
 
 

‘Redcoats in the Pyrenees’ 
‘Wellington’s battles from Vitoria to Tarbes’ 

A battlefield tour 1st - 8th September 2017 
 

 
 

The battlefield ridge at Maya looking down from the Gorospil Mountain. On the 25th July 1813 D’Armagnac’s French Division 

advanced in their hundreds from the left in the near ground along the Chemin des Anglais towards the small red roofed building 

(foreground right) to dominate the ridge. …… We view the same and learn the battle history weather permitting on Sunday 3rd 

September this year. The La Rhune mountain towers in the distance over the Nivelle battlefield which we view from its summit later 

in the tour.   
 

 

‘Different regiments scrambled up the hills to our relief as fast as they could. The old half-

hundred and the 39th got a severe mauling. Then came a wing of the 92nd and opened a flank 

fire on the enemy, while we moved over to another hill, got our men left, and commenced a 

cross fire. The 92nd were in line pitching into the French like blazes, and tossing them over.   

There they stood like a stone wall over matched by twenty to one, until half their blue bonnets 

lay beside those brave northern warriors. When they retired, their dead bodies lay as a 

barrier to the advancing foe!’              

                                            George Bell, 34th Regiment  

 
 

 

‘Redcoats in the Pyrenees’ 
 

Wellington’s army fought the most complex of campaigns in the 

Pyrenees during the summer and autumn of 1813. “Nosey’s” 

leadership and his logistical ability enabled his army to win the 

Battle of the Pyrenees before Crossing the Bidassoa to start the 

Invasion of France. The Peninsular War proved that a large 

army could not survive and a small army could not win. This 

tour will cross some amazing country. We will study 

Wellington’s strategy and tactical operations in crossing the 



Pyrenees and how he succeeded.  

 
  With Graeme & Ali Cooper 

Tour Overview - This 8-day tour visits the 1813-14 Peninsular War battlefields 

of the Pyrenees and follows the footsteps and actions of an army that had been 

built and nurtured by a great leader over the five preceding years. We visit the 

battlefield of Vitoria where Wellington achieved one of his greatest victories. We 

stroll the Passes at Maya and Roncesvalles and then walk the land bridge at 

Sorauren to look at Foy’s demise. We tour the Tarbes, Nive, Orthez, St Pierre, 

Vera, San Marcial, and the Nivelle battlefields. We take in the San Sebastian 

siege and assault, the Sortie from Bayonne and the Crossings of the Bidassoa. 

The Guggenheim Museum is so close. To pass by would disappoint those who 

would want to experience this world-renowned museum.  

 
The Itinerary  
 

Day 1: Rendezvous and the Guggenheim Museum 

 

 Tour Rendezvous at Bilbao Airport at 1300 Hrs. 

 The Guggenheim:  Museum of modern and contemporary art, 

designed by Canadian-American architect Frank Gehry, and 

located in Bilbao. The museum was inaugurated on 18 October 

1997 by former King Juan Carlos I of Spain. It is situated 

alongside the Nervion River, which runs through the city of 

Bilbao to the Cantabrian Sea. The museum was the building 

most frequently named as one of the most important works 

completed since 1980 in the 2010 World Architecture 

Survey among architecture experts. 

 

 Drive to Vitoria where we stay for 1 night. 

 

 ‘Wellington over the Pyrenees’ – A pictorial presentation. 

 

 

Day 2: Battle of Vitoria – 21st June 1813   
 

 The 7-phase battle where Wellington shines to rout Joseph and the French from Spain. Where Picton 

usurps Dalhousie’s belatedness and where Gazan’s 35,000 French on the Hill of Arinez crumbled from 

‘Nosey’s’ three-sided assault.  We take in Wellington’s anger, the distraction of plunder, the peasant with a 

promise, the northern hook that delivered and a painting for review. A fantastic story on a battlefield with 

an amazing vista of this 7-phase battle.  

 

 Dive to Pamplona where we stay for 2 nights. 

 

Right: The bridge at Villodas where the Light Division crossed to 

start their assault on the Hill of Arinez.   

 

 From the top of the Hill of Arinez we see the village of 

St Margarita. It was the words of the fire brand Brigade 

Major, Major Harry Smith’s ‘Certainly my Lord’ which 

triggered it’s fall to the Light Division.  

 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frank_Gehry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bilbao
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King_of_Spain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Juan_Carlos_I
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nervion_River
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cantabrian_Sea
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Architecture_Survey
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Architecture_Survey


 

Day 3: Battles of Maya - 25th July & Sorauren – 28th & 30th July 1813 

 

 There were, according to Wellington, at least 70 passes across the 

Pyrenees that could be crossed by bodies of a few hundred 

troops. However, there were only four roads that a large army 

could use to cross them, three of which were in the western 

theatre of operations. The main one, which crossed the River 

Bidassoa, at Irun, was the furthest to the west. There were two 

roads from Pamplona to France. The Roman road, which crossed 

the Pyrenees at the pass of Roncesvalles, was the most easterly 

one. The other crossed at the pass of Maya. We go there and 

walk atop the Gorospil mountain to contemplate the map (right) 

and photo on page 1. Visibility permitting one will never forget 

the view.  
 

 

Left Sorauren: The view of the village from 

the land bridge. Wellington, accompanied by 

only his ADC, Fitzroy Somerset, rode 

towards the Allied army on 27 July. They 

reached the village of Sorauren, 10 miles 

from Pamplona, just ahead of the advancing 

French. The Allied army was drawn up along 

a ridge to the southeast, later called Cole’s 

ridge (LHS) after General Sir Lowry Cole. 

We walk here and learn of Portuguese 

pleasure and Foy’s memory of a fateful day 

for the French.  

 
 

Day 4: Battles of Roncesvalles - 25th July 1803 

 

 The fight for the Roncesvalles Pass started at 0600 Hrs and 

engulfed the Augustinian Abbey and the 12th Century 

Chapel before Cole’s decision to withdraw. We visit both 

before walking the Roman Road to the Altobiscar where 

Byng’s 2,000, outnumbered 7 to 1, were pushed back by 

Clausel’s divisions. We negotiate the Linduz Plateau to 

contemplate this battle that had failed Wellington. As we 

endeavour to visualise and understand the day we bear in 

mind that the same French threat is pushing back Pringle, 

Cameron and Barnes at Maya. Again, subject to weather 

wonderful views are enjoyed. 3 Days later the first of the 

Sorauren battles is fought in an effort to protect Pamplona. 

    

 
Ronan’s battle monument 

 
Roncesvalles 12th Century Chapel 

 We drive to Pau where we stay for 1 night. 

 

http://www.1911encyclopedia.org/Fitzroy_James_Henry_Somerset_Raglan
http://www.queensroyalsurreys.org.uk/colonels/066.html


 

Day 5: The Grasshoppers at Tarbes – 20th March and Orthez 27th February 1813  

 

 
Tarbes ridge … the windmill scene of severe 

fighting up this slope …. We stand there! 

Action at Tarbes – 20th March: In late February to early March 

1814, Marshal Soult’s army was trying to reach Toulouse, a move 

dictated to the embattled French commander by the terrain, 

manoeuvres of Wellington’s army, the danger of encirclement plus 

the difficulties of operating with the Garonne river to his rear. The 

fighting at Tarbes began at noon with an artillery bombardment 

from Hill on the Allied right and Clinton on the left.  Von Alten 

with the Light Division approached the heights at Oleac sending 

forward skirmishers from the Second Battalion of the 95th Rifles. 

The fighting on the hill near Oleac is regarded as unique in the 

annals of the Rifle Brigade, as soldiers from all three battalions 

fought side-by-side for the only time in the Peninsula War.  We 

walk down to where this photo was taken and then skirmish our 

way up as the ‘Grasshoppers’ did.   
 

 

“At length, after much skirmishing, we gained the height but found the 

whole of their infantry drawn up on a steep activity near the windmill 

which allowed them to have line behind line, all of which could fire at the 

same time over each other’s heads like the tiers of guns on a three-deck 

ship. We continued to advance upon them till we got to within a hundred 

paces of this formidable body, the firing from which was the hottest I had 

ever been in: except perhaps at Barrosa.”  

                                 Surtees, an officer of the 3rd Battalion 95th Rifles  

 

 
Wellington’s Army advanced towards 

the camera from the open fields below – 

Pyrenees beyond 
 

 Battle of Orthez 27th February - After failing to defeat Wellington in the Battle of the Nive, Soult tried 

to confine the Anglo-Allied army in the extreme southwest corner of France. From December 1813 

through January 1814, heavy rains brought operations to a standstill. Finally, on February 14, Wellington 

launched his offensive. Soult assembled his remaining six divisions and his reserve behind the Gave 

d'Oloron River. That day, Wellington quickly manoeuvred the French army out of its position on the river. 

Soult pulled back to Orthez.  The battle that followed took place on a ridge. 

The village of St-Boes which exchanged hands following a successful 

French counter attack was destroyed.  We visit the village and walk again 

the path of the 3rd Division’s attack.  To envelop the French left Picton's 

force fought his way onto the ridge in the centre. 
 

Right: Where Wellington’s men ascended out of the gulley to surprise the ridge lined 

French.     

 

Wellington is unhorsed and badly bruised when a canister 

shot hit his sword hilt.  

 

Soult, seeing his defences compromised, ordered a retreat. 

This was conducted in good order at first, though menaced 

by the British cavalry. With the terrain, too rough for most 

mounted operations, only the 7th Hussars made an 

effective charge, capturing 200 Frenchmen. That evening, 

the French escaped across the Luy de Béarn River at Sault-

de-Navailles in some disorder, blowing up the bridge 

behind them.  
 

                       Orthez Memorial 



 
The bridge at Orthez. 

Soult lost 6 cannons and 3,985 men including 542 killed, 2,077 

wounded and 1,366 prisoners. Foy was wounded. 

 

The Anglo-Portuguese lost 367 killed, 1,727 wounded and 80 

captured for a total of 2,174. Walker was wounded and sent back 

to England. Soult continued his retreat. The next battle would be 

fought at Toulouse. 

 Drive to St Jean de Luz where we stay for 3 nights. 

 

Day 6: The Battle of the Nivelle – 10th November 1813 

 

In the morning, we ascend via the mountain railway to the 

summit of the ‘Greater Rhune’ to view from above the Nivelle 

Battlefield. Another masterpiece by Wellington unfolded as he 

outthinks Soult on a 16-mile frontage. The key to success was 

the capture of the ‘Lesser Rhune’ by the Light Division.  

 

At 0600 Hrs on the sound of the signal gun fired from Mt 

Atchubia men of the 43rd and 52nd Regiments scrambled up the 

steep craggy slopes of Bayonet Ridge to surprise the French 

centre. Following heavy hand to hand fighting by 0800 Hrs the 

last fortress had been captured on the eastern ridge. ‘Nor did we 

ever meet a check but carried the enemy’s works by one fell 

swoop of irresistible victory’ wrote Harry Smith exultantly. 

 

 
The Lesser Rhune in shadow 

 
The Lesser Rhune in light 

 

We discuss Colborne’s bluff’ at 

‘Signal Redoubt’- “See. You are 

surrounded on every side. There are 

Spaniards to your left. You had 

better surrender at once”. By 0900 

Hrs the 4th Division had taken Sare 

and by 1100 Hrs the 3rd Division 

had taken Amotz bridge which in 

effect split the French army. We go 

there and contemplate what this 

meant for the French.  

 
The bridge at Amotz 

 

 Battle of Vera 31 August 1813 
We visit Vera and the scene of 

Cadoux’s action at the Bridge 

where 10,000 French were stranded 

on the Allied side of the river 

searching for a crossing point.  

They found a narrow stone bridge 

which was defended by 80 of the 

95th Regiment. The ‘Grasshoppers’ 

held the bridge for 2 hours until 

being overwhelmed. Captain 

Cadoux was killed.  Cadoux’s Memorial 
 

The stone bridge at Vera 



 

 Battle of San Marcial 31 August 1813 

We visit the San Marcial, to consider the Bidassoa 

Crossing. At dawn on 31st August a mist delayed Soult’s 

planned attack. At 0800 Hrs, the French assault finally 

began but the attack did not progress as intended. We 

stand where the Spanish infantry were in strong positions 

and discover why. By 1000 Hrs the French had been 

driven back to the valley below with heavy losses. A 

second and third attempt also failed. We discuss 

Wellington’s refusal to assist. “If I send you the English 

troops you ask for, they will win the battle; but as the 

French are already in retreat, you may as well win it 

yourselves” Wellington to the General Freire. 

 
The view from San Marcial 

 

 

Day 7: The Battles of the Nive - 10th December and St Pierre 13th December 1813 

 

 The Battles of the Nive - 10th December 

Following the Nivelle battle Soult withdrew to Bayonne, a well-protected 

city with some 63,000 men. Unattended camp fires took Wellington’s 

piquets by total surprise showing Soult at his brilliant strategic best. After a 

3-mile retreat, they finally held the French. We see were French gunners 

abandon their 12 pounders and how desertion ate at French morale. Again 

the ‘Grasshoppers’ fight from a church and a chateau between two marshes.  

This battle was a victory for the French …. not quite! We seek out the 

Coldstream and 3rd Guards (Scots Guards) Cemeteries in Bayonne and talk 

through the French sortie from Bayonne in the April of 1814.  

 
Arcangues Church 

  

 Battle of St Pierre - 13th December 

Hill’s command of 14,000 men and 14 cannon were in a strong 

position on high ground between the Nive and Adour rivers. The 

French attacking force outnumbered Hill by 3 to 1 and it would 

take 4 hours for reinforcements to arrive as the storms had swept 

away the bridge of boats at Ustaritz. “Dead or alive we must hold 

our ground” declared the Gloucester’s Commanding Officer as the 

main assault drove Wellington’s men back. We walk the ground 

and examine why Hill swears for only the second time in the 

campaign. We discover why both sides agreed it “was one of the 

most desperate of the whole war”. 

 
The battlefield memorial was erected by the 

French to honour Soult who,“with inferior 

forces, foot by foot, defended this country for 

seven months against the army of Wellington” 

 

 

Day 8: The Siege of San Sebastian 1813 
 

 
San Sebastian 

We conclude the tour with a look at the 

Siege of San Sebastian. The sea port had 

been blockaded by Graham since 28th 

June 1813. The first assault was made on 

the 25th July but failed and drew ‘Nosey’ 

from the Pyrenees as Soult launched his 

offensive there. The successful assault 

was made on 31st August. We stand 

where the breaches were stormed. Sans 

Sebastian was soon in flames. Drink was 

soon found.  

 
The Portuguese assaulted from this beach 

 towards the citadel’s hornwork  



 

 
The Uremea river across which the 5TH Division assaulted at low tide  

 

 Depart for Bilbao Airport 

 

Tour Price sharing: £1765     Single Supplement: £245     Deposit: £300 
 

Tour Starts at Bilbao Airport at 1300 Hrs 1st September 

and Ends at Bilbao Airport at 1500 Hrs 8th September 
 

Included in the price of the Tour will be: 

 3/4 Star Hotel Accommodation 

 7 Dinners (3 Course with wine) 

 Participant Folder with Maps 

 Access to Museums 

 Tour Manager 

 Guild of Battlefield Guides - Accredited Guide 

 Luxury Coach 
 

  Excluded from the price of the Tour will be: 

 Flights 

 Lunches  

 Hotel extra services, telephone, bar and 

business facilities  

 Personal Insurance  

Flight Options 
 

OUT: 1st September  

London Stansted to Bilbao Flt Easyjet U2 3225 

Dep 0700Hrs - Arr Bilbao 1000 Hrs 

BACK: 8th September 

Bilbao to London Stansted Flt Easyjet U2 3228 

Dep 2200 Hrs - Arr Stansted 2250 Hrs 
 

Please note Flights are not included in the tour price. The above option is what Graeme and Ali have booked.  

British Airways and other carriers also offer flights that meet the Rendezvous time in Bilbao.  

 
 
 

 
At the Roman bridge with friends at Alcantara last September.  Many of Wellington’s men marched over this bridge in the early 

spring of 1813 to muster in the north for their advance to the Pyrenees. Like Wellington, many of them did not see Portugal again. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

Guide – Graeme Cooper 
 

 

 

Graeme Cooper has been battlefield guiding since 1995 and owns Cooper's 

Waterloo Tours, a family run business specialising in tailored tours of the 

Napoleonic Campaign battlefields of the Peninsular War and Waterloo for 

adults, and leadership training for the military.  

 

A Fellow of the International Napoleonic Society (FINS), Graeme qualified as 

a Waterloo Campaign Guide with Les Guides 1815 in 1998.   

 

 

Graeme's interest in the Napoleonic Campaigns was sparked during his time as a cadet at the Royal 

Military Academy Sandhurst by his tutors, the late and renowned military historians and authors, 

Professor Richard Holmes and Dr David Chandler.  
 

This intrigue, kept alive by a military career, has maintained his fascination for Napoleonic 

campaigns and a strong concern for the preservation of the Waterloo battlefield, which he first 

visited in 1973. 
  

In November 2002, Graeme founded The International Guild of Battlefield Guides and was the 

Secretary until November 2009 when he became the first member to be elected to the Roll of 

Honour for his services to the Guild.  
 

His belief in the correlation between battlefield actualities and the business environment led him in 

May 2006 to form Corporate Battlefields Ltd, a leadership training company for corporate 

management.  
 

Corporate Battlefields has since then delivered to senior management teams from eBay, Boeing 

UK, BAE Systems, Lilly, Brother UK, Martinair (KLM), UPS, HSBC and NATO’s Secretary 

General on battlefields including Waterloo, Isandlwana, Ypres, The Somme, the Normandy D-Day 

Beaches and Naseby.  The Company have recently established a team in SE Asia. 
 

Graeme is married and has a son and daughter who both commissioned through Sandhurst. He 

lives in Essex with his family and enjoys golf, photography, chess and telemark skiing.  

 
 

Cooper’s Waterloo Tours 
Cooper’s Court 

Moreton 

Ongar 

Essex 

CM5 0LE 

T: 0044 (0)1277 890470 

M: 07968 984347 
 

E-mail: 

info@corporatebattlefields.com 
 

Website: 

www.corporatebattlefields.com  
 

Graeme Cooper-Qualified Guide 

Guild of Battlefield Guides 

Badge No 007 
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http://www.corporatebattlefields.com/

