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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 

path to the “French Bridge” east of Puerto Seguro. For those unwilling or unable to attempt this descent, the 

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 plenty of water, the track down to the “French Bridge” can be 

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 

June, for example, Dupont’s men took Cordoba virtually without a fight but then subjected the city (and 
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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 committed by both sides: a reality documented in Goyas’s horrific 

Disasters of War prints. 

 

Goya’s Lo Mismo, one of his 84 print series entitled Disasters of War (https://www.wikiart.org/es/francisco-
de-goya/lo-mismo-1815). “Through his etchings the artist condemned the irrationality of war and the 
brutality of both sides, which inevitably resulted in suffering, pain and death. The series’ meaning transcends 
a visual presentation of a specific conflict and can be considered the first critique of war in general” (Prado 
Museum: https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-collection/art-work/they-do-not-know-the-way/3955dbce-
c735-4a39-91b9-eea93d97e3f6). 

 
Despite their early successes, things soon began to go wrong for the French commanders. Duhesme’s men 

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 

Napoleon that summer was to take place in Andalucia, where Dupont’s men, laden with treasure robbed 

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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Moore’s Invasion of French-occupied Spain (1808-1809) 

In Wellesley’s absence, Moore was 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 

strike northeast across the high central plateau drained by the Duero River (the “northern meseta”), with 

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, Moore’s army 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 

with Soult’s men (Napoleon himself had by then left Spain to return to other more pressing European 

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 

driven into the sea. The construction of these “Lines of the Torres Verdes” was kept a strict secret, and its 

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.  

Oman (1905) wrote of Craufurd: “From March to July 1810 Craufurd, in charge of the whole outpost system 

of Wellington’s army, accomplished the extraordinary feat of guarding a front of forty miles against an active 

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 

Ney’s corps, yet was never surprised, and never thrust back save 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.” 

The first skirmishes between British and French troops took place in February-March 1810 at the “French 

Bridge” crossing the River Águeda gorge, just 4kms west of San Felices de los Gallegos. Craufurds troops 

were stationed around the village of Puerto Seguro (then called Barba del Puerco: Pig’s Beard), immediately 

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

of strength, and on the 27th they returned in force to cross the bridge, chasing away Craufurd’s men and 
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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 

lay siege to Ciudad Rodrigo. The offensive, however, was successfully repelled by Craufurd’s riflemen, after 

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 

ordered to prepare the siege of Ciudad Rodrigo while Junot’s troops observed and harassed Craufurd´s Light 

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 

“great plateaus, slightly inclined, rather exposed, and well adapted to manoeuvres”. This was not good 

defensive ground for Wellington, who was outnumbered by Masséna’s troops. 

*** 

French heavy bombardment of Ciudad Rodrigo began during the last week of June 1810, as Junot’s troops 

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 July, with Ciudad Rodrigo now under Masséna’s control, Ney and Junot were ordered to push 

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 

next few days, with Craufurd’s men being forced into a fighting withdrawal across the River Coa, and the 

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

and Portuguese) hit on the city’s main powder store which was followed by a devastating explosion, leading 

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 arrived at Wellington’s Lines of the Torres Verdes, having passed 

through country previously abandoned on Wellington’s “scorched earth” orders. The secret of the extensive 

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 March 1811, harassed by Wellington’s troops. After losing a final battle 

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, 

Masséna’s men returned to Ciudad Rodrigo then marched deeper into Spain to regroup. 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 

Wellington’s troops and, in the process, relieve Almeida and regain the initiative. His plan was to aim at the 

southern end of Wellington’s line and overwhelm the garrisoned village of Fuentes de Oñoro. As Pelet had 
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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 border. Despite Wellington’s firm 

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 

Masséna, as a temporary lull in activity in the area ensued and Wellington’s attentions switched to the 

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. 

Wellington’s return to Ciudad Rodrigo: August 1811-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 

Ciudad Rodrigo but continued two days later with two “reconnaissance in strength” attacks to the southwest 

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 dangerous for Wellington’s troops, who were badly 

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 

materials (a “siege train”) to be sent to the area via the River Douro and Almeida. The French garrison in 

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

cavalry and Julián Sánchez’s guerrilla band. No major military initiative emerged until finally on 1st 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 

“shameful excesses disgraceful to the whole army” (from Lieutenant William Swabey’s personal diary). More 

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. 

Renewing the British offensive in 1813, Wellington defeated Joseph Bonaparte’s troops at the 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. Wellington’s army 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 

Oñoro and El Bodón, as well as Wellington’s headquarters in Fuenteguinaldo. This excursion also finishes in 

Ciudad Rodrigo, although this time offering a description of events and localities relevant to Wellington’s 

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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Map of the Campo de Argañan, the land between Ciudad Rodrigo and the Portuguese border, showing the 
main localities described in the text. The first excursion starts at Fort Conception (1), moves north past the 
Illustración wollastonite mine (2) to the viewpoint at La Bouza (3). It then cross the deeply incised Dos Casas 
river valley (4) to arrive at Puerto Seguro and the “French Bridge” (5). Returning south to Aldea del Obispo 
the excursion then makes a west-to-east traverse past Alameda de Gardón (6) to Gallegos de Argañan (7), 
before heading back north past Villar de Argañan (8) and Siega Verde (9) to finish at San Felices de los 
Gallegos (10). The second excursion runs from Fuentes de Oñoro (11) to Espeja (12), Fuenteguinaldo (13), El 
Bodón (14), ending in Ciudad Rodrigo itself (15). 

The geology of this area comprises an interesting mixture of metamorphic (green), igneous (pink) and 
sedimentary (yellow) rocks. The oldest of the metamorphic (green) rocks were once deposited as sands and 
muds on a sea floor in Late Precambrian times over 550 million years ago. Towards the end of Early 
Carboniferous times (337-326 million years ago) tectonic plate movements produced the Variscan Orogeny, 
during which these ancient marine sediments became metamorphosed into slates, phyllites and schists 
(collectively referred to as “metasediments”). The latest phase of this orogeny (270-330 million years) was 
characterised by extensive melting of the lower crust that led to upward movement (“intrusion”) of molten 
(igneous) rock which cooled and solidified to form granite. These hot granites heated the rocks in which they 
were in contact, resulting in the growth of new “spotty” metamorphic minerals. Circulation of hot fluids 
through fractures in both the cooling granites and metasediments concentrated metals such as tin and 
tungsten to produce mineralised areas later exploited by human mining. 

Much later (after 55 million years: Cenozoic times) layers of sandstone (sedimentary rocks: yellow) were 
deposited upon the older granitic igneous and slatey metamorphic rocks. The enormous time gap 
represented by the boundary between the older igneous and metamorphic rocks and the young sandstones is 
called an unconformity. The sandstones (known as the “Ciudad Rodrigo Formation”) were deposited by rivers 
flowing into northern Spain to an internally drained “Duero Basin” that had no access to the sea but 
commonly included large areas occupied by lakes. After 10s of millions of years, the ancestral rivers and lakes 
of the continental Duero Basin became captured by Atlantic-draining rivers which rapidly incised deep gorges 
such as those of the Águeda and Duero. The modern river system of the Campo de Argañan is characterised 
by north-directed drainage towards the modern Duero Gorge. The dominant rivers are the Águeda and its 
tributaries such as the Azaba, Dos Casas, and Turones. See text for details. 

LOCATION NUMBERS (1-15) ARE SHOWN IN RED IN THE FOLLOWING TEXT   
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Field Excursion 1: Fort Conception to Ciudad Rodrigo 

Fort Conception (1) and the nearby village of Aldea del Obispo lie in the Campo de Argañán 32km NW of 

Ciudad Rodrigo and alongside the Portuguese border. This is a geographically remote part of Spain, isolated 

to the west of the deep River Águeda valley and characterised by arable and livestock farming on a mixture 

of soils that reflect a varied underlying geology. In places the area is characterised by “dehesa” landscape, 

with its oak tree-studded multifunctional grazing fields, Iberian pigs and fighting bulls. Its peaceful pastoral 

character today belies a violent past resulting from its highly strategic position during border conflicts 

between Spain and Portugal and their respective allies. 

 

Fort Conception, a classical Vaubanesque star fortress, has several times risen like the phoenix from ruin. Its 
latest reincarnation is as a 4-star hotel, the entrance to which is via the original bridge spanning the moat. 
The central square can be seen through the entrance tunnel. 

 

Fort Conception (Real Fuerte de la Concepción) lies 1.5km SW of Aldea del Obispo and a few hundred metres 

east of the border with Portugal. During the Portuguese Restoration War (1640-1668) this area, lying 

between Ciudad Rodrigo and Almeida, was a focus of bellicose activity between the Spanish and Portuguese 

armies. In 1663 Osuna, the commander of the Spanish army, gave orders for the construction of a new 

military fort to counterbalance the Portuguese fortified town of Almeida (10km to the NW) and provide a 

springboard for the planned invasion and retaking of Portugal. Work began on 8th December, the feast day of 

the Immaculate Conception. The first phase of construction was completed in January 1664 and Osuna was 

informed that the fort could already accommodate a garrison of 1500 infantry and 200 cavalry. This original 

fort comprised a central square protected by four pentagonal bastions. Unfortunately for the Spanish, the 

subsequent battle of Castelo Rodrigo later that same year (7/7/1664) was won by the Portuguese, Osuna 

was disgraced, and the Spanish king ordered the partial demolition and decommissioning of the new 

fortress. 
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After the Portuguese won back their independence in 1668, the border zone continued to be a strategic 

focus of potential hostility, with both sides enhancing fortification and troop build-up. For his part, the 

Spanish king Carlos V ordered the establishment of a new line of fortifications which included the 

reconstruction of Fort Conception during 1736-1758. Pedro Moreau, a military engineer who became 

famous for his construction of forts such as that of Montjuic in Barcelona, was placed in charge of this work. 

His reconstructed Fort Conception had four vault-like ravelins built in between the bastions, and an isolated 

defensive blockhouse connected to the main fortress by a “caponier” passageway that included the stables:  

 

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fortress_of_Concepcion.jpg 

During the Peninsular War, Fort Conception was occupied by the French under Loison (the Spanish were 

persuaded to leave quietly) in June 1808. When told to advance towards Lisbon, Loison attempted to disable 

the fortress by exploding part of the structure (especially the northern bastions). This damage was repaired 

in 1810 under the orders of Wellington, whose men also took the precaution of placing of large quantities of 

gunpowder in strategic positions within the repaired fortress, in case the French succeeded in retaking it. 

This duly happened early in the morning of 21st July 1810, when the British engineer responsible for laying 

the charges (Burgoyne) had just enough time to detonate at least part of the gunpowder before Masséna’s 

men arrived (unfortunately the resulting explosion killed or wounded several of the British troops who did 

not have time to move out of the blast zone), leaving the fortress once again severely damaged by its own 

occupants. 
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Masséna then set up his headquarters in Fort Conception for a short period in August 1810, before moving 

on to take Almeida and continue his ultimately unsuccessful march towards Lisbon. The French maintained a 

garrison in the fortress until the following year when a build-up of Wellington’s forces prior to the Battle of 

Fuentes de Oñoro encouraged them to withdraw without a fight. 

 

The damaged infrastructure of Fort Conception now adorning the outside terrace of one of the hotel 
bedrooms. This particular room, sited below the southern parapet to the western bastion, was used for food 
storage. The Traveller is taking her phone call resting on a large granite block (blown out from the slit 
window behind her?). Once the half-ruined fortress fell into disuse after the Peninsular War it was used as a 
convenient source of building stone by the local inhabitants of the area. 

 

View looking south across the entrance bridge to Fort Conception towards the ruins of the blockhouse. In the 
far distance to the left rise the mountains of the Central Sierra which separates the two great “mesetas” of 
Castilla-La Mancha to the south and the Duero Basin in Castilla-Leon here in the north. 

Fort Conception lies on a low hill rising to 751m above sea level and known as the Cerro de Gardón, between 

the two river valleys of Dos Casas and Turones/Touröes and the two villages of Aldea del Obispo (Spanish) 

and Vale da Mula (Portuguese). This higher ground may be traced south as a ridge running to Fuentes de 

Oñoro. The underlying geology of this ridge is mostly granite, whereas Aldea del Obispo is underlain by 

metamorphic rocks that have been heated and mineralised by intrusion of the granites. 
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View looking NE from the Cerro de Gardón across to the village of Aldea del Obispo which nestles within the 
valley of the Dos Casas river. Note the flat profile of the extensive high peneplain that characterises this 
southwestern margin of the Duero Basin. The peneplain is dissected by rivers such as the Águeda and Dos 
Casas that drain north towards the Duero River. 

 

 

Looking north from Fort Conception and the Cerro de Gardón, 3km distant can be seen the pale exposures of 
rocks (and their dust emissions) exposed by the opencast Illustración mine where high temperatures at the 
granite contact with calcium-bearing metamorphic rocks have resulted in deposits of the pale grey-white 
calcium silicate mineral wollastonite (CaSiO3). Wollastonite is a versatile mineral used as a filler and 
reinforcing agent in ceramics, polymers, brake linings as well as in many other applications such as an 
asbestos substitute (as a granite contact mineral crystallised at around 600oC, it withstands high 
temperatures). A more recent use is in carbon sequestration and, as such, it has been described as “a white 
mineral for a greener world”. When applied to agricultural soils wollastonite breaks down to release its 
calcium which combines with CO2 to form calcium carbonate. Removing CO2 from the atmosphere 
contributes towards mitigating global warming, and as an extra benefit, the wollastonite breakdown 
reaction also releases silica into the soil which can help increase crop yields. Use of the mineral in cements 
and ceramics also has the potential for reducing the manufacturing carbon footprint. 
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Mirador de la Horca. From Fort Conception drive to Aldea del Obispo then north for 19km, passing the 

Illustración wollastonite mine (2) (right) beyond which the road enters granite country which it crosses until 

reaching the village of La Bouza, on the north side of which is the viewpoint Mirador de la Horca (3). 

 

View north from the Mirador de la Horca overlooking the deep valley of the Dos Casas river, entrenched in its 
own incised meanders as a result of rapid vertical erosion into the peneplain. From a Napoleonic-era military 
perspective the deep gorges cut the by the river system in the north of the Campo de Argañán would have 
presented formidable obstacles to major movements of cavalry and heavy equipment. In contrast, the 
country to the south, where the rivers lose their rejuvenated profile, made for much better military 
manoeuvring and consequently was the site of larger scale battles such as that at Fuentes de Oñoro.  

 

A short distance downstream from the Mirador de la Horca the Dos Casas gorge is joined by that cut by the 

Touröes River at the Portuguese border, and a further 2km downstream the two rivers flow into the Águeda 

Gorge which continues to define the border until reaching the Duero itself at Barca de Alba. This area, part 

of the Parque Natural de Arribes del Duero, owes its scenic network of gorges to the erosion caused when 

the River Duero and its tributaries found an outlet to the sea. For tens of millions of years the northern 

meseta of Castilla-Leon had formed an isolated, internally drained “Duero Basin” but as time progressed, the 

waters confined in lakes and rivers within this basin became able to escape to the Atlantic Ocean. This 

dramatic change in Iberian geomorphology and river drainage is thought to have begun at least by Pliocene 

times over 5 million years ago.  

Now experience the results of this erosion for yourself by driving SE for 5km to Puerto Seguro, diving into a 

steep, twisting road that crosses the Dos Casas river (4) then climbs to reach a T-junction where you turn 

left. Just before entering the village of Puerto Seguro (originally named Barba del Puerco: Pig’s Beard), turn 

right (signposted El Puente de los Franceses when we were there) and drive 300m to park alongside the 

Ermita de Humilladero (5). 

The French Bridge. In March 1810, the Ermita del Humilladero was used as the inlying picket headquarters 

for the majority of a company of the 1st 95th Rifles, an infantry rifle regiment that was part of the Light 

Brigade commanded by Craufurd. The primary purpose of these troops was to observe and if necessary 

skirmish with French troops at that time stationed in San Felices de los Gallegos, a village 7km east of Puerto 

Seguro and on the opposite side of the Águeda River. According to Saunders (2018) around 40 men were 

stationed in the Ermita, along with their captain. Further to the east, down a track leading to the Águeda 

Gorge and bridge crossing, other riflemen from the company were placed on outlying picket duty at various 

positions as far down as the bridge, where two men were positioned as sentries. 
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The predicted French attack came after midnight on the rainy, moonless night of 19-20th March when a large 

force of French troops was sent across the bridge to overwhelm the British riflemen and if possible push on 

to Almeida in Portugal. The French crossed the bridge, attacked the sentries and began the steep climb. 

Prepared for rapid response, once alerted of what was going on the British riflemen managed to gather their 

forces quickly and after an intense fight push the French attack troops back down the side of the gorge and 

across the river. 

Walk east down the track from the Ermita, following the footsteps of the riflemen’s repulse, to a point 

where a view over the gorge can be admired, and the difficulty of the night time climb demanded of the 

French troops appreciated. The steep ground in places includes vertical cliffs and great boulders left standing 

after deep erosion into the underlying granite 

 

Porphyritic granite boulder with white feldspar crystals exposed on the west side of the Águeda gorge above 
the French Bridge: for the erosional origin of such boulders see the images at San Felices de los Gallegos later 
in this excursion. 

 
For those sure of their fitness and well supplied with water and food, the path can be followed down to the 

“French Bridge” and even on to San Felices de los Gallegos. In route down to the bridge you will pass 

exposures of metamorphic rocks spotted by the growth of new minerals that grew in response to the 

heating effect of nearby granite. In this area we are at the contact between the intruding granite batholith 

and its contact-metamorphosed envelope. 
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Top (left to right): The Ermita del Humilldero at Puerto Seguro, used as a base for British troops awaiting 
French attack from the track leading up from the Ägueda River; along this track are exposed 
metasedimentary “country rocks” which in places display dark minerals caused by contact metamorphism 
from the nearby granite. Lower image: The deeply incised Águeda Gorge at the French Bridge, viewed from 
the west (Puerto Seguro) side defended by the British riflemen in March 1810.  

 

   

Left: Rocks exposed in the Águeda riverbed below the French Bridge demonstrate the complexity of the 
igneous geology in this marginal contact zone of the granite batholith. In places the granitic intrusion can be 
seen to contain dark “enclaves” of more mafic rock mixed with large white feldspar “porphyritic” crystals. 
Right: similar enclave-bearing porphyritic granite in La Alhondiga in San Felices de los Gallegos. See 
http://bio-geo-terms.blogspot.com/2007/08/enclaves.html  

http://bio-geo-terms.blogspot.com/2007/08/enclaves.html
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Top left: view east across the French Bridge to the steep climb on the track leading to San Felices de los 
Gallegos. Top right: view north from the bridge into the Águeda Gorge where granitic rocks and, in places, 
their metamorphic envelope are exposed. The river here has the steepest gradient of its entire course, 
descending at a rate of 19m/km. Lower image: close up from top right image of inaccessible riverbed 
exposures showing a pale zone of banded  pegmatite defining the boundary between grey and cream-
coloured fine-grained (aplitic?) rocks below. 

 

Returning to the Ermita del Humillero, drive south 11km across granite country on the high ground between 

the Águeda and Dos Casas rivers to Villar de Ciervo. In places during the drive the underlying granitic rocks 

can be seen exposed as bare surfaces emerging from the poor soils characterising this high, gently sloping 

ground, as seen in the image below: 
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Villar de Ciervo to La Alameda de Gardón. The village of Villar de Ciervo is built on metamorphic rocks 

immediately south of the granitic outcrop. To the west of the village are found the carbonate-rich 

metasediments mined for wollastonite at the Illustración Mine. From Villar del Ciervo take the road running 

SW back to Aldea de Obisbo just outside of which we cross back over the Dos Casas river: note how the 

valley here is already shallow and no significant obstacle to military field manoeuvres. We are now entering 

the ground where border skirmishing between the troops of Craufurd and Junot became frequent in the 

build-up and execution of the French siege of Ciudad Rodrigo during the spring and early summer of 1810. 

Drive south from Aldea del Obispo, following the north-south granite border ridge rising on the west side of 

the Dos Casas River. This ridge was utilised as a defensive position by Wellington during the battle of Fuentes 

de Oñoro after the retreat of Massena’s troops from Portugal in 1811 (see Excursion 2). A year earlier, in the 

spring of 1810, it was occupied by Craufurd’s Light Brigade who were engaged in frequent incidents with 

their French enemy in the country immediately west of the Águeda and Azaba rivers. One of the more 

outstanding of these confrontations was that which occurred on 4 July 1810, in the final days before the fall 

of Ciudad Rodrigo to the French. Junot had decided to launch a reconnaissance in force attack on Craufurd’s 

men to measure the strength of the Allied forces present along the Portuguese border. This resulted in 

fighting initially east then west of the village of Gallegos de Argañán, as the Allies were forced into a fighting 

withdrawal towards the border before the French chose to suspend hostilities and retire to consolidate 

positions along the Azaba River. We can cross the ground of this strategic conflict by taking the minor road 

running east from the granitic border ridge and passing through the villages of La Alameda de Gardón and 

Gallegos de Argañán (see map). 

Starting at a height of almost 800m asl, the minor road initially descends 140m from the granitic ridge crest 

to cross the Dos Casas river. Just before the river, the underlying geology changes from granite back to the 

metamorphic basement, which in this area has been the object of study for uranium mining (in the ground 

to the south of the village of La Alameda de Gardón). Continuing through the village, the road runs SE across 

essentially flat ground once exploited by an old lead mine (Mina La Perla: no trace remains today). There are 

many old mines scattered across the Campo de Argañán, excavating mostly for tungsten, tin, and uranium 

minerals (e.g. see blog by Sevillano, in reference list). Over 90% of Spanish tin, for example, is reported to 

have been mined from this area in 1959-66, and uranium is still being mined in places. 

After passing the 4km marker, the road rises to a broad crest at a track crossing and the distant mountains of 

the Central Cordillera come into view. At this point the sandy soils that characterise the ground belie the 

underlying presence of a featheredge of unexposed Palaeogene-age sandstones that rest upon the ancient 

metamorphic basement. These relatively young Palaeogene rocks were deposited in an early, internally 

draining Duero Basin under warm, humid, sub-tropical conditions. From a Napoleonic military perspective, 

the Cenozoic sediments offered a gently sloping landscape with a well-drained sandy substrate well suited to 

cavalry and infantry movement out from Ciudad Rodrigo. They determine the geomorphological difference 

between the more rugged landscape (granitic and metamorphic) to the NW of Ciudad Rodrigo and the 

smoother, more open country (Cenozoic sandy sediments) to the SW. 

Continue driving SE for almost 2km to where the descending road crosses a small stream and bends to the 

left: park here briefly in the small area on the right where a track meets the road (6). The gently rising hills to 

the north of this locality were the focus of fighting on the 4 July confrontation. According to the results of an 

archaeological study by González García (2018), British artillery were most likely positioned on the low ridge 

crest 150m to the north of the track junction here, and firing time-fused shrapnel shells at French troops 

advancing along the road. Such anti-personnel shells were state-of-the-art in modern weaponry at the time, 
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having been recently developed by General Henry Shrapnel, and they were put to great effect by Wellington 

in the Peninsular War and subsequently in the Battle of Waterloo. Metal fragments interpreted as shrapnel 

were recovered by González García in the ground on either side of the road leading east. 

 

View north from the road between Alameda de Gardón and Gallegos de Argañán towards the likely hilltop 
position of British artillery firing shrapnel shells at attacking French troops moving along the road on 4th July 
1810. The hill owes its origin, and therefore its defensive value to the British troops, to the relative hardness 
of metamorphosed sandstones that form the geological basement here and can be seen exposed in a low cliff 
beneath the building (top right).  

Gallegos de Argañán to Villar de Argañán 

 

View east from the road over the valley occupied by Gallegos de Argañán. The higher ground immediately 
behind the village was used by the British in June 1810 as a vantage point from which to observe the progress 
of the French siege of Ciudad Rodrigo (González García 2020). The strategic importance of this ridge gave rise 
to several skirmishes between the two armies that month, before the Allied troops were finally driven back 
towards the Portuguese border by the French initiative on 4 July. The yellow building of the Ayuntamiento 
can be seen in the centre of the image, to the left of the church. The church was converted by the French for 
use as a storehouse in 1810, and by the British as a rearguard hospital in 1812 
(https://javiersevillano.es/gallegos/gallegos-guerra.htm). In the foreground (left) is the junction of the road 
leading north to Villar de Argañán, whereas in the distant background rise the metamorphic mountains 
forming the border between Castilla-León and Extremadura. 

https://javiersevillano.es/gallegos/gallegos-guerra.htm
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Continue the drive eastwards, against the ghosts of Junot’s cavalry and infantry advancing that day from 

Gallegos de Argañán (7). Once in the village park outside the Ayuntamiento.  

 

The Ayuntamiento of Gallegos de Argañán. 

During the Peninsular War the geographic position of this village, lying around halfway between Ciudad 

Rodrigo and the Portuguese border, made it a repeated focus of military activity. It was used as a 

headquarters by Craufurd in 1810 before he was driven back on the 4th July by the French who were intent 

on protecting Massena’s ongoing siege of Ciudad Rodrigo. It was then held by the French until their 

disastrous retreat from Portugal. The village was later re-occupied by the British who returned to their 

former front line positions along the River Azaba as early as April 1811, with a particularly intense fight with 

the French occurring on the 23rd of that month (González García 2020). Wellington subsequently used the 

village as a forward base during his siege of Ciudad Rodrigo in January 1812.  

Now walk east through the village along Calle El Puente for 400m, bearing right then left to follow the gravel 

road leading to the stone bridge over the Arroyo de Valdelacruz. 

Return to the Ayuntamiento and drive back west to take the road north to Villar de Argañán. In the centre of 

this village turn right, taking the small road that runs east through the dehesa towards Sexmiro.   

Villar de Argañán was formerly known as Villar del Puerco, and with luck one can observe magnificent 

examples of Iberian pigs in the dehesa east of the village (8). This gently rising ground was the scene of a 

dawn ambush of French infantry executed by Craufurd’s Light Brigade on the 11th July 1810, the day after 

Ciudad Rodrigo had fallen to Massena. The ambush did not go well for the attackers, with the outnumbered 

French troops under Captain Gouache displaying a disciplined defence followed by controlled retreat that 

left them virtually unscathed. Gouache was subsequently promoted to Major, whereas Craufurd was heavily 

criticised (Saunders 2018). 
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Bridge over the Arroyo de Valdelacruz. Top left: looking east along the road towards the ridge that formed 
the front line between French and Allied troops in June 1810. Top right: View from the other side of the 
stream, looking west to Gallegos de Argañán, held by Wellington’s troops until the French reconnaissance in 
force attack on the 4th July 1810. Lower image: the bridge itself, something of a minor masterpiece in 
construction, across which Junot’s troops engaged with Captain Krauchenberg’s men of the 1st German 
Hussars in the early stages of their fighting withdrawal towards Alameda and the Dos Casas river on 4th July 
1810 (Saunders 2018; González García 2020). 
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Siega Verde to San Felices de los Gallegos. Continue driving east then north on the road leading to the 

bridge crossing of the Águeda River at the World Heritage archaeological site of Siega Verde (9) (see website 

for tourist visit timetable: https://www.siegaverde.es/). Several hundred engravings into the 

metasedimentary rock basement discovered in this area depict various animals, including woolly rhinoceros 

and bear (Balbín-Behrmann and Alcolea-González 2021: 

https://sciencepress.mnhn.fr/sites/default/files/articles/pdf/comptes-rendus-palevol2021v20a24_0.pdf. 

They are attributed to the Gravettian hunter-gatherers culture of the Late Stone Age (Upper Palaeolithic) 

and are thought to broadly coincide with the end and early aftermath of the Last Glacial Maximum (15-

20,000 years ago). 

  

Left: Bridge over the River Águeda at the archaeological site of Siega Verde. Right: pelitic metasedimentary 
rocks (slate, phyllite, schist) such as those exposed at Siega Verde are typical of sites preserving Palaeolithic 
open air art.  

Cross the bridge over the River Águeda, climb to the road junction outside Castillejo de Martín Viejo, turn 

left and drive back into granite country to San Felices de los Gallegos (10). Enter the village by turning left at 

the Ermita de Jesús Nazareth, passing on the right the granite animal sculpture known as the Burro de San 

Antón. Such sculptures are known as verracos and are common in this part of Iberia, being attributed to the 

culture of the Vettones, a pre-Roman possibly Celtic people who inhabited what is now SW Castilla-León and 

northern Extremadura. 

Park in the Plaza de los Caños to avoid driving through the narrow central streets, and walk west past the 

ayuntamiento in the Plaza España to the adjacent parochial church of Nuestra Señora de la Asunción.  Walk a 

short distance west of the church to locate a cannon on display below the Torre Albarrana at the entrance to 

the defensive walled area, and follow the Plaza Castillo to the castle keep (Torre de Homenaje), built under 

the orders of the Portuguese King Denis in the late 13th century. 

Granite is everywhere in San Felices de los Gallegos: there is even a museum celebrating the quarrying 

history of this village. 

Finally, return to the Plaza de los Caños and Calle Corredera to admire La Alhondiga, originally used by the 

Duke of Alba to collect taxes in the form of wheat, and splendidly built from high quality granite (see image 

in the previous description of the French Bridge).  

San Felices de los Gallegos was a staging post for some of the French troops as they moved their forces 

south to attack Ciudad Rodrigo. Finish the excursion by driving to Ciudad Rodrigo, the French siege of which 

is described below. 

https://www.siegaverde.es/
https://sciencepress.mnhn.fr/sites/default/files/articles/pdf/comptes-rendus-palevol2021v20a24_0.pdf
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Left: cannon below the Torre Albarrana; Right: the castle keep. San Felices de los Gallegos was occupied by 
the French in 1809, after advancing from the village of Lumbrales 10km to the north. According to 
information received by the British from the local priest at Barba del Puerco, the French force occupying San 
Felices de los Gallegos in February 1810 comprised around 3000 infantry and cavalry under the command of 
General Ferey. 

 

 

Models on display in the Museo de la Cantería in Calle la Pozos demonstrating how the slow weathering of 
granite surfaces removes weaker areas, leaving behind spheroidal cores of fresher, massive granite which 
can be exploited by the quarry workers. See the previous image of the spheroidal boulder of porphyritic 
granite above the French Bridge near Puerto Seguro. 
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The French Siege of Ciudad Rodrigo 1810 

 

“Ciudad Rodrigo stands on a single circular knoll of no great height, whose summit it exactly covers. It is a 
small place of some 8,000 souls, packed tight in narrow streets within a stout mediaeval wall thickly set with 
towers. A XIV-century castle, on which the houses press in too close for strength, fills its south-eastern corner: 
there is no other inner place of refuge. The Águeda, divided into several channels, runs under the southern 
side of the place; it is crossed by a bridge completely commanded by the fire of the walls” (Oman 1908). The 
image above is from a poster advertising a Ciudad Rodrigo museum exhibition on the Peninsular War. 

We begin this brief account of the 1810 French siege of Ciudad Rodrigo by considering a notable influence 

on events that is sometimes overlooked, namely the poor weather and the likely geological reason for it. A 

year or more before the siege, sometime between November 1808 and June 1809 (Timmreck et al., 2021), 

there had been a huge volcanic explosion somewhere in the Pacific. No-one knows exactly where it was, but 

its eruption cloud has left a geochemical mark on both Greenland and Antarctic ice core sulphur records for 

1809-10 (Cole-Dai et al 2009). This mysterious eruption was the second largest in the 19th century (after 

Tambora in 1815) although our understanding of its effects on world climate are obscured by poor data. 

Napoleon himself must take some of the blame for this: “Although regular meteorological measurements 

have been performed across Europe since the 17th and 18th centuries (Brönnimann et al., 2019), continuous 

temperature measurements in the 1810s are rare due to the Napoleonic wars” (Timmreck et al 2021). 

However, a global cooling effect of the eruption is at least “consistent with temperature records 

reconstructed from tree rings and corals (Briffa et al., 1998) showing that the years of 1809, 1810 and 1811 

were much colder than the long term temperature average” (Cole-Dai et al., 2009).  

The global atmospheric influence of this volcanic event may at least partly explain the unseasonal weather 

experienced by the French troops in the spring and summer of 1810. “The Águeda was in flood for the 

greater part of April, owing to incessant rains” (Oman 1908).... “the wet spring had a significant impact on 

the Iberian Peninsula and continued to slow French siege operations at Ciudad Rodrigo…..following a 

protracted period of unseasonably heavy rain during May, which made the roads very difficult and slow” 

(Saunders 2018) . These rains continued into the summer, with mud impeding the transport of heavy siege 

equipment, and water flooding the siege trenches being prepared by the French during the month of June: 

“The conditions oscillated between cold and wet and, when the clouds lifted, hot and sweaty. Rarely, 
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though, did the mud in the trenches and the roads dry out more than superficially” (Saunders 2018). This 

bad weather was only one of several factors that slowed the progress of the siege. In addition, there were 

difficulties with food and ammunition supplies, competitive discord in the higher ranks of the French army, 

and a determined and intelligent resistance by the Spanish defenders under Herrasti. All these combined to 

buy Wellington over two months of valuable time to prepare his defence of Portugal. 

The strength of Ciudad Rodrigo as a medieval stronghold was severely weakened once artillery became 

advanced enough to fire from the higher ground immediately north of the city. The French plan, predictably, 

was therefore to concentrate on this weakness, attacking from the hill known as the Gran Teso (or Teso de 

San Francisco). The Spanish word “teso” is defined by the Spanish Royal Academy as a low, flat-topped hill. 

Military history accounts in English tend to use the term Great (or Greater) Teson, for reasons that are not 

obvious to this author. A “tesón” in Spanish would be a colloquial term for a large teso, making “Great 

Teson” tautological. We therefore translate the name of this hill as Greater Teso, which contrasts with the 

Lesser Teso (Pequeño Teso) which is a less prominent ridge running closer to the city, as shown below:  

 

The topography of Ciudad Rodrigo offers the key to any siege plan. The walled city stands well above the 
River Águeda (blue) but is under threat from artillery fire from the flat-topped Greater Teso to the north. In 
between this hill and the city is the low ridge of the Lesser Teso (running along Calle Independencia) which 
also played a role in the siege fighting. Map source: https://en-gb.topographic-map.com/maps/rreq/Ciudad-
Rodrigo/. 

As the spring of 1810 passed, with the French army still not getting fully to grips with the intended siege, 

Wellington commented “I don´t know whether the state of tranquillity in which affairs have been for some 

time is advantageous to the French but I know that it is highly so for us” (Saunders 2018). At last work 

started at 22.00 on 15th June, with over 2,000 men breaking ground and beginning to dig the trench system 

on the Greater Teso, while various decoy attacks and excavations were effected east and south of the city so 

as to distract and confuse the Spanish defenders. As dawn broke the next day, and it became clear what had 

been going on, Herrasti’s troops poured fire onto the newly dug trenches: the fighting had begun. 

https://en-gb.topographic-map.com/maps/rreq/Ciudad-Rodrigo/
https://en-gb.topographic-map.com/maps/rreq/Ciudad-Rodrigo/
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During the first week of the siege, the French continued their labours, despite more wet weather that 

flooded the trenches. There was near-continuous bombardment by Herrasti’s guns from the city walls and 

Santa Cruz convent, supported by an occasional sortie out from the city to disrupt and delay progress on the 

trench system. On the night of 22nd June Herrasti allowed Julián Sánchez and his guerrilla cavalry to break 

out of the city and enter Craufurd’s camp, carrying a letter to Wellington stating that the Spanish garrison 

would hold out to the last. The night after this, the French attacked the Santa Cruz convent but, as with a 

previous assault (on 9th June) the Spanish defenders held out. This temporary setback was succeeded on the 

following night by the commencement of massive bombardment from 46 French guns, with hundreds of 

high explosive shells setting city buildings on fire and causing many civilian casualties. Keeping up the 

pressure, the next night saw the French once more attacking Santa Cruz, this time successfully forcing the 

Spanish defenders to withdraw to the city. 

 

Map depicting the 1810 French siege of Ciudad Rodrigo. The walled city is approximately 600x400m in size. 
The River Águeda forms the southern border to the city (North is to the left). The main focus of the French 
attack was on the northernmost corner of the city near the cathedral (their trenches are depicted in green). 
Note the positions of the San Francisco and Santa Cruz convents, both of which were to play important roles 
in the siege. Map by Calderero Sánchez (https://tierracharra.blogspot.com/2010/06/el-sitio-de-ciudad-
rodrigo-en-1810-i.html; see also https://www.emiliomartinserna.com/uploads/4/2/7/1/4271287/5.-
_los_asedios_frenceses_de_1810.pdf). 

https://tierracharra.blogspot.com/2010/06/el-sitio-de-ciudad-rodrigo-en-1810-i.html
https://tierracharra.blogspot.com/2010/06/el-sitio-de-ciudad-rodrigo-en-1810-i.html
https://www.emiliomartinserna.com/uploads/4/2/7/1/4271287/5.-_los_asedios_frenceses_de_1810.pdf
https://www.emiliomartinserna.com/uploads/4/2/7/1/4271287/5.-_los_asedios_frenceses_de_1810.pdf
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Two weeks after first breaking ground, the determined resistance of Herrasti’s men was noted by Wellington 

who wrote: “Ciudad Rodrigo is making a capital defence, and I only regret that the enemy have collected 

such a force that it is impossible for me to attempt the relief of the place” (Saunders 2018). The British 

commander, observing the agony of the siege from the other side of the River Águeda, refused to risk his 

army fighting the French in the open ground outside the city. There was to be no attempt at a last minute 

heroic rescue of the city. Wellington’s strategic vision concentrated on the defence of Lisbon during the 

predicted French advance into Portugal: that was the priority. 

By now, the northern end of the city walls had suffered serious damage by the French fire and the Spanish 

commander was sent a final warning to submit or be destroyed. Ney could not resist pointing out that 

Herrasti should not expect to be saved at the last minute by Wellington’s men: “If you hoped to be aided by 

the English, you are deceived…You have a choice between honourable capitulation and the terrible 

vengeance of a victorious army”. Herrasti however obdurately refused to accept this ultimatum, believing 

that he could hold out a while longer and probably still hoping for support from Wellington. Meanwhile the 

French bombardment was slowed by a problem with ammunition supply, although their attacking 

momentum continued with them successfully storming the San Francisco and Santa Clara convents on the 

nights of July 1st and 2nd, and installing a new battery on the Lesser Teso.  

With the suburbs now under French control, over the next week the city was reduced to a ruinous condition 

and the walls were fully breached. Herrasti made a final appeal to Wellington as Masséna ordered the 

precautionary attack on Craufurd’s Light Brigade at Gallegos on 4th July (described in the previous excursion). 

With Craufurd’s men pushed back to Fort Conception, the possibility of a last minute surprise attack by the 

Allied troops on Ciudad Rodrigo finally evaporated. After a final tremendous bombardment on 10th July, 

complimented by mine explosions, the city lay wide open to entry by the French troops and Ney asked for 

three volunteers to climb the ruined walls and survey the situation. “A corporal and two privates made this 

daring venture, ran lightly up to the summit, fired their muskets into the town, and descended unhurt, under 

a scattering fire from the few Spaniards who were still holding on to the ruins” (Oman 1905).  

Now assured that there was no serious threat left by the remaining defenders, Ney ordered the final 

storming, only to be surprised by the appearance of a Spanish officer with a white flag. This officer was 

followed immediately by Herrasti who presented himself directly to Ney who, according to Oman (1908) 

“congratulated the white-haired veteran on his handsome defence, returned him his sword, and told him 

that he should have all the honours of war”. The French General Marbot later wrote: “The atmosphere of 

the city was vitiated by the large number of wounded from both sides who had remained in it and above all 

because of the foul odour exhaled by thousands of corpses that it had not been possible to bury it because 

they were half-buried in the rubble of the houses flattened by the bombs. Add to all these causes of 

unhealthiness a heat of more than 30ºC and it will be understood that an epidemic of typhus wreaked great 

havoc among the garrison and, above all, among the habitants ..." 

(https://www.emiliomartinserna.com/uploads/4/2/7/1/4271287/aproximacin_a_la_evolucin__historica_de

_la_tierra_de__ciudad_rodrigo.pdf). 

Oman concluded: “The French had been forced to much greater exertions in the siege of Rodrigo than they 

had expected when they first sat down before its walls. Their artillery had thrown 11,000 shells and 18,000 

round shot into the place, which almost exhausted their store of munitions—only 700 rounds for each of 

their fifty guns having been provided. They had lost 180 killed and over 1,000 wounded, mainly in the costly 

work of pushing forward the approaches towards the wall, before the Spanish artillery fire had been 

silenced. Professional critics attributed the delays and losses of the siege entirely to the fact that the 

https://www.emiliomartinserna.com/uploads/4/2/7/1/4271287/aproximacin_a_la_evolucin__historica_de_la_tierra_de__ciudad_rodrigo.pdf
https://www.emiliomartinserna.com/uploads/4/2/7/1/4271287/aproximacin_a_la_evolucin__historica_de_la_tierra_de__ciudad_rodrigo.pdf
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engineers believed, when they first planned their works, that the enemy would surrender the moment that a 

breach had been made, an idea which had never entered into Herrasti’s head. Masséna showed his ill-

temper, when all was over, by sending the civilian members of the Junta as prisoners to France, and 

imposing a fine of 500,000 francs on the miserable ruined town. It is surprising to learn that he actually 

succeeded in extracting half that sum from the homeless and starving population.” 

After this terrible siege, the focus of events moved west into Portugal, only to return to the city 18 months 

later when Wellington’s troops mounted a counter-siege. In the next section we move on in time to this 

return of the Allied troops to the Ciudad Rodrigo area after Masséna’s failed invasion of Portugal. 

 

Field Excursion 2: Fuentes de Oñoro to Ciudad Rodrigo 

 

View from the defensive walls of Ciudad Rodrigo, looking west over the River Águeda to the flat terrain 
leading to Espeja and beyond to the Portuguese border at Fuentes de Oñoro 25km distant. This wide-open 
area, mostly underlain by Cenozoic sandstones, offers few obstacles for large scale military manoeuvring and 
so was unsuitable for Wellington-style defensive tactics. Instead, the British general chose to station his 
troops on the higher ground underlain by granitic rocks that are exposed along the Portuguese border, where 
the battle of Fuentes de Oñoro took place in April 1811. 

This second excursion visits the area southwest and south of Ciudad Rodrigo, focussing on military events in 

1811-1812 after the French had retreated from their failed attempt to take Lisbon and “drive the English into 

the sea”. By April 1811 Massena had returned to Salamanca to rest and revive his troops, aided by additional 

men, horses and weaponry supplied by the local commander Bessières. Meanwhile Wellington´s forces were 

spread thinly along the border country west of the River Azaba, attempting to starve the isolated French 

garrison of Almeida into surrender. Ciudad Rodrigo was also still with French troops who were being 

successfully reprovisioned, and they were joined by Massena’s refreshed army in late April. On 2nd May this 

army marched out of Ciudad Rodrigo and split into two columns, the majority of men heading west via 

Carpio towards Fuentes de Oñoro. The remaining soldiers took the Marialba Bridge route to Gallegos de 

Argañán and Alameda to face the British stationed on the granite ridge south of Fort Conception. Here the 

terrain across the more deeply incised Dos Casas River was less favourable to French attack, and the main 

battle therefore focussed on Fuentes de Oñoro, where Massena correctly judged that the British and their 

Allies were most vulnerable to attack.  
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Pressing forward on the 2nd May and into the next day, the main French advance pushed back skirmishing 

groups of Allied troops until they were confronted with the main Allied front line occupying Fuentes de 

Oñoro: this was to be the focus of the battle. Massena chose a direct frontal assault on the village, sending 

successive brigades of Ferey’s men across the shallow stream and into the lower slopes of the village. The 

French succeeded in advancing as far as the church, only to meet with a determined reinforcement response 

ordered by Wellington which pushed Ferey’s men back from whence they came. Massena then ordered a 

fresh initiative but this advanced only as far as the stream before night fell on 3rd May, leaving a final tally of 

over 600 French casualties against around 250 Allied killed and wounded. 

Hostilities were resumed on 5th May when Masséna directed an assault on the southern Allied flank, a fierce 

attack warded off by a fighting withdrawal performed by Craufurd’s Light Brigade protecting Wellington’s 

7th Infantry Division who were at that moment in severe danger. Aided by an incident of apparent treachery 

when Masséna was refused support by Bessières at a critical moment, and with successive desperate attacks 

and counter attacks on the village, the French were finally forced back across the stream. With their artillery 

supplies dwindling, the offensive petered out and, after three more days, Masséna retreated to Ciudad 

Rodrigo. Once there he was replaced by Marmont and sent back to Paris to face Napoleon. The French 

however had the last laugh: two nights after Massena’s withdrawal Wellington was infuriated by a successful 

and almost unchallenged withdrawal of the French garrison from Almeida, most of whom (over 1000) 

slipped through the Allied lines and crossed back across the French Bridge at Puerto Seguro. 

 

Fuentes de Oñoro at the start of battle on 3rd April 1811 (note North is to the right). The unconformable 

geological boundary between granite and Cenozoic sandy sediments runs from just south of Alameda to the 

Bimbre River where the rear French forces were positioned. Fuentes de Oñoro itself is built firmly on solid 

granite. Wellington made full use of the defensive granite ridge running from here to Fort Conception, 

although the Turon/Turöes River behind him made him vulnerable in the event of a retreat. Sources: Oman's 

History of the Peninsular War (Volume 4, 1911) and http://jjwargames.blogspot.com/2019/08/the-battle-of-

fuentes-de-onoro.html 

http://jjwargames.blogspot.com/2019/08/the-battle-of-fuentes-de-onoro.html
http://jjwargames.blogspot.com/2019/08/the-battle-of-fuentes-de-onoro.html
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The French attack on Fuentes de Oñoro on 5th May 1811 involved a push from the south. In this case almost 
all men, apart from Drouets Reserve, were moving across granite country. Source: Oman's History of the 
Peninsular War and http://jjwargames.blogspot.com/2019/08/the-battle-of-fuentes-de-onoro.html 

 

Fuentes de Oñoro to Espeja and Fuenteguinaldo. The first stop on today’s excursion is outside the church 

(La Iglesia de la Asunción de María) in Fuentes de Oñoro (11) where there a monument to record the battle 

which began here on 5th May 1811. This was the site of repeated hand-to-hand fighting between waves of 

the opposing forces as each side tried to overcome their enemy. 

From Fuentes de Oñoro drive east for 10km on the N620, leaving the granite country for the open, flat 

expanses of sandy dehesa that characterise the Palaeogene geology at this far southwestern edge of the 

former Duero Basin.  Turn south towards Espeja, bearing left on the main road that bypasses the village 

itself, passing the cemetery on the right. In another 400m, beside buildings where a small road lead right to 

the village, turn left into a sandy track and park (12). This track runs for 5km to the Azaba River and on to 

Carpio de Azaba.  

Ahead lie low sandy hills that were the scene of a skirmish between the troops of Marmont and those of 

Wellington on 25th September 1811. At this moment in the Peninsular War the French still held Ciudad 

Rodrigo, the garrison of which had been recently reinforced and resupplied. Marmont decided to launch a 

double calvalry probe led by Montbrun and Dorsenne to test Wellington’s positions to the south and 

southwest of Ciudad Rodrigo. Montbrun was sent south towards Fuenteguinaldo whereas Dorsenne´s men 

headed southwest to Carpio, crossing the River Azaba and chasing the British pickets stationed there 

backwards down the sandy track towards Espeja. These pickets met the support of men led by Captain Cocks 

of the 16th Light Dragoons in the woods here in this area east of Espeja, and a fight ensued. The Dragoons 

mounted a charge, driving back the French who then rallied and continued their advance until stopped and 

thrown back by infantry fire combined with a second charge from British reinforcements. Thus ended the 

French reconnaissance in strength at Espeja. 

http://jjwargames.blogspot.com/2019/08/the-battle-of-fuentes-de-onoro.html
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Left: The granite church on the west side of Fuentes de Oñoro, looking SE at the sloping ground crossed by 
the attacking French forces. Right: the granite memorial stone reads: “In memory of the Anglo-Portuguese-
German-Spanish who in the battle of the 5th May 1811 under the command of Lord Wellington defeated the 
French of Masséna at Fuentes de Oñoro”. Wellington himself did not consider the fight to have been a great 
victory for anyone, admitting later that it had been a dangerous situation: he is quoted as saying “If Boney 
had been there, we should have been beat”.  Estimates regarding the numbers captured, wounded or killed in 
the battle vary, but they were more than 2000 for Massena and 1500 for Wellington. The battle marked the 
end of the French attempt to invade Portugal and the beginning of Wellington’s long campaign across Spain 
which terminated in him entering France in October 1813. 

 

The Carpio de Azaba-Espeja track looking ENE, from the perspective of the British cavalry attack on 25th 
September 1811. 
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Left: A short walk along the track reaches a low bank exposing Palaeogene sandstones that underlie this 
terrain. Examination of the sandstones are full of rounded and semi-angular quartz pebbles (close-up right) 
once deposited by ancient rivers draining the Duero Basin. 

Return to your vehicle and continue driving south then east to cross the River Azaba immediately beyond 

which are more low roadside exposures of Palaeogene sediments. At the T-junction shortly afterwards turn 

right and, just after by-passing Ituero de Azaba turn left into the Fuenteguinaldo road. This scenic road leads 

up into the hills, with extensive views back across the low ground marking the soft, sedimentary rocks of the 

Ciudad Rodrigo sedimentary basin. 

 

Junction with the road to Fuenteguinaldo: note the hills of metamorphic basement rocks rising in the distance 
and marking the edge of the Ciudad Rodrigo sedimentary basin in this part of Castilla-León. 

Arriving in the confusing network of narrow roads in Fuenteguinaldo (13), locate the Plaza Constitución, 

bordered by the ayuntamiento and the parochial church of San Juan Bautista, adjacent to which stands the 

house used by Wellington as his headquarters. 

  

The house in Fuenteguinaldo occupied by Wellington. The plaque reads “In this house lived Lord Wellington, 
Commander-in-Chief of the Allied Army, for three periods during the War of Independence when his general 
headquarters was based in the town of Fuenteguinaldo”. Wellington stayed here in August-September 1811 
(Battle of El Bodón), November 1811 (preparing the siege of Ciudad Rodrigo), and April-June 1812 (after the 
siege of Badajoz). 
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The Battle of El Bodón. Drive northwest across the flat terrain separating Fuenteguinaldo and El Bodón. It 

was on this ground, on the afternoon of 26th September 1811, that Wellington’s troops managed to 

successfully obey orders to extricate themselves from the French cavalry attack in the area west of El Bodón 

earlier that day. The open, flat nature of the country here encouraged repeated harassment by the French 

cavalry and artillery. 

To visit the area where the fighting began on the morning of 25th September 1811, enter El Bodón (14) and 

park your vehicle on the west side of the village (unless you want to drive on unsurfaced roads). From here, 

follow the Camino de Azaba track westwards, past occasional signs to “El Combate 1811”. As the track 

descends to an underpass, note exposures of the ancient metasedimentary basement rocks: 

 

Bedded sandy sediments preserving syn-sedimentary folding within the basement rocks underlying the village 
of El Bodón (toe of shoe for scale, lower left). 

After the underpass bear right then left, following El Combate signs (2.4km to the monument). The track 

crosses a shallow, north-draining valley, on the west side of which are many exposures of the basement 

rocks.  

 

View north from the track en route to the El Bodón war memorial. The edge of the basement plateau here is 
dissected by a series of valleys cut by streams draining north towards the River Ázaba which flows in the 
lower ground of the Ciudad Rodrigo basin. The Allied troops held the high ground here, but they were widely 
dispersed and therefore vulnerable to the focussed frontal attack unexpectedly launched by the French on the 
morning of 25th September 1811. 

 

The track descends into a second valley that is more wooded, and 1km further on we reach the war 

memorial recording the battle of El Bodón, on the plateau at a height of just over 800m asl,  
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The monument to the Battle of El Bodón, erected on the bicentennial of 25th September 1811. During this 
conflict around 2500 reconnaissance-in-force cavalry commanded by Montbrun emerged from Ciudad 
Rodrigo to attack Wellington’s troops stationed on the higher plateau to the south. Wellington had not 
expected such a move, had his troops spread too thinly, and was in considerable danger of a serious defeat. 

The senior officer of the Allied troops stationed at the site of battle was Major Henry Ridge who saw the 

threat presented by the advancing French cavalry and organised his men into a defensive position. 

Wellington rode up and approved Ridge’s deployment, but in doing so was almost caught out by a sudden 

French dragoon attack, and he hurried to the rear of the battlefield as the main French cavalry attack 

ensued. Aided by determined supporting fire from Portuguese artillery, Ridge’s troops saw hard fighting 

against repeated frontal assault charges. The gunners were at one point overwhelmed by the French cavalry 

but held their position as a successful British infantry counter-attack pushed the French back. Wellington 

later reported on the bravery of the Portuguese gunners: “The Portuguese artillerymen were cut down at 

the guns before they quitted them”. Meanwhile, just to the east, there was another intense ongoing fight 

between the cavalry of both sides, with repeated French charges against some 500 of Wellington’s Light 

Dragoons and German Hussars. Despite being outnumbered, these Allied horsemen were eventually able to 

repel the attack, in a disciplined display aided by the geomorphology which gave them downhill momentum 

during a series of counter-charges, until they were rendered ineffective by their depleted ranks. 

 

The war memorial can be seen in the far top left of this 
image: we are looking north, in the direction from which 
the French cavalry attacked on the morning of 25th 
September 1811.This high plateau ground held by the 
British during the French attack at El Bodón is underlain 
by thin soils above grey metasedimentary rocks. In the 
foreground this metasedimentary basement displays thin 
grey sandstones interpreted as deposited by deep marine 
turbidite currents (“distal turbidites”: see our blog on 
Hondarribia: turbidites through time. 
http://barcelonatimetraveller.com/wp-
content/uploads/2020/12/Hondarribia-BTT-Companion-
Guide.pdf. This blog also comments on Wellington’s 
famous Battle of the Bidasoa).  

http://barcelonatimetraveller.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Hondarribia-BTT-Companion-Guide.pdf
http://barcelonatimetraveller.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Hondarribia-BTT-Companion-Guide.pdf
http://barcelonatimetraveller.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Hondarribia-BTT-Companion-Guide.pdf
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Following the track leading north from the war memorial one passes from grey soils above metamorphic 

basement to yellow-brown sandy soils above pebbly Palaeogene sandstone similar to those seen previously 

outside Espeja. 

  

Grey basement soils versus yellow-brown sandy soils. Left: The British perspective from the plateau top, with 
low exposures of metasedimentary basement rocks to the left of the track leading north. Right: The French 
perspective looking south on the climb to the plateau top, with pebbly sandy soils exposed underfoot. The 
boundary between these rock units is not exposed but is presumably an unconformity representing a huge 
break in time. 

 

The French attack eventually failed, but with Marmont bringing up large numbers of supporting troops, it 

became obvious to Wellington that an ordered retreat was urgently necessary. This took place initially under 

repeated charges from the French cavalry, forcing the British infantry to retire slowly in a classic fighting 

withdrawal organised in squares. Wellington later wrote “The troops then retired with the same determined 

spirit, and in the same good order with which they had maintained their post (in the fight that morning) 

….supported by Major General Alten’s cavalry and the Portuguese artillery. The enemy’s cavalry charged 

three faces of the square of the British infantry, but were beaten off, and finding from their repeated 

fruitless efforts that these brave troops were not to be broken, they were contented with following them at 

a distance, and with firing upon them with their artillery, till the troops joined the remainder of their 

division”. 

Key to the failure of the French to capitalise on Wellington´s apparent over-confidence was Marmont’s 

disbelief that there were not considerable numbers of British soldiers hidden from view and waiting for the 

French to outstretch their advance. Wellington’s reputation for effective defensive tactics, convincingly 

demonstrated during the French invasion of Portugal the previous year, had made the French commander 

reluctant to risk major engagement. This loss of French confidence continued to benefit Wellington when 

Marmont, having chased and harassed the British troops all the way from El Bodón to Fuenteguinaldo, chose 

not to assault the town. The French commander again assumed that his enemy would be well entrenched 

and ready for them, which was not the case. Wellington quietly evacuated Fuenteguinaldo that evening after 

dark, withdrawing to a better defensive position westward across the Portuguese border. The next day 

Marmont attempted some final rearguard skirmishing but the heat had gone out of the confrontation, and 

the French commander returned to Ciudad Rodrigo then Salamanca. Saunders in his 2018 book comments: 

What was in effect a Wellingtonian bluff got him out of trouble that he subsequently described as a “bustle”. 

The field was now once again open for Wellington to prepare, perhaps more cautiously, for his intended 

siege of Ciudad Rodrigo.  

Return to your vehicle and drive north to enter Ciudad Rodrigo (15) from the south, park in Calle Álamo 

Grande on the south side of the river, and walk to the bridge to admire the view across to the castle and its 

underlying sandstone bedrock. 
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View north across the River Águeda, with a 

buttress of the medieval bridge projecting 

from the left, and the tower castle keep 

rising above a cliff exposing pale bedrock of 

the Ciudad Rodrigo Sandstone Formation. 

The geomorphology of this southwestern 

side of the city presented a formidable 

obstacle to the successful attack by 

O’Toole’s troops on the evening of 19th 

January 1812. Oman (1905) wrote: 

“O’Toole’s Portuguese battalion (2nd 

Caçadores), (were) headed by the light 

company of the 2/83rd, on the outwork 

below the castle, close to the bank of the 

Agueda. This column would have to rush the 

bridge, which the French had left unbroken, 

because it was completely commanded by 

the castle and other works immediately 

above it. Both the Portuguese columns carried ladders, and were authorized to attempt an escalade, if they 

met little or no resistance”. 

 

The Siege of Ciudad Rodrigo January 1812 

 

“The operations on the frontiers of Portugal and Leon which began at the New Year of 1812 (were)….the true 
backbone of the war, the central fact which governed all the rest. Here we follow the working out of a 
definite plan conceived by a mastermind… The initiative had at last fallen into Wellington’s hands, and the 
schemes of Soult and Marmont were no longer to determine his movements. On the contrary, it was he who 
was to dictate theirs” (Oman 1914). 
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Following the conflict at El Bodón Wellington kept troops positioned in the border area outside Ciudad 

Rodrigo, hoping for an opportunity to blockade the city as it ran out of food. Unfortunately for the British 

commander, through a mixture of good planning and good luck the French managed to resupply the city in 

early November. Wellington was thus forced to fall back on his original plan to besiege the city at a 

propitious moment, and so ordered his siege train heavy guns and ammunition to move in to Almeida in 

Portugal. Then in December news began to arrive of a general movement of French troops eastwards to 

reinforce military action in Valencia. This gave Wellington the opportunity he had been looking for to strike 

at Ciudad Rodrigo and in early January 1812, despite harsh winter conditions, he ordered his troops to group 

west of the city in the Campo de Argañán. Some units had to travel considerable distances from inside 

Portugal, and in terrible weather, with heavy snow turning to sleet and slush. One group labouring with carts 

laden with stores and ammunition are reported to have taken two whole days to travel from Almeida to 

Gallegos. Other units were more conveniently situated, moving out from villages such as Aldea del Obispo, 

Alameda and Villa de Ciervo, and many troops of Craufurd’s Light Brigade were already positioned forward 

less than 10 kilometres from the city. By the 5th January Wellington’s troops were ready to cross the Águeda 

and prepare the siege, but they had to wait a few more days until the siege train arrived. 

Meanwhile in Ciudad Rodrigo the new French commander was General Barrié, who had assumed the post 

(somewhat unwillingly) after his predecessor General Renaud had been captured by Julián Sánchez the 

previous October. The French garrison was limited in numbers (less than 2000 men) but the defences of the 

city had been repaired and a new defensive fort (a redoubt known as Fort Renaud) built on the slopes of the 

Greater Teso. Furthermore, the governor had the use of the entire siege train of the Army of Portugal that 

Messéna had stored there when leaving for Portugal in September 1811. Oman writes that “no less than 153 

heavy guns, with the corresponding stores and ammunition, were parked there. A small fortress was never 

so stocked with munitions of war, and the besieged made a lavish and unsparing use of them during the 

defence: but though the shot and shell were available in unlimited quantities, the gunners were not—a 

fortunate thing for the besiegers”. Another stroke of relatively good fortune for Wellington was the weather: 

by now the snow and rain had been replaced by a cold but dry northeasterly wind which chilled the men but 

would make digging easier. The dry weather would continue throughout the siege, in contrast to the 

frequent flooding conditions suffered by the French attackers 19 months previously. 

Wellington was to use the same geomorphological logic as Ney in 1810, attacking from the Greater Teso 

north of the city. However, he was keen to conduct the siege as rapidly as possible, fearful of the arrival of 

French reinforcements from Salamanca, and he faced as an initial difficulty the additional presence of Fort 

Renaud. The redoubt presented a considerable danger that would likely slow down operations, so the British 

commander chose to initiate the offensive with a daring escalade assault, planned for the night of 8th 

January. The nocturnal assault on Fort Renaud was well planned and successfully achieved by men under the 

command of Colonel Colborne. Details are provided by Oman (1914) and Saunders (2018) and will not be 

repeated here. Taken by surprise, the outnumbered French garrison was quickly subdued and a majority 

taken prisoner. Once the main French defence from the city walls and the San Francisco convent realised 

what had happened they directed heavy fire on Colborne’s men, who took cover behind the Lesser Teso, 

ready for any attempt at a counter-attack. Meanwhile, several hundred Allied troops broke ground on the 

Greater Teso and by morning had produced a 1st parallel trench over 500 metres in length. The siege had got 

off to an excellent start, and Wellington had saved several days by not spending time on a preliminary 

bombardment of the redoubt. 
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Map of Ciudad Rodrigo under attack from 

Wellington’s men in January 19812. Once the 

French redoubt of Fort Renaud had been 

subjugated, the breaching plan was similar to 

that of Ney’s 1810 siege. It involved bombarding 

the northern end of the city from batteries Nos. 

1-3 to create the Greater Breach. Battery No.4 

was later installed to excavate the Lesser Breach. 

The final assault on the night of 19th January was 

concentrated on the Greater Breach, 

supplemented by lateral movement of troops 

emerging from behind the Santa Cruz convent. 

Craufurd’s attack focused on the Lesser Breach. 

The incursion by O’Toole’s men from the 

southwest aimed to disable a battery at the 

Castle Gate, while Pack’s attack on the Santiago 

gate was to add to the diversionary tactics. From 

Project Gutenberg's A History of the Peninsula 

War Vol. 5., by Charles Oman. 

Over the coming days Wellington’s troops continued to excavate the trench system while under fire from 

the city walls. They completed the 1st parallel on the upper slopes of the Greater Teso, and added a forward 

line of batteries ready for the siege guns which finally arrived from Almeida on 11th January. Wellington 

hoped that this line of batteries would be close enough to breach the city walls, but decided anyway to start 

work on a second parallel along the Lesser Teso. To help protect this highly exposed ground so close to the 

city, the British commander ordered an attack on the Santa Cruz convent, which was still held by the French. 

Three hundred men from the King’s German Legion were given the task, which they completed successfully 

on the night of the 13th January, with work immediately starting on a covered trench (“sap”) for the 2nd 

parallel. This work involved digging the sap under continued French fire which was aided in its accuracy by 

the use of burning “light ball” flares to provide illumination. Some Allied soldiers were given the unenviable 

task of rapidly extinguishing these flaming masses of turpentine and tar as soon as they hit the ground.  

The existence of a 2nd parallel trench so dangerously close to the city walls stimulated the French 

commander Barrié to order a sortie from the Puerta de la Colada, just north of the castle. The French 

observers in the cathedral tower had noted that the daily exchange of trench working parties, which took 

place at 11.00, briefly left the besieger’s excavations vulnerable to attack. And so it proved, with the French 

sortie quickly recapturing the Santa Cruz convent before sweeping destructively along the 2nd parallel, 

undoing much of the progress made during the previous night. The French then attacked the 1st parallel 

where they might have done great damage to the guns had it not been for a stand made by the few 
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defenders left in this trench. These defenders managed to hold out before reinforcements arrived, at which 

point the French turned back to retire inside the city walls. That afternoon Wellington´s men opened up with 

the big guns now positioned in the battery in front of the 1st parallel 

After night had fallen, and the Allied guns had ceased firing, Wellington’s next chosen move was an assault 

on the French garrison stationed in the San Francisco convent, which was quickly overwhelmed. In response 

to this attack, Barrié decided to pull out all men from outlying areas, including the recently regained Santa 

Cruz convent. Oman comments “The French general was probably wise, but it was a great profit to the 

besiegers to be relieved from the flanking fire of both these convents”. The next day (15th) saw the breaching 

batteries on the Greater Teso renew their bombardment of the city walls, focussing on the original French 

breach of 1810 that, although repaired, remained a weak spot. As it became clear that the breaching was 

proceeding well, Wellington resolved to make further haste by ordering the completion of the second 

parallel that was to be used as a launching point for the final assault. Meanwhile the big guns continued with 

their battering of the “Greater Breach” area, and a new battery was dug near Fort Renaud with the intention 

of firing on another part of the wall capped by a Medieval tower perceived to offer an additional weak point. 

This proved to be well judged, and once this new battery began firing (on the 18th) the tower and wall 

beneath were quickly undermined and collapsed to create a narrow “Lesser Breach”.  

On 19th January, after many losses under heavy French fire directed mostly at the 2nd parallel, Wellington 

ordered the storming of the breaches to take place at 19.00. To reach the breaches was not going to be easy 

because the raised areas in front of the wall (the “glacis slope” and inner rampart known as a “faussebraye” 

standing between two moats) had not been damaged as much as ideally would have been desirable. But 

Wellington was in a hurry, and at least this had the advantage of surprising Barrié who reportedly did not 

expect a storming as early as on the 19th. The main assault was to be delivered by the 3rd Division led by 

Mackinnon and aimed at the Greater Breach, aided by two groups of Campbell´s men entering from the 

direction of Santa Cruz convent (5th and 94th on the map). Craufurd, leading most of his Light Brigade, was 

assigned the Lesser Breach as his target. In addition, as shown on the map above, diversionary assaults in the 

southeast and southwest of the city were assigned to Portuguese troops led by Pack (Santiago gate) and 

Portuguese and Irish men led by O’Toole (Castle gate). 

At 18.50 the surprise attacks by O’Toole and Pack were launched. Pack led his diversionary assault from the 

southeast, climbing the outer defences and capturing a small garrison at the Santiago Gate. Meanwhile 

O’Toole’s men dashed across the Águeda bridge with scaling ladders, climbed the sandstone outcrop north 

of castle and captured the battery that would have fired on Campbell’s 5th troops attempting to scale the 

faussebraye from the south (see map). From here they continued their incursion by breaking down a door 

and entering the city, as Campbell’s troops followed the top of the faussebraye to the ruined area below the 

Greater Breach. These troops were the first to arrive at the Greater Breach. The main assault by Mackinnon’s 

men, entering from where the French most expected them, was being slowed under heavy fire. Grouping 

together and under continued deadly fire from above, the Allied troops scrambled up the pile of rocky debris 

to the breach where they found a 5 metre drop into the city. Below them the ground was covered with 

defensive obstacles designed to kill and maim, while above them to each side were guns pouring grapeshot 

which exterminated the leading party of men. After terrible fighting the French were finally overwhelmed 

and, leaving the area, detonated a tremendous mine explosion which killed Mackinnon and many others. As 

this climactic fighting was taking place at the Greater Breach, Craufurd’s men had successfully taken the 

Lesser Breach, but only after another hard fight in which several key officers including Craufurd himself were 

mortally injured. 
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The survivors of the French garrison retreated and laid down their arms in the Plaza Mayor, while Barrié and 

his staff took refuge in the castle and surrendered when approached. The immediate aftermath of the Allied 

troop entry into the city was marked by considerable disorder. Oman (1914) writes: “The first rush was to 

the central brandy-store of the garrison, where hundreds got drunk in a few minutes, and several killed 

themselves by gorging raw spirits wholesale….(while others) set themselves to the plunder of private 

houses…There was an immense amount of unlicensed pillage and wanton destruction of property—

inexcusable in a place where only a small minority of the people were Afrancesados (French supporters), and 

the majority had been getting ready to welcome their deliverers”. While events at Ciudad Rodrigo were bad 

enough, however, the later sieges of Badajoz and San Sebastian culminated in far worse. For discussion of 

the crimes committed by some of Wellington’s troops see the paper “Incorrigible Rogues”: The Brutalisation 

of British Soldiers in the Peninsular War, 1808-1814 by Alice Parker (2015). Esdaile (2002) writes: “All that 

can be said in mitigation of the disorder (at Ciudad Rodrigo) is that the soldiers were not the only culprits, 

being joined in their ravages by some of the poorer elements of the inhabitants. Nor was the sack prolonged: 

through the most determined efforts, a semblance of order was soon restored. And, at all events, Ciudad 

Rodrigo was in Wellington’s hands, along with 1,300 prisoners and the whole of the Army of Portugal’s siege 

train”. 

The Ciudad Rodrigo Tour 

 

We recommend obtaining this map from the hotel or tourist information and visiting the city following a 
clockwise route which passes the castle then follows the city walls to the Greater and Lesser breaches. Thus 
we continue our guide from where we left off after Excursion 2, at the old bridge below the walls in the south 
of the city. From here we move into Ciudad Rodrigo, following the western perimeter to the breaching sites at 
the northern end of the city. For those staying in the Parador, this makes a convenient parking spot to begin 
the walk (otherwise, consider leaving the car down by the old bridge to avoid the congestion of driving and 
parking in the centre of Ciudad Rodrigo).  
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Map showing the 15 localities described in the City Tour. The easiest route is to park inside the Parador (6) 

and walk to locality 3, 7, 8, 9 and 10, before leaving the walled city to visit 11-13. Return to locality 10 and 

move on to 14 and 15 (Plaza Mayor). 

1
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City Tour Locality 1: View north to the 
Castle from the Puente Antiguo. This was 
the route taken by O’Toole’s men with the 
objective of scaling the sandstone cliffs 
and entering the city north (left) of the 
castle. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

City Tour Localities 2-5: View 
north from the Castle Keep (2), 
which can be visited if you are 
staying in the Parador. The top 
image gives a panaramic shot 
that includes the River Águeda 
and the west side of the city. The 
larger image above provides a 
close-up looking over the Parador 
roof to the city wall (3). Note the 
outer “faussebraye” defence 
works which join with the city 
wall here (4). The bullring (top 
left) marks the original position of 
the now-destroyed Santa Cruz 
Convent (5), from behind which 
Campbells 5th Regiment tropos 
launched their lateral assault 
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City Tour Locality 6: Plaza del Castillo. The “Verraco” of Ciudad Rodrigo in the Plaza del Castillo just outside 
the Parador. These crude granite statues representing pigs, wild boar and bulls are a legacy of the Vettones, 
a pre-Roman (probably Celtic) Iron Age people who inhabited the central southwestern part of the Iberian 
Peninsula. 

 

 

City Tour Locality 7: The Great Breach. The northernmost point of the city wall, was the main focus of attack 
during both the 1810 (French) and 1812 (British) sieges. Beyond the walls is the urbanised area built over the 
Lesser Teso, with the green slopes of the Greater Teso rising behind them (top left) 
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City Tour Locality 7: View from the city wall at the Great Breach over the repaired faussebraye and across to 
the suburbs of San Francisco (built on the Lesser Teso) behind which rises the green ridge of the Greater Teso. 

 

City Tour Locality 7: Left: “Ciudad Rodrigo to her heroic defenders on the commemoration of the second 
centenial of the War of Independence. 10 Jluy 2010”. Right: ““The Greater Breach” 1812-2012. Ciudad 
Rodrigo. To all the victims of the War of Independence on the bicentennial of the liberation (19 January 
2012)”. 
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City Tour Locality 8: Plaza de Herrasti. In front of the Cathedral is the square dedicated to the Spanish General 
who led the 1810 defence of the city against the French siege. The dedication above the columns on his 
monument reads: “To Gen. D. Andrés Pérez de Herrasti and the defensive corps of this plaza in 1810”. Note 
the bomb-damaged Cathedral façade which lay directly in the line of fire behind the city walls. At the 
northern end of the plaza can be found a monument to Julián Sánchez “El Charro”, a guerrilla leader who 
fought with Herrasti and Wellington. 
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City Tour Locality 9: 
View northeast 
from the parapet of 
the city wall across 
the defensive works 
between the Great 
and Lesser 
breaches. The 
faussebraye rises 
between two 
ditches, and beyond 
it lie the modern 
suburbs that include 
the ruins of the San 
Francisco Convent 
500m distant. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

City Tour Locality 10: Plaza de Amayuelas, site of the Lesser Breach. The plaque on the left reads: To the 
memory of Major General Robert Craufurd and those of the 43rd and 52nd Light Infantry and the 95th Rifles of 
the Light Division, which he commanded with such distinction, and of their comrades of the 60th, all of whom 
fell in the storming of the breaches through which Ciudad Rodrigo was liberated on 19th January 1812. This 
plaque is erected by their heirs, the Royal Green Jackets, mindful of the historic efforts by the Spanish and 
British to free the Peninsula 1808-1813 (October 1993). The plaque on the right reads: “The Lesser Breach” 
1812-2012. Ciudad Rodrigo. To all the victims of the War of Independence on the bicentennial of the 
liberation (19 January 2012). 
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“General Craufurd, who was standing on the glacis above the ditch, directing the movements of the supports, 
received a bullet which passed through his arm, broke two ribs, and finally lodged in his spine…. The death of 
(Craufurd), who lingered in great agony for four days, though shot through to the spine, was no small event 
in the war: his talents were sadly missed in its latter years” (Oman 1918). “Wellington decreed that the 
remains of Major General Craufurd, who had died of his wounds after four days, were to be buried in a grave 
dug in the ditch at the foot of the lesser breach” (Saunders 2018). Image from 
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Craufurd#/media/File:Craufurd_at_Ciudad_Rodrigo.jpg) 

   

The plague reads: “The Lesser Breach was opened by bombing during the British siege, enhanced finally by a 
mine explosion, which allowed the assault of the city by the allies; during the storming Robert Craufurd, 
friend to the Spanish people, was mortally wounded”. 
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City Tour Locality 11: San Francisco Convent. The ruins of the convent can be found by walking northeast 
from Plaza de Amayuelas, passing the faussebraye separating the two ditches, and the gently sloping grassy 
glacis slope beyond, and then turning left into Avenidad de España. The remains of the convent can be seen 
directly ahead, on the other side of a roundabout. The plaque reads: “Convent of San Francisco. Once 
fortified, it became a key point in the city defence, as well as being used as a field hospital for wounded 
soldiers. Here died the English General Robert Craufurd”. From the convent walk west along the main road 
then turn right into the Calle San Martin (12) which crosses the Lesser Teso to emerge at a small park, sports 
ground and railway line lying on the northern side of the Greater Teso (13).  

 

   

City Tour Localities 12-13. 12 (left) View southwards up the gentle incline of the Lesser Teso, now occupied by 
the buildings of Calle San Martin, just east of the San Francisco Convent ruins. 13 (right): View northwards 
across the railway line to the slopes of the Greater Teso. Now return to the Plaza de Amayuelas and walk east 
to Plaza del Conde. 
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City Tour Localities 14-5. 14 (left): Montarco/Castro Palace in Plaza del Conde, used by Wellington as his 
headquarters after the successful conclusion of the Allied siege. From here walk to the Plaza Mayor. 15 
(right): The Ayuntamiento (Town Hall) in the Plaza Major, where the French defenders laid down their arms 
after the Allied siege of 1812. 
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Background to Holiday Geology Guides. The author and geologist Wes Gibbons has always had an interest in 

writing short geoguides aimed at inquisitive tourists, offering them the opportunity to learn about the landscapes and 

rocks of scenically attractive places. His argument is that there is so much more to know about rocks and Earth history 

than the superficial descriptions offered by tourist guidebooks, which rarely even scratch the surface of Deep Time.  

His first attempt in this direction produced The Rocks of Sark (1975), published jointly with John Renouf of Manche 

Technical Supplies in Jersey, a venture that taught a youthful Wes to always be the one responsible for the final proof 

reading. In 1976 Wes moved from Sark to begin a PhD supervised by Greg Power (Portsmouth University) and Tony 

Reedman (British Geological Survey). Living in a former Post Office in the village of Greatham on the Hampshire-West 

Sussex border, Wes decided to pass his spare time preparing a guide to the geology of the Weald in southeast England. 

He sold the idea to the publishers Allen and Unwin who commissioned other authors to develop a mini-series: The 

Weald (1981), Snowdonia (1981), Lake District (1982), and Peak District (1982). 

His next field-based guidebook surfaced in 1985, fruit of several years research work in Corsica (Corsican Geology: a 

field guidebook by Gibbons and Horák). Two years later Wes launched the Holiday Geology series, using a simple, 

inexpensive format later described as “a single A3 laminated sheet …. folded into three and (with).. six portrait panels … 

filled with a lively mix of colour photos, maps, sections and text” (review by Nigel Woodcock in Geological Magazine, 

2000). The first two Holiday Geology guides were Scenery and Geology around Beer and Seaton (1987) and Rocks and 

Fossils around Lyme Regis (1988). The Holiday Geology concept attracted the attention of the British Geological Survey 

who went on to expand the series to over 20 titles. 

Following his retirement in 2004 to live in Barcelona with Teresa Moreno, Wes maintained his interest in publishing field 

guides by writing the text to Field Excursion from Central Chile to the Atacama Desert (Gibbons and Moreno 2007), The 

Geology of Barcelona: an Urban Excursion Guide (Gibbons and Moreno 2012), and Field Geotraverse, Geoparks and 

Geomuseums (in central and southwest Japan: Gibbons, Moreno and Kojima 2016). His most recent publishing project, 

the most ambitious so far aimed at a general readership, has produced the book Barcelona Time Traveller: Twelve Tales 

(2016, Spanish translation 2017: Bimón Press Barcelona) and the resurgence of the Holiday Geology concept, although 

this time in virtual format linked to the Barcelona Time Traveller webpage. 
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