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Merxem, near Antwerp, 
where it sustained about 50 
casualties of all ranks. 

In dealing with the events 
of 16-18 June 1815, except in 
so far as the tactical details 
affected the fate of the indivi­
dual soldiers, I do not intend 
to delve into the course of 
events that led up to the bat­
tle, or into the chronology of 
the battle itself, these ha ving 
already been dealt with 
exhaustively in hundreds of 
books and articles. 

QUATREBRAS 
On Thursday 15 June the 3rd 
Division of Wellington's 
army, commanded by Lt. 
Gen. Sir Charles Baron 
Alten, was based around 
Soignes. The 2/73rd, which 
formed part of the 5th 
Infantry Brigade under Sir 
Colin Halkett (the other units 
being the 2/30th, 33rd,and 2/ 
69th), was billeted in what 
Morris called a 'sweet village' 
three miles away. After Well­
ington heard of Napoleon's 
advance, and gave orders for 
the army to concentrate, the 
3rd Division set off at about 2 
a.m. on the morning of 16 
June; and reached Les Quatre 
Bras after a hard march of 
some 27 miles just after 
p.m. At this vital crossroads 
the Prince of Orange 
come into contact with 
French earlier in the day, and 
had managed to take up 
position in the woods 
Bossu, Gemioncourt 
Piermont, the only cover in 
the area. Here he 
attacked by Marshal Ney in 
overwhelming force, and by 
the time the 3rd Division 
arrived the plight of 
Allied army was desperate. 

The 2/73rd found itself in a 
difficult position. According 
to Morris the battalion came 
on to the battlefield through a 
'large wood' (the Bois 
Bossu), and because of the 
height of the growing crop 
failed to see Gitaut's Brigade 
of Kellerman's cuirassiers, 
which had been unleashed ­
almost as Ney's last attempt 
to take the position - at the 

Coat ofa bollalion company officer, 
73rd Foot, c.1812-15, showing 
distinctive regimental gold lace 
trim. (Courtesy Scollish United 
Services Museum) 

5th Brigade. The 73rd scram­
bled back into the wood; but 
the 69th, caught in the open 
in extended order, were hor­
ribly cut-up and lost a colour. 

The 73rd then took part in 
the advance of the brigade 
with the Brunswick troops. 
Morris described this move­
ment, and how his company 
was ordered out skirmishing. 
His account makes it clear 
that he had no high opinion 
of his captain, Alexander 
Robertson, describing him as 
an officer 'who had been 
upwards of thirty years in the 
service, but was never before 
in action. He knew nothing 
of field movements He 
now led us forward Pre­
sently we saw a regiment of 
cuirassiers making towards 
us, and he was then at his 
wits' end .... ' Morris went 
on to describe the timely 
intervention of Ensign 
Patrick Hay in bringing the 
company safely in. 

The puzzling aspect of this 
account is that Alexander 
Robertson's military career 
simply does not fit Morris's 
description: it had, in fact, 

been full of incident. He had 
served with the Fencibles in 
Ireland in the 1790s, and had 
been a Militia officer for five 
years before being commis­
sioned ensign into the 36th 
Foot in 1804. He was pro­
moted lieutenant into the 
28th Foot in November 1805; 
and saw plenty of active ser­
vice at Copenhagen, on the 
Walcheren expedition and in 
the Peninsula, commanding a 
company at Busaco, and 
obtaining his captaincy in the 
73rd on 21 November 1811. 
Morris also makes the charge 
that 'our poor old Captain 
was horribly frightened, and 
several times came to me for a 
drop ofsomething to keep his 
spirits up'. There is no doubt 
that Robertson was, at least, a 
seasoned campaigner, and it 
is almost impossible to recon­
cile the man that Morris 
knew with the character that 
emerges from the record 
books. 

Two incidents that Morris 
recorded at Quatre Bras serve 
not only as interesting bio­
graphical references, but also 

to illustrate how the power of 
weaponry has changed over 
the years. Lt. John Acres was 
a much respected even loved 
officer of Morris's company. 
Described by Morris as 'a 
laan of gigantic stature, as 
brave as a lion, and almost as 
strong as one', he bore the 
nickname of 'Bob' Acres 
(after the country squire in 
Sheridan's play The Rivals). 
Commissioned ensign in the 
73rd from the King's County 
Militia on 22 November 
1809, and lieutenant on 20 
November 1811, he dis­
tinguished himself by out­
standing bravery and 
leadership in the attack on 
Merxem in 1814. At Quatre 
Bras he was fatally wounded 
by a pistol ball entering the 
back ofhis neck and penetrat­
ing so far as to lodge in his 
mouth. What is remarkable 
about this incident is that he 
was able to remove the ball 
and say a few words to his 
colonel before dying some 
hours later. A modern .38 
pistol would probably have 
removed the lower part of his 
face. 


