Waterloo: Busting The Myths History Essay

The Real Story Behind The Battle of Waterloo: Debunking Common
Myths
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The Battle of Waterloo is undoubtedly one of the most significant events in
European history, marking the final defeat of Napoleon Bonaparte and reshaping
the political landscape of the continent. However, over the years, numerous
myths and misconceptions have surrounded this legendary battle. In this history
essay, we aim to uncover the truth and debunk some of the common myths

associated with Waterloo.

Myth 1: The British won the battle singlehandedly
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Contrary to popular belief, the British did not win the Battle of Waterloo alone. The
battle was a coalition effort, with forces from several European nations
contributing to the victory over Napoleon's French army. The British, under the
command of the Duke of Wellington, played a crucial role but were supported by
Prussian forces led by Field Marshal Gebhard von Bliicher. The combined efforts

of the British and Prussians were essential in defeating Napoleon's forces.
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Myth 2: The battle was fought only on the Waterloo field

While the name of the battle might suggest that it was fought solely on the
Waterloo field, the truth is that the battle extended beyond this area. In reality, the
battle took place across several nearby villages and fields, including La Haye
Sainte, Hougoumont, and Papelotte. These locations played a significant role in
the outcome of the battle, with strategic positioning and defense tactics

influencing the final result.

Myth 3: The outcome of the battle was predetermined
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Another common myth surrounding the Battle of Waterloo is that the outcome
was predetermined, and Napoleon was destined to lose. While Napoleon's defeat
seemed likely due to the strength of the allied forces, the battle was far from
certain. The dynamic nature of warfare and strategic decisions made by both
sides played a crucial role in shaping the outcome. Had certain events unfolded

differently, the result of the battle could have been vastly different.

Myth 4: The rain greatly affected the outcome of the battle

It is often said that the heavy rain on the day of the battle significantly impacted
the outcome, favoring the British and Prussian forces. While it is true that the rain
made conditions more challenging for both sides, it is important to note that it
affected the French army just as much as their opponents. Moreover, the rain did
not play a decisive role in the victory. The strategic decisions, troop movements,
and the determination of the soldiers were far more influential in determining the

outcome of the battle.

Myth 5: Waterloo was the bloodiest battle in history

Although Waterloo was undoubtedly a brutal battle, it is not accurate to claim it as
the bloodiest in history. Several other battles throughout history have surpassed
Waterloo in terms of casualties. For instance, the Battle of Stalingrad during
World War |l resulted in far higher casualties than Waterloo. While Waterloo was
undoubtedly a significant and costly battle, it is crucial to put it into perspective

when considering its place in history.

The Battle of Waterloo holds a prominent place in history, but it is important to
separate fact from fiction when studying this event. By debunking these common
myths, we can gain a clearer understanding of the battle and its significance
within the context of European history. The battle was a collective effort, fought on

multiple fronts, and its outcome was not predetermined. Weather conditions



played a role but were not decisive, and while Waterloo was a bloody battle, it
was not the bloodiest in history. Now that the myths have been busted, let us

remember this historic event for what it truly was: a turning point in European

history.
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No battle has generated more myths or more conflicting analyses than that of

Waterloo

How worried were they in Brussels, dancing at the Duchess of Richmond’s ball?
What was Grouchy up to when he was needed? Was the French cavalry
destroyed by a sunken road? Was the victory due to Napoleon’s state of health
on the day of the battle? Was he misled by a local guide? Was a French general
murdered after being taken prisoner? Should we really see the battle as a
German victory? What did Cambronne say (and can it be printed)?

Then come the issues about the aftermath — What happened to Napoleon’s

treasures — and his famous hat? Who cut down Wellington’s tree? Were local
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people compensated for the damage to their livelihoods? How did battlefield
tourism develop? And how did Lord Uxbridge’s amputated leg become a

diplomatic issue?

This book, written on the occasion of the Bicentenary, scrutinises these and other

legends and stories with the aim of distinguishing the true from the false

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

The author, Yves Vander Cruysen, has spent 15 years of study on and around the
battlefield. He is also the councillor in the commune of Waterloo responsible for
culture and tourism. His detailed local knowledge, besides his profound historical
research, affords new perspectives and unique insights into many of these

issues.

EXCERPT

Waterloo has often been the scene of conflicts. Simply because, over the
centuries, armies defending or threatening Brussels had equal interest in
securing the position of Waterloo, which guaranteed control of the Forest of
Soignes which encircled the capital. Waterloo was also served by a paved road,
much prized by armies. It thus became a real cornerstone for military strategists.
Since 1698, this small town, which was then only one of the villages which made
up Braine I’Alleud, has thus been occupied by various passing troops; with all that

this may represent in theway of damage and sacrifices for local people.
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