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These spots of excavation tell: using early visitor accounts to 
map the missing graves of waterloo
Tony Pollard

Scottish Centre for War Studies and Conflict Archaeology, School of Humanities, University of Glasgow, 
Glasgow, UK

ABSTRACT
This paper uses the writings of early visitors to the field of Waterloo 
to examine the treatment of the dead following the battle fought 
on 18 June 1815. It is proposed that these memoirs and journals, 
along with various artworks, contain information that can assist not 
only in the explanation of the complexities of body disposal, but 
also guide us to the location of grave sites on the battlefield. It is 
further suggested, on the basis of the picture building from recent 
archaeological investigations, that at least some of the larger graves 
were exploited for human and animal bone, which in the first half of 
the nineteenth century served as an important source of phosphate 
fertilizer.
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Introduction

Waterloo is well known to have attracted visitors almost as soon as the gun smoke 
cleared, and in tandem with the present paper, the author has worked on a previously 
unpublished description of visits by a Scottish merchant living in Brussels at the time of 
the battle and placed it within the context of other accounts from the time (Pollard 
forthcoming). Of major concern to that study was the clearance of relics from the battle-
field, many of which were sold to visitors, a process on which most of those who wrote 
about their experience commented. In order to avoid repetition, therefore, artefact 
collection will not be covered in any detail here, the focus being the disposal of the dead.

There have been a number of studies concerned with early Waterloo battlefield visitor 
accounts, with scholars bringing their own interests to bear when putting them under the 
microscope. Seaton, for instance, used them to explore the genesis of modern concepts of 
Thanatourism, better known as Dark Tourism (1999), while Shaw focussed on their impact 
on the Romantic imagination (Shaw 2002). Kennedy has highlighted their role in creating 
notions of national identity (2013), and Semmel considered the role that both objects and 
landscape played in connecting British tourists and collectors to the recent past (2000). 
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The disposal of the dead has been given some consideration by O’Keeffe, who devoted 
a section to the process in his 2015 volume, Waterloo: The Aftermath. The present study 
will put the accounts of early visitors to a different purpose; it is proposed here that they 
can be used to map the location, however coarsely, of unmarked grave sites across the 
battlefield.

Rather than paraphrasing, which can be frustrating when one is interested in what the 
original commentator really said, these early visitors are, where relevant, quoted at 
reasonable length, with these extracts indented within the text. It should also be noted 
that this paper does not represent a report on the archaeological investigations carried 
out on the battlefield by Waterloo Uncovered – these are available elsewhere and more 
detailed studies will continue to appear as the results are processed.1 The archaeological 
component of what follows will therefore be kept to a minimum, with reference to the 
work made only where it relates to the accounts discussed here.

Among those early visitors were residents of Brussels, which in 1815 had a healthy 
British population. They included Thomas Ker, who wrote of his visits to the battlefield, 
the first of which took place within a day or so of the fighting (Figure 1). Although he had 
literary aspirations, his observations were never published – extensive extracts will appear 
in the companion piece to this paper (Ker 1817; Pollard forthcoming). The majority, 
though, had travelled to Belgium from the UK, some with the sole purpose of visiting 
Waterloo (this study will focus on British visitors). Among the most famous of these early 
battlefield tourists was Sir Walter Scott, who arrived in August 1815, two months after the 
battle.2 His few hours on the battlefield inspired the poem, The Field of Waterloo, a line 

Figure 1. Location of Waterloo to south of Brussels.
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from which gives this paper its title. Accompanying the poem, which raised funds for 
widows of the battle but was not a critical success, was a prose work – Paul’s Letters to his 
Kinfolk (1816), which provided a record of his visit with additional historical background in 
the form of letters penned by a fictional correspondent.

As was the case with Ker, others who wrote about their impressions of the battlefield 
visited before Scott. They included Robert Hills, who walked the field on 22 July 1815, and 
whose Sketches in Flanders and Holland with some account of a tour through parts of those 
countries shortly after the Battle of Waterloo was published in 1816. As the title suggests, 
this work not only includes written descriptions, but also drawings of various locations 
across the battlefield, and for which the written sections, again in the form of letters, 
provide annotation.

James Simpson, a lawyer from Edinburgh and an acquaintance of Sir Walter Scott, also 
visited in July 1815, and 1816 saw the publication of A Visit to Flanders In July 1815, Being 
Chiefly An Account of the Field of Waterloo With a Short Sketch of Antwerp and Brussels At 
That Time Occupied by the Wounded of Both Armies. Simpson weaves a summary of the 
battle into his progress around the field, taking in Mont St Jean, La Haye Sainte, 
Hougoumont and La Belle Alliance – a conveniently walkable circuit (Figure 2).3

Among the accounts by women, Charlotte Eaton’s is probably the best known. She 
was, however, Charlotte Waldie in 1815, when, with her sister Jane, who contributed to 
the original work, she walked some of the ground on 15 July, almost a month after the 
battle. The Waldie sisters had arrived in Brussels a few days before the battle, and the 
timing of their visit, which was followed by trips to France and Italy, appears to have 
been stimulated by the excitement of knowing that Wellington’s army was there and 

Figure 2. Much simplified map of battle – note places mentioned in text (Wikimedia Commons).
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ready to face Napoleon. Prior to visiting the battlefield an excursion was made to 
Antwerp, where hospitals for the French wounded were on the itinerary (for the sake 
of clarity Eaton rather than Waldie will be used hereafter – see footnote 7 for more 
background to the work).

Eaton’s visit pre-dates those made by a number of her male contemporaries, with 
George Croker MP arriving on 27 July, and the aforementioned Simpson on 31 July, while 
Sir Walter Scott did not arrive until 9 August, and later still was the poet laureate, Robert 
Southey, who put in an appearance on 3 October. There were also those who visited the 
field before her, including Ker, who is likely to have made his first visit on 19 June but 
never published (Pollard forthcoming), and Newman Smith, who made a day trip to the 
battlefield on 22 June but did not have his account published until 1852. There were many 
wounded on the field when Ker and Smith visited, and Ker wrote of men dying in his arms. 
The battle was fought on a Sunday and it took until either Wednesday (Simpson 1816, 97) 
or Thursday (Eaton and Waldie 1817, 154) to remove them, depending on the source. It is, 
however, possible that it took longer, as Smith reported numerous wagons removing the 
wounded on Thursday 22 June, with many still suffering on the field (1852, 34).

These personal memoirs, some written in the form of letters (e.g. Sir Walter Scott and 
Robert Hills), are essentially travelogues, as they describe an individual’s experiences. 
Although a reader might use them to inform their own journey, these works are usually 
regarded as distinct from guidebooks, which were written specifically to provide travel 
advice and information on destinations, with Waterloo featuring in early examples of 
these. However, François has suggested that the boundary between the travel account 
and the travel guide was less distinct in the period 1815–1836 than it was to become 
thereafter, with, for instance, some of the travel accounts providing the sort of practical 
information later associated with the guidebook (2012, 88).

One example of an early guidebook is J.B. Romberg’s, Brussels and its Environs; or An 
Accurate Account Of Every Object That Can Be Of Interest To Strangers Both In The City And 
Its Vicinity: With Minute Description Of Those Places Which Have Become Celebrated In 
Consequence Of The Memorable Victory Of Waterloo (1816). Even more specifically devoted 
to the battlefield was John Booth’s, The Battle of Waterloo: containing accounts published 
by authority, British and foreign, and other relative documents, with circumstantial details 
previous and after the battle, from a variety of authentic and original sources: to which is 
added the alphabetical list of the officers killed and wounded, from 18th to 26 June 1815, and 
the total loss of each regiment. By a close observer. Booth’s work is as much a history book 
as it is a guidebook, and having gone through at least five editions before the end of 1815, 
it can perhaps lay claim to being the precursor to the many modern guidebooks devoted 
to battles (further discussion can be found in Pollard forthcoming).

Disposing of the dead

Those visitors who were first to arrive on the battlefield generally commented on three 
things:

(1) Evacuation of the wounded (removal from the field taking around five days)
(2) Pillaging of artefacts (a process that continued for weeks, months and even years)
(3) Disposal of the dead (taking at least 10 days to accomplish)4
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It is believed that around 12,000 allied and 15,000 French troops required medical 
treatment following the battle, though this figure also includes those wounded earlier 
in the campaign (Glover and Crumplin 2019, 76). The journey to hospitals in Brussels and 
Antwerp, many of which were make-shift, in commandeered wagons, can only have been 
a continuation of the agony for those who in some cases had already languished on the 
field for days. Many of them were moved via dressing stations and field hospitals, such as 
the one at Mont St Jean, while others travelled directly from the field, with unknown 
numbers dying in transit. Graves along the side of the road as it passed through the Forêt 
de Soignes (sometimes anglicized to Sonion Forest) were commented on by a number of 
writers, including Charlotte Eaton, who did not imagine much dignity being accorded the 
dead: ‘The bodies of the wounded who died in the wagons on the way to Brussels had 
also been thrown out, and hastily interred’ (1817, 256). Also notable was the debris 
scattered along the route:

At every step we met with the remains of some tattered clothes, which had once been a soldier’s. 
Shoes, belts, and scabbard, infantry caps battered to pieces, broken feathers and Highland 
bonnets covered with mud strewn along the road-side, or thrown among the trees (Ibid, 255).

What Eaton was seeing here, as she travelled south along the main road from Brussels to 
Waterloo, was only a taste of things to come, for on the battlefield scavengers were still at 
work picking the place clean of every item that had a value, which was just about 
everything. This detritus of war, covering acre after acre, would be put to use, either 
recycled or sold as relics to ever increasing numbers of visitors. As this process has been 
more fully discussed elsewhere (Pollard forthcoming), there will be no need to linger on it 
here. What is of concern is the third of these activities, the disposal of the dead, and as 
Eaton perhaps suggests with her wording, disposal is the correct term here, because 
bodies were burned as well as buried, and even when they were buried it was often in the 
shallowest of graves.

By the time Sir Walter Scott arrived in August 1815, it was possible for him to write, ‘All 
ghastly remains of the carnage had been either burned or buried, and the reliques of the 
fray which yet remained were not in themselves of a very imposing kind’ (2015, 140). 
However, even with the disposal of the bodies, the unpleasant reality of mass death 
lingered, and as an afterthought he added:

I must not omit to mention, that notwithstanding the care which had been bestowed in 
burying or burning the dead, the stench in several places of the field, and particularly at La 
Haye Sainte and Hougoumont, was such as to indicate that the former operation had been 
but hastily and imperfectly performed (Ibid, 144).

If the stench was bad in August, around a month and a half after the burial operation had 
been completed, then the scene that met Charlotte Eaton, three weeks previously, can 
certainly have been no better. Here she paints a vivid picture of Hougoumont, but what 
she was told is as illuminating as what she saw:

At the outskirts of the wood, and around the ruined walls of the chateau, huge piles of human 
ashes were heaped up, some of which were still smoking. The countryman told us, that so 
great were the numbers of the slain, that it was impossible entirely to consume them. Pits had 
been dug into which they have been thrown, but they were obliged to be raised far above the 
surface of the ground. These dreadful heaps were covered with piles of wood, which was set 
on fire, so that underneath the ashes lay numbers of human bodies unconsumed (1817, 287).
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Here, burning is a response to inadequacies in the mechanics of burial; the pits are 
too shallow and the bodies too many. Ker certainly provides suggestion that the 
latter was a motivation, when he writes: ‘On the French side of the field the smell 
became so offensive as it was thought prudent to burn the dead, both men and 
horses, for want of time and hands for the work of burying them’ (Ker 1817, 19). 
Returning to Eaton, placing wood over bodies heaped in a pit is unlikely, as the 
quote suggests, to have much of an impact on the bodies beneath. However, placing 
more bodies on top of the pyre might improve the cremation process, as the fat 
from the upper layer would drip down onto the bodies in the pit below and assist 
with combustion.

As previously noted, it is not just written accounts that provide us with insight into the 
nature and location of body disposal at Waterloo. Hougoumont is one place where artists 
have portrayed the activity, with the south gate shown as the location for both burial and 
burning. The first of these images is by Denis Dighton, and depicts naked bodies being 
tipped into a shallow pit, just outside the gate, their removed uniforms and accoutre-
ments, mostly French, lying beside the grave (Fig. 3).

The other, by James Rouse, captures the same location, but in this image naked bodies 
are being heaped on to a pyre of branches and brushwood (Fig. 4). Although they feature 
different methods of body disposal – burial and cremation – in the light of the information 
provided by Eaton’s informant it is perhaps possible to see them as part of the same 
process. First bodies are placed in the pit, then pyre wood is piled on top, with, as 
suggested above, more corpses placed on the pyre.

Figure 3. ’Chateau de Hougoumont, Field of Waterloo’, 1815 by Denis Dighton. South Gate at 
Hougoumont with burial pit. Royal Collection Trust Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, 2020.
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Two more of Dighton’s works suggest that the burning of bodies was not limited to the 
area outside the south gate, nor indeed in the southern courtyard as previously men-
tioned. In addition to his burial painting, Dighton produced two pictures of cremation 
taking place at Hougoumont, and one of these is shown below (Fig. 5). This is a location to 
the north-east of the north gate (which would be just outside of the right frame – it 
appears in the second of these two paintings). In the left foreground, a smouldering pyre 
is being raked over by one man, while another retrieves items of kit. A third man appears 
to be working on the backfill of a grave while engaged in conversation with a mounted 
Prussian soldier.

Acts of burial can also be seen taking place in the background, in the area behind the 
garden sometimes referred to as the little orchard. The other painting, not reproduced 
here, depicts men poking at an ashed pyre mound, which shows no sign of being alight, 
with the north gate in the background.

Given the damage caused to the trees in the wood south of Hougoumont, and 
elsewhere on the field, there would certainly be no shortage of timber that could be 
used to fuel pyres. Hills provides an example of this when describing the scene at La 
Belle Alliance:

A very short distance from the hotel (La Belle Alliance), and also close to the road side, stood 
the little cottage represented in plate XI (not reproduced here). This house is remarkable from 
its having been one of Napoleon’s points of reconnaissance. Behind it there had been 
a garden and orchard, but these were utterly ruined; a few trees indeed remain, but their 

Figure 4. ‘Burying the dead at Chateau Hougoumont following the Battle of Waterloo’ in Mudford 
1817. Aquatint by James Rouse.
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branches have been shivered to pieces by cannon and musket shot, and as to the others, of 
which nothing but vestiges of stumps were left, they have been cut down for the purpose of 
burning the dead, who were laying around the premises in heaps (1816, 8).

Hills goes on to point out that due to the greenness of the timber burning bodies was 
‘more tedious and troublesome than internment’, and it was for this reason only that any 
trees at all were left standing on the battlefield (Ibid).

Early accounts concerning acts of body disposal and descriptions of the location of these 
events add an important layer of information to any attempt to understand the taphonomic 
processes associated with the primary clearance of the battlefield. Although much of the 
information is coarse, with precise locations difficult to pinpoint in some of the writings, it is 
possible to use the accounts of early visitors to create a sketch map of general locations where 
graves were observed. For instance, the foregoing description of burning bodies refers 
roughly to point 8 on the burial map, Figure 16, though the cottage referred to is a little 
further to the south of La Belle Alliance and on the other side of the road. In rare cases, 
observations refer to isolated locales, such as the sandpit across the road from La Haye Sainte 
(Point 2), but in most instances references are to multiple graves covering larger tracts of 
ground.

Some examples of the written descriptions of the grave sites are provided below, but 
as already noted in relation to the south gate at Hougoumont (Point 11, Figure 16), they 
are not the only source of information, with drawings and paintings also depicting them. 

Figure 5. ’Farm and Orchard of Hougoumont’ Denis Dighton. Tending a pyre and burying the dead, 
north side of Hougoumont. The opening in centre-foreground is probably a drain leading from the 
pond which sits in the hollow behind the tree though this might also represent the remains of an old 
brick kiln. Royal Collection Trust/© Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, 2020.
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Hills, for instance, provides a sketch looking south, down the Brussels road from a position 
not far to the north of La Haye Sainte (Fig. 6). The commentary states: ‘The hillocks marked 
the graves of individuals’ (1816, 86). Unfortunately, this is not the clearest of his sketches, 
but these are presumably the shaded areas on the open field, which rises up towards the 
ridge on which the French were located (Area 5, Figure 16). A horse-drawn plough can be 
seen in the middle distance just below this area and gives some idea of the speed with 
which the land was returned to agriculture.

Referring to the foreground Hills writes: ‘Shadowed mass left of foreground contained 
an enormous amount of slain’. Although not obvious from the drawing this is the location 
of the sandpit (Point 2), which is described by Eaton thus:

. . . a quarry which was surrounded by British artillery at the commencement of the battle. 
Towards the close of the action it was filled with the wounded. French horses and riders rolled 
in death upon those sufferers – described by eyewitness (1817, 273).

It is Eaton who also records a ‘long line of tremendous graves, or rather pits, into which 
hundreds of dead had been thrown’, along the edge of the road to the east of the sandpit 
and south of the sunken road (1817, 270). These are marked as Area 1 on the map 
(Figure 16), and probably like the sandpit grave, might have included the dead from 
d’Erlon’s First Corps, which attacked across this road. A different interpretation is offered 
by journalist John Scott:

A broken and ragged hedge fringes the top of the line of the eminence after crossing the 
road, and a long rank of graves, lying under this hedge, intimates the loss of the brave 
Highlanders, who from here met and destroyed the Imperial Guard (1817, 222).

The wide extent of graves across the field was indicated, among others, by John Scott (not 
the John Scott quoted above, but the travelling companion of Sir Walter Scott), who 
observed a ‘vast number of little hillocks, which were scattered in all directions’, while ‘in 
some places (there were) mounds of greater extent, especially near the chassée above La 

Figure 6. View south along the road at La Haye Sainte (right). La Belle Alliance is indicated by the trees 
on horizon. Hillocks marking graves are in field behind plough and sandpit, an ‘enormous grave of 
slain is mound to left’. Robert Hills (1816).
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Haye Sainte’ (1842, 48). There seems little doubt that these latter are the same graves 
referred to by Eaton. If a further reference to these graves was needed then it might be 
present in Romberg’s guide book, which states

Near this place (La Haye Sainte) on the opposite side of the road is a hollow way, where 4,000 
men besides horses were buried. On passing this spot in May 1816 the corn was growing on 
the ground in the most luxuriant manner (1816, 84).

Although the foregoing mentions a hollow way, which could be the east-west 
sunken lane or chassée highlighted by Eaton, it might also refer to the sand pit, as 
it appears in a sketch by James Rouse (Figure 7). It portrays the burial of the dead 
and gives some suggestion of the appearance of a hollow way, which opens onto 
the road running alongside the farm, rather than just a quarry pit – the mention of 
‘this spot’ might also indicate a more specific area than a series of grave pits arrayed 
alongside a road.

A different perspective again is provided by Stanley, writing of a visit in June 1816:

I must carry you at once to La Haye Sainte. It was along a hedge that the severest work took 
place; it made me shudder to think that upon a space of fifty square yards 4,000 bodies were 
found dead. The ditches and the field formed one great grave. The earth told in very visible 
terms what occasioned its elasticity; upon forcing a stick down and turning up a clod, human 
bodies in an offensive state of decay immediately presented themselves (1908, 268).

Figure 7. Sandpit opposite La Haye Sainte being used for burial. James Rouse published in 1817.
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Stanley writes here not of 4,000 bodies in a pit, but of them lying over an area of 50 square 
yards, with these being distributed among various graves, which might have included the 
sandpit, but also in ditches and perhaps pits scattered across the field. The figure is 
probably an over estimation, but the distribution of high numbers across multiple graves, 
which would have included Eaton’s pits along the hedge (the ditches?) rings truer than 
them all being packed into the sandpit.

There are several artistic renditions of La Haye Sainte featuring the burial of the dead. 
The first of these is the foregoing work by James Rouse, which appeared as a hand- 
coloured lithographic print in William Mudford’s book, An historical account of the 
Campaign in the Netherlands, published in 1817. The perspective there is from east to 
west, looking across the road towards the northern edge of the farm complex, with the 
quarry in the foreground. The second of these is on the same side of the road, but the 
view being from the south, with the farm on the left-hand side of the road (Figure 8). The 
quarry (sandpit) can be seen in the background on the right-hand side of the road. There 
is, however, a burial pit in the foreground that is densely packed with naked corpses. One 
civilian is shown at work with a shovel, while to the left two more carry a semi-naked body 
towards the pit. A little further back, a fourth member of the burial party strips the cuirass 
from a prone corpse (French). In the left-hand corner of the frame lies the body of fully 
dressed red coated soldier, presumably one of British or Allied troops killed in the vicinity 
(La Haye Sainte was defended by the King’s German Legion). There are heaps of removed 
kit, including a number of cuirasses, and Highlander’s bonnets.

Figure 8. View from south of La Haye Sainte. Sandpit in middle distance opposite farm. Note burials in 
middle distance to left of frame. James Rouse, published 1817
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This second burial pit is, like the sandpit or quarry, cut into the high earth bank on the 
eastern side of the road that runs past the farm. Although the sandpit to the north shows no 
sign of burials taking place, there is a possible backfilled long trench and also numerous 
small graves are indicated. There is another burial pit being filled on the other side of the 
road, to the west of the farm (Area 4). It is difficult to make out the details here as the scene is 
up against the edge of the picture frame, though a man can be seen working with a pick axe, 
while the heaped bodies awaiting burial seem to be wearing red.

There is a third rendition of La Haye Sainte that should be included here (Figure 9). This 
again shows the view from the south, but is taken from the perspective of someone on 
the road, not on the bank to its right. This depicts a flat verge between the bank and the 
road, with the farm directly opposite. The verge is covered with low mounds of earth, 
which appear to represent single or small group graves (Area 3). Their presence is verified 
by John Scott, who writes: ‘Bodies were extended here by the side of the wagon ruts, only 
covered with the loose gravel’ (1817, 214), and these might also be among those graves 
previously noted by Robert Hills (1816, 86).

The illustrations discussed above suggest a mixing of nationalities in some pits, with 
Cuirassiers, Highlanders, and other red coated corpses being buried in the pit to the south 
of the sandpit, while the majority of corpses just visible on the opposite side of the road 
appear to be red coats. Eaton, in her memoir, is specific about the sandpit grave contain-
ing French dead, and according to her account some of these were prematurely buried. It 
might also be presumed that the graves along the hedge line included a high proportion 
of French, given that this location is not far from the high point of d’Erlon’s attack. Other 
writers, as will become plain, are also specific about the nationalities committed to 
individual graves, but Frederick Hope Pattison, a Lieutenant in the 33rd Regiment, recal-
ling his own experience, states:

Figure 9. View to north with La Haye Sainte on left. Burials on opposite verge to right and sandpit near 
to figures on rising ground. James Rouse, published 1817.
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Preparations were soon set afoot to bury the dead by digging large trenches, into which they 
were thrown promiscuously - friend and foe together – there to rest in peace until the 
resurrection trumpet shall, by a loud blast, awake them from their long sleep! (Pattison 
2001, 72).

The mixing of nationalities seems to have been inevitable, given the close-quarter 
nature of the fighting, and also the anonymity rendered through the stripping of 
uniforms. However, as this paper proposes, Pattison was wrong in assuming that the 
mortal remains of these men would remain long at peace, and indeed many had 
been unceremoniously removed from the battlefield by the time he wrote these 
words in the late 1860s.5

The illustrations portraying Hougoumont and La Haye Sainte depict bodies being 
stripped naked before burial, although in some cases the bodies at the latter still 
have their clothes on (as they are awaiting burial). Henry Smithers, a temporary 
resident of Brussels who wrote of his travels in the Netherlands in 1816 and 1817, in 
a series of letters to his family in London, reported that stripping happened incred-
ibly rapidly:

By nine o’clock, on the Monday morning, the peasantry had stripped the whole of the dead 
who were lying naked in heaps. I learnt from a gentleman who visited the spot about 
that hour, that he only saw one English officer who had any clothes left on (Smithers 1820, 
249).

However, it seems highly unlikely that every corpse was stripped naked by the morning 
after the battle, especially given the number of the dead and reports of plundering 
continuing for days after. It might be that the informant here was referring specifically 
to the stripping of officers, a point that will be returned to later. Croker reports that 
stripping had been completed by Wednesday, but also records that not every item of 
clothing was removed:

The very morning after the battle, the peasants were ordered to bury the dead, and when the 
Duke of Richmond rode over the field on Wednesday morning all the bodies have been 
already stripped and plundered. This part of the ceremony was performed by the fairer sex. 
The most valuable part of the soldier’s dress to the plunderers were shoes and stockings, 
which of course they made great haste to lay hold of, except only the stockings of the 
Highlanders, which could be of no use to them, and therefore one saw their bodies, in other 
respects naked, lying with their plaid stockings on . . ., (Jennings 1884, 74).

The value placed on shoes by the working poor in western Europe at this time would 
indeed make them a valuable commodity.6 Highlander’s socks might not have been 
desirable, but what of the rest of the clothing? Interestingly, Hills saw none of the 
local people wearing garments scavenged from the battlefield (1816, 97). Perhaps, it 
was simply too soon after the battle for them to be worn, or perhaps the clothes 
were cut up and the cloth recycled? One possible use at the time was the manu-
facture of paper, which was then made from cotton, often recycled from clothing, 
hence the term rag paper, rather than from timber pulp as it is today.7

Items of clothing, other than hats, were certainly not among the souvenirs that 
visitors often reported purchasing or picking up from the field (many articles must 
have been soiled with gore and so made an unappealing prospect to the average 
visitor). Clarke, in his memoir of a Scots Grey, observes that the finer clothes of 
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officers were more attractive to battlefield scavengers, though the lace from NCOs 
such as sergeants was also removed from their ‘gory jackets’ (Glover 2017, 213). 
While he was still on the field in the immediate aftermath, the bodies of these higher 
ranking men were stripped, and for a short time the corpses of the enlisted men 
were still clothed. Given the speed at which the process occurred – with all but a few 
of the bodies disposed of within around 10 days of the battle, and most of them 
presumably naked – it cannot have taken long for the living to have become less 
picky about which of the dead they targeted for garments.

Digging graves

The sandpit provided a ready-made receptacle for bodies, but elsewhere on the field, 
graves had to be dug. Writings and illustrations suggest that these were generally very 
shallow, and Eaton, who was at the time walking towards Hougoumont from La Belle 
Alliance, described one morbid encounter thus:

In some places patches of corn nearly as high as I am was standing. Among them 
I discovered many a forgotten grave, strewed round with many melancholy remnants of 
military attire. While I loitered behind the rest of the party, searching among the corn 
for some relics worthy of preservation, I beheld a human hand, almost reduced to 
a skeleton, outstretched out above the ground, as if it had raised itself from the 
grave, my blood ran cold, and for some moments I stood rooted to the spot, unable 
to take my eyes from this dreadful object, or to move away: as soon as I recovered 
myself, I hastened after my companions, who were before me, and overtook them just 
as they entered the wood of Hougoumont. Never shall I forget the dreadful scene of 
death and destruction which it presented (1817, 285).

The location, which Eaton describes being partly covered in clover, seems to have been 
the slope that drops down from La Belle Alliance (Area 9, Figure 16), to terminate at the 
south boundary of the wood, which covers the slope rising up towards the southern gate 
of Hougoumont. This includes some of the first ground to have been advanced across by 
the French in their attack on the woods to the south of Hougoumont (Area 10). The scene 
described might be lifted from a gothic horror movie, and Kennedy uses the term 
‘battlefield gothic’ to describe Eaton’s writings (2013, 190).8 When walking this same 
ground, between La Belle Alliance and Hougoumont, later in the summer, probably 
early September, John Scott, witnessed the impact of the elements on these most shallow 
of graves:

Here too, the heaps of the dead were scattered about, - and numerous parties of the 
peasantry were employed in raking more earth over the bodies, their first thin covering of 
mould having been washed away by the rains (1817, 219).

If these descriptions were not vivid enough, a contemporary print by Edward Walsh, 
who was a surgeon on the field during the battle, also depicts the fields to the east 
of La Belle Alliance (Figure 10). The image is dominated by numerous single graves 
marked by rows of molehill-like mounds of earth, while a military burial party takes 
a break. There is another version of this, probably a later copy, by Friedrich 
Fleischman, which includes one man shovelling earth over naked bodies packed 
into a small grave pit. In both, the hurried nature of the operation is apparent 
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from the various arms and legs protruding from the mounds. Interestingly, some of 
the bodies are still clothed, with blue tunic sleeves covering a pair of arms seemingly 
erupting from the earth. To the right, on the horizon is the wooden observation 
tower that appears in a number of the illustrations of the field (e.g. Fig. 12 and 
Figure 13).9

Sir Walter Scott, visiting in August 1815, criticized the burial operation for being ‘hastily 
and imperfectly performed’ (Scott 2015, 144). Eaton’s account and the image above, are 
closely mirrored by a description provided by a contributor to the Baptist Magazine, 
known only as J.H., who writes from Oxford in August 1815, in relation to a visit to the 
battlefield on 18 July:

On the ground on which the British forces here occupied, the graves or rather the tumuli, 
which ill conceal the bodies of our slaughtered countrymen, are very numerous. Those 
employed in the work of burial have ill executed the task; have merely dug around the 
bodies as they lay, and lightly thrown the earth over them. Part of the corpses, or of their 
garments was, in many instances still visible (1815, 357).

The location referred to here is not near La Belle Alliance but somewhere up on the ridge 
in the vicinity of La Haye Sainte, where Eaton also described multiple graves in the vicinity 
of the sandpit (Area 1). Mention of garments again indicates that not every item of 
clothing from every corpse was removed by looters.

Figure 10. Burials to the west of La Belle Alliance, by Edward Walsh, who was present during the 
battle.
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La Belle Alliance also appears in works by Denis Dighton. In one of these (Fig. 11), 
two figures, one of them sporting a top hat, walk out of the trampled corn carrying 
all manner of booty including bundles of tunics, a musket, and a French cuirass. In 
the foreground, another civilian strips the blooded shirt from the body of 
a Cuirassier, his armour already removed. In the middle distance, in the area depicted 
by Walsh, more bodies are being stripped, while burials are also taking place (the 
scene must be an earlier phase of the process than in Walsh, where burial is well 
advanced).

This same view is captured by James Rouse, again with La Belle Alliance in the distance 
(Figure 12). It is apparent, however, that the viewing point is from within the wood, which 
stood to the south of Hougoumont. As in the Dighton painting, the area in the middle 
distance is teeming with groups of people engaged in the acts of stripping and burying 
the dead in small graves.

It is interesting to see soldiers and not civilians carrying out the work of burial in 
Walsh’s work, particularly as the scene purports to have been captured on 
25 June 1815. This date was towards the end of the burial process, which looks 
right as far as the filled graves are concerned, but by then the work was being 
carried out by local civilians. Writing a letter on 26 June, hospital assistant George 
Finlayson records that a hundred men from the neighbouring parishes had been 
employed for the task, which included burial and burning and that the task would 
be completed on that day (Glover 2011, 222). Artistic licence might be at play here, 
but the scene has the ring of authenticity.

Figure 11. ‘Field of Waterloo: Distant view of La Belle Alliance, 1815’ Denis Dighton. View from west 
across to La Belle Alliance, on horizon. Looting in foreground and burials in middle distance. Woods of 
Hougoumont behind viewer. Royal Collection Trust/© Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, 2020.
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Dighton painted two more pictures featuring La Belle Alliance. The first 
(Figure 13) is a view along the road from the north, with the building some 
distance away on the left of frame. There are two naked bodies and a dead 
horse lying on the right-hand edge of the road and on the opposite side, on the 
verge and into the fields, there are burials both completed and underway (Area 3). 
In the distance, spreading out across the centre and right of the composition, to 
the west of La Belle Alliance, there are graves scattered over the same area 
depicted in the previous works, with the observation tower again breaking the 
horizon (Area 9, Figure 16).

The second (Fig. 14) has the building as the dominant feature, this time with the 
perspective from the west, which would put the scatter of graves discussed above 
behind the viewer. To the right, a wounded man is carried on a stretcher, and to the 
left a mounted lancer canters down the road, heading south. The most interesting 
feature is, however, in the background, where to the north of La Belle Alliance and 
the building behind it, that is to the left of the frame, graves are being dug and 
filled. These activities stretch back into the distance (to the east – area 7), with those 
features closest to the viewer being grave mounds and a naked corpse. Although it is 
not visible, being off frame to the left (north), these graves are roughly adjacent to 

Figure 12. Similar view to Fig. 11. La Belle Alliance from west. Possibly fringes of wood at 
Hougoumont. Note observation tower on horizon. James Rouse, published 1817.
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the side of the road that runs east to west to the north of La Belle Alliance (which 
sits on the crossroads, with the road to the west passing north of Hougoumont, and 
that to the east curving north to Papelotte).

There is an ink wash sketch of this same perspective on which this work is based. This 
shows the buildings only, with none of the figures or graves appearing. This might suggest 
that these elements have been included to add character to the work, and indeed the 
figures in the foreground do have that feel about them. However, burials were taking place 
at the time of Dighton’s presence on the field, and there are the written accounts of burials 
in the immediate vicinity of La Belle Alliance. The reliability of these art works as primary 
sources will be returned to later, but here it is pertinent to consider the influence of roads on 
the pattern of burial. Among the written accounts that by Smith, which describes roughly 
the same location as above, provides some suggestion of their importance

It was a little above this spot that Napoleon remained during a great part of the battle, 
and in the hollow in front there must have been a desperate conflict, if we may judge 
from the immense number of bodies that lay heaped together. Indeed the very ditches 
were filled with them, and they were so slightly covered by the dirt thrown over them, 
that, mistaking it for plain ground, I was perfectly electrified as I found my own foot give 
way (in a sort of bog), to see another start up! (1852, 37-38).

Figure 13. La Belle Alliance from north. Burials around eastern verge of road (left), and across open 
ground to west (right). Denis Dighton 1820s. Royal Collection Trust/© Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II 
2020.
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The ditches that Smith refers to in this unpleasant encounter might well be those along-
side the road running east to west directly to the north of La Belle Alliance (the east arm of 
the crossroads). Bodies might well have fallen beside roads, especially where they repre-
sented defensive features, as was undoubtedly the case with the sunken way running 
along the ridge just to the north of La Haye Sainte. Roads and tracks also serve as field 
boundaries and, in keeping with John Scott’s account, points to these fringe areas 
accommodating graves and pyres

. . . the earthy hillocks which tripped the step on crossing a hedge-row, clearing a fence, or 
winding along among the grass that overhung a secluded pathway. In some spots they lay in 
thick clusters and long ranks, in others, one would present itself alone; betwixt these a black 
scathed circle told that the fire had been used to consume as worthless refuse, what parents 
cherished, friends esteemed and women loved (1817, 120-121).

Roads can of course provide a means of moving bodies in carts, bringing them to a place 
convenient for burial, and this is a characteristic that has been identified on other battle-
fields, such as Lutzen 1632 (Schürger 2015, 358), and Culloden 1746 (Pollard 2009). It is 
also noteworthy that in 2019, one of the very few well-recorded discoveries of human 
remains from the battlefield came from a roadside ditch. These were the bones of three 
amputated legs removed by surgeons at the field hospital at Mont St Jean farm and it 

Figure 14. ‘Field of Waterloo: La Belle Alliance’ Denis Dighton. La Belle Alliance from west. Note 
burials on left, stretching back to the east. Royal Collection Trust/© Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth 
II, 2020.
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looks very much as though they were cleared from the buildings where surgery took place 
and dumped in the ditch beside a track running along the eastern side of the farm (Pollard 
2020, 34).

A place name that might relate to places of burial, which is not an unusual occurrence 
on battlefields, occurs to the north-east of Mont St Jean Farm. This is a trackway, today 
known to local people as the ‘sentier du Champ des Fosses’, or ‘the path of the pits’. This 
track has its western termination around a kilometre to the east of Mont St Jean Farm, and 
might be a little off the battlefield to represent a location where graves were dug, but the 
possibility should be considered.

Another case for the association of roads with burials is possibly made by 
Simpson when describing the route along which the chassée on the ridge runs as 
a sunken way to the west of La Haye Sainte. Here, he walked a route along the 
British right wing and found, ‘no difficulty in tracing the defended line – it was now 
a line of graves’ (1816, 88). He is not specific about these being to the north or the 
south of the sunken lane, but given the main British positions were behind the 
road it seems possible that most of these would be to the north of it (Areas 15 & 
16, Figure 16).

HOUGOUMONT
Simpson next arrived at Hogoumont, where the graves outside the south gate 

have already been noted. There were, however, many more places in and around 
Hougoumont where the dead were disposed of, and although Simpson, and indeed 
Ker, did not choose to record these in their writings, others did. Eaton has already 
been quoted on the piles of human ashes she saw on the outskirts of the wood 
and around the walls of the chateau (with 300 guardsmen apparently burned 
within the south courtyard [1817, 141]), and also the pits containing bodies, 
which had been piled with timber (very reminiscent of Rouse’s painting of the 
south gate disposals).

Romberg’s guidebook is vague, simply indicating that the killed and wounded of both 
sides were buried in the buildings (but as a result of the fighting and building collapse, not as 
part of the body disposal process). Croker too, is fairly non-specific, pointing out that the fields 
around Hougoumont were broken up with graves. Major W.E. Frye, who visited on 22 June, 
was told that upwards of 1,000 corpses had been burned in the courtyard (Frye 1908, 27). 
Southey, like Eaton, notes that: ‘ . . . on the skirts of the grove (wood), a little way from the 
entrance to the house, the bodies of 600 French burnt and remains buried (1902, 90)’. This last 
also matches up with a description by the journalist John Scott, who visited in late Summer 
1815 (possibly early September):

In one corner the most terrible ravages attested the violence with which the enemy strove to 
force a passage: trees were felled and laid crosswise for the purpose of defence, - and in 
a single spot, - a mere point, - fifty dead bodies lie together where they all fell, near to this is 
the black scorched space where six hundred human corpses found in the grounds were 
stacked and burned. (1817, 220-221).

Could it be that Scott is referring here to the burial and burning of bodies close to the south 
gate, which could be regarded as being at the corner of the complex? Could the timbers 
referred to have been used to reinforce the south gate, which came very close to being 
broken down? There are, no doubt, other descriptions but there is enough here, along with 
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the illustrations, to give some idea of the nature and location of body disposal in and 
around Hougoumont, most particularly in the courtyard, outside the south gate (Point 11), 
outside the north gate, and in the orchard (Area 13, but see below for further discussion).

BETWEEN HOUGOUMONT AND LA HAYE SAINTE
A further location to have been the focus for mass graves, in contrast to single 

inhumations or small group graves, is to be found between Hougoumont and La Haye 
Sainte. It was through this almost kilometre wide gap – the slope up to the ridge 
where the Allied centre-right was located, but now dominated by the Lion Mound – 
that Ney’s cavalry charge and then Napoleon’s Guard passed. Robert Southey writes:

Between Hougoumont and La Haye Sainte, where the Prince of Orange was wounded, 
2,000 bodies are buried. Hats, from all which the lace has been stript, caps, shoes, belts, 
and such things are still lying about in great number; but crows and vultures are not so 
active after a battle as the followers of an army. When Mr Werth visited the field and saw it 
in its recent horrors, all the dead horses were lying on their backs, with their feet stiff in the 
air in the attitude wherein they have been placed by those who came for their shoes! 
(1902, 93).

This is also a location singled out by John Scott when writing of his visit in the late summer 
of 1815.

. . . along the easy slope, which slants off to the farm of La Haye Sainte, the charges of the 
cavalry had trampled deep scarrings into the ground: all the surface of the field was torn and 
scattered by the hurricane of battle: - here too we came upon vast pits, in each of which 
hundreds of horses had been buried and which flung a fearful stench over the whole extent 
of this most impressive scene (Scott 1817, 222).

It is possible that Southey and Scott are describing two different locations here. Southey 
mentions the site where the Prince of Orange was wounded. This location was the focus 
for the Lion Mound, which was constructed as a tribute to the heir to the Dutch throne 
in the 1820s. The mound’s construction involved the excavation and heaping of great 
amounts of soil from the centre/right part of Wellington’s line. If the graves are close to 
this position then this would place them on the ridge itself, perhaps behind the sunken 
way, as opposed to in front of it (Areas 15 & 16, Figure 16), as is the case further to the 
east, beyond La Haye Sainte (Area 1, Figure 16). Further evidence for graves up here 
comes from the catalogue of the collection of Sergeant Major Cotton, the celebrated 
veteran and guide who built a hotel/museum close to the Lion Mound. The extensive 
list includes:

(Item) 309. In digging the foundation of the Museum were found the bones of two persons, 
also of several horses, the front of a cap, the sole of a shoe, buttons with number of the 
regiment, 30th, turn screw, part of a ramrod and a bullet were amongst the bones, the buckle 
of a gold coin of the reign of Louis XIV, found in June 1862. stock, and a horse-shoe known to 
be British (Anon1863, 14).

Scott’s description, on the other hand, makes specific mention of the slope up which the 
French cavalry charged, while also referring to a field. Could this find spot (Point 19, 
Figure 16) put the location on the open ground between Hougoumont and La Haye 
Sainte, forward of the ridge line (Area 14, Figure 16)? While horses would have been killed 
on the ridge line and beyond it, as suggested by the Cotton reference, the presence of 
numerous horse burials would be in keeping with the movement of large numbers of 
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cavalry mounts between two locations from where flanking fire could be delivered, these 
being Hougoumont and La Haye Sainte, while frontal fire, including artillery from posi-
tions on the ridge line would also have taken a toll before the French horse came close to 
the Allied squares.

Georgiana ‘Georgy’ Capel visited in the company of the Duchess of Richmond in 
August of 1815, nearly seven weeks after the battle. Her account is brief, but informative 
and it seems that her party walked to Hougoumont first.

We went to the Farm of Hougoumont, walking across a great part of the Field over graves 
loosely covered with earth, when our presence scared away thousands of crows and ravens 
from their ungrateful office (Anglesey 1955, 135).

Capel’s account is interesting not just because of the descriptions she provides but also 
for making plain her desire to understand what happened, something that could be 
achieved by having a soldier, such as Paget, as a guide (it was the actions of the cavalry 
that really caught her imagination, whereas her companions were more interested in the 
foot guards):

I would give anything in the world to go over the whole with him, or with someone 
who would energetically feel what I do, and explain all I wish to know in their own 
language, not womanized, for tho’ I do much pretend to understand their military terms 
it loses much of the effect when the same sense is conveyed in civil terms (Ibid, 137 – 
Capel’s emphasis).

Here, the writer is defining herself as no mere visitor, but a full-blown battlefield tourist, 
who wishes to learn what occurred on the ground over which she walks. The references to 
the use of military language and its translation for a civilian audience are just as pertinent 
now as they were then, and Capel’s recognition of the real divide between the military 
and civilian worlds on the one hand and the false assumption that men were more 
capable of bridging the gap than women on the other is astute.

Archaeology

This is not the place to go into detail about the archaeological results thus far obtained 
by the Waterloo Uncovered project, as there are currently a number of reports either 
published (e.g. Eve and Pollard 2020), or in preparation, which will cover them. 
However, in the light of the information provided by early visitor accounts on the 
nature and location of graves at Waterloo, it would be remiss to consider this without 
reference to that part of the archaeological work that has focused on possible grave 
sites. Given the heavy nature of the fighting at Hougoumont, it seemed reasonable to 
assume some of the anomalies identified in an extensive geophysical survey of the farm 
and its environs would represent burial pits. It came as something of a surprise then, 
when the excavation of many of these anomalies failed to reveal any evidence of graves 
(Bosquet et al. 2016). Several high magnetic anomalies that indicated burning and 
might have represented pyres on which bodies were burned, proved to be brick kilns 
relating to the construction of the farm buildings (to the north and south of the 
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complex, the latter in the area once covered by the wood). Other geophysical anomalies 
were found to represent a variety of negative features, including geological phenom-
ena, but none of them related to burial.

A very likely candidate for a grave site was the carpark outside the south gate, which 
is where contemporary accounts and illustrations place the burial and burning of 
bodies (Area 11). This location was subject to ground penetrating radar by a team led 
by Tim Sutherland in 2015, which detected various anomalies indicating disturbance 
beneath the concrete slab defining part of the car park (Sutherland 2015). The oppor-
tunity to test these anomalies came in 2016, when the Wallonian state authorities asked 
Waterloo Uncovered to place trial trenches across the area in order to establish whether 
or not a grave pit or pits were present beneath the surface (in advance of modifications 
to the car park). This programme of work is documented elsewhere (Bosquet et al. 
2016), and all that needs to be said here is that no evidence for grave pits was 
encountered, either in the form of human remains (bones) or cut features (a pit). This 
absence has led to speculation as to whether the grave was positioned further to the 
south than suggested in the art work or whether the painting is merely an artistic 
creation placing a grave where none existed. An argument could be made for the latter, 
and in order to understand why it is necessary to consider the working processes of the 
artist in question.

The original watercolour painting of this scene was executed by Denis Dighton who 
was commissioned by the Prince Regent to make a series of paintings of the battle and its 
aftermath, capturing the battlefield’s condition immediately after the fighting (Carman 
1965). Dighton visited the battlefield just five days after the event and produced nine 
polished sketches. These include not only the south gate at Hougoumont but also a view 
of La Belle Alliance and a number of broader views of the landscape. Neither the 
Hougoumont or La Belle Alliance sketches show any sign of burials taking place, the 
focus being the buildings themselves, and indeed all of the sketches can be seen to be 
merely the background awaiting key elements to be added later (another good example 
being the image of men looting bodies to the west of La Belle Alliance and mentioned 
below – Fig. 11). In the 1820s, Dighton worked these sketches up into paintings, and at 
that point he added various details, which in most of the paintings included the burial of 
bodies. Carman (Ibid, 55), does, however, note that one watercolour (not illustrated), 
depicting wounded on the field, is signed by the artist and dated June 1815. These 
certainly make for more interesting art works but the delay with at least some of them 
might place a question mark over their accuracy. The known pen sketches certainly have 
the appearance of dressed sets waiting for the cast of characters to take the stage – even 
to the parted corn in the looting picture, the gap being later occupied by a scavenger 
carrying his haul. One wonders whether field sketches of these details made at the same 
time as these background drawings might one day come to light. It should also be noted 
that Dighton used information from combatants, including Wellington and members of 
his staff, for at least his grand battle piece, ‘The Battle of Waterloo’ (Ibid, 56).

We know from another work that Dighton did indulge in artistic licence. In one of his 
best-known paintings (Fig. 15), he shows Coldstream Guards at Hougoumont advancing 
out of woodland to the right of frame, to attack French troops in an area of clear ground to 
the centre and left of frame. In the distance is the south face of Hougoumont, probably 
based again on his original inked sketch. In reality, this scene was an impossibility, as was 
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this perspective. There was no such break in the woods, which would have extended all 
the way across the frame and obscured Hougoumont from view (though there was a lane 
running through the wood). Here, Dighton has removed an area of woodland in order to 
paint a battle scene with Hougoumont visible in the background, when the reality was 
that any such encounter in this location would have taken place entirely in woodland.

The above notwithstanding, Dighton’s work cannot be dismissed entirely as a credible 
primary source; it remains so, albeit subject to caveats. The artist was on the battlefield 
within a few days of the fighting and would have witnessed looting and body disposal, 
and so any suggestion that his portrayals of these activities are entirely the result of the 
imagination must be dismissed. Indeed, it is the initial sketches that are inaccurate, or at 
least incomplete, as none of them include any indication of these processes taking place, 
when in actual fact they were occurring in numerous locations across the battlefield, and 
certainly in the majority of those he depicted.

Of course, questions might also be asked of the paintings of James Rouse, which 
accompanied William Mudford’s An Historical Account of the Campaign in the Netherlands 
(1817), though some at least appeared as individual prints as early as 1816, published by 
H Colburn, Conduit Street, London. He painted a very similar view of the south gate at 
Hougoumont and depicted the disposal of the dead in the same spot, only this time they 
are not being buried but burned on a pyre of tree limbs and brush wood. Rouse might 
have visited the battlefield later than Dighton, as evidenced by the images of memorials 
in Waterloo church and other scenes, which obviously post-date the battle by some time. 
He would, however, have seen the physical traces of the graves – those spots of excava-
tion that told – and also heard stories from local people, as the writers did.

Figure 15. ‘Defending Hougoumont’ Denis Dighton. South Gate in background. Original in National 
Army Museum (out of copyright – WikimediaCommons).
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Rouse’s illustrations for Mudford’s book also include works that depict burials taking 
place in the vicinity of La Haye Sainte, with one of them (Figure 7) being the sandpit to the 
north east which also played a tactical role in the battle – being the location of a unit of 
95th Rifles. Burials have also been recorded here in a number of the written accounts, 
including those by Eaton and Romberg. This area, much of which is now covered in 
woodland, was subject to geophysical survey by the Waterloo Uncovered team from the 
University of Gent, and the sandpit appeared to be delineated in this survey. In 2017, 
several test trenches were excavated over this anomaly. These interventions certainly 
encountered sand, but alas further work would be required in order to shed more light on 
this extensive feature. A primary objective would be to establish whether the absence of 
human remains in these trenches extends to the entire feature, or whether this is a false 
impression resulting from such a limited examination.

Removal of burials

If the figures quoted in the various visitor accounts are to be believed, then just three groups 
of mass graves – Sandpit (and environs?), Hougoumont orchard and between Hougoumont 
(see below) and La Haye Sainte – contained no less than 13,000 bodies (4,000, 7,000 and 
2,000 respectively). These figures are, however, likely to be gross exaggerations, with the 
smaller graves scattered across the battlefield doing much to make up numbers (see note 4 
on numbers of dead from battle). Croker gives an impression of this when he writes: ‘You 
could also see the graves into which the dead had been thrown, sometimes singly, some-
times two or more at a time, and many places by 50s and 100s’ (Jennings 1884, 73).

Artistic licence and hyperbole over the number of bodies in mass graves notwithstand-
ing, the bodies of the dead were clearly disposed of at numerous locations across the 
battlefield. It is somewhat surprising then that there is no reliable record of a mass grave 
being encountered over the last century and more. Only a very small number of dis-
coveries of human remains have been made, with the aforementioned amputated legs 
(Point 18, Figure 16) adding to two skeletons previously discovered (Point 17, Figure 16), 
one of uncertain provenance in the museum in Waterloo and the other excavated during 
the building of the new museum and carpark (Bosquet et al. 2016).

One reason for a lack of grave pits is the burning of bodies, as described above. 
However, the burning of bodies only accounts for the partial disposal of the vast 
number of corpses that littered the battlefield. There is, however, one more factor 
that might explain this apparent absence of burials. In the two decades following the 
Battle of Waterloo, European battlefields provided a convenient source of bone that 
could be ground down into bone-meal, which before the discovery of superphosphates 
in the 1840s was an effective form of fertilizer (Tandon 2010). One of the main markets 
for this raw material, which included both human and animal bone, was the British 
Isles.

The use of human bones removed from Napoleonic battlefields in the manufacture of 
bone-meal for fertilizer has been touched upon elsewhere, though it is not unusual for the 
practice to be met with incredulity, and David Simpson, in his study on the memorializa-
tion of 9/11, describes the passage quoted below as ‘mind-boggling’, and expresses 
uncertainty over the reality or otherwise of this situation (2006, 27). This sort of angst 
has undoubtedly been accentuated by the absence of direct evidence, outside that is, 
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a number of newspaper accounts from the 1820s onwards. Despite these, there is an air of 
‘urban myth’ about this activity and it has often been overlooked as a factor in works on 
the battle and its legacy.10 O’Keeffe, for instance, makes no mention of the trade in human 
bones in his book on the aftermath of the battle, though he does go into some detail in 
a discussion of the removal of teeth from the dead as they lay on the field.11 These 
extractions were the first stage in the production of dentures that would become known 
as ‘Waterloo teeth’ (Woodforde 1968). There is, however, no obvious reason to doubt the 
accuracy of reports such as the two reproduced below, the first from 1822:

It is estimated that more than a million bushels of “human and inhuman bones” were 
imported from the continent of Europe into the port of Hull. The neighbourhood of Leipsic, 
Austerlitz, Waterloo, etc, where the principal battles were for some 15 or 20 years before, 
were swept alike of the bones of the hero and the horse which he rode. Thus collected from 
every quarter, they were shipped to Hull, and thence forwarded to the Yorkshire bone 
grinders, who, by steam-engines and powerful machinery, reduce them to a granulary state. 
In this condition they were sent chiefly to Doncaster, one of the largest agricultural markets 
of the country, and were there sold to the farmers to manure their lands. The only 
substance gradually evolving as the bone calcines, makes of all substantial manure than 
almost any other substance better manure than almost any other substance - particularly 
human bones

Figure 16. Indicative locations of grave sites or grave concentrations from sources (see Table A1) Key: 
Shaded areas – large pits or small graves have been depicted or described. Red circles – vicinity of 
pyres. Triangles – confirmed locations of human remains. Named locations – MSJ: Mont St Jean; LHS: 
La Haye Sainte; PL: Plancenoit; LM: Lion Mound (Butte de Lion); HM: Hougoumont; BA: La Belle 
Alliance. Based on Google Earth.
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The same short article, published in The London Observer newspaper in November 1822, 
makes an observation that could be read as a swipe at Britain’s habit of sending young 
men overseas to fight in foreign wars, only to have them end up as fertilizer, and it does 
not take much imagination to visualize the following as a political cartoon.12,13

It is now ascertained beyond a doubt, by actual experiment on an extensive scale, that a dead 
soldier is a most valuable article of commerce; and, for ought known to the contrary, the good 
farmers of Yorkshire, in a great measure, indebted to the bones of their children for their daily 
bread. it is certainly a singular fact, that Great Britain should have sent out multitudes of 
soldiers to fight the battles of this country upon the continent of Europe, and should then 
import the bones as an article of commerce to fatten her soil!

Scotland was also an importer of bones, as the London Spectator magazine reported on 
7 November 1829.

Traffic in human bones - A ship from Hamburg arrived at Lossiemouth last week, laden with 
bones, the property of an agriculturalist of Morayshire, and intended for manure. The master 
of the vessel states that the bones were collected from the plains and marches of Leipsic 
(Leipzig) and are part of the remains of the thousands who fell in the battles fought betwixt 
France and the Allies in October 1813.

Bone-meal, or dust as the final product of the crushing process was called, appears 
to have remained of considerable importance in Scotland even as superphosphates 
began to be introduced. As late as 1862, Black’s Morayshire Directory records that 309 
tons of bones were landed at Lossiemouth, though given this compares to 1,491 tons 
of artificial manure, this must be a decrease from 1829, as quoted above (Anon, 1863, 
49). Advertisements in the same volume promote a number of companies dealing in 
manures, both natural and artificial, and it is no doubt entirely a coincidence that the 
premises of the Northern Agricultural Co. Aberdeen, which supplied crushed bones, 
dissolved bones and Peruvian Guano (bird dung), was 30, Waterloo Quay. Around 18 
years before the appearance of the directory, numerous parish entries in the New 
Statistical Account for Scotland (1845) noted the presence of bone mills and the 
quantities processed, much of it apparently used to promote the growth of 
turnips.14 Examples include the mill in Ayton Parish, Berwickshire, where just one 
farmer crushed 160 tons of bones annually, with most of these coming from 
Hamburg. In Longside Parish, Aberdeenshire, one farmer used 25 to 30 bushels of 
bone dust per acre of turnips, with the jaws of whales landed at Peterhead being just 
one ingredient (today one bushel is equal to around 8 gallons in volume and 
anywhere between 35 and 50 Ibs in weight).

On the basis of these accounts of imports, backed up by the well-attested importance of 
bone manure in the practice of agriculture, the emptying of mass graves at Waterloo in order 
to obtain bones seems quite feasible, but what might this process have involved? It is likely 
that an agent of a purveyor of bones would arrive at the battlefield with high expectations of 
securing their prize. What processes of negotiation might have taken place between these 
bone seekers and the owners of land on which the graves were located we do not know, but it 
is possible that some might have refused to enter into negotiations, though it seems reason-
able to assume that some at least would welcome the idea of ridding themselves of the 
burden of accommodating the dead and making money into the bargain.15
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Primary targets would be mass graves; those with enough bodies in them to merit the 
effort of digging the bones. Thus, graves such as those in the vicinity of La Haye Sainte, 
where according to Eaton, there was a long line of immense graves into which hundreds 
of dead were thrown, would certainly qualify. One of these graves might have been the 
sandpit, which, according to Romberg’s guidebook, accommodated the bodies of 4,000 
men (as previously noted this figure is also mentioned by others). This number is probably 
a considerable exaggeration but even a grave containing just a hundred or so would 
represent a veritable bone quarry.

Local people would undoubtedly be important sources of information on the location of 
mass graves, many of them having vivid memories of the burials taking place, perhaps after 
participating in the process themselves. It is also possible that the various guidebooks and 
travelogues that, as the foregoing makes plain, described the nature and location of the 
graves, might have served a purpose here, essentially as treasure maps complete with an 
X to mark the spot. A good example is the report of a mass grave of 7,000 bodies in the 
orchard at Hougoumont, a location attached to the east end of the farm complex, and which 
was itself the scene of heavy fighting. This reference appears in Hills’ book, ‘ . . . in this 
orchard heaps of slain buried to the amount of more than seven thousand’, though 
unfortunately it wasn’t something he chose to depict in his sketches. A grave in the orchard 
is also reported by the correspondent to the Baptist Magazine, who while visiting 
Hougoumont, ‘ . . . entered the orchard, unobserved by our guide, but he soon hastened 
to recall my steps; and it was necessary for I already felt considerable nausea having 
incautiously approached a great pit, but slightly covered, which contains the sad remains 
of multitudes who fell on this spot (1815, 358)’. Sergeant William Clarke of the Scots Greys is 
even more in keeping with the description provided by Hills in his memoir:

Seven thousand dead men were buried in the orchard a few days after; they were buried by 
the peasantry who were called in from the country around to dig trenches for the reception of 
the dead throughout the field (Glover 2016, 22).16

Clarke notes that he was involved in the burial of men from his own regiment the day 
after the battle. He was not, however, on the field to witness the mass burial in the 
orchard,17 and could not therefore have been the original source of this information.18 

Hills would seem more likely, though he must himself have picked up the information 
from a local, perhaps even one of those involved in the filling of the grave (though 
again 7,000 seems an exaggeration for a single grave). Could it be that Clarke encoun-
tered the Hills volume while preparing his memoir, which he appears to have done 
years after the battle?,19,20 Alternatively, the anecdote might have been strong enough 
to spread widely as part of the battle’s oral legacy. Whatever the case, stories about the 
location and size of graves, however exaggerated, were in circulation and even before 
talking to locals on the battlefield, bone procurers would likely have had some idea of 
where to look.

The counter-argument

Having proposed that graves at Waterloo were cleared of human remains for use as 
fertilizer in the decades following the battle, it would be remiss not to explore the 
strengths of a counter-argument, as there are two areas, which might suggest this was 
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not the case. The first of these is the absence of any reference to this exploitation in the 
writings of later visitors (post 1820), which is somewhat surprising, given the attention 
that earlier writers lavished on them. Desecration of the battlefield was something that 
was commented on by a number of later writers. Following a visit with her poet brother in 
1820, Dorothy Wordsworth complained that the repairs made to Hougoumont repre-
sented an erasure of past events that merited a charge of ingratitude (1941, 29–30). 
Robert Southey, the Poet Laureate, on hearing that an area of battle-damaged trees was 
to be sold off, opined that they should be retained as a ‘monument to brave men buried 
underneath them’ (Southey 1902, 219), but within two or three years they had been 
almost entirely cleared. Then later, in her 1830 memoir of a continental tour, Mary 
Boddington (1834) recorded her unfavourable opinion of the Lion Mound, which in 
1827 had prompted Wellington to complain ‘they have ruined my battlefield’, in no 
uncertain terms: ‘The great mass of earth too, obstructing the view, and changing the 
face of the field, is an ill-imagined excrescence’ (1834, 30).

Given this regret at changes to the battlefield, one might expect deliberate destruction 
of graves to be regarded as nothing short of an outrage. However, it is not just the 
accounts of those visiting the field in the decades following the battle that lack any 
mention of graves being quarried for bones. The same holds true for the next generation 
of guidebooks, which heralded a coming of age of functional tomes which had their 
prototypes with the likes of Booth’s and Romberg’s volumes appearing soon after the 
battle. These included the guidebook produced by John Murray, which was first published 
in 1852. There is a reference to the spot close to La Haye Sainte, where, ‘a vast accumula-
tion of bodies of men, intermixed with horses, were buried in one common grave’ (Murray 
1852, 77).

Here, Murray is no doubt referring to the sandpit on the other side of the road to La 
Haye Sainte, upon which, or close to, the monument to Hanoverian troops, and particu-
larly the King’s German Legion, who suffered heavy casualties defending the farm, was 
erected in 1818. Perhaps surprisingly, there does not appear to have been an attempt to 
associate the monument, which bears the names of fallen officers, with the grave-pit, 
which must surely have contained many of the dead from the farm; it has become known 
as a war memorial rather than a gravestone.

The only other mention of mass interment in Murray is in association with the Lion 
Mound, ‘beneath which the bones of friends and foes lie heaped indiscriminately 
together’ (Ibid). These bones were disturbed during the excavation of soil for the 
mound which exposed grave sites along the ridge running west from the crossroads 
above La Haye Sainte, which according to many were re-deposited beneath the mound. 
Would workers really have gone to the trouble of reinternment if there was an opportu-
nity and a desire to make a profit from the remains of those killed close to the spot where 
the Prince of Orange was wounded? Alternatively, these bones might have been incor-
porated into the make-up of the mound as an unintentional, albeit observed, result of 
moving huge quantities of earth from an area, which included graves. With this in mind, it 
should be noted that although Hougoumont is described in the guide, there is no 
reference of graves in its vicinity, which might indicate that these sites had ceased to 
be recognized, perhaps because they no longer existed?
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Despite visitor criticism of the Lion Mound it was, by mid-century, generally accorded 
the status of a mausoleum, with the description in Bogue’s Guide for Travellers from 1853 
being typical:

The mound and the lion have equally been the objects of ill-natured censure, but the one, 
containing the bones of friends and foes who fell in that dreadful day, and the other 
composed of cannon taken from the enemy seems entirely appropriate, as being at once, 
“a memorial, a trophy, and a tomb” (Bogue 1853, 273).

Bogue, along with other guides from the time, with the foregoing exception of Murray, 
makes no mention of further graves on the battlefield; Coghlan’s Handbook for European 
Tourists, for instance, notes only the remains of the dead in the mound (1847, 51), while 
Cook’s Tourist’s Handbook describes the mound, but makes no mention of graves or 
human remains in it (1874, 62). The latter does, however, include Victor Hugo’s description 
of Hougoumont, in which he makes an unreliable reference to bodies in the well, and also 
recommends a visit to the ubiquitously popular grave of the leg of the Earl of Uxbridge in 
Waterloo village (Ibid, 61).

If anything, the disappearance of references to graves as the first half of the nine-
teenth century progressed, in both traveller’s memoirs and guidebooks, might 
strengthen an argument that battlefield graves at Waterloo had themselves almost 
ceased to exist by the 1850s. But if this were the case, then one might expect at least 
some allusion to their clearance by bone-meal contractors. Granted, visitors might not 
have witnessed these activities themselves, but it would be expected that stories of the 
despoiling of graves on such a scale would be passed on to tourists by guides. If they 
were, however, they do not appear in writings on the battlefield. The case is certainly 
not clear cut.

There is one further form of evidence that must be considered here. As previously 
noted, only one near-complete skeleton has been archaeologically recovered from the 
battlefield, and this is now on display in the museum on the battlefield, where 
a number of skulls from the Cotton collection are also held. It is notable perhaps 
given the wide extent of the ground disturbed, during the construction of the 
museum and attendant carpark, that no other burials were encountered. There have, 
however, been a number of as yet unsubstantiated reports of human remains on the 
battlefield.

One of these sightings was reported during the 2017 season of fieldwork by Waterloo 
Uncovered, when the team was assisting in the archaeological evaluation of an area 
scheduled for the construction of a new roundabout and slip road to the west of Mont 
St Jean farm, an area not far to the east of where the skeleton had been recovered. No 
archaeological remains related to the battle were recovered from the area, other than 
a few musket balls, but a local resident did tell of his experiences as a teenager living close 
to the cross roads at La Haye Sainte. The individual recalled pulling human long bones 
from a rabbit hole in the area of the sandpit, and naturally assumed that it related to the 
grave, where the burial of 4,000 had been reported. The team had this information in 
mind when the location of the sandpit was investigated in 2018, though as noted earlier 
in this paper, no human remains were encountered during that work, but then the 
excavation was of limited extent, which prevents a definitive conclusion to be drawn at 
this stage.

104 T. POLLARD



A second hint of human remains came more recently, in fact during the writing of this 
paper. Sometime over 20 years ago a battlefield tour for US military personnel was 
passing through the fields between Hougoumont and Mont St Jean, at a point some-
where between the Allied and French lines, when the party encountered an erosion gulley 
some three to four feet deep. In the section of this feature, cut by water flowing down 
slope, a deposit of human and animal bones was seen to extend for around six feet along 
the length of the fissure – alas no photographs were taken at the time. Given the 
description of the location, which is less than precise, this discovery might correspond 
to the large grave pit or pits recorded by Robert Southey (1817 – reprinted 1902) and John 
Scott (1817), and which the former associated with the burial of 2,000 bodies (1817, 93).

Although anecdotal evidence points to at least some grave sites surviving in situ, the 
exploitation of human and animal remains for use as fertilizer represents a credible 
explanation for the apparent absence of grave deposits in the archaeological record at 
Waterloo. The means by which this hypothesis will be tested in the field is set out in the 
closing section of this paper.

Conclusion

It is not just the written accounts that have shed light on the issues considered above, 
with sketches and paintings providing an additional source of information. Some of these 
were accompanied by written descriptions, notably in the case of the sketches by Robert 
Hills (1816). In addition to these traveller’s sketches, works such as Mudford’s Historical 
Account also contain illustrations created on location, in this case by James Rouse. An 
understanding of the artistic process followed by Dighton, who turned sketches made on 
the field soon after the battle into paintings up to five or so years later, and to which he 
added a number of elements, including the burial of the dead, reminds us to use these 
images with caution. However, this is not to deny their value in providing a worthwhile 
impression of the battle’s aftermath in an age before photography, and this might extend 
to the location of grave sites (he was there soon enough to witness the disposal of dead). 
As a number of the written accounts make reference to local people providing details on 
burial activities, it seems likely that a similar transfer of information took place when artists 
visited the same locations. Thus, both Rouse and Dighton portrayed the disposal of the 
dead outside the south gate of Hougoumont, the former by burning, the latter by burial. 
Even if neither of them witnessed the events which they depicted, the descriptions 
provided by witnesses imbue these works with a degree of authenticity which gives 
them some value as historical sources. It is also possible that traces of these activities, such 
as disturbed soil or evidence for burning, provided further inspiration, although the 
temptation to make a work more interesting by populating it with such scenes for no 
other reason than to promote sales should not be overlooked. In short, as with any 
historical source they should not be taken entirely at face value.

With the foregoing caveats placed on the reliability of some sources, a note should 
be added about the map (Figure 16), which is based on them. These are not meant to 
be precise locations, but areas that have been indicated in the accounts by early visitors, 
either in writings or artworks. As the table in the appendix shows, most of these 
locations are mentioned in more than one account, and in some cases one source 
might indicate the extension of the area noted in another. An example of this is the 
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painting by Rouse, which from the south shows burials along the eastern side of the 
road, opposite La Haye Sainte (Figure 9). The painting by Dighton, which shows a view 
of La Belle Alliance from the north (Figure 13), looking down the road with burials on 
the left hand (eastern) side of the road is almost exactly the perspective if the viewpoint 
of the Rouse painting was turned 180 degrees. Thus, burials along the eastern side of 
that road can be seen to extend all the way from La Haye Sainte to the crossroads at La 
Belle Alliance.

Identifying areas where burials have been indicated by early visitors is all well and 
good, but it should not be taken to imply that the spaces between them were empty of 
graves and body disposal areas. There are for instance no major areas indicated on the 
reverse slope (to north of 1,15 and 16), where most of the Allied squares were located, 
though some of the bodies located there might have been moved forward to the pits 
recorded along the sunken way (Areas 1, 15 & 16). Nor have all the areas noted in the 
sources been included on the map. There is, for example, mention of burials in the garden 
to the north of La Haye Sainte, but they have not been included, largely for want of space 
on the basic map.

A further issue is that the locations are distributed, in the main, across the west and 
central part of the battlefield, with little activity appearing further to the east. There are 
two reasons for this. The first of these is that early visitors, especially the British, focused 
their attentions on these areas, with the Mont St Jean – La Haye Sainte – La Belle Alliance – 
Hougoumont route evolving very quickly as the standard itinerary. The second reason is 
that this was the area in which much of the heaviest fighting took place, and therefore 
corresponded to the highest concentration of deaths (again an attraction for tourists). 
This pattern of visitation is still in place today, and for the casual visitor has reduced even 
further, with a visit to the museum close to the Lion Mound, followed by a walk or bus ride 
to Hougoumont, a conservation of effort born from the construction of the monument in 
the 1820s and the establishment of Cotton’s hotel very close to it in the 1830s. Today, 
fewer tourists visit La Belle Alliance, which has long since ceased to serve as a souvenir 
shop (which is what it essentially became immediately after the battle) and tavern, most 
recently functioning as a night club. Most neglected are the eastern parts of the battle-
field, where Papelotte and Plancenoit are to be found, and where the Dutch and Prussians 
rather than the British were engaged.

Archaeological investigation by Waterloo Uncovered, which has included geophysical 
survey and excavation, has thus far failed to identify any sites of burial in the vicinity of 
Hougoumont, including outside the south gate. It has been suggested here that this 
absence of evidence might add credence to records of the removal of human remains 
from Napoleonic battlefields, including Waterloo, for the purpose of creating fertilizer. 
Details relating to the disposal of the dead, including the location of burial pits and 
cremation pyres, have been recorded by most if not all of the early visitors. Those like Ker, 
who were on site within days of the battle, witnessed these activities themselves, while 
those coming in the following weeks and months, including Eaton, saw the burial sites 
while they were still clearly visible, and were provided with further information by local 
people, some of whom served as guides. Within this paper, these descriptions have been 
drawn upon to create a speculative map of burial sites, showing the location of burial pits 
and cremation sites with varying levels of confidence. There has been at least one 
previous attempt to plot grave sites on the battlefield, but the sources of information 
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used have not been made explicit, and given the absence of a number of sites noted by 
early visitors, does not appear to be based on a detailed analysis of these historic sources 
(Sullivan 2020).

No matter how detailed the examination of the available sources, most of them taking 
the form of published accounts, there is at present no archaeological evidence to verify 
the proposed location of multiple burial sites, while the failure to locate any of these at 
Hougoumont through archaeological investigation has provided only circumstantial 
evidence for the later removal of human remains. The failure to locate evidence for the 
disposal of the dead outside the south gate, as described in both written accounts and 
artworks, was not limited to an absence of human remains but also any evidence of a pit 
in which those remains at one point resided. This might of course be due to the various 
phases of post-battle activity represented by the complex stratigraphy recorded in this 
area, but care should be taken not to draw too many hard and fast conclusions from this 
negative evidence. The same could be said of less intensive excavations carried out at the 
site of the sandpit close to La Haye Sainte. No human remains were recovered but then 
given the constraints of the work it would be foolhardy to conclude that no remains are 
present within an area that remained largely untouched by the work of Waterloo 
Uncovered.

From the forgoing, it is clear that more fieldwork is required, and at the time of writing 
plans are afoot to implement this. Waterloo Uncovered will be expanding the coverage of 
geophysical coverage from the environs of Hougoumont to extend across large tracts of 
the battlefield. This work will in part be informed by the attempt to plot grave sites 
resulting from the analysis of early visitor accounts reported here. If the hypothesis 
proposed here, relating to the removal of human remains for use as fertilizer, is the 
correct interpretation, then few human remains should be encountered (it is unlikely 
that this process removed all human remains as suggested by the anecdotal evidence 
previously cited). If human remains have been removed on the scale proposed then there 
should be, at least in some cases, archaeological evidence of the pits from which they 
were taken, however truncated and poorly defined these might be.

Some areas can perhaps be expected to be less fruitful that others when it comes to 
the potential for grave or grave-cut survival. A case in point would be Area 15, which runs 
west from the crossroads north of La Haye Sainte and follows the route of the sunken 
chassée towards the Lion Mound. Construction of the mound in the 1820s required the 
removal and redeposition of huge amounts of soil, and this will have come from the area 
around the mound. One location from which this soil is known to have originated is along 
the front of the ridge to the east of the mound (Brogden 1906, Loc 3632), and the 
evidence for this can be seen today as there is no suggestion whatsoever of a hollow 
way along the southern edge of the road, whereas on the opposite side, the north, the 
ground does rise up to the field fringing it. The same is very possibly true of the road as it 
passes the other side of the mound, running towards the direction of Hougoumont, 
where again the impression of a sunken way is much reduced. It should also be noted 
that while Cotton’s hotel/museum catalogue included human remains from a grave on 
the site of the hotel (Point 19), the archaeological monitoring during the construction of 
the subterranean museum to the north of the mound and to the west of the hotel (now 
a restaurant), revealed no archaeological evidence for burials (the single inhumation was 
found on the site of the car park a considerable distance to the north – Point 17).
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Not all of the graves at Waterloo were large communal or mass graves, which are likely to 
have been those targeted for bones. Both the written accounts and art works give the 
impression that numerous small graves, perhaps containing just one or two individuals, were 
scattered like ‘molehills’ across wide areas of the battlefield – as described by Lady Charlotte 
Uxbridge in a letter to her sister Caroline on 3 July 1815 (Glover 2011, 15). All the indications 
are that these graves were very shallow, with some of them representing nothing more than 
shallow scoops with the body covered by a thin covering of earth (e.g. Smith). The plough 
had already returned to the fields by the time Robert Hills arrived on the battlefield just over 
a month after the event, when he described it as the ‘enemy’ of relic hunters seeking objects 
on the ground surface (1816, 81). Likewise, shallow graves were unlikely to have survived 
intact for long, with not many years of ploughing required before bodies were turned to 
scattered bones. Seeing this sad reality for himself, Sir Walter Scott was moved to write:

There is, perhaps, more feeling than wisdom, in the wish, yet I own I should have been better 
pleased, if, for one season at least, the field, where, in the imagination, the ploughshare was 
coming in frequent contact with the corpses of the gallant dead, had been suffered to remain 
fallow’ (2015, 142).

Why that single grave excavated in 2009 escaped this erasure via the plough is uncertain, 
and possibly down to nothing more than luck, though the absence of the skull might 
again point to a shallow grave. Whether geophysics has the potential to pick up the 
remains of further survivals remains to be seen.

The research reported here represents the first attempt to use various historical sources 
to locate graves on the battlefield of Waterloo, and it is pleasing to see it feeding directly 
into an ambitious archaeological programme that has the potential to offer further 
valuable insight into the battle and the events that followed it. It would be no exaggera-
tion to claim that this work will represent one of the most intensive and exciting pieces of 
conflict archaeology yet to have been implemented at Waterloo.

Notes

1. An archive of archaeological reports and more information on Waterloo Uncovered can be 
found on the charity’s website: https://waterloouncovered.com.

2. He was plain Mr Scott at the time of his visit, and did not become Sir Walter Scott until 1820, 
when he was awarded a Baronetcy, rather than a knighthood. He is referred to here as Sir 
throughout for the sake of simplicity.

3. Most 19th century writers used the spelling La Haye Sainte, and this form has been adopted 
here. Some historians have adopted La Haie Sainte, which is actually the more accurate form.

4. Establishing the exact number of dead on the field is near an impossible task, with proposed 
figures ranging from as few as 5,000 up to more than 20,000. Simpson describes the battle-
field as a ‘vast sepulchre of 20,000 men (1816, 66-67). Adkin cites 18,000 as a reasonable 
figure (2001: 324), but recent work, such as that by Paul Lyndsey Dawson (2018), argues that 
the lower figure is the perhaps more likely, with many of the French missing being taken as 
PoWs or deserting rather than being killed. The same applies to horses, with O’Keeffe 
referring to one source giving the total for Wellington’s army and the Prussians being 
2,610, and suggesting that French losses must have been close to double that (2015: 51).

5. Frederick Hope Pattison was a Lieutenant in the 33rd Regiment of Foot. He wrote his memoirs 
in the form of letters to his grandchildren and had them published in 1870.
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6. Records from the Old Bailey in London show that boots and shoes were often the targets for 
burglary at this time, with some cases resulting in the death penalty. This perhaps highlights 
what an incredible economic opportunity the aftermath of a battle like Waterloo would 
provide. An example of a court record from 1815 in which theft of shoes (and a looking glass) 
resulted in death penalty (though not necessarily execution – less than a fifth of such 
sentences resulted in execution in 19th century):

https://www.oldbaileyonline.org/browse.jsp?id=t18150111-72-off412&div=t18150111- 
72&terms=shoes#highlight (last consulted 23/2/22).

7. Thanks to Bob MacLean, librarian in University of Glasgow Special Collections for this 
suggestion.

8. As discussed in the companion paper to this study (Pollard forthcoming), Eaton’s work was 
written for publication, which occurred in 1817. The author was clearly moved by her 
experience and this comes across strongly in the vivid descriptions. Comparison with other 
female chroniclers, such as Georgy Capel, suggest that this display of emotion cannot be put 
down to the writer being a woman, as the latter’s descriptions are far more clinical and as 
noted above suggest a real interest in the military action itself (in letters not intended for 
publication). Even old soldiers found the spectacle of the battlefield upsetting, and Major 
W. Frye (retired) could barely write a word about what he saw during a visit on 22 June, which 
resulted in a hurried return to Brussels (Frye 1908, 28). It should also be acknowledged that 
Eaton’s book was co-written with her sister Jane Waldie, who rarely gets credit. When the 
book was republished in 1853 as The Days of Battle; Or, Quatre Bras and Waterloo: By an 
Englishwoman, Resident at Brussels in June 1815 it was with Charlotte’s name on the cover.

9. The tower features in various accounts and images, with speculation about whether 
Napoleon himself used it to observe the battle. Hills, thinks (1816, 90–91) it possible, but 
points out that it would have been an easy target for artillery (he estimates it to be 80 feet 
high). The tower also appears on the map by Ker, with the annotation indicating that part of 
the French reserve was stationed close to it (Pollard forthcoming). He also mentions it in on 
page 19 of his unpublished book: ‘About a mile to the south-west of that farm (La Belle 
Alliance) was erected an Observatory upon the most elevated spot. This Observatory is said to 
have been erected by order of Bounaparte, but it was not so, nor did he make any use of it 
himself; it was put up three weeks before the battle, as a look-out, it was framed at Plancenoit, 
it is now blown down.’ Simpson believes that the tower was a telegraph located around 
a mile behind the French lines and had no connection to Napoleon (110), while Clarke writes 
that it was constructed by British engineers at the orders of the Prince of Orange some 
months before the battle and that he doubts the stories about Napoleon climbing up it. 
Glover in his footnote to Clarke’s reference confirms that it was constructed as an observatory 
to be used in the creation of maps by Craan – who would go on to draw some of the earlier 
maps of the battle – on the orders of the king, who had recently acquired these lands (Glover 
2017, 223). It is the present writer’s opinion that even if Napoleon did not climb the tower 
himself, and one would have expected some reference to him doing so in accounts if he had, 
it would seem very odd if none of his officers did the same, given the advantageous view this 
construction would have offered over the battlefield.

10. A useful overview of the use of human bones for fertilizer, including those from battlefields, 
can be found in the online article, The Bones of Waterloo by Joe Turner, which was first 
published during the bi-centenary of Waterloo in 2015. This quotes a number of sources not 
referred to in this paper. https://medium.com/study-of-history/the-bones-of-waterloo- 
a3beb35254a3 (Last consulted 20 August 2019).

11. O’Keeffe, P. 2015. Waterloo: The Aftermath. 61–63.
12. The same article re-appears in the quarterly magazine The Investigator on page 431 of 

Volume 6, January and April 1823, in a regular section of miscellaneous notes titled 
‘Philosophical and Literary Intelligence’. It then makes another appearance in The Treasury 
of David by Charles Hadden Spurgeon (1878, 356), in which it is used as an exemplar for the 
line ‘they became as dung for the earth’. However, Spurgeon is under the impression that the 
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article is from 1830. This recycling might suggest that there are not many sources referring to 
this trade, but as yet there has not been any real attempt to track down archive sources, 
perhaps in port towns like Hull and Lossiemouth, and processing centres such as Doncaster.

13. Still published today as The Spectator. This short note appeared in No. 71 on page 5, below 
the report of an artificial eyelid from New York and above an item on the trade in horses 
between England and France (most of them stolen).

14. Information recovered from Electric Scotland, online edition of New Statistical Account, 
which does not include page numbers: https://www.electricscotland.com/history/statistical/ 
volume12.htm (last consulted 20/1/21).

15. Human remains at Waterloo had previously been offered for sale as souvenirs, with Robert 
Southey reporting that children at Hougoumont tried to sell visitors calcined bones pulled 
from the mound of a funerary pyre (1902: 219).

16. Glover, G. (ed.). 2016. A Scots Grey at Waterloo: The Remarkable Story of Sergeant William 
Clarke. Barnsley, Frontline Books. The memoir was lodged in the John Rylands Library in 
Manchester, where it had long been misidentified as an unpublished novel. Glover recog-
nized it for what it was and published an unabridged version with additional commentary 
and footnotes.

17. Clarke was assigned the task of escorting prisoners to Brussels immediately after the battle, 
and returned to the field on the morning of the next day. He visited various key points on the 
battlefield and spent some time burying his regiment’s dead (he is not specific about the 
location). At Hougoumont, he witnessed: ‘ . . . great numbers of naked dead amongst the 
others (wounded or still clothed?); they had been stripped by the plunderers for the clothes 
which had invested their cold remains, nor had even the shirts of some thousands escaped 
their unhallowed hands. Several women were seen among the dead who, with all probability, 
had been shot by the wounded in their plundering excursions’ (Glover, 2016, 221).

18. Glover suggests in a newspaper article that Clarke was the original source of the information: 
Hellen, N. 2016. ‘Lost Legion of Waterloo Buried in Orchard’. The Times online, 
16 September 2016: https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/orchard-clue-to-lost-legion-of- 
waterloo-dead-mvrcpd29f# (Last

consulted 28 September 2019). However, given a reference to it in Hills’ work, published in 
1816, this seems unlikely.

19. The format of the Clarke memoir, written in part as a novel, suggests that it was composed 
later in his life, probably after he left the army in 1825, given it covers his career up to then (to 
this reader the level of recall suggests it might have been composed with the aid of a journal).

20. Sir Walter Scott wrote: ‘Those employed in the work of burial . . . have merely dug around the 
bodies as they lay, and lightly thrown the earth over them.’ This description almost entirely 
matches the graves of Custer’s men on the battlefield of Little Bighorn from 1876, though 
they survived better due to the absence of ploughing (Scott 2013: Loc 734).
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Appendix

Table A1. WATERLOO BATTLEFIELD GRAVE LOCATIONS BASED ON SOURCES (Map Refs refer to 
Figure 16).

Location Type Source
Map 
ref

Sunken way E. of La 
Haye Sainte

Pits along southern road 
edge

Eaton and Waldie 1817, 270; Romberg 1816, 84; John 
Scott 1816, 222; John Scott 1842, 48;

1

La Haye Sainte Mass grave in sandpit Eaton and Waldie 1817; Hills sketch 1816: 273; Murray 
1852, 77; Rouse painting 1817

2

Road running south 
from La Haye Sainte

Graves along verge Dighton Painting c.1820; Rouse painting 1817 3

Field to W. of La Haye 
Sainte

Mass grave pit/s Rouse Painting 1817 4

Field to north of La 
Belle Alliance 
(French ridge)

Scattered small graves Hills sketch 1816: 273 5

Edge of road to east of 
La Belle Alliance

Possible cremation pyres 
and small graves

Smith 1852, 37–38; Dighton painting 6 & 7

Belle Alliance Cremation pyres and 
Small Graves around 
the farm

Hills 1816: 8 Dighton painting 8

Fields to W. of La Belle 
Alliance

Scattered small graves Eaton and Waldie 1817, 285; John Scott 1817: 219; 
Paintings by Dighton (2), Rouse and Walsh

9

Woods S. of 
Hougoumont

Small graves Rouse Painting 10

South Gate 
Hougoumont & 
courtyard

Pit & Cremation pyre Eaton and Waldie 1817, 141: Frye 1908, 27; John Scott 
1817 220–221; Southey 1902, 90; Dighton and Rouse 
paintings

11

North Gate 
Hougoumont

Burning & Small Graves Dighton painting 12

Great Orchard Large Pit (7,000 bodies) Baptist Magazine, 1815: 358; Clarke in Glover 2016: 22; 
Hills 1816:

13

Field between 
Hougoumont & LHS

Scattered graves and 
Mass grave

Capel (Jennings 1955): 135; John Scott, 1817: 222; Southey 
1902, 23

14

Sunken Way west of 
LHS

Grave pits Simpson 1816, 88 15 & 
16

Skeleton museum car 
park

Single shallow grave Bosquet et al. 2015 17

Amputated legs MSJ Bones in roadside ditch Pollard 2020 18
Site of Cotton’s Hotel Small grave Cotton (Anon1872: 14) 19
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