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‘Like a wolf upon the fold’





A line had been drawn in the last months of 1805, when war began anew on the European continent. The onset of the war of the Third Coalition, when Britain had at last persuaded Russia and the Habsburgs to take the field against France, left a far more indelible mark on Napoleon’s regime, his empire and his own life than his coronation as ‘Emperor of the French’ less than a year earlier. Caught off guard, which the protestations of his own myth-making hid so well for so long, Napoleon saw his hand forced by British diplomacy and Austrian belligerence. He now had to risk the hard-won political, social and financial stability his reforms had given to France. Even before a shot had been fired, the costs of war threatened economic recovery and financial rectitude; the re-imposition of conscription on so vast a scale saw the resurgence of rural disorder that showed signs of developing into counter-revolution. Defeat in the field would mean the end of everything – personal and political. Until now, Napoleon had presented himself as the new ‘Augustus’ at Notre Dame on 4 December 1804, as he placed the laurel wreathed crown on his own head. Everything he had done in power, from the conclusion of the second Italian campaign until the outbreak of war, had sought to make safe the world of the prosperous, civilised, gentle ‘masses of granite’, for even the catastrophic expedition to reclaim Saint Domingue had been driven by the commercial interests of the merchants of the Atlantic ports and their Parisian bankers; the war with Britain had been portrayed as a struggle to reclaim the sea lanes and the overseas empire for French trade. His political project hinged on ralliement and amalgame, policies of reconciliation, co-operation and ‘live and let live’ between the factions of the revolutionary decade. The ethos of the Consulate and the first year of the Empire had been, at heart, the lesson Napoleon said he owed to his lawyer father: that men – Frenchmen, at least – should be reconciled, not estranged from each other.


The war of 1805 ended this. Before it began, Napoleon’s life had been akin to the wanderings of Odysseus: He had had to outwit monsters and rivals; like Beaumarchais’ Figaro, his most effective weapon had been his intelligence. Henceforth, his journey and that of his empire and its people, became a different kind of epic, a decade of bitter conflict, the same length as Homer’s Trojan War. It contained all the stuff of heroic legend: death, gore and suffering on a scale hitherto unknown and unrivalled even in the annals of the Antiquity in which Napoleon and his generation were steeped. It would engender triumph and humiliation of an intensity rivalled only in Greek tragedy, just as its sweep encompassed the length and breadth of a continent. Indeed, it would prove an epic more Wagnerian than Homeric, a struggle to the death with the rest of the world, which would engulf and destroy even Napoleon himself. The intensity of the ten years’ struggle that began in late 1805 turned friend and foe alike into physical wrecks before their time, having begun ‘their’ wars as young tyros, only to end them as empty husks. Castlereagh, the foreign minister who did so much to galvanise the British war effort, was born in the same year as Napoleon, 1769, and died the year after his arch-enemy, in 1822; he cut his own throat, but even so censorious an age as his recognised that this intense workaholic had become mentally ill. Napoleon’s right hand, his stepson Eugène de Beauharnais, died from sheer exhaustion in 1824, at only forty-three. Part of the epic of this blood-drenched decade is Napoleon’s own physical and, at moments, mental degeneration. From the front ranks of the ghastly butchers’ yards called battles, to the corridors of power, youth destroyed itself in a prolonged struggle for supremacy. It was not a time of half measures.


In the years covered in this volume, the players in the great game that opened in the last weeks of 1805 were either exposed as inadequate by Napoleon or began to rise to the challenge he posed them. It took time, however, and few did so until he had beaten them in the field and at the conference table at least once, so ferocious and original was his assault on their world. The first years saw Napoleon conquer Europe, sweeping aside or fighting to a bloody draw every major land power on the continent. They saw his empire reach its zenith, and his hegemony its apogee. What began in late 1805 as a desperate gamble to save himself ended in the humiliation of the Habsburgs, on the battlefield at Wagram in 1809, and in the bedroom, when he forced them to agree to his marriage to the daughter of Emperor Francis in 1810. It saw his siblings put on thrones, though it ended with one of them deposed and the others reduced to vassals. It saw his armies evolve from the force that marched out of the Channel camps into a truly multi-national European army, one almost invincible. It truly did turn Napoleon into the Alexander the Great of his times, for Napoleon’s reputation as ‘the great warrior’ had hitherto been largely of his own making. The great French public – or, at least, some urban literati – may have believed his self-publicity, although a clutch of royalist journals refused to concur, even within the ‘Parisian bubble’.1 Seen in the cold light of day, however, his military record led few of his peers, friend or foe, to dread him. All this changed in a few bleak winter weeks. No one foresaw it in the wet, cold early winter of 1805.


Fittingly, when it began, the Napoleonic epic did so in a flash, as the armies of the great, old dynastic empires moved on the fledging rouge state, the ‘Empire of the French’. Suddenly, Napoleon had to take a new course. Not only had he to turn around physically and strategically in the last weeks of 1805, but psychologically. His mental agility had been tested again, but this time for higher stakes and on a grander scale than ever before. The world would soon learn that, like Giovanni Battista Fidanza, the Ligurian central character of Joseph Conrad’s Nostromo, ‘that man could command himself even when thrown off his balance’2 – this fitted Napoleon as well as Conrad’s charismatic hero. Napoleon pivoted, kept his balance, and headed south to meet the enemy at all speed, and in good order. 


Above all, this is the story of a general and his army, of their rampage across the old continent of Europe. If the young emperor of the west struck ruthlessly and swiftly, it was because of his new masterpiece, now rechristened la Grande Armée. ‘Napoleon’s men’3 were hungry for war, as no army of the 1790s had ever been. Virgil, the poet laureate of Rome, wrote in the Eclogues in the peaceful aftermath of the civil wars ended by Augustus, ‘A sad thing is a wolf in the fold, rain on the ripe corn, wind in the trees …’ The time of the wolf had come again. The Grande Armée that descended from the gloom and cold of the Black Forest on the armies of the old order in the last weeks of 1805 were the scions of Virgil’s wolves, who arrived not gleaming in the sun, but as ‘wind in the trees’ on an unsuspecting world. They would soon rain on the ripe corn of the Austro-Russian armies, with a hail storm of lead and steel. In that moment before they were unleashed, however, their quality was untested, and the reputation of their leader, unimpressive for all who were not in sway to his propaganda. The ‘blue’ wolves among them – the veterans of thirteen years of war – had felt the breath of the Angel of Death many times, usually swathed in the white of the Austrian regulars. Many had never fallen on a fold before. Now, as the Corsican wolf circled his quarry warily, the Austrians began to appear increasingly as sheep in his sharp eyes, as they lumbered along the high river valleys in their white coats. As in Virgil’s homily, no one saw him coming. 
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Map 1. Europe in 1805 










NOTES


1 For a succinct analysis of Napoleon’s use of the press, and the counter-blasts from the right: Annie Jourdan, Napoléon: Héros, imperator, mécène (Paris, 1998), pp. 77–84.


2 Joseph Conrad, Nostromo (Oxford, 2009), p. 414.


3 The title of Alan Forrest’s incomparable social history of the Grande Armée: Napoleon’s Men: The Soldiers of the Revolution and Empire (London, 2002).




















1


THE CONQUEST OF EUROPE I: THE HUMBLING OF THE HABSBURGS
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The War of 1805





The military and diplomatic events of 1803–5 had not been an unqualified success for Napoleon, to say the least. He had been out of his ken when dealing with Toussaint and his lieutenants, and likewise with Jefferson and Madison; he had in every sense been out of his depth when confronted by Nelson’s navy. He was very much in his element in the Channel camps, but from the moment the tent was struck in Boulogne and the march to the Rhine began, Napoleon put all his failings behind him. A few days before he broke camp at Boulogne, he told Cambacérès, ‘The fact is that this power [Austria] is arming; I want her to disarm; if she doesn’t, I will have 200,000 [men] pay her a visit she will remember for a very long time.’1 Even Napoleon could not have realised what he had said. When the fighting began, he became elemental.


The Austerlitz campaign was a risk for Napoleon; it was a new kind of undertaking for him, and this is too often forgotten. Until now, his military record did not indicate he was actually ready for command on so grand a scale. Whatever his self-publicised reputation proclaimed, the professional record did not outshine that of Moreau, or Masséna, or the late, lamented Hoche. Napoleon had won well twice in Italy, but on both occasions Italy had been very much the second front, and the command of the larger, main armies over the Alps had been left to others. Egypt had been a failure, which all the careful retelling in the world could disguise but not erase. Napoleon was attempting a military venture on new ground for him, and in charge of a much larger force than he had commanded hitherto. He had never before led so many men, over so vast a theatre of war. The operation was planned with the greatest care, and applied many of the principles he had developed in Italy. It proved as masterly a strategic achievement as the infrastructure of the age allowed, all the more so because – as is also often forgotten – the 1805 campaign took place outside the normal campaigning season; it began in late summer, but culminated in the depths of winter, and both major theatres – the Rhine–Danube and north-east Italy – were in the Alps. Set against this seasonal and topographical backdrop, together with his inexperience and unfamiliarity with the territory, Napoleon’s achievement was all the more spectacular. This is the benefit of hindsight. In August–September 1805, the perspective was that of high risk.


THE MARCH OF THE GRANDE ARMÉE: FROM THE CHANNEL TO THE DANUBE, AUGUST–OCTOBER 1805


Napoleon delayed his own departure from his headquarters in Pont-de-Briques until 3 September, for security reasons. Surprise was deemed an essential part of the whole operation, throughout, a quite remarkable aspiration given that, eventually, a quarter of a million men were set in movement over a range of a thousand miles. That Napoleon was able to achieve it was partly due to his own attention to detail, his good intelligence service and the power of the state he had created, to say nothing of the sheer fitness of his troops, who could outmarch any other army on earth after years of drill, exercise and regular diet. However, he was aided and abetted at every step by the miscalculations of his enemies, the Austrians, above all. Napoleon’s unqualified triumph was predicated on 99 per cent preparation and 1 per cent luck; it was achieved with a larger proportion of luck, provided by the Allies.


Napoleon could not go directly to the army on the march, however, and he was delayed in Paris for almost three weeks, setting out for the Rhine only on 24 September. He arrived back in the capital confronted by the immediate shortfall in state finances created by the demands of a war which had scarcely begun. Before a shot had been fired in the War of the Third Coalition, Napoleon had been made starkly aware that the cost of his gargantuan war machine had shaken the foundations of all the hard work of reconstruction since 1799. This was also a warning that he would have to return to the Directory’s deliberate policy of making others pay for his wars as much as possible. All that depended on a victory he felt was far from certain. The second crisis he faced was the need to raise more men, to fill possible gaps in the ranks if his losses were heavy in the fighting ahead. The administrative machinery mustered 80,000 men in the last months of 1805 (20,000 reservists and 60,000 new conscripts), but the emergency served to expose shortcomings in the system, as well as its inherent power. Of the conscripts sought in December 1804, only half were mustered by September 1805, the moment when Napoleon knew he could not afford anything but full strength everywhere. Part of the problem was the leniency of local officials in granting medical exemptions – 35 per cent of the total conscripted – and reaching over 40 per cent in twenty-seven departments.2 The system for replacing them meant summoning the man from the same canton who had the next lowest number in the conscription lottery, a bureaucratic nightmare carried out ‘amidst a blizzard of recrimination and paperwork’.3 This crisis was salutary, and medical exemptions, in particular, and the whole bureaucratic process of conscription in general, were tightened up and improved markedly thereafter.


This did little to assuage Napoleon’s immediate fears as to how he would fill potential gaps in his ranks. This is seen in an order to Berthier, his chief-of-staff, on 12 September, which called up all the remaining reservists from the northern and eastern departments of France, together with the four ‘German’ departments of the Rhineland, all of which, save one, destined for Italy, were to go to units already on the Rhine: ‘I want you to get me this by tomorrow’.4 It was a typical Napoleonic response to a crisis: demanding, clear-eyed and yet driven by an urgency from which complacency or overconfidence were utterly absent. ‘Do all you can to push the nation over conscription,’ he told his brother Joseph on his arrival in Strasbourg with the main army, adding that he was very satisfied with it in the eastern departments he had crossed to get there.5


Napoleon was increasingly aware that the Rhine was not the only front he had to worry about in these last days before the advance east. The Austrians had been concentrating 98,500 men under their best commander, Archduke Charles, along the border with the Kingdom of Italy for some time. This force vastly outnumbered the French Army of Italy, now under Masséna, and the Army of the Kingdom itself, under Eugène, which totalled a mere 35,500 men in the field, together with just under 25,000 garrison troops.6 Napoleon saw this and told Eugène to resign himself to a strategic withdrawal, the temporary loss of territory and, above all to ‘talk peace but make ready for war’.7 The whole mess was brought crashing down on him with the realisation that not only his own headquarters, but those of most of his corps commanders, were still disorganised – ‘there are no adjutants … You have no one at this very moment. At least a dozen captains are needed. There are [army divisions] still in the Interior [of France], lots of them; get them marching, don’t leave a single one behind,’ he told Berthier the same day he warned Eugène about the dangers ahead and not to provoke the enemy.8 In the midst of it all, he still found time to reply to Hortense:




My dear little girl, how I received your letter with pleasure … you know the esteem you have always inspired in me, and I want to think of you happy, and surrounded by the joys that belong to people your age. Give Napoleon [her son] a big hug. Make Louis a bit happier and less serious. He has the virtues of a man of fifty. He ought to have the light-heartedness and self-indulgences of a twenty-five-year-old … I hope I can see you here [St Cloud] before I go off.9





Just because such things had never been his own fate, it did not mean Napoleon refused to believe that the family happiness of a young couple had no place in the world. As the pressure mounted and the fate of his world was placed at seemingly greater risk than ever, what was best in Napoleon can still be seen. In the most frenetic moment, he remembered who he really loved, and who loved him. Hortense took the trouble to write in the first place.


All these problems had been transformed into an immediate crisis because the Austrians under Archduke Ferdinand and General Mack had not stood still on their own borders, but had invaded Napoleon’s ally, Bavaria, and were pushing west. Max Joseph made a tactical withdrawal with his army of about 25,000 men and fell back north, where the French could help him, leaving Munich to the Austrians. Napoleon now felt he had to move faster than even he had foreseen, but he was becoming equally aware that his initial plans had been too ambitious. He adapted his complex advance with skill to cope with this, but he was saved from panic by a grasp of the wider circumstances of the Allies, with a clarity that their own leaders obviously lacked.


Napoleon’s correspondence in these fraught weeks shows a concern for deceiving the Coalition about the doings of his army at every conceivable level, from the tactical movements of the smallest units to the realms of high diplomacy. Although he hid from no one his fears about the Austrian troops massing in the Tyrol and the upper Rhine, and their potential threat to France and her German allies, Napoleon ordered Talleyrand to convince the Prussians and the other German states that the French troops under Bernadotte, crossing on or near their territories, were merely hurrying back to France to protect its borders, whereas in fact they were taking the offensive.10 He told Eugène to say that the Grande Armée’s move from the Channel to the Rhine was only a corps of 30,000, sent to reinforce the border. 11 Bernadotte, when asking the governments of Hesse-Kassel and Württemberg for safe passage, was not to reveal that Bavaria was on his side, as this was Bernadotte’s real destination.12 Talleyrand was to inform both Vienna and the Imperial Diet of the Holy Roman Empire in Ratisbon that Napoleon was bringing his troops back from northern Germany to defend France.13 He need not have bothered quite so much. The Austrian high command was oblivious to his plans, as they played into them. 


The Allies had massive forces at their disposal, backed by a solid British financial base which Napoleon could only dream of, but they lacked the unity and organisation, or the quality of troops, that the French had achieved. This discrepancy would destroy them. It was evident from the outset that Napoleon was optimistic,14 but realistic and careful in his preparations; the Allies were arrogant and careless.


If anyone was drunk with expectation in the last months of 1805, it was the Austrian high command, the Tsar, and the British government. After Archduke Charles had been sidelined, Mack embarked on a spate of military reforms in August, which served only to produce chaos as campaigning began. The Russians and the British made the initial mistake of relying heavily on the Austrians as their front-line assault, which Francis compounded by placing Mack in command. However, the Austrians could not decide where to concentrate their forces. In September, they had overwhelming strength in Italy, under Archduke Charles, but then chose to launch a smaller, inferior force of 72,000 men under Mack into a direct attack on the Bavarians, in the hopes of overawing Max Joseph and forcing him to provide a springboard for an attack on France itself. There was a third force, 23,000 in the Tyrol under Archduke John, to provide a link between the two main armies, but it was far too large a force for simple liaison duties and a critical waste of troops for a theatre of operations where the Austrians were badly outnumbered. The Allies squandered men and resources on a wider scale as well. A badly planned and executed British invasion of the North Sea coast was launched; it literally foundered, wasting the efforts of over 40,000 British, Swedish and Russian troops, while another Anglo-Russian expeditionary force launched a belated invasion of southern Italy from Corfu. They landed too late to play any part in the war, and did not fire a shot, their major contribution being to bring the Neapolitan Bourbons into the coalition, and so lost their country after the peace. The Allies had over 400,000 men at their disposal, but failed to concert their plans in any useful way.


When the Austrian assumptions that Bavaria would join them proved false, Mack was deprived of his easy march to the Rhine, even though his occupation of the south of the country would make Napoleon’s advance harder than it might have been. Mack had been left without the local support on which he had counted. However, he pushed further forward undeterred, for he thought that the French considered Italy their priority, and that Napoleon would have only about 70,000 men under him on the Rhine.15 The first assumption flew in the face of all past experience, for the French had always seen the Rhine as their main concern; the second showed a pathetic lack of even the most basic intelligence, if not from recent weeks when Napoleon had created impressive diversions, then over the previous two years. Mack was drawn further west, in the more reasonable belief that Napoleon would make his main assault a frontal one and so come at him in the gap between the western Alps and the Black Forest, where he could be hemmed in. Napoleon dispatched Murat with a considerable cavalry force, and Lannes’ V Corps, to create just this impression. It was Mack’s rapid advance in mid-September that Napoleon felt had forced his hand, but he did not follow the plan Mack had presumptuously assigned him.


Mack was being fooled by Napoleon from mid-September onwards, but he would not have been so confident of advancing on Bavaria in the first place had he not been in thrall to a more fundamental delusion held by all but Archduke Charles – that the Russians under Kutusov were not far behind him, and were arriving in force. Neither was true, and Mack should have known better from previous campaigns how long it took Russian armies to reach central Europe. Mack entered Ulm, the most western point of his advance, on 20 September; the Russian advance guard did not reach Vienna until 6 October, and, when it did, Kutusov had only 36,000 men, while the bulk of the army was still far to the east. On 25–26 September, the main section of the Grande Armée crossed the Rhine at Strasbourg, Spire, Karlsruhe and Mannheim. Marmont and Bernadotte, together with the Bavarians, were already in Germany. They were all to the north of Mack, not to the west, as he had assumed, and he was alone. Within his own theatre of operations – the upper Danube valley between Ulm and its confluence with the Inn, to the east – Mack’s forces were stretched out in a disorderly, badly co-ordinated advance. Strategically, the whole Allied war effort in central Europe was strung out, from Mack’s isolated advance guard in Ulm to the rearguard of the Russian army, over 200 kilometres away, in modern Slovakia. Napoleon’s plans could not have been more different.


The basic problem under which all the Allies laboured, however, was that they had no concept of the size or the quality of the army coming for them, wherever it might spring on them. They believed it to be somewhere other than where it actually was. Above all, they had no idea how fit its men were; specifically, they could not conceive of how fast it could march. Mack’s rapid invasion of southern Bavaria had shaken Napoleon, but it had done nothing to undermine the quality of the men under him, or his faith in his own broader strategy. The movement of the entire Grande Armée from the camps to the Rhine was accomplished in less than four weeks, with the exception of Augereau’s VII Corps, which had to make the longest march, from Brest in western Brittany, and was assigned the role of the reserve, along with the Guard and the heavy cavalry. To reach their respective Rhine crossings, each corps had been assigned its own, separate route, operating as Napoleon had done on a much smaller scale in his second crossing of the Alps in 1800. This avoided congestion on the roads, allowed each corps to forage for supplies in its allocated area along the route, and thus minimised the normal problems of supply and movement armies of the time always had to confront. However, they all converged on a narrow front along the Rhine. The same logic was applied when they crossed it. They were to take different routes, parallel to each other, well spaced to keep out of each other’s way, but also to be able to come to each other’s support if attacked. There were seven separate columns in the advance: Marmont, Bernadotte and the Bavarians, all gathered at Würzburg, was the most easterly; beside them, were the corps of Davout, Soult and Ney, each advancing independently; to the south-west of them, as the rearguard, came Napoleon with the Imperial Guard, the Heavy Cavalry Division and Augereau’s corps. Lannes cut south with Murat, to create a diversion, feigning an attack on the Black Forest passes. Even at its widest point, at the outset of the advance over the Rhine as it fanned out over central Germany, the whole of the Grande Armée – Lannes’ V Corps excepted – never advanced on a front more the 120 kilometres wide. By the time it reached the Danube on 6 October, to engage Mack, this had – according to plan – shrunk to seventy kilometres. The march had been all but accomplished in less than two weeks, across 300 kilometres. Mack had no idea what the storm was, or where it was, but it travelled at the speed of a tsunami, by any standards, in any age.


THE BATTLE OF ULM


The entire Napoleonic military machine had to perform at its best, on its first major operation, and by and large it did. The planning of the removal from the Channel camps to the Rhine had been complex enough, but the march through Germany was of an altogether greater magnitude. Very careful staff work had been required at the highest level, and this was begun by the careful reconnaissance of Bertrand, Murat and Savary, in late August and September, the results of which were poured into the Topographical Bureau’s well-prepared maps, which were distributed throughout the corps commands. Napoleon marked off the required marching distances himself on a huge master-map. 16 Each corps commander had to direct his own march and, once in motion, was required to stick to his route, keep his men up to the pace and be ready to adapt, if the roads proved difficult, or to come to the aid of his neighbour on either side, which Austrian unpreparedness and the web of German alliances ensured did not actually happen. The light cavalry attached to each corps had to screen the advance, both ahead and along its flanks, while the main light cavalry, under Murat, undertook the role of screening the advance of the whole army, and to scout ahead.


The advance was not just a question of speed but of order. Conditions were fairly good in September, and the troops did not have to stray too far from their routes to forage; the roads were tolerable, and the supply trains almost able to keep pace. The march itself had to be carried out in a particular way: infantry had to keep to the side of the roads so that the artillery and ammunition wagons could use the actual roads, but the infantry still had to march to a very quick pace. There were five-minute breaks every hour; the military bands played at regular intervals to keep morale as high as possible – a sure sign that the army was moving through friendly territory and not obliged to skulk to avoid attack. The route had been planned to avoid river crossings, as far as possible, but this still had to be done, from the Rhine onwards to the Danube itself. The cavalry and horse artillery put their amphibious training to good use, fording rivers in good order and with great facility. All of this had to work if the French were to reach the Danube quickly and divide the Austrians from the Russians. When the prosaic details of the daily march are remembered, as well as the clear-sighted, coherent vision of the grand plan, the achievement of the Grande Armée is astounding. Every corps commander and his staff kept pace, kept order and remained in control; every soldier, almost without exception, did his job. It was seldom a ‘clockwork’ operation, nor could it have been. Whole divisions lost their way at times,17 but they were always moving forward and eventually regrouped. Every unit made its time, and got to its proper position by the first week of October. The corps system made all this possible; the army was organised in such a way as to make independent movement feasible by middle-sized units, as long as the corps commanders knew their task and could work alone. In Davout, Soult, Ney, Lannes, Augereau, Marmont and – on this rare occasion – Bernadotte, Napoleon had assembled a remarkable group of men. Murat, too, was at his best in the role he had been given, although his shortcomings when removed from it would soon become apparent.


The Confederate cavalry legend of the American Civil War, Nathan Bedford Forrest, had a simple maxim for success: ‘Get there first, with the most.’ However, as General Jonathon Riley has added, where ‘there’ is has to be established first.18 While still in the camps, Napoleon had not really thought Mack would be concentrated in Ulm, and he had hoped to be in Bavaria before him. In mid-September, he still counted on confronting Mack around Munich, not on the upper Danube, but he kept all is options open for as long as possible. Napoleon had, at an early stage, contemplated advancing through the Black Forest, just as Mack predicted he would, but then revised his plans as Mack showed his own hand after taking Munich. It was long believed that Napoleon knew where Mack was from the outset. Jacques Garnier has skilfully dismembered this particular part of the Napoleonic myth.19 Nevertheless, Napoleon adjusted to new circumstances, and rerouted the army without changing his essential aim, to funnel each corps along different paths to converge on one point, showing Napoleon at his most effective. This could happen even at the most localised level. Even before the march across the Rhine began, after having pored over his own maps and drawn on his own tours of the Rhineland departments while on a visit to the tomb of Charlemagne at Aachen exactly a year before, Napoleon was able to instruct: ‘the route you have traced for General Marmont goes through Simmern; that is the old road; I have traced out a much faster route [for Marmont] along the Rhine, which will cut the march by two days’.20


He was quite right. Simmern was an isolated place, in the middle of the northern Vosges Mountains and, while it was the quickest way to the Rhine from Marmont’s starting point in Utrecht, Napoleon knew the country and the roads were indeed poor. This sharp eye for initial error, and its quick, pragmatic rectification through an acute ability to absorb detail, is a far more credible and profound sign of his genius as a commander than anything concocted by mythmakers, himself included. Mental agility is a honed gift; clairvoyance is pure chance. Mack made this easier for Napoleon, because once in Ulm he stayed put, waiting for the main body of his army to catch up with him, and for the attack from the west, which never came. Because of his unawareness of where the main army was, Napoleon – kept abreast of Mack’s inertia by Murat’s scouts and Lannes’ advance positions – could focus his advance on a clear ‘there’. 


One thing remained constant in Napoleon’s plans: to strike Mack as quickly as possible, before the Russians arrived to help him, and to ensure that the two Allied armies were cut off from each other, in the process. By late September, it was clear the way to do this was not by the direct route of the passes of Black Forest, but from the north, which was effectively behind Mack, and between Mack and the Russians. All this was accomplished in no small measure by the sheer speed of the march of the Grande Armée. Once across the Rhine, Napoleon’s German diplomacy proved its worth. The Grande Armée was able to advance through friendly territory, with the support of the small armies of its allies, acting as reliable guides, across countryside which, if hardly welcoming at the level of the peasant village denuded of food and terrified of foreign troops, was at least not under orders to resist. Before the Rhine crossings began, on 25/26 September, Napoleon ordered his chief of reconnaissance, Bertrand, to bring several ‘men who know the country’ from Würzburg – the most easterly and furthest flung of his muster centres – to meet him personally in Strasbourg, for detailed consultation.21 In its first stages, at least, the French advance could have been much more difficult than it was.


This is hardly to say the march was easy. The pace was punishing, even in good conditions and when well supplied. Despite Napoleon’s planning – which allowed the army to march hard all morning but to halt by early evening – night marches actually became common; they had to, as the days shortened. There was considerable ill discipline, although not of the kind that led to desertion or insubordination. Ney, in particular, had a very lax attitude to what indiscipline actually entailed, and so the bounds of behaviour were more porous in some corps than others.22 The soldiers joked that Napoleon had turned their legs into lethal weapons, and intended to fight the Austrians with them rather than their bayonets. In truth, their legs – strengthened in the camps and through swimming – were among the deadliest in his arsenal in 1805. When the French reached southern Bavaria, already pillaged by Mack’s troops, this, coupled with the fact that the French march had outstripped its own supply train at the end of the harvest season, meant that supply really became desperate. This was slightly offset by the relatively warm welcome the French received from communities recently brutalised by the Austrians.23 This was where Mack’s advance had indeed disrupted Napoleon’s plans, for the army found itself in difficult territory, though the worst would come for the troops in the course of November, after the fighting had begun, when they had reached the theatre of operations in the upper Danube. By the time the army reached the Danube, the weather had begun to turn to heavy rain, which slowed the carts of the supply train. This, in turn, meant that the race to get supplies to the front-line troops was lost when the pillaging began in earnest as hunger took hold, and morale, as opposed to discipline, began to crack for the first time. Battle was brought just at the point at which the army had reached its limits of endurance, but it would show it had not exceeded them.


On 2 October the whole army began to wheel south, in the manner of a door swinging on its hinges, as David Chandler has put it, as the front narrowed to a mere sixty to seventy kilometres.24 Bernadotte was told to push on to Munich, to secure lines of retreat if necessary, because Napoleon still did not really know where the Russian army was, and he worried that they may have been within striking distance. Kutusov was, in fact, over two hundred kilometres to the east, but caution was needed. The rest of the army crossed the Danube between 7 and 14 October, as Lannes swung east to link up with it to form its pivot on the right wing, with Napoleon and the Guard.


Mack was now cut off from the Russians and from his escape route to Vienna. Just how unprepared and ignorant of their whereabouts Mack was dawned fully on the French when they found the river crossings virtually undefended, which allowed them to occupy and advance up both banks with ease. In fact, Mack was still so convinced that the assault would come from his west that he mistook the right flank of the army – Lannes and Napoleon – for its left.25 The reality of it all only began to dawn on him by 5 October, the day the entire Grande Armée was ready to take up its positions to cross the Danube. As Chandler has put it for all time, ‘the rabbit remained hypnotized by the snake’.26 If the estimation of General Grouard, author of a seminal compilation of Napoleon’s maxims, is right – that the mark of a great commander is mobility, while that of a mediocre general is immobility27 – this was the classic case. Napoleon now had no remaining doubts about where ‘there’ was, and all the corps began to envelop Ulm from all sides. Napoleon went on tour of the units, riding up to catch Davout’s tired corps, stopping to inform the troops of what he was trying to do and why they were where they were. It raised morale enormously and revealed good leadership, not merely because Napoleon showed himself among the men, but in his respect for their intelligence, taking the trouble to inform them, not just to harangue them. They needed it by this stage, for the encirclement of Ulm demanded yet more fast marches.


The trap did not close without significant reverses, all of which could have resulted in a major battle, but for Mack’s almost comatose response to events. Napoleon wanted Ulm boxed in as quickly as possible, and left Murat to direct the operations of Ney’s advance across the north and west. Murat ordered Ney across the Danube to the south on 11 October, with only one division, under Dupont de l’Étang, to guard the north bank. Ney protested this was too dangerous, but Murat, asserting his temporary superiority, virtually insulted Ney, who swallowed and took his orders. Ney was right, however. In a rare moment of boldness, a strong Austrian force, with a large component of good cavalry, probed the strength of the French along the north bank, and fell on Dupont’s smaller, isolated force. Dupont showed the initiative expected of him, and counter-attacked, disconcerted the enemy, and then withdrew to safe ground. Mack did not press his advantage, however, and ordered his men back to Ulm, thus missing a real chance to break out, get behind the French and, possibly, to escape or, at the very least, to cause havoc. Dupont had done more than well, but all admitted he should not have been left in such a position. Napoleon had to carry the ultimate responsibility for ordering Murat to press ahead – the orders of the day show it to be his idea28 – but Murat had not acted sensibly. It was Murat, not a gloating Ney, who received the first of many rebukes from his brother-in-law, who had left him in charge of the whole reserve only a few days before. Mack had failed again, but his one success in the Ulm debacle was to create enmity between Ney and Murat. Conversely, he had done Napoleon a backhanded favour by exposing Murat’s limits as a commander. Murat redeemed himself in the days to come, doing what he did best – pursuing and capturing the remnants of Mack’s army.


In the meantime, however, Napoleon ordered Murat and Ney to relieve Dupont, as he began to see he had misread Mack. He had assumed Mack would confront him on the south bank, possibly to secure a withdrawal to join Archduke John in the Tyrol, but it was now clear that, if he had an offensive in mind, it would come on the north bank, and Dupont’s fate might be a foretaste of more trouble. He ordered Lannes across at Elchingen on 13 October, having moved up to the front from his headquarters to the south, at Augsburg. Lannes found the bridge partially destroyed and held by 9,000 Austrians. Showing the great personal courage he had displayed in similar circumstances when he led the crossing of the Po at Lodi, Lannes led first the repair on the bridge under heavy fire and then the charge over it. Personal, as quite distinct from professional, reckless courage was a very large part of Lannes’ character. Napoleon upbraided him for it only a few weeks later – ‘I reproach you constantly about putting yourself in danger, and I really do not like seeing my best friends thus isolated.’29 Lannes never did learn, and would pay for his daring with his life in the 1809 campaign. Napoleon, however, was learning more about his old friends with every passing day. He was learning more about himself as well. He had adjusted his ideas very quickly, in the light of Dupont’s tactical defeat.


At this point, Mack slipped into a complete fool’s paradise, for two reasons, one a gross miscalculation, the other the symptom of a desperate, deluded mind only beginning to grasp its own blunders. Even as Soult moved along the south bank to cut off all escape to the Tyrol, and Ney and Murat belatedly sealed the north, Mack maintained that the Russians were within range of Ulm, and that the army must be kept together as a bridgehead for them. This was met by the growing frustration of Archduke Ferdinand, who realised they were trapped and that a quick breakout was their only hope of avoiding complete surrender. It was a belated shaft of light in a bitterly divided headquarters, but a shaft of light it was.


Mack then fell prey to a genuine delusion, something quite different from the bad miscalculations he had made up to now. What had prompted the sortie which had caught Dupont was a rumour, heard in a chance conversation. An Austrian agent had reported, on about 10 October, that he had heard talk in a village behind the French lines that the British had landed at Boulogne. Mack now interpreted all Napoleon’s movements for the next few days as a retreat; that the advances of Ney, Murat and Soult were actually the start of a withdrawal to the Rhine. Whatever his temporary delusion, he beat his own retreat after Dupont’s spirited resistance and dug in. With Mack now completely surrounded, Napoleon hesitated, wondering whether he should leave Ulm under siege and turn east to face the Russians, whom he now knew to be steadily on the march, if still barely at Vienna, with the main army over a hundred kilometres away.30 Mack broke the deadlock on 15 October when he asked for a ten-day armistice, agreeing to capitulate if the Russians did not arrive by then. Napoleon agreed, knowing they would not. Ferdinand broke out, with 6,000 troops – mainly the cavalry – but few of them made it to the nearest unit beyond Ulm, under Werneck at Heidenheim, who was himself forced to surrender the next day. As the French picked off isolated Austrian troops spread out along the Danube to the east of Ulm, Mack lost heart and capitulated on 20 October, five days earlier than anticipated. Napoleon made Mack’s men parade before the Grande Armée, as he stood with his back to a huge, raging bonfire. He had expected to find only 15,000 men in Ulm, but 27,000 laid down their arms there. In all, the Austrians had lost 50,000. Mack’s army was no more. Murat had captured almost all of Mack’s artillery; 2,000 Austrian cavalry – the flower of the army and one arm in which they were still superior to the French – had been killed or captured, while French losses were minimal. It seemed that every threat Napoleon had ever made was understatement. The following day, Trafalgar was fought, but, as one door closed another was opened. The road to Vienna was clear.


FROM ULM TO AUSTERLITZ


The French took over forty Austrian standards at Ulm and the surrounding operations. They took ‘the unfortunate Mack’, as he dubbed himself, prisoner, along with many other high-ranking officers. They had destroyed an army in their first engagement as la Grande Armée. When Napoleon later called Mack ‘an unlucky general’, he showed the charity he would later extend to all the veterans of the 1805 campaign and their families, who would find in him a true benefactor.


In the third week of October 1805, however, the Grande Armée did not find what it most needed, food. Ulm was bereft of supplies; rain was turning to snow; the roads were increasingly impassable. The warm coats and extra boots Napoleon has ensured they had when they crossed the Rhine were now all but ruined. The advance on Vienna became anything but a triumphal march. On empty stomachs, their once splendid uniforms now in tatters, the army still pushed on, but as it did, it found the Danube valley already stripped bare by Mack’s initial advance and his rearguard.


There was always an inherent problem in Napoleon’s way of conducting war, and it came home to roost after Ulm. He had divided his forces in the approach to the battlefield, in good part better to assure their supplies, but military imperatives meant that his seven columns were all brought to bear in one place, at one time. ‘March dispersed, fight concentrated’, as Jonathon Riley has acutely encapsulated Napoleon’s approach, which was seen at its purest in 1805. The problem came not when the army was on the march, but when it stopped.31 Now, after Ulm, it had stopped. This concentration of men had yielded unqualified victory, but now Napoleon was encumbered with almost the whole Grande Armée, a force approaching 200,000 men, all in an area which had been denuded of food and all other resources by the defeated enemy. It was late autumn, but in the high valley of the Danube, surrounded by the Alps and the Black Forest, winter was already upon them. Only the small number of men who had known the privations of the Army of the Alps had actually experienced anything like the privations that followed the victory of Ulm. Napoleon was deeply aware of this. On 18 November, as they pushed east on short rations in awful weather, he told Lannes: ‘It has cost me dearly to give the Grenadiers a rest today, but I have worked on the principle that it would be better to win a less complete victory, than to expose these good people to illness. When this is over, I hope I can give them one or two months’ rest.’32 It soon got worse, however.


Napoleon was neither unaware nor indifferent to what his men were going through. In the days after Ulm, he wrote to his intendant of the army, Petiet:




We have marched without stores; we were forced to by circumstances. We had the weather with us for that: but although we have been continually victorious, and [even though] we have found vegetables in the fields, we have suffered, nonetheless. At a time when there are no potatoes in the fields, or if the army had suffered a setback, the lack of stores would have gone very hard on us.33





He urged Petiet later the same day to get thousands of new shoes to Davout and Soult, and to Oudinot’s Grenadiers, and he was to scour every city in the region to do so. ‘Nothing is more important than that.’34 ‘We bivouac and march in the mud,’ he told Cambacérès on the road to Braunau, but at least the Russians were in a worse state.35 The captured Austrian stores at Braunau relieved the army somewhat, and just in time; as they got there it started to snow heavily.36 Captured supplies brought relief, but there was no time to rest. Napoleon wanted none of this reported to the French public – his choice of confidants is telling – but this did not mean he was indifferent to the fate of his men. It did mean, however, that the great warlord and emperor of the west could not control the weather, the roads, the harvest times or his own army administration.


With the Russians now closer, if not yet a danger, Napoleon could not afford to revert to dispersing the Grande Armée to the extent he had before Ulm. Ney’s corps was detached south, towards Innsbruck, to prevent any attempt by Archduke John’s army in the Tyrol from entering the war effectively, but the rest of the army moved first on Munich, which was occupied on 24 October, and then directed on to Vienna, though the eventual goal was to engage what was left of the Austrians and the Russians. When news of Ulm reached him, Kutusov began an orderly retreat with his advance guard of 36,000, falling back towards the considerable Russian armies arriving slowly from the east, which were assembling around the rump of the Austrian army in Bohemia. He did his best to harass Napoleon’s advance, and ensured the French found as few resources as possible as they moved towards Vienna. When Napoleon left Munich on 26 October, he divided the army into two groups, but he could not split it into smaller units to make things more manageable in terms of supply. Murat led the advance, as before, with one wing of the army under Napoleon, composed of the Guard, and the corps of Davout, Soult and Lannes – the best units of the Grande Armée – who drove directly for Vienna, through Braunau. The rest, composed of the former left wing of the army – Bernadotte and Marmont’s corps, and the Bavarians – swung south towards Salzburg to prevent Kutusov from launching an attack on the main army. Napoleon already had a ‘first and second division’ of corps and marshals firmly fixed in his mind.


His fears were justified. Murat had to engage Kutusov’s rearguard in a vicious action as early as 28 October, the same day Napoleon left Munich to catch up with the advance troops, and the Russians achieved their immediate aim of escaping to the north of the Danube, destroying the bridges and heading for the main army to the east. That Ney caught an Austrian force to the south of the river and crushed them did not really matter now: Kutusov had outrun and out-thought Napoleon, and would live to fight again soon. The French engineers, in terrible weather, worked wonders to repair the bridges, and the main army was able to continue to Vienna, but the decisive engagement would have to wait. Murat drove forward, Vienna his only goal, giving little thought to trying to harass the Russians or slow their retreat. Napoleon had still not entirely learned his lesson in giving Murat too much independence. This finally allowed Kutusov to concentrate all his forces north of the Danube and to get away. Napoleon was furious, again, but the fault was his, as much as Murat’s, for allowing his brother-in-law to charge on ahead and accord the Russians an armistice, thus compounding his rashness with naivety. Murat felt the wrath of his commander yet again, but it was nothing compared with the privations the men endured.


The march was hard for all of them, whichever route they were assigned. Southern Bavaria was, in name, friendly territory, but the French behaved like a marauding horde in the villages around Vienna, if one marauding in vain, following in the wake of Mack and Kutusov. Even the Guard descended to indiscipline in the search for supplies. ‘The good Germans, slow and docile, were put to the sack, as if by a passing cyclone’, as Jacques Morvan has summed it up. For all the hardship and the pillaging, in contrast to the Russians the French committed very few atrocities despite their hardships, and desertion remained almost unknown.37 On 23 November, Napoleon halted the advance at Brünn. The army had marched ceaselessly for eight weeks, at unheralded speed, in increasingly bad weather and on ever shorter rations. In any case, Kutusov was now out of reach, his troops safely united with the main army, now 90,000 strong. The initiative had passed to the Allies, for all the conclusive destruction of Mack at Ulm. To the south, there were still Archdukes Charles and John, with more than 100,000 men between them. It was far from over, even if Vienna lay before the French. In the course of pursuing Kutusov over the Danube, Napoleon had begun to fan out his army, piecemeal, over a very wide front, to the point that the corps were now too wide apart to support each other easily. The supply trains were far behind, and, if Charles swung north, as Marmont was predicting he would, the French could be trapped.


After the capture of Vienna, Napoleon had had to splinter his forces more than he thought safe, but he had no choice. When Napoleon entered the heart of central Europe after Ulm, he walked into a potential trap of enormous proportions. The greatest incalculable was Prussia. Napoleon had contented himself with her neutrality, but the Allies had other ideas. Tsar Alexander made a point of visiting Frederick-William on his way to join his troops in Bohemia, to try to bring Prussia into the Coalition. Prussian neutrality had been violated when Bernadotte led his corps through their western enclave of Ansbach, en route to Ulm, but instead of following Alexander into the field to avenge it, Prussian diplomacy gave the Russians free passage on their way to Bohemia. Had the Tsar succeeded in exploiting Ansbach, Napoleon would have confronted a large Prussian army, which he could not have contained, while also facing the rump of the Austrians and the bulk of the Russians. Napoleon was acutely aware of the potential for disaster.


From Munich, he wrote a craven letter to Frederick-William, denying all knowledge of the violation of Ansbach, hoping Prussia would not choose to join a Coalition ‘born solely for the profit of Russian ambitions, which weighs heavily on all her neighbours … This is not an ultimatum.’ He begged Frederick-William to listen to him, not to his enemies, ‘and I venture to say, to those of Prussia’, that although Prussia was in a position to help Russia, she would come to regret it, as would all Europe. This was not a threat, and there was no bullying; rather, it was an acknowledgement that Napoleon needed something desperately from Frederick-William, his continued neutrality.38 The same day, he confided to Joseph: ‘I will have to allow for a large army in the north to protect Holland. Prussia is behaving in a rather equivocal manner.’39 Should the Prussians enter the war, and if they struck west along the North Sea coast, they would have found only a weak, small series of garrisons, held by the detritus of his army, and it was only too plausible that France itself could be invaded. Should they choose to enter the war in central Europe directly, they would arrive to the north-west of Napoleon, thus cutting him off from all his bases in Germany and stranding him hundreds of miles from his own border. As the pressure mounted he told Talleyrand that Prussian inscrutability could have the same maddening impact on him as dealing with the English, the Vatican or the other Bonapartes. He raged and seethed at their ability to make it seem that he must work on their terms, that France was not another Poland to be partitioned, and that Prussia was not behaving as if it wanted peace. Yet he mastered himself after he vented his spleen, asking Talleyrand to present a calm front to them, to explain that the French understood their position, that even the insult Napoleon had perceived to two of his emissaries ‘should be touched on lightly’. Above all, he beseeched Talleyrand to find out what they actually were about: ‘try, any way you can find, to penetrate what Haugwitz [the Prussian ambassador] wants’.40 Rage, its fires fanned by incomprehension, was soon mastered.


Napoleon was not alone in his bewilderment. Alexander had found an ally among the Prussian diplomats in Hardenberg. However, everything depended on Frederick-William, whose resolve to enter the Coalition grew weaker by the day, after his initial anger over the violation of his neutrality in Ansbach.41 By the time Alexander reached Prussia, Frederick-William did not want to meet him; even Hardenberg realised that Prussia was in no position to enter the war until the Russians and Austrians had dealt Napoleon a severe blow in the field. Mack’s defeat at Ulm did not directly involve the Russians, and Hardenberg did not see it as the end of the war, although it strengthened the hand of his rival Haugwitz, who advocated a policy of strict neutrality. Alexander’s dashing presence in Berlin society in late October won the Coalition much informal support among the Prussian elite, but this was not really reflected in the Treaty of Potsdam, signed on 3 November. All Frederick-William actually agreed to do was to mediate between the Allies and Napoleon, and he sent the relatively pro-French Haugwitz to do it. The Austrians were far from pleased. The Tsar allowed the Prussians to occupy Hannover, which they did.42 Napoleon became worried about this but at least the Prussian armies were moving away from the war zone.


There were strange rays of hope. On 21 November, Talleyrand reported a truly unhinged Austrian plan to kidnap the wife of Max Joseph of Bavaria by a column of raiding cavalry. Napoleon now believed firmly that he had to win against such people, whatever the odds. ‘Tight corners change the lives of men; destiny assigns each state its lifespan. A blind death wish is driving the House of Austria.’43


Given the impossibility of knowing what reality was to the Prussians – for Napoleon did not know how vague and noncommittal the Treaty of Potsdam actually was – he proceeded on the worst possible scenario. On 3 November, he asked Francis for a prompt peace which did not include Britain or Russia, arguing that all he wanted to do was concentrate on the war with Britain.44 It was a lie, but one which showed anything but confidence in what lay ahead. Five days later, he told Francis, as he had Frederick-William, that ‘this is a Russian war’; Alexander may want to be seen as the pacifier of Europe, but he was being misled, as Francis would now see for himself.45 The surest sign of his unease was his order on 26 November to Maret, the Secretary of State in Paris, to ban all reporting of the war. Until 26 November, the French reading public had been bombarded with reports, not only from the official army bulletins – often written by Napoleon himself – but by official journals like Le Moniteur and Le Journal de Paris, of the enthusiasm of the troops to reach the war zone and start fighting. Their lyricism actually trivialised their accuracy. Then, silence.46 As Jacques Garnier has put it so well, ‘Napoleon did not do this because he had nothing to say, but because he wanted to say nothing’.47


Francis did send Stadion to open talks with Napoleon, but they came to nothing. Napoleon showed a different, more arrogant hand at this point. He wanted Venice from Francis for the Kingdom of Italy, and insisted that the Tyrol not be returned to Austria, to ensure Francis left Bavaria alone in future. Even in the most dangerous of moments in 1805, Napoleon could no more abandon his ambitions for his special Italian fief than at Amiens, four years earlier. Nor could he now be seen to do anything other than protect his most useful ally, Max Joseph of Bavaria. However, he told Talleyrand, who was just behind the army, to deal ‘gently and slowly’ with them.48 That talks were under way was all that France was allowed to know.


At the same time, Napoleon pressed the army forward. By the middle of November, he was in residence in the Habsburg palace of Schönbrunn, and when he next wrote to Francis, only three days later, he had driven further into Habsburg territory, heading for the Allied armies, his Guard beside him, with Lannes and Murat as the vanguard. The news from Italy meant he had to do so. Before the Russians began to pour into Bohemia, this was where the main Allied army was; Charles had both kept it intact and managed to link it with John, in the Tyrol. Napoleon had detached a large force under Ney to guard his southern flank, but he could do nothing about what happened between the line of Ney’s march and the Italian border, where Masséna and Eugène were even more heavily outgunned than before. The Italian sector of the campaign of 1805 did not have a direct bearing on the main theatre of operations in central Europe, largely because the Austrian commander there, Archduke Charles, did not want it to. However, events here also reveal how dangerous Charles could have been, had Napoleon shown similar hesitancy in his own theatre of operations. Charles had left Vienna to take over the Italian front in a mood of justifiable gloom, believing the war in Germany was all but lost from the outset, and that his only useful role was to preserve his army intact, which, he rightly anticipated, would be the only viable field force left to the Habsburgs once Mack’s lunacy had run its course. Nor was Napoleon optimistic about success in Italy with such slender resources. He ordered Masséna to stay on the defensive unless, of course, he saw his chance and he warned Eugène to expect to have to retreat temporarily.


Charles was also working on a misapprehension. Although he actually outnumbered Masséna considerably, and would do so even more by the end of the campaign, when Charles finally made contact with John’s 22,000-strong army from the Tyrol in the last week of November, he still assumed Masséna had twice as many men under him as he did. This was compounded by poor intelligence, but it also stemmed from the inability of even so sharp a military eye as that of Charles to foresee how large the Grande Armée over the Alps actually was, and that Napoleon would not leave his cherished Italian possessions as lightly defended as he had. 


Charles arrived to find a set of circumstances that would represent the sad norm for the Habsburg armies in the years ahead. He had numbers, but his men were sparsely armed, badly shod and clothed, and lacked supplies; nor had he the engineering capacity to mount an advance over the rivers of northern Italy even had the chance arisen.49 In this frame of mind, Charles dug in along the Adige, to the south of French-held Verona, where Masséna assembled his forces to face him. A series of engagements was fought along this line, the two most important centred on the village of Caldiero, on the road between Verona and Austrian-held Venice. They were bloody and inconclusive, Masséna’s willingness to attack counter-balanced by Charles’ ability to defend his well-prepared positions. Masséna was outnumbered throughout from the first Battle of Caldiero on 29 September to the second Battle of Caldiero, and the last of the campaign, a month later, where Charles had 45,000 men against Masséna’s 33,000. The news of Ulm, which Charles received a couple of days before Masséna, coloured his entire vision. Masséna claimed the second Battle of Caldiero as his victory, but in truth it gave Charles the negative result he wanted and, like Kutusov in the wake of Ulm, he got away with his army intact. What Charles then did has been the subject of severe criticism by contemporaries and military historians alike. He withdrew very slowly into the safety of the Alps, linking with John, but then, even with over 85,000 men, he did not swing north towards Vienna, where he would have caught Napoleon from the rear and outflanked Ney. Instead, he waited. Out of touch with the course of the main war, he did not understand fully the advantage he might have gained, but his actions were probably dictated by his overriding concern to preserve his army. Charles was slow only by Napoleon’s standards. When he did turn north towards the battle zone around Austerlitz, on 2 December, he covered over four hundred kilometres in under five weeks – for his major biographer ‘not a bad performance, but hardly impressive’.50 Had Napoleon not fixed his strategy as he had – to deliver a quick blow to the main army – Charles had shown he was capable of reaching the main theatre in force, which would certainly have changed the complexion of events. Masséna could not pursue him, and this could have been significant. It was not to be, because of the key decisions Napoleon took in the last weeks of November.


The dangers around him concentrated Napoleon’s mind on his basic strategy: He had to draw the Allies from their safe base in Olmütz, north of Vienna, into a major, decisive battle, to finish the war quickly. It was not the first time Napoleon had turned to this strategy, but now he needed a decisive battle more desperately than ever before. He had to finish the main Allied army before Charles could get to him, and before Prussian mobilisation might become a reality. Moreover, he was further from his bases than any French army had ever ventured. His army was in tatters, even if its morale had not yet deserted it. With danger swirling all around him, he had advanced into the plains of Moravia, north of Vienna, on 17 November (the day he received the news of Trafalgar). On 25 November, the Prussians mobilised five corps as an ‘army of observation’. Napoleon had no idea that they were only doing so to avoid having to do more.51 He wrote to no one (not even his commanders) between 18 November, when he left Znaïm, and 22 November, when he reached Brünn. He arrived with a plan to provoke the major battle he needed so badly to avoid being stranded by Charles, moving north, or by anything the Prussians might do, to say nothing of the Austro-Russian forces now assembled against him, only a few kilometres to the north, at Olmütz. There was something to fight, at last, but it was the most powerful force Napoleon had yet to confront. Kutusov’s escape had cost him dearly. The Russians had finally brought all their troops together, completed by the arrival of Alexander’s own Imperial Guard of about 8,500 men, fine troops, who had set out from St Petersburg on 22 August, the same day Napoleon broke camp in Boulogne. Together with the rump of Mack and Ferdinand’s army, the Allies now numbered almost 90,000 men. Napoleon had only about 55,000 around Brünn, with Davout and Bernadotte behind him, and the rest of the army too far away to help. He had got there first, to invoke Bedford Forrest again, but he had not got there with most. When he finally gave combat, on 2 December, Napoleon was still outnumbered, his total army numbering barely 75,000.


Getting there first allowed Napoleon to pick his ground and lay a trap, provided he could lure the Allies out of their positions. He began by scouting the territory between Brünn and Olmütz with care. As the cavalry patrolled, the Topographical Bureau compiled detailed maps for him. Indeed, he rode out himself, incessantly, often well ahead of his escorts, and encountered Cossack patrols on more than one occasion. Napoleon’s idea was unusual for a commander of the day: to find the best position, occupy it and then to abandon it to the enemy, so lulling him into a reasonable sense of superiority, for only a force t0o weak to fight would do such a thing. This depended on substantial reinforcements reaching him, and on a careful order of battle to follow the tactical retreat. He would have to recapture quickly what he had abandoned. In fact, this was his only advantage in being able to choose the ground, and deploy his troops in response to the enemy’s advance. How odd this plan was is brought home by the secrecy in which he felt he had to shroud it. Neither Lannes nor Murat, his field commanders, nor the Guard, had any idea why they were manoeuvring as they were. Only Savary and, probably, Berthier, knew what Napoleon intended. It caused some confusion, which Napoleon alone knew to be essential.


Napoleon chose the site at Austerlitz, a small village in the modern Czech Republic. Situated on the important road from Olmütz to Pressburg, it was in the proximity of the most commanding hill in the area, the Pratzen Heights. The plain below was crossed by a small, swift stream (it was early winter), the Rokytnice, a tributary of a small river, the Goldbach, and its crossing points were vital in a battle as the Rokytnice was hard to ford; there were two sizeable pools in the plain as well. Directly to the north of the Pratzen Heights, beyond the confluence of two streams, was a rise, its highest point being the Zurlan, at about 1,000 metres, and, just north-east of that, the Santon, an isolated hill of about 800 metres, with another stream between it and the Zurlan. Napoleon dug in between the Zurlan and the Soltan, making this area his pivot; here he placed his elite reserve of the Guard and the Grenadier Division, under Oudinot, together with Murat’s cavalry. Lannes fell back on these positions, when his diversionary movements had been seen to work. Bernadotte was ordered to take up a position just behind this front line. Other hills, the Goldbach Heights, rose to the north and they could serve as defensive positions if needs be. Napoleon took all this in with his own sharp eyes, and put it in his pocket, as the best place to make the Allies fight. The Pratzen Heights were the bait, but the plain below, full of difficult but subtle obstacles, was the real trap, the innocuous killing ground. He sent Soult to occupy the Pratzen Heights and Murat to stir up trouble.


Napoleon’s plans, once set in motion, first required a feint by Lannes, Soult and Murat’s cavalry – a force of about 55,000 – to lure the Allies, at their full 90,000, into an attack with the odds in their favour. When the Allies began their advance, on 27 November, Napoleon sent out Murat to ‘show himself’, and promptly ordered him to retreat in seeming poor order, at which a baffled Murat initially protested, almost ruining the plan. If this manoeuvre were not to end in a massacre, it needed successful forced marches at great speed and endurance by Davout and Bernadotte’s corps to the south, to return the odds in Napoleon’s favour. In contrast to their position before Mack, in the Black Forest, Lannes and Murat were highly exposed bait. This was relieved by the relative slowness of the Allies to react; they did not advance on Murat until 25 November, by which time Davout and Bernadotte were close to hand. Even then, the divided, confused Allied command dithered. Francis had fled his capital and joined the main army, alongside Alexander. Francis wanted an armistice and initiated talks on 27 November, thereby actually buying Napoleon – or, more correctly, Davout and Bernadotte – valuable time. Kutusov, too, was hesitant, but not from the timidity of a beaten leader whose forces now comprised only 20 per cent of the Allied army. He sensed a trap – something recent experience had taught him – but the Tsar and his staff, and the commanders who had not felt the immediate impact of Mack’s demise, pressed for action, made more urgent by the same problem afflicting the French – increasingly short supplies for a large army quartered in one place. The Russian supply trains were far worse than those of the French, and had to contend with the poorest roads in Europe. The Allies were beginning to feel the effects of massing a large force for too long in one place. Kutusov, normally a forceful presence, was silenced, his words muffled by Napoleon’s successful pretence of his own weakness.


As his enemies showed signs of movement, Napoleon left Brünn on 27 November, stopped writing to anyone outside the commanders immediately around him, and now slept in his carriage or on the ground as he prowled the chosen terrain. He made his headquarters in a ruined farmhouse, but one too small even for his camp bed, where he slept – but rarely – on a straw pallet until it was over, ‘during fairly cool nights’, as he recounted in a letter, the first for almost three weeks, to Josephine.52 The contrast with the headquarters of the other two Emperors in the field was stark. Something of the austerity of republican Rome lived on in the French imperial camp. On the night of 1–2 December, he dined with his staff in the hovel that was his headquarters, on his usual meal of fried potatoes and onions. As he made his way back to his own hovel – an outhouse battered by artillery fire – to get a few hours’ sleep before dawn, Napoleon was met by one of most moving spectacles of his spectacular life. His men, and not just his Guard, had come from their own bivouacs and were lining his route with straw torches, cheering themselves hoarse for him. His first thought was that they were getting out of order – his aides had to form a protective ring around him – and that their torches might blow up the ammunition depot. The Russians heard the racket and convened an emergency staff meeting, afraid the French were about to launch a night attack. In fact, the army had remembered it was the first anniversary of the coronation, even if that was the last thing on Napoleon’s mind. A year before – in the cold – many of those now with him in deepest Moravia had lined the route from the Tuileries to Notre-Dame, in the magnificent uniforms that were now rags, to take part in that glorious day. Later, Napoleon said it was one of the finest evenings of his life.53 From a Spartan like Napoleon – in every sense – this rings true. There was nothing he loved more than his army; nor other men he understood better or who understood him. There could be no greater honour, in his unmoistened eyes, for the torches of his men far outshone the contrived pomp of the Sacre.


On 27 November, when the Allies looked as if they were preparing to advance, Napoleon ordered Soult to abandon the Pratzen Heights, a seeming sign to the enemy that he felt himself too weak to fight. He followed this with what amounted to an almost craven admission of fear and trepidation at a meeting with a Russian officer sent to parley. As Chandler has said, ‘the prey took the bait’.54 Napoleon was afraid and weak, but not in the way the Russian command imagined. He was no longer strong enough to try to outflank the large Allied army as he had at Ulm. Instead, he had to lure the Allies into concentrating their forces on one of his own flanks, the right – on the Pratzen Heights – and making them believe this was the main body of his army, so as to encircle them with a relatively small force. When he ordered Murat’s cavalry to fall back in feigned panic, the Russians saw their chance to push forward and cut Napoleon off from Vienna. They had no idea where the real main French forces – Bernadotte, Davout and the Guard – actually were. Napoleon had to induce them into behaving like Mack, and they did.


So often portrayed by his detractors as intoxicated by success, arrogant and overconfident, Napoleon played on precisely these characteristics among the Russian commanders, their Tsar above all. He was now calculating according to his own weakness, and using his enemy’s sense of superiority against him. His inferiority was not just numerical. The army was at the end of its tether; food was short in the bivouacs, eau de vie of local provenance taking its place and becoming the mainstay of morale.55 The need to strike hard and fast, and once and for all, was now driven as much by fear as verve. For all this, the enemy had been organised, but now, by sheer guile, Napoleon had thrown them into the worst kind of disarray, that of the unsuspecting.


In truth, there was no sane reason for them to suspect Napoleon was ready for them. When Napoleon began tempting the Allies out into the open, the troops they saw – Lannes’ V Corps and Murat’s men – were indeed the main body of the army, together with the Guard, Soult’s IV Corps, and the Grenadiers. Battle would not have been feasible but for the marching power of Davout’s and Bernadotte’s corps, who were far away. Bernadotte covered ninety kilometres in less than thirty-six hours to reach Austerlitz by 1 December, while Davout’s men moved even faster. His III Corps was still around Vienna, over 120 kilometres away. Davout himself was in Pressburg – modern Bratislava – when the order came, only fifty kilometres away, but his chief-of-staff, Daultanne, seized the initiative when he got the order, late on 29 November, and set out immediately. They left at nine, and marched without rest until five the next morning; the advance guard reached the Brünn–Austerlitz region by late afternoon, of 1 December. The main body of III Corps did not actually arrive to take up its positions until early on 2 December, only hours before fighting began. It was a remarkable feat of endurance by the men, but set in motion by the quick wits of the subordinate officer, who did not need to wait for his commander’s word to know what to do. For all the raw power at their disposal, the Allies had no conception of the men of the Grande Armée, how fast they thought, how fast they marched.


Within a few hours of their arrival, I and III Corps went on to win their greatest victory, all the more so for the feat of endurance that preceded it. The French had found good military equipment when they marched on Vienna, but little food. The Moravian plain had proved better, but hardly bountiful; stomachs were far from contented when the call came to rush to Napoleon’s side at short notice. The enemy that awaited them was well rested, and in quarters. Its best troops had yet to fight. The fine uniforms and shiny boots were long gone, as was the early elan, but something else had replaced them. Endurance. Toughness born of bad weather and privation. Honour, perhaps. A staff officer recounted in his memoirs that, on the night before the battle, he found a group of soldiers who ‘merrily talked over past successes or those which they counted on achieving in the future’.56 These were no ordinary men. 


At five on the evening of 1 December, Napoleon toured the artillery park and the ambulance depot. Then he gathered together all his corps commanders, together with his staff officers, at half past eight, save Davout, who had still not reached the front. He knew exactly what he wanted all of them to do. He dictated his general orders to them, taking Soult aside at the end for a private word. He gave Soult the most complicated task to perform, the orderly but apparently hasty evacuation of the Pratzen Heights which he had just occupied, after which he would reassemble his IV Corps in a relatively exposed position to the west of the Goldbach, behind the hamlets of Puntowitz and Kobelnitz, and the frozen pond to their south. These instructions were then dispatched to them in writing, via Berthier.57 Tactical changes would come thick and fast in the heat of combat, but the French army, however tired, had a leader and a chain of command. Napoleon knew what he wanted of his men, and he knew his men, officers and ranks, alike. In his carriage the night before battle, he composed an address to the troops, after he had toured as many units and spoken to as many of his men as he could. The most important part of it ran thus:




Soldiers, I shall direct every one of your battalions myself; I will be able to keep myself out of range if, through your usual bravery, you bring disarray and confusion into the ranks of the enemy; but if for one instant, victory should look uncertain, you shall behold your Emperor expose himself in the front rank … Let every man carry with him the knowledge that it is essential to defeat these paid lackeys of England, who hate our nation so much …58





As at Ulm, he showed his men he trusted them, took them into his confidence and treated them with the respect owed not just to good soldiers, but to intelligent, free men: England remained the real enemy, the reason they were here, so far from home, so long was her evil arm. It was a reminder that all the hard work of Boulogne had not been in vain. Above all else, Napoleon warned them it would be hard but he would be there for them. He kept his word.


Parallel events at Allied Headquarters, in a barn near Krenowitz, below the Pratzen Heights, could not have been more different. The two Emperors, their field commanders and staffs met there, in Kutusov’s makeshift quarters, at ten on the evening of 1 December, to consider a plan drawn up by the Austrian general Weirother, the head of their joint staffs, and set about discussing it. Weirother was the closest equivalent the Allies had to Berthier, the officer charged with running the central command, yet he – not the field commanders or either of the Emperors – had been given the task of formulating the battle plan. He had been instructed to devise something he would not be responsible for executing. In the most recent reassessment of the battle, published in 2005, Jacques Garnier finally put the question that has waited so long to be asked: who exactly was in command of the Allies at Austerlitz?59 There is nothing rhetorical in this, and it cannot really be answered. Even as the Allies moved forward, within range of the French – advance patrols from both armies having already clashed, and Napoleon barely able to restrain Murat from launching a potentially fatal retaliatory lunge before Bernadotte was in place or Davout had arrived – Weirother’s plan was still only under discussion. It was of itself an intelligent strategy, if based on the false but wholly reasonable assumption that Davout would play no part in the battle and that, therefore, the French right wing was extremely weak. Weirother showed he had learned something from Napoleon, by wanting to concentrate the main Russian thrust against the supposed weak spot on the French right, turn it, first with a frontal assault, and then, as the French right bent and tried to rejoin the main forces dug in around the Zurlan rise and the Santon hill, encircle Napoleon. This would cut him off from Vienna and prevent any attempt to fall back on his lines of communication. It would be wrong to blame Weirother for leaving Davout out of his calculations; even after his arrival, the Allies held a numerical advantage. Although a large part of the Austrian troops were raw recruits, badly trained and new to action, the Russians would prove excellent fighters. The Imperial Guard was among their number, providing a reserve that could be switched to support the advance over the Pratzen Heights, or to bolster the centre, against the main French forces on the Zurlan and Santon. Finally, a third force would attack to the north of the Santon hill, to keep the main French force pinned down and secure the Allies’ left flank.


Kutusov did not like the optimism of the plan, and fell asleep during the Council of War.60 The main attack, on to the retreating French right which covered a long sector that ran along the Goldbach and the base of the Pratzen Heights, was entrusted to Buxhöwden, a Russian commander. A tall, blond, imposing man who had impressed Alexander simply by his physical presence, Buxhöwden commanded over 67,000 men, two-thirds of the Allied army. He was drunk.61 That same night, the Grande Armée was given a wine ration, to help the stale bread – their only food for more than a week – go down.62 Soult’s men were said to have been given a triple ration of powerful – ‘gut busting’, according to Rory Muir – brandy, just before going into action that morning,63 but their leaders’ heads proved clear enough. Bagration, an able Russian commander who had done well in the initial engagements with the French a few days earlier, and the Austrian Prince Lichtenstein, who had impressed Napoleon, were given a large proportion of the worst troops and told to hold the Allied right, in the north. Francis, a broken man by now, was, like the silent, dozing Kutusov, far from sanguine. It was Alexander and his young staff, arrogant and overconfident, but at least decisive, who approved Weirother’s plan. Here at least was an Austrian who actually wanted to fight. The Russians wanted to prove themselves in combat, and many did, as individual units and field commanders. However, when Weirother’s plan was approved it was handed over to no single, guiding hand to direct. Everyone was left entirely on his own to follow directions set out by a theorist, for that is what Weirother was. His theories required complex manoeuvres of which the French, but not the Allies, were capable. Even before the fighting began, the Allied columns repeatedly got in each other’s way, as they moved into position, causing delays, unease and jangled nerves.64 There was no commander-in-chief to whom the individual commanders could refer; no one given the role of leading the operation as a whole. The plan read more like manoeuvres than the real thing, and Weirother’s self-satisfaction oozed out of him as he read it out like a lecture to a class of cadets, which even had its unruly back row in Kutusov and Buxhöwden.


The courage and quick thinking of many ‘on the ground’ ensured that the Battle of Austerlitz was not already lost in that barn, any more than when the Allies took the bait and advanced to the Pratzen Heights. As Weirother held forth, Kutusov and Buxhöwden snored, Alexander chafed at the bit and Francis fretted, Davout had yet to arrive. The French right was, indeed, fragile and Napoleon was outnumbered by about 40 per cent, his troops exhausted. It was lost, however, when no one seemed to know or care who was in charge of it all. Needless to say, neither Allied emperor issued a proclamation to boost his men’s morale or give them a sense of purpose; neither was cheered hoarse by his men on their way to relatively comfortable beds and good meals. Neither expected any such thing, nor cared for it. Neither thought any need for it. Neither really understood what was coming, any more than had Mack at Ulm.


THE BATTLE OF AUSTERLITZ, 2 DECEMBER 1805


Dawn came on 2 December, and so did Davout’s III Corps, who took up their position to bolster the French right and face the main onslaught, together with Soult. Davout had already found Napoleon, and they had a brief talk at about 3.30 a.m. Davout returned to his corps at about five. Kollowrath, the Austrian commanding the main body of the Allies advancing on the Pratzen Heights, received his copy of Weirother’s plan just as Davout was leaving Napoleon. The orders set out nine hours earlier were, despite the complex nature of much of what was being asked, clear and uncomplicated. It had taken a full three hours for Weirother’s instructions – it is unclear if they carried the status of orders – to be translated from German into Russian, after they had finally been agreed.65 
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Map 2. The Battle of Austerlitz, 2 December, 1805: (top) the armies at 6 p.m. on the eve of the battle; (middle) the armies at the end of the battle, 2 p.m, 2 December; (bottom) the Ulm–Austerlitz Campaign, November–December 1805: the March of the Grande Armée from the Rhine to the Danube








Napoleon and his men knew nothing of this. They could see the enemy moving as they hoped they would, but Davout and Soult still braced themselves for attacks by larger forces than theirs. The day would prove how vital Davout’s role was. Should he be turned, as Weirother needed him to be, the French would indeed be in trouble. Davout’s men did not have long to wait, for all the confusion in Allied Headquarters. A thick mist fell, and out of it came first 6,000 Austrian and Russian cavalry, then 3,000 Austrian infantry, and they hurled themselves on the lightly defended hamlet of Telnitz. They were thrown back by a much smaller body of French sharpshooters, well positioned among the ditches and vineyards between the hamlet and a large pond. Now the elite Russian infantry and cavalry of the Szeckler regiment, supported by the Hesse-Homburg cavalry – a non-Austrian regiment, the proud representatives of the Holy Roman Empire on the field – attacked Telnitz, again to no avail. So it began.


At about 8.30 a.m., Russians troops arrived to support the Austrians before Telnitz, and the French light infantry were now outnumbered almost two to one, allowing the Allies to drive them out of the village. The French regrouped beyond the Goldbach and for a moment it seemed as if the Allied strategy might be beginning to work. Then, seeing how outnumbered his advance guard was, and that the village of Zokolnitz – which was the link between his line and Soult’s – was not yet under attack, Davout sent in dragoons, at the gallop, to reinforce the light infantry at Telnitz. The mist had helped the Allies at first, letting them get in close, but then favoured the French marksmen. When it lifted, Davout had to adapt fast, and he did. There is a significant underlying fact emerging at the level of raw combat in these first serious engagements: the French right was still only deploying its specialist units, and holding off large Allied formations. The Allies had not yet encountered the full brunt of Davout’s corps; they had met the kind of resistance they had expected, but had still not been able to overcome it comprehensively. Telnitz had been taken, but the Goldbach had not been forded, and so the French right had not been turned by mid-morning.


Soult’s turn to face the enemy took a little longer. The Allied centre’s advance line, under the Austrian Langeron, had been too leisurely in leaving the Pratzen Heights to hit Zokolnitz, giving Davout time to reorganise and Soult to take position. Zokolnitz was bombarded by Allied artillery and momentarily taken, but at this point Davout unleashed his line regiments, who charged and drove the Russian troops back into Zokolnitz, and then caught them in the village, driving them from house to house, seizing several of their cannon and taking the first enemy standards of the day. Just as the Allies took Telnitz, at about 9 a.m., Davout had driven their support, to the north, back from Zokolnitz, with heavy losses. A second attempt was made by Russian units to retake Zokolnitz, by a series of bayonet charges, which the French repelled and repaid in kind. This was the hardest action the French fought at Austerlitz, and where most of their casualties were incurred. There was a small castle in this village, a solid structure which became the focus of bitter fighting, often hand-to-hand; the Russians took it, but then had to try to fight their way out of what soon became a death trap, and did so at close quarters, with the bayonet.


As the morning progressed, Buxhöwden brought 35,000 men to bear on Zokolnitz, and took it back, but even against a mere 11,000 French troops of Davout’s III Corps, he got no further. Davout was then able to throw the rest of his men, about 10,000, into the line to stabilise it. Hardly rested, but no longer exhausted, this was enough to contain Buxhöwden. Napoleon had been prepared to launch the Grenadiers under Oudinot into this sector, to support Davout, but there proved no need, and he recalled them to the Zurlan. This manoeuvre, although abortive, marks a very significant set of facts about the French, in contrast to the Allied situation, even so early in the day: The French had a proper commander-in-chief, who could make decisions about where to deploy formations, as events developed. Napoleon could actually do this – move his troops about the battle zone at will – because his lines were intact; that is, because neither Davout nor Soult had been turned. The fighting in Davout’s sector ended in a bloody stalemate by about 11 a.m., but stalemate was enough for the French at this stage. It was not for the Allies. The two prongs of the Allied attack had not come together, Davout had shifted his forces to suit and a genuine chance to turn the French, as planned, had failed. This was an important failure of co-ordination. The Allies did not know it, but Davout’s men were still exhausted by the march, and he had only half of his corps fit to fight in the early morning. It proved enough.


At 7.00 a.m., Kutusov advanced from the Pratzen Heights towards the centre of Soult’s line, around the hamlet of Kobelnitz, to be met by the Corsican marksmen waiting in front of the village. Only now did Buxhöwden – the closest thing the Allies had to a commander-in-chief in the field – actually leave his quarters to join the advance of the centre down from the Pratzen, as detachments of the Russian Imperial Guard began to move up on his far right, getting closer to Murat and Lannes’ positions around the Zurlan ridge. Kutusov, however, halted; he had been told that Telnitz and Zokolnitz would be taken first, and quickly, and he was to wait for the Allied far left to roll up, driving the French before them. It was already clear this was not going to happen quickly, if at all, but no one told Kutusov. Davout and Soult, however, knew everything hinged on holding their ground. Napoleon did not visit this crucial sector during the morning, staying on the Zurlan, with the main army. He did not need to: he knew his men and they knew their task. Napoleon had sent his best men to do the hardest job that day, and he knew they would do it.


Soult now moved out, in the first major attack in this sector of the battle zone, his men well hidden in the ditches and brush below the Heights, screened by the early morning fog. He was to push the Allies back, and retake the Pratzen Heights from the Allied left flank – practically from their rear – to occupy the Heights completely, and to swing north, away from Davout, to rejoin the main army on the Zurlan. He began to move forward at 8.30 a.m., as the sun finally came out, just as Allied units were taking full control of the Pratzen Heights. The first clashes came on Soult’s extreme left, between Vandamme’s division and 4,500 Russians, who were easily driven back, being taken completely by surprise. St Hilaire’s division advanced to Vandamme’s right, driving directly on the village of Pratzen, on the Heights. They had taken it by 9 a.m., but had committed the first major French error of the day. Napoleon had not been worried by the village itself; his imperative was to seize the Heights, in their totality. When Russian troops who were heading towards Kobelnitz, and away from the Heights as the French intended, heard the firing from the Pratzen, they about-faced, and attacked the French on the Heights. Until their arrival, the Allied troops on the Heights were not of high quality, but now – due probably to his own misreading of a clear order – Soult’s men, mainly St Hilaire’s troops, had to face formidable Russian units, who had the element of surprise. Up to that point, the Allies were the ones astonished to see the French coming on to the Heights. It was considered impossible: they were meant to be on the retreat. However, the quick thinking of Kamensky, who turned his sharpshooters back on the Pratzen, transformed what was meant to be a quick, largely unopposed manoeuvre into one of the sharpest actions of the morning. Soult had told Napoleon he could take the Heights in twenty minutes, and he should have, but what was done was done. Soult rushed troops to bolster the defence of the Pratzen, and by late morning roughly equal forces of about 16,000 apiece confronted each other.


Whereas Soult’s men were among the best line regiments in the Grande Armée, the Allies were an uneven mixture of crack Russian sharpshooters and the untrained Austrians who were meant only to be bringing up the rear. The balance soon tipped in the Allies’ favour, as the St Petersburg Horse and Cossack units, ordered to stay on the Heights as a reserve, joined in, as did an Austrian regiment from the Allied left which tried to trick the French under Morand and Thiébault into thinking they were Bavarians, and almost succeeded. Kutusov, too, had heard the fighting and sent two battalions back from his advanced position outside Kobelnitz, where he had halted, but it was too late. For all Kamensky’s initiative and that of other commanders in the vicinity, the careful advance planning of Napoleon, and the good positioning of Soult in the early hours, allowed his IV Corps to arrive quickly, and in numbers, coherently and not piecemeal, as the Allies were forced to do. In his memoirs, Langeron, who had heard about Kamensky’s position, and raced to Buxhöwden said he found him ‘strutting about the knoll. He was immobile, and he gave no orders. His face was bright crimson. He seemed to me to have lost his head and his reason.’66 True or not, the gallant Allied attempt to retake the Pratzen Heights was rudderless, and by ten that morning Soult had achieved his objective and secured the Pratzen Heights, although some Allied units were still fighting there, now cut off. Kamensky fought his way out by about midday, almost alone.


Before noon, the Allied forces had been splintered: Buxhöwden had been drawn forward beyond the Pratzen Heights, but blunted by Davout; now he had Soult behind him, on the high ground. Soult stood between Buxhöwden and the rest of the Allied army. It was now the turn of the main French force on the Zurlan and Santon – Lannes, Murat, Bernadotte, Oudinot’s Grenadiers and the Guard – to swing into action.


While Davout held his ground, thus fulfilling the defensive imperative of Napoleon’s plan, and Soult had achieved the key offensive goal of retaking the Pratzen Heights, Lannes and Murat, with some rather ponderous help from Bernadotte, had contained the Allied right under Bagration. There had been no major fighting until noon, when Bagration, seeing himself increasingly cut off, engaged Lannes fiercely as he saw a gap opening up between him and the centre of the army. This action saw a remarkable, but not unique, act of bravery by a French officer leading by example. General Valhubert had his thigh smashed repelling Bagration’s charge but refused to leave the field. ‘I will die just as well here,’ he barked, telling the soldiers who were risking their lives to help him that ‘it only takes one man to lose six’. He died in agony the next day.67 Lannes and Murat beat Bagration back, separating him from Lichtenstein’s cavalry, who fell back to join the Russian Imperial Guard, under Grand Duke Constantine. An attempt at a breakout led by a brave charge of Austrians lancers, the Uhlans, ended when they were cut down by artillery fire from the Zurlan and the Pratzen. The gap had been shut.


Bernadotte’s corps was sent across the gap, to help Soult occupy the Pratzen Heights and create a new, powerful French centre. Just after midday, Davout went on the offensive, sure that Soult was now in control of the Heights, ahead of him. Soult now turned to face Davout, thus all but surrounding Buxhöwden. Bernadotte now took over the eastern face of the Pratzen, facing what was left of Langeron’s troops, who had been the rearguard on the Pratzen, and now had Lichtenstein’s cavalry and Kamensky with them. This was another example of the extent to which Napoleon was in control of his entire operation, and the effective freedom of movement he had in the battle zone: He could shift Bernadotte’s entire corps across from the Zurlan rise to the Pratzen Heights, to free Soult to wheel right against Buxhöwden, because his lines were intact. Not only was he able to give comprehensive orders to all his commanders, he could see them executed unhindered, because his unbroken front line stretched the length of the battlefield. He could do with Bernadotte’s corps just as he had chosen not to do with Oudinot’s Grenadiers earlier in the day. The Allies had no such command structure at any time, and when reinforcements arrived anywhere, it was when someone took the initiative, or they did not come at all, or arrived too late to matter. Now, as a result, they no longer had a front line.


Grand Duke Constantine (the Tsar’s younger brother) was now isolated, with only Langeron and the reserves, but he had first tried to retake the Pratzen Heights with a frontal assault, and his elite troops, together with several Austrian battalions led by Ferdinand, had broken the first line of Bernadotte’s men easily, but they were soon halted. They fell back on to the plain, and reformed. When Napoleon then ordered Vandamme to try to turn the Russians, he had to leave his left flank exposed; Constantine saw a chance, and took it, falling on the exposed French flank and almost overwhelming it, but he had no reserves left to follow this up.


Now, Napoleon used the gap between the Zurlan ridge and the Soltan, filling it with the reserve, the Guard, and moved his headquarters to the Pratzen, although he himself went forward with the Guard to face Constantine. Victory here would turn the Allied right, and drive it towards the pools and streams at the foot of the Pratzen, and leave Buxhöwden completely stranded. This is exactly what happened: the two Imperial Guards now clashed directly. He ordered Bessières with the Guard cavalry to charge, and their Russian counterparts beat them back. The next attack succeeded, however, but only with support detached from Bernadotte’s corps, with Napoleon in close proximity, as he had promised. Finally, he threw in his personal Guards, under his senior aide-de-camp, Rapp, which included his Mameluke bodyguards and the mounted Grenadiers of the Guard. The elite of the elite finally smashed a depleted, exhausted Russian Imperial Guard. Alexander lost two hundred men of his own personal escort as captives; five hundred of the Tsar’s Grenadiers lay dead. This was a singular action, dramatic in the clash of the two elites of the only great armies left in Europe, as close to a personal duel as the wars of the times ever came, and suitable confusion surrounds who did what in the course of it. Rapp and Bessières both claimed to have delivered the final blow, and from that an enmity was born between them that endured for ever. It did not matter.


The Allied centre was no more; their right, under Bagration, was in an orderly but total retreat, pursued by Lannes along the road back to Olmütz. Lannes’ men were too tired to push far, however, and Bagration soon put sixty kilometres between himself and the French. His was the only Allied force left intact at the end of the day, but it numbered less than 10,000. Bagration had worked wonders with a small, inferior force on the Allied right. He had fought Lannes’ V Corps hard, and had almost overrun Suchet’s division through sheer determination. This unit was composed of raw recruits, sent hastily from the depots to central Europe, and was one of the few French formations at Austerlitz that had not been in the Channel camps. They were the future, however, as many more such untried, undertrained conscripts moved forward to join the Grande Armée in the new year. For Bagration’s part, his unit, together with Charles’ army, now to the south-east, was all that was left of the Habsburg forces. It says much about the Allies’ thinking – or lack of it – that, of Francis’ two best commanders, one was not there and the other was underused. Francis now disposed of fewer men than Napoleon had brought to Austerlitz, for the French forces that day were but half of the Grande Armée in central Europe. In hindsight, Napoleon’s relative lack of numbers on the day may have been a blessing in disguise. Larger formations of over 100,000 were difficult to direct in the field, as many later, less successful operations on that scale would reveal.


By 2.30 p.m., Buxhöwden was all but alone. He had tried to get his men out, but a weak wooden bridge, essential to his route, collapsed under the weight of his artillery – which common sense usually dictated had to be abandoned in such circumstances – leaving most of his men stranded. Prince Czartoryski, a Polish aide to the Tsar, found Buxhöwden at this point, now hysterical: ‘The poor general had lost his hat, and his uniform was in disarray. As soon as he caught sight of me, he cried out. “I’ve been abandoned! I’ve been sacrificed!”’68 As Rory Muir has noted, his troops had better reason to think thus.69 Buxhöwden, who commanded so large a force in the field that the British historian David Chandler has considered it, possibly, ‘over provisioned’ with men,70 displayed a drunken irresponsibility, whatever the failings of his superiors, of a magnitude to make Mack, besieged at Ulm, appear like Gordon at Khartoum. Soult and Davout took their revenge for a hard day, now reinforced by Oudinot’s Grenadiers. Alone, with no orders from the Tsar or anyone else, Buxhöwden made a last, desperate attempt to break out and to get back around the southern end of the Pratzen Heights, and see with whom he could re-form. Had he made it, he would only have found Langeron’s men running as fast as they could from Bernadotte, in front of them, and the Imperial Guard, to the north; they surrendered. He had left it too late in any case. The units under Kienmayer and Dokhturov were making an orderly, quite skilful retreat around the southern bend of the Pratzen,71 but their men were now hemmed in by the frozen ponds and the Heights, and Napoleon swung his artillery on them, as a grim but much appreciated reward for the exhausted heroes of Davout’s III Corps, the most exceptional men of that exceptional day, as well as for Soult’s IV Corps, who were the first to attack the superior numbers of the Allies. They could rest, as Napoleon trained the guns on what was left of the main body of the Allied army that began the day 90,000 strong. In truth, probably only about 2,000 or so died there, possibly only one-tenth of that number. It did not matter. It was Napoleon’s gift; it meant Davout and Soult did not have to fight any longer. As cruel as this incident was, it was not followed by a massacre. The French took far too many prisoners on the day for there to have been a slaughter of the wounded or unarmed, despite the claims of Thiébault in his memoirs to have taken none and killed all he found.72


By 4.30 p.m., it was over. Silence fell over the carnage, and at 5 p.m. a general ceasefire was sounded by the French buglers and drummers. It was dark now; a light snow was falling.


It did not feel like the greatest victory of the age, although it was. Davout and Soult’s men simply fell down among the corpses on the field and slept there the night of 2/3 December. Their camp fires were made from what was left of the surrounding villages, or, more accurately, from all that was left of them. For all the captured equipment, standards and prisoners taken, no food stores fell into the hands of the troops; the Russians had already ravaged the area. Things would not improve for a few weeks more. Not even the greatest victory ever won could change the onset of winter or the empty fields; the next harvest seemed an eternity away. They were stranded 1,400 kilometres from home, at the onset of winter, with nothing to eat.


At Napoleon’s headquarters the mood seemed to be more one of suppressed hysteria finally relieved than of triumphalism. Berthier and the staff officers drank themselves senseless on captured Tokai, and did so straight from the barrel.73 Napoleon did not leave the field either. It was only the next day that he wrote to Josephine, in the laconic fashion the moment demanded:




I have beaten the Russian and Austrian army commanded by the two Emperors. I am a bit tired … Tonight I will sleep in the castle of Prince Kaunitz, where I intend to get two or three hours sleep. The Russian army is not just beaten, it is destroyed. I kiss you.74





When he did indeed sleep in the castle of the great minister of Marie-Theresa, the Habsburg Empress, he did so as was his wont, on his camp bed, although he told his brother he intended to sleep in Kaunitz’s own bed.75 He slept in the castle as an act of the victor in search of revenge, not a privileged officer in search of a soft billet. That was not his way. He rattled off the statistics in a letter to Joseph the same day, adding that his army had been the smaller of the two, and that, above all, ‘I just changed my shirt, the first time it’s happened for eight days’,76 the sort of detail usually reserved for male relatives, not wives. It said it all, in its way. At eight that morning, he fired off orders: Murat and the cavalry to get after the enemy; Lannes to get after Murat; the Grenadiers to dig in nearby; Bernadotte to head east, towards Charles; Davout and Soult – and this took some nerve, even from Napoleon – ‘to get after the enemy’, but he did not say where to.77 Even he was fraying now. There was no real jubilation; more relief, and the realisation that he had done what he had to do in order to survive.


Meanwhile, as their commander dropped off to sleep in his dirty shirt, the soldiers of the greatest army Europe had ever seen, the victors of the most emphatic battle in European history, collapsed on the field, with only dead men and horses for shelter. On a frozen cabbage patch in the middle of nowhere, the heroes of Austerlitz wrapped themselves in their threadbare greatcoats, and slept. This was the reality of what soon became known as ‘the sun of Austerlitz’.


It had been a day of triumph, all the same. Something like 11,000 Russians and 4,000 Austrians were dead on the field; 9,767 Russians and 1,686 Austrians were prisoners; 180 cannon – in addition to the vast quantity of artillery already taken at Ulm, Braunau and Vienna – and fifty enemy standards were now in French hands. Alexander was in full flight for home. For the first, but not the last time, he withdrew far away, where Napoleon could not follow him. In the early hours of 3 December, at about five o’clock, Francis sent Prince Lichtenstein to ask Napoleon for an armistice, as he, unlike his erstwhile ally, had nowhere left to run. It may have been only then that the magnitude of his victory, in more than military terms, really dawned on the exhausted commander. He fired off a letter to Talleyrand telling him of the meeting and added: ‘Inform the Austrians that the battle has changed the face of affairs and that they must expect harder terms.’78 The time for caution and conciliation – real or feigned – was over, but only now, after an emphatic victory was secured. It probably killed William Pitt, the British Prime Minister, who died in January, within weeks of getting the news, having taken to the bottle even harder than usual, after having said the map of Europe should be rolled up in Downing Street, it no longer being of immediate use.


There is no doubt that the day was hard fought, but for all the bitter fighting, particularly by Davout’s III Corps, always outnumbered over a very long day, French losses were very light. Only 1,537 died, around 7,000 were wounded and 573 taken prisoner. It was no easy victory, in the manner of Ulm, and the figures do not sit well with the many accounts of the battle, yet they do speak. The light French losses represent more of a triumph than the masses of Allied dead. The training of the camps, now tempered by hard experience and endurance, had shown the French officers and men how to fight intelligently. Brave Russian charges were begun too soon, too often, and their infantry arrived within French range exhausted by the sprint; the French timed their runs, took up good positions and the light infantry, especially, found an accuracy they are seldom given credit for, pinning down far superior numbers. Napoleon berated the performance of the dragoons at Austerlitz, but they saved Davout’s flank in the morning, on horse and even more, as infantry. It was a triumph for the hard work of Boulogne, made all the greater by the hard slog of the marches. Above all, it was a triumph of leadership, from the apex to the front line. The command structure had proved itself time and again, on the march, at Ulm, and at Austerlitz.


This was the first time Napoleon had been in complete control of an entire war, not just a campaign – he was the organiser and ultimate director of operations in Italy as well as central Europe – and none of his senior commanders questioned his right to complete authority, not even Masséna or Bernadotte, who had been touted as his rivals for power a few years before. The whole command structure had worked well; delegation had, for the most part, justified itself or, rather, the corps commanders had justified their ability to work in the new system, guided, but not straitjacketed, in the field. By Austerlitz, Napoleon had begun to assimilate the qualities of his men: Davout and Soult were his best commanders; they were given the most difficult sectors and the most complex manoeuvres, but they were also the furthest from headquarters and had to be left alone. Conversely, Lannes – for his personal recklessness – and Murat, following his blunders, first at Ulm and then in letting Kutusov escape afterwards, were kept under a closer eye. Murat’s role was confined to cavalry operations at Austerlitz, where, as a part of the reserve force, he was directly under Napoleon’s orders. He did brilliantly. Lannes was perhaps underused at Austerlitz, but his contribution to the defence of the northern flank was marked by determination and courage when it was needed. His combativeness spared the reserve for a longer period than might otherwise have been possible, so enabling Napoleon to bring the ‘decisive mass’ of the Guard down on the Allies at the perfect moment to finish the battle. Only Bernadotte, often too slow to follow orders, and bereft of initiative, did not show well. He was only there, in truth, because his corps had formed the extreme easterly wing of the army from the outset of the campaign, and was closest to hand when Napoleon needed reinforcements; Ney, Marmont or Augereau would almost certainly have been preferred by Napoleon had they been close enough to support him. Bernadotte would continue to be a weak link in the next phase of the war, the following year. Nonetheless, this was relative.


The army worked at the level that mattered most, the battlefield – the killing zone – and this was due in no small part to the training of the Channel camps. Combat in its most brutal forms bore this out, although no amount of drill can ever prepare a man for its horror, or for the sheer noise of battle, under which everything must be executed – noise that mixed the din of fire with the sulphur-and lead-induced sound of human agony, to say nothing of the smell of death or the sight of gore. This was overcome, to the point that enthusiasm became the hallmark of combat. As David Chandler has put it so well, Austerlitz was practical testimony that ‘the counterattack or tactical offensive is the true key to defence’.79 Dupont showed this at Ulm; at Austerlitz, Davout’s men displayed it over and over again throughout the day, particularly at Telnitz. When Thiébault’s unit was caught off guard by Kamensky – one of the few Allied commanders to think in like terms – his first reaction was to charge the village of Pratzen, dislodge the enemy and secure a defensible position. This had been drilled into the French infantry at Boulogne. It was the living embodiment of Napoleon’s anthropological assessment of the French soldier’s innate character.


Discipline and drill, as well as quick, arguably instinctive reaction, was also crucial at the front of battle. Under intense pressure, at one of the few points in the battle when French troops were taken unawares, Thiébault’s men were able to execute one of the most complex field manoeuvres of the time, something that had been thought beyond the abilities of the French armies of the 1790s. At the village of Pratzen, although he had failed to cover his advance with skirmishers, Thiébault deployed his men in a mixture of the column – the crude, blunt instrument of the bleus volunteers of 1792 – and the line, the more complex formation of the old professional army. This mixture – flexibly adjusted – kept its shape under Russian defensive fire and brought a sharp engagement to a quick, successful finish.80 It all went back to Boulogne. Good, sustained training showed its value in many other facets of actual combat. As already seen, the Russian infantry often began their charges too soon, and were slowing as they reached the French, whereas French charges were properly paced and timed. Musket volleys followed a similar pattern. Units of Vandamme’s division, fighting on the French left, protected its rear ranks during an advance by forming a square in two lines and alternating their fire, so that each face of the square always had a line of muskets firing and another reloading.81 This was one of the most difficult field operations to execute; it could often disintegrate under pressure, but here it was carried out well. That the French stood their ground when charged was also a tribute to their training, as well as to their personal courage, but it was made easier by the Allies’ lack of timing, and by the support of light artillery many French units could count on, another result of the organisation of Boulogne. Infantry formations did not stand alone, where possible, and the high Allied casualties were, in great part, the result of massed and co-ordinated musket and artillery fire on advancing troops. When this happened, it was clear the army was working as it should, from top to bottom. A detailed account of this in action was given by an Austrian officer, Major General Stutterheim, published two years after the battle:




The Austrian brigades, with that of General Kamensky, charged the enemy … but the French received them with steadiness, and a well-supported fire,82 which made a dreadful carnage in the compact ranks of the Russians … The ardour of this attack soon evaporated. The superior numbers of the enemy, and his steadiness, soon changed it to a slow uncertain pace, accompanied by an ill-directed fire of musketry.83





The French then advanced without firing a shot, until they got within about a hundred paces, and gave co-ordinated, deadly mass fire. That this was sustained in the circumstances of the equal courage and ferocity shown by Kamensky’s men can only be a tribute to French bravery, but Russian lack of drill helped.


The French sharpshooters – the light infantry – had a crucial role to play, too, particularly in the early phases of Davout’s defence of the French right; their absence in the attack on the village of Pratzen was costly. Austerlitz saw the cavalry emerge from a long, traditional shadow. Never before, whether under the old or new regimes, had this arm been the equal, to say nothing of the master, of the renowned light cavalry of either Allied army, or of the heavy horse unit of the Russian Imperial Guard. Bessières’ hard work at Boulogne, and Murat’s leadership in the field, won the French a new, unheralded reputation. Whether screening a huge, complex advance over hundreds of kilometres, pursuing the enemy from the field or serving in combat – moving as reserve from place to place to plug gaps, or in the devastating charges of the elite, heavy cavalry at the crucial moment – the Allies now saw they had yet something else, and terrifying, to contend with. Something new. Murat, for all his faults as a commander when doing anything else, was truly Napoleon’s secret weapon. At least he was until 2 December 1805. After that, his men became legends, nightmares, to the enemy, demons who descended on the field when they were at their weakest, if heavy horse; demons who pursued them through the night, if light cavalry. It all took years of training.


The French horse was the nastiest shock Napoleon unveiled at Austerlitz, but the entire operation was a bolt from the blue, clad in blue. The first phase of the 1805 campaign might in some way be compared with the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941. Although war had been formally declared, and the Austrians were already mobilising, Napoleon’s advance on them was so swift as to give him an element of surprise rare in such large land operations. On the strategic level, at Ulm he fell upon the Austrians long before they were ready for him, because they assumed they had longer than they did. Napoleon was also able to attack them from their rear, which was something they obviously never considered. He perpetuated this at Austerlitz, when Soult retook the Pratzen Heights, literally behind their backs. There is another interesting, detailed comparison, that is probably the most relevant: both operations were carried out in bad weather, ‘out of season’, in the late autumn, and culminated – not by pure coincidence – in their decisive victories falling in the first week of December. Because they were both races against the seasonal clock – the winter snows in the Alps and the dangerous seas of the North Pacific were against the attacking forces – both operations depended on quick, emphatic victories that could not wait. The sane heads among the Japanese high command, most importantly Admiral Yamamoto, knew all too well that they did not have the resources for a long war with America, and only a crushing early blow – before the onset of winter – could win them their only hope, ‘nine months to run wild’, and seize other regions whose natural resources would be vital to lasting success. France offered Napoleon far more human and material resources than any of the other powers, save Russia, which temporises the comparison. Nevertheless, Napoleon’s own departure for the march was delayed because he had to deal with the financial crisis and the emergency in administration and internal security, both products of the strains of the largest military effort France had faced since 1792. The superior resources and the unparalleled ability of the Napoleonic state to mobilise them were real enough, but they were still too new and untested in wartime to be counted on, and he could not transport food for his troops. They were racing the harvest as well as the elements.


In 1805, Napoleon’s major problem, in his own mind, was political, just as it had been in 1800 and would continue to be to the end. He did not feel secure enough to believe he could survive a major military reverse, and his army – and his own abilities as a commander of such a force, in this specific theatre of operations – were as yet untried. The result was the most unqualified triumph of his career, and probably the greatest feat of arms Europe had seen for some time, or would again. His newness to it all can only heighten the sense of awe, although this was the last thing he could afford to emphasise, because all was now staked on it. His own political life, to say nothing of the fate of his new dynasty, hung in the balance. He could not survive defeat, whereas the Bourbons had endured seemingly endless, ever more crushing reverses for over a century. Defeat meant the collapse of everything and of this he was painfully aware. Now, he could make peace on his own terms, at least with Austria.


A PARTIAL PEACE: PRESSBURG AND THE HUMBLING OF AUSTRIA


The Grande Armée of 1805 was a thing of wonder, even if, by the dawn of 3 December, it would no longer look like it to a passer-by. Nevertheless, Napoleon would never command so superb an army again. There were great victories to come, quite soon, but not unlike a great racehorse, or a bottle of fine red Burgundy, the Grande Armée had peaked early. It already had raw, badly trained conscripts in the ranks of Suchet’s division, drawn from the extra levy of 1805, by the time of the battle, and the numbers of such men would increase henceforth. In the first months of 1806, Napoleon kept his word to many of the veterans of the 1790s and the second Italian campaign who had done great and long service. Some of the best line regiments were given extended leave; men with very long service were demobilised, either becoming reservists in their native departments or, for the more restless souls among them, joining the Gendarmerie, usually to find themselves in equally nasty little local wars with bandits and recalcitrant conscripts and their communities, often on an almost daily basis. They were given their due by their leader, but their expertise was lost, and it would have been valuable, as another war loomed later in 1806.84 This has led one historian to believe that, henceforth, the great French victories were won less by the men themselves than their commanders.85 This is hardly the whole truth, for by the 1806 campaign, only about half of the army were veterans; 75 per cent of the line regiments had done less than two and a half years’ service, but the real statistic is that only one-third of the army had done more than six months’ service – this was all that was left of the magnificent force that left Boulogne.86 Nevertheless, those who had seen any service at all in 1806 were veterans of a very demanding campaign, and those with only as much as two years’ service had still been trained in the camps and fought at Ulm and Austerlitz.


The Grande Armée that entered Saxony and Prussia in October was beginning a new, less impressive phase, but it was still a force to be reckoned with. Those who see this campaign as its apogee have in their favour the powerful argument that combat experience had now been added to excellent training. The one-third who possessed both were the best soldiers on earth, and they knew how to impart their skills to the newcomers. Between 1806 and 1810, when a lull in the war everywhere but Spain allowed more time for training in the depots, the army returned to circumstances not unlike those of the 1790s, with the veterans training the new recruits as they went along. The shape of things to come was already evident in the days just after Austerlitz. On 11 December, Napoleon wrote to Kellerman, commanding the Army of the Reserve at Strasbourg, that he needed 10,000 to 12,000 of the new conscripts sent up to Augsburg as soon as possible. He had plenty of NCOs and veterans to train them over the winter: ‘It doesn’t matter if they come dressed as peasants and without arms. However, it is a good idea to have them escorted by 2 or 3,000 armed men.’87 This was a far cry from the world of the Channel camps.


Nor was it yet time for Napoleon to drop his own guard. Perhaps his deepest thoughts in the days following his greatest victory, and the profound caution that enveloped him even in his hour of triumph, emerge in a letter to Fouché, his chief of police, on 13 December, written the day after his return to Vienna, from the imperial palace of Schönbrunn:




Public opinion is being given false ideas by talking too much about peace. The opening of peace talks are not the same as their conclusion. Put more effort into getting the conscripts marching, and into continuing to reinforce the Grande Armée. It is quite ridiculous to have announced the arrival of two wretched [Austrian] negotiators. Peoples are degraded by flattery.88





It is tempting to speculate that, once again surrounded by the glories of the old imperial monarchy in the most impressive of its palaces, Napoleon drew breath and realised the Russians were still in the field, and that Prussia remained an unknowable quantity. ‘Neither you, nor me, nor the government in Berlin, know what the Prussian armies are doing,’89 he wrote to Frederick of Württemberg, who had become something of a trusted confidant. Francis himself had come to see Napoleon within forty-eight hours of the battle, while he was still in the hovel he called his bivouac on the field, to arrange an armistice. Napoleon did not receive Francis in his dilapidated quarters, as legend has it, but in the best venue he could arrange, that was more appropriate, but could not have been more menacing. A pavilion was erected, but it was surrounded by the Imperial Guard, at attention, drums beating and trumpets sounding.90 It was all perfectly correct, and utterly intimidating. Napoleon found him broken but still disdainful in their two-hour meeting – ‘I’ll tell you in person what I think of him,’ Napoleon told Talleyrand, which was probably saying more than enough – ‘His friends are dead; he is in despair. My generosity actually embarrassed him; because I have him cornered, and he will not get out of this easily. He has no artillery, he has no supplies.’91


Napoleon could not restrain himself in these circumstances; in the heat of a victory he always reeled off the raw statistics of his triumphs to everyone. This sense of superiority, not just of vindication, could only have been bolstered by the arrival of Alexander’s emissary later that day, a silly young officer, Prince Dolgoruki, who ‘spoke to me like some Boyar from Siberia’ as if the Russians had won the battle. ‘This young man is very arrogant,’ he told Frederick of Württemberg less than two days after the battle, ‘and he took my reserve for fear, speaking of giving the Kingdom of Italy to the Savoyard king, and of stripping France of Belgium, and giving the whole of the Low Countries to a Prussian or British prince.’ Napoleon continued to like Alexander personally and hoped they could work together, but he now saw how badly advised he was, how simply puerile were the men around him, and admitted that the Tsar had not acted with courage, to say nothing of intelligence.92


Nevertheless, by the time he had returned to Vienna, via the base at Brünn, Napoleon had thought things through: the Russians were in retreat, but still at war with him, and unreachable; Prussia was still untouched by war and capable of anything, for all he knew, which he knew was not enough. ‘Rest your men,’ he told Ney, whose corps had not been at Austerlitz, the day he reached Vienna, ‘get them coats and shoes, get their pay up to date … Peace is being negotiated, but nothing has been signed yet. The Russians are in retreat, but if other enemies threaten us,93 I will need your corps as the advance guard.’94 Alexander may have had his tail between his legs, but he would learn from his humiliation, and live to fight another day, which was not long in coming. This is what lay behind Napoleon’s enraged outburst in a private letter to Joseph, from Vienna, on 15 December. Napoleon was furious with Joseph for making the peace negotiations public at all, to say nothing of celebrating them with artillery salutes:




My Brother … It is not at all my way to adjust my policies to suit Parisian rumours, and I am annoyed that you should have been so weak as to attach any importance to them … things are too complicated today for a Parisian bourgeois to even know about them. I have let you know that I disapprove of the fuss you have made about the arrival of two Austrian negotiators … I will make peace when I think it is in the interests of my people to do so … The days of when [such things] were debated in the sections [the neighbourhood committees of Revolutionary Paris] are over. The Battle of Austerlitz will appear ridiculous because of the great fuss I did not order … and even more, if another battle is needed to secure a peace that will give me some guarantee. I leave nothing to chance, as I say, and I will always [act so] or I am dead.95





It was a letter written in confidence to his closest kinsman which reveals, in equal measure, his authoritarianism but, even more, his innate caution. Moreover, Napoleon was right. In less than a year these two powers would be at his throat.


For all his doubts, the crushing nature of his victory in the field allowed Francis no room for negotiation when the armistice was transformed into a formal peace. Napoleon did indeed have Francis cornered, and the Prussians soon realised they could do little but accept Napoleon’s jaundiced friendship. The terms Napoleon set out to Talleyrand a few weeks before, but did not dare make public, were now forced down Francis’ throat.


However, it was Frederick-William who actually felt Napoleon’s initial wrath. Napoleon now finally had the chance to confront bluff with bluff, telling Haugwitz he had known ‘all about’ the Treaty of Potsdam. It was bluster, but Haugwitz knew that Prussia could not fight now, and accepted that Napoleon ‘had him’, if hardly in so many words. Prussian neutrality was definitively ended with a treaty of alliance with France, in which Napoleon confirmed them in possession of Hannover. This was, on one level, simply confirming what Alexander had allowed them, but coming from Napoleon, and linked to the obligation to close the Prussian coasts – old and new – to the British, it also shattered Berlin’s links to London. This was why Frederick-William occupied Hannover, but did not want to annex it, although he did try to acquire the defenceless small city states of the Hanseatic League – Hamburg, Bremen and Lübeck – which Napoleon refused to concede. Prussia remained craven, now forced to follow the other German states into an alliance with France, but not prepared to offend Britain if it could. Napoleon and Talleyrand did not trust Berlin, with good reason, for the British and Russians still saw Frederick-William as a useful potential ally, needed all the more with the demise of an Austria they now felt had been a paper tiger. What none of them yet knew was how militarily weak Prussia actually was. Prussia was the mirror image of Napoleonic France, in 1805.


The peace with Francis was signed at Pressburg the day after Christmas 1805. Austria lost much of her territory but, interestingly, not directly to France. Napoleon used this chance to push the Habsburgs out of Germany and Italy, but he distributed these gains to his German allies, while also strengthening his cherished Kingdom of Italy. The only major territory Napoleon acquired for himself in Germany was the Duchy of Berg, the area centred on Düsseldorf, which was ceded from Bavaria, and given to Murat; Neuchâtel, a Prussian enclave close to Switzerland, was handed to the more deserving Berthier. The small Prussian enclave of Wessel was annexed directly to France, the unique example of direct French aggrandisement. The direct winners of the war of 1805 were the German princes of Bavaria, Württemberg and Baden; Francis was forced to recognise the first two as kings, the Duke of Baden became a grand duke, and all three were now fully sovereign, their connection to the Holy Roman Emperor dissolved in all but name. Bavaria received the Tyrol from Austria, and the Kingdom of Italy, all the territories of the old Republic of Venice, which included modern Croatia and Slovenia. Francis no longer had either a direct border with the Kingdom of Italy or a coastline, whereas the Kingdom of Italy at last had a significant outlet to the sea. Yet more small German states, Prussian enclaves among them, were handed to Napoleon’s German allies. Napoleon might rightly claim his royal title predated theirs, playing to the letter rather than the spirit of the law as it were. The denuding of the old Reich for their gain was the bond between them and Napoleon. It was the principle of the Revolutionary biens nationaux, which bound the ‘masses of granite’ to him, transferred to the sphere of international relations. All this was confirmed a few months later, in July 1806, by the creation of the Confederation of the Rhine, with Napoleon as its Protector, grouping the western and southern German princes under his leadership as allies.


The Peace of Pressburg and its sister treaties with Prussia and the German states represented the consolidation of French hegemony in western Europe. The Neapolitan Bourbons would soon be stripped of their kingdom and Joseph put in their place; he offered their throne to Joseph before he even left Germany, but military action was still needed there to make it a reality. The Batavian Republic was transformed into the Kingdom of Holland under Louis, but these actions came in the next months, after the main business of the war had been settled, which was the humbling of Austria. For all the harshness of the terms of Pressburg, everyone knew that it could have been far worse, given the power Napoleon now wielded in western and central Europe. Austria was not dismembered, as it was in France’s power to bring about, and the terms are marked by the advice Talleyrand gave Napoleon at the time:




Your Majesty can now break the Austrian monarchy, or revive it. Once broken, it will not be in Your Majesty’s power to reassemble the shattered pieces of debris and to recompose them into a single mass. The existence of this mass is necessary. It is indispensable for the future wellbeing of civilised nations.96





It was hard to see this at the time. Francis lost four million of his twenty-four million subjects, to say nothing of the ‘hidden resources’ of the small German states which disappeared. France took her direct revenge on Francis through crippling war indemnities, amounting to forty million florins, which came on top of the rapacious requisitioning carried out by the French war administration in all the Austrian provinces occupied during the campaign.


Napoleon had to do this, for he was returning to a financial catastrophe in France, which had worsened still more from the severe problems he had left behind. If councillor of state Miot de Mélito is to be believed, the outbreak of war in the late summer of 1805 had caused great unease among the Parisian business and financial communities, for ‘[t]he people could not witness unmoved the endangering of so many interests, which a series of reverses might entirely ruin’,97 and the financial crises deepened as the campaign unfolded. Napoleon’s brother Joseph, now the unofficial regent, put this to him directly just as he was about to cross the Rhine in late September 1805: ‘The public is confident, although it cannot be denied that it is not strong. It fears that the enemy, as the aggressors, might be moving faster.’98 Indeed, throughout the campaign, Joseph told his brother repeatedly that the fluctuating fortunes of the Bank of France depended increasingly on good news from the front. It all tallies with Napoleon’s own, oft-quoted remark that he could not afford to lose a battle, in the purest sense of ‘afford’. The Directory had always tried to make the wars pay for themselves, and, when they did, the regime looked relatively secure. It was no different now. Too generous, too unprofitable, a peace would have been almost as dangerous for Napoleon as a defeat.


Paul Schroeder has argued vigorously that Napoleon wasted a chance at Pressburg to consolidate his borders and achieve a peaceful settlement, seeing in this a flawed character.99 Its terms do not bear this out. His ruthless assault on Austria secured the south German states and the Kingdom of Italy from the vulnerable positions they had been in when the war began, and, at this point, he sought to advance no further there. The real aggression came in southern Italy, where the near-abortive Anglo-Russian expedition to Naples showed him, first, the vulnerability of this region for his own Italian state and, second, the unreliability of the Neapolitan Bourbons as allies. Any defeat, and any settlement that followed it, would have been unbearable to Austria, and so it proved. Napoleon left the Habsburgs sufficiently intact to rise against him again, stronger than ever before, only four years hence, making Talleyrand’s advice less statesmanlike in the eyes of his contemporaries, however sage for the ages to come. At the moment, Napoleon felt secure enough to be relatively lenient with the traditional enemy of both the old and new French regimes, and not yet strong enough to risk filling so large a power vacuum. However, to have done anything other than secure France’s borders and force the Austrians to pay for as much of the costs of the war as possible would have made the regime very unpopular at home. It would have been a betrayal of the Revolution’s ambitions from at least 1796, or earlier. Perhaps it was Talleyrand who was wrong. It was no time for over-ambition. Alexander and the British were beyond Napoleon’s reach, as ever.


He savoured what he could, while he could, all the same. Napoleon returned to Paris in late January, after triumphal stays in the allied capitals of Munich, Stuttgart and Karlsruhe, arranging unpalatable marriages between the Bonaparte–Beauharnais and these ancient houses as he went.


The Guard withdrew with their commander on his triumphal return to Paris, causing some havoc among the Bavarian peasantry along the way, who were shocked less by their behaviour towards them than their sacrilegious contempt for Catholicism in this deeply pious part of Europe.100 Napoleon never allowed chaplains or the holding of religious services in the camps, or on campaign. This was deliberate policy, to sever the men from a fundamental aspect of their traditional culture and their former lives, perhaps the most obvious vestige of the ideology of the Revolution he retained. It had obviously worked. In his sensitive study of soldiers’ letters home, Alan Forrest has been struck by the feelings of warmth and nostalgia some French soldiers felt when in deeply Catholic countries which had been untouched by the anti-clerical reforms of the Revolution and how it stirred nostalgia in them. However, nostalgia was all it was now: ‘It reminded them of their childhood, of another world … where they had felt secure’, as Forrest has evocatively put it.101 That is what it was, however, another world, and Napoleon had seen to it. They belonged to a secular world now, if hardly that envisaged by the revolutionary idealists. Liberty and equality were subject to military discipline, but far more real than in the old royal army or those of their enemies. Fraternity was very tangible, however. It was the new religion, especially in the ranks of the Guard.


The rest of the army stayed in Germany and would not actually return to France until 1808. Their peaceful withdrawal into winter quarters in Bavaria, paid for by Max Joseph’s subjects, was probably harder than the advance. The weather had worsened, the countryside was empty of food; thieving was rife and the high command virtually sanctioned the theft of horses, to replenish the cavalry mounts, despite the problem of feeding them.102 Those quartered further north, in Franconia, which had escaped most of the campaigning, fared much better. For all the pilfering and hardship, and the clash of cultures between a pious peasantry and Napoleon’s often derisive men, there were very few atrocities; the French were far more welcome than the Russians, and could be safely billeted on peasant families across the countryside.103 It had been worse, and would be so again. Many men came to remember the spring and summer, at least, as an almost golden time, as the weather improved, food became plentiful, and the local girls grew friendlier. In the meantime, the victors were in for the rest of a hard winter.


There were the usual shadows across the time that soon came to be known as ‘the sun of Austerlitz’. Napoleon’s personal life seemed to return to its usual rut. A week after his triumph in the field, he wrote to Josephine, as she made her glittering way to Munich to meet him, in a vein all too familiar from the past: ‘It’s a very long time since I’ve had your news. Have the beautiful celebrations of Baden, Stuttgart and Munich made you forget the poor soldiers who are living covered in mud, rain and blood?’104 The Empress always kept her distance from the front, the hospitals and the bivouacs of the bedraggled troops, even when, as in Munich, they were nearby. This must have hurt him, as much as her seeming unconcern for him, when in danger of all kinds. He would have to wait until his next war with Austria to acquire an empress for whom such things came naturally. As always, however, Hortense’s letters filled him with joy. His reply to a letter her young son, the three-year-old Napoleon-Charles, ‘wrote’ to him was a warming event, and it also evoked a sense of ‘manifest destiny’, and of powerful dynastic motivation, that he did not show the world:




My dear little Hortense, I received Napoleon’s letter, and I recognised in it all the tenderness and friendship of his mother. I so want him to grow, so that he might come to know a little of everything he should do to be worthy of his future destiny. Goodbye my little girl. You know how well I will always love you, as I have since your childhood.105





The loyal, thoughtful and fecund Hortense gave Napoleon a personal stake in these great risks that now meant more than personal glory. These were thoughts he only expressed in such terms to her, even as he prepared to make his two most unworthy brothers kings. Joseph, soon bound for Naples, had proved an unreliable regent. Louis had done nothing at all. Josephine had seemed, in his hour of need, to slip back into the ‘out of sight, out of mind’ behaviour of the early years, even if it did not embrace affairs. Hortense and her young family were indeed something worth fighting for. No one else was, it would transpire soon enough.


For all that, the Battle of Austerlitz was too stupendous an achievement to be veiled in caution for long. The army bulletin of 2 December 1805 broke the ‘media blackout’ imposed since 26 November with a vengeance. It recounted in predictably glorious terms each phase of the battle, beginning with the torch-lit salute to Napoleon the night before, through to the blazing sunrise that signalled the first actions, which was the scene of ‘one of the greatest feats of arms of the century’. The terms were flowery, but the press did not lie. It did not have to. The official tone, and the genuine relief and enthusiasm of the political elite, at least, were set by a member of the Tribunate, who declared that the French soldier was the best in the world.106 He was right, for all the chauvinism and bombast. Those loyal to the regime now had something to celebrate, the most tepid of the ralliés had something to gape at, in awe, and its opponents a sight to make them shudder. The Napoleonic propaganda machine had been waiting for this since its inception almost ten years before. The Guard and the Emperor made their triumphal march from Strasbourg to Paris, now parading to the sound of fifes and drums, their battle flags unfurled, their eagles before them, so unlike the secrecy and speed which had been the order of the day when they had set off in September. What had then to be hidden could now be exalted. With them came the trail of the vanquished, the human spoils of Austerlitz, now increasingly called ‘the battle of the three emperors’. Seventy thousand Allied prisoners were led across France, some into Paris as part of the victory march of the Grande Armée; they were held until the terms of the exchanges were settled in March 1806.107


The arrival of the Guard in Paris, on 16 February 1806, was a thing of wonder. Napoleon had returned on 26 January, and set about preparing for the great day. Amid the many pressing troubles that awaited him, it must have been a labour of love. A new triumphal arch was set up for them, at the old tollgate at the top of rue Saint Denis; two others were built soon afterwards, one at the entry to the Tuileries palace, which is no more, the other on what was then the edge of the city, now the Arc de Triomphe. Its first stone was laid on the Emperor’s birthday, 15 August 1806. Following the creation of ‘St Napoleon’s Day’, early in 1806, a very local Corsican saint was now world-famous, his holy day meant to overshadow the Ascension of the Virgin into heaven and provide at least one Napoleonic festival with decent weather. Military personnel were henceforth encouraged to get married on this date. A new bridge was built over the Seine, still there, the Pont d’Austerlitz, and a street named after Colonel Morland, the highest-ranking Guardsman killed at Austerlitz. The Guard marched, in clean uniforms borrowed from the depots – and later returned to them – in full order, to the Champs-Elysées, where an open-air banquet was held for them. It had to be transferred to tents, as rain began to fall – like le Sacre, Napoleon did not time the season of his triumphs very well – but spirits were high in every sense. The troops, officers and men, cracked open the wine bottles with their sabres and bayonets. It was, in some measure, a return to the ethos – if hardly the serious air – of the great fêtes of the Republic. Open-air banquets were held for all. They were raucous parties, unencumbered ‘with lugubrious memorial services’.108 Napoleon processed like a Roman emperor, but he had the sense – the empathy – to let his men celebrate like republican soldiers, and they did. The last post did not sound until early the next morning.


It did not end there, nor has it ever really ended. As so many of the soldiers of the Grande Armée of 1805 passed into the reserves, retirement or the Gendarmerie, their commander’s well-honed publicity machine ensured they also passed into legend. The army, all of it, from the newly created dukes and princes, to the wounded who got three weeks’ extra pay,109 were set at the centre of the nation. When Napoleon returned to confront the financial crisis, he had the interests of the army, and the debt he and the nation owed his men, to the fore. This was more than a matter of state; it was a question of honour. Napoleon had paid the Guard an extra fortnight’s wages. He formally adopted all the orphans of the Grande Armée as his own children, less than a week after the battle. It was no mere empty gesture, for he took this as seriously as he had when he took Eugène and Hortense under his wing. Pensions were paid to them, places were found in the lycées for the abler boys; for the girls, if their fathers had been awarded the Legion of Honour, in the three new Maisons Impériales, set up by decree on 15 December, for the daughters of Legionnaires, and the orphans were all daughters of one such. These schools were under the direction of Madame Campan, who had educated Hortense and Napoleon’s sisters, and provided the most advanced female education in the public sphere, in Europe at the time, teaching basic sciences, mathematics and modern languages, while keeping traditional subjects, particularly religion, to a minimum. Napoleon wanted young women devoid of superstition and prejudice, fit to be the wives of the new generation of civil servants and soldiers already being trained.110 The orphans of Austerlitz were to have the career open to talent made real for them by Napoleon. Social advancement was meant to be part of its eternal legacy. This was not just a matter of titles and booty for the marshals, although new honours rained down on them, like the weather on 16 February on the Guard. 


The festivities of February were part of a wider policy that had existed before Austerlitz, but was not grounded in the incontrovertible truth of military superiority. The regime’s quest to place the army at the centre of national consciousness, as the Church had been before 1789, now had the living legend of that great day to build upon. As Jean-Paul Bertaud had put it, ‘Religious under the old order, republican under the Revolution, the public imagination was militarised under the Empire.’111 The union of the army and the nation, perhaps even more than the glorification of Napoleon himself, was at the heart of official propaganda and policy. After all, the Grande Armée was christened for the first time in official correspondence on 29 August 1805. Its chief had to wait until after Austerlitz – until 30 December – for the Tribunate to accord him the title ‘Napoleon the Great’.


The army as the heart of the nation was the idea, at least. The continuing widespread resistance to conscription gives a powerful lie to the image of a whole people in thrall to its ruler and the army he set before them as the national ideal. On 23 August, barely a week after the Arc de Triomphe was begun, and the first St Napoleon’s Day celebrated, Chouan rebels kidnapped the pro-regime Bishop of Vannes, just to remind Napoleon that his western flank was not entirely safe. Nevertheless, all had to admit, the military might of the new regime was imposing. It could and did parade, because it was incomparably victorious. These were imposing spectacles, which the old monarchy had had nothing to match. One day a week – Sunday – the courtyard of the Tuileries was transformed ‘into a theatre, where a ballet, impeccably choreographed’, took place. It was indeed more than capable of ‘touching the sensibility of the onlookers and feeding the imagination, as Jean-Paul Bertaud says, but as to whether it was also ‘attractive and reassuring’112 depended on who you were. Hardly the peasant masses, good Catholics, or men of conscription age, otherwise they would have flocked to volunteer, which they demonstrably did not. It laid down the law, for all that, as similar scenes did to the Austrian Emperor on the field of Austerlitz.


Soon after Austerlitz, Napoleon abolished the revolutionary calendar and reinstituted Sunday as the weekly day of rest, but he immediately created his own pole of attraction, which detracted from the Mass. Napoleon’s reply to the Church he increasingly found irksome, or openly hostile, was to parade the Guard in the courtyard of the Tuileries every Sunday, as he inspected them in person on his white Arab stallion, Marengo, of which, like Lassie, there were several. If he went to Mass, he made it plain this was his real faith. Most of his Guard did not even bother. The Vatican’s thinly disguised support for the Anglo-Russian expedition to southern Italy, and Pius VII’s official distaste for the promulgation of the Civil Code in the Kingdom of Italy on 1 January 1806, gave this a sharp edge, but it stemmed from deeper roots, and a vision of society that sat ill with religion. While still in Vienna, Napoleon castigated his minister of religion, Portalis – who would not keep his job for long – for letting the parish priests read out the bulletins of the Grande Armée from the pulpit on Sundays. ‘It is not proper,’ he told Fouché on Christmas Day 1805, ‘to give more importance to the priests than they should have; this gives them the right to pass comment and, when there is bad news, they will not hesitate to comment … the more one does not want the priests, the more one gets of them.’113 He did not trust the French clergy with his greatest hour. Napoleon did not attack the Church, he simply ignored and upstaged it. Ironically, the spectacle in its fullest form could only happen in peacetime, when the Guard was not needed at the front. There were shadows passing over the sun of Austerlitz.
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