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Recently Geoffrey Regan in his popular publication ~<TheGuinness
Boek of Military Blunders» (Great I3ritain, 1991), put the Somosierra Battlc
from the time of the Peninsular War inte the chapter entitíed «Butchers»,
expesing it as a great blunder of Napeleen, with fatal consequences. The
Frencí Emperor trying te lay down bis law upen the Spanish natien started,
late in 1808, marching in directien of Madrid with an army of 200.000
seldiers but was stopped at the Somosierra Gerge, about 80 kilemeters from
the Spanish capital, by general den Benito San Juan who with his regimcnts
of about 9.000 seldiers and several cannons blecked the passage. Napeleen
was furious seeing no progress of the French infantry and in the merning,
of November 30, sent te a charge a squadron of lis Polisí light horse guard.
Cemments Regan: the effect was disastreus, out of 88 riders 60 found death
and the rest withdrew. Napeleon was ashamed and emitted the fact in bis
daily report te the army.

The blunder is, hewever, not en [he side of Napeleon but en the side of
Regan and it makes doubtful the value of his other revelations. It is my task
te present you the real case of Semesierra and its historie meaning. In fact
the charge was victerieus and it epened way te [he French army. But it must
be stressed that tIc Peles had no metivation in the Peninsular War. They
fougbt against their will, centre coeur, being in the service of the Emperer,
belicving in his lucky star and bis rcadiness te help Peland in lcr tragical
situation. This faith preved finally te be built en dubious base.

In 1795 Poland, eccupied by Unce neighbouring powers, Russia, Prussia
and Austria, lest her independence and disappeared frem political maps of
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Europe. The Peles, however, did not accept partitions and almost
immediately started their struggle for regaining liberty. Their support and
hope were in rcvolutienary France manifestiog Ireedem for naticos and fer
individuals. [Joder French pretection lo 1797 tIc Polisí Legions lcd by
general Dabrewski were fermed in ltaly, engaged in fights against Austrian
and Russian armies. ‘[he patrietic ferveur of the Polish soldicrs and tbeir
military successes were observed by Napoleon Bonaparte. Then he finally
toek power as Emperer of tbe French and decided te wage new wars against
enemies of France, he feund Poland as an impertant ally. After defeat of
Prussia in 1806 he created the Duchy of Warsaw. a substitute of a free Polish
State, with a strong army erganized after Frcnch patterns but with fulí Polisí
traditien of uniforms and signs. Prince Joseph Peniatowski was neminated
commander in chief of this army. But Napeleen wisled te have some
regiments of Peles te his personal dispesal. In February 1807 the lst
regiment of light horse of the imperial guard was fermed: the chevau-legers
de la guarde imperiale. —here served exclusively neblemen, and the basic
style of Polish national cavalry was centinued. By the imperial decree of
April 6, 1807 this regiment was included inte the oíd guard just after tle
meunted shooters and before the Mamluks.

ihe regiment consisted of the staff and of feur squadrens, with two
companies in each. With 6<) officers and 976 subalterns and seldiers in ranks
it dispesed 1036 sabres but. of ceurse, these numbers were net fixed. Ihere
was a diffcrenee betweeo [he regular condition and the battle cendition.
Usually in battles [he squadrens wcre less numereus. The organization of the
regiment was ended in March 1808, and the ready detachments step by step
sent (o France and te Spain. Later en this regiment was busy in Austria. in
Lithuania and Russia, in Saxeny and again in France, distinguished in 43 battles
and skirmishes, three times saving tIc life of Emperer. A squadron of this
regiment, tIc volunteers, accempanied Napeleon en the island of Elbe. Finally
[bey feugbt at Watcrlee. The regiment was alse called a seheol ter gencrals
because 17 generals had started thcir career in its ranks. It sheuld be addcd
that intime twe ether regiments of Polish light herses of the guard were fermed
and besides a similar Dutch regimcnt in these special square caps.

The history of the lst regiment has been documented in Pelish and in
Frenel, in numereus efficial orders and reports. letters, diaries and mcmoirs,
its fame being spread by short stories, nevels, poems, and popular songs. as
well as by paintings, engravings and sculptures. Slewly the factual
circumstances of dic war in which Polanel was invelved were forgetten, the
mere that the Peles had never any conflicts with Spain and te the contrary
tíere was always in Poland a great sympathy tewards Spaoish nation and
the high Spanish culture. Simply Somosierra has beceme only a symbol of
cavalry adhievemeol fulfilled with an unusual Lavado. Semetimes in
paintings enly [he Pelisí riders were shewn gallepping anel their opp~sers
net seen.
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Fíe Polish light herse uniform was based en [le patterns taken from
tIc national eavalry from tIc years 1776-1794 of which particular features
were a bigh square cap «czapka» and a shert tunic «kurtka». The czapka
has not been invented in Peland. It is an oriental preduet, coming frem the
Central Asia, even frem China, known in varícus ceuntries since tIc Middle
Ages. The square ferm was a symbol of strength and of wisdem, as square
is an ideal form. It was introduced mio Poland in the Istí century, eagerly
adepted and develeped te a form net known anywhcre cisc, connected with
[he uhlans light cavalry. After 1815 it has leen taken ever by varicus
European anel extra-Enropean armies.

TIe uniforni coleurs of the Pelisí light herse regiments werc dark blue.
crímson, and silver or white. TIc czapka was crimson with the brass sheet
of Ialf-sun and thc cipíer N, white-red ceckade with the knigbt’s cress (a
symbel of nebility), with a taU white plume and white cords. It was worn
pushed dewn en the right eye always, even when charging, without use of
tIc metal chin straps. In tIc fidel circomstanees the plume was often taken
aside and the czapka covered with thc black oilcleth. The great uniform
consisted of Une dark bluc kurtka with crimsen collar, facings anel cuffs, and
of dark blue slacks with crimson stripe. lo the parade variety tIc cellar and
facings were decorated with silver wavy lines, and crimson treusers with
deuble síripes. In the uniform lcr the balI (he kurtka was white wití crimsen
facings. Elegant as they were tIc efficers of light herse used also various
vice-uoiferms with dress ceats. Sabres, pistels. and carbines (even with
bayenets) wcre applied as weapon, lances only after tIc Wagram battle,
1809. TIc Somosierra charge was lcd witb sabres, net lances.

On [be misty merning of Nevember 30, 1808, Napeleen persenally
recenneitred [he pesition of general San Juan and gaye the erder, whicí
seemed te be impossible te fulífil, of tIc charge of his ligIt berse. This was
done by the 3rd squadren of about 150 cavalry, fermed in celumns feur
abreast, with 10 officcrs, commandcd by Jan Hipelit Kozietulski.

TIc gorge leading te tIc pass, seme kilometers long, was narrew, set
with stones, lined wití low walls and winding but net vcry steepy. A decp
ditch dug by [he Spaniards was filled up with rocks anel dry twigs by the
Frencí soldiers. At cací of feur turns tic Spanish gunners had placed
cannons. A total of 16 cannons, ten flag~,.30 artillery wagons and 200 assoted
carts, many prisoners. 21 Pelisí seldiers and efficers felí and died, numereus
were injured, 35 horses died. The path te Madrid was epened for the French
army.

As it was said varicus artists, not treubling abeut moral implicatien of
the Peninsular War, made of Somosierra a medel of bravoury. of scorn of
death, of self-sacrifice for (he final geal of regaining el independence fer
ewn counlry.

Firs[ tíere came popular prints which played at tIat time the role of
photograplic images. They were produced and seld in mass in various
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ceuntries, particularly in France. by French designers. They joined often
exaggeratien with naivete, reality being less important. lo seme examples
of these engravings the Semesierra mountains leok extrcmely high, anel the
ranks of soldicis resemble tin figurines put together by beys.

Purely artistie visien of the charge, being in sharp censtrast te the naive
prints, was rendered in oil painting by Piotr Michalowski. an outstanding
Pelish artist, died in 1855. an ardent lover of Napeleenie times. His canvas
preserved in the Natienal Museum in Cracew is really a masterpiece of its
kind. TIe Somosierre riders wcaring absolutely cerrect uniferms and sabres
make a zig-zag stream geing up through the recky gerge. They are melt up
in a dynamic unity. No Spaniards are in the visien.

Somosierra subject was taken eva by anoiher Polisí painter of romantie
period. January Suchodelski whe was seldier himself and a pupil of Horace
Vernet in the Frcnch Academy in Reme. His style was quite different of
that of Michalewski. His battle pieces were smeetl. with alí forms very
precise and celeurful, but lyric, almest fairy-tale in the meod. He painted
alse the siege of Saragessa and the battle at Fuengirola of October 14, 1810
when (be Polisí infantry pushed back un English landing operatien.

The Semosierra painting by Suchodelski in the Natienal Museum in
Poznan shews the riders in their parade uniforms ranking past in a very
nice, sunny day, among picturcsque recks. 1’hey raise sabre with gracieus
gestures, almest theatrical style.

The mest realistie and monumental painting visien of Somesierra was
executed by Wejciech Kossak and Michal Wywiárski, preserved only in
feur large sketehes frem 1899 in the Natienal Muscum in Przemysl (a tewn
of Eastern Peland). These were preparatery projects (measuring 150 cm
and 288 cm each) ter a huge panorama ter Warsaw, being al [bat time under
Russian eccupatien. lo Nevember 1899 heth artist went te Spain for making
observation en the ba[tle ficíd exactly en (he anniversary date of tIc charge.
The landscape was made by Wywiórski, figures of men and horses by
Kessak. The sketches were ready. canvas bought up in Brussels, and suitable
building centracted, when the idea of sud a panorama feuod an abselute
oppesitien from thc part of the geverner-gencral Alexander lmeretynski.
a Russian whe was sure that [he Semesierra light herse heroes would agitate
[he Peles te the new fights.

Prebably he was right. Pelish interventions in Petersburg and in Berlin
were witheut effect. And (he artists had te abanden their plan. This is pity
because particularly Kossak was a grcat master of panoramas, a kind of
painting which fleurished in the last decades of the l9th Century and in the
early 2Oth Century, being a forerunner of the film era. 1-le was the chiefauthor
(always with collaberators) of the Raclawice panorama, a victory of Tadeusz
Eosciuszko over the Russians in 1794, of the Beresina panorama. the retreat
of Napoleen from Moscew 1812, anel of the Battle of Pyramides panorama,
1798, [he charge of Mamluk cavalry against French infantry and artillery.
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The Kessak’s Semesierra panorama unfolds befere our eyes thc víew
of the fameus place with alí details: recks, steny ways, lew walls and small
bridges, with rivcts, trees and hamlets, and hundreds soldiers in fight,
Spanish, French anel Pelish, with herses, wagons and guns. Ah these enable
os te sharpen cur historie sight cencentrated of the Peninsular War, te
enliven eur imagination, te dcep our knewledge. and last but net least, te
arouse oíd sentiments.


