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Dissertation Reflective Report
On the morning of the 18th June 1815, Napoleon Bonaparte remarked to his generals thus: ‘I tell you Wellington is a bad general, the English are bad troops, and this affair is nothing more than eating breakfast’.[footnoteRef:1] By dusk that evening the Grande Armee had been physically and mentally shattered.  [1:  Longford, Elizabeth, Wellington: The Years of the Sword (London: Panther, 1971), pg. 547.] 

For several years now, I have maintained a firm interest in the Napoleonic Era, further compounded by my weekends spent re-enacting the period all over Britain and Northwest Europe, and so a study of the Battle of Waterloo was inevitable for my dissertation. I have more recently developed a more specific focus on errors and mistakes made in military campaigns and on the battlefield; my choice was therefore to perform an examination of both the Duke of Wellington and Napoleon during the Hundred Days Campaign in 1815. I believe that any study of Waterloo on its own would be severely in want of further context, as the entire campaign surrounding Waterloo was crucial to how events played out on that day, and so I wanted to include events from the moment Napoleon took power in March 1815 until the battle in June. I also intended to examine both, so as to give a fair assessment of the general with the greater skill during the campaign. This is somewhat more difficult - as Peter Hofschröer noted in the 1990s, ‘French-language works tend not to want to concede that their Emperor was defeated at all…defeat was partly at the hand of incompetent and treacherous subordinates, and partly at the hands of an English aristocrat’[footnoteRef:2]; it is also remarkable how few English language histories of the battle are willing to admit any flaw in Wellington’s strategy, and certainly a significant minority treat the battle with any thought for tactical errors. I therefore aimed to give an impartial assessment of both generals, and from there compare the two.  [2:  Hofschröer, Peter, 1815: The Waterloo Campaign, Volume 1 (London: Greenhill Books, 1998), pg. 15.] 

However, I was thwarted by a very simple fact. I am not a Francophone, and so access to French sources is at best reduced, and in one particular set of memoirs impossible. This led me to confine my military assessment to solely Wellington – and I think for the better. The restriction of my research to just the English language sources (with some exceptions to be examined later), and to a military system I am familiar with, has allowed a deeper analysis of certain decisions Wellington made which I would not have had the time to examine if I was studying both. I can also provide context for Wellington’s military career, and draw parallels to earlier battles if necessary. As mentioned above, most English language histories of the battle fail to assess the negative implications of several of the key decisions made by Wellington throughout the campaign. Even books such as Tim Clayton’s Waterloo: Four Days that Changed Europe’s Destiny, which are part of the more recent historiographical shift towards displaying the battle from all nationalities, are still lacking in adequate critiques of the Duke himself. For this reason, I have made my aim to challenge both the traditional and revisionist histories – and to fully critique and examine several key decisions and attitudes of the Duke of Wellington throughout the Waterloo Campaign. These will be: the troops stationed under Prince Frederick of Orange at Halle on the 18th June; the lack of supply and support at Hougoumont; and the conduct of the Duke in regard to his Dutch and Belgian troops, his Prussian allies, and his caution in the early stages of the campaign itself.

The advantage any historian faces this century in assessing any element of the Waterloo campaign is the sheer volume of source material available. More specifically, the sheer volume of translated source material available. The Waterloo Archive was first published seven years ago, with an aim to presenting more recently acquired and translated documentary evidence. The six volumes are a compilation of British, German, and Nassau troops’ letters and recollections, from high ranking officers all the way down to battery commanders. The translations have been incredibly insightful – much of the King’s German Legion is able to be examined in far greater detail than previously due to the access to documents in English. Volumes 2, 4, and 6 have all been of great use thus far in researching German experiences; they are also comparatively cheap, and so accessibility has also been proven. In fact, the campaign is so well documented that primary sources are almost as available as scholarly works. Memoirs by British veterans such as Rifleman Edward Costello and Sergeant William Lawrence, and Count Gneisenau’s biography of Field-Marshal Blücher, further enhance the pool from which to draw my material and therefore the supporting evidence for my hypotheses.  
More modern secondary works also make a valuable contribution to my evidence. My main inspiration for the research questions I hope to raise were Saul David’s All the King’s Men, a history of the British army 1660-1815, and Military Blunders, a book which studies several key aspects which contribute to military failures. The former has encouraged me to study the Battle of Waterloo within the context of the era, and so I shall endeavor to examine Wellington’s early career, with the hopes of explaining several of the actions he took during the campaign; the latter made me consider the possibility of Wellington’s loss, and had he lost what would have been included in the criticisms of him. In particular, the secondary source material is lacking in negative judgements of Wellington because he won. The late Richard Holmes’ Wellington arrives at the battle itself with nothing to say bar a commendation for his letter writing;[footnoteRef:3] Peter Snow’s history of the Peninsula To War With Wellington is also lax on criticisms of the Duke, instead preferring to blame the Spanish and other commanders. Therefore, one of the only British scholarly works I shall rely on throughout is Mark Adkin’s Waterloo Companion. Researched during the 1990s, this is one of the most detailed reports of the battle currently published. Where possible Adkin has identified commanders and troop numbers down to company level, for all nationalities, along with full explanations of weaponry, strategy, and context – there is even a diagram detailing the physics of parabolic cannon shot flight.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Holmes, Richard, Wellington (London: Harper Perennial, 2007), pg. 251.]  [4:  Adkins, Mark, The Waterloo Companion (London: Aurum Press Limited, 2001), pg. 269.] 


In order to fulfil my target of a complete and accurate assessment of the mistakes I aim to attribute to the Duke, I have set myself three secondary research questions. By keeping these at the forefront of my research and argument, I hope to keep my dissertation focused. I aim to assess the various decisions and attitudes thus:
· Were the decisions and attitudes errors or mistakes?
· I shall examine the decisions taken, and the attitudes expressed by the Duke, and attempt to define if they were errors in judgement, or mistakes which could have been avoided. The important distinction I aim to make clear is that errors are one-time events, mistakes are repetitive. For the latter I therefore need to examine the Duke’s career in some detail, to look for evidence of past decisions. In particular I aim to compare his attitude to native sepoys in the Indian subcontinent to native Dutch and Belgian troops at Waterloo.
· Was each error, or mistake, avoidable or unnecessary?
· This will require the use of the official dispatches, letters the Duke sent, and other primary sources, to understand the situation at the time. The criticism of the troops left at Halle under Prince Frederick has been dismissed since the battle itself, as ‘fully justified’[footnoteRef:5] due to the small French force sent in their direction – however even on the day, this does not account for the mostly unengaged element of Frederick’s troops. Therefore, a mixture of primary sources, to give insight into the situation at the time, and scholarly works cross examining the original documentation, shall be necessary. [5:  von Müffling, Friedrich, A Sketch of the Battle of Waterloo, seventh edn (Brussels: H. Gérarrd, 1875), pg. 117.] 

· What impact did these errors or mistakes have, and what impact could they have had?
· The one aim I have above all else is to avoid engaging in counterfactual history. Niall Ferguson frequently resorts to ‘what ifs’ throughout his work on the summer of 1914, and I want my dissertation to remain strictly within the bounds of history. Bearing that in mind, any assessment of errors made historically must make some comment on the potential consequences. For this reason, I hope to keep my speculation to the effect the decisions actually had, and from there examine whether any alternate history would have been possible. This is somewhat easier, studying Wellington, than it is when considering Napoleon – Wellington still won the battle, and so the consequences of these decisions cannot be as far reaching as, for example, Grouchy not being tasked with seeking out the Prussian forces.
By answering these questions in turn, for each topic, I hope to not only provide further context, but also provide a deeper analysis of my three main discussion points.

The main debate I have dealt with surrounding my methodology is why Waterloo, and why Wellington? History has many facets, and many historians have chosen different facets to focus on in their telling of the narrative. Ellen F. Arnold is a notable example of an environmental historian – examining the role nature, and natural disasters, plays in affecting human history and how humans respond. Marxist historians focus on the history of class struggle, therefore reassessing huge swathes of traditional history with an aim to putting the everyman in the foreground. I believe that an imperial view of history is crucial to any narrative of Waterloo, and the Napoleonic wars in general. This view incorporates elements of other branches of history – but fundamentally opposes others. In short, I examine history through the lens of the powerful. When studying the American Revolution, some would argue that the enduring national stories of Paul Revere riding to alert the rebels, or of Washington and his underfunded army taking on the British, should be at the centre of any study. However, I would endeavour to provide an explanation of those events as being two warring governments – one obsessed with maintaining the status quo (the British government), and one feuding amongst itself but united by a common enemy (the Continental Congress). This still applies in 1815. One could choose to examine the military events of June 1815 through the lens of each man on the ground. Memoir evidence is plentiful, and so this would be possible. I do not think it is as valid as studying the battle through the lens of the commanders. After all, Wellington and Napoleon made the decisions for their armies. They are the ones who gave orders, and they are the two men that history remembers. For this reason, I aim to take an Imperial view of the battle, and to give an accurate military assessment of the British army – since, for so many, Waterloo is still the narrative of the defeated Emperor, not the victorious British peer.

The only roadblock I have had in researching this piece has been the source material, as mentioned previously. Despite redirecting my efforts to the Allied side, there is still a huge imbalance in British histories and German, Dutch, Prussian, and Belgian histories - mostly in the case of obtaining English language translations. However, there is an increasingly large number of German memoirs and histories being brought into the English domain, along with a number of Dutch sources. Furthermore, I have been able to gain access to a republished edition of The Belgians at Waterloo, described as “the most important study of the Belgian troops at Waterloo” in the opening. 

The Chapters will, currently, be structured as follows:
· Introduction
· Aims and Methodology
· To provide a challenge to traditional historiography which does not criticise Wellington, for the reason of his victory.
· To use revisionist works such as Hofschröer, and re-examine primary source material.
· Wellington’s Career
· I aim to give context for the decisions he made during the Waterloo Campaign, along with providing potential errors earlier in his military career.
· Halle
· To examine the troops stationed at Halle, and the effect and possible effects this decision had.     



· Hougoumont 
· To examine the troops stationed in Hougoumont, whether and why they weren’t resupplied adequately, and the rationale behind this.
· The Duke’s Conduct
· The Promise Made to the Prussians
· To critique whether the promise Wellington made on the 15th June was a wise decision, the consequences, and whether he was in a position to make such a promise.
· Therefore, to examine the assumption that the Prussians would be there in the event of a battle on the 17th/18th.
· Dutch-Belgian Troop Quality
· Whether his dismissal of the Belgian troops was fair.
· Whether his views of the Dutch troops were fair, and the seemingly contradictory nature of his deployment of them.
· Caution
· I would like to reassess whether the initial caution exercised by Wellington when Napoleon crossed into Belgium was avoidable, and what effect it had on the campaign.
· This is the most likely to engage in counterfactual history, and so my own caution shall be paramount here.
· Conclusion
· To re-examine the points made and make a decision regarding my hypothesis.
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