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Meeting Notes –  April 2017
Carole started by saying that her paternal grandfather had been a professional soldier. She wanted to start in the year 1812, which she thought was the beginning of the end. The world had entered 20 years of war in 1792, and the war was to last for another three years. As a result Britain had one million men under arms, in a population of only 10 million, and its only functioning army was out in Iberia. Wellington had driven the French out of Portugal, and Napoleon was to withdraw troops for the Russian campaign, yet still Wellington was always outnumbered by the French.

Carole reiterated that the first seven months of 1812 were Wellington’s glorious time. He needed to take Ciudad Rodrigo and Badajoz which controlled the roads into Spain. The former was taken easily, the latter in a bloody struggle that forced Wellington to weep. 

On 21 July he defeated a French army at Salamanca, and now had various French armies arrayed against him:   Soult commanded the Army of the South (63,000 men), Clausel had the Army of Portugal (52,000 even after Salamanca), Caffarelli led the Army of the North (50,000), Suchet commanded the Army of the East (66,000), and Joseph Bonaparte (Napoleon’s brother and king of Spain) led the Army of the Centre (20,000). A formidable total to pit against wellington’s 75,000 mixed force of Anglo (two-thirds) and Portuguese.  
Wellington had decided that Clausel’s army was to be the target, and Carole emphasised the point that French generals always competed with each other. He left General Rowland Hill, his most trusted lieutenant, and the 2nd Division on the river Tagus, plus the help of Spanish general Ballesteros, who had made the siege of Badajoz possible. They kept Soult at bay.

Wellington now marched to Madrid, while Joseph was in Valencia, and other French forces were scattered. Carole said that it was strange about the troops that Wellington took with him: the 1st (who had no experience), 5th (the only experienced siege troops), the 7th (again no experience), plus the 6th from the west (experienced but had failed badly) Divisions. Carole thought it was unusual as they had limited experience of siege warfare. Wellington thus left the 3rd, 4th and Light Divisions in Madrid.
On 1 September he left Madrid and advanced slowly. Most Spanish generals did not want to work with him, and the advance to Burgos was slow. The siege began on 10 September and lasted until 20 October. They needed to take the castle and it could not be left in his rear, and in theory it was a much easier target than the others before. Napoleon had ordered the castle to be reinforced and strengthened, though this was never finished. 
Carole thought Wellington a little unlucky. He had no siege train, though Admiral Popham had offered to send guns – which had been refused. What he did have were three 19pd guns, five 24pd guns, though he was short of engineers, and all were officers. Also the French commander was a tough nut, and had a garrison of 2,000, nine heavy guns, plus eleven field guns, mortars and excellent sharpshooters. Carole thought this was important. It then started to rain and kept on raining until November. Wellington had relied on it being dry.

Details of the siege: on 18 September the hornwork was taken, and then on 22 September an attempted escalade failed. An attempt was then made to mine the outer wall, even though they had no specialist miners, and no appropriate tools. On 29 September the first mine was fired, though the first breach was impracticable. On 1 October French fire silence number 3 gun battery; the next day number 4 battery was destroyed. On 4 October the second mine was fired, and a lodgement secured. Over the next two days the French retook the second breach, which was then recaptured by the 2nd Queens. On 8 October the French attacked again, resulting in 200 allied casualties. On 9 October an attempt to fire the church of La Blanca failed, and on 17 October a third breach was made practicable. On 18 October a final assault was made, but the troops were tired, and thus Wellington had failed!
Clausel by now had been replaced by Souham, who now threatened the covering force: the 7th Division, known as the mongrels, as they were a mixed nationality lot with different languages. Also Caffarelli was not far behind, thus Wellington was nor outnumbered – not a good situation to be in, in fact almost dire.
Carole then posed the question of why it all failed. She thought inadequate resources; a lack of trained specialists (thus resulting in the formation of the Corps of Sappers and Miners at the end of 1812); the morale of the troops, who were fed up; his detached divisions left behind; and full credit ought to be given to the French commander, who organised an effective defence and kept his men busy. Carole thought Wellington at this time had forgotten about human beings, and would not commit his troops in sufficient numbers to win the day. Perhaps a memory of what had happened at Badajoz curbed his hand.
Wellington was thus forced to retreat, which lasted from 22 October until 9 November. The plan was for General Hill to join him at Salamanca, though Soult was also now advancing. By now Wellington had been promoted to C-in-C of all allied troops. Carole said that the retreat was a question of bridges, and that she had crossed every one of them! The allies withdrew under cover of darkness, thus gaining a day’s march on the French. There was tio be a running cavalry fight, with the 5th Division and some Spanish (Galicians) going by a different route and acting as a rear guard, and managing to hold up a large part of the pursuing French army.

Carole thought that both armies were very hungry by this time, and that the various commissariats were not doing their job. Wellington was chased all the way by Souham, who did not manage to bring Wellington to battle! He had been waiting for Soult to appear, who then did but then did not fight! Carole wondered why not: Soult had fought the allied/Portuguese army at a bloody battle and won, though the British did not recognise this, and Soult had had to retire.
The retreat from Salamanca then took it into Portugal, with Carole commenting that the retreat was a worse one than that of Corunna, and they were hungry as the food convoys had gone by a different route. The French were much the same, added to by lots of mud, up to your knees, resulting in sheer exhaustion. The horses too had no fodder.

Soult wanted all enemy troops out of Spain, though at a cost.

By 18 November a dispirited army was back where it had started.

Conclusions

Wellington commented that it was his worst scrape, though he blamed junior officers, and that the retreat was a shambles. His report was meant for his generals of divisions, but it was leaked. Carole thought it was written when he was in a bad mood, and should have waited a bit. He had, though, retired undefeated.

The questions reflected on why he had failed: was it simply a bad day at the office? Carole thought it was part of wellington’s learning curve, and that before his campaigns had been defensive, not offensive. Also, Spain was now open so where did he go? He was not prepared, he made rash decisions in leaving certain experienced divisions behind and was unprepared for the necessary siege works. His army was then exhausted, and he indulged in self-criticism.

An excellent talk, backed up by PowerPoint, which showed a great depth of knowledge. The Society looks forward to welcoming her back in the future.  
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