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Fuentes de Oñoro 1811

Wellington’s liberation of Portugal
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ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN

In October 1810, the outlook appeared optimistic for Napoleon I, Emperor of the French. The last 20 years of his life had been truly amazing: in 1790, he was an obscure young subaltern officer in the French artillery who disliked France and yearned to liberate his native Corsica. Five years later, he was a general in the French army leading his troops to victory in Italy; in 1800, he was the most important of the three consuls that governed France; by 1805, he had been crowned emperor and had vanquished Austria; by 1810, Prussia and Russia had joined Austria in defeat and the French imperial eagles were unchallenged from France to Poland. Napoleon had even succeeded in coaxing the reluctant Pope to grant him a divorce from the barren Empress Joséphine. This allowed him to marry young Princess Marie-Louise of Austria in order to bear an heir to the imperial throne as well as to seal a pan-European alliance. On 27 March 1811, Empress Marie-Louise gave birth to a sturdy baby boy. Napoleon was overjoyed. The baby was given the name of Napoleon and made King of Rome. A successor to the imperial throne seemed assured.

On one occasion, Napoleon had surprised his mother, who was busy with her investment bankers, making fun of her and saying that she was past such worries as the Bonapartes ruled Europe and all its riches. Letitia Buonaparte, who had known poverty and want in her younger years, answered that such confidence was foolish, that one never knew what could happen or lay ahead so that it was always wise to save for rainy days. The emperor shrugged and left.1
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Napoleon meets Francis II, Emperor of Austria, following the great French victory at Austerlitz on 2 December 1805. From then on, Napoleon saw himself more as emperor of Europe. (Print after Gros)

In some ways, the first of those rainy days for Napoleon’s imperial regime had come on 11 October 1810 in far-away Portugal. That day, the French cavalrymen pursuing the retreating Anglo-Portuguese army reached ‘the lines’ which appeared to block, at least temporarily, the advance of Marshal Masséna and his French ‘Army of Portugal’. They also constituted an irritating delay to Masséna’s triumphant entry into Lisbon after months of difficult campaigning. At first, these lines were thought to be some last minute field works thrown up by Wellington’s retreating army, but they were strangely uniform in construction. General of Division Louis-Pierre Montbrun, the French cavalry commander on the spot, ordered parties of scouts to reconnoitre. Patrol after patrol of dumbfounded cavalrymen galloped back to Montbrun and his staff officers reporting that the network of cleverly sited fortifications extended along the hills as far as they could see in either direction. In addition, far from being rough, hastily erected earthworks, some appeared to be major forts bristling with cannon and full of soldiers.
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The marriage of Napoleon to Marie-Louise of Austria celebrated at the Louvre in Paris on 2 April 1810. (Print after Rouget)

What these scouts had in fact encountered were the soon-to-be-famous Lines of Torres Vedras, one of the most sophisticated integrated defence systems yet devised. Although not clear at the time, the French army had reached its high water mark in the peninsula.

Watching the progress of the French armies in Spain and Portugal on a map in Paris, it must have seemed to Napoleon and his senior officers that – at last – they were about to witness the final act of the war in the Iberian peninsula. Soon, the couriers from Masséna’s army would announce the embarkation of the British army evacuating the Portuguese capital and its occupation by the French army. With the only major force capable of resisting the French out of the way, other opposition in Spain and Portugal would ultimately collapse.

Indeed from the British viewpoint the situation in Portugal was far from cheerful in 1810. Years after the war, Sir John Colborne, the future Lord Seaton, who had served within Wellington’s army at the time, skilfully summed it up: Between the months of February and August, 1810, the affairs of the Peninsula appeared almost hopeless. Andalusia had quietly submitted [to the French]. The last large army of the Spaniards had been dispersed. Seville was occupied … Masséna had taken Ciudad Rodrigo, was besieging Almeida, and preparing to march on Lisbon through Beira with an army of about 70,000 [men]. Lord Wellington manoeuvred in Beira and in the Alemtejo with an army of about 50,000 English and Portuguese. He had to contend against a Ministry frightened at the risk of exposing a British army and while he, unmoved by their fears, was carrying into execution one of the most scientific campaigns of those days, the British Ministers were thinking of preparations for embarking the troops … He also had to contend against another faction of the Portuguese Government that imagined he was withdrawing. As soon as it became know that his intention was to retire ultimately on Lisbon, the Bishop of Porto drew up a strong remonstrance, in which he threatened that the Portuguese troops should be withdrawn from Lord Wellington’s command if he did not defend the frontier.

In the event, the fortress of Almeida was destroyed in a disastrous explosion and, full of confidence, the French swept into Portugal until they reached Bussaco. There, on 27 September 1810, Wellington’s Allied army gave the French a severe rebuke, which dampened their morale while raising the hopes of the British and Portuguese. Colborne wrote his sister Alethea two days later that ‘this action very much changed the appearance of affairs in Portugal. The Portuguese troops have established their character … They behaved in a most gallant manner, and full as well as the British.’2 As can be seen from contemporary correspondence, including that of King George III, the performance of the Portuguese was a great encouragement to the British. The front opened against the French in the Peninsula had seemed full of promise with the massive risings in Spain and Portugal in 1808 against Napoleon’s rule. Two years later, the picture seemed very gloomy to anyone in Britain. As heroic as the Spanish could be, their hopelessly inefficient regular armies had been repeatedly crushed, and what Spanish government that remained seemed quite hostile to the British – to be fair, Britain was Spain’s ancient enemy – and certainly deeply suspicious of Britain’s motives. Even rumours of some partial British control of troops or territory could create a major diplomatic crisis between Spain and Britain.
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Napoleon and Marie-Louise show their baby boy to the imperial court in March 1811. He had already been named King of Rome and heir to Napoleon’s empire. (Print after Rouget)

So there remained only Portugal, the small kingdom and steadfast ally of Britain since the Middle Ages. The Portuguese had taken a very different approach from their Iberian neighbour. Prince Regent Joao VI had left Lisbon in November 1807, establishing his court in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, Portugal’s large and very prosperous colony. With regard to their armed forces, the practical and pragmatic Portuguese were more interested in efficiency than in the politics of pride, and they readily accommodated hundreds of British officers to transform their army into a first-class fighting force – even accepting a British officer, Beresford, as their marshal and thus most senior officer. The Portuguese people made enormous personal sacrifices to win Allied victories and oust the French from their country. All this was not achieved without difficulty, but by late 1810 the incredible task was basically complete: the country had been laid waste largely by its own inhabitants, making life all but impossible for the ever-hungry French invaders. At the same time, under the watchful eye of Viscount Wellington, the Allied army of British and Portuguese troops, although still small, was evolving into one of the best fighting forces in Europe. Hence Colonel Colborne’s optimism.

1 Napoleon’s mother was right and, after the imperial regime fell in 1814–15, she used the fortune saved to help those members of the family in want. For Napoleon’s youth, see the Osprey Military Journal, Volume 2, issues 4 and 5.

2 Quoted in G.C. Moore Smith, The Life of John Colborne, Field Marshal Lord Seaton (London, 1903), pp. 141, 143–144.


CHRONOLOGY

1809

April, Wellington appointed to command in Portugal, as commander-in-chief of the British and Portuguese forces.

Late October, Lines of Torres Vedras started north of Lisbon.

1810

17 April, Marshal Masséna appointed by Napoleon to conquer Portugal.

26 August, Disastrous explosion destroys the fortress of Almeida; French army pours into Portugal.

27 September, Battle of Bussaco.

11 October, French reach the Lines of Torres Vedras.

15–18 November, French fall back to Santarem.

26 December, Elements of the French 9th Corps reach Masséna’s army.

1811

Early March, General retreat of the French from Santarem.

12–16 March, Clashes at Redinha, Casal Novo and Foz d’Aronce.

23 March, Marshal Ney is dismissed by Masséna and leaves Portugal.

5 April, Clash at Sabugal.

3–5 May, Battle of Fuentes de Oñoro.

10–11 May, French garrison of Almeida slips through British lines.

11 May, Marshal Marmont replaces Marshal Masséna.


OPPOSING PLANS

THE FRENCH

As they approached Lisbon after the battle of Bussaco and their sacking of Coimbra, the French plan was simple enough. They would sweep everything before them as they had previously, except that next time they met the Anglo-Portuguese troops would not have a strong defensive position from which to maul the French army as at Bussaco. Thus, although shaken by their experience at Bussaco, the French were confident that the British troops would have no choice but to embark on their ships and leave Lisbon. Perhaps here and there a strong redoubt might have to be besieged but, in the long run, Lisbon would fall.
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General of Division Michel Clarapède (1772–1842). Clarapède led a division of the 9th Corps which was heavily engaged at Fuentes de Oñoro on 5 May 1811.

Once the formidable Lines of Torres Vedras were reached, the plan for the leisurely capture of Lisbon vaporised. Masséna and his generals had no inkling of the existence of these fortifications and had never planned for anything of the sort. The probe at Sobral and other skirmishes confirmed the extraordinary strength and extent of this network. From then on, there was no French plan, only increasingly desperate improvisation in a worsening situation. Thus was the retreat of the starving army to Santarem brought about, and thus the retreat to the Spanish border. While it might be argued that the battle of Fuentes de Oñoro occurred because Masséna wanted to maintain a foothold in Portugal to allow
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THE ANGLO-PORTUGUESE
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