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¥ “The Wounding of the
Marquess of Anglesey’: a
painting by Charles
Warren. Henry William
Paget, 2nd Earl of
Unbridge (1768-1854),
who was created
Marquess of Anglesey
only after Waterloo,
commanded Wellington’s
cavalry and lost his leg toa
grapeshot at the very end
of the battle. Reputedly he
was riding beside
Wellington when his knee
was struck, causing the
famous exchange: ‘By
God, Sir, P've lost my leg!’;
‘By God, Sir, so you have!”
(ASKB)
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itself. Early watercolour.
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< Napoleon’s departure
from Elba at the beginning
of his attempt to regain his
throne, on the evening of
26 February 1815; his
barge, crewed by Seamen
of the Imperial Guard,
awaits to row him to his
ship Inconstant. (Painting
by J. Beaume).

4 Napoleon aboard his
ship Inconstant, returning
from Elba to land in
France to reclaim his
throne, 26 February to 1
March 1815. In addition to
his staff, Grenadiers of the
‘Elba Battalion’ are shown
on deck. Painting by Jules
Vernet. (ASKB)

4 Napoleon supervises the
landing of his troops from
Elba at Golfe Juan, near
Antibes, 1 March 1815.
The ‘Elba Battalion’
disembarking at left wears
the uniforms of the
Grenadiers and Chasseurs
a Pied of the Imperial
Guard. Print after
Friedrich Philip Reinhold.
(ASKB)




THE ROAD TO 1813

The early zeal of the French revolutionary armies
had been honed over time into a formidable
weapon, grasped firmly in the hand of one man —
Napoleon Bonaparte. He had not hesitated to
wield it in the pursuit of national and personal
ends, and the perceived glory of France and her
republic. By 1814, however, from his apparent
pinnacle of success at Tilsit, the myth of Napole-
onic invincibility had been totally shattered. Other
countries had gained confidence by copying his
methods of organization and tactics, while Russia
had finally proved what could be done by sticking
it out to the bitter end, costing the Emperor more
than 400,000 men in the process. Two years after
the devastating catastrophe of the Russian Cam-
paign, France had been bled white by a struggle
against overwhelming odds. With a coalition that
finally worked (just), the irresistible forces of
Austria, Russia, Prussia and other states had
finally pressed into the very heart of France itself.
French allies such as Bavaria and Saxony had
either defected or been overrun, leaving the much
reduced French conscript army alone against
overwhelming odds. The Allies were content to
fight battles of attrition against these numerically
inferior and irreplaceable armies, pressing
Napoleon back to the very gates of Paris. His
political control of France was diluted with every
military reverse, and soon the marshals were in
revolt. Some defected. With the Allies in Paris,
Napoleon was finally persuaded to abdicate in
April 1814.

From Empire to Exile

His punishment was to be banishment. The shock
was absolute, and at Fontainebleau Napoleon
drank the vial of poison he had always carried with
him since narrowly avoiding capture in Russia. But
although the poison made him gravely ill, it’s
efficacy had diminished over time, and by 14 April

he was well enough to take his leave from his
beloved Imperial Guard in a moving scene that
touched all hearts. Clad in a general’s uniform,
and his characteristic hat and greatcoat, he took a
tearful farewell, weeping into the colours of the
Guard before entering the carriage that was to
bear him away. ‘Adieu mes enfants! Mes voeux
vous accompagneront toujours!’

Travelling in disguise, in fear for his life from
the mobs and his enemies, he was transported by
coach to the south of France, and beyond to the
tiny island of Elba. The terror of the continent,
once master of Europe from Lisbon to Moscow,
was now lord of a mere islet in the Mediterranean
no more than eighteen miles by twelve, his
command of the Grande Armée — once around
half a million men strong — exchanged for that of
a personal guard of just 1,000 men.

Once on Elba, he must have slipped even
further into despair. The French government
reneged on the two million francs a year income
they had promised him, while in Paris his first
wife, the Empress Josephine, met an untimely
death from diphtheria. Worse was to follow, for his
equally beloved second wife, Marie Louise, had
been whisked away to the depths of Austria where
her impressionable and highly sensual nature
quickly allowed her to fall prey to the advances of
her new aide-de-camp, General Count Neipp-
berg; and, perhaps worst of all, he was not
permitted to see his son, the King of Rome.

To add insult to injury, many of Napoleon’s
former marshals were using the very wealth and
titles he had bestowed on them to entertain in
lavish style the very enemies who had caused his
downfall. Even Josephine had unashamedly enter-
tained T'sar Alexander in Paris.

Penned on the tiny island, Napoleon moved
around restlessly, repeatedly changing his resi-
dence, frustrated at his confinement and quickly
bored by the mind-numbing routine of Elba, the
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THEROAD TO 1815

monotony of the day broken only by meals and
card games. The venal Prince de Talleyrand, who
had helped to engineer Napoleon’s final downfall
in Paris, had his spies everywhere, so many that
they sometimes spied on each other by mistake.
They irritatingly dogged Napoleon’s footsteps and
fabricated wild and outrageous reports that Talley-
rand lost no time in printing in the Bourbon press.

After an initial burst of reforming energy,
Napoleon basically ran out of things to do on Elba.
His lifestyle became increasingly sedentary, his
brilliant mind untaxed. The high spots of his life
now came from the snippets of news that slipped
in from France, and which must have been his only
consolation, since things were not going at all well
for the new Bourbon king, Louis XVIII. The
welcome relief from war initially felt by the French
at the return of the Bourbons soon gave way to
great dissatisfaction as the old Bourbon hangers-
on flooded back from exile to make their unwel-
come mark on the nation and manipulate the
system for their own ends. Meanwhile, as the
newly crowned Louis lavishly spent the fast-
shrinking sixty million francs of Napoleon’s
amassed treasure, veterans of the wars who had
given their youth and health for the nation were
left to suffer on hard times. The violet — adopted
symbol of the Bonapartists — was soon to be seen
discreetly worn in ladies’ hair, or in men’s lapels.

Meanwhile, the coalition of France’s enemies
barely lasted to the end of the war. Petty squabbles
and in-fighting soon broke out among the Allies at
the Congress of Vienna as they jostled for national
advantage and swapped minor states like small
change in the reorganization of Europe. The
united front had broken down, and the minor
states were disaffected. Also at Vienna was Talley-
rand, who lost no opportunity to stir things up
further, demanding that Napoleon be transported
well away from Europe to the Azores, or worse.
The West Indies and St. Helena were both also
proposed, and by the end of 1814 Napoleon knew
that Britain and Prussia had agreed in principle to
move him, and that Russia’s silent acquiescence
made it only a matter of time before Napoleon was
to lose even Elba.

The unrest in France showed that a small
window of opportunity for Napoleon was opening.
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Decisive action could perhaps unite the French
nation again and restore her pride and glory.
Napoleon had little to lose. Ever the opportunist,
with the governor of Elba absent in Italy, on 1
March 1815 Napoleon landed in the south of
France for perhaps the most famous hundred days
in history.

Return of the Emperor

A deliberately slow route to Paris via Nice and
Grenoble gave Napoleon time to rebuild and
extend his popular support within France. His
trickle of followers at Nice became a flood by
Grenoble, a veritable torrent of popular support by
Lyons. Whole armies sent to capture him deserted
to his charismatic appeal, and without firing a shot
he entered Paris in triumph on the 20th.

However, in spite of the emotional popular
support that was still building in France, he was
still far from secure in his position. The all-too-
recent horrors of war were not yet forgotten.
Bereaved mothers still grieved for their lost sons,
wives for their dead husbands; and with the Allies
still looking over their shoulders from Vienna, the
Chamber of Deputies itself remained cautious and
unconvinced. Rumblings in the pro-Bourbon areas
of France erupted into uprisings in the Vendee,
during March and were to be quashed only in
June. Napoleon clearly no longer had the total
sovereign authority of previous years. Something
had to be done quickly if he were not to lose the
momentum he had already built up since his
return to France.

Throughout his career he had never been slow
to adopt a military solution to international prob-
lems, but now he needed time to stabilize the
situation. His immediate political overtures were
in fact aimed at peace in Europe, with generous
terms for the Allies. Nevertheless he prepared to
mobilize his forces, and the Allies played right into
his hands. Even before he had reached Paris, the
Allies had with uncharacteristic consensus put
their differences aside and declared war on him on
25 March, together pledging 600,000 men to
ensure his final downfall. The rejection of his
peace terms in mid-April gave Napoleon the moral
justification he needed to begin his campaign. In



RETURN OF THE EMPEROR

A At Grenoble on 7 March
1815, Napoleon was
confronted by a battalion
of the 5th Ligne, intended
to arrest him. At the sight
of the Emperor they forgot
their allegiance to the
Bourbon monarchy and
flocked to his standard.
‘Before Grenoble I was an

adventurer’, Napoleon
remarked; ‘after,  was a
prince’. (Print after
Charles Steuben)

the face of invasion once again, the French
population prepared for war amid a hubbub of
activity and excitement.

A swift victory would confirm Napoleon’s
political position within the country beyond doubt,
reinforce his military reputation and offer a strong
warning to his enemies to make peace or suffer the
consequences of another terrible war. Even a
modest success could perhaps shatter the coalition
against him. To have any chance of success, he
must defeat the Allied armies in detail, before they
could converge into an overwhelming force.

Time was clearly of the essence from a military
viewpoint, as out of the five armies mobilizing

S

against him, only those of Bliicher and Wellington
were deployed within striking distance of France
by late May, and even these were spread thinly
over a wide area — offering Napoleon the possi-
bility of surprise attacks with local superiority. As
a bonus, defeating the unbeaten Wellington could
conceivably bring the UK stock market crashing
down, and with it the British Government, taking
a highly indebted Britain out of the conflict for
months to come.

Further, by defeating Bliicher and Wellington
and taking control of the Low Countries, Napo-
leon would be following the tried and tested
Revolutionary Wars principle of exporting trouble
at home to a neighbouring country. He would also
immediately boost his available manpower from
these largely pro-French countries and provide
encouragement to the German and Polish states to
once again join with him before the war was taken
to their lands with the arrival of the Austrian and
Russian armies. Already, mutiny in the Prussian
army had caused 14,000 discontented Saxons to
be sent home.



THE OPPOSING COMMANDERS

The French Commanders

Napoleon stands as one of the greatest com-
manders of all time, with a reputation that even
today holds military leaders in awe. Probably only
Alexander the Great can match his laurels on the
field of battle, with perhaps the added edge that
can only go to those commanders who die young;
for by the campaign of 1815, although still highly
talented, superbly charismatic and strategically
brilliant when on form, this was not really the
Napoleon of the Italian or Danubian campaigns.
Aged 46 at the time of Waterloo, he was not a well
man. Years of soft living interspersed with the
rigours and long hours of campaign had taken their
toll, as had the eleven indolent months in Elban

Napoleon in 1815, wearing his famous grey
greatcoat (Print after Paul Delaroche)

exile. This was not the tireless figure of Austerlitz,
immediately present wherever crisis loomed, rush-
ing to centre or to flank to bolster morale and issue
orders. Even riding a horse now caused him severe
physical discomfort, and it has been suggested that
his haemorrhoids had reappeared during his exile
in Elba. The evidence is not conclusive, but
certainly Napoleon had suffered from this malady
as a younger man.

He was also possibly suffering from acro-
megaly, a glandular disorder that makes one
subject to intermittent bouts of both torpor and
over-optimism. We will see evidence of what may
well be these symptoms in Napoleon’s perfor-
mance during the campaign. His lessened atten-
tion to detail, periods of mental weariness, unjusti-
fied over-optimism and diminished drive — highly
symptomatic of the disease — all contributed to his
overall lack of success in 1815. His stamina after
Elba was much lowered, and it was to desert him
on more than one occasion in this campaign. The
impact was that the intense, almost absolute unity
of purpose that once characterized his way of
waging war was now diluted, and both of his
opposing generals were able to recover from
mistakes and avoid disaster in the Waterloo
campaign because of it. Generals did not usually
get a second chance when they were facing
Bonaparte.

On the battlefield, although his reputation was
still formidable, the earlier intense energy, genius
and the finesse of the enveloping battlefield
manoeuvre seen at, for example, Castiglione, Ulm,
Austerlitz and Jena had now gone. Whereas in
1805 it could be said: “The Emperor has dis-
covered a new way of waging war; he makes us use
our legs instead of our arms’, this innovative
approach had been eroded over the years in favour
of the large-scale, bloody, hard-fought frontal
assaults seen at Wagram, Borodino, Leipzig — and



THE FRENCH COMMANDERS

now to be repeated at Ligny and Mont St. Jean. A
frontal assault is a battle of attrition, rather than
manoeuvre. Although brutal, it is quick to set up
and execute, takes less concentration and energy
on the part of the commander and can be
supervised more easily than a battle of manoeuvre.
Napoleon’s most decisive victories had been his
early ones — all battles of manoeuvre followed by
vigorous pursuit. His increasing dependence in his
later battles on frontal assaults (from about Wag-
ram onwards) probably suggests tactical decline
and over-optimism. This dangerous habit of
underestimating the strength and capabilities of
one’s enemy can influence considerably the out-
come of a campaign, and it is perhaps interesting
to observe that although by 1815 Napoleon had
never really lost a battle when he was present on
the field, he also never won a campaign outright
after 1809. Certainly, unlike the Napoleon of
Austerlitz, we see him now increasingly content to
allow tactical control on the day to pass to a battle
commander — and at Waterloo the choice of
Marshal Ney for this role was to be far-reaching.

In 1815, Napoleon was still a great com-
mander, with a genius for strategy that was easily
to outmatch Wellington and Bliicher in this
campaign. On form, he had a sparkle and insight
that can only be described as breathtaking; but his
form was to vary wildly and unpredictably during
the Waterloo campaign, along with his energy. Of
all the commanders of the period, he had a unique
ability to inspire the rank and file to incredible
feats of bravery and determination — even today he
inspires from the grave — but tactically, Wellington
was markedly his better, obtaining inspired results
in spite of regular shortages in cavalry and artillery,
and often with poorer raw material within his
armies.

Given the sometimes variable qualities of the
Emperor in 1815, the quality of the staff support-
ing him would be crucial to the eventual success
of the campaign; but in the choice of key staff
officers there was a lot to be desired. Napoleon
personally appointed his staff, and difficulties and
mistakes here show the real importance of good
leadership. Many of the blunders and errors that
later dogged the campaign for the French came
from the choices made here, many of whom were

appointed for political reasons. In choosing his
staff, Napoleon either failed or refused to play to
their strengths, perhaps counting on his own bright
but fading genius to overcome the deficiencies
inherent in his command, and hoping to reap all
the credit.

Admittedly, the obvious choice for Chief of
Staff, Berthier, was no longer available to him, for
he had crashed to his death from a high window
early in June 1815. Napoleon and Berthier had
made an excellent team during many campaigns,
Berthier having the knack of overcoming detail
shortcomings in Napoleon’s ‘broad brush’ con-
cepts and interpreting his general ideas and rather
poor Corsican French (and appalling handwriting)
into practical operations. In Berthier’s absence, the
logical choice for Chief of Staff was Marshal
Louis-Gabriel Suchet, an extremely able, experi-
enced and competent choice for this demanding
and critical position. But perhaps Suchet would
have been too good a choice for Napoleon, who
had always operated his generals on a ‘divide and
rule’ principle and rarely exposed to the world a
rival for the laurels of victory. Whatever the
reason, this able commander found himself posted
to Lyons, well away from any position of influence
in the coming campaign.

Instead, Marshal Nicolas Jean de Dieu Soult
was made Chief of Staff, a position for which he
had relatively little prior experience, and unproven
ability. Many of the communication problems
during the campaign can be laid at his door, with
key orders written ambivalently, misplaced, or sent
late. As one of Napoleon’s best and most experi-
enced field officers, Soult should have been in
command of the left wing of the army against
Wellington, who was tactically almost certainly the
best army commander in Europe by 1815. Soult
had fought Wellington in the Peninsula and the
Pyrenees, and well knew his temperament and wily
ways of fighting.

Instead, the left wing of the army went to
Marshal Michel Ney, a choice that was ultimately
to prove fatal. This officer had almost manic
tendencies, and was quite possibly suffering from
battle fatigue. Periods of intense, impetuous,
almost irrational activity were interspersed with
periods of total caution, lethargy and inactivity.
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THE OPPOSING COMMANDERS

A Marshal Michel Ney,
prince de la Moskowa, duc
d’Elchingen (1769-1815);
known as ‘the bravest of
the brave’, he was
Napoleon’s chief
subordinate in the

Hundred Days campaign.
He has been criticized for
his conduct at Quatre Bras
and Waterloo. (Engraving
by R. G. Tietze after
Frangois Gérard)

Even by Napoleon’s own assessment, Ney’s ability
to think strategically was extremely limited, and on
more than one occasion he had compromised
Napoleon’s plans by rash action. Yet this officer
was given command of the left wing, a wing
planned to be semi-independent if Napoleon
turned his attention to deal with the Prussians. It
required both energy and perception to take key
objectives and prevent the Allies uniting, and being
required to exploit any strategic opportunities that
a slow British mobilization could present.

On the other hand, it did show politically that
Napoleon would be prepared to forgive and forget
as regards Bourbon generals — Ney was formerly
Commander-in-Chief of the Bourbon forces and
had promised Louis that he would bring Napoleon
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A Marshal Emmanuel,
Marquis de Grouchy
(1766-1847); a skilled
cavalry commander, but
perhaps unsuited for the
task of leading Napoleon’s
right wing in the Waterloo

campaign. (Engraving by
Henry Wolf after
Jean-Sébastien Rouillard)

back in an iron cage. Ney also had great charisma
and popularity with the rank and file.

The right wing of the army went to Marshal
Emmanuel de Grouchy, an expert cavalry com-
mander who was totally inexperienced at handling
large forces of combined arms in a Senior
Command capacity. Grouchy would have been an
obvious choice for command of the Cavalry
reserve, given Napoleon’s refusal to employ Murat
— probably the greatest cavalry commander in
Europe — who had defected to the Allies in 1814.
Grouchy had in fact only just received his mar-
shal’s baton — the 26th, and last, of the Emperor’s
Marshals.

The best choice for the right wing — against the
Prussians — would have clearly been Marshal



THE BRITISH COMMANDERS

Louis-Nicolas Davout. He had beaten the Prus-
sians on numerous occasions, and they showed
him a healthy respect and caution. His tremendous
ability had made him seem the only serious rival
to Napoleon in the early years of the Empire, but
although this honourable, apolitical and talented
soldier gave unquestioning loyalty to Napoleon
throughout his imperial career, perhaps the Cor-
sican mind could never quite put the early days
aside. The suspicion that Napoleon would have to
share the laurels once again reared its head, and,
with the political stability of Napoleon’s regime far
from assured, Davout — Napoleon’s undefeated
marshal — was left in Paris as Minister of War —
well away from the action.

The few hours that Napoleon took to select his
staff arguably had as much impact on the eventual
outcome of the campaign as the combined efforts
of more than 220,000 Allied troops between 15
and 18 June, as will be seen.

In sum, although past his very best, Napoleon
was still among the world’s great leaders in 1815,
but supported by a staff that was less than perfect
for the task ahead of it. Deficiencies would
therefore have to be compensated by the dogged
performance of the rank and file, and Napoleon’s
ability to inspire them would be the key to this. It
was a facility he possessed above all others: his
men would literally risk death for a friendly tug on
the ear from their Emperor, and Wellington put it
very succinctly when he declared that on the field
of battle the sight of his hat was worth 40,000 men.

The British Commanders

Wellington was the same age as Napoleon. Born
with the family name of Wellesley, he was the third
son of an Anglo-Irish peer, and as such had to find
himself a career. After an indifferent schooling at
Eton, he more or less drifted into the army in a
manner not untypical of his day. The British
purchase system ensured his rapid promotion as
he moved from regiment to regiment until by 1794
he was in command of the 33rd Foot, with whom
he joined the retreating army of the Duke of York
during the Flanders campaign, the 33rd distin-
guishing itself at the Dommel.

The campaign in Flanders was a disaster, and

A Field Marshal Arthur
Wellesley, 1st Duke of
Wellington (1769-1852),
commander of the Anglo-
Netherlands forces.
(Painting by Sir Thomas
Lawrence)

it made an impression that was to help develop his
philosophy for the British army in his later years.
As he later recalled: ‘I learnt more by seeing our
own faults and the defects of our system in the
campaign of Holland than anywhere else. The
Regiments were as good in proper hands as they
are now, but the system was wretched.” The
system was indeed wretched, for although in
Wellington it produced a first-class general, this
was the exception rather than the rule, and capable
senior officers were very thin on the ground.
Furthermore, the commissariat was so corrupt that
the Royal Wagon Corps soon earned itself the
nickname of “The Newgate Blues’. ‘I learned what
not to do,” he said ‘and that is always something.’

It was India that shaped his skill on the

13
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battlefield. He spent eight years there, following
his elder brother who had“been made Governor
General in 1798. Wellesley quickly rose to the
rank of Major-General, and was the victor of the
Mabhratta War, with many successes to his credit.
But these counted for little within the career-
officer culture that met him upon his return. He
was branded a ‘sepoy general’, an outrageous slur
given the almost total lack of active fighting
experience in British officers at the time.

It was in Spain and Portugal that he really
made his name, working with Britain’s Iberian
allies to develop an army that gradually cleared the
peninsula of French troops and entered France
itself. When the armistice was signed in 1814, the
Duke of Wellington (as he was by now) had not
faced an army led by Napoleon himself; only now,
in 1815, were the two great generals destined to
meet on the field of battle.

In personality, temperament and outlook the
two men were as different as chalk and cheese.
Where Napoleon inspired by sheer charisma,
tempered by volatile outbursts, Wellington led by
cool ability and competence. While Napoleon

elevated strategy to an almost intuitive art form,
Wellington developed a style that depended on
analysis and logic. Where Napoleon would throw
troops in by the thousand, sometimes wastefully,
Wellington would hoard his meagre army and
begrudge improvident loss of human life. A hard,
aloof, but always fair man, Wellington set both his
officers and himself intolerably high standards. A
thorough aristocrat, he despised the raw material
from the classes that typically made up the rank
and file; but he had total respect for the quality of
the fighting men his system produced and would
set them — the infantry at least — against any foe.

In this campaign at least, the vagaries of the
British appointments system provided him with
what was on the whole to be a good British
command — almost by accident it seems, for
Wellington was not pleased with the staff that
awaited him upon his taking command. Although
he was able to make some key changes, including
appointing the very able Sir William Delancey as
Quartermaster General, the remainder of his
command proved very much of mixed quality.
Although many of the officers he would have
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d Prince William of
Orange (1792-1849), later
King William II of the
Netherlands distributing
medals; commander of the
Anglo-Netherlands I
Corps, he was nominally
Wellington’s deputy
despite being dangerously
inexperienced. (Print
published by Thomas
Kelly)

A Henry William Paget,
Earl of Uxbridge
(1768-1854) who
commanded the Allied
cavalry at Waterloo and
was to lose a leg during the
battle. He became the first
Marquess of Anglesey in
1815. (Engraving after the
portrait by Sir Thomas
Lawrence.)

wanted (such as Alexander Dickson, who would
have commanded the artillery) were en route from
America, in some respects it was a well-tried team.
Some of his senior officers, such as General Sir
Roland ‘Daddy’ Hill were highly respected, having
served with him in Spain; others were inexperi-
enced but confident; and as for the others, he
made do with what he had.

The 22-year-old Prince of Orange, for exam-
ple, was very inexperienced, but at the time war
was declared was in command of the 30,000 or so
native Dutch/Belgian troops. It was with reluc-
tance that he handed over command to Welling-
ton, and only the infantry at that until the very
morning of Waterloo itself. In the very nick of time
too, for “The Young Frog’ (as he was known in the
British ranks) was about to launch an uncoordin-
ated, unsupported and almost certainly doomed
offensive against Napoleon on his own initiative.
For political reasons he received I Corps.

Another interesting appointment was that of
the Earl of Uxbridge as both Wellington’s second-
in-command and commander of the cavalry. He
was appointed against Wellington’s express wishes.
Professionally, Uxbridge was a very able officer,
but he was not on the best of personal terms with
Wellington, for there was deep scandal in the
family — Uxbridge had eloped with Wellington’s
sister-in-law. Wellington was to treat Uxbridge
with cool politeness during the campaign. Cer-
tainly Uxbridge was not privy to his commander’s
inner thoughts, and when he tactfully asked
Wellington what his plans were, in case anything
untoward were to occur to his person, all he
received was the icy reply, ‘My plans, Sir, are to
beat the French’.

If the higher echelons of the Allied force were
of variable quality, it was fortunate for Wellington
that at divisional level his command was both
competent and reliable; officers such as Picton,
Maitland, Cooke and Ompteda were to repay
Wellington’s trust in them. It would be unfair,
however, not to recognize also the abilities of many
of his Netherlands commanders, most of whom
had served under French command in the pre-
ceding campaigns. For example, the benefits of
their French training were to be demonstrated by
Perponcher and Saxe-Weimar at Quatre Bras,
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THE OPPOSING COMMANDERS

A Field Marshal Gebhard
Leberecht von Bliicher,
Prince of Wahlstadt (1742-
1819), commander of the

Prussian army. (Engraving
by T. W. Harland after
F. C. Groger)

where bold initiative and intelligence — the hall-
mark of the French approach — were to be critical
to Wellington’s survival and eventual success.

Prince Wahlstadt Gebhard von Bliicher

In spite of the fact that he was more than 72 years
old in 1815, Bliicher retained a fiery energy and
an indomitable courage. A blustering hussar men-
tality encouraged him to lead from the front, which
inspired his men but afforded him a narrow view
of the battlefield not always conducive to victory.
In his later career his partnership with General
Graf Niethard von Gneisenau contributed greatly
to his successes, Bliicher providing the determin-
ation and inspiration, Gneisenau the brainwork.
Bliicher had fought both against the Prussians
in the Seven Years War and for them (which was
not unusual in those days of the professional
gentleman soldier). Bliicher’s fiery passions for
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Chief-of-Staff. (Portrait
by P. E. Gebauer)

A General August
Wilhelm Anton, Count
Neithardt von Gneisenau
(1760-1831); Bliicher’s

gambling, wenching and drinking did not exactly
further his military career, and, following a quarrel
with Frederick the Great, he spent sixteen years
in ‘retirement’ in Silesia before returning to
the colours once more with the accession of
Frederick Wilhelm III. He had risen to the rank
of lieutenant-general by 1806, when he was
captured after the Battles of Jena and Auerstadt —
which battles Bliicher sought to avenge right up to
1815, gaining many successes in Silesia during the
1813 campaigns. His capture perhaps contributed
to his great personal hatred of Napoleon, and his
desire to capture and hang him was to be a key
motivation during the 1815 campaign along with a
genuine love of his troops and a great sense of
patriotism. Honour and loyalty were perhaps his
two principle qualities, and without them Welling-
ton would have lost the Battle of Waterloo — the
contribution of the anglophobic Gneisenau, alone
would not have been enough.



OPPOSING ARMIES

L’Armée du Nord

It was certainly Napoleon’s charisma that brought
thousands of French veterans back to the colours
for the campaign, augmenting the hastily con-
scripted levies to provide a backbone of high-
morale troops to the less enthusiastic conscripts
who made up substantial parts of the army from
May onwards. Many of these veterans found their
way into the Imperial Guard for the 1815 cam-
paign, following a slight relaxation in the rules
governing eligibility but probably not quality.
There was nothing unusual in thus creaming off
the veterans, as the Guard traditionally took some

of the best troops from the line regiments, training
them for junior and intermediate rank leadership
roles before returning them to the line regiments
in a command capacity. This had the advantage of
providing an example for the raw recruits in their
charge and maintaining high standards and ex-
pectations within the rank and file. However, the
peace of 1814 had broken the rhythm of this
system, and in 1815 the veterans were hoarded

were generally worn on
campaign). Lithograph by
Auguste Raffet. (ASKB)

VInspection’: Napoleon
and the Grenadiers a Pied
of the Imperial Guard,
here in their dress
uniform (overall trousers


























































































































































‘LE CENTRE EST OUVERT! VIVE L'EMPEREUR’

d The defence of La Haye
Sainte: the light infantry of
the King’s German

Legion, commanded by
Major George Baring,
attempt to repel the final
French assault. (Painting
by Adolf Northen)

< Napoleon observes the
battle from a position at
the rear of the Grenadiers
of the Imperial Guard,
recognisable by their
bearskin caps and their
painted fabric
cartridge-box covers; a
superbly emotive
lithograph after Auguste
Raffet. (ASKB)

Ompteda fell dead near the high road; Sir William
Delancey received a mortal wound from a cannon-
ball as he rode next to Wellington; Sir Alexander
Gordon received his death wound nearby; farther
to the right, the Prince of Orange and General
Alten were struck down.

Kielmansegge’s tough Germans were at last
pushed back in the centre, leaving a yawning gap
in the Allied line. Worse still, by being locked up
in squares for most of the afternoon during the
French cavalry attack, command control over most
of the battlefield had been severed, with the result
that the garrison of La Haye Sainte had been
neither reinforced nor resupplied. Baring’s men
there, heavily depleted and having fired their last
rounds, had no alternative but to fight their way
out and rejoin the main lines. Of the original 400
defenders of the farm, only 42 got out.

Taking L.a Haye Sainte at last, Ney wasted no
time in positioning an artillery battery there, which
enfiladed the Allied troops at less than 300 yards’
range. All Wellington could do was to call in his
last reserves from the extreme left and extreme
right to plug the rapidly widening gap in the
centre.

‘Le centre est ouvert! Vive PEmpereur!’

Now was the time for Ney to launch one last
assault to break through Wellington’s decimated
centre. But what with? His own force was
stretched, engaged all along the front, and like
Wellington he had no reserves in the immediate
area. He needed reinforcements, perhaps from the
Guard. He sent Colonel Héymes to ask the
Emperor for more troops. When he arrived at the
Emperor’s observation post, Napoleon was himself
under pressure on the right and was still preoc-
cupied with his problems at Plancenoit. The
Guard was strung out along the right flank in
support of Lobau, and nothing more could be
released to this wasteful Marshal. "More troops!’
raged Napoleon; ‘Where am I to get them? Does
he expect me to make them?’

Ney’s reinforcements were not to come. The
timing would have been critical, before Welling-
ton’s final reserves came up. The wavering line
held as Chassé arrived from the far right, Wincke
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from the far left, and Wellington himself brought
up the raw and uncertain Brunswickers from the
reserve to fill the gap. To keep the Brunswickers
in place he lined up behind them Somerset and
Ponsonby’s cavalry brigades — brigades in name
only, for between them they were barely two
squadrons strong. His last reserves had been
committed, the French had been checked for the
time being, but where were the promised Prus-
sians? ‘Give me Bliicher . . . or give me night ..
was his quiet prayer. Had he but known it, in
diverting Napoleon’s final reserve the Prussian
attacks on Plancenoit had probably already saved
his army. It was 7 p.m.

The Assault by The Imperial Guard

Shortly after 7 p.m. the French right wing had
been propped up sufficiently to pull most of the
Old Guard back into reserve. The French position
looked strong from La Belle Alliance. To the far
right, Durutte held La Haye and Papelotte, with
skirmishers thrown forward to the crest of the
ridge; the rest of I Corps was busily engaged well
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A ‘The Interior of
Hougoumont’: the British
Foot Guards defending

overestimates the
numbers of Frenchmen
who forced their way into

Hougoumont charge to the interior of
eject those French troops ~ Hougoumont; the flames
who penetrated by the in the background stop

rear gate. This engraving
by T. Sutherland greatly

before the chapel (right) is
destroyed. (ASKB)

forward on the slopes to the right of La Haye
Sainte, and at the farm itself the French cannon
and sharpshooters were raking the Allied lines to
right and left. Ney had breasted the ridge to the
left of the road, and Wellington’s lines showed
considerable gaps. Wellington had clearly com-
mitted all his reserves, and since Ney’s appeals half
an hour before he must be even weaker. A
supreme effort all along the front was called for,
with an attack by the Imperial Guard to smash
right through the centre and roll up the line — and
there could still be enough time to tackle the
Prussians before dark.

But even as the attack was being prepared, it
became clear that the vision of success before him
was illusory, for to the French right the blue
uniforms of the Prussian I Corps could now be



THE ASSAULT BY THE IMPERIAL GUARD

V The Imperial Guard:
1, Sergeant, Grenadiers,
campaign dress;

2, Officer, Grenadiers,
campaign dress;

3, Sergeant-major,
Chasseurs, undress;

4, Chasseur, marching
order. (Bryan Fosten)
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distinguished in the distance as they belatedly
arrived at Smohain and Frischermont to link the
two armies. Signs of panic were already starting to
be seen on the French right as they speculated on
the disaster that would follow. Only a supreme
effort could save the day.

Ever ready to take a risk, as the Guard
advanced Napoleon deliberately spread the news
that the blue uniforms in the distance belonged to
Grouchy’s force. It gave his weary lines the
strength to make a final effort, and, at last, here
was the Guard, marching steadily on to break
Wellington’s line. It’s use had always heralded the
victorious end to a battle — victory was near;
success was certain; the Guard had never been
defeated. ‘La Garde au feu! Voila Grouchy! Vive
I’Empereur!’

Details of the actual attack are still slightly
confused, with differing sources offering varying
interpretations. However, it seems that of the
fourteen battalions of the Guard, two were already
committed at Plancenoit, which left twelve batta-
lions available to the Emperor. Leaving three near
La Belle Alliance, Napoleon himself led the
remainder in column along the main Brussels
road.

The Guard descended into the valley. Keeping
three battalions there with him, Napoleon halted
near La Belle Alliance and released the other six
to Marshal Ney for the assault on the Allied
centre. Most sources reveal that the assault went
forward in battalion columns with a two-company
wide frontage, but General Petit of the Imperial
Guard, who helped Ney organize the attack, insists
that a hollow square formation was used. Whatever
the truth, it is probable that one of the six
battalions was posted at the main road south of La
Haye Sainte as the other five ascended the slope
en echelon, the Grenadiers of the Middle Guard
leading from the right, and with a pair of cannon
in each interval. D’Erlon’s battered I Corps
launched a supporting attack to their right, while
Reille should have provided some support from his
easternmost battalions, but by some error these
failed to materialize, leaving the Guard to advance
alone, but confident.

Had the attack been made just half an hour
earlier, the centre would have been open. As it
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was, the leading battalion — the 1/3rd Grenadiers
of the Middle Guard - crested the slope to be met
by the Brunswickers and the remains of the British
30th and 73rd. The Grenadiers pushed them
back, the Brunswickers breaking and Wellington
himself riding to rally them. Chassé, behind them,
had brought up van der Smissen’s Dutch battery,
which had fired on the Guard with good effect,
and he then ordered up his two infantry brigades
to plug the gap left by the Brunswickers. The sight
of the Guard was enough for d’Aubreme’s brigade,
who promptly left the field in disorder. Ditmer’s
brigade, however, formed up on the left of the
rallying 30th and 73rd British and charged the
Grenadiers in fine order to hold the line.
Meanwhile the second echelon of the Imperial
Guard, comprising the single battalion of the 4th
Grenadiers, came up on the left of the 1/3rd and
engaged in hand-to-hand combat with Colin
Halkett’s brigade, who were still in four-deep line.
The line almost broke under the impact, but just
held, Colin Halkett himself rallying the 33rd by
seizing one of the colours, before falling himself.

P At the critical point of
the attack of the Imperial
Guard, the Duke of
Wellington orders the
British Foot Guards to
oppose them; the
traditional exclamation
‘Up Guards, and at them’
was probably in actual fact
‘Stand up, Guards’ (they
had been lying down to
minimize the effect of
artillery fire) and, to their
commander, ‘Now
Maitland, now’s your
time!’. Wellington here
(centre) gives the order;
the Guards wear their
service dress with covered
shakos, and the French
column appears in the
background. Lithograph
after John Augustus
Atkinson. (ASKB)
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The fate of these two mélées still hung in the
balance when the third and fourth echelons arrived
together in one mass, consisting of the 1st and 2nd
Battalions of the 3rd Chasseurs. There was
nothing to their front as they neared the road, until
Wellington’s voice called out clearly above the
sounds of battle — ‘Now Maitland, now’s your
time!” Then the order, ‘Stand up, Guards!” The
Duke had ordered all troops to lie down or shelter
behind cover when under fire but not actually
engaged, and Maitland’s brigade of Guards had
been lying down in the shelter of the banks of the
road. The fifteen hundred Guards rose, it seemed,
from the very ground just fifty yards in front of the
French. Still in four ranks, they pounded the
Chasseurs with rolling volleys that devastated the
head of the attack at point-blank range. The attack
wavered in disorder.

Almost without pausing for breath, the Guards
charged the confused mass of the Chasseurs and
threw them down the hill in rout. Near the bottom
of the slope the pursuing and disordered Guards
ran into the French fifth echelon, comprising the

4th Chasseurs, before breaking off and running
back in double-quick time and considerable dis-
order to the crest between Halkett’s and Adams’
brigades, where they hastened to form up before
the advancing Chasseurs.

As this was happening, Adams’ brigade had not
been idle. Colborne had wheeled the 52nd forward
to take the last echelon of the Imperial Guard in
flank as it came up the slope and halted it suddenly
short of the ridge. A fierce fire-fight lasted for four
minutes and cost 150 casualties in the 52nd alone,
perhaps suggesting from the volume of return fire
that the Chasseurs were indeed in hollow square
formation at the time. Nevertheless the superior
firepower of the British soldiers took its toll on the
4th Chasseurs and ripped the formation apart
without mercy before they charged in with the
bayonet.

The attack had been halted all along the front.
In the valley, Napoleon was preparing to bring up
a further three battalions of the Guard — 1st
Chasseurs, 2nd Grenadiers and 2nd Chasseurs —
when, looking up to the crest, his astonishment
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Perponcher
B Lambert, brought up
from Mont St. Jean about
3.30 p.m.

B Pack

@ Vincke

Merlen

@ Remnants of British
heavy brigades

Merbe-Braine

@ Mitchell
@ Byng
B H. Halkett
Grant

Dirnberg
Brunswick cavalry
B Vandeleur
Ditmers

French units:

B Young Guard
Lobau

B Durutte

Marcognet
Donzelot

ot
La Haye Sainte lost to
Ney

Domont
B Subervie
New position of Grand
Battery
B Jacquino
[37] Rcmnanrs of French
heavy cavalry
Bachelu

m Pi
Two battalions of Old
Guard at Rossomme

8 Napolcon in valley
with remainder of Old
Guard
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B Ghingy
[ Vivian's cavalry
Jrnnng from left wing

m Trip
B Vivian (part)
B Ompteda, Kruse,
Brunswick, much reduced

Mont St, Jean

Hougoumont

& Ist/3rd Grenadiers of
M:ddlc Guard

4th Grenadiers of
Allddle Guard

[ Ist/3rd Chasseurs
push back Halkett but are
in turn broken by artillery
fire and charge by Chassé
i 2nd/3rd Chasseurs
shot to pieces by
Maitland’s Guards and
break when charged

@ 4th Chasseurs engage
Adams’s light infantry in
short, bloody firefight as
remaining Middle Guard
breaks around them

Prussian uni

@ Biilow’s IV Corps
attacking Plancenoit from
south-east

@ C. Halkett, pushed
back by Imperial Guard

AnGLo-[S>TJALLED

WELLINGTON

Bl Pirch’s Il Corps
attacking Plancenoit from
north-east and Lobau/
Young Guard north of it
H Ziethen’s I Corps
nears the field of battle
‘on Risder’s cavalry
now in contact with Saxe-
Weimar, who

B still holds outlying
farms

Chassé
M@ Maitland
Adams wheels forward
to engage chasseurs in
flank

and wounded

roa

Biilow rums French
extreme right
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Supporting skirmisher
fire from d’Erlon’s much-
reduced and exhausted
troops

D] F:,zhnng still intense at
Hougoumont

Papelotte

Pr
BLUCHER

From Wavre

@ Route of Imperial
Guard, led forward by
Napoleon as far as La
Belle Alliance

@ Brunswick’s and
Halkett’s brigades break;
situation saved by Chassé
with Vivian’s support
Wellington supervises
Maitland’s response
which routs the
Chasseurs

Adams’s swing
enfilades the French;
fierce firefight results in
the French breaking.
Wellington orders general
advance to prevent
Imperial Guard reforming

1 Zicthen’s Corps arrives
very late, as French break;
Prussians cause Allicd
casualties in the arca

Plancenoit @ Hand-to-hand fighting

La Belle Alliance

Rossomme
Napoleon’s principal HQ
for the battle

in Plancenoit continues
after bulk of French army
has quit the field
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NAPOLEON

THE ATTACK OF THE IMPERIAL GUARD
AND THE DEFENCE OF PLANCENOIT

as seen from the south-west. The final all-out assault by the
French to coincide with the attack by the Middle Guard
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d Light Dragoons of the
King’s German Legion
(left mid-ground) charge a
regiment of French
lancers; an incident
presumably towards the
end of the battle of
Waterloo when the KGL
Light Dragoons advanced
towards Colbert’s lancer
brigade of Subervie’s 5th
Cavalry Division. The
French are depicted in
Polish-style costume,
although the French
Chevau-Léger-Lanciers
in the campaign wore
crested helmets. Painting
by Charles Warren.
(ASKB)

4 Wellington orders the
advance, while a British
cavalryman brings a
captured French ‘Eagle’ as
a trophy. This watercolour
by John Augustus
Atkinson also depicts the
carnage and suffering —
ignored by many artists.

must have been absolute. ‘Mais, ils sont mélées!’

Even as he spoke, the rearward movement of
his Guard was evident. The entire attack had been
repelled. The perfect formations of just a few
minutes before were now a single confused blue
mass, highlighted with the glint of slashing steel as
Vivian’s and Vandeleur’s light cavalry hacked
within its midst. The impossible had happened.
The invincible had been vanquished. A great,
incredible sob sped along the French lines — ‘La
Garde recule! Sauve qui peut!’

To the right, the blue coats seen at Smohain
were now nearer, their artillery firing on the
French lines. Could this be Grouchy firing? There
had always been considerable suspicion of the
Bourbon troops under his control. Had he de-
fected to the Bourbons? “Traison!” came the cry,
‘Nous sommes trahis!” Soon, even in the deepen-
ing gloom of twilight, they were clearly seen as
Prussians, not Grouchy’s force. The army had
indeed been betrayed.

Seeing the moment was ripe, Wellington raised
his cocked hat forward to signal a general advance.

The hussar officer in defenders. This provides

front of Wellington is the an excellent illustration of

Earl of Uxbridge. (ASKB) the Prussian infantry’s
campaign uniform, with

WV The leading elements of  their most distinctive,

the Prussian army storm oilskin-covered shakos.

into the blazing wreck of (Painting by Adolf

Plancenoit, still held Northen)

valiantly by the French
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The army descended the slopes, as the French
army crumbled before it. In the valley, only Reille’s
corps on the left and the three battalions of the
Old Guard at La Belle Alliance held fast to offer
a last chance of a rallying point for the fleeing
army. It was to no avail. Plancenoit was again taken
by the Prussians, driving all before them towards
the main road in their pursuit. Only when Na-
poleon saw that all was lost did he leave the field.
The squares of the Guard finally broke up after
taking musket fire in the face of overwhelming

odds, and their commander, General Cambronne,
surrendered to Colonel H. Halkett. At 10 p.m.
Wellington and Bliicher met at La Belle Alliance,
where Bliicher offered to take up the pursuit. This
was gratefully accepted by Wellington, whose
troops had by then been fighting for more than ten
hours.

It had indeed been ‘a damned near-run thing’,
but the steadiness and order of the British trained
troops had sustained Wellington’s line right to the
end. To Napoleon’s dismay, Reille’s prediction

< The flight of Napoleon
from Waterloo’: Napoleon
and his aides leave the
battlefield as the French
army disintegrates in the
background. Engraving by
D. Sluyter after J.
Kamphuyzen. (ASKB)

 Napoleon shelters
within a square of the
Grenadiers of the Imperial
Guard as the battle draws
to its climax, while a staff
officer appears to beseech
him to flee. (Print after
Charles Steuben)
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V Prussian Light Infantry:  Regiment (Life
1, NCO. Volunteer Jaeger =~ Regiment). Volunteers
Company, 9th Infantry were drawn largely from

Regiment (Colberg); the middle classes and as
2, NCO, Volunteer Jaeger  such were able to provide
Company, 6th Infantry themselves with attractive,
Regiment (1st West good quality uniforms.
Prussian); 3, Volunteer (Bryan Fosten)

Jaeger, 8th Infantry
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4 Napoleon’s flight from
the battlefield; his coach
waits at the foot of the
observation-tower.

P The meeting of
Wellington and Bliicher
upon the field of victory
on the evening of
Waterloo, traditionally at
La Belle Alliance; the old
Prussian remarked
Quelle affaire!’ which,
said Wellington, was about
all the French he knew!
(Painting by Adolph
Menzel)

4 La Garde meurt

et ne se rend pas’—
Cambronne’s reputed
reply to a call to
surrender: the last stand
of the Old Guard,
attempting to delay the
Allied pursuit in the last
stage of the battle. (Print
after Hippolyte Bellangé)

» Waterloo: the Morning
after the Battle. J. H.
Clark’s graphic depiction
of the wounded and dying
lying unattended amid

the slain reveals the full
horror of the aftermath of
a Napoleonic battle. Wives
and children search the
heaps of dead for their
loved ones, scavengers rob
the dead and dying, and a
few small detachments
attend to casualties.
(ASKB)
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that morning of the invincibility of British fire-
power against a frontal attack had been proved all
too accurate, even against the Imperial Guard.
The battle was over, and with it Napoleon’s
chances of success. He fled back to Paris, where,
drained once more into the lethargy that had
haunted him at Ligny, after the exertions and
reverses of the campaign, he renewed his abdi-
cation and retired to Malmaison.

The rest of the campaign would consist of a
drive by the Allies into France itself, culminating
at the gates of Paris. At the end of the day, the
laurels of victory had gone to those who had made
the fewer mistakes and on whom fortune and good
staff work had smiled at the critical moments.
Wellington had been able to survive his main
strategic mistake at the start of the campaign by
both the good fortune of Bliicher’s forward
deployment and Ney’s slowness both before and
after the battle of Quatre Bras. He was not to give
the French the opportunity to exploit a tactical
error thereafter, and showed his customary but

86

unorthodox wisdom of concealing his forces from
both the sight and the fire of the enemy. British
and KGL coolness and firepower did the rest,
aided by the general inability of the French
properly to co-ordinate their assaults at Waterloo.

Bliicher in turn had survived his main mistake
of a dangerous forward concentration at Ligny by
the French inability to bring either d’Erlon’s or
Lobau’s Corps into the battle. Later the ability of
the Prussians to reinforce Wellington at Waterloo
was only even remotely possible by the fortuitous
and almost accidental choice of Wavre as a rallying
point for the Prussian army. Bliicher’s loyalty to
Wellington and hatred of Napoleon did the rest,
aided by Grouchy’s late pursuit and determined
observance of his equivocal orders.

All had seemed in Napoleon’s favour at the
start of the campaign, but success and eventual
victory would depend upon how quickly his
advantages were spent by his subordinates and on
what returns he would get as they spent them.
From the outset he was beset by problems that
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stemmed ultimately from his choices for command
of the wings and his inexperienced general staff.
Ney repeatedly squandered most of the advantage
on the left wing for no return, and Napoleon let
him do it. It must be said that the flash storm of
the 17th did not help Napoleon either; but this
would have had minimal effect on the Napoleon of
Austerlitz or the Italian campaigns.

Even so, Napoleon almost succeeded. With a
little more vigour on his part and a little closer
supervision of Ney, the Prussians could have been
pursued properly after Ligny and Wellington could
have been defeated atQuatre Bras on the 17th
instead of being permitted to extricate his army.
The battle on the 18th, if it had happened at all,
could have been over before the Prussians arrived.

 The village of Waterloo
on the morning after the
battle; at the right is the
church, and at the left is
the house in which
Wellington wrote his
dispatch; his ADC, Henry
Percy, is departing to
carry it home in the post-
chaise. Allied wounded
are being brought in.
Engraving by T.
Sutherland after a drawing
made on the spot by
‘A.M.S.’. (ASKB)

» The German Legion: 1,
Hussar, 1st Hussar
Regiment. This unit was
‘converted’ into lancers for
the 1815 campaign but
retained their hussar
uniforms. 2, Gunner,
Horse Artillery. (Bryan
Fosten)
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FINALE

There were still 120,000 Frenchmen in the field
around Paris, and a further 150,000 conscripts in
the depots. Already drained by the battles of the
18th, the Allied and Prussian armies became
decidedly weaker as they advanced on Paris,
leaving troops behind them to secure their lines of
communication. For the French there was a very
real opportunity to administer a quick reverse to
the Allies around Paris: Davout urged Napoleon
to try, but he was not to take it. The fighting was
finally over.

Napoleon’s political position in Paris was
insecure in the face of a General Assembly led by
Joseph Fouché, whom he had appointed Minister
of Police but who was already in secret contact
with the Allies and actively ‘running both with the
hare and with the hounds’. On 8 July, distrustful
of Fouché, Napoleon set off to seek sanctuary in
America. It was in the very nick of time, for
Fouché had indeed ordered his arrest. The Royal
Navy had been tipped off to intercept him, which
they did, and on 15 July, expecting the very worst
from the Chamber if he returned to Paris,
Napoleon finally threw himself on the mercy of the
Prince Regent and boarded HMS Bellerophon.

He was exiled to St. Helena, a remote, barren,
rocky island in the South Atlantic with a poor
climate. With his small entourage he lived in
luxurious isolation, the mind that had tested the
major powers of Europe now reduced to squab-
bling with the resident governor, which made his
life an utter misery. There six years later he was
to meet a premature death, perhaps, of all things,
because of his choice of wallpaper (or so some
would have us believe).
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Others were not so lucky. Fouché issued a list
that proscribed several of the generals who had
supported Napoleon. Some, such as Lobau and
Davout, were saved by the intervention of Welling-
ton, but others were not. La Bedoyere, for
example, met his fate in this way, and Marshal
Ney, who had so fervently sought death during the
closing stages of Waterloo, finally found it in the
form of a firing squad after — typically — he had
insisted on returning to Paris after Louis’ restor-
ation; had he waited just a few days longer before
joining Napoleon, he would have cheated the
firing squad, for upon reaching Belgium Louis
dissolved his army, thereby releasing all officers
from their oaths of allegiance.

Bliicher rode in triumph through Paris, having
at last avenged the indignities and atrocities
inflicted on Prussia by Napoleon’s 1806 campaign.
He was narrowly thwarted in his avowed and
determined intention to blow up the Pont de Jena
in Paris, before returning to Prussia to spend the
last four years of his life in a frenzy of hard
drinking and wild gambling.

Wellington, meanwhile, had given the British
army a stature unique since Marlborough and
returned home a hero. He was heaped with
honours from all around the world and festooned
with riches — including the gift from the nation of
Stratfield Saye House, near Reading, and £61,000
in prize money (privates received £2 11s 4d). He
commanded the forces of occupation in France,
following which he became Prime Minister from
1828 to 1830. He died in 1852.
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Everyone should go to Waterloo at least once in
his life. It is a unique amalgam of competing
interests. At one level it is simply a huge tourist
trap — the first theme park in Europe; at another
it is a telling memorial to courage and wasted
European life. Happily, either or both will guar-
antee the preservation of this magical site.

Visiting the site will take at least a day if you
want to see it properly; half a day if you just want
to tour the Allied positions for a swift overview. I
believe that the best way to approach Waterloo is
from the south along the N5 from either the E41
motorway or Charleroi itself. If you are coming
from the E41, take the opportunity for a quick look
at Fleurus and Ligny just north of the motorway
on the next road along (the N21) before doubling
back to the E41/N5. You will be amazed at just
how small the Ligny stream is and the openness
of the villages and the gently sloping terrain
beyond.

Coming up the N5 you will pass through
Frasnes-les-Gosselies, where Ney spent the night
before Quatre Bras, and then you are almost upon
the field of Quatre Bras itself. The old farmhouse
of Gemioncourt is on the right next to the road
and within sight of the N5/N49 crossroads. Stop
at the side of the road for a few minutes and you
will be standing at the very heart of the battle.
Looking at the farmhouse itself, you can see why
it took so long for the French to capture it. It is
naturally strong, with high, windowless walls on all
sides. Turning clockwise, just behind you will be
the small ridge that you have just crossed, from
where the French cannon bombarded the Allied
positions, and from where the French main
assaults were launched. Just to the west of the road
is the plain where Kellerman began his desperate
charge, across the insignificant ditch which divides
the field. The field today stretches uninterrupted
towards the west for a good distance, but in 1815

the Bois de Bossu — now just a clump of trees up
by the main road — would have extended before
you, channelling the French attacks up the slopes
ahead. Just north of this central ditch on the far
side is where the Brunswickers made their stand
and where the young Duke met his fate. A gentle
slope, which today offers a clear view of the
forward slopes, at the time it was covered in man-
height corn. One can understand Reille’s caution
as one turns to scan the Allied positions crossing
the Brussels road just to the north. One can almost
imagine the 92nd straddling the Brussels road
itself, lancers swirling about the squares. The
crossroads behind was the high-water mark of
Ney’s assaults, and to the east of the crossroads is
the Namur Road from which Picton’s Highlanders
debouched to engage the French infantry columns
behind Gemioncourt. It is all very compact, very
visible and manageable for a general. The reality
of short musketry range, the brutal effect of close-
quarter volleys and cold steel and the total lack of
control possible on anything beyond shouting
distance — all particularly impress one at this site.

Back in the car, continue northwards along the
N5, which bypasses Genappe, scene of the final
rearguard action by Uxbridge and the horse
batteries, and takes you past Le Caillou, Na-
poleon’s HQ before the start of Waterloo and now
a museum. Just a little way ahead and you arrive
at La Belle Alliance, which is surrounded by
memorials and monuments. Halt briefly at the side
of the road to take your first glimpse of the
panorama that faces you across the valley.

The most obvious feature opposite is the lump
of earth that towers over the surrounding fields
like a tumulus with a lion on the top. This is the
Lion Mound, which marks the centre of the Allied
position, and was erected after the battle and at the
expense of the earth comprising the surrounding
Allied ridge. To east and west of it stretches the
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ridge that marks Wellington’s position, Papelotte
to the east, the rooftops of Hougoumont perhaps
just barely visible in its dip to the west. Tens of
thousands of men literally packed into this tiny
area. In front of the Lion Mound from where you
are standing, glistening white on the main road
itself, is La Haye Sainte, almost unchanged in
more than 175 years, the ribbon-like Brussels
Road undulating towards you. Monuments and
memorials galore dot the field in a variety of styles,
breaking the sky line.

Climb back into the car and head along the
road to Wellington’s positions. Once past La Haye
Sainte, you can turn off the road to the right into
a picnic area and car park; by turning left you come
into a cluster of buildings that have gone up to
service the tourist industry — cafés, souvenir shops,
panorama paintings, several of the inevitable
fritures, and a new and rather splendid visitors’
centre. Somehow after wandering around this area
one comes away with the distinct impression that
our history books have made a mistake and that
Napoleon actually won the battle!

To tour the field itself you will need a good
pair of boots, for even in summer the ground gets
soft and boggy, with a thick, grey mud that must
have given real problems in 1815 after the night
of drizzle and rain. Starting at the crossroads, you
can see the height of the cutting the road makes
on the eastern side, and which used to be similar
on the other side before the raising of the Lion
Mound caused it to be levelled off. Walk across to
the picnic area to the east of the Brussels road and
you will be standing in the deployment area of
Kempt’s brigade, in Picton’s division. You can see
the protection that must have been afforded by the
ridge in the face of French cannon fire. Follow the
footpath from the picnic area, which takes you
towards the ridge and over the top, much as part
of Kempt’s brigade must have done, to see the
commanding and inspiring view of the field that
stretches to the French positions opposite. Just
below you is where Donzelot struggled to deploy
his lines, and where Kempt’s brigades threw him
back down the hill. Keeping to the side of the field,
so as not to cause damage to crops, follow the slope
down to where it runs alongside the Brussels road
opposite La Haye Sainte, which has a memorial
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plaque. They certainly build their farmhouses
strong in Belgium. Can they be musket ball marks
in the wall? The original orchard to the south is
no longer there.

On your side of the road you are standing on
what was a gravel pit, occupied at the start of the
day by the 95th Rifles, now filled in. Moving on
just a little way, just below the southernmost end
of La Haye Sainte, you may still be lucky enough
to find a track into the field at the bottom of the
hill. Walking along this a little way you are at the
very bottom of the valley, the site of frenzied
cavalry charges by the British dragoons, and the
Cuirassiers and Red Lancers who repelled them.
The steepness of the slope is at once apparent, as
is the realization that there is something of a dip
on either side of the Brussels road, for whatever is
happening on the far side of it cannot be seen from
this side of the valley. Back to the road — lined with
poplar trees in 1815 — head down to La Belle
Alliance, passing on the left both the initial and
final positions of the French batteries. At la Belle
Alliance take the turning to the left to Plancenoit,
and a few yards along it on the right are some steps
to take you up to Napoleon’s vantage point. From
here you can see nearly all of the Allied lines.
Interestingly, the part of the field that is not visible
is Hougoumont and its environs. Is this the reason
why Jérome was given such a free hand, perhaps?
To the right can be seen the woods of the Bois de
Paris and the hills upon which they rest.

Carry on along the road to Plancenoit past
some pretty, modern houses, and into the village
itself. It will be immediately apparent just how
open and spacious the village centre is. A visit to
the Prussian memorial is worth the effort (it is
signposted), and in the village itself there is a very
friendly bar/cafe.

Returning to La Belle Alliance, there is a
French memorial depicting a dying eagle, and for
some reason a monument to Victor Hugo, who
wrote about the battle in none-too-accurate terms.
Almost opposite the road to Plancenoit is a track
that takes you from La Belle Alliance over in the
approximate direction of Hougoumont, and more
or less parallel with the Allied positions. (This is
where you may be glad you took the boots I
mentioned earlier.) Within a very short distance
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the route dips into a hollow, and by the time you
reach a point opposite the centre of the Allied line
not even the roof of La Belle Alliance can be seen,
nor anything on the eastern side of the Brussels
road. Totally ‘out of sight’, you are now standing
in the area where the French cavalry got out of
hand and, instead of a few squadrons advancing,
whole regiments almost spontaneously charged the
centre of the Allied line ahead of you. Perhaps
standing here we can appreciate how the sheer
problem of visibility could have been a contri-
bution to the loss of control.

You are also following the route taken by the
Imperial Guard for their last assault on the Allied
centre, and to follow this key part of the battle you
should now leave the track and head for the centre
of the Allied positions. As you reach the crest, the
long and gentle slope of the reverse side of the
ridge shows what a superb defensive position this
was for Wellington’s infantry to mass — plenty of
space, good lines of sight and the opportunity to
interlock lines of fire. Breasting the crest to see the
slope behind massed with infantry must have been
a demoralizing sight indeed. Today a section of
motorway crosses a part of the site — roughly where
Somerset’s brigade stood at the start of the battle.

At the Ohain road which traverses the crest, it
is clear that the roadway at this part of the line was
not ‘sunken’ to the extent of presenting an obstacle
to troops crossing it. At the crest is a sign
indicating the position of Mercer’s cannon during
the latter part of the battle. You are now almost in
the cluster of buildings at the centre of the Allied
lines once more.

Here, the panorama is worth a visit. This is a
large circular building with an old, rather dusty but
still very impressive painting all the way around the
inside. The idea is that you are on that very spot
in the middle of the Allied line at 4 p.m. or so on
the day of the battle. As you stand amid the Allied
artillery and looking back up the slope, ahead of
you and to the side are British battalions; to your
left and right are the near life-size Dragoons of the
Guard and Lancers of the Guard dramatically
breasting the crest of the ridge, spurring onwards;
and all around you are the Cuirassiers of
I’Héritier’s division, attacking a battery of guns.
Large models and military impedimenta serve to

blend the edge between you and the painting, and
a true sense of excitement is expressed in the
painting style.

The newly constructed visitors’ centre nearby
shows scenes from Waterloo, the motion picture of
the battle, together with a model of the battlefield
area. In the low lighting levels of the cinema
atmosphere, movements during the various stages
of the battle are shown on the model by means of
coloured lights. Attached to the visitors’ centre is
the Lion Mound itself. The steps going up to the
top seem to go on for ever, but the view from the
top is a very pleasant one. To see the battlefield
properly, though, you have to walk all over it. It all
looks flat from up here!

The final port of call is Hougoumont itself,
which, if you do not have much time left can be
visited by car on the way out. It is signposted from
the south-bound carriageway of the N6 by crossed
sabres over the 1815 date. It is another strongly
built building, but this time on an even grander
scale.

I doubt whether one would have time to visit
Wavre unless on a two-day tour of the area. If you
want to try it, however, the way to go is from the
battlefield of Waterloo itself to Lasne, either along
the Ohain road (which takes you past Papelotte
and La Haie) or from Plancenoit — the roads join
halfway there. Lasne and its neighbouring village,
Chapelle St. Lambert, are in the Bois de Paris, and
a variety of small roads will take you to Limale,
Bierges and on to Wavre — all scenes of hard
fighting. The terrain is very hilly; even today it is
not a very easy journey, and it is easy to get lost.
In 1815 with the added problem of heavy mud it
must have been much more difficult. There is
plenty of parking at Wavre town centre, and the
town itself is worth a visit for an hour or two. The
Dyle at Wavre is a formidable obstacle, and it is
no wonder Grouchy bypassed it by striking at
Limale.
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1814 Napoleon’s exile to Elba; Congress of Vienna

1815:

1 March Napoleon returns to France

13 March Allies declare him an outlaw

20 March Napoleon enters Paris

25 March Allies declare war on him; mobilization
and recruitment begin; rebellion in the Vendée

15 June: 3.00 Armée du Nord commences cross-
ing of the Sambre

3.30 Ney arrives at Charleroi to join the campaign;
Napoleon gives him command of a wing

17.30 Napoleon engages Prussian rearguard at
Gilly; Wellington receives news from Gneisenau
of a ‘major attack by the French’

18.30 Ney takes Frasnes

20.00 Napoleon returns to Charleroi, exhausted;
Wellington and his staff attend Duchess of Rich-
mond’s ball

16 June: 4.00 The Emperor rises

6.00 Prussians seen to be moving on Brye/St.
Amand

9.30 Wellington arrives at Quatre Bras to see the
French preparing a meal and Ney still awaiting
orders at Quatre Bras; Bliicher is now at Brye
11.00 The Emperor arrives at Fleurus with the
Guard

12.00 Wellington meets Bliicher at Brye

14.00 Battles of Ligny and Quatre Bras commence

The Battle of Quatre Bras: 15.00 French main
advance checked by arrival of Picton

16.00 Ney’s all-out assault; d’Erlon ordered to
Ligny

17.00 Kellermann’s charge

17.30 Alten’s attack

19.00 British Guards retake Bossu Wood; Well-
ington’s counter-attack
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21.00 Battle ends with opposing forces at their
original positions; d’Erlon returns to Fleurus

The Battle of Ligny: 15.00 First Assaults on
Prussian-held villages

17.00 Wagnele, St. Amand and La Haye Sainte
fall to the French

17.30 Tongrinelle falls to the French; Ligny still
bitterly contested.

18.00 Napoleon orders up the Guard; d’Erlon
arrives behind the French flank; Bliicher retakes
St. Amand

19.00 D’Erlon marches off to rejoin Ney; the
Guard begins attack on Ligny; St. Amand retaken
20.30 The Guard breaks through the Prussian
centre; Bliicher injured

21.00 The Emperor returns to Fleurus, exhausted,
possibly ill; he refuses to receive Grouchy later
that night.

17 June: 2.00 Sombreffe finally evacuated by last
of the Prussians

5.00 Wellington dispatches ADC Gordon to
determine outcome of Ligny

8.00 The Emperor comes down to breakfast;
orders troops to prepare for inspection

9.30 Bliicher confirms Wavre as destination of
retreat to Gneisenau and Gordon; Napoleon tours
the battlefield of Ligny

10.30 Wellington begins withdrawal from Quatre
Bras

11.00 Napoleon receives a report from Ney and
orders him to attack Wellington; Grouchy is to
pursue Bliicher

12.00 Last of Wellington’s infantry leave Quatre
Bras

13.00 Grouchy starts pursuit of the Prussians
14.30 Napoleon arrives at Quatre Bras to find only
British cavalry rearguard remaining and Ney’s
troops eating lunch; a thunderstorm breaks

15.00 Grouchy arrives at Point du Jour, one mile
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east of Ligny; he orders Vandamme to Gembloux
18.30 Napoleon’s advance guard reaches La Belle
Alliance

20.00 The head of Vandamme’s corps arrives at
Gembloux, six miles from Point du Jour; there is
no sign of the Prussians; the army bivouacs

18 June: The Battle of Waterloo:

3.30 Wellington receives confirmation from
Bliicher that he will come to his aid; Wellington
confirms his stand at Mont St. Jean

3.48 Dawn; the Prussian IV Corps breaks camp
near Wavre.

9.00 Wellington’s deployment complete

10.00 Napoleon orders his final dispositions

11.30 24-gun bombardment of Allied lines; assault
on Hougoumont begins

11.45 Grouchy decides not to march to the sound
of the guns

12.00 Prussian hussar captured near St. Lambert,
three miles from La Belle Alliance; Lobau de-
ployed to guard the French right flank

13.00 French bombardment increased; now 88
guns, two to three rounds per minute

13.30 D’Erlon’s assault on Picton, with Travers
and Dubois in support; assault held; Kempt
countercharges; death of Picton

14.00 Travers and Dubois descend on Kempt and
Pack; Uxbridge counter-charges with two British
heavy cavalry brigades; elements charge the
French cannon and are repulsed with heavy loss
16.00 Prussian IV Corps advance guard emerges
from the Bois de Paris; Lobau checks the Prussian
advance; start of mass attacks by French cavalry on
Allied right centre

17.00 Remainder of French cavalry committed;
Prussian II corps arrives on left of IV Corps

17.30 Arrival of Reille’s infantry in support of
now-spent French cavalry attack on Allied centre
broken up with heavy losses on both sides; Lobau
defends Plancenoit in a desperate struggle

18.00 Ney organizes a third assault on Welling-
ton’s centre; the Young Guard is sent in to
Plancenoit; Old Guard deployed behind Lobau in
support :

18.30 Prussians thrown out of Plancenoit; Prus-
sians pause to regroup; La Haye Sainte falls to
Ney; British centre is open; Wellington in crisis;
Ney asks for reinforcements

18.45 Arrival of Prussian I Corps near Welling-
ton’s left allows him to contract his line

19.00 Imperial Guard brought back into Reserve;
Chassé arrives to plug the gap in Wellington’s line;
Wellington brings up his last reserves (Bruns-
wickers) personally

19.30 Assault of the Guard on Wellington’s right
centre

20.15 All Guard attacks have been repelled;
Prussian I Corps now engaged

21.00 Plancenoit retaken by the Prussians; last
stand of the Guard

21.30 Prussians at Rossomme

22.00 Wellington and Blucher meet at La Belle
Alliance

Wavre 18-19 June:

Grouchy attacks and eventually defeats Prussian
IIT Corps around Wavre; upon hearing the out-
come of the Battle of Waterloo, Grouchy with-
draws to France

21 June Napoleon arrives back in Paris

15 July Napoleon surrenders aboard HMS Bel-
leraphon
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WARGAMING WATERLOO

The Waterloo campaign is an excellent topic for
wargamers. The whole campaign lasts just a few
days, features great commanders from first class
military nations and features several finely ba-
lanced subordinate battles, which in themselves
are worthy of recreation. Waterloo itself was one
of the most spectacular battles of history. With the
variety of colour present in both the national
uniforms and the personalities of the generals,
Waterloo can offer immense scope for a stimu-
lating series of games.

The first decision to be made is whether or not
to play out the campaign as a whole, or just focus
on the main battle(s) themselves. As a campaign,
Waterloo has a lot to commend it. It offers three
full size armies with scope for two to four players
at the map stage. The armies operate in a map area
small enough to allow them to interact and
influence other players’ movements, and within a
time-scale short enough to allow resolution of the
campaign without players dropping out halfway
through. It makes a fine one-day campaign. An
umpire would be almost essential.

There are lots of detailed maps available upon
which to base a campaign, and key features can
easily be drawn up on blank hex-sheets. The
umpire’s role would be to coordinate map move-
ment from both sides, decide when combat contact
has taken place, report on scouting operations and
also handle random variables outside the control
of the players — factors such as the weather, or the
timeliness of orders and messengers for example.
So Dérnberg’s lethargic messenger to Wellington
on the 15th (34 miles in twelve hours) and
Grouchy’s ponderous pursuit after Ligny (covering
less than six miles in as many hours) would be
umpire-generated delays. A skilled umpire will re-
create just enough of the historical mistakes of the
campaign to make it realistic without detracting
from the interest and game balance.

An easier option to drawing up maps would be
to use maps from one of the commercially available
board games on the market. There are several to
choose from, and something like Napoleon’s Last
Battles from SPI would be ideal. This game
provides four maps that can be satisfactorily
interlocked to provide a good campaign area. It
also offers some clues as to terrain features in a
given area should an impromptu battle need to be
fought along the way, and it also supplies lots of
counters to represent the opposing armies.

Whichever method you use, do not forget that
in this campaign roads are a key to manoeuvre, for
although troops would be well strung out along a
main road, the daily rate of march would be much
improved as against cross-country marching.
Players using counters to represent troop move-
ments should therefore not be allowed to ‘stack’
units when on the march. To remind you of how
much room was taken up on a road by a corps on
the march, Ney’s wing on the evening of the 15th
stretched back for more than sixteen miles (an
average of 3,000 men per mile!). Cross country/
muddy minor road movement rates can be seen in
the length of time it took the three Prussian Corps
to march from Wavre to Waterloo. In both cases
time allowance should be made by the umpire in
deploying troops in enemy contact with due regard
to stragglers. Weather too will play its part in this
campaign, and rain will slow down movement
drastically.

When looking at the battles individually, war-
gamers can find several tactical-level board games
of the campaign, but for the player wishing to mix
realistic tactical results with visual appeal, minia-
tures are the only answer. Figure scale will be
determined by the battle being reproduced and the
number of players involved. A 1:50/60 scale gives
a good balance between visual appeal and size of
table, with even Waterloo itself fitting well within
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a 12-feet by 5- or 6-feet area, with a corps per
player. A 1:20 troop scale makes the associated
table sizes too deep to reach the centre, while a
1:100 scale makes limited numbers of troops go a
longer way, but also makes a 600-man unit look
rather small at just 6 figures. If you are looking for
a multi-player game, a 1:100 ratio makes the table
cramped and fiddly for the players, with just a 6-
foot wide table being used. A typical infantry
battalion in 1:50 would be between 10 and 16
figures strong depending on the nation.

Table terrain and orbats can be developed
from the information in this and the many other
books on the subject, including my own wargames
module for the whole campaign which is published
by Wargames Research Group; this includes fully
detailed material including gridded terrain maps,
daily orders of battle, morale classes and officer
ratings.

Special thought should be given to the defen-
sive properties of Hougoumont and the outlying
farms, which were certainly tough nuts to crack.
Make them too strong, though, and the French
will simply bypass them or screen them — which is
hardly historical. The arrival times of units are
important too. Waterloo and Quatre Bras were
both battles decided by the timely arrival of fresh
troops. Similarly at Ligny the inability to coordin-
ate the arrival of d’Erlon prevented a decisive
victory for Napoleon. Such facts can easily be
gleaned from the text; the challenge is in linking
them accurately to the rules you use so that, for
example, the Prussians do not arrive halfway
through the initial French attack, nor do they
arrive after everyone has gone home.

Also, when choosing rules, remember that a
higher level of game is envisaged here from the
brigade/divisional level game most rules sets are
aimed at, and command control and officer
capabilities influenced this campaign at least as
much as the armies themselves. Something like
Wargames Research Group’s Corps d’Armée II,
Avalon Hill’s Napoleon’s Battles and Empire
Games’ Empire are three titles to consider for this
level of game, Corps d’Armée being particularly
competitively priced.

While balancing forces, remember that the
French army will be the most cohesive, comprising
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volunteer nationals for the majority of it. The
Young and Middle Guard and some light infantry
units would equate with Wellington’s veterans in
terms of quality, and the Old Guard would be at
least the equal of any élites on the table. The
French have consistently good quality artillery and
lots of it, including the élite 12-poundcrs of the
Guard - the terror weapon of the day. Cavalry will
be a good average, with some of the guard units
being top class — namely the chasseurs and lancers.
Guard Dragoons/Grenadiers a Cheval would be
veteran standard. The quality of mounts available
to many heavy troopers would be their main
limitation and would not compare to that of, say
the British heavies, who would thus normally be
expected to have an advantage in hand-to-hand
combat. Certainly the only successes of even
cuirassiers against British heavies ¢ ems to have
occurred when the British were disordered and
‘blown’ after a charge, and even small units of
British dragoons were successfuily counter-
charging larger bodies of French heavies during
the French mass cavalry charges.

Similarly many of the British/. .GL infantry
units would be of veteran standard, and even some
of the line infantry would normally have an
advantage over most of the French line in terms of
firepower, and possibly hand-to-hand combat,
even for troops of similar morale ratings. However,
this would make up only a minority of Wellington’s
command, with most of the Allies being generally
of conscript quality, or moderate at best, including
the Hanoverians. In an equal fight ir the open, the
French should beat Wellington most times, with
superior artillery negating the effect of British
firepower as French cavalry pin his line in square.
Wellington, of course, did not give Napoleon the
luxury of an even fight in the open.

The Prussians will have a solid core of reliable
infantry, and the rest — about half the army — will
be of Landwehr quality. These latter were capable
of heroism under Bliicher’s leadership but could
also be very brittle. The cavalry was enthusiastic
but not up to French standards in respect of heavy
cavalry. In pursuit they were as good as any.
Around a third of the artillery would be conscript
standard, slow moving, prone to drop out on a
march, and of modest performance on the field.
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