


_Excerpt from Chapter V: The Battle-field  of Vimeiro 
Sections titled- Church Plunder -and A Haphazard Shot -
...

A French soldier was lying beside me at this time, he was badly 

wounded, and hearing him moan as he lay, after I had done looking at 

the cavalry, I turned my attention to him, and, getting up, lifted his head, 

and poured some water into his mouth. He was dying fast, but he thanked 

me in a foreign language, which, although I did not exactly 

understand, I could easily make out by the look he gave me. Mullins, 

of the Rifles, who stepped up whilst I supported his head, called me for 

a fool for my pains. 'Better knock out his brains, Harris,' said he, 'he 

has done us mischief enough, I'll be bound for it, today.' 

*** 

After the battle, I strolled about the field, in order to see if there was 

anything to be found worth picking up amongst the dead. The first thing I 

saw was a three-pronged silver fork, which, as it lay by itself, had most 

likely been dropped by some person who had been on the lookout before 

me. A little further on I saw a French soldier sitting against a small rise 

in the ground or bank. He was wounded in the throat, and appeared very 

faint, the bosom of his coat being saturated with the blood which had 

flowed down. By his side lay his cap, and close to that was a bundle 

containing a quantity of gold and silver crosses, which I concluded he 

had plundered from some convent or church. He looked the picture of a 

sacrilegious thief, dying hopelessly, and overtaken by Divine wrath. I 

kicked over his cap, which was also full of plunder, but I declined taking 

anything from him. I felt fearful of incurring the wrath of Heaven for the 

like offence, so I left him, and passed on. 

A little further off lay an officer of the 50th regiment. I knew him by 

sight, and recognised him as he lay. He was quite dead, and lying on his 

back. He had been plundered, and his clothes were torn open. Three 

bullet-holes were close together in the pit of his stomach, beside him lay 

an empty pocket-book, and his epaulette had been pulled from his 

shoulder. I had moved on but a few paces, when I recollected that 

perhaps the officer's shoes might serve me, my own being considerably 

the worse for wear, so I returned again, went back, pulled one of his 

shoes off, and knelt down on one knee to try it on. It was not much better 
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than my own, however, I detennined on the exchange and proceeded to 

take off its fellow. 
*** 

As I did so I was startled by the sharp report of a fire lock, and, at the 

same moment, a bullet whistled close by my head. Instantly starting up, I 

turned, and looked in the direction whence the shot had come. There was 

no person near me in this part of the field. The dead and the dying lay 

thickly all around, but nothing else could I see. I looked to the priming of 

my rifle, and again turned to the dead officer of the 50th
• It was evident 

that some plundering scoundrel had taken a shot at me, and the fact of his

doing so proclaimed him one of the enemy. To distinguish him amongst

the bodies strewn about was impossible, perhaps he might himself be one

of the wounded.

Hardly had I affected the exchange, put on the dead officer's shoes, 

and resumed my rifle, when another shot took place, and a second ball 

whistled past me. This time I was ready, and turning quickly, I saw my 

man, he was just about to squat down behind a small mound, about 

twenty paces from me. I took a haphazard shot at him, and instantly 

knocked him over. I immediately ran up to him; he had fallen on his face, 

and I heaved him over on his back, bestrode his body, and drew my 

sword-bayonet. There was, however, no occasion for the precaution, as 

he was even then in the agonies of death. It was a relief to me to find I 

had not been mistaken. He was a French light-infantry man, and I 

therefore took it quite in the way of business he had attempted my life, 

and lost his own. It was the fortune of war, so, stooping down, with my 

sword I cut the green string that sustained his calabash, and took a hearty 

pull to quench my thirst. 
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The biscuits, however, which lay in my path, I thought a blessed 

windfall, and, stooping, I gathered them up, scraped off the blood with 

which they were sprinkled with my bayonet, and ate them ravenously. 

*** 

As I stood at the edge of the little plantation, and looked over to the 

enemy's side, I observed a large body of their cavalry drawn up. I love to 

call to mind the most trivial circumstances which I observed whilst in the 

Peninsular, and I remember many things, of small importance in 

themselves, and, indeed, hardly remarked at the time, as forcibly as if 

they had been branded into my memory. I recollect keeping a very sharp 

look-out at the French cavalry on that evening, for I thought them rather 

too near my post, and whilst I stood beneath one of the tall trees and 

watched them, it commenced raining, and they were ordered to cloak up. 

General Kellerman and his trumpets at this moment returned to the 

French side, and soon afterwards, the picquets being withdrawn, I was 

relieved from my post, and marched off to join my company. A truce, I 

now found, had been concluded, and we lay down to rest for the night. 

*** 
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BACKGROUND TO Recollections of Rifleman Harris

Benjamin Harris was an enlisted soldier in the 95th Regiment of Foot 

(Rifles), during the Peninsular War. The 95th was established as an 

'experimental" unit, equipped with rifles instead of muskets and trained 

as light infantry/skirmishers.

The text of Recollections was dictated in the 1830s to a former officer 

of the 95th, who met Harris working as a cobbler in London.

Parts of the text were published and reviewed in the British Press in 

1843, and the entire memoir published in 1848.

It was republished in 1928 as part of a series entitled Soldiers' Tales, 

edited by Sir john Fortescue.

C.S. Forester's Rifleman Dodd was first published (under the title Death 

to the French! in 1932.

Some of the particulars in this excerpt (a Dragoon attack; a sniping duel; 
soldierns trying to surrender and being killed; and some of the particular 

horrors of war) appear also in Rifleman Dodd, suggesting strongly that 

this memoir was one of C.S. Forester's sources. 

How does Rifleman Dodd's "voice" resemble or differ from Harris's?




