
Dating the Bois d’ Hougoumont
Château/ferme d’ Hougoumont
Battlefield of Waterloo, Belgium

Alasdair White FHEA FINS



Dating the Bois d’Hougoumont
Château/ferme d’Hougoumont

Battlefield of Waterloo
Belgium

Introduction and context
The Bois d’Hougoumont is situated on the end of the ridge that terminates immediately to the north 
of the Rue aux Loups (sunken way) and the château/ferme d’Hougoumont on the extreme west of 
the battlefield of Waterloo. It is at an elevation of 120-127.5 metres above sea level. The land is 
light sandy loam that drains well. The wood itself appears to be a remnant of the Forêt de Soignes, 
an ancient beech forest that surrounded Brussels to the south and still exists, but is now only about 
one third the size.  
The Ferraris Map  of 1777 (below: north to the top) shows the wood to have had well-spaced trees 1

and it covered the entire west end of the ridge running from the Rue aux Loups (just north of the 
farm) right over the top of the end of the ridge 
straddling the Chaussée de Nivelles. The tree 
density suggests around 25-35 metres between 
trees – a very open woodland compared with 
the south woodland leading to the south gate of 
the farm, which has a much greater tree density 
and appears to have been planted. It is 
probable that the Bois d’Hougoumont was 
owned by Chevalier Jean-Jacques Arrazola de 
Oñate, the owner of the château/ferme 
d’Hougoumont at the time of its construction 
between 1661 and 1730 . 2

The map prepared by W.B. Craan in 1816 to 
show the original positions of the opposing 
armies of the battle of Waterloo fails to record 
the wood at all, leading many historians to 
conclude that the wood had been cleared of 
trees before the battle. However, the same map 

also fails to record a number of other significant parcels of woodland  known to have existed on the 3

battlefield and so it must be concluded that Craan’s 1816 map is not reliable in its depiction of 
woodland.
At some point in the late 19th or early 20th centuries, a large house was built on the end of the 
ridge, and the south-facing slope appears to have been turned into an arboretum/garden with the 
addition of a number of specimen trees, some of which are not native to this area. 
The ridge end was re-profiled in the late 1960s or early 1970s when the autoroute was built and is 
now only half the width (north to south) it was originally. The house was demolished at the same 
time and the garden/wood was allowed to return to a wild state. The eastern half as shown on 
Ferraris is now arable land. The current woodland is on land that slopes to the south. The wood, 
now owned by the provincial government of Wallonia, is unmaintained and heavily overgrown, but 
it is accessible to the public.

 The Ferraris map is available online at www.kbr.be/collections/cart_plan/ferraris/ferraris_nl.html1

 White, A., Of Hedges, Myths and Memories – A historical reappraisal of the château/ferme de Hougoumont, White & 2

MacLean, 2016.

 For example: the Frichermont wood, parts of the Bois de Paris, the woodland beside/behind Bachelu’s 5th Division.3
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