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Preface





I first discovered the Napoleonic code-breaking battle a few years ago, when I was reading Sir Charles Oman’s epic History of the Peninsular War. In volume V he had attached an appendix, ‘The Scovell Ciphers’. It listed many documents in code that had been captured from the French Army of Spain, and whose secrets had been revealed by the work of one George Scovell. Oman rated Scovell’s significance highly, but at the same time, the general nature of his history meant that he could not analyse carefully what this obscure officer may or may not have contributed to that great struggle between nations or indeed tell us anything much about the man himself. Keen to read more, I was surprised to find that Oman’s appendix, published in 1914, was the only considered thing that had been written about this secret war.


I became convinced that this story was one every bit as exciting and significant as that of Engima and the breaking of German codes in the Second World War. The question was, could it be told?


Studying Scovell’s papers at the Public Record Office, I found that he had left an extensive journal and copious notes about his work in the Peninsula. What was more, many original French dispatches had been preserved in this collection, which, I realized, was priceless. There may have been many spies and intelligence officers during the Napoleonic Wars, but it is usually extremely difficult to find the material they actually provided or worked on.


As I researched Scovell’s story, I found far more of interest besides his intelligence work. His status in Lord Wellington’s Headquarters and the recognition given to him for his work were bound up with the class politics of the Army at the time. His story of self-improvement and hard work would make a fascinating biography in its own right, but represents something more than that. Just as the code-breaking has its wider relevance in the struggle for Spain, so his attempts to make his way up the promotion ladder speak volumes about British society.


The story of Wellington himself also gripped me. It may have been a central part of the British historical mythology spoon-fed to school-boys half a century ago, but recently this has not been the case and he is such a mesmerizing and complex historical character that I felt quite unashamed about giving him a central part in this narrative. One cannot think of a person less in tune with the emotional openness and social inclusiveness of our own time, but his results were spectacular, and this paradox fascinates me. He was certainly one of Britain’s greatest military leaders, but without doubt one of the most difficult men to work for.


It was apparent to me that I should try to construct this book in an accessible way, telling the tale as a story. Although I have done this, the reader should rest assured that nothing significant has been invented to make it a better read. When Scovell is described, for example, walking to the top of a lighthouse in Corunna in January 1809 at the very beginning of this book, this is not invention. It comes from a detailed description in his journal of that campaign. The notes at the end of the book will hopefully provide the curious with a better idea of where much of the material came from.


Although this may be narrative history, it is history none the less and there were many occasions when I resisted the temptation to put thoughts into Scovell’s head or those of the others in Wellington’s Staff. Much of Scovell’s emotional life remains a closed book to me. His partnership with his wife was a strong one, but, alas, I have not been able to find letters between them or other documents that would really fill out this aspect of the story. Scovell’s journal barely mentioned her; it concentrates instead on his professional concerns, and he was a very focused officer. Similarly, he did not leave us an account of his childhood. It was not poor, we know, but it was not rich either and it seems that Scovell regarded his life as a struggle to escape his origins and become a financially independent gentleman.


Did he ‘change the face of history’? The reader can decide. To me, what is important is that Scovell did extraordinary work but has languished in obscurity for too long.




*





I must, of course, give thanks to the researchers who assisted me in this substantial task: Helena Braun (for transcribing the journal written in Scovell’s often painful hand); Roger Nixon (for certain parts of the Scovell family story); Denise Harman and Ronald Rigby (details of the Clowes family); and Cyril Canet, who delved into the French army archives for me. Martin Scovell, a great-great-great-grandson of George’s brother Henry, gave me valuable assistance on their family history.


One word about style. I have used modern spellings in my own text, but often kept period ones in the quotes, notably when transcribing manuscript sources. Thus, most obviously, the modern word cipher is frequently rendered ‘cypher’. While mentioning this frequently used term, it is worth pointing out that the secrets Scovell uncovered were not protected by ‘codes’ in the strictly defined modern sense of the word. The tables used to convert letters or words into digits are properly called ciphers. I hope cryptographers will permit me the liberty of using the two words ‘codes’ and ‘ciphers’ fairly much interchangeably in this work: I am doing no more than accepting modern usage. I agreed with the publishers that a book entitled The Man Who Broke Napoleon’s Ciphers might be misconstrued to be about the humbling of a series of nobodies.


During my labours, the library staff at the Public Record Office, National Army Museum and British Library were indefatigable. Andrew Orgill, librarian at the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst, was especially helpful. He dug out many interesting items from the papers of Major-General John Le Marchant. Mrs Margaret Richards, the Duke of Beaufort’s archivist at Badminton in Gloucestershire, rallied to my assistance when I belatedly realized what an important source the letters kept there might be. John Montgomery, at the Royal United Services Institute, was also vital to the project, using RUSI’s collection and every inter-library loan imaginable to help. He is also the custodian of the Challis Index, an almost forgotten attempt (by a long-deceased civil servant) at a complete biographical record of British officers serving in the Peninsular War. As can be imagined, it was most useful for checking details of service, dates, etc.


I must also raise my hat to those established Napoleonic historians who encouraged the amateur: Dr David Chandler, Rene Chartrand, Paul Britten Austin and especially Dr Rory Muir, who checked my manuscript. My editors Julian Loose (Faber and Faber) and Dan Conaway (HarperCollins) deserve credit for licking into shape my sprawling tract. My editor at Newsnight, Sian Kevill, has my permanent gratitude for allowing me so much book leave. Lastly, I must applaud my beloved wife Hilary and daughters Isabelle and Madeleine for putting up with me (while writing and in general).


Any mistakes in what follows are mine alone.


Mark Urban


London, February 2001
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From Corunna to Talavera: the Campaigns of 1809
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CHAPTER ONE


The Retreat to Corunna





George Scovell brought the glass to his eye and searched the horizon for sight of sail. It was 14 January 1809 and, at the age of thirty-four, the course of his life was still as much of a mystery to him as that of the Fleet. He was a little breathless from climbing the long flights of stone steps yet again. For a week he had been going to the top of the lighthouse, sometimes several times a day. With each fruitless visit, he knew the anxiety of the Army was growing. Where were the ships?


Napoleon’s wars had transformed Scovell’s expectations beyond anything he could have imagined twenty years before, when his father had sent him off to learn the trade of engraving. But that great struggle had not yet cast him as the man who would unlock intimate secrets of the emperor and the brother he had sent to rule over Spain. All Europe knew that the Corsican ogre had perfected the mightiest armament since the legions of ancient Rome. They were steeped in science, and they were daring and cunning too. At any moment the French advance patrols would reach the outposts behind Corunna. Napoleon’s mighty host was bearing down on them, weaving its way through the Galician hills. If the ships did not come soon, the army would be smashed and its remnants swept into the dustbin of some hideous prison. British officers had begun speculating what the next few years might hold for them as prisoners of war.


They had expected to embark at Vigo, further south, down the coast. But General Moore had changed his mind. He had changed his mind about many things since marching the army out of Lisbon and up into the interior of Spain the previous November. Now it was mid-January and they were trying to get back to England. Word had been sent to the fleet to sail to Corunna. But what if there had been a misunderstanding?


Certainly the wind was just right, blowing across the cold, grey Atlantic and into Scovell’s face. A good wind for the ships to sail around from Vigo and set course again for home. He had no doubt he had chosen the best vantage-point. The Spanish called it the Tower of Hercules, a great lofty pillar of a lighthouse built by the Romans during the time of Trajan. But the transports and their escorts had not appeared.


As Scovell glanced through the telescope again, his patience was rewarded as sails appeared on the horizon. First the topgallants, the peaks of the first few masts cresting into view, then more and more spreads of taught canvas. General Moore’s staff officer was the most meticulous of men: before riding off to report the arrival of the Fleet, he had to make sure that he had spotted a large enough group of ships. Admiral Samuel Hood was bringing up a huge squadron: 112 vessels, far more than at Trafalgar four years before. But there was no great glory attached to this mission for a man like Hood, since the great majority of them were transports. Only twelve belonged to the Royal Navy, the rest were merchantmen chartered cheaply and packed with lubbers under poor captains. Attempting to embark an exhausted army in a crowded harbour, probably under enemy fire, would be a fraught business.


Scovell set off, anxious to get the news to Headquarters. The ride from the Tower of Hercules up into the hills would have taken him through the streets of Corunna itself. The port was on an isthmus. Viewed on a map, it looks a little like a head glancing over its left shoulder. The Tower of Hercules was on the top of that head. The harbour was in the space between the chin and the shoulder, with the buildings like a fuzzy growth around it. Corunna’s architecture betrayed its Roman, Moorish and more modern influences. In many places it was a warren of narrow streets, in others some demolition had started to create the grander avenues then becoming fashionable in Europe.


As Scovell rode through those streets, he passed hundreds of hussars standing next to their mounts, deep in foreboding. There were orders to get the heavy guns and cavalry embarked first, but they knew there was not enough room for everyone. As he went on, towards the port’s hinterland, groups of infantry rallied to their various colours. They had to occupy the shoulders of the Corunna peninsula, and in particular the shoulder which commanded the harbour, in order to stop the French shelling the embarkation.


General Moore’s regiments had begun arriving at Corunna four days earlier, after a terrible retreat through the snow-capped Galician mountains. They had been marched beyond endurance. Many had dropped dead from exhaustion; thousands had been left straggling behind. Of those who fell back, many had frozen to death, while others were slaughtered by French cavalry patrols whose energetic pursuit did not allow for prisoners. Small groups of those who had cheated a grisly fate now trickled into the town. As he rode up towards the hills, the staff officer passed many of these wretched soldiers. They had marched out of Portugal, the cream of the British Army: mainly first battalions of its finest regiments. Now their scarlet uniforms were stained and patched, their bodies crawling with lice, bellies empty and eyes sunk in their sallow faces. Scovell noted in his journal, ‘never did so sudden an alteration take place in men, they were now a mere rabble, marching in groups of 20 or 30 each, looking quite broken hearted, and worn out, many without shoes or stockings’.


Moore’s soldiers had become euphoric at the sight of the sea. It promised deliverance. Their sense of anticipation had soared as they hobbled into the hills just above the port. A few miles before they caught sight of the brine, they had noticed a warming of the temperature and lush vegetation; an abundance of trees bearing lemons, orange and pomegranates. After the barren wastes they had marched through in Lugo and Astariz, it must have seemed like the Garden of Eden. But the approach of the French and uncertainty about the Fleet had brought them quickly back to a state of nervousness. As word spread of Hood’s imminent arrival, all kinds of rumours coursed through the narrow streets of Corunna.


The cavalry knew the Army would not make a gift to Napoleon of thousands of highly trained mounts. In some armies, when capture was inevitable, they hobbled their horses, slicing through the tendons on the back of their legs so the poor animals could barely walk, let alone gallop to the charge. This was not the way that the British cavalry intended to conduct its affairs.


Rumours ran through the ranks that the horses were to be killed forthwith – whether they were standing in the cobbled streets of the town or in the fields behind it. None of the cavalry generals ever owned up to having given such a command, but an immense slaughter began. At first, it was decided to dispatch the animals with a pistol shot to the head.


One captain of the 10th Hussars kept a record. He wrote despairingly:




in executing the order for the destruction of these irrational companions of their toils, the hearts of the soldiers were more affected with pity and grief than by all the calamities they had witnessed during the retreat. On this occasion the town exhibited the appearance of a vast slaughter house. Wounded horses, mad with pain, were to be seen running through the streets and the ground was covered with mangled carcasses.





Worse was to come. Many of the troopers literally flinched from their duty as they pulled the triggers of their flintlock pistols, either maiming their chargers or missing them altogether. New orders were barked above the terrible din of dying animals. ‘In consequence of their uncertain aim with the pistol,’ the same hussar officer continued, ‘the men were latterly directed to cut the throats of the horses.’ Corunna’s cobblestones were soon running with ruby blood.


Outside the port itself, other regiments set themselves to the same unpleasant task. Some of the hussars and dragoons wept as they drew their weapons. Hundreds of horses were shot on a beach, their lifeless bodies soon being dragged back and forth by the waves, blood bubbling in the surf. On the cliffs just south-west of Corunna, men of the artillery train, having dispatched their draught animals, pushed their wagons and caissons over the precipice, watching them smash to pieces on the rocks below.


Even in the cool of mid-January, the consequences of all this destruction were soon even more distressing. Dozens of animals had already dropped dead from exhaustion. This deliberate slaughter of the others combined to create an overwhelming assault on the senses. A commissary, one of the civilian supply officers accompanying the army, wrote in his journal:




Their putrefying bodies, swollen by the rain and sun and bursting in places, are lying under the colonnades in front of the public buildings in the market place, on the quays of the harbour, and in the streets; and while they offend the eye, they fill the air with a pestilential stench of decomposition, that makes one ill. Over 400 of these wretched animals lie about here, and the discharge of pistols, which are adding to their numbers, continues incessantly.





The commissary’s estimate only covered the town centre; something approaching 3,000 horses were killed in and around Corunna. For the young cavalry troopers, this final humiliation was particularly hard to bear. The Hussar Brigade was one of the few elements of the Army that had emerged from the previous weeks with its reputation enhanced. Moore’s abortive foray into northern Spain had begun in November of 1808, with the aim of slowing down Napoleon’s conquest of Iberia. By the end of December, Moore had realized that his force was at great risk from superior French forces and had turned his men around. Their march across the mountains of north-west Spain in blizzards and howling winds had been a shocking affair, hundreds having fallen behind or died of exposure in the cold. Many of the footsloggers bitterly resented the fact that these privations were being suffered without the satisfaction of giving battle. Discipline had begun to collapse, with much looting by the soldiery. The hussars, however, had maintained good order. Their mission as a screening force had meant they were involved in several actions guarding the rear of Moore’s force. The 7th Hussars had broken Napoleon’s picked men, the Chasseurs à Cheval* of the Imperial Guard, at Benavente and captured their general. The 10th and 15th had broken two French regiments at Sahagun. Now, with the loss of most of their precious horses, the regiments would need much hard training to bring them back to peak efficiency.


Scovell left all this behind him as he reached the village up in the hills overlooking the port. By this time, the sun was sinking over the Atlantic and the scenes playing themselves out in Corunna were unknown to the Staff. Captain George Scovell was a Deputy Assistant Quartermaster-General. Not the Deputy, nor one of the several Assistants, but a Deputy Assistant. If the title itself seemed to denote ‘insignificance’, so did his rank. Scovell was nearing thirty-five years old and he was running very lamely in the promotion stakes. Certainly he did not look like any young thoroughbred. The hair above his round, benign, face had already started receding from his brow. He had over-compensated somewhat by growing his sideburns thick and wide, covering most of his cheeks with a ginger-brown thatch. It was voguish to sport sideburns, but younger, more handsome types did not cultivate quite such formidable whiskers. In Scovell they seemed to reinforce the impression of a kindly countenance, and of a man who had to achieve some sort of promotion very soon, before he aged past the point of being a threat in the race for preferment. He wore a red coat with the yellow distinctions of the 57th Foot marking its collar and cuffs, one of the most common combinations in the Army. Scovell’s eyes were a deep blue, the kind of colour the portraitist struggles to capture, and reinforced the appearance of an acute intelligence. Not that favourable impressions had transformed his expectations; on the contrary, his first campaign in thirteen years of soldiering simply seemed to mark a particularly bitter chapter in a long saga of disappointments.


His fellow DAQMGs, also captains, like Warre, were ten years younger. Hardinge, his friend and one of Moore’s aides-de-camp,† was a dozen years Scovell’s junior. These sharp-set young bloods were running the real race. William Warre, a son of the port-shippers who were renowned even in those days, was strikingly handsome. One portrait depicts him in the dashing dark-blue uniform of the light dragoons with seductive large eyes, a kiss curl across his forehead and the fur-trimmed hussar’s jacket or pelisse thrown over his left shoulder. Another of the young DAQMGs had his own secret weapon in the advancement game: his maiden aunt and her constant companion Goully, one of the ladies-in-waiting at Windsor. These two formidable spinsters made sure the ambitious officer’s name was not forgotten by the Duke of York and even the king himself. As for Hardinge, he was in the same lowly regiment as Scovell, the son of a Shropshire clergyman. But Hardinge had two things on his side: at twenty-two, he benefited from twelve years that Scovell could never regain, and this was an army where the high flyers had to be noticed by twenty-five or twenty-six. Hardinge had one other quality too, that uncanny ability to be in the right place at the right time, something which creates a mystique among soldiers.


As for Scovell, he had tried everything from ceaseless labour to the customary sycophancy towards those in authority, to the huge expenditure of buying a captaincy in a fashionable cavalry regiment; but none of it had worked. In fact, all it had done was bring him to the brink of financial ruin, see him suffer one check or slight after another, ending up in the 57th. Although he had become dejected, he still cherished the dream of commanding a cavalry regiment, a dream most of his colleagues would have regarded as utterly unrealistic.


Captain Scovell duly reported the arrival of Admiral Hood’s transports to his superior, Colonel George Murray, the Quartermaster-General. Some loading of cannon and supplies on to the handful of merchantmen which were sitting in the bay when the Army arrived had already begun. Hood’s arrival was the signal to begin a general evacuation of all troops. Murray worked into the night, drawing up some further instructions for the embarkation. His job was to translate General Moore’s orders into reality: to choose the routes of march, find the fodder, chart unknown countryside, locate the billets and, most importantly for what was to happen to Scovell in later years, to gather information. The QMG’s labour was vast and unending, for, like some burden of Sisyphus, it began all over again each time the Army marched into some new place.




*





Just a few months earlier, in the summer of 1808, the British Army had set out with bold hopes and noisy public fanfare to aid their Spanish allies in the Iberian Peninsula. Scovell had joined this expedition a few weeks after it landed in Portugal.


The defeat and capture of a French corps at Bailen in July 1808 had caused a sensation throughout Europe. General Dupont had marched 18,000 men into Spanish captivity, a humiliation which had never been inflicted on France by its more powerful enemies, Austria and Russia, in a dozen years of campaigning. All talk in England was of Spain’s heroic struggle against Napoleon and events in Spain captured the imagination of British society so completely that, for a few months, the usually bitter party game between the Whigs and Tories had given way to consensus. The former were smitten by the romance of Spain’s popular rising against the French and the tales of what ordinary folk, animated by patriotism, could achieve. The Tories regarded Napoleon’s reverses as the long-awaited evidence that these godless Jacobin regicides would receive their just deserts.


When, the month after the Battle of Bailen, Lieutenant-General Sir Arthur Wellesley had defeated a French force at Vimiero in Portugal, this was all the prompting the government needed to send a full-scale expedition to the Iberian Peninsula, under Castlereagh’s vague directive to ‘cooperate with the Spanish armies in the expulsion of the French from that Kingdom’. Late in 1808, however, following the twin humiliations of the French at Bailen and Vimiero, Napoleon had gone into Iberia to sort out the mess himself, and the Spanish armies there had started collapsing as soon as he struck them. It rapidly became clear that Britain’s force of 35,000 was not going to win the war on its own. Retreat was Moore’s only option.


While Colonel Murray and the officers struggling to draw up evacuation plans had come under heavy fire for a series of organizational blunders in the course of the campaign, Scovell’s responsibilities had grown, for he had proved himself to Murray as a very capable officer. The QMG was doubtless impressed by Scovell’s thirst for self-improvement and his desire to learn as many professional lessons as he could from his first campaign. The captain’s habit of sitting down to write up his journal, often after long hours in the saddle in driving rain or snow, was one of his most admirable traits. Whereas other officers might down a few glasses of wine and then lose themselves in the oblivion of sleep, Scovell would find a table and scratch away with a quill, digesting the lessons of the campaign before taking his rest. This diligence led Murray to give Scovell responsibility for much of the Army’s communications.


For an army of 35,000 to follow the plans drawn up by Moore and his QMG, a constant stream of messages was needed. In practice, this meant orders and reports being scrawled on small bits of paper by a general, often on horseback, and carried away quickly by a courier. If this missive arrived late, in the wrong place, or not at all, the consequences could be catastrophic. Sometimes these dispatches were entrusted to British dragoons. Otherwise, they were carried by a small, ad hoc unit under Scovell’s personal command, the Army’s Guides. The Guides were an odd assortment, a group of a few dozen men assembled on the cheap, all foreigners hired locally for their knowledge of the countryside and their ability to speak the language. When Scovell was placed in charge of his little band of Italian, Swiss, Portuguese and Spanish deserters and ne’er do wells, however, none of them even knew how to ride a horse. Scovell had been forced to teach them everything on the march. While he resented being worked to the point of exhaustion on a task that would win him few plaudits in the Army, Scovell did recognize that it would offer him a good opportunity to display his extraordinary abilities as a linguist, another skill that had already been noticed by Colonel Murray. Scovell’s French was fluent, he was picking up Spanish as he went, and he had some grasp of Italian. Using these abilities, he was at least able to teach his men, whereas most other English officers would have floundered.


Perfecting the Army’s system of communications was just the type of thankless task eschewed by those members of the Staff most obsessed with seeking glory and promotion. Scovell was no less intoxicated by heroic dreams – he clung to the hope that his ultimate destiny lay in leading a regiment of British cavalry, sabres drawn, to some glorious charge – but he was sensible enough of his station in Headquarters to know that he could only reach his goal by applying himself diligently to the tasks Murray gave him. Already, Scovell had become fascinated with the workings of secret messages, codes and signals. The Navy were the experts in this field, and, on his passage down to Portugal months earlier, Scovell had copied out dozens of signals into his notebook, filling in the sketched flags with brightly coloured inks. It was his attention to the Navy’s signalling methods that had resulted in Murray delegating him to superintend the vital task that lay in the hours ahead: embarkation at Corunna.


Just as the campaign marked the beginning of Scovell’s involvement with trying to organize the Army’s communications, so it had shown the extraordinary intelligence that could be obtained by intercepting enemy dispatches. One month before, an order from Napoleon’s headquarters to one of his marshals, General Soult, had been captured by Spanish guerrillas and sold to the British. From it, Moore had learned that Soult was advancing into north-west Spain with a detached corps small enough for the British to take on successfully. This precious knowledge saved Moore from blundering into the main French army and triggered his order at the end of December, turning his small force around so that it could find a safe place of embarkation.


But now, all hope of expelling Napoleon from the Iberian Peninsula seemed extinguished and the British troops were ready to leave the Continent, hopeless and dejected. The army scattered about Corunna had been the best Britain could field, and General Sir John Moore was widely acknowledged as the most professional commander in the army. His attention to detail, zeal for the service and active intellect were generally respected. If these men had failed so miserably, what hope was left?




NOTES



1 ‘Scovell brought the glass to his eye and searched the horizon’: Scovell left us a journal as part of WO37 at the PRO that describes this scene.


– ‘British officers had begun speculating what the next few years might hold for them as prisoners of war’: this fear was expressed by William Warre of the Staff. His journal and letters are published as Letters from the Peninsula 1808–12, published in 1909 and reprinted by Spellmount in 1988.


2 ‘Moore’s soldiers had become euphoric at the sight of the sea’: this is mentioned by several diarists of the Corunna campaign.


3 ‘One captain of the 10th Hussars kept a record’: Captain Alexander Gordon of the 15th Light Dragoons (Hussars) published as Cavalry Officer in the Corunna Campaign, London, 1913.


– ‘A commissary, one of the civilian supply officers accompanying the army, wrote in his journal’: this was A. L. F. Schaumann, in On the Road with Wellington: The Diary of a War Commissary, originally published in 1924 and reprinted by Greenhill Books in 1999.


4 ‘Another of the young DAQMGs had his own secret weapon in the advancement game’: this was William Maynard Gomm. Details come from his Letters and Journals from 1799 to Waterloo, London, 1881.







* Light horse, one of the first cavalry regiments established in the Imperial Guard.


† ‘Field assistants’, the junior officers used by a general to communicate orders and to observe operations on his behalf.
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CHAPTER TWO


The Battle of Corunna





At dawn on 15 January, the feeble first light revealed great activity in Corunna Bay. The dismounted cavalry had been embarking throughout the night. Longboats criss-crossed the harbour, carrying the troopers to their cramped berths. They clambered on board with their valises and portmanteaus and into the dirty spaces offered by vessels usually carrying coal or bales of wool. Some of the horses had been saved; generally the officers’. This made some sense from the Exchequer’s point of view, since officers took their own horses on campaign and were entitled to compensation if the beasts were killed on service. A common trooper’s mount might cost £20 or £30 to replace, but the price of compensating some lordly cornet for the loss of his Irish thoroughbred might be far more. One final moment of anguish awaited one cavalry subaltern who had not had the heart to kill his charger. ‘One of these poor brutes followed the boat which bore its master – an officer of the 18th Hussars – to the transport,’ noted the commissary in his journal, the animal’s head could be seen straining to stay above the swell, nostrils flared as its legs galloped away underwater; it ‘swam like a dog from the shore to the ship; but it could not be taken on board. All who witnessed this incident had tears in their eyes.’


Moore’s artillery was already largely afloat. Some guns had been hoisted on board the few vessels at anchor in the harbour even before Hood’s squadron arrived. By the 15th, there were only nine field pieces ashore, and they garnished the infantry’s positions on the hills behind the port. Some were apprehensive about this, since they suspected Marshal Soult would bring far more guns to bear, and indeed, as dawn broke the first of forty cannon were already being manhandled into range of British positions.


On the heights of Palavea, two of the French field pieces had been dragged up by their gunners and by noon they had opened fire. This ominous, unmistakable sound echoed across the bay, shattering the illusions of anybody who might have thought Marshal Soult was going to give up and allow his quarry to escape. It took no time for the French artillerists to find their range, and many of Moore’s troops stood in positions that offered no cover.


Scovell was hard at work down on the quayside. He had his own private worry about the embarkation; that he could honourably discharge his responsibility to his Guides. Since they were an exotic mix of half a dozen nationalities (none of them English), he was afraid that they would be left behind if the battle was lost and it turned into a pell-mell scramble for the boats. And those among them who had deserted from the French army could expect only one thing if Soult captured them. At this moment, on the afternoon of the 15th, there was nothing he could do for them. They were still up with their divisions and he had others to embark.


Moore’s Deputy Assistant QMG was unhappy for other reasons, as he stood watching the bustle in the port. He believed the order to get so many guns on board was unwise in the extreme. Around fifty pieces had been embarked, transforming a British superiority in that arm into a decided weakness. ‘Knowing that we should be obliged to fight an action to ensure our safety,’ he asked rhetorically in his journal, ‘why deprive yourself of so powerful an arm?’ The loss of artillery was a peculiarly political matter, though, something evidently beyond the ken of a frustrated and passed-over captain. Generals were court-martialled for the loss of guns. Napoleon, artillery officer by trade, had made a curious fetish of listing the pieces captured during his many victories in his news sheet, the Moniteur. The loss of guns was political, a matter of propaganda.




*





The morning’s firing had not heralded a general action. The French still had men and equipment they wanted to bring up. Moore’s plan of defence, as day turned into evening, was based on a string of hills behind the port which, like two great arms, protected the harbour. The only real weakness in this position was where the arms met, where a small river called the Monelos cut through the massif and ran down to the Bay of Corunna. If the French could batter their way through this natural opening in their defences, the withdrawal of much of Moore’s infantry would be threatened. Soult could then hope to capture a few thousand of them and his already considerable prestige would be further enhanced. The tactical soundness of his plan was typical of the man, for he had risen by grasping the detail of successful military operations while leaving their overall direction to the emperor. Napoleon himself had broken off the chase when it had become apparent that he and his Guard could not catch up with Moore. He did not want the British to have the satisfaction of escaping him in person, so he had ordered Soult, whose troops nicknamed him the ‘Iron Hand’, to continue the pursuit.


As Soult surveyed the Bay of Corunna with his Staff, messengers kept him abreast of the march of his army. Like many of Napoleon’s principal lieutenants, Marshal Soult had accumulated wealth and titles during the previous decade’s campaigning. He had dressed his young aides-de-camp in a striking uniform of his own design, with blue shakos and yellow coats. Their outfit was against regulations, but ma foi, these ADCs were his personal representatives after all. The Marshal himself wore his dark-blue general’s coat and clad his bow legs with white breeches. As he gave orders in his southern French accent, he cut a fine enough figure on horseback, his head crowned with black curls and a handsome decoration on his breast. Soult’s confidence was not just superficial, for his generals of brigade and division were similarly experienced. Each knew his place within the Napoleonic system of war and each was the veteran of many battles. These men had beaten the Russians, Austrians and Prussians, why should the British worry them unduly?


In the early hours of the 16th, the British general was woken by one of his Staff with an important dispatch. He still hoped he might not have to fight. ‘Now, if there’s no bungling,’ said Moore as his assistant went to leave, ‘I don’t see why we should not all be off safely tomorrow.’


This was not to be. Under the cover of darkness, the French had been working to make an attack possible on the weak point of the British line. Soult ordered ten cannons to be heaved up the heights of Penasquedo, a ridge overlooking the Menelos gap. The gunners slaved away in the pitch black, using their shoulders, ropes, blocks, tackle and gun spikes to get their pieces into range.


Even after dawn on 16 January, Soult was not ready to order his attack. At first light, a young French light infantry officer, rejoicing under the name of Louis Florimond Fantin des Odoards, looked down from the Penasquedo to the British positions. He recalled in his memoirs that




as a light fog dispersed, an eminently picturesque view appeared to us. On the opposing heights were English troops, and beyond one could see the city of Corunna, its port and bay crowded with countless ships. A clear sky, brilliant sunshine and all of the warmth of early spring completed the panorama. Nothing broke the complete silence that reigned in the valley between the two armies.





Soult’s brushes with Moore’s rearguard had taught him that any engagement with the British had to be carefully prepared. The French marshal was bringing up a force of infantry not much larger than the 14,000 on the British side. It was in artillery and cavalry that he had a decided superiority: more than four times as many guns and a force of three divisions of horse; 4,500 fine troops. Soult had a keen military mind. It had led him to the command of that great self-contained military organism that was the French corps d’armée* at the same age at which Scovell, from similarly humble origins, was languishing within his own organization. Since the British effectively occupied only one of the two ridges behind the city (the easternmost, or left, from the perspective of the British general looking south), he intended to strike in the low ground between them. He would use an initial infantry assault to pin the British down while the cavalry were pushed into the gap made by the Menelos to cut off Moore’s line of retreat. All the time, the British battalions, standing in lines two men deep and 300 to 400 wide would be pounded by a hot fire from the Penasquedo ridge.


The French hid their intentions sufficiently well for Moore to resolve, on the morning of 16 January, to begin withdrawing his men in preparation for boarding, starting with Paget’s Division. They were at the rear of the British position (closest to the port) and were the best-placed troops to foil Soult’s plan and plug the Menelos gap. It may also have been that Soult, lacking decisive infantry superiority and contemplating a difficult assault, was waiting for precisely such a diminution of Moore’s troops before ordering the attack. Paget’s men had actually been marched to the port when the sound of a heavy cannonade late in the morning caused them to halt.


As the French guns opened up from the Penasquedo ridge, they sent cannonballs slamming into the British ranks. The standard French field piece was an eight-pounder. Its rounds were about the diameter of a small grapefruit. The mass of these solid metal spheres was, of course, considerably greater. If an eight-pound shot hit a file of men standing one behind the other, it could easily kill a dozen before it lost momentum. The range from the Penasquedo ridge to the British lines, about 500 metres, was well within the eight-pounder’s effective killing area.


With the cannon dealing death from above, French troops, who had been waiting just out of view, began walking down the Penasquedo in battle formation. Captain Fantin des Odoards’s battalion of the 31st Light Infantry was among the leading units and he noted:




to reach the enemy position, we had to go into a deep gully and climb its other side. At the same time, a powerful battery thundered from the heights we had left towards those of the English; they responded with a hot fire, and it was under a canopy of cannonballs criss-crossing over our heads that we reached the enemy position.





The French veterans were sufficiently used to the demented whizz of cannonballs not to slacken their pace. They kept marching forward. On the British slope, soldiers were ducking down as the eight-pound shot began to smack into the bodies and limbs of their comrades. Moore appeared on horseback, apparently oblivious to danger, and tried to reasssure them that the terrifying noise made by a cannonball signified that it had already passed overhead.


At the foot of the British-held slope was the village of Elviña. Soult needed to capture it in order to secure the flank of his own cavalry force, which was going to rush past it, into the Menelos gap. Early on, the French took the village and it was in Elviña that the heaviest fighting of the day raged. British troops were ordered to counter-attack. As they began walking towards Elviña, the 42nd Highlanders (the famous Black Watch) and the 50th Foot had to endure heavy fire from the French battery overlooking them on the Penasquedo.


Many officers on the British side had noted the ‘miraculous transformation’ of men they had seen straggling into Corunna a couple of days before. In truth, the ranks of redcoats contained many who were longing for a fight. Nothing else compensated for the privations of campaigning in the same way. The marching of the previous two months had worn them out, body and soul. They had seen the French many times, but whenever battle had seemed imminent they were ordered about and on their way towards the coast again. Many, officers and men, thought it had all been dishonourable and pointless. Now the banging of cannon was reminding them of their purpose. Still, Moore must have had his concerns, watching a group of Highlanders recoil in horror as one of their comrades crumpled, screaming, to the ground, his leg carried off by a cannonball. The general steadied the Scots, calling out to the wounded man, ‘My good fellow, don’t make such a noise, we must bear these things better.’ His troops did not disappoint him.


As each victim of the French cannon was claimed, the advancing men shuffled towards the colours flying at the centre of their battalion, closing ranks. In that way, a continuous line of muskets was maintained, despite the losses. The weapons they carried were useless beyond 200 yards and could only be discharged with devastating effect when fired en masse at half or even one quarter of that distance.


The 42nd and 50th took Elviña from the French, only to come under a heavy counter-attack. This contest was a savage affair, soldiers impaling one another on bayonets and the French moving several guns forward so that they could rake the buildings with grape shot. When a battery was charged with these munitions, it spewed out dozens of smaller balls, turning the cannon into giant fowling pieces. Each discharge of grape into Elviña sent shards of stone and plaster flying off the buildings, lacerating the British troops with this debris and choking them in dust and smoke. It did not take long for this punishment to drive them out of the village. The two battalions were suffering heavily. The Highlanders had 150 men killed and wounded in this action; the 50th, 185 men (casualties of between one in five and one in four of those fighting).


General Moore rode close to the scene of the action to order a brigade of two Guards battalions to counter-attack and retake Elviña. The general sent Captain Hardinge, his ADC, to bring up one of the Guards units. As the young staff officer reported back to his chief on the slope above the village, they were within full view of the French batteries overlooking the area. Hardinge recorded what happened next:




I was pointing out to the general the situation of the battalion, when a shot from the enemy’s battery carried off his left shoulder and part of his collar bone. The violence of the shock threw him off his horse; but not a muscle of his face altered, nor did a sigh betray the least sensation of pain. The blood flowed fast, but the attempt to stop it with my sash was useless from the size of the wound.





Carried from the field, Moore remained conscious as the British fought their way back into Elviña and the momentum of the French attack slowly died away. After Paget’s Division marched back up from the port and plugged the gap in the British defences made by the Menelos river, the French cavalry sent to break through in this direction came under heavy fire and retired.


As night fell, fighting ebbed away and Moore lay dying in a Spanish house, attended by a surgeon and some of his staff officers. It had been immediately apparent to everyone, not least the general himself, that his terrible wound was a mortal one. He was barely able to speak, but when news was brought to him that the French had been hammered to a standstill, Moore whispered, ‘I hope the people of England will be satisfied.’


With the hills enveloped in darkness, General John Hope, who had taken over command, began the difficult task of extricating his troops. He was well aware of the danger that the French might attempt further assaults if they detected this movement, so sentries engaged in a charade of noisy calling between posts and stoking of camp fires while the bulk of their comrades filed off.


The British soldiers passing through Corunna at dawn on the 17th presented a most sorry spectacle. They had looked dreadful even before the battle. One eyewitness noted: ‘they were all in tatters, hollow-eyed, covered with blood and filth. They looked so terrible that the people of Corunna made the sign of the cross as they passed.’


Up on the Penasquedo ridge, the French spent a fitful night. The men of the 31st Light Infantry shared around some rough wine and stale bread and, one of their captains remembered,




recounting the day’s events, and mourning comrades who had stood on the threshold of their careers. Behind the camp, in some ruins, was our dressing station. The cries of the unfortunates suffering amputation there, carried by the gusts of a strong wind, did not lighten our insomnia. Towards midnight the enemy’s fires began going out; by day we were surprised to see their embarkation had been carried out in the darkness.





On the morning of the 17th, Soult, seeing the British had abandoned their positions, moved his batteries forward on to a promontory overlooking the harbour.







*





The moment of Scovell’s private anxiety had arrived. He assembled his Guides near the waiting boats. He had been ordered not to take the dozen or so Spaniards home, although some of them pleaded to be allowed to go with the Army. Instead, they were each paid a bounty of fourteen Spanish dollars, signed for their money and disappeared into the streets of Corunna. But the others had to be got on board quickly since they were Italians and Swiss who had deserted the French and given good service to the British Army. Scovell calmed them. But while he was trying to organize the Guides, the bay thundered with an echo of French guns.


For an instant it looked as if the worst fears of the officers organizing the embarkation would be realized. Some of the inexperienced masters of merchantmen panicked, cutting their cables in an attempt to escape the shot and make their way out to sea. One officer wrote, ‘everybody commanded, everybody fired, everybody hallooed, everybody ordered silence, everybody forbade the fire’. In this chaos, four of the small transports ran aground. Sailors were dispatched in longboats to rescue the crews and passengers of these striken vessels. Some of the Royal Navy escorts began responding with a heavy cannonade towards the French batteries. As the grounded merchantmen were cleared of passengers, they were set on fire to prevent them becoming prizes of the French. Soon the bay was full of smoke, the thundering of heavy guns and the cries of men in longboats trying to find space on board the few ships not full or getting under way.


With the harbour itself becoming unsafe, the Staff decided to switch the embarkation to the other side of the Corunna isthmus. This was risky, since there was no quay there and the rocks which were to be used as a makeshift jetty would answer for this purpose for just a few hours at high tide. Scovell moved his anxious Guides across to this new place, where, to his immense relief, they were taken off on the evening of 17 January.


Scovell left it as late as he safely could, when all but a couple of thousand British troops were afloat, before taking a longboat out to Implacable, an impressive seventy-four-gun line-of-battle ship of the Royal Navy squadron. Early on the 18th, the last British troops embarked; several officers (including the dashing Captain Warre) claiming in their journals and letters home the honour of being the last man to leave. For these ambitious young bloods, it was important that their patrons learn of this gallant act as quickly as possible, so that they might circulate the story in the salons. Alas for Warre and the others, it was to be Hardinge, eyewitness to Moore’s death, who would be in demand at many a general’s table when they returned home, since everyone wanted to hear his melancholy tale.


What could have been on Scovell’s mind as he sat down later to an unpalatable meal in Implacable’s wardroom, exhausted from forty-eight hours without sleep and the strain of organizing the safe retreat? Relief at the imminent return home to his wife Mary? General Moore, his admired superior, was dead. The British expedition into the Iberian Peninsula had been a failure vitiated only by the heroic performance of the British infantry behind Corunna and the hussars during the retreat. Many of the regimental officers were whispering about the Staff’s incompetence. His own role was known to a few, Murray among them, but was hardly the sort of glorious thing that brought promotion. Scovell’s personal fortunes were as low as they had ever been.


It can be safely assumed that he was not in high spirits at the prospects opening up before him, but he could not have known that his stay in England would be shortlived. Within weeks, he would be at sea again on a new expedition.




NOTES



1 ‘He had his own private worry about the embarkation’: Scovell made this concern explicit in his journal.


2 ‘Hardinge recorded what happened next’: Henry Hardinge’s memo on the death of Moore is quoted in the biography written by his son, the Second Viscount Hardinge.


3 ‘recounting the day’s events, and mourning comrades who had stood on the threshold of their careers’: this comes from the memoirs of Louis Florimond Fantin des Odoards of the (French) 31st Light Infantry.


4 ‘Italians and Swiss who had deserted the French and given good service to the British Army’: details of the early Guides are contained in Scovell’s papers.


– ‘several officers (including the dashing Captain Warre) claiming in their journals and letters home the honour of being the last man to leave’: evidence may be found in his and Gomm’s respective journals.







* Army corps, an assembly of two or more infantry divisions, light cavalry and artillery. Its numbers could vary from 10,000 to 75,000.






















1. 249. 1076. 718. T. 1082. 365. 622. 699. 655. 699. 439. 669. 655. 1085. 398. 326. 13. 309. I. 1085. 655. 249. 481. T. 980. 985. 186. T. 843. 688. 2. 718. 249. 1297. 536. 174. 1085. 1024 … 713. T. 980. 854. 655. 326. 536. 700. 699. 171. 1015. 1003. 13. T. 980. 1015. 131. T.







CHAPTER THREE


Interlude in England, January–March 1809





Just a few days after Corunna, ships started appearing in ports along the south coast of England. Many commanding officers would not let their men off until there had been a chance to have them cleaned up and dressed in new uniforms. But in some places the barefoot ragamuffins of Moore’s army were marched past shocked townsfolk and into barracks. If the Spanish had been moved to make the sign of the cross, it can be imagined what an impression these survivors made in the lanes of southern England.


From Falmouth to the Solent, the Fleet disgorged the consequences of another ill-conceived foreign expedition in numerous bays and harbours. Once more, the Royal Navy had brought the Army out of a disastrous campaign, just as they had in Flanders, the River Plate, Dardanelles and the second Egyptian campaign. One observer wrote in The Times, ‘the fact must not be disguised that we have suffered a shameful disaster’.


The Implacable’s passage took just three days. The ship was a prize of Trafalgar, formerly the Duguay Trouin, which itself made an eloquent enough point about the different fortunes of Britain’s soldiers and sailors. She was one of twenty vessels taken when the French sailors had had enough of the battering of British broadsides and struck their colours. Three and a half years later, this trophy of the nation’s most sublime victory at sea was bearing back the lice-infested survivors of another ill-considered adventure on land.


Scovell left Implacable in Torbay and made his way to Portsmouth, where his two horses, servant and the remnants of his corps of Guides had been disembarked. He returned to a land buzzing with rumour and speculation, a land in which the name of Sir John Moore was already being murmured with the reverence befitting another martyr of the long struggle against the French.


The expedition had barely returned before a whispering campaign against General Moore began in Parliament and Horse Guards.* Major-General Charles Stewart, who had actually served in the Corunna campaign, was one such malcontent. Stewart damned Moore several years later, in one of the first histories of these events: ‘he wanted confidence in himself – he was afraid of responsibility – he underrated the qualities of his own troops and greatly overrated those of his adversary’.


Stewart, a cavalry general, was the brother of Lord Castlereagh, the secretary of war, and as such was influential among the ruling Tory faction in London. Stewart was Scovell’s polar opposite. Of limited brain and boundless confidence, he had risen through influence. Everything about him was show. The cavalry general loved his hussar’s uniform with its rows of rich lace weaving back and forth across the chest, connecting shiny buttons. The ensemble was crowned with a furry busby towering eighteen inches on his head. Stewart was also fond of wearing his decorations, great crusty chunks of enamel and jewels, in the field, seeing himself as the dashing light cavalry officer, a beau sabreur par excellence. Moore saw him as ‘a very silly fellow’. If only it could have been that harmless. As a Member of Parliament serving in the field, something not uncommon, he had no understanding of the dangers of mixing party politics with military duty. Since political influence counted for so much in the Army hierarchy, however, he was a fool who had to be suffered gladly by various generals.


At that moment, early in 1809, there were many officers who shared Stewart’s views about Moore’s failure, but they did not enter publicly nor quite so fiercely into the spirit of party rivalry. A few weeks after the Corunna embarkation, Captain William Warre, for example, wrote in a letter to his father, ‘everything I hear confirms my opinion that our retreat from Spain, etc etc etc was inconsiderate, and I fear will place us in rather a disgraceful light. This entre nous.’


Despite Warre’s delicacy, word about Corunna was filtering around the country. London newspapers carried the French accounts of these events, as well as Castlereagh’s version. The Gentlemen’s Magazine, for example, translated the thirty-first Bulletin of Napoleon’s army, with its report that ‘the English retreated in confusion and consternation … the English have lost everything that constitutes an army; generals, horses, baggage, ammunition, magazines’. And the truth was that 8,000 of Moore’s 35,000 had not come home. Perhaps only one tenth of these had been lost at the Battle of Corunna itself; the remainder had expired or fallen behind on the dreadful retreat.


Scovell’s private pain at all this – for his journal provides ample evidence of his admiration for Moore – must have been considerable, but he did not allow himself time to weigh up the events of Corunna for some months. He attended to business in Portsmouth as best he could and then set out at the end of January to find Mary. It was left to more prominent supporters of the slain general to defend his reputation publicly. James Moore published a collection of his late brother John’s dispatches a few months after Corunna with the preface that, ‘he could not remain passive when his Brother’s memory was assailed by ungenerous attacks and dark insinuations’.


For the architects of this expedition, it was important to quash these criticisms by declaring a glorious victory as quickly as possible. Lord Castlereagh went to Parliament on 25 January and paid tribute to Moore, who, he said, ‘fell deeply lamented, on the 16th January at Corunna, where he defeated a very superior French army and established the glory of the British military character’.


Castlereagh was given a rough ride, with much heckling and derisory cheering. The government of which he was part was drawn from one of the Tory cabals whose membership shifted its allegiance between leading politicians with the unexpectedness and force of a Solent tide. The Ministry was under attack from unhappy Tories as well as their old enemy, the Whigs. In 1809, though, ministers often admitted their mistakes and the spirit of party rivalry was not so violent that it blinded members to Castlereagh’s courage and sense of honour when he told them that no blame could be attached to General Moore, who had done his best to follow difficult orders.


If Castlereagh had been honourable enough to accept responsibility for any failure himself, he was also an astute enough minister to understand the value of moving swiftly on to more palatable business. Two days later, with recriminations about Corunna still echoing in the lobbies of Parliament, he felt it an auspicious moment to remind everyone of the victory of Vimiero, six months earlier, in Portugal.


Lieutenant-General Sir Arthur Wellesley was there to receive the vote of thanks in person. Entering the chamber, Wellesley looked around, acknowledging the approbation of his fellow MPs. He wore his full dress uniform: a red coat, with cuffs, collar and lapels of royal blue, chevrons of gold lace marking his rank on the sleeves. In the field, he preferred a plain blue coat, but Wellesley was a man of finely honed political instincts and knew he must look the part of the conquering hero. As he listened to the panegyrics, many members no doubt took the opportunity to study him. Wellesley’s hooked nose and hawk-like gaze were often remarked upon. Goya sketched him a couple of years later, with his close-cropped hair brushed forward across the brow, enhancing the impression of an intense, brooding intellect. His wiry frame and precise manner of speech suggested an active, zealous personality.


Having grown up in one of the great Anglo-Irish political families, Wellesley understood how to speak to this audience. For, while he and the circles he moved in considered many members of the Commons to be little more than upstarts and blackguards, Wellesley knew that they saw themselves as the defenders of England’s ancient liberties and that exploiting these sentiments would consolidate his good standing. In replying to the vote of thanks, he told them:




no man can value more highly than I do the honourable distinction which has been conferred on me; a distinction which it is in the power of the representatives of a free People alone to bestow, and which it is the peculiar advantage of officers and soldiers in the service of His Majesty to have held out to them as the object of their ambition.





In the Commons, they knew he had won victories in India, but what they really cared about was that he had made such a good showing against the French at Vimiero (never mind that the odds were stacked in his favour) and that he had the complete confidence of the Ministry. The Corunna affair may have cooled some of the patriotic excitement of the previous summer, but the performance of the British troops in Elviña or of the cavalry in its rearguard actions had convinced many Members of Parliament that the game was still worth pursuing in the Iberian Peninsula. Some also believed the nation wanted to see Sir John Moore avenged, and there were rumours that Austria was about to launch a new war against France. The expediency of organizing a further expedition to stir up the Iberian hornet’s nest was clear to most Members of Parliament. If anyone was the favourite to lead such a new enterprise, it was Arthur Wellesley.




*





The fortnight Scovell spent with his wife in February 1809 was an idyll that would sustain him through untold hardship in later months. He had not seen her for six months, although this would have been nothing to the naval officers on blockade, who might not come home for three years at a stretch.


He found her at Sprotborough Hall, a sumptuous pile in Yorkshire where she had gone to be with her family. They did not own this huge mansion with its wings, elaborate gardens and great fountain, but were frequent guests there of its masters, the Copleys.


George and Mary had married nearly four years earlier, in May 1805, in Manchester Cathedral. They had grown up in rather different worlds. She was the eldest daughter of the Clowes family, Lancashire landowners. Her family was not hugely wealthy during her childhood, but by 1809 the expectations of the Clowes clan were looking more promising. Twenty years before, when her grandfather had made a will, their scattered holdings around Salford and Manchester had given him a worth of £5,000 – certainly no great sum. The Clowes patriarch had lived on (surviving his son, Mary’s father) to see his holdings increase in value severalfold as their city found itself at the heart of England’s industrial revolution.


Scovell had come from humbler origins. A family servant tactfully described Mary’s future husband as ‘the son of very respectable parents, though not independent gentlefolks’. His parents (also George and Mary) had married at St Martin’s in the Fields Church in Westminster in 1770. Young George, born in London in 1774, was the eldest of five siblings. Scovell, it seems – for he was reticent about revealing details of his early life – grew up in the great metropolis of his birth. He excelled at school, particularly in languages, mastering Latin, Greek and French. George’s father had propelled him towards a trade as a teenager, for the Scovell family could not afford to carry passengers. George found himself apprenticed to an engraver, an occupation in which his patience and methodical approach to problems could be applied to some profit.


It was the mayhem across the Channel, and the emergence from it of Napoleon Bonaparte as emperor, that transformed Scovell’s prospects. The triumph of France’s revolutionaries set off a series of invasion scares in Britain. The Army needed to be expanded rapidly and vast reserves of militias, yeomanry and fencibles created in case Bonaparte’s hordes crossed the Channel. It was this mobilisation that allowed Scovell to escape his destiny hunched over an engraver’s table and become a gentleman. When the Warwickshire Fencibles, a regiment of cavalry for home defence, was raised, his intelligence and literacy singled him out for commission as an officer.


Britain’s hysteria about a possible French invasion abated occasionally, and during one such period, in 1800, the Fencibles were disbanded, which led to an even greater stroke of luck. Scovell was offered the chance of converting into a regular cavalry regiment, the 4th Dragoons, with the rank of lieutenant; a transition from a band of county amateurs to one of Britain’s best-trained bodies of heavy cavalry. He had taken another step up the ladder of gentility without any outlay whatsoever, for those seeking advancement in a regiment as fashionable as the 4th Dragoons often paid large sums of money to jump the promotion queue.


Scovell loved his new life in the 4th. He took on extra duties as the colonel’s adjutant, helping to administer the regiment, while applying himself earnestly to the training. His desire to make his way in this new military family was so intense that, late in 1803, he paid a vast sum, £3,150, to buy a captain’s commission in the 4th Dragoons. Since he had netted just £262 from the sale of his lieutenancy, he had to draw on his family for the difference, almost £2,900. This high figure (almost as much as the purchase of a commission in the Household Cavalry) reflected the 4th’s status as a fashionable regiment.


In 1804, the year after a purchase that had strained every financial sinew, Scovell’s regiment found itself posted to the south coast in response to renewed hostilities with France. It was not military duties that were to prove the ultimate cause of his crisis, but social ones. The 4th was in Brighton and Lewes and its officers were soon putting in long hours in the salons and assembly rooms, adorning the fashionable set surrounding the Prince of Wales. There were numerous functions requiring full dress uniform, royal reviews of the regiment and much granting of reciprocal hospitality.


With the expense of holding his own on the regimental scene exceeding his captain’s annual salary of about £270 by three- or fourfold, Scovell had no choice but to give up the game. The bitter physic for his financial malady involved increasing his income and lowering his outgoings. He had accepted the advice of those who told him that the only way in which a man of his talents and limited means could make his way in the Army was by joining the Staff. Late in 1804, a few months after the 4th went to the south coast, Scovell transferred to Derby. There, he received extra pay while working at the local Headquarters as one of the new breed of officers being established by Horse Guards. His duties as a ‘Major of Brigade’ (confusingly, he remained a captain), involved assisting the major-general in command of this Army district, and ranged from assisting the general in disseminating his orders to preparing the regiments garrisoned in the district for deployment overseas.


Scovell’s progress in the Army led him into the best and worst of experiences of his life before the Corunna campaign. It took him to the centres of fashionable society, to Bath and Brighton, where he could observe the greatest men of his age and believe that he had ventured far from his origins. The Army had also transformed the one-time apprentice engraver into a worthy match for a grander family connection. Scovell’s friendship with Captain Leigh Clowes of the 3rd Dragoons (another heavy cavalry regiment), who also lived in Derby, led to an introduction to his sister, Mary. The couple most likely met at one of the many dances or assemblies attended by the eligible people of the county.


The union between George and Mary had been one of love, as their later adventures would demonstrate, but also one of carefully matched pragmatism. Although the eldest child, Mary stood to inherit very little: an allowance of little over £200 per year. Marrying at the age of thirty in an epoch when a young woman of good family usually made her alliance between twenty and twenty-five, she was also most unlikely to be deluged by rival suitors. By the rates of exchange of the Georgian marriage market, Mary’s various liabilities equalled Scovell’s one great one: his obscure birth.


For Mary, her brother’s officer friends offered a way to escape the tedium of family life in Lancashire and to travel more widely. Another of her brothers, John, was a clergyman, but although this must have brought many respectable men of the cloth into her social orbit, the prospect of sharing her life with them was evidently unenticing. Mary, it seems, shared Jane Austen’s view that marrying into the Army was an altogether more exciting proposition than the clergy: ‘it has everything in its favour; heroism, danger, bustle, fashion. Soldiers and sailors are always acceptable in society.’


Soon after George and Mary’s union in 1805, Scovell applied to study at the Royal Military College in Wycombe. It was there that he could learn the business of the Quartermaster-General’s branch properly. His sights were set not just on scholarly edification but on the extra pay received by a Deputy Assistant Quartermaster-General, just over £172 per annum. An ambitious Wycombe graduate hoped, once qualified, to be sent overseas on some expedition that might bring distinction and the notice of a general who could further his interest.


In 1806, the couple left Derby and took up residence near the college, where Scovell began life as a student. For all the happiness of his new life with Mary, Scovell was evidently still in great financial difficulty, however. He avoided the conventional dangers awaiting cavalry captains off the battlefield (gambling, duelling or too much whoring), but his life as an officer in the 4th Dragoons was still proving way beyond his means.


The promise of extra pay once he left Wycombe was not enough to save him, so Scovell had to swallow an even more bitter pill. While at the college, he transferred from the 4th Dragoons into the 57th Foot. The difference between being a captain in one regiment and another was a good deal of money: £1,650 to be precise, enough to secure his immediate future with Mary.


The cavalry carried a greater cachet than a marching regiment of foot, so on 27 February 1807, Scovell signed a deed exchanging his cavalry commission with the less valuable one of Captain Oliver in the 57th. Henry Hardinge, a fellow student at Wycombe, was also an officer in the 57th Foot and he helped his friend Scovell arrange the deal. Scovell may have restored his finances with the £1,650 gained from the swap, but, in his early thirties, he had actually gone backwards in the promotion stakes.


Prior to sailing for the Iberian Peninsula, he spent the best part of two years at Wycombe working on French, German, mathematics, trigonometry, topographical drawing, fortification and siegecraft. But although Scovell’s brain was carrying him into the ranks of Britain’s most diligent and professional soldiers, he found it very hard to accept he had lost the status he had enjoyed for twelve years as a cavalry officer.


In February 1809, following Scovell’s return from Corunna, there was time for reflection as George and Mary walked arm in arm around Sprotsborough Hall’s formal gardens, wrapped up against the chill. He was losing hope of ever getting promotion, his will to carry on working twice as hard as the officers with greater means and better connections was faltering. And did they talk about whether the good Lord might still bless them with children? Or was Mary also bereft of hope, for she was just a few months younger than George and many considered it unhealthy, even dangerous, for a woman of thirty-four to give birth.


As the captain on leave pondered whether there was any future in the Army, events in London took a dramatic and unexpected turn. The whole system of promotion and patronage had been blown open by a scandal. It involved sex, corruption and the royal family.




*





Days after Parliament had voted its thanks for the Battle of Vimiero, a member of the Commons, one Colonel Wardle, had levelled a series of damaging charges against the Duke of York. So serious were these accusations that they resulted in the suspension of the king’s son from his role as Commander in Chief of the Army.


The duke had for years kept a courtesan by the name of Mary Anne Clarke. He had broken off the affair in 1806, but she had continued to spend lavishly on fine clothes and high living, exploiting her connection with royalty to run up huge bills with London tradesmen. When the duke had told her she must live within the means of the annual pension he was giving her, she threatened to go public with accusations that she had been earning money by trafficking in army commissions. Not only had she been paid to bring the names of young officers to the duke’s attention for promotion, but she had also been able to fake his signature on letters of recommendation. The Commander in Chief refused to pay her more hush money, so she had gone to Colonel Wardle with her allegations.


The ironies of the Clarke affair were rich. The Duke of York himself grumbled that the commission system was allowing wealth alone to determine the prospects of officers. The system of purchase, and the setting of higher prices for commissions in certain prestigious regiments, meant that those parts of the Army were packed with the sons of rich tradesmen; ‘nabobs’ who had made their fortunes trading Indian spices, or the new industrial barons of Derbyshire or Lancashire. Even the Life Guards, the most prestigious of regiments, had been nicknamed the Cheesemongers in the Army a few years before and dismissed by the Duke of York as ‘nothing but a collection of London tradespeople’. But Mrs Clarke had been pushing forward the sons of those very tradesmen to whom she owed money, in lieu of settlement of debts.


In February 1809, a Parliamentary committee was set up to examine Mrs Clarke’s charges. Radical Tories, as well as Whig opponents of the Ministry, had a field day. While the duke was able to convince the House that he had never known she was taking bribes to recommend officers for promotion, the episode left a bitter taste in many mouths. It focused everyone’s concern on the injustices and confusion of the system for advancement.


Officers could make each step by a variety of means: simply being the most senior in their rank when a vacancy came up at the next one; buying that commission, and thus jumping the queue; or getting the recommendation of a senior figure like the Duke of York.


The Clarke scandal left the Army without the commander in chief who had overseen many reforms in the previous decade, and Parliament with a desire to find a fairer promotion system. Some changes were made; for example, stopping the practice used by many aristocratic families of getting a son commissioned while still at school so that he could rise up the seniority ladder. There were also new regulations to ensure that more senior ranks would be promoted strictly by seniority. The system of purchasing commissions went on, since the miraculous transformation of the sons of upstart tradesmen into gentlemen was too lucrative a scheme for the Exchequer to quash. Even these limited victories for the reformers angered many conservatives in the Army who believed promotion should be based on breeding, connections and money. William Warre, although a comparatively junior officer, was playing to his father’s Tory prejudices when he condemned in a later letter ‘the mischievous revolutionary exertions of a set of low bred soi-disant reformers’.


On 19 February, a messenger brought the post to Sprotborough Hall. Scovell broke the seal on the back of the folded paper packet and opened it. Perhaps the scandal playing itself out in London, and the promise of reform that it seemed to bring, led him to look more favourably on the letter’s contents. He was appointed a Deputy Assistant Quartermaster-General on the staff of a new expedition to Portugal and directed to make his way to Cork harbour for embarkation. His orders were signed in person by Lieutenant-General Brownrigg, the Quartermaster-General at Army Headquarters in Horse Guards. A few weeks later, Sir Arthur Wellesley was appointed to command the new venture.


Scovell had another ten days with Mary before he had to gather his portmanteaus, trunk and other effects. He had been with her for three weeks, and it was to be more than three years before they would see one another again. Britain was to try its luck once more in the Peninsula. Scovell was chancing his, with one more campaign. He was heading back to war.




NOTES



1 ‘Stewart damned Moore several years later, in one of the first histories of these events’: his History of the Peninsular War is published under his title of Lord Londonderry.


2 ‘Moore published a collection of his late brother John’s dispatches’: A Narrative of the Campaign of the British Army in Spain, by James Moore, was published in 1809.


3 ‘He wore his full dress uniform’: this detail emerges from the account of his appearance in the Gentleman’s Magazine, published that year.


– ‘In replying to the vote of thanks, he told them’: there must be various records of Wellesley’s speech, but I found one in the Goodwood Papers (the Duke and Duchess of Richmond’s papers) in Chichester Record Office. Wellesley had sent it to the duke, who was his most important godfather in the Tory hierarchy.


4 ‘Sprotborough Hall, a sumptuous pile in Yorkshire’: the Hall no longer stands. I found details of its layout and furnishings in Sprotborough Hall by Gordon Smith, a privately published monograph made available to me by the local library in Sprotborough.


– ‘George and Mary had married nearly four years earlier … in Manchester Cathedral’: the record remains in the Register of Marriages at Chester Record Office.


– ‘A family servant tactfully described Mary’s future husband’: Scovell’s early life is something of a closed book. These details came from the journal of Edward Healey, one of his servants, which was published in several parts in the Journal for the Society of Army Historical Research in 1987.


5 ‘he paid a vast sum, £3,150, to buy a captain’s commission in the 4th Dragoons’: details of these transactions can be found in WO31/158.


– ‘its officers were soon putting in long hours in the salons and assembly rooms, adorning the fashionable set surrounding the Prince of Wales’: according to F. Scott Daniel in his history of the 4th.


6 ‘Mary, it seems, shared Jane Austen’s view’: the quote comes from Mansfield Park.


7 ‘the extra pay received by a Deputy Assistant Quartermaster-General, just over £172 per annum’: details of pay from The Regimental Companion by Charles James, published in 1811.


– ‘While at the college, he transferred from the 4th Dragoons into the 57th Foot’: details of the transfer are in WO31/224


– ‘he spent the best part of two years at Wycombe working on French, German, mathematics, trigonometry’: details of the syllabus, etc. are from RMC documents at the modern-day Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst, where they still keep a class of papers (WO99) relating to the college.


8 ‘He was … directed to make his way to Cork harbour for embarkation’: Scovell kept the letter from Brownrigg and it remains in the Scovell Papers.







* The Horse Guards on London’s Whitehall was the headquarters of the British Army. It was there that the Commander in Chief, Quartermaster-General, Adjutant General and Military Secretary, aided by a small staff, administered the worldwide operations of that force.
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