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This guide visits the fortified Spanish city of Ciudad Rodrigo and the adjacent area running 30km west to the 

border with Portugal. To Napoleonic history enthusiasts this part of Iberia is well documented as a focus of 

military activity during several campaigns of the early 19th century Peninsular War. In addition to this 

historical interest, the area is scenically attractive, with a distinctive and interesting geology creating a 

landscape that was influential in determining military strategy. After a look at logistics, we offer an overview 

of the relevant military background and then describe field excursions through the area. The guide attempts 

to dovetail geology, scenery and history against the backdrop of a conflict characterized by a mixture of 

military fighting styles that include skirmishes, open battles, and two classic city sieges, one in June-July 1810 

(French attacking Spanish), the other in January 1812 (British, Germans, Portuguese and Spanish attacking 

French). 

Trip Logistics  

Ciudad Rodrigo lies in the province of Salamanca around 560km from France, 370km from Lisbon, and 

300km from Madrid, and is well connected to the Iberian motorway system. You will need your own 

transport for this trip, which can be completed in 2 to 4 days. There are several accommodation options in 

Ciudad Rodrigo. Our own choice was to stay for 2 nights in the Eurostars hotel embedded within the ruins of 

Fort Conception (an experience in itself), followed by 3 nights in Ciudad Rodrigo castle, now a Parador hotel. 

Neighbouring Portuguese towns, such as fortified Almeida, can be added to the schedule for those with 

more time.  
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Most stops outside the city require little more effort than getting out of your vehicle, but there are two 

notable exceptions. The first of these is the steep and scenically spectacular 340m gorge descent by winding 

ǇŀǘƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άCǊŜƴŎƘ .ǊƛŘƎŜέ Ŝŀǎǘ ƻŦ tǳŜǊǘƻ {ŜƎǳǊƻΦ CƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǳƴǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜǎŎŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ 

hardest part of the walk can be avoided by just admiring the view from near the top. In contrast, for those 

boasting fitness, and (in summer) carrying ǇƭŜƴǘȅ ƻŦ ǿŀǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŎƪ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άCǊŜƴŎƘ .ǊƛŘƎŜέ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

continued by climbing east out of the gorge to San Felices de los Gallegos (less tiring if you have the option 

of using two cars). The second (much easier) walk involves a 7km return journey to the battle site west of El 

Bodón. Neither of these walks should be attempted in extremes of weather, such as during thunderstorms 

and excessive afternoon heat. 

BRITISH ARMY INVOLVEMENT IN THE PENINSULAR WAR: A MILITARY BACKGROUND 

In this section we do not attempt to enter into the political and military complexities involved, or detail the 

terrible suffering inflicted on the people of Spain and Portugal during the long years of the Peninsular War. 

Our more limited aim is to summarise the main events most relevant to the activities of the British army in 

the Ciudad Rodrigo area, and provide the reader with a descriptive timeline that helps place those activities 

in context. 

Conflict with Portugal against Spain and France (1801-1808) 

Napoleon, determined to make Portugal break her alliance with Britain, encouraged the Spanish to invade 

Portugal in 1801. This brief conflict came to be known as the War of the Oranges, and it forced the 

Portuguese to cease trading with its former ally and close its ports to British ships. After the Battle of 

Trafalgar in 1805, which severely damaged Spanish and French naval power, Portugal restored its alliance 

with Britain. This move was unacceptable to Napoleon who sent Junot to command an invasion of Portugal 

from Spain in November 1807. At this stage Spain was still allied with France.  

Junot entered Salamanca on 12th November 1807 and continued into Portugal via Ciudad Rodrigo and 

Alcántara after a rapid, physically demanding march under atrocious weather conditions and using terrible 

roads. Realizing that the Portuguese army was putting up little resistance, despite the weakness and disorder 

of the exhausted French troops, Junot selected his best men and continued the forced march. He arrived in 

Lisbon on 30th November and took control of the country (the Portuguese ruling classes had fled to Brazil, 

under British escort). Portugal had fallen to the French, and her territory was set to become carved up 

between France and Spain. 

The alliance between France and Spain however did not last much longer. Napoleon contemptuously took 

advantage of the feuding Spanish royal family, replacing it with his brother Joseph Bonaparte who was 

installed as King of Spain. This was not appreciated by the majority of the Spanish people, who rose up in 

Madrid on 2nd May 1808. Although quickly suppressed in Madrid, the popular revolt spread across the 

country, becoming a Spanish War of Independence against an invading and marauding French army. 

Napoleon was quick to respond to the insurgent threat, sending troops south to conquer Andalucia (led by 

Dupont), southeast to take Valencia (led by Moncey), east and north from Burgos to attack Zaragoza and 

Santander (led by Bessières), and west from Barcelona towards Lleida and Tarragona (led by Duhesme). 

These French forces, despite being comprised mostly of men lacking experience and training, were initially 

successful, falling upon several weakly defended towns such as Logroño, Segovia, Santander and Tudela.  

It quickly became obvious that the Spanish could expect little mercy from their French aggressors. In early 

WǳƴŜΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ 5ǳǇƻƴǘΩǎ ƳŜƴ ǘƻƻƪ /ƻǊŘƻōŀ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀ ŦƛƎƘǘ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƴ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ όŀƴŘ 
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especially its churches and convents) to a brutal sacking that helped inflame the Spanish population and set 

the tone for the rest of the war. The uprising in Spain was thus already rapidly degenerating into an 

exceptionally cruel conflict, with atrocities ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ōȅ ōƻǘƘ ǎƛŘŜǎΥ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ DƻȅŀǎΩǎ ƘƻǊǊƛŦƛŎ 

Disasters of War prints. 

 

DƻȅŀΩǎ [ƻ aƛǎƳƻΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ уп ǇǊƛƴǘ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ 5ƛǎŀǎǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ²ŀǊ όƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦǿƛƪƛŀǊǘΦƻǊƎκŜǎκŦǊŀƴŎƛǎŎƻ-
de-goya/lo-mismo-мумрύΦ ά¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ƙƛǎ ŜǘŎƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛst condemned the irrationality of war and the 
ōǊǳǘŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ōƻǘƘ ǎƛŘŜǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭȅ ǊŜǎǳƭǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎΣ Ǉŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜǊƛŜǎΩ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘǊŀƴǎŎŜƴŘǎ 
a visual presentation of a specific conflict and can be considered the first critique of war in geƴŜǊŀƭέ όtǊŀŘƻ 
Museum: https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-collection/art-work/they-do-not-know-the-way/3955dbce-
c735-4a39-91b9-eea93d97e3f6). 

 
5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŜǎΣ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǎƻƻƴ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǿǊƻƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ CǊŜƴŎƘ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘŜǊǎΦ 5ǳƘŜǎƳŜΩǎ ƳŜƴ 

were attacked by Catalan patriots and retreated to Barcelona. In both Zaragoza and Valencia determined 

resistance by the city populations also denied the French victory. But the greatest of embarrassments to 

bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳƳƳŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ !ƴŘŀƭǳŎƛŀΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ 5ǳǇƻƴǘΩǎ ƳŜƴΣ ƭŀŘŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǊƻōōŜŘ 

from Cordoba, were shockingly defeated at the Battle of Bailén in July. More than 17,000 French troops 

surrendered at Bailén. Despite initially being promised safe passage to France this was later denied, and 

many were destined to die either in prison ships in Cádiz harbour or marooned on the barren Mediterranean 

island of Cabrera. What was left of the French occupiers (including Joseph Bonaparte) retreated to 

northeastern Spain, to the fury of the Emperor, who was beside himself to see his imperial army running 

from the Spanish.  

The British, seeing Spain as a new ally and the French in disarray, sent troops led by Wellesley to liberate 

Portugal. Wellesley arrived in Mondego Bay on 1st August 1808, and advanced on the French in a series of 

clashes, culminating in the Battle of Vimeiro on 21st August where Junot´s army was defeated. This was the 

end of the first French invasion of Portugal. The British victory however was tainted by unnecessarily 

generous terms of surrender given to Junot, and Wellesley, along with his newly arrived superiors Burrard 

and Dalrymple, was recalled to Britain to face an enquiry. Wellesley was to be absolved of all blame and sent 

back to Portugal the following year, whereas his superiors were never to see active service again. 

https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-collection/art-work/they-do-not-know-the-way/3955dbce-c735-4a39-91b9-eea93d97e3f6
https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-collection/art-work/they-do-not-know-the-way/3955dbce-c735-4a39-91b9-eea93d97e3f6
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aƻƻǊŜΩǎ LƴǾŀǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ CǊŜƴŎƘ-occupied Spain (1808-1809) 

Lƴ ²ŜƭƭŜǎƭŜȅΩǎ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜΣ aƻƻǊŜ ǿas placed in command of the British army in Portugal and prepared to 

march into Spain, planning to join forces with troops led by Baird sent from A Coruña. After various delays, 

Moore finally entered Spain in November 1808, heading towards Ciudad Rodrigo and observing the open 

and exposed nature of the terrain where just a small, shallow river (the River Turones/Tourões) forms the 

borderline. He also remarked unflatteringly on the weak defensive position of a border military fortification 

known as El Fuerte de la Concepción (Fort Conception), built on a low ridge just to the east of the river and 

close to the village of Aldea del Obispo. Moore subsequently entered Ciudad Rodrigo on the 11th November, 

having been welcomed into the city by the Governor and greeted with cries of Viva Inglaterra y los ingleses. 

 

Sketch by Adam Neale (1779-1832) recording British troops under Sir John Moore crossing the River Águeda 
and entering Ciudad Rodrigo peacefully on 11 November 1808. Neale, a Scotsman, was an army doctor who 
had disembarked on the Portuguese coast with Wellesley on 1 August that year. In 1823 the sketch was 
converted into a lithograph by James Duffield Harding. 

Several soldiers recorded their agreeable experience in Ciudad Rodrigo. Moore was favourably impressed 

with the hospitality and wealth of the city, and George Scovell (who later became famous as a Napoleonic 

codebreaker) admired the picturesque beauty of the walled city and its bridge across the River Águeda, 

although not the sight of the dismembered arm of a thief in a riverbank tree. Moore left Ciudad Rodrigo to 

ǎǘǊƛƪŜ ƴƻǊǘƘŜŀǎǘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǇƭŀǘŜŀǳ ŘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 5ǳŜǊƻ wƛǾŜǊ όǘƘŜ άƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ ƳŜǎŜǘŀέύΣ ǿƛǘƘ 

the granite mountains of the Central Massif rising to his right. These mountains separated the British army 

from Napoleon himself, who had arrived in Spain to avenge the earlier Spanish victories, and had entered 

Madrid on 4th December 1808 to re-install his brother on the throne.  

By the 20th December, Moore had penetrated the Duero Basin nearly 300km northeast of Ciudad Rodrigo, 

beating the cavalry of Soult at the Battle of Sahagún but attracting the attentions of Napoleon who force-

marched his troops from Madrid over the Central Massif. Threatened by the advancing armies of Napoleon 

and Soult, MooreΩǎ ŀǊƳȅ made a painful and shameful (Esdaile 2008) winter retreat through the mountains 

of León and Galicia, arriving at the coast in A Coruña in mid-January to rendezvous with the British navy. 

Having successfully reached the coast however, Moore was killed on the 16th January 1809 in a final battle 

ǿƛǘƘ {ƻǳƭǘΩǎ ƳŜƴ όbŀǇƻƭŜƻƴ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ƘŀŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƴ ƭŜŦǘ {Ǉŀƛƴ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ 

issues), before what was left of the British army made its escape. The first British incursion into Spain, like 

the first French incursion into Portugal, had ended badly. Soult then led a second highly destructive French 

incursion into Portugal, this time from the north, taking Oporto on 29th March 1809. 
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Renewed British Attack on Spain and Preparations to defend Portugal: Talavera and the Lines of the Torres 

Verdes (1809) 

In April 1809 Wellesley was sent back to Portugal, entering Lisbon on the 22nd before marching north to 

defeat Soult at Porto on 12th May. Thus the Second French invasion of Portugal, marked by many atrocities, 

also ended badly. Soult´s army was now in dire straits but managed to escape back to Galicia (which was 

fully up in arms against the French) and from there into Leon. Wellesley, having joined forces with the 

Spanish General Cuesta, then led a second British incursion into Spain, marching up the River Tajo towards 

Madrid. This British-Spanish advance was confronted by the French army, with Joseph Bonaparte nominally 

in command, on 27-28th July at Talavera, 120km southwest of the capital. The ensuing battle was closely 

fought, with over 7,000 troops killed or wounded on both sides, before the French finally retreated after a 

series of their attacks had been repulsed.  

Wellesley, subsequently created Viscount Wellington of Talavera, found himself in danger of being cut off by 

Soult advancing from the north. Given the circumstances, Wellington decided to abandon much of his 

army`s baggage and ammunition, and he retreated to Portugal, refusing to aid the Spanish any further that 

year. Having lost around 25% of his troops to death or injury, he had learned serious lessons about the 

importance of choosing defensive ground against French cavalry and infantry, as well as the need to ensure 

his troops were well supplied. The second British incursion into Spain had ended in some kind of draw. 

During the autumn of 1809 Wellington focused efforts on building a defensive line to protect Lisbon: in the 

likely case of renewed French invasion the Portuguese capital city had to be held if the British were not to be 

ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ά[ƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻǊǊŜǎ ±ŜǊŘŜǎέ ǿŀǎ ƪŜǇǘ ŀ ǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǎŜŎǊŜǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ 

thorough completion was greatly aided by the unexpected slowness of French advance across Spain.  

Renewed French attack at the Portuguese Border: the first skirmishes and siege of Ciudad Rodrigo (1810). 

It was not until February 1810 when the predicted build-up to a third French invasion of Portugal became a 

reality, after Soult sent 12,000 men led by Ney from Salamanca to demand the immediate surrender of 

Ciudad Rodrigo from its Spanish commander Herrasti, who refused point blank. After some ineffectual 

skirmishing against the fortified city, Ney was forced into a humiliating retreat to Salamanca, leaving the 

people of Ciudad Rodrigo in no doubt of the French threat. Wellington, also aware of French intentions, 

deployed his Light Brigade led by Craufurd along the border area west of Ciudad Rodrigo while the French 

set up headquarters in the village of San Felices de los Gallegos 35km to the north of the city.  

hƳŀƴ όмфлрύ ǿǊƻǘŜ ƻŦ /ǊŀǳŦǳǊŘΥ άFrom March to July 1810 Craufurd, in charge of the whole outpost system 

ƻŦ ²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ ŀǊƳȅΣ ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘǊŀƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ŦŜŀǘ ƻŦ ƎǳŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŀ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ŦƻǊǘȅ ƳƛƭŜǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŀƴ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ 

enemy of sixfold force, without suffering his line to be pierced, or allowing the French to gain any 

information whatever of the dispositions of the host in his rear. He was in constant and daily touch with 

bŜȅΩǎ ŎƻǊǇǎΣ ȅŜǘ ǿŀǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘƘǊǳǎǘ ōŀŎƪ ǎŀǾŜ by absolutely overwhelming strength; he 

never lost a detachment, never failed to detect every move of the enemy, and never sent his commander 

false intelligence. This was the result of system and science, not merely of vigilance and activity.έ 

The first skirmishes between British and French troops took place in February-aŀǊŎƘ мумл ŀǘ ǘƘŜ άCǊŜƴŎƘ 

.ǊƛŘƎŜέ ŎǊƻǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ wƛǾŜǊ #ƎǳŜŘŀ ƎƻǊƎŜΣ Ƨǳǎǘ пƪƳǎ ǿŜǎǘ ƻŦ {ŀƴ CŜƭƛŎŜǎ ŘŜ ƭƻǎ DŀƭƭŜƎƻǎΦ /ǊŀǳŦǳǊŘǎ ǘǊƻƻǇǎ 

were stationed around the village of Puerto Seguro (then cŀƭƭŜŘ .ŀǊōŀ ŘŜƭ tǳŜǊŎƻΥ tƛƎΩǎ .ŜŀǊŘύΣ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ 

west and above this bridge. On 16th February French troops marched down to the river as a demonstration 

of strength, and on the 27th ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƛƴ ŦƻǊŎŜ ǘƻ ŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘƎŜΣ ŎƘŀǎƛƴƎ ŀǿŀȅ /ǊŀǳŦǳǊŘΩǎ ƳŜƴ ŀnd 
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looting Puerto Seguro. After a repeat incursion into Puerto Seguro by the French on the 9th March, Craufurd 

redeployed his riflemen into a piquet system designed to closely observe and rapidly counterattack any 

further move from the enemy. This expected attack came after midnight on the rainy night of 19th March, 

with around 2,000 troops sent down to the bridge by Ney under the command of Ferey. Ney hoped to force 

a passage through to the Portuguese fortified town of Almeida and thus by-pass the time-consuming need to 

ƭŀȅ ǎƛŜƎŜ ǘƻ /ƛǳŘŀŘ wƻŘǊƛƎƻΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻŦŦŜƴǎƛǾŜΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿŀǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ ǊŜǇŜƭƭŜŘ ōȅ /ǊŀǳŦǳǊŘΩǎ ǊƛŦƭŜƳŜƴΣ ŀŦǘŜǊ 

an intense struggle in the dark above the Águeda Gorge.  

On 16th April 1810 Masséna was appointed by Napoleon to lead the next invasion of Portugal. Ney was 

ƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŜƎŜ ƻŦ /ƛǳŘŀŘ wƻŘǊƛƎƻ ǿƘƛƭŜ WǳƴƻǘΩǎ ǘǊƻƻǇǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǊŀǎǎŜŘ /ǊŀǳŦǳǊŘȰǎ [ƛƎƘǘ 

Brigade along the border area. On 12th May the Spanish commander of Ciudad Rodrigo, Herrasti, refused an 

invitation by Ney to surrender without a fight and the city prepared for a protracted defence, with 

Wellington observing from inside the Portuguese border. Masséna arrived in Salamanca on 15th May, the 

same day when the French broke ground at Ciudad Rodrigo and began to dig the siege trenches. As the 

troops of Ney concentrated on preparing the siege, they were protected by those of Junot who continued to 

block and bicker with the Light Brigade positioned around the village of Gallegos to the west of the Marialba 

Bridge over the river Azaba. Masséna, needing to evaluate the possibility of Allied attack, rode out to inspect 

this western area with Pelet, his Chief of Batallion, who recorded how they found the terrain to consist of 

άƎǊŜŀǘ ǇƭŀǘŜŀǳǎΣ ǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ ƛƴŎƭƛƴŜŘΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭƭ ŀŘŀǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƴƻŜǳǾǊŜǎέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƻŘ 

ŘŜŦŜƴǎƛǾŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŦƻǊ ²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ƻǳǘƴǳƳōŜǊŜŘ ōȅ aŀǎǎŞƴŀΩǎ ǘǊƻƻǇǎΦ 

***  

CǊŜƴŎƘ ƘŜŀǾȅ ōƻƳōŀǊŘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ /ƛǳŘŀŘ wƻŘǊƛƎƻ ōŜƎŀƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǿŜŜƪ ƻŦ WǳƴŜ мумлΣ ŀǎ WǳƴƻǘΩǎ ǘǊƻƻǇǎ 

increased pressure on those of Craufurd who were forced back westwards into less exposed positions. On 

the 4th July Messéna ordered Junot to cross the Azaba with a reconnaissance force, and there was fighting at 

the bridge entering Gallegos and in the ground beyond. The French troops succeeded in pushing the British 

troops still further west across the Dos Casas river and on to the Fort Conception ridge at the Portuguese 

border. Having established that no Allied reinforcements were present, the French returned to their 

positions along the Azaba.  

The ongoing siege of Ciudad Rodrigo continued with the French relentlessly bombarding the northern side of 

the city, while Herrasti organised an intelligent and sturdy defence aided by a guerrilla band led by Julián 

Sánchez. In contrast to the Spanish defenders, the attacking army was riven with disagreements in its high 

command and the siege took place slower than it should have, with the French at last breaking through on 

10th July after a defence that had lasted over a month. At this point Herrasti, who until the last minute had 

held out hope of Wellington coming to his aid, finally capitulated. Despite Ney having promised that the city 

would be spared the traditional post-siege sacking, there was nevertheless considerable disorder in the 

aftermath of the French entry. Over subsequent days, Herrasti and his men were exiled en masse to prison in 

France (Miley 2008; Saunders 2018)). 

Meanwhile, with his troops posted along the Fort Conception ridge at the Portuguese border and within 

earshot of the French artillery attack in the final throes of the city siege, Craufurd had decided to organize an 

ambush on the night of 10-11 July. His troops moved under cover of darkness to attack French troops who 

habitually marched out around dawn to occupy the village of Villar del Ciervo as a bulwark against the British 

presence further west. The early morning ambush failed badly, with the French putting up an effective 

defence against a larger force, and Craufurd was heavily criticized.  
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Wellington also faced criticism, in his case for having refused to come to the defence of Ciudad Rodrigo. 

However, his decision, although undeniably harsh on the Spanish defenders, was influenced by his previous 

experience at Talavera and his broader strategy for denying the French victory over Lisbon. He now faced 

the predicted renewed French incursion into Portugal, but the delay enforced on Masséna by laying siege to 

Ciudad Rodrigo had given the British commander valuable extra time to prepare his plan. 

The third French invasion of Portugal (1810-1811) 

On the 12th WǳƭȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ /ƛǳŘŀŘ wƻŘǊƛƎƻ ƴƻǿ ǳƴŘŜǊ aŀǎǎŞƴŀΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΣ bŜȅ ŀƴŘ Wǳƴƻǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǳǎƘ 

forward against the Allied troops stationed along the Portuguese border. In response, Craufurd withdrew 

west to defend the nearby Portuguese fortified town of Almeida, leaving pickets along the Fort Conception 

ridge to warn of French advance. Fort Conception itself was prepared for demolition and partially destroyed 

at daybreak on 21st July in the face of the predicted French attack. This offensive gained strength over the 

ƴŜȄǘ ŦŜǿ ŘŀȅǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ /ǊŀǳŦǳǊŘΩǎ ƳŜƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘŘǊŀǿŀƭ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ wƛǾŜǊ /ƻŀΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

French initiating the siege of Almeida. This siege was curtailed unexpectedly by an unlucky (for the British 

ŀƴŘ tƻǊǘǳƎǳŜǎŜύ Ƙƛǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ǇƻǿŘŜǊ ǎǘƻǊŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ŘŜǾŀǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ŜȄǇƭƻǎƛƻƴΣ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ 

to the surrender of Almeida on the 28th July. The third French advance into Portugal had begun well. 

Wellington planned a tactical retreat towards Lisbon, but took advantage of the route chosen by Masséna 

which offered the British and Portuguese the opportunity to turn and fight at the Buçaco Ridge. Here the 

French were defeated on 27th September, having underestimated the challenge posed by the Allied troops. 

Wellington had over 50,000 troops on the ridge and, after repeated attempts to storm the position, Masséna 

accepted that a victory was not in sight and called off the attack. French losses were reported at around 

4,500, against some 1,200 lost by the British-Portuguese troops. Wellington, threatened by a French flanking 

manoeuvre, then withdrew towards Coimbra, abandoning the ridge by dawn on the 29th September. 

Two weeks after Buçaco the French arrivŜŘ ŀǘ ²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ [ƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻǊǊŜǎ ±ŜǊŘŜǎΣ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŀōŀƴŘƻƴŜŘ ƻƴ ²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ άǎŎƻǊŎƘŜŘ ŜŀǊǘƘέ ƻǊŘŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ 

defences had been well kept, and the French advance was halted. After a month-long standoff, Masséna 

retreated 50km northeast to the Santarém-Rio Maior area where he judged it better located to keep his 

troops supplied with food. However, by February, even with the French proving themselves expert at 

expropriating food from starving peasants, their invasion army was in very bad shape. Masséna was finally 

forced to begin a withdrawal on 5th aŀǊŎƘ муммΣ ƘŀǊŀǎǎŜŘ ōȅ ²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ ǘǊƻƻǇǎΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ƭƻǎƛƴƎ ŀ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ōŀǘǘƭŜ 

with the Allies on 3rd April at Sabugal, what was left of the French army moved back to the Spanish border. 

The third invasion of Portugal thus ended in disaster, and not only for the French but also their victims: truly 

terrible suffering had been inflicted on the Portuguese population caught in the path of the warring armies.  

Renewed fighting in the Campo de Argañán: Fuentes de Oñoro (May 1811) 

Retreating further from their repulse at Sabugal, and having failed to relieve their troops trapped in Almeida, 

aŀǎǎŞƴŀΩǎ ƳŜƴ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ /ƛǳŘŀŘ wƻŘǊƛƎƻ ǘƘŜƴ ƳŀǊŎƘŜŘ ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ƛƴǘƻ {Ǉŀƛƴ ǘƻ ǊŜƎǊƻǳǇΦ Wellington in turn 

repositioned his troops along the Fort Conception ridge west of the Dos Casas river, ensuring the continued 

isolation of Almeida. The Allied troops had thus returned to their positions held nine months previously. 

Masséna however was far from beaten and by late April had not only succeeded in rapidly reinvigorating his 

army, but was on the march back to Ciudad Rodrigo, determined to throw another serious attack at 

²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΩs troops and, in the process, relieve Almeida and regain the initiative. His plan was to aim at the 

ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ ƭƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǊǊƛǎƻƴŜŘ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ ƻŦ CǳŜƴǘŜǎ ŘŜ hƷƻǊƻΦ !ǎ tŜƭŜǘ ƘŀŘ 
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noted the previous year, in this area the topography is relatively flat and better suited to cavalry and infantry 

direct attack and flanking manoeuvres than the increasingly incised terrain to the north. 

On the 2nd May the French marched out from Ciudad Rodrigo, monitored by the British Light Division, with 

opening skirmishes at Gallegos and Espeja on the route to Fuentes de Oñoro. With the whole French army 

advancing, the Light Division fell back to Fuentes de Oñoro where repeated battle took place on the 

following afternoon. By nightfall however the French had been repulsed and had failed to relieve Almeida. 

After skirmishing the next day, Masséna launched a series of attacks on the 5th but finally failed to break the 

British line and the French retreated across the Azaba and Águeda rivers. 

But May 1811 it was not all bad news for the French along the Portuguese bordeǊΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ ŦƛǊƳ 

intention to block and entrap the Almeida garrison, on the 10-11th the French General Brenier managed to 

escape across the Puerto Seguro/Barba del Puerco bridge, with luck, courage and British incompetence on 

his side: Wellington was furious. On the 12th Marchal Marmont arrived at Ciudad Rodrigo to replace 

aŀǎǎŞƴŀΣ ŀǎ ŀ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ƭǳƭƭ ƛƴ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ŜƴǎǳŜŘ ŀƴŘ ²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ǎǿƛǘŎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

Badajoz area further south. At Badajoz however things did not go well for Wellington who failed in his 

attempt to besiege the city. The two main bastions against further entry into Spain, Badajoz and Ciudad 

Rodrigo, remained held by the French. 

²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ /ƛǳŘŀŘ wƻŘǊƛƎƻΥ !ǳƎǳǎǘ мумм-January 1812 

By August 1811 Wellington was back in the Ciudad Rodrigo area, dispersing his front line to the south and 

west of the Águeda River and establishing his headquarters in the Spanish village of Fuenteguinaldo, less 

than 20kms from the Portuguese border. The French response, led by Marmont and Dorsenne, was to 

launch a probing offensive which on 23rd September not only brought relief to their men threatened in 

/ƛǳŘŀŘ wƻŘǊƛƎƻ ōǳǘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘǿƻ Řŀȅǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘǿƻ άǊŜŎƻƴƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘέ ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘǿŜǎǘ 

and south on the Allied troop outposts. There were two notable engagements as a result of this French 

initiative, one at Espeja and the other near the village of El Bodón. Whereas the clash at Espeja was pushed 

back, that at El Bodón appears to have been much more dangŜǊƻǳǎ ŦƻǊ ²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ ǘǊƻƻǇǎΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ōŀŘƭȅ 

outnumbered but eventually managed to extricate themselves with honour and fall back to Fuenteguinaldo. 

Wellington was at that moment in serious trouble, with his forces too dispersed, having underestimated the 

strength of the French initiative. In the event however, Marmont managed to convince himself incorrectly 

that Fuenteguinaldo was heavily defended and he refused to attack, losing an opportunity to inflict serious 

defeat on the Allies. After sunset on 26th September Wellington was thus able quietly to withdraw his men to 

a better defended position inside the Portuguese border. 

During the autumn of 1811 there was little military action, with Marmont returning to Salamanca and 

Wellington planning to besiege Ciudad Rodrigo, having ordered a new supply line equipped with siege 

ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ όŀ άǎƛŜƎŜ ǘǊŀƛƴέύ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ Ǿƛŀ ǘƘŜ wƛǾŜǊ 5ƻǳǊƻ ŀƴŘ !ƭƳŜƛŘŀΦ ¢ƘŜ CǊŜƴŎƘ ƎŀǊǊƛǎƻƴ ƛƴ 

Ciudad Rodrigo was not left in peace however, being subjected to frequent harassment from the British 

ŎŀǾŀƭǊȅ ŀƴŘ Wǳƭƛłƴ {łƴŎƘŜȊΩǎ ƎǳŜǊǊƛƭƭŀ ōŀƴŘΦ bƻ ƳŀƧƻǊ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƻƴ мst January 

1812 Wellington gave the orders for a siege operation against the city. Now based in a forward position in 

the village of Gallegos, Wellington surveyed the target city and decided to focus the coming attack from the 

north. This was a repeat of the strategy adopted by the French in their siege of 1810, reflecting the relative 

weakness of the city defences in this direction, where the defensive walls are overlooked by a hill known as 

the Greater Teso. 
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In contrast to the earlier French siege, the offensive launched by Wellington was much more urgently 

enacted, with the attack commencing on 8th January 1812 and the city breached on the 19th. Despite the fact 

that this time the city was being besieged by troops allied to Spain, this did not stop some of the victorious 

and increasingly drunk British troops from looting and mistreating the local inhabitants, committing 

άǎƘŀƳŜŦǳƭ ŜȄŎŜǎǎŜǎ ŘƛǎƎǊŀŎŜŦǳƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ŀǊƳȅέ όŦǊƻƳ [ƛŜǳǘŜƴŀƴǘ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ {ǿŀōŜȅΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŘƛŀǊȅύΦ aƻǊŜ 

details regarding the two sieges of Ciudad Rodrigo are provided in the excursion descriptions below. 

Aftermath: Badajoz, Salamanca, Vitoria, San Sebastian and the end of the war in Spain (1813) 

Wellington then turned his attentions once again to attacking Badajoz, which his men took in April 1812 

after one of the bloodiest siege assaults of the Napoleonic Wars. This dreadful fight culminated in the 

storming and brutal ransacking of the city. By all accounts, the mistreatment of the city population by the 

British troops was on this occasion far worse than the previous disorder in Ciudad Rodrigo. With the two key 

fortified cities of Ciudad Rodrigo and Badajoz now in British hands, Wellington went on to take Salamanca 

(July 1812) but was denied the city of Burgos by a French counter-offensive and he retreated to Portugal in 

the autumn. 

wŜƴŜǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ƻŦŦŜƴǎƛǾŜ ƛƴ мумоΣ ²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴ ŘŜŦŜŀǘŜŘ WƻǎŜǇƘ .ƻƴŀǇŀǊǘŜΩǎ ǘǊƻƻǇǎ ŀǘ ǘhe Battle of 

Vitoria on 21st June, after which most of the French troops regrouped inside France. Fighting then continued 

in the Pyrenees region, culminating in the repeated siege of San Sebastian, which surrendered to Wellington 

on 9th September and was subjected to another demonstration of uncontrolled sacking during which the 

town was burnt to the ground. WellingtonΩǎ ŀǊƳȅ finally crossed into France on 7 th October 1813, launching 

a surprise attack across the River Bidasoa at Hondarribia (see Holiday Geology Guide: 

http://barcelonatimetraveller.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Hondarribia-BTT-Companion-Guide.pdf). 

By early November British troops were closing in on Bayonne and by April 1814 Toulouse was under attack. 

Napoleon abdicated on 13th April 1814. 

 

EXCURSION ITINERARY 

In this section we describe two excursions which explore the border country west of Ciudad Rodrigo, an area 

known as the Campo de Argañán. The first route begins with a visit to Fort Conception then heads north past 

Aldea del Obispo, following the Portuguese border into the scenic Parque Natural de Arribes de Duero. The 

route then turns east to visit the deep Águeda Gorge, site of the first significant clash between French and 

British troops in 1810. Returning to Aldea del Obispo, we then visit Gallegos de Argañán, a focus of front line 

military activity for Wellington and his troops. From here the route turns north again, passing the 

archaeological site of Siega Verde to reach the granite village of San Felices de los Gallegos, a French military 

headquarters prior to their attack on Ciudad Rodrigo. The excursion ends at Ciudad Rodrigo itself, with a 

description of the course of events and key localities during the 1810 French siege of the city. 

The second excursion follows a circular route to the southwest, visiting the 1811 battlefields of Fuentes de 

hƷƻǊƻ ŀƴŘ 9ƭ .ƻŘƽƴΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ headquarters in Fuenteguinaldo. This excursion also finishes in 

/ƛǳŘŀŘ wƻŘǊƛƎƻΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǘƻ ²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ 

siege of the city in 1812. Each excursion can be completed in one day. 

 

http://barcelonatimetraveller.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Hondarribia-BTT-Companion-Guide.pdf
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