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LETTERS FROM THE PENINSULA. 

WRITTEN IN 1811 BY, CAPTAIN CRANSTOUN GEORGE RIDOUT, 

11TH LIGHT DRAGOONS. 

SELECTED AND EDITED BY HIS GRAND· DAUGHTER, MRS. BLACK·HAWKINS. 

(Continued from page 252). 

" We were not sorry to'return to our old quarters at Castellega though 
only for two or three hours, as we knew we should receive a warm welcome 
from our old Patrbnes. It was 11 o'clock ere we gained the village, 
although the distance was not more tha.n four miles from Fuentes. The 
nigh t being very' dark and the road extremely bad as well as difficult to 
find, caused us much loss of time, a matter of no small import situated as 
we were, and with a full belief of a general action being only Ilt the 
distance of a few hours. Everyone repaired to his late quarters and I did 
to mine. The family 'had been at prayers and were preparing to go to 
bed, when a knocking at the door caused them all to jump from their seats 
and occasioned for the instant a small degree of alarm, not knowing the 
business or condition of their nocturnal visitor. The good people no sooner 
recognized their late inmate than they expressed themselves in the warmest 
manner glad to see me, and ,each and all were ready to offer every little 
attention in their power towards rendering me comfortable. My Patrone's 
children, with whom I had ever been on the best terms, heaped on the 
expiring fire a quantity of dry chips which, blazing up on the instant, 
diffused around a degree of cheerfulness extremely pleasing, rendered 
doubly so. by the coldness of the night, for though only September it was 
equal to that of December in England. My kind friends prevailed on 'me 
to lie down, seeing that I was worn out by fatigue, and to this I readily 
assented, though somewhat reluctant to leave the comfortable corner of the 
fireplace. Having seen my horse fed and give,n'orders for him to be ready 
soon after 1 O'clock, I withdrew to, my bedroom and taking off my pelisse I 
lay down, though not to sleep, the great exertion of the day having brought 
on a considerable degree of fev:er, and I rose again at the end of two hours 
unrefreshed, or in other words, very unwell. My Quartermaster now 
entered the room, and told me the Brigade was to form immediately on the 
road leading to Fuentes Guinaldo, the Eleventh in the front. The two 
regiments, German Hussars and 11th, were soon on' horseback and at the 
spot appointed, from which they marched off as soon as Baron Alten made 
his appearance. The morning was very cold, and dark as possible, and as 
we journeyed on to Fuentes, many of the dragoons f~ll asleep on their 
horses, most of them having sat round the fires of their several quarters 
during the three hours of our stay in Castellaga. 

P
rotected by copyright.

 on M
ay 22, 2023 by guest.

http://m
ilitaryhealth.bm

j.com
/

J R
 A

rm
y M

ed C
orps: first published as 10.1136/jram

c-68-05-05 on 1 M
ay 1937. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://militaryhealth.bmj.com/


Mrs. Black-Hawkins 325 

" On our arrival at Guinaldo just as the first few streaks of daylight 
began to appear, we found the British and Portuguese Infantry with the 
whole of the cavalry, assembled in front of the town, and everyone seemed 
impressed with the certainty that an action throughout the whole line was 
momentarily about to commence. The enemy's lights were plainly to be 
seen, and from the number, as well as the noise they made, there could be 
little doubt of their being in very considerable force. Our fine fellows 
anxiously waited for the rising of that sun whose setting many, it was 
more than probable, would not live to see; still, all were very cheerful, 
many gay. 

/I The 1st German Hussars and the old Eleventh were now ordered to . 
the front, and the Heavy Dragoons on being relieved at the out-posts fell 
back on Guinaldo. and with the rest of the cavalry awaited in silence the 
coming day, now rapidly advancing from the shades of night. 

" The Brigade being now formed in front of the enemy under cover of a 
small eminence, and our videttes close on those of the :F'rench Hussars, we 
dismounted, to save as much as possible our poor horses still jaded with 
the work of the day before. My own horse I found had not a bit too much 
spirit, and the gunshot wound he had received by no means added to his 
activity, or to my satisfaction in riding him. 

" I could not but regret the loss of my favourite horse the day before, 
than whom there was not a better in the British cavalry. 

/I It was now daylight, and to our view at the distance of three-quarters 
of an English mile, appeared the whole :F'rench Army. They had not taken 
up any position, nor were they in order of battle, but in one confused mass 
of thousands on the slope of a hill. It was soon ascertained that they were 
then employed in receiving rations, and fro'm the shouting which shortly 
after took place it was evident that spirits had been issued to the Troops; and 
from this circnmstance there could be no doubt, if doubt there -had been, 
of a general action being about to be fought in the course of the morning. 
Sir Stapleton Cotton about 8 o'clock rode up the hill where our Brigade 
was stationed and having dismounted began very attentively to examine 
the situation, and ascertain if possible the force of the Enemy, and 
appeared much surprised at not finding them prepared for action. From 
the extent of ground occupied by· the Enemy, the whole of which was 
entirely covered by their columns of infantry and masses of cavalry,their 

. force was estimated at not less than 70,000 fighting men, with a very 
numerous train of Artillery. The Plain on which both Armies stood had, 
on its right to. the British, a chain of hills from the summit of which the 
allied position was to be seen. A body of Cavalry had gained these heights, 
and at first we had reason to believe that they formed part of General 
Anson's Brigade, and that tbey w-ere a detachment of the 16th Light 

. Dragoons. A short time only, however, was necessary to undeceive us 
and to ascertain to a certainty the cause of their being there: as well that 
they were not British Dragoons, but French Hussars of the Imperial Guards 
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326 Letters from the Peninsula 

in attendance on Marshall Marmont, whom by the help of our glasses, we 
could plainly discover reconnoitring the British line. The cause of our not 
being attacked as early as was expected was now accounted for, Marmont 
not having completed his arrangements and being unable to do so till he 
had Blade his reconnaissance. 

"A few min~tes after, the whole of the French Army rose from· the 
ground, for they had been lying down from sunrise, and standing to their 
arms which had been piled immediately in their front, gave three cheers. 
Marshall Marmont having descended from the height already mentioned, 
and being obliged to pass in front of the Enemy on his way to the British 
left, and not having been seen before by the troops of Count Dorsenne, 
the whole had given him three cheers, upon which they again stretched 
themselves on the ground. 

- 11 The day was now so much advanced (one o'clock) and nothing having 
as yet been attempted on the part of the Enemy, it was the opinion of 
everybody that the attack would be deferred till the following morning. 
Orders were sent to the rear, to the Commissaries of the troops, to bring 
up rations for the men and corn for the horses. Long, however, ere we 
could receive either the one or the other, the Enemy was in motion, and it 
was evident they were making their dispositions for attack. About 20,000 
men were immediately moved from their right towards the left of the 
British, and a second body of about 15,000 Infantry, with some squadrons 
of Dragoons and Hussars under the order of General Mont Brune moved 
on our right, with a view of turning the position of Guinaldo. Still the 
main body made no forward movement, although apparently inclined to do 
so. The Enemy had placed' in their centre about 22,000 of the Imperial 
Guards, Cavalry and Infantry.' These troops Marmont reviewed, a~d they 
marched past in Columns of Brigade till the whole had gone by, when they 
again formed on the same ground and nothing further took place. 

" Lord Wellington having in like manner thoroughly reconnoitred the 
situation of the Enemy, and being enabled to see their entire force, did 
not consider himself warranted, owing to the very great disparity in 
number of the British and Portuguese, the which united did not exceed 
40,000 men, to risk an action in the ground he then occupied, where his 
Infantry would be exposed to an overwhelming force of Cavalry and 
formidable Artillery. The Army received orders to be ready to fall back 
as soon as it'was dark,and Baron Alten's Brigade (11th Light Dragoons 
and 1st German Hussars) directed not to leave the ground in front of the 
En·emy for two hours after the whole should be in motion. To cover as 
much as possible our movements numberless fires were made, with the view 
of its being supposed that we yet occupied our ground at Guinaldo. The 
videttes were withdrawn from before the French Hussars by degrees, and 
took up the station of the Brigade on the eminence where it had rested. 
during the day. Night now set in and the whole army commenced its 
retreat on Albergarria, and continued wi thout intermission during the 
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Mrs. Black-Hawkins 3'27 

remainder of the night. At ten o'clock, the 11th and 1st Hussars moved 
from their ground and, passing through Fuentes Guinaldo, followed the 
track of the British Army. 

"The night was very fine, moonlight, and although the roads were 
blocked up by troops of all kinds, no confusion or disorder occurred. A six
pounder having been overturned in a narrow and very bad road, occasioned 
a halt, and a separation of the troops for a time, but the obstacle being 
removed we again pushed on. On our arrival near Albergarria we foulld 
Major General Blade's and de Grey's Brigades of Heavy Dragoons en 
Bevouaick, and as Baron AHen formed the rear-guard it was necessary to 
haIt till they again proceeded, which they did as .soon as their horses had 
fed. By eight o'clock in the morning of the 27th we arrived at the small 
village of Ald,ea de Ponte, distant from Guinaldo about eighteen English 
miles. The ground in its front and rear is very strong, and difficult of 
approach from being confined. 

"Here the British Infantry had arrived and here it was determined to 
await the approach of the enemy, whose Light Cavalry and Chasseurs 
were now up. The ground was immediately occupied, and tbe village of 
Aldea de Ponte was to be disputed and maintained, C01lte que coute. Ji~rom 

the inform~tion of a French Hussar, with whom I afterwards conversed, it 
appears they had moved from their ground to attack us at 2 o'clock in the 
morning, and that l\:;farmont had told them that if they succeeded in beating 
us, of which he stated there could be no doubt, he would drive us to our 
lines at Torres Vedras. Their surprise was great on finding Guinaldo 
without a soldier of any kind, and they soon found we had been off some 
hours. However, the whole pushed on rapidly, with their Cavalry and light 
troops in front, and in order to ensure a quick pursuit, they divested 
themselves of everything likely to impede their progress, and such good use 
did they make of their time that by 8 o'clock they had gained 011 the 
British, and now nothing remained but to make themselves masters of 
Aldea de Ponte. 

" The village was occupied by a Brigade of the 4th Division, while the 
remainder of the Infantry took post in the strong ground immediately in 
its rear, and from which our guns could play on the Enemy's advancing 
columns. It was nine o'clock when the first cannon shot was fired, and this 
was immediately replied to by a very heavy and destructive fire of grape 
and round shot from the Enemy's Batteries. The contest here became very 
severe, and as the Enemy seemed resolute in gaining the village, they 
brought up a large body of Infantry and the British for the moment were 
compelled to fall back, though not before they had caused their opponents 
a very heavy loss. Orders were directly issued by the Commander of the 
Forces for its immediate recovery, and our gallant fellows dashed 
forward in the finest style possible, and the village was again in our 
possession. 

"The fire of the Enemy's Artillery was kept up with unabated fury 
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328 Letters from the Penins'ltla 

on the devoted village, which was now become the scene of a frightful 
carnage, owing to the obstinacy of both parties in endeavouring to keep 
possession of it. A second time it was to be taken, and as before, the 
French were driven from it with great loss. Fresh troops having been 
brought up, and in very considerable numbers, the action became general, 
and several charges took place on both sides with various success, the 
enemy in one quarter and we in another. The 11th Light Dragoons and 
1st German Hussars were exposed to a destructive fire from the French 
Artillery, and many lives were lost without their having the opportunity of 
avenging themselves, from the confined and broken state of the ground. 
Towards dark the eneD;ly once more made a most furious attack on the 
unfortunate village, and having brought forward six fresh battalions of the 
Imperial Guards, with twelve pieces of nine-pounders, t}:ley opened so 
heavy a fire of grape and cannister shot, that the British were reluctantly 
compelled to fall back, disputing every inch till they gained the heights, 
from which they still kept up a cannonade on the town. 

" The enemy did not dare to follow them, but was content with a lively 
fire of their 9-pounders, the which was continued till long after dark. By 
8 p.m. the firing on both sides had ceased, and although the British 
had withdrawn from Aldea de Ponte, they had not lost a foot of ground 
immediately in its rear. 

"The Commander of the Forces was determined on renewing the 
contest by the first dawn of day, and during the night every arrangement 
was made for carrying it into effect, 

" The loss of the British Army during the day did not exceed 800 in 
killed and wounded; that of the enemy was v~ry considerable, but their 
being still in possession of the village it could not be ascertained with any 
exactness. . It was estimated at no less than 5,000 hors de combat. As 
soon as it was light, Baron Alten's Brigade, 11th Light Dragoons and 1st 
Hussars, were directed to reconnoitre the enemy, and push on through the 
town should they have fallen back, which there was reason to believe they 
had done. The 11th and German Hussars were instantly in motion and 
in the village. It. was immediately known that the enemy were off, having 
effected their retreat under the cover of their Horse Artillery, which had 
been brought up at the close of the day. The British Army again 
advanced, and the whole of the Cavalry were ordered to support the old 
11th and 1st German Hussars in pursuit of the ]'rench rear-guard, with 
~hich they came up at Albergarria, and several brilliant charges of Cavalry 
took place, and decidedly in favour of the British Dragoons. Marmont 
retired on Salamanca, Coria and Placentia, and we resumed 0111' old quarters 
at El Boden, Guinaldo and Ituero, and Ciudad Rodrigo was again narrowly 
watched. Count Dorsenne returned to the north and the campaign 
closed." 

The following letter written nearly three weeks later than the fore
going contains some incidents of interest and is dated :-
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Mrs. Black-Hawkins 329 

" Celerico, 3 Leagues fJ'01n Guarda, 
" October 26th, 181l. 

" I did not think to have written you again from this Hospital, for such 
is the Town of Celerico. Not a house but what contains sick officers and 
and soldiers, every habitable place is crammed full of unfortunate beings 
belonging to the British Army, almost to the entire exclusion of the 
wretched iuhabitants. Between the friendship of the British, and the 
oppression of the French, the poor Portuguese are very much to be pitied, 
and I am inclined to think that they would he willing to part with millions 
of dollars if their friends had all their throats cut, and their enemies were 
annihilated in any other way. 

"Anything, in short, to be quit of both parties. The Spaniards the 
same; not that the Spaniard cares one jot who sits on the throne, whether 
Ferdinandb Septimo, or Joseph Napoleon, but they do want to know who 
are to be their masters, the French or the English. They do not know 
how to act. One day we command in Ituero and the French the next .. 
For any civility or kindness they may have shown the British, thinking 
all secure and safe, the French take care to punish them. On our return 
and not meeting the same attention as before, we in turn abuse them. I 
will just mention what fell within my own observation on the mornillg of 
the 25th of September, a day I shall remember to the last moment of my 
existence. When the French were seen advancing from Ciudad Rodrigo 
towards El Boden and the British were· drawn up in order of Battle, 
awaiting in silence their approach, with our Artillery ready to play on them 
as soon as they should arrive within a given distance, the whole of the 
inhabitants assembled on an adjoining hill to view the scene about to 
commence, so as to enable them to determine the line of conduct they 
were so soon to adopt, and to greet with' vi vas ' whoever might be vic
torious. If in favour (and so indfled it was for a time) of the French, oh, 
then it was' viva Franceses' and I maldeta' (everything that is bad) 'los 
Ingleses.' Reverse the thing and it is ' Maldeta a Franceses,' and the 
English are the first of People. The French was soon in El Boden, and 
there captured many Englishwomen. Marshall Marmont, when the Enemy 
halted to dine about 4 p.m., sent his compliments to Lord 'Vellington, to 
say that many Englishwomen had fallen into his power, whom he should 
be happy to liberate if Lord ·Wellington wished, and if so, to send an 
Officer for them. Lord 'Vellington sent one of his Aides-de-Oamp, but 
Marmont would not let him return. Marmont was preparing to attack 
us with all his forces the next morning (the 26th) and therefore he was 
unwilling to allow Major Gordon, who saw everything going forward and 
his strength, to return till the action should have been fought. Marmont 
was very civil to him during his stay, and spoke in high terms of General 
Baron Alten's Brigade (11th Light Dragoons and 1st German Hussars), 
and of their gaIJantry on the 25th. He only complained of our men not 
giving quarter. Had we had the support of another Brigade of Cavalry 
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we might have made a vast number of prisoners, but those we made in 
each charge we were unable to keep, and therefore were obliged to cut 
them down to prevent their return. 

"I should like to have had plenty of time to have wandered over the 
Field of Action. I might have realized a small fortune from amongst the 
dead horses, the saddlebags of the French Dragoons being usually full of 
plunder of one kind or another, and frequently money to some amount. 
An Officer of the 13th Dragoons got £800 in Noidores, and another hundred 
in Napoleons and golden guineas, after killing the officer who owned the 
prize and who had previously run him through the arm and given him 
several severe cuts which he showed me. 

"Throngh my poor horse being killed I lost my saddle and all my 
appointments belonging to the poor animal, and only saved my cloak in 
which was my pelisse, and my valise containing my shaving things, two 
shirts, Bible and Prayer book and one or two other things, These were 
saved for me by the Dragoon whose horse I had immediately mounted, 
and I only yesterday recovered them exactly one month since that day. 

"Lord Wellington was here a few days ago, and was enquiring the 
lIumber of deaths a week in Celerico. He was told sixty or seventy a week, 
upon which he asked whether that was considered many. You may 
calculate how many must be lost to the Service when that is the case for 
weeks together. Lord Wellington is most indefatigable; he will make 
nothing of riding here from Frenada before breakfast, though it is eight 
long leagues (thirty"two English miles), and a bad road, and returning to 
Frenada to dinner. He is ever on the move, and knows everything going 
forward. He never trusts to anybody, and no one in the army knows what 
is to be done till it unfolds itself. Colonel Murray, the Quarter-Master
General, is said to be the only person with whom he converses in private, 
and it is not clear that he reveals his plans even to him. He takes his 
amusements of a morning with General Stewart, and with two or three 
braces of Greyhounds they kill many hares. 

" Before concluding this letter I must tell you that our praise resounds 
through the Army, and nothing else is spoken of, though there is as much 
scandal going forward in an Army as among gossips in a country town, and 
there is as much pleasure in traducing the character of a Regiment as one 
Miss has in making her ill-natured remarks on the conduct of another." 

The foregoing extracts from Captain Ridout's letters may perhaps 
be fittingly cOllcluded by a further one, which, though not in order of 
sequence, having been written in the previous July, may yet be interesting 
in the light of the events afterwards narrated. 

Writing on July 22, 1811, and heading his letter: "The Plain, between 
Elvas and Badajoz," he says :-

" The purport of this letter is to apprise you of the lltb Light Dragoons 
having been removed from General Long, to General Baron Alten's 
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Brigade, who has ""ith him the 1st Regiment of German Hussars, a very 
fine and distinguished corps. On its being notified to General Long that 
the 11th Dragoons were to be removed to General Alten's Brigade, he was 
pleased to express himself in the following order sent to the Regiment :-

'Camp near Elvas-19th July, 1811. 

" Major General Long would not do justice to"his feelings if he refrained 
from expressing the very great regret with which he observed in the 
General Orders of yesterday, the intended separation of the 11th Light 
Dragoons from the Brigade under his command. He begs to assure the 
Officers, Non-Commissioned Officers and Privates of the corps, that in no 
hands could he feel his credit in the Field more securely placed than in 
theirs, and h!'J is not less persuaded from personal observation that by the 
zeal and atte-ntion of the Officers, and the orderly behaviour of the men, 
their conduct in Quarters would have been equally a source of gratification 
to him. The Major General requestR that Colonel Cumming, and the 
several Officers of the 11th Light Dragoons, will be pleased to accept his 
thanks for their attention and support, and his acknowledgments are not 
less due to the Non-commissioned Officers and llJell for their seeady, 
creditable and soldierlike behaviour during the time they have been placed 
under his orders. He wishes sincerely to the Regiment the attainment of 
every success and degree of glory that valour and disciplille can command." 

"You will allow this was very flattering and showed a disposition on his 
part to be satisfied with our exertions. I dined with him yesterday, and 
he was uncommo~ly civil and attentive. He declar~d at Sir Staple ton 
Cotton's table, he would gladly give up half his pay, and all his allowances, 
to be permitted to keep the 11th in his Brigade. I cannot see the 
advantage to be derived from the change, the only thing is that the 11th 
Light Dragoons and the 1st German HU13sars being the stoutest and two 
finest Regiments, are to be kept ready to come into the Field on the first 
alarm, or on any movement on the part of the Enemy." 

That General Long's estimate of the 11th Light Dragoons was fully 
justified was shown in the testimony accorded them by the Commander of 
the Forces when he rode up to Baron Alten's Brigade (the 11th Light 
Dragoons and 1st German Hussars) after the affair of El Boden and 
personally thanked them and the 1st German Hussars for their" gallant 
and heroic conduct." 

• 
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