
Chapter 35

Wellington and the Battleground
Overnight, 17/18 June

I

ON THE EVENING OF SATURDAY 17 JUNE the Duke of Wellington rode 
back to the village of Waterloo, accompanied by his staff and the Allied 
commissioners attached to his headquarters. At this moment the one essential 
commissioner was General Müffling. In the morning he had spoken with 
Gneisenau’s emissary Massow, and later had sent his own ADC Wucherer to 
find Blücher and update him on Wellington’s situation and views; Wucherer 
had duly returned from Wavre with a verbal promise that Blücher would 
come on the 18th ‘with the fresh corps, and with the others’. All that had been 
in the earlier part of the day, and now with evening coming on and as the 
Anglo-Allied army under torrential rain reached the chosen ridge north of 
La Belle Alliance, Müffling had written a confirmatory note and sent it to his 
high command, restating Wellington’s firm intention to fight there, provided 
that the verbal promise of assistance by two Prussian corps still held good. 
Darkness, rain and increasingly muddy roads all affected the two armies’ 
communications, and the final assurance would take a considerable time to 
come from Wavre. Wellington went to bed in the inn called À Jean de Nivelles, 
ordering his staff to wake him whenever news came in.

At some time after 2 a.m. Blücher’s letter was read out to the Duke (see 
the text in Chapter 34, Section III), so that now he knew for certain that 
the whole Prussian army would move to his support, two corps leading the 
way at daybreak. The 10-mile march from Wavre should bring the heads of 
column within sight of Wellington’s army by the middle of the day, or very 
shortly after.

The Duke immediately wrote three longish letters, all timed ‘Waterloo, 
18 June, 3 a.m.’ To the governor of Antwerp he ordered the city to be placed 
in a state of siege, but to admit the exiled French royal family, if they should 
arrive, and also the British and other civilians who were leaving Brussels. 
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The second letter was to the Bourbon duc de Berri, summarising for him the 
events of the 16th and 17th, and confirming that the armies of the two allies 
were assembled and able to fight. However, he added some precautionary 
advice. ‘It could be that the enemy will turn us at Hal, although the weather 
is terrible and the roads detestable, and despite my placing Prince Frederik’s 
corps in position between Hal and Enghien.’ If that should happen, then the 
exiled royal family should retire to Antwerp, and meanwhile they should 
send there all but essential stocks and stores.

I hope, and more, have every reason to believe, that all will be well, but one 
must allow for everything; and one does not want to make large losses. 
That is why I pray that Your Royal Highness do what is written in this letter; 
and that His Majesty [Louis XVIII] should leave for Antwerp, not on false 
rumours, but upon definite information that the enemy has (despite myself) 
entered Brussels by turning [my position] at Hal. His Majesty will always 
have time to go via northern Flanders.

The third letter was to Sir Charles Stuart, ambassador to the Dutch court and 
the Bourbons, enclosing the first two letters for instant on-forwarding. Given 
the weather and the pre-dawn darkness, his summary was calm, even cheerful, 
and his prediction one that few would have dared to write at such a moment:

You will see in the letter to the Duc de Berri the real state of our case and 
the only risk we run. The Prussians will be ready again in the morning for 
anything. Pray keep the English quiet if you can. Let them all prepare to 
move, but neither be in a hurry or a fright, as all will yet turn out well.

He added that the use of post horses had been embargoed in his name so 
as to avoid people running off with them, but Stuart could release them to 
anyone he thought deserved one, and he remarked in passing on the trials of 
dealing with King Willem’s officials. The imminence of battle did not stop 
him covering many points in very few words.1

Closer to his heart was a fourth letter, also timed 3  a.m., to his current 
petite amie, Lady Frances Wedderburn Webster, advising her and her family 
to make preparations to go to Antwerp ‘in case such a measure should be 
necessary’ but that there was no immediate danger: ‘at present I know of 
none’. He mentioned the varied fortunes of the Prussians and the British on 
16 June, and went on: ‘the course of the operations may oblige me to uncover 
Bruxelles for a moment, and may expose that town to the enemy’.2

This may be circumlocution to warn her that Napoleon might march into 
and take Brussels. But it may also help explain his ‘western strategy’, which 
we shall discuss in due course.
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II

The topography of Waterloo has been described in every book on the battle, 
sometimes in great detail, and so what will be offered here is a very summary 
account of the main features, sufficient to explain the siting of the opposing 
forces. Individual features will be noted in their appropriate places.3

The full extent of the battlefield was within a quadrilateral extending 
about 2½ miles west to east, and somewhat less north to south. In the west 
the little town of Braine l’Alleud marked one limit, while Smohain hamlet 
and Frischermont château defined the eastern boundary. The northern limit 
of the battlefield comprised the ridge of Mont St Jean, which was slightly 
curved so that its extremities were somewhat forward of the ground in the 
central sector. The southern limit to the field was the somewhat higher ridge 
of La Belle Alliance and nearby Rossomme; and between the two ridges was 
a shallow undulating valley draining east. It was a much smaller area than the 
battleground of Ligny and was much more densely held.

Three roads were of primary importance within this quadrilateral. The 
first was the chaussée from Charleroi running due north through the centre, 
that I shall call the Charleroi or great road, which continued to Mont St Jean 
hamlet, thence to Waterloo and to Brussels. It divided the battlefield into 
equal parts, west and east. A second paved road ran diagonally across the 
western segment, from Nivelles (beyond the south-western corner) to Mont 
St Jean hamlet, where it met the Charleroi road (again beyond the northern 
edge of the battlefield). This junction we have noted in earlier chapters as the 
Mont St Jean fork. There was a third road, of lesser quality, running east to 
west from Wavre through Ohain to Braine l’Alleud, and it ran for the most 
part along the Mont St Jean ridge: this was the road along which Wellington 
expected the Prussians to come. From the air these three roads would 
have resembled two large legs of a capital A with the cross-bar high up and 
extending far beyond each leg. Where the minor Wavre to Braine l’Alleud 
road (the cross-bar) crossed the Charleroi road (the right leg) Wellington 
set up his command post at an easily recognisable solitary tree. There was 
one other minor road, running from Wavre to Chapelle-St-Lambert and 
thence south-west, up the Lasne brook, to Plancenoit and the Rossomme 
sector, but it did not form part of any Wellingtonian plan, and in Napoleon’s 
scheme was judged as a road requiring only a precautionary guard. Apart 
from these two paved chaussées and two minor roads, all other paths across 
the field were what we today would consider mere tracks. What this road 
layout meant was that an army attacking the Mont St Jean ridge would have 
to make a frontal attack on a concave position from which converging fire 
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would come, whereas the defender on the ridge could use the lateral minor 
road either as a front position or for movement and communication.

The Mont St Jean ridge had a fairly definite forward (southern) slope 
down to the valley,4 and a gentle and broad reverse slope that fell away 
sufficiently to conceal mounted men stationed behind the summit. This 
ridge extended for about a mile west of the crossroads, and much of this 
western sector was around the 440-foot contour, with the valley at about 
390 feet. East of the crossroads the ridge continued for about 2 miles until it 
sank into featureless open ground; this eastern sector was at a slightly lower 
level than the western, save for a knoll about 800 yards east of the crossroads 
which touched 430 feet, and then the ridge continued eastwards sinking 
gradually towards 400 feet. The valley floor below the eastern ridge was at 
360–330 feet, also sinking eastwards.5 Thus the forward slope of the ridge 
was not too steep for cavalry to fight over, although exertion in the soft and 
wet soil conditions of 18 June soon blew the horses. However, these slopes 
were not broad and were clearly segmented, since below the slope sat several 
separate habitations, all quickly fortified by Wellington’s troops: the estate 
of Hougoumont in the west, then half a mile to the east the small farm La 
Haye Sainte on the Charleroi road, then almost a mile further east Papelotte 
farm, and then La Haye and Smohain hamlets and Frischermont house 
furthest east – these last three sitting in more broken country different in 
nature from the open slopes to the west. Mark Adkin aptly calls this section 
of the front ‘bocage country’.6

The battlefield was covered with summer crops, the corn and rye standing 
5–6 feet tall and doubtless concealing the little folds in the ground.7 In the 
valley there were no hedges and very few trees other than in the estates and 
farm gardens.

The opposing or French ridge was fairly regular, standing at Rossomme 
at about 460 feet, but at La Belle Alliance at about 430 feet. The slope to the 
valley floor was longer and easier than on Wellington’s ridge. These southern 
heights had one special feature, a subsidiary ridge extending north-west, 
generally about the 400 feet height, passing west of the low-lying château of 
Hougoumont and ending close to Braine l’Alleud. In its turn this secondary 
ridge threw out spurs tending north-east that passed north of La Belle 
Alliance and across the Charleroi road: one of these was to become the site of 
Napoleon’s Grand Battery of artillery.8

To the west of Rossomme stood a timber three-stage observation tower 
about 50–60 feet tall, and this provided a clear view over the intervening 
ground, although apparently it did not enable viewers to see behind the Mont 
St Jean ridge. This tower was reportedly used by Napoleon during the day.9



Chapter 35 map 1 – 20.04.17

Orchard

Bois de
Paris

Bois 
d’Ohain

Bois de
Ranson

Wood

La Haye Sainte Farm

Hannotelet
Farm

Gravel
  pit

Mont St Jean Farm

Mont St Jean

Ohain

Lasne

La Haye

FrischermontSmohain

Papelotte

Merbe Braine

Braine l’Alleud

Hougoumont

La Belle Alliance

Plancenoit
Maransart

To Charleroi

Rossomme

La Maison
du Roi

Le Caillou

     Lasne Brook

    
 L

as
ne

 B
ro

ok

 Smohain Brook

1,000 yards0

1,000 metres0

29
5

29
5

295

26
2

328

360

36
0

360

360

360

360

360

36
0

36
0

360

110

328

328

328

328

32
8

32
8

36
0

360

393 393

393

393

39
3

393

393

39
3

39
3

393

393393

393

39
3

39
3

426

393

393

393

393

360

393

328

32
8

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

36
0

36
0

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

393

426

39
3

393

39
3

393

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328 328

328

328

328

328

328

328

360

360

393

393

360

360

328

39
3

393

393

39
3

426

426

426

426

42
6

426

426

426

459

42
6

426

426

426

426

426

459

45
9

459

459

459

459

426426

393
393

393

393

393

393426

426

393

393

393

360

360

36
0

36
0

360

36
0

360

36
0

36
0

360

39
3

393

524
492

492

492

492

393

360

39
3

39
3

39
3 39

3

39
3

393

393

426

42
6

42
6

42
6

426

459

459

426

426

459

393

295

295

295

295

295

29
5

29
5

295

295

295

295

295

262

295

29
5

295

295

295

295

295

229

229

229

26
2

262

26
2

262

262

26
2

26
2

262

262

262

262

433

508

508

423

446

439

442

403

436

423

442

406

406

508

Waterloo, 18 June 1815, the Topography

Contours and spot heights in feet
             Land over 426 feet



Chapter 35 map 1 – 20.04.17

Orchard

Bois de
Paris

Bois 
d’Ohain

Bois de
Ranson

Wood

La Haye Sainte Farm

Hannotelet
Farm

Gravel
  pit

Mont St Jean Farm

Mont St Jean

Ohain

Lasne

La Haye

FrischermontSmohain

Papelotte

Merbe Braine

Braine l’Alleud

Hougoumont

La Belle Alliance

Plancenoit
Maransart

To Charleroi

Rossomme

La Maison
du Roi

Le Caillou

     Lasne Brook

    
 L

as
ne

 B
ro

ok

 Smohain Brook

1,000 yards0

1,000 metres0

29
5

29
5

295

26
2

328

360

36
0

360

360

360

360

360

36
0

36
0

360

110

328

328

328

328

32
8

32
8

36
0

360

393 393

393

393

39
3

393

393

39
3

39
3

393

393393

393

39
3

39
3

426

393

393

393

393

360

393

328

32
8

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

36
0

36
0

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

360

393

426

39
3

393

39
3

393

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328

328 328

328

328

328

328

328

328

360

360

393

393

360

360

328

39
3

393

393

39
3

426

426

426

426

42
6

426

426

426

459

42
6

426

426

426

426

426

459

45
9

459

459

459

459

426426

393
393

393

393

393

393426

426

393

393

393

360

360

36
0

36
0

360

36
0

360

36
0

36
0

360

39
3

393

524
492

492

492

492

393

360

39
3

39
3

39
3 39

3

39
3

393

393

426

42
6

42
6

42
6

426

459

459

426

426

459

393

295

295

295

295

295

29
5

29
5

295

295

295

295

295

262

295

29
5

295

295

295

295

295

229

229

229

26
2

262

26
2

262

262

26
2

26
2

262

262

262

262

433

508

508

423

446

439

442

403

436

423

442

406

406

508

Waterloo, 18 June 1815, the Topography

Contours and spot heights in feet
             Land over 426 feet



60 Waterloo, The Campaign of 1815

III

Wellington positioned much of his army in the sector west of the Charleroi 
road, and the way in which weaker and stronger units were placed and inter-
mingled is instructive. At the extreme west, in the town of Braine l’Alleud, 
and watching the bridges on the north-flowing River Hain, he posted 
Chassé’s 3rd Netherlands Division of 12 battalions, 7,000 men, and 16 guns. 
This flanking force could be further supported by (or if necessary could fall 
back upon) the contingent made up of the 1st Netherlands Division and 
Anthing’s Indian brigade, plus Estorff ’s cavalry (in all a further 16 battalions, 
over 10,000 men, plus cavalry, and 16 guns), stationed 6 miles further south 
between Saintes and Tubize, and guarding the Senne and Senette river 
crossings. In addition there were the 6th British and 6th Hanoverian brigades 
of 4th Division, and 6 guns. This force blocked any flanking threat via Hal, 
and could defend river crossings against attacks directed from either bank, 
from the west or the east – as Wellington remarked to Croker in 1825 (see 
Section VI below). Young Prince Frederik was the nominal commander but 
the sector was really under the Duke’s most trusted subordinate Lord Hill.

East of Braine l’Alleud and across the Hain valley stood the heights 
of Merbe Braine, held by Clinton’s 2nd British Division, made up of Hugh 
Halkett’s 3rd Hanoverian Brigade (4 battalions), with Du Plat’s 1st Brigade 
KGL (4 battalions) to Halkett’s left and Adam’s 3rd British Brigade 
(4  battalions and some companies) slightly to the rear. The Brunswick 
contin gent (8 battalions) was behind on the reverse slope. This meant that 
the whole Merbe Braine height was a mini bastion of its own. The next high 
ground was where Cooke’s 1st British Division (4 strong battalions of Guards) 
over looked Hougoumont. Cooke also provided much of the garrison for 
that estate, forming an advanced bastion lower down the slope, the Guards 
garrison in Hougoumont being supported by Hanoverian and Nassau troops. 
(A squadron of the 15th Hussars covered the intervening space between the 
château and the main position.)

The Merbe Braine and Hougoumont positions thus made up an 
interlocking re-entrant of high ground and formed a very strong barrier to 
any attack on Wellington’s right flank. When we note that in addition the 
Netherlanders further west, in Braine l’Alleud, could counter-attack the left 
flank of any French thrust at the re-entrant, we can see how strong this mini 
bastion was.

From above Hougoumont to the crossroads stood Alten’s 3rd British 
Division, containing Colin Halkett’s 5th British Brigade on the right or west 
(4 battalions), then Kielmannsegge’s 1st Hanoverian Brigade (5 battalions 
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and some companies), and finally Ompteda’s 2nd KGL Brigade (4 battalions) 
touching the Charleroi road and with a KGL garrison inside La Haye Sainte. 
Kruse’s Nassauers (3 battalions) were in second line. Thus all across this part 
of the front British and KGL were placed between Hanoverians, with the 
Brunswickers and Nassauers slightly further back.

By the start of the battle the artillery west of the crossoads was deployed as 
follows. On the Merbe Braine redoubt were three batteries, Sympher (KGL), 
Bolton, and Webber-Smith (RHA), making 18 guns; from Hougoumont 
to the Charleroi road were 42 guns: Ramsay and Beane (both RHA), 
Kühlmann (KGL), Sandham, Lloyd, Cleeves (KGL), and on the road Ross 
(RHA). Behind these were the Brunswickers (16 guns), the artillery of the 
Netherlands cavalry (8 guns), and Bull, Mercer, and Whinyates (all RHA, 18 
guns, plus rockets).10

Wellington had intended to keep a reserve comprising the RHA Troops 
of Ross and Beane, plus Sinclair’s newly arrived foot battery from Lambert’s 
force, but both Ross and Beane were called forward almost at once. The 
remainder of the RHA had been attached to Uxbridge’s cavalry, but Uxbridge 
released them to Sir A. S. Frazer, who left Gardiner’s Troop on the flank with 
Vivian, Whinyates’ rockets behind the centre, and deployed the remainder 
in or just behind the line from Hougoumont to the Charleroi road. My 
tabulation of Wellington’s artillery is given in Appendix 2 to this chapter.

The cavalry in the western sector comprised Grant’s, Dörnberg’s and 
Arendschildt’s 5th, 3rd, and 7th Light Cavalry Brigades. Close to the 
Charleroi road and slightly back stood the ‘Heavies’ of Lord Edward 
Somerset’s 1st Cavalry Brigade. Thus west of or on the Charleroi road were 24 
light squadrons and 9 heavy squadrons. Well behind Somerset’s brigade, and 
spreading east of this road, were 23 squadrons of the Netherlands Cavalry 
Division under Collaert (the only Allied cavalry formation to fight as a 
division and not in brigades).11 Brunswick and Hanoverian cavalry were in 
deep reserve.

Placed either on the flat of the broad summit or on the reverse slope, none 
of this considerable force of infantry, cavalry and artillery was much – if at 
all – visible to the French, apart from the skirmishers on the forward slopes. 
The lateral minor road assisted in this respect. As one of Wellington’s ADCs, 
George Cathcart, explained, looking west from the crossroads, the lateral 
road:

for a hundred yards or less it was very hollow . . . 10 or even 15 feet deep . . . an 
obstacle of considerable extent, or some of us [mounted men] would have 
crossed it . . . but at about three or four hundred yards, and [or] perhaps less 
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distance from the main road, it was little or no obstacle, and was frequently 
passed by cavalry.12

But as the minor road came to the western end of the plateau and began to 
descend towards Braine l’Alleud it again passed into several short cuttings – 
and the same was true in places of the Nivelles chaussée when descending the 
slope behind Hougoumont. The effect of these further cuttings was to create 
a form of dry ditch protecting the knoll of high ground at Merbe Braine, 
useful for its defence. So much for the western sector.

IV

East of the Charleroi road the position was more lightly held: 24 battalions, 
29 squadrons and 28 guns were in the line. From the road eastwards stood 
Kempt’s 8th British Brigade (4 battalions) of Picton’s 5th British Division. 
Bylandt’s Brigade (5 battalions) of Perponcher’s 2nd Netherlands Division 
came next, standing slightly forward of its British comrades.13 Ponsonby’s 
heavy cavalry of the Union Brigade (9 squadrons) lay in reserve behind 
Kempt and Bylandt. East of Bylandt and slightly more to the rear stood 
Pack’s 9th British Brigade (4 battalions) of the 5th Division. To Pack’s east 
and on the 430 foot knoll, the highest part of the ground, stood Best’s 4th 
Hanoverian Brigade (4 battalions), with Vincke’s 5th Hanoverian Brigade 
(4 battalions) beyond. From that point the line forked: slightly thrown back 
were two light cavalry brigades: Vandeleur’s 4th Cavalry (9 squadrons) and 
still further east Vivian’s 6th Cavalry (10 Squadrons), keeping open the road 
to Ohain along which the Prussians were expected. But from Best’s eastern 
flank and angled slightly forward, through Papelotte, the hamlet of Smohain 
and to Frischermont, there were detachments of Saxe-Weimar’s 2nd Brigade 
(5 battalions) of Perponcher’s 2nd Netherlands Division. A patrol of the 
10th Hussars was watching their furthest flank and also waiting for sight of 
the Prussians. More than three artillery batteries were within half a mile 
of the Charleroi road: first was Rogers’s, then a part (only) of Byleveldt’s 
Netherlands battery, then two Hanoverian batteries, Braun and Rettberg; the 
other part of Byleveldt’s battery was further east covering Papelotte. Lastly, 
Gardiner’s E Troop, RHA, was held back almost on a extreme wing, on 
Vivian’s flank. Whinyates’s rockets were in second line near the crossroads. 
Again, skirmishers were out in force to the front.

Wellington’s eastern wing was thus much less solidly held than his west 
and centre, but the broken ground and bocage were more an obstacle for the 
attackers, and the stream that rose west of Papelotte and flowed east past 
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Smohain, though minor, had swelled from the rain that had pelted down 
over the past eighteen hours and would present difficulties for those trying to 
move artillery forward. Moreover it was thought that by midday the leading 
Prussians would be arriving.

V

The dispositions resemble a fine piece of marquetry, fitting different 
elements of varying strengths into a whole. But as with marquetry there 
were potential weaknesses everywhere. The army was polyglot, trained in 
systems that were not uniform, and holding various allegiances; and they 
were facing troops of a single nation, well trained and devoted to their cause. 
Wellington’s most trusted troops were undoubtedly his British and KGL 
infantry, but they represented under 40 per cent of his infantry strength, 
and a number of British battalions were fairly raw. Of the other contingents 
it is probably not unfair to estimate at least a quarter as raw units whose 
training was rudimentary: some had only reached the army in June. The 
cavalry mix was more favourable, permitting the weaker contingents to 
stay in reserve. As for the British cavalry, the horses were in fine condition 
(as Blücher and even Gneisenau had remarked less than three weeks 
earlier), and the men well trained; the light horse were nearly all with long 
experience from the Peninsula, but of the seven regiments in the two heavy 
brigades, only the Royal Dragoons had much Peninsular experience, the 
1st and 2nd Life Guards and the Blues very little, and the King’s Dragoon 
Guards, Scots Greys and Inniskillings none.14 In such circumstances of 
relative inexperience it was the ‘fox hunting’ headlong mentality that was 
really the greatest weakness in Wellington’s heavy cavalry: charging was 
easy, but it made the need for obedience to recall and to rally all the more 
important. Thus strong self-disciplined leadership of the cavalry arm was 
vital, and if controlled it could make a significant contribution to final 
victory. As to artillery, the Duke was insistent that it should be employed 
against the vulnerable masses of men and horses and not wasted in counter-
battery fire, gun versus gun.

In the later stages of the Peninsular War Wellington had begun to adopt 
a corps system, and had again set one up in Belgium in the spring of 1815. 
But this structure, established a few weeks earlier, does not seem to have 
applied at Waterloo, or perhaps it would be more true to say it operated 
spasmodically. Wellington handled each of his three corps commanders 
differently. Hill enjoyed his total confidence based upon years of close co-
operation, but that was because Hill was unlikely to go beyond the Duke’s 
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general instructions, or if he did act independently his prudence was such 
that Wellington had no real cause to worry. Moreover Hill was an ideal man 
to have in overall charge of the western sector.

Uxbridge was by character and upbringing much more self-confident, at 
ease with the royal dukes and sure of himself: perhaps that is why he had 
been put in his place when he asked about Wellington’s battle plans on the 
evening of 17 June. He had proved himself a dashing if over-bold leader of 
light cavalry at Sahagun and Benevente in 1808, but he had been on the shelf 
for over five years. Wellington had given him virtually unfettered authority 
over the cavalry, and left him great freedom of action during the fighting.15 
But on his first fighting day Uxbridge had not shown mature judgement 
in command during the retreat from Quatre Bras. And this morning his 
responsibilities increased. Whereas the Prince of Orange, by his own special 
request, had until now retained direct authority over the Netherlands 
cavalry, on the morning of 18 June Orange had a change of mind and told 
Wellington that it would be better for Uxbridge to command his cavalry. 
This seriously unsettled the established organisation. Uxbridge did not know 
much of the Netherlands cavalry commander, Collaert, or his subordinates, 
and they knew little or nothing about him, as Uxbridge pointed out.16

It was the third corps commander who was seen as the real danger. It 
had been the Duke’s original intention (as he had told Richmond early in 
April) that the Prince of Orange would not command in a senior capacity. 
But he was a crown prince to whom his father had committed large forces; in 
addition as a British full general he outranked Uxbridge and Hill, and Britain 
had invested him with the command in Belgium in 1814. It had taken little 
time to see that his ideas as a strategist were of minimal value, and in his 
first day as a battle tactician at Quatre Bras he had shown himself brave but 
inept, and even dangerous. There was not much that Wellington could do, 
but what he could do he did. Perponcher’s 2nd and Chassé’s 3rd Netherlands 
Divisions were so placed and so dispersed that the Prince had little chance 
to interfere, and, with the 1st British Division of Orange’s corps behind 
Hougoumont, only Alten’s 3rd British Division was left under Orange’s 
immediate command in the centre: the Duke trusted to Alten’s restraining 
influence and to his own opportunities to correct misjudgements whenever 
passing that sector.17

Hence for the encounter with Napoleon the Duke was determined to 
keep the tightest hold over his infantry and artillery resources and direct 
them exactly as he saw best. There were no clear orders on what commanders 
might be free to do in his absence. On this day Wellington was usually able 
to see where matters needed re-direction and personally make the changes 



Wellington and the Battleground 65

in time, and the number of occasions when he did this was remarkable; 
but it was placing upon himself a burden of prevision that no man could 
be sure of meeting on every occasion. That was the danger of Wellington’s 
system. As one of his best battalion commanders remarked, they had no 
fear of the outcome so long as the Duke was there: but what if he fell, or was 
in another part of the field? And what if he had so concentrated his mind on 
one possibility that he had overlooked weakness elsewhere – as would be 
the case over La Haye Sainte? In the result one really horrifying crisis blew 
up that was saved by Picton and Uxbridge not only acting entirely without 
orders but also without any guidance from the Commander-in-Chief.

VI

Less than 2 miles behind Wellington’s front was the village of Waterloo 
marking the southern edge of the great Forest of Soignies that stretched 
north-west almost to Brussels and was at that time some 7 miles broad (from 
La Hulpe almost to Hal). As Capitaine’s map of 1796 shows very clearly, in 
addition to the chaussée running north from Waterloo, the forest had many 
country paths through it in different directions: it was an open forest and in 
many places without dense undergrowth.

Napoleon in his apologia for the defeat at Waterloo argued that everything 
the British general did was wrong. The Emperor did recognise that the 
Forest of Soignies was ‘too formidable an obstacle for a French army to risk 
advancing through it’ if there were a strong defensive army waiting on the 
northern skirts, but he argued that Wellington was wrong to position himself 
on the south side, as ‘he had behind him the tracks through Soignies forest; 
if he was beaten, no retreat was possible’. But this does in fact suggest that 
formed bodies of men (such as his French army) could find their way through 
the forest if the opposition was light. There were forest paths and if bodies of 
men could advance along them, how much more easily could bodies of men 
retreat along them as well.18

The state of the forest and its roads on that morning was well described 
by the artilleryman Colonel Frazer: ‘Four pavés run through it. The wood 
is open and practicable for infantry or cavalry. The trees are high, the roads 
and the whole wood very dark, and except in the paved part of the road, the 
ground is very deep. When I came this way last night the road was crowded 
and choked with carriages of every kind, many of them overturned.’ He 
had this problem reported to the Adjutant-General and ‘in consequence, 
baggage has been removed, and the waggons which had broken down have 
been burnt’.19
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It may be objected that Frazer made no remark about moving artillery 
through the forest, but we do know that ways back through the trees were 
examined by various commanders. On the night of 17/18 June another 
artillery officer, Lieutenant Ingleby of Gardiner’s troop:

received instructions to set out by times in the morning to find a practicable 
road which should lead parallel to the main road, and through the wood 
of Soignies and by the left of Brussels, so that in case of further retreat Sir 
Hussey’s brigade might retire covering the left flank of the army. I left the 
bivouac just at dawn and succeeded in making myself acquainted with a 
road practical for light guns (six-pounders) and cavalry.20

From this it would seem that a fighting retreat through the forest was 
thought practicable – not easy, not without cost, but feasible – by officers 
under Wellington’s command. Moreover, there are two judgements by 
experienced military writers of the epoch that may be helpful in this matter. 
Jomini examined Napoleon’s argument, asking: ‘Would an army with its 
rear resting upon a forest, and with a good road behind the centre and each 
wing, have its retreat compromised, as Napoleon imagined, if it should lose 
the battle? My own opinion is that such a position would be more favourable 
for a retreat than an entirely open field.’ Jomini argued that although some 
artillery might be lost, infantry and cavalry (and even some artillery) could 
make an orderly retreat more easily through the trees than across a plain, 
provided that no outflanking movement had been made earlier to trap the 
retreat at the exit from the forest.21

The historian of the Peninsular War, William Napier, then a lieutenant-
colonel, arrived too late for the battle but had ridden through the forest three 
days after the action, and judged (in common, so he said, with experienced 
staff officers who had seen it on the day) that it was practicable for infantry, 
and in parts for cavalry, that there was no encumbrance of undergrowth, and 
that considerable numbers of soldiers and civilians went along the roads even 
on the day of the 18th, and despite the weather conditions.22

As I have quoted Napoleon’s view, I shall also give two opinions by the 
Duke. The first was recorded by E. J. Littleton on 8 December 1825. Croker 
had pointed out that French writers blamed Wellington for fighting without a 
practicable retreat. He replied:

They failed in their attempt to put it to the test. The road to Brussels, 
however, was every yard of it practicable for such a purpose. I knew every 
yard of the plain beyond the forest and the road through it. The forest on 
each side the chaussée was open enough for infantry, cavalry, and even for 
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artillery, and very defensible. Had I retreated through it, could they have 
followed me? The Prussians were on their flank – and would have been in 
their rear. The co-operation of the Prussians in the operations I undertook 
was part of my plan, and I was not deceived.

But I never contemplated a retreat on Brussels. Had I been forced from 
my position I should have retreated to my right, towards the coast, the 
shipping, and my resources. I had placed Hill where he could have lent 
me important assistance in many contingencies. That might have been 
one – and again, I ask, if I had retreated on my right, could Napoleon have 
ventured to follow me? The Prussians, already on his flank could have been 
in his rear. But my plan was to keep my ground till the Prussians appeared, 
and then to attack the French position – and I executed my plans!23

It may be objected that although the logic of the argument is sound, and 
the condition upon which Wellington accepted battle is a fact, this was a 
record made ten years after the event, and not a document of 1815. So I turn 
to my second reference, the letter to Lady Frances Wedderburn Webster, 
written just before the battle, indicating which way Wellington thought he 
might be obliged to move: ‘the course of the operations may oblige me to 
uncover Bruxelles for a moment, and may expose that town to the enemy’. 
So it confirms the 1825 statement that, if forced back, he would not retreat on 
Brussels, but instead ‘retreat to the right’. I think it conclusive.24

VII

This inevitably brings us to the Duke’s concern for his western flank. It had 
dominated his thinking all through the year, as we have seen earlier. He was 
determined to keep shut the western road to Brussels and to guard his lines of 
communication with Ostend and Antwerp.

Wellington’s assessment was recorded by Lieutenant-Colonel the Hon. 
James Stanhope some time in the third quarter of 1815, when at Paris:

I will relate the opinions of the Duke of Wellington as I heard him express 
them on these points for I believe them to be the truth. At a dinner at 
Grassini’s at Paris, a Frenchman asked if he might speak frankly to the Duke 
about the battle, who answered yes, and in answer to several questions [the 
first question was Grouchy’s difficulties, and then] was asked what he should 
have done if he had been Bonaparte. He said ‘I think I should have respected 
the English infantry more after what I must have heard of them in Spain and 
that I should not have taken the bull by the horns; I should have turned a 
flank, the right flank [Hal]. I should have kept the English army occupied 
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by a demonstration to attack or perhaps by slight attacks, whilst I was in fact 
moving the main body by Hal on Brussels; but if I had determined to attack 
as Bonaparte did, nobody could do more [italics in original].25

On his own front Wellington had the bastion formed by Hougoumont–
Merbe Braine–Braine l’Alleud, and he had placed a strong force on the 
next great chaussée to the west at Tubize and Hal, blocking the Senne and 
Sennette river valleys: a blocking force of about 17,000 Netherlands, British 
and Hanoverian troops, with 22 guns. It should be noted that downstream 
north of Hal the river could be crossed at three places in the next five miles, 
at Huysinghem, Lot and Ruisbroek, so that Hal covered several escape 
routes for a force retreating westward.26 Prince Frederik was nominally in 
command, but with Colville as the foremost British officer, and there can be 
no doubt that Lord Hill would have joined them and taken command if the 
main attack had indeed developed there.

Wellington, with regular input from the expert duc de Feltre, had 
studied the composition of Napoleon’s army with care and had a good idea 
of its strength and organisation. In the Waterloo Despatch written early 
on 19 June 1815 he defined the force assembled between Rossomme and La 
Belle Alliance: ‘The enemy collected his army, with the exception of the 3rd 
Corps, which had been sent to observe Marshal Blücher.’ In other words 
Wellington thought Napoleon had under his direct command perhaps 
100,000 troops, after detaching 3e Corps’ 16,000 men. We know that this 
estimate of Grouchy’s detachment was too little: Grouchy had the infantry of 
two corps and the light cavalry corps of Pajol and Exelmans, or up to 34,000 
men in total. But in Wellington’s calculation the numbers he had estimated 
could allow a significant force to operate against his right wing, a real threat, 
because it still allowed a force of a strength sufficient to pin him down and 
hold him on the Mont St Jean front. This calculation of Wellington is seldom 
given its due weight and is judged a major error because Napoleon’s plan took 
a different turn. As we have seen it was based upon a very clear and sensible 
appreciation.27

Nor was that appreciation a total misreading of Napoleon’s mind. There 
are several indications that he thought of a western attack, though none that 
he did anything about implementing his ideas. In his memoirs he wrote that 
during the night of 17/18 June ‘a corps of 2,000 cavalry was sent towards Hal, 
threatening to turn the right of the Forest of Soignies and move on Brussels’ 
and that this caused Wellington to send (and leave) the 4th Division there, 
whereupon the French cavalry slipped back to camp. It is difficult to evaluate 
this claim, and it is not in Gourgaud’s dictated Campaign of 1815.28 The force 
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would have had to make a very long detour from Genappe and in appalling 
weather, and then retire by night, something like a 30-mile round trip. No 
units are specified although it is virtually equal to a whole corps of cavalry. 
Such a large force could scarcely have made such a journey without it being 
seen and reported, and there is not the least suggestion that anyone in the 
Tubize–Hal force saw or heard anything of it on the night, or later. If it did 
occur, then it did not impinge on the Allied forces’ consciousness, and it 
wore out the cavalry to no purpose. At St Helena, on 4 or 5 December 1815, 
Napoleon spoke at dinner about Waterloo: 

If he had followed the idea of turning the enemy right flank he would have 
succeeded easily; but he had chosen to pierce the centre and separate the two 
armies. But everything about this affair was fatal and turned into absurdity, 
and yet he ought to have won the victory. None of his battles had been less 
in doubt; it was still impossible to conceive how it had all happened.

So ‘the idea’ that Napoleon here implied was possibly the better one and 
certain of ‘easy success’ – though not finally adopted – was to turn the flank 
furthest from the Prussians, the Hal position. And that was precisely where 
Wellington was awaiting him. Success might not have been so easy.29

Those were fairly general statements, but another with rather more 
precision emerges again in Gourgaud’s Campaign of 1815 (but not in the 
memoirs). It is timed just as the guns had opened up against the Mont St Jean 
position, and at the moment when Napoleon first realised that Bülow was 
advancing against him:

[Napoleon] remained fixed in his determination to give battle, but he 
hesitated a few moments whether or not he should change his line of 
operations, in order to place it on the Nivelles road, by outflanking the left 
[west] of the English army instead of the right, and marching on Mont St 
Jean by the Nivelles road, after having taken possession of Braine-la-Leud.

But, wrote Gourgaud, although this would have moved Napoleon’s line of 
retreat further from the Prussians, it would have left Grouchy unsupported if 
he attacked Bülow when at that time Napoleon was not close enough to him 
to join the attack on the Prussians, and it would have facilitated the junction 
of the allies.30

We can choose at our leisure which concept was more likely of success, 
knowing that we can cite Napoleon’s words in support of whichever we 
prefer. On the day the Duke had to take account of both.
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VIII

All through the night a great deal of work had been undertaken to strengthen 
Hougoumont, to loophole its walls and build firing steps, while ammunition 
was sent there in considerable quantities. For reasons that are now 
unfathomable no such attention was paid to La Haye Sainte in the centre, 
and this must be deemed one of Wellington’s most dangerous mistakes.31 Nor 
were any field fortifications dug, a point that Colonel Burgoyne criticised on 
first seeing the site in 1816 (as we saw in Chapter 34). However, that is not 
to say that there was no field cover. The Wavre–Braine minor road and its 
cuttings in the western sector has already been mentioned, and east of the 
crossroads this road likewise had shallow scoops in places, and the track 
was bordered by a double hedge of straggly bushes for some 600 yards; and 
although the hedges did not form a solid barrier like a wall, yet hedges remain 
a real obstacle to a man on foot and give some shelter – even if morally rather 
than physically – and serve as a tactical rallying point in a fairly nondescript 
landscape.32

This inoffensive gentle ridge, almost devoid of visible troops, was what the 
French army was about to attack.

*

Appendix 1: A Wellington Hors de Combat

One of the great and unanswerable questions that always arises in discussion 
of Waterloo is: what would have happened if Wellington had been badly 
injured or killed during the battle? It was a miracle that he emerged unscathed 
from those hours when all around him were being hit by that tempest of fire; 
and he himself wrote on the morning of 19 June ‘The finger of providence was 
upon me, and I escaped unhurt.’

There can be no answer because to make one factor variable while forcing 
all other factors to remain fixed, is to reduce history to a spurious form of 
mathematics.33 Yet if the question does not earn itself a place in my narrative, 
it may still be of interest to put some thoughts into an appendix.

The British Cabinet and the Commander-in-Chief at the Horse Guards 
were apparently content that Wellington should exercise sole diplomatic 
and military authority in Belgium in 1815, and in Volume 1 I remarked on the 
consequences of this, particularly in Chapters 8 and 18. What I then said was:

On the eve of Waterloo itself the Duke answered the question posed by his 
senior subordinate Lord Uxbridge as to how he would fight the battle, by 
another question: ‘Who will attack the first tomorrow – I or Buonaparte?’ – 
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‘Buonaparte’ – ‘Well, Buonaparte has not given me any idea of his projects; 
and as my plans depend upon his, how can you expect me to tell you what 
mine are?’ It was the ultimate in a supremely self-confident pragmatism.

Generally speaking, Wellington did not relish his corps commanders 
to act independently: the experienced Hill seldom did, and the impetuous 
Orange must not. (We find Blücher insisting on the same point in his 
orders of 5 May 1815.) In the Peninsula his fine QMG, Murray, was rarely 
encouraged to proffer independent advice. It was the Duke’s system, and 
had worked well in Iberia. But in 1815 – indeed in the later months of the 
Peninsular campaign – the size of his forces stretched his capacity to see 
to everything. In this campaign his force was more heterogeneous than 
ever, and his QMG (first Lowe and then De Lancey) did not measure 
up to Murray’s standard. Was it really sufficient to answer Uxbridge, as 
Wellington did, with the mantra ‘whatever happens you and I will do our 
duty’? And if the Duke were killed or rendered hors de combat who could 
take over and save the army from possible disaster?

And later in the volume:

If a senior Cabinet minister, and one sympathetic to the Duke, had been 
posted to Brussels to lighten the (political) burden, it might have proved 
advantageous. Castlereagh had a double portfolio of Foreign Office and 
Leader of the Commons and could not be spared, but there surely must 
have been someone who could have helped bear the burden. The Duke 
of Richmond, living in Belgium to recoup the cost of his long tenure as 
Ireland’s viceroy and not greatly occupied, could not serve with the army 
– as a full general who had no experience of command in battle he insisted 
on ruling himself out – but as a great noble with political experience, and 
a long-time personal friend of Wellington, might he have been usefully 
employed to take off a little of the burden? And one word of such a request 
from Wellington would surely have led to sympathetic consideration and 
perhaps agreement by the Cabinet. He never raised the matter. He preferred 
to act alone.

The question thus demands consideration both military and political.
Let us start with the Army List. Taking the latest one of March 1815 and 

leaving aside the Regent’s four royal brothers who were field marshals, we find 
among the better known full generals Moira (governing in India), Cathcart 
(of the 1805 Hanover and 1807 Copenhagen expeditions, now a commissioner 
with the Russian army), Chatham (of Walcheren notoriety), and in the 
promotion of 1814, Richmond, Cradock (a man by then soured by misfortunes 
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not of his own making), David Baird (who had somewhat disappointed in his 
final field command in the Corunna campaign), and the Prince of Orange. 
Below them stand Niddry (John Hope, twentieth in the lieutenant-generals 
and dating from 1808, successor to Graham and judged by government as 
worthy to rank above all other commanders in Wellington’s Peninsular 
army), Uxbridge (22nd) and the Duke of Brunswick (30th), Lynedoch (old 
Thomas Graham), Edward Paget, Brent Spencer (quite a sound divisional 
commander till replaced in 1811); from 1812 Combermere (Stapleton Cotton), 
Rowland Hill (94th), John Murray (of Tarragona!) and Beresford; from 1813 
Dalhousie (108th), Picton, Lowry Cole; and from 1814 Nightingall, Henry 
Clinton, and Charles Stewart (now posted to Vienna). Some of these were 
Peninsular-trained, but taken as a whole there were rather too many who 
had demonstrated considerable limitations in active commands, or who had 
little battle experience, or who could not be spared from other duties, or who 
were too elderly. (That criticism of age could certainly not be levelled at the 
one British and Netherlands full general serving in Wellington’s army, the 
Netherlands crown prince.) But measured against any terms of reference one 
may choose for the post of potential C-in-C of British forces in Belgium – let 
alone of the Netherlands and German contingents that the Duke commanded 
– there was no one but Wellington who fitted the bill.

If the Allied plan had been implemented, if Wellington and Blücher and 
Schwarzenberg had all marched with half a million troops into northern and 
eastern France and fought a hopelessly outnumbered Napoleon on the Aisne 
or Marne or upper Seine, the Duke’s death in battle could have been no more 
than a setback which his army might brush aside, for in such circumstances 
military genius was no longer of such importance for the success of the 
campaign: a sensible tactician and good administrator could fill much of 
the role.

But we are now talking of the campaign as it was actually fought, and thus 
– although the question is always raised over Waterloo – we need to think 
also of Quatre Bras. Certainly on 16 June 1815 the loss of Wellington would 
have had a serious effect. His foresight and skill in detecting weak points and 
positioning units as they came up to Quatre Bras crossroads certainly made 
the difference between defeat and success. But there was more: his reputation 
made even the boldest French commanders uneasy, and this produced an 
intangible but real advantage for the defenders. Consider, then, Quatre Bras 
with the Duke dead or disabled. Orange lacked ability; it is difficult to detect 
in the Duke of Brunswick (even had he lived) the coordinating gifts that were 
required on that day; Picton and Alten and Cooke had no authority over 
Netherlands or Brunswick forces; Uxbridge and Hill were still far distant. 
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And then suppose that the French saw and reported the Duke’s wounding 
or death; what a lift to spirits and courage and daring that would have given 
them. Indeed, would there have been Waterloo?

On 18 June the situation was somewhat different. Wellington was in a 
defensive position of his own choosing. It was of no very great length, and his 
intention was simply to hold it until the promised Prussian assistance should 
come by the mid-afternoon. Perhaps that is why he made his laconic reply 
to Uxbridge. He would watch and wait on Napoleon’s moves and then make 
the necessary riposte. Given that the overnight rain had ensured a late start 
to the battle, the hours of attritional combat need not be many. Then, once 
the Prussians were in action, it would be possible to go onto the offensive, 
and once again, numbers would tell. But in the first phase he could rely with 
total confidence upon men trained in his methods – like Hill, Picton, Kempt, 
Pack, Alten, the two Halketts, Maitland, Adam, Barnard, Colborne, and 
Macdonell.34

Uxbridge, who had last led cavalry in the combats of the Corunna 
campaign, had shown erratic judgement on 17 June and was again to act 
impulsively (if to a large degree successfully) at Waterloo. It is that impulsive-
ness that might have made his troops doubt him had he taken over in the 
crisis of the Duke’s removal. On the other hand, Orange, his social and 
military superior, had suddenly made over to him command of the Nether-
lands cavalry on the very morning of the battle, so that it is just possible that 
the young Prince was beginning to recognise his own limitations, and might 
have accepted that he, Orange, could not claim to succeed the Duke. The 
question remains open.

There is an interesting comment by Tomkinson of the 16th Light Dragoons 
after Uxbridge’s scamper from Quatre Bras and the minor affair at Genappe 
on 17 June, that he was ‘too young a soldier [i.e. without sufficient campaign 
experience] to be much relied on with a separate command, from a feeling 
that he will risk too much in a desire to do something’. By contrast, 

the conduct of Lord Hill (when Sir Rowland) was quite the reverse [when 
commanding a detached force] . . . His orders were to watch the enemy’s 
force opposed to him; he never engaged but when obliged, and lost so many 
chances of bringing on petty affairs that the men called his division the 
Observing Division.35 

That, it may be thought, is something of a double-edged reassurance.
So how did Wellington judge Hill? When considering names for the chief 

command in the American war in 1814, Wellington recommended John 
Hope, Lord Niddry, as best.
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Hill is an excellent fellow, but I should say he wants [needs] a commander. 
He likes to have his troops in order but he is too good natured to exert 
himself about it, and he would require some assistance in that way. He has 
talents and God knows experience enough for any situation and he might 
command in chief as well as anybody else; but I should be inclined to doubt 
it; and to have him fail as well as our troops would be terrible.36

But in the present situation these objections may be put aside. They 
may be valid for a long and extensive campaign, but we are now examining 
an afternoon or evening crisis. The army trusted Daddy Hill, he knew the 
Duke’s general intentions, and he had been specially selected for command 
of the western wing of the army and the routes and river crossings to the 
west: ‘I had placed Hill where he could have lent me important assistance in 
many contingencies,’ as we have just noted the Duke saying. Hill, it is true, 
was thrown and stunned in the evening ‘crisis’, but that was soon shaken 
off and I see no reason to see why he could not have held the army together 
that evening and to have established control over-night. For we have yet to 
consider one further factor, the British regimental officers and their men.

Just after Waterloo an unnamed observer questioned ‘officers of nearly 
every regiment of British that was in the battle, as to their own private 
opinions on the point of expected defeat so loudly assumed by our own and 
foreign writers’. He found:

Many told him that at particular moments they expected to have been 
beaten. He put the enquiry, ‘Did you expect your own regiment to give 
way?’ ‘Oh, no, certainly not my own corps, but I thought some other 
would.’ Such was the universal answer . . . Our regiments, accustomed to 
act and live alone, are not taught to dread the failures of adjoining corps in 
combined operations; they cannot yield readily to the belief that the defeat 
of a corps in their neighbourhood can license themselves to flee: penetrate 
an English line, you have gained but a point; cut into a continental line, even 
a French one, and the morale of everything in view, and vicinity, is gone. 
The English regiment will not give way, because the English regiment of the 
same brigade has done so, but will mock the fugitive, and in all likelihood 
redouble its own exertions to restore the fight – a true bull-dog courage 
against all odds – if well led.37

There may be an over-patriotic tinge to this opinion, but it rings true in 
the main, and a reading of the many regimental recollections and memoirs 
does lead to a generally similar conclusion. The British Army could certainly 
be deemed an army, but it was primarily a congerie of regiments, and in that 
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weakness lay also its strength.38 Under a trusted general such as Hill, the 
remnants would have sought to keep some coherence. An exhausted French 
army was in no condition to launch a pursuit (let alone one as persistent as 
Blücher’s on that night). Indeed it still would have had to turn back to protect 
its eastern flank and rear. Dawn for the Anglo-Allied forces on 19 June, even 
without Wellington, might have found them imbued with a fierce dogged 
determination.

There is one last consideration that I proffer, and here I anticipate my 
later chapters. The sagacity and moderation that Wellington displayed in the 
days that led to the surrender of Paris and the restoration of Louis XVIII, 
added to his new prestige for Waterloo, and his ‘alpha male’ qualities, made 
his influence of enormous value to Castlereagh in the summer and autumn 
peace settlement. Had Wellington not been there the balance would have 
been different and Castlereagh’s task all the harder. We owe a great deal to 
that ‘finger of Providence’.39

Appendix 2: Wellington’s Field and Horse Artillery, 1815 

The subject of artillery in 1815 can be confusing, especially when discussing 
numbers and roles of artillerymen, horse teams (a 6-pounder required 
six horses to draw it; a 9-pounder two more horses), equipment, limbers, 
caissons and wagons. British artillery drivers were a further complication, 
not forming part of the Royal Regiment of Artillery. This appendix sets 
out some of my own findings, but I have been unable to establish details of 
stocks of ammunition, powder, and other supplies as at 15 June 1815, although 
Duncan in his regimental History recorded the expenditure of 10,400 rounds 
in the fighting (ii, p. 416). Lipscombe, Wellington’s Guns, p. 386, reports 9,044 
rounds fired at Mont St Jean.

Nor does this appendix extend to Wellington’s battering train that was 
deployed as an indispensable part of his Prussian ally’s summer sieges.

All the British divisions had foot artillery companies with five 9-pounder 
guns and one howitzer each, except for Braun’s Hanoverian company 
(5th British Division – 5 BD) that had five 6-pounders and one howitzer. In 
four of the RHA’s troops (Ross, Beane, Mercer and Ramsay) the standard 
6-pounder was replaced by a 9-pounder. Bull’s RHA troop had six howitzers 
and no cannon. The Netherlands and Brunswick batteries each had 
6-pounders and a howitzer.

The units of Wellington’s intended artillery reserve are underlined in the 
table.
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British/KGL/Hanoverian/Brunswick

Formation 
Gun + How 

(Establishment)
Mont St Jean

Braine 
l’Alleud

Elsewhere

1 BD: Sandham; Kuhlmann KGL 10 + 2 12
3 BD: Lloyd; Cleeves KGL 10 + 2 12
2 BD: Bolton; Sympher KGL 10 + 2 12
4 BD: Rettberg (Han.);a Bromeb 10 + 2 6 6 Hal
5 BD: Rogers; Braun (Han.) 10 + 2 12

6 BD: Sinclair;c Unettd 10 + 2 6 6 somewhere  
on march

RHA: Ross, Gardiner, Webber-
Smith, Mercer, Ramsay, Bull, 
Whinyates,e Beane

35 + 13 
+ rockets 48 + rockets

18-pdr (Hutcheson, Morrison, 
Ilbert) 12 + 0 12, re-equipping 

Ostend/Vilvorde
Brunswick: Heinemann, Moll 16 + 0 16f

  Sub-total 148 124f 24

Netherlands

1 D: Wijnand 6 + 2 8 Hal
Indian Bde: Riesz 6 + 2 8 Hal
2 D: Byleveldt;  
Stevenart [k, QB]

8 + 2  
[4 + 2 lost QB]

10 [2 ex-
Stevenart]

3 D: Kramer; Lux 12 + 4 16 [to Mont 
St J. 4 p.m.]

Cav D: ½ Petter; ½ Gey 6 + 2 8
  Netherlands sub-total 56 [less 6] 18 16 16

Total 204 [less 6] 158 40

By nature of weapon: 

6-pdr = 84; 
9-pdr = 75; 
how = 33;  

18-pdr = 12; 
total 204
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a  Rettberg’s Hanoverian Battery of 4 BD served with 5 BD under Picton at Quatre 
Bras, and perhaps switched to Picton’s command at the same time as Best’s 4th 
Hanoverian Brigade of 6 BD. It did not return to 4 BD but remained under Picton 
with Best at Waterloo. Despite thereby confusing lovers of ‘orders of battle’, all 
turned out well on both days.

b  Brome (whom Laws, Battery Records, p.  163, shows in Belgium from April) is 
generally stated as being at Hal. Also there were the batteries of 1st Netherlands 
Division and the Indian Brigade (16 guns). However, Dalton’s Waterloo Roll Call 
confusingly states him being both at Hal and with 6  BD, which was moving to 
Waterloo from Ostend, Lambert’s men having just arrived from America. 

c  Sinclair’s company was in Belgium in May, as Captain Ilbert in Brussels saw him 
as he ‘rode in from his brigade [company]’ on 1 June (WA, iii, no. 118). It is generally 
deemed to have marched with Lambert’s 10th Brigade of 6  BD, which had just 
landed from America. Sinclair initially formed part of Wellington’s artillery reserve 
(with Ross and Beane’s RHA Troops), posted just north of Mont St Jean village, 
but was called forward almost at once. Confusingly, Laws, p. 163, records Sinclair’s 
company only reaching Ostend from Canada on 21 July. 

d  Unett’s company had been near Ghent from April, and was still there on 1 June; 
there seems to be no more information about it until it was recorded (together with 
Webber-Smith and Brome) at the capture of Cambrai by 4 BD (see Colville’s report 
to Wellington, 25 June, in WD, 503/164). If reporting to 6 BD on 18 June it may have 
been marching to join Lambert, or perhaps was marching on Hal, but it seems still 
to have been somewhere on the road on 18 June and neither at Waterloo nor Hal. 
Gen. Marshall-Cornwall’s ‘The Royal Regiment in the Waterloo Campaign’ (in 
Royal Artillery Journal, vol. 92, March 1965, pp. 1–21), written to flesh out Fortescue’s 
account, is not without error (the date of Napoleon crossing the Sambre is given 
as the day of Ligny) and he allocates Unett to Hal (p.  4) but without giving any 
evidence. ‘Waterloo Artillery’ (Smoothbore Ordnance Journal, S. Summerfield (ed.),  
no. 5, 2012), p. 34, states that Unett had ‘four 18-pounders’ but was not at Waterloo, 
whereas on p. 9 the 18-pounders were ‘not engaged despite being in Mont St Jean’. 
These statements seem doubtful, as from the ordnance returns (WP 1/467/30) we 
know that eighteen 18-pounders were sent from England on 10, 16 and 24 May, and 
Ilbert’s letters in WA iii show that the first three companies (12 pieces) were being 
set up as Waterloo was being fought, with Unett not named as one of the three. 
The 18-pounders were to form part of the siege train under the command of Sir A. 
Dickson; he was with Sir G. Wood at Waterloo but was without his force and thus 
served as a general assistant.

e  Whinyates had five 6-pounders, one howitzer, plus rockets, according to Sir George 
Wood’s letter of 8 May, stating that the Duke permitted Whinyates to ‘take into 
the field eight hundred rounds of rockets with his six guns, which makes him 
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very complete’; also Wood’s return of 2 June 1815 (Duncan, ii, pp. 417–18). Siborne, 
History, p.  220, wrote of Whinyates having ‘6 guns, and provided with rockets’, 
but Warde (serving in Ross’s Troop adjacent to Whinyates’s Troop) thought his 
neighbour had ‘five light 6-pdrs’ wihout mentioning a howitzer (WL, no.  86). 
Wood’s further artillery return of 8 June 1815 (WSD, x, 744), again showed at that 
date all RHA Troops (excluding Bull’s all-howitzers Troop) had one howitzer 
apiece. Mark Adkin, p. 283, considered that Whinyates had no howitzer, and he is 
supported by Waterloo Artillery (Smoothbore Ordnance Journal, no.  5, 2012), p.  34, 
and Lipscombe, p.  358. This may account for some authorities giving Wellington 
only 157 guns at Waterloo, whereas I find a total of 158.

f   See Sir A. S. Frazer’s letter, 3 a.m. 19 June 1815, stating, ‘we had 108 British and 16 
Belgic Guns in play’ (JSAHR , vol. 42, 1964, p.  114; now in WA, iv, no. 50). If Frazer 
meant Brunswick instead of Belgic, his figures seem correct. In also writing that 
Ramsay’s Troop had ‘1 Gun disabled, not with the Troop, 1 Waggon ditto’ Frazer 
leaves us uncertain whether he meant Ramsay’s field strength before the battle 
(which would falsify his 108), or during, or after, the battle.


