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and the coalition armies departed. 
Peace reigned, after a fashion.

Louis, well-intentioned but 
inept, attempted to turn back the 
clock, restoring the nobility and the 
church to their traditional place in 
society and returning to them lands 
distributed after the Revolution. 
The French middle and lower 
classes were left with little to show 
for a quarter-century of sacrifi ce. 

They did, however, have peace, 
and it was welcomed. Half a million 
Frenchmen had died in the wars and 
their fellow citizens had had enough of 
glory. Louis’ one truly popular decision 
was the abolition of conscription, 
accompanied by a paring of the army 
to cut expenses. Of the authorized 
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is a part of the campaign and must 
be perceived as such. Napoleon 
lost at Waterloo partly because of 
decisions made on that battlefield, 
but in reality the battle was a defeat 
waiting to happen before it began.

A Shaky Peace

The empire of Napoleon Bonaparte 
sustained repeated defeats after 1811, 
fi nally succumbing to the armies of the 
Sixth Coalition in the spring of 1814. 
Napoleon abdicated his throne that 
April, accepting exile to the tiny island 
of Elba though he retained the title 
of Emperor. The Bourbon monarchy 
ascended once again to the French 
throne in the person of Louis XVIII 

Editor’s Note. This article, presented 
in commemoration of the Waterloo 
bicentennial, covers the entire 
Waterloo campaign. The battle itself 
was analyzed in detail in issue 292. 
An extensive and detailed order 
of battle can be found at www.
strategyandtacticspress.com.

 W aterloo was one of the 
most dramatic and 
decisive battles in history, 

but like most battles occurred in 
the midst of a larger campaign. 
Many events in the days leading 
up to the battle contributed to its 
course and outcome. It is tempting 
to study the campaign only in terms 
of those contributions, but a battle 
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resolve to remove Napoleon from 
power once again. The proclamation 
carefully identifi ed their enemy as the 
person of Napoleon, not the nation 
or people of France. The four major 
powers pledged 150,000 men each 
for the duration. The minor powers 
eventually promised another 200,000. 
It would take some time before this 
host could be gathered and put in 
motion—like France, the rest of Europe 
had retrenched during 1814—and 
Napoleon put that time to good use.

Arms & Men

Despite general approbation for 
the ouster of Louis, Napoleon knew 
his return to power was conditional. 
The French simply would not 
accept a remilitarization of the 
country, above all any attempt to 
renew the hated conscription. The 
coalition’s rejection of his peaceful 
overtures gave him some leeway to 
strengthen the army for defensive 
purposes, and the necessary 
funds were soon forthcoming 
from the National Assembly.

His fi rst step was to recall all 
soldiers currently on furlough. The 
reintroduction of conscription was 
side-stepped for the moment by 
calling up those men conscripted in 
the last years of the Empire, but who 
had never reported; legally, they were 
already bound to serve. The National 
Guard, France’s militia, also could also 
be called out under existing laws. 

For the higher levels of command 
Napoleon could count only a half-
dozen of his marshals. The rest either 
remained loyal to Louis, were unfi t for 
fi eld duty, or were outside France.

The lack was not keenly felt. 
Experienced generals and lower-
ranking offi cers were plentiful. Like 
the rest of Europe, France was fi lled 
with long service veterans, including 
thousands returned from coalition 
prison camps during the peace.

The growing army could be 
equipped at fi rst from stockpiled 
weapons left over from the late 
wars. By the time those resources 
were exhausted, foundries and 
workshops were turning out new 
weapons. Fortresses, particularly 
those on the northern and eastern 
frontiers, were put on a war footing. 
Supplies, wagons, and horses were 
gathered. By the end of May, France 
would have nearly a quarter-million 

men in the fi eld army, suffi ciently if 
not plentifully equipped, with half 
again as many being readied in the 
depots and a similar number slated 
for service by the end of summer.

Coalition forces grew apace, 
gathering in seven armies spaced 
around the French frontier. Two were 
forming in Belgium, the southern 
half of the expanded Kingdom 
of the Netherlands. The Army of 
the Low Countries (usually called 
either the Anglo-Allies or just Allies), 
commanded by Britain’s Duke of 
Wellington, included the British 
contingent, supplemented by the 
armies of the Netherlands, Hanover, 
and Brunswick. It covered western 
Belgium and Brussels (where Louis 
established his court in exile). The 
rest of the province was occupied by 
the main Prussian fi eld army, Field 
Marshal Gebhard Blucher’s Army of the
Lower Rhine. Each would grow to over 
100,000 by mid-June, but the process 
of assembly would not be fi nished 
until after the campaign had ended.

At the opposite end of the 
frontier, two largely Austrian armies 
were gathering. In the Var (France’s 
Mediterranean coast), Gen. Frederick 
Bianchi commanded the Army of 
Naples, still arriving after chasing 
another of Napoleon’s marshals, 
Joachim Murat, off his Neapolitan 
throne. Once redeployed, Bianchi was 
to follow the coast toward Toulon and 
Marseille. North across the mountains, 
Gen. Johann Frimont commanded 
Austrians and Piedmontese bent 
on traversing Savoy to capture 
Lyons, France’s second city.

The largest concentration would 
be made on the upper (southern) 
Rhine, between the Swiss border 
and the Ardennes. The fi rst wave 
would consist of more Austrians, 
plus Bavarians and other German 
contingents, slated to number 225,000. 
This group, the slowest to gather, 
would also be the slowest to move as 
it was commanded by the cautious 
Austrian general, Prince Charles 
Philip Schwarzenberg. The coalition’s 
generalissimo during the successful 
campaigns of 1813 and 1814, the 
politically astute Schwarzenberg 
commanded with as much an eye 
toward intra-allied relations as toward 
military victory. He would be backed 
up, eventually, by the Russian army, 
probably stronger than the nominal 
150,000 pledged. One corps of this 
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The Hundred Days

4 April: Napoleon 
abdicates in favor 
of his son, though 
he does not formally 
relinquish power 
for another week.  

1 March: 
Austria, Britain, 
Prussia, and 
Russia sign 
the Treaty of 
Chaumont, each 
pledging to 
maintain 150,000 
in the fi eld until 
France is beaten 
or against any 
renewed French 
aggression over 
the following 
three years.

1814

3 May: Louis XVIII 
arrives in Paris. 

4 May: Napoleon 
reaches Elba to 
begin his exile.

30 May: The Treaty 
of Paris formally ends 
the war between the 
Sixth Coalition and 
France. The Allied 
armies begin leaving 
France the next day.

30 September: 
The Congress of 
Vienna begins 
forming to 
redefi ne France’s 
boundaries and 
relationship to the 
rest of Europe, 
but quickly 
degenerates 
into squabbling 
among the victors 
for spoils.

1815

26 February: 
Napoleon escapes 
from Elba with 
1,100 men, landing 
three days later 
near Cannes in 
southern France.

2-7 March: 
Napoleon marches 
on Grenoble, 
winning over the 
5th Regiment just 
south of the city. 13 March: 

Napoleon is declared 
an outlaw by the 
Congress of Vienna.

strength of 150,000, no more than 
one-third were actually under arms.

Over time the benefi ts of peace 
began to pale next to the reactionary 
Bourbon policies, particularly those 
regarding land ownership and the 
continued humbling of France. 
Unrest simmered, but without a 
focus could gain no traction.

The victorious coalition powers 
meanwhile convened a pan-European 
assembly in the fall of 1814. By the 
end of October, representatives of 
more than 200 states had arrived 
in Vienna, though proceedings 
were dominated by the four great 
powers: Britain, Austria, Prussia, 
and Russia. The allies shortly fell out 
over the dispensation of the spoils 

of war, the British and Austrians 
lining up against the Prussians and 
Russians, though there was tension 
within each pairing as well. 

Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-
Périgord, a former minister of 
Napoleon now serving Louis, attended 
on behalf of France. Playing the 
situation masterfully, he obtained 
a softer peace and an ever-greater 
role for France in the new Europe.

Napoleon, 180 miles off the coast 
of France, watched and waited.

Napoleon Returns

Napoleon made his move in late 
February 1815, slipping off Elba with 
an “army” of 1,100, the personal guard 

he had been allotted by the terms of 
his abdication. Landing near Cannes 
on 1 March, he began a slow march 
northward. The column would have 
been short work for any of the French 
military establishments along the 
route to Paris, but Napoleon was 
convinced the Bourbons had worn 
out their welcome, and equally certain 
the quarreling Allies would incapable 
of any rapid response themselves.

His analysis appeared questionable 
at fi rst, as his welcome was quiet; 
neither French offi cials nor civilians 
were sure what his return entailed. 
The higher reaches of the French 
government showed no such qualms, 
though, and issued orders to stop the 
procession and arrest Napoleon. 

The fi rst crisis came outside 
Grenoble on 7 March, where the 
column was confronted by an entire 
regiment, the 5th Line. Napoleon 
boldly strode to the front of his army, 
threw open his cloak, and offered his 
breast to any many who wished to 
shoot or stab him. The 5th broke ranks 
and swarmed over their emperor, 
transforming him in that instant 
from a criminal to a conqueror. 

Another confrontation took 
place eleven days later near Auxerre, 
less than 100 miles southeast of 
Paris. Michel Ney, one of Napoleon’s 
marshals who had remained in 
service under Louis, deployed 6,000 
men across Napoleon’s path. Ney had 
vowed to Louis to bring the usurper to 
Paris “in an iron cage.” Instead, most 
of Ney’s troops went over to Napoleon. 
Ney followed, either enthusiastically or 
reluctantly, depending on the source. 
He probably could see Napoleon’s 
eventual success and, again depending 
on the source, wanted to ensure either 
his position or the unity of France.

Auxerre was the tipping point. 
Napoleon’s march thereafter became 
a triumphal procession. Another 
week saw him in Paris. Louis escaped, 
accompanied by his household and 
those members of the military who 
chose to remain loyal, including several 
other former Napoleonic marshals.

Napoleon resumed his position, 
but not his titles. He insisted to 
all who would listen that he had 
returned to rescue France from 
the Bourbons and wanted only 
peace with the rest of Europe.

The allies would have none of 
it. Outwardly setting aside their 
differences, they announced their 

In one of a series of paintings by Stepehen Stanton, an offi cer of Napoleon's Chasseurs à Cheval, 
part of the Light Cavalry of the Guard, leads his squadron to attack a square of Brunswickers 
in the distance (see pages 30 and 35) during the great French cavalry charges on the afternoon 
of 18 June. Go to www.waterloo-collection.com for details on this and other prints.
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The Hundred Days

15 March: Napoleon’s 
brother-in-law Joachim 
Murat, late marshal of 
the empire and now king 
of Naples, declares for 
Napoleon and marches 
north to raise Bonapartist 
veterans in northern Italy.

14 March: At 
Auxerre, Napoleon 
confronts 6,000 
Royal French 
troops under Ney, 
who has promised 
to bring Napoleon 
to Paris in an 
iron cage. Ney, 
seeing the feeling 
among his men, 
instead goes over 
to Napoleon.

1815 cont.

17 March: 
The Treaty of 
Chaumont is 
invoked at Vienna, 
forming the 
Seventh Coalition.

20 March: Napoleon 
enters Paris; this is 
considered the true start 
of the “Hundred Days” 
(which actually lasts 110).

28 March: 
Joachim Murat 
King of Naples, 
declares war 
on Austria.

4 April: Napoleon 
declares his peaceful 
intents publicly and in 
letters to the crowned 
heads of Europe.

8 April: 
Napoleon orders 
a general French 
mobilization, 
but without 
conscription.

9 April: Murat’s 
Neapolitan army is 
defeated on the Po River.

3 May: Murat 
is beaten again 
at Tolentino.

20 May: Murat fl ees 
Naples, to be replaced 
three days later by 
the reinstatement of 
Ferdinand IV Bourbon.

9 June: The 
fi nal covenant of 
the Congress of 
Vienna is signed, 
establishing the 
framework of 
Europe that will 
last until 1914.

15 June: Napoleon’s 
Army of the North 
descends on Prussian 
positions around 
Charleroi, effecting a 
crossing into Belgium and 
taking station between 
the Prussian and Allied 
armies. In eastern France, 
Suchet leads the Army of 
the Alps into Switzerland.

one coalition force, hoping for a quick 
victory to give the coalition pause and 
open the way to a negotiated peace.

Any one of the coalition forces 
would serve the purpose. He could 
move into northern Italy, a repeat of 
the campaigns he used to unhinge 
the Second Coalition in 1796-7 and 
the Third in 1800. An assault into 
southern Germany, as he had done in 
1805, would catch Schwarzenberg still 
forming, snap the coalition center, and 
perhaps break the Austrian will to fi ght. 

The third choice, Belgium, was the 
most obvious (both Wellington and 
Blucher expected it) but also the most 
promising. With two separate armies 
in the area, one from either faction 
of the divided Congress of Vienna, 
Napoleon could play one against the 
other. The region was also the smallest; 
coalition forces in Italy and Germany 
had plenty of room to retire before any 
French advance, blunting its effects. 
Any retreat in Belgium would uncover 
the ports on the English Channel, 
politically unacceptable in Britain, or 

the same along the Pyrenees, and 
negotiations were underway to 
incorporate the Portuguese as well 
(though Wellington wanted them for 
his army). In the end, few Spaniards 
and no Portuguese were deployed.

The last army was one in name 
only, consisting of French royalists 
in the Vendee, the region south of 
the Loire along the Atlantic coast. 
The exact number of insurgents is 
uncertain, but in the end they tied 
down more fi rst-line French troops 
than the Swiss and Spanish combined.

French Plans

Napoleon had two strategic 
choices. He could fi ght a defensive 
campaign like that of 1814, shuttling 
his outnumbered force back and 
forth to strike the separate coalition 
armies sequentially, hoping to stave 
them off while France gathered her 
strength and the coalition powers fell 
to quarreling. The bolder course, the 
one he chose, was to strike quickly at 

army had been offered to Wellington 
if the British would transport it by sea 
to Belgium. Wellington declined the 
offer on purely political grounds.

There were still more soldiers 
available if needed. Nearly half the 
Prussian army was held back around 
Berlin, nominally forming a reserve 
but actually keeping an eye on both 
the Russians and Austrians. One corps 
was thrown forward to the Rhine, 
in part to protect communications 
between Belgium and the upper 
Rhine, and in part to protect newly 
acquired Prussian provinces on the 
river. The Russians also had a second 
army of 60,000 in Poland, again an 
ostensible reserve but in actuality 
deployed for postwar purposes.

Three minor armies were in 
the fi eld; none could be counted 
on for offensive action, but all 
would provide an additional draw 
on French manpower. The Swiss, 
about 37,000 strong, covered the 
Alps between Schwarzenberg and 
Frimont. The Spanish were to do 

bring French armies back to the lower 
Rhine, an imminent threat to Prussia. 

Another factor favoring the 
Belgian approach was that Britain 
and Prussia were his most important 
enemies. Britain had been the most 
steadfast in resisting Napoleon and 
British gold had been an essential 
element in forming anti-French 
coalitions. Prussia, the poorest of the 
major powers, had been the driving 
heart of the Sixth Coalition. A victory 
in Belgium could deprive the new 
Seventh Coalition of its fi nancial base, 
its sustaining leadership, or both.

Napoleon early on opted for 
the Belgian gambit and began 
deploying his forces accordingly. 
A total of 63,500 men formed fi ve 
corps-sized groups (7,000 to 20,000) 
to cover the secondary fronts—Alps, 
Var, and Pyrenees—and to garrison 
Paris for both political and military 
purposes. Though representing 
nearly a quarter of available French 
manpower, the frontiers had to be 
occupied at least nominally to prevent 
unopposed coalition advances. 
Most of the troops were National 
Guards, with only a smattering of 
regulars, so the effect on Napoleon’s 
offensive capability was minimal.

Three other forces were needed, 
and no qualitative shortcuts could 
be afforded in them. Two corps of 
23,000 each, the Fifth and Seventh, 
were deployed on the upper Rhine 
and in front of Lyons, respectively. 
Both would be badly outnumbered 
when the opposing coalition armies 
fi nished mobilizing, but in the 
meantime each would make an active 
and credible defense possible.

The third was needed in the 
Vendee. The royalist uprising had to 
be snuffed out quickly, lest it spread 
or give the allies a safe bridgehead 
in western France. An Army of the 

West was organized out of bits and 
pieces, mostly of active troops. 

The remainder of the fi eld troops 
went into the Army of the North
(Napoleon was careful not to resurrect 
the appellation of his old Grande 
Armée). Comprising fi ve infantry and 
four cavalry corps, plus the restored 
Imperial Guard, the army amounted to 
125,000 men. Napoleon carefully kept 
the corps separate and dispersed to the 
last moment; only in the week prior 
to the opening of the campaign were 
they marched quickly and secretly 
into northern France. The Guard was 
the last to march, leaving Paris just 
ahead of Napoleon, who departed 
the capital on 12 June. By the evening 
of the 14th, the Army of the North was 
concentrated south of Charleroi, a city 
on the Sambre River near the Franco-
Belgian border and the juncture of 
the Allied and Prussian armies.

Coalition Plans

Napoleon, despite his 
acknowledged genius for war, could 
be beaten. The coalition knew that, 
and knew how to bring it about.

The overall strategy of the Seventh 
Coalition was to be a repeat of the 
successful one employed by the Sixth: 
the cardinal rule was to avoid battle 
against Napoleon except under the 
most advantageous conditions, but 
take every opportunity to strike his 
subordinates. Napoleon could not be 
everywhere at once, and over time 
the French would be ground down. 

Wellington and Blucher in 
Belgium, anticipating a strike against 
them, planned to use a diminished 
form of the strategy to contain the 
French offensive. Both coalition 
armies were spread across a large 

continued on page 28 »

A French column moves toward Ligny on the afternoon of 16 June. Blucher's Prussians line the hills in the background.

French infantry advance out of Fleurus on 16 June.
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