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Book Review - “The Last Ironsides” 

The English Expedition to Portugal, 1662-1668 

By Jonathon Riley 

HB, 222 pp, numerous b/w maps, photos and prints. Helion and Co, 2014. ISBN 978-1-909982-20-8 

By John F. Crathorne 

 

At the Restoration of Charles II in 1660, the mighty New Model Army that had defeated his 

father and sustained Cromwell in power was disbanded.  A remnant, however, was sent to 

Portugal to help that country maintain its newly won independence from Spain, as part of the 

settlement following Charles’ marriage to the Portugese Infanta, Catherine of Braganza.  King 

Charles was only too glad to find a home for Cromwell’s soldiers and redundant Royalist 

cavalry and Portugal was relieved to be able to count on their presence in the face of border 

raids and expeditions by the Spanish bent on regaining Portugal after sixty years (1580-1640). 

This book paints a vivid picture of this little-known campaign that ran from 1662 to 1668.   

It is a stirring tale of tenacity and courage that fully deserves the care and attention that its 

author, General Jonathon Riley, has given it.  He provides detailed information about the 

course, character and conduct of the war, putting it into the larger context of European 

diplomacy and bringing to life many of its protagonists. 

The English contingent of 3,500 veterans, 2,000 of whom were infantrymen and the 

remainder horsemen, joined with some 4,000 seasoned French soldiers and a main force of less 

reliable, but more numerous Portuguese. This combined army rarely exceeded 20,000 men and 

the appointment of the Duke of Schomberg, half English and Protestant, to command the allies 

was crucial to their success, for he was easily the most competent commander on either side.  

Spain at this time was still Europe’s most powerful country but her forces were dangerously 

overstretched.  Although for the time-being at peace with France and Holland, she had to 

maintain strong garrisons in her possessions of Franche-Comte, the Netherlands, Lombardy 

and Southern Italy, and could not therefore muster an army in Iberia much stronger than the 

allies. 

Fighting was restricted to brief periods in spring and autumn whenever the weather, the 

condition of the roads and the availability of supplies allowed.  The war dragged on 

accordingly.  Most of it was conducted defensively for reasons of economy, and there were 

few pitched let alone decisive battles.  Small-scale skirmishing in 1662 was followed by a 

major Spanish thrust into central Portugal in April 1663.  This was stopped at the battle of 

Ameixial, and in June Évora was recaptured and the Spanish withdrew.  In 1664 Schomberg 

pushed into Spain capturing the border fortress of Valencia de Alcântara. As at Évora, the 

English infantry led the assault, distinguishing themselves at huge cost storming a well-

defended breach – the shape of things to come 148 years later at Badajoz.  



 
 

66 
 

In 1665, a larger Spanish army re-entered Portugal and advanced towards Lisbon.  Failing 

to capture the fortress town of Vila Vicosa, the Spanish were routed by Schomberg at the 

nearby battle of Montes Claros, losing half their strength and most of their supplies.  This 

decisive battle effectively secured Portugal’s independence as a nation and once again the 

contribution of English troops was crucial to its success.   

Although the war was effectively won it was still not over.  In the spring of 1666 

Schomberg pushed into the southern Spanish province of Andalusia, and directed a final 

expedition across Portugal’s northern border in 1667.  Spain finally conceded Portugal’s 

independence in 1668 with the Treaty at Lisbon, and the English force was disbanded, albeit 

much reduced in number, as just 1,000 were left standing from the original 3,500. Some 400 

were sent to reinforce the English garrison at Tangier,1 which was essentially a death sentence, 

and the remaining 500 returned home.   

While now largely forgotten, this English intervention in Portugal was outstandingly 

successful, saving that kingdom from the domination that Spain had exercised over it since 

1580.  Jonathon Riley is to be congratulated on his painstaking researches.  His book would 

benefit from further proof-reading to eliminate a few typographical mistakes and occasional 

ambiguities of expression, and while the sketch-maps of the two main battles are most helpful, 

a larger overall map of western Iberia with added detail and relief is clearly called for.  Taken 

as a whole, however, this is an outstanding contribution to England’s military history.2 The 

book is well illustrated with maps, plans, contemporary prints and present-day photos.      

——  ooOOoo  —— 

John Crathorne, MA, MA (Ed.), read History at Trinity Hall, Cambridge, 1949, and went on to teach 

History for most of his career as a schoolmaster. He also studied Medieval English and taught himself 

how to speak Chaucerian English. He has always been a strong admirer of Oliver Cromwell as a leader, 

for upholding the Parliamentary system, and for his devout faith.  

 

 

                                            
1 Editor’s note:Tangier and Bombay were ceded to the Crown as part of Catherine of Braganza’s dowry, with trading privileges. 

2 Contribution by Charles Blackwood, Editor of “Casemate”, the Journal of the Fortress Study Group (FSG): This book 

describes in detail the immense logistical problems of moving and sustaining an army in battle, at siege, and to its quarters. It 

gives a clear impression of the difficulties of large scale military operations at the time, even describing the quantity of food 

(particularly horse fodder) and gunpowder required to maintain an army and the logistical problems in moving them on the 

available roads. Prevailing weather confined military campaigns to the Spring and Autumn, and such short seasons often 

prevented a decisive follow-up to a victorious battle or siege. 

 


