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The Siege of the Castle of Burgos

n the early 19th Century, a controversial foreign policy led to the entry of French armies into the
Iberian Peninsula with the intention of invading Portugal. What was initially permitted as a transit
route quickly became a tedious and comprehensive peninsular occupation. The Spanish reacted
swiftly, and this triggered an open war between Spain and France between 1808 and 1813. The
so-called War of Independence.
Burgos' favourable geographical position within the peninsula made it a crucial stronghold during
this war. The derelict medieval castle was converted by Napoleon himself into a rearguard defence
square in the event of a retreat, as well as a logistical hub. It housed a small garrison of Frenchmen to
secure control of the city, a city through which almost all the key figures of this period passed, and
where hundreds of thousands of soldiers came and each day.
After 1808 the castle and the hillsides were completely transformed with the construction of a new
fortified enclosure made up of three bastioned lines of defence. They were later extended with another
fortification on the hill of San Miguel known as hornwork. It was not until 1812 that the castle's
garrison experienced any major attacks. But in the autumn of that year, Wellington arrived in Burgos
chasing part of the French army called "de Portugal", after having defeated him in Arapiles. Believing
that occupying the Castle of Burgos was an easy mission, he planned different assaults to conquer the
fortress. However, the French under the command of Brigadier General Dubreton put up fierce
resistance, enduring 35 days of aggression from the English lord.
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Blue Route, for the defence

The Napoleonic castle was divided into three enclosures.
The 1st enclosure surrounded the old medieval stone castle
in front of us, and on the land behind the well, the medieval
church of La Blanca once stood. The castle housed all kinds
of ammunition storerooms, quartermaster, command centre,
and the powerful Napoleon Battery positioned to the north,
with 4 24-pound cannons, which all pointed toward the
hill of San Miguel.

Napoleon Battery

Scarp
Counterscarp

no. 2

Scarp

As we continue down this road, on our left you will see
Bench
that the car park is located on the 2nd enclosure.
Between the scarp coming down from the first level,
Counterscarp
behind you, and the lower slope, on the opposite side,
where a now-eroded parapet once stood. To our right
we can see another large slope of land which protectedthe base of the stone fortress where Napoleon's Battery
used to be, today it has been cut off by this road.
The first path on the right is the 2nd level
From the circular tower called San Gil on the right, to the
enormous slope of land on the left, scarp of the 2nd enclosure,
there was a small middle gate leading to the castle. If we look at
the slope on the east side (city) we can see that the flank was
unassailable with the two defensive levels.
The stairs next to the wall did not exist
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Scarp

no. 4

Counterscarp

On our right, in front of the wall canvas, there
was a huge circular structure built from the
land, which defended the entrance.
It reached the road that goes down to the Arco
de San Esteban (Arch of Saint Stephen).
On our left there are two parallel paths:
1-The stone path, the original moat from the 2nd enclosure, is surrounded by the scarp and counterscarp.
2-A modern path, opening onto what used to be part of the glacis (the outer fields of the castle), which
reached the natural moat that today has become the road between San Pedro and the Arco de San Esteban.
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Hornabeque

no. 5

nº 3A

Ahead on the right side of the road,
after the bridge, the ascent to the hill of San
Miguel, which we will see
crowned by the famous
hornwork designed by the
emperor in 1808. In order to
nº
keep the natural moat between
the two hills, a small drawbridge
nº It connected the entrance
was built.
path to the castle, which can be seen
beyond this pivot with a route that runs
parallel to the bridge. Let's go up the road.

nº 11

12

1

nº 2

Cerro de San Miguel

no. 6

A “hornwork” is a military structure supported using projections or horns. This road on the right
marks the southern boundary of the structure. In his complex mind, he expected an attack from the
north. This side, called "gola" (footbridge), remained unfinished when the siege took place.
It was only possible to close it by ramming it with a palisade of logs.
The Napoleon Battery could have swept this point from the castle since
there were no trees on either hill.
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no. 7
We are entering the Hornwork of San Miguel. At this point
the British platoon, under the command of Major Cocks, stormed
the French garrison of 500 men, approaching from behind them. The
garrison quickly scarpered when they realised moments later that they
could be captured. They fled down the slope towards the castle, sweeping
through Cock's platoon.
Wood defences
Tip of the "rediente"
Hornwork Moat

no. 8

We have reached the top of the slope that cuts
off the hornworks on the west side. Erosion has
smoothed out the slope, and we have to imagine
that a parapet protecting the fusiliers was also
located on the edge. Towards the outside, two
rows of sharp-pointed logs. One on the base of
the hill, with stakes at 45º, another almost at the
top, placed horizontally to stop the ascent.

no. 9

We are in the northwest horn of the hornwork
where a piece of artillery was positioned. At this point
the attacking Scottish soldiers of the 42nd (Blackwatch)
found that the ladders they were carrying were too
short and so they tried to climb the slope
from the moat (now a road),
digging their bayonets into
the ground like hooks.They failed in their
attempt and many died
under French fire.
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no. 10
We've reached the hornwork exit
gate, between the two horns, which
joins the moat (current road).
Crossing the road (moat) we would get
to the arrowhead-shaped "rediente"
(the protruding part of the bypass
route) that protects the hornwork on the
northern front. On the left we can see the
original side wall of the gate. The other side
had to be destroyed to widen the passage.

no. 11

We are at the tip of the forward-facing "redan". This structure has retained its
levels and surrounding slopes bordered by a moat. The east side has been used
as a walkway. In the event that it was occupied by the enemy,
the "redan"could be defeated from the hornwork,
which was positioned above and behind here.

Hornwork

Tip of the "redan"
Moat

no. 12
This is the outer tip of the block defences.
Up ahead, there were only three small
positions protected by a slope where
surveillance posts were placed to avoid
being caught by an enemy advance.
These positions were about 200 meters
ahead and spread out.
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Red Route, Wellington arrives at the Castle
This is the plateau of San Miguel (north), and to the south you can see
the tip of a triangular "redan" (the protruding part of a bypass
route). It's the most advanced position in the hornwork's
defensive network The emperor ordered it to be
built to prevent an attack on the castle of
Burgos from this hill.
Wellington arrived on September 18
1812 and on the September 19 , in the early Advanced
hours, initiated the attack by taking three French
small advanced external French redoubts. Redoubts
In the night, some Scottish soldiers from
the 42nd (Blackwatch) attacked this
arrowhead to attract attention from the
French.
The paved path that descends to the road
coincides with the eastern side moat of the
"redan".

no. 1

no. 2
We are standing in the moat that separates the triangular "rediente" and the horns of the hornwork.
Hidden from the view of the French, while the arrowhead was being attacked from the north,
Portuguese and Scottish troops from the 42nd went up the eastern slope and jumped into the moat
from this point. The Portuguese would attack
the horn right in front of us (NE) and the Scots
advanced along the moat toward the other horn
(NW), where the main attack was going to
take place on Wellington's order.

10

no. 3A

It was from this point of the moat that the
Scots launched their assault on the slope,
holding the ladders and enduring French
gunfire from both sides of the moat.
The ladders were too short, but they
continued to climb hammering their
bayonets into the ground

no. 3B
You can see how difficult it would have been to climb up the slope of
the hornwork at this point, especially because, between the ditch
and the slope, there was a row of sharp trunks embedded at a 45º
angle and another similar row almost at the top, placed
horizontally. By this point, the attack was a disaster, resulting
in a number of casualties and a defeat.
The Portuguese were also defeated from the other side.
Let's continue south through the moat.

no. 4
Major Cocks arrived from the west side of this large hill, with his platoon jumping into the moat here
and hiding. Wellington wanted to distract the enemy to facilitate the Scottish spearhead attack, but it
actually happened the other way around.
He quickly led the hatchets to the centre of the
hornwork's "gola" (footbridge) along this path.

Hornwork's
"gola”
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no. 5

This is where Cocks and his 50 men came in, and they began to tear down the log blockade with their
hatchets. They then cleared a hole and went in. Napoleon's battery could not shoot because his men
would also be hit. Caught off guard and surrounded, the French abandoned their position and
violently collided with Cocks' platoon, which was unable to hold them off. They escaped to the
castle, running down the hill.

6

no.
.
Wellington took charge of the hill. He set up the little
artillery he had on the west slope of this
hill, hidden from Napoleon's battery firing
line. Here he was only able to overtake a
fusilier's trench, which ran parallel to
the enemy and coincided with the
path on his right.
This road used to be the natural
moat that divided the allies and
the emperors.
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Black Route, the French Fortress
no. 1

The Napoleonic castle was divided into three enclosures.
The 1st enclosure surrounded the old medieval stone castle
in front of us, and on the land behind the well, the medieval
church of La Blanca once stood. The castle, housed all kinds
of ammunition storerooms, quartermaster, command centre,
and the powerful Napoleon Battery positioned to the north,
with 4 24-pound cannons, which pointed toward the hill of
San Miguel.

Napoleon Battery

Scarp
Counterscarp

no. 2

Scarp

Bench
Counterscarp

nº 3

As we go down this path, we can see that the car park on
our left is on the 2nd enclosure. Between the scarp that
descends from the first level, behind it, and the minor
slope, on the opposite side, where a now-eroded
parapet once stood. On our right there is another
huge slope of land, which protected the base of the
stone fortress where the Napoleon battery was
located, and is now sectioned off by this road. The
first path on the right is on the 2nd level.

From the circular tower called San Gil on the right, to the huge slope of
land on the left, the scarp of the 2nd enclosure, there was a small
middle gateway that led to the castle. If we look at the slope on
the east side (city) we can see that the flank was
unassailable with the two defensive levels.
The stairs next to the wall did not exist.
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no. 4

Scarp

Counterscarp

On our right, in front of the wall, there was a
huge circular structure made of earth, which
defended the entrance. It reached the road that
goes down to the Arco de San Esteban.
On our left there are two parallel paths:
1 - The stone path, the original moat from the
2nd enclosure, is surrounded by the scarp and
counterscarp.
2- A modern path, opening onto what used to be part of the glacis (outer field of the
castle), which reached the natural moat that today has become the road between San Pedro and the
Arco de San Esteban.

n0. 5

We are crossing the glacis on a road that did not exist. Just imagine that there was no tree or obstacle
as far as the eye could see. Imagine San Miguel Hill on your right, with the British battery shooting
toward La Blanca church right over our heads, and a line of trenches full of fusiliers firing this way.
On our left, at the top of the slope, a parapet full of French riflemen shooting non-stop at the British.
San Miguel Hill

Las Corazas street

Castle
San Román Church

no. 6
At this point, where the 2nd and 3rd enclosures merge, was when they suffered the greatest blow from
Wellington's artillery. Thousands of bullets were fired at this area in an attempt to hit the gunpowder
deposit that was protected inside the church, at the top, and gradually broke down the earthen walls.
Every night, the French repaired what they could, but they were losing defences. After several days,
the destroyed slopes created an accessible ramp that was used in the last assault attempt by the allies.
If we look further down, we can still see the outline of the allied approach trench at the foot of the
slope. Above what was the assault
ramp, is a log staircase that now
leads to the top. This assault was part
of a combined action that included two
other simultaneous attacks at different
points . This last event took place on
October 18, but there were previous
attempts which we will learn about.
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no. 7
We have reached the top of the platform that forms the 3rd enclosure separated from the neighbourhood of San Pedro, at its feet, by
a vertical inaccessible wall.
However, Wellington ordered
the first attempted assault from
here on September 22. Despite
placing the ladders on the wall
and several men climbing up,
they were easily pushed back
with bayonets and there were
numerous casualties, including
the 79th Major Lawrie, who led
the effort

no. 8

Two tunnels were carved out
starting from the neighbourhood to below where we are
standing now. The first on this
point. They placed barrels of
gunpowder inside to cause an
explosion that would weaken
the foundation and create a
ramp to climb up. They opened
fire on September 29, but a
miscalculation caused only a
partial collapse of the wall, as
you can see. Even so, the assault
platoon emerged from the trench
and tried to advance. Some
managed to reach the top, but the Gauls drove them out again, resulting in huge
losses. The rest did not even attempt it.
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nº 9
The second tunnel was prepared at this point and the mine
exploded on October 4 . This time the British surprised the
French and managed to climb up here and hold the line.
The French abandoned the platform. If you look further
down, you can see a path that is on the ramp created by
the explosion. If you look at the castle, try and imagine a
parapet full of Frenchmen firing in this direction from the
next step. Under the shower of bullets, some British
sappers were killed, but others quickly dug while their
own gunmen returned fire. In the days that followed,
they tried to clear zig-zag trenches, moving
towards the next line of defence. To prevent this,
on October 5 and 8 the French grenadiers
emerged and attacked with bayonets
screaming "Long live the emperor!" At
the second exit, Major Cocks, hero of
the assault on the hornwork and
highly regarded by Wellington, dies
right at this very spot. But they hold
the position. The cold and the rain

Honourable Major Edward Charles Cocks (1786-1812) also prevented them from moving too
fast. Wellington is already receiving
79th of British Infantry
news of the proximity of the strengthened Northern French army. On October 18 he ordered the last assault. They attacked three points at the
same time. The KGL (King's German Legion) Germans are at point 6 of this route. The guards were
facing this point with ladders. On the southern side of the hill, the Spanish and Portuguese attacked the
landing platform that supports the church of San Román and then tried to continue inland. A mine
explosion in that church was the assault signal for all three locations. They
all failed, causing numerous casualties.
The next day, Wellington withdraws and returns to Portugal.
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Orange Route, the Last Attack
no. 1
There was a watchtower here, from which the French
opened fire on the British as they tried to
advance into the second enclosure. It was at
this point that the 34th line grenadiers set off
towards with bayonets and shouted, "Long
live the emperor", on October 5 and 8,
seriously harming the British (death of
Major Cocks), and delaying their advance

no. 2
We are now looking at the remains of the "rediente"
(the protruding part of the bypass route), which was
despised by the British. This is where the French
completely chewed up the allied assailants
Throwing mortar and hand bombs, initiating
bloody bayonet attacks, and above all,
tormenting the working sappers with their
very precise rifle fire.
On October 18, Wellington ordered the last
attack. It was a combined attack on three
points: the guards (Coldstream guards)
would attack here at the ladder, then
moving to the left to join the KGL Germans who would carry out an attack at point 6 on the black
route. Together they would go up to the first enclosure. From point 1 of the yellow route, the
Spanish and Portuguese would attack the church of St Román after the explosion of a mine, which
was planted beneath it. Then they would try to enter the enclosures from there.
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no. 3
We are standing in the moat between the 1st and 2nd enclosure, where the guards and the KGL
Germans rushed to try and rendezvous. They never succeeded. The French had erected a
transverse wall between the two
enclosures, closing off the free
passage between the two areas.
Many died here under French fire.
You can still see the zig-zag defences
in this area of the 2nd enclosure.
And behind, the slope of the 1st
enclosure

n0. 4
It was from here that the desperate
ascent by the German soldiers of the
British army took place. Upon
realising that they could not join the
guards, they decided to climb the ramp
created by the collapsed foundations
to reach the platform of the La Blanca
church and conquer the Gaulish
position. Many men had fallen, even
before the French had initiated their
all-out firing.

no. 5

Only three German soldiers managed to reach the top at
this point. The rest had fallen or withdrawn. The Voltigeurs
of the 34th and their captain Willermet arrived at that
moment, running from the San Román area, and destroying
the British, although Willermet died here too.
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Yellow Route, attack on San Roman
n0. 1
The most advanced line of Portuguese
and Spanish troops was in this position those who laid siege to the French
fortress. They were in charge of the
southern flank.They had reached this point
using approach trenches, while under fire
from the outermost French line of defence It
was from this line that a mine was dug u to access the area
underneath the church of San Román.

no. 2
You can see the remains of what was
the famous church of San Román. It stood
on a large stone platform that levelled the
slope. It was outside the fort itself, just in
front of the main fortress gate; its thick
stone walls protected that door from direct
artillery fire. Wellington ordered his men
to dig an underground corridor that went
from the houses to the platform that
supported the church.
It was loaded with gunpowder barrels and exploded on October 18 . The detonation caused part of
the structure to collapse and was the signal to initiate the great final combined attack. The Spanish
and Portuguese troops climbed up the demolished area and, after some bloody combat, took over the
church. Having lost their position, the French fired several shots towards the gunpowder at the base
of the pillars and destroyed the building, which crushed many of the
attackers Even so, the allies barricaded themselves in the rubble and then
tried to storm the fortress
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no. 3
The stretch of road that has brought us here would be located outside, but next to the outermost
land wall of the Napoleonic fortress. That first land wall would coincide with the current land
space between the road and the path heading east from our position. This path would already be
located inside the fort. From here, the road would coincide with the inner ring road of the fortress.
Right where we are now, there was a transversal closing wall to close off the passage to the rest of
the castle. The soldiers who had taken the church of San Román attacked the first slope of land
and managed to get here on the 18th of October, but they were shot at from the walls and upper
slopes and driven out by the Voltigeurs of the 34th under the command of Willermet.
From here going down, coinciding with the old seminary, there was a large arrow shaped
redoubt, halfway up the slope, which could be accessed from here. Its mission was to defend the
base of the slope on this flank, as the base of the hill could not be seen from the first row of slopes.
This large redoubt was very practical for deterring the Spanish and Portuguese attacks
throughout the siege. It had its own well and could function as a small independent fort.
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no. 4
Between here and the previous point there was an internal
gateway to the fortress, and this steep bend and ramp
immediately after, made access to the first,
higher enclosure more difficult. From here
there was access to the line of the 2nd enclosure embankments, which were occupied by French riflemen firing at the
3rd enclosure platform (see black and dark blue routes).
Remember that this area had been occupied by the allies
since October 4.

no. 5
Where the road we have just taken ends, that would be the last gateway to the heart of the fortress. If
we look at the platform we are standing on, we can still make out the shape of a protruding polygonal
redoubt. From here, the French were able to take control of all the southern slopes,
including the main gate area, with the Church of San Román in front of it.
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Defeat

The defeat from the attack, with a further 200 casualties, and the news of a large French army closing
in from the Briviesca area, prompted Wellington to decide to withdraw on October 21. The siege had
ended. The allies suffered 2,000 casualties and lost all the land they had won in 1812. They returned
to Portugal, having been thoroughly harassed by the French.
General Dubreton and his men were freed and decorated in Paris by the Emperor.
They had resisted for more than a month.
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