
It seems like ages ago now, but I have been too busy to post my recollections of the 200th 
anniversary events at Waterloo. 
 
After all the pre-registration, registration, bombardment with informative e-mails and pre-
event hype, the week had finally come. 
Travelling on the overnight ferry from Dover to Dunkirk, I arrved around midday on 16th 
June at the site.  After a short queue I parked and went to receive my mandatory wristband 
to allow access to the site. 

 
[Aside: Participation rules included “Thou shalt not wear a wristwatch for it is not 
authentic”, and “Thou shalt not be granted access without a wristband, although it be not 
authentic”!] 
 
After displaying my invitation with its QR code and my passport I was issued with the 
necessaries, and then confused by the question “Do you wish the weefee”.  After a few 
repeats I understood that I was being offered the chance to buy wi-fi access – one of the 
things I was trying to escape from! 
 
And so I proceeded to our allotted camping area.  2nd Brigade, Allied Army was lucky enough 
to be camping in the old formal garden at Hougoumont, and my tent backed onto the wall 
over which so much of the day’s fighting had taken place. 
Having erected and furnished the bell tent, including a sea chest, a tensioned rope bed 
frame, a wash-stand and my writing table (I like to live in authentic comfort), I unloaded the 
kit that I had brought for the officers’ mess tent.  One six-foot oak table, six chairs, 
candelabra and table furnishings. 
The car heaved a sigh of relief. 
 
 
The rest of the day was spent in meeting and greeting friends old and new, and spending a 
couple of hours searching for somewhere to get a couple of dozen photocopies of the 
timetable and Brigade Return forms that we would need for administration.  I had been 
given the role of Assistant Quartermaster General to the brigade.  My duties would involve 
plenty of pen-pushing, but no specific battlefield command. 
 
Wednesday 17th June 
Into kit and into period.   



 
Much of the day was spent identifying and finding the unit commanders of the 26 groups 
forming our brigade, and distributing ration return forms.  The organisation required one 
form per day per unit, and each had to be countersigned by the elusive army quartermaster.  
Luckily one of my fellow officers volunteered to take on the duty of obtaining numbers for 
gunpowder issue, or I would have been swamped. 
 
Thursday 18th June 
Very much a repeat of the previous day as more people arrived.  My language skills were 
pressed into use when the Italian contingent arrived and I advised them where they were to 
camp and how to arrange their tents and cooking fire within the brigade area.  I will say 
nothing about the language barrier with the 27th and 86th Regiments from Ireland! 
The Brigade went out to drill, including a 2 minutes silence marked by a bugle call at the 
moment 200 years after the original battle started. 

 
I had the interesting and unexpected job of escorting and obtaining permission from the 
Allied Army hierarchy for the 18eme Regiment de Ligne (with whom I have previously fought) 
to visit the French memorial in Hougoumont under arms and in the middle of our camp. 
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During the day we heard the sad news that a Canadian re-enactor had slipped on the lethal 
plastic roadway around our camp, suffered a heart attack and died.  Our Canadian 
contingent had arrived and knew the fellow, so it was a bit of a dampener on the 
proceedings. 
That evening 300 reenactors were asked to take part in a “son et lumiere” event, during 
which a pyrotechnic failure put three of our members in hospital, one with serious burns.  
The event was now not damp, but positively soggy.  In wargame terms, it would have been 
at least a -2 for morale. 
 
Friday 19th June 
 The event was now in full swing.  At our officers’ meeting we were informed that first the 
Royal Dutch Army Brigade, and then the entire Allied Army, had insisted that all 
pyrotechnics must be removed from the battlefield before we would take part.   
More drill, more practice, and then finally off to the battlefield. 
The army formed up in the fields between Hougoumont and la Haie Sainte.  It was an 
impressive force.  The cavalry rode out first.  I counted 99 Allied horsemen, but I am 
informed that there were more. 
We marched towards the battlefield, which was in the fields opposite la Haie Sainte.  A long 
delay ensued and we were informed that the weight of a cannon had broken a bridge.  It 
turned out that this was a ramp from the courtyard of la Haie Sainte to the level of the 
modern Waterloo-Charleroi road. 
Eventually we marched through la Haie Sainte (a moment of considerable emotion for many 
of us), across the road and onto the battlefield.  The field was covered with waist high barley 
(and tractor ruts in the invisible ground beneath).  We forged our way to our position with 
may cries of “ ’ware trench!”, counter-marched the brigade and waited. 
 



There were between and 5,000 and 6,000 reenactors on the field.  That is a ratio of about 
1:30 to the original, which equates nicely to a normal wargame.  The allies had 48 cannon, 
the French slightly less (not historically accurate), and there were around 300 cavalry.   
 
Our brigade (one of six allied brigades) was about 240 muskets and occupied about 100 
yards of frontage. 

 
This shot is from later in the battle but shows to some extent the size of the brigade. 
 
The artillery started their bombardment.  I was told the allies had 48 guns and the French 
slightly less.  After 15 minutes the valley was filled with smoke.  I wondered if the 60,000 
spectators were wondering why they had spent €50 to see nothing! 
The rocket troop, Royal Horse Artillery began (for some unexplained reason) to bombard 
our German allies around la Haie Sainte.  Very impressive, but a tad more range would be 
useful. 
 
We were attacked by cavalry and tried, sometimes successfully,  to form square several 
times.  One time the order was given as our own light cavalry loomed through the smoke. 
The Duke of Wellington was absolutely correct in his complaint to Horse Guards about the 
change to the Light Cavalry uniform – the hat is what you see first. 
 
Then the French infantry began to move.  Massed columns, slow, inexorable and very 
impressive. 
As they closed to combat distance the brigade fired a volley, rippling outwards from 
Brigadier-General Parker’s command.  He told me later that it was the first time on a 
battlefield that he had needed to wait nearly a minute to make a decision.  Fire again or 
charge?  He could no longer see the French for smoke, so deciding what was safe (we do not 
actually want to hurt our “enemy”) was impossible until he could see their reaction. 
The French, after several of our volleys, retired, and we followed up.  Most of the spectators 
had left to catch the last buses and trains, because we started late.  We chased the French 
from the field and returned to camp shortly before midnight. 
 
 



Saturday 20th June 
In the officers’ meeting we decided that the brigade square was untenable.  The previous 
evening we had failed to form a square when attacked from the flank by cuirassiers coming 
over the ridge out of the smoke.  Our light companies had to try to run around 70 yards 
while the horsemen covered 120 yards.  See the results here. 
http://thomason-photography.net/Waterloo/CavalryAttack2015/ 
 
We decided that for the second battle we would form two battalion squares of about 120 
men each instead of the single large square. 
The campsite was swamped with visitors.  I spoke to a British couple who had witnessed – 
and predicted – our failure to form square.  They were planning to watch the battle again 
that evening. 
 
This day was the hardest of the weekend.  Apart from a lunch break, of which more later, I 
did not sit down between 7 a.m. an around 12:30 a.m. next morning. 
The brigade marched out to attend a memorial service.  On return to camp I had to sort out 
issues of gunpowder supply for about an hour. 
My Brigade commander had suddenly become the British Army commander due to the 
indisposition of the incumbent.  In that role he was required to attend a public lunch with 
“the Duke of Wellington”.  Ten minutes before the lunch he was informed that he must 
bring an ADC.  As I was still in full dress uniform (not having had chance to change), I was 
grabbed.   
We had a marvellous five-course meal, cooked in the field and to period recipes.  I was 
seated between two Prussian officers and many anecdotes were exchanged in English and 
German. 
 
A plan was concocted between myself and “The Duke” (Alan Larsen), based on the film 
“Waterloo”, when he discovered that the Inneskillens were present.  I would plant a 
valuable item on one of their members to be discovered by the Duke.  Obviously a pig in the 
backpack as in the film would not be possible. 
 
I found an old friend in the 27th and planted a candelabra on him.  On the battlefield that 
evening the Duke rode up and challenged the soldier that he had stolen a valuable item 
from a house of ill repute.  The sergeant produced from his haversack – a small pink fluffy 
pig!  Scam and counter-scam. 
 
This evening’s battle was far better than the previous evening.  I was able to read the story 
of the original battle and it played out as expected.  This evening I was given a Prussian 
officer to escort.  He wanted to see how the British were organised in re-enactment. 
 
At the very end of the battle about half a dozen French Imperial Guard, contrary to the 
script, pushed their way through our line.  One ran directly towards “the Duke of 
Wellington” and extended his hand.  Somewhat nonplussed, Alan Larsen extended his own 
hand.  The Frenchman shook the hand of “the Duke”, turned, and with a huge smile 
returned to his own lines.  That is his personal Waterloo story, and I celebrate his initiative. 
 
Sunday 21st June 

http://thomason-photography.net/Waterloo/CavalryAttack2015/


Many of our soldiers took part in a parade to Waterloo.  I relaxed and visited the museum at 
Hougoumont. 
 
Monday 22nd June 
 I awoke, prepared to break camp and return home. 
It began to rain in the Belgian fashion about 8 a.m . 
It got worse as we packed and dismantled the camp site. 
On the way back to Dunkirk the motorway was flooded and the varnish on my old oak table 
on the roof of the car was stripped by the Belgian rain. 
Home by late evening. 
 
Aftermath 
Was this the culmination of my re-enactment hobby? 
Probably it will never be so realistic, apart from the absence of fear of death. 
After 35 years, and 25 years in Napoleonic re-enactment, maybe this is the climax. 
But I just spent loads of money on a new uniform, so I cannot give up now. 
See later posts… 
 


