to the Spanish army of General Castanos.
The British government decided, therefore, to send a force to Portugal.
The 9,000 troops, who ironically had originally been earmarked for an
operation against the Spanish colonies in South America, were diverted
to Portugal under Wellesley.

Sir Arthur Wellesley was joined in Portugal by Sir Brent Spencer with
a further 5,000 troops, and on 17 August 1808 Wellesley fought his first
battle, between the small villages of Rolica and Columbeira. His victory
was followed four days later by a more notable one, when he soundly
defeated a French army under Junot at Vimeiro, just a few miles to the
south. The victory trapped Junot and his army against the Lisbon
peninsula with no way out. Junot had little choice but to sue for an
armistice, and the result was the infamous Convention of Cintra, drawn
up between Junot and Kellerman on the French side, and Wellesley,
Dalrymple and Burrard — the latter two generals having arrived in
Portugal to supersede Wellesley — on the other. The Convention of Cintra
allowed the defeated French troops to sail back to France with all their
accumulated arms and plunder. This was bad enough, but the fact that
they were transported in the ships of the Royal Navy made the
convention all too unpalatable for the British public, and all three
generals were recalled to Britain to face a court of inquiry.

In the meantime the British army was placed under the command of

Sir John Moore. In October 1808 Moore embarked upon his ill-fated

LEFT The battlefield of Morales
de Toro. The 10th, 15th and
18th Hussars broke and pursued
the 26th Dragoons across this
plain before being halted at the
foot of the heights upon which
were positioned French infantry,
cavalry and artillery. This picture
was taken from the heights.
Morales is on the skyline in the
far distance while the river
Bayas is marked by the tree

line in the centre.



g;’ 3 2 LEFT The 42nd Highlanders in
2 action in the village of Elvina
during the battle of Corunna,
16 January 1809. The battle
allowed Sir John Moore’s army
to get away but it cost him his
own life.

BELOW The bridge over the
Douro at Toro. It was crossed by
Hill’s infantry on 3 June, the
artillery and baggage using a
ford close by. Although the
French had blown the bridge
earlier, only one arch was
destroyed. Lieutenant Pringle, of
the Royal Engineers, managed to
get everybody across by means
of some ladders which were laid
at each end of the gap with long
planks of wood between the
lower rungs. The infantry
crossed in single file, taking
Hill’s four divisions all of 3 June
and the morning of 4 June

to cross.
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RIGHT The bridge at Puente
Arenas over the Ebro, crossed by
Hill’s column during the advance
to Vittoria, thus outflanking yet
another major French defensive
position.

Corunna campaign, a brave attempt to buy time for the disorganised
Spanish armies but one which cost him his life, at the battle of Corunna
on 16 January 1809. Three months later Wellesley was back in Portugal,
and on 12 May 1809, in one of the most daring operations of the war, his
men crossed the Douro at Oporto to expel the French under Marshal
Soult from Portugal. Thus Wellesley had brought the second French
invasion of Portugal to an abrupt end, just as he had the first the
previous year.

Soon afterwards Wellesley moved south to link up with the ageing
Spanish general Cuesta. The two men were to march against the out-
numbered French force under Marshal Victor, but as Moore had
discovered the previous year, any combined operation with the
Spaniards was fraught with difficulty; while Wellesley and his men
limbered up to march against the French, they found Cuesta still in bed,
and a fine opportunity was lost. By the time the two armies had sorted
themselves out, Victor had received reinforcements from Sebastiani and
an Allied retreat was called for. On 27 and 28 July the two sides clashed
at Talavera, a hard-fought battle which resulted in a victory for the Allies.
It was also a success which earned Wellesley elevation to the peerage: on
16 September 1809 he duly signed himself ‘Wellington’.

There was to be an interval of some 14 months between Talavera and
Wellington’s next battle — at Busaco on 27 September 1810. Meanwhile,
the two border fortresses of Ciudad Rodrigo and Almeida had fallen to
the French, and the expected invasion was underway. Wellington fell
back, stopping to fight a delaying action at Busaco, but as Massena’s men
began their advance, thousands of Portuguese workers, organised by
British officers, were busy frantically putting the finishing touches to a
set of forts, redoubts and other obstacles. When linked together, these
formed the remarkably successful Lines of Torres Vedras, three lines of
fortifications which Wellington had ordered built as early as October
1809; almost a year to the' day afterwards, they were occupied by the
Allied army. Massena was stunned by their appearance and, after a brief
flirtation with the Lines at Sobral, made no attempt to force them; his
army simply sat down in front of them for the next four weeks until, after

w 50




BELOW The camp at Villa Velha,
after a painting by Thomas St
Clair. A wonderful picture of
army life in the Peninsula,
painted by an eye-witness

who saw action with the
Portuguese army.

stripping the countryside bare, they withdrew to Santarem in need of

food. By the following March the situation had not improved at all for
Massena, and on 5 March he began to withdraw to the north, followed
all the way by Wellington. On 3 April 1811, following their defeat at
Sabugal, the French were thrown back into Spain. Never again would
they invade Portugal.

The following month saw the Allies before the walls of Badajoz, the
immensely strong fortress town which commanded the southern corri-
dor between Portugal and Spain. This had to be taken from the French
before any Allied advance into Spain could be contemplated. The first
siege, in May 1811, was broken off when Marshal Soult marched from
the south to relieve the town and on 16 May fought the Allies, under
Beresford, at Albuera. The battle was one of the bloodiest of the war, and
was decided by the outstanding courage of the British infantry, who
refused to be driven from the field in spite of massive French attacks.
Beresford resumed the siege of Badajoz in June, but was thwarted by a

brave and tenacious French garrison, who saw off the British attacks,

11
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ABOVE The bridge over the Ebro inflicting heavy casualties. Wellington
at San Martin de Lines, crossed had been involved in a similarly hard

by Graham'’s troops on 14 June
during the advance to Vittoria.

This picture was taken from the p 3 =
soiitharn bank of e Ebro: Massena to relieve the garrison of

Almeida, which was being blockaded by
the Allies. The attempt failed, however,
and Massena was recalled to Paris, never
to return to Spain.

The year 1811 ended with a series of

fight 13 days earlier at Fuentes de Onoro.
Ostensibly it had been an attempt by

moves and counter-moves by both

armies, until by December Wellington and his army were camped to the
west of Ciudad Rodrigo, the fortress town which controlled the northern
corridor between Spain and Portugal. It came as something of a surprise
to the French governor, Barrie, when Wellington turned up on his
doorstep on the bitterly cold morning of 8 January 1812. Eleven days
later Barrie and those of his garrison who had not been killed during the
siege or storming were prisoners-of-war, the town having fallen to
Wellington’s men on the night of 19 January.

Wellington’s army slipped away to Badajoz soon afterwards, the
commander-in-chief himself following on 5 March, and 11 days later the
Allies began their investment of the town. The siege was to be a
thoroughly miserable one for the Allies, with heavy rain making digging
almost impossible, but eventually, on 6 April, the breaches were declared
practicable and orders were issued for the assault. The storming of
Badajoz is one of the bloodiest episodes in the long history of the British
army. It is estimated that some 40 attacks were made against the
breaches, all of which failed. Amazingly, the two diversionary attacks
succeeded and the town was won, but at an enormous cost — nearly 4,000
British and Portuguese casualties.

With both Ciudad Rodrigo and Badajoz in Allied hands, Wellington
could contemplate an advance into Spain. Before he could do so,
however, Marmont, the new French commander in the Peninsula,
moved against Ciudad Rodrigo, causing Wellington to return north. The



LEFT The perpendicular rocks to
the south-west of San Millan
through which Maucune’s 2nd
Brigade emerged, bringing it into
the rear of Vandeleur’s brigade
of the Light Division.

BELOW A view of the battlefield
of San Millan, taken from the
hills to the east of the village.
The road on the right of this
picture was the route taken by
the Light Division. It came across
Maucune’s leading brigade
resting in the fields by the trees
on the right. Vandeleur’s brigade
chased the French through the
village up onto the hill from
where this picture was taken.
Maucune’s second brigade then
emerged from the gap in the
rocks on the left, taking the road
that runs from it. It was then
attacked itself by Kempt’s
brigade, forcing it to turn off the
road and take to the fields on the
left of this picture before being
pursued with great loss over the
hills behind out of picture

to the left.
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threat was averted, and by June 1812 all was ready for an advance east.
Wellington reached Salamanca on 17 June and on 22 July, after a
couple of weeks of manoeuvring by both armies, he crushed Marmont
at the battle of Salamanca. Never again would the French call him
a defensive-minded and cautious commander. He had gained a
reputation for being cautious as he was careful to preserve his army,
which was the only one Britain could put into the field and his cautious
tactics had been to prevent avoidable losses.
- On 12 August Wellington entered Madrid amid much celebration.
However, there was to be no swift end to the war: just three months later
Wellington’s army would be licking its wounds after the disastrous siege
of Burgos in September and October and the subsequent retreat from
there, which ended at Ciudad Rodrigo, the town from which Wellington
had advanced with such high expectations that June. The winter of
1812/13 was spent recovering from the ordeal; those who had also been
with Sir John Moore at Corunna were said to have had by far the worse
- of the two retreats. But by the spring of 1813 Wellington’s men had
regained their former strength, and with reinforcements that had been
poured in from Britain hopes were high for a decisive campaign that
year. They were not to be disappointed.
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WELLINGTON BIDS FAREWELL TO PORTUGAL, MAY 1813

One of the most poignant moments of the war for Wellington came
when his army set out from Portugal to begin its march north-east,
a march that would culminate in the battle of Vittoria. After years
of hard campaigning, during which he had thwarted three French
invasions of Portugal and spent a great deal of time campaigning,
he must have developed a great fondness for the country. Now,
however, his army was fit and fully recovered from the trials

and tribulations of the retreat from Burgos and he knew that the
forthcoming campaign would decide the war in the Peninsula and
that he would not be returning. Accompanied by some of his staff,
Wellington turned in his saddle and, raising his cocked hat in the air,
said, 'Farewell, Portugal, | shall never see you again'. He never did.
(Bill Younghusband)

R Sy
. M

")

| i
LR e

W=7 08




16

THE PENINSULAR WAR:
CHRONOLOGY

1807

18 October French troops cross the Spanish frontier.

30 November Junot occupies Lisbon.

1808

23 March The French occupy Madrid.

14 July The French, under Bessiéres, defeat the
Spaniards, under Cuesta and Blake, at
Medina del Rio Seco.

22 July The French surrender at Baylen.

1 August A British force, under Sir Arthur Wellesley,
lands at Mondego Bay, Portugal.

21 August Wellesley defeats Junot at Vimeiro.

30 August Convention of Cintra: Wellesley recalled
to England.

30 October The French evacuate Portugal.

8 November

4 December
December
21 December

16 January
22 April
12 May

28-29 July
4 September

1810

10 July

24 July

27 September
10 October

14 October

17 November

10 March
3-5 May

6 May
11 May

16 May
19 May -17 June

Napoleon enters Spain with 200,000 men.
Napoleon occupies Madrid.

Moore advances from Salamanca.

British cavalry victory at Sahagun.

Moore killed at Battle of Corunna.
Wellesley returns to Portugal.

Wellesley crosses the Douro and
captures Oporto.

Wellesley defeats Joseph at Talavera.
Wellesley is created Viscount Wellington.

Massena takes Ciudad Rodrigo.
Craufurd defeated by Ney on the Coa River.
Wellington victorious at Busaco.

Wellington enters the Lines of Torres Vedras.

Massena discovers Lines and halts.
Massena withdraws to Santarem.

1812

8 January Siege of Ciudad Rodrigo begins.

19 January Wellington takes Ciudad Rodrigo
by storm.

6-7 April Wellington takes Badajoz by storm.

22 July Wellington defeats Marmont at
Salamanca.

12 August Wellington enters Madrid.

19 September Wellington begins siege of Burgos.

22 October Wellington abandons siege of Burgos.

22 Oct.-19 Nov.
19 November

1813

Allied retreat to Portugal.
Allied army arrives at Ciudad Rodrigo.

3 June Allied army crosses the Douro

13 June French forces abandon Burgos

17 June Wellington crosse the Ebro

18 June Skirmish at San Millan

20 June Allies halt and position themselves at
Subjiana de Morillas

21 June Wellington defeats Joseph at Vittoria,
created Field Marshal.

25 July Soult makes counterattack in the
Pyrenees. Battles at Maya and
Roncesvalles.

28-30 July Wellington defeats Soult at Sorauren.

31 August Graham takes San Sebastian
by storm.

31 August Soult repulsed at San Marcial.

7 October Wellington crosses the Bidassoa into
France.

25 October Pamplona surrenders.

10 November Wellington defeats Soult at the Battle of
the Nivelle.

9-12 December  Wellington defeats Soult at the Battle of
the Nive.

13 December Soult repulsed by Hill at St Pierre.

Soult takes Badajoz.

Wellington defeats Massena at Fuentes
de Onoro.

First British siege of Badajoz.

Brennier abandons Almeida to
Wellington.

Beresford defeats Soult at Albuera.
Second British siege of Badajoz.

1814

27 February Wellington defeats Soult at Orthes.

6 April Napoleon abdicates.

10 April Wellington defeats Soult at Toulouse.
14 April French sortie from Bayonne.

17 April Soult surrenders.

27 April Bayonne surrenders.

30 April Treaty of Paris.

3 May Wellington created Duke.




BELOW The battle of Vittoria.
This French drawing shows
Allied troops crossing what
appear to be the bridges of

Tres Puentes and, furthest away,
Mendoza. This somewhat
stylised picture is curiously
accurate in one way in that it
shows the ruined Roman temple
which is situated on the knoll of
Iruna above Tres Puentes.

THE VITTORIA CAMPAIGN

'he siege of Burgos had ended in an inglorious retreat to Portugal

in November 1812 and it seemed the hard-won gains of that year

had been in vain. Indeed, the opinion shared by more than a few
of Wellington’s officers was that Spain was lost for good, and that they
might as well pack up and go home. It was not, however, a view shared
by Wellington, and the Vittoria campaign of 1813 saw him bounce back
with a vengeance.

Given the arduous nature of the retreat, Wellington’s army recovered
with remarkable speed and by the end of 1812 it was well on the way to
regaining full strength. This was helped by the arrival of the first batch
of reinforcements from England — a brigade of the Household Cavalry,
numbering around 350 men, followed in February 1813 by a brigade of
hussars from the 10th, 15th and 18th Hussars. Infantry reinforcements
followed, and since the total number of recruits at home in 1812
exceeded the number of casualties in the Peninsula by 2,000, the army
was not in short supply. In addition to the reinforcements sent out from
England, Wellington fought and won his battle to retain his so-called
‘provisional’ battalions. These units were formed of the amalgamated
skeleton battalions which had been reduced by either sickness or action.
Rather than send home a weak battalion of, for example, 200 men,
Wellington amalgamated it with a similar weak battalion to form a

Bgs
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provisional battalion. He reasoned that experienced Peninsular troops
were of greater value than ‘green’ troops from England, who were also
prone to sickness — something which he could not afford with such an

important campaign looming. The Duke of York, however, set himself

against this practice and ordered that the weak baualions be brought
home, mainly because it allowed the returning troops to recruit and
bring the battalion back to full strength.
provisional cavalry regiments, but in view of the large number of cavalry
reinforcements being sent out to Spain, the Duke of York also gave orders
that two understrength cavalry regiments be brought home, after giving
their horses to other regiments remaining in the Peninsula, It was a
tough battle for Wellington, but he eventually won, although he did allow
ong provisional battalion and four cavalry regiments to return home.

The various army departments, particularly the Quartermaster
General’s and the Commissariat, underwent review and reorganisation
of sorts and were in a much more effective condition for the coming
campaign, while Wellington’s senior officers were put under the spot-
light as he set about ridding himself of several of the more troublesome
and inefficient. Indeed, by the end of December the Peninsular army
had seen the recall of Long, Erskine and Slade = three of its greatest
characters — with Victor Alten, Low, Chowne and Bernewitz following a
few weeks later. Erskine, in fact, committed suicide betore he returned
to England, while Long and Victor Alten, although taking part in the
Vittoria campaign, left the Peninsula afterwards. The recall of such
unwanted officers was, however, tempered by the appointment of some
of their replacements, notably Fane and Rebow, who commanded the
two new cavalry brigades.

The most important change of personnel was the replacing of the
quartermaster general, Willoughby Gordon, with George Murray. Much
of the blame for the 1812 retreat from Burgos lay at the feet of Gordon,
and Wellington was keen to be rid of him. However, he was a great
favourite at Horse Guards, and it would take some doing. The problem
was solved when Gordon returned home sick at the end of 1812 and was
diagnosed as needing an operation to cure him. This would prevent him
from returning to the Peninsula for many months. The way was now
open for the return of George Murray, a vastly underrated officer whose
talents had a great influence on the course and conduct of the war
Indeed, it is no exaggeration to state that Murray was the key figure in
Wellington's army after the commander-in-chief himself, and Wellington
considered Murray his right-hand man.

Among the senior infantry officers, no fewer
Wellington’s tried and trusted generals were still in England at the end
of 1812, most on sick leave, They included Graham, Picton, Pack,
Brisbane, Byng, Leith, Cotton and Houston. Happily, all but the last
three named officers returned to take part in the Vittoria campaign, with
both Picton and Graham playing a major role in the battle, Wellington
could, therefore, be fairly satistied with his Allied army on the eve of the

dhere were never any

campaign. As to his own situation, he was appointed commander-in-chief

of the Spanish army by the Spanish Cortes on 18 November 1812, It is
not my intention to discuss the long, drawn-out saga accompanying the
appointment, other than to say that it caused Wellington much grief,
despite its undoubted advantages.
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THE BATTLEFIELD TODAY

he Vittoria campaign can be followed fairly satisfactorily from start

to finish taking in both the movements of the Allied columns and

the skirmishes along the way. Anybody wishing to ‘begin at the
beginning’ is advised to start at Ciudad Rodrigo and follow the road east
to Salamanca. There we are following Wellington and Hill with the right
wing of the army. From Salamanca, head north to Toro and see the
broken bridge, now repaired but still looking the worse for wear, before
crossing to the north bank of the Douro. From Toro, head west, past
Zamora, and travel out to Almendra, where Graham’s wing of the army
crossed the Esla. Today the crossing point bears no relation to that of
1813, since a dam has turned the river into something of a large lake.
Return to Zamora and continue on to Morales. Take one of the sandy
(but good) tracks east out of the town and follow it as far as the Bayas
river, a small stream over which the old road to Pedrosa del Rey passes.
By doing this you are following the course of the cavalry fight on 2 June.
The ground has not changed, and it is most satisfactory to follow the
fight as far as the heights on the right bank of the river, where the British
hussars were brought up by enemy cavalry, infantry and artillery.
Continuing north, follow the advance to Vittoria, travelling to the
Puente Arenas, by which Hill crossed the Ebro. The more spectacular
scenery is encountered by following Graham’s column, particularly at
San Martin de Lines. To get to this bridge you have to drive along the
bottom of a gorge, above which tower castle-like rock formations which

BELOW A view of the small
village of La Hermandad, the
scene of heavy fighting during
the battle. It was finally taken by
Vandeleur’s brigade of the Light
Division. Today, the village finds
itself situated on the edge of an
industrial estate.



are mentioned in more than a few eye-witness accounts. The final
approaches to Vittoria take you to San Milan and Osma. The former is
particularly satisfying as the site of the action on 18 June has not
changed much at all; neither has the position at Osma.

The battlefield of Vittoria itself is not one of the best-preserved bat-
tlefields in the Peninsula. Indeed, large areas of it have given way to
industrial estates or sports complexes.
Fortunately, these areas are mainly
confined to the central area of the
battlefield in a sort of rectangle, with its
boundaries roughly being Gomecha and
La Hermandad in the west and the
urban sprawl of Vittoria in the east,
Vittoria having spread greatly since
1813. Much of the area within this
boundary has been built over, although
there are still areas which remain
relatively untouched - Zuazo, for
example, and the low range of hills on
either side of it. Fortunately, most of the
areas which saw hard fighting have
escaped the developers.

There are two obvious places from
which to begin any tour of the battle-
field, one fairly easy to get to and the
other much harder. The first is the knoll
of Arinez, Joseph’s initial command

A Bk o m,.,-u,

ABOVE The Mendoza bridge
over the Zadorra, crossed by
Picton’s 3rd Division. This bridge
has been modernised extensively
although some of the original
buttresses remain. Picton’s

men crossed from right to left.
The knoll of Arinez lies in the
distance behind the trees

on the left.
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post. A track takes you to the top of this
peculiar feature, which is split into two
‘peaks’. Standing upon the western
‘peak’ of the knoll, one is afforded a
great view of the area over which
Wellington and Hill approached.
Looking west, the villages of Nanclares
and Villodas are easily visible, as is the
entrance to the valley of the Zadorra,
beneath the heights of Puebla. The
heights themselves are visible from
most places on the battlefield. A trip to
the top of the knoll is vital in order to
orientate oneself. Rotating through
360 degrees from the top of the east-
ern peak, one gets a view of the entire
battlefield, save for the distant villages
of Gamarra Mayor and Durana. In
summer the heat haze often reduces
visibility to such an extent that it is not
possible to see even Vittoria, but in late
autumn or winter it is often possible to
see as far as the area around Gamarra
Mayor and on to the hills beyond.
The other place to begin a tour of
the battlefield is from the summit of
the heights of Puebla. This is far more
difficult to do, however, particularly
by car, unless you ignore official
signposts and warnings and take the
very rough tracks that run to the huge
television aerials from the southern
side of the heights. Unless you have
a four-wheel-drive vehicle or an
armoured personnel carrier, I would
advise against taking a vehicle to the
top. There are tracks that run from ;
Subjiana de Alava, Zumelzu and Esquivel that take you to the summit,
but this is only possible on foot. It is a fairly stiff walk to the top, but from
there it is pos-sible to get a magnificent bird’s-eye-view of the battlefield.
It is necessary to walk quite a length of the heights in order to see the
entire length of the battlefield, because some of the peaks prevent a
complete overview from a single point. Of course, by climbing to the top
of the heights it is possible to appreciate the task carried out by both
Cadogan’s and Morillo’s men, who fought their way across this steep,
rocky hillside. The fault where the 71st came unstuck is also easy to
locate, with its very steep sides which must have been a great effort to
climb, let alone fight on. A walk along the heights also highlights just
how perilous the French position was once the Allies began driving
along, outflanking each successive position. (It is little wonder that
Jourdan thought that the attack along the heights represented the main
Allied effort.)




The bridges over the Zadorra at Nanclares, Villodas and Tres
Puentes are still there, although the bridge crossed by Wellington and
the 4th Division has been modernised. The bridges at Villodas and Tres
Puentes are those of 1813, but the bridge crossed by Picton’s 3rd
Division has been modernised. The area fought over by the 3rd Division
and the Light Division is perhaps the most evocative. Indeed, it is
pos-sible to walk across the bridge at Tres Puentes, just as Kempt’s men
did, and walk up onto the knoll of Yruna, where Roman excavations are
being carried out. Standing on the knoll gives one an appreciation of
the perilous situation in which Kempt could have found himself if the
French had turned against him: the spot feels quite isolated. However,
looking out to the east from the knoll one can easily picture Brisbane
and Colville’s brigades bearing down on the bridge of Mendoza, easing
the situation and allowing Kempt and the 15th Hussars to advance onto
the plain.

An aerial view of the centre of
the battlefield of Vittoria, looking
to the north, taken some years
ago during the construction of
the industrial estates. The two
villages on the left, separated by
the new motorway, are Margarita
and La Hermandad. The village,
just visible on the left-hand edge
of the picture, is Mendoza. Both
Picton and Dalhousie debouched
from the hills in the background.
An airfield has been built on the
battlefield, visible on the right,
although there was no fighting
on the ground on which it was
built. When Wellington launched
his final infantry attack,
supported by Dickson’s guns,

it stretched from the Zadorra,
marked by the tree-line
two-thirds of the way up this
picture, right down to the high
road, which lies out of shot, far
to the south of this area. The
Allied line swept across this
ground from left to right and
was one of the great sights of
the war.
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It is very easy and very satisfying to follow Picton’s route from the hills
to the north of Las Guetas. There are several small tracks which run

down from the hills — almost certainly those used by Picton and later by
Dalhousie. Once down, Picton debouched onto the plain and headed
for Martioda, before advancing on Mendoza and then the bridge over
the Zadorra, which lies about half a mile further. Crossing the bridge
takes you over to the French-held side of the river, and a turn to the east
will bring you first to Margarita and then to La Hermandad (via a bridge
over the new motorway). La Hermandad sits on the edge of an
industrial estate and has lost some of its aura, although the church still
stands and the open ground around it demonstrates why both Colville
and Dalhousie had trouble in taking it. Crispiana too has changed
somewhat, and stands by a railway line. By turning south from Crispiana
you reach Zuazo, a small village which is free from too much develop-
ment. This was the site of the main French gun position during the
afternoon. Falling back towards Vittoria takes you to the village of Alj,
and a track from here leads out into what appears to be a protected
walking area. A trig point marks the site of the final French position;
on the forward slopes Joseph positioned his guns to fire upon the
advancing 3rd Division, causing them not inconsiderable casualties.

Behind Ali is the urban sprawl of Vittoria itself. The town has a fine
museum with some great dioramas and a good weapons collection.
There is a huge memorial to the battle in the Plaza de La Virgen Blanca.
Beyond the town lie the villages and roads which were the scene of
much of the disorder after the battle. It is easy to imagine the fields to
the east of the town choked full of wagons and guns. The village of
Zurbano was one of the last to see any action when British light
dragoons collided with the rearguard of the Army of Portugal, a fight
which is easy to follow. On the whole, the battlefield does much to evoke
memories of 1813 in spite of the industrialisation, and with so many
bridges and small villages it is easy to pinpoint the positions of the
various incidents.

LEFT This modernised bridge
over the Zadorra in front of
Nanclares is the one crossed by
Wellington himself, along with
Cole’s 4th Division and the
cavalry of Ponsonby and Robert
Hill. Although the bridge has
been improved it is still possible
to see some of the original
buttresses at either end.

RIGHT The great memorial to the
battle of Vittoria in the Plaza de
Virgen Blanca. This massive
statue depicts a victorious
Wellington receiving the thanks
of the locals, while the defeated
French troops go skulking off
behind. The statue is topped by a
lion clutching an eagle in its
claws, both of which are
crowned by the angel of peace.
The memorial also features good
statues of Allied infantry and
artillerymen. Maybe it would
have been pertinent to include
some plundering British infantry
with their hands ‘in the till’.

OVERLEAF The storming of San
Sebastian, 31 August 1813. This
superb painting by Dighton
shows Leith’s 5th Division during
the assault. It was the last time
Wellington’s army would be
called upon to take a town by
storm, Pamplona being starved
into submission in October the
same year. The siege operations
on this occasion were supervised
by Sir Thomas Graham.
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WARGAMING VITTORIA

INTRODUCTION

Since no one wargame could do justice to both the manoeuvres and the
battle described above, I shall, instead, offer various suggestions for
portraying different aspects of the Vittoria Campaign in a series of
wargames, taking a risk that this approach will in all probability — like
Wellington’s original plan — fail to succeed completely! The reader must
then select whatever combination of games best suits his inclinations and
resources.

First, however, some thoughts on the problem of hindsight, which
will afflict any participants who, unlike the original generals they will
portray in the games, enjoy the great advantage of first having read
this account of the campaign. Any wargame which is advertised as
‘a recreation of” or ‘based upon’ Vittoria immediately encourages the
players to discover the historical events — if they are not already familiar
with them. Such foreknowledge can thwart all the Game Organiser’s
attempts to create the appropriate mindset before play begins, and must
exercise an insidious influence upon decision-making during the game.
I would, therefore, suggest that readers consider either the option of
writing disguised or fictionalised scenarios and personal briefings to
overcome this problem, or make a determined effort to recruit players
who have not yet read this book!

‘A BRILLIANT STRATEGIC CAMPAIGN’:
THE MARCH TO VITTORIA

Wellington's strategic plan —an ambitious enveloping manoeuvre by four
columns — can best be gamed as a Map Kriegsspiel: each player, relying
upon limited information in his personal briefing, intelligence reports
and messages from his comrades, together with a subjective picture of
the situation on his map, sends written orders and messages to the
Umpire, who resolves all manoeuvres and combats on his master map
before reporting back only information that would have become known
to that player from aides de camp or personal observation.

An interesting variation upon this long-established game structure is
Paddy Griffith’s Generalship Game, the rules for which may be found in
Napoleonic Wargaming For Fun (Ward Lock, 1980). In this game each
player must also plan his character’s personal routine for the forth
coming day, deciding how much time to allocate to councils of war,
inspecting troops, travelling on horseback or by carriage, personal
reconnaissance, writing despatches, eating and sleeping by completing a
daily chart, divided into half-hour segments. A player can respond to
events and intelligence reports by adjusting his plans for the remainder
of the day from the time when he received the information, but may not




alter activities undertaken beforehand. The stylised maps used for this
game — simple road nets upon which the distance between adjacent
towns or villages represents one day’s march — could easily be drawn

from the strategic maps in this book, while the corps-level resolution of

the original combat system can be adapted quite simply by replacing
corps by divisions!

In a game of the manoeuvres before Vittoria, both sides may be
played by participants taking the roles of Wellington, his column and
divisional commanders, King Joseph Bonaparte, Marshal Jourdan and
the army or corps commanders, but the result — especially if the scenario
cannot be disguised effectively — will only coincidentally bear much
resemblance to the original events. Alternatively, the players may portray
the Allied commanders against umpire-controlled French armies that

are programmed to respond historically; or they may take the roles of

the French officers and have to react to an Allied force programmed to
follow Wellington’s original orders.

BELOW The crossing of the
river Esla on 31 May 1813.
Exhausted British infantry and
cavalry climb up onto the
riverbank after making the
hazardous crossing of the roaring
waters of the Esla. Many men
were drowned during the
passage of the river, many of the
infantry being forced to hold on
to the stirrups of the cavalry.
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The Game Organiser may prefer to assemble all the participants in
one location to play until the opposing armies meet in a climactic battle,
fought in one of the ways suggested below, but such a game might also
be played day by day, using the telephone or e-mail. Each player would
contact the Umpire early in the evening to receive troop locations and
states after that day’s march, together with any other intelligence or mes-
sages that would have arrived during the day. He would then have to
draft orders for the following day’s march and issue them by contacting
the Umpire later that same evening, exactly as would have been done in
reality — albeit by aides-de-camp on fast horses, rather than by electronic
communication — and would then receive any new information that
might have come into headquarters after orders for the day had been
sent out, which might necessitate some further orders or messages. The
Umpire would then resolve the transmission and arrival of orders, troop
manoeuvres on the following day, any contacts with the enemy that did
not result in a significant engagement and consequent intelligence
reports, ready for the next evening’s play. Once the armies concentrate
for battle, the Umpire would contact players to arrange a suitable venue
and date for the tactical wargame.

BELOW The bridge over

the Zadorra at Tres Puentes.

It was here that Kempt’s brigade
crossed the river unseen by the
French before climbing up onto
the knoll of Iruna behind.
Kempt’s men crossed the bridge
from right to left as we look,
followed shortly afterwards by
the 15th Hussars who were sent
to support them.

‘A NOTABLE SUCCESS’ AND A ‘STRANGE SPECTACLE’:

TACTICAL ENCOUNTERS DURING THE ADVANCE
Two very different engagements which occurred before the concentra-
tion at Vittoria suggest themselves as scenarios for low-level tactical
games. The cavalry encounter at Morales de Toro could be fought using
any conventional wargame rules, or players could portray individual offi-
cers in the Hussar regiments concerned and ‘experience’ the charge in
a similar roleplay to those I have described in the wargaming appendices
to Campaign Series Numbers 6, Balaclava 1854, and 7, Alexander 334-
323BC. The combat at San Millan offers a battle between two infantry




divisions that provides a most unusual scenario for a traditional tabletop
engagement, that will challenge both the players and whatever set of
rules is employed! Many of the alternative ideas for controlling games of
the individual columns, described below, would be equally applicable to
this encounter.

THE BATTLE OF VITTORIA

WHOLE BATTLE GAMES

One option would be to have a large floor model of the Vittoria battle-
field, across which a team of Umpires would move bodies of troops in
accordance with the players’ orders, either ticked off on a ‘menu’ of
tactical commands upon a form completed each turn, or displayed on
easily read flashcards from their seats around the hall. Such a game
structure can accommodate a large number of players, so that every
division, or even brigade, has a different commander, creating the
possibility that orders may go astray, be misinterpreted or even disobeyed
— all of which occurred in the historical engagement. A detailed
description of this type game may be found in Campaign Series Number
48, Salamanca 1812. 1f insufficient participants can be mustered to
command both sides, there is no reason why the majority of those taking
part should not command the French armies against a few players
giving orders to selected Allied formations, the remaining Allied forces
being umpire-controlled or programmed to follow their original orders
and/or actions.

In such a case, I would recommend the Allied players take the roles
of officers in General Lord Dalhousie’s Left Centre Column, and that
the game commence with Sir Thomas Picton’s decision to attack. If there
are enough Allied players to command two columns, the Game
Organiser can choose whether to appoint them to General Cole’s Right
Centre Column and concentrate upon the fighting against Gazan’s Army
of the South, or to portray the attempt of General Graham’s Left
Column to cut the French line of retreat along the high road to
Bayonne. The operations of General Hill’s Right Column in the heights
of Puebla can be assumed to follow their historical course and omitted,
or information as to his progress generated by dice, taking into account
any fresh French troops despatched to that sector of the battlefield, as it
would prove extremely difficult to recreate the terrain convincingly
upon the tabletop.

To wargame the battle at home, with only a few players, the Game
Organiser could use 1/300 scale troops upon a much smaller terrain
model and the Army-level rules from Napoleonic Wargaming For Fun, or
Kriegsspiel troop-blocks upon a map together with the original von
Reisswitz rules of 1824, translated and published by Bill Leeson.

Such a game might concentrate, on the Allied side, upon either
Wellington’s original perspective from the knoll above Nanclares or,
later, from the hill behind Villodas, or that of one of his column
commanders, the other columns being umpire-controlled, according to
the player’s pre-battle instructions or Wellington’s historical orders. The
player can send orders and messages, but will only receive intelligence
gradually, according to his position on the battlefield. The French might
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be commanded by one or two players, portraying Joseph and Jourdan,
or might have separate commanders for each army.

SIMULTANEOUS BATTLE GAMES

Another way to tackle Vittoria would be to set up separate tables and
games for each area of the battlefield — the tables, perhaps, arranged in
a different, ahistorical, orientation to prevent players having an
unrealistically clear overview of the battle. Again, the operations of Hill’s
and/or Graham’s columns might be omitted. The various times at which
troops first became engaged in different areas could be used to allow
redeployment of players ‘killed’, ‘gravely wounded’ or ‘captured’ in
other areas, or of Allied commanders too badly defeated to make further
progress into other columns.

INDIVIDUAL COLUMN/INCIDENT GAMES
Rather than attempt to refight the entire battle of Vittoria, the Game
Organiser may prefer to concentrate, for example, upon the
experiences of General Graham’s column, strangely omitted altogether
from the wargame recreation proposed by Lieutenant-Colonel

J.P. Lawford in Vitoria 1813, the relevant volume in the Knight’s Battles for

Wargamers series. It was, indeed, a separate engagement from the main
battle, but as a wargame offers an obvious chance to change history if the
British commander will be bolder; equally the French might keep open
the high road to Bayonne and reduce the consequences of defeat —
assuming that events elsewhere on the battlefield follow their historical
course — for the rest of army.

The fighting around Aranguiz, Abechuco, Gamarra Mayor, Gamarra
Minor and Durana forms an ideal subject for a disguised scenario. The
Game Organiser can quite easily deceive prospective players by simply
changing the orientation of the map, so that the attackers are advancing
from the east or south-east, and altering the place names. He can also
reverse the nationalities of the combatants, or — still keeping a
Peninsular War background — have French forces opposing Spaniards in
1808. Alternatively, the action could be set in another theatre of the
Napoleonic Wars, or even in another early nineteenth-century
campaign, fought with similar weapon technology, such as the United
States” War with Mexico in 1847.

Another option would be to play a detailed brigade or battalion level
game centred upon one incident, such as the crossing of the Zadorra at
Yruna by Kempt’s Brigade of the Light Division; Sir Thomas Picton’s attack
at Mendoza - an ideal subject for wargamers who prefer initiative to obey-
ing orders! — or to follow Brigade-Major Harry Smith’s account of his part,
quoted at length in a footnote in Oman’s History, in directing Vandeleur’s
Brigade of the Light Division to take the village of La Hermandad.

Players would take the roles of battalion, squadron and battery
commanders, staff officers and aides-de-camp. This game would attempt
to portray the detail of the drill and tactics of the period, and hence the
time taken to change formation or facing — something factored out of
division level wargame rules, where the countermarching necessary to
face about is omitted and the unit simply reversed — by demanding that
players display flashcards of the contemporary words of command, in the
correct sequence, to give orders to their troops.

ABOVE Wellington, telescope in
hand, watches as British infantry
advance during the battle of
Vittoria.



For contemporary tactics, readers are recommended to consult
Imperial Bayonets: Tactics of the Napoleonic Battery, Battalion and Brigade as
found in Contemporary Regulations by George Nafziger (Greenhill Books,
1995); and for greater detail of Sir David Dundas's Principles of Military
Movements &c, including words of command, a facsimile of The Eighteen
Manoeuvres, as practised by His Majesty's Infantry by Serjeant Thomas
Langley, of the Ist Royal Regiment Tower Hamlets Militia, 1794, an
epitome, with explanatory diagrams — and thus ideal for wargamers —
published by Bill Leeson. From latter publisher may also be obtained a
facsimile copy of Memorandums of Field Exercise for the Troops of Gentlemen
and Yeomen Cavalry by An Officer of Light Dragoons, 1795, which will be
especially useful should one wish to recreate the cavalry action at
Morales de Toro. For the French drill and tactics of the same period,
see Tactics and Grand Tactics of the Napoleonic Wars by George Jeffrey.
With a practised team of umpires moving the figures or company troop
blocks on a large model terrain, such a game should be able to proceed
in real time.
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BELOW The aftermath of the
battle of Vittoria. This more
sobre and less chaotic picture
shows French officers
surrendering whilst the captured
wives of other French officers
swoon in their carriages. Once
again, captured eagles are
shown on the left of the picture
although none were taken during
the battle.

BLUNT* AND PLUNDER

THE AFTERMATH

The looting of the French baggage train — for many soldiers and camp-
followers the highlight of the battle — surely deserves to form part of any
recreation of Vittoria. Players will take the roles of individual French
stragglers or camp-followers, British or Allied troops, of both commis-
sioned and non-commissioned ranks, their servants or Spanish mule-
teers, seeking to procure as much personal loot as possible — and to keep
their plunder from rivals and the ‘Bloody Provosts’! Success may be mea-
sured by the value of money or goods removed and retained, but differ-
ent ranks may also have personal briefings reflecting different attitudes
towards certain valuables: officers may recognise the value of stolen
works of art, silks and embroideries (the latter as presents for their wives
or mistresses?); common soldiers will prefer hard cash and strong liquor!

This will be a ‘skirmish’ game, in which players move their personal
figures upon a table strewn with models of ‘cannon, overturned coaches,
broken-down waggons, forsaken tumbrils, wounded soldiers, French and




Spanish civilians, women and children, dead horses and mules..."” The
Umpire will control any non-played characters. Players can choose
whether to make a cursory or thorough search of each vehicle, some of
which will already have been ransacked, whereupon the Umpire will deal
out preprepared cards describing the loot found inside, which then
becomes public knowledge, leading to a scramble for choice items and,
somtimes, to blows or resort to weapons. To resolve personal combats,
use appropriate ‘skirmish wargame’ rules, such as Flintlock and Ramrod,
those in Napoleonic Wargaming For Fun, or the children’s game ‘Paper,
Scissors, Stone’, suitably retitled.

THE PURSUIT

The retreat of the French after the battle can form an unusual subject
for a Map Kriegsspiel or Generalship Game (see description above).
Personal objectives of King Joseph Bonaparte and his generals are to
save their own skins, to keep possession of as much of their loot and
personal baggage as practicable, and to maximise the number of French
troops withdrawn safely to Pamplona or Saragossa. Wellington and
British or Allied generals must endeavour to cut the French off, or to
force them to abandon their guns and baggage. For game purposes, the
Umpire should assume that French stragglers without guns or baggage
can move faster than Allied troops along roads, and can march across-
country from one town or village to another, whereas their pursuers
cannot. If Allied troops catch French detachments, the resulting
engagements may be resolved using the Generalship Game combat sys-
tems, or transferred to the tabletop for a tactical game with toy soldiers.

Should the Game Organiser wish to recreate an historical incident
from the pursuit, the encounter between squadrons of the 12th and 16th
Light Dragoons and General Reille’s rearguard at Zurbano appears the
most obvious choice.

‘ALTERNATIVE HISTORY’ GAMES

Many of the games described above will, of course, result in outcomes
that did not occur in reality: immediately players are given freedom to
issue their own, rather than the original, orders the game becomes ‘alter-
native history’. Wargaming Vittoria will allow the participants to explore,
though it can never prove, what might have happened, for example, had
King Joseph sent Casapalacios’s Spanish troops to escort the convoy
which left Vittoria at dawn on 21 June, rather than General Maucune’s
division of the Army of Portugal; if, perhaps not all the bridges over the
Zadorra, but at least those —Tres Puentes, Nanclares and Mendoza — used
by French reconnaissance parties on 20 June had been demolished; had
Marshal Jourdan not been incapacitated that day, so he and King Joseph
did make the general reconnaissance of the position which, when made
a day later, suggested that the Army of the South should occupy the
Zuazo position, and that the redeployment had been effected before the
Allied attack, or that General Clausel and the Army of the North had
been able to join King Joseph before, or during, the day of battle.

*‘Blunt’ was contemporary slang for cash money.




A GUIDE TO FURTHER READING

Surprisingly, given its great importance, no single volume has ever been
written in English on the Vittoria campaign of 1813. Instead historians
have chosen to include it in general studies of the war. The five main
sources for the study of the campaign - indeed, any Peninsular War
campaign — are Wellington’s own Dispatches and Supplementary Dispatches
and the works of Napier, Oman and Fortescue. Within the pages of these
multi-volume works can be found all the background detail to
Wellington and his Peninsular campaign. Of course, there are other
specialist studies which are of great use when branching off into other
areas, but these five works are simply indispensable. It is possible to
follow the often-complicated lead-up to the Vittoria campaign from start
to finish in Dispatches, while both Oman and Fortescue provide in-depth
accounts of the campaign and include the vital strengths of both armies
at the outset of the campaign. Fortescue loaned the French statistics to
Oman for the latter’s monumental work, and we should be grateful for
such co-operation between two great historians of the age.

The tactics, uniforms and weapons used in the Peninsula are the
subject of scores of books; among the best are Osprey’s Men-at-Arms,
Elite and Warrior series. An exhaustive study of the battle from the
French side can be found in Sarramon’s La Batazille de Vittoria, which gives
useful maps illustrating the various stages of the battle.

Eye-witness accounts of the war will always be a prime source of
material, and the Peninsular War spawned many fine accounts — too
many to be listed here, although I have listed the major biographies of
both Hill and Graham. There are good bibliographies in Oman’s
Wellington’s Army, Brett James’ Life in Wellington’s Army and in Sutcliffe’s
Sandler Collection. The latter is most helpful and, although by no means
complete, benefits from the editor’s own comments.
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VITTORIA 1813
The battle of Vittoria, on 21 June 1813, was the deciding battle of
the Peninsular war. Joseph’s army lost over 150 guns as well as the
greatest treasure that had ever been taken on a battlefield.
Following Wellington’s victory there the French army was pushed
back over the Pyrenees and into France. This ended Napoleon’s
ambitions in the Iberian peninsula once and for all and opened the
doorway for an invasion of France itself.
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