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Introduction




    The book on Napoleon written by my late Father Fahed Aslan Agha Al Barazi, took over 12 years to write. Taking his time in writing the book, he would choose only moments when he felt inspired and at ease in doing so, going into much scholarship and details to produce a unique and invigorating book on the life of Napoleon which would be ranked as one of the best books written on the subject. During the early writing of the book he once remarked to me that he wanted to show Napoleon from a personal level, from Napoleon’s inner mind and psychology. From the way the great man thought and acted during battle, when he was with his Marshals, to his personal life. And I think he succeeded well at that. What amazed me most about the book in its entirety is how it brings words to life, and one feels as though they are living the battle field events, compassionate to all that is going on around them as the events unfold. Honor was always the means and ends in Napoleon’s actions and quests, as my Father used to say. Loyalty and courage were the primary virtues that Napoleon would seek in his Grand Armee, not titles of Nobility in order to rise up in rank, and most of his army were loyal to him till the end, displaying exemplary courage during battle against all odds, inspired by their Emperor’s heroic actions, who had his horse shot underneath him no less than 6 times during different battles. Napoleon though had to also deal with betrayal, ingratitude, jealousy , and disloyalty from some in his inner circle including a few of his most entrusted army generals, ministers or even from his own close family members. The book does not shy away either in describing Napoleon’s errors and misjudgements whether strategic or during battle, which cost him his Empire that he built at the end. This is to take nothing from the great battles that Napoleon fought which are well documented in the two volumes of this book.




    Naploeon’s genius was a combination of many factors, from his abnormal levels of energy, his refined and highly efficient art of strategic and tactical warfare which were new at the time, his cognizant memory and capability to understand what was ongoing in the battle field in its finest of details, to his momentous ability to inspire others against all odds in war. He may well be termed as one of the greatest of conquerors and military minds in history, and though most would label him as a dictator, many of his characteristics where unlike any dictator before or after him, being instead noble in character and just towards his people and others, where France during his rule was an enlightened and progressive nation. From his love of his family to his country, his love and pursuit of knowledge to his quest for the betterment of his Nation through reforms on several fronts, his quest for glory to France towards the goal of unity of Europe, are some of the virtues that made Napoleon highly popular amongst his own people to other Allied Nations, and even admired and respected amongst his foes.




    I hope this book brings to readers the same passion and enrichment that it bought to me in this two volume comprehensive book on the whole life of Napoleon.




    Aslan Fahed Aslan Agha Al Barazi


  




  

    
CHAPTER 1


    NAPOLÉON BONAPARTE




    “Napoleon’s presence on the battlefield




    made the difference of 40,000 men”




    Arthur Wellesley, Duke of Wellington




    Born in Ajaccio, the capitol of Corsica, August 15, 1769, Napoléon Bonaparte was the second surviving son of Carlo Buonaparte and Latizia Ramolino. The Buonapartes (di Buonaparte being their original Italian name) belonged to the aristocracy of Florence, and as such the first patriarch of the family was member of the municipal council. The surname Buonaparte came about when the nephew of an army officer by the name of Ugo, who was a member of the Governing Council of Florence, changed the clan name to Buonaparte, meaning the good side. Ugo, the uncle, was listed in 1122 in an act of fighting beside the Duke of Swabia, Frederick the One-eyed, to subdue Tuscany.




    
The Buonapartes fought the Papal influence under the banner of the Holy Roman Empire; but the party with knightly values of chivalry lost to the Papal Party, who were propped up by new influential businessmen and other members of the clergy and aristocracy. The fight was between two sets of different values and principles. The Emperor’s men were the steadfast defenders of the unity of Italy under the Holy Roman empire, while the Papal supporters, mainly the influential business class, were for the independent Papal states driven by their commercial values, rather than the united national interest which the knightly chivalrous upheld and fought for. But, with the family’s loss of power, Hugo Bonaparte left Florence and settled on the coast of Sarzana. Members of the aristocracy of the various states of the Italian peninsula fled for Provenance, and Florence was no different.





    With this change of fortunes, Guillermo, the Patriarch, found himself under pressure to leave with his family to San Miniato c.1275-1280. The family settled in this region of Italy for the following two centuries, and by the end of the 1600s or thereabouts the first Bonaparte ancestor, a Franco Bonaparte, set sail to Corsica and established his Bonaparte dynasty on the island. Debate on whether the Bonapartes were of noble extract or simply a prominent Corsican family of villagers flared. There are several facts to consider here, and we deal with them only to establish the truth, for without this truth Napoléon would have never been able to attend the Royal Ecole Militaire, given the fact that only members of the nobility were entitled to join the officers’ corps under the Bourbon reign in France. First of all, the European annals and documented archives of the origin of European nobility clearly list the “Di Buonaparte” as members of the Florence nobility of the thirteenth century. In Corsica, they were highly educated by the local standards. Carlo acquired a Law degree from Pisa and became Royal Assessor for the capital, Ajaccio. Because of his family connections and prominence in Corsica, as well as his Law degree and consequently granted title of Equerry, Carlo was elected a member of the ruling Municipal Council of Ajaccio of 12.




    That being established, as a member of the Corsican nobility, with some added help from the French Governor, Carlo was able to enrol his sons; Joseph the eldest would enter College de Autun for a seminary career, and Napoléon would enter Brienne, with a full scholarship at the Royal Military School.




    Fourteen years prior to Napoléon’s birth, in 1755, Corsica was a possession of Genoa. The Bonapartes lived in a large house bequeathed to Carlo by his father, who died four years prior to his son’s marriage to Letizia. The family home was situated on the Via Malerba; on the ground floor lived Carlos’ mother, with Uncle Luciano, Archdeacon of Ajaccio, and now Letizia joined the family, living on the top floor with her husband.




    Several references describe Letizia as a beautiful, slender, brown eyed lady with white teeth, a fine nose and slender white hands. Letizia descended from a pedigree lineage, the Ramolinos having been the counts of Collalto in Lombardy. They had settled in Corsica for the past 250 years. These noble families married into the same line of pedigree, a custom which holds in the Mediterranean bastion even now. In fact, in later years, this concept would cause Napoléon great chagrin when his brothers Luis and Jerome married commoners, driven by love rather than status.




    Letizia’s father, a professional soldier, reached the rank Commander of the Ajaccio garrison and was later to hold less ceremonious positions, such as Inspector General of roads and bridges, something that hardly existed in Corsica. Upon his death when Letizia was four her mother married a Swiss officer named Franz Fesch, who was serving in the Genoese navy; Corsica was still a possession of Genoa, and so the marriage between Carlo Bonaparte and Letizia Ramolina, both of Corsican birth, was consummated.




    Pasquale Paoli, who served the king of Naples in the rank of ensign in a special unit of the Corsican guard returned to Corsica in 1755; he was twenty-nine years old. At the time, Corsica was a hotbed of insurgents rising against Genoa and demanding independence. Paoli joined the rebels and became the head of the guerrilla movement. He consequently become the head of the Junta, introducing a democratic constitution to the island, something previously unheard of. He was popular amongst his countrymen and took effective measures to stamp out brigands. The island hardly had roads to speak of, so he embarked on building them, establishing schools and engendering the spirit of independence amongst his countrymen.




    Paoli, by then a 41-year-old bachelor, indulged himself in reading the works of the classics; Plutarch, Aristotle and others. He was a tall, blue-eyed man with red hair and a well-built figure. He lived for liberating Corsica from the Genoese, who taxed the island heavily and monopolised the high-ranking jobs for their Genoese noble countrymen.




    Paoli, with whom Carlo and Letizia had become quite close, informed Carlo that he intended to send him to Rome as his envoy to present the Corsican case to the Pontiff. Paoli did not wish to anger the Pope, who had granted Corsica and Capraia to the Genoese. So off sailed Carlo to Rome, leaving his wife with his mother.




    Carlo’s amiable nature and convincing dialogue left a favourable impression on the Pope, despite the reports on Paoli that he received from the Genoese-appointed Bishop on Corsica. The Pope, in view of Carlo’s convincing arguments, refrained from reprisals.




    On returning to Ajaccio, Paoli received Carlo, who had successfully presented his side to the Pontiff, avoiding reprisals and ingratiating himself to Paoli to such a degree that the latter thought seriously of making him second in command.




    The Genoese, feeling that their days in Corsica were numbered, decided on selling off the island. They approached King Louis XVI and he gladly purchased the island. The deed was handed over at a ceremony at Versailles on May 17, 1768, a year before Napoléon’s birth. Meanwhile, after two miscarriages, Letizia gave birth to a baby boy, Giuseppe (Joseph).




    The Corsicans were thunderstruck by the transfer of the island from one master to another. This time they faced the formidable force of France, who, by the purchase of the island, was augmenting its presence in the Mediterranean, especially after the loss of Minorca. But the Corsicans, a closely-knit fabric of family ties austere in their way of life, making good of whatever they had of olive groves, fig trees, chestnuts, wheat and other staple products, would take up arms against the French. They were proud, and honour meant everything to them. Their tradition of revenge for the slightest insult still holds today. In many ways they are not different from the Sicilians; their temper is volatile, and they were proud of their traditional dress with musket slung over their shoulder.




    Paoli called the islanders for a meeting to decide the next step of the island’s destiny. Flanked on his right by Carlo Bonaparte, they delivered impassioned speeches to the crowd exhorting them to fight for their freedom. Carlo the lawyer took the podium and harangued the crowd, urging them to rise against the French and to defend their sacred freedom, for Corsica was their homeland and no one had the right to buy it or sell it like a piece of furniture. Freedom is not negotiable, and proud Corsicans will not stand by, squandering the very essence of their honour and pride; for freedom is an intangible force, and just like honour those who do not have it, do not know what it means.




    At the outbreak of hostilities the French had landed 10,000 troops at Bastia, on the opposite side of the island, facing Ajaccio. Carlo made his way to the mountains to join Paoli. The Corsican insurgents, led by Paoli, defeated the French and captured a sizeable number of prisoners. However, the French had no plans to give up the island and a year later they returned, this time with a force for which the Corsicans were no match. Paoli was defeated at Ponte Nuovo on May 9, while Carlo was still resisting at Monte Rondo. The news of Paoli’s defeat and that Corte had fallen to French reached Carlo. He was informed that Paoli decided to go into exile in England, and that he (Carlo) and his comrades would be given general amnesty should they return home. Carlo, a family man, decided to do just that, and Paoli, accompanied by few hundred of his countrymen, boarded the English warship at the port of Bastia, where Carlo was present to wave his friend goodbye.




    On August 15, 1769, Letizia was in labour again, and on that day, she gave birth to a baby boy. They named him Napoléon.




    The Bonapartes, like all Corsicans, lived off their local produce. Olive oil, a staple of their diet, was provided by their olive groves; Letizia baked their own bread; Uncle Luciano’s goats provided milk and cheese. Other plantations provided black cherry, which Napoléon enjoyed the most, twigs, orange and other typical Mediterranean produce, such as grapes and wine from their vineyards. While Joseph was a quiet boy, Napoléon was very sensitive and proud. He liked winning at games.




    The Corsicans were now subjected to the estates system; nobility, clergy and commoners. Carlo was able to produce the necessary documents attesting to their noble birth. The Bonapartes had maintained a relationship with their Tuscan Branch, and Carlo provided the French authorities with eleven quartiers of nobility, exceeding the four required by seven. When the Corsican states general met in 1772 May, Carlo took his seat among the nobility.




    Some time before, Carlo had travelled to Pisa and acquired his law degree, for which he was preparing for some time. His salary of 900 Livres enabled him to add a nurse and two servants to help Letizia. His law practice climaxed in the estate of Mirelli, which belonged to Paolo Odone, the brother of Carlo’s great-grandmother, who died without issue; but Carlo lacked the supporting documents, and the case did not come to fruition. However, Carlo kept a registration of accounts and important dates, that one day his son, Joseph, could pursue this matter and put it to justice.




    Carlo’s cultural inclination as well as his law degree induced him to buy hundreds of books and fashion a library with a wealth of knowledge, besides being raised in a house adumbrated with books of Luminaries that were to be found only amongst a select few.




    By 1777 Carlo was a father of four, a son born in 1775 named Louis (Luciano) and a daughter in 1777, Maria Anna. This was a financial burden that the noble Carlo was hard pressed to keep up with.




    The Viceroy, the Conte de Marbeuf Louis Charles Rene, was a Breton born into a noble family in 1712. He was a gallant officer who rose to Brigadier and became an officer of King Stanislaw I, the Polish father-in-law of Louis XV. This amiable noble gentleman was selected to rule Corsica in the name of Louis XV French government. His ingratiating qualities would pacify the Corsicans and even make some of them love France.




    The high tax system coupled with venality under the Genoese was replaced by reduced taxes. His high salary of livres enabled him to throw large parties to the locals and endear himself to the local peasants. His house at Corte became the cynosure of all Corsicans, who came to like this uncle figure.




    Carlo and Marbeuf became friends, as they both as noblemen shared the same values and both wanted to improve the general state of the island. This amicable relationship developed into family visits and the old man lavished great adulation on Letizia, who demurely accepted it.




    Marbeuf’s friendship with Carlo was the instrumental factor made him able to take advantage of the free education system offered to the scions of impoverished French nobility. The dynamic Napoléon would go to the Ecole Militaire, while the obedient, quiet churchgoing Giuseppe went to priesthood.




    So, Napoléon was accepted at Brienne Military Academy with the support of Marbeuf, who had personally sent the necessary documents attending to the scant financial means of the Bonapartes. As for Joseph, he would not be accepted at AIX until he reached the age of sixteen; for this Marbeuf arranged for Joseph to attend the Seminary College of Autun, where his nephew was the head of Bishop. Marbeuf, who had no children of his own, would foot the bill.




    Marbeuf’s attachment to the Bonapartes, who warmly welcomed him into their household, was a God sent for the family. Not only did he help with enrolling the two boys; Giuseppe then aged sixteen, would later rise to a prominent position in the church hierarchy, certainly with Napoléon’s help, as can be seen later.




    At Bastia Porte it was an emotional goodbye; Napoléon aged nine, his elder brother Joseph and Letizia’s half-brother Giuseppe Fesch were bid farewell, escorted by Carlo.




    The party arrived at Marseille on December 23, 1778 and proceeded to AIX, where Giuseppe Fesch remained. Carlo and his two sons proceeded to Autun. The town was small but beautifully embellished by the Baroque buildings and the Romanesque Cathedral. There they met the headmaster of Autumn Seminary College, Bishop de Marbeuf, who was expecting their arrival. The boys and their father were duly welcomed and Comte de Marbeuf’s words to his nephew went a long way to comfort the two boys.




    Off to Paris went Carlo to secure the certificates of noble birth, leaving the two boys in the custody of Marbeuf to learn French before each entering his destined school. Napoléon, although he learned to speak the language, found it extremely difficult to rid himself of his heavy Italian accent.




    Four months later, Carlo returned with the certificate of noble birth issued by the Royal heraldist and the two brothers parted ways. It was very emotional for the two children, who had lived all their lives together under the same roof, loved by their parents and inundated with warmth and emotion typical of the Mediterranean folk customs, to suddenly realize that they were now parting, each to his own destination. Carlo, a loving father and a man of great emotions, was hard pressed to hold back his own tears seeing Joseph, his older son, crying, tears rolling down his face while little Napoléon quietly and even more evocatively choked his own tears, while his little heart and face were saying it all.




    By mid May 1779 little Napoléon accompanied by the Vicar of Autun, Marbeuf’s assistant arrived at the small town of Brienne. The school of Brienne was created to improve the Martial aptitude of the army future cadets. In fact, several such schools were created in France to improve the French officers’ military careers, especially in view of the fact that over the past couple of decades France was beset by a lack-lustre performance of its troops on the battlefield.




    The Brienne school was run by an ex-Grenadier, who became Father Jean Baptiste Berton, and his brother, Father Louis Berton, both in their early thirties and both of the orders of St. Francis. The frocks or habits resembled those of sixteen century Cofradías of Spain, with sandals for footwear and monks’ habits. They were austere, and Brienne was recognised as one of the better military schools (Carlo’s original plan for Joseph was that he was destined to be a priest, but this was changed later).




    Napoléon’s persistent obsession was to liberate Corsica from the French yoke. He was to be taunted by his class cadets for his heavy Corsican accent; this was not to deter him from threatening them, shaking his clenched fist at them. He was only nine years of age when separated from his father Carlo and brother Joseph, whom he loved dearly. Despite Carlo’s oddly timed and ostensibly busy schedule, young Napoléon had a very warm attachment to his father. The boy observed his father’s care and felt his importance as the provider to a family of eight children. Their journey together from Corsica to France and the intensely emotional moments when his father had to bid little Napolean farewell who choked his tears in a gesture of pride while his brother Joseph let his tears roll profusely. Later, in his dormitory assigned room, he would confide to his only close mate Alexander de Mazis how much he loved his father.




    Napoléon indulged in history; he would frequently remark that novels are for chamber maids; men must learn history. Classical history, history of the Arabs and the Abaseen Khulafaa, the Quran and many contemporary books. On his long journeys during his campaigns his Berlina (coach driven by four horses) would be filled with books; he was an impatient and avid reader, and books would be thrown out from his coach, practically littering the road, as soon as he was finished with them. His favourite classic writers included Plutarch, Caesar, Cicero and many others. At the military academy he excelled in mathematics; history and geography were his favourite.




    The Royal academy inspectors in their reports would remark that the boy was peremptory and domineering. In an incident when an officer disciplined him for his recalcitrant attitude in class and ordered him to eat his dinner kneeling on the floor, the boy vehemently refused, snapping back that his family will kneel only before God. On the inspector’s insistence, Napoléon was seized epileptically shaking feverishly causing the school master to rescind the order and send the boy to the school infirmary for recovery.




    Carlo Bonaparte had a chronic illness of undetermined nature, and after a visit to Napoléon at the academy in June 1784, whom he had not seen for the past three years, the boy reserved as he was, yet overwhelmed with emotions for he had not seen his family and beloved Corsica for the past three years in view of his very limited financial abilities, at the faculty of Medicine at Montpellier Carlo was diagnosed with terminal cancer and had only a few months to live. On his death bed, he would call the only name that lifted his spirit briefly while he was suffering his death throes … “Napoléon!” Hallucinating, he called Napoléon’s name and repeated that his beloved son Napoléon would always come to his rescue, and exclaim “Napoléon … Napoléon … Napoléon always comes when called and he saves me from my enemies.” He died at the young, unfulfilled age of 39 on February 24, 1785, at the home of his Corsican friends, the Permonts.




    On receiving the news of his father’s death, Napoléon was struck with grief, for he loved his father dearly and even at the age of 16 his emotion and sentiments dwelled on his love which emanated from a truly filial son; his feelings went beyond words to esteem, appreciate and value his father, whose love to his children and utter devotion Napoléon felt deep in the recesses of his heart; for Carlo, despite his ill health, would endeavour to ensure a better future for his sons Napoléon, Joseph, Lucien and Louis and sister Elisa (Maria Anna).




    Elisa went to Saint-Cyr and Lucien was at Brienne. There were two younger sisters, Carolina and Pauline, and Jerome, the youngest of the brothers. These siblings would be cared for by Napoléon, who ultimately became the Patriarch of the family.




    Napoléon, at the Ecole Militaire in Paris, was recommended for the artillery; unsurprising, for he excelled in mathematics, and in years to come he would prove to be an outstanding artillery officer. On September 28, 1785, at the age of sixteen, at the Ecole Militaire, Napoléon became an artillery officer; second lieutenant Bonaparte was posted with La Fere artillery regiment alongside his friend, de Mazis.




    The meagre financial state of his family, especially after his father’s death preoccupied Napoléon. His deep sense of responsibility towards his family was and remained a perennial issue in Napoléon’s life. Always thinking of his mother’s pecuniary financial and domestic affairs, his younger brothers Jerome, Lucien, Louis, and even his older brother Joseph were a constant worry burden on his shoulders, not to mention his sisters Caroline, Elisa and Pauline. Despite of all of this, he was bent on becoming the best artillery officer that the French gunnery ever produced. The near future would prove his presage to be true; it was the precursor to becoming the most formidable field commander since Alexander, Hannibal and Caesar.




    At Valence Napoléon, age 16, dedicated himself entirely to sharpening his abilities and mastering his selected field of artillery for the next five years. His spare time, if any, was spent reading history. His primary diversion would be an occasional visit to the only people he felt comfortable with, and that was the Permonts, his parents’ friends who now resided in Paris.




    
“A great leader is always alone,





    
for he who is always with others is no more than others.”





    – Attila the Hun.




    And so was Napoléon.




    In his rickety noisy room above a café, Napoléon’s avid love for reading and learning made him outstanding amongst the rest. He admired Hannibal greatly, “for he never lost a battle on the Italian peninsula” – his misfortunes surged at Zama, where he was defeated by Scipio the African. Years later the irony repeated itself for Napoléon, for he never lost a battle on the terrains of the entire European continent, until finally at Leipzig, 1813, the Battle of Nations, he was defeated. He was fascinated by the character of the English and to him their strange ways and erratic behaviour were mind boggling. He would remark, “The English are a strange lot, their laidback attitude suddenly erupts into a murderous one, for the French revolution with its evils is truly eclipsed by the atrocities of the English bloody civil war of 1642–1648,” and “even when the weather is sunny, their earth is wet.”




    A reflection on his youth in Corsica portrays a Corsican family, the Di Buonapartes, prominent by the local standards of Ajaccio. His mother Letizia, a strong-willed, respectable woman, attended church regularly.




    She cared for her eight children while Carlo pursued his career, with a yearly income of around 1000 livres. The family lived in a four-storey house surrounded by olive trees and the occasional fig tree, which Napoléon loved and would remember while at the Ecole Militaire at Brienne. Their staple diet comprised of tomatoes, garlic, onion, cheese (especially goat cheese), and the occasional plate of sweets that the matriarch, Letizia, would provide. The Bonaparte owned lands, vineyards, and olive groves, and by Corsican standards that scattered estate made them of the seigniorial class. Letizia was practically illiterate, but greatly endowed with prudence, a profound motherly care typical of an Italian woman, and distinguished in her own meritorious quantities of courage, the love of family beyond limits and her uniting force that frequently mitigated or even eliminated differences and disputes amongst her children, although she was not always successful in his regard.




    Corsica had suffered various misfortunes; it was occupied briefly by the English, before belonging to Genoa, who in turn sold it to France in 1767. The sale to France introduced a cultural shock, for while it belonged to Genoa, it retained the Italian language and customs. Bloody uprisings were prominently led by Pasquale Paoli, who favoured the English and took asylum in England after being overpowered by the French occupying force. Consequently, the insurgency was quelled while the anglophile Paoli resided in England.




    Initially Napoléon admired Paoli and considered him a Corsican hero. But later on, when Paoli returned after the French revolution, the relationship between the two did not prove amicable, for while Napoléon wanted to liberate Corsica, Paoli was yet influenced by the tyranny. Napoléon would vent his frustrations in writing. First, he would write a novel in the third person; he would later write a treatise against tyranny and the abuse of power.




    At the age of 17, with the rank of second lieutenant and after six years of absence, he longed to see his family. He was quietly concerned about their wellbeing and financial affairs, a feeling that he continued to harbour throughout his career. He was just as concerned with Corsica. He was born a French citizen in 1769. The island was purchased from Genoa by France two years prior to his birth; he was also an officer in the French army torn between the feelings of wanting to liberate the island he loved and the oath of loyalty that he took when he became an officer in the French army.




    Napoléon was granted a six month leave of absence, so in 1776, with a furlough granted, he sailed from Toulon and arrived in Corsica around September 15. He would not return to France until a year later, being granted an extension of leave on the pretext that he needed more time to attend to his family affairs. In fact, had Uncle Fesch not contributed to aid the family, they would have been in real penury state.




    In 1789 the Estates General (nobility, clergy and commoners) were summoned by Louis XVI to deal with the deteriorating state of affairs and the attempts by various ministers of finance to deal with the dire state of affairs, in particular the financial.




    Amongst those unfortunate men was Necker, whose daughter Madam de Stahel would become an acrimonious critic of Napoléon, who eventually had enough of her and banished her from the realm. Attempts were made to rectify the dire state of affairs. It was proposed that the nobility and clergy would pay taxes, but the proposal was rebuffed by both.




    Given the fact that the Estates General were divided in three equal thirds, the third estate would invariably be out-voted by the alliance of the nobility and clergy. Therefore, Louis XVI’s various attempts at redressing the state of affairs were hopeless. No less than three different ministers of finance failed with their attempts because of the incorrigible alliance between the nobility and the clergy. This proved to be their nemesis, for the French revolution would wreak upon them the worst atrocities committed in modern history; Robespierre once commented that “Mercy was the greatest crime against humanity”, and he certainly went to the hilt with his statement.




    Meanwhile in the same year, 1789, on July 14 the Bastille was stormed and its garrison slaughtered. The number of prisoners released was very few, contradicting the fairy-tale of saving thousands. The meagre number of prisoners recorded proved the show of numbers. Yet the Bastille day is a very important symbolic day for the French.




    Then came the best outcome of the French revolution: “The Declaration of the Rights of Man”, on August 26, 1789. The privileges of clergy and nobility were abolished, the church lands seized, and martial law declared.




    Back in Corsica, new developments were unfolding, as Napoléon was boarding the ship and heading back to France in September 1789. Paoli, at age 64 and long in exile in England, had by now returned, taking advantage of the events unravelling in Paris.




    It is important to demonstrate, meanwhile, the state of affairs on the island. The monarchy, despite its precarious existence, still reflected a semblance of perpetuity. Corsica was governed by a royalist ruler who vehemently opposed the Jacobin Revolutionary Club, which had recently been established. Therefore, the club was ordered shut down. Napoléon, who by now was jockeying for political presence, with his brother Joseph and helped by Uncle Fesch fired a protest to the National Assembly in Paris about the Governor’s closure of the revolutionary club. This prompted the royalist governor to expel Napoléon to Ajaccio.




    The church in Corsica was on the side of the monarchy. It opposed the request to the priest to take a loyalty oath to the revolution. This attitude resulted in polarizing the differences of the islanders into two main streams: that of the supporters of the church and monarchy and that of the supporters of the revolution. Paoli, a veteran insurgent and hero to many Corsicans including the Bonapartes, was establishing his own force, for the island was divided between church supporters who advocate the monarchy, pro-revolutionaries and Paoli, who wanted all to join his banner.




    Paoli’s zeal for independence seemed to turn to wait and see. The same was happening to Napoléon, but for a different reason. He was a French officer, and given the fact that Corsica became French in 1767 and Napoléon was born a French citizen in 1769, he wavered, but still wanted a prominent position on the island, if not for himself, at least for his brother Joseph. They concurred on the principles of the revolution, but vying for power on the Island was to result in a permanent rift between the two, Paoli 64 years old, Napoléon barely 20; the former had a lot to thank England for during his asylum, while the latter considered England a potential enemy. Their relationship was to prove acrimonious.




    In January 1790 Napoléon was back in France, and a year later he was promoted to first lieutenant; with that objective accomplished, he hurried back to Corsica to support his brother Joseph’s candidacy for the legislative assembly. This was a direct challenge to Paoli, who by now was regarding Napoléon as an intruder and an upstart, and even a push over. Paoli’s candidate, Pozzo di Borgo, defeated Joseph which further exacerbated the tense relations between Napoléon and Paoli.




    The three mainstream parties in Corsica by now had polarized, firstly into royalists led by the church and its followers, bearing in mind the populace of Corsica was entrenched with the Catholic faith, and the church therefore wielded an influential presence over a sizeable section of the community. Second was Paoli’s followers, who would constitute the middle force, obeying whatever direction Paoli was to take. This group could be considered sympathetic to the principles of the revolution, and yet harboured in their souls the aspiration for the independence of Corsica. However, to the French assembly Paoli was an advocate, and was to be rewarded for that.




    The third group, led by the Bonapartes, did not fare any better than Paoli’s. They were advocates of the principles of the French revolution, and yet they wanted independence for their island. But part of their dilemma was Napoléon himself, who, as French officer who had taken the oath of allegiance to king and nation, found himself between the anvil and the hammer. He wanted to force the Royal Garrison to abide by the principles of the revolution, and yet in his subconscious he harboured thoughts of liberating Corsica. The future would prove that such thoughts were no more than an ephemeral affair; for he would become more French than the French, and later more European, for he would frequently remark that his sense of nationality had become atrophic, and in his vision for the future was the idea of a united Europe.




    For now, Napoléon was elected lieutenant colonel of the Corsican volunteers’ second battalion; these were Napoléon’s men, who followed and shared his mainstream thoughts and view of the principles of the French revolution. As a result conflicts occurred between the advocates of the church and Napoléon’s national guardsmen, finally climaxing when Napoléon and his Corsican volunteers stormed and seized the citadel of Ajaccio, which was defended by the Royal French Garrison, being that in April, 1792, France was still a monarchy and Louis XVI had not been deposed and executed. In any case, Napoléon wanted the garrison commander to follow orders from the National Assembly in accordance with the principles of the French revolution.




    With the Citadel Frasco behind him, he was bid farewell by his brother Joseph, sailing for France, arriving May 28, 1792. This was an ominous year for the monarchy; the Tuileries palace was stormed and the rebels, in a farce, asked the king to drink a toast to the Revolution, to which he humbly obliged, to the wild cheers of the rabble: “Vive la Revolution.”




    Napoléon would later comment on this event, stating that had the king showed up at the head of his guards, mounting his stallion with sword unsheathed, the mob may have taken a different view of their king.




    But it was not to be, for Louis XVI was not Louis XIV. He was a gentle and weak king, and in Napoléon’s view he brought the catastrophe on the head of the monarchy. He was indecisive and irresolute; he simply watched events unravel and was swept along by their currents.




    Napoléon did not care much for the monarchy, but he also detested the mob. Later, on August 10, he and his classmate Louis de Bouriene would watch the Parisian mob storm the Tuileries Palace for the second time, while gasping at the scene of the slaughter of the Swiss Guard, who fought bravely but were overpowered and put to the sword.




    Napoléon, in future events as a captain, would be assigned to crush the Royalist rebels, and he did it ruthlessly. He was a man of law and order, with the greatest of aspirations; to attain ultimate power. During the course of his career he was asked if he had a favourite mistress: “Power is my mistress,” was his reply.




    At his artillery regiment at Valence he had now been promoted to Captain, and he was burning to return to Corsica. Pasquale Paoli, who was appointed as governor of Corsica by the National Assembly, was arbitrator and master of the island. Paoli had deluded the National Assembly to believe that he was a loyal French citizen. As a result, the National Revolutionary government had appointed him Lieutenant General and governor of the island.




    Napoléon had by now had returned to Corsica, escorted by his young sister Elisa, who was at the boarding school of St. Cyr, which the Revolution had closed. In Corsica, agents of the French Convention in Paris kept them informed of Paoli’s activities, including arming his followers and deploying them to the mountains in preparation for a complete break with France. Napoléon was not the keen Corsican Nationalist that he was as a little boy and in his early teens. He was now a French officer and a brilliant gunner. His feelings toward the sixty-four-year-old Paoli were, to say the least, ambivalent. He participated in the fiasco of the attempted invasion of Sardinia under the orders of Paoli. The French, by then, had annexed Nice and Savoy. The Sardinian affair was a fiasco and the few naval vessels under the command of a Paoli officer turned sails and headed back to Corsica, accomplishing nothing.




    In Paris, Pasquale Paoli was by now considered a traitor and had to be extirpated. It is purported that the Bonapartes abetted in this affair; Joseph’s defeat by a Paoli candidate was a memory not to be forgotten and Lucien, who was now at Toulon, would make the best of his revenge on Paoli.




    Lucien, a Jacobin hot head who would later be elected head of the National Assembly and an eloquent speaker, delivered a fiery speech to the Jacobin Club in Toulon, which vehemently denounced Paoli’s treacherous contacts with England. The National Assembly did not need much abetting, for French agents had been reporting for quite some time about the dubious Paoli contacts with the English.




    An arrest writ was issued against Paoli and Pozzo di Borgo. The only things that prevented Napoléon himself from being implicated with Paoli were his Jacobin sympathies and his brother Lucien’s blatant, virulent dislike of Paoli.




    Paoli and his protégé, di Borgo were inciting the mob and abetting their followers to denounce the Bonapartes, including Napoléon, as traitors. Napoléon had no option under the circumstances but to start preparations to leave the island with his family. They hid with friends and relatives and waited for the right opportunity to leave the island for France.




    Paoli never really accepted Corsica becoming part of France. The order for his arrest by the National Assembly was dispatched by the Commissaires; Saliceti, himself a Corsican, and Lacombe. They were escorted by French troops, with orders to detain Paoli and restore order. This was pretext enough for Paoli to declare independence from the French.




    These sentiments were most certainly not shared by Napoléon, who with the French revolution became more French than Corsican. Napoléon berated Paoli for his impetuous actions and most certainly and openly did not want any part of it, for he considered the principle of the revolution salvation for all.




    In Paris, the Convention, beside the initial orders of arresting Paoli and his immediate circle of supporters, declared him a traitor. France would deal with Paoli and his insurgents with a fresh expedition, since Saliceti and Lacombe’s first expedition was routed by the Corsican rebels.




    Napoléon had to make a choice; Corsica or France. While his sentiments were overwhelmed by his love for his native island, he knew that he could not fulfil there his dreams of glory and greatness. France it was! On June 10, 1793, Napoléon and his family, including his mother Letizia and siblings, set sail for Toulon.


  




  

    
CHAPTER 2


    FRANCE




    Lucien, who would prove to be a great asset to his brother Napoléon during the coup d’etat in later years, was no less important during this critical stage. He was lobbying the Jacobin Club in Toulon to provide decent shelter for his arriving family, and the Bonapartes were not disappointed with what they saw. They would settle in Marseilles after La Valette, thanks to Lucien’s efforts.




    In Paris, the revolutionary courts were busy at the guillotine. Heads of French nobility were rolling. The King’s earlier attempt to flee and his subsequent arrest, as well as Austria’s poising to invade France to save the King and his wife Marie Antoinette, the daughter of the Austrian emperor, simply hastened the execution of the king and his wife on January 21, 1793.




    Napoléon would reflect on the regicide later and take a different view. “The King should have been exiled with his wife, not murdered.” Napoléon, amazingly, harboured a certain compassion for Louis XVI; had he not taken an oath of allegiance to King and Patria? Was he not at the Ecole Militaire at the King’s expense? And beside all that Napoléon genuinely felt that the King was a gentle soul and that the woes of France were not entirely the King’s doing. The nobility, the King’s advisors, and the clergy in particular were all to blame.




    The year 1793 was an eventful year in France, to say the least. The orator Jean Paul Marat was stabbed in his bathtub, counter revolutionists and royalists would rise in the west and Brittany as well as Vendee, only to be crushed. Lyon Royalists did not fare any better, for they would be put to the sword. The most ominous and dreaded of all events was the rise in prominence of Robespierre, as a member of the Committee of Public Safety and the beginning of the Reign of Terror. This was the by-product of the new or rather Revised Constitution, voted on by the National Assembly on June 24.




    The English, exhorted by royalist agents, were burning to participate in the unsettling events in France. They detested the French Revolution, which quite likely reminded them of the civil war bloodbaths of their own Robespierre, Cromwell, who was well known to order the goring of the Irish women who accompanied their husbands, volunteers in the Royal army of Charles I.




    
On August 29th the Toulon Royalists revolted and opened their harbour to English ships, aided by a Spanish force, all totalling less than 20 ships.





    General Jean-Pierre Duteil commanded the artillery regiment of the Army of Italy. The acquaintance of Duteil and Napoléon went back to the days when his brother commanded the artillery regiment at Valence. Napoléon created a very impressive image as an officer and a gunner, and therefore incorporating him under General Duteil was an asset to the general, who would quickly make the best of it.




    Royalist revolts were destabilising the realm. Provence, Avignon, Marseille and Toulon were all up in arms. Napoléon’s initial assignment was to head the munitions convoys between Avignon and Nice. Meanwhile, the British, under the aging veteran Admiral Samuel Hood, with the aid of the French royalists and a few thousand British troops started the immediate fortification of the harbour at Fort Mulgrave with a series of batteries; then a second set of British batteries were installed on the eastern shore at Grosse Tour and Malbousquet. The summit of Mt. Faron was dominated by this deployment of the artillery.




    The incompetent General Carteaux, commander of the Toulon region, headed a French force of a few thousand soldiers. His artillery consisted of a few inadequate pieces that were no match to the well emplaced British guns.




    Napoléon’s first stroke of luck came when he was required to replace the seriously wounded artillery captain at Toulon. Without hesitation he immediately embarked on taking up his new assignment. This all came about through sheer luck. Napoléon, now Captain Bonaparte, had the good fortune to meet General Barras, who would later rise to prominence and become a member of the Five Man Directory. Paul Francois de Barras, a member of the aristocracy, with a charming demeanour, was in Provence to crush the Royalist insurgents at the time. Barras was amongst the few members of the nobility who joined the revolution; to the Royalist he was a traitor, but he was a welcome member to the ranks of the Revolution. The two had met in Provence. Barras, an arrogant but charming aristocrat, instigated a quarrel with the war minister and had no qualms about striking him down had it not been for the interference of fellow officers witnessing the scene. The war minister, deeply insulted by this episode, ensured that General Barras be discharged from the army. Barras never forgot this spectacle and was to avenge it as a member of the revolution, culminating with his vote for the death of the King in January, 1793.




    Barras was so impressed with Napoléon that for years to come he would praise him as an outstanding soldier and a brilliant commander; Barras was joined by Saliceti, who was as much an admirer of his Corsican friend as Barras himself, and informed General Duteil in September, 1793, that Bonaparte was to be given an assignment to join the French units confronting the dug in British troops and their overwhelming number of batteries, estimated at well over ninety guns. Captain Bonaparte, at the age of twenty-four, was like a busy bee which would later grace his standards and banners, was scurrying between Avignon, Nice and Marseilles, mustering his gun emplacements with additional batteries drawn by the baggage train of hauling animals. By November, Napoléon had dramatically turned around the precarious French positions into a formidable site of batteries, including the twenty-four pounders which were urgently needed for their projectiles to reach the English vessels and forts. All the while, Barras, dazzled by Napoléon, now promoted to major and doting over this young twenty-four-year-old officer, continued to heap praise and admiration on him.




    As a competent General, Dugommier replaced the incompetent Carteaux and his no less incompetent replacement Doppet, who as a physician had joined the ranks of the Revolution and was given his commission as a divisional commander, a practice typical of the revolution’s early days of protégé preference.




    Napoléon, without wasting any time, precisely aimed his fortified batteries at the positions of his English adversaries, who were strategically placed at L’Eguillete at the hillock entrance to the Toulon harbour, shelling them relentlessly, then advancing on Fort Mulgrave and Malbousquet. For this he needed the infantry commanded by General Massena. Dugommier, no less an admirer of Napoléon’s tenacity and skill than Barras, gave his formal approval to Napoléon’s plan of action. The order was given and Napoléon’s artillery unleased its hell on the English positions, while General Muiron’s infantry stormed Fort Mulgrave. By then, the L’Eguillete English batteries had fallen to Napoléon. Massena, meanwhile, advanced, stormed and captured Fort d’Artiques. Napoléon received a minor bayonet wound during the offensive; he would always be in the thick of battle or at the head of his troops throughout his career as a General and later as an emperor, which would win him the unflinching loyalty and obedience of his troops. In fact, in a distant future where his youngest brother Jerome would complain that he should be commanding as army corps, Napoléon would snap back at his brother, “when your horse is shot under you no less than three times, only then can you request the command of an army corps.” In fact, Napoléon’s horse was shot under him as he stormed the hillock of L’Eguillete.




    At L’Eguillete, the British Garrison surrendered to Napoléon, and while he was inspecting his prisoners he observed the garrison commander, Sidney Smith, sulking in a corner. He asked if he could offer him something; the answer was an indifferent, “no”. Napoléon thought to himself that this man displays a real soldier sang-froid. The British Flotilla ordered by Admiral Hood had disappeared from the Toulon harbour, avoiding certain annihilation by Napoléon’s batteries.




    Napoléon, the artillery man, was the real hero and General Dugommier did not fail to notice that. By December 19, General Dugommier had occupied Toulon and rounded up the Royalist collaborators in the city’s main square. They were gunned down. The same misfortune would befall the Royalist rebels of Nantes, Toulon, Marseilles and others.




    On December 23, 1793, Napoléon was promoted to Brigadier General and the reputation of this young officer, most likely the youngest general in the French army, raced ahead of him in every French town. The French needed a hero; he had arrived. General Duteil, his commander, would speak of him in the highest regard and considered this young officer an asset to the nation. The future would prove him right.




    The French commissaries, like their more recent Soviet counterpart, wielded great influence on the decisions made by the Committee of Public Safety. To Napoléon’s good fortune, amongst these commissaries a most influential member was Augustin Robespierre, the youngest brother of Maximilien Robespierre, who was the head of the Committee of Public Safety and the notoriously dreaded master of the Reign of Terror.




    While Napoléon was pondering the general situation at his new headquarters at Nice, events were unfolding rapidly. Two army corps with different and sometimes overlapping objectives were in readiness: The Army of the Alps and the Army of Italy. The latter was not up to the best military standards of the time and Napoléon wanted to make it a fighting force. He had his own ambitious plans of conquering Italy, but this would have to wait for now. Augustin Robespierre instead sanctioned a reconnoitring visit by Napoléon to Genoa to assess the situation before any further action could be taken. Meanwhile, in Paris, Maximilian Robespierre’s fate was being sealed; the Reign of Terror was about to end.




    On July 27, 1794, General Barras, Jean Lambert Talien, and Freron with their supporters overthrew Robespierre and had him guillotined with his brother Augustin and Robespierre’s close cronies. The new Committee for Public Safety headed by Barras, Talien and Freron ordered the Jacobin’s clubs throughout France to be shut down.




    On his return from his Genoese mission, Napoléon was immediately placed under arrest for the reason of suspicion of his close association with Robespierre’s brother, Augustin. Napoléon’s feelings toward Robespierre were ambivalent; he considered the man honest, but being very close to his brother Augustin, who admired Napoléon’s skills greatly, he was to condone his tyrannical fits.




    Barras, now in the enviable or perhaps the unenviable position on the new Committee for Public Safety, was to prove the faithful admirer of General Bonaparte. Together with Saliceti, Napoléon’s Corsican co-patriot, he was influential in releasing Napoléon from his imprisonment at Chateau d’Antibes. Napoléon, for his part, was quietly confident of his innocence, despite the fact that France was gripped with mayhem, resulting in the arrest of a sizable number of generals who were suspect of collaborating with Robespierre.




    In May 1795, Napoléon took up his post with the army of the west, commanding the artillery in his rank of Brigadier General. Napoleon, with Marmont (Frederic Louis Viesse de Marmont), Napoléon’s classmate, and Junot headed for Paris under orders. These two officers, together with the dashing officer Joachim Murat were to be permanently at Napoléon’s side as members of his general staff. To the good fortune of Napoléon (he always believed in luck) General Barras, who now headed the Defence of France, summoned Napoléon and ordered him to confront the rebels who had taken up positions facing the Tuileries Palace with the intention to storm it, under the command of the Royalist General Danican. Napoléon, without a moment lost, ordered Major Murat to bring the big guns. By 7:00 am, under Napoléon’s direct orders, the cannon was placed in front of the Tuileries Palace. Next, he ordered the troops to barricade the side streets to prevent the rebels from attacking the flanks of the deployed troops.




    By 10:00 am, equipped with small arms, the rebels under Danican attacked, inflicting causalities on the defending troops. By early afternoon, Danican and his rebels had broken through the defenders’ lines into St. Honore, threatening The National Assembly situated on the other side of the Seine. The infantry counterattacked, dislodging the rebels and forcing their columns toward Napoléon’s gun emplacement at the Eglise St. Roch church.




    In all fairness, though history is never fair, one must at least relate Napoléon’s warning to the rebels to withdraw or face an unavoidable slaughter, for Napoléon’s task was a cumbersome one. On one hand, he did not wish to be entangled in an ugly civil war, but on the other hand, as Brigadier General, his duty was to protect the revolution. Given the fact that his warning went unheeded by the rebels, he had no choice but to order his heavy gun batteries to open fire. The result was a massacre. Close to 2,000 rebels were killed, the rest fled in panic. Napoléon had achieved his objective. Barras was delighted, and he was to reward Napoléon generously when the time came and Napoléon was to execute his own plan, a few years later.




    On October 8, General Barras, in full uniform, with his generals and Napoléon, took up the platform to the wild applause of the National Assembly, when suddenly Commissaire Freron, an associate of Commissaire Saliceti took up the dais, to Barras and Napoléon’s amazement, and addressed the assembly.




    “Citizens, the hero of the day is General Bonaparte. He has achieved a miraculous feat and saved the National Assembly – no, the nation.”




    The Assembly resounded with cheers “Vive Bonaparte, Vive Barras!”




    The wiley Commissaire Freron was besotted with Napoléon’s sister, the coquette Pauline, but Napoléon would have none of it. Joachim Murat was to win this match.




    Barras all along was grooming General Bonaparte to replace him as Commander of the Army of the Interior. He was the head of the newly established Committee for Public Safety and no one was better fit to command the Army of the Interior than Napoléon. On October 25, General Barras resigned and General Bonaparte now commanded the Army of the Interior.




    With his reputation now rocking and his name on every Frenchman’s lips, Napoléon, who had practically been living in poverty, sharing a room in a dingy hotel in Paris with his comrades-in-arms, Marmont and Junot, was now Commander-in-Chief of the Army of the Interior, with the rank of Major General. His attention to himself would become meticulous; his uniform reflected his glorious aspirations. He was driven around Paris in a carriage drawn by four horses. At the theatre, arriving at his box, the crowds, to his delight, would shout, “Vive Bonaparte!” “Vive General Bonaparte!”




    To bask in glory is an invitation to envy, rancour, enemies and jealousy. Now in Paris, Napoléon would frequent the renowned Salons de Femme, such as Madame Recamier and Theresa Tallien, ladies well known for their entertaining company and cohort of beautiful women. Members of the Directory, including Barras, would attend their entertaining company held at their Cottage at the Chaumiere in the Champs Elysees.


  




  

    
CHAPTER 3


    Napoléon in Love




    Napoléon’s romance with Josephine became a legend to lovers who experienced the vicissitudes of romance, the anxiety of worry, suspicion and doubt, the fits of anger, the rambling after which comes forgiveness, the revenge and yet again reconciliation.




    Marie Josephine Rose Tasche de La Pagerie, daughter of the aristocrat Josephe Tasche de La Pagerie, a member of the court retinue of Louis XVI, was born in Martinique on June 23, 1763 at the family plantation at Les Trois Îlets. Her father had immigrated to Martinique in search of fortune. Frequently, just like ambitious or destitute English nobility, facilities were given to such aristocrats to escape poverty by establishing themselves in the colonies on plantation rights granted by the king, and so Josephe Tasche de La Pagarie was granted the rights by the royal court to the title holding of their sugar plantation in Martinique. This enterprise was to prove a business fiasco, compounded by the fact the Pagerie had three daughters but no sons to eventually continue running the plantation and win a respectable dowry through the marriage of an aristocratic lady. On the contrary, they had three daughters to come up with three dowries and with such pecuniary issues Pagerie left with Marie Rose, for France, leaving the management of the plantation to his wife, Rose Claire des Vergers de Sannois.




    In October 1777, father and daughter arrived in Paris and stayed with Josephe’s sister Desirée. Like other aristocratic families, a marriage contract was arranged two years later in September 1779, between Alexander de Beauharnais and Rose Tasche de Pagerie. Alexander’s father, the Marquis de Beauharnais, Lieutenant to General and former governor of the island possessions of Grenada, Tobago, Guadeloupe St Lucia and Dominique, agreed to receive a dowry from Joseph Pagerie amounting to 100,000 livres. A carriage awaited father and daughter and carried them from Brest to Paris, where they were welcomed at the Beauharnais Maison. It took a further three months for the marriage to be consummated, and it was formally declared in December 1779.




    Vicomte Alexandre de Beauharnais, a tall, dashing officer without much talent for command was a well-educated person, in contrast to the practically illiterate Josephine. He provided her with a lady tutor and a reading list of different subject material in an attempt to improve her conversing standard and polish her knowledge of common issues, for this was very important in French Society and, for that matter, in all aristocratic societies without exception.




    On his return from his duty with his regiment, he would find Josephine still the same ignorant coquette, which ultimately caused a rift between the two, or rather a one-sided separation by Alexander from Rose. In fact, Alexander was a well-educated, tall, dashing officer with all the paraphernalia and trappings that went with it; to the ladies of French Society, especially in Paris, this was like a honeycomb for the swarming bees – or rather female wasps. The marriage provided the couple with two children, Eugene de Beauharnais, a son born in 1781, and a daughter, Hortense Eugenie, born in 1783.




    Vestiges of Rose’s, (later to be called Josephine) infidelities were showing at an early stage of her marriage, especially when her husband would be with his Royal regiment; his background, despite his shortcomings, elevated him even during the revolution to command the powerful Army of the Rhine in 1793.




    Seething with hate, Alexander took custody of his son and left Hortense with Rose. Of course, this was not custody, but rather a forceful act which resulted in acrimonious court action and an arrangement for separation. Alone with two children and a penchant for philandering, Rose started acquiring the self-taught knowledge of the society circles and polished herself to a seductive lure. The amount of 5000 livres alimony was insufficient for Rose, and by 1787 she set sail with her two children to Martinique to join her mother and yield what she could from their sugar plantation (7,000 francs a year).




    Martinique, like other French possessions, went through the labour of the revolution, which by 1790 had affected not only the French colonies and possessions, but all of Europe, if not the whole world. Under threat from black rebels, Rose packed up and, with her children, fled the island, sailing to France and arriving early in November 1790.




    Alexander de Beauharnais was by now a member of the Consti­tuent Assembly, and shortly thereafter this was replaced by the Legislative Assembly; the Robespierre Reign of Terror had begun.




    The monarchy was approaching its end, and Louis XVI was accused of complicity with Austria, which in 1798 was preparing to invade France and restore order. In November 1793, Alexander de Beauharnais was promoted to General and given the command post of the Army of the Rhine at Mainz. Alexander was not to live up to his name, despite the fact that he did display bursts of courage. On the fateful night of the Austrian assault, Alexander was in bed with one of his favourite mistresses. This left the general staff and command post in utter confusion; the Austrians broke through the French lines and a debacle ensued. Defeated and demoralized, Alexander fled Mainz; this was to cost him his life. He was incarcerated and soon after his wife Rose joined him. He was guillotined on July 22, 1793, while Rose was awaiting her turn at the Carmelite Monastery, now converted into a prison in Paris.




    There she was waiting her turn for the guillotine. She was, however, indeed very fortunate, for by July 27, 1794 Robespierre had fallen to the guillotine and Barras himself, the head of the Five Member Directory, came to her aid with his friend Jean Lambert Tallien, whose wife was a close friend of Rose, for Rose was General Barras’ rumoured mistress during their visits to Madame Recamier and the debauchery that ensured. Another freed inmate was General Lazare Hoche, with whom she had maintained a friendly relationship while both were incarcerated at Les Carmes. This led to an amorous relationship between the two. The profligate Parisian society encouraged this kind of debauchery. Josephine altered between the bedrooms of Barras and Hoche, not to mention a handful of other young officers.




    On November 5, the Directory had moved from the Tuileries Palace to the Luxembourg Palace, and Napoléon, genuinely loved and favoured by Barras, was to be seen with him daily at the Palais de Luxembourg.




    Rose, with her friend Madame Theresa Tallien, was daily at the Luxembourg Palace enjoying the company of General Barras, whose aristocratic bearing and refusal to wear the newly designed gaudy red mantle with knee britches, specially made for the Directory’s members, reflected his haughty peremptory air of superiority to others; but not young Napoléon, whom he genuinely esteemed for his promising genius.




    October 20, 1795 March 6, 1796




    In short, the two were introduced by Barras, who was tiring of Rose, while she was continuing her amorous trysts with General Hoche. Napoléon had barely reached the age of twenty-six, a young ambitious general with grand aspirations, Rose, an experienced woman with charms to spread; like a spider Napoléon fell in her cobweb. Many pages could be written about Rose and Napoléon; or Josephine, as Napoléon had begun to call her. An inflamed , amorous relationship ensured between the two and the trap was closed; the smitten Napoléon proposed to the widow Beauharnais, and after a brief demurred rejection, the merry widow accepted. On March 6, after of the five months of having known each other, the marriage contract was signed at the office of the Mayor of Paris. Barras, Jean Lambert Tallien and Madame Theresa Tallien, Josephine’s close friend, together with Josephine’s notary, acted as witnesses.




    At the Rue de Chantereine, Number 6, General and Madame Bonaparte honeymooned for two days. Napoléon was now on his way to command the Army of Italy, boarding his Berlina (coach) and ordering the carter, “Forward to Nice.”
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          Caroline Bonaparte (© François Gérard – Portrait de la reine Caroline Bonaparte épouse de Joachim Murat, sur le site de Sotheby’s.com)
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          Elisa Bonaparte (© After Pierre-Paul Prud’hon – Life of Napoleon Bonaparte by William Milligan Sloane. New York: Century, vol. 1. Publication date: 1906)
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          Jerome Bonaparte (© SARCY, A. de – McGill University Libraries)
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CHAPTER 4


    Italy




    The story of the Army of Italy is of such an interesting nature that some light must be shed on its formations, commanders and how Napoléon came to be selected to head it. Paul Barras, the most influential member of the Directory, wanted to give his protégé the chance of a lifetime. He was supported by Saliceti (Napoléon’s Corsican compatriot) and even Talleyrand, who had also begun to admire Napoléon’s promising genius. All concurred on giving the young 26-year-old general what they considered to be the chance of his lifetime. And what a chance! The Army of Italy was the least equipped, the worst dressed, hardly provided with victuals, lacking funds and manned by reluctant soldiers that would best be described as renegades, while on the other hand General Moreaux commanded the best of the five French Republican armies. Despite all its shortcomings and almost hopeless situation against the formidable veterans of the Austrian armies and their allies, Napoléon, through his genius and unflinching support of his field commanders, in particular Joachim Murat, Lannes, Marmont (his mate at the Ecole Militaire) Junot, and the older General Massena (11 years Napoléon’s senior) Berthier, who later would become his chief of staff and others, Napoléon’s phenomenal success would make the shining star, hero of France.




    It is also important to point out that Napoléon’s acumen, his insight and perception were the elements of his success in selecting his commanders. In the reading ahead, we will run into names like Ney, Davout, Grouchy, Moncey, MacDonald and Pomiatowski, and others who were all destined to become Marshals of the Empire. The intent at this stage is to delineate a panoramic view of future marshals who would surround Napoléon and be ready to execute his orders at the snap of his fingers.




    Italy in 1796 was a complex country, divided and ruled by various vying powers, the papal states that included Bologna and Rome, the Duchy of Milan, Lucca, Modena, Mantua, Florence and the Duchy of Tuscany, under the Hapsburg rule. Naples and Sicily were under the rule of a Spanish Bourbon prince; Sardinia vacillated between holding and then losing Savoy and Nice to the French. It would take Sardinia another seventy-odd years and King Victor Emmanuel and his Prime Minister Cavour to successfully begin the unification of Italy and later successfully win over the firebrand nationalist Garibaldi to their side to complete the process started in 1866.




    To Napoléon’s advantage, the main cohesive force he had to reckon with was the Austrians. Napoléon had a master’s sense for details; he would question his commanders on every point. He would know the state of every horse, whether it needed to be reshod or not, the calibre of every gun and its range, the number of pieces of artillery, the divisional and regimental strength of his forces to the finest details, the state of munitions and fodder for the horses, the logistics, lines of supplies, number of wagons and, in particular, the number of mules or horses required and commissioned to drag the heavy guns, and last but not least, God help the officer who did not know the meticulous details of his particular responsibilities. The twenty-six-year-old Major General was to overawe the senior Generals who covered his position (Massena was eleven years his senior) and intimidate them by the forceful power of his presence and his unsurpassed intimate details of every piece of weapon, every horse to be reshod, every calibre and range of his guns, knowledge of the details of his forces; in brief, he not only impressed and cowed them, but bedazzled them as well. From here on in they would not only obey but execute his orders on the double.




    Napoléon then harangued his own troops; “Soldiers, the fertile plains of Italy are yours for the taking. Your forlorn state of affairs will soon be a thing of the past. Your courage, your honour will add glory to the nation. France will be proud of her valiant sons and you stalwart soldiers will reap the honour and rewards that you are worthy of. Forward!”




    The troops responded, “Vive Bonaparte!” “Vive General Bonaparte!” as his general staff looked on with intrinsic admiration.




    On April 2, 1796, General Bonaparte with an effective army force of less than forty thousand soldiers marched on his objective, the plains of Italy at Piedmont. He crossed from Nice into neutral Genoese territory with the ubiquitous Saliceti, his Corsican compatriot, the Directory’s commissaire recording every detail.




    Intelligence reports reached Napoléon that combined Austrian and Piedmontese Armies were concentrating near Savona. With forced marches, Napoléon reached Savona April 9. The Austrian and Piedmontese formations outnumbered the French by two to one, the seventy-year-old General J.P de Beaulieu, a mediocre veteran of earlier wars, commanded the Austrian troops, while the Sardinians were commanded by the fifty-ish-year-old General Baron di Colli Marchi. The Austrian battle plan was to catch Napoléon off guard in a pincer movement; Beaulieu advancing from Genoa, while his second in command, Count d’Argenteau, and General de Colli attacked from the North, and cut off the French army at Savona; by then, the Austrian forces were approaching Montenotte. Without wasting any time, Napoléon ordered General Massena and Augereau to envelop the enemy by attacking them at Montenotte before they could reach their objective at Savona. On April 11, Massena mounted his attack, taking the Austrians by surprise and inflicting on them heavy casualties, forcing Argenteau to flee north in the direction of Dego.




    
On the 14th, Napoléon ordered Massena, accompanied by Le Harpe and a contingent of 6000 troops to march on and take Dego, North of Montenette. Dego fell to the French, only to be taken by the Austrians in a surprise night counterattack. Hearing of this, Napoléon was irate; he ordered his troops to march on, and on the 17th of December, Dego was retaken by the French. Massena was given a severe dressing down by Napoléon for his negligence; this would not be the first or the last time that Massena would be severely reprimanded by Napoléon.





    His objective was the Piedmontese plains and General Colli, at Ceva with his two Piedmontese divisions, but by then General Colli, having learned that General Beaulieu was isolated by Napoléon, had no choice but flee from Ceva, leaving an open road for Napoléon to the Piedmontese plains with the Alps behind them. Napoléon would cross the Alps a few years later, on his second campaign in Italy.




    The French advanced forward, positions headed by the cavalry, and caught up with Colli at Mondovi (St. Michele) and crushed his forces while the wavering Beaulieu did nothing to aid the Piedmontese. During the French cavalry charge, its commander fell to enemy fire and Napoléon immediately replaced him with Murat. Joachim Murat was ordered to replace the foreign French cavalry commander and would ultimately rise to the rank of marshal and his impetuous cavalry charges would become the definition of dash and sang-froid. Napoléon then ordered his troops to seize Cherasco, an Austrian strong hold and a strategic focal point of logistics. This fell on April 25, when the French captured badly needed food supplies, provisions, munitions, pieces of artillery, and transport wagons. The Sardinians, dazzled by Napoléon’s swift advance and disappointed by the lacklustre zeal and wavering of their Austrian allies, sued for peace and an armistice was signed at Cherasco. In reality, Napoléon never really made a big issue of these series of engagements, and to him they were no more than a prelude to crush the main Austrian army at Milan, with his over ambitious objective of pursuing them to Vienna. Nevertheless, a jubilant Napoléon ordered his trusted Colonel Murat, accompanied by the political commissaire Saliceti, to take the armistice agreement to the Directory in Paris where his perfervid ally General Barras was eagerly awaiting news of his most admired general.




    To the Italians, Napoléon was a liberator, or at least for a sizeable majority of them. He would converse with them in Italian and preach the values of the French Revolution; liberty, equality, fraternity, and would always address them in this tone, for the last thing he wanted was a vacuum behind him as he advanced on Milan.




    Napoléon addressed his troops.




    “Soldiers, your valiance has achieved a resounding striking defeat on the enemy. This is nothing in comparison to what lies in store for you. Turin and Milan are our objectives and then we shall engage the main enemy force. You will present your nation with the greatest trophies and you soldiers will reap the pleasures of your success. You will defy the hardships of the terrain, the crossing of rivers and most of all the routing of the Austrian enemy. Forward!”




    The troops responded, “Viva Napoléon!”




    Napoléon ordered Serrurier detachments to confront General Beaulieu, who was poised with his Austrians on the northern bank of the river Po. Arrayed in battle ready formations, awaiting the French to cross, Colonel Lannes was ordered to head his grenadiers and cavalry and reach Piacenza in forced marches within four hours. Lannes, an audacious officer, charged at the head of his cavalry, crossing the Po at a shallow ford, followed by his regiments of infantry numbering 3,000. Meanwhile, Augereau was ordered to cross the Po at Varetto and join Lanne’s units at Lodi, about fifty miles south of Milan; Napoléon ordeeds Serruier and Massena to effect a junction with the now combined forces of Lannes and Augereau, crossing the Po at Varetto, right after Augereau had crossed that shallow ford. Meanwhile, Napoléon led his forces to Codogno, attempting to cut off Beaulieu, and a sporadic exchange of fire ensued between the Austrians and the French, while Napoléon pressed on to cut off the Austrians, with General Berthier, his indispensable chief-of-staff, beside him. General La Harpe fell during the infernal exchange of fire. Berthier was ordered to replace him. On May 7, during the mayhem, Beaulieu again eluded Napoléon and escaped his trap by retreating to Lodi with his numerically superior force, pursued by Napoléon and his generals in an attempt to envelop him in a pincer movement by Lannes, Augeria, Messena on the one hand and Napoléon, Berthier and the fallen, valiant La Harpe on the other.




    On May 10, after a forced march, Napoléon reached Lodi only to find Beaulieu and the main Austrian force had eluded him again and withdrawn to Cremona, while an Austrian detachment fought a rear-guard action to hinder Napoléon’s advance. Furious at the meek Beaulieu’s strategies, he ordered Captain Bessieres’ grenadiers to charge the Austrians, leading the first columns himself and exposing his person to the mortal danger of the enemy gunfire, a trademark that would distinguish Bonaparte in the thick of battle throughout his career. The divisional strength of the Austro-Croatian force was dislodged from their ramparts and fled Lodi to join forces with Beaulieu at Brescia, leaving behind a few hundred casualties and twelve pieces of artillery. With Lodi in French hands, Napoléon ordered his troops to march on Milan, a distance of fifty miles from his position at Lodi.




    On May 15, Napoléon, flanked by his generals and triumphant troops, entered Milan and was received by the magistrates as their liberator with the symbolic key to the city. In Milan, the French troops were finally to enjoy a deserved respite, and Napoléon lived up to his word. Treasures of gold and silver, monetary contributions in millions by the Dukes of Parma and Modena, forced on them or contributed, jewels, master works of art and yes, war booty were dispatched to the French coffers which were not only desperately needed, but brought the treasury back from the brink of bankruptcy.




    The excesses of the starved French troops and their transgressions as they indulged themselves in the orgy of looting and sometimes rape, despite Napoléon’s severe punishments to the perpetrators, could not be totally avoided when a hungry army of thirty-odd thousand troops were unleashed on the city.




    Mutinies and uprisings by the Milanese were ruthlessly put down; the people of Milan were outraged but helpless to deal with the reprisals of the French army, which to them were no better than their predecessors, the Austrians.




    It is noteworthy to point out that while Napoléon was leading his troops and conducting his war against the Austrians, Carnot, the Minister of War, who was against the appointment of Napoléon to head the Army of Italy, was concocting his own ruse of replacing him, or at best giving a joint command to the Army of Italy that would include the renowned General Kellerman, who at this time was posted in Germany. Kellerman was 34 years Napoléon’s senior, born in 1735 of a noble family Francois Etienne Christopher Kellerman. At the age of 17 he joined the Royal French Army and was later commissioned into the Royal Bavarian Regiment (Le Regiment Royal Bavarie). During the Seven Year War he fought and earned his spurs in Germany, showing outstanding courage at Friedberg. Forty years later in 1792, a year prior to the execution of Louis XVI, Kellerman was promoted to Lieutenant General commanding the Army of the Centre at the age of 57. He was credited with the victory of Valmy and the recapture of Longwy and Verdun. During the Terror he was lucky to keep his head, and in 1793 he was given the command of the combined Armies of the Alps and Italy, only to be arrested a few months later in October 1793, and only saved at the last moment by the execution of Robespierre. In January 1795, the Directorate restored him to his rank, and during the Napoléonic Era he would be generously rewarded including the rank of Marshall of the Empire, bestowed on him by Napoléon in 1804 and a Peer of France during the 100 days in 1815.




    So much for Carnot’s intrigue, for Napoléon would vehemently refuse this diabolical arrangement and with Commissaire Saliceti vouching for his outstanding command and Barras retracting his benevolent show of appreciation to his co-aristocrat Kellerman, Carnot and the Directory caved in, ending this farcical attempt which Napoléon described as “the most incompetent, absurd … that flagrantly violates the most rudimentary rules of military strategy.”




    General Beaulieu continued to be elusive, refusing to engage Napoléon in battle; fed up with Beaulieu, Napoleon set out from Brescia in pursuit of the Austrians who continued to slip away every time he thought he had them in sight. This led to the collapse of one town after the other, Peschirea, Verona and others. Napoléon was by now leading an army of roughly four divisions, not many by comparison to the numerically superior Austrians.




    Mantua, a stronghold, was heavily fortified and defended by a two divisional strength of Austrian troops. Swamps with trench of miasma and lakes made storming this stronghold buttress a very hard task indeed and Napoléon, in view of his diminished forces, had no choice but to bypass it, leaving several thousand troops to lay siege while rapidly advancing on the Papal States and Tuscany towards mid-June, leaving Genoa in the hands of the dashing and flamboyant Murat, who terrified the Senate to unconditional submission. The terrified Pope Pius VI sued for peace and was granted an armistice under the condition of heavy war indemnity, extracting from the Pope badly needed millions of gold and treasures of paintings from the idle, opulent Vatican that were to be transported to the cash starved French treasury. The remaining cities of Leghorn, Ferrara and Florence opened their gates and Napoléon time and time again addressed them as their saviour, and to some if not many he was the man of the hour. But, like the other cities, they were to contribute to the war effort with gold, artefacts and munitions which were badly needed to buttress Napoléon’s war effort against the Austrians. Like Hannibal before him, Napoléon and his troops would sustain themselves of the occupied Italian land, for Napoléon’s army was left to fend for itself in every sense of the word and France like Carthage was unable to provide him with relief or reinforcements, so Napoléon would make the best of it and turn the occupied territory into the source of badly needed provisions.




    
After many lovesick letters and recriminations, torment and maddening doubts, the prancing merry Parisian Josephine would respond in short letters, sometimes claiming illness and then, responding to a letter sent June 14th, she purports to be pregnant. Napoléon, fed up with her briefness, communicated to his friend Barras to force her to join him. Finally, she reluctantly arrived in Milan at the end of June, accompanied by her lover, Lieutenant Hippolyte Charles. Napoléon, either blinded by love or simply choosing to ignore this insignificant lieutenant, continued to lavish Josephine with his amorous sentiments. Napoléon, two years later in Egypt, received news from his brother joseph of her adulterous relationship with Hippolyte; but for now her sojourn in Milan continued while Napoléon embarked on the second and more challenging stage of his campaign.





    Napoléon’s daring and often personal command of the forward positions against the enemy exposed him to the real danger of being captured or even killed; he therefore decided to form his own personal bodyguard, commanded by the brave and trusted Bessieres.




    
It is of relevant significance to give a brief history of this officer, who was to play a significant and sometimes decisive role in the war against the French enemy. Born the son of a French surgeon in 1768, Jean Baptiste Bessieres joined the National Guard and was promoted to Grenadier Captain. He would later join the Constitutional Guard of Louis XVI, along with the Tuileries Swiss Guard, and distinguished himself for his bravery and was lucky enough not to be among the massacred soldiers and Swiss Guard who fought bravery at the Tuileries only to meet a certain death at the hands of the rabid mob. In 1793 he served in the Revolutionary Army of the Pyrenes, and in 1796 he was fighting alongside Napoléon in Italy. He was singled out by Napoléon to command his personal bodyguards (The Guides) and at Rivoli, Captain Bessieres fought with distinction and was promoted to major. He was later to accompany Napoléon on his Egyptian campaign and fought at Acre (Akka) and Aboukir. He would consistently be on Napoléon’s side and would be chosen by Napoléon to command the Horse Grenadiers of the Consular Guard (body guards of the 1st Consul Napoléon) and after Marengo, promoted to Brigadier General (General de Brigade) and in September 1802 he was promoted to General de Division. In 1804, in appreciation for his outstanding service, Napoléon added him to the list of Marshals of the Empire, with the highly trusted command of the Imperial Guard Cavalry. Bessieres would continue to distinguish himself at Austerlitz, Jena, Eylau, Friedland and later in Spain in 1808 at Medina del Rio Seco, defeating the combined forces of General Cuesta and the English advisors, entering Madrid triumphantly with Joseph. But his real distinction was the cavalry, and he would put the English to flight, pursuing them to Corunna. When recalled from Spain, he would distinguish himself yet again in 1809 at Aspern-Easling and Wagram. He would replace Bernadotte and take over the command of the Army of the North at Napoléon’s behest, who could not stomach Bernadotte, and swiftly recapture Flushing.





    The career of this valiant officer would put him at the head of the Imperial Guard in Paris and again to Spain fighting at Fuenies de Onoro, May 1811. Then, in the Russian campaign of 1812, Napoléon assigned him to head the Calvary of the Imperial Guard. During the French retreat, he fought side by side with Napoléon against the Cossacks and put them to flight, aborting their attempt on the life of Napoléon and his general staff. In 1813, the most ominous period in Napoléon and France’s life, this valiant Marshal of France, now commanding the Imperial Guard formations, would lose his life to a cannon ball on May 1, 1813 at Rippach. This would not be the last that France and Napoléon in particular would lose, not only as a brilliant commander and comrade-in arms but a true, reliable and trustworthy friend.




    Finally, Austria got fed up with its commander, the septuagenarian Beaulieu, and replaced him by the more reliable, dynamic and much younger General Graf Wurmser. By the end of June, Wurmser, now commanding a total force of 50,000 men including the 15,000 fresh reinforcements that arrived recently from the Rhine, was bent on the total destruction of the French army in Italy.




    On July 29 at Verona, General Massena, with numerically inferior forces, fought the Austrian troops descending on him from Lake Gardas flanks, but was forced to withdraw towards Brescia, joining Augereau and together halting the advance of General Wurmser’s Austrians. Augereau without a minute’s delay communicated the military situation to Napoléon, who was with General Serrurier laying siege to Mantua. Unfortunately, several officers and a good number of soldiers fell ill to the miasma and malaria infested swamps that surrounded the citadel of Mantua and had to be sent back to France to recuperate, depriving Napoléon of the valiant General Serrurier and badly needed number of officers and soldiers.




    In rapid forced marches Napoléon reached and struck at Wurmser’s columns, ordering Augereau and Massena to outflank Wurmser and destroy his army by frontal attacks and encircling movements, but Wurmser’s luck did not abandon him, and himself a brave and daring general ordered his Austrians to beat a speedy retreat, evacuating Verona on August 7 and continuing through forced marches through Lonato and Castiglione while Napoléon was hard on their heels, pursuing the Austrians relentlessly and securing these towns safely in French hands one after the other.




    Napoléon ordered Augereau and Massena to keep hard on the Austrians heels without allowing them a repose, but the Austrian flight and the nightfall that helped them to slip away worsted the French chase and the demoralized Austrians were able to reach the temporary safety of Bassano on the eastern bank of the river Brenta.




    
Wurmser’s main objective was the relief of Mantua, combining the garrison force with his army and then striking back at Napoléon’s main army force; therefore he decided to keep his army intact despite the imminent loss of Rovereto, which fell on September 4th to Generals Vaubois and Massena, forcing its defending army to withdraw, defeated, but with minimal casualties while Bassano fell to Lannes and Murat on September 8th.





    
Wurmser, with his plan unimpeded, marched on to relieve Mantua, joined by the remnants of the defeated Austrian units that strengthened his army group, now with a force exceeding 30,000 men striking at Massena’s lesser force and routing him at Castellero; then safely advancing and reaching Mantua on September 12th. This bold move frustrated Napoléon’s plans of cutting his line of communications with the Austrian stronghold at Trieste. Napoléon would now be facing a bold and determined adversary in the person of Wurmser.





    
Napoléon’s plans to join the Army of the Rhine on its advance to Vienna were abruptly changed and he was impelled to hurry back to Mantua with his army and lay siege, which effectively neutralized Napoléon’s army and forced him to head south, giving chase to Wurmser who by now had secured his garrison at Mantua and effectively joined it and regrouped there. Meanwhile, the Army of the Rhine on which so much depended and which was the best equipped and provisioned suffered serious reverses when the courageous veteran Archduke Karl attached on September 19th, throwing back the French Army of the Rhine with a pre-emptive strike and disrupting their plans of advance on Vienna.





    Given Napoléon’s diminishing force and the loss of men to malaria during the siege of Mantua, he ordered the remnants of his army to march on Modena, leaving a siege force of approximately one division.




    The period between the end of September and late October saw several demographic changes effected by Napoléon, including the creation of new republics, the Cipadena (integrating Modena, recently captured, and Reggio), the Cisalpine, and Transpadena (Bologna and Ferrara). These were Napoléon’s initial moves to consolidate the occupied territory, which in 1806–1807 would be much more elaborate as he created the federation of the Rhine. His plans of unifying the entire continent of Europe would crystallise as he advanced in rank and finally to the Imperial status.




    Austria, which only 30 years ago was a main player in the continent’s affairs together with Russia and Prussia, now found herself in the disquieting situation of confronting two French armies, with General Meaureaux commanding the Army of the Rhine and Napoléon commanding the Army of Italy and systematically dislodging the Austrians from their northern strongholds. The Austrian Emperor Ferdinand Joseph, distraught with the unfolding events, would hurl against Napoléon his best generals.




    Baron Nicolas Von Alvinzi, commanding an Austrian Army of close to 50,000 men, advanced on Verona from the north, and with Mantua holding down a French division in siege, Napoléon forces would be encircled or rather pressed between the hammer and the anvil. With Wurmser garrisoned at Mantua, numbering 40,000 men, and Alvinzi marching from the north with an army group of 50,000 men, Napoléon would be squeezed and struck down with his dwindling army at Verona.




    
Alvinzi ordered the Austrians on November 4th to launch their attack on Trent, which was defended by a small French force under Massena that was forced to pull back and flee to join and consolidate with Napoléon’s force of 10,000 men at Verona. This was a prudent strategic move for Massena with his 2,000-man force were no match to the onslaught of the Austrian army that exceeded 40,000 men. With this obstacle out of his way, Baron Alvinzi marched toward Vicenza unimpeded. He was fifty years old, twice the age of Napoléon.





    
Alvinzi now controlled the Tyrol as well as the territory between the Trent and Adige; This despite Napoléon’s attempt to dislodge him when on a rainy night he marched out of Verona, and the next day under heavy rain on November 11th he ordered Massena to attack the main force of Alvinzi, who were well dug in and fortified. But Massena’s initial shelling of Alvinzi’s positions was not followed with a calvary charge supported by the infantry behind them, for Napoléon could ill afford to dispatch the required number as his forces had dwindled by now to less than 15,000 confronted by Alvinzi’s numerically superior force that exceeded 40,000. Unmoved by the shelling, Alvinzi counter attacked, throwing back Massena and capturing the remaining undestroyed batteries of the French army. Indeed, the situation was getting very bleak for Napoléon; he was left now with less than 13,000 troops after the failed attempt of Massena to intimidate and dislodge Alvinzi.





    
With no reinforcement in sight, Napoléon’s position was getting more critical by the hour. The Directory was informed earlier that unless reinforcement was at hand and soon, they may as well consider the Army of Italy lost and all the initial success a squandered effort. It was Barras who, by early October (which was a month prior to these latest and unavoidable reverses), took the decision to act without further delay. Finally, on November 12th, the vanguard of French reinforcement trickled into Napoléon’s camp at Verona.





    Arcola-November, 1796




    In essence, this was the first major battle fought in Italy. Much of the three days of fighting was more of a war of attrition, with Napoléon and the Austrian lines moving back and forth. Napoléon’s forces now at Verona totalled 21,000, a marked improvement over the dwindling force of 13,000.




    
On the night of November 14th, 1796, leading a garrison of 3,000 men at Verona, Napoléon marched with his army, now totalling 18,000 men, to confront the two Austrian armies descending on Mantua to raise the French siege. General Davidovich, commanding an army of 18,000 men, marched down the upper Adige River, while Vaubois, under Napoléon’s orders, with 10,000 men was to halt his advance and prevent him from linking with Alvinzi’s 28,000 men who were advancing to capture Verona with its 3,000-man garrison.





    Napoléon, in view of his precarious position at Verona, and Mantua behind him garrisoned by 28,000 Austrians under General Wurmser’s command and a French force of 9,000 men surrounding it, General Vaubois with a division force of 8,000 men to lay the Austrian’s 18,000 men under Davidovich advancing down the upper Adige River in the Direction of Verona while Baron Alvinzi, with an army of 28,000 men, was approaching Napoléon’s stronghold at Verona unimpeded, and a third of 28,000 men behind Napoléon at Mantua that could break through the French siege and the three armies combined would cut off and blow. At least this was what the Austrians hoped for. Therefore, Napoléon was left with one choice, leave Verona and draw Alvinzi to give chase, as Napoléon was now marched out of Verona to strike the Austrians at Arcola. Arcola was situated in the middles of obstacles provided by the elements of nature. Land of marshes, swamps, and dykes and was garrisoned by an Austrian force of 3,000 men. Napoléon’s tactical move effectively forced the Austrian armies to separate and Alvinzi to give chase to Napoléon’s advancing army of 18,000 men.




    
On November 14th, at night fall and with a force of 3,000 men left to defend Verona and Vaubois, halting the advance of Davidovich, Napoléon, at the head of 18,000 men, marched in the direction of Arcola, which is situated approximately fifty kilometres southeast of Verona. He advanced in the southern direction of the bank of the Adige River with the objective of affecting a forced crossing at Ronco, which is a distance of eight kilometres southwest of Arcola. This bold move unsettled Alvinzi’s original plans of attacking and destroying Napoléon’s forces at Verona; instead he now found himself forced to dispatch a relief force of 9,000 men to buttress the defending positions of the 3,000 Austrians already at Arcola; Napoléon so far succeeded in disorienting Baron Alvinzi and forced him not only to separate from Davidovich, but to weaken his own force by the dispatch of 9,000 men to reinforce the Austrian defenders at Arcola.





    
On the dawn of the 15th of November, the engineers under Andreosy successfully established a pontoon bridge over the Adige, allowing the French troops to surge over and into the marshes, effectively threatening the lines of communication of the Austrian army stretching east between the outskirts of Verona and Arcola. Then, ordering Massena to secure Porcile and confront the Austrian advance, Napoléon with his left flank at the bridgehead secured, headed a detachment of 6,000 men and ordered Augeneau to effect a crossing at the Arcola Bridge and over to Arcola at the other side. Alvinzi in the meantime orders General Provera with 4,000 troops to attack Massena’s forces at Porcile. All hell broke loose as the battle raged on, soldiers falling on both sides as the mayhem continued, the Arcola Bridge stoutly defended by the Austrians at a high cost of casualties to both sides and Porcile was now under heavy attack by Provera’s 4,000 Austrians; frustrated with this pandemonium, Napoléon ordered General Guieu to effect a diversionary strategy and cross the river at a swallow ford near Albaredo; with 3,000 men Gieu successfully accomplished his objective and by late evening he was on the southwestern environs of Arcola. The impetuous General Bonaparte, with tricolor in hand, led the attack in person under a hail of gunshot and musket fire. Alarmed about his safety, his aide de camp pushed him into a dyke, almost drowning him, when two officers grabbed him and pulled him out dripping wet, with water gushing out of his boots. Meanwhile, on the 16th the Austrians withdrew with their guns and wagon trains toward Vicenza through Villanova.





    What news up north from Vaubois? To Napoléon’s chagrin the tidings received were ominous. Davidovich had pushed Vaubois to Bussolengo and should he break through the French lines and join with Alvinzi, Napoléon would be unable to withstand this onslaught. Napoléon and the army of Italy hung in the balance. His only choice was to withdraw his forces back to Ronco after such a close call. With the French troops retired to Ronco, the Austrians attacked and captured Porcile and refortified Arcola.




    
Favourable tidings received by Napoléon; Vaubois managed to halt Davidovich’s advance on the 16th. In the early morning, Napoléon ordered resumption of hostilities recapturing Porcile but failed to advance on Arcola, which was stubbornly defended by the Austrians, and for the second time Napoléon retreated across the Adige at dusk, leaving a detachment of a few hundred men to defend the secured bridgehead. The Austrians by now had withdrawn a sizeable force from their siege host at Verona and the rest were to follow suit in the direction of Arcola. On the 16th the total Austrian force defending Arcola had swelled up to 10,000 men from the initial 3,000 men before Napoléon’s attack.





    
Napoléon ordered the Mantua garrison to send reinforcements to his fighting units, which duly arrived at Arcola on the 17th, numbering a badly needed three thousand men. Napoléon struck at once; he ordered Massena to attack and trap the Austrians at the marshes north of the Adige bank, while Augereau was to cross at Albaredo and attack Arcola from the East. Massena would defeat them, ordering a number of regiments to engage Provera near Porcile, while his decoy unit appeared isolated in the marshes, visible to the Austrians and Massena’s main isolated French unit, only to find themselves under heavy French fire, forcing them to flee with Massena’s men hard on their heels, crossing the Arcola bridge and breaking through the lines of the Austrian defenders. Street fighting ensued, but the French were unable to secure the town. Augereau, meanwhile, assisted by the Napoléon Guides (bodyguard) detachment, which successfully forded the Alpone River under Napoléon’s personal orders, attacked the Austrian’s rear, causing pandemonium amongst the defenders of Albaredo and Arcola. Taking advantage of this stratagem, Augereau launched a devastating attack, wreaking havoc amongst the Austrians, who were forced to withdraw as Albaredo fell to Augereau’s units.





    General Baron Alvinzi, an experienced soldier and veteran of several wars at the mature age of 50, realised that the original envisaged plan of catching and destroying Napoléon in a pincer movement effected by the two Austrian armies under his command and that of Davidovich had faltered, and he had no option but to order his troops to evacuate and retreat to Vicenza, thus avoiding a possible annihilation by Napoléon’s main force, which he could sight from a distance advancing from Legnano.




    Arcola, in fact, was not an absolute victory for Napoléon, nor an absolute defeat to Alvinzi. Napoléon achieved by his impetuous action the prevention of the two Austrian armies linking in a pincer movement and destroying his army at Verona. He attacked Arcola and forced Alvinzi to separate from Davidovich and give chase; Alvinzi’s main concern was the numerically inadequate garrison at Arcola which precipitated the dispatch of 9,000 men, which in effect broke his own army down to around 18,000 men, the same, numerically, as Napoléon. The heaviest casualties were in the street fighting, with the Austrians losing around 8,000 men – twice the number of the French.




    Arcola would be eternalized by David’s dramatic painting of Napoléon crossing the Arcola bridge on his charger. Napoléon would later describe it as snatching victory from the teeth of defeat in the last hour. The battle had lasted three days.




    It is worth noting that during the failed attempt of Augereau at securing the Arcola bridge Napoléon would have been killed had he not been saved by Major Lannes cutting in front of him and shielding him from the Austrian musket fire. Lannes was lucky not to be killed by the musket balls that he received, but not so Bonaparte’s Aide de Camp, Muiron and General Jean Robert, who were both killed by the Austrians. Muiron, Napoléon’s friend and comrade-in-arms who was with Napoléon at the siege of Toulon, his best adjutant, collapsed dead shielding him from the Austrian musket fire. The Austrians were now in full retreat from Rivoli while Napoléon entered Verona triumphantly.




    When Napoléon recovered from the shock, he heard his brother Luis, who accompanied him on his campaign, telling him that they had pulled him out of the swamp just in time, as the Croatians were arriving at the opposite bank to seize him.




    In his coach heading to Milan he was worn out but determined, his limps crushed with fatigue, but only death could impede him from carrying out his plans. He still had so many things to do! The Directory had sent General Clarke from Paris to negotiate with Vienna, disturbing him – the Conqueror!




    However, even the street of Chantereine itself, where Josephine was residing, had been baptised as “The Avenue of Victory”, and a theatre presented “To the glory of Napoléon”, titled “The Bridge of Lodi”. Each night the spectators would rise to applaud the heroic, victorious general. But the Directors, with the exception of Barras, feared him. The rivalry amongst men has no end!




    
On November 27th he entered the Serbelloni Palace and wrote Josephine, “I am arriving Milan, I am rushing to your boudoir. I have left all to see you and hold you in my arms, but you were not there; you pass the cities from party to party. You distance yourself from me when I arrive. I am accustomed to the dangers; I know the remedy to torments and the misfortunes of life. The tribulation that I feel is incalculable; I was not deserving it.”





    The night was interminable. When would daylight breakout? He was not going to be able to obtain victory over Josephine, who had returned to the company of Hippolyte Charles. He had given orders that Hippolyte Charles be excluded from the Army of Italy by the Commander-in- Chief. He had already ordered it before, but Josephine had cried, implored until he reconsidered his decision.




    “Surrounded with pleasures would be an error, that you made the least sacrifice for me,’’ he writes her. “I do not deserve the pain and the happiness or the disgrace of a man that you do not love, it must not be important to you when I demand of you a love similar to mine, you equivocate with me. Why pretend that the lace weighs as much as the gold? You cheat me, had nature not endowed me with the appeals to capture you; but what I deserve from Josephine is the consideration and appreciation, why do I love you deliriously and in a manner exclusive?”




    
He left Milan. He desired to return to war – war does not cheat him. Over the Esplanade of Rivoli during the night of the 14th of January 1797, he distinguished the fires of the Austrian vanguards of General Alvinzi incorporated with additional troops. In front of him, at a few hundred metres, the fires of the divisions of General Joubert and Massena drew a picture on the summit of the hills, some kind of star-spangled landscape. The night was devoted to preparing for battle. On the left flank, the reserves of General Massena, on the right towards the Adigio, the division of Joubert, and in the centre Berthier and his men.
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