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The manifestation of irregular warfare on a national scale was one of the significant aspects of the 

Peninsular War, 1808-1814. The debate over the military effectiveness of the Spanish guerrillas began 

before the conflict ended and remains alive today. Yet, historians rarely discuss guerrilla strategy and its 

place within the overall British campaign strategy. Based in British primary sources, this thesis examines 

the British understanding of guerrilla capabilities and their incorporation of irregular warfare into strategic 

planning. Required military support and operational dependence were key factors in determining the British 

understanding of the strategic role of the guerrillas. Once the irregular war became defined and its potential 

understood the British went to great lengths to establish communication, provide material support, and 

create a hybrid-warfare environment with the guerrilla forces. At the same time the British conducted 

military operations with the guerrillas and exploited irregular success to strategic advantage. These hybrid 

operations grew to operational dependence where successful attacks depended on irregular combat strength. 
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INTRODUCTION 

PARTIAL TRUTH 

... [A]n historian's judgment, then, may seem to him the only possible conclusion to draw 
from the facts, he may feel himself sustained and comforted by his sense of kinship with 
the past, and yet that judgment will have no finality. Its truth will be relative, it will be 
partial. 

- Pieter Geyl, Napoleon: For and Against 

Napoleon's invasion of Portugal in 1807 followed by the overthrow of the 

Spanish monarchy and the occupation of the Spanish kingdom in 1808 led to a seven

year struggle for control of the Iberian Peninsula. 1 Napoleon's incursion also unleashed a 

vicious irregular war in Spain. Since the end of the Peninsular War, historians have 

debated the effectiveness of the Spanish guerrillas. Yet their strategic role in the conflict 

remains cloaked in ambiguity. Analysis of the irregulars resists a binary "black or white" 

interpretation that does not fit the historic reality. Appropriately, the irregulars represent 

the war's gray zone. Rene Chartrand provides an accurate summary, "They represented a 

new phenomenon, carrying on a passionate, brutal, and often cruel war, not only against 

soldiers but also against civilians and property. Indeed, reprisal attacks could be, and 

often were, blurred with 'military' objectives; banditry with patriotism."2 Few historians 

1 The Peninsular War, 1807-1814, was fought for control of the Iberian Peninsula. The declaration of war 
against Austria by Revolutionary France in 1792, triggered a continuous cycle of war which spread across 
Europe and lasted over two decades. At the same time, France's political power structure experienced a 
radical transformation culminating in the establishment of an imperial regime ruled by Napoleon 
Bonaparte. Wielding the armies forged in the Revolutionary Wars, he defeated or neutralized every major 
power on the European continent by 1807. At this point Napoleon's gaze turned to the Iberian Peninsula. 
By the end of 1807, French troops transited Spain, a reluctant French ally, and invaded Portugal. Not 
unexpectedly, as Franco-Spanish relations deteriorated in early 1808, Napoleon deposed the Spanish 
Bourbons and installed his brother Joseph as king. Both nations sought Britain's financial and military 
assistance. [t took over six years of hybrid warfare by the Anglo-Portuguese army, British Royal navy, 
Spanish regular army, and Spain's irregular-guerrilla forces to expel the French army from the Peninsula. 
2 Rene Chartrand, "The Guerrillas: How Oman Underestimated the Role of Irregular Forces," in A History 
of the Peninsular War: Modern Studies of the War in Spain and Portugal, 1808-1814, ed. Paddy Griffith 
(London: Greenhill, 1999), 162. 



disagree that British military leadership, strategy, and monetary and military support 

propelled the allies to victory in the Peninsula. Interestingly, scholars rarely analyze 

Spain's irregular war, or Small War, within the overall British strategy.3 This study fills 

that void by reconstructing how the British used Spain's northern irregular war to achieve 

their strategic objectives. 

Two factors link Spanish irregular operations to British campaign strategy: British 

military support and operational dependence. Military support is measured by British 

efforts to establish communication, provide material support in the form of arms, 

ammunition, and military stores, and create a hybrid warfare environment with regional 

guerrilla forces. Operational dependence is measured by British efforts to coordinate 

military operations ( attacks, diversions, and disruption of French lines of 

communication), exploit irregular success to strategic advantage, as well as the impact of 

irregular failures on British strategy. The technology of today leaves the term hybrid 

warfare without a consistent definition as this form of warfare can involve a blend of 

military, diplomatic, economic, cyber and informational means of achieving a strategic 

goal. However, this thesis uses the generally accepted definition of hybrid warfare: a 

tailored combination of regular and irregular components in pursuit of an objective. 

Likewise, the term strategy is defined as the set of ideas guiding Britain's employment of 

national power to achieve operational objectives on the Iberian Peninsula. Finally, the 

term objective is identified as a defined and attainable goal, essential to the commander's 

plan, toward which an operation is directed. 

3 Small War is a period term for the use of small units in the field which are not part of a larger battle. Th is 
includes irregulars and guerrillas. Carl von Clausewitz, Clausewitz on Small War, ed. and trans. 
Christopher Daase and James W. Davis (Oxford: University Press, 2015), 21. See chapter one in this work. 
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Narrowing the scope of this study to northern Spain provides a quantifiable 

picture of the linkage between Britain's campaign strategy and Spain's irregular war. As 

early as 1808, Wellington considered northern Spain essential to offensive operations in 

the Peninsula.4 Ultimately, his campaign strategy followed the French line of 

communication through northern Spain. 5 The French maintained a substantial presence in 

the region to support and defend their land and maritime supply routes. Simultaneously, 

the north's mountainous terrain accommodated a wide-ranging guerrilla population. 

These factors, and the initial absence of allied depots and ports in northern Spain, created 

an opportunity for Britain to offer military support for irregular forces, which fostered a 

British operational dependence upon their activities. 

)$ J (' .1 ~. 
•

1 ~~'if::d.~ 

4 To Viscount Castlereagh, Secretary of War. Zambujal, 12 miles N. of Lisbon, 5 Sept 1808. 
Arthur Wellesley, Duke of Wellington, The Dispatches of Field Marshal the Duke of Wellington: During 
his Various Campaigns in India, Denmark, Portugal, Spain, the Low Countries, and France, from l 799 to 
1812 [hereafter Wellington's Dispatches]. Compiled by Colonel Gurwood, 2d ed. (London: Murray, 1837-
39), TV: 141-7. Lord Robert Castlereagh was the Sec. of State for War and the Colonies, 1807-9. 
For simplicity, in this thesis Arthur Wellesley, due to his peerage in 1809, is identified as Wellington. 
5 The northern section between Bayonne and Burgos is referred to in most communications as the "high 
road." 
6 Thomson, A New General Atlas, Plate 25. 
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Historiography of the Peninsular War 

General Vincent Esposito, a West Point historian, estimated in 1964 that in the 

previous century and a half, over a quarter of a million books had been published on the 

Napoleonic Era. 7 How many of these address the conflict in Iberia is a matter of 

conjecture. Any understanding of the Peninsular War historiography must begin with a 

broader understanding of the Napoleonic historiography. The Peninsular War's place as a 

subset of the greater conflict shaped how English-speaking historians interpreted events 

in Iberia. 

During the nineteenth and early twentieth century, French histories and memoirs 

dominated the literature of the Napoleonic Wars. These works generally focused on 

Napoleon's campaigns against Austria, Prussia and Russia. The French driven historical 

record remained relatively unchallenged until the end of the twentieth century. This 

approach led many historians to view the Iberian Peninsula as a secondary theater of war 

detached from the greater conflict in central and eastern Europe. Consequently, the 

British perspective shaped much of the early Peninsular War historiography. Studies 

centered on Britain's political and financial commitment to Napoleon's defeat and held 

up the Peninsular War as a proof of Britain's military and naval superiority. At the same 

time, national myth, cultural prejudice, and political bias have clouded the historiography 

of the Peninsular War. British histories have emphasized the achievements of Wellington 

and the "thin red line," while minimizing the Spanish contribution and treating the 

Portuguese as auxiliaries. The French historiography is tied directly to the Napoleonic 

7 In the half-century since, it is fair to say this estimate has grown substantially. Gen. Vincent J. Esposito 
and Col. John R. Elting, A Military History and Atlas of The Napoleonic Wars (New York: Praeger, 1964), 
iv. Head of the Department of Military Art and Engineering at West Point. 
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legend. The absence of Napoleon's military genius explains the French defeat in Iberia. 

Both pro- and anti-Napoleonic agendas manipulate the French historiography. 

At the same time Spanish and Portuguese studies portray the conflict as a war of 

liberation. Following the Peninsular War, political instability plagued Spain for the 

remainder of the century. Competing political parties fought for control of the nation 

while the overseas empire disintegrated. Twentieth-century Spain experienced the 

dictatorship of Francisco Franco as well as the strong currents of Marxism, and through it 

all liberals, absolutists, and nationalists appropriated the Peninsular War historiography 

for ideological purposes. The current Spanish historiography has rebounded from past 

neglect, but it is still subject to old prejudices and the lack of translated works limits the 

Spanish influence on the English language historiography. The role of guerilla warfare 

during the Peninsular War is still an important part of the Spanish historiography. 

Likewise, it is not uncommon for Spanish academics to cast the British in a secondary 

role by arguing that the British military did not influence the contest in Spain until 1812. 

Additionally, the greater historical debate is not limited to the British, Portuguese, and 

Spanish contributions toward the French defeat in Iberia. It also encompasses the wider 

impact of the peninsular struggle in the final allied victory over Napoleon. 

Col. William Napier, a British veteran of the Peninsular War, published one of the 

earliest histories of the conflict between 1828 and 1840.8 His controversial six-volume 

work, History of the War in the Peninsula, generated both praise and criticism from his 

8 Prior to Napier, Robert Southey, British poet laureate and wartime correspondent, published his three
volume History of the Peninsular War between 1823 and 1832. Southey' s approach depicts the guerrilla 
motivations as country, religious faith and revenge. His work failed to be commercially successful and 
within five years was supplanted Napier's work. Robert Southey, History of the Peninsular War. 3 vols . 
(London: J. Murray), 1823, 1827,1832. 
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fellow veterans.9 Napier, perhaps because of his anti-Spanish bias, asserts that the 

guerrillas failed to achieve any notable military objectives and marginalizes the majority 

of the guerrilla parties as robbers, smugglers, and deserters. JO At the turn of the century, 

Charles Oman's magisterial seven-volume A History of the Peninsular War eclipsed 

Napier's work. As a history professor at Oxford, Oman brought the science of history to 

the study of the Peninsular War. Oman places the same emphasis on Wellington and the 

British army as his predecessors, but he also details the military efforts of each allied 

nation. In addition, Oman asserts that Wellington recognized the limits of Napoleon' s 

armies and the potential value of the Spanish insurrection. He notes that the insurrection 

disrupted French lines of communications and occupied units that would otherwise have 

been available to reinforce French units engaging Wellington. 11 

Oman addresses the irregular war in passages spread throughout the seven 

volumes, rather than as a single subject framed in terms of strategic advantage. For 

example, Oman notes that neither the British nor the French could mass their forces 

without first collecting large military stores. 12 He connects the strategic challenges of 

poor infrastructure, difficult terrain, and a lack of arable land as factors which limited the 

collection and movement of these supplies. 13 Yet, Oman does not directly relate how the 

9 Napier's methodology and anti-Spanish bias remain controversial today. David Hannay, "Critical 
Introduction to Sir William Napier (1785-1860)" in English Prose ed. Henry Craik (London: MacMillan 
and Co., 1896), V: 275-6; G. C. Moore Smith, "Letters from Colonel William Napier to Sir John Colborne, 
Chiefly in Connexion with His History of the War in the Peninsula'," The English Historical Review 18 no. 
72 (Oct., 1903): 735, 743. Still, Napier's dedicated service throughout the conflict gained him access to two 
prominent commanders, the Duke of Wellington and French Marshal Jean-de-Dieu Soult, while writing his 
History. 
1° Col. William Napier, History of the War in the Peninsula and in the South of France from the Year 1807 
to the Year 1814 (London: John Murray, 1828), I: x-xii; 2: 345-8. 
11 Charles Oman, A History of the Peninsular War (Oxford, 1902), II: 291, VI: 189-90. 
12 Ibid. , I :85-6. 
13 Ibid., I: 73-88. 
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guerrilla campaign amplified these preexisting strategic problems. Even though Oman 

fails to define the guerrillas as anything other than separate from the regular army, his 

praise of them influenced future English-speaking historians throughout the remainder of 

the twentieth century. 

In the latter twentieth century, British historian David Chandler was a primary 

influence on the Napoleonic and Peninsular Wars historiography. 14 In his Dictionary of 

the Napoleonic Wars, and later in "Wellington at War: Regular and Irregular Warfare," 

Chandler asserts that after securing Portugal, Wellington developed a deliberate strategy 

based upon the guerrillas. 15 Chandler does not characterize Wellington's strategy as the 

indirect approach, but he cites B. H. Liddell Hart's work in his bibliography and his 

evaluation bears the hallmarks of Liddell Hart's theories. 16 Liddell Hart's strategic theory 

calls for the disruption of an adversary's equilibrium or a weakening of his forces before 

commencing a decisive campaign. 17 Like Liddell Hart, Chandler's thesis is plausible, but 

it lacks specificity. His work includes an extensive bibliography, but he does not footnote 

his narrative making it difficult to determine which sources he uses in drawing specific 

conclusions. Similar to Liddell Hart, Chandler neglects to discuss how the irregular 

14 David Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon: The Mind and Methods of History 's 
Greatest Soldier (New York: Macmillan Publishing), I 966; David Chandler, Dictionary of the Napoleonic 
Wars: The Soldiers, Strategies, Armaments, Movements, and Battles that Shaped Events During 
Napoleon's Reign (New York: Macmillan Publishing), 1979; David Chandler, "Wellington at War: Regular 
and Irregular Warfare." The International History Review 11, no. 1 (1989): 6-9; David Chandler, On the 
Napoleonic Wars (London: Greenhill), 1994. 
15 Chandler, Dictionary of the Napoleonic Wars, 487. 
16 Wellington's peninsular strategy serves as one of Liddell Hart's case studies. He articulates how guerrilla 
activities created strategic advantages. While citing British influence as the essential foundation of the 
guerrilla struggle, Liddell Hart argues that Wellington's military successes were materially the least 
effective part of his strategy. He reasons that the Spanish guerrillas played the predominant role in reducing 
French military capabilities. However, supporting evidence for this claim is slim, since it is primarily based 
on unverifiable guerrilla induced casualties. 
B.H. Liddell Hart, Strategy, 2d ed. (New York: Praeger, 1967), 128-9. 
17 Ibid., 18, 25-6. 
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campaign fit into Wellington's defensive or offensive strategy. He fails to reveal if the 

British materially supported any guerrilla units, or if Wellington provided strategic 

guidance to any guerrilla commanders. The seminal works of Napier, Oman and 

Chandler span over 150 years of historical analysis. Critically, their focus on large 

national armies and their leaders limits their studies. Each historian centers his thesis on 

the perceived arbiters of victory: Wellington and the British Army and Napoleon' s 

marshals and the French Army. 

Since the 1990s historical analysis experienced a shift, with greater emphasis 

placed on previously marginalized groups. While the Napoleonic historiography provided 

examinations of France's allies, enemies, and secondary theaters of war, the Peninsular 

War historiography transitioned to studies of the Spanish insurgency, French counter

insurgency, and Spanish regular army. This in turn, placed increased emphasis on social, 

economic, regional and local aspects, and the "bottom up" approach to historical analysis. 

Illiteracy among lower order Spaniards in the nineteenth century makes written records 

by Spanish guerrillas and enlisted soldiers a rarity. Therefore, as these studies shift from 

the macroscopic to the microscopic, sources become more fragmented and lack 

continuity. Still, as a whole, these fragments remain interdependent allowing for 

historical study. 

Historians such as Don Alexander, John Tone, Charles Esdaile, and Ronald Fraser 

represent the shift in scholarly attention to the Spanish insurgency and French counter

insurgency. 18 Alexander's work, Rod of Iron, explores the execution of French counter-

18 Don Alexander, Rod of Iron: French Counterinsurgency Policy in Aragon during the Peninsular War 
(Wilmington: Scholarly Resources Inc.), 1985; John L. Tone, The Fatal Knot: The Guerrilla War in 
Navarre and the Defeat of Napoleon in Spain (Chapel Hill and London: The University of North Carolina 
Press), 1994; Charles Esdaile, Fighting Napoleon: Guerrillas, Bandits and Adventurers in Spain, J 808-
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insurgency operations within Napoleon's strategy for the Peninsula. He utilizes a vast 

number of primary and secondary French and Spanish sources. He relies upon the 

French military governors' correspondence and situation reports detailing the French 

economic exploitation of Spain, reaction to the guerrillas, and the collapse of the 

occupation. 19 

Alexander outlines how French Marshal Louis Gabriel Suchet attempted to 

control the Aragon while fighting both regular and irregular Spanish units. His thesis 

attributes the eventual French demise in the Aragon to Marshal Suchet's failure to 

accommodate Spanish cultural and religious views, excessive taxation, and the disruption 

of local governance. Repressive political policies and the random violence associated 

with the French military efforts to crush the insurgency compounded these failings. 20 

Alexander does not discuss the British strategy beyond its impact on French operations. 

Still, he identifies the guerrillas' strategic objective as weakening French strength and 

resisting long enough for foreign assistance to shift the balance of power. 21 Alexander 

provides a clear illustration of irregular warfare's cumulative effect. Like Oman and 

Chandler, Alexander credits the guerrillas with contributing to the eventual French defeat 

by drawing troops away from the conventional battlefield, inflicting heavy cumulative 

casualties, and interdicting the French logistical system. 

Tone published a regional study of the Spanish guerrilla war, The Fatal Knot: The 

Guerrilla War in Navarre and the Defeat of Napoleon in Spain, in 1994. Tone's work 

1814 (New Haven: Yale University Press), 2004; Charles Esdaile, "Heroes or Villains? The Spanish 
Guerrillas in the Peninsula," History Today 38, no. 4; Ronald Fraser, Napoleon's Cursed War: Popular 
Resistance in the Spanish Peninsular War (London: Verso), 2008. 
19 Alexander, xviii . 
20 Ibid. , 229-30. 
21 Ibid., 196. 
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provides the first detailed study of guerrilla identities and motivations and their place 

within Spain's nineteenth-century social context. In his research, Tone accessed the 

French military archives at Vincennes, the Spanish national archives, and numerous 

provincial archives throughout Navarre. His study focuses narrowly on the Navarre and 

the guerrilla party led by General Francisco Espoz y Mina.22 Tone demonstrates that a 

specific social class, within a specific rural society, carried out a highly successful 

guerrilla resistance within this province.23 Tone identifies the guerrillas' strategic goals as 

(1) keep French troops occupied and away from the main battlefields, (2) deny access to 

the resources of the countryside, and (3) shield civilians within the Navarre from French 

requisitioning.24 He cites the Navarre guerrillas ' greatest contribution as winning "the 

battle over the harvests" by preventing French access to the regional economy and 

crops.25 Tone also discusses the material support provided to the Navarre guerrillas by 

both the Spanish military at Valencia and the Royal Navy on the northern coast.26 

However, he fails to examine this support within the context of British strategy or its 

effects outside of the Navarre. 

In 2004, Charles Esdaile, perhaps the most influential contemporary English

Speaking historian on the Peninsular War, published Fighting Napoleon: Guerrillas, 

Bandits and Adventurers in Spain, 1808-1814. Using Spanish archival materials, he 

builds upon a thesis first introduced in 1988 that there is a mythology regarding the 

guerrillas. Quite simply, Esdaile believes that scholars over estimate their contribution 

22 Francisco Espoz y Mina, also known as Espoz y Ilundain, was an illiterate peasant before the war, rising 
to become one of the most famous guerrilla commanders. He operated in Navarre, Aragon and along the 
coast. Tone, The Fatal Knot, 5-7. 
23 Ibid., 23-5, 26-9, 40-1. 
24 Ibid. , 5, 30, 120, 177-9, 182-3. 
25 Ibid., 5, 182-3. 
26 Ibid., 76, 124, 130-1. Tone incorrectly states the Royal Navy exchanged weapons in for French POWs. 
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and that in many ways they damaged the war effort.27 He argues that, at best, they were a 

secondary factor in the allied victory.28 To this end, Esdaile also disputes the "orthodoxy" 

that Wellington consciously incorporated the guerrilla war effort in his campaign 

strategy.29 His aim is to attack what he sees as inadequacies in the Peninsular War 

historiography, which he claims is dominated by "myth and propaganda. "30 He asserts 

that the guerrillas represent a complex phenomenon and that their exaggerated military 

value is the product of poor analysis, political bias, and the failure to utilize the full range 

of primary sources. 31 

It must be noted that Esdaile's thesis rests upon a very narrow definition of the 

term "guerrilla." His research reveals, not surprisingly, that irregular units included a 

variety of armed-citizens, militia, regulars, bandits and deserters. The guerrilla leadership 

included regular army officers, patriots, and men fleeing both the French and Spanish 

authorities.32 Unfortunately, he creates a false dichotomy by only applying the term 

"guerrilla" to armed-civilians using irregular tactics and not to soldiers using the same 

tactics. 33 While this classification is similar to the modem military definition for 

guerrillas, it is not an accurate definition for the tum of the eighteenth century.34 It is 

27 Esdaile, "Heroes or Villains?" 29-35. 
28 Esdaile, Fighting Napoleon, 200. 
29 Charles Esdaile, "Wellington and the Spanish Guerrillas: The Campaign of 1813," in Consortium on 
Revolutionary Europe 1750-1850: Proceedings 1991, ed. K. Roider and J. Horgan, 298-306 (Tallahassee: 
Institute on Napoleon and the French Revolution, Florida State University, 1992), 298-300, 304-5. 
30 Ibid., ix, 198-9. 
31 Ibid., ix, 25, 198, 204. 
32 Ibid. , 29-30, 44-50, 57-60, 90. 
33 Ibid., 193-4. 
34 Irregular warfare, guerrillas and insurgencies are clearly defined under the modern concept of 
unconventional warfare. However, while similarities remain from eighteenth and early nineteenth century, 
there are also vast differences that make the use of modern definitions problematic. Robert Tonsetic, 
Special Operations During the American Revolution (Philadelphia and Oxford: Casemate Publications, 
2013), 136-8. 
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from this definition that Esdaile evaluates the "capacity and achievements of the 

guerrillas in military terms."35 

Other historians, such as Alan Forrest, Antonio Moliner Prada, and Michael 

Broers, support Esdaile's thesis by articulating a strong linkage between Spain's irregular 

war and brigandage.36 Forrest argues that the French utilized propaganda as a weapon 

against irregular forces. 37 The Revolutionary and Napoleonic regimes used the imagery 

of brigandage to demonize irregular forces and portray them as less than honorable 

opponents.38 Moliner Prada's research examines the traditional Catalan military 

institution consisting of the miqueletes and somatens. 39 Rooted in the concept of a 

"people-in-arms" armed-civilians filled the ranks of each force. Moliner Prada argues that 

in the long run neither of these irregular forces proved effective against the French army 

and that both fell into banditry.40 

Boers' work encompasses banditry and insurgencies throughout Revolutionary 

and Napoleonic Europe, as well as the Balkans and Spanish America. Broers associates 

his bandit thesis with Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm's concept of the "social 

bandit."41 He not only argues that insurgencies were strongly linked to banditry, but at an 

35 Esdaile, Fighting Napoleon, 130. 
36 Alan Forrest, "The Ubiquitous Brigand: The Politics and Language of Repression," in Popular 
Resistance in the French Wars: Patriots, Partisans and Land Pirates, ed. Charles Esdaile (New York: 
Palgrave-Macmillan, 2005), 29-30, 31-2, 37-8; Antonio Moliner Prada, "Popular Resistance in Catalonia: 
Somatens and Miqueletes, 1808-14," Ibid., 101-3, 105-6, 110; Michael Broers, Napoleon's Other War: 
Bandits, Rebels and their Pursuers in the Age of Revolutions (Oxford: Peter Lang), 20 I 0. 
37 Forrest, 43. 
38 lbid., 37-8. 
39 Miqueletes were volunteer infantry in Catalonia and irregular home guards in the Basque region. 
Somatens or somatenes were Catalonian home guards raised by ballot for local service during military 
emergencies. Moliner Prada, 91. 
40 Ibid., I 05-6, 110. 
41 Broers, 2, I 1-12, 15, 62-3, 70, 93-4, 112. Eric Hobsbawm, Bandits (London: Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 
1969). 
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insurgency's core was the "atavistic" struggle between the urban and rural populace.42 

Specifically, he examines the "other war" as the irregular war waged by rebels and 

peasants against the Revolutionary and Napoleonic state.43 He argues that resistance to 

Revolutionary and military incursions was primarily rooted in the countryside and carried 

out by peasants who fought like bandits.44 Interestingly, Broers distinguishes banditry as 

a mode of behavior and avoids the label of irregular warfare. Although, he defines those 

engaged in this mode of behavior as "raiders, highwaymen, smugglers, guerrillas and 

genuine insurgents. "45 

Another historian who exemplifies the recent shift Peninsular War analysis is 

Christopher Hall in his work Wellington 's Navy.46 As the title suggests, Hall provides a 

unique and detailed study of the British navy' s strategic role in the Peninsular War. The 

naval dimension of the conflict did not involve epic sea battles, rather it carried out the 

less exciting but equally important duties of blockades, interdiction of maritime supplies, 

coastal descents, and the movement of men and material. Hall dedicates a fair amount of 

space to the irregular war by exploring the Royal Navy' s ability to directly support 

guerrilla's along Spain's expansive coastline.47 However, as a work on the Royal Navy's 

strategic significance, Hall does not explore the strategic importance of Spain's irregular 

war. Instead he includes the irregulars as components of the northern naval diversion. 

British historian Ronald Fraser, in Napoleon's Cursed War: Popular Resistance 

in the Spanish Peninsular War, analyses the " ... virtually unexplored ... popular Spanish 

42 Ibid., xi, xiii-xiv, 22, 59, 61 , 77-8, 175. 
43 Ibid., xiii, xiv, 7, 27-8. 
44 Ibid. , 17. 
45 Ibid., 86. 
46 Christopher D. Hall, Wellington 's Navy: Sea Power and the Peninsular War, 1807-1814. (London: 
Chatham Publishing, 2004). 
47 Ibid. , 1, 46, 59-62, 137-44, 192-212. 
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resistance to Napoleon's attempted seizure of the Spanish homeland."48 He argues that 

previously suppressed social and political ideas transitioned from social change and 

popular resistance into a revolution. Fraser maintains that along with the French 

occupation, popular disillusionment with Patriot juntas, resistance to conscription, and 

the feudal structure ofland ownership were at the center of Spain's social unrest. He 

asserts that the Spanish citizenry defeated the French army through a people's movement 

with the assistance of the Anglo-Portuguese army.49 At the center of Fraser's argument 

for a revolutionary social uprising are the Spanish guerrillas. He portrays the guerrillas as 

a popular movement that emerged following the 1808 citizen's revolt in Madrid. He 

concludes that the guerrilla movement grew as the French destroyed the Spanish regular 

army and the Spanish soldiers lost confidence in their leaders. so 

In the last 200 years, an immense amount of scholarly work has been published 

on the Peninsular War. Yet, it is more recent literature that reveals the irregular war was 

more complex than previous generations of historians understood. At the same time, they 

illustrate the continuing debate surrounding Spain' s guerrillas. Esdaile in particular 

questions theories which challenge his own. He likens Chandler to a writer of popular 

history and accuses him of accepting Oman' s theories without question and building 

upon them. 51 He is also critical of Alexander and Tone, who he asserts aggrandize the 

importance of the guerrilla war. 52 He singles out Tone in particular by disputing 

numerous aspects of his analysis of the Navarre insurgency.53 Fraser does not escape 

48 Fraser, Napoleon 's Cursed War, xi . 
49 Ibid. , xii-xiii . 
50 Ibid. , 366, 418-20. 
5 1 Esdaile, Fighting Napoleon, 15. 
52 Ibid., 15-16. 
53 Ibid. , 91-2, 201. 
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Esdaile's attention either. He dismisses Fraser's thesis of a popular revolution and his 

rejection of the regular army's contributions.54 In their tum, Chandler, Tone and Fraser 

take issue with Esdaile's "bandit thesis."55 

Thesis Organization 

This thesis skirts the debate over the actual strategic value of the Spanish 

irregulars. In the same vein, it by-passes the temptation to quantify whether irregular 

warfare was a primary or secondary factor in the French defeat. Rather it identifies how 

irregular warfare fit within Britain's Peninsular strategy. The information flow from the 

battlefield through the British chain of command exposes the level of military support 

and operational dependence applied to the irregular war in northern Spain. Archival 

material from the offices of the Prime Minister, Home Secretary, Secretary of State for 

Foreign Affairs, Secretary of State for War and Colonies, Admiralty, Britain's 

Ambassadors to Spain and Portugal, Commissary General, and the Duke of Wellington 

represent these communication threads. The London Gazette, as one of the official 

journals ofrecord of the British government, provides another source for government 

documents on the subject. In addition, veteran memoirs and intercepted French 

dispatches are surveyed. Intercepted French dispatches and letters provided the British 

with insight on the irregular war's cumulative effect as felt by the French. Memoirs, and 

more importantly the personal letters they contain, provide insight to "real time-on the 

ground" evaluations of irregulars. 

54 Charles Esdaile, "Recent Writing on Napoleon and His Wars," The Journal of Military History 73 , no. 1 
(2009): 217-9. 
55 Chandler, "Wellington at War: Regular and Irregular Warfare." 6, 9-11; John Tone, "Book Review: 
Fighting Napoleon: Guerrillas, Bandits and Adventurers in Spain 1808-1814," European History Quarterly 
36, no.I (2006): 129-30; Fraser, Napoleon's Cursed War, xxxviii; Ronald Fraser, "Damned for not 
Damning," London Review of Books 30, no. 22 (2008): Letters. 
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The first chapter of this work defines irregular warfare in late eighteenth- and 

early nineteenth-century Europe. As discussed in the historiographical review, revisionist 

historians seek to define the Spanish guerrillas by creating an absolute dichotomy 

between armed-civilians and soldiers. However, to interpret properly the relevant source 

material, irregular warfare must be understood in its early nineteenth-century context. 

The remainder of the thesis follows a chronological format, each chapter encompasses a 

single year, or more specifically a campaign season. 56 

The second chapter follows the rise of Spanish resistance against the French 

occupation in 1808. Within weeks of the popular rising in Madrid on May 2, Britain and 

Spain transitioned from belligerents to allies. From the insurrection's inception Britain 

struggled to understand its nature and how to support the subsequent irregular war. 

Predictably, Wellington's early strategic thinking failed to include Spain's irregular war. 

A discussion of the Peninsula's infrastructure and Britain's control of the maritime lines 

of communication sets the stage for understanding hybrid or combined operations carried 

out by the conventional British military and irregular forces in northern Spain. Examples 

of Britain's early efforts to deliver arms exposes the complexities they faced in 

supporting the irregular war along the coast. 

Chapter three tracks Britain's growing recognition of the irregular war's potential 

in 1809. After driving the French out of Portugal, a second time, Wellington 

acknowledged the linkage between Portugal's defense and Spain's continued resistance, 

both regular and irregular. However, at this early stage this dependence was not 

56 In pre-industrial Europe the campaign season fell between planting and harvest season. Even as this 
concept became more flexible during the Napoleonic Wars adverse weather affected the mobility and 
health of an army. 
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measurable nor was it exploitable. Once the British established a depot at Corufia, arms, 

munitions and military stores flowed into northern Spain. The army's inability to project 

power into northern Spain meant that the task of developing the irregular war fell to the 

Royal Navy. The transmission of documents within the Royal Navy's command and 

control structure allows for analysis of this endeavor. 

Chapter four traces actions on the Peninsula during 1810, when irregular warfare 

transitioned from British strategic thinking to planning and execution. Wellington 

increased his dependence on irregulars when he deployed the ordenanza as part of his 

defensive strategy in Portugal. 57 In northern Spain British support for the irregulars 

increased through the maritime delivery of munitions. The Royal Navy incorporated 

irregular troops in operations designed to create a credible diversion and destroy or 

capture posts that threatened naval operations. Despite this evolution in hybrid 

operations, their scope remained limited due to communication challenges, coastal 

weather, and French counter insurgency forces. 

Chapter five reveals how, in 1811, the British connected the irregular war with 

their strategic aims. At the request of the Secretary of War, the Royal Navy established a 

reliable communication and supply system for guerrillas in French held territory. This 

opened the door for the British to provide irregulars with meaningful military support 

through the delivery of large quantities of munitions and stores. Correspondingly, the 

British and Spanish experienced an increase in successful hybrid, regular-irregular, 

operations. The stage was set to fully incorporate the irregular war into British strategy 

by turning successful irregular operations into strategic advantage. 

57 Ordenanza or ordenan9a was the ancient Portuguese law that called on every able-bodied male from 
sixteen to sixty to engage in irregular warfare against invaders. 
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Chapter six traces the Royal Navy's exploitation of the irregular war in 1812. The 

Royal Navy increased its presence on the north coast and coordinated a series of hybrid 

operations resulting in the diversion of French resources and the capture of two 

defendable ports in the Bay of Biscay. The diversion succeeded in drawing French forces 

away from Wellington's front and the ports increased the flow of supplies to the 

irregulars. By the end of September, Wellington successfully advanced into northern 

Spain, reaching the French fortress at Burgos. The captured ports shortened his lines of 

communication in the north. These achievements exemplified Britain's growing ability 

exploit irregular success to strategic advantage. However, the campaign season ended 

with several operational failures on the coast and Wellington's withdraw back at the 

Portuguese frontier. The consequences of these hybrid failures also illustrate the depth of 

British dependence on irregulars along the north coast. 

Chapter seven follows events in Iberia through 1813 to the conclusion of the 

Peninsular War. During the summer of 1813, Wellington conducted a rapid campaign 

through northern Spain which resulted in the decisive victory at Vitoria and ultimately 

the French withdraw from Spain. Wellington's ability to exploit the successes of the 

northern irregular war contributed to his victorious campaign. Prior to the 

commencement of the allied offensive in 1813, Napoleon redirected one third of the 

available French forces in the Peninsula, including 20,000 troops from Wellington's 

front, in a fruitless effort to destroy the northern irregular threat and regain control of the 

region. Once the British army advanced into northern Spain the irregulars that could 

transition to the conventional battlefield provided Wellington with much needed 

reinforcements. These troops joined the main British army's line of battle, pursued 
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withdrawing French divisions as independent corps, and invested bypassed French 

strongpoints. Still, Wellington was cognizant of the Spanish desire for retribution on 

French soil. Spanish excesses carried the potential to generate French popular resistance. 

After witnessing the havoc that irregular warfare cast upon the French armies, Wellington 

was careful to avoid the same fate in France. As a result, the Pyrenees mark the end of 

Spain's irregular war within the British strategy. 
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