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Introduction

Napoleon Bonaparte once said that while fortresses would not stop an army, they would nevertheless retard its movements: nowhere was this proven more clearly than in the Iberian Peninsula during the Peninsular War from 1808 to 1814. Although it is often stated (with some justification) that the war began in 1807, this study takes 1808 as its starting point, since it deals with the sieges that involved Wellington’s Anglo–Portuguese army.

Space precludes any detailed discussion of the events that led to the outbreak of war in Portugal and Spain. In brief, the war came about as a result of French incursions into Spain following Junot’s invasion of Portugal in November 1807. However, following the occupation of Portugal, French troops continued to linger in Spain too. When the French suddenly seized Pamplona and Barcelona, and occupied Madrid, all Spain rose in protest and revolts occurred in certain parts of the country, notably in Asturias and in Madrid itself, where the infamous rising, later called ‘the Dos de Mayo’, was ruthlessly suppressed by French troops. With Spain occupied and its king under arrest in France, the junta turned to its old enemy Britain for help: in August 1808 a small British army under Sir Arthur Wellesley, the future Duke of Wellington, arrived in Portugal at the start of a campaign that would see it drive the French first from Portugal and then Spain, pushing them over the Pyrenees and into France, and ending the war with the bloody battle of Toulouse in April 1814.
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Sir Arthur Wellesley, First Duke of Wellington, 1769–1852. No one was more aware of the deficiencies of his engineer services than Wellington himself. Never a man to waste the lives of his men, Wellington was nevertheless forced to throw his men into the fiery breaches on more than one occasion, suffering great losses.

During the six years of war, Wellington’s army fought several hard battles and numerous smaller actions, but it was the bloody sieges that troubled him more than anything else in Spain. Indeed, the performance of his army during the sieges was probably the most disappointing aspect of what was otherwise an extremely successful campaign. In fact, the failed siege of Burgos in September and October 1812 provided Wellington with his only defeat in six years of war against the French in the Peninsula.

Spain was, in Napoleon’s words, a country where ‘large armies starve and small armies get swallowed up’. It was also – and still is – a country blessed with more than its fair share of castles and fortified towns, and it was this, combined with the nature of the geography of Spain and Portugal, that would conspire to give four fortresses in particular more significance than they might otherwise have had. These fortresses were Ciudad Rodrigo, Badajoz, Burgos and San Sebastián, all of which played a vital role in the Peninsular War largely as a result of their strategically important positions. The first two of these fortresses guarded the only two routes between Spain and Portugal that ran east–west. They were truly ‘the keys to Spain’. The struggle for these two great fortresses, in particular Badajoz, would present Wellington with his greatest challenges and would provide his infantry with some of their stiffest tests of the war. Burgos and San Sebastián, on the other hand, had less strategic importance. However, they threatened Wellington’s lines of communication, and although they posed a different kind of threat, they required the same remedy – a siege and storming.
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The storming of Badajoz, after a painting by Caton Woodville. ‘The storming of Badajoz affords as strong an instance of the bravery of British troops as has ever been displayed. But I earnestly hope I shall never again be the instrument of putting them to such a test as that to which they were put last night.’ This was Wellington’s own tribute to his magnificent men after the terrible assault on Badajoz. The great toil, the severe losses, the tremendous bravery of his men, and their savage explosion of anger afterwards, typified the siege operations in the Peninsula.

The storming of a fortress inevitably ensured heavy casualties for the attackers, and there were no exceptions when Wellington’s men were asked to carry out such tasks. However, it need not have been the case. Indeed, the custom of the day dictated that, in the event that practicable (that is to say, passable) breaches were made in the walls of a fortress, the garrison was required to surrender and march out with the honours of war. Unfortunately, Napoleon had decreed that none of his garrison commanders should surrender a fortress without sustaining at least one assault. The results of this policy will be dealt with later on. We will also examine not only the details of sieges and storming fortresses, but also the general role of the fortresses in Spain and see what impact they had on the thinking of the commanders and strategies of the armies involved. The relative inadequacy of both artillery and engineer arms of the British Army in the Peninsula will also be covered, a major contributory factor which caused Wellington to refer to these operations as ‘sheer bludgeon work’.


Chronology



	1807
	18 October: French troops under General Andoche Junot cross the Spanish border, marching south to Lisbon.



	 
	30 November: French troops under Junot occupy the Portuguese capital, Lisbon.



	 
	 



	1808
	23 March: French troops occupy the Spanish capital, Madrid.



	 
	2 May: The ‘Dos de Mayo’ insurrection in Madrid. Other risings follow throughout May and June.



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



	 
	22 July: The French surrender at Baylen.



	 
	1 August: Sir Arthur Wellesley and his troops land at the mouth of the River Mondego in Portugal.



	 
	17 August: Wellesley defeats Delaborde at Roliça.



	 
	21 August: Wellesley defeats Junot at Vimeiro: he is recalled to England and is superseded by Sir Hew Dalrymple and and Sir Harry Burrard. The Convention of Cintra follows, and the French are able to negotiate a favourable armistice.



	 
	18–26 October: The British Army, now under the command of Sir John Moore, begins its advance from Lisbon.



	 
	30 October: The French evacuate Portugal.



	 
	8 November: Napoleon enters Spain with 200,000 men.



	 
	4 December: Napoleon occupies Madrid.



	 
	10 December: Moore advances from Salamanca.



	 
	21 December: Paget’s British cavalry is victorious at Sahagun. He follows this up with another victory, at Benavente, on 29 December.
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The magnificent fortress town of Almeida in Portugal. The fortress sits just across the Portuguese border and, along with Ciudad Rodrigo, guards the northern corridor between that country and Spain. It was besieged in August 1810 by the French and fell following the great explosion when a shell ignited the powder magazine. A classic Vauban-type fortress, the fortifications are a fine example of 18th-century military science.
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Standing across the border in Spain, opposite Almeida, is the fortress of Ciudad Rodrigo. Its Moorish walls were never really improved, save for the cutting of embrasures for artillery. Instead, the outer defences were modernised, including a deep ditch and a faussebraie, complete with angled bastions at regular intervals. The faussebraie can clearly be seen in this photo, effectively dividing the ditch into two.



	1809
	16 January: The Battle of Corunna. The British Army defeats Soult at Corunna, but Moore is mortally wounded. The victory allows the British to sail back to England.



	 
	22 April: Wellesley returns to Portugal and is once again in command.



	 
	12 May: Wellesley captures Oporto. Soult is thrown out of Portugal.



	 
	27–28 July: Wellesley achieves a costly victory at Talavera. He is rewarded with a peerage, and the name ‘Wellington’.



	 
	20 October: Wellington issues his Memorandum for the construction of the Lines of Torres Vedras.



	 
	 



	1810
	10 July: Ciudad Rodrigo falls to the French under Marshal Masséna.



	 
	24 July: Robert Craufurd and his Light Division are severely tested by the French at the River Coa.



	 
	26 August: Almeida is devastated by a huge explosion as the magazine blows up. The town surrenders to the French shortly afterwards.



	 
	27 September: Wellington defeats Ney and Masséna at Busaco.



	 
	9 October: Wellington’s troops begin to take up positions in the Lines of Torres Vedras.



	 
	14 October: Masséna discovers the Lines of Torres Vedras and halts.



	 
	17 November: Masséna withdraws to Santarem.



	 
	 



	1811
	5 March: Masséna begins his retreat north towards the River Mondego.



	 
	10 March: Soult takes Badajoz.



	 
	11 March: Combat at Pombal, the first in a series of fights between Wellington and the retreating French.



	 
	3–5 May: Battle of Fuentes de Oñoro, Masséna’s last battle in Spain ends in defeat for him and the effective end of the third French invasion of Portugal.



	 
	6 May: Beresford begins the first British siege of Badajoz.



	 
	11 May: Brenier abandons Almeida to Wellington.



	 
	16 May: Beresford defeats Soult at Albuera.



	 
	19 May–17 June: Second British siege of Badajoz, which ends in bloody failure.



	 
	 



	1812
	8 January: Siege of Ciudad Rodrigo begins.



	 
	19 January: Wellington takes Ciudad Rodrigo by storm.



	 
	February–March: Wellington’s army moves south to lay siege to Badajoz for a third time.



	 
	16 March: Third siege of Badajoz begins.



	 
	6 April: Badajoz is assaulted by Wellington’s infantry: the fortress falls at midnight, and the town is sacked over the following two days.



	 
	22 July: Wellington defeats Marmont at Salamanca.



	 
	12 August: Wellington enters Madrid.



	 
	19 September: Wellington begins the siege of Burgos.



	 
	22 October: Wellington abandons the siege of Burgos.



	 
	22 October–19 November: Allied retreat to Portugal.



	 
	19 November: The Allied army arrives at Ciudad Rodrigo.



	 
	 



	1813
	3 June: The Allied army crosses the Duoro.



	 
	13 June: French forces abandon Burgos.



	 
	21 June: Wellington defeats Joseph at Vittoria. He is created Field Marshal.



	 
	25 July: Soult makes a counter-attack in the Pyrenees. Battles take place at Maya and Roncesvalles.



	 
	28–30 July: Wellington defeats Soult at Sorauren.



	 
	31 August: Graham takes San Sebastián by storm.



	 
	7 October: Wellington crosses the Bidassoa into France.



	 
	25 October: Pamplona surrenders.



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



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



	 
	13 December: Soult is repulsed by Hill at St Pierre.



	 
	 



	1814
	27 February: Wellington defeats Soult at Orthés.



	 
	6 April: Napoleon abdicates.



	 
	10 April: Wellington defeats Soult at Toulouse.



	 
	14 April: The French sortie from Bayonne.



	 
	17 April: Soult surrenders.



	 
	27 April: Bayonne surrenders.



	 
	30 April: The Treaty of Paris is signed.





The evolution of the fortress

By the time of the Napoleonic Wars the art of fortification and siege warfare had become a very complicated science indeed. Elaborate forts and siege works and almost ritualistic methods of siege warfare had dominated the 17th century, particularly during the Thirty Years War, and by the time of the Napoleonic Wars the science had been elevated to an art form. There were hundreds of manuals and guides for officers on the art of attack and defence, manuals that would stand many of them in good stead whilst on campaign. Indeed, one has only to study the list of subscribers to some of the manuals to discover just how popular they were and how highly regarded by officers who might one day be faced with defending a church, village or fort.

However, although the art of fortification might have seemed complicated at the time of the Napoleonic Wars, the basic principles that had stood the test of time for centuries still held good. Fortification was, as one writer defined it, ‘the art of putting any place or post whatever in a favourable state of defence; it [fortification] implies also the method of attacking and defending the same.’

A detailed examination of each of the great Iberian fortresses will follow later in this book, but to begin with it will be as well to examine briefly their evolution, exploring how they developed from Moorish times until the Napoleonic Wars. Needless to say, the construction and final appearance of these fortresses were generally little different to those built elsewhere in Europe: probably the main distinction was that they had evolved from early Moorish beginnings. While many of the great northern European fortresses were built from scratch, so to speak, based upon the principles laid down by the French engineer Vauban, castles and fortresses in Spain had been in existence for centuries in strategically important positions, usually guarding the borders between kingdoms, or protecting river crossings and main roads. With each new development in technology there followed a natural modernisation of the fortresses. It is something that can be easily witnessed at places such as Ciudad Rodrigo and Badajoz where the old Moorish defences can be seen alongside the much later Vauban elements of defence. Both of these fortresses held strategically important positions, which necessitated their modernisation. There were others, however, such as Avila, which did not. Thus, the visitor to Avila today will see much the same fortress as had been standing for centuries before the war: it was never modernised as it was never deemed important enough to warrant the expenditure, and thus did not witness any great siege operation. Indeed, Napoleonic artillery would have had no trouble whatsoever in breaching the walls.

The crucial element of height was always uppermost in the minds of the engineers who constructed the fortress towns in Spain, and indeed Europe: without this any besieging force would have an easy time gaining access. Hence, we find so many Spanish castles built upon hills. Of course, such fortresses were designed to keep out enemies armed with little more than battering rams or, if they were lucky enough, catapults or other forms of medieval ‘artillery’. At best, an attacking force might have been blessed with siege towers, which at least gave them a chance of getting over the walls, but more often than not they relied on throwing up ladders in the hope that they might be able to get over by escalade. This was much the way of things for centuries, particularly throughout the Moorish occupation of a large part of Spain, which was finally ended in the late-15th century. But the Reconquista, as the ejection of the Moors from Spain is called, coincided with the development of gunpowder and cannons as effective siege weapons, a factor which would bring about a dramatic change in the design of fortresses not only in Spain but throughout Europe.
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This example of a moated fortress is Peronne in France. This fortress was taken by the Foot Guards during the advance to Paris after the Battle of Waterloo. The walls benefit from having a moat, something which none of the fortresses in the Peninsula had.

Of course, when the great fortresses in Spain were built to guard the border corridors, nobody had yet considered the possibility that one day powerful artillery might come along and undermine the actual position of a fortress. By the time of the Peninsular War the implications of a poorly sited fortress became all too
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