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OBERT LAWSON’S
ENINSULAR DIARY
y Major C M St G Kirke RA

overcome by the painstaking work of the

editor of the Dickson Manuscripts, Major
John H Leslie Royal Artillery, and the
interested reader has only to turn to the
printed word between Pages 696 and 727
of Volume 4 to get the whole diary on a
plate.
    Of course, a 170 year old campaign diary
might not in itself be interesting. After all,
not everybody's diary makes compulsive
reading. Fortunately, Lawson's is packed
with gems. It would be quite impossible to
expose all the historical joys in one short
article, so all that can he attempted here is
a few stills from what amounts to a 15
month moving picture.

The First Still: Handover/Takeover
Lawson underwent a mini-arms plot in
May/June 1812. His ‘brigade’ [the
contemporary term for the equipment,
horses, mules, and drivers]2 of 9 Pounder
guns was handed over to a Major Gardiner
and Lawson’s ‘Company’ [the Artillery
soldiers and their personal equipment]
were transferred to another division of the

ne of the lesser known treasures of the
A Library is the personal diary of
aptain Robert Lawson who
mmanded a company of the 8th

attalion Royal Artillery1 in Portugal
nd Spain for a great part of the
eninsular War (1808—1814). It is in
ffect the personal notebook of a BC on
n extended period of active service 170
ears ago. The diary covers the period
4 May 1812 to 26 August 1813 and
as published as an appendix to
olume 4 of the Dickson Manuscripts
y the RAI Woolwich in 1909 (for those
ho want to read further).
he little parchment covered manuscript
ook lies in a box of papers accumulated
y Alexander Dickson (another Peninsular
unner) in the RA Library archive, and two
ings struck me immediately the first

me I picked it up. There were, first, the
nexplained series of coincidences that
d to its presence in the library at all
hy should someone else's diary finish

p in Alexander Dickson's papers? How
id it get there?) and secondly, the
ppallingly difficult handwriting (the
hole thing appears to be completely
possible to decipher at first sight). We

re most unlikely ever to discover the
uth behind the first thing, but the
cond has been marvellously

Army where they took over, from an
unnamed organisation, a brigade of heavy 6
Pounder guns. Hear what he says about the
equipment that he took over:

June 1 1813. ...began to make
arrangements respecting the heavy six
pounder brigade which I found in a very
bad state. There were but just horses
enough (sore backs included) draw the
carriages, a quarter of the

1Now (Lawson’s Company) Field Battery, 4th
Field Regiment.

2Square brackets contain editorial
comments and insertions.
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whole manged, the harness bad, and
the drivers in a most undisciplined
state.
June 5. The ammunition and stores
inspected. Those of the 1st and 2nd
divisions [sub sections of the brigade]
found in a very bad state; ... the limber
boxes were for the most part of the
old pattern without bags for the
cartridges, and the ammunition
unequally divided — in short great
confusion appeared which at the time
we had not the time properly to
arrange.
You may think that Captain Lawson's

indignation was well justified in taking
over such a dilapidated brigade. But to be
fair, we only see his side of things. By
inference, the kit he handed over was in
immaculate condition: or was it? A passing
reference on 21 May during his handover
to Gardiner rouses just the suspicion of a
doubt:

I was obliged to give up the two
mules and have the old ones returned,
one of which was lame and the other
out of condition.
It seems that he had the misfortune

on that occasion to be caught. For those of
us who have been through the experience
of equipment handover/takeover between
batteries it is comforting, to say the least,
to see that such problems have an
historical pedigree.

The Second Still: The BK
Second Captain Alfred Thompson was
Lawson's Second in Command. He was on
the verge of getting command of a
company of his own, and it is obvious from
the diary that he felt this absolved him
from acknowledging that Lawson was his
superior. Indeed, for 2 months from the
start of the diary Thompson and Lawson
fought a bitter, though oblique, battle
which only ended when Thompson was
posted. The following extracts give a
flavour of the situation:

21 May. No sort of intercourse
between myself and T since the 14th
May, when [he] went away without
leave. He did not the least attempt it,
nor of course did I.
28 May. Captain T did not march

with me, alledging that he
misunderstood the message — I
returned him an answer and allowed
him to march when he pleased.
29 May. Captain T did not march with
the brigade sending me word that he
could not get the drivers out.
NB. At Pedrogao a Court Martial was
held which by Captain T's desire 1 put
off from 10 o'clock till 11 in order that
he might get his breakfast. Corporal
John Couse brought the message.
9 June. During the march Captain
Thompson proposed to assist me by
taking the command of the 2nd
division, to which I assented, and
altho’ I had received very great
provocation and indeed injury from
him, I was happy that our disputes
ceased. However, from his character,
opinions, and natural disposition, I am
apprehensive that tranquillity cannot
long last. He cannot make a proper
distinction between the carelessness
of an intimate acquaintance and the
propriety of a stricter conduct in a
military sense as an Officer. If he has
the judgement to do it, he does not
exercise it.

And then relief, on 20 June;
Captain Thompson set off for his
command.

But, to Lawson's chagrin, on 29 June:
Captain Thompson rejoins the brigade
much to my dissatisfaction as I had
during his absence enjoined a
tranquillity and good understanding
with my Officers which never can be
permanent whilst he is in the brigade,
for altho’ I take particular pains to
avoid, even writing my wish for him to
do anything, and by that means
endeavouring to avoid all grounds for
opposition, yet his nature is such as to
create difficulties and irritations,
where no other person could find
motives for them.
30 June. Captain Thompson sends for
a tent for his servants, which I refused
him, as I wished to accommodate
what men the 3 extra ones could
afford.
1 July. In defiance of my orders
Captain Thompson here ordered an
7
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OBERT LAWSON’S PENINSULAR DIARY
extra tent to be pitched, which I
immediately counter-ordered and was
under the necessity of putting it in
orders that no Officer should take away
any of the brigade stores without my
leave.

nd finally, 9 July:
This day Captain Thompson  ...left the
brigade sick. I do not expect [him] back
again.
This story of the bumptious underling

nd the superior who spends too much
ffort in being tolerant and in not
nfronting the troublemaker is by no
eans confined to the early 19th Century
ritish Army in the Iberian Peninsula. I am
re that many of the readers of this article

ave been witnesses to such a situation in
odern times, and so can instantly

nderstand what they see here without any
nsideration of the historical time and
ace. Elements like this give Lawson’s

iary an irresistable immediacy and
oignancy.

Incidentally it was Thompson who
essed up the handover to Gardiner and

nded up taking back the two useless
ules.

he Third Still: Punishment. The first two
ills have given us images to which we can
asily find modem counterparts. The third
 in a different class. In the Diary we have
rst hand information about the
unishments legitimately inflicted upon
arly 19th Century soldiers. Here are some
xamples:

12 June. Punished Driver Littlefield.
Received 250 out of 400 he was
sentenced to for corn stealing. [Note: it
was usual practice to inflict large
numbers of lashes in stages so that the
prisoner did not suffer permanent
harm.]
1 July. Tried Corporal Mosson and
Driver Rayner by a Court Martial, the
former for neglect of duty in suffering
his horses to remain dirty all night, the
latter for losing part of his harness and
appointments.
3 July. The sentence of the Court
Martial executed on the forementioned
prisoners. The corporal suspended for
2 months and the driver received 125

lashes besides being charged for the
loss.
9 July. With Captain Stewart as
President, Farrier Lawrence was tried
by a Court Martial for letting the
doctor have 6 shoes with nails,
together with Drivers Weathered, for
being insolent to Corporal Wilson, and
Warter for being asleep on his post.
The first was sentenced to be broken
[busted], the second to receive 250
lashes, and the third 500, but in
consequence of some recent directions
of the Duke of York respecting Courts
Martial a revision was necessary.
14 July. Sentence of Court Martial
executed on Lawrence and Weathered.
The former was reduced to Shoeing
Smith and to pay the value of the
shoes, the latter received 125 lashes.
15 July. The Court Martial on Warter
having been revised and approved by 1
Lieut. General Leith, the sentence was
to be 300 lashes. The driver received
in part 150 lashes.
27 July. Tried Serjeant Campbell and,
Corporal Wilson by Courts Martial for
drunkenness and neglect of duty.
29 July. Serjeant Major Corbett who
had charge of the 2nd Division lost a
horse from it and did not report it, for
which I dismounted and left him
behind till found.
30 July. Read out the Court Martial on
Campbell and Wilson, by which both
were broken. The horse lost yesterday
found by Corporal Bloss.
7 September. Court Martial held on
Corporal Ross on the 8th who was
reduced and sentenced to receive 200
lashes for being drunk when we
marched off from Arevalo, and losing
Driver Cuthberts necessaries.
Then came the Retreat from Burgos.

The conditions on this little known retreat
from deep in Spain back to Portugal were
desperate, and led throughout the Army to
a considerable upsurge of crime. Lawson's
Company suffered like everybody else and
the Diary gives us an absorbing close-up
how the soldiers behaved and how they
were dealt with.

23 October. Moved to Torquemada
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where such a scene of drunkness
occurred as would have disgraced even
a Billingsgate rabble. The wine vaults
were broken open by the troops and
hardly 500 men in all the troops
consisting of my brigade, the 1st and
6th divisions, were effective.
24 October. Previous to moving from
Torquemada I ducked Drivers
Henderson, Mitchell, Ash, Farmer,
O’Neal for being drunk, and Driver
Doran was so compleately inebriated
that he was obliged to be left behind.
28 October. A Court Martial was held
yesterday on Bombardier Nisbett,
Gunners Leach, Hall, McKee, and Driver
Linton for various irregularities
consequent upon their drunkenness.
They plead an order of Lord
Wellington's by which a soldier cannot
be punished, who has been in action
between the commission of the crime
and the time appointed for the
execution of the sentence. Consult the
Adjutant General and I find they are
right. [You can hear the teeth gnash?]
5 November. The trumpeter being left
behind to examine the ground for
articles left behind, he robbed Gunner
Wylde's knapsack, and arrived at
Alaejos at two o'clock at night drunk.
6 November. Try Trumpeter Donnelly
for the above crime and Driver Clarke
for being drunk on duty.

19 November. Trumpeter Donnelly
deserted and Gunner Moffin left drunk
behind.
24 November. Gunner Leach, Drivers
Linton, Jackson, Osborne, Scott, and
Corporal Masson tried by a Court
Martial.
25 November. The sentence of the
Court Martial carried into execution
on the foregoing prisoners, Leach
acquitted; Linton received 300 lashes,
Jackson 150, Osborne in the hospital;
Scott 50, Masson reduced.

And so on. There is no reason to suppose
that Lawson was unusually harsh or that he
had a particularly unsavoury company.
Thus we are confronted here at first hand
with the truth behind Wellington's remark
that his army was ‘infamous’. But they
must have been hard men to have taken all
those lashes.
Conclusion.
There is no comfortable way to conclude
an article like this. It could never give a
complete picture of Lawson's Diary
because the journal is by no means long
enough to accommodate one of sufficient
length. So what is unsaid is much more
than what has been said. Suffice it to say
that there are plenty more gems in it and it
is there in the RA Library for anybody who
wants to follow it up. So to those of you
who are going to: Good luck!
7
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