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FOREWORD


This book is overdue by almost two hundred years.


Major Richard Llewellyn, who fought at the battle of Les Quatre Bras, wrote in 1837: ‘Had it not been so closely followed by the very decisive and important, but all-absorbing victory of Waterloo, perhaps the gallant exploits and unexampled bravery that marked that day would have, under other circumstances, excited even more admiration than was actually associated with it.’


My interest in the Waterloo campaign was awakened by a Christmas gift from my parents of Carmigniani’s beautiful conception of Lachouque’s ‘Waterloo’, but like many others, I was beguiled by the climactic nature and iconic status that the final battle of the campaign has received. Some eight years ago, a change in circumstance made it possible for me to consider making my own contribution on the subject and it was only after many months of reflection and a moment of inspiration from Philip Haythornthwaite that I heard Llewellyn’s voice across time and the germ of an idea started forming in my mind.


History is littered with books on virtually every aspect of the campaign: one can read about grand strategy; weapons; personal experiences and even the weather. But what I discovered was that, despite this immense body of literature, only one book had ever been written that focused solely on the battle of Les Quatre Bras, by a little-known Dutch author named J. P. Jonxis in 1875. Though Alain Arcq has subsequently published his own treatment of the battle in French, there remains no English language work on the subject.


Why has the battle attracted so little attention from historians? At a strategic level, Les Quatre Bras resulted in Napoleon failing in his objective of separating the Allied armies and defeating them in detail; on 16 June 1815 he lost and never recovered the initiative. Despite earlier miscalculations, Wellington gained sufficient time to rectify his mistakes and concentrate his army, but only at the cost of some 5,000 casualties. Though the Prussians were defeated at Ligny on the same day, a French defeat at Waterloo was made infinitely more probable and the two battles can rightly be considered a turning point in the campaign. But whilst this book provides insights into the thinking of those in command, it does not seek to evaluate the performance of the generals, nor offer opinions on strategic or tactical matters.


Les Quatre Bras was a confusing battle in many respects and this has led to many discussions between historians, differences of opinion and not a little controversy. Little is known of the sequence of events; long periods of time and large areas of the fighting remain shrouded in mystery; the commanders committed errors of omission and commission; and the soldiers as ever, were inconsistent, with supposedly élite units behaving poorly and the most unlikely formations performing prodigious feats of valour. These characteristics have not been helped by a degree of historical partiality which would have the English language reader believe that the victory was won by Wellington’s redcoats alone, that the German contingents played a negligible role and that the Netherlands troops, to paraphrase Ensign Edward Macready of the 30th Regiment of Foot, ‘Behaved vilely’. I have found the reality to be somewhat different.


Finally, I was struck by the drama of the events and the impact that the experience had on those who took part. From the time at which the French invaded in the early hours of 15 June 1815, until the last musket shot was fired at Les Quatre Bras on the evening of the following day, events in southern Belgium escalated to a dramatic conclusion, with anxious Allied generals obliged to disregard orders based on incomplete or faulty intelligence and use their initiative to establish a weak line of resistance. On the day of the battle itself, the French assaults provoked a desperate, improvised defence, which bought time for the arrival of successive reinforcements, each time denying the French the victory that looked inevitable.


What I have set out to do in writing this book is simply to tell the story of this battle: the circumstances that led to it, the fighting itself and the aftermath. History is, after all, an individual’s interpretation of the facts available to them and this book comprises my imperfect effort to present an impartial view of events. At an early stage in my thinking, I wanted to present as balanced a view as possible and I felt it was important to draw on as much primary source material as it was possible to obtain. The reader will note that, whilst I have provided references to this material in the end-notes, I have also included secondary sources where this information is more readily accessible. All the conclusions I have drawn from these accounts – whether correct or otherwise – are incorporated in the narrative and I leave it to each of you to come to your own conclusions as to their value.


My starting point was the British Library and the Siborne Collection, but it soon became obvious that the number of British accounts was wholly disproportionate to that of other nations. Despite my best efforts, little of value could be found in French sources, but by a combination of luck and generosity, I was able to access material from Belgian, Brunswick, Hanoverian, Nassau and Netherlands’ accounts; much of which has never been published in English. I chose, therefore, to concentrate on events seen from the Allied side of the hill, using French accounts to corroborate where necessary. It is for this reason that there is no examination of the inactivity of the French on the morning of 16 June, no analysis of the peregrinations of General d’Erlon and no space devoted to the increasingly desperate flow of orders from Imperial Headquarters to Marshal Ney.


Instead, this is the story of a battle that turned a campaign; a story of triumph and disaster; of glory and dishonour; and most importantly, a story of the intense human experience of those that took part. It is drama of the highest quality.


But it is a drama that would never have been possible to tell without the generosity of those prepared to share unique insights with me. I would like to thank Earl Cathcart for providing access to the journal of the second Earl and to Michael McGarvie for his transcription. Mick Crumplin, possibly the leading expert on military surgery of the period, was kind enough to share his detailed knowledge of this grisly aspect with me. Jean-Pierre Forniaux allowed me to examine the interior of La Bergerie and shared his knowledge of the battle and of the landscape his family has farmed for generations. Julia Muir provided me with Ensign Richard Master’s memoirs and kindly permitted me to quote from them. Diana Short furnished me with information about her great-great-great uncle, Ensign Charles Short, possibly the youngest officer at Les Quatre Bras.


A detailed understanding of the battlefield has greatly aided me in interpreting the sequence, timing and location of events. For this, I am deeply indebted to the officers and men of 14 (Geographic) Squadron, Royal Engineers. After two years of planning, delayed by the conflict in Iraq, Major Julian Millard kindly consented to undertake a survey of the battlefield, despite challenging operational commitments. I spent a fascinating time in the fields of Belgium in the care of Sergeant Dave Mills. My thanks to WO2 Kev Brixton, Sergeants Jon McCurry and Phil Wagh, Corporal Neil Fassam and Lance-Corporals Dougie McDougall, Andy Grubb, Lee Leighton, Jim Norton and Karl Reid; Lieutenant-Colonel James Carmichael Smyth, Wellington’s Engineer-in-Chief, would have been proud of them. Of course none of this would have been possible without the active support of Majors Tony Crook and J. P. Smith, Lieutenant-Colonel John Kedar and, finally, General J. D. Moore-Blick, CBE. I must convey my thanks to Raf Muylaert, Commercial Director, and the staff of the Institut Géographique National, Brussels, who were most generous in providing much of the data on which the survey was based. I owe a debt of gratitude also to Hubert Lardinois of the Institute, who was of great assistance in locating rare maps by Ferraris and Capitaine, the series produced for de Bas and Jackowick’s contemporary street plan of Brussels. Martin Brown, my cartographer, has made a splendid interpretation of all this information in the excellent maps he has created.


Understanding how this topography has changed over time enabled me to examine certain aspects of the battle in a new light. Mention must be made of my own ‘family’ archaeologist, Chris Jones, who offered his own opinions and put me in touch with several useful experts in his field. Principal amongst these was Dr John Carman of the University of Cambridge, who provided me with his expert observations. Despite his new-found celebrity status, Tony Pollard of Glasgow University did not hesitate to correspond with me on a number of issues. In Belgium itself, I was fortunate to meet Daniel Dehon trudging up the heights of Bati-Saint-Bernard one snowy morning in February. In sharing with me details of the artefacts he has recovered from the field, I gained fresh insights into the movements of various corps, in particular how close the French came to seizing the crossroads.


The difference between dream and reality has most notably been made by a small number of individuals, characterised by their unquestioning support, generosity and friendship. George Caldwell’s knowledge of the 95th Regiment of Foot is encyclopaedic. Barbara Chambers shared with me her knowledge of the 1st Regiment of Foot Guards. André Dellevoet passed on his insights into the Netherlands’ cavalry and van Bijlandt’s Brigade and provided me with rare eye-witness accounts. I am indebted to the implacable Karin Desczka, who tracked down the whereabouts of the painting of the Death of the Duke of Brunswick that graces the dust jacket of this book. Carole and John Divall shared their expertise on the 30th Regiment of Foot and spent many hours at the National Archives in Kew, on my account. My thanks are due to Lieutenant-Colonel (Retd) John Downham of the Queen’s Lancashire Regiment, for sharing his research on Ensign Edward Macready and for his hospitality during my several visits to the regimental archives. I am indebted to Alan Lagden, a continued source of support and encouragement and to his co-author, John Sly, who was kind enough to take a day off to educate me in the ways of the National Archives.


Much of the material contained within this book would have remained inaccessible without the skills of Beatrice Capelle, Julia Kriz, Martin Kroon and Jo McLennan, who all provided me with priceless assistance in French, German and Dutch translation.


A special word must go to the late David Chandler. An iconic Napoleonic historian, his passing marked the end of an era. I was privileged to meet him on a number of occasions in his later life. He was generous enough to provide me with access to his extensive collection, provided much valuable advice and, along with his wife Gill, was a source of inspiration.


In a similar vein, I have been privileged to make the acquaintance of Pierre de Wit, possibly the most knowledgeable Waterloo specialist that I have ever met. He has saved me countless hours in archives by generously providing me with rare material and I extend my grateful thanks to him.


I also owe an immense debt to John Franklin, without whose help much obscure and hitherto unpublished material would have lain undiscovered. Despite the enormous pressure of writing his own book, he has proven an invaluable adviser, source of encouragement and very good friend.


The difficulty of obtaining primary accounts from all the participating nations is well documented. In many cases the time, effort and cost required to locate, transcribe and translate documents leads to historians simply ignoring this material and perpetuating the errors of earlier historians; Waterloo literature is infinitely the worse for this. I have been incredibly fortunate that, in the course of my own research, I have benefited from the scholarship of Erwin Muilwijk, whose study of the part played by the Army of the Netherlands has been so extensive. He has been generous enough to share his manuscript with me, to provide me with translations of primary material, to answer my questions and to correct my faults. In permitting me to quote directly from the material he has researched, he has allowed me, in many cases for the first time, to tell the story of the Netherlands’ and Nassau soldiers. In particular, the accounts contained in the family archive of Ernst van Löben-Sels, would never have graced the pages of this book. Words are inadequate to express my gratitude.


After many months of searching for a publisher, I am indebted to Jamie Wilson for giving me the opportunity to realise my dream in print. Jamie was prepared to take a risk on what will always be a specialised project and, throughout, has been unfailingly supportive. My thanks also extend to his team.


Finally, I must acknowledge the loving support of my wife, Alison and my children, Christian and Roxy. They have borne the brunt of the late nights, lost weekends and ruined holidays and have done so without complaint. Theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.


This book is dedicated, with my love, to my parents, Peter and Hilary, who started the whole thing in the first place.


Mike Robinson


Newark, Nottinghamshire
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PROLOGUE


Violets were blooming across Europe.


The spring of 1815 heralded a fresh beginning. After twenty-three years of almost continuous conflict between the forces of revolutionary, consular and imperial France and a series of coalitions between the greater and lesser powers of the Continent at a cost of some £54 million and some 3½ million military and civilian casualties, Napoleon Bonaparte, the lieutenant of artillery who had become the conqueror of Europe, was brought to bay before the walls of Paris and forced to abdicate the throne. The victorious Allies chained ‘The Monster’ to the rock of Elba and set about dismantling the might of the Napoleonic machine. From his long exile in England, the brother of the beheaded French king supplanted the ‘Corsican Ogre’ on the throne of France as Louis XVIII and immediately set about attempting to recreate the ‘Ancien Régime’, though he was prevented from exercising his divine right by a constitutional charter and bicameral assembly. The Allies were uncharacteristically lenient. There were to be no financial reparations for the misery caused by France’s exported wars, her colonial possessions were to be largely left intact and her borders maintained as they had been in 1791.1


The winter had, however, been an unhappy and uncertain one. Peasants who had benefited from the sequestration of lands from the clergy and nobility were suspicious of the returning aristocrats and priests. The middle classes, who had profited from the war, viewed the new regime with distrust and worried over the precarious nature of state finances and the volatility of the Bourse. The meritocracy of generals, ministers and civil servants was snubbed as ‘parvenu’ by the returning émigrés; their presence at court not welcomed. Though they had benefited the most under the Consulate and Empire, they felt compelled to exile themselves to their châteaux, whilst Royalists were favoured with appointments to grand office.


By far the most disaffected, however, was France’s military. Proud regiments, with long traditions, were obliged to wear royal devices and bear royal titles, their crosses of the Légion d’Honneur debased by its indiscriminate award to all and sundry. With the army reduced to 200,000 men, thousands of officers were replaced by the appointees of the new Minister for War, General Count Pierre Dupont de l’Étang. The man whose defeat and disgrace at the battle of Bailén had resulted in over 18,000 Frenchmen being incarcerated in the hulks at Cadiz and then left to rot on the barren island of Cabrera. Those officers dismissed from the service, or left to the penury of half-pay festered in the cafés and chop-houses of towns and cities across France, reminiscing over past glories and present slights. Elsewhere, French soldiers returned from the fortresses of Poland, Germany and the Netherlands, undefeated by their enemies, to be joined in the ranks of the unemployed by those released from the British hulks and the wreckage of the Grande Armée, the bulk of which had been lost forever in the icy steppes of Russia. All simmered with a desire for vengeance. Had not the Emperor promised he would return in time to see the violets bloom?2


From his confinement on Elba, Napoleon sensed the mood. Spies and agents reported to him on the state of public opinion. Secret reports arrived, detailing rifts at the Congress of Vienna, the assembly called to redraw the map of Europe. Austria, Britain and Royalist France were in dispute with Prussia and Russia and the façade of Allied unity seemed on the verge of collapse. Napoleon spent the winter watching and waiting, until his restless spirit could bear no more. Slighted, belittled and paranoid that he was about to be assassinated, the ‘Grand Disturber’ chose to risk all on a final throw of the dice. Taking advantage of the absence of Colonel Sir Neil Campbell, his British gaoler, the Emperor and his household, with their escort of just over a thousand soldiers, set sail from Portoferraio on the evening of 26 February 1815; France was about to suffer its smallest ever invasion. The news of his subsequent landing at Golfe Juan on 1 March electrified Europe. Louis XVIII was informed the following day, but it would take until 7 March before the tidings reached Vienna.3


At the town of Ypres in western Belgium, Fanny Watson, daughter of Major Lewis Watson of the 69th Regiment of Foot, heard the news unofficially and found it hard to credit:




It is strange, and in vain attempts have been made to explain, how rumours precede intelligence of actual events with a rapidity most wonderful, and yet in so mysterious a manner that it has proved impossible to trace it; thus in the army the expected arrival of ‘the Route,’ or order of removal, is frequently known amongst the men before the commanding officer even has had an expectation of it. So it was in this instance; one afternoon when the sergeant brought the Orderly Book with the ‘Orders’ to my father, he told the servants in the kitchen, ‘That the men had it that Bonaparte had escaped from Elba and invaded France.’ The information was laughed at, and the sergeant asked, ‘How could he possibly believe so absurd and improbable, nay, impossible an event?’ Two days afterwards, news arrived to confirm that report.4





Word reached Brussels on 9 March and spread like wildfire across Belgium and through the remnants of Lieutenant-General Sir Thomas Graham’s British expeditionary force that had helped to liberate the Netherlands the previous year. James Elkington, surgeon of the 30th Regiment of Foot for the past two years, was less sceptical:




In the midst of our pleasure, with the idea of the regiment being reduced, we were on this day astonished to hear of the escape of Buonaparte from Elba, and his landing at Cannes. Consternation was the order of the day, there were some who thought he would be immediately captured having so small a force . . . I laid two wagers of £5 each, one with Colonel Bailey and one with Captain Howard; that Napoleon would reach Paris without firing a shot and secondly, that in six months the Allied Armies would be in Paris.5





At first, the probability of a bloodless coup seemed wholly unrealistic, but on 7 March, troops sent to arrest Napoleon at Laffrey went over to the Emperor, followed by the city of Lyons, two days later. His growing entourage received a cautious and inconsistent reception. The populace were amazed at the boldness of his actions, but the acclamations were half-hearted in many towns and villages, or limited to ex-soldiers in others. Elsewhere, veterans rushed to rejoin the colours, ‘habit-vestes’ and accoutrements were taken from chests and tricolour cockades fixed to shakos that bore the marks of the Spanish sun and sabre cuts from Austrian dragoons. The generals, however, sat on the fence, awaiting the outcome of this imperial gamble, wrestling with conscience over their oaths to Louis, while recollecting their former glories under the ‘Petit Caporal’.6


The moment he had landed once again on French soil, the Emperor had opened a correspondence with the crowned heads of Europe, pledging himself committed to peace. His appeals fell on stony ground. On 13 March, the delegates to the Congress of Vienna, having suspended their wrangling, signed a declaration.




Napoleon Buonaparte, by again appearing in France with projects of confusion and disorder, has deprived himself of the protection of the law and has manifested to the universe that there can be neither peace nor truce with him. The powers consequently declare, that Napoleon Buonaparte has placed himself without the pale of civil and social relations; and that, as an enemy and disturber of the tranquillity of the world, he has rendered himself subject to public vengeance.7





If his reception abroad was a hostile one, his progress through eastern France was met by a more equivocal response. In the end, Elkington’s prediction turned out to be correct and Napoleon reached Paris on 20 March, less than twenty-four hours after Louis XVIII had fled the city, bound for Lille and Ghent, where Prince Willem van Oranje-Nassau reluctantly offered him sanctuary and exile.8


Even while the Emperor was being carried up the stairs of the Tuileries by his delirious supporters, the diplomats and their sovereigns were busy putting the finishing touches to the agreement that would bind the Allies together until they had finally beheaded the Napoleonic hydra. The seventh and final coalition of the wars came into being on 25 March 1815, a renewal of the Treaty of Chaumont, signed in March the previous year. Each of the four great powers pledged to put an army of 150,000 men into the field, until such time as ‘Buonaparte shall have been rendered absolutely unable to create disturbance, and to renew his attempts for possessing himself of the supreme power in France’. With its modest army already heavily committed in North America, Great Britain was exempt from this requirement and agreed instead to provide financial subsidies to her allies, to the tune of £5 million. Once again, British gold would feed, clothe and arm the warring nations of Europe.9


Realising that conflict was inevitable, Napoleon set about cementing his domestic position through the creation of a liberal constitution by means of the Acte Additionel aux Constitutions de l’Empire. His political opponents appeased for the time being, he then embarked on the task of putting France once again on a war footing. ‘La Patrie est en danger!’ was the rallying cry, as it had been in the heady days of 1792. The Bourbon appointees to the regular army had fled into exile with their master, or into rebellion in the Vendée and were replaced by retired officers and those on half pay. Hundreds of thousands of men were raised from recalled veterans, volunteers, returned deserters, the ‘Marie-Louises’ of 1814 and the conscripts of the ‘Class of 1815’. These were supplemented by the auxiliary troops of the Garde Nationale, who garrisoned the fortresses and kept order in the towns and cities. In the space of a mere ten weeks, the Emperor hoped to have as many as half a million men under arms. Though imposing in number, the troops were badly equipped. Many of the arsenals had been emptied the previous year and the foundries, smithies, workshops and factories hummed with intensity as they churned out muskets, bayonets, uniforms, harness and cannon. The countryside was scoured for suitable horseflesh, with those of the mounted Gendarmerie requisitioned for the use of the heavy cavalry. By every ingenious device, an army was forged to defend the nation, but it was a brittle one; distrustful of its generals; loyal to ‘Le Tondu’ alone.


In the meantime, the Allies had set to work with equal vigour. The long columns of Russians and Austrians who had occupied France and were returning home were halted and faced about, though it would be some time before they found themselves on the Rhine. The Allies drew up a simple plan. They would descend upon France with three quarters of a million men, in a concentric attack that would leave Bonaparte unable to repeat his brilliant campaign of the previous year. To the north, an Anglo-Netherlands army of 100,000 men under the Prince van Oranje-Nassau and 130,000 Prussians under Field-Marshal Prince Gebhard von Blücher would march on Paris. The main thrust would come across the Rhine and Meuse, where Field-Marshal Prince Karl von Schwarzenberg, with over 200,000 Austrians, Bavarians and Hessians would drive into eastern France. He would be supported by Field-Marshals Mikhail Barclay de Tolly and Ferdinand Winzingerode, with a similar number of Russians. Farther to the south, 40,000 Swiss, 50,000 Austrians and Piedmontese and 20,000 Neapolitans would pour across the borders, whilst a force of 50,000 Spanish troops would mass at the foot of the Pyrenees. Such was the plan, but until the arrival of these vast legions, the Allies would be thin on the ground and vulnerable to a pre-emptive strike.10


If Bonaparte was to launch an offensive, the most likely target would be the newly created Kingdom of the Netherlands, which comprised lands which, until recently, had been ruled as part of Metropolitan France. A quick victory for the French could be devastating in its outcome, potentially knocking Britain and Prussia out of the war, providing Bonaparte with manpower and matériel and having far reaching propaganda value among the less committed of the Allied nations. The Low Countries, therefore, were the point of danger and accordingly it was here that Field-Marshal Arthur Wellesley, the Duke of Wellington, arrived on 4 April to take up his new appointment as commander-in-chief of the British and Netherlands forces.11


Just short of his 46th birthday, Wellington possessed a formidable military reputation and was seemingly at the summit of his martial career, lionised across Europe for his five-year campaign in the Peninsula and France. The third surviving son of Garret Wesley, first Earl of Mornington, educated at Eton and Angers, the young Arthur was not an outstanding academic and was accordingly found an ensigncy in the 73rd Regiment of Foot. During the course of the next nine years, through purchase and exchange, he became colonel of the 33rd Regiment of Foot. Having already served in Flanders, where he, ‘learned what not to do’, he spent the next eight years campaigning in India, where he was schooled in the use of terrain, the management of allies, the value of intelligence and the realities of military administration. Sent to Portugal in April 1809 with the advanced party of a British army, he put this knowledge to excellent use; in the years that followed, he defeated a succession of French generals, culminating in his invasion of France in 1814. Made Viscount Wellington of Talavera in 1809, Earl of Wellington in 1812 and Marquess of Wellington later that year, victory after victory had accelerated his ascent of the aristocracy, until he was created the first Duke of Wellington in 1814.12


Wellington would need all his personal attributes to be successful in his new role. A stern, aloof and aristocratic figure, he despised every facet of the French Revolution and what it stood for, becoming in time the champion of the established order. He was inured to hard service and dedicated to simple living, a man of great energy and courage and possessing the highest level of integrity. His dealings in India, the Peninsula and at the Congress of Vienna had honed his skills and forged him into a highly able soldier, administrator and diplomat; an all-rounder with the kudos, contacts and qualities that made him an obvious choice for the job.


From the moment that he arrived in Brussels, Wellington was beset by difficulties. Strident demands from Louis XVIII’s court in exile at Ghent; the failure of King Willem I of the Netherlands to deliver much in the way of promised troops and supplies; the conflicting priorities of the Prussian army and the machinations of its Anglophobic chief-of-staff, General Baron August Niedhardt von Gneisenau. He was further exasperated by the quality and quantity of troops and equipment allocated to the army by Horse Guards and the Master-General of the Ordnance. As early as the day after his arrival, he was writing to Earl Bathurst, the Secretary of State for War and the Colonies concerning the forces he commanded:




I cannot help thinking, from all accounts, that they are not what they ought to be to enable us to maintain our military position in Europe. It appears to me that you have not taken in England a clear view of your situation, that you do not think war certain, and that a great effort must be made, if it is to be hoped that it shall be short. You have not called out the militia, or announced any intention in your message to Parliament, by which measure troops of the line in Ireland or elsewhere might become disposable; and how we are to make out 150,000 men, or even the 60,000 of the defensive part of the treaty of Chaumont, appears not to have been considered. If you could let me have 40,000 good British infantry, besides those you insist on having in garrisons, the proportion settled by the treaty you are to furnish of cavalry, that is to say, the eighth of 150,000 men, including in both the old German Legion, and 150 pieces of British field artillery fully horsed, I should be satisfied, and take my chance for the rest, and engage that we would play our part in the game. But as it is, we are in a bad way.13





The army he had inherited was a polyglot one, comprised of contingents from several powers and bringing with them the complexity of political expediency, sensitivity over chains of command and acrimony over whom exactly would pay for what. Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Henry Hardinge, Wellington’s liaison officer with the Prussians commented, ‘This army is not unlike a French pack of hounds: pointers, poodles, turnspits, all mixed up together and running in sad confusion.’ By far the greatest proportion of the hounds were those drawn from German nations and secured for the Duke’s command despite the objections of the Prussians, who strongly believed that German troops should serve alongside their Prussian brothers.14


Within the ranks of Wellington’s army were 7,000 men of the King’s German Legion, first raised in 1803 after the French occupied the Electorate of Hanover, a possession of the British crown. Volunteers had flooded aboard British warships and the men were evacuated to England and formed into infantry battalions, cavalry regiments and artillery batteries. With extensive service in the Peninsula, these formed a valuable body of veteran troops, but their contract of engagement with the British was due to expire six months after ‘The ratification of a definitive treaty of peace’, and the men were on the point of being discharged and sent back to their homes. Fortunately, the senior officers of the Legion voluntarily offered a new six-month engagement, which was accepted by the British government and those elements of the Legion not already in the Netherlands were shipped there forthwith. By the time the campaign opened, two infantry brigades would be present on active service, comprising two light infantry and six line infantry battalions. Two horse batteries and one of foot artillery were also available and were attached to Anglo-German infantry divisions, although cadres of officers and men from the 1st and 2nd companies under Lieutenant-Colonel Heinrich Brückmann, which had arrived in the Netherlands without horses or matériel, were seconded to newly raised Hanoverian artillery formations. Finally, two regiments of light dragoons and three of hussars, stationed in Flanders since the previous year, were brigaded with British cavalry as part of the Cavalry Reserve. The only troops of the KGL to see action at Les Quatre Bras, however, would be Major Heinrich Kuhlmann’s 2nd Horse Artillery Troop and Captain Andreas Cleeves’ 2nd Foot Artillery Troop, both of which were equipped with five 9-pounder guns and one 5½-inch howitzer.15


The liberation of Hanover in 1813 provided the opportunity to raise a new Hanoverian army and King George III of Britain, who was also Elector of Hanover, immediately authorised three infantry battalions to be raised at Bremen-Verden, Lüneburg and Lauenburg, supplemented by a Feld-Jäger-Korps of light infantry, which ultimately comprised four companies. During the course of 1813 and 1814, further Field Battalions were raised, along with thirty battalions of Landwehr (militia), three hussar regiments and three companies of foot artillery. During the course of the winter of 1814–1815, a Hanoverian ‘Subsidiary’ Corps was stationed in the Netherlands. From this formation and from subsequent drafts, a field force comprising a brigade of cavalry and five of infantry was eventually formed, totalling 16,000 officers and men, three brigades of which were composed entirely of Landwehr troops. Two of these brigades would see action at Les Quatre Bras. The 1st (Hanoverian) Infantry Brigade, under Major-General Count Friedrich von Kielmansegge, was entirely formed of regulars, while the 4th (Hanoverian) Infantry Brigade, under Colonel Carl Best, was composed of four Landwehr battalions. Captain Georg Wiering’s battery had been broken up in early May 1815 and its men and equipment re-distributed to the remaining two batteries under Captain Wilhelm Braun and Captain Carl von Rettberg. Only this latter company, equipped with British 9-pounder guns, would fight at Les Quatre Bras. On the whole, the Hanoverian army was untried; although some units had been raised in 1813 and had fought in the War of Liberation, the majority were newly raised Landwehr, their ranks filled with young, inexperienced and in some cases reluctant soldiers, peppered with a cadre of experienced KGL officers and NCOs.16


Another German contingent in the ranks of Wellington’s army was that of Duke Friedrich Wilhelm von Braunschweig-Lüneburg, an inveterate enemy of the French. His father, a field-marshal in the Prussian army, had been mortally wounded at the battle of Auerstädt on 14 October 1806, following which the duchy had been dissolved and the young Duke forced to flee to Austria. Here, he set about raising a corps of infantry and cavalry to fight against the French in the campaign of 1809, which the Austrians provided with weapons and clothing. As an ancient German symbol of mourning and vengeance, their uniforms were black and the corps became known as the ‘Schwarzer Schar’, or the Black Band. After the defeat of the Austrians at Wagram, the Duke led his troops across a swathe of French occupied northern Germany, before being evacuated by the Royal Navy to England where, after a period of reorganisation, an infantry battalion styled the Braunschweig-Oels Jagers and a regiment of hussars comprising two squadrons, entered British service and fought throughout the Peninsular War. The advance of the Allied armies across Germany in 1813 resulted in the liberation of the Duchy of Braunschweig-Lüneburg and the Duke returned home to reclaim his territories and to raise more troops with which to take the fight to the French. Starting with a company of Gelernte Jäger, or light infantry raised from professional gamekeepers and foresters, this force quickly grew, such that by the end of the year the Duke’s infantry comprised an Avantgarde-Battalion, a Leib-Battalion or bodyguard, three light and three line infantry battalions. A further five reserve battalions were also raised, as well as a body of Landwehr. In addition, a new Hussar Regiment and a squadron of Uhlans was created, together with a single battery each of foot and horse artillery, the former equipped with 9-pounder and the latter 6-pounder guns, all supplied by Britain. On Christmas Day 1814, the infantry of the original Black Band left British service and returned to Germany, to be incorporated into the new army. Difficulties were experienced integrating the two formations and British and Prussian battalion structures and drill regulations had to be reconciled. Despite being fiercely patriotic and with ranks stiffened by a cadre of veteran officers and NCOs, the battalions and squadrons were, in the main, untested troops and many would receive their baptism of fire in the coming campaign. Following Napoleon’s return, and true to his character, the Duke agreed to provide a division of troops to serve under Wellington; the first of which left Germany on 15 April, the final elements arriving in early June, where they took up cantonments to the north of Brussels, as part of Wellington’s reserve. Here, under the complex arrangements made for supplying the Allied forces, they received British musket ammunition, food and fodder, although these latter provisions were paid for by the Kingdom of the United Netherlands.17


The United Netherlands was itself a fledgling kingdom. Landing at Scheveningen on 30 November 1813, Prince Willem Frederik van Oranje-Nassau, son of the last Stadhouder, or head of state, was proclaimed Prince-Sovereign the following day and immediately set about raising an army. As the Prussians and British drove French garrisons from the country, the nucleus of this army was formed on eleven infantry battalions which had been raised in Holland, Prussia and Britain. With progress slow, the nation was called to arms in December 1813, but despite some volunteers coming forward, the appeal was unsuccessful and Willem was forced to introduce conscription in order to raise a militia to support the small regular army. On the back of this move, the government announced the creation of a regular army of some 30,000 men and a National Militia composed of a further 23,000 reservists. As well as Dutch forces, the Prince also recruited in his hereditary territories of Oranje-Nassau and formed the two-battalion Regiment Oranje-Nassau from these troops, while separately, the state of Nassau-Usingen provided a further two regiments for Netherlands service. Under the terms of the Treaty of Paris of 30 May 1814, it was agreed that Willem’s territories would be expanded to incorporate modern-day Belgium, which had formerly been ruled as part of Metropolitan France and before that, as a province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. It was agreed that Willem’s eldest son, Prince Willem Frederik – who held the rank of general in the British army and who had served as aide-de-camp to the Duke of Wellington in Spain – would take command of the Anglo-Hanoverian army that occupied these possessions. In the meantime and over the course of the following autumn and winter, the Netherlands army was expanded and reorganised, incorporating returning Dutch and Belgian troops who had served Napoleon. The Kingdom of the United Netherlands was created on 16 March 1815 and Prince Willem was elevated to the throne as King Willem I, by which time the Netherlands forces in Belgium comprised three infantry divisions and a cavalry division of three brigades.18


The understandable nationalist tensions between the Dutch and Belgian elements of the new army and between those officers and men who had served Napoleon and those returning from exile were problematic. Mistrust of the Belgians in particular was a source of concern to many, including Wellington himself. In a letter to Earl Bathurst, he counselled against concentrating, ‘All the youth and treason of the Army’ and care was taken that troops from Belgium, or the ‘South Netherlands’ were brigaded with those from Holland, now styled the ‘North Netherlands’ and not in homogeneous formations. Nor was Wellington averse to sharing such views with his allies. Writing in subtle phrases to the Prince van Oranje-Nassau on 17 April 1815, he advised that:




His Majesty should, in my opinion, consider that he has but a small, and very young army to oppose possibly a numerous and well disciplined one; that he has a large extent of country to cover but lately brought under His Majesty’s government, whose inhabitants are supposed by some to be not very well disposed towards it.





The senior officers of the Netherlands army were a similarly diverse set. Lieutenant-General Baron David Chassé and Major-General Baron Jean-Baptiste van Merlen had both been general officers in Napoleon’s army, while Lieutenant-General Baron Henri-Georges de Perponcher-Sedlenitzky and Major-Generals Baron Jean-Victor de Constant-Rebecque and Count Willem van Bijlandt had shared the exile of their prince and fought with the British. The situation was mirrored at regimental level, the 5th (South Netherlands) Light Dragoons boasted twelve officers who were holders of the Légion d’Honneur and 117 other ranks who had seen service in the French army.19


Despite these tensions and their recent mobilisation, the quality of the troops in most cases was reasonable, as Lieutenant Chrétien Scheltens of the 7th (South Netherlands) Line Battalion described:




The battalion was well-composed; nearly all the officers had served on campaign. The cadre of non-commissioned officers and corporals was passable, but needed, like the soldiers, practical instruction. All were volunteers.20





Hurriedly clothed with the assistance of the British treasury and armed from the arsenals of the fortresses seized at length from the French, the towns and villages of the Low Countries echoed with the sound of these young troops being drilled in manoeuvre and musketry and taught the rudiments of military life. For many, the period of training would be all too short, before they were flung into the horrors of combat itself.


As for Wellington’s British army, despite its mongrel nature and even having scraped the manpower barrel a number of times, it never quite reached the numbers that he had demanded. Writing to Lieutenant-General Lord Charles Stewart on 18 May 1815, he vented his frustrations:




I have got an infamous army, very weak and ill equipped, and a very inexperienced staff. In my opinion, they are doing nothing in England. They have not raised a man; they have not called out the militia either in England or Ireland and are unable to send me any thing; and they have not sent a message to Parliament about the money. The war spirit is therefore evaporating as I am informed.21





Wellington’s criticism was not altogether fair, and within a short space of time troops began arriving from England and Ireland, followed in May and June by more battalions returning from North America. The backbone of this small British field army was its infantry and at Les Quatre Bras, sixteen battalions would be engaged, although the quality of the troops was variable. At the end of the war, much of Wellington’s Peninsula army was shipped to North America, while over 47,000 experienced soldiers were discharged, their terms of service expired. Despite his general laments to the contrary, the Duke was fortunate at Les Quatre Bras, as of the dozen line infantry battalions, nine had seen extensive service and could rightly be described as veteran. For example, the first battalion of the 28th Regiment of Foot, under Colonel Sir Charles Belson had seen action in Egypt, northern Germany and Denmark, before being shipped to the Peninsula, where they fought at Corunna, Douro, Busaco, Talavera, Barrosa, Arroyo de Molinos, Burgos, Vitoria, Maya, Sorauren, the Pyrenees, Nivelle, Nive, Orthes and Toulouse. Even in those veteran battalions where casualties and time-expired men had necessitated recruitment, the bulk of the soldiers were experienced; almost half of the first battalion of the 92nd Regiment of Foot (the Gordon Highlanders) for example, had served for eight years or more. Other first battalions, however, were unproven, such as the 33rd Regiment of Foot, which had spent the majority of the Napoleonic Wars in India, until it was thrown into the fray at Bergen-op-Zoom in March 1814.


Among the remainder of Wellington’s line infantry were many second battalions, which had also seen little or no active service. The second battalion of the 73rd Regiment of Foot for example, had only been raised on Christmas Eve in 1808 and its only experience of action had been at Ghörde in 1813 and Merxem in 1814. The majority of the men in its ranks had enlisted in 1812 and 1813 and therefore had but a short regular service record although most had volunteered from the Militia and were at least well trained. By far the strongest battalions numerically, but somewhat lacking in battle experience, were the four Guards battalions, which had spent the bulk of the War on home and ceremonial duties. Despite Wellington having eight Anglo-German cavalry brigades at his disposal, none were destined to arrive in time to fight at Les Quatre Bras, though he did have the benefit of three experienced brigades of foot artillery, equipped with the highly effective 9-pounder cannon. If some of his troops were mediocre in quality, he was more fortunate concerning the availability of experienced senior commanders. Despite the interference of the Duke of York, the commander-in-chief, he managed to secure the services of divisional and brigade commanders who had almost all served extensively under him in the Peninsula.22


Although obliged by King Willem to maintain the integrity of the Netherlands infantry divisions and to allow its cavalry division to operate as an autonomous formation, Wellington formed his British, Hanoverian and KGL infantry brigades into composite divisions, of which it was hoped there would eventually be seven. In the event, however, only five were fully formed, the remainder operating as independent brigades held in reserve, or forming garrisons for the fortresses. Each formed division contained three brigades, with the exception of the 1st (British) Infantry Division, which was composed of four large guards battalions, formed in two brigades. Wellington took care to mix his veteran infantry with the inexperienced Hanoverian Landwehr, creating divisions that had a balanced fighting capability. Lieutenant-General Baron Carl von Alten’s 3rd (British) Infantry Division, for example, contained a veteran KGL brigade, supplemented by an inexperienced British brigade and one of Hanoverian regulars, who had seen little action. Each division was supported by two batteries, mainly companies of foot artillery. Although not a proponent of the army corps as a strategic or tactical formation, Wellington’s appointment to supreme command of Netherlands troops as well as his Anglo-Hanoverian force, came with the condition that the Prince van Oranje-Nassau retain nominal command of the Netherlands troops in addition to that of an Anglo-Netherlands army corps. Consequently, under his supreme command the 1st and 3rd (British) Infantry Divisions were grouped under Major-General George Cooke and General von Alten. Together with the 2nd (Netherlands) Infantry Division under General de Perponcher-Sedlnitzky and General Chassé’s 3rd (Netherlands) Infantry Division. These divisions constituted I Corps. Similarly, two further Anglo-German divisions were combined with the 1st (Netherlands) Infantry Division and the Netherlands Indian Brigade to form II Corps under Lieutenant-General Lord Rowland Hill. The Reserve was still forming when hostilities commenced, but comprised the fully formed 5th (British) Infantry Division, the partially assembled 6th and 7th (British) Infantry Divisions, the Brunswick Division, the Hanoverian Reserve Division and Major-General Baron August von Kruse’s 1st Nassau-Usingen Regiment. Other than the three brigades of Netherlands cavalry, attached to I Corps, the cavalry were grouped in brigades under the command of Lieutenant-General Henry Paget, Earl of Uxbridge.


The responsibility of maintaining communications with the Prussians along the axis of the chemin Brunhaut, the old Roman road running through Binche that divided the frontier between the Allied sector to the west and that guarded by the Prussians to the east, was given to I Corps. The Prince van Oranje-Nassau established his headquarters at Braine-le-Comte, with divisions in the vicinity of Enghien, Soignies, Nivelles and Fayt and a cavalry screen between Mons and Binche. Farther to the west, four Anglo-Hanoverian cavalry brigades maintained an outpost line as far as the River Lys at Courtrai, while in their rear, Hill concentrated the divisions of II Corps in the region of Ath, Leuze, Renaix, Grammont, Alost and Sotteghem. The remainder of Uxbridge’s cavalry went into cantonments in the valley of the Dender, with his headquarters at Ninove. The reserve, under Wellington’s personal control was stationed in and around Brussels. In addition to his field army, Wellington established garrisons in the fortresses and towns of Antwerp, Ath, Ghent, Mons, Nieuport, Ostend, Tournai and Ypres and civilian and military resources were allocated to make these places ready to withstand a French assault.


If Wellington’s preparations were characterised by tensions in his relationships with Horse Guards and King Willem, he was to experience more problems in his dealings with the Prussians. Initially concerned that the French might invade before he had time to organise an effective resistance, he had been reassured to receive a letter from General von Gneisenau, stating that he could count, ‘On the support of all our available forces in the event of your being attacked. We are firmly determined to share the lot of the army which is under Your Excellency’s command.’ The forces to which von Gneisenau referred were a field army of four corps, each comprised of four infantry brigades and two or three of cavalry, under the leadership of Field-Marshal von Blücher, the 72-year-old hero of the War of Liberation and an implacable enemy of the French. Initially an admirer of Wellington, relations were somewhat soured between the two allies and their senior officers, following the capture of a French official bearing a copy of a secret treaty, whereby Britain would side with France and Austria against Russia and Prussia, in the event that a territorial dispute over Saxony resulted in a war. Nevertheless, during the spring, the Prussian army finally entered Belgium, the four corps being cantoned in the vicinity of Charleroi, Namur, Ciney and Liège, where von Blücher also established his headquarters.23


Unlike Wellington, whose meticulous administration had ensured that his supply arrangements were adequate, the Prussians were stationed in a region that had been devastated the previous year. Even though Wellington had managed to establish an arrangement whereby British gold would pay the Netherlands government to supply the Prussians, the logistical situation that von Blücher found himself in strengthened his already aggressive instincts and led him to conclude that the sooner he could export the cost of his army to enemy territory, the better. As well as these issues, von Blücher also had other problems with which to contend. On 2 May, Saxon grenadiers had come to blows with Prussian staff officers when they arrived at his headquarters to protest their enforced transfer to Prussian service as new subjects of the Prussian king, a consequence of the dismemberment of their own country. The commander-in-chief refused to meet them and threatened to, ‘Restore order by force, even if I be compelled to shoot down the entire Saxon army’. The resulting mutiny was quelled by the troops being separated and disarmed, selective executions and the eventual repatriation to Germany of the disaffected division, some 14,000 strong.


Amid this atmosphere of tension, division and hardship, Wellington and von Blücher met at Tirlemont on 3 May 1815. Although Wellington and von Gneisenau had both previously developed strategies in isolation, they had not had the opportunity to exchange ideas on Napoleon’s intentions, nor to agree a joint plan of operations. Whilst no official record exists that describes the agenda and agreement at this meeting, it is reasonable to assume from their subsequent actions that the two allies concluded that Napoleon’s most likely course of action would be to fight a campaign in the style of his defence of France the previous year. Despite von Blücher’s eagerness to invade enemy territory, both men were constrained by the timetable imposed by Prince von Schwarzenburg’s Council of War at Vienna, which had informed Wellington that such an advance would only begin some time around 20 June and no sooner. The second, less likely, scenario that was discussed was the possibility of Napoleon invading the Netherlands and Wellington persuaded von Blücher that, in this eventuality, they should unite their armies and offer battle.24


Such was the situation in mid-June – rumours abounded of Napoleon having left Paris; of enormous bodies of French troops gathering; of defensive works being erected about the French border towns; of invasion. While the spies flitted across the frontier and the generals wrestled with supply problems, government interference and dry diplomacy, the troops endured the boredom of waiting for a war that it seemed would never begin. This boredom was punctuated by route marches, reviews and training exercises across the fields and in the dirty, isolated villages of southern Belgium.


A short distance to the south, however, the enemy was on the move.
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CHAPTER 1


The sentries snapped to attention and presented their carbines as the Prince van Oranje-Nassau rode into the sleepy village of Saint-Symphorien, shortly after 7.00 a.m. on 15 June 1815. As he passed the cottages, barns and stables, he observed that some men of the green-jacketed 5th Regiment of Light Dragoons were still busy mucking out the stables or feeding and grooming their horses, while others were preparing to go out on yet another patrol towards the frontier. In compliance with standing orders, the troops had been paraded by Lieutenant-Colonel Edouard de Mercx de Corbais at 5.00 a.m., the same time that the Prince had left his quarters in the house belonging to Monsieur Mary, the Mayor of Braine-le-Comte.1


Although this was one of his routine inspections of the cavalry outposts that formed his eyes, ears and first line of defence, the Prince had become increasingly anxious over the past few days and tensions had been rising among his senior officers. On 10 June, these very troopers had fought a brief skirmish with the French 6th Chasseurs à Cheval at Goegnies-Chaussée, twelve kilometres south of Mons, on the Roman road from Bavay to Binche. As the days passed, more reports, rumours and sightings had heightened the sense of expectation at the Prince’s headquarters. His chief-of-staff, General de Constant-Rebecque, had noted in his diary on 11 June that Napoleon was expected to leave Paris the following day. On 13 June the Prince had passed a report to the Duke of Wellington which confirmed that the Emperor’s headquarters had been established at Avesnes, a mere 38 kilometres from Mons. For several nights, the skies had reflected thousands of camp fires to the south of the River Sambre, from which a trickle of deserters had slipped away, handing themselves over to the patrols of the Prussian or Netherlands cavalry and warning of an attack on either 14 or 15 June. As recently as the day before, General van Merlen, whose headquarters the Prince was approaching, had seized a letter from a French cavalry officer Captain Baron Niel, and forwarded it to the Prince’s headquarters at Braine-le-Comte. The French, it seemed, were on the highest state of alert, had been issued with eight days’ worth of rations and were on the move.2


There was a flurry of activity as the Prince reined in his horse at van Merlen’s headquarters and the General and his staff hurriedly assembled to greet their chief. The dialogue was, however, brief. There were no new developments to report, the vedettes had not been attacked and all had remained quiet overnight. Colonel de Mercx de Corbais had earlier reported to Lieutenant-General Baron Jean-Marie de Collaert that the French advance posts seemed to have disappeared during the night. The occasional French patrol had been seen in the direction of Bois-Bourdon and Villers-Sire-Nicole, but between Mons and Binche, it seemed that ‘perfect tranquillity’ reigned. Perhaps today would bring more intelligence of the French. As the Prince and the General discussed the correspondence between Baron Niel and Lieutenant de Bourgoing of the 6th Chasseurs à Cheval, a messenger arrived from the 7th Company of the 6th (North Netherlands) Regiment of Hussars, the second regiment of van Merlen’s brigade. He brought word of heavy gunfire in the direction of Lobbes and Thuin, less than ten kilometres from the company’s cantonment at the Abbaye de Bonne Espérance; perhaps it was yet another rumour, the air had been full of them for weeks.3


[image: illustration]


Given the heightened probability of the French taking the offensive, the Prince deemed it prudent to order van Merlen to take up new positions, somewhat closer to the boundary he shared with Major-General Carl von Steinmetz, commanding the 1st (Prussian) Infantry Brigade. The 5th Regiment of Light Dragoons would move from Harveng, Harmignies, Spiennes, Bougnies and Asquillies and take up new positions, with one squadron at Bray, where van Merlen was to establish his new headquarters and the other in reserve at Saint-Symphorien. Although outposts would be retained at Harmignies and Spiennes to keep watch to the south-east, it was evident to van Merlen that the Prince, in redeploying this regiment, was shifting the focus of his brigade from the south to the east. A second order was to be sent to Lieutenant-Colonel Lord Willem Boreel, commanding the 6th Hussar Regiment. He was to vacate Estinnes-au-Mont and to use the companies at Saint-Symphorien and Villers-Saint-Ghislain to create a line along the Estinnes stream, with a squadron at Estinnes-au-Val and a company each at Bray and Maurage, where two of the four pieces of horse artillery under Captain Adrianus Geij van Pittius would also be stationed. In advance of this line, a squadron would be stationed at Péronnes, from where it would be able to maintain contact with the Prussians in and around Binche.4


There was also time to pen a quick note to General Chassé, commanding the 3rd (Netherlands) Infantry Division at Haine-Saint-Pierre:




My dear General,


The Prussians have been attacked. I bid you to assemble your division, without losing time, at the assembly point on the heights behind Haine St. Pierre, where you will await my further orders.


Willem van Oranje-Nassau.5





His business at Saint-Symphorien concluded and conscious that he had a dinner engagement in Brussels at 3.00 p.m. and an invitation to the Duchess of Richmond’s ball later that evening, the Prince remounted his horse shortly after 8.00 a.m. and headed back up the dusty road towards Havré, Roeulx and Soignies.6


Unknown to the Prince, General Chassé had already received information at about 8.30 a.m., that the French had crossed the frontier and there had been fighting at Thuin and Lobbes. For the time being, he thought, it appeared that he was not under immediate threat. The most advanced Netherlands infantry division, his troops occupied cantonments north of Binche, stretching from Chapelle-lez-Herlaimont in the east, to Thieu in the west, with the advanced troops occupying Péronnes. The bulk of his division was cantoned within a short march of its alarm post, the village of Fayt, halfway between Mons and Nivelles. However an order received on 18 May had instructed him – in the event of hostilities commencing – to leave two battalions of Colonel Hendrik Detmers’ brigade at the villages where they were billeted. The 6th National Militia Battalion was to remain at Trivières and Strépy, whilst the 17th National Militia Battalion would continue to occupy Thieu; both were important crossing points over the River Haine. A subsequent order of 9 June stated that the 4th National Militia Battalion would remain at Haine-Saint-Pierre, with the 19th National Militia Battalion a short distance downstream at Saint-Vaast, Captain Rochell’s company being posted at a windmill to the east of the village. The 35th Jager Battalion would remain at Haine-Saint Paul, where it would be joined by the 10th National Militia Battalion of Major-General Count Alexandre d’Aubremé’s brigade, marching north from Péronnes. The only remaining infantry of Detmers’ brigade, Lieutenant-Colonel Speelman’s 2nd Line Battalion, was already quartered at Fayt. In this manner, Chassé surmised, he would not only hold all the key crossings over the River Haine, thereby guaranteeing van Merlen’s line of retreat, his disposition would also buy time for d’Aubremé’s brigade to mass on the high ground to the north of Haine-Saint-Pierre.7


An experienced soldier with forty years’ service – much of it fighting alongside or in the ranks of the Grande Armée – Chassé had been very active during the preceding months, ensuring his inexperienced battalions were drilled, marched and mustered relentlessly, until they had reached an acceptable degree of proficiency. Orders had been received from the Prince van Oranje-Nassau on 9 June that the division was to be prepared to march at a moment’s notice. In order to effect this, the battalions were to assemble each day at their cantonments and remain under arms until nightfall. Chassé had not only implemented this order, but had conducted several exercises at divisional level to rehearse an assembly, some of which had been undertaken at night in order to prepare the commanders for all eventualities. As luck would have it, Chassé had conducted just such an exercise the previous day; in the fields around Fayt, the 2nd, 3rd, 12th and 13th Line and the 36th Jager Battalions were mustered, having been joined during the night by the artillery batteries of Captains Carel Krahmer de Bichin and Johannes Lux, marching in from their cantonments at La Hestre and Seneffe respectively.8


The men had eaten breakfast and finished cleaning their arms and were on the point of marching back to their cantonments, when the Prince van Oranje-Nassau’s messenger arrived, towards 9.30 a.m. Chassé, perhaps blessing his good fortune, ordered General d’Aubremé to keep his brigade assembled for the time being. Towards 11.00 a.m., Major Nahuys arrived at headquarters, having taken it upon himself to reconnoitre towards Binche, the closest town occupied by the Prussians and the cantonment of the Fusilier Battalion of the 12th (Brandenburg) Infantry Regiment. The news was not promising: Binche had been evacuated. Without further hesitation, Chassé sent an order for General d’Aubremé to advance to the high ground at Baume, overlooking the Haine crossings. Colonel Speelman was instructed to detail an officer to oversee the safe removal of the division’s baggage to Seneffe. Couriers were then sent to Baume, in order to alert the 3rd National Militia Battalion and to Haine-Saint-Paul, with orders for the 35th Jager and 10th National Militia Battalions to join them there. The 4th National Militia Battalion at Haine-Saint-Pierre was instructed to prepare to defend the crossings, as were the 6th and 17th National Militia Battalions at Trivières, Strépy and Thieu. Lieutenant Holle of the former recalled the order:




On the 15th, our commander was ordered that we were no longer part of the division we belonged to and that from now on we would serve as cover for the light cavalry. Therefore we received during the night the order to position our forward posts in skirmish order up to an hour’s distance of Morage [Maurage].





Having complied with his prince’s order to assemble the men on the heights behind Haine-Saint-Pierre, Chassé sat down and penned a note for General de Constant-Rebecque at Braine-le-Comte.9


Farther to the west at Mons, Major-General Sir Wilhelm von Dörnberg, the general officer commanding the 3rd (British) Cavalry Brigade, but unofficially Wellington’s chief border guard, had also received intelligence and was penning the latest in a series of reports to the Duke of Wellington:




Mons, 15th June, ½ past 9 o’clock in the morning.


My Lord,


A picket of French lancers has been placed again at Autresse, on the Bavay road; but at Quivrain there are only National Guards, with a few gendarmes. A man who was yesterday at Maubeuge says that all the troops march towards Beaumont and Philippeville, and that no other troops but National Guards remained at Maubeuge. He thinks that near 40,000 men have passed that place. I have sent towards Pont-sur-Sambre, where, I believe, a corps remains. I just heard the Prussians were attacked.


I have the honour to be, my Lord,


Your most obedient, humble servant,


Dörnberg.10





Recognising the potential gravity of his report, von Dörnberg decided to go and see the situation for himself and made his way towards Binche. Some five kilometres to the east, Second Lieutenant Willem Wassenar van Sint-Pancras was busy preparing to move his section of guns to Maurage, as were the other officers and men of Captain Geij van Pittius’ half battery. Teams of horses were led in from the fields and stables and harnessed to the limbers, to which the three 6-pounder guns and single 5½-inch howitzer of the troop were hitched. Ammunition caissons were checked and checked again, straps tightened and tools stowed. Not knowing whether they would be returning, the gunners gathered up their possessions and stuffed them into portmanteaux already bulging with all the necessaries that a soldier requires. Amid the clamour of preparations, someone pointed out to him the irregular booming of distant cannon fire, but this was put down to the Prussians and their habit of target practice. No one for a moment considered that these could be alarm cannon, still less that it could be French horse artillery, firing on General von Steinmetz’s brigade, a short distance away.11


Shortly after 9.30 a.m., the Prince van Oranje-Nassau and his party were approaching the relay station at Naast, where Major van Gorkum of the Quartermaster-General’s department was waiting to see him. As they rode along the chaussée together, the Prince mentioned the strong rumours that there had been fighting between the Prussians and the French, but that while he had been at Saint-Symphorien, no firing had been heard. Perhaps the fighting was a long way off? Whatever might be the case, the Prince was clearly not troubled and advised van Gorkum that within an hour he would leave for Brussels and remain there for the night. Should anything special occur, van Gorkum was to let him know through one of his adjutants that would remain behind. It was 10.15 a.m. before the group of officers reached Braine-le-Comte, where they called in at the Hôtel de Miroir – the headquarters both of the Netherlands Army and of I Corps – in order to update General de Constant-Rebecque on their inspection.12


By the time the Prince sat down he had been awake for the best part of six hours and having ridden over fifty kilometres, he was famished and ordered breakfast. He briefed de Constant-Rebecque and his officers of the situation on the frontier and the precautionary orders he had seen fit to issue to van Merlen and Chassé. He asked de Constant-Rebecque to ensure that if any further intelligence was received that indicated serious developments, he was to order General de Perponcher-Sedlnitzky and General de Collaert to assemble at their alarm posts. For the time being, he reiterated, there seemed no immediate cause for alarm, and he informed them that he would still dine with the Duke of Wellington that afternoon and remain at Brussels for the Duchess of Richmond’s ball, probably staying there overnight. Another man in the room expecting to attend the ball was Captain Charles Lennox, the Earl of March, serving with the Prince as an extra aide-de-camp; after all, it was his mother’s ball. Perhaps with this in mind, the Prince suggested that:




Lord March should keep himself ready with a fast-running horse, that whenever news arrived that the enemy had attacked, one of ours was to bring the message with all haste to His Royal Highness at Brussels, and another adjutant was to go to the place of the attack to gather the reports and return to the headquarters as soon as possible and let His Royal Highness know the situation.





Captains Lord John Somerset and Hon. Francis Russell were also planning to attend the dance, as were Colonel du Caylar, the Prince’s First Adjutant and Colonel Baron de Knijff, one of his aides-de-camp. In contrast, Lieutenant-Colonel Baron Ernst Trip, though invited, possibly felt it would be unseemly to attend an event where he would be likely to once again meet the Hon. John Capel, with whom he had been obliged to fight a duel over his relationship with Capel’s daughter, Harriet; indeed the Duke of Richmond had been his opponent’s second. His breakfast briefing complete and with the social whirl to come, the Prince took his leave and rode back to his residence for a wash and change of clothes, before climbing into his cabriolet at about 11.30 a.m. and heading for Brussels, not knowing as the wheels of his coach started turning, that the enemy was at the gates.13


Breakfast was also being served at the Hôtel d’Angleterre, on the rue de la Madeleine in Brussels. Among the guests, and fresh from his arrival in the city that morning, was Lieutenant-General Sir Thomas Picton, the old warhorse who had been recalled from his estates in Pembrokeshire. Despite his gritty character and dogged reputation, his health had suffered much in the Peninsula and, though he had indicated that he would serve with the army, he insisted that it be under the orders of no general officer but the Duke of Wellington himself. Perhaps the General was tired of campaigning or perhaps he felt that his number was up. Only a few days before, he had been walking with friends:




They came to a churchyard, in which a grave had been dug for the reception of some humble individual. The party was induced to ascend the newly thrown-up earth and look down. Sir Thomas Picton, after commenting upon the neatness with which it had been dug, observed, ‘Why, I think this would do for me;’ at the same time jumping in and laying himself at full length along the bottom, he observed that it was an exact fit.14





Breakfasting with Picton were Captain John Tyler, his principal aide-de-camp and Ensign Rees Gronow, an officer of the first battalion of the 1st Regiment of Foot Guards, whose connections, persuasive tongue and good fortune had resulted in the General agreeing to take him to Belgium as an extra aide-de-camp. While they were still at table, Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Canning, one of Wellington’s aides-de-camp, arrived and informed him that the Duke, who was walking in the park with Lieutenant-Colonel Lord Fitzroy Somerset and Charles Lennox, the Duke of Richmond, wished to see him immediately.




Picton’s manner was always more familiar than the Duke liked in his lieutenants, and on this occasion he approached him in a careless sort of way, just as he might have met an equal. The Duke bowed coldly to him, and said, ‘I am glad you are come, Sir Thomas’ . . . Picton did not appear to like the Duke’s manner; for when he bowed and left, he muttered a few words which convinced those who were with him that he was not much pleased with his interview.15





At about the same time that the Prince van Oranje-Nassau was departing Braine-le-Comte and General Picton tasted his latest dose of Wellingtonian bile, a man on a lathered horse galloped up to the vedettes posted on the road at Saint-Symphorien, towards 11.30 a.m. It was a Prussian staff officer with a message for General van Merlen. Without delay, he was conducted to the headquarters where he introduced himself as Major von Arnauld, serving on General von Steinmetz’s staff. Hurriedly, he outlined the situation. The 2nd (Prussian) Infantry Brigade had been attacked by the French and a lively infantry fire had erupted as the latter headed towards Charleroi. Had they not heard the alarm cannon firing or the bombardment of Lobbes, Thuin and Maladrie? There were blank looks and shrugs amongst the Netherlands cavalrymen. It had been the same, explained Major von Arnauld, with the Prussian forces at Binche, who had also heard nothing, despite being a mere eight kilometres away from the nearest firing. Continuing his account, he passed on the significant news that von Steinmetz had decided to evacuate Binche, an order that Major von Arnauld had delivered less than an hour ago. The villages around Binche, in which the Prussian 4th (1st Silesian) Hussar Regiment and elements of the 12th (2nd Brandenburg) and 24th (4th Brandenburg) Infantry Regiments had been cantoned, were also being evacuated. General von Steinmetz’s intention, said von Arnauld, was to withdraw behind the River Piéton and if possible take up a position at Gosselies, but if they were seriously attacked, they were to retire on Fleurus in compliance with orders that Field-Marshal von Blücher had issued in early May.16


The importance of this information was not lost on General van Merlen, who immediately called forward his Major of Brigade, Major de Paravicini di Capelli, and dictated a letter to General de Constant-Rebecque, at Braine-le-Comte. Thinking that it would also be advisable to inform the Governor of Mons of these developments, van Merlen ordered that a second note be written and dispatched to Major-General Johann Behr. It was approaching 11.15 a.m.17


The bustle around headquarters and the departure of Major de Paravicini di Capelli’s messenger led Captain Geij van Pittius to suspect that hostilities had commenced and the news spread quickly through the village. Taking up his pen, he composed a brief note to his brother:




This morning at four o’clock, the big dance has begun. Two hours’ distance from here, the French have attacked the Prussian army, which stands on our left flank. We are saddled and expect to march at any moment, but as the bulk of our army is behind us, we shall certainly make a movement to the rear. It gives me pleasure that the game has finally started, as we were very bored in these miserable villages and had to be saddled all the time. Bonaparte has come opposite us since the day before yesterday. My company is well-equipped and so I think will not be the worse for it. 18





Towards noon, the courier from General von Dörnberg clattered through the Grand’Place at Braine-le-Comte, past the Hôtel du Miroir, before turning into the rue des Folles where the residence of the Prince van Oranje-Nassau was located. He was informed that the Prince was not at home, but with his message delivered the orderly dragoon believed his duty was completed and he headed back towards the relay station at Naast.19


Twenty-four kilometres to the south, General von Dörnberg finally arrived back at the fortress of Mons towards 12.45 p.m., having completed his reconnaissance. He had passed through Saint-Symphorien and learned of the visit of the Prince van Oranje-Nassau and the orders given to van Merlen and Chassé. On leaving Saint-Symphorien, he had encountered detachments of the 5th Regiment of Light Dragoons accompanied by horse artillery. As he had proceeded through Bray, he was challenged by picquets from the 6th Regiment of Hussars, before being recognised and allowed to proceed to Binche. On his arrival, he found the town deserted. The Brandenburgers had left some two hours earlier and most of the civilians, expecting the imminent arrival of the French, had boarded up their houses and shops, or locked themselves into their homes. Aside from the information that Thuin and Lobbes had been lost and that the French had advanced on Marchienne-au-Pont, von Dörnberg’s visit had yielded little positive intelligence. Although he could assume from the Prussian evacuation of Binche and what he knew of their own assembly plans, that von Steinmetz was probably pulling his troops back to avoid them being outflanked by way of Marchienne or Charleroi.


As soon as he arrived back at Mons, von Dörnberg hurried to call on General Behr, who briefed him on the earlier news that he had received from van Merlen and had relayed to the Prince van Oranje-Nassau. Given that his efforts had procured no more information than had already been received and relayed, there seemed little sense in any further communication being sent for the time being. After ensuring that all remained quiet at Mons and having given instructions that any additional intelligence was to be brought to him immediately, von Dörnberg returned to his headquarters.20


While the villagers along the frontier cowered behind bolted doors, the inhabitants of Braine-le-Comte were going about their everyday business and the shouts of the traders in the marché barely penetrated to the salle communale of the Hôtel du Miroir, overlooking the Grand’Place. Inside, General de Constant-Rebecque and the officers of the headquarters staff were attending to routine matters. The clock was striking 1.15 p.m. when the messenger arrived from General Chassé. Major van Gorkum noted the receipt of the message in the Headquarters’ Register of Incoming Correspondence, whilst de Constant-Rebecque opened the document and absorbed its contents:21




Haine-Sainte-Pierre, 15 June 1815,


11 o’clock.


We have come to receive certain news that the enemy has crossed our frontier. Binche is evacuated by the Prussians. The division is assembled at Fayt and I await the further orders of His Royal Highness.


The Lieutenant-General Commanding,


Baron Chassé.22





The chief-of-staff was considering the news when a second messenger, carrying Major de Paravicini di Capelli’s letter, entered the room and handed over his own document. Though it lacked a time, it included some additional information about Prussian intentions. The General eagerly read of the developing situation along the frontier:




Saint-Symphorien, the 15th of June.


General,


I have the honour to report that General Steinmetz has sent me an officer to give notice that the 2nd (Prussian) Infantry Brigade has been attacked this morning. He had not yet received a report. The alarm cannon have been firing along the length of the line. The infantry fire appears very lively and is directed towards Charleroi. The intention of the Prussians is to evacuate Binche and the neighbouring villages immediately, in order to take up a position behind the River Piéton at Gosselies and, in case of a determined attack being made on it, the position of their Army Corps is fixed close to Fleurus.


By order of Major-General van Merlen,


J. de Paravicini, Major.23





Less than fifteen minutes later, one of the couriers from the relay station at Naast reported to Captain Baron van Heinecken, the commander of the Headquarters Guides; he handed over General Behr’s letter, which was addressed to the Prince van Oranje-Nassau. Hurriedly entering the salle communale, van Heinecken saluted the Quartermaster-General and handed him the letter, which de Constant-Rebecque opened and read in the absence of his chief.




My Prince,


I have the honour to make your Royal Highness aware of a report which has been dispatched to me by Major-General van Merlen. It results from General von Steinmetz, commanding at Fontaine-l’Evêque, having just sent an officer to him with notice that the 2nd Prussian brigade was attacked this morning and that the alarm cannon have been firing all along the line. It appears that the attack is directed on Charleroi, where the infantry fire is very sharp. At General van Merlen’s outposts, all is tranquil.


I have the honour to be, with a profound respect,


The Major-General Superior Commandant,


Baron Behr.


P.S. The outposts in front of Mons are also very quiet.24





Aware of the importance of the documents he had just received, de Constant-Rebecque’s usually precise mind omitted to note down the receipt of Behr’s letter. The French were across the border and had attacked the 2nd (Prussian) Brigade, whose alarm cannon had been firing. French infantry were approaching Charleroi, while von Steinmetz had already evacuated Binche and was taking up a position behind the River Piéton at Gosselies, though he might perhaps be forced back on Fleurus. The news of General Chassé’s concentration was welcome, as was van Merlen’s move to the east, thereby providing a screen across his front. The most critical news, however, was that all was quiet at Mons.25


While de Constant-Rebecque was considering the implications of the newly-arrived intelligence at the Hôtel du Miroir, at the Prince’s private residence, Lieutenant-Colonel Sir George Berkeley, his British Assistant Adjutant-General was wondering what to do with the message that had earlier arrived from Mons. Not having been present when the Prince had returned from Saint-Symphorien, he was unaware that his chief had already departed for Brussels. Taking the letter with him, he walked to the Hôtel du Miroir towards 1.45 p.m., with a view to asking General de Constant-Rebecque or one of his staff the time at which the Prince was expected. When he arrived the atmosphere inside the office was electric. Glancing up from his paperwork, de Constant-Rebecque beckoned him over and showed him the letters from Chassé, van Merlen and Behr. Berkeley pulled the letter from Mons from his pocket, now realising that this too, could contain critical information. With de Constant-Rebecque looking on, he broke the seal and quickly read the contents. He soon realised that the letter was a precis of that contained in van Merlen’s note and contained little else of value. The senior Netherlands and British officers of the Prince’s general staff now resolved to forward all four documents to Colonel Somerset, Military Secretary and right-hand man to the Duke of Wellington. Taking a sheet of paper and a pen, Berkeley hastily scribbled a covering note. The clock ticked towards 2.00 p.m.26


Captain Lennox had been waiting at de Constant-Rebecque’s headquarters since late morning, anticipating just such a mission to Brussels. He hurriedly gave orders for his horse to be saddled and made ready. Having shared the dangers of a storming party at the siege of Ciudad Rodrigo, in which his companions had been none other than the Prince van Oranje-Nassau and Lord Fitzroy Somerset, the young officer was exceedingly well connected and could be relied upon to ensure the message reached its recipient safely. With the documents hastily bound together and handed to him, Lennox galloped off towards Tubize, Hal and Brussels. News of the invasion safely dispatched, Colonel Berkeley started penning brief messages for the attention of Generals Cooke, commanding the 1st (British) Infantry Division at Enghien and von Alten, at the headquarters of the 3rd (British) Infantry Division at Soignies. As the Anglo-Hanoverian element of the army corps, it was important that he warn them of developments and of the possibility that hostilities had commenced.27


Another prince who had been on a tour of inspection that morning was Colonel Prince Bernhard von Sachsen-Weimar, the commanding officer of the Regiment Oranien-Nassau. Formed during the summer of 1814 from troops originally raised the previous winter by the Prince van Oranje-Nassau in his hereditary territories, the first battalion – under Lieutenant-Colonel Wilhelm von Dressel – had left for the Netherlands on 29 August 1814, provoking a storm of protest at home. On 5 September, the Rheinische Merkur had declared that:




Our government has continued the conscription of the French and has raised the quota to two per cent. In this way, two thousand young people are taken away from their parents and sold to Holland. Nobody has objections to a reasonable conscription to defend our homeland, but now they have to serve in the army of a foreign country!





Regardless of the furore, the battalion had been incorporated into the Royal Netherlands Army on 15 January 1815 and had, since April, been cantoned in southern Belgium, initially in the neighbourhood of Sombreffe, but more recently at Genappe on the River Dyle and the village of Ways, a kilometre downstream. Three days earlier, von Dressel’s men had been joined by the second battalion, commanded by Major Christian Schleyer. Despite emptying the depot and pressing Landwehr troops into the ranks, the battalion had only been able to muster 22 officers and 666 men, who had been marched into Belgium and put into quarters in the surrounding villages of Glabais, Thy and Bousval.28


Earlier that morning, von Sachsen-Weimar and his adjutant Major Ludwig Vigelius, had visited Thines, where Captain Emilius Bergmann occupied cantonments with his Volunteer Jager Company, a body of troops that had accompanied the second battalion to the Netherlands and which had since remained attached to it. During their ride back, along the dappled road through the Bois du Haroy and between the swaying fields of ripening wheat, the two men had discussed the strength of the company. Though its return – at 5 officers and 172 men – remained the same as that of 12 June 1815, only 153 men were present and fit for duty, the remainder being detached, on command or sick.


Perhaps more concerning had been the discovery that the men were equipped with four different calibres of rifle, a situation that compounded von Sachsen-Weimar’s already profound anxieties in respect of his regiment’s firearms. The first battalion, though issued with British ‘Brown Bess’ muskets, had found these to be old and worn out, while the second battalion had been issued with French muskets. Somehow, the quartermasters would have to procure six different calibres of ammunition.29


When von Sachsen-Weimar returned to his headquarters at Genappe, towards 11.00 a.m., he found a note waiting for him from Colonel Friedrich von Gödecke, his brigade commander at Houtain-le-Val. That morning, it transpired, von Gödecke had been on the drill ground inspecting the first battalion of the 2nd Nassau-Usingen Regiment, when the horse of Lieutenant Friedrich von Steprodt, his Adjutant, had kicked him painfully in the shin and broken the bone. Carried off the parade in agony and confined to his bed, von Gödecke realised that he could not continue to perform his duties and had written to General de Perponcher-Sedlnitzky at Nivelles, requesting that command of the brigade be temporarily handed to von Sachsen-Weimar. As the next most senior officer of the brigade, this made eminent sense, but von Sachsen-Weimar perhaps wondered when the appointment would be confirmed.30


Colonel von Dressel had also been on parade that morning. On 9 June, an order had been issued by corps headquarters at Braine-le-Comte, requiring each battalion to muster under arms on the drill ground at its alarm post at 5.00 a.m. each morning and remain assembled until the evening when if all was quiet, they could return to their separate quarters. He had paraded the first battalion of the Regiment Oranien-Nassau and having taken roll call, was satisfied with the 774 men present for duty. After being given the order to fall out, the men had occupied themselves with military routine. Some men were cooking the provisions they had been instructed to bring with them, while others practised drill, or became accustomed to the much heavier British muskets that had recently replaced their elegant French Charlevilles. For three hours, officers and men had gone about their business, undisturbed by the sound of gunfire to the south. Doubtless, the officers speculated, it was the Prussian artillery at practise along the frontier, something they had engaged in several days previously without deeming it necessary to send warning to their allies farther north.31


Eight kilometres to the south, the young soldiers of the second battalion of the 2nd Nassau-Usingen Regiment had also been listening to the rumbling sound, as it drifted across the still air towards their outposts at Frasnes. Despite all the rumours of previous weeks, no news of the commencement of hostilities had yet been heard from Genappe, Houtain-le-Val or Nivelles. For Captain Ludwig Wirths, the day had passed routinely, as had all the days since he had arrived in these remote, dirty villages. The battalion had been paraded before daybreak on its drill ground, which was to the south of the village and close to the Charleroi road. As was usual, patrols had been sent out into the surrounding countryside, which returned with reports of nothing more threatening than agricultural labourers and pigs and cattle. Although his standing orders only obliged him to keep his battalion assembled until the day had fully dawned, the commanding officer, Major Philipp von Normann, had decided to drill them for what seemed to the men, an unconscionably long time. The 800-strong battalion had subsequently stood at attention, marched and sweated in their tight-fitting green coats, as von Normann put them through their paces; the grenadiers suffering especially beneath their cumbersome bearskin headgear. At last, with the morning sun continuing to beat down, the Major ordered the men to fall out and return to their cantonments, and it was as they were marching off that they first heard the sound of distant gunfire, which seemingly came from the direction of Charleroi. The officers initially assumed the noise was caused by the Prussians, who had regularly practiced musketry and artillery fire, but as the sound moved closer, suspicions were aroused and Major von Normann was persuaded to recall the battalion to its assembly area. Muttering oaths under their breath and hurriedly donning cartridge belts and knapsacks, the men streamed out of the Ferme de la Cense de l’Encloître, the Ferme du Try and the buildings around the great courtyards and hurriedly took their places in the ranks and files.32


Shortly afterwards, towards noon, the soldiers on sentry duty next to the chaussée from Charleroi to Brussels noticed some people and vehicles approaching from a distance. Puzzled, they took up their muskets and stood to arms in the shimmering heat. A short while later, they could make out wagons and carts approaching, drawn by heavy plough horses and filled with women, children, furniture, poultry and provisions. As they trundled, groaned and squeaked past the baffled Germans, youngsters in wooden sabots herded cattle, goats and pigs along behind. On being questioned, it turned out they were local townspeople and villagers who had heard that the French had attacked Charleroi and were pushing the Prussians back; the refugees were heading for the sanctuary of Genappe and Nivelles. As the troops fidgeted with muskets and equipment, they speculated on the clouds of dust in the south, in the direction of Gosselies, Jumet and Charleroi.33


Far to the north, others were also on the move. For Charlotte Waldie and her siblings, the day had started more promisingly than the 36 hour crossing of the English Channel from Ramsgate to Ostend that they had just endured. They were rattling along the broad, flat and tree-lined chaussée from Ghent to Brussels, absorbing the sights and sounds of the unfamiliar countryside.




The peasants almost all wore sabots; but the cottage children, bare-footed and bare-headed, frequently pursued the carriage for miles, keeping pace with the horses, tumbling as they went along, singing Flemish patriotic songs, the burden of which was invariably, ‘Success to the English, and destruction to the French;’ and crying with unwearied perseverance, ‘Vivé les Anglaises!’ ‘Dat for Napoleon!’ expressing at the same time, by an emphatic gesture, cutting off his head. They threw bouquets of flowers into the carriage, twisted their little sun-burned faces into the most extraordinary grimaces, and kept whirling round on their hands and feet, in imitation of the rotary motion of a wheel.





Towards 1.00 p.m. the carriage reached Alost, just over 26 kilometres north-west of Brussels, where a violent shower of rain obliged them to seek shelter. As they sipped coffee with the mistress of the house, she lectured them on her views of the French, much to the surprise of the visitors, who had supposed the Belgians to be Francophiles.




‘Ah, madame! Before they came among us,’ she said, ‘this was a very different country. Then we were rich, and good, and happy.’ She lamented over the trade, the manufactories, the commerce they had destroyed; the contributions they had exacted; the fine young men they had seized as conscripts; the convents they had ruined, the priests and ‘les bonnes religieuses’ they had turned to the door.





To Miss Waldie, these sentiments seemed to burst out




… spontaneously, as if they could not suppress it; their whole countenances change; their eyes sparkle with indignation; their very gestures are eloquent, and they seem at a loss for words strong enough to express the bitterness of their detestation.





It seemed as though their stay in Belgium would prove to be an interesting education in the ways of the Continent.34


For the time being completely oblivious to the events unfolding to the south, the Duke of Wellington was at his desk at No. 54 rue Royale in the heart of the elegant upper city of Brussels. A letter from Lieutenant-General Sir Lowry Cole at the beginning of June had sparked a debate on the composition and numbering of the British infantry divisions. Cole had been assigned command of the 6th (British) Infantry Division, which was still forming and had expressed a desire to have it renumbered as the 4th, the division he had commanded in the Peninsula, but now the number allocated to Lieutenant-General Sir Charles Colville’s division. Writing shortly after midday to Lieutenant-General Sir Henry Clinton, Wellington outlined his intentions on the subject:




Some of the General Officers would wish very much to have the divisions numbered over again, and have their old numbers, which appears a very natural wish; and I should be very much obliged to you if you would let me know as soon as you can if you participate in it.





General Cooke’s would remain the 1st Division, Clinton’s second would become the 6th; General von Alten’s third the 5th; Colville’s fourth the 2nd; the 5th, to the command of which General Picton had been appointed, the 3rd; and Cole’s 6th the 4th. Despite the great soldier and statesman’s best diplomacy, developments elsewhere would result in these divisions marching to battle numbered as they were. Checking his watch, the Duke decided that there was still plenty of time to write to the Tsar of Russia, offering his observations on the intended operations of the Allied armies massing on France’s eastern borders. Little did he suspect the storm that was about to break.35


A couple of minutes’ walk away, the Prince van Oranje-Nassau and his companions arrived at their hotel on the rue de la Loi, towards 2.30 p.m., having made good time on the road through Tubize and Hal. This allowed the Prince time for a leisurely toilet, following which he walked across the park to the Duke of Wellington’s residence, where he arrived shortly before 3.00 p.m. 36


The footman greeted the Prince with a low bow and ushered him into the drawing room, where he joined a small party of fellow diners and exchanged pleasantries. Always hungry for intelligence from the frontier, Wellington greeted him by asking if there was any news. The Prince, without any sense of undue alarm, replied, ‘No! Nothing but that the French have crossed the Sambre and had a brush with the Prussians. Have you heard of it?’ The Duke certainly had not, but it soon became evident as the Prince outlined the sketchy rumours that had wafted along the Sambre valley that morning, that little of note could be gleaned from such a vague statement. Since the French had begun massing along the border, clashes had been expected and, as May turned into June, skirmishes between outposts and cross-border incursions had been part of everyday life. On 12 June, the Bremen and Verden Hussars had clashed with French cavalry near Warquenies. Even the day before, as the Prince no doubt reminded him, French and Netherlands cavalry had crossed sabres at Goeignies-Chaussée, to the south of Mons. Satisfied with the Prince’s decision to rely on the network of spies, cavalry patrols and outposts to perform its function and to gather, sift and transmit intelligence, Wellington invited his guests to take their seats in the dining room.37


Meanwhile, at Braine-le-Comte, General de Constant-Rebecque was busy writing the orders that would put the corps on the move. With Chassé already alerted and assembled at Fayt there was, for the time being, no need to send him further instructions. Priority must be given to assembling General de Perponcher-Sedlnitzky’s 2nd (Netherlands) Infantry Division and General de Collaert’s cavalry at their respective alarm positions. He sat down and wrote a letter to the former, taking care to log it in the Register of Outgoing Correspondence as number 178; it would not do to abandon correct procedure, no matter how urgent the situation was becoming. As soon as he had completed the brief letter, he took a second sheet of paper and, registering it as number 179 in the Register of Outgoing Correspondence, penned a similar brief note for General de Collaert. Once completed, de Constant-Rebecque folded both letters, sealed them and handed them to separate staff officers for transmission. Glancing up at the clock, he inscribed their time of departure in the register. It was 3.00 p.m.38


Despite the appearance of the refugees earlier in the day, nothing more had been seen on the road from Charleroi to Brussels and at the same time de Constant-Rebecque was issuing his orders, the hungry Nassauers at Frasnes had been given permission to fall out and cook their main meal of the day. The sound of gunfire had gradually increased during the early afternoon and by the time the camp kettles were simmering, the rattle of musketry could be heard blending with the throatier booming of cannon in the direction of Jumet. The men exchanged glances. Was their dinner about to be rudely interrupted? As the troops busied themselves at the fires, Captain Adriaan Bijleveld listened to the sound of the gunfire with a practised ear. The 28-year-old was no stranger to combat, having fought at Ulm, the siege of Kolberg, Friedland and the Katzbach, where he had been stabbed by uhlans in his left hand and shoulder and taken prisoner. Even at this distance, he could make out that the sound was coming from 6-pounder guns, which suggested that a sizeable confrontation was taking place somewhere to the south. Shortly afterwards, the arrival of wounded Prussian infantry in coats with green and red facings, along with uhlans in black, each with his own tale of alarm, confirmed his suspicions and left his nominal superior, Major von Normann in no doubt that this was more serious than anticipated. These men, of the 1st Westphalian Landwehr Infantry, the 29th Infantry and the 6th Uhlan Regiments, had been attacked by at least two French battalions at Jumet, a mere ten kilometres away and then forced back on Gosselies, even closer. After some quick calculations, the Allied officers realised that the same French infantry could be at Frasnes within three hours.39


Having questioned the fugitives for some minutes, von Normann consulted with Captain Bijleveld, whose brigade of Netherlands horse artillery was dispersed between the villages of Frasnes and Villers-Perwin, two and a half kilometres to the south-east. As the two officers discussed the situation, von Normann reminded Bijleveld that the last set of standing orders, issued by General de Perponcher on 7 May, dictated he assemble his battalion at Frasnes in the event of an alarm being raised, before pulling back to Les Quatre Bras. They additionally charged him with responsibility for the artillery, which was on no account to be abandoned and for which he was instructed to wait, before evacuating Frasnes. He was therefore only obliged to hold Frasnes for as long as it took him to assemble his infantry and artillery and pull them back to Les Quatre Bras.40


In light of these instructions, the two men agreed to assemble the main body of the battalion on the chaussée, adjacent to a fenced-off area on the ridge to the north of the village, which had served Bijleveld as his artillery park. A small picquet of a sergeant, a corporal and twelve men would be placed in the village itself. Realising the importance of keeping his commanding officer informed of his actions, von Normann requested the loan of a horse artilleryman, whom he briefed on the situation and the steps that he intended to take in order to cover the withdrawal from Frasnes, before sending the gunner to Colonel von Gödecke, at Houtain-le-Val. In the meantime, Bijleveld rode away and ordered his limbers to be harnessed and the guns to be made ready to move off along the road, before also instructing the men to harness the wagons and other vehicles. Having directed that the battalion assemble under arms, von Normann detailed additional men to reinforce the picquets on the roads to Charleroi, Rèves and Liberchies and ordered Captain Franz Müller to take up a position in Frasnes itself, with his 2nd Flanquer Company. By now, the remainder of the battalion was drawn up and as Bijleveld’s teams moved off with the battery, they were followed up the road by the five remaining companies of infantry, as far as the Balcan Inn. Here they were deployed on the plateau, facing south, with the Grenadier Company’s right flank close to the road. As von Normann’s soldiers dressed their ranks, Bijleveld and his officers sited their artillery pieces to take every advantage of the field of fire; the position dominated the road and the village. Lieutenant Alfred Wasseroth de Vincy saw to the positioning of two howitzers on the roadway itself, while the six guns commanded by Second Lieutenants Frederik Dibbetz and Wijnand Koopman were placed in the fields to either side, ensuring that the village and its approaches were well covered. Shortly after 3.15 p.m., all was in place and the troops awaited, with anxiety, the arrival of the cloud of dust to the south.41


At Nivelles, some eleven kilometres to the north-west, the newly promoted General de Perponcher-Sedlnitzky was at his headquarters, reading through Colonel von Gödecke’s report of the accident that had befallen him earlier that morning. Such an injury would take time to heal and would leave him with a command dilemma in the short term. With the clouds of war gathering, a suitable officer would need to be appointed to command the brigade in his place. The logical choice was Colonel von Sachsen-Weimar, the man on the spot and the ranking officer, but he was only 23 years old. Then again, the General mused, he was surrounded by experienced and able officers who would exercise judgment and provide sound advice. Setting aside von Gödecke’s letter, de Perponcher-Sedlnitzky decided there was no hurry. He would make his decision later, perhaps he might even sleep on it.42


The importance of having good officers was about to be demonstrated at Houtain-le-Val. Fatigue parties of the first battalion of the 2nd Nassau-Usingen Regiment were engaged in routine tasks when Bijleveld’s gunner galloped down the road towards 3.30 p.m., searching for the headquarters of the regiment. He eventually found Major Johann Sattler, who had temporarily assumed command of the regiment in the absence of Lieutenant-Colonel Baron Ernst von Umbusch. Immediately realising the importance of the intelligence, he summoned Captain von Mühlmann, the regimental Adjutant and instructed him to report personally to General de Perponcher-Sedlnitzky at Nivelles. Given that the senior officer of the brigade was now Colonel von Sachsen-Weimar, he asked Captain Alexander van Coustoll, the Major of Brigade, to send a messenger with the same news to Genappe. Summoning Captain Moritz Büsgen, he invested him with command of the first battalion and gave instructions for it to be immediately paraded and marched on Les Quatre Bras, the designated alarm post. Finally, another courier was sent to Major Gottfried Hegmann at Sart-Dame-Avelines, ordering him to also march the third battalion on Les Quatre Bras. The orders dispatched, the Major hurried to make his own preparations for departure.43
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The former Hôtel du Miroir at Braine-le-Comte, headquarters of the Prince van Oranje-Nassau’s I Corps. The original building comprised the left-hand side of the ‘Point Video’ shop and the building to its immediate left. (Author’s collection.)




CHAPTER 2


Away to the west, hundreds of red-coated infantrymen were resting in the shade of the Church of Saint-Nicolas de Myre at Enghien when, towards 3.30 p.m., an orderly dragoon arrived from Braine-le-Comte with word that the French were crossing the frontier and that in consequence, orders to assemble the division in readiness should be expected at any moment. General Cooke, who commanded the division was, however, absent. Along with his aide-de-camp, Captain George Disbrowe, he had ridden to Brussels in order to attend the Duchess of Richmond’s ball, leaving behind his second aide-de-camp, the less well-connected 18-year-old Ensign Augustus Cuyler. Perhaps even more perplexing for the courier, was that neither brigade commander was present, both having departed for Brussels with the same intention. Major-General Peregrine Maitland, in particular, had been eager to renew his acquaintance with Lady Sarah Lennox, the 22-year-old daughter of the Duchess, and had taken his young aide-de-camp, the dashing Ensign James Lord Hay, as company. Major-General Sir John Byng had likewise departed with his own aides, Captain Henry Dumaresq and Ensign the Hon. William Stopford; they were joined by Ensign the Hon. Henry Montague of the second battalion of the 3rd Regiment of Foot Guards, who had also been fortunate enough because of his connections to have received an invitation in his own right. It must have seemed to the orderly that the Guards were living up to their reputation as the most fashionable regiments in the British Army. The division, as well as the officers of the three Guards regiments seconded to staff duties elsewhere would account for over a third of the invitations sent by the Duchess to Wellington’s army.1


Although the Assistant Quartermaster-General, Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Henry Bradford and some 24 other officers of the division had gone to Brussels, many had not been invited and so, fortunately, a skeleton staff remained on duty at the divisional headquarters. The senior of these was the Assistant Adjutant-General, Lieutenant-Colonel Henry Rooke, who listened with interest as the dragoon passed on his message to the Deputy-Assistant Quartermaster-General, Captain Edward Fitzgerald. As the staff officer responsible for transmitting orders and organising troop movements, Fitzgerald sent word to Captains William Stothert and James Gunthorpe, Majors of Brigade to Maitland and Byng respectively. As the permanent staff officers of each brigade, it would be their responsibility to put the four battalions on alert and to ensure that every one of the 4,000-strong division that was not sick, guarding ammunition and baggage, or on other command duties was ready to march, with a haversack full of rations, a pouch full of cartridges and a serviceable musket. After weeks of drill, exhausting route marches to nowhere and false alarms, it looked like the troops would be going into action very shortly; the officers set to work with zeal.2


[image: illustration]


It did not take long for the news to spread through the town; most of the division’s officers were billeted at the Château d’Enghien. Colonel Henry Askew’s second battalion of the 1st Regiment of Foot Guards had its quarters in the town itself and he speedily passed on Captain Gunthorpe’s message; it was a good job he had declined to attend the Duchess of Richmond’s ball. Not all, however, had such convenient arrangements. When the message reached Colonel Hon. William Stuart, he knew that the dispersal of his command, the third battalion of the 1st Regiment of Foot Guards, would result in it taking longer to assemble in the event of an alarm. The left wing of the battalion was cantoned at Hoves, a village some four kilometres to the south of Enghien, the battalion assembly point, whilst the right wing was at Marcq, a pretty village clustered around the church of Saint-Martin, about an hour’s march away. He sent word immediately to the duty officers and senior non-commissioned officers with each wing, to be prepared to assemble the five companies in heavy marching order and to direct them on Hoves.3
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