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Introduction


It is the afternoon of 18 June 1815 and the place is the bloody, muddy field of Waterloo. A massive infantry attack has just been launched by over 15,000 French troops of D’Erlon’s I Corps against the left centre of Wellington’s Anglo-Dutch army. Napoleon’s Grand Battery of over seventy guns has done its job of softening up the Allied infantry and now it is all up to the French infantry, struggling gamely but resolutely up the slopes towards their objective. As they get to within thirty paces of the Allied infantry they halt and open fire, driving back their adversaries, slowly but steadily, until they themselves are brought to a standstill by veteran British infantry, thrust forward by their divisional commander, Sir Thomas Picton, himself a veteran of countless actions in the Iberian Peninsula. Deep within the dense French columns the sense of exhilaration turns to impatience, then to anxiety and then...panic and bewilderment. French troops are falling everywhere, and falling fast. Those at the head of the column are literally cut down where they stand whilst at the rear of the column the men begin to stream away like sand through an hour glass. But it is not the firepower of the British line that has inflicted such pain and panic on the French. No, it is something equally powerful and just as destructive – a full-blooded charge by 2,000 heavy British cavalry. These two brigades, the Household Brigade and the Union Brigade, will wreak so much havoc upon D’Erlon’s corps – some 2,000 killed and wounded, 3,000 prisoners and two Imperial eagles are among the haul – that, for the remainder of the afternoon, Napoleon will never again attack in any serious fashion against that part of Wellington’s main line. And yet up on the ridge of Mont St Jean the Commander-in-Chief of the Anglo-Dutch army, the Duke of Wellington, watches with a mixture not of joy and satisfaction but of horror, frustration and probably an overwhelming sense of déja vu. True, he is mightily relieved at having seen off the first real French infantry attack to be thrown against him, but it is one which has left him seriously bereft of cavalry for the remainder of the day as a result of the heavy casualties inflicted upon the Household and Union Brigades during their successful charge.


It must have seemed to Wellington like a return to the bad old days in Spain and Portugal when it appeared to be almost impossible for his cavalry to achieve anything substantial without subsequently pressing the self-destruct button and undoing all of their previous good work, a malaise which set in from the very outset of the war in the Peninsula. Indeed, at Vimeiro on 21 August 1808, his first major battle was marked by a cavalry charge by the 20th Light Dragoons which saw the regiment lose its commander in a rash gallop into enemy lines in pursuit of beaten infantry. It was a trend that was to continue on and off through the war, which lasted from 1808 to 1814, and which has left the British cavalry with a reputation of being ‘mere brainless gallopers’.


But is this the true picture, and should we not search for the reasons that this reputation, undeserved in my opinion, was acquired? I certainly think so, for I believe the poor reputation of the British cavalry in the Peninsula is a false one, based upon a handful of very high-profile misadventures, such as Vimeiro, Talavera and Maguilla, for each of which there at least twice the number of shining successes, some major and some minor – which often get overlooked. Indeed, even these misadventures can in part be explained and, upon further examination, be seen in their true light, as we shall discover when we look at Campo Mayor, for example, to see what really happened. Furthermore, there is much day-to-day operational work, such as patrols, intelligence gathering, escort work and foraging, at which British cavalry excelled. True, there were occasions when piquets were taken prisoner or when units were beaten in small combats, but that is the business of war and it is a very fortunate commander who finds himself at the head of an army which never tastes the flavour of misfortune or mishap. Wellington’s British cavalry proved more than adept at piquet work, at the gathering and transmission of intelligence, on forage and escort duties and on the field of battle where they forced their much vaunted and supposedly superior opponents to run on dozens of occasions. In fact, on the field of combat, there is hardly a single instance of a British cavalry unit being punished in the same manner that they themselves punished the French. No, not even Maguilla – the ‘unluckiest combat of the war’ according to Oman. We shall also discover how the performance of the cavalry, as compared to the British infantry, suffered as a result of their very low numbers, of a lack of good cavalry campaigning country and from the lack of a decent overall and consistent cavalry commander. We shall also see how the majority of the successes achieved by British cavalry in the Peninsula were won when Wellington himself was not present, the conclusion being that his mistrust of his cavalry was great enough for him to rely heavily on his wonderful British and Portuguese infantry.


Although this book is a reappraisal of the performance and reputation of the British cavalry, it is also a reappraisal of historians such as Sir Charles Oman, whose treatment of the cavalry has generally been followed, sometimes blindly, by successive historians. Oman’s conclusions, which I think are often erroneous, have been very influential over the years and, appearing as they did in his momentous work, History of the Peninsular War, it is little wonder that they have rarely been challenged. And yet they frequently differ enormously from the conclusions of Oman’s great contemporary, Sir John Fortescue, whose own magnum opus, The History of the British Army, often takes third place behind the works of Oman and Napier, author of the third, very influential work, The War in the Peninsula. Fortescue and Oman differed on many occasions, particularly in their treatment of the British cavalry, but the former’s verdict on such important episodes such as Campo Mayor, for example, is invariably overlooked. As a result, Oman’s has generally been the version followed by historians who have not really bothered to investigate the episode properly for themselves. Hence, Oman’s conclusion, incorrect in my view, and his damning verdict on the British cavalry have been perpetuated. Indeed, Rory Muir, author of the recent Tactics and Experience of Battle in the Age of Napoleon, actually goes so far as to state that Campo Mayor was a famous defeat for the British cavalry, which is a quite incredible statement but is typical of historians who fail to see beyond the Oman view.


It should be said from the outset that this book is devoted entirely to the study of Wellington’s British cavalry and not that of his German allies, the superb and ever-reliable King’s German Legion who were not, however, without their own faults. These worthies emerged from the campaign in the Peninsula with a reputation second-to-none. Indeed, the difference between the British and their KGL comrades can best be summed up by that most astute of observers, John Kincaid, of the 95th Rifles, It was Kincaid, who spent many a month working at the outposts with both British and KGL cavalry, who said, ‘If we saw a British dragoon at any time approaching in full speed, it excited no great curiosity among us, but whenever we saw one of the first hussars [KGL] coming on at the gallop it was high time to gird on our swords and bundle up.’ The KGL had their low points as well as their highs but this is not their story, nor is it the story of either the Portuguese or Spanish cavalry which fell under Wellington’s command.


The writing of this book has involved several individuals whom I would like to thank. Timothy Edwards, Richard Old and David Chantler (not to be confused with the eminent historian, as is often the case!) all loaned me items from their own very extensive collections of Peninsular and Waterloo literature, for which I am extremely grateful. David, in fact, was a great help, offering opinions and views on a variety of cavalry related subjects in addition to the actual structuring of the book at a stage when things were slacking off. David was also a companion, along with Richard Old, John Seabrook, Hugh Macdonald-Buchanan and John Strecker – who can claim a relative in the 9th Light Dragoons who, we believe, was at Arroyo dos Molinos during Hill’s raid in October 1811 – on several trips to the Peninsula and to Waterloo, following the fortunes of Wellington’s cavalry. There is nothing like actually seeing the ground in order get a wider appreciation of the problems faced by the cavalry and our travels took us to all of the locations featured in this book, including several hours up and down the motorway in search of the battlefield of Venta del Pozo whilst Maguilla was likewise a difficult fight to follow, particularly as there are no maps – as far as I am aware – of these actions. The majority of the battlefields are, however, both well documented and in good condition and picking our way through the olive groves above Villagarcia and Campo Mayor, or walking across the fields at Salamanca, Sahagun and Morales, certainly brought us closer to Le Marchant, Long, Cotton, Paget and comrades. I must also thank David Grant for reading the manuscript and for running his red pen through it. My good friend, Philip Haythornthwaite, was also kind enough to supply both pictures and some contemporary newspaper cuttings from his vast collection, for which I thank him.* Sir Charles Oman’s piece on the organisation of the army, which was printed in his Wellington’s Army 1809–1814, was most useful and I thank Lionel Leventhal, of Greenhill Books, who reprinted the work in 1986, for allowing me to reproduce the cavalry element of it. The staff of Las Haras in Tarbes, France, were also very helpful during two visits in 1999. The farm was set up by Napoleon in 1806 to produce horses for his light cavalry, and the staff were most helpful in answering questions relating to the breeding, care and feeding of horses, in addition to showing me examples of early saddles. Sue Fletcher (no relation!), of HM Collection, Windsor, was kind enough to seek out the wonderful Dighton painting of Sergeant Charles Ewart, taking the ‘eagle’ of the 45th Regiment at Waterloo, and I thank Her Majesty the Queen for giving me her gracious permission to use it on the cover of this book.


Finally, I must thank my long-suffering publisher, Jamie Wilson, for his support and his patience in waiting for the manuscript to be delivered. I am sure there were times when he must have thought that, far from galloping at everything, the project was, in fact, limping to nowhere. Thanks.





Ian Fletcher


Rochester





* Brian Ambler very kindly loaned me the Hartley Mss.




PART ONE


The British Cavalry




CHAPTER I


Officers and Men


If the tough topographical nature of the Iberian Peninsula had a major impact on the performance of Wellington’s cavalry by way of the strict limitations imposed upon it, then the lack of an outstanding and consistent cavalry commander was as keenly felt. Indeed, it ranks as one of the main and most obvious reasons behind the inconsistency of the British cavalry.


Wellington’s senior cavalry commander in the Peninsula was Stapleton Cotton, later Lord Combermere, who had seen service in the Netherlands, South Africa and India.1 By no means brilliant, Cotton, who was born in 1773, was by far the most consistent cavalry commander, a man who commanded Wellington’s cavalry from June 1810 until the end of the war, save for a spell of leave in 1811, and from July to October 1812 following his wounding at the Battle of Salamanca. In fact, Cotton returned to England again in December 1812 and did not return to the Peninsula until 25 June 1813. Cotton’s traits were reliability and obedience to Wellington, rather than brilliance and genius. He was a man to be trusted in most situations and can best be described as a good team player, qualities which, in Wellington’s army, were of great importance. The drawback to this was that he lacked the brilliance of either Paget or Le Marchant, and as a consequence the cavalry was not able to continue in the pattern set by the former at Sahagun and Benavente. Indeed, it was rather like the situation in the Light Division under Robert Craufurd and, after his death, Charles Alten. Craufurd was a brilliant but controversial leader who led his division to many a great deed. He was, however, a man who was prone to errors of judgement and over enthusiasm, something which often drove Wellington to despair. The situation changed dramatically after Craufurd’s death when Alten was placed in command. Here, Wellington had a divisional commander upon whom he could rely, a man who would not risk his division or take chances no matter what the circumstances. The down side to this was that the Light Division would never again shine as gloriously as it did under Craufurd and, although it achieved many further glories, particularly in southern France, the division was never quite the same after Craufurd’s death. Similarly, Cotton lacked the brilliance of Henry, Lord Paget, whose flair and dash in the true style of a hussar was sadly missed after his departure from the Peninsula in 1809. However, Cotton was Wellington’s type of commander, someone who adhered strictly to his orders and rarely strayed from them. Hence, when Napoleon escaped from Elba to spark off the Waterloo campaign, it was Cotton whom Wellington requested to command the cavalry. The Duke of York overruled Wellington, however, and so Cotton missed out.


It is quite ironic that two of the finest cavalry commanders the British Army possessed were present in the Peninsula for a frustratingly short time. The two commanders in question are Paget and John Gaspard Le Marchant, two soldiers who have attained almost legendary status in the history of the British Army in the Peninsula. They had vastly different reasons for their premature departure from the Peninsular War, Paget being persona non grata with the army after eloping with Wellington’s sister-in-law, whilst Le Marchant met a hero’s death at the Battle of Salamanca in July 1812. Although Le Marchant served only as commander of the Heavy Brigade – command of the cavalry as a whole resting with Stapleton Cotton – there is little doubt that his influence, ingenuity and knowledge of cavalry in general would have had a tremendous effect on the British cavalry in the Peninsula.


When the British Army arrived in the Peninsula in 1808 there were so few cavalry – just 240 – that an overall cavalry commander was not required. However, when Sir John Moore assumed command of the army the cavalry, consisting of the 7th, 10th, 15th and 18th Hussars and the 3rd Light Dragoons KGL, was placed under the command of Henry, Lord Paget.2 Born in 1768, Paget was Colonel of the 7th Hussars, a rank he had held since 1797 when the regiment was still a light dragoon regiment. He had seen action in the Netherlands in 1794–5 and in the Helder campaign of 1799, although there was little scope for the sort of cavalry action which he craved. However, it was the years 1797 and 1798 that were perhaps of greater importance when he strove to introduce much needed improvements throughout the cavalry. It is quite a coincidence that he was helped enormously in this work by Le Marchant, who was serving in the same regiment, and of whom we shall speak later. Paget’s reforms did not stop with the organisation of the cavalry but extended to the tools of their trade. The Paget Cavalry Carbine was standard issue for light cavalry during the Napoleonic Wars and was a carbine which Paget himself had designed with Henry Nock, the celebrated gunmaker. Paget commanded the British cavalry during the Corunna campaign and led them to two notable triumphs, at Benavente and Sahagun. It will always remain one of the great ‘what ifs’ of our military history when we consider what Paget might have achieved had he been allowed to return to the Peninsula. Unfortunately, his relationship with Wellington’s sister-in-law made this impossible, although he did serve during the Waterloo campaign in 1815. Even here, however, Paget’s abilities have been called into question. Indeed, commenting on his performance during the Waterloo campaign, Michael Glover wrote, ‘The short campaign showed how fortunate it was that he had never commanded the cavalry in the Peninsula.’3 A little harsh, perhaps, although Paget, then Lord Uxbridge, did admit to making mistakes at Waterloo. We shall evaluate his performance in the chapter on the campaign, later in this book.


The second – and potentially greatest – cavalry commander in Wellington’s army, was John Gaspard Le Marchant, a comrade of Lord Paget’s and, like him, a great innovator and a man who brought about some of the most significant changes in the British cavalry of the late 18th and early 19th centuries.4 Le Marchant was born in 1766 and had served in the Flanders campaign of 1793–4. It was as a result of many observations made during this campaign that Le Marchant set to work to put right some of the ills afflicting the British Army – and the cavalry in particular – at the end of the 18th century. These included the introduction of the famous sword drill for use throughout the cavalry, along with a new light cavalry sabre to go with it. We know he also submitted a design for a new heavy cavalry sword but this was never taken up and, instead, a sword based upon an Austrian model was introduced. But perhaps his most significant and lasting plan was for a military college for officers which, in 1799, was finally set up at High Wycombe and which was the forerunner of the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst. Le Marchant did not arrive in the Peninsula until 1811, but whilst he was busy in England between 1808 and his arrival in the theatre of war, he could console himself that his drill and his light cavalry sabre were working to great advantage in combats throughout Spain and Portugal. It is a great pity that Le Marchant’s spell of duty lasted such a short time but at least he demonstrated, in two very successful actions, what he could achieve at the head of his cavalry, first at Villagarcia and then, on 22 July 1812, at the Battle of Salamanca, where his heavy cavalry destroyed eight French infantry battalions in the greatest demonstration of the power of heavy cavalry the war had seen.


Any analysis of Cotton, Paget and Le Marchant will invariably suggest the same conclusion, that they were all very good at their job, as their respective services demonstrate. Indeed, the sight of Cotton and Paget serving together at Waterloo would have been truly wonderful and, in fact, it might have actually happened had not Wellington’s request for Cotton been denied. The realms of fantasy could be extended even further by imagining the sight of all three of these great soldiers – had Le Marchant lived long enough – fighting side by side at Waterloo. One wonders just what they would have accomplished together. But it was not to be. The respective achievements of Cotton, Paget and Le Marchant are not in doubt, but much of the real interest in Wellington’s cavalry lies with other British cavalry commanders, and in particular two whose exploits put the cavalry firmly under the spotlight and who led the cavalry at the two most infamous incidents of the war, Campo Mayor and Maguilla.


The first of these was Robert Ballard Long, who commanded the cavalry at the fight at Campo Mayor on 25 March 1811.5 Long attracted much criticism in the Peninsula, and still does today, mainly because of his part in the affair, something which we will put right later in this book. But, of course, one had to see much service in order to attract such attention and Long, to his credit, did in the Peninsula, particularly in the south during 1811 and 1812. Although Long commanded his brigade and, for that matter, Beresford’s entire cavalry, for long periods, during which it turned in a thoroughly workmanlike performance, it is Campo Mayor that has been a slur on his reputation ever since, with all but a few historians holding him responsible. Hopefully, that will change. Born in 1771, Long was highly regarded by his men, particularly for his training methods and matters relating to the internal discipline of the 15th Hussars immediately prior to the Peninsular War. He enrolled in the Royal Military College, where Le Marchant was one of its directors, and in 1803 became Lieutenant Colonel of the 2nd Dragoon Guards in Ireland during a difficult two-year period. William Tale, of the 15th Hussars, recalled many anecdotes concerning Long when the latter was in command of the regiment – then still the 15th Light Dragoons – all of which paint a very positive portrait of Long as ‘kind and persuasive... highly accomplished gentleman and thorough-bred soldier.’6 Tale went on to write, ‘The untiring energy of Colonel Long was no less effective in accomplishing other reforms inseparable from the formation of the fully-instructed hussar – whether as regards the barrack-room, the stable, the menage, the drill, and the ultimatum – the field, on all which points his instructions were inimitable.’7 Perhaps Tale’s most important judgement was reserved for last. ‘The creditable and efficient manner in which the regiment made the Peninsular campaign, was not slightly attributable to the excellent instructions of Colonel Long.’8 The fact that Long was much liked by his men can be borne out by the fact that they called him ‘Bobby Long.’9 Long’s greatest failing was his inability to resist complaining. He appears to have got into arguments with virtually all of those around him, save for Rowland Hill, with whom it seems to have been impossible to fall out. The dispute between Long and Beresford that followed the fall-out over the Campo Mayor business continued long after the war had ended and even after Long’s death.


Cotton, Le Marchant, Paget and Long were the most prominent cavalry commanders in the Peninsula but there were other very reliable cavalrymen, such as William Lumley, essentially an infantry officer, and George Anson. There were also those who proved to be very disappointing, such as William Erskine and, somewhat famously, Jack Slade. Erskine was generally regarded as being mad and in fact committed suicide in Lisbon in April 1813 by throwing himself out of a window. It is somewhat surprising, therefore, that when Wellington appointed Erskine as head of Beresford’s cavalry in southern Spain in April 1811, he declared Erskine the best choice. ‘You will find him more intelligent and useful than anybody you have. He is very blind, which is against him at the cavalry, but very cautious.’10 Given the fact that the despatch was written just a month after Long’s action at Campo Mayor, it is not surprising that ‘cautious’ was a quality Wellington warmed to, despite the fact that Erskine was considered almost blind. What an indictment of British cavalry commanders! Erskine needed little time to demonstrate his many failings. He had already bodged the operation at Sabugal on 3 April 1811, and during the coming year would again show his ineptitude at Almaraz and during the escape of the garrison of Almeida. In fact, by July 1812 things had become so bad that Wellington was moved to write, ‘It would likewise be necessary to supersede Sir William Erskine, upon whose sanity, I am sorry to say, much reliance cannot be placed. He deprived us of many of the advantages which would have resulted from Sir Rowland Hill’s expedition to the Tagus in May, and it is impossible to trust to his judgement in any critical case.’11


Slade, on the other hand, whilst not being mad (although one of his sobriquet’s was ‘Mad Jack’), proved to be a most controversial cavalry commander. He is universally criticised both by historians and by his contemporaries. Slade first came to prominence for his eccentric behaviour during the Corunna campaign of 1808–9. At Sahagun, the arrival of the 10th Hussars was delayed, fortunately not crucially, owing to his now-infamous ‘Blood and Slaughter!’ speech. He appears to have been a man who, if he could, would avoid action and even basic staff work. He ‘let no possible opportunity of inaction pass him – pretending not to comprehend orders, which the events passing before him would have made comprehensible to a trumpeter – complaining that his hands were tied, and letting the opportunity slip – a curse to the cause, and a disgrace to the service.’12 He was even censured by the Adjutant General for forgetting to submit returns in spite of repeated requests. The most serious mistake committed by Slade was almost certainly the erosion of morale throughout his brigade between 1811 and 1812 which manifested itself, this time crucially, at Maguilla, an episode which we shall examine in a later chapter. The lack of confidence in his leadership was the most damning side of his service in the Peninsula and yet he served in Wellington’s army from 1809 until mid-1813. Have historians been harder on the man than is really deserved? After all, it is difficult to imagine any officer displaying the sort of ineptitude universally attributed to Slade surviving for so long in such a successful army. Was there more to Slade’s abilities as a cavalry commander than we actually give him credit for? I suspect not and, in fact, it probably says more about Wellington’s inability to rid himself of inept officers.


By the end of the Peninsular War the British cavalry could count in its number some very efficient cavalry officers with a vast amount of experience between them. Among them were Colquhoun Grant, not to be confused with Wellington’s head of intelligence, Sir Hussey Vivian, Sir John Vandeleur, Sir William Ponsonby and Lord Edward Somerset. These cavalry officers had all served with distinction in the Peninsula, although they experienced contrasting fortunes at Waterloo. There were others, regimental commanders and officers, too numerous to name, who served throughout the Peninsular War where the learning curve had at times been very steep. The cumulative result, however, was a vital contribution to the Allied victory in the Peninsula and at Waterloo.


One of the alleged great failings of the British military system of the late 18th and early 19th century, and indeed throughout its history, has been the purchase system, whereby rich officers were allowed to purchase for themselves a higher rank, regardless of experience. It was a system which caused scores of officers much grief, officers who, despite having a wealth of experience, lacked the necessary funds to obtain further steps in promotion. For example, the early career of Robert Craufurd, to name just one famous and gifted officer, was stunted because of the system. Lacking sufficient funds, Craufurd was forced to suffer the ‘conspiracy of mediocrity’ as less gifted but wealthier officers, ‘uneducated fops’, were promoted over his head. The system is frequently condemned for denying good officers promotion whilst allowing idiots to prosper but this is not always the case and, as an example, we may cite possibly the greatest soldier Britain has ever produced, Wellington himself, whose career prospered as a result of the purchase system. It is a subject which demands much closer analysis, more than can be allowed in this book, but there are a few points which concern us that should be addressed here.


The main attack on the purchase system has been that it allowed inexperienced and unqualified men to attain positions of high command. Hence, whilst the French Army enjoyed command by officers who generally gained promotion through their ability, Britain’s army boasted fewer generals of equal ability. One notable historian has written, ‘while the general standard of the British officer corps was well below that of the French, a minority of officers was so good as to be able to carry the rest at least under a general of Wellington’s calibre.’13 Given the success of Wellington’s army, it is somewhat difficult to reconcile the above statement with fact. Indeed, this ‘minority’ must have been very good to have carried the rest of the army with it to victory. The statement, whilst heading in the right direction, is ultimately lost in a tide of hard fact. Wellington’s army, though admittedly containing many uneducated officers, did, nevertheless, contain a very high proportion of first-rate regimental officers who, whilst not achieving great fame, went about their business effectively, gaining experience as they did so, to provide Wellington with the nuts and bolts of an outstanding military machine, one whose performance at the Battle of the Nivelle in November 1813, prompted Wellington to write afterwards, ‘it is probably the most complete machine for its numbers now existing in Europe.’14 High praise for an army allegedly consisting of many inept officers carried along by a few of high calibre. Ultimately, I would suggest that too much is made of the defects and merits of the purchase system. Also, there is too little evidence to show that officers who ‘bought their way up’ were, in fact, unfit for service. Michael Glover, in his Wellington’s Army in the Peninsula, 1808–1814, has shown that by far the greater percentage of promotions by purchase occurred in the cavalry, the average number between 1810 and 1813 being 45.1% as against 17.7% in the infantry.15 The inference that the cavalry therefore contained a potentially greater number of officers unfit for command is not made, although we do find another historian citing this as a reason for the ineptitude of Wellington’s cavalry. Indeed, in quoting Glover’s figures, we find him writing, ‘the figures are most revealing and, perhaps, best explain why the infantry was more reliable in battle than the cavalry. With a purchase rate over two and one-half times greater than the infantry, the cavalry was led by men with far less professional experience than their infantry counterparts; and when one considers that almost two-thirds of the officers entered the service with absolutely no military training, it is not surprising that the cavalry often went astray.’16 Again, there is no evidence to suggest that officers who bought their way up were inept. Also, the overwhelming proportion of purchases in the cavalry between 1810 and 1813 were within the lower ranks, with just 7% being from major to lieutenant colonel. Given that it was officers of these ranks who commanded the cavalry the theory that the cavalry were led by officers unqualified to command is flawed.


Another popular myth concerns the status of cavalry officers. Despite requiring considerable funds to maintain their position in the regiment, the majority of cavalry officers were not members of the aristocracy. A similar myth surrounds the three regiments of Foot Guards, for although over a third of all the titled officers in the British Army were to be found in the Foot Guards, the majority of them were from the landed gentry or were the sons of professionals, merchants and tradesmen.17 A similar situation was to be found in the cavalry. At Waterloo, the entire British cavalry corps could boast just one peer, thirteen sons of peers, seventeen sons of baronets, two knights, one son of a knight, one Italian prince, one Hanoverian baron, and one son of a German countess.18 This is hardly what one might term an aristocratic assembly. The overwhelming majority of cavalry officers came from the classes named above, such as the landed gentry or professional classes.


There is little doubt that many cavalry officers lacked any knowledge whatsoever of the basic principles of command and control, but was this a failing of the purchase system or simply a flaw in the methods of training? It is clear that many officers came to the command of cavalry regiments without any knowledge of their craft but not all of these arrived in the Peninsula. Sadly, there were some notorious cases involving hapless idiots who did serve in Spain, like Major Camac, of the 1st Life Guards. After having arrived in the Peninsula in late 1812, Camac was exposed as a thoroughly inept officer, unable to get his regiment to perform the simplest of manoeuvres. Shortly after the regiment’s arrival at Lisbon in December 1812, Major General Rebow asked Camac to change front to the rear by inwards wheel-about-wheel of half-squadrons upon the centre. Apparently, Camac, unable to even begin the movement, rode about in front of the regiment, totally confused, his ignorance apparent to all. After being shown the correct manner to perform it, Camac attempted to perform the manoeuvre himself on the beach but only succeeded in getting his men to wheel out into the sea.19 Curiously enough, when Colonel Gordon was requested by Rebow to inspect the regiments of Life Guards he could find no fault. ‘The men and horses appeared to me in very good condition generally, and perfectly equipped for the field, and that in the military appearance of the regiments no fault could be found. The officer of the 1st Regiment under Major Camac offered no difficulty.’20 When he inspected the 2nd Life Guards, however, it was a different story. ‘Lieutenant-Colonel Barton of the 2nd Regiment was full of difficulties... as relating wholly and solely to the interior economy of the respective troops; and this officer appeared to me not only to be wholly uninformed of the most common duties of regimental service, but to be wanting in those exertions which your Lordship has a right to demand from every officer serving under you... I hear he has resigned, as well as some of his officers; and I hope it may be so.’21 As further proof of Barton’s ineptitude, Gordon went on to point out that the regiment had left England without several staff officers including the Veterinary Surgeon and Paymaster. Fortunately, officers like Camac and Barton were few and far between and even those with similarly scant experience learned in time to undergo basic manoeuvres although, as we shall see, some of the most important tasks, such as patrol and piquet work, had to be learned ‘on the job’ as there were no regulations relating to these most important tasks in the current regulation manuals.


The other ranks came from all walks of life. The impression that most recruits for the cavalry entered the army with some experience of horses is a false one. In fact, their backgrounds were not dissimilar to the infantry as were their motives for joining. Debt, bad masters, unemployment, the quest for perceived glory, regular food and wages; these were the usual reasons for joining His Majesty’s army. Men had enlisted in the army for years, and would continue to do so for the same reasons. The men who joined to fight under Marlborough at Blenheim and Ramillies did so for much the same reason that their descendants would do in 1914. The prospect of having a number of men, plus a system, looking to their welfare was a great incentive to those faced with unemployment, and there was never a shortage of volunteers prepared to accept the King’s shilling. The men of 1914 may have been more enlightened than their redcoated ancestors but their reasoning was, nevertheless, the same. Indeed, the suggestion that the men of 1914 enlisted to thrash the ‘Hun’ is now considered to be something of a myth. Unemployment was equally high in 1914 but the army’s system was even more highly developed with a much larger number of support troops to look after the well-being of the fighting man at the front. King George’s men were no different, save for the fact that once they had enlisted it was normally for a term of what amounted to life, with nothing but a painful death on the battlefield to terminate one’s service. But the incentive of a most handsome bounty was too tempting to resist for many a poverty-stricken man. Indeed, £23 17s 6d bounty, payable in 1812, was a fair fortune for the average farm worker or labourer.22


Pay was also an incentive to join the army. A sergeant could expect to receive 2s 2d per day, a corporal 1s 7 ½per day and a private 1s 3d per day. Of course, pay was never really regular on campaign and was often as much as three months in arrears. But for all its hardships the army represented a far better option than that at home, and recruits were rarely in short supply. It should also be remembered that British Army recruits were volunteers. Naturally, there were deserters but the problem was never a very serious one, unlike in other armies. Indeed, the Portuguese troops, conscripts, were often brought to the front in irons to stop them deserting.23


The officers and men of the British cavalry regiments served their king and their country well throughout the Peninsular and Waterloo campaigns. They may have lacked the finesse and training of their French counterparts but there is no escaping the fact that, after some tough knocks in the field, they graduated from virtual beginners in 1808 to experienced veterans by 1815. As we shall see the occasions when French cavalry got the better of their British counterparts in fair, stand-up fights, are very few indeed and it is only the handful of misadventures that has tarnished their reputation between 1808 and 1815. The full story of these actions will be recalled in the second part of this book.
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CHAPTER II


Horses and Forage


‘The Peninsula is the grave of horses,’ wrote Wellington in early 1812. ‘I am very badly off for horses, having lost some, worn others out, and others being useless... and I have lost 14 upon a Stud generally of 10 in three years.’1 How many he was to lose during the remaining years of the war in the Peninsula is not known, but considering the lengths of marches during the retreat from Burgos, the advance to Vittoria and the 1814 campaign in France, it is likely that he lost many more by the end of the war. The rugged terrain over which much of the war in the Peninsula was fought had a detrimental effect on the performance of the British cavalry inasmuch as there was not really any great room for manoeuvre on a large scale. Furthermore, it took its toll upon the horses themselves in terms of what might be called sheer ‘wear and tear’. Indeed, a combination of hot weather, bad roads and a shortage of forage made life very hard for the horses of all combatant nations. However, I have found no evidence to suggest that the poor condition of the horses had a detrimental effect on affairs on the battlefield, and it is the performance of the British cavalry on the field of battle upon which successive historians have based their conclusions.


The strength of the British cavalry arm was very low in comparison with the infantry, whilst the terrain did not lend itself to cavalry operations on a large scale, other than in certain areas which can be said to be ‘peripheral’; in the south, for example. The lack of an overall, experienced cavalry commander did not help either. All of these are major factors in the performance and subsequent reputation of the British cavalry in the Peninsula but the often poor condition of cavalry horses is not, in my view, such a major factor, because when it came to the field of battle they rarely let their masters down. Take Maguilla and Campo Mayor, for example, two shining instances of flawed analysis over the years. Both of these episodes involved long gallops both in advance and retreat, and yet on neither occasion was the condition of the horses called into question. At Campo Mayor the horses of the 13th Light Dragoons were more than a match over a distance of some ten miles for those of the French 26th Dragoons who had suffered from their sojourn in Portugal. And at Maguilla, a long, wild gallop over a similar distance in the heat of a southern Spanish summer appears to have had little effect on the horses during the actual chase, although they were understandably exhausted at the end of it. The reasons for the British cavalry’s misadventures at those actions which have drawn criticism, such as Talavera, Villar de Puerco and, indeed, Maguilla and even Waterloo, have little to do with the poor condition of the horses. It is true that a larger number of cavalry would certainly have been a bonus for Wellington but this may have been cancelled out to an extent, owing to the unsuitable terrain which did not allow for effective cavalry operations anyway. Nevertheless, in such duties as piquet and patrol work it certainly would have been an advantage for Wellington to have been able to put greater numbers into the field. And whilst this is not a comparison with the French cavalry, it is worth noting that, compared with the condition of the French horses, particularly during the period following Masséna’s retreat from Portugal, Wellington’s cavalry had a distinct advantage over their more numerous French counterparts.


The problem of procuring sufficiently good horses for the British cavalry regiments in the Peninsula surfaced fairly quickly. In fact, as early as the first month of the war, in August 1808, Wellesley’s cavalry, at least what few he had, having sailed to Portugal with the intention of procuring local horses, discovered that this plan was flawed from the start. The local horses were just not up to the job. The British Army in South America during the abortive Buenos Ayres expeditions of 1806 and 1807 had run up against a similar problem when they had attempted to purchase horses locally.2


British cavalry horses had, in the 18th century, tended to be of the heavier charger type, suitable for dragoons whose main task was perceived to be the charge. However, the advent of the light cavalryman, and in particular the hussar, called for a lighter type of horse. The result was the speedier carriage horse or light hunter, suitable for the sort of work which Wellington’s cavalry would be employed upon in the Peninsula for most of the time, e.g. patrol work, reconnaissance, intelligence gathering.3 The emphasis on the charge may not have been lessened too much in the eyes of the heavy cavalry but there was certainly a realisation amongst the cavalry that heavy dragoon horses were not what was required for most of the time and that the days of the great charger type horses were numbered. Indeed, when Wellington’s army moved into the Pyrenees and the southern France campaign areas, the heavy cavalry were sent to the rear, leaving only certain light cavalry regiments with the main army, cavalrymen who were suitably mounted on lighter horses which could carry out the sort of tasks listed above. Heavy cavalry horses generally stood around 15 hands, with light cavalry horses being slightly smaller. In fact, an inspection of the 2nd (Royal North British) Dragoons in 1813 showed that of the regiment’s 708 horses, 57 were 16 hands, 256 15 ½ hands, 340 15 hands and 55 14 ½ hands.4 We are indebted to none other than Wellington himself for a good description of the sort of horses he considered most suitable for the Peninsula. In a letter to the Earl of Bathurst, dated 14 April 1813, he complained about the lack of good horses coming from England.





I acknowledge that I am one of those who are incredulous respecting the difficulties of procuring horses in England for the service of the cavalry and artillery of this army. One thousand horses for the cavalry in this winter and spring would have given the army the service of three, if not four, regiments of cavalry, from which I have been obliged, by orders from the Horse Guards, to draft their horses, very much against their inclination. We are now so deficient in horses for the artillery, that I shall, as usual, take the field with an equipment of artillery far inferior to that of the enemy, and to what I intended to take with me; and we shall have no spare horses whatever.


Surely horses of five and six years old cannot be wanting in England; and, if it is possible to collect in three months in France between 30,000 and 40,000 horses for the remount of the French cavalry and artillery, it cannot be impossible to collect in Great Britain and Ireland one twentieth of the number for the supply of this army. It is very possible that the persons usually employed to supply horses, and the ordinary means, and perhaps even the ordinary price, are not sufficient to procure a large supply at the moment; but England must be much altered if there is any deficiency of horses.


I think the question of price is deserving of some attention. The sum of 25 guineas is paid for a dragoon horse, but he is rising three years old, and is not fit for work, and much less for service, for a year and a half or two years. In estimating his cost to the public at five years old, the age at which we prefer them here, it is not unreasonable to add to the sum about half as much more; if that be true, would there be anything unreasonably extravagant in giving £40 or 40 guineas for five or six year old horses or mares for the regiments on service, and £45 or 45 guineas for horses for the artillery abroad? If it is not thought expedient to do this, there remains then only to draft the five and six year old horses from the regiments on the home establishment, and to make a great effort to replace them in the regiments by purchases of two or three year olds at the usual price. But if this is done, care must be taken that the regiments on the home service do not send us out their old and worn out horses, as they did upon a former occasion, of which there is one instance of the whole remount of one regiment dying in consequence of one day’s work.5





This last reference is, no doubt, to the sixty-one horses which were sent out to the 14th Light Dragoons in July 1809, having first been rejected as unfit for service with the Irish Commissariat Corps. Lord only knows why these horses were deemed to be fit enough for the rigours of the campaign in the Peninsula when they were not able to stand up to the workload in Ireland. Little wonder, therefore, that the draft proved totally useless. In fact, the 14th Light Dragoons, one of the most distinguished of Peninsular War cavalry regiments, have left us a record of the turnover in horses between 1809 and 1814. It makes interesting reading. In 1809, 720 horses travelled to the Peninsula with the regiment. 664 remounts followed over the years whilst a further 381 were received from other units, 63 were taken from the French and 14 drafted from the Spaniards. A total of 1,842 horses passed through the regiment in the Peninsula, therefore, with a very low number, 278, actually returning home to England at the end of the war, some 1,564 having fallen along the way.6 Ironically enough, at an inspection of the 14th on 21 July 1814, just four days after the regiment had landed at Dover, the Duke of York was moved to comment ‘They appear as if they had never been on service.’7 Another regiment that saw a great deal of service in the Peninsula was the 13th Light Dragoons, a regiment which, between February 1810 and its return to England in July 1814, got through no fewer than 1,009 horses, an average of almost 250 a year.8


As regards the colour of these horses it is worth mentioning that in the 18th century virtually all cavalry horses were black, but by the beginning of the Peninsular War regiments were allowed to employ horses of other colours although some, notably the Household regiments, retained the use of black horses only. The 1st (Royal) Dragoons and 3rd Dragoons were also mounted on black horses but only until 1811. However, I would suggest that, like uniform regulations, which were quickly ignored out of necessity, if a horse was lost and no other black horse available, then it is certain that cavalrymen would have mounted whatever colour horse was at hand. After all, in battle it mattered little what colour a horse was so long as it could gallop in and out of action. It was the same with the 2nd (Royal North British) Dragoons, or Scots Greys, who rode grey horses. It is highly unlikely that any trooper of this particular regiment would have passed up the opportunity to mount a different coloured horse at Waterloo once Jacquinot’s lancers set about the regiment after their charge up to Napoleon’s Grand Battery. Light cavalry regiments were mounted on horses of various colours.


One notable difference between British and French horses was that the former were ‘nag-tailed’ or ‘docked’. This had the effect of making British horses recognisable at distance or in half-light and, in fact, when the army introduced the 1812-pattern uniforms, with the British light cavalry adopting the French-style bell-topped shako, the length of the horse’s tail was often the only distinguishing mark between the two sides’ cavalry.


Care of the horses was of the utmost importance. The lack of good forage was a bad enough problem but it was absolutely criminal for any cavalryman to lose his horse simply through neglect. The business began on board the transports carrying the regiment and its horses overseas. The journey to Lisbon might only take around eleven days which, compared with longer journeys to India, Egypt or even South America, might not seem too bad. However, the passage across the Bay of Biscay often proved a real trial for horses whilst even calmer passages proved equally arduous, with the horses cooped up aboard ship with little or no ventilation. It was recommended that horses not be embarked until the last moment and if possible the horses were to be stabled within a few miles of the port of embarkation in order to be taken aboard immediately prior to sailing. If this was not possible, it was recommended that the horses not be embarked until not more than two hours prior to sailing. Once on board, the horses were placed in slings in stalls, with one stall left unoccupied in case of illness or sickness. During the first night aboard the horses were to be fed a ‘mash with some nitre’, whilst during the voyage bran should make up a large part of their daily ration, with care being taken that they were not either over fed or over heated. Each cavalryman was to wash down the fetlocks and hooves of his horse every hour, with particular attention being paid to the horse’s face, eyes and nostrils. Ventilation was very important and the hold must be well ventilated, which was usually done by wind-sails, the ends of which were to be shifted to different parts of the hold. If, due to bad weather, the hold was kept closed for some time, the cavalrymen were advised to wash down the stalls with vinegar and water and to sponge the horse’s nostrils with the same. Once the ship reached its designated port, the horses were disembarked, upon which ‘a cooling regimen as to food and gentle exercise’ was the best means of restoring them to good health and preparing them for service.9


‘The object of good grooming is the maintenance of the horse in bodily fitness for the work man requires of him.’10 So wrote Lieutenant Colonel Fytzwygram, of the 15th Hussars, in 1862. Although nearly half a century had passed since the end of the Napoleonic Wars, these words were no less true of cavalry in Wellington’s day. Whether or not the cavalrymen in Wellington’s army appreciated the necessity of constant grooming of their horses is not clear. It was certainly recognised in the Victorian period. However, one small insight into the philosophy of the Peninsular cavalryman was given by the Household regiments which arrived in Portugal towards the end of 1812. The squadrons of the Horse Guards and Life Guards quickly discarded their combs and brushes as surplus equipment, the consequence being that the coats of their horses deteriorated very rapidly. The cavalrymen obviously did not realise that in order to clean the horse’s skin properly the skin must be groomed with a good, stiff brush, stimulating the oil glands. The friction of the brush brings more blood to the surface and, naturally, to the skin, and from this increase of blood on the surface arises increased activity of the oil glands and in turn, an increased secretion of oil. In this way the horse maintains a glossy coat. However, if a horse is not brushed properly, dirt tends to collect on the surface of the skin and this obstructs the sweat and oil ducts. The sweat glands gradually become choked and it is not long before disease takes hold. Exercise has the same effect, bringing more blood to the surface and increased activity in the sweat and oil glands. However, it was important that the horse was brushed immediately after exercise otherwise the sweat, if allowed to dry, would choke the glands and thus be to the detriment of the horse’s health. There were many other procedures to be adopted although brushing was probably the most obvious one to ensure a glossy coat.


The cavalry regiments in Wellington’s army each had a veterinary surgeon and we are fortunate that John Shipp, Veterinary Surgeon to the 11th Light Dragoons and then the 23rd Light Dragoons, has left us an account of his experiences in the Peninsula and at Waterloo. Shipp was obviously an intelligent man and his observations are very acute. In fact, he went on to write Cases in Farriery, in which the Diseases of Horses are treated on the principles of the Veterinary School of Medicine. In the book, Shipp wrote extensively on the causes and treatment of various conditions, much of his research being carried out at first hand in the Peninsula.11 One major problem for Wellington’s cavalry was a lack of horse shoes. Indeed, it is a problem dealt with by Shipp who complained that when he first joined the 11th Light Dragoons, many of the horses were lame from corns. William Verner, of the 7th Hussars, claimed that of the 580 horses of his regiment lost during the Corunna campaign the majority were lost owing to a lack of shoes. Such was the confusion during the campaign that supplies of horse shoes, which were present somewhere along the line, were nevertheless lost and as a result hundreds of horses either fell by the wayside or were shot by their former owners when they boarded the ships waiting to take them back to England. As a result of this, each man was henceforth ordered to carry a spare set of shoes and sufficient nails with him on campaign.12 John Shipp claimed that the average weight for the shoes used by the horses of the 11th Light Dragoons was fifteen and a half ounces, ‘which weight I find best for the general run of hunters.’13


The care and maintenance of the cavalry arm of Wellington’s army was not made easy by the rugged nature of the Peninsular terrain and the poor condition of most of the roads. Nor was it made any easier by the frequent lack of forage. As with many aspects of the campaign, Wellington benefited from having the Royal Navy at his disposal, by which means he was able to import supplies directly from Britain. However, this represented only a small percentage of the forage which the horses were fed, the overwhelming proportion being procured by the Commissariat Department or by the regiments themselves in the field. The official regulations stated that the ration was to consist of fourteen pounds of hay or straw and twelve pounds of oats or ten pounds of Indian corn.14 The proviso was that three days’ corn was to be always issued and carried. However, when supplies were scarce this ration had, naturally, to be reduced. Therefore, we find a General Order dated 31 January 1810 which states that owing to the shortage of straw the ration was to be reduced from fourteen to ten pounds. These, of course, were what might be termed ‘regulation rations’ but in reality the situation was often far worse and many horses were lost through starvation and from disease caused through a lack of forage. Often, horses would resort to eating grass and in doing so would swallow small stones and, unfortunately, die.


Some idea of the amount of forage required to keep the army going can be gauged by a statement from Sir John Bisset, who for a period was Commissary-General in the Peninsula. Bisset’s calculations were based upon a regiment of cavalry, typically comprising six troops, and with a total strength of 407 all ranks.15 The horses and mules attached to the regiment numbered 478. The regulation allowance of wood fuel alone would therefore be 1,586lbs. With a strength of 407, the regiment would require 407 lbs of biscuit and a further 407 lbs of meat, these amounts being the daily regulation ration. In addition, there was 400 rations of spirit or wine, carried in two 200lbs casks. In order to feed the horses and ‘mules, 4,780lbs of corn (478 rations at 10lbs per ration) and a further 5,786lbs of hay or straw had to be carried (478 rations at l2lbs per ration), as well as the 1,586lbs of fuel. Therefore, the total weight in fuel and rations to be carried by this single regiment of cavalry amounted to no less than 11,123lbs, and this was just a single day’s weight. As three days’ rations were normally carried, the actual amount to be carried was, in fact, 33,369lbs. Now, as each commissariat mule could carry only 200lbs, it required 167 mules to carry the three days’ supply, although Bisset advised taking a further 111 mules, which was two-thirds again. This gives a total of 278 mules, just to carry the supplies which, along with the 478 horses and mules belonging to the regiment, makes a grand total of 756 animals to 407 men of the regiment, a ratio of nearly two to one.


Bisset went on to extend the calculation to a brigade of cavalry, comprising three regiments.16 Based upon three regiments, totalling 1,221 all ranks, with a troop of Horse artillery, staff and commissariat staff (1,430 all ranks), Bisset calculated the number of horses and mules at 1,658. The fuel required amounted to 5,770lbs, the ration of biscuit to 1,4301bs, the meat ration 1,430lbs, being live oxen, a further 1,400 rations of wine or spirits, weighing in at 700lbs, 1,658 rations of corn weighing in at 16,580lbs, and a further 1,658 rations of hay or straw, weighing in at 19,8961bs. All this amounted to 38,606lbs, for a single day’s ration, and 115,8181bs for three days. The total number of commissariat mules required to transport this amount numbered 579 (at 200Ibs per mule) and with an additional two-thirds of 386 mules came to a grand total of 965 commissariat mules. This, together with the 1,658 horses and mules of the brigade of cavalry, totals no fewer than 2,623 animals which is again a ratio of animals to brigade strength of almost two to one. Given the above numbers we can well imagine just how much forage was needed to keep Wellington’s army on the move and just how many mules were required to carry it. In fact, Bisset gives a grand total of no fewer than 8,815 commissariat mules as being present with the army in June 1812, whilst the number of horses and baggage mules with the army numbered a further 16,165, a grand total of 24,980.17 The total number of officers and men in Wellington’s infantry, cavalry and artillery numbered 53,300, which reverses the ratio between men and animals to around two to one. Little wonder, therefore, that it is very difficult for us today to imagine what an army on the march actually looked like.


Much has been made of the difference between the manner in which the cavalrymen of the King’s German Legion and the British cavalry looked after their horses. The former are universally regarded as being far better at the job. August Schaumann made some very astute observations in his wonderful memoir, On the Road with Wellington. In it, he writes:





The English cavalry soldier looks upon his horse as a machine, as an incubus, which is the cause of all his exertions and punishments. He ill-treats it. And even when forage lies within his reach, he will not, of his own accord, lift a finger to get it. The commissary must procure everything, and actually hold the food to his own and his horse’s mouth. Even the officers do not give a commissary the smallest help, and grumble when they have to hand him over a few men even as a protective escort. From the colonel downwards, all they can do is to find fault with the forage, and every day they repeat the remark: ‘I shall report it.’


How different things are in the German cavalry regiments of the legion! Every officer and man tries to help. ‘Provided you pay,’ they exclaim to the commissary, ‘we will see that it is procured.’ Whereas all the English cavalry regiments were going to pot, the German were distinguished from the first to the last moment of the campaign by their fine efficient horses and men. Nevertheless, I must do justice to the 14th and 16th English Dragoons, by admitting that they were an exception to the rule, that they at least acknowledged the efforts I made, and that their active, useful, courageous and skilful officers, eagerly supported me, even in the matter of detailing parties for foraging.18





Schaumann also recalled the bad habit that British cavalrymen developed of selling their forage in order to buy drink. He was concerned by the fact that the British cavalry horses were looking very thin, despite having a good amount of forage. The answer came from an unlikely source, as he later recalled.





One day, however, when I was talking to the Jiuz de Fora of my trouble, he smiled and said, ‘If your horses grow thin it means that the people in my district grow all the fatter, and surely that is a good thing!’ Very much astonished, I begged him to interpret these cryptic words. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘this is how it happens. Hardly have the dragoons drawn their corn than hundreds of old women appear on the scene with bottles of brandy or wine concealed in their aprons, with which they bargain with the men for the return of the corn. Your horses have hardly any corn, although they have probably had heaps of straw and grass.’





Apparently, Schaumann galloped off to inform General Payne, the cavalry commander at the time, of this practice, whereupon the furious general issued a General Order detailing officers to superintend the feeding of horses and not to leave until the last grain of corn had been eaten by the horses. Any dragoons who were discovered to have subsequently disobeyed the order were flogged. The upshot was that, ‘the horses grew fatter, and the poor townsfolk thinner.’19


Nevertheless, despite Schaumann’s criticisms of the British dragoons and their care of their horses, the French evidently regarded English horses as superior to their own. Indeed, captured despatches showed that officers in France were sending requests to their comrades in Spain for ‘fine English officers’ chargers.’20 It is hardly surprising, therefore, that the French were overjoyed when they captured the entire piquet of the 11th Light Dragoons, under Captain Lutyens, in June 1811, on the banks of the Guadiana river, an episode dealt with in another chapter. ‘As both regiments had only just arrived from England [the action involved the 2nd Hussars KGL as well], and were beautifully equipped in the matter of horses, saddlery and arms, etc., the joy of the French over their magnificent capture may well be imagined. The finest horses among this lot (worth at least fifty golden louis apiece) were acquired by the French generals, while the others went to the leading cavalry officers of the French army. Lord Wellington is said to have been terribly put out by this event.’21


The business of procuring forage was one of those day-to-day, but very necessary, tasks which consumed so much of the cavalryman’s time on campaign. It was also a task that was often fraught with danger, particularly in southern France in 1814, when enemy patrols were liable to stumble across any given British unit whilst at foraging.22 William Tale, of the 15th Hussars, was involved in more than a few such incidents of forage patrols being surprised or attacked by French cavalry. In fact, Tale has left some good accounts of various foraging expeditions in the valleys around Macaye. When forage became scarce in the winter of 1814, patrols were sent out to forage wherever they could. Tale later wrote:





For about a fortnight, the fertile valleys of Macaye and Mendionde supplied us with excellent hay. These resources now became completely exhausted, and ceased to supply a bent; and as our limits were bounded by a line of demarcation tacitly submitted to by the belligerents, a substitute for the said herbage was sought for and found out, and the green and young tops and sprouts of gorse, gathered in abundance in the neighbourhood, formed an excellent and invaluable substitute for provender for our cattle for about a month. The process of gathering, chopping, and bruising (for the two latter of which tools were provided) imposed no little toil upon the hussar; but the task was cheerfully submitted to, and he was amply compensated for his labour, by the preservation of his horse in service condition, if not from almost starvation. The gorse, after being minced and bruised, was mixed with the yellow corn – that is, when we could get the latter to blend with.23





The forage, once collected, was gathered in large nets which the cavalrymen hung over their saddles. Tale also makes a very useful observation on the cavalry of the King’s German Legion who, as I have already stated, are regarded as being superior to the British cavalry in many aspects of their art, and particularly in the care and maintenance of their horses. Tale wrote:





Some German hussars quitted the town on our entering it, and I imagine it had been their quarters. I really envied the well-fed, sleek, and clean appearance of man and horse, particularly the latter. The Germans have ever sustained the reputation of taking great care of their cattle, to which I willingly subscribe; but I do not go to the length of some writers in according to them such a vast super-excellence over the English dragoon. That the German was not mindful of his own little comforts, one horseman was able to bear testimony, by the ample supply of culinary vessels dangling about him.


The opinion I am about to enumerate is purely, and solely my own, and if wrong I alone am accountable for it; but, for the life of me, I could not help thinking that the force in question [the KGL] were permitted a little more latitude than we were ourselves in the matters of meum and teum; that their peccadilloes on that score, if not openly sanctioned, were winked at; that what would be denounced as plunder if done by us would be ascribed in their case as a little harmless liberty allowable on campaigning. The foregoing allusions apply solely to the feeding department; and a rush for the fellow, say I, that would not plunder for his horse where all fair means had failed.24





If things were bad enough for the cavalry, they could be far more serious for the local farmers who saw their harvest carried off by both the Allied and French armies, often with little prospect of payment. Indeed, if the French carried off the harvest there was virtually no chance whatsoever that the farmer would receive any recompense, whereas at least Wellington had developed a system by which farmers were paid. Corporal Andrew Hartley, of the Royal Horse Guards, wrote in his journal in 1814:





We generally forage for our horses on the road. We dismount in a field of barley, oats or wheat (if neither of the two former is to be procured), pointed out by the Commissary, and without further ceremony take as much as we can carry. We have seldom the trouble of cutting it. I think the poor farmer often loses his year’s labour as the Commissaries never pay on the spot, but give Bill on the Commissary General payable perhaps in half a year, or perhaps not at all.25





It should not be forgotten that, apart from the horses of the cavalry, forage also had to be produced to feed the thousands of mules which accompanied the army, the horses of the artillery and Commissariat and, of course, the hundreds of horses belonging to staff and infantry officers.26


So, to return to the opening lines of this chapter, the Peninsula was, in Wellington’s own words, ‘the grave of horses’. Of this there is little doubt, as the casualty rate amongst the horses of the 13th and 14th Light Dragoons alone bears out. However, I would also return to my own point, that the poor condition of British cavalry horses was not a major factor in the overall performance in the Peninsula, nor was it at Waterloo. It was a problem for the cavalry of both sides although it appears to have been far more serious for the French, particularly after the harrowing period during and after the retreat from the Lines of Torres Vedras. The problem of obtaining sufficient forage was far greater for the French, whose armies were much larger and their supply lines longer, unlike the British cavalry who at least could be assisted by direct imports via Lisbon or, later on, from Passages. In fact, it is generally accepted that many British horses, particularly those belonging to Wellington’s intelligence officers, or ‘exploring officers’ as they are often called, were so much better than the French horses that the latter, whenever they spotted these exploring officers lurking around the edges of the French camps, often ignored them, accepting the fact that, mounted on their own inferior horses they would not have a chance of catching them.


The main problem for the cavalry lay in maintaining a strong cavalry force in the field. Bad roads and poor forage made this impossible, but these are not reasons why the British cavalry has received a bad press over the years. Nor can the failure of the British cavalry be put down to the poor condition of the horses, for if this was a major factor we would be reading of incidents where British cavalry had been taken by the French simply because they had run out of steam. But this did not happen. At Talavera and Vimeiro, for example, the heavy losses were sustained in action in the midst of enemy cavalry. Even at Maguilla, where Slade’s cavalry galloped for miles in pursuit of and in retreat from enemy cavalry, losses were not due to horses simply giving up. At this latter action British dragoons were overcome in the pursuit but there is little evidence to suggest that this was due to the poor condition of the horses, otherwise the whole force would have been taken. After all, such a long gallop in such heat would surely have taken its toll on them. Large numbers of British cavalry in the Peninsula would certainly have been an advantage to Wellington, although given the rugged nature of the Peninsular terrain it is doubtful whether he could have found room to employ a very large cavalry force anyway. As proof of this we may consider the Vittoria campaign of 1813 for, just when Wellington’s cavalry was at its greatest strength, the Pyrenees loomed up, forcing him to leave his heavy cavalry behind at Logrono whilst he advanced into the mountains without them. Indeed, the Peninsular terrain was almost certainly a far greater factor in the performance of the British cavalry than was the condition of their horses. For that reason, we must examine the topography of the Iberian Peninsula, southern France and, indeed, the Low Countries in a separate chapter.





Notes


  1  Elizabeth Longford, The Years of the Sword (London, 1969), 268.


  2  The Trial at Large of Lieut. Gen. Whitelocke, late commander of the Forces in South America (London, 1808).
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