Episode 2 The pursuit of Moore/ Trouble in Galicia
(December 1808 – July 1809)

Napoleon had first thought that the British would retire to Portugal following his capture of Madrid, but in reality Moore instead of retiring on Lisbon, had pushed forward into the plains of old castile, and was advancing by forced marches to attack the isolated corps of Soult. Napoleon on learning this thought he could surround Moore and without a moment’s delay marched for the passes of the Guadarrama west of Madrid. Ney’s corps led the advance including Marcel and the 69eme. Marcel became lost on the early part of this march because of the snow. When he caught up with his regiment, they were about to mount the Guadarrama, the highest mountain in Spain. Marcel talks of a terrible snowstorm during this march and says several soldiers of the regiment suffered frost bite during the crossing of this pass.   

The next day, the regiment marched through Medina del Campo and arrived at Tordesillas on the right bank of the Douro where it stayed with the emperor. Unusually, the Emperor called for one company of voltigeurs to act as guard for the Emperor and Napoleon made a distribution of a large quantity of legs of hams from a shop abandoned by the British to this company. Voltigeur Besnard, the biggest joker in the regiment joked with the emperor that ‘we will need bigger legs of ham to catch the British before they embark’. 

Ney’s corps and the Regiment continued to advance towards the British, and Marcel mentions passing Medina de Rio Seco where four months before Bessieres commanding 14,000 Frenchmen had defeated a Spanish army of 50,000. When they reached the river Esla before Benevente, they found the bridge at Castro Gonzalo cut. It was here that Marcel witnessed the charge of General Lefebvre-Desnouettes across the river to attack the British rearguard. The attack failed and the General and 45 of his men were taken prisoner. The river was eventually crossed led by the emperor and the ford was named ‘Ford of the Emperor after this action. The regiment celebrated the New Year and toasted the emperor on this evening.

The British in meantime had defeated the French cavalry at Sahagun but on hearing of Napoleon’s advance from Madrid had started their long retreat to Corunna. Ney’s Corps (including the 69eme) continued to pursue Moore first to La Baneza and then Astorga which it reached on the first day of New Year. However Moore had managed to escape by the speed of his forced marches and when Napoleon discovered this he slackened the speed of pursuit. He stayed at Benevente for two nights and then abandoned the pursuit of the British to Bessieres and Soult and left for France. Ney with his two divisions(16,000 infantry and 1000 cavalry) including the 69eme now took second place in the pursuit and were a march or two to the rear of Soult to support in event of a setback. 

The regiment continued its advance and it was at Cacabelos that it witnessed the death of the light cavalry general Colbert on 3rd January 1809. Marcel mentions in his memoirs that 4/5ths of the Regiment was marching barefoot and that it was only when they reached their next stop of Villafranca that they had time to repair their shoes. Marcel also talks of the squalor in the village where his battalion was billeted and the lice that the soldiers now had to endure. The regiment did not take part in the subsequent battle of Corunna but held the rear at Lugo.

After the battle of Corunna Napoleon drew up a new plan for Spain. Ney was to move up and occupy all the chief strategic points in Gallicia taking over garrison duty and the task of stamping out any lingering insurrections leaving Soult free to invade Portugal with his forces. In February Ney moved up from Lugo and took charge of Corunna and Ferrol. 

La Romana the Spanish chief whose forces had been scattered by the French advance had collected his troops together again and on 17th January spotted a hostile French heavy column coming up the valley of the Sil. This was Marchand’s division (including 3 battalions of the 69eme). Ney had divided his Corps at Ponferrada. Ney himself went with one division to Lugo, while Marchand was instructed to take his division and to clear the lateral valleys of the Sil valley and then seize Orense where the Spanish were based. La Romana therefore evacuated Orense as couldn’t stop Marchand’s 8000 troops, Marchand did not follow Romana, but after a few days rest marched on to Santiago where he was to relieve Soult’s garrison in February.

It was now that the 69eme faced one of their toughest tests and their first real taste of guerrilla warfare. With Soult’s army away and on route to invade Portugal the whole of rural Galicia flew to arms. Much of the insurrection was led by the local clergy. Communications were broken between the divisions and convoys being sent from Astorga were especially vulnerable. Soon communication between various sections of French army in Galicia became rare or non existent, In March and April Ney could only communicate with outlying posts by touring with over 1000 men. The trouble got worse, in June they actually stopped Ney himself with a whole division at his back when he tried to march from Santiago to recapture Vigo.

The 69eme were in the thick of this fighting and Marcel’s battalion was sent to rescue a company of 65 hussars from the 3rd Regiment who had been sent to obtain supplies from a nearby village. When they arrived they found that 64 of the hussars had been killed, only one had survived and managed to escape to alert the French. It might have been during these clashes that Michel Felix, (a private from the 69eme) was captured. He was then sent to England as a prisoner of war and his capture is recorded in the Norman Cross prison records. He stayed in captivity till 1814 when he was returned to France.

Ney was beset by Galicians on every side. La Romana had cut off his outlying garrisons that of Villafrance and his communications with Leon. Ney then drew together a force at Lugo and then invaded Asturia. He left behind 4 battalions and a cavalry regiments under Macune at Santiago and a similar force under the cavalry brigadier Fournier at Lugo. The latter force included 2 battalions of the 69eme.

While Ney was returning from his invasion of Asturia he learnt that Lugo and its garrison in gravest peril. With Ney away the Spanish had attacked Lugo with superior numbers. Fournier had foolishly come out of the town to meet the Spanish and had been beaten and driven back inside the town. Two battalions of the 69eme were engaged in this battle and were only saved by the unexpected appearance of Soult and his second corps who had been defeated by Wellington in Portugal and had marched back from Orense. 

Ney then went to Lugo to agree future plans of operation with Soult. At this stormy conference on 30 May they finally agreed to converge on and squash the Spanish armies of Gallicia. Ney set off to fulfil his part of the plan in early June including the 69eme. Ney met the Spanish at the bridge of San Payo but was unable to make progress against the Spanish who were well dug in. Ney waited for Soult to arrive but then learnt that he had left the province. Ney therefore decided to abandon Galicia, and in anger sacked every place he passed from Villafranca and Pontereda down to smallest hamlets. 27 towns and villages were burnt by the 6th corps on their retreat. For ten days the regiment took up quarters near Benevente. Then came the order to enter Estramadure to assist Soult and Mortier in stopping the Anglo-Portuguese from entering Spain following their repulse of Soult in Portugal earlier in the year.

