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  Introduction


  THE LAST STAND


  The concept of men selling their lives as dearly as possible forms an honoured part of most national histories and also the basis of much military
  tradition. This in itself serves to underline the fact that while all armies talk of fighting to the last man and the last round, such events are the exception rather than the rule.


  Disregarding the results of pursuit following a set-piece battle, and also those of a protracted formal siege, the phenomenon of the last stand can be seen to arise only within a highly
  motivated environment, and then only in time of total war or when feelings on both sides are running extremely high. The phenomenon appears from time to time in the Classical period, the most
  notable example being the defence of the Pass of Thermopylae by the Greeks against the Persians in 480 BC, where King Leonidas and his bodyguard of 300 Spartans refused to
  surrender and died to a man. At Hastings in 1066, when the rest of the Saxon army had fled, King Harolds Huscarls fought to the bitter end and almost killed William, Duke of Normandy, later
  known as the Conqueror, when he unwisely pressed their retreat. In general, however, this aspect of war was largely absent during the medieval wars of western Europe. It was true that the peasant
  levies which formed the bulk of the infantry had to take their chances, but for their heavily armoured masters the concept of fighting was rather different; unless the issue to be resolved was
  extremely personal, capturing an opponent was preferable to killing him, for a live enemy noble or knight was valuable for the ransom he would bring, but a dead one was worthless. The constable of
  a fortress under siege was permitted a statutory period during which he could seek his masters instructions as to whether to submit or fight on, a truce being granted for the purpose. If his
  orders were to hold out, he would then be subjected to contrary internal pressure, for the garrison was aware that at the end of the period the enemy was free to sack and massacre without
  restraint. All in all, it was a useful means of neutralizing a strong position without recourse to bloodshed. In Palestine, where Cruaders fought Saracens for possession of the Holy Places, the
  rules were different. The Knights Templar, for example, let it be known that they neither gave nor accepted quarter, and their foes reacted accordingly; after the Battle of Hattin in 1187 some 200
  captured Templars and Hospitallers were beheaded on the spot.


  During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries bands of professional mercenaries became a feature of European warfare, notably the Italian Condottiere. Some, including the
  Swiss, were honest enough to fight for their pay, but others had no intention of putting themselves at risk; often, to the annoyance of their paymasters, deals were struck between opposing
  mercenary captains on the eve of a battle, and no one was hurt. The seventeenth century, however, was a period of political and religious turmoil during which men fought bitterly to protect vested
  interests or deeply held convictions. Massacres were commonplace, one atrocity begetting another. At Marston Moor and again at Naseby there were Royalist regiments who went down fighting rather
  than surrender to an enemy they loathed and despised. The wars of eighteenth century, on the other hand, were mostly fought without rancour by small professional armies. There was no disgrace in
  surrender by a commander and troops who had done their best, and often their opponents would accord them the Honours of War. It is only in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, in the age of
  total war begun by Napoleon and the era of Western expansion across the globe, that last stands became a regular feature of warfare.


  Much, of course, depends on the character of the commander concerned, but this in itself is not enough unless he has the complete support of his men. From what, then, does this fierce motivation
  stem? Anger? Fear? Esprit de corps? Tradition? Discipline? Loyalty? Belief in a cause? Hope of relief? Or self-sacrifice on behalf of others? Some of these elements are present in most last
  stands, but rarely all.


  Here a further factor for consideration arises. Armies do not fight to the last man and the last round; nor do large formations such as corps and divisions. Those units that do so are invariably
  small, ranging in size from a platoon to a battalion, and sometimes in the British Army to a brigade, which is the equivalent of a regiment in other armies. Recent studies by military psychologists
  conclude that a soldiers primary loyalties lie to the men in his own platoon, then to his company, and finally to his battalion and regiment; to higher formations the soldier accords a
  general but impersonal loyalty, since they lie beyond his immediate family and are peopled by strangers. There is nothing new or surprising in this, and indeed the average senior NCO would comment
  tersely that this had always been the case and was likely to remain so. Robert Fox, the BBC reporter who witnessed the epic battle against odds by 2nd Battalion The Parachute Regiment to secure
  Goose Green, subsequently commented that despite their fearsome reputation the paratroopers cared deeply what happened to their comrades and that this was one of the reasons why they were so very
  formidable. As if to emphasise the point, the two Victoria Crosses awarded during the Falklands War were won by members of the Parachute Regiment who deliberately sacrificed their lives for others.
  The longer an efficient unit serves together, the more this feature tends to emerge.


  One might expect, therefore, that any study of the last stand would contain frequent mention of the worlds lites. Certainly, among the examples I have quoted, some are present,
  including the Grenadiers and Chasseurs of the Old Guard at Waterloo, the Marines who defended Wake Island, and 2nd Battalion The Parachute Regiment at Arnhem Bridge. In the majority of cases,
  however, it was units of the line, albeit with a well-developed esprit de corps, which circumstances presented with a test to destruction. Examples are the US 7th Cavalry at the Little Big
  Horn, the 24th Regiment, later the South Wales Borderers, at Isandhlwana and Rorkes Drift, the 2nd Battalion The Rifle Brigade at Outpost Snipe during the Second Battle of Alamein, the 5th
  Battalion The Hampshire Regiment at Sidi Nsir in Tunisia, the 2nd Battalion West Yorkshire Regiment at the Admin Box in Burma, and the Gloucestershire Regiment, Royal Northumberland Fusiliers and
  Royal Ulster Rifles at the Imjin in Korea. Nor should it be forgotten that in first class armies artillerymen accord their guns the status of colours in other branches of the service and fight to
  the muzzle in their defence.


  In two of the episodes the men involved did not even have the distinction of belonging to line regiments. The defenders of The Alamo were volunteers, lacking uniforms or formal training and
  discipline, and they were regarded by their enemy, the Mexican dictator Santa Anna, as being little better than armed hooligans on the make; yet, they fought in a spirit of unquenchable idealism.
  Before its epic fight at Camerone the French Foreign Legion was widely viewed, not least in France itself, as being a somewhat disreputable organization which provided a haven for Europes
  criminal classes.


  In a category entirely their own were the Japanese, to whom the concept of surrender was unintelligible because of a religious conviction that their lives already belonged to the Emperor. In
  this context I have included their defences of Tarawa Atoll partly because it illustrates the point, and partly because it provides a graphic illustration of the terrifying experience of fighting
  against troops who are determined to extract the highest possible price before they are killed. For a while, the outcome of this battle hung in the balance and it was only won by the discipline,
  dogged perseverence and iron determination imbued in its members by the US Marine Corps.


  The battles I describe have passed into legend not simply because of the courage and resolve of those making the stand, but also because this was matched by their enemies, who were prepared to
  accept very severe casualties in order to eliminate them. With one exception, the stand benefited the cause of those who made it, sometimes with redeemed honour, but more often with far wider
  implications. Most obviously, a stand weakened the enemy, cost him time and disrupted his plans, all of which could be used against him in subsequent engagements. Even if a stand was apparently unsuccessful, the enemys minor but frequently expensive tactical victory was often counter-productive in that it aroused a fierce desire for revenge not
  only among the comrades of the defeated troops, but in their homeland as well, a most important consideration in terms of the psychological aspects of warfare. Such was the case in the aftermath of
  the Little Big Horn, Isandhlwana and the massacre of the patients and staff by the Japanese at the Admin Boxs Main Dressing Station. The exception was Tarawa where, although the garrison
  died in the knowledge that they had inflicted heavy loss, their incredibly tough defence brought no other benefit to Japan; indeed, it was the Americans who were the long-term beneficiaries, for
  they refined their amphibious assault techniques so that later landings on similar island fortresses succeeded at far lower cost.


  Bureaucrats in general, and military bureaucrats in particular, enjoy committing analytic formulae to paper, taking delight in the issue of pamphlets on such subjects as, say, the issue of
  pamphlets. To the best of my knowledge, however, no army has attempted to incorporate the last stand into its Field Service Regulations, for the very good reason that to do so would indicate
  a singular lack of confidence in its own abilities. Nevertheless, the phenomenon of the last stand is one which merits attention, as its effects, both political and military, clearly extend far
  beyond the battlefield. There is also good reason to examine the motivations of those who were prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice in hopeless circumstances when surrender might possibly have
  saved their lives. In the simplest cases, of course, extermination seemed inevitable and life could only be prolonged by continued resistance. But there have also been many other instances where
  men have been offered honourable terms and even safe conduct but have bluntly rejected them. The purpose of this book, therefore, is to study some of the better known examples of the phenomenon,
  and a few less well known. All provoke awe, and the reader will draw his own conclusions without further assistance from the author.


  



  CHAPTER 1


  The Old Guard at Waterloo


  18 JUNE 1815


  Despite its comparatively short existence, the Imperial Guard of Napoleon I has become the very symbol of the period in which it served. Containing
  as it did the finest soldiers of France, its memory still evokes in many Frenchmen a nostalgic retrospection to the days of La Grande Nation, when post-revolutionary energy took their
  forefathers to the most distant corners of Europe, and to the style and spirit of those times, indefinable but best expressed as La Gloire. Also remembered, with pride, is that on the
  stricken field of Waterloo it was the Guard, with one short, defiant, dubious phrase, and by the self-sacrifice and discipline of some of its units, which saved the honour of the French Army. Even
  today, so long after the event, such uniforms, weapons and other memorabilia of the Guard as have survived are eagerly sought by collectors willing to pay the highest prices for them.


  The Guard could trace its roots to two Revolutionary units, the Garde du Corps Lgislatif and the Garde du Directoire Excutif, which, in 1799, were amalgamated under
  Joachim Murat to form the Consular Guard, consisting of a grenadier battalion, a chasseur company, three light cavalry squadrons and an artillery battery. The function of this was to provide a
  bodyguard for the three Consuls. Having outmanoeuvred his rivals, however, Napoleon decided that as the Imperial Guard it would play a role of far greater significance. First, it would serve as the
  model for the entire army, and secondly, on the battlefield it would fight as the ultimate reserve, being committed to retrieve a desperate situation or to deliver the final, decisive attack.
  Understanding his men as he did, Napoleon offered membership in such an lite as a reward for long and meritorious service in the regiments of the line, although from 1804 onwards the cream
  of each conscript intake was also trained specifically for the Guard. Because of its lite status, better pay, smarter uniforms and more congenial conditions of service, the Guard never
  lacked recruits. It expanded steadily until it had become an army within an army, containing infantry and cavalry regiments, foot and horse artillery, engineers, supply train, military police and a
  naval unit; at one period its more exotic units included a Mameluke cavalry regiment and a scout regiment composed of Tartars. The personal loyalty of Guardsmen to the Emperor was intense, and the
  prospect of being returned to their units in disgrace ensured that strict discipline was maintained. Within the Guard there were the sub-divisions of the Old, Middle and Young
  Guards, the ambition of every Guardsman being to work his way upwards into the ranks of the Old Guard. Of this the 1st Grenadiers and 1st Chasseurs were regarded as being the most prestigious of
  all.


  Often, there was no need to commit the Guard. At Austerlitz, Jena, Friedland and even at Borodino the infantry of the Old Guard were not engaged, although their presence, clearly indicated by
  the mass of tall bearskins, was something no enemy commander could ignore. Believing in their own invincibility, they referred to themselves as the Immortals; so, too, did the rest of
  the army, because they were so seldom in action. Yet, despite the jealousy of the line regiments, when the army saw the Old or Middle Guard advance it knew that the crisis of the battle had been
  reached and also that the Guard never failed. The Young Guard was committed more regularly, often to the most critical sector of the fighting, with the deliberate intention that its members should
  earn their promotion to the Middle Guard.


  Because of their tremendous reputation, the soldiers of the Old Guard were permitted liberties which would not have been tolerated in other units. When Napoleon met Tsar Alexander of Russia at
  Tilsit in 1807 he pointed to a terribly scarred Grenadier. What do you think of men who can endure such wounds? he asked. And what do you think of men who can inflict
  them? replied the Tsar. Theyre all dead! interjected the Grenadier, settling the issue once and for all. Such familiarities led Napoleon to call them his Old Moaners
  (grognards). They have traditionally been portrayed as grizzled men in their middle years, but in fact they were old in experience rather than years. The majority were aged between 25 and
  35; had they been older, comparatively few could have met the physical demands of campaigning. In 1812 the Guard marched into Russia 40,000 strong. Only 5,000 returned, the remainder having either
  perished in the Russian snows or been captured. Even so, standards of entry were not lowered. To qualify for the Old Guard officers and NCOs had to have twelve years service, including
  several campaigns, while Guardsmen in the 1st Grenadiers and 1st Chasseurs required ten years service, including campaigns.


  When, in 1814, Napoleon abdicated, a small contingent of the Guard was permitted to accompany him in his exile on Elba. This included a composite grenadier/chasseur battalion, two squadrons of
  Polish lancers and 100 artillerymen. Of the rest, only four cavalry regiments and six infantry battalions were retained in the Bourbon Royal Guard, their pay cut by one-third and the
  privates traditional status as an NCO removed. The remainder were either dispersed or dismissed on half-pay. As if this were not sufficient cause for disgust, Louis XVIII, with an astounding
  lack of tact, formed his own personal bodyguard, the Maison Militaire du Roi, from former emigr nobles, granting its privates the pay and status of officers.
  Not surprisingly, when Napoleon returned from Elba, his former Guardsmen rallied to him without a second thought.


  During the campaign of 1815, for practical purposes, the infantry of the Guard consisted of the Old Guard under Lieutenant-General Count Friant with the 1st and 2nd Grenadiers and the 1st and
  2nd Chasseurs, each of two battalions; the Middle Guard under Lieutenant-General Count Morand with the 3rd Grenadiers (two battalions), the 4th Grenadiers (one battalion) and the 3rd and 4th
  Chasseurs, each of two battalions; and the Young Guard under Lieutenant-General Count Duhesme with the 1st and 2nd Tirailleurs and 1st and 2nd Voltigeurs, each of two battalions.


  Napoleons enemies had rallied quickly against him, hoping to overwhelm him by sheer weight of numbers. The Austrians were advancing towards the Upper Rhine and the Russians towards the
  Middle Rhine, but he was confident that the frontier defences of eastern France would hold until, with the 125,000 strong Army of the North, he dealt with the more immediate threat posed to Paris
  by two Allied armies in the Netherlands, the one an Anglo-Dutch-Belgian force under the Duke of Wellington, and the other a Prussian army under Field Marshal Prince Blcher. This he proposed to do
  by separating them and defeating them in turn.


  On 16 June battle was joined. Detaching Marshal Michel Ney with one-third of the army to drive in Wellingtons advance guard at Quatre Bras, the Emperor attacked Blcher at Ligny with
  the rest. The Prussians, while inexperienced, fought doggedly throughout the day. Napoleon had been on the point of committing the Guard, but delayed doing so until the identity of a large body of
  troops on his left flank had been established; it turned out to be one of his own corps, subjected to order and counter-order, marching uselessly between Ligny and Quatre Bras without contributing
  to either battle. By the time the Guard went in the evening was well advanced and although the Prussian centre was broken, Blchers army was able to withdraw.


  At Quatre Bras Ney had made no impression on the British who were, nevertheless, obliged to withdraw on 17 June to conform with the Prussians. Napoleon decided to concentrate on the destruction
  of Wellingtons army, but detached Marshal Emmanuel de Grouchy with 33,000 men to pursue Blcher, who was believed to be withdrawing eastwards in the direction of Namur. In fact, as a
  result of a decision taken by General Count von Gneisenau while Blcher was temporarily incapacitated, the Prussians were marching steadily northwards towards Wavre, and because of the faulty
  intelligence he had received, Grouchy was unable to regain contact that day. Napoleon, however, had failed in his object of separating the Prussians from the Allies, for during the night a liaison
  officer from Blcher reached Wellington with a letter promising to effect a junction between their two armies the following day.
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  The British withdrawal from Quatre Bras was neatly executed. In contrast, the French follow-up was tardy and further slowed by the onset of torrential rain. By the evening
  of 17 June both armies were deployed on low ridges opposite each other, separated by a shallow valley, and a major engagement on the morrow was inevitable. The battlefield, four miles wide by
  two-and-a-quarter miles deep, was ten miles from Brussels and about two miles south of the village of Waterloo in the Forest of Soignes.


  Wellington was at the peak of his abilities, but his army was not the magnificent force he had led to victory in the long Peninsular War. Most of the British infantry who had fought in Spain and
  Portugal had been sent to North America during the final stages of the War of 1812, and many of their replacements were untried, either as individuals or units. On the other hand, their morale was
  good and they were dependable, as were the Germans of the Kings German Legion and most of the contingents from Hanover and Brunswick. The same could not be said of all the Netherlands
  troops, amounting to almost half the 60,000 men Wellington had present. Some would distinguish themselves, some were unhappy about fighting former comrades among the French, and some were ready to
  make themselves scarce at the first sign of trouble.


  Across the valley, the situation was reversed. The somewhat larger French Army was experienced, highly motivated, possessed tremendous lan and could field many more guns. Its
  Achilles heel was Napoleon himself who, although he was aged only 43 and was three months younger than Wellington, was past his best both physically and mentally. He is known to have been
  suffering from piles and cystitis, painful and very personal complaints regarding which he was understandably sensitive. These were doubtless responsible for his morose, irritable manner, but in
  addition cystitis can induce the symptoms of fever and this may have been the cause of the torpor which affected him for much of the battle. Equally important was the fact that his abilities as a
  field commander had declined, as he himself had predicted they might, some years earlier. He refused to accept the advice of those of his Marshals who had fought the British in Spain and believed
  that Wellingtons army could be thrown off its ridge by sheer brute force, without recourse to manoeuvre. During the battle itself he revealed that he had lost the ability to co-ordinate the
  various elements of the army to the best advantage and, above all, that his once brilliant sense of timing had gone.


  At dawn the heavy rain which had continued to fall for much of the night was replaced by fitful, watery sunlight, but the ground had been reduced to a quagmire. It was, therefore, necessary to
  let it dry out a little and it was not until 1120 that the French artillery opened fire. Shortly after, elements of Reilles corps launched an attack on the chteau of Hougoumont,
  covering Wellingtons right. This was intended as a diversion which would cause Wellington to commit his reserves there, following which an attack would be launched on
  his centre by DErlons corps. In the event, the diversion became a fierce battle within a battle, lasting until dusk, and absorbed far more French troops than British.


  Nevertheless, DErlons corps, 16,000 strong, commenced its advance at about 1400, supported by the fire of 80 guns. It was halted by the disciplined firepower of the British
  infantry, then routed with a counterattack delivered by the heavy cavalry of the Household and Union Brigades, who were in turn severely cut up by French cavalry when they pursued too far.
  DErlon attempted to renew his assault but the farm known as La Haye Sainte, covering the left-centre of the British position, remained a thorn in his side. Meanwhile, Grouchy had caught up
  with the Prussians, but Blcher, mindful of the promise he had given, detached one corps to hold him off while the rest of his army converged on the battlefield from the east. It must
  be done! he shouted as he rode along the columns of weary, toiling infantry. I have given my word to my comrade Wellington! You would not have me break my word? Blows
  corps, in the lead, was directed against Plancenoit, where it could menace the French right, while Zietens corps was ordered to join Wellingtons line on the ridge. By 1300 the
  Prussian advance guard was visible and Napoleon was forced to send Lobaus corps from the centre of his line to the right to meet this new threat. It had therefore become imperative that
  Wellington should be defeated before Blcher could arrive. On the opposite ridge the scarlet ranks were visibly thinning and many men could be seen leaving the Allied line, heading for the
  Forest of Soignes to their rear. Ney, whom Napoleon had placed in tactical control of the battle, assumed that Wellingtons army was on the point of disintegration. Because of this, and the
  urgency of the situation, he decided to mount a massed cavalry attack in the centre which he felt would complete the rout of the enemy.


  Neys conclusions, however, were wrong. Wellington had merely been pulling back his units beyond the crest so that they would be better protected from the French artillery, and most of
  those heading for the rear were either wounded or prisoners under escort, although undoubtedly there were a number of deserters as well. The attack, therefore, would be made against unshaken
  infantry in secure squares, yet it would itself lack infantry support which could rake the squares and thin their ranks. There was, in fact, very little infantry available, as Reille, DErlon
  and Lobau were all fully occupied and the only remaining source was the Imperial Guard, which Napoleon retained under his personal command. Tacitly, the Emperor concurred with this serious tactical
  error, although the Cavalry of the Guard was permitted to join in, first the light horsemen of the 1st and 2nd Lancers and the Chasseurs  Cheval, and then the heavy Grenadiers
   Cheval, the Empress Dragoons and the Gendarmerie dElite.


  The first attack rolled up the slopes at about 1600, passing between La Haye Sainte and Hougoumont. The British artillery remained in action as long as possible, scything
  great gaps in the advancing squadrons before the gunners ran back across the crest to shelter in the squares, many of which remained invisible until the French had breasted the ridge. Sharp
  controlled volleys from ranks four-deep emptied saddles and shot down horses by the score. Like a wave, the attack burst round the squares, troopers vainly trying to hack their way through the
  hedge of bayonets. Units became intermingled and as casualties began to mount control was lost. At this point the British cavalry counter-attacked, bundling the French off the ridge but rallying
  quickly, and finally the gunners ran out to blast the retreating enemy. Twelve separate attacks of this kind were delivered and similarly repulsed until by 1730 the magnificent French cavalry,
  cuirassiers, carabiners, dragoons, lancers, hussars and chasseurs  cheva alike, had been virtually destroyed; Ney himself had had four horses shot under him. Latterly, the British
  had welcomed the arrival of the increasingly tired and dispirited horsemen since it provided some relief from the fire of the French artillery which was taking a steady toll.


  On the right Lobau was under increasing pressure from Blow and had lost Plancenoit. With Prussian shells now bursting nearby, Napoleon sent Duhesme with the Tirailleurs
  and Voltigeurs of the Young Guard to recapture the village, which they succeeded in doing. The respite gained was only temporary for weight of numbers forced them out. Reluctantly, the
  Emperor committed two Old Guard Battalions, the lst/2nd Chasseurs and 2nd/2nd Grenadiers. In two columns thirty files wide they advanced steadily and regardless of loss behind their drummers, then
  in a wild bayonet charge drove the Prussians through Plancenoit and on for a further 600 yards, all without firing a shot.


  Napoleon had sat hunched in an armchair at Rossomme for most of the day, but he had now shaken off his lethargy and come forward to a better viewpoint. Despite the threat to his right, he
  believed that there was still time to beat Wellington. The key to victory, he perceived, lay in La Haye Sainte, past which the road climbed the ridge to the crossroads in the centre of the Allied
  position, and Ney was ordered to capture the farm at all costs.


  The buildings were grouped around a courtyard, with a garden to the north and an orchard to the south. There was a gate leading on to the road, another by the barn giving access to the fields,
  and a back door from the house into the garden. During the night the farm had been crowded with men sheltering from the rain, and the barn doors, together with the farm carts and much of the
  furniture, had vanished into their camp fires. When morning came, therefore, little remained in the buildings from which barricades could be constructed. Responsibility for the defence of La Haye
  Sainte rested with the 2nd Brigade of the Kings German Legion, commanded by Colonel Christian von Ompteda. The Legion, as it was known, consisted in the main of Hanoverian exiles who had
  fled to England when their country, of which George III was also King, was occupied by Napoleon in 1803. Most had fought in Spain under Wellington and were accepted by their
  British comrades as being the only troops on either side who were their equals. Now, after twelve years of soldiering far from home, they had become grizzled veterans noted for their steadiness and
  marksmanship; for the moment, too, their feelings towards the French were more than usually vindictive because their long-awaited release had been delayed by Napoleons escape from Elba.


  Ompteda detailed the Legions 2nd Light Battalion, commanded by Major Lewis Baring, to hold the farm while the rest of the brigade remained in position behind, to the west of the
  crossroads. Of Baring himself little is known save that he played the flute well and was clearly a very competent and professional officer. Fortunately, one of his subalterns, a Scot named George
  Graeme, has left a graphic account of the defence of La Haye Sainte.


  Baring had 360 men under command, but his pioneers had been sent off to help fortify Hougoumont and there were no materials left with which to barricade the farms gates and doors.
  Nevertheless, loopholes were knocked in the walls and the Germans had poured a galling fire into the flank of DErlons corps as it advanced, then joined in the pursuit when it was
  repulsed. The French had then advanced against the farm itself, swarming round the buildings in their efforts to break in. Fighting raged at every door, window and loophole; an attempt to rush the
  barns open doorway was met with such heavy fire that the entrance was soon piled high with the bodies of those who had led the attack and those who, possessed of la rage, had tried to
  scramble over them. Then, the straw in the barn had caught fire. Using camp kettles filled from the pond, Baring had led a party which extinguished the blaze and shortly afterwards the French
  attack faltered. Next, the garrison had fired into the flank of the repeated cavalry attacks which occupied the rest of the afternoon, and must have inflicted serious casualties.


  Curiously, both army commanders developed a blind spot regarding La Haye Sainte. Napoleons massed artillery was only 300 yards distant and could have turned the farm into a heap of rubble
  if only the order had been given; instead, it continued to engage targets on the ridge. For his part, Wellington failed to keep the garrison supplied with ammunition and, while the immediate
  responsibility rested with the divisional commander concerned, the Duke was later to comment that he should have seen to it himself but had been unable to think of everything. Certainly, somewhere
  along the chain of command something had gone wrong, although just what has never been determined. Seriously worried by his heavy ammunition expenditure, Baring had dispatched no fewer than four
  messengers back to the ridge to request fresh supplies, without result. David Haworth, in his unsurpassed account of the battle, suggests a possible explanation was that the garrisons Baker
  rifles had a bore of 0.615-inch which was obviously not compatible with the 0.75-inch Brown Bess musket arming the bulk of the infantry, and that the Germans reserve
  ammunition was in a wagon which had overturned on the road from Brussels. At 1600 Baring sent a fifth messenger back with a warning that unless supplies were received immediately the farm would
  fall. The living among his men were now outnumbered by the dead, but by stripping the pouches of the killed and wounded they managed to produce four rounds per man. Even so, they had no thought
  other than to fight it out.


  At about the same time that Baring was dispatching his last messenger, Ney was forming up infantry and engineers from DErlons corps, now rallied somewhat, for his own assault on
  the farm. As the column approached, the deadly fire from the walls slowly spluttered into silence. The reason was immediately apparent to the French, who surged forward, smashing down the gate with
  axes and fighting their way into the yard. Baring gave the order to abandon the position and escape through the rear door of the house into the garden, but for most this was impossible. Ensign
  Frank, wounded in the arm, hid under a bed, where he remained for the rest of the battle; shortly after he had concealed himself the French burst into the room and shot two wounded men. In the
  narrow hall of the house a French officer grappled with Lieutenant Graeme. The subaltern threw him off, parried several bayonet thrusts then escaped by the rear door with musket balls cracking past
  his head. He succeeded in reaching the ridge, where he was joined by Baring and a mere 39 men.


  Ney immediately brought up a battery which opened fire on the Allied line, only 300 yards distant, while a cloud of skirmishers pressed even closer. Stubbornly disregarding advice that a unit of
  French cuirassiers had arrived in the lee of the farm, the 22-year-old Prince of Orange ordered Ompteda to deploy another Legion battalion in line and advance to disperse the skirmishers. It did
  so, but was wiped out in less than a minute when the cuirassiers charged. Ompteda, who had led the counter-attack in person, jumped his horse into the garden of La Haye Sainte and was seen slashing
  at the enemy before he was shot down.


  It was too much for some of the Allied units. A neighbouring Hanoverian brigade withdrew out of range and a Nassau brigade fled. Led by their Colonel, the fashionable Cumberland Hussars 
  a Hanoverian regiment, named after a son of George II  rode off and did not halt until they reached Brussels, where they spread the news that the battle was lost. And so it appeared, for a
  yawning gap had opened in the Allied line around the vital crossroads. Ney knew that he had only to drive into it and Wellington would be defeated, but his men were exhausted and the need for fresh
  troops was critical. This was, in fact, just the sort of situation for which the Imperial Guard had been created, and as yet most of its infantry had barely been touched by the battle.


  The officer best suited to delivering Neys request should have been of a rank senior enough to have talked back to the Emperor in his morose state of mind. Instead,
  Ney sent a Colonel Heyms, to whom Napoleon reacted with a sarcastic tirade. Des troupes! Ou voulez-vous que jen prenne? Voulez-vous que jen fasse? (Troops!
  Where do you want me to get them? Do you want me to make them?)


  Slowly but inexorably, the window of opportunity began to close. At 1900 the Imperial Guard could have broken the Allied centre with ease, but with every minute that passed Wellington was
  marching men into the gap and Zietens corps was closing from the east to strengthen the line. There could, however, be no denying the justice of Neys request. Having satisfied himself
  that the situation at Plancenoit was again under control, Napoleon took two decisive steps. First, he sent an officer to gallop along the front with the news that it was Grouchys army, not
  Blchers, which had appeared on the right. The effect on morale was electric, for victory now seemed assured; as to what the reaction might be when the truth was discovered no thought
  had been given. Secondly, at about 1930, the Emperor personally led forward six battalions of the Middle Guard and three of the Old Guard. Although, traditionally, artists have painted them in full
  dress, they were wearing their blue greatcoats, their parade dress being carried in their packs and their long plumes strapped in waterproof covers to the scabbards of their short swords, ready for
  the triumphal march into Brussels. As the columns of nodding bearskins marched towards La Haye Sainte they were fittingly played into action by 150 musicians to the stirring strains of the March of
  Marengo which, prior to that battle had been known as the March of the Consular Guard.


  It was a spectacle befitting a moment of truth. The entire French Army responded, knowing that the crisis of the battle had been reached; the Guard was going in, and the Guard never failed.
  There was cheering everywhere as men and units who thought they had no more to give fell in on the flanks to join in this last tremendous assault. Napoleon, dissauded from going any further by his
  staff, turned aside into a quarry. Surprised and a little angry that the Emperor had decided not to lead them personally, the Guard marched past, paying its compliments in stony silence. The
  2nd/3rd Grenadiers were detached to form a firm base, but the rest of the Middle Guard was handed over to Ney, now hatless, splattered with mud and riding his fifth horse, as the leading wave of
  the assault. The three Old Guard battalions were retained by Napoleon as a second wave, should it be needed.


  For reasons which have never been satisfactorily explained, the advance of the Middle Guard did not take it past La Haye Sainte and on to the crossroads. Instead, it inclined left just short of
  the farm, a route which was unsuitable for a number of reasons. First, the French troops in and around La Haye Sainte would be unable to support the attack with their fire. Secondly, although the
  French cavalry had overrun the British guns many times, they had not thought to spike them, and now they were back in action, sending round shot through the ranks of the
  Guardsmen, followed by grape and canister as they drew closer. Thirdly, the ground had been churned into a morass by repeated cavalry attacks and was thickly strewn with dead and wounded men and
  horses, all of which made the going difficult. Fourthly, the left flank of the attack would be exposed to enfilade fire from Hougoumont. Fifthly, the attack was not delivered as a concentrated
  hammer-blow which would smash through the Allied line, but with four battalions in column and one in square, moving along roughly parallel axes with two horse artillery guns in each of the
  intervals between battalions; inevitably, given the nature of the going, this meant that battalion attacks would be made piecemeal with greatly diminished effect. Sixthly, and most important, the
  attack was not being directed against what Ney knew to be the weakest part of the Allied line, but against an unknown quantity which, in the event, proved to be the sector best able to withstand
  it.


  Behind the crest the Allied infantry was sheltering from the redoubled fire of the French artillery, but it knew that the Guard was on its way as ample warning had been given by a deserter. To
  their front the British guns were hammering away at unseen targets, their drifting smoke producing a fog which became thicker by the minute. From beyond came the steady beat of scores of drums
  sounding the pas de charge, accompanied by shouts of  Vive lEmpereur! Wellington, riding along the ridge, watched the progress of the advance and calculated that
  its leading elements would strike Major-General Peregrine Maitlands 1st Brigade, consisting of the 2nd and 3rd Battalions 1st Foot Guards. The brigade was screened by a bank which ran along
  the lateral track at this point, but Wellington, who believed that cavalry would support the French attack, ordered Maitland to adopt a more secure formation four ranks deep. Then, having told the
  men to lie down, he positioned himself behind them to await developments.


  During their advance two battalions of the Guard, the 1st and 2nd of the 3rd Chasseurs, had converged so that their front was now some sixty files wide. They had incurred heavy losses from the
  British artillery fire but had closed the gaps in their ranks and marched on without pause. Led by their officers, they passed through the now abandoned gun positions and emerged from the smoke
  expecting to see their foe break and run, as they always had, but all that was visible was a small group of senior officers, watching them impassively. Now, Maitland! Nows your
  time! called Wellington when the French were within 40 yards. Up, Guards! came the order, and suddenly the Chasseurs were presented with ranks of scarlet infantry, rising from
  the earth before them. Make ready! The muskets came up into the aim. Fire! In one terrible minute of precise, close-range volley fire 300 Chasseurs went down. Those at
  the rear of the column tried to fire back over the heads of those in front, and some tried to extend into a firing line, to no avail. Then, suddenly, the British came on with
  the bayonet and the entire column broke and fled.


  On the left of Maitlands men was the 5th Brigade, commanded by Major-General Sir Colin Halkett. The brigade had suffered so severely during the French cavalry attacks that two of its
  battalions, the 30th (Cambridgeshire) and 73rd (Highland) were, in effect, lying dead in their squares. At 1930, by which time the 73rds survivors were commanded by a subaltern, the colours
  of both were sent to the rear. Nevertheless, Halkett decided that he would cover the exposed left flank of Maitlands counter-attack with his two remaining battalions, the 33rd (West Riding)
  and 69th (South Lincolnshire), little realizing that his advance placed him on a direct collision course with the lst/3rd and 4th Grenadiers. As the bearskins loomed out of the smoke, they were
  stopped in their tracks by a volley. However, the accompanying French horse artillery immediately began firing grapeshot into the British line. Halkett ordered his men back behind the crest, but
  during this move he was wounded and control was lost when his two battalions became intermixed. While Major Kelly of Wellingtons staff restored order, a potentially dangerous situation was
  averted by the French reluctance to resume their advance. When their officers did get them moving again, they came on cautiously behind a ragged fire, and had clearly not expected to meet
  determined opposition. Kelly held his own fire until the Grenadiers had reached the crest, then shot away their leading ranks with a concentrated volley. The French, still deployed in column, could
  not match the fire of the 33rd and 69th, who were fighting in line, and they began to give way. To the British left the guns of a Dutch brigade, recently pushed into the line by Wellington to close
  the gap in his centre, also opened up on the columns right flank with grapeshot. Unable to stand more, the Grenadiers bolted.


  Meanwhile, Maitlands Foot Guards had halted their pursuit and returned to the ridge when they observed another French column advancing up the slope to their right. The column, nominally
  consisting of one battalion of the 4th Chasseurs, had been swelled by men from the rear ranks of the defeated 3rd Chasseurs, and it was moving in the most determined manner against Major-General
  Sir Frederick Adams 3rd (Light) Brigade. On the right of the brigade, however, was the 1st Battalion 52nd (Oxfordshire) Regiment, commanded by Colonel Sir John Colborne, who had no intention
  of waiting passively for the assault. Having obtained Adams approval, he waited for the French to reach the crest then wheeled his battalion until it was parallel with the left flank of
  their column and opened fire. The Chasseurs, already engaged to their front, halted and formed a firing line towards him. In the ensuing firefight more than 150 of the 52nd were killed or wounded
  in less than four minutes, but the French loss was greater. As the range closed Colborne gave the order to charge. Cheering, his men surged forward, their bayonets levelled.
  The column broke in wild confusion, disintegrating as it fled towards La Haye Sainte. Reforming, the 52nd continued to march across the forward slope of the ridge, eliminating the last vestiges of
  resistance.


  In the valley below and on each flank, every Frenchman who could had watched the advance of the Guards columns. They had seen them disappear into the smoke and heard the musketry rise to
  a climactic roar which signified that the issue was being resolved. Then, from the pall hanging over the summit, figures of running Guardsmen emerged, first in small groups, then in hundreds. At
  first there was total disbelief, then, as the terrible truth dawned, the news spread like wildfire along the front  La Garde recule! It was a cry of despair, for if the
  Guard had failed, what hope was there for the rest of the army? The remnants of Reilles and DErlons corps, on the point of renewing their attacks, began shredding away towards
  the rear.


  Within fifteen minutes of the repulse of the Guard, the Army of the North was in full retreat. Zietens corps had entered the battle and Blow, reinforced by Pirchs corps, had
  finally broken through at Plancenoit and was driving the wreckage of Lobaus divisions before him. Now the full effects of Napoleons deceit made themselves felt. There were shouts of
  Nous sommes trahis! and the retreat became a wild stampede. On the ridge, the scarlet lines emerged from the smoke into a fine sunlit evening as Wellington ordered a general
  advance across the battlefield.


  Perhaps the Middle Guard had failed because, too used to easy victories, it no longer knew how to cope with a tough, unshaken enemy. The Old Guard, however, was made of sterner stuff. Napoleon
  had not committed the second wave of his assault and now he formed its three battalions, the lst/2nd Grenadiers, the 2nd/1st and 2nd/2nd Chasseurs, into squares which retired steadily from La Haye
  Sainte, scorning the flood of fugitives which swept past. Islands of discipline in a sea of roaring confusion, they provided a temporary refuge for the Emperor, who was hurried away with a small
  escort provided by a remnant of the Guard cavalry. Soon, the British hussars were swarming round the squares, then infantry, but they continued to withdraw in good order, halting from time to time
  to beat off attacks and dress their thinning ranks. They succeeded in reaching their own side of the valley, only to find the whole area covered with a panic-stricken mob fleeing from the
  converging British and Prussian advance. The hussars rode off to sabre at will among them, but the squares were now beset by combined infantry and artillery fire. At length, although they continued
  to move majesically through the terrified remnant of a once mighty army, their numbers had dwindled so much that they were forced to form smaller triangles. These, in turn, were reduced to isolated
  groups and, near La Belle Alliance, they were finally destroyed.


  Some minutes before the end a British officer had approached the 2nd/1st Chasseurs, shouting that they had done enough and could now surrender with honour. The response of
  their commander. General Pierre Cambronne, was confined to a single epithet, Merde! A moment later he was struck on the forehead by a spent ball and, stunned, he tumbled from
  his horse. When he came to the square had moved off and he stumbled after it. He was spotted by Colonel Hew Halkett, the commander of a Hanoverian brigade, who rode at him and was about to cut him
  down when he surrendered. At this point Halketts horse was shot dead and Cambronne made off again. He was still groggy, however, and Halkett experienced no difficulty in catching him on foot
  and sending him under escort to the rear.


  At Rossomme, the site of his former headquarters. Napoleon found the two battalions of the 1st Grenadiers under General Petit. Forming square on each side of the road, they maintained a steady
  retreat, fending off the pursuit, which had now been taken up by the Prussian cavalry, and giving short shrift to such of the fugitives as got in their way. The Emperor, with several of his senior
  officers, including Soult, Lobau, Bertrand and Drouot, rode with them and at Le Caillou picked up the 1st/1st Chasseurs, which had been left to guard the Imperial baggage. Napoleon then rode ahead
  in the hope that a stand could be made at the village of Genappe, two miles to the south, but here the remnant of the army, crazed by the contagion of its own fear, was tearing itself to pieces.
  Men were killing each other in their desperation to cross the narrow bridge spanning the little River Dyle, which was a mere ten feet wide and just three feet feep. The tailback jammed the village
  street and its approaches, so that it took the Emperors escort an hour to clear a path for him.


  Yet, those in Genappe were in no immediate danger. One-and-a-half miles short of the village. Petit was able to break up his squares and continue the retreat in column of march. Contemptuous of
  the struggling mob in the village, he marched his three battalions round its eastern outskirts and forded the stream without the slightest difficulty. Rejoining the road, the remnant of the Old
  Guard marched on through the darkness of a midsummer night, its duty done. Behind, in Genappe, new heights of horror were reached when the Prussian cavalry arrived, slashing its way into the
  struggling mass.


  Napoleons defeat was total, his power broken forever. Perversely, Frenchmen would forgive him for the lost opportunities, the mistakes and the lies which were his responsibility alone,
  and they would blame Grouchy for the disaster, although he had succeeded in extricating his portion of the army from its difficult situation. Searching for some crumb of comfort, they seized upon
  the stand of the Old Guard, and in particular on a story in which Cambronne had imperiously rejected the call to surrender with the phrase, La Garde meurt, mais ne se rend pas!
  (The Guard dies, but never surrenders!). Despite Cambronnes denials that he had ever used such a phrase, the story became an article of faith.


  It was actually the brainchild of a Paris journalist and, of course, it was wonderful copy, providing as it did just what his readers wanted. The probability is that it had its roots in Brussels
  society, which contained a group of ladies of a certain age known as La Vieille Garde. The ladies were members of the Prince of Oranges intimate circle, and of them it was said unkindly,
  Elles ne meurent pas et se rendent toujours! (They never die and always surrender!) Such gossip would easily have been picked up from British officers when Wellingtons army
  entered Paris, or even before, and the journalists imagination did the rest. In fart, the Old Guards actions at Waterloo did not require the embellishment of noble phrases; they spoke
  for themselves.


  



  CHAPTER 2


  Remember the Alamo!


  23 FEBRUARY TO 6 MARCH 1836


  Although the Spanish colonial authorities in Mexico had made periodic attempts to settle the province of Tejas since 1690 they enjoyed little
  success, for few people wished to live in the vast empty land far to the north. Such settlements as there were tended to be concentrated around the widely scattered missions established by the
  Catholic Church, the military garrisons and the centres of civil administration, as much for mutual protection against fierce bands of roving Indians as to diminish their sense of isolation. During
  its dying days, however, the Spanish administration decided to award land grants to the numerous Americans who were only too anxious to settle, the only provisos being that they should accept
  Mexican citizenship and become Roman Catholics. By 1835 there were some 28,000 Americans living in Tejas, or, to give it its Anglicized form, Texas, reducing the native population to a small
  minority.


  In 1821 Mexico fought for, and won, her independence from Spain. The principal architect of the Mexican victory was General Agustin de Iturbide, who had himself crowned Emperor the following
  year. This was not acceptable to the more liberal shades of Mexican opinion and in 1823 he was ousted by a republican coup in which one of the principal participants was Antonio Lpez de
  Santa Anna Prez de Lebrn, a former oficer in the Spanish Army who had thrown in his lot with the Mexicans. In 1824 a Constitution was adopted guaranteeing the rights, freedoms and
  privileges of all Mexican citizens.


  During the years which followed, Santa Anna, essentially a devious, corrupt and ruthless politician who possessed a degree of military skill, steadily increased his influence until in 1833 he
  was elected President. It was soon apparent that his liberal professions were merely a pose and that his real interest lay in wielding absolute power, for he soon dissolved the national Congress
  and began dismantling the federal structure of government which had been copied from the United States.


  The reaction of the American colonists in Texas, who referred to themselves as Texians, was predictable. They were already aware that the Mexican concept of rights, freedoms and privileges
  differed radically from their own and they resented the fact that, despite their numbers, Texas was still administratively subordinate to the state of Coahuila, which did not represent their
  interests. Most of the Americans simply wanted to live their lives in peace, but the Presidents actions were in contravention of the 1824 Constitution and looked
  dangerously like those of a would-be tyrant. Some were for immediate armed rebellion, others for secession, but, for the moment, calmer counsels prevailed.


  Meanwhile, Santa Anna was fully engaged in putting down revolts which had flared up in no fewer than eight states. In June 1835 the Americans intercepted a dispatch addressed to the
  Presidents brother-in-law, General Martin Perfecto de Cs, who was restoring order in Coahulia, declaring that civil government had been suspended and that Santa Anna intended dealing
  personally with the vocal and potentially dangerous colonists. The threat
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