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The need for the defence of Lisbon 
Most people interested in the Peninsular War will have heard of the Lines of 
Torres Vedras, but probably will not know much more about them. This limited 
interest is because they did not involve any battles, they were only used for five 
months and they were never attacked. However, these Lines were every bit as 
important to Wellington as his victories on the field of battle. 
The situation in early 1809 in the Iberian Peninsula was not good politically or 
militarily for Britain. France had invaded Portugal in 1807 and taken the Spanish 
crown in 1808 leading to revolts in both Spain and Portugal. Initial British 
enthusiasm in supporting these revolts had waned in the light of the early 
events. Sir Arthur Wellesley’s1 early victories at Roliça and Vimeiro in August 
1808 were followed by the deeply unpopular Convention of Cintra. Worse 
followed with Sir John Moore’s valiant attempt to assist the Spanish, which 
turned into the costly retreat, battle and evacuation of the British army from 
Corunna in January 1809. 
Wellington returned to the Peninsula in April 1809 and had early success driving 
the French out of Oporto followed with the dubious Anglo-Spanish victory at 
Talavera. 1809 ended with the British still in the Iberian Peninsula, but back in 
Portugal with the no-one being happy about the current situation Spanish, 
Portuguese, British or even the French! If we include the British campaigns of 
the last few years, which included the British surrender in South America in 
1807 and the problems in Sweden and Walcheren in 1809, the public 
perception of the British military was not good. 
The Anglo-Portuguese and Spanish armies only survived through the difficulty 
the French faced in concentrating their more numerous troops. But the French 
knew they could not allow this resistance to continue. The British presence 
needed to be crushed quickly to stop it bolstering the weak Spanish and 
Portuguese defence.  
The main difficulty for the French in achieving this was their war with Austria. 
An Austrian success would divert Napoleon’s attention from the Iberian 
Peninsula for the foreseeable future, but a defeat would allow the massive 
French military machine to swing in the direction of Spain. Events in central 
Europe were being watched anxiously in both London and Lisbon and when 
Austria’s defeat at Wagram in July 1809 was announced everyone knew this 
meant that Napoleon would send more troops to the Iberian Peninsula. 
Wellington remarked to Castlereagh: 

Napoleon is reinforcing his armies in Spain, you may depend on it. He 
and his marshals are desirous of revenging on us the different blows we 
have given them, and when they come to the Peninsula, their first and 
great object will be to get the English out.2 

The British government was in a difficult situation. They could not match the 
size of the vast French armies and were continually concerned about the loss 
of their largest land force. It must be protected from destruction. This left the 
conundrum that England needed to stay to support the Iberian defenders, but 

                                                 
1 The future Duke of Wellington. I will refer to him as Wellington for the rest of the article. 
2 Wellington’s Despatches (WD), Wellington to Castlereagh, 28 August 1809. 
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in the last resort it would have to evacuate the army rather than risk it being 
lost. 
Wellington will have been aware of his Government’s concern when he arrived 
back in the Peninsula in April 1809. As well as the events in Europe there was 
also the turmoil at home in both the government and the monarchy. About the 
same time that Wellington heard of the Austrian defeat he also learnt that the 
government had collapsed at home. The failed Walcheren campaign being a 
major contributor along with the politically disastrous duel between Castlereagh 
and Canning. The King, George III, was also ill, and was expected to lead to a 
change in Government, as the Prince Regent was aligned to the Whig party 
who were strongly against the war. 
Whilst the pessimists in the British army in Portugal and at home and that 
included pretty much everybody, were saying that the British army was only 
pausing momentarily before they ran for the ships, some people were thinking 
about how to stop the French tidal wave.  
The Portuguese Thought of It First, or Did They? 
There had been three proposals for the defence of Lisbon in the last two years. 
The first was prepared by a French engineer officer called Vincent for Junot 
after he invaded Portugal in 1807. The second was prepared in early 1809 for 
the Portuguese government, by the Portuguese engineer, Neves Costa. He 
subsequently claimed that the original idea was his. 
There is certainly evidence that the Portuguese were working on defensive 
positions around Lisbon in early 1809, but that is not to confirm that they were 
working on the proposals made by Neves Costa. It is likely that Wellington was 
aware of the earlier plans of Vincent and Neves Costa but he never 
acknowledged that they were the basis of his proposals in 1809. 
Wellington’s Proposals for the Defence of Lisbon 
The serious work on building the Lines did not start until after Wellington visited 
Lisbon in October 1809. His party included the engineers, Lieutenant-Colonel 
Richard Fletcher, the Chief Engineer, Captain Stephen Chapman and 
Lieutenant Rice Jones. The next few days were spent reconnoitring the terrain 
to the north and south of Lisbon.  
Rice Jones writing home on 22 October 1809, commented: 

I know that his Lordship and the Colonel [Fletcher] have been riding all 
over the country for 30 miles round … from which it is easy to conclude 
that the ground to be occupied for the defence of |Lisbon is a material 
part of the Commander of the Forces’ business at this place 

Jones continued in the typical style of the British officer of that period writing 
home and divulging confidential information: 

I will also tell you what is an impenetrable secret at present even to our 
officers; viz., that all our Corps are ordered from the army to a place 
called Castanheira … and understand there are a great many works in 
contemplation. 

His letter concludes with the other typical theme of officers writing home: 
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These measures look too much like a determination … to defend 
Portugal to the last extremity; that extremity will certainly arise as soon 
as the French are able to advance in any force, and we shall then very 
likely have just such a scramble to get off as the army at Corunna last 
year.3 

The result of this survey led to Wellington’s famous memorandum to Fletcher 
of 20 October 1809, ordering the work that was to be carried out.4 But what did 
Wellington’s memorandum actually contain? If you break down the many 
paragraphs into general tasks it looks like this: 

Wellington’s Instructions, 20 Oct 1809  
Build dams 3 
Destroy bridges 2 
Construct redoubts 15 
Scarping 1 
Build roads 3 
Destroy roads 4 
Build Signal posts 1 

Of the 29 activities listed, only just over half were related to building forts. As 
more time became available the basic plan for the Lines was expanded to 
include many more forts and other defensive measures. I will come back to this 
later. 

 
Fort 31 Reduto de Alquiteira 

                                                 
3 Shore, HV, An Engineer Officer under Wellington. The Diary and Correspondence of 
Lieutenant Rice Jones RE, During 1809-12, Trotman Reprint, 1986, pp. 45-6 
4 Original REM 5501-91-1, Also Wellington’s Despatches, Wellington to Fletcher, 20 October 
1809. 



© 1995 – 2018 The Napoleon Series 

Wellington’s memorandum was very detailed in terms of where needed to be 
surveyed and the purpose of the defences, but there was generally no detail 
about what was to be built. This detail was left to the Engineers to plan and 
implement and each fort was individually designed to meet the defence 
requirements and the terrain.  
 

 
 

Fort 18 Forte da Ajuda Grande 
Wellington visited again, briefly, in February 1810 as his army moved North and 
some changes were made to the design, particularly around the Tagus at 
Castanheira where the plan to dam the river to create a swamp was abandoned 
as the position could still be turned.  The defensive positions were moved a few 
miles South to Alhandra. 
It is interesting that Wellington, writing to the Earl of Liverpool, Secretary of 
State for War and the Colonies, on 14 November 1809, which is soon after his 
visit to Lisbon, makes no mention of ordering construction of the Lines and just 
makes general reference to being able to ‘successfully resist’ a French attack. 
Bearing in mind that Wellington was also writing to Liverpool at the same time 
complaining about the publication of confidential information in the English 
press, it is maybe understandable why he was being economical with detail. 



© 1995 – 2018 The Napoleon Series 

The French, whilst they had been warned, were certainly surprised at the scale 
of the works when they arrived in October 1810. 
The Campaign of 1810 

 
 

Campaign of 1810 

In January 1810, Wellington moved his army to the north of Portugal with his 
advance guard being pushed forward to the Spanish Frontier near the border 
fortresses of Almeida and Ciudad Rodrigo. At the end of April, the Spanish 
fortress of Ciudad Rodrigo was invested by the French. Despite pleas from the 
Governor for Wellington to lift the blockade, no action was taken, Wellington 
knew he was not strong enough to face the French and this was never part of 
his strategy. A painfully slow siege now commenced which ended on 10 July 
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1810, when the fortress surrendered just before the French launched an assault 
through the breach. The French lost over two months before Ciudad Rodrigo. 
The Portuguese fortress of Almeida was then blockaded with the trenches 
opened on 15 August 1810, the batteries being completed on 25 August. Then 
came the disastrous explosion of the main magazine which led to the surrender 
on 27 August 1810.  
Following a period of reorganisation, the French army began their advance 
which led them to the ridge of Bussaco, where on 27 September 1810, 
Wellington repulsed the French attempts to dislodge him. The French now 
turned Wellington’s position and he continued his retreat with the French 
pausing to sack Coimbra, giving the allies a head start. 
As Wellington withdrew in front of the advancing French army, another element 
in his defensive plan was initiated. Using the traditional Portuguese principle of 
calling the population to arms, the countryside over which the French advanced 
was abandoned with the people fleeing and all foodstuffs being destroyed (at 
least in theory). This meant that the French would be advancing into a 
wasteland where there was not sufficient food to feed the troops. When the 
French eventually came up to the Lines, they would find themselves with a 
formidable obstacle in front and limited means to stay or even retreat. 
The first British troops arrived at the Lines on 9 October 1810 with the forts 
already occupied by militia. Two days later. The French scouts had their first 
view of the Lines of Torres Vedras.  
Having taken the Allied army into the Lines in October 1810, let’s now turn out 
attention back to the building of the Lines. 
The Building of the Lines of Torres Vedras 
The first two Lines of Torres Vedras were built to defend the three main routes 
to Lisbon though the passes at Torres Vedras, Sobral and Alhandra.  The third 
line was built to defend the embarkation point. 
A fourth lines was built on the south bank of the Tagus to protect shipping 
entering the Tagus estuary which were vital to both the war effort and any 
potential evacuation. 
 
Line Forts Guns Troops 
First Line – 29 miles 70 319 18,700 
Second – 24 miles 69 215 15,000 
Third (St Julian). Embarkation point. 12 94 5,300 
Fourth (Almada). South of Tagus 17 86 7,500 
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Lines of Torres Vedras 

 
Following Wellington’s memorandum of 20 October 1809, Fletcher issued a 
general recall to all Royal Engineer officers except two (Captain John Burgoyne 
and Lieutenant Emmett who were based at Badajoz). During those busy first 
few days Wellington also wrote to Marshal Beresford, the Commander of the 
Portuguese Army, on 26 October 1809, ordering nearly 2,000 militia to report 
to Torres Vedras, Sobral and St Julian. 
Work started in early November 1809, as the engineer officers arrived. The first 
priority was the defences at the embarkation point at St Julian. Wellington’s 
original plan was that, what became the second line, would be the main 
defensive line with advanced strong points being used to slow the French 
attack. These strong points were at Torres Vedras and Sobral. As more time 
became available, these advanced defences were extended and would 
eventually become what is now known as the first line. 
  



© 1995 – 2018 The Napoleon Series 

 
 

Fort Sāo Vicente, Torres Vedras 
 
 

Through December 1809 and January 1810, Fletcher and Wellington kept up a 
detailed correspondence on the construction, Wellington showing particular 
concern about both extremities, describing the western (Atlantic) end as being 
the most important to the ‘English’. 

 
 

Fort 14 Alqueidāo, Sobral 
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The importance of this work is perhaps illustrated best by the fact that 
Wellington had given orders in early 1810 that all requests made by Fletcher 
were to be accepted without question: 

All orders … drawn by Lieutenant-Colonel Fletcher upon the Deputy 
Commissary General may be paid … [and] … the Deputy Commissary 
General may supply to Lieutenant-Colonel Fletcher … without waiting for 
further orders from me. 5 

Wellington was not well known for giving any authority or decision making 
powers to his subordinates. Throughout this period the senior engineer officers 
were given this delegated authority by Wellington. The Engineer Officers were 
given similar civilian powers to make demands for men and materials in any of 
the districts in which they were working. 
One of the key messages which I touched on earlier, is that the Lines were not 
just made up of forts. The defences included: 

− destroying roads, and bridges or in some cases just mining them 

− building or repairing roads behind the Lines to improve communications 

− flooding areas. The plans to flood the salt pans near Via Longa were put 
off as late as possible due to the damage it would cause. Also, to the 
West of Torres Vedras by damming the Zizandra river 

− clearing cover: widespread destruction of Olive groves and clearing 
fields of fire around redoubts and the river bank at Alhandra  

− scarping and abbatis, particularly around Alhandra where a hillside over 
a mile long had been reshaped with explosives to give no cover to an 
attacking force 

− co-ordination with the Royal Navy for provision of gunboats on the Tagus 
and ships on the Atlantic coast. 

The majority of the work to build the Lines was carried out by Portuguese 
civilians, generally under the control of British, Portuguese or Kings German 
Legion Engineers. Two Portuguese Militia regiments were also involved from 
the start to provide labour. As the scale and urgency grew, thousands of 
Portuguese civilians were conscripted to help. There were constant problems 
with getting sufficient labour and there were numerous complaints to the 
Portuguese Secretary of War about the local governors and town officials not 
providing the required numbers. 
Along with the small number of engineer officers, which probably never 
exceeded thirty, there was a similarly tiny number of Royal Military Artificers 
(Sappers). Additional trade support was provided by volunteers from the British 
regiments stationed at Lisbon, although this number never exceeded 150. 
Spread in one and twos across the works, the officers and sappers managed 
the activities of several thousand Portuguese at the peak of activity. According 
to Jones, the historian of the building of the Lines, there were only four 

                                                 
5 Jones, Journal of the Sieges Carried out by the Army Under the Duke of Wellington in Spain 
During the Years 1811 to 1814, 3rd Edition, London, 1846, Vol.3, pp.125-6. Letter from 
Wellington to the Commissary-General dated 18 February 1810. 
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Portuguese engineer officers involved in the construction. There were actually, 
many more, probably up to thirty, where their expertise, knowledge of the area 
and the language would have been very valuable. 
Although the conscription was mandatory, the workers were paid. Men, women 
and children were employed with differing levels of pay. As the problems grew 
for these large numbers of people to find food, they were also provided with 
rations (which were of course, deducted from their pay). The engineer officers 
found themselves managing not only the engineering work on the Lines, but 
also the administrative side of obtaining, feeding any paying the workers. This 
put an additional demand on their already limited resources. Eventually, 
commissariat staff were appointed to undertake the admin duties leaving the 
engineers to concentrate on their priorities. 
Most of the forts were relatively small, designed to hold a few hundred men and 
a few cannon. The two largest at Torres Vedras and Sobral were designed for 
about 1,500 and 25 or more guns. 
 

 
 

Magazine at Fort 14 Alqueidāo, Sobral 

On 27 May 1810, the engineer, Captain John Squire writing to Henry Bunbury, 
Undersecretary of State for War, reported nearly seventy redoubts had been 
constructed including the major forts at Torres Vedras and Sobral.6 By 25 June, 
Fletcher was reporting to Wellington that 108 forts had been completed.7 This 
was a massive achievement in about eight months, completing about three forts 
every week. Fletcher and Chapman left Lisbon to join Wellington’s army on 6 

                                                 
6 BL ADD MS63106, ff.3-4. 
7 Wellington’s Supplementary Despatches (WSD) Vol 6 p538-546 
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July1810 and Captain John T Jones was left in charge of completing the works 
with the full delegated authority. 
Following the French capture of Almeida, Fletcher wrote to John Jones on 29 
August 1810, saying movement towards lines had started and the Lines should 
be made ready for immediate use8. Completing the work at the embarkation 
point of St Julian was made a priority.9 Two days later, after he had discussed 
the situation further, Fletcher wrote again to Jones asking for the abbatis to be 
formed by felling trees, to mine several bridges and roads that had been 
previously identified, and to start moving ammunition into the forts. Wellington 
still held back on breaking the banks of the Tagus to flood the Salt Pans at Via 
Longa, but a week later on 7 September, gave the order. 50,000 trees were 
felled between July and October 1810 for use on the Lines. 

 
Magazine and Embrasures at Fort Sāo Vicente, Torres Vedras 

As we now know, the French did not move directly on Lisbon and another six 
weeks was gained to work on the defences. This time was used primarily to 
strengthen the first line to a point where it would stop the French rather than 
just delay them. 
When the Lines were occupied, there were 126 redoubts with 427 cannon, 
requiring 30,000 soldiers, plus the 12 forts around St Julian which housed a 
further 94 cannon and 5,350 soldiers.10 A telegraph system had also been built 
that allowed rapid communication around the defences (in good weather). 
By 1812 this number had grown to 152 redoubts with 524 cannon. In addition, 
another 17 forts were built to the south of the Tagus. 
John Squire writing on 10 October 1810, just after the Allied army had arrived 
described the defences at Alhandra on the Tagus, like this: 

General Hill’s division occupies the position of Alhandra, which is now 
by dint of excessive labour become almost unassailable. It consists of a 
ridge of heights, which commences about 600 yards from the Tagus and 
extends about 2 ½ miles in a westerly direction … The interval between 
the heights of Alhandra and the Tagus is occupied by low marshy 

                                                 
8 Jones, Vol.3, pp.226-7. 
9 Jones, Vol.3, pp.230-1 
10 Jones, Vol.3, p.92. 
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ground, across which is an entrenchment having a double ditch and 
since our arrival I have added an impenetrable abbatis, so that I consider 
our right as secure as if we were in the fortifications of Malta.11 

In December 1810, Captain Henry Goldfinch RE, started work on redoubts to 
the south of the Tagus comprising seventeen redoubts and repairs to the castle 
at Almada.12 The original plan was for 35 redoubts13 but was cut back due to 
the cost.  
Improvements and repairs went on throughout the war. As many of the redoubts 
were made of earth, the heavy rains took their toll, and keeping the defences in 
working order took constant attention. Even through the first winter of 1810, 
there are numerous comments on having to repair the defences. 
Defence of the Lines - October 1810 to March1811 
Wellington’s general strategy which seems to have been missed by many of 
the ‘moaning’ officers of the time was for the forts to be occupied by second line 
troops, that is Militia and Ordenança (Portuguese levy), leaving the regular 
troops to remain concentrated and mobile to move to any threatened point 
using the roads that had been constructed or repaired for this purpose. The 
troops were initially concentrated at Alhandra, Sobral de Monte Agraça and 
Torres Vedras.14 This gave Wellington great flexibility to quickly move the bulk 
of his strength to any threatened point on the specially constructed road 
network behind the Lines. Wellington’s HQ was at Pero Negro, in the rear of 
Sobral de Monte Agraça, which was close to the centre of the Lines. 
When the Lines were initially occupied, they were formed into six districts with 
a General officer in command and an Engineer, Regulating Officer appointed 
his staff.15 Later when the first line had been strengthened, a seventh district 
was created.  
As mentioned earlier, the French first arrived in front of the Lines at the Eastern 
end on 11 October 1810. Reconnaissance quickly showed the French that there 
was a strong line of defensive forts on the hills in front of them. On 12 October, 
the French attacked the town of Sobral and dislodged the British advanced 
guard. A strong cavalry reconnaissance down the Alhandra road achieved 
nothing but the loss of General Sainte Croix to a shot from one of the gunboats. 
The following day the French probed west of Sobral and again in front of 
Alhandra, and on the 14th and 15th October, Masséna personally reconnoitred 
around Sobral and the terrain towards Alhandra.  
There was a difference of views on what to do next amongst the French. Junot 
wanted to launch an attack from Sobral. Marbot was of the opinion that it should 
be possible to break through somewhere by using feint attack to tie down the 
defenders. But the bulk of the opinion, including Masséna, Ney and Reynier 
was that without reinforcements, they would not be able to breach the lines. 
Masséna felt that this needed to be explained carefully to Napoleon and 
General Foy was despatched to Paris, not arriving until 22 November 1810. In 
                                                 
11 BL ADD MS63106, Letters from Squire to Bunbury, ff.11-12. 
12 Jones, Vol.3, p.37 
13 Jones, Vol.3, p.101 
14 Jones, Vol.3, p.28-9 
15 WD, 2nd ed, Vol.4, p.317 
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the meantime, the French army dispersed to forage. Masséna, ordered work to 
start on preparing bridging material at Santarem, which would give the French 
access into the Alentejo 
The daily routine after the Allied troops entered the lines was for them to 
assemble two hours before dawn and stand ready until an hour after dawn. 
Wellington rode up from his headquarters at Pero Negro each morning to the 
great redoubt above Sobral. When it had been confirmed that there were no 
changes in the French disposition, the troops were then allowed to return to 
their bivouacs to prepare food.  
The impasse in front of the Lines continued until 14 November 810, when 
Masséna withdrew back to Santarem. Due to a foggy start to the day, this was 
not immediately detected, but the Allies followed cautiously until the intentions 
of the French were clear and Wellington realised they were not retreating any 
further.  
Conditions improved for the Allied troops once the French withdrew with many 
troops being housed in the villages in front of the Lines. The situation also 
settled with little or no skirmishing between the armies. In fact, Rifleman John 
Kincaid who spent most of this period living in some farm houses at the end of 
the bridge at Santarem reported: ‘we lay four months in this situation, divided 
only by a rivulet, without once exchanging shots’.16 
Wellington greatest concern during this period was that the French would cross 
to the south of the Tagus to forage in the fertile Alentejo region. On reports 
reaching him that the French were collecting and building boats around 
Santarem, he initially despatched troops to defend the southern bank and then 
the engineer John Squire to carry out a reconnaissance. He reported back on 
20 October 1810: 

The story of the 40 boats is a mere tale; five bullock carts with their 
standing poles on the sides were mistaken for 40 boats!!! At Santarem, 
there are two large boats not yet launched.17 

Pelet, Masséna’s ADC tells a different story suggesting that many boats were 
collected, but there was no attempt made to try and cross the Tagus. 
During this period of relative stability, there was no slow down in the work on 
the lines, Fletcher, writing home reported: 

The most vulnerable part of our present front is on the left of Torres 
Vedras.  We have already established six guard redoubts upon this 
ground, and are now throwing up seven[?] for forty-eight pieces of 
artillery … as his Lordship seems inclined to do all I have proposed to 
render us secure, we shall have to employ seven thousand workmen at 
different points at the same moment. 

In this same letter Fletcher reported that Wellington had asked for another 
sizeable group of Artificers to be sent out to Portugal. 
The French position continued to deteriorate over time with supplies becoming 
progressively harder to obtain. Eventually a few reinforcements did fight their 

                                                 
16 Kincaid, Adventures in the Rifle Brigade, p17. 
17 REM 5501-79, Squire to Fletcher, Sobral Pequeno, 20 October 1810. 
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way through to Masséna, but their numbers did not offset the losses that he 
had suffered. 
The French finally retired on 5 March 1811 and retreated into Spain. Their 
attempts to retain control of the border fortresses of Ciudad Rodrigo and 
Badajoz led to the Allied victories at Fuentes d’Onõro and Albuera. The French 
did not make another attempt to invade Portugal and never saw the Lines again.  
The loss to the French should not be measured in casualties. Wellington now 
knew had had a secure base in Portugal from which he could attack the French. 
The French realised that it would be very difficult, if not impossible to eject the 
English from the Iberian Peninsula, and now had three nations opposing them. 
More importantly, the loss of prestige in having to retreat provided great 
encouragement to the defenders in the Iberian Peninsula and the enemies of 
Napoleon across the rest of Europe. 
I will leave you with a comment from John Jones’ Journal on the Lines of Torres 
Vedras. This was the: ‘first and only instance of a military enterprise planned 
and matured by Napoleon … being defeated by the … superior foresight of an 
opponent’.18  
sssFriends of the Lines of Torres Vedras. 
Have a look at our website where there are details on each of the forts on the 
four main lines and also information on how to join the ‘Friends’.  www.f-
ltv.co.uk. 
 
Also, check out our Facebook Group. 
 
 

                                                 
18 Jones, Vol.3, p.41. 

http://www.f-ltv.co.uk/
http://www.f-ltv.co.uk/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/293029624070745/

	The Napoleon Series
	The Lines of Torres Vedras – 1809-14
	The need for the defence of Lisbon
	The Portuguese Thought of It First, or Did They?
	The Campaign of 1810
	The Building of the Lines of Torres Vedras
	Defence of the Lines - October 1810 to March1811

