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The German and Dutch Troops in Spain 
Chapter 2 Part II: Troops of Hessen-Darmstadt 
By: Richard Tennant 
 

Since the beginning of 1809 the 
various divisions of 4th Corps had 
been utilised in separate areas of 
operations. Eight of the battalions in 
Leval’s Division plus the Westphalian 
Chevaux-Legers were on the Tagus, 
near Talavera, facing General 
Cuesta's Army of Estremadura. Early 
in March they had been joined with 
the greater part of Marshal Victor’s 
1st Corps plus the Heavy and Light 
Cavalry Divisions of Latour-
Maubourg and Lasalle. In the 
advance into Estremadura there were 
various actions and combats. 
 
Victor left the Westphalians at 
Almaraz to guard the bridge of boats; 
the two Dutch Battalions were left at 
Truxillo in charge of the sick and 
wounded whilst the Frankfurt 
Battalion and the 1st Hessians were 
left at Merida, the old Roman capital 
of western Spain, to guard the lines of 
communication.  
 
On 29 March Cuesta turned to the     
offensive at Medellin. Victor drew up 

his battle line in an odd form with his own divisions in the centre and rear with two 
projecting wings each composed of a Cavalry Division sup ported by two Battalions of 
Leval’s Germans; Lasalle with the    
Badeners, whilst Latour-Maubourg had a Nassau Battalion and one formed of the 
united Light Companies of the Division. The second Nassau Battalion was in the centre 
with Villatte's Division. Latour-Maubourg led a charge which failed completely against 
the Spanish Artillery -his Dragoons went to tl1e rear in dis- order leaving the Germans 
exposed and heavily engaged. They retired across the plain in column played-on by 
artillery and severely harassed by skirmishers. The Badeners on the other flank had 
an easier part since the charge of General Lasalle was entirely successful and 
proceeded to roll up the whole of the enemy line virtually winning the battle on their 
own. By this stage the Division was becoming discouraged by the treatment they were 
receiving from their dominant allies. They had been used piecemeal as guards over 
the sick and in garrison, during the battle they had been ill-used and then afterwards 
they were given the task of burying the Spanish dead. This problem would continue to 
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be an aggravation throughout their period in Spain. 
 

 
 

Battle of Medellin 28 March 1809 from Sauzey 
 
By July King Joseph had brought his own guards and the rest of 1st and 4th Corps 
into action against Cuesta who in tum had been joined by the British under Wellesley. 
The opposing forces after various combats, even verbal amongst the commanding 
officers themselves in both armies, came together at Talavera on 27 July. Only the 
various parts played by the troops of General Leval’s Division are described in detail. 
 
Battle of Talavera 27 July 1809 
 
Leval’s Germans advanced on the left, taking as their objective the battery on the Pajar 
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de Vergara. They faced Campbell's British Division and slightly overlapped it, so as to 
cover the three or four battalions on the extreme northern wing of Cuesta’s Line. The 
first troops to come into collision with the allies at 2.30 were Leval’s Germans, upon 
the extreme left of the French Line. Their order from left to right was as follows - 
Frankfurt, Hessen, Baden, Holland, and Nassau. The nine battalions of the German 
Division were arrayed in a single line of battalion columns with a thick screen of 
skirmishers in their front. (The two battalions of the 4tll Polish being the total strength 
of the 2nd Division were in Reserve). As they came forward their order had been so 
much broken up by the walls and thickets of the tangled terrain of vines and olive 
groves that they appeared to the British like one confused mass of skirmishers. Oman 
states that the Nassau and Dutch Regiments faced the British Infantry whilst the Baden 
Regiment was in front of the redoubt with its ten guns. This would be unusual since it 
would mean that the first brigade of Badeners & Nassauers would be split by the 
Dutch. The Hessians and the Frankfurt Battalion were opposite the Spaniards. 
 
The musketry opened along both lines at a distance of about 200 yards ... several 
times Leval’s men advanced a few score paces and the distance between the two 
forces was growing gradually less. But the attacking force was evidently suffering more 
than the allies; in the centre, especially where the ten guns of the redoubt were firing 
canister into the disordered mass, the casualties of the Baden Battalions were terrible. 
After their Colonel, von Porbeck, had fallen they broke and began to recoil. Colonel 
Campbell ordered his front line to charge and the Nassau and Dutch Regiments 
retreated back into the thickets. The victors pursued them for some distance capturing 
in their onward career a whole battery of six guns (probably the Dutch) which was 
being brought forward to reply to the artillery of the redoubt but had failed to reach the 
clearing before the line in front of them gave way; the guns were later spiked and left 
in the clearing in front of the redoubt. 
 
The three battalions of Leval's extreme left, in front of the Spaniards, were forced to 
draw back when their companions retired. Leval's second attack was made about 4 
o'clock in the afternoon; it was not made with so much energy as had been shown in 
his first. It encountered the same obstacles and could not surmount them. I n this 
attack they lost seven of the eight pieces of the Baden Artillery and four guns of the 
Hessian half-battery attached to the 3rd brigade were taken in a successful Spanish 
Cavalry charge. Thus 17 guns of the 2.5 batteries, being virtually the total divisional 
artillery, were lost.  Senannont, the artillery chief of the 4th Corps, who had been 
responsible for the virtuoso demonstration of French aggressive artillery tactics at the 
Battle of Fried land in 1807 must have been with 1st Division commanded by the Corps 
commander Sebastiani. All the guns were later recovered save two, one Dutch six-
pounder (horse artillery) and one Hessian eight-pounder, on August 5 behind the 
bridge of Arzobispo, during the retreat of Cuesta's army. 
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The Bridge at Arzobispo 
 
The 1st Division of 4th Corps was the most heavily engaged throughout the battle 
and sustained with 27% the highest losses. In Leval’s 2nd Division the losses of 22% 
included the deaths of von Porbeck of Baden and the commander of the Frankfurt 
Battalion, von Welsch. Killed: l03  Wounded: 827  Prisoners: 77 

 

 
Battle of Talavera 28 July 1809 from Sauzey 



© 1995 – 2018 The Napoleon Series 
 

 
The division was again heavily engaged at the Battle of Ocana on 19 November 1809 
which resulted in the complete rout of the army of Juan Carlos de Areizaga and gave 
a death blow to the central Junta. Leval and the Polish division of General Werle were 
to engage the Spanish right wing and when they were at close quarters the 12 
regiments of French cavalry would sweep away the Spanish horse and take the 
infantry in the flank. 
 
Things started well and the Spanish line started to give way when suddenly, and 
apparently without direction, the 3 Spanish Divisions in the centre and right flank, 
reported to be about 19000 men, made a furious counter-charge against the Poles 
and Germans who totaled about 8000. They drove them back for some distance and 
threw them into disorder whilst General Leval was seriously wounded. The situation 
was contained by Mortier bringing up the division of Girard to support the broken front-
line and then victory was completed when the cavalry, as planned, finally smashed 
through the flank and rolled-up the Spanish line, brigade by brigade. 
 
AGeneral von Schaeffer, commander of the Hessians, was so incensed with the battle 
report of Mortier that he wrote to his sovereign "it is thus even more insulting that the 
part played by the French is so emphasized while the Germans receive a purely 
superficial mention. Some French regiments are lionized who never fired a shot all 
day." When the division, together with the Westphalians, were allotted the despised 
task of escorting the Spanish prisoners back to Bayonne, this was too much for von 
Schaeffer who promptly resigned in the face of so gross an insult. 
 
After this assignment, rather than being sent to rejoin 4th Corps they were deployed 
in Segovia. According to the returns of 15 January 1810 their strength was determined 
at 
 
Present under arms 
 
Officers 204 
Men 4203 
Detached 1730 
Sick 3371 
Prisoners 231 

 Total 9739 
 
The Staff 
 
The Nassau Chasseurs appear to have been detached and used to guard 
communications. In June 1809 the Dutch battalions amalgamated to become 1st and 
2nd Dutch Line Regiment. In July 1810 this became 123rd French Line Regiment and 
then in April 1811 the 130th Line Regiment before being withdrawn for the 1812 
campaign in Russia. During the winter 1810/11, Leval’s Division, plus about half of the 
1st Division of 4th Corps, as well as the Westphalian and Nassau Chasseurs under 
Treillard were transferred to the Army of the Centre. General Leval took over the 
command of the 2nd Division of Marshal Victor’s 1st Corps. In July 1811 the 2 
battalions of Hessen-Darmstadt Regiment were detached to be part of the Badajoz 
Garrison; they were captured during the siege in April 1812. 
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In January 1809, Sebastiani, Lefèbvre’s senior divisional general, replaced him in 
command of this corps. 
 
4th Corps Orders of Battle 
 
Unit Strength 1 February 1809 15 July 1809 
1st Division 12 Battalions 5660 8118 
2nd Division 8 Battalions 3127 --- 
 9 Battalions --- 4537 
3rd Division 6 Battalions 3915 --- 
(only 4th Polish) 2 Battalions --- 1600 
Cavalry    
5th Dragoons, 3rd 
Dutch Hussars, 1st 
Vistula Lancers 

 1781 --- 

10th & 16th 
Chasseurs, 
Westphalian 
Chevaux-Légers, 
1st Vistula Lancers 

 --- 1188 

Artillery 30 Guns 894 --- 
 not stated --- Included above 
Staff  22 13 
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Otto von Pivka, B Fasten, Napoleon's German Allies (5). 
 
Keith Over, Flags and Standards of the Napoleonic Wars, who based his data for 
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Sauzey, Commandante. Les Allemands sous les aigles françaises: Les soldats de 
Hesse et de Nassau Vol. 6 
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