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INTRODUCTION

Napoleon once said that fortresses would not stop an army, but they would retard its progress. In the case of the mighty Spanish fortress of Badajoz he was absolutely correct. For not only did it prove to be a very sharp thorn in the side of the Allied army’s progress in the Peninsula but it cost Wellington the flower of his army in the great assault that finally wrenched it from French hands on the night of 6 April 1812. The assault can hardly be described as successful, accompanied as it was by such great loss of life. Indeed, it was only the sheer determination of Wellington’s men, driving themselves on through a maelstrom of fire against the town’s massive walls, that won the day. The fall of Badajoz had terrible consequences for the town’s population and the 72-hour period of debauchery, murder and destruction brought down upon it by the victorious soldiers of Wellington’s army remains one of the most shameful episodes in the long history of the British army. The story of the siege and storming of Badajoz – and of its northern counterpart, Ciudad Rodrigo – is the subject of this book.

We need not dwell too long on the events which brought Britain’s army to the Iberian Peninsula, nor on the course of the war up until the siege. These are amply covered in both the books on the Salamanca and Vittoria campaigns (Osprey Campaign Series numbers 48 and 59). Suffice to say that in the summer of 1808 Wellington, still Sir Arthur Wellesley at the time, had landed in Portugal with a small British army with which he very quickly defeated the French at both Roliça and Vimeiro to bring about an end to the first French invasion of Portugal and to the first phase of the war. After the ill-fated Corunna campaign of Sir John Moore in the winter of 1808-09, Wellesley returned to Portugal to thwart the second French invasion, at Oporto in May 1809. He was to remain in the Peninsula for a further five years before bringing the Peninsular War to a successful conclusion in April 1814. During that time he was to fight countless battles and sieges, march thousands of miles back and forth across the Peninsula, both in advance and in retreat, and defeat seven of Napoleon’s much-vaunted Marshals; Victor, Ney, Kellerman, Marmont, Massena, Jourdan and Soult. He was also to win a plethora of titles from three grateful nations, Portugal, Spain and Britain. One of the titles was, of course, the name by which we know him today: Wellington.

The storming of Badajoz was probably the most awesome event of the entire Peninsular War. Indeed, such was the carnage at the breaches that, when he visited the scene on the morning of 7 April, Wellington wept openly at the sight of hundreds of his brave men, whose smoking, broken bodies lay piled up before the breaches following their unsuccessful attempts to break in, the decisive blows being struck elsewhere in the town. The next time he was to weep on the field of battle was on Sunday, 18 June 1815, following the battle of Waterloo.
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CHRONOLOGY



	1807



	18 October
	French troops cross the Spanish frontier.



	30 November
	Junot occupies Lisbon.



	1808



	23 March
	The French occupy Madrid.



	2 May
	Uprising in Madrid, the ‘Dos de Mayo’.



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



	22 July
	The French, under Dupont, surrender at Baylen.



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



	17 August
	Wellesley defeats Delaborde at Roliça.



	21 August
	Wellesley defeats Junot at Vimeiro.



	30 August
	Convention of Cintra: Wellesley recalled to England.



	30 October
	The French evacuate Portugal.



	8 November
	Napoleon enters Spain with 80,000 men.



	4 December
	Napoleon occupies Madrid.



	December
	Sir John Moore advances from Salamanca.



	21 December
	Lord Paget’s cavalry defeats the French at Sahagun.



	29 December
	Paget gives a repeat performance at Benavente.



	1809



	January
	Retreat to Corunna.



	16 January
	Moore killed at the battle of Corunna.



	22 April
	Wellesley returns to Portugal.



	12 May
	Wellesley crosses the Douro and defeats Soult at Oporto.



	28-29 July
	Wellesley defeats the French at Talavera.



	4 September
	Wellesley is created Viscount Wellington of Talavera.



	1810



	10 July
	Massena takes Ciudad Rodrigo.



	24 July
	Craufurd defeated by Ney on the Coa River.



	27 September
	Wellington victorious over Massena at Busaco.



	10 October
	Wellington enters the Lines of Torres Vedras.



	14 October
	Massena discovers Lines and halts.



	17 November
	Massena withdraws to Santarem.



	1811



	5 March
	Sir Thomas Graham victorious at Barrosa.



	10 March
	Soult takes Badajoz.



	3-5 May
	Wellington defeats Massena at Fuentes de Oñoro.



	6 May
	Beresford begins first British siege of Badajoz.



	11 May
	Brennier abandons Almeida to Wellington.



	16 May
	Beresford defeats Soult at Albuera.



	19 May -17 June
	Second British siege of Badajoz. It 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 shortly after midnight.



	7-9 April
	Badajoz is sacked mercilessly by Wellington’s victorious infantry.



	22 July
	Wellington defeats Marmont at Salamanca.



	12 August
	Wellington enters Madrid.



	19 September
	Wellington begins siege of Burgos.



	22 October
	Wellington abandons siege of Burgos.



	22 Oct. -19 Nov.
	Allied retreat to Portugal.



	19 November
	Allied army arrives at Ciudad Rodrigo.



	1813



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



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



	28-30 July
	Wellington defeats Soult at Sorauren.



	31 August
	Graham takes San Sebastian by storm.



	31 August
	Soult repulsed at San Marcial.



	7 October
	Wellington crosses the Bidassoa into France.



	25 October
	Pamplona surrenders.



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



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



	13 December
	Soult repulsed by Hill at St Pierre.



	1814



	27 February
	Wellington defeats Soult at Orthes.



	6 April
	Napoleon abdicates.



	10 April
	Wellington defeats Soult at Toulouse.



	14 April
	French sortie from Bayonne.



	17 April
	Soult surrenders.



	27 April
	Bayonne surrenders.



	30 April
	Treaty of Paris.



	3 May
	Wellington created Duke.
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The French sortie at Ciudad Rodrigo on 14 January 1812. Working parties, in their shirt sleeves, get to grips with French troops who are attempting to fill in the trenches and damage the works.
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A view of Ciudad Rodrigo from the north, taken from the site of the first parallel on the Greater Teson. From here it is easy to see why the occupation of the Greater Teson was so vital to any besieging force, overlooking the walls of the town as it did. The Lesser Teson lies beneath the flats in the centre of this photo. To see how the town has changed in the last 30 years, this photo should be compared with Plate 27 in Jac Weller’s Wellington in the Peninsula.


OPPOSING PLANS

The importance of Badajoz lay in the fact that it commanded the southern corridor between Spain and Portugal, the fortress of Elvas was its counterpart on the Portuguese side of the border. Elvas itself was not a particularly strong place. It had been occupied by the French during General Junot’s invasion back in 1807 but they had been forced to relinquish it under the terms of the Convention of Cintra the following year and it remained in Allied hands throughout the remainder of the war. The northern corridor between the two countries was commanded by Ciudad Rodrigo on the Spanish side and Almeida on the Portuguese. Any army wishing to move freely between the two countries would need to take these fortresses as it would be most unwise to leave them occupied in its rear, free to hinder communications. They were the two natural and traditional invasion routes into Portugal, the country between Badajoz and Ciudad Rodrigo was mountainous and virtually impassable. In October 1807, Junot had passed through this barren and mountainous region in order to enter Portugal, the event which ostensibly sparked off the war, but he did it at a tremendous cost to his army. Indeed, the shattered, exhausted state of his army bore testament to the folly of considering it as an invasion route when it arrived piecemeal in Lisbon in November 1807. No, he who controlled the fortress towns of Ciudad Rodrigo and Badajoz controlled the two great invasion routes. They were, in effect, the ‘keys of Spain’.

When Wellington’s army arrived before the walls of Badajoz in March 1812 it did so with two failed attempts behind it. The two previous sieges of Badajoz, in May and June 1811, had resulted in bloody failure and it was this, and the desire to ‘settle the score’, which was to prove one of the causes for the shocking events which followed the storming on 6 April. The town had fallen to Marshal Soult in March 1811 after a very fine protracted defence by the Spanish governor, Menacho. Unfortunately, he was killed and his successor, Imaz, possessing none of Menacho’s attributes, treacherously surrendered the town to Soult on 10 March, thus sparing the French the ordeal of an assault and the town of a potential sacking. This came as a blow to the Allied war effort as Wellington had only just begun to drive Massena and his starving army from Portugal after the latter’s futile sojourn before the Lines of Torres Vedras. Massena was finally driven from Portugal on 3 April 1811, whereupon Wellington could turn his mind to besieging Ciudad Rodrigo. The news, therefore, that Badajoz had fallen to the French came as a setback to him.
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This is what a Napoleonic breach really looks like. This is just one of the breaches at Fort Conception, a few miles north of Fuentes de Oñoro. The fort was blown up by Wellington’s engineers on 21 July 1810 as his army pulled back into Portugal following the capture by Massena of Ciudad Rodrigo. Note how the debris from the explosion has created a sort of ramp. Such a ramp was created by Wellington’s gunners at both Ciudad Rodrigo and Badajoz in order to facilitate the stormers’ ascent into the breaches.
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A view from the site of the Great Breach at Ciudad Rodrigo looking out towards the Greater and Lesser Tesons. The Greater Teson forms the horizon, while the open space to the left of the flats is where the northern end of the second parallel was situated on the Lesser Teson. In fact, battery no. 5 would have been sited immediately behind the flats.

Undeterred, Wellington decided that both Badajoz and Ciudad Rodrigo must be taken before he could consider any move into Spain. His strategy involved dividing his army and while he himself remained in the north blockading the fortress of Almeida – which the French abandoned on 11 May – William Carr Beresford marched south to lay siege to Badajoz. The first siege was raised on 13 May 1811 when Beresford marched to meet Soult, approaching from the south, at Albuera. The resulting battle there on 16 May was one of the bloodiest of the war, the sheer staying power of the British infantry providing Beresford with the key to his victory. But it was a victory won at a great cost, with some 6,000 Allied casualties, 4,000 of which were British, and it was a tired and very bruised Allied army which renewed the siege of Badajoz the following month.

The second siege, in June 1811, was a complete failure. It was directed mainly against the fort on the north bank of the river Guadiana, Fort San Christobal. The attempts against the fort were made by escalade, that is by means of ladders placed in the ditches, up which Beresford’s stormers would have to climb, all the time under fire from the defenders. The ensuing assaults were met with great ferocity by the defenders, many of whom simply rolled grenades and barrels of gunpowder over the ramparts to explode amongst the stormers in the confined spaces of the ditches below. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that these unimaginative attacks were repulsed with heavy loss. The siege was raised once again on 17 June and the army slipped away to the north leaving Badajoz in the hands of a justifiably triumphant French garrison.
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The ruins of the convent of San Francisco in the suburbs of Ciudad Rodrigo. It was here that the Light Division assembled to begin its assault on the Lesser Breach on the night of 19 January 1812.

The remainder of 1811 was spent largely in a series of manoeuvres on the Portuguese-Spanish border as Marmont – now in command after Massena’s recall to France – and Wellington each sought to gain some advantage. None was gained by either and the year petered out with Ciudad Rodrigo and Badajoz still in French hands. There were, however, some significant developments in the Peninsula as a result of Napoleon’s planned invasion of Russia. Thousands of good French troops were recalled to be replaced by conscripts and troops of a lesser calibre, a move which certainly weakened the French forces in Spain. This may not appear to have been too serious for the French, however, as they could still muster around 350,000 troops to oppose Wellington. Fortunately for the Allied commander, they were unable to do so as a result of a combination of internal bickering between the various French commanders in Spain and as a result of the almost tireless efforts by both the Spanish armies and the guerrillas, who tied down thousands of French troops who might otherwise have been free to concentrate against Wellington. Their part in the war should never be overlooked. A critical example of this was the withdrawal of several thousand French troops from the Ciudad Rodrigo area, who were ordered to march east to assist in the struggle against the Spanish forces there. This suddenly gave Wellington a window of opportunity to be able to act against Ciudad Rodrigo without the threat of a strong French force interfering with him.

The decision to withdraw these troops was a critical one and Wellington was quick to seize the initiative. He had already formulated his plans for the investment of Ciudad Rodrigo but was unsure as to the timing of his attack. All we know is that he was prepared to move should the opportunity arise. Furthermore, we know that he had decided to move south against Badajoz in the February or March of 1812 whether Ciudad Rodrigo had fallen or not. His army had already been busy making gabions and fascines and other siege impedimenta. Supplies, guns and ammunition had been gathered and brought forward and plans made for the siege of the town. Then, upon receipt of the information of the withdrawal east of some 12,000 French troops, Wellington moved forward, a bold move that went against all conventions of the day, it being winter, and a very bad winter at that, a time when armies stopped campaigning and went into cantonments. Meanwhile, General Barrié, governor of Ciudad Rodrigo, settled down for the winter, safe in the knowledge that little would be done to interfere with him until the spring when the campaigning season began once again. Little did he know that his winter sojourn was about to come to an abrupt and violent end.
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