“Napoleon talks of war, boys”:
Exploring the context in which
Littlehampton Fort was constructed.




Littlehampton Fort was built during the reign of Queen Victoria; it came into service
in 1854.
Its purpose was to help defend England against the French, as it was feared that the
ruler of France, Napoleon III, was planning an invasion.
Responsibility for the decision to build the fort can be traced back to the Duke of
Wellington, and the commissioning was implemented by Sir John Fox Burgoyne.

1. Background: The French Revolutionary Wars 1792-1815; Napoleon and Wellington.
For most of his life the Duke of Wellington spend his time absorbing, facing or writing about
the effects of French military thinking.i His fear of France was fuelled by his experience of
fighting Napoleon in the early years of the nineteenth century. Indeed sometimes
Littlehampton is called a ‘Napoleonic Fort.’ii
Napoleon was a product of the French Revolution. In July 1789 the people of Paris rose up
against the government of their king, the autocratic Louis XVI. The revolution spread rapidly
and in October 1789 Louis XVI and his wife Marie Antoinette were taken prisoner. At first
the leaders of the revolution tried to work with Louis XVI, asking him to act as a
constitutional monarch, but he would not co-operate and instead tried to enlist the king of
Austria to help him regain his old powers. This provoked the revolutionary leaders to declare
war on Austria in April 1792.There followed a long period of European war variously known
as The French Revolutionary Wars, The Napoleonic Wars and The Peninsular War.
In 1792 France declared itself to be a republic and in 1793 Louis XVI was executed. This
outraged monarchies all over Europe, including Britain, and so in 1793 France went to war
with Britain, Holland and Spain as well as Austria. Britain was at war with France for the
next 22 years.

Etching by James Gillray; published in
London by Hannah Humphrey in 1793
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The hero of the French army was Napoleon Bonaparte, from Corsica. During the
Revolutionary Wars he gained rapid promotion becoming a general at age 24. In 1796 he
was made commander of the French army in Italy where he led a series of brilliant victories
against the Austrians. He was then put in charge of the Army of the East and began by
invading Egypt with the aim of marching to India. Although Napoleon’s troops were highly
successful the rest of the French war effort did not go so well and he decided a change of
government was needed. In 1799 he staged a coup d’état, taking the title of First Consul. He
defeated the Austrians again at the Battle of Marengo 1801 and the subsequent peace treaty
left France in control of Belgium, Germany and North Italy.
In 1804 Napoleon was proclaimed Emperor of France and he crowned himself in NotreDame cathedral, Paris.
The peace treaty did not hold and soon Napoleon was at war with most of Europe. In 1805 he
smashed the Austrians at the battle of Austerlitz; in 1806 he defeated the Prussians at Jena
and in 1807 he beat the Russians in the battles of Eylau and Friedland. In 1809 he took Italy
and in 1810 he added Holland to his Empire.

Napoleon painted in 1800 by Jacques-Louis David.
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However, Napoleon did not manage to conquer Britain. Defeating Britain became one of his
highest priorities. Between 1803 and 1805 he gathered a massive Armée de l'Angleterre
(Army of England) in camps on the Channel Coast. A large "National Flotilla" of 2,443
barges was gathered at Boulogne to ferry 193,000 men and 9,149 horses across the Channel.iii
Napoleon also seriously considered using a fleet of troop-carrying balloons as part of his
proposed invasion force.
Fortunately for Britain, Napoleon was distracted by events in central Europe and he diverted
the Army of England to Austria, giving the British navy, under the command of Horatio
Nelson an opportunity to defeat the French navy at the Battle of Trafalgar 1805.

Inspecting the French Troops at Boulogne, 15 August 1804
Napoleon temporarily abandoned plans for invasion and instead tried to besiege Britain by
forbidding all states under his control from trading with the British. Although he ruled most
of Europe he had no power in Portugal and so Britain and Portugal continued to do business.
This infuriated Napoleon and led to French troops invading Portugal with, in 1807, his forces
occupying Lisbon.
Britain rushed to support the Portuguese as did the Spanish and what became known as the
Peninsular War, 1808 -1814, ensued.
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The British war effort in the Peninsular was led by Sir Arthur Wellesley who commanded the
British expeditionary Force. Wellesley and his men won their first major victory against the
French in a valley near the village of Vimeiro, Portugal on 20th August 1808.iv He then
devised a scheme to protect Portugal from future French attacks, constructing a line of 50
redoubts covering 50 miles along the River Tagus near Lisbonv. With Portugal saved, in April
1809 Wellesley crossed into Spain, and fought the Battle of Talavera, just west of Madrid.
The Anglo-Portuguese troops won a comprehensive victory losing 700 men compared to a
French loss of 2,000 and Wellesley’s victory earned him the title ‘Viscount Wellington of
Talavera’.
Spain was very heavily fortified and Wellington’s campaign was predominantly siege
warfare with long-drawn out assaults on four great fortresses. Eventually Wellington pushed
the French into the North-East corner of Spain. The Battle of Vitoria in June 1813 proved to
be the decisive battle of the war. Wellington commanded a coalition army of 53,000 British,
27,000 Portuguese and 19,000 Spaniards. French morale drained away with troops deserting,
leaving behind their guns as they fled. The battle led to the collapse of Napoleon’s rule in
Spain and Wellington was promoted Field Marshal.
Meanwhile Napoleon was involved in a plan to conquer Russia. In the summer of 1812 the
Grand French army of 655,000 men advanced into Russia and after winning the Battle of
Borodino Napoleon entered Moscow in September 1812. However, this campaign was
Napoleon’s downfall. As the Russians retreated the French lines of supply got stretched to
breaking point; they had no food or equipment suitable for the snowy conditions. By
December 1812 the French were in retreat and by the time they returned home only 50,000
were still alive.
Napoleon’s defeat in Russia gave hope to the co-alition against him. Wellington’s troops
crossed from Spain into France in 1813 and 1814 won the Battle of Toulouse. When a joint
Russian-Prussian army entered Paris in March 1814 Napoleon was forced to abdicate and
was exiled to Elba. Wellington became a Duke.

Duke of Wellington 1814 by Sir Thomas
Lawrence.
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Wellington spent most of 1814 in Paris as head of the army of occupation; here he discovered
Napoleon’s plans to ring the city with fortresses, plans which Wellington took home to
England.vi
Napoleon was not content to stay in Elba; in 1815 he returned to France and installed himself
as Emperor again. His second Empire lasted just 95 days when his army was defeated in
Belgium at the Battle of Waterloo on 18th June 1815. The commander of the British forces
was the Duke of Wellington.

The Battle of Waterloo Decided by the Duke of Wellington.
An aquatint engraving by Matthew Dubourg published in 1815.
Napoleon was exiled to St Helena in the South Atlantic. The French monarchy was restored,
in the person of Louis XVI’s brother, Louis XVIII and, as part of the Congress of Vienna
settlement, France had to revert to her pre-Revolution boundaries.
Wellington remained in France and was responsible for overseeing the construction of a
chain of fortresses to protect Belgium, the largest project of fortification ever undertaken by
the British.vii
2. France 1815-1852: the rise of Louis Napoleon.
After the abdication of Napoleon France reverted to being a monarchy. Louis XVIII ruled
from 1815-1824, then Charles X 1824-1830 and Louis Philippe 1830-1848. Louis XVIII and
Charles X posed little threat to Britain, but under Louis Philippe France was the most
nationalistic country in 1830, widely expected to launch a war.viii There was friction between
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Britain and France concerning Belgium in 1830, Italy in 1831, Egypt in 1939 and Spain in
1846.
Then in 1848 there was another revolution in France. King Louis Philippe was overthrown
and the Second Republic was established. On 2 December 1848, Louis Napoleon was elected
President of the Second Republic by popular vote, largely on peasant support. He was the
nephew and heir of Napoleon Bonaparte. In 1851 he initiated a coup d'état before ascending
the throne as Emperor Napoleon III on 2 December 1852, the forty-eighth anniversary of
Napoleon I's coronation. He ruled France until 4th September 1870.

Inauguration of Louis Napoleon: The canon of the Invalides fire a salute of 70 guns.
Illustrated London News January 10th 1852.
Louis Napoleon possessed an intense sense of personal destiny. His friend from childhood,
Madame Cornu, described his 'mission' as a
'Devotion first to the Napoleonic dynasty, and then to France … His duty to his dynasty is to
perpetuate it. His duty to France is to give her influence abroad and prosperity at home'.ix
As Emperor, Napoleon III tried very hard to resurrect the glory days of his illustrious uncle.
He followed an adventurous foreign policy, trying to impose French influence across Europe
and aimed to dismantle the Congress of Vienna structures that were meant as anti-French
measures. He hoped to conquer north Italy and annex Belgium and the Rhineland. He began
in 1849 by invading Rome to support the Pope against Italian nationalists.
It was thought that Louis Napoleon might be anxious to succeed where his uncle had failed
and invade England. A French parliamentary report of January 1852 was said to include
ambitious plans for an operation against Britain.x
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“Indeed, one officer, the Baron Meurice de Sellon, has written a book to prove that 150,000
men could be embarked in the harbours of Cherbourg and Brest, and land in England before
we were aware of their intention, and could bring the declaration of war in their post-bag,
and catch us perfectly unprepared.”xi

1849

3. The Duke of Wellington 1815-1852.
Wellington returned to England in December 1818 after three years as commander of the
allied army occupation of France. His days as an active soldier in the battlefield were over
but he still played a prominent role in military affairs. From 1818-1827 he was Master
General of Ordnance and he was Commander in Chief of the British army on three occasions
1827, 1827-1828 and 1842-1852.
Wellington was also active in politics as a supporter of the Tory party. He regarded the
landed aristocracy, from whose ranks he came (he was the younger son of an Irish peer, the
Earl of Mornington), as the country’s natural rulers. He was a firm believer in monarchy as
the ultimate source of political authority and just as he had devoted his military career to the
struggle against French revolutionary ideas he was utterly dismissive of the concept of
democracy at home.xii Wellington was Prime Minister twice, in 1828-1830 and in 1834. He
was Foreign Secretary in 1834-1836 and Leader of the House of Lords 1841-1846. In 1848
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he was made Lord High Constable, supervising the defence of London against the Chartist
demonstrators.
At his death in 1852 Wellington was acclaimed as the nation’s hero. An estimated 1.5 million
people in London witnessed his funeral procession to St Paul’s Cathedral. Queen Victoria
wrote in her journal for September 14, 1852:
“I received a letter from Lord Derby, which I tore open, and alas! it contained the
confirmation of the fatal news —that England's, or rather Britain's pride, her glory, her hero,
the greatest man she ever produced, was no more! Sad day! Great and irreparable loss!
What a loss! One cannot think of this country without ‘the duke’ —an immortal hero! In him
centred almost every earthly honour a subject could possess. His position was the highest a
subject ever had; above party, looked up to by all, revered by the whole nation."xiii

Wellington 1847
4. Wellington and the Defence of Britain
Throughout his political career Wellington remained wedded to the idea that Britain was in
danger of invasion by the French and his concerns grew as with every change of government
in France. In 1845 he warned Peel:
“Whatever may be the chances of war during the lifetime of Louis Philippe, that misfortune
will become more certain, and is to be expected immediately, in case of his death. It is so
because in truth the prevailing sentiment in the minds of Frenchmen is implacable hostility.
We cannot change their feelings. “xiv
“It must be observed that France has an Army at Command at all times in readiness, and
likewise a powerful armament of vessels; it must be expected that an attack will be made at
the earliest period at which it will appear probable that peace between the two countries
cannot be preserved.”xv
In December 1844 Wellington produced a memorandum entitled
“Memorandum on the Works of Defence of the Naval Arsenals and Dockyards and the
additions and repairs required for the same: a subject of the utmost importance, not only to
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the influence and power and greatness of this Country – but to its very existence as an
independent state.”xvi
Wellington was particularly alarmed by the development of steam powered ships which he
felt would revolutionise naval warfare. The French army had always been larger than the
British army but the British traditionally were able to blockade the French ports so the French
army could not set sail. Sailing ships could sustain a siege for very long periods but steam
powered ships could not, as their technology was not sufficiently developed. Sailing ships
were unlikely to keep steam powered ships blockaded for long as steam powered ships were
considerably faster and so able to break out of port and throw off their pursuers.xvii
“It is obvious that a fleet of ships of war which might in former times have been equal to the
defence of the Channel would not be capable of attaining such defence under existing
circumstances, under which the attack of every port and point of the coast has been
accelerated.”xviii
When asked whether a French invasion was possible Wellington replied
“The French would have an immense advantage over us.... They start at midnight and arrive
off our coast just before sunrise. The dawn, which renders everything clear to them will not
enable us to observe what they are about. They will have a full hour of light before we are
able to .. observe boats in motion. And let me tell you, in calm weather, with preparations
well settled beforehand, a great deal may be done towards throwing troops on an open beach
in half an hour.”xix
The development of steam ships caused Wellington to insist that it was essential to improve
England’s land defences. In the 1830s the British put their faith in the construction of a string
of Martello Towers, but the towers disintegrated easily and could not cope with heavy canon
fire, so by the 1840s he pushed for the development of more substantial fortifications. In
1845 he undertook a personal survey of the south coast to assess the scale of the problem,
producing a report that outlined a host of deficiencies.xx The report of September 1845
began:
“The state of Navigation by steam and the general political state of the World render it
obvious that it is necessary for the Government of this country to revise and reconsider its
means of defence. Our danger is not limited to one or even any given number of points but in
truth the whole Coast of all the Islands is exposed to be attacked by a superior fighting
force.”xxi
Again in 1847 Wellington lamented:
“Except under the guns of Dover Castle there is not a spot on the coast on which infantry
might not be thrown ashore, at any time of the tide, with any wind and in any weather, from
which such body of infantry... would not find within the distance of five miles a road to the
interior.”xxii
According to Wellington’s friend Mrs Arbuthnot worry about national defence constantly
haunted him. It 'deprived him of rest, and night and day he was occupied with the unhappy
state of our foreign relations, the danger of war, and the defenceless state of our coasts'. xxiii
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5. Sir John Fox Burgoyne.
Wellington’s demands did not go down well with the leading politicians of the day such as
Robert Peel and Lord John Russell because they would cost too much money and he was
often patronised as a blustering old fool, but he did have one staunch ally – Sir John Fox
Burgoyne, the Inspector-General of Fortifications from 1845.
John Fox Burgoyne was a career soldier in the Royal Engineers, becoming a Major General
in 1838. He fought against the army of Napoleon Bonaparte in Italy and Egypt and he took
an active part in the Peninsular war, under Wellington, being was first or second in command
at most of the sieges which took place in Spain. Wellington was his great hero.
In 1846 Burgoyne produced a paper entitled “Observations on the Possible Results of a War
with France, Under Our Present System of Military Preparation.” This was a vigorous
confirmation of everything Wellington had argued.

Sir John Fox Burgoyne 1855
“A REVIEW of the comparative state of preparation for war between France and England

will show that a conflict could not be entered upon by the latter, without risk of invasion and
the most frightful disasters.
There are two ways of resisting an invasion; one by our navy preventing the landing of the
enemy altogether, and the other by opposing them by our land forces on shore. It is the latter
which I propose to consider.xxiv
Englishmen are very apt to delude themselves with the idea of the thousands or hundreds of
thousands of enthusiastic men, who would spring to arms to repel an invading foe..
But this is a complete fallacy; suppose they did so rise, they would sink to nothing before the
pressure of an organized disciplined army. Such effects may have succeeded in a poor, wild,
and strong country of great extent, and after a long contest; but never has, nor ever will, in
one of plains covered with large open rich towns.xxv
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To add to this defective condition, we are all but absolutely without that useful auxiliary in
defensive warfare, namely, fortresses. Our dockyards alone have a semblance of being
fortified, but the works are so imperfect that not one of them is at this time pronounced in the
formal reports of the engineers to be secure, even against a coup de main.xxvi”
A copy of this paper was sent to Wellington who wrote back a letter to Burgoyne in January
1847 expressing his agreement with all Burgoyne’s views and reiterating his earlier
arguments. Wellington concluded his letter:
“I am bordering on 77 years of age passed in honour! I hope that the Almighty may protect
me from being the witness of a tragedy which I cannot persuade my contemporaries to take
measures to avert.” xxvii
Wellington’s letter was leaked to the press and published in the Morning Chronicle in 1848
causing huge public alarm and a debate in the House of Commons. However, Lord John
Russell (the Prime Minister) and his Liberal party showed no enthusiasm for increased
defence expenditure which would necessitate a rise in income tax.xxviii
Undeterred, Burgoyne carried on his campaign for more defences. In 1850 he wrote another
pamphlet entitled “Remarks on the Military Condition of Great Britain.”
“The military condition of Great Britain, as regards its very existence as a nation, is now
absolutely awful! Should serious differences arise with France, under our existing
circumstances, the first proceeding of the government would of course be to inquire of the
authorities at the head of the navy and army, what means are available, or quickly to be
made so, for carrying on hostilities. The answer on the part of the army would inevitably be,
that we are totally unprepared—that we could not be in a state even to resist invasion, much
less protect other essential interests, for a twelvemonth; and consequently an earnest
recommendation would be made that war should be avoided by all means, and at any
sacrifice!”xxix
6. Events of 1852.
In February 1852 the Liberal government of Lord John Russell fell and was replaced by the
Tory Government of Lord Derby.
In September 1852 Wellington died. He had a lavish funeral which revived in the public ideas
of patriotism. Punch magazine in a column headed “The Duke’s Last Honours.” Wrote
“May existing peace be ever unbroken! But now, when Liberty over all Europe is extinct,
what would not Continental despots and bigots give to tread out its fire conserved and still
blazing in this little island? It was well and judicious to advertise to them and the world with
what enthusiasm we yet honour military heroism”xxx
The Illustrated London News devoted more than one hundred full pages of print and high
quality wood-block engraving to Wellington between September and November 1852.
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Illustrated London News, “Life of the Duke of Wellington” supplement 1852
In November 1852 Louis Napoleon became Emperor Napoleon III of France.
Wellington’s death took on added drama and significance by coinciding roughly with Louis
Napoleon Bonaparte’s coronation as Emperor in Paris. As Louis Napoleon boasted he was
Napoleon’s heir the British public remembered that Wellington had been first Napoleon’s
nemesis. French calls for a revival of the glories of the Napoleonic era raised the spectre of
renewed French aggression just when Britain was laying to rest the great hero of the
Peninsular War. “Authors of all stripes linked the death of the English hero and the
resurrection of the French one through his nephew as a possibly ominous sign for the future.”
xxxi

A popular song of 1852 was called “Napoleon Talks of War Boys!”
“Napoleon Talks of War Boys!”
1. Napoleon talks of war, boys,
And boasts his mighty force;
But vain his aim, despite his name,
To ride the world's high horse.
While waters wash the shore, boys,
Our own we will retain.
12

We've swept the seas before, boys,
And so we can again.
CHORUS: And so we can, so we can,
So we can again.
We've swept the seas before, boys,
And so we can again.
2. Napoleon talks of war, boys,
And of his fleet does boast.
He thinks it is quite easy
For to land upon our coast;
But let those Frenchmen try to come
Across the briny main!
We've swept the seas before, boys,
And so we can again.
3. Napoleon talks of war, boys.
His threats no fear imparts.
He may have money, ships, and men,
But has he British hearts?
And should the Eagle soar, boys,
To lord it o'er the main,
We've clipp'd his wings before, boys,
And so we can again.
4. Napoleon talks of war, boys,
But at him we can smile,
Recalling back those glorious days:
Trafalgar and the Nile.
With Waterloo and more, boys,
On many a well-fought plain,
We've beat the French before, boys,
And so we can again.
5. Napoleon talks of war, boys,
Though perhaps he don't intend
To strike—and yet he is not the first
Who's turn'd to strike his friend;
But should his cannon roar, boys,
Undaunted we'll remain.
We've beat such foes before, boys,
And so we will again.
6. Napoleon talks of war, boys,
But let him bear in mind,
That England, Ireland, and Scotland,
In Union they are joined;
And the freedom that we boast of
Those countries will maintain.
We've beat the world before, boys,
And so we can again.xxxii
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However, not everyone was so confident of British prospects. Many remembered
Wellington’s dire warnings and chided the government for its complacency.
Alfred Lord Tennyson’s poem “Ode on the Death of the Duke of Wellington” was very much
a part of the funeral ceremony and the press response. Ten thousand copies were printed for
sale on the day of the funeral and it was reproduced more or less in its entirety in The Times
the previous day.xxxiii The poem contained the lines:
“Remember him who led your hosts;
He bade you guard the sacred coasts.
Your cannons moulder on the seaward wall.”
Tennyson was disgusted by the unwillingness of Parliament to take a strong stand against the
Napoleon III and his poem “The Third Of February, 1852” denounced the lords who "have
left the last free race with naked coasts!”
From August –December 1852 the artist Holman Hunt worked on his painting known as “Our
English Coasts 1852” which was painted at Hastings, at the site of the Battle of Hastings
1066, the last time England was invaded.

Our English Coasts 1852
In 1860 Hunt's friend Frederic George Stephens suggested that the painting "might be taken
as a satire on the reported defenceless state of the country against foreign invasion."
Suspended above a piece of thickly weeded ground that offers a scant and unreliable margin
to the plunging precipice, the viewer is placed in a position of imminent peril that may be
seen to reflect the anxieties agitating Britons in 1852. xxxiv
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7. The building of Littlehampton Fort.
Sir John Fox Burgoyne was Inspector- General of Fortifications from 1845-1862. His
department authorised the building of Littlehampton Fort.
Ordnance officers inspected sites for the new fort in November 1853 and the building work
took place from February to September 1854.xxxv The purpose of the fort was to guard the
mouth of the River Arun with the harbour at Arundel and to prevent French troops from
attacking Portsmouth from the rear prior to a march on London.xxxvi
The new fort, which was built on the West bank, replaced a battery on the East Bank as it was
realised that the landscape prevented a view of Climping beach from the East Bank, and this
would be an ideal landing site for an invading army.xxxvii
Moreover, the East bank battery was rather a pathetic affair.according to a guide book from
1828:
“Upon the common, and close to the river, is a battery, mounting six guns, with embrasures
through a feeble embankment of earth, an outer ditch with cheveaux defrise (wooden
spikes), scarcely sufficient to prevent the cattle from storming it, and driving out the garrison,
which is composed of two men.”xxxviii
During the threatened invasion by Napoleon in 1803 the 200 troops sent to man the battery
had had to camp under canvas in Arundel Park. xxxix
The new fort was a much more substantial building. It was intended to house about 50
soldiers who were self-sufficient in water and supplies. Surrounding the brick built barrack
block was a ditch 9 yards wide, in the centre of which was a 12 feet high wall. The walls had
loopholes to enable the firing of muskets and the fort contained 3 68 pound and 2 32 pound
canons.xl When it was finished it was inspected by Sir John Fox Burgoyne in November 1854
and his team of senior engineers from the Ordnance Department.xli

Littlehampton fort.

This new battery was built on the western side of the harbour, in consequence of there being
a greater range of beach. It enfilades the beach east and west and is considered ample
protection for the harbour. In case of attack on the town side, two guns will be placed for the
protection of the inhabitants.xlii
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Littlehampton fort can be regarded as part of the legacy of the Duke of Wellington.
Littlehampton fort is one of two constructed on the Sussex coast, at the instigation of the
Duke of Wellington, one being at the entrance of Shoreham Harbour, and one at
Littlehampton, for the protection of the harboursxliii
Littlehampton fort was opened in 1854. Also in 1854 Britain and France became allies and
they fought side by side in the Crimean War.
In 1864 the Brighton Company began operating a continental ferry service from
Littlehampton’s Railway Pier taking cargo and passenger to Le Havre and St Malo.xliv
The fort was taken out of service in 1873 as it was unable to accommodate, or defend
against, newly the invented larger and more powerful guns.

Hilary Greenwood
October 2011

Littlehampton Pier & new fort original engraving 1859
scanned from framed engraving print dated 1861
Anderson collection. www. Gravelroots.net
http://www.gravelroots.net/history/199.html
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TIME LINE
Wellington

Wellington fights in Portugal and Spain
Wellington in charge of Paris
Wellington at Waterloo
Wellington fortifying Belgium

Wellington army C in C
Wellington’s letter to Burgoyne leaked
Wellington dies
Worked started at Littlehampton Fort

1789
1793
1799
1804
1803-5
1808 -14
1814
1815
1815
1815-1818
1815-1824
1824-1830
1830-1848
1842-1852
1848
1848
1852
1853

France
The French Revolution begins
Execution of Louis XVI
Napoleon becomes First Consul
Napoleon becomes Emperor
Proposed invasion of England
Peninsular War
Napoleon abdicates and is exiled
Napoleon returns to France
Napoleon defeated at Waterloo
King Louis XVIII
King Charles X
King Louis Philippe
Revolution
Louis Napoleon becomes President
Louis Napoleon becomes Emperor
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