
Early European & Asian Wars:

 Waterloo

The 7th Coalition of European Allies (Great Britain, Russia, 
Austria, and Prussia): Anglo-Dutch Army, under the command 
of Field Marshal Arthur Wellesley, the duke of Wellington. Approx. 
68,000, composed of 23,000 British, 17,000 Dutch and Belgium, 
11,000 German, and 17,000 others.  Prussian Army under the 
command of Field Marshal Prince Gebhard von Blücher. Approx. 
89,000 (72,000 of whom would fight at Waterloo). 

The French Army of the North: Commanded by Napoléon 
Bonaparte with Marshals Michel Ney and Emmanuel de Grouchy. 
Approx. 105,000 (72,000 of whom would fight at Waterloo).1

	  A year prior to Waterloo, Napoleon was defeated at Leipzig, after 
which the victorious allied powers restored King Louis XVIII to the 
French throne and banished Napoleon to the small Mediterranean 
island of Elba. Although the Allies thought they had put an end 
to Napoleon’s wars, they were mistaken. Not only did Napoleon 

escape – landing back in France on 1 March 
1815 – but the troops King Louis sent to stop 
him ended up defecting instead. In just three 
weeks, Napoleon reached Paris, reclaimed 
his title as Emperor, and began assembling 
his Grande Armée. Louis, meanwhile, fled to 
Belgium.

Faced once again with their old nemesis, the 
Allies formed another coalition to defeat 
Napoleon for the last time. They would finally 
succeed at Waterloo, bringing over two decades 

of French aggression and conquest to an end. The word “Waterloo” 
itself has come to symbolize complete and utter defeat. And while 
Europe would enjoy four decades of relative peace after the battle, 
the stage would be set for a new rising power – the Prussians. 

Actions by the Allies – As Napoleon made his escape, the Allies 
were still in Vienna arguing how to carve up a post-Napoleon 
Europe. When the news reached them, they put aside their 
differences and agreed to move the three forward armies (Anglo-
Dutch, Prussians, and Austrians) toward Paris, while the Russian 

army would act as reserve to reinforce success. 
Wellington’s Anglo-Dutch army, and the 
Prussian army under Blücher, as the closest 
forces, quickly positioned themselves south of 
Brussels to block any French advance.2 

Actions by Napoleon – Facing pressure on 
several fronts, including rebellion in Paris, 
Napoleon quickly reassembled his army. (Map 1) 
Knowing the Allies could amass over 700,000 
troops in a few short months, he faced a strategic 

dilemma. He could stay in France, continuing 
to build his army, in the hopes of assembling 
enough men and material to counter the 
inevitable attacks that would come. Or, he 
could move quickly, with a smaller force, and 
strike before his enemies could join forces. 

With characteristic boldness, Napoleon opted 
for the latter, believing a quick victory would 
build support at home while driving a wedge 
into the alliance. He planned to march his 

Army toward Brussels and gain central position 
between Wellington and Blücher. Once there, he 
would defeat Wellington before turning on the 
Prussians, who he thought might sue for peace. 
Even though it was a gamble, he had gambled 
before and won.

Napoleon moved north in two wings, with Ney 
commanding the left and Grouchy commanding 
the right. Napoleon, and his Imperial Guards, 
remained in the center as 

a reserve. After crossing the Sambre River 
into the Netherlands on 15 June, he occupied 
Charleroi to control the key east-west route 
between Wellington and Blücher. Even though 
the Allies had positioned themselves to expect 
an advance on Brussels, Napoleon, through 
security and deception, still caught them 
badly dispersed. He had achieved strategic 
surprise. 

Strategic/Operational:
1) Strategy – The Allied strategy was simple and effective. If the alliance could hold, it would only be a matter of time until 
the three large armies moving toward Paris, with a fourth on the way, would win. Napoleon’s strategy of maneuver, on the 
other hand, was audacious. It relied on strategic surprise and his ability to defeat each army separately while dividing the 
alliance both militarily and politically.  It was a long shot, and like most long shots, it failed.

2) Maneuver – By quickly moving north to achieve central position, Napoleon gained the initial advantage over the Allies. 
And with his defeat of the Prussians at Ligny it seemed his plan was on track. But Wellington, with his withdrawal to a 
more favorable position, and Blücher, with his retreat north instead of east, both ended up outmaneuvering Napoleon. In 
addition, Blücher’s slip past Grouchy on the morning of the 18th assured the Alllies would have numerical superiority at 
Waterloo. In the end, even with his auspicious start, Napoleon was outmaneuvered by his worthy opponents. 

3) Intelligence – Napoleon lacked good operational intelligence after the fights on the 16th. Not only was Wellington able 
to slip away from Quatre Bras, but the badly defeated Prussians were able to maneuver back into position to significantly 
affect the outcome of the final battle. These failures proved costly to the French. 

Tactical:
1) Wellington’s Tactical Defense – Wellington’s effective use of reverse slopes to protect his troops from French artillery 
fire, combined with his disciplined infantry squares to defend against cavalry attacks, neutralized two of Napoleon’s key 
advantages. During this period of warfare, not only were these two arms decisive, Napoleon was used to holding the 
advantage in both. Neutralizing these advantages was critical for Wellington’s ultimate success. 

2) Command Presence – Wellington displayed remarkable command presence on the field at Waterloo.  Accounts of 
the battle place Wellington at decisive places and times of key actions throughout the day. Exposing himself to the dangers 
shared by his men, he showed resolve and offered key words of encouragement at crucial times. This is one of the finest 
examples of command presence in history.

3) Mission Command – Napoleon, normally very skilled at synchronizing his forces to strike his 
enemies at times and places of his choosing, lacked this ability at Waterloo. On the 16th he failed to use 

his available forces to thoroughly defeat the Prussians. While on the 17th he let both the Prussians 
and the British escape his grasp. And on the final day, his and Ney’s cavalry charges against the 
British lines were unsupported by infantry. Although both Ney and Grouchy lacked extensive 

experience at this level, Napoleon still bears the responsibility for his subordinate commanders 
failing to accomplish his intent.

4) Economy of Force – Wellington effectively used economy-of-force to repeatedly repel 
Napoleon’s assaults. Also, by not committing his reserves to the defense of Hougoumont, 
as Napoleon hoped, and by skillfully reallocating forces to reinforce repeated and perilous 
assaults against his center, he was able to stay in position long enough to allow the Prussians 

to take pressure off his left flank. This proved too much, even for Napoleon. 

5) Leadership – During the Waterloo campaign several leaders stand out. Wellington, as 
discussed previously, deserves the praise he gained at Waterloo. So, too, does Blücher, with 
his dogged commitment to support Wellington. Without Prussian pressure on Napoleon’s 
right flank and rear, it is likely that Napoleon would have broken through Wellington’s center 
and carried the day. Also noteworthy was Gen. Gneisenau. After the Prussian defeat at Ligny, 
with a shattered army and his leader temporarily out of action, Gneisenau acted boldly and 
unexpectedly. By ordering the army to retreat north, instead of what would have been a 
“normal” retreat east along their lines of communications, he put his army in position to 
support Wellington and alter the course of history. Wellington himself called Gneisenau’s 

action “the decisive moment of the century.”4
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