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    Quotations.


    


    spirit sinister: My argument is that War makes rattling good history; but Peace is poor reading. So I back Bonaparte for the reason that he will give pleasure to posterity.


    spirit of the pities: Gross hypocrite!


    Thomas Hardy, The Dynasts, Act. 2 Scene 5


    


    The history of a battle is not unlike the history of a ball. Some individuals may recollect all the little events of which the great result is the battle won or lost, but no individual can recollect the order in which, or the exact moment at which, they occurred, which makes all the difference as to their value or importance.


    1st Duke of Wellington [1]


    


    The immense unacknowledged debt which we owe to the commercial cinema as an illumination of the story of mankind.


    George Macdonald Fraser, The Hollywood History of the World


    


    History is more or less bunk.


    Henry Ford, industrialist [2]

  


  
    Introduction.


    


    It was Christmas Day 1976. The cooked turkey and trimmings had filled the bellies of the Lewis family, who were now slumped like beached whales onto the orange Habitat sofa, they settled down to watch the TV highlight of the festive evening.


    It was 8 p.m. and time for the ITV network’s premiere offering. This coveted slot was usually reserved for a recent cinematic hot ticket making its small screen debut. Pressing one of six clunky switches on the two-year-old colour Philips TV, the picture flicked over to the nation’s only commercial channel with its chorus of adverts. In the days before home video, a film would all but disappear after its initial cinema run. With a five-year delay for a TV showing imposed by the film distributors, a broadcast premiere was an eagerly awaited event. The rival BBC One channel was offering very stiff competition that evening with The Morecambe & Wise Show, which routinely drew in over twenty-million viewers with their mixture of sketches and star cameos; it was a heady mix. To win the ratings war that evening ITV had pinned their hopes on the first run of the 1964 British classic, Zulu. Owing to contentious political issues around South Africa’s notorious Apartheid regime, it was considered too sensitive for the slot. The network had swapped it with their planned New Year’s Eve offering:


    Waterloo.


    For the next three hours, a ten-year-old boy sat transfixed by the spectacle of war and drama, along with Rosie, the family whippet barking at the charging horses as they appeared to burst out of the telly. Periodically, he was forced to wait patiently as a seemingly endless stream of adverts for Boxing Day deals at Allied Carpets, package holidays on the Costa Blanca for Summer ‘77, would break the flow, until plunged back into the smoke and din. With the film over and the TV redirected to more festive fare, the boy’s head buzzed with the visual carnival of combat he had just seen.


    Almost immediately, he devoured books on the battle and the main protagonists, whilst building up a formidable army of 20mm plastic figures, courtesy of that staple of 1970s boyhood — Airfix. For years his initial interest was in the actual story, but scouring the local libraries, his avid perusal soon spilled over from the history section to film/TV in search of photos and information on the production. The shock of finding that this movie was not considered to be the greatest ever made, was the first of a series of life challenging moments!


    Within three years, the boy, now a teenager, found himself a new, full-blown passion in the shape of cinema, turbo-charged by Kevin Brownlow’s magisterial TV series, Hollywood, and a BBC Two season of Orson Welles’ classics. Suitably inspired, he soon began making crude silent movies with a vintage 1950s clockwork 8mm camera. These tentative steps took him into a career in film and TV as an editor and director.


    In 2012, the author realised an ambition to direct his own film, the polar opposite in scope and scale to the subject of this book. [3] This proved to be one of the most exhilarating and frustrating experiences of his life. It greatly increased the appreciation of the pressures and constraints that a filmmaker must prevail against. Riding the crest of the creative energy unleashed by a group of talented individuals is an extraordinary sensation, but one quickly realises the subtle dance required to collaborate effectively. This adventure was the culmination of a naïve dream to create epic movies, inspired by watching so many classics of the genre during his formative years.


    Since the advent of laser disc, then DVD and later Blu-ray, it is finally possible to enjoy older films presented close to their original intention. This has been especially true of the great film epics, whose scope and scale have suffered most particularly on TV. Now, many been lovingly restored to the Hi-Def digital medium, capturing something of their roadshow heyday grandeur. This accessibility has also led to a greater appreciation by a fresh audience in how such extraordinary endeavours were put together. Few would doubt the artistic virtues and cultural significance of David Lean’s masterpiece, Lawrence of Arabia, or Ben-Hur and Cleopatra. These have already been copiously written about and discussed, but there are still more stories to tell about this bygone era of giants.


    The genesis for this book was in 2017. Perusing that shrine to movies of the 1960s and 70s — Cinema Retro magazine, and noticing that a certain film — Waterloo — had so far not featured, led to the offer of an article. With encouragement from its editor, Dave Worrall, work began making full use of research material that had been gathered over the years. There proved to be more than enough for the 5,000-word article. Once completed (it was published in 2020 to coincide with the fiftieth anniversary of the original release), [4] the creative juices flowed. This led to the flickering of a novel based around the concept of British actors in Soviet Russia, throwing in spies and the moon landing for good measure. Recognising the need for extra research quickly led to the most obvious of decisions — park the novel and tell the truth!


    And now, let’s celebrate one of the last great epics in the grand manner — Waterloo.


    


    Who are you that is reading this book? First, I can surmise you are probably a fan, each with your own favourite scenes and quotable lines. But I suspect that many of you belong to one of two groups: epic movie fans and history buffs, with a liberal crossover between. Indeed, the ever-expanding interest in the battle, which still continues to spawn many books, in part because of the internet and flow of newly discovered sources, was for many sparked by the movie.


    This is primarily a film book. But it is also a history book which encompasses not one but two, time frames. Firstly, the euphemistically named “Swinging Sixties,” which arguably saw the most rapid and sometimes violent social change of any decade before or since, motivated in part by the chaos of the Vietnam War. The slow gestation of our subject meant it fell victim to these immense social and cultural shifts. But our story cannot be fully told without the context of the famous battle itself in 1815. To breathe life into sometimes dusty facts, a judicious use of contemporary accounts from memoirs has been employed, to remind us that this recreation of history involved humans who experienced: comradeship, exhilaration and hope but also fear, pain, gore and death.


    It is often bemoaned why can’t they just make a “totally accurate historical movie,” I would suggest this is not only impossible but also undesirable. A filmmaker cannot serve two masters. The cold steel of facts and the subtle multi-hued mosaic of drama are rarely comfortable bedfellows. For the vast amount of historically set films, the facts have often been subordinated to a highly fictionised romance, in the often-mistaken belief that it is the only way of exciting an audience. Yet it is worth considering that the reason history is remembered is invariably because it is a good story. It is why artists, writers and filmmakers are drawn to retell these tales, inevitably through the contemporary lenses of their own time and culture. The filmmaker must ultimately follow the tenets and rules of cinema, diverge at the creator’s risk, so facts must be subordinate to story. To what degree is a matter of taste and debate.


    Boldly, the filmmakers, who you will meet in this book, chose to be “faithful” to the narrative of the battle, how far they achieved this goal is one of the themes of this book, and highlights the dilemma a filmmaker must grapple with when recreating a real event. With the input of several historians, the aim has been to present the facts as understood in the mid-1960s when the script was prepared, and then interpreted during the production. Historian Steven Dwan has compiled an exhaustive assessment in the appendix, which will give those with more of a history bent, plenty to chew on. As a fan himself, Steven suggests that the various “mistakes” do not ruin the enjoyment of the film.


    Writing a book in 2021, it is difficult to be immune from the swirling culture wars that have engulfed much of the world. The battle, and its perceived place in the British psyche, has now found new relevance in the ongoing traumatic saga of Britain’s tortured relationship with its nearest neighbours. Perhaps as a convenient short-hand, the script and the final film distil the battle into a straight English v. French fight, with some Prussians thrown in! With less than half of the Duke’s force consisting of British redcoats, it is important to end the myth of the encounter being entirely a “rostbif” victory. The author will nail his colours to the mast and say all references to Wellington’s forces will be referred to as the “Allied” army in deference to its true multi-European makeup.


    


    In writing this book, I have tried to channel the starry-eyed passion of a ten-year-old-boy tempered with the critical head of a Fifty-something; it is a fine balancing act, for which you the reader must determine the success.


    Let’s all agree that Waterloo may not be a masterpiece by the precepts of cinematic art. It also holds the distinction of being one of the biggest flops in movie history. By rights it should be consigned to the bin and forgotten, but over the past half a century, it has spawned a steady army of fans. As has been so often proven, box office success does not always equate with either a good film or even a lasting one. The secret to longevity continues to be the holy grail for us all, and perhaps we are not meant to know. The fact remains that this “dead duck” is alive and well.


    For all its faults, it is an honest attempt to retell a great historical event. As we will see, an almost unprecedented amount of time, money and effort went into this very laudable endeavour, where crucially everything you see was done for real, albeit with some sleight of hand. And it is this reality, that you can almost smell and touch, that gives the film its visceral power. Throughout the following pages, it will become apparent just the staggering sheer toil that was involved in capturing such scenes. If it is not considered by many critics as a “great film,” I believe it can comfortably be described as a “great epic,” and one of the most impressive of a much loved and often-maligned genre.


    


    Our march to Waterloo will begin with a brisk canter through the evolution of the genre to the roadshow concept that had helped to sell these often hugely expensive productions. We will then see how audiences were transforming during the 1960s, and why by the end of the decade, assumptions about what was popular were dangerously out of date.


    We will then meet our principal characters, both in front and behind the camera. First, the driven producer Dino De Laurentiis, who over a very long career made many fine films — and a few stinkers too! Waterloo was a watershed for him and drew to a close his term as one of Europe’s foremost producers.


    To set the project up required immense energy and tenacity, but its glorious ambition would not have been possible without the manpower of the Soviet state. Central to the deal was its star director Sergei Bondarchuk, whose previous film War and Peace, is widely deemed to be a masterpiece (a must watch for all fans of Waterloo). To follow it in what he considered an unofficial sequel, he hoped to reach those heights of excellence again. Being one of the first creative partnerships across the Iron Curtain it seemed to herald a welcome détente. Unfortunately, in 1968 the Cold War heated up with the crushing of The Prague Spring, and threatened to derail the project. We will look at the dangerous international tensions that swirled around the make-believe world of cinema.


    Nothing exists in a vacuum and our story will touch on several characters and events, some infamous, and particularly to other film productions (many also personal favourites) of the era which for various reasons, primarily compare and contrast, have a bearing and give context to our subject.


    Perusing Harry Craig’s script, which wavers between the brilliant to the banal, allows us to see the envisioned scope of the story and perhaps identify some inherent flaws of the finished film already baked in. A précis of the screenplay is included in the appendix, which will allow fans to glimpse what was intended, and what never made it past the cutting-room.


    Most of the book details the filming. From the ballroom sequence in Rome to the months of “battle” in Russia. We will hear many voices, both behind and before the camera, including some of the nameless 18,000 Russian soldiers who toiled beneath the Ukrainian sun.


    The rediscovery of a fifty-year-old personal diary by one of the cast members will give us a unique, almost day-by-day, look at such an immense production. Helpfully, many of the entries included the scene description name: “Wellingtons Tree,” “Ney’s Charge,” etc, which by checking against the screenplay has often helped with identification. While for other entries, to use the great Duke of Wellington’s own words: “to find out what you don’t know, by what you do,” [5] educated guesswork has been deployed. Being further down the playbill, the actor spent many lazy days away from the set, thus allowing us a peek behind the Iron Curtain. A world that, for good or ill, has gone forever.


    The one black mark against the film is the controversy regarding the four-legged cast members, some of whom died during the production. We shall investigate the evidence.


    As a working TV editor, the author will make no excuse for a detailed, and hopefully illuminating look at the editing process. This phase of filmmaking is so often merely glanced over by writers of cinema books. It is a cliche to say, but it is true, a movie is made in the cutting-room. The film’s editor wrote a very detailed article about his work which will give a unique insight as never before, into the post-production of a movie in this era.


    A film is not just the images, and we will look at the evolution of the soundtrack and the creation of the musical score. With the help of members of the sound team, we get a fascinating glimpse at the complexity of mixing an analogue stereo soundtrack. Again, much of this aspect of filmmaking has been ignored — until now.


    Before we wrap up the editing, we will explore one of the persistent myths that has surrounded the film. Namely, the existence of a much longer cut, in which some suggest lies a masterpiece — deep in a Russian vault.


    When released to the world, we will look at how the film fared, and explore some reasons it was not the success hoped for.


    For a few cineastes, the film is an object of hatred as, so another myth goes, it killed the “Greatest film never made;” namely Stanley Kubrick’s Napoleon. We shall sift through the evidence to discover the truth behind the accusation: Did Waterloo kill Napoleon?


    At the end, I hope we are left with a rich tapestry of all the blood, sweat and tears that went into making one of the last great epics. So, to steal a phrase from Rod Steiger in conversation with royalty, let us see: “…how they put the bloody thing together.” [6]

  


  
     


    


    A note about money.


    


    According to the 2020 Official Data Foundation website:


    $1 in 1960 is equivalent in purchasing power to about $8.79 in 2020


    $1 in 1970 is equivalent in purchasing power to about $6.71 in 2020


    


    £1 in 1960 is equivalent in purchasing power to about £23.18 in 2020


    £1 in 1970 is equivalent in purchasing power to about £15 in 2020


    


    In 1949, Italy devalued to US$1 = 625 lire. This rate was maintained until the end of the Bretton Woods System in the early 1970s. [7]

  


  
    Prelude


    


    It is 11:28 a.m. on Wednesday, 18 June 1969, one hundred and fifty-four years to the day since the cannons began their fearful cannonade over some fields south of Brussels in Belgium. The air is warm, humid, and bereft of any breeze; leaves hang limply on the scarce trees in the sweltering heat. Pops of colour dot the sandy brown landscape, provided by a smorgasbord of flowers now in full summer bloom. [8]


    Sitting atop a fifteen-foot ladder is People’s Artist, Sergei Fedorovich Bondarchuk; an imposing figure, exuding command “with abundant silver hair, penetrating dark eyes and a lyrical verb.” [9] He clasps a pipe between his teeth whilst surveying the scene laid out before him. A few hundred soldiers of the Soviet Army stand in heavy blue costumes which depict Napoleon’s famed Imperial Guard. Several dazzlingly dressed men, wearing twinkling gold braid, sit astride restless horses whose manes flick the still air.


    Beyond this large group in the hazy distance, palls of dense black smoke curl high against the bright, cloudless sky. Just visible, from his vantage point, is the light pink cupola of Svyato-Pokrovs’kyy church, that just peeks above the dense sea of green foliage that covers the rolling hills. It is the highest man-made point in the vicinity and stands like a beacon over the village of Nizhny Solotvyn. This motley collection of simple, low slung wooden buildings, many adorned with pretty flower trellises, clustered around a dirt track along which trundled tethered horse and carts, scurrying chickens, and an imperious rooster. Thanks to the carefully placed smoke, this timeless, remote, rural speck of Western Ukraine, a part of the USSR, will be hidden from the cameras.


    Born in this part of Russia during the very early days of the Revolution, for country-bred Sergei Fedorovich, it is no doubt pleasant to be back on familiar soil. For most of this year of ‘69, he has been in Rome, at the vast, ultra-modern studios of leading Italian producer Dino De Laurentiis, dubbed by all, with a warm nod to his pre-eminent position as a cinematic Caesar in the European film industry, as Dinocittà.


    No one can deny that the lion’s share of the credit for their joint venture, has been down to the tireless energy and determination of the diminutive Naples born “bundle of raw energy and volatile emotion.” [10] Known industry-wide as Dino, he has spent half a decade setting up what would be one of the most expensive and expansive epics ever made. Now, thanks to the involvement of Mosfilm, that had brought the heft of the Soviet system, complete with an army to the table, both men had literally “moved mountains” to re-tell the story of Napoleon’s famous defeat.


    Sergei Fedorovich adjusts his wide straw hat, tilting it to shade from the glaring sun. He has promised his wife that he will not overtax himself, and instead makes full use of his lanky, energetic young assistant Vladimir Dostal, who sports an impressive drooping moustache that belies his tender age, to deliver his instructions over a megaphone. Whether consciously, the director appears to his Russian associates calm and mellower now as he edges towards fifty.


    His previous work, a colossal rendition of War and Peace, consumed the best part of seven years, and tore every ounce of his creativity and energy to overcome a mountain of obstacles; from leaden Soviet bureaucracy to faulty film stock studded with crushed mosquitos. It also revealed a dark side of his personality; a tyrannical martinet.


    “The director is Tsar,” he once said in a candid moment. He drove many, particularly his actors, to almost their breaking point. But he paid a heavy — lethal — price. He must wonder, as his new immense behemoth ramps up a few gears: is cinema more important than life?


    Now, on this day in June, Sergei Fedorovich with the tools to hand, his job is to wield the vast, cumbersome elephant of filmmaking with the delicacy of a painter. Despite being on home turf, he is surrounded by a babble of incomprehensible, machine-gun delivered Italian. Almost all the crew, supplied by the producer, have made the long journey behind the Iron Curtain, and were now duelling with bedbugs, and an intermittent water supply at Uzhgorod’s premiere, in fact, only hotel, a few miles up the road. To the astonishment of the local communists, these Romans could be quite militant, and had downed tools in protest at the living conditions. Hailing from the well-spring of Grand Opera, their volatile passions can occasionally resemble the Commedia dell’arte, but with internationally acclaimed cameraman, the ever-smiling Armando Nannuzzi at their head, they make a highly professional team.


    Although Sergei Fedorovich and Nannuzzi have locked creative horns, not helped by the occasional fog-of-war creep via translations, the two find common ground with the reproductions of nineteenth-century History paintings which they use as reference.


    This day is no different. Having decided the next camera set-up, the director waits patiently on Nannuzzi and his team to complete their preparations. Cheerfully, Nannuzzi calmly supervises the placement of several other cameras to catch different angles and close-ups. He has up to five to play with. Periodically he peers through a blue glass monocle to judge the contrast values of the scene.


    Lined up behind the crew are a row of imposing towers, upon which stand enormous lights, called Brutes, their beam and glare seemingly unnecessary as they bask under the relentless sun. In fact, they become vital for such bright days as they help to reduce harsh shadows and contrast on the actors’ faces. Nannuzzi’s job is to react to the fluctuations in sunlight and sculpt it for the lens.


    Clustered around one camera, a series of rituals; an assistant pulls a tape measure a few steps from the lens, and a marker is affixed to the ground. A hand twists the focus ring and marks a spot on the dial with a pen. A man carrying a pot on a long pole moves gingerly back and forth, as a wispy trail of black smoke seeps from the holes in the metal pot.


    Nearby, set at a discreet distance from the activity, stands a faded green cotton umbrella with white tassels which dance in the strangled air. Beneath, in the welcome shade, sits the intense, imposing figure of American actor, Rod Steiger, dressed in a heavy grey overcoat over his simple blue costume. He casually rolls his felt bicorn hat over his knees as he stares into the hazy middle distance, at once absent-minded and intense all at the same time. He is following The Method, an approach to acting that involves mining the depths of emotion. Almost no actor in the world, before or since, produces what is best summed up by his current director: “An explosion.” [11]


    Yet tensions must stir within this most ebullient and emotive of performers. Not only is his marriage on the rocks, his wife is out of reach, many thousands of miles away, but this avowed pacifist is playing one of history’s most notable warriors. “I don’t like Napoleon, but I admire him,” he admits. [12] Slouched around are other members of the cast, some smoking, some dozing. A page in an open script with coloured notes flutters for a moment as it catches the merest hint of a breeze.


    


    Scene.160: napoleon looks towards the Prussians. His mood changes. He gives a violent cry…“But where is Grouchy? God­in-Heaven, where’s Grouchy?” napoleon suddenly grimaces with pain. [13]


    


    It is a pivotal point in the battle, and story, where the distant appearance of the Prussians on the edge of the Waterloo battlefield rather than the French detachment of Marshal Grouchy, while spelling deliverance for Wellington, means almost certain defeat for Napoleon. All morning they had been preparing this sequence to be shot; in total two pages of dialogue, long by comparison with many in the script. While the crew prepares, Steiger has been rehearsing with the sage-like Irish-American actor Dan O’Herlihy. Despite being temperamentally the polar opposite of his character, the impetuous and hot-headed Marshal Ney, O’Herlihy has learnt to “bite his tongue.” The Brooklyn-raised “Emperor” routinely chops and changes dialogue and even suggests how to direct scenes; “we had a few arguments,” [14] he says candidly. Their spats are discrete, and not common knowledge amongst the crew. The director is aware of his star’s “imperial” demeanour, but maintains: “Directing him, I felt every take was something new and powerful.” [15]


    Atop his lofty perch, Sergei Fedorovich lets the slight breeze cool his face. He cranes his neck from the immediate activity of the camera team and his brooding star. To his left are two simple, white-washed buildings, one larger than the other, which stand next to a dusty road lined with near-naked trees. He traces the road as it dips at a slow but sure curve down to a shallow valley which is studded with shoals of flowers amid small copses of trees. The track climbs up the opposite side and passes a rectangular farm complex of barns and a house tightly enclosed by a wall. His gaze travels up to the top of a long, flat ridge which curls with a slight decline away to the left. Midway, his eyes pause on a solitary elm tree standing like a lonely sentinel. The ridge finally slopes down to a much larger and grander chateau construction, which is flanked with a walled garden. Sergei Fedorovich has to shift on his precarious perch as his gaze moves back towards the ridge he is standing upon. Conspicuous is a white, squat windmill, its sails waiting patiently for the merest breath of wind.


    The valley is almost a mile wide, the product of over a year’s work. Today, except for the knot of people around the camera, it is almost empty; the ground, virgin and tidy. But for the next few months it will resound to the thunder of horses’ hooves and the tramp of thousands of feet, kicking up dust and trampling the specially grown crops.


    He is highly adept at orchestrating such large numbers for the camera. His previous work involved many gargantuan action sequences. To some, watching him work, god-like, was mesmerising: “And you see this mass become something — a line — a battalion…and all just with a voice.” [16] Others, though, will not be so impressed, as they witnessed the many thousands sweating, waiting patiently for “The Voice” : “They let them, I still feel it now, stay in the sun until they fainted.” [17]


    But for now, most of those men are camped in a huge tented complex some miles away. For weeks, they have been given training in nineteenth-century military manoeuvres; archaic cadence marching; swinging their left arm with weapons carried on their shoulders — tight and precise. They may not have to dodge real bullets but it won’t be a picnic: “We filmed on rainy, hot days, during days and nights.” [18] Many were in no doubt they were in the throes of “an obsessive madman.” [19]


    Situated a discrete distance, and hopefully downwind are stabled almost two thousand horses, the bulk being made up by members of a specially trained, and maintained cavalry regiment purely for Russian movies. Its very existence has amazed many: “In the age of rockets!” [20] Nearby, in a fenced-off area are a highly select group of 29 daredevils on horseback — all highly adept and fearless equine stuntmen: “The stuff they were doing was crazy, it was really nuts.” [21] They will be required to “drop” a horse safely to the ground, but the controversy over the treatment of the four-legged cast members will mar the film’s reputation.


    If Sergei Fedorovich felt daunted by the task ahead, he does not show it; perhaps any anxiety he hides by playing with his pipe. He checks his watch — 11:30 a.m., with a slight nod he waves to Vladimir Dostal, who eagerly awaits his instructions. The younger man, after a quick stroke of his moustache, shouts through his megaphone for quiet and strict attention.


    In a moment, all activity stops and eyes turn to the director, seated high upon his perch, the sun shimmering off his greying mane of hair. Hundreds of pairs of feet shuffle towards him as the swarm of international press hustle to get close; camera lenses, microphones and licked pencil points hover over note pads. There is a sense of expectation and heightened drama.


    Sergei Fedorovich is handed a large Very flare pistol, which he quickly checks before looking up with an air of quiet command and confidence over the sea of faces below him. Satisfied he has everyone’s attention; he speaks with a deep, low cadence — in Russian.


    Some assembled journalists frown at one another: “What’s he saying?” A female interpreter, Anna Popova, trying to keep up, broadly explains that the People’s Artist is commemorating that fateful day of 1815. As the speech ends, Sergei Fedorovich raises the pistol high above his head and fires. With a sharp retort and a whizz, the flare arcs up into the still air and bursts against the blue sky. The crescendo is drowned out by the applause of the Soviet soldiers, and the more effusive Italian camera crew crying: “Bravo! Bravo!”


    From the intense heat and dust of June, to bursts of torrential rain in autumn and beyond, to the threatening onset of a Russian winter, this valley sitting amid a vast plain deep in the Ukraine, would see a Herculean effort to capture history on film.


    Steiger and the “French” scenes were scheduled to be shot first for what would take about a month. Although Russia’s Mosfilm were co-producers, Dino’s Hollywood partners were finding it hard to get permission for Western journalists to visit the set to feed the oxygen of publicity. The Russian authorities were keen to stress that the location was in a “restrictive military area.” It will be a constant headache for the publicity department as the months of filming in Russia roll on.


    Less than a year before, almost a quarter of a million Soviet soldiers had marched into nearby Czechoslovakia to crush the so-called Prague Spring. It was a tense moment in the Cold War, which had nearly derailed this and another fledgling experiment in East/West cultural collaboration. While just the merest Band-Aid had been applied over the rift, the area is a hotbed of possible dissent. At any point this “acting” army could be called upon to march away and fight for real.


    As the throng of journalists melt back to a discreet distance, the painstaking process of cinema resumes. It takes many minutes for the background to be painted with the artistically correct amount of smoke. Finally, happy that the wafting clouds of oily black and grey puffs are dense enough, Sergei Fedorovich nods to Steiger.


    The actor pulls himself out of his chair and leaves the coolness beneath the umbrella. He is sweltering, wearing a dove-white waistcoat, blue jacket with red trimmings and gold buttons, and adding to the discomfort — a long slate grey coat splashed in mud, specially produced by stamping and even rolling in the sod. Steiger smears his face with sprayed-on oil, so it glistens with a dirty, sweaty mask before clearing his mind ready for the word: “Action.”


    As film rolls at 24 frames per second through the camera, a Russian lady holds up a clapper-board which reads: Scene 160. Take 1. Waterloo. De Laurentiis. Bondarchuk. [22] She snaps it shut, holding it steady for a moment, before slinking away. Above on a platform, a grizzled Army commander in a civilian white cap barks some orders into his walkie-talkie. In moments, torrents of flame and smoke billow up in the background behind the line of blue costumed Old Guard Soldiers. Against this fiery backdrop, Sergei Fedorovich nods to his assistant Dostal, who finally yells: “Action!”


    Steiger transforms into Napoleon. A violent man. Thumping his chest, he bellows: “Where is Grouchy?” He fists his hands to quell a rising rage and intense frustration. “Where in hell is Grouchy?” He screams at the top of his voice, making the nearby horses twitch and start. Steiger grimaces in pain, his face creased with tears. He places his hand on his belly. Doubles over in a painful spasm. He Stumbles. On cue, a ring of officers scurries forward, one catches him, just managing to steady the tottering volcano. He suffers an additional jolt, closes his eyes and cries. But this time, just a whimper: “Grouchy…” A portly Russian actor playing his trusted Doctor Larrey, mutters a plea for him to leave the battlefield in pidgin English: “Lie down for an hour?” Napoleon yelps with the invisible stabbing pain in his belly: “How can I go to bed…when men are dying with my name on their lips?” The officers lead him off.


    “Schtop!” blares out from a huge speaker, and all freeze for a moment. Atop his perch, Sergei Fedorovich nods curtly — he is happy. There will be another take, but they must wait for the smoke to be suitably dense. Napoleon transfers back to Steiger, who slumps, drained. Then himself again, he comes over and modestly accepts congratulations. Taking a breather beneath the green umbrella, Steiger explains his fresh and nuanced conception of this most famous character, who has taken countless guises on film, but too often is mired in cliché or lampoon.


    


    I am playing him, especially during the battle, as a man unshaven, with eyes bloodshot, uniform rumpled, mud-stained and bone weary, suffering from cancer, haemorrhoids and other diseases, he was a walking dead man in constant pain. This is the man I want to show, in pain, trying to function with only half of his powers. [23]


    


    This snapshot of acting intimacy at the start of filming in Russia would soon compete with the huge logistics of simulated warfare. But even as this immense work continued under the merciless Ukrainian sun, the world of the late 1960s was transforming. With nightly TV pictures of the Vietnam War spawning a revulsion against war in all its forms across the Western world, how would the public respond to a depiction in all its ghastly Technicolor glory of a hundred-and-fifty-year-old battle?


    The often-maligned epic genre had been a mainstay of cinema since its beginning, helping to give respectability and garner critical appreciation for a burgeoning dynamic art form. It may have often been the antithesis of the “relevant and contemporary” — but the epic movie at its best, has sought to synthesise heroic archetypes and great deeds to stir the spirit, that tell us “the only true events occur within the human heart.” [24]

  


  
    Chapter 1


    “Music And Banners…Quite Beautiful.”


    


    The infant “Flicks” that shimmered across makeshift hanging sheets at the very end of the nineteenth-century, did not emerge from a primordial cultural swamp. Gerald Mast, writing in 1976, observed that: “The wonder is that while the evolution of narrative fiction can be traced back to Homer, the movies have evolved such complex techniques in only eighty years.” [25] The technology may have been primitive, but the speed with which early filmmakers invented a new international language was remarkable.


    While the early comedies and melodramas pulled their inspiration from the stage, much of the evolving visual language came from nearly a millennium’s worth of representative art. This rich seam of imagery was a boon for ambitious filmmakers, who sought to impress and amaze an enthusiastic nickelodeon audience with hitherto unimagined scope and scale.


    Before the twentieth century, the highest genre of art was considered to be Historia/ History painting. Originally these had overtly religious, allegorical and mythological themes, before giving way to more secular depictions of historical events, both past and present. Invariably, these paintings were romanticised, myth-making iconography intended to ignoble the depicted deed, and inspire the viewer with patriotic zeal and awe, in what was dubbed The Grand Manner.


    During the nineteenth-century, the then recent Napoleonic Wars with their colourful splash and dash spectacle — with “tasteful” blood and guts — were embraced by many artists. Across Europe they all tried to outdo each other in the Grand Manner; Lady Butler’s Scotland Forever! (1881) and Henri Félix Emmanuel Philippoteaux The Battle of Waterloo: The British Squares Receiving the Charge of the French Cuirassiers (1874), being two of the most iconic with their almost cinematic sense of motion and drama.


    Serious money was to be made in the shop fronts of entrepreneurs, who would charge the public to come in their droves to view these giant spectacles. John Martin’s apocalyptic visions with suitably dramatic titles: The Seventh Plague of Egypt (1823), The Destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (1852), etc. drew tremendous crowds for special-effects extravaganzas of their time.


    For the early pioneers groping towards what would be later dubbed the Seventh Art had nearly a thousand years’ worth of storyboards from which to draw inspiration. Over a hundred years later, it is a well that continues to be eagerly drawn from.


    


    It was the Italian film industry that kick-started the “epic” genre back in the early teens with super-productions like Quo Vadis? (1913), The Last Days of Pompeii (1913) and Cabiria (1914). The Italians, steeped in a rich cultural heritage from Ancient Rome, the Renaissance and Grand Opera, brought an impressive realism and accuracy to their ambitious productions. Visually, they owed an enormous debt to the Grand Manner paintings of the previous century, whose depictions of Ancient Rome have become the benchmark ever since. These fledgling efforts were the early blockbusters and helped to usher in the concept of the hour-plus “feature” film.


    What is noticeable, even from these tentative beginnings, is the willingness to lavish colossal sums of money in the belief that bigger is better. Often this very extravagance would be a selling point in advertising. Despite the many piles of shattered dreams and ambition, this exuberance would be the genre’s hallmark for over a century. Even before they ever reached an eager audience, epics would too often be drowned in their own excess. A combination of mismanagement, temperamental talent. nasty weather, or just downright poor luck, would often compound the demands of manipulating sizeable groups of people.


    Just capturing such larger-than-life images on film was a colossal undertaking. Before the 1990s, most of what you saw had to be practically created; whether it was a model spaceship, a Roman amphitheatre or a pitch battle. Sets were often built full size, although trickery was employed, even from the early days, to expand the vista. These included glass paintings, false perspective and hanging miniatures, whether a castle, a ship or an army. As useful as these tricks often were, their limitations forced filmmakers to stage as much as possible — for real.


    While Italy and other Europeans had briefly led the way with epic film production, the catastrophe of the Great War fatally curtailed much of this ambition. Half a world away, there was a new player in the game.


    Hollywood was in its embryonic stage; small, ramshackle companies formed amid the orange groves bathed in Californian sunshine. This natural resource was the lifeblood of early film before practical outdoor lighting equipment. It was not long before the area built up a hub of talent drawn by the promise of almost constant sun. A director steeped in the culture of the Old Confederacy, who had moved his operation from the East Coast, was determined to rival the Italian super-productions who were celebrated as world leaders.


    D.W. Griffith, a former actor, having seized many of the possibilities the new medium offered, had the confidence and ambition to tell complex stories with impressive scale. In 1915, it was his hugely controversial Birth of a Nation that finally gave the feature film prestige and popularity, albeit tinged with controversy. To modern eyes, this story of Southern families dealing with the aftermath of the Civil War, imbued with outrageous racism, is a challenging watch, but the ground-breaking cinematic techniques have anchored it as a film of great historical importance.


    Intolerance, his follow up a year later, was an extraordinarily daring work. Weaving three historical and one contemporary story over three hours, it was envisaged as a plea for harmony in a world engulfed by war. The centre-piece was a recreation of Ancient Babylon with walls towering over 300-foot, complete with giant elephant statues, borrowing imagery, including semi-naked slave girls, from the Grand Manner of art. Griffith deployed an innovative camera move through the set, peopled with over 3,000 extras, which emphasised its three-dimensional aspect; still breath-taking even over a century later.


    Despite the flurry of epics that wowed these early audiences, many of the pitfalls which would continue to dog the genre were already bothering critics. Writing in 1918 for Photoplay, Randolph Bartlett commented:


    


    Cabiria was a huge success, in spite of the absence of personal interest in the story, because in its day it was a novelty. The Birth of a Nation was a success, not because it was spectacular, but because its theme came right out of the heart of America’s greatest crisis. Intolerance falls short of great success because it was too darned educational. A Daughter of the Gods despite its marvels of beauty, fell short, because the tale was purely artificial. Joan the Woman related an epic fable, but fell just a little short of the intimate, human touch. [26]


    


    Despite these critical sniffs of disapproval, audiences lapped up the ambition and excess. The short-lived Silent-Era would see increasingly more elaborate undertakings, none better representing the level of achievement than MGM’s Ben-Hur: A Tale of the Christ (1925). The production ranged from Hollywood to Italy, where a spectacular sea battle was shot. A fierce fire aboard one of the full-size floating trireme constructions apparently killed several extras. Back in Hollywood, MGM enlisted 4,000 locals as extras and tethered hundreds of horses before forty cameramen in the iconic chariot race. Even if the result was exhilarating, it came at a terrible cost, with some reports of up to a hundred and fifty horses killed or maimed.


    The coming of the Talkies in the late 1920s coupled with the Wall Street Crash fuelled a worldwide recession, curbing the ambition of filmmakers for some years. The notable exception was Cecil B. De Mille, who has become a byword for the epic genre. [27] For decades, he successfully married sex with religion in a series of stolid but entertaining productions: King of Kings (1927), Sign of the Cross (1933), Samson and Delilah (1949) and two versions of The Ten Commandments (1923) and (1956). De Mille knew what his audience wanted; simple melodramas with a veneer of respectability but laced with violence and sleaze, garishly wrapped up in the glitz and excess of a Christmas tree. It was a formula that worked, and the industry has continued to reference it ever since.


    Hollywood in the early 1950s felt the tremors of a new threat: the tiny box in the living room — TV. At first, the studios tried to ignore it, but dwindling attendances could not continue unabated. Technology appeared to provide a solution. 3-D sparked an intense craze but was over almost before it had begun, not helped by the less than stellar product. It was realised what was needed were expansive and grand stories told on a scale that black-and-white TV could not match.


    In 1951 MGM turned to a bestseller by Henryk Sienkiewicz of Christians in Nero’s Rome — Quo Vadis, although written in 1895, it was still in print and had been translated into over fifty languages. MGM was determined to make the most awe-inspiring Technicolor entertainment that they could; basing production at Rome’s Cinecittà studios. It was a canny move. As the Italian economy was struggling to rebuild after the privations of war, the studios offered giant sets and thousands of extras, all for a cut price bargain compared to America. The film became both a critical and financial success, and ignited a taste for the epic colossus for the next two decades.


    3-D may not have been the elixir that Hollywood was seeking, but an event in September 1952 sparked a technological Big Bang. Cinerama, a complex system using three 35mm projectors to screen a magnificent, immersive experience replete with multi-directional sound, premiered with This Is Cinerama. For an audience used to black-and-white images on a square screen, Cinerama became an enormous success despite being shown in only a few cinemas world-wide as a roadshow or “hard-ticket” .


    The roadshow concept had been around since the Silent-Era with many variations. Then, those deemed (self) important films would tour major cities complete with a full orchestra in tow, playing in the most prestigious theatrical venues at higher-than-normal prices. Since the 1980s several significant Silent films have again been screened with a full orchestra that superbly recreates the Jazz Age roadshow experience. The author can attest to the sheer visceral thrill of experiencing Ben-Hur: A Tale of the Christ (1925) and Napoléon (1927), with the full weight of an orchestra enveloping the audience. The impressive 1917 Fox production of Cleopatra, starring “The Queen of the Vamps” Theda Bara, in some highly provocative costumes that would have made later screen portrayers of the Nile queen blush, played to packed theatres in this manner, even at the height of the deadly Spanish Influenza pandemic that claimed at least 50 million lives world-wide. [28] With the introduction of synchronised sound, the need for expensive touring ended but the concept of a high-end presentation, and its name, prevailed.


    By the 1950s, roadshows were about creating the rarefied theatrical experience of exclusivity and quality. It would begin with bookable seats months in advance, albeit at higher-than-normal prices, sometimes when the film was still in production. Audiences were encouraged to dress up in their Sunday best, before taking their allocated seats in a vast auditorium. A few minutes of a suitable mood-setting overture would climax with the curtain uncovering the giant, curved screen before the movie itself would unfurl. An hour so later, the drapes would then close over an intermission with a musical ent’racte, offering the chance of a restroom visit before the movie resumed again. Another hour or so later, the show concluded with exit music as the audience, hopefully sated, filed out clutching a colourful souvenir brochure.


    The intention was to give an experience that would be a talking-point for months. The strategy of the “hard-ticket” roadshow was to act as a showcase, playing a handful of prestige cinemas per territory (often just one per city) for extended periods. Then many months later, the film would be rolled out at “Popular Prices” to neighbourhood downtown “nabs,” in often truncated versions without overtures and intermission.


    Cinerama had kick-started the wide-screen gold rush, but its complex and expensive operation ensured that other systems broke out as more practical. CinemaScope was the most significant; using the standard 35mm film with a lens that squeezed a wide image which was then de-squeezed onto the screen. Cheap and convenient, it remained the de facto wide-screen projection system right up to the twenty-first century. Its big draw-back was the magnified grain on an enormous screen which often resulted in a rough and ugly image. The answer was using 70mm film, which yielded a beautiful velvet picture when projected. Several variants appeared during the 1950s and 60s, all designed to approach the expansiveness of Cinerama.


    Films that merited the roadshow treatment varied enormously. When the heights of quality were achieved, audiences were whisked Around the World in Eighty Days (1955), feet tapped to an array of musicals including Oklahoma! (1955), The King and I (1956), and South Pacific (1958).


    But it was the epic genre that really impressed with the big daddy of them all — the monumental Ben-Hur in 1959. MGM spared no expense to remake their 1924 classic, which starred who for many would embody the genre — Charlton Heston. The actor, speaking ten years later with a string of epics behind him, was well qualified to identify the pitfalls:


    


    I think the epic film is the most difficult genre in which to succeed creatively, or to put it another way; it’s the easiest film to make lousy. It’s terribly easy to let the whole thing just dissolve in kind of a seething minestrone of extras with torches, in which individual performers disappear completely. [29]


    


    Despite a few scoffing critics, Ben-Hur is considered a superlative example of the genre. With its thrilling chariot race centre-piece, audiences embraced its sumptuous wide-screen excess, while the industry acknowledged it with the joint record for the most Academy Awards of eleven. [30] Its phenomenal box office led to a run of expensive productions, many filmed in Europe, all hoping to emulate its lustre.


    The 1960s saw a colourful parade of costly, ambitious movies with historical themes: Spartacus (1960), El Cid (1961), Mutiny on the Bounty (1962) and Lawrence of Arabia (1962). But more often than not, success eluded many: The Alamo (1960), 55 Days at Peking (1963), The Fall of the Roman Empire (1964) and The Greatest Story Ever Told (1965).


    Perhaps the most notorious of the era was Cleopatra (1963). Produced over five years, the behind-the-scenes story is itself an epic too. [31] Shooting began in 1959 on giant sets of ancient Rome and Alexandria, constructed in the dank and drizzly British countryside of Pinewood Studios. The star, Elizabeth Taylor, fell seriously ill, which forced a shutdown. Eventually production resumed in Rome, with a new director and cast and rebuilding all the sets from scratch. Soon an avalanche of problems sent costs spiralling, topped off by the love affair between Taylor and her new co-star Richard Burton. Finally costing $44 million ($370 million in 2020) [32] it opened to huge excitement and success, but not enough to recoup the immense outlay. [33] Cleopatra was a watershed for the decade. It was becoming clear just how risky these monstrous productions had become, not helped by a growing apathy for such excess.


    By 1965, after a string of heavy misfires, the cycle of Ancient World/Religious roadshow epics was petering out. It was said these films, particularly with a Biblical setting, were made for people who no longer went to the movies, this older audience preferring the cosy TV in the corner at home. In this new decade mere wide-screen spectacle was no longer enough to woo a more cynical, discerning and blasé patron. It was the magnificent Lawrence of Arabia (1962) which led the way, blending spectacle with intelligence. Widely regarded (certainly by the present author) as one of the greatest films ever made, it brilliantly illuminates one of the few truly mythical heroic characters of the industrial twentieth-century. While it perpetuates the legend of “Aurens” against the harsh, rugged desert vistas, it also subverts it with snapshots of Lawrence as just a man with feet of clay. Bravely for an epic is ensues the genre’s de rigour of romance and instead gives prominence to the political and military milieu. By any standard, it is the Mount Everest of cinema due to the extemporary execution by the master David Lean leading a team of talent, all at the top of their game.


    Its more grown-up view of history would become the genre’s benchmark as producers sought to emulate its commercial and critical success with often lavishing large budgets on what could be described as “intelligent” historical epics. Columbia Pictures, keen to repeat their success with David Lean’s Oscar-winning triumph, succeeded with the more modestly budgeted A Man for All Seasons (1965), but would later struggle to recoup the expensive Cromwell (1970).


    Except for Zulu (1964), the marriage between epic action and a literary script was rocky at best. The two battle-themed subjects, Khartoum (1966) and The Charge of the Light Brigade (1968), despite being both handsome and well-written, sunk miserably at the box office.


    More successful were Second World War stories, with their ready-made audience of veterans: The Guns of Navarone (1961), The Longest Day (1962) and Battle of the Bulge (1965). Also, James Bond producer Harry Saltzman’s Battle of Britain (1969), which despite doing brisk business in the UK and Commonwealth countries, failed to excite Americans in such a key British event.


    The decade had undergone a profound change across the world, and perhaps only with hindsight is it possible to detect how contemporary attitudes had morphed, and none more so than in relation to war and history.


    The 1960s saw the counterculture emerge with a newly politicised youth across the Western world, galvanised by the widening, bloody war in Vietnam. Most of the major Hollywood studios had been slow to adapt to the changing times swirling around them. Their market was evolving rapidly as TV came to dominate popular culture. A 1967 survey by The Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) soberly reported that more than half the US population never went to the movies. It was young adults aged between sixteen and twenty-four-years-old who made up the bulk of the audience. The studios, almost dismissively, offered cheaper and more modest product to this key revenue source, preferring instead to try and lure back the older crowd with big spending super-productions.


    “They can be brought back through showmanship,” said Richard Zanuck, as head of production at his father, Darryl’s, studio of Twentieth Century-Fox. [34] The roadshow concept, despite some notable failures, was still considered profitable and worth the expense, with Stanley Kramer’s hit comedy It’s A Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World (1964) leading to a string of epic comedies: The Hallelujah Trail and The Great Race (both 1965), that appealed to a very broad audience. The more serious, adult-themed subjects like David Lean’s Russian epic love story Doctor Zhivago (1965) could have generational crossover; it was “acclaimed by teenage America as ‘the most enjoyable movie of 1967’ ” in Seventeen Magazine. [35] This helped it become one of the decade’s biggest hits.


    But it was the musical The Sound of Music (1965) that proved that family roadshow entertainment could still produce the mother lode. The Rogers and Hammerstein songs, coupled with Julie Andrews’ almost angelic performance, would make it the top earner of the 1960s. To the ageing studio bosses, despite the seismic social changes swirling around their greying temples, it seemed their hunch was correct; audiences were craving the big and the brash, and the sentimental. Several mega-budget musicals were rushed before the cameras in the confident belief of huge profits. Yet, this spending spree could not have come at a worse time. The lid that had kept the counterculture at bay was about to blow.


    In 1967, The Production Code that had been inaugurated in Depression-era doldrums of 1934 to “clean up” the screen was abandoned, with far-reaching consequences for the industry. It unleashed an avalanche of frank and adult-themed films; Bonnie and Clyde (1967), The Graduate (1967) and Easy Rider (1969), which found a ready and receptive younger audience who embraced stories of the “now” as: “hip,” “groovy” and “far out.” These mostly contemporary tales about everyday folk were filmed with a rough and ready, innovative, informal style. Provocatively, a world away from the old-fashioned high-end roadshow fare.


    Perhaps only one film bridged this huge divide — Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). Its psychedelic light show effects were particularly stimulating when seen on the Cinerama screen, and resonated with a youth audience keen to “Turn on, tune in and drop out.”


    Not only were these new, youth-oriented films popular, they were often extremely cheap (Easy Rider cost $400,000 [36] and made $60 million [37]). It led to a boom time — 177 films from the Hollywood Majors alone in 1968, with many budgets over the average of $4 million.


    There was a looming crisis — the market was over-saturated, and without the audience to support it. The Bank of America had estimated that the entire US film industry was worth $2 billion, but once the hefty overheads of distribution were discounted, that left a “meagre” $240 million to make the films. [38] The absolute kicker was that total spend on production was around $400 million. [39]


    Between 1968-70, twenty films, mostly those extravagant “sure-fire” musicals, cost over $10 million. Raising the stakes even higher, a few reached over $20 million; Paint Your Wagon (1969), Hello Dolly! (1969), Darling Lili (1970) and the Pearl Harbor reconstruction — Tora! Tora! Tora! (1970). [40] Each one of these roughly equating to a tenth of the total industry income. To make things even riskier, unlike today with home video and streaming services, there were almost no ancillary markets available to offset a stumble at the box office. Juicy TV sales were an option for already popular titles (Cleopatra had been sold to ABC in 1966 for a then record $5 million), [41] but if a film failed — it would be catastrophic.


    Darryl F. Zanuck, whose Twentieth Century-Fox was so deeply mired in several musicals and “re-bombing” Pearl Harbor, summed it up with a dose of understatement: “You’re never sure of a hit any goddamn time, but when you are talking $20 million, it’s a bigger gamble.” [42]


    A reckoning was unavoidable, and the industry would endure a devastating “crash” in 1969. Variety commented a few years later that: “Hollywood got caught up in its own blockbuster fantasy which, combined with a national inflationary boom, saw fiscal discipline disintegrate.” [43]


    There would be another blockbuster chasing the elusive roadshow family audience, offering itself up as an “intelligent” epic to add to the list of $20 million-plus productions. An independent Italian producer marshalled $25 million ($170 million in 2020) from two Hollywood majors and Mosfilm in the USSR, to film one of history’s most famous battles.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    The Real History


    


    Napoleon Bonaparte, inspiring his own people with his military and political genius and his revolutionary fervor, became, within a few brief years, Emperor of the French and master of all Europe. In 1812, after 15 years of victory, he met with disaster in the Russian Campaign. By 1813, defeated by the combined forces of Austria, Russia, Prussia and England at Leipzig, Napoleon was driven to the very gates of Paris — there to await his destiny.


    


    roller titles at the beginning of film


    


    The clash of armies on a June day in 1815 is one of the most dramatic finales that history has yet to offer. The ultimate defeat of Napoleon was a fitting end to an extraordinary career and epoch that had kick-started with the fall of the Bastille in 1789. [44]


    Revolutionary France had unleashed violent forces with the cry: “Liberty, Brotherhood and Freedom,” terrifying the crowned heads of Europe, who all sought to overthrow the fledgling Republic. It was out of the crucible of Revolution that a soldier born in Corsica, then recently annexed to France, rose through the ranks to become a general in his early twenties. In such volatile times there was scarce tolerance for failure — Madam Guillotine saw to that, but it was a perfect opportunity for young, thrusting and ambitious men to make their mark.


    


    This era known as the Napoleonic Wars was almost the last time massed armies dressed to the nines and hit ten bells out of each other while standing toe to toe. Military uniforms had reached their zenith for style, panache, and an almost total lack of practicality. The annual Trooping the Colour in London is one of the last vestiges of this bygone age of war.


    All armies used very similar formations to bring their men to bear. The limiting factor was the killing range of weaponry. The musket had gradually replaced the longbow of the Middle Ages. It was a crude, simple weapon that threw a small weighted ball down a smooth barrel. Barely evolved in over a hundred years, it was highly inaccurate, and required soldiers to stand shoulder to shoulder to deliver a volley at the enemy when they saw: “The whites of their eyes” . The low velocity of the fired ball, and its shape which splattered on impact, caused horrible injuries to men and horses.


    To attack, infantry usually moved in columns, which resembled an oblong; the short end forming the front rank. In this formation they would move quickly over rough ground. The principal weakness was that they could bring only a few weapons to bear in front. This was a major flaw as they often faced soldiers drawn into a long line, all able to fire their muskets at them. The bulk of infantry were known as Line or Foot, but there was another branch that would become the de facto formation for modern armies. The Light troops were elite men, they were deployed as Skirmishers working in small groups using natural cover to take pot shots at
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