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Meeting Notes – May 2017
Roger started his talk; The Mounted Charge: Fiction and Fact’ with 
The Charge of the Union and Household Brigades at Waterloo, Sunday 18 June 1815
Napoleon’s 100-day campaign, following his escape from exile on Elba, ended on the ridge of Mont St Jean, near Waterloo. Fortunately, Wellington had previously reconnoitred this ground as a possible battlefield, ironically to thwart possible royalist Bourbon military advances towards Brussels. Despite initial French successes, at Ligny and Quatre-Bras, a successful rear guard cavalry action halted their progress. For many, one of the most iconic images of the Battle of Waterloo is the Charge of the Scots Greys, as immortalised in the painting ‘Scotland for ever’ by Lady Butler. The Scots Greys were part of the Union Brigade, which consisted of the 1st Royal Dragoons and the 6th Enniskillens. The Union Brigade went on to rout D’Erlon’s corps, thus removing the threat to Wellington’s left. Omitted from this artistic moment is the Household Brigade, who had carried out a simultaneous attack. These images do not portray the appalling conditions on the battlefield following overnight torrential rain. The deep mud and waterlogged ground, churned up by the horses’ hooves, would have made movement difficult and gallant charges impossible. However, Lady Butler’s image is perpetuated by the cinema industry. Roger showed an extract from the 1970 film ‘Waterloo’, which dramatically shows the glorious Scots Greys in full charge over a flat, dry landscape. The subsequent overrunning of the exhausted Union Brigade by French Lancers, when they became caught in the deep mud, is only too accurate.
The Charge of the Light Brigade, Crimea, Wednesday 25 October 1854

Immortalised in Richard Woodville’s painting and Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s narrative poem, the Gallant 600 rode into the Valley of Death, and were, to a man, cut down. Roger went on to show that this was not, actually, the case. Lord Raglan, overall commander of the British Forces, wanted the Light Brigade to prevent the Russians from removing captured guns on the Causeway Heights, on the south side of the valley. Unfortunately, owing to the now famous misunderstanding, they attacked heavily entrenched Russian guns in the valley between the Causeway Heights and the Fedyaklin Hills in the north.  Owing to his elevated position, Lord Raglan could envisage the possibility of the Russians removing these naval guns from the rear slopes of the Causeway Heights. This viewpoint was denied to Lord Lucan, owing to his position lower down the valley. He was unsure as to which guns Lord Raglan was referring. “Lord Raglan wishes the cavalry to advance rapidly to the front, follow the enemy, and try to prevent them carrying away the guns. Troop artillery may accompany. French cavalry is on your left, immediate.” The officer entrusted with carrying this order from Lord Raglan to Lord Lucan was Captain Louis Nolan. When asked by Lucan to clarify which guns were to be attacked, Nolan impatiently indicated the guns at the head of the valley, and not those on Causeway Heights. Lord Lucan then passed this information on to Lord Cardigan, who led the Light Brigade into the valley between the Russian guns.

Back to the cinema, this time an extract from Tony Richardson’s film ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ (1968). Again, the pace of the horses was too fast and at the end of the charge a lone horseman is seen emerging from the gun smoke. This suggests that the Light Brigade was wiped out. The actual ‘butcher’s bill’ was 118 killed, 127 wounded and about 60 taken prisoner - bloody but unbowed. Some of our members can claim they have walked the battlefield, Roger has actually ridden the Balaclava valley. He emphasised its undulating terrain, which accounts for Captain Morris’s rebuke from Lord Cardigan that he was riding too fast, horses will naturally speed up when going downhill, making it more difficult to keep them in line.

Another Balaclava myth concerns Captain Louis Nolan (1818-1854) who is usually portrayed as a hot-headed Irish novice cavalryman. This is untrue; he was Canadian-born and had served in the Austrian Army and with the 15th Light Dragoons in India. A superb horseman, he was the author of ‘Cavalry: Its History and Tactics’. This book was well received at the time and acclaimed as the standard work on cavalry strategy. Modern historians apportion blame equally between Nolan, Raglan and Lucan.

The Charge of the Australian 4th Light Horse Brigade, Beersheba, Gaza, Wednesday 31 October 1917
The Battle of Beersheba was part of a wider offensive, known as the 3rd Battle of Gaza. At dusk the famous mounted charge of  the 4th Light Horse Brigade swept through the Turkish defences, taking the town of Beersheba. This led to the breaking of the Ottoman line at Gaza and opened up the road to Palestine. The 4th Light Horse Brigade were technically mounted infantry. They carried Lee-Enfield .303 rifles and the standard 1917 bayonet. Having ridden into battle, they would normally dismount to fight. The action to take Beersheba, as with all desert campaigns, was only possible with access to a plentiful water supply. Their commanding officer, General Grant, told his men they were fighting to ensure success by capturing Beersheba and its many wells. They were ordered to charge cavalry-style, using their bayonets as swords. Such was the psychological effect on the Turkish defenders that they failed to adjust their rifle sights to reflect the rapidly reducing distance between them and the horsemen. As a result, much of their fire went over the heads of the Australians. Captured Turkish rifles confirm this to be the case. The success of the charge was due to its speed and shock value, and was achieved with minimum casualties. Captain Nolan would have been pleased as he always maintained cavalry could achieve anything if the circumstances were right. This final section of Roger’s talk was accompanied by an extract from a film entitled ‘The Light Horseman’ (1987), an Australian film directed by Simon Wincer: a very exciting ride with the 4th and 12th Australian Light Horse. The Turks expected them to stop and dismount to fight, again the horsemen were shown in a sustained gallop, far too fast - an observation made by Roger’s father, who was a cavalryman during the inter-war years. Roger had brought along several heavy cavalry swords and an example of the Australian Light Horse Brigade bayonet. 

A lively Q and A session followed, concluding a fascinating talk by Roger, enhanced by his being an experienced horseman. It was also observed that today we rarely see a large body of horse. The nearest contemporary experience would be a horse racing event: here the noise of the horses’ hooves creates an earth-shaking effect, produced by a comparatively small number which is daunting enough. Imagine 500-600 horses charging towards you!

