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PROLOGUE


This Short Campaign of ‘Hours’


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


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


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


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


This amazing story demanded publication and the Duke of Wellington received the first enquiry from a would-be historian within weeks of the event. ‘The object which you propose to yourself is very difficult of attainment, and, if really attained, is not a little invidious,’ he replied in August 1815. ‘The history of a battle is not unlike the history of a ball. Some individuals may recollect all the little events of which the great result is the battle won or lost; but no individual can recollect the order in which, or the exact moment at which, they occurred, which makes all the difference as to their value and importance.’5 This simile, curiously evocative of the Duchess of Richmond’s ball, danced on the night before the first battles, was remarkably apt. More than most campaigns, Waterloo was a jumble of things done in a desperate hurry, without time for food, sleep or much in the way of official recording, and even so soon after the events it was difficult to recall exactly what had happened when.


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


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






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








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






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








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


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






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








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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




PART I


Preparations




1


The Violet Season


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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






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








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


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


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


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


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


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




2


The Devil is Unchained


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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






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








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


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




3


Glory, Liberty and Peace


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


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


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


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






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








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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Popular support for Napoleon was not universal, however, and some cities in the south, west and north, notably Marseilles and Bordeaux, came out in favour of the king. Emmanuel de Grouchy, a cavalry general who, rusticated by Louis XVIII, had rallied to Napoleon, defeated the royalists in Provence, but the Vendée soon rose in revolt. In northern France the Bonapartist Lieutenant Martin found ‘townspeople and country folk appeared less happy than us [soldiers]; not, I believe, through some ideal love for the Bourbons, about whom they knew little, but through fear of war.’8


The appeal to Revolutionary fervour was double-edged and royalists used it to alarm the bourgeoisie, whose support Napoleon coveted. They were far more sceptical about his prospects, happy to see the back of the Bourbons who had shown too much favour to the émigrés, but worried that Bonaparte’s reappearance was certain to entail the renewal of war against the whole of Europe. Was gloire compatible with paix? Even loyal officials struggled to believe in a future for the regime: ‘It was impossible for us to reawaken the illusions of the dream which had just ended. Nothing could make us believe in a change of fortune, unheard-of in history. We were certain that it was all over, and yet we had to carry out the orders that we were given.’9


Simple republicans bought Bonaparte’s renewed revolution, but the sophisticated were sceptical of the man whose version of liberty had so resembled tyranny and whose gloire required perpetual war. Most liberals felt that the concessions that he made towards constitutional reform did not go far enough. He also made gestures towards foreign opinion, banning the French slave trade for the benefit of those English Whigs who were well-disposed towards him.


Despite all his efforts to make his coup appear popular rather than military, he constantly appealed to his army, to notions of gloire and to the high value he set on his ‘Braves’. In the army support for the Emperor was strongest among ordinary soldiers, who still worshipped him. The army remained more Jacobin in its sentiments than was typical in France and most soldiers were enthusiastic to fight to defend the Revolution against invading princes, although even they were averse to the idea of foreign conquest, at least of territory beyond Belgium and the Rhine frontier.


Army officers – especially senior officers – were more circumspect. Some were royalists, others felt that they could not break their oath to the King, and yet others had serious reservations about Bonaparte, or about his chances of success. Many senior officers felt that war was inevitable and defeat scarcely less certain. A royalist-sympathising artillery officer recalled a conversation with General Ruty, Napoleon’s overall artillery commander, in which Ruty gave his opinion that Bonaparte was doomed to failure. ‘I felt sorry for this poor general who, royalist at heart, joined the army against his principles and convinced of the inevitability of defeat.’ Duty, employment and legal obligation, rather than political enthusiasm, kept many senior officers in place, and even the many ardent Bonapartists or republicans who were delighted to see the Emperor back in charge, welcomed him with a degree of foreboding.10


Napoleon began to inspect his army from very early on. The Imperial Guard were given back their old eagles at the Tuileries on 21 March. Bonapartist half-pay officer André Ravard, freshly arrived from the Charente, saw Napoleon review about ten thousand soldiers on 26 March, watched by a crowd of fifty thousand shouting ‘Vive l’Empereur!’ with ‘joy and approval painted on each face’. These military reviews featured a favourite and characteristic performance from the Emperor. At a review on 28 March Jean-Baptiste Lemonnier-Delafosse saw Napoleon at close quarters for the second time in his life. This comfortably employed staff officer with the 1st Division was not predisposed in the Emperor’s favour – Napoleon’s sudden reappearance had ruptured a peaceful life for his family at Paris and subjected him once again to the hazards of war – but he was profoundly impressed at close quarters. ‘It did not do to approach him, much less to hear him. He exerted a magnetic attraction on everyone who came near him,’ he recalled. The presentation of the eagles was a set-piece with a standard formula:






Soldiers, here are your standards; these eagles will always serve you as a rallying point. They will go wherever your Emperor judges necessary for the defence of his throne and his people. Do you swear to sacrifice your life to defend and maintain them constantly, through your courage on the path to honour and victory? Will you swear to this?








Yet, however formulaic the words might have been, Lemonnier-Delafosse found Napoleon’s performance utterly spellbinding:






The expression that he gave to each short phrase, making them scan like verse, gave this oath incredible intensity. You were frozen to the spot, immobile, your skin prickling with goose bumps. His regard, indescribable, was that of an exterminating Deity. When he cried, ‘Do you swear to defend them? … Will you swear to this?’ it was as if he said, ‘Do it, or I shall crush you to dust!’11
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Old Hooky Takes Charge


Before midnight on 4 April the Duke of Wellington arrived in Brussels to take over command of the allied forces from the Prince of Orange. The Duke got down to work immediately, contacting his Prussian ally General Gneisenau to form a new plan. Wellington felt that they should be prepared to resist ‘a sudden stroke’ that might be delivered in the imminent future, but in his view it was imperative for political reasons to defend Brussels. ‘It would be of the greatest importance to Bonaparte to drive us back behind Brussels, to chase away the King of France and to reverse the order of things that the King of the Netherlands has established here. It would have a terrible effect on public opinion.’ He said that he could put 23,000 troops in the field, the Dutch could contribute 20,000 men and 60 guns, and recommended to Gneisenau that the Prussians should bring all their forces closer to Brussels and concentrate them on a line from Charleroi, a fortified town thirty miles south of the city, eastward to Namur and Huy, spread over about forty miles and protected from French attack by the rivers Sambre and Meuse.1


Having announced his presence to his Prussian allies, Wellington put 20,000 men to work repairing the defences of the ports and border fortresses. He sent off deliberately unrealistic requirements for more and better troops from a home government that he felt needed to shake off its lethargy and realise that his need was urgent. He wrote to Earl Bathurst, Secretary of State for War, requiring 40,000 more good infantry, 18,750 cavalry and 150 guns, together with the special equipment required for a major campaign:






I beg you also to send here the waggon train, and all the spring waggons for the carriage of sick and wounded; and that you will ask Lord Mulgrave to send here, in addition to the ordnance above mentioned fully horsed, 200 musket ball cartridge carts at present, and as many more hereafter; and an entrenching tool cart for each battalion of infantry, and 200 more for the corps of engineers, and the whole corps of sappers and miners. It would be also desirable that we should have the whole staff corps … Without these equipments, military operations are out of the question.2








This demand was characteristic of Wellington’s precise and somewhat abrasive style. At forty-six, Arthur Wellesley, Duke of Wellington, was the same age as Napoleon. Born Arthur Wesley, he was the third son of an Anglo-Irish peer, a passionate musician whose compositions had brought him a professorship at Trinity College Dublin; it was Arthur’s brother who adopted the more aristocratic spelling Wellesley in 1798. Educated at Eton and the École Royale d’Equitation at Angers in France, Arthur was a gifted violinist but showed little interest in anything else. His relatives bought him a commission in the 73rd Foot in 1787 and the following year he went to Ireland as aide to the Viceroy.


By 1792 he was a captain and had fallen for Kitty Pakenham, daughter of Lord Longford. In 1793 he borrowed from his brother the money needed to buy the two promotions necessary to make him lieutenant-colonel of the 33rd Foot. He then asked for her hand, but Kitty’s brother, the head of the family, turned him down.3 That year he fought in Belgium, in temporary command of a brigade, under ‘the Grand Old Duke of York’, an experience which, he said, taught him ‘what one ought not to do’.4 In 1796 he sailed for India and spent eight years there, with his remarkable brother Richard as governor general, carving out an empire at the expense of French allies. He learned to handle difficult terrain and conditions, subtle enemies and temperamental allies, and won a reputation for steely discipline and self-control. Although by no means rapacious, he returned a rich man, as well as a national hero.


Richard Wellesley, himself back from India, had been a key supporter of Pitt and in 1806 he brought Arthur into Parliament as Chief Secretary for Ireland in the Duke of Portland’s Tory ministry. He was persuaded by mutual friends to write to Kitty Pakenham to ask her to marry him. She was alarmed by the indifferent tone of his letter – ‘is there one expression implying that Yes would gratify or that No would disappoint?’ she wrote to a friend – but she eventually accepted. Wellington did not see her before their marriage, and his first sight of her after such a long period produced an unpleasant shock. ‘She has grown ugly, by Jove!’ he remarked to one of his brothers. Wellington later explained somewhat disingenuously to a friend that ‘I married her because they asked me to do it & I did not know myself. I thought I should never care for anybody again, & that I shd. be with my army & in short, I was a fool.’5 It was not a happy marriage.


In 1808 he was sent to Portugal and won the battle of Vimeiro. He commanded the force that returned in 1809 and in 1810 his defensive lines at Torres Vedras baffled Marshal Masséna. The following year he tied down Marshal Soult’s forces in southern Spain and in 1812, with much of Napoleon’s army withdrawn from Spain for Russia, took the offensive, capturing Ciudad Rodrigo and Badajoz and winning the battle of Salamanca. In 1813 he won a decisive victory at Vitoria and, after a struggle in the Pyrenees, invaded France, winning a final battle at Toulouse in 1814. On his return to London he was created Duke of Wellington. He had never fought against Napoleon himself but, unbeaten by the French in any pitched battle, he was arguably the Coalition’s best champion to oppose him.


Wellington was a complicated personality and even those who observed him closely over many years found it difficult to sum him up. ‘His is one of those mixed characters which it is difficult to praise or blame without the risk of doing it more or less than justice,’ wrote one such. ‘Confident, presumptuous, and dictatorial, but frank, open, and good-humoured’, he liked to exercise complete control, which worked in a small army but was to prove a fatal flaw in his later political career.6 Arrogant, disdainful and aloof, some of his officers knew him as ‘the peer’; others referred to him as ‘the Lord’. When his own reputation was in peril he could be caustically critical of subordinate officers and soldiers, which they tended to resent. On the other hand, he was extremely professional, efficient, brave, cool and unruffled. He had a fine eye for the military potential of the landscape and was so good at deploying troops that opposing generals became wary of what might be hidden in a wood or behind a ridge. He usually won his battles, extricated his armies from trouble and did his best to keep his troops supplied and as comfortable as possible. He shared their hardships and put his own steely body on the line, taking active control wherever the danger was greatest. He was physically very fit and lean and of slightly above average stature – his height was variously estimated between five foot eight inches and five foot ten.


His troops did not love him in the way that sailors idolised Nelson – indeed they tended not to like him – but they trusted and admired him. They called him ‘Old Hooky’ after his nose, or ‘the Bugger that beats the French’. He gathered around him a staff and field officers in whom he had faith, and he made good choices – his lieutenants were usually talented and highly efficient in their sphere. Even so, he was reluctant to give them free rein: he liked to control in detail, delegated unwillingly and disliked unauthorised initiative. If people showed initiative without orders they were liable to be reprimanded at least. He was somewhat vain and won a reputation as a womaniser: another nickname among officers was ‘the Beau’.7 Although he charmed women and children, men generally found his conversation unimpressive and he spoke ‘as if he affected a kind of boyish slang’.8


When Bonaparte landed in France, the government in London had its hands full. ‘No Corn Bill is chalk’d upon half the Walls in London,’ noted Lady Lucas in her journal that day, and from 6 March there were violent riots in which the windows of government ministers were smashed and their houses broken into. The 16th Light Dragoons, quartered at Hounslow and Hampton Court, were ‘called up to the neighbourhood of Westminster Bridge for the purpose of being in readiness for the riots occasioned by the passing of the Corn Laws’, and several more regiments were also deployed. However, the return of Bonaparte to France, confirmed on 11 March, so focused minds that the rioting ceased and in early April the Dragoons embarked for Ostend.9


Britain accepted the need to fight. ‘Mr. Whitbread has already said in the H: of C: that we ought not to interfere in the Affairs of France. – But Alas! If we do not Buonaparte will interfere with us,’ wrote Lady Lucas. Lord Byron was sickened by the ‘barking of the wardogs’ but the Whig leaders in Parliament who spoke against war carried very few with them. Assistant surgeon William Gibney recalled:






The call to arms was universal, and well responded to; but to judge by what was written in the papers and by general conversation, there was little enthusiasm. None cared to begin war again, or have increased taxation for the relief of a nation or nations proving themselves somewhat unthankful for former assistance … However, all felt that war was inevitable, and that this disturber of Europe must be crushed; for so long as he was free or lived, thus long would there be war. It was necessary therefore to put him down, and with him destroy the power of the French nation to do harm and create revolutions.10








The problem for Britain was what to fight with, for Wellington’s demands for more and better troops could not easily be met. Many of his experienced Peninsular veterans were still in America, where the war declared against Britain by the United States in 1812 had only recently reached a conclusion, and many troops that were in Britain were needed to discourage insurrections and riots, especially but not exclusively in Ireland.


The most reliable body at Wellington’s disposal when he arrived in the Netherlands was the King’s German Legion, and even that was seriously under-strength. The Legion had been formed from volunteer refugees from the Electorate of Hanover after the French invasion of 1803. Its core consisted of excellent former Hanoverian regular soldiers, such as Christian von Ompteda who had commanded a battalion of Hanoverian Guards before taking ship for England in 1803. Volunteers from the Guards were incorporated into the 1st line battalion of the Legion, of which Major Ompteda became the second-in-command. The Legion fought throughout the Peninsular campaign, with its light battalions especially often taking the most dangerous assignments. Over time, it accepted all sorts of foreign volunteers, but non-Hanoverian recruits had been discharged in 1814.


Friedrich Lindau had joined in 1809 when he was twenty, having been apprenticed to a shoemaker in Hamelin and run away from home to escape to England. This was an extraordinary adventure that involved going up the river Weser and making contact with Englishmen clandestinely based at the island of Heligoland, from where the British smuggled goods into Germany and picked up recruits. He was marched from Harwich to the depot of the King’s German Legion at Bexhill in Sussex where he joined the 2nd Light infantry, then commanded by the Scot Colin Halkett, before being sent to Portugal in 1811. He fought the Peninsular campaign in what was a spearhead unit, his memoir demonstrating greater interest in theft of food than fighting, though his prowess at both became notorious. The Legion had a number of British officers, of whom Edmund Wheatley was one. He had joined the 5th line battalion of the Legion as an ensign in the Pyrenees in 1813 and had fought the last, difficult stages of the campaign in Spain and southern France with a unit that was usually in the vanguard under Christian von Ompteda, who had been promoted to command it. In 1815 the Legion comprised eight small battalions of infantry, five large regiments of fine cavalry and three batteries of artillery.


Wellington considered much of the British army of occupation in the Netherlands fit only for garrison duty, and four regiments that he accepted for the field army were entirely raw, though the 73rd Foot had gained confidence from a campaign with the Hanoverians in north Germany: to the regret of Sergeant Tom Morris, they had narrowly missed taking part in the battle of Leipzig. Only one of the four battalions of Foot Guards had any experience in Spain, and only the 30th Cambridgeshires and 44th East Essex were hardened Peninsular veterans.


The Hanoverians had fought alongside Britain since the Elector of Hanover became King George I in 1714. The Electorate had been overrun by France in 1803, annexed by Prussia in 1805 and ceded to France in 1807, after which it ceased to exist, its territory providing the largest part of Napoleon’s new kingdom of Westphalia. But on 12 October 1814 the Congress of Vienna decided that Hanover should be reinstated as a kingdom with George III as king. Field battalions of volunteers had been raised to fight in 1813 and these were being supplemented by freshly conscripted militias or ‘Landwehr’ with experienced corporals, sergeants and officers from the King’s German Legion or the former army of Westphalia. Hanover eventually provided a field force of two light, five line and fifteen Landwehr battalions, 37,576 men, together with a reserve force 9000 strong which was assigned to garrison duty. It also raised 1682 cavalry and two good foot batteries. Wellington trusted the loyalty if not the military readiness of the rapidly forming Hanoverian levies.


The Dutch and Belgian regular units contained soldiers with considerable experience of fighting for Napoleon, chiefly against the British in Spain. Wellington did not want officers who had fought with Bonaparte in charge of important garrisons, while Orange’s secretary Colborne reported ‘I would not trust the Belgian Troops an inch.’11 A Dutch officer found the spirit of the 8th Hussars especially worrying: in March at Antwerp a fight had broken out between some 8th Hussar officers and Hanoverians in which sabre blows were exchanged, before the Belgians, whose colonel had formerly commanded the French 16th Chasseurs, disappeared into a crowd from which shouts of ‘Vive l’Empereur!’ were heard. Two hundred and sixteen of the 8th Hussars deserted between January and 17 June 1815.12 The Duke of Wellington shrewdly suspected that the Belgians might change sides given half a chance and a report for the Prussians reached similar conclusions, while the mood of the civilians in the French-speaking Walloon regions of Liège and Hainault ranged between sullen resentment and open hostility to the foreign, monarchist forces billeted upon them.


The Netherlands militia, a combination of volunteers and conscripts raised for the 1814 campaign, armed with British muskets and stiffened by regular NCOs and officers, were considered more reliable in terms of loyalty. Many were young soldiers with a year’s experience or less; others had served longer, but usually in the French army. Eventually, including its battalions from Nassau in Germany, the army fielded a total of twelve line, eleven light and fifteen militia battalions, together with seven regiments of cavalry, making 3405 cavalry, 24,305 infantry and 72 guns.


Wellington was anxious to reinforce his army with Germans but there were bitter disputes between Prussia and Britain at Vienna over which force the smaller German states should join. The Prussians wanted all the north German states to fight with them, but Wellington argued that this would leave him impossibly short, so the Prussians conceded Brunswick, Oldenburg, the Hanseatic cities of Hamburg, Bremen and Lübeck and, most unwillingly, Nassau and the 7000 or so Saxons who remained Saxon after the projected partition agreed in Vienna.13 The wrangling went on so long that most states did not mobilise in time to fight for either army. Although the newly recruited Brunswickers set out from Braunschweig on 15 April, the Hanseatic contingent only turned up to fight for Wellington in July.


In organising this army, Wellington sought to combine good British troops with weaker and less experienced foreign units, as he had done to good effect in the Peninsula. The king of the Netherlands refused, insisting that his men fought in national divisions, but the Hanoverians were split up, much to their disappointment, for they felt that British officers looked down on them and made no attempt to understand their traditions or to socialise with them.14 Meanwhile, the British government was still dragging its heels. Three weeks after he had demanded 150 guns, Wellington was being offered 72, for which he would have to buy horses. The problem was not horses, he explained, but drivers, of which there were none to be had anywhere. If they couldn’t find proper artillerymen he wanted them to send dragoons to do the driving.15 None of the best of his seasoned troops and trusted assistants had yet arrived and in early May Wellington thought he had ‘an infamous army, very weak and ill-equipped, and very inexperienced staff’.16 His vehemence reflected a deep anxiety: that Napoleon might yet attack him before he was ready.
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The Prussians






‘Boys, clean your rifles’, said my old and venerable father, entering my room where I was studying Loder’s Anatomical Tables; ‘he is loose again’. – ‘Napoleon?’ – ‘He has returned from Elba.’


My heart beat high; it was glorious news for a boy of fifteen, who had often heard with silent envy the account of the campaigns of 1813–14 from the lips of his two brothers, both of whom had marched in 1813, in common with most young men of good families, as volunteer riflemen, and returned as wounded officers.








Following his brothers’ example, Franz Lieber volunteered immediately to be a rifleman, choosing the Pomeranian Colberg Regiment, named after the fortress that they had defended with glory in 1807 when the rest of Prussia had fallen to the French. There was such a huge throng at the recruiting table in Berlin that he had to queue for three hours to enlist.1 In Germany it was common for middle-class boys to volunteer to be riflemen. They had the means to provide their own rifle – thus saving the state money – as well as the intelligence to survive a form of infantry combat that demanded initiative.


As Lieber’s introduction to the army suggests, the Prussians were animated by fierce patriotism and a burning loathing for Bonaparte and for Frenchmen in general, cordially reciprocated by the French. During their long domination of Prussia the French had exacted heavy taxes and taken whatever they wanted. In 1813 Prussia had led the German rising against their French overlords. Patriotic young men joined Ludwig von Lützow’s Freikorps, a unit that attracted artists, students and academics from all over Germany as well as more ordinary folk. Ludwig Nagel, son of a joiner from Schwerin, now a highly educated polylingual theologian, was one such, soon elected a lieutenant by his fellow ‘Black Jägers’. They dyed their own clothes black for uniforms and some students swore they would not cut their hair or beards until the French had been driven from Germany.


Napoleon had destroyed the old Prussian army, considered the best in Europe under Frederick the Great, in 1806 in humiliating defeats at Jena and Auerstädt. In the following years Gerhard von Scharnhorst and August von Gneisenau had rebuilt it, imitating the French model, as a citizen army of conscripts and volunteers, organised in self-sufficient corps. Most Prussian men were subject to compulsory military service, but few conscripts ever served with such good will.


In 1815 the army was again in the process of reorganisation. Having contracted to save money in 1814, it was suddenly expanded on Napoleon’s return and this meant many regiments had to be brought up to strength with inexperienced troops. A third of the army was made up of Landwehr militia units, and although many of their men had battle experience, the regiments lacked training, cohesion and equipment. Throughout the Prussian army troops were making do with a mixture of British, Russian and French uniforms and weapons.


Large numbers of men in the Prussian army came from parts of old Prussia that had recently been recovered, having been ‘Westphalian’ since 1807, or from lands recently ceded to Prussia like Napoleon’s Duchy of Berg (the area around Düsseldorf). Eight thousand new recruits had been raised from newly Prussian territory between the Maas and the Rhine in spring 1815 and another 8000 bilingual Rhinelanders, mostly from Bonn, Cologne and Düsseldorf, were already serving, having recently fought for the Emperor. Their commitment and loyalty were suspect. As the Prussian chief of staff later explained, ‘in the course of a few days [men] found themselves belonging to a new country, owing a new allegiance, subject to a new organisation and fresh levies, [and they] had not joined the army above six or eight weeks before hostilities began.’2 Some joined one of the six Westphalian Landwehr regiments and some reinforced regular units. Of 523 Rhineland conscripts who joined the 24th Regiment on 11 May, 93 had deserted by early June.3


Prussian troops theoretically wore blue but there was insufficient stock to supply the troops with new uniforms, for the Prussian state was desperately short of money. Reserve units that had worn grey or black continued to do so, while the regiments from the Duchy of Berg still dressed in the shabby white uniforms they had worn when fighting for France. The British supplied some equipment, but this was a scruffy, under-equipped army of many hues. A British officer who saw them pass through Brussels in 1814 described ‘hardy rough-looking men’ in ragged clothes, with women who rode astride and ‘had as campaigning an aspect as their lords’ and pathetically undersized horses pulling their guns.4 Throughout continental Europe the long wars had caused a dearth of good horses, and cavalrymen as well as artillery drivers were poorly mounted. Prussian uhlans were nominally lancers (they had adopted the Polish name for their lancer units) but some were not – having no lances and no training in their use. Whereas the Dutch, knowing the quality of Belgian roads in bad weather, had issued their troops with three pairs of shoes, the Prussians got one pair and one spare shoe. That these shabby troops were to march and fight with such determination owed a great deal to the personality of their beloved general, Blücher.


Prince Gebhard Leberecht von Blücher was seventy-two and a half years old. Born in Mecklenburg, like Queen Charlotte of Britain, he joined the Swedish army as a hussar at sixteen and, having been captured by the Prussians, switched to their service. His love of gambling, women and drinking was noted; after one drunken frolic Frederick the Great announced that ‘Captain von Blücher can go to the Devil’ and never employed him again. After Frederick’s death Blücher took part in the suppression of the Dutch revolution in 1787 and distinguished himself as a colonel of hussars in the campaigns of 1793 and 1794. He was promoted lieutenant-general in 1801, fought at Auerstädt and, after the main army surrendered, led a rearguard in a fighting retreat until he was trapped against the Danish frontier. The influential patriot and reformer Gerhard von Scharnhorst had served as Blücher’s chief of staff in this campaign and fought alongside him again during the war of liberation until he was fatally wounded. After Scharnhorst’s death Blücher took Gneisenau as his chief of staff, defeating two French marshals before meeting Napoleon at Leipzig. It was the fourth battle between them and the first that Blücher won, for it was Blücher’s army that took the town on the last day of the battle. He was defeated a further three times by Napoleon during the latter’s retreat towards France, but crushed the heavily outnumbered Emperor at Laon and then marched on Paris. Afterwards he visited England where the press trumpeted him as a hero.


Inseparable from his pipe, Blücher called his soldiers his children. Having limitless courage, energy and determination, after each setback he would dust himself down and drive onwards: ‘Alte Vorwärts’ (Old Forwards) was what his soldiers called him, along with ‘Papa Blücher’. They loved him, and he could get troops to do things that few others could. Diplomacy, subtlety and guile were not part of Blücher’s character, but he was not stupid and had abundant common sense. He was intensely patriotic and, in common with many other Germans, his enmity to Napoleon had the strength of a personal vendetta. To Blücher Napoleon’s return meant unfinished business: he told his soldiers that he was going back to look for the old pipe that he had left behind at Paris.


Politics, logistics and tactical detail were all handled by the field marshal’s quartermaster-general and right-hand man. ‘If I am to be made a doctor,’ Blücher remarked in 1814 of an honour conferred by the University of Oxford, ‘they should at least make Gneisenau an apothecary, for we go together.’5 On another occasion he claimed that he was the only man who could kiss his own head, demonstrating it by kissing Gneisenau’s substantial cranium. Blücher freely recognised his own limitations, lacked vanity and welcomed help towards the common cause. This greatly lubricated relations with Wellington, for whom Gneisenau had no great liking.


Born in 1760, August von Gneisenau was nine years older than Napoleon and Wellington. The son of a Saxon artillery lieutenant, he was an outsider among the Prussian aristocrats who dominated the senior military ranks and he gravitated towards Blücher, who was also a foreigner. As a youth he went to fight rebel American colonists in a German unit in British pay, though the war ended soon after he reached America and he merely joined the garrison of Quebec. On his return he applied for Prussian service, fought at Jena in 1806 and defended the fortress of Colberg until the war ended. After that he had helped Scharnhorst remodel the Prussian army, but he resigned in 1809 when the king of Prussia refused to join his planned national rising. He visited Austria, Russia, Sweden and England before returning to Prussia as a leader of the patriotic party. Gneisenau was thought to be republican by inclination and the king of Prussia referred to him and Blücher as ‘mad Jacobins’, but still chose to put them in charge of his army.6


There was political tension between Britain and Prussia and much potential for misunderstanding between the two armies, despite their common cause against Napoleon. Nevertheless, when on 5 April Wellington requested Gneisenau to move Prussian troops closer to Brussels in order to ward off a sudden strike from Napoleon, Gneisenau responded by issuing orders for his two most complete corps to march to Charleroi and Namur. He was not happy, though, suspicious of Wellington’s pro-Bourbon politics and worried that the move might compromise his own responsibility to defend Germany. The loss of the Prussian army in a battle for Brussels was too catastrophic for Gneisenau to contemplate. He distrusted the arrogant Wellington, who outranked him both socially and militarily, and disliked being kept in the dark. He had the Prussian liaison officer in Belgium write to the Duke to ask what the plan was, where Wellington intended to give battle, how many Prussians would be involved and what would be the course of action were they to be defeated. Napoleon then further poisoned the suspicious atmosphere in Prussian headquarters by allowing an emissary carrying a copy of the Secret Treaty of Vienna to fall into Gneisenau’s hands. The discovery of the combination between Britain, Austria and France against Prussia did not go down well. Wellington responded sensibly and decisively to dispel suspicion and make his position clear. He sent a trusted and charming young staff officer, Henry Hardinge, to give Gneisenau a private explanation of the embarrassing revelation of the secret pact, and then to remain with the Prussian staff as liaison officer, to act as a channel of communication and explanation between the two camps.7 On 10 April Wellington wrote to Gneisenau with a candid exposition of his thoughts and plans, reassuring him that in the case of a setback the whole army could retreat eastwards to continue to protect Germany.8


At this stage the two generals resolved their concerns and anxieties. Both wrote in French, which introduced potential for misunderstanding, but they did their best to be honest with each other. Gneisenau said that he intended to commit his whole army, not just a part of it, but stated plainly that his real worry was that if he marched the Prussian army to Brussels and they suffered a defeat, Wellington would find it necessary to retreat towards the sea leaving the Prussians exposed to annihilation. He was determined to share the fate of Wellington’s army, and if Wellington was prepared to retreat towards Germany all difficulties were removed. He then explained his own plans. Wellington replied to the effect that although he might normally retreat towards the sea and look to the defence of Holland, current circumstances dictated that his army should remain in theatre; if he retreated owing to local enemy superiority it would only be in order to combine British and Prussian forces elsewhere. So long as they stuck together they were too strong to be defeated. This clear exchange of views established a vital understanding between the British and Prussians: both were determined to cooperate in close mutual support and this was to prove crucial to the success of the campaign.9


One reason for Gneisenau’s caution was that, like Wellington, he was worried about untrustworthy troops, having 16,000 Rhinelanders and 14,000 Saxons who had fought with France until 1813 and might change sides at the slightest reverse. The Saxon problem soon came to a head in a way that confirmed all Wellington’s suspicions and Gneisenau’s fears. The experienced Saxons were in Liège, anxiously awaiting the outcome of discussions in Vienna about the fate of Saxony. Blücher had been doing his best to charm them, but they were understandably averse to the notion that within each regiment some soldiers might soon become Prussian while others remained Saxon. Then Blücher received blunt orders from Vienna to divide the Saxon force into those who remained Saxon and those who became Prussian.


On 1 and 2 May he attempted to implement his instructions. A correspondent reported candidly on 2 May to a London newspaper on the result:






The Saxon regiments in garrison here were ordered to appear in the square this morning, in order to be incorporated with the Prussians. They did not come to the appointed place until the afternoon, and when the incorporation was announced to them they left their ranks in the greatest disorder, crying, Live the King of Saxony! and the Emperor of the French! Most of the officers followed the example of the soldiers, and the confusion is complete. The Saxons are now running through the streets with their swords drawn in quest of the Prussians. We fear for what may pass at night. The people of Liège are disposed to favour the Saxons.10








That night Blücher was chased from his headquarters by a mob of Saxon grenadiers hurling stones through the windows and fighting hand to hand with Prussian officers. The next day, 3 May, the Prussian general had an appointment for a summit meeting with Wellington at Tirlemont, a town situated halfway between their respective headquarters. Intelligence sent by Bathurst, the Secretary of State for War, and confirmed by other sources, had revealed that Napoleon was heading for the northern border with the stated intention of inspecting the frontiers and fortresses. He had just ordered the concentration of four army corps and it was quite possible that the ‘sudden stroke’ might be imminent. Before Wellington left for the meeting, he advised King Willem to flood the water defences of his border fortresses.11


At Tirlemont, both Blücher and the Prince of Orange argued for an immediate attack to take the war to the enemy before he strengthened his borders, but Wellington counselled waiting until their own forces were stronger and the Austrians and Russians were ready to lend support. At this stage the Prussians had two corps of about 66,000 men around Charleroi and Namur, along with the 14,000 Saxons at Liège, while Wellington could field about 70,000 men.12 They agreed to attack Napoleon together on 12 July if possible.


Little is known about the detail of discussions at this meeting, but the generals probably defined the areas for which they would be responsible, either side of the Brussels to Charleroi highway, and agreed mutual support in the event of a French assault. To speculate from the evidence of what eventually transpired, it seems likely that each command called the tune in its own area, and selected a position in which they would fight were they to be attacked. Wellington’s favoured battlefield was at Hal, ten miles south-west of Brussels on the direct route from Paris, whereas the Prussians’ chosen position was closer to the frontier.13 Wellington still wanted more Prussians nearer Brussels. The Prussians had been unwilling to cross the border because they could not afford to pay cash to feed so many of their troops, but Wellington obtained a promise that the king of the Netherlands would supply them with food. Two days later Blücher summoned 60,000 men from Luxembourg and Cologne, moving another army to cover the German border with France.14


Blücher also offered Wellington the Saxons, but the Duke turned them down saying that he already had enough mutinous troops on his hands with the Belgians.15 He had assumed that the Saxons had mutinied in support of Napoleon, rather than for reasons of national pride, and reckoned that troops that had changed sides once, as the Saxons had at Leipzig, might well do so again. He continued, too, to reject requests from the Saxons themselves to join his army, for as he afterwards wrote to Hardinge, ‘it is very obvious that they will be of no use to any body during the war; and our object must be to prevent them doing mischief … the most fatal of all measures will be to have 14,000 men in the field who cannot be trusted.’16


Wellington’s words probably reduced Blücher’s trust in the Saxons, with whom he was already thoroughly angry, and a final incident on his way back from the conference pushed him over the edge. Blücher passed a Saxon light regiment who, to his utter fury, refused to salute him. Having ordered the Prussian commander of II Corps to make sure that the Saxons didn’t march off to France, the field marshal disarmed the Saxon Grenadier Guards, ordered them to hand over ten men, had these executed by firing squad, and had the regimental flag, which the Queen of Saxony had embroidered personally, publicly burned. When the corps commander protested he was relieved of his command. The whole Saxon contingent was then sent back to Germany in disgrace.


Once his 60,000 reinforcements arrived, Blücher was more or less at full strength to fight, with four corps amounting to about 126,000 troops, but this was an underfunded, half-trained force and, like Wellington, Blücher was doubtful of the loyalty and attitude of a good number of his men.
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Honneur aux Braves


By the beginning of May any Frenchman could see that war was inevitable. Napoleon blamed the failure of the letters stating his peaceful intentions on his brother-in-law Joachim Murat, king of Naples, who had attacked the Austrians in Italy. Murat had been Napoleon’s best cavalry commander and, since 1795, one of his closest associates. He had deserted the Emperor on an Austro-British promise that he could keep his Neapolitan throne, but it now looked as if they wished to depose him. Napoleon’s version of events was that he desired to maintain the existing friendship between France and Austria and was enormously irritated when on 15 March King Joachim declared war on Austria; Murat’s that he had declared war on Napoleon’s instructions, since Bonaparte fondly expected Italy to rise in his favour.1 Whoever was to blame, Napoleon did not lift a finger to help his erstwhile lieutenant. Joachim was finally defeated on 2 May, deserted by most of his troops and obliged to flee to France, where Napoleon not only refused to employ him – he refused even to see him.


Napoleon now began pondering his options thoroughly. The first was to fight a defensive campaign, similar to the one that he had undertaken the previous year, but with 200,000 men instead of 90,000 and with Paris fortified and defended by a further 80,000 men under the redoubtable Marshal Davout. He would mass his troops near Paris and Lyons and by the time the allies could reach him – towards the end of July – he would be strong while they would have had to detach troops to protect their lines of supply from the garrisons of his fortresses. Militarily speaking, this was a sound and attractive plan, but politically it was fraught with risk. He would have to cede large parts of France before fighting his battles and the French people would suffer the ravages inflicted by invading armies. They might not stand for it.


The second option was riskier militarily but offered a better prospect of unifying the nation and yielding political dividends. The plan was to make an attack on the enemy armies in Belgium before the Austrians and Russians were ready to fight. The difficulty was to ensure that he fought one army before the other, for the Anglo-Dutch and Prussian armies combined much outnumbered the Armée du Nord and the Guard. If he could but win two battles, all the old confidence would surge back into the French soldiers and the people would back him. The Belgians would join him and eject the king of the Netherlands from Brussels and Louis XVIII from Ghent. This would bring down the hostile Tory government in London, the Whigs would make peace, and without British finance the other allies would lose their enthusiasm for war. In any case, his reinforcements would be ready before he had to face the Austrians and Russians. If, on the other hand, he failed to break the allies in Belgium, he could simply retire on his reinforcements at Paris and resort to the defensive plan. There was a lot of wishful thinking in the offensive plan and, at best, it was a desperate gamble. But Napoleon had always been a gambler and he decided that this was the option to take.


In so doing, he was reliant on the army that loved him, on his ‘braves’. So Napoleon threw his energy into the task of raising and arming men. He recalled the conscripts of 1814 and from some regions, at least, recruits flocked in to defend France against foreign tyrants. He employed deserters, officers on half pay, men in retirement, the gendarmerie, the National Guard, aiming to have 500,000 men in arms by September. Soon he would recreate the old mighty machine.


There were three types of soldier in Napoleon’s armies, as in his rivals’: infantry, cavalry and artillery. Infantrymen fought on foot armed with a musket and a bayonet. They were grouped into companies, commanded by captains and lieutenants with the help of sergeants and corporals. A number of companies made a battalion – six in the French army. Battalions were the basic tactical unit, varying greatly in strength, but averaging 500–800 men. In the French army two or three battalions made a regiment and two regiments formed a brigade. Two brigades combined to make a division, led by a general. A division contained between 4000 and 8000 men and had its own artillery. Four infantry divisions, one cavalry division and their artillery, engineers and staff made a corps.


Cavalry fought on horseback in squadrons, of which an average of three made a regiment. Two regiments made a brigade, two brigades a division and two divisions a cavalry corps. One division of cavalry served with each infantry corps but there was also a central reserve of cavalry.


Artillery fought in horse batteries of six cannon or foot batteries of eight. Each gun also had a limber or carriage and an ammunition wagon, and the battery had spare ammunition wagons. Each wagon and gun was pulled by a number of horses, so a battery on the move consisted of some twenty vehicles, pulled by around 200 horses and maintained by about 200 men.


These basic elements were supported by specialist engineering units, transport and staff. The staff was responsible for planning, supply and communication and there were staff officers attached to brigades and divisions, and more at corps and army level.


The final element in Napoleon’s army was the Imperial Guard, effectively an elite corps with its own infantry, cavalry and artillery, all of which was the best of its kind. The Imperial Guard had been 112,000 men strong in 1814, but only 7390 soldiers remained on 20 March. By mid-June the Guard was 28,328 strong. The Emperor enlarged the cavalry regiments and recreated the artillery of the Guard, gendarmes (policemen), sailors and sappers (both engineering units). The Old Guard, Napoleon’s personal bodyguard of selected veterans, the elite of the elite, traditionally contained two regiments of grenadiers – assault troops chosen from the strongest and largest – and two of chasseurs – marksmen expert in manoeuvre at speed. In 1815 Napoleon added two more regiments of each – the ‘Middle Guard’ – together with eight regiments of voltigeurs and eight of tirailleurs – elite light infantry skirmishers – which constituted the Young Guard. The Guard had traditionally recruited on merit and experience and an invitation to join it was a reward for long and distinguished service, but many of those who returned to its ranks in 1815 were short of the standard to which the Guard had once aspired.


There being nothing like enough weapons to equip the new recruits, Napoleon launched a massive effort to get more. French manufacturers had the capacity to make only 20,000 muskets a month, so he bought guns from England (40,000 according to his minister of police),2 smuggled them from Holland and Germany, repaired old ones and offered rewards for handing guns in. The arsenal at Vincennes made twelve million cartridges in two months. With the need to make bayonets a priority, only grenadier companies were given swords. Cuirasses – breastplates – were made as fast as possible, but at least one regiment of Napoleon’s famous heavy cavalry, the cuirassiers, had to take the field without the armour plating that gave them their name. Workshops were created in Paris to make 1250 uniforms a day but, there being insufficient blue cloth, greatcoats were produced in various shades, chiefly grey. Since the cavalry and artillery had only 35,600 horses, of which 5000 had been lent to farmers, Napoleon requisitioned 4250 fine horses from the gendarmerie, and within three months the cavalry had 40,000 horses and the artillery 16,500.


What Napoleon saw during his reviews must generally have pleased him. This new army was his best since 1809. Whereas the armies with which he had fought in 1813 and 1814 were largely comprised of young and inexperienced conscripts, this one was much more experienced. The surviving conscripts of 1813 were now battle-hardened, while the influx of a huge number of prisoners of war provided a backbone of troops with long experience of campaigning, old revolutionary principles and a hatred of the enemy. Like veteran Roman legionaries the army was almost all they knew and their allegiance to the eagles was surpassed only by their loyalty to their emperor, their adored petit caporal who went around in a shabby grey greatcoat and a characteristic black hat, conspicuously drab amidst his gorgeously plumed entourage.


The British sergeant Tom Morris felt that the French soldier’s devotion to Napoleon was easily explained by the manner in which he ran his army. While this was a rose-tinted view of how the French system really worked in practice, it remained preferable to the British system, which Morris came to regard with disillusioned contempt:






If we seek a reason for such extraordinary attachment, we shall find it in that constant attention of Napoleon, to the wants and wishes of his men; his identity with them in all their dangers; his prompt, profuse, but impartial distribution of rewards, his throwing open to the meanest soldier, the road of promotion to the highest honours; so that every man had a strong incentive to good conduct. When officers were killed or disabled, the vacancies were filled up from among the men who had been serving, who could sympathise with their comrades, in their dangers and privations; and while they had no difficulty in maintaining their authority, their conduct towards the men was kind and affectionate. No man, however elevated in rank or connexion, had any chance of promotion, but by passing through the various grades, commencing with the lowest.3








A man like Tom Morris might well have earned the advancement of which he dreamed had he been serving with the enemy. One of the former prisoners of war released in 1814 was André Ravard, a thirty-eight-year-old from the Charente. His peasant family welcomed the Revolution and his brother volunteered in 1793 but André remained at home until he was conscripted in 1799 as a barely literate private in the 13th Light Infantry. He campaigned in Italy in 1800 and Switzerland in 1801, becoming a corporal. Fighting with the Grande Armée his regiment figured bloodily at Auerstädt in 1806 and Eylau in 1807 and Ravard was promoted to sergeant and enrolled in the Légion d’honneur. He fought at Wagram in 1809 and became a sous-lieutenant. Having been wounded at Smolensk and promoted to lieutenant, he was wounded again at Borodino in 1812, and was dangerously ill in hospital at Moscow and still weak when the retreat began. He was shot in the head in a rearguard action in November but survived the winter by eating the flesh of the horses that had died.4 Promoted to captain, he fought at Dresden in 1813, and was wounded and captured at Kulm on 30 August when his regiment took very heavy casualties. He then spent a year as a prisoner in Romania. When he returned to France in September 1814 he wrote to his brother that he reckoned he had covered 9000 miles in the last two and a half years and it was a miracle that he had survived so many dangers. He had been hoping to enjoy the sweets of a long peace in tranquillity but still welcomed Bonaparte back.5


Ravard’s sixteen-year survival in the army was unusual. Of the 216 conscripts who joined alongside him in 1799, 24 had been killed in action, 28 had died from illness, 50 had been declared unfit for service and 84 had disappeared in Russia.6 He exemplifies the toughness of the veterans. Having started a poor peasant, he had spent almost his entire adult life in the army and in the process had learned to write fluent French; as one of only three of his fellow conscripts to reach officer rank, he now earned 2000 francs a year. Whereas nearly all officers in Britain bought their commission, three-quarters of Napoleon’s officers had risen through the ranks.


Compared with the Netherlands, Hanoverian and Prussian armies, which contained high proportions of barely trained militia, all of the French units were regular and all had considerable experience of war. On the other hand, many regiments had been reorganised recently and their men were unfamiliar with their officers, whom they did not always trust, for even after Bonaparte ejected known royalists in May 1815, he left behind a good number who deserted during the campaign in June. Regiments brought to strength with drafts of fresh recruits, former prisoners of war or remnants of other shattered units had had little opportunity to train together. In this respect the cavalry was better than the infantry, ‘which could have done with a few months of manoeuvres in which to develop the team spirit that binds soldiers to one another and constitutes the strength of that arm’. There simply wasn’t time to instil the high morale and discipline of the army of 1805.7


The army similarly lacked the cohesion acquired by veteran forces after several years and possessed, to some degree, by the British. Officers did not know one another, generals were unfamiliar with their troops and sometimes with their colleagues, people were uncertain of their duties, of all the skills and routines that came with practice. This was especially the case with the general staff and the staffs of the senior officers. Most of all they had to get used to each other and develop working routines: there was no chance for exercises or any kind of practice. The rawness of the army in this respect was to play a large part in its undoing.


Fear of treachery was widespread and nobody was quite sure who could be trusted. On 25 April General d’Erlon wrote to Marshal Davout, having discovered that the magazine at Lille was distributing dud cartridges. He had the director of artillery there put under surveillance and all regiments were ordered to check their cartridges.8 The soldiers were moreover suspicious of the marshals who had betrayed Napoleon the year before – the kind of treason they referred to as a ragusade, after Marshal Marmont, Duke of Ragusa, who in March 1814 had opened the gates of Paris to the allies instead of defending the city.9


Whether to employ his old marshals and, if so, how to employ them, was a difficult issue. A number were too old to campaign, others were in disgrace and some were needed to cover Napoleon’s back. Although their presence with the field army might have seemed desirable, Napoleon appointed the formidable Marshal Louis Davout to look after affairs in Paris, the superbly efficient Marshal Louis Suchet with VII Corps to command on the Austrian border, where he might need a man with initiative, and the dependable General Jean Rapp with V Corps to defend the north-eastern border, based near Strasbourg.


The Emperor’s single most serious handicap was the absence of Marshal Louis Berthier, who had been his chief of staff and closest military colleague since his first Italian campaign in 1796. Berthier had created the Imperial Staff and had organised every war the Emperor had fought. On campaign he travelled with Napoleon, ate with Napoleon and knew Napoleon’s mind so intimately that he could translate his intentions into orders and supply any detail that the Emperor had omitted in the celerity of his thought.


The sixty-two-year-old Berthier had followed Louis XVIII to Ghent, had then gone to visit his family in Germany and had not returned. In his place Napoleon initially appointed his experienced and capable deputy, François Gédéon Bailly de Monthion, but then he persuaded himself that he needed a marshal in charge and decided to appoint Marshal Soult as major-général, the French title for the chief of staff. Soult’s apparent zeal as war minister to the Bourbons had made him odious to many republicans and Bonapartists and that may be why Napoleon did not give him a field command. Napoleon may still have hoped for Berthier’s return, but Berthier fell to his death from the window of a castle in Bamberg on 1 June. Whether he was murdered by royalists or by Bonapartists, committed suicide or fell by accident has never been resolved.10


Napoleon’s other wartime intimate was also unavailable. Louis Bacler d’Albe was a fellow artillerist who had fought with Bonaparte at the siege of Toulon in 1793 and had been by his side ever since, a longer acquaintance even than that with Berthier. Bacler was Napoleon’s chief topographer, keeper or maker of his maps. His office at the Tuileries opened onto Napoleon’s own room and in the field his tent had always been close to that of the Emperor. They planned campaigns and marches together, employing huge maps spread out on a table with pins with flags stuck into them to mark the current positions of units. Napoleon’s private secretary said that on several occasions he had found the pair stretched out on the table in close study of the map as Bacler explained to the Emperor what the terrain would look like. Now in charge of the topographical department in Paris, Bacler had retired from campaigning, exhausted, in 1813. However, his substitute, General Simon Bernard, was himself a very able topographical engineer.


As it once again strove to rid France of Bourbons and drive back invading tyrants, Napoleon’s army was encouraged to revive the egalitarian ideas of the Revolution. The negative side of this was the reawakening of a revolutionary mood in which noble officers were not to be trusted and in which priests deserved to be looted. This revival of old revolutionary attitudes seems in part to have underlain the poor disciplinary record of the army which would be revealed during the campaign. Discipline in French armies was usually lax when it came to matters like looting, and in this army it was spectacularly poor.


The positive side was enthusiasm for a cause in which, once again, they were clearly fighting for the freedom of France and a world without kings, feudal rights and rich priests. And to reinforce these ideals, on 1 June Napoleon held the ceremony of the Champ de Mai. A throne was set up against the façade of the Ecole Militaire. A covered room, open at the centre to allow the throne to be seen from the Pont d’Iéna, and equipped with benches for 10,000 people, housed deputations from the regions, the electoral colleges and the representatives of the people. The route from the Tuileries Palace to the Pont d’Iéna and the Champ de Mars was lined with 30,000 Imperial Guards and Parisian National Guards, while 300,000 people stood beyond the human hedge to watch. The sun shone for the great set piece and around 10 a.m. all the officials took their places. The Emperor left the Tuileries at eleven and processed to the throne. The acceptance of the new constitution was announced, a Te Deum was sung and a choral mass was celebrated. Then the eagles were blessed and the Emperor took his place on a second, raised throne 200 paces into the Champ de Mars. The colonels of the regiments gathered with the officers of the Imperial and National Guard and they swore their oaths to defend their eagles to the last.


General Claude-Etienne Guyot, commander of the Horse Grenadiers of the Guard and a devoted adherent of the Emperor, was impressed by the good order and calmness in this gathering of innumerable people from every part of France and thought that ‘it must prove to our external enemies and might teach our internal ones that they should despair of again changing the form that the Government wishes to adopt and the chief that France has just chosen once more.’11 The rhetoric of Marshal Soult’s order of the day, meanwhile, matched the inspiring grandeur of the spectacle:






What does this new coalition hope for? Does it want to eject France from the ranks of the nations? Does it want to plunge 28 million Frenchmen into servitude? Has it forgotten that the first league to be formed against our independence contributed to our independence and our glory? A hundred striking victories that some temporary setbacks and unfortunate circumstances cannot efface, remind it that a free nation led by a GREAT MAN is invincible. Everyone is a soldier in France when national honour and liberty are at stake.








He promised the army a new career of glory, more striking because the enemy was numerous, but nothing beyond the genius of Napoleon or their strength … ‘Napoleon will guide our steps, we will fight for the independence of our beautiful patrie, we are invincible!’12


The Bonapartists were putting a brave face on it. Yet, as he later admitted, even the great man himself was inwardly troubled, his self-confidence dented to the point that he no longer trusted his instinct: ‘I no longer had in me the feeling of ultimate success; my early confidence had gone … I had within me the instinct that things would turn out badly; not that this in any way influenced my decisions or my course of action, to be sure; but I always had that feeling lurking inside me.’13


The Emperor said this long afterwards and there is little evidence of such anxiety at the outset of the campaign. As misfortunes began to occur, however, uncertainty would start gnawing into his self-confidence.
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The Scum of the Earth


One day in late March 1815 the 51st West Riding light infantry were at Portsmouth having breakfast when the bugle-major came in with the post and the newspaper.






Someone opened it, and glanced his eyes carelessly and coldly over its contents, when suddenly his countenance brightened up, and flinging the newspaper into the air like a madman, he shouted out: ‘Glorious news! Nap’s landed again in France! Hurrah!’ In an instant we were all wild – ‘Nap’s in France again’ spread like wildfire through the barracks – the men turned out and cheered – nay, that night at mess, the moment the cloth was removed, the President rose and drank success to old Nap with three times three – our joy was unbounded, and few, I believe, went to bed that night sober.








This unexpected news brought back ‘all the delights of service, novelty, hopes of promotion, and active service’ and flung to the winds ‘the frivolous and dissipated life of a peace-soldier, only to be felt by him who has never felt the delights of a war one’. In less than a week the battalion was off to the Netherlands.1


Not every officer rejoiced at the prospect of renewed fighting, however, and some had become downright cynical. A lieutenant of the Gordon Highlanders, while admitting that others ‘who had friends who could give them an additional hitch up the ladder, or help them to some snug staff situation, were quite delighted on the occasion’, recalled that men like himself ‘who, during the previous contest, had ascended the ladder of promotion at a pace little swifter than that of the snail, viewed the prospect of another interminable contest with no very agreeable feelings’.2


War-weary or keen as mustard, troops were loaded into transports to cross the Channel. The voyage was usually uncomfortable but short. Departure from a relatively distant port like Portsmouth or Cork, combined with adverse winds, could make it much longer and more uncomfortable still, with men hideously seasick for days on end. Assistant surgeon John Haddy James of the Life Guards, a twenty-six-year-old from Exeter, who had qualified as a Member of the Royal College of Surgeons in 1811 in London and then secured an appointment with the Life Guards, ‘had not been on board more than three hours when that vile sensation, seasickness, came upon me. Wrapped in my cloak, I lay upon deck, until the spray obliged me to go below.’ Another surgeon, William Gibney of the 15th Hussars, whose broad-minded view of Bonaparte was noted earlier, passed his voyage discussing with his senior colleague ‘medical subjects and politics; these last leading to an argument for and against the return of Napoleon; my view being that if the French liked to have him as their ruler, they were justified in welcoming his return, and that a Frenchman’s view of war and glory altogether differed from ours’.3


The troop transports had to be small to get over the sandbar to Ostend. The 16th Light Dragoons embarked, said one eye-witness, in ‘small colliers, holding from ten to thirty-five horses each’. Their horses were loose in the hold; others described them as standing on a ballast of beach stones with their backs to the boat’s sides and a manger down the centre to which they were tied. The 16th disembarked ‘by throwing the horses overboard, and then hauling them ashore by a long rope attached to their head-collars’. Sir George Scovell’s groom saw his horses unloaded with swing pulleys, after which the men had to wade out into the water to bring them in. ‘Fancy between 20 and 30 ships discharging a similar cargo to the Scipio’s, [40 horses] all onto the beach – the luggage thrown in all directions, numbers of horses running loose …’ But within an hour and a half the sailors had discharged their cargoes and the transports were sailing back for more.4


From Ostend the infantry marched a mile to the canal head and embarked in barges for the twelve-mile journey to Bruges, while cavalry rode along the towpath of the canal. Sergeant William Wheeler of the 51st West Riding was a Peninsular veteran who had been with his regiment for six years. Wounded at the end of the campaign, he had recently been promoted to sergeant in an experienced battalion brought to strength with many new faces. Bruges was an attractive city and Wheeler found ‘plenty of good grub, gin and tobacco’ there, while the Flemish-speaking inhabitants welcomed him and his companions.


On the other side of town they embarked again and more substantial barges took them the twenty-one miles to Ghent, both legs being much longer by land. The large, regular passenger barges were comfortable – ‘At either end is a cabin, nicely fitted up. In the middle is a kind of public house; on one side an excellent kitchen, on the other larders and storerooms’ – and Wheeler enjoyed his journey: ‘On board the boat it more resembled a party of pleasure than soldiers going in search of the enemy, the social glass and song went round ’til midnight, all was mirth and festivity, then sleep put an end to our carousals.’5


On the news of Bonaparte’s return a British force, resembling as closely as possible Wellington’s Peninsular army, gathered in the region of Brussels. In some respects old-fashioned, the British army was organised on significantly different lines from its continental equivalents. British regiments were organised into battalions theoretically containing 1000 men in ten companies of 100 each, but rarely that strong in reality. A regiment had a first battalion supposedly made up of the best soldiers and junior battalions serving at home in support. When sent to serve abroad, senior battalions were brought up to strength by drafts from the second battalion, and junior battalions by drafts from the militia. The core of experienced veterans, like Wheeler, in a battalion quickly knocked the unfamiliar recruits into shape and gave them confidence.


Unlike the conscripted citizen armies of France and Prussia, the British rank and file was composed of men who had volunteered to enlist for a fixed term of years. Whereas for British seamen service in the navy was obligatory in time of war, Britain’s small army was a mercenary force of professionals who enlisted for a bounty, a princely sum of up to eighteen guineas paid in advance. This incentive attracted what Wellington called ‘the very scum of the earth. People talk of their enlisting from their fine military feeling – all stuff – no such thing. Some of our men enlist from having got bastard children – some for minor offences – many more for drink; but you can hardly conceive such a set brought together, and it is really wonderful that we should have made them the fine set of fellows they are.’6 There was much truth in the Duke’s analysis of his soldiery, but there were also patriotic adventurers of good character in the ranks, and some of these, like Tom Morris, became sergeants – although this was another class of men towards whom Wellington’s attitude was ambivalent: ‘nothing so intelligent, so valuable as English soldiers of that rank, if you could get them sober, which is impossible!’7


Indeed, heavy drinking was normal at all levels of the British army. A surgeon wrote with despair of a convalescent patient who had become ill again – and subsequently died – after he ‘drank Lord Wellington’s health. The extent of this patriotic draught I ascertained to be nearly one pint of brandy and some quarts of strong Brussels beer, swallowed within three hours in an adjacent brothel, where he had passed the night with a most abandoned crew of Belgian prostitutes.’ The same surgeon described the typical arrival of a wounded British soldier at hospital: ‘They too often come either furious or stupid from intoxication, totally bereft of their necessaries, or with such masses of rags as serve only for fomites of contagion, and often with a female attendant, whose appearance and behaviour are more those of an infuriated bacchanal than a nurse.’8


Soldiers were badly paid and subject to a discipline enforced by corporal punishment that made the floggings inflicted in the navy look gentle. Where 24 lashes was theoretically the legal maximum at sea, the maximum on land was 1200 lashes, and 200 lashes was a commonplace punishment for a minor offence. The official defence, maintained by senior army officers for decades, was that ‘the British Army is raised by voluntary enlistment for bounty, and its ranks are thus unavoidably filled by men of dissipated habits, requiring great restraint, and the enforcement of a very strict discipline.’9


Service in the lower ranks of the armed forces tended, therefore, as Wellington said, to appeal to desperate men from very poor rural areas or those who had a very good reason to disappear from local society. Usually, between 20 and 40 per cent of men in English infantry regiments were Irish and the army also contained a high percentage of Scots.10 Lifeguardsman Thomas Playford, a big, handsome Yorkshire lad, left his south Yorkshire village to join the army at fifteen after getting his schoolmistress pregnant.11 Some of these people turned out well in the rough but comradely society in which they found themselves and grew to like the life.


Officers came from a different class and there was a social chasm between them and their men. There was no prospect of promotion to motivate British soldiers: talent might get you as far as sergeant-major, but commissions had to be bought. ‘When I joined the army,’ wrote Sergeant Tom Morris, ‘I was foolish enough to imagine that by steady good conduct, or some daring act of bravery, I should be fortunate enough to gain a commission; but I very soon discovered the fallacy of this expectation. I certainly have known two or three instances in which commissions have been bestowed as the reward of merit; but such cases are “like angel’s visits, few and far between”.’12


Both commissions and the equipment an officer needed after obtaining one were so expensive that a career as an officer was only open to the wealthier classes and influence tended to limit entry to a circumscribed elite. Most officers came from the landed gentry, often again Irish or Scottish, while officers of the Guards were sometimes titled aristocrats. Some officers took their profession very seriously; others did not. The hard experience of a few years of campaigning was usually required to sort the wheat from the chaff, and this made veteran British units a great deal better than raw ones. Not only had they learned to live and fight as soldiers, but they had usually shed those who one way or another did not pull their weight.


As the troops came in, so also Wellington’s people began to arrive. The two principal staff departments were those of the Adjutant-General, dealing with discipline, arms, ammunition and clothing, and the Quartermaster-General, responsible for movement, quartering, encampment, deployment and equipment. The third department was the commissariat, whose business was to procure and supply food and forage and to provide transport. As Adjutant-General, Wellington got Sir Edward Barnes, who had served on his staff in the Peninsula and had commanded a regiment before that. As Quartermaster-General, he inherited Sir Hudson Lowe, but he quickly made it plain that he wanted his own man.13 He first demanded Sir George Murray, his right-hand man in the Peninsula, but Murray was in America and had not yet received his orders to sail to Belgium. Meanwhile, therefore, he took Murray’s deputy, the newly married Sir William Delancey, who arrived at Brussels in late May and, as it turned out, had little more than a fortnight in which to find his feet.


Nor was Wellington allowed the services of his trusted cavalry commander. Stapleton Cotton, who was reliable rather than brilliant, was not appointed to Wellington’s army. Instead, as second-in-command and cavalry leader he was given the forty-seven-year-old Henry Paget, Earl of Uxbridge, who was brilliant rather than reliable. Uxbridge had commanded the cavalry in Spain under Sir John Moore in 1808, but had then run off with the wife of Wellington’s brother Henry, making him persona non grata with the Wellesley clan, and he had not served with Wellington since. This meant that Uxbridge lacked battlefield experience, but he was highly regarded and new colleagues generally liked working with the flamboyant officer who wore the uniform of his favourite 7th Hussars. Sir Augustus Frazer, the capable and experienced commander of Wellington’s horse artillery since 1813, found Uxbridge agreeably ‘quiet in business and very decided; this is the true way to do much in a little time’. According to Surgeon Gibney of the 15th Hussars, usually a critical witness, ‘it was a universal opinion that his lordship was the first cavalry general in the British army.’14


Rowland, Lord Hill, aged forty-two, commanding II Corps, had been one of Wellington’s generals throughout the Peninsular campaign and, latterly, his second-in-command. In contrast to the Duke, he was loved by the troops, who called him ‘Daddy Hill’, reflecting his well-deserved reputation for kindness and generosity to his men. His admiring aide jotted in his journal that when Hill was ennobled in 1814 he ‘ought to have taken the title of Lord Mountain because he is a great hill’.15


During May twelve crack battalions of veteran Peninsular infantry arrived. Reaching Brussels on 12 May, the first battalion of the 95th Rifles found the French-speaking inhabitants much less friendly than the Flemings; one of their number recalled ‘crowds of natives who were gaping and staring at us. I heard no Vivas, they appeared to treat the whole concern very coolly indeed.’16 The Highland Brigade united at Ghent in mid-May and marched to Brussels on the 28th.


Two of the three Highland battalions, along with other veterans, should have been on their way to fight the Yankees, but had been delayed by bad weather. The 28th North Gloucesters had embarked at Cork for America in January but adverse winds held them there until mid-March, and when they finally sailed, a storm drove them back to harbour the same night. Learning that the war against the United States was over, they marched to Northern Ireland where they heard of Bonaparte’s return and left for Dublin to embark for England. On 10 May they anchored in the Downs, transshipped to transports and sailed to Ostend. Having spent a week at Ghent, they arrived at Brussels on 26 May. Had they all sailed for America in January they might never have made it back in time, and Wellington would have been in a sad plight.


By June Wellington had four battalions of Foot Guards, twenty of line infantry, three light and three rifle battalions, and eight of the King’s German Legion, including two of riflemen. Of these, only four line battalions were seriously inexperienced, while eighteen of the British battalions and all of the German had seen years of proper campaigning.


Cavalry had also trickled in from early April to reinforce the crack squadrons of the King’s German Legion. The German squadrons were large, well disciplined, highly experienced and trusted even by Wellington: the 1st Hussars was regarded as the best cavalry in the army (although they had been brought to strength with former Westphalian soldiers and forty of these had deserted between March and May).17 The others were of mixed quality: the Royal Dragoons and four of the five regiments of light dragoons were highly experienced, the four Hussar regiments less so. Dressed in spectacular uniforms and known as the ‘Glory boys’ or ‘Wellington’s darlings’, the Hussars were a racy lot, favoured by Lord Uxbridge who regarded himself as one of them.18 The Household Cavalry had seen little active service, while the King’s Dragoon Guards, the Scots Greys and the Inniskilling Dragoons were complete novices, the Greys having only one officer who had ever campaigned.


The horse artillery arrived from Britain troop by troop and was gradually re-equipped with more powerful 9-pounder guns. There were new British guns for the Hanoverian troops, too, though the problem there was finding enough men and horses to pull them, as the heavier artillery required eight horses instead of six.19 By June the horse artillery had five troops with 9-pounders, three with 6-pounders, one specialist howitzer battery and one troop armed with 12-pounder Congreve rockets.


Rockets were a British secret weapon, one they had stolen from Indian enemies. After admiring their use by Hyder Ali and Tipoo Sultan, William Congreve researched the technology. Small numbers had been employed in America and at Leipzig. They were, however, still at an experimental stage and Wellington barely tolerated their presence on the battlefield, considering them as dangerous to friend as to foe. When he told the artillery commander, Sir George Wood, that Captain Whinyates’s rocket troop must deploy with 6-pounder guns, Wood replied that this would break Whinyates’s heart. ‘Damn his heart, sir,’ insisted the Duke; ‘let my order be obeyed.’20

OEBPS/images/9780748134120.jpg
TIM CLAYTON

author of Trafalgar

WATERLOO

FOLR DAYQ THAT CHANGED
UROPE’S s DF" INY






