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PROLOGUE

This Short Campaign of ‘Hours’

‘Nothing in ancient or modern history equals the effect of the victory of Waterloo,’ proclaimed The Times a week after the news broke, and it was not long before it became clear that the intense four days of fighting that culminated in the battle of Waterloo had put an end to twenty-two years of warfare.1 Few battles are so decisive. ‘The fate of Europe was at stake,’ wrote the Prussian General Gneisenau.2 Soon people began to be variously confident or fearful that the career of the phenomenal Napoleon Bonaparte was really over, and with it an age on which he had stamped his extraordinary personality; that revolutions were a thing of the past. Aristocracy ruled in Britain, the French king was restored to his palace and other hereditary monarchs could sleep soundly on their thrones once again. These had indeed been momentous days.

As the world realised that Waterloo had been an exceptionally hard-fought battle with exceptional consequences, in which the greatest army in the world had been utterly routed, the prestige of the little British army led by the Duke of Wellington rose to unprecedented heights. On behalf of a grateful nation that had already accumulated a debt of £850 million through its efforts to defeat the French Emperor, Parliament voted the Duke £200,000 for a mansion to add to the £500,000 that he had already been given to support a place in the hereditary aristocracy, and his status as destroyer of Napoleon gave him the last word on all matters military. All those lesser mortals who had survived the bloodbath near Brussels basked in the glory of having been a ‘Waterloo Man’. Waterloo, the Poet Laureate Robert Southey soon declared, was the greatest victory in British history, and the battle continues to enjoy that status to this day.

It was true that the army that sustained most of the pressure during the decisive battle of the campaign was led by a British general, and that it had been his British troops who had borne the greatest responsibility within the allied army. However, it had taken the combined efforts of all the allied forces to defeat Napoleon over four days of frantic marching and hard fighting. At the end of it, the only battle fought between Wellington and Napoleon had been, as the Duke himself famously put it, ‘a damned nice thing – the nearest run thing you ever saw in your life’.3 Wellington’s improvised army of British, German, Dutch and Belgian troops would have lost if the Prussians had not intervened when Napoleon thought their intervention impossible – but this was always part of their plan. For, as a British engineer admitted, ‘This short campaign of “Hours” was a joint operation. The honours must be shared.’4

Victory rewarded the dogged determination of Wellington and the Prussians to act in unison, despite Napoleon’s best efforts to drive them apart. At the heart of this successful Anglo-Prussian axis were three very different men: Wellington aged forty-six, an austere loner, efficient, socially ambitious; Blücher a hard-living, hard-drinking seventy-two-year-old cavalier, so loved by his troops that it was said they would follow him into the mouth of hell; and Gneisenau, Blücher’s brain, who organised, planned and restrained his chief, reputedly republican and ill at ease among the Prussian and British aristocrats. They were facing an old enemy, ‘the devil unchained’, Napoleon Bonaparte, who had returned from the exile imposed upon him after his defeat in 1814: genius, upstart, moderniser, liberator, tyrant, enigma, the man widely considered to be the best general since Alexander the Great.

This amazing story demanded publication and the Duke of Wellington received the first enquiry from a would-be historian within weeks of the event. ‘The object which you propose to yourself is very difficult of attainment, and, if really attained, is not a little invidious,’ he replied in August 1815. ‘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 and importance.’5 This simile, curiously evocative of the Duchess of Richmond’s ball, danced on the night before the first battles, was remarkably apt. More than most campaigns, Waterloo was a jumble of things done in a desperate hurry, without time for food, sleep or much in the way of official recording, and even so soon after the events it was difficult to recall exactly what had happened when.

Wellington’s second objection to a history was that it would inevitably expose those who did not perform well, since ‘the faults or the misbehaviour of some gave occasion for the distinction of others, and perhaps were the cause of material losses; and you cannot write a true history of a battle without including the faults and misbehaviour of a part at least of those engaged.’ Here, too, he had a point: at that time the honour of regiments and nations was sacred and individuals were forgiven most lapses in the wider interest. Individual participants are now long dead, but regiments and even nations have proved lastingly tender of their honour and insistent on having the story told their way, to the detriment of objective truth.

Despite Wellington’s misgivings, at least seven histories were published in 1815 and another nine the following year. The Duke did not think much of them. To a correspondent he replied testily:



The people of England may be entitled to a detailed and accurate account of the battle of Waterloo, and I have no objection to their having it; but I do object to their being misinformed and misled by these novels called ‘Relations,’ ‘Impartial Accounts,’ &c. &c., of that transaction, containing the stories which curious travellers have picked up from peasants, private soldiers, individual officers, &c. &c., and have published to the world as the truth.6





To another historian who wondered to what sources, if all ‘accounts’ were unreliable, he might safely resort, Wellington wrote, ‘You now desire that I should point out to you where you could receive information on this event, on the truth of which you could rely. In answer to this desire I can refer you only to my despatches published in the “London Gazette”.’7 Later, he amplified this view of the duty of the battle historian, who was



to seek with diligence for the most authentic details of the subject on which he writes, to peruse with care and attention all that has been published; to prefer that which has been officially recorded and published by public responsible authorities; next, to attend to that which proceeds from Official Authority, although not contemporaneously published, and to pay least attention to the statements of Private Individuals, whether communicated in writing or verbally, particularly the latter, if at a period distant from the date of the operation itself; and, above all, such statements as relate to the conduct of the Individual himself communicating or making the statement.8





Once again this was sound advice and, had his own accounts only been a bit more complete, honest and reliable, historians might have followed it. Unfortunately, Wellington’s own dispatch was written in a hurry when he was very tired: it was a fair enough account of the battle that Wellington had seen but there was much that he had not seen. The glory that he bestowed on the Foot Guards and the heavy cavalry put them at the centre of most subsequent British accounts to an extent that was not really justified. Moreover, he said little that was positive about his allied contingents, and although he paid warm tribute to the Prussians, his claim to have won the battle with his final charge before they made their breakthrough succeeded in belittling the significance of their contribution in the eyes of the average Briton.

Even at the time, many were dissatisfied with the completeness and impartiality of the Duke’s account and wary of his interest in news management. One participant in the campaign waited until he could use the French civilian post system at Paris before sending home his version of events:



for as half the letters from the army do not go, but are probably overhauled by clerks, as the Duke of Wellington is not a little disposed to repress all strictures on his conduct etc, it would not be altogether safe to say all one might think or know. It is impossible to contradict the Gazette statement of the battle for it is strictly true, yet there are many things omitted which would considerably tend to alter the account, but for good reasons they are suppressed. You would not however imagine that on the 17th the charge of the Life Guards was preceded by the complete rout of the 7th & part of the 23rd or that on the 18th the rear of the army was thrown into confusion in consequence of a panic first spread by some German and Belgic cavalry who fled towards Brussels, which if it had been more extensively propagated would most probably have lost the battle. We were all in a state of sleep when Bonaparte first attacked our lines …9





Assistant surgeon John James’s words serve to remind us that official sources can be just as forgetful or mendacious as private individuals, and that from a very early date people conspired to suppress certain episodes and shape the public record.10

Moreover, if Wellington was anxious to have the story of the Waterloo campaign told in a way that reflected well on him, he was not alone. The most dramatic intervention in the early historiography of the battle came in a book written by Napoleon’s aide Gaspard Gourgaud, recently returned from Saint Helena, who claimed to express the opinions of no less an authority than Napoleon himself. Gourgaud’s account shifted the blame for the calamitous outcome of the campaign away from Napoleon onto the treachery or incompetence of others, chiefly Marshals Ney and Grouchy. Ney could not defend himself – though in fact several others did – because he had been executed in December 1815, while Grouchy had fled to the United States.11 Napoleon made a second contribution with his Mémoires, published in the 1820s, and most subsequent French historiography divided over the extent to which Napoleon was the hero or the villain of the piece and whether others should be blamed.

After the battle, through their arrogantly exclusive assumption of the mantle of victory, the British (and in particular the Duke of Wellington, who had a political interest in magnifying Britain’s contribution to that victory) succeeded with remarkable speed in upsetting their allies, and much of the historiography on the allied side has revolved ever since around disputes over the respective contributions of the various allied forces. British officers were scathing about the Belgians, while the Prince of Orange, wilful and inexperienced though he may have been, could not possibly have committed all the military crimes of which, behind his back, he was accused by Anglo-German officers within days of the fighting. Grolmann, Gneisenau and the Duke of Wellington disliked each other and, though they suppressed their personal feelings quite effectively in 1815, they gave freer vent to their prejudices afterwards in arguments about who was most responsible for winning or for almost losing the campaign, arguments influenced by the political circumstances at the time they took place.

The battle became difficult to investigate and describe because it mattered so unusually much. First, people lied about what happened in order to excuse their deficiencies and to magnify their triumphs. This applies to everybody from the Emperor Napoleon to the least significant officer interviewed for Captain William Siborne’s detailed history of the campaign, published in 1844. Second, people rarely knew much about what was happening outside their own immediate surroundings. This was especially true of the battle of Waterloo itself, where even onlookers like the British supply officers who ‘retired a short distance to the rear watching the progress of the action’ soon found that ‘as it spread from right to left the whole position became enveloped in a dense smoke, and nothing could be perceived’.12

As days and then years went by, and tales recounted over port and cigars hardened into fact, or as people made their own memories fit what the historians said had happened, certain picturesque episodes – some based in fact, some entirely mythical – came to dominate the account, while more mundane detail slipped away. By 1842, when he was fifty-four and asked to provide his version of events for William Siborne, Wellington’s secretary Fitzroy Somerset found that ‘whenever he has to talk over that battle, he finds himself so much deceived in his recollections, that he cannot rely with any confidence upon himself, and cannot conceive the possibility of your being able to attain to accuracy, considering how conflicting are the statements one continually hears from persons, all whose testimonies one considers undeniable.’13

Given these difficulties, it is a challenge to discover what really happened during the Waterloo campaign. It does no harm to take the Duke of Wellington’s advice and set most value on official records, while recognising how these, even, might be bending the truth in order to please the recipient. There were reports to Wellington from senior officers but no regimental records survive centrally (and in any case the pace of the campaign was too fast for accurate recording). French reports from senior officers are useful until 17 June but, naturally enough, little survives for 18 June, except what was sent to the official newspaper, the Moniteur, and subsequent speeches and reports, such as those by Ney and Drouot. Prussian and Hanoverian reports are better and fuller and have recently been made more readily available.

It is not surprising that from an early stage historians sought to supplement the official records with accounts by individuals and these were soon very plentiful. Only on the French side was there a degree of reticence; accounts from Wellington’s army were plentiful. This kind of ‘oral history’ was not to the Duke’s taste and the very idea of ‘history from the bottom up’ would have appalled him, although he identified the pitfalls of such accounts correctly enough: they are unreliable, sometimes ill-informed, sometimes sensational, sometimes deliberately mendacious, often exaggerated and frequently self-glorifying or self-justifying.

These problems with the stories told by participants were compounded by the market for them: the Napoleonic wars turned the war memoir into a saleable literary genre, and as a by-product fictional or semi-fictional biographies and serialised accounts began to appear. It is sometimes difficult to distinguish the factual from the fictional: the narrative of a genuine participant may be dressed up with invented detail, while a fictional narrative may be based on the composite experiences of real participants so well observed as to be as valuable as a genuine memoir.14

Given these difficulties, it is only by piecing together as many fragments of evidence as possible, while interrogating each of them in order to discover what impression they might have been seeking to convey, that anything resembling the true pattern of events can be reconstructed. The most extraordinary thing about this extraordinary campaign, given that it came to be studied in such detail, is that so much of what happened still remains unknown. How both sides failed to bring their full force to the battlefield on 16 June has provoked enduring controversy and each phase of the battle on 18 June remains contentious.

In recent years a number of diligent researchers have made readily available for the first time a vast number of new first-hand accounts as well as official reports and statistics from British and European archives. Important among these are the publication of most previously unpublished letters to Siborne and (to date) five volumes of letters, journals and memoirs relating to the Waterloo campaign, by Gareth Glover. This source is supplemented (and sometimes duplicated) by at least 250 accounts published online by 1815 Limited and in volumes devoted to the Netherlands and Hanoverian forces. I wanted to use the fresh insights afforded by this significant body of new material to reconsider the various controversies that bedevil the story of the Waterloo campaign. With many new revelations to take into account, and details that influence interpretation, I have re-examined the early primary and secondary sources, stripping back as far as possible the layers of later legend to try to rediscover the true sequence of events. This task was facilitated by the recent digitisation of many rare and otherwise inaccessible books as well as maps and prints. I have also benefited from the efforts of Pierre de Wit to unravel the details of each army’s progress on his website, where he has published most of the surviving orders and reports in their original languages. Many other web-based studies also contributed significantly to research.

I have taken the opportunity to incorporate all the new material into a detailed and authoritative account of the campaign that seeks to bring out all the elements of luck, judgement, planning, accident and weather that combined to decide the outcome.

New accounts affect the interpretation of almost every familiar element in the campaign: the difficulties encountered by Napoleon on 15 and 16 June; Wellington’s spies and intelligence; the delayed concentration of his army and his commitment to help the Prussians; the reasons for d’Erlon’s failure to contribute to either battle on 16 June; and Wellington’s retreat in the rain on 17 June. The impact of new insight is most appreciable wherever German troops were fighting with Wellington’s army: a great deal is revealed about the fighting in and around Hougoumont, and especially about the collapse of the centre of Wellington’s line at Waterloo. Waterloo itself was a narrow victory but if things had gone only a fraction better for Napoleon on the first and second day of the four, there would have been no battle to give us its name. The battle alone is at most half the story.

I have tried to get into the minds of the commanders as their plans changed on contact or unravelled in the smoke and confusion, or as the pouring rain ruined a rapid forced march. I wanted to explain the significance of each new revelation, each unfortunate blunder, as the generals thought their way through the fog of battle from moment to moment. In conveying a sense of the discomfort, fear, hunger, and hideous wounds suffered by those who took part, and in describing the anxieties and motivations of generals and common soldiers of all the nations involved in the campaign, I hope to give a vivid impression of what it was like to be there. Fresh material has allowed me to describe the previously overlooked participation of Hanoverians, Brunswickers and Nassauers much more fully. I have sought to offer glimpses of the lives and mentalities of participants from all nations and social backgrounds, to provide a flavour of this rich and vibrant period, its dramatic politics and its colourful fashions.

I have sought too to give the view of all sides and to offer a fair account of the part played by all national contingents – although, this book being an English-language publication, most attention is paid to the British. I hope I shall not offend national sensibility by robbing British troops of the superhuman qualities with which some authors have endowed them in the past, by allowing other nations a greater share of credit for the victory than they have sometimes been given and by attempting to account for the love felt by French and even foreign soldiers for Napoleon.

This book was designed to be not only a full and thorough account of the Waterloo campaign, but also to convey a sense of the realities of Napoleonic warfare to the general reader who comes fresh to the subject. My aim is to provide sufficient detail to satisfy those who are already familiar with Napoleonic warfare without straining the patience of those who are not. This is a difficult trick to pull off and I beg indulgence from all sides, but this is why I have avoided naming every officer, unit and place.

The sequence of events that followed Napoleon’s sudden and unexpected invasion of Belgium is crucial to an understanding of why the famous battle of Waterloo turned out as it did. Indeed, Napoleon’s best chance of beating the allied armies came not on 18 June but on 16 June. Consequently, this book describes in detail the three days of marching and fighting that preceded Waterloo, including the less celebrated but vitally important and bloody encounters at Ligny and Quatre Bras, and gives a much briefer account of the fourth battle, fought simultaneously with Waterloo, a few miles away at Wavre between the Prussian rearguard and a detachment of troops commanded by Marshal Grouchy. I have given only a brief summary of the action that followed Waterloo.

Before describing the four-day campaign, I have tried to lay out some of the historical, military and cultural background to it. For more than twenty years following the French Revolution, Europe had been in a state of near constant warfare. For the last fifteen years world events had been dominated by Napoleon Bonaparte, the Corsican artillery officer who had made himself Emperor of France, forged a reputation as the greatest general of modern times and proceeded to redraw the map of Europe to his own design. In 1814 the combined might of all the other European powers had finally defeated Napoleon. He had been forced to abdicate and accept exile as ruler of the tiny island of Elba off the coast of Italy. Everybody celebrated the general peace. King Louis XVIII had been restored to the French throne, but in France the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy was not universally popular and many mourned the passing of the Republic or yearned for the return of the Emperor. Nevertheless the last thing that people expected, least of all the rulers of the victorious Great Powers, was that suddenly, early the following spring, Napoleon would have the temerity to invade France at the head of the army of Elba, a force of a thousand men.


PART I

Preparations


1

The Violet Season

The violet was Napoleon’s flower. The Empress Josephine wore them at her wedding and Napoleon’s second, Austrian wife, Marie Louise, cultivated them too. Before he left for exile as ruler of the island of Elba in April 1814, Napoleon promised his supporters that he would return in the violet season. They displayed their secret allegiance by wearing bouquets of artificial violets instead of the proscribed tricolour cockade of the Empire. Friends were identified by the question ‘Aimez-vous la violette?’; a Bonapartist answered not ‘Oui’ but ‘Eh bien?’, to which the response was ‘Elle reparaîtra au printemps.’ They drank to the return of Corporal Violet and prints were published in which the silhouettes of Napoleon, his wife and son could be discovered, concealed in a pot of violets.1

Nobody expected Napoleon to fulfil his promise the very next spring but on 26 February 1815 he left Elba. Two days later, the horrified British commissioner discovered that Bonaparte’s little fleet had sailed away while he had been visiting his Italian mistress on the mainland. He alerted the nearest ports, Livorno and Genoa, expecting the former Emperor to head for Italy, but instead Napoleon landed on the French coast near Cannes, where his soldiers camped on the beach while the mayor, François Poulle, sought out bread, meat, post horses and wagons. Bonaparte’s army consisted of 551 grenadiers of his Old Guard, 94 Polish lancers and 301 voltigeurs Corses (Corsican light infantry), in a total expeditionary force of 1026.2

Napoleon led his band by night into the mountains, along what is still known as the ‘Route Napoléon’. Marching at their famous fast pace the Old Guard reached Grasse next morning and then raced for Sisteron, a hundred miles from Cannes, whose citadel, guarding the bridge over the Durance, presented the only serious obstacle to their progress. The governor put up no resistance when their advance guard seized the bridge in the middle of the night, and their march continued another thirty miles to Gap, where the townspeople, in their enthusiasm, raised a liberty tree and sang revolutionary songs.3

At 11 a.m. on 5 March the Bourbon court learned of the invasion. Courtiers laughed, confident that Bonaparte’s robber band would be rounded up and hanged, but Louis XVIII foresaw a new revolution in the news. He sent for his minister of war, Jean de Dieu Soult, formerly one of Napoleon’s marshals, who ordered the regiments quartered in the Alpine foothills to arrest the renegade’s progress. It looked simple: Fitzroy Somerset, twenty-six-year-old military secretary to the Duke of Wellington and acting British ambassador to France, reported to his brother the Duke of Beaufort, ‘Preparations are making to get rid of the monster and I hope to god they will kill him.’4

On 7 March a battalion of the 5th Regiment of the Line barred the road to Grenoble at the village of Laffrey. Followed by generals Antoine Drouot, Henri Bertrand and Pierre Cambronne, his companions in exile, Napoleon walked calmly towards them, then stopped, threw open his familiar grey greatcoat, and shouted, ‘Soldiers of the Fifth – you recognise me. If there is one among you who wishes to kill his Emperor, I am here.’ Nobody pulled a trigger; instead, with shouts of ‘Vive l’Empereur!’ they threw away their white Bourbon cockades and ran forward to embrace the men of the Imperial Guard.

The same day a second regiment joined his cause, led to him this time by its colonel. Charles de la Bédoyère assembled the 7th Regiment to more cries of ‘Vive l’Empereur!’ and, after a brief consultation with his officers, marched them south to double Napoleon’s force. The Emperor made La Bédoyère an imperial aide-de-camp, his first task to write a proclamation from the 7th Regiment to the army in general, inviting them to join the cause.

Soldiers barely needed such prompting. Napoleon’s little army of 3000, now 190 miles from Cannes, halted outside the barred gates of Grenoble, an artillery arsenal defended by 5000 men, only until La Bédoyère strode to the gatehouse and shouted to those within to join Napoleon. They too responded with a resounding chorus of ‘Vive l’Empereur!’ When the governor delayed opening the gates, the townsfolk brought up wooden beams to smash them apart; they sang the Marseillaise as Napoleon left. The march north-west became a series of triumphal entries and when the king’s brother, the comte d’Artois, arrived at Lyons on 9 March to defend the second city of France, he found it in turbulent insurrection against royal rule; he fled north while the garrison marched south to join the Emperor, whose army was now 12,000 strong.

Soult summoned the great hero Marshal Ney to Paris. The son of a cooper, the red-headed Michel Ney was a revolutionary who had become a key supporter of Napoleon, making a reputation as the brave des braves (bravest of the brave), the hero of rearguard actions against the Russians in 1812, before he had helped to force him to abdicate. Ney left Paris with Artois’ son, the duc de Berry, declaring to the king that he would bring back Napoleon ‘dead or alive in an iron cage’.

When Ney reached his troops at Lons-le-Saulnier his call for loyalty to the king was answered by murmurs of discontent. Learning that Lyons and other cities had declared for Bonaparte, Ney reached the conclusion that a new revolution was what the nation wanted and when, on 14 March, the time came to march against Napoleon, he surprised his closest aides by changing sides. Instead of delivering a rousing speech in support of the French king, Ney commenced his harangue, ‘The cause of the Bourbons is lost for ever … Liberty has triumphed finally, and Napoleon, our august Emperor, will consolidate it for ever … Vive l’Empereur!’ His regiments joined Napoleon at Auxerre four days later.5

‘The English who had flock’d to Paris are flocking back again, & say that the Troops at Calais & Boulogne are not to be depended on & are crying out Vive l’Empereur,’ wrote Lady Lucas, the blue-stocking granddaughter of a former Lord Chancellor whose cousin and nephew were in government, on 16 March. Half-pay officers were recalled to Paris wondering what would happen, but events moved fast. One such officer, André Ravard, arrived too late to witness the climactic scenes which were described to him, as he wrote to his brother:



I think I said to you when I left you that I had no idea whether I was on my way to serve the king or the emperor; you will know now that it is the latter. On the 19th of this month the king reviewed the troops that were in Paris to the number of about sixty thousand men. He asked that those who would volunteer to defend him should step forward. About 150 of them stepped forward. At that, the king, seeing himself abandoned by all his soldiers, decided on the night of the 19th to the 20th to leave with his whole household for England …





In essence, the report was true: the elite regiments had marched off to Fontainebleau to welcome Bonaparte and the National Guard refused to fight for Louis XVIII, who left the Tuileries soon after midnight and fled to Belgium.6

By the middle of the next day, a British diplomat remarked, ‘The King’s pictures, which the day before had ornamented the shops, gave place to pictures of Bonaparte. The white ribbon disappeared, and the red, and in some cases the tricolour, usurped the place of it.’ More than five hundred unemployed officers, recalled to Paris by the Bourbons to fight the usurper, now declared for Napoleon and, led by General Exelmans, marched on the Tuileries, taking control after negotiation with the National Guard. A tricolour flag rose over the palace. As the news spread, Bonapartists sporting bouquets of freshly picked violets gathered to celebrate at the Café Montansier in the Palais Royal.7

That afternoon Napoleon’s sisters-in-law, Julie Clary and Hortense Beauharnais, began to redecorate. They found that in the throne room the blue carpet that used to buzz with Napoleonic bees was now a vast field of fleurs-de-lys, but one of their ladies noticed that a lily had a loose edge. ‘She tore it, and soon the bee was revealed. All the ladies set to work, and in less than half an hour, amid shouts of joyous laughter from the whole company, the carpet became an imperial one again.’ Meanwhile, gradually, the entrance hall filled with unemployed officers until at nine o’clock a huge shout of ‘Vive l’Empereur!’ rang out and Napoleon entered the Tuileries to wild acclamation, ‘literally carried in triumph by generals Lobau, Exelmans and others’ up the grand staircase. Bonaparte was back.8

On the Belgian border chasseurs-à-cheval, light cavalrymen formerly of the Imperial Guard, haunted the cafés, waiting impatiently for the next newspaper. ‘The first were sarcastic and insolent. They said: The Corsican Ogre has landed. The next, Bonaparte the Usurper is marching on Grenoble. The third lot: General Bonaparte has entered Grenoble. The fourth bunch: Napoléon Bonaparte has entered Lyon. The closer he got to the capital, the less colourful their epithets.’ For two days no newspapers arrived at the cafés, then, late in the afternoon of 21 March, one came: the impatient chasseurs learned that The Emperor had left Lyons and was marching on Paris; finally, next day, The Emperor Napoleon had made his entry into Paris on 20 March. ‘We hugged each other in the cafés, in the streets, in the squares, we sang, we danced, the whole place went crazy.’

Soldiers from ordinary regiments were equally pleased. Lieutenant Jacques Martin had spent a tedious six months with the 45th Regiment at the northern fortress of Condé, where the troops celebrated wildly. Martin, a volunteer from Geneva aged only twenty but already a veteran of bitter campaigning, was devoted to Napoleon. In 1813 he had swum the swollen Elster to escape capture after the French defeat at Leipzig, and he was keen for a rematch at slightly better odds. Corporal Louis Canler’s battalion of the 28th had left Saint-Omer, near Calais, to ‘fight the usurper’, as their royalist colonel put it. Canler was the son of a soldier: brought up as an enfant de troupe, he had joined the 28th in 1811 at the age of fourteen as a drummer, for each company was allowed two children of this age and Canler had already learned to play the drum. Two years later he was a proper soldier; promoted to corporal, he helped to defend Antwerp against the allies. Now his regiment was marching against their hero, but having reached Béthune they were sent back to Saint-Omer, and in the evening they learned that Napoleon was at Paris. ‘All the windows were illuminated spontaneously, as if by enchantment, and a real party began, celebrated to cries of “Vive l’Empereur!”’9

Within a month, Napoleon’s negligible band of a thousand renegades had conquered France, ejected the Bourbons and reinstated the social changes of the Revolution, to the delight of the common people, including the majority of ordinary soldiers. As a result, the most feared military genius in Europe was back in charge of Europe’s most potent army, then some 210,000 strong.10 Only Napoleon could have pulled off such a feat. This was a man capable of extraordinary achievements, endowed with extraordinary luck. A sardonic caricature, published in April, showed Ney with his head to Napoleon’s arse, saying, ‘I swear it smells of violets.’11


2

The Devil is Unchained

On 7 March 1815 there was to be a stag hunt at Eisenstadt, the palace of Prince Esterhazy near Vienna. The British Ambassador kept a pack of hounds there, and the Duke of Wellington intended to run them now the snow had thawed. The hunt gathered in Esterhazy’s English-style landscape garden, where the waterworks were powered by an imported British steam engine, and where ‘the turn-out was thoroughly English; the hounds English, and horses English; master, huntsmen, and whippers-in, all decked out in English costume.’

The wealthy British were conspicuous at the Congress of Vienna, where representatives of the allied powers – Austria, Britain, Prussia and Russia being the most important – had met to thrash out the shape of post-Napoleonic Europe, and the Duke of Wellington, Britain’s undefeated general, was universally respected. His aide, young William Pitt-Lennox, was vastly fond of hunting and intent on the preparations, until he noted with disappointment that the Duke had not turned up, and gradually realised that everyone was looking very serious. He asked Napoleon’s stepson Eugène Beauharnais what the matter was. Eugène, former viceroy of Italy, was attending the conference with his father-in-law, the king of Bavaria, having retired to Munich after Bonaparte’s abdication. ‘Have you not heard?’ replied Eugène, ‘Napoleon has escaped from his prison on the Isle of Elba.’ Abandoning his cherished hunt, Pitt-Lennox rode the forty miles back to Vienna, thinking that Wellington might wish to leave instantly.1

There were not just diplomats at Vienna; this was a vast social gathering of European aristocracy. Entranced by a constant whirl of waltzes, concerts and plays, spectacular shows at the Imperial Riding School, sledge trips to the palaces outside Vienna, and once the snow had finally melted, hunting with the ambassador’s hounds, the courtiers played while diplomats and soldiers wrangled.

Within weeks the wrangling became acrimonious. During his years of prosperity the tyrant that everybody feared had redrawn the map of Europe, throwing out feudal lords at will and creating kingdoms for members of his own family. Having forced Napoleon to abdicate and exiled him to the island of Elba, the other princes of Europe were now gathered to carve up his huge empire, to return the world to how it had been before the revolution, to reward some and punish others. By Christmas the conflicting territorial ambitions of the allied Great Powers had brought them to the brink of war.

Napoleon’s biggest change had been the dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire, the archaic structure based in Germany and comprising innumerable small feudal princedoms, free cities and prince-bishoprics. In 1806 Napoleon had forced Francis II of Austria to resign as Holy Roman Emperor and had created a confederation of new states along the Rhine as a buffer between France, Austria and Prussia, Austria’s rival power in Germany, but in 1815 the dispossessed princes wanted their lands back. A sense of common nationhood was awakening among the German-speaking peoples, but it clashed with the interests of the princes and, meanwhile, the Great Powers were intent on expansion.

The thorniest issue at the Congress was a Russo-Prussian proposal that Poland should become a Russian possession while Saxony should go to Prussia. The Duchy of Warsaw and Saxony had been Napoleon’s most loyal ally and, along with many Rhinelanders, had still been fighting for him at Leipzig, the great battle of the Nations, in 1813. At this enormous four-day battle involving half a million men, Napoleon had finally lost his grip on Germany. Lord Castlereagh supported Austrian and French objections to the proposal, surprising Prussians who thought he had been on their side. Things came to a head when the Tsar announced to Castlereagh, ‘I shall be King of Poland, and the King of Prussia shall be King of Saxony,’ and pointed out that the Russians had an army of 480,000 men occupying Poland and Saxony. The Prussians could not believe that Britain could be so deferential to the French and on 1 January Prussia threatened war and began to mobilise its army. Two days later Britain, Austria and France signed the Secret Treaty of Vienna, a covert alliance against Prussia and Russia. The pair eventually backed down, and the allies patched up an agreement whereby Saxony was split, its king ceding roughly half his territory to Prussia. Nevertheless, the Prussian generals at Vienna received an impression of British perfidy in which the Duke of Wellington, who was ambassador to France and had replaced Castlereagh at Vienna when the foreign secretary returned to England, was deeply implicated.2

It took the shocking news of Napoleon’s escape to reunite the alliance. On 13 March, after learning that he had landed in France, the Congress of Vienna declared him an outlaw. On 17 March Prussia, Russia, Austria and Britain each pledged to raise armies of 150,000 men to oppose Napoleon.

The Great Powers appreciated that their decisions as to which king should rule which region would not always be received with enthusiasm in the regions concerned and they worried now that in these places many might remember Bonaparte more fondly. Such nostalgia was feared most immediately in Belgium. Before the French Revolution, the southern Netherlands, modern Belgium, had belonged to Austria, while the northern Netherlands, modern Holland, had been the Dutch Republic. The southern Netherlands had been annexed to France in 1795, while the Dutch were first the Republic of Batavia, then the Kingdom of Holland ruled by Louis Bonaparte, and finally from 1810 to 1813 part of France. For commercial and strategic reasons Britain was interested in the fate of the Netherlands, especially the important Belgian port of Antwerp, through which a large proportion of British exports to Europe flowed. At the Congress Austria accepted a British plan to install the Orange family, traditional Stadtholders of Holland, as rulers of a new state powerful enough to resist France. The Prince Regent had planned a marriage between his daughter and the young Prince of Orange, but she didn’t like him and broke off the engagement, while the allies were still bickering about just what lands the Netherlands should include.

During Bonaparte’s march on Paris the Congress agreed to unite Holland, Belgium and Luxembourg and on 16 March Willem I was proclaimed first king of the Netherlands. Willem of Orange had been acting ruler of Belgium since the end of the previous July but Protestant Dutch hegemony was resented. After he decreed that Dutch should replace French as the official language of Belgium, the Dutch national anthem, Oranje Boven, was whistled in the theatres. Tom Morris, an articulate Cockney sergeant, realised that Willem needed conspicuous British backing in the form of a British and Hanoverian army of occupation. Morris’s 73rd Regiment had been sent to Holland in 1813 to support the Dutch rebellion against Bonaparte but was now in Belgium, he supposed, ‘to ensure the tranquillity of the people, until the annexation of Belgium to Holland should be carried into effect’. The proclamation announcing the unification of Belgium and Holland was ‘very unpopular; so much so, that where we were, they could not prevail on any of the inhabitants to assist in the reading of it; and that duty had to be performed under a guard of British bayonets’.3

The Belgians had flourished under Bonaparte and the Francophone portion had welcomed incorporation into France. A very large number of Belgians had served in the French army and some remained in it, although during 1814 Louis XVIII had ejected most soldiers who were no longer French nationals. A priority case had been 9000 Belgian members of the bloated Imperial Guard, who crossed the border back into Belgium still in uniform. Willem I was prepared to make use of these experienced soldiers for his new army, but his allies were distinctly uneasy when he entrusted the military administration of the southern Netherlands to a general from Napoleon’s Imperial Guard. There were acute fears that a lightning strike by Napoleon against the Netherlands would be followed by the immediate defection of Belgium, with its 9000 former Imperial Guards of dubious loyalty.

The new king’s twenty-two-year-old son, the Prince of Orange, took command of 14,000 British, 9000 Hanoverian and 10,000 Dutch and Belgian troops. In 1795, when he was two, William and his family had fled from the French and anti-Orange ‘Patriots’ to England. He was given a military education in Prussia, was sent to the University of Oxford, and then joined Wellington as an aide-de-camp in the Peninsula from 1811 to 1813, rising, without ever commanding troops, to the rank of lieutenant-general. He was courageous, vain and excitable: on hearing that Napoleon had reached Lyons he proposed invading France to save Louis XVIII who was at Lille, but was dissuaded by his military secretary Sir John Colborne, one of Wellington’s best soldiers, who had been appointed to keep a mature eye on the prince.4 As one British officer noted:



it appears that the Prince has made himself unpopular in our army, and that the present situation has a little turned his head, nor have flatterers been wanting to make him believe that he is as great a general as some of the ancient princes of his house; which, judging from the present state of the army under his command, and from the mode in which everything is carried on by him, does not appear to be the case.5





Orange was out of his depth, and although Colborne considered him essentially sound, other British officers came to regard him as a liability, and were later to blame him for many things that went wrong on the battlefield.

On 22 March a rumour in Brussels that Napoleon was in northern France with 50,000 men caused the British Guards to head for the frontier and the banks to close. Most of the British civilian population – an estimated 1500 people – fled to Antwerp; Louis XVIII reached Ostend en route for London, but was persuaded to remain in Belgium. Meanwhile, the Congress of Vienna decided to entrust command of the army in the Netherlands to the Duke of Wellington and on 29 March he left for Brussels.6 The Prussian army in the Rhineland, reduced over the winter to a strength of only about 30,000, recalled troops that had just been demobilised. Everyone in Belgium was jumpy. Edmund Wheatley, an English officer serving at Tournai, noted in his journal on 2 April, ‘While dressing to go out to a party, the girl came in pale and aghast telling me the cannon was planted “sur la grande place” with lighted matches, and that Boney was at Lille.’ The northern French town was just a few miles across the border.7


3

Glory, Liberty and Peace

The man the rulers of Europe all feared was a prodigy and an enigma. ‘He has indeed no Model but in Antiquity,’ wrote the republican Earl of Wycombe in 1797, during the first wave of enthusiasm for the saviour of the Revolution. Two years later a Swiss journalist who had just been exiled for criticising Bonaparte was nevertheless confused what to make of him: ‘Never were human valour and contemptibleness, capacity and false-greatness, understanding and shifts of ignorance, insolent immodesty and brilliant qualities, so mixed as in this man.’ Fifteen years were to reveal much more of his character, but portrayed so differently by friends and enemies as to baffle interpretation. Even after his fall Bonaparte was still loved and hated, admired and despised in almost equal measure. ‘If it be doubtful whether any history (exclusive of such as is avowedly fabulous) ever attributed to its hero such a series of wonderful achievements compressed into so small a space of time, it is certain that to no one were ever assigned so many different characters,’ wrote a wry commentator in 1819; but even British enemies admitted that ‘he was and will remain the greatest man of his time.’1

To British comic artists Napoleon was ‘Boney’, a conceited, furious, upstart tyrant, a diminutive hero with enormous hat and sword. In reality Napoleon stood five foot six or seven inches tall – average height for the period – but the British public became convinced that he was tiny (in part also because his height had been reported in France, where the inch was longer, as five foot two). ‘Boney’ remained a lean figure with a thin, sallow face and aquiline nose, as Bonaparte had been in 1797 when the first portraits of him reached Britain, even though by 1815 the real Emperor was stout and paunchy.

On the continent caricaturists drew him with the darker knowledge of experience. They parodied the characteristic bicorne hat and blue or green uniforms of his own propaganda, and produced a figure to be feared, bombastic but sinister. For many more people in Europe than in Britain Bonaparte represented hope betrayed. Enthusiasm for the young, handsome, brilliant republican hero who had preserved the social changes of the French Revolution turned gradually to fear and hatred. A generation had grown up with constant warfare and Napoleon came to represent universal slaughter and devastation: in his wars about a million Frenchmen had died, together with rather more of their enemies. The most striking of many caricatures issued in Germany at the end of 1813 showed the Emperor with his face composed of corpses. Sometimes he was the Antichrist: by a standard numerological system the letters of his name added up to 666, the Number of the Beast (but only if one spelled his name ‘Napolean’). Often he was the Devil.

Inevitably, propaganda oversimplified Napoleon. He was an immensely complex figure, one of the greatest men of any age. Handsome in his youth, Napoleon was charismatic, charming and highly intelligent. People became wary of his eyes, and also of his voice with which he could cast a spell to bend men to his will: the mayor of Brussels believed he had bewitched the young men of the city.2 Even in Britain he had sympathisers and William Gibney, assistant surgeon to the 15th Hussars, was one. Gibney, an Irishman, qualified as a doctor at Edinburgh and Trinity College Dublin, took the view that the French should be allowed the ruler of their choice:



Why the French, if they preferred Napoleon to a Bourbon, should not be allowed to retain their choice I never could see. Napoleon was cold-blooded, selfish, and ambitious, but he had the glorification and love of France in his heart, and showed by his government and laws that he knew how to rule and not improbably was often driven into war by combinations made against him. Napoleon was a heaven-born general, and knew it; he was, too, a far-seeing and resolute ruler, very much the sort required to govern the French people; and had he been left alone might have acted otherwise than he did. Anyhow, he could have and would have licked all Europe, had we Britons not come to their aid; and with our money and obstinate resolve finally disposed of this clever but somewhat unscrupulous leader.3





Nobody denied that Bonaparte was a brilliant general, perhaps the greatest of all time. Through much of Europe he had swept away the ancien régime and in Italy, Germany and elsewhere enlightened liberals had flocked to his banner, for he was a man of the meritocratic future, not the feudal past.

Born to an influential family in Corsica, Napoleon had the modern, scientific education of a French artilleryman. During the French Revolution he had joined the Jacobin party, first attracting notice when he commanded the artillery that recaptured the port of Toulon from royalists and the British navy in 1793. After gaining the favourable attention of the Convention in 1795 by dispersing royalist rebels with a ‘whiff of grapeshot’, Napoleon first commanded an army in Italy in 1796 at the age of twenty-seven. France was in chaos and defeat seemed imminent but Bonaparte reversed the fortunes of war, winning many admirers for freeing Italy. Further campaigns there and in Egypt and Syria brought victories at Arcola, Rivoli and the Pyramids that established a reputation as an invincible commander. In October 1799, after the coup d’état de Brumaire, he became one of three consuls ruling France and before long he was First Consul. A victory at Marengo in 1800 made him the hero who brought peace to Europe, after which Napoleon threw himself into a series of legal, educational, social and infrastructural reforms that proved of lasting value to the nation.

Peace did not last long, for the British government didn’t trust Bonaparte and Bonaparte didn’t trust them. At this stage Napoleon had many admirers in Britain, but the royal family was fundamentally opposed to his republican government. Moreover, Bonaparte represented not just revolution but France: Britain had long been competing with France in what French historians describe as a second Hundred Years War for command of global trade. Napoleon was a thoroughly dangerous leader of the archenemy – Louis XIV in a different guise.

From May 1803 he was at war with Britain, with his army, trained to perfection, lining the Channel coast. In 1804 he crowned himself Emperor of France and in 1805 King of Italy. The army created for invasion of Britain was Napoleon’s finest, a war machine worthy of the imperial Roman legions. Carrying eagle standards like the Romans they emulated, and renamed the Grande Armée, his soldiers marched to destroy the forces of the Third Coalition to be formed against France, this time between Britain, Austria, Russia, Sweden and Naples. In 1805 Napoleon mesmerised the Austrians at Ulm and then crushed them and their Russian allies at Austerlitz. When a Fourth Coalition was formed by Prussia, Russia, Saxony, Sweden and Great Britain, he humiliated the Prussians at Jena and Auerstädt in 1806, invaded Prussia and won the war at Friedland in 1807, converting an admiring Tsar into an ally of France. Directly or indirectly Napoleon now ruled most of continental Europe.

British Whigs again made overtures for peace, but King George III remained as implacably hostile to the new upstart Emperor as he had been to the old Republic. Napoleon sought to break Britain commercially by imposing a continental embargo on trade, but this proved widely unpopular and impossible to enforce. It caused Napoleon to become embroiled in a long war in the Iberian Peninsula that tied down French troops and resources and enabled Britain to develop an efficient, veteran army led by the Duke of Wellington. The embargo irritated Russia and in 1812 Napoleon attacked the Tsar Alexander at a time when Wellington was ready to take the offensive in the Peninsula. The Russian campaign cost Napoleon and his allies half a million men, while his brother’s rule in Spain collapsed after Wellington’s victory at Vitoria. First Prussia, then Austria and the German states deserted the French alliance and after the great defeat at Leipzig in October 1813 Napoleon lost all territory east of the Rhine. He could still win battles but he was losing the war. In 1814 the allies invaded France. When they reached Paris, Napoleon’s marshals deserted him and he finally abdicated. The victorious monarchist powers reinstalled the Bourbon family on the throne of France, in the immensely obese shape of Louis XVIII.

Louis’ royalist supporters handled affairs spectacularly badly. The returned émigrés seized every opportunity to remind the French of why they had had a revolution in the first place. Their handling of the army – in particular their failure to pay people – alienated the senior officers who had made their return possible and reinforced the nostalgia for Napoleon that was widespread among junior officers and lower ranks. Soldiers began to count, ‘15, 16, 17, gros cochon [fat pig], 19, 20 …’ Two hundred thousand newly repatriated prisoners of war were convinced that Napoleon could not have been beaten had they been present, and detested the restored Bourbons and the betrayal of the republican principle for which they had suffered cruel incarceration. Meanwhile, the allies were practically at war with each other.4

So Napoleon returned. He considered and quickly rejected an instantaneous strike on Belgium. Several veteran officers stressed the low risk and high reward of such a move, but Bonaparte was well aware that he lacked political support for the aggressive schemes of his soldiers. Tempting though it would be to chase out Louis XVIII and the king of the Netherlands and bring Belgium back to the fold, the French people would not forgive him for plunging them straight into a war of conquest. If there was to be a war, it was imperative he didn’t start it. However, Napoleon hoped that if he accepted the borders of France as they stood, his resumption of his throne might be accepted by the other rulers of Europe. He had at least to put this notion to the test, so he wrote to all the princes assuring them of his peaceful intentions. Should the allies obstinately reject these peaceful overtures, then he would prepare the country for defence, or at least that is what he said. Those who were ill-disposed towards Napoleon argued that he was merely anxious to convince people that he desired peace when the reality was that with him in charge war was inevitable, and he knew it.5

Bonaparte’s own propaganda sought to reconcile nostalgia for military might with peace and a renewed commitment to revolutionary liberties. In Le départ précipité et le retour imprévu, a print published in April celebrating his return, the sun shines on an eagle bearing an olive branch. Napoleon rides another eagle with a tricolour in its beak bearing the legend ‘Gloire, Liberté & Paix’. ‘Veni, vidi, vici,’ announces Napoleon, striking a fleeing Louis XVIII with his lightning. A more expensive print was titled Rentrée de Napoleon le Grand dans la Capitale de l’Empire Français, le 20 Mars 1815. It showed Napoleon in classical costume as a Roman emperor, surrounded by emblems of agriculture, trade and justice, with tributes to his achievements and a flag declaring ‘Honneur aux Braves’ – the brave soldiers of his army. The writing described how France having experienced some unexpected reverses had been suffering for several months under a foreign yoke. Her hero and liberator had retired to Elba but left on 28 February at the head of a handful of his ‘Braves’. He crossed France unopposed in twenty-two days, welcomed everywhere.

Bonaparte had marched to Paris on a wave of popular support from the peasants of eastern France in which the most startling ingredient was renewed revolutionary fervour, with the recrudescence of liberty trees and similar symbols. To a senior administrator he confided, ‘Nothing has surprised me more on returning to France, than this hatred of priests and the nobility which I find as universal and as violent as it was at the beginning of the Revolution. The Bourbons have restored their lost force to the ideas of the Revolution.’6

In reality he had sought to stir up this revolutionary fervour from his first landing: his proclamation of 1 March had labelled the feudal nobility, émigrés and clergy ‘enemies of the people’. Once more he presented himself as the Saviour of the Revolution that he had been back in 1800. For this reason decrees of 21 March abolished the nobility and feudal titles, expelled the émigrés and sequestered their property and removed nearly all the detested excise duties on alcoholic drinks. A pamphleteer announced ‘A general appeal to all the peoples of Europe to join with the French to shake off the yoke of their oppressors, to give themselves a chief of their choice and laws which establish liberty, equality and the rights of all citizens’. The cause was clearly defined: once again, the French were striving to preserve their Revolution, struggling against despots and seeking to make common cause with the oppressed in places such as Belgium.7

Popular support for Napoleon was not universal, however, and some cities in the south, west and north, notably Marseilles and Bordeaux, came out in favour of the king. Emmanuel de Grouchy, a cavalry general who, rusticated by Louis XVIII, had rallied to Napoleon, defeated the royalists in Provence, but the Vendée soon rose in revolt. In northern France the Bonapartist Lieutenant Martin found ‘townspeople and country folk appeared less happy than us [soldiers]; not, I
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Napoleon with his marshals
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‘I swear it smells of violets’: Marshal Ney deserts King Louis and joins Napoleon
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The rapid departure of Louis XVIII and the unexpected return of Napoleon: March 1815
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Napoleon presents eagles to his soldiers at the Champ de Mai of 1815
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The Duke of Wellington, ‘the great war hero’, riding Copenhagen and dressed as he was at Waterloo
Private Collection / Photo © Mark Fiennes / The Bridgeman Art Library
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The Prince of Orange, Wellington’s former aide, riding Waxy and dressed for battle
Royal Collection Trust © Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, 2014 / The Bridgeman Art Library
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Prince Blücher, ‘Old Forwards’, at the Katzbach in 1813, his first victory over the French

[image: image]

General Gneisenau: ‘Blücher’s brain’
Apsley House, The Wellington Museum, London, UK / © English Heritage Photo Library / The Bridgeman Art Library
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Hans Ziethen, commander of I Corps
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Volunteers of Lützow’s Freikorps on outpost duty. Auf Vorposten (1815) by Georg Friedrich Kersting, who fought with the Freikorps, shows three of his comrades, the painters Friedrich Friesen and Ferdinand Hartmann and the writer Theodor Körner
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Maurice Gérard, who led the assault on Ligny © Bildarchiv Preussicher Kulturbesitz
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Franz Lieber, the Prussian volunteer rifleman who became Professor of History and Political Science at Columbia University and drafted the code of conduct for Union troops during the American Civil War
© Library of Congress
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Burned-out ruins of Ligny, drawn soon after the battle from close to the quarry
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Ligny castle with Blücher’s windmill and Brye church in the distance on the left, Sombreffe on the right
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Quatre Bras from the west with the farm left, the alehouse centre and naked bodies and La Bergerie right, sketched by Thomas Stoney on 21 June 1815
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Quatre Bras from the east; above, the alehouse with the Bois de Bossu behind it; below, the farm and the crossroads
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Thomas Picton (left) and the Duke of Brunswick (right), heroes of Quatre Bras
Royal Collection Trust © Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, 2014 / The Bridgeman Art Library / Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin, Germany / © DHM / The Bridgeman Art Library
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Marshal Grouchy, scapegoat for defeat; Marshal Ney, ‘brave des braves’ or battle-fatigued and brainless?; below, the Earl of Uxbridge, dashing commander of Wellington’s cavalry © Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris, France / The Bridgeman Art Library / Roger-Viollet, Paris / The Bridgeman Art Library. Bottom image: Royal Collection Trust © Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, 2014 / The Bridgeman Art Library
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Breastplate of a carabinier killed by a roundshot recovered from the battlefield of Waterloo
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Prussian cavalrymen of 1815: a Silesian uhlan wearing the iron cross, a cuirassier and a trumpeter of dragoons
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‘Et moi aussi je viens de l’Isle d’Elbe!’, one of Napoleons braves, symbol of French military might
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North gate of Hougoumont from the north with the dovecote and burned-out château
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South gate of Hougoumont from the south with the garden wall right, sketched on 20 June
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Ruins of Hougoumont from the west with the sunken lane left and the wood right. Matthew Clay was initially stationed on this side of the farm. The château itself has been destroyed
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La Haye Sainte looking north towards Wellington’s position by Thomas Stoney, 21 June. Note that the banks either side of the cutting are taller than the wagon passing through it

[image: image]

View looking south-east from the valley with La Haye Sainte left and La Belle Alliance centre. The sketch gives an idea of the height of the wheat
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Life Guards defeating cuirassiers
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Cuirassiers charging British infantry squares
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Fighting between the Prussians and the French Old Guard in Plancenoit
© Hamburger Kunsthalle, Hamburg, Germany / The Bridgeman Art Library
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The arrival of Ziethen’s corps with the French army in rout
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Dominique Larrey, chief surgeon to the Imperial Guard: Napoleon said he was ‘the most virtuous man that I have known’
© Fine Art Images/Heritage Images/Topfoto
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John Haddy James, assistant surgeon to the 1st Life Guards © Wellcome Library, London

[image: image]

The field of Waterloo covered with dead and wounded: the density of killing was greater than at the Somme in 1916

Drawings by the surgeon Charles Bell of wounded men in the hospitals at Brussels:
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Voltz of the German Legion, an amputee who survived tetanus © The RAMC Muniment Collection in the care of the Wellcome Library
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Dominique Modere of the 1st Line lay for three days in a field near Hougoumont with a bullet in his brain but survived
© The RAMC Muniment Collection in the care of the Wellcome Library
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Peltier of the 3rd Lancers, stabbed in the stomach by a British dragoon
© The RAMC Muniment Collection in the care of the Wellcome Library
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The Nec plus ultra of cannibalism; this caricature, published in August 1815, is a hostile French view of Napoleon after his defeat: ‘In the name of liberty I hold them in chains,’ proclaims his banner, and behind him is a view of the battle of Waterloo along with towns burned to ashes
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The Present State of France Exemplified shows Louis XVIII with Talleyrand and Fouché, supported by bayonets; in the background his supporters take vengeance on Bonapartists, while Prussians, sitting on large bags of gold, pay the starving people to shout, ‘Vive les Bourbons!’
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