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ABSTRACT 
 

 The purpose of this dissertation is to evaluate the utilization and effectiveness of the 

British cavalry during the Peninsular War.  The accomplishments and reputation of the mounted 

arm has been in dispute since the end of the Napoleonic era, and no systematic study has been 

undertaken to either refute or support the various claims. 

 Numerous books and articles have been written on the British cavalry under Sir John 

Moore and the Duke of Wellington.  They tend towards two schools.  In the first, the cavalry 

could do no wrong-- gallantly charging against superior number, usually with the sun shining, 

reflecting off their sabers, and being successful everywhere is the core of this premise.  The 

second tends towards examining the cavalry only during the major battles of the war, particularly 

the cavalry charges where the cavalry either had a spectacular success or failure.  In this genre, 

the cavalry can often do nothing well, and the failure of the charge means the eternal 

condemnation of the branch.  This dissertation attempts to fill in the gaps between these two 

extremes, examining the pre-war training, doctrine, officer education and selection as it pertains 

to the cavalry.  With that base, systematically scrutinizing the organization and evaluating the 

effectiveness of the cavalry as an auxiliary arm will help to place their performance into the 

larger context of the operations of the British Army in the Peninsula. 

 The charge, the quintessential aspect of cavalry, was but a small portion of the 

cavalryman’s life.  The cavalry, compared to the 18th century infantry, was more often on duty, 

facing a far-off enemy in lonely and monotonous outpost duty.  This portion of the cavalryman’s 

life, the daily vicissitudes of protecting the army and providing early warning of their opponent’s 

action, has been too often missed in studies of the Peninsular War cavalry and yet forms the most 

important portion of their duties.  The effectiveness of how the cavalry did this duty, as well as 

protecting the Anglo-Portuguese Army during advances and retreats, is the true essence of the 

role that cavalry provided to the army. 

 The leadership of the cavalry also is normally painted in a broad brush of extremes—

bravery and heroism; incompetence and stupidity.  Officer education, duties expected of an 

officer, both field grade and general, are often ignored.  The British Army of the Napoleonic 
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Wars has been called the last of the Ancien Regime armies; patronage and purchase seemed more 

important than performance and study.   However, the professionalism of the officer core that 

occurred during this period has rarely been applied to their operations in the field.  

 When Great Britain deployed its small army to the Iberian Peninsula in 1808, it faced the 

most modern and effective army in Europe.  That this small force was able to survive, grow, 

learn and finally contribute to the defeat of Napoleonic France is a testament to the officers and 

men who did take their profession seriously.  The effectiveness of the British cavalry, and 

contribution it made should be placed into the context of the success of the Peninsular Army. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 To a person with a passing interest in the Peninsula War of 1808 to 1814, the contribution 

of the British cavalry seemed almost a contradiction.
 1
  Popular wisdom is that Wellington was 

an infantry general and never had competent cavalry.  Cavalry officers were amateurs, and the 

infantry the bedrock of Wellington’s success.  Ask further about the cavalry’s performance, and 

a litany of cavalry disasters are mentioned usually including with Vimiero, Talavera, Maquilla, 

and Campo Major.  Maybe a mention of their success at Salamanca or Sahagún would be thrown 

in, but always after the list of defeats.   

The contribution of the British cavalry during the Peninsular War from 1808 to 1814 has 

been relegated to secondary importance to that of the British infantryman. The vast majority of 

memoirs and journals that have been written are, not surprisingly, from the perspective of the 

British infantryman, who, of course, made up the bulk of the Peninsular Army complement.  The 

infantry’s fine reputation has remained steadfast since the war; the cavalry’s reputation has 

languished. 

The population in early nineteenth century England was becoming increasing literate, and 

the British army’s role in defeating Napoleon meant that many of these individuals, primarily 

officers, wrote memoirs or later had collections of their letters published.  Included among these 

works are a number of senior cavalry officers.  Some of the more significant included the cavalry 

commander for most of the war, Stapleton Cotton (Memoirs and Correspondence of Field 

Marshal, Viscount Combermere, G.C.B., etc. from his family papers. 2 vols, 1866); the reformer 

general Gaspard Le Marchant, (Memoirs of the Late Major General Le Marchant, 1841); Henry 

Paget, Lord Uxbridge, who commanded the cavalry during the La Coruña campaign and at 

Waterloo (One Leg: The Life and Letters of Henry William Paget, First Lord Uxbridge, 1971); and 

                                                 
1
 The term British cavalry during the period 1805-1814 includes not only those regiments raised 

of native inhabitants of the British Isles, but also the five cavalry regiments of the King’s 

German Legion.  This unit was raised from the Hanoverians who fled to England following the 

French occupation of Hanover and disbanding of the Hanoverian Army in 1803; they maintained 

their loyalty to serve the Elector of Hanover and King of the United Kingdom of Great Britain 

and Ireland, George III,  
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a number of cavalry brigade commanders such as Robert Ballard Long (Peninsular Cavalry 

General, 1951) and Richard Hussey Vivian (Richard Hussey Vivian, 1
st
 Baron Vivian, A Memoir, 

1897).  These memoirs tended to focus, not surprisingly, on that individual and his role at a 

particularly significant action.  

Of the junior officers, there were fewer well-known works published.  One of the most 

significant was the diary of William Tomkinson of the 16
th
 Light Dragoons from 1809 until 1815 

(Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 1894).  Tomkinson was a keen observer of the army’s operations, and 

his diary records events in minute detail.  Another junior officer whose letters offer perceptive 

insight into the British campaigns was E. Charles Somers Cocks (Intelligence Officer in the 

Peninsula, 1986), whose own diaries where halted when he was killed at Burgos in 1812.   W. H. 

Maxwell’s Peninsular Sketches by the Actors on the Scene (2 vols, 1844-1845), a collection of short 

articles by junior participants, offers anonymous viewpoints on army operations but lacks a broad 

and systematic look at what were complex operations.  Numerous letters and fragmentary journals 

have also been published in the twentieth century, primarily in such publications as the Journal of 

the Society for Army History Research and the Journal of the Royal United Services Institute. 

Yet, compared to the numerous volumes written about the British infantry in the 

Peninsula, the studies devoted to the role of the cavalry have remained limited.  No 

comprehensive study devoted to the cavalry has been completed to examine why they performed 

at the level they did.  The general histories of the Peninsular War began appearing soon after the 

conflict while many of the participants were still alive and could contribute.  By this time, Arthur 

Wellesley, the Duke of Wellington’s, reputation in Europe as a military leader had grown to an 

immense stature due to the Allied victory at Waterloo.  With Wellington’s own dispatches and 

general orders published in a number of different forms (The Dispatches of Field Marshal the 

Duke of Wellington, during his Various Campaigns in India, Denmark, Portugal, Spain, the Low 

Countries, and France, from 1799 to 1818, 13 vols, 1834-1838, and The General Orders of the 

Field Marshal the Duke of Wellington in Portugal, Spain, and France, from 1809 to 1814; and the 

Low Countries and France, 1815., 1832, to name but two), the opinions and comments of the 

British Empire’s greatest military commander cast a shadow over all subsequent works.  Comments 

made in private when Wellington was incensed at the cavalry’s inability to maintain control were 

well documented, even if the names of the offending regiments were left out.   
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Two major histories of the Peninsular War framed current understanding of the war’s 

events.  The first, published during Wellington’s lifetime, was Sir William Napier’s History of 

the War in the Peninsula and the South of France (6 vols, 1828-1840). However, like many of 

the later works, the role of the cavalry is covered in a tangential manner.  Cavalry regiments 

appeared on the scene for some role and then disappeared from the narrative until needed again.  

How and why they were there was not often addressed.  Outpost work by the Light Division is a 

prime example.  In many of these works, the advanced guard charged with providing security for 

the army is described as the Light Division, with a cavalry brigade or two attached.  However, 

for most of the war, the description should be reversed.  A more apt version would be the 

cavalry, augmented by the Light Division, provided the Army’s outpost line; the entire force was 

commanded by Wellington’s senior cavalry officer. 

 The second major history of the war was Charles Oman’s A History of the Peninsular 

War (7 vols, 1902-1930), which has become regarded as a classic because of its scope and depth.  

Despite its still Anglo leanings, it tried to place the role of the British Army into the overall 

context of the contribution of the Spanish and Portuguese nations.  Oman’s view of the cavalry 

was often not favorable, and some of his analyses are suspect when rigorously compared to 

primary source materials.  Published during the same period and offering a contrast, John 

Fortescue’s A History of the British Army (13 vols, 1910-1930), frequently came to a 

significantly different analysis on the role of the British cavalry.  However, in both works, the 

cavalry appeared when needed and then disappeared into the background. 

 Modern works have tended to accept the opinions and positions that had become well 

known by the early twentieth century.  Most recent works support the investigation of a few major 

actions.  Others tended to ignore the era entirely.   The Marquess of Anglesey’s The History of the 

British Cavalry, 1819-1919  (7 vols, 1973-1996) begins after the period in question; Ian Fletcher’s 

work (Galloping at Everything, A Reappraisal, 1999) stated that his goal was to re-examine the 

published and secondary works on well-known battles to reassess the cavalry performance.   

Specialized studies such as Schwertfeger’s, Geschichte der Königlich Deutschen Legion, 1803-

1816, (1907) and Gray’s Services of the King’s German Legion, (Ph.D. dissertation, 1969) 

examined the contributions of the King’s German Legion in general, but these works again touch 

peripherally on the German cavalry’s role.   
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 What all these works lack is putting the cavalry’s role into the context of supporting 

Wellington’s ability to operate.  The long and arduous periods where the cavalry was the only force 

in daily contact with their opponents is often ignored in published works, but this constant struggle 

fills the writings of soldiers of the period.  Unpublished journals, diaries, and manuscript order 

books are readily available but often unused.  They fill in the blanks that previous works have 

overlooked.  The problem is that this daily duty, often at the small unit level, is just not as glorious 

as a charge.  Few works examine the doctrinal manuals published in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century Britain and apply that to the performance on the battlefield.  What did the 

cavalry train to do?  How well did they do it? Was this doctrine appropriate to the conditions 

existing on the Napoleonic battlefield? How did Wellington attempt to improve the cavalry’s 

performance on the battlefield through organizational change?   How did the cavalry’s culture and 

officer’s education prepare the leaders of these organizations?   

The purpose of this study is not to reassess the performance or vindicate the reputations of 

the British cavalry and its leadership.  Rather, it is to examine broadly the entire period to determine 

the cavalry’s contribution to Wellington’s success.  What the cavalry could do and failed to do, and 

why, and how that affected Wellington’s campaigns will be the focus of this study. 
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 CHAPTER 1 

 
 PRELIMINARIES: REORGANIZATION AND 
  REFORM OF THE BRITISH CAVALRY, 1794-1808 

 
Those complicated maneuvers of Dundas, which like Chinese puzzles, only engross 
time and labour to the unprofitable end of forming useless combinations.1 

 
 The small French village of St Andre de Cuboc, nestled along the Dordogne River, in June 

1814 had been untouched by the warfare that had ravaged other portions of Europe. Located in 

southwest France, the young men of the town had been going off for over fourteen years to provide 

the manpower for Napoleon’s armies, but the wars had been remote, something to read about in the 

newspapers and discuss at the village inn. 

 That changed on the morning of 4 June.  From the roads to the southwest, a large cloud of 

dust announced the arrival of a mounted column.  As they entered the village, the townspeople saw 

British heavy cavalry, dressed in red uniforms- big men on big horses, 1,500 strong.  The next day 

the heavy cavalry moved off, and another column of 1,500 cavalrymen arrived to be ferried across 

the Dordogne.  These were odd cavalrymen for the British Empire- uniforms that were in the 

English style, yet the soldiers and officers spoke German.  The third day, yet another column arrived 

to cross the river.  These cavalrymen, again 1,500 in number, wore blue uniforms of hussars and 

light dragoons and traveled with artillery guns. The fourth day, battery after battery of artillery and 

their horses arrived and again moved on.2 

 This scene was repeated day after day for the month of June and into July throughout France 

on a line from Toulouse in the south to the channel towns of Boulogne and Calais.  Small villages 

saw the British army first hand, and the message of who was victorious was not in doubt.3  It was the 

                       
1 Count von Bismarck, Lectures on the Tactics of Cavalry, Translated by Major N. Ludlow 
Beamish, (London: William H. Ainsworth, 1827) fn. 132-33. 
2 University of Southampton, Wellington Papers, 1/416, Delancey, 28 May 1814 (hereafter cited 
as Wellington Papers); Murray Papers, National Army Museum, 7406-35-2 to 6. 
3 The political message of marching cavalry through portions of France not accustomed to war 
was a deliberate policy.  Bathurst to Wellington, 25 May 1814, Wellington Papers 1/416. 
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pinnacle for the British cavalry-- 7,500 superbly mounted and equipped men displaying the strength 

of the British Empire.  However to achieve this moment had been a long, hard six years of warfare in 

the Iberian Peninsula, with many lessons paid for in blood.  Effective leaders were developed, 

ineffective leaders dismissed, doctrine developed, tested, learned, and organizations were created to 

make the cavalry effective. It was a long road to reach to Boulogne and Calais in 1814, a road that 

began more than a decade before.4  

 The outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789 was warmly greeted by many in Great 

Britain as a copy of their own Glorious Revolution of one hundred years earlier.  French liberal 

reforms were seen as reproductions of the English institutions that had been admired by the French 

philosophies.  Initially viewed as a struggle between parliamentary control and an absolute 

monarchy, as the Revolution continued its course and became more violent and extreme, support in 

Great Britain waned.  With the declaration of a French Republic and the execution of Louis XVI, 

Great Britain's leadership watched and waited on the outcome of events on the continent.  Earlier in 

1792, Prussia and Austria had gone to war ostensively to help a fellow monarch.  The next year, the 

French Republic invaded the Austrian Netherlands, and Great Britain entered upon what would be 

nearly a quarter of a century of constant warfare to combat the ideas of the French Revolution. 

 Great Britain was poorly prepared for war in 1793.  The British army contained only 38,945 

men.  This Army was in a lamentable state.   Infantry regiments were spread out across the globe 

protecting the far-flung British colonies, and had languished and deteriorated since last called upon 

to fight the continental powers in Europe proper.  The major problems were the lack of a 

standardized doctrine and the state of training.  Of the cavalry regiments, twenty-five had been on 

the army establishment at the end of the Seven Years War, fifty years earlier.  But only one of these 

regiments serviced overseas in its entirety since that time.  The British army was last employed in 

large scale during the American Revolution, in which large bodies of British troops were rarely 

engaged.  The tactical experiences of the American War tended to focus upon open order fighting 

and skirmishing by the infantry.  Regarding cavalry, only a few squadrons had fought in the New 

World, and infantry commanders were compelled to use infantry in the traditional cavalry roles of 

                       
4 Ironically, many British horses were transferred to the reborn French Royal Army to reestablish 
the effectiveness of the French cavalry in 1814.  Less than a year later, the British cavalry would 
see their old mounts again at a small village in Belgium under a different master.  Murray 
Papers, National Army Museum 7406-35-2 to 6. 
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reconnaissance and screening.  This created a strong reliance on light infantry to perform roles 

previously given to the cavalry.  During the intervening years since the end of the war, politics and 

economics had combined to undermine what effectiveness the army had.  Reform in the British army 

was sorely needed if this small force was to play a role in the unrelenting wars that had begun.5 

 The British army was a force without unifying doctrine or training.  Quartered in public 

houses because there were few barracks, the effectiveness and training of each regiment depended 

upon the professionalism and dedication of their regimental officers.  The lack of barracks came 

from a distrust of the army, and the belief that to separate the army from the people would allow the 

army to become a repressive force.  Only the threat of France in the early 1790s forced the first 

movement away from quartering troops in public houses and inns, and to establish permanent 

barracks.  These barracks were small, rarely able to accommodate more than a troop of men and 

their horses, and scattered across the countryside to defend the coasts and provide police and not for 

training large bodies of troops.6  Billeting of the 14th Light Dragoons is illustrative of the problems 

bringing forces together for large-scale maneuvers.  As late as 1808, the regiment was billeted with 

its headquarters at Eastbowine Barracks, and two troops each at Bexhill Barracks, Blatchington, 

Pleydown, Hastings, and the remaining troop at Brighton Barracks.7 In addition, small groups were 

absent as recruiting parties.  In July 1808, the two parties each consisting of a lieutenant, sergeant, 

and four other ranks and were in London and Birmingham.8  The recruits enrolled were the available 

men and not what was necessarily desired.  Although the growth of the cities in the late 18th century 

meant that displaced farmers and field hands would be part of the population of any large city, this 

was not the aim of sending recruiting parties to London and Birmingham.  There was no requirement 

that the cavalry recruits were expert horseman, or even familiar with horses; rather the parties went 

looking for those least productive or without options to offer a means of supporting themselves.  The 

troop was the focus and little was done at the regimental level to train for combat.  In the 14th Light 

                       
5 Glover, Richard, Peninsular Preparation: The Reform of the British Army 1795-1809, (London, 
1963), 6; Anglesey, George H.V. Paget, 7th Marquis of, A History of the British Cavalry, 1816-

1919, (London, 1973); Webb, R.K., Modern England, (New York, 1980), 134-36. 
6 William Cobbett, Parliamentary History of England, from the Earliest Period to 1803, 
(London, 1806-1820) vol. XXX, 473-496. 
7 Public Record Office War Office series 17/39/2, July 1808 return.  (Hereafter referred to as 
PRO WO).  
8 July 1808 return for 14th Light Dragoons, PRO WO 17/19/2. 
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Dragoons it was common to have four of the field grade officers of the regiment absent on various 

projects, and the senior officer available was a major.9  Little serious training was done to improve 

the regiment. 

 Nor could the British officer corps of the period be considered a professional force; some 

officers cared for their men and observed their responsibilities to the nation, but many were 

amateurs.  Reforms instituted by the Duke of York in the early 1790s removed the worst abuses of 

patronage and purchase and reformed the promotion system so that inexperienced men could not 

advance until serving time at each rank.10 

 To reform the operations of the army, Sir David Dundas, later Commander in Chief of the 

Army but at the time Quartermaster General, wrote a number of manuals that provided unifying 

doctrine.  Dundas had not served in America; he believed that the techniques employed there were 

not applicable to fighting a continental power whose military system was based upon firepower and 

discipline.  Dundas had been an observer at the last large Prussian maneuvers held under the 

command of Frederick the Great in 1785.  He was impressed with the Prussians' ability to maneuver 

battalions quickly across the battlefield to form a solid mass of infantry to deliver their firepower 

against the enemy.  Compared to the conditions existing during the 1790s in the British army, this 

would be impossible to do.  Each British regiment had its own system of maneuvering and 

commands.  The British army did have a number of general regulations governing field-movements, 

but many were outdated and no knew which were in effect.  To remedy this, Dundas wrote a new 

drill book published in 1792 as The Rules and Regulations for the Formation Field Exercise and 

Movement of His Majesty's Forces.  Dundas' publication was the first true drill book in the British 

army; it gave the infantry formations a common doctrine and system of drill to utilize.11  Dundas’s 

system was not with detractors.  Dundas emphasized the rigid, disciplined movements and 

formations of the Prussian Army.  One contemporary, writing to a friend about the training camp at 

Warley wrote, “dreading as I do the tiresome confusion and absurdity of Dundas’s unintelligible 

                       
9 August 1807 return for 14th Light Dragoons, PRO WO 17/19/1. 
10 Glover, Peninsular Preparation, 137. 
11 Fuller, J.F.C., "The Training of the New Army," The Journal of the Royal United Service 

Institution, LXI (1916): 780; Fortescue, John, History of the British Army, (London, 1910-1930), 
III, 538-39. 
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system, I shall wish that the camp of Warley should not appear particularly defective.12 

 Dundas then turned to reforming the cavalry.  The cavalry were organized and grouped 

under a variety of names in British service.  Cavalry are normally divided into three basic types 

based upon the missions they were called upon to perform.  Nevertheless, British cavalry, grouped in 

these three basic types, went by a myriad of names that often provided no clue as to their actual 

functions.  Such ambiguous titles as Life Guards, Blues, Horse Guards, heavy cavalry, Dragoon 

Guards, Heavy Dragoons, Light Dragoons, Dragoons, Hussars, and light horse hardly described the 

duties of these regiments.13 

 Heavy cavalry's primary mission was to achieve shock effect.  Described as "big men, 

mounted on big horses," heavy cavalry, known as “horse” in the British service, were to use their 

size and mass to charge and destroy enemy formations by their very momentum and speed.  Because 

of the large size of their mounts, heavy cavalry were not suitable for a variety of other missions 

performed by cavalry, and their horses required a larger supply of forage.  Great Britain maintained 

three household guards regiments as heavy cavalry.  The 1st and 2nd Life Guards, and the Royal 

Regiment of Life Guards (the Blues) were the British versions of heavy cavalry.14 

 The medium cavalry, although never called medium cavalry in British service, consisted of 

dragoons.  They were mounted men who could fight either on horseback or on foot: as a mounted 

infantryman, they could move rapidly over the battlefield to seize important positions.  Originally 

organized as heavy cavalry, the dragoons still carried the square guidons of horse cavalry, but they 

were mounted on smaller horses.   Armed with both sword for mounted action and musket with 

bayonet for dismounted use, the British dragoons seemed to have rarely, if ever, been used in the 

role they were designed, that is to fight from foot as well as horse back.  Dragoons and dragoon 

guards were identical in equipment and mission; the only difference was that dragoon guards had 

been converted from Guard regiments earlier in the 18th century.  The dragoon regiments were 

regarded as more closely aligned with the horse regiments than with the light regiments in 

function.15 

                       
12 Cornwallis to Ross, 4 June 1795, “Cornwallis Papers,” National Army Museum, 6602-45. 
13 Glover, Peninsular Preparation, 134. 
14 Ibid., 134. 
15 Ibid., 134; Oman, Charles, Wellington's Army, 1809-1814, (London, 1912), 46. 
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Figure 1: Typical Regimental Organization. 
 

 Light horse, light dragoons, and after 1806, the hussars consisted of those regiments 

designated to be the eyes and ears of the army.  Skirmishing, covering the main force, and 

gathering reconnaissance were the primary roles of the light cavalry; consequently they 

employed small, nimble horses.  Hussars in British service were identical to the light dragoons in 



11 

equipment, except they were expected to grow mustaches and wear the distinctive hussar dress 

of a tall fur cap, known as a busby; it was a very flamboyant, ornamented uniform with braid and 

lace, and a small jacket, hung over one shoulder, known as a pelisse.16  

 However, even as clear-cut as these three general descriptions seem to be, confusion of 

purpose and lack of logical equipment muddled these delineations.  During a series of lectures given 

in the 1820s by a prominent Hanoverian officer, the weight of the horse appointments, equipment, 

and weight of the riders from the Hussars and Dragoons were compared.  The data on the weight 

was taken from regimental inspection reports, and the weight of an “average” rider for each type of 

regiment calculated.17  What this officer discovered was that, on the average, a dragoon and his 

equipment weighed less than a typical hussar, and, therefore, the medium cavalry trooper should be 

better able to perform the reconnaissance and security duties than the light cavalry.18   

 Since the cavalry's last large-scale employment during the Seven Years War, little change 

had taken place.  Only a few light dragoon squadrons had taken part in the American War, and few 

tactical lessons came out of that conflict.   This situation changed with the outbreak of war with 

France in 1793.  In 1794 and 1795, thirteen new regiments of light dragoons were raised.  In the 

Flanders Campaign of 1794, the British cavalry, operating with allied Austrian and Prussian 

mounted men, successfully performed a number of spectacular maneuvers against the hastily raised 

French volunteer armies.  However, successful at the same unit level, the lack of unifying doctrine 

hindered larger scale operations.  Sir David Dundas reacted by introducing the same order and 

discipline into the cavalry as he had in the infantry.  By 1795, each regiment was ordered to obtain 

two copies of Dundas's Instructions and Regulations for the Formation and Movements of the 

                       
16 Three hussar regiments were formed in 1806, the 7th, 10th and 15th Hussars.  In the Army Lists 
they continued to be referred to as the Xth Regiment of Light Dragoons (Hussars).  Later during the 
Peninsular War, additional regiments would be converted to hussars, but there was no difference in 
either their armament or mission.  Oman, Wellington's Army, 46; Glover, Peninsular Preparation, 
134-35. 
17 Regiments compared where the 8th and 15th Hussars for the light horse, and 1st Dragoon 
Guards, 6th Dragoons, and 7th Dragoons for the medium. Count von Bismarck, Lectures on the 

Tactics of Cavalry, 344. 
18 The average weights for equipment were 100 pounds for a hussar, and 91 pounds, 11 ounces 
for a dragoon.  An average soldier in the hussars weighed 144 pounds and in the dragoons 150 
pounds.  The total weight a hussar’s horse had to carry on campaign was 268 pounds and a 
dragoon’s three pounds less at 265 pounds.  A hussar’s mount carried slightly more in weight, 
although they were a smaller than a dragoon’s horse.  Ibid., 344. 
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Cavalry, and two years later each officer was required to have his own copy.19  While Dundas 

finally succeeded in instituting a system in the cavalry, he was less familiar with the mounted arm 

and its needs.  Cavalry moved in two basic formations--line and column.  All other movements were 

designed to move the cavalry from one formation to the other in a variety of situations and terrain.  

Dundas stressed maneuvering and strict alignment over all else.  The officers' position within the 

formation was to control the alignment of the formation as it moved, and was not well suited to 

reacting to rapidly changing situations.20  In a typical squadron formation, only one officer, the 

commanding officer, was out in front of the squadron. He was one horse’s length in front of the lead 

rank.  Two officers served as left and right most person in the front rank, and another carried the 

standard in the center.21 

 Once formed, the squadron would then go though a series of commands to divide, or “told 

off” so that each man would know his role as the formation changed.  A typical squadron would be 

“told off” in half-squadrons, fourth-squadrons or divisions, eighths or sub-divisions, ranks of threes, 

and finally by files.  To further add to the confusion, one additional “telling off” by fours was 

reserved for parades.  To a modern soldier, accustomed to permanent small units, this system of 

counting off each time the squadron formed adds a level of complexity to formations.22
  

 The most severe criticism of Dundas was that his drill failed to differentiate between the 

various types and missions of cavalry.  All cavalry units were trained to charge, if little else.  As 

serious as failing to differentiate between the different missions expect of cavalry, the manual did 

not address when to use these various maneuvers.  As one contemporary said, 

the English service, in time of peace, affords little means for the improvement of 
cavalry officers—at most, he can but accomplish the knowledge of Dundas’s 
maneouvres [sic]; and when perfected in the practice of those, he looks in vain for  

                       
19 War Office, Instructions and Regulations for the Formations and Movements of the Cavalry, 
(London 1801) v. The instruction for each cavalry officer to own a copy was in the Adjutant 
General’s inscription of April 1797. (Hereafter referred to as Instructions and Formations for 

Cavalry). 
20 The formation also had to momentarily halt to regain alignment each time a flanking movement 
was made. War Office, Instructions and Regulations for the Formation and Movements of the 

Cavalry, 20-21; Glover, Peninsular Preparation, 136-37; Fortescue, History of the British Army, 
(London: 1912), III, 544-45. 
21 War Office, Instructions and Formations of the Cavalry, 7. 
22 Ibid., 2-3. This meant that after a charge, the squadron would reform and again count off since 
the number of men had changed. 



13 

 

Figure 2: Telling Off a Squadron for Maneuver. 
 

the application.  The young officer hears his elders talk of positions, picquets, 
attacks, out-posts, etc. but he can only depend on his imagination for an idea of 
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them.23 
 

 Dismounted drill for the dragoons was mentioned in exactly ten pages of the 374-page 

manual.  But most of these dealt with how to conduct a march past a general on parade.  No section 

focused on why the squadron would dismount, and unlike other continental forces, where one man 

in four held the horses while the other three fought, Dundas had the regiment link their horses 

together, and then form in battalion and act in accordance with the rules established for the battalion 

in the infantry regulations.  The thrust was not as skirmishers or in open order, but en mass as 

another body of infantry.24  Dundas’s regulations devoted some of the pages to other cavalry duties 

such as skirmishing, advanced guard, advanced posts, and patrols but the main effort of his manual 

was the formations and drills for the cavalry. 

 Within three years of publication of Dundas’s cavalry manual, a further An Elucidation of 

Several Parts of His Majesty’s Regulations for the Formations and Movements of the Cavalry was 

published in an attempt to clarify some of Dundas’ points.  The manual was divided into two 

sections. The first provided additional guidance on the Dundas drill and how to form and post 

markers for maneuver.  The second half of the manual tried to address when an officer might use 

those drills.25  The title of each section explained the movement.  For example, “The Close Column 

is Formed, Marches, and Deploys into Line.”  Each section then provided a few paragraphs 

explaining the movement, and had an engraving of the movement.  But what all of this fails to 

address is when to use the movement, or any sort of discussion as to which drill might be better in 

certain situations.  That sort of information was left to the officer’s experience, or imagination.26 

 The charge of cavalry changed considerably during the 18th century.  Initially, it had been a 

carefully controlled and delivered attack with the cavalry increasing their pace on command; when a 

few yards in front of the enemy they would accelerate to a gallop to hit the enemy line at full speed.  

By Dundas' time cavalry charges had evolved into an act in which momentum and mass meant 

everything.  Dundas' reforms did little to change this trend.  To regimental commanders, the  

                       
23 Bismarck, Lectures on Tactics of Cavalry, fn. 352-3. 
24 War Office, Instructions and Formations of the Cavalry, 320-330. 
25 War Office, An Elucidation of Several Parts of His Majesty’s Regulations for the Formation 

and Movements of Cavalry (London, 1822 edition), a-b.  This manual was first published by the 
War Office in 1798, and went through at least five editions.  (Hereafter cited as An Elucidation 

of Cavalry). 
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Figure 3: Squadron Told Off with Officers and Non-commissioned Officers Posted. 

(..continued) 
26 Ibid., 40-41. 
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speed and quickness of movement became the determination of how good a unit was.  Officers 

emphasized appearance more than the basic duties of a cavalry regiment.  This fact alone was to 

become the undoing of a number of cavalry actions during the Peninsula.  Wellington was to 

complain that his cavalry "would gallop, but could not preserve their order."27  

 The result was that cavalry formations, once in a charge, broke into a gallop too far away 

from the foe.  Whether it was because the officers in their positions to the flank of their troops 

could not control their men, cavalry formations increased speed at too great a distance from the 

opponent.  All order and discipline would be lost when the charge finally encountered the 

enemy.  Men excited in the charge rarely obeyed the trumpet call to assemble.  Even more 

serious, the reserve squadron often became caught up in the charge, leaving no defense to deal 

with an enemy counter-attack.  Writers at the time saw this as a natural condition, and it was 

something commanders had overcome by keeping a reserve.   

Cavalry is never weaker, nor easier to overcome, than after a successful charge.  
Before the horses can recover their breath, and before the men are again able to exert 
themselves, tumultuous noises are heard—each individual wishes to relate to his 
friend or comrade what has particularly happened to him—but no word of command 
is attended to.  In vain the trumpets sound the appel; in vain the senior officers exert 
themselves to form line; should a fresh force of the enemy appear at such a moment, 
the attacking party will retreat as quick as they advanced.  But a second line, pushed 
forward afterwards, at a trot, would provide against such misfortunes.28  

 
Horses, blown from charging great distances at the gallop could not react quickly to confront 

unexpected situations.29  The failure to maintain a second line or reserve, an oversight falling within  

                       
27 Wellington, Arthur Wellesley, Duke of. The Dispatches of Field Marshal the Duke of Wellington, 

during his Various Campaigns in India, Denmark, Portugal, Spain, the Low Countries, and France, 

from 1799 to 1818, (London, 1852), Wellington to Russell, 31 July 1826, VIII, 334-35. Hereafter 
cited as Wellington's Dispatches. 
28 Bismarck, Lectures on Tactics of Cavalry, 72-3. 
29 The different speeds for the cavalry were the walk, which did not exceed 4 miles per hour; the trot, 
to not exceed 8.5 miles per hour; and the gallop, not to exceed 11 miles per hour.  Dundas in his 
manual does not specify an actual speed but rather reminds the officers that all horses must be 
trained to perform at all three paces, and to keep the lines together at whatever speed.  All 
movements in the face of the enemy were to be carried out at either the trot or gallop.  War Office, 
Instructions and Regulations of the Cavalry, (London, 1801), 29-35; Tomkinson, William, Diary of 

a Cavalry Officer, (London, 1971), 136; Wellington, Arthur Wellesley, Duke of.  Supplementary 

Despatches, Correspondence, and Memoranda of the Field Marshal Arthur Duke of Wellington, 
(London, 1867-1880), Russell to Wellington, 28 January 1826, XIV, 719 (Hereafter cited as 
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Figure 4: Typical Regimental Establishment for Service Abroad. 
 
the purview of the officer in command, became a reoccurring weakness of the British cavalry. 

(..continued) 

Wellington's Supplementary Despatches); Glover, Peninsular Preparation, 136-37; Fortescue, 
British Army, III, 545. 
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 Skirmish duty, one of the major duties for light and medium cavalry, did receive some 

attention.  Skirmishers were ranks from the squadron to fire on the enemy.  They were posted at least 

200 yards to the front, and spread across the entire squadron's width.  Formed into two ranks in loose 

order, the front and rear ranks were to fire alternately, changing places to reload and fire.  If pressed 

too closely by the enemy, the skirmishers would withdraw upon the remainder of their squadron, 

formed and ready to assist, with sabers drawn.30 

 Outpost duty, though little practiced or mentioned in the regulations, evolved into a definite 

system by 1808, based upon the French model.  A picket, from the French word piquet for the small 

stake used to tie a horse in the field, was posted to secure or observe an area.  Led by a junior officer 

or non-commissioned officer, the picket's size varied.  One-third to one-fourth of the picket horses 

remained bridled and ready for duty; the men remained in uniform with belts fastened and slept 

during the day in order to be fully alert at night.  Each picket would send forward a number of 

mounted sentinels, known as vedettes; they covered the avenues of possible enemy advance.  

Consisting of two or three men, the vedette's mission was to alert the picket to enemy movement and 

then maintain visual contact with the enemy.  Each vedette was to be visible from the picket if 

possible; small mounted patrols would periodically cover the areas of limited visibility between 

vedettes.  In case of attack on the vedette, the picket would move to a pre-designated area known as 

an alarm post where it could form to confront the enemy.  When pressed, the vedette retired at an 

angle to its picket so it would not give away the picket's position to the enemy while trying to lead 

the enemy into an ambush with the waiting picket.  If the enemy attack was too strong, the picket 

would retire on its squadron, skirmishing and delaying the enemy until the supporting squadron 

could saddle their horses and form to meet the threat.31 

 The cavalry organization also evolved through the early revolutionary wars to correct 

weaknesses in the operations.  In 1792, a regiment was a relatively small body, consisting of 280 

men in six troops (the cavalry equivalent to a company).  In 1793 three additional troops were added 

to each regiment.  Along with other minor changes in personnel, the regiment consisted of 530 men 

of all ranks.  One important change at this time was the addition of ten trumpeters to each regiment.  

                       
30 Great Britain, War Office, Instructions and Regulations for the Formations and Movements of the 

Cavalry, 356. 
31 Arentschildt, Fredrick von. Instructions for Officers and Non-Commissioned Officers of Cavalry 
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Consequently, cavalry commanders could control their formations without having to rely upon voice 

commands that did not carry above the din of battle.  By 1800, cavalry organization was again in 

flux.  Regiments now included ten troops, each with ninety men.  Two of the troops were to remain 

in England to form the replacement depot, which trained replacement men and horses.  The other 

eight formed four squadrons for active service.32 

 The armament of the British cavalry was as varied as the cavalry units themselves during the 

early years of the Revolution. They only became standardized to solve pressing logistical problems.  

In 1796 a board of general officers met to discuss the various accoutrements of the cavalry and to 

examine the lessons learned in two years of campaigning in Flanders.  These officers made a number 

of important decisions that directly affected the cavalry.  Saddles were standardized in patterns for 

heavy and light cavalry.  A smaller, lighter carbine with only a twenty-six-inch barrel replaced the 

musket carried by the cavalry.  Two different patterns of the carbine were produced; one was 

basically a smaller version of the infantry musket, and the other, developed by Lord Henry Paget, 

had a ramrod permanently attached to the weapon through the use of a swivel.  This simple 

adaptation proved vital.  Cavalry skirmishers, in the heat of an engagement, could no longer drop the 

ramrods in excitement.  The carbine was equipped with a shortened bayonet, only fifteen inches 

long.  The new pattern carbine was meant primarily for the light horse regiments while the dragoons 

maintained their longer musket and bayonet, a leftover from the dismounted role that they seldom 

performed.  The new standard carbines and pistols for the cavalry were a smaller bore (sixteen balls 

to the pound) than that of the infantry (eleven), which made the cavalry weapons lighter and smaller. 

 The new cavalry pistol had a device similar to the ramrod on the carbine and each man carried one 

instead of two pistols.33 

(..continued) 

on Outpost Duty,  (Richmond, Va., 1861), 12-24, 27-32. 
32 The regimental headquarters included a colonel or lieutenant colonel as regimental commander, a 
second lieutenant colonel, a major, adjutant, quartermaster, paymaster, one surgeon and two assistant 
surgeons, a veterinary surgeon, and a sergeant major.  Each troop had a captain, two lieutenants, a 
troop sergeant major, farrier, trumpeter, three sergeants, four corporals and the remainder privates.  
Additional supernumerary officers might accompany the regiment on foreign service, and were 
known as serrifiles.  Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, (London, 1971) 331-347; Oman, 
Wellington's Army, 46-7. 
33 The carbine had a sling-bar that allowed the weapon to be fastened to a belt across the soldier's 
chest.  It hung down when not in use, and rapidly rotated up to the firing position when needed.  W. 
Aerts, "British Firearms at the Time of Waterloo," Journal of Society for Army Historical Research, 
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 Regarding cavalry swords, there was very little standardization until the 1790s.  In 1796 two 

patterns of edged weapons were adopted.  The light cavalry gained a saber, with a curved blade 

some thirty-three inches long.  Sharpened along the entire blade, the weapon could be used for either 

cutting or thrusting, unlike the heavy cavalry's sword, which had a straight blade thirty-five inches 

long, with only the last twelve inches of the blade sharpened and the tip blunt.  Referred to as a 

hatchet point, the weapon was designed to be used exclusively as a cutting weapon due to its heavy 

weight.  It had poor balance and was awkward to use.  The guard offered little protection for the 

hand, unlike the light cavalry saber in which the hilt encased the entire hand.34 

 During the campaign in Flanders in 1793-94, some regimental surgeons concluded that many 

of the saber wounds had been self-inflicted by poor swordsmanship.  Horses were gashed around the 

neck and heads by their riders' inability to use their swords correctly.  A major with the 2nd Dragoon 

Guards, John Gaspard Le Marchant, took the opportunity while in Flanders to learn swordsmanship 

from an Austrian sergeant.  As a result, by August 1796 Le Marchant had written a manual that was 

adopted for the entire army. 

 The Rules and Regulations for the Sword Exercise of the Cavalry performed the same 

function that Dundas' Regulations accomplished for the Army as a whole, namely correcting the lack 

of standardized training.35  But like Dundas, if the new regulation erred in going too far in one 

direction, it was in the emphasizing of cutting over thrusting.  Within the cavalry, there was an 

absence of professional discussion that would question the manual's precepts before they were 

adopted and employed.  Le Marchant, above all, emphasized cutting over thrusting.  His manual, 

first published in 1797 and re-published throughout the war, emphasized six cuts that encompassed 

all the possible combinations of attack.  Thrusting with the blade point comprised only five pages of 

discussion in the forty-eight of manual sword exercise.  The manual allowed the thrust only against 

infantry but even then it tended to discourage the thrust by emphasizing its vulnerability.  What Le 

Marchant ignored was the fact that in a melee, there was often little room for the sword to be welded 

to affect a cut.  In combat against infantry, the mounted rider would lose the advantage provided by 

(..continued) 

XXV (1947): 67-69. 
34 C. Ffoulkes and E.C. Hopkinson, "Swords of the British Army," Journal of the Society for Army 

Historical Research, XIV (1935): 15. 
35 Great Britain, War Office.  Rules and Regulations for the Sword Exercise of the Cavalry.  
Originally published London 1805.  Philadelphia: James Humphreys, 1808. 
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his horse if attempting to fight with the cutting edge of the blade instead of thrusting with the tip as 

he charged.  Raising the arm to deliver a blow left the rider open to a thrust by a bayonet.  The 

manual also made no distinction between the differences in blades, weights, or balance.  Yet, despite 

these criticisms, Le Marchant's manual did create a system of swordsmanship training where no 

standards existed before.  At times in the Peninsula, British cavalry were accused of being unable to 

use their edged weapons effectively, but the errors in Le Marchant's system and methods were not so 

great that it put the individual soldier at a disadvantage.36 

 Horses for the cavalry had evolved throughout the 18th century until by 1800 there were two 

general types of government procured horses in service-- “hunters” and the so-called “coaching 

type.” In the 1780s, the popularity of the new sport of fox hunting had caused breeders to develop 

horses that were more agile and able to move seven to eight miles per hour over rough terrain.  The 

hunter was a horse with a mix of thoroughbred blood, able to jump and carry weight about as fast as 

the hounds.  There soon developed three different sizes of hunter, a light, medium, and heavy.  

Along with this development was the improvement in stage and mail service so that a “coaching 

type” could be expected to pull a wagon at a steady eight miles per hour on good roads.37  The third 

type of horse in service, though not procured by the government was the thoroughbred, descended 

from Turk and Barbary horses brought to England during the reign of Charles II (1660-80). The 

continued interest in breeding existing stock with infusions of eastern horses lead to what was 

known as the “charger” in British service and is the blood line of the modern racehorse.38 

 Prior to 1800, all heavy cavalry rode black horses, but a Board of General Officers appointed 

by the Duke of York in 1796 found that the breed of heavy black horse was no longer available, and 

                       
36 The six cuts, if using a face as a target were: the first above the left eye; the second above the 
right; the third under the left cheek; the fourth the right cheek; and the fifth and sixth horizontally to 
the left and right ears.  The manual is particularly detailed on parrying and protecting against enemy 
attack, an emphasis that might account for British success in small unit encounters.  British cavalry, 
not necessarily the best trained in delivering a blow, might have been better trained in deflecting a 
blow until the enemy made a mistake which could be capitalized upon.  Great Britain, War Office, 
Rules and Regulations for the Sword Exercise of the Cavalry, (London, 1805), various pages; 
Glover, Peninsular Preparation, 139; Atkinson, History of the Royal Dragoons, (Glasgow, 1934), 
238-40. 
37 Major G. Tylden, Horses and Saddlery, (London, 1965) 16. 
38 Ibid., 8. 
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had evolved into the “coach” and “hunter types.”39  The recommendation allowed all regiments 

except the Horse Guards to be mounted on whatever color was available, and the suitability of the 

horse replaced the color as the deciding factor. As the British army entered the campaigns in the 

Peninsula, staff officers and well to do regimental officers rode “chargers,” while the rest had 

hunters.  Wellington himself had a stable of fifteen horses, with a mix of seven “chargers” and eight 

“hunters.”  The artillery used the “coach” horses.40 The age of the horse would affect the readiness 

and deployment of a cavalry regiment. In procurement, a regiment that fought in the La Coruña 

campaign in 1809 and came back dismounted did not take the field again for four to five years 

because horses were not fit for heavy work for at least three years, until the bones in the shoulders 

had developed.  Wellington preferred horses sent out when they were five years old, because at that 

point they were up to the rigors of campaigning.41 

 For many years, the most important piece of equipment to the cavalryman, the saddle, was 

not standardized in the British army. Nevertheless, a poorly fitted or designed saddle placed the 

riders weight directly on the horse’s spine, and the rubbing of the saddle on the horses skin and 

backbone would quickly ruin a horse for further service.  In 1796 a fixed pattern of heavy cavalry 

saddles was established, and in 1805 a standard hussar saddle was adopted.42  As a result, the Board 

of General Officers replaced the colonels commanding the regiments in determining the design so all 

army saddles had to conform to these two designs.  The saddle was the common basis for every 

piece of equipment carried by the horse.  Calculating was that a horse could carry 25% of its own 

weight, a 1,000-pound horse could carry 250 pounds of rider and equipment.  Yet the average 

weight for a dragoon and hussar exceeded that maximum, and on campaign the limits were pushed 

even farther as a cavalryman carried extra supplies and ammunition with him.43 

 The officer corps of the British army was predominantly a pre-professional officer class.  

Military values such as skill, discipline and responsibility were subjugated to social class and 

economic status.  Requirements to obtain a commission were few--the adjutant-general's form stated 

that an applicant must be sixteen years old, able to read and write, and be recommended in character 

                       
39 Ibid., 16. 
40 Ibid., 18. 
41 Ibid., 18. 
42 Ibid., 113-4. 
43 Ibid., 125. 
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and bodily health by a field grade officer.  Once appointed to a regiment, the new cornet (cavalry 

equivalent to an ensign) was expected within two years to be able to lead and exercise a troop under 

all field conditions.  He had to become familiar with the duties of a field grade officer, and the rules 

and regulations that pertained to his soldiers.44   But how this was implemented varied across the 

cavalry force.  Ralph Heathcote, a new cornet in the 1st, or Royal, Dragoons, wrote his mother about 

his experiences and responsibilities of an officer.   

 The Sergeant-Major brought me a list of the words of command for the manual 
exercise. I wished to learn it myself before I was to command the men.  He told me I 
need not give myself the trouble; if only I gave the words of command the men 
would know what they meant.  I need not add (I hope) that I nevertheless had it 
shown to me for half an hour. . . . Whether the army is the better for it I will not 
decide, but you will find by it that the fatigue of an English officer is not very great. 
Our sergeants drill the men, etc., etc., and do the greater part of the duty of a German 
officer. . . . Our officers are not teased with the petty minutiae of the service: all we 
have to do is to know and learn the manoeuvres [sic].45 
 

 Officers did not feel a need to become intimately acquainted with the various aspects of 

cavalry service.  Heathcote stated that his regimental duties took up two hours on days which the 

regiment had field training (once a week) and a half-hour on parade days.  During those parade days, 

the major would inspect the men's uniforms and arms, and after the sergeant's guard was mounted, 

the officers "would leave the regiment, their business being done; then the Sergeant-Major exercises 

the regiment, with which we have nothing to do."  Heathcote's time was spent in the regiment's well 

stocked library, or setting up a music ensemble with a fellow officer.46  Observers would complain 

that the British had “the general want of exertion among officers themselves in acquiring any 

knowledge of the profession.”47  This was blamed on the limited ground for maneuver in England 

and lack of large-scale maneuvers.  One officer would complain that the “circumscribed limits of 

field day tactics call for no greater execution of intellect than may be reasonable [sic] expected from 

                       
44 Browne, Thomas Henry, The Napoleonic War Journal of Captain Thomas Henry Browne, 

1807-1816, (London, 1987), 1-14. 
45 Heathcote, Ralph, Ralph Heathcote: Letters of a Young Diplomatist and Soldier During the 

Time of Napoleon Giving an Account of the Dispute Between the Emperor and the Elector of 

Hesse, (London, 1907), Heathcote to his Mother, 29 July 1806, 131. 
46 Ibid., Heathcote to his Mother, 12 July 1806, 123; Heathcote to his Mother, 29 July 1806, 132. 
47 Bismarck, Lectures on the Tactics of Cavalry, fn. 352-3. 
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any private dragoon.48  Years after the Peninsular War, Wellington would complain, "officers of the 

cavalry certainly do not possess the same knowledge of their service as those of the infantry do."49  

One regimental commander, after having officers from fourteen different regiments join his unit, 

confirmed that:  

 I had a singular opportunity of judging of their total want of instruction . . . . I found 
the chief duty insisted on in cavalry regiments was stable duty, but on enquiry I 
found the officers equally ignorant of that--they attended several hours each day, but 
they knew not the number of hours required to clean a horse, the quantity of his food, 
his hours of drinking, the way he should be shod, his age, &etc.50      

 
 Monetary problems limited the economic background of officers who went into the cavalry.  

One dragoon officer complained that the expenses of living in a cavalry regiment, in his estimation, 

prevented three-fourths of the young men in England from joining a cavalry regiment.  The expense 

of saddlery, the mess, and the frequency of quartering in inns instead of barracks all combined to 

increase the costs and make service in the cavalry prohibitive so that the most well to do, and not 

necessarily the best qualified, volunteered for cavalry service.51  To ease this burden, some colonels 

limited the amount above base pay that an officer could spend in the regiment.52 

 Organizing the training for the regiment was, for the most part, left up to the regimental 

commander.  The normal schedule for a unit was to have one field day per week for training on 

maneuvers, normally at the troop level.  Occasionally regiments would be brought together for a 

camp of exercise for additional training.  The barracks at Ipswich, in Suffolk, was regarded as an 

unofficial cavalry school with the 7th Hussars and Lord Henry Paget permanently stationed there 

                       
48 Ibid., fn 352. 
49 Wellington to Ponsonby, 7 November 1834, Wellington's Dispatches, VIII, 336. 
50 Russell to Wellington, 4 May 1827, Wellington's Supplementary Despatches, XIV, 723. 
51 One reason for this was the lack of barracks.  Of the two hundred barracks built for the army in 
the late 1790s, forty-eight were for the cavalry, but only two contained enough room and stables 
to house six troops.  They were more like military police stations for the maintenance of internal 
order in Britain.  Fortescue, British Army, IV, 906-7; An Officer of Dragoons, "The British 
Cavalry in the Peninsula," The United Service Journal, I, II (1833): 70. 
52 Heathcote offered an example of this limit that a colonel of the Life Guards (the Blues) used as 
an incentive to join the regiment.  While the cornet's base pay was £250, plus free lodging and an 
allowance for his horse, no officer was allowed to spend more than £150 per year above the base 
pay.  This still was a rather expensive regiment to join- the annual pay of a cornet in the 1st 
Dragoons was only £150.  Heathcote, Letters of a Young Diplomatist and Soldier, Heathcote to 
his Mother, 15 May 1806, 81, 98. 
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while other regiments, sent in rotation, were drilled by Paget.  In spite of such efforts, the lack of 

open pasture limited the opportunities for general officers to handle large bodies of troops, and 

consequently few had experience before they reached the battlefield.53 

 Coupled with the lack of training areas was the problem of dispersal that reduced the 

regiment's training opportunities.  British cavalry were often used to maintain internal order in the 

country, especially with social upheaval of the industrial revolution.  Other cavalry regiments were 

stationed in Britain and Ireland to guard against possible French invasions, and more units were 

dispersed to counteract factory riots.54 

 There was little opportunity for large-scale cavalry employment between the end of the 

Flanders Campaign in 1795 and the start of the Peninsular War in 1808, and the ideas and principles 

set out by the reformers in the 1790s were untested.  The Board of General Officers in 1796 focused 

on remounts and equipment, and did not delve into matters of doctrine.  One major change they did 

recommend and was adopted was adding veterinary surgeons to all squadrons, and that the surgeons 

receive a commission.55  The few cavalry regiments that went abroad for service were misused in 

fruitless campaigns in terrain often poorly suited for the mounted arm.  Detachments from ten 

regiments would see service in the unhealthy West Indies, while one regiment served in the rugged 

terrain of Corsica.  Four regiments saw service in the Helder Campaign in the Netherlands in 1799, 

and five in the Egyptian Campaign of 1801.  Lack of horses hampered the use of cavalry in the 

latter, as it would the employment of five regiments during the Buenos Aires Expedition in which 

most of the mounted arm fought on foot.56   

 By 1808, the change in the army and cavalry had been great. The Army of 38,900 men in 

1793 had grown to over 200,000 by the end of 1808.  This growth had been made with little 

uniformity.  Of the thirteen new cavalry regiments that had been raised in 1794-1795, only four 

                       
53 Verner, William, Reminiscences of William Verner, Special Publication #8, Journal of the 

Society for Army Historical Research, (London, 1965) 9; Atkinson, History of the Royal 

Dragoons, 237; Glover, Peninsular Preparation, 137. 
54 Atkinson, C.T. ed.,  "Waterloo Arthur," Journal of the Society for Army Historical Research, 
XXXVI (1956): 71; Glover, Peninsula Preparation, 137; Anglesey, George H.V. Paget, 7th 
Marquis of, History of the British Cavalry, (London, 1973), 56. 
55 Tylden, Horses and Saddlery, 17. 
56 A detachment of the 20th Light Dragoons during the Buenos Aires Expedition rode on mules.  
Anglesey, British Cavalry, 47. 
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regiments survived disbanding between 1796 and 1803 as the army again reduced in size.  The four 

that survived did so only because they were stationed overseas.  The improvements in the force, 

however, had been great.  Movements had become standardized; new arms, equipment, and 

accouterments had changed the make-up of the regiment.  In part, due to Dundas' reforms and, in 

part, due to the gradual trends in the cavalry community, the British cavalry had become imbued 

with the élan and spirit of the charge, and almost all training focused upon this tactic while ignoring 

other wartime missions which actually made up the majority of its duties.  Reforming and rallying 

after a charge were not seen fit to be trained nor were the other missions that the cavalry might 

perform. 

To attempt giving men or officers any idea in England of outpost duty was 
considered absurd, and when they came abroad, they had all this to learn.  The fact 
was, there was no one to teach them."57   

Officers who had seen duty as subalterns in Flanders were now major generals, without ever having 

the opportunity to maneuver large bodies of troops.  After sixteen years of intermittent action, the 

British army and its cavalry was about to enter six years of constant war that would test its doctrine 

and expose its weaknesses against the most battle trained and tested army in the world. 

                       
57 Some effort was made to teach outpost work.  "Sir Stapleton Cotton tried, at Woodbridge in 
Suffolk, with the 14th and 16th Light Dragoons, and got the enemy's vedettes and his own 
looking the same way." Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 135; Anglesey, British Cavalry, 
44. 
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 CHAPTER 2 

 

 THE FIRST TESTS 

 

After I wrote to you yesterday morning, we were attacked by the whole of the French 

Army, Sir H. Burrard being still on board ship, and I gained a complete victory.  It 

was impossible for troops to behave better than ours did; we only wanted a few 

hundred more cavalry to annihilate the French Army.
1
 

 

 A wide, curving sand beach at the estuary of the Mondego River into the Atlantic Ocean 

marks Figueira da Foz and the Mondego Bay. Unprotected from the heaviest of the Atlantic’s surf, 

the outlet of the Mondego is marked by the small 16
th
 century fortress of Santa Catarina.  It was here 

in August 1808 that the British forces disembarked.  The British government, searching for 

opportunities to strike at the French Empire, had been assembling a number of expeditions to strike 

at the periphery of the continent.  Suddenly the overthrow of the Spanish Royal family and French 

invasion of Portugal had focused British attention on the Iberian Peninsula.  The Horse Guards sent 

four units to the Peninsula, each named for their commander.  Once disembarked, they were to form 

one army for employment.  The force was not a coherent expedition but a collection of forces from a 

number of aborted expeditions in the summer of 1808.  Of the four units, three contained cavalry.  

  Arriving in Mondego Bay, the forces under Sir Arthur Wellesley began disembarkation on 1 

August in heavy surf.  Wellesley’s force was an expedition that had been assembled in Ireland for 

another attempt to invade Spanish colonies in America.  After Spain became an ally of Great Britain 

because of the French invasion, Wellesley’s destination was changed and made part of a larger army 

being assembled in the Peninsula.
2
  The other forces sent to the Peninsula included the commands of 

Sir Brent Spencer that had been observing Cadiz, and Sir John Moore’s that had been destined for 

the Baltic to cooperate with the Swedes.  All were now to sail to Portugal.
3
  

 Wellesley's 9,000 men took five days to land with all their equipment, horses, artillery and  

                       
1
 Wellington to Castlereagh, 22 August 1808, Selected Letters and General Orders of Field 

Marshall Duke of Wellington, Lieutenant Colonel Gurwood, Ed. (London, John Murray, 1841), 

213. Hereafter cited as Selected Letters and General Orders. 
2
 Warre, William, Lieutenant General, Letters from the Peninsula, 1808-1812, (London, 1909) 1. 
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Figure 5: Portugal and Spain. 

(..continued) 
3
 Ibid., 2. 
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stores; before their landings were completed Major-General Brent Spencer's Corps with an 

additional 6,000 men arrived and began disembarking.  The force remained stationary until 8 August 

in order to solve organizational problems, compounded by the lack of transport.  The poor foresight 

in England in loading the various convoys soon became evident.  While a total of three cavalry 

regiments, the 18th and 20
th
 Light Dragoons, and 3

rd
 Light Dragoons of the King's German Legion 

had been ordered to Portugal, only four troops of the 20
th
 Light Dragoons, some 394 men, who 

sailed from Cork with Wellesley's expedition, arrived in Portugal.
4
  This detachment had returned 

recently from the Buenos Aires expedition, and had fought dismounted there.  Assuming that pack 

and saddle horses would be available in Portugal, the 20
th
 Light Dragoons sailed with only 180 

horses fit for service.
5
  The regiment had a limited number of troops available for service in the 

Peninsula.  Four troops were employed in Sicily, and two troops formed the regimental depot at 

Maidstone.  This left only four troops available for deployment to Portugal.  When the transports 

with the regiment arrived in the Mondego Bay, those few horses available to sail with the regiment 

were loaded into flat-bottomed, rectangular boats for the trip to shore.  A pair of horses, saddled and 

bridled, would be placed in the boat and their riders would stand alongside them.  In rough seas, if 

the boat tipped over, the rider would leap into the saddle and the horse swim ashore.  Often, the 

horses upon arrival would be too tired from the sea voyage and the movement ashore and would be 

impossible for immediate employment ashore.
6
   Spencer's arrival brought no additional cavalry and 

indeed increased the demand for horse transport for the artillery and mules for the wagons.  The 

other two convoys, with Moore’s corps and the reserve corps had not arrived by 8 August.  Sir John 

Moore’s corps contained 562 troops from the 3
rd

 Light Dragoons, King’s German Legion.  The 

reserve corps contained the remainder of the 20
th
 Light Dragoons and 3

rd
 Light Dragoons of the 
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King’s German Legion as well as the entire 18
th
 Light Dragoons.

7
 

 Only sixty dragoons had horses after animals were impressed into artillery service.  On 9 

August, after eight days to organize the army, Brigadier-General Henry Fane's Light Brigade, with a 

detachment of the 20
th
 Light Dragoons, advanced towards Leiria, but made no contact with the 

French.
8
  While the army procured the means to move stores, provisions, and baggage, some cavalry 

mounts arrived, along with draught horses for the artillery. The arrival of sixty horses from the 

Bishop of Oporto increased the British mounted arm from sixty to 240 men but it was still painfully 

weak in comparison to what was needed by the army.
9
  The next day Wellesley's army broke camp 

and marched to Leiria where it was joined by Portuguese troops under General Bernardin Freire.  

General Freire’s forty Portuguese troops were not really cavalry but mounted police from Lisbon.
10

  

The two generals, unable to come to an understanding over the appropriate route to Lisbon, parted 

the next day but not before Freire gave Wellesley the use of some light infantry and 258 cavalry 

from the remnants of three Portuguese cavalry regiments that had arrived.
11

 

 When the advance resumed on the afternoon of 13 August, the Army moved in two columns. 

 The left column was led by fifty dragoons of the 20
th
 Light Dragoons and fifty troops of the 

Portuguese cavalry, followed by two brigades of infantry.  The right column was lead by the 

remainder of the 20
th
.   The marching orders for that day made no mention of scouting and 

reconnaissance in advance of the main body; Wellesley's few mounted troops provided security for 

the march columns but were not risked on missions beyond the support of the main columns.
12

  

 The British landings in the Mondego Bay caught the French commander in Portugal with his 

forces dispersed.  General Jean-Andoche Junot, commander of the French forces in Portugal, wanted 

the French forces that were dispersed to forage to concentrate near Lisbon.  He ordered General 

Henri-François Delaborde's infantry division to march north from Lisbon to cover the return of 

                       
7
 Horse Guards to Wellesley, 20 July 1808, Wellington’s Dispatches, III, 29.  
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General Louis-Henri Loison's force.  Delaborde's force was also to observe and if possible, to delay 

the British advance so the French could reform into a field army.  Delaborde confronted the British 

on 15 August near Brilos; his rear guard battalion was in contact with the light brigade under Fane.  

However, cavalry was not involved.  Delaborde, also weak in cavalry, had only 260 men of the 26
th
 

Chasseurs and could not risk his mounted arm away from his division.
13

 

 Wellesley attacked Delaborde's division at Roliça on 17 August.  Surrounded by a series of 

hills and ravines behind it, Roliça was hardy the place for large-scale use of cavalry.  As a result, and 

with limited cavalry, the Allied cavalry played an insignificant role until late in the day.  The fight 

began that morning with Wellesley holding his cavalry en masse behind the center column; only 

fifty Portuguese cavalry marched with the right flanking column of Colonel Nicholas Trant while on 

the left twenty British and twenty Portuguese led the flank column of General Ronald Ferguson.  

Wellesley described Delaborde's actions during the first attack and the result of the British lack of 

cavalry:  

The enemy retired by the passes into the mountains with the utmost regularity and 

the greatest celerity; and not withstanding the rapid advance of the British infantry, 

the want of a sufficient body of cavalry was the cause of his suffering but little loss in 

the plain.
14

 

 

Delaborde then took up a much stronger position at the end of the plain in the mountain passes. 

Wellesley was forced to organize a deliberate attack to dislodge the French rear-guard.  The second 

attack against Delaborde’s well-selected positions were much more costly and complicated, but 

again had no use for cavalry because of the terrain.  The second attack against Delaborde's position 

again forced the French rear guard to retire in good order by alternating battalions--two would hold 

back the British infantry pursuit while two moved to the rear.  Partial charges by the 26
th
 Chasseurs 

à Cheval against British skirmishers, pressing too close to the French, succeeded in slowing the 

pursuit and allowing Delaborde to break contact.  The Portuguese cavalry, fully one-half of 

Wellesley's cavalry, revealed themselves as unreliable, refusing to charge against an equal number of 

the Chasseurs.15
  Delaborde’s well handled rear-guard had delayed the British forces a full day 

(..continued) 
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providing Junot the time to unite his scattered forces. 

 The first engagement between the British and French forces failed to produce any situation 

in which Wellesley could use his few cavalry in a shock role due to their limited numbers, and the 

British movement from Mondego Bay to Roliça showed that Wellesley hesitated to use the light 

dragoons in reconnaissance, a role in which they lacked a clear doctrine.  Roliça deprived Wellesley 

of the unrestricted use of one-half of his cavalry and introduced a grain of doubt on the reliability of 

the rest of the Portuguese cavalry since they refused to face the French cavalry during Delaborde's 

second withdrawal.
16

 

  Wellesley learned on 18 August that Brigadier-General Robert Anstruther had arrived off 

the coast of Peniche, and moved the British force to the village of Vimiero to cover the landings.  

With the arrival of these new brigades, Wellesley's expedition totaled nearly 18,000 British and 

2,000 Portuguese.
17

  But the newly arrived convoys brought no additional horses with them to 

compensate for Wellesley's weakness in cavalry.  The lack of foresight in planning what would sail 

in each convoy from England continued to hamper Wellesley's operations.  Each convoy that sailed 

was not self-sufficient and if one were delayed, like the convoys with the cavalry, military 

operations suffered.  The 240 men of the 20
th
 Light Dragoons were the only mounted force in the 

British army that could close with the enemy.  Consequently, reconnaissance was restricted to the 

immediate area around the British forces.  Operating in a foreign country, the commander had to rely 

upon intelligence reports by the native population that might vary greatly in accuracy and detail.  Yet 

Wellesley was unwilling to send his few light horsemen out any distance from the army to confirm 

the intelligence reports he received. 

 The eight brigades of British infantry were situated on a series of low ridges to the southeast 

of the village of Vimiero, protecting the landings from a possible enemy advance from Lisbon. A 

critical factor in deploying the army was the availability of water in the August heat.  During the 

movement south from Mondego Bay, soldiers complained of the terrible thirst; the lack of protection 

from the sun and scarcity of water increased the soldier’s suffering.
18

  Six of the brigades were on 

the western ridge of Vimiero hill, near available water, while only one regiment from Ferguson's 

(..continued) 
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brigade was situated on the arid eastern ridge near Ventosa.  The cavalry, the reserve artillery, and 

the wagon transports were located to the north and west of Vimiero, behind the ridge, where there 

was water for the horses.  To protect his force, Wellesley placed infantry posts forward of his 

position while the cavalry patrolled the country as far as its slim numbers allowed, focusing 

primarily in the direction of Torres Vedras.
19

 

 The dearth of British cavalry provided inadequate intelligence and security.  Patrols on the 

nights of 19 and 20 August provided some information that the enemy was moving, but could not 

determine the strength or route of advance.  Wellesley distrusted these scant reports for he felt that 

"as we were so very inferior in cavalry, my patroles could not go out to any distance, and of course 

their reports were very vague, and not founded on certain grounds."
20

  On the other hand, French 

cavalry moved boldly, making it dangerous for small parties of British to wander any distance from 

their lines.  Frequently, the French cavalry patrolled right up to the British positions and on the 20
th
 

succeeded in pushing one patrol into the British rear, going as far as the landing beach at Maceira.
21

  

The patrols were part of the cavalry division of General Pierre Margaron, totaling 1,751 men, 

supported by an additional 200 from the volunteer squadrons of Lisbon.
22

  This force of cavalry 

contained the British so closely that although the 20
th
 Light Dragoons had orders to patrol four or 

five miles from the British positions, especially between the road entering Vimiero to the south to 

the road to Lourinha, they failed to collect any definite intelligence on the French forces.
23

   

 Around midnight on 20 August, a German sergeant with the 20
th
 Light Dragoons woke  
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Figure 6: Vimiero, 21 August 1808. 
 

Wellesley with the report that General Junot was within an hour's march with 20,000 men.
24

  

Discounting the report as inflated, Wellesley, nevertheless, did take additional precautions, alerting 
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the pickets and moving some artillery forward to Vimiero Hill.  Presently, dragoon vendettas began 

to hear the rumbling of guns and caissons over the wooden bridge at Villa Facaia.
25

  Since French 

cavalry had been hovering around the British positions throughout 20 August, the advance of Junot's 

forces was no surprise and Wellesley's troops were under arms before daybreak.  However, the 

direction of Junot's advance took the English commander by surprise.  Around 7:00 a.m. clouds of 

dust could be seen beyond the set of hills to the southeast; at 8:00 a.m. the advance guard of French 

cavalry was seen crowning a height to the south, sending scouts out to reconnoiter the route.  Soon 

another group of cavalry was seen cresting a mound north of the first, and Wellesley realized that the 

French attack would come from the east and not the south.  Due to the rolling nature of the ground, 

Junot's forces had, in some places, advanced within one and a half leagues (four to five miles) of the 

pickets along the Lourinho road before being seen.
26

  Wellesley ordered the British brigades to 

deploy on the eastern ridge to face the expected attack. 

 Junot's 13,000 men marched north until coming abreast of Vimiero and the British center.  

The French main body halted just before Vimiero hill after driving in the British pickets.  Junot's 

quick reconnaissance of Wellesley's position led him to attempt to seize the eastern ridge with one 

brigade while the remainder attacked Vimiero Hill.  Each column of the French force was protected 

with cavalry on its flanks although the ground was unfavorable for cavalry use.
27

  The remainder of 

Margaron’s cavalry made up the reserve with four battalions of grenadiers and was held in the rear 

of the main attack.  The French advanced in columns against the British brigades on Vimiero Hill; 

thick swarms of British skirmishers and the effective fire from the line regiments broke up the 

French attack and sent the columns reeling back down the hill in disarray.  General François-Etienne 

Kellermann's grenadiers lead Junot's second attack and attempted to penetrate the village of Vimiero 

from the north but were again driven off in confusion from the British positions.  Junot had used the 

last of the French infantry reserves in this last attack and a large body of bewildered infantry fell 

back behind some grenadiers to reform.
28

 

 During the assaults, the 20
th
 Light Dragoons and Portuguese cavalry were sheltered in the 
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low ground close to the banks of the Maceira, near General Catlin Craufurd's position.  Colonel 

Charles D. Taylor, commander of the 20
th
 Light Dragoons, sensing the moment to attack the 

disorganized French, wheeled his regiment from its covered position.  The 240 men of the 20
th
 with 

260 Portuguese cavalry started down the hill but the Portuguese troops, after receiving a few volleys 

from the French, pulled up and rode to the rear amid the jeers of British infantry.  The charge of the 

20
th
, executed at the gallop, quickly became uncontrollable.  The British horsemen passed through 

the remnants of French grenadiers as the latter attempted to form squares, and scattered them.  The 

cavalry swept past more disorganized infantry, further disrupting them and causing a few casualties 

but taking no prisoners.  Penetrating two miles from the British line, the 20
th
 had nearly reached the 

point where Junot was directing the battle.  The 20th, disorganized by their headlong charge, on 

blown horses, and beyond the support of artillery, were checked by a rock wall and then charged by 

the French reserve consisting of the 26
th
 Chasseurs à Cheval, 4th

 and 5
th
 Dragoons.  Fighting their 

way back to British lines, losses were heavy- twenty-one killed including Colonel Taylor, who had 

been shot through the heart; with twenty-four wounded, and eleven captured.
29

 

 As the fighting on the eastern ridge ran its course, the battle of Vimiero gradually ended 

around noon.  Using his cavalry as screen, Junot rallied his broken regiments.  Since no British 

pursuit was undertaken, he withdrew his army.  On the British side, Sir Harry Burrard replaced Sir 

Arthur Wellesley; the next morning Sir Hew Dalrymple landed to take command.  The Convention 

of Cintra was signed on 23 August; on 9 September British troops entered Lisbon ending the first 

French invasion of Portugal. 

 The experiences of the small British cavalry force in the first two battles in the Peninsula 

highlighted some aspects that would mark their employment throughout the war.  Wellesley used the 

meager cavalry available in a number of roles: close-in security of his columns on the march; 
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scouting and reconnaissance to provide security and intelligence on enemy movements at Vimiero; 

and shock action during battle.  In the first of these missions, the 20
th
 Light Dragoons went untested 

since no French attack took place on the marching British columns.  As an intelligence gathering 

force, a traditional role for light horse units, the light dragoons were successful but hampered by 

their small numbers in obtaining adequate knowledge of the French dispositions.  Wellesley had 

stated that the nights of 19 and 20 August 

my patroles gave me intelligence of movements by the enemy; but as we were 

so very inferior in cavalry, my patroles could not go out any distance, and of 

course their reports were very vague, and not founded on certain grounds.
30

 

 

The light dragoons could not confirm the enemy strength, the routes being they used, or the state of 

their forces.  Because of their numerical weakness, the regiment could not be risked to obtain this 

intelligence.  In its final role as a shock force, the 20
th
 Light Dragoons highlighted the doctrinal 

problems faced by British cavalry as a result of Sir David Dundas's regulations.  Advancing at the 

full gallop for the whole distance, the formation soon lost order and control became impossible. The 

commander was unable to recall or maneuver the squadrons to meet any new threat that might 

present itself.  The inability of recalling the cavalrymen once unleashed, reforming them quickly into 

a semblance of order to meet new threats, meant that they were a one shot weapon; once employed 

they became ineffective, sometimes the remainder of the entire battle. 

 This manner of attack, in which British cavalry commanders believed that élan and dash 

made up for numbers, was to be a reoccurring fault of the mounted arm.   Wellesley's reliable 

cavalry force was exhausted for the day by their headlong charge, unable to perform screening and 

security missions.
31

  A few hours after the battle, General Kellermann with two troops of dragoons 

was able to ride up to the infantry pickets before being challenged, demonstrating the lack of 

security because the cavalry vedettes had not been reposted.  Yet Wellesley praised the forces under 

his command for their bravery; the 20
th
 Light Dragoons and its colonel were mentioned by name in 

the dispatch of the battle.  But as Wellesley wrote to Viscount Castlereagh, "we wanted only a few 
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hundred more cavalry to annihilate the French Army."
32

 

  After the Convention of Cintra, reinforcements continued to arrive in the Peninsula and 

additional forces were sent to bolster the cavalry arm.  Lieutenant-General Harry Burrard's Corps 

arrived on 29 August, bringing with it the 3
rd

 Light Dragoons of the King's German Legion.  

Burrard, Dalrymple, and Wellesley were recalled to England to respond to an inquiry into the 

Convention of Cintra; command in the Peninsula devolved to Sir John Moore.  During September 

the 18
th
 Light Dragoons that had sailed 27 July arrived and by 18 October Moore had organized his 

cavalry into a brigade under Brigadier-General Charles Stewart.
33

   Stewart was the half-brother of 

Robert Stewart, Lord Castlereagh.  Dashing and handsome, Stewart had a great deal of experience 

on active service.  He had participated in the Netherlands in 1794-95, and with the withdrawal of 

British forces he became a liaison officer with the Austrian Army from 1795-96.  During a cavalry 

action near Donauwörth, he was shot under the left eye and suffered damage to his sight.  He again 

served on active service in the campaign of 1799 in Holland, where he was again slightly wounded.  

His major faults as a commander were his defective sight and hearing caused by his wounds.
34

 

La Coruña Campaign 

In order to support the Spanish armies in their counter-offensive against the French in the fall of 

1808, Moore, with a force of six infantry brigades, marched north using the roads from Lisbon to 

Coimbra and Ciudad Rodrigo; he arrived at Salamanca on 23 November.  Stewart's cavalry moved 

along a circuitous route from Elvas, west of Madrid, with the artillery under Sir John Hope.  Moore 

was now forced to wait for the reinforcements sent from the garrisons in England.  Through 

inexperience or plain mismanagement, three additional regiments of cavalry, the most deficient force 
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in the expedition, were shipped off last from England and did not arrive until three weeks after the 

rest of the troops landed at La Coruña.  The 7
th
 and 10

th
 Hussars arrived on 7 November and the 15

th
 

Hussars on the 12
th
.  These three regiments, placed under the command of Lord Henry Paget, totaled 

some 2,278 additional cavalrymen.
35

  Paget had commanded an infantry brigade during the Flanders 

campaign in 1794-95 as a young lieutenant colonel through a purchased position, even though he 

had only twelve months experience in the army.  In 1795, hearing of army reforms that would 

discriminate against officers who had not served in the intermediate ranks, Paget purchased a 

remarkable series of promotions: on 11 March to lieutenant, 25 March to captain, 20 May to major, 

and permanent lieutenant-colonel on 15 June.  He became a lieutenant colonel in the 7
th
 Light 

Dragoons in 1797, and in 1799 served in the Holland expedition in command of a brigade of 

cavalry. 

 The decision to delay the cavalry to Spain hampered Moore's operations.  Although Sir 

David Baird could have linked up with Moore in the vicinity of Salamanca by 13 November, the 

cavalry were unable to arrive there until 20-25 November.  Due to this delay, Moore's army was so 

much out of the campaign in Spain that Napoleon was unaware of its position so it had no influence 

upon French operations.
36

  Moore, hearing of French successes during his march to Salamanca, gave 

orders to Baird to prepare to withdraw to La Coruña while Moore's force would withdraw to 

Portugal.  By 4 December, Hope's force had joined with Moore, and the situation concerning the 

French began to improve.  According to reports, Madrid had risen in revolt, and Napoleon was 

concentrating his army near Madrid.  Moore ordered Baird forward to join his army near Benevente. 

 On 5 December Moore ordered the cavalry to advance north. By the third week of December the 

army had completed its concentration at Mayorga, linking with Baird's corps and the cavalry at 

Melgar Abaxo.
37

  

 Before the link-up was complete, cavalry troops had made contact with an isolated French 

Corps to the north under Marshal Nicolas Soult.  On 12 December, a squadron of the 18
th
 Light 
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Dragoons found the enemy at Rueda.  A small French picket in town had put cotton bales at the 

entrance to block entry by more than one man.  Forty of the hussars dismounted and attacked the 

village, forcing the guard force back into their guard house and then out the back door to escape.  

While the dismounted attack, lead by Colonel Jones, was launched, another group attacked the 

outlying picket, and dispersed or destroyed it.  Twenty-six prisoners and twelve horses were 

captured in this initial engagement, while the hussars suffered one killed and two wounded.  At the 

same time, the hussars were delighted to capture 500 bags of cotton in the town, with a value of 

£3,000.
38

  

  The British patrols began to seek isolated French pickets.  On 15 December, the 15
th
 

Hussars surprised a patrol from the 22
nd

 Chasseurs, capturing a French lieutenant colonel and nearly 

all of his patrol.
39

 On 20 December, the Army was reorganized and a cavalry division, consisting of 

two brigades, was formed under the command of Paget.  The 7
th
, 10

th
, and 15

th
 Hussars formed a 

hussar brigade under the command of Major-General John Slade.  The La Coruña Campaign was 

Slade's first active service, although all his previous assignments had been with dragoon regiments.
40

 

 Slade was politically connected, a fact that accounts for his longevity in the Peninsula.  When 

ordered to the Peninsula, Slade had been on the staff in Ireland.  Arriving at Falsmouth to ship out, 

he found out from the port master that he was to command the hussar brigade.  The Prince of Wales 

personally handed Slade his light cavalry saber, hussar jacket, and pelisse.
41

  The two other 

regiments, the 18th Light Dragoons and 3rd Light Dragoons, King's German Legion, remained in 

Charles Stewart’s brigade, making a total cavalry strength of 2,278 in the division.
42

  

 Moore had decided to attack Soult's isolated Corps and threaten the French lines of 

communications.  By 19 December, the cavalry arrived at Mayorga after a thirty-mile march through  
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Figure 7: La Coruña Campaign. 
 

a severe snowstorm.
43

  Since mid-December, the British cavalry had been in almost constant contact 
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with the French, gaining experience and confidence. On 15 December, a patrol of the 18
th
 Light 

Dragoons attacked a French party of the 22
nd

 Regiment of Chasseurs à Cheval near Valladolid, 

taking their lieutenant-colonel and almost all his party, which served to increase the British cavalry’s 

confidence.
44

  With a series of successes against small French patrols, Paget decided on a bolder 

stroke.  Moving from Melgar Abaxo during the night, the 10
th
 and 15

th
 Hussars approached the town 

of Sahagún before dawn 21 December in an effort to cut off an isolated detachment of French 

cavalry.
45

 

 The weather had turned extreme.  Sleet, drifting snow and ice were common.  The nights 

were so cold that the ice on small rivers could bear the weight of artillery pieces.  The footing 

remained treacherous.
46

  Many hussars had to lead their mounts on foot during the fifteen-mile 

night march due to the treacherous conditions, but some horses still fell and were injured.  The 

French forces at Sahagún consisted of General César-Alexandre Debelle's Brigade of the 8
th
 

Dragoons and the 1
st
 Provisional Chasseurs a Cheval from General Jean-Baptiste Franceschi's 

Cavalry Division. Due to the harsh weather, Debelle's troops failed to provide any outlying vedettes. 

 Paget's plan was to have the 10
th
 Hussars and the horse artillery under Slade attack the town directly 

and draw French attention.  The 15
th
 Hussars with Paget was to flank around the village to cut off the 

French escape route.
47

 

 The British advance guard surprised the French guards on the road leading into town and 

took five prisoners, but two Frenchmen escaped to alert the French garrison.  By the time the 15
th
 

had reached the outskirts of the village, Debelle's forces were forming on the plain outside of town, 

with the Chasseurs in front and the dragoons to the rear in a column, by squadrons.  Without waiting 

for the 10
th
 Hussars that had been slowed in the town, Paget ordered the 15

th
 forward at the trot.

48
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The hussars hit a ditch that temporarily halted their advance until they found secure ground.  The 

French retired eastward at the trot but seeing that the 15
th
, moving along a parallel route, would 

overtake them, formed up again in a snow covered vineyard.  The 15
th
 Hussars halted, wheeled into 

line, gave a "huzza" and charged.  The Chasseurs fired their carbines from the saddle  

 

Figure 8: Sahagún, 21 December 1808. 
 

at the British as they crossed the 400 yards.  The 15
th
 shouted "Emsdorf and victory," and hit the 

French line, breaking it.
49

   

The shock was terrible; horses and men were overthrown, and a shriek of terror, 

intermixed with oaths, groans, and prayers for mercy, issued from the whole extent 

of their front.
50

 

 

The remnants of the Chasseurs fell back on the dragoons and caused them to break and flee in front 

of the British troopers.  The 15
th
 pursued, chasing the French in a variety of directions.  Order was 

lost within the regiment as the engagement became a melee with hand to hand combat, and soldiers 

escorting prisoners to the rear.  The 15
th
 Hussars left no troop in reserve to support the charge.  

During the charge, the order "left squadron in support" reached the commander of the left squadron 

(..continued) 
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just before his troops crashed into the French, and he decided to ignore the command, which had 

come in some confusion.  Some junior officers saw the danger to the regiment, and tried to rally their 

troops without much success.  Suddenly, in the early morning light, another body of troops was seen 

approaching.   

As soon as I noticed this fresh body of cavalry, I looked anxiously round the plain in 

hopes of discovering a rallying point; but the regiment was so completely scattered in 

pursuit that I could not perceive a single squadron formed on the field, and I 

considered our situation so desperate that I considered the only thing that remained 

for us to do was to sell our lives as dearly as possible.
51

 

 

Fortunately for the 15
th
 Hussars, the approaching cavalry was the 10

th
 Hussars.  Despite the 

confusion, Sahagún was still a significant victory.  The French 1
st
 Provisional Chasseurs lost nearly 

half their regiment; thirteen officers including two lieutenant colonels, and another 157 men were 

captured and twenty killed, and many wounded.  The 15
th
 Hussars lost twenty men, but oddly, lost 

twenty-six riderless horses that followed the retreating French.
52

 

 Moore halted his tired troops for two days to bring up supplies when he learned that French 

forces were moving to intercept him.  Ordering the army to retreat, Moore instructed Paget to screen 

the movement from Soult’s corps.  Paget's five regiments of cavalry pushed out until they made 

contact with the enemy pickets, and were ordered not to quit these positions until nightfall of 25 

December to give the infantry two days of unopposed marches.  The cavalry pressed in so closely to 

Soult's position and even advanced towards Placentia so that it appeared Soult was confused whether 
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a retreat had begun or if he would be attacked.  The 2,400 British cavalry were being confronted on a 

front of some thirty miles by thirteen French regiments; there were four each from the units of 

General Jean Thomas Lorges and General Armand-Lebrun Houssaye's divisions, two of General 

Auguste Colbert and three of the Imperial Guard.  To the British participants, the superiority of the 

British horses and handling became apparent.  The intensive drilling and change of formation that 

was the primary training of the British horse, allowed British squadrons to be maneuvered more 

quickly than similar French units.  After the fighting, Napoleon overestimated the British cavalry at 

being between 4,000 and 5,000 sabers, and Sir John Moore was able to write Castlereagh from 

Benevente that  

The cavalry is round us in great numbers; they are checked by our cavalry, which 

have obtained by their spirit and enterprise an ascendancy over that of the French 

which nothing but great superiority of numbers on their part will get the better of . . . 

The only part of the army which has hitherto been engaged with the enemy, has been 

the cavalry; and it is impossible for me to say too much in their praise . . . Our 

cavalry is very superior in quality to any the French have; and the right spirit has 

been infused in them by the example and instruction of their two leaders, Lord Paget 

and Brigadier-General Stuart [sic].
53

  

 

  Individual engagements of the cavalry testify to their high spirits and confidence.  Captain 

Jones of the 18
th
 Hussars with thirty men attacked 100 French cavalry, killing fourteen, capturing six 

and driving off the rest on 26 December.  In twelve days, the British cavalry captured nearly 500 

prisoners, and inflicted a great many casualties. Many British observers credited the lack of French 

aggressiveness to the small unit successes.
54

  The 3
rd

 Light Dragoons of the King’s German Legion 

had similar successes against small bodies of French cavalry as they took over the rear-guard from 

26-27 December.
55

  However the conditions on campaign were already taking their toll on men and 

horses.  As early as 26 December, the 15
th
 Light Dragoons at Villa Valdera had to destroy horses 
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that could not keep up to prevent them from falling into French hands.
56

 

 The intent of Moore’s orders not to retreat before nightfall of 25 December was clearly 

understood.  Without major pressure, the cavalry remained in contact until late 27 December before 

withdrawing to Benevente.
57

  By 28 December, Paget's troops had fallen back upon Brigadier-

General Robert Crawfurd's infantry brigade that was guarding the bridge of Castro Gonzalo.  

Destroying the bridge near midnight on the 29th, pickets were placed along the river at possible 

fording sites while the infantry withdrew.  The next day General Charles Lefebvre-Desnoëttes, 

seeing only the pickets on the far side of the Elsa, decided to force a crossing.  With three squadrons 

of the Chasseurs á Cheval of the Imperial Guard and a mixed squadron of light horse and 

Mamelukes, 550 men began to swim the river.  The first squadron crossed the river and pushed back 

the British outlying picket of twenty men commanded Major Luftus Otway.  Otway concentrated his 

outlying pickets and sent a dragoon orderly for reinforcements.
58

 

 Falling back skirmishing the two miles to Benevente, Otway’s picket was reinforced a half-

mile from the town.  The lead squadrons of the British cavalry were completely intermingled 

 

Figure 9: Benevente, 29 December 1808. 
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with the French Imperial Guard cavalry and ignored the order to recall.
59

  The second French 

squadron across took advantage of the confusion near the bank to move to the British rear.  The 

commander of this initial encountered recalled that “the [threat] brought our people to their 

recollections.”  As the meleé continued, the arrival of Stewart’s three troops of the 3
rd

 Light 

Dragoons, King’s German Legion, and the pickets of the 7
th
, 10

th 
Hussars and 18

th
 Light Dragoons 

stabilized the situation for the British, and both sides rallied.  For a second time the British charged, 

intermingled with the French, and then retreated when the French held their position.  Carbine fire 

continued as the two sides regained their ranks.
60

 

 Lefebvre-Desnoëttes moved his entire force across the river to confront the British pickets 

whom he outnumbered by fifty sabers (450 to 400).  What the French commander did not realize 

was that Paget had brought the 10
th
 and 18

th
 Hussars up to a concealed position on the French left 

flank and was withdrawing his pickets from the river to lure the French forward.  Lefebvre-

Desnoëttes launched his attack.  When only 100 yards from the British, he saw the 10
th
 Hussars, with 

Paget in the lead, bearing down on his flank with the 18
th
 Light Dragoons in support.  The French 

turned and made for the river barely ahead of the British.  The main body of the Imperial Guard 

cavalry made it safely to the river and began to cross.  However, the rear of the retiring French, 

including the commander Lefebvre-Desnoëttes, were delayed by the British horsemen and then by a 

number of the horses that refused to enter the swift current of the Elsa a second time.  Lefebvre-

Desnoëttes' horse was wounded and he was captured along with forty of his men.  Across the river, 

the French began to form and a steady carbine fire ensued.
61

  Reaching the river, the British cavalry 

fired upon the retreating squadrons with their carbines.  A detachment of dismounted chasseurs 

answered and covered the reforming squadrons until driven off by two British horse artillery guns.
62

 

 Total French losses were 9 killed, 98 wounded and 45 captured, including their commander, 

Lefebvre-Desnoëttes.
63

  The British lost twelve killed and had seventy wounded.  Losses by both 
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sides might have been greater if their horsemen had been better trained in the use of the swords; 

many chasseurs reported black eyes and bruises on their backs and arms from poorly handled British 

blades. The wounds inflicted by the King's German Legion were more deadly.  German troopers 

reported injuries inflicted on the French to include arms cut clean off, heads split to the neck, and 

one chasseur with his face cut from ear to ear.
64

  

 The effect of the fight at Benavente, other than checking the pride of the French cavalry, was 

that the French cavalry did not venture in hand to hand combat with the British for a number of days. 

 Indeed, even at Benevente, the French had not advanced to charge but had waited to receive the 

British charge.
65

  The engagement had been between relatively equal forces, and the losses by both 

sides comparable.  The French cavalry had become too confident with its fights with the poorly 

trained Spanish cavalry, and had learned to treat the British cavalry with a higher regard.  By 30 

December, the rear guard had reached Astorga without much harassment.  The British horsemen 

needed the respite.  As early as 26 December the conditions of the horses began to deteriorate 

rapidly, and forty horses in Slade's Brigade alone had to be destroyed by their riders.  Scarcity of 

proper forage, constant duty, and especially the lack of replacement shoes, caused the condition of 

the horses to decline even more rapidly by the New Year.  Since the farrier's forge carts were unable 

to keep pace with the rest of the baggage, they were burned to keep them from falling into enemy 

hands.  Yet, even if the carts were available, few opportunities presented themselves to shod the 

horses.  Making forced marches by as much as sixty miles in two days, the cavalry reached Villa 

Franca.
66

 

 Some squadrons were almost constantly in their saddles within sight of the pursuing French. 

 Rarely able to come to blows, the last files of dragoons exchanged pistol shots with the leading 

French ranks before again breaking contact.  By 3 January Lord Paget ordered that any horse unable 

to keep up with its regiment would have to be destroyed to prevent capture.  Charles Stewart wrote, 

(..continued) 
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"it was a sad spectacle to behold these fine creatures urged and goaded on till their strength utterly 

failed them, and then shot to death by their riders."
67

  Robert Blakeney of 95
th
 Rifles wrote that he 

learned to ignore the frequent pistol exchanges by the dragoons as their mounts were killed.  The 

scene he painted of the army's retreat is poignant. 

The slaughter of the horses continued throughout the day.  They were led to the last 

by the dragoons, who then, whilst unable to restrain their manly tears, became the 

unwilling executioners of these noble animals, which had so lately and so powerfully 

contributed to their heroic deeds, and with a martial spirit equal to that of the gallant 

riders whom they bore irresistibly against the foe.
68

 

 As the army pushed into the mountains near Astorga, the need for cavalry decreased.  Three 

cavalry regiments were sent to the rear while the Light Brigade of the 7
th
, 10

th
 and 15

th
 Hussars was 

assigned to the reserve division of General Edward Paget to provide a rear guard.  Initially, the 15
th
 

Hussars, along with the 20
th
 Foot and two companies from the Rifle Brigade continued to cover the 

Army’s withdrawal.
69

  Meanwhile, the French cavalry began to cause havoc among the stragglers of 

the British army.  The advanced guard under Auguste Colbert, maintained constant pressure on the 

British rearguard.
70

  Entering Bembibre on 1-2 January 1809, Colbert’s brigade found over 1,000 

British stragglers, many of whom were drunk.
71

  At Cacabellos on 2-3 January, Moore decided to 

halt to allow the stores collected in Villa Franca to be destroyed or moved.  The rearguard, 

consisting of the 15
th
 Hussars, two companies of 95

th
 Rifles, two light guns, and the 20

th
 Foot, were 

joined by the 3
rd

 Light Dragoons of the King’s German Legion, and selected a strong position across 

the Gua River, swollen by the winter rains.  On the western side of town, the terrain was terraced 

with vineyards, and a single stone bridge crossed the river.  Paget deployed the 15
th
 Hussars near the 

bridge in the center of town, supported by the two guns, and the 20
th
 Foot took up positions among 

the buildings, wall, and terraced vineyards on the west of the river.  The 95
th
 Rifles deployed to the 
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east, about half a league east of the bridge.
72

  Colbert’s cavalry skirmished throughout the morning 

with the British pickets.  Around 2:00 p.m., Moore ordered the rearguard to withdraw and join the 

army near Villafranca.  The 95
th
 Rifles were ordered back across the bridge, and Colbert seeing an 

opportunity, assembled his four regiments abreast and charged to cut off the withdrawing riflemen.
73

 

  Charging into the confined streets without support, Colbert’s men suffered heavily and Colbert was 

killed with a shot through the temple.
74

  Only later, when infantrymen of Merle’s division arrived 

and forced a crossing did the rearguard begin to withdraw.  The 3
rd

 Hussars of the King’s German 

Legion covered the rearguard while the forces that had been engaged all day withdrew.
75

 

 At Lugo, Moore halted his weary troops and formed for battle, hoping the French advance 

guard could be lured into a rash attack.  On 7 January Soult’s troops probed the British positions but 

were easily repulsed. The next day both sides stared at each other, as the British hoped the French 

would again attack and the French waited for more troops to arrive.   That night, Moore reluctantly 

gave the order for the withdrawal to continue.
76

  On the left of the British position, the 15
th
 Light 

Dragoons skirmished with two squadrons of cuirassiers and after dark lit log fires to deceive the 

French into believing the army was remaining.  In the night, the march towards Corunna resumed.
77

 

 On 9 January, the 7
th
 and 10

th
 Light Dragoons took over the rearguard.  Finally on 11 January, the 

rearguard arrived in the environs of La Coruña, only to be greeted with the sight of an empty 

harbor.
78

 

 Poor terrain for cavalry around La Coruña and the deplorable state of the horses meant little 
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work for the cavalry outside of furnishing pickets.
79

  On the afternoon of 14 January, after the 

transport fleet had arrived, the sick, wounded, and the cavalry and artillery started to board the 

transports at La Coruña.  By the next day, last cavalry regiment still on outpost was relieved.  The 

10
th
 Hussars had been ordered to embark but had to wait for the 15

th
 Hussars and the German 

cavalry to complete their evacuation.  These regiments continued their embarkation during the 16
th
 

as the battle of La Coruña raged.
80

   

 The total strength of cavalry available to Lord Paget had been 3,078 at the end of October 

1808 (this included units that had not landed yet but would join Moore's Army).  By 19 December, 

the effective strength of the cavalry had dropped to 2,450 men.  One month later, 2,800 men of the 

cavalry division, almost completely without horses or accoutrements, returned to England.  Priority 

went to embarking the officers’ horses; only thirty troop horses per regiment were embarked due to 

the shortage of transports.
81

  Out of total losses to the army during the La Coruña Campaign, only 

278 cavalry soldiers failed to return after conducting an effective rear guard and screening action 

under the worst possible conditions.
82

  The British cavalry, in almost constant contact with the 

enemy, maintained their discipline and morale in a campaign marked by the excesses of other British 

soldiers.  That the campaign was hard upon the cavalry can be gauged by the casualties to their 

mounts--upon returning to La Coruña, only 250 of the chargers were in a condition to warrant their 

return to England.  Some units had been unable to unsaddle their horses for periods of three to four 

days, and care for the horses had suffered.  The horses unfit to return were hamstrung or shot, and 

left on the field of La Coruña.
83

 Many were taken to the beach at low tide and shot in hopes that the 

tide would take their carcasses out to sea.
84

 

 The light horsemen of the British army showed themselves capable of rear guard and 
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screening missions in northern Spain.  The accusation that the mounted arm lost all sense of order 

and discipline when given the order to charge were true for some actions during the campaign.  On 

the other hand, supporters who claimed that Lord Paget was the greatest living commander of 

cavalry in the British army, point to his leadership as the key element in maintaining command and 

control, but they did not look at his actions at the battles or the very nature of the battlefields 

themselves.
85

  Sahagún saw equal number of opposing horsemen and a charge by the 15
th
 Hussars 

that swept the French from the field.  However, if an order was given for a squadron to support the 

regiment's charge, it was misunderstood and ignored.  The 10th Hussars performed a supporting role 

out of serendipity, and not because of planning.  Their late appearance on the battlefield caused 

discomfort to the 15
th
 Hussars who mistook the 10

th
 Hussars for French support.  No French 

reinforcements were in the neighborhood to influence the battle; once Debelle' brigade had been 

routed they had no support of their own to fall back upon.  In a similar manner, the charge at 

Benavente occurred with a natural obstacle to stop any uncontrolled pursuit- namely the swollen 

Esla River.  The river was also an impediment to the French receiving additional support.   

 The question arises where a commander should place himself on the battlefield.  John 

Moore, who usually accompanied the rear-guard, turned over the actual execution of the rear guard 

mission to Lord Paget, who was able to organize it as he saw fit.  During the combat at Benevente, 

Paget placed himself at the head of the 10
th
 Hussars as they charged into the flank of Lefebvre-

Desnoëttes’ Guards.  Later, commanders like Robert Long would be criticized for doing just that--

putting himself at the head of his troops instead of at the rear seeing to the supports.  Again at 

Sahagún, Paget placed himself at the head of a squadron as they charged the French.  If the act of 

charge did not force the engagement to its final conclusion, the senior commander would be hard 

pressed to direct additional British forces to the critical spot. 

 The weather played a major role in the campaign.  The sleet, snow, and ice effectively closed 

off all but the major avenues of advance to the French.  Swollen rivers, snow and ice covered roads 

contributed to limiting the effectiveness of the French cavalry in bringing their superior numbers to 

bear.  Instead of swarms of horsemen appearing from various directions to harass the retreating 

British, pursuit was limited to only the most major of roads and crossings. 
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 The senior British cavalry commanders also came under criticism in the campaign.  Gordon 

of the 15
th
 Hussars claimed they were happy when Slade decided to march with the 10

th
 instead, and 

attacked him for a want of enterprise in not sending out patrols to gather information on the French.  

In addition, his decision to give a long winded speech at Sahagún raised doubts about his 

performance.  Paget also came under scrutiny.  He sent a flag of truce to ask the French to surrender 

after the 15
th
 had scattered them at Sahagún; this allowed them to outdistance their pursuers.  Both 

Paget and the colonel of the 15
th
, Sir Colquhoun Grant, became so engrossed in the action that they 

failed to sound the rally until almost too late.
86

  During the remainder of the retreat, Paget did not 

employ any type of rotation system to allow his cavalry to get their horses reshod periodically.  If the 

campaign, for whatever reason, had lasted longer than it did, the cavalry for all intents would have 

been destroyed as an effective force.
87

  In the beginning of January, two of the major leaders were 

also incapacitated by ophthalmia, an inflammation of the eye.  By 4 January, Paget and Stewart were 

both led to the rear, unable to see.  Paget had his eyes bandaged, and his horse led by Colonel Elley, 

the Adjutant-General of the cavalry.
88

 

 Analyzing the campaign in no way takes away from the determination, courage, and abilities 

of the individual British trooper, particularly when fighting in small units.  Rather, it sheds light 

upon the unbalanced juxtaposition of this campaign with the rest of the Peninsula War that has been 

made through the years.  Admittedly, the role of the British cavalry had been successful under severe 

French pressure.  However, the generalship and command that proved successful in the particular 

terrain of Benevente and Sahagún would be attacked by critics as amateurish and overly brash when 

the conditions were not as favorable.  Moore's campaign, with only three weeks of enemy contact, 

provided many opportunities to exploit the British dash and cavalry élan.  How well larger numbers 

of cavalry over extended periods could be maneuvered and controlled was yet to be determined.  
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 CHAPTER 3 
 
 ADVANCED GUARD: THE OPORTO CAMPAIGN  

 
Inhabitants of Oporto! The French troops having been expelled from this town by the 
superior gallantry and discipline of the Army under my command, I call upon the 
inhabitants of Oporto to be merciful to the wounded and prisoners.  By the laws of 
war they are entitled to my protection, which I am determined to offer them; and it 
will be worthy of the generosity and bravery of the Portuguese nation not to revenge 
the injuries which have been done to them on these unfortunate persons, who can 
only be considered as instruments in the hands of more powerful, who are still in 
arms against us.1 

 
 As Sir John Moore pushed into Spain to confront the French troops in December 1808, the 

remaining British forces in Portugal were consolidated under Major General Sir John Craddock. The 

forces left behind were not insignificant; yet by themselves they did not have the strength to pursue 

offensive operations.  The defense of Portugal was entrusted to thirteen battalions of infantry, three 

squadrons of cavalry, and five batteries of artillery.2  The cavalry consisted of the two squadrons of 

the 20th Light Dragoons that had been cut up at Vimiero and one squadron of the 3rd Light Dragoons 

of the King's German Legion that had arrived in Portugal too late to accompany the rest of its 

regiment into Spain.3  Additional forces had already embarked to reinforce the forces in Portugal.  In 

early December the 14th Light Dragoons with Major-General Stapleton Cotton left England and 

reached Portugal by 22 December.  In an effort to reinforce Moore, Craddock sent the 14th Light 

Dragoons by way of Almeida to join Moore's army but logistical problems with the commissariat 

forced the cancellation of the idea.  Craddock made another attempt to support Moore on 12 January 
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size were known as troops, and that term will be used to signify the horse artillery attached to 
cavalry brigades. 
3 There was also a troop of the 18th Light Dragoons consisting of one cornet and fifty-eight men. 
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Research, XVI (1936): 35; Oman, Peninsular War, II, 201. 
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when he embarked 600 men of the 14th Light Dragoons on troop ships, and 1,300 infantry under 

Cotton sailed for Vigo on the coast of Spain.  However, before the transports could sail, news came 

of Moore's retreat and the expedition was abandoned.  The 14th Light Dragoons, along with the 9th 

Foot, and later the two "battalions of detachments" (formed from stragglers, sick, and soldiers on 

command from Moore's troops) were given the mission of occupying positions between Lisbon and 

Coimbra, with advance detachments sent as far forward as the Vouga to observe Marshal Soult's 

forces.4 

 After La Coruña, French troops again advanced into Portugal.  Marshal Nicolas Jean de Dieu 

Soult went to Oporto, General Pierre-Bellon Lapisse threatened the central route coming from 

Salamanca and Ciudad Rodrigo, and Marshal Claude Victor-Perrin threatened the southern route 

along the Tagus, near Talavera.5 The commander of the British advance post, Major-General 

Stapleton Cotton, was thirty-three years old.  He was described as five foot, eight inches in height, 

slight yet strongly built with a swarthy complexion.6  He would earn the nickname Lion d'Or during 

the Peninsula War for his expensive uniforms and courage under fire.   The second son of Sir Robert 

Cotton, fifth baronet of Combermere Abbey, young Cotton attended a private military academy at 

Norwood House, but his education consisted of cleaning his flintlock and accouterments.  Enlisting 

in the army in 1790, within four years he was a captain in the 6th Dragoon Guards; he accompanied 

the regiment to Flanders and took part in the cavalry action at Cateau.  His family purchased him a 

lieutenant-colonelcy in the 25th Light Dragoons and he accompanied the regiment to India in 1797.  

He became acquainted with the colonel of the 33rd Foot, Sir Arthur Wellesley, and led a mixed 

brigade consisting of the 25th Light Dragoons and sepoy cavalry during the campaign against Tippoo 

Sultan in Mysore. 

 During this period Cotton saw Wellesley often, and both men were named as godfathers of 

their commanding officer's newborn daughter.  Returning to England after the campaign, Cotton was 

stationed in Ireland. He commanded a brigade quartered along the coast of England during the 

invasion scare.  By 1805, Cotton was a confidant of the Prince of Wales, and promoted to the rank of 

major general.  However, an injudicious comment to friends of an injury the Prince suffered while 

                                                 
4 Combermere, Stapleton Cotton, Viscount, Memoirs and Correspondence of Field-Marshal 
Viscount Combermere, (London, 1866), I, 116-17. Hereafter cited as Cotton's Correspondence. 
5 Beamish, King’s German Legion, I, 186. 
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visiting a woman one night caused Cotton to lose favor.7 

 When Cotton reached Lisbon in 1809, he found of the 976 cavalrymen only 800 sabers on 

outpost duty since sickness and detached duty had reduced their effective strength.  The force under 

Cotton proceeded to Loaires, nine miles north of Lisbon, where each squadron spread in an arc along 

the road network to provide security.  A troop of eighty dragoons and a half battery of King’s 

German Legion artillery occupied the advanced post of the army, six miles beyond Loaires.  The 

remainder of the cavalry was spread across the countryside in troop size positions, and a central 

reserve and headquarters element was maintained at Loaires.8    

 The decision to continue the struggle in Portugal after Moore's retreat resulted in an influx of 

new units.  By 22 April when Sir Arthur Wellesley returned to take command of the British forces in 

the Peninsula, five cavalry regiments with nearly 3,300 rank and file were embarked for the 

Peninsula.9  Cradock in the few months between Moore’s defeat and Wellesley’s return had moved a 

portion of the army forward towards Oporto.10 Wellesley established his headquarters at Leiria and 

began preparing the arriving forces for offensive action to reclaim the Kingdom of Portugal.  

Wellesley had the choice of attacking Marshal Victor's Corps that was threatening Lisbon from the 

Tagus valley or attacking Soult's Corps occupying Oporto.  Soult's forces had marched south after 

the evacuation of the British troops from La Coruña but his inability to concentrate his diverse forces 

prevented an advance on Lisbon; consequently, he had remained in Oporto since March.  Wellesley 

believed he had to act before the two French forces could join. 

 When Wellesley established his headquarters at Leiria the cavalry in country had already 

risen to 1,870 effectives; by the time he moved his headquarters forward to Coimbra on 1 May that 

number had increased to 3,074.11  With the additional forces came problems with landing the troops. 

                                                                                                                                                             
6 Cotton, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 46. 
7 Cotton, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 75-116; Dictionary of National Biography, IV, 1241-44. 
8 Hawker, Journal of a Regimental Officer, During the Recent Campaign in Portugal and Spain 
under Lord Viscount Wellington with a Correct Plan of the Battle of Talavera, (London, 1981), 
18-20.  
9 These were the 3rd Dragoon Guards, 1st and 4th Dragoons, 16th Light Dragoons, and the 1st 
Light Dragoons (Hussars) of the King's German Legion.  Each had a rank and file strength of 
672 men except the King's German Legion that had only 606, for a total strength of 3,294 sabers. 
 Castlereagh to Wellesley, 2 April 1809, Wellington's Supplementary Despatches, VI, 211. 
10 D’Urban, Benjamin, The Peninsular Journal, 1808-1817, (London, 1988), 51. 
11  General Monthly Return, 1 May 1809, gave the following total rank and file: 
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 Disembarking the horses in small boats, in which individual horses were lowered into the boats and 

then rowed ashore, tended to break the horse’s legs in rough weather and caused the commander 

concern.12  Enough cavalry regiments had arrived by 4 May to form two cavalry brigades.  A heavy 

brigade, consisting of the 3rd Dragoon Guards and the 4th Dragoons, was assigned to Brigadier-

General Henry Fane.  Fane had already seen action in the Peninsula, first at Roliça and Vimiero as 

the light brigade commander, and then on Moore's campaign, as a line infantry brigade commander. 

 Fane's brigade would be part of a force containing four infantry regiments and a battery of artillery 

near Abrantès to "watch the movement of enemy on the eastern frontier of Portugal." 13 They were to 

prevent Victor's Corps from disrupting Wellesley's attack on Soult.  

 The other cavalry brigade was commanded by Cotton and consisted of the 14th, 16th, 20th 

Light Dragoons, and the 3rd Light Dragoons of the King's German Legion.  One squadron of the 14th 

Light Dragoon was deployed with Marshal Beresford as part of the flanking force that was to cut off 

Soult's retreat into central Spain.14  Just prior to the advanced guard of the Allied army’s advance on 

Oporto, Lieutenant-General William Payne arrived and assumed overall command of the cavalry.  

Payne returned home only when recalled during a controversy caused by General John Sherbrooke's 

absence in May 1810.  Appointed a local lieutenant general in May 1809, Payne’s' previous service 

had been confined exclusively to cavalry units.  He had participated in the Flanders Campaign of 

1793-95 as a captain, fighting at Beaumont and Willems.  He became a lieutenant colonel in the 3rd 

Dragoon Guards during 1796.15 

                                                                                                                                                             
3rd Dragoon Guards             655 
4th Dragoons                     672 
14th Light Dragoons               671 
16th Light Dragoons              671 
20th Light Dragoons (2 squadrons)    282 
3rd Light Dragoons, King’s German Legion (1 squadron) 123 
 Of the total of 3,074 rank and file, only 2,809 were fit for duty at the beginning of the 
campaign. Wellington's Supplementary Despatches, XIII, 317. 
12 Wellesley to Liverpool, 20 June 1809, National Library of Scotland, MSS 9932. 
13 General Monthly Return, 1 May 1809, Wellington's Supplementary Despatches, XIII, 317; 
General Orders, 4 May 1809, Wellington's Dispatches, (1852 edition) VI, 250; Wellesley to 
Mackenzie, 1 May 1809, IV, 286. 
14 General Monthly Return, 1 May 1809, XIII, Wellington's Supplementary Despatches, 317. 
15 Surprisingly, the man destined to command Wellesley's cavalry for a year has had little written 
about him.  William Payne has no Dictionary of National Biography entry, and indeed a great 
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Figure 10: Oporto Campaign 

                                                                                                                                                             
many of the works of the Peninsula War bypass his command, often substituting Cotton as the 
division commander almost a year before Cotton actually took command. Great Britain, War 
Office, List of All the Officers of the Army and the Royal Marines on Full and Half-Pay, (London, 
1807), 10, 62 (hereafter referred to as Army List); Londonderry, Narrative, I, 316; Atkinson, 
History of the Royal Dragoons, (Glasgow, 1934), 208. 
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 Wellesley reviewed his force on 7 May, and on the same day additional reinforcements in 

the form of 157 men from the 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion and fifty-five men of the 20th 

Light Dragoons had arrived to bolster the force.16   The next day the cavalry moved forward to 

Avelans and on the 9th to the banks of the Vouga River.  Wellesley's mission for Cotton's light 

brigade was ambitious.  Major-General Cotton's  

First object will be to endeavor to surprise the enemy's advanced guard near 
Albergaria Nova . . . He will press the enemy and if an opportunity should offer for 
doing so, he will attempt to pass the bridge at Oporto with the French rear guard, or 
at all events endeavour to prevent, if possible, the destruction of the bridge. He will 
secure whatever boats may be found on the left bank of the river.17 

 
 The cavalry's inexperience on campaign soon became evident.  The night of 9 May was 

recorded as the first night that the troops were turned out into a field for bivouac instead of being 

quartered in houses.  The early evening consisted of testing the myriad of inventions from England 

designed to make living off the land more comfortable.  However, just as the camp quieted down for 

the night, an officer from Cotton's staff came to the bivouac and alerted the squadrons to be ready to 

move out at 11:00 p.m. in an attempt to surprise the French pickets in Albergaria Nova at daybreak.  

Albergaria Nova contained the headquarters of General Jean-Baptiste Franceschi's cavalry division.  

Troops in the town consisted of four weak cavalry regiments from his division, a single infantry 

regiment and one artillery battery.18  

 The night movement was impeded by the soldiers' inexperience.  Formed into a single file to 

pass a ravine near the Vouga crossing, the column suffered constant halts and delays.  Men fell 

asleep in the saddle when halted, and breaks in the column resulted.  Sections became disoriented, 

                                                 
16 Wellington to Berkeley, 10 May 1809, National Library of Scotland MSS 9932. 
17 Instructions from the Quartermaster-General, 8 May 1809, Wellington's Supplementary 
Despatches, VI, 259. 
18 Franceschi's troops were the 1st Hussars, 8th Dragoons, 22nd Chasseurs and Hanoverian 
Chevaux-legers, about 1,200 sabers. Tomkinson, a participant in the charge, stated that the 
numbers given by Wellesley in his dispatch, four cavalry regiments, one infantry, and some 
artillery, must be incorrect because he never saw that many troops or any guns and that if they 
did have that much force they would have stood and fought.  Tomkinson's position on the field, 
inexperience, and excitement must have lead to his underestimating the enemy, for the two 
artillery pieces were both captured in the village.  Wellesley to Castlereagh, 12 May 1809, 
Wellington's Dispatches, IV, 322-23 and Munster, Account of the British Campaign in 1809 
under Sir A. Wellesley, in Portugal and Spain, (London, 1831), 24-25 both contradict 
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lost and were forced to back track to regain the column.  Just before daybreak, the head of the 

column came upon the French pickets while the rear of the column was still disorganized by the 

tumult caused by the night movement.  The French sentinels retired through the village of Albergaria 

Nova as the British cavalry brigade formed up on the plain outside of town.  French cavalry were 

rapidly forming on the far side of the village in disarray while skirmishers from the French advanced 

and took the British under fire.  French infantry occupied some woods barring the cavalry from 

advancing toward the French line, and support in the form of Portuguese infantry and two three-

pounders from General Edward Stewart's brigade came forward.  Seeing these troops come up, the 

French outpost began to retire in haste.  The ground was not favorable for cavalry, and the French 

company acting as skirmishers was able to form a square and retire on its regiment without being 

impeded by the British cavalry.19  Covering the French skirmishers withdrawal was a regiment of 

light cavalry.  Two squadrons of the 16th Light Dragoons, supported by two squadrons of the 14th 

Light Dragoons, charged the French, who fired a volley and made off to the rear.  The losses to both 

sides were minimal--the 16th Light Dragoons lost one officer, two men wounded, and one man 

missing.  Observers described it as "more like a sham-fight on Wimbledon Common than an action 

in a foreign country."20  The object of the engagement was unfulfilled-Franceschi's rear guard was 

not surprised and were allowed to withdraw due to the confusion of a night march and delay of 

supporting arms being brought forward.  The cavalry attempted to turn the French left.21  Portions of 

the 31st Léger had been detached to cover the riverbank west towards the sea, but rejoined their 

regiment and 31st Léger deployed near the village of Feira halted any further pursuit by the British 

cavalry.22 

 The next day the army continued the advance up the main road to Oporto.  The troops of 

Cotton, Paget, and Major General Roland Hill were opposite the infantry division of General Julien 

Augustin Mermet and the cavalry division of Franceschi near the town of Grijon.  British forces 

                                                                                                                                                             
Tomkinson’s observations and agree with Oman's assessment. Oman, Peninsular War, II, 324. 
19 Fantin des Odoards, Journal du Général Fantin des Odoards étapes d’un officer de la Grande 
Armée, 1800-1830 (Paris, 1895) 231. 
20 Hawker, Narrative, 49. 
21 Tomkinson, The Diary of a Cavalry Officer, (London, 1971), 3-5; Hawker, Journal, 47-50; 
Londonderry, Narrative, I, 333-35. 
22 Odoards, Fantin des, Journal du Général Fantin des Odoards Étapes d’un Officer de la Grande 
Armée, 1800-1830.  (Paris, 1895), 230; Hawker, Journal, 47-50. 
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numbered around 7,000 infantry and 1,500 cavalry against 4,200 infantry and 1,200 horse.  

Wellesley attempted to determine whether the French intended to fight a serious rear guard action, 

pushing some light companies into the woods on either side of the town.  Realizing that the French 

intended to stand, Wellesley decided to turn both their flanks while holding Cotton's cavalry as a 

reserve in the center until the position was turned. The 16th Portuguese Line and two of the King's 

German Legion moved through the woods to either flank while Hill's brigade advanced along a road 

that lead to the French rear. The skirmishers from the four line battalions of the King’s German 

Legion drove the trailleurs back.  They retired upon their reserve, which advanced, fired a volley, 

and then retired, followed again by the King’s German Legion skirmishers.23   As the British troops 

pushed in the flank guards, the French commanders decided to withdraw.  Franceschi's troops 

moved off first since the fields behind the French position were cut with walls and cavalry would be 

unable to effectively cover the withdrawal.24 

 The British cavalry soon caught up to Mermet's rear guard over the brow of the hill where 

French troops had been posted.  Here the road entered woods, with the terrain being uneven and 

rocky.  Two squadrons of the 16th Light Dragoons entered the defile to reach the French.  Before 

going too far, the column was stopped by an adjutant-general officer who declared that the enemy 

positions were too strong.  The troops remained stationary in the defile because the officers at the 

rear and front of the column gave conflicting orders.  The officer at the head told the troops to 

withdraw, while a staff officer in the rear kept ordering the troops to advance.  Finally, the officer at 

the rear, insisting on orders from Brigadier-General Stewart that the 16th Light Dragoons must 

advance, moved the column forward over the narrow lane to attack the French infantry posted 

there.25  French infantry fired a volley that knocked down most of the front ranks and then began to 

retreat.  The cavalry followed, jumping walls and chasing the French into the woods.  Believing that 

cavalry would not attack in such terrain without infantry support, the French retired towards 

                                                 
23 Beamish, King’s German Legion, I, 193. 
24 Munster, Campaign in 1809, 24-6; Cotton, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 118-19; Oman, 
Peninsular War, II, 328-29. 
25 Tomkinson, then a young lieutenant, overheard the back and forth countermanding of orders 
between the two captains and was with the lead troop when they charged.  He barely turned off 
the lane into a field occupied by the French before he was wounded in three places. Of the eight 
men who entered the field with him, only one escaped injury.  Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry 
Officer, 8-9. 
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Oporto.26 

 The charge, over terrain ill suited for employment of cavalry, should not have been made.  

The British squadrons lost ten killed, thirty-one wounded, and ten missing while the French regiment 

had two officers wounded and an unknown number of men killed and wounded.27  One French 

officer stated, “our wounded was very considerable, and would have been greater if the British 

cavalry had been better handled.”28  The British had captured over one hundred prisoners.29  

Lieutenant Tomkinson, wounded in the charge, denounced two men for ordering the charge--Charles 

Stewart for ordering it and his staff officer who insisted on the attack.  The charge was made over 

ground unsuitable for cavalry.  Fortunately for the British, the attack was launched against three 

infantry battalions whose morale was already shaken.  The incident at Grijon reflected a weakness in 

British cavalry officers.  The attack, ordered without a solid understanding of the conditions the 

troops would encounter or of the enemy situation, was based on that over-riding confidence that 

cavalry, by itself, could overcome any resistance if only led and executed with the proper spirit and 

élan.  Tomkinson states "had this affair occurred later in the war, no cavalry officer would have 

made the attack without representing the enemy's position."30  Significantly, the brigade commander, 

General Cotton was not the man who issued the order for the charge, but rather Stewart.  As a 

member of Wellesley's staff, the adjutant-general was expected to accompany the troops.  Stewart 

remembers the action as 

It occurred to me that a good opportunity was furnished, of making a successful 
charge with a few troops of cavalry. Sir Arthur Wellesley instantly acceded to my 
proposal, and two squadrons being intrusted to me, we galloped forward along the 
road, and overthrew, with repeated attacks, everything which stood in our way.31  

 
The charge accomplished nothing.  The rest of the day the French rear guard retired, without 

seriously being pressured by the British advanced guard.  One squadron of the 14th Light Dragoons 

remained in Grijon helping to collect the wounded, while another from the 14th Light Dragoons tried 

to move to Villa Nova but got lost.  Without pressure, the French rear guard reached the suburbs of 

                                                 
26 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 9-10; Oman, Peninsular War, II, 330-31. 
27 Martinien, Officers, Tuès et Blessés, 459. 
28 Odoards, Journal du Général Fantin des Odoards, 231. 
29 Oman, Peninsular War, II, 330. 
30 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 11. 
31 Londonderry, Narrative, I, 333-35. 



63 

Villa Nova and crossed the boat bridge across the Douro River and then blew up the bridge.32 

 Oporto, the second city of Portugal, was an ancient Roman city along the banks of the Douro 

River in northern Portugal.  It was important in Portuguese history as a port and the center of 

Portuguese trade.  It was most prominent in the 15th century as the center of commerce for the newly 

discovered Portuguese colonies.  The French under Marshal Soult had occupied the city soon after 

the advance from La Coruña in January.  Soult felt secure behind the Douro River; he expected that 

if Wellesley did attempt to cross the Douro it would be down stream near the mouth of the river and 

the Atlantic.  There Wellesley could use the advantage of the Royal Navy to ferry his troops to the 

north bank of the river.  The Royal Navy could also provide protection for the crossing.  

Consequently Soult had scoured the ferryboats downstream from Oporto, and had placed cavalry 

pickets along the downstream banks to watch for British crossing attempts.33 

 Wellington sent one battalion of the King’s German Legion, a squadron of the 14th Light 

Dragoons, and two 6-pound cannon to Avintas, four miles east of Oporto.  These forces, under 

Murray, were to collect boats and attempt to cross the Douro as a diversion for the actual crossing.  

While this was occurring, troops under Paget collected boats opposite the Seminary do Bispo, and 

began crossing up the river from the French in Oporto.34  The first battalion across, the Buff’s, 

secured a bridgehead and was rapidly followed by Hill’s brigade, the 48th and 66th Foot, and then a 

Portuguese battalion and the battalion of detachments in Brigadier Richard Stewart’s brigade.  The 

17th Leger, stationed in the town, were the first to react to the British crossing.35   The fighting 

stabilized for two hours, gradually the French were pushed back from the town and into a series of 

fields cut by stone walls.36  As the French fought this force, Murray's small force crossed and 

secured a bridgehead at Avintas, and moved towards Oporto, threatening the left flank of Soult’s 

forces. This threat, and the appearance of another brigade that had crossed to the west of Oporto 

                                                 
32 Hawker, Journal, 59-64; Oman, Peninsular War, II, 330-31. 
33 Urban, Mark. The Man Who Broke Napoleon’s Codes, (New York, 2001) 36-37. 
34 Wellington to Castlereagh, 12 May 1809, Wellington’s Dispatches, IV, 324.  
35 Rapport du génèral Foy au génèral Delaborde, 27 May 1809, as cited in Foy, Maximilien 
Sébastien.  History of the War in the Peninsula, under Napoleon: to which is Prefixed a View of the 
Political and Military State of the Four Belligerent Powers. (Tyne and Wear: 1989) I, 338. 
36 Wrottesley, George, Life and Correspondence of Field Marshal Sir John Burgoyne, London, 
1873 (2 vols), I, 41. 
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forced Soult’s force to withdraw from the two threats to their flanks.37  The 17th Leger was 

particularly in danger from this threat.  Murray’s troops saw Soult's Corps fleeing in disarray along 

the road to the east.  One squadron of the 14th Light Dragoons was initially ordered to attack some 

troops, but Murray recalled the squadron because he thought the enemy force too strong.  Murray's 

force watched most of the French pass.  When Stewart rode up, he took one squadron of the 14th 

Light Dragoons and attempted to charge the French rear guard that was being hastily assembled.38 

 The French retreated along the road; the fields along both sides were cut by walls running in 

different directions.  Stewart ordered the squadron forward, and upon reaching the road, they formed 

a column of three abreast.  Advancing at the gallop for nearly two miles, it cleared the British lines 

when a strong body of French drawn up in a close column with fixed bayonets appeared.  On the left 

of the cavalry, French infantry lined the wall, resting their muskets along the top just out of saber 

reach, making the cavalry endure a running fire as they passed.   The lead ranks penetrated the 

French battalion that ran in great confusion.  Three hundred French were cut off and made prisoners; 

Delaborde escaped when his captor was killed; General Maximilien Foy received a saber wound on 

the shoulder and had a horse killed under him.39  Of the 110 dragoons that charged, thirty-five were 

killed and wounded, with at least six captured. The British infantry, coming up close behind the 14th 

Light Dragoons, compelled the French brigade to withdraw.  A French General remarked to a 

captured British dragoon who later escaped and rejoined his regiment that in the General's opinion, 

the British dragoons "must have all been drunk, or mad; as the brigade we attacked was nearly 2,000 

strong."40 

 Soult’s retreat along the most direct route to Spain had been threatened by a force under 

Marshal Beresford, forcing Soult to use a number of herder’s trails over the mountain ranges.41  The 

French retreat, a forced march in the mountains without as one participate recounted “without 

stopping for fire or food” soon deteriorated and “pillage and burning signaled our passage.”42 British 

troops pursued the fleeing French until 19 May, watching the French abandon knapsacks, plunder, 

                                                 
37 Ibid., Wellington to Castlereagh, 12 May 1809, IV, 324. 
38 Oman, Peninsular War, II, 340-41. 
39 Girod de L’Ain, Maurice. Vie Militaire du Général Foy.  (Paris, 1900) 80-81. 
40 Hawker, Journal, 57. 
41 Urban, Napoleon’s Codes, 44-45. 
42 Odoards, Journal du Général Fantin des Odoards, 234-35. 
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and hamstringing their lame animals all in an effort to escape.  But the terrain encountered during the 

pursuit was rough and the cavalry was only in the lead briefly on the third day.  When the pursuit 

was called off, Soult's battered corps escaped, although without supplies or baggage.43 

 Wellesley's cavalry had played an important part in the four-day operation leading to the 

capture of Oporto.  In the advanced guard, the cavalry had been almost constantly engaged since 

crossing the Vouga on 10 May until the charge on the French rear guard as they retreated on the high 

road from Oporto on the 12th. Wellesley singled out the cavalry a number of times in his dispatch to 

the government, writing, "the superiority of the British cavalry was evident throughout the day [10 

May]."  Charles Stewart was recognized twice for the charges he led, as were the commanding 

officers of the squadrons under him.44  But the mention of a staff officer taking command of troops 

in the field raised questions about the command structure, a concern that was raised at the time.  One 

cavalry officer, Charles Cocks wrote that Stewart’s “only merit on either day was being Lord 

Castlereagh’s brother.  On both occasions when he came within sight of the enemy he said ‘There is 

your enemy, charge them’ and went back.”45  Was Stewart overstepping his role as a staff officer 

when he assumed command of units in the field?   Was he merely trying to take advantage of an 

opportune moment in which the mounted arm could be used to good effect?   No mention was made 

during these critical charges as to the location or duties of the brigade commander, Cotton, or the 

division commander, Payne. 

 During the engagement near Grijon, in which the advanced guard was pursuing the main 

French rear guard along the army's primary axis of advance, the point of effort should have been 

with the advancing troops.  Yet, neither Cotton nor Payne was conspicuous in the memoirs.  A staff 

officer at Grijon and again on the high road out of Oporto ordered significant bodies of cavalry 

forward without undertaking a thorough reconnaissance or understanding of the enemy situation.  

                                                 
43 The details of the various writers vary slightly; the forces involved and losses come from 
Hawker who participated in the charge.  Wellesley's 12 May dispatch states that two squadrons 
participated, but in reality the second squadron had just crossed the ferry and was still moving 
forward when the action occurred.  See Wellesley to Castlereagh, 12 May 1809, Wellington's 
Dispatches, IV, 323-24; Hawker, Journal, 53-64; Munster, Campaign in 1809, 34; Oman, 
Peninsular War, II, 335-340; Fortescue, British Army, VII, 162-63. 
44 Wellesley to Castlereagh, 12 May 1809, Wellington's Dispatches, IV, 322-26. 
45 Cocks, Edward Charles.  Intelligence Officer in the Peninsula: Letters and Diaries of Major 
the Hon Edward Charles Cocks, 1786-1812.  Edited by Julia V. Page (New York, 1986) Cocks 
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Both actions were executed in poor terrain for horses and in both instances the demoralization and 

confusion of the French troops allowed the British cavalry to suffer less casualties than should have 

been expected. 

 Light dragoons in the Douro Campaign had shown great morale and élan when ordered to 

charge; at times they bordered on the foolhardy as they attacked in situations that were clearly 

dangerous.  Whether they would now become serious students of their profession and overcome 

their inexperience without major losses remained to be seen.  The style of command shown in the 

operations of May had been decentralized- a cavalry brigade deployed by squadrons, working 

almost independently of each other to accomplish the mission.  Because of the terrain around 

Oporto, the regiments worked more often as squadrons without massing as a brigade, except for the 

initial deployment opposite Albergaria Nova. This lack of coordination worked with the few British 

cavalrymen that actually saw actions in the campaign and fitted the style of the advance, which 

needed a more decentralized approach to take advantage of fleeting opportunities.  Their role in 

contributing to the British success was marginal. They provided security for the main body of 

Wellesley’s force, but little reconnaissance was conducted.  Even the critical piece of information 

that the French had left the banks of the Douro undefended was not reported by the cavalry, but by 

an officer from Wellesley’s staff.  In addition, since the French were willing to retired when pressed, 

British cavalry had not been tested on the critical light horse mission of outpost duty- Colonel 

Nicholas Truant’s Portuguese troops had been manning the line of the Vouga river until the army 

passed through to attack.  The system of command and control of the cavalry would be stressed 

further with the next operation as more cavalry regiments joined the army. 

                                                                                                                                                             
to his cousin, 11 June 1809, 30-31. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

THE TALAVERA CAMPAIGN 
 

I certainly lament the necessity which obliges me to halt at present, and will 
oblige me to withdraw from Spain, if it should continue. . .and I can only say, that I 
have never see an army as ill treated in any country, or, considering that all depends 
upon its operations, one which deserved good treatment so much.1 

 
 After the success of the Oporto campaign, Wellesley's forces began to retrace their steps to 

the south, gathering in the vicinity of Abrantès.  Brigadier-General Fane's brigade bivouacked near 

Abrantès while the brigade under Cotton moved to the area of Thomar with a horse artillery troop.  

The organization of the cavalry continued to change.  Captain Meyers' detachment of the 3rd Light 

Dragoons of the King's German Legion was ordered to return to England to join the remainder of 

their regiment; their horses were distributed among the 14th Light Dragoons and the wagon train to 

fill shortages.  The remaining detachment of the 20th Light Dragoons also marched to Lisbon to 

embark; they were to join the remainder of their regiment in Sicily.2  Even as the detachment was 

being ordered to Sicily, the delayed convoys continued to arrive in Portugal.  Five ships with fifty-

five men and 125 horses of the 20th Light Dragoons arrived on May 7th and were held at Figueira 

until they could be shipped to Sicily.3 

 Additional cavalry regiments arrived in Portugal.  The 1st Light Dragoons (Hussars) of the 

King's German Legion joined the army at Castello Branco on 25 June, while the 23rd Light 

Dragoons, newly arrived from India, departed from Lisbon to join the army.4  These two regiments 

were formed into a new light brigade under the colorful Major-General William Erskine.  Forty 

                     
1 Wellington to Frere, 24 July 1809, Selection from the Dispatches and General Orders, 273. 
2 Despite Castlereagh's letter in April informing Wellesley that the 20th Light Dragoons were to 
rejoin their regiment, the detachment did not move to Lisbon to embark until June.  Castlereagh 
to Wellington, 11 April 1809, Wellington's Supplementary Despatches, VI, 223; Distribution of 
the Army, June 1809, XIII, 327; Hawker, Journal of a Regimental Officer, 72-78; Beamish, 
King's German Legion, I, 189.  
3 Wellington to Berkeley, 8 May 1809, 10 May 1809, National Library of Scotland MSS 9932. 
4 Berkeley to Wellington, 10 May 1809, National Library of Scotland MSS 9932. 



68 

years old, he had been with the 15th Light Dragoons in Flanders in 1793 that charged and saved the 

Emperor Leopold at Villiers-en-Couche.  Erskine served in Parliament from 1796 to 1806 and since 

that time had applied repeatedly for active service.5  With the creation of the third brigade, the 

cavalry was now listed in army returns as a division under Lieutenant-General Payne.6 

 During the spring of 1809, the cavalry division used the time available to prepare for the 

upcoming campaign.  Squadrons drilled constantly; practiced patrolling, out-post and picket duty, 

advanced and rear guard responsibilities.  The brigades turned out for inspections; Payne, Wellesley, 

and Beresford observed the heavy brigade under Fane in one three-day period.  The commanders 

also had an opportunity to take their brigades out on field days, to practice maneuvering with half 

regiments and then working up to two regiment exercises.  New units joined the cavalry as quickly 

as they could be released from the port.  On 25 June, the 23rd Light Dragoons was still in Lisbon 

waiting the arrival of one transport but were hastily ordered forward and brigaded with the 1st Light 

Dragoons of the King’s German Legion on 28 June.7  Strict instructions were issued in the care and 

feeding of the horses in the Peninsula to overcome problems in acclimatizing the horses to the 

fodder.  In early May, a general order was promulgated concerning the use of forage.  Horses were 

to be slowly acclimated to the local foodstuffs.  Upon landing, a horse was to be fed one-half English 

corn and forage and one-half Portuguese, increasing the percentage of Portuguese over time until the 

animals were being fed entirely on local forage.  In July, additional instructions were issued 

concerning the watering of horses prior to or after feeding with rye, corn, or barley.8 

 The experience of the 23rd Light Dragoons were fairly typical in the losses of horses 

experienced during the trip to Portugal.  Fourteen died during the passage, and two showed 

                     
5 Dictionary of National Biography, VI, 863-64.  Erskine received the Order of Maria-Theresa for 
this charge.  He was politically connected.  His father had been the Quarter-Master General under 
Sir Henry Clinton during the American Revolution, made baronet in 1791, and was second in 
command under the Duke of York during the Flanders campaign of 1793.  Erskine, who had 
already been confined for insanity would not actually join the army until 1810, and Brigadier-
General George Anson would command this brigade during the Talavera campaign. 
6 Distribution of the Army, 21 June 1809, Wellington's Supplementary Despatches, XIII, 328.  
Previous to this distribution, the two cavalry brigades were referred to as simply the cavalry, 
with Payne in command. 
7 Seymour to Wellesley, 25 June 1809, WP No. 1/264.  
8 Madden, "The Diary of Charles Dudley Madden, Lieutenant 4th Dragoons," The Royal United 
Services Institute, LVIII (1914): 334-38; General Orders, 5 May 1809, Wellington’s Dispatches 
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symptoms of glanders and had to be destroyed.  Glanders was a bacterial disease that primarily 

affects horses and mules, but could be transmitted to humans.  Glanders caused lesions in the 

nostrils, glands, and lungs and if left untreated can result in a 95% mortality rate.  Animals that had 

apparently recovered could remain carriers so the only true treatment at the time was to destroy the 

animal before it inflected others.  Serving in troop transports and in close contact of the animals was 

particularly dangerous to a cavalry regiment and the letters home from regimental commanders often 

discussed this problem.9 

 Other matters concerning the senior command of the cavalry occurred immediately before 

the army was to march.  Major-General Roland Hill and Major-General Stapleton Cotton each, in 

Wellesley's opinion, deserved the rank of lieutenant general in the local service.  However, 

promoting Cotton would make him ineligible to command his brigade while at the same time there 

were no suitable lieutenant-general positions to offer him.  Wellesley offered to remove Cotton's 

name from the letter recommending promotion if Cotton wanted to remain with his brigade; 

Wellesley volunteered to wait for Cotton's reaction concerning Hill's promotion before 

communicating with England.  Wellesley went to great lengths to explain his actions, but felt that 

Cotton's experience, exclusively in cavalry units, would hamper his usefulness if he were promoted 

and moved to an infantry command.  As the "services of infantry and cavalry are so distinct," 

Wellesley recommended that Cotton remain with his brigade, confident his action would be 

understood both in England and in Portugal.10 

 Cotton did misunderstand Wellesley's intention, forcing Sir Arthur to explain in another 

letter in still greater detail. 

You have mistaken me entirely if you suppose that I have any wish not to 
recommend you for promotion which is not founded upon the apprehension that it 
may interfere with your own views upon the cavalry.  I conceive that you have as fair 
a claim as any man in the army, and I recommend you for it this day.  You will 

(..continued) 

(1852 edition), III, 335; General Orders, 1 July 1809, Selections from the General Orders, 270. 
9 Seymour to Wellesley, 25 June 1809, WP 1/264; 
http://www.defra.gov.uk/animalh/diseases/notifiable/disease/glanders.htm, accessed 13 July 
2004.  Often there were arguments between the regimental commander and Royal Navy officers 
on whether the horses brought glanders on board the vessels or caught the disease from the 
poorly cleaned transports.  
10 Wellesley to Cotton, 23 June 1809, Wellington's Dispatches, IV, 461; Wellesley to Cotton, 24 
June 1809, Wellington's Supplementary Despatches, VI, 294-95. 
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remain with your brigade till I shall receive an answer from England; and if anything 
should occur in the mean time to enable me to keep you as a lieutenant-general with 
the cavalry, I will avail myself of it.11 

 
Wellesley sent forward the recommendation for Hill and Cotton, but he would have to find a suitable 

command for the latter if a favorable answer was received from England.  This situation would not 

be solved until September. 

 On 28 June, Wellesley's army advanced into Spain to cooperate with General Gregorio de la 

Cuesta, the Captain-General of Extremadura.  An advanced guard consisting of two squadrons of 

cavalry, five companies of the 60th Foot, two infantry brigades, Anson's light cavalry brigade, and 

artillery moved forward.  By the first week of July the army had crossed into Spain and the supply 

system began to collapse.  Rapidly the condition of the horses of some regiments deteriorated, with 

nine horses of the 14th Light Dragoons starving to death in early July.12  As the army crossed the 

border near Zarza La Mayor, General Jean Baptiste Marie Franceschi-Delonne, the cavalry officer 

who only six weeks earlier had been facing Wellesley's forces near Oporto, was brought to the 

British headquarters.  Captured in Leon by a priest and ten peasants after Soult's evacuation of 

Portugal, Franceschi complained of how pitiful it was "for a general of Hussars to be captured by a 

Friar."13 

 The march of the British army into Spain slowed as they advanced deeper into the 

country.  Want of mules and transport forced Wellesley to leave his military chest and 

ammunition at Abrantès, so the British could not pay for supplies with hard currency.  Halted for 

eight days at Plasencia, intelligence was received that Victor with 35,000 men lay a little to the 

east of Talavera de la Reyna; General Horace Sebastiani was near Madridejos with an estimated 

10,000 men watching the advance on Madrid of the Spanish General Francisco Venegas.  

Wellesley met with Cuesta and developed a plan of action to unite the two allied armies, advance 

towards Victor, and defeat him before other French forces could reinforce him.  The negotiations 

between the two commanders teetered back and forth concerning detachments to turn the French  

                     
11 Wellesley to Cotton, 26 June 1809, Wellington's Supplementary Despatches, VI, 298. 
12 Memorandum from the Quartermaster-General, June 1809, ibid., XIII, 319-20; Hawker, 
Journal of a Regimental Officer, 79-92. 
13 Franceschi was riding through the countryside with only two aides when captured.  He would 
be held by the Spanish in very harsh conditions, and would die at Carthagena in October 1810.   



71 

 

Figure 11: Talavera Campaign.

(..continued) 

Londonderry, Narrative, I, 378-79. 
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right flank and to cover the Allied flanks, but Wellesley steadfastly refused to accept any plan 

that called for division of elements of the British Army from the main army.14  Wellesley found 

the Spanish commander difficult to deal with, describing him "as obstinate as any gentleman at 

the head of an army ought to be."15 

 The two armies united in the vicinity of Oropesa, and two days later advanced on Talavera.  

Spanish horsemen of Duke of Albuquerque’s cavalry division arrived first at the town, and found 

800-1,000 French cavalry of General Marie Latour-Maubourg's division dismounted on the plain to 

the west.  The French cavalry was described by an eyewitness as displaying the "upmost 

indifference. . . feeling assured that a few skirmishers would check the advance of the Spanish 

cavalry in their front."16  The French trailleurs and the Spanish skirmished for four hours while the 

Spanish troops waited for infantry and artillery support.  Even when both appeared, the Spanish 

made no headway with the French rear guard. Only when Anson's brigade appeared on the left flank 

did the French retire through Talavera and ford the Alberche, halting on the far side.  Anson's 

brigade pursued for four miles, but the Alberche River, running into the Tagus, prevented an attack.  

As Anson's brigade drew near the river, two French batteries opened fire, compelling the British to 

withdraw with slight losses.17 

 The night of 22 July, Anson's Brigade and Major General John Randall Mackenzie's division 

were left in front of the British army to observe Victor's troops.  The next day, Colonel William H. 

De Lancey, Deputy Quarter-Master General of the cavalry, was sent on a reconnaissance with thirty 

soldiers from the 1st Hussars.  The patrol saw the French outposts drawing off about midnight, with 

Victor's entire Corps in retreat.  Early the next morning, Brigadier-General Charles Stewart took two 

squadrons of the 1st Hussars on a reconnaissance to Santa Olalla where they came upon the French 

                     
14 Wellington to Castlereagh, 27 June 1809, Wellington’s Dispatches, IV, 470; Wellington to 
Castlereagh, 1 July 1809, IV, 485-86; Wellington to Frere, 13 July 1809, IV, 505-6.  The letter to 
Frere in particular discusses the various detachments and missions that Cuesta suggested, and 
Wellington’s rational for deny the request. 
15 Wellesley to Castlereagh, 17 June 1809, ibid., IV, 430. 
16 Munster, British Campaign of 1809, 60. 
17 Munster relates how once again Charles Stewart appeared on the scene, and tried to persuade a 
group of Spanish officers to charge the withdrawing French columns before they reached 
Talavera.  As soon as the French fired upon the cavalry, Munster claimed the Spanish scattered 
in every direction and refused to advance again.  Munster, British Campaign in 1809, 60-63; 
Oman, Peninsular War, II, 488. 
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rear guard.  After ineffective skirmishing, Stewart's patrol returned on 25 July.18 

 Cuesta decided to follow Victor, although he had previously rejected two allied plans to 

attack Victor in the vicinity of Talavera.  Wellesley had become thoroughly disgusted by the actions 

of his ally, and despaired in obtaining supplies and remained at Talavera.  Wellesley posted two 

infantry divisions and the two cavalry regiments of George Anson's brigade to the east of Talavera.  

Cuesta advanced twenty-seven miles to the vicinity of Torrijos when he learned that Sebastiani’s 

Corps and King Joseph’s reserve from Madrid had joined Victor’s Corps.  The French now 

numbered 40,000 troops, so Cuesta withdrew to the British positions at Talavera.  To cover his 

withdrawal Cuesta left an infantry division and two cavalry regiments, which were soon attacked 

and beaten back by the French advanced guard.19 

 On 26 July the Spanish Army retreated to the British position that was being prepared at 

Talavera.  Anson's brigade, still across the Alberche, was ordered to cover the withdrawal of the 

remaining Spanish and the two British divisions.  At 1:00 a.m., the 14th Light Dragoons were 

ordered from the British positions at Talavera to patrol the four miles between the army and the 

advanced posts of Lieutenant-General John Sherbrooke and Major-General Mackenzie.  Reaching 

the Alberche, they crossed the river and moved to the advanced post at about 9:00 a.m.  Here they 

encountered Sherbrooke's retreating forces.  Wellesley had ordered Sherbrooke to re-cross the river, 

leaving Mackenzie and the cavalry as an advanced post in the woods to the front.  The French 

attacked Mackenzie’s troops before they themselves could cross the ford around noon, but were 

covered by the two regiments of Anson's brigade.  The French vedettes skirmished with the cavalry 

to within a mile of town, when the cavalry turned out again to support Mackenzie’s troops.  

Advancing, Anson's force came under a heavy cannonade, so he retired to the river.  By this time, 

General Payne brought up four additional cavalry regiments to the western side of the Alberche to 

support Anson's brigade.  As Mackenzie’s troops withdrew, they set fire to a French camp of huts 

near the ford.  The flames and smoke agitated the horses of two squadrons from the King's German 

                     
18 Stewart took the patrol forward without orders, or as Fortescue remarked "with his usual busy 
restlessness."  Determining that the enemy had taken the road to Toledo, Wellesley ordered the 
squadrons withdrawn, and gave Sherbrooke instructions to send forward no more British troops, 
even if Cuesta requested them. Beamish, King's German Legion, I, 202-04. Fortescue, British 
Army, VII, 217. 
19 Wellington to Castlereagh, 29 July 1809, Wellington’s Dispatches, IV, 532-33.  
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Legion; consequently, as they attempted to break contact with the French and move across the river, 

the horses refused to enter the river.  Two men were killed and one wounded and a number of horses 

lost due to their refusal to cross.  The British regiments broke contact as they crossed the river and 

withdrew the four miles to the British lines.20  

 The Spanish army occupied the right flank of the British position that extended from the 

town of Talavera, a strong position with sunken roads and orchards.  The British position extended 

north over two miles, leading over a plain to the Sierra de Segurilla further north.  In the center of 

the position, a redoubt had been begun, but was not completed.  The cavalry division was drawn up 

to the rear of the infantry lines.  Cotton's brigade was located to the left rear of the redoubt, 

supporting the troops of Brigadier-General Alex Campbell as they worked on the field works.  

Anson's brigade and Fane's heavy brigade were farther to the rear and north near the center of the 

British line.21 

 The combined French army launched an evening attack upon the British position and a night 

attack upon the heights of the Cerro de Medellin.  Payne's division did not play a role in either 

action, since most of the regiments had been moved westward to secure forage on the afternoon of 

the 27th.  The next day the French resumed the attacks, pressing the British left and center.   During 

the general engagement the center of the British line was momentarily thrown into disorder when the 

brigade of Guards advanced too far and was hit with flanking fire by a French battery.  Retiring in 

turmoil, the first battalion of the 48th Foot covered the movement with Cotton's brigade until the line 

was restored.22 

 Due to the repeated attacks on the Cerro de Medellin and reports of French light troops in the 

Sierra de Segurilla to the north, Wellesley ordered Fane and Anson's brigades to move from the rear 

to a position on the left of the British line. The new location faced into a valley that extended from 

the Cerro de Medillin; the Spanish cavalry division of the Duke of Albuquerque in their rear would 

                     
20 Munster, British Campaign in 1809, 72-3; Wellesley to Sherbrooke, 26 July 1809, 
Wellington's Dispatches, IV, 531-32; Hawker, Journal of a Regimental Officer, 93; Beamish, 
King's German Legion, I, 204-9. 
21 The total cavalry consisted of 2,969 men fit for duty. Wellesley to Castlereagh, 29 July, 
1809,Wellington's Dispatches (1852 edition), III, 371-73; Return of 25 July 1809, Wellington's 
Supplementary Despatches, VI, 481. 
22 Cotton, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 121-22; Wellesley to Castlereagh, 29 July 1809, 
Wellington's Dispatches, IV, 536. 
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support them.  The two cavalry brigades moved forward, Anson's brigade arriving in the valley first, 

with the 23rd Light Dragoons on the right, the 1st Hussars of the King's German Legion on the left.  

The intent of the order was to place the cavalry in a position so they could charge into the French 

flank to disrupt their deployment if another attempt were made on the hill.23 

 Near 2:00 p.m., the French division of General Eugéne Villatte supported by light cavalry 

advanced in column to assault the hill again.  Wellesley dispatched an aide-de-camp to Anson's 

brigade with orders to advance directly against the French columns.24 The charge did not take long:  

It was curious to observe with what dispatch [sic] the men vaulted into their saddles, 
having previously been unengaged and merely lookers-on.  The horses, many of 
them, soon wandered back once more disencumbered of their riders, but from a very 
different cause.25 

 
The brigade, given the order to trot, advanced down the valley. The French, seeing the advancing 

horsemen, began forming squares, the largest consisting of the 27th Léger, and two smaller ones of 

the 24th and 96th Léger.  As the horsemen advanced, the commanders gave no further orders.  When 

the squadrons came within range of French artillery, the horses of the 23rd Light Dragoons crowded 

to the left and broke into a canter.  The 1st Hussars, fired upon by French riflemen in the hills to the 

north, also increased speed.  As the distance to the squares decreased, the cavalry increased the pace, 

lining up on their targets.  The 23rd Light Dragoons chose the square of the 27th Léger, while the 

Hussars concentrated on the other two squares.  Breaking into the charge 200 yards before the 27th, 

the two regiments, aligned knee to knee urged their horses on.  Suddenly out of the grass in front of 

them, a gully hitherto unseen was discovered.  The dry creek bed in front of the 1st Hussars was six  

                     
23 Hamilton, Anthony, Hamilton's Campaign with Moore and Wellington during the Peninsular 
War, (Troy, New York, 1847), 78; Beamish, King's German Legion, I, 210-11. 
24 Almost certainly Wellesley personally ordered the advance.  In Journal of an Officer of the 
King's German Legion (153-54), the officer stated that he saw the orders being given to an aide 
de camp, and Hamilton in his journal wrote of the orders being received (78).  Yet, Wellesley's 
dispatch describing the battle seems to sound like the charge was made impetuously by the 
cavalry division and brigade commander when the head of the enemy infantry columns were 
seen- "the columns were immediately charged by the 1st Hussars, K.G.L., and the 23d Light 
Dragoons, under Brigadier-General Anson, directed by Lieutenant-General Payne . . ." Wellesley 
to Castlereagh, 29 July 1809, Wellington's Dispatches, IV, 536. 
25 Journal of an Officer of the King's German Legion: Comprising an Account of his Campaigns 
and Adventures in England, Ireland, Denmark, Portugal, Spain, Malta, Sicily, and Italy. 
(London, 1827), 154. 
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Figure 12: The Battle of Talavera. 

to eight foot deep, twelve to eighteen feet in breadth and in front of the 23rd Light Dragoons slightly 

narrower.  The lead ranks were too close to stop.  Some tried to jump the obstacle; only the very best 

horses were able to leap it.  The majority plowed into the far bank, breaking horses' necks and riders' 

bones.  Both regiments were thrown into utter chaos, with only the rear squadrons of the Hussars 

able to stop before they too plowed into their leading squadrons. Just as the charge was stopped in 

mid-stride, the French infantry added to the melee by firing a musket volley.  The 1st Hussars, farther 
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to the north, were out of range of the French muskets and were unaffected by the fire.26
 

 A sizable number of the 23rd Light Dragoons still managed to cross and continued the charge 

on the unbroken squares, lead by Major Frederic Ponsonby.27  But the speed and mass of the charge 

had been broken. The 1st Hussars also pushed forward.  Unable to break the squares, the 23rd passed 

between the squares and attacked two regiments of mounted Chasseurs, while the Hussars attacked 

their squares and then withdrew.  Outnumbered five to one, the survivors of the 23rd fought their way 

back to the British lines.  Neither regiment made any progress in the charge; the French squares, 

situated so they would give each other supporting fire, were not seriously threatened.  The charge 

cost the 23rd Light Dragoons heavily-- out of the two leading squadrons, consisting of about 160 

men, all but six or seven dragoons were killed, wounded or captured.  Of the total 450 men from the 

regiment who took part in the charge, 207 were casualties, 108 of those captured.28 

 The charge was not in vain.  The heavy cavalry brigade under Fane was able to move 

forward with Spanish artillery to Villatte's troops; stationary because of the charge, they made 

excellent targets for artillery.  Villatte withdrew, and no further attempts were made to take the Cerro 

de Medillin.  The French soon began withdrawing from the field to their cantonments, using their 

8,400 cavalry to cover their withdrawal.29 

 The cavalry had played an important part in the two days of action.  Screening infantry 

movements, supporting the center of the British position during the French assaults, and Anson’s 

charge exposed the cavalry to a wide gamut of tactical situations.  But the British army had suffered 

heavy casualties at the battle of Talavera--almost one quarter of its number, and the lack of 

                     
26 The sight of a great number of rider-less horses galloping back to the lines, followed later by a 
great many dismounted light dragoons was a sight mentioned by a number of eyewitnesses.  
Hamilton, Hamilton’s Campaigns, 78-80; Munster, British Campaign in 1809, 96-7; Colonel 
John Elley to his sister, 11 September 1809, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 125-26; Beamish, 
King's German Legion, I, 210-11. 
27 Frederick Ponsonby is not to be confused with William Ponsonby.  Frederick went on to 
command the 12th Light Dragoons at Waterloo were he was severely wounded trying to support 
the withdrawal of the Union Brigade and remained lying on the field overnight.  William led the 
Union Brigade at Waterloo, where he was overtaken while returning to the British lines and 
killed by Polish Lancers. Dictionary of National Biography, XVI, 80-1, 89-90. 
28 Elley to his sister, 11 September 1809, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 125-26; Hamilton, Hamilton’s 
Campaigns, 80-81; Beamish, King's German Legion, I, 210-11. 
29 Wellesley singled out the charge by Anson's brigade in his dispatch.  Wellington to Castlereagh, 
29 July 1809, Wellington's Dispatches, IV, 536. 
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subsistence prevented any further advance.  The allied army remained stationary through 2 August, 

administering to the wounded.  When Wellesley learned that Soult's Corps had forced the pass at 

Baños, threatening the British lines of communications, he retired while Cuesta, against Wellesley's 

advice, remained at Talavera to observe Victor's Corps.  Instead of a French force of 12,000 that 

Wellesley thought was moving to confront his 20,000 British, in reality there were 50,000 

Frenchmen who knew that only 20,000 British lay in front of them.  Mid-day on 3 August, the 

Spanish Army under Cuesta entered Oropesa in a state of panic, abandoning the most seriously 

wounded British at Talavera that had been left to the Spanish care since they were too seriously 

wounded to move.  Cuesta, hearing of Soult's advance, had moved hastily to rejoin with Wellesley 

but left the Allied rear threatened by Victor.  The vanguards of Soult's cavalry came upon the 

vedettes of Cotton's brigade, and the patrols of the 1st Hussars near Naval Moral, thirty miles from 

Oropesa.  Wellesley now had all the information he needed.  The poor physical condition of his 

troops, the lack of logistical support, and the distrust Wellesley had of his Spanish allies, confirmed 

his decision to retreat towards the Portuguese border.30 

 The British retired to Jaraicejo, while the arguments with Cuesta over operations and 

logistical support intensified the distrust between the two commanders.  Wellesley was unable to 

determine French intentions in the Tagus valley and British morale continued to decline.  Finally, on 

19 August, Wellesley had had enough, and on 20 August began marching back to the Portuguese 

frontier.  He wrote on the 24th that: 

Starvation has produced such dire effects upon the Army, we have suffered so much, 
and received so little assistance from the Spaniards, that I am at last compelled to 
move back into Portugal to look for subsistence. . . . They cannot say we were 
compelled to go therefore by the enemy, but by a necessity created by the neglect of 
the Spaniards of our wants.31  

 
Lack of provisions had also caused a great deal of agitation with other commanders in the British 

army; earlier in the campaign Sherbrooke had threatened to hang a Commissary, and Payne, 

concerned about the condition of the horses which deteriorated more rapidly than the men and took 

longer to recover, stated that 

                     
30 Beamish, King's German Legion, I, 263; Oman, Peninsular War, II, 577; Fortescue, British 
Army, VII, 268-69. 
31 Wellesley to Richmond, 21 August 1809, Wellington's Dispatches (1852 edition), III, 438. 
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Owing to the exertions it would entail, a commissary who did his duty in this country 
could not possibly remain alive.  He would be forced to die.  Of all my commissaries, 
not one has yet sacrificed his life; consequently they are not doing their duty! 32  

 
Later, as bread, meat, and forage began to run short, Payne would be "in such a rage that no one 

dared approach him."33 

 After making arrangements with the French officers for the care of his wounded, Wellesley 

withdrew his headquarters to Badajoz and cantoned the troops in the vicinity.  Fane's brigade 

remained near Merida with a troop of horse artillery, with squadrons directed to occupy a number of 

villages along several vital roads.  The other cavalry brigades received similar instructions.34  

Wellesley's dispositions were not only to provide security to the army, but also to ease the logistical 

strain.  The cavalry was to obtain forage for the horses from the country rather than rely upon the 

army's magazines, and to retreat only when the country could no longer support them.  A second 

goal was to keep the cavalry out of the Lisbon area.  Fearing that the social life would be too great a 

temptation on the cavalry officers if the regiments were stationed near Lisbon, Wellesley wrote, 

"whilst they remain, I fear they will neither be induced nor forced to do their duty as they might."35 

 The condition of the cavalry suffered greatly during the campaign, losing 1,500 horses in 

less than five weeks, not including combat losses.  One thousand men had been completely 

dismounted by mid-August, with another 700 on horses unsuited for further service.  During the 

retreat from Spain, some cavalry troops were reduced from eighty men to near thirty; dismounted 

dragoons and hussars fastened their saddles and other accouterments between the horns of oxen 

                     
32 Schaumann, A.L.F., On the Road with Wellington; The Diary of a War Commissary in the 
Peninsular Campaigns, (New York, 1925), 198. 
33 Ibid., 200. 
34 Complete dispositions were- Fane's brigade with horse artillery at Merida, with a squadron at 
the village on the road to Medellin and another at the village on the road from Merida to 
Caceres.  A squadron of the light dragoons were to go to Talavera Real, another to Monijo; the 
1st Hussars had squadrons at Albuerque, La Roca, Campo Maior; the headquarters, sick, forage 
carts and horses, etc, with one squadron each from the 14th, 16th, 23rd Light Dragoons, and 1st 
Hussars were at Villa Viçiosa; one squadron of light dragoons remained at the army 
headquarters. Memorandum for Colonel Murray, 27 July 1809, Wellington's Supplementary 
Despatches, XIII, 339. 
35 Wellesley stated "in respect to the position for my cavalry, I had no other military object than 
placing them where they would have room for exercise and provender . . .” Wellesley to 
Beresford, 12 September 1809, Wellington's Supplementary Despatches, VI, 361-63. 
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attached to the brigades to draw wagons.  The sun and heat had become so intense that at any halt, 

those still with horses were seen dismounting trying to get a little shade from the shadow of their 

horses.  The forage picked by the riders, wheat and rye, proved to be unwholesome and Wellesley 

contemplated drafting the horses of one regiment to fill another and sending the first regiment home 

dismounted.36 

 The Talavera campaign put the British cavalry to its most sever test thus far.  Some of the 

weaknesses seen in the first campaigns reappeared again, especially the tendency to go into the 

gallop too far from the enemy. The charge of the 23rd Light Dragoons and 1st Hussars of the King's 

German Legion, while having the desired effect of halting the French advance, was costly.  

Wellesley intended to attack the flanks of the French columns as they advanced on the Cerro de 

Medellin, but the charge took place too early, with Anson's brigade leaving its sheltered position 

behind the Cerro de Medellin before the enemy closed, allowing the French time to form squares. 

Cavalry leaders on the battlefield, including Payne and Anson, too readily believed that their 

horsemen should attack unbroken squares instead of waiting for the French column to advance and 

assault the flank.  The dry creek bed, which threw the charge into total bedlam just within French 

musket range, has to be considered an unfortunate chance of war, and not the cause of the charge's 

failure.  The gully had been hidden from view by tall grass, and the brigade had been unable to 

conduct a reconnaissance of the ground before being ordered there.  The poignant question is 

whether the two regiments, some 910 sabers, should have been attacking 6,000 French infantry in 

square supported by two regiments of Chasseurs à cheval in the first place. 

 After the campaign, Wellesley reassessed the types of cavalry sent out to the Peninsula.  He 

pointed out in a letter that the French were well supplied in both heavy and light cavalry.  The 

British had two brigades of light cavalry, and one of dragoons, in reality still only medium cavalry 

when compared to heavy cavalry such as the Horse Guards or French Cuirassier.  Even so, both the 

British light and medium cavalry were used interchangeably in the shock effect role because 

Dundas's Regulations established a doctrine that did not differentiate between the various roles.  All 

cavalry charged.  Whether the charge at Talavera would have been more successfully if carried out 

                     
36 Journal of an Officer in the King's German Legion, 172-81; Wellesley to Marquis Wellesley, 
30 October 1809, Wellington's Dispatches, III, 570, Wellesley to Castlereagh, 25 August 1809, 
IV, 90; Beamish, King's German Legion, I, 267-69. 
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by the dragoon brigade is highly doubtful.  The very rational of employing heavier cavalry 

(dragoons), was that the increased size of the men and horses would allow a charge to be more 

effective.  Yet, what was the purpose of possessing such cavalry if, when the opportunity arose for 

its use, it was not employed.  The larger horses were more susceptible to the effects of limited 

forage, and were less maneuverable and fleet when used for outpost work and so the roles for the 

heavier cavalry appeared more limited.  Wellesley had used the British cavalry within its doctrine, in 

that any type of cavalry could carry home a charge at saber point.  But British heavy cavalry, big 

men mounted on large horses whose only mission was mounted shock action, did not make up part 

of the Peninsula army.  Indeed, the experiences of obtaining forage raised questions whether the 

Peninsula could support their horses with sufficient fodder in the future.  Wellesley resigned himself 

to requesting another regiment of dragoons to improve his balance between heavy and light cavalry, 

as well as remount horses, and 600-700 sets of horse appointments to improve the effectiveness of 

the regiments he already possessed.37  Already, two squadrons of the 4th Dragoons had landed on 25 

June, giving Wellesley some medium cavalry, but they were unable to join the army during the 

campaign.38 

 Wellington’s cavalry was exposed to a full range of missions that cavalry could be expected 

to perform while on campaign- covering the advance and withdrawal of the army; outpost duty; and 

the charge during battle.  Yet, only this last mission was addressed in the British manuals.  Of all the 

missions that the cavalry performed in the Talavera campaign, it was the charge that produced the 

greatest losses with the least impact on the success of the entire army.  The cavalry still looked for 

the glamour of the charge as their raison d’etre, yet the mundane work of covering the army with 

vedettes and pickets was how the majority of the cavalry’s time would be spent and ultimately 

would become their most important contribution to the success of the British army in the Peninsula.  

Each cavalry regiment deployed to the Peninsula would have to develop and learn techniques for 

outpost work.  No attempt was made to standardize the procedures for these missions.  Only in the 

next year as some regiments excelled in this unglamorous mission, and cavalry leaders began to 

understand how their arm supported the army in the Peninsula; they began to standardize the 

techniques for outpost duty and operations with the army. 

                     
37 Wellesley to Castlereagh, 25 August 1809, Wellington's Dispatches, IV, 82-90. 
38 Berkeley to Wellesley, 25 June 1809, National Library of Scotland MSS 9932. 



82 

 
 
 
 

CHAPTER 5 
 

PROTECTING THE ARMY 
 

An alertness, knowledge, and practice of the duties of advanced, and rear-guards, of 
patroles [sic], of flanking parties, of skirmishing, is common and essential to cavalry 
of all demonstration; and although light troops are more frequently employed than 
regiments of the line, on those occasions, yet every regiment should be equally 
adroit, and instructed on these services, and able to take care of itself in all 
situations.1  

 
 After the Talavera Campaign, the British Army took up positions around Badajoz, Spain to 

block the southern invasion route into Portugal.  Wellington's2 intentions in taking up these positions 

were to enable the army to recover from the lack of provisions as well as ease the army's burdens in 

obtaining forage and rations while protecting the Kingdom of Portugal.  The last three weeks of the 

withdrawal from Spain had been extremely trying for both men and animals.  Passing through 

difficult terrain, the soldiers suffered not only from a lack of provisions but also dysentery and 

stomach disorders.  Once they had arrived around Badajoz, the troops were quartered to secure 

rations, receive replacements, train, and recover from illness.  Senior officers sent their packs of 

hounds to Portugal and hunting became a popular diversion within the upper ranks.  But an 

additional adversity hit the British army once it occupied the Guadiania Valley.  Fever struck the 

army, with almost 300 men lost each week, and hospital rolls swelled to nearly 9,100 sick out of the 

33,000-man army by November.  The experience of Lieutenant Madden of the 4th Dragoons 

illustrated the depths of these debilitating sicknesses.  Arriving at Mérida on 21 September, he came 

down with the "flux," which incapacitated him until 16 October.  Madden turned out for duty on 17 

October, but was then stricken with fever and malaria until 1 November.  Finally able to walk 

                     
1 Additional Instructions, 1 January 1799, Instructions and Formations of the Cavalry, Great 
Britain, War Office, 353. 
2 Sir Arthur Wellesley had been raised to the peerage as Baron Douro of Wellesley, and Viscount 
Wellington of Talavera on 26 August 1809, although he did not receive official confirmation 
until 16 September, at which time he began using the name Wellington. Dictionary of National 
Biography, XX, 1089. 
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outdoors again, he was affected with severe dysentery until 15 November.  He finally recovered 

when the weather changed from extreme heat to cold and rain.3 

 The Army received reinforcement from home, including a dragoon regiment that 

Castlereagh had offered Wellington in May.  The 1st, or Royal Dragoons arrived in Lisbon on 12 

September 1809 and were quartered at Belem before being ordered to join the army so the men and 

horses could become acclimatized.  Wellington's opinion of the Royal Dragoons was high; he wrote 

to Payne "I think I have never seen a finer regiment.  They are very strong, the horses in very good 

condition and the regiment apparently in high order."4  The arrival of the 1st Dragoons and the 

approval of the promotions of Hill and Cotton to local lieutenant-general resulted in a reorganization 

of the cavalry.  A new command, appropriate for a lieutenant-general was created for Cotton; he was 

given a brigade of cavalry with some artillery to form the advanced guard of the army at Mérida.  To 

account for Cotton's command, army returns listed Payne as the general commanding the division 

with Cotton assisting.  Cotton's former brigade, commanded by Slade, received the 1st Dragoons.  

The 16th Light Dragoons moved to Anson's brigade along with the 1st Light Dragoons of the King's 

German Legion, re-designated the 1st Hussars in November.5  The 23rd Light Dragoons were ordered 

to England.  The regiment had lost heavily at Talavera; then a grass fire during the withdrawal from 

Spain had destroyed over one hundred saddles and all of the cartridge pouches.6  As a result, 

Wellington proposed that their horses and a portion of the accouterments be drafted into the other 

regiments in order to make good losses from the campaign.7 

                     
3 Madden, Charles, "The Diary of Charles Dudley Madden, Lieutenant 4th Dragoons, Journal of 
the Royal United Services Institute, LVIII (1914): 341; Londonderry, Narrative, I, 455; 
Teffeteller, Gordon, The Role of Sir Roland Hill in the Peninsular War, 1808-1814, (Tallahassee, 
FL: 1969) 76; Fortescue, British Army, VII, 438. 
4 Wellington to Payne, 10 October 1809, Wellington's Dispatches (1852 edition), III, 543. 
5 The complete brigade breakdown for the period was: 
A- Fane     3rd Dragoons Guards, 4th Dragoons. 
B- Slade    1st Dragoons, 14th Light Dragoons. 
C- Anson    16th Light Dragoons, 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion. 
The 23rd Dragoons were unattached, awaiting shipment to England. Atkinson, "British Forces," 
English Historical Review, LXVII (1902): 116. 
6 Schaumann, On the Road with Wellington, 204. 
7 Wellington to Payne, 13 October 1809, Wellington's Dispatches (1852 edition), III, 548; 
Cotton, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 127; Atkinson, "British Forces in the Peninsula," 116; 
Atkinson, Royal Dragoons, 248-50.  
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 Cavalry weaknesses from the Talavera campaign began to improve. The most important 

contribution was made by the commander of the 1st Hussars, Lieutenant-Colonel Fredrick von 

Arentschildt who published Instructions for Officers and Non-Commissioned Officers of Cavalry on 

Outpost Duty in late 1809.  Noting a lack of uniformity and inexperience on the part of the British 

regiments, the Instructions for Outpost Duty became the cavalry's standard work on outpost duty and 

reconnaissance work.  The book was well received and after revision in 1812 continued in 

publication well into the 1860s. 

 Arentschildt's handbook offered practical instructions for junior officers and non-

commissioned officers dealing with the critical missions of outpost duty, patrols, advanced and rear-

guard security.  Arentschildt's method of instruction began with the very basics for an inexperienced 

officer, and offered a very limited amount of theoretical digressions.  The text used examples and 

situations that built from the basics of selecting and posting the picket through selecting sites for 

vedettes and patrols.  Arentschildt explained details often overlooked by new units: removing 

headgear and slowly advancing to look over a hill; posting pickets behind swamps and obstacles to 

buy time; favorable positions for the picket during the day and night; duties of observing the 

vedettes and other practical matters that hampered light cavalry operations in the previous 

campaign.8  The manual was extremely important for the standardizing effect it had on cavalry 

operations.  No longer could individual colonels set up their own systems of signals and methods of 

duty.  Now squadrons from various regiments could work together easily and without confusion, 

relying upon the standard signals and techniques. 

 However, the publication of the manual did not reflect the actual mission the cavalry was 

performing in late 1809.  With the exception of the advanced post at Mérida, the regiments spent 

their time on stable duties and not at the front.  The horses, whose condition had deteriorated so 

rapidly, were allowed to regain their strength and riding schools were conducted for the new 

remounts.  Wellington was personally concerned with the question of remounts.  As early as 13 

August, he requested one hundred mares from the Cuesta's Army; the next day he ordered 300 

additional mares from the Quartermaster-General.   By the time the remounts arrived, further 

problems hindered their incorporation into the cavalry.  Wellington believed the cavalry to be the 

                     
8 Arentschildt, Instructions for Officers and Non-Commissioned Officers of Cavalry on Outpost 
Duty, various pages.  
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most delicate arm of his army.  It was severely affected by poor provisions and neglect.  If not 

carefully managed, the condition of the regiments would degenerate.  Only by extended periods of 

limited duty could the units recover their effectiveness.9  Many men and horses had fallen sick in the 

disease ridden valley of the Guadiania so, to preserve the strength of cavalry, Wellington wanted to 

detain a portion of the 23rd Light Dragoons which had still not departed for England.  Division 

commanders were not to use cavalry as messengers if at all possible so the cavalry could "be fed 

with facility and in order that the horses might recover their condition." In fact, if a dragoon had to 

be employed, his horse was not to move faster than a walk.10 

 Meanwhile, the army was busily preparing for the defense of Portugal.  The Lines of Torres 

Vedras were slowly beginning to be laid out.  In analyzing the invasion routes into Portugal, 

Wellington concluded that when the French advanced, it would be by the northern route from 

Salamanca, Ciudad Rodrigo, and then south towards Lisbon.  In mid-December, portions of the 

army began moving north to cover the invasion route through Ciudad Rodrigo and Almeida.  The 

first force to move was the Light Division under Major General Robert Craufurd, with the 1st 

Hussars of the King's German Legion, and detachments of the 15th and 16th Light Dragoons.  

Craufurd's force took positions in front of the Portuguese fortress of Almeida beyond the Côa River. 

 Here the terrain was rugged, but opened into a plain east across the Spanish border towards Ciudad 

Rodrigo.  Craufurd's patrols were sent as far east as the fortress of Cuidad Rodrigo.  The remaining 

infantry divisions moved north into the area around Viseu, except Hill's Second Division that 

remained to cover the southern invasion route along the Guadiania.  Hill's mission was to protect 

Lisbon, the right flank of the Allied Army, and to observe Badajoz.  Hill received a portion of 

Slade's cavalry brigade to assist him.11 

 Except for the few light cavalry squadrons needed to relieve the picket line, the rest of the 

cavalry remained in the Mondego valley to obtain forage.  Quartered by individual squadrons or 

                     
9 Wellington to Beresford, 20 March 1811, Wellington's Dispatches, VII, 375. 
10 General Order, 14 September 1809, Wellington's Dispatches (1852 edition), III, 499; 
Wellington to Payne, 13 October 1809, III, 548; Wellesley to Cuesta, 13 August 1809, III, 417; 
Wellington to Marquis Wellesley, 27 September 1809, III, 527; Wellington to the Adjutant-
General, 16 November 1809, III, 593; Wellington Memorandum for Waters, 14 August 1809, III, 
422. 
11 Londonderry, Narrative, I, 449-50; Napier, War in the Peninsula, II, 361; Teffeteller, Rowland 
Hill, 77-88. 
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troops, regiments were spread from Golegão, Punhete, Torres Novas, Celorico, and Santarém, north 
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of Lisbon.  This distribution was forced upon Wellington by two factors:  first, the uplands occupied 

by the infantry lacked the necessary forage; second, because of what Wellington described as the 

failure of the commissary and lack of attention to stable duties, the horses of the heavy dragoons 

were actually in worse condition than when they left Spain in August.  Wellington feared that when 

officers were sick, the men of the heavy dragoons conducted what he termed "foul play," that is, 

selling the horses' rations to the local population.  Wellington expressed his frustration to Payne: 

I have never heard any sufficient reason why the horses of the heavy dragoons. . . 
which have never moved after August, should be in such bad condition, when all the 
other horses of the army were in such fine order, and most particularly the Hussars, 
K.G.L. . . .  Considering that the cavalry do no work, and that they are all in stables, 
and adverting to the very excellent condition in which the horses of the hussars are 
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which have been most worked. . . . I cannot but be apprehensive that there is some 
deficiency of attention to stable duties.12 

 
Only after a commissary officer discovered that the cavalry soldiers were trading forage for wine 

and brandy were steps taken to improve the situation.13 

Additional problems surfaced in the command structure of the cavalry as Wellington 

prepared to confront French reinforcements flooding into Spain after the defeat of the Austrians 

in 1809.  In late November Stapleton Cotton, who had been assisting with the command of the 

cavalry division and the advanced post at Mérida, requested leave to take care of some personal 

business.  Cotton's father had died, and his estate had dropped out of lease and could only be 

released by the presence of the heir in England.  Cotton wrote that his family’s arrangements 

were at a standstill during his absence and so requested several weeks leave to complete estate 

requirements.14  Although Wellington had tried to stop the accepted practice of senior officers 

returning to England while their troops were without leadership, Cotton was permitted to leave 

in December to settle the estate and provide for his mother and unmarried sister.15 

 Payne's health became a concern at year's end when gout incapacitated him: the gout was so 

severe Payne halted his march from Badajoz until he recovered sufficiently to continue.  With 

Sherbrooke returning home because of ill health, the question of the army's second-in-command 

became acute.  Payne, next ranking lieutenant-general of the army in Portugal, was bypassed 

because of his physical problems by Wellington who appreciated his cavalry services.  The 

commander of the forces in Portugal disliked the term second-in-command because to him it 

signified a delineation of responsibility, something that he would not permit.  Wellington felt the 

                     
12 Wellington's displeasure was centered completely on the commissary, whom he suspended 
pending the reply of his formal complaint to the Treasury.  In fact, Wellington maintained his 
good terms with Payne, not blaming him for the problem, and ended the letter on a personal note, 
informing Payne of the fire in Wellington's stable that killed three of his horses.  To John 
Murray, the Commissary-General, Wellington included a copy of the letter from Payne, which 
Wellington said he had "the mortification to learn that. . . they have been worse supplied in their 
present quarters than they have yet been." Wellington to Payne, 27 January 1810, Wellington's 
Dispatches, V, 459-60; Wellington to J. Murray, 22 January 1810, V, 434-36. 
13 Schaumann, On the Road with Wellington, 218. 
14 Cotton to Wellington, 29 Nov 1809, WP 1/283. 
15 Cotton to Wellington, 29 November 1809, WP 1/283; Cotton, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 
127-29. 



88 

number and quality of general officers in Portugal was poor, causing him to write the Earl of 

Liverpool in December "I wish to draw your attention to the list of the general officers of this army; 

and I believe you will admit that, with some exceptions, there never was an army so ill provided."16  

Referring to the health of Sherbrooke, Wellington added that  

The only officers I know fit to succeed him are General Graham, General Oakes, or 
Sir G. Prevost. I have put their names down as all being senior to General Payne; but 
if none of them should come, and General Payne should be drawn home, there are 
then Lord W. Bentinck, General Paget and Sir B. Spencer.17  

In addition to ill health, Payne's military service had been confined to cavalry service, and 

Wellington believed that the use of cavalry would be limited in future operations, therefore, he 

searched for another cavalryman for the next few months as other officers declined overseas 

service.18   

 In May, the appointment of Sir Brent Spencer as second-in-command forced Wellington to 

confront Payne with the reasons for his recall.  Wellington was clear to Payne that he was pleased 

with his subordinate's performance, however, the timing of the recall, just as all indications pointed 

to an eminent French invasion of Portugal, worried Wellington that the impression could be drawn 

that Payne was being sent home for poor performance.19  After informing Payne of his recall, a 

decision Payne expected, Wellington suggested to Liverpool that some government recognition 

should be given to Payne in order to remove any impression that he had been recalled on 

unfavorable grounds.20 By 30 May, Payne was in Lisbon and waiting for transport home.21 

                     
16 Wellington to Liverpool, 21 December 1809, Wellington's Dispatches, V, 384-85. 
17 Wellington to Liverpool, 21 December 1809, ibid., V, 384; Wellington to Payne, 2 January 
1810, V, 402. 
18 Wellington to Payne, 28 May 1810, ibid.,  VI, 153-54. 
19 Wellington to Liverpool, 1 June 1810, ibid., VI, 166. 
20 Wellington, never a man to suffer fools easily, clearly showed by the treatment and concern for 
William Payne's feelings the high regard he held for the cavalry division's commander and his 
contributions to the army.  Wellington wrote to Liverpool on 1 June 1810 "since the more active 
operations of the army have been discontinued, I have had great reason to be satisfied with the 
conduct of this officer.  His attention to the cavalry has been unremitting; and I attribute to the 
care he has taken of that useful arm the high state in which it is for service at the present 
moment."  Earlier he had written "I am desirous of making it as little hurtful to Lieutenant-
General Payne as possible" and that only the matters of appointing a second-in-command played 
a factor in Payne's recall, not poor performance.   Wellington to Liverpool, 14 May, 23 May 
1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 116-17, 146; Wellington to Payne, 2 January 1810, V, 402; 
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 While the details of the recall of the cavalry division's commander were played out, an 

additional cavalry regiment arrived in Lisbon.  For the first time, Wellington began to believe that 

his cavalry forces were sufficient for the army.  However, he refused to lend any regiments to his 

Spanish allies when they requested cavalry support, claiming they were hardly sufficient to meet the 

needs of the British army.22 

 As Wellington's army concentrated near the Spanish border, the cavalry were brigaded as 

follows: A brigade, under Major-General Fane, consisted of the 3rd Dragoon Guards and the 4th 

Dragoons; B brigade, under Major-General Slade included the 1st Dragoons and the 14th Light 

Dragoons; C brigade, under Major-General George Anson, contained the 16th Light Dragoons and 

the 1st Hussars of the King's German Legion.  Most of these units continued to be quartered by 

troops and squadrons throughout the Mondego Valley, while the 1st Dragoons had finally moved 

from their quarters at Belem to join their brigade at Santarém at the end of December.  The 13th 

Light Dragoons arrived in January and took over the quarters in Belem until being ordered 

forward.23 

 The French army was quiet along the Portuguese frontier until February, when on the 12th, 

Marshal Édouard Mortier summoned Badajoz to surrender.   Wellington moved Hill's force forward 

into Alemtejo to confront this threat, supported by Slade's cavalry brigade.  Spanish commander 

Marquis de la Romana pressed Hill to move forward to cooperate in lifting the siege, and in 

particular to support the movements of Spanish General Charles O’Donnell.  Hill resisted these 

pressures, referring the matter to Wellington.24  Wellington’s response confirmed Hill’s actions, and 

made clear Wellington’s position on the use of Hill’s forces.  “We have not more cavalry than is 

required for the service of the British Army, and I cannot allow it to be employed separately from 

(..continued) 

Wellington to Liverpool, 9 January 1810, Wellington's Supplementary Despatches, VI, 468. 
21 Wellington to Berkeley, 30 May 1810, Wellington’s Dispatches, VI, 159. 
22 Wellington wrote to Payne in January that "coming out are the 13th Light Dragoons, which 
give us more cavalry in this country than we can feed with convenience, or than, according to 
present appearances, we shall require."  Wellington to Payne, 2 January 1810, ibid., V, 402; 
Wellington to Lieutenant-Colonel Carroll, 6 January 1810, V, 413. 
23 Madden, "Lieutenant Madden," 342-43; Atkinson, Royal Dragoons, 248-50; Atkinson, 
"British Forces in the Peninsula," The English Historical Review, LXVII (1902): 116.  
24 Hill to Wellington, 26 March 1810, British Library, 35,059 #87. 
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the other troops.”25  The experience of the Talavera campaign and distrust of the Spanish generals 

reaffirmed Wellington decision. 

 In the north, the responsibility of the outpost work was assigned to Craufurd; he had already 

received additional reinforcements of Portuguese caçadores and the 1st Hussars of the King's 

German Legion, and squadrons of 14th and 16th Light Dragoons.  A special bond soon developed 

between the Light Division and the German hussars that was based upon mutual respect for each 

other’s capabilities.  Arentschildt's troops excelled at outpost duties.  As indicated by Captain John 

Kincaid of the Light Brigade who claimed that he would rather give up his dinner than:  

The services of one of those thorough-bred soldiers, for they were as singularly 
intelligent and useful on outpost duty, as they were effective and daring in the field. . 
. .The Hussar was at all times identified with his horse, he shared his bed and board, 
and their movements were always regulated by the importance of their mission.  If 
we saw a British dragoon at any time approaching at full speed, it excited no great 
curiosity among us, but whenever we saw one of the 1st Hussars coming on at a 
gallop it was high time to gird on our swords and bundle up.26 

 
The soldiers of the Light Division were not the only ones who respected the German hussars.  Other 

British cavalry officers reported on the Germans: 

On my return [I passed] thro' the camp of the German Hussars.  The German horses 
semed [sic] to be in very fine condition, and their manner of encampment showed 
their thorough knowledge of their duty on service.  They are supposed to be as 
serviceable, steady soldiers as any employed in this camp, having stood all advanced 
duty this winter, and during the heavy rains and long cold nights had picquets to 
mount, with constant patrolling [sic] without the assistance of any other regiment; 
still their horses are by much fitter for service than any other dragoon regiment now 
employed with us.27 

 
 The Hussars were posted in the villages of Barba de Puerco, Villar de Ciervo, and Villar de Equa 

along the Agueda River.  They patrolled along the Agueda from Fuente Guinaldo to where it flowed 

into the Douro River in the north.28 

                     
25 Wellington to Hill, 1 April 1810, British Library, 35,059, #91. 
26 Kincaid, John, Random Shots from a Rifleman, (London, 1868), 161-62. 
27  "These men are perfectly to be depended on and understand outpost duty better, and take more 
care of their horses, than British dragoons."  Cocks to Thomas Cocks, 9 July 1810, Intelligence 
Officer, 63; Madden, "Lieutenant Madden," 348. 
28 Simmons, George, A British Rifleman; the Journals and Correspondence of Major George 
Simmons, Rifle Brigade, during the Peninsula War and the Campaign of Waterloo, (London, 1899), 



91 

 Wellington also took measures to improve the capabilities of the Spanish cavalry.  One 

squadron of the 13th Light Dragoons, as well as four corporals from each of the regiment’s other 

three squadrons were sent to Cadiz to instruct the Spanish cavalry.  Men were chosen on the basis of 

their horsemanship and expertise in the sword exercise; they were to instruct the cavalry of the Duke 

of Alburquerque's army.  The detachment of the 13th Light Dragoons would not rejoin its regiment 

until August.29  Wellington also dealt with the question of the Portuguese troops under Beresford.  

The Portuguese soldiers were untested; the question remained whether they would be cohesive as a 

body or be sent forward in smaller bodies.  Initially, Wellington decided to keep them together.30 

 The area of the eastern Beria along the Spanish frontier was a dry, open territory, with 

mountains bordering to the west.  Serra da Estrela, Portugal’s highest mountain range, kept the 

moisture from the ocean from penetrating this far inland.  The countryside was open, well suited for 

grazing cattle and for the use of cavalry.  To the north, the area around the Serra da Marofa was 

bleak and rocky, while further south towards the Portuguese frontier fortress of Almieda, the terrain 

was more open and pasture like.  Cutting through this region, just eight to twelve miles from the 

Spanish border, the river Côa ran in a gorge flowing south to meet the Douro.  

 Outpost duty along the Côa remained relatively light as the French prepared to begin the 

siege of Ciudad Rodrigo.  Heavy rains in April had raised the level of the Agueda River making 

most fords impassable and one daily duty of French and British patrols was to test the depth of the 

fords.31  The news that Astorga had fallen on 22 April, and arrival of French troops opposite Ciudad 

Rodrigo at the end of April compelled Wellington to move additional forces to the border.  

Wellington's headquarters were advanced to Celorico along with the General Spencer’s First 

Division; Slade's cavalry brigade was detached from Hill's command and ordered north to Guarda. 

Wellington, assuming the French were preparing to attack Cuidad Rodrigo or Almeida, moved the 

(..continued) 

57; Horward, Napoleon and Iberia: The Twin Sieges of Ciudad Rodrigo and Almeida, 1810, 
(Tallahassee, Fl, 1984), 65.  
29 Wellington to Stewart, 5 April 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 15; Atkinson, "British Forces," 
The English Historical Review, LXVII (1902): 116. 
30 Hill to Wellington, 20 April 1810, WP 1/308.  This was no small question, as on paper the 
Portuguese cavalry would add another 4,000 line cavalry, and 3,700 irregular cavalry to 
Wellington’s force- more than his British cavalry currently had in Portugal.  The question was 
whether they were trained and disciplined enough to be trusted. General Return of the Armed 
Forces of the Whole Kingdom, April 1810, WP 1/308. 
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Army headquarters closer to Cea.32 To replace Slade's cavalry, Hill received the three squadrons of 

the 13th Light Dragoons still in Portugal, and a brigade of four Portuguese cavalry regiments under 

Major-General George Madden.  Major-General Fane was sent to command Hill's cavalry; his 

brigade near Minuchal was assigned to Colonel George De Grey.  Wellington warned Hill that his 

cavalry force was now "not the best, and to refrain from adventuring in the plains."33  Throughout 

the month, Wellington, still believing the French preparing to launch an attack, regarded the delays 

as beneficial to the British cause since Portuguese and British troops improved in discipline and 

what he termed “efficiency.”34 

 The rains continued in early May, forestalling the French efforts to move their siege train 

forward to Cuidad Rodrigo.  Stapleton Cotton rejoined the army, and with Sherbrooke's return to 

England, Cotton was given command of the First Infantry Division as of 1 May.  His time as an 

infantry commander, however, was quiet and short.  May passed without increased French pressure 

since the fords were still too high to cross.  By June Cotton received command of the cavalry 

division with the recall of Payne to England.35  Intelligence continued to build on the French 

dispositions near Cuidad Rodrigo and the French Army of Portugal.  A French officer who shot his 

commander in a duel deserted and brought highly detailed information on the composition of the 

three French corps covering the siege of Cuidad Rodrigo.36 

 Marshal Michel Ney's 6th Corps arrived in front of Cuidad Rodrigo on the 30th of May; two 

days later he threw a bridge across the Agueda north of town and by 5 June a second bridge across to 

the south.   Ney sent an infantry division and a brigade of cavalry across the Agueda pushing back 

the vedettes of the Light Division to cut direct British communications with the town.  Junot's 8th 

Corps was also in the vicinity to support Ney's operations, increasing the French force in the area to 

(..continued) 
31 Londonderry, Narrative, I, 467-68. 
32 Wellington to Hill, 11 April 1810, Wellington’s Dispatches, VI, 31; Wellington to Charles 
Stewart, 11 April 1810, VI, 31-32. 
33 Wellington to Hill, 3 May, 11 May 1810, ibid.; VI, 84-85, 100; Stothert, A Narrative of the 
Principal Events of the Campaigns of 1809, 1810, and 1811 in Spain and Portugal, (London, 
1812), 166; Fortescue, British Army, VII, 466; Teffeteller, Rowland Hill, 92. 
34 Wellington to Craufurd, 20 April 1810, Wellington’s Dispatches, VI, 50-51. 
35 Cotton, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 131; Wellington to Liverpool, 16 May 1810, Wellington's 
Dispatches, VI, 120; Wellington to Beresford, 30 May 1810, VI, 158; Londonderry, Narrative, I, 
464. 
36 Lieutenant Shaw to Captain Bouverie, 18 May 1810, WP 1/310. 
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nearly 47,000.37  The French were unusually slow in opening the siege works, and the trenches were 

not opened until 15 June.  Despite the proximity of the French, the opportunity was taken to 

withdraw a portion of the 1st Hussars from the outposts to relieve the soldiers and horses.  Two 

squadrons pulled back, and Anson replaced them with two squadrons of the 16th Light Dragoons, 

also considered a very strong regiment.38  

 Duty on the outpost line was stressing.  The close proximately of the French forces and 

continual reconnaissance work against the British outpost line made picket duty more exacting than 

Arentschildt's instructions had dictated.  Arentschildt's manual had stated that one-third of the picket 

was to remain saddled at any one time, ready to react to any alarm along the line of vedettes.  In 

actuality, because of the vicinity of the French, pickets did not unsaddle during their entire twenty-

four hour duty, with men sleeping fully equipped and the horses bridled.  At 2:00 a.m. the entire 

picket would move to their alarm posts until morning and the arrival of the relieving picket.39 

 Activity on the line increased.  Ney, to determine whether Wellington intended to relieve 

Ciudad Rodrigo, sent reconnaissance columns across the Agueda.  The probe on the morning of 5 

June was typical.  The three columns, made up of infantry and cavalry from General Louis-Henri 

Loison's division, crossed and advanced towards Manzano, Gallegos, and Carpio.  Two of the 

columns, moving towards Manzano and Gallegos, pushed back small pickets of British horsemen.  

At Gallegos, Captain Krauchenberg of the King's German Legion, with his troop and a detachment 

of the 16th Light Dragoons, attempted to stop the French, but was unsuccessful and had to fall back 

                     
37 Pelet, Jean Jacques, The French Campaign in Portugal, edited, translated, and annotated by 
Donald D. Horward, (Minneapolis, Minn., 1973), 49; Fortescue, British Army, VII, 470. 
38 Tomkinson credits the decision to send only two squadrons forward instead of the remainder 
of Anson's Brigade to the fact that Anson was senior to Craufurd; this was gossip that 
Tomkinson overheard while dining at brigade headquarters.  Wellington offered Craufurd a great 
deal of flexibility in selecting the cavalry force for service with the Light Division, offering him 
four, six or eight squadrons, but limiting him to two squadrons from each regiment, unless he 
wanted all eight squadrons.  In that case, Craufurd could keep the entire 14th Light Dragoons. 
The reasons for this allocation of only two squadrons per regiment could be due to the reason 
alluded to by Tomkinson; if too much of Anson's brigade was forward, the rational for the 
brigade commander to be there would be too great, and then Craufurd would be superseded in 
command of the outposts.  The 14th Light Dragoons, the only regiment offered in total, was from 
Slade's Brigade.  Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 24-25.  Wellington to Craufurd, 20 
June 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 208.  
39 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 30. 
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covered by Portuguese chasseurs.40  The last cavalry column, advancing on Carpio, met only a few 

isolated bands of allied cavalry and succeeded in capturing a few French soldiers.41  

 The intention of these French columns could not be immediately discerned, and caused the 

duty on the outpost line to be particularly trying for the British soldiers.  Craufurd's system of 

outpost was echeloned in increasing strength.  Small vedettes and sentries forward of the main body 

of troops were to provide early warning of French movements.  A French unit, as it advanced, would 

encounter ever increasing numbers of British troops as the vedette fell back upon its picket, then the 

picket upon its supporting squadron and so on.  For the British soldiers on the first line of vedettes, a 

lapse of vigilance could lead to being overrun by superior numbers of French troops before the 

vedette would be able to retire upon its reinforcements.  French commanders often moved additional 

men to villages near the fords, and the British outpost line, not knowing whether this was 

reinforcement for the French pickets or an attempt to pass the river, had to remain on full alert until 

the French intentions could be discovered.42 

 By 9 June, Ney’s troops had completed two bridges over the Agueda River near Cuidad 

Rodrigo, and by the 11th, French pickets had cut all the roads leading to Cuidad Rodrigo; 

communications were no longer possible with the garrison.  Only the high water kept the French 

from crossing in strength.43  Ney became concerned about his ability to carry out the siege 

unmolested by the Allied army, and appealed to Masséna to deploy forces to support his siege 

operations.  Forces to the west of the Agueda continued to build as the investment of Ciudad 

Rodrigo was completed.  On 9 June, Masséna ordered Junot's forces forward to support Ney.  

General Bertrand Clauzel's infantry division supported by General Ann-François Trelliard and 

General Charles-Marie de Sainte-Croix's brigades of dragoons moved directly opposite the Light 

Division along the Azaba River.44 

                     
40 Ney to Masséna, 6 June 1810, Archives de Masséna, LIII, 80, as cited in Horward, Twin 
Sieges, 105; Fitzclarence, Frederick, A Manual of Out-Post Duties. Part 3. A Private Journal of 
General Craufurd's Out-Post Operations on the Coa and Agueda in 1810, by James Shaw-
Kennedy, (London, 1851), 194. 
41 Horward, French Campaign, 57; Horward, Twin Sieges, 105. 
42 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 25. 
43 Wellington to Liverpool, 13 June 1810, Wellington’s Dispatches, VI, 193; Wellington to 
Craufurd, 14 June 1810, VI, 194. 
44 Masséna to Ney, 5 June 1810, Archives de Masséna, Masséna to Junot, 10, 11 June 1810, LII, 
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 The French became bolder as the siege continued.  Throughout the last three weeks of June, 

the number of French reconnaissance columns increased in an attempt to discover whether 

Wellington planned an attempt to raise the siege.  The wet weather of April and May had ended, and 

the fords in the area were becoming more passable with each day. On 13 June additional columns 

probed the British outpost, and Ney became convinced that Wellington was not prepared to risk a 

major battle to lift the siege.45  By the third week of June, Ney was nurturing plans of attacking the 

British forces, and Masséna had to send his aide-de-camp, Jean Jacques Pelet, to Ney to dampen his 

ardor for action.  The numerous outpost actions seemed to convince Ney that although Wellington 

would not risk a general action to raise the siege, he might attempt more limited operations to 

interfere with French forces west of the Agueda.46  A French reconnaissance force on 19 June 

probed the British positions along the route to Carpio.  Craufurd responded by increased 

reconnaissance and doubling the vedettes and posts in the area.47  On 21 June, the 76th Ligne 

advanced on the road to Carpio.  Around 10:00 a.m., an Allied column of 800 cavalry and 600 

infantry with two guns advanced on the French position.  Loison responded to this threat by ordering 

reinforcements of two battalions of the 15th Léger and four squadrons from the 3rd Hussars, 15th 

Chasseurs à cheval, 15th and 25th Dragoons to move on the British outposts.  The French advanced, 

and seized the town of Carpio, but the British were able to light the signal fires, alerting the British 

soldiers in the area.  Within an hour, British reinforcements arrived, bringing the allied force up to 

1,500 cavalry and between 6,000 and 7,000 infantry.  An additional reinforcement of infantry and 

four squadrons of cavalry which had been escorting a supply column, moved to support the 

counterattack.  Loison evaluated the strength and position of the British, and decided to break 

contact by withdrawing across the Agueda.48 

 
Action at Gallegos 

 

(..continued) 

135, 137, as cited in Horward, Twin Sieges, 113. 
45 Ney to Masséna, 15 June 1810, Archive de Masséna, LIII, 175, as cited in Horward, Twin 
Sieges, 119-20. 
46 Pellet, French Campaign, 58-59. 
47 Horward, Twin Sieges, 124. 
48 18 June 11:00 a.m., 20 June 7:00 p.m., 21, 22 June 1810, Archives de Masséna, LIII, 239,252; 
LIV, 8,18-19 as cited in Horward, Twin Sieges, 124-25; Shaw-Kennedy, Private Journal, as 
cited in Fitzclarence, Manual of Out-Post Duties, 205. 
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 Even though the initial bombardment on Ciudad Rodrigo began on 25 June, British 

intentions were unclear to the French.49  Through the first week of July, French forces on the 

Agueda continued to build.  On 3 July Masséna sent two strong reconnaissance columns forward.  

The next day, Sainte-Croix with five infantry battalions and six squadrons of cavalry made a 

reconnaissance in force against the Light Division positions.  A half-hour before dawn, 200 cavalry 

of Sainte-Croix's advanced guard crossed a ford near Marialva, and pursued the twelve man picket 

of the 16th Light Dragoons nearly two miles.  The picket retired towards their support at Gallegos, 

giving them time to concentrate two squadrons of the 16th Light Dragoons, 1st Hussars of the King’s 

German Legion, and two horse artillery guns under Lieutenant Alexander MacDonald, to form at 

their alarm posts.  The French collected in the high ground near Gallegos, and Colonel Grandseigne 

with the 1st Provisional Dragoons and a platoon from the 3rd Hussars charged the village.  Captain 

Krauchenberg's squadron, supported by the 16th Light Dragoons charged, and some men under 

Cornet Cordemann dismounted in an attempt to hold the bridge, which had been blocked by carts.  

French pressure was too great, and the British retired from the town in good order and took up 

positions along a small brook and ravine beyond town.50 

 Sainte-Croix gathered his main force and continued to advance.  As the British cavalry 

withdrew, the French divided into three columns to continue the pursuit; two moved to the flanks 

while the third advanced directly up the road.  One of the flanking columns attempted to cut off the 

British retreat by seizing a stone bridge a mile beyond Gallegos.  The British horsemen reached the 

bridge first and formed up again beyond the brook.  The head of the French column, disorganized by 

the pursuit, attempted to cross immediately.  Krauchenberg gathered his skirmishers and charged, 

despite Captain Bellis of the 16th Light Dragoons refusing to support Krauchenberg's action with his 

squadron.  Krauchenberg's men drove the French back across the bridge.51   Craufurd was on a 

                     
49 Masséna to Berthier, 23 June 1810, Correspondence: Armée de Portugal, Carton C7 8, as cited 
in Horward, Twin Sieges, 134-35.  
50 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 28; Shaw-Kennedy, Private Journal, 215; Junot to 
Masséna, 5 July 1810, Archives de Masséna, LIV, 168-69 as cited in Horward, Twin Sieges, 
157-58, Beamish, King's German Legion, I, 275-77. 
51 "The Journal of Major Cordemann," as cited in Beamish, King's German Legion, I, 276. 



97 

 

Figure 14: Action at Gallegos, 4 July 1810. 
 

height above the bridge, and directed MacDonald's guns to fire on the center French column trying 

to force its way across the bridge.  The flanking columns continued to advance, and the British were 

once again compelled to withdraw at the gallop closely pursued by the French.52  

 As the British force approached its camp, it was disappointed to find the 43rd and 52nd Foot 

halted in the road in column instead of deployed in line to repel the French.  Only the 95th Rifles and 

3rd Caçadores were formed in line in front of the two regiments. The British cavalry drew up on a 

line with the infantry. The French cavalry advanced too close and were fired upon by the Caçadores 

before withdrawing.  Craufurd, unwilling to hold to the east of Alameda, withdrew his infantry 

across the Dos Casas River first.  The cavalry withdrew shortly afterwards when a flanking French 

column compromised their position.   The entire Light Division reached safety behind the Dos Casas 

and Sainte-Croix's force soon withdrew eastward, leaving a picket in Gallegos and vedettes towards 

                     
52 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 28-29; Shaw-Kennedy, Private Journal, 216-17; 
Horward, Twin Sieges, 161. 
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Alameida.53 

 Each side suffered light losses at the bridge.  The French came off worse because of the 

effective fire from MacDonald's guns, losing four dead and eleven wounded while the British 

suffered less than five wounded and killed.54  French forces had advanced their outposts far enough 

to observe Almeida and had more effectively secured the terrain beyond the Agueda.55  

 Regimental integrity suffered as squadrons from different regiments coordinated their picket 

and patrolling responsibilities.  A squadron of the 14th Light Dragoons and another of the 1st Hussars 

of the King’s German Legion, along with two of the 16th Light Dragoons were encamped near Fort 

Conceptión while another unit of the 14th and 1st Hussars held the left flank of outposts towards 

Barquilla.56 

 
Action at Villar de Puerco 

 
 The skirmish at Gallegos displayed the composure of the British cavalry when given support 

by infantry and artillery instead of being isolated.   The entire engagement had been a very small 

affair.  While over 400 British cavalry and 200 infantry had taken part in the action, the cavalry 

represented two different regiments and the highest-ranking officer directing the action was a 

captain.  Only after the British force had withdrawn near Alameida did a senior officer appear. The 

affair displayed the nature of outpost duty, and the reliance the system of security developed by 

Craufurd had upon small unit leaders.  A few days later, another action took place at the small 

                     
53 Shaw-Kennedy, Private Journal, 218-19; Junot to Massena, 5 July 1810, Archives de 
Masséna, LIV, 168-69, as cited in Horward, Twin Sieges, 158-59; Tomkinson, Diary of a 
Cavalry Officer, 29; Cocks to Cotton, 6 July 1810, Cotton, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 137-39; 
Wellington to Liverpool, 11 July 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 257-58; Cocks, Intelligence 
Officer, 62. 
54 One officer from the 3rd Hussars was killed that day, and a second died two days later.  
Martinien, Officers tués et blesses, 618. 
55 Estimates of the casualties differ.  Junot reported to Masséna four dead and eleven wounded 
while General François Fririon, Masséna's Chief of Staff, claims twenty wounded and four dead. 
 British losses varied between Tomkinson's estimate of two dead and three wounded, Beamish's 
of four wounded, and Shaw-Kennedy's of five wounded.  Junot to Masséna, 5 July 1810, 
Archives de Masséna, LIV, 168-69 as cited in Horward, Twin Sieges, 162; Fririon, Journal 
Historique, 22 as cited in Horward, Twin Sieges, 352; Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 
29; Beamish, King's German Legion, I, 277; Shaw-Kennedy, Private Journal, 219. 
56 Cocks to Cotton, 6 July 1810, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 139. 
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village of Villar de Puerco demonstrating the complexities of a mounted action for an officer not 

practiced in handling large bodies of cavalry troops. 

 Craufurd was reinforced with the 14th Light Dragoons on 4 July, and he decided to attempt to 

capture a French reconnaissance party that had been coming every morning to the area of Villar de 

Puerco and Barquilla.   The first attempt was on the morning of 8 July, but Craufurd's force arrived 

too late to ambush the French.57  Craufurd decided to try again on the morning of 11 July.  The 

French force was from General Roch Godart's brigade.  The advanced guard consisted of a troop of 

cavalry and the third company, 1st battalion of the 22nd Ligne (thirty cavalry and 300 infantry) under 

the command of Captain Gouache, which advanced directly upon the village of Villar de Puerco.58  

Following along the same road behind Gouache's force was Colonel Armand and three battalions of 

voltigeurs.  Armand's mission was to proceed towards the Dos Casa River and reconnoiter the 

vicinity of Barquilla.59 

 

                     
57 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 30. 
58 Godart, Baron Roch.  Mémoires du General Baron Roch Godart.  (Paris: 1895), 341. 
59 "Rapport général du 22eme regt. de ligne du 10 au 11 Juillet 1810," Armand to Godart, 12 
July 1810, Archives de Masséna, LIV, 256-57 as cited in Horward, Twin Sieges, 186. 
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Figure 15: Action at Villar de Puerco, 11 July 1810. 
 

 Craufurd's force assembled at 10:00 p.m. on 10 July and marched through the night with 

strict orders against speaking and smoking. The wheels of the two guns with the force were muffled 

with bands of hay.60  Craufurd had with him one squadron of the 1st Hussars of the King's German 

Legion, two of the 14th Light Dragoons and three of the 16th Light Dragoons, nearly 600 cavalry.  

One squadron of the Hussars was to work its way around behind the village to cut off the French 

escape route.  Five companies of the 95th Rifles, two of the 52nd Foot, and the 3rd Caçadores, and 

two horse artillery guns supported the force.  The British arrived outside of Villar de Puerco a half 

hour before daybreak.  One squadron was concealed near a farm north of Barquilla to cut off any 

French retreat; another squadron and a detachment of the 95th Rifles were near the town itself, while 

the rest of the 95th was on a ridge over looking the town, lying in a cornfield; the 3rd Caçadores were 

to the west covering a bridge and ford across the Dos Cacas on the road from Almeida to Fort 

Conceptión; two guns of Ross's horse artillery troop were three miles away at Castillejo de Dos 

Casa.  The remainder of the British was concealed in some woods close to Villar de Puerco.61 

 As the summer sky began to lighten, the French approached.  The French dragoons entered 

Villar de Puerco, followed at a distance by Gouache's infantry.  As the cavalry left town heading for 

Barquilla, Craufurd went forward alone from the hollow which concealed the cavalry to reconnoiter 

the French.  Seeing only a small force, he decided to attack immediately with his cavalry without 

waiting for his infantry or artillery.  Upon returning, he ordered the cavalry forward in a column of 

troops.  As the cavalry advanced towards Villar de Puerco, it reached a defile caused by a rock wall, 

which caused the squadrons to break formation to file through. The 1st Hussars under Captain 

Krauchenberg were the first to pass the defile, followed by the 16th Light Dragoons, and then the 14th 

Light Dragoons.  As the cavalry paused to regain order after passing along the wall, one of 

Craufurd's aides-de-camp, Lieutenant Colonel James Shaw-Kennedy, accompanied by Major 

William Campbell, rode ahead to determine the position of the French horsemen.  They galloped 

forward and saw the French dragoons in the distance, but were surprised to see Gouche's infantry, 

partially concealed by the high corn, as it left Villar de Puerco.  Riding back to Krauchenberg, they 

                     
60 Costello, Edward, Edward Costello: The Peninsular and Waterloo Campaigns, (London, 
1967), 31. 
61 Shaw-Kennedy, Private Journal, 224-25. 
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informed him of the infantry.  He determined to attack at once, and Ashworth's squadron of the 16th 

Light Dragoons was ordered by a staff officer to form to the left of the Hussars as they charged.62  

They were within fifty yards when the French infantry, in square, rose and fired a volley.  Thirteen 

or fourteen men were knocked from their saddles.  The majority of Ashworth's men had been 

protected from the French fire by the hussars, and were too far to the left to be effective against the 

square.  The remaining hussars and dragoons wheeled to the left and right of the unbroken square.63  

 The rash order for Ashworth's squadron to form in line with the 1st Hussars instead of behind 

meant that no cavalry was immediately available to take advantage of the lull while the 22nd Ligne 

reloaded.  When the next squadron of the 16th Light Dragoons came forward, it was ordered by 

Craufurd to charge the French dragoons.  This squadron had been delayed by the defile, and could 

not see the infantry in the cornfield beyond the ridge because of the dust kicked up by the 

proceeding charges and the lay of the ground.64  The French square had been firing independently 

and the cavalry commanders could not tell whether the firing was from infantry or cavalry, so the 

16th Light Dragoons wheeled off to attack the French cavalry.  By the time the 14th Light Dragoons 

under Colonel Talbot and Captain Brotherton had formed to charge, the French were ready.  Dust 

from the previous charges still obscured the French from Talbot's view, and he asked Craufurd for 

the location of the French.  The French infantrymen again waited until the British horses were nearly 

upon them, and fired a volley which killed eight men including the regiment's commander, Colonel 

Talbot, and wounded twenty-three.  The survivors of this charge wheeled around the square, and 

                     
62 Colonel von Linsingen, in his correspondence, credited Craufurd with personally directing 
Krauchenberg to charge the infantry, and relates how Krauchenberg delayed moving forward to 
regain order in his squadron after passing the wall.  Krauchenberg "forms up his men as much as 
the General's patience would allow" and then charged.  Linsingen blames Craufurd's impatience 
for the failure at Villar de Puerco, and used the example of his interference with Krauchenberg's 
deployment.  However, Linsingen at the time was leading the force of the 1st Hussars that had 
the mission of outflanking the French from the north, and could not have observed the 
conversation he related; however his fellow German, Krauchenberg, might have repeated it to 
him. His memoirs make no mention of how he learned of his account of the battle, but other 
accounts, particularly Shaw-Kennedy's, makes no mention of Craufurd at the head of the cavalry 
when they initially charged.  "The Correspondence of Colonel von Linsingen," as cited in 
Beamish, King's German Legion, I, 280; Shaw-Kennedy, Private Journal, 224. 
63 Cocks to Cotton, 12 July 1810, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 143, Cocks to Cotton, 17 July 
1810, I, 149; Londonderry, Narrative, I, 480-83. 
64 Cocks to Cotton, 17 July 1810, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 150. 
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joined the 14th and Hussars in rounding up French cavalry.65 

 Craufurd had committed almost all his cavalry and had only the two squadrons of the 14th 

Light Dragoons left, which formed line to charge.  As the 14th formed, out of the rising sun a cloud 

of dust and a body of cavalry was seen approaching.  As this force advanced from the east, it was 

judged to be French, and the two squadrons wheeled to confront this new threat instead of charging 

the square.  Only after closing the distance was it realized that this was the other squadron of the 1st 

Hussars and units that had pursued the French dragoons.  In the lull created by this mistake, Captain 

Gouache ordered his men to break for nearby woods: they reached the thicket and later crossed the 

river to rejoin their force.66 

 French losses were thirty-three men taken prisoner, all from the dragoons, with no losses to 

the 22nd Ligne.  British losses were heavy with nine men killed and twenty-three wounded.67  

Craufurd, who personally directed the action, handled the affair poorly.  Nine companies of infantry 

and two pieces of artillery were near the engagement but it was late that Craufurd, realizing that the 

cavalry could not break the square alone, sent a runner to order the supporting forces forward.68  

Craufurd committed six hundred cavalry piecemeal, so no more than seventy to eighty men charged 

                     
65 Captain Charles Cocks blames the rising sun, dusty conditions and uncertainty of where the 
firing was coming from as the reasons why so much of the cavalry advanced to capture the small 
French cavalry force.  Brotherton perhaps relates the true reason better: “The most formidable 
thing for cavalry to deal with is a square of steady infantry. Cocks, Intelligence Officer, 64; 
Cocks to Cotton, 12 July 1810, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 143; Perret, Bryon, ed. A Hawk at 
War: The Peninsular War Reminiscences of General Sir Thomas Brotherton, C.B. 
(Chippingham, UK: 1986) 22; Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 31; Beamish, King's 
German Legion, I, 280-81. 
66 Londonderry wrote of the "feeling of extreme vexation [in army headquarters] . . . that six 
hundred British dragoons should have been baffled by two hundred French infantry. . ."  
Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 31; Cocks to Cotton, 12 July 1810, Cotton's 
Correspondence, I, 142-44; Napier, War in the Peninsula, II, 376-77; Londonderry, Narrative, I, 
481-83; Burgoyne, Life and Correspondence of Field Marshal Sir John Burgoyne, Bart., 
(London, 1873), I, 91-92.   
67 Wellington to Liverpool, 11 July 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 257. 
68 "It will be naturally asked, where were General Crauwfurd's [sic] nine companies of infantry 
and his two pieces of artillery all this time?  It may be answered, that they were standing without 
orders on a hill about a half a mile distant; but why they were not ordered to advance at a brisk 
pace, with the cavalry, a few discharges of grape-shot would have annihilated the square in ten 
minutes, or caused it to surrender. . ." Leach, Jonathan, Rough Sketches of the Life of an Old 
Soldier, (London, 1831), 142-43. 
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against the French at one time.  Craufurd had missed an excellent opportunity to capture a French 

square.  If he had used his cavalry to keep the French square from withdrawing until the infantry and 

artillery came forward, he might have pounded the 22nd Ligne, either shaking its morale before 

letting loose the cavalry, or compelling it to surrender.  Craufurd's handling of the rapidly paced 

action quickly spiraled out of his control.  As new situations arose, Craufurd reacted with whatever 

forces were close, without analyzing the new challenge and using the forces he had available.  This 

action displayed the arrogance that British cavalry was so superior that it could break a square of 

French infantry, a belief that would only be shaken by repeated failures.69 

 Rumors and animosity spread in the army after Villar de Puerco, fueled by officers who had 

vested interest in the action.  Cotton, who had commanded the 16th Light Dragoons, called for 

inquiry into the conduct of the 16th Light Dragoons to clear the regiment's name from the rumors and 

letters that the incident caused.70  Wellington saw no need for such an action and that the very 

holding of an inquiry in some way gave the perception that there was some basis for the charges.71  

Craufurd's letter to Wellington on the action stated that failure could be contributed to the confusion 

over the appearance of the squadron of hussars and the steady conduct of the French infantry.  The 

mention of the piecemeal attack was minimized, and Craufurd did not blame any of the cavalry for 

the failure.  While other officers did not cast blame, clearly many in the cavalry thought Craufurd 

was at fault.  Cocks described Craufurd that day as "a man who had lost his presence of mind," and 

that "General Craufurd appeared to have forgot his own arrangements and our own squadrons were 

repeatedly pointed out to us as enemy."72  An officer of the 16th Light Dragoons said, "never was a 

business so badly managed."73  One infantry officer complained that  

Our wise General had the 14th, 16th, and German Hussars all to assist, also horse 
artillery and seven companies of infantry, but let this small party of Frenchmen slip 

                     
69 Fortescue blames Craufurd for losing his head, and improperly handling his forces.  Fortescue 
agrees with Leach's assessment that if Craufurd had brought forward his infantry and artillery, 
and displayed all of his cavalry, he could have compelled the French to surrender, possibly 
without a shot being fired.  Wellington to Liverpool, 11 July 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 
257-58; Leach, Rough Sketches, 143; Fortescue, British Army, VII, 474-75. 
70 Cotton to Cole, 13 July 1810, National Army Museum 6807-219-4. 
71 Wellington to Cotton, 14 June 1810, National Army Museum 6807-219-4. 
72 Cocks, Intelligence Officer, 64-65. 
73 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 31. 
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through our fingers shamefully.74  

 Craufurd's letter, and Wellington's replies to Cotton settled the matter for the cavalry 

division's commander and the officers of the 16th Light Dragoons who felt their reputation slighted.  

Wellington ascribed the failure to a series of unfortunate accidents that were unavoidable, and to the 

inexperience of the troops and officers; a comment that on the surface seems hard to reconcile with 

the fact that the 16th Light Dragoons had arrived in the Peninsula fifteen months earlier.75  However, 

the intensity and stress of the outpost duty since April 1809 was not as intense as what they now 

faced.  The extraordinary conduct of the French soldiers and their commander, Captain Gouache, 

also drew praises from the British participants.  While it was felt that the French would have 

surrendered if only given the chance because of the superior strength of the British, the coolness and 

determination of the French infantry was recognized.76  "It is impossible to do justice to the 

intrepidity of the enemy body" and "such was the steadiness of the men composing it [the square] 

that not an individual left the ranks to kill or capture" a British officer who had fallen at their feet 

during a charge.77  For his remarkable defense, Gouache received a promotion to major and was 

named a Chevalier of the Legion of Honor.  

 The affair at Villar de Puerco lead to Wellington’s oft cited comment that these types of 

mishaps would not signify much 

If our staff and other officers would mind their business, instead of writing news 
and keeping coffee houses.  But as soon as an accident happens, every man who can 

                     
74 Simmons, British Rifleman, 74. 
75 Wellington appears to have gone out of his way to smooth over the whole affair.  To Craufurd 
he wrote "in respect to the 16th Light Dragoons, they appear in this affair to have conducted 
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and order, which can only be acquired by experience; but it would be too hard to impute to them, 
alone, the failure of complete success, which may be traced likewise to other accidental 
circumstances."  Wellington also draws a lesson in this affair. To Buckingham he wrote, "what 
had happened upon this occasion is another instance of what infantry, when forced, can do 
against the best cavalry; and will convince our officers that they cannot be attacked with 
impunity."   Wellington's Supplementary Despatches, Wellington to Buckingham, 17 July 1810, 
XIII, 422; Cotton to Cole, 15 July 1810, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 145-6; Cocks to Cotton, 17 
July 1810, I, 148-51; Wellington to Cotton, 14 July 1810, Wellington's Dispatches VI, 267; 
Wellington to Craufurd, 23 July 1810, VI, 286-87. 
76 Godart,  Mémoires du General Baron Roch Godart, 342. 
77 Cocks, Intelligence Officer, 64; Hamilton, Henry B., Historical Record of the 14th Light 
Dragoons, (London, 1901), "T.W. Brotherton Manuscript," 68-69. 
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write, and who has a friend who can read, sit down to write his account of what he 
does know, and his comments of what he does not understand.78 
 

 Although Ciudad Rodrigo had surrendered on 10 July, Craufurd maintained his position 

beyond Almeida despite Wellington's repeated warnings not to become involved in a major action.  

Masséna had ordered Ney on 12 July to move his corps forward to the right bank of the Azaba to 

determine the locations and movements of the allied army.79  Even before all of Ney's 6th Corps had 

completed movement to their new positions, Ney ordered Loison to conduct a reconnaissance on 15 

July to determine Wellington's main positions.  The French 25th Dragoons with Loison and two of 

his generals reconnoitered the area from Fuentes de Oñoro, north to Barquilla and Alameda, pushing 

back a number of British vedettes but determining that the allied army had withdrawn to a line of 

Guarda in the south, to Almeida in the center and Pinhel in the north.80 

 Reconnaissance columns were sent out on 17 July, but British columns withdrew without 

skirmishing.  Again on 19 July the French cavalry was active all along the front, but they sighted 

only isolated patrols, which coupled with rumors from local peasants, tended to support the idea that 

the British had withdrawn their positions.  Masséna directed Ney to make a strong reconnaissance 

on Almeida.  Early on the morning of 21 July, 3,000 infantry from Loison's division and Trelliard's 

cavalry advanced directly on Almeida.  Advancing on Castillejo de Dos Casas, just east of Fort 

Conceptión, the French confronted the pickets of the 14th Light Dragoons.  Trelliard’s cavalry forced 

the 14th Light Dragoons to withdraw, and Loison's force advanced directly against Fort Conceptión, 

which he hoped to capture.81    

 Fort Conceptión, damaged by the French when they abandoned it in 1808, had never been 

fully repaired.  Wellington intention went from holding the fort to destroying it and then again to 

holding it.  The captain in charge of the defenses, even as he repaired the damage to the bastions, 

sunk shafts to emplace gunpowder in case the fort would be destroyed.  Once Wellington 

                     
78 Wellington to Craufurd, 23 July 1810, Wellington’s Dispatches, VI, 287. 
79 Masséna to Ney, 12 July 1810, Archives de Masséna, LI, 142 as cited in Horward, Twin 
Sieges, 192. 
80 Loison to Ney, 15 July 1810, Correspondence: Armée de Portugal, Carton C720 as cited in 
Horward, Twin Sieges, 195; Ney to Masséna, 16 July 1810, Archives de Masséna, LV, 66-68 as 
cited in Horward, Twin Sieges, 195. 
81 Loison to Ney, 17 July, 19 July, 22 July, Correspondence: Armée de Portugal, Carton C720 as 
cited in Horward, Twin Sieges, 196; Horward, Twin Sieges, 196-99. 
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determined the French were advancing, he gave the order to destroy the fort.  The mines set under 

the fortification of Fort Conceptión were set off at 4:45 a.m., blasting gaping holes in its walls.82  

The rear guard consisted of a squadron of the 14th Light Dragoons, which "suffered some loss [from 

the explosion], both of men and horses, and had the pain of knowing that the body of Colonel 

Talbot, who had fallen on the 11th, and who had been buried on the glacis, had been blown up."83   

 The 14th Light Dragoons formed behind the villages west of Fort Conceptión, 

skirmishing with the French.  The 14th Light Dragoons retired to a stream between Val de Mula 

and Almeida after Loison's 3rd Hussar, 15th Chasseurs à cheval, and infantry threatened to turn 

their left flank and cut off their retreat.  Behind the stream, the 14th Light Dragoons were 

reinforced with a squadron of the 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion and 16th Light 

Dragoons and some artillery, again halted to skirmish with the French.  The British horsemen 

were finally driven from their strong positions among the rocks when the French infantry 

advanced.  However, the French did not pass the stream, and the British forces withdrew from 

Val de Mula around 10:00 a.m.  British infantry, moving forward to support the skirmishers, had 

only advanced half way when contact was broken with the French.  The infantry was quartered 

where they halted, in advance of the Côa River.84 On 24 July, after a night marked by a 

particularly violent thunderstorm, the Light Division found itself fighting for its life.  Craufurd's 

troops had remained on the east side of the Côa, despite the proximity of the French.  The Light 

Division was spread in line running generally southwest from Almeida.  Near Almeida itself, the 

14th Light Dragoons and 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion were posted.  As Ney's troops 

advanced from their staging areas, cavalry preceded the infantry columns, pushing back the 

pickets of the 95th Rifles until supported by the 14th Light Dragons and 1st Hussars.  For the next 

two hours, Craufurd arranged his forces to resist the French advance, not realizing the gravity of his 

situation.  The British cavalry's part of the day was over; as the Light Division took up positions 

                     
82 Horward, Twin Sieges, 199. 
83 Both Cotton and Brotherton claim that Talbot's grave was at Fort Conceptión, while Costello 
claims it was at a chapel near Villar de Puerco. Cotton, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 155; 
Brotherton, A Hawk at War, 23; Costello, Edward, The Peninsular and Waterloo Campaigns, 
edited by Anthony Brett-James, (London, 1967), 31. 
84 Shaw-Kennedy, Private Journal, 231-32. 
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Figure 16: The Engagement on the Côa. 

closer to the Côa, the terrain became impassable for cavalry, and they were withdrawn down the 

steep rocky road and across the narrow bridge over the Côa.  Infantry, especially the Portuguese 

Caçadores, tried to fall back to safety across the bridge, but found themselves crushed and pushed 

off the bridge as the cavalrymen rode across the span.85 

 After falling back across the river, the Light Division continued its retreat on the night of the 

24th, finally halting at Pinhel.  A new stage in the struggle in the Peninsula was about to begin, and 

the deployment of the allied army was altered to meet these changes.  Cavalry headquarters moved 

to Alverca, and squadrons were distributed to take over the outpost mission from the Light Division. 

 The infantry divisions of the army moved to the rear to prepare for the withdrawal when the French 

advanced.  Only the General Cole’s Fourth Division at Guarda, with two squadrons of the 1st Royal 

Dragoons, retained contact with Hill's force to the south.  The heavy cavalry brigade of De Grey was 

                     
85 Horward, Twin Sieges, 204-08.  
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placed in the plain between Averca and Celorico to support the light horse units on the outposts in 

case of French attack.86 

 Opposing the twenty-four British squadrons, with 3,077 effectives, the cavalry of the French 

6th and 8th Corps, and Cavalry Reserve contained 6,737 men.  Reyneir's 2nd Corps, opposite Hill's 

force, contained another 1,294 cavalry, while Hill had 1,880 cavalry, only 400 of whom were 

British. For the next month and a half, these two forces opposed each other as the siege work 

continued and Almeida fell.87   

 For almost a year the British Army had been given a respite to recover and reorganize from 

the Talavera Campaign.  Only a few troops, primarily the Light Division and 1st Hussars of the 

King’s German Legion, 14th and 16th Light Dragoons, had been in contact with the enemy during the 

year, and in reality, under pressure for the previous five months.  Time had been gained for the 

cavalry horses to regain their strength, and for new techniques of outpost duty to be introduced and 

tested.  The cavalry division commander, his various brigade commanders, and their staffs, had had 

the opportunity to work together and develop operating procedures.  Despite this time, training 

maneuvers for the regiments and squadrons had been few.  Due to the horses' condition and then the 

distribution of the squadrons to obtain forage, large scale training maneuvers had not taken place 

within the previous year.  Now the eminent threat of a French invasion precluded any assembling of 

cavalry units to test the ability of commanders to maneuver large bodies of troops.88 

 The division commander, Stapleton Cotton, was an officer with a good deal of active service 

behind him, but the largest formation he had commanded was his brigade during the Talavera 

Campaign.  Now he commanded more cavalry regiments than the British army had assembled in one 

                     
86 The cavalry was widely dispersed:  Cavalry headquarters was in Alverca; 1st Hussars, 14th and 
16th Light Dragoons observing the roads leading from Pinhel to Trancoso and Alverca, the direct 
road from Almeida, and the roads coming from the side of Jerumelia; two squadrons of the 1st 
Dragoons at Maçal do Châo and two squadrons attached to the Fourth Division at Guarda; the 3rd 
Dragoon Guards at Minucal; and 4th Dragoons at Baraçal.  Wellington to Craufurd, 27 July 1810, 
Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 299-300; General Arrangement for the Distribution of the Army, 28 
July 1810, Wellington's Supplementary Despatches, XIII, 424-5. 
87 Wellington to Liverpool, 11 July 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 257-58; Army Return, 1 
August 1810, Wellington's Supplementary Despatches, VI, 567; Pelet, French Campaign in 
Portugal, 517-27. 
88 Inexperienced regiments, like the 1st Dragoons, were placed under seasoned officers and 
worked along side the experienced troops, to increase the newer units' effectiveness at outpost 
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place since the Flanders' Campaign of 1793-1794.89  Whether effective means to command and 

control this force existed was yet to be seen. 

 The period on outpost duty had been trying for the cavalry, particularly the light cavalry of 

the 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion, 14th and 16th Light Dragoons.  It was a critical period 

in which they developed what would become the army’s standard procedures in picket and outpost 

work.  It was also a crucial period of development for all three regiments, and the fine reputations 

that they earned in covering the allied army would continue throughout the Peninsula war.  This 

period was not without its severe tests however.  The example of the action at Villar de Puerco in 

particular showed the problems of integrating artillery, infantry, and cavalry for maximum effect, 

and the reminder that cavalry could not confront well-disciplined infantry without support of other 

arms.  What was needed was to encourage officers who understood the limitations of cavalry acting 

independently and rejecting the mythology of the invincibility of the charge that had developed 

during peacetime in England.   

(..continued) 

work during this period.  Cocks, Intelligence Officer, 70. 
89 It is difficult to determine which force was larger.  The Duke of York in 1793-94 had twenty-nine 
squadrons, formed into four brigades, but Fortescue does not give an effective strength. At that time, 
each regiment contained only six troops; four for overseas duty, and each troop contained fifty-six 
men.  If the force under Fane, consisting of the 13th Light Dragoons and Madden's Portuguese 
Brigade, is counted, Cotton then commanded twenty-eight squadrons of British cavalry, and thirteen 
of Portuguese in four brigades. In addition, the regiments he commanded in theory now had ninety 
men per troop.  Cotton's force of September 1810 should have been slightly larger.  With the arrival 
of reinforcements in the Peninsula the next year, Wellington's cavalry force became the largest.  
Atkinson, Royal Dragoons, 216; Fortescue, British Army, IV, 231. 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

MASSÉNA’S INVASION OF PORTUGAL 
AUGUST-OCTOBER 1810 

 
The lightest [British cavalry] is still more inferior in intelligence and activity to the 
Hungarian hussar and the Cossack. . . They have no idea of the artifices of partisan 
[sic] warfare. . . [the King’s German Legion] have surpassed the national [British] 
cavalry both in duty of vanguards and in battle.1 

 
 In early August 1810, the situation in the northern frontier of Portugal was approaching a 

crisis for the Allied army.  Masséna’s Army of Portugal continued their preparations for the invasion 

of Portugal.  The Spanish fortress of Cuidad Rodrigo had fallen on 10 July after holding out against 

the French for a siege of forty-one days.2  Wellington hoped the fortress of Almeida in Portugal 

would conduct as resolute a defense.  Yet, the delays of the French in opening the trenches at 

Almeida convinced Wellington that Masséna might try to mask the fort and advance directly upon 

the allied army.  Some erroneous intelligence had been received that Reynier's 2nd Corps had begun 

to move north to join the corps of Ney and Junot in the vicinity of Celorico.3   Wellington prepared 

for that eventuality.  The infantry were withdrawn into the Mondego valley, with Cole's Fourth 

Division around Guarda and the cavalry division beyond manning the outposts.  Hill's force, south of 

the Tagus, advanced to within two marches of the main army, where it covered Wellington's right 

flank. 

 Cotton's cavalry division prepared for the coming invasion.  Units not engaged on the 

outpost lines, such as the heavy cavalry of De Grey's Brigade, sent officers along the Mondego 

                     
1 Foy, History of the War in the Peninsula, I, 198-201. 
2 Horward, Twin Sieges, 180. 
3 Actually, Reyneir's movement was for foraging and reconnaissance.  Masséna had ordered 
Reyneir to keep Hill occupied in the south and prevent him from joining with Wellington's force. 
  As late of 31 July Wellington was still not sure of what Reyneir was actually planning, and 
prepared accordingly. Wellington to Henry Wellesley, 27 July 1810, Wellington’s Dispatches, 
VI, 304; Wellington to Stuart, 29 July 1810, VI, 306,Wellington to Hill, 31 July 1810, VI, 312. 
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valley to acquaint themselves with the roads and terrain.4  Other inexperienced regiments took their 
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Figure 17: Area Between Almeida and Cuidad Rodrigo. 
 

turn at outpost duty.  Slade's Brigade, consisting of the 1st Dragoons and the 14th Light Dragoons, 

were deployed along a section of picket lines.  Slade moved in front of Guarda towards the Côa, 

with the mission to patrol towards Ponte de Sequeiros, the ford at San Miguel, Sabugal, and the road 

to Almeida.5  Wellington did not want Slade to risk any engagement with the French, but only to 

gain information on the French activities and experience in outpost duties.6  Since one of Slade's 

                     
4 Madden, "Lieutenant Madden," 348. 
5 Atkinson, Royal Dragoons, 250-51. 
6 Wellington wrote to Cole, whose infantry was at Guarda, to pass to Slade that "I do not wish 
him to be engaged in any affair with the enemy; that all that I want is to have information of 
what is going on upon our right; and that if threatened by an attack by a superior force, I beg him 
to retire upon Guarda." Wellington to Cole, 25 July 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 297. 
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regiments, the Royals, had been held in Belem and had little experience, they were placed on picket 

duty.  Unfortunately, the regiment had a very disconcerting experience that underlined their 

callowness.  Colonel Wyndham, colonel of the regiment and acting as the field officer of the day on 

30 July, rode forward to visit his vedettes.  Instead he rode into the French vedettes and was captured 

along with two other men.7 

 Daily communications were maintained with Lieutenant-Colonel William Cox, a British 

officer who was the Governor of Almeida, through a telegraph station at Freixedas, about twelve 

miles from Almeida.  With a telescope it was possible to observe each round being fired at the fort, 

as well as the French vedettes in front of the British lines.  The cavalry had the important 

responsibility to provide security for the telegraph and insure its operation.  At the same time 

Wellington sent Cotton messages for Cox.  Such messages included intelligence gathered from 

French deserters, as well as requests for information concerning the French siege works and 

instructions to Cox to counteract the French operations.8 

 Wellington’s intelligence of the French dispositions continued to grow.  In addition to the 

French cavalry of the Army of Portugal facing the main allied army, reports in mid-August 

identified the division of General Pierre Soult and brigade of General Armand-Lebrun La Houssaye. 

 Soult’s division was part of Reynier’s 2nd Corps; La Houssaye’s brigade was entering La Mancha 

and moving south.  These movements were in addition to the reinforcements drawn from Marshal 

Edouard-Adolphe Mortier’s 5th French Corps already identified.  All these movements appeared to 

show that the French were reinforcing their cavalry in the south. 9  The most serious challenge for 

                     
7 Wyndham's blundering into the French lines also caused Wellington concern.  Wyndham, when 
writing home to let his family know his was safe, gave the French a great deal of information on 
the cavalry's picket and vedette stations.  That Wyndham inadvertently divulged information was 
known as early as the next day, causing Wellington to write Cotton to insure that "officers taken, 
take care what they write." Wellington to Cotton, 31 July 1810, Wellington's Dispatches (1852 
edition), IV, 196; Tomkinson, Dairy of a Cavalry Officer, 36; Madden, "Lieutenant Madden," 
348-49; Atkinson, Royal Dragoons, 250-51. 
8 Wellington to Cotton, 5 August 1810, 20 August 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 331; 371. 
9 Wellington to Hill, 13 August 1810, British Library 35,059 #254.  La Houssaye’s brigade 
consisted of two squadrons each from the 17th, 27th, 18th and 19th Dragoons; Soult’s division 
consisted of three squadrons of the 22nd Chasseurs and two each of the 1st Hussars and 8th 
Dragoons and four squadrons of the Hanover Chasseurs. Wellington believed La Houssaye’s 
brigade had 1,300 men, making the total French cavalry facing Hill’s force nearly 3,500 strong. 
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Wellington would be if Masséna’s army in the north and Soult or Victor’s army from the south 

invaded Portugal from two different fronts.  This would place Wellington’s outnumbered army in 

danger of being cut off from the Lines of Torres Vedras and the evacuation of the fleet.  Wellington 

again reminded Hill that Fane’s cavalry in the south would have to be careful and not engage the 

French unless assured of superiority.  His role was to observe the French and provide intelligence.  

Again on 13 August, Wellington felt compelled to send another reminder, going into great detail on 

a number of items.10   Wellington wrote Cotton that the cavalry hospital was too far forward and 

needed to be withdrawn, as well as suggesting locations for the division headquarters and better 

vedette positions.11 

 Farriers were a special interest to Wellington.  In Moore's Campaign of 1808-09 and again in 

the Talavera Campaign, the condition of the British cavalry deteriorated rapidly because the men 

could not get shoes to replace those thrown by the horses.  While on outpost duty, regimental 

commanders kept bullock-drawn farrier carts close to the regiments to supply the need for shoes.  

However, in a withdrawal, the slow moving carts would quickly be overtaken, leaving the farriers to 

the French.  Wellington repeatedly wrote to Cotton about the placement of the farriers.  Finally, 

Wellington presented Cotton with three alternatives:  make the farriers work in the rear; withdraw 

the regiments for want of shoes; or see his cavalry destroyed for lack of shoes.  

That which the commanders do not, or will not understand, is that we shall retreat, 
and that bullock carts cannot keep up on a retreat with cavalry.  I am quite tired of 
this subject, upon which I have been writing above six weeks.12 

 
The idea that the Allied army would not stand its ground against the might of Masséna’s force was 

clear from Wellington’s discussions, yet many officers did not to believe it.  As late as 17 August, 

D’Urban, chief of staff to Beresford still wrote in his journal that he believed that Wellington would 

attempt to capture the French siege train by a rapid forward movement and lift the siege of 

Almieda.13  

                     
10 Wellington to Hill, 9 August 1810, British Library 35,059 #246; Wellington to Hill, 13 August 
1810, 35,059 #254. 
11 Wellington to Cotton, 7 August 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 335; Madden, "Lieutenant 
Madden," 348. 
12 Wellington to Cotton, 30 July 1810, 1 August 1810, ibid., VI, 309-10; 313. 
13 D’Urban, Peninsular Journal, 132-33. 
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 Cotton's distribution of the cavalry maximized the advantages of maneuver and interior lines 

against the French.  The vedettes were kept relatively weak, but reinforced pickets and patrols 

maneuvered to the threatened area, a tactic that Wellington approved.   If anything, Wellington 

thought some of Cotton's troops too active, needlessly tiring men and horses before the actual 

campaign had begun.14  Enterprising junior officers also used the opportunity to pass behind the 

French front lines with their commands to disrupt the French.  Captain E. Charles Cocks of the 16th 

Light Dragoons was one of these horsemen; he did not like the forced inactivity of waiting for the 

French to advance.  Almost nightly, he led a party of his troops to attempt the capture of a French 

picket or to gather intelligence.  Learning that French commanders, using the time during the siege 

to gather the harvest, had restored mills along the Côa to grind grain into flour, Cocks developed a 

plan to disrupt their operation.  He assembled the local Ordenanza, and with a detachment of his 

troops passed behind the French outposts at 2:00 a.m. on 16 August to destroy the mills at Castello 

Mendo.  His force was successful; the Ordenanza burned five mills while Cocks' men provided 

security.15 

 Although Cocks' operation with the local Ordenanza in destroying the mills at Castello 

Mendo was an example of cooperation, not every effort was so favorable.  The demands of having 

troops billeted in a village or town taxed the population.  Portuguese feelings of being deserted, and 

British contempt shown towards the Portuguese peasants, resulted in acts of frustration against the 

British troops.  As early as 24 July, Portuguese peasants had attacked patrols from the 16th Light 

Dragoons and 1st Dragoons; two men were wounded and later sent to England to recuperate.  The 1st 

Hussars of the King's German Legion also raised the ire of some inhabitants.  While on outpost duty, 

the hussars had seized items without compensation.  When Wellington published his Proclamation 

to the People of Portugal extorting them to resist the French invaders, some Portuguese inquired of 

Wellington whether "they might kill the Germans in our service, as well as in the service of the 

French."16  Officers in command of detachments of Hussars were ordered to pay particular care to 

the conduct of their troops with regard to plundering. 

                     
14  Wellington to Cotton, 30 July 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 309-10. 
15 Wellington to Cotton, 16 August, 1810, ibid., VI, 361; Wellington to Cotton, 30 July 1810, VI, 
309-10; Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 36-7; Cocks, Intelligence Officer, 73. 
16 Wellington to Cotton, 6 August 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 332-33; Cocks, 
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 Wellington wanted to increase the pressure on the French to prevent the French from 

besieging Almeida with only one corps; to do so he issued orders for the divisions of Picton and 

Craufurd to move forward while army headquarters were advanced to Alverca.  To cover the move, 

cavalry outpost and patrols had to maintain their normal routine, although the cavalry's cantonments 

were now over flowing with infantry.17 

 Wellington was cautious and concerned with the imminent threat to the Portuguese province 

of Beira in the north and the French forces building in the south near Badajoz.  Fane’s force, 

consisting of the 13th Light Dragoons and Portuguese cavalry, was a particular concern.   This was 

the first time the Portuguese cavalry was used on outpost duty to cover the Allied Army and the 

initial assessments were positive.18  In their first confrontations with the French, the Portuguese 

regiments, particularly the 1st Portuguese Chasseurs, had acquitted themselves well, an event that 

pleased both Beresford and Wellington.19 

 By 26 August the French batteries had been pushed close enough to Almeida to begin the 

bombardment; twelve hours later a chance shot bounced into the powder room, blowing up the 

magazine and destroying half the town.  Cox was forced to surrender on the 28th, unable to insure the 

further resistance of the garrison, and Wellington's plan to interfere with the French siege operations 

was cancelled.20 

 Wellington expected Masséna to advance immediately to take advantage of this opportunity. 

 The British infantry were again withdrawn into the valley of the Mondego with the exception of 

Cole's light companies that remained at Guarda.  French pressure increased on the cavalry outposts.  

On 29 August the cavalry outposts in the vicinity of Freixedas were pushed back by the French and 

2 September the vedettes were again forced back from Assores.  Wellington withdrew the infantry 

another march to the rear, while cavalry headquarters were moved back to Maçal do Chaõ.21  

(..continued) 

Intelligence Officer, 71.  
17 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 36. 
18 D’Urban, Peninsular Journal, 131. 
19 Beresford to Fane, 11 August 1810, National Army Museum 6807-370-34. 
20 Wellington to Liverpool, 29 August 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 389-90. 
21 Some cavalry was moved due to the French activity; the 4th Dragoons to Lagiosa, and 16th Light 
Dragoons to Cerejo.  The squadron of the 13th Light Dragoons that had been instructing the Spanish 
cavalry in Cadiz landed in Lisbon and was reunited with the regiment on the 19 September. 
Wellington to Cotton, 29 August 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 389; Madden, "Lieutenant 
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However, the early French advance that Wellington feared failed to materialize.  Masséna was 

having problems obtaining provisions, draught animals and cartridges, so he was forced to remain 

near Almeida to gather supplies.22 

.

 

Figure 18: Salamanca and Beira. 
 

 Cole's troops had withdrawn from Guarda on 6 September, and French troops advanced into 

the vicinity soon after.  Cavalry patrols and vedettes were almost constantly on duty.  Captain Cocks' 

troop was left at Carvelera near Guarda to observe the French as the outposts were pushed back.23  

The 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion and the 14th Light Dragoons posted the area in front of 

Celorico protecting the army.  On 15 September, heavy skirmishing took place near Guarda.  Before 

(..continued) 

Madden," 348-49. 
22 Pelet details the problems with supply that the French Army of Portugal was having preparing 
for an invasion.  Pelet, French Campaign, 144-47. 
23 Wellington to Cotton, 3 September 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 401; Cocks, 
Intelligence Officer, 74. 
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daybreak, the French entered Guarda in force, and continued marching towards the Mondego valley, 

driving the pickets onto their support.  The 1st Hussars, supported by a squadron of the 4th Dragoons 

finally checked the advance, but sharp skirmishing marked the remainder of the day.24 That night, all 

the cavalry withdrew after the posts on left flank were driven in.  The next day three French Corps 

began the invasion of Portugal 

 The French advanced guard pushed the outposts a league behind Celorico.  Masséna had 

several routes to take towards Lisbon, and the British reconnaissance was focused on determining 

which route he would use.  Outposts were posted along the various roads and high ground.   

Flankers, normally British officers on fast horses, shadowed the French columns reporting on their 

positions.  Cocks' troop remained at Villa de Mata and Prados, while other patrols were posted on 

the high ground observing other roads through the area.25  Masséna’s timetable of operations was 

upset from the start when Marshal Ney, instead of conforming to the army's march orders, pushed 

his entire corps and not just his advanced guard to Freixedas.26  Initial reports from the outposts had 

the French preparing to advance by 4:00 a.m.27  As the French appeared, the British outposts 

withdrew slowly.  The heavy cavalry retired first, at 4:00 a.m. on 16 September, followed by 14th 

Light Dragoons, then the 16th Light Dragoons.  The 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion 

retained contact with the French and withdrew only under pressure.  The regiments retired a league 

or two each day since the French failed to press the vedettes.28 

 As Masséna's army adjusted their initial march problems and moved deeper into Portugal, 

the British understanding of the route of French advance became clearer.  French troops took the 

road to Viseu that passed through many steep ascents and descents cut by swiftly moving streams.29 

 Wellington claimed he was elated with the route chosen: "There are certainly many bad roads in 

                     
24 Wellington to Cotton, 15 September 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 446. 
25 Wellington was in almost constant communications with Cotton on 15 September as the 
French invasion begun.  Wellington wrote to Cotton at 3:30 p.m., 4:40 p.m., and midnight to 
discuss troop dispositions and French movements. Wellington to Cotton, 15 September 1810, 
ibid., VI, 446-47. 
26 Pelet, French Campaign, 158. 
27 Lieutenant Fortes, 14th Light Dragoons to Cotton, 16 Sept 1810, WP 1/315. 
28 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 39-41; Madden, "Lieutenant Madden," 350-51, 
Cocks, Intelligence Officer, 78-79. 
29 Horward, Donald, The Battle of Bussaco: Masséna vs. Wellington, (Tallahassee, FL, 1965), 
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Portugal, but the French has taken decidedly the worst in the whole Kingdom."30 

 

Figure 19: Beira Litoral and Alta. 
 

 As the British cavalry withdrew in response to the French advance, responsibility for the rear 

guard mission alternated.  Brigades fell back when pressured, and passed through other brigades that 

were drawn up to skirmish.  The heavy cavalry of Slade's brigade, the 1st Dragoons, that had served 

as the rear guard for three days, was withdrawn and three light regiments, the 14th and 16th Light 

Dragoons, and 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion relieved them.31  By 21 September, French 

forces were approaching the Criz River after leaving Viseu.  Wellington took up a position on the 

ridge at the Serra de Bussaco to confront Masséna, but only if Hill's division could link up with the 

rest of the Anglo-Portuguese Army in time.  He hoped that the French would not cross the Criz until 

(..continued) 

48-49. 
30 In fact, the road down the Mondego Valley, the route anticipated by Wellington, was as 
difficult and had been fortified by the British.  Wellington to Charles Stuart, 18 September 1810, 
Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 453. 
31 Madden, "Lieutenant Madden," 350-51; Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 40-41; 
Atkinson, Royal Dragoons, 251. 
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at least the 22nd, giving enough time for his army to concentrate at Bussaco.32 

 Halting along the Criz, six regiments of the cavalry joined with Craufurd's Light Division 

and Brigadier-General Pack's Portuguese Brigade to dispute the crossings.  Pack's Brigade was 

located at Santa Comba Dão with the 1st Dragoons; Craufurd and the remainder of the cavalry were 

at Mortagoa.  On the 22nd, Loison's division reached the banks of the Criz and made an attempt to 

push a picket of the 1st Dragoons back from a ruined bridge at Santa Comba Dão.  The successful 

skirmish at the riverbank and the destroyed bridge delayed the French crossing in that area until 

greater strength could be brought forward.33  One detachment of the 1st Hussars of the King’s 

German Legion remained on the left bank of the Mondego and small pickets of cavalry were spread 

along the fords of the Mondego from Foz Dão to Foz de Alva.34  At Mortagoa, the French advanced 

guard made a number of feints towards the pickets, but did not try to cross the river on the 22nd or 

that night.  The French advance had been delayed because of the poor road to Viseu.  Although the 

infantry had reached the city on 19 September, it was not until 23 September that the grand parc 

entered the city.35  

 Loison had spent most of 23 September to repair the bridge near Santa Comba Dão, and only 

at 3:00 p.m. did the French attempt to force a crossing.  Craufurd wanted to dispute the advance but 

finally Cotton ordered him to retire to the far end of the plain while the three cavalry regiments 

covered his division's movement.  After crossing the river, Loison's 800 infantry and 450 cavalry 

took the heights above the town but did not push on.36  At dusk, the British retired, with the cavalry 

division leaving one squadron from the 14th and 16th Light Dragoons and 1st Hussars of the King’s 

German Legion to move with the Light Division along the high road to Coimbra.37 

 The French pursuit from Viseu was hampered because of logistical and control problems.  

                     
32 Wellington wrote to Cotton that "we have an excellent position here [Bussaco], in which I am 
strongly tempted to give battle.  Unfortunately Hill is one day later than I expected; and there is a 
road upon our left by which we may be turned and cut off from Coimbra.  But I do not yet give 
up hopes of discovering a remedy for this last misfortune; and as for the former, the enemy will 
afford it to us, if they do not cross the Criz to-morrow."  Wellington to Cotton, 21 September 
1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 459-60. 
33 Horward, Bussaco, 59; Atkinson, Royal Dragoons, 251. 
34 Wellington to Hill, 22 Sept 1810, British Library 35,059 #296. 
35 Horward, Bussaco, 52; Pelet, French Campaign, 169. 
36 Horward, ibid., 61. 
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The poor roads from the Spanish border to Viseu caused columns to become strung out and delayed 

the grand parc, the French artillery reserve.  Repairs had to be made to many of their wagons and 

carts due to the wretched roads.  Food problems caused additional woes.  The region in which the 

French passed was stripped of subsistence so all rations had to be hauled by the army and then 

distributed.38  All these factors combined to give Wellington the respite needed for Hill's corps to 

reach Bussaco.  Because of the nature of the terrain at Bussaco, the majority of the cavalry passed 

over the ridge and continued marching into the plain below, near Mealhada.  Only two squadrons of 

the 4th Dragoons were stationed behind the Guards of the First Division along the ridge of the Serra 

de Bussaco.  These 210 men were posted on a narrow plateau just behind the ridge, near the southern 

wall of the Convent forest.39  From this position, the cavalry could launch a flanking attack on any 

French column that reached the summit.40  The remainder of the cavalry was sent out on patrol along 

the left flank of the British position, particularly the Boialvo road that passed between Mantagoa and 

Sardão.  The patrol along this road was to determine if the road was passable for artillery but at the 

same time not alerting the French to the existence of the patrol or the road.  Fane's brigade of British 

and Portuguese occupied the Serra de Moita, located to southeast of Bussaco.  Its mission was to 

picket the fords of the Mondego from Foz Dão to Foz de Alva to guard against any flanking 

(..continued) 
37 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 39-41; Madden, "Lieutenant Madden," 352. 
38 Pelet details the problems encountered when the army arrived at Viseu, and some of the 
difficulties that had to be overcome. Pelet, French Campaign, 169-71. 
39 D'Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 148. 
40 Many eyewitnesses disagree over which cavalry squadrons were on the Serra.  Tomkinson 
relates that one squadron from the Heavy Brigade was posted behind the First Division, and that 
General Anson found duty for one of his squadrons on the hill near the Light Division.  No other 
source mentions any other cavalry on the hill except D'Urban who states that the 3rd Dragoon 
Guards was the regiment near the Convent Garden.  Lieutenant Madden, one of the 4th Dragoons 
on the hill, mentions that his entire regiment marched up the hill at 3:00 a.m. and were posted 
behind the Guards; from there he observed the battle.  Tomkinson was sent out on patrol to the 
hills flanking Bussaco, and was able to observe the attack upon the Light Division, but his 
memoir does not make it clear whether his initial position was on the Serra. Major Sturgeon of 
the Royal Staff Corps was detailed to record the positions of British and Portuguese troops on 
the Serra.  His only mention of cavalry is to a unit from the 4th Dragoon Guards, of unrecorded 
size, behind the Foot Guards. Sturgeon's report, though open to interpretation, is generally taken 
as correct.  Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 42-3; Madden, "Lieutenant Madden," 352-
53; "Report of Major Sturgeon," as cited in Wyld, James, Memoir Annexed to an Atlas 
Containing Plans of the Principal Battles, Sieges, and Affairs, (London, 1841), I, 33; Horward, 
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movement by Masséna.41 

 The cavalry played no active role during the battle of Bussaco on 27 September.  

Wellington’s concern that the French would bypass the Sierra was manifest throughout the day with 

hastily scribbled notes to commanders to watch their particular areas, but nothing came of this 

concern for two days.42  The cavalry division was deployed along the left flank of the army as a 

corps of observation.  Early on the morning of 29 September, Wellington became convinced that 

Masséna was outflanking the position of Bussaco by the road from Boialvo to Sardão.  He was 

correct for Masséna had already decided to try a route and outflank the Serra de Bussaco.  General 

Saint-Croix's cavalry brigade had been searching the countryside west of Mortogoa and had 

captured a Portuguese peasant who had told them of the existence of a road across the Serra de 

Alcobaca.  Augmented with units of Montbrun's cavalry, Sainte-Croix advanced up the road.  It was 

just after 5:00 p.m. on 28 September, that Masséna had issued orders for the army to begin its 

movement with Junot's 8th Corps setting off after dusk.43  

 Meanwhile, the British cavalry had marched to take up positions near the town of Mealhada. 

The light brigade under Anson covered the Boialvo road near Moito; De Grey's heavy brigade was 

on Anson's left flank.  By mid-day on the 29th, Saint-Croix's cavalry had pushed by Boialvo and was 

driving back the heavy brigade.  The withdrawal of the heavy brigade near Boialvo "was made in 

dreadful confusion;" the next day the heavy brigade spent a half-hour skirmishing with some bushes 

that they mistook for the French.44  The Light Division and part of the 1st Hussars of the King’s 

German Legion remained at Bussaco as a rear guard, observing the French rear guard that consisted 

of four or five battalions and three squadrons.  Once this withdrew around 8:00 p.m., the last of the 

British forces began their retreat.45 

(..continued) 

"French Invasion of Portugal," (Ann Arbor, Mich, 1962), 314-15; Horward, Bussaco, 89-90. 
41 Cotton, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 158; Extracts from the Instructions Communicated by the 
Q.M.G., 22 September 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, IV, 296; Napier, War in the Peninsula, II, 
398-406; Pelet, French Campaign, 169; Horward, Bussaco, 88-90. 
42 “Foz de Alva is a very important point.” Wellington to Hill, 27 Sept 1810, British Library 
35,059 #303. 
43 Horward, Bussaco, 132-34. 
44 Madden, "Lieutenant Madden," 353.  
45 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 44-45; D'Urban, Peninsular Journal, 150; Horward, 
French Invasion of Portugal, 350-52.  
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 Early on 30 September, Slade and Anson's brigades filed through De Grey's heavies, moving 

to Mealhada, north of Fornos. There the 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion and 16th Light 

Dragoons formed, allowing De Grey's brigade to pass to the rear and then assumed the rear guard 

mission.  All three brigades remained on the plain north of the Mondego River, two miles north of 

Coimbra.46  During the day, General Hill's Second Division crossed the ford, leaving the cavalry as 

the only British force north of the river.  The position was too close to the French with a river at the 

cavalry's backs.  Tomkinson of the 16th Light Dragoons complained that 

The enemy pushed a strong advanced guard close to us; we remained bridled up the 
whole night in a very unpleasant situation.  We ought to have been in its rear 
[Mondego River], and then men might have rested, and horses been feeding the 
whole night. We were in a very improper position, and might easily have been 
surprised.47 
 

 By 5:00 a.m. the next day the cavalry, consisting of the 3rd Dragoon Guards, 14th and 16th 

Light Dragoons and the 4th Dragoons, along with Bull's horse artillery troop was formed on the 

plain.  Before them near Fornos, elements of the 16th Light Dragoons and the 1st Hussars of the 

King’s German Legion maintained contact with the French advanced guard.  Around daybreak, the 

French units began to advance; they consisted of Sainte-Croix's cavalry brigade supported by 

Taupin's infantry brigade and two of Montbrun's cavalry brigades.  Cotton ordered Anson to 

maintain his position until attacked by infantry; when this occurred an officer of the 16th Light 

Dragoons was detailed to ride back to inform Anson.48  The officer rode to Anson almost 

immediately after the attack began.  Unexplainably, Anson delayed before going forward; upon 

seeing the advancing French he ordered the retreat immediately.  The 16th Light Dragoons were 

boxed in by bushes and walls and could withdraw by only one road.  Moving back, the cavalry were 

hard pressed by French infantry and cavalry, now personally directed by Masséna. The British 

center was driven in.  Although the light cavalry retired at a gallop, it was necessary to turn and 

charge their pursuers to break contact.  Two or three cavalrymen were lost to French infantry fire, 

and Krauchenberg of the 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion was wounded above the hip.  The 

                     
46 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 45. 
47 Ibid., 45. 
48 Cotton, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 160. 
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British cavalry galloped onto the plain above Coimbra confused and in some disorder.49 

 The plain was cut on the north side by a canal, crossed only by a single bridge that the 

cavalry skirmishers had retired over.  Forming on the plain with the other brigades, they counter-

attacked the pursuing French, supported by the fire of Captain Bull's guns.  The French dragoons 

responded by dismounting and firing from the hedges along the ditch.  The fighting stabilized but 

neither side was ready to move until 10:00 a.m. when the British cavalry began to retire.  De Grey's 

brigade forded the Mondego about six miles below Coimbra at Pereira; Slade and Anson's brigades 

shared a ford three miles from the town.50  Slade's brigade moved off first, with the 16th Light 

Dragoons and 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion maintaining contact with the French until 

the brigade was across before they made for the river.  The French advance followed the 

withdrawing British, reaching the ford just as the last British troopers had crossed.  Sainte-Croix's 

lead regiment, in column, attempted to charge across the ford but was thrown back by a counter-

charge from the 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion and 16th Light Dragoon's rear squadrons.  

The colonel of the French dragoons was nearly captured.51   Cocks of the 16th Light Dragoons said 

of the fighting around Coimbra that he "was more sharply engaged than I have been any time this 

year."52 

 The withdrawal from Coimbra was hindered by confusion on the roads.  The inhabitants 

were obeying the proclamation to abandon their homes and move south.  The sight of the aged and 

infirm with their belongings was an unnerving site for the cavalry.53  As the cavalry regiments 

moved along the narrow roads leading from the town, the Portuguese abandoned their belongings 

and ran to get out off the road.  In addition to this scene of turbulence, the baggage of the cavalry 

division had been forgotten in a small village on the south side of the Mondego.  It was only as the 

                     
49 Beamish credits the confusion to the fact that the British cavalry retreated “much too 
leisurely” and were involved in a serious skirmish as they tried to pass the Mondego River.  
Beamish, King’s German Legion, I, 293; Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 45-46; 
Madden, "Lieutenant Madden," 354; Pelet, French Campaign, 198-99; Horward, French 
Invasion of Portugal, 361-62. 
50 Madden, "Lieutenant Madden," 353-54. 
51 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 45-46; Madden, "Lieutenant Madden,” 353-54; Pelet, 
French Campaign, 199; Cocks, Intelligence Officer, 84; Atkinson, Royal Dragoons, 252; 
Horward, French Invasion of Portugal, 362. 
52 Cocks to John Cocks, 5 October 1810, Intelligence Officer, 84. 
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cavalry crossed under pressure from the French that someone remembered, and the baggage added 

to the congestion on the roads.  Much of the population's belongings were left in the town, and some 

cavalrymen, despite Wellington's threats to hang plunderers, took the opportunity to pick up poultry 

and other items.54 

 

Figure 20: Extremadura. 
 

 Upon entering Coimbra, the French found considerable provisions.  Despite efforts taken by 

Masséna to ensure that the supplies would not be pilfered and wasted, the soldiers of Junot's 8th 

Corps entered the city first and began to pillage.  For the British rear guard, halted at the Soure 

River, this was an unexpected blessing.   For two days the pressure of the French pursuit slackened 

as Masséna took efforts to control his men and establish a hospital before continuing the pursuit.  

Masséna also reorganized his advanced guard to take advantage of the open, rolling terrain south of 

Coimbra.  Montbrun, commander of the cavalry reserve, was given four cavalry brigades, an 

(..continued) 
53 Beamish, King’s German Legion, I, 295. 
54 Wellington ordered four men, two from the 4th Dragoons, hung in Leiria for plundering a 
church.  Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 46-7; Madden, "Lieutenant Madden," 354. 
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infantry brigade and some artillery.55  The British cavalry, withdrawing in short marches, neared 

Leiria and rejoined a portion of the infantry.  Ammunition was distributed to the troops, and by 4 

October the last infantry of the divisions of Spencer and Craufurd moved through Leiria, leaving the 

cavalry alone in the rear.56 

 On 3 October, Masséna pushed the 8th Corps, Montbrun's cavalry and part of the 6th Corps 

across the Mondego to continue the advance.  The French made contact with Wellington's army 

again early in the morning of the 5 October south of Pombal.  Driving in the British pickets, the 

French set up two horse artillery guns that caused some light casualties in the 16th Light Dragoons.  

Two squadrons of the 16th, by making repeated charges, halted the French and took thirty-three 

prisoners against British losses of twenty killed, wounded or captured.57  The British cavalry drew 

off to the south, where they remained for the rest of the day.  Beyond Leiria, the road split; the right 

fork runs towards Alcobaca and the sea while the left extended to Rio Mayor and the Tagus.  The 

British Army used both routes to enter the Lines of Torres Vedras.  As the rear guard of the army, 

General De Grey's Brigade moved on the Alcobaca road.  The brigades of Slade, Fane, and Anson 

and the cavalry division's headquarters moved to the Tagus.  French pressure continued with 

constant skirmishing between the pickets.58 

 Again Captain Cocks participated in several small unit engagements.  On 5 October, French 

cavalry advanced on the road from Leiria, which was intersected by a number of parallel ravines 

perpendicular to the road.  Cocks hid his troop in these ravines and repeatedly charged the head of 

General Auguste-Etienne-Marie Lamotte's brigade as it came into view.  This checked the French 

advance until the rest of Anson's brigade and Bull's artillery moved up in support.  Montbrun arrived 

at the scene; due to the rough nature of the ravines, he divided Lamotte's brigade into three columns, 

but was unable to make much progress.59  One column pressed the British center, which was 

checked by fire from Bull's guns.  Anson's troops charged the flanking columns as they emerged 

from each ravine.  In this strong position, Anson was able to hold the French for nearly five hours, 

                     
55 Pelet, French Campaign, 201. 
56 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 48; Horward, French Invasion of Portugal, 368. 
57 Napier, War in the Peninsula, II, 413-14. 
58 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 48. 
59 Horward, French Invasion of Portugal, 373. 
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losing fifty men, while the French reported twenty-five killed.60  One British cavalryman captured 

during the fighting talked freely to his captors, telling about fortified lines before Lisbon.  Montbrun 

thoroughly questioned the prisoner and sent him to Masséna's headquarters, where, in exchange for 

special consideration, he divulged information relating to the Lines of Torres Vedras on 7 October.61 

 Finally two days later, the hot and dusty weather broke.  Rain came down in torrents with a 

cold wind that prevented men from lighting fires to keep warm.  The cavalry regiments, so closely in 

contact with the French were forbidden to go into any towns or villages for shelter and spent the 

nights in open fields, bridled and ready to mount.62 

 De Grey's brigade retired quietly along the western road, turning out for a few skirmishes but 

with relatively little pressure.  The main body of cavalry along the Rio Mayor road was not as 

fortunate.  On 7 October, Slade's brigade became the rear guard as Anson's horsemen moved behind 

Rio Mayor.  The next day, the 16th Light Dragoons again became the rear guard, leaving one 

squadron in Rio Mayor while the remainder moved back to Alcoentre, six miles to the rear.  As a 

result of the confusion created by conflicting orders within the cavalry staff, the brigades of Slade 

and Anson were both moved a mile beyond the town, while the troop of Captain Bull's horse 

artillery remained there.  Around noon, Cotton reconnoitered the French's front line with the rear 

guard squadron commander, Captain Murray.  Cotton believed the French had halted for the day; the 

French advanced guard halted at noon as it had for the past two days and lit fires to cook their 

rations.  However, the area was so barren and devoid of water that the French were compelled to 

continue.63  Cotton completed his instructions for the day and rode to Quinta del Torre (Moinho de 

Cubo), headquarters of the division.   

                     
60 Madden, "Lieutenant Madden," 356-57; Cocks, Intelligence Officer, 84-85; Tomkinson, Diary 
of a Cavalry Officer, 49-50; Napier, War in the Peninsula, II, 413-14; Horward, French Invasion 
of Portugal, 373. 
61 Pelet mentions the first indications of a fortified line reached the French headquarters on 7 
October, with more definite information on 9 October.  Horward, French Invasion of Portugal, 
373. 
62 Tomkinson and Madden both talk of the extremes of the weather.  After spending many days 
in the hot sun, without shade, the weather suddenly broke and rained almost constantly for the 
next four days.  Madden finally was able to dry out for a while on the 10th, which he records as 
being the first time he had his clothes off since 15 September.  Madden, "Lieutenant Madden," 
356-57; Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 49-50. 
63 Cocks, Intelligence Officer, 85. 
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 Near 2:00 p.m., shots were heard from Murray's squadron; Cocks' troop, the first to respond, 

rode towards Alcoentre.  As Cocks' fifty men neared town, five of Bull's guns fled the village in 

disorder, some pulled by teams of four and six horses.  Bull's troop had disassembled their harnesses 

to clean them, so his troop barely escaped from the town before Murray's rear guard was driven in.  

Two French regiments entered the town six abreast in the narrow streets.  Murray, seeing Cocks' 

men advancing in support, turned and charged, causing the head of the French column to fall back 

and become jammed with the rear ranks who, unable to see what was happening, blocked the road.  

Finally Murray's men were able to drive the French back over the bridge in the village.  Cotton, 

meanwhile, arrived near the town and placed one squadron of the 16th Light Dragoons on a hill to 

check the French advance, while ordering Murray to deploy his troop across the road to confront the 

French.  The 1st Royal Dragoons came up with the rest of the 16th Light Dragoons in support, and the 

last of Bull's guns and some commissariat wagons were able to escape in safety.64 

 The cavalry retired on Quinta de Toro later in the day, leaving only a squadron rear guard 

near the town; they retired once the French sent dismounted dragoons into the village.  The 

encounter at Alcoentre had almost been disastrous for the horse artillery, and their escape must be 

credited to the quick reaction of the 16th Light Dragoons.  The French satisfied themselves with the 

occupation of the town, remaining stationary until late the next day.65  

                     
64 Tomkinson blames Cotton or his staff for the oversight in placing the guns in the town and 
allowing them to disassemble their harnesses.  Cotton's memoirs blamed Lord Tweeddale, 
Quartermaster-General of the cavalry, for misunderstanding Cotton's orders and placing Bull in 
the village with their supporting cavalry in the rear.  The instructions given to Captain Murray 
contributed to the confusion.  As he understood his orders, he was to withdraw in the face of the 
French until coming up on his supports, instead of skirmishing.  Pelet commented upon the quick 
British withdrawal, saying that "Sainte-Croix had maneuvered and the enemy withdrew, 
believing they faced the entire advanced guard (p. 217)."  Pelet's comments must be examined in 
perspective.  British cavalry had been constantly engaged with superior numbers and withdrew 
only under pressure.  The fact that the British had not even fired their pistols lent credence to the 
interpretation that Murray believed his orders were to withdraw and not skirmish. In reporting on 
the action to Wellington, Cotton mentioned Murray charging the French, and praised Murray's 
handling of the situation without blaming him for retiring too early.  Alcoentre was another of 
the incidents that marked the cavalry division's inexperience in withdrawing under pressure.  
Wellington's Dispatches, Cotton to Wellington, 9 October 1810, IV, 330; Tomkinson, Diary of a 
Cavalry Officer, 50-51; Cotton, Cotton's Correspondence, I, 164-65; Pelet, French Campaign, 
217; Cocks, Intelligence Officer, 85; Atkinson, Royal Dragoons, 253. 
65 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 52-53. 
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 On 9 October, the 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion replaced 16th Light Dragoons as 

the rear guard, with Captain Linsingen stationed two miles ahead of the 16th Light Dragoon’s 

pickets.  Seeing this isolated squadron, a French general tried to capture Linsingen's men.   Around 

12:00 p.m., two regiments attacked, and Linsingen allowed the French to approach too close before 

withdrawing; he lost fifteen or sixteen men to the French.66  Linsingen's men retreated to Cocks' 

squadron, which Cocks was deploying as skirmishers but the French were too strong; he had to 

charge the lead French troops in an attempt to break contact.  Two charges failed, and unable to get 

support from the Hussars and their exhausted horses, Cocks withdrew before being overwhelmed.  

Cocks captured two French soldiers, but lost three of his troops.67 

 As these small skirmished continued with the French advanced guard, the Anglo-Portuguese 

Army entered the Lines of Torres Vedras.  October 8th was spent by Wellington on the right of the 

Line giving instructions to Hill on how to occupy the redoubts and instructions on how Fane’s 

cavalry, augmented with two squadrons of Portuguese cavalry, should cover their position.68  To the 

west, Anson’s brigade remained outside of Quinta de Torre throughout the 9th.  Cotton decided to 

try one last effort to check the French advance before the cavalry filed into the Lines of Torres 

Vedras.  That evening, observing that a party of French 15th Chasseurs had advanced too far beyond 

their supporting squadron, Cotton ordered Cocks to attack the forty Frenchmen.  As Cocks' picket of 

twenty men advanced, supported by a squadron of the 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion, the 

chasseurs hurriedly retired upon their supports.  Cocks' men captured twenty-six chasseurs.  Soon, a 

squadron of the 1st Dragoons arrived in support.  Mistaking the 1st Hussars of the King's German 

Legion as French cavalry, they galloped to the rear of the hussars to cut off their escape.  The 1st 

Dragoons advanced to within range of the French infantry, trying to block what they thought to be 

the retreat route for the misidentified 1st Hussars.  Three men were killed and eight men thrown from 

their horses by musket fire before the dragoons discovered their mistake.  The Royal's horses, free of 

their riders, went back to their last camp—which, unfortunately for the regiment, was now in French 

hands and the horses were captured.  Despite the near comic ending to the engagement, twenty light 

dragoons had been able to ride down and capture twenty-six of the French.  Even with the confusion 

                     
66 Cocks, Intelligence Officer, 85. 
67 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 52-53; Cocks, Intelligence Officer, 86-87. 
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and losses, small unit actions such as this could show the tactical confidence that British cavalry 

often displayed against the equal number of French cavalry.69 

 Masséna's first indications of fortified lines before Lisbon appeared on 7 October; more 

information came in on 9 October, and within the next few days the Army of Portugal was 

astounded to find a contiguous line of fortifications extending from the Tagus River to the ocean.70  

As early as 7 October elements of Wellington's army had begun to entered the fortified zone and 

take up their positions.  Advanced posts of the allied army maintained contact with the French forces 

before the Lines.71  The Light Division was one of the last units to enter.  Craufurd had halted at 

Alemquer on 9 October, and remained there through most of the next day.  Despite knowing that the 

British cavalry had already passed into the lines, Craufurd's security was lax and he failed to send 

out patrols.  Around 4:00 p.m. on 10 October, French dragoons appeared on a height above the 

town; as the Light Division assembled in some confusion the numbers of French steadily increased.  

Craufurd's rear guard began to skirmish, holding off the advancing French until night began to fall 

and the Light Division was able to withdraw.72  

 During the retreat to the Lines of Torres Vedras, the cavalry horses showed the strains of the 

campaign, needing shoeing and rest.  But the experience that had been gained in the extended 

campaign proved to be valuable to the allied cavalry.  While horses needed care, they were not in as 

poor a physical condition as they had been during the previous campaigns.  Experience gained in 

field operations and care of the mounts forestalled any rapid deterioration in the horses' condition 

similar to what was experienced during the La Coruña and Talavera campaigns.  Within days of 

filing behind the Lines, the cavalry regiments were once again ready to take the field.  Cotton 

established his headquarters at Mafra with the instructions to collect "all stray squadrons and 

detachments, and individuals of all the regiments, as well as the headquarters of the hussars, 16th, 

                     
69 Confusion over uniforms was an impediment for the British on a number of occasions.  British 
light cavalry uniforms were blue, and particularly confusing were the hussars, with the tall busby, 
which could be mistaken for the French.  Cocks, Intelligence Officer, 85-86; Tomkinson, Diary of a 
Cavalry Officer, 53; Cotton to Wellington, 9 October 1810, Wellington's Dispatches (1852 edition), 
IV, 330. 
70 "The Lines were of such an extraordinary nature that I daresay there was no other position in the 
world that could be compared to them."  Pelet, French Invasion, 222-24. 
71 Wellington to Liverpool, 13 October 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 509-10. 
72 Napier, War in the Peninsula, II, 415. 
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and Royals, and make them up as well as you can."73  Cotton was further enjoined to do this as 

quickly as possible because Wellington felt that the cavalry would soon be needed again.74 

 The period of July through October had been the first major test of the cavalry division's staff 

and command in nearly a year. Wellington was pleased with the performance of the cavalry during 

the campaign.  Writing to Liverpool, Wellington said that "the British cavalry had several occasions 

of distinguishing themselves. . . and I must add my sense of the obligations which I owe to this 

body."75  During the campaign, the cavalry division had been successful in maintaining contact with 

the French while preventing the French from interfering with the retreat.  Wellington had been able 

to gather considerable intelligence about Masséna's movements, while denying the French 

information on Allied movements.  Several officers, including Captain Charles Cocks, were 

particularly successful in operating on the French flanks to observe their movements.  Once in the 

Lines, Cocks slipped behind the French army to ascertain that Masséna had cut his lines of 

communications to Spain.76  Of course, scores of mistakes had been made and opportunities missed. 

 Errors in the placement of regiments caused problems, especially when pickets were deployed too 

close to the French.  The arduous campaign and the hectic nature of the rear guard actions became 

more acute as the cavalry neared the Lines.  Bull's horse artillery troop, overlooked in the 

quartermaster instructions and then given permission to disassemble their harnesses almost led to 

their loss.  The breakdown in unit structure by the time they reached Torres Vedras led to confusion 

but they still contained the French advance; it was a credit to the junior officers and men if not the 

divisional staff. 

 The British cavalry demonstrated themselves equal to the French, man-to-man, or even 

squadron-to-squadron.  British troops and squadrons repeatedly found themselves confronted by 

larger numbers, and were able to limit their losses as they were forced back.  Wellington wrote that 

                     
73 Wellington to Cotton, 11 October 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 503-04. 
74 On the 11th, one squadron of the 16th Light Dragoons and one of the 1st Hussars both of whom 
had been attached to Craufurd after Bussaco were at Santa Quintino, as was the 14th Light 
Dragoons.  The remainder of the 16th Light Dragoons and the Hussars were at Mafra, while De 
Grey's Brigade was at Ramalhal, in front of Torres Vedras, and outside the Lines. It would 
remain there until 23 October when relieved by the 16th Light Dragoons and the 1st Hussars.  
Wellington to Cotton, 11 October 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 503-04. 
75 Wellington to Liverpool, 13 October 1810, ibid., VI, 509-10. 
76 Cocks, Intelligence Officer, 82-84. 
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Since the end of July, they have alone done the duty of outposts, and the enemy has 
never been out of sight of some of them; and on every occasion their superiority has 
been so great, that the enemy does not use his cavalry excepting when supported and 
protected by his infantry.77 

 
 However, the British cavalry had little opportunity to demonstrate their offensive prowess.  

The French advanced guard dictated the pace and tempo of operations, the British rear guard reacted 

to their initiatives.  The French cavalry labored under the additional strain of having to find forage 

for their animals in a country almost stripped of provisions although they were better off in these 

than their infantry who were unable to range as widely for forage.  The French pursuit had been 

hampered by the distances the French army had to travel, the lack of logistical support, and in the 

final stages of their advance, by the heavy rains that delayed the infantry.  Masséna's army could 

maintain pressure on Wellington, and threaten to outflank the allied army, but they could not 

interrupt the retreat of the infantry.78  The mission of the British cavalry was limited--prevent the 

French from significantly impeding the army's retreat.  In this they were highly successful. 

                     
77 Wellington to Liverpool, 20 September 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 457-58. 
78 "The army continued its retreat. . . without being pressed or molested by the enemy." Wellington 
to Liverpool, 13 October 1810, Wellington's Dispatches, VI, 509. 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

STALEMATE AND ADVANCE 

 

The Portuguese now see that they have no remedy for the evil which they 

are threatened but determined resistance.  Persistence, and the determination to 

render the enemy’s advance into their country so difficult as possible, by 

removing out of his way every thing that is valuable, or that can contribute to his 

subsistence, or frustrate his progress, are the only and the certain remedies for the 

evils with which they are threatened.
1
 

 

 By early October 1810, Wellington’s Allied army had completed its withdrawal before 

the French Army of Portugal and was safe within the Lines of Torres Vedras.  The Lines of 

Torres Vedras were actually a series of entrenchments extending across the Lisbon Peninsula 

from the Atlantic to the Tagus River.  These entrenchments included detached fortifications for 

infantry and artillery along hilltops and overlooking the roads and approaches to the Lines to 

prevent any attack.  The Lines of Torres Vedras consisted of three belts.  The northern most belt, 

extending along the flooded Zizandra River in the west through the town of Torres Vedras to the 

Tagus near Alhandra in the east could be held by 20,000 men.  The second line, five miles 

behind the first, consisted of even stronger fortifications.  The third line was constructed around 

the fortress of São Julião to protect the embarkation of the Anglo-Portuguese Army if the first 

two Lines failed.  Supporting the lines were lateral roads to allow rapid reinforcement at any 

point along the lines and hilltop signal stations to pass messages.  The strength of this concept 

was not the defensive positions, but how the positions made best use of the troops Wellington 

had available.  Less well-trained Portuguese militia could hold static positions, allowing the 

British and Portuguese line troops to remain a field army that could react to any French attack.
2
  

In additional, central Portugal had been stripped of the civilian population and supplies with 

varying levels of success.  The impact on the French army, dependant upon foraging for 

supplies, would be significant.  The French had to maintain their mass to confront Wellington’s 

                                                 
1
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forces, yet needed to disperse to forage successfully.  How well Masséna could balance these 

two requirements might be the deciding factor in the success of his invasion. 

Masséna’s army halted and began to survey the extent of the British fortifications to 

determine any weaknesses.  The very existence of these fortifications had been a surprise; 

French officers who had been in Lisbon just two years earlier were perplexed by the engineering 

effort that had transformed central Portugal.  Unsure of what to do, the next few days were spent 

in reconnaissance and trying to better understand the British system.
3
  On 14 October, Masséna’s 

personal reconnaissance of the first lines had convinced him that the “enemy is dug in up to the 

teeth;” an attack upon the first redoubts would just make the British commander strengthen the 

second line with little gain for the French.
4
  Within the lines, Wellington considered attacking 

the French army, but although the French were slightly outnumbered by the total number of 

British, Portuguese, and Spanish troops, the quality of the Armée de Portugal was better than the 

majority of the troops available to Wellington.
5
    The alternative, therefore, was to wait for the 

French to starve as they deployed in the desolated Portuguese countryside and for their strength 

to slowly decline with desertions and sickness. 

 After Masséna reconnoitered the lines, he began drawing in supplies from the areas 

controlled by his army.  To harass these French foraging parties, the 1
st
 Hussars of the King’s 

German Legion, 14
th

 Light Dragoons, and a Spanish battalion moved to Ramalhal.
6
  They had 

been refitting at Mafra while Slade’s brigade had picketed the army’s front lines. While the 

majority of the Allied army remained within the Lines preparing for future action, the cavalry, 

the Light Division and newly formed Sixth Infantry Division maintained or regained contact 

with the French in front of the fortifications.
7
  By 23 October, Anson’s brigade had recovered 
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and replaced Slade’s cavalry.
8
   After a week in the Lines, Slade’s brigade again passed forward 

of the Lines, which, since mid-month, had been surprisingly quiet.  Speculation within the Allied 

armies was that Masséna could not give up on taking Lisbon without an attempt to force the 

Lines; French deserters reported preparations of a bridge across the Tagus while waiting for the 

army’s siege guns.  There had also been a report of French reinforcements en route from Vitoria 

and it was believed that Masséna awaited these reinforcements.
9
 

 Wellington prepared a raid to disrupt the French collection of stores and boats at 

Santarém.  Using Royal Navy transport, Major General Fane’s brigade crossed the Tagus to the 

east.  For the raid, Wellington collected a number of weapons.  Admiral Berkeley offered several 

24 lbs gunboats to move up the river in support of Fane, but since the size of the boats could not 

pass north of Salvaterra, and there was no means of moving the guns by land, Wellington 

declined the offer.  Instead, Wellington received a misunderstood and unique weapon.  On board 

the HMS Poitiers (74 guns) were some Congreve rockets, so Admiral Berkeley sent a 

detachment of sailors and the rockets to Wellington for the raid.
10

  By 8 November, Fane’s force 

received a carriage of horse drawn Congreve rockets, some British artillery and a 5½-inch 

howitzer.   Fane waited in completing his preparations for the Portuguese Caçadores who would 

accompany him to get proper clothing.  The raid accomplished little, but Fane’s force was able to 

destroy some boats at Abrantès to prevent the French from using them.
11

   

 While Fane’s troops prepared for the mission, daily activity remained a constant struggle 

of foraging and harassment between the two forces.  If a strong French foraging party was seen, 

British cavalry maintained observation and reported their presence.  If the foraging party was 

small, a more aggressive attempt was made to capture or prevent them from obtaining needed 
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supplies.
12

  Overall, whether the French intended to attack, observe the Lines, or withdraw, was 

unknown; however, by the first two weeks of November, numerous small changes in the French 

dispositions were noticed by the patrols.  Masséna’s troops, unable to remain in the exposed 

positions before the Lines, prepared to withdraw to Santarém to improve their ability to forage 

and to find more defensible terrain in case Wellington intended to attack.   

Fane attempted on 13 November to destroy the stores in Santarém that Masséna was 

collecting on the western bank by firing Congreve rockets but this attempt was unsuccessful.
13

  

The inaccuracy of the rockets meant that they could not be used to attack a point target like a 

collection of boats.  Despite the failure of Fane’s mission, Wellington ordered another attempt to 

burn the boats with the rockets, even if it meant destroying the center of town.
14

 

Along the main section of the Lines, the French made minor changes to their 

cantonments beginning on 5 November as they repositioned from near Torres Vedras to Sobral.  

The British cavalry closely followed these moves.  Even in these first tentative withdrawals to 

improve the French positions, the condition of the French army shocked the British cavalrymen.  

In Sobral, it seemed like every piece of wood in the town--doors, windows, shutters, and boards 

had been stripped to make huts for their troops and for firewood.  Finally, during the night of 14 

November the French withdrawal from Sobral began.
15

  Wellington did not learn of the French 

departure until the next day.  The first British patrols were unprepared for what they found.  The 

ditches leading out of town were filled with dead horses, mules, and even dead French soldiers.
16

  

The Sixth Division, the first to discover the withdrawal, and the Light Division cautiously 
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advanced to determine Masséna’s intentions.
17

   Slade’s brigade joined the Light Division on 16 

November to maintain contact with the French.  Masséna’s movement had been carried out in 

such secrecy that some of his soldiers did not know of it until it actually took place.  Many of the 

foraging parties had not been given notice by their officers of the impeding retreat and were 

discovered by British cavalry wandering around the countryside, unable to find their units.
18

   

 On 16 November, the British advanced guard reached Alcoentre, Azambuja, and the next 

day Cartaxo.  Marching and skirmishing during the day, an opportunity to attack an isolated 

portion of the French rear-guard occurred near 1:00 p.m.  The French had been pushed back to 

the center of the plain between Cartaxo and the Ponte d’Ancea.  Five regiments, three infantry 

and two cavalry, had taken position in front of a bridge and long causeway to cover the retreat of 

the baggage train.
19

  Craufurd, leading the Light Division, thought an attack could be made, but 

Cotton, leading the cavalry in the advance, advised against the attack since only one cavalry 

brigade was on hand.  Craufurd disregarded the advice and prepared to attack with the Light 

Division alone; but before the attack could be made Wellington arrived and countermanded the 

attack orders.
20

 

The French withdrew unhampered across the bridge and by evening, one French corps, 

commanded by Reynier’s, was located in defensive positions on the outskirts of Santarém.
21

  

Wellington was still unsure of Masséna intentions.  One possible reason for the French 

movements might be to use Santarém to delay the British army so the bulk of the French army 

could move to Abrantès; it might also be to offer battle at Santarém with the entire French 

army.
22

  The French position was strong, and on 18 November, Wellington decided he could not 
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attack this position with only the advance guard so he ordered additional infantry to reinforce the 

position.
23

 

The Light Division, reinforced by Anson’s brigade, halted to await additional infantry 

before moving forward.  On 19 November, a probe was ordered to determine the French 

strength.  Anson’s brigade and Pack’s Portuguese infantry brigade left their positions at 4:00 

a.m. and moved west.  Crossing the Rio Maior, the two brigades then turned east along the road 

from Rio Mayor to Santarém and formed in front of the bridge which was protected by the 

French rear-guard.  Anson’s and Pack’s were to make a demonstration along this road while the 

First Division and Slade’s brigade along the main causeway made the main attack.  Heavy rain 

the previous evening and that morning had caused the river to rise, and the bridges over the river 

were quickly becoming unusable.  The men in the demonstration were faced not only with a 

single bridge to cross to attack the French, but the longer the attack was postponed, the more 

impracticable the crossing became.  By 2:00 p.m. when the signal to begin the attack was fired, 

the two brigades found that they could not cross the river to demonstrate effectively.  However, 

just as suddenly as the signal to begin the attack sounded, Wellington countermanded the whole 

endeavor.
24

  This was fortunate, because the British advance guard was preparing to engage the 

entire French 2
nd

 Corps. The close pursuit by the British, arriving at Santarém at nearly the same 

time as the 2
nd

 Corps, had unnerved Reynier who thought he would be blamed for the loss of the 

stores there.
25

  He had written to Masséna early the morning of 18 November describing his 

dangerous position.  Masséna had reassured him that he was nearby with the 8
th

 Corps, and 

would come to his position on 19 November.
26

 

 By the next morning, it had become clear to Wellington that the French held the position 

around Santarém in strength.  Two more days were spent in improving the British position, and 

seeking out information about the French.  The weather continued miserable with almost 

constant rain and because of the close contact with the French forces, the cavalry had had no 

rations for the previous three days.
27

  Reconnaissance determined that the entire French army 
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was between Thomar and Santarém, but anticipated no additional French movement.
28

  On 22 

November, the cavalry began dispersing in order to secure better forage, and on 24 November, 

Wellington ordered his army into winter cantonments while waiting for the lack of subsistence to 

take its toll on Masséna’s force.
29

 

 The two armies settled opposite each other in the province of Estremadura.  Wellington’s 

forces were situated to cover the routes to the Lines.  The cavalry dispersed from along the 

Tagus near Cartaxo to Rio Maier.  The infantry divisions quartered along the line of villages of 

Valle de Santarém, Cartaxo, Alcoentre, Azambuja, Alenquer, and Hill’s force were across the 

Tagus River at Chamusca.
30

  The British maintained their pickets and outposts but there was 

little offensive action by either side to break up the monotony of that winter.  Minor 

engagements between the lines of vedettes were a daily occurrence with little effect for either 

side.  In fact, more troops were lost to sickness than to enemy action as the winter progressed.
31

  

For the cavalry, in proximately to the French pickets, the routine of outpost was seldom 

interrupted by any significant action.
32

 

Masséna’s strategy revealed the success that Wellington had robbed the French of any 

initiative.  With Masséna’s withdrawal, his goal was to maintain his position in central Portugal, 

wait for reinforcements that had been requested and receive instructions from France.
33

  Little 

offensive action could be contemplated without reinforcements.  Already too weak in numbers to 

confront Wellington’s fortifications, Masséna hoped for additional troops from other parts of the 

Peninsula before resuming the offensive.  To prepare for a new offensive, French officers studied 

the countryside, had their men collect materials, and construct the boats that would be needed to 

cross the Tagus.
34

  What Masséna could not know was that no one in France knew of his 
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situation.  The first two letters Masséna had sent to France requesting assistance were both in 

Wellington’s possession; a fact unknown to Masséna.
35

  No help was coming since no one knew 

of his predicament.  The Portuguese Orendenza and Spanish guerrillas brought an additional 

dimension to the Allied army not available to the French.   Wellington had confidence in his 

preparations, knew his enemy’s weaknesses, and knew that with each passing day the French 

would continue to weaken. 

 

Events in Extremadura 

 

 In central Portugal, matters had settled into a stalemate that waited for an outside catalyst.  

This came at the turn of the year with the invasion of Extremadura by a French army under 

Soult.  British troops on the eastern back of the Tagus in this area had been Hill’s 2
nd

 Division 

and the 13
th

 Light Dragoons, but Hill became sick in late November and was replaced on 30 

December by Beresford.
36

  Hill’s headquarters were in Chamusa, which allowed his troops to 

observe the main French army as well as maintain contact with the Spanish forces in 

Extremadura.  The threat from Soult’s Army of Andalusia at the time was minor, since Marshal 

Claude Victor’s 1
st
 Corps was occupied in the siege of Cadiz while the 4

th
 Corps was in Grenada 

and the 5
th

 Corps spread by divisions from Seville to Cadiz to maintain communications with 

Victor.  Opposite these dispersed French forces were two Spanish infantry divisions of 12,000 

men, infantry garrisons in Badajoz, Olivenza, and Albuquerque numbering an additional 6,000 

men, and Portuguese and Spanish cavalry of nearly 2,500 sabers.
37

  These forces appeared more 

than adequate for any action that Soult might undertake.   

 Soult assembled a field force by taking men from Victor’s 1
st
 Corps outside of Cadiz and 

from the 5
th

 Corps, so that by early January 1811 he was advancing through the Sierra Morena 

towards Badajoz.  The 20,000 men of Soult’s army found the resistance from the Spanish troops 
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Figure 21: Extremadura. 

 

in Extremadura feeble at best, and by 11 January it arrived outside of Olivenza.
 38

  The garrison 

there surrendered after a short defense on 23 January.
39

  This capitulation allowed Soult to 

attempt a siege of the stronger works of Badajoz to the north.  Despite the new threat from 

Soult’s force, Wellington still was not strong enough to risk dividing his army and awaited the 

arrival of reinforcements from England.  Since retreating to the lines, the strength of the Allied 

army had continued to grow.  As early as November, enough troops had arrived to form a sixth 

division of infantry.  All January and February 1811, Wellington waited for 6,000 to 7,000 

additional reinforcements to join his army.
40

  With this increase in strength, Wellington could 
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detach a portion of the army under Beresford to assist in lifting the siege of Badajoz while he 

maintained a position opposite Masséna.  However, a French attack on San Christoval outside of 

Badajoz on 19 February had surprised and destroyed the bulk of the Spanish troops.  Wellington 

had anticipated on cooperating with these Spanish forces, but now Badajoz was left to its own 

devices.  With this set back, Wellington planned to use all the British reinforcements to attack 

Masséna’s force once the weather in early March had improved.
41

    

 No changes occurred in the outposts of the army, consisting of the 14
th

 Light Dragoons 

and the Royal Dragoons in the direction of Valle and Caste d’Ouro.
42

  Because of Wellington’s 

orders to evacuate all threatened areas of Portugal and the French effectiveness in searching for 

hidden food, most of the Portuguese inhabitants of Estremadura had fled from within the French 

controlled area and crowded the British lines, increasing the threat of sickness for the British 

forces.  Lack of provisions brought the most wretched of conditions.  In Caldas, the cantonments 

of the 16
th

 Light Dragoons, anywhere from twenty to thirty civilians died each day due to 

malnutrition and disease.
43

   As the month of February progressed, more information was 

received on French conditions but as late as 5 March all that could be determined with certainty 

was that some of the baggage and artillery was being withdrawn.
44

  The suffering of Masséna’s 

troops increased daily as the French foragers searched farther and farther from their cantonments 

for food.  In particular, the 2
nd

 Corps at Santarém was in poor condition since the area around the 

town was in close proximately to the Allied lines.  Discussions in the French headquarters 

centered on schemes to cross the Tagus to obtain forage as well as the necessity of maintaining a 

foothold in Portugal rather than retreating to Spain. By the end of February the poor condition of 

Masséna’s troops showed the necessity of a retreat.
45

 

Masséna ordered the retreat on 3 March, and troops from Ney’s corps began marching 

the following day.  French troops at Santarém, covering the movement of the army, remained in 

position until the night of 5 March so that a pursuit did not begin until the next day.  Wellington 
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himself had been planning an offensive action for later that month when the reinforcements in 

Lisbon joined the army but Masséna’s movements caught him off guard.
46

  The infantry that 

were to make up the Seventh Division were just landing in Lisbon, and Wellington, expecting 

the French to remain at Santarém, continued his plan to attack the French once the Allied 

strength had grown.  The Allied army had been moving to the front when the French retirement 

began but not until 6 March did cavalry patrols report that Santarém had been evacuated and 

Wellington then moved to occupy it.
47

   

 The first indications of the French withdrawal from Santarém were clouds of smoke 

above the town on the morning of 5 March. The pursuit of the French began in earnest the next 

day.
48

  The first days of the pursuit were spent passing through scenes of object destruction and 

horror with dead French soldiers and murdered Portuguese peasants, lining the route of the 

French march.  Only after three days of marching was the French column sighted and a minor 

skirmish developed as the 14
th

 Light Dragoons and the French rear-guard fought without effect.
49

 

 The flood of British officers to England during this period of inactivity meant the pursuit 

had to be accomplished with whomever was available.  Cotton was attending Parliament and 

would not return to the army until mid-April.  Slade commanded the cavalry temporarily.  Robert 

Craufurd had gone to England ill in January, and William Erskine temporarily commanded the 

Light Division.  A worse pairing of officers to lead the pursuit of Masséna could not have been 

conceived, as Wellington would learn as the pursuit continued.  The return of officers to England 

each winter seemed a product of a bygone era of warfare and was a practice Wellington opposed.  

He said that this migration of officers to England during the winter of 1810-1811 was as “against 

his inclinations as it was injurious to the public interest. . . I have been forced to be a General of 

Cavalry, and of the advanced guard, and the leader of two or three columns, sometimes in the  
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Figure 22: Massena's Retreat. 
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same day.”
 50

  However, this protestation to the government would do little to solve the problem 

in the winter of 1811. 

By 7 March, Slade’s brigade advanced to Torres Novas, where it overtook a French 

rearguard and skirmished until dark.
51

  Patrols reported Leiria deserted but when Anson’s 

brigade arrived on 8 March, they found the French still holding it in considerable strength.
52

   

That night the French withdrew and the next morning Slade ordered Anson’s brigade to advance 

towards Pombal where it appeared the French would make a stand.  Across the Tagus, 

Beresford’s force had been preparing to support the Spanish forces near Badajoz.
53

  Wellington 

had received an optimistic report from General Gabriel de y Iraeta Mendizabal; he stated that 

Badajoz had suffered little damage, described the ineffectiveness of the French fire, and good 

condition of the fortifications.
54

   This optimistic report on 9 March led Wellington to order the 

Second Infantry Division and De Grey’s cavalry brigade to return across the Tagus and move on 

Pombal.
55

  Masséna’s army was retreating on three major roads but Wellington did not have the 

strength yet to attack Massena’s force and waited for the Second Infantry Division and troops 

marching from Lisbon to join him.
56

 

 The British advanced guard approached the plain of Pombal, favorable country for the 

use of cavalry.  Leaving Leiria at dawn, the 16
th

 Light Dragoons entered the Pombal plain, 

crested a hill, and captured a twenty-five-man picket of the French 6
th

 Dragoons.  As they were 

capturing the prisoners, two French squadrons formed to oppose the British advance, but before 

they could attack the single squadron of the 16
th

 Light Dragoons, the 1
st
 Hussars of the King’s 

German Legion and 1
st
 Royal Dragoons entered the plain and the French withdrew.

57
  With 

elements of two brigades now on the plain, the British advanced towards Pombal.  The French 

rearguard had formed eight cavalry squadrons in front, with the rest of their cavalry in two lines 

behind them, and infantry with artillery in support.  The 1
st
 Hussars advanced with one squadron 
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supported by the other three to force the French skirmishers back.  Joined by the 16
th

 Light 

Dragoons, the two regiments charged and broke two of the French squadrons, which fell back, 

intermingled with the others and the mass retired on their reserves.  The poor condition of the 

horses hampered the French response.  One writer described the weakened French horses able to 

move only in pain, while the British horses jumped and moved about freely.
58

  The British attack 

halted here; without infantry support little else could have been accomplished.
59

  

 The French forces collected near Pombal consisted of elements of the 6
th

, 8
th

, and 9
th

 

Corps, supported by Montbrun’s cavalry.  Examining the French positions, Wellington decided 

to attack on 11 March when his army concentrated.
60

  However, the British army could not 

concentrate quickly enough to press the French and Masséna again ordered a withdraw.  A minor 

skirmish between the Light Division and Ney’s troops marked the major action of the day.
61

   

 Wellington still expected the French to make a stand, and called the troops under 

Beresford north to reinforce the army.  However, the suddenness of the French withdrawal on 5 

March had caught the British army unprepared.  With Cotton and Craufurd both in England, their 

commands had fallen upon Slade and Erskine respectively.  Erskine, Slade’s senior, was in 

charge of the advance guard of the army, which consisted of the Light Division, and all of the 

cavalry.  The resulting pursuit was marked by a series of lapses and omissions more than out and 

out blunders.  Coupled with the events around Badajoz, the reputations of a number of senior 

commanders of the cavalry would be permanently tarnished in the eyes of their senior 

commander.   
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With the divisions of the army assembled, Wellington pushed forward on the morning of 

12 March toward Venda da Cruz.  The positions occupied by the French at nightfall were found 

deserted, and the 1
st
 Hussars of the King’s German Legion advanced in front of the Light 

Division to find the French rear guard.  Not far off, the French were discovered at Redinha and 

by 2:00 p.m. the British formed a line to attack.  The line advanced at the trot with the infantry 

running to maintain station.
62

  The French withdrew at the last minute and the British were 

unable to come to grips with the French.   

 Because of the poor condition of the roads, the artillery and wagons were determining the 

speed at which the French could withdraw.  The French rear guard defended its positions until 

the last possible moment before withdrawing to gain additional time for the artillery and 

wagons.
63

  At many towns along the route, fires burned to screen the French withdrawal.  The 

British came across a series of devastated villages that confirmed their worst expectations of the 

French soldiers with scenes of wanton destruction.
64

  The French delay was expertly conducted, 

maximizing proper route selection, and tactics.  Those French tactics soon became clear.  A 

strong rear-guard of infantry, cavalry and artillery composed of Marchand’s division would 

deploy on favorable terrain, force the British to march on a circuitous route to outflank them 

from the strong position.  Each time the French rear-guard would withdraw before the 
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envelopment was complete and the pattern would be repeated on the next piece of defensible 

terrain.
65

 

The pattern of the French retreat slowed the British pursuit and allowed the French to 

control the pace of the withdrawal unless Wellington was willing to expend a great deal of effort 

to seize the initiative and attack the rear-guard frontally.  Wellington was not willing to do so, 

and it would have been foolhardy.  With the detachment of Beresford’s corps to the south, the 

French outnumbered Wellington’s force, and so the policy of maintaining contact but allowing 

Masséna to set the pace was prudent.  To further hamper the British pursuit, heavy morning fog 

for the next two days delayed the Allied advance.  On 13 March, a thick fog blanketed the route 

to Condeixa and the French and Light Division skirmished until the fog burned off and 

Wellington could observe the ground.   

 Every delay of the British pursuit was invaluable for the French retreat.  French tempers 

were strained as the army pushed into the confined terrain around Condeixa, and the terrain 

prevented the French from establishing regular billets and routes.  Because of the confusion, 

limited egress from the town, and the British threat to the left, Ney unsuccessfully urged 

Masséna to destroy the wagons and baggage of the army.  However as the day progressed, the 

British pressure failed to materialize and the French retreat continued unhampered.
66

   

This delay was caused because Wellington had other pressing matters to consider.  

Worrying that the French would make a stand and fight, it was not until Masséna bypassed 

Coimbra that Wellington ordered Beresford with his detachment to cross the Tagus and move 

south to assist Spanish forces in Extremadura.  However, it was already too late.  News arrived 

on 13 March that Badajoz had surrendered.  Beresford’s mission changed from assisting with the 

Spanish defense of the region to preventing a French advance towards Lisbon and threatening 

the Allied right flank.
67

  Beresford’s detachment and the action around Badajoz became a 

constant concern for Wellington.  Later in the campaign, these worries would force Wellington 

to move south and assume command of the operation.  However, before Wellington would be 

forced to such a drastic measure, Masséna’s forces would be expelled from Portugal. 
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 In maneuvering the French out Condeixa, Wellington began a wide flanking 

movement to get behind the 6
th

 Corps but again the direct pressure of the pursuit was weak.  The 

terrain was becoming increasing mountainous as the armies moved north of Condeixa, allowing 

for less use of cavalry.
68

   With almost no contact between the two forces, the movement was 

nevertheless successful.  Ney, concerned that he must retreat east when giving up Condeixa, 

gave orders to withdraw in the afternoon of 13 March when his troops observed Wellington’s 

threatened movement against his flanks.
69

  In the heavy fog the next morning, William Erskine 

pushed his advance guard forward, following Wellington’s orders to press Ney.  At Casal Novo 

Erskine ordered the 52
nd

 Foot to attack in a heavy fog; the infantry bypassed some of the French 

pickets and were so heavily engaged that the remainder of the Light Division had to be used to 

extricate the 52
nd

 Foot from their dangerous position.  The Light Division, deployed to engage 

Ney’s troops, soon found themselves totally committed with no reserve and only the arrival of 

the Third Division on the flank ended this unnecessary and poorly organized attack.
70

  

Remaining on the battleground, the advance paused the next morning until after 10:00 a.m. 

waiting for the fog to lift.  Arriving outside of Miranda de Corvo late in the afternoon, Erskine 

halted the advanced guard divisions and encamped for the night.
71

 

A heavy fog next morning, 14 March, again delayed the advance until a reconnaissance 

of the French position could be made, and the advance began near 10:00 a.m.
72

 The French rear 

guard had marched all night, and took up another strong position near Foz d’Arouce along the 

banks of the Ceira river.  With the late start to the advance, the Light and Third Divisions 

advanced until reaching the plain outside of Foz d’Arouce.  A patrol from the 16
th

 Light 
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Dragoons searched for the French to the right of the advance, but because of the nature of the 

terrain little use could be made of the cavalry.
73

  Erskine thought it too late to attack Ney’s 

strong position, and at approximately 3:00 p.m. ordered the advance guard to halt to await 

biscuits and supplies from the rear.
74

  Opposite of the British position, Ney’s rear guard, 

consisting of Mermet and Marchand’s divisions and Lamotte’s light cavalry, occupied a position 

with the Ceira River and a narrow bridge to their rear.  Erskine’s decision to halt took the 

pressure off of the French and Ney’s troops were standing down, expecting no fighting that day.  

Wellington arrived at the British position. Observing the poor French position he quickly ordered 

the Light and Third Divisions to continue the attack against French defenders.  The attack, 

closely resembling in reverse the French attack against Craufurd at the Côa River earlier in the 

year, successfully pressed the French back and only ended when darkness fell.
75

   For some 

unknown reason a panic started in some French units, and a rush for the single bridge over the 

flooded Ceira caused a great deal of confusion and loss.  Ney was able to stabilize the situation 

by rushing battalions and artillery to the far bank of the river to fire on the advancing British.
76

  

That night, the French retired and destroyed the bridge over the Ceira.
77

  The attack on Ney’s 

rear-guard was costly but could have been much more successful if executed earlier without 

Erskine’s wait for supplies.
78

  

 The weather, fair for the past few days, turned worse the night of 15 March.  Heavy rains 

fell all that night and the next two days, flooding the rivers.
79

  With French forces turned away 

from Coimbra into the rugged mountains towards Spain, Wellington’s army began to out march 

its supplies; the next two days were used to bring up the commissariat convoys.  Cavalry patrols 

from Slade and Arentschildt’s brigades reconnoitered the French position, and on 17 March the 

Light and Sixth Divisions crossed the Ceira River at Foz do Arouce.  So far, the pursuit of the 
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French had shown little cooperation between the infantry and cavalry and demonstrated a lack of 

aggressiveness by the cavalry.  Despite the poor pursuit by the British, the French supplies were 

running out, and the columns supplied themselves with what little they could get from the 

Portuguese villages.
80

   By 16 March, Masséna was across the Alva River and the British crossed 

the next day.  Turning movements by Wellington on the left forced Masséna to continue his 

retreat.  The French halted near the Serra da Moita until 20 March, when the retreat resumed.
81

  

Wellington’s infantry columns determined the pace of the Allied march and found the French 

only when the French rear-guard remained stationary long enough to be contacted.  Expecting to 

remain in position near Moita for some time, French foraging parties were sent out.  Large 

numbers of French foraging parties were captured as the French units hurriedly marched off and 

the parties returned to find their units departed.  The sudden resumption of the French 

withdrawal meant that the British cavalry spent the next few days collecting these parties and 

stragglers that returned to their previous camps only to find them now in British hands.
82

   

The pursuit of the French forces from Portugal was poorly handled.  Erskine and Slade 

had shown little initiative in the use of the advance guard; indeed the only major setback to the 

British had been at Casal Novo when Erskine lavishly obeyed his orders although they no longer 

fit the circumstances at hand.  Slade allowed the cavalry to be dispersed by brigades across the 

entire front of the British advance and on the plains where they could have been used in mass; 

their decentralized movement prevented them from being combined effectively.  This meant that 

no major set backs had been suffered but the French were allowed to withdraw almost 

unhampered and with all their baggage and artillery. 

With the French retreat in the mountains east of Coimbra, the opportunities for the use of 

cavalry declined further.  Wellington, more confident of the situation in the north, ordered troops 

from the main army to join Beresford’s corps in the south near Campo Mayor on 16 March.  

Because of the open nature of the ground in Extremadura, De Grey’s brigade of heavy cavalry 

went south, giving Beresford almost 2,200 cavalry out of 22,000 men.
83

  Remaining to pursue 
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Masséna were just two British brigades, Slade and Arentschildt’s, and one Portuguese brigade 

under Colonel Francisco Furtado de Castro do Rio de Mendonça e Faro, Visconde Barbaçena.  

This force mustered just over 1,800 effective cavalrymen.
84

  

 With Masséna’s force in the mountains, the pursuit slowed.  One of the major complaints 

from the British columns had been that the pace outstripped their supplies.  Further pauses in the 

mountains finally allowed the wagons to bring up bread and supplies for the British and German 

troops.
85

  Wellington also had cause for complaint.  The decentralized nature of a pursuit 

undermined the discipline of the British march columns.  Wellington lamented that any march, 

no matter how short, was marked by poor discipline by both the troops and their baggage train.
86

  

A brief pause allowed Wellington to prepare for the future.  No longer did the embarkation of the 

British Army from Portugal seem imminent.  Keeping transports for the troops and supplies in 

the Tagus in case of embarkation was expensive for the government.  On 21 March, Wellington 

wrote to Admiral Berkeley to release some of the transports for other duties.  He also asked for 

Berkeley’s opinion whether the current retreat of the French should therefore mean a reduction 

of the British forces in the Peninsula.  The narrow focus on protecting Portugal was completed, 

but what the future contained was still undecided.
87

   Further actions would further dismantled 

the forces in the Lines to include releasing the detachment of Royal Marines and the officers 

detailed to operate the telegraph system within the lines to return to their ships.
88

 

The French columns, after passing the mountains, reached open terrain of Old Castille, 

and the time gained over the British in the rough landscape was put to use.  Baggage was sent 

ahead of each column and the individual corps marched on separate routes that eased command 
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and control problems for the French forces.
89

  Without British pressure, Masséna halted the army 

for two days at Celorico in order to rest and prepare for new movements.
90

 

 While Wellington attempted to improve the discipline of the army by a more systematic 

series of marches, the pursuit continued with little contact.  Arriving at Celorico on 25 March 

with his cavalry brigade, Slade still had not found the French rear-guard despite a twenty-four 

hour search.
91

  Over the previous six days, the British pressure eased and Masséna explored the 

idea of a march southeast through the Portuguese mountains towards Extremadura but by 28 

March decided that it was impossible due to the condition of his troops.  The French retreat east 

was resumed on 29 March.  As the British troops finally approached, they paused at Guarda until 

turned from that position by the Third, Sixth, and Light Divisions, supported by Anson’s brigade 

of the 16
th

 Light Dragoons and 1
st
 Hussars of the King’s German Legion.

92
 

The two light cavalry brigades, all the cavalry that remained in the north, were under 

Slade’s command and missed a number of opportunities to press the French rear-guard.  Anson’s 

brigade, supported by two troops of horse artillery, pursued the French along the Sabugal road.  

Slade’s brigade, being commanded by Colonel Hawker of the 16
th

 Light Dragoons, advanced in 

the north near Pega close to the Côa River.  A plain extended for two miles around Pega, and 

upon contact with the French, Slade watched the marching French columns for a half an hour 

before ordering up the horse artillery.  Then instead of firing on the French main body, Slade had 

the guns fire on the enemy pickets, which had little or no effect because of their dispersion.  The 

arrival of the guns forced the French to abandon Pega, but behind the town Slade repeated the 

same pattern and missed still another opportunity to damage the rear-guard.  Only two guns of 

Bull’s horse artillery troop, disobeying orders, came forward and fired, but had little effect on the 

French.
93

  Slade’s caution and irresolution marred the chance to harass the French. 
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 By 2 April, the French had only a small force still across the Côa River near Sabugal.  

The British attacked the next day to turn Reyneir’s corps from the position, but Erskine managed 

the attack badly.  Heavy fog in the morning prevented a clear understanding of the situation and 

the first brigade of the Light Division crossed the river at the wrong ford and found itself 

outnumbered.  Erskine, though in command of the Light Division, moved with the two cavalry 

brigades that crossed by a different ford; due to his interference, they spent the day counter 

marching in the fog so were unable to support the Light Division.  Only a single squadron of the 

16
th

 Light Dragoons got into the fight that day, protecting the flank of the 52
nd

 Foot from an 

attack by French cavalry.
94

  Wellington’s frustration with Erskine mounted, and he commented 

later to Beresford about how these engagements were poorly managed unless he was there 

personally to control what he termed “every trifling movement.”
95

  Reynier’s actions delayed the 

Wellington’s superior force for nearly eight hours, and Reynier gave up the position only after 

being ordered to retire.
96

  Fortunately for the British, the French tactics of attacking in column 

against the British line meant that the firepower of the British soldier could make up for the poor 

dispositions.  Wellington commented that “but really these attacks in columns against our lines 

are very contemptible.”
97

  In reality, the losses were not that lopsided.  The French lost forty-

seven killed and 203 wounded compared to 200 casualties for the Anglo-Portuguese forces 

engaged.
98

  

 As a result of the combat at Sabugal, Masséna abandoned the defensive line along the 

Côa River and withdrew into Spain.  Slade and Arentschildt’s brigades followed, entering Spain 

on 4 April.  Only Drouet’s corps around Almeida remained in Portugal.  Cavalry pickets spread 

out along the line from Nava de Aver to Gallegos, opposite the pickets of Drouet’s corps near 
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Villa Formosa.
99

  In the next three days, the French withdrew from the area, leaving a garrison in 

Almeida and marched further east towards the stores at Salamanca.  Wellington, without a siege 

train and hampered by supplies coming from Coimbra, invested Almeida with the intention of 

starving its garrison, whom he thought possessed only one month’s supplies.  With all of 

Masséna’s army across the Agueda on 9 April, affairs in the region became more tranquil as the 

French recovered from their invasion of Portugal.  Wellington also turned to reorganizing his 

forces, withdrawing his cavalry so they could obtain better forage and supplies and maintaining 

their strength.
100

  Of the various elements of Wellington’s forces, the Portuguese cavalry was in 

the worst shape from the campaign.  Wellington wrote that Visconde de Barbaçena’s brigade no 

longer “exist in the shape of cavalry.”
101

  With the dispositions to improve his army, Wellington 

turned his attention to affairs in the south around Badajoz.
102

  

 With secure lines of communications and ability to receive forage, the British and 

German cavalry had maintained their strength and the condition of their horses, so that when the 

French army withdrew, they could effectively pursue. Yet, the pursuit was poorly handled and 

despite French mistakes, never obtained a significant success.  The return of senior officers to 

England during the winter months hampered the cavalry in particular.  Suddenly inexperienced 

or ineffective officers found themselves thrust into critical positions of responsibility during a 

critical mission.  While individual squadrons and regiments performed well, it was when 

combined into larger formations and with other arms, particularly the infantry, that their 

inexperience was most exhibited.  The poor performance of Erskine and Slade in charge of the 

Light Division and Cavalry Division could not have been anticipated, but neither could it have 

been avoided without one of two measures.  The first was recalling these two officers to 

England.  This was the measure that Wellington would finally resort after other poor 

performances by Slade and Erskine.  However, Wellington would not be relieved of these 

officers for another two years.  The second measure to maintain the effectiveness of the army 

was within Wellington’s control.  He could have forbid officer from returning to England to look 
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 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 96. 
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 Wellington to Beresford, 9 April 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VII, 448. 
101

 The condition of the horses Wellington blamed on the Portuguese government’s neglect to 
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after personal matters. While there was little precedence for this, Wellington did complain on 

numerous occasions to the Horse Guards about this practice, yet he approved the requests of 

officers to return home.   The cavalry, performing well during the British retreat to the Lines of 

Torres Vedras, had not performed as well during the advance back to the frontiers of Portugal.   
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CHAPTER 8 
 

CAMPO MAYOR AND LOS SANTOS 
 

I wish you would call together the Officers of the dragoons, and point out to them 
the mischiefs which must result from the disorder of troops in action.  The 
undisciplined ardor of the 13th Dragoons, and the 1st [sic 7th] regiment of 
Portuguese cavalry, is not of the description of the determined bravery and 
steadiness of soldiers confident in their discipline and in their Officers.  Their 
conduct was that of a rabble, galloping as fast as their horses could carry them 
over a plain, after an enemy to whom they could do no mischief when they were 
broken. . .1 

 
 The town of Badajoz was located at the confluence of the Rivillas and Guadiana Rivers.  

Located four miles from the Portuguese border, Badajoz was dominated by the Alcazaba, a ninth 

century fort.  The capital of the province of Badajoz, it was located in Extremadura, and the 

terrain of the area varies from plains in the northeast along the Guadiana River to the Sierra 

Morena mountains southeast in the direction of Seville.  Compared to the terrain in Portugal, it 

was excellent for the large-scale use of cavalry, with relatively flat and open plains.  In March 

1811, Wellington had ordered Beresford to secure Badajoz before Soult’s forces could complete 

the siege.  However, before Beresford’s forces could arrive to assist Badajoz, the Spanish 

garrison surrendered on 10 March so Beresford’s mission changed to preventing any further 

advance of French forces.  By 22 March Beresford had collected 22,000 troops at Portalegre and 

prepared to move to the fortifications at Campo Mayor where the French had broken ground for 

a siege.2  Campo Mayor fell to the investing French forces on that day and Beresford’s mission 

was changed.  He was now expected to seize the town before the French could repair the 

fortifications.3    Accordingly, Beresford had two British and one Portuguese infantry divisions, 

and elements of the future Second Cavalry Division.  The cavalry consisted of five regiments--

two Portuguese and three British totaling 1,619 men.  This force was divided into two brigades.  

                                                 
1 Wellington to Beresford, 30 March 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VII, 412. 
2 Wellington to Liverpool, 21 March 1811, ibid., VII, 385. 
3 Wellington to Liverpool, 16 March 1811, ibid., VII, 368; Wellington to Beresford, 18 March 
1811, VII, 372.  
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The heavy brigade was under DeGrey and included the 3rd Dragoon Guards and 4th Dragoons.  

This was the only heavy cavalry brigade that the British army had in the Peninsula.  The need for 

light cavalry was greater in the south, but because of the scale of operations in the north, no 

additional light cavalry brigades could be spared, and the heavy brigade was therefore employed 

in the south as a interim measure.  The other brigade was a Portuguese brigade under Lieutenant 

Colonel Lotfus Otway with the 1st and 7th Regiments.  These were badly under strength, and 

could muster only 240 men each.  The final regiment, the 13th Light Dragoons, was not attached 

to any brigade but operated directly under the control of the division lead by its regimental 

commander, Lieutenant Colonel Michael Head.  Supporting this division was a brigade of King’s 

German Legion horse artillery lead by Major George Hartmann.4 

In overall command of this force was a new arrival in the Peninsula: Major General 

Robert Long.  Long had served as a lieutenant in the 1st Royal Dragoons during the 1794 

campaign under the Duke of York, and then was posted on the staff.  The following years saw 

him rise through the ranks in cavalry units, attend the newly formed Royal Military College at 

High Wycombe, and serve as the commander of the 15th Light Dragoons when they transitioned 

to hussars in 1807-1808.  For Moore’s campaign in 1808-1809 Long was posted to the staff in 

the Peninsula but only arrived at La Coruña the day before the battle and held no command.  

Long returned to the Peninsula in March 1811 after serving as an adjutant general in the 

Walcheren campaign.5   

 Long’s appointment to command the cavalry under Beresford emphasized the problems 

that Wellington encountered; officers were sent from England irrespective of needs.  Because 

Long was a major general, Wellington had to find a position commiserate with Long’s rank.  No 

brigade commands were available, and Long was the senior brigadier after Slade, who was 

already acting as a cavalry division commander in the north.  Therefore, despite the fact that 

Long had not commanded cavalry at a level higher than a lieutenant in combat fifteen years 

earlier, he was given the command a mere three weeks after arriving in the Peninsula.   

                                                 
4 Long, Robert Ballard, Peninsular Cavalry General (1811-1813). The Correspondence of 
Lieutenant General Robert Ballard Long. Edited by T.H. McGuffie, (London, 1951) 65, 75; C.T. 
Atkinson, “The Composition and Organization of the British Forces in the Peninsula,” The 
English Historical Review, LXVII (1902): 117.  At Campo Mayor, the 13th Light Dragoons 
would consist of only two and one half squadrons because the remainder were detached on 
various other missions. 
5 Long, Peninsular Cavalry General, 18-36; The Dictionary of National Biography, XII, 169. 
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Wellington was concerned about the cavalry under Beresford, and issued orders to 

Beresford that would affect the coming campaign.  The terrain to the southeast of Badajoz was 

much more open than that which the British cavalry had been operating for the past three years.  

To counter this, Wellington told Beresford that  

I recommend you keep your troops very much en masse.  I have always 
considered the cavalry to be the most delicate arm that we possess.  We have very 
few officers who have practical knowledge of the mode of using it, or who have 
ever seen more than two regiments together; and all our troops, cavalry as well as 
infantry, are a little inclined to get out of order in battle.  To these circumstances 
add, that the defeat of, or any great loss sustained by, our cavalry, in these open 
grounds, would be a misfortune amounting to the defeat of the whole; and you 
will see the necessity of keeping the cavalry as much as possible en masse, and in 
reserve, to be thrown in at the moment of when an opportunity may offer of 
striking a decisive blow.6 

 
 With these instructions fresh in his mind, Beresford ordered his force to advance on the 

morning of 24 March to confront a rear guard from Marshal Edouard-Adolphe Mortier’s 5th 

Corps protecting Campo Mayor.  This rear-guard consisted of 2,400 men formed with the 100th 

Ligne and elements of four regiments of cavalry, the 26th Dragoons, 2nd and 10th Hussars, and 4th 

Spanish Chasseurs.  All were under the command of General Marie Charles Latour-Maubourg.7  

Little contact between the two forces was made on the first day of the advance.  Long’s cavalry 

and an infantry brigade under Colonel John Colborne formed the advance guard.  That day the 

only contact was when a patrol of dragoons discovered the French pickets.8  The next morning, 

the allied advance began again and French cavalry were seen in the undulating ground around 

Campo Mayor.  Long, in an effort to envelop the right flank of the French force, bypassed the 

town to the north.  Long’s route to the north of Campo Mayor would cut any French troops in the 

town off from their line of retreat towards Badajoz.9  Latour-Maubourg formed his infantry into a 

column of two squares protected at each end by a cavalry troop.  Long first directed his efforts to 

drive off the cavalry screen; if successful the remainder of the French infantry would be at risk.10  

East of the 100th Ligne, the 26th Dragoons, 2nd and 10th Hussars formed to keep the British 

                                                 
6 Wellington to Beresford, 20 March 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VII, 374-75. 
7 Picard, Louis August. La Cavalerie dans les Guerre de la Révolution et de L’Empire, (Samur: 
1896) II, 313-15. 
8 Long to Le Marchant, 25 April 1811, National Army Museum, 6807-219-4, 485. 
9 Ibid., 6807-219-4, 487.  
10 Ibid., 6807-219-4, 487-88. 
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cavalry from getting behind the infantry and cutting them off from Badajoz.  Seeing the French 

cavalry, Long ordered Lieutenant Colonel Head and the 13th Light Dragoons to drive off three 

French squadrons covering the infantry column.  The three under-strength Portuguese squadrons 

of the 1st Portuguese Regiment would charge with Long against the three French squadrons, 

while two squadrons of the 7th Portuguese under Otway would remain in reserve.11 

 The engagement began well for the British.  The 13th Light Dragoons charged, reformed, 

and charged again, finally breaking the French cavalry and forcing them to flee to the east.  
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Figure 23: Campo Major Initial Action 

 
Reforming his regiment, Head met with Otway and the two officers took stock of the situation.  

Otway told Head that his brigade was in support, and recommended that the two light regiments, 

13th Light Dragoons and 7th Portuguese, pursue the French cavalry across the plain towards 

                                                 
11 Long, Peninsular Cavalry General, 76. 
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Badajoz, leaving the heavy brigade under De Grey to take care of the infantry column.  Head, 

finding himself the senior officer present, decided on the pursuit and took the 13th Light 

Dragoons and two squadrons of the 7th Portuguese east towards Badajoz.12  Long, the senior 

cavalry officer on the field, was indisposed at this crucial moment.  Still waiting for much of his 

personal equipment and horses to arrive from England, Long had borrowed a troop horse from 

the 13th Light Dragoons that morning.  As the 13th Light Dragoons charged the French cavalry, 

Long had stood up in the saddle, breaking a frayed stirrup and was hastily repairing the broken 

equipment and did not see the meeting between Head and Otway. By the time Long had 

remounted, the 13th Light Dragoons and 7th Portuguese had disappeared east from view.  Only 

the 1st Portuguese remained nearby, but were wavering because of the nearby French cavalry.  

Long, within 200 yards of the reforming French cavalry, attempted to rally the wavering 1st 

Portuguese and charge; while doing so he lost the opportunity to determine what had happened 

to the rest of his light cavalry.13  

 To further complicate Long’s predicament, De Grey’s heavy brigade had moved behind 

the French infantry column instead of further southeast as desired by Long.  The move expected 

by Long would have put the heavy brigade in the path of the French column, cutting them off 

from Badajoz.14  Although the engagement seemed practically over, French infantry formed in 

two squares on an immense plain stretching eight or nine miles to Badajoz and the halted on a 

low ridge two miles from Long’s position.  They had practically no hope of reaching the shelter 

of Badajoz before Beresford’s infantry and artillery could arrive.  Long’s light cavalry, their 

whereabouts still unknown, had driven off the flank security of Latour-Maubourg and it appeared 

that nothing could stop the British from getting behind the infantry column and cutting it off 

from Badajoz.  By this time, the two six-pounders of Hartmann’s battery had begun to shell the 

French infantry squares at maximum range and prepared to move eastward to improve their 

marksmanship.  De Grey’s heavy brigade remained 200 yards from the French column.  The 

French withheld their fire so that they could deliver a massed volley when the cavalrymen 

charged.  Finally, entering the scene from the west was the lead infantry regiment of Colborne’s 

                                                 
12 Madden, “ The Diary of Charles Dudley Madden, Lieutenant 4th Dragoons, Peninsular War, 
1809-11.”  Royal United Services Institute, LIX (1914): 510-11. 
13 Long to Le Marchant, 25 April 1811, National Army Museum, 6807-219-4, 489-90; Long, 
Peninsular Cavalry Officer, 76; Napier, History of the War in the Peninsula, III, 139. 
14 Long to Le Marchant, 25 April 1811, National Army Museum, 6807-219-4, 490. 



161 

brigade, the 66th Foot, rushing to join in the action.15  Suddenly the situation that seemed so 

threatening for the French squares changed.  Beresford arrived at the heavy brigade’s location.  

He ordered Major Hartmann to wait for the rest of his horse artillery guns to come up before 

advancing, and forbade him from moving forward the two guns already in action.  The French 
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squares, seeing this pause, began moving eastward so the guns fell silent as the column moved 

out of range.  Then the heavy brigade, within 200 yards of the French infantry, were ordered to 

halt, enabling Latour-Maubourg’s threatened troops to gain some distance.  Beresford, acting 

without a clear understanding of the situation, made some critical errors in judgment.  He did not 

see the charge of the 13th Light Dragoons, and had received some contradictory messages 

                                                 
15 Long, Peninsular Cavalry General, 78-79; Madden, “Diary of Lieutenant Madden,” Royal 
United Services Institute, LIX, 511; Smith, Life of John Colborne, 152-53.  
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concerning their fate.  One message reported that the 13th and 7th Portuguese had been defeated 

and captured by the French.  To Beresford, Wellington’s message of just a few days prior must 

have seemed prophetic.  Beresford feared that the loss of the 13th Light Dragoons, and the losses 

to the heavy dragoons if they charged, would mean that Beresford’s cavalry, and in particular the 

British regiments, would have been effectively destroyed on only the second day of the 

campaign.16  Much of the army blamed Beresford’s errors of judgment on allowing this 

opportunity to be lost.17 

 What none of the senior commanders present could know was how the 13th Light 

Dragoons and 7th Portuguese fared.  Pursuing the French hussars east for seven or eight miles, 

the British cavalry had come across a column of siege artillery and wagons that Latour-

Maubourg had ordered from Campo Mayor that morning.  Chasing some of the teams to the 

bridge outside of Badajoz, the British and Portuguese captured thirteen siege guns and numerous 

wagons.18  Detaching men to move the captured guns, the elated light cavalry began the slow 

march back to Campo Mayor. 

 Concerned that French reinforcement might march from Badajoz to support Latour-

Maubourg, Beresford and Long halted the advance, but neither of them tried to establish a 

cavalry screen east of the action to gain intelligence of French actions.  Instead, the advance 

guard remained in position, reorganizing while the French infantry received support that had 

come out of Badajoz.19  The French had turned the tables on the light cavalry.  They were 

between the 13th Light Dragoons and 7th Portuguese, escorting their captured artillery and 

wagons.  These four squadrons would not be able to return with their prizes pursued by the 100th 

Ligne and four French cavalry squadrons.20  Lieutenant Colonel Head, leading the light cavalry 

back towards the British lines, had a better understanding of the situation.  His adjutant, wounded 

in the initial charge, sent messengers to his commander informing him of the situation.  When 

                                                 
16 This reasoning was communicated to Wellington the next day in Beresford’s report of the 
action: “prudence obliged me to halt my cavalry till my infantry should arrive . . .” Beresford to 
Wellington 26 March 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches (1852 edition), IV, 721; Beresford to 
Wellington, 26 March 1811, Wellington’s Supplementary Despatches, VII, 90-91. 
17 Vichness, Marshal of Portugal, 395. 
18 Some men of the 13th Light Dragoons were wounded by fire from the fortress itself.  Napier, 
History of the War in the Peninsula, VI, 298. 
19 Madden, “Diary of Lieutenant Madden,” Royal United Services Institute, LIX, 511. 
20 Long to Le Marchant, 25 April 1811, National Army Museum, 6807-219-4, 491. 
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the first messenger arrived with the news that the French infantry had escaped, Head refused to 

believe the message.  Only after a second messenger arrived from the adjutant telling of the 

infantry’s escape, did Head accept the information and made the difficult decision to abandon the 

captured artillery and wagons and move off the route in order to bypass the French infantry.21 

 With the two forces out of contact, stock was taken of the losses.  The light cavalry had 

lost twenty-four killed, seventy wounded and seventy-seven captured.  The majority of the later 

were from the Portuguese regiments whose inferior horses put them at a distinct disadvantage in 

open battle.22  French losses were more difficult to determine, but reports from peasants and the 

count of bodies on the field indicated that the French lost between 500 to 600 men killed and 

wounded, to include the colonel of the 26th Dragoons and seven other officers.23  Campo Mayor 

had the potential to be a fine cavalry performance whose outcome was ruined by poor 

generalship.  The opportunities presented were lost and the results misrepresented to Wellington 

so that he would blame the inconclusive results on the poor discipline of the 13th Light 

Dragoons, a charge not borne out by the facts.24 

 The next week was spent preparing a bridge over the Guadiania and the crossing began 

on 5 April.25  Unknown to the British, the French forces in Extremadura were being withdrawn.  

Word of the battle of Barrosa on 5 March had reached Soult and the threat to Seville and his 

siege works around Cadiz forced him to move south with the bulk of his troops, leaving only 

Mortier’s 5th Corps in Extremadura.  The lack of bridging materials, food, and high water 

hampered the crossing, but no French opposition was encountered.   

                                                 
21 Napier, History of the War in the Peninsula, VI, 298-9; 337. 
22 Fortescue, History of the British Army, VIII, 131. 
23 Martinien does not list the colonel of the 26th Dragoons as being killed, but the day after the 
engagement Madden met the colonel’s brother under a flag of truce and helped him recover his 
brother’s body.  Madden, “Diary of Lieutenant Madden,” Royal United Services Institute, LIX, 
512; Martinien, Officers Tués et Blessés, 617, 629, 814. 
24 Beresford’s report to Wellington blamed the loses on the “ungovernable ardor of the light 
cavalry” as well as Long’s performance whom he claimed “made a bad business of it.”  In fact, 
Beresford took personal command and did not allow Long to direct the engagement.  Moreover, 
the claim of ill discipline was not collaborated by any other of the participants.  The fall out and 
written arguments from Campo Mayor would last many decades after the war.  For a more 
detailed discussion of the claims and results of this battle, see Gerges, “Distrust and 
Misunderstanding: The Cavalry Action at Campo Mayor, 25 March 1811,” The Consortium on 
Revolutionary Europe Selected Papers, 1995, 369-76.  
25 Nugent Correspondence, National Army Museum, 6807-492. 
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In another operation, the 13th Light Dragoons, faced other complaints.  Major Morris 

commanded two squadrons of the 13th Light Dragoons in pickets in front of the Allied force near 

the town of Villa Real.  Morris believed that Portuguese cavalry were in front of his position, and 

allowed his men to unbridle and feed their horses during the night.  Just before 3:00 a.m., a 

battalion of infantry, three guns, and 400 French hussars, attacked into the hapless squadrons, 
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and drove into Villa Real.  The object of this attack was thought to be the bridge.  The French 

hussars caused a great deal of confusion in the gathering light; they surrounded a house on the 

outskirts of Villa Real that Long had considered for his quarters, but fortunately he found another 

set of less isolated quarters to spend the night.  Only a British infantry battalion, hastily rallying 

to support their own picket stopped the French advance.26  With the British infantry beginning to 

                                                 
26 Long to Le Marchant, 25 April 1811, National Army Museum, 6807-219-4, 493. 
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engage and daylight approaching, the French withdrew with their prizes.  The loss to the 13th 

Light Dragoons was severe.  Of approximately 200-300 British cavalrymen on picket duty, one 

major, one lieutenant and fifty-two men, and sixty-five horses were captured in the surprise 

raid.27  Wellington had thought the squadron destroyed, with initial reports that only twenty men 

escaped.28  The fault was that the picket trusted someone else to provide security near the front 

so they adopted a relaxed attitude.29  The 13th Light Dragoons were not a new regiment to the 

Peninsula, having arrived in March through May 1810, so this procedure should have been 

known. 

 The campaign in Extremadura shifted focus to eliminating the French threat so the siege 

of Badajoz could begin.30  By 11 April, the weak fort at Olivenza had fallen to the British, and a 

position occupied at Albuera.  On 13 April, the heavy brigade and two infantry brigades were 

pushed out to Santa Marta with the objective of seeing how far south the French forces had 

withdrawn.  Arriving outside of Los Santos on 16 April, British patrols learned that five to six 

hundred French cavalry from the 2nd Hussars, 10th Hussars, and 4th Spanish Chasseurs in the 

village.  The French had ordered 1,000 rations of bread, meat, and wine, and were waiting for the 

bread to be baked.31  The British passed the town and saw the 2nd and 10th Hussars in a column 

300 yards from town.  The 13th Light Dragoons formed with the Portuguese regiments in support 

and the heavy brigade on the right.  The French charged the right squadrons of the 13th Light 

Dragoons.32  The Portuguese, formed a second line to support the 13th Light Dragoons as they 

counter-charged.  The light cavalry pushed the French back in good order.  Long ordered the 

heavy dragoons to outflank the French cavalry to stop their escape.  As soon as the French 

commander saw what was being attempted, he ordered his force to retire.  The pursuit became 

what Long termed a “fox chase,” and the French soldiers on weakened horses were an easy mark 

                                                 
27 Beresford to Wellington, 8 April 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches (1852 edition), IV, 773.  This 
was the first of two pickets that would be lost in Long’s brigade that summer.  
28 Wellington to Liverpool, 18 April 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VII, 482. 
29 D’Urban credits the fault to poor placement of the picket by a staff officer but Long lays the 
blame on a misunderstanding between Morris and General Lumley who was commanding the 
army’s pickets.  Allowing the men to feed and unbridle their horses was the chief culprit.  
D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 199; Long, Peninsular Cavalry General, 85-86. 
30 Memorandum of Operations in 1811, 28 December 1811, ibid., VIII, 485. 
31 Madden, “Diary of Lieutenant Madden,” Royal United Services Institute, LIX, 515; 
32 Ibid., LIX, 515. 
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to be captured as their horses became blown.33  The British were never able to close with the 

French, who had a half-mile head start but as the action continued over the next ten miles, the 

British flankers cut down or captured any French soldier who could not keep up with their main 

force.34  The overwhelming success of the encounter was shown by the casualties-- no losses for 

the British and Portuguese while the French had 109 captured with less than five killed and 

wounded.35  The only British losses were twelve horses, old blacks drafted for the 13th Light 

Dragoons that died of fatigue.36  The poor condition of the French horses and how it hampered 

the French cavalry operations was clearly illustrated in this fight.  Without coming to blows, 

these French prisoners were caught because their horses could not keep up with the unit.37 

 Retiring twelve miles the next day, the French broke contact with the British pickets.  

Latour-Maubourg, outnumbered, could not stand and so after halting for a day at Llerena, 

marched to Guadalcanal.38  Beresford’s first objective was accomplished, and his troops could 

then turn to the siege of Badajoz.  In the north, Almeida was invested and operations appeared to 

be progressing satisfactory.  Wellington moved his headquarters south; he reconnoitered Badajoz 

on 22 April.  Unusually heavy rains raised the level of the Guadiana River, and Beresford was 

instructed to wait until he had reestablished a bridge before beginning the siege of Badajoz.39  

 During the first two months of the campaign, the Army of the South’s operations were 

marked by mixed effectiveness.  Campo Mayor lead Beresford to distrust Long’s judgment and 

the loss of the 13th Light Dragoons picket further added to this antagonism.  Beresford wrote 

“although fully informed of the probability of such an attempt, even no alarm was given by the 

picquet [sic]. . .” casting doubt about Long’s supervision of his outpost line.40  Beresford would 

soon find the rational to replace Long as the acting commanders of the southern cavalry forces. 

Wellington offered Beresford William Erskine to command the cavalry in Long’s place, 

                                                 
33 Long to Le Marchant, 25 April 1811, National Army Museum 6807-219-4, 495-6. 
34 Ibid., 25 April 1811, National Army Museum 6807-219-4, 495-6. 
35 Long, Peninsular Cavalry General, 90-91.  D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 202.  
D’Urban’s numbers for the French losses were three officers and 200 men killed.  Long’s 
numbers are quoted here.  
36 Long to Le Marchant, 25 April 1811, National Army Museum, 6807-219-4, 496. 
37 The French officer losses were light, two officers wounded and one killed, reflecting the better 
quality of their horses than their men’s.  Martinien, Officers Tués et Blessés, 617, 727. 
38 Picard, La Cavalerie dans le Guerres de la Revolution et de L’Empire, II, 313. 
39 Memorandum of Operations in 1811, 28 December 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VIII, 485. 
40 Beresford to Wellington, 8 April 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches (1852 edition), IV, 773. 
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allowing Long to return to supervision of his brigade.  Erskine had commanded the advance 

guard during the pursuit of Masséna’s forces that spring, but he had proven incompetent and 

unreliable.  Wellington’s appraisal of Erskine’s performance reflected the fact that he believed 

that maybe Erskine was out of place commanding an infantry division, when his experience had 

been with cavalry.  Wellington wrote to Beresford, “you will find him more intelligent and 

useful than anyone you have.”41  Nevertheless, Wellington appointed him to command the 

cavalry on the left of the Tagus on 29 April 1811 but it would be nearly a month before he could 

take up his duties.42  Only later, commanding forces that he had experience in, would Wellington 

see the mistake in his assessment. 

                                                 
41 Wellington to Beresford, 24 April 1811, ibid., VII, 503. 
42 Wellington to Erskine, 29 April 1811, ibid., IV, 778. 
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CHAPTER 9 
 

FUENTES D’OÑORO 
 

I have received a letter from Sir William Erskine in which he desires to command 
your [Beresford’s] cavalry till Fane comes out.  You will find him more 
intelligent and useful than anyone you have.  He is very blind, which is against 
him at the head of cavalry, but very cautious.1  

 
 Wellington had to secure the border fortifications of Cuidad Rodrigo and Badajoz to give 

the Allied army a secure base from which to advance into Spain.  With the French withdrawal 

from Portugal in the north under Masséna and in the south under Soult, Allied strength had to be 

built to attempt these operations. However, Allied strength was too weak to undertake both 

operations at the same time, so Wellington had to decide which to pursue first.  Wellington wrote 

early in April “I have been induced into a scale of service to which the troops under my 

command are not equal.”2  In the Spanish province of Extremadura he had 22,000 men under 

Marshal Beresford.3  Opposite Almeida in the northern Portugal, Wellington had blockaded the 

French garrison, and advanced to the Portuguese frontier, but did not have the strength to reduce 

the fort or invest Cuidad Rodrigo.  Wellington risked Masséna’s army moving forward and 

interfering with the operations to starve out the garrison of Almeida. 

 As Wellington pondered where to focus his main effort for 1811, events at Cadiz 

influenced his decision.  The French, in order to besiege Badajoz, weakened the army corps 

besieging Cadiz. Sensing an opportunity, the Spanish and British forces there decided to strike.  

Delayed until March, the battle of Barrosa on 5 March captured a French eagle, but again raised 

the question of the effectiveness of Spanish troops as La Peña’s troops merely observed the fight 

of the British troops under General Thomas Graham.  The operation did lift the close siege of 

                                                 
1 Wellington to Beresford, 24 April 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches VII, 503. 
2 Wellington to Charles Stewart, 11 April 1811, ibid., VII, 459. 
3 Memorandum of Operations in 1811, 28 Dec 1811, ibid., VIII, 505. 
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Cadiz, but it was too late to affect the siege of Badajoz.4  Badajoz fell to the French on 11 March.  

Beresford’s relief force was turned into a besieging force but heavy rains raised the river and 

delayed siege works by Beresford’s troops.  Despite the setback to the siege, the town was 

blockaded so no supplies or reinforcements could enter.5 

 Wellington’s visit to Beresford in Extremadura on 20 April was brief and he returned to 

the more dangerous theater in northern Portugal.   Masséna left a garrison in Almeida estimated 

at 1,400 with what was thought to be two weeks worth of rations.6  Indications of increasing 

French strength forced Wellington to refocus on the north and the concern was that Masséna 

would undertake an operation to save the garrison by lifting the blockade.  Wellington had a 

brief respite in both the north and south; heavy rains had swelled the Guadiana River near 

Badajoz and washed away Beresford’s bridge and heavy rains in the north raised the Agueda 

past the flood stage, so no fords were passable.7   

 As the intensity of operations increased, the officers who had gone to England on 

furlough began to return.  Cotton returned to England in January 1811 to take his seat in 

Parliament but he rejoined the army on 19 April.8  While Cotton was gone, the cavalry division 

was first commanded by Slade, and after 7 March by Erskine.   When Cotton returned, Erskine 

found himself out of a division level command and petitioned Wellington for the cavalry 

operating with Beresford.9  However the cavalry in the British army became stretched as the span 

of operations increased.  With only three British brigades in the Peninsula, the cavalry was 

divided with De Grey’s brigade of two regiments, the 3rd Dragoon Guards and the 4th Dragoons, 

and the unattached 13th Light Dragoons operating in the south under Long.  In the north to cover 

                                                 
4 Wellington believed that if the Spanish garrison of Badajoz could have held out for one day 
more, the French forces besieging the town would have been forced to lift the siege due to the 
defeat at Barrosa. Memorandum of Operations in 1811, 28 December 1811, ibid., VIII, 505. 
5 Wellington to Beresford, 24 April 1811, ibid., VII, 502-03.  
6 The garrison actually consisted of 1,600 soldiers and had thirty-five days supplies on 4 April. 
Wellington to Liverpool, 1 May 1811, ibid., VII, 514; Sarramon, Jean, “La Campagne de 
Fuentes de Oñaro (15 Avril- 11 Mai 1811)” Carnet de la Sabretache, No 425 (December 1962): 
854. 
7 On Wellington’s movement north from Badajoz, he spent the night at Castelo Branco, where he 
learned of the French movements to raise the blockade. What he did not know was that the 
French still could not cross the Agueda due to the high water. Wellington to Beresford, 27 April 
1811, ibid., VII, 509. 
8 Cotton, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 191. 
9 Wellington to Erskine, 29 April 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches VII, 510. 
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the main army were the remaining two brigades, Anson’s brigade of the 16th Light Dragoons and 

1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion and Slade’s brigade of the 1st Dragoons and 14th Light 

Dragoons.10  With nearly 2,700 British cavalry in the Peninsula, the force was split with 1,580 in 

the north with Wellington and 1,119 in the south with Beresford.11 
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Figure 26: Almeida to Cuidad Rodrigo. 

                                                 
10 Anson had not returned from England so Arentschildt would command the brigade during the 
battle.  He rejoined the army on 11 May. Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 103; C.T. 
Atkinson, “Composition and Organization of the British Forces in the Peninsula,” The English 

Historical Review, LXVII (1902): 117. 
11 Public Record Office, WO 17 series of Monthly Returns. The cavalry strength at the beginning 
of this campaign highlighted the dangers in interpreting numbers.  One regiment, the 1st 
Dragoons, had 668 men fit for duty, but only 482 horses, which meant that only 482 sabers were 
available.  The 13th Light Dragoons had the opposite problem- 373 horses fit for duty but 353 
men, which meant that less that 353 men were in the saddle since some remained behind to care 
for the excess horses. Public Record Office, WO 17/17 and WO 17/37 Monthly Returns for April 
1811. 
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Wellington did not want to send additional British brigades to the south to work with Beresford, 

hoping instead that the Portuguese regiments would be of sufficient strength and training to 

relieve that portion of the workload.  But the Portuguese regiments were in very poor 

condition.12 The Portuguese cavalry was unable to add significantly to the Army’s mounted 

strength because of the problems in pay and supplies from their government.  The lack of 

adequate forage lead to the poor condition of their horses, a situation that would hamper them 

throughout the war.  In the one brigade of Portuguese cavalry, there were 1,000 rank and file on 

the books, but only 400 available for duty, which forced Wellington to send De Grey’s British 

cavalry brigade south originally.13  Reinforcements of seven additional regiments from England 

were preparing to deploy but most would arrive too late to play a role in the spring’s campaign.14   

Cotton assumed responsibility for the outposts of the army in late April 1811; his 

advanced guard consisted of the Light Division and the brigades of Anson and Slade.  This was 

familiar ground, with the division headquarters at Gallegos, and the brigades along the Azava 

River.  The Light Division was in the south near Espeja, and Anson’s brigade of the 16th Light 

Dragoons and 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion forward of Gallegos near the Azava 

River in periodic contact with the French pickets.15  Slade’s brigade, further south near Villa 

Velha, moved north to Guarda to close with the rest of the army.16  The Fifth Division was 

stationed near the destroyed Fort La Concepción to support the Light Division on the outposts; 

the Sixth Division with Pack’s Portuguese Brigade blockaded Almeida; the First, Third, and 

Seventh Division were spread between Nava de Aver, Fuentes de Oñoro and Pozo Bello.17  All 

were within one days march so that they could concentrate if the French decided to raise the 

blockade of Almeida. 

 After Masséna’s army withdrew to the area between Salamanca and Cuidad Rodrigo in 

April, the British concern was to prevent convoys of supplies from reaching the garrison in 

                                                 
12 “I am very much concerned to be obliged to write to you again upon the continued and 
increasing inefficiency of the Portuguese regiments with this army. . .” Wellington to Beresford, 
30 April 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VII, 511.  
13 Wellington to Liverpool, 1 May 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VII, 516-17. 
14 These regiments would double the number of regiments in the Peninsula. Public Record 
Office, WO 17 series of monthly returns.  
15 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 98-99. 
16 Wellington to Hill, 27 April 1811, British Library, 35,059 #112. 
17 Oman, History of the Peninsula War, IV, 290-91. 
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Almeida.  The porous nature of the army’s outpost line meant that units had to be particularly 

alert, but some soldiers were exhausted after the rigors of the pursuit.18  On 13 April one French 

convoy of supplies entered Almeida and information that another would be sent on 16 April 

tempted General Brent Spencer to intercept it.  Erskine, still commanding the Light Division, 

now under Stapleton Cotton as the overall commander of the outposts, placed the Light Division 

at Molino de Flores but not across the fords on the east bank.  This prevented them from 

receiving advanced warning of French movements.19   On 16 April, a French convoy entered 

Cuidad Rodrigo along with its escort from Marchand’s division of the 6th Corps.20  The 1st 

Hussars of the King’s German Legion crossed the Agueda, and cut off a detachment of 300 men 

from Marchand’s division, trapping them behind a field wall.  Arentschildt, commanding the 1st 

Hussars, was unable to get at the French troops because of their strong position, but blockaded 

them in their position and asked for artillery to force them to surrender.  However, Erskine 

nearby with the Light Division did nothing.  After over an hour of standoff, the French sent a 

strong party out from Cuidad Rodrigo, and the 1st Hussars withdrew across the Agueda with the 

loss of a few horses and the knowledge of a missed opportunity.21 

In the few weeks since Masséna’s army had returned to Spain, it had made tremendous 

efforts in restored its morale and fighting strength.  Disappointed that the supplies at Cuidad 

Rodrigo and Salamanca were only one-fifth of what was required, Masséna had no money in his 

military chest to buy supplies and had to contract to feed his army. Further complicating the 

situation was the fact that Marshal Jean Baptiste Bessières was responsible for the area, but 

jealousies between the two affected the supplies available for Masséna’s army.22  Salamanca and 

Valladolid were full of reinforcements waiting to join regiments while invalids recovering in the 

                                                 
18 Gomm, Sir William Maynard, Letters and Journals of Field Marshall Sir William Maynard 

Gomm from 1799 to Waterloo, 1815, (London, 1881) I, 212. 
19 Craufurd would rejoin the army on 4 May and Erskine would move to command the Fifth 
Division during the battle. Oman, History of the Peninsula War, IV, 320. 
20 Sarramon, “Campagne de Fuentes de Oñaro,” 855. 
21 Beamish, King’s German Legion, I, 325-26. 
22 Jean Baptiste Antoine Marcelin, Memoirs of Baron de Marbot, translated by Arthur John 
Butler, (London, 1894) 460. 
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hospitals were increasing Masséna’s strength.23  From a total of 39,905 on 1 April, the French 

army reached 42,123 by 1 May and had improved their food and supplies.24 

Nevertheless, Masséna’s cavalry remained particularly weak; horses continued to die 

even after being rested due to their exhausted condition, and his cavalry strength by 1 May was 

only 3,007.25  Indeed, the 3rd Hussars had marched 332 kilometers in twenty-five days, and 

“endured extraordinary privations and fatigues, . . .and [the French army] lost 5,000 men to the 

terrible ally hunger.”26  Masséna wrote to the Bessières in command of Army of the North on 20 

April formally asking for assistance.  Bessières response was disappointing; he brought only 

1,600-1,700 cavalrymen in two brigades and an artillery battery from the Imperial Guard to assist 

Masséna.27  With this reinforcement, Masséna could field an army of 42,000 infantry, 4,484 

cavalry, and thirty-eight guns, but ammunition remained a particular concern.28   

The French advanced with an estimated eight squadrons of cavalry and two regiments of 

infantry on 1 May, and drove the British outposts across the Azava River.29   The British 

outposts consolidated around Gallegos; the Light Division occupied the hill that controlled the 

bridge over the Das Casas.  The 16th Light Dragoons and 1st Hussars of the King’s German 

Legion provided vedettes farther east near the Azava.  Wellington believed that although the 

French were probably stronger than when they had retreated from Portugal, he could confront 

them and prevent the French from lifting the blockade of Almeida.30  On 2 May the French 

advanced across the Azava, pushing back the cavalry and attacking the Light Division and 

                                                 
23 Fortescue, History of the British Army, VIII, 151. 
24 Masséna, Mémoires de Masséna, VII, 579-83. 
25 This was a vast improvement over the 718 effective cavalry Massena had when he retired from 
Portugal in April.  Sarramon, “Campagne de Fuentes de Oñaro,” 851. 
26 Dupuy, Raoul, Historique du 3

e
 Régiment de Hussards de 1764 a 1887, (Paris, 1887) 55. 

27 Bessières also brought thirty gun-teams of horses and a battery of six guns from the Imperial 
Guard.  The horses allowed Masséna to put thirty-two guns in the field.  The cavalry brigades 
were Wathier (11th, 12th, 24th Chasseurs à cheval and 5th Hussars) and Lepic (two squadrons each 
from the grenadiers, lancers, and chasseurs of the Imperial Guard). Marbot, Memoirs of Baron 

de Marbot, 462; Sarramon, “Campagne de Fuentes de Oñaro,” 864. 
28 Masséna, Mémoires de Masséna, VII, 596-98; Sarramon, “Campagne de Fuentes de Oñaro,” 
867. 
29 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 99. 
30 Wellington to Liverpool, 1 May 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches VIII, 515. 
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battery of guns. The French advanced in three columns, with the 2nd and 8th Corps heading for 

 

Figure 27: The Battle of Fuentes de Oñoro. 
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Almeida and Fort La Concepción, while all their cavalry, the 6th Corps and parts of the 9th Corps 

moved on a route towards Fuentes de Oñoro.31  The Light Division and two brigades of cavalry 

maintained an outpost line just behind the villages of Gallegos and Espeja watching the main 

road from Cuidad Rodrigo. 

Fuentes de Oñoro and the Portuguese village of Villar Formoso were the frontier posts 

along the main road from Salamanca to Portugal. The area around these two villages was gently 

rolling plains, without any major nature terrain feature.  The ground became gentler and more 

open the farther south towards Fuentes de Oñoro.  Only two gentle ridges, with the Dos Casas 

stream running south between them, offered any sort of significant terrain east of the Spanish 

border.  The gully with the Dos Casas was steep near Fort La Concepción, but as it neared 

Fuentes de Oñoro, it became more open, but still visible.  The stream itself was passable along its 

length.  This ridge marked Wellington’s initial position that extended nearly seven and a half 

miles and became less defensible as it moved south.32  South of Fuentes de Oñoro, the ground 

became open, well suited to the movement of large bodies of cavalry.  Wellington’s position was 

anchored behind Fuentes de Oñoro where the First, Third, and newly formed Seventh Divisions 

were concentrated. To the north of the First Division was the 14th Light Dragoons; to the south of 

the First Division were the remaining six squadrons of Slade’s brigade and the whole of Anson’s 

brigade.33  Further north, the Sixth Division covered the bridge at near La Alameda de Gardón. 

Still further north, William Erskine commanded the Fifth Division covering the crossing of the 

Das Casas near Fort La Concepción and Aldea del Obispo, supported by two squadrons of 

Slade’s Brigade on the Almeida road.  South of Fuentes de Oñoro, near the villages of Poco 

Velho and Nava de Aver, Don Julian Sanchez’s Spanish guerrillas observed the southern flank of 

the position.34 

French reconnaissance on 27 April and again on 1 May, the latter commanded by 

Montbrun with his reserve dragoon division, gave Masséna an idea of the British initial 

                                                 
31 Picard, La Cavalerie dans les Guerres, II, 298; Marbot, Memoirs of Baron Marbot, 462-63. 
32 Oman and Napier call the distance five miles, but Fortescue points out that the turn of the 
century map surveys and even Oman’s own maps show the distance as between seven and one 
half to eight miles. Fortescue, History of the British Army, fn, 156. 
33 Cocks, Intelligence Officer in the Peninsula; 102.  
34 Wellington to Liverpool, 8 May 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VIII, 528. 
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dispositions, but could not observe the main defensive positions.35  The French advanced at 8:00 

a.m. on the morning of 3 May driving the Light Division and Cavalry Division back.36  As the 

Light Division and the cavalry withdrew skirmishing with the French advanced guard, the Light 

Division took up a position behind the divisions already there.  All four regiments of British 

cavalry wheeled south of the village and took up a position covering the right flank of the line.  

Wellington had light companies and two battalions of the King’s German Legion in Fuentes de 

Oñoro itself.  Masséna’s army formed three columns.  The northern column consisted of the 2nd 

Corps and was opposite the Fifth Division; the central column consisted of a single division from 

the 8th Corps, and the southern column was the 6th Corps, followed by the 9th Corps opposite 

Fuentes de Oñoro. The French 6th Corps cavalry under General Francois Fournier, supported by 

Montbrun’s reserve dragoon division, pushed back the outposts of the British army, wheeled 

south and came up opposite of the position occupied by the British cavalry south of the main 

battle line.  Masséna’s dispositions meant that five of the eight infantry divisions available to him 

were concentrated in the south and fifteen or sixteen squadrons of cavalry.37 

The first day of the battle was marked by a see-saw battle for control of the village of 

Fuentes de Oñoro and by nightfall the fighting around the village petered out with the French 

being unsuccessful in their attacks.  The 6th Corps attack began with a charge of the 20th 

Chasseurs to drive in the British outposts.38  As the divisions of the French 6th Corps attacked, 

the six dragoon regiments of Montbrun were echeloned to the south to cover their attack.39  

Masséna spent the next day in reconnaissance, since he could not see the main strength of the 

British position hidden on the reverse slopes to the west.  Montbrun’s cavalry reconnoitered the 

ground, particularly to the south near Poco Velho and Nave de Haver to report whether 

Wellington could be turned while Montbrun’s dragoons remained in position.   Montbrun’s 

reported the south out-posted by a single cavalry squadron from the 14th Light Dragoons and 

                                                 
35 Sarramon, “Campagne de Fuentes de Oñaro,” 873. 
36 Cotton, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 196. 
37 Masséna, Mémoires de Masséna, VII, 526. 
38 Ibid., VII, 528. 
39 Montbrun’s dragoon division consisted of two brigades, with the 3rd, 6th, 10th, 11th, 15th and 
25th Dragoons, for a total of 2,394 men.  Masséna, Situation de L’Armee de Portugal au 1

er
 Mai 

1811, Mémoires de Masséna, VII, 598; Bourqueney, Historique du 25
e
 Régiment de Dragoons, 

174. 
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Don Julian Sanchez’s guerrilla cavalry.40  While not as open as the ground around Fuentes de 

Oñoro, the ground to the south promised to flank Wellington’s position and avoid a repeat of the 

bloody and futile attacks of 3 May.41  

Masséna’s orders for 5 May had the 6th Corps attacking from Nave de Haver towards 

Poco Velho, perpendicular to the line held by Wellington.  The infantry divisions of Marchand 

and Mermet were deployed in front, with Solignac’s division in reserve.42  The Montbrun’s 

reserve cavalry division, supported by two brigades from Bessières, was to the left of the main 

attack to cover the flank near Nava de Avel.43 Wellington was aware of French reconnaissance 

on his south on 4 May and had concentrated the Cavalry Division and the Seventh Division there 

that night.  With Sanchez’s Spanish guerrillas at Nave de Avel, the Seventh Division was on the 

hill at Poco Velho, separated from the main battle line by an open plain two miles wide.44  The 

cavalry picketed the ground between Sanchez and Houston’s division.  However, Wellington 

seemed to be unaware of the size of the impending attack.  The Seventh Division, not only the 

newest but also the weakest infantry division in the army; it contained just two British regiments.  

With the consolidation of the two cavalry brigades of Slade and Anson, the British force 

protecting the southern flank of the army numbered 4,500 infantry and less than 1,580 cavalry 

facing a French assault of 19,266, of whom 3,729 were cavalry.45    

The morning of 5 May dawned with the French cavalry advancing on the British 

positions in the south.  First contact was Lepic’s grenadiers of the Imperial Guard with the 

Seventh Division’s pickets in the swamp woods east of Poco Velho, but the grenadiers were 

                                                 
40 It was actually two squadrons of the 14th Light Dragoons under Major Brotherton.  Brotherton, 
A Hawk at War, 39. 
41 Marbot, Memoirs of Baron de Marbot, 163. 
42 Solignac’s division was from the 8th Corps. Koch, Mémoires de Masséna, 533  
43 Ibid., 533. 
44 Cocks states that Don Julian Sanchez had 500 cavalry and 1,000 infantry. Cocks, Intelligence 

Officer in the Peninsula, 102. 
45 Total effective British cavalry was approximately 1,500, but this does not take into account 
detachments, men sick, etc.  Tomkinson gives the number of cavalry in the fight as around 900, 
while Cocks states the number as 1,010.  The French numbers include the three divisions of the 
6th Corps and one division from the 8th Corps, and the cavalry of Montbrun’s dragoon division, 
Lepic’s Imperial Guard cavalry, and the 6th Corps cavalry. Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry 

Officer, 100; Cocks, Intelligence Officer in the Peninsula, 103; Ordre de Bataille de L’Armee de 

Portugal, Cammandée par le Maréchal Masséna, dans les Journées de Fuentes de Oñoro (3 et 5 

Mai 1811), Masséna, Mémoires de Masséna, VII, 600-03; Sarramon, “Campagne de Fuentes de 
Oñaro,” 897. 
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unable to charge due to the ground.  The 25th Dragoons advanced in a column of troops.46  

Farther south, Colonel d’Ornano’s brigade of dragoons was on the far left of the French line.  

The early morning fog and first light caused confusion among the pickets.  Major Brotherton of 

the 14th Light Dragoons was on the picket and met with Don Julian Sanchez, who pointed out the 

Spanish pickets.  A moment later it became clear that what Julian Sanchez believed to be his 

pickets were in fact a dismounted French cavalry regiment that rapidly remounted and began its 

advance.47  Julian Sanchez’s guerrilla cavalry retired to the southwest, while Brotherton’s two 

squadrons of the 14th Light Dragoons formed a line and confronted the vastly superior numbers 

of French cavalry.  Fighting their way back nearly two miles, the 14th Light Dragoons fell back 

towards Poco Velho where two battalions of the Seventh Division were posted. The French 

advance was momentarily stopped by the fire of these units into their flank.  Further north, the 

squadron of the 16th Light Dragoons and a squadron of the 1st Hussar of the King’s German 

Legion were also driven towards to Poco Velho.  At one point the two squadrons turned to stop 

the French advance at a defile. The British charged, but the French stood fast and received the 

charge and a saber melée began.48  The British, outnumbered, broke from the battle and 

continued to Poco Velho, pursued by the French.49 

This seemed to be a critical moment, and Montbrun ordered forward the artillery from the 

Imperial Guard to complete the success.  But Bessières refused Montbrun, using the pretext that 

he did not have orders to act.50  By the time Masséna arrived in the south and sorted out the 

action, the British cavalry had withdrawn and the opportunity passed.51  

Wellington sensed the crisis occurring in the south and began the movement of the Light 

Division from its position in the center of the line to support the Seventh Division.  By this time, 

                                                 
46 Bourqueney, Historique du 25

e
 Régiment de Dragoons, 175; Koch, Mémoires de Masséna, 

VII, 533; Sarramon, “Campagne de Fuentes de Oñaro,” 896.  
47 Brotherton, A Hawk at War, 39-40; Sarramon, “Campagne de Fuentes de Oñaro,” 897. 
48 Tomkinson noted that rarely does one side of a charge patiently await the other; normally one 
side sees that it has the disadvantage and breaks prior to the actual impact. The overwhelming 
numbers of French cavalry might account for the French waiting for the British impact.  
Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 101.  
49 Maxwell, W.H. editor, Peninsular Sketches by Actors on the Scene, (Uckfield, UK, 2002) I, 
189-90; Sarramon, “Campagne de Fuentes de Oñaro,” 899. 
50 It took forty-five minutes to bring the artillery forward.  Masséna, Mémoires de Masséna, VII, 
534; Picard, La Cavalerie dans les Guerres de la Revolution et de L’Empire, II, 309. 
51 Bourqueney, Historique du 25

e
 Régiment de Dragoons, 175-76. 
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the two battalions in the woods were forced out into the open, and attacked by French cavalry, 

losing heavily.  A charge by two squadrons of the 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion 

allowed portions of the two battalions to fall back to the Seventh’s position.52  The Seventh 

Division was facing the French infantry and the sheer weight of the French attack pushed the 

British infantry from Poco Velho and back towards the British line.  With the Seventh Division 

retreating back towards the line, and the British cavalry greatly outnumbered, the Light Division 

advanced into the hole created to buy time for the retreat.53   

The next hour of the battle was difficult to follow in any sort of detailed description.  The 

two brigades of the Cavalry Division were assembled in the south to confront the French attack, 

outnumbered in cavalry 1,200 to 3,700.  Two main engagements occurred.  The first was the 

Light Division withdrawing to the main position of the British Army, formed into an “L” shape, 

with the angle centered on the village of Fuentes de Oñoro as the only significant terrain 

remaining on that part of the battlefield.  The second fight was the withdrawal of the Seventh 

Division and British cavalry that covered it to its final position west of the main battle line near 

Freneda. 

The four regiments of British cavalry, supported by Bull’s horse artillery troop, were 

deployed on the plain to give the two battalions and the remainder of the Seventh Division time 

to form in a new position on high ground to the northwest.54  The French and British cavalry 

were so intermingled on the plain that it was difficult to determine individual units.55  Montbrun 

brought forward a squadron of the 8th Hussars and two squadrons of the 11th and 12th Chasseurs 

that advanced abreast of the trailleurs of Wathier’s brigade.56  When Houston’s Division had 

reached the rocky ridge, the British cavalry drew off to their rear to reform.  Montbrun’s force 

attempted to attack the Seventh Division directly, but the rough ground and stonewalls protected 

them.  A dragoon regiment worked its way around the right flank of the division, but fire from 

the Chasseurs Britanniques drove them off.57  Without infantry reinforcements the French 

cavalry could do nothing to the Seventh Division, but the French infantry, instead of following 

                                                 
52 Beamish, King’s German Legion, I, 329. 
53 Napier, Peninsular War, III, 151. 
54 Houston had the 51st Foot, the Chasseurs Britanniques, part of the Brunswick Oëls, and four 
battalions of the 7th and 9th Portuguese. Oman, History of the Peninsula War, IV, fn 323. 
55 Cotton, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 197. 
56 Masséna, Mémoires de Masséna, VII, 534. 
57 Maxwell, Peninsular Sketches, I, 192.   
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the cavalry across the plain had veered off to the right to attack the Light Division coming to its 

assistance. 

The fighting centered on the Light Division, formed into three squares and withdrawing 

to the main army position over three miles away.  Montbrun, unsuccessful against the Seventh 

Division, directed his cavalry against the Light Division whose withdrawal was over open and 

gently rising ground.  The British cavalry squadrons, too few to stand against the French cavalry, 

sheltered behind the infantry squares, and from time to time charged to halt a particular French 

advance.58  Fournier’s lancer regiment attacked the left most square; Wathier’s light brigade 

attacked the right square while the center square had the dragoons of Montbrun’s division 

opposite.59  Montbrun ordered an initial charge by trumpet, but the cavalrymen, seeing the 

British infantry in square retired in good order, did not make contact and instead hovered around 

the edges of the squares.60  As long as the French infantry and artillery could be kept off, 

Craufurd’s men had little to fear as long as they maintained their squares.  The French infantry 

were too far behind to affect the retreat; the few times a French horse artillery gun got within 

range the British cavalry would charge from between the squares to force the gunners to flee 

before being driven back by the French squadrons.61  The French cavalry remained close by the 

squares, hovering around but not daring to charge.62 

In the final moments, before the Light Division reached the safety of the line held by the 

First Division, one of the most well known incidents of the Peninsular War occurred.  A section 

of Bull’s Horse Artillery under Ramsey, turning to fire a few rounds before limbering up to flee 

again, misjudged the distance and was cut off by a party of the chasseurs advancing from the 

flank just after limbering the guns.  Surrounded by French cavalry, Ramsey mounted his men 

and charged towards the British lines.  Seeing the artillery in danger, one squadron of the 14th 

                                                 
58 Londonderry, Story of the Peninsula War, 207; Sarramon, “Campagne de Fuentes de Oñaro,” 
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59 Bourqueney, Historique du 25
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 Régiment de Dragoons, 176. 

60 In the 25th Dragoon’s account, it was the refusal of Bessières to commit the Imperial Guard 
cavalry brigade that wasted the moment to destroy the Light Division. That is probably more 
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62 One cavalryman stated that “the cavalry truly owed all this, and much more to the infantry, 
who had been the means of their preservation.  Maxwell, Peninsular Sketches, I, 193; Sarramon, 
“Campagne de Fuentes de Oñaro,” 906. 
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Light Dragoons and another of the 1st Dragoons charged, and Ramsey and his men were able to 

safely cut their way to the British lines.63 

The Light Division finally reached the safety of their position behind the First Division, 

and faced about. The British cavalry had performed brilliantly this day.64  Despite being 

outnumbered and fighting under difficult circumstances, the cavalry never lost its cohesion.  

After the Light Division regained the main British position, the cavalry was able to reform and 

was prepared to rejoin the battle.  The cavalry’s readiness was shown just after the cavalry had 

reached the British lines and dismounted.   The French 7th and 13th Chasseurs from Fournier’s 

brigade cut off a hundred-man picket from the Guards and captured them.  Two squadrons of the 

14th Light Dragoons and 1st Dragoons remounted and charged, freeing seventy-five of the men 

before they returned to their position behind the line.65  Masséna’s army would attempt to force 

Wellington’s new line with the decisive fight coming in the mid-afternoon which centered 

around repeated attempts to take the village of Fuentes de Oñoro, but for the cavalry their main 

contributions were over. 

The British cavalry performed extremely well in a very difficult situation.  Their self-

sacrifice in maintaining formations marked how far they had come as a disciplined force.66  

Cocks wrote “I think that this day gave Lord Wellington a higher idea of the effect of cavalry as 
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an arm in battle.”67 The cavalry fight in the southern end of the battlefield had been directed by 

squadrons. Rarely were any commands given to entire regiments.  It is an interesting comment 

on the nature of the battle command in that Wellington in his dispatch of the battle praised the 

handling of the troops by Lieutenant-General Stapleton Cotton, yet in Cotton’s own memoirs he 

mentioned that he did not play “an important part in the affair, owing to the numerical inferiority 

of our cavalry to that of the French.  Still, that arm was partially engaged.”68 

So what role did senior cavalry commander play in the two days of fighting?  It appears 

very little other than to be an example to their junior officers.  Cotton’s main contribution was to 

understand the threat from the south and to move regiments from one area of the battlefield to 

the threatened areas.   However, the few regiments available meant that Cotton soon had 

employed all his horsemen.   After those actions, the fighting was directed at a level far below 

him or any general officer.  Slade received particular credit for his courage and sitting under fire 

without notice of the danger.69  The journals and letters are full of descriptions of a fight 

controlled by junior officers-- lieutenant colonels and below.  Success and failure is attributed to 

the actions of individual squadrons, and there was no mention of any brigade level charges.70   

 The next day the two armies remained in their positions. Wellington’s men improved 

their positions, starting before dawn to dig entrenchments and earthworks for the guns, while 

abattis was laid down to block the ravine of the Turon stream.  The French remained nearby, in 

the positions they had captured the day before.   French cavalry occupied the woods near Nave 

de Aver, and the French infantry held the ground opposite of Fuentes de Oñoro, but both sides 

remained stationary for the next two days. 

Masséna, seeing little chance for a successful attack against Wellington’s position, 

changed his focus from raising the siege of Almeida to evacuating the garrison and destroying 
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the fortification.71  A message was sent to General Brénier in Almeida to prepare the 

fortifications for demolition.72  Masséna’s army began to withdraw on 8 May, covered by 

Reynier’s 2nd Corps in the north of the French line.  Wellington was aware of these dispositions, 

and gave orders to the Fifth and Seventh Divisions to move regiments near Barba de Puerco.  Sir 

William Erskine, commanding the northern section of the Allied line, received Wellington’s 

orders but what he did with this information remains a matter of some conjecture.  Wellington 

indicated that Masséna’s army was withdrawing so Erskine should be prepared to confront for 

the garrison of Almeida as it tried to escape.  The message reached Erskine’s headquarters at 

2:00 p.m. on 10 May.   

To prevent this escape, Wellington ordered the Fifth Division to send the 4th Foot to 

occupy Barba de Puerco.73  Yet when Brénier destroyed the fortifications and marched out of the 

town at 10:00 p.m. 10 May, the 4th Foot was not in position.  The 4th Foot never received orders 

from their division headquarters.  As a result, Brénier pushed aside Erskine’s pickets covering 

the fort, marched across the plain, was able to get to Barba de Puerco with his column before the 

4th Foot arrived.  Only the tail of Brénier’s column was attacked by British cavalry and the 4th 

and 36th Foot and some light battalions from the Fifth Division as they crossed the bridge.74 

Wellington was furious about the escape of the garrison, and would write to Liverpool 

that the cause was the unfortunate mistake of the 4th Foot taking the wrong road to Barba de 

Puerco.75  This reasoning and blame missed the point that no action was taken for the eight hours 

that Erskine had the message; Colonel Devan of the 4th Foot heard the musket firing of the 

skirmishers on column after midnight 11 May and under his own initiative moved to the sound of 

the firing, getting there too late to block the escape.76  A few weeks later, as the regiment 

marched to Badajoz, the regimental commander of the 4th Foot, Devan, committed suicide over 
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the incident.77  Wellington would write of this affair that “I am obliged to be everywhere, and 

absent from any operation, something goes wrong.”78 

With Brénier’s garrison safe in French lines and Masséna’s army at Cuidad Rodrigo the 

situation in the north settled into a new phase as both sides planned and prepared.  Before 

Masséna could reorganize and attempt further offensive action, he was recalled to France, 

replaced by Marshal Auguste Marmont.79   

Fuentes d’Oñoro allowed the British cavalry to perform as its best in squadron-sized 

elements, reacting to French initiatives with the speed and dash that was the hallmark of pre-war 

doctrine.  Their speed allowed them to effectively parry the thrusts from the French cavalry.  

Despite their success at Fuentes de Oñoro, the British cavalry in the Peninsula was acutely 

understrength and utterly incapable of simultaneous operations in both the northern and southern 

Spain.  If the French marshals could have cooperated in both sectors and threatened Wellington, 

he would not have enough cavalry in either area.  Without further reinforcements of cavalry, it is 

doubtful if Wellington could have carried on the war successfully.  Fortunately for the Allies, the 

campaign of 1811 would be the transition between a dubious cavalry arm and a mounted force 

capable of fulfilling Wellington’s needs. 
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CHAPTER 10 
 

ALBUERA AND USAGRE 
 
I sent two regiments of British dragoons from this army into the Alentejo, in 
order to render the corps there more efficient, and in the hope that I should have 
the service in this quarter of two efficient regiments of Portuguese dragoons.  In 
this hope I have been disappointed, and this army is deficient in that essential 
arm, its cavalry; and I have been induced to enter upon a scale of service to 
which the efficient troops at my disposal are not equal.1 

 
Wellington and the Allied Army waited in northern Portugal as the French rebuilt their 

forces after the1810-1811 campaign.  Masséna, commanding the French Army of Portugal 

fought at Fuentes de Oñoro to open the road to Almeida.  After it failed, Masséna ordered the 

garrison to destroy the fortifications and abandoned the fortress.2  Masséna was soon recalled to 

France and replaced by General Auguste Marmont by 10 May.  But it was not the northern 

approach in Spain that occupied Wellington’s attention.  In the south, Beresford had advanced 

into Spain, fought a series of small cavalry actions in March and April, and was preparing to 

besiege the Spanish town of Badajoz that guarded the British invasion route into Spain and 

served as a threat to Portugal.  Beresford had the Second Infantry Division, the Fourth Infantry 

Division, Hamilton’s Portuguese infantry division, two British cavalry brigades, Long and De 

Grey’s, and Madden and Otway’s Portuguese cavalry brigades.3  

Covering the siege works at Badajoz by pushing out cavalry pickets as far as Los Santos 

and Zafra, Beresford’s siege operations had been hampered by a series of misfortunes that 

included problems in organizing a supply train, advancing twenty-three siege guns, some of 

which were 200 years old, and coping with the unseasonable rains.  In fact the deluge flooded the 

river and washed away part of the British pontoon bridge, forcing a pause in operations.4  The 
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85. 
4 Wellington to Beresford, 16 May 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VII, 571. 
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resourceful French commander of the Badajoz garrison, General Armand Philippon, was also a 

concern.  On 10 May a sortie from the garrison had destroyed most of the completed siege 

works, and even the rapid response that drove the sortie back into the fortress went too far and 

got within range of the outer defense work of San Cristobal; Beresford lost over 400 men.5 

Worse news was to follow.  The next two days were spent in an artillery duel as the 

British besiegers struggled to activate the guns against the fortress, but the French defenders 

damaged many of the Allied guns before the crews could effectively return fire.  Then on 12 

May, the approach of Marshal Soult with 20,000 infantry and between 2,000-3000 cavalry was 

reported.6  According to Wellington’s memorandum of instructions given to Beresford, in case of 

a French advance, the siege had to be temporarily lifted and the Allied Army assembled to face 

this threat.7 

Believing that the main French thrust would advance on the main road from Seville, Beresford 

positioned his force.  The position at Albuera consisted of the ridge nearly four miles long; 

below this was the Albuera River.   The Second Division was given the heights above the town 

and Charles von Alten’s King’s German Legion brigade occupied the village itself.  On the left 

side of the line was the Portuguese infantry division of Major General John Hamilton, with a 

Portuguese cavalry brigade under Brigadier General Richard Collins.  To protect the far left, 

Spanish cavalry and the Portuguese cavalry brigade were deployed under Colonel Lutfus Otway.  

The Fourth Division and one brigade of Spanish infantry under Don Carlos d’Espagne were in 

reserve; they arrived after an all night movement from Valverde.8  The right half of the line was 

left vacant, to be occupied by the Spanish infantry under General Joachim Blake that marched to 

join the army after being moved by sea from Cadiz.9  In front of the army was the cavalry 

                                                 
5 Wellington to Liverpool, 15 May 1811, ibid., VII, 564-65. 
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consisting of DeGrey’s cavalry brigade of the 3rd Dragoon Guards and 4th Dragoons, and the un-

brigaded 13th Light Dragoons, all under Long’s command, for a strength of 1,139.10     They were 

forward near Santa Marta, observing Soult’s force with Villemur’s Spanish cavalry.  Villemur 

reported the French advance on 15 May, and Long was ordered to move back to the army’s 

position at Albuera on the afternoon of 15 May.11 

 

Figure 28: The Battle of Albuera. 

 
Long’s withdrawal to the western bank of the Albuera left Beresford unable to observe 

the French deployments.12    Soult’s reconnaissance of the Allied Army on the afternoon of 15 

                                                 
10 PRO WO 17/11, 17/23 and 17/37 returns. 
11 Little or no contact was maintained with the French during this withdrawal and so the 
immediacy of the French attack on the morning of 16 May was not understood.  On the evening 
of 15 May, the Quartermaster had given orders for Long to move his cavalry to the rear of the 
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movements. D’Urban mentions orders sent for Long to fall back.  Long to Charles Long, 22 May 
1811, Peninsular Cavalry General, 196; D’Urban, Peninsular Journal, 214.   
12 D’Urban, Peninsular Journal, 214. 
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May allowed him to determine the strength of the position in the center of the line, but he could 

also see the weakness of the right, at that time only covered by cavalry and artillery because the 

Spanish infantry had not yet arrived at their positions.13    Soult, therefore, decided to make his 

main effort to turn the position from the French left while using a force to attack directly across 

from the village of Albuera to maintain the British attention. 

Blake’s troops joined Beresford’s and Castaño’s during the night of 15 May.  With the 

Spanish cavalry division under Brigadier General Don Casimero Loy arriving on the battlefield, 

the unwieldy command structure of the cavalry had to be addressed.  Long was a relatively 

junior brigadier general, and had been acting as the defacto divisional commander for the 

brigades of DeGrey and Otway, coordinating their actions with the Spanish cavalry under Penne-

Villemur.  Madden, senior to Long, was operating independently.  However, now all the cavalry 

would be acting at a single battlefield, and the question arose who would command this allied 

cavalry force.14  With the cavalry of the two united, the senior officer, a Spanish officer should 

take charge of the Allied cavalry force.  Wellington had addressed the problem with the 

relatively junior rank of Robert Long as early as 11 May, when he asked Beresford if Erskine 

would be acceptable as his cavalry commander.15  To forestall a Spanish officer from 

commanding British troops on the battlefield, Beresford appointed Major General William 

Lumley to command the British and Portuguese cavalry, and because he was the senior officer, 

                                                 
13 Vichness, Marshal of Portugal, 415. 
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cavalry in Extremadura, but it would take some time until Erskine could move south and take up 
his new command.  Wellington to Long, 11 May 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VII, 543-44. 
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the Spanish cavalry on the field came under his command.  Lumley was an infantry officer, and 

had been commanding the second brigade of the Second Infantry Division until the morning of 

16 May, but had experience as a light dragoon earlier in his career.16   

The cavalry covered the Spanish positions on the right as Blake’s forces marched to the 

battlefield.  As the Spanish arrived around 7:00 a.m., the cavalry moved to the rear of the British 

positions to bivouac.17  However, a portion of the 3rd Dragoon Guards and 13th Light Dragoons 

were detained near the village of Albuera by Long to watch the ford; the 13th Light Dragoons 

were in front of Blake and the 3rd Dragoon Guards near the village and bridge. The rest of the 

British cavalry and Penne-Villemur’s horsemen moved to the rear and into reserve.18  On the left 

were Otway’s Portuguese cavalry units; while to the far right was Loy’s cavalry division that had 

arrived that morning.19   

Soult’s army had been assembling to attack the Allied position covered by the hill on the 

French side of the Albuera, out of sight of Beresford and the Allied army.  Soult had put together 

a force of 19,000 French infantry and supported by 4,000 French cavalry commanded by Latour-

Maubourg.20    He placed it into two masses.  Opposite the village of Albuera, General Deo-

Gratias-Nicolas Godinot’s brigade, flanked by General Jerome Briche’s light cavalry, assumed a 

position to attack the stone bridge and village directly.  To their left, General François Werlé’s 

brigade and two brigades of dragoons formed to attack opposite Blake’s position.  However, the 

mass of Soult’s troops- the two divisions of the 5th Corps, lead by a cavalry brigade, were 
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screened by the woods and hill; they prepared to march in a circular route and fall on the flank of 

Blake’s infantry. 21   

The battle began around 8:30 a.m. when the 1st Lancers of the Vistula attempted to cross 

the ford near Albuera.  Defending the ford was a covering force of the King’s German Legion 

light battalion, the left squadron of the 3rd Dragoon Guards, and Troop D of the Royal Horse 

Artillery and a squadron of the 13th Light Dragoons.22  To the rear, Otway’s Portuguese brigade 

supported these troops.23  The 3rd Dragoon Guards, formed in column, charged into the head of 

the French cavalry as they reached the other bank, and the French rapidly retired back across the 

river.24  The 10th and 21st Chasseurs moved north along the river to fix Otway’s cavalry in 

position.25  While this action occurred, Godinot’s brigade advanced and attacked the King’s 

German Legion troops in the village of Albuera.  However, all of this was a feint, and the main 

body of Soult’s force was moving to the French left and preparing to advance on the Spanish 

troops.  Four squadrons of French cavalry exited the woods and crossed the stream to the Allied 

right; this first indication of the threat to the flank suddenly made Beresford and Blake’s position 

tenuous.  The Spanish cavalry under Loy, suddenly being confront with this threat, could not 

stand but moved off and observed the deployment.  Behind this French cavalry screen, the 

infantry of Girard emerged in a column and aimed for Blake’s flank.  The French cavalry moved 

to the south to cover the flank of this immense column, and Beresford began to react.26  Cole’s 

division was ordered to form to the oblique behind the Allied line; Blake was requested move his 

troops at a right angle to the original front, and Lumley ordered DeGrey’s brigade and the horse 

artillery to the south to support this movement.27  By 9:00 a.m. the Allied position was becoming 

critical.  The majority of the French light cavalry in the center, except a squadron to fix the 13th 
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25 Picard, La Cavalerie dans les Guerres, II, 314. 
26 Ibid., II, 314. 
27 The 13th Light Dragoons remained near the river in the center of the line.  Beresford to 
Wellington, 18 May 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VII, 589. 
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Light Dragoons in position, moved south to join Latour-Maubourg’s cavalry; the brigade of 

Werlé, minus one battalion of grenadiers, also moved south and joined Soult’s main attack.28 

The Spanish infantry took a tremendous beating, and after nearly an hour, gave way in 

front of the French, allowing Soult to gain the hill to the south of the Allied position.  Artillery 

placed on this hill could decimate the Allied line by firing into the flank, so Stewart’s division 

moved to retake the hill and prevent this threat.29  Stewart’s lead brigade, commanded by 

Colborne, advanced in columns of companies in a heavy rain towards the French position.  What 

the British infantry could not see because of the rain was the 2nd and 10th Hussars, and 1st Vistula 

Lancers, who suddenly appeared on Colborne’s flank as the rain lifted and cut the British brigade 

to pieces.30  Only the leftmost regiment, the 31st Foot, had time to form square and hold off the 

French cavalry.  Lumley, below the action in the plain, saw what was happening and ordered 

DeGrey and Penne-Villemur’s cavalry to charge into the now disorganized French cavalry.31  

The 3rd Dragoon Guards and 4th Dragoons charged and cut off a portion of the French light 

cavalry, but Penne-Villemur’s cavalry, pulled up just prior to making contact with the French; 

the Spanish officers could not get them to close.32  

This action stabilized the fight for the cavalry, and again with the rain increasing, 

visibility decreased on the battlefield.  Lumley reformed the cavalry in the plain protecting the 

flank of the Second Division from the French cavalry.  There were approximately 500 British 

cavalry, supported by two squadrons of Spanish cavalry to confront Latour-Maubourg’s 3,000 

French cavalry.  Excellent use of the terrain in this segment of the battlefield allowed the 

outnumbered Allied horse to play a significant role.  With rising ground behind the cavalry and 

the stream bed of the Aroya to their front, Lumley’s cavalry could not be directly charged by the 

French without the risk of delivering it piecemeal as the stream bed disordered the French 

                                                 
28 Napier, Peninsular War, III, 167. 
29 Beresford to Wellington, 18 May 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VII, 589. 
30 Smith, Life of Lord Seaton, 158; Picard, La Cavalerie dans Les Guerres, II, 314. 
31 It was during this period as the British dragoons moved to this threatened area that the 
celebrated incident occurred when lancers attacked Beresford and his staff and Beresford 
personally pulled a lancer off his horse.  Vichness, Marshal of Portugal, 423. 
32 Extract of a letter from Colonel Light, 4th Dragoons as cited in Napier, Peninsular War, III, 
369; Madden, “The Diary of Charles Dudley Madden," Journal of the Royal United Services 
Institute, LIX (1914): 517.  
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advance.33  Latour-Maubourg was faced with charging into the Allied cavalry, who were 

supported by the guns of the Royal Horse artillery troop.  Because of the large numbers of 

French cavalry, D Troop of the Royal Horse Artillery could not maneuver, but occupied a 

position and engaged the French.  The massed French ranks made an excellent target for the 

horse artillery; the D Troop had their gun line overrun a number of times by the French cavalry, 

and then the gunners regained their guns and put them back into action.34  If the French cavalry 

extended to their left to outflank the Allied horse, it would leave the flank of the French infantry 

open to attack.  Likewise, the position of the British cavalry meant that the flank of the British 

infantry fighting to regain the hill was covered from another French cavalry charge.  By 

maintaining their ground and cohesion the British and Spanish cavalry prevented the French 

cavalry from turning the British infantry, and allowed the infantry fight on the hill to continue 

uninterrupted by cavalry.  With so few Allied cavalry on the left flank, observers wondered why 

Latour-Maubourg did not make a more serious attempt to turn the Allied position.  The brigade 

of the horse artillery and their effective fire was credited with discouraging the French from 

making a more serious attempt.35  The Second Division stood its ground with its two remaining 

brigades and the Fourth Division under Cole moved to the hill and stabilized the position though 

a terrible toil was inflicted on the British infantry on the hill.  By the end of the French attack, of 

the 6,000 British infantry engaged at that part of the line, fewer than 1,800 remained 

unwounded.36 

While the fighting on the left of the Allied line was progressing back and forth, a sharp 

fight directly across the stone bridge and ford near the village of Albuera continued.  The main 

position was held by Charles von Alten’s King’s German Legion brigade in the village itself, 

supported by nine cannons from a Portuguese brigade.37   For the cavalry, forced to sit and 

endure both cannon and musket fire without striking back, the five hours that they observed the 

                                                 
33 Napier, Peninsular War, III, 180-81. 
34 Madden of the 4th Dragoons wrote that the Royal Horse artillery cut down six to ten French 
cavalrymen at a time due to the massed ranks.  Madden, “The Diary of Charles Dudley Madden," 
Journal of the Royal United Services Institute, LIX (1914): 517; Bidwell, The Royal Horse 
Artillery, 24. 
35 Madden, “The Diary of Charles Dudley Madden," Journal of the Royal United Services Institute, 
LIX (1914): 517. 
36 Napier’s comment of the unwounded British infantry, “stood triumphant on the fatal hill” is 
well known.  Napier, Peninsular War, III, 170.  
37 Beamish, History of the King’s German Legion, I, 335. 
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fight between the French and von Alten’s brigade was filled with descriptions of the suffering of 

the wounded.38  The fighting ended around 2:00 p.m., and Soult withdrew back to his position of 

the previous night, covered by his cavalry. 

Neither side knew the damage inflicted on the other, and could only judge their 

opponent’s action by their own worst fears.  Beresford, with his army bloodied, and in particular 

his British infantry seriously depleted, expected Soult to resume the offensive the next day.  With 

the French advantage in cavalry, a withdrawal from the battlefield would be risky, and so 

Beresford resolved to maintain his position.  However, Soult’s force was also badly hurt from the 

battle on 16 May.  Soult’s infantry had been fewer in number, but of better quality than the 

Allied army.  His major advantage had been in the number of cavalry.  However, the French 

losses in infantry, and in senior officers meant that he did not want to risk resuming the attack.39  

Seeing the Allied army remaining in its position the next morning, Soult resolved to break 

contact. His army withdrew from the battlefield on 18 May, covered by his cavalry. 

Beresford remained on the battlefield with his army, trying to administer not only to his 

wounded and dead but the seriously wounded French that Soult had been forced to leave 

behind.40   On 17 May, little could be seen of the French, as visibility was poor with a heavy fog, 

and later in the morning sleet and rain fell adding to the discomfort of the wounded men.41  The 

French cavalry remained formed, protecting Soult’s army from British observation and 

interference.  Only a few French deserters indicated that Soult might withdraw.42  On 18 May, 

the French cavalry formed into columns and withdrew from the battlefield.  Lumley was ordered 

to follow, but under no circumstances get into a serious cavalry action with the French cavalry.  

                                                 
38 Madden felt that the role of the squadrons from the 13th Light Dragoons and 4th Dragoon 
Guards discouraged French cavalry from trying to cross the ford while the infantry fight at 
Albuera occurred.  Madden, “The Diary of Charles Dudley Madden," Journal of the Royal United 
Services Institute, LIX (1914): 517. 
39 Soult had lost two generals and had another three seriously wounded in that day’s fighting.  
The British had also lost two generals killed, and one wounded. Beresford to Wellington, 18 May 
1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VII, 592. 
40 Wellington’s action immediately upon learning of the battle and the extent of the casualties 
was to order hospitals stores and supplies from Lisbon and the north of Portugal to support 
Beresford.  Wellington to Peacocke, 20 May 1811, ibid., VII 572; Wellington to Dr. Frank, 20 
May 1811, VII, 574; Beresford to Wellington, 18 May 1811, VII, 592 
41 Madden, “The Diary of Charles Dudley Madden," Journal of the Royal United Services Institute, 
LIX (1914): 519. 
42 Ibid., 519. 
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The Spanish cavalry lead across the ford, and skirmished with the French.  In support was D 

Troop of the Royal Horse Artillery and the 4th Dragoon Guards.  Whenever the Spanish cavalry 

would advance too closely to the French, the French turned and drove the Spanish back and the 

process would begin again.43   Lumley’s cavalry was only a league from Albuera by the end of 

the day because the French moved slowly due to the wagons with a great number wounded.44  By 

19 May, the Allied cavalry was as far forward as Santa Marta and Beresford reinvested Badajoz 

with Hamilton’s Portuguese division and Madden’s Portuguese cavalry brigade.  Madden’s 

brigade had not arrived in time to participate in the battle on 16 May but it reinforced the 

exhausted Allied horsemen.45  Soon the Army commander came to Extremadura to take charge 

of the situation there.  As early as 16 May, Wellington had decided to set out to visit Beresford’s 

headquarters in the next day or two; arriving at Elvas on 18 May he learned of the battle.46   By 

that time, Wellington’s was already reinforcing the army besieging Badajoz.  Cotton had 

received permission to move his horsemen and the cavalry headquarters in Extremadura on 19 

May, leaving Slade to command the cavalry covering the portion of the Anglo-Portuguese army 

near Almeida.47    By 22 May, the Third and Seventh Divisions were in route, and could be 

expected to arrive in the next few days.48  

While these movements were being made to reestablish the effectiveness of the army and 

reinvest Badajoz, Lumley’s cavalry was forward near Santa Marta observing the French.  

                                                 
43 Ibid,. 520. 
44 The casualties at Albuera overwhelmed the French medical system.  Soult was forced to leave 
800 seriously wounded men on the battlefield as well as the large wagon train.  Wellington did 
likewise after the battle of Talavera, leaving 1,500 seriously wounded English troops behind.  
Gazan to Soult, 19 May 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches (1852 edition) V, 722. 
45 Hamilton’s division was not seriously engaged at Albuera; Madden had not received the orders 
to rejoin the army in enough time to arrive prior to the battle on 16 May.  Beresford to 
Wellington, 18 May 1811, ibid., VII, 593.  
46 Beresford’s discomfort with his position as expressed in his letters on 12, 13 and 14 May 
convinced Wellington to learn for himself the situation.  While at Elvas on 18 May Wellington 
learned of the battle of Albuera, and increased his speed to reach Beresford.  Wellington’s 
famous quote, “This won’t do.  Write me down a victory,” when given Beresford initial dispatch, 
stressing the casualties suffered, is well known. Wellington to Spencer, 17 May, 18 May 1811, 
ibid., VII, 572-73; Longford, Elizabeth, Wellington, Years of the Sword, (New York, 1969), 257. 
47 Spencer was directed to tell Cotton that Wellington had no objections to moving the cavalry 
headquarters as long as Slade was left with the means to command the cavalry remaining in the 
north.  Wellington to Spencer, 19 May 1811, ibid., VII, 573. 
48 Wellington to Liverpool, 22 May 1811, ibid., VII, 595. 
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Lumley and Long had come to an understanding of their roles.  During the battle of Albuera, 

Lumley acted not only as the Allied cavalry commander, but also gave commands directly to the 

British and Portuguese cavalry.  This reduced Long, acting previously as a division commander 

of the Anglo-Portuguese cavalry, to a bystander; he followed along on Lumley’s staff, assisting 

when he could for most of the battle.49  Reestablishing the outpost for the army near Santa Marta, 

Long acted as the British cavalry commander supervising DeGrey’s brigade and the 13th Light 

Dragoons, while Lumley served to command the Allied force.   

The first mission was to push Soult as far back as possible to allow the siege of Badajoz 

to recommence without interference.  With the Hamilton’s Portuguese Division reinvesting the 

town, and the Second and Fourth Divisions recovered their wounded from the battlefield and for 

the first five days after the battle the only force to observe Soult was the cavalry.  Soult moved 

slowly back to the Sierra Morena along the Llerena road, hampered by exhausted soldiers and 

immense convoys of wounded.  Lumley cautiously advanced to observe Soult, but did not risk a 

significant fight until the Allied infantry could support the advance guard.  The Second and 

Fourth Divisions had suffered heavily at Albuera, with only 2,500 and 4,700 soldiers available 

respectively; by 25 May they were still only at Fuente del Maestre while the advanced guard was 

near Villa Garcia in front of Usagre.50   

 
The Engagement of Usagre 

 
Leading the Allied advance was the Spanish cavalry under Penne-Villemur.  Soult had 

determined that he would halt at Llerena to recover if the Allied army would allow him.  Soult 

needed to know the composition of his pursuers, and whether it was strictly cavalry or had 

infantry joined the advance.  Soult ordered Latour-Maubourg to attack the Allied cavalry and 

drive it back to its supports to determine what was following.51  

                                                 
49 Long could have assumed the role of commanding the British cavalry, allowing Lumley to 
focus on higher-level issues of the Allied horse during Albuera.  The two men certainly had 
come to this understanding of their roles by the combat at Usagre three days later.  
50 Oman, Peninsular War, IV, 411. 
51 Picard, La Cavalerie dans Les Guerres, II, 315. 
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Latour-Maubourg took four brigades with him- Bron, Bouvier des Éclats, Vinot, and 

Briche with a force of nearly 3,000 cavalrymen.52  Facing them, Lumley had approximately 

2,200 cavalrymen- DeGrey’s brigade of 3rd Dragoon Guards and 4th Dragoons; the 13th Light 

Dragoon; Madden and Otway’s Portuguese brigades of four small regiments; and a detachment 

of Spanish cavalry under Loy.  At 6:00 a.m. on 25 May, Latour-Maubourg’s division advanced 

on the main road and ran into Loy’s cavalry, which withdrew rapidly towards Usagre five miles 

to the rear.53 

The village of Usagre was situated on the south bank of a small stream running through a 

narrow ravine.  The stream, while not deep, was crossable only at fords and the bridge opposite 

the village.  The bridge itself was small, and could only pass two cavalrymen abreast at a time.54  

A few hundred yards to the north of the streambed was rolling ridge that blocked the view of 

anyone in the village.  A few small hills on the northern bank protected anyone on that side from 

view from the village.  To advance across the stream, the French would have to move through 

the village and then a defile over the bridge before being able to form and then charge anyone 

defending the heights.   Most significantly, from the south bank, one could not determine the 

strength of any force hidden behind the heights.55   

Lumley learned of the French approach and was told that artillery and infantry 

accompanied the French cavalry.  Fearing that this report could be exaggerated, and not wanting 

to yield such favorable ground unless he was sure he was outnumbered, he ordered the 13th Light 

Dragoons and Otway’s Portuguese to cross the ford north of the town to observe if the French 

would try to turn his position from the north, or advance directly up the road to Ribera.  

Madden’s Portuguese Brigade was ordered to cross to the right of the town do the same to the 

south.56  In the center defending the main road, DeGrey’s brigade was behind the crest of the 

heights with the D Troop of the Royal Horse Artillery in support.  These dispositions would 

                                                 
52 The units were 4th, 14th, 17th, 20th, 26th, and 27th Dragoons; 2nd and 10th Hussars; and 21st and 
27th Chasseurs. Picard, La Cavalerie dans Les Guerre, II, 315. 
53 Lumley to Beresford, 26 May 1811, National Army Museum, 6807-219-4. 
54 Marcy, Comte de, “Mémoires d’un cavalier d’ordannance du 20e Dragoons,” Carnet de la 
Sabretache, No 19 (1901): 338. 
55 “Map of the Cavalry Engagement at Usagre, May 25, 1811,” National Army Museum 6807-
219-4. 
56 Lumley to Beresford, 26 May 1811, National Army Museum 6807-219-4. 
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allow Lumley to observe the French advance, and if the French attempted to turn his position, he 

would have enough time to react.57   

The 4th Dragoons, Latour-Maubourg’s advanced guard, reached the village, and drove off 

the few mounted vedettes near the stream.58  The French advanced guard contacted the Spanish 

vedettes at Villa Garcia and had followed them to Usagre; Latour-Maubourg also knew of the 

Portuguese troops on each side of town.  The six French field guns were on a small hill south of 

the village and opened fire on the British forces across the stream that could be seen.59  The 

opening of the French guns was the signal for the two Portuguese brigades to re-cross the stream, 

and they did so without loss.60  Latour-Maubourg was, however, unable to determine exactly 

how strong the forces were opposite the main road and the bridge.  Deciding to move a brigade 

across to flank any position along the stream before his main body crossed opposite the town, 

Latour-Maubourg ordered Briche and his two light cavalry regiments to cross the ford to the 

right of the town where Madden’s troops had crossed.61  Once they were in position across the 

stream, Latour-Maubourg would cross his division at the bridge.  Briche’s four squadrons from 

the 10th Hussars and 21st Chasseurs approached the ford, and Briche could see a squadron of the 

13th Light Dragoons at the ford.  Behind them in support were Otway’s three squadrons, and to 

their left were three additional squadrons of Spanish cavalry.  Two guns from LeFevre’s Royal 

Horse Artillery troop were positioned to cover the ford but hidden from the French view by a 

hill.  As Briche’s men reached the ford, the guns opened fire, forcing Briche to withdraw after 

losing a few men and horses.62   Briche decided not to force the crossing but instead moved 

downstream to find a less defended ford.  This took his brigade further away from the town and 

Latour-Maubourg’s division.63 

                                                 
57 The fact that it was his Spanish cavalry vedettes making the report may have lead to his 
caution.  Lumley to Beresford, 26 May 1811, National Army Museum 6807-219-4. 
58 Marcy, Comte de, “Mémoires d’un cavalier d’ordannance du 20e Dragoons,” Carnet de la 
Sabretache, No 19, (1901) 338. 
59 “Map of the Cavalry engagement at Usagre, 25 May 1811,” National Army Museum, 6807-
219-4. 
60 Lumley to Beresford, 26 May 1811, National Army Museum 6807-219-4.  
61 Picard, La Cavalerie dans Les Guerre, II, 315. 
62 Madden, “The Diary of Charles Dudley Madden," Journal of the Royal United Services Institute, 
LIX (1914): 520. 
63 Briche’s cavalry never crossed the stream according to Lumley’s account.  A number of later 
histories have him crossing the stream but this is contradicted by the accounts written at the time.  
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As Briche moved farther from the village, Latour-Maubourg could no longer observe 

what was occurring downstream.  The cannonade continued, with the French gunners and their 

five eight-pounders gaining the upper hand over the four remaining six-pounders of Captain 

LeFevre’s Horse Artillery troop.64   The fire forced the British cavalry that Latour-Maubourg 

could observe, elements of the 3rd Dragoon Guards, to move farther from the bridge and behind 

the heights.  What Latour-Maubourg could not discern was whether this was a general 

withdrawal or only a movement to get out of the French artillery fire.65  After approximately an 

hour, Latour-Maubourg became impatient without word of the flanking movement and decided 

that they must have had enough time to get into position.  He ordered Bron’s brigade to cross the 

bridge and drive the British cavalry from the small plain to allow his division to cross.  He 

assumed that their flank would be protected by Briche’s brigade from any unseen Allied threat.  

However, this was a poor decision.66   

The French 4th, 20th, and 26th Dragoons rapidly moved through the town, crossed the 

bridge, and began to form on the British side.67  Behind the dragoons, a stonewall and an olive 

grove constricted the routes to the bridge.  Six hundred of the dragoons were still formed in two 

columns as they reached the small plain.  Two squadrons of the 4th and 20th Dragoons deployed 

to the French right to protect its flank.68  The situation facing Bron was poor.  Facing his 

brigade’s front as he attempted to form a line was the 3rd Dragoon Guards, supported by some 

Spanish cavalry.  His two squadrons protecting the flank were faced by the entire 4th Dragoons 

that had been unseen from the French side of the stream because of a small hill.  And directly 

behind the hill was the 13th Light Dragoons; they were unseen by the French squadrons sent to 

                                                                                                                                                             
“Map of the Cavalry Engagement at Usagre, 25 May 1811,” National Army Museum 6807-219-
4. 
64 Lumley to Beresford, 26 May 1811, National Army Museum 6807-219-4. 
65 Madden, “The Diary of Charles Dudley Madden," Journal of the Royal United Services Institute, 
LIX (1914): 520. 
66 Lumley called this “a most daring attempt, or rather an error for which they were most 
severely punished. . .” Lumley to Beresford, 26 May 1811, National Army Museum 6807-219-4. 
67 Lemaitre, Historique du 4e Régiment de Dragoons, 230. 
68 Ibid., 230-31. 
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protect their flank.69   To further complicate Bron’s predicament, the second brigade from 

Latour-Maubourg’s division was entering the village and further congested the route.70 

Because of the location of the 3rd Dragoons Guards, they could not see Bron’s brigade as 

they crossed the bridge.  Lumley, therefore, ordered the regiment to move to their right into a 

better position, which actually put the regiment into great danger.  At only 200 yards from the 

French but unseen due to the terrain the 3rd Dragoon Guards moved in column over broken and 

uneven ground.71   To protect the 3rd Dragoon Guards during this critical moment, Long, 

accompanying the 4th Dragoons, ordered a charge and the 13th Light Dragoons to support the 

advance.72  Before the 4th Dragoons had moved fifty yards, the 3rd Dragoon Guards wheeled into 

line and the two regiments charged simultaneously as if this was planned action.  The charge 

caught Bron’s brigade forming into line, with the third regiment still crossing the bridge.  The 

French forces already across did not receive the charge.73  They broke and headed back to the 

bridge.  It was a scene of confusion as the two British regiments caught the French dragoons 

packed into the narrow bridge, and French cavalry broke to the left and right of the bridge to 

escape.  Some men jumped off their horses and escaped through the stream, gardens, and the 

ravine.74  Those unfortunate enough to attempt to escape by riding along the streambed found 

that it was unfordable and they were hunted down and captured by the Allied cavalry.  Latour-

Maubourg could do little as he observed Bron’s brigade being cut to pieces.  He dismounted the 

next brigade in line in the village and fired on the British cavalry in the distance; four horse 

artillery guns were deployed and opened fire but were rapidly silenced by LeFevre’s guns on the 

British side.75 

The ravine prevented the British cavalry from getting out of control and pursuing too 

far.76  The losses to the French were difficult for the British to determine but totaled 170 killed 

                                                 
69 Map of the Cavalry Engagement at Usagre, 25 May 1811, National Army Museum 6807-219-
4. 
70 Lemaitre, Historique du 4e Régiment de Dragoons, 231. 
71 Long to Charles Long, 29 May 1811, Peninsular Cavalry General, 108. 
72 Long to Charles Long, 29 May 1811, Peninsular Cavalry General, 109. 
73 Picard, La Cavalerie dans Les Guerre, II, 316. 
74 Lumley to Beresford, 26 May 1811, National Army Museum 6807-219-4. 
75 Lemaitre, Historique du 4e Régiment de Dragoons, 231. 
76 Lumley previously had ordered his troops not to cross the stream.  Lumley to Beresford, 26 
May 1811, National Army Museum 6807-219-4. 
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and wounded.77  Seventy-eight prisoners had been captured; twenty-nine French were killed on 

the Allied side of the stream, and peasants reported thirty to fifty seriously wounded being sent 

to the rear on horses and carts.78  In just Bron’s lead brigade, he lost 130 horses; the 4th Dragoons 

had thirty-five men wounded in their regiment.79 For the Allied side, the combat at Usagre cost 

three killed and four wounded, an almost unbelievable low number, but shows the advantage 

gained when one side breaks ranks and attempts to retreat in the face of a charge instead of 

standing.80 

The Allied cavalry remained camped on the field that night and the next day.  The French 

brought up seven 12-pounders to threaten the British across the stream.  The threat from this 

fresh artillery, a lack of local forage for the horses and no sun protection for the men, forced 

Lumley to begin the withdrawal of his cavalry on 26 May to Ribera and the cantonments.81  A 

British rear-guard remained near the town to observe the French, but finally withdrew on the 

morning of 29 May without further contact with the French.82  The check at Usagre, while a 

small victory for the Allied cavalry, allowed Latour-Maubourg to determine that the pursuers 

were strictly cavalry and posed little threat to Soult’s forces in Llerena.  With Soult occupying 

the north side of the Sierra Morena Mountains, he remained a threat to the siege of Badajoz. 

The few cavalry available to support operations in Extremadura meant that the cavalry 

played an insignificant role.  When on outpost duty, the few numbers in excellent cavalry terrain 

meant that as soon as the French advanced, the Allied cavalry was forced to withdraw.  The 

cavalry had little involvement in one of the bloodiest battles of the Peninsula War; they were 

able to react to French initiatives and yet never significantly contribute themselves.  The one 

bright spot was the ambush at Usagre.   Here the cavalry was well commanded and displayed 

some of the increased confidence that it had gained as an arm in small unit actions.  However, 

even this action had little affect on the campaign and Latour-Maubourg was able to retain the 

village of Usagre as a cavalry outpost to protect the Soult’s army at Llerena.  

                                                 
77 Picard, La Cavalerie dans Les Guerre, II, 316. 
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Long, 29 May 1811, Peninsular Cavalry General, 109. 
79 Lemaitre, Historique du 4e Régiment de Dragoons, 231. 
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CHAPTER 11 

 

BADAJOZ AND EL BODON 

 

Gen. Stewart is a very gallant and very able officer of cavalry; & I have 

witnessed the effects of his exertions in the command of small bodies; & I have 

no doubt that his abilities would enable him to command large bodies.  He 

labours, however, under two bodily defects, the want of sight and of hearing, 

which must ever prevent him from forming an immediate judgment of what is 

going on in the field, and from acting in that judgment with the promptitude 

which is necessary in an officer in command of a large body of cavalry.
1
 

 

Wellington had assumed personal command of the Anglo-Portuguese Army of the South 

on 27 May, to allow Beresford to focus on training and improving the Portuguese army and to 

recover from the effects of Albuera.
2
  Wellington’s concern was to complete the siege of Badajoz 

before Soult could reconstitute his force and advance again.  By the end of May, Wellington had 

received intelligence that portions of the 9
th

 Corps under Comte d’Erlon, Jean Baptiste Drouet 

were in route to reinforce Soult, and by the first week of June Wellington was beginning to think 

that he might have to lift the siege if the breach was not practicable.
3
   

Forces were hurried to the front to even the numbers to confront Soult, to include the 11
th

 

Light Dragoons and 2
nd

 Hussars of the King’s German Legion that were at the cavalry barracks 

at Belem.
4
  Yet, the effects of Sir John Moore’s campaign two and a half years earlier on the 

cavalry were still being felt as England tried to meet its world wide military commitments.  A 

number of cavalry regiments received orders to join the British army in Portugal.  The 9
th

 Light 

Dragoons, 4
th

 and 5
th

 Dragoon Guards, and 3
rd

 Dragoons were all preparing to depart over the 

course of the summer.  With the departure of these regiments from England, the British had 

exhausted light cavalry regiments with seasoned horses.  Only the 12
th

 Light Dragoons had 

                                                 
1
 Wellington to the Duke of York, 25 June 1811, Wellington’s Supplementary Despatches, VII, 

165-66. 
2
 D’Urban, Peninsular Journal, 218. 

3
 Wellington to Liverpool, 30 May 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VII, 623; Memorandum for 
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seasoned horses and would be available if a new military commitment occurred.
5
  Even the 12

th
 

Light Dragoons was soon deployed overseas as the need for light cavalry increased in the 

Peninsula.   Two squadrons passed through Lisbon enroute to Sicily in the beginning of June, 

and the Commander in Chief directed Wellington to take the horses from them and send the men 

dismounted to Sicily, where horses could be found more readily than horses for the squadrons in 

Portugal.
6
  The horses taken from the 12

th
 Light Dragoons were to be divided between the British 

cavalry regiments based upon a proportion of their required remounts.   

This was a rapid, yet drastic measure to increase the effectiveness of Wellington’s 

cavalry as his span of operations increased to both the northern and southern approaches to 

Portugal.
7
  However, the scope of Wellington’s operations meant that even the 12

th
 Light 

Dragoons would be diverted to serve in Portugal, and orders to divide their horses among the 

more experienced regiments were countermanded.
8
   

Another measure to improve British cavalry was also ordered.  The 3
rd

 Dragoon Guards 

and 4
th

 Dragoons were each to send home their seventh and eighth troops to form larger depots 

squadrons.
9
   Without standardization in the British cavalry as what should deploy and what 

should remain in England as a depot to supply horses and men, both the 3
rd

 Dragoon Guards and 

4
th

 Dragoons were deployed in January and March 1809 with eight troops, or four squadrons, 

leaving only two troops to supply fresh horses and men.
10

   Most regiments that deployed later 

left in Great Britain four troops or two squadrons, to provide the need for horses and men.  The 

organization by the two heavy regiments did not allow for a steady flow of reinforcements to 

maintain their strength, and forming a second depot squadron would maintain a steadier flow of 

reinforcements.  By the end of August, the Duke of York ordered the army to standardize the 

establishment of cavalry regiment depots, and seven of the deployed regiments with Wellington 

sent detachments of men home to form larger depot squadrons.
11
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Blocking the northern invasion route near Almeida, Sir Bent Spencer, Wellington’s 

second in command, had the mission to observe Marmont’s army, and protect Pack’s Portuguese 

brigade as it repaired Almeida’s fortifications and made the fort defensible.
12

  Spencer had four 

divisions within an easy march of the Agueda.  The First, Fifth, and Sixth Infantry Divisions 

were all in quarters near the Côa, and the Light Division, Anson, Slade, and Barbaçena’s cavalry 

brigades covered the army’s front.
13

  The area had been quiet since Fuentes de Oñoro and the 

escape of the French garrison from Almeida.  Suddenly in the first week of June, cavalry pickets 

noticed the Army of Portugal advancing on Cuidad Rodrigo, and were driven back towards Nava 

d’Aver.
14

 

Since Marshal Marmont’s assumption of command of the Army of Portugal, the army 

had bee reorganized into six infantry divisions and a cavalry division under Montbrun.  This 

cavalry division contained four brigades- two light and two dragoon.
15

  Marmont’s movement 

could be a raid into the Beira, or a more serious attempt to defeat a portion of the Anglo-

Portuguese army so Spencer withdrew before this threat across the Côa.  At 7:00 a.m. on 5 June 

the French advanced on both the Gallegos and Carpio roads to push back the British outposts and 

protect the Army of Portugal’s movement through the passes to the south.  

The main British infantry position was to the west of Sabugal.  The rear-guard along the 

Carpio road was Slade’s brigade, with the 1
st
 Dragoons and one squadron of 14

th
 Light 

Dragoons.   Near Nave d’Aver, Montbrun advanced with 2,000 horsemen of his division, lead by 

the 11
th

 and 25
th

 Dragoons supported by an infantry division and ten guns.
 16

 The French cavalry 

deployed and pressed the British 1
st
 Dragoons back.  Montbrun demonstrated in front of the 

British rear-guard with his heavy brigade and eight of his guns.  Slade had become fixated on the 

action to his front, and ordered a charge, and captured a few prisoners.  What he failed to notice 

was that Montbrun was moving the bulk of his division around both flanks in an effort to cut the 

1
st
 Dragoons and 14

th
 Light Dragoons off.

17
   At the last moment, Slade became aware of the 
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potential trap and his men fought their way back, losing control of the handful of French 

prisoners they had captured and lost a number of their own men whose horses had become 

wounded.
18

  Slade’s brigade retreated to a position neat Penamacor without further pressure from 

Montbrun.  The French general had accomplished his mission of pushing the British forces back 

from the pass of Baños and denied them the ability to interfere with Marmont’s army as it 

marched south to join Soult. 

Spencer finally discovered that the force opposing him consisted of a single cavalry and 

infantry division and that the main body of French troops was marching south.
19

  Wellington had 

left orders for Spencer to shadow the movement of the Army of Portugal along the Portuguese 

frontier so his force moved south by Castelo Branco.   Since the route between northern Portugal 

and the Badajoz region was more direct for the British than the French, who had to cross by the 

bridge at Almaraz, Wellington felt assured that Spencer’s force could arrive sooner and in better 

condition than Marmont’s troops.
20

   While Spencer moved south, the headquarters of the cavalry 

arrived in front of Badajoz.  Cotton originally left the advanced guard of the army near Almeida 

on 25 May to direct operations in the south.  This was before Spencer was pushed back from the 

border and Marmont began his movement.
21

  With Cotton in Extramadura, Slade was the acting 

commander of the cavalry division in the north, and Cotton left his Quarter-Master General, 

Elley, in the north to assist Slade in the command.
22

   To act as his Quarter-Master General, 

Cotton took Captain Cocks from the 16
th

 Light Dragoons.  To also improve the strength of the 

southern army, Anson’s brigade was ordered south on 25 May, leaving just Slade’s British 

brigade with two regiments and Barbaçena’s Portuguese brigade with two regiments in the 

north.
23

 

                                                 
18

 Bourqueney, Historique du 25e Dragons, 179; Ainslie, Royal Regiment of Dragoons, 120-21. 
19

 Wellington had learned that the French were moving to the pass near Puerto de Baños, and that 

the whole army was across the pass by 10 June.  Wellington to Liverpool, 13 June 1811, 

Wellington’s Dispatches, VIII, 17. 
20

 Ibid., Wellington to Cotton, 14 June 1811, VIII, 17. 
21

 Spencer’s rapid movement away from the French advance, without determining the threat, and 

more seriously orders to Pack to destroy the undamaged works of Almieda and withdraw would 

incur Wellington’s wrath and his distrust of a second in command.  See Wellington to Spencer, 

11 June 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VIII, 1-2.  
22

 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 104. 
23

 Ibid., 104. 



205 

Cotton’s movement south to assume command not only of the cavalry but also of the 

advanced guard, was based on the experiences Wellington had had during the pursuit of Masséna 

from Portugal.  Erskine, general officer commanding the Light Division, had also commanded 

much of the cavalry acting as advanced guard.  This had resulted in what Wellington called “the 

light division and the cavalry were a good deal jumbled together on the late service.”
24

  

Wellington set out the principle that each division ought to act under the command of its own 

general officer, and if two or more divisions acted together in something like the advanced 

guard, then the senior officer would take command of the entire entity, but issue commands 
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through the division’s general officer.  What is particular interesting concerning this policy was 

Wellington deferring the decision of command to Cotton.  If Cotton decided to remain in the 
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north, then Craufurd and the Light Division would act under his command; if Cotton moved 

south then Slade as the cavalry division commander would act under Craufurd’s command of the 

advanced guard.
25

 

Until Badajoz was captured and Almieda repaired, Wellington was balancing the 

operations on both fronts without a secure base.  The siege of Badajoz was not going well; by 8 

June Wellington did not think he had a practicable breach in either San Christoval or the castle 

and was worried about the reports that Drouet’s force had joined with Soult.
26

   In the north, 

Spencer reported that a French advanced guard had pushed across the Agueda.  Wellington 

believed that this was to insure free movement for Marmont’s force south, but could not be sure 

and the state of repairs of Almeida by the Portuguese government was of concern.
27

  With the 

reports of the gathering of supplies by both French armies, and the junction expected by the 15
th

, 

Wellington risked an assault on the breach at San Christoval on 6 June and again on 9 June.
28

  

Both failed.  Without a hope of practicable breaches in either San Christoval or the castle, he 

ordered the siege lifted on 10 June but continued the blockade.
29

  Soult advanced from Llerena 

and Guadalcanal on 12 June, and the Allied army was again concentrated on the Albuera 

battlefield to fight if necessary.  Wellington ordered Spencer south, and by 8 June his lead 

elements were reaching Albuera, bringing Wellington’s strength up to 44,049 infantry and 4,397 

cavalry against an estimated French strength of 60,000 infantry and 7,000 cavalry.
30

 

The cavalry headquarters was established between Albuera and Santa Marta, to observe 

Soult’s advance.  Cotton commanded two British brigades, Anson and DeGrey’s, and Madden 

and Otway’s Portuguese.  Concerning the Spanish cavalry under Loy from Blake’s army, 
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Wellington advised, “we must manage them the best we can” but without the direct command 

that Cotton had of Portuguese troops.
31

   Penne-Villemur with his Spanish cavalry from Captain 

General Castaños’ army tended to be more accommodating and willing to work under the 

informal command of the Cavalry Division headquarters.
32

  Spanish cavalry reported the 

advance of French mounted troops through Santa Marta, so the Spanish withdrew to Almendral 

while the British and Portuguese were to withdraw to Albuera.
33

    Unable to maintain the 

blockade of Badajoz with the junction of the Army of Portugal and the French Army of the 

South, on 15 June the Anglo-Portuguese began retiring upon their lines of communications.
34

  

The cavalry covered the army’s withdraw from Albuera. They then retired upon Badajoz before 

crossing the Guadiana and Campo Major until reaching the bank of the Caia River.
35

  By 19 June 

the main body of the Anglo-Portuguese army was along the Caia from Elvas and Campo Major 

as those two border fortifications were strengthened and supplied.
36

    Only the cavalry remained 

across the river in contact with the French.   

As the French armies advanced to lift the blockade of Badajoz, new cavalry regiments 

were rushed to the front after arriving in Lisbon.  One regiment was the 2
nd

 Hussars of the King’s 

German Legion.  Three troops arrived in mid-April, and were formed into two under strength 

squadrons and moved to join the army.
37

   They arrived near Badajoz in the first week of June 

and were brigaded with the newly arrived 11
th

 Light Dragoons under Major General Long.
38

   

The 11
th

 Light Dragoons had not begun their movement from Lisbon before 9 June, and had less 

than a week in the line.
39

   Long’s brigade near the Albuera battlefield, occupying a portion of 

the cavalry’s outpost line, therefore, contained two of the least experienced regiments in the 

                                                 
31

 Wellington reminded Cotton that the Portuguese squadrons were “to be treated in every 

respect as British Cavalry, observing that their horses are or an inferior order.”  Wellington to 

Cotton, 14 June 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VIII, 21. 
32

 Murray to Cotton, 9 June 1811, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 200-01. 
33

 Wellington to Cotton, 15 June 1811, 8:30 a.m., Wellington’s Dispatches, VIII, 21; Wellington 

to Cotton, 12:00 p.m., VIII, 22; Wellington to Cotton, 16 June 1811, VIII, 25. 
34

 Hill’s infantry began to withdraw from their forward positions on 10 June.  Murray to Cotton, 

10 June 1811, British Library 35,059 #366. 
35

 Murray to Cotton, 15 June 1811, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 205; Murray to Cotton, 16 June 

1811, I, 208-09. 
36

 Ibid., Memorandum of Operations in 1811, 28 December 1811, VIII, 491. 
37

 Atkinson, “British Forces in the Peninsula,” LXVII (1902), 117. 
38

 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 3. 
39

 Murray to Cotton, 9 June 1811, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 200-01. 



208 

Peninsula, with some having as little as a week of experience in the outpost line.  As early as 13 

June, a patrol of the 2
nd

 Hussars of the King’s German Legion had surprised a French patrol and 

captured six men and ten horses.
40

  The next day a strong French force advanced and the cavalry 

vedettes withdrew to their former positions at Albuera on 16 June.  Finally on 21 June the 

cavalry crossed the Guadiana and placed pickets and vedettes along the course of the river and 

the Allied Army was in position to await French initiatives.
41

    

Early in the morning of 22 June, French cavalry reconnoitered Wellington’s 

dispositions.
42

  Fourteen squadrons of the Army of Portugal explored the ground from Campo 

Mayor; because of the terrain, they could not observe the main British positions and retired after 

some light skirmishing.
43

  In the south near Elvas, a stronger force, estimated at 1,500 cavalry 

and guns from the Army of the South, reconnoitered the British positions.
 44

   Long’s brigade had 

vedettes stationed forward of Elvas near the Guadiana River.  On the left towards Badajoz was a 

squadron of the 11
th

 Light Dragoons; on the right was a squadron of the 2
nd

 Hussars of the 

King’s German Legion.
45

     

The French attacked just as the cavalry pickets were being exchanged for the day.  In the 

south, the French encountered Lieutenant von Stoltzenberg’s picket, who skirmished and 

withdrew under pressure.  Lieutenant Issendorf’s picket that just been relieved by Stoltzenberg’s, 

heard the firing, turned and reinforced Stoltzenberg’s men.  These two pickets were joined by 

one squadron of their regiment, brought forward by Captain Schulze, as well as Lieutenant 

Crawford’s picket from the 11
th

 Light Dragoons that had just been relieved to the north.
46

  

Reinforced, the entire force charged the pursuing lancers and pushed them back to the stream.  

Suddenly, they came upon fresh French troops advancing in support, and the pursuers became 
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the pursued.  The second squadron of the 2
nd

 Hussars under Captain Weiring advanced in 

support, but could not stop the superior French cavalry.
47

  They began to retreat, but came upon a 

ravine to their rear and became disorganized and suffered casualties from their French pursuers.  

The British cavalry formed line, and soon the 11
th

 Light Dragoons was seen on the Elvas road. 

The French cavalry halted and then withdrew.
48

  The 2
nd

 Hussars had lost three officers 

wounded, two men killed, and twenty wounded and captured.
49

 

Though the 2
nd

 Hussars lost heavily, for the newly arrived 11
th

 Light Dragoons, the day 

was worse.   One squadron under Captain Lutyens was forward on picket duty, and had just 

relieved the picket of Lieutenant Crawford.  When the French cavalry advanced against their 

picket, the 11
th

 Light Dragoons skirmished but refused to yield their position.    The picket was 

in an exposed location and had been of such concern that Stapleton Cotton had directed Long to 

warn the officers occupying that position of the danger.
50

   The picket skirmished for nearly three 

hours while the fight on their right with the 2
nd

 Hussars occurred.  French cavalry, withdrawing 

from their fight with the reinforced 2
nd

 Hussars, traveled north behind the initial British outpost 

line and came upon the rear of the 11
th

 Light Dragoons’ picket.  One participant said that the 

British dragoons noticed the squadrons behind them, but mistook them for Portuguese cavalry 

that had come forward in their support.
51

   

The four French squadrons in front of the 11
th

 Light Dragoons picket called in their 

skirmishers and then formed to charge the British squadron; at this point the British commander 
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ordered his men back to their supports.  When fifty yards from the French in their rear, the 11
th

 

Light Dragoons saw their mistake. Captain Lutyens ordered his men to charge the stationary 

French, who thinking the British squadron would surrender now that they realized their mistake, 

remained stationary as the British charged.  The 11
th

 Light Dragoons charged through the 

stationary French squadron but as they emerged from the other side of the melee, found a second 

French unit.  This second squadron did not wait to receive the British but charged and broke the 

British ranks.
52

   Most of the picket was captured, seventy-seven men with eight killed.  Many 

that did escape were wounded.
53

  The disaster on the outposts near Jerumenha ford, significantly 

weakened Long’s brigade.  Between the losses of the 2
nd

 Hussars and an entire squadron of the 

11
th

 Light Dragoons, a total of 134 men and horses were lost.
54

  Long blamed the inexperienced 

regiments, who young officers “showed more spunk instead of their judgment.”55
  Others blamed 

Long, who had not warned the picket prior to going on duty, despite the instructions from the 

cavalry commander to do so.
56

   

Wellington wrote to Erskine, commanding the newly formed Second Cavalry Division, 

that evening. He restated the principles that should have been common knowledge on the role of 

the vedettes and pickets by the cavalry commanders.  Wellington reminded Erskine that even if 

Long had his entire brigade along the outpost line, he would not have been able to halt the 

French advance, and neither was that his role. The orders given by Cotton had been for small 

pickets of observation and even the larger pickets that Long had posted did not get advanced 

warning of the French advanced that smaller pickets could have provided.  All that large pickets 

accomplished were to make the withdrawal more complex to accomplish.
57

  Wellington also 

used this event to push for retaining and reinforcing experienced regiments rather than sending 

out new units.  He complained of the inexperience of new regiments, and mentioned in a letter to 

Lord Liverpool that “the old regiments of cavalry, through all their services, and all their losses 
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put together, have not lost so many men as the 2
nd

 Hussars and the 11
th

 and 13
th

 Light Dragoons, 

the former in a few days, and the latter in a few months.”
58

 

The cavalry skirmishes of 22 June were part of Soult and Marmont’s attempt to 

determine Wellington’s dispositions and intention.
59

   Again on 1 July the French made another 

strong reconnaissance of the Allied position.  The outpost line was driven in, but Penne-

Villemur, acting in what was termed “overly rash,” lost 100 men killed and captured before a 

squadron of the 3
rd

 Dragoon Guards charged and stabilized the situation.
60

  Observing that 

Wellington awaited attack with his entire force, the French commanders decided not to risk an 

assault against the position.  Instead, time was spent re-supplying and repairing the damage to 

Badajoz to make the fortress more defensible.  Both armies remained facing each other until 14 

July when the French army broke up, Soult returning to deal with the threat of General Blake’s 

army to Seville while Marmont’s army went into cantonments in the Tagus valley for better 

forage.
61

  Marmont moved back across the Tagus and north to Plasencia, halfway between 

Badajoz and Cuidad Rodrigo. Drouet, now in command of the 5
th

 Corps, marched southeast to 

Zafra.
62

   

Wellington now had to decide in which front he should put his main effort.  To protect 

Elvas and Campo Major, Lieutenant General Roland Hill was left with the Second and 

Hamilton’s Portuguese Divisions and the Second Cavalry Division near Portalegre in Portugal to 

from the Anglo-Portuguese Army of the South.
63

  The Second Cavalry Division had been formed 

in early June.   Wellington now had two permanent cavalry divisions, the First associated with 

the northern army, and the Second with the Army of the South.
64

  Stapleton Cotton was the 

senior cavalry officer, and commanded all cavalry forces as well as personally commanding the 

First Cavalry Division.  The Second Cavalry Division was given to Sir William Erskine to 

command. 
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The greatest portion of the Anglo-Portuguese army and the First Cavalry Division moved 

to the left bank of the Tagus.  Problems with the poor condition of the 13
th

 Light Dragoons meant 

that they had to be left behind and the 14
th

 Light Dragoons moved north instead.
65

  Wellington 

learned that additional cavalry reinforcements were ordered from Great Britain to improve his 

situation.  The 4
th

 and 5
th

 Dragoon Guards and the 3
rd

 Dragoons were ordered to Portugal, and 

Major General Gaspard Le Marchant was to command the brigade.
66

  By 1 August, the cavalry 

had been redistributed into five British brigades.  In the First Cavalry Division, there were Slade, 

Anson, and Alten’s brigades with six regiments and in the Second Cavalry Division there were 

two brigades of five regiments.
67

  The First Cavalry Division also had Madden’s Portuguese 

Brigade, while the Second had Otway’s brigade.
68

  The Portuguese brigades were not formally 

organized with the cavalry divisions although they were under Cotton and Erskine’s command.  

Because of the problems with securing appropriate horses and a steady supply of forage, the 

Portuguese cavalry never obtained the same level of training and reliability as the Portuguese 

infantry, a fact lamented in England.
69

  To Beresford, sent back to Lisbon in June to attempt to 

improve the Portuguese forces, Wellington admitted, “we are very much embarrassed in our 

cantonments by your sick horses.”
70

  By the end of August he wrote, “as far as the Portuguese 

cavalry, I am afraid that, owing to starvation, they are worse than useless, and we must not recon 

upon more than the British [cavalry being available for employment].”
71

 

With the French forces moving into the Tagus valley at the end of July, Wellington 

ordered the First Cavalry Division to move north and observe the French activities.  Cotton 
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shifted regiments north to maintain a screen along the Portuguese frontier.
72

  With both the 

French and British armies in encampments during the hottest period of the Iberian summer, an 

opportunity presented itself for a quick movement forward against Cuidad Rodrigo.  Almost all 

British and French troops had been stripped from the northern areas between Almieda and 

Cuidad Rodrigo as a result of the June march south by Marmont.  Bessières, commander of the 

French Army of the North, had agreed to take over responsibility for supplying Cuidad Rodrigo 

while Marmont was in the south.  But Bessières’ army had been scattered across northern Spain, 

maintaining the great road between Ciudad Rodrigo, Burgos, Vitoria and France and searching 
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Figure 30: Cuidad Rodrigo to Tordesillas. 

 

for guerrillas.  In the area around Cuidad Rodrigo, Don Julian Sanchez’s guerilla band had kept 

the fortress in a virtual blockade, allowing no columns to re-supply the French garrison.  With 
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supplies for the French garrison low, another factor was the arrival from England of a proper 

siege train that summer.  Wellington waited for an opportunity to use the siege train.   The 

Anglo-Portuguese army moved north in Northern Beira in August and waited to take advantage 

of this situation.    

The period was not totally peaceful along the outpost line.  Near Saint Martin de Trebejo 

on 15 August, a joint twenty man vedette consisting of equal numbers of the 1
st
 Hussars of the 

King’s German Legion and 11
th

 Light Dragoons was surprised when the officer in charge, 

Lieutenant Wood of the 11
th

 Light Dragoons, believing no French cavalry near, allowed the men 

to draw rations.   Actually, a detachment 1,200 French cavalry and infantry were in the south 

side of the mountain range separating Castile from Extremadura.  Advancing north that morning, 

the detachment surprised the picket just as the men unbridled and tended to their horses and 

captured half the vedette.
73

   

By the first week of September, the mass of the army was in the Northern Beira, and the 

First Cavalry Division was again in the familiar terrain along the Côa and Agueda rivers.
74

  The 

cavalry moved forward into Spain, while the entire army closed into the area between the two 

rivers. In front of the Light Division and Third Division near Cuidad Rodrigo was Alten’s 

brigade, while Slade, Anson, and De Grey’s brigades watched the frontier east of Castello 

Branco and patrolled out to the mountain passes that Marmont must use to reinforce the area near 

Cuidad Rodrigo.
75

  Patrols from Alten’s brigade covered the road between Cuidad Rodrigo and 

Salamanca from 7 September until 22 September, when the French advanced from Salamanca to 

counter the British threat to Cuidad Rodrigo.
76

  Almost daily since the end of August, Wellington 

expected a French advance and a battle to be fought.
77
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Wellington believed the French force to number 53,000 and 6,000 cavalry, including the 

Army of North, two divisions from the Navarre, and French reinforcements that had arrived in 

Spain.
78

  Intercepted letters in cipher told Wellington that the French would try to push a convoy 

through to Cuidad Rodrigo on 20 or 21 September.
79

   

To oppose this French force, Wellington had approximately 40,000 soldiers.  A high 

percentage were sick, either being the new reinforcements that had been employed in the 

Walcheren Campaign and the heat of Iberia brought their fever on again; or the parts of the army 

that had been along the Caia and contacted fever there.
80

  Of the cavalry, 787 men (37%) were 

not available from a total effective strength of 2,103 of the First Cavalry Division.  Four weak 

Portuguese regiments under Madden also operated in the north, adding another 1,014 cavalry.
 81

 

With little hope of large-scale augmentation of his cavalry with Portuguese troops, Wellington 

pushed for more British cavalry so he could move out of the mountains of Portugal and into the 

Spanish plains to assume an offensive mode.  Le Marchant’s dragoon brigade had begun to 

arrive in Lisbon and doubled the number of heavy regiments with his army, and he pressed for 

more.  Pointing out that the expenses of keeping a horse on campaign in Portugal were cheaper 

than maintaining a horse in barracks in England, since nature forage made up much of the daily 

feed, Wellington mentioned that he had dispersed his cavalry as far as fifty to sixty miles to find 

grass, but could rapidly recall them if needed.  “At the same time I am of opinion that we cannot 

have too much British cavalry.  We can certainly do nothing without them in a general action out 

of our mountains.”
82

  Only further reinforcements of British cavalry could allow Wellington to 

change the dynamics in the Peninsula. 

                                                                                                                                                             

expected bustle I will settle the business.”  Wellington to Beresford, 25 August 1811, 

Wellington’s Dispatches, VIII, 218; Wellington to Cotton, 17 September 1811, VIII, 286. 
78

 Memorandum of Operations in 1811, 28 December 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VIII, 495. 
79

 Ibid., Wellington to Liverpool, 18 September 1811, VIII, 287. 
80

 Memorandum of Operations in 1811, 28 December 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VIII, 495. 
81

 The problem of the integration of new regiments is graphically seen when looking at the two 

regiments in Slade’s brigade.  The 1
st
 Dragoons contained 508 men, and reported 508 fit for duty 

on 1 October 1811 reports while the 12
th

 Light Dragoons reported 274 men fit out of an assigned 

strength of 467.   Horses faired poorly also in the hands of newly arrived regiments.  The 1
st
 

Dragoons had 514 fit of 526 assigned while the 12
th

 Light Dragoons had 291 fit out of 424 

available.  See PRO WO 17 series of reports, in particular WO 17/17 and 17/35. 
82

 Wellington to Liverpool, 27 August 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VIII, 224. 



216 

With news that the French were advancing on Cuidad Rodrigo in three columns, 

Wellington concentrated his army.   Three miles from Cuidad Rodrigo, in the center of the Allied 

concentration, was the Third Division on the heights near El Bodon.  To its right behind the 

Agueda was the Light Division, and to the left was the First and Sixth Division under the army’s 

new second in command, Lieutenant General Thomas Graham.
83

  The Fourth Division was 

ordered to Guinaldo in the rear of the line.  Wellington had instructed the Light and Third 

Divisions to fall back no farther than pressured in order to force the French to show their force.
84

   

He wanted to insure that a French army, and not just a detachment, was making this resupply 

effort.    

Covering the infantry deployment, the cavalry was spread across the front.  Alten’s 

brigade with the 11
th

 Light Dragoons and 1
st
 Hussars of the King’s German Legion was with the 

northern wing under Graham; Anson’s brigade of the 14
th

 and 16
th

 Light Dragoons was in the 

center in front of the Third Division; one squadron of the 1
st
 Hussars of the King’s German 

Legion was detached covering the Light Division.  DeGrey’s heavy brigade of the 3
rd

 Dragoon 

Guards and 4
th

 Dragoons, and Slade’s brigade of the 1
st
 Dragoons and 12

th
 Light Dragoons were 

in the rear of the line, able to react along the front.
85

  To the far left of the line observing the 

Agueda to the Douro Rivers was the guerrilla band of Don Julian Sanchez, while covering the 

line of the Agueda to the south was Madden’s Portuguese cavalry.
86

 

The French pushed a convoy of supplies into Cuidad Rodrigo on 24 September.  French 

cavalry patrols advanced and crossed the Agueda, observing the outpost line of the Anglo-

Portuguese forces. That night, the French withdrew across the Agueda and beyond the Azava, 

leaving the impression that they would not advance and their only object was to push supplies 
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into the fortress.
87

  However, the next morning, strong French columns advanced.  The British 

outpost near Carpio could observe the plain around Cuidad Rodrigo, and saw a French column 

with two brigades of twenty squadrons of cavalry headed for their position.
88

   

The French cavalry division under General Frederick Wathier pushed the British vedettes 

back from the Azava stream, and fourteen of the squadrons advanced towards Espeja.  The Sixth 

Division formed in the woods near the town, while Anson’s brigade, minus a squadron of the 

14
th

 and one of the 16
th

 Light Dragoons, formed in open ground in front of the town.  The two 

detached squadrons were formed under Major Charles Cocks, and rode to support the retiring 

pickets.  The force began skirmishing when Wathier, leaving six squadrons at Carpio in support, 

advanced with eight French squadrons, and the two British squadrons retired onto their brigade.
89

   

Walther ordered four French squadrons, two of the Lancers de Berg and two of the 26
th

 

Chasseurs to advance; they drove the British to the edge of the woods, where Cocks turned his 

force and drove them back.
90

  The French retired on their supports, and then the eight squadrons 

advanced.  Graham ordered the light companies from the 11
th

, 61
st
 and 53

rd
 Foot to the edge of 

the woods.  The French force advanced a second time to outflank and capture the British cavalry 

when the two British squadrons moved aside and allowed the infantry to fire a surprise volley 

into the massed ranks.  This disordered the French cavalry, and Cock’s squadron, joined by 

Hays’ of the 16
th

 Light Dragoons and Brotherton’s of the 14
th

 Light Dragoons, charged, pursuing 

the French two miles until they crossed the Azava and they came upon their supported at Carpio.  

The French did not advance again, and withdrew that night, allowing the British cavalry to 

reoccupy their picket line of the morning.
91

 

 

El Bodon 

 

To the south, the French advanced in greater strength along the road to Guinaldo lead by 

General Louis Pierre Montbrun’s division.  Three miles in front of this town, the portion of the 
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Third Division occupied a ridge, extending from the left of El Bodon to the right near Pastores. 

Occupying the ridge where the road to Guinaldo crossed was 2
nd

 Battalion of the 5
th

 Foot and 

two batteries of Portuguese artillery.
92

  Alten’s brigade, the three squadrons of 1
st
 Hussars and 

two of the 11
th

 Light Dragoons, were at the outpost line within two miles of Cuidad Rodrigo, and 

came into contact with Montbrun’s column almost as soon as it left the town.
93

  Montbrun was 

supported by Thiébault’s infantry division, fourteen battalions of infantry; two brigades of 

dragoons and two of light cavalry, thirty squadrons in all, and twelve guns.  As the French force 

 

Figure 31: The Combat of El Bodon. 

 

advanced, Alten placed his five cavalry squadrons on the plain, covering the defiles that the 

French would have to use to climb to the positions.  Two squadrons of the 1
st
 Hussars occupied 

the road in the center of the position; behind them two squadrons of the 11
th

 Light Dragoons 

were in support.  The third squadron of the 1
st
 Hussars was covering a defile to the left of the 

position.
94

  Two regiments, the 77
th

 Foot, and 21
st
 Portuguese Line were nearby; and the 
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remainder of the Third Division was near, but because of the distance, unable to respond rapidly 

to the fight on the ridge.
95

 

The Portuguese artillery began the battle, engaging the massed French troops with fire.  

Montbrun rapidly assessed the situation and advanced in three columns with his dragoon and 

lancers, 2,000 cavalry followed by infantry and guns.
96

  The center column advanced on the road 

over the ridge, and rode directly towards the 1
st
 Hussars squadrons.  As the French reached the 

plain, one squadron of the German troops, instead of waiting for an attack, charged and was soon 

joined by the second squadron.  Together they drove the head of the French cavalry back upon 

the main body of their troops on the road.
97

   Each time the French columns climbed the ravines 

that lead up to the plateau, they became disorganized and presented an opportunity for the 

outnumbered British cavalry to charge.
98

  On the right, the French cavalry charged the 

Portuguese artillery, wounding one-half of the battery and taking two guns.  However, the 5
th

 

Foot fired a volley and then charged the disorganized cavalry, retaking the guns and buying time 

for the 77
th

 Foot to join the fight and the guns to be withdrawn.
99

 

On the left of the Allied line, the French cavalry column advanced, and was charged by 

the remaining squadron of the 1
st
 Hussars.  By this time, the fighting was general across the 

ridge, and Alten’s brigade made numerous charges against the French columns as they reached 

the plateau to buy time for the withdraw of the infantry and guns.  Wellington, personally 

approving dispositions on the plateau, ordered the troops to hold as long as possible to buy time 

for the other scattered battalions of the Third Division at El Bodon and Pastores to retire towards 

the position at Fuente Guinaldo.   The fight to retain the plateau lasted nearly three hours before 

an officer of the adjutant general’s department found a French column moving around the right 

flank and threatening to cut off the detachment on the plateau.
 100

   Wellington ordered the 

withdrawal to begin.   The 5
th

 and 77
th

 Foot formed square and retired back upon the road and the 
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21
st
 Portuguese Line.  Wellington directed that the two batteries, with a cavalry escort, be 

withdrawn first.
101

  Then the 21
st
 Portuguese Line, followed by the 5

th
 and 77

th
 Foot in one 

square, and the remaining two squadrons of the 1
st
 Hussars would be the last troops to give up 

the position.  They all moved west along the main road, followed by Montbrun’s horsemen.
102

 

  The French drove in the German Hussars, who retired to the 21
st
 Portuguese Line.  Then 

Montbrun charged the square containing the 5
th

 and 77
th

 Foot on three sides simultaneously. The 

French regiments sensed that if they could break the infantry squares, with the British cavalry 

already outnumbered and hanging in the lee of the squares for protection that the battle would be 

over.  This realization gave the French charges a certain amount of intrepidness and ferocity to 

break the squares.
103

  The square held fire until within thirty yards and then fired disordering the 

French.  The two squadrons of the hussars then charged the disorganized French cavalry.
104

  The 

withdrawal continued with the French hanging along the edges of the squares, looking for an 

opportunity.  Within an hour, this column caught up with the other Third Division battalions, and 

the whole formed a divisional column, marching and being observed by the French cavalry.   The 

column marched for six miles, with Montbrun’s horse artillery periodically being brought into a 

series of positions to fire on the column; they caused casualties but ultimately did not break the 

infantry column.  Finally, as the column drew near Fuente Guinaldo, a relief column with the 3
rd

 

Dragoon Guards and 4
th

 Dragoons was seen, and Montbrun’s cavalry reduced their pace and 

finally drew off.   

 The losses to the Anglo-Portuguese forces at El Bodon was surprising low 

considering the nature of the engagement.
105

  The cavalry, in particular Alten’s brigade, had 

performed well.  Observers estimated that at least twenty charges had been made to delay the 

head of Montbrun’s cavalry; some even placed the number as high as forty but both estimates 

seem excessive.  French accounts mention numerous charges made by the French cavalry to gain 

the plateau.  Montbrun’s dragoon division lost thirty-seven men and 196 horses killed that day.  
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One regiment, the 25
th

 Dragoons, heavily engaged throughout the day lost fifteen men and 31 

horses.
106

   

Both the action at El Bodon and at Carpio in the north showcased the British cavalry at 

their best: small, squadron size operations that allowed for the maximum use of speed and 

charging to take advantage of fleeting opportunities.  This was what Dundas’s maneuvers did 

well by training small bodies of cavalry to charge rapidly.  However, this was precisely the 

problem with less experienced troops and officers.  The experiences gained by the officers 

during the previous three years-- to reform their men rapidly so that the cavalry was again ready 

for use, was a major contribution to their success.  “Our men were broke; but they are no longer 

ignorant barrack soldiers and they reformed constantly.”
107

  Senior officers played little role in 

the success that day; Cotton’s memoir admits “though a portion of the cavalry played a gallant 

part in them, was not himself conspicuously engaged.”
108

  Montbrun’s cavalry maintained their 

discipline and did not over estimate its abilities.  What robbed the French of greater success was 

the lack of infantry to follow up any success by cavalry.  Thiébault’s division remained outside 

of Cuidad Rodrigo throughout the engagement.  Thiébault complained of a diversion to the north 

that caused him to move his infantry away from Montbrun’s engagement.
109

  Marmont’s attempt 

to reinforce Montbrun with the three other divisions on the far side of Cuidad Rodrigo was too 

late to have any effect.
110

 

By evening, the Third and Fourth Divisions, and Pack’s Portuguese Brigade were in 

position at Fuentes Guinaldo, with DeGrey, Slade, and Alten’s brigades in support.  To the north, 

Graham collected the First and Sixth Divisions and Anson’s cavalry brigade around Nave 

d’Aver, while the Light Division retired from its positions along the Agueda.
111

  With the French 

movement of infantry forward, Wellington’s positions were still too divided.  On the evening of 

26 September, he withdrew the army to positions around Alfayates where they arrived the next 

morning to join the Fifth and Seventh Divisions.  The First and Sixth Divisions closed to 

Bismula, allowing the entire army to be concentrated in case Marmont attacked.  Covering the 
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front was a strong cavalry screen, with Anson’s brigade in the north covering the First and Sixth 

Divisions; the center covered by Slade and DeGrey’s brigades; and Alten’s brigade in the 

south.
112

  But Marmont was not planning to attack again.
113

  He had marched his army back to 

Cuidad Rodrigo, and only the rearguard under Thiébault noticed late in the evening that the fires 

in the British camp were dimming, and discovered that the army had departed.  Marmont turned 

his rearguard of Montbrun and Wathier’s cavalry and two infantry divisions around to pursue as 

his gave orders for the rest of his force to retrace their steps.   

Marmont attempted one last time to determine if Wellington meant to remain in position.  

With his army now concentrated, Marmont pushed Wathier’s cavalry division supported by 

Thiébault’s division to follow the British withdrawal to Albergueria.   Near noon on 27 

September, the 31
st
 Leger from Thiébault’s division attacked Alten’s vedettes in front of Aldea 

de Ponte and drove them back onto the infantry pickets near Alfayates.
114

  The fusilier brigade, 

commanded by Wellington’s brother in law, Sir Edward Pakenham of the Fourth Division, 

supported by the rest of the division and Cotton’s cavalry attacked and drove the French back to 

their starting point at Albergueria.  The Slade’s brigade, reinforced by DeGrey’s brigade, 

reassumed their outpost positions to the east of Aldea de Ponte.  The remainder of the afternoon 

was spent on skirmishing between Slade and DeGrey’s dragoons and Wathier’s chasseurs while 

more French divisions marched to Aldea de Ponte.  The French, reinforced by General Jean-

Marie Dorsenne and his four grenadier battalions attacked again near sunset.  Dorsenne drove the 

cavalry back onto the fusilier brigade’s pickets, and both were driven from the village.  Slade 

ordered a squadron of the 1
st
 Dragoons to charge; they drove through the village and withdrew 

on their brigade after coming out the far side.
115

  The charge accomplished nothing, as 

Thiébault’s troops reoccupied the village.
116

  A final counterattack by Pakenham’s brigade 
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recaptured the village, but night was falling so they withdrew allowing the French troops to 

reoccupy the village.
117

    

Marmont arrived the morning of 28 September, observed Wellington’s position, and 

decided against attacking.   Bad weather was beginning with the start of the autumn rains, and 

the French retired on Cuidad Rodrigo and went into cantonments.  On the morning of 29 

September, Wellington issued his orders for the army to go into cantonments, and the cavalry 

and Fourth and Light Divisions again took over the outpost line while the rest of the army went 

to the rear in cantonments.  The cavalry headquarters was at Alverca; one brigade was kept 

forward near the Agueda while the other two light brigades were stationed near the division 

headquarters, as was DeGrey’s brigade.   Once the French had retired, cavalry vedettes were 

pushed as far forward as the road between Cuidad Rodrigo and Salamanca, again blocking the 

road, but these were small half troop pickets, more to report than stop French communications. 

 

Arroyo dos Molinos 

 

As both the French and Allied armies settled into quarters for the winter, one final action 

disturbed the seeming quiet along the frontiers.  The French force in Extremadura, particularly 

Drouet’s 5
th

 Corps, in order to chase guerrillas and obtain contributions had dispersed into a 

wider and wider set of cantonments, providing Wellington an opportunity to strike an isolated 

detachment.
118

  Captain General Castaños forces, raiding against the French from Caceres, had 

forced Drouet to detach a division supported by a cavalry brigade to push the Spanish forces 

back towards the Portuguese border.  General Jean-Baptiste Girard’s division marched from its 

base a Mérida, collecting contributions from the town of Caceres and neighboring villages and 

forced Morillo’s Spanish troops out of the village.  As the northernmost French units in the 

Army of the South, they kept open the communications between Soult and Marmont’s forces.  

Girard’s division seemed particularly isolated and it interfered with Penne-Villemur and General 

Morillo’s Spanish troops ability to obtain provisions.
119

  Hill’s mission was to cooperate with the 

Spanish troops and push Girard back from Caceres, to allow the Spanish troops to reoccupy the 
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town.
120

  The forces Hill took for this raid were two British brigades from the Second Division, 

Ashworth’s Portuguese brigade, two batteries of Portuguese artillery, and Long’s cavalry brigade 

of the 9
th

 and 13
th

 Light Dragoons and 2
nd

 Hussars of the King’s German Legion.  Working with 

Hill was 2,000 Spanish infantry under Morillo and 600 cavalry under Penne-Villemur.  

 

Figure 32: Hill's Operations: Arroyo dos Molinos. 
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Commanding all the cavalry was the Second Cavalry Division commander, William Erskine.
121

 

Leaving their cantonments on 22 October, Hill’s force began with a thirty-mile forced 

march.  The next day the columns again marched looking for the French and by 25 October Hill 

learned that the French had left Arroyo del Puerco marching on Malipartida.  The contact with 

the French troops during this period was mainly by Penne-Villemur’s cavalry, although the 2
nd

 

Hussars of the King’s German Legion did find the French outposts at Malipartida on 26 

October.
122

   Despite this incident, Girard did not realize that British and Portuguese troops were 

marching to find him.
123

  The next day Hill’s force made a short march to Malipartida, but 

uncertain of the direction Girard was taking and the poor weather, Hill halted for the night.  The 

next day Hill learned that Girard’s main body was at Arroyo dos Molinos and his troops made a 

forced march to the village of Alcuescar, just five miles from Girard’s main body.  Arriving at 

Alcuescar after dark in a driving rain, Hill’s troops slept the best they could without fires or 

shelter.
124

 

Arroyo dos Molinos sat in a bowl nestled against the Sierra de Montanches. The 

mountain was crescent shaped and the village had roads running into it from three sides.  Hill’s 

plan was to advance the next morning, cutting all three roads and trapping the French troops in 

the village were they would be unable to retreat with baggage or in organized units.  At 2:00 

a.m., in a heavy fog and sheets of rain, the Allied forces advanced.  Hill’s force left their 

bivouacs in one large column, advancing due east towards Arroyos dos Molinos.  Leading the 

column was Major General K. Howard’s brigade, followed by Colonel Wilson’s brigade, 

Colonel Ashworth’s Portuguese brigade, Morillo’s Spanish troops, and then Long’s cavalry 

brigade followed by Penne-Villemur’s Spanish cavalry.  The column advanced until within a half 

mile of the town when they split into three columns.    Marching directly on the town, the left 

column had Howard’s brigade, Morillo’s Spanish troops, and three cannon, commanded by 

Lieutenant Colonel Stewart.  The right column included Wilson’s brigade, Ashworth’s 

Portuguese infantry, and two cannon and a howitzer under the command of Howard.  In the 
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center, maintaining contact between the two columns was Long’s cavalry brigade, and Penne-

Villemur’s Spanish cavalry under Erskine’s command.
125

  The cavalry was in the center because 

the route that Girard might try to escape was unknown, and being in the center the cavalry could 

act either to the north or the south to cut their escape route. 

The march in the dark and rain began badly for the British cavalry.  Following along 

behind the guns of the right column, a gun overturned at a ravine that crossed the road.  With 

high walls on one side and an impassible ditch on the other, Long’s brigade was delayed for 

nearly an hour and a half.
126

  By the time Long’s brigade regained the infantry columns, the 

fighting was nearly over.  Stewart’s column advanced directly on the village and captured most 

of the French outlying picket huddled under trees for protection from the driving rain.  The few 

French sentries that escaped raised the alarm, but Stewart’s men charged into the village 

throwing the French infantry into confusion.   

Girard’s advance guard, one brigade and the 26
th

 Dragoons, had begun marching an hour 

before dawn and was two to three miles from town as the dawn broke.
127

  The second brigade 

was preparing to file out of the village when the British attack came.  They formed into squares 

with cavalry nearby, and began engaging Stewart’s men coming through the village and skirting 

the western edge.  As this occurred, Horward’s column marched to the east to cut the French 

route of escape.  Penne-Villemur’s Spanish cavalry also moved to the east to cut the French 

egress route.  Penne-Villemur charged the French cavalry, joined by the 2
nd

 Hussars and 9
th

 Light 

Dragoons from Long’s brigade as they overtook the infantry column and got into the action.
128

   

The 2
nd

 Hussars, supported by the 9
th

 Light Dragoons, scattered the disorganized 10
th

 Hussars 

and 20
th

 Dragoons.
129

  The pursuit continued east for two miles before some French squadrons 

started to reform.  The 2
nd

 Hussars halted their pursuit and the 9
th

 Light Dragoons charged while 
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another detachment of the 2
nd

 Hussars threatened the French flank.  The French cavalry broke 

again and rode off towards Mérida.
130

     

With the French cavalry scattered and Howard’s column reaching the crossroads that lead 

to the east, the French retreat was blocked.  Captain Robert Blakeney, with the light companies 

from Wilson’s brigade, charged into the French column’s flank.  Instead of fighting their way 

out, Girard gave orders to flee up the mountain.
131

  The French troops began trying to climb the 

rugged mountainside followed by British troops.
132

 Some escaped-- Girard and approximately 

400 men made it over the mountains and escaped to the east, but the vast majority did not.   

Hill’s haul of prisoners was impressive.  Over 1,000 French soldiers and thirty-seven officers 

were captured, including the cavalry brigade commander General Anne-Charles Le Brun and the 

colonel of the 27
th

 Chasseurs, Prince d’Aremberg.  After occupying Mérida with Long’s brigade, 

Hill spent the next few days moving back to the Portuguese frontier and by 2 November were 

back at their starting positions.
133

  

While the outcome at Arroyo dos Molinos was impressive, it did raise some questions 

about the British cavalry leadership and role the cavalry played.  Long alludes to these criticisms 

when he mentioned in his journal that “many things occur afterwards which if they came into 

effect, would have improved the business, and it is in this manner that the wise young-heads 

reason.”
134

  Long had refused to charge the French infantry as they raced to escape from the trap, 

instead sending a squadron to act as if it was going to charge which caused the French square to 

halt.  Once the officer decided the British cavalry was not going to charge, they moved off again, 

forcing the squadrons to again advance as if to charge.  Long’s justification at not charging as 

ordered was that it would have scattered the French into the mountains, and hence make it more 

difficult or impossible to capture them.  Long mentioned that the muskets, wet from the heavy 
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rain, posed little threat to his cavalry if they charged.
135

  Blakeney’s charge had the same effect, 

and while it should have been easily defeated, reflected on the poor state of surprised troops. 

Most French soldiers that took the route over the mountains were captured by Morillo’s Spanish 

infantry and British infantry since the Allies could move around the mountain quicker on the 

roads than the French fugitives could climbing up the steep and rugged sides, so Long’s concern 

appears unfounded. 

One further item clouded the cavalry command structure as it existed in late 1811.  With 

Wellington’s promotion to the local rank of general on 31 July, the issue of senior cavalry 

commanders again was raised.  Prior to the British engagement in the Peninsula, Lord Henry 

Paget, commander of the British cavalry under Moore during the Corunna campaign of 1808-

1809, had been senior to Wellington in the British Army, and so could not serve under him when 

the Peninsula army was being reorganized in 1809.  Instead, he was used in the Walcheren 

campaign.  Since then, he had remained at home.  Wellington first had the service of Major 

General William Payne as the Cavalry Division commander, and then when he went home in the 

summer of 1810, Stapleton Cotton as the cavalry commander.
136

   

With local promotions in the Peninsula in 1810-1811, William Erskine was made a local 

lieutenant general and an appropriate division level command was needed.  The solution, after 

trying Erskine as the Light and Fifth Infantry Division commander, was the structure of two 

cavalry divisions in June 1811. With Wellington’s local promotion, Paget could waive his British 

army rank and serve under Wellington.  Wellington was neither consulted nor his opinion asked 

on the matter to send Paget to command the cavalry.  This would make Cotton and Erskine the 

two division commanders, and it is likely Cotton in particular would have seen this move as 

reflecting on his abilities and ask to return home.  Frederick, the Duke of York, a friend of 

Paget’s, asked him in July 1811 whether he would want the position.  To the surprise of those 

few who knew of these events, Paget declined to serve under Wellington.
137

  The cause for Paget 

not serving under Wellington until the Waterloo campaign is generally given as the elopement of 
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Paget with Wellington’s sister-in-law; however before Wellington’s promotion to local general 

in 1811 Paget outranked Wellington in the British Army and so could not be sent to the 

Peninsula.  Paget complained to his brother that what the Duke of York asked him to do was 

examine and change the organization of the cavalry to improve its effectiveness.  Paget viewed 

this as “insulting to Ld W[ellington] and (what is perhaps of less consequence) to all his Officers 

of Cavalry.”
138

   

What Paget also observed was the same problem that Wellington would complain about--

being forced to utilize whomever the Horse Guards sent to the Peninsula, and had difficulty 

getting rid of those officers who performed poorly.  Paget termed his appointment would do no 

good  “unless I could take out with me a parcel of heads to place upon their shoulders.”
139

  With 

Paget’s declining to waive his rank and serve under Wellington, this issue was closed for the 

time but the question of Cotton’s command of the cavalry would arise again in the summer of 

1812. 

The campaign of 1811 stressed Wellington’s cavalry.  The numbers he required increased 

as his operations were spread between the two traditional invasion routes into Portugal and, in 

effect, to maintain two separate Anglo-Portuguese armies throughout 1811.  His needs strained 

the resources of Great Britain; the only light cavalry regiments that remained in England were 

still recovering from their losses of horses during the La Coruña campaign and were un-

deployable for at least another year.  Forming two divisions of cavalry solved the problem of 

division level command but required the senior officer and his staff to shuttle between invasion 

routes when acting as the advance guard commander combined with infantry forces.  Yet the 

forces still were not appropriate for the size of the missions.   

The two cavalry divisions had to share the one heavy cavalry brigade of dragoons in 

Portugal, ordered it back and forth between the main threats to the army.  Only the French 

marshals and their inability to coordinate operations prevented this from becoming a serious 

issue.  The problem eased as Le Marchant’s brigade became acclimated to the Peninsula in 

September and October and prepared for duty, assigned to the Second Cavalry Division.  Higher-

level cavalry command and coordination in more offensive missions remained untested, as in 
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both sectors the Anglo-Portuguese army was on the defensive and the cavalry scattered across 

the front in observation.   

Newly arrived regiments remained a problem.  In August, Wellington was so concerned 

about the 9
th

 Light Dragoon’s poor performance that he asked to dismount the regiment to use 

the horses to complete the more efficient units.  The new commander in chief, Frederick, Duke 

of York, did not agree with Wellington’s suggestion, and asked instead whether “a short 

experience of field duty and a mixture with troops longer on service, would [not] have the effect 

of making them equally efficient?”
140

 However, Fredrick left the ultimate decision to Wellington 

and offered his opinion that the 13
th

 Light Dragoons might be the more appropriate choice.
141

    

The battle of Arroyo dos Molinos and the good performance of the 9
th

 Light Dragoons seemed to 

justify Frederick’s suggestion.
142

    

With the additional cavalry reinforcements in route to the Peninsula, Wellington would 

now have the forces to seize the initiative and use his army offensively.  This new dynamic 

would challenge the cavalry command in a way that they had not been used since the 1809 

Talavera campaign.   
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CHAPTER 12 

 

SPRING 1812- CUIDAD RODRIGO AND BADAJOZ 

 

Sir Wm Erskine is no doubt sometimes a little mad!  But in his lucid intervals –he 

is an uncommonly clever fellow—and trust he may have no fit during the 

campaign—though by the bye—he looked a little wild a few days before he 

embarked!  Sir David [Dundas] has a high opinion of Sir Wm who served with 

him in Germany—and he thinks some of our Gens. would not be the worse off 

[with] a little of his madness!
1
  

 

Europe in the fall of 1811 was awash with rumors of Napoleon’s preparing for an 

invasion of Russia and the uncertainty this caused was felt in the Peninsula. Would Napoleon 

pull troops from Spain?  Would the British government, always anxious to place troops in central 

Europe, halt the regiments enroute to Wellington?  For Wellington, the French troop movements 

throughout December became more understandable as signs of the withdrawal of the Imperial 

Guard troops from Spain became known.  All of the Imperial Guard that remained in Spain, as 

well as the four regiments of lancers and eight regiments of dragoons were being withdrawn.
2
  

Unsure of the reasons for the decreased strength, what Wellington did know was that the bulk of 

the Army of Portugal remained in the Tagus valley and so he issued orders on 1 January 1812 for 

an attack on Cuidad Rodrigo.
3
   

For Wellington’s cavalry, reorganization was needed.  Still organized into two divisions, 

the Second Cavalry Division had been without a commanding general since 8 December 1811.
4
  

Numerous cavalry officers were either in England or away from their regiments for personal 

reasons-- Major Generals George Anson, Victor von Alten, and Colonel George DeGrey were all 
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absent.
5
  On the positive side, reinforcements from England in the summer and fall of 1811 

increased the strength of the cavalry. The 11
th

 and 12
th

 Light Dragoons had arrived in June; the 

9
th

 Light Dragoons in July; then the 4
th

 Dragoon Guards (Royal Irish) had arrived in Lisbon in 

early August and the 3
rd

 Dragoons in late August; and finally the 5
th

 Dragoon Guards in early 

September.
6
  The arrival of these regiments, plus the split operations to cover the two traditional 

invasion routes, required the formation of a second cavalry division in June 1811.  Wellington’s 

final cavalry reinforcements before the 1812 campaign were two regiments from the King’s 

German Legion, the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 (Heavy) Dragoons.

7
  Arriving in Lisbon in January 1812, 

Wellington had a total of sixteen regiments to fight the 1812 campaign.
8
  Indeed, never in its 

history had the British Empire fielded as much cavalry in a single army- 7,044 men and horses, 

of which 4,739 men were fit for duty by early January.
9
  

Each winter during the campaigns in Portugal, the lack of green forage and the weather 

took its toll on men and horses, and the winter of 1811-12 was no different.  Nearly a quarter of 

the men were sick and the condition of the horses was equally shocking.  The 1
st
 Dragoons, 

marching to join the army, had to halt enroute so their horses could recuperate from the meager 

rations.  For experienced regiments picketing the Army’s posts, their horses had nothing more 

than stubble and straw picked by the soldiers from the fields.  An example of the impact of six 

weeks of picket duty was the 3
rd

 Dragoon Guards, located near Cuidad Rodrigo.
10

  The 3
rd

 

Dragoon Guards on the 1 January 1812 reported 514 horses assigned to the regiment, but only 

383 fit for service due to their poor physical state.
11
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With the Army in motion to invest Cuidad Rodrigo, regiments at the front found 

conditions demanding.  Forage parties often remained in an area for six to eight hours to find the 

straw hidden by peasants whose only goal was to keep their few oxen alive until spring.  When 

the dragoons did find a cache of forage, it often would amount to no more than three or four 

day’s food for their horses.
12

 By 8 January the Army had invested Cuidad Rodrigo but with poor 

weather and no enemy pressure, Wellington dispersed the cavalry regiments to obtain better 

forage.  The 5
th

 Dragoon Guards of Le Marchant’s Brigade moved with a detachment of light 

infantry south to Castelo Branco, and hence to Vilha Velha and Niza.  Conditions in the rugged 
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and steep terrain was so poor that the movement had to be completed with the men leading their 

horses on foot, and the column moving in a single file.
13

   

 Wellington hurried the preparations for the siege, despite some poorly planned battery 

positions and the late arrival of ammunition.  On 13 January, the convent of Santa Cruz was 

taken, and almost lost again the next day.  Six days later, 19 January, a breach was practicable, 

and an assault by the Third and Light Divisions captured the town.
14

 The cavalry regiments saw 

little action during this time. Because of the exhausted plains surrounding Cuidad Rodrigo, 

Wellington used a “relay of divisions” to keep the town invested while the bulk of the army had 

remained behind the Portuguese frontier.
15

  Four infantry divisions were used- one day digging 

in the trenches and three days in quarters to recover.
16

  Only the day prior to the assault were all 

the divisions moved forward. Due to the rapidity of Wellington’s operations, Marmont did not 

have the time to assemble his troops and march to the relief of the fortress.  Marmont, delayed in 

concentrating his forces, integrating newly arrived replacements and returning cavalry regiments 

to France, never seriously interfered with the British actions.
17

  Without French pressure, the 

British cavalry spent the month of January and the majority of February worrying more about 

forage than French pickets.
18

  Only one brigade, Le Marchant’s heavy brigade, covered the army 

as it invested Cuidad Rodrigo.  Even then, the prospects of engagement were so doubtful that 

Wellington insisted that Le Marchant remain with him to observe the assault on the town, rather 

than command his brigade.
19

  After two weeks manning the pickets before the fortress, the 

brigade pulled back to Beira and was placed on half rations--an improvement from what they had 

experienced on the picket line.
20

  

                                                      
13

 Journal entry for 8 January 1812, “Memoir of a Dragoon,” National Army Museum, 6807-213. 
14

 Wellington to Liverpool, 20 January 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, VIII, 527 
15

 Londonderry, Story of the Peninsular War, 243. 
16

  Wellington to Liverpool, 9 January 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, VIII, 519. 
17

 Doresenne to Marmont, 23 January 1812, Mémoires du Marmont, IV, 293-94. 
18

 Napier, Peninsular War, IV, 94.  Marmont did not find out that the fortress had fallen until 26 

January as his army assembled near Salamanca; after learning of its fall he retired the army 

towards Valladolid. 
19

 Le Marchant, Denis. Memoirs of the Late Major General Le Marchant, (Staplehurst, UK: 

1997) 190. 
20

 Thoumine, R.H., Scientific Soldier: A Life of General Le Marchant, 1866-1812, (London, 

1968) 159. 



235 

With success only twelve days after the opening of the trenches around Cuidad Rodrigo, 

Wellington began preparations to move the bulk of the army south to seize Badajoz.  With better 

weather, conditions in the cavalry began to improve.  By 12 February, Cotton reported that the 

forage was more readily available.  As the cavalry began a slow and meticulous movement south 

along the Mondego valley, a decision was made to halt every second day when possible to 

conserve the strength of the horses.
21

  The movement to Extremadura was undertaken in stages 

of nine to fifteen miles each day to improve the horses’ condition.  Green forage, in the form of 

barley, soon became available as the regiments moved south and the condition of the horses 

improved.
22

  The demeanor of the troops also rebounded with this pleasant march.  Cotton even 

held a ball to enliven the officer’s morale but its success was questionable.  One officer, 

Lieutenant Massey thought  

The women are without exception the nastiest devils in the world; they spit about 

the room like a parcel of coal heavers in a tap room and the stench was greater 

than I could possibly have expected except from gentry of the lowest order. . . 

They were not pretty but it would have been worse if they had.
23

 

 

The lack of pressure during this time can be measured by the tone of the entries in the officer’s 

memoirs.  Some officers mention their hunting trips; others focused on scenes of the countryside 

and overall very little was written about the upcoming campaign or even the recent actions.  

Only one regiment missed this diversion—left in the north around Cuidad Rodrigo was von 

Alten and the 1
st
 Hussars of the King’s German Legion.

24
 

 

Cavalry Operations Around Badajoz 
 

On 16 March, the army moved from their quarters to invest Badajoz.  Sir Thomas 

Graham, with the Third, Fourth, and Light Divisions began the siege, while the First, Sixth, and 

Seventh Divisions, along with Slade’s and Le Marchant’s cavalry brigades moved to Los Santos, 

Zafra, and Llerena to cover the siege from the south-east.  Hill with his Second Division and 
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Hamilton’s Portuguese Division, with Long’s Second Cavalry Division, moved from 

Alburquerque to the Almendralejo and Mérida to cover the roads leading east of Badajoz.
25

  

Long would be superseded in command of the Second Cavalry Division (which had been acting 

with the Army of the South) by Lieutenant General William Erskine while the division was 

quartered around Villar del Rey.
26

 

In the north near Cuidad Rodrigo, von Alten was given detailed instructions by 

Wellington to maintain the deception that Wellington and his headquarters were still in the north 

and only a portion of the army had moved south.
 27

  French commanders, believing Wellington 

remained in the north, could believe that the British offensive might come from the north, and so 

they did not send troops south to assist Badajoz.  Part of the ruse included von Alten’s hussars 

spreading the story among the Portuguese that Wellington was going hunting, and even went as 

far as arranging for a house for the hounds at Aldea de Yeltes.
28

 

The fall of 1811 had seen the doubling of the cavalry arm.  A total sixteen regiments 

were in the Peninsula, with eight light regiments, six medium regiments, and two heavy 

regiments.  In the previous three years, regiments were used interchangeably due to their paucity.  

Cotton was forced to place dragoons on the outposts as well as light dragoons, despite the 

conventional thinking that dragoons with their larger horses and men would not be as agile or 

effective on the picket line.  With the reinforcements, the regiments would now specialize and 

the dragoons and particularly the heavy dragoons of the King’s German Legion saved for shock 

effect in battle.  The large reinforcement in cavalry also demonstrated the expectation that the 

scene of campaigning was shifting from the mountains of Portugal to the plains of Spain.  The 

reinforcements in the fall of 1811 contained a number of medium (described in the British 

service as heavy) cavalry to compliment the effectiveness of the light cavalry previously with the 

army.  The heavier regiments would be seldom used on outpost duty and could be reserved for 
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use in the general engagement.
29

  With a balance of twenty-four heavy squadrons and twenty-

four light squadrons in sixteen regiments, Cotton had greater flexibility in a general engagement 

due to the more balanced composition.  Moreover, Wellington now had the amount of medium 

and heavy cavalry needed to drive home a charge.
30

 British cavalry doctrine, the level of training 

proficiency and quality of leaders would determine whether these forces could be used to their 

full potential. 

With the increase in number of mounted units and drafts of horses for the experienced 

regiments from England, morale in the cavalry soared.  Wellington and his cavalry commander 

developed new confidence in their horsemen as the cavalry of the British army in the Peninsula 

approached the balance between infantry and cavalry needed for operations in the more open 

terrain of Spain.  Writing home, one British officer noted that Marshal Soult, commanding the 

French forces in Andalusia would be surprised during the coming campaign and that “the 

number of our cavalry will astonish him.”
31

  A confrontation was not long in coming.  Soult had 

lifted the close investment of Cadiz and assembled his army to march north to raise the British 

siege of Badajoz.
32

  As Wellington’s siege work advanced in mid-March, the French garrison 

inside Badajoz attempted to disrupt the works.  One of the most serious attempts took place on 

19 March, when 1,300 French infantry supported by cavalry sallied from the works and attacked 

the British advanced parallel.
33

  The French were driven back with some loss, but the parallel 

was destroyed and entrenching tools carried off.  Because of this French sortie, a squadron of 
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dragoons, supported by six field pieces, was kept mounted and stationed behind the hill of St. 

Michael to respond to any French sallies from the western gates of the fortress.
34

 

Despite the poor weather, the British cavalry not on outpost duty used the time to train 

their brigades, an effort that would pay off in the long term, but such activities were regarded by 

the men with contempt.
35

  To protect the siege and push the French farther from Badajoz, Hill’s 
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Figure 34: Extremadura. 
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force advanced to the south in the direction of Llerena and the roads that passed through the 

Sierra Morena before reaching Seville.  Graham moved east with the intention of interrupting 

French crossing the Guadiana.
36

  British control of the roads southeast through Llerena prevented 

the French from deploying large forces on the plain towards Badajoz; they also destroyed food 

magazines in the area to hamper the French remaining in the area for extended periods.  Other 

French forces were massing in the area but had not made any serious attempt to attack.  Hill’s 

movement, furthermore, prevented the French from collecting crops for forage that was 

beginning to ripen.
37

  Moving to interrupt the French, Hill’s cavalry headquarters moved to Santa 

Marta as the French advance guard, under the command of Jean Baptiste Drouet, Comte d’Erlon, 

retreated from the village.
38

  Unable to cut off Drouet’s force because there were too many roads 

for him to use in his retreat, Hill’s force pushed on to capture the magazine and depots at 

Llerena.  When his force arrived on 19 March, no magazines were discovered in Llerena, and 

Hill pulled back.  The next day a reconnaissance column of one infantry brigade supported by a 

cavalry squadron searched south near Llerena but again no French were discovered.  Pickets 

were increased on the road south out of Zafra heading south, covered by elements of the 3
rd

 

Dragoon Guards.
39

   All of this effort was due to a letter intercepted on 21 March, leading Hill to 

believe that the lead elements of the 5
th

 Corps were preparing to advance.
40

   

Soult’s forces concentrated near Seville; a sizable force moved through the Sierra 

Morena and out onto the plain to the north.  Hill’s force attempted to surprise the French once 

Wellington gave his blessing to the idea.
41

  Early on 25 March, the Sixth and Seventh Infantry 

Divisions supported by a brigade of cavalry attempted to ambush the French at Llerena.  Moving 

in two columns with the cavalry in the north, the force entered Llerena before daybreak.  As a 

result of the extreme darkness of the moonless night, an attack by a small French patrol on the 

cavalry staff deceived the British regarding the enemy’s real strength and caused confusion in 
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both columns.  This mistake caused additional caution in the column.  The attempt ended in a 

near farcical fashion with some of the infantry of the King’s German Legion firing at a stonewall 

that they had mistook for French infantry in the fog.
 42

  Three battalions of French infantry and 

two regiments of cavalry heard the confusion in the British columns and escaped to the 

mountains.  Only after the British cavalry found the enemy withdrawing over a mountain road 

was the expedition cancelled.
43

 

With definitive reports reaching Wellington by 29 March that Soult was collecting troops 

at Seville, Hill and Graham were ordered back towards to Badajoz, leaving their cavalry pushed 

forward to screen the army’s front.
44

  Le Marchant sent part of his brigade, the 5
th

 Dragoons, to 

stop French foraging parties.  Other regiments fanned out southwest of Llerna and had numerous 

small skirmishes with French patrols.
45

 Le Marchant’s brigade and the Sixth Division moved 

southeast on the 28
th

 to gain contact with the French.
46

 Le Marchant’s Brigade remained forward 

on outpost duty, trying to make contact with Soult’s forces.
47

  To cover the other possible route 

for Soult’s advance, directly south of Badajoz, Graham’s force assembled near Olivenza.  At one 

point (31 March) five regiments of the cavalry were assembled in the town before Graham was 

ordered to fall back to the Villa Franca cantonments.
48

  

The cavalry headquarters was established eighty-five miles southeast of Badajoz, and 

pickets was pushed forward near the town of La Granga.
49

  The picket consisted of one squadron 

from the 5
th

 Dragoon Guards, and one of the 3
rd

 Dragoons, both from Le Marchant’s brigade.  A 

brigade of horse artillery under Captain Bull supported them.  By the time the British forces 

finalized their dispositions, Marshal Soult had collected his troops and prepared to advance to 
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raise the British siege.
50

  On the morning of 1 April, vedettes reported the French approaching in 

great strength, 1,500 to 1,600 infantry and upwards of 600 cavalry.
51

  

In reality this was merely a reconnaissance by the lead elements of Soult’s army.  The 

picket immediately turned out and skirmished with the French.   The first advance of the French 

cavalry, unsupported by infantry, was halted by the British skirmish line while a charge by the 

picket pushed back the French until they recoiled onto their advancing infantry.  The French 

cavalry advanced on the British again, firing a carbine volley.  The British pickets were forced to 

withdraw.  After falling back several miles, the British picket was reinforced by the remainder of 

Le Marchant’s brigade and a reserve squadron of light cavalry accompanied by Lieutenant 

General Cotton.  It was already late in the day, and the appearance of these fresh forces forced 

the French to break contact and withdraw.  Le Marchant’s brigade was ordered to maintain 

contact with the French throughout the night
52

.  Overall, this skirmish cost the British twenty-

eight killed and captured and thirteen wounded from the 5
th

 Dragoon Guards and one killed and 

twelve prisoners from the 3
rd

 Dragoons.
53

  Following this action, Anson’s brigade (commanded 

at the time by Frederick Ponsonby) assumed responsibility for the outpost duty, and Le 

Marchant’s heavy cavalry were moved to the Almendral valley to rest.
54

 

Soult forces near Seville split into two columns to advance north through the mountains.  

The lead column was commanded by his brother, General Pierre Soult and consisted of the 12
th

 

Leger, a battalion from the 43
rd

 Ligne, the 10
th

 Chasseurs and 14
th

 Dragoons with a company of 

light artillery.
55

  The second column, under the command of General Honoré Gazan, left Seville 

on 6 April to meet with the advanced column at Llerena.
56

  The movements of Soult’s forces 

caused Graham’s wing of the army to withdraw towards Albuera.  As the infantry withdrew 

northward, cavalry pickets pushed farther south towards Seville to provide warning of Soult’s 
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movements.
57

  Cavalry headquarters withdrew and the picket line was established along a line 

from Llerena, Los Santos, to Fuente Cantos.  The 12
th

 Light Dragoons moved to Los Santos and 

the 14
th

 and 16
th

 Light Dragoons occupied Villa Franca.
58

  Intelligence on the French forces was 

incomplete; French cavalry patrols were reported only eight miles from the foremost British 

pickets under Major Charles Cocks (16
th

 Light Dragoons), and Captain Mills (14
th

 Light 

Dragoons).  Another British officer advanced as far as Llerna, but upon approaching the town, he 

confirmed that the French had entered the town in strength.
59

  In fact, British and French patrols 

clashed along the main road between Zafra and Seville, but the French were not yet strong 

enough to contest the British outposts and were content merely to patrol; the British had no 

desire to push farther south and only reported enemy movements.  With the initial clashes, 

intelligence on Soult and D’Erlon’s movements became clearer.
60

   

 

The Cavalry Combat of Llerena
61

 

 

At Badajoz, the siege progressed.  On the morning of 5 April engineers reported that the 

breach would be practicable by that evening, and at midday Wellington inspected and ordered 

the assault for that night.
62

  Badajoz fell on 6 April.  Meanwhile, eighty miles southeast, pickets 

reported French movement near Llerena; the British outpost of the 16
th

 Light Dragoons and the 

14
th

 Light Dragoons picket retired in front of the French advance.
63

  Observation officers like 

Lieutenant Andrews of the 12
th

 Light Dragoons remained in concealed positions where they 

could observe the French advance.  Lieutenant Andrews was near the road through Bienvenida 
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and saw the advancing French dragoons as they passed the town.
64

  By 7 April, Anson’s light 

brigade had retired leaving a three-man detachment under Captain Babcock to observe the 

French as they entered Villa Franco.  The detachment was driven in by the French but was able 

to escape through the dense woods behind the town.
65

  

By 7 April the French were thirty-seven miles from Badajoz, near Fuente del Maestre. 

The British cavalry force aggressively maintained contact with the French.  With the main effort 

of the Anglo-Portuguese army being around Badajoz, the First Cavalry Division had moved 

south and was operated in conjunction with the Second Cavalry Division to cover the Army’s 

front.  Cotton commanded all the cavalry forces protecting the siege, allowing Erskine to focus 

strictly on the Second Cavalry Division.  By nightfall of 7 April, Cotton’s posted Le Marchant’s 

brigade near Los Santos and another under Slade at Villa Franca while Anson’s light brigade 

occupied at Ribera.  With greater confidence in his cavalry strength, Cotton aggressively looked 

for opportunities to use his forces in a more offensive role.  The First Cavalry Division, deployed 

north of the main road from Seville to Badajoz, were in ideal terrain to attempt to capture 

isolated French detachments before Soult advanced with is main army.  The next day Cotton 

withdrew the outposts another twelve miles northwest.  Fatigued by false alarms throughout the 

next day, the cavalry remained in position for almost two days waiting for a French advance.  In 

fact, Soult had learned of the fall of Badajoz and reversed his march on 8 April.  He ordered his 

force back to Seville to guard the passes of the Sierra Morena.
66

 The British pickets however 

failed to notice this retrograde movement until noon on 9 April.
67

   Lieutenant General Thomas 
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Graham now gave Cotton instructions to take the cavalry and advance southeast to create the 

impression that the British army was advancing in that direction. 

Meanwhile, Wellington had learned of Marmont’s advance and blockade of Cuidad 

Rodrigo in the north so he prepared to move north again with the bulk of the army.  The 

appearance of a general British advance towards Seville would buy time for the Allied army to 

repair the fortifications at Badajoz.
68

  Wellington wanted Graham to protect Badajoz until the 

fortifications could be repaired.  Long’s brigade of light cavalry took over the screening mission 

from Anson and maintained contact with the French.
69

 Indeed this mission of deceiving the 

French was so important that Wellington spoke of reinforcing the Second Cavalry Division with 

an additional brigade of heavy cavalry if needed.
70

  

Cotton rode forward with his Assistant Adjutant-General Colonel Elley; reaching 

Bienvenida, they climbed a church steeple occupied by a small observation party. From this 

position, Cotton could see that the French still occupied Llerena in considerable numbers.
71

  

Armed with this intelligence, Cotton developed a plan to capture the entire force which was a 

brigade of cavalry under General Jean-Francois Antoine Lallemand: the 14
th

, 17
th

, and 27
th

 

Dragoons and 2
nd

 Hussars from the French Second Cavalry Division, approximately 2,100 

sabers.
72

  Immediately behind them were 10,000-12,000 infantry and seven guns under 

D’Erlon.
73

 

Cotton’s plan was ambitious.  This action would have only been an optimistic dream a 

year earlier, but the reinforcements of the fall and winter gave Cotton the forces to be bolder.  

Cotton took the First Cavalry Division with nine regiments in the brigades of Le Marchant, 

Ponsonby, and Slade for nearly 3,234 sabers.
74

  Cotton rode to Zafra were he woke Le Marchant 

from his sleep and told him to assemble his brigade; he then rode to Los Santos and issued orders 
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for Slade and Ponsonby’s brigades to begin movement.
75

  All the regiments of the division, 

except for the 16
th

 Light Dragoons, delayed by a lack of rations, began their movement by 1:00 

a.m.  Cotton’s plan called for Ponsonby’s brigade to demonstrate in front of Usagre to draw the 

French attention, while Le Marchant’s heavy brigade would make a wide flanking movement to 

hit the French cavalry in the flank.  Slade’s brigade was the reserve.
76

   

All three brigades assembled one hour before dawn.  Cotton learned that the enemy had 

not withdrawn so he intended to move Le Marchant’s column behind a low ridge south of 

Ponsonby’s troops.
77

   Cotton hoped to capture the entire French cavalry force by coordinating 

the movement of the heavy cavalry with the advance of Ponsonby’s squadrons.
78

  If the attack 

was delayed until Le Marchant’s cavalry could separate the French cavalry from their infantry 

support at Llerena, the British might be able to capture the entire force.  This late modification to 

his first plan, forced Cotton to modify his instructions to Ponsonby so that he did not push his 

light cavalry forward until the heavy cavalry had time to get into position.
 79

   

Although Cotton attempted to modify orders before the attack, he failed. Cock’s 

squadrons attacked and drove the enemy vedettes through the town of Villa Garcia.  The French 

alerted their reserve squadrons and repelled the attack until Cotton sent Ponsonby’s 12
th

 and 14
th

 

Light Dragoons to stabilize the situation.
80

  Lallemand’s cavalry, 2,100 strong, could see that 

they faced less than six squadrons of British cavalry of 600 men.  Accordingly, Lallemand 

advanced and drove Ponsonby’s troops back to the outskirts of Villa Garcia.  As they closed to 

within one half mile of the British troops, elements of the 16
th

 Light Dragoons, joining their 

brigade, crested a hill south of the British regiments already engaged.  Between the 16
th

 Light 
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Dragoons and the French line was a low stonewall, and the French commanders assumed that the 

16
th

 Light Dragoons could play no significant role in the battle because of the obstacle.   The 

French continued to advance.
81

  As the 16
th

 Light Dragoons arrived to the right of the British 

line, elements of the 5
th

 Dragoons were forming in an olive grove.  The 5
th

 Dragoons had made a 

five-mile approach march, covered from French sight until the last moment by the low ridge.
82

   

The French commander, unable to observe this development or the appearance of the 16
th

 Light 

Dragoons, remained in ignorance of them.  Some French cavalrymen seem to have regarded the 

appearance of British troops on their flank as a small, misguided unit and therefore no threat.
83

  

Seeing the 16
th

 Light Dragoons in support and 5
th

 Dragoons forming, Ponsonby ordered the 12
th

 

and 14
th

 Light Dragoons to charge.  The 5
th

 Dragoons charged first, and due to their horse’s 

weariness from their march, were driven off by the French carbine and pistol fire.   

Reformed, all four British regiments again advanced.  The 16
th

 Light Dragoons moved 

down hill at the trot and jumped the wall while maintaining their line.  This movement, coming 

from a regiment that the French had ignored, coincided with the second charge of the 5
th

 

Dragoons, and broke the French.
84

  In complete disorder, the French were soon streaming back 

the four miles to Llerena.  British cavalrymen were intermingled with the French and caused 

great havoc.   

Here again was the moment that had bedeviled the British cavalry repeatedly during the 

war.  A local success had been won and in the exploitation of that success all order and 

discipline was gone.  As at Vimiero and Talavera, while successful at first, the final outcome of a 

cavalry action was normally decided by whomever could maintain better control and reform their 

forces faster.  The French were retreating in haste upon 10,000 infantry and two batteries of guns 
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north of Llerena.  The British on the other hand, closely intermingled with the French, were 

advancing farther from any assistance by additional British forces. 

Cotton took stock of the situation and ordered the brigades to reform ranks.
85

  This they 

did less than two miles from the initial encounter, showing that they had not gotten out of hand 

and loss cohesion.  A small gully marked the middle of the field, and while it would disrupt the 

pursuit for a few critical moments, it was not a significant obstacle to movement.  This break in 

the British pursuit also allowed the French to regain some order. Cotton’s forces, while 

successful, had not accomplished their original plan of cutting the French off from Llerna 

because of the aggressiveness of Ponsonby’s brigade earlier in the morning.  By enveloping the 

French force, Cotton’s cavalry won a significant victory and drove the enemy nearly half way to 

their reserve.  Meanwhile, Cotton had not committed an entire brigade and nearly half of a 

second heavy brigade that had seen little action.  But most significant, he had no infantry or 

artillery support while the French had retired upon 10,000 men and seven guns.
86

   

Faced with these prospects, Cotton gambled.  He ordered two squadrons of the 16
th

 Light 

Dragoons to again try to outflank the left of the French line while the 12
th

 and 14
th

 Light 

Dragoons and remainder of the 16
th

 Light Dragoons charged.  This charge was as successful as 

the first, and the British troopers closely pursued the French forces as they approached Llerena.
87

  

The two forces were so intermingled that the French infantry and artillery could not effectively 

fire without fear of hitting French troops, but a few artillery rounds sailed over the heads of both 

forces.  This convinced Cotton that he had won all he was going to that day, and he ordered the 

recall of his squadrons. 
88

  

Cotton’s division had won a significant victory.  While not as impressive as what had 

been hoped, Cotton had controlled his troops well and hastened the French retreat towards 

Seville.  Cotton lost fourteen killed, forty-one wounded and two missing for total casualties of 
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fifty-seven; French casualties were at least four times that with about fifty killed, 150 prisoners, 

and 130 horses captured.
89

  The French officer casualties were light with one killed and two 

wounded.
90

  The action was significant for a number of reasons.  It was a purely cavalry affair, or 

as one participant noted “decided sword in hand.”
91

  Cotton took some significant risks; his 

forces were unsupported by infantry and artillery, and if defeated, he could expect no assistance 

closer than forty miles to his rear.  Yet the British cavalry had retained their order and discipline 

even after breaking the French formations on two different occasions.  Significantly, forces 

ordered to remain in reserve, such as Slade’s brigade and the 3
rd

 Dragoons, refused to be drawn 

into the battle to share in the glory.  Of significance were the troops and commanders that Cotton 

decided to rely upon for the battle.  For the direct attack, he used his experienced commander 

and the light brigade which had proven very effective in the Peninsula since 1809, but for the 

flanking movement and the coup de grâce Cotton inexplicably relied upon a newly arrived heavy 

brigade and commander instead of the experienced brigade of Slade.
92

  Le Marchant’s fine 

reputation in the army, and Slade’s performance in the 1811 campaign account for Cotton’s 

selection.  

The combat of Llerena had no long lasting effect on the situation in the Peninsula.  The 

immediate result was to hasten the withdrawal of D’Erlon’s rear-guard to Cordova and 

contributed to the deception that Wellington’s army planned to invade Andalusia.  Soon, 

however, the advanced positions of the cavalry were abandoned as the elements of First Cavalry 

Division began its withdrawal to Badajoz and ultimately north to Cuidad Rodrigo and into Spain 

again.  In the report of the battle, Wellington responded with faint praise for the commanders and 

units involved.  The official report of Cotton’s action was forwarded with the aloof remark “and 

I have only to add my commendation of the conduct of Lieutenant General Sir S. Cotton, Major 
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General Le Marchant, and the officers and troops under their command.”
93

  Graham’s cover 

letter forwarding Cotton’s report to Wellington was much more pronounced in its praise for 

Cotton and his strategy; this may have explained Wellington’s meager comments when sending 

both letters home. Graham was more impressed with the battle, writing the next day that “ I am 

happy to say that he succeeded beyond expectations (for I thought they would hear of his 

approach and be off in time). . .”
94

 

The immediate effect of the combat of Llerena was to force Soult to give up any 

positions on the north side of the Sierra Moreno and retire to Seville.  In the 1811 campaigns, 

Soult was able to maintain advance posts in Llerena and Usagre, and rapidly advance to threaten 

any Allied force that would besiege Badajoz.  After being pushed into the mountains, Soult 

approach to Badajoz would be observed sooner and Allied actions taken that could slow the 

advance, giving additional time to repair the fortifications of Badajoz. 

Yet Llerena does demonstrate the growing competence with which the cavalry was being 

handled.  Cotton was able to alter his initial plan and effectively communicate his intent to his 

subordinate commanders.  Even though the battle did not develop as planned due to the late 

transmission of orders to Ponsonby, Cotton was at that time, and again when the French had 

reformed halfway to Llerena, able to quickly come up with an appropriate response and issue 

new guidance.  The maneuvering of the First Cavalry Division was effectively accomplished 

through the division staff, although at one point Cotton was forced to personally ride to 

Ponsonby to issue orders since all his aides were employed.
95

  The First Cavalry Division, Sir 

Stapleton Cotton commanding, had proven themselves in an independent role in a sharp 

encounter with a French rear guard, but in their next major engagement they would be with the 

main army.  How well the newly arrived units and their commanders, and in particular, how well 

Cotton could handle this increasingly complex force had yet to be seen. 
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CHAPTER 13 

 

RETURN TO THE NORTH 

 

It would be very desirable to get back to duty in this country all the officers absent 

in England for various causes.  I have really more to do than I can manage.
1
 

 

While the Anglo-Portuguese army besieged Badajoz in March and early April 1812, 

French activities in the north demanded Wellington’s attention.   Marmont had advanced, leaving 

a force to blockade Ciudad Rodrigo and cover the Agueda River.
2
  After capturing Cuidad 

Rodrigo, Wellington and the bulk of the Allied army had moved south to reduce Badajoz.  Left 

in the north was Major General Victor von Alten to guard the Portuguese frontier.  On 5 March 

Wellington issued von Alten instructions to prevent the French from determining Wellington’s 

true intentions by active outpost work; he also detailed instructions on how von Alten should 

carefully fall back if Marmont advanced.  Wellington reminded him that his regiment, the 1
st
 

Hussars of the King’s German Legion, was not to defend northern Portugal.  Almeida and 

Ciudad Rodrigo were safe from a direct assault, but von Alten’s one regiment could not defend 

the fortresses even if they were unprepared.
3
  He was only to observe and report any the French 

movements.  While the senior cavalry commander Cotton was engaged with Soult’s troops 

beyond Badajoz, problems with the cavalry near Ciudad Rodrigo became a concern.  By what 

appeared a misunderstanding or through incompetence, Major General von Alten, commanding 

the 1
st
 Hussars of the King’s German Legion had fallen back from Ciudad Rodrigo, crossed the 

Côa River and then withdrawn from Castelo Branco on 8 April.
4
  Von Alten’s motives were 

unclear.  Wellington had instructed him to remain in contact with the French around Salamanca, 

to gain as much intelligence about Marmont’s intentions, and to convince Marmont that a strong 
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body of British troops remained near Ciudad Rodrigo.  To accomplish these instructions, von 
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Figure 35: Cuidad Rodrigo to Tordesillas 

 

Alten sent a small body of the 1
st
 Hussars under Lieutenant von Wisch into the Serra de Francia 

and another near Tamames.
5
  Until at least 27 March the frontier had remained quiet, and 

Wellington could write that he was pleased with how von Alten was conducting the ruse.
6
  The 

next day Wellington learned that Marmont knew that he was gone from the north, but he asked 

von Alten to continue screening Ciudad Rodrigo to keep the road open until 30 March so that a 

food convoy could arrive for the garrison.
7
  By 29 March, von Alten had already learned that 
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French cavalry was entering Tamames while Marmont was preparing to move from Salamanca; 

the advanced guard had already crossed the Yeltes River when von Alten withdrew the Hussars.
8
 

Most disturbing to von Alten was that the French army had collected fifteen days 

provisions, scaling ladders, and a bridge; these preparations pointed to an attempted assault on 

either Ciudad Rodrigo or Almeida.
9
  Marmont had five divisions and 1,500 light cavalry to 

threaten the British in order to divert British forces from the siege of Badajoz.
10

  At this point the 

two forces remained facing each other, with the 1
st
 Hussars in front of Ciudad Rodrigo observing 

the French advanced guard.  However, on 30 March, von Alten learned that one French column 

marching from Zamara was heading for the fords across the Agueda near Pastores.
11

  If correct, 

this movement would cut off von Alten’s troops from Castelo Branco and the allied forces.  Von 

Alten moved his cavalry back to El Bodon and Espeja, leaving a fifty-man detachment in the 

suburbs of Ciudad Rodrigo and another detachment on the roads to the west.
12

  Later, Wellington 

would denounce von Alten because he had precipitously withdrawn from Ciudad Rodrigo to 

Castelo Branco, without informing him.  Yet, the movement of the 1
st
 Hussars indicated that von 

Alten did not just withdraw at the first sign of the French nor did he misunderstand Wellington’s 

instructions.  The retreat was deliberate and von Alten made the withdrawal only when his line 

of retreat was threatened.  Because von Alten failed to inform his commander of these 

circumstances Wellington was furious.  Although orders to von Alten were open to 

interpretation, Wellington had written on 27 March,  “If the enemy move to reconnoiter Cuidad 

Rodrigo, you may depend upon it that they know I am gone, and what we are doing; and there is 

no reason why you should stay any longer.”
 13

   

Von Alten’s small detachment at Ciudad Rodrigo was driven back by the French on 1 

April while the remainder of his regiment was concentrated at El Bodon.  He continued his 

withdrawal towards the main army; his headquarters were first withdrawn to Alfayates; then on 2 

April to Sabugal and the next day at Beinguerenza.  Finally, he reached Pedragoa by 5 April.  
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His rearguard had seen French forces entering Sabugal, but then they retired towards 

Fuenteguinaldo.  Von Alten, unsure of what this French withdrawal meant and fearful of being 

outflanked and cut off, ordered his regiment south to Castelo Branco.  Apparently assuming that 

his orders from Wellington had been fulfilled, von Alten marched across the Tagus on 8 April 

and towards Niza.
14

  In von Alten’s actions, he displayed a caution and timidity that crippled any 

possible options.  He had maintained small detachments in front of his positions to watch the 

French, but he tended to react upon what he feared the French would do rather than any actual 

overt action by the French.  He did not retire precipitously as charged by Wellington, but he did 

fail to accomplish his commander’s intent to deceive the French.  Von Alten seems to have taken 

counsel of his worst fears, and then acted upon those beliefs, without utilizing his regiment to 

determine if this information was correct.  This seems inexplicable from a commander with one 

of the best cavalry regiments in the country, who had made their reputation in this very country 

during the summer of 1810; yet at that time von Alten was supported by the army behind him.  

Now the safety of his entire command rested exclusively on his shoulders. 

Wellington’s anger towards von Alten was tempered by the doubt that von Alten may 

have misunderstood his instructions.  Wellington took the step of sending Liverpool a copy of 

the instructions he had sent to von Alten on 5 March.
15

  Nevertheless, Wellington prepared the 

bulk of the army to move northward to correct the situation.
16

  Oblivious of his actions, von 

Alten had exposed a portion of north central Portugal to French incursions.  Von Alten also 

attempted to destroy the bridge over the Tagus at Castelo Branco as he retreated although French 

troops were not within thirty-six miles of his position.  Fortunately, the actions of Brigadier 

General La Cor and his Portuguese militia prevented the destruction of the bridge.  French forces 

entered Castelo Branco on the evening of 12 April, the same day von Alten received orders from 

Wellington to e-cross the Tagus and support the militia under La Cor.  The French remained in 
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Castelo Branco until the 14
th

, but Wellington had already decided to move the bulk of the army 

north on 14 April.
17

 

Badajoz had fallen to the Anglo-Portuguese army on the evening of 6 April, and Soult’s 

forces pushed back into the Sierra Moreno.  With the bulk of the Anglo-Portuguese army 

returning the north, the cavalry led the march along terrible roads in the cold weather.
18

   Left in 

the south to cover Badajoz was the Second Infantry Division of Lieutenant General Hill along 

with Hamilton’s Portuguese Division. They would serve with the Second Cavalry Division 

composed of two brigades of British cavalry and one of Portuguese.
19

 

The weather was poor for Wellington’s march to Castelo Branco but did not seriously 

affect the horses.
20

  Even though it was April, planning for sufficient fodder for the fall and 

winter occurred as the regiments moved north through central Portugal.
21

  With hussars as the 

advanced guard, the army extended from Pedrogão to St. Miquel d’Alba by 18 April.
22

  Here, 

Wellington’s force established cantonments for the month of May.  Because of the damage 

caused by Marmont’s advance into Portugal and the destruction of British supplies, Wellington 

sought to move supplies and create a new magazine.
23

  The only significant action during this 

period was the assault and destruction of the bridge over the Tagus at Almaraz on 19 May by a 

portion of Hill’s division.  
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The Bridge at Almaraz  

 

The bridge at Almaraz provided the only link between the French armies north and south 

of the Tagus between Toledo and the Portuguese border. With the capture of Soult’s pontoon 

train at Badajoz, the effect of the destruction of the bridge would be critical.
24

  On 24 April, 

Wellington directed Hill to be ready to execute this raid but await orders.
25

  Once the command 

was given, Hill left Erskine with Slade’s brigade to cover the area southeast of Badajoz while he 

moved towards Almaraz with Long’s brigade.  At Jaraicejo on the 16 May Hill formed his forces 

into three columns.  Cavalry was an integral part of the operation and the center column 

consisted of dragoons, infantry and artillery under Major General Robert Long.
26

   Long’s 

column itself had almost no role in the ensuing action on 19 May except for artillery support 

during the assault.
27

  The bridge and supplies at Almaraz were successfully burned on 19 May 

and Hill returned to Badajoz.
28

 

Erskine’s cavalry, however, had a major role diverting attention from Hill’s raid.  While 

Hill marched to seize Almaraz, Slade’s brigade in the south marched as far forward as Llerna 

and the entrances into the Sierra Moreno.  A personality conflict developed between Slade and 

Erskine with both officers directing petty annoyances at each other, often at the expense of their 

commands.
29

  Erskine ordered pickets in various directions, as one correspondent described it, in 

all directions except “the one from which danger was to be expected.”
30

  Erskine then issued a 

torrent of abuse on Slade for not following orders.  Slade’s performance also contributed to a 

decline in the morale of his soldiers.  Frequent false alarms and confusion in orders and 

instructions contributed to the poor performance of Slade’s brigade.  Slade himself was probably 

suffering from sleep exhaustion; he rarely slept for more than a half-hour at a time, usually 

taking a nap on a large table.  Troubled by bad dreams, he would awake in a state of near panic.  
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On a typical night, he might run outside his quarters, yelling: “For Gods sakes, God Damn you 

trumpeters, blow, blow you, damn you . . .”
31

 As a result, his brigade was constantly turning out 

for false alerts, and advancing forward to the picket line without cause.  These no notice alerts 

would force the cavalrymen to dump their partially cooked meals or rise from their beds in this 

taxing and trying period. 

The French dragoons under General Charles Lallemand, still mindful of their defeat at 

Llerena, aggressively skirmished with Slade’s men.  On 19 May, a squadron of French dragoons 

rode into Llerena, chasing three men and horses of the heavy dragoons and capturing them.  

Consequently, the baggage of the 1
st
 Dragoons and 3

rd
 Dragoon Guards was sent hurriedly to the 

rear while some horse artillery was ordered to move forward at midnight.  Only later in the day 

was it discovered that merely a small French squadron had advanced temporarily into the town 

and caused this confusion.
32

 

A few days later there was yet another alert as the commanding officer of the 9
th

 Light 

Dragoons reported that 3,000 French infantry and cavalry were in the village of Palomas.  

Erskine ordered the 3
rd

 Dragoons to check the validity of this report, so Colonel Granby Calcraft 

sent a small patrol from Zafra to Palomas that encountered a force of 500 enemy horsemen.  The 

French were there only temporarily and soon retired. Repeated alerts were tiring to the men; one 

horse artilleryman wrote that he was eager to destroy this French force if given the chance, since 

he “was indignant at the idea of a little flying force keeping our outposts in continual and 

ridiculous alarm.”
33

  These actions served to convince Erskine that Soult’s entire army was 

advancing.
34

  Consequently his reports to Wellington forced Hill to retire from Almaraz before a 

threat to his lines of withdrawal materialized, leaving the vital works at Mirabete intact and the 

mission only imperfectly completed.
35

  

Erskine’s reports seemed contradictory.  For four days he did not send any reports to 

Wellington (18-22 May).  Finally on the 24 May, Erskine wrote to Wellington that the French 

were retiring.  Wellington felt that Erskine’s numbers were “very much exaggerated,” but then 

told Graham not to worry about the numbers, because whatever they were, the French had  
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retired.
36

  Later Wellington wrote, “I don’t think Sir William has very good intelligence.”
37

 The 

effect of Erskine’s poor reporting was that Wellington moved Graham with two divisions of 

infantry and one of cavalry to confront an imaginary threat.
38

  Wellington’s frustration over 

Erskine’s actions as expressed in his dispatches, reveal the difficulty that he had in finding a 

qualified cavalry officer to command independent forces.  In the north, von Alten, in his 
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Figure 36: Extremadura. 

 

opportunity for independent command, had allowed himself to panic and failed to aggressively 

confront the French requiring Wellington to rush the bulk of his army northward to stabilize the 

situation.  Now William Erskine had done the same in the south, allowing every small outpost 
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alarm to be magnified into the advance of Soult’s entire army.
39

  Indeed, Erskine erroneously 

believed his force to be outnumbered by Drouet’s cavalry.
40

 

Conditions became worse for the Second Cavalry Division after Hill’s return to the old 

battlefield of Albuera. Slade was ordered to move to Llera, to support Penne-Villemur’s cavalry 

that moved to Llerena to conduct a reconnaissance.  On 11 June, Slade’s brigade, the 3
rd

 

Dragoon Guards and the 1
st
 Dragoons, moved towards Valencia de Los Tormes.  As his brigade 

advanced, it encountered the French 17
th

 and 27
th

 Dragoons under Major-General Lallemand.
41

   

Slade had been given written orders by Hill not to get into any “affair of consequence” and to 

maintain constant contact with Conde de Penne Villemur.
42

   

 

The Combat of Maquilla 

 

Despite Hill’s written instructions, after passing Valencia de Torres, Slade’s advanced 

squadron, acting as skirmishers, advanced against the skirmishers of Lallemand.  Lallemand’s 

troops drove in the British skirmishers.  Slade then ordered a counter-charge by both of his 

regiments.
43

  The whole brigade advanced at the cantor and scattered the French cavalry.  Slade’s 

men dispersed across the plain trying to capture French prisoners.  Initially, the attack seems to 

have been conducted in relatively good order over the open and flat plain, and two of Slade’s 

aides, Radclyffe and Erkersley, urged him to order a charge with the brigade before the French 

reached the more broken and hilly country near Maquilla.  Slade replied that he did not intend to 

attack, and just wanted to sharply pursue the French.
44

 This situation continued for three or four 

miles, until Slade finally gave the order for two squadrons of the 1
st
 Dragoons and the entire 3

rd
 

Dragoon Guards to charge the French.  The British cavalry had already taken more than 100 

prisoners, which diminished the number of troops available for the charge, as a large number 

                       

39
 Robert Long referred to the French as being “quite upon the alert during our absence, driving 

in our outposts in every direction, attempting surprises, etc.  Quite gay and alive.”  Long to his 

brother, 1 June 1812, Peninsular Cavalry General, 191-92. 
40

 “I do not know how Sir William makes himself out much inferior to Drouet in cavalry.”  

Wellington to Graham, 27 May 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 176. 
41

 Hill to Wellington, 13 June 1812, British Library, Hill Papers, 35,060 #93. 
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 Hill to Wellington, 13 June 1812, British Library, Hill Papers, 35,060 #95. 
43

 Some accounts are contradictory.  One account claimed that the brigade on its own accord 

broke and entered into the pursuit due to the rapid retreat of the French.  Slade’s own account 

mentions that he gave orders to advance with both regiments.  Slade to Hill, 11 June 1812, 

Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 242; Swabey, Diary of Campaigns in the Peninsula, 104. 
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were detailed as guards.  The remaining squadron of the Royals was intended to be a small 

reserve for the brigade.
45

   

Slade’s dispositions quickly began to collapse.  Either the third squadron of the 1
st
 

Dragoons had not received the order or had became caught up in the moment and joined in the 

pursuit towards Maquilla.  However, as they approached a ravine near Maquilla, Lallemand 

ordered a recently arrived squadron of chasseurs to charge.  The British cavalry, their horses 

nearly blown by the four-mile pursuit, suddenly heard the troopers on the right shouting, “ Look 

to the right, look to the right!” as Lallemand’s reserve moved forward.
46

  Slade gave the order 

“threes about,” or for the British horses to turn by threes and move to the rear.  This movement, a 

complex operation and difficult on tired horses, executed in close proximity to the fresh French 

reserves, destroyed the last discipline in the British cavalry.  Suddenly, there was the spectacle of 

two forces of cavalry moving away from each other at the gallop. The main body of Lallemand’s 

brigade and Slade’s brigade fled from each other while one squadron of French horsemen 

advanced from the flank to hit the retreating British forces.  All attempts to rally the British 

troopers were in vain.  Exhausted by the four-mile pursuit, morale low because of the constant 

alerts and false alarms, the brigade failed to reform.  Slade even rode among the men, begging 

them to form, offering £50 to any man who would rally.
47

  By this time the French pursuit had 

dwindled to about forty chasseurs, but this was enough to maintain the pressure on Slade’s 

brigade.
48

  By the time the French broke off pursuit, nearly all the French prisoners captured 

earlier had been rescued.
49

   

Slade’s losses were severe.  In the two regiments, he had lost 22 men killed and 26 

wounded as well as 106 missing and presumed to be French prisoners.  Losses among the horses 

were also heavy: 147 killed, wounded, and missing.
50

  Slade’s actions after the battle were 

almost as poorly considered as his decisions during the battle.  He stopped at Llerna to write a 

dispatch that read like a victory for the British: 
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When I had an opportunity to charge him again, broke through his first line, and 

killed a great many. . . 

 I am sorry to say our loss was severe, as the enemy brought a support, and 

my troops being too eager in pursuit, we were obliged to relinquish a great 

number of prisoners which we had taken, and to fall back to this place (Llerna).
51

 

 

Slade’s account bears little relationship to the actual conduct of the battle. It also appears as if, 

after the battle, Slade’s brigade halted at Llerna, when in reality it had retreated through Llerna 

and did not halt until Heniosa. 

 Wellington’s reaction to this setback of two of his best cavalry regiments in Spain, 

showed his impatience with Slade.  His dispatch to Hill reflected his distain.   

I have never been more annoyed than by Gen Slade’s affair; . . . It is occasioned 

entirely by the trait our officers of cavalry have acquired of galloping at every 

thing, then galloping back as fast as they gallop on the enemy.  They never 

consider their situation, never think of maneuvering before an enemy-so little one 

would think they cannot maneuver excepting on Wimbleton Common; and when 

they use their horse as it ought to be used viz. offensively, they never keep nor 

provide for a reserve.  All cavalry should charge in two lines of which one should 

be in reserve; if obliged to charge in one line part of the line- about one-third- 

should be ordered beforehand to break out and form in second line as soon as the 

charge should be given, and the enemy had been broken or retired. 

 The Royals (1
st
 Dragoons) and 3

rd
 Dragoon Guards were the best 

regiments in the cavalry in this country, and it annoys me particularly that the 

misfortune has happened to them.  I don’t wonder at the French boasting of it.  It 

is the greatest blow they have struck.
52

 

 

In his anger, Wellington overlooked the success that had been achieved just two months 

earlier by Cotton and reflects not only his impatience with Slade but also with von Alten’s poor 

performance near Ciudad Rodrigo.  Many factors contributed to the poor performance at 

Maquilla.  The most important were Slade and Erskine’s constant bickering, reflecting Slade’s 

bitterness with Erskine’s return and Slade’s almost neurotic performance in the months prior to 

the battle that exhausted his men and lowered their morale.
53

  This last factor probably also 
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contributed to the desire of the soldiers of the brigade to close with the enemy, despite orders.  

They finally found a foe to vent their frustrations but failed to do so. 

In his dispatch, Wellington described in detail what he saw as the poor tactical 

performance of British cavalry in general and more specifically of maintaining a reserve when 

charging.  In Slade’s defense, he did order one squadron to form a reserve, but they soon entered 

into the battle and either ignored or purposely disobeyed his orders. Even then the reserve was 

rather small, only one-sixth of the force, not the one-third generally accepted as a sufficient 

reserve. In addition, since little was known of the enemy force and Slade’s mission was to 

protect Comte Penne’s flank and not to become engaged, Slade’s decision to attack seems even 

more poorly considered.  General Long, another general who would feel Wellington’s wrath, 

commented in a letter to his brother that “I know from experience how difficult it is to contain a 

British victorious cavalry in sight of a fugitive enemy” and that the French were much better in 

maintaining discipline in their ranks.
54

  The French commander also gathered little glory from 

the action.  In rendering his report, Lallemand ignored the first portion of the combat where the 

French were pursued to Maquilla; only those of Slade’s brigade offset his heavy casualties.   

The embarrassment caused by the combat of Maquilla was tempered slightly by a small 

unit action that recovered some of the British prisoners.  Learning of fifteen British prisoners 

held in Llerna that night, Long sent a squadron from his brigade to liberate them.  Twelve of the 

British cavalrymen were freed but three died of their wounds.
55

  The next day, a detachment of 

fifty-six men of the 3
rd

 Dragoon Guards, under the command of Lieutenant Strenowitz, an aide to 

Erskine, patrolled the outskirts of Maquilla with the same purpose.  Running into an eighty man 

French patrol, Strenowitz charged and routed the French force, taking an officer and eighteen 

men prisoners.
56

  

The performance of the cavalry during the operations in Extremadura in 1812 proved to 

be uneven.  They had gained a success at Llerena but the combat at Maquilla proved to be a 

source of intense embarrassment.  Coupled with the performance of von Alten in the north, 

Wellington had cause to question the effectiveness of his cavalry general officers and horsemen.  

Again, the only bright spot for these operations was that several junior British officers had 
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demonstrated initiative and achieved a number of minor successes.  However, the question of the 

effectiveness of cavalry, as a decisive combat arm in the main army remained an unanswered 

question.  Cotton had proven himself to be effective, if cautious; a trait that was not necessarily a 

bad quality among the British cavalry generals.  Yet Cotton seemed also to be a daring officer 

willing to take prudent risks.  His plan to capture the French advanced guard, attempted 

repeatedly, was partially successful at Llerena.  However, this one bright spot failed to 

counterbalance the numerous failings by a number of senior cavalry officers. Wellington’s 

cavalry would not noticeably improve without the appointment of capable and experienced 

officers to replace those already in the Peninsula.  

The campaign around Salamanca in the summer of 1812 would prove to be the greatest 

challenge for Wellington’s cavalry yet.  Cotton and his staff would have to apply their 

experience in operating the division, and integrating the new brigades and commanders into their 

system.  The Allied army would have to confront the Army of Portugal over ground suitable for 

large-scale cavalry operations, and the First Cavalry Division would be further tried and tested. 
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CHAPTER 14 
 

MANEUVERING BEFORE SALAMANCA  
 

In respect to the general action, I believe there is no man in this army who 
entertains a doubt of its result, and that sentiment alone would do a great deal to 
obtain success.  But we possess solid physical advantages over the enemy, besides 
those resulting from recent successes.  Our infantry are not in bad order; our 
cavalry more numerous in relationship to the enemy, and their horses in better 
condition than I have known them since I have commanded the army; and the 
horses of the artillery in the same good condition and complete in numbers, 
whereas the enemy are, I know, terribly deficient in equipment.1  

 
The French commanders in Spain, in order to fight the Spanish and provide their armies 

with forage, needed to disperse the army to track down guerilla bands and levée contributions on 

the local population.  To force the French to concentrate their armies and abandon, even 

temporarily, large areas of Spain, Wellington planned to threaten the French to force them to 

concentrate the army nearest his position to face him.  Wellington was playing a delicate game-- 

threaten one French army and defeat it alone but not create the conditions that would force the 

various French commanders to cooperate and combine into one larger force to destroy his army.  

In his strategy to seize the initiative from the French, Wellington decided to advance on the 

Army of Portugal centered near Salamanca.  In the gentle plains between the Portuguese frontier 

and the city of Salamanca, the cavalry of the army would have an excellent opportunity to 

demonstrate their capabilities.  Wellington’s plan to attack Marmont was based upon a number 

of factors.  After stabilizing the situation around Cuidad Rodrigo, Wellington believed that as 

long as Soult remained in Andalusia, his attention would be focused on the siege of Cadiz; 

however, the only mission of the Army of Portugal in Wellington’s view was to operate against 

the British forces.  In addition, the destruction of the fortifications at Almaraz would make 

reinforcement of Marmont’s forces more difficult.2 A movement against Marmont’s army would 

therefore have a number of advantages.  First, Soult could not reinforce the Army of Portugal 

                                                 
1 Wellington to Liverpool, 26 May 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 176-77. 
2 Londonderry, Peninsular War, 261. 
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without giving up the siege of Cadiz and abandoning Andalusia, something that would serve the 

Allies’ best interest.  Furthermore, movement into the plains of Old Castille, previously 

considered hostile territory because of a lack of British cavalry, could now be contemplated 

because of the reinforcements of cavalry received during the previous winter.3  In addition, 

because of the threat from the guerillas, Marmont could not stay concentrated for a long period, 

but would have to seek battle.4   

By 10 June, Wellington’s army was assembling along the Agueda River.  The First 

Cavalry Division, headquarters at Carpio, consisted of four brigades: the heavy brigades of Le 

Marchant and Bock and two light brigades under Anson (temporarily commanded by Ponsonby) 

and von Alten.   Before leaving Portugal, Cotton arranged a review of the brigades of Le 

Marchant and Anson but Wellington was not particularly impressed with their efforts.  During 

the review, the regiments became confused and Wellington indignantly rode off in the middle of 

the review, muttering, “What the devil is he about now?”5 

For the upcoming campaign, the Anglo-Portuguese Army was divided into three 

columns, supported by a fourth unit of Spanish troops under Carlos d’Espãna.6  The left column 

under Lieutenant-General Picton was lead by the 11th Light Dragoons and Le Marchant’s cavalry 

brigade; the right column under Graham included only the 14th Light Dragoons.  The 1st Hussars 

of the King’s German Legion joined the Light Division and made up the advanced guard with 

the army by the central column which included the units of Major-General Charles von Alten; 

Victor von Alten and Bock’s cavalry brigades.  Stapleton Cotton and the headquarters of the 

British cavalry also marched on the central route.7  One further disposition that would affect the 

success of the campaign was the collection of three regiments of Portuguese Chasseurs- the 1st, 

11th and 12th regiments under Major-General Benjamin D’Urban, the Adjutant General of 

Beresford.  On 1 June, Wellington had ordered D’Urban to Braganza to assemble the three 

Portuguese regiments.  D’Urban’s mission was to operate on the rear of the French lines of 

                                                 
3 Wellington to Liverpool, 26 May 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 170-75.  Wellington 
specifically mentions the morale of the army, and the anticipation of a general action.   
4 Indeed, Marmont wrote to Berthier “I have been starved out of Portugal.   Have seen no British 
troops, save a few cavalry.” Marmont to Berthier, 22 April 1812, PRO WO 37/1/7. 
5 Wellington specifically expressed a desire not to have the brigades maneuver. Tomkinson, 
Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 159. 
6 Fortescue, History of the British Army, VIII, 460. 
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communication as the Allied army advanced.  The three regiments would take some time to 

prepare for the battle because the mounts had been turned out to pasture and were hardly 

trained.8  It would be weeks before this brigade could be assembled, equipped and moved 

forward to join the army.  

Marching twelve miles a day, the center column did not encounter the French until 16 

June on some high ground eight miles west of Salamanca.  The French force, two squadrons of 

cavalry, was attacked by the 1st Hussars.  The three columns of the army, relatively close 

together on the open plain, cooperated so the 11th Light Dragoons and 14th Light Dragoons 

advanced to support the 1st Hussars. The French quickly withdrew to within four miles of the 

town while Marmont was recalling his scattered divisions and pressing General Marie-Francois 

August Cafarelli for assistance from the Armeé du Nord.9  After an inconclusive bombardment 

by Captain Bull’s horse artillery battery and further skirmishing by the 1st Hussars, the French 

withdrew across the Tormes River.10 

The French retired from Salamanca during the night of 16-17 June and the Sixth Division 

made a triumphant entry into Salamanca on 18 June to invest the fortified convents where 

remaining French troops guarded the crossings of the Tormes.11  Ponsonby’s brigade followed 

the main French army, skirmishing with them four miles to the northeast of town.  Pickets for the 

army were established there, with Ponsonby’s brigade covering the north of the army from San 

Christoval to Castalliano, and von Alten’s brigade held the post to the right around Castalliano 

                                                                                                                                                             
7 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 160. 
8 The three regiments were also physically separated because of the need for pasture. The 1st 
Regiment was near Oporto, the 11th Regiment at Lamego, and the 12th Regiment at Chaves. 
D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 256-7. 
9 Marmont to Jourdan, 6 July 1812, PRO WO 37/2/34; Longin, Historique du 14e Régiment de 
Chasseurs, (Paris: 1907), 132.  
10 For a detailed account showing a typical small scale skirmish between two cavalry forces, see 
Londonderry, Peninsular War, fn, 262; “Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal,” National Army 
Museum, 7706-17-2; Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 161-2; “Journal of Captain 
William Smith,” Royal United Services Institute, No. 60 (1916): 171; Wellington to Liverpool, 
18 June 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 238. 
11 Marmont claimed he was planning a general advance to contest the Allied army but not having 
favorable terrain declined battle.  Marmont to Clarke, 31 July 1812, Memoirs du Maréchal  
Marmont, IV, 432. 
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de Merisco.12  Minor skirmishing occurred until the morning of the 20th when two strong French 

columns advanced from the direction of Toro.13  Because of the open ground Marmont’s advance 

was observed from far off.  His force appeared to include 25,000 men in four infantry divisions 
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and a single cavalry brigade.  Misinformed as to Wellington’s strength, Marmont decided to 

relieve the three fortified convents in Salamanca.14    

To contest Marmont’s advance, all four British cavalry brigades moved to their alarm 

posts.  The two light brigades formed in front of the army, Ponsonby on the left near the road 

                                                 
12 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 163. Tomkinson had stated that von Alten was on the 
right near Castalliano de Merisco; he meant left. 
13 “Journal of Sergeant Stephenson, 3rd Dragoons,” National Army Museum, 6807-215.  That 
morning Cotton was appointed to command all the infantry and cavalry pickets of the army in 
order to improve command and control and information flow from the outpost line. Tomkinson, 
Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 164. 
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which lead from San Christoval to Aldea Nueva while von Alten covered the right along the road 

towards Castalliano.  The two heavy brigades that had been on the south side of the Tormes, 

crossed to the north with the rest of the army near the Christoval heights in the center of the 

army.15  Marmont’s troops advanced to Moriscos, led by a cavalry brigade.  Minor skirmishing 

occurred from 3:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. when the British infantry and cavalry formed pickets in 

front of the army, and the remaining cavalry was placed behind the infantry for the night.  

Expecting an attack the next day, the army slept in their positions prepared to form for battle.16  

The next morning found the French in the same position, but no attack developed throughout the 

remainder of the 21st.  On 22 June Marmont received three additional infantry divisions and 

another brigade of cavalry, but his army remained in position until the 23rd when they retired.17  

Marmont seeking other terrain for a battle, retired to Aldea Rubia.18 

 By 24 June the hastily assembled Portuguese cavalry brigade under D’Urban marched to 

join the main army.19  With his original orders outdated, D’Urban decided to advance to Toro 

and support the army as best he could.20  In Marmont’s aborted attempt to support the forts in 

Salamanca, he had inadvertently shown Wellington that his forces were stronger than Wellington 

originally thought.21  By 24 June Wellington knew that Marmont had pulled back from the 

heights of Christoval, and left what he thought was only 10,000 men on the north of the 

Tormes.22  Bock’s brigade of heavy cavalry-- the 1st and 2nd Dragoons of the King’s German 

Legion, finally caught up to the army and were sent to cover the crossings of the Tormes south-

east of Salamanca.23   Wellington and Cotton moved to Aldea Lengua, the high ground east of 

Salamanca from which both the Allied and French positions on the left bank of the Tormes could 

                                                                                                                                                             
14 Napier, Peninsular War, IV, 238-39. 
15 Ibid., IV, 238. 
16 “Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal,” National Army Museum, 7706-17-2. 
17 “Ibid. National Army Museum 7706-17-2; Wellington to Liverpool, 25 June 1812, 
Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 251-253. 
18 Longin, Historique du 14e Régiment de Chasseurs, 132. 
19 Even after waiting nearly three weeks, D’Urban’s force had to march without one of the 
regiments, the 1st, which had not yet arrived. D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 263. 
20 D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 263-265. 
21 Napier, Peninsular War, IV, 238. 
22 Wellington to Graham, 24 June 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 245. 
23 Wellington to Liverpool, 25 June 1812, ibid., IX, 252.  See Beamish, King’s German Legion 
II, 49-62, for more information on the tactical aspects of this fight. 
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be observed.  Before first light, patrols brought in reports that French soldiers had crossed to the 

right bank of the Tormes at the ford of Huesta but their strength was unknown.24  A heavy fog 

obscured the area, and soon after the first reports were received, heavy skirmishing was heard 

from Bock’s brigade.25  As the gunfire moved west, Wellington determined that Bock’s brigade 

was being forced back. He ordered the First and Seventh Divisions to cross the ford at Santa 

Marta to support the Germans.26  As the fog lifted, the observers on the hill could see Bock’s 

brigade skirmishing in good order with a superior force of French troops.  Light cavalry 

threatened both of the German flanks, and heavy artillery fire was inflicting a toll on the two 

regiments that were unsupported by artillery. 

Le Marchant’s heavy cavalry brigade was ordered across the Tormes to assist Bock’s 

brigade.  By noon, Wellington’s dispositions were established.  The First and Seventh Divisions 

formed a line to the right of the river, supported by Fourth Division near the ford of Santa Marta, 

ready to react to a threat on either bank.  Le Marchant’s brigade had crossed to the right bank, 

but remained near the ford.27   Marmont’s force was estimated at 8,000 infantry and fourteen 

squadrons of cavalry.  After observing the British deployment, Marmont halted the advance near 

Calvarrasa de Abaxo and began a withdrawal to the east.28  Marmont was still waiting for the 

promise reinforcements to strengthen his army and could not risk confronting Wellington yet.  

The successful action and movement of Bock’s brigade delayed the advance of the French and 

thereby allowed Wellington time to move his infantry forces into position to oppose the French. 

When the convent forts in Salamanca fell on the evening of 27 June, Marmont began to 

retire along the main road to Tordesillas.  By 29 June the entire Allied army was again in pursuit 

of the French in three columns, with von Alten’s light brigade and the Light Division and Pack’s 

Portuguese brigade of infantry forming the advanced guard.29  In the left column was Le 

Marchant’s brigade, while the right column included Bock’s brigade, but there was no cavalry 

with the center column.  To the far left of all three columns was Anson’s brigade that provided 

                                                 
24 “Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal,” National Army Museum, 7706-17-2. 
25 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 169. 
26 Wellington to Clinton, 24 June 1812, half past 6:00 a.m., Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 244. 
27 Wellington to Liverpool, 25 June 1812, ibid., IX, 252. 
28 Napier estimates the French force at 12,000 infantry supported by twenty guns and light 
cavalry. Napier, Peninsular War, IV, 241; Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 170; 
Wellington to Liverpool, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 252. 
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flank security for the army’s movement.30  Each day the army marched with cavalry in the 

advanced guard toward the Duero River without any major action.31  Marmont’s force was 

declining action because of the disparity between the two cavalry forces.  While Wellington had 

nearly 5,000 British and German horsemen plus Spanish and Portuguese regiments, Marmont 

had only 2,000 cavalry to cover his army.32  He would argue after the campaign that while 

outnumbered by nearly 3,000, he could not maneuver successfully against the enemy.33   

By 1 July, the advanced guard had been reinforced with Anson’s brigade from the left 

column and moved to the vicinity of La Nava del Rey, still held by French pickets.34  On 2 July 

Cotton moved cavalry against Marmont’s pickets on the La Nava del Rey, disobeying orders 

from Wellington not to cross a small stream.  The brigades of von Alten and Anson advanced, 

supported by the infantry which remained in the low ground of the riverbed.  The advance halted 

on the high ground near the French until Wellington came up and allowed Cotton to resume the 

advance.  The two brigades moved towards the ford at Tordesillas, firing at the French cavalry 

with horse artillery until the British horse reached a point two miles from the Duero where the 

plain dipped to the river.  The French cavalry, from the dragoon brigade of General Jean-

Augustine Carrie, resisted the British advance allowing the French to cross the river in good 

order.35  Here, Wellington halted the advance and the French rear-guard crossed unmolested.36  

Wellington’s reasons for halting the advance were unknown; the British forces outnumbered the 

French, held the best terrain, and dominated the only river crossing still available.  Apparently 

Wellington was displeased that Cotton exceeded his instructions; he also may have believed that 

                                                                                                                                                             
29 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 62. 
30 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 174. 
31 Alten’s cavalry brigade captured thirty-three prisoners during the advance. Beamish, King’s 
German Legion, II, 62. 
32 Parquin, Souvenirs, 115. 
33 Marmont to Clarke, 31 July 1812 Mémoires du Maréchal  Marmont, IV, 436. 
34 On the morning of 1 July Major General Anson had returned from England and assumed 
command of his brigade from Ponsonby. Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 174-5. 
35 Bourqueney, Historique du 25e Régiment de Dragons, (Tours: 1890), 188. 
36 French losses were approximately fifty killed and wounded and twelve prisoners, versus one 
man wounded and five horses killed for Alten’s brigade. “Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal,” 
National Army Museum, 7706-17-2; Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 62; Tomkinson, Diary 
of a Cavalry Officer, 175-6.  
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Marmont would fight along the Zapardial River.37  With the retreat of the French across the 

Duero, the two armies settled down for a period of waiting. 38 

After a half-hearted attempt to cross the Duero on 3 July, both armies remained along the 

Duero River line from 3 July to 16 July.  Marmont was waiting for the various detachments to 

join him.  By the 7 July, the first of the reinforcements began to arrive, 6,000 infantry and 900 

cavalry and established positions to the left and rear of the French army.39  With a strong 

position on the Duero River, he waited for Bonnet from Asturias, Caffarelli from Biscay, and 

Joseph from Madrid.40  British cavalry was used to reconnoiter the fords along the front and 

observe the French.  The British outpost line extended along the Agaja River on the army’s right 

with Anson’s brigade providing pickets.  Von Alten’s brigade was in the center observing the 

town of Tordesillas, and Bock’s horsemen were at Pollos on the army’s left while cavalry 

headquarters was located at La Seca.  A minor change was made to the organization of two 

brigades: the 11th Light Dragoons was moved into Anson’s brigade, and the 14th Light Dragoons 

transferred to von Alten’s.41  Each brigade rotated a single squadron onto outpost duty each day.  

Several insignificant French probes crossed the river during this period, generally not exceeding 

100 men.42  A minor skirmish developed on the evening of 14 July, and during that night the 

men of the 5th Dragoon Guards prepared for action the next morning because they could observe 

the French camp fires and sentries near the camp.  Upon waking the dragoons were chagrined to 

find a great number of campfires lit and poles stuck into the ground with coats and caps placed 

upon them as decoys while the French force withdrew.43 

As the two opposing armies continued this pattern of probing, D’Urban’s Portuguese 

cavalry brigade began to have an impact.  Wellington originally ordered D’Urban to cross the 

Elsa River to act in the French rear or to cut French communication between Zamora and 

                                                 
37 Both of these reasons were mentioned as possibilities why Wellington halted the action; 
however neither is convincing.  The British forces at the time had a strong cavalry, supported by 
infantry and could have covered the open flank towards the Zapardial while engaging the French 
rear-guard.  Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 176. 
38 “Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal,” National Army Museum, 7706-17-2; Tomkinson, Diary of a 
Cavalry Officer, 176.  
39 Sarramon, Jean, Bataille des Arapiles, 22 Juillet 1812, (Toulouse, 1978), XVIII, 152. 
40 Marmont, Mémoires du Maréchal  Marmont, IV, 221-24. 
41 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 63. 
42 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 177.  
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Benevente.  These actions would add to the general uncertainty of the Allied advance and 

possibly divert some French forces from opposing the Allied army’s main advance.  However, 

those instructions had been rendered obsolete by the rapid Allied advance and the delay in 

assembling the Portuguese brigade.44  D’Urban, therefore, decided to act on Wellington’s intent 

instead of strictly by the letter of his orders.  D’Urban marched his cavalry deeper into the 

French rear. On 8 July the Portuguese cavalry had passed Peñaflor and Portuguese patrols spread 

across the area seeking intelligence and announcing their presence in the French rear.  Soon, 

large dust clouds were reported in the distance.  D’Urban later learned that two French columns 

searching for his elusive force caused those dust clouds.  These were elements of Bonnet’s 

division, searching for D’Urban.45  This fact confirmed the effectiveness of his diversionary role.  

By 15 July Wellington decided that D’Urban’s force had accomplished all that it could, and sent 

orders to D’Urban to rejoin the main army.46 

Wellington learned by 16 July that the French had evacuated Tordesillas and Pollos.  He 

ordered Cotton to send out patrols to confirm this intelligence.  Bock’s heavy brigade received 

orders to reconnoiter from Tordesillas to the right, while Cotton gave orders for an officer’s 

patrol to move from Tordesillas to the left along the river.47  One of Cotton’s aides, Captain 

Arthur Shakespeare, accompanied the patrol on the left that included Major General Ponsonby 

and Colonel William Cathcart.  Approaching Tordesillas, the patrol found that only 250 

Frenchmen defended the town.48  This intelligence seemed to confirm the idea that Marmont was 

on the march and further intelligence appeared to show that the French were moving towards 

Toro in an attempt to cut off the British army from its lines of communication back to Portugal. 

Wellington made preparations to redeploy his army.  Now logistics became Wellington’s 

major concern.  While the lines of wagons and mules could insure the British army a steady flow 

of supplies throughout the year, it also could be a weakness.  Wellington’s army was tied to this 

                                                                                                                                                             
43 “Memoir of a Dragoon,” National Army Museum, 6807-213. 
44 D’Urban refers to his mission as to “execute all the Partizan [sic] annoyances that I can.” 
D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 263. 
45 Sarramon, Bataille des Arapiles, XXIII, 161. 
46 D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 269-71.  
47 Delancey to Cotton, 16 July 1812, National Army Museum, 7507-62-16. 
48 “Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal,” National Army Museum, 7706-17-2.  
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logistical lifeline, and had to protect it whatever the cost.  However, the British incorrectly 

 

Figure 38: Between the Tormes and the Duero. 
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assumed Marmont’s army could find all the nourishment it needed in the surrounding fields.49  

Although Wellington’s intelligence network had told him that the French army was, for all 

intents and purposes, surrounded by the Allied army and Spanish guerrillas and cut off from all 

outside communication, it was believed Marmont’s army could remain in place and wait for 

reinforcements from other parts of Spain to bolster his army.  The very lack of lines of  

communication gave Marmont a freedom of action that Wellington did not possess.50  Movement 

of the French army on 16 July to a location between Toro and San Roman while other units 

crossed at Toro convinced Wellington that Marmont was intent on turning the British left and 

cutting the Allied army off from Salamanca.51 

 
The Rear-Guard Action at Castrejon 

 

That evening, Wellington issued orders for the army to begin to withdraw to the west to 

cover Marmont’s movement on Toro.  The right wing of the army, under Cotton, was to maintain 

the pickets while Anson’s brigade moved to Medina del Campo in order to close on the rest of 

the army.  The Light Division and Fourth Divisions inched closer to Rueda.52  The infantry and 

cavalry were to remain near Rueda until 1:00 p.m. on 17 July, and if no contact were made with 

the French, they were to withdraw and rejoin the main body of the army.53  At 1:00 p.m. on 17 

July, Wellington’s army began movement west, halting near Castrejon for the night.  Intelligence 

                                                 
49 This was, of course, the British view of the French situation.  Marmont complained of the lack 
of substance throughout the campaign.  Marmont to Clarke, 31 July 1812, Mémoires du 
Maréchal Marmont, IV, 432. 
50 Wellington’s letter to Bathurst is clear as to the advantages this lack of lines of communication 
gave to the French as well as the system of foraging which Wellington referred to as “the system 
of organized rapine and plunder.” Wellington to Bathurst, 21 July 1812, Wellington’s 
Dispatches, IX, 294-98. 
51 Wellington to Bathurst, 21 July 1812, ibid., IX, 297. 
52 Wellington to Bathurst, 21 July 1812, ibid., IX, 294.  Wellington’s explanation to Bathurst as 
to why Cotton’s force was left at Castrejon makes little sense.  Wellington wrote that Cotton was 
ordered not to proceed further west “in consequence of my knowledge that the enemy had not 
passed the Duero at Toros, and there was not time to call them in between the hour at which I 
received the intelligence of the whole of the army being at La Nava . . .” Yet it was Cotton’s 
force which discovered they were at La Nava late on 17 June, and orders from Delancey issued 
that day refer to the intelligence received from Cotton which caused the army to halt its 
westward movement. Delancey to Cotton, 17 July 1812, National Army Museum, 7507-62-17. 
53 Delancey to Cotton, 16 July 1812, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 264-65. 
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on the French was incomplete, and based upon a report from Cotton that some French had 

crossed the river at Tordesillas, Wellington ordered Cotton to halt the further withdrawal of the 

cavalry.  The infantry halted in place, and the cavalry marched at 3:00 a.m. the next morning to 

Aleajos to confirm the reports.54  

Before dawn on 18 July, Cotton sent a small patrol from the 16th Light Dragoons to 

conduct a reconnaissance to ascertain how many French troops had crossed the Duero River.55  

Cotton decided to use the Light and Fourth Divisions and Anson’s and von Alten’s brigades to 

drive any French force back in La Nava del Rey.  The 16th Light Dragoon’s patrol had not gotten 

far when it encountered a French cavalry squadron; within a half hour a number of other French 

squadrons from the 15th and 25th Dragoons deployed and pressed the outposts back into 

Castrejon.56 

Soon, both light cavalry brigades were skirmishing with the French cavalry, and the 

British horse artillery opened fire to contest the advance.  The French moved eighteen cannon 

forward, and their heavy fire forced the British back.57  Cotton had, by this time, sent three 

separate messengers to Wellington announcing Marmont’s advance.  Unknown to Cotton, 

Marmont’s entire army had been in close proximity throughout the night.  Seeing only enemy 

cavalry on the plain in front of him, Cotton ordered the cavalry to advance towards the river.  His 

force was drawn up with the Light Division on the right and Fourth Division on the left, but a 

ravine separated the two divisions.  In front of those units were the light cavalry brigades, 

engaged in skirmishing with the French cavalry.  To the north near Allaejos, the brigades of von 

Alten, Bock, and Le Marchant were stationed and within range to support Cotton’s force.58  

Because of the early morning fog, and the manner in which the ground dipped to the east, the 

majority of the French were hidden from Cotton’s view.59 

When Wellington learned of the French forces across the Duero at Tordesillas, he halted 

the movement of the army.  He ordered the Fifth Division to Torrecilla de la Orden, and the 

                                                 
54 Delancey to Cotton, 17 July 1812, National Army Museum, 7507-62-17; “Journal Kept by 
Lieutenant Hough,” Royal United Services Institute, No. 59, (1910): 855. 
55 The patrol consisted of Captain Tomkinson and six men left prior to 4 a.m.  Tomkinson, Diary 
of a Cavalry Officer, 180; “Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal,” National Army Museum, 7706-17-2. 
56 Bourqueney, Historique du 25e Régiment Dragons, 189. 
57 Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal, National Army Museum, 7706-17-2. 
58 Sarramon, Bataille des Arapiles, XXIII, 170. 
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brigades of Le Marchant, Bock and von Alten to join those forces already engaged.60  Cotton’s 

cavalry advanced and skirmished with the hussars and chasseurs of Curto’s cavalry division.61  

They soon became separated from the British infantry by a marshy ravine that ran between the 

two infantry divisions and Castrejon.  By 7:00 a.m. Wellington and Beresford arrived on the 

field to observe the French line, and in the confusion of the action Wellington was nearly 

captured.  While members of Beresford’s staff observed the movement of Ross’s two horse 

artillery guns a small detachment of French cavalry, on the high ground which separated the two 

wings of Cotton’s force, saw the guns and formed to charge.  At that point, the staff officers, 

thinking the guns in danger, ordered the cavalry squadrons supporting the guns to “threes about;” 

this command, given at the wrong time and place was incomprehensible to the British cavalry.  

The French, seizing this opportunity, charged the guns, and the two forces crashed into each 

other in a confused melee.  The body of mixed horsemen carried over the crest of the hill and 

down into the ravine.  Wellington, Beresford, and their staffs where caught up in the melee, and 

had to draw swords to escape.  A counter-charge by squadrons from the 11th and 12th Light 

Dragoons broke the French cavalry, and nearly destroyed the remaining Frenchmen on the hill.62  

As the fighting became more intense, Marmont formed two columns and moved to 

threaten the British left by seizing Alaejos.  The Light and Fourth Division fell back to Torecilla 

de la Orden covered by Anson’s brigade, while Le Marchant and Bock’s brigades moved to the 

left to screen the infantry’s movement.63  By seizing Alaejos, the French had placed themselves 

on the left flank and almost to the rear of part of Cotton’s force still at Castrejon.  The British 

and French, in columns, marched west, at times less than 400 yards from each other.64  Between 

the two infantry forces covering the British withdrawal was Bock’s heavy brigade with the other 

cavalry units covering his flanks.  This race by the two forces continued for nearly ten miles as 

they approached the Guarena River.  The day was hot and dusty; neither force had been able to 

                                                                                                                                                             
59 Napier, Peninsular War, IV, 253-4. 
60 Wellington to Bathurst, 21 July 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 294-95. 
61 Marmont called Curto “a general with very little merit on the field of battle.” Marmont, Mémoires 
de Maréchal  Marmont, IV, 139. 
62 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 181; Napier, Peninsular War, IV, 255.  
63 Massey to his brother, 4 August 1812, National Army Museum, 7804-14; Tomkinson, Diary 
of a Cavalry Officer, 181. 
64 Napier describes the distance as “at only a half-musket shot from each other.” Napier, 
Peninsular War, IV, 256. 
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locate any shelter because of the combat.  As the British infantry approached the river, soldiers 

of the Fourth Division rushed down to the banks to drink and the French deployed forty guns and 

began to fire on the compact mass of men in the river.65 

Trying to take advantage of the confusion in the streambed, Marmont ordered General 

Bertrand Clauzel’s column to advance across the Guarena near Castrillo.  It consisted of General 

Carrie’s brigade, the 15th and 25th Dragoons, supported by an infantry column.  Von Alten, the 

nearest cavalry brigade, mistakenly allowed the French cavalry to cross the stream and form on 

the western bank.  To compound his mistake, von Alten’s cavalry immediately charged the 

French cavalry; delivered in a piecemeal fashion by squadrons von Alten never massed his full 

force against the French, but gained only a limited advantage.  The wounded French brigade 

commander, Carrie was captured along with ninety-four soldiers.66  The French battalion 

supporting Carrie’s advanced and von Alten’s brigade was forced to fall back.  At that moment 

the British 3rd Dragoons came up on the left flank of the French, so von Alten wheeled his 

squadrons about and charged.  Supported with a charge by 27th and 40th Foot of the Fourth 

Division, the French attempt to cross Guarena was repulsed.  In addition, the final cavalry charge 

captured more prisoners, resulting in a total of 240 for the action at the Guarena.67 

By crossing the Guarena, the Wellington’s right wing joined with the remainder of the 

army, and formed a strong position from Castrillo to Tarazona.  Meanwhile, the rear guard action 

at Castrejon was well handled and should have added to Cotton’s reputation.  His handling of a 

large mixed force in the face of superior numbers was well executed, and the order and discipline 

of the force maintained throughout.  Marmont felt that if he had had cavalry equal in numbers 

                                                 
65 Numerous participants mention the heat and lack of water: “Our poor infantry, exposed to the 
rays of a scorching sun, their tongues cleaving to the roofs of their mouths, and sinking with 
fatigue, no sooner perceived the banks of the river than they rushed into the stream regardless of 
order. . .” “Memoir of a Dragoon,” National Army Museum, 6807-213.  Also see “Arthur 
Shakespeare’s Journal,” National Army Museum, 7706-17-2. 
66 The British losses, not severe, were however more than they had lost over the past few weeks 
doing picket duty, a fact that demonstrates just how fragile cavalry can be when committed to 
shock effect. The French number of captured again reflects the poor state of the French mounts, 
because only one lieutenant from the two cavalry regiments involved was wounded.  Martinien, 
Officers tués et blesses, 565; “Journal of Lieutenant Hough,” Royal United Services Institute, 
No. 59, (1910): 855; Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 65. 
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and quality to the British he could have destroyed the two British infantry divisions.68 Yet 

Wellington’s praise was faint, if it could even be called praise.  In his letter to Bathurst, Cotton’s 

role at Castrejon was described in a single sentence: “The enemy attacked the troops at Castrejon 

at the dawn of the 18th, and Sir Stapleton Cotton maintained the post without suffering any loss 

till the cavalry had joined him.”69 

Obviously, Cotton’s role had been much more than Wellington acknowledged.  For 

nearly three hours, Cotton had engaged the advanced guard of Marmont’s force that had 

surprised and gained advantage over the British.  After Wellington’s arrival and the 

reinforcement of three additional cavalry brigades, Cotton’s force was able to compete with the 

French, even after being outflanked and marching for nearly ten miles until they were reinforced 

by the rest of the Allied Army along the Guarena.  Cotton’s success played down still another 

aspect of the day’s fighting--Wellington had been out-maneuvered by Marmont.  By forced 

marches from Toro to Tordesillas, Marmont had rapidly put his army into a position to 

concentrate against Wellington and wait for Joseph to reinforce him.  Marmont’s plan had 

disrupted the Allied Army.  If the French had been able to push more aggressively in the 

morning, a portion of Cotton’s rear-guard may have been defeated before Wellington could have 

concentrate his army.  Wellington’s faint praise of Cotton ignored the actions of the day that did 

not appear flattering to him or his staff. 

The operations of 18 July, while carried out under hot and stifling conditions, did not 

materially affect the condition of either army.  British losses totaled less than 550 men--95 

killed, 393 wounded, and 54 taken prisoner.  The French were estimated at less than 800.70  Both 

armies were in close proximity in favorable positions.  The French were intent on remaining 

passively in position the remainder of 18 July and the morning of 19 July due to the two days of 

hard marching in the hot and humid weather.  Wellington continued his strategy of allowing the 

French to maneuver and then react to Marmont’s action, so the two days passed quietly until the 

                                                                                                                                                             
67 “Journal of Sergeant Stephenson,” National Army Museum, 6807-215; “Arthur Shakespeare’s 
Journal,” National Army Museum, 7706-17-2; Wellington to Bathurst, 21 July 1812, 
Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 295. 
68 Marmont to Clarke, 31 July 1812, Mémoires du Maréchal Marmont, IV, 439-40. 
69 Wellington to Bathurst, 21 July 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 295. 
70 The British figures come from Wellington to Bathurst, 21 July 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, 
IX, 298 while the French are from Napier, Peninsular War, IV, 257. 
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afternoon of 19 July.  In the late afternoon Marmont began massing his army near the village of 

Tarazona and Wellington countered by strengthening the Allied Army’s right around Vallesa and 

El Olmo.  The Light Division was posted in front of the army observing the French.  This minor 

repositioning seemed to mark the end of the day’s activities.  Marmont’s troops were quietly 

lighting fires and posting pickets for the evening. However this rest was short lived.  Arriving at 

the front to check the outposts, Cotton observed a group of French officers in advance of the 

French positions.  Captain Ross’s battery of horse artillery was camped nearby and Cotton 

ordered the six six-pounders to fire at this advanced group.  But Cotton could not have foreseen 

the French response.  By Ross’s second volley, twelve French eight pounders were in action 

against the British horse artillery.71  This unequal cannonade forced the Light Division to 

withdraw from the edge of the hill to escape the French fire and the British horse artillery rapidly 

moved off.72   

Before dawn on 20 July the French were again on the move.  Marmont’s army marched 

south along the Guarena, then crossed at Cantalapiedra and seized the heights above the river.  

This movement, paralleled by Wellington, kept the two forces in close proximity for a battle.  

The day was overcast which was fortunate for the troops on both sides. The French had marched 

ten miles and the British eight by nightfall, a pace that exhausted the troops due to the 

requirement to maintain readiness for a major battle.73  This movement threatened the British 

flank again, and Wellington moved the Sixth Division and Anson’s light brigade west to the 

Tormes River at Aldea Lengua to prepare a position for the rest of the army.74  

The sight of the two armies, less than one half mile apart in open ground was called “a 

beautiful sight” by spectators yet the agility of the French soldiers allowed Marmont to again 

flank Wellington’s position and force his withdrawal towards Salamanca.75  The opposing 

infantry were so near that numerous times the French unlimbered a few guns and fired at the 

                                                 
71 Major Buell’s battery also was involved in the cannonade that set fire to a French tumbrel 
before the heavy return fire forced the British to withdraw.  However, the waste of ammunition 
and possibility of casualties without any concrete objective made no contribution to the outcome 
of the campaign.  “Journal of Captain William Smith,” National Army Museum, 6807-52. 
72 Napier notes that Cotton’s action “shows the folly of provoking useless combat.”  Napier, 
Peninsular War, IV, 259; Cotton, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 270-71. 
73 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 183.  
74 Wellington to Bathurst, 21 July 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 296. 
75 “Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal,” National Army Museum, 7706-17-2. 
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Allied troops to provoke a fight.  Wellington’s troops ignored the provocation and continued 

their march.  The close proximity of the two armies in open and rolling terrain required the close 

integration of cavalry formations.  All of the allied cavalry was employed in protecting the flanks 

of the marching columns though the employment of D’Urban’s recently arrived Portuguese 

brigade was not effectively handled.  D’Urban had been ordered, almost as an afterthought, to 

the far right of the British line near Pobeda but before this could be completed, the brigade was 

ordered to retrace its route and occupy the far left at El Elmo.76  The result was the needless 

tiring of men and horses which proper staff work could have avoided. 

Both army commanders had spent the past week searching for weakness in their 

opponent’s army.  The near proximity to the French army had called for the British and 

Portuguese cavalry to conduct an aggressive and effective screening mission.  So far in the 

campaign, they had performed that duty well.  Their results were assisted by poor performance 

of the French cavalry leaders, poor physical condition of the French horses, and the overall 

discrepancy in numbers between the British and French cavalry.  These favorable conditions 

might not continue as French reinforcements from other parts of Spain moved to succor 

Marmont and the demands of campaign wore on the British mounts.  

                                                 
76 D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 272. 
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CHAPTER 15 
 

THE BATTLE OF SALAMANCA 
 

“My God Cotton, . . . the day is yours!  I never saw anything more beautiful in my 
life!”1 

 
The second and third weeks of July 1812 had been one of maneuvering for a position of 

advantage for both the Allied and French armies.  Neither had made an egregious mistake that 

the other could capitalize upon; the two commanders had maneuvered their armies too 

effectively for a simple mistake to be seized on.  In the early evening of 21 July, the Allied army 

again occupied their former positions of Christoval on the north of the bend of the Tormes River.  

The next morning two British erroneous assumptions placed Wellington’s army in an awkward 

position.  The first was made by Wellington himself.  Assuming the French would not cross the 

river, the fords at Huerta were left unguarded.  Wellington believed the Spanish garrison at the 

castle of Alba de Tormes would guard his right flank; unknown to him, the garrison was 

withdrawn by Carlos d’España and Marmont placed a French garrison there.2   

With the Allied right flank unguarded, Marmont passed all of his army across the Tormes 

that evening, and took up a position in a body of woods near Calvarrasa de Arriba.  Farther 

north, Wellington’s army also crossed the river that night and left the Third Division and 

D’Urban’s Portuguese cavalry on the right bank in case Marmont attempted a surprise march 

back across the river.3  Nightfall that evening was a welcome respite for conditions were harsh.  

Lieutenant Massey wrote “we have had the most harassing and disagreeable work I have ever 

                       

1 Wellington’s comment to Cotton on the charge of the Le Marchant’s heavy brigade at 
Salamanca. Cotton, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 275. 
2 Napier, History of the Peninsula War, IV, 261-2; Marmont to Clark, 31 July 1812, Mémoires 
du Maréchal Marmont, IV, 443.  
3 D’Urban took over responsibility for the pickets at Morisco and Castellanos from Anson’s 
brigade and maintained a reserve of two squadrons at Cabrerizos.  D’Urban, The Peninsular 
Journal, 273; Napier, History of the Peninsula War, IV, 262. 
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experienced--exposed in the daytime to a broiling sun with no shelter and sleeping at night under 

the canopy of heaven.”4   

Three days rations were issued on 21 July to several regiments with orders to cook them 

immediately, but before the meat could be boiled the regiments were forced to move to new 

positions because of the French crossing of the Tormes.5  The 5th Dragoon Guards had already 

been without rations for two and a half days and had thrown away their partly cooked rations.  

The cavalrymen expected no more at least until the next day.  The canopy of heaven that Massey 

mentioned offered no protection from the storm that struck the two opposing armies that night.  

Because of the open terrain and expectation of a general battle, horses were kept harnessed.  

Cavalry regiments slept in ranks, with their horses tied to picket lines and their riders sleeping in 

front of their hoofs.  As darkness fell, the clouds looked threatening and filled with rain.6  The 

storm broke soon after dark.  The Light Division, in the process of crossing the ford at Santa 

Marta when the storm hit, continued to move forward despite the lighting.7  For the 5th Dragoon 

Guards bivouacked nearby, the night was worse.  Lightening bolts struck among the regiment 

frightening the horses, which pulled down the picket lines and ran off into the darkness.  The 

regiment got little sleep for the remainder of the night as they tried to retrieve their horses and 

tended to the men injured in the stampede.8 

At first light, the Allied army was deployed perpendicular to the Tormes in positions 

ranging from Santa Marta in the north to the low ground near the village of Los Arapiles in the 

south.  Major General von Alten’s brigade was forward near Calavarasso de Abaxo to maintain 

contact with the French in the woods nearby.  Skirmishing started near daylight between the 1st 
                       
4 Massey did not like being a junior officer, a complaint common among junior officers today: 
“Our manner of living is not so good as that of an English country gentleman- indeed I am really 
tired of this most ungentleman like-life for a subaltern’s situation is remarkably disagreeable. All 
parties conspire to annoy us.  I wish I could get a troop-I should be much more comfortable.” 
Massey to his Brother, 20 July 1812, National Army Museum 7804-14.   
5 “Memoir of a Dragoon,” National Army Museum 6807-213. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Napier, History of the Peninsula War, IV, 262. 
8 Eighteen men in the regiment were injured, and thirty-one horses were still missing at 
daybreak.  Other cavalry regiments had similar experiences that night, but the 5th Dragoon 
Guards had the worst.  Lieutenant Colonel Dalbiac of the 4th Dragoons, accompanied by his wife 
on this campaign, carried her to a gun carriage for safety; he had just placed her underneath and 
joined her when the stampede reached them.  Both were saved from injury. Tomkinson, Diary of 
a Cavalry Officer, 185; “Memoir of a Dragoon,” National Army Museum, 6807-213; “Journal of 
Captain William Smith,” National Army Museum, 6807-52. 
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Hussars and French 25th Dragoons.9  Von Alten, in the front with his skirmishers, was seriously 

wounded just after 8:00 a.m. and command of the brigade passed to Lieutenant-Colonel 

 

Figure 39: Salamanca: Troop Locations Between 0900-1100. 

                       

9 Beamish, King’s German Legion, I, 70; Bourqueney, Historique du 25e Régiment de Dragons, 
190. 
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Arentschildt of the 1st Hussars.10  The French brought up infantry and artillery, so the British 

cavalry brigade was forced to withdraw leaving the skirmishing to the light infantry of the 

Seventh Division.  Von Alten’s brigade now divided.  Two squadrons of the 14th Light Dragoons 

remained in the north, while the remainder of the brigade rode to the right of the Allied line near 

Las Torres.11  The tempo and size of the engagements continued to increase.  Marmont’s force 

began a heavy cannonade on the north end of the Allied line and French troops marched to the 

southwest lead by the entire French light cavalry.12  This movement again threatened 

Wellington’s communications with Portugal.  The occupation of the hill of Greater Arapiles in 

the late morning by the French forced Wellington to change the orientation of the Allied army; 

he ordered the First Division to seize Lesser Arapiles.  All indicated that Marmont planned to 

turn the right flank, so the Third Division and D’Urban’s Portuguese brigade crossed the Tormes 

and formed on the left of the army near Aldea Tejada.13  By noon, the rumors were circulating 

through the Allied army that Wellington would again order a withdrawal of the army that night.14 

Marmont’s column continued to march to the west throughout the afternoon.  The 

placement of Curto’s cavalry in the south of General Jean-Guillaume-Barthélemy Thomières’s 

division would allow them to protect the army’s flank once they arrived at the plateau the British 

forces occupied.15  Bonnet’s division protected the other flank of the army at the Grand Arapiles 

as the divisions of Thomières, Maucune, and then Clauzel moved west, screened from British 

sight by the El Sierro ridge.16  Light troops of the Seventh Division and Pack’s brigade still 

fought against the French in Nuestra Señora de la Pena on the left; but Marmont’s maneuvering 

                       
10 Alten’s wound was a musket ball in the thigh that caused a great loss of blood.  He was the 
first of three cavalry generals to be seriously wounded during the battle. Beamish, King’s 
German Legion, I, 70. 
11 Beamish, King’s German Legion, I, 71. 
12 Marmont to Clarke, 31 July 1812, Mémoires du Maréchal Marmont, IV, 444.  With the entire 
French light cavalry committed to covering the lead division’s advance, and the Dragoon 
division skirmishing and protecting the right of the army, no cavalry was left to screen the 
French flanks.  
13 Wellington to Bathurst, 24 July 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 300-1; D’Urban, The 
Peninsular Journal, 274. 
14 Tomkinson wrote at mid-day that “It was now said that we should retreat during the night . . .” 
Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 185. 
15 General of Brigade Jean-Guillaume-Barthélemy Thomières was in provisional command of 
Souham’s division. Sarramon, Jean, La Bataille des Arapiles (22 Juillet 1812), Toulouse, 1978) 
203-04. 
16 Ibid., 204. 
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had spread out his army. The French divisions in the west had become dangerously separated 

from the center and out of supporting distance.  Dust clouds to the northwest seemed to show 

Wellington’s force, hidden from French view by a low ridge, retiring to the west. 

To the French, the day appeared to be another day of marching to threaten a foe that was 

already retiring on their lines of communication to the west.  In reality, the dust clouds observed 

by the French was the redeploying of the Third Division, D’Urban’s brigade, and a portion of 

von Alten’s brigade.  Wellington’s army was nearby and massed for battle.  It was due to this 

poor intelligence that Marmont’s columns had increased their rate of march and started to 

separate as they began what appeared to be another pursuit.  The British intelligence on the 

French was also unclear so a reconnoitering party was ordered to advance south of the Arapiles.  

A squadron of the 5th Dragoon Guards advanced less than half the distance to the woods that 

sheltered the French columns when French batteries opened fire.  The squadron rapidly withdrew 

and rejoined their brigade.17  The French were alternating the movement of their divisions 

westward—one would halt and protect the flank while the next took the lead.  Maucune’s 

division, covered by the divisional artillery, was the force the 5th Dragoons Guards encountered.  

As Maucune’s division provided security between the Grand Arapiles and the village of Los 

Arapiles, Thomières moved behind them and continued to the west.18 

Wellington on Lesser Arapiles observed the unsupported French columns and personally 

ordered the Third Division, temporarily commanded by his brother-in-law, Edward Pakenham, to 

attack the French left flank.  The Fourth and Fifth Division, supported by the heavy cavalry were 

ordered to attack the French center.19  By 4:00 p.m. the Allied army began to advance.  The 

Third Division attacked the French left which was Thomières division advancing in column.  

Thomières’s lead brigade of infantry deployed to delay the Third Division so more French 

infantry could be brought forward.  Pakenham overcame the lead brigade and his division drove 

the French over the hill.20  

                       

17 “Memoir of a Dragoon,” National Army Museum 6807-213. 
18 Sarramon, La Bataille des Arapiles, 207. 
19 Wellington to Bathurst, 24 July 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 302-03. 
20 United Services Journal, “The Heavy Cavalry at Salamanca,” (November 1833): 353. 
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Figure 40: Salamanca: Critical Moment. 

 

D’Urban deployed three squadrons of the 1st Portuguese dragoons to attack Thomières advanced 

guard of light infantry. To maintain the momentum of the attack by his cavalry, D’Urban 

deployed the 11th Portuguese and two squadrons of the 14th Light Dragoons that had arrived at 

his position.  French surprise as the cavalry charged was nearly total; the infantry did not have 

time to form square and were dispersed.  The charge then engaged the 101st Ligne in the flank, 

and threw them into confusion.21  Arentschildt’s brigade, now at full strength since the two 

squadrons on the Allied left had arrived, attacked six or seven French squadrons from Curto’s 

light cavalry that had threatened Pakenham’s attack.  A brigade of chasseurs, lead by Colonel 

Desfossés of the 22nd Chasseurs, arrived near the point of the breach in the French line, to the 

left of the French infantry.  Seeing the Third Division formed and heading for the French 

position, and Arentschildt’s brigade threatening their flank, Desfossés hesitated and awaited the 

British charge.22  Thrown back by Arentschildt’s charge, the French cavalry retreated until they 

rallied upon another body of cavalry and again charged the Third Division.  Forced back in 

                       

21 Sarramon, La Bataille des Arapiles, 215-16. 
22 Ibid., 217. 
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disorder by musket volleys, the French cavalry was then charged by the 1st Hussars supported by 

the 14th Light Dragoons and D’Urban’s Portuguese brigade in a second line.  This charge broke 

the French cavalry and it fled east with the British light horse in pursuit.23  

The 11th and 16th Light Dragoons from Anson’s brigade had also been ordered from 

behind the Allied line to support Leith’s advance in the center.  As the Third Division’s attack 

developed on the right, the Fourth and Fifth Divisions advanced against the French center near 

the Arapiles.  Cotton was moving cavalry brigades to the Allied left all afternoon; he was also 

given discretionary orders to charge if an opportunity arose.  Arrayed between the Third Division 

on the left and the Fifth Division in the center were two brigades: Le Marchant’s heavy dragoons 

and a second line of George Anson’s brigade.24  With the success of the Third Division’s attack 

and the horsemen of D’Urban’s and Arentschildt’s brigades routing the French cavalry, Cotton 

felt the time right for a charge of heavy cavalry.  He ordered Le Marchant’s heavy brigade 

forward.  Cotton’s initial orders to Le Marchant were unclear.  From the brigade’s position in 

low ground, Le Marchant could not see the French and he asked Cotton in which direction his 

brigade should orient.  Cotton lost his temper at this seemingly obvious question and some time 

was wasted as the two had a heated discussion before Le Marchant ordered the brigade 

forward.25   

                       
23 The actions of Alten’s brigade were entirely overlooked by Wellington in his official dispatch. 
Arentschildt, commanding because of Alten’s wound, forwarded his report the next day to 
Cotton, but because of Cotton’s condition the report was never forwarded. Wellington appears to 
have observed the two squadrons of Lieutenant Colonel Hervey’s 14th Light Dragoons march to 
the left as it rejoined its brigade because it was the only cavalry from that brigade mentioned in 
the dispatch of the battle.  In fact, engaged on the left was D’Urban’s Portuguese brigade, the 1st 
Hussars of the King’s German Legion and 14th Light Dragoons from Alten’s brigade and 11th 
Light Dragoons from Anson’s brigade.  Arentschildt to Wellington, 19 August 1812, (forwarding 
the report of 23 July 1812) WP 1/349 folder 5. 
24 There were a total of five regiments from two brigades.  In the first line were the 5th Dragoon 
Guards and 4th Dragoons of Le Marchant’s brigade supported by the 3rd Dragoons.  Behind this 
was the 11th and 16th Light Dragoons of Anson’s brigade.  
25 Cotton’s memoir is the authority for the heated discussion that took place.  The only other 
mention of this incident is in Tomkinson’s Diary of a Cavalry Officer, which has a very ciphered 
reference: “(Circumstances that occurred with General Le Marchant previous to the attack of the 
enemy, and his feelings on the occasion.).”  Participants mention that Wellington personally gave 
orders to Pakenham and Leith to advance and sent his aides Captain Belskes and Dowson to the 
other parts of the line to communicate his timing of the attack.  It is doubtful whether Wellington 
personally ordered Le Marchant to advance as mentioned in some secondary accounts.  Cotton’s 
role as the conduit of information and orders seems more logical and in keeping with 
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Moving west to support Thomières’s advance was a brigade from Maucune’s division 

consisting of the 15th and 66th Ligne.  Moving along a ridge that was oriented southeast to 

northwest, the two regiments were deployed in line to face Pakenham’s division advancing along 

the ridge from the northwest.26  Three regiments of dragoons crested the low plateau and saw the 

French brigade facing the Third Division’s attack.  Surprised by the sudden appearance of 

cavalry on their flank and formed in line to face infantry, the French rapidly lost their cohesion.  

The first regiment in the path of the heavy brigade was the 66th Ligne.  The three battalions of the 

66th Ligne were formed in a column of half-battalions or six lines of infantry.27  Behind the 66th 

the regiments of the French 6th Division marched to support Thomières.  The surprised 66th never 

had a chance to form square.  They fired an ineffectual volley and were soon trampled under by 

Le Marchant’s lead two regiments, the 5th Dragoon Guards and the 4th Dragoons.28  A squadron 

of the 4th Dragoons was detailed to collect prisoners as the brigade began to bear down upon the 

next French infantry unit- 600 men of the 15th Ligne.  Again the cavalry charged and although 

the French fire was more effective and caused some casualties, the resistance was again quickly 

broken and the infantry threw down their arms.29 

Le Marchant’s brigade entered the woods that had sheltered parts of Marmont’s army 

from observation.  Under the canopy of the trees the ground was clear and allowed movement by 

men on horseback.  This additional impediment of the trees combined with the distance covered 

caused confusion in the British formations.  All three regiments of Le Marchant’s brigade were 

intermingled and command and control was difficult.  As the brigade encountered the more 

challenging terrain under the trees, it came upon the 22nd Ligne, which of all the French 

regiments in Le Marchant’s path had the best order and cohesion.  The 22nd held their fire until 

the dragoons got within ten yards, and then fired a volley.  This point blank fire caused the 

                                                                        

Wellington’s command methods and is supported by the account in “Memoir of a Dragoon” 
which states that the remaining cavalry was in the center under the command of Cotton.  Cotton, 
Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 274; Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 187; “Memoir of a 
Dragoon,” National Army Museum 6807-213; Leith-Hay, A Narrative of the Peninsular War, 
257-59. 
26 Sarramon, La Bataille des Arapiles, 221. 
27 United Services Journal, “The Heavy Cavalry at Salamanca,” (November 1833):352. 
28 Thoumine, Scientific Soldier, 193.  The formation of the 66th Ligne in six lines effectively 
masked the fire of at least four of those lines from the lead British regiments, a fact which would 
account for the ineffectiveness of their initial volleys. 
29 United Services Journal, “The Heavy Cavalry at Salamanca,” (November 1833): 352 
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majority of the casualties in the brigade that day.  Despite the shock of this volley, Le 

Marchant’s men crashed through the 22nd and sabered them among the trees.  All cohesion in the 

British ranks was gone.  A portion of the heavy dragoons drove the fleeing French infantry 

through the woods forcing them to exit on the far side.  Unfortunately for the hapless French 

infantry of the 22nd Ligne, waiting on the far side of the woods was D’Urban’s Portuguese 

brigade that was moving to the southern flank of Pakenham’s attack.  D’Urban’s brigade had hit 

the French 3rd Hussars from Curto’s division; the 1st Hussar’s of the King’s German Legion had 

charged but had been driven back in disorder.  Only the timely intervention of the 14th Light 

Dragoons dispersed the remainder of Curto’s cavalry and allowed D’Urban’s brigade to arrive 

south of the woods when the 22nd Ligne poured out.30  As a result, the 22nd Ligne ran into the 

path of D’Urban’s brigade, so men continued the attack started by Le Marchant’s brigade.31   

As Le Marchant’s brigade broke through the Maucune’s Division, Cotton arrived at the 

head of the uncommitted British cavalry.  Cotton ordered the reserve to exploit the success 

started by the heavy brigade.32  Le Marchant was reforming his line when the lead elements of 

the French division of Taupin arrived.  This consisted of the 17th Léger and 65th Ligne still 

formed in column. The French brigade began to from into squares, and Le Marchant abandoned 

his attempt to reform his brigade and charged.  The heavy cavalry hit the French in the act of 

forming their square, and took advantage of the confusion to disperse the infantry.33   Soon they 

were fleeing to the woods as a refuge from the attack of Le Marchant and elements of Anson’s 

brigades.34 It was during these final moments of the heavy brigade’s attack that a musket ball 

passed through Le Marchant’s groin and severed his spinal cord.35  He was the second cavalry 

general officer wounded that day.  As the reserve cavalry charged, Wellington arrived at 

Cotton’s position.  Showing uncharacteristic excitement, Wellington exclaimed “By God, 

Cotton, I never saw anything more beautiful in my life!—the day is yours!”36   In the forty-five 

minutes since the first charge, the French position was becoming untenable.  With the failure of 
                       

30 Sarramon, La Bataille des Arapiles, 221. 
31 D’Urban wrote that his brigade was surprised to suddenly find French infantry fleeing through 
the woods into the front of his brigade.  They were being driven by Le Marchant’s scattered 
dragoons.  D’Urban as cited in Oman, Peninsular War, V, 453. 
32 Thoumine, Scientific Soldier, 195. 
33 Sarramon, La Bataille des Arapiles, 222-23. 
34 Ibid., 224. 
35 Thoumine, Scientific Soldier, 195. 
36 Cotton, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 275. 
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the French attack in the center of the Allied line and the destruction of Maucune’s division on the 

left, the conclusion of the battle seemed no longer in doubt. 

Despite the virtual destruction of the left wing of the French army, the French tried to 

rally and for a time the outcome did not appear to be decided. Clauzel, now in command after the 

wounding of first Marmont, and then his replacement Bonnet, attempted to save the day.  By 

6:00 p.m. Ferey’s division was placed behind Bonnet’s division, and Boyer’s dragoon division; 

the divisions of Brennier and Sarrut attacked.  Pack’s division attack on the Greater Arapiles was 

driven back, leaving the British Fourth and Fifth Divisions unprotected on their eastern flank.  

Only Beresford and Wellington sending reserves to the section of the British front stabilized the 

line.37  A charge by the Sixth Division halted the French advance, and the French fell back across 

the front and took up a second position near the Ariba streambed by 7:30 p.m. 

Night was falling and the French situation seemed desperate.  Ferey formed a rear-guard 

on the Alba Road, while Foy’s division created the new line on the French right.  Wellington 

ordered Cotton to collect the cavalry available and continue the pursuit.38  But Cotton had few 

forces that he could immediately commit.  With Le Marchant dead, Frederick Ponsonby began to 

reorganize after the charge of the heavy brigade.  Arentschildt’s brigade and D’Urban’s 

Portuguese brigade had both played key roles in the battle and their horses were exhausted.  

Bock’s heavy dragoons of King’s German Legion were uncommitted in the northern end of the 

battlefield but required time to be brought forward.  Only Anson’s brigade, the 11th and 16th 

Light Dragoons, could immediately pursue Clauzel’s forces.   

The opportunity existed for the destruction of the French army.  With a river to their rear, 

few divisions capable of an effective defense, the French army was in a dire situation.  Yet the 

British pursuit was not effective as a result of a number of false assumptions and the continued 

delays in reforming the British cavalry after a charge.  The first incorrect assumption proved to 

be the direction of the French retreat.  Because Alba de Tormes was thought to be still held by 

Spanish troops, the French army was expected to retreat along the main road between Salamanca 

and Valladolid.  The cavalry was ordered to the left of the Allied army, close to the main road.  

This was the location where the cavalry had begun the battle that morning-- in other words 

                       

37 Marindin, Salamanca Campaign, 35-36. 
38 Cotton, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 276. 
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massing towards the crossing of Huerta.39  The British First Division, Light Division and part of 

the Fourth Division formed the infantry pursuit towards Huerta and Cotton moved north with 

Anson’s brigade to maintain pressure on the French.40 

The remainder of the Fourth Division, the Third, Sixth, and Seventh Divisions pursued 

the French towards Alba de Tormes, but without cavalry in support since Anson’s brigade was 

committed in the north.  After heavy fighting all day, the Sixth Division moved less than a half-

mile forward before halting for the night.41  In the north, the pursuit also ceased as darkness fell.  

Cavalry pickets were posted across the front of the army with Anson’s brigade in the north and 

center of the allied position.  Around midnight Cotton and an orderly were checking the pickets 

when challenged by two Portuguese sentries.  Cotton failed to respond and the sentries fired 

wounding both men.   Cotton was wounded in the left arm; the bullet shattered the bone.  Cotton 

rode to Calvarisza de Bajo were he was placed in a pig trough to await treatment.  The surgeon 

of the 14th Light Dragoons, the first to treat the cavalry commander, recommended immediate 

amputation but Cotton refused until he got a second opinion.  The next day his wound was 

examined by the army’s chief medical officer, Dr. James McGregor, who agreed with Cotton 

that the arm might be saved and ordered Cotton transported to Salamanca.42 

The British pursuit had been ineffective during the night after the battle.  Now due to 

Cotton’s wound, a further delay in organizing the cavalry for the next morning took place.  As 

daylight came, the pursuit was resumed but the dispositions of the cavalry had not been 

completed that night.  Bock of the King’s German Legion was now the senior cavalry officer and 

took command of the First Cavalry Division, but it took time until he could grasp the full 

situation and organize the cavalry.   The loss of other key leaders also contributed to the delay.  

Victor von Alten was badly wounded, and his brigade was commanded by Arentschildt while the 

death of Le Marchant had elevated Ponsonby to brigade command.  Colonel Elley, Adjutant 

General of the Cavalry had also been wounded during the battle; with both the commander and 
                       

39 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 187. 
40 Marindin, Salamanca Campaign, 36. 
41 Oman, Peninsular War, V, 466. 
42 Cotton, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 277.  Oman in his history seems to misread the comment 
by Tomkinson concerning the movement of Anson’s brigade that night.  Anson’s brigade moved 
to the left, or north of the Allied army.  There was some cavalry pursuit, but it was all towards 
Huerta.   This is confirmed not only by Tomkinson’s comment that some cavalry rode that night 
to the ford at Santa Marta, but also by Cotton’s wounding in front of the picket’s near Calvarilsa 
de Abaixo, towards Huerta.   
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the adjutant general wounded, dispositions for the cavalry regiments were confused.  The last 

instructions received by the brigades were to return to their encampments prior to the battle.  

Some units either never got the order or ignored it because they were so disorganized.43 

Numerous other incidents of poor staff work hampered an effective pursuit.  The 11th 

Light Dragoons were ordered to picket an area already covered by the 1st Hussars of the King’s 

German Legion.  The next day one squadron of the 14th Light Dragoons were left without orders 

and participated in pursuit on their own accord.44  The condition of the men hindered an effective 

pursuit.  In Bock and Anson’s brigades, the two units able to pursue on 23 July, had less than 

1,600 men available. Because of wounds and detachments, Anson’s brigade had less than 800 

men in the saddle while Bock’s brigade only 771.45  This was despite the fact that Bock’s brigade 

had not been engaged on 22 July. But casualties from the battle were not the main cause for these 

low numbers.  Even in the regiments who fought in the general action, the losses had been 

amazingly light, considering the number of engagements fought. Of 3,543 sabers, only 136 were 

killed, wounded, or missing on the 22nd.46  The physical condition of the soldiers was therefore 

the major reason so few men were able to pursue on 23 July.  The constant marching in which 

the cavalry covered the exposed flanks of the army left many of the troops physically exhausted.  

One dragoon of the 5th Dragoon Guards wrote that “many of our men when they dismounted 

were scarcely able to stand, so stiff and chaffed were they from being such a length of time on 

horseback, the poor horses also were terribly galled and completely knocked up.47  Due to the 

troops’ exhaustion and confused staff work, the French commanders were withdrawing and 

gaining time for their units while the opportunity to destroy a French army slipped away. 

 
Garcia Hernandez 

 
Wellington learned that the castle at Alba de Tormes was undefended and knew that the 

majority of Clauzel’s force had crossed the Tormes by early morning.  The troops available for 

pursuit on 23 July were in the wrong location to be immediately effective.  Instead of pushing a 

                       

43 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 187. 
44 “Journal of William Smith,” National Army Museum 6807-52. 
45 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 190. 
46 In fact Massey of the 3rd Dragoons mentioned that the artillery fire which the regiment had to 
endured since first light on the 22nd was worse than participating in the charge by Le Marchant’s 
brigade.  Massey to his brother, 4 August 1812, National Army Museum 7804-14. 
47 “Memoir of a Dragoon,” National Army Museum 6807-213. 
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defeated foe against an unfordable river, by first light the French had had nearly twelve hours to 

withdraw unhampered by the British.  The brigades of Anson and Bock met near the ford of 

Huerta but were delayed by the crossing of the First and Light Divisions.  Not until nearly 8:00 

a.m. did the cavalry begin to cross.48 

Crossing at Alba de Tormes, the French retreated along three roads that headed east from 

the area with the majority of the army retreating towards Peñaranda.49  Once across the river, 

both British cavalry brigades passed the British infantry and moved east towards Garcia 

Hernandez to once again maintain pressure on the French retreat.  Seven miles from the Tormes, 

Anson’s lead squadrons came across the rear-guard of Foy’s division supported by brigades from 

General Jean-Baptiste Curto and General Pierre-François Boyer’s divisions.50  Because a stream 

limited movement to a single road, the British cavalry adopted a formation only three wide that 

strung out the column.  The ground along the valley was flat and open, but at the small village of 

Garcia Hernandez the La Serna ridge rose 100 feet above the river valley.  Anson’s brigade led 

the pursuit, closely followed by Bock’s heavy dragoons.  Wellington accompanied Anson’s 

brigade.  Near Garcia Hernandez, the French rear-guard was deployed.  Boyer’s cavalry 

occupied the low ground, with the infantry of Foy’s division on the high ground to the north.  

Because of the folds of the ridge the French infantry and supporting guns were hidden from the 

British view.  Seeing only cavalry in the path, Wellington ordered Anson to drive them off.  Two 

squadrons from the 11th and two from the 16th Light Dragoons charged.51  

Bock’s brigade advanced to support Anson’s.  Colonel May, Wellington’s aide to camp, 

brought orders for Bock to charge.  Bock, hampered by being severely near-sighted, asked May 

“but will you be good enough to show us the enemy?”52  May guided Bock and the heavy 

German cavalry moved forward.  Boyer’s troops, heavily engaged the previous day, did not wait 
                       
48 Oman mistakenly states that Anson’s brigade crossed bridge at Alba de Tormes.  Wellington 
mentioned in his dispatch that both brigades “joined during the night;” Beamish also mentioned 
that they joined on the western bank of the Tormes and crossed at the same ford near Huerta, not 
at the bridge farther south.  Wellington to Bathurst, 24 July 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 
304; Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 80. 
49 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 190. 
50 Boyer’s dragoon brigade had the 6th and 11th Dragoons; Curto’s light brigade consisted of 
elements of 3rd Hussars, 13th, 14th, 22nd, 26th, and 28th Chasseurs.  Sarramon, La Bataille des 
Arapiles, 412.  
51 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 190. 
52 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 82; “Journal Kept by Lieutenant Hough,” Royal United 
Services Institute, LIV (1910): 856. 
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for the charge, but retired on the road to the east before Anson’s brigade could close.  The heavy 

 

Figure 41: Garcia Hernandez, 23 July 1812. 

 

dragoons of the King’s German Legion advanced, echeloned to the left.  The French infantry on 

the ridge, formed in squares, came into view and fired a volley into the flank of the lead 

squadrons and wounded many of the 1st Regiment.  Covering the northern flank of the infantry 

column was elements of Curto’s cavalry brigade.  They abandoned the infantry and fled in front 

of Bock’s squadrons.53  Captain Gustavus von Decken, commanding the left squadron, was 

closest to the French infantry; he realized that continuing the advance according to orders would 

bring his troops across the front of the French and also subject them to a devastating volley.54  

The closest French unit was a battalion of the 76th Ligne that formed a square just below the crest 

of the ridge.  High on the ridge, the 39th and 69th Ligne formed squares.   One battalion of the 6th 

Leger struggled up the ridge and had not yet formed a square, while the second, just reaching the 

                       

53 Sarramon, La Bataille des Arapiles, 243. 
54 Hodenberg, Briefe, Hodenberg to Baroness Reizenstein, 25 July 1812, 40-41 as cited in Gray, 
Services of the King’s German Legion, 257. 
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plateau, formed a square and coolly awaited the German’s attack.55  Von Decken’s squadron 

immediately changed direction and advanced on the nearest square.  The 76th Ligne held its fire 

until the Germans were within 100 yards.  The first volley disorganized the squadron and 

mortally wounded their commander. Another officer, Captain Uslar Gleichen, took command 

and continued the advance.  Within twenty yards another volley was fired, emptying more 

saddles.  The 1st Dragoons, now at a full gallop, closed on the French from two sides.56  Rarely 

are cavalry able to break a well-formed square.  Some other events normally take place that 

allows the horsemen to gain the advantage.  For the heavy dragoons, a wounded horse provided 

this opportunity.  A mortally wounded horse and rider stumbled forward and collapsed on top of 

the kneeling French infantry.  Immediately more dragoons aimed for this breach in the wall of 

bayonets and jumped into the center of the square.57  With the integrity of this and the second 

square of the 76th Ligne broken, the survivors threw down their arms and surrendered. 

Hoping to exploit this success, Captain Reitzenstein, with the second squadron of the 1st 

Dragoons, headed for the battalion of the 6th Leger struggling up the hill.  The French had not 

formed in square but still tried to make the high ground formed in column.  As the German 

squadron closed a French officer was heard to command, “alongez le pas, gagnons la hauteur!”58  

The rear two companies turned and fired a volley but the dragoons overtook the battalion.  The 

horsemen were now cresting the hill and headed for the square of the second battalion of the 6th 

Leger.59  Fugitives from the 6th Leger ran to the square.  These fugitives, struggling for the 

protection of the square, disorganized its integrity even before the German horsemen arrived.  

The third squadron of the 2nd Dragoons of the King’s German Legion, aimed for this square and 

because of the disorder broke it.60  The swarm of dragoons, chasing down the fleeing French 

infantrymen, lost all squadron integrity in the heat of the moment.  Close to the broken squares 

were two additional squares containing the remainder of Foy’s division-- the 39th and 69th Ligne.  

The disorganized mass of dragoons headed for the nearest square, the 69th Ligne’s, but a single 

                       

55 Ibid., 244. 
56 Hodenberg, Briefe, Hodenberg to Baroness Reizenstein, 25 July 1812, 40-41 as cited in Gray, 
Services of the King’s German Legion, 257. 
57 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 82-83. 
58 “Pick up the pace; gain the heights!” as cited in Oman, Peninsular War, V, 478. 
59 Sarramon, La Bataille des Arapiles, 244. 
60 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 82-3. 
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volley stopped the charging cavalrymen and forced them to abandon attack.61  This final repulse 

ended the dragoon’s charge and the German’s began to reorganize the brigade.62 

For a loss of fifty-two killed, fifty-eight wounded, and six captured, the dragoons of the 

King’s German Legion had taken 700 prisoners and killed, inflicted another 400 wounded and 

wrecked one of the few remaining unscathed divisions of the Army of Portugal.63  The reason for 

this unique success- cavalry breaking an infantry square, was the result of special circumstances.  

Foy’s infantry, although formed in square, were not confident and were trying to flee. They had 

forced marched for three days prior to the battle and then fought all day on 22 July.  The French 

1st Division covered the retreat of the army all night and into 23 July.  Panic is often said to be 

contagious.  Often broken troops, when combined with fresh soldiers, do not regain their 

composure, but instead infect those fresh troops with a sense of dread and fear, ruining their 

effectiveness.  Foy’s soldiers escaped the main attack at Salamanca; nevertheless, they would 

have seen the fugitives, heard the depressing stories, and seen the stragglers on the roads heading 

east.  Contributing to their physical condition and poor morale was the state of supplies.  Some 

of Foy’s men had to resort to throwing stones at the dragoons because they were not resupplied 

with ammunition after the battle on 22 July.64 

And finally, combined with the physical and morale state of the French troops, was an act 

of fate.  Infantry knew that if they could maintain integrity within the square, there was little the 

cavalry could do to them.  Indeed, the examples of cavalry breaking well-disciplined squares 

                       
61 Ibid., II, 82-83. 
62 Many accounts have the German dragoons breaking two squares.  The fact that the dragoons 
broke three squares was noted by Captain Hodenberg, aide de camp to Bock.  His letter of 25 
July 1812 is the only known eyewitness account. Hodenberg, Briefe, Hodenberg to Baroness 
Reizenstein, 25 July 1812, 40-41 as cited in Gray, Services of the King’s German Legion, 257.  
63 The King’s German Legion’s losses are from Beamish, while the French losses are from 
Sarramon. Ibid., II, 85; Sarramon, La Bataille des Arapiles, 423.  The estimated casualties for 
Foy’s Division are 902 killed or captured, and 388 wounded.  This campaign is particularly 
difficult to reconstruct the French casualties because of the losses of the records in the pursuit 
after the battle.  The losses in Sarramon cover the period 18 July through 8 August, which would 
account for a higher total than just the fight at Garcia Hernandez on 23 July.  But even a reliable 
source such as Martinien, Officiers tués et blesses, placed the officer causalities on 23 July 
during the battle of Salamanca rather than Garcia Hernandez for the three regiments primarily 
involved- 6th Leger, 69th and 76th Ligne.  Since Foy’s Division was not heavily engaged on 22 
July, the majority of the losses come from 23 July.  See Martinien, Officiers tués et blesses, 276, 
288, 401-02. 
64 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 85. 
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were extremely rare.  At Garcia-Hernandez, the chance occurrence of a horse being shot and 

stumbling onto the front rank of the square allowed the German dragoons to success.  The moral 

effect of this success on the other squares, struggling to integrate the fugitives from the 6th Leger, 

also doomed that square to failure.  The example of the square from the 69th Ligne, showed the 

effectiveness of the square when infantry maintained their integrity and determination-- a few 

volleys, even when reduced to a shower of stones, convinced the dragoons to break off the 

action.   

While the drama of Bock’s charge played out, Anson’s brigade reformed from their 

action.  Anson’s four squadrons present that day continued the pursuit of Foy and his troops.  

The lead infantry of the Light Division was coming into view near Garcia-Hernandez, but were 

too late to influence the action.  Foy’s division retreated six miles east and found cavalry from 

the Army of the North waiting to support them.65  The 1st Hussars and 31st Chasseurs from 

General Chauvel’s division, and the first squadron of the 14th Chasseurs, nearly 1,200 strong, 

took over the French rear-guard mission as the column moved to Peñaranda.66  This action 

effectively ended any pursuit by the British advanced guard for the day. 

Thus far, the performance of the cavalry in the campaign was exceptional.  The First 

Cavalry Division had effectively covered the movements of the army and proven its worth by 

protecting the main body from surprise and interference while on the march.  But this campaign 

now showed another aspect of the mounted arm’s mission, which had been lacking.  The cavalry 

was effective as the arm of decision; the mounted shock effect which could turn the enemy’s 

tactical defeat into a rout.  The reason Wellington’s cavalry had not attempted this role before 

was simply a lack of numbers.  For once, British cavalry was numerically superior to the French.  

With the reinforcements of the previous fall came a significant amount of heavy cavalry whose 

prime purpose was shock.  These brigades--primarily Le Marchant and Bock’s, had played 

significant roles in the operations.  Commanding the cavalry effectively, Stapleton Cotton 

employed the various regiments where they could have an appropriate effect during the battle on 

the 22nd and proved his abilities as the senior cavalry commander.  Despite Cotton’s capable 

                       

65 Detached squadrons of the Army of Portugal also rejoined the army increasing the cavalry’s 
strength.  Wellington to Bathurst, 24 July 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 304; Longin, 
Historique du 14e Régiment de Chasseurs, 128; Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 190. 
66  Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 190; Longin, Historique du 14e Régiment de 
Chasseurs, 136. 
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leadership in a combined mounted and infantry force at Castrejon just prior to Salamanca, his 

performance there was underrated. 

The battle of Salamanca re-emphasized the fact that proper timing was critical to insure 

maximum effectiveness of cavalry.  It was realized that cavalry was a single use weapon.  Once 

used in battle, it took time to reform before becoming effective again.  If it was employed too 

early or on some unimportant actions, the cavalry might not be available at a critical time and 

place.  On 22 July, once Arentschildt and Le Marchant’s brigades charged, they were unavailable 

for the rest of the day.  This is despite the fact that Le Marchant’s brigade in particular had 

suffered relatively light losses in the attack on Maucune’s division.  Another important area of 

improvement for cavalry in this campaign was the use of reserves. Le Marchant’s brigade 

charged with two regiments forward and one in support and Cotton retained still an additional 

brigade in support of Le Marchant’s.  Commanders were finally learning the lesson to retain a 

force that could influence the action once the first charge was delivered.  Even at Garcia-

Hernandez, where the two brigades involved were surprised by the appearance of infantry on the 

heights, the formation of the dragoons of the King’s German Legion had one-half of the force 

supporting the lead regiment.  

The challenge for the First Cavalry Division was to sustain the effectiveness after new 

commanders rose to replace those wounded.  This was particularly critical in the highest cavalry 

command, with the division commander and two senior brigade commanders hors de combat. 

Stapleton Cotton, his arm severely damaged and in danger of amputation, was taken to 

Salamanca for treatment and could no longer command the division.67  Bock of the King’s 

German Legion assumed command of the First Cavalry Division but was handicapped by his 

near-sightedness.  Le Marchant, mortally wounded near the end of his charge, was buried near 

where he had fallen and Lieutenant Colonel Ponsonby assumed command of the heavy brigade.68  

Major General Victor von Alten, severely wounded in the leg early during the battle, was carried 

into Salamanca and his wound dressed.69  This injury prevented him from commanding his 

brigade.  Lieutenant Colonel Arentschildt of the 1st Hussars took command of the light cavalry 
                       

67 Journal of Arthur Shakespeare, National Army Museum 7706-17-2. 
68 Thoumine, Scientific Soldier, 197. 
69 Later in the day, when it sounded like the battle was going against the British, von Alten 
mounted a horse despite his doctor’s orders and rode from town so the French would not capture 
him.  Only after two hours in the saddle did the receding sounds of battle convince him that the 
Allied army was winning and he returned to Salamanca. Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 70. 
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brigade.  Reorganization now had to be carried out and an effective pursuit of the Army of 

Portugal orchestrated to exploit Wellington’s stunning tactical victory at Salamanca. 
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CHAPTER 16 

 

MISSED OPPORTUNITIES 

 

“It does not look like a quick advance following up a great victory.”
 1
 

 

 Wellington’s defeat of the French Army of Portugal presented a unique opportunity.  The 

completeness of the defeat, in open terrain, could change the strategic make-up of the entire 

Peninsula.  While the logical French response would be to consolidate all available forces to 

confront this new threat, their inability to subjugate personal interests to the common good put 

this course of action in question.  The problem, therefore, facing Wellington was how to exploit 

this tactical victory at Salamanca for the greatest effect on the war in general.   It offered 

Wellington’s army a unique opportunity to aggressively pursue and complete the destruction of 

the French force.  However, in the two days following the battle, the British army had failed to 

organize an aggressive pursuit.  A number of reasons hindered an effective exploitation.  

Probably the most significant was that victory weakened the victors as well as the defeated.  In 

the cavalry arm, the majority were reorganizing from their losses on 22 July while the German 

dragoons of the King’s German Legion recovered from their attack at Garcia Hernandez on 23 

July. In addition to the five senior officers who had been wounded and the corresponding 

temporary promotion of junior officers to fill those vacancies, losses in the cavalry division’s 

staff also affected the pursuit.  Lieutenant Colonel Elley, the Assistant Adjutant General of the 

cavalry, who was responsible for turning Cotton’s verbal orders into written products, received a 

bayonet wound during the charge of Le Marchant’s brigade and was unavailable.
2
  Only Anson 

and Alten’s light cavalry brigades could continue the pursuit.
3
  Supported by the horse artillery 

troops of Bull and Ross, within ten miles of their starting point, Anson discovered the French 

                       

1
 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 191. 

2
 Wellington to Bathurst, 7 September 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 399.  

3
 Victory was also costly for the victors.  The brigade of heavy dragoons of the King’s German 

Legion was reorganized from six to four squadrons because of losses in men and horses on 23 

July.  During this period, Arentschildt commanded Alten’s brigade.  Beamish, King’s German 
Legion, II, 93. 
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rear-guard near Aldea Seca.  The sudden appearance of Anson’s brigade surprised the French but 

Anson lost this advantage when his brigade halted and then cautiously deployed a squadron from 

each regiment to probe the French rear guard.
4
 

The pause allowed the French to withdraw further east while skirmishers covered the 

retreat.  As the British horse artillery deployed the French skirmishers broke contact.  When the 

reinforcements from the Army of the North arrived on 24 July to assume the mission of covering 

the retreat, the effectiveness of the French rear-guard improved dramatically.
5
  The defeat at 

Salamanca had been devastating to the French and even with these additional men, Clauzel’s 

force was in a critical condition.  Peasants recounted how many French soldiers were unarmed 

and the horses of French cavalry were impressed to transport the wounded.
6
   Despite this 

intelligence suggesting a more aggressive pursuit, the tentative and overly cautious British 

advance continued the next day.
7
  The bulk of Wellington’s infantry and cavalry were still 

reorganizing at Salamanca, and Anson’s brigade pulled farther away from the main body and out 

of supporting distance.  Finally on 25 July, the one brigade pursuit halted to allow the infantry to 

close the distance. 

The pursuit resumed after a day of rest and repositioning.  The entire Allied army was 

now in close proximity to the advanced guard.  When movement resumed, Anson’s brigade 

continued east to Arevalo following the French on the most direct route.  Arentschildt’s brigade 

moved to the right of Anson’s and the two brigades then veered north along the road to 

Valladolid.  The pace was brisk, nearly ten miles a day from 26 to 29 July.  Because of the 

limited pursuit immediately following the battle, the French had been given the opportunity to 

break contact and withdraw without pressure.  Only on 27 July had portions of the French army 

crossed the Douro, putting a terrain feature between themselves and the pursuit.
8
  Contact was 

not re-established with Clauzel’s rear-guard until the heights near Pedraja at the crossing of the 

                       

4
 Deploying three squadrons under the command of the field officer of the day was a standard 

procedure for Anson regardless of the circumstances.  The effect was that less than one-third of 

the brigade was brought to bear upon the French.  Anson also relied on this procedure to conduct 

withdrawals, leaving three squadrons to act as a rear-guard unsupported by the bulk of the 

brigade.  Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 191. 
5
 Wellington to Bathurst, 24 July 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 304. 

6
 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 191. 

7
 Ibid., 191. 

8
 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 88. 
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Douro River on 29 July.  Still there was no opportunity to engage the French.
9
  Assembling near 

Bocillo, the two light cavalry brigades of Anson and Arentschildt forced a crossing of the Douro.  

The French retreated, evacuated Valladolid as the British cavalry brigades halted for a day.  

Because the terrain remained favorable for the use of cavalry, D’Urban’s Portuguese brigade was 

integrated into the First Cavalry Division and assumed a portion of the advanced guard mission.   
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Integrating D’Urban’s cavalry brigade into the advanced guard marked one of the few 

times in which Wellington risked this action.  Normally, the Spanish and Portuguese cavalry, 

because of the their poor state of training, discipline, and horses, operated on independent 

missions.  The reluctance to put British units in a situation where they relied upon actions of 

                       

9
 The lead cavalry brigades had marched six miles on 26 July, arriving at Arevalo, and then did 

eighteen miles in the next two days to arrive at Ornillios by the 28th.  On 29 July, they made 
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Allied cavalry went back as far as the Talavera campaign in 1809.  There the Spanish cavalry 

covering the right of the Allied army broke early in the battle.  Wellington reconsidered his 

policy of using Portuguese cavalry only on independent missions. This reevaluation was due to 

the fine performance of D’Urban’s Portuguese cavalry brigade during the campaign. 

After three days of reorganization near the Douro, with only minor movements, the 

Allied army was ready to advance and attack Clauzel if he remained in position. By 1 August the 

pursuit from Salamanca was generally completed and Wellington prepared for future operations.  

Clauzel’s force was in no state to retake the field after the losses suffered.  With the French army 

driven from the Douro River, Wellington decided to split his advance.  One portion would 

continue placing direct pressure on Clauzel’s defeated force.  The second would veer southeast 

and prevent King Joseph from joining with Clauzel. 

The Allied army advanced towards the Douro on a broad front in two columns, forcing 

Clauzel’s defeated forces back.  The light cavalry brigades of Anson and Arentschildt protected 

the left column.  The right or eastern column consisted of Hope’s division with three cavalry 

brigades, with D’Urban in command of the advanced guard.  D’Urban’s force included his 

Portuguese brigade, Bock’s heavy dragoons, a brigade of German light infantry, and a troop of 

horse artillery.
10

  Wellington strengthened his right column because he reached intelligence of 

the advance of King Joseph and French reserves from Madrid.  British intelligence believed 

Joseph had 12,000 men but a strong British column could prevent him from joining the remnants 

of the Army of Portugal north of Valladolid.
11

  However, Joseph soon withdrew and the threat 

faded.  Indeed, the only encounter with Joseph’s force was when a patrol of the 14
th

 Light 

Dragoons captured a small force of Spanish Chasseurs of Joseph’s army.
12

 

With the Allied army again on the Douro River, the mission of the cavalry changed from 

pursuit to reconnaissance.  Anson’s brigade shadowed the French rear-guard in the valley of the 

                                                                        

another ten miles to reach Majados and found the French.  Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry 
Officer, 192. 
10

 Wellington ordered D’Urban as the advanced guard commander to “feel your way, and learn 

the intentions of the enemy.”  D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 276-8. 
11

 Wellington to Cotton, 13 August 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 350-1; D’Urban, The 
Peninsular Journal, 275. 
12

 These Chasseurs were the only Spanish cavalry in the French service.  Commanded by French 

officers, they had been kept in the vicinity of Madrid due to the concerns that they might desert. 

Tomkinson, Diary of Cavalry Officer, fn 191-92; Oman, Peninsular War, V, 490. 
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Esquivievia River.
13

  Minor changes of the army’s dispositions were made as the mission 

changed.  The bulk of Wellington’s troops were along the Douro River in the north with a strong 

second column to the east to cover the Allied right flank.  Spread across the army’s front, cavalry 

squadrons provided security.
14

  To protect the army, the British cavalry relied upon aggressive 

patrolling.  Patrols were employed in a variety of missions: some tried to determine the 

cantonments of King Joseph’s troops and whether they could be cut off and destroyed; other 

patrols moved towards Burgos to find Don Julian Sanchez’s guerrillas and obtain intelligence on 

the French.
15

 

Wellington faced two options.  One was to continue the advance against Clauzel.  After 

looking at the French dispositions and the terrain, Wellington decided he could not move further 

north against Clauzel without a major effort.  The second option was an advanced against Joseph 

and Madrid.  An economy of force, with the weaker portion of the army, could use the Douro 

River line to prevent Clauzel’s advance and interference while the main army advanced towards 

Madrid.
16

  Wellington decided to leave the Sixth Division and Anson’s cavalry brigade to 

observe Clauzel.  This force was to coordinate with the guerrillas and a Spanish division from 

the Army of Galicia while Wellington moved the main body of his army southeast beginning on 

6 August.  This advance halted only two days later to allow the army to concentrate.  The next 

morning the march resumed with D’Urban’s force as the advanced guard.  With him, D’Urban 

had his own 1
st
, 11

th
, and 12

th
 Portuguese Dragoons, the 1

st
 King’s German Legion light infantry 

                       

13
 Anson to Wellington, 1 August 1812, WP 1/345. 

14
 A squadron of the 11

th
 Light Dragoons was detailed for duty with the Light Division on 1 July.  

As a reward for their action at Garcia Hernandez, a squadron of the King’s German Legion 

dragoons was moved from under D’Urban’s control to Wellington’s headquarters for security.  

Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 192; D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 276-77; 

Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 85-6. 
15

 These officer patrols, known as parties of observation, were small--normally a captain, 

corporal, and six to eight men and had a great deal of freedom to act.  Often, they would remain 

for a week or more behind French lines, gathering intelligence on the French or moving with the 

guerrillas before rejoining their units.  For example, Captain William Tomkinson’s patrol was 

out from 5 through 9 August, and again from 15 to 18 August.  These patrols served as an 

important conduit, not only of information on the nearby enemy forces, but also for French 

dispatches intercepted by guerrilla forces.  Anson to Wellington, 1 August 1812, WP 1/348; 

Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 194-95; D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 276-7. 
16

 Wellington to Cotton, 13 August 1812, IX, 351; Wellington to Bathurst, 13 August 1812, 

Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 352-53. 
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battalion, and six guns of MacDonald’s Royal Horse Artillery troop.  Just behind them was the 

King’s German Legion heavy dragoon brigade, now under Colonel Karl von Jonquiéres.
17

  

D’Urban crossed the Guadarrama Pass without opposition on 7 August, proceeding to the 

Spanish summer palace at Escurial; the next day they pushed through the mountains to within 

sight of the village of Las Rosas, less than fifteen miles from Madrid by 9 August.
18

 

 

The Action at Majalahonda 

 

The reputation of D’Urban’s brigade had improved within the army because of their 

performance in the campaign.
19

  D’Urban himself was impressed with his troops.  At the 

beginning of the campaign, he had written to Beresford that the 1
st
 Regiment “has reached in 

every respect a pitch of perfection that I have never seen or expected to see in any Portuguese 

cavalry.”
20

  However, the campaign was hard on horses in general and especially on the 

Portuguese horses that had been in worse condition than the British mounts when the campaign 

commenced.  Their condition deteriorated rapidly on campaign.
21

  The distances and conditions 

of this campaign were taxing on all the cavalry mounts.  By the first week of August, Wellington 

wrote to England concerning remounts.  His concern was not for the present-- the condition of 

the British horses was good because forage was available but “the constant marches and 

skirmishing must wear them out.”
22

   Because of these trends, Wellington took an active part in 

                       

17
 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 89. 

18
 Wellington to Bathurst, 13 August 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 352-3; D’Urban, The 

Peninsular Journal, 280-82. 
19

 Officers in the Peninsula and observers in England hoped that the Portuguese cavalry could 

see the same sort of improvements as the Portuguese infantry and be relied upon as a disciplined 

body.  The hope was that each reinforcement of cavalry sent from England would be the last. 

Earl Mulgrave to Hill, 27 July 1811, Gratz Collection, Historical Society of Pennsylvania, 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
20

 D’Urban to Beresford, 2 July 1812, D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 267. 
21

 In his journal D’Urban referred to the poor state of the horses, and that if his men “rode their 

horses well into the fight they could feel no security that they would bring them out of it.” This is 

quite a difference in attitude just since the letter Wellington sent to Beresford on 2 July.  

D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 282. 
22

 An example of the toll that a campaign took on the horses can be seen in the 5
th

 Dragoon 

Guards.  Since the campaign began, the 5
th

 Dragoon Guards had averaged 369 horses healthy of 

the 521 assigned.  This was only 71% of the horses being healthy enough for duty.  The 5
th

 

Dragoon Guards was the regiment Wellington mentioned to Cotton as “very weak.” Wellington 

to Cotton, 13 August 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 350; PRO WO 17/13 series reports.   
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the management of the cavalry-- not daily operations, but in the long-term decisions that affected 

their readiness for the next few months.  Wellington kept Cotton, recovering in Salamanca, 

informed of the changes he proposed and asked Cotton’s opinion before implementing any of 

them.
23

  This active management was reflected in the letters written to Cotton, and his request for 

comments before implementing any changes.  It could also reflect a concern that Cotton would 

return to England to recover, leaving Erskine to command.  

Continuing the advance, D’Urban’s brigade moved on 10 August.  The previous night 

French cavalry were in Las Rosas and Majalahonda so the movement on the 10 August was 

cautious.  D’Urban halted along the Guadarrama River for the night after confirming that the 

French were in Las Rosas.  The next morning the advanced guard engaged French skirmishers 

outside the village.  Two guns from MacDonald’s horse artillery troop fired a few rounds while 

Portuguese cavalry outflanked the French and forced them to withdraw.  These French troops 

were from General Marie-Antone Reiset’s light cavalry brigade, the 13
th

 and 18
th

 Dragoons.
24

  

The Portuguese cavalry brigade moved forward to Majalahonda while the remainder of the 

advanced guard, the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 Dragoons from the King’s German Legion, all six guns of 

MacDonald’s horse artillery, and the King’s German Legion light infantry battalion halted at Las 

Rosas.  After losing contact with the French around 10:00 a.m. just past Majalahonda, D’Urban 

ordered the Portuguese brigade back to Majalahonda.  The force halted in the heat of the day.
25

  

With the advanced guard halted the main body continued on the march.  The route was a 

single road and this caused the column to be strung out.  Ponsonby’s cavalry brigade led the 

main body followed by the Seventh Division, Arentschildt’s brigade, and then the remainder of 

the infantry.
26

  At least one day’s march separated D’Urban’s force from the main body so his 

orders were not to risk his force until the army closed.  Pickets were placed and the advanced 

guard stood down for the day to allow the army to close the distance.  D’Urban’s advanced guard 

                       

23
 Wellington contemplated mounting dismounted light dragoons and hussars upon captured 

French and Spanish horses.  Because of the poor condition of captured horses, the heavy 

regiments could not do this.  Dismounted heavy cavalrymen rode with the regiment’s baggage.  

The army commander also concerned himself with relatively minor concerns, such as when re-

shoeing of the cavalry should occur, which should be the purview of the senior cavalry officer.  

Wellington to Cotton, 13 August 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 351-52. 
24

 Oman, Peninsular War, V, 508. 
25

 D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 287-88. 
26

 Oman, Peninsular War, V, 505. 
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was only seven miles from Madrid and the advanced elements of the British main body were 

expected to link up with the advanced guard that evening.  Wellington rode to Majalahonda and 

ordered D’Urban not to advance until the army closed and approved the dispositions D’Urban 

had made.  Since Jonquiéres' brigade had been mounted constantly for the past several days, 

D’Urban ordered them to unsaddle their horses while his Portuguese brigade supported by horse 

artillery established a strong outpost two miles in front of the King’s German Legion brigade in 

Las Rosas.
27

  At this stage, the Allies did not know of the French intentions.  In fact, King 

Joseph, preparing to evacuate Madrid, became concerned that he might be evacuating his capital 

at the advance of only a weak British probe.
28

  He decided to use his one strong cavalry force, 

General of Division Anne-François Charles Treillard’s cavalry division, to determine the Allied 

strength.
29

  After breaking contact with Portuguese cavalry that morning, Reiset’s dragoons 

waited in the woods between Boadilla and Mastoles for Treillard’s division to arrive from 

Madrid. 

The Portuguese cavalry placed their pickets and lulled by the nature of the advance over 

the past days, dismounted the rest of the brigade to feed and rest the horses.
30

  Colonel 

Jonquiéres, the commander of the German heavy brigade employed a small picket of forty men 

with two Royal Horse Artillery guns in front of Majalahonda to provide security for his 

brigade.
31

   MacDonald’s horse artillery troop unlimbered many of their horses and the four guns 

in Las Rosas relied on the cavalry pickets to provide advanced warning of any French advance.
32

  

The afternoon seemed quiet, as it had been for the past several days, as both sides waited out the 

heat of the day. 
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 Colonel Jonquiéres commanded Bock’s brigade since Bock was in command of the First 

Cavalry Division with Cotton incapacitated.  Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 90. 
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 Jourdan, Mémoires, 425. 
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 Westphalian Lancers for a total of approximately- around 2,000 men.  

Sarramon, La Bataille de Arapiles, 426. 
30

 D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 288. 
31

 Lieutenant Kuhls commanded this picket.  He advanced four miles towards Madrid and 
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For five hours the advanced guard rested.  Suddenly, near 4:00 p.m., Treillard’s cavalry 

supported by Reiset’s dragoons advanced from the woods near Boadilla and moved towards 
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Figure 43: Majalahonda: Initial Dispositions. 

 

Majalahonda.  Reiset charged at the head of the 13
th

 Dragoons, supported by the 18
th

 Dragoons.
33

  

Kuhl’s patrol was rapidly pushed back, and D’Urban’s troops barely formed line before the 

French arrived in front of the town.  Instead of retreating on Jonquiéres’ brigade in Las Rozas, 

D’Urban attempted to hold the 2,000 French in check with his 700 Portuguese cavalry while the 

Germans move forward to support him.
34

  D’Urban deployed one Portuguese squadron from the 

11
th

 Regiment as skirmishers while five squadrons of the 1
st
 and 12

th
 Regiments formed in line.  

                       

33
 Cuel, Capitaine, Historique du 18e Régiment de Dragons (Paris, 1894), 77.  

34
 D’Urban wrote that he had sent a number of messages to the brigade to advance, and blamed 

the Germans that he said arrived “shamefully late.”  In reality, D’Urban overestimated the 

capabilities of his troops and was not prudent in his actions.  D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 
283. 
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The remaining squadron of the 11
th

, as well as Kuhls’ patrol of forty men from the heavy 

dragoons formed on the left flank to cover MacDonald’s four horse artillery guns.  As D’Urban’s 

troops readied to receive the French attack, Treillard deployed his division into three brigade 

lines: Reiset’s 13
th

 and 18
th

 Dragoons in the lead rank, followed by the 19
th

 and 22
nd

 Dragoons 

and finally the Westphalian Lancers in the third.
35

   

D’Urban thought Treillard’s lead rank was too far from the main body to be supported 

and decided to charge with his brigade.
36

  The Portuguese cavalry charged but broke ranks and 

fled just before making contact with the French.  Their officers, just ahead of the troops were 

suddenly left near the lead French ranks without support.
37

  The French first ranks charged, and 

began to pursue the Portuguese cavalry.
38

  MacDonald’s four guns on the left fired five or six 

rounds but the French advance forced them to limber and flee to Las Rosas.
39

  The two guns on 

the right, in danger of being outflanked by the French advance, were limbered and withdrawn.  

However, before they had gotten to Las Rosas, they were overtaken.  Moving north, three of the 

four guns were lost in route to Las Rosas- two overturned in the rough terrain and a third broke 

its carriage.
40

  Suddenly, the forty heavy dragoons under Kuhl found themselves as the only 

troops left to halt the French advance because the other squadron of the 11
th

 Regiment also broke 

and fled.  The French pursued the Portuguese cavalry the two miles towards Las Rozas while the 

King’s German Legion troops in town frantically tried to saddle their horses and form ranks.  

Captain Reizenstein and Marshalk formed a portion of their men and immediately charged the 

lead French ranks.  This charge bought some time for the brigade to form.
41

  The French, now at 

Las Rosas, entered the streets intermingled with the Portuguese cavalry.  The sheer weight of 

French carried the few German dragoons who had formed into the outskirts of town.  But the 

narrow streets disorganized the French cavalry.  Taking advantage of the close quarters, two 
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companies of King’s German Legion light infantry in the lower section of the village fired into 

the packed French ranks.  Riding into the central area that divided the two sections of the village, 

the French brigade faced the bulk of the German light infantry and the now mounted heavy 

dragoons.
42
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Figure 44: Majalahonda: French Advance on the German Brigade. 

 

Treillard’s uncommitted troops moved towards Las Rosas.  His force was over 2,000 strong and 

faced only 800 German men supported by a single light infantry battalion. D’Urban attempted to 

rally his brigade but the 700 Portuguese cavalry were unreliable.  Sensing a pause in the French 

advance, the Germans advanced from Las Rozas and momentarily checked the French advance.  

                                                                        

41
 Most of the King’s German Legion troops fought in small packets of 30 to 40 men as they 

mounted, and did not wait to form in larger units.  Gray, Services of the King’s German Legion, 

266. 
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Again, the Portuguese brigade retired from the field and left the Germans unsupported.
43

  The 

Germans, supported from infantry fire from the village, caused the lead French brigade to reform 

and wait for the remainder of the division to arrive.  The situation was serious for the King’s 

German Legion troops and without outside intervention the situation looked grim.  Treillard 

committed his second brigade, which again pressed the Germans back to Las Rosas and captured 

Colonel Jonquiéres.  Again the fire of the light infantry battalion checked the French advance.
44

  

Before Treillard could press this advantage, the lead elements of Ponsonby’s brigade and 

Seventh Division from San Ildefonso came into view behind Las Rosas and Treillard withdrew 

towards Madrid.
45

  

The French dragoon division had been able to put a serious check into the Allied advanced 

guard that was saved only by the timely arrival of its infantry.  It also provided to Joseph the 

information that he was searching.  Captured Portuguese and British officers confirmed that 

Wellington was marching on Madrid with his main army.
46

  The performance of the Portuguese 

cavalry at Majalahonda was disappointing.  D’Urban clearly over-estimated his brigade’s 

capabilities as had Wellington.  To complicate the situation, the wounding of senior cavalry 

commanders at Salamanca took away experience and threw the organization of the cavalry into 

turmoil.  The position of the cavalry brigades at the end of the battle of Salamanca influenced 

how the cavalry were distributed among the army and carried into the next phase of the 

campaign.  This distribution was not necessarily the best employment of units.  After 

Majalahonda Wellington resolved not to use the Portuguese cavalry where their actions could 

put other Allied units in jeopardy: “I shall not place them again in situations in which, by their 

misconduct, they can influence the safety of the other troops.”
47

  Wellington believed that the 

French decided to attack knowing the Portuguese were in front.  One positive aspect for the 
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 Jourdan, Mémoires, 425; “Memoir of a Dragoon,” National Army Museum 6807-213; 

Wellington to Bathurst, 13 August 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 354. 
46

 Cuel, Historique de 18e Régiment du Dragons, 78. 
47

 “The occurrences of 22
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Allies was the good performance of the German brigade.   

The setback at Majalahonda affected British morale and reputations more than it affected 

Allied operations.
48

  When Ponsonby’s brigade advanced over the battlefield the next day they 

discovered that the French had withdrawn so rapidly that they had not even taken the time to 

drag off or spike the captured cannons.
49

  Majalahonda was a minor though eye-opening 

experience.  Allied losses were fifty-three killed, ninety-eight wounded and forty-four 

captured.
50

  French losses were much less as reflected by their officer casualties- one killed from 

the four regiments committed, and only fourteen wounded.
51

  The major result of the engagement 

was to alter opinions on the Portuguese cavalry.  Unlike the Portuguese infantry that were 

brigaded with British troops and performed well, the Portuguese horsemen remained in their own 

independent commands-- under British officers but not mixed with other British units.  This was 

due to a reputation of being poorly disciplined, but the opening phase of the Salamanca 

campaign had done much to change that opinion.  However, Majalahonda reinforced the earlier 

perception.  The poor state of the Portuguese horses as well as the constant toil of the campaign 

also contributed to the soldier’s performance. 

A further issue was Bock’s actions as the senior cavalry commander.  Hampered by poor 

eyesight, Bock, the acting division commander, was absent from the field.  In comparison to 

                                                                        

perfect state of discipline, and of which the men do not feel a perfect confidence in the officers.”  

Wellington to Bathurst, 13 August 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 354.   
48

 Wellington reported 195 men and 120 horses killed, wounded or missing to Bathurst.  To 

Cotton, still recovering from his wound, Wellington wrote “we had a devil of an affair on the 

evening of the 11
th

.”  Wellington to Bathurst, 13 August 1812, ibid., IX, 351; Wellington to 

Cotton, 13 August 1812, ibid., IX, 346. 
49

 The Army’s opinion on the performance of D’Urban’s brigade was uniform.  Blame for 

Majalahonda fell on the Portuguese soldiers but not their British officers.  The German dragoons 
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th

 Dragoon Guards wrote of the Portuguese “courage 
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Stapleton Cotton, who remained very close if not with the lead brigade, Bock’s position did not 

allow him to influence the action.  The acting commander of the King’s German Legion heavy 

brigade, Colonel Jonquiéres, was unable to affect the battle when he was captured outside of Las 

Rosas.
52

  This left only D’Urban, commander of the advanced guard, to influence the action, but 

his attention had to be focused on reforming his Portuguese brigade.  Despite the lack of senior 

leadership on the field, Wellington did not hold D’Urban personally responsible for the 

performance of his troops.  The next day Wellington met with D’Urban.  D’Urban later wrote, 

“if he [Wellington] blames me he abstains from shewing [sic] it.  My conscience is quite clear as 

a Cavalry Officer.”
53

  Wellington now had little doubt concerning the Portuguese cavalry 

effectiveness. When Beresford, still recovering from a wound he suffered at Salamanca, wrote 

that maybe the Portuguese cavalry should be sent to the rear as an example, Wellington replied 

that 

As for sending the cavalry to the rear, that is impossible just at present.  We still have 

a good deal upon our hands, and we are worse provided with cavalry than our 

neighbours [French]; and a body commanded by such a man as D’Urban, even though 

they will not fight, are better than none.  In fact, they behaved infamously, and they 

must not be employed again alone, or with our cavalry, who gallop too fast for them.
54

 

 

Despite Treillard’s success at Majalahonda, the Allied advanced continued and King Joseph 

fled his capital.  Wellington entered Madrid on 12 August at the head of the advanced guard.  All 

the hardships of the campaign seemed to melt away for the cavalrymen of Ponsonby’s brigade 

with this event.  For the 5th Dragoon Guards, the  

Streets were strewn with flowers and boughs of trees and nosegays from many a fair 

hand were thrown into the ranks as we marched along. . . In short, this was one of the 

                                                                        

51
 Martinien, Officers tués et blesses, 552, 558, 560-61, 709, 741.  

52
 The letter to Cotton on the action was obviously written before Wellington had the full 

casualty figures that he transmitted later that day to Bathurst.  Wellington to Cotton, 13 August 

1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 351. 
53

 D’Urban, The Peninsular Journal, 288. 
54
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brightest moments of my existence, all hardship and sufferings were forgotten in the 

spirit [of the] scene around us, and as our horses proudly stepped over the ground we 

rose in our own estimation to the ranks of heroes.
55

 

 

Along the Douro River to the northeast, the other half of the army took little notice of the 

liberation of the Spanish capital.  They were too busy observing the French to determine their 

intentions.  On 9 August, Anson concentrated his regiments closer to each other and to 

Valladolid.  Patrols advanced as far forward as Pina and reported French movement towards 

Valladolid with as many as 14,000 men.
56

  By 13 August additional intelligence pointed to the 

French moving south with an advanced guard as far south as Zevico de la Torre.
57

 Anson ordered 

his brigade to Tudela leaving a squadron of the 16
th

 Light Dragoons at Villavanez and one from 

the 12
th

 Light Dragoons at Renedo.
58

  This concentrated his brigade almost due east of 

Valladolid along the Douro River to observe the French advanced guard as it moved south.  

Patrols were sent out the next day, but the French remained halted.  Anson pushed his remaining 

two squadrons towards Tudela and Boccillo.  The intelligence picture improved as Anson’s 

patrols observed Clauzel moving 6,000 men into Valladolid to reinforce the 5,000 already there.
  

59
  These French actions showed that the defeated Army of Portugal was recovering from 

Salamanca and preparing to advance again. 

Clauzel discovered that only cavalry protected Tudela; he advanced on the morning of 18 

August with a force of nearly 4,000 infantry, 800 cavalry, and six guns.
60

  The British cavalry in 

Tudela had just finished unloading their baggage at 9:00 a.m. when the French advanced.
61

  

Anson withdrew his brigade behind the river and he dismounted half of the light dragoons and 

had them fight on foot from inside the town.  Of course, the light dragoons were not trained or 

equipped for this mission.  This was a mission for dragoons.  The other half, supported by a 

horse artillery troop, continued to dispute the crossing of the French by charging the small 
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number of French that could cross the damaged bridge.
62

  The skirmishing continued until dark, 

with the British cavalry holding one side of the river and the French the other, and artillery from 

both sides setting the houses on fire.  After dark, Anson’s brigade retired from the river.
63

 

Meanwhile in the capital, Wellington’s advance halted near Madrid.  For seventeen days, the 

commander remained stationary there as he tried to determine the French reaction.  Part of the 

uncertainty was caused by Soult in Andalusia and what his actions would be after the French 

defeat at Salamanca and British occupation of Madrid.  One option Wellington contemplated 

was for the Allied army to march south to force Soult into action.  Adding to the uncertainty 

were Anson’s reports of aggressive French movements along the Douro.  Wellington’s northern 

force was spread between the area of the Douro River and Madrid.  This dispersion further 

exasperated having too few cavalry.  In the immediate vicinity of Madrid were three cavalry 

brigades.  Ponsonby’s had left Madrid and returned to San Ildefonso after only a week in the 

capital, which for one junior officer was a good move: “Madrid is delightful- I spent a very 

pleasant week there and all of my money.”
64

  D’Urban’s brigade took up quarters in Rio Frio and 

Arentschildt’s light dragoons remained in Madrid.
65

   

Even if the Allied Army had failed to destroy the French army after Salamanca, the 

campaign to date had been extraordinary in its results.  For the first time since 1808 the Spanish 

capital had been liberated; French armies were withdrawing from large portions of Spain and a 

significant part of their power destroyed.  Wellington’s army had performed magnificently and 

his personal prestige had been enhanced, giving him greater credibility with the government 

back home and command over the Spanish forces.  He had only to consolidate his gains and 

drive the French out of the Peninsula once and for all.  
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CHAPTER 17 
 

ACTION IN THE SOUTH AND THE RETREAT FROM BURGOS 
 

Any other but a modern French army would now leave the province 
[Andalusia], as they have absolutely no communication of any kind with France, 
or with any other French army; and they are pressed on all sides by troops not to 
be despised, and they evidently do nothing. . . 1 
 
Hill’s division and the Second Cavalry Division under Erskine remained in Extremadura.  

Since Slade’s affair at Maquilla on 11 June 1812, the two rival cavalry forces were within close 

proximity but had little contact.  Hill concentrated his infantry forces around the old battlefield of 

Albuera while Erskine attempted to find an opportunity to get back at the French for his defeat.  

Minor skirmishes were fought between the opposing cavalry.  Only one major attempt was made 

to bring the French to action.  On 15 June Erskine thought he had an opportunity to get back at 

the French.  He formed his division at 2:00 a.m. but did not move for an hour; as a result, he 

decided that the opportunity he anticipated had passed.2  The situation in Extremadura was 

unclear.  Occupying a position at Albuera, Hill’s force spent a week waiting for the French to 

advance.3  Drouet’s force was estimated at 12,000 infantry, 2,000 cavalry, and eighteen guns but 

in reality was much stronger.  It consisted of 18,000 infantry, 3,000 cavalry and eighteen 

cannon.4  Finally Hill decided to attack.  He divided his troops into two columns on 2 July for a 

battle the next day.  The right column would be under his personal command and would contain 

the heavy cavalry brigade under Slade with the objective of Los Santos.  The left column 

contained, commanded by Erskine, an infantry division and Long’s light cavalry brigade as well 

as a Portuguese cavalry brigade; their goal was Villalba and then concentration with Hill at 

                       

1 Wellington to Bathurst, 18 August 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 366. 
2 Swabey, Diary of Campaigns in the Peninsula, 106. 
3 Hill was uncertain of Drouet’s strength and delayed attacking the French until he had better 
intelligence.  Wellington to Liverpool, 25 June 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 254. 
4 Major General Robert Long estimated the French force in a letter to his brother on 28 June 
1812.  Long believed the French advance to be a foraging mission to collect corn and regretted 
quitting the forward positions near Zafra and Los Santos.  The more accurate numbers for the 
French forces are from Teffeteller.  Long to Charles Long, 28 June 1812, Peninsular Cavalry 
General, 198; Teffeteller, The Surpriser, 136. 
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Fuente del Maestro.5  Advancing on 3 July, the left column suddenly came upon French lancers 

outside of Villalba.  A short skirmish ensued between the 2nd Hussars of the King’s German 

Legion, supported by Swabey’s horse artillery and the Spanish lancers.6   Losses were minor, 

with the two squadrons of the 2nd Hussars losing two men killed, and three wounded.7 
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Figure 45: Extremadura. 

 
The French then rapidly retired.  Halting for the night, Long’s brigade was in the saddle at 3:00 

a.m. waiting for Hill’s column to move to Fuente del Maestre but remained halted until 1:00 p.m. 

before word came that Hill had altered the plan and would instead move on Los Santos.  

Departing at 4:00 p.m., Long’s column did not reach Los Santos and the army until 10:00 p.m. 

that evening, having spent the entire day in the saddle and without food for the horses except for 

                       

5 Long to Charles Long, 28 June 1812, Peninsular Cavalry General, 200-01. 
6 Swabey’s troop fired only four rounds.  Swabey, Diary of Campaigns in the Peninsula, 112. 
7 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 128. 
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what forage could be found alongside the road.  At 3:00 a.m., Long’s troops were again riding 

towards Bienvenida; before reaching the halfway point, their destination changed to Usagre.8  

Marching towards Usagre, Long’s brigade again had a short and sharp skirmish before driving 

the French cavalry out of the village and south towards the mountains.9 

The toil of the past few weeks, and in particular the last few days, significantly affected the 

mounted troops.  For the two weeks that the infantry improved the position at Albuera, the 

cavalry vedettes had to endure constant exposure to the summer sun without any shade.  As early 

as 23 June Lieutenant Swabey of E Troop, Royal Horse Artillery wrote that his men were  

“exposed to the torrid heat of the sun without water and constantly in harness all day.”10  Long 

wrote to his brother that he had been unable to get an uninterrupted nap of two hours out of the 

last twenty-four and that  

My brigade and myself are nearly, from fatigue, want of rest and exposure to 
insupportable heat, done up, and a few more days’ continuance of our recent 
fatigue will finish our powers of campaigning.  The mischief has been that all our 
movements appear to have risen from the impulse of the moment.11  

 
The French withdrew on 12 July and the British cavalry moved to Berlanga, reuniting the 

cavalry division.  The strength of the heavy brigade alone was adequate to beat the French, but 

Slade withheld his troops and did not allow them to advance.  This constant treatment of his 

brigade caused them, as one officer noted, to be “restrained and dispirited.”12  Drouet’s 

movement south convinced Hill to give up the pursuit so his troops began a slow movement back 

to Albuera.  The cavalry remained near Berlanga as a rear-guard, gradually moving northeast 

towards of Zafra by 23 July.  This retrograde movement encouraged the French commander to 

advance on the British and Portuguese pickets.  Allied outposts were driven out of Usagre, 

Llerena, and Bienvenida.13  The Allied cavalry spread across the front on the night of 23 July to 

give advanced warning of further French movements.  Stationed near Ribera was Colonel John 

Campbell’s Portuguese cavalry brigade; to his southwest around Villas Franca was Long’s 

brigade minus three troops on detached duty. In Fuente del Maestra, southwest of Long was the 

                       

8 Long to Charles Long, 6 July 1812, Long, Peninsular Cavalry General, 201. 
9 “Journal of Captain R. Tate,” National Army Museum 7409-12. 
10 Swabey, Diary of Campaigns in the Peninsula, 110. 
11 Long to Charles Long, 13 July 1812, Long, Peninsular Cavalry General, 203. 
12 Swabey, Diary of Campaigns in the Peninsula, 113. 
13 Peninsular Cavalry General, Long to Charles Long, 26 July 1812, 206. 
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3rd Dragoon Guards from Slade’s brigade.  The D troop of the Royal Horse Artillery supported 

both brigades; three guns were with Long’s troops in front of Villa Franca and the other two 

guns remained in the town.14 

A little after 9:00 a.m. on 24 July, Long suddenly received a message from Campbell that 

the French had forced his brigade out of Ribera.  Intelligence on enemy strength was poor, with 

estimates ranging from two squadrons to four regiments.  Long decided not to move against this 

force until he assembled his brigade and sent for the three detached troops.  Long also sent a 

message to Slade asking for support from the 3rd Dragoon Guards at Fuente del Maestra.15  The 

French advance, without baggage, appeared as if Lallemand planned to continue the advance to 

Long’s position.  Long, therefore, kept his brigade hidden and waited for his detachments and the 

3rd Dragoon Guards to arrive.16  By 1:00 p.m. Long had assembled his brigade but the 3rd 

Dragoon Guards had not arrived.  Long decided to advance against the French without waiting 

for additional support. 

Lallemand’s troops halted to the west of Ribera and occupied the high ground in front of 

the Valdemel River.  Long’s brigade advanced in three columns.  On the left was Campbell’s 

Portuguese, in the center the 13th Light Dragoon, and on the right was the 9th Light Dragoons and 

2nd Hussars of the King’s German Legion with three horse artillery pieces.17   The French rapidly 

gave up the high ground in front of Ribera and retired across the river upon Long’s advance.  

The horse artillery guns deployed and shelled the French from the high ground that had just been 

given up.  Two French squadrons advanced to delay Campbell’s Portuguese, and Long countered 

with a squadron of the 2nd Hussars under Major von Wissel to cut off the French squadrons.18 

Wissel’s troopers drove the French into a defile and Long moved the remainder of the 13th Light 

Dragoons, the 9th Light Dragoons, and the 2nd Hussars to the right to attack the French column as 

                       
14 Long to Erskine, 25 July 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 336; Swabey, Diary of 
Campaigns in the Peninsula, 116. 
15 The French force was actually a brigade under Lallemand: the 10th Chasseurs, the 17th and the 
27th Dragoons.  Long sarcastically referred to Lallemand’s force as “Slade’s friend.”  The Polish 
lancers that the 2nd Hussars of the King’s German Legion dealt with on 3 July were no longer 
employed in outpost work since a number had deserted to the British.  Long to Charles Long, 26 
July 1812, Peninsular Cavalry General, 206; Swabey, Diary of Campaigns in the Peninsula, 
116. 
16 Long to Charles Long, 26 July 1812, Peninsular Cavalry General, 206. 
17 Swabey, Diary of the Peninsular Campaigns, 116.  
18 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 129. 
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it emerged from the defile.19  Long’s brigade pressed Lallemand’s brigade at the trot for five or 

six miles until both forces reached another defile near Hinogosa.  With darkness falling and 

another defile to negotiate, Long halted the attack, and retired to his original positions.20 

Long handled the action at Ribera well.  He controlled his brigade despite the rough 

terrain.  The troops had not rashly advanced, but maintained their discipline and order.  Artillery 

fire was integrated effectively with the cavalry advance, and the fire kept the French from 

making a stand.  While only a minor skirmish, Ribera restored the confidence of Long’s brigade 

after the poor cavalry performance of Slade’s brigade at Maquilla. Although Long’s troops were 

not at Maquilla in June, Lallemand’s brigade had gained a morale advantage over some of the 

best British cavalry regiments in the Peninsula.  However, in this action the British troops could 

see the poor condition of the French cavalry.  The ground was strewn with abandoned French 

baggage, rations, and bread.  The state of the French horses further restored the confidence of 

Long’s troops, as did the low number of British casualties.21  Long lost six wounded and one 

missing, while Campbell’s Portuguese lost one killed and three prisoners.22  The French losses 

were more difficult to reconstruct but were minor; only three officers wounded so their soldiers’ 

losses must be equally light.23  Thirty-five French bodies were discovered between Ribera and 

Hinogosa and eleven soldiers were captured; total French losses may be double when wounded 

are factored.24  

Word of Wellington’s victory at Salamanca reached the troops in the south by 29 July.  

Soult was expected to evacuate Andalusia and the south of Spain to reinforce the defeated 

French forces in the north.25  Yet, there was no movement by Soult’s troops.  Throughout early 

August and increasing in frequency during the last two weeks of the month, the British pickets 

observed the French requisitioning carts, wagons, and draft animals from the surrounding 

                       
19 Swabey, Diary of the Peninsular Campaigns, 116. 
20 Long to Charles Long, 26 July 1812, Peninsular Cavalry General, 207. 
21 “The most valuable acquisition however is the entire restoration of our confidence.  From what 
I saw . . .of the miserable condition of the French horses, I believe had we pushed on we might 
have made many prisoners.”  Swabey, Diary of the Peninsular Campaigns, 116. 
22 Long to Charles Long, 26 July 1812, Peninsular Cavalry General, 207; Long to Erskine, 25 
July 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 337. 
23 Martinien, Officers tués et blesses, 556, 568, 632. 
24 Long to Erskine, 25 July 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 337. 
25 “Journal of Captain R. Tate,” National Army Museum 7409-12; Swabey, Diary of the 
Peninsular Campaign, 117.   
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villages.  Finally on 25 August, the siege works around Cadiz were destroyed and the next day 

Soult’s force departed Seville heading north.26  Wellington waited a week, and then ordered Hill 

to march north to join the main army.  Hill’s infantry began their movement north behind a 

cavalry screen.27  Following Hill’s force was a detachment of men from Cadiz under Colonel 

Skerrit; one element of which was the third squadron of the 2nd Hussars, King’s German Legion 

that had been in Cadiz for the last year.28  The British columns advanced by Truxillo, Talavera 

de la Reyna, and Toledo towards Madrid.  Obtaining rations from a countryside that the French 

had foraged for three years was the chief difficulty and the situation improved only as the 

column neared Madrid.29 

Although conditions had improved in the Peninsula with the capture of Ciudad Rodrigo, 

Badajoz, the victory at Salamanca, and entry into Madrid, Wellington still felt sanguine over the 

overall prospects.  Wellington wrote: 

What can be done for this last nation [Spain]?   As for raising men or supplies, or 
taking any one measure to enable them to carry on the war, that is out of the 
question. . . I am apprehensive that all this will turn out but ill for the Spanish 
cause.  If, for any cause, I should be overpowered, or should be obliged to retire, 
what would the world say?  What will the people of England say?30 

 
Now it appeared the various French armies were attempting to unite and again advance 

along the great road from Burgos to Salamanca and ultimately Ciudad Rodrigo.  Yet little had 

been done to repair Ciudad Rodrigo.  Wellington gave the example of maintaining the Lines of 

Torres Vedras, which he said, “are kept in the most perfect state” and suggested to them that they 

do the same to Ciudad Rodrigo and Badajoz.31 

Meanwhile, Wellington departed Madrid on 31 August to confront the French along the Douro 

River.  Wellington’s departure was due to increased French activity in the previous two weeks 

near Valladolid.  Cavalry patrols and guerrillas reported seeing French columns leaving Burgos 

                       
26 Napier, History of the War in the Peninsula, IV, 321. 
27 Wellington to Hill, 8 September 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 405; Swabey, Diary of the 
Peninsular Campaign, 129. 
28 Wellington to Major General Cooke, 9 September 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 414-15. 
29 Another annoyance for the horse artillery was being quartered with the infantry, who took 
delight in tormenting the horses and men.  One artillery officer wrote on 25 September “we shall 
to-morrow leave the clutches of these infantry harpies, whom I hope never to see again till the 
day of battle.”  Swabey, Diary of the Peninsular War, 136. 
30 Wellington to Henry Wellesley, 23 August 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 368-72. 
31 Wellington to Henry Wellesley, 9 September 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 412-13. 
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and Wellington prepared to mass his army to confront this threat.32  The Third, Fourth and Light 

Divisions and the cavalry brigades of D’Urban and Arentschildt’s brigade were left in Madrid 

under overall command of Charles von Alten.  To confront Clauzel’s reorganized and 

refurbished army along the Douro, Wellington ordered the First, Fifth, and Seventh Divisions 

and cavalry brigades of Ponsonby and Bock to join Clinton’s Sixth Division and Anson’s light 

brigade which provided observation along the Douro River.33 
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Figure 46: Retreat from Burgos and Madrid. 

 

With the French forces again becoming a threat, organizational changes for the cavalry, on 

hold since July, were desperately needed.  Wellington had written to England back on 24 July 

concerning remount horses for the cavalry and artillery but he realized that any reinforcements 

                       

32 On 27 August, 1,300 infantry, fifty cavalry and two guns marched south and on 30 August 
5,000 infantry entered Valladolid and Tordesillas.  These preparations indicated that Clauzel’s 
force was preparing to move south.  Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 198-99. 
33 Wellington to Hill, 8 September 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 405. 
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from England would take weeks to reach the troops.  Wellington’s cavalry during the campaign 

had matched the French cavalry in numbers for the first time in four years, but the constant 

marching and skirmishing took a toll on the Allied horses.  Besides, Clauzel had received cavalry 

reinforcements from the Army of the North after Salamanca and his cavalry strength was greater 

than it had been at the beginning of the campaign.34  If nothing was done to improve the Allied 

mounts, the French might again surpass the Allied army in cavalry.  There were also rumors of a 

new cavalry commander being sent from England to replace Cotton.  Wellington’s 

correspondence with the government concerning cavalry remounts allowed him to praise his 

cavalry commander for the recent campaign and stop any talk of sending a new commander to 

replace Cotton.  Wellington requested that Cotton be made a member of the Order of the Bath, 

remarking that  

No cavalry could act better than ours did in the action; and I must say for Sir 
Stapleton, that I do not know where we would find an officer that would command 
our cavalry in this country half so well as he does.35 

 
The common cavalryman had a high opinion of Cotton that echoed Wellington’s sediments.  One 

lieutenant wrote of Cotton’s bravery and having two horses shot out from under him during the 

battle.36  Charles Cocks, formerly of the 16th Light Dragoons, and an infantry officer with the 

79th Foot, wrote of one of the army’s concerns.  “We [the army], of course, want Cavalry and 

dollars which you deal from England with a sparing hand.”37 

By early August, the remounts promised began to arrive.  On 6 August 104 remount 

horses and forty-five men for Bock’s heavy dragoons sailed from England; on the 18th another 

101 horses and thirty-seven men departed.  By 15 August, Wellington learned of his success in 

lobbying the government due to his increased prestige as a result of his victory at Salamanca.  

More cavalry than he had requested were enroute to the Peninsula.  Bathurst wrote Wellington 

that an additional 700 horses were in Portsmouth ready to debark as well as a welcome surprise: 

                       

34 Picard, La Cavalerie dans Les Guerres, II, 337. 
35 Wellington lobbied Bathurst to send remounts and reinforcements.  Wellington believed that 
with French reinforcements, Marmont now had 500-600 more cavalry than he had in July.  
Wellington’s commented to Bathurst “our cavalry must be kept up, or we cannot stay in the 
plains.”  Wellington to Bathurst, 24 July 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 308-09. 
36 Massey to his brother, 8 September 1812, National Army Museum 7804-14. 
37 Cocks to Thomas Somers Cocks, 8 September 1812, Intelligence Officer in the Peninsula, 
192-93. 
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more heavy cavalry.38 Le Marchant’s heavy brigade and Bock’s heavy Germans had proven the 

worth of the heavy cavalry in the Peninsula.  The Horse Guards had dispatched to Wellington a 

force of the heaviest cavalry in the British army: six squadrons of the Life Guards and Royal 

Horse Guards.  Due to the shortage of transports, the remounts for the regiments already in the 

Peninsula would be sent first to maintain the effectiveness of the mounted soldiers, but by late 

August both heavy regiments were expected to depart.39 

Wellington concerned himself with not only the conduct of the army in the field and 

reestablishing its effectiveness, but also soothing the feelings of his general officers.  For one, 

Cotton had to be reassured.  Remaining in Salamanca, his wound continued to bother him.  

Throughout the end of July and early August, fragments of the shattered bone in his left arm 

oozed from the wound and he remained weak.40  Upon Wellington’s recommendation, Cotton 

was to be invested as a Knight Companion of the Most Honorable Order of the Bath but before 

word had even reached Cotton, his supporters at home had seized upon this honor as insufficient 

reward for his services.41  The Duke of Newcastle wrote that the Order of the Bath was an 

inadequate reward for Cotton since he had been serving not only as the cavalry commander but 

also as the second in command of the army and would have assumed command if anything 

happened to Wellington.  Newcastle also recommended that Cotton should be made a peer since 

the Knight Companion was not deemed enough reward for his service.  This comment caused 

Bathurst, who was about to write to Cotton to congratulate him on being made a Knight 

Companion, to write to Wellington “as the riband [of the Order] is to be a grievance I shall hold 

my tongue, or more properly my pen.”42 

                       
38 Bathurst to Wellington 22 August 1812, WP 1/349. 
39 Numerous matters had to be completed before a regiment deployed overseas.  One item that 
needed to be corrected was the jackboots that the Royal Horse Guards wore.  Designed to be 
extremely heavy to protect the rider when two horses crashed together during the charge, often 
the buttons on the jackboots were torn off and driven in the flesh of the man next to them.  This 
example showed a little of the force that charging heavy cavalry produced.  Northumberland to 
Lieutenant Colonel Robert Hill, 26 August 1812, National Army Museum 6309/138/-6.  For 
information on sending the remounts before the heavy cavalry, see Bathurst to Wellington, 22 
August 1812, WP 1/349. 
40 Cotton to Wellington, 5 August 1812, WP 1/348 folder 4. 
41 Bathurst to Wellington, 21 August 1812, WP 1/349. 
42 Bathurst to Wellington, 22 August 1812, WP 1/349.  Wellington was also surprised at the 
uproar, saying, “I always thought the Order of the Bath that mark of the King’s favor which it 
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Wellington was also concerned with the cavalry generals remaining with the army.  With 

Le Marchant dead, von Alten and Cotton wounded, Wellington was offered Major General 

Henry Fane as a replacement.  Fane had gone home in 1811 due to poor health.  Fane’s health 

was not yet fully recovered and although Wellington held a high opinion of his capabilities, there 

was no permanent position for him since both Cotton and von Alten were expected to return to 

their commands.43  Other options to improve the efficiency of the army were more fantasy than 

grounded in reality.  The Duke of Richmond offered to serve under Wellington as a lieutenant 

general if the latter should make field marshal to settle the second of command issue; another 

scheme thoroughly disapproved was to raise a regiment of lancers from enemy prisoners.44 

As these questions circulated, the army prepared to resume operations.  The army 

assembled along the Douro by the night of 5 September.  Over the past few days, there was 

minor skirmishing on the picket line but no major actions.45  This changed when the British 

passed the Douro on 6 September, and moved to within a mile of La Cisternga where 3,000 of 

Clauzel’s infantry were deployed on the heights.  Wellington prepared to attack but because the 

artillery crossed at the wrong ford and were delayed, he called off the attack.46  Clauzel used the 

demonstration on the heights to give his army time to withdraw and the next morning he was 

marching to Dueñas.47  The French blew the bridge over the Pisuagre just before a squadron of 

                                                                        

was most desirable to an officer to receive. . .” Cotton wanted to receive a peerage.  Wellington 
to Bathurst, 8 September 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 410-11. 
43 Fane had commanded the Second Cavalry Division under Hill, but since Erskine, a lieutenant 
general, now filled that position, Wellington could not use Fane unless other, not so talented 
officers, were sent home.  Fane was also mentioned as a possible commander for the brigade of 
Horse Guards then in route to the Peninsula but that recommendation was not approved.  Fane 
would later command the cavalry under Hill during the 1813 and 1814 campaigns, and assume 
command of the cavalry upon the conclusion of the peace in April 1814 and lead it across France 
to Calais.  Contemporaries ranked him as second only to Cotton as a cavalry officer in the 
Peninsula.  Bathurst to Wellington, 22 August 1812, WP 1/349; Wellington to Bathurst, 8 
September 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 411; Dictionary of National Biography, II, 1039. 
44 Duke of Richmond to Torrens, 24 September 1812, WP 1/372; Torrens to Otway, 8 September 
1812, National Army Museum 6807-414-1-6. 
45 The largest skirmish was on 4 September when two French infantry companies supported by 
three squadrons of cavalry drove in the cavalry pickets near Tudela.  “Journal of Captain William 
Smith,” entry 4 September 1812, National Army Museum 6807-52. 
46 Massey to his brother, 8 September 1812, National Army Museum, 7804-14; Tomkinson, 
Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 201; Wellington to Edward Paget, 20 September 1812,Wellington’s 
Dispatches, IX, 432. 
47 Oman, Peninsular War, VI, 15. 



325 

the 11th Light Dragoons attempted to seize it and the two armies moved north on opposite sides 

of the river.48  The British advanced guard moved forward cautiously following the French on 8-

10 September but averaged only five to six miles per day.  On 11 September, after another five 

mile march, the advanced guard arrived at Banos and the headquarters of the army entered 

Dueñas where the army halted for the night.  The next morning the French marched north to 

Burgos and passed the Pisuagre near Torguemada.  A fleeting opportunity to inflict damage on 

the French rear-guard appeared the next morning.  The lead squadrons of the 16th Light 

Dragoons observed six squadrons of French cavalry on the British side of the river covering the 

retreat of the infantry with a single bridge behind them.  There was an opportunity to attack this 

rear-guard if only the remainder of Anson’s brigade could come forward in time.  The lead 

squadrons of the 16th Light Dragoons observed the French until noon while they waited for 

support.  Only after noon was the horse artillery ordered to shell the French.  However, it was too 

late.  By the time the guns arrived, the French had seen the threat and crossed the bridge.  The 

cautious British pursuit resumed.49 

Clauzel’s withdrawal continued each day unhampered by the British cavalry.  The pursuit 

did not press the French to withdraw any faster than they were willing to go.  The mere sight of 

cavalry or infantry convinced the French commander to move north from 10 to 19 September 

without skirmishing on most days while the British were satisfied to just observe the 

withdrawal.50  The movement of Wellington’s left column put direct pressure upon Clauzel.  The 

column included two regiments of light cavalry, a troop of horse artillery under Bull, Ponsonby’s 

heavy brigade and one regiment of the King’s German Legion heavy dragoons followed by 

Pack’s infantry brigade and then the Sixth and First Divisions.51  The right column included the 

remaining regiments of the cavalry that resulted in an even split of the mounted arm between the 

two columns.52  Even Wellington would write, “on the 7th we pushed them on, but not very 

vigorously, till the 16th.”53  The result was the cavalry allowed the French to set the pace of the 

                       

48 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 202. 
49 Tomkinson felt that a great opportunity was missed by Anson’s caution.  Ibid., 203. 
50 Oman, Peninsular War, VI, 17.  
51 Gordon to Major General Bock, 15 September 1812, National Army Museum 7507-62-32. 
52 In most pursuits, a weaker force maintained direct pressure on the enemy while a strong 
mobile force attempted to cut off the enemy retreat, this equal division of the cavalry between 
each column resulted in an ambiguous mission for each.   
53 Wellington to Edward Paget, 20 September 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 432. 
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withdrawal.  By the afternoon of 18 September the Allied army assembled near Burgos while 

two squadrons from the 16th Light Dragoon moved northwest of the town to establish outposts 

for the army.  The next morning the First Division with Pack’s Portuguese infantry brigade 

invested the castle and the army advanced two miles in front of the town to cover the siege.  

Anson’s cavalry brigade again moved further east to provide the distant outposts and give early 

warning of French movements.54 

Wellington, with only four brigades of infantry and three of cavalry, was not confident he 

had sufficient forces to successfully besiege the castle.  Particularly worrying was his lack of a 

siege train needed to pound a breach in the walls.  However with Spanish forces in the area, 

Wellington thought he had sufficient forces to handle any French threats while investing the 

town.55  A continuous line of vedettes was established northeast of Burgos to cover the besieging 

army.  Twelve miles from Burgos, Anson’s brigade, with the 11th and 12th Light Dragoons 

occupied Monestario with the headquarters and artillery at Fresno de Rodillio.  Duty at 

Monestario for Anson’s brigade was stressful due to constant French patrols.56  Those regiments 

sent to the rear did not enjoy better conditions-- the right squadron of the 3rd Dragoons was 

nearly taken prisoner at Deunas on 24 September.57  Patrols forward of the vedettes reported the 

French consolidating along the Ebro River.58   To conceal their intentions, the French advanced 

on Monestario at first light of 3 October.  The 12th Light Dragoons was on picket duty in front of 

the town when the French cavalry advanced; fortunately for the squadron on duty, the relieving 

squadron of the 11th Light Dragoons formed and supported the hard-pressed British force.59 

As the siege of Burgos continued, disquieting news began to arrive from Hill near Madrid 

concerning French movements.  By 9 October Hill had ordered the cavalry brigade of D’Urban 

out of its cantonments near Madrid to picket the front; he believed that the French army under 

Soult and King Joseph would soon begin operating against his corps.  To compound this news, 

French reinforcements near Burgos continued to arrive to bolster the Army of Portugal.  General 

                       

54 The Spanish Army of Galicia had joined the Anglo-Portuguese Army on 16 September.  
Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 205; Oman, Peninsular War, VI, 17.  
55 Wellington to Edward Paget, 20 September 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 432-33. 
56 “Journal of Captain William Smith,” National Army Museum 6807-52. 
57 “Journal of Sergeant Stephenson,” National Army Museum 6807-215. 
58 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 207. 
59 Journal of Captain William Smith, National Army Museum, 6807-52; Tomkinson, Diary of a 
Cavalry Officer, 207.  
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Joseph Souham had superseded Clauzel in the beginning of October. The strength of the Army of 

Portugal with reinforcements from Caffarelli’s Army of the North and various detachments had 

put the army at a strength of 45,000 infantry and 6,000 cavalry so Wellington found himself in 

the awkward position of facing a superior army while conducting a siege. 60  Wellington began to 

consider pushing Souham back so the bulk of the Allied army could march to Madrid to confront 

Soult’s threat.  If Wellington stayed at Burgos, he risked having his army cut off from Hill’s 

while each half faced a superior force.61   Of particular concern for the British cavalry was 

Souham’s increased cavalry strength.  The French now had over 4,000 cavalry while the First 

Cavalry Division had only 2,827 horses and men fit for duty.62   

During the final days of the siege the weather turned unseasonably cold and wet adding 

to the discomfort and lowering the morale of the British army.63  The work of covering the siege 

was disagreeable and tiring to the British cavalry.  Monastrio, twelve miles from Burgos, became 

the focus of attention as the two sides maneuvered back and forth for minor advantage.  French 

harassment of the British vedettes continued to increase in size and intensity as the month 

progressed.  On 13 October, Lieutenant Colonel Ponsonby, the brigade commander covering the 

siege, was wounded in one of these skirmishes.  A more serious fight took place on 18 October 

when the French forced the 11th Light Dragoons to evacuate Monasterio.  The 11th Light 

Dragoons was able re-occupy the town only after nightfall.64  The French again advanced on 20 

October and the cavalry outposts abandoned Monastrio and withdrew to the high ground near 

                       
60 Picard, La Cavalerie dans Les Guerre, II, 337. 
61 The immediate threat in the north was Souham’s force of 61,316 men, of which 4,044 were 
cavalry.  Oman, Peninsular War, VI, 52-53. 
62 The cavalry strength of 2,827 is the men and horses fit for duty.  Some brigades, such as 
Anson’s, contained 1,329 men and 1,180 horses but had only 721 men and 733 horses actually in 
the ranks.  Only 54% of the men and 62% of the horses were available to Wellington because of 
illnesses and wounds.  When looking at these statistics, it is important to remember that too 
many horses were as bad as too few.  The number of men in the saddle obviously could never 
exceed the number of horses; however extra horses also needed to be cared for and reduced the 
number of men in the ranks for combat.  PRO WO 17 series.  See Appendix A.  
63 “From the Moment we first invested this cursed Castle, the Weather had proved particularly 
unfavorable to our operations, having scarcely ceased raining the whole Time accompanied by 
High Winds and very severe Nights. . .” Bragge to his father, 18 October 1812, Peninsular 
Portrait, 77. 
64 Journal of Captain William Smith, National Army Museum 6807-52. 
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Cantalapiedra.65  The next day cavalry patrols reconnoitered the enemy position but found it too 

strong to confront.  The French attempted to drive in the British outpost lines on 21 October, 

attacking a position where part of the Seventh Division was stationed and but they were driven 

back.66 

Two days after the last failed assault on the walls at Burgos, Wellington ordered the guns 

moved out of battery and on 21 October, the retreat was ordered.  The move was carried out as 

quietly as possible.  The artillery passed through town that night with their wheels muffled with 

straw.67  Cotton, his wound finally healing properly had returned to command the cavalry and 

joined the army at Villa Toro on 1 October.  That same day he was invested with the Order of the 

Bath.68   

The campaign that had started so long ago and with such promise had come full circle by 

mid-October.  After overseeing the outposts that covered the siege for three weeks, Cotton again 

found himself in command of the army’s rear-guard.  Anson’s vedettes began withdrawing to 

Villa Toro at 3:00 p.m. on 22 October unseen by the French.69  Ponsonby’s brigade moved to 

Torrigrumada to unite with Anson’s brigade; once the two brigades were joined, the cavalry 

division took over full responsibility for covering the army.70  Almost immediately, the cavalry 

saw shocking spectacles that would mark the army’s progress back to Portugal.  Between Villa 

Toro and the road south  

The number of our men being in the mud drunk, some dead, others dying, biscuits 
and rum, casks broken, dead horses, oxen, and mules, together with the two 18 
pounders [two of the three siege guns used at Burgos- all three were disabled and 
abandoned alongside the road], far exceeded whatever I could conceive. . .71 

                       
65 Belmas, J., Journaux des Siéges faits ou soutenus par les Français dans la Peninsule de 1807 a 
1814,  (Paris: 1836-37), IV, 503. 
66 Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal, National Army Museum, 7706-17-2. 
67 The initial portion of the retreat was carried on so clandestinely that the cavalry pickets on the 
road to Vittoria thought the army did not begin the retreat until the night of 22 October.  Arthur 
Shakespeare’s Journal, National Army Museum, 7706-17-2. 
68 Wellington had written to Cotton on 9 September desiring him to return to command of the 
cavalry-- “I wish to God that you were well.”  Wellington to Cotton, 9 September 1812, 
Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 413; Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal, National Army Museum, 7706-
17-2. 
69 Journal of Captain William Smith, National Army Museum 6807-52. 
70 Gordon to Cotton, 23 October 1812, National Army Museum 7507-62-36-1. 
71 It is interesting to compare Captain William Smith’s account to most modern accounts.  Most 
modern accounts attribute poor discipline to only the last few days of the march between 
Salamanca and Ciudad Rodrigo. This is blamed on the poor staff work of Colonel Gordon, the 
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To compound the army’s problems, soon after the rear-guard passed the Burgos castle, the 

French garrison sortied from the castle, and shelled the rear-guard that had to retire further than 

planned.72 

The condition of the roads was poor.  The heavy rains and the passage of gun carriages 

and cattle made the roads almost impassable to the cavalry.73  Two cavalry brigades, Anson and 

Bock’s, supported by two light infantry battalions of the King’s German Legion from the 

Seventh Division under Lieutenant Colonel Halkett, formed the rear-guard once past Burgos.74  

Anson and Bock’s brigades could barely muster 1,250 sabers: 450 heavy dragoons and 800 light 

dragoons were supported by an additional 1,000 lancers of Julian Sanchez, but they could not be 

relied upon in battle.  Pressing this force was the cavalry of Souham and Caffarelli-- Curto’s 

light horse division, Boyer’s dragoon division, a cavalry brigade of Laferrière from the Army of 

the North and a brigade under Colonel Merlin--nearly 6,000 sabers.75   

The French cavalry attacked in strength on 23 October.  Curto’s division found Anson’s 

brigade formed a mile from Celada Del Camino.  One battalion of light infantry of the King’s 

German Legion was in position along a ravine so that it could fire into the flank of any French 

advance while the other battalion was stationed in Celada as a reserve.76  The French advanced 

                                                                        

new Assistant Adjutant General of the army who directed the quartermaster department and the 
rations along different roads than the army.  However, the problems of lax discipline appeared 
almost as soon as the army left Burgos.  Journal of Captain William Smith, National Army 
Museum 6807-52.  Major General Robert Long in the retreat from Madrid talked of similar 
conditions, which he stated, “with the pillaging, sacking, etc., has made our line of retreat as 
Vandalic as any Frenchified Spaniards could wish. . .” Long to Charles Long, 9 November 1812, 
Peninsular Cavalry General, 231.  Wellington alluded to this problem early in the summer with 
the problems he was having in paying his soldiers at such a great distance from Lisbon.  At that 
time he was already discussing the indiscipline due to the lack of pay.  Wellington to Bathurst, 
18 August 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 365. 
72 Belmas,  Journaux des Siéges , IV, 505-06. 
73 One dragoon wrote that “our horses and mules [were] worn out and completely exhausted,. . . 
a great part of our cavalry also were dismounted.” Memoir of a Dragoon, National Army 
Museum 6807-213. 
74 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 111. 
75 All of the regiments of this immense force were engaged on 23 October except for two 
squadrons from Laferrière’s brigade.  The French strength was: Boyer’s division- 1,373; Curto’s 
division- 2,163; Merlin’s brigade-746; and Laferrière’s brigade-1, 662 for 5,944 men.  Picard, La 
Cavalerie dans les Guerres, II, 337-38; Oman, Peninsular War, VI, fn 69. 
76 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 112. 
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and the fire of the King’s German Legion infantry concealed in the ravine stopped the first 

advance.  The French rallied and again attacked.  As the French tried to cross the stream, 

Anson’s brigade charged stopping the French and the two sides skirmished throughout the 

morning.  Cotton’s mixed infantry and cavalry force delayed the French for approximately three 

hours.  Around noon, O’Shee’s brigade from Curto’s division finally gained a foothold across the 

stream and the British position became untenable.77  Anson’s brigade and Halkett’s troops 

withdrew.  Closely pressed by the French, Anson’s brigade made numerous charges to delay 

their advance.  However, Anson’s brigade could not hold long the large numbers of French 

cavalry that threatened their front.78 

 
Combat at Venta del Pozo 

 
After retiring, the rear-guard came upon Venta del Pozo where Cotton decided to make a 

stand.  In front of the town was a small canal; Bock’s brigade and Bull’s horse artillery troop 

formed on the high ground nearby.79  They had a strong position, with the Arlanzon River on one 

flank and the canal on the other.80  Bock’s brigade was on the right with Bull’s horse artillery 

along the road in the center while the left half of the field was left for Anson’s brigade to occupy 

when they reached the position.  However Anson’s brigade, finally seeing support, moved 

instead to the right, fell in behind Bock’s Germans and began to form.   

Curto’s division, in close contact with Anson’s men had stopped to reform and allowed 

the British cavalry to cross the river unmolested.  At the same time the cavalry of Boyer and the 

Army of the North arrived as well as Souham and Caffarelli.  Souham ordered the pursuit to 

continue and told Boyer to turn the British right while Laferrière’s brigade (under the command 

of Colonel Faverot) attacked the British center. 81  Boyer ordered Merlin to cross the river, drive 

off the Spanish guerrillas protecting the British flank, and then to attack the British cavalry 

                       

77 Longin, Historique du 14e Régiment de Chasseurs, 141. 
78 The left squadron of the 16th Light Dragoons lost thirty casualties and the regiment’s 
commander, Lieutenant Colonel Pelly, was captured.  Journal of Captain William Smith, 
National Army Museum 6807-52. 
79 Journal of Captain William Smith, National Army Museum 6807-52. 
80 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 111; Gray, Services of the King’s German Legion, 274. 
81 Numbers given are forces actually engaged, and not the total available.  Oman, Peninsular 
War, VI, 71. 
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guarding the bridge.82   Merlin’s force moved north along the river, seeking a point to cross.  The 

farther it got from the road the less passable the stream became.  Merlin traveled nearly a mile 

trying to find a crossing and lost sight of the battlefield.  Faverot, whose mission was to press the 

British while Merlin moved to the flank, headed straight for the bridge, bypassing the French 

squadrons forming on the other side.   

Here was an opportunity for the British cavalry to disrupt the French while only a portion 

was across but misunderstanding of orders hampered the British response.  Cotton ordered 

Anson’s brigade, formed behind the Germans, to move to the position on the left but in doing so 

the lead squadrons passed in front of the Germans, and more significant, in front of Bull’s guns, 

and masked their fire just as the French cavalry began to cross.  No British action was taken until 

nearly eight squadrons had gotten across and the opportunity to attack the French before they 

massed was missed.  Bull opened fire but his artillerymen misjudged the elevation and the first 

rounds passed harmlessly over the heads of the French.  Cotton, seeing the danger, ordered Bock 

and Anson to charge before more French could cross.  Bock’s brigade moved forward in echelon 

but Anson’s brigade lagged behind the Germans because of their weary mounts.  The 1st 

Regiment of the King’s German Legion broke through the right side of the French while the 2nd 

Regiment pulled up and began a melee with the French opposite of them.83  Anson’s brigade, 

weary from the morning’s fighting, failed to break through their opponents of the Lancers de 

Berg and 15th Chasseurs.  The resulting melee was one of the largest cavalry fights of the 

Peninsular War-- 1,200 French against 1,000 British.84 

There were numerous narrow escapes on both sides.  Bock fought his way out of six 

French dragoons and was barely rescued by his men.  Cotton, in the middle of the melée, was 

saved from being wounded by his orderly striking down a French dragoon at the last moment.85   

The two British brigades broke and retired to their original position to reform when Boyer’s 

dragoons at last arrived on the scene and threatened to turn their flank.86  The cavalry withdrew 

towards their infantry support.87  While the cavalry fought, the two King’s German Legion 

                       

82 Picard, La Cavalerie dans Les Guerres, II, 338. 
83 Hodenberg, Briefe, Hodenberg to Baroness Reizenstein, 23 December 1812, 45-59 as cited in 
Gray, Service of the King’s German Legion, 274. 
84 Ibid., VI, 73-74. 
85 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 115. 
86 Longin, Historique du 14e Régiment de Chasseurs, 141. 
87 Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal, National Army Museum, 7706-170-2. 
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battalions marched towards the safety of the village of Villadrigo.  Seeing the cavalry brigades’ 

distress, the light infantry moved at the double to gain the outskirts of the village but the 

advancing French cavalry came on too quickly.  Both battalions formed square and halted the 

lead French squadrons with volley fire.88   The French formed twice more to charge but each 

time the volleys from the squares convinced them not to press the attack.89 

The French cavalry exhausted their force in this final charge.  Darkness had fallen and the 

infantry bought time for Anson and Bock’s brigades to reform.  The Allied rear-guard moved off 

without being pursued by the French.  The rear-guard halted for two hours and then marched 

until it reached the bridge at Quintan del Puente.90   The engagement at Venta del Ponzo had 

been vicious, confusing, and nearly destroyed the British rear-guard.91  A total of nine French 

and seven British squadrons had fought a vicious series of actions lasting from 9:00 a.m. until 

dark.  The proper use of terrain by Cotton helped save the rear-guard; the two battalions of 

King’s German Legion light infantry also provided a force to rally around once the French had 

finally won a decisive advantage over the exhausted British rearguard.  Only the French pause 

after failing to break the German squares allowed the British to successfully withdraw without 

greater losses.  This pause may have been due to the officer losses suffered by the French 

cavalry--in the Legion of Gendarmerie, the commander and six other officers had been 

wounded; the 15th Chasseurs lost eight officers wounded (only to were unhurt) and two officers 

were wounded in the Lancers de Berg.92  The 25th Dragoons lost five officers and five dragoons 

wounded, mostly in the charge across the bridge.93  Total French losses that day did not exceed 

100 men and officers.94  The French also had a large number of British prisoners- sixty-two, 

                       
88 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 114. 
89 Wellington mentioned this action in his dispatch of 26 October to Bathurst and praised the 
conduct of Cotton and his staff despite the unsuccessful cavalry charges.  Wellington to Bathurst, 
26 October 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX 511-12. 
90 Hodenberg, Briefe, Hodenberg to Baroness Reizenstein, 23 December 1812, 45-59 as cited in 
Gray, Service of the King’s German Legion, 276. 
91 Losses for the British were: 1st Dragoons of the King’s German Legion, 44 men killed and 
wounded; 2nd Dragoons of the King’s German Legion, 52 men; 11th Light Dragoons, 49; 12th 
Light Dragoons, 20; and the 16th Light Dragoons, 47-- a total loss of 230.  Oman, Peninsular 
History, VI, fn 75. 
92 Caffarelli’s dispatch as cited in Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, fn 116; Martinien, 
Officers tués et blessés, 600, 734. 
93 Bourqueney, Historique du 25e Régiment de Dragoons, 193. 
94 Picard, La Cavalerie dans Les Guerre, II, 339. 
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including Lieutenant Colonel Pelly of the 16th Light Dragoons.95  Why did the French fail to win 

more decisively despite the fact that they had two complete cavalry divisions to press the British 

rear-guard?  One factor was probably that the French were a pure cavalry force, fighting a 

combined infantry, artillery, and cavalry rear-guard of the British.  The infantry, in particular, 

provided the rock to rally around when the British cavalry was failing late in the day.  The poor 

reputation and records of the French cavalry generals commanding that day was also listed as a 

reason for the British escape.96  In addition, the French cavalry were from two different armies, 

without one senior commander to coordinate their actions; they fought as individual divisions 

and never massed their force.  Cotton’s actions also received credit by observers.  His actions 

that day were described as showing “great coolness, judgment, and gallantry.  I was close to him 

the whole time, and did not observe him for an instant disturbed or confused.”97 

 The next day the British rear-guard was given a respite since the French remained within 

view but did not press them.  Ponsonby’s brigade took over from Anson’s brigade; they 

desperately needed time to allow their horses to recover.98  The French pressed the Carrion River 

crossing at Villa-Muriel on 25 October and the Fifth Division had to keep the French advanced 

guard back.99  The army, halted at Duenas and Villas Municl for two days, resumed the march on 

26 October and crossed the Pisurgre.100   They remained within sight of the French for three days 

until 29 October when the cavalry filed across the bridge of the Douro and destroyed it behind 

them.101  Wellington was convinced that the French were superior in cavalry and based upon his 

observations at Cabeza on 27 October thought them also superior in infantry.   

The Douro River was not a significant obstacle to delay a French crossing so Wellington 

anxiously ordered Hill to withdraw from Madrid and rejoin the main army.102  On 27 October 

                       
95 Longin, Historique du 14e Régiment de Chasseurs, 141; Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry 
Officer, 222. 
96 When discussing the invasion of Portugal with General Maximilien Foy, Napoleon had 
characterized the cavalry officers of the Army of Portugal as either poor or mediocre except for 
three-- Montbrun, Fournier and Lamotte, none of whom was present.  Girod de L’Ain, Maurice, 
Vie Militaire du Général Foy, (Paris, 1900), 141. 
97 T. Sydenham to Henry Wellesley, 28 October 1812, Wellington’s Supplementary Despatches, 
VII, 465. 
98 Journal of Captain William Smith, National Army Museum 6807-52. 
99 Wellington to Bathurst, 26 October 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 512. 
100 Journal of Sergeant Stephenson, National Army Museum 6807-215. 
101 Ibid. 
102 Wellington to Hill, 27 October 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 514. 
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Wellington was able to see for himself the strength of the French cavalry when it formed 

opposite the British line along the Pisuerga.  He estimated that the Army of Portugal had been 

reinforced by at least 10,000 men from France.  He estimated the total force at 40,000 with at 

least 5,000 cavalry to his available cavalry force of 1,200.103  Only on 31 October Wellington 

was reassured when he learned that units of the French force had moved towards Toro while 

others marched towards Valladolid, appearing to go into cantonments.   Wellington said at the 
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Figure 47: Cuidad Rodrigo to Tordesillas. 

 
time that he “had got clear, in a handsome manner, of the worst scrape I was ever in” and that 

Hill marching from Madrid would soon join him.104  It was a reversal of the initiative in the 

campaign suddenly being seized by the French; it was unexpected.  Wellington admitted that he 

did not expect the reemergence of the Army of Portugal: “I had no notion that the enemy could 

be so much reinforced, particularly in cavalry or that the Army of the North could come so far 

                       

103 Wellington to Bathurst, 28 October 1812, IX, 515; Wellington to Bathurst, 31 October 1812, 
Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 519. 
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down this way.”105  Here the army remained until 6 November when Hill’s force finally arrived 

from Madrid.  Hill had left Madrid on 28 October after drawing in his pickets and crossing the 

Tagus; some slight skirmishing between Long’s troops and the French occurred the next day but 

the British forces retired with little opposition or pressure.106 

After 6 November, the allied army was again reunited and working in concert.  Hill’s 

troops took up a position at Alba de Tormes while Wellington’s portion of the allied army 

marched until reaching the heights of St. Christoval in front of Salamanca.107   Wellington 

expressed concern for the two wings of his army.  His troops had been continuously in the field 

since January, and the wear on their clothing and equipment was great.  The cavalry were 

“likewise are weak in numbers, and the horses rather low in condition.”108  Wellington wanted to 

go into cantonments somewhere near the Tormes instead of Portugal.   

As the army retreated the condition of the cavalry horses decreased rapidly.  Major 

General Robert Long worried that “my brigade is nearly unfit for the field.  The 9th and 13th 

Dragoons scarcely muster 400 swords, the men are naked and starving with cold, the horses upon 

their last legs. . .” 109  When the horses’ conditions deteriorated to the point that they could not 

keep up with the retreat, they had to be killed.  “Slade’s brigade destroyed nearly 50 horses in 

one day.”110  The regiments in Long and Slade’s brigades were not exceptional in their suffering.  

One soldier of the 5th Dragoon Guards wrote that a “great part of our cavalry [is] also 

dismounted.”111   Several of the men were sick before the retreat began and got worse due to the 

poor weather.112  Luckily for the cavalry, the remounts sent from England earlier in the summer 

arrived.  This allowed the mounted arm to regain some of its effectiveness in the final stages of 

the withdrawal to Portugal.  The 14th Light Dragoons, one of the most experienced regiments in 

the Peninsula, had over 100 horses sick and another 142 ‘on command,’ a term used to describe 

                                                                        

104 Wellington to Charles Stewart, 31 October 1812, ibid., IX, 519. 
105 Wellington to Henry Wellesley, 1 November 1812, ibid., IX, 524. 
106 Swabey, Diary of Campaigns in the Peninsula, 149. 
107 Londonderry, Story of the Peninsular War, 280. 
108 Wellington to Bathurst, 8 November 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 536. 
109 Long to Charles Long, 9 November 1812, Peninsular Cavalry General, 232. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Memoir of a Dragoon, National Army Museum 6807-213. 
112 Swabey had nearly half of his horse artillery troop sick during the month of October while 
brigades in the “Northern army” [the main Allied army] also broke out in fever.  Memoir of a 
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various detached duties that took men and horses away from the squadrons.113  The result was 

that in mid-October the regiment had 256 horses and men available for combat of the 516 

assigned.114  Only the arrival of the remounts and the men that accompanied the horses allowed 

the cavalry to remain in the field as an effective force. 

As the army closed on the Tormes, a plague of small, yet significant staff errors began to 

arise which caused problems later in the campaign.  As early as 30 October when Hill’s forces 

marched north to join the main army, confusing and contradicting orders were issued.  

D’Urban’s brigade was ordered to communicate with Alten’s brigade on his right while Alten 

had been ordered to communicate with D’Urban on his left.  Yet the position of the two brigades, 

as given in the latest orders, were exactly reversed, with Alten’s brigade on the left and D’Urban 

on the right.  Only a personal meeting between the two commanders saved needless confusion.115  

While this miscommunication seemed inconsequential, it led to misconceptions that their flanks 

would be protected when in fact they were not.  Five days later D’Urban was left in front of the 

army near Segovia without orders.  On his own authority, he withdrew the next morning to Villa 

Nueva.  His brigade barely reached the town without being cut off by the French.  D’Urban felt 

that if he had waited one hour more his brigade would have been lost.116  

Wellington paused to determine if Soult, Souham, and Joseph would unite their French 

armies and offer battle.  Little movement or skirmishing took place until 9 November.  On that 

day, minor skirmishing developed in front of Alba de Tormes between Long and the French 

cavalry and the next day Long withdrew his brigade to the west side of the river. 117  The French 

attacked the pickets under Long and the next day a significant force of infantry and artillery 

                                                                        

Dragoon, National Army Museum 6807-213; Swabey, Diary of Campaigns in the Peninsula, 
145.  
113 The 14th Light Dragoons arrived in Lisbon in October 1808.  Some of the various reasons 
troops could be ‘on command’ were duties such as Belem cavalry barracks, attending sick horses 
(there was a large depot of sick horses maintained at Salamanca when the army advanced to 
Burgos), attached to general staff officers, letter parties, or attached to the Spanish cavalry to 
teach sword drill.  PRO WO 17/37 discusses the variety of jobs that the soldiers of the 13th Light 
Dragoons attended in July 1811. 
114 PRO WO 17/39 returns for the 14th Light Dragoons. 
115 D’Urban, Peninsular Journal, 295-96. 
116 Ibid., 297. 
117 The Anglo-Portuguese force in Alba de Tormes was Howard’s brigade from the Second 
Division supported from the far side of the river by Hamilton’s Portuguese brigade.  Wellington 
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moved on Alba de Tormes.   The British troops were withdrawn and finally on 14 November the 

fords had fallen low enough that the French could cross at numerous locations and not just over 

the bridges.  With the threat from the French increasing, Wellington ordered the army towards 
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Figure 48: Cuidad Rodrigo to Almeida. 

 

Ciudad Rodrigo the next day.  The posturing and waiting to learn French intentions ended the 

night of 14 November when cavalry pickets discovered the French crossing the river.  The 

British brigade was withdrawn from Alba de Tormes and the bridge blown.  The French tried to 

cut Wellington’s force off from their supply lines-- a move similar to that attempted on 22 July, 

except Soult conducted it farther from British lines and so they could not be interfered.  

Wellington moved from San Christoval to the Arapiles to offer battle but found too many French 

                                                                        

to Bathurst, 19 November 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 557; Long to Charles Long, 27 
November 1812, Peninsular Cavalry General, 234. 
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already to attack.118  Wellington issued orders to withdraw, and the army moved from its 

positions towards Ciudad Rodrigo.119   

The weather had deteriorated.  To compound the suffering of the army, poor staff work 

by the new Adjutant General of the Army, Colonel Gordon had a profound impact on the men.  

The army moved in three columns, with the rear-guard for the southern column remaining the 

responsibility of the First Cavalry Division.  For the central column, the Second Cavalry 

Division and Light Division covered the withdrawal.  No cavalry covered the withdrawal of the 

northern route, which contained the logistics of the army.  120  Cavalry patrols moved ahead of 

the southern column for security to insure the route was clear of the French but  the various 

routes were not well coordinated.  Arrangements for rations and security were poorly 

coordinated between the columns.121  All of the rations for the army moved in the northern 

column that had no cavalry protection.  Another problem was that no consideration was made for 

rough terrain of the southern column’s route where the cavalry could not effectively operate.  

The lack of serious French pressure was a blessing.  Major General Robert Long wrote after the 

retreat that: 

The whole arrangements for this retreat have astonished me.  Through a wooded and 
difficult country, there has been no combination of arms.  The Cavalry in insulated 
columns marching without Infantry through ground where the assistance of the latter 
arm was indispensable; men sinking every instant under famine and fatigue and many 
from intoxication. . . the Cavalry constantly on duty, with nothing to give our horses 
for sustenance but leaves!122 

 
 A dragoon described the suffering during this period as: 

In this forlorn condition, we could offer but a feeble resistance to the overwhelming 
forces of the French who never ceased harassing us neither day or night.  Numbers of 
our infantry were crushed to death by the rapid advance of the enemy’s cavalry and 
artillery and many who were unable to keep up with the columns straggled away and 
were either cut to pieces or perished with cold and hunger in the woods. . . Even the 
very elements seemed to conspire against us, heavy storms of thunder and lighting 
accompanied by showers of sleet and piercing cold continually bursting over our 

                       

118 Wellington to Bathurst, 19 November 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 557. 
119 Long to Charles Long, 27 November 1812,  Peninsular Cavalry General, 234. 
120 “Movement of the Army on 16 November 1812,” dated 15 November 1812 signed by 
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121 “Movement of the Army on 18 November 1812,” dated 17 November 1812 signed by 
Gordon, National Army Museum 7507-62-42. 
122 Long to Charles Long, 27 November 1812, Peninsular Cavalry General, 235. 
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heads against which we had neither shelter or cover.  Added to this we were 
emaciated with hunger and worn out with fatigue, many also were half naked.123 

  
It was during this period that Major-General Edward Paget, sent from England to be the 

second in command, was captured as he moved towards the rear of his column to see what had 

caused a break in contact between units.  The conditions were difficult and the situation 

confusing and some officers compared the retreat from Salamanca to what they had experienced 

during Sir John Moore’s retreat to Corunna in December 1808.124  However bad the condition of 

the march was for the British soldiers, the French advanced guard suffered probably even greater 

than the British since they were not falling back on their supply lines.  This limited what damage 

they could inflict.  Finally back along the Agueda River by 20 November, the Allied army 

returned to its winter quarters.  The cavalry in particular needed the time to turn their horses out 

to pasture so they could regain their condition quickly if they were to take the field in the spring.  

The light cavalry brigades, whose small horses could handle the reduced rations better, took over 

outpost duty in this area that it knew so well from previous years.  One regiment from Alten’s 

brigade was posted near the Agueda River and on the road from Ciudad Rodrigo to Gallegos 

with pickets in advance; Anson’s brigade was farther south between Ciudad Rodrigo and 

Gallegos.  Bock’s brigade was split between Pastones, El Bodon and Fuente Guinaldo while 

Ponsonby’s brigade was divided with regiments at Fuentes de Oñaro, Gallegos with the First 

Division, and Albergania with the Seventh.  Slade’s brigade accompanied the Second Division to 

a series of small villages between Lamarra and Robleda while Long’s brigade was near 

Serradilla de Llana and Guadapero.125 

With the army in its former positions, the regiments rested and refitted for the next campaign.  

In the field for nearly eleven months, the cavalry covered the army that captured both Ciudad 

Rodrigo and Badajoz; defeated Marmont in forty minutes at Salamanca and entered Madrid.  

Two full cavalry divisions had operated with the wings of the army and had some of their most 

brilliant as well as mismanaged operations in 1812.  Because of the successes enjoyed by 

Wellington, and the growth of his reputation, a vast reshaping of the mounted arm would occur 

before it again advanced into the Spanish plains. 
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CHAPTER 18 
 

THE DIE IS RECAST 
 

I have always felt the inutility and inconvenience of the office of second 
in command.  It has a great and high sounding title, without duties or 
responsibilities of any description; at the same time that it gives pretenses, the 
assertion of which are, and I believe you know how I found them in one 
instance to be, very inconvenient.1 

 
The campaign of 1812, begun with such great promise, ended in disappointment as the 

Allied army limped back behind the Portuguese frontier.  The immediate question Wellington 

faced was whether the French would maintain pressure on the Allied army.  After five days it 

became clear that there would be no advance and that the French were content to go into winter 

quarters.  On 27 November, Wellington ordered his army into winter quarters and the cavalry 

regiments were widely separated in search of forage for the horses.2  The results of the 

campaign, while disappointing, had many positive effects on the war in Iberia.  French forces 

had evacuated southern Spain, and the frontier fortifications along the Portuguese border were 

firmly in Allied hands.  Wellington did not believe that Portugal would be threatened unless the 

French received reinforcements from Metropolitan France--the results and losses of the Russian 

campaign would not be known for another month.   

Efforts began immediately to restore the army to an offensive posture and prepare it to 

again take the field. Von Alten’s brigade covered the army’s front.  The 1st Hussars of the King’s 

German Legion, 14th Light Dragoons and the 2nd Hussars of the King’s German Legion, 

transferred from the Second Cavalry Division, established a line of vedettes.3  The bulk of the 

cavalry went far to the rear--Bock, Ponsonby, and Anson’s brigades went to the Mondego valley 

and south of Oporto.  Hill’s troops and the Second Cavalry Division went to the Alagon Valley 

                                                      
1 Wellington to Beresford, 2 Dec 1812, Selected Letters and General Orders, 647.  
2 Wellington to Cotton, 27 November 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 579.  
3 The 2nd Hussars of the King’s German Legion joined the brigade 1 November 1812.  C.T. 
Atkinson, “The Composition and Organization of the British Forces in the Peninsula,” The 

English Historical Review, LXVII, July 1902, 118-19.  
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while D’Urban’s Portuguese Brigade went to the north of the Douro; the other Portuguese 

brigade under Campbell went 150 miles to the south in the vicinity of Elvas.4  

With the army in winter quarters, re-establishing the effectiveness of the army and 

integrating new regiments became a priority.  As every winter, a number of senior officers 

applied to Wellington to return to England.  Wellington granted Stapleton Cotton leave to return 

to England for the apparent reason of trying to recover his health.5  Though Cotton had rejoined 

the army in October after his injury at Salamanca, the wound still bothered him.  The second 

reason for his return to England was so he could personally present his case on becoming a peer.  

In Lisbon, before obtaining passage to England, Cotton checked the condition of the Household 

brigade of Guards quartered at Belem.6  The brigade consisted of three squadrons, one from each 

of the 1st Life Guards, the 2nd Life Guards and the Royal Horse Guards (the Blues).  The brigade 

had had a difficult passage, but this was not only due to the weather.  First, the brigade was 

delayed at the port in order to free up transports for the desperately needed cavalry remounts sent 

in November.7   Then the squadrons of the Life Guards were not prepared to sail which forced 

the Royal Horse Guards to sail without them.8   When Cotton inspected the brigade at Belem, he 

found the three regiments that made up the brigade vastly different in capabilities.  The Royal 

Horse Guard “are in a very fine condition. . .[and] are fit to move in a few days being merely 

short one horse . . .”9 As for the two squadrons of the Life Guards, Cotton called them “certainly 

very helpless.”10  Each of the three regiments was missing a transport, but the transport for the 1st 

and 2nd Life Guards contained their veterinary surgeon, and for one of the squadrons all the 

medicines, stores, shoes, nails, etc.  The Life Guards also believed that on campaign they would 

                                                      
4 “Gordon to Cotton, Movements of the Army 20 November 1812,” National Army Museum 
7507-62-44. 
5 Wellington wished him a “pleasant voyage and the early re-establishment of your health.”  It 
was clear that Cotton was also going to plead his case on being made a peer in person.  
Wellington to Cotton, 27 November 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, IX, 579. 
6 Atkinson, “British Forces in the Peninsula,” The English Historical Review, LXVII (July 
1902): 119. 
7 Bathurst to Wellington, 22 August 1812, WP 1/349. 
8 "As I find there can be no dependence on the time when the Life Guards will be ready, I have 
thought it better to direct the Blues to sail without them. . . The Life Guards promise next 
Monday; but I was told three weeks ago that they would be ready by the fifth.”  Bathurst to 
Wellington, 13 October 1812, WP 1/352.   
9 Cotton to Wellington, 2 December 1812, WP 1/354. 
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have no need for such peacetime fatigues as a currycomb to brush the horses and had left them in 

England.  The squadrons were supplied with the missing brushes from stores in Lisbon before 

they could march to join the army.11  

Safe behind the frontier, Wellington turned his attention to the organization of the forces 

in Portugal to prepare for resuming the offensive in the spring.  Early in December, Wellington 

had learned that Frederick, the Duke of York, had ordered the army to be reinforced with a light 

brigade of hussars from England.  The three regiments, 10th, 15th, and 18th Hussars all 

participated in the La Coruña campaign and because of the almost total loss of horses in the 

campaign, it had taken nearly four years until they were ready to take the field again.12   

These reinforcements came with a cost to Wellington.  Wellington was ordered to send 

home the three weakest cavalry regiments from his army so they could reorganize and be 

brought up to full strength for overseas service at a future time.13  In the past, when the subject of 

adding new regiments to the army had been discussed, Wellington had written that one 

experienced soldier was worth two new soldiers in the Peninsula.  He believed that because the 

new arrivals, not use to the rigors of campaigning, were sicker; they were also more likely to be 

undisciplined than an experienced regiment.  Wellington, therefore, sent the Duke of York a 

counter-proposal.  Instead of sending home the three weakest cavalry regiments, he would 

reduce the regiments that currently had three squadrons overseas down to two squadrons and 

send the men home to increase the depot squadrons.  The horses from these squadrons would 

remain in the Peninsula and be redistributed to increase the remaining regiments.14  The net 

                                                                                                                                                                           
10 Ibid. 
11 These details are from inspections that Cotton carried out of the two Life Guards squadrons on 
1 December and of the Blues on 2 December.  Cotton to Wellington, 2 December 1812, WP 
1/354. 
12 The shoulder bone of a horse is primarily cartilage until the horse is five or six years old.  
Subjecting a horse to the rigors of a campaign before this cartilage had turned to bone risks 
permanent damage to the horses, rendering it unable to be ridden. 
13 Duke of York to Wellington, 2 December 1812, WP 1/354  
14 There was no standard organization when cavalry regiments were sent overseas in the first 
years of the Peninsula War.  A regiment in England had ten troops, organized into five 
squadrons.  Some regiments shipped to Portugal left behind four troops to insure a steady supply 
of reinforcements and remounts.  Other regiments took eight troops out of ten, which had a good 
field strength for the first year and then rapidly declined because the two remaining troops could 
not supply the demand.  In late 1811 the army standardized all deployed regiments to six service 
troops, with four remaining in England.  Wellington’s proposal meant that only four troops from 
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result would be to retain the effectiveness of those deployed in the Peninsula but not the 

flexibility for the British Empire if cavalry needed to be sent to another theater. 

While deciding on the organization of regiments, Wellington also looked at the quality of 

men to command those brigades.  Wellington had complained that he had no power to decide 

which senior officers would be sent to the Peninsula.   After they arrived in the Peninsula and 

were found unsatisfactory, the onus was on him to remove these officers from their positions.  

The “odium attached to the removal of officers,” who failed to function at the level of command 

to which they have risen, frustrated and embittered Wellington.  The Horse Guards never asked 

Wellington for his needs but sent officers and he had to find appropriate employment for them.  

With his status increased as a result of the 1812 campaign, Wellington asked for the authority to 

return incompetent or ineffective officers to the home staff in England.  Wellington specifically 

wanted four cavalry officers removed.  The first was Lieutenant General William Erskine, 

commander of the Second Cavalry Division.  Wellington tried Erskine in a number of different 

positions but Erskine performed unsatisfactorily in each.  Erskine’s lieutenant general rank 

severely limited the positions that Wellington could place him.  If only Erskine could be sent 

home, Wellington could reorganize into a single cavalry division and dispense with the 

requirement for a second cavalry lieutenant general.15 

Another problem officer was Major General “Black Jack” Slade, the heavy brigade 

commander defeated at Maquilla.  Slade had felt Wellington’s wrath for a series of mishaps and 

the poor command climate in his brigade.  The third officer Wellington wanted recalled was 

                                                                                                                                                                           
some regiments would remain in the Peninsula and six would be at home to insure those abroad 
could remain effective.  To do this would reduce the number of effective regiments for use in 
other parts of the British Empire.  Wellington’s proposal was disapproved.  Wellington to Duke 
of York, 26 December 1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 5.  
15 Wellington suggested to the Duke of York that there would only be one cavalry division in 
early December, not 27 December as stated by Oman.  December 27 is the date of the letter 
approving the recall of the officers.  The situation with the recall was kept very quiet for obvious 
reasons.  As late as May 1813 Long was still under the impression that Erskine had not been 
recalled, and that the recall of Slade was due to Erskine’s death in February 1813, not 
Wellington’s decision to form one cavalry division.  It is clear from the Duke of York’s 
references in the 28 December 1812 letter that the idea for the recall of the officers originated 
with Wellington in a letter to Torrens.  It is unclear why Wellington, who had permission since 
late December to send Long home, failed to do so.  Long was notified of his recall on 22 July in 
a letter received from Torrens, over six months later.  York to Wellington, 28 December 1812, 
WP 1/354 folder 10/1; Torrens to Long, 22 July 1813, Peninsular Cavalry General, 288. 



344 

Major General Robert Long.  Long had a generally successful career as a cavalry brigade 

commander, but was a critical and astute observer of the war in the Peninsula.  This of itself 

would not have been a problem if Long had kept his views confined to his journal.  His practice 

of routing letters to his twin brother through a family friend at the Horse Guards meant that often 

the Horse Guards got information through this informal channel before Wellington’s official 

communications.16  The final cavalry officer to be removed was Major General Victor von Alten.  

His performance around Ciudad Rodrigo during the late spring had shown him incapable of 

independent command. 

Although Wellington had permission to remove three of these officers in the first weeks 

of January 1813, little was done to reorganize the cavalry.  Wellington was very sensitive that 

these officers should be removed with as little damage to their feelings and reputation as 

possible.  To do this, Wellington insisted that none of the officers except Erskine should be 

recalled until there was an appropriate position on the home staff open for him.  Because of this 

personality flaw in Wellington’s character, he delayed the recall of Long and von Alten so long 

although their incompetence could have led to the death of innumerable soldiers.17  The reason 

circulated for Slade’s removal was the promotion of Clinton to local lieutenant general.  Because 

of the reorganization of the cavalry into one division, there was only one position for a cavalry 

lieutenant general.  Since Clinton was junior to Slade in the Army Lists, either Slade received the 

position instead of Clinton or Slade must be recalled.18  

                                                      
16 Long’s letters home were often left unsealed so that General Wynyard, a family friend who 
was employed at the Horse Guards, could read them.  Long’s letters often end with a comment 
such as “I shall leave this letter open for General Wynyard’s perusal . . .” Long to his brother, 9 
May 1812, Peninsular Cavalry General, 183. 
17 This pretense, that the officers were not being removed for being incompetent but rather to fill 
positions on the staff at home, seemed ludicrous to some.  Long wrote to Torrens that he 
declined the appointment to the home staff because “I should deem it inconsistent with every 
principle of Honor to hold any military situation at Home, the duties of which I appear not to 
have discharged satisfactorily abroad.”  Von Alten was even more difficult to find an appropriate 
position since he could only hold a command with German troops on the home staff.  Long to 
Torrens, 12 August 1813, Peninsular Cavalry General, 289; Wellington to Torrens, 22 January 
1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 32-34. 
18 At least this was the reasoning that Colonel Torrens communicated to Wellington in the letter 
ordering Slade’s recall with the admonishment by Torrens to make this known to Slade.  Slade, 
in an interview with Wellington was assured this was the only reason.  Torrens to Wellington, 8 
April 1813, WP 1/368; Slade to Long, 15 May 1813, Peninsular Cavalry General, 269-70; see 
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The final factor delaying the reorganization of the cavalry was Wellington’s plan to 

change the establishment of the regiments in the Peninsula.  Instead of sending home the three 

weakest as ordered by the Duke of York, Wellington wrote that he would wait on the decision 

about combining the squadrons of the regiments in question.  As late as 2 February, Wellington 

still waited for direct orders from the Duke of York because the instructions issued at the end of 

December appeared to leave the decision to Wellington.  Although Wellington understood the 

Duke of York’s reasoning and the need to keep the British army strong for use elsewhere in the 

world, Wellington stated that he could not voluntarily make any decision that would weaken the 

army in the Peninsula.19 

The Duke of York’s decision on Wellington’s plan to transfer horses among cavalry 

regiments was sent in mid-January.  Instead of just the weakest regiments of the light cavalry 

transferring horses, Frederick suggested this also be done with some of the weaker heavy cavalry 

regiments.  Wellington was not sure if his own counter-proposal on sending home one squadron 

of each regiment had crossed the Duke of York’s in transit because this latest response did not 

take into account or mention Wellington’s recommendations.  Wellington, therefore, waited on 

this latest decision until he was sure that his counter-proposal had reached the Commander in 

Chief.20  The net result was to further delay the cavalry reorganization. 

While the senior commanders worried about the organization of the regiments for the 

next campaign, the month of January was not a pleasant month for the cavalry.  Though the 

cavalry was quartered over a large area of Portugal in order to improve the condition of the 

horses since the previous campaign, it was the condition of the men that failed to improve.  Of an 

effective strength of 5,757 men, 1,436 were sick and unable to attend to their duties; this was 

fully one-quarter of their strength.  Sickness was uneven among the cavalry regiments, with one 

regiment’s sick rate as high as 39% and five other regiments between 32% and 37%.21  Horses 

                                                                                                                                                                           
also Duke of York to Wellington, 28 December 1812, WP 1/354 for the true reasons behind the 
recall. 
19 In Wellington’s discussions with Torrens it was clear that Wellington understood what the 
Duke of York was attempting to do, and that it was indeed better for the Empire as a whole but 
as the commander in the Peninsula he felt that he could not take make any decision against his 
own best interests.  Wellington to Torrens, 2 February 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 76-78. 
20 Duke of York to Wellington, 13 January 1813, WP 1/364. 
21 As of 9 January 1813, there were seventeen cavalry regiments in the Peninsula.  Over 1/3 (six) 
of those regiments had more than a third of their men sick, a statistic that was truly alarming.  
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fared better with an average of 14% being ill.  Under this cloud, Wellington prepared to carry out 

the Commander in Chief’s instructions when ordered.  Wellington planned on one heavy 

regiment, the 4th Dragoon Guards, and two light regiments, the 9th and 13th Light Dragoons 

transferring their horses to the other regiments and return dismounted to England.  By the time 

he received the Duke of York’s orders in early March, Wellington instead decided to send home 

the 11th Light Dragoons in place of the 13th because the 11th chronically had a high rate of 

sickness.  The 11th Light Dragoons was centrally located and made the transfer of horses easier. 

22 

Wellington planned an additional measure to improve cavalry effectiveness but he 

needed permission.  Wellington wanted to transfer both men and horses from the 2nd Hussars of 

the King’s German Legion to the 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion and proposed doing 

the same between the 2nd Dragoons and 1st Dragoons of the Legion.  In effect, this would include 

portions of the second regiments in the first to bring it up to strength.  If he did not get 

permission for this proposal which went against the very basis of regimental cohesion and 

éspirit, Wellington’s alternative plan was to transfer the horses of the 2nd Hussars into the 1st 

Hussars and send the men home dismounted.  No change would be made to the heavy 

dragoons.23 

These measures improved the effectiveness of his mounted arm but meant a slight 

reduction in the number of men in the saddle.  The benefit was a simplified command structure 

                                                                                                                                                                           
The only unit with no sickness was the newly arrived Royal Horse Guards.  To strengthen the 
cavalry, all regiments except the Royal Horse Guards had a remount detachment in route to the 
Peninsula.  Most detachments consisted of twenty to thirty men and fifty to eighty horses.  Only 
one regiment had a stronger remount coming.  The 5th Dragoon Guards had thirty-eight men and 
150 horses in route.  Adjutant Generals Office, 9 January 1813 Return, WP 1/364. 
22 Wellington to York, 11 March 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 182-83. 
23 Ibid, X, 182-83.  Wellington’s plan was to use the horses from the 4th Dragoon Guards, 9th and 
11th Light Dragoons to strengthen the 3rd and 5th Dragoon Guards.  The 1st Dragoons, 4th 
Dragoons, 12th, 13th, 14th and 16th Light Dragoons would give horses to the 1st Dragoons of the 
King’s German Legion.  Another related change was the transition of the two regiments of the 
heavy dragoons, King’s German Legion into light dragoons and the three King’s German Legion 
regiments of light dragoons as hussars.  Much of this was cosmetic, as the two light dragoons 
regiments of the King’s German Legion in the Peninsula were already known within the army as 
hussars; however, for the heavy dragoons it necessitated an equipment change as well.  All of 
this was in the future however; the official date for the transition to be complete was 25 



347 

since less regiments would take the field in the coming campaign.  The number of cavalrymen 

dropped from 6,245 soldiers with 5,175 horses, to 5,119 men in the various regiments that 

remained.24  Because there were nearly as many men as horses, this reduction did not affect the 

number of sabers actually in the front lines.  Of course, another aspect of this reduction was the 

shifting from two cavalry divisions into one.  This complicated the span of control for the senior 

cavalry commander and his staff who now had to personally direct the movement of more 

brigades.  This decision affected the execution of the campaign and would force Wellington to 

institute informal measures later in the year.  The overriding factor was of course that if the 

cavalry remained in two divisions, then there would be two lieutenant general positions and 

Wellington might have to accept a cavalry officer that was not capable for the position.  

Meanwhile the French cavalry in Spain was also in a state of flux.  Polish lancers and mounted 

gendarmes were withdrawn from Spain to replace those lost in Russian campaign.  To 

reconstitute his cavalry force, Soult took the extreme measure of ordering all horses from 

infantry officers and the civil departments of the army transferred to provide mounts for his 

cavalry.25  When Wellington learned of these drastic measures in February 1813, it confirmed 

that the Allied cavalry would have superior mounts and training in comparison to the hastily 

organized French regiments. 

The measures in January and February increased the effectiveness, but did not change the 

organization of the brigades.  The orders to send home the depleted cavalry units should have 

forced a change upon the organization of the cavalry, but Wellington was unwilling to make 

these sorts of changes without consulting Stapleton Cotton who was still in England.  Cotton, 

upon his return to London, called upon Lord Bathurst to present his claims for elevation to the 

peerage and on the question of a second of command in the Peninsula.   

The second in command issue rose again when Lieutenant General Edward Paget was 

captured near the end of the retreat from Salamanca.  Wellington pressed the government for 

                                                                                                                                                                           
December 1813.  Horse Guards Adjutant to the Duke of Cambridge, 13 March 1813,PRO WO 
3/58  #195-6; Horse Guards to Deputy Secretary at War, 13 March 1813, PRO WO 3/158 #480. 
24 Wellington was as concerned about having too many horses as having too few.  Every extra 
horse, defined as one without a rider due to sickness or injury took one man from the ranks to 
care for it.  As slight shortage of horses therefore was better because cavalrymen were always 
sick or unavailable for duty and this took those temporary shortages of riders into account.  
Wellington to Bathurst, 10 February 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 102-04. 
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Beresford to be named as second in command in case of his incapacity.  Wellington thought 

Beresford had the vision to look beyond the tactical engagements to matters of organization, 

finance, and logistics.  No other officer in the Peninsula other than Wellington had Beresford’s 

experience gained with the Portuguese Army. However, Roland Hill was undoubtedly a more 

astute and competent commander and administrator.  The problem with the arrangement of 

Beresford was his date of rank in the British army and whether the British government would 

accept his appointment as a local marshal in the Portuguese service for seniority.26  Regarding 

Cotton’s claims to the position, while he had the seniority in the British service, his lack of 

experience with large bodies of infantry was telling.  Wellington had personally told Cotton as 

early as 1810 that the only reason Cotton was not qualified for the position was his lack of 

experience in commanding infantry units.  His experience as a young officer had strictly been 

with the mounted branch.  Nearly three years later, Cotton gained experience in the handling of 

combined formations as demonstrated during the Salamanca campaign.  However, Cotton still 

did not have the organizational experience of Beresford. 

Few other officers possessed Beresford’s experience in dealing with foreign governments 

and the raising and equipping of armies.  An additional problem with Beresford selection was 

that other officers also had seniority over Beresford.  Thomas Graham, in England due to poor 

health, had acquiesced to the idea of Beresford, his junior in the British army, becoming his 

commander in the Allied army.  Graham had given up his rights to the senior command in favor 

of Beresford and Bathurst attempted to get a similar agreement from Cotton.  Cotton expressed 

distress over the idea of giving up his right to command to a junior officer in his interview with 

Bathurst and despite assurances that Wellington desired Cotton’s return, the interview with 

Bathurst cast doubts whether Cotton would rejoin the army in the Peninsula.27  The compromise 

reached did nothing to sooth Cotton’s ego.  Beresford, Cotton’s junior in the British army, would 

assume duty as the commander in the Peninsula if something happened to Wellington only until 

the Duke of York appointed a new commander.  Cotton, who had acted as the second in 

                                                                                                                                                                           
25 Wellington to Bathurst, 17 February 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 125. 
26 Many of the reasons Wellington gave for Beresford’s appointment had been mentioned at 
other times when this question came to the fore.  The latest series of correspondence concerning 
Beresford’s claims and Wellington’s views can be found in Wellington to Bathurst, 26 January 
1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 40-42. 
27 Bathurst to Wellington, 6 March 1813, WP 1/367 folder 8. 
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command during the Salamanca campaign, saw this compromise as a reflection of his abilities 

when in reality it was a reflection on his experience level. 

Numerous changes still needed to be made before beginning the 1813 campaign, and 

with the Duke of York’s final instructions on the cavalry reorganization, the regiments began the 

process in early March.28  The transfer was not as simple as ordering the horses to be exchanged 

between regiments.  Transportation had to be arranged for the dismounted men and transfer of 

horse appointments made.29  Along with the transfer of horses and the disposition of the 

dismounted men, the new regiments were of concern.  American privateers captured one of the 

transports carrying the 18th Hussars and Wellington sought better naval protection for the 

convoys.30  The cavalry reorganization was also delayed by finding posts on the home 

establishment of the four recalled officers.  Wellington did not have long to wait for the first of 

these changes, but it was not in the manner expected.  Lieutenant General William Erskine, 

quartered in a three-story house in Brosa, fell from a third story window and landed on the iron 

                                                      
28 The General Order for the change was dated 13 March 1813.  The outrage among the 
regiments selected can be imagined and was the response that Wellington expected.  Lieutenant 
Colonel Sherlock of the 4th Dragoons was outraged that his regiment was selected for the 
dishonor of being sent home dismounted.  Wellington’s response laid out two principles in his 
decision.  The first was that he had been ordered by his superiors and must obey; the second was 
that he alone choose what regiments would be sent back based upon what would be the least 
disruptive to the army.  Wellington also added that he was answerable to no man in the Peninsula 
for his decision.  Wellington’s feeling of having his hands tied in many matters of organization is 
clear.  Wellington wrote to another officer seeking a brigade command that “ I have nothing to 
do with the choice of General Officers out here, or with their numbers, or the army with which 
they serve; and when they do come, I must employ them as I am ordered.”  Bock to Wellington, 
7 April 1813, WP 1/368; Wellington to Vandeleur, 26 April 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 
330; Wellington to Sherlock, 17 March 1813, X, 202. 
29 At least one regiment threatened violence on their way to Lisbon.  On 4 April, Wellington 
received a letter from Victor von Alten that the 2nd Hussars of the King’s German Legion 
threatened to act up when ordered to transfer their horses to the 1st Hussars.  Wellington told von 
Alten to  “advise the regiment to bear their fate quietly, and as good disciplined and brave 
soldiers ought to do, and to behave on the march every where as such.”  Wellington, not a 
commander to be trifled with, threatened to order their colonel to march with them, and withhold 
any favorable mention of their services in a general order unless the regiment embarked without 
incident.  The threat to their honor kept the regiment quiet.  The General Order praising their 
performance was published after they sailed.  Wellington to von Alten, 6 April 1813, 
Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 256-58; General Order, 12 June 1813, Wellington’s Supplementary 

Despatches, VIII, 635. 
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palisade in the front yard on the night of 12 February.  The palisade punctured his thigh and it 

was some time before anyone found him.  Erskine lived two days before dying on the morning of 

the 14th.31 

With Erskine’s death, Slade commanded the Second Cavalry Division, and Wellington 

had to wait for an appointment on the home staff to remove him.  Rumors abounded in the army 

of changes to be made in the general officers.  Adding fuel to the rumors was the fact that 

Slade’s appointment to command the Second Cavalry Division was not published in a General 

Order.32  Indeed, the cavalry organization remained in a state of flux without Cotton present, 

particularly when Slade’s recall left both the First and Second Cavalry Divisions without a 

general officer named as the commander.   

By 1 April Bock functioned as the acting commander of the entire cavalry and the 

brigades were organized as one division.33  The eight British brigades varied greatly in their 

                                                                                                                                                                           
30 The American privateer soon released the transport, and it arrived in Lisbon a few days after 
the rest of its regiment.  Murray Papers, National Army Museum 7406-35-26-6 #1.  
31 There are many speculations as to why he fell out the window.  One was his reoccurring 
mental illness.  He had been showing signs of mental instability during the 1812 campaign, a 
condition he was committed for in the 1790s.  Others contribute his fall to a heavy bout of 
drinking or fever caused by drinking.  Erskine was progressively drinking more heavily as the 
1812 campaign progressed.  It appeared that Erskine did not attempt to commit suicide, as some 
contemporary writers allude.  After his fall, Erskine told Larpent that he had not meant to kill 
himself.  Soon after the fall Long wrote to his brother that the army had lost Erskine due to an 
illness.  Long to his brother, 22 February 1813, Peninsular Cavalry General, 252; Larpent, 
Private Journal, 104; “Journal of the Royal Dragoons,” National Army Museum 7401-46-6;  
“Journal of CPT R. Tate,” National Army Museum 7409-12.   
32 Long was rather well informed of many of the changes being contemplated.  In early February, 
he wrote his brother that he thought that the horses of the weakest regiments were to be 
transferred and the men sent home.  Throughout this period, he wrote of various command 
changes that might take place.  It appears there were only two changes he had no inkling.  The 
first was Erskine’s recall, made moot by his death; the second was Long’s own recall which 
would take place that summer.  Finally on 22 March Long seems to have heard a rumor, from 
Slade, that Long also was to be recalled. Long to his brother, 22 February 1813, Peninsular 

Cavalry General, 252; Long to his brother, 14 March 1813, 257-58; Long to his brother, 22 
March 1813, 261. 
33 Bock was in an awkward position as the acting commander of the cavalry without any legal 
authority.  During the opening days of the campaign, Graham decided to use the cavalry with his 
corps to supplement the newly formed Staff Corps of Guides, the military police of Wellington’s 
army.  Bock’s letter to Graham about the decision is almost apologetic in tone and Bock felt 
compelled to add “ . . .in the absence of LTG Stapleton Cotton I felt it my particular duty, to 
make the representation and I beg, you will have the goodness to view it in that light, the liberty 
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strength and it appeared the regiments were assigned without thought or logic.  The hesitancy on 

changing the organization of the brigades came from not wanting to make any changes before 

Cotton’s return.  An example of illogical nature of the brigade organization was the differences 

in the newly arrived hussar brigade and Long’s light cavalry brigade.  Major-General Robert 

Long’s brigade consisted of a single regiment, the 13th Light Dragoons, after the 9th Light 

Dragoons departed for Lisbon on 4 April.  This single regiment brigade consisted of only 404 

men fit for duty.34  Yet, the recently arrived Hussar brigade under Colonel Colquhoun Grant 

contained three regiments, the 10th, 15th, and 18th Hussars, and 1,517 men!35   

Wellington treated the cavalry brigade organization as Cotton’s prerogative and waited 

until Cotton arrived to institute changes.  Wellington wrote Cotton on 7 April concerning the 

changes needed and wanted to gain Cotton’s views.  Wellington asked Cotton’s opinion on what 

brigade the 13th Light Dragoons should be reassigned; which brigade Brigadier General Fane 

should command; and which officer, Slade, Long, or von Alten, should be sent home to make 

room for Fane; and whether any others should also be removed before the campaign 

commenced.36   Whether Wellington deferred these decisions to Cotton in an attempt to entice 

Cotton to return to the Peninsula cannot be determined.  The scope of the questions left the 

decision to the judgment of Cotton.  Wellington had asked him and allowed him make decisions 

concerning cavalry organization throughout the war, so it appeared that Wellington was not 

treating him unusually.  Wellington could not know that deferring to Cotton would leave the 

                                                                                                                                                                           
I have taken, by thus advancing the interest of the cavalry.”  This was not a very forceful protest 
by the senior cavalry officer. Bock to Graham, 8 June 1813, WP 1/371. 
34 PRO WO 17/37 returns. 
35 Of course, Wellington knew that Long would be recalled as soon as a position on the home 
staff became available which would contributed to this very odd brigade organization and the 
fact that a colonel was commanding 1,500 men while a Major General only 400.  Wellington 
contemplated a reorganization that would give Long’s brigade the 1st Dragoon and 3rd Dragoon 
Guards; however this plan never was put into effect.  Even as the campaign began, no changes 
took place, and it would not be until Cotton’s return that the brigade was reorganized.  PRO WO 
17/32, 17/41, 17/45; Wellington to Cotton, 23 April 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 317. 
36 It is interesting to note that Wellington pushed for the removal of these general officers, but 
once he received permission to send them home he bowed to Cotton’s opinions as to which to 
retain and remove.  Wellington’s wrote Cotton that “I wish to have your opinion on these points. 
. ., and you will let me know what regiments you wish should be in each brigade, and what 
General Officer at the head of each brigade.”  What cannot be ascertained is whether Cotton was 
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reorganization of the cavalry incomplete as the campaign began.  Cotton had an unusually long 

passage of twenty-eight days from England and due to the delay he arrived after the decisive 

battle of the campaign.  However, one change did not wait until Cotton’s return.  Slade was 

recalled to the home staff, but the manner in which it was done lacked compassion.  Slade only 

learned of his recall when a General Order was published ordering his brigade to be commanded 

by the newly arrived Fane.37 

With these final changes in position, the army prepared to move forward.  Despite the 

changes that were not enacted, the campaign still promised great results.  Never had Wellington 

had as strong or as experienced an army nor as weak an opponent.  The losses in Russia and 

resulting withdrawal of some of the best French units in Spain to recreate the Grand Armee 

looked promising but the goal of Wellington had also risen.  No longer would the government or 

people in Great Britain just be satisfied with the safeguarding of Portugal; now the complete 

removal of French troops from Spain seemed within reach.  Whether this army was the tool for 

that lofty goal would wait upon the results of the upcoming campaign.  

                                                                                                                                                                           
consulted on the initial memorandum requesting officers be recalled to the home staff.  
Wellington to Cotton, 7 April 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 267-69. 
37 Slade seemed to have learned of his recall on 30 April.  “Journal of the Royal Dragoons,” 
National Army Museum 7401-46-6. 
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CHAPTER 19 

 

THE VITORIA CAMPAIGN 

 

This is the consequence of the state of discipline of the British Army.  

We may gain the greatest victories; but we shall do no good until we shall so far 

alter our system, as to force all ranks to perform their duty.  The new regiments 

are, as usual, the worst of all.  The ___
th

 Regiment of _____ are a disgrace to the 

name of a soldier, in action as well as elsewhere; and I propose to draft their 

horses from them, and send the men to England, if I cannot get better of them in 

any other manner.
1
 

 

Optimism spread throughout Europe as the full extent of Napoleon’s disastrous invasion 

of Russia became clearer. Drawing reinforcements from the far-flung points of the empire to 

rebuild the Grande Armée, conditions in Spain appeared favorable for the Allied army’s coming 

campaign into Spain.  

The army moved from winter quarters in the final weeks of April.  The 1813 campaign 

promised to drive the French from much of Spain.  Wellington planned to advance and cross the 

Douro River in two unequal armies.  The stronger army started in northern Portugal under 

Thomas Graham with six infantry divisions while a smaller column of three divisions advanced 

on the great road to Salamanca and Burgos.  The smaller army under the direct control of Roland 

Hill and accompanied by Wellington would fix the French while Graham’s would outflank the 

French from their positions and then the entire Allied army would unite north of Toro.
2
  Two-

thirds of the cavalry marched north with Graham, while the remaining regiments had the critical 

mission of covering the southern army’s advance and making it appear to be the main Allied 

force.  Graham received five cavalry brigades.  The brigades were Colonel Colquhoun Grant’s 

newly arrived hussar brigade, Major General George Anson’s light dragoons, Major General 

Frederick Ponsonby’s dragoon brigade, Major General Bock’s King’s German Legion dragoons,  

                       

1
 Wellington to Bathurst, 29 June 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 473.  The regiment 

Wellington referred to is the 18
th

 Hussars after their performance at Vitoria.  
2
 Memorandum for Lieutenant General Sir Thomas Graham, 18 May 1813, ibid., X, 386. 
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Figure 49: Ciudad Rodrigo to Tordesillas. 

 

and the Brigadier General D’Urban’s Portuguese cavalry brigade.
3
   With the southern army 

were five weak brigades.  These were Major General Victor von Alten’s light cavalry brigade, 

Major General Robert Long’s brigade consisting of a single regiment, Major General Fane’s 

dragoon brigade, Colonel Campbell’s Portuguese brigade, and the army’s only heavy cavalry 

brigade--the Household brigade under O’Loghlin.
4
  Thus Graham’s army, whose mission was to 

                       

3
 Bülow was leading Bock’s brigade, as Bock was the acting commander of the Allied cavalry.  

Memorandum for Lieutenant General Thomas Graham, 18 May 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, 

X, 386-67. 
4
 Stapleton Cotton, aware that the campaign was about to commence, left England on 1 May but 

had an extremely long passage of twenty-eight days.  Arriving in Lisbon, he left on 4 June to join 

the army but arrived at Vitoria on 22 June-- a day late for the battle.  “Journal of Arthur 

Shakespeare,” National Army Museum 7706-17-2; Memorandum for Lieutenant General 

Thomas Graham, 18 May 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 386-87. 
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turn the French from the Douro River, had 4,337 cavalry for 46,155 infantry while the southern 

army had 2,754 horsemen for 21,605 foot soldiers.
5
   

Hill’s force in the south was further split into two columns.  Departing from Ciudad 

Rodrigo was the Army headquarters led by the Light Division and three cavalry brigades--the 

Household, and those of Fane and Alten.  The other column was the Second Infantry Division 

with Long’s brigade, the 13
th

 Light Dragoons.  Both columns joined on the 22 May along the 

Huebra River near Moraleja and began the movement towards Salamanca.
6
  The cavalry brigades 

of this southern army were under the direct orders of Army headquarters, for although the 

cavalry was divided into two wings, there was no overall commander appointed.  Bock acted as 

the senior cavalry commander but controlled only the movement of Graham’s cavalry because of 

the distance between the two armies. 

 By 25 May, Hill’s force was in the environs of Salamanca.  Long’s brigade skirmished 

with French forces near Alba de Tormes and the next day a more serious skirmish occurred at 

crossings of the Tormes near the ford of Santa Marta.
7
   Fane and Alten’s brigades were in the 

lead and had become separated from the infantry.  One French infantry division and three cavalry 

squadrons from the Army of the South, under General Eugène Villatte, remained in Salamanca 

and were withdrawing as Allied cavalry arrived at Santa Marta.  Villatte’s force remained on the 

high ground near the crossing and the two British brigades began to skirmish.  Von Alten’s 

brigade crossed the Douro opposite the heights while Fane’s crossed a nearby ford and advanced 

on the 3,000 French.  Villatte’s troops fell back in disorder until reforming on the heights of 

Cabreizos.
8
  The 3

rd
 and 5

th
 Dragoon Guards, with part of von Alten’s light dragoons and a horse 

artillery troop, skirmished with the French for two or three miles as Villatte attempted to break 

contact.  The 5
th

 Dragoon Guards charged the French infantry with predictable results.  The 

French infantry held their fire until the British cavalry were upon them and then fired a volley.  

                       
5
 Cavalry strength is compiled from the various PRO WO 17 series of reports for 1813; infantry 

strength is from Oman, Peninsular War, VI, 751-52.  Oman’s cavalry strength of 8,317 is 

considerably optimistic, and fails to account for such duties as letter parties, detached duty with 

headquarters, etc.  The total number of men and officers fit for duty and actually in the saddle 

with their regiments when the advance began was 7,091.  
6
 Wellington to Bathurst, 25 May 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 398-99. 

7
 Long to Hill, 25 May 1813, WP 1/369. 

8
 “We did him a good deal of mischief on his retreat with the cavalry of General Fane’s and 

General Alten’s brigades.”  Wellington to Graham, 26 May 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 

401; Wellington to Bathurst, 31 May 1813, WP 1/258 #48. 
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The dragoons broke off the charge.
9
   The horse artillery guns continued to fire on the French 

until Villatte reached and passed through the defile of Aldea Lengua.  Fane’s brigade attempted 

three times to charge the French squares but were driven off without ever seriously threatening 

the infantry.
10

 Wellington finally called off the cavalry pursuit at 6:00 p.m. after Villatte’s force 

was joined by a detachment from Alba because the British infantry were still far to the rear.  

Losses were light for the British but the French lost nearly 200 prisoners and seven ammunition 

tumbrils when a gun overturned and blocked the defile at Aldea Lengua.
11

 

Meanwhile, Graham’s wing advanced on 12 May.  Their route was much more difficult 

than the southern army’s route.  Initially, the mountainous terrain in northern Portugal delayed 

the passage.
12

  On one section of the route, the cavalry maintained a single file column for three 

days in the mountainous countryside.
13

  This spread out the length of the column.  The next 

major obstacle was the Elsa River, which was considered unfordable.  Only a single bridge at 

Benevente was thought to offer an easy passage.  Graham’s force advanced in three columns, 

each led by a brigade of cavalry.  The northernmost column, the First Division and Pack’s 

brigade, was lead by Anson’s light brigade and Ponsonby’s dragoons.  The center column had 

two infantry divisions, the Third and Fifth, with Bock’s King’s German Legion dragoons.  The 

final column had three infantry divisions, Fourth, Sixth, and Seventh, and was lead by Grant’s 

newly arrived hussar brigade.
14

  Forward of all of these forces was D’Urban’s seven hundred 

Portuguese cavalrymen, reporting on the state of the roads and fords.
15

   Cavalry patrols scoured 

the countryside to determine whether the French would defend behind the Elsa or if the French 

would concentrate closer to Burgos.  By 27 May, patrols were as far east as Benevente and 

                       
9
 “Journal of Captain R. Tate,” National Army Museum 7409-12. 

10
 The squares were the 27

th
 Leger and 94

th
 Ligne.  Fortescue, History of the British Army, IX, 

138. 
11

 Wellington estimated Villatte’s losses at nearer to 400, which include 200 prisoners and a 

large number of heat causalities.  Wellington to Bathurst, 31 May 1813, WP 1/258 #48; “Journal 

of Captain R. Tate,” National Army Museum, 7409-12. 
12

 The terrain was compared to ascending a staircase and the villages were so small that only a 

single squadron could be housed in them.  The other squadrons had to leave the route of march to 

find quarters.  “Journal of Arthur Shakespeare,” National Army Museum 7706-17-2; Tomkinson, 

Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 232. 
13

 William Bragge of the 3
rd

 Dragoons complained of a two-hour ascent up one mountain.  

Bragge to his father, 23 May 1813, Peninsular Portrait, 98. 
14

 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 234. 
15

 D’Urban, Peninsular Journal, 306. 



357 

intelligence pointed to the withdrawal of French forces from the river.
16

  In addition to the bridge 

at Benevente, the northern wing discovered passable fords further west. 

Heavy rain on 29 May melted the snow in the mountains and the river rose as much as 

two feet in some places, making most of the fords unusable.  This delay was used to concentrate 

Graham’s army in order cross in mass at the first opportunity.  French patrols were observed on 

the far side of the river and a force of infantry and cavalry was ordered to secure the crossing 

sites.  On 30 May, D’Urban and Bock’s dragoons crossed by the ford at Monte Marta to protect 

the left flank of Graham’s main body scheduled to cross the next morning.
17

  At 1:00 a.m. on 31 

May, the regiments left their encampments to move to the fords.  Anson’s brigade arrived at the 

ford assigned and found it impassable so he was ordered to cross the ford at Monte Marte that 

Bock and D’Urban had crossed the previous day.  However, the river had continued to rise and 

Anson’s brigade marched further downstream to cross on a pontoon bridge that was being hastily 

erected.
18

  Before the bridge could be completed, Grant’s hussars, the 51
st
 Foot, and 400 

Brunswick Oëls crossed to secure the site.  The ford was deeper than expected and the infantry 

had to grab the cavalry stirrups as the horses swam the river.  Several men lost hold and were 

drowned but by dawn the advanced guard was across.  As the sun rose, the cavalry patrols 

discovered that the French had withdrawn, leaving only a nearby picket.  Seizing the opportunity 

in the gathering light, a party of the hussars charged and captured thirty-two-men.
19

 

With the crossing secure, a pontoon bridge was hastily assembled and the bulk of 

Graham’s force crossed the Elsa.
20

   On 30 May Wellington rode north to join Graham’s army 

and directed its movements while Hill’s army in the south advanced past Salamanca.  The Allied 
                       
16

 The patrols confirmed the advance of Spanish troops from Leon and the concentration of 

French cavalry and infantry that had been dispersed to collect contributions from the countryside.  

All intelligence suggested that the French thought Graham’s column was a diversion much like 

D’Urban’s brigade had done in 1812, and that the real threat was Wellington’s force near 

Salamanca. Lieutenant Patrick Fulton to LTC Ponsonby, 27 May 1813, WP 1/369; letter of 

intelligence gained from a French prisoner, dated 29 May 1813, forwarded by Graham to 

Wellington, WP 1/369; Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 234.   
17

 The two brigades lost seven or eight horses and four men drowned in the crossing.  D’Urban, 

Peninsular Journal, 306; Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 235. 
18

 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 235. 
19

 Mockler-Ferryman, A.F., The Life of a Regimental Officer During the Great War 1793-1815.  
Complied from the Correspondence of COL. Samuel Rice, CB, KH, 51st Light Infantry & from 
other sources, (London, 1913) 230-31; Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 235. 
20

 It took approximately two and a half hours to construct the bridge.  Tomkinson, Diary of a 
Cavalry Officer, 235. 



358 

army headed for Toro as Joseph hastily collected his forces.  The opening moves of the 

campaign convinced the French that the Allies were indeed advancing on the main road from 

Salamanca towards Burgos.  It was too late when Joseph and Jordan learned that Wellington was 

at Toro with a larger force.  Joseph decided to not confront Wellington’s advance along the 

Douro or even the Pisuerga River but to fall back towards Burgos while he waited for 

reinforcement from the divisions that were chasing guerrillas in the Navarre.
 21

  On 31 May, the 

light cavalry of the Army of Portugal formed the rear-guard and covered the army’s withdrawal 

towards Rio Seco.
22

  

Graham’s army advanced from the Elsa on 31 May and the hussar brigade had their first 

major action since the Corunna campaign.  Arriving outside of Morales de Toro on 2 June, the 

10
th

 Hussars observed French vedettes on the high ground and learned from the inhabitants that 

the French remained in town.  The brigade advanced with the 10
th

 in the lead and the 18
th

 

Hussars in support.  The French cavalry consisted of two squadrons of the 16
th

 Dragoons, which 

withdrew through town as the British skirmishers advanced.  Two horse artillery guns opened 

fire and the French retired towards the town and reformed.
23

  As the 10
th

 Hussars charged the 

two French squadrons, two more squadrons of the 16
th

 Dragoons appeared south of Morales de 

Toro.  The entire French force turned and charged their pursuers.  With the 10
th

 Hussars in direct 

contact, a squadron from the 18
th

 Hussars moved to the south to cut off the French.  The resulting 

fight centered on the plain east of town.  After ten minutes of fighting, the conflict degenerated 

into a series of melees as both forces cut their way towards Toro four miles in the distance.
24

  

East of the plain, eight more squadrons of French cavalry supported by infantry were drawn up 

on a series of hills.
25

  Opening fire with their artillery, the French forced the hussars back to 

Morales but not before they had severely damaged the 16
th

 Dragoons.  Their horses blown from 

the action, the hussar brigade broke contact and quartered in the village.  British losses were 

                       
21

 The question of where to confront the Allied advance was often discussed in correspondence 

with Paris.  Joseph to Clarke, 2 May 1813, Mémoires et Correspondence Politique et Militaire 
du Roi Joseph, edited by A. Du Casse, (Paris: 1854-55) IX, 265-68 (hereafter cited as 

Correspondence du Joseph); Joseph to Clarke, 2 May 1813, IX, 283-87; Joseph to Clarke, 16 

May 1813, IX, 274-75; Joseph to Clarke, 20 May 1813, IX, 277-78; Joseph to Clarke, 5 June 

1813, IX, 274-75; Longin, Historique du 14e Régiment de Chasseurs, 147. 
22

 Longin, Historique du 14e Régiment de Chasseurs, 147. 
23

 “The Idle Companion of a Hussar,” National Army Museum, 6807-267. 
24

 Grant to Wellington, 2 June 1813, WP 1/371 folder 1. 
25

 “Murray Papers,” National Army Museum 7406-35-2 
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slight with five dead, nine wounded, and five missing but the French 16
th

 Dragoons lost severely.  

The 10
th

 Hussars captured three officers, 236 men, and 181 horses but total French losses in 

killed and wounded were probably not high; only seven officers were wounded from the 16
th

 

Dragoons.
26

  This one-sided victory could be attributed to the poor condition of French horses; 

speculation within the Allied army was that the 16
th

 Dragoons must have been destroyed by the 

engagement.
27

 

Graham’s army halted at Toro on 3 June to allow Hill’s army to cross the river and 

reunite the entire Allied force.  Wellington advanced the next day in three columns on parallel 

routes.  The main column with five divisions advanced along the road from Toro to Valladolid; a 

few miles further north Graham pressed east with two divisions.
28

  The third column consisted of 

General Pedro Augustin Giron’s Galicans who, because they lacked ammunition, were ordered 

north of the main advance and told to avoid heavy engagements.
29

  After passing La Mota the 

main column again split- one portion under Wellington in the center and another under Hill in 

the south.
30

  The cavalry dispersed among the columns made any unified command impossible.
31

  

However, as could be seen from Bock’s attitude in his letter to Graham, even if the cavalry was 

concentrated, the senior cavalry general did not feel he possessed the necessary authority to 

effectively command the cavalry.   

The advance continued quickly with little interference from the French.  Normal march 

rate exceeded nine miles a day, sometimes fifteen miles because there was little contact with the 

                       
26

 Ibid., Martinien, Officers tués et blesses, 555; Wellington to Graham, 2 June 1813, 

Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 411. 
27

 This was Wellington opinion.  Wellington to Graham, 2 June 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, 

X, 411. 
28

 Moving under Wellington’s command was the Third, Fourth, Sixth, and Seventh Divisions 

followed by Hill’s Second and the Light Division; Graham had the First and Fifth Divisions.  

Wellington to Bathurst, 13 June 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 434.. 
29

 Indeed, the logistics were so poor for the Spanish guerrillas in the Navarre that they routinely 

went into battle with only two rounds, and developed a technique of charging with the bayonet 

quickly to overcome the French firepower. Giron was told that he either had to make do with 

what he had [lack of ammunition], or withdraw and Wellington would make do with what he had 

[the lack of Spanish troops].  Wellington to Don Juan O’Donoju, 4 June 1813, Wellington’s 
Dispatches, X, 414-15; Tone, John Lawrence, The Fatal Knot, (Chapel Hill: 1994) 130;  
30

 Fortescue, History of the British Army, IX, 147. 
31

 Anson and Bock’s brigades marched with Graham’s column; in the center with Wellington 

were the Household, hussar, and Alten’s brigades; Hill’s column had Long’s meager force.  

Wellington to Bathurst, 31 May 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 408-09. 
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French vedettes to hamper progress.  Cavalry brigades placed entire squadrons in front to 

skirmish due to the open terrain but the speed of the French withdrawal meant little contact was 

made.
32

  The reason for so little French interference with the advance was that Joseph and his 

Chief of Staff were trying to unite the French armies to make a stand against the Allied force.  

Numerous problems hampered Joseph’s concentration.  Joseph and Jordan delayed action until 

French reinforcements arrived from other parts of Spain to confront Wellington.  An inaccurate 

analysis of Wellington’s intentions, constant interference in military and political matters from 

Paris, and the reduction in the size of the Army of Portugal, all hampered the French reaction.
33

  

Wellington’s rapid advance outflanked the French from their positions from the north 

while a cavalry screen put pressure on the French.  Yet, the march through the corn country of 

the Tierra de Campos seemed more of a forced march than an advance against an enemy.  

Cavalry horses even gained weight on the campaign due to the excellent forage available and 

lack of contact.
34

    By 12 June Wellington ordered a halt because his advance had begun to 

outrun its supply lines.
35

  Every delay or halt helped the French.  Yet, even with this pause 

Joseph’s position barely improved since the beginning of the campaign.  Arriving at Burgos on 9 
                       
32

 The diaries of numerous cavalry writers are exceedingly scant during this period because of 

the lack of contact and rapid movement.  When French rear guards were encountered, they either 

maintain their distance from the British skirmishers and retired before contact was made or 

contented themselves with observing the British advance.  See “The Idle Companion of a Young 

Hussar” National Army Museum 6807-267; “Murray papers,” 7406-35-2; Tomkinson, Diary of a 
Cavalry Officer, 236-38. 
33

 When the French were able to occupy a strong position, as they did on 7 June on the heights 

between the Pisuerga and Arlanza Rivers, the lack of supplies meant the French could not stay 

concentrated for long without starving.  The close proximity of the Allied army discouraged the 

French from dispersing large bodies of troops to forage in a hostile countryside.  Joseph ordered 

the withdrawal to continue on 9 June.  Joseph’s major concern was the location of Clauzel’s 

divisions.  Joseph to Clarke, 10 June 1813, Correspondence du Joseph, IX, 294; Clauzel to 

Joseph, 15 June 1813, IX, 294; Longin, Historique du 14e Régiment de Chasseurs, 147. 
34

 The French vedettes were very elusive.  The 18
th

 Hussars’ commissary went forward from the 

outpost lines to secure corn, bread and wine; only after passing his own vedettes and then a 

deserted village where the French vedettes observed in the distance.  Schaumann, On the Road 
with Wellington, 371-72; Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 238-39. 
35

 While forage for the horses was available, food for the soldiers was in short supply.  One 

incident indicative of the problem was soldiers breaking into private homes searching for food.  

On 7 June some of Graham’s troops broke into the wine cellars at Grijota; it was the inability of 

the few Staff Corps of Guides to enforce order that caused Graham to order portions of his 

cavalry to act as provosts to maintain order, a command Bock argued sapped the strength of the 

cavalry. Bock to Graham, 8 June 1813, WP 1/371; Wellington to Bathurst, 13 June 1813, 

Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 434. 
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June, the French army was cheered by the arrival of General Lamartinière’s division from the 

Army of Portugal.  However, Joseph’s growing strength caused further problems.  The army 

could not remain at Burgos because the magazines in the town could not feed an army of 50,000 

for more than a few days.  Jourdan’s inspection of the defenses of the town, in repair since the 

Allied siege the previous fall, discovered they were incomplete and in his opinion untenable.
36

 

King Joseph could not wait to discover Wellington’s intentions before retiring because of 

rations.  Joseph’s concern for this lack of rations never materialized as Wellington applied 

pressure to determine if the French planned to defend the town.  The Allied army halted and 

Wellington ordered Hill to reconnoiter to determine if Joseph meant to defend the town.
37

  Hill’s 

force, the Second Division, the Light Division, and Morillo’s Spanish and Silviera’s Portuguese 

Divisions, were supported by five cavalry brigades.
38

 

On the morning of 12 June, the French rear-guard under General Honoré-Charles Reille 

formed on the heights of the Hormoza River.  The rear-guard consisted of the two remaining 

infantry divisions of the Army of Portugal: General Jacque-Thomas Sarrut and General 

Lamatinière. The light cavalry division of General Jean-Baptiste-Theodore Curto, consisting of 

one squadron from the 3
rd

, 13
th

, 14
th

, 22
nd

, and 26
th

 Chasseurs, was in support.
39

  The Allied 

column advanced, lead by Grant’s hussar brigade, supported by a line of heavy dragoons and 

then a third line of light dragoons.  The French infantry formed squares in several parts of the 

plain as the cavalry advanced.  Seeing the French squares, Colonel Grant requested Wellington’s 

permission to charge the nearest with his hussars.  While the terrain favored a charge, the 

circumstances argued against it.  The French infantry were formed, fresh, and steady.  A charge 

would have little chance of success and Wellington defused the situation by telling Grant, “I 

would rather that they get away than lose a dozen of your hussars.”
40
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The hussars and Ponsonby’s dragoon brigade, supported by the Light Division shifted left 

as Alten’s brigade and the first elements of the Second Division arrived.  Combined with the 

other two brigades of the Second Division threatening the high ground near Estepar the French 

were in a serious situation.  Two cavalry brigades supported by infantry enveloped the French 

right flank while another cavalry brigade supported by additional infantry pressed the front.
41

  

The French infantry, aware of their predicament, retired quickly but maintained good order.  

Pressured by cavalry and Gardner’s horse artillery battery, the French infantry, nevertheless, 

maintained good order and never allowed the British infantry to close the distance.  Cavalry 

detachments charged isolated French units when the opportunity arose.  Twenty men from the 

14
th

 Light Dragoons charged and captured an isolated French gun that was covered the 

withdrawal; another party from the 18
th

 Hussars captured a baggage detail and took twenty-six 

prisoners.
42

  The pursuit continued without any major action until the French crossed the 

Arlanzon and Urbel Rivers.  The rear-guard destroyed the bridge in the face of the lead British 

squadrons and effectively ended the pursuit for the day.
43

  

Joseph became convinced that he would have to retire further to await French 

reinforcements; during the night of 12-13 June he began the retreat from Burgos.  Early the next 

morning, the castle of Burgos was blown up and the stores destroyed.
44

  With the destruction of 

the castle and retreat of the French army, Wellington decided to cross the Ebro River and 

maintain pressure on the French.
45

  At 9:00 a.m., the 16
th

 Light Dragoons were ordered to cross 

at San Martin but by the time they arrived the lead squadrons found Graham’s entire column 
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already across the river.
46

  The next day the army continued to cross by the bridges at San 

Martin, Rocamunde, and Puentearenas so that by 15 June the army had crossed the Ebro and was 

moving through the rugged terrain towards Vitoria. 

The marches of three to four leagues a day were tiring on men and horses and because of 

the poor condition of the roads the columns often did not arrive at their objectives until midnight.  

No French rear guards hampered the progress; there was no contact until 18 June.  The reason for 

this undisturbed march through this mountainous route was that both Joseph and his council of 

war held at Burgos were convinced that Wellington would advance by the great road from 

Burgos to Vitoria.
47

  The march by the Allied army, unknown to the French, threatened to 

outflank the French position.  The French withdrawal, observed only by Julian Sanchez’s 

Spanish lancers, was leisurely as Joseph hoped that every day’s delay would bring additional 

French divisions to his assistance.  By 16 June the French army reached Miranda on the Ebro and 

was deployed so it could rapidly concentrate.  Only on the next day did word arrive that British 

cavalry was operating north of their positions and had crossed the Ebro.  Unsure of the British 

strength in the north, Joseph and Jourdan concluded that Wellington had turned their right again 

as he had done earlier in the campaign.
48

   

Joseph decided that Wellington intended to turn the French position by moving to Bilboa 

and cutting off the French far behind Vitoria.  To delay Wellington’s march Reilly was ordered 

to assemble the divisions of the Army of Portugal and move to Valmaseda to protect Bilboa; 

there Joseph hoped he would find two additional infantry brigades.
49

  Reilly advance north but 

stopped almost immediately.  Moving to Osma, Reille’s divisions ran into Graham’s force.  At 

first believing it was only a British detachment, the French formed for battle a mile to the rear of 

Osma and prepared to brush off the British detachment.  Graham’s force was far from a 

detachment and included the First and Fifth Divisions, Pack and Bradford’s brigades and von 

Alten’s cavalry brigade.  The light companies from the First Division advanced to high ground 

on the right of the town, as did Ramsey’s horse artillery troop and two squadrons of the 16
th
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Figure 50: The Battle of Vitoria.  
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Light Dragoons.
50

  As this small force moved into position, the French observed the Fourth 

Division entering the valley on the west.  Suddenly seeing this threat to their rear, the French 

withdrew south avoiding engagement with all but a few light troops of the Fourth Division.
51

   

Further south at Frias, the Light Division encountered a brigade of Antoine-Louis Maucune’s 

division and captured nearly 300 prisoners.
52

 

Wellington followed up this success with an advance towards Vitoria.  The left column 

under Graham moved towards Jocano, four miles from Orsa.  Due to heavy rains that day and a 

mistake in the route, Graham’s column did not arrive in position until 6:00 p.m.
53

  With the main 

body of the army, Wellington advanced towards Vitoria.  The French rear-guard, formed along 

the Bayas River, was turned from its position by the Light and Fourth Divisions.
54

  The French 

rear-guard, within proximity of the Allied army, fell back towards their main body at Vitoria to 

form for battle. 

Joseph’s position was rapidly becoming untenable.  Unknown to the French, Graham’s 

force had already cut two retreat routes.  A look at the French dispositions on the morning of 21 

June indicated the French oblivious to the danger on their north.  The French were formed in 

three lines, with the first consisting of the Army of the Midi in the western end of the plain.  

Behind this position, aligned along the main road, was the Army of the Center consisting of two 

infantry divisions and General Alexandre-Elisabeth-Michel Digeon’s dragoon division and 

General Pierre Soult’s light cavalry division.
55

  The third line originally consisted of the Army of 

Portugal but when reports of Longa’s Spanish troops on the road to Murguira arrived on 20 June, 

a brigade was moved north to cover that threat.
56

  Later that night, a second brigade from 

Sarrut’s division as well as Curto’s brigade of cavalry moved north.  In reserve near Vitoria was 

a cavalry reserve of nearly 5,000 men from the divisions of Generals Antoine Avy, Jacques-
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Louis-François Tilly, Eugene-Edouard Boyer, Anne-François Treillard, and Joseph-Antoine 

Mermet as well as two regiments of Guards lancers.
57

  

Wellington planned to coordinate his columns to hit the French from the front and flank.  

Because of the terrain and the routes of the columns, the Allied cavalry remained dispersed by 

brigades among the army.  Graham in the north had two brigades - Anson’s light dragoons and 

Bock’s heavy dragoons.  Far to the south with Hill’s column, were the light dragoons of Fane, 

von Alten, and Long.  Hill’s mission was to attack from La Peubla in the south and turn the 

French left flank.  The main British army under Wellington’s personal direction was in the center 

with three British cavalry brigades and one Portuguese brigade.  Colonel Robert Hill assumed 

command of the Household brigade from O’Loghlin, and the other two brigades were the hussars 

under Grant and dragoons under Ponsonby.
58

   Under personal direction of Wellington was an 

accurate description.  Wellington’s cavalry escort turned out two hours before dawn to wait for 

the army commander.  Just prior to dawn, Wellington and a single staff officer galloped past the 

waiting escort and moved to the picket line along the Zadora, and then to a small hill from which 

he could direct the lead division.
59

  Because of the terrain and timing the attack, Wellington spent 

the morning coordinating the movement of this central column with that of Graham’s force 

which was delayed by the condition of the roads.  

Ditches, rocks, and clumps of trees cut the battlefield itself.  Because of these factors, the 

British cavalry had few open areas and even these would prevent the cavalry from massing.  The 

terrain was so poor in the center of the battlefield that Ponsonby’s brigade dismounted their 

horses and climbed a hill to watch the battle.
60

  Only late in the afternoon were they employed.  

Near noon, Colonel Grant believed there was an opportunity to charge a body of French infantry.  

Ordering his brigade forward from the bridge at Ladorra, the hussars remained in a column of 

threes because of the terrain as they closed with the French.  The constricted ground protected 

the hussars from the French infantry.  Suddenly the French rose from their position and fired a 
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volley into the lead ranks.  The troop commander, Captain Turing was killed as well as some of 

his men.
61

  Grant immediately ordered the brigade to turn about and they retired to reform.
62

  

Ordered in haste, the charge had had little chance of success and did nothing to contribute to the 

success of the battle.  The second incident again involved the Hussar brigade as it supported the 

assault of the Light Division against the Ariñez hill.  As the Light Division climbed the three 

hundred yards to the crest of the hill the hussars closed in behind the lead ranks ready to charge 

but the French infantry withdrew before the two forces clashed.  The Hussars were then ordered 

to the south to cover the high road leading to Vitoria.
63

 

In the north with Graham’s column cavalry employment was similar.  Fighting through 

hills that guarded the road north of town, two squadrons of the 12
th

 Light Dragoons supported 

Pack’s infantry.  Pack’s attack was successful and captured the heights north of Vitoria and his 

troops entered a plain within a mile of the Zadorra River.  The French infantry on the plain 

rallied behind three squadrons of Curto’s cavalry, and a squadron of the 16
th

 Light Dragoons was 

ordered to support the 12
th

 Light Dragoon’s attack.  However, no cavalry action occurred.  As the 

squadron of the 16
th

 Light Dragoon arrived in position, the French cavalry retired behind the 

infantry and prevented the British cavalry from acting.
64

  

The opportunity for cavalry to act finally came at the end of the battle as French 

disciplined collapsed.  Joseph ordered a general withdrawal and the discipline of the French 

armies, forced back on the town of Vitoria, disappeared in the town.  The baggage and followers 

of the French clogged the roads not already blocked by the British.  Joseph escaped in his Berline 

ahead of the hussar brigade, and had to soon abandon it and jump on a horse.
65

  With the British 

cavalry dispersed across the battlefield and without an overall commander, the necessary 

movements could not be coordinated in time to take advantage of this situation.  

Brigades near the town acted independently as the situation dictated.  The hussar brigade 

in the center advanced against the French.  As they approached the town, the lead squadrons 
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veered north of Vitoria and headed for what appeared to be flat and open fields.  In reality, they 

found a number of wide, deep gullies to negotiate.  Their movement slowed, a French cannon 

crew unlimbered to fire on the flank of the advancing British cavalrymen.  Nine squadrons 

advanced behind their brigade commander when a staff officer, concerned about the artillery on 

the flank, ordered two squadrons of the 18
th

 Hussars and all three squadrons from the 10
th

 

Hussars into the town.
66

  With only half the brigade, Grant arrived east of Vitoria to discover 

French chasseurs.  Grant’s men charged to clear the skirmishers but after clearing the field found 

2,000 French cavalry formed waiting for his brigade.
67

  The French 3
rd

 Hussars and 15
th

 

Dragoons charged first.
68

  The fight became confused as the outnumbered British hussars 

reformed on the ground they had just crossed.
69

   Surprised to find only half his brigade with 

him, Grant ordered his squadrons to form line and waited for his horse artillery troops to arrive.
70

  

The French prepared to charge the outnumbered hussars.  However, before the French advanced 

Captain Fraser and Captain Norman Ramsey’s horse artillery troops arrived.  Both troops 

deployed and poured canister shot into the French dragoons.  The French cavalry abandoned the 

baggage they had been protecting and withdrew in disorder along the cluttered roads.  The 

withdrawing French cavalry packed together were such a lucrative target that the horse artillery 

expended all their rounds before the French cavalry could withdraw from range.
71

 

While this action took place east of Vitoria, inside the town the five hussar squadrons 

found an unbelievable sight of desolation.  Abandoned wagons filled with the French military 

archives, plundered treasures of Spain, and the French military chests of money littered the 

town.
72

  Adding to the confusion were French stragglers and the families of French officers who 

accompanied the army for protection.  As the 18
th

 Hussars entered this scene of confusion many 
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of the hussars plundered the wagons and fell out of ranks.  This effectively ended the 

involvement of the 18
th

 Hussars for the day and would have repercussions later in the campaign 

for the regiment.
73

   

The French army retreated along the one road left and soon the retreat turned to a rout.  

The brigades of Ponsonby and Hill from Graham’s column, supported by horse artillery troops, 

followed the fleeing soldiers, firing canister into the dense mass until 9:00 p.m. when the pursuit 

was called off for the night.  The next morning, a pursuit was organized but did not begin until 

10:00 a.m.  The advantage was lost.  The terrain east of Vitoria was wooded, with many ravines 

that hampered the retreat as well as the pursuit.
74

  Mountains eighteen miles east of Vitoria 

limited how far the pursuit could go.  The pursuit that started on the morning of 22 June ended 

that same day.
75

   Even though the bulk of the French soldiers escaped, the Allied army won a 

significant victory and captured the artillery and supplies of three French armies.  The French 

lost 6,908 killed, wounded, and prisoners.
76

  Many of the French infantry retreated towards the 

France with nothing more than the uniforms on their backs.   

However significant the victory was, the opportunity to destroy the French army was 

slipping away.  The British pursuit was hampered by the collapse of discipline and shepherded 

the defeated armies along towards France instead of annihilating a defeated foe.  The two cavalry 

brigades pursued along the same road as the French so that Reille’s rearguard effectively delayed 

the British horsemen.  Given the narrow, constricted terrain and limited space to maneuver, the 
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pursuit had little chance for greater success.  Two schools of thought emerge on why the pursuit 

lacked direction and purpose.  The first reason was given by Wellington less than a week after 

the battle.  Writing to Bathurst, Wellington blamed the system of discipline in the British army.  

The discipline of the army collapsed for the critical two days after the victory, as troops 

plundered and stole the wealth of French loot abandoned on the field.  Over 180 carriages, filled 

with jewels, plates, and public treasury, estimated at two million silver dollars, of King Joseph’s 

government sat abandoned along the road along with 151 cannon and 415 wagons of 

ammunition.
77

  Officers admitted that they had little control over their troops: 

Our troops now rushed like a torrent down the road . . .the whole of the baggage, 

carriages, jewels, plate and public treasure, became the spoil of their victorious 

arms . . . groups of our soldiers were to be seen busily engaged in knocking open 

packing cases and trunks with the butt end of their muskets, and pulling out, 

amid shouts of laughter from their comrades, sundry articles of female apparel, 

such as dresses, caps, bonnets, &c with which they decorated their own 

persons.
78

 

 
The army was estimated to have captured more than one million pounds sterling, yet all 

except 100,000 were plundered by the British soldiers and lost to the government treasury.
79  

Soldiers left the ranks to buy food and drink rather than pursue the French.  Wellington estimated 

that more men were lost in the pursuit than in the actual battle and that the British lost more 

soldiers than the French after the pursuit began.
80

  “This is the consequence of the state of 
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discipline of the British army.  We may gain the greatest victories; but we shall do no good until 

we shall so far alter our system, as to force all ranks to do their duty.”
81

  Along with the 

plundering by the soldiers, the weather, cold and rainy after the battle, combined with the terrain 

to hamper a more aggressive pursuit.
82

 

While the reasons given for the ineffective pursuit are all valid, Wellington’s reasoning 

overlooked a number of other factors.  The most significant was how the pursuit was organized.  

By moving along the same route as the French, the best result that could be obtained was to 

capture stragglers and hurry the French along.  Only two of nine cavalry brigades took part in the 

pursuit that began on the evening of 21 June, which were only 1,886 cavalrymen of the total 

6,723 available.
83

  The next day, the cavalry brigades remained divided as they were before 

battle.  The infantry commanders appeared to be hesitant to allow the cavalry the freedom to 

operate in an independent role.
84

  Although the condition of the cavalry was good, no officer 

acted as overall commander and the cavalry never massed.
85

  Cotton finally rejoined the army 

three days after the battle but in his absence, no other officer had the authority for overall cavalry 

command and so the brigades acted with their various columns and never transitioned to a 

pursuit.
86

  

The second argument why there was no effective pursuit centered on criticism of 

Wellington’s leadership.  The premise was that Wellington did not like to delegate to 

subordinates the degree of freedom necessary to take advantage of a pursuit.  One cavalryman 
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observed “Lord Wellington may not like to entrust officers with detachments to act according to 

circumstances, and I am not quite clear if he approves of much success, excepting under his own 

immediate eye.”
87

  Other cavalrymen were even more scathing: 

If Lord Wellington merits the title of a good general on the field of battle, he is 

universally allowed to be more ignorant of following up any advantage gained.  

Instead of closely pursuing an army retreating with only one howitzer left, and 

harassing it with artillery and cavalry; the enemy was quietly suffered to retreat, nor 

did the British cavalry march in pursuit until 10 o’clock the next morning.
88

 

 

Conflicting orders, particularly on 23 June, also stopped any effective pursuit.  Infantry 

divisions moved on routes without orders, which had a ripple effect as units assigned those 

routes had to find an alternate.  Anson’s brigade, in the lead of the pursuit on 22 June, received 

no orders for the next day.  Observing the rest of the Army moving, Anson took it upon himself 

to order his brigade forward.  Wellington then ordered it to return to its former encampment and 

wait for orders from Graham.
89

  The two days following the battle, when the conditions were 

most favorable for a pursuit passed.  By 24 June, the pursuit entered the mountainous terrain of 

northwestern Spain and the opportunity was gone.  The infantry divisions continued the advance, 

fighting a sharp action at Tolosa on 25 June.  Limited roads through the mountainous countryside 

and officers acting on their own to pursue the French caused confusion across the army.  By 1 

July, the French troops had entered their homeland and the British advance halted along the 

Bidasoa River.  Along another route, Clauzel’s division, not present at Vitoria, retired east.  

Wellington with the Third, Fourth, and Light Divisions supported by Ponsonby and Grant’s 

cavalry brigades attempted to catch Clauzel but failed to cut him off from France.  This marked 

the end of the British pursuit after Vitoria.
90

 

Activities in the Pyrenees paused as the British army reorganized itself for the next phase of 

operations.  The army prepared to reduce the fortresses of San Sebastián and Pamplona while the 

cavalry arm reorganized for the next phase of operations.  Ironically, because of the success of 

the 1813 campaign, the army moved from the open plains into the mountains just as the strength 
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of the cavalry peaked.  Cotton and his staff now had the time to reorganize and improve the 

cavalry so it could move into the plains of southern France in the coming months.  
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CHAPTER 20 
 

INTO FRANCE 
 

As soon as an officer commanding an Out-Post, or advanced Piquet 
(whether Cavalry or Infantry), arrives on his ground, he must endeavour to make 
himself master of the situation, by carefully examining, not only the space he 
actually occupies, but the Heights within Musket-shot; the Routes and Paths 
leading to or near his Post, ascertaining the breadth and practicability for Cavalry 
and Cannon.1 

 
The rugged Pyrenees Mountains were now the scenes of military operations after the 

victory at Vitoria.  With Cotton’s return and the pause in operations as the army entered the 

Pyrenees, the organizational changes to the cavalry were finally enacted.2  Almost immediately, 

Wellington ordered the hussar brigade broken up by removing one of its regiments to another 

brigade.3  The brigade had been the strongest in the army-- 1,441 in three regiments, but almost 

inexplicably commanded by the most junior and least experienced of the cavalry brigade 

commanders.4  Colonel Grant reverted to regimental duty while he awaited another brigade, and 

newly promoted Major General Edward Somerset of the 4th Dragoons took command of the 

                       
1 General Order #117, Out-Posts, advanced Piquets [sic] and Detachments, Great Britain, War 
Office, General Regulations and Orders for the Army to 1st January 1816, (London, 1816) 119. 
2 It is interesting to note that Wellington took no steps to interfere with the organization of the 
cavalry but allowed the status quo to continue until Cotton returned.  “Articles Relating to 
Long’s Removal,” National Army Museum 6807-219-5  
3 The breaking up of the brigade was well received by some officers in the brigade such as 
George Woodberry.  “The Idle Companion of a Young Hussar,” National Army Museum 6807-
267. 
4 The 18th Hussars, with a poor reputation for discipline, was removed from the Hussar brigade 
and assigned to von Alten’s brigade with the 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion--placing 
them with one of the most respected regiments in the army.  The 14th Light Dragoons, formerly 
paired with the 1st Hussars, became the second regiment of Robert Long’s brigade that had 
consisted of a single regiment for much of the campaign.  These moves more evenly balanced 
the brigades so that they now ranged from a low of 681 to a high of 1,099, instead of 388 to 
1,441. PRO WO 17 series; Bathurst to Wellington, 22 July 1813, WP 1/372. 
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hussar brigade.5   Other changes in cavalry brigade commands took place.  Major General 

George Anson received orders to return to the home staff in Kent.  Anson had requested this 

assignment due to personal matters at home that needed attention.6  To replace him, Major 

General John Vandeleur of the Light Division assumed command of Anson’s former brigade.7  

The final command change did not go into effect until the middle of July when Major General J. 

Ormsby O’Loghlin took command of the Household brigade.8   These changes completed the 

immediate reorganization required but delayed until Cotton’s arrival.  Doing these in the middle 

of the campaign reinforced the fact that Wellington hesitated to make any major decisions 

regarding the organization or command in the cavalry without seeking his senior cavalry 

commander’s input.  These changes should have been completed before the campaign.   

The condition of the horses and remounts also demanded attention.  Although the cavalry 

had not been heavily engaged in battle at Vitoria, the reconnaissance and screening missions had 

taken their toll on the horses.  As usual, the newly arrived regiments suffered the worst because 

they had not learned how to care for their horses on campaign.  The 18th Hussars had over ninety 

sore-backed horses that could not be ridden and their horse appointments were in very poor 

condition demanding care.9  To remedy the condition of the 18th Hussars horses, Cotton ordered 

                       
5 Wellington to Grant, 2 July 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 489; Atkinson, “British Forces 
in the Peninsula,” The English Historical Review, LXVII, July 1902, 119.  
6 Anson requested in February to be placed on the home staff.  Torrens to Wellington, 21 July 
1813, WP 1/372; Wellington to Anson, 2 July 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 489. 
7 Vandeleur was a cavalry officer for most of his career, taking part in the Flanders campaign 
under the Duke of York in 1794 and leading a regiment in India.  Promoted to major general, he 
arrived in the Peninsula in 1811, where he was employed as an infantry brigade commander in 
the Light Division.  Dictionary of National Biography, XX, 97; Wellington to Vandeleur, 2 July 
1812, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 489. 
8 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 264. 
9 Wellington learned early in the month that a large remount of horses was in route to the 
Peninsula and directed them to be landed at Bilboa.  He was concerned that there would be more 
horses than could be mounted which would result in the removal of men from the ranks to care 
for these horses.  Cotton reassured him that because of the number of horses in poor condition all 
of the remounts would effectively be used.  Cotton also closed the cavalry barracks at Belem that 
had functioned since the beginning of the war as a replacement depot.  By mid-July, only ten 
horses belonging to the cavalry were there and these were transferred to Bilboa. Cotton to 
Wellington, 20 July 1813, WP 1/372 #2; Cotton to Wellington, 20 July 1813, WP 1/372  #3; 
Wellington to Cotton, 9 July 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 517. 
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the regiment to remain at Olite until their horses improved.  The assignment to von Alten’s 

brigade did not occur until 12 August because of the delay in moving the regiment.10 

 

Figure 51: The Area Between Bayonne and Pamplona. 

 

The French armies in Spain took advantage of the pause in British operations to 

reorganize after their defeat at Vitoria.  Marshal Soult was appointed to overall command in 

Spain, and by 12 July took command of the three defeated armies and formed them into the 

Army of Spain.11  Only Marshal Suchet’s army in eastern Spain remained independent.  Soult’s 

first priority was to relieve the French garrisons in the fortresses of Pamplona and San 

Sebastián.12  Meanwhile, Wellington deployed the Allied Army to cover the mountain passes and 

valleys into the area to protect his forces investing the two fortresses.  Because of the terrain, the 

cavalry remained in the rear.  Soult’s attempt to raise the siege of Pamplona with the Army of 

                       
10 Murray Papers, National Army Museum 7406-35-2 to 6. 
11 Mémoires du Jourdan, 487. 
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Spain in the last days of July contained few opportunities for cavalry use by either force. Two 

French cavalry divisions, 7,000 men strong, remained far back in the columns that advanced 

from France.13  The mountain passes were too narrow and rough for the French cavalry to act 

and only isolated squadrons conducted reconnaissance on the flanks of the French advance.   

The opportunities for the British cavalry were even more limited.  Only one brigade had 

an active role in Wellington’s plan in this constricted and compartmentalized terrain of the 

Pyrenees.  Long’s brigade maintained communications between the wings of the Allied army 

with letter parties.  The major contribution of the cavalry in this short campaign was on 26 July 

when Long intercepted Wellington’s aide-de-camp carrying a dispatch to Army Headquarters, 

which unknown to both officers was in the process of moving.  Learning that it contained 

information on the situation in the south from Major General Lowry Cole, Long insisted on 

copying the dispatch and then forwarded a copy to Hill.  When received by Hill, he in turn 

forwarded it to Wellington at his new headquarters and Wellington received the information a 

day earlier than he otherwise would have if it had traveled to his former headquarters.14  The 

cavalry did little more than observe the fighting near Sorauren on 28 July.  Wellington ordered 

four brigades of cavalry forward to support the army, but they remained on the right of the 

British line and were never employed.15   

When the army concentrated to confront Soult near Sorauren, the 1st Hussars of the 

King’s German Legion acted as liaison between the infantry divisions on the march. To protect 

the flank along the Eguas River, Cotton directed Ponsonby’s heavy cavalry and the Household 

brigade to the east of the army.16  Wellington ordered the Household Brigade forward from their 

quarters in the rear on 26 July and expected them to arrive around the end of the month.  The 

appearance of the Household brigade on 28 July was a surprise.  The nature of the orders given 

to O’Loghlin’s, which allowed him to select the route, convinced O’Loghlin that he was urgently 

                                                                        
12 Proclamation of Marshal Soult, 23 July 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 576-78. 
13 Vidal de La Blache, Captaine, L’Evacuation de L’Espagne et L’Invasion dans Le Midi, (Paris, 
1914) I, 212. 
14 McGuffie, Peninsular Cavalry General, fn, 285. 
15 These were the brigades of Robert Hill, Ponsonby, Vivian, and D’Urban’s Portuguese brigade.  
Wellington to Bathurst, 1 August 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, X, 580. 
16 Oman mistakenly refers to the Household brigade as being commanded by Robert Hill.  
O’Loghlin had superseded him. Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 264; Oman, Peninsular 
War, VI, 664. 
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needed and he marched the brigade day and night to arrive at Sorauren.  In the last twenty-four 

hours of the march, it is claimed that the brigade covered almost eighty miles.  Wellington, upon 

seeing the still unbloodied brigade two days earlier than expected remarked that while he was 

not yet sure how they would fight, he now knew they could march.17  However, the hard 

marching was for nothing.  Joined by the Hussar brigade, Cotton’s four brigades were employed 

strictly with minor skirmishing against Pierre Soult’s light cavalry during the battle.18  No 

offensive action to support the main British effort was possible because of the rugged nature of 

the ground.19  

With the repulse of Soult’s drive to relieve Pamplona, the French army retreated to 

France and Wellington’s army again occupied the passes to protect the two sieges.  With British 

attention focused on the siege of San Sebastián, the cavalry was split between their encampments 

in the rear and picketing the army.20  Those few places that did support cavalry employment 

were suitable only for small pickets.   The 12th Light Dragoons pickets were one officer and 

twenty men for the entire regiment and the majority of the cavalry concerned themselves with 

forage and improving the condition of the horses while the infantry operated in the mountains.21   

August saw further reorganizations in the cavalry.   Long finally received notice of his 

recall and assignment on the home staff in Scotland.  Ironically, the letter informing Long of his 

recall from the Horse Guards arrived the day he rode to army headquarters to discuss with 

Wellington the possibility of getting a leave of absence to recover his health.  Instead of being 

pleased with the opportunity to return home, Long viewed his recall as part of the political 

manipulations of Colonel Grant to regain command of a brigade.  This view was reinforced by 

Wellington’s comments that he had no personal involvement in the entire affair, and that the idea 

of recall had originated back home.   This, of course, was untrue.  Wellington discussed the 

                       
17 Indeed Wellington had already told Cotton not to take the offensive but to protect the flank.  
Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 264-65; Robertson, Ian C., Wellington Invades France, 
(London, 2003) 80. 
18 The 10th and 18th Hussars skirmished with the heavy cavalry in support.  Murray Papers, 
National Army Museum 7406-35-2 to 6. 
19 Cotton’s force remained in the same position on 30 July but was not engaged. Murray Papers, 
National Army Museum 7406-35-2 to 6. 
20 The terrain was so restricted that only one regiment from the Hussar brigade played any role in 
the pursuit of the French forces after the battles of the Pyrenees.  The remainder of the brigade 
remained at Olite.  Murray Papers, National Army Museum 7406-35-2. 
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removal of Long as early as December 1812 with Torrens and stated that although zealous, Long 

and the others--Slade, Erskine, and Victor von Alten-- all had risen to levels of command which 

they were unable to perform effectively.22  The timing of Long’s removal in particular was what 

rankled Long.  His brigade was stationed in the passes of the Pyrenees where they could look 

down into France.  The end of the war was nearly in sight but Long would not be there to see it.  

Long’s reply to Torren’s letter was blunt.  Long declined the appointment to the Home Staff 

because he found it “wholly inconsistent with any principle of service to hold any military 

situation at home, the duties of which I have appeared to have not displayed satisfactory 

abroad.”23   

With Long’s removal, Wellington lost the last of the cavalry officers he had been forced 

to accept over the previous four years.  Reorganization of the brigades with Long’s departure 

would maximize their effectiveness.  Cotton turned his attention to recasting the composition of 

the brigades for the plains of southern France.  Edward Somerset’s Hussar brigade gained the 

newly arrived 7th Hussars from England.  Wellington was concerned that the 7th Hussars would 

display the same ill discipline as their sister regiment the 18th Hussars; he was hardly soothed by 

Bathurst’s personal assures that the 7th would not be found guilty of irregularities.24  Grant took 

command of Long’s old brigade, but a reoccurring liver ailment forced him to return home in 

                                                                        
21 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 265. 
22 Wellington to the Duke of York, 28 December 1812, WP 1/354; Wellington to Torrens, 22 
January 1813, WP 1/365. 
23 Long to Torrens, 12 August 1813, National Army Museum 6807-219-5. Long was incorrect in 
attributing his removal to Colonel Grant’s use of royal patronage to get a brigade command.  
Long was removed because of Wellington’s displeasure at his performance over the previous 
two years and the critical letters written home which found their way to the Horse Guards 
through a family friend. 
24 The 7th and 18th Hussars had both participated in the Coruña campaign and then remained at 
home while they trained new horses for the regiment.  The 18th had a very poor reputation before 
sailing to the Peninsula in 1813 and Wellington’s patience with the regiment after the problems 
at Vitoria was limited. Four months after the battle Wellington was still concerned about the 
regiment’s state of discipline.  Because the limited terrain for the use of cavalry gave the 
regiment few opportunities to redeem themselves in Wellington’s eyes, Wellington said that “I 
must tell you that in my opinion, from what I have seen of them is, that they cannot be called a 
regiment at all; that there is no established interior system of discipline or subordination among 
them; and that the gentleman at their head is quite incapable of commanding them.” Bathurst to 
Wellington, 22 July 1813, WP 1/372; Wellington to Torrens, 12 October 1813, Wellington’s 
Dispatches, XI, 188-89. 
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November and turn the brigade over to Major General Hussey Vivian.25  The cavalry remained 

mostly uncommitted, more concerned with obtaining forage than with fighting the French.   

One final issue remained to be settled before the next campaign.  In a series of private 

letters, Wellington and Bathurst discussed the chief command of the cavalry.  Cotton become 

engaged to be married when in England the previous winter recovering from his Salamanca 

wound and the rumor circulated that he would quit the army to get married.  The question of who 

would replace him came down to two officers.  One was Lord Uxbridge, Henry Paget, the 

commander of the British cavalry during the La Coruña campaign, while the other was William 

Benidick in Sicily.  Bathurst felt Uxbridge would offer to serve in Spain and that his offer would 

have to be accepted, despite having declined the command in 1811.  Wellington, on the other 

hand, was concerned that Uxbridge had even less experience with commanding infantry than 

Cotton, the limitation which Wellington consistently raised when discussing who would be the 

second in command of the army if he should become incapacitated.26   Both Wellington and 

Bathurst wrote that they would be surprised if Cotton decided to remain with the army. 

Operations in the late fall settled into a comfortable pattern for the mounted men.  The 

majority of the cavalry remained far to the rear of the army with many regiments as far back as 

the Ebro River valley.  Those few regiments that were forward picketed the Bidasoa River, 

which was arduous work because of the proximity to the French and the generally poor cavalry 

terrain.  The hours of darkness each night were spent saddled and baggage packed which was 

trying on the troops, but the French did not press the vedettes.27  In October Wellington pushed 

across the Bidasoa in a surprise assault on the 7th.  The assault was lead by the Fifth Division and 

First Division, with the Third and Four Spanish Divisions from General Manuel Freire’s 4th 

Army of Galicia.  Even though Wellington had nearly forty-five battalions ready for this surprise 

crossing, only three were cavalry squadrons from the 12th Light Dragoons, demonstrating the 

rough and inhospitable nature of the countryside.28   

                       
25  Vivian to Eli Vivian, 26 November 1813, Vivian, Richard Hussey, Richard Hussey Vivian, A 
Memoir, (London, 1897), 165. 
26 Bathurst to Wellington, 9 October 1813, WD 1/378; Wellington to Bathurst, 18 October 1813, 
Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 207-08. 
27 Cotton, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 307. 
28 Robertson, Wellington Invades France, 130. 
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Figure 52: South-Western France. 

By November the preparations for crossing the Nivelle were ready. Wellington was 

optimistic that a small number of cavalry could be employed if a pursuit ensued. Three cavalry 

brigades were called forward--Grant, Bock and Victor von Alten’s. The problem facing 

Wellington was a number of rivers perpendicular to his advance into France.  A pursuit would 

only last until the next river line was reached, and the French would again have a defensible river 

line.  Distributed by brigades among the columns of Hill, Beresford, and in the center under 

Wellington, the cavalry saw no action.  Cavalry divisional command was an unnecessary 

redundancy since the brigades were distributed to the infantry columns.  Stapleton Cotton 

accompanied the center column and provided personal direction to the movement of von Alten’s 

brigade, but since no employment for these light horsemen was found, his supervision was 

unnecessary.29  After across the Nivelle, the cavalry returned to their previous billets while the 

army waited for the weather to improve before crossing the next obstacle in France.30 

 

                       
29 Wellington to Bathurst, 13 November 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 281. 
30 Murray Papers, National Army Museum 7406-35-2 to 6. 



382 

The Combat of Hasparren 

 
By the beginning of December, the weather had improved enough that Wellington could 

continue the advance across the Nive.31  The three cavalry brigades of Vandeleur, von Alten and 

Vivian covered the right rear of the army preparing to cross the river.32  On 9 December, Hill’s 

column crossed the Nive with little opposition.  Von Alten and Vivian’s brigades crossed at 

Campo and established vedettes to protect Hill’s eastern flank.  Von Alten’s brigade moved to 

Halzou while the 14th Light Dragoons from Vivian’s brigade moved to Hasparren.33  December 

10 and 11 passed quietly for the cavalrymen while Soult’s troops fell on the separated halves of 

the British army to the west and attempted to defeat them in detail.  With Soult’s unsuccessful 

attack on 10 December, Victor von Alten’s brigade was pulled back across the river and returned 

to St Pée leaving only Vivian and Morillo’s Spanish to cover the western flank. Soult’s forces 

attacked again from 11-13 December climaxing at the battle of St Pierre.   While these attacks 

developed, a minor engagement took place along the vedette line.  Pierre Soult’s cavalry division 

and Paris’s separate infantry brigade crossed the Nive at Mousseroles under the cover of fog;  

they attacked and entered the village of Hasparren.  The nearest British squadron, Captain 

Brotherton of the 14th Light Dragoons, was ordered to drive the French, consisting of the 13th 

Chasseurs and 2nd Chamboran Hussars, from the village.  A small bridge had to be crossed to 

enter the town and would permit only three riders abreast. Brotherton, his orderly, and a 

lieutenant crossed first and found themselves outnumbered and surrounded by the French.  By 

the time the rest of the brigade had arrived, Brotherton had been captured with eleven wounds.34  

His orderly and the other lieutenant were also captured.  Vivian attempted to retake the town 

with the remainder of the regiment but failed.35  His brigade fell back towards Morillo’s infantry.  

Coming upon the defending Spanish infantry, Soult’s force broke off the contact and retired.36 

                       
31 “I have always intended to cross the Nive as soon as the state of the weather would permit.”  
Wellington to Bathurst, 8 December 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 355. 
32 Vivian, Richard Hussey Vivian, A Memoir, 171. 
33 Murray Papers, National Army Museum, 7406-35-2 to 6. 
34 Brotherton, A Hawk at War, 79-80. 
35 Captain Brotherton had a good reputation within the army.  The capture of this seasoned 
officer and Vivian’s actions became the basis of one of the famous arguments that occurred with 
the publishing of Napier’s History of the Peninsula War due to Napier’s comments concerning 
Vivian’s actions.  Napier was not present, and his account was contradicted by a number of 
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For the next week Vivian’s cavalry picketed the Adour and Nive Rivers opposite Foy’s 

division and the 5th Chasseurs.  Vivian was reinforced near Hasparren by von Alten’s brigade on 

14 December but the condition of the roads and the weather prevented action by either side.37  

The quiet which prevailed broke on 18 December when two squadrons from von Alten’s brigade 

supported by Morillo’s infantry attempted to improve their positions by attacking the village of 

Mondionde.  The two squadrons, one each from the 18th Hussars and 1st Hussars of the King’s 

German Legion, advanced and drove the French pickets from a ridge near the village. The 

Spanish infantry occupied the high ground but a French counterattack drove the Spanish back.  

The squadron of the 18th Hussars covered the retreat, fighting across a ravine held by the French. 

It was a desperate fight and every officer of the squadron was either wounded or killed in this 

useless fight.38   

With the deteriorating weather of December and January, the British army settled into 

winter quarters.  Additional changes occurred in the cavalry command.  In October, Fane had 

written Wellington to resign his position on the staff of the army and give up his brigade.  A 

senior officer, Fane commanded only a cavalry brigade, which was not what he expected when 

he returned to the army in 1813.  Fane had a good reputation as an infantry and cavalry 

commander since fighting at Roliça in 1808.  Wellington did not want to lose a capable officer 

such as Fane.  Instead of accepting his resignation, Wellington offered Fane command of the 

cavalry under Hill; in effect he was creating a division of cavalry for when the army finally 

reached the plains of southern France.39   Along with the question of Fane’s command, other 

                                                                        

eyewitnesses.  This account is based upon first person narratives of the action.  Murray Papers, 
National Army Museum 7406-35-2; Vivian, Richard Hussey Vivian, A Memoir, 173-5. 
36 Vivian, Richard Hussey Vivian, A Memoir, 173-5. 
37 “This is the most infernal country to campaign in I ever met with.  For ten days I have been 
covered with mud.  You can have no conception of the sort of lanes--I can’t call them roads--that 
we have here; up and down stiff hills, knee deep in mud.” Vivian to Eli Vivian, 18 December 
1813, Richard Hussey Vivian, A Memoir, 176-7. 
38 Murray Papers, National Army Museum 7406-35-2 to 6. 
39 Wellington forgot Fane’s appointment since there had been so little use for the cavalry in the 
mountains.  Wellington promised Fane an infantry division when a permanent appoint became 
available; he gave him the command of Hill’s cavalry as a temporary measure since he was 
reluctant to create an unit that he might not always have a competent officer to fill.  Later in the 
campaign, Fane’s command was referred to as “Fane’s division.”  Wellington to Fane, 24 
November 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 314-5; Wellington to Fane, 8 December 1813, XI, 
353. 
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changes were pending.  Victor von Alten wanted to go home due to his health and in January 

Bock sailed to command troops in Germany.40  Vivian moved to command von Alten’s brigade, 

while Fane left his brigade in charge of the senior regimental officer and assumed Vivian’s 

former command.  Bock’s position remained unfilled and the next senior officer led the 

brigade.41   With the army in winter quarters, Wellington’s reoccurring problem of officers 

leaving the army to return to England reasserted itself.  A number of cavalry officers took the 

opportunity to return to England.  Grant and Ponsonby left their brigades in January and would 

not return until late March.  Surprisingly, one officer expected to go home did not--Cotton 

remained in command as the cavalry headquarters moved forward to the village of Hasparren in 

January.42   The sting of missing the major battle of the last campaign may have been a factor in 

convincing Cotton to remain in the Peninsula. 

The light brigades of Vivian, Vandeleur, Fane, and Somerset continued as vedettes and 

supports for the infantry pickets.  Due to the poor cavalry terrain, the three heavy cavalry 

brigades of O’Loghlin, Bock, and Ponsonby remained garrisoned beyond the Pyrenees in the 

Navarre.43  These regiments would not rejoin the army until the last week of February and first 

week of March.44  The time spent in cantonments in Spain were remembered as some of their 

best experiences during the entire Peninsular War.   The soldiers were not assigned outpost duty 

since they were far to the rear, and the daily routine consisted of obtaining forage and staying 

occupied.45 

Conditions were far worse for the regiments along the French border.  The major problem 

faced by the light brigades in France was the poor forage in the mountainous terrain.  The 

condition of the horses deteriorated because of the lack of forage, terrible weather that winter, 

                       
40 Bock would never arrive.  His ship sunk of the coast of Brittany and he drowned.  Beamish, 
King’s German Legion, II, 270. 
41 Atkinson, “The British Forces in the Peninsula, ”The English Historical Review, LXVII, (July 
1902): 120.  
42 Cotton, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 308. 
43 Robertson, Wellington Invades France, 213. 
44 Ponsonby’s brigade was commanded Colonel Charles Manners, while Clifton assumed 
command of the brigade left vacant by Fane’s transfer in mid--February.  Arentschildt, 
commander of the 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion in Vivian’s brigade, moved to 
command Bock’s former brigade.  C.T. Atkinson, “The British Forces in the Peninsula," The 
English Historical Review, LXVII (1902): 120. 
45 Ainslie, Historical Record of the First Regiment of Dragoons, 144-52. 
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and condition of the roads.  Finding feed and substitutes for hay and straw became as important 

as the tactical mission.  Tactical decisions became subordinate to logistical ones, as exemplified 

by the movement of Fane’s regiments near St Pée just to improve their forage.46  Soon another 

regiment, this time from Somerset’s brigade, was withdrawn from France because of lack of 

forage.47  Fane’s brigade, the 13th and 14th Light Dragoons, suffered particularly since they were 

some of the first regiments that arrived in the Peninsula-- the 14th Light Dragoons arrived in 

October 1808.  Their horses suffered from over five years of campaigning, as had their horse 

appointments and equipment; their poor appearance lead to the brigade receiving the nickname 

of “the Ragged Brigade.”48  The conditions at the front caused a delay in moving remounts 

forward.  The remounts desperately needed by the light regiments were held at the Passages until 

the forage improved.  Only after the campaign began, the remounts move forward and the 

strength of the light cavalry begin to recover.49 

The competition between the French and British pickets meant that the outposts 

skirmished on a daily basis.  Yet these encounters had a surreal quality, because neither side was 

willing to resume active operations.  On 11 January, Vivian was awakened by the sound of 

musketry, and rode to the river.  There, on the opposite bank, was a British picket of seven 

cavalrymen support by a dozen infantry.  The French attacked this hill, drove off the pickets, and 

then crossed the shallow river separating the forces.  Vivian rode to the outpost line, and shouted 

in French for an officer.  A French officer appeared, the aide-de-camp to General Jean-

Bathélemy D’Armagnac, and Vivian proceeded to tell him that if he had wanted the hill, he 

could have asked for it without each side losing two or three soldiers.  The French officer asked 

Vivian to agree that the river was the proper line for the French outposts, and Vivian agreed.  

The two then talked for a half-hour and went their separate ways, the French by mutual 

agreement now in control of the far riverbank and the British picket withdrawn to the near side.  

                       
46 Hill to Cotton, 3 February 1814, British Library, 35,060 #289. 
47 Cotton to Wellington, 8 February 1814, WP 1/397. 
48 Oatts, Emperor’s Chambermaids, page a. 
49 Cotton to Wellington, 8 February 1814, WP 1/397. 
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This occurrence, described by Vivian as being routine, shows something of the nature of the 

front during this period.50 

News of the Allied advance across the Rhine reached Wellington in mid-January and he 

prepared to invade the south of France when the weather improved.51  Good weather by the 

second week of February meant the Allied army could advance, and the offensive began on 14 

February.  Soult’s army, rather than improving in winter quarters the last two months, had 

decreased in effectiveness. The National Guard units raised in the region had proved useless and 

most of them deserted taking with them their arms.  Napoleon’s confidence in the Cortez 

approving the Treaty of Valençay and withdrawing from the war lead him to order Soult to 

detach nearly 14,000 experienced troops from his army.52  The first to leave was half of Soult’s 

cavalry consisting of three heavy dragoon brigades and their horse artillery guns on 14 January.53   

Then on 21 January an additional 11,005 infantry moved to the interior of France.  This left 

Soult with seven infantry division and one cavalry division to confront Wellington when the 

British advanced.54 

Wellington’s initial objective for the campaign was to invest Bayonne.  To do this, he 

would attack Soult’s force and drive it east from Bayonne while a part of his army crossed the 

Adour and invested the town from the north.  Eighteen thousand men under Sir John Hope had 

the mission to cross the Adour.  Hope commanded two infantry divisions, the First and Fifth in 

addition to with three unattached infantry brigades and Vandeleur’s cavalry brigade.  With 

Wellington would be the bulk of the army, 45,000 men, in six British infantry divisions, two 

Spanish infantry divisions, one Portuguese division, and the light cavalry brigades of Fane, 

Vivian,  

                       
50 Fraternization along the outpost line was common near the end of the war, and Vivian’s story 
was not an isolated incident.  Vivian to John Vivian, 11 January 1814, Richard Hussey Vivian, A 
Memoir, 184-85. 
51 Wellington had written in late December, “there are some things which cannot be done; one of 
these is to move troops in this country during or immediately after a violent fall of rain.”  
Wellington to Bathurst, 21 December 1813, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 384. 
52 Vidal de La Blache, L’Evacuation de L’Espagne et L’Invasion dans le Midi, II, 201-02. 
53 These were the brigades of Sparre, Ismert, and Ormancy of Treillard’s dragoon division--
3,000 men and 18 guns.  Ordres dictès au Major Général, 15 Janvier 1814, Correspondance de 
Napoléon, XVII, 40-41; Napoleon to Clarke, 22 Janvier 1814, XVII, 60-61. 
54 Napoleon ordered Soult to send a division of 12,000 to Toulouse to defend southern France.  
Napoleon to Clarke, 24 January 1814, Correspondance de Napoléon, XVII, 70. 
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Figure 53: Bayonne to Orthez. 

 

and Somerset.55  Wellington divided this part of his army between Beresford and Hill.  Hill 

would envelop the southern flank of the French line to turn Soult from a series of successive 

river positions.  Beresford had the mission of putting direct pressure on Soult.  The three British 
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divisions would force the French to abandon their defensive positions and withdraw to the east 

and farther from the true object of the campaign, the investment of Bayonne. 

British movement from the cantonments began on 12 February, and by the 14th the entire 

army was in motion.  The weather, while dry, was cold, with ice and snow on the ground that 

hampered maneuver in the mountainous terrain.56   Fane’s light cavalry brigade covered Hill’s 

column, consisting of the Second Infantry division, Le Cor’s Portuguese infantry division, and 

Morillo’s Spanish division.  Beresford’s force consisted of the Fourth and Seventh Divisions 

with Vivian’s and Somerset’s light brigades and increased on 18 February when the Light 

Division and later the Sixth Division was assigned to him.  To maintain contact between the two 

wings of the army, Picton’s Third Division advanced in echelon between the two columns.57  

The advance initially encountered little resistance.  From the very beginning, the lead cavalry 

regiments fired few shots but complained of the lack of forage and food in the countryside that 

had been exhausted by the French army.58 

By 24 February, the rapid advance neared the Gave d’Oloron River.  The weather was 

cold but pleasant and Soult offered little opposition.  In the center, Somerset’s hussars leading 

Picton’s Third Division had arrived opposite the Gave d’Oloron and found Villatte’s division on 

the far bank.  Not far from the bridge, Picton found a ford that appeared unguarded.  A patrol 

from the 7th Hussars tested the ford to see if it was passable.  No overall commander directed the 

crossing and the results could be anticipated.  As the cavalry filed over in full view of the French 

skirmishers, Captain Patrick Verner, commanding the squadron, heard a friend sarcastically yell  

“Good-bye Pat.”59   Verner knew immediately what it meant.  Four light companies from 

Colonel John Keane’s infantry brigade had already crossed and began to climb the heights.  

Before half of Verner’s squadron could cross, the French skirmishers from the 119th Ligne of 

Villatte’s Division charged down the hill.60  Verner gave the command “threes about” and made 

for the friendly bank.  The 7th Hussars crossed and carried as many of Keane’s infantry with 

them holding onto their stirrups.  Escaping back across the river, the light companies lost nearly 

                                                                        
55 Wellington to Bathurst, 20 February 1814, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 522-24. 
56 Oatts, Emperor’s Chambermaids, note a. 
57 Wellington to Bathurst, 20 February 1814, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 522. 
58 Vivian to Eli Vivian, 16 February 1814, Richard Hussey Vivian, A Memoir, 196-97. 
59 Brereton, The 7th Queen’s Own Hussars, 88. 
60 Vidal de La Blache, L’Evacuation de L’Espagne et L’Invasion dans le Midi, II, 224. 
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80 men captured or drowned.  The hussars’ abandonment of the infantry on the far bank lead to 

cross words between Picton and Cotton.  In defense of the hussars, with only half a squadron 

across the river, to stand their ground would have only lead to their loss.  A forced crossing 

needed to be properly supported and the far bank secured with sufficient forces.  However, the 

losses were needless because the next morning the Gave D’Oloron line was turned by Hill’s 

column and Soult ordered his divisions to concentrate near Orthez.  Villatte’s division destroyed 

the bridge at Sauveterre and withdrew to rendezvous with the army allowing Picton’s division to 

repair the brigade and cross unopposed.61 

Soult concentrated his army near Orthez to defend the line of the Gave de Pau River.    

Wellington’s plan was working; Soult drew his army east and further from Bayonne.  This was 

critical because a week of stormy weather hampered Hope’s attempts to cross the Adour and 

invest Bayonne.  Despite the relatively unopposed advance of Wellington’s forces, tension was 

high in the cavalry.  On 24 February, Cotton ordered a subaltern and a party of men to check a 

ford on the Gave d’Orolon.  No subaltern was forward in the 7th Hussar column and a large 

delayed ensued as one was then called forward.  Cotton, exasperated by the delay, remarked that 

he wished that he had “one of the old brigades here.”62 

This attitude from the senior cavalry commander did little to integrate the new regiments 

into the army.  Another incident occurred two days later in crossing the Gave that confirmed 

Cotton’s opinion of the newly arrived regiment. After an unopposed fording of the Gave de Pau, 

two squadrons of the 18th Hussars advanced on the town of Puyoo.  In front of the village was a 

patrol of twenty French cavalry from the 15th Chasseurs, the only French regiment down stream 

of Orthez.  Colonel Vivian took twenty hussars and charged.   Vivian pursued for two miles 

before over taking the French and capturing half the patrol.  What happened next recalled the 

embarrassment of Maquilla in 1812.  The French fugitives reached the safety of their supports 

and turned on the British hussars.63  The British horses were blown from the pursuit and the 

hussars fled leaving their officers to their fate.  Jumping fences to escape their pursuers, the 

British officers rallied a few of the hussars and this convinced the French to abandon the pursuit 

                       
61 Ibid., II, 225. 
62 Vivian to Eli Vivian, 25 February 1814, Richard Hussey Vivian, A Memoir, 198. 
63 Vidal de La Blache, L’Evacuation de L’Espagne et L’Invasion dans le Midi, II, 227. 
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and both sides withdrew to recover.64  The failure to provide a reserve was a constant problem 

with the cavalry.  This problem was normally overcome after the officers learned a painful 

lesson such as Maquilla.  The newly arrived regiments were most susceptible to making this 

mistake and reaffirmed how little the experiences and lessons of the war were being dissimulated 

back home. 

Wellington’s advance successfully forced Soult’s forces to give up the successive river 

lines that Soult planned to delay the British.  Turned from the Gave de Pau line, by mid-day on 

25 February Soult’s army concentrated around Orthez.  The French army consisted of 36,000 

infantry and 3,000 cavalry spread along the northern side of the river.  However, Wellington’s 

turning of the French left flank repeatedly in the campaign caused Soult to expect this movement 

again.  Soult organized his army faced to the east with nearly all his cavalry upstream to cover 

the expected British crossings.  Only one regiment, the 15th Chasseurs, was downstream.  In the 

immediate area around Orthez, the broken terrain was not suitable for large-scale use of cavalry 

by either army.65 

Looking at the terrain, Wellington planned to again turn Soult from the Gave River, but 

reversed the tactics he had employed so far in the campaign.  Hill’s force in the east, opposite the 

town of Orthez, would be the demonstration, while Beresford in the west this time would turn 

the French flank by crossing the Gave de Pau at its intersection with the Adour.  The first phase 

was accomplished on 26 February when the Fourth and Seventh Divisions crossed the Gave de 

Pau at Peyrehorade forcing Soult to hastily reorient his defense to the west.66  That same day, 

Wellington crossed the Third, Sixth and Light Divisions and cavalry at Berenx.  With 38,000 

infantry and the bulk of the British cavalry on the northern bank, Wellington questioned whether 

                       
64 Oman’s version of the engagement describes Vivian coming upon the remainder of the 18th 
Hussars, turning and then pursuing the French back for an additional number of miles.  There is 
nothing in Vivian’s letter to his wife, which Oman cites as the source, to support this version.  
Vivian clearly states that the horses were so blown by the time he rallied that nothing else could 
be done.  Vivian to Eli Vivian, 27 February 1814, Richard Hussey Vivian, 200; Oman, 
Peninsular War, VII, 349. 
65 Vidal de La Blache, L’Evacuation de L’Espagne et L’Invasion dans le Midi, II, 228. 
66 Soult courts-martialed Colonel Faverot of the 15th Chasseurs for failing to inform him that a 
large force had crossed the river down stream of Orthez.  The courts-martial later acquitted 
Colonel Faverot.  Ibid., II, 230, fn 230. 
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Soult would stand or withdraw because his position was turned.67  Wellington’s moves had 

forced Soult to concentrate his forces nearer to Orthez, but whether he would withdraw farther 

into France was unknown. 

The next morning Soult’s army was still in position and Wellington planned to attack.  

Beresford’s two divisions were to march north to St Boes and turn the French flank.  Covering 

his column on the march was Vivian’s brigade.  Deployed opposite the French center and left 

was the Third Division covered by Somerset’s hussar brigade on the flanks.  The Third 

Division’s mission was to cover the crossing of the Sixth and Light Divisions; the Sixth Division 

would march north to join Beresford while the Light Division deployed to the rear of the Third.  

South of the Gave River, Hill’s force would demonstrate until Beresford turned the French flank 

and then would rapidly cross the river to assist in the general attack.68   

Beresford’s attack in the center did not involve cavalry forces.  To the south Hill, waiting 

for the order to attack, used Fane’s brigade to reconnoiter crossing locations for his wing.  Fane 

found an unguarded ford at Souars and Hill’s column crossed to threaten Soult’s lines of 

communication to St. Sever.  With his retreat threatened, Soult broke off the action and retired.  

What began as an orderly retirement under pressure soon deteriorated as the cumulative effects 

of battle losses and Hill’s pressure on the escape route was felt.69  The French lost their cohesion 

and the retreat turned into a rout.   A mass of panic-stricken troops was the ideal circumstances 

for the use of cavalry but because of the rolling ground, no large-scale use of cavalry was 

possible.  Only late in the afternoon did a single cavalry regiment have the opportunity for a 

charge.  Cotton directed the 7th Hussars to charge three broken French infantry battalions.  The 

first charge captured sixty Frenchmen.  The hussars rallied and charged again, and captured an 

additional sixteen officers and nearly 200 soldiers.70   In an enclosed field with their back to a 

river, an even larger number, estimated to be nearly 2,000, threw down their arms, and tried to 

                       
67 North of the Gave Wellington had Somerset and Vivian’s cavalry, while covering Hill’s troops 
still south of the Gave opposite Orthez was Fane’s light cavalry.  The heavy cavalry regiments, 
nearly one-half of the total strength, had left their cantonments in Spain but would not reach 
France for another week.  Journal of Sergeant Stephenson, National Army Museum 6807-215; 
Oman, Peninsular War, VII, 346-47. 
68 Wellington to Bathurst, 1 March 1814, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 535. 
69 Ibid., XI, 537. 
70 Cotton, Cotton’s Correspondence, I, 308; Vivian to Eli Vivian, 2 March 1814, Richard Hussey 
Vivian, 202-3; Wellington to Bathurst, 1 March 1814, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 537. 



392 

surrender.  However, the overworked hussars could not disarm and move the mass of prisoners 

to the rear and the majority soon escaped across the shallow river.71 

 

Figure 54: Battle of Orthez, 27 February 1814. 

 

Soult’s defeated army withdrew towards St Severe, halting for a few hours before 

moving again.  By noon on 28 February, Soult’s forces reached St Severe, twenty-five miles east 

of Orthez, under little pressure from the British.72  In the closing minutes of the battle, 

Wellington received one of his few wounds of his career when a spent musket ball struck him.  

This injury kept him from riding for a few days.  His injury prevented Wellington from 

conducting his personal reconnaissance of the field.  This injury and the dispersed nature of the 

cavalry hampered an aggressive pursuit.   

Another diversion sapped the strength of the army.  To capture a nearby French magazine 

at Mont-de-Marson, Wellington sent Beresford with the Light Division and Vivian’s brigade.73  

This reduced by one third the cavalry available for a pursuit because the heavy regiments had not 

                       
71 Vivian, Richard Hussey Vivian, 202-3. 
72 Vidal de La Blache, L’Evacuation de L’Espagne et L’Invasion dans le Midi, II, 382. 
73 Vivian to Eli Vivian, 1 March 1814, Richard Hussey Vivian, a Memoir, 209. 
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yet entered France.  Only Somerset’s brigade maintained direct pressure on the French that 

headed east towards Toulouse after reaching St Sever, leaving the main road to Bayonne open.  

Somerset’s hussars skirmished with the French rear guard but since the British horsemen 

advanced along the same route as the French, the pursuit shepherded the French along rather 

than provided any serious hindrance.74  The next day, Somerset crossed the Adour maintaining 

contact with the French.  However, the weather soon ended the pursuit.  Heavy rains on 1 March 

made many of the fords impassable.  Wellington halted the army the next day so that bridges 

behind the army could be repaired and the army concentrated.75 

For the French, a successful defense of southern France was becoming increasingly 

unlikely.  The hastily raised National Guard troops were constantly deserting, reducing the 

army’s size and taking with them badly needed weapons.  Behind the British advance, these 

deserters could be recognized in the villages by their close-cropped hair.76  The mere appearance 

of the dragoons from Major General John Vandeleur’s brigade on 1 March had been enough for 

the National Guard in Dax, France to desert leaving the town undefended against Hope’s column 

advancing north from Bayonne.77 

As Soult’s position became untenable, Wellington’s cavalry grew in strength becoming 

more effective in containing Soult’s operations.  By 3 March the heavy cavalry entered France 

and arrived at the front by 12-13 March.  This doubled Wellington cavalry force; he could now 

completely dominate the French cavalry and scour the countryside, denying Soult intelligence as 

well as the freedom to forage.78  However, two events temporarily halted the British advance.  

The first was the continued rains that made the fords and roads nearly impassable.79   The second 

was sending a force under Beresford to Bordeaux to determine if the city would declare itself for 

the Bourbons.  Beresford took Vivian’s brigade, which had been operating with his corps as well 

                       
74 Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal, National Army Museum 7706-17-2. 
75 Wellington to Bathurst, 4 March 1814, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 548. 
76 Larpent, The Private Journal of Larpent, 421. 
77 Soult was having increasing problems with the National Guard of the departments of Basses 
and the Hautes Pyrénees as they got farther from the local areas.    In addition, nearly all the 
conscripts for the regular area from those areas deserted in early March.  Vidal de La Blache, 
L’Evacuation de L’Espagne et L’Invasion dans le Midi, II, 392. 
78 Most of the cavalry had reached St Jean du Luz and continued at a moderate pace as it closed 
with the main army.  Journal of Sergeant Stephenson, National Army Museum 6807-215.  
79 Wellington to Bathurst, 13 March 1814, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 576. 
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as Vandeleur’s light cavalry brigade to lead the columns of the Fourth and Seventh Divisions.   

Marching at a rapid pace through the desolate pine barrens of southern France, the two brigades 

met outside of Langon and were soon joined by the infantry.80 

Beresford left the majority of the force there, taking just 800 cavalry with him on 11 

March and reached Bordeaux on 12 March.  The mayor and a small delegation met Beresford 

outside the town and read a proclamation that declared the town for the Bourbons and hosted the 

white cockade.81  With the object of the expedition successfully completed, a messenger was 

sent off to Toulouse; Wellington responded by ordering Beresford to march on Soult, leaving a 

minimum force at Bordeaux to maintain order.82  Wellington needed Beresford’s troops because 

he feared that Suchet’s army from Spain could join with Soult’s force and the two would then 

threaten the British advance.  This concern was reinforced by reports from Fane’s patrols report 

of infantry marching into Conchez.  Wellington needed to concentrate his army to face that 

threat.83   

With Beresford’s expedition and the heavy rains, Soult’s force had ten days to reorganize 

and re-equip.  Soult used this time to increase his fighting strength.  Gendarmes patrolled the 

countryside capturing deserters, and Soult took horses from his artillery to bring his cavalry up 

to strength.  Even with this drastic measure that reduced his effective artillery strength, Soult had 

2,500 cavalrymen but only 1,000 had horses fit for service.84  On 18 March, Beresford closed 

with the army and the advance of the Allied army resumed.  Wellington planned to cut Soult’s 

force from its lines of communication by an envelopment from the east.  Wellington advanced in 

three columns, lead by cavalry.  The right column under Beresford had Somerset’s hussars and 

Vivian’s brigade; the center column had the brigades of Ponsonby, Bülow, and Clifton and 

Campbell’s brigade of Portuguese.  To the west was Hill’s column lead by Fane’s light cavalry 

                       
80 Vivian described the area as a vast sandy desert that was flat, with straight roads and 
uninhabited. Vivian to Eli Vivian, 8 March 1814, Richard Hussey Vivian A Memoir, 213-4. 
81 Beresford to Wellington, 12 March 1814, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 577. 
82 The Seventh division, two squadrons from Vanduleur’s brigade and one squadron from 
Vivian’s brigade were left to maintain communication and order within the countryside.  
Wellington to Beresford, 14 March 1814, ibid., XI, 578. 
83 Fane’s brigade reported observing infantry marching into Conchez for over six hours. 
Wellington to Beresford, 14 March 1814, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 578. 
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brigade.85  All across the Allied front, the British cavalry, due to their superior numbers, 

advanced with little opposition.  Sharp skirmishing took place each day, but the French rear-

guard broke contact each time before British infantry could engage them.86 

Early on 19 March, Somerset’s brigade attacked a French cavalry brigade guarding 

Soult’s flank at Rabastens and drove them off.  Later in the day, Bülow’s brigade skirmished 

with General Jean-Baptiste Berton’s cavalry brigade near Vic-Bigorre, an important road 

junction for the French withdrawal.87  This forced Soult to commit two divisions to protect this 

road while the remainder of his army moved cross-country to Tarbes.88  Outside of Tarbes the 

British center column caught the French rear-guard.  Pressured by the Third Division and 

Bülow’s dragoons of the King’s German Legion, the rear-guard retired through the town with 

heavy losses as the British army continued to advance.89 

The next day Soult’s rear-guard deployed behind Tarbes, but the cavalry was only 

slightly engaged.  The French movement became more rapid as it neared Toulouse, and only the 

British horse could maintain contact.  The British cavalry, in much greater numbers than their 

French counterparts, protected the infantry columns while maintaining contact between the 

                                                                        
84 Soult reported to Clarke that his army contained 25,000 infantry and 1,000 effective horse, 
with 38 cannons present.  Vidal de La Blache, L’Evacuation de L’Espagne et L’Invasion dans le 
Midi, II, 392. 
85 Wellington, in keeping his promise to give Fane the cavalry division operating with Hill’s 
corps, had the brigade of the 3rd Dragoon Guards and 1st Dragoons, which had no general officer 
in command, assigned to Hill’s column.  Fane thus commanded a division consisting of these 
two brigades. Oatts, Emperor’s Chambermaids, b. 
86 Numerous journals note the sharp skirmishing, but were unable to impede the French 
withdraw enough to have the infantry support them.  The largest skirmish occurred at St Gardens 
between the 13th Light Dragoons and the French rear-guard of the 10th Chasseurs on 22 March, 
where the 10th Chasseurs lost three men killed.  Journal of Sergeant Stephenson, National Army 
Museum 6807-215; Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal, 7706-17-2; Wellington to Bathurst, 25 March 
1814, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 605; Wolf, Historique du 10e Régiment de Chasseurs a 
Cheval, 303. 
87 Picard, La Cavalerie dans Les Guerres, II, 350. 
88 Ibid., II, 350. 
89 It was too late in the day when the heavy brigade finally got in position to inflict any 
significant punishment on Soult’s force; their charge merely hurried the already hard pressed 
rear-guard.  Wellington was pleased with the cavalry’s performance and mentioned the 
superiority of the British cavalry.  “In all the partial affairs of cavalry ours have shown their 
superiority.” Wellington to Bathurst, 20 March 1814, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 596-97; 
Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal, National Army Museum 7706-17-2. 
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columns.  For the movement, Manner’s cavalry brigade lead the main advance while flank 

security to the north was provided by Somerset and Vivian’s light brigades.  These two brigades 

ranged as far as Auch and Gimont.  South of the main column, Bülow’s heavy dragoons 

maintained contact with Hill’s cavalry to the south.90   By 25 March, the lead regiments arrived 

within sight of Toulouse along the Touch River. 

The French vedettes were posted ten miles from Toulouse.  Closing with the Allied army 

Wellington paused to organize his forces before attempting to attack in the formidable terrain 

around Toulouse.  On 27 March three infantry divisions with a cavalry screen moved west 

against the bridgehead maintained by two of Soult’s divisions.  This was intended as a 

demonstration since Wellington planned the actual crossing further upstream.  The feint was 

successful and Soult shifted four of his seven cavalry regiments north of Toulouse that left the 

stream bank south of Toulouse nearly unguarded.  However, when the crossing was attempted, 

the pontoon bridges were too short to reach the other side!91 

Vivian’s brigade, not aware that the crossing to the north was unsuccessful, advanced 

with the 18th Hussars in the lead.  A single squadron crossed the bridge at St Martyn de la Touch 

and pursued the 10th Chasseurs as far as the bridgehead at St Cyprien, halting only when fired 

upon by artillery within the tete d’pont.  However, this advance was unnecessary because Hill’s 

forces had not crossed so the 18th Hussars’ squadron was withdrawn.92  Another attempt to cross 

on 30 March enjoyed more initial success but poor reconnaissance and maps caused this attack 

to falter.  Hill crossed with 13,000 men, including Fane’s division but once across the Garonne 

came upon Ariége River and discovered that in the region between the two rivers no roads 

existed to support the army.  Hill withdrew.93 

On 4 April, another attempt was made to cross the Garonne River, this time north of 

Toulouse at the small village of Grenade.  Starting at 9:00 a.m. the units began crossing, led by 

the Fourth Division and Vivian’s brigade.  By nightfall, three infantry divisions and the brigades 

of Somerset, Ponsonby, and Vivian established a bridgehead.   However, heavy rains that night 

threatened the pontoon bridge, which broke and one of the pontoons floated away.  The Third, 

                       
90 Wellington to Bathurst, 25 March 1814, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 604-05; Wellington to 
Bathurst, 1 April 1814, XI, 620. 
91 Wellington to Hope, 26 March 1814, ibid., XI, 606. 
92 Vivian to Eli Vivian, 28 March 1814, Richard Hussey Vivian, A Memoir, 231. 
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Fourth, and Sixth divisions with 2,200 cavalrymen were stranded.94  However, the situation was 

not as grim as it appeared.  Somerset’s hussars were forward in a screen line while the rest of the 

wing occupied a strong defensive position with both flanks protected by deep rivers.   Soult did 

not attack and the bridge over the Garonne was re-established at 4:00 a.m. on 8 April and more 

Allied troops crossed.95   

The crossing put the bulk of Wellington’s army north of Toulouse.  Wellington marched 

south along both banks of the Ers River. Two French cavalry brigades contested the Allied 

advance: General Jean-Baptiste Breton’s brigade on the west bank and General Jacques-

Laurent- Vial’s brigade on the east.  Vivian’s brigade confronted Vial’s two regiments, the 5th 

and 22nd Chasseurs.  The French withdrew easily from each village, destroying the bridge that 

linked the two banks.   However, suddenly at Croix d’Orade, Vivian unexpectedly charged with 

the 18th Hussars. 96  The hussars surprised the Chasseurs, capturing 120 men and driving them 

through the village and capturing the bridge intact.97  Capture of this crossing was critical for 

Wellington’s operations.  To besiege Toulouse, Wellington had to capture the Mont Rave ridge.  

The seizure of the Croix d’Orade bridge allowed the Allied army to mass against Mont Rave.98  

Preparing to attack Mont Rave, the right flank of the army was guarded by a cavalry screen east 

of the Ers River.99  This mission fell to Vivian’s former brigade, temporarily commanded by 

Major von Gruben of the 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion.100  To support the main 

effort against Mont Rave, Somerset’s brigade drove in the French pickets while the Fourth and 

                                                                        
93 Wellington to Hope, 1 April 1814, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 615. 
94 Vivian, Richard Hussey Vivian, A Memoir, 237.    
95 Vivian to Eli Vivian, 8 April 1814, ibid., 240. 
96 Vivian was wounded by a carbine ball in his arm during this attack.  The credit for this action 
was a source of contention in Napier’s History of the Peninsular War.  Napier credits Major 
Hughes of the 18th Hussars for this attack.  Vivian deserves the credit for ordering the attack and 
being with the lead squadrons as they charged. Wellington to Bathurst, 12 April 1814, 
Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 632; Vivian, Richard Hussey Vivian, A Memoir, 241. 
97 The high number of captured compared to the wounded and killed indicates the poor state of 
French morale at the time.   No French officers were killed or wounded that day.  Martinien, 
Officers tués et blesses, 586, 606.  For a French view of Vivian’s operation that day, see Vidal de 
la Blanche, L’Evacuation de L’Espagne et L’Invasion dans Le Midi, II, 483. 
98 Arthur Shakespeare’s Journal, National Army Museum 7706-17-2. 
99 Wellington to Bathurst, 12 April 1814, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 633. 
100 Arentschildt would again command the brigade starting on 12 April.  Beamish, King’s 
German Legion, II, 297. 
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Sixth Divisions wheeled into line to attack.  Ponsonby’s heavy brigade remained in the rear of a 

Spanish division from Freire’s Army of Galicia. 101 

The difficult terrain of the Mont Rave ridge and poor terrain along the Ers allowed for 

limited use of Somerset and Ponsonby’s cavalry during the attacks on 10 April.  Only as the 

infantry brigades from the Fourth and Sixth Divisions under John Lambert and William Anson 

advanced up the ridge did the French respond with an attack by Taupin’s division.  Attacking in 

columns, both flanks were protected by squadrons of French cavalry.  On the British right, 

Breton’s cavalry threatened Pack’s troops.  Pack ordered the 79th Foot into square, but the arrival 

of Somerset’s hussars convinced the French cavalry not to attack.102 

To the east of the Ers River, von Gruben’s brigade drove south to improve 

communications between the two banks.  Von Gruben tried to seize a number of successive 

bridges but the rear guard destroyed each bridge before it could be captured.  The brigade 

approached the fifth bridge and a sharp skirmish with a French hussar regiment developed.  Von 

Gruben’s men captured fifty Frenchmen.  Pushing on, the 1st Hussars of the King’s German 

Legion came to the bridge at Montaudran, blocked with casks filled with earth and defended by 

the 22nd Chasseurs.  The 1st Hussars drove the Chasseurs back while volunteers pushed enough 

casks into the water to create a passage and the regiment seized the bridge.103  With the bridge 

captured intact, von Gruben brought his brigade into line far to Beresford’s left.  This cut another 

route out of Toulouse and made the situation for the French defenders more tenuous.  On another 

section of the battlefield, Hill’s infantry drove the French from the left bank of the river and into 

the town itself.  This attack combined with the 1st Hussar’s success isolated the Soult’s army 

from the rest of France on three sides.   Wellington detached the bulk of the light cavalry further 

east to complete this isolation.104  

Unable to resume the attack the next morning because of causalities and the need to 

replenish ammunition, the British army remained in the positions they had won.  In Toulouse, 

Soult met with his corps commanders to inform them that they would withdraw from Toulouse 

                       
101 Wellington to Bathurst, 12 April 1814, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 634. 
102 Wellington to Bathurst, 12 April 1814, Ibid., XI, 635. 
103 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 298-99. 
104 Wellington to Bathurst, 12 April 1814, Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 637. 
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after dusk.105   Soult’s army left unobserved that night and on the morning of 12 April, a 

delegation from the city invited Wellington to enter.  The Commander in Chief entered at the 

head of the “ragged” brigade of the 14th and 16th Light Dragoons under Fane.106 

Meanwhile Somerset and Vivian’s former brigade, now commanded by Arentschildt, 

pursued Soult’s forces.107  Little was seen of the French army except for a party of gendarmes 

near the village of Caramin.108   Hill’s column and then Beresford’s marched east in pursuit but 

never made contact with the French.  In the evening of 12 April, news of Napoleon’s abdication 

on 6 April reached the Allied army.  At 5:00 p.m., Colonel Ponsonby arrived from Bordeaux 

with news of the abdication and later that evening two official couriers arrived with the news and 

were sent immediately to Soult’s headquarters.109  Soult refused to believe these emissaries; he 

requested a ceasefire until he could verify the accounts of the activities on Paris.  Wellington 

feared that Soult was prolonging the war without a good cause, and that his army could become 

the nucleus of a civil war in France.   A four-day pause occurred while Wellington’s army was 

resupplied, including with shoes; then he ordered his army to advance on Soult until he accepted 

the armistice and authority of the provincial government in Paris.  Before the Allied army could 

advance, Soult received the news of the abdication on 9 April.   With this verification, a 

convention outlining the demarcation of the French armies of Soult and Suchet and the Allied 

army was signed the next day, and six years of warfare in the Peninsula ended.110 

                       
105 Wellington to Bathurst, 12 April 1814, ibid., XI, 632. 
106 Oatts, Emperor’s Chambermaid’s, page c. 
107 Arentschildt gave up the King’s German Legion heavy dragoon’s for a light cavalry brigade. 
108 Beamish, King’s German Legion, II, 299. 
109 Wellington had received the British and French colonel who brought the news from Paris at 
his headquarters on 12 April.  Wellington to the Minister of War, Madrid, 14 April 1814, 
Wellington’s Dispatches, XI, 643.  
110 Convention of Toulouse, 18 April 1814, ibid., XI, 653. 
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CHAPTER 21 
 

CONCLUSIONS: THE BRITISH CAVALRY IN THE PENINSULA, 1808-1814 
 

Previous to the campaigns on the continent, the general and superior officers of 
the army had no opportunity of managing large bodies [of cavalry]; the war in 
the Peninsula does not appear to have developed that talent in them.  It may be 
safely predicted that whenever the English cavalry shall be engaged with another 
cavalry well commanded, it will be worsted.  The soldiers are brave and the 
horses good; but that is not enough.  There must also be science and unity.  We 
have seen more than once weak detachments charge our [French] battalions 
through and through, but in disorder.  The horseman, drunk with rum, spurred on 
his horse, and the horse carried his rider beyond the mark.  The squadrons could 
not be again re-formed; there were no others at hand to finish the work: the bold 
stroke passed away, without the least advantage.1 

 
Cavalry proved itself a vital arm in the Peninsula, even if the growing pains to achieve 

full effectiveness were long and hard.  The Peninsular War, with regards to the cavalry, can be 

broken down into three distinct periods.  The first period extended from the first employment of 

limited numbers of cavalry in 1808 through the fall of 1810 and the retreat to the Lines of Torres 

Vedras.  The second period encompassed the year 1811, when the limited numbers of British 

cavalry were stressed nearly to the breaking point as the span of Wellington’s operations grew in 

scope.  The final period of 1812-1814 was in many ways the period of maturity for the mounted 

forces, even if issues such as senior level commander’s competency were still being addressed. 

In the first period, cavalry displayed the doctrine and training that had permeated the pre-

war era, as Sir David Dundas’s doctrine became codified and understood.  All cavalry should be 

able to charge, and the mundane aspects of field duty such as outpost work were neglected.  

Outpost duty was the majority of a cavalryman’s duty when in the field. Few cavalry brigade 

commanders tried to train their regiments in this skill.  When Stapleton Cotton tried in 1807-

1808 to introduce the 14th and 16th Light Dragoons to outpost work, the idea was considered 

absurd.2  Officer education was at best rudimentary; the prevailing thought was that officership 

was a natural activity for a gentleman and no study was needed.  This attitude was beginning to 

                                                 
1 Foy, Peninsular War, II, 200-01. 
2 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, 135. 
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wane, and a movement developed to put more emphasis on the education of an officer.  Once the 

regiments became experienced in the field, the mundane events not trained at home became the 

only skills that were truly important.  Forming and reforming, a constant weakness displayed by 

the cavalry was rarely trained in England, yet experienced officers in the Peninsula thought it 

was probably the most important aspect that should be trained.3   This was an aspect that 

Wellington took up when discussing the reorganization of the cavalry during occupation duties 

in France in 1815 to 1818.  He favored changing from two rank deep formations to three ranks, 

with the role of the third rank being the reserve, never drawn into the action to address the 

problems with reforming.4 

During the second period of the war, roughly from the pursuit of Masséna’s army from 

Portugal in early 1811 until the beginning of the 1812 campaign, the cavalry struggled with 

greater number and more complex missions but without an increase in numbers to function fully.  

The French threatened both invasion routes into Portugal, and Wellington could not change the 

dynamic and seize the initiative unless he could have a more balanced force to operate in the 

plains of Spain.  Wellington would lament in the summer of 1811 that without additional cavalry 

regiments, he could not venture from the mountains of Portugal.5  With reinforcement, he was 

able to form two cavalry divisions, but soon experienced problems senior level commanders that 

forced him to confront the recall of senior cavalry officers.6  

The final period saw the greatest increase in the numbers of British cavalry, rising to 

sixteen regiments in early 1812 and peaking at twenty regiments of 9,200 horsemen in early 

1813.7  Wellington continued to struggle to find competent leaders and problems with command 

and control hampered cavalry operations.  For long periods, Wellington named no officer to 

command the Second Cavalry Division—naming a general officer would mean he would be 

stuck with the senior cavalry general rather than a more junior officer whom he knew and 

trusted.  Instead, the senior brigade commander acted as the division commander.  Finally, with 

                                                 
3 Tomkinson stated that if he only had one aspect to train, it would be to reform.  Tomkinson, 
Diary of a Cavalry Officer, fn 136. 
4 Wellington instructions to the General Officers Commanding Brigades of Cavalry in the Army 
of Occupation, Cambrai, 1816, Wellington’s Dispatches (1852 edition), VIII, 337. 
5 Wellington to Liverpool, 27 August 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VIII, 224. 
6 Wellington to Torrens, 22 January 1813, WP 1/365. 
7 PRO WO 17 series of reports.  Total men assigned were 9,213, but the actual number available 
was approximately 1/3 less. 
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the recall of officers in the spring of 1813 Wellington replaced the cavalry officers who had 

performed poorly; he adopted the expedient of forming one division of cavalry, even though this 

meant the division had eight brigades working directly for the cavalry commander. 

The problem of finding competent cavalry officers highlighted two aspects of the late 

eighteenth century British military.  The first was the training and doctrine laid out by Sir David 

Dundas in the 1790s and the second was officer education.  Dundas’s system of drill for the 

infantry provided for all the intricate maneuvers necessary to command linear warfare of the 

eighteenth century.  But this detailed system did not translate well to cavalry operations, and 

junior officers spent their time learning the commands for the various maneuvers without 

understanding the reason behind them and when they should be applied on the battlefield.  “If I 

only gave the words of command the men would know what they meant” was the advice given to 

a young lieutenant when he asked his sergeant major to learn the exercises before going on a 

field maneuver.8  Years later, an officer looking to reform the cavalry wrote  

A more absurd, stupid, or complicated code of tactics than that of Sir David 
Dundas never existed . . .  [of the junior officers] . . . not one could command a 
squadron, and a few could command a half-squadron.  Of the nature of cavalry, 
its use, its powers of acting, patroles, piquets, vedettes, &c., they were totally 
ignorant.9 

 
It was not years of peacetime soldiering that allowed their skills to atrophy.  Observers 

commented immediately upon their return from the Waterloo campaign that the regiments went 

back to the old system of basing their performance on the speed they could execute a maneuver, 

and the experience gained on the battlefield was rapidly lost.10  Each new regiment arriving in 

the Peninsula shared the similar weakness, and few of the lessons learned on the battlefield were 

applied at training in England. 

Senior cavalry officers did not believe that the study of their profession was necessary.  A 

few disagreed.  Major General Gaspard Le Marchant stood out as an officer who studied and 

applied his education to his profession.  Yet the advice he was given before sailing to the 

Peninsula seemed taken from an earlier era: 

                                                 
8 Heathcote to his mother, 29 July 1806, Letters of a Young Diplomatist and Soldier, 131-32. 
9 Russell to Wellington, 4 May 1827, Wellington’s Supplementary Despatches, XIV, 723. 
10 Tomkinson, Diary of a Cavalry Officer, fn, 136. 
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The best advice I can give a cavalry general is to inspire his men as early as 
possible with the most prefect confidence in his personal gallantry.  Let him but 
lead, they are sure to follow, and I believe hardly anything will stop them.11 

 
This advice seemed prophetic.  Le Marchant would be killed in his first major battle at the head 

of his brigade when they shattered a French division.  Even officers with poor reputations as 

tacticians received complements on their valor, and the number of horses they lost and their 

nerve under fire.12  

Bravery and leading with personal valor were more appropriate for junior, regimental 

officers, than general officers.   Five senior cavalry generals served in the Peninsula at the level 

of division commander or higher: Henry Paget, William Payne, Stapleton Cotton, William 

Lumley, and William Erskine.  William Lumley was a temporary solution during the summer of 

1811 in the Army of the South; a permanent commander was Erskine when the Second Cavalry 

Division was formed that summer.  The post-war evaluation of the remaining four men’s 

performance has lead to the conventional wisdom that only Henry Paget had any real skill, and 

he was prevented from serving under Wellington because he had ran off with the wife of 

Wellington’s brother, Henry Wellesley.  Erskine was known to have suffered bouts of insanity 

and was confined for mental problems before he sailed to the Peninsula but because of political 

patronage, Wellington had to find a position for him.  Only after Wellington’s standing had 

increased in the summer of 1812 with his victory at Salamanca could he ask for Erskine’s recall.  

Even that became moot when Erskine fell or jumped to his death from his third floor window in 

a bout of insanity in February 1813.  Payne’s reputation likewise has not stood the test of time.  

Many sources do not even mention Payne’s year and a half in command of the cavalry division, 

usually crediting the period to Cotton.  Payne seemed to have been a competent leader, plagued 

by poor health and fits of gout, which finally forced him to leave the Peninsula in 1810.  Of 

Paget and Cotton, advocates for both can be found: “it was a universal opinion that his lordship 

[Paget] was the first cavalry general in the British army.”13  Cotton’s admirers noted that “except 

for General [Roland] Hill there is scarcely a general officer in this army of any talent and very 

                                                 
11 Henry Paget, Lord Uxbridge’s advice to Le Marchant before Le Marchant’s departure to the 
Peninsula in 1811.  Le Marchant, Memoirs of Major General Le Marchant, 157. 
12 Comments like “Slade behaved very well the whole day” are common.  Journal of the Royal 
Dragoons, National Army Museum 7401-46-6. 
13 Gibney, Eighty Years Ago, 173. 
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few of any activity except Sir S. Cotton.”14  The noted British historian of the Peninsular War, 

Charles Oman, called Cotton “but a mediocrity” and praised Paget because he “handled Sir John 

Moore’s five cavalry regiments with such admirable skill and daring during the Coruña 

campaign.”15   

Examining the performance of Paget and Cotton during the Peninsula, it is striking to see 

the difference in experience by the two men.  Paget’s reputation was made during the three 

month long La Coruña campaign, where he commanded a cavalry division of two brigades (five 

regiments) in a rear-guard mission.  His claim to fame came during the Waterloo Campaign, 

when as Lord Uxbridge commanded the Allied cavalry during the battle.  When contrasted to the 

performance of Stapleton Cotton, the comparison is striking.  Cotton’s reputation was built over 

a five-year period, with much greater responsibility and challenging missions.  In effect, he 

commanded a cavalry corps of eight brigades (twenty regiments), in a variety of missions 

ranging from rear-guard, outpost duty, to the decisive charge during battle.  Cotton performed 

well, particularly at Llerena, Castrejon, and Salamanca in the summer of 1812.  All these actions 

were during the cavalry’s shining moment in favorable terrain.  Cotton was also given command 

of combined arms formation to function as the outposts of the army, often having overall 

command of the Light Division and the First Cavalry Division.16  

The record of the British cavalry in the Peninsula is mixed, and too often based on their 

success or failure in a few charges instead of looking more broadly at the roles the cavalry 

provided.  Wellington’s famous line that “our officers of cavalry have acquired of galloping at 

everything, and their galloping back as fast,” written in a moment of vexation after the 

engagement of Maquilla in 1812, has been used to sum up the performance of the cavalry over 

six years.17  But is that really fitting?  The cavalry did have a number of spectacular failures: the 

charge at Vimiero in 1808, where the 20th Light Dragoons, initially successful, pushed too far 

and were overwhelmed by French reserves.  At Talavera in 1809, a hidden dry creek bed 

disrupted the charge of the 23rd Light Dragoons and 1st Hussars of the King’s German Legion 

just before striking the French squares; the 23rd Light Dragoons suffered heavily from the French 

                                                 
14 Bragge to his father, 7 February 1813, Peninsular Portrait, 89-90. 
15 Oman, Wellington’s Army, 106. 
16 What is particularly interesting is that the decision to assume command of the outpost was left 
to Cotton.  Wellington to Spencer, 16 May 1811, Wellington’s Dispatches, VII, 570. 
17 Wellington to Hill, 18 June 1812, ibid., IX, 240. 
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fire.  Often mentioned is the engagement at Villar de Puerco in 1810 when a French company 

was able to frustrate the efforts of a much larger force; or Campo Major in 1811 when 

mismanagement and misunderstanding hampered a successful operation and tarnished the 

reputations of the participants for thirty years after. 

All these cavalry failures have some common threads.  The first is the fascination with 

the cavalry charge as their raison d’etre.  All types of cavalry, light, medium and heavy, looked 

at the charge as the most glorious expression of their branch.  But the successful cavalry charge 

against infantry is rare. The French cavalry’s destruction of Colborne’s brigade at Albuera is an 

example of a charge against infantry unprepared and unable to form square in time.  The other 

example was Le Marchant’s heavy brigade at Salamanca, who through extremely fortuitous 

timing struck a French division in column, shattering it before it could react.  In each of these 

examples, the infantry was attacked before it was able to form square, or was disordered and hit 

before the square could be properly formed.  Only one true example of cavalry breaking an 

infantry square occurred during the Peninsular War. That was the heavy brigade of the King’s 

German Legion breaking the squares at Garcia Hernandez.   The incident was so unique that one 

squadron from the brigade won the privilege to be Wellington’s headquarters guard, but the 

success was possible because a wounded horse stumbled at the fortuitous moment as the charge 

struck the square. 

If the cavalry charge had a mixed record throughout the war, it was also a rare 

occurrence.  The terrain in Portugal was not suitable for large-scale cavalry use, and only in 

those periods that the Allied army ventured into Spain that cavalry could be used above the 

brigade level.  The activity that the cavalry performed its most valuable service to the British 

army was the aspect it trained the least in during peacetime—outpost duty.  For months at a time, 

the only contact between the opposing armies would be at the outposts lines, manned by the 

Light Division and the cavalry.  Here the cavalry gradually gained experience until, by the 

French invasion of Portugal in 1810, it could effectively screen the Anglo-Portuguese Army’s 

movements and provide intelligence and early warning of the French actions. They were 

successful at this despite often being severely outnumbered by the French cavalry.  The next 

year, 1811, in what was one of the finest performances of the British cavalry, the squadrons of 

the First Cavalry Division successfully held off French cavalry at least three times their number 

at Fuentes d’Oñoro.  Forming, charging, reforming, and retiring before charging again, the 
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British horsemen kept the French cavalry off balance and unable to bring their superiority to 

bear.  Rearguard actions during the retreat to the Lines of Torres Vedras in 1810, or at Castrejon 

in 1812, displayed the finest elements of the British cavalry acting at the divisional level. 

By the beginning of the 1813 campaign, the cavalry was at the peak of its performance.  

Weak and poorly performing general officers had been sent home; sickly and lax disciplined 

regiments had also been returned to England.  The ratio of regiments sent to the Peninsula, three 

heavy, six medium, and ten light, gave Wellington the proper mixture of capabilities.  Heavy 

regiments, suitable for the charge, could be held in reserve.  Light units, best at outpost work 

because of the nimble horses, were numerous enough to cover all the army’s operations.  

Medium regiments, able to be pressed into service as either heavy or light, provided the ability to 

flexibly meet whichever requirement was greatest. 

The pre-war doctrine had been tested, found wanting, and was modified during the early 

campaigns.   However, fate dealt a strange blow to the cavalry.  Success at the first major battle 

of the 1813 campaign, Vitoria, meant that the campaigns in Spain again entered mountainous 

terrain, and the need for large numbers of cavalry decreased.  Though organized as a division, 

the cavalry functioned as brigades spread across the army’s areas of operations.   Large-scale use 

of cavalry could be expected as the Allied army advanced into southern France but Napoleon 

abdicated and the war ended.  Within months, the army would be dissolved, with elements 

sailing to fight in America and others to garrison the British Isles.   

The British infantry had gained the premier reputation for its performance in the 

Peninsula, and cavalry was often relegated to a secondary role and its accomplishments and 

contributions neglected.  Yet, the British cavalry was an integral part of Wellington’s success.  

Without a strong mounted arm, Wellington would not have been able to venture into Spain and 

pursue offensive options to drive the French from Spain rather than just defend Portugal.  

Cavalry provided intelligence, and prevented the French from interfering with Allied 

movements.  The French armies in Spain had large numbers of mounted troops, and without 

effective British cavalry to screen the Allied army’s movements from the French cavalry; 

Wellington’s operations would have been severely hampered.  The cavalry never played the role 

that they, and their pre-war doctrine envisioned—the mounted arm of decision charging in battle 

to break the French line.   But that vision was flawed, and only after the difficult campaigns in 

the Peninsula did they realize that. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

CAVALRY ORGANIZATION, 1808-18141 
 

 
             

                                                 
1 C.T. Atkinson, “British Forces in the Peninsula, The English Historical Review, LXVII (1902): 
113-117; C.W.C. Oman, “The Organization of Wellington’s Peninsular Army, 1809-1814,” 
Journal of the Royal United Services Institution, LIV (1910):979-1009. 
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2
nd

 Hussars, King’s 
German Legion 

X 
 Long 

Erskine 
XX 

2 Bock 
XX 

1 

Cavalry Organization  
23 July 1812 

11
th

 Light Dragoons 
12

th
 Light Dragoons 

16
th

 Light Dragoons 

Anson 
X 
 

4
th

 Dragoon Guards 
5

th
 Dragoon Guards 

3
rd

Dragoons

X 
 Ponsonby 

14
th

 Light Dragoons 
1

st
 Hussars, King’s 

German Legion 

Arentschildt 
X 
 

1
st
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion 
2

nd
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion

Jonquiéres 
X 
 

Vacant 
General Officer Commanding 

3
rd

 Dragoon Guards 
1

st
 Dragoons 

4
th

Dragoons 

X 
 Slade 

Cotton 
XX 

1 

11
th

 Light Dragoons 
12

th
 Light Dragoons 

16
th

 Light Dragoons 

Anson 
X 
 

1
st
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion 
2

nd
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion

Bock 
X 
 

Cotton 
General Officer Commanding 

3
rd

 Dragoon Guards 
1

st
 Dragoons 

4
th

Dragoons 

X 
 Slade 

9
th

 Light Dragoons 
13

th
 Light Dragoons 

X 
 Long 

Erskine 
XX 

2 

4
th

 Dragoon Guards 
5

th
 Dragoon Guards 

3
rd

Dragoons

X 
 Ponsonby 

14
th

 Light Dragoons 
1

st
 Hussars, King’s 

German Legion 
2

nd
 Hussars, King’s 

German Legion

Arentschildt 
X 
 

Cavalry Organization  
1 November 1812 
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Bock 
XX 

1 

11
th

 Light Dragoons 
12

th
 Light Dragoons 

16
th

 Light Dragoons 

Anson 
X 
 

1
st
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion 
2

nd
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion

Bock 
X 
 

Vacant 
General Officer Commanding 

3
rd

 Dragoon Guards 
1

st
 Dragoons 

4
th

Dragoons 

X 
 Slade 

9
th

 Light Dragoons 
13

th
 Light Dragoons 

X 
 Long 

Erskine 
XX 

2 

4
th

 Dragoon Guards 
5

th
 Dragoon Guards 

3
rd

Dragoons

X 
 Ponsonby 

14
th

 Light Dragoons 
1

st
 Hussars, King’s 

German Legion 
2

nd
 Hussars, King’s 

German Legion

Arentschildt 
X 
 

Cavalry Organization  
1 January 1813 
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Bock 
XX 

11
th

 Light Dragoons 
12

th
 Light Dragoons 

16
th

 Light Dragoons 

Anson 
X 
 

1
st
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion 
2

nd
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion

Bulow 
X 
 

9
th

 Light Dragoons 
13

th
 Light Dragoons 

X 
 Long 

14
th

 Light Dragoons 
1

st
 Hussars, King’s 

German Legion 
2

nd
 Hussars, King’s 

German Legion

Alten 
X 
 

4
th

 Dragoon Guards 
5

th
 Dragoon Guards 

3
rd

Dragoons 

X 
 Ponsonby 

3
rd

 Dragoon Guards 
1

st
 Dragoons 

4
th

 Dragoons 

X 
 Slade 

10
th

 Hussars 
15

th
 Hussars 

18
th

 Hussars 

X 
 Grant 

1
st
 Life Guards 

2
nd

 Life Guards 
Royal Horse Guards 
 

O’Loghlin 
X 
 

Vacant 
General Officer Commanding 

Cavalry Organization  
1 April 1813 
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Cotton 
XX 

12
th

 Light Dragoons 
16

th
 Light Dragoons 

Anson 
X 
 

1
st
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion 
2

nd
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion 

Bock 
X 
 

13
th

 Light Dragoons 
14

th
 Light Dragoons 

X 
 Long 

18
th

 Hussars 
1

st
 Hussars, King’s 

German Legion 
 

Alten 
X 
 

5
th

 Dragoon Guards 
3

rd
 Dragoons 

4
th

Dragoons

X 
 Ponsonby 

3
rd

 Dragoon Guards 
1

st
 Dragoons 

 

X 
 Fane 

10
th

 Hussars 
15

th
 Hussars 

X 
 Somerset 

1
st
 Life Guards 

2
nd

 Life Guards 
Royal Horse Guards 
 

Hill 
X 
 

Cotton 
General Officer Commanding 

Cavalry Organization  
1 July 1813 
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Cotton 
XX 

12
th

 Light Dragoons 
16

th
 Light Dragoons 

Vandeluer 
X 
 

1
st
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion 
2

nd
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion 

Bock 
X 
 

13
th

 Light Dragoons 
14

th
 Light Dragoons 

X 
 Grant 

18
th

 Hussars 
1

st
 Hussars, King’s 

German Legion 
 

Alten 
X 
 

5
th

 Dragoon Guards 
3

rd
 Dragoons 

4
th

Dragoons

X 
 Ponsonby 

3
rd

 Dragoon Guards 
1

st
 Dragoons 

 

X 
 Fane 

7
th

 Hussars 
10

th
 Hussars 

15
th

 Hussars 

X 
 Somerset 

1
st
 Life Guards 

2
nd

 Life Guards 
Royal Horse Guards 
 

O’Loghlin 
X 
 

Cotton 
General Officer Commanding 

Cavalry Organization  
1 October 1813 
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Cotton 
XX 

12
th

 Light Dragoons 
16

th
 Light Dragoons 

Vandeleur 
X 
 

13
th

 Light Dragoons 
14

th
 Light Dragoons 

 
 

Fane 
X 
 

5
th

 Dragoon Guards 
3

rd
 Dragoons 

4
th

 Dragoons 

X 
 Ponsonby 

18
th

 Hussars 
1

st
 Hussars, King’s 

German Legion 
 

Vivian 
X 
 

1
st
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion 
2

nd
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion 

X 
 Arentschildt 

3
rd

 Dragoon Guards 
1

st
 Dragoons 

 

X 
 Clifton 

7
th

 Hussars 
10

th
 Hussars 

15
th

 Hussars 

X 
 Somerset 

1
st
 Life Guards 

2
nd

 Life Guards 
Royal Horse Guards 
 

O’Loghlin 
X 
 

Cotton 
General Officer Commanding 

Cavalry Organization  
1 January 1814 



420 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cotton 
XX 

12
th

 Light Dragoons 
16

th
 Light Dragoons 

Vandeleur 
X 
 

13
th

 Light Dragoons 
14

th
 Light Dragoons 

 
 

Vacant 
X 
 

5
th

 Dragoon Guards 
3

rd
 Dragoons 

4
th

 Dragoons 

X 
 Ponsonby 

1
st
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion 
2

nd
 Dragoons, King’s 

German Legion 
 

Bulow 
X 
 

18
th

 Hussars 
1

st
 Hussars, King’s German 

Legion 

X 
 Arentschildt 

3
rd

 Dragoon Guards 
1

st
 Dragoons 

 

X 
 Fane 

7
th

 Hussars 
10

th
 Hussars 

15
th

 Hussars 

X 
 Somerset 

1
st
 Life Guards 

2
nd

 Life Guards 
Royal Horse Guards 
 

O’Loghlin 
X 
 

Cotton 
General Officer Commanding 

Cavalry Organization  
1 April 1814 
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APPENDIX B 
 

EFFECTIVE CAVALRY STRENGTH, 1808-18141 
 

Landed with Sir Arthur Wellesley’s Expedition, August 1808. 

 
20th Light Dragoons ...........................4 troops Overall Strength: .................340 

 
 

Sir John Moore’s Army, October 1808- January 1809. 

 
                                                 Total                                              Effective                    Disembarked 
  Strength                                         Strength                     in England  
  Oct 1808                                        19 Dec1808               January 1809   Loss  
 
7th Hussars..........................................672......................................................497..............................575..............................972 
10th Hussars........................................675......................................................514.............................. 651.............................24 
15th Hussars........................................674......................................................527.............................. 650.............................24 
18th Hussars........................................624......................................................347..............................377..............................77 
3rd Light Dragoons, ...........................433......................................................347..............................377..............................56 
 King’s German Legion 

 
                                                 
1 These numbers are based upon the Public Record Office WO 17 series of monthly reports.  Through 1812, each regiment’s reports 
were kept in a separate book, numbered from PRO WO 17/1 (1st Life Guards) to 17/50 (23rd Light Dragoons). For 1812-1814, the 
regiments were combined, and are in PRO WO 17/255 to 17/385.  The numbers reflect the actual number of men available for 
operations. 
2 Includes 56 men drowned on return voyage 
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  Total Strength, October 1808: ......................3,078 
   Effective Strength 19 December 1808: .........2,232  
   Disembarked in England, January, 1809: .....2,630 
   Total Loss: ....................................................278 

 
  

 

Remaining in Portugal, October 1808- April 1809 

 
14th Light Dragoons ...........................433 
18th Light Dragoons ...........................59 
3rd Light Dragoons,  
 King’s German Legion .........1433 
   Effective Cavalry Strength:.........................635 
 

1 May 1809 

 
Fane 
3rd Dragoon Guards............................611 
4th Dragoons.......................................665 
 
Cotton 
14th Light Dragoons ...........................621 
16th Light Dragoons ...........................640 
 
Unassigned: 
23rd Light Dragoons ...........................545 
1st Light Dragoons,  
 King’s German Legion ..........451 
 
                                                 
3 One squadron remained in Portugal. 
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   Effective Cavalry Strength: ........................3,533 
 

1 July 1809 

Overall Command:  Payne 
Fane 
3rd Dragoon Guards............................458 
4th Dragoons.......................................545 
 
Cotton 
14th Light Dragoons ...........................621 
16th Light Dragoons ...........................525 
 
Anson 
23rd Light Dragoons ...........................314 
1st Light Dragoons, 
 King’s German Legion ..........451 
   Effective Cavalry Division Strength: .........2914 
 
 
 

1 October 1809 

Overall Command:  Payne 
Assisting in Command: Cotton 

Fane 
3rd Dragoon Guards............................378 
4th Dragoons.......................................236 
 
Slade 
1st Dragoons .......................................568 
14th Light Dragoons ...........................671 
 
Anson 
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16th Light Dragoons ...........................517 
1st Light Dragoons, 
 King’s German Legion ..........450 
 
   Cavalry Division Strength: ......................... 2,820 
 

1 July 1810 

Overall Command:  Cotton 
 

De Grey 
3rd Dragoon Guards............................482 
4th Dragoons.......................................420 
 
Slade 
1st Dragoons .......................................608 
14th Light Dragoons ...........................452 
 
Anson 
16th Light Dragoons ...........................484 
1st Light Dragoons, 
 King’s German Legion ..........451 
 
Fane 
13th Light Dragoon.............................335 
 
   Effective Cavalry Division Strength:..........3,232 
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1 January 1811 

                                                 Overall Command:  Cotton (on leave in England January) 
                                                           Slade4 
 
DeGrey  Anson     
Hawker  
3rd Dragoon Guards............................502 16th Light Dragoons ...............401 
4th Dragoons.......................................316 1st Hussars,   
            King’s German Legion 414 
Slade 
Arentschildt 1 Mar-15 May 
1st Dragoons .......................................670 
14th Light Dragoons ...........................422 
 
Unattached    
13th Light Dragoons ...........................416 
 
   Effective Cavalry Division Strength: .........3,141 
 
 

1 April 1811 

Overall Command:  Cotton  
                                  
“Wellington’s Cavalry:” Cotton 
 
Slade   Anson 
1st Dragoons .......................................668 16th Light Dragoons ...............368 
14th Light Dragoons ...........................403 1st Hussars,  
                                                 
4 Italicized names reflect acting commanders and normally reflect the most senior brigade or regimental commander temporarily 
assuming the position. 
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           King’s German Legion ..413 
“Beresford’s Cavalry:” Long 
 
De Grey 
3rd Dragoon Guards............................493 
4th Dragoons.......................................373 
  
Not Assigned to a Brigade. 
13th Light Dragoons ...........................353 Wellington’s Cavalry: ...........1,852 
   Beresford’s Cavalry:   ...........1,219 
   Effective Strength: ...............3,071 
 
 

1 October 1811 

Overall Command:  Cotton  
 
First Cavalry Division: Cotton 
 
Slade   Anson  
1st Dragoons .......................................508 16th Light Dragoons ............... 339 
13th Light Dragoons ...........................262 1st Hussars,  
14th Light Dragoons ...........................390      King’s German Legion .....413 
  
 
Second Cavalry Division: Erskine 
 
DeGrey  Long 
3rd Dragoon Guards............................496 11th Light Dragoons ...............1795 
4th Dragoons.......................................321 2nd Hussars,                           
          King’s German Legion ...453 
                                                 
5 The 11th Light Dragoons only had 179 fit out of 380 men; the sick men were left at Belem.  PRO WO 17/34. 
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Not Assigned to a Brigade: 
9th Light Dragoons .............................189 
12th Light Dragoons ...........................274 
 
   First Cavalry Division: ..........1,912 
   Second Cavalry Division: .....2,011 
   Effective Strength: ..............3,923 

 

 

 

1 January 1812 

Overall Command:  Cotton  
                                  
First Cavalry Division: Cotton 
 
Slade   Anson  (absent in England)  
1st Dragoons .......................................499 14th Light Dragoons ...............316 
12th Light Dragoons ...........................261 16th Light Dragoons ...............313 
 
Alten (Absent in England)   Le Marchant 
11th Light Dragoons ...........................349 4th Dragoon Guards................436 
1st Hussars,  5th Dragoon Guards................454 
 King’s German Legion ..........399 3rd Dragoons...........................349 
 
DeGrey (Absent in England)   
3rd Dragoon Guards............................502 
4th Dragoons.......................................312 
  
Second Cavalry Division: Erskine (no General Officer Commanding 8 Dec 1811 to 8 April 1812) 
                                               Long  



 428

Long 
9th Light Dragoons .............................262 
13th Light Dragoons ...........................356 
2nd Hussars,  
      King’s German Legion ................454 
 
Belem Cavalry Barracks 
 
Bock (assigned Second Cavalry division 18 January) 
1st Dragoons, 
 King’s German Legion ..........364 
2nd Dragoons, 
 King’s German Legion ..........407 First Cavalry Division: ..........4,190 
   Second Cavalry Division: ......1,072 
   Belem: ....................................771 
   Effective Strength: ...............6,033 
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1 July 1812 

Overall Command:  Cotton  
                                  
First Cavalry Division: Cotton 
 
Ponsonby  Alten 
12th Light Dragoons ...........................280 11th Light Dragoons ...............361 
14th Light Dragoons ..........................318 1st Hussars,  
16th Light Dragoons ..........................324       King’s German Legion ....384 
 
Bock    Le Marchant 
1st Dragoons,   4th Dragoon Guards................449 
 King’s German Legion ..........364 5th Dragoon Guards................318 
2nd Dragoons,  3rd Dragoons...........................266 
 King’s German Legion ..........321 
 
Second Cavalry Division: Erskine 
 
Long   
9th Light Dragoons .............................336  
13th Light Dragoons ...........................321  
2nd Hussars,  
 King’s German Legion ..........454 
Slade 
3rd Dragoon Guards............................394 
1st Dragoons .......................................637  
4th Dragoons.......................................372 
   First Cavalry Division: ..........3,021 
   Second Cavalry Division: .....2,514 
   Effective Strength:       ........5,535 

1 October 1812 
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Overall Command:  Cotton  
                                  
First Cavalry Division: Cotton 
 
Ponsonby  Alten  
12th Light Dragoons ...........................207 11th Light Dragoons .......................................280 
14th Light Dragoons ...........................315 1st Hussars, ....................................................384 
16th Light Dragoons ..........................234       King’s German Legion 
 
Bock    Le Marchant 
1st Dragoons,  4th Dragoon Guards........................................395 
 King’s German Legion ..........294 5th Dragoon Guards........................................469 
2nd Dragoons,   3rd Dragoons...................................................264 
 King’s German Legion ..........271 
 
Second Cavalry Division: Erskine 
 
Long   
9th Light Dragoons .............................284  
13th Light Dragoons ...........................290 
2nd Hussars,   
 King’s German Legion ..........347 
Slade 
3rd Dragoon Guards............................390 
1st Dragoons .......................................281 
4th Dragoons.......................................279 
   First Cavalry Division: ..........3,113 
   Second Cavalry Division: .....1,871 
   Effective Strength:       ........4,984 
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1 January 1813 

Overall Command:  Vacant  
                                  
First Cavalry Division: Vacant 
 
Anson   Arentschildt 
11th Light Dragoons ...........................252 14th Light Dragoons .......................................290 
12th Light Dragoons ...........................300 1st Hussars,  
16th Light Dragoons ..........................318       King’s German Legion ............................373 
   2nd Hussars, 
        King’s German Legion .............................297 
 
Bock    Ponsonby 
1st Dragoons,  4th Dragoon Guards........................................254 
 King’s German Legion ..........299 5th Dragoon Guards........................................324 
2nd Dragoons,   3rd Dragoons...................................................316 
 King’s German Legion ..........280 
 
Second Cavalry Division: vacant 
 
Long   
9th Light Dragoons .............................286  
13th Light Dragoons ...........................326  
 
Slade 
3rd Dragoon Guards............................267 
1st Dragoons .......................................338 
4th Dragoons.......................................362 
   First Cavalry Division: ..........3,303 
   Second Cavalry Division: .....1,579 
   Effective Strength:       ........4,882 
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1 April 1813 

Overall Command:  Vacant  
                                  
Cavalry Division: Bock 
 
O’Loghlin  Grant 
1st Life Guards....................................228 10th Hussars....................................................509 
2nd Life Guards...................................243 15th Hussars....................................................484 
Royal Horse Guards...........................293 18th Hussars....................................................469 
 
Slade ................................................ Alten  
3rd Dragoon Guards............................344 14th Light Dragoons .......................................304 
1st Dragoons .......................................349 1st Hussars, 
4th Dragoons ......................................372       King’s German Legion ............................374 
   2nd Hussars, 
        King’s German Legion .............................269 
 
Bülow    Ponsonby 
1st Dragoons,  4th Dragoon Guards........................................355 
 King’s German Legion ..........297 5th Dragoon Guards........................................341 
2nd Dragoons,   3rd Dragoons...................................................338 
 King’s German Legion ..........310 
 
Long   Anson  
9th Light Dragoons .............................328 11th Light Dragoons .......................................310 
13th Light Dragoons ...........................301 12th Light Dragoons .......................................327 
   16th Light Dragoons .......................................339 
 
    
   Effective Cavalry Division Strength: .........7,484 
 

1 July 1813 
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Overall Command:  Cotton  
                                  
Cavalry Division: Cotton 
 
Hill   Somerset 
1st Life Guards....................................192 10th Hussars....................................................442 
2nd Life Guards...................................202 15th Hussars....................................................417 
Royal Horse Guards...........................284  
 
Fane   Alten  
3rd Dragoon Guards............................317 18th Hussars....................................................409 
1st Dragoons .......................................355 1st Hussars,  
         King’s German Legion ............................343 
    
Bock    Ponsonby 
1st Dragoons,  5th Dragoon Guards........................................318 
 King’s German Legion ..........273 3rd Dragoons...................................................315 
2nd Dragoons,   4th Dragoons...................................................340 
 King’s German Legion ..........194 
 
Long   Anson  
13th Light Dragoons ...........................329 12th Light Dragoons .......................................322 
14th Light Dragoons ...........................368 16th Light Dragoons .......................................335 
 
   Effective Cavalry Division Strength:..........5,755 
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1 October 1813 

Overall Command:  Cotton  
                                  
Cavalry Division: Cotton 
 
O’Loghlin  Somerset 
1st Life Guards....................................214 7th Hussars......................................................600 
2nd Life Guards...................................192 10th Hussars....................................................460 
Royal Horse Guards...........................272 15th Hussars....................................................412 
 
Fane   Alten  
3rd Dragoon Guards............................374 18th Hussars....................................................462 
1st Dragoons .......................................351 1st Hussars,  
         King’s German Legion ............................430 
    
Bock    Ponsonby 
1st Dragoons,  5th Dragoon Guards........................................402 
 King’s German Legion ..........343 3rd Dragoons...................................................390 
2nd Dragoons,   4th Dragoons...................................................301 
 King’s German Legion ..........347 
 
Grant   Vandeleur  
13th Light Dragoons ...........................376 12th Light Dragoons .......................................437 
14th Light Dragoons ...........................444 16th Light Dragoons .......................................415 
  
 
   Effective Cavalry Division Strength:..........7,222 
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1 January 1814 

Overall Command:  Cotton  
                                  
Cavalry Division: Cotton 
 
O’Loghlin  Somerset 
1st Life Guards....................................238 7th Hussars......................................................537 
2nd Life Guards...................................238 10th Hussars....................................................431 
Royal Horse Guards...........................427 15th Hussars....................................................457 
 
Clifton   Vivian  
3rd Dragoon Guards............................358 18th Hussars....................................................457 
1st Dragoons .......................................369 1st Hussars,    
         King’s German Legion ............................393 
    
Arentschildt  Ponsonby 
1st Dragoons,  5th Dragoon Guards........................................401 
 King’s German Legion ..........365 3rd Dragoons...................................................403 
2nd Dragoons,   4th Dragoons...................................................376 
 King’s German Legion ..........350 
 
Fane   Vandeleur  
13th Light Dragoons ...........................355 12th Light Dragoons .......................................426 
14th Light Dragoons ...........................373 16th Light Dragoons .......................................402 
  
   Effective Cavalry Division Strength: .........7,356 
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1 April 1814 

Overall Command:  Cotton  
                                  
Cavalry Division: Cotton 
 
O’Loghlin  Somerset 
1st Life Guards....................................358 7th Hussars......................................................4966 
2nd Life Guards...................................340 10th Hussars....................................................534 
Royal Horse Guards...........................417 15th Hussars....................................................525 
 
Fane   Arentschildt  
3rd Dragoon Guards............................387 18th Hussars....................................................561 
1st Dragoons .......................................387 1st Hussars,    
         King’s German Legion ............................434 
    
Bülow   Ponsonby 
1st Dragoons,  5th Dragoon Guards........................................417 
 King’s German Legion ..........359 3rd Dragoons...................................................413 
2nd Dragoons,   4th Dragoons...................................................387 
 King’s German Legion ..........342 
 
vacant   Vandeleur  
13th Light Dragoons ...........................342 12th Light Dragoons .......................................443 
14th Light Dragoons ...........................373 16th Light Dragoons .......................................452 
  
  
   Effective Cavalry Division Strength:..........7,967 
 

                                                 
6 This strength includes 230 cavalrymen (two squadrons) at St. Nicolas, France, and not with the brigade.  PRO WO 17/28. 
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