
Chapter 44

The Fifth Act
Climax and Decision

I

NAPOLEON HAD TO WREST PLANCENOIT from the enemy, come what 
may. As Lobau had been unable to contain the Prussians or even to hold the 
village, then the Jeune Garde would have to do so. But they, too, had failed in 
this, so that out of the 32 battalions of troops of the Line and the Garde that 
Napoleon held under his own hand at midday, he had already had to detach 
17, only to find that number insufficient.1 The Prussians were almost within 
sight of La Belle Alliance, the French army’s jugular vein. Napoleon ordered 
two battalions of the Vieille Garde instantly to restore the situation (one each 
of grenadiers and chasseurs).

This magnificent and terrifying fighting force advanced rapidly but with-
out losing step, one thousand veterans to sweep away something like ten 
times their number. They had orders not to fire but dash forward with the 
bayonet. Even the sight of their bearskin helmets looming up was enough to 
strike fear, and as the Prussians fell back at bayonet-point towards the gun 
batteries, the gunners who might have fired and checked the attack, simply 
abandoned their guns. And so, instead of being mown down, the attackers 
pressed on even beyond the batteries. The situation was transformed, and the 
Jeune Garde and Lobau’s men were able to reoccupy lost ground. Within a 
few minutes the grognards had undone much of Bülow’s and Blücher’s costly 
achievement. The best of all the accounts of the worsening crisis for the 
French inside the village and for this sudden recovery, is that of General Pelet 
of the Garde but, fine though it is, it is too long to quote in detail and too 
intricate to summarise satisfactorily.2 Another general of the Garde made a 
short summary of the results, which may suffice. General Petit wrote:

The enemy was immediately driven off with great loss. We pursued them 
with the bayonet all across the higher ground. The chasseurs and grenadiers 
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marched straight up to the Prussian batteries, which were abandoned in 
a moment. This was at about 6 o’clock. While this was taking place the 1er 
Régiment of Grenadiers formed into two squares, a battalion to each, one on 
the right of the chaussée (facing the enemy), on the summit of the position 
dominating the little road out of Plancenoit which leads to the main road. 
Tirailleurs were thrown out to the extreme right of this village to watch the 
enemy, who were found in force. Several were taken with an adjutant-major 
who had gone too far. The other square was to the left of the road, on the 
mound where the Emperor had been at first. It was joined by a battery of six 
8-pounders [sic: 6 pièces de 8; but this must mean 6-pounders as there were 
no obsolete 8-pounders present] and by companies of sappers and marines 
of the Garde.3

Inside the village the situation was frightful, the houses ablaze from the 
shelling, and perhaps set alight as a means of checking the other side’s attacks, 
and around the main formations came swirls of cavalry seeking opportunities 
to surprise the infantry.

Napoleon had won for himself both ground and time on this front. Against 
any other Prussian general he might have felt safe from further immediate 
danger, but he was dealing with ‘that old devil’ and so, as Petit said, he had to 
keep these battalions of grognards in square (and with gunners and ancillary 
troops of the Garde) to support the tired soldiers in Plancenoit. He was 
reduced to juggling with his reserves, and meanwhile Ney’s recent impetus 
near the crest of Mont St Jean was simply dying away for want of fresh troops. 
If he was not facing immediate defeat, decisive victory was almost beyond 
hope, and, with commanders like Wellington and Blücher facing him, the 
situation was not one where stalemate might be a likely outcome. Through 
the day several officers had thought that an early retirement to a fresh position 
where the fight might be renewed tomorrow would be a sensible move to 
make,4 but Napoleon did not and could not trust the political leaders in Paris. 
They might snatch the occasion to force through changes that would hobble 
him as a ruler. So he fought on.

II

Bülow’s IV Corps had been checked for the time being, and I Corps’ leading 
units were still waiting on the outcome of the arguments between Reiche and 
Scharnhorst, and then between Müffling and Ziethen, when at last were seen 
Tippelskirch’s 5th and Krafft’s 6th Brigades of II  Corps, together with the 
corps cavalry. This addition of fresh troops enabled Blücher to prepare a new 
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assault on the ruined village. This time the 5th Brigade would make the attack 
on the left, aiming at the sector from the church northwards, while fresh 
Prussian artillery, now mustered in place, punished the defenders, and also 
sought by counter-battery fire to divert the French gunners from cannonading 
the attacking columns. Units from the 14th and 16th Brigades would move in 
behind. Bülow’s right-hand force would be the 13th and 15th Brigades, with 
a strong cavalry presence on their outer flank. In sum, five fresh battalions 
would lead on the left and the remains of fourteen on the right. The main 
cavalry of II and IV Corps were massed to follow through. Rearward units of 
II Corps were ordered to support this thrust as and when they arrived. This 
should secure the Plancenoit position, for Lobau could not count on more 
than 25 battalions (all worn), 20 squadrons (also tired) and about 50 guns 
with which to repulse 47 battalions, some 50 squadrons and over 100 guns. 
But in addition Blücher planned a southern flanking movement to bypass the 
French on their right and aim for the great chaussée. This was undertaken by 
Major Witzleben of the 25th Regiment (5th Brigade), which moved through 
the woods along the Lasne stream aiming at the high ground near Le Caillou; 
to them was added the two-battalion force that had already been sent to that 
flank under Major Keller at the beginning of the operation.

Surely this plan must succeed. But it could not be ignored that as yet no 
decision had been reached. In the words of Gneisenau, ‘It was 7.30 p.m. and 
still the battle was continuing.’5

III

It would be wrong to speak of a total lull in the fighting along the slopes of 
Mont St Jean, for the sound of musketry and cannon-fire never really died 
away and the Allied line continued to suffer heavy casualties. But Ney was 
short of the men he needed, and once again Wellington had time to find more 
reserves and to distribute them to the weakest points of his front. Vivian’s and 
Vandeleur’s cavalry were now behind the centre, serving as a second line and 
also as a barrier to any infantry seeking to depart for Brussels.6 Wellington 
personally encouraged and led forward the young Brunswickers to reinforce 
the shattered Hanoverians of Kielmansegge. During the morning Sir John 
Lambert’s brigade had reached the field and had moved behind Kempt and 
Pack, and in mid-afternoon Baïonnette Chassé’s 3rd Netherlands Division 
arrived and stood in reserve west of the road. Lambert and Chassé thus 
constituted Wellington’s last infantry reserve.

The smoke of battle remained dense, drifting slowly in the slight westerly 
breeze, but the light was beginning to change as 6.30 approached. Men saw 
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the Duke, composed but pale, his entire attention seeming concentrated 
on the enemy movements and the state of his own line. But underneath, as 
Thomas Hardy’s Spirit of the Pities says, ‘the hour is shaking him, unshakable 
as he may seem!’ He had hoped to see the Prussians approach at 2 o’clock, 
certainly expected them by 4, and yet, even now, reports of their coming 
suggested that they were still struggling along the roads and not committed 
in full strength. No wonder that he kept looking at his watch!7 But as he was 
no simple bon général ordinaire he was not caught up merely in the present: he 
was thinking of the next phase also, when darkness would fall, what further 
action was still possible, or whether the whole line would have to stand and 
perhaps die where it stood. What his innermost thought was that evening 
we shall never know, for in those recollections that listeners recorded in 
the months and years after the battle his memory must have been affected 
subconsciously by the fact of victory. The nearest we can get is his own 
admission of how wafer-thin he judged the margin, one in a remark made to 
Constant Rebecque that same evening, and one in a letter to his brother the 
next morning: ‘By God, I saved the battle four times myself ’ and ‘It was the 
most desperate business I ever was in; I never took so much trouble about any 
battle; and never was so near being beat.’8

For the moment there was little movement in the valley. Then a cuirassier 
galloped away from the enemy line and came up the slope shouting ‘Vive le 
Roi.’ Reaching where Colborne’s 1/52nd (Adam’s Brigade of 2nd Division) 
were waiting behind the crest, he warned that Napoleon was about to launch 
the Garde in a fresh attack, and pointed out the intended route.9 The battalion 
formed on the reverse slope near the crossroads at ‘nearly 7 o’clock’, Colborne 
looking at his watch and remarking ‘the wounded had better be left where 
they are, the action must be over in half an hour’.10

IV

Napoleon must have had a fairly clear impression of the balance of forces at 
7 o’clock. He knew that very considerable Prussian forces were pressing on his 
right flank, perhaps 30,000, and with more massing behind. Looking north, 
although Wellington had been repeatedly battered and his ammunition must 
be running low, he still kept an unbroken line even though his casualties 
might amount to 10,000 men or more. Nor were the Emperor’s own forces, 
spread across both fronts, in better state.

In the short two-hour span of remaining daylight he had to win decisive 
success, if not on both fronts, at least on one. He decided to order a general 
assault against Mont St Jean all along the line, supported by the Grand Battery 
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that was now in a more forward position following the recent success in the 
centre. This general assault and bombardment would tie down the defenders 
and stop any reserves moving from one part of the crest to another. It would 
coincide with a final deadly thrust by his elite force of the Garde at a point in 
the line just west of La Haye Sainte, leading to breakthrough and victory.

On the right d’Erlon’s re-formed divisions, those of Marcognet and 
Donzelot, and Pégot’s brigade from Durutte’s, were ordered up the slope 
behind a thick scattering of sharpshooters. The other half of Durutte’s force 
was entangled in the fighting at Papelotte and holding in check Ziethen’s 
Prussians, and could not be spared for the main attack. So d’Erlon’s men were 
led forward, bloody and exhausted though they were. Despite the almost 
incredible bravery of their officers in trying to lead them to the assault, some 
slowed, stopped to let off their muskets at the crest, went to ground, or fell 
back.11 Some of d’Erlon’s units seem to have advanced with the greatest 
determination and one officer in Marcognet’s division actually thought 
that as the Garde attack went in, ‘the divisions of Marcognet and [a brigade 
of] Durutte crowned the plateau’.12 The impression given by many British 
observers was that Donzelot’s men came in force and with determination 
until hit by a devastating volley at quite short range.

To the west of the great Charleroi road Reille’s corps showed less 
enthusiasm, for it had been decimated either at Hougoumont or in seconding 
the great cavalry attacks. Reille commented that to have had any chance of 
success Ney’s cavalry attacks ‘should have been assisted by the entire Garde, 
and now when this [Garde] reserve did go forward, the cavalry and infantry 
of the first line had suffered for so long, and part of the plateau had been 
abandoned, so that they could not second this attack with much vigour’.13 
Much of the cavalry was too shaken to do much more than watch, but what 
is curious is that Piré’s cavalry, stationed almost motionless to the west of 
Hougoumont for much of the afternoon and very lightly used, remained 
virtually inactive at the crisis.

Many guns in the Allied line were disabled, others had sunk deep into 
the ground from repeated recoils; moving them was difficult, due in part 
to the losses among their horse-teams, losses that also affected the limbers 
and caissons and thus the smooth re-supply of ammunition. But there was 
just sufficient ammunition and manpower for the artillery still to make a 
further and merciless effort if an attack should come on. The infantry had 
been so worn by sharpshooters, musketry and artillery fire that it was nearing 
exhaustion, with some units approaching the limits of morale. But there were 
‘bitter-enders’ as well: Kincaid wished for the chance to make ‘a last thrust’ 
and remarked that ‘However desperate our affairs were, we still had the 
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satisfaction of seeing that theirs were worse.’14 The cavalry were holding on, 
and watching against any rearward defections from the ranks on the crest.

Wellington’s line, looked at along the three-quarters of a mile from the 
cross roads to behind Hougoumont, comprised the following brigades 
(although by now that term scarcely describes the skeletons of battalions in 
most of them). The wrecks of Ompteda’s KGL battalions had to their right 
Kielmansegge’s battered Hanoverians, Kruse’s Nassau contingent and the 
Bruns wickers. Next came Colin Halkett’s British brigade, beyond which 
were Maitland’s Guards. Then came Adam’s British brigade, while behind 
Hougou mont and its undefeated garrison were Hugh Halkett’s and the KGL 
brigade that Du Plat, until his death, had led. The seven British/KGL cavalry 
brigades stood behind the line of infantry, with Chassé’s 3rd Netherlands 
Division placed as reinforcement for any part of the line that required it. 
Almost all of Wellington’s British/KGL and Hanoverian batteries were along 
the front, but by now ammunition was in short supply and some batteries like 
Lloyd’s and Cleeves’s were out of ammunition.

While formed in square the infantry had been forced to endure the 
artillery fire. Now there was a partial change. The cavalry behind the slope 
still had to remain in their saddles, for their task was to corral the infantry 
and also be ready to charge at a moment’s notice; hence they had to continue 
‘to bear it’, but the battalions (or at least some of them) were told to lie down 
to avoid additional casualties. Then, when the Garde was seen moving up the 
slope the infantry brigades were told to form behind the summit, in line, four 
deep.

V

Napoleon went to launch his final reserve into attack, while his command 
post remained guarded by the 1/1er Chasseurs à Pied under the Dutch Major 
Duuring. After deducting that unit the Garde under his hand now comprised 
only eleven battalions: of the Vieille Garde there were three battalions of 
Grenadiers à Pied and two of Chasseurs à Pied (excluding Duuring’s 1/1er 
Chasseurs). There was in addition the Moyenne Garde: three battalions 
of Grenadiers and three of Chasseurs (one a combined battalion due to the 
Chasseur casualties at Ligny). From what General Petit (commanding the 1er 
Grenadiers) wrote it would seem that the Garde had been formed in square 
along the high road, and it was in this cumbrous formation that Napoleon 
personally led the entire Moyenne Garde down into the valley, where they 
formed up for the great assault. There he stood, and spoke to Ney as he 
handed to him the last resource of the Empire.



214 Waterloo, The Campaign of 1815

The question of the formation in which the Garde finally advanced has 
never been settled in a definite fashion: put very simply, did it advance in 
squares or did it advance in column, and in how many squares or columns, 
and at what feature did it aim? I set out the problem and the evidence that has 
gone to form my own conclusion in Appendix 2 to this chapter.15

It is agreed generally that the force handed to Ney was grouped in a six-
fold formation that some call a column, and others call square. Four columns 
were each made up of a battalion of the Moyenne Garde’s third regiments 
of grenadiers and chasseurs, and two columns came from from the two 
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small fourth regiments of grenadiers and chasseurs. But then the formation 
comprising the 2/3e Grenadiers was diverted by being ordered to move 
‘a cannon-shot distance to the west to watch against any Allied threat’ from 
behind Hougoumont, and it was with this unit and from that position that 
Napoleon watched the start of the advance. Thus it seems agreed that this 
further detachment to the west reduced the attack to five columns. Some 
sources place Napoleon here; others suggest that he returned to his earlier 
command point.

The Garde formed up close to the orchard of La Haye Sainte. Before it 
could get to grips with its enemy it had to cross almost half a mile of ground 
that was swept by cannon fire, and that would take perhaps fifteen minutes. 
It was an elite force, but it would instinctively want to cross the open ground 
as quickly as possible, and it needed to keep formation. The Garde moved, 
certainly in the later stages of the advance, at the pas de charge, and since the 
slope, though gentle, was nothing like a bowling green and was covered with 
debris from the battle, and much cut up by shot and hooves, this would add to 
the problems had it been in a square formation. The five columns were led by 
experienced generals, with Ney among them, with the right-hand column in 
advance and the others in echelon westwards.

The bias of the slope insensibly led to the advance veering several degrees 
off the original line of advance. There were no skirmishers out in front and 
the five columns had to guess where the enemy were, for apart from the 
artillerymen serving the British guns there were few men to be seen. The 
Allied guns were low on ammunition and short of men and horses, but in 
accordance with Wellington’s orders, the British artillery concentrated again 
on the French infantry, firing double-shotted. Between the advancing French 
columns were light 6-pounder guns from Duchand’s Garde horse artillery 
batteries, that had been sent to multiply the effectiveness of the Garde’s 
musketry once they had reached the summit and deployed into line for the 
musketry fire-fight.16

The summit seemed bare. On the Garde’s right flank Donzelot’s men 
were moving past La Haye Sainte, but there was little sign of support from 
Reille’s men to the left, and Hougoumont represented a continuing flanking 
threat, a threat offset mainly by the 2/3e Grenadiers motionless further back. 
The Grand Battery’s shot, flying overhead and striking the ridge, was the best 
comfort the attackers could hope for.

The Allied infantry were under orders to hold their fire till within lethal 
range, and the men who would face the assault were under orders to lie down 
in shelter while they could. One after another the columns came up, with 
the leading one facing the western edge of Colin Halkett’s sector with the 
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others to the left generally coming against the front held by British Guards. 
The impression made on the defenders was enormous, as a dozen accounts 
testify: the Emperor’s finest soldiers, never defeated in battle, marching 
with ported arms, their great bearskin helmets adding to their height, led 
by most intrepid regimental officers, with ten generals including their senior 
commanders Friant (Grenadiers) and Michel (Chasseurs) encouraging them, 
and Ney himself among them.

Down in the valley bottom, short of La Haye Sainte, Napoleon could see 
the Moyenne Garde moving away to the decisive attack; turning the other 
way he saw, halted at the ready, three senior battalions from the Vieille Garde 
(2/2e  Grenadiers and both battalions of 2e Chasseurs) under Roguet. Roguet’s 
force would turn the first wave’s break-through into full-scale break-out.17

VI

It was 7 in the evening. The Nassauers and Brunswickers seemed shaken 
by the sight of d’Erlon’s left wing coming at them. But Wellington came up 
and steadied them and they did not break. According to General Kruse, the 
Prince of Orange ordered a bayonet charge, which he and Kruse personally 
led with the two Nassau battalions. The Prince was wounded and the Nassau 
regiment recorded that the attack was ‘largely unsuccessful’; Kruse even 
wrote of their ‘confusion and retreat . . . leaving on the plateau only small 
bodies of brave men’. Its role in the fighting now ended.18

The French covering cannonade ceased as the Garde neared the crest, 
and the columns had to endure murderous double-shotted cannon-fire from 
the British, fired at ‘200 yards’ or even less. Everywhere there was smoke, 
sometimes dense, so that men could almost blunder on each other quite 
unexpectedly, to the surprise and discomfiture of both sides at different 
moments.

The leading column of the Garde came up and was faced by Colin 
Halkett’s 5th Brigade behind the ammunition-less batteries. At this point 
Chassé sent forward Major van der Smissen’s horse battery under Captain 
Kramer and this immediately proved its value in blasting the French at 
short range, while Halkett’s 2/30th, 2/73rd, 33rd and 2/69th sought to stem 
the advance. Virtually all the men of the 2/30th who later recorded their 
memories are insistent that they fired and charged, and that the Garde fell 
back. But there is evidence of a loss of nerve among Halkett’s men at some 
point, and (as the Garde did not break through) this may have been at first 
encounter, with a subsequent recovery thrusting back the French.19 My 
impression is that the 3e and 4e Grenadiers à Pied came up, exchanged fire 
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with Halkett’s men, who gave way, that van der Smissen blasted the French 
at point-blank range and shook them so severely that the re-steadied British 
infantry could fire, charge and drive them off.

What role, then, did Chassé’s division play in this repulse? For there were 
many claims, particularly in the first years of the twentieth century, that 
the 3rd Netherlands Division played a large part in repulsing the Garde. De 
Bas and T’Serclaes de Wommersom wrote that ‘the enemy vanished before 
the bayonets of Detmers’s brigade, led by General Chassé’, and that seeing 
Halkett’s brigade hesitate and fall back, Chassé ‘lifted his sword and ordered, 
as he had done on so many battlefields, “Forward, with the bayonet!” . . . 
ordering the drums to beat the charge.’ They also quoted the divisional 
narrative: ‘Shouting “Orange boven, Vive le Roi!” the brigade rushed forward 
despite the very heavy musketry fire and although threatened on the flank 
by an attack of cavalry, when suddenly the French Garde, against whom our 
attack was directed, left its position and disappeared before us.’20 Detmers’s 
3,300-strong brigade certainly suffered 399 casualties (of whom 184 were 
wounded – so that killed may have been about 70) which would mean about 
11 per cent (or 7 per cent if a deduction is made for missing) and all these in 
the last part of the action. So it may be that such losses match the intense 
French musketry fire from adversaries such as the Garde. British accounts 
may be too critical, but there is a telling observation by Macready, about 
which he is unlikely to have been mistaken. After his battalion had suffered 
its last casualties, ‘a heavy column of Dutch infantry (the first we had seen) 
passed, drumming and shouting like mad, with their chakos on top of their 
bayonets, near enough to our right for us to see and laugh at them, and after 
this the noise went rapidly away from us. Soon after we piled arms, chatted, 
and lay down to rest.’21 Who would advance to battle through heavy enemy 
fire from an elite unit with shakos on their bayonets? Is it not more likely to 
be the mode when following up a disappearing or broken enemy?

Wellington was now behind Maitland’s 2nd and 3rd Battalions of the 1st 
Guards, watching as the two battalions of the 3e Chasseurs à Pied came up. 
The Guardsmen were invisible to the Garde who could see only an empty 
summit. Wellington called out, ‘Now, Maitland! Now’s your time!’ At a 
word of command the Guards Brigade rose, in line four deep, making a 
scarlet barrier some 600 feet long (about 250 men) with muskets at the ready. 
This sudden apparition only thirty paces away was immediately followed 
by a devastating British volley into the body of the French column whose 
regimental colonel and both battalion commanders went down, as did some 
20 per cent of the rank and file, already sore and reduced in numbers from the 
cannonade they had endured on the approach. Ney’s horse had gone down 
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(the fifth that day) so that Ney was leading his men on foot, almost blackened 
with smoke and powder and mud. The Garde had already seen General Friant 
retiring wounded, and now General Michel fell shot dead. Ney’s ADC Crabbé 
recorded that ‘calmly, the regiment formed into square [sic] and retired in 
order’.22

How orderly that retirement was is doubtful. For British practice, as 
shown many times in the Peninsular years, was for the volley to be followed 
by an immediate bayonet charge. The two battalions of the 1st Guards dashed 
forward, and the psychology of cold steel did the rest: the 3e Chasseurs started 
to break apart and scatter as they fell back. But the 3e Chasseurs were fortunate 
in that the 4e Chasseurs were coming up on their left.

Maitland saw the danger and ordered the Guards to halt before they 
passed beyond command. His words were misheard, and while his left-hand 
battalion formed square on the forward slope the other turned back, or it may 
be that those flanking men who should have formed the sides of squares went 
on back up to the summit. Anyway, there was disorder and a confused dash 
back, so that the brigade only re-formed and came together on its original 
station as the 4e Chasseurs continued to advance. Thus the threat was far 
from over, since the Guards needed a moment or two to settle again and the 
4e Chasseurs might not grant them the time. Fortunately Adam’s Brigade 
(2/95th, a detachment of 3/95th, the large 1/52nd and the 71st) stood only a 
little further west.

VII

Three men saw the danger and independently reached the same decision. 
Wellington himself sent word to Colonel Sir John Colborne to intervene 
with his 52nd. The second was Wellington’s ever-trustworthy Rowland Hill, 
for Clinton of the 2nd Division states that Adam’s brigade of that division 
‘acted under Lord Hill’s immediate direction’ at this moment, which implies 
that Hill was personally involved.23 But before any order could reach him 
Colborne had acted on his own initiative, saying to Adam, his brigade 
commander, ‘I’m going to make that column feel our fire.’ It was one more 
indication of that instinctive harmony that years of fighting collaboration 
had instilled into Wellington’s best subordinates, and of those other words 
of trusting faith that Nelson enunciated to his ‘band of brothers’ in his great 
memorandum on how Trafalgar should be fought: ‘Captains are to look to 
their particular Line as their rallying point. But, in case signals can neither be 
seen or perfectly understood, no Captain can do very wrong if he places his 
ship alongside that of an enemy.’
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Every student of Waterloo will have a personal selection of the truly 
great decisions, but among the first half dozen, nearly everyone will include 
Colborne’s action: in old age, Field Marshal Sir William Gomm thought that 
those words of Colborne’s ‘sealed the fate of the battle’.24 Sir John, so skilled 
in outpost fighting and so brilliant in the quick decisions that go with it, 
wheeled back his left wing by 45 degrees and wheeled forward the rest of his 
battalion in ‘two lines, not four deep’ so that it could ‘move on the left flank 
of the Imperial column, and fire into the column to retard the movement’. 
The effect on the column’s flank was instant and terrible. The attention of the 
attackers was fixed upon the disarray among the Guards immediately in front 
of them, Adam’s men being back behind the crest; so that the movement of 
the 52nd took the Garde totally by surprise. One account says that ‘it was not 
until the 52nd’s skirmishers fired into them that the Imperial Guard halted, 
then as many files as possible, on the left of each company of their leading 
column, faced outwards and returned the fire’;25 the British skirmishers 
slipped away to the sides as Colborne’s battalion closed and fired without 
halting, the ranks leap-frogging while the leaders reloaded, so that the 
musketry never ceased for an instant. For a few moments the French kept 
order and fired back, inflicting heavy casualties (Colborne put his casualties 
at 150 men in a battalion of about 1,000 rank and file), but the impact of 
Colborne’s surprising wheel, his volleys, and then his order to charge with 
the bayonet destroyed the spirit of the raked and ravaged column, and it gave 
way. The Guards, now back under discipline and ready for the next assault, 
heard Lord Saltoun shout to his men, ‘Now’s the time, my boys!’ and the 
entire brigade of Guards took up the word and dashed forward to complete 
the counter-attack.26

Colborne, for his part, was quite aware that his right or outer flank was 
open, since the 71st (which would have to make a much wider wheel) had not 
caught up. Just as the 2/95th and the 71st came forward, a body of horsemen 
was seen nearby and Sir John was preparing to halt and re-form, lest they 
should be French.27 Wellington, who had personally ordered the 2/95th in 
support of the 52nd, was riding to join him, and could see that the horsemen 
were the 23rd Light Dragoons, and so called out to him, ‘Well, never mind, 
go on, go on!’ During these minutes Hill’s horse was brought down and he 
himself was ridden over, but he soon recovered and found a fresh horse; Adam 
was with the Duke as he went forward, but at some point was incapacitated by 
a shot in the leg. The 52nd went down the slope, observing away to the left the 
stationary presence of 2,000–3,000 Gardes (perhaps the Vieille battalions); 
and then Colborne began to step out towards the further ridge beyond the 
dip. The 2/95th and the 71st gradually caught up with the 52nd in the advance.
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The Duke then reached Hugh Halkett, standing on the summit and beyond 
Adam’s position. Clinton meanwhile had ordered Halkett forward in support 
of the rest of Adam’s brigade that was advancing and catching up with the 
52nd. Halkett sent his Bremenvörde, Quackenbrück and Salzgitter Landwehr 
battalions to help in pushing back the French around Hougoumont. His 
Osnabrück Landwehr battalion he led personally to follow the 71st and cover 
its right flank, and it was Hugh Halkett who during the general advance was 
to capture the famous General Cambronne, as we shall soon see.28

VIII

Wellington now turned the cavalry of Vivian and Vandeleur on the 
retreating French. East of the crossroads Sergeant Robertson of the 92nd, 
now commanding two companies since the only officers left were the 
commanding officer and the adjutant, saw confusion in the French army. The 
adjutant wondered if the French were mutinying, and ordered the battalion 
to be ready to march forward. Then an ADC galloped past shouting, ‘The day 
is our own, the Prussians have arrived,’ and the men were restrained only 
with difficulty from dashing forwards. There was a pause of several minutes.29

Robertson continued:

The Duke was standing in his stirrups with his hat elevated above his head. 
Every eye was fixed upon him, and all were waiting with impatience to make 
a finish to such a hard day’s work. At last he gave three waves with his hat 
and the loud three cheers that followed the signal were the heartiest that 
had been given that day. On seeing this, we leapt over the hedge that had 
been such a protection to us during the engagement and in a few minutes 
we were among the French lines.30

IX

Adam’s brigade and Halkett were pushing a mass of French infantry before 
them, and these were not line infantry only, but many of the Moyenne Garde. 
The sight of the Garde falling back broke the nerve of the exhausted French 
troops, and the word spread, rippling out from this vicinity further and 
further, all the way to the very ends of the line: ‘La Garde recule!’ And then, 
‘Sauve qui peut!’

The sight of the Garde’s defeat was in itself enough to engender this sense 
of despair, but it may have been worsened by the feeling of betrayal for which 
Napoleon alone was responsible. As the great general attack began and the 
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firing at Plancenoit behind the right wing grew louder, the Emperor had sent 
his ADCs galloping from unit to unit shouting ‘Grouchy is arriving!’ as an 
encouragement for the supreme effort in front. Ney, a week after the battle, 
summed it up in a way that can scarcely be bettered:

About seven o’clock in the evening, after the most frightful carnage that I 
have ever witnessed, General La Bédoyère came to me with a message from 
the Emperor, that Marshal Grouchy had arrived on our right, and attacked 
the left of the English and Prussians united. This general officer, in riding 
along the lines, spread this intelligence among the soldiers, whose courage 
and devotion remained unshaken, and who gave new proofs of them at 
that moment, in spite of the fatigue which they experienced. Immediately 
after, what was my astonishment – I should rather say, indignation – when 
I learned that so far from Marshal Grouchy having arrived to support us, 
as the whole army had been assured, between 40 and 50,000 Prussians 
attacked our extreme right, and forced it to retire! Whether the Emperor 
was deceived with regard to the time when the Marshal could support him, 
or whether the march of the Marshal was retarded . . . the fact is that at the 
moment when his arrival was announced to us, he was only at Wavre.31

It had been a desperate improvisation, and only success could have excused 
it. Failure exposed the Grouchy story as a lie, and a lie told to the most loyal 
and trusting men in the French Empire. Ney spoke for many. It was as well 
that for several years nobody guessed the truth about the actual messages 
between Napoleon and Grouchy.

But in other respects Ney may have confused matters, for his remarks seem 
to suggest that it was a mythical ‘stab in the back’ that broke the final attack 
(what Ludendorff and his friends a century later would call ‘der Dolchstoss 
von hinten’, and with no better justification). For in 1815 (as in 1918) the army 
broke from the front, defeated in a straight fight. Shaken and discouraged at 
the repeated setbacks they had suffered, they were utterly dismayed at the 
ultimate throw for victory. The Garde’s failure broke their hearts, and the 
deception over Grouchy’s ‘arrival’ when instead it was the Prussians who 
came, proved the final straw. The Garde’s defeat left Ney standing, furiously 
calling on the troops to rally. Morale had gone with that shock defeat. The lie 
merely added to the despair.

Foy’s men broke and fled, Reille saw 2e Corps disintegrate, d’Erlon’s 
force streamed back, and on the right wing the morale of Durutte’s soldiers 
evaporated and they turned for the south and the road to France. It was now 
between 7.30. and 7.45 p.m Sir A. S. Frazer wrote: ‘The enemy was forced to 
give way. I have seen nothing like that moment, the sky literally darkened 
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with smoke, the sun just going down, and which till then had not for some 
hours broken through the gloom of a dull day.’ De Lacy Evans, further to the 
left, noted that ‘the firing now died away. The smoke gradually dispersed. At 
this moment the setting sun, hitherto darkened by clouds and mists, burst 
forth with unusual majesty, disclosing to our transported view all the trium-
phant scene.’32 It was an historic sunset, since a whole century would elapse 
before the next sunset on a battlefield in a war in which every major power in 
Europe would be joined.

X

Ney’s angry words of 26 June and mention of Durutte lead us back to flame-
ravaged Plancenoit and the street fighting that won it for the Prussians, with 
all the costs that such tactics impose. It is grim enough in its own right and 
yet it is dwarfed by the greater tragedy that was already befalling the French 
army and its finest troops on the slopes of Mont St Jean.

The end of the fight for Plancenoit can be told very quickly, for once 
the F/25th Infantry Regiment had got through the woods and begun to 
emerge above and behind the French right flank in the village, the defenders 
could no longer hold on. The 2e Chasseurs under General Pelet formed the 
rearguard, but had to abandon cannon, ammunition and wagons. Pelet 
famously shouted, ‘To me, Chasseurs, save the eagle or die round it!’; and the 
call was heard by the Prussians and recorded in the 25th Infantry Regiment’s 
History.33

This brought the fighting to an end on this front. A glance at the map 
gives an idea of the progress of the advance since 4.30 p.m., or, to put it the 
other way, the firmness of the defence. Blücher had continually reinforced 
his attack, so that it is probable that around 25,000 men of IV and II Corps 
had been involved in driving back a French force that is not likely to have 
exceeded 10,000 at any point in the fighting. The casualties are known for 
the Prussian side: just under 6,700 men killed wounded and missing; French 
officer casualties are known,34 and by making an estimate for the lower ranks 
we may come to a figure of between 5,000 and 6,000 other-rank casualties. 
What this means is that, while the smaller French contingent suffered propor-
tionately much more than the Prussians, their desperate defence had bought 
valuable time for Napoleon, time that he had squandered. Had Napoleon 
captured the ridge at Mont St Jean, then (to adapt the Blücher/Gneisenau 
message to Thielemann) he might plausibly in typical Bulletin fashion have 
justified the French suffering at Plancenoit as not mattering because of the 
greater good in victory over Wellington. Instead, it added to the ruin.
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XI

And so the ruined village of Plancenoit finally was lost despite a remarkable 
and sustained effort by the French. Hofschröer writes: ‘By 8.30  p.m. the 
Prussians were masters of the key to the French rear,’35 which suggests 
that the lock could now be opened. But timing is everything. The key had 
been won too late, as the judgement by the great Prussian historian Pflugk-
Harttung made plain: ‘If Bülow had captured Plancenoit an hour earlier, 
he would have achieved the decisive results in the flank and rear, which 
Wellington now won at the front.’36

*

Appendix 1: A French Military Thinker on Waterloo

One of the most insightful military thinkers of the mid-nineteenth century 
was Colonel Charles Ardant du Picq, who served in the Crimea, in Syria 
and North Africa, and who died of wounds in the Franco-Prussian War, on 
19 August 1870, aged forty-eight. His testament is his Etudes sur le Combat, 
which was reprinted from the 1903 complete edition as recently as 1942, and 
was praised as an outstanding examination of the psychology of war by my 
late friend Dr Paddy Griffith in his Modern Studies of the War in Spain and 
Portugal, 1808–1814 (1999), which was a review and critique of Sir Charles 
Oman’s masterpiece.37

Ardant du Picq was not an historian in the sense that Oman was, but his 
perception was acute and his judgements remarkably free from nationalist 
prejudice. Here is his summary assessment of Waterloo:

But who can speak of Waterloo – about which one has over and over 
spoken passionately – and speak impartially without shame? Waterloo 
gained would scarcely have advanced our affairs; Napoleon attempted 
the impossible, and against the impossible genius itself can do nothing. 
We had not made serious inroads during the terrible fight against English 
solidity and tenacity during the period before the Prussians arrived. Then 
the Prussians appeared (and had the wit to do so just at the right time for 
our self-esteem) and we faced to the flank against them. The rout began, 
however, not among the troops engaged against the Prussians, but among 
those facing the English. We were tired perhaps but no more than they 
were. Expecting succour from our right but instead coming under attack 
there, morale collapsed. Our right flank followed the [central rearward] 
movement, and what a movement!!!38
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Appendix 2: The Garde on the Slopes of Mont St Jean

There are two main problems for historians concerning the Moyenne Garde’s 
attack: the casualties and the attack formation. There is no certainty about 
the one and strong and continuing disagreement about the other. For what it 
is worth, I set down my own reasoning upon which I have based my text, but I 
cannot claim anything definite for it.

Casualties
In writing this account of Waterloo I have relied very heavily on various 
statistical tables in standard histories such as De Bas and T’Serclaes de 
Wommersom (DBTS), and Sir Charles Oman’s articles in the English 
Historical Review (EHR) of October 1904 and January 1906. In 1904 Oman 
produced a statistical analysis of officer casualties based on a morning state of 
10 June 1815 printed by Couderc de St Chamant (1902) and Martinien’s tables 
of officer casualties (1899). But Couderc’s 10 June morning state excluded the 
Garde. Subsequently Commandant Balagny found a return for the Garde, 
signed by General Dériot, Chief of Staff of the Garde and dated 16 June 1815, 
and passed it to Oman who published it in the EHR of 1906. In 1908 DBTS, 
vol. iii, pp. 168–9, provided a complete morning state of the Garde at 16 June 
1815, but its officer numbers differed slightly from those of Dériot. Both 
Dériot and DBTS used morning figures before Ligny, where five officers were 
wounded (but whether or not they remained active, we do not know).39

Garde Infantry Casualties

Officers present  
16 June

Other ranks 
present 16 June

Officers killed 
and wounded,

18 June

Other ranks 
losses pro-rata 

to officers

1er & 2e  
Gren. à Pied, VG 78 [64] 2,069 28 (36.4%) 745

1er & 2e  
Chass. à Pied, VG 68 2,402 18 (26.5%) 637

3e & 4e  
Gren. à Pied, MG 61 [59] 1,649 33 (57.9%) 955

3e & 4e  
Chass. à Pied, MG

64, inc. 4 
wounded at Ligny 2,069 40 (62.5%) 1,293

Jeune Garde 117, inc. 1  
wounded at Ligny 4,166 34 (29.3%) 1,221
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The table summarises the Garde figures, which may be seen more fully 
in the sources cited. It gives Dériot’s numbers for officers present [with the 
DBTS figures in square brackets where there is a difference]; DBTS numbers 
for other ranks present; the numbers for officer casualties and percentage 
from Oman; and my own extrapolated figure for other ranks casualties derived 
by using the same percentage as for officers. Naturally these extrapolated 
figures are merely indicative.

Some of the Vieille Garde fought at Plancenoit, and some on the Mont St 
Jean front – in the aftermath of the defeat of the Moyenne Garde. The Vieille 
Garde figures cannot be broken out between fronts, but as the Jeune Garde 
served only at Plancenoit, their casualty rate may help indicate the possible 
heaviness of the Vieille battalions’ casualties there.

The Moyenne Garde fought only at Mont St Jean and the figures show 
clearly how terrible were its casualties. It is probably a fair generalisation to 
say that the more senior a Garde unit the more likely it was for other ranks 
to stay with the colours and fight to the end. Nevertheless, in comparing the 
official morning states immediately before the battle and those of 26 June 
1815, the Vieille Garde reported a 59 per cent loss, the Moyenne 82 per cent and 
the Jeune Garde 86 per cent.40 This does suggest that numbers of men, and 
possibly considerable numbers, had gone their own ways after the defeat and 
had not yet returned.

The Attack Formation
The second problem is the formation adopted by the Moyenne Garde for its 
attack, for some have written of an attack in columns and others of an attack 
in squares. Who is right it is impossible to say with certainty, although I 
believe Napoleon’s words are fairly conclusive. There is no doubt whatever 
that before the Mont St Jean attack the Vieille and Moyenne Garde had been 
posted in squares as a reserve against a breakthrough at Plancenoit, and that 
after the failure of that attack and then in the evening as the French army 
fled, the remnants of the Garde resisted in squares (or when short of men, in 
a triangle). But both these occasions were defensive, and for that the square 
was well suited.

The attack was across a stretch of ground between Hougoumont and La 
Haye Sainte, rising from the valley floor (le ravin) to a featureless summit 
– ground that in later wars would be called ‘no man’s land’, an open area 
about half a mile wide and slightly under half a mile in depth. It was not 
exactly easy going: the ground was somewhat irregular with little hollows 
and bumps, slippery with crushed stalks of rye, by now littered with dying 
men and horses, ploughed up and poached by hooves and shells. Indeed 
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one infantryman who crossed from one side of the field to the other, 
wrote of ‘the heavy state of the ground in the valley, into which, trampled 
and retrampled as it had been by twenty thousand horsemen, the sturdy 
rear-rank men sunk at times knee deep’.41 This would present even more 
difficulties for a battalion of tall, heavy men. A walker today, if he did not 
want to turn his ankle, would take a good ten to fifteen minutes to cross it 
in poor conditions.

Whatever defenders there might be were more or less invisible in the 
dense gun-smoke, but the British artillery were wreaking havoc with double-
shotted fire on the attackers as they crossed the open ground. The Garde had 
no skirmishers out to swarm round and neutralise the British guns, and cover 
their advance; all they had during the approach march was cover from the 
Grand Battery, which was blasting at the ‘empty’ summit.

There is one other feature to note. There was a spur of slightly higher land 
leading from the northern ridge well west of the crossroads, and towards 
the valley floor not far from the La Haye Sainte orchard. Part of the attack 
went up this spur and is most clearly marked on Craan’s map of 1816, running 
from ‘V’ to ‘v’ according to his markings. But on both sides of it there were 
downward outer slopes, so that those to the west of the spur were subject to a 
leftward sideways pull.

In these conditions, and under such fire, what was required was a 
formation that combined speed and coordinated movement, one that was 
familiar and was easy to maintain. The column of attack did have these 
advantages, whereas the moving square was much more complicated. On 
a smooth level parade ground, highly trained men can certainly perform 
such manoeuvres, continually dressing by the right and left to maintain neat 
ranks, but on poached or ploughed-up ground, under fire, it is better simply 
to concentrate on the knapsack of the man immediately in front of you and 
trudge behind him, making the best possible speed to limit the damage from 
the cannons, than to have continually to look right and left to check your 
dressing, while worrying about turning your ankle.

If we had sight of the orders given to the Garde, that would naturally settle 
the question, but nobody has ever mentioned any, and so we have to rely on 
those who were at La Belle Alliance and saw it leave, those who were with 
the Moyenne Garde during the advance and retreat, and those who saw it 
approach out of the smoke. There is one witness to the start of the movement, 
and on that particular point he cannot be doubted. What he said thereafter 
is less safe as first-hand evidence. There are numerous French accounts of 
the advance that are non-specific, and some French ones that support the 
advance in column, for the battalions advanced at the pas de charge, which 
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is quick step (and not slow or parade time, that would be more suitable for a 
movement up the encumbered slope in a square formation). Some of these 
French accounts state that once the Garde had been checked, it then formed 
square and retired as best it could.42 Every British eye-witness watching the 
Garde’s approach stated that it was made in columns.

For the departure we have the evidence of General Petit, commanding 
the 1er Grenadiers à Pied of the Vieille Garde.43 He claimed that the actual 
attack was made in squares by battalion (in other words two squares to 
a regiment), except for the two 4e Régiments (each of only one battalion of 
Grenadiers and one of Chasseurs) which formed one each, and that ‘it was 
in this formation that they went forward’, the squares gradually bunching 
closer to each other. Since he was very close to the starting point he must be 
believed when he states that they left the reserve position at La Belle Alliance 
‘in square of battalions [en carrés sur bataillons]’ down to the valley floor. But 
he remained behind, watching against a threat from Plancenoit; he states that 
his ‘1er Régiment de Grenadiers formed into two squares . . . on the summit of 
the position dominating the little road out of Plancenoit,’ where it remained, 
and so his view of what took place in the valley must have been somewhat 
limited, and what occurred near Mont St Jean even more so.44

Once down in the valley Napoleon re-formed the attack, for he diverted 
the 2/3e Grenadiers from the other battalions to a holding position further 
west, then handed over command to Ney, and himself went to stand with 
the diverted unit. He had several times during this campaign complained of 
Ney’s performance. This was a moment even more critical, and he was giving 
the Marshal part of his cherished Garde: did he really not ensure that Ney 
understood perfectly this time what his master wanted him to do? Moreover, 
he saw the formation in which the attack was to be made. If it was not to his 
liking he had only to order Ney to conform.

 Taking French accounts of the attack, we should note the number that 
speak of ‘column’, ‘deployment’, ‘forming square’, and ask ourselves what the 
troops deployed from or what was the formation before they formed square.

Ney’s ADC Levavasseur said that the force advanced ‘by platoons’, which 
implies individual half-companies. When Crabbé, one of Napoleon’s ADCs, 
was sent with fresh instructions for Ney he came up with the attackers 
advancing (understandably) at ‘the pas de charge’, not an easy pace in hollow 
square, but normal in a column. The contributors to Victoires et Conquêtes 
wrote that pressing up the slope and passing a first line and a disabled battery, 
‘The French column [la colonne française] . . . came upon a second enemy line 
posted with artillery in the sunken way or behind various obstacles . . . while 
the French battalions deployed [les bataillons françaises se deployaient] at pistol 
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distance, fresh artillery and musketry fire swept away the head of this column 
[la tête de cette colonne] and ravaged the masses in its interior.’45 On closing 
with the enemy, said one battalion commander, Guillemin, ‘we opened fire 
in two ranks’, but when the British replied with a volley and artillery fire a 
Captain Prax recalled that ‘all our heads of columns were put hors de combat’. 
General Pelet remarked on ‘the ravage this fire made in the depth of the 
column; it attempted to deploy’ into line. The attack had been stopped.

Although Napoleon’s comments are scattered ones, there is a letter to 
Bertrand of 27 March 1813 that sets out his general views at that time, two 
years before Waterloo,46 but more importantly there is a comment that 
Bertrand recorded at St Helena on 23 October 1817: ‘Ideas are not fixed 
today on the means of attack. A general never knows if he should attack in 
line or in column . . . If you attack in column you lack firepower. At Waterloo 
the Garde did not have time to deploy, did not open fire, and that led to the 
déroute.’47 This is supported by a passing reference in Gourgaud’s Journal, 
where on the 20th of the same month in a tête-à-tête with him Napoleon 
remarked ‘at Waterloo the Garde was unable to deploy’, and which in 
Gourgaud’s Campaign of 1815 became: ‘The Emperor was then forming his 
guard into columns for the projected attack . . . without waiting until all the 
columns should be formed . . . he marched with the four first battalions to 
the left of La Haye Sainte,’ and handed them to Ney who went forward to 
the heights.

A quarter of an hour after, the other eight battalions arrived on the brink of 
the ravine: the Emperor formed them in the following order: one battalion 
in order of battle, having two in close column on its flanks, a formation 
which united the advantages of the narrow and the deep order. Two of these 
brigades thus ranged and marching at battalion distance, formed a first line, 
behind which the third brigade was posted in reserve . . . Meanwhile the four 
battalions of the middle guard were engaged with the enemy; they repulsed 
all before them [so that] upon the arrival of the old guard we should be 
masters of the whole field of battle.

The story then recounts the cries of treachery that ruined matters, and 
the retreat of the four battalions after several hours on the height. Plainly 
Gourgaud’s story is problematical, but it would seem that he believed that the 
Moyenne Garde’s projected attack was in column, and that the second wave 
was differently organised.48

Thus there is considerable French evidence (and Napoleon’s in particular) 
that supports the unanimous evidence of the British who saw the advance as 
nearing them in ‘columns’, ‘in column as if marching on parade’, ‘the leading 
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column’, ‘in an echelon or line (and not in a mass) of columns’, that is, in a 
formation noticeably distinguishable as not in square. The dense smoke on 
the summit meant that an individual might see a formation coming straight 
at him, but could be only vaguely aware of formations approaching other 
parts of the front, and it was this that must have led so many to speak of two 
Garde columns approaching. There seems good reason to think that there 
were five, in echelon.

This brings us to the retirement. When the attackers gave way and 
retreated, the Allied infantry and cavalry were ordered forward. Against 
cavalry a square is essential. Crabbé remarked, ‘the regiment formed into 
square and retired in order’. At some stage in the retirement (for the words 
by their very nature cannot be placed earlier) Guillemin saw Ney ‘come into 
my square’ and declare that there was nothing left but to die there. Prax, 
who earlier had seen the heads of his Garde column put hors de combat, also 
recounted the closing stages, and wrote that he saw ‘the centre of the army’ 
with ‘columns that were fleeing’, which again suggests that columns were 
pretty general in this attack.

Two accounts speak of squares, but in various respects they are not 
entirely reliable. One old soldier called Salle, a farrier in the 1/2e Chasseurs 
spoke of the attack phase: immediately forming in square and marching on 
[‘on forma de suite le carré et nous fûmes dirigés sur’] the village of Waterloo, 
but the account is full of mistakes and the village where his battalion was 
engaged was actually Plancenoit. Yet another, Franquin of the 3e Grenadiers 
in the Moyenne Garde, wrote of a late stage in the contest, well after the 
failure of the attack: ‘The English blazed at us. We had formed square [nous 
avions formé le carré] and replied as best we could to the fire that made great 
gaps in our ranks. Several times an English general called on the Garde to 
surrender, and each time I heard General Cambronne reply: “The Garde 
dies and does not surrender”’: this would seem to place the account not 
on the slopes but back in the valley or even close to La Belle Alliance, for 
Cambronne was not with the Moyenne Garde but commanded a battalion of 
the Vieille Garde.49

Exactly how column was formed we cannot say, but it may be that each 
battalion (of four companies) was possibly in colonne d’attaque par division by 
companies, that is two companies abreast, each three ranks deep, followed 
by two more two companies abreast (also each of three ranks), thus with a 
frontage of about 50 yards (say 60 men) and a depth of six ranks (about 35 
yards deep), which permitted the rear companies to change front to form 
square or to swing out into line on either side of the leading companies when 
deploying for the musketry battle.50 There is at least one source (Guillemin) 
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who said that the deployed depth was reduced from groups of three ranks, to 
two ranks: that would increase the frontage and initial fire-power.

The two main arguments for the square are width of objective, and danger 
from cavalry. Taking the first, it is argued that the French attacked a front 
stretching from Colin Halkett’s position to Maitland’s: that is on a front a 
quarter mile (440 yards) long, and that if there were only two columns they 
could not have extended across so long a front.51 The argument is perhaps 
weakened (a) if the frontage of each column were broad (two ranks instead 
of three) and (b) if five such columns came up in echelon: the protagonists 
of squares maintain that there were five of them.52 As to the Allied cavalry, 
it had been fairly inactive in the later phases of the day and, if it had been 
judged a real threat, why was Piré’s little used and comparatively fresh cavalry 
division not deployed to protect the Garde? This seems to suggest that Allied 
cavalry were not deemed a serious threat before and during the Garde attack.

All but one of the British eye-witnesses on the crest, watching the Garde 
come up out of the smoke, moving as much as possible at the pas de charge 
(not in a ceremonial and cumbrous slow formation), and coming to within 
pistol shot of them – all these eye-witnesses said that they were in column.53 
British soldiers knew the difference between a square and a column, and 
the Garde was visible, coming closer, not far off. Why would they say they 
were in column if they were in square? One observer might be mistaken, but 
surely not virtually every individual, when all independently said the same. 
Given the unanimity of British accounts, given the number of French accounts 
that speak of a colonne in the attacking phase, and afterwards of a carré being 
formed in defeat, how much credence should we give Petit at Plancenoit, 
peering through smoke and the best part of a mile away?

The Pull of the Slope
There is a minor matter in addition: did the attack go off course, and if so, 
did it matter? The Moyenne Garde was drawn up quite close to the ruins of 
La Haye Sainte, and there Ney took over the command. As they went up 
the spur of higher ground, the pull of the side slope made the attackers drift 
slightly to the left and brought them towards Maitland’s sector.54 It is said that 
Napoleon burst out that Ney had once again ruined his plans by attacking 
obliquely instead of in the centre; but the problem is that nobody then or later 
can say where, in this context, ‘the centre’ was. The crossroads was behind 
La Haye Sainte and the wrecked buildings would be an impediment for any 
attack aiming at the crossroads; and in fact that sector was left to Donzelot, 
whose attack was merely to support the flank of the main attack and hold the 
Allies down. Someone had ordered the Grand Battery to bombard west of 
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the crossroads, which implied that the attack was aimed at an area from the 
crossroads towards where the Lion Mound now stands. Anyone who stands 
on the rise, or looks at Mark Adkin’s remarkable photograph (pp. 394–5) of 
the ridge seen from below (and blanks out the Lion Mound, built 1824–7) will 
see how featureless the area is. So the attack was aimed at somewhat to the 
left of the crossroads, and did go off further leftwards, but as Hougoumont 
was held by Wellington, the area where the column arrived, well to the east 
of Hougoumont, was still a vital part of the line. Did it matter in the end? 
Yes, because it brought the Garde up against the British Guards and close to 
Colborne’s 52nd, rather than against less cohesive forces like those of Halkett 
and Kruse. But did Napoleon or Ney know that or guess that beforehand? 
I suspect not.

As I have said, these are my personal views, and I am aware that good 
authorities, including Mark Adkin and Andrew Field, have adopted the 
square as the formation. They may be right. Whatever we all argue, it is really 
a matter for the reader.


