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| ntroduction

by
Elizabeth L ongford

HE DISCOVERY OF THISDOCUMENT, CONSisting as it does of a
long series of replies by Wellington's cook to a
questionnaire, is doubly exciting. First for its intrinsic
interest, second for the hopes such a discovery always
raises of future finds. Like al historians | have a favourite
dream of suddenly locating in some dusty trunk that other
half of a long lost correspondence, or those memoirs that
are said though never proved to have been burnt. But this
questionnaire addressed to and answered by Wellington's
cook is in a category of its own.
No one seems to have heard of it until now. Yet its
authenticity is not in doubt. It is the work of a man who



Lord Frederick Fitzclarence, Lieutenant-Governor
of Portsmouth.
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had served Wellington during well over halfthe Peninsular
War and for virtually the whole of his Waterloo campaign.
Wellington was still alive when Thornton's employer,
Lord Frederick Fitzclarence, Lieutenant-Governor of
Portsmouth, questioned him during the winter of 1851-2.
Wellington died at Walmer Castle in September 1852, so, if
Thornton had given any dubious or unconvincing replies,
Fitzclarence could conceivably have checked up with the
Duke in person.

Moreover, Frederick Fitzclarence himself was a man of
some consequence. A younger son of the Duke of
Clarence, afterwards King William IV, and of the actress
MrsJordan, Lord Frederick and his numerous brothers and
sisters were known in polite society as les batards. He
became Lieutenant-Governor of Portsmouth in succession
to Wellington's brother-in-law 'good old Sir Hercules
Pakenham', as the Portsmouth records call him. We may
perhaps see in this Pakenham—Fitzclarence connection
some explanation of Thornton's employment. Fitzclarence
proved an innovator, bringing benefits to the soldiers,
garrison and citizens of Portsmouth under his command
through his lavish personal spending and 'royal' influence.
He is still remembered in the city for his construction of a
'noble' beach promenade called after him. His biographer
writes: 'The hospitality of Fitzclarence was proverbial’,
which suggests that Thornton had become no mean cook.

Fitzclarence had already employed Thornton for five
years and thought the world of him. ('I can not give him
too good a character.') As I shall have to show at the
conclusion of these introductory remarks, the Duke was
probably unable to give Thornton such a superlative
character' when he finally left the ducal service, in
England, at the beginning of 1821. Nevertheless, Thornton
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must have greatly pleased Wellington in the Peninsula, for
Sir Colin Campbell was again to summon him from
London, this time to Brussels before Waterloo. Campbell's
judgment was thoroughly trusted by Wellington. He had
picked him out as a very young officer in India, first
spotting him 'in the air', as he was toppled from a scaling
ladder at the siege of Ahmednuggur. When Sir Arthur
Wellesley (as Wellington still was) sailed to Portugal for
the second time, in 1809, it was Colin Campbell who, as
his ADC, had a characteristic tale of Wellesley's
unflapability during a perilous Atlantic storm. Summoned
by the agitated captain to put on his boots and come on
deck, Wellesley replied that he could swim better without
boots and would remain below.

James Thornton's story will profit from a brief summary
of the Peninsular War, before the detailed consideration of
his replies to questions.

After the abortive British attempt of 1808—9 to liberate
the Iberian Peninsula from Napoleon's armies, which
culminated in the disaster of Corunna, Wellesley was sent
out again in April 1809 with the order to sweep the French
from Portugal and Spain also, in so far as he would deem
that practicable. A similar order was being given by
Napoleon to his generals: to drive 'the hideous leopard'
(England) into the sea.

Opposite:

Two of Wellington's most trusted comrades-in-arms: Major-
General Sir Colin Campbell (left), oneof theaides-de-camp
who survived Waterloo, and Major-General Sir Frederick
Ponsonby whowas hideously wounded at Water|oo but,
unlike many of hisfellow officers, wasfound alive after
the battle.
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The two years between 1809 and 1811, when Thornton
arrived, were sometimes gloriously, sometimes painfully
eventful. Wellesley called the capture of Oporto his
‘greatest adventure'; after the victory of Talavera in Spain
he was created Viscount Wellington of Talavera; with
troops severely handicapped by lack of supplies and
money, he was forced to evacuate Spain and retreat into
his lines of Torres Vedras for the winter of 1810-11, after
winning an unexpected victory at Busaco on the way.
From his Portuguese 'Lines, the French under Marshal
Massenawere unable to oust him. They themselves made a
dash back into Spain in March 1811. With a now fit army,
Wellington felt that he could again advance, after first
capturing the keys of Spain: the two border fortresses of
Ciudad Rodrigo and Badajoz. Having besieged the former,
he wrote cautiously in August 1811: 'we have certainly
altered the nature of the war in Spain; it has become, to a
certain degree, offensive on our part'.

It was in this same August 1811 that Colin Campbell
engaged Thornton in London as Wellington's cook.
Summer fevers were already rampant among the troops
and Wellington himself was distinctly off-colour for a
fortnight. His daily routine - up at 6am, 6-9 writing,
breakfast, visits of heads of all departments till 3pm, riding
3—6, dinner, 9—12 writing — this spartan regime needed
temporarily modifying. Perhaps a new cook was to be one
element in areturn to robust health.

By the autumn Rodrigo had still not been captured,;
indeed the new French commander, Marshal Marmont,
relieved and revictualled it in late September. The Allied
army went into cantonments (billets) from 1 October to 1
December.

Thornton arrived at Freineda, Wellington's winter

16
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headquarters, near the beginning of this recuperative
period, ingood time to see Ciudad Rodrigo captured on 19
January 1812 and Badajoz, after appalling sufferings and
atrocities, on 6 April. Wellington became a British earl,
Portuguese Duque de Ciudad Rodrigo and a Grandee of
Spain. These two cruel but memorable sieges were
followed up on 22 July by the victory of Salamanca, leading
directly to Wellington's triumphal entry into Madrid in
August. Hewas created amarquess. It seemed possible that
the Allies might capture that autumn the threatening
fortress of Burgos in Old Castile, from whose towers the
jagged slate-blue beginnings of the Pyrenees were distantly
visible. They might even be in Paris for Christmas. But fate
was against them. Grimly Burgos held out and Wellington's
despondent army once more retreated for the winter to
their old cantonments at Freineda, where Thornton had
first joined them the year before.

Next year, 1813, was a very different story. The
campaign began in May. With superb skill, Wellington got
his whole army across the River Ebro by June and, having
marched four hundred miles in forty days, on the 21st
captured not only Vittoria but also the mass of abandoned
French baggage and booty. There followed the sieges of
San Sebastian and Pamplona and the battles of the
Pyrenees, by which Wellington's armies inexorably
crossedtheriver linesof France— Bidassoa, Nive, Nivelles,

7



Thomas Heaphy's painting of the Duke of Welling giving orders to his generals before a battle.
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Adour, Joyeuse, Bidouse and Gave d'Oloron. These
victories culminated in the battle of Toulouse on Easter
Sunday, 10 April 1814, narrowly won by Wellington seven
days after Napoleon had abdicated in Paris. The ex-
emperor agreed to go into exile on lovely Elba with a
handsome pension of six million livres. Wellington
became a duke. For Thornton as for Wellington it was the
end of the Peninsular War. Thornton was naturally
replaced by French chefs when the Duke was appointed
British Ambassador to the Court of the Tuilleries in 1814.
But Napoleon's dramatic return to France in 1815 and his
Hundred Days of freedom were to lead to Thornton's own
recall, so to speak, to the 'kitchen colours'.

Wellington's opinion of his wartime hospitality and
Thornton's cooking was modest rather than glowing. In
comparing the dinners given by himself and his
outstanding generals, he once said: 'Cole gives the best
dinners in the army; Hill the next best; mine are no great
things, Beresford's and Picton's are very bad indeed!' In
other words Wellington had no ambition to employ a
world-famous chef such as Napoleon's Monsieur Dunand
or Talleyrand's Monsieur Careme who would be creating
his fantastic pieces montees, temples, idols, harps, castles,
caryatids — while Wellington was ambassador in Paris. If
Napoleon had said an army 'marches on its stomach’, that
was no reason for Wellington to believe it to be true of a
commander-in-chiefs stomach also.

Of course it is possible that Wellington's deprecatory
remarks about his dinners were aimed at Thornton's
predecessor rather than Thornton himself. The story, as
first told by Edward Fraser in 1913, relates to 'Lord
Wellington's' dinner, and Wellesley had become a lord
after Talavera in July 1810, a year before Thornton came

20

Lord Edward Somerset, one of Wellington's staff in the
Peninsular Campaign.
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Lord Henry Paget, Earl of Uxbridge and 1st Marquess of
Anglesey, the commander of Sir John Moore's cavalry at
Corunna.|n 1809 hecaused ascandal by elopingwith
Wellington's sister-in-law.
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out. Nevertheless, the anecdote is undoubtedly meant to
suggest that Wellington's Peninsular dinners were never
great things'. That was not the case with his drinks. He
loved his cup of tea, sending to London for some 'black tea’
after Oporto and providing excellent champagne (also
sent out from London) and claret at his dinner-parties.
Thornton's birth in Bryanston Street sounds fairly
humble, though not so humble as the great Careme's, who
was turned out by his father either to starve or survive in
the streets of revolutionary Paris. The Bryanston Street
district was not so fashionable as it was to become in the
nineteenth century. (There was no Marble Arch in front of
it until very many years later.) But it was an area favoured
by French emigres, some of whom Wellington probably
knew since they had been settled there by his great friend
Lord Buckingham. Moreover, Arthur Wellesley's married
life had begun at nearby 11 Harley Street, also in the parish
of St Marylebone. Indeed, he himself may have put Colin
Campbell on to Thornton, who in turn may have been
connected with the French community in London. The
names of the men to whom Thornton had been
apprenticed lend some support to this theory.

After his engagement by Campbell, Thornton lost no
time in going out to join Wellington; the fact that he set
sail from Portsmouth may have stimulated the Lieutenant-
Governor's later interest. In regard to Thornton's march
from Lisbon to Wellington's HQ, there are several points to
be noted. First, he covered twenty miles a day though the
average was only fifteen miles a day for the Peninsular
armies. Thornton was lucky to be riding with a
detachment of cavalry. Second, the desolation of the
Portuguese villages, indelibly printed on Thornton's mind,
was in fact the greatest mistake made by the French.

23
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Thornton was witnessing the results of the French 'system’
of requisitioning by which they would live off the country,
ransacking and denuding al occupied territory. Partly in
revenge for this treatment, the Portuguese ordenanza
(armed peasants) and Spanish guerrillas organized
themselves to waylay and murder any isolated Frenchman
they could find and thereby to support Waellington.
Payment by the British for all food and supplies was
officially their much appreciated 'system'. Sometimes,
however, it was put in jeopardy by the meanness of the
home government.

'Frenada’ (Freineda), Wellington's HQ during two
winters, 1811—12 and 1812—13, must have struck
Thornton as a singularly unassuming background against
which to see the army's hero for the first time. Its
market-place was tiny even for a Portuguese village, only
the little church being remarkable for the seemingly
perpetual activity of its bell. Wellington's house was up
some steps opposite the church. With only the young son
of Lord Enniskillen's cook and a scullery maid to assist him,
Thornton could not be expected at this stage to produce
‘great dinners'. His remark about 'no regular luncheons'
rings true. Wellington's staff noticed that in days of hard
riding he occasionally carried a crust and a hard-boiled egg
in his pocket, no more. After the war was over (1814),
British officers riding through France would carry
hard-boiled eggs in their pistol holsters.

Thornton's recollections of Wellington's personal staff
are surprisingly accurate, considering that he was looking
back from forty years on. He may of course have served
and met some of them in the years between. In those days
(as also today in the remaining great houses) servants
were recommended and passed on from one to another or

24
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blackballed and dropped. In order of Thornton's list, Lord
Fitzroy Somerset (a scion of the great Beaufort family) was
married to Wellington's niece Emily Wellesley-Pole and
was to lose his right arm at Waterloo. Wellington always
praised him for his exceptional truthfulness and exactness
in carrying out orders. Alas, after 1852 the Duke was no
longer alive to direct Fitzroy. Created Lord Raglan, he
replaced Wellington as Commander-in-Chief and met his
‘Waterloo' in the Crimea, where he died of a broken heart.

Major Alexander Gordon, destined to lose his leg and
life at Waterloo, was a younger brother of the 4th Earl of
Aberdeen. His monument was restored by the family in
1965, the 150th anniversary of the battle. Maor Burgh,
later Sir Ulysses Burgh and later still Lord Downes, typified
the kind of young aristocrat whom Wellington delighted to
have in his 'military family', as he called his personal staff.

Colin Campbell's connection with Wellington was long
and honourable, as mentioned above. He was to become
Sir Colin Campbell, Governor of Ceylon.

Lord March, eldest son of Wellington's friend the Duke
of Richmond, was soon to serve as ADC to the Prince of
Orange in the Waterloo campaign. Lord March's mother
gave the famous Waterloo Ball; his sisters, the young
Lennox ladies, were entertained by Wellington at cricket
matches and family 'romps' before the battle, while his
father and teenage brother turned up together on the
battlefield. Wellington told them both to go home, the one
being too old, the other too young for fighting, but neither
obeyed the C-in-C's orders.

Captain 'Freemantle’ (Fremantle) came of a
distinguished Buckinghamshire family who later were to
acquire the Cottesloe peerage. He attended Wellington
(along with another Lennox) in his hectic carriage drive to

26
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the Congress of Vienna. Neither Fremantle nor Lennox
undressed at the inns where they stayed on the way.
Wellington, who was popularly supposed to have slept in
his clothes throughout the Peninsular War, seems to have
had enough of it by 1815; he changed into his nightshirt,
appearing each morning immaculate before his two
rumpled ADCs.

General Miguel de Alava, Wellington's Spanish liaison
officer throughout the war, remained his friend at
Stratfield Saye House during the years of peace. He was
responsible for the neatest summary of the Duke's spartan
habits. "When Alava travelled with the Duke', remembered
a friend, 'and asked him what o'clock he would start, he
usually said, "at daylight”; and to the question what they
would find for dinner, the usual answer was "cold meaf'Vv
Alava came to dread those three words, daylight and cold
meat, as he dreaded nothing else during the campaign!

As regards the adjutant and quartermaster-generals,
Wellington's highly valued brother-in-law, Edward (Ned)
Pakenham, had become his assistant adjutant-general in
1809; the best of his quartermaster-generals was Sir
George Murray, who once joked that the British army
would make war in Spain and Portugal to the last pound of
beef and mutton.

A regular and popular guest at Wellington's table was
the young Prince of Orange, known as 'Slender Billy’
because of his long thin neck. The 'Baron Something'
whom Thornton remembers as the Prince's tutor was in

Over leaf:
General Miguel RicardodeAlava, Wellington'sSpanish liaison
officer inthePeninsular Campaign.
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fact the very distinguished Baron Jean de Constant
Rebecque, thanks to whose daring and initiative on 15
June 1815 aliteral walkover at Quatre Bras was denied to
Napoleon's Marshal Ney.

Unfortunately social etiquette would have inhibited the
Lieutenant-Governor of Portsmouth from asking James
Thornton questions about Wellington's personal relations
with his staff. However, we have various reports from
other sources, some of them contradictory. Wellington did
prefer to have 'gilded' youth on his personal saff, as the
above list implies. They were the sons of his friends or
relations and were his wartime 'family' in areal sense. On
the other hand, there had to be reliability beneath the
gilding. His nephew William Wellesley-Pole was sent
packing when he misbehaved and took French leave;
Wicked William', as he was called in the family, lived to
vote against his uncle the Duke at the great Reform Bill
debate.

It has sometimes been said that conversation was
difficult at Wellington's table, 'the Peer’, as they called him,
seldom taking his generals into his confidence and
occasionally 'humbugging' (deceiving) them deliberately
about his strategy, to prevent leaks. But as the war
progressed he seems to have become a more genial host,
discussing many subjects from the Poor Law to Catholic
Emancipation. His dinners also tended to last longer.
Perhaps Thornton's cooking had been partly responsible
for a higher general standard.

When Thornton gets on to particular battles, his
accuracy is on the whole most commendable: Salamanca
for a start. His memory of Wellington munching a cold
chicken leg in the farmyard before the action was a true
and picturesque part of that great day. It was at that
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moment that Wellington received the crucial news that
Marshal Marmont had dangerously extended his line.
Mounting his charger, Wellington galloped off across the
tawny dust bowls or stony hillocks to give the essential
order to his brother-in-law: 'Ned, d'ye see those fellows on
the hill? Throw your division into column; at them and
drive them to the devil." This was Ned Pakenham's finest
hour, when his prompt manoeuvre led to the defeat of
‘40,000 Frenchmen in 40 minutes'. Incidentally, Thornton
was right in saying that he did not cook Wellington's
dinner on the 'day’ of Salamanca; Fitzclarence exaggerated
in deducing from the questionnaire that Thornton had
cooked the dinner after every single great action.
(Fitzclarence's error was later repeated by Thornton in a
letter to The Times. See p. 49)

Captain Canning, the ADC, who found Thornton and his
‘kitchen furniture’ on the day after Salamanca waiting
beside the River Tormes and directed him forward, was to
lose his life like so many others at Waterloo.

The triumphal entry into Madrid was no less thrilling
than it appeared in James Thornton's recollection. The
'King' in whose palace Wellington lunched was King
Joseph Bonaparte, Napoleon's brother, the legitimate
Spanish King Ferdinand being Napoleon's prisoner. It was
on this occasion that the inimitable Goya seized a canvas
bearing Joseph's likeness and painted it out with a
celebrated equestrian portrait of Wellington. Thornton's
impression that the famous "Wellington boots' were kissed
aswell as everything else by the madly excited populaceis
a pleasant addition to our knowledge.

Wellington's dress at Salamanca, on which Thornton was
questioned, may well have been as he described it. His
battle-dress was always plain and civilian, never a military



