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When thou hast reached La Haye, survey it well,

Here was the heat and centre of the strife;

This point must Britain hold whate’er befell,

And here both armies were profuse of life:

Once it was lost, . . and then a stander by

Belike had trembled for the victory.

Robert Southey,
‘The Poet’s Pilgrimage to Waterloo’ (1816)
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Preface

Despite the passage of 200 years and the twentieth-century effusions of bloodshed on a scale previously unimaginable, the Battle of Waterloo has lost none of its resonance.1 Countless towns, railway stations and monuments across the world are testament to its enduring importance. The concept of ‘meeting one’s Waterloo’ has entered the English language, and was immortalized in the pop group Abba’s Eurovision winner ‘Waterloo’, thanks to which a generation of teenagers knew – even if it was all they knew – that at ‘Waterloo Napoleon did surrender’. Although the war did not end immediately, the battle was so conclusive that its name has become a byword for decisive victory.

‘Waterloo,’ Victor Hugo wrote, ‘was not a battle but a change in the direction of the world.’ Waterloo solved, as the historian Jeremy Black has argued, ‘the Western Question’, of whether Europe would be dominated by France or by a loose society of independent states, whose balance was guaranteed by Great Britain and her continental partners. This made the battle, as the British Chancellor of the Exchequer George Osborne recently suggested, half in jest and half as a swipe at his Labour predecessors, ‘a great victory of coalition forces over a discredited former regime that had impoverished millions’.2 Without the Prussian intervention in the battle, Ben Macintyre wrote in The Times, ‘we’d all be speaking French’.3

Contemporaries, too, were in no doubt about the significance of the struggle. Napoleon’s flight from exile in Elba in February 1815 plunged Europe back into war. Of course, it is likely that, whatever the outcome at Waterloo, the Russians and Austrians would ultimately have brought Napoleon to heel again. But nobody could be sure of that, which was why all eyes were on the allied army in Belgium. ‘It is up to you to save the world,’ Tsar Alexander of Russia told its commander, the Duke of Wellington, before he set out.4 Shortly after the battle the poet Byron wrote in Childe Harold of Waterloo as a ‘place of skulls’ where the ‘united nations’ prevailed over the French tyrant.5 This sense of ‘united nations’ was new. If Napoleon had once marshalled contingents from across the continent – so that at Leipzig in 1813 one could reasonably say that one half of Europe was battling the other – by Waterloo his force was almost entirely made up of Frenchmen. The allied army, by contrast, was thoroughly multinational, with even the British making up only a plurality of Wellington’s men at Waterloo. Byron’s image of the ‘united nations’ triumphing over tyranny proved so powerful to Winston Churchill and Franklin Delano Roosevelt that they borrowed it for a new structure of world governance which has remained with us to this day.

This drama has been told often and told well. One crucial aspect of the battle, however, has been relatively neglected: the epic defence of the farm of La Haye Sainte at the centre of the allied line by the men of the 2nd Light Battalion King’s German Legion. Thanks to the availability of new sources, including unpublished material in the Hanoverian archives, we now know much more about these 400-odd riflemen. They were motivated by a combination of ideological opposition to Napoleonic tyranny, dynastic loyalty to the King of England, German patriotism, regimental camaraderie, personal bonds of friendship and professional ethos. These men, and their reinforcements, held off Napoleon for long enough to change the course of the battle. This is their story.
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1

Prelude

Belgium, early afternoon, Saturday 17 June 1815. The French have worsted Marshal Blücher’s Prussians at Ligny and the Duke of Wellington’s allied army at the crossroads of Quatre Bras the day before. Now Napoleon is making haste to destroy Wellington’s retreating army before he can unite with Blücher.

Mercifully, the riflemen of the 2nd Light Battalion of the King’s German Legion had missed the battle at Quatre Bras the day before,1 but they witnessed its appalling aftermath: ‘a horrible field of corpses … literally swimming in blood, which at every step went over our ankles’, in the words of Rifleman Friedrich Lindau.2 The general feeling, as Lieutenant Emanuel Biedermann recalled, was that Napoleon had caught the allied army napping;3 contrary to myth, however, none of the brigade officers were still in the clothes they had worn to the Duchess of Richmond’s ball in Brussels a few days earlier.4 At around 2 p.m., the 2nd Light Battalion was detailed to relieve the skirmishers holding off the pursuing French and withdraw. Together with their fellow riflemen of the British 95th Regiment,5 they formed the rearguard for the entire allied army. Starving and exhausted, the Germans rested in a meadow near Genappe. Despite the fact that they were told to prepare for a French attack, most of the men promptly fell asleep. They were soon woken, however, by a sudden thunderstorm and downpour. Then a detachment of Brunswick Hussars galloped up and told them they must withdraw immediately, as the enemy was already encroaching on all sides. The Germans now retreated at the double through sunken roads, which the rain had turned into streams, and muddy cornfields, towards the military road which led to Brussels.6 Once past Genappe – where ‘the water reached to their knees’7 – the battalion was ordered to keep the highway free for the retreating allied cavalry and artillery. The riflemen continued to march in the fields on either side of the road, through high corn and soil soft from the downpour.

As they trudged northwards, the Germans pressed together more closely in order to minimize their exposure to the driving rain. Against the leaden skies and the thunder and lightning of the elements, the flash and crash of artillery continued to light up the horizon and reverberate across the fields. At regular intervals, allied horsemen charged past them in order to drive off the encroaching French cavalry and skirmishers. By the end of the day, the riders were so soiled that the riflemen could no longer tell from their uniforms whether they were friend or foe. At times, the French advanced within a few hundred paces of the Germans. On more than one occasion, the battalion was forced to halt and deploy in square, the sides bristling with their distinctive sword bayonets, in order to deter enemy cavalry. They would have been surprised to read Wellington’s later dispatch to the effect that the enemy had not ‘attempt[ed] to molest our march to the rear’ after Quatre Bras.8

The Germans were still better off than the unfortunate Belgian civilians who were attempting to escape the advancing French. Lieutenant Biedermann pitied the ‘men [who were] driving their cattle before them, others bearing bundles, women carrying or pulling their children after them, [all] fleeing moaning and weeping’.9

It was about half past seven in the evening of Saturday 17 June when the first riflemen reached the heights of Mont-Saint-Jean near the village of Waterloo. By the time the last Legionnaires arrived it was dark, though the night sky was occasionally illuminated by muzzle flashes and the air was punctuated by gunfire and shouted orders as the retreating columns were marshalled at the crossroads just beyond the substantial farmhouse of La Haye Sainte, which stood adjacent to the Brussels–Charleroi road, named – accounts differ – either after the crown of thorns worn by Christ at his crucifixion or, more prosaically, after a brambled hedge which enclosed a nearby meadow.10 It was later still when the 400 or so Germans received word that they were to occupy the farm.11 The retreat was over.

La Haye Sainte, the farm in which the 2nd Light Battalion was to fight its most celebrated action, consisted of a stable, a piggery, a barn, a substantial farmhouse, a low wall and a pond, arranged around a large courtyard. It was a common enough type of dwelling for the area. The farmer and his family had fled. The house was large, with walls in places more than a metre thick, and high ceilings. There were large dormer windows on the first storey, and hay and straw in the floor above, which had no windows. A passage led through the stable to the fields on the western side; the main gate and a wicket gate gave access to the road to the east. A passage and two doors opened on to the kitchen garden immediately north of the house. Its northern and western sides were surrounded by a hedge and the eastern side, which gave on to the road, by a wall; the garden contained a well and an outhouse. Just to the south of the main buildings was a large orchard, three sides of which were enclosed by another hedge, and the fourth by a large barn (about thirty metres long) and a low wall, through which a gate led into the courtyard. The buildings themselves were undamaged, but because La Haye Sainte lay just beside the main allied line of withdrawal, it had already been plundered by passing soldiers. Most importantly, they had torn down the barn door opening on to the field to the left to provide firewood for some of the thousands of miserable men camped in the countryside around. Captain Jonathan Leach of the 95th Rifles just across the road describes sleeping on ground so boggy that it resembled ‘a snipe marsh’. Rifleman Simon Lehmann of the 1st Light Battalion, who spent the night in the sunken road behind the farm, must also have been extremely uncomfortable.12

Unfortunately for the Germans, most of the hay in the outbuildings was also carried away. The animals, however, were slaughtered and the meat was shared with the neighbouring line battalion of the Legion; the riflemen overlooked the calf in the piggery, however.13 The men showed little interest in the food: for the moment, the main priority was to stay, or to get, dry. The lucky ones were able to take shelter within the buildings. Private Friedrich Lindau was one of those who drew the short straw. His company was sent to the orchard, where there was virtually no protection from the elements and where they were so close to the enemy that the soldiers were forbidden to light a fire. Lindau did, however, succeed in making off with a pocketful of peas he found in the farmhouse.

Most of the riflemen, though, had fallen into a stupor, their senses numbed by tiredness, hunger and the incessant rain. Rather than lie in the damp they leant against walls and trees, or sat on their knapsacks, staring vacantly into space. Even outside the main buildings, few tried to light a fire – admittedly no easy matter in the downpour – or to cook the fresh meat they had been issued. Instead, they warmed themselves with alcohol. The enterprising Lindau sneaked into the cellar and made off with a canteen of wine, which he shared with his comrades and with soldiers of the 1st Light Battalion stationed nearby. It was not long before Germans who had bivouacked further away, such as Corporal Meyer of the Bremen Field Battalion, came to scrounge some drink as well. Repeated return trips to the cellar ensured that the men in the orchard, and probably much of the rest of the garrison, were well supplied with alcohol. Eventually, Lindau lay down for the night at the far end of the orchard facing the enemy, his rifle at the ready. Lieutenant Emanuel Biedermann, who was also trying to sleep among the trees, recalls that now ‘quiet and a deep peace followed the racket of the day’.14

On the other side of the valley, the pursuing French also settled in for the night. Many of them were Napoleonic veterans of many years’ standing, others young recruits.15 Their personal loyalty to the emperor was often fervent. Two days before the battle, the advancing columns observed ‘a young soldier or rather a trunk of a man’ who had ‘two legs taken off by a cannon ball’, as well as severe face and chest wounds which had not yet healed. On seeing his comrades, the unfortunate lifted his hands and called out: ‘Long live the emperor. I have lost my two legs, but I don’t care. Victory is ours. Long live the emperor.’16 Like their German counterparts the French spent the afternoon and night of 17 June in the rain around spluttering campfires. ‘The night was terrible,’ the French commander opposite La Haye Sainte recalls; ‘rain fell in abundance’, which made ‘the
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