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!!!!!!
The Napoleonic era is the subject of  many 
myths and legends, with each historian pushing 
their own version of  the facts, hoping that 
theirs will become the ‘received wisdom’ on 
the subject. With the 200th anniversary of  the 
1815 Belgium campaign comes the time to 
revisit the facts, to reassess them in the light of  
other academic disciplines, and this is what I 
have attempted to do in this ‘concise history’. 
My thanks go to all those scholars who have 
advised and assisted me and engaged in 
endless discussions as we explored different 
ideas. My thanks also go to Arati Devasher for 
yet another brilliant cover, and to Fiona White 
of  White & MacLean Publishing for her 
patient copy-editing and for overseeing the 
production process. There are, of  course, 
many others to whom I am grateful and you all 
know who you are. Any errors or omissions 
are, of  course, entirely mine. !

Alasdair White 
Belgium 
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As this book is a work of  historical interpretation the reader will, it 
is hoped, allow the author to speculate about motives and reasons, to 
offer new interpretations of  incidents and to make judgements based on 
other academic disciplines. If  the reader finds that he or she does not 
agree with the author, that is perfectly okay – everyone is entitled to 
their own opinions. !
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!!!!!!
Introduction$!!

The 475-year struggle between England and France for 
control of  western Europe came to a head in June 1815 in 
what is now Belgium. France, once again under the control 
of  Napoleon, faced two large and very hostile armies: the 
Anglo-Dutch in the north of  Belgium and the Prussians in 
the south. The allies planned on combining their forces, 
invading France and destroying Napoleon once-and-for-all 
and then to restore the weak and controllable Bourbon 
monarchy to the French throne. Napoleon’s plan, on the 
other hand, was to stop the two allied armies combining, 
defeat them separately, and force them to sue for peace.  

But twenty years of  almost continuous warfare, the 
catastrophe of  the Russian campaign in 1812, the defeats in 
Germany and Spain in 1813, and the successful invasion and 
occupation of  France by the Russians and Prussians in 1814 
had left the French military machine a shadow of  its former 
self. The Grande Armée was no more: the mighty military 
machine with which France had dominated Europe for 
much of  the previous twenty years was gone. Instead of  
battle-hardened veterans commanded by loyal Marshals and 
under the inspired leadership of  the invincible Napoleon, 
the army that assembled in Valenciennes in the spring and 
early summer of  1815 was made up of  100,000 soldiers and 
22,000 cavalry, most of  whom were ill-trained, raw recruits 
with no experience of  war, with a smattering of  old timers 
to stiffen their ranks. The Marshals who commanded them 
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had abandoned the Emperor in 1814 and forced his 
abdication, and their renewed enthusiasm for his imperial 
games must be considered suspect. And then there was 
Napoleon himself: he had lost 500,000 veterans in an ill-
advised invasion of  Russia and a further 400,000 in 
Germany, thus allowing France’s enemies to occupy the 
country; he had then been forced to abdicate and go into 
exile, turning the clock back twenty years in the process. 
Was he the man for the job? 

Across the border in what is now Belgium, an Anglo-
Dutch army of  100,000 infantry and 15,850 cavalry under 
Wellington and a Prussian army of  102,990 and 11,900 
cavalry under Blücher were massing. The British troops 
included many experienced men but the best had been sent 
to North America the previous year. However, they had a 
large contingent of  reliable Germans in the form of  the 
Hanoverians and the King’s German Legion, together with 
the Orange-Nassaurs and the Brunswickers. The Dutch 
fielded around 20,000 Netherlanders and Belgians, many of  
whom had served in the French Grande Armée until 1813: 
this would be their first campaign against the French. The 
Prussians, on the other hand, were mainly veterans and had 
the advantage of  numbers, a shared commitment to their 
King and a vision of  a ‘Greater Prussia’ to sustain them.  

Outnumbered almost two-to-one by his enemies, 
Napoleon’s 1815 Belgian campaign looks remarkably like 
the last desperate throw of  a man no longer in touch with 
reality. !!
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!!!!!!
CHAPTER$ONE$

The$end$of$an$era$!!!
The events over the previous three years, when interpreted 
from a French perspective, gave Napoleon cause to 
believe his strategy would be successful. On the other 
hand, if  the same events are interpreted from the 
perspective of  the allies, then the ultimate outcome – the 
defeat of  the French army, the flight of  Napoleon, and 
his eventual capture, imprisonment and death on St 
Helena – have a certain inevitability. To understand this, 
we need to go back three years to Napoleon’s invasion of  
Russia.  !
The Russian campaign: a failure of  logistics 

The ill-advised and disastrous invasion of  Russia in 
June 1812 was based on Napoleon’s desire to make that 
country cease trading with England and so force the English 
to sue for peace. Had his campaign been successful, then 
this objective might have been achieved. Russia was one of  
England’s major trading partners at a time when trading 
with the rest of  continental Europe was virtually impossible 
due to the establishment of  the French empire. Of  course, a 
decidedly political slant was offered as the reason for the 
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campaign: to liberate Poland from the threat of  Russia, an 
objective that the French could and did support. 

Charles Joseph Minard’s graphical analysis of  French losses  !
At first things went well and, according to Charles 

Joseph Minard’s famous 1869 analysis shown above, some 
450,000 French troops left Vilnius and crossed the border 
into what is now Belarus; then things started to go wrong. 
Using a scorched-earth policy that denied the enemy the 
ability to live off  the land, the Russians forced the French to 
extend their logistical supply lines well beyond a sustainable 
length, making it impossible to feed the army or of  
provisioning it in any meaningful manner. The French army 
began to shrink dramatically: there were desertions amongst 
the foreign levies, troops had to be left to garrison towns 
along the route, men were killed in skirmishes with the 
Russians, and disease and hunger were setting in.  

In August 1812, at Smolensk, in the west of  Russia 
itself, the French, now just 170,000 strong, defeated a 
Russian army but were unable, or unprepared, to stop the 
Russians from retreating deeper into their homeland. Hopes 
of  a quick end to the campaign faded fast and the Grande 
Armée marched eastwards as the Russians drew them into an 
obvious and inevitably successful trap. Why Napoleon did 
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not turn back has been much debated but, from the facts, it 
seems that he simply did not understand his opponents and 
had absolutely no comprehension of  the distances, the 
geography or the climate of  the country he was invading. 
There were also signs that, after being the supreme ruler of  
the French Empire since 1803, he believed himself  to be 
omniscient and infallible and almost never sought or took 
advice from those with a better understanding.  

In September 1812, at the end of  the summer heat and 
the beginning of  the autumn chill, a much-reduced Grande 
Armée of  just 130,000 caught up with the Russians at 
Borodino, about 100 kms west of  Moscow. In what was 
until Leipzig in 1813 the largest and bloodiest battle of  the 
Napoleonic era, involving around 250,000 soldiers of  which 
70,000 became casualties, the veteran and battle-hardened 
Grande Armée obtained a pyrrhic victory, but once again was 
unable to stop the Russians from retreating and was once 
again denied a decisive outcome. The Russian strategy of  
drawing Napoleon into accepting battle and then slipping 
away was depleting the Grande Armée, which was now 
exhausted and extremely short of  supplies. And with the 
onset of  the Russian winter in October, during which the 
temperatures were to vary between 0oC and -38oC, 
Napoleon was forced to retreat with his remaining 100,000 
soldiers, only 10,000 of  whom made it out of  Russia to 
struggle into Vilnius – a staggering 90% casualty rate on the 
retreat alone. 

Although many historians have acted as apologists for 
Napoleon over the Russian campaign, it was the Emperor’s 
own weaknesses that led to an assumption of  a quick 
victory and a short 40-day campaign rather than the actual 
drawn out 180-day campaign during which Napoleon 
managed to snatch defeat from the jaws of  victory. Having 
been comprehensively defeated by a combination of  an 
inferior opposing army, poor logistical planning and harsh 
weather, Napoleon’s reputation as the supreme and 
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unassailable military genius of  the era was now in tatters. 
And to make matters almost irretrievably worse, Napoleon 
had managed to destroy his own 610,000 Grande Armée 
of  which barely 110,000 had survived and many of  whom 
were now prisoners of  war – an overall casualty rate of  82% 
for the campaign.  !
Down but not out: strategic errors lead to 
abdication 

Napoleon was nothing if  not resilient and, abandoning 
the remains of  his army in Vilnius where they continued to 
die of  disease and starvation, he and his senior commanders 
raced back to Paris to get there before the news of  his 
disastrous defeat. This enabled him to raise another army of  
400,000 men but, as these were not battle-hardened veterans 
and even though there were some 250,000 troops from his 
allies and subjugated nations, Napoleon was just putting off  
the inevitable. The 1813 campaign to control what is now 
Germany shows some of  his old genius but in October 
1813 he faced the massive combined armies of  Russia, 
Prussia, Austria and Sweden at Leipzig. Outnumbered and 
outgunned, Napoleon and his army suffered a massive 
defeat, leaving France with insufficient forces to stop the 
inexorable advance of  the allied armies on Paris, which the 
Russians and Prussians captured in April 1814. 

During the Russian and subsequent German 
campaigns, the French were also fighting in Spain where an 
increasingly experienced and battle-hardened British army 
under General Arthur Wellesley (who became Field Marshal 
the Duke of  Wellington in May 1814) had inflicted 
sustained and permanent damage on the French before 
driving them back to Toulouse and final defeat in April 
1814. 

The French had, effectively, been crushed as the direct 
result of  the strategic errors of  the Emperor: the Russian 
campaign in 1812 and the German campaign in 1813 both 
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undermined his credibility as a commander and strengthened 
his enemies, while the extraordinary decision to fight on a 
second front in Spain demands that we reassess his reputation 
as a military genius. Napoleon’s single-minded pursuit of  
glory and imperial power drained the French economy, 
impoverished his people, disastrously depleted the reservoir 
of  military-age recruits, and resulted in France being 
encircled. 

With the Russians in Paris, the Prussians in the suburbs 
and with little real prospect of  being able to do anything 
about it, Napoleon’s support simply melted away. In a 
Russian-brokered treaty to which England was not a 
signatory, Napoleon abdicated on 11 April 1814 and was sent 
to the island of  Elba, 20 kilometres off  the Tuscan coast in 
the Mediterranean, accompanied by a few loyal officers and a 
thousand or more French troops. He was assigned a naval 
vessel to assure his supplies and safety, and the British Navy 
sent warships to ensure that he stayed on the island.  !
Political and economic aftermath 

The France he left behind was in political and 
economic turmoil. With the return of  prisoners of  war, 
hundreds of  thousands of  soldiers were being demobbed 
into an already collapsing economy in which there were no 
jobs for them; faced with a sharply rising level of  poverty 
and with no access to food supplies from conquered and 
occupied states, there was a real danger of  starvation. Prior 
to Napoleon’s ascension, France had suffered a series of  
dreadful harvests in the 1780s which helped trigger the 
French Revolution that in turn created an inefficient 
agricultural system, increased taxation and the use of  the 
assignat monetary system, all of  which led to rising inflation. 
The combination of  poor agricultural practices, hyperinflation 
and then the introduction of  the franc as a unit of  currency 
left the underlying economic issues unaddressed, producing 
a stagnant economy that reduced France to a subsistence 
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level. This was exacerbated by the levies for the army, which 
depleted the working-age male population by dangerous 
levels, and the introduction of  heavy taxes to fund 
Napoleon’s expansionist and militaristic empire building.  

The Continental System, a French law that forbade the 
French Empire and its satellite states from trading with 
Britain and restricted the ability of  many other states from 
doing so, had had a serious adverse affect on the economy 
of  France, laid the foundation for a lively and profitable 
smuggling trade, and generally did little damage to its 
intended target: the British economy. Britain had retaliated 
by simply applying a naval blockade, which they could easily 
enforce as they, since the Battle of  Trafalgar in 1805, 
dominated the seas. This blockade had dramatically reduced 
France’s ability to operate overseas and had restricted it to 
trading within the states it controlled. Even commercial 
links with America were disrupted. Napoleon’s efforts at 
economic warfare had, therefore, not been effective but had 
weakened France, thus reducing its ability to support the 
huge French war machine. 

When Napoleon abdicated in April 1814, the trading 
restrictions were removed and British merchants flooded 
the continental markets with goods. Unable to respond due 
to a lack of  diverse manufactured products and a chronic 
shortage of  food, the French economy went into virtual 
collapse. The situation was exacerbated by a number of  
reactionary policies supported by Louis XVIII who had 
been restored to the throne. Louis, a political moderate, had 
accepted that France had changed but he supported the 
right of  those aristocrats who had fled revolutionary France, 
as well as those that had survived to reclaim their properties. 
The effect was to almost immediately return French rural 
society to a peasant state, which decreased the agricultural 
output even further, so adding additional stress to the 
economy. To make matters worse, Louis reinstated the 
Catholic Church as the state religion and it quickly went 
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about seeking its own advantage, recovering its lost lands 
and reimposing the tithe.  

To all this the common people of  France were broadly 
unresisting: cowed by the occupying armies, in extreme 
poverty from a failed economy, and war-weary from twenty 
years of  military action, the people simply wanted a quiet 
life in which to recover. But Louis XVIII allowed the 
families of  those executed in the revolution of  the 1790s to 
pursue blood feuds against those they held responsible. This 
created an increased level of  underlying fear and growing 
lawlessness was evident. France, to put it simply, was 
apathetically sinking into the abyss.  

In the meantime, the victorious allied nations were 
arguing amongst themselves at the Congress of  Vienna as 
they each sought to obtain political, economic and territorial 
advantages from the collapse of  the French Empire. 
Focused entirely on their parochial self-interest, they appear 
to have been blind to two major strategies in play: Prussian 
expansionism and French ‘normality’. The latter allowed 
France to re-establish her pre-war boundaries and to avoid 
facing war indemnities and reparations, while the former 
resulted in a well-thought-through strategy for expanding 
Prussian power, influence and dominance in central Europe. !
Imperial interregnum 

On his small island, Napoleon had been busy: he had 
reorganised the island’s administration, improved its 
infrastructure and defences, and was ready for a new 
challenge. The news reaching him from the mainland 
suggested that the French were not benefiting from the end 
of  his wars, that they were, in fact, in a worse state 
economically and socially than they had been in 1813, and 
social unrest was rising. The restoration of  the monarchy 
had not delivered economic growth and the people were 
suffering. In addition to the general news, Napoleon was 
receiving more specific information from his followers and 
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sympathisers about the state and morale of  the army, 
the location of  garrisons, who was commanding in 
which locations, who was in favour with the King and who 
was not. 

Even with the return of  many thousands of  prisoners 
of  war, the French army had been reduced to around 
160,000 men with a further 100,000 in reserve and not 
under arms. This much-reduced military force had its work 
cut out to guard France’s very extensive borders, as well as 
to act in a police role towards the French population. They 
were assisted to some extent by the National Guard in each 
town, but this was merely a lightly armed militia. The 
reduction of  the French army from around 400,000 in 1813 
to just 160,000 in 1814 and their subsequent restriction to 
barracks and garrison duty left a serious level of  ill-feeling 
towards the King and it is a moot point as to whether this 
force was, in fact, loyal. 

As part of  the restoration settlement, the occupying 
armies had withdrawn from France: the Russians had 
returned home, the Austrians were back inside their own 
boundaries, but the Prussians and the British were still in 
cantonments in what is now Belgium. The Prussians were 
south of  the Sambre and Meuse rivers with troops as far 
south as Luxembourg and Metz, while the region to the 
north of  the Sambre and Meuse had become a province of  
the Netherlands, whose new national army, still half-formed 
and yet untried, was trying to absorb the Dutch and Belgian 
troops that had previously fought for Napoleon. The 
Prussians behaved as an occupying army with all the 
brutality and deprivations that that entailed, while the 
Dutch, supported by a small British contingent, were within 
their own borders and were significantly less aggressive. 
Although the British, Dutch and Prussian troops were 
disciplined and reliable, there was considerable suspicion 
that the Belgians could not be trusted. There is good reason 
to believe that much of  the population of  the Belgian 
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provinces would have preferred to have remained in France, 
and many were known to have willingly and actively 
collaborated with the French. 

It was not long before unrest started to appear 
amongst the displaced and rural population in France, and 
although this was of  a physical nature, it did not seem to amount 
to much. More difficult for the royalist administration was 
the economic situation: the lifting of  trade barriers meant 
that English goods were flooding into all the markets 
previously denied them and the French merchants and 
suppliers were unable to match the production and quality. 
Commodity prices were on a downward trend. Economic 
ruin was a very real possibility for many. In the autumn of  
1814 with food scarce and the price of  staples climbing, a 
number of  localised outbreaks of  civil disobedience took 
place and sedition was being actively fomented by 
supporters of  the ousted emperor. These outbreaks were 
generally contained and suppressed by the military but in 
the north there is evidence that the military itself  was 
actively engaged in fomenting sedition. 

The population of  France, previously indifferent to the 
restored Bourbon royalists and resigned to the economic 
conditions that had developed, now showed signs of  open 
anger, and the loyalty of  the French military was 
questionable. Along the French border with Dutch-Belgium, 
warlike actions were recorded on a number of  occasions 
with French cavalry units making incursions into Dutch 
territory. Then, between September and December 1814, a 
contingent of  the King’s German Legion (a British military 
unit) were captured and forced to serve in the French army, 
the National Guard was mobilised and a general levy for the 
army took place. At the same time, the French king 
appointed a loyal Napoleonic Marshal, Nicolas Jean-de-Dieu 
Soult, as Minister for War, and the Duke of  Wellington, 
then Ambassador to the French Court, narrowly missed 
being a victim of  disaffected Napoleonists. Wellington 
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wrote to the Dutch Prince of  Orange confirming that ‘there 
was constant talk and report of  the preparations for war, 
both on the frontier as in Paris’. 

Although it is quite clear that amongst the population 
there was significant discontent with the restored Bourbon 
royals, the level of  disinterest in taking action does not 
suggest that a popular uprising was imminent, nor that a 
return by Napoleon would be welcome. The situation may 
have been, and probably was, more focused on the army but 
it is unclear how much support for Napoleon’s return there 
was, even amongst the soldiers. What is also somewhat 
unclear is the real reason for the warlike preparations that 
were now evident. The idea that King Louis had any military 
ambitions against the European powers that had set him 
back on his throne is unsustainable but it is, of  course, 
entirely feasible that disaffected senior officers with 
potential loyalties to the deposed emperor may well have 
used the appointment of  Soult as Minister of  War to 
foment military rebellion. This proved to be the case in 
early 1815 when Charles Lallemand, a Brigadier General, 
and Lt General Jean-Baptiste Drouet, comte d’Erlon both 
attempted to provoke a military uprising in the north.  

Beyond the French frontiers, attention was focused on 
‘the new European order’. The Congress of  Vienna was 
underway, during which none of  the heads of  state or their 
representatives displayed any concern for long-term peace, 
instead focusing entirely on dismembering the French 
Empire and building their own power bases. They also 
completely failed to realise the strategic error of  allowing 
Tallyrand, the French Foreign Minister, to negotiate a 
position that allowed France to retain its pre-Napoleonic 
boundaries and not pay any war reparations. At the same 
time, they also failed to recognise that Prussian 
expansionism was likely to destabilise the continent for 
years to come (indeed, the origins of  the Franco-Prussian 
War in the 1870s and the World Wars of  1914-18 and 
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1939-45 can all be traced to the bad-tempered squabbling 
and parochial self-interest displayed at the Congress).  !
Conspiracy or opportunistic gamble 

Many historians have suggested that Napoleon’s 
‘escape’ from Elba and return to France was either an 
opportunistic gamble or a stroke of  genius, but the facts 
suggest otherwise, and it is entirely probable that England, 
in collusion with Austria, either knew what was about to 
happen or even had a hand in it.  

Napoleon had been exiled to Elba in a treaty that 
England had not signed and did not agree with. He had 
been granted extensive rights and a very significant ‘pension’ 
(which was never paid, something that must have 
exasperated the egocentric Napoleon). He had retained a 
small but loyal military force of  650 men of  the Imperial 
Guard, 100 Polish Lancers and around 300 others. He had 
even been given a two-masted brig, the Inconstant, capable of  
carrying up to 12 guns. In a quirk of  political and diplomatic 
negotiations, Napoleon had also refused to sign the Treaty 
of  Paris until the English guaranteed his safety and so 
England found herself  in the bizarre situation of  having 
to provide Napoleon with a military and diplomatic 
Commissioner, Colonel Sir Neil Campbell, to guarantee his 
independence – an independence England did not recognise. 
Indeed, they and Austria had proposed that Napoleon 
should be exiled under military guard to the island of  St 
Helena in the South Atlantic where he could be used as a 
threat to control the French king. 

The first step in the elegant quadrille that brought 
Napoleon back to France to face a final reckoning was taken 
on 18 January 1815 when the British government persuaded 
the Prince Regent to recall Castlereagh, the British Foreign 
Minister, to London and to send Wellington to Vienna from 
Paris. Wellington would not arrive until 3 February 1815 but 
his departure from Paris provided the trigger for the 
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Lallemand and Drouet rebellions in the north, both 
knowing that with Wellington out of  France, there would be 
no British military response.  

Then, on 16 February 1815, Sir Neil Campbell boarded 
the brig HMS Partridge off  Elba and ordered it to take him 
to Italy just 20 kilometres away so that he could, ostensibly, 
consult a doctor in Florence and have a meeting with the 
Austrian Minister. He also informed Napoleon that he would 
be back on 28 February. Now, the sole responsibility of  the 
Partridge was to invest the island of  Elba to ensure that 
Napoleon remained there. However, there is no sustainable 
explanation for Campbell’s action which left Napoleon 
unguarded, unless either the man was an imbecile (of  which 
there is no evidence) or he had received orders to do so. 
Either way, on 18 February, Napoleon ordered the Inconstant 
to be made ready, together with six smaller vessels, and for 
the 1,026 men of  the Guard, the Polish Lancers and others, 
together with horses, two cannon, arms and ammunition, to 
be loaded in readiness. 

On 24 February 1815, Pierre Alexandre Fleury de 
Chaboulon, who had served as one of  Napoleon’s 
secretaries, arrived on Elba at the instigation of  another of  
Napoleon’s political confidents, Hughes-Bernard Maret. It is 
clear that Fleury de Chaboulon was carrying a specific 
message to Napoleon, saying that the time was right for him 
to return to France. Two days later, on 26 February 1815, 
Napoleon and his little invasion force set sail for Golfe-Juan 
at Antibes near Cannes, arriving on 28 February. HMS 
Partridge could have overtaken them and aborted the 
‘invasion’ had she been so ordered but, instead, Sir Neil 
Campbell arrived back on Elba on 28 February and 
immediately sent a message to the Austrians saying that 
Napoleon had left the island. !!!
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