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The French centre under Napoleon included the corps of Victor, Bessières (later Soult, which was sent west against Blake), Ney (sent east against Castanos), the Imperial Guard and reserve cavalry. The only Spanish forces shown are those concerned with the defence of the Ebro, and in Catalonia; others existed elsewhere.


ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN

The Corunna campaign arose from the determination of the British government to continue its opposition to Napoleon by supporting the inhabitants of the Iberian peninsula in their attempt to resist French occupation. The first revolts in Spain convinced the British ministry that aid should be sent, for as the Foreign Secretary, George Canning, declared in the House of Commons on 15 June 1808, any opponent of France became an ally of Great Britain, and that involvement in the Peninsula was a matter of British national interest, for ‘no interest can be so purely British as Spanish success’.
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Robert Stewart, Viscount Castlereagh, later 2nd Marquess of Londonderry (1769–1822), Secretary for War, a supporter of the British expedition to the Peninsula. (Engraving by T.W. Harland after Sir Thomas Lawrence)

Initially an expedition was sent to Portugal, where rebellion was threatening the tenuous hold on Lisbon maintained by the French army of General Andoche Junot. Command of the expedition was entrusted in the first instance to Sir Arthur Wellesley, a general with a successful record in India and a ‘friend’ of the ministry, of which he had himself been a part. His initial force was to have a substantial reinforcement under Sir John Moore, who had recently returned from an abortive expedition to the Baltic. Wellesley’s senior, Moore enjoyed a high reputation in the army and had a charismatic personality, but was regarded as a political opponent of the ministry; indeed, Moore has been described as ‘the Whig general par excellence’.1 It is perhaps worth remarking, however, that his employment by a Tory ministry demonstrates that political favouritism was not a dominant factor in the determination of such appointments. Nevertheless, while Moore’s abilities were probably too obvious to be ignored, his relationship with Lord Castlereagh, Secretary of State for War, was initially somewhat strained, and elements in the government seem to have doubted the wisdom of appointing him. Thus it was decided to place over his head (and thus over that of Wellesley) another general, Sir Hew Dalrymple, then commanding at Gibraltar. It is likely that Dalrymple was intended to be a temporary appointment only, until he might be replaced by the Earl of Chatham (brother of the late Prime Minister, William Pitt), or until Wellesley distinguished himself sufficiently to be given control of the enlarged expedition. Perhaps to prevent Moore from taking command should any mishap befall Dalrymple, Sir Harry Burrard was appointed as the latter’s official second in command.
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Sir John Moore (1761–1809): an early portrait.

Such decisions must have been severe blows to both Moore and Wellesley, but the nature of both men led them to place public service before personal dignity, and due to their mutual respect the two could have worked well together – as Wellington said he told Moore, ‘you are the man, and I shall with great willingness act under you’.2

In the event that never occurred. Wellesley’s expedition landed and defeated Junot’s French army at Rolica (17 August 1808) and Vimeiro (21 August), although the arrival of the over-cautious Burrard prevented exploitation of the success. Upon Dalrymple’s arrival in chief command, Junot was able to negotiate the Convention of Cintra, by which French forces were evacuated by sea from Portugal – with baggage and loot intact – instead of being compelled to surrender. Although it did secure for Britain a Portuguese base without further fighting, the convention was greeted with outrage in Britain. The three British generals were recalled for an inquiry, from which only Wellesley emerged with his reputation unscathed – he had acquiesced to the convention only with the greatest reluctance. With the removal of these three, however, Moore was left in command of the British forces in Portugal, from 6 October 1808.
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Sir John Moore in the uniform of a lieutenant-general. (Engraving by Charles Turner after Sir Thomas Lawrence)

By this time, Napoleon’s plans for the peninsula were going awry. Although his brother Joseph had been installed as king of Spain in place of the legitimate royal family, he was accepted by only a small minority of the Spanish population, insurrection was widespread, and several Spanish armies were in the field to oppose him. On 19 July 1808 the French cause had suffered a severe blow with the surrender of General Pierre Dupont’s army to the Spanish forces of Xavier Castaños at Baylen, and the loss of Portugal compounded the situation. Napoleon’s exasperation is evident from his correspondence with Joseph, who following Baylen had abandoned his capital, Madrid: ‘Dupont has dishonoured our flag. What incapacity, what cowardice! … All that goes on in Spain is deplorable. The army seems to be commanded, not by generals or soldiers, but by postmasters’.3

Napoleon’s solution, as might have been expected, was not only to increase dramatically the number of French troops in Spain, but to take command in person. After ensuring that there would be no immediate distractions from central Europe arising from his absence – confirming his alliance with Russia in a conference at Erfurt and making veiled threats against Austria – Napoleon was free to transfer veteran divisions to Spain, and on 3 November arrived at Bayonne in person.

1 Anderson p.55

2 Stanhope, Earl, Notes on Conversations with the Duke of Wellington, London 1888, p.244

3 Napoleon, Vol.I pp.343, 346


OPPOSING COMMANDERS

THE FRENCH

Although he did not command in person in any of the actions against Moore, Napoleon Bonaparte’s presence in Spain can hardly be over-emphasised. In the winter of 1808 he was probably near the peak of his military powers, his most recent campaigns having resulted in the rapid and overwhelming defeat of Prussia in 1806, and the succeeding victories over Russia at Eylau and Friedland. The importance of Napoleon’s presence in the theatre of war extended beyond his own battlefield talents. He was able to supervise the army’s administration and remedy many of its faults, and more significantly to impose an overall strategy with a clarity of direction which had been lacking, and which could not have been achieved from a greater distance. In the later Peninsular campaigns, French operations suffered from the virtual independence of the various armies, and from the mutual dislikes and jealousies among the commanders, which seriously impaired collaboration. Without Napoleon’s presence in 1808 it is possible these factors might have occurred as they did in succeeding years. In Napoleon’s next campaign, the war against Austria in 1809, he was to suffer the first serious check to his military career, which might be taken as a sign that his abilities had begun to wane; but although his time in Spain was relatively short, it resulted in an immense improvement in French fortunes.
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Joseph Bonaparte, King of Spain (1768–1844), whose installation as king by Napoleon was a primary cause of the Peninsular War. (Engraving by L. Rados after J.B. Bosio)

For his campaign in Spain, Napoleon organised the French forces into eight (later seven) corps d’armée. Their commanders included some of his most able and trusted subordinates. I Corps was led by the reliable Marshal Claude Victor. III Corps was commanded by Marshal Bon-Adrien-Jeannot de Moncey, who had been in Spain since the beginning of the year, but his fortunes had been mixed and he was subordinated to Marshal Jean Lannes, Napoleon’s most trusted companion, who led Moncey’s command to success at the Battle of Tudela in November and who took over the siege of Saragossa, Moncey being recalled in early January 1809. IV Corps was led by Marshal François-Joseph Lefebvre, who was removed in January 1809 after Napoleon commented, somewhat harshly, that ‘he cannot read his instructions. It is impossible to entrust him with the command of a corps, which is a pity, as he shows great bravery on the field of battle’.4 V Corps, led by Marshal Edouard-Adolphe Mortier, and VIII Corps, under General Andoche Junot, arrived in Spain only in December 1808, and Junot’s Corps was broken up before the end of the year to reinforce other formations. VII Corps, led by General Laurent Gouvion St. Cyr, operated only in Catalonia. Also present in Spain was Marshal Louis-Alexandre Berthier, Napoleon’s invaluable chief-of-staff.

The French commanders most involved in the Corunna campaign led the remaining two corps. VI Corps was led by Marshal Michel Ney, one of Napoleon’s most stalwart and trusted lieutenants, though his corps was reduced in size when the campaign began. II Corps had been led by Napoleon’s senior cavalry commander, Marshal Jean-Baptiste Bessières. He had won the Battle of Medina del Rio Seco (14 July 1808), although Napoleon considered his subsequent performance somewhat lethargic, and in early November 1808 Bessières was transferred to a position of rather less responsibility, command of the reserve cavalry. In his place Napoleon appointed Marshal Jean-de-Dieu Soult, who arrived in Spain from Berlin at a pace so furious that finally he even outdistanced his aides. Commissioned in 1792 and a general by 1794, Soult was one of Napoleon’s most capable subordinates. He had led IV Corps of the Grande Armée at Austerlitz and Jena and in June 1808 had been ennobled as Duke of Dalmatia (from which title he was given his nickname ‘Duke of Damnation’ by the British). Napoleon described him as ‘the ablest tactician in the empire’, and he came to be admired even by his enemies – William Napier, for example, wrote that ‘I take this opportunity to declare that respect which I believe every British officer who has had the honour to serve against him feels for his military talents’.5 Wellington, however, identified a possible weakness, claiming that although Soult was most skilful in bringing his troops to the battlefield, once there he was never quite certain how to use them: ‘a very able man – excellent as an administrateur but in the field he is apt to doubt and hesitate, and to lose the proper moment for acting’.
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Emperor Napoleon I (1769–1821), wearing the uniform of the Chasseurs à Cheval of the Imperial Guard. (Print after Horace Vernet)

THE SPANISH

Administration in ‘patriot’ Spain was in the hands of a Supreme Junta to which the provincial Juntas or governments sent representatives. Its members included a considerable number of clerics and only five out of 35 had any military experience, and three of them only as militia officers. A Council of War convened at Madrid on 5 September, of the leading generals or their representatives, failed to appoint a commander-in-chief; and neither did the Supreme Junta when it elected its president and cabinet later in the month. Thus, while a common strategy was decided, the deficiency of a unified command was a serious flaw, and threw greater responsibility upon the various generals.
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Marshal Jean-Baptiste Bessières (1768–1813), original commander of Napoleon’s II Corps, later commander of the Reserve Cavalry. (Engraving by Hopwood)

Towards the end of 1808 there were five principal armies opposing the French forces, with a ‘front line’ roughly along the Ebro river. At the eastern end of the line, in Catalonia, was the ‘Army of the Right’ under the aged General Vives, Captain-General in the Balearic Islands, and to his left the Reserve Army of General José de Palafox y Melzi, Captain-General of Aragon, who became greatly distinguished by his defence of Saragossa. Further west, holding the centre of the Spanish position, was the Army of the Centre under General Francisco Xavier Castaños,
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. 18-26 October 1808 — Moore’s army marches from Lisbon.

. 26 October—4 November — Baird's force disembarks at Corunna.
. 6 November 1808 — Napoleon arrives at Vittoria.

. 10-11 November - Blake is defeated by Victor at Espinosa,

retires westwards and is replaced in command by La Romana
(15 November 1808).

. 10-11 November - Belvedere is defeated by Soult at Gamonal,

and Burgos is captured by the French.

. 13-23 November — Moore’s army arrives at Salamanca.
. 16 November — Having marched north, Soult occupies Santander

and turns to pursue Blake.

. 22 November — Baird’s advance reaches Astorga.
. 23 November — Castanos is defeated by Lannes (with Moncey’s

Corps) at the Tudela, after which....
Ney pursues Castaios.

. 30 November — Napoleon’s advance on Madrid reaches the

Somosierra pass, and breaks through the Spanish defence.

. Hope marches to join Moore.
. 3 December — Hope's advance unites the two elements of

Moore’s army at Salamanca.
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