
ART. XII – A Furness Soldier in the Peninsular War
BY JANET D. MARTIN

AMONG the inhabitants of that part of Backbarrow which lay in the parish of
Colton1 who were listed in the Census of 1851, there appears the name of
William Fell. The enumerator described him as a widower, 71 years of age,

born in Colton parish, and his occupation as papermaker. An unusual rider adds
“once a soldier”. It was evidently a matter of importance to Fell himself and it is also
of general interest, for it helps to rescue from anonymity one of the élite corps at the
heart of Wellington’s armies. William Fell was a member of the Light Infantry, a
rifleman who served in the Peninsular campaign.

Fell died the following year and there might have been nothing more to say about
him if it were not for the fact that there is a tombstone in his memory, close against
the south wall of the church of St Anne, Haverthwaite, where he was buried on 27
June 1852.2 The inscription runs:

Requiescat in Pace
William Fell, A soldier of the 52nd Light Infantry who fought in that gallant regiment at Pombal,
Almeida, on the plains of Cordillia, at Sabugal, Busaco, Fuentes D’Onor, at the siege and
storming of Ciudad Rodrigo (a volunteer), Badajoz (severely wounded), Salamanca, Vittoria, and
Orthes (dangerously wounded)

Was born at Brow-Edge3 and buried on the 27th of June 1852 in Haverthwaite church yard
B.G. to whom he left his medal of six clasps dedicates to British valour this humble stone

William Fell was baptised at Colton church on 2 January 1780, the son of Richard
Fell of Ealinghearth, a hamlet partly in Colton parish and partly in Finsthwaite. His
mother Mary evidently died at his birth. She was buried on 20 December 1779.
William’s father Richard was the son of another William whose place of birth is
unknown but he was the son of Richard Fell, the first of his family to live in the
Finsthwaite neighbourhood. This first Richard died, a husbandman of Town End,
in 1729. His widow, Sarah, received payments for agricultural work for the Taylors
of Finsthwaite House, as her husband had done, and some small sums of parish
charity money, but she left the village about 1733 and so far has not been traced
elsewhere.4 William, who was probably their eldest son, married in Finsthwaite in
1742 and had three sons, twins Richard and John, baptised in 1743, and William,
baptised in 1746. John and William remained in Finsthwaite and were the
progenitors of extended families of Fells in the neighbourhood.

The career of Richard, the eldest son, is mysterious. After the death of his wife
and the baptism of his son William he seems to have left the locality, though he may
be the Richard Fell who witnessed the marriage of Mally Fell and Richard Mansergh
at Finsthwaite in July 1780. But after that there is no sign of him or his son in the
immediate area. It would seem that they left the neighbourhood. William’s discharge
certificate records that he was a papermaker in civilian life. There had been a paper
mill at Backbarrow, but that closed in 1783. There were other paper mills in the
locality, notably at Cark and Starnthwaite, near Crosthwaite, but also at Kendal and
Milnthorpe. However, it seems likely that they went further afield. There is a
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PLATE 1. William Fell’s tombstone in the churchyard at Haverthwaite (Photograph by Sophia Martin).
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possible Richard Fell in Liverpool, with a wife called Ellen, who baptised three
children at St Nicholas’s church, Richard in 1784, John in 1788, and Mary in 1789.5

In or about 1804 William Fell joined the Royal Cheshire Regiment of Militia,
probably as a conscript, and on 4 April 1809 he enlisted for unlimited service into
the 52nd Light Infantry at Liverpool.6

His enlistment took place at the time when the 52nd was being rebuilt after the
heavy losses incurred at Corunna and the regiment’s withdrawal to England in
January 1809. Recruitment was to a great extent centred upon men in the militia
regiments, who had at least a rudimentary experience of arms and who were offered
a handsome bounty of ten guineas if they joined the regular army.7 The 52nd
(Oxfordshire) Light Infantry, established in 1803, was the first permanent light
infantry regiment in the British army. These “light” regiments were created from the
companies of light infantry who had been introduced into the line regiments in the
1770s. They were trained to move in open order, using available cover, and carrying
no colours, and they were controlled not by the drum but by the bugle call. They
could be deployed more rapidly and effectively than the rigidly-drilled line
regiments. The men were expected to be above average marksmen, using the Baker
rifle, a precision weapon with a deadly accuracy.

Private William Fell was posted to the 2nd Battalion, then stationed at Deal in
Kent. He was transferred to the 1st Battalion on 24 May 1809, on the eve of its
embarkation at Dover to return to the Peninsula as part of the Light Division.8 He
served in William (later Sir William) Napier’s company throughout the campaign by
which Wellington brought about the defeat of Napoleon’s armies in Spain and
Portugal.9

The Light Division, under the command of General Robert Craufurd, arrived to
join Wellington after the battle at Talavera (a victory for neither side, although it was
the French who withdrew from the field), at the end of July 1809. Five months later
Wellington drew back westwards to Coimbra and so by way of Pombal to Lisbon,
There was no major engagement at Pombal but it was a name that evidently stayed
in William Fell’s mind and was transmitted to the donor of his tombstone.

In August 1810 Craufurd was at Almeida, which he was forced to surrender to
the French, but the enemy was checked at Busaco on 27 September. The general’s
cry of “Fifty-Second, avenge Moore” spurred his men on.10 After a period of
stalemate the French were pursued and at Sabugal in April 1811 the 52nd “joined
the 43rd, and both moved on upon the enemy to be charged and attacked . . . and
beat back. They formed [squares] again . . . and established themselves on the top of
the hill in an enclosure, and there they beat off the enemy”.11

On 3-5 May there followed the action at Fuentes de Onoro, “the light infantry’s
finest hour”,12 when Wellington, with a much smaller force, succeeded in preventing
the French from driving him back into Portugal. He then set his sights upon the
fortress of Ciudad Rodrigo, which the Light Division stormed in a famous action in
January 1812 in which Craufurd was fatally wounded. William Fell’s tombstone says
he was “a volunteer”. Can this have meant that he was part of the “Forlorn Hope”,
the body of twenty-five men and two sergeants who volunteered to lead the attack,
under two lieutenants?13 When the citadel had fallen Wellington determined to
attack at Badajoz when the weather improved and between 17 March and 6 April
five actions took place, the Light and 4th Divisions storming the breaches twice.
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There was great loss of life and the battle was followed by vicious plundering.14

William Fell was severely wounded in the left breast on the last night of the battle,
“taking Badajos in Spain by Storm on the 6th in the night”, as he said in 1824. He
presumably took no part in the subsequent carnage in the town. But he had
apparently recovered sufficiently to fight at Salamanca on 22 July, when the Light
Division was deployed on reserve on the N-S ridge from where they could pursue
the defeated French.

After Salamanca Private Fell seems not to have been in action for almost a year,
and may have suffered a relapse from his wound.15 The British and Spanish
advanced slowly eastwards and the Light Division was in action on several
occasions, for example at San Millan in June 1813, when they were commanded by
Wellington himself. Vittoria was reached a few days later and there Fell went back
into battle. On 21 June the French were decisively defeated and the British gained
possession of the great caravan of booty which they had with them, some of which
ended up in the hands of private soldiers, of whom we might hope that William Fell
was one.16

According to the record on the tombstone, Fell saw no further actions in the
Pyrenees until February 1814. His last was at Orthez in the Basse-Pyrenées on 27
February, after the British had chased the French back into their own territory.
There he was again wounded, in the left thigh and the right cheek.

These wounds seem to have put an end to his active service. He probably
returned to England with the 1st Battalion in 1814, but was transferred to the
2nd/52nd serving in Holland on 24 March 1815.17 Only the 1st Battalion went to
Waterloo in June, and in any case Fell was perhaps not considered fit enough and at
thirty-five years of age was quite an old soldier. His name does not figure in the list
of the regiment’s Waterloo medals. However, on 3 July he was transferred back to
the 1st Battalion and served with it in the army of occupation until 1818 when it
returned home, the last battalion in the British army to leave France.18

In 1821 the battalion was moved to Dublin and there on 24 August William Fell,
now aged forty, was given his discharge. He had served with the 52nd for 12 years
and 141 days and was awarded a pension, administered by the Royal Hospital at
Kilmainham. His discharge certificate stated that his general conduct had been
good. He signed with a mark to indicate that he had received his due amount of pay
and clothing. The certificate describes him: 5ft 7ins in height, with brown hair, grey
eyes, and a dark complexion.19 In 1824, in answer to questions put to him when his
pension was reviewed, he said that he had been “Worn out with Service”.

He became an “out pensioner” of the regiment, returned home to live somewhere
in the parish of Cartmel, not far from the place of his birth, and went back to
papermaking, possibly at Cark.20 In 1824 he was summoned back to Dublin for a
review of his pension and his answers to various questions about the details of his
service and his wounds were attached to his discharge certificate. He added a letter:
“Sir, I was required by my orders to appear before the Lords Commissioners at the
Office at the Royal Hospital Kilmainham on the 12th day of November 1824 but the
reason was the ship that I sail’d struck upon the N & S rocks of St. John’s point
Ireland21 and obliged to return in great distress – therefor I was utterly disapointed to
appear at the time From your most obedient and very humble servant William Fell”.

His pension seems to have been reduced at this time as the word “Reduction”
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PLATE 2. A Military General Service Medal (1793-1814), similar to that awarded to William Fell, 
here with seven clasps (By kind permission of the National Army Museum).
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appears as an endorsement to the certificate. No other visits to Dublin were
recorded. If he lived elsewhere in Cartmel parish between 1824 and 1841 he had
moved to Browedge by the later date, possibly in search of work after the Cark paper
mill closed. In 184122 he is listed at Browedge as William Fell, 55, cotton factory
operative, living with Mary Fell, also 55, and Jane Fell, 15, all born in Lancashire.

According to Alfred Fell, William “found occasional light employment, and
became . . . known as the weekly armed-messenger to Ulverston for the money
required at the Cotton Mill for wages. On these occasions [he] often received
commissions from his neighbours, and there is a story told of him that when his
reward was merely a ‘thank you’, he would tell that once he had tried to feed a
canary on ‘thank yous’ – but it died . . . In his old age, he carried about for sale a
basket of small wares, cakes and toffee, and often showed himself and his medal to
the passengers as they alighted from the coach at Newby Bridge. He made the toffee
himself and called one variety ‘Swaggering Dick’, which was composed chiefly of
treacle and flour, and which was noted for quantity rather than quality”.23

By 1849, when Mary Fell died, they had moved to Backbarrow, from where she
was buried at Haverthwaite on 21 January aged 63. Alfred Fell confirms that she was
William’s sister (in fact his half sister), and she will be the mother of Jane, who was
baptised at Cartmel on 9 February 1824, daughter of Mary Fell. In 1851 Jane, then
27, was still living with William and was described as his niece and housekeeper, and
to have been deaf and dumb. I have failed to find any indication of a marriage for
William Fell, but he said in 1851 that he was a widower.

In 1848 the War Office finally agreed to award medals to all those who had served
in the Peninsular War and who were still alive. This Military General Service Medal
had clasps for specific actions, fourteen being the maximum. William Fell received
six, for Busaco, Ciudad Rodrigo, Badajoz, Salamanca, Vittoria, and Orthez, a series
which enables us to fill out the details of his service.

Fell received his medal at a dinner given to naval and military pensioners after the
laying of the foundation stone of the Barrow Memorial on 15 May 1850, when the
band of his old regiment came from its headquarters at Preston to play. “It is
reported”, says Alfred Fell, “that he said ‘if he hadn’t more bars to his medal than
any of the others he would throw it away’.”

The “B.G.” to whom Fell gave the medal and who erected the monument was Dr
Bernard Gilpin of Ulverston, a “surgeon . . . [who] practised usefully and with
honour” in the town “for more than forty years”.24 The stone was intended from the
beginning to be set up at Haverthwaite, but there was “a disagreement about the
payment of fees” and it was then returned to Ulverston and erected in Holy Trinity
churchyard, against the wall of Dr Gilpin’s house, Belle Vue in Princes Road. “The
words ‘In Haverthwaite Church Yard’ were then added and the word ‘here’ deleted”
under the patch mentioned above in n.2.

In 1929, the stone was restored to Haverthwaite and re-erected in the churchyard
there in time for the Remembrance Day service. “A laurel wreath was laid . . . and
the ex-servicemen on coming out of the Church stood to attention while the last
post was sounded”. The Royal British Legion still places a cross at the foot of the
stone on Remembrance Day, “to the Browedge Rifleman”. We must be grateful for
Dr Gilpin’s commemoration of a veteran of the Peninsula, who witnessed and
participated in Wellington’s creation of a professional and famously victorious army.
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