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ABSTRACT

THE CAMPAIGN TO DEFEND SOUTHWEST FRANCE 1 JULY 1813-14 APRIL 1814 by
Major Kenneth A Turner, U.S. Army, 142 pages.

This study examines the campaign to defend southwest France waged by
Marshal Nicholas Soult against the Anglo-Allied Army of Arthur Wellesley
from 1 July 1813 until 14 April 1814 to garner insights that are
applicable to today's officer. 1In the first stages of the campaign
Marshal Soult conducts an operational offensive across the Pyrenees
Mountains but is defeated at the Battle of Sorauren. After this battle,
Soult retreats back into France and attempts to defend the French
frontier by occupying three successive river lines. Wellesley attacks
and defeats Soult's army at each of these lines forcing the French to
ultimately retire on Toulouse where the campaign ends.

A study of this campaign illustrates that there are a number of
intangible factors that effect the success of a campaign. These factors
include the impact of the commander's vision on the conduct of the
campaign, as demonstrated by his active involvement in the operations,
the decisions he makes during the campaign, as well as his ability to
translate strategic guidance into a sound operational plan. Other
intangible factors identified include the effects of soldiers' morale on
operations and the commander's employment of forcés in the manner in
which they are trained.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

In the 1840s King Louis Phillipe of France organized a display at
the Palace of Versailles to honor the exploits of Marshal General
Nicholas Soult. At the dedication for this display, Soult observed that
of all his military exploits the one that he was most proud was the
defense of Toulouse in 1814. He followed by stating that it was his
finest battle because he was fighting against three allied armies: the
British, the Spanish and the Portuguese, led by the greatest of all
allied commanders Arthur Wellesley.! The Battle of Toulouse was the
final act in the campaign to defend Southwest France in 1814, and Soult
lost the battle and the campaign. While Soult believed that Toulouse was
his greatest battle, there is little utility in examining the defense of
Toulouse from a historical perspective. The campaign was lost prior to
the battle occurring at Toulouse. It is this campaign, leading up to
Toulouse that merits consideration for the insights that can be garnered
from its study.

In the closing months of 1813 Napoleon appointed Marshal Soult as
commander of French forces in Spain. Marshal Soult's mission was to
defend the southwest frontier of France from the advancing allied army.
The opposing forces were equal in many respects, yet in the end Marshal
Soult failed in his mission. Why was he unable to defend Southwest
France from the advancing Allied army? Looking at the numbers of

1



soldiers involved and the physical characteristics of the area of
operations reveals that the French should have been able to defend the
frontier. The correlation of forces was relatively equal throughout the
campaign and the terrain favored the defender. However, a closer
examination of the campaign can identify many intangible causes for the
French failure. The French Army Soult commanded was fraught with
problems that affected its performance that cannot be accounted for by
just assessing the numbers of soldiers involved. Other intangible
factors contributed to his failure. These intangible factors included
the leadership demonstrated by Soult, as illustrated by his decisions
during the campaign, the methods he employed, his lack of vision, morale
of the soldiers, and the force mix of his army. Many of Soult's
operational successes were later neutralized by tactical failures either
on his part or the part of his subordinates. He often displayed
extraordinary talent at the movement of large bodies of soldiers over
vast distances, what is currently thought of as the operational level,

but failed to achieve tactical victories due to a lack of initiative or

will.

During this campaign, Marshal Soult demonstrated outstanding
abilities in the area of administration as he organized, managed and
controlled his command. However, his lack of aggressiveness and
overcautious nature at the tactical level, coupled with his
predictability, led to his failure. Throughout 1813-1814 he missed
several opportunities to defeat the British. A demonstration of this
unwillingness to take risks is illustrated by an encounter between

Wellesley and Soult in the Pyrenees at the Battle of Sorauren. As the



French were pursuing the British after the Battle of the Roncsevalles
pPass, Wellesley rode ahead with an aide to reconnoiter the French
positions. Upon arriving along the front, among his cheering soldiers,
he spied Soult across the valley. During this encounter an aide heard
Wellesley mumble as to himself "Yonder is a great commander, but he is a
cautious one, and will delay his attack to understand the cause of these
cheers; that will give time for the Sixth Division to arrive, and I shall
beat him."? Wellesley was right. He beat Soult in the ensuing battle
and the campaign. Soult's cautious nature prevented him from taking
advantage of numerous opportunities to defeat the Anglo-Allies during the
campaign. This theme runs throughout the campaign and as such this
campaign serves as a model of how tactical failures can neutralize
operational successes.

Another factor that prevented Soult from achieving success was
the method of warfare he attempted to employ during the campaign. The
campaign to defend southwest France is an anomaly of traditional
Napolecnic warfare. Soult failed to conduct the campaign in what was
considered Napoleonic fashion. Warfare, as conducted by Napoleon, was
characterized by bold, aggressive, offensive operations. These
operations capitalized on speed and outmarching the enemy with the intent
of destroying the enemy's will to fight. This was accomplished through
the destruction of their field army in the climactic battle. This was
the essence of Napoleonic warfare. With the enemy's ability to resist
destroyed, Napoleon could then dictate whatever political terms he
desired. It was in this way that Napoleon integrated the political

policy with the military strategy to attain that policy.? The principal




element of Napoleon's method of war can be found in his own words.
"There are in Europe mény good generals, but they see too many things at
once; I see only one thing, namely the enemy's main body. I try to crush
it, confident that secondary matters will ghen settle themselves."* Soult
failed to do this and pursued geographic objectives as opposed to the
destruction of the enemy's forces.

Soult also conducted a primarily defensive campaign. After the
failure of the initial counterattack, which culminated at The Second
Battle of Sorouren, Soult went on the operational defensive. This
abdicated the initiative to Wellesley and played to one of Wellesley's
strengths, positiocnal warfare. Conversely, the French method of warfare
was not conducive to defensive operations. "Make war offensively; it is
the sole means to become a great captain and to fathom the secrets of the
art."s This was what Napoleon envisioned as the most effective way to
wage war. He went on to say nThat the soldier who sits in his position
and waits for his advesary to attack is more than half-beaten before the
first shots are exchanged. . . ."¢ This is the critical mistake Soult
commits in the campaign as he occupies successive defensive lines along
the French frontier. Wellesley then takes advantage of the situation,
maneuvering Soult out of each position until Soult becomes trapped in
Toulouse.

Another intangible that adversely influenced Soult's leadership
effectiveness was his lack of vision. One of the most critical
characteristics of a successful commander is the ability to interpret and
translate strategic guidance into operational and tactical objectives.

This is particularly important in the case of a modern Commander-in-Chief



(CINC) who has to translate sometimes vague political guidance into
achievable military objectives to meet the political goals. Only when
commanders establish the conditions they want to achieve in advance, can
they communicate their intent to their subordinates. To be successful,
commanders must possess a "vision" of what they expect to accomplish in
the pursuit of a particular campaign or operation. Clausewitz termed

this the "inner light" to understand what must be done and when it must

be accomplished.

If the mind is to emerge unscathed from this relentless struggle

with the unforeseen, two qualities are indispensable: first an

intellect that, even in the darkest hour, retains some glimmerings

of the inner light which leads to truth; and second, the courage

to follow this faint light wherever it may lead. The first of

these qualities is described by the French term, coup d' oeil, the

second is determination.’
During the campaign in southwest France, Napoleon provided Soult with
strategic directive that was constrained by political considerations.
Napoleon's strategic directive concentrated on the retention of
geographic locations because of the political ramifications of losing
territory or cities. Soult failed to tranlate this guidance into a
successful plan. Soult should have understood that Napoleon's strategic
directive was affected by political considerations and might be
inappropriate to the situation and modified his operational plan to
accomplish the overall strategic objective. Soult failed to apply a
vision to the directive that would have allowed him to employ Napoleonic
methods of warfare to achieve the strategic goals.

The Army's morale also hindered its performance. Its will to

fight was seriously affected by the subsequent losses it incurred

beginning at Sorauren and continuing until the loss of Toulouse.




Soult's Army's effectiveness was also hindered by the quality of its
soldiers. From the very beginning of the campaign, the army lost
quality veteran soldiers to support Napoleon's efforts in eastern

France. The replacements for these soldiers were normally conscripts

whose quality was suspect. The effectiveness of the Army was also
hampered by the lack of cavalry which was removed at an ever increasing
rate by Napoleon as the campaign continued. This lack of cavalry

adversly affected Soult's ability to conduct reconnaissance throughout

his area of operations.
In essence, Soult failed to failed to apply the art of

generalship and it is because of this that he failed. The success of an

army in war is dependent on the generalship of its commander. While
geenralship is not the only determining factor for success it is the

preeminent. As Napoleon said:
The personalty of the general is indispensable, he is the head, he
is the all, of an army. The Gauls were not conquered by the Roman
legions, but by Caesar. It was not before the Carthagian soldiers
that Rome was made to tremble, but before Hannibal. It was not
the Macadonian phalanx which penetrated to India, but Alexander.
it was not the French Army which reached Weser and the Inn, it was

Turenne. Prussia was not defended for seven years against the
three most formidable European Powers by the Prussian soldiers,

but by Frederick the Great.®

And as such it was not the French soldier or the terrain that lost the
campaign for the French, but Marshal Soult. Wellesley defeated Soult
because he exhibited generalship. Wellesley displayed untiring energy,
coupled with the ability to be at the critical place of combat at the
critical time, the ability to inspire the soldiers to greater efforts,
outstanding physical courage and creative intelligence. Soult, on the

other hand, failed in many of these areas.



It is not the intent to examine this campaign in order to

provide a checklist of principles or a template for success. It is,
however, important to study a variety of examples to attempt to "educate
the judgment of the commander" as Michael Howard has said.? This
campaign provides an example that should be examined to educate military
leaders and obtain some manner of seasoning from the experiences of
others. Napoleon said that it is through the study of great captains,
their battles, and through experience that a knowledge of the higher
level of war is acquired. While Marshal Soult is not of the stature of
the men he had in mind, i.e., Alexander, Hannibal, Gustavas, Turrene and
Frederick, he was one of the premier commanders of what was once the
dominant Army of the age. However, his last campaign ended in failure
and often more can be learned from examining a failure then can be
learned from success. Because of this, there is value in exploring his
final campaign during the Napoleonic Wars to glean insights that might
provide an informed perspective on solving contemporary issues for
military leaders.

The examination of this campaign includes the time immediately
after the Battle of Vittoria until the end of the Battle of the Nive
River around Bayonne in early December 1814. While this is occurring in
the west of France, Napoleon is engaged in a struggle for his Empire in
the East against the Sixth Coalition. The Campaign in the west lasted
from July 1813 until 14 April 1814. When Soult initially arrived, his
army is demoralized and unorganized. He immediately instilled
confidence in his soldiers and took the offensive against the Anglo-

Allied Army headed by Arthur Wellesley. During this initial offensive




Soult surprised Wellesley and forced the passes of the Pyrenees
Mountains. Despite the initial surprise and subsequent success, Soult
lost the initiative and suffered a defeat at the Battle of Soruoren. As
a result of this defeat, Soult was forced back into France where he
occupied successive defensive positions only to be outmaneuvered and
eventually defeated by Wellesley the ensueing battles. Even though this
campaign was an integral part of the effort to defend France in the
final years of the Napoleonic Empire, it is less studied than the
efforts in the east, which were under the direct influence of Napoleon.

To analyze the campaign it is first necessary to describe the
overall strategic situation of the French and the Allies leading into
1813. This will include a description of Napoleon's strategy after 1812
and the Allies overall strategy to defeat France. It will also describe
where in the strategic situation the campaign fits to provide a context
of its importance.

After discussing the strategic situation, the thesis will
continue with a description of the theater of operations detailing the
physical characteristics of the French southwest frontier. This will
provide an understanding of the operational environment of the campaign.

The operational situation will include a brief summary of the
commanders involved, the forces they commanded, and a brief discussion
of the differences in the way the French and British waged war during
the Napoleonic wars. The thesis will conclude with an analysis of a
description of the major events of the campaign from 1 July 1813 until

the Battle of Nive where Wellesley defeats Soult and begins his final

drive on Toulouse.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE STRATEGIC SITUATION

Historians often cite Napoleon's efforts to defend his empire
in 1813-1814 as an example of Napoleon at his best. Many writers and
historians fregquently study the campaign to determine what insights can
be gleaned for the activities of the Emperor without regard for the
operations to defend the Empire in other theaters. An integral aspect,
but less studied part of this campaign, is the defense of the southwest
of France waged by Marshal Soult. Before the actual events in the
south are recounted, it is necessary to describe the strategic setting
in the west. This will provide the context to where Soult's efforts fit
in with the final months of the Napoleonic Empire.

The campaign to defend France in 1813-1814 truly begins with
the crossing of the Berezina River by the remnants of Napoleon's Grand
Armee between November 26-28, 1812.1 This event marked the end of the
invasion of Russia and was the final episode in the destruction of the
Grand Armee. On December 5, 1812, Napoleon left what remained of the
army in the hands of Marshal Murat, and returned to Paris. He arrived
in Paris on 18 December to begin the seemingly insurmountable task of
preparing for the coming invasion.? The raising of the new army for the
campaign in the east had an adverse impact on the Spanish theater

throughout 1813 and 1814.
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Along the German frontier the French Army of the Main, now
under Eugene de Beauharnais, Napoleon's stepson who had assumed command
from Murat, continued to give ground as the Russians advanced. On 30
December 1812 it recrossed the Neiman River, and continued its retreat.
During the next two months it was pushed back to the Vistula and from
there to the Oder River. By the 10 March 1813 Eugene had positioned his
army on the left bank of the Elbe River awaiting the arrival of
replacements under Napoleon.’?

During this time the political situation throughout Europe was
changing rapidly. When Napcleon invaded Russia in 1812, almost all of
Europe was united behind him either through voluntary or coerced
assistance. Only England, Portugal, and Russia were actively opposed to
Napoleon. This all began to change after the defeat in Russia. As the
extent of the losses in Russia became apparent to the other nations they
began to withdraw their support for the French. On 17 March 1813
Prussia declared war on France. As a result, all of the major powers,
with the exception of Austria, were actively engaged against the

French.®* The Sixth Coalition to defeat Napoleon began to take shape.

Napoleon Rebuilds His Army: Effects on the Spanish Theatex

Napoleon immediately set out to organize the force to repel the
expected onslaught from the Sixth Coalition. He set for himself a goal
to raise an army of 656,000 men to offset the losses of the Russian
Campaign.®

To create this new army, Napoleon relied on a combination of
sources for manpower. These sources included a reorganization and
reallocation of men already in the service of the Empire and an

11



aggressive recruitment of new soldiers.® It was the soldiers of the
first category that influenced the affairs in Spain.

The quality of the soldiers already in uniform varied depending
on the source. Those of the municipal guards or the coastal ship guards
were of questionable quality. On the other hand, the soldiers
reassigned from the Spanish frontier were veterans and generally quality
soldiers. Because of the shortage of veterans in Germany, Napoleon

hoped to capitalize on the qualities of the veterans from Spain to

fulfill three purposes. The first objective was to refill the ranks of

the Imperial Guard Infantry to include the 0ld, Middle and Young Guard
regiments. Secondly, Napoleon expected to rebuild his cavalry.
Finally, he wanted to strengthen the line and light battalions of his
new army in Germany.’

The most important priority for Napoleon's new army was to
replenish the ranks of the Old and Middle Guard Regiments. To
accomplish this, Napoleon ordered that each line and light battalion
serving in Spain nominate twelve soldiers for service in the Guard.
One-half of these soldiers were required to have served in the army for
eight years and were subsequently assigned to the 01d Guard Foot
Regiments. The other six soldiers nominated were to have at least four
years' experience and were destined for the Fusilier Grenadier and
Fusilier Chasseur Regiments.® BAs a result of these endeavors, Napoleon
reinforced four regiments of the Imperial Guard, however, at a cost of
the loss of 3,000 hardened veterans from the armies of Spain.®

The Young Guard was reinforced‘at the expense of the French

armies in Spain. Operating within Spain were the Young Guard 3rd
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Voltigeurs, the 3rd Tirailleur Regiments, and elements of the 1lst
Voltigeurs and the 1st Tirailleur Regiments. Napoleon recalled these
units to form the nucleus of the new Young Guard Regiments for the
upcoming campaign.?

Napoleon looked to the Spanish theater to provide existing line
infantry battalions as a nucleus around which the new army could be
formed. He accomplished this by directing the 3rd, 4th and depot
battalions of the regiments serving in Spain to redeploy to staging
areas in Germany.*

Finally, Napoleon called on the French armies in Spain to help
rebuild his depleted cavalry arm. Within Spain there were two sources
of experienced troopers. The first source was the depot squadrons of
those regiments currently serving in Spain. Napoleon ordered these
squadrons to report for duty along the Rhine River. These elements were
to be kept together and combined with other elements to form new line
regiments. The other source for cavalry within Spain was from the
thirty active regiments currently serving in Spain. Of these regiments
Napoleon directed that each would provide twenty of their best troopers,
with mounts, to.be assigned to the Guard Cavalry.? Additionally, on 25
February 1813 Napoleon directed his Minister of War, Henri Clarke, that
a further 200 troopers would be needed from Spain to reconstitute the
Gendarmes de Elite.!? These measures to reconstitute the new army
adversely effected the French armies in Spain.

As a result of these measures, the French armies in Spain were
stripped of over 20,000 veteran soldiers.* This was only the beginning

of a constant drain of manpower from the Spanish theater to support the
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operations in the west. Napoleon looked to Spain repeatedly during the

course of 1813 to 1814 to provide veterans to reinforce his

inexperienced armies in the west.

By April of 1813 Napoleon had raised close to the 656,000 men
he thought necessary to begin his campaign. He joined Eugene at Erfurt

with a new Army of the River Main which included over 200,000 men.*

French Strategy, 1813

While Napoleon was busy rebuilding his army, he was also
developing his strategy to defend his Empire. Although there was no
strategy in writing, it appears that his fundamental strategic objective
was the maintenance of the territorial integrity of the Empire at its
1813 borders. To accomplish this he envisioned conducting a. delay by
Eugene's army as far to the east as possible. His apparent intent was
to keep the allied armies east of the Elbe River until he could join
Eugene with his new army.'¢

As part of the overall strategy. Napoleon believed that
offensive operations in Spain were possible and even necessary, to
threaten Portugal and forestall the advance of the Allied armies towards
France. The political problems facing Napoleon with the ever growing
strength of the Sixth Coalition governed his Spanish policy. Napoleon
hoped that military successes in Spain would garner political support
and prevent other countries from joining the coalition. He was still
intent on holding as much of Spain as possible and did not even consider

evacuation of the Peninsula and defending the French frontier along the

Pyrenees.
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To accomplish this in May of 1813 he directed Joseph to move
from Madrid and supress the insurections in Northern Spain. This would
have freed garrison soldiers and other resources involved in suppression
activities to be available to swell the army's ranks for line duty.
These soldiers could then be available to conduct offensive operations
against the Anglo-Porteguese Army. This was intended to prevent
Wellseley from advancing out of Western Spain. Additionally, Napoleon
directed Joseph to take the field as a "soldier king" and abandon
Madrid, moving his headquarters to Valladolid.¥

While Napoleon was rebuilding his shattered forces for
operations in the east, the allies in Spain under Wellesley, were
situated around Cuidad Rodrigo, preparing to renew the advance towards
France in the spring of 1813. The Allied Army was in Central Spain as a
result of the only significant French success of 1812. This occurred
when Joseph forced Wellington to abandon the siege of Burgos and retire
upon Ciudad Rodrigo. After this, Wellesley was content to spend the
winter of 1813 in central Spain.!®

At Ciudad Rodrigo, Wellesley gathered reinforcements and planned
operations for the new campaign in the spring of 1813. He took the
offensive in 1813 and with steady pressure forced the French forces
under King Joseph back to the River Ebro. On 21 June 1813 Wellesley
defeated the French at the Battle of Vittoria.?®®

The Battle of Vittoria was a turning point in the Peninsular
War. After this victory the road to France lay open. The French were
virtually expelled from the Peninsula. The only parts of Spain

containing French forces were Suchet's men in the Province of Aragon
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north of the Ebro River and the isolated forces in Pampluna, San
Sabastian, and Pancoro.?®

The remnants of Joseph's army retreated past the Pyrenees into
France where they were joined by Genral RBertrand Clausel's division and
reinforced by garrison forces from northern Spain. Wellesley moved to
occupy the passes opposite the French in the Pyrenees. The primary
objective of the British in Spain was achieved. As Napier described it:

The whole line of the Spanish Frontier, from the
Roncesvalles to the mouth of the Bidassoa River was thus
occupied by the victorious allies, . . - . Joseph's reign was
over. The crown had fallen from his head, and after years of
toil and combat which had been admired, rather then understocd
the English General, emerging from the chaos of the Peninsular
struggle, stood on the summit of the Pyrenees a recognized

conquerer.?

The effects of the French loss were felt throughout Europe and the hoped
for military success to affect the political situation did not
transpire.

Napoleon heard about the disaster of Vittoria while at Dresden
on 1 July 1813 from a report from Major Baltazar, Aide-de-Camp from the
Minister of War.? Napoleon immediately realized the seriousness of the
situation and appointed Marshal Soult as his Lieutenant General and
commander of all forces in Spain. 1In a letter to Soult dated 1 July
1813 Napoleon provided Soult with his instructions: for what he expects
of Soult when he arrives at his new command:

Start to-morrow before 10 P.M. You must travel incognito, assuming
the name of one of your aides-de-camp. You will reach Paris on the
4th . . . . Thence you will continue your road in order to assume
the command of my armies in Spain. To avoid all difficulties, I
have appointed you my lieutenant-general commanding my armies in
Spain and on the Pyrenees. . . . You must take measures to re-

establish my affairs in Spain, and to preserve Pampeluna, St.
Sebastian, and Pancoro .23
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An examination of this dispatch illustrates the level of strategic
freedom Soult had in the Spanish theater. It clearly describes Soult's
operational objective and his freedom of action to accomplish his
mission. He feels he did not have the freedom to develop his own course
of action to meet the strategic objective. Napoleon is still focused on
the occupation of Spain without considering how best to defend France.
By instructing Soult "to preserve Pampeluna, St. Sabastian and Pancora"
he prevented Soult from developing his own plan to defeat Wellesley.
The Anglo-Allied army should have been Soult's objective, not the
defense of meaningless fortresses. Soult was a seasoned commander. His
experience serving in Spain should have shown him that the destruction
of the British Army was critical to French success in the Peninsula.
News of the allied victory at Vittoria reached London on 3 July

1813% and was greeted with enthusiasm and subsequent high expectations
as to the next move on the part of Wellesley. The British Government
decided to support the Allies in the east by following up the victory
with continued pressure on the French in Spain. This policy is detailed
in a dispatch to Lord Cathart, the British ambassador to Russia, who was
accompanying the Russian Emperor at allied headquarters invthe east:

vou will inform the Emperor (Alexander) that it is the intention

of His Majesty's Government, in the event of the enemy being

expelled from Spain, actively to employ the Allied armies on the

side of France in such a manner as will best serve to occupy the

attention and military resources of the enemy, and thereby to

favour the exertions of the allies in other parts of Europe.?®
The British Government also provided authority to Wellesley to enter
France and to make whatever requisitions he saw fit to prepare his army
for future operations. The government did not, however, provide

detailed instructions on how Wellesley was to accomplish his mission.
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This the government wisely left to Wellesley. The freedom of action to
pursue the campaign how he saw fit was critical to Wellesley's future
success. It allowed him to pursue the courses of action he deemed
appropriate, considering primarily military considerations in his
operations, without concern for being second guessed by the politicians

in London. The freedom of action can be attributed to the confidence

that London possessed in Wellesley's abilities.

The general mood of the British government was one of total
support and high expectations on the abilities of Wellesley. He was
well thought of at the highest levels of government and had the total
confidence to pufsue his objectives. He was so highly respected that
members of Pariiament often wrote to him requesting advice on matters of
military, personal and government nature. There are even instances of
correspondence from members of Parliament requesting advice on matters
appearing before the legislative body.?* This level of confidence helps
explain the relatively free hand Wellesely possessed to pursue his
objectives with a maximum of operational freedom, and minimal political

interference from London.

Physical Characteristics of the Area of Operations

The campaign of 1813 to 1814 was conducted in the area around
the French and Spanish frontier near the Bay of Biscay. The area
encompasses San Sabastian on the northwest, Pampeluna in the southwest,
north into France around Bayonne, and south to St. Pied de Port. The
area of operations is roughly a rectangle starting in Spain including
the territory from San Sabastian and Pampeluna in the southwest
stretching northeast to the Adour river in France. (See Figure one.)
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The region is mountainous and rugged, bisected with numorous rivers
rugged rocky spurs and deep ravines. Comunications, as well as the
movements of formed bodies of troops, is difficult except by certain
passes, roads, and tracks. The terrain is compartmentalized and divides
military operations into separate actions aimed at controling the
various passes and river crossing sites in the region. Control of these
passes is critical to successful military operations and as result many
actions in the upcoming campaign centered around control of them.

This area is dominated by the Pyrenees Mountains which form a
physical barrier between France and Spain. These mountains generally
yun northwest to southeast and rise to above 6,000 feet in the area of
operations. They prevent the movement north to south except through the
use of several passes. In the eastern sectiomn, along the border between
Spain and France, the mountains are traversed by four militarily
significant passes. From east to west these include the Irun pass,
close to the Bay of Biscay; the Vera pass, leading into the Batzan
Valley; the Maya pass; and the Roncesvalles pass. On the Spanish side
of the mountains, deep valleys separate the passes hindering lateral
movement between the passes. On the other hand, along the French side
approaching Toulouse, the land flattens out into a plain. This leveling
of the countryside allows lateral movement between the passes that‘is
not possible on the Spanish side. This provide a military advantage to
forces operating on the aestern side of the Pyrenees. The movement of
large forces on the western side can take up to a day longer than the
movement of the same forces in parrellel lines on the eastern side.?

This provides a distinct operational advantage to forces on the eastern
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side as they can be repositioned quicker allowing the concentration of
numerically superior forces at the critical place and time of the
commander's choosing.

In addition to the mountains, deep valleys, and high passes,
the region is bisected by numerous rivers. These rivers flow from the
Pyrenees into the Bay of Biscay on a generally north-westerly course.
The most prominent of these include the Bidossoa, the Nivelle, and the
Nive. They all require the use of fords or bridging sites to cross and

are acordingly obstacles to the movements of military formations.

Because of this, the rivers also form natural defensive positions if

properly employed.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE OPERATIONAL SITUATION

The commanders involved in the campaign, from division
commanders to commanders-in-chief, possessed a wide array of backgrounds
and varied experiences. All were seasoned veterans of many campaigns
who rose to their positions largely through meritorious service to their
countries. However, one aspect they all had in common was their service
in the Peninsula. All of the senior commanders involved in the defense
of Southwest France served in the Peninsula almost continuously from
1808 onward. An understanding of their experiences is necessary to

comprehend their actions in the campaign.

The French Commanders

Marshal Soult arrived in Bayonne to take command of the French
forces in Spain on 12 July 1813 and immediately set to work restoring
the morale and reorganizing his forces.® He displayed his usual energy
in performing the administrative duties necessary to reform the army.
Initially it appeared that the confidence the Emperor displayed in
selecting Marshal Soult for this crucial mission was well founded.
However, as the campaign progressed, this confidence proved misplaced as
Soult failed in many aspects.

Soult began his Peninsular experience facing General Moore in

the campaign that culminated in the escape of the British Army at
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Corruna in 1808.8Soult was one of Napoleon's ablest marshals and, except
for Marshal Massena, possessed the most experience in fighting the
British. He had spent most of his time from 1808 through 1813 fighting
in the Peninsula and was beaten by Wellington on several occasions.?
After the British evacuated Spain, Soult invaded Portugal with
the intent of securing Lisbon. He advanced through the northern part of
the country and defeated the Portuguese army at Oporto. After securing
Oporto, Soult paused to consolidate his position both politically and
militarily before continuing his advance to capture Lisbon. During this
pause, the English under Wellesley landed in Portugal. Wellesley
advanced from Lisbon to expel the French from Oporto. Soult established
defensive positions along the Douro River and awaited the British
advance. On 12 May Wellesley surprised Soult by crossing the Douro
River above the city and defeated the French at the Battle of Oporto.
The English forced the French to retreat, losing in the bargain all
their artillery, baggage trains, and abandon wounded. Wellesley pursued
Soult out of Portugal and forced him back into Spain on 19 May 1809.°
This initial meeting between Wellesley and Soult has much in
common with the 1813 to 1814 campaign and had a lasting influence on
Soult. The surprise Wellesley inflicted on the French at the Duoro
river crossing adversely affected Soult. When the French were defending
the Bidassoa, Nive, and the Nivelle rivers in the 1813 to 1814 campaign,
Soult remembed the Douro river crossing when making his defensive
dispositions. This caused Soult to be very cautious while on the

defensive and very vulnerable to deception operations conducted by

Wellesley.
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During the summer of 1809, Napoleon assigned Soult as Chief of
Staff to King Joseph, in charge of three corps operating in western
Spain. Their mission was to invade Portugal. Soult operated within
Andelusia meeting with success against the Spanish érmies. However,
when Wellesley moved to threaten Madrid Soult refused to support Joseph
in the operation to defend Madrid. As a result, Joseph was forced to
confront Wellesley without Soult's forces and was beaten at the Battle
of Talavera.

Despite the victory, the British army was in a precarious
position after Talavera because of the length of their supply lines to
Portugal. Soult tried to interdict these lines, however, he failed to
defeat Wellesley at the battle of the Almarez river. Despite his
victory Wellesley retreated into Portugal and King Joseph forbade Soult
from pursuing.*

Regardless of these failures, in 1809 Napoleon appointed Soult
Major General to King Joseph, replacing Marshal Jourdan. In 1810 Soult
invaded Andelusia and captured Seville, Olivinca, and Badajoz in support
of Marshal Massena who was operating in Portugal against Wellesley.®

The first months of 1811 involved operations around Badajoz
leading to the next confrontation with Wellesley. After leaving a small
garrison at Badajoz, Soult moved his army to Seville. This resulted in
the Allies laying siege to Badajoz with Beresford's Anglo-Portuguese
army. Soult moved to raise the siege and Beresford defeated him at the
Battle of Albuera and forced Soult to retreat. After Albuera, Soult
united with Marshal Marmont and attempted to raise the siege again. The

French were successful and on 19 June 1811 forced Wellesley back to
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Portugal. Soult operated within Andelusia for the remainder of 1811

invading Grenada and supporting Massena in Portugal, while

simultaneously securing Badajoz.®

As 1812 began, Wellesley made another attempt to capture

Badajoz. The Allied army advanced out of Portugal and from March 16

through April 6 laid siege to the city. Soult failed to relieve the
city which then fell to the Allies. The fall of Badajoz released

Wellesley's army from the confines of Portugal and provided it with

maneuver space in which to operate. Wellesley attacked Marshal

Marmont's army and defeated it at the Battle of Salamanca. This defeat

forced Soult to evacuate andelusia and link up with Marshal Suchet and

King Joseph at vValencia on September 1812.7 The combined force was then

able to force Wellesley to retreat westward from the siege of Burgos.

Soult reentered Madrid with Joseph on 2 November 1812, then continued to

pursue Wellesley's retreating army. After a series of marches and

countermarches, the two armies settled into winter quarters with
Wellesley around Ciudad Rodrigo and Soult occupying Toledo.®

On 3 January 1813, Napoleon recalled Soult to the east to serve
on the Imperial Staff to assist the ailing Berthier. With the death of
Marshal Bessieres at Lutzen on 2 May 1813, Napoleon reassigned Soult as
Commander of the Imperial Guard.® In that capacity Soult served at the
Battle of Bautzen 20-21 May 1813 and played an important role in the
battle. He led the decisive attack of VI Corps as it penetrated the

right center of the Allied line near the Pliskowitz and Krechitz area.?®
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During the Battle of Bautzen Soult's performance was

reminiscent of Austerlitz. The attack was well planned, organized, and
executed. He displayed outstanding leadership abilities as he executed
the plan designed by the Emperor. However, this belies a problem that
Soult's actions in the Spanish campaign will clearly reveal. Soult
routinely operated successfully under the direct supervision of
Napoleon. Napoleon would provide the plan and Soult would execute it
at the tactical level. However, when out of sight of the Emperor, Soult
often failed at the tactical level to follow through with his own
operational vision.

The commanders that served under Soult during the 1813-1814
campaign also had a vast level of experience in the Peninsula. They
were extremely capable commanders with all of his three wing commanders
going on to achieve the distinction of being named Marshals of France
under the Bourbons. They included Generals Charles Reille, Jean Drouet
and Bertrand Clausel as wing commanders and several notable officers
commanding the divisions®.

General Charles Michel Joseph Reille was commander of the Right
Wing during the campaign and like many of his contemporaries rose
rapidly through the ranks. He served in the Armies of the Revolution
volunteering in 1791. Reille was promoted in 1802 to General of Brigade
and was posted to the Grand Armee in 1805. Reille served with the Grand
Armee at the Battle of Saalfield, Jena and Pultask. Napoleon promoted
him to General of Division in 1806 and appointed an Imperial Aide De
Camp. He served in this capacity at the Battle of Friedland and was

also present at the signing of the Treaty of Tilsit.??
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General Reille's long involvement in the Peninsula began in
1808 when he accompanied General Savory to the Spanish capital. While
in Madrid he helped overthrow Ferdinand V which resulted in the Spanish
popular revolt against the French involvement in Spain. With the
beginning of the Peninsula War, Reille was called on to capture Rosa
which he accomplished on 5 December 1805.12

After Reille's first successful experience in Spain, Napoleon
recalled him to serve in the 1809 campaign against Austria. This he did
with distinction at Essling as an Imperial Aide and again at Wagram,
leading the Guard Tirailliers against the Austrian center, supporting
MacDonald's attack that ended the battle. At the conclusion of the
German Campaign, Napoleon dispatched him to Antwerp for a short mission
and then returned to Spain to serve as governor to Navarre Province.

Throughout 1810 and into 1811, Reille was involved in

suppressing guerilla activities in his province; a task in which he met

with little success. He later joined Marshal Suchet's force in December
1812 at which time he assisted in the occupation of Valencia. After
this, Reille returned to North Eastern Spain to take command of the
newly formed Army of the Ebro. His new mission was to secure the lines
of communication to the French armies operating in Eastern Spain by
subduing the guerrillas operating in Aragon and Catalonia.}® Reille met
with the same failure with his new army as he did with his forces in
Navarre. Guerilla activities continued in the provinces and Reille was
unable to maintain communications to the interior. Reille's next
challenge was of a more conventional nature but would produce similar

results, as he joined his army with Joseph's for the Battle of Vittoria.
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Moving to support King Joseph in the interior, Reille joined
his Army of the Ebro with the armies of Clausel and Drouet to face
Wellesley at Vitoria. Reille performed well at Vittoria but his efforts
could not salvage the situation. After the defeat of the French at
vittoria, Reille retired behind the Bidassoa.

The Commander of the Center in Marshal Soult's newly organized
Army of Spain was Jean-Baptise Drouet, Comte d'Erlon. Of all of Soult's
senior commanders Drouet had the least amount of experience in the
Peninsula. While Drouet is infamous was his noninvolvement in the dual
battles of Quatre Bras and Ligny, his career prior to that incident was
marked with distinction.

Drouet joined the French Army in 1782 and achieved the rank of
General of Brigade in the Revoluticnary Army by 1799. He was present at
Hohenlinden in 1800 and served with distinction as a brigade commander.
Because of this service he was promoted to General of Division in 1803.
During the Austerlitz campaign, Drouet commanded a division in
Bernadotte's I Corps and played an important role in securing the French
center as St. Hilaire's Division assaulted the Pratzen Heights.
Unfortunately in the Jena Campaign, Drouet missed both of the decisive
battles as Bernadotte loitered between supporting Davout at Auestadt and
Napoleon at Jena. However, his division was involved in the subsequent
pursuit of the Prussians and later occupied Lubeck.?*®

After the Prussian Campaign, Napoleon selected Drouet to serve
as Victor's Chief of Staff in X Corps in the Russian campaign and he was
subsequently wounded in the chest at Friedland. The wound was serious

enough to necessitate recovery in France and it was not until 18 January

29




1808 that he returned to active service with the Army. At this time he
was assigned as commander of the 1ith military district with
headquarters at Bordeaux.

With the beginnings of the problems with Austria in 1809
Napoleon, reassigned Drouet from the relative quietness of the 11th
District to become Chief of gtaff of the VII Corps under Marshal
Lefebvre. During the 1809 campaign Drouet did not operate with the main
army but worked to quell the revolt in the Tyrol which was led by the
insurgent leader Andreas Hofer. During this time he gained valuable
experience for his future assignments in Spain. Despite this
experience, the efforts to stop the insurgency were ultimately
unsuccessful. This failure led to the replacement of the Corps
commander, Marshal Lefebvre, by Drouet and on 11 October 1809 Drouet
received his first opportunity to command at that level.’

Drouet immediately set out to pacify his region of
responsibility. He went on the offensive and moved to destroy the
insurgent force of Hoxen. Drouet attacked the insurgents and dispersed
them at the battle of Brixen on 1l November 1809. The dispersion of the
insurgents enabled him to begin pacify the region. Instead of putting
the area to the torch, as had been the previous method employed by the
French, Drouet attempted to take a more conciliatory line and encourage
the bandits to return to their homes. His methods were successful and
the majority of the bands gave up to the French authorities. As a
result, the bandit leader Hoxen was later captured and executed.
Drouet's successful pacification of the Tyrol offered many insights on

how to successfully quell a popular uprising. He appealed to the
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population's good will so as not to alienate them from the French
soldiers. He also emphasized the involvement of the Bavarian officers
under his command to gain their confidence and good will. This helped
improve the relationship between the French and the native Bavarians,
which negated the popular support from the populace. The insurgents had
relied on this popular support to stay a viable nuisance to the French.
Another worthwhile experience from the Tyrolian affair was the valuable
insights it provided Drouet on how to operate in mountainous terrain.
Drouet implemented several innovative techniques of operating in the
mountains. He trained his troops in conducting night operations and
emphasized the use of outflanking passes and strong positions instead of
using costly frontal assaults. Additionally, he emphasized the use of
large amounts of skirmishers toc occupy the high ground. These
techniques were deemed essential to winning any mountain campaign.®®

2ll of these techniques would prove valuable in his future experiences
in the Peninsula. However, he failed to further develop these ideas in
Spain to achieve any real success.

Due to his success in suppressing the insurgents in the Tyrol
Napoleon assigned Drouet to the Peninsula. Until the Waterloo campaign
he was to spend the rest of his time during the Napoleonic wars in
Spain.

From 1811 to 1812 Drouet operated under the various commanders
in the confusing command structure of the Peninsula. Initially he fell
under the command of Massena in the conflict with Wellesley and
eventually his corps was transferred to the command of Soult. Under

Soult, Drouet commanded the V French Corps operating against the English
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at Badajoz. Throughout the next few years he operated under either Soult
or Marmont against Wellesley. While under Soult's command in February
1812, Drouet and Soult began what would grow into a strained
relationship between the two men. This occurred when Soult reorganized
his army and reduced the status of Drouet's command from that of a corps
to a division. Drouet perceived this action as an insult to his ability
to command large formations and from then on the relations between the
two men were particularly strained. After numerous reorganizations
resulted in his command going back and forth between the major
commanders in Spain, Drouet eventually was given command of his own army
by King Joseph in the reorganization of October 1812.

In this reorganization Drouet received the command of the Army
of the Center under Joseph. He was thus equal to Soult who was also an
army commander. However, the two men still allowed their personal
differences to affect operational decisions. In November 1812, when
Wellesley was in danger of being cut off from his supply lines to
Portugal, these personal differences prevented effective coordination
between the two armies preventing the French from seriously damaging the
Anglo-Portuguese Army. After thie failure, Drouet's Army was spread out
along a two hundred mile front attempting to hold Madrid and the
surrounding countryside. Wellesley attacked in June of 1813 and forced
Drouet to retire on Vittoria where the French armies were concentrating
under King Joseph. Drouet's performance at Vittoria was without
distinction and he was forced to retire with the remnants of his army to

positions behind the Bidassoa in France.?®
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Of all of Soult's commanders in the upcoming campaign, General
Drouet had spent the least amount of time in the Peninsula. Despite
this relatively short time in Spain he did manage to come to major
disagreements with Marshal Soult on several occasions. The strained
relationship between the two commanders would, in the upcoming campaign,
cause problems in command and control.

The commander of the Left Wing of Marshal Soult's Army of Spain
was General Bertrand Clausel. Up to the time when he took command of
the Left Wing he had an extremely varied career with early experiences
in the Peninsula. He first joined the French National Guard in 1789 and
was posted to the Pyrenees along the Spanish frontier. By 1799 Clausel
was promoted to General of Brigade: His career was unusual compared to
his fellow wing commanders. He was not involved in many battles that
directly involved the Emperor and tended to be posted to some very
unusual areas outside of the mainstream of the Napoleonic Wars. For
example, in 1801-1802 he served under Leclerc in Santo Domingo.
Following service in Santo Domingo he was shipwrecked off the coast of
Florida. After returning to France he held positions in Holland, Italy
and Dalmatia prior to being sent to the Army of Portugal in 1810.%°

From 1810 to 1812 Clausel served with the Army of Portugal
commanding a division. In 1812 he played a crucial role in the Battle of
Salamanca preventing the French defeat from turning into a rout. When
Marmont was severely wounded by a cannon ball and the French second in
command General Bonet was also put out of action Clausel took command of
the French Army. He immediately set to restoring the situation in the

French ranks and prepared a counterattack against the Anglo Allied Army
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of Wellesley. Clausel sent a French Division against the British Sixth
Division to reestablish the line. The French were ultimately repulsed
but the counterattack bought time for the French. Clausel used this
time to bring up General Foy's Division to cover the French retreat.®
While the battle ended in a French loss, Clausel did demonstrate his
ability to command large bodies of soldiers and use his initiative to
act decisively. He performed with distinction and prevented the total
annihilation of the French Army during the subsequent retreat.

After the Salamanca Campaign, Clausel received command of his
first army. In January 1813 he replaced General caffarelli as commander
of the Army of the North in Spain. General Clausel was in command of
this army during Wellesley's 1813 offensive that culminated with the
Battle of Vittoria. The Army of the North was operating in Galicia when
Wellesley advanced to defeat Joseph's three armies around Vittoria.
Joseph pleaded with Clausel to move to support his armies. By the time
Joseph's letters reached Clausel's headquarters it was too late for
Joseph. Clausel did respond, much to his credit, but was only able to
make it as far as Longrono, thirty miles south of Vittoria, when the
battle was fought. After the Battle of Vittoria, Clausel again covered
the retreat of the remainder of the French armies, much like after
Salamanca, but this time to the French frontier.?? C(Clausel's Army was
the only significant fighting force remaining and when Soult took
command he reorganized Clausel's Army of the North into the Left Wing of
his new Army of Spain.?

General Clausel's performance as an independent commander

reveals several insights into his abilities and weaknesses. He failed
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to comprehend the speed of the Anglo-Allied army's advance to the Ebro
river. This surprise resulted in his army being out of position to
support the other three French armies during the Battle of Vittoria.
This shows a lack of understanding of the strategic situation and of the
role his army played in the overall situation. On the other hand, his
rapid response to King Joseph's plea for assistance was commendable. He
did not display any of the petty jealousies that were common among many
of the independent commanders in Spain. This is to his credit, as was
his performance after the battle. He managed to cover the French
retreat and keep his army intact during the Anglo-Allied pursuit. This
allowed Marshal Soult to at least have some semblance of an organized
f