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  In 1990, while working on the Introduction to the first volume in this series, I wrote that the concept of men selling their lives as dearly
  as possible forms an honoured part of most national histories and also the basis of much military tradition. It seems, too, to have struck a chord in readers imaginations to the
  extent that the publishers requested me to develop the theme a little further. In so doing, I have chosen another thirteen examples from the past two centuries to illustrate the factors motivating
  those involved. Some of these episodes are well known, others less so, and one or two were, perhaps, in some danger of sliding towards the edge of oblivion.


  Those involved came from a wide variety of military backgrounds. They included elites such as the Foot Guards who defended the chteau of Hougoumont during Waterloo, fighting a battle
  within a battle that eventually absorbed the attentions of an entire French corps, and the US Marines who stormed their way across the Pacific during the Second World War; famous British county
  regiments such as the 13th (later Somerset) Light Infantry, who defended Jellalabad during the First Afghan War, the 66th (later Royal Berkshire) Regiment, who went down fighting in the bloody
  maelstrom that ended the Battle of Maiwand, the 2nd Hampshire Regiment, who fought an epic defensive action at Tebourba in Tunisia, and the 4th Queens Own Royal West Kent Regiment, who bore
  the burden of the horrific Siege of Kohima in Burma; American line regiments whose soldiers defeated the German counter-attack at Mortain in Normandy and the Red Chinese hordes on Pork Chop Hill,
  Korea; the citizen soldiers who fought for the Union and the Confederacy during the American Civil War; the hotchpotch of soldiers and marines from many countries that defended the Peking Legations
  for 55 days; the colonial frontiersmen who formed the largely amateur garrison of Mafeking; and the Japanese, dedicated as always to death in the Emperors service, whose tenacious defence of
  Iwo Jima was one of the factors which led to the use of nuclear weapons against their homeland.


  Once again, it can be seen that the fierce motivation of the participants stems from a number of causes including anger, fear, detestation of the enemy, the desire for
  revenge, profound belief in a cause, esprit de corps, tradition, discipline, loyalty, willing self-sacrifice on behalf of others and, of course, the hope of ultimate survival. Some of these
  elements can easily be identified in most of the episodes described, but rarely all. Sometimes, too, imponderable factors were at work. At Antietam, or Sharpsburg as it is known in the South, a day
  of bitter fighting had resulted in General Robert E. Lees Confederate Army of Northern Virginia being pinned back against an unfordable stretch of the Potomac river with both its flanks
  turned. Had events followed their most probable course, the Confederates would have made a courageous stand but in due course Lee would have asked for terms and the Civil War would have followed a
  different course. However, he had already ordered Major General Ambrose Hills division to join him by forced march from Harpers Ferry. A more cautious commander might have declined to
  risk his command in a battle already lost, but Hill was driven by a burning hatred of General George McClellan, the Federal Army Commander, and smashed through his left wing, commanded by the
  lethargic Major General Ambrose Burnside, so restoring the Confederate fortunes. In passing, it is worth mentioning that the cause of Hills personal enmity was his rivalry with McClellan for
  the hand of a Miss Ellen Marcy in their youth, a contest won by McClellan using somewhat dubious means.


  Inevitably, leadership in its various forms played a critical part in all these actions. At Jellalabad Sir Robert Sale kept his men fully occupied and raised their spirits by making his
  opponents lives a misery; the same was true of Colonel Robert Baden-Powell, the future founder of the Scout Movement, at Mafeking. During the 1918 American offensive in the Argonne Forest
  the senior officer present with the Lost Battalion  actually elements from several battalions  was Major Charles Whittlesey, an academic Wall Street lawyer referred to derisively by
  his men as Bird Legs; yet, when it came to it, it was Bird Legs who provided the leadership that enabled them to hold out against all comers. At Peking it was Sir Claude MacDonald, a diplomat with
  previous military experience, who somehow persuaded contingents from eight nations, each of which normally regarded the others as rivals, to combine in a coherent and effective defence. In some
  cases it will be seen that it was the troops absolute confidence in their commanding officer that saw them through their ordeal; in others that the burden rested on the junior officers and
  NCOs. At Fort Phil Kearny on the Bozeman Trail, however, the mutinous attitude of some officers culminated in the notorious Fetterman Massacre, the most serious reverse sustained by the United
  States Army on the western frontier until the Custer debacle a decade later; yet, the following year, the Bozeman Trail garrisons restored the Armys prestige in two
  actions that might themselves have ended in disaster.


  In considering all these episodes, in which men were tested far beyond the normal call of duty, it is probable that the reader, like the author, will find his thoughts turning to how he would
  have reacted in similar circumstances. Thankfully, for most of us the question is likely to remain unanswered.
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  The Defence of Hougoumont


  


  


  


  


  In retrospect, few doubted that the Emperor Napoleon had passed the peak of his abilities, although at the time only those who knew him best had
  begun to suspect the fact. With them he was morose, irritable and subject to periods of lethargy in which he seemed unwilling to grapple with difficult decisions. Later, the knowledge that he was
  suffering from piles and cystitis provided an explanation for these symptoms, but it could not conceal the decline in his strategic and tactical abilities.


  Nevertheless, he was still a formidable commander who could inspire his troops to perform prodigies for him, and no opponent dare take him for granted. On 15 June 1815 he had crossed the
  Netherlands frontier at the head of his 125,000-strong Army of the North, intending to deal first with the threat posed by two Allied armies in Belgium, then turn against the Austrian and Russian
  armies that were assembling against him on the Upper and Middle Rhine.


  His enemies in Belgium consisted of an Anglo-Dutch-Belgian force of 107,000 men commanded by the Duke of Wellington and a 128,000-strong Prussian army under Field Marshal Prince Blcher.
  When confronted by converging hostile armies in the past, his strategy had been to separate them and defeat each in turn. This he intended repeating and on 16 June detached one-third of his troops
  under Marshal Michel Ney to drive back Wellingtons advance guard at Quatre Bras while with the rest he simultaneously attacked Blcher at Ligny. Ney, whom Napoleon believed was overawed
  by Wellingtons reputation, made little progress at Quatre Bras, but at Ligny the Prussians were defeated after a hard fight.


  At this point Napoleon made a strategic error of critical importance. He had hoped that the Prussians would withdraw eastwards through Namur in the direction of Germany and, convinced that they
  were in fact doing so, sent 33,000 men under Marshal Emmanuel de Grouchy in pursuit while he concentrated on the destruction of Wellingtons army. However, General Count von Gneisenau, in
  temporary command of the Prussians while Blcher recovered from an injury sustained in the battle, was well aware of the importance of remaining in contact with
  Wellington and directed the armys retreat northwards to Wavre. By the time Grouchy discovered the truth most of 17 June had been wasted.


  Wellington conformed to the Prussian withdrawal. He did not like the position at Quatre Bras and indeed the Prussians departure made it untenable. Once, Napoleon would have moved quickly
  to pin him down, but on 17 June the Emperor displayed no sense of urgency so that, by the time the French began moving, most of Wellingtons troops were well on their
  way back to a position previously selected by the Duke, lying along a ridge named Mont St Jean, some eight or nine miles north of Quatre Bras and two miles south of the village of Waterloo.


  
    [image: ]

  


  While Wellington had reasonable grounds for satisfaction thus far, the composition of his army caused him some concern. Most of the battle-hardened and utterly reliable British infantry units
  that had won him victory after victory in the Peninsula War had been shipped across the Atlantic for the war with the United States, their place being taken mostly by unseasoned second battalions.
  The rest of the army consisted of Dutch, Belgian, Hanoverian and North German units whose performance under pressure remained a largely unknown quantity. One veteran, Captain John Kincaid of the
  Rifle Brigade, was far from impressed by what he had witnessed at Quatre Bras:


  We are, take us all in all, a very bad army. Our foreign auxiliaries, who constituted more than half our numerical strength, with some exceptions, were little better than a raw militia
   a body without a soul, or like an inflated pillow that gives to the touch and resumes its shape again when the pressure ceases  not to mention the many who went clear out of the
  field, and were only seen while plundering our baggage during the retreat.


  Kincaids exceptions would undoubtedly have included the units of the Kings German Legion, which consisted mainly of Hanoverian exiles and had fought throughout the Peninsular War,
  earning the sincere respect of their British comrades. As for the rest, some fought outstandingly well and others had no intention of fighting at all; one could only speak as one found.


  The withdrawal commenced in a sulphurous heat that soon stained the uniforms of the trudging columns with sweat. During the morning there was the occasional heavy-dropped shower that freshened
  the air a little, but as the day wore on the sky was overcast with low, heavy, black clouds and it became humid again. The artillery of the rearguard paused to fire whenever the opportunity
  presented itself and Allied cavalry squadrons mounted local counter-attacks if the French pressed too close.


  Without doubt, the most unusual unit in the rearguard was Captain E.C. Whinyates No 2 Rocket Troop, equipped with 12-pdr explosive rockets with the then astonishing range of 3500 yards.
  Impressive as this was, the rockets themselves were wildly unpredictable in flight and the Duke, conservative by nature, saw no merit whatever in them. He had even given orders that they should be
  returned to store but relented on the urging of his senior artillery officer, Colonel Sir George Wood. Now, Whinyates had his day out and the chance to prove himself. His gunners erected their iron
  launching tripods, carefully aimed the first rocket at a French battery and lit the propellant fuse. The missile took off, trailing smoke, and hissed towards its target like
  an arrow to burst between the wheels of a gun, the crew of which were felled by the explosion. The remaining French gunners promptly abandoned their weapons and took cover until they observed that
  subsequent missiles were careering in every possible direction save that in which they were intended to fly. One looped the loop and chased one of Whinyates colleagues, Captain
  Cavali Mercer, whose troop of Royal Horse Artillery was to earn itself immortality the following day, until it lost interest and blew up.


  Mercers troop was taking its turn in the rearguard line when the long awaited storm broke.


  The first gun that fired seemed to burst the clouds overhead, for its report was instantly followed by an awful clap of thunder, and lightning that almost blinded us, whilst the rain came
  down as if a water spout had opened over us....Flash followed flash and the peals of thunder were long and tremendous; whilst, as if in mockery of the elements, the French guns sent forth their
  feebler glare and now scarcely audible reports  their cavalry dashing on at a headlong pace, adding their shouts to the uproar. We galloped for our lives through the storm, striving to gain
  the enclosures about the houses of the hamlets, Lord Uxbridge urging us on, crying, Make haste, make haste! For Gods sake gallop or you will be taken!.


  So intent was the rearguard on the business in hand that it suddenly found the final stages of its withdrawal being covered by artillery firing from Mont St Jean itself. The army had taken up
  position along the crest of a gently sloping ridge and was now occupying a frontage approximately four miles long. Wellington, determined to dominate No Mans Land, also established advance
  posts in two groups of buildings, the farm of La Haye Sainte beside the Brussels-Charleroi road, opposite his centre, and the chteau of Hougoumont, just east of the Brussels-Nivelles road,
  covering his right, with strict instructions that these were to be held at all costs. By degrees the French arrived and established themselves along a parallel ridge to the south, leaving the two
  armies separated by a shallow valley.


  Among those rearguard units rejoining the parent formations on the Mont St Jean ridge were the light companies of Major General George Cooks 1st Division. This consisted of the 1st Guards
  Brigade (2nd and 3rd Battalions First (now Grenadier) Guards) under Major General Peregrine Maitland, and the 2nd Guards Brigade (2nd Battalion Coldstream Guards and 2nd Battalion Third (now Scots)
  Guards) under Major General Sir Julian Byng. The light company men had hardly shrugged off their packs and begun to assemble their blanket tents when, at about 1900, they were ordered to occupy the Hougoumont estate, lying some 500 yards to their immediate front. The order was well received, for, with one or two periods of respite, the rain continued to
  sheet down, turning the ground into a quagmire, and the buildings of the chteau offered shelter. In the event, only the Coldstreamers benefited, as they were told to fortify the buildings;
  the Scots were made responsible for the walled garden and other areas, and the Grenadiers occupied the forward edge of the adjoining orchard. Commanding the troops in the chteau and garden
  was Lieutenant Colonel James Macdonell of the Coldstream, while those in the orchard were under Lieutenant Colonel Lord Saltoun, a Grenadier, both being experienced and capable officers.


  French cavalry probed the position shortly after the Guards had moved in, but retired to their own lines after a few volleys had confirmed that it was held in some strength. Thereafter,
  Macdonells men spent the short midsummer night knocking loopholes in walls, building firing platforms and removing areas of tiles from some of the roofs to obtain better vantage points. As
  they worked, they gradually became familiar with the geography of the compact Hougoumont estate. The chteau itself lay in its north-eastern corner and around its small medieval core
  successive generations had built ranges of domestic and farm buildings, so that its form now consisted of interconnected north and south courtyards. Gates existed to the north and south, the former
  being left open to admit reinforcements while the latter was closed and barricaded; there was also a small door in the west wall. To the east was an extensive walled garden overlooked by a terrace
  and beyond that was the orchard in which Saltouns men had spent a miserable night. To the south of the chteau lay a wood, and south of the orchard was an area of pasture. Along the
  northern edge of the property ran a sunken lane that was to play an important part in the fighting.


  It was still raining at dawn when Saltouns Grenadiers were relieved by a battalion of green-clad Nassauers, accompanied by 300 Jger and 100 men of the Lneburg battalion of
  Count Kielmansegges 1st Hanoverian Brigade. Saltoun fell in his men and was on the point of marching them back to the ridge when he encountered Wellington, who was accompanied by his
  Military Secretary, Lord Fitzroy Somerset, later Lord Raglan. The Duke told Saltoun to remain where he was, in the area of the sunken lane. He then rode on into the orchard and ordered the Germans
  to take up positions at the forward edge of the wood, which lay only 300 yards from the French front lines. Shortly after 0800 the rain eased and finally ceased altogether. From both armies there
  came the sound of continuous popping as soldiers cleared their damp muskets in readiness for the day ahead.


  Napoleon conferred with his senior officers at about 0900. The Armys Chief of Staff, Marshal Nicolas Soult, had, like the majority of the Emperors commanders,
  been beaten by Wellington in the Peninsula at one time or another and, aware that the Duke was now holding just the sort of position from which he liked to fight, he urged caution. Napoleon, who
  had never faced Wellington before, was scornful in his reaction: Because you have been defeated by Wellington you think him a great general. I tell you that he is a bad general, that his
  English are bad troops, and that this will be a picnic!.


  Napoleon, as yet unaware that two Prussian corps had begun marching towards Waterloo from Wavre, would not be hurried. He decided that his main attack would not be launched until approximately
  1300. This would give the sodden ground time to dry out, permitting freer movement of his artillery and also enable its balls to graze and ricochet rather than thud uselessly into the mud. This was
  reasonable enough, but he still clung to the delusion that he had separated Wellington from Blcher and believed that the former, if defeated, would retire in a north-westerly direction,
  opening the gap still further. In fact Wellingtons plans, if the worst came to the worst, were to retire in the direction of Brussels, maintaining contact with the Prussians the while.
  Nevertheless, Napoleon remained firmly convinced that the Duke was sensitive about his right wing and would willingly commit his reserves there in order to preserve his escape route. Therefore,
  reasoned the Emperor, the battle would begin with an attack by Reilles corps on Hougoumont. Wellington would move troops to the threatened flank and, when the moment came,
  DErlons corps would deliver the main attack, smashing its way through the weakened Allied centre. Having accepted this plan of battle, the generals dispersed to their respective
  duties.


  Reille immediately called an orders group of his own at which he detailed the troops for the attack on Hougoumont. The attack itself would be made by the 6th Division which, despite its low
  number, was a very prestigious formation commanded by the Emperors brother Jerome. It consisted of two brigades (Bauduins 1st with seven battalions of the 1st and 3rd
  Lgre, and Soyes 2nd with six battalions of the 1st and 2nd Line) and its strength amounted to almost 8000 men, nearly twice that of every other infantry division in the
  corps. To cover the open left flank of Jeromes advance Reille detailed Pirs 2nd Cavalry Division, consisting of two chasseur and two lancer regiments.


  At about 1000 a wave of cheering spread along the French line as Napoleon, mounted on his distinctive grey, galloped along the ranks, accompanied by his glittering staff. An hour later
  Wellington, believing that the start of the battle could not be delayed much longer, rode down to Hougoumont again and reminded Macdonell that the position was to be held
  to the last extremity.


  Shortly after, Reilles corps began deploying for its attack. Pirs squadrons cantered off to the east of the wood and, swinging right, halted facing the Allied flank.
  Throwing out a screen of skirmishers, Jeromes division formed columns of assault and closed in on the wood with its drummers beating out the Advance. All the Peninsula veterans in
  Wellingtons army were familiar with the menacing sound, which they referred to as Old Trousers because of the cadence of the strokes.


  Almost immediately a splutter of musketry broke out along the southern edge of the wood as the Germans opened fire. The Jgers were excellent shots and soon began to take their toll. They
  were, however, heavily outnumbered by a very determined enemy and were pushed slowly back, tree by tree, while balls smacked into the trunks and clipped a shower of leaves and small branches from
  overhead. The wood was denser than the French had imagined, forcing them to advance in a more open order in which their formation was lost, but by noon they had cleared most of the wood. At this
  point the Germans disengaged neatly and took up position along the forward edge of the orchard.


  Emerging from the trees, the French saw their objective just a short distance ahead of them. A great cheer went up, the drummers beat the staccato pas de charge and, led by their
  officers, the mass surged forward. Suddenly, from every loophole and window and along the garden walls, they were met by a blaze of musketry that collapsed the leading ranks. The remainder came on,
  attempting to return the fire. Some tried to break through the South Gate, battering it with axes and musket butts, until they were shot down and their piled bodies impeded the progress of those
  behind. Others tried to scale the garden walls but were bayoneted or clubbed as soon as their heads cleared the top. On the right they were doing rather better and were forcing the Germans back
  across the orchard towards the sunken lane, albeit galled by fire from the west wall of the garden to their left.


  Wellington had been watching the progress of the attack closely. Someone had again ordered Saltouns companies back from the sunken lane to rejoin their battalions. They had just arrived
  when, visibly annoyed, the Duke ordered them to counter-attack at once: In with you, my lads  and let me see no more of you!. Bayonets levelled, the Grenadiers swept across the
  orchard, driving the French back into the wood.


  The Duke also brought up a troop of six 5in howitzers with the intention of firing into the packed ranks of the French between them and the wood, over the heads of
  the troops defending the chteau, orchard and garden. As the task demanded fine judgement, he first verified its feasibility with the senior Royal Horse Artillery officer present, Colonel Sir
  Augustus Frazer: You are going to do a delicate thing. Can you depend upon the force of your howitzers?. Frazer answered that He could perfectly depend upon the troop,
  which was not quite the same thing, but satisfactory enough.


  In command of the troop was Major Bull, a very capable officer who had greatly distinguished himself during the fighting in Spain and Portugal. His first salvo was exactly on target and,
  according to one French source, killed seventeen men; in the nature of things, it would also have wounded twice that number. The sudden line of erupting shellbursts seemed to break the back of the
  French attack and they began edging back into the wood. Bull, located on the ridge immediately above Hougoumont, did not have a direct line of sight, but he was able to walk his barrage after them
  with the assistance of an old comrade-in-arms, Captain Norman Ramsay, who commanded the battery to his immediate left, and was able to observe where the shells were falling. Quite possibly, this
  was the first recorded instance of artillery fire being adjusted by an observer on the flank.


  By 1150 the French attack had clearly been repulsed. Wellington sent the Nassauers back to their brigade but left the Hanoverians with Saltoun and moved a brigade of the Kings German
  Legion into a position of depth behind the 1st Division on the ridge. For his part, Jerome had sustained no less than 1500 casualties, the majority incurred by his 1st Brigade, the commander of
  which, Major General Bauduin, had been killed. Reille was satisfied that the attack had achieved its purpose in drawing Wellingtons attention to his right flank but Jerome was chagrined by
  the decisive manner in which he had been repulsed and insisted on attacking again. This time, Soyes 2nd Brigade would advance through the wood while the remainder of the division, covered by
  Pirs cavalry, would attack the chteau from the west.


  The attack commenced at about noon and, since it was no longer necessary to clear the wood, closed in on its objective very quickly. Soyes brigade was halted by heavy fire from the
  southern walls but on the left flank the lan of Colonel Cubires 1st Lgre, one of the best regiments in the French service, soon brought it to a lane running down the
  western side of the chteau. The 100 or so men of the Scots Guards light company positioned in the lane had barely time to fire a volley or two before they were pushed steadily back
  towards the north-west angle of the buildings in fierce hand-to-hand fighting. Cubires cut at Sergeant Ralph Fraser with his sword but the latter took the blow on his pike then wounded and unhorsed
  the French officer with a quick riposte. Mounting the horse, he galloped towards his comrades, who were now streaming through the still-open North Gate.


  Hot on their heels came the 1st Lgre, led by a huge axe-wielding lieutenant named Legros, otherwise known to his comrades as The Smasher. Hacking aside attempts to close the
  gates, he shouldered his way through and, followed by 30 or 40 men, charged into the northern courtyard.


  Fortunately, Colonel Macdonell had anticipated the danger. Together with five other Coldstreamers (Lieutenant Colonel Henry Wyndham, Ensign James Hervey, Ensign Henry Gooch and two brothers,
  Corporals James and Joseph Graham), and four Scots Guards (Sergeants Ralph Fraser, Bruce McGregor, Joseph Aston and Private Joseph Lester), he fought his way through the intruders to the gates.
  Putting their backs and shoulders to the panels, the group strove to close them against the mass of Frenchmen struggling to force their way through.


  Of The Smasher and his men, only an unarmed drummer boy survived; the rest died in hand-to-hand fighting or were shot down from the windows. Having settled this issue, more and more of the
  garrison converged on the North Gate until its two halves could be closed, shored with timber and their heavy crossbar dropped into place. At this very moment the head and shoulders of a Frenchman
  appeared above the wall. He aimed at Wyndham but took rather too long about it and was himself shot through the head by James Graham.


  The crisis around the North Gate had been closely watched by Major General Byng, commanding the 2nd Guards Brigade. He ordered Colonel Alexander Woodford to counter-attack with three companies
  of the 2nd Coldstream Guards. These reached the scene shortly after the gates had been closed and promptly charged the now-disorganised 1st Lgre, driving it along the lane and back
  into the wood. They then entered Hougoumont and were joined shortly after by the battalions two remaining companies, augmenting the strength of the garrison by approximately 600 men; many of
  the new arrivals were posted along the east wall of the garden, where they were to play a significant part in the events of the afternoon. Although he was senior to Macdonell, Woodford was content
  to leave the continued defence of the position in the latters hands.


  From this point on, it is difficult to decide whether it was Reille or Jerome who commanded the French II Corps. Reille, as we know, felt that sufficient had already been done in the matter of
  Hougoumont. Jerome, on the other hand, had been infuriated by his rebuffs and he insisted that Reille should continue committing troops to the attack. Though Jerome was nominally his subordinate,
  Reille was conscious that he was also the Emperors brother, and complied. This produced a situation that was exactly the opposite of what Napoleon had intended. More
  and more French troops were sucked into a battle that had been designed as a feint. Yet even in this respect it had failed, for such was the tenacity of the defence that Wellington did not have to
  weaken his centre to maintain his right flank; the reinforcements reaching the chteau were drawn from the right flank itself. In later years, when questioned as to why he had allowed himself
  to develop such a fixation, Jerome claimed that at about the time his second attack was thrown back he had held a conversation with the Emperor, during which the latter had said that unless Grouchy
  rejoined the Army or Hougoumont was captured the battle would be lost. At first glance this seems incompatible with the facts, for Napoleon was still firmly committed to his original plan of
  battle; on the other hand, at about 1300 the distant advance guard of two Prussian corps had become visible, converging on the battlefield from the east, and in due course it would become necessary
  for the Emperor to detach Lobaus VI Corps from the centre in an attempt to contain the threat; Grouchy was being held off by a third Prussian corps and by now it must have become apparent
  that the prospects of his decisive intervention were remote indeed. It seems, therefore, that Jerome was privy to information that Napoleon was deliberately concealing from the rest of the army,
  and that while the Emperor still believed that he had time in which to beat Wellington, he was in urgent need of a success that he could exploit. This alone offers a reasonable justification for
  Jeromes subsequent actions.


  At about 1245 Lieutenant General Count Foys 9th Division launched an attack to the east of the orchard with the clear intention of isolating the chteau from the ridge. It was made
  on a brigade frontage and not only ran into artillery fire, but was also raked by musketry from the east wall of the garden. Finally, halted by mounting losses, the French were driven back by two
  Scots Guards companies sent down by Byng. Saltoun and his Grenadiers now moved forward to reoccupy the forward edge of the orchard.


  While this was taking place Napoleon had established his Grand Battery of over 80 guns opposite the Allied centre. This opened fire to prepare the way for what was intended to be the decisive
  attack of DErlons I Corps, east of the highway. In the event, DErlons 16,000 infantry were sharply repulsed by disciplined musketry, then routed when they were charged
  by the heavy cavalry of the Household and Union Brigades, who were in turn cut up by the French cavalry when they over-extended their pursuit. The attack cost DErlon some 7000 casualties,
  but he rallied his broken divisions and began to assault La Haye Sainte, the epic defence of which was conducted by the Kings German Legion.


  For those involved, a battle is a very local experience. There was doubtless some relief among the defenders of Hougoumont that someone else was having a turn, but almost
  immediately they were confronted by further problems of their own. The French had brought up a howitzer to the north-east corner of the wood and began to batter the buildings, to some effect.
  Perhaps unwisely, Saltoun decided to attack and capture the weapon. His two companies, accompanied by the Scots Grenadier Company and the 50 or so remaining Jgers, charged into the
  wood only to find themselves confronted by the remnants of three French brigades. They were driven out of the trees and back across the orchard to the sunken lane, where Byng quickly reinforced
  them with the remainder of 2nd Scots Guards under Colonel Francis Hepburn. Saltoun, who had had four horses shot under him during the day but was miraculously unscathed, was ordered to take his
  companies back to the ridge. Sadly, he noted that of every three men who had entered the orchard the previous night, only one remained on his feet; the battle, however, was not over for them just
  yet.


  Wellington, now in no doubt as to the importance the French attached to Hougoumont, further adjusted the position of the troops forming his right wing. Hepburns counter-attack had
  recovered the orchard and two battalions of the Kings German Legion were sent to support him from the sunken lane. A Brunswick battalion, somewhat sinister in its black uniforms, was also
  sent into the chteau buildings to reinforce Macdonell.


  The fifth French attack, delivered by Lieutenant General Baron Bachelus 5th Division, came in at approximately 1430 along an oblique axis directed at the south-eastern corner of the
  orchard. It was broken up by concentrated Allied artillery fire before it could reach its objective.


  At this point Jerome and Reille did what they should have done some hours earlier and brought up a howitzer battery, ordering its commander to set Hougoumont ablaze with incendiary shells. For
  those within, what followed was a horrifying ordeal the memory of which would never leave them. Thatched roofs began to burn at once, but in the more substantial buildings the shells smashed their
  way through tiles to start fires below. With horrifying speed the flames spread throughout the entire complex, which began to consume itself in a self-generating fire storm. Panic-stricken horses
  broke out of their stables into the courtyards then, in their terror, ran back into the flames. There were wounded men in every building and as the fire travelled they began to shout for help. In
  the blistering heat, regardless of the French shells, or the masonry crashing and burning timbers falling around them, others struggled to move them to safety, sometimes in vain.


  Observing the fire, Wellington remained icily cool. He took out one of the slips of asss skin he used for messages and scribbled a note for Macdonell.


  I see that the fire has communicated itself from the hay stack to the roof of the chteau. You must however still keep your men in those parts to which the fire does not reach. Take
  care that no men are lost by the falling-in of the roof or floors. After they have both fallen in, occupy the ruined walls inside of the garden; particularly if it should be possible for the enemy
  to pass through the embers in the inside of the house.


  The note was delivered by an aide, who handed it to Colonel Home of the Scots Guards. Asked if he fully understood what was required, Home replied: You can tell the Duke from me that
  unless we are attacked more vigorously than we have been hitherto, we shall maintain the position without difficulty. He then went inside and handed the order to Macdonell, who concurred
  with his response.


  If Jerome had hoped that the inferno would drive out the garrison, he was sadly disappointed. Some had no intention of leaving and others were kept in place by their discipline. With the fire
  raging below, one subaltern kept his men at the window of an upper room, from which they were trading shots with the French at the edge of the wood, although the floor was in danger of collapsing
  as the joists burned through. Only when flames began to lick through the boards did he stand aside from the doorway and let them escape down the stairwell. Those in the garden and the orchard
  underwent an ordeal of a different kind. For obvious reasons they could not abandon their positions, but above the roar of the fire they could hear the piercing screams of trapped men. It was,
  perhaps, the hardest thing of all to remain inactive and suppress instincts demanding that they should rush to their assistance.


  At about this time there took place one of the most famous yet puzzling incidents in the entire battle. Aware that ammunition stocks were running dangerously low, Ensign Drummond, the Scots
  Guards adjutant, requested a visiting ADC, Captain Horace Seymour, to arrange for a fresh supply as quickly as possible. Seymour galloped to the summit of the ridge and indicated to a
  private of the Royal Waggon Train that he should take his ammunition waggon down to Hougoumont. Disregarding both the French shellfire and the danger posed by the burning buildings, the man whipped
  his team into a gallop and drove straight down to the North Gate, where his horses were killed. In Seymours words, I feel convinced to that mans services the Guards owe their
  ammunition; and, of course, their ability to maintain the defence of Hougoumont.


  The difficulty arises in establishing the identity of this extremely brave man. He has been described as Private or Corporal Joseph or Gregory Brewer or Brewster. He is
  said to have transferred from the Royal Waggon Train to the Scots Guards shortly after Waterloo, but does not appear in the records of either. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of Sherlock
  Holmes, based his short story A Straggler of 15 on the incident. The story is set during the winter of 188182 and describes the last days of former Corporal Gregory Brewster,
  late of the Third or Scots Guards. Conan Doyle uses the device of a newspaper cutting to describe the action, which begins with Byng telling Brewster to chase up the reserve ammunition. Although
  this places him on the ridge, it is not incompatible with the facts, for while the bulk of the battalion was in the orchard, the Colours, and a suitable escort, had been left behind in its original
  position. The cutting continues:


  Brewster came upon two powder tumbrels of the Nassau division, and succeeded, after menacing the drivers with his musket, in inducing them to convey their powder to Hougoumont. In his
  absence, however, the hedges surrounding the position had been set on fire by a howitzer battery of the French, and the passage of the carts full of powder became a most hazardous matter. The first
  tumbrel exploded, blowing the driver to fragments. Daunted by the fate of his comrade, the second driver turned his horses, but Corporal Brewster, springing upon his seat, hurled the man down, and
  urging the powder cart through the flames, succeeded in forcing a way to his comrades.


  On the one hand, the story may be nothing more than an historical and literary curiosity; on the other, Conan Doyle, who was also the creator of the incorrigible Brigadier Gerard, was thoroughly
  versed in the history of the Napoleonic Wars, and it would not have escaped his attention that the last of Hougoumonts defenders, a Nassau officer named von Trovich, also passed away in
  1882. Whatever the truth, the basic facts of the event remain uncontested.


  At about 1600 a number of developments occurred simultaneously. General Cooke, commanding the 1st Division, was seriously wounded and his place was taken by Byng. Hepburn, commanding the Scots
  Guards, assumed command of the 2nd Guards Brigade, but as both of its battalions, save for the Colour parties, were already committed to the defence of Hougoumont, the only practical difference
  this made was to extend his responsibilities to maintaining communications between the chteau, the orchard and the ridge.


  While these adjustments were being made, a further attack was launched on the southern edge of the orchard by Foys and Bachelus divisions. It was pressed home
  with such determination that the Scots Guards and the two Kings German Legion battalions, outnumbered and outflanked to the east, were forced to give ground. Within a short space of time
  every one of the Scots remaining officers had been hit, command of the battalion passing to a senior sergeant. However, once the French had drawn level with the garden wall the Coldstream
  opened such a destructive fire into them that they were forced to abandon all their gains.


  Since the failure of DErlons attack Napoleons Grand Battery had been firing continuously at the Allied troops on the ridge. Wellingtons response was to pull back his
  most vulnerable units behind the crest. Ney, whom Napoleon had left in tactical control of the battle while he rested, mistook the movement for a withdrawal and decided to turn the apparent retreat
  into a rout with a series of concentrated cavalry attacks. It was, in fact, the left flank of the first of these that the sixth French attack on Hougoumont had been intended to cover.


  Altogether, between 1600 and 1730 the French cavalry mounted twelve separate attacks on the centre of the Allied line, each attack following the pattern of that which had gone before. Superbly
  uniformed and equipped regiments of cuirassiers, carabineers, lancers, hussars and dragoons breasted the slope between Hougoumont and La Haye Sainte, losing riders and horses as they were fired at
  by the garrisons of both. Further gaps were blown in the serried ranks by the Allied artillery until, at the last possible moment, the gunners ran back into the shelter of the waiting infantry
  squares, taking their rammer staves with them. Swarming round the bristling four-deep hedges of bayonets, the cavalrymen struggled in vain to hack their way in, more and more of their saddles being
  emptied by disciplined volleys. Finally, when the French had become thoroughly disorganised, they were counter-charged and driven off the ridge by the British cavalry, sped on their way by fire
  from the guns, the result of each charge being to leave the slopes encumbered with debris that would impede the next.


  The Allies, too, suffered severely. With each attack, men were speared, cut down or shot dead with pistols or carbines; and, between charges, French artillery renewed its fire on the solid
  scarlet masses. At the end of it, however, while some regiments lay dead in their squares, Napoleons cavalry had been fought to the edge of destruction.


  Having recovered from his attack of lethargy, the Emperor resumed command. In his view, the key to victory now lay in capturing the outposts of Hougoumont and La Haye Sainte, possession of which
  would expose Wellingtons right and centre, and both were attacked at 1830. At Hougoumont Foy again advanced into the orchard while Jerome assaulted the buildings from
  the west; both were repulsed. At La Haye Sainte, however, the ammunition supply failed and DErlons re-formed troops were able to drive out the few gallant defenders who had survived.
  Ney promptly brought up a battery that opened fire just 300 yards from the Allied line, upon which a cloud of skirmishers also converged. Ignoring advice that a vengeful French cuirassier unit was
  now positioned immediately behind La Haye Sainte, the young Prince of Orange, serving as Wellingtons Second-in-Command, ordered a Kings German Legion battalion to deploy into line and
  drive off the skirmishers; when the cuirassiers charged, the battalion was ridden over and wiped out in less than a minute. This proved to be too much for some Allied units in the immediate
  vicinity. A Hanoverian brigade withdrew out of range and the Nassau brigade took to its heels, being overtaken by a fashionable Hanoverian hussar regiment that galloped all the way to Brussels with
  the news that the battle was lost.


  By 1900 a yawning gap had appeared in the centre of Wellingtons line. If Napoleon had possessed the resources, he could have driven straight through, but they were not immediately to
  hand. His cavalry was a spent force and of his three corps commanders Lobau was now barely holding his own against the Prussians, DErlon was too weak in numbers and Reille was tied down in
  front of Hougoumont. There was nothing for it but to bring forward the Imperial Guard, and that would take a little time. During the respite thus granted Wellington methodically closed the gap in
  his centre with troops moved from other sectors of the line, so that by 1930 it no longer existed.


  The attack, delivered in columns by the Middle Guard, commenced at about the same time. Perversely, it was not directed up the highway past La Haye Sainte, but instead inclined to the left just
  short of the farm and followed an oblique route up the strewn slopes against Wellingtons right centre. Weariness forgotten, the rest of the French watched the spectacle in growing
  excitement, believing that they were on the verge of victory. The Guard is going in! The Guard has never been beaten! The Guard always gives the coup de grce!


  Disregarding the heavy casualties inflicted by the Allied artillery, the columns overran the gunline and crossed the crest to confront Wellingtons infantry, waiting in line. For
  approximately ten minutes there was a furious exchange of musketry. In this the firepower produced by extended lines proved far superior to that of the columns, for only those at the front of the
  latter could use their weapons and, in any event, the leading ranks were repeatedly shot away. The French left suddenly found itself receiving devastating volley fire from the 1st Battalion 52nd
  (Oxfordshire) Regiment, part of Major General Sir Frederick Adams 3rd Brigade, which had wheeled out of line to engage the flank of the nearest enemy column;
  simultaneously, the French right was laced through and through at a range of only 100 yards with round after round of canister shot fired by Captain Krahmer de Binches horse artillery
  battery, part of Lieutenant General Baron Chasss newly-arrived 3rd (Netherlands) Division; in the centre, Maitlands 1st Guards Brigade, including the remnants of
  Saltouns light companies, was one of several British formations whose punishing volleys halted the French advance in its tracks. It was more than flesh and blood could stand. The Middle
  Guard began shredding away to the rear, then suddenly bolted en masse when the British and Dutch charged with the bayonet.


  Those in the valley below and on both flanks watched the rout in stunned disbelief. There arose a cry of La Garde recule! born of despair, for if the hitherto invincible Guard had
  been put to flight, what chance did the rest of the army have?


  Hard on the heels of this disaster came the news that the Prussians had broken through. Within fifteen minutes the entire Army of the North had disintegrated into a panic-stricken mob, streaming
  away to the south. Among the last to go were those opposite Hougoumont, who continued to fire at the defenders until the news reached them, then faded away through the wood. Only the Old Guard
  preserved its discipline to the end, escorting the Emperor safely off the field, although two of its battalions were totally destroyed in the process.


  Hougoumont was now little more than a blazing charnel house. Thankfully, its exhausted, smoke-blackened defenders moved out and bivouacked for the night in the fields behind. Later, Wellington
  was remark that The success of the Battle of Waterloo turned upon the closing of the gates of Hougoumont, but the achievements of the garrison went far beyond this single episode.
  Altogether, some 3500 men (Guards, Kings German Legion, Nassauers, Hanoverians and Brunswickers) had played a part in the defence, and they had tied down the entire left wing of the French
  army throughout the day. It can thus be seen that if Hougoumont had fallen, not only would Wellington have been forced to react to the increased threat to his right, but also that Napoleon would
  have had plenty of infantry available to exploit the gap which appeared in the Allied centre following the fall of La Haye Sainte. The garrison sustained approximately 1500 casualties, a ratio of
  43 per cent, which can be regarded as high by any standards. Of the 15,000 French employed in the seven major attacks, as well as the continuous periods of sniping between them, some 5000 were
  killed or wounded.


  On the morning after the battle some of garrison entered the still-smouldering, shot-battered, bullet-pocked and in places roofless ruins to search for the bodies of
  comrades. They had no hope of finding those within the gutted buildings, but many also lay in the open spaces between; such had been the heat that, according to one soldier, they were
  completely dried up. It was also observed with some surprise that the flames had not penetrated the chapel. They had licked through the door, charred the feet of the wooden figure of
  Christ Crucified above, but penetrated no further. Local people regarded the event as a miracle; the soldiers, more pragmatic, took it as proof that the Almighty does not always side with the big
  battalions.
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