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Introduction

A painting of French Cuirassiers at the Battle of Friedland

"One sharp blow and the war is over." – Napoleon during the Battle of
Austerlitz

Nearly 50 years after Napoleon met his Waterloo, generals across the
West continued to study his tactics and engage their armies the same way
armies fought during the Napoleonic Era. Despite advances in military
technology and the advent of railroads for transportation, all of which made
defensive warfare more effective, acclaimed military geniuses like Robert
E. Lee used flank attacks and infantry charges against superior numbers in
an effort to win decisive victories, and it would not be until World War I
that concepts of modern warfare made the Napoleonic Era of the early 19th
century outdated.

For those questioning why generals continued using tactics from the
Napoleonic Era even as technology changed the battlefield, the Battle of
Austerlitz may provide the best answer. Napoleon is regarded as one of
history’s greatest generals, and Austerlitz was his greatest victory. In 1805,
Britain, Austria, and Russia allied together to form the Third Coalition
against the French, and the Third Coalition’s forces consisted of armies
from Austria and Russia, with Britain providing naval support as well as its
financial powers. Napoleon had already defeated and mostly destroyed an



Austrian army in October at Ulm before it could link up with the Russians,
setting the stage for the Battle of Austerlitz to be the culmination of the war
against the Third Coalition as a whole in early December. Despite the
smashing victory at Ulm, Napoleon’s French army would still be well
outnumbered at Austerlitz by a joint Russo-Austrian army in a battle that
would also come to be known as the Battle of Three Emperors.

The Battle of Austerlitz was a tactical masterpiece that saw Napoleon
actually invite an attack on his army by the bigger Coalition army, and over
the course of about 9 hours, the French successfully defended their right
flank while counterattacking in the center and splitting the Russo-Austrian
army in two, allowing the French to hit the flank of the advancing left wing
of the enemy. The result was a decisive victory that virtually annihilated the
Third Coalition’s army and made Napoleon the master of the European
continent.

The influence Austerlitz had on Europe’s political and military situation
cannot be overstated. The Third Coalition’s defeat led to the dissolution of
the Habsburg Empire, allowed France to redraw the map of Central Europe,
and ultimately put into place the chain of events that would lead to France’s
subsequent wars. Furthermore, Austerlitz set the model that every general
hoped to emulate in battle, and the results were undoubtedly on Napoleon’s
mind when he tried to use the same movement strategies in an attempt to
keep Prussian and British armies from linking together at the Battle of
Waterloo nearly 10 years after Austerlitz.

Napoleon’s enemies would famously say he was worth 50,000 men in the
field, but the simple truth is he wasn’t able to dominate Europe on his own.
In fact, the subordinates and soldiers underneath him participated in several
of history’s most famous battles and charted the course of Napoleon’s rise
and fall.

The French army which became known as the Grande Armée existed for
just 10 years, from 1805 – 1815, and the question of what it was about this
army that allowed it to win so many notable victories and to survive defeats
which would have destroyed lesser armies has fascinated historians and
writers ever since. After all, in terms of equipment, weapons, and battlefield
tactics, there was little to distinguish the Grande Armée from other
European armies in the early 1800s, but in battles such as Austerlitz (1805),



Jena-Auerstedt (1806) and Wagram (1809) it won stunning victories, often
against numerically superior enemies. No single factor can account for
these victories, which could be attributed to a combination of high morale, a
truly egalitarian approach to promotion from the ranks, a radical army
organization, and the inspired leadership of Napoleon, all of which
combined to make the Grande Armée virtually unbeatable for the first few
years of its existence.

At the same time, Napoleon and his Grande Armée’s most famous
campaigns were the ones that ended in defeat. During the disastrous
invasion of Russia in 1812, the Grande Armée suffered catastrophic losses
retreating from Moscow, and while its numbers were replenished with new
conscripts, the invincibility of the Grande Armée was gone forever. From
1813 until its final destruction in June 1815 at Waterloo, the Grande Armée
would win a few more victories, but ultimately it would never recover the
power and prestige it possessed before the invasion of Russia. These factors
set the stage for the second setback, which essentially sealed the fate of
Napoleon's empire. The four-day Battle of Leipzig in October 1813,
romantically but accurately dubbed the "Battle of the Nations," proved the
decisive encounter of the War of the Sixth Coalition and essentially
determined the course the Napoleonic Wars took from that moment
forward. The resultant collision was the single largest field action of the
Napoleonic Wars, dwarfing Waterloo in size, complexity, and overall
importance. The Battle of Leipzig was probably the combat which involved
the highest concentration of men on a single extended battlefield on the
planet up to that point in history, and it would not be exceeded until the vast
struggles of the First World War almost a century later.

As noteworthy as those battles all were, Waterloo is the most famous
battle in modern history if not all of history, and appropriately so. Gathering
an army of 100,000 men, Napoleon marched into what is now Belgium,
intent on driving his force between the advancing British army under the
Duke of Wellington and the Prussian forces under Marshal Blucher. It was
the kind of daring strategy that only Napoleon could pull off, as he had at
places like Jena and Austerlitz. At Waterloo, however, it would end
disastrously, as Napoleon’s armies were unable to dislodge Wellington and
unable to keep the Prussians from linking up with the British. The battle
would end with the French suffering nearly 60% casualties, the end of



Napoleon’s reign, and the restructuring of the European map. Simply put,
the next 200 years of European history can be traced back to the result of
the battle that day in 1815.

Napoleon’s Grande Armée: The History and Legacy of the French Army
during the Napoleonic Wars looks at the events that brought about the army,
its most important leaders, and the major battles it fought. Along with
pictures depicting important people, places, and events, you will learn about
the Grande Armée like never before.
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The Rise of Napoleon

The army of France in the early 1700s was one of the most powerful and
feared in Europe. Under the command of the Sun King, Louis XIV, the
French army took part in three major wars and a series of lesser conflicts,
and they emerged triumphant in nearly all of them. However, under the
subsequent reign of Louis XV (1715–1774) the French army descended into
a morass of corruption, confusion and neglect from which it never fully
recovered.

At that time, army commanders were appointed from the nobility, not
because they possessed any particular abilities but because they caught the
attention of the king’s principal mistresses, the Marquise de Pompadour and
Madam du Barry. As Thomas R. Phillips noted, “In France a young noble
considers himself badly treated by the court if a regiment is not confided to
him at the age of fifteen or twenty years. This practice destroys all
emulation in the rest of the officers and the poor nobility, who are almost
certain never to command a regiment.” [1]

There was a dislike, almost a horror, of allowing “commoners” to
command regiments in the French army. This included not just men from
poor backgrounds but also sons of middle-class families who were often
well-educated, intelligent, and would have made excellent officers. Instead,
only members of the nobility, no matter how inefficient, were allowed to
command.

In the same vein, colonels ran their regiments like private businesses,
using them wherever possible as a means of generating revenue through
looting, theft, and embezzlement of their troops’ payment. Commanders
had a tendency to abandon their armies for more congenial quarters when
the weather was bad, ordinary soldiers often went unfed and unpaid,
essential supplies were seldom available, and morale in all parts of the army
slumped. Anything up to three men were expected to share a single bed and
punishments for any breach of discipline were Draconian. For example, a
soldier who struck an officer could expect to have the offending hand cut
off before he was hanged.

When it was called upon to fight the Seven Years' War (1756 - 63), no one
should have been particularly surprised that this demoralized army was



quickly in deep trouble. The Seven Years’ War was a series of virtually
unbroken defeats for France, leaving its army and navy shattered, its
finances so depleted that the country was effectively bankrupt, and almost
all the colonies formerly controlled by France lost.

After the war, some French military leaders were so shocked by the
defeats that they began a reorganization of the army, creating permanent
regiments to which the government was responsible for the supply of
supplies and food. By the 1780s, the army was changed beyond recognition
with an Army Staff Corps and, by 1789, a “Council of War” was formed out
of the most senior officers and dedicated to introducing new regulations
which would remove the worst of the iniquities of the past. This included
allowing “commoners” to become officers for the first time.

The senior levels of the French army were also considering adopting new
equipment and tactics when France was convulsed by a period of domestic
unrest and rebellion, bringing about the French Revolution (1789 – 1799).
The discontent in the French army quickly turned to mutiny in many units,
most notoriously during the storming of the Bastille, when the French
Guard in Paris chose not just to refuse to attack the revolutionaries, but
joined the citizens.

Naturally, the French army changed during the French Revolution when
the government of France devolved into a series of impromptu councils.
The requirement for officers to come from the nobility was dropped, and
some attempt was made to update tactics and equipment, though the chaos
of the revolutionary period made this extremely difficult.

France fought several wars with its neighbors during this period,
including against Austria and Prussia, but the French army generally proved
to be poorly led, poorly supplied, and generally ineffective. It suffered a
number of defeats, and volunteers (who comprised the bulk of most
formations) often simply decided to go home if things weren’t going well.

The Revolutionary Councils running France by this time reacted by
executing more than 20 generals between 1793 and mid-1794. Sensible
soldiers began to avoid promotion because of a fear of being blamed for
military failures.



However, not all soldiers fared badly during the French Revolution. On
October 3, 1795, following their exclusion from the newly created
Directory, the royalists launched an attempted coup against the National
Convention, the revolutionary legislative assembly. Napoleon Bonaparte, a
Corsican artilleryman who happened to also be in Paris at the time, was
hastily summoned by Paul Barras, then a key figure in the revolutionary
government, and placed in charge of the scratch force assigned to defend
the National Convention at the Tuileries Palace. With the help of a young
cavalryman named Joachim Murat – who would later become one of
Napoleon’s Marshals and be rewarded for his service with the throne of the
Kingdom of Naples – Napoleon was able to defeat the royalists. More than
1,500 people died in the streets of Paris, but the revolutionary government
was saved, and Napoleon was appointed commander of a French army
which was sent to invade Italy and engage Austrian forces there.

Napoleon

Just two days after marrying Josephine, Napoleon left for the front, taking
over command of the Army of Italy and almost immediately launching it in



an all-out invasion across the Alps. Napoleon had at his disposal 37,000
half-trained and unmotivated soldiers, along with 60 guns, and he could
expect no reinforcements. He faced upwards of 50,000 enemy troops, but
that prospect seems not to have daunted him.

It was during the Italian Campaign that Napoleon began showing off his
prodigious military talents, utilizing tactics that soundly defeated his
opponents. Not yet 30, Napoleon led a decisive campaign across Italy,
defeating the Austrians at the Battle of Montenotte and then again at Dego,
and crushed the Piedmontese (at the time, Italy was not yet a unified
country) at Mondovi’. Piedmont capitulated soon thereafter and sued for
peace, defeated in just two weeks after having fought the French for more
than three years.

These early victories galvanized Napoleon’s men, and with new
reinforcements Napoleon pushed southwards, defeating the Austrians again
at Lodi on May 10th , then pushed south after investing the strategically vital
city of Mantua, occupying Tuscany and the Papal States and crushing the
Austrians again at Lonato and Castiglione and forcing their commander,
Field Marshal Wurmser, to retreat back into the Alps. Once reinforced,
Wurmser again tried to push southwards again to relieve Mantua, but he
was defeated by Napoleon at Rovereto and then again at Bassano, losing
more than 75% of his army in the process. The Austrians were determined
not to abandon Mantua, however, and launched another relief effort under
Marshal Alvinczy, but despite some small initial successes he too was
defeated by Napoleon at Arcole and then again at Rivoli. Unable to hold out
any longer, Mantua fell shortly thereafter, allowing the French to push
forward into Austria itself, advancing to within less than 100 miles of
Vienna.

Faced with annihilation, Austria was forced to capitulate and, soon
thereafter, to sign the Treaty of Campo Formio, declaring peace with France
and effectively destroying the coalition which had threatened the Republic
for so long. As a result, Napoleon returned to France to a veritable hero’s
welcome, having captured over 150,000 enemy soldiers, not to mention
almost 600 guns and 200 enemy battle-flags. Napoleon had won dozens of
battles, revolutionizing the use of mobile artillery and employing pincer
movements that attacked both flanks of an enemy army as it advanced



forward on his army’s center. Even as a young adult, Napoleon’s military
strategies were generations ahead of his opponents, and he would later
explain, "I have fought sixty battles and I have learned nothing which I did
not know at the beginning. Look at Caesar; he fought the first like the last."

Now France’s foremost general, Napoleon had what effectively amounted
to free rein when it came to planning the Republic’s military campaign, but
he had made sure not to neglect his involvement in politics in Paris while he
was campaigning against the Austrians, dispatching one of his generals to
crush the resurgent royalists in the capital and establish his patron Barras
and the other Republicans firmly in their positions of power.

Napoleon’s next planned campaign was even more ambitious: an attack
against none other than France’s age-old enemy, Britain. However, an initial
review of France’s naval forces led Napoleon to conclude his navy could
not hope to outfight the power of the Royal Navy, which had been the
dominant naval power for centuries, so he was forced to look elsewhere.
After months of planning, Napoleon crafted a scheme to attack and conquer
Egypt, denying the British easy access to their colonies in India, with the
ultimate goal of linking up with the Sultan Tipoo in India itself and
defeating the British in the field there.

With this grand plan in mind, Napoleon left France with an army of about
25,000 men and crossed the Mediterranean, narrowly eluding British naval
pursuit. He landed at Alexandria on July 1, 1798, and defeated the Egyptian
forces at the Battle of Subra Khit and then again, two weeks later, at the
famous Battle of the Pyramids, where modern European infantry tactics –
most notably the square formation – proved to be completely invulnerable
to attacks by unsupported Egyptian cavalry. French losses were less than
30, while the Egyptians lost 2000 men killed, further cementing Napoleon’s
status in the minds of his troops as an invincible general.

However, despite Napoleon’s successes on land, his navy continued to be
a letdown, and his fleet was almost completely destroyed by Admiral
Horatio Nelson at the Battle of the Nile. In addition to being unable to be
reinforced or supplied by sea, his ambitions to establish a permanent
presence in Egypt were further frustrated by a number of uprisings. Early in
1799, Napoleon advanced against France’s erstwhile enemy, the Ottoman
Empire, invading modern Syria (then the province of Damascus) and



conquering the cities of Gaza, Jaffa, Arish and Haifa. However, with the
plague running rampant through his army and his lines of supply from
Egypt stretched dangerously thin, Napoleon was unable to destroy the
fortified city of Acre and was forced to retreat. The retreat cost him almost
all of his wounded as, harassed by enemy forces, he was forced to abandon
most of his casualties to the Ottomans’ mercy, or lack thereof. Most of the
wounded were tortured and beheaded.

Upon returning to Cairo, Napoleon finally received dispatches from
France which, with the Mediterranean rife with Royal Navy vessels, had
been severely delayed. The dispatches told of renewed hostilities with
Austria and her allies, and a series of defeats in Italy which had virtually
annihilated all of Napoleon’s previous hard-won gains in the Italian
peninsula. Leaving his army under the command of his subordinate General
Kleber, Napoleon took advantage of a lull in the Royal Navy blockade and
embarked upon one of his remaining ships. He set sail for France,
determined to rescue her from this fresh wave of enemies.

By the time Napoleon arrived in France, the situation had become
somewhat less dire. A series of French victories on the country’s borders,
including a crucial one against the Austrians in the Alps at the hands of one
of Napoleons’ pupils, General Massena, had removed the immediate danger
of invasion. Still, the country remained rife with political tension. The
recently constituted Directory was viewed as supine and ineffective by the
people, and their situation was worsened by a combination of years of
internal and external war which, coupled with an enemy naval blockade,
had virtually bankrupted the country. France was ready for change.

Napoleon was offered a chance to be a part of that change when one of
the Directors, Emmanuel Sieyes, included him in his scheme to stage a
coup against the Directory and seize power. Never one to turn down a
chance for advancement, Napoleon agreed, and on November 9th , as false
rumours of a Jacobin uprising (started by the plotters themselves) spread
through the city, he took charge of a detachment of troops and escorted key
members of the Directory away from their seat in Paris, to the nearby
residence of Chateau Saint-Cloud. When members of the Directory realised
that something suspicious was afoot, they attempted to protest, at which
point Napoleon ordered his men to advance on them with bayonets. With



the majority of the legislators thus dispersed, Napoleon was able to coerce
or convince the remainder to name himself, Sieyes and another of the
plotters, Roger Ducos, temporary Consuls and effective rulers of France.

Emmanuel Sieyes had always imagined Napoleon would take a
subordinate role in the governing of the country and be grateful for being
involved in the plot, but Sieyes had severely underestimated who he was
dealing with. Just a little over a month after the coup, Napoleon drafted a
constitution, known as the Constitution of the Eighth Year of the Republic,
which placed virtually all legislative and executive powers in the hands of
the First Consul and relegated the remaining two to subordinate roles.
Having already outfoxed foes on the battlefield, Napoleon displayed his
skills in the political realm by now outwitting Sieyes badly; Napoleon
managed to get himself elected First Consul, and thus by extension he had
become the de facto monarch of France.

Early in 1800, with his political place in Paris firmly established,
Napoleon led an army into Italy, in a brief campaign which culminated with
his triumph over the Austrian forces at the Battle of Marengo, an unusually
closely-run engagement whose outcome was decided by timely French
reinforcements arriving at the eleventh hour. If there was any doubt how
important Napoleon considered this victory, one need only look at his
postwar plans for Marengo. Napoleon placed subordinates in charge of
constructing a pyramid dedicated to his victory, with streets to be built and
named after his other victories in Italy. Ultimately, the plans fell through,
but the importance of the victory stayed close: Napoleon would name the
horse he used there Marengo, and he would ride Marengo at momentous
battles like Austerlitz and Waterloo.

This campaign effectively ended any Austrian belligerence, although a
further campaign, led by one of Napoleon’s generals in Austria itself, was
necessary to completely quell all resistance and impose the Treaty of
Luneville on the Austrians, which confirmed all French territorial advances
before and after the Treaty of Campo Formio. Bereft of one of her strongest
allies in the mainland, Britain also chose to cease hostilities and signed the
Treaty of Amiens, though this peace would prove exceedingly short-lived.

It was not like Napoleon to sue for peace, but he had little choice in the
matter. Despite his victories, France was still debt-ridden and vulnerable,



and Napoleon’s position itself was far from secure. Napoleon’s political
maneuvering had secured him power, but it had also made him enemies on
all sides, from Jacobins to Royalists, and he foiled two plots on his life in
1800. Moreover, Napoleon had re-instituted slavery in France’s colonies in
1802, but this legislature proved ill-advised as, later that year, slaves in
Saint Domingue and Haiti rose up in a bloody revolt. An army, dispatched
to crush the rebellion, was decimated by yellow fever and Napoleon,
mindful of the Clausewitzian maxim that a general must never reinforce
failure, was forced to abandon those possessions to the rebels. Still
desperate for money and realizing that overseas colonies were indefensible
without a strong navy, Napoleon sold much of the French holdings in North
America to President Thomas Jefferson’s United States in an effort to fill
France’s dwindling coffers. At less than 3 cents per acre (about 40 cents in
today’s currency), the Louisiana Purchase doubled the size of the United
States, and it still comprises over 20% of America today. Napoleon was
looking for ways to finance his empire’s expansion, and he also had
geopolitical motives for the deal. Upon completion of the agreement,
Napoleon stated, "This accession of territory affirms forever the power of
the United States, and I have given England a maritime rival who sooner or
later will humble her pride."

The last thing Napoleon wanted in 1803 was another protracted and
expensive war, at least until he had been given time to revitalise France’s
finances, but he was given no choice. In May 1803 Britain broke the terms
of the Treaty of Amiens and declared war on France. Furious at this turn of
events, Napoleon decided it was time to punish Britain once and for all and
began massing a colossal army of about 200,000 men – his first Grande
Armée – at Boulogne, with the intent of crossing the Channel and invading
England. Napoleon organized the army into seven corps, each with its own
artillery units, as well as a cavalry reserve that was organized into divisions.
This military organization would come to be adopted and closely mimicked
across the world, still in use during the Crimean War and the American
Civil War over half a century later.

Despite this mobilization, Napoleon remained acutely aware that his
position in France was far from stable. In 1804 his spies foiled a Bourbon
plot to murder him, taking revenge on the Bourbons by executing the Duke



of Enghien, who had not even been part of the plot. The decision to take
that drastic step was made on the advice of France’s famous and erstwhile
Foreign Minister Talleyrand, who would become one of Napoleon’s most
important advisers. In order to make future Bourbon accession to the throne
more difficult – and of course to satisfy his own ambition – in December of
1804, Napoleon had himself crowned Emperor of France at Notre Dame,
adopting the title Napoleon I. A few months later, Napoleon held another
grand coronation in Milan, crowning himself King of Italy. These steps also
allowed him to give titles to his top generals, naming them Marshals of the
Empire to ensure their loyalty.

Coronation of Napoleon I and Empress Josephine by Jacques-Louis
David, 1804.

The Creation of the Grande Armée

Almost as soon as he took the role of First Consul, Napoleon focused on
improving the chaos in the French army. The Ministry of War, used by the
Revolutionary Councils, had proved almost completely inefficient, not
even capable of providing supplies and food for any French army and
frequently baffled as to where those armies were and what they were
doing. Napoleon appointed a trusted colleague, Louis-Alexandre Berthier,
as Minister of War, and he gave Berthier instructions to improve the
supply situation and communications between the army and the High
Command.



Berthier

Berthier proved to be diligent and hard-working, and under his ministry
and those who followed (Lazare Carnot and Jean-Gerard Lacuee), the
French army improved substantially in terms of supplies and equipment.
Communications were improved to the point where the Ministry of War
actually knew how many men were in the French army and even where
most of them were and what they were doing. Under Berthier, a new
system was put in place where each French army was required to submit a
report every two weeks noting the disposition of its own troops and of any
enemy forces in the vicinity.

The action against the Austrians had persuaded Napoleon that further
improvements were required in the chain of command of the French army.
In 1802, part of the responsibilities previously held by the Ministry of
War were transferred to a new ministry, the “Ministry of the
Administration of War.” The new Ministry was made responsible for
rations, medical services, barracks, and transport, while the Ministry of
War retained overall responsibility for recruitment, training and the



provision of weapons and ammunition. Splitting responsibility in this way
made the administration of the army run more smoothly.

Friction between France and Britain was a constant factor in the early
years of the 19th century. The two nations had signed the Treaty of Amiens
in 1802, formally ending more than 10 years of conflict, but the cessation
of hostilities proved to be temporary. Napoleon claimed that Britain had
promised to remove its military garrison from the Island of Malta, though
this was not specifically mentioned in the terms of the treaty. When
Britain failed to do this, Napoleon felt cheated and reacted with the
annexation of Piedmont and the Act of Mediation of February 1803, by
which the Swiss confederation was created. Britain objected strongly to
both actions.

By May 1803, relations between France and Britain had deteriorated to
the point that Britain declared war. In the short-term, this did not present
an immediate threat to Napoleon since Britain had no military forces
present in Europe and could not hope to directly challenge Napoleon’s
power on land. However, it was clear that Britain would remain a
potential enemy, and in the second half of 1803 Napoleon ordered the
assembly of an army at six large camps near the port of Boulogne on the
coast of the English Channel. This army, the L'Armée des côtes de l'Océan
(“Army of the Ocean Coasts”), also known as the Armée d'Angleterre
(“Army of England”), was specifically intended for a planned invasion of
England, but this depended on the French navy being able to secure the
English Channel. This they were unable to do and, by late 1804 it seemed
that the new army might be needed for something very different than the
planned invasion.

In December 1804, Britain concluded an alliance against France with
Sweden. In April 1805, Russia joined the alliance, and a few months later,
so did Austria. What became known as the Third Alliance was preparing
for war with the French Empire, but the French army which had been
assembled for the invasion of England had not been idle during its period
in camp. It had received the latest equipment and supplies, and it had
trained constantly.

When it became apparent that the invasion of England was not feasible
and when Napoleon found himself preparing to fight the combined might



of Britain, Russian and Austria, it was logical that this nucleus of well-
trained, well equipped troops would provide the heart of his new army.
This was the beginning of the force which would become known as the
Grande Armée.

The naming of the new force was a deliberate break with convention.
Previously, all French revolutionary armies had been named after the area
in which they were located, but the name of this new army gave no clue
as to where it was destined to be used. This was no locally based army; it
was intended to become the instrument for the furtherance of Napoleon’s
grand strategy throughout Europe.

Like virtually every other army in the early 19th century, the Grande
Armée was divided into three main elements - infantry, cavalry, and
artillery - but there was a bewildering array of different types of troops
within each category.

The most numerous element of this army was the infantry, which also
bore the brunt of fighting in almost every battle. There were two types of
infantry regiment within the Grande Armée: Line Infantry (Infanterie de
Ligne ) and Light Infantry (Infanterie Légère ).

The majority of infantry regiments were Line Infantry, and each
comprised four battalions of around 840 men each. Each battalion was
further subdivided into up to nine companies with each company having a
specific role. The most common were Fusiliers , armed with muskets and
trained to march and fight in tight formation. Many battalions also included
a company of Grenadiers , veteran troops who were also generally the
tallest and strongest in the regiment. Grenadiers were used as shock troops
who assaulted enemy positions. Finally, many battalions also included one
or more companies of Voltigeurs (leapers), small, agile, fit troops who were
used for scouting and skirmishing. When it was first formed, the Grande
Armée comprised around 130 Régiments de Ligne , and this later increased
to 160, but as all the fighting took its toll on units, these were rarely able to
achieve full strength. Battalions of just 400-600 men became common after
1809.

The Light Infantry regiments of the Grande Armée were slightly different.
These troops were generally better trained and capable of more accurate and



faster fire than the Line Infantry regiments. They also tended to include
smaller men, chosen for their fitness and agility. These regiments were the
same overall size as the Line Infantry regiments but were divided into
musket-armed Chasseurs (Hunters), Carabiniers-à-Pied (essentially light
Grenadiers), and Light Voltigeurs . There were generally around 30 Light
Infantry regiments within the Grande Armée.

One unique feature of the Grande Armée contributed to making its
infantry the most effective of the period. Officers and sergeants were almost
always men promoted from the ranks on merit, whereas in virtually every
other army of the era, officers bought their commissions and were members
of the nobility who had little real understanding of what it meant to be an
infantryman. This understanding of their men gave French officers a
distinct advantage over their opponents. At the Battle of Ratisbon in April
1809, Marshal Jean Lannes led his men in an attack on the walls of the city,
telling them, “I will let you see that I was a grenadier before I was a
marshal and still am one!” [2]

Another factor that made the infantry of the Grande Armée more effective
was the system of conscription, which brought men of all classes and
backgrounds together in military units. Napoleon inherited conscription as a
legacy from the French Revolution, during which the Jourdan Law,
introduced in 1798, decreed that “any Frenchman is a soldier and owes
himself to the defense of the nation.” Conscription was decided by lottery,
so able-bodied men aged from 20-25 gathered in their local areas and drew
lots. Those who drew the lowest numbers were sent to join the army. In
theory, conscripts were required to serve for five years only, but in reality,
death or a serious wound were the only ways of honorably leaving service.

In contrast, for example, the British army of that time comprised officers
who were generally aristocrats commanding men who had often joined the
army as a last resort, typically to avoid criminal charges or to escape from
debt or even unhappy marriages. The Duke of Wellington summed the
situation up succinctly by noting, “The French system of conscription
brings together a fair sample of all classes; ours is composed of the scum of
the earth - the mere scum of the earth.” [3]

Between 15-20% of the Grande Armée consisted of cavalry, and like
infantry the French cavalry were divided into regiments of different types.



The main distinction was between heavy cavalry, generally mounted on
large and slower horses and armed and armored as heavily as possible, and
light cavalry, more lightly armed and armored and mounted on faster, more
agile horses. Heavy cavalry were used as shock troops to assault and break
enemy formations, while light cavalry were used for reconnaissance and to
pursue and attack broken and fleeing enemy formations. Each cavalry
regiment comprised around 1,200 mounted men further divided into three
or four Escadrons , each of which were further divided into two companies.

There were three distinct types of heavy cavalry: Carabiniers-à-Cheval ,
armed with short carbines; Cuirassiers armed with a saber and armored
with a heavy cuirass (breastplate) and a helmet made from brass or iron;
and Dragoons armed with both sabers and muskets.

The bulk of light cavalry within the Grande Armée were Chasseurs-à-
Cheval , fast, light cavalry used mainly for scouting and armed only with
sabers and a pistol. The Hussars were similar but provided with more
flamboyant uniforms and a reputation for bravery which frequently crossed
into recklessness. One of the most famous French Hussars, the Comte de
Lasalle, said to a friend, “Any hussar who does not die by thirty is a
blackguard.”

The remainder of the cavalry in the Grande Armée were not actually
French. The Polish lancer s of the Vistula Uhlans were mounted on fast
horses and armed with a lance almost nine feet long, in addition to a saber
and either a carbine or a pistol.

The third element of the Grande Armée was the artillery. Napoleon
himself was a former artillery officer, and he once asserted, “God fights on
the side with the best artillery.” Unsurprisingly, the artillery of the Grande
Armée was amongst the most effective in the world. Highly trained and
provided with reliable cannons which were lighter and easier to train on a
target than those of other nations, there were two distinct types of
Napoleonic artillery: Artillerie à pied (foot artillery) and Artillerie à cheval
(horse artillery).

Despite their name, foot artillery cannon were drawn by horses while
being transported, but the gunners marched alongside so that these units
could move only at the same pace as infantry. Foot artillery was divided



into batteries of eight guns, and three or four batteries comprised an artillery
brigade. In 1805, the standard cannons of the Grande Armée were 4, 8 or
12-pounders (measured by the weight of projectile fired) supplemented by
howitzers. Most artillery batteries comprised six cannons and two
howitzers. By 1812, most 4-pounder cannon had been phased out and
replaced by 6-pounders.

Horse artillery used similar cannons and howitzers and were used to
support cavalry, so all gunners rode into action either on horses or sitting on
the gun carriage itself. The horse artillery of the Grande Armée were
superbly trained and equipped, so much so that it was claimed that a battery
could go from moving at full gallop to firing the first shot in under one
minute. These were probably the best trained and most effective artillery
units in the world during the Napoleonic Wars.

In addition to standard infantry, cavalry, and artillery, the Grande Armée
was also provided with an elite corps; the Imperial Guard. In 1804, a
previous group of elite troops, the Guard of the Consuls, was renamed the
Imperial Guard on the direct instructions of Napoleon. Initially, every man
who applied to join the Guard was personally approved by the emperor, and
he also gave a final ruling on all proposed promotions and became
personally interested in the design of uniforms for the Guard regiments.

These Imperial Guard units were seasoned veterans who had seen combat
under the command of Napoleon and who could be relied upon in any
circumstances. Like the rest of the army, the Imperial Guard was divided
into infantry, cavalry, and artillery units.

Infantry was divided into three sections. This included the Old Guard
(Vieille Garde ), comprised of men who had served under Napoleon for
three or more campaigns, the Middle Guard (Moyenne Garde ), consisting
of men who had served up to three campaigns under Napoleon, and the
Young Guard (Jeune Garde ), which had men who had served in at least
one campaign under Napoleon.

Like the standard line and light infantry, the infantry regiments of the
Imperial Guard were divided into companies of Grenadiers, Fusiliers, and
Chasseurs. Napoleon’s intention was that the infantry of the Imperial Guard
would not only provide him with a reserve of seasoned, veteran shock-



troops who could be thrown into a battle at the vital moment, but also stand
as an example to other infantry units in terms of their loyalty and
willingness to attack. The veterans of the Imperial Guard infantry regiments
became known as the grognards (“grumblers”), a word which has
subsequently come to mean any veteran soldier or a person with a passion
for military history.

Initially, there were just two regiments of Imperial Guard cavalry. The
Imperial Guard Horse Grenadiers (Grenadiers à Cheval de la Garde
Impériale ) were the elite of the elite, known in the Grande Armée simply
as “The Gods.” Only the tallest cavalrymen were permitted to join, and only
those who had at least 10 years of service and at least four campaigns under
the command of Napoleon could join. This regiment was never defeated in
battle.

The Imperial Guard Horse Chasseurs (Chasseurs à cheval de la Garde
Impériale ) were light cavalry who also used on occasions to provide a
personal bodyguard for Napoleon, hence their nickname: “The Favorite
Children.”

In 1806, a third cavalry unit was added to the Imperial Guard, the
Regiment de Dragons de la Garde Impériale (Imperial Dragoons, later
known as the Empress Dragoons). In 1807, yet another cavalry unit was
added, the Regiment de Chevau-Légers de la Garde Impériale Polonais
(Imperial Polish Lancers), followed in 1810 by a second lancer unit made
up of troops from France and the Netherlands, 2e Regiment de Chevau-
Légers Lanciers de la Garde Impériale (known as the Red Lancers of the
Imperial Guard).

The Imperial Guard also included two artillery regiments: the Régiment
d'Artillerie à Pied de la Garde Impériale (Foot Artillery of the Imperial
Guard) and Regiment d'Artillerie à Cheval de la Garde Impériale (Horse
Artillery of the Imperial Guard). These regiments were similar in
composition to the standard artillery, but they were generally used to
support the infantry and cavalry of the Imperial Guard.

Logistics

One of the things that made the Grande Armée so formidable was the way
in which it was organized. The overall army was broken down into smaller



combined arms units (i.e. including infantry, cavalry, and artillery) which
were capable of fighting independently or as part of a larger force.

The basic unit of the Grande Armée was the brigade, formed of two
infantry or cavalry regiments supported by three or four artillery batteries.
Two or three brigades formed a division, commanded by a général de
division (Major General) and able to fight independently. Divisions were
then grouped together to form Corps d'Armée of anything from 20,000–
50,000 men. These Corps were completely self-contained, including
administrative, support, and medical services. Corps were commanded by a
Marshal who was generally given a great deal of freedom to decide how his
troops should be used. However, commanders who failed to live up to
expectations were quickly and ruthlessly removed, and the most common
practice was for several Corps to travel no more than one day’s march apart
and then come together to act in unison under the overall command of
Napoleon for large battles.

Napoleon also established a complex and effective command and control
system to ensure that he remained in touch with all Corps. Napoleon’s Chief
of Staff, Marshal Berthier (previously Minister of War), had a staff of
adjutants whose function was to manage a network of couriers who
constantly relayed messages between Napoleon and the Corps
Commanders.

The notion of dividing armies into smaller self-contained units capable of
fighting independently is now commonplace, but in the Napoleonic Era it
was unusual. The title “General Commander, which was given to any senior
officer with command over a unit which included infantry, cavalry, and
artillery is the basis of the modern term General, used to denote a senior
military commander.

The standard infantry weapon used by all armies during the Napoleonic
Era was the musket, a smoothbore, muzzle-loaded weapon of indifferent
accuracy. The musket was first used on the battlefield in the early 16th

century and had changed relatively little by the early 19th century. Some
armies (the British and Prussians, for example) were experimenting with the
use of rifles (muskets with rifled barrels). These were much more accurate
at longer range but were also slower to reload, and no rifles were used by
the Grande Armée.



The infantry weapon most commonly used by the French was the Musket
Model 1777 Charleville. This five-foot long weapon fired a spherical .69
caliber lead projectile. Although it was considered one of the best muskets
in the world at the time, like the muskets used by all armies during this
period the Charleville was not accurate. Part of the problem was the
ammunition - the cast musket balls were rarely perfectly spherical, and
since they were made of soft metal, they were easily deformed during
loading and storage. The fit of the musket ball in the barrel of the musket
was also fairly loose, all of which meant that the trajectory of the ball when
fired could vary.

There is a great deal of debate as to the accuracy of these muskets, but
most historians are in agreement that at any range beyond 50 yards, an
infantryman has a less than average chance of hitting a man-sized target. In
one contemporary test, a formation of over 700 French Line Infantry fired
their muskets at a three meter square target at a range of 100 yards. Only 52
hit the target. When the range was extended to 200 yards and the test was
repeated, only 18 hits were recorded. In essence, the only way to ensure that
musket fire was effective was to use massed formations of infantry firing
against other large formations at relatively close range.

Loading and firing a musket was more complex than loading a modern
infantry weapon and involved several separate steps, all of which were
carefully practiced as part of infantry training drills. These steps included
the following:

           Open the priming pan,

           Take a cartridge from the storage box ( giberne ) on the
soldier’s shoulder strap,

           Bite off the tip of the cartridge paper,

           Pour a little of the powder charge into the priming pan,

           Closed the priming pan,

           Pour the remainder of the powder charge down the
barrel,



          Ram a musket ball down the barrel on top of the powder
using the iron ramrod stored under the barrel of the musket,

           Ram the cartridge paper down the barrel as wadding to
keep the ball and powder in place,

           Remove the ramrod and return to storage,

           Cock the musket.

Only once all these steps were complete was the musket ready to fire. A
trained French infantryman was capable of firing three aimed shots per
minute with the Musket Model 1777.

Although it was relatively inaccurate, the musket was a devastating
weapon when used against massed formations of infantry. Field medical
stations reported treating relatively few musket wounds for the simple
reason that few men struck by musket balls survived long enough to receive
treatment. More commons were injuries caused by teeth and bone
fragments striking those standing next to men struck by musket balls.

The use of black powder meant that muskets became foul quickly. Barrels
required cleaning every 50-60 shots, the priming vent between the priming
pan and the barrel frequently became blocked and had to be cleared with a
special pin, and in damp weather powder often failed to fire. All infantry
muskets could also be fitted with bayonets for close-quarters fighting.

Most cavalry units were intended for close-quarter combat and utilized
the saber, a sword with a heavy straight or curved blade. Many were also
equipped with the Dragoon Musket or the Cavalry Carbine, a musket with a
shorter barrel than the infantry version that was used only at short range.
Lancers, in addition to lances, were equipped with sabers, pistols, and in
some cases musketoons, a short-barreled, large caliber musket which
resembled a shotgun.

French artillery began to improve during the latter half of the 18th century,
and by the time Napoleon formed his army, French artillery was considered
the best in the world. A British publication in the mid-19th century
conceded, “The French artillery has always ranked very high. Almost all
improvements made in gunnery, during the last three or four centuries, have



originated with the French. The precision of language, the scientific
method, the soundness of views, which characterize their artilleristic
literature, show how much this branch of science is adapted to the national
genius.” [4]

The superiority of French artillery can be traced back to Lieutenant
General Jean-Baptiste Vaquette de Gribeauval, a senior officer before the
French Revolution who introduced a number of improvements to cannons.
These included a standardization of calibers, interchangeability of parts, and
the ability to easily change the elevation of the cannon, making aiming
simpler and faster. These improvements, added to a general lightening of
cannons, made them easier to maneuver, but perhaps the most important
thing was that Napoleon himself began his military career as an artillery
officer and understood better than most commanders the most effective use
of artillery in battle. In particular, Napoleon was willing and able to use his
cannons offensively, moving them close to enemy lines to bombard infantry
formations before massed infantry attacks, while in many other nations
artillery was principally seen as a defensive weapon.

Napoleonic Era artillery fired three different forms of ammunition:

Ball. Also known as “shot,” these were heavy, solid cannon balls
used at long and medium range to target formations of infantry or
cavalry. These were fired at a shallow angle and bounced, killing or
injuring large numbers of men with each bounce. However, if the
ground was soft or wet, cannonballs could simply stop after the first
bounce, causing relatively little damage.

Shell. A thin-skinned container of explosive with a timed fuse.
Aimed so that it would explode above or close to enemy formations.
Effective at long range but took a great deal of experience to get the
elevation and the setting of the fuse correct.

Canister . Fired a spread of relatively small lead balls which was
devastating at short-range but almost completely ineffective at long or
medium range.

In some armies during the period, artillery was viewed as an inferior
branch, populated by technicians, and the nobility naturally gravitated to the
more glamorous cavalry. In the egalitarian Grande Armée there was no such



discrimination, especially not under a leader who was himself a former
artillery commander. If anything, some other branches of the Grande Armée
felt that the artillery received undue attention from the emperor, but that
was understandable because the artillery of the Grande Armée was lethally
effective and its use as an integrated part of the army and an offensive
weapon gave French armies a distinct advantage in a number of major
battles.

The use of infantry formations was critical in Napoleonic warfare. Many
people have likened war to the game of chess, but the tactics of the
Napoleonic Era were actually much closer to the game of rock-paper-
scissors. Each formation had its own benefits and drawbacks, so choosing
the correct formation could make the difference between success and
failure.

Much of the drill and training undertaken by infantry companies involved
the adoption and changing of formations. The three basic infantry
formations used by all armies during this period were the following:

Column. The basic formation used for moving troops from place to place
was the column. This involved placing the battalion in a column whose
width was dictated by the width of the road or terrain on which they were
marching. This type of maneuver column allowed troops to be moved
rapidly but it was generally not an effective fighting formation. Most
fighting was done in Line or Square formation but the Grande Armée was
one of the very few in this period which also used a variation of the Column
for a frontal attack on enemy lines. This allowed fewer of the muskets of
the company to fire at the enemy, but it directed a solid mass of men at
enemies who were often drawn up in relatively thin, line formations. In this
way, the densely packed attack column could be used to smash through
enemy lines once they had been weakened by artillery bombardment.
However, while the column formation was effective in these circumstances,
it was also vulnerable to massed musket fire by line formations, artillery
bombardment and to flanking attacks by cavalry.

Line. The main fighting formation of the Grande Armée was the line,
where a battalion would be drawn up in a single line, three men deep. This
allowed the maximum number of muskets to bear on the enemy and
allowed for devastating volley fire. However, the line formation was very



vulnerable to attacks on its flank and rear, especially by cavalry. The line
could be used both as a static defensive and an offensive attack formation.

Square. The vulnerability of the line and column formations to attacks on
their flanks and rear by cavalry required a third formation; the square,
where a battalion would be drawn up in a formation three men deep which
formed the four sides of a square. This formation had no vulnerable flanks
or rear which could be attacked by cavalry, but only a quarter of the
companies muskets could be brought to bear in any direction. This made the
square vulnerable to volley fire by an enemy in line formation (which could
bring all its muskets to bear) or to artillery bombardment.

Each formation had its uses and drawbacks. Line gave good offensive
firepower but was vulnerable to attack from the flank or rear. Square
negated this vulnerability but lessened the firepower of the company in each
direction and made it vulnerable to artillery attack. Column made it possible
to move men quickly even over difficult terrain but provided less firepower
and was vulnerable to attack from the flanks and rear. An astute company
commander had to retain situational awareness at all times and be prepared
to switch formation as required or as ordered as part of a Corps maneuver.

The Grande Armée was also adept in the use of skirmishers, soldiers from
Line or Light infantry regiments who did not remain within formations but
spread out ahead of them. These were generally the Voltigeur or Light
Voltigeur companies, and their role was to try to disrupt enemy formations
before the main attack. Skirmishers would particularly target enemy officers
and sergeants and would withdraw to join the main attack formation at the
last moment.  

It was essential for all infantry formations to be able to change formations
smoothly, especially in the face of enemy fire without faltering or
disruption. Drummers were used to signal the change to a new formation
and to set the tempo so that the men would remain in step. Drummers were
also used during marches to ensure that troops moved at the pas ordinaire
(the standard rate of march) of 76 steps to the minute (though some Light
Infantry regiments marched at 85 steps to the minute). If marching on good
roads or if the need to cover distance quickly was important, units might be
required to march at the exhausting pas accelere (quick time) of 100 steps
per minute.



Cavalry was used in a number of ways in the Grande Armée. Probably
their most important role was as Videttes (pickets), where small cavalry
units were sent out into the surrounding area to check for the enemy.
Cavalry used in this way provided a vital early warning system for the
presence of an enemy in the vicinity.

In battle, heavy cavalry were used as shock troops to smash enemy
formations, usually by charging into the flanks or rear of those formations.
On occasion, Napoleonic cavalry was also used to deliver massed volley
fire from carbines or musketoons, but firing these weapons from horseback
was even more inaccurate and such volleys rarely had much effect.

Light cavalry were often used to attack broken or routed enemy
formations. An infantry unit which lost cohesion to the point that it was
unable to maintain formation was essentially unable to fight. However, if
given time, the unit could reform, reassemble, and join the battle once
again. Light cavalry were used to ensure that once broken, an enemy
formation was not given the chance to regroup.

Cavalry were also used to provide a bodyguard to senior officers, to attack
artillery (from the flanks or rear), or, more rarely, to counter-attack enemy
cavalry units. Cavalry was often kept as a reserve so that it could be used
quickly to exploit an enemy weakness or to counter an enemy attack by
threatening the flanks of formations. Black powder weapons such as cannon
and muskets produced clouds of dense, choking smoke on the battlefield,
and this could often be used to allow cavalry to maneuver unseen to mount
surprise attacks on enemy formations.

Within the Grande Armée, artillery was an integrated part of every Corps
and typically had a great deal of autonomy compared to equivalent units in
other armies. Artillery officers were expected to move cannon forward to
support infantry attacks, and in major battles, Napoleon often kept a
substantial portion of his artillery in reserve, waiting until it became
obvious where the main point of the attack would develop. He would then
rush the cannons to the point where they could be most useful. This
flexibility in the deployment of artillery was in direct contrast to most other
armies, where batteries were under the command of regimental leaders and
generally deployed where they could be used to defend a particular infantry
or cavalry formation.



With the destructive fire of a large number of cannons focused on a
comparatively short part of the enemy line, it was possible for artillery to
cause substantial damage to enemy formations before infantry were sent
forward to finish the job. In the Grande Armée more than in any other army,
the theory of using combined arms working together to defeat the enemy
was used more often and more successfully.

While each battle was different, defined both by the terrain and the nature
of the combatant armies, there were general tactics that appeared in many
battles. Corps marched separately but remained in contact so that they could
be brought together to face the enemy in a large-scale battle, and cavalry
were used to scout ahead of Corps and used to provide information about
enemy formations.

Infantry, which formed the backbone of every army, marched in column
formation and then deployed on the battlefield in line, only adopting square
formation if threatened on the flanks or rear by cavalry. Artillery was used
to pound enemy formations to create or exploit any weakness, and when the
focal point of the attack was defined, reserve artillery was brought up as
close as possible to concentrate fire on a narrow front. Heavy cavalry might
also be used to attack enemy formations, especially where it was possible to
attack the flanks or rear.

When sufficient damage had been done, infantry formations were sent
forward either in line formation to delivery volley fire before closing to
close quarters or in attack columns, bringing a mass of troops to bear on a
short section of the enemy line.

The infantry of the Imperial Guard was generally held in reserve and used
only if Line Infantry units were not able to break through. If a breakthrough
was achieved and the enemy formations began to lose cohesion, light
cavalry would be used to ensure that they could not re-form.

In the early days of the Grande Armée, these tactics worked extremely
well. In battles such as Austerlitz (1805), Jena–Auerstedt (1806), and
Wagram (1809) Napoleon achieved stunning victories against numerically
superior enemies. However, in later battles, the veterans of the Grande
Armée were diluted by less experienced conscripts, and the commanders of
other nations began to understand how Napoleon fought and developed



effective counters. This was especially true at Waterloo, where Napoleon
intended to use artillery to blast the center of Wellington’s lines and then
send in massed infantry attack columns. He began the battle with a feint
attack on the right of Wellington’s lines, hoping that the British would move
troops from the center to strengthen his right wing, but Wellington had been
fighting the French for almost six years, first in Spain and then in France.
He understood precisely what Napoleon was planning and refused to
change his dispositions and weaken his center. The French attack was
further compromised because overnight rain had made the ground soft,
severely limiting the effectiveness of cannons firing round shots. When
Napoleon eventually sent in the attack columns, the center of the Anglo-
Dutch army was able to hold them off and the French attack collapsed.
Wellington later said dismissively of French tactics at Waterloo, “They
came on in the same old way and we saw them off in the same old way.”

Uniforms and Insignia

The uniforms of the Napoleonic Era are some of the most colorful and
distinctive ever seen in the history of warfare. There was no attempt at
camouflage; in fact, the principal purpose of the uniform was to make it
easy to distinguish an ally from an enemy in the smoke and chaos of battle.
In that period, the infantry of each nation tended to wear uniforms of one
predominant color, so British infantry mainly wore red, Russian troops
wore white, and Prussians wore black.

For the infantry of the Grande Armée, the main color was blue. Fusiliers
of Line and Light Infantry regiments wore white breeches and waistcoats
and a blue coat with a white collar, cuffs, and turnbacks with red piping.
Gaiters were worn with heavy boots and, as was common at the time, left
and right boots were identical. Initially the standard headgear of French
infantry was a felt bicorne, but in 1807 this was replaced by the shako, a
tall, cylindrical felt hat which featured white cords and brass chin scales.

Both the shako and the brass button of the coat were marked with the
regimental number, but this was the only thing that distinguished the
otherwise identical uniforms of infantry regiments. This was deliberate,
because if a man was reassigned to a different regiment, the only changes
he needed to make to his uniform were to replace the buttons and shako
badge. The blue dye used on the wool used for uniform coats faded quickly



in rain and sun, and veterans could easily be picked out due to their faded
uniforms, especially when compared to the bright colors of new conscripts.

The uniform of Grenadiers was similar to Fusiliers but featured red
epaulettes and a tall, bearskin hat featuring a flaming grenade badge.
Voltigeurs were distinguished by green epaulettes and often by a yellow
band on their shako.

Édouard Detaille’s painting of a Grenadier of the Old Guard



A depiction of voltigeurs

The uniform of men of the foot artillery was similar to that of the infantry
regiments, though this featured blue rather than white breeches, red
epaulettes, and a shako adorned with a red plume. Members of the horse
artillery wore similar uniforms, with the addition of a hussar style blue coat.

The uniforms worn by the cavalry of the Grande Armée were distinct,
flamboyant, and anything but uniform. The Carabiniers-à-Cheval of the
heavy cavalry initially wore a blue coat, white breeches, and a tall, bearskin
hat, but in 1809 their uniform was completely redesigned to be all white
and include a polished breastplate and brass helmet. All Carabiniers-à-



Cheval rode black horses other than regimental trumpeters, who rode white
horses.

A depiction of Carabiniers-à-Cheval during the invasion of Russia

The uniform of Cuirassiers comprised a blue wool coat with long tails and
white breeches worn under a brightly polished steel breastplate. A helmet of
polished steel and brass firings was topped with a long black or white mane
and a small red plume. Different regiments of Cuirassiers were
distinguished by the color of their collars, cuffs and coat turnbacks. All
Cuirassier regiments generally rode brown horses.



An 1809 depiction of a Cuirassier

Dragoon regiments wore green coats over white waistcoats and breeches
with regimental colors picked out on collars, cuffs, and coat turnbacks. A
polished brass helmet was topped with a long, black mane.

The uniforms of the Chasseurs-à-Cheval of the light cavalry featured
green coats worn over white waistcoats and breeches. Collars, cuffs and
coat turnbacks featured regimental colors, and the headgear was a polished
brass helmet. The Polish lancers wore green coats using regimental colors
over green breeches topped with a schapka, a distinctive, square-topped
variation of the circular shako. Lances were draped with pennants in the
national colors of Poland (red and white).



Hussars wore the most distinctive uniforms of all the cavalry of the
Grande Armée, often designed at the whim of the company commander and
showing little uniformity even within regiments. Most Hussar uniforms
included a tight tunic (the dolman), often extensively decorated with braid
and buttons. Breeches were also often decorated on the outside of the leg
with buttons or stripes of a contrasting color. The most distinctive part of
the Hussar uniform was a short, fur-trimmed jacket, the pelisse, which was
always worn slung over one shoulder and retained by a cord. The pelisse
was often richly decorated with stripes of braid and polished buttons.
Headgear was usually a shako or a busby, a short, cylindrical fur cap. The
colors of Hussar uniforms varied enormously within the Grande Armée,
with pelisse, dolman, breeches, and facings in every possible combination
of colors.

The uniforms of the Imperial Guard were similar but with further
embellishment. For example, Grenadiers of Imperial Guard regiments wore
similar uniforms to their counterparts in Line Infantry Regiments, but with
the addition of a large, brass plate on the front of the bearskin. Uniforms of
the cavalry regiments of the Imperial Guard were also similar to those of
other cavalry regiments, with the exception of the Chasseurs à Cheval de la
Garde Impériale. The troops in this unit wore a Hussar uniform, but with
the pelisse, dolman, and breeches always in dark green.



A painting of an officer of the Chasseurs a Cheval by Théodore
Géricault

The colorful and varied uniforms of the Grande Armée were splendid, but
they also played an important role in maintaining espirit de corps. Men took
great pride in displaying the red epaulettes of a grenadier or the green
epaulettes of a voltigeur, and the eye-catching displays of color in Hussar
uniforms helped to reinforce the ideals of élan and dash to which these
regiments aspired. That said, it should be remembered that many of the
illustrations of the uniforms of the Napoleonic Era are idealized
representations of what a soldier might have looked like in a newly issued
uniform. Dyes which were not colorfast rarely survived a few weeks or
months of sleeping outside and marching in hot sun and or rain. Wool coats
could not be washed because of the risk that they might shrink (beating with
a stick was the only recommended method of cleaning). Members of



Imperial Guard regiments sometimes carried dress uniforms which they
would wear on the day of a battle, but most soldiers on Europe’s battlefields
wore faded, patched, and grubby uniforms that bore little resemblance to
the color plates which viewers of such paintings may see today.

When the Grande Armée was created in 1805, Napoleon issued to each
regiment a flag which was to be carried into battle on a flagstaff topped by a
bronze sculpture of an eagle. Intentionally resembling the eagle standards
carried by the legions of Rome, these eagle standards and the flags they
carried became the embodiment of the regiment carrying them. Napoleon
gave an emotional speech to the men of the new army, in which he
explained that he expected the men of every regiment to defend the eagle
standards with their lives if necessary: “Soldiers, behold your standards!
These eagles will always serve as your rallying point. Will you swear to
defend them with your life?” [5] Simply put, to lose an eagle standard in
battle was the cause of great shame to a regiment.

The eagle standard of the regiment could be adorned with additional
decoration to mark particular battle honors. For example, some regiments
that took part in the Battle of Austerlitz were permitted to add a laurel
wreath made of gold to their eagles.

As Napoleon had intended, the eagle standards became a powerful
symbol of the Grande Armée and a focus for regimental pride and espirit de
corps. When Napoleon was sent into exile in 1814, the restored monarchy
of King Louis XVIII immediately ordered all eagle standards to be
destroyed, and when Napoleon returned in 1815, one of his first acts was to
order replacements for all regiments of the Grande Armée. After his final
defeat at Waterloo, the eagle standards were once again destroyed, which is
why very few have survived to the present day.  

The Grande Armée’s Greatest Victory

When the French navy was bottled up at Cadiz, Napoleon had to cancel
his plans for the invasion of Britain, which set the groundwork for the
coming campaign on the continent. As the Third Coalition moved toward
war with France, the allied leaders put a plan into place that they believed
would leave them victorious over Napoleon’s forces.  Austria’s military
leadership believed a French attack was most likely to come from Italy, as it



had during wars between the nations in 1796 and 1800. A French attack
through Italy concerned the Austrian leadership mainly because if they
were able to defeat Austrian forces there, the French would have a
relatively unobstructed route straight into the Austrian capital of Vienna.
Because of the dangers of an invasion from the south, Archduke Charles,
the brother of Holy Roman Emperor Francis II, was placed in command of
90,000 troops in Italy, with 22,000 more in support led by Archduke John.
Thus, the bulk of Austrian forces were aligned to repel a southern attack.

To cover a possible attack from the north, Emperor Francis chose
Archduke Ferdinand to lead the 70,000 troops of the Austrian army in
Germany. Lieutenant-General Karl Baron Mack von Leiberich was named
his subordinate, but in reality, Ferdinand was only the titular commander of
Austrian forces in the northern theater, with Mack leading the actual
operations. Prior to mobilizing his forces, Mack embarked on a series of
reforms that he believed would solve some of the problems that plagued the
Austrians in their previous wars against France, but the major problem with
Mack’s reforms was that he expected the Austrian army to internalize them
in only 12 weeks before Mack would lead them west toward the French.
Because of these reforms, Austrian forces were undertrained, and they were
also caught between the older military standards and the new standards
implemented by Mack.



General Mack

The key to the northern theater was the neutral kingdom of Bavaria. Some
Austrian military planners argued for a cautious approach, believing that
Austrian forces should march no further than the Bavarian capital of
Munich and wait to be reinforced by the 50,000 troops of their Russian
allies. Mack, however, argued for a more offensive strategy, and he
eventually won the support the Austrian emperor. Mack’s plan was to push
forward without the support of the Russians in order to win Bavaria’s army
and resources. Mack was convinced that a French attack would not come
before Russian troops arrived, asserting, “All anxiety on this head is
unfounded.”

After finding himself unable to invade Britain, Napoleon and his military
planners decided to engage the Third Coalition in Germany rather than
Italy, and he brought the full weight of France’s Grande Armée to bear on
the allied forces. Napoleon committed 194,000 French troops to the
northern theater, many of whom had spent time at the Camp of Boulogne
training and preparing for a possible invasion of England.



Napoleon and the Grand Armée moved quickly through Europe, reaching
the banks of the Danube on October 7, 1805 and beginning preparations for
an engagement with Mack’s Austrian forces. The speed with which the
Grand Armée moved created a certain amount of chaos within the ranks;
Duffy noted that Napoleon “rode a series of horses which he borrowed from
the Duke of Württemberg. The generals took their mounts from the post
offices, while many other officers were still on foot. There was no body of
troops in any recognizable order. Instead a compact mob of infantry flooded
across the roads, the fields, the meadows and marshes. It was impossible to
make out battalions or divisions, for all the forces were thrown together.
Behind this mass you could see whole clouds of stragglers.”

A Russian reinforcement army was not far behind Mack, but Napoleon
marched his army between the two of them on October 9, cutting off
Mack’s line of advance and forcing him to fall back on Ulm. By separating
the two Coalition forces, he was able to confront them piecemeal, and after
a brilliant series of movements, Napoleon completely enveloped Mack’s
army and then utterly annihilated it on October 20, 1805, killing or
wounding 12,000 Austrians and capturing 30,000 more.

The use of quick movements to interpose his own army between allied
armies and then defeat them in detail individually would become a hallmark
of Napoleon’s military campaigns, allowing his often outmanned armies to
fight on more favorable terms. It was a strategy made possible both by
Napoleon’s genius and by his trusted and competent subordinates,
particularly Marshal Ney and Marshal Murat.



Marshal Murat

Marshal Ney

This triumph was given a slightly sour note by what was happening at sea,
however. Although he did not know it at the time, the following day
Napoleon’s ambitions for the invasion of Britain were crushed once and for
all. Villeneuve left Cadiz with the combined French and Spanish fleets, only
to be surprised by the Royal Navy under the command of Admiral Nelson.
Despite having an advantage in number of ships, Nelson’s masterful
performance resulted in the destruction of half the French and Spanish
fleets, and the loss of over 13,000 sailors. Famously dressed in his military



best, Nelson made for a very conspicuous target on deck, and the man who
had already lost an eye in battle was mortally wounded at the height of his
victory. Nelson and Trafalgar are still celebrated as one of Britan’s greatest
military heroes and triumphs respectively, and the Battle effectively
restricted Napoleon to land-based operations for the foreseeable future.

Trafalgar may have been a permanent setback for the French, but it was
not necessarily a bad thing that Napoleon was relegated to land-based
campaigns, because Napoleon clearly excelled at it. And six weeks after
Ulm, Napoleon scored one of his most legendary victories, the kind
generals’ dreams are made of, at the Battle of Austerlitz, where he faced a
combined army of Russian and Austrian soldiers under the command of
Czar Alexander I and Holy Roman Emperor Francis II.

The Allied forces retreated in the face of Napoleon’s army as it crossed
the Rhine and advanced, refusing to give battle. In an attempt to bring about
battle, Napoleon occupied Austerlitz with only 50,000 of his men, hoping it
would entice the Coalition’s nearly 90,000-man army to attack.
Unbeknownst to the Russians and Austrians, Napoleon concealed reserve



troops that could march in support and bring his numbers up to nearly
80,000. Moreover, Napoleon sent out entreaties suggesting he desired to
negotiate peace, which he correctly assumed would be interpreted as a sign
of weakness.

Napoleon wasn’t entirely confident of his success, but his ruse worked,
and the Coalition army advanced to give battle on December 2, 1805.

Just as Napoleon had predicted in the speech to his men, the Coalition’s
offensive began with troops attacking the 1,800-2,000 French infantry and
650 cavalry stationed in advanced positions on their right flank at Tellnitz.
Tellnitz was the most advanced of a chain of towns on the French right that
made up their defensive positions, and Coalition forces wanted to quickly
win Tellnitz and continue their advance on the French right. The assault at
Tellnitz began at 7:00 a.m. but was quickly bogged down because of stiff
resistance from French troops, who were able to use the geography of the
town to take up defensive positions that allowed them to minimize the
impact of the numerically superior Coalition forces. After an hour and a
half of fighting, in which more and more troops had to be diverted to
Tellnitz, the French defenders retreated and Coalition forces finally took the
town.

The nearby town of Sokolnitz, another one of the French defensive
positions on their right, was the next place where fighting broke out. The
Russian troops that were tasked with storming Sokolnitz had been delayed
when officers had to sort out some confusion over troop placement, which
cost them 30 minutes. Eventually, the two columns of Russian troops that
stormed Sokolnitz gave them an advantage over the lightly defended town,
but the French again were able to use the geography of the area to minimize
their numerical deficiencies. Although the Russians sustained heavy
casualties, they were able to take the town and send the remaining French
forces fleeing by 9:45 a.m., thus securing their portion of the initial plan of
attack.

Although the Coalition forces eventually overran the French in both spots,
the victories at Tellnitz and Sokolnitz along the French right flank were
relatively minor battles that only served to buy time for Napoleon’s plan.
The major engagement would actually occur in the center at the Pratzen
Heights, and the fighting there would ultimately decide the fate of both



sides at the battle of Austerlitz. One French officer set the scene for the
coming battle for the Pratzen Heights: “It was not yet eight o’clock and
silence and darkness were still reigning over the rest of the line, when,
beginning with the heights, the sun suddenly breaking through this thick fog
disclosed to our sight the plateau of the Pratzen growing empty of troops
from the flank March of the enemy columns. As for us who had remained in
the ravine which defines the foot of this plateau, the smoke of the bivouacs
and the vapours which, heavier on this point than elsewhere, still hung
around, concealed from the eyes of the Russians our centre deployed in
columns and ready for the attack.”

As the French officer’s comments noted, fog and the nature of the terrain
had helped conceal Napoleon’s men opposite the Pratzen Heights, and when
the Coalition’s attack began to push further west against Napoleon’s right
flank, Coalition soldiers were diverted from the Pratzen Heights to go
support the offensive. It was Kutuzov’s corps that had advanced to the
Pratzen Heights, and Kutuzov wanted to hold that key position, but he was
overruled by Tsar Alexander; the impetuous young emperor was eager to
keep pushing the attack. Napoleon could not have drawn it up better himself
if he had been the commander of the enemy forces, and as he himself put it,
“If the Russian force leaves the Pratzen Heights in order to go to the right
side, they will certainly be defeated.” As he ordered Marshal Soult’s nearly
20,000 men forward around 9:00 a.m., Napoleon exhorted his soldiers,
saying, "One sharp blow and the war is over."



The French columns advancing toward the Pratzen Heights were
concealed under the cover of the fog, and as they crested the Pratzen
Heights, confusion reigned when the Russian troops defending that area
initially mistook them for Coalition forces. Austerlitz historian Robert
Goetz described the scene: “Because the fog was heavy, the Russians
believed that their Jäger or other troops wanted to retire on them, and dared
not fire at all, but remained standing in best order...Only when the enemy,
formed in masses, approached to approximately twenty paces did they
notice the fact that they were mistaken and threw themselves against them
in a desperate manner and with exceptional bravery.”

As the fighting raged on in the center, both sides felt the chaos of battle.
Once the Russians seemed to be gaining the upper hand, French troops that
had been held back as reserves, under the command of Thiébault, engaged
the enemy. A French soldier remembered the moment: “I rode forward
calling to Mazas to rally his battalion. Then, having dismounted and
ordered the 36th [Line] to March on the village and force their way in, I set
off, crying ‘Long live the Emperor!’ and charging at the head of the 2nd
Battalion of the 14th, which deployed as it ran, I flung myself into the



ravine where my horse could not have got down, attacked the Russians with
the bayonet, and routed them, avenging on them the losses of the 1st
Battalion.”

Photo of the Pratzen Heights taken by William Peterson

This photo, taken from the French line on Zuran Hill, shows the
Pratzen Heights in the background on the right. By Paul Leniston



Illustration depicting French cavalry and artillery at Austerlitz

Although the French advance was eventually halted, the Coalition’s
retreat from the Pratzen Heights still meant that the center of the Coalition
position had been vacated, and Kutuzov himself was severely wounded on
the field. Watching the battle unfold at Napoleon’s command center, one of
his officers later wrote, “From afar could be seen the remains of the Russian
reserves abandoning the central plateau to us, and the left of their army
retiring in close ranks upon Austerlitz. They were retreating under the
cannonading of our guard, which the commandant Dogereau...was
furrowing into their ranks.”

As the French forces overwhelmed the center of the Coalition’s position
on the Pratzen Heights, the Coalition’s high command was caught
completely by surprise. Alexander and his decision-makers did not expect
such an attack to take place, and once it did, they were unable to make the
kind of quick decisions that might have helped the Coalition army repel the
French attack. Adding to the problems, when the Russian forces on the
Heights were reinforced in the decisive period of fighting, it was with
inexperienced Austrian troops who had little chance of making a stand
against the veteran soldiers of the Grand Armée. The fighting on the
Pratzen Heights had also seen the two armies’ elite forces come to blows,



but in both engagements, the French Imperial Guard cavalry was able to
overcome the Russian Life Guard cavalry and infantry, which exacerbated
the disorder and confusion of the Coalition retreat.

By 3:00 p.m., the Third Coalition’s army had been separated into roughly
five groups due to the French attack. The French vigorously pursued the
Coalition forces, with Napoleon eagerly attempting to completely destroy
the entire army. For the fragment of Coalition troops that had been fighting
in the south, the logistics of retreat were complicated by the narrow passage
through a series of ponds and swamps that stood between them and safety.
About 12,000-14,000 men had to make their way through this maze, and all
while they were attacked by French troops.

Although one legend about the retreat in this area claims that thousands of
Coalition troops were drowned as they attempted to flee the oncoming
French army by swimming through the icy ponds, Comeau, a French officer
who witnessed the scene, suggested that the ponds and swamps actually
aided the Coalition retreat and saved their troops from massive casualties:
“The bulletin says that this pond absorbed thousands of them [Russian
soldiers]. I was near enough to see what occurred there. The Russian army
skirted the pond and put it between them and the cavalry that would have
harassed them. While some parties might have got their feet wet, they did
not drown. The few corpses of men and horses that I saw there had been
killed by gunfire; they were on the bank, and even nearer. I would say in
fact that it was not 2,000 men who perished, but fewer than 200 while
without this obstacle [the pond] the column would have been crushed.”

Once they had made their way through the ponds, the Coalition forces in
the south found themselves in relative safety as darkness was falling and the
French troops called off their attack for the day. Meanwhile, to the north,
the Coalition retreat proceeded under the command of Bagration, who had
previously covered Kutuzov’s retreat after the destruction of the Austrian
army at Ulm. A series of ravines which crossed the path of retreat enabled
the Russians to deploy troops in defensible positions and hold off the
French for short periods before moving back to the next ravine. This
blunted the French offensive until Bagration decided to make a stand near
the Rausnitz Brook. One French soldier explained, “Already our tirailleurs
had crossed the brook and spread themselves on the opposite heights. The
enemy, by extending his lines considerably, sought to mislead us of his true



force while his baggage pulled back. Three pieces [of artillery] kept up a
constant fire; the 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 51st [Line], which had just
joined, had arrived at the foot of the heights and were prepared to attack
them. The 13th prepared to attack by the right. The order to pull back was
given by Marshal Lannes, and the day was finished.”

The French commanders were unsure of what was going on, because they
had lost contact with Napoleon while pushing forward. Due to the lack of
communication, they decided against a final engagement with Bagration’s
forces. Indeed, the Coalition forces in this area were still quite strong, and
an attack would have been very costly for the French, but when he found
out no final attack was made, Napoleon was mad at Bernadotte and Lannes,
the French officers who had decided against an attack. Napoleon was
operating under the belief that the Coalition forces had been routed and that
the attack would have been relatively simple, but without a French attack,
Coalition forces were able to rest and then retreat without any harassment.
Tsar Alexander had already made his way back to Austerlitz, where he
“impatiently awaited Kutuzov.” Alexander, who had been so sure of an
impending victory that morning, was now in shock over the overwhelming
defeat that had just occurred.



During the battle of Austerlitz, between 8,000-10,000 French soldiers had
been killed, wounded or captured. The French units most heavily engaged
in the fighting suffered heavy losses, but the rest of the units faced few
casualties, and it was the infantry that bore the brunt of the casualties,
making up 6,000-8,000 of the casualties. The Coalition’s losses were much
higher than those for the French, with roughly 15,600 dead, wounded or
missing. They also had a higher percentage of dead among their casualties
at roughly 38%, compared with around 16% for the French.  Russian deaths
equaled nearly 50% of their total casualties, while the Austrians suffered
12-14% deaths among their total casualties. The reason for the high number
of Russian deaths seems to be because of the “fanatical resistance” of
Russian troops. As a French officer related, “Up till the last hour of the
battle we took no prisoners, except those who contrived to constitute
themselves as such. It is true we had been warned that the Russians, even
when too severely wounded to be able to march, would take up their arms
again after their enemy had gone forward, reload them, and put their
conquerors between two fires. Now, in a struggle of such obstinacy...it
would not do to run any risk; one could stick at nothing, and thus not a
single living enemy remained at our rear.” Although the Russians fought



bitterly, the Coalition still had nearly 12,000 soldiers and 200 guns
captured.

On December 3, Emperor Francis sent Prince Johann Liechtenstein to
Napoleon’s encampment to discuss an armistice. Napoleon, who was still in
the mindset of trying to pursue and destroy the remnants of the Coalition
army, refused an armistice but did agree to hear Liechtenstein’s thoughts on
a general peace between Austria and France. After his meeting with
Liechtenstein, Napoleon delivered his victory speech to the French army.

The final task for the Grand Armée was to pursue and destroy the
remnants of the Coalition forces. On the day after the battle, French forces
were in a great position to pursue and attack the fleeing Coalition troops,
but at the same time, they had lost contact with them at some point during
the night. Napoleon believed the Coalition forces would retreat along their
lines of communication, so the French moved in that direction, only to find
that the retreating Coalition troops had not actually done this. Instead, they
had retreated south toward Hungary, a movement that helped them evade
the French.

The bulk of the Coalition troops were able to get away from the French,
but only by leaving behind large portions of their supplies, ammunition, and
also their wounded. Among the Coalition’s leaders, Emperor Francis
reported that his Russian counterpart seemed to want a total withdrawal of
Russian forces, which would leave the Austrians on their own.

The fear that Alexander and the Russians were planning on breaking the
Coalition and returning home spurred Emperor Francis to seek a peace
accord with France. On the morning of December 4, Francis met with
Napoleon, and the two emperors were able to quickly agree on the terms of
an armistice. One French officer wrote, “The parties seemed to be in
excellent humour...They laughed, which seemed to us all to be a good
omen; accordingly, in an hour or two the sovereigns parted with a mutual
embrace.” The terms of the agreement stated that hostilities between the
French and Austrians would cease the next day. Hostilities between the
French and Russians would also cease once Alexander accepted the terms
of the armistice.



In the meantime, because an agreement had not yet been officially
accepted between the French and the Russians, Marshal Davout drove his
men forward in an attempt to gain contact with the Coalition forces and
make a final strike against them. Around 3:00 p.m. on December 4,
Davout’s forces found an Austrian force commanded by Merveldt, but as
Davout’s troops began to assemble and make the preparations for an attack,
Merveldt sent a messenger informing Davout of the armistice. While this
was not technically true since the armistice was not supposed to go into
effect until the next day, Davout, though suspicious that this was a trick,
agreed to suspend hostilities until 6:00 a.m. the next day and provide one
hour’s notice before resuming hostilities. When a French messenger
appeared the next morning with the news that Alexander had agreed to the
armistice, Davout was in the process of aligning his forces for that 6:00
a.m. attack on the Austrian positions.

Although the armistice had been agreed upon, the terms of a general
peace still needed to be discussed. Napoleon returned to Vienna on
December 7 to begin work on a peace agreement with Austria, and his
intentions were very much influenced by the fact that Austria and France
had been to war three times in roughly a decade. He decided to offer
relatively harsh terms to the defeated Austrians, fully aware that there was
the very real possibility that the decisive defeats at Ulm and Austerlitz had
destabilized the Austrian monarchy. Archduke Charles, the brother of
Emperor Francis, urged him to do whatever it took to get a peace accord
signed. He wrote, “The monarchy is shaken, its constituent parts have been
torn from their connections, confusion has taken the place of order, the
foundation threatens to collapse, if the spirit of providence does not watch
over you and lead your resolutions. Peace alone, so necessary, so
indispensable to the state, will not heal the deadly wounds unless the
unworthy men are displaced. The voice of the people still differentiates
between the probable intentions of their monarch and his councillors of ill-
repute, but soon they will be only more sensitive to their wrecked
prosperity, to the bloody victims of the war and to its inevitable terrible
consequences!” (Goetz, p.299)

Francis ended up signing the Treaty of Pressburg on December 24, which
forced Austria to submit to substantial concessions. Austria ceded Venetian
territory they had gained in 1797, and in Germany, Austria ceded all of its



Swabian territories, which Napoleon then parceled out between his allies in
Bavaria, Baden, and Württemburg. At the same time, Austria gained the
archbishopric of Saltzburg from the former Grand Duke of Tuscany, while
in return the former Grand Duke received Würzburg from Bavaria.

Prussia was supposed to join the war on the side of the Third Coalition,
but the victory at Austerlitz had been so quick and so decisive that the
Prussians never had a chance to enter the war. In the peace treaty, Napoleon
asked for an exclusive treaty of alliance between France and Prussia. The
terms of the treaty took the principalities of Ansbach from the Prussians but
gave them Hanover, which had the added effect of creating a conflict
between the British and the Prussians, since Hanover was the ancestral
home of the British royal family.

In addition to redrawing the boundaries of Central Europe, Austerlitz also
ensured that Austria’s time as the main power in central Europe was over.
With the loss of territory that it ceded, along with the heavy losses faced by
its military, the Austrians were in a precarious position at war’s end. For the
Russians, the defeat led to criticism of all military officials involved, and
the military leadership was restructured to cut out those who Russia
believed were most to blame for the catastrophe. Not surprisingly, Tsar
Alexander made a scapegoat out of Kutuzov, whose suggestions to avoid
fighting near Austerlitz at all had gone unheeded. Kutuzov’s suggestion that
his corps should be used to strongly defend the Pratzen Heights had also
been overruled, making Napoleon’s counterattack much more likely to
succeed.

In France, news of the victory at Austerlitz was naturally a cause for
celebration. As one newspaper wrote, “Forty thousand prisoners. Seventy
pieces of artillery. The Guard of the Emperor of Russia routed and a part
captured, including several officers and a colonel. The two emperors of
Russia and Austria on the point of being taken and ran away in all haste to
Olmütz. Many general officers captured, among others a Prince Galitzin.
The rest of the Russian army in the most complete rout. The battle called by
the soldiers, the battle of the three emperors. The French army lost little.”

To say the Battle of Austerlitz was a complete victory would be an
understatement; it was one of the most important battles in Europe’s history.
As a result of Napoleon’s smashing victory, which resulted in the



destruction of the Coalition’s army, the French would occupy Vienna in the
coming months, force the disbandment of the Third Coalition, dissolve the
Holy Roman Empire, and come to occupy much of the European continent.
It was a dazzling success for Napoleon, one so great that it seems around
this time that his hubris began to spiral out of control. According to some,
he began to genuinely believe the legend of his invincibility, a mistake he
would come to regret in later years.

The Masters of Europe
After his victory over the Third Coalition, there was a year of relative

peace in Europe, but it was little more than an illusion. The Peace of
Pressburg, ratified after Austerlitz, technically held, but all the while the
defeated members of the Coalition were licking their wounds and massing
their armies again in preparation of resuming the fight against the French.
After barely a year, in 1806, Prussia and Russia, with support from several
other minor European states, declared war on France.

The Fourth Coalition may have been a formal alliance, but when the
fighting started, the Russians were still way too far away to support the
Prussians, who were now faced with the prospect of opposing the French
singlehandedly. Napoleon acted quickly, striking out into modern Germany
and defeating the Prussians at the twin battles of Jena-Auerstedt, another
amazing victory that featured one French corps under Marshal d’Avout
defeating the brunt of the Prussian Army, an event that shocked even
Napoleon. By the time the Russians could take the field, the Prussian army,
which had once numbered nearly 250,000, was in tatters. When Napoleon
entered Berlin in October 1806 and visited Frederick the Great’s tomb, he
remarked to his marshals, “If he were alive we wouldn’t be here today.”

The disaster spurned both civil and military reforms among the Prussians,
who realized the need to cast off archaic systems that had allowed
inexperienced and unskilled aristocrats to assume important military
positions. Moreover, some of the most famous Prussians took part in the
campaign, including Carl von Clausewitz (whose military treatise, On War ,
made him perhaps second only to Napoleon in 19th century military
influence), and General Gebhard Leberecht von Blücher, who would feature
more prominently at Leipzig and Waterloo.



After a winter lull, a common occurrence in Napoleonic campaigns,
hostilities resumed and Napoleon fought a blood-soaked and inconclusive
battle with the combined Russian and Prussian forces at Eylau, where both
sides fought each other to a standstill. The combined casualty toll for Eylau
was about 30,000, divided equally between the French and the Russo-
Prussians. Despite the stalemate at Eylau, Napoleon pushed forward
undaunted, and later that summer he defeated the Russian forces at the
Battle of Friedland, where he inflicted almost 40,000 casualties on them
between enemy soldiers killed, wounded and captured, a figure
compounded by the fact the Russians fought with their backs to a river and
hundreds drowned in the panicked retreat that ended the battle. Friedland
left Napoleon in such a powerful position that in July 1807 he was able to
impose the Treaty of Tilsit upon Russia and Prussia, ending hostilities with
Russia and stripping Prussia of over half of its territories.

After this treaty, the only major Coalition power still actively at war with
Napoleon was Britain, which had still not been defeated in the field and had
earlier succeeded in virtually destroying French naval power. Realizing he
could not cross the English Channel to invade Britain itself, Napoleon
resolved to strangle Britain’s lifeblood: trade. Shortly after the Treaty of
Tilsit, he published decrees that instituted a Continental Blockade, banning
all British imports into mainland Europe. With no navy to enforce the
Blockade it was a largely symbolic gesture, but reducing the British to
smuggling must have afforded Napoleon a certain degree of satisfaction.
Though the Continental Blockade was not as effective as Napoleon could
have hoped, a widely forgotten aspect of it is that the “Napoleonic Codes”
he drafted and put in place along with the Continental System were later
implemented into societies and nations across the European continent long
after Napoleon himself was gone.  

Furthermore, the Continental System also provided a useful pretext for
further conquering across the part of the European continent not yet under
France’s control. Portugal, a long-standing British ally, had been flaunting
the Blockade with impunity, not least because it had the allegedly neutral
Spain as a buffer to shield it from France. Napoleon decided to punish the
Portuguese for their defiance and, in the autumn of 1807, he marched across
Spain, whose government had granted him free passage, and invaded
Portugal. The Portuguese had been unprepared for an invasion from Spain,



and Napoleon’s army, moving with the lightning speed that characterised
the majority of his campaigns, was able to push forward and secure Lisbon
in a matter of weeks. However, his hopes of capturing the Portuguese royal
family were frustrated. The Portuguese royals managed to board a ship for
Rio de Janeiro, from where they governed the country’s overseas colonies
for over a decade.

Napoleon could have contented himself with conquering Portugal, but his
characteristic thirst for conquest prompted him to attempt an even more
daring plan. In the early spring of 1808, French armies began filing quietly
into Spain, ostensibly on the way to reinforce the garrisons still subduing
the last pockets of resistance in Portugal. These armies excited no particular
suspicion, as the Spanish were sure of Napoleon’s good faith. However,
they were to receive a rude awakening when, with his forces placed in key
positions throughout the country, Napoleon proceeded to seize key cities
and garrisons all across Spain. By May, the entire country was virtually in
his hands, with the Spanish armies either defeated or scattered and
leaderless. Napoleon, it seemed, had won an almost bloodless victory.

Napoleon was now master of almost all of Western Europe, and his
empire was at the height of its power. But Napoleon’s longtime adversaries
were still hoping to defeat him. In early May of 1808, Napoleon forced the
King of Spain to abdicate, taking him and his son prisoner, and installed his
brother Joseph Bonaparte on the throne. Napoleon believed, wrongly, that
the relatively supine reaction to his conquest was a symptom of Spain’s
desire for political change, and so instead of reducing the nation to a client
state and allowing it to preserve at least some face, he made the key error of
instituting a regime change. The reaction to the coronation of Joseph was
instantaneous and awe-inspiring: the entire country of Spain rose in open
revolt. It was a nationwide popular uprising, the first guerrilla war
(“guerrilla” is Spanish for “little war”) and it caught Napoleon almost
completely unprepared. He had thought Spain subdued, and suddenly his
garrisons were being murdered in their beds all across the Iberian Peninsula
by a ruthless enemy who promised him, “war to the knife!”

For the first time, Napoleon had encountered a military problem beyond
his comprehension. He was the master of conventional warfare, but this
asymmetric conflict baffled him, as it has scores of great generals ever
since. Mistaking the cheerful reports of his generals in the field, who told of



battles won against superior Spanish forces, for a sign of victory, Napoleon
felt comfortable enough to leave the country despite the insurrection. What
he did not realise was that though the Spanish field armies were being made
short work of, the fact that the entire country was up in arms against the
French meant literally every Spanish peasant could be an enemy – and
probably was. Without Napoleon’s presence to bolster their morale and
bereft of his tactical acumen, his troops in Spain soon blundered. In the
summer of 1808, General Dupont’s entire army, totalling more than 24,000
men, was obliged to surrender to the Spanish at Bailen. Bereft of the
necessary troops to keep his fragile hold on Spain, Joseph panicked and
ordered his high command to institute a general retreat. This was an event
of truly momentous proportions: Napoleon’s veterans, it seemed, could be
beaten after all. News of the victory resonated across Europe, prompting
Austria and Prussia to take up arms against France once again.

Napoleon’s woes were further compounded by his old enemies, the
British. Even as Spain was rising, a British army under the command of Sir
Arthur Wellesley, the man who would later become the Duke of Wellington,
landed in Portugal and, in a dashing display of soldiering that made even
Napoleon sit up and take notice, proceeded to liberate the country from the
French.

Duke of Wellington



Furious at this new turn of events, Napoleon decided it was time for him
to show his generals how it was done. Massing more than 280,000 troops
on the Spanish border, 100,000 of which were his dreaded veterans of the
Grande Armée , Napoleon swept into Spain in October of 1808. The
Spanish armies, plagued by poor organisation and indecision, were
powerless to resist him; every force that tried to stand its ground was
annihilated, and Napoleon won a spectacular series of victories at Burgos
and Tudela, forcing what little was left of the Spanish armies to scatter
throughout the country. His best Marshals also performed admirably: in the
north, Marshal Soult defeated Sir John Moore’s British army, harried it
across half the country, and forced it to embark and flee the Iberian
Peninsula. Despite being held up by a ruthless defence organised by
General Palafox at Saragossa, in little over two months the French had
succeeded in subduing the entire Spanish peninsula once again, leaving tens
of thousands of dead and entire cities reduced to rubble in their wake. It was
a textbook example of Napoleon’s military genius and his remarkable
callousness, but once again he was to win the war and lose the peace.

With his armies poised to conquer Portugal once again, Napoleon felt
secure enough to leave the Iberian Peninsula, again ignoring the threat
posed by the thousands of Spanish irregulars, now bolstered by the
remnants of the dispersed Spanish armies, that were scattered across the
Peninsula. It was a mistake that would cost him dearly, for the British took
advantage of the vulnerable situation of the French in Spain and, shortly
after Napoleon’s departure, landed a new army in Portugal, an army that
would go on to shatter, at Bussaco and Badajoz, San Sebastian and Vitoria,
Fuentes d’Onoro and Salamanca, the myth of French invincibility.

All that was still in the future, however. In the spring of 1809 Napoleon’s
most pressing concern was the newly belligerent Austria, who, galvanised
by the Spanish victory at Bailen, broke their alliance with France and
threatened to invade. Napoleon first pushed the enemy forces back towards
the Danube and then smashed them at the Battle of Wagram in July 1809.
At that battle, Napoleon’s grand plan involved using part of his force to pin
down the Austrian army in place while using the bulk of his army to wheel
around into that army’s flank, allowing him to envelop the army without a
direct assault. It was a strategy that would be attempted many times
unsuccessfully during the rest of the century, including at the first major



battle of the American Civil War, the First Battle of Bull Run. Sensing their
predicament, the Austrians were induced to make a frontal assault
themselves, which disrupted Napoleon’s strategy but nevertheless resulted
in a decisive French victory, which forced Austria into a new treaty with
France.

After subduing Austria, there followed a period of aggressive expansion
for Napoleon’s Empire: the Kingdom of Sweden, a former enemy of
France, was annexed and its throne granted to one of Napoleon’s Marshals,
Bernadotte. Once again using the pretext of non-compliance with the
Continental Blockade, Napoleon occupied the Papal states and had the Pope
abducted, keeping him in captivity for nearly five years. It was also around
this time that Napoleon’s marriage with Josephine, which had never been
particularly sound considering he abandoned her marriage bed just two days
after their union to go to war, deteriorated completely. Though Napoleon’s
love letters to Josephine remained and are a testament to his strong feelings,
he was bitterly frustrated by her failure to provide him with an heir with
which to continue his Imperial dynasty. It is possible that he privately felt
the inability to father children was his shortcoming, but given Napoleon’s
nature, he had to portray it as Josephine’s problem. In 1810 Napoleon
divorced Josephine. To cement his alliance to Austria, he married the Arch-
Duchess Marie Louise of Austria, which temporarily brought a measure of
peace to the two warring countries.

The Invasion of Russia

Much like Julius Caesar's rebellion against the Roman Republic about
1,850 years earlier, the symbolic beginning of Napoleon’s 1812 invasion of
Russia began with the crossing of a river boundary. In this case, it was not
the Rubicon but the Neman, also called the Memel.  This major
watercourse, originating in the immediate aftermath of the Pleistocene
glaciation, rises from springs in Belarus and flows northwest to the Baltic,
and in 1812, it demarcated the border between the domains of the French
and Russian emperors. The two men had concluded a peace treaty several
years before on a raft anchored midstream, and now the Grande Armée's
crossing of its wide, gentle waters signaled the final rupture of that accord.

In June 1812, a colossal force of men, horses, and artillery rolled eastward
across the Polish plain. Moving along separate routes in gigantic columns,



the force included large numbers of Frenchmen, together with Germans,
Prussians, Poles, and smaller contingents from other nationalities contained
within the Napoleonic empire. Many of the most prominent French
Marshals led this vast military machine, including Michel Ney, the "Bravest
of the Brave."

Russia’s great strategic depth already had a habit of swallowing armies, a
fact which many would-be conquerors learned the hard way, and Napoleon,
exceptional though he was in so many regards, proved that even military
genius can do little in the face of the might of Russia’s greatest strategist,
General Winter, combined with the indestructible resilience of its people.
Initially, the campaign seemed to be going in Napoleon’s favor. He met
with little opposition as he pushed forwards into the interior with his
customary lightning speed, but gradually this lack of engagements became a
hindrance more than a help; Napoleon needed to bring the Russians to
battle if he was to defeat them.

Moreover, the deeper Napoleon got his army sucked into Russia, the more
vulnerable their lines of supply, now stretched almost to breaking point,
became. The Grande Armée required a prodigious amount of material in
order to keep from breaking down, but the army’s pace risked outstripping
its baggage train, which was constantly being raided by Cossack marauders.
Moreover, Napoleon’s customary practice of subsisting partially off the
land was proving to be ineffective: the Russians were putting everything
along his line of advance, including whole cities, to the torch rather than
offer him even a stick of kindling or sack of flour for his army. The horses,
in particular, were having the worst of it, with the relentless pace and poor
forage killing them in ever greater numbers. Like all armies of the time,
moreover, Napoleon’s force had acquired a slew of camp-followers, a
motley collection of soldiers’ wives, servants, prostitutes, and merchants of
every description, who were horribly vulnerable to the hit-and-run attacks
of the Cossacks.

Napoleon, like a man punching at shadows, was getting increasingly
desperate. The more he advanced, the more he needed a battle, to get a
chance to rest his troops in the aftermath, plunder the surrounding
countryside, and above all lessen the number of enemies harrying his
advance. On September 7th , 1812, he must have thought his prayers had



finally been answered. The Russians had decided to stand and fight almost
at the very gates of Moscow. Battle was promptly joined, with horrific
effect: the Battle of Borodino, as it was later called, resulted in a combined
casualty toll of over 75,000, a hideously long butcher’s bill that crippled the
Grande Armée. The Russian army retreated and Napoleon was able to
occupy Moscow, hoping this would persuade the Tsar to sue for peace.
However, even as his advance guard pushed into the city, the retreating
Russians put the capital to the torch. The Russian Army’s retreat also
ensured that it would live to fight another day, if necessary.

The French remained in Moscow for five weeks while Napoleon awaited
peace envoys from the Czar and divisions of Cossacks prowled nearby.
Alexander wisely made Napoleon wait in Moscow for the disastrous cold to
arrive by sending envoys with tantalizing offers which never really
amounted to anything. As Vionnet noted, “an emissary arrived carrying
what appeared to be terms for the conclusion of a peace. This seemed to
me, as well as to a number of other officers, a kind of trap designed to keep
us in Moscow until the harsh season was upon us. The emperor fell into this
trap with his eyes wide open.”

Although it wasn’t everything they hoped for, the seizure of Moscow did
enable the French to eat much better than they had for months, and the rate
of deaths from starvation and illness temporarily dropped off. Large
quantities of potatoes were harvested from the nearby fields at the order of
Napoleon, and those not eaten immediately were stored for the use of the
Grande Armée in the future. However, as the weather grew steadily worse,
Napoleon eventually recognized the realities of the situation and ordered
the Grande Armée to retreat. The evacuation commenced on October 19th,
ahead of the first snows but amid bitter cold. The French were now
demoralized and were not carrying sufficient food for the long march back
to the Neman River and the relative safety of Poland. Napoleon had led his
army into a death-trap and failed utterly to achieve his objectives. In fact, he
had likely doomed his empire.

This was a crippling blow for Napoleon, who had been sure that taking
Moscow would prompt the Russians to surrender. Instead, with winter on
the way, they appeared more bellicose than ever. Napoleon and his army
lingered for several weeks in the burnt shell of Moscow but then, bereft of



supplies and facing the very real threat of utter annihilation, Napoleon gave
the order to retreat.

What followed was one of the most grueling and horrific ordeals ever
endured by an army in recorded history. Harried by constant Cossack
attacks, the French finally began to succumb to cold as well as hunger, the
two forces working in concert to kill men in enormous numbers.
Caulaincourt, one of Napoleon's aides and generals, saw thousands of men
die from the cold, the same scenario repeating itself over and over again in
countless individual dramas: “The cold was so intense that bivouacking was
no longer supportable. Bad luck to those who fell asleep by a campfire!
Furthermore, disorganization was perceptibly gaining ground in the Guard.
One constantly found men who, overcome by the cold, had been forced to
drop out and had fallen to the ground, too weak or too numb to stand. Ought
one to help them along - which practically meant carrying them? They
begged one to let them alone. There were bivouacs all along the road -
ought one to take them to a campfire? Once these poor wretches fell asleep
they were dead. If they resisted the craving for sleep, another passer by
would help them along a little farther, thus prolonging their agony for a
short while, but not saving them, for in this condition the drowsiness
engendered by cold is irresistibly strong. Sleep comes inevitably, and to
sleep is to die. I tried in vain to save a number of these unfortunates. The
only words they uttered were to beg me, for the love of God, to go away
and let them sleep. To hear them, one would have thought sleep was their
salvation. Unhappily, it was a poor wretch's last wish. But at least he ceased
to suffer, without pain or agony. Gratitude, and even a smile, was imprinted
on his discoloured lips. What I have related about the effects of extreme
cold, and of this kind of death by freezing, is based on what I saw happen to
thousands of individuals. The road was covered with their corpses…”

The death by cold was, indeed, relatively merciful compared to that by
starvation alone or even a musket shot. Many of Napoleon's luckless
soldiers drifted off into death imagining themselves warm and comfortable
rather than sprawled on frozen mud with snow piling up on their bodies and
faces. Of course, not all of the roughly 480,000 men who failed to return
from the expedition died. According to Russian records, they took
approximately 100,000 prisoners during the retreat, many of whom likely



had a better chance of survival than the men marching on under Napoleon's
tattered eagles.

That said, some Cossack and partisan leaders were known for executing
prisoners, albeit obliged to do so furtively due to the Russian officer corps'
intense abhorrence for such actions at the time. The Russian officers didn’t
reject it out of mercy; many prisoners were never returned to their home
countries but instead kept in Russia in accordance with long-standing
Russian tradition that had them eventually integrated into the Russian
population. Within a few years, several entire foreign regiments in the
Russian army were made up of former Napoleonic soldiers who were
absorbed into the Czar's empire and put to work defending the country they
had recently invaded.

The final grueling action occurred at the Beresina River on November 28,
1812. A single bridge provided a crossing point for the 120,000 or so men
who still remained out of Napoleon's once half-million strong Grande
Armée. In a panic, the horde floundered across, pushing many people off
the edges of the bridge into the icy waters to die. The Polish Division
heroically screened the retreat as long as possible from the Russian Army,
which closed in an effort to capture the remnants, but the Poles were
eventually driven back and set fire to the bridge as they did so. 20,000
soldiers were left on the east bank of the Beresina. Some leaped into the
water, where cramps and bitter cold quickly caused them to sink and drown.
The rest were taken prisoner by the pursuing Russians.

In hindsight, it’s apparent that the Russian invasion was a turning point
for Napoleon, and for that reason it remains heavily debated, romanticized,
and scorned depending on the perspective. It also means the campaign has
had its fair share of embellishment. For example, myths and a dash of
misguided commonsense guesswork have often asserted that the bitter cold
of the Russian winter destroyed the French army, but the intense winter cold
merely represented the final executioner. If anything, many of the Grande
Armée's members were already doomed to die by Napoleon's
miscalcuations before the first drum beat the muster in May 1812, and
Napoleon's vast force was already in trouble when it set out across the
Polish plain, fated to suffer death through exhaustion, disease, and
starvation. The cold merely brought death to those who lived longer than
those who succumbed to famine or the lances and sabers of the Cossacks.



Tens of thousands of men simply went to sleep in the snow, drifting away in
a comfortable, illusory warmth that spared them the agonies of exhausted
marching, hunger pangs, and the fatal impact of steel or lead.

In truth, the Grande Armée in Russia was destroyed by the inexorable
mathematics of time, distance, and caloric intake. Wagons of food move far
slower than men, particularly over Russia's poorly developed roads and
tracks. Every step the Armée advanced burned calories yet also took it
further from the glacially slow supply wagons bringing up the rear.
Napoleon gathered a force too immense for his era's logistics to realistically
sustain, and his men paid for it with their lives. To their credit, the Russians
exacerbated the problem faced by the French through their scorched earth
tactics, but even had they left the countryside intact, the Grande Armée
would likely have withered. A foraging party can venture only a few miles
from the line of march and still hope to return to the bivouac with food the
same day. Nor can such a party bring back infinite quantities of food. Herds
of domestic animals partly solve the problem, but fodder for horses is bulky
and the loss of those animals steadily degraded the radius within which
practical foraging was possible.

Even split into columns advancing along parallel routes, 600,000 men and
100,000 horses represented an unsupportable swarm which the early 19th
century could not feed in such concentration. Food could not be moved into
the area rapidly enough to exceed the rate of consumption. Furthermore,
distribution of the food that arrived was bungled, and though this was not
primarily Napoleon's main initial concern, it should have been once it
became obvious famine was destroying his forces.              

Ironically, Napoleon could perhaps have won his war with Russia had he
used a smaller force of elite, hand-picked soldiers whose resupply was far
easier and abetted by a slower advance with more limited initial objectives.
This would have permitted the progressive stocking of vast supply depots to
support his army in a hostile countryside. Instead, he chose a route that
resulted in the loss of over 75% of his army, and even had the French army
been outfitted with the era's finest winter clothing, hunger would have
claimed nearly as many.

With his 1812 expedition, Napoleon succeeded only in killing almost all
of the men most loyal to him, not to mention the majority of his seasoned



veterans. Rather than enthusiasm, the mood of the army towards their leader
was transformed into bitterness, and untrained recruits, often too young for
effective military service, were drafted to replace the tough, experienced
volunteers wasted in hundreds of thousands on the sun-baked, rain-
drenched roads to Moscow. A well-oiled and reliable fighting machine was
replaced by a huge but cobbled-together, poorly trained horde with low
morale, making Waterloo, or a defeat like it, probably a certainty.

By the time the Grande Armée had reached the Berezina, it had been
decimated. Of the over 450,000 fighting men that had invaded Russia that
autumn, less than 40,000 remained.

Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow by Adolf Northern (1845)

The Battle of Nations

For Napoleon, the nightmare was far from over. The customary winter lull
in campaigning, not to mention the casualties the Russians had sustained at
Borodino, bought him time to raise another conscript army, boosting the
Grande Armee’ s numbers to 350,000. However, these new troops were a
mere shadow of the ones he had lost in Russia, and Napoleon was acutely
aware these raw, untried recruits could be unreliable in battle.



Napoleon also rightly anticipated that a battle was coming. Following the
Grande Armee ’s annihilation, Napoleon’s enemies all across Europe had
taken heart and risen up in arms again: Russia, Prussia, Austria, Britain,
Spain, Portugal, even Sweden, governed by Napoleon’s erstwhile Marshal
Bernadotte. All the European powers were fielding their armies, determined
to rid themselves of Napoleon once and for all.

Napoleon would not let himself be so easily subdued, however. Despite
news of fresh reversals in Spain that had seen the French forced out of their
strongholds and back to the Franco-Spanish border in the Pyrenees by
Wellington’s British forces and their Spanish and Portuguese allies,
Napoleon rallied his new Grande Armee and proceeded to ravage the
advancing Prussian, Austrian and Russian forces on the German front,
defeating their combined armies at the Battle of Dresden in 1813. Once
again, Napoleon managed to slice the enemy army in two, this time using a
turning movement along one of the flanks and using a cavalry charge to
follow it up. Napoleon inflicted 4 times more casualties than his army
suffered, but ailment forced him from the field, and he was unable to follow
up this success.

The French had been outnumbered nearly 2 to 1 at Dresden, and even
after their victory they remained heavily outnumbered. The Sixth Coalition
was capable of putting a million men into fields across Europe, and
Napoleon couldn’t possibly defend the entire French Empire against that
number. Duke Wellington once famously said Napoleon alone was worth
50,000 men in the field, but even genius must bow to the laws of
mathematics, and there was little Napoleon could do about the fact that he
was consistently outnumbered by 2 or 3 to 1. And Napoleon had defied
odds while commanding seasoned veterans, but most of those had been lost
on the plains of Russia.

Fate eventually caught up to Napoleon at the Battle of Leipzig in October
1813, also fittingly known as the Battle of Nations. After Dresden, the
Coalition’s commanding generals actually implemented a strategy that
sought to give battle against the French only in fields where Napoleon was
not present, thereby fighting only against his marshals. Austrian, Prussian,
Russian, and Swedish forces began advancing on a wide front against
Napoleon. After weeks of marching and counter-marching, Napoleon was
confronted at Leipzig by an army twice his army’s size.



After a pause on October 15th , the fighting around Leipzig resumed on
the 16th . Some historians describe the day as gloomy and rainy, but the
testimony of an officer in Blucher's northern army directly contradicts this
picture: “The day was bright and mild: it is remarkable that every
engagement in which I have been present has taken place in the finest
weather.” (Steffens, 1848, 189). Either way, Napoleon's army numbered
some 190,000 men with 752 cannon, while the Allies mustered no less than
495,000 men and 1,000 cannons, though only a portion of these had reached
the field and the rest were still en route. In essence, October 16 represented
Napoleon's best chance at achieving something like a victory since the full
weight of the enemy's numbers were not yet bearing on his position. Each
day of delay brought more Coalition forces to the field and reduced the
French Emperor's chances of winning.

The battle of October 16th occurred chiefly on two fronts, the northwest
and the south. On the south, Schwartzenberg arrived to take overall
command, leaving Wittgenstein as an important subordinate but a
subordinate nonetheless. The center of the fighting on this flank was once
more to be Gallows Hill, and in particular the two villages flanking it:
Liebertwolkwitz and Wachau. Napoleon guessed that a relatively small
force could hold his northwestern flank against Blucher, while he could
send many of his men against the army in the south.



The Coalition attack was to consist of five columns, stretched out over six
miles of countryside and therefore completely out of visual contact with one
another. Two columns were to attack Liebertwolkwitz, one of 33,000 men
under Klenau from the east and one from the south under the leadership of
Gorchakov, numbering 9,000 soldiers. One column was ordered to attack
Gallows Hill, that of the Russian General Pahlen with 5,400 cavalry, and
two columns aimed at the village of Wachau, those of Prince Eugene
(11,000 strong) and Kleist (8,400 strong). The reserve force consisted of
10,500 Russian grenadier infantry and armored cuirassier cavalry. The
overall commander of the attack was the Scottish-Russian General Barclay
de Tolly.

Napoleon personally assumed command of the forces to the south of
Leipzig, arriving in a coach escorted by Guards cavalry and meeting up
with Murat. “The Emperor made a long and careful study of the battlefield
through his glass [i.e. telescope]. He saw that the enemy had anticipated the
attack he himself intended, and that his own corps were by no means all up.
Accordingly he sent reinforcements to the points most threatened.” (Petre,
1912, 332).

Czar Alexander, meanwhile, surveyed the same ground using his own
telescope from a hilltop to the south. The canny monarch sensed disaster in
the fragmented deployment, whose columns were isolated and thus unable
to support each other, so he ordered the 10,500 strong Russian reserve of
cuirassiers and grenadiers forward immediately and sent urgent messages to
Schwartzenberg, farther to the south to move reinforcements up as quickly
as possible.

Prince Eugene led his column into Wachau at 9:30 a.m., beginning the
action in earnest. His cheering soldiers drove the French out of the village,
but the blue-coated infantry of Napoleon soon returned with fresh
determination. A savage struggle swayed back and forth through the town
and its environs over the next hour and a half, at the end of which Eugene
felt obliged to withdraw. He did not move back far, however; deploying his
men in a fold in the ground, which protected them from most of the French
fire, he ordered them to continue firing at Wachau. In this way, he hoped to
occupy the French so that they could neither turn the flank nor strip Wachau
of men to reinforce their line elsewhere. Kleist's column supported him



from the village of Markkleeburg, though an attempt to attack Wachau from
there fell back after the French mowed down many of the attacking soldiers.

An engraving depicting the French defending against a Prussian
assault

Gorchakov botched his attack on Liebertwolkwitz, but Klenau managed
to take it once again, just as he had on the 14th . However, he was soon
expelled again by elements of the elite French Young Guard and Old Guard
under Oudinot (now acting more normally again) and Marshal MacDonald.
By 2:00 p.m., the columns had all been repulsed except for Kleist's shaky



foothold in Markkleeburg; reinforcements were coming but had not arrived
in time to offer support to the initial push.

Napoleon sensed the moment for attack had arrived, and his plan was one
he had used quite often before: penetrating the enemy's center to divide
their force into two separate, half-sized armies that could not support or
even communicate with each other, then smash them in detail. He planned
an assault by the Old Guard and Young Guard supported by massive
quantities of cannon fire, and several heavy charges by armored cuirassier
divisions opened this phase of the battle. An attack by Saxon cuirassiers
pushed Kleist's men out of Markkleeburg, though they managed to retreat in
good order thanks to courageous support from their own attached cavalry.
This, however, was only preparation for the main cavalry thrust. General
Pommeroux led forward a division of elite French cuirassiers, who mowed
down Prince Eugene's column in short order, turning the unit's defensive
hollow into a blood-drenched grave and capturing 26 cannon before
thundering forward against the Coalition center. In this charge, they very
nearly killed or captured Czar Alexander and King Frederick Wilhelm III:
“Hewing down the enemy right and left as they passed, the cuirassiers
arrived at some ponds in front of the Wachtburg [hill], on which were
Alexander and the King of Prussia. […] But the French charge was nearly
spent. As they struggled to get forward between the ponds, they were
charged by the Cossack escort, and, on the left flank, by 13 squadrons of
Russian cuirassiers. The […] whole division was driven back in confusion
behind Drouot, whose grape fire finally brought the pursuit to an end.”
(Petre, 1912, 337-338).

Napoleon nevertheless sent forward his infantry. A lengthy struggle
ensued, but the French were unable to break through. The reinforcements
Napoleon had expected from the northern edge of the city did not arrive
because Blucher had proven harder to stave off than anticipated.
Meanwhile, further reinforcements arrived for the Coalition forces, steadily
stiffening their line as the afternoon wore on.

The French retreated at dusk, leaving the opponents in precisely the same
positions they occupied at dawn, except with thousands more dead and
wounded. Napoleon's plan failed mostly due to Czar Alexander's timely
message to send reserves forward posthaste. If the Czar had not grasped the
situation and acted to rectify it, the French might well have routed the



southern army, then brought their full force to bear on Blucher and defeated
him in turn, prolonging the German war and possibly causing the Allies to
sue for peace on terms highly favorable to Napoleon.

While action in the south was inconclusive, at Lindenau and Mockern to
the north of Leipzig, Gyulai and Blucher attacked the French. Blucher could
clearly hear the crash of artillery and the dull roar of musketry from the
southern edge of the city, so he decided on a bold attack at 10:00 a.m. in the
morning to prevent the French from sending reinforcements to the action
there. This plan worked, as Marshal Marmont, who started moving towards
the south with 20,000 men, ultimately wheeled around to counter Blucher at
Mockern.

Blucher sent 21,000 men, supported by 88 guns, against the key town of
Mockern. General Ludwig Yorck von Wartenburg commanded this force,
and Marmont brought his 20,000 to bear against Mockern in turn. Though
fighting occurred all along the line, the centerpiece of the mayhem was
Mockern. The Prussians initially took the town, but Marmont soon ejected
them. Yorck sent infantry attack after infantry attack against the position,
supported by the incessant fire of his 88 cannon, yet Marmont held them
off. The French marines in their tall shakoes with red plumes, elite soldiers
toughened by years of fighting, proved especially dangerous in the struggle.
Blasts of musketry shredded the Prussian ranks, and they reeled back from
the French bayonets, reformed, and attacked repeatedly until they were
decimated and utterly exhausted.



Yorck

With nightfall approaching, Yorck was desperate to achieve a
breakthrough. Mounting his horse, the sharp-featured, white-haired general
personally led a regiment of Prussian Lithuanian Dragoons, supported by all
his remaining cavalry, into the town. “Such was the force of their charge
that they swept aside all resistance, capturing 35 cannon, two Colours, five
ammunition wagons and 400 prisoners. Marmont was able to fall back to
Gohlis unmolested. Losses in this battle were fearful. Yorck's Corps, which
had borne the brunt of the fighting, had started the day with 20,800 men. At
the end of the day 5,600 had become casualties.” (Hofschroer, 1993, 77).

Marmont, by his own count, lost anywhere up to 7,000 men, and at least
6,000, during the day. Each force suffered between 25% and 33%
casualties, but the most important aspect of the battle is that Blucher
managed to keep the French pinned while Napoleon's attack tapered off in
the south due to lack of reinforcements. The Prussian general's
achievements earned a promotion to the rank of Field Marshal before
October 16th ended.



Of course, Blucher had no precise information on what was happening to
the south, since the two forces were separated by miles of terrain and city
swarming with hostile soldiers in an era before radios, but his instincts
proved sufficient to the task in hand. His attack, though costly, swung the
battle decisively in favor of the Coalition because time was working on the
Allies' side; as more and more of their troops arrived on the battlefield,
Napoleon's Saxon allies began to desert him.

Only a few minor actions occurred on October 17th , as both sides were
exhausted by the prolonged struggles of the 16th , and both the French and
the Coalition received fresh reinforcements. The Allies welcomed an
additional 145,000 soldiers to their encampments; while a mere 14,000 men
trickled in to aid Napoleon's efforts. The French Emperor, sensing that
defeat loomed over the Grand Armee, sent a captured general back to the
Coalition commanders with a peace offer. This document suggested an
armistice in which Napoleon would surrender a large portion – but not all –
of his German possessions and retreat behind the Salle River. A more
permanent peace, he suggested, might then be negotiated. The Allies,
distrusting Napoleon's peaceful intentions and perceiving a reasonable
chance of victory, refused.

On the 18th , the fighting resumed, and this time it truly reached a
crescendo. The day was not notable for interesting tactics or maneuvers
because the Allies, knowing that Napoleon was far superior to them in a
battle of maneuver, set about methodically crushing him in a bloody but
inexorable grip. The Coalition army was now so numerous that it could
form a continuous cordon around three sides of Leipzig – the north, east,
and south. Only in the west did rivers prevent the Allies from encircling
Napoleon, and it was in this direction that the French would eventually
escape.

The day was brilliantly dry and sunny, which had hideous consequences
when several villages caught fire and the blazes spread unimpeded by rain.
The Coalition's plan was simply to advance against Leipzig from all sides,
crushing the French inwards and forcing their retreat or capitulation. The
French fought stubbornly and with great courage, but the Allies gradually
drove them inward as the hours passed by and the assault continued.
Napoleon himself led wherever possible, earning the grudging plaudits of



an enemy officer, who later wrote, “Napoleon himself led on the attack […]
He then brought a half-dispirited army to meet an immensely superior
force, yet his great mind still had power to animate his troops; he knew the
greatness of the stake. His  soldiers fought daringly as if sure of victory. I
must pay the homage of admiration of a hero who made his effort for
existence with such daring courage.” (Steffens, 1848, 122-123).

Blucher pushed into the northern suburbs of Leipzig, but the French
fought for every house, every street, and every walled garden, strewing the
ground with dead and wounded Prussians. The Russians, on the south and
east, showed great valor as well, though they could make little headway
against the iron-willed defenders at what might be called "Napoleon's last
stand." Though the Allies threatened encirclement several times, the French
managed to keep the western approaches to the city open, leaving them with
a route of retreat should the battle go against them.

Some of the day's most intense fighting occurred around the village of
Probstheida, where Russian forces under Barclay de Tolly met French
soldiers under Marshal MacDonald. Echoing events at Liebertwolkwitz and
Mockern, the two sides ejected one another repeatedly from the ravaged
town. Matters turned decisively against the Russians when the conflagration
reached its height due to several bizarre accidents, as a French eyewitness
reported: “Many wounded on both sides were burnt to death and in the
manor-farm all the cattle perished, even the huge black bull ... Maddened by
all the firing and yelling, and by burns, the bull had broken loose ... and run
... against the attacking Russians so irresistibly that on his own he scattered
an entire column. The burning church-tower made common cause with the
raging bull to defeat the Russians. It collapsed and buried a large number of
these soldiers beneath its ruins.” (Fremont-Jones, 2002, 46).

MacDonald managed to hold this key point until the Coalition attack
finally ceased for the night, though the soldiers had struggled in a hellish,
fire-streaked quasi-darkness during much of the day as it was. According to
the same eyewitness, "the smoke, dust and fumes made the day so dark that
nobody could tell what time of day it was." (Fremont-Jones, 2002, 47).
Elsewhere along the line, Marshal Poniatowski's gallant Poles gave a good
account of themselves, though Poniatowski sustained several wounds over
the course of the afternoon.



An illustration depicting Napoleon and Poniatowski at Leipzig



An illustration depicting Hungarian soldiers attacking French
soldiers

The final act of the drama occurred on the following day, October 19th ,
1813. Napoleon knew by the end of the 18th that his defeat was inevitable
unless he retreated westward and used the Elster River to block Allied
efforts at pursuit. Several Saxon and other German units defected from
Napoleon's army during the 18th , and while they were relatively few in
number and did not significantly weaken his force, they indicated to him
that none of his German allies-cum-subjects could be relied on to stand with
the losing French.

Accordingly, the French began to withdraw on the morning of the 19th as
soon as there was enough light to permit a safe crossing of the single bridge
over the Elster, and a powerful rearguard under MacDonald and
Poniatowski deployed to keep the Coalition army at bay. The event proved
this a prudent arrangement, for Blucher and Barclay de Tolly ordered a
massive assault as soon as they noted the French crossing the river. Their
hopes were pinned on putting an end to the Emperor for the last time,
capturing the whole remnant of the Grand Armee, and making Napoleon a
prisoner. Blucher was itching to shoot or hang the French emperor, though
the three monarchs on the field would likely have countermanded such an
order.

The Allied forces hastened forward to hurl themselves desperately on the
French, attempting to block their withdrawal, but MacDonald's and
Poniatowski's men fought doggedly to keep the bridge open and much of
the French army succeeded in crossing to the west bank of the Elster.
Making a crossing in the teeth of Napoleon holding the far shore was more
daring than even Blucher was willing to exhibit, so the opportunity to end
the war would last only as long as most of the French were still on the
eastern bank.

It was at this moment that random chance intervened again. The bridge
over the Elster was filled with explosives so that it could be felled once the
rearguard crossed. However, this delicate matter rested in the hands of “a
lone sergeant of engineers left with responsibility to ignite the charge on the
appearance of opposing forces. The sergeant interpreted his orders literally:
when nothing more than a small body of Prussian riflemen appeared on the



opposite river bank, he blew the bridge - prematurely - cutting Napoleon's
army in two and inflicting more damage on his remaining forces than the
previous three days' fighting.” (Fremont-Jones, 2002, 47).

With one thunderous blast of erupting gunpowder, 57,000 men became
stranded on the eastern bank, including two marshals of France, MacDonald
and Poniatowski. The Allies pressed home their attack and the French
began surrendering in droves, with around 50,000 prisoners taken and some
7,000 killed or drowned while trying to cross the rain-gorged Elster. One of
the latter was Poniatowski, who, like MacDonald, felt horror at the thought
of capture. Both men would have been treated with the utmost decorum and
respect, well-lodged, and given excellent food and wine had they been
captured by the Allies, who still operated by 18th century norms of civilized
warfare. However, the shame of being a Marshal of France taken by the
enemy due to a mere accident was too much for them to bear. Poniatowski
jumped his horse into the Elster to try to swim across, but the raging brown
waters separated him from his animal. The Polish Marshal attempted to
swim, but the wounds he had sustained weakened him and he was sucked
under the muddy, churning surface to die.

An illustration depicting the French retreat as the bridge explodes



MacDonald attempted a different route across the river when he
discovered a makeshift bridge made by soldiers who had laid two parallel
tree trunks across the stream. He later explained, “It was my only chance; I
made up my mind and risked it. I got off my horse with great difficulty,
owing to the crowd, and there I was, one foot on either trunk, and the abyss
below me. A high wind was blowing ...I had already made three-quarters of
my way across, when some men determined to follow me; their unsteady
feet caused the trunks to shake, and I fell into the water. I could fortunately
touch the bottom, but the bank was steep, the soil loose and greasy; I vainly
struggled to reach the shore.” (Fremont-Jones, 2002, 47).

MacDonald eventually managed to drag himself out, exhausted and
bedraggled, on the west bank, but behind him, the last action of the Battle
of Leipzig was ending as the French laid down their weapons and
surrendered. 38,000 French were killed and wounded, another 50,000
captured, and 5,000 Saxons and other Germans had gone over to the enemy.
The Coalition paid a steep price of 55,000 men killed and wounded for their
victory, but Napoleon had been decisively defeated. The defeat at Leipzig,
though not as crushing as it might have been, rendered Napoleon's position
in Germany untenable. The Grand Armee retreated behind the Rhine River,
and would never again operate on German soil. Forced to retreat westward,
he fell back into France, leaving the Saxon city to his enemies.

As a source from the time describes, the triumphant Coalition forces
received a hero’s welcome as they entered Leipzig after the departure of the
French. Filled with patriotic fervor, the Saxons hailed those who had driven
out Napoleon, restored their city's liberty, and soon would dethrone their
unpopular king for his support of Bonaparte: “‘A protracted cheer rang out
from a thousand throats’ to greet the Russian and Prussian monarchs, who
were the first to enter the city. ‘White cloths waved from all the windows. It
was an overwhelming spectacle when the Allies with Prince Schwarzenberg
and the highest officers of the victorious armies passed through
Grimmaische…to the marketplace at the head of their guards, to the sound
of martial music.'” (Hagemann, 2009, 168).



A painting depicting Czar Alexander I, Francis II of Austria and
Frederick III of Prussia meeting after the battle

The Coalition continued to offer Napoleon peace terms that would have
left him with some semblance of power and independence, but the French
emperor stubbornly refused them all. France was now an island in a storm.
British, Spanish and Portuguese armies pressed through the Pyrenees in the
south and attacked Bordeaux, while Russians, Austrians and Prussians
closed in from the north and west. Napoleon lashed out, winning a series of
minor victories inside France proper, but he was powerless in the face of
ever growing enemy forces. The barrel of French conscription had been
scraped dry, and there were no more troops to be had. When the Allies
invaded France with half a million men, Napoleon could only muster some
70,000.

In March 1814, the Allied forces took Paris. Napoleon hoped to use the
remnants of his army to attack the Coalition forces in Paris itself, but his
generals threatened mutiny. A few days later, under considerable pressure
from his Marshals, Napoleon was forced to abdicate. At first, he attempted
to secure the succession for his young son by Marie Louise, but this was
refused by the Coalition, whose rulers were still European royalty and fully



intended to ensure the restoration of the ousted Bourbons in France. His
efforts to mobilize 900,000 soldiers against the invaders were a dismal
failure, leading to his abdication on April 6th , 1814.

Thus, for the first time, Napoleon found himself on the losing end of a
treaty. The terms of the Treaty of Fontainebleau denied him and his heirs
any claim to the throne of France, assigned his wife and son to the Austrian
court, and banished Napoleon himself, with a small honor guard, to the
small island of Elba, a lick of land home to some 10,000 inhabitants off the
Italian coast. Napoleon, seemingly resigned to his fate, bid an extremely
moving farewell to his veterans of the Old Guard which left many of the
hard-bitten soldiers in tears. Having bid his most loyal soldiers goodbye,
Napoleon took ship for his exile in Elba.

Waterloo

Although Napoleon was exiled, he was allowed to retain the title of
Emperor and was given de facto control over Elba. But it is not surprising
the man who once ruled Europe was not content with the island of Elba.
Separated from his family and cast away on a small island, Napoleon
attempted suicide by taking a poison pill. However, he had first carried the
pill with him on the retreat from Moscow, rightly concerned about an
uncertain fate at the time. The age of the pill had fatally weakened the pill,
which stopped it from fatally weakening Napoleon.

Though the emperor had busied himself developing the island’s industries
and had established a miniature army and navy, he must still have found
time to brood upon his situation and could not have helped but think of
himself as reduced to laughing stock. The “Emperor of Elba” was a poor
title for a man who had once ruled over more than half of mainland Europe.
Even some of Napoleon’s old Marshals, like Murat, now controlled more
territory than the man who had raised them in the first place. To add insult
to injury, the salary he had been promised in the Treaty of Fontainebleau
and that was meant to keep him in relative luxury was often late and
sometimes failed to arrive at all. Coupled with his deteriorating health and
the express refusal of the Austrian court to let him speak or write to his wife
and son, Napoleon must have felt himself well and truly slighted. Beaten,



but not defeated, he resolved to show the Coalition powers he could still
make Europe tremble.

Napoleon’s return from Elba, by Karl Stenben

Of all the incredible military feats Napoleon accomplished, none were
more impressive than his escape from Elba and his return to France, which
was literally a bloodless revolution. On February 26th , 1815, Napoleon
escaped from Elba. In a desperate gamble, he landed on the French
mainland with less than a thousand men and marched on Paris.

What happened next was truly remarkable. An infantry regiment was sent
to intercept Napoleon and his men, but Napoleon rode up to them alone and
shouted, "Here I am. Kill your Emperor, if you wish." Upon seeing their
once invincible Emperor before them, the soldiers mutinied and went over
to his side en masse. Other corps soon followed, and in no time at all
Napoleon found himself at the head of an army marching on Paris. The
newly reinstituted Bourbon monarch fled the city and so, with barely a shot
fired, Napoleon found himself enthroned as Emperor once more.



Naturally, Napoleon’s enemies were not as excited about his return as the
French, and the reaction of the Coalition nations was predictable. They
branded Napoleon an outlaw and declared war, not on France but on
Napoleon himself, and readied their armies. It would be the Seventh
Coalition of nations to oppose Napoleon in less than 15 years.

The Coalition’s nations were capable of putting over half a million men in
the field, and Napoleon had already learned his math lessons at Leipzig.
However, the Coalition’s forces were widespread, and Napoleon, never one
to submit passively to fate, decided to go on the offensive before the allies
could consolidate their forces and overwhelm him. Gathering an army of
100,000 men, he marched into what is now Belgium, intent on driving his
force between the advancing British army under the Duke of Wellington
and the Prussian forces under Marshal Blucher. Napoleon’s forces fought
two separate engagements on June 16th , one at Quatre Bras against the
British and the other at Ligny against the Prussians. The Prussians were
beaten at Ligny, forcing the British to retreat from Quatre Bras and take up
a defensive position at Waterloo. Napoleon dispatched one of his
commanders, Marshal Grouchy, to harry the Prussians with 30,000 men,
with orders to stop Blucher from linking up with Wellington. Then he
himself turned against the British.

Napoleon desperately needed to keep the British and Prussians from
linking up, so he had to give battle at Waterloo on June 18th , 1815.
Realizing he would have to take the offensive, Napoleon waited during the
early morning hours for the ground to dry in anticipation of infantry and
cavalry charges, giving Duke Wellington time to emplace his men firmly in
a strong defensive position, the vulnerable points in his line guarded by
fortified farms, and Napoleon’s troops, who had to wait until late afternoon
for the ground to be dry enough to deploy infantry and artillery properly,
were unable to drive the British from the high ground. For hours,
Napoleon’s men attempted to dislodge the British, most notably on the
British right at the Château of Hougoumont.

Napoleon’s first assault on the main British battle-line was delivered by
d’Erlon’s I Corps, smack in the center of the British position. The advance
began at about 1:00 p.m., the French infantry pushing ahead in line
formation, mindful of the vulnerability of their more familiar columns to



British musketry. This part of the line was defended by a Dutch brigade on
the forward slope, with skirmishers pushed out in front of it. To their rear,
on the reverse side of the slope, lay a British division, and behind them two
brigades of heavy cavalry. The span of the attack was delineated by La
Haye Sainte to the west and the settlement of Papelotte to the east.

Although the entire British line had been subject to artillery fire for an
hour and a half by now, this had not been as effective as Napoleon the
artillery specialist might have hoped. The cannon balls were ploughing into
the soft ground and the troops were lying down, minimizing exposure.
Those behind the ridge were even more secure. Therefore, d’Erlon’s
divisions were marching towards relatively steady troops. To their left, they
could see and hear the continuing drama at Hougoumont, while to their
front the Dutch skirmishers scampered back to their parent formations.



The advance of French infantry, by Ernest Crofts

The garrison at La Haye Sainte was quickly isolated, as French infantry
and heavy cavalry swept around both sides of the farm and up the ridge
towards Brussels. Notwithstanding this, and fulfilling the role that
Wellington had envisaged for them, the German troops within the farm
peppered the flanks and rear of the French attack as it went forward.

The Dutch fought bravely, but it was not long before one of their
battalions collapsed and was routed in the face of heavy fire from
Napoleon’s veteran infantry. This left a gap in the line, and the French
surged through it, but Sir Thomas Picton’s men on the reverse side of the



slope were ready for it. As the French lines crested the ridge, they stood up
as a single man and delivered a devastating short range musket volley,
causing the French formations to visibly waver. It was a text book example
of shock action, the delivery of surprise and violence in one blow, but it was
not enough by itself.

Lieutenant General Picton

For several minutes, the two lines fought toe to toe, exchanging ferocious
musket volleys at less than 20 yards, the whole ridge-line now boiling with
white smoke, the roar of musketry and the screams of the stricken. Picton
himself fell dead. The British, outnumbered in this sector by more than two
to one, were faltering. It was evident that this firefight was now attritional
and that weight of numbers would shortly cause the entire position to
collapse.

The Earl of Uxbridge, commanding the two heavy cavalry brigades, saw
what needed to be done, and both brigades were ordered to counter-attack.
The Household Brigade went in on the French left, sweeping away the
remnants of d’Erlon’s mixed force around La Haye Sainte and charging
down the slope until stopped by steady French infantry in square formation.
In doing so they sustained heavy casualties themselves, but knocked the



impetus out of the French attack, badly cutting up one cavalry division and
one infantry brigade.

To the right of the French attack, the British Union Brigade rode into
legend. As they passed the infantry lines, the Scottish troopers of the Greys
were cheered on by their compatriots in the Gordon Highland regiment.
“Scotland forever! [6] ” they screamed, some of them grabbing the stirrups
of the cavalry, swept forward into the melee. D’Erlon’s tired infantry on the
right were no match for the fury of a Celtic battle charge, and together with
the Irishmen of the Inniskillings and the English troopers of the 1st
Dragoons, the Union Brigade destroyed two infantry brigades and charged
up the opposite slope right into the grand battery, slaughtering many of the
French gunners.

The Charge of the Scots Greys, by Elizabeth Thompson

Unsupported and with their horses blown, it would not be long before a
well-coordinated French cavalry attack sent the remnants of Uxbridge’s
battered but proud heavy brigades back towards the British lines. He had
saved the day in the center, but underlined yet again the weakness of British
cavalry leadership during this period. Once charging, the regiments were
almost impossible to control. Wellington himself would lament, “Our
officers of cavalry have acquired a trick of galloping at everything. They
never consider the situation, never think of maneuvering before an enemy,
and never keep back or provide a reserve.”  



By 2.30 in the afternoon, the first French attack on the British center had
failed. Even worse, Prussian troops had already been sighted three miles
from the French right. Hougoumont was still under attack but both it and La
Haye Sainte remained in British hands. Napoleon had sent fresh orders to
Grouchy, by this time engaged with the Prussian rearguard at Wavre, to
hurry to the more important battlefield at Waterloo. By the time he received
them though, it would be far too late.  

There now occurred arguably the most dramatic, tragic and ill-understood
phase of the battle. At about 4:00 p.m., Ney assembled three cavalry
divisions, some 5,000 men, for a charge against the centre of the British
infantry line. Wellington saw this happening and had sufficient time to
order the 13,000 troops in this sector to form square, the favored defense
against cavalry attack. The squares were in a checker board formation for
mutual support, with artillery batteries ahead of and between them.

The result was one sided. Cavalry will simply not charge home against a
steady line of men with bayonets. The artillery opened gaping holes in the
French regiments, the gunners running back to the safety of the squares as
they drew close. Then the infantry opened fire, aiming low at the horses
themselves. It was chaos and carnage, and horrendous casualties were
inflicted. Within the squares, nerves of steel and strict British discipline
kept the formations intact, a necessity because had one of them broken, it
would all have been over very quickly. Should cavalry ever break into an
infantry square it can destroy the formation in minutes. [7]



British squares fighting off French cavalry, by Henri Félix Emmanuel
Philippoteaux

Ney also failed to deploy sufficient artillery in direct support of his
cavalry. Six horse batteries were ordered forward, but this would never be
sufficient given the size of the engagement, and they did not get close
enough. Concentrated close-range artillery fire could do enormous damage
to a densely packed square, but they had to be in range.

His first assault having been so badly mauled, Ney chose to reinforce
failure. More cavalry divisions were added to the attack, with the result that
at its zenith, more than 9,000 cavalry hurled themselves at the British
positions. Still the squares held. Charge after charge, for two hours, was
smashed to pieces against the redcoats. British cavalry was used more
cautiously than earlier in the day, hovering behind the line, darting forward,
cutting up the battered French regiments and sending them on their way,
before pulling back to await the next tide. At one point, one French officer,
realizing the attacks would be futile, had tried to keep an elite carabinier
brigade out of the action, only to have Ney add them to an attack once he
saw them.



The stubborn Ney had squandered the lives of thousands of brave French
soldiers, and all for nothing. Why did he do it? Views differ. It is possible
that Ney’s attack was simply a gamble at long odds. Ney was one of
Napoleon’s most accomplished officers, and he was personally very brave,
so it may have been that he knew time was running out. Moreover, Ney
could not see the squares from his position and may not have known
(though he surely might have guessed) that the British had switched tactics.
Yet this view ignores the failure of the French to coordinate the attacks with
their artillery and the bone-headed decision to repeat the mistake time after
time. The same criticism can be leveled at Ney if, as has been suggested, he
mistakenly believed that a British retreat was underway, thereby creating a
window of opportunity for his cavalry. The third view, proposed by Smith [8]

and Roberts, is that the initial charge was a mistake, reminiscent of the
charge of the Light Brigade 39 years later. This theory has it that the
excitable cavalry regiments piled forward by an uncontrollable momentum
of their own, after a single captain thought he saw a gap in the enemy line.
Again though, the questions about the subsequent attacks refuse to go away.
By 6:30 p.m., as the Prussian threat to the French right-rear became
extremely serious, Ney’s folly had destroyed the cream of the French
mounted arm.

While the tragedy of Ney’s cavalry attack played out, an equal drama was
beginning to unfold on Napoleon’s right. The tiny hamlet of Plancenoit,
often overshadowed by Anglo-centric accounts of Hougoumont and La
Haye Sainte, was about to witness some of the fiercest fighting of the day.
Within the space of three hours, it would witness a struggle between 50,000
soldiers and change hands five times.

By 4:30 p.m., just as Ney began his fateful charge, the first two brigades
of Bulow’s IV Corps had arrived at Frichermont. Napoleon, who had been
aware of these unwelcome late arrivals for some time, had tasked the
10,000 troops of General Lobau’s Corps with blocking and delaying Bulow.
No doubt he rather hoped that Grouchy might arrive from the same
direction.

Lobau, an experienced and gritty general, had garrisoned Frichermont, but
it was not long before his troops were driven out of the farm south west
towards Plancenoit. Plancenoit was a mile and a half further back, lying



directly astride the lateral road to Napoleon’s rear. From the village, open
ground gave way to the north-south Charleroi road a further half a mile to
the west. A couple of artillery batteries placed here could easily interdict
that road, and a retreating French army with it. Plancenoit simply had to be
held.

Lobau hurriedly made his dispositions but was unable to stop the
momentum of the Prussian advance as more and more Prussian troops came
boiling out of the woods to the east. They were supported by plentiful
artillery and lethal regiments of lancers. By 5:30 Lobau had been hustled
out of this second position, and Bulow stood poised to win the battle of
Waterloo for Prussia.

The whole battlefield was now aflame. On the French left, Reille’s corps
was still hammering at Hougoumont, whose defenders clung stubbornly to
the near-destroyed farm. In the centre, Ney’s cavalry continued their death
rides against the British squares. And on the right, Napoleon ordered a
division of the Young Guard to retake Plancenoit. Eight battalions went in,
and within half an hour the village was back in French hands. Napoleon
could breathe again.

Bulow, still being reinforced, was not done yet. A second Prussian assault
threw itself against the village, supported by artillery. Again the Prussians
prevailed, and again the French were ejected: this time some of their best
troops had failed. French reserves, and options, were fast running out. In a
desperate move, Napoleon committed two battalions of the Old Guard - the
best infantry in the French army, the “Immortals”. [9] Proudly refusing to
load their weapons, the Old Guard went in with cold steel alone. It was
bloody hand to hand fighting, man against man, from building to building.
In possibly one of the most astonishing infantry assaults of the Napoleonic
period, the Old Guard re-captured Plancenoit for France. The road back to
Charleroi was surely safe now.

Garrisoned by troops from Lobau’s battered corps, together with the
Young and Middle Guard battalions, it certainly seemed that way. Yet the
Old Guard battalions, flushed with success, over-extended the position by
advancing into the open ground to the north-east of the village. Here they
were brutally assaulted by masses of Prussian troops and artillery. This
setback, coupled with other Prussian units working their way south, round



the flank of the village, made it vulnerable again. By 8.00, as events
elsewhere on the battlefield turned irrevocably against France, Prussia
seized Plancenoit for the third and final time. Their guns unlimbered and
opened fire on the Charleroi road.

At about 6:00 p.m., Ney assembled another assault force, but this time he
would use combined arms. The main thrust would be over the familiar
ground between La Haye Sainte and Papelotte, with one regiment tasked
with dislodging the King’s German Legion from La Haye Sainte itself. The
attackers included about 6,000 infantry from a mixture of units, mostly
d’Erlon’s Corps but also some from Reille’s Corps to its left. The remnants
of several cavalry regiments were also scraped together and horse artillery
stood ready to advance for close-range fire support.

From the British perspective in this sector, things hung on a knife’s edge.
Although most of Ney’s cavalry had been decimated, and the slopes were
now covered with dead horses and riders, the British infantry squares were
exhausted. Casualties were mounting and Wellington worried about morale,
especially among his allies. Prior to Ney’s combined arms assault,
Wellington had been able to shift two light cavalry brigades and some horse
artillery from the extreme left of the British line to behind his threatened
centre. He had also moved some Brunswickers to plug a gap which had
formed between his infantry formations. That he had the ability to do so can
be credited entirely with the arrival of Blucher’s I Corps, under Ziethen, on
the British left flank. It had been touch and go, for Ziethen had wanted to
move further south and join Bulow’s attack at Plancenoit, which would
have left a gap between the British and Prussian armies and not given
Wellington the scope to redeploy those cavalry. It was good Prussian staff
work which recognized the danger and induced Ziethen to change his
mind. 

But for these last minute adjustments, it is more than possible that the
French would have broken through. As it was, it would be a pivotal
moment, for just when Wellington might have been forgiven for thinking
the worst over, he lost La Haye Sainte.

There were now some 900 hundred Kings German Legion and Nassau
troops defending the farm and its outbuildings. In the sand quarry to its
immediate left, light infantry from the 95th Rifles supplemented the defense



and plagued the French lines with sniper fire. Like their colleagues at
Hougoumont, these troops had been fighting for most of the day. Also like
Hougoumont, the buildings had been set on fire by enemy howitzer fire.
But the Germans were running out of ammunition, and the problem of
running fresh supplies into the beleaguered farm was compounded by the
fact that most used rifles. Their regimental supply wagon was stuck
somewhere to the rear, and drawing supplies from the neighboring British
battalions [10] was not an option. When Ney’s troops hit the farm again at
6:00 p.m. the soldiers were down to their last couple of rounds. The last
struggle was brief and bloody. When the survivors staggered back from La
Haye Sainte they left most of their colleagues behind, dead or injured:
Major Baring’s German battalion had suffered an astonishing 90%
casualties. 

Ney was quick to capitalize on this, the first real French success of the
day. The horse artillery rushed forward and opened deadly close-range fire
on the tired British squares behind the farm. Simultaneously, the rest of his
infantry attack engaged, and the last of his cavalry lay ready to pounce.
This, at last, was the way to manage an attack.

But it would not be quite enough. The British lines wavered, but
Wellington rode behind his troops telling them to hold steady and they did
not break. At the crucial moment, British cavalry counter-attacked and
Ney’s infantry were stopped. This time however, they were not sent
bowling back down the slope. The French infantry stood their ground and
on much of the central sector of the battlefield, French troops now held the
ridge. It was the closest Wellington was to come to defeat during the whole
day. 

Napoleon was a gambler, who would reputedly ask whether aspiring
commanders were “lucky” - something he believed in. Bold, risky attacks
had been at the heart of his battle tactics for decades. Against usually
inferior forces, and certainly against enemies who were in awe of the
French fighting machine, this approach had secured one stunning victory
after another. Now, at 7:00 p.m. on the 18th of June, 1815, he was down to
his last couple of gambling chips. Ney’s well-executed combined arms
attack on the British centre had stalled, but only just. The Old Guard were
making their brave assault at Plancenoit, hopefully to buttress the French



right-rear. The attacks on Hougoumont continued, but without evident
progress.  More and more Prussians were arriving to support the British left
and Bulow’s units at Plancenoit.

Napoleon did not have much time, and his only remaining uncommitted
troops were the rest of the Guard. Two battalions of Old Guard had been
sent to Plancenoit, meaning three had been held back as a final reserve.
That left five Old and Middle Guard battalions, some 5,000 crack veterans,
for a last attack on the British centre.

As the attacking units assembled, the Emperor approached to wish them
well. He had already passed the word that Grouchy had arrived with 30,000
reinforcements, an understandable lie. Now his mere presence as he rode
down the line, like Lee’s at Gettysburg, was enough to inspire spontaneous
cheering. These men believed that they could do it, and so did he.

Napoleon greets the Old Guard, by Ernest Crofts

However, Wellington’s army, though exhausted and bloodied, was not the
Austrian one of 1805. British discipline and linear firepower would take on
the tradition, élan and courage of the best troops in France. The numbers
were not encouraging, for even if a breakthrough were achieved, it is not



certain that Napoleon would have sufficient troops to exploit it. Napoleon
had to rely on the fact the British line was stretched to the breaking point,
and if morale cracked and panic set in, who knew what might happen next.

Wellington meanwhile, had the good fortune to receive intelligence from
a captured French officer about the likely location for the next assault. He
positioned his remaining cavalry accordingly. They waited.

The Guards’ assault was made in attack column, in three separate waves.
Under constant artillery fire, they had tramped slowly forward from their
assembly point at La Belle Alliance to their destiny on the ridge, between
Hougoumont and La Haye Sainte, some half a mile distant.

The first columns were met by a hail of close range canister from the
British gun line, which blew great chunks out of their formation. On they
came, capturing several guns until troops from the 3rd Dutch division fired
into their ranks and turned them back. It was Dutch troops which first broke
the Guard at Waterloo.

The second wave met a similar fate. Cresting the ridge, they were
surprised by the British First Foot Guards, who had been crouching in the
corn. Blasted by musketry at point blank range and in the flank by
murderous artillery fire, the French held their ground for 10 long minutes.
Wellington, close to the action as ever, ordered his men to fix bayonets and
charge. The second wave of the Imperial Guard were scattered down the
slope.

The third and final wave was the last French attack of the day. These
Middle Guard troops were engaged on three sides as they approached the
British line, with Hanoverian soldiers leaving Hougoumont to fire on their
rear, the main line to their front, and the British 52nd Foot swinging round
to attack them on the left. Again the British charged with the bayonet, and
again the Imperial Guard broke. With this, the other French units on the
field began to panic as well, with shouts along their line of "La Garde
recule. Sauve qui peut!" (“The Guard retreats. Save yourself if you can!").

Wellington stood in his stirrups, waving his hat in the air and ordering a
general advance against the retreating French. The moment of crisis had
passed. With Napoleon’s troops streaming down the hill, he knew that the
French spirit had been broken.



Two British cavalry brigades spurred forward. These were the same
troops that Wellington had been able to shift from his left once his flank had
been secured by the Prussians only two hours earlier. The retreating Guard
scattered before the British sabers, joined by d’Erlon’s Corps and Reille’s
men, until then engaged at Hougoumont. It was a widespread rout, as a
huge mob, thousands strong, began running straight down the Charleroi
road. Urged on by Wellington and their own officers, the British infantry
battalions and horse artillery batteries gave chase.

Both personally brave, Napoleon and Ney attempted to stem the tide. The
Emperor turned to those last three battalions of the Guard, still quietly
waiting in reserve behind La Haye Sainte. Under his orders they formed
square in a doomed attempt to stop Vandeleur and Vivian’s rampaging light
cavalry. But the British brought up their guns and infantry, blasting the three
squares at close range and forcing an immediate withdrawal to La Belle
Alliance. Any hope of crystalizing some kind of defense there evaporated
as the Guards barely paused, their squares dissolving into a stampede.
Napoleon himself now left the battlefield with a small escort, dashing south
towards Paris in the growing darkness. Ney meanwhile attempted a rally of
his own, with two tired battalions of d’Erlon’s Corps, further to the east.
“Come and see a Marshal of France die!” he shouted, but stirring words
were of no avail now. The troops broke and ran. Like his Emperor, the
“Bravest of the Brave” was forced to slip away into the night.

The Charleroi road now became a killing field. Under constant Prussian
artillery fire, fragments of Lobau’s Corps fought to hold it open behind La
Belle Alliance as their comrades poured past. Prussian lancers probed round
their flank and as darkness gathered, they fell on the fleeing French, spiking
them down by the hundred. It was not pleasant nor necessary; for this was
an army utterly shattered, which would never fight again. It is not known
precisely how long the killing lasted but there had been quite enough - nine
or ten hours of near constant slaughter. All told, the Allies lost about 22,000
dead or wounded, while Napoleon had suffered 33,000 casualties.

By the time Wellington and Blucher greeted each other at the inn, the
sounds of battle were giving way to the cries of the wounded and dying in
the summer night. Local people scavenged the battlefield and began
stealing money and slitting throats. 4 days after the battle, one man would
report of the field, “This morning I went to visit the field of battle, which is



a little beyond the village of Waterloo, on the plateau of Mont-Saint-Jean;
but on arrival there the sight was too horrible to behold. I felt sick in the
stomach and was obliged to return. The multitude of carcasses, the heaps of
wounded men with mangled limbs unable to move, and perishing from not
having their wounds dressed or from hunger, as the Allies were, of course,
obliged to take their surgeons and wagons with them, formed a spectacle I
shall never forget. The wounded, both of the Allies and the French, remain
in an equally deplorable state.”

Wellington had just ended the Napoleonic Era, but he was personally
distraught, and his physician noted his very open expressions of grief the
night after the battle. The sentiments wouldn’t change over time, as he often
broke down in tears upon mention of Waterloo and frequently refused
congratulations for the victory. [11] After the battle, Wellington reported, “It
has been a damned serious business... Blucher and I have lost 30,000 men.
It has been a damned nice thing — the nearest run thing you ever saw in
your life...By God! I don't think it would have been done if I had not been
there.” Wellington never wanted to see another battle, and he never would.  

In terms of casualties, Waterloo was not one of the bloodiest battles of the
Napoleonic Era, but it was unquestionably the most decisive, and even
today it remains one of the most famous battles in history. The Belgians
themselves were well aware of its import, as tourism to the battlefield
started the very next day. By then, of course, Napoleon was in flight to
Paris, but there, with the mood of popular opinion turning against him, he
abandoned the city and attempted to catch a ship to the United States. He
surrendered himself to a ship of the Royal Navy blockade when he realized
his situation was hopeless, on June 29th , 1815. This time, the allies were
less inclined to be as generous with Napoleon as they had been at
Fontainebleau. Napoleon was stripped of all wealth and titles and banished
to the remote British island of Saint Helena in the Atlantic, thousands of
miles away from Europe.

Napoleon was banished to the Longwood House, a damp, dank place, but
the British were still worried about a potential escape. At one point in 1818,
false rumors that Napoleon had escaped panicked Londoners. Napoleon’s
British custodian, Hudson Lowe, treated him notoriously poorly, curtailing
guests from visiting Napoleon unless they stayed indefinitely. For his part,



Napoleon began dictating memoirs, but he continued to have machinations
of escape, with contacts in South America and even old Imperial Guards
members plotting a potential empire in Southwest America. Napoleon also
hoped sympathetic British politicians might eventually release him.

The poor conditions at Longwood began to take their toll, and Napoleon’s
health began to decline sharply in 1821. There was nothing British doctors
could do, and on May 5th , 1821, Napoleon finally succumbed to the poor
health that had dogged him for much of his later years, dying in exile on the
island of Saint Helena.

The Legacy of the Army

“You have to have seen the steadfastness of one of the forces trained and
led by Bonaparte, seen them under fierce and unrelenting fire to get some
sense of what can be accomplished by troops steeled by long experience in
danger, in whom a proud record of victories has instilled the noble principle
of placing the highest demands on themselves.” – Carl von Clausewitz, On
War [12]

The peak of its power and abilities probably lasted for less than five years,
but in that time the Grande Armée changed the map of Europe and caused a
fundamental reevaluation of military organization and strategy across
Europe. The seminal book On War , written by Prussian officer Carl von
Clausewitz, became the basis for much of the military strategy over the next
150 years, and it was written after his experiences fighting against
Napoleon and the Grande Armée.

Like Clausewitz, many historians acknowledge the Grande Armée was
one of the most important armies the world has ever seen: “Certain of
mankind's greatest armies have passed like meteors, bursting out of chaos to
storm across our history into enduring legend. The Grande Armée was the
trenchant instrument with which Napoleon reshaped both Europe and the
art of war. Swift-marching, furious in the attack, grimly enduring, high-
hearted, stubborn in disaster, it still ranks among the few greatest of the
great.” [13]

Napoleon was so successful during his age that Napoleonic warfare
continued to be used during the late 19th century, even during the American
Civil War. Civil War generals began the war employing tactics from the



Napoleonic Era, hoping like Napoleon to win decisive, crushing victories
against large armies the way the French did at Austerlitz. However, the
weapons available in 1861 were far more accurate than they had been 50
years earlier. In particular, new rifled barrels created common infantry
weapons with deadly accuracy of up to 100 yards, at a time when generals
were still leading massed infantry charges with fixed bayonets and
attempting to march their men close enough to engage in hand-to-hand
combat. It ultimately doomed hundreds of thousands of soldiers on each
side of that war.

At the same time, it’s understandable that so many would subsequently try
to emulate Napoleon and his army, because during the early period when it
was involved in active service, the Grande Armée was the most powerful
and feared fighting force in the world. They accomplished this despite
having similar weapons and equipment.

As the failures at Waterloo and Leipzig would make clear, having
Napoleon leading them was obvious a benefit few other soldiers in history
enjoyed, but he was hardly infallible. Napoleonic tactics would be blasted
away by trenches in America in the 1860s and by siege warfare in the
Crimean Peninsula in the 1850s. In other words, plenty of credit for the
French army’s success can go to the common soldiers themselves. These
were conscripts who were not given the option to refuse to join the army,
but they found themselves in an organization which was very different to
most others of the period. There was a concerted and continuing effort to
foster a sense of regimental pride, and this, rather than brutal corporal
punishment, was used to keep the men in line. Napoleon banned flogging,
noting that his soldiers were citizens, not subjects, so punishments took the
form of removing men from their positions and rank, something that
directly challenged the notions of honor on which this army was built. Any
officer suspected of an infringement could be suspended, losing pay and
authority until the charges against him were investigated. If found guilty, an
officer of an Imperial Guard regiment could be punished by being returned
to a Line Infantry regiment; something that was regarded as shameful in the
extreme.

The very worst punishment was complete expulsion from the army and
the loss of the right to a pension, to wear a uniform of decorations, or to use
any military title. Compared to the brutal floggings used in the British or



Prussian armies, these may seem relatively light punishments, but to men
who had come to believe in the honor that came from belonging to a
regiment, the loss of that sense of identity was a real and frightening threat.

Despite the lack of brutal punishments, there is no evidence that the
officers and men of the Grande Armée were any less courageous than those
of other armies of the period. Of more than 2,000 general officers who
served in the Grande Armée between 1805 and 1815, less than 12 were
accused of cowardice in the face of the enemy, and in several cases this was
no more than a momentary hesitation in the face of overwhelming odds.

Then there was the relationship of officers to their men, something that is
now recognized as being a vital element of any efficient fighting force. In
virtually every other army of the period, officers were drawn from the
nobility and from families of great wealth and power. It was theoretically
possible in the British army for a private to be promoted to the rank of
officer following an act of extreme bravery on the battlefield, but such
commissions were very rare, and when they did happen, the men promoted
were often ostracized by their brother officers who were from a quite
different background.

Coming as it did from the egalitarian ideals of the French Revolution, it is
unsurprising that the Grande Armée completely rejected this model.
Officers, even very senior officers, were promoted solely on the basis of
ability. This meant that the majority of officers had served in the ranks and
had a clear idea of what they were asking their men to do. This made them
more realistic in the orders they gave and fostered a sense of respect
amongst ordinary soldiers towards officers who had been in their position
and had excelled. The idea of an officer class who are commissioned
because they are good at what they do is so commonplace now that it is
taken largely for granted. In the early years of the 19th century, this was a
truly revolutionary model, and one which accounted for some of the
strength and resilience the Grande Armée showed in combat.

Other than for a brief period of peace in 1810-1811, the Grande Armée
was almost continually in action from 1805-1812. Inevitably, this took its
toll on the veterans of 1805 and their places were taken by conscripts. Less
time was available for training these new soldiers and, unsurprisingly, the



overall quality and abilities of the Grande Armée declined until Napoleon’s
decision to invade Russia in 1812.

The Grande Armée never fully recovered from the casualties caused
during the catastrophic Russian campaign. Of the more than 600,000
soldiers who crossed the Niemen River in June 1812, a little over 100,000,
many wounded, frostbitten, and starving, survived to return to France six
months later. By calling on wider conscription both in France and in
conquered and allied nations, Napoleon was able to raise a Grande Armée
of more than 400,000 men in 1813, but this was an army of raw conscripts
whose morale had been fatally damaged by the defeat in Russia.  Even the
Imperial Guard was not what it had been. With reduced entry requirements,
the grognards were not the seasoned veteran they had been.  Worse still, the
loss of good horses in Russia was never fully addressed, and after 1812
French cavalry was not of the same quality or quantity.

Ultimately, the Grande Armée never entirely recovered from the
devastating losses it suffered during the defeat in Russia in 1812. The army
defeated at Waterloo in 1815 was very different and in most ways inferior to
the army that triumphed at Austerlitz in 1805.

Online Resources

Other books about French history by Charles River Editors

Other books about Napoleon on Amazon

Bibliography

Abbott, John (2005). Life of Napoleon Bonaparte. Kessinger Publishing.
ISBN 978-1-4179-7063-6.

Bell, David A. (2015). Napoleon: A Concise Biography. Oxford and New
York: Oxford University Press. ISBN 978-0-19-026271-6. only 140pp; by a
scholar

Blaufarb, Rafe (2007). Napoleon: Symbol for an Age, A Brief History
with Documents. Bedford. ISBN 978-0-312-43110-5.

Chandler, David (2002). Napoleon. Leo Cooper. ISBN 978-0-85052-750-
6.

http://www.amazon.com/mn/search/ref=as_li_ss_tl?_encoding=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&field-keywords=charles%20river%20editors%20France&linkCode=ur2&tag=crebooksinternal-20&url=search-alias%3Daps&linkId=52EAEUNKKBTEJMQX
http://www.amazon.com/mn/search/ref=as_li_ss_tl?_encoding=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&field-keywords=Napoleon&linkCode=ur2&tag=crebooksinternal-20&url=search-alias%3Daps&linkId=52EAEUNKKBTEJMQX


Cronin, Vincent (1994). Napoleon. HarperCollins. ISBN 978-0-00-
637521-0.

Dwyer, Philip (2008). Napoleon: The Path to Power. Yale University
Press. ASIN B00280LN5G.

Dwyer, Philip (2013). Citizen Emperor: Napoleon in Power. Yale
University Press. ASIN B00GGSG3W4.

Englund, Steven (2010). Napoleon: A Political Life. Scribner. ISBN 978-
0-674-01803-7.

Gueniffey, Patrice. Bonaparte: 1769–1802 (Harvard UP, 2015, French
edition 2013); 1008 pp.; vol 1 of most comprehensive recent scholarly
biography by leading French specialist; less emphasis on battles and
campaigns excerpt; also online review

Johnson, Paul (2002). Napoleon: A life. Penguin Books. ISBN 978-0-
670-03078-1.; 200 pp.; quite hostile

Lefebvre, Georges (1969). Napoleon from 18 Brumaire to Tilsit, 1799–
1807. Columbia University Press. influential wide-ranging history

Lefebvre, Georges (1969). Napoleon: from Tilsit to Waterloo, 1807–1815.
Columbia University Press.

Lyons, Martyn (1994). Napoleon Bonaparte and the Legacy of the French
Revolution. St. Martin's Press.

Markham, Felix (1963). Napoleon. Mentor.; 303 pp.; short biography by
an Oxford scholar online

McLynn, Frank (1998). Napoleon. Pimlico. ISBN 978-0-7126-6247-5.
ASIN 0712662472.

Roberts, Andrew (2014). Napoleon: A Life. Penguin Group. ISBN 978-0-
670-02532-9.

Thompson, J.M. (1951). Napoleon Bonaparte: His Rise and Fall. Oxford
U.P., 412 pp.; by an Oxford scholar.



Free Books by Charles River Editors

We have brand new titles available for free most days of the week. To see
which of our titles are currently free, click on this link .

https://www.amazon.com/s/&rh=n:154606011,p_36:0-0&field-keywords=Charles%20River%20Editors/ref=as_li_ss_tl?_encoding=UTF8&linkId=MLBAO6PXTATGNGTA&linkCode=sl2&tag=httpwwwcharle-20&linkId=121341aa0eab529875dfdd5df7929881


Discounted Books by Charles River Editors

We have titles at a discount price of just 99 cents everyday. To see which
of our titles are currently 99 cents, click on this link .

[1] Thomas R. Phillips, Roots of Strategy (Harrisburg, Pa.: Military Service Publishing Company,

1940), p. 101.
[2] Hollins, David (2006). ‘ Ratisbon, Storming of (23 April 1809)’. In Fremont-Barnes, Gregory (ed

.). The Encyclopedia of the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars.
[3] Notes of Conversations with the Duke of Wellington (1886) by Philip Henry Stanhope
[4] ‘ The Armies of Europe’ in Putnam's Monthly, No. XXXII, published in 1855.
[5] The Caesar of Paris: Napoleon Bonaparte, Rome, and the Artistic Obsession that Shaped an
Empire, by Susan Jaques, Pegasus Books, 2018, pXIII

[6] Also the title of a fantastic (if exaggerated) painting of the charge by Elizabeth Thompson (1881).
[7] As at the battle of Garcia Hernandez in 1812. Squares were invulnerable to cavalry only if the

entire perimeter remained intact - and discipline held.
[8] See Roberts, Appendix II and Smith, p233.
[9] Or more prosaically the “Grognards”, or grumblers, as Napoleon himself called them.
[10] The regular British battalions were equipped with smoothbore muskets - with incompatible

ammunition.
[11] Holmes, e-book location 3616.
[12] Clausewitz On War (Princeton, 1976)
[13] Swords Around a Throne, by John R. Elting, DaCapo Press (1997), p.XI

https://www.amazon.com/s/?tag=httpwwwcharle-20&rh=n:154606011,p_36:99-99&field-keywords=%22Charles%20River%20Editors%22

	Napoleon’s Grande Armée: The History and Legacy of the French Army during the Napoleonic Wars
	About Charles River Editors
	Introduction
	The Rise of Napoleon
	The Creation of the Grande Armée
	Logistics
	Uniforms and Insignia
	The Grande Armée’s Greatest Victory
	The Masters of Europe
	The Invasion of Russia
	The Battle of Nations
	Waterloo
	The Legacy of the Army
	Online Resources
	Bibliography

	Free Books by Charles River Editors
	Discounted Books by Charles River Editors

