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    Dedication




    This book is dedicated to my Father Aslan Agha Al Barazi, who threatened Jamal Pacha and led the revolution in Syria against the French.
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    Foreword




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




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




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




    Aslan Fahed Aslan Agha Al Barazi


  




  

    CHAPTER 26




    THE EMPIRE DEMANDS AN HEIR




    Josephine had all along been aware of Napoléon’s plans to divorce her. He needed an heir, an heir that carried his own blood.




    “With all hope of an heir from the empress gone, I have no choice but to divorce her,” declared Napoléon.




    After scenes of swooning by Josephine that were all feigned, Napoléon, although emotional, was undeterred to break the news to her himself; this was shortly after his return from Austria. During a private family meeting precisely for this purpose, the divorce memorandum was signed with Napoléon’s full name, followed by his initial, N, then Josephine and Madame Mere.




    Then Napoléon makes a statement: “I have decided that she shall preserve the rank of empress and remain my life-long friend.” Then he decrees, “Malmaison, that she so much loved, is hers with three million Francs per annum.” Thus a chapter in Napoléon’s life is closed and the search for his future bride begins.




    The first consideration was for Tzar Alexander’s sister, but this venture proved fruitless. Although during his sojourn in Erfur, the Tzar had raised no objection to the proposal, it was however passed on to his mother the Tzarina, who abhorred Napoléon; besides, the young princess was only 15 years of age and was not mature enough for marriage. So that prospect was written off for now.




    In his memoirs, Metternich writes, “The Emperor Franz Joseph was disgusted that he had been dragged into war by Nationalists and empty promises from England and Prussia while Russia remained an on-looker. The purpose of the ‘Peace Treaty’ of Schonbrunn was not only to eradicate the disastrous results of Wagram, but to replace Russia as Napoléon’s ally.”




    A Senatus Consultum of December 16 announces the official divorce as well as the annulment of the marriage of 1804 by the Archbishop of Paris. In a privy council, Napoléon deliberates with his intimate entourage; Cambacérès, Murat, Eugene and Caulincourt; they all are for an Austrian marriage. And when he learns that the Austrian Empress, the mother of his bride to be, had given birth to thirteen children, that another ancestress had seventeen and yet another one twenty-six, the emperor exclaims: “That’s what I need!” He is confident about the Hapsburg’s reply to his proposal. The emperor Franz Joseph would approve it, and the eighteen-year-old princess would consent. He dictates to his secretary Meneval an adulatory letter to Emperor Franz Joseph, asking for his daughter’s hand, and ends it “May we look forward to the happiness of winning your wholehearted blessings.”




    Is this Napoléon that we know? He now forty years old, yet he writes a puerile letter out of context with his character. But Napoléon needs an heir. He already has two illegitimate sons by Duchess Walewska and Eleonore Danuelle, a lady-in-waiting to Caroline Murat. But above all he decides that his marriage must consolidate his regime and rise to the standard of the oldest European Royalty. He is not only the emperor of the French; like Charlemagne, he is the Emperor of Western Europe, and who better than the Hapsburgs, whose dynasty has ruled an empire for over eight hundred years, to provide him with both an heir of a Royal blood and a Royal noble lineage. Yes, he loves Walewska and she whole heartedly requites his love, but his marriage goes beyond personal feelings. “It is affair of state, and for France I must sacrifice my personal feelings.”




    Marshal Berthier, his chief of staff and trusted friend, is dispatched to Vienna to finalise the wedding by proxy. With him he carries a miniature of Napoléon, set in diamonds, and jewellery worth millions as a token of affection for his bride to be. Napoléon had already learned from Countess Metternich, during a masked ball given by the Arch-Chancellor, that although she did not know whether the Archduchess would accept the offer, it would be Prince Schwarzenberg, the new Austrian Envoy to Paris, who could communicate the Emperor’s wishes.




    In February 1810, having given up hope for a marriage with the Tzar’s 15-year-old sister Anna, he turns to the Austrians and formally ask their Ambassador Schwarzenberg to convey the Emperor’s wishes for an offer of marriage with the eighteen-year-old Archduchess Marie-Louise. The Austrians promptly accepted the offer and preparations were made to finalise the formalities.




    At the proxy weeding in Vienna at the Hofburg, the Emperor was represented by Marshal Berthier, and the bride’s uncle Archduke Karl, who had defeated Napoléon at Aspern-Essling and was himself defeated later at Wagram by Napoléon.




    As he waits the arrival of his bride, Napoléon is occupied not by the affairs of State, but meticulous preparations of furniture, wardrobes and Marie-Louise’s boudoir. He is in an ecstatic mood, and his eagerness to consummate the marriage reaches its crescendo. Arrangements have been made to greet his bride with flowers on every stop on her way to Compeign.




    On a spring day of March 1810, ignoring the heavy downpour, Napoléon steps into his coach, accompanied by his sister Caroline and her husband Marshal Murat, bedecked in his flamboyant uniform, and orders the coachman to whip the horses and speed to Campiegne. He wanted to take his bride by surprise, so instead of the decorated armorial bearings, he laid aside his heavily embroidered coat and donned his old uniform. Elaborate preparation had been made for this milestone event, but on reaching Soissons, where the two parties were to meet, the over-eager Napoléon ordered the coachman to stop, and then he and Murat alighted at the doorway of the medieval church to take shelter from the rain. While the horses of the bridal procession were being changed in a downpour, the emperor approaches, hoping to take Marie-Louise by surprise, but her master-of-the-horse, recognising him, exclaims “His Majesty the Emperor!”. Drenched with rain, he flung the carriage door open and threw his arms around the bewildered young Archduchess, showering her with kisses. One can imagine the embarrassed young princess, although at a loss for words, still manages to utter a few compliments to the emperor; smiling, he ordered the coachman to proceed to Compiegne.




    At Compiegne, dignitaries drenched with rain await the emperor and his bride, amongst them members of the imperial family. At one in the morning, after dinner, Napoléon hastily bade his courtiers and family members goodnight, and whisked the empress to his chamber, breaching all forms of etiquette and the weeks of elaborate preparations that were made for this occasion. Protesting this abrupt move, Marie-Louise told Napoléon that the marriage could only be consummated by the blessing of the church.




    “And so it will be,” said Napoléon. At hand amongst the dignitaries was Cardinal-Uncle Fesch, who was promptly summoned. As clerical authority he assured the young empress that the proxy marriage in Vienna was valid and that she is already the emperor’s wife. Assuaged with these words, the couple retired to their chamber.




    Next morning, an ecstatic Napoléon orders breakfast to be brought to the empress’ bedside. Compiegne’s inhabitants are buzzing with last night events and all eager to take a glimpse at the newly wed imperial couple.




    Meneval, Napoléon’s secretary, after having seen the empress for the first time, wrote in his memoirs: “She is in the flower of youth; her figure is angular and graceful. Her rosey complexions intensified by the course of the journey and her dignified shyness. Her dress, longer that that worn in Paris, contrasting subtly with the disgraceful revealing one worn by French ladies; her fine light chestnut-colored hair adorned her lovely invigorated young face. Her moist blue eyes radiate sweetness and give a charming expression; her lips full and her chin slightly jutted a distinguished mark among the Hapsburg imperial family.”




    Napoléon’s uxorious feeling for his wife Marie-Louise is unreservedly expressed; “she is charming and warm hearted,” he tells Meneval, who in this period becomes practically inseparable from the emperor. By contrast to Josephine, the emperor’s family get on very well with the empress, and this delights him. Napoléon displays affectionate feelings towards his young wife; he gently caresses her and call her “Petit bonne animale”; she requites his feelings, and although shy and embarrassed by his appearance during her intimate moments in her boudoir, she affectionately receives him.




    After his victory at Wagram, Napoléon ordered Massena at the head of three French corps d’arme to land in Spain and deal with the British menace once and for all. His objective was to recapture Portugal, while Marshal Soult’s army of the south embarked on the re-conquest of Andalusia. As Soult advanced towards Badajoz, the Junta, unable to oppose him in open battle, fled with the city’s garrison and joined their brethren at Cadiz, where they put themselves under the command of the Regency on behalf of the infant Ferdinand. When Marshal Victor arrived on February 5th, 1810 it was too late; for by then General Albuquerque had been able to enter Cadiz with his 10,000 men, arriving from Merida just in time (3 February) to re-enforce the 2400 men garrison and an additional 3000 volunteers arriving by sea. The siege of the great naval port became hopeless when Wellington arrived by sea with 5 battalions, two of them Portuguese. Despite several attempts by the French to storm the port, their efforts were futile, and the city proved impregnable. 60,000 French troops were tied down, but Marshal Soult would not lift the siege, which lasted till 1812.




    As for Marshal Massena, his campaign in Portugal started on May 28, 1810, when he took over the command at Salamanca. He next besieged and captured Ciudad Rodrigo and Almeida, securing the northern corridor linking Spain and Portugal. Intent on delivering a shattering blow to Wellington forces, he advanced over the river Côa, but his attempt to drive Wellington out of his fortifications proved in vain.




    Napoléon, when receiving the news from the Iberian Peninsula as they unfolded, clung to the belief that his Marshals would still deliver the final blow to the British. So far, during the month of May and the ones that followed, things still looked promising; Cadiz was besieged and over 20,000 British, Spaniards and Portuguese were trapped, and Massena had successfully thrown Wellington back to the lines of Torres-Vedras. This is how the situation looked on October 11, 1810 in the Iberian Peninsula. But unknown to Napoléon, the French would soon encounter reverses. Wellington’s dogged refusal to be lured into open battle with Massena’s army, remaining in his dug in well-fortified positions behind the Torres-Vedras lines, had finally forced Massena to retreat on March 3rd, 1811 due to the lack of provisions; while the siege of Cadiz would continue in vain till August 1812, tying up some 60,000 badly needed French troops in other theatres of war.




    As for Napoléon, the initial success of his generals in Spain in 1810 left him more focussed on his private life, with the newly expecting empress Marie-Louise. Soon, he is informed that Walewska has delivered a healthy boy, the fruit of their weeks together at Schonbrunn Palace. He sends for her and when she arrives, he lodges her in palatial accommodations and showers her with gifts. He dotes over the baby and caresses him. He makes him Count of the Empire and appoints the arch-chancellor Cambacérès his guardian. To add to his joy, he is informed that Eleanore Denuelle, a lady in waiting to his sister Caroline Murat, with whom he had an affair begets him a son, whom he makes Count de Léon. They both reach very prominent positions during the reign of his nephew Napoléon III’s second empire.




    “Napoléon’s happiness with the news of the empress’ expectancy is beyond description,” writes Metternich to Vienna. The empress’ expectancy is solemnly announced to the Senate and the nation. People throng the streets and burst into acclamations, “Vive le Emperor!” Churches were crowded with people praying for the expected heir to the throne. When the empress is in labour all of Paris knows, and church bells announce the news all over France. People everywhere say their solemn prayers for the safety of mother and child. Throughout the night, Napoléon is inseparable from the empress’ bedside. When he had temporarily withdrawn to the adjacent salon, the Doctor brings him the unsettling news that the empress is experiencing delivery complications, and as a last resort a choice may have to be made between mother and child.




    “The mother’s life comes first! Carry out your duty as you would to any ordinary citizen’s wife in labour.”




    Two hours later, a healthy baby is born, and the mother is in good health. The emperor is beside himself with joy; when the gun salute counts 21, Paris responds rapturously with great ovation. It’s a baby boy. Meneval, the emperor’s secretary, notes: “There are tears in the emperor’s eyes as he roams in his own thoughts.”


  




  

    CHAPTER 27




    SUCCESS AND FOREBODINGS




    In 1810, Napoléon was at the pinnacle of his success; his long-awaited dream for a child of his own, a legitimate heir to the throne, has now been realized. At forty-three, he finds happiness, and despite the onerous responsibilities of state affairs, his new life as a father has brought him tranquillity and solace. Marie-Louise, young and easygoing, provides him with the unpretentious home atmosphere that he yearns for. She gets on very well with the other members of his immediate family. He dotes over his little son, plays with him and watches the infant crawling on the floor while he sits at breakfast, and affectionately caresses him.




    This newfound happiness for a man of genius is the only solace that he finds when other ominous news is received. The seemingly endless Peninsular war in Spain and Portugal, where over 250,000 French men are tied down, brings him unsettling news of atrocities. Reports of captured French officers having their eyes gouged out, and spit upon. Captured French soldiers and female Spanish collaborators were tortured and disembowelled. Captain Charles Francois, an eyewitness, reported that Spanish collaborating women were disembowelled from the vagina to the navel and their breasts hacked off. Spaniards place live French officers between two boards and saw them in two; others had their fingers, hands, arms and legs chopped off, others were hung upside down over fires, their heads roasted over flames. The French responded by summary execution to the populaces of villages suspected of insurrection. The Spanish Painter Goya eternalized these atrocities in paintings that can still be found at the Del Prado Museum in Madrid.




    Massena’s retreat from the Torres Vedras line, forced by famine and disease, infuriates the emperor. He is recalled and promptly replaced by Napoléon’s old comrade in arms, Marshal Marmount. But this change of command was no solace to the French troops and their officers; only the emperor, his personal presence on the battlefield could turn events around and bring the campaign to an end. Instead at 43, he is a happy father; he spends time with his little boy, takes him in his arms and sets him down on the floor amongst scattered toy soldiers and lets the two-year-old child play havoc with the soldiers. He tells Berthier “My son is strong and healthy. He is spirited and sensitive; he has my mouth and my eyes. He is everything I hoped for.”




    In 1803, aged thirty-four, Napoléon became an Emperor; now at forty-three he has a two-year-old son, the heir to his empire. His main concern is the security and welfare of his child; he therefore decides that the Spanish affair must be resolved by his generals. He still has a standing army in Spain numbering a quarter million men, surely Wellington’s thirty thousand men will be annihilated. But Napoléon, the visionary, the military genius, had discounted the ardent spirit of the Spanish resistance fighters, often led by fanatically religious monks. This is not the kind of war that Napoléon’s marshals and generals are accustomed to; the incompetence of his brother, King Joseph, further compounds his problems. He therefore divides Spain into military districts, each administered by a general, and appoints Marshal Soult supreme commander. But even the renounced Soult, who in 1810 had captured Seville, Olivenca and Badajoz, early 1811, was unable to pacify the situation. So why did Napoléon persist in this futile campaign? It was his megalomaniacal dreams of world domination that surpassed even Charlemagne, and not wanting to be seen as having failed in Spain, while England and his enemies gloat over his failure. But there was still an even more poignant objective in his schemes: A United States of Europe under French Hegemony. In 1806, he established the federation of Rhine; now in 1810 practically the entire part of Western Europe is in the realm of the French Empire. In the Council of State, he declares, prophesising “All this will last as long as I do and no longer.” Prophetic words, yet despite this ominous situation of self destruction that he brings upon himself, Russia remains his second and most disastrous venture.




    In the meantime, the ‘Continental System’ is taking it’s toll, a system which Napoléon envisaged would deprive England of her maritime commerce and therefore of her livelihood. True England was suffering, but so was France and Western Europe. English banks were hard hit and the English pound equalled seventeen Francs at the exchange rate; in Parliament, the opposition was against perpetuating the war, but the ruling majority, the war party, rebuffed the idea, encouraged by France’s reverses in Spain.




    In July, August and October 1810, Napoléon signed four decrees cracking down on all commerce; “No ship from any European nation is permitted sail without an export-import license signed by French authorities.” All colonial produce was subject to heavy duties, including tobacco, tea, sugar, cocoa and coffee. Illicit colonial products found in any European country were to be destroyed forthwith; as a result, shiploads were confiscated and burnt in public. England, as a result of her refusal to peace advances, lost her European markets save for those countries that secretly or defiantly refused to comply with the ‘Continental System’. The Dutch, a nation of traditional traders and seamen, were amongst the worst affected by Napoléon’s system of embargo. Louis, Napoléon’s brother and King of Holland, had enough of his brother’s interference; he was angered by Napoléon’s annexation of Holland to France, but his protestations went on deaf ears. He abdicated in favour of his younger son and absconded to Austria on the pretext of illness. On finding out the whereabouts of his brother, Napoléon sent his own physician to care for him. This same brother, who accompanied Napoléon on his first campaign to Italy as an Aide-de-camp, trained as a gunner and saw action at Arcola and Rivoli and the siege of Mantua, was paternally cared for by Napoléon. He accompanied Napoléon to Egypt in 1798 and, after a short stay, was sent back to France after the capture of Alexandria with captured colors. In one sense, Napoléon had more hopes and compassion for his brother Louis than the rest of his kin. In June 1799, after his return from Egypt, he joined the Cavalry; four years later he was promoted general de brigade, and in March 1804 general de division. During the empire’. In 1805, he was given the command of the army of Holland with the title ‘Constable of the Empire’. A year later on 24 May 1806, he was crowned ‘King of Holland’; three years later, he commanded the Dutch Army against the failed English invasion at Walcheren. Unfortunately, in 1810, he fell out with Napoléon for disagreements over the implementation of the Continental System and abdicated in favour of his younger son.




    Napoléon never lost his forbearance with his brother Louis, for he knew that he was dogged by ill health. To their anxious mother he wrote: “You need not worry; Louis’ conduct can only be explained due to his illness. Your very caring son, Napoléon.”




    Jérôme, Napoléon’s youngest brother, King of Westphalia, had also broken the ‘Continental System’, openly permitting the sale and transhipment of English industrial and colonial goods. He lavished gifts on his mistresses and happily spent his time gallivanting about. And like his brother Louis, who had become more Dutch than the Dutch themselves, he became more Germanic than French; and although Jérôme was quite a controversial character and frequent embarrassment to Napoléon, he paradoxically kept a heterogeneous professional army comprising of Catholics, Lutherans, Calvinists and even Jews. His lavish spending and extravagant way of life left his little kingdom swimming in debt, prompting Napoléon to write reprimanding him: “To be in debt as you are is an infamy! Sell your horses, your jewels and your assets and close your debts. A man in debt is a man who pawns his future to the enemy!”




    As for his brother Joseph, King of Spain, the situation hardly looked any better. In 1810, with an army of a quarter million men, the cost of wages and upkeep had soured to 300 million Francs. In later years, prior to French withdrawal from the Peninsula, this cost would practically triple to offset the staggering sum of expenditure, Napoléon authorised confiscation and sale of church properties, and properties of those caught in opposition to the French occupations.




    Joseph was a good man, but hardly of a reliable calibre to administer and run a kingdom embroiled in such turmoil as Spain; yet Napoléon needed him, at least in part. He therefore had decided that the best solution was to divide Spain into military districts, each headed by one of his marshals, who were directly responsible to the Emperor. This resulted in depriving Joseph of Burgos, Navarre, Aragon, Catalonia, Biscay and Valladolid, leaving him to administer Castille, including the capital, Madrid. This administrative change had angered King Joseph, who pretested it in no uncertain terms, prompting Napoléon to respond: “Joseph, being the primogenitor, still believes he has pretentions as head of the family. How absurd?!” Joseph, believing that his redemption lays in becoming more Spanish oriented than French, like his brother Louis and Jérôme to the Dutch and Germans, embarks on a process of replacing his French officers by Spaniards. General Sebastiani was angered by the sarcasm allowed at the emperor in Joseph’s court reports to Napoléon: “The Emperor has been sardonically vilified at court by members of the king’s retinue.”




    Napoléon’s saddest chapter in Spain was his own brother Joseph. Many questions can be asked; why make Joseph king of Spain? He knew his brother was quite limited, Las Casas, who accompanied Napoléon to St. Helena, wrote in his memoirs, quoting Napoléon: “Joseph is the most incapable man I had chosen for Spain.” In a conversation with War Minister Clarke, he tells him, “Joseph is not only incapable of command, but is unaware of his own limitation.” So why didn’t Napoléon replace his older brother and put a more capable commander like Marshal Berthier or Soult in place? The answer is simple; the crowns of the empire must remain in the house of Bonaparte. Even when he dethrones his brother Louis, King of Holland, he makes no replacement; he simply annexes that country.




    The atrocities in Spain afflicted all combatants. As one British soldier from the 71st put it, “It was bitterly cold, there was no fuel, no shelter, snow the only means to drink; misery without a glimpse of comfort. Demoralisation was setting in at the village of Bembire, hundreds of troops left the ranks, burning and plundering, they fought their way into win vaults.” A British officer adds, “Bembire was stormed and pillaged; doors and windows were broken, locks and fastenings forced open; rivers of wine ran through the houses and into the streets, where entire families with their children ran away helplessly. The streets were filled with revellers who were cut down mercilessly by the French Cavalry who were hard on their heels avenging Benavente.”




    Napoléon, who had watched the events of Benavente from an eminence, wrote, after dislodging them, on December 29, 1808: “The English are running away as fast as they can. Have all this printed in the newspaper and have them translated into German and Italian and circulated in both countries.” It was the night that the Emperor handed over the command of the army to Marshal Soult and ordered the immediate return of the Imperial Guard to Valladolid.




    The withdrawal of General Moore was related in an earlier chapter, but it is noteworthy to add that at Lugo on January 6, 1809, Moore had halted his army and prepared for battle. “The men bivouacked on an icy ridge without shelter and scarcely any food. But the pursuing French did not attack; with the last provisions exhausted the retreat was resumed in a terrible night of sleet and hail as the troops, demoralised and suffering from hunger, marched on”.




    Of course, the British put all the blame of Moore’s reverses on the Spaniards, but Walter Scott wrote: “England wanted everything but courage and virtue in her struggle against genius. Skill, knowledge of mankind, ineffable, unhesitating villainy, combinations of maneuvers and means are with our adversary. We can only fight like mastiffs, blindly and desperately.”




    In fact, Moore’s death had saved him from official censure, but many laid the suffering of the troops at his door, blaming his inactivity and precipitate retreat. But Moore’s saving of his army from an imminent debacle was unperceived; at best it seemed to the detractors that he had finally got his army or what was left of it safely shipped back to England, before being struck himself by a cannon ball and dying in the process.




    While Spain was in turmoil, Napoléon was on war footing with Austria. Under the direction of the Archdukes Charles and Karl, the ablest of commanders in central Europe, Austria’s arsenals were being replenished, her artillery re-horsed and her polyglot heterogeneous army reorganized in corps d’arme in the Napoléonic Model. Napoléon’s remonstrances were put in place by diversionary answer by the Austrian Minister Count Stadion, while Emperor Francis with Archduke Charles patiently prepared for war. With the Spanish Bourbon’s fall, Austria’s remaining option was to turn to England, and as a result secret negotiations opened between the two powers. However, England’s premature allusion to this event had Napoléon scurrying back from Spain to Paris. Details of these events can be found in an earlier chapter.




    Napoléon’s predicament in Spain was an inseparable cause of his future failures and ultimate disaster, for he had no less than 250,000 to 300,000 men tied up in the Spanish quagmire, soldiers that he desperately needed on the Western and Eastern fronts leading to the Russian campaign of 1812. To make things ever worse for Napoléon, he learned that Sir Arthur Wellesley had left Portmouth on April 15th and was on his way to Portugal. When he was warned that his ship was in danger of foundering, he retorted “Oh, in that case, I shall not remove my boots.”




    By April 22 1809, on Wellesley’s landing at Lisbon, the combined British force had numbered around 40,000 men. 12,000 British, 3,000 Hanoverians of the King’s German legion and 16,000 Portuguese regulars. One-hundred-and-sixty miles north of Lisbon, Soult was approaching with 23,000 veterans, while Victor, with a force of 25,000 men, had routed the Spaniards at Medellín and was now threatening Lisbon from the East. Between them lay General Lippisse, with another 6,000 men near Ciudad Rodrigo. Some 200,000 French troops were scattered about the Peninsula, some in garrisons, others on field duty. The skirmishes that ensued between Wellesley and Soult culminated in Soult’s retreat and lifting the threat on Lisbon. After nine days of suffering over perilous mountains and the loss of their baggage train, they reached Galicia. By May 19, Soult had lost a quarter of his men, either perishing on the way or fallen victims at the hands of Spanish resistance. A British commissary saw French soldiers nailed alive to the doors of barns, others trussed and emasculated with their amputated members stuffed into their mouths.




    Meanwhile, undeterred, Napoléon had struck back at his enemies. Leaving Paris on April 12 by forced marches, he reached Donauwerth on the Bavarian plains on the 17th and in five days had won as many battles, culminating in the great victory at Eckmuhl on the 23rd, forcing the Archduke Karl back into the Bohemian mountains.




    The Iberian campaign and its fruitless results for both sides was a war attrition that afflicted the participating combatants.
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    CHAPTER 28




    MOSCOW




    With Spain in turmoil, Napoléon was beset with an even more threatening prospect: Russia; for his invasion of Spain was prompted not just by the grandeur of his Empire, but also by his abhorrence of the inquisition, the ruling Profligate Bourbons, and their lackey Godoy. For what he considered an easy campaign that would take no more than two months to subjugate the peninsula, he dreadfully miscalculated the Spanish pride and devout religious sentiments. Napoléon considered the clergy a group of leeches detested by the people. In Spain he realised that the clergy was strong and patriotic; they detested the French revolution and from 30,000 pulpits they unleashed an offensive as deadly as an army. They rallied the masses and engendered the spirit of resistance. They smeared Napoléon and his brother King Joseph as atheists. On 23 May 1808, Canon Llano Ponte summoned the Province of Oviedo to take up arms and formed a Junta which declared war on Napoléon. On June 5th, in Valencia, Canon Calbo took control of the city and directed the massacre of 338 Frenchmen.




    In 1812, the underground Cortés, loyal to the exiled Fernando, issued a constitution which remains to this day a landmark of Spanish liberties, prohibiting torture and ending feudalism; but the Catholic faith forever remains the religion of the Spanish people.




    In Paris, through the years of his rise to power and during his Imperial Reign, Napoléon had forged many close relationships, alienated others, created Marshals, bestowed medals of the Legion of Honour on others and was not in want of detractors and enemies. Often his reaction to criticism was tempestuous; his anger was expressed in a controlled tone, but his words were damning. When he realized the affront he caused to his listener, he endeavoured at once to remedy it. When Joseph, on the advice of Roederer, declined first the title of prince, Napoléon was irate; he told Roederer “I thought you were my friend, but you are nothing but a trouble maker.” Then he slapped Roederer’s face. But soon enough the incident was forgotten, for Roederer genuinely loved and admired the Emperor. He had tied his fortunes to Napoléon and was instrumental in helping him run the empire; and Napoléon in gratitude to his services heaped gifts and honours on him. In 1806 he bestowed on Roederer the Senatorerie of Caen, worth 25,000 Francs a year and in 1807 appointed him Grand Officer of the Legion of Honour.




    Napoléon rewarded men of talent, without distinction; his court consisted of select members of the old nobility and men whose attributes had won them high rank. In the Sunday reception that he gave at the Tuileries, he disliked petty conversations; he cajoled his guests, but seldom remembered their names. Visit after visit he would ask the same person “What is your name?” The famous composer Andre Gretty, then in his sixties, finally got tired of being asked the same question, and on one reception on Sunday when Napoléon asked as usual “What is your name?” he retorted, “Sire, I am still Gretty.”




    To the wives and daughters of his Marshals he displayed an affable nature. One evening when Marshal Lefebvre’s wife, a gullible, good natured woman of common background, known to have been a washer woman, made her appearance at court bedecked with pearls and diamonds, flowers and gold jewellery – a gaudy sight – the fastidious chamberlain on duty, Monsieur de Beaumont, announced sarcastically “Madame La Marechale Lefebvre.”




    Napoléon approached to receive her: “How do you do Madame le Marechale, Duchesse de Danzig?” a title Beaumont had omitted; she turned quickly round to the Chamberlain and quipped “that’s one in your eye my lad” Napoléon engaged her quip and smiled.




    On another occasion, when the Duchesse de Floury returned to France under the amnesty, Napoléon, who knew her to be flirtatious woman, said gruffly: “Well, Madame, still fond of men?”




    “Yes, Sire, only when they are polite.”




    Amongst Napoléon’s vitriolic detractors and jealously bitter enemies was Jean Bernadotte. Although he declined to support Napoléon in the Coup d’état on 19 Brumaire, he had promised not to oppose it. He was Joseph’s brother in law and for a while tied his fortunes to Napoléon, becoming Marshal. Napoléon never trusted him and to make matters worse, for his lack-lustre performance at Wagram, Napoléon removed him from the battlefield and ordered him back to France in disgrace. Then, in 1810, King Charles XIII of Sweden asked if the Emperor had any objections to Bernadotte becoming the heir to the Swedish Throne; Napoléon was only too eager to rid himself of this menace and gladly obliged.




    While Napoléon was preoccupied with his plans for the future and enjoying a repose in a blissful new family life, 1810 was a year of turbulence on the Iberian Peninsula.




    On September 27, after the capture of Ciudad Rodrigo and Almeida, Massena, at the head of 65,000 men and 114 guns with his subordinates Marshal Ney, Reynier and Junot, was in hot pursuit of Wellington’s army of 52,000 men and 5,000 Portuguese auxiliaries. Massena’s army caught up with Wellington’s at Bussaco. The battle was a draw with losses on both sides. Ney’s VI corps stormed the ridge, while Reynier’s divisions attacked Picton, but on reaching the VI Crest, they both were thrown back by a charge of the 88th infantry. Despite repeated attempts, the results were fruitless, and Wellington’s defensive battle saved the British from annihilation. On the 28th, Massena withdrew west, and Wellington headed for Torres Vedras, reaching his destination on Oct. 10, 1810. In hot pursuit, the French arrived on the lines on Oct. 11. Soon it became obvious that the English defensive position was impregnable; on Nov. 15, starving and depleted from ammunition, Massena ordered his troops to fall back to the area of Santarem. With the French offensive blunted, and Torres Vedras safeguarding the capital, Lisbon, Massena had no choice but to abandon the invasion of Portugal.




    On receiving this disquieting news, Napoléon was irate, and recalled Massena to France.




    As for Wellington, the commander in the chief of the allies (British, Spaniards and Portuguese), he was far from popular. The glamour of his early victories had waned; he was blamed for the rashness of his summer campaign, the loss of his wounded and the hardships of his retreat from Talavera. Opposition pamphleteers had assailed his family as ‘rapacious Irish Tories greedy in every public life’; his elder brother, Lord Wellesley, was almost the most hated man in England with his intolerable viceregal airs. He was also attacked for his notorious debts and his “common whore”, Sally Douglas, who he is rumoured to have taken with him on his mission to Spain. His brother Arthur Wellesley (Duke of Wellington) elevation to the Peerage after Talavera as Viscount Wellington was regarded as a Tory promotion. Even his army in 1809 regarded him as a rash Irishman, who gambled away the lives of his men at Talavera and callously allowed them to rot in the Guadiana marshes ‘to please his Spanish allies’. A surgeon at the military hospital at Lisbon told Charles Napier that Lord Wellington deserved to be hanged for his reckless waste of life.




    But after Torres Vedras, which was considered the turning point of the campaign, the diatribe had abated.




    To the good fortune of Wellington, Napoléon did not take the field in Spain after his precipitated return to France to deal with the new Austrian threat; for his Marshals, as competent as some were, had neither the vision nor the military genius of the Emperor. They performed outstandingly as long as the Emperor led them into battle.




    Since 1796 Napoléon had three times taken the field against Austria and three times defeated her. Now, he was preoccupied with the Russian menace. Russia, under Catherine the Great, Prussia, under Frederick the Great, and Austria had formed an alliance in 1772 and dismembered the kingdom of Poland; by 1795 Poland disappeared from the map. During the French revolution, which had guillotined their royal cousins or sequestered their property, the ruling houses of Russia, Prussia, Austria and England were in open war with France.




    Alexander, the grandson of Catherine the Great, who ascended the throne after the assassination of his father Tzar Paul in 1801, was given his name and tutored by his grandmother in hopes that one day he would emulate his namesake, Alexander the Great. The dream of establishing a Great Panslavic state under Russia was endangered by his Foreign Minister Czartoryki, a Polish Prince by birth. Therefore, the roots of the unstable alliance between Napoléon and Alexander were always subject to the undercurrent of anti-Napoléon policy as well as the animosity from the Royal Princes and the Tzarina Mother. Yet, in the beginning, the two emperors had struck up a genuine sort of friendship, which eroded with time, mainly due to Tzar Alexander’s vacillating character and Napoléon’s persistent demands on Alexander to live up to the terms of their alliance, including the strict Continental System.




    Napoléon, who detested homosexuality as most Frenchmen did and still do, found Alexander effeminately beautiful, prompting him to say “had he been a woman, I would have made her my mistress”; at the Ecole Militaire, he had alienated himself from Laugier de Bellecour for such rumours about his friend. However, when making decisions on public office, he chose whom he considered most fit without distinction or prejudice. He appointed Cambacérès, a known homosexual, as second consul, and he proved to be a loyal servant through the years of the Empire, rising to the high rank of Arch Chancellor. When Napoléon returned from Alba, Cambacérès rallied to the service of his emperor.


  




  

    CHAPTER 29




    THE DRUMS OF WAR




    Relations between Tzar Alexander and Napoléon in 1810 were becoming more exacerbated with every passing day. Napoléon enlarged the Duchy of Warsaw by annexing the Galician provinces ceded from Austria in October 1809; the Tzar, already apprehensive about the creation of the Duchy of Warsaw, had demanded a guarantee from Napoléon that an independent kingdom of Poland would not be revived. An agreement signed to this effect by French ambassador Caulaincourt in January 1810 was rescinded by Napoléon. The subsequent modifications that the French Emperor proposed were rejected by the Tzar. To exacerbate matters further between the two emperors, Prince Poniatowski, Napoléon’s ardent Polish ally, warned the Emperor that Tzar Alexander was planning a surprise attack against the French garrisons beyond the Elbe, encouraged by their reverses in Spain. Napoléon’s secret agents had further informed him that Alexander had discussed with his Polish ally Prince Adam Czartoryski the rallying of the Poles to the Russian side. “Only if Russia guarantees an autonomous and free Poland, would they then consider defecting to the Tzar’s side,” answered Czartoryski, a thought not cherished by Alexander.




    Another setback to the Russian Tzar was Sweden’s Riksdag’s approval of Bernadotte’s nomination to the Swedish throne, advocated by the pro-French Party as heir to Charles XIII.




    In December 1810, Tzar Alexander, exhorted by his anglophile advisers, imposed high tariffs on French imports and, flouting the Continental System, he opened Russian Ports to neutral shipping; a portent for Napoléon that his vacillating ally of yore was now bent on re-joining the emperor’s enemy, England.




    At St. Cloud, after his return from his honeymoon in Holland, Napoléon had issued four decrees in July, August and October 1810, tightening the noose further on the Continental System. Heavy import duties were imposed on all colonial produce, including coffee, tea, sugar, cocoa and tobacco. Any such products discovered in Europe were to be sequestered and destroyed. As a result, smugglers of contraband products throve, but when caught were severely punished. The Continental System and its disastrous aftermath rebounded not only on England but the whole European Continent. Even the governing body of the Council of State was complaining. and Napoléon’s speech in April 1810, meant to alleviate their foreboding, was met with deaf ears.




    Calumnies, machinations and the language of war were rife amongst the Russians. The two salient abettors, each for his own reasons, were Alexander and Napoléon. To the Comte de Narbonne, the Minister of War in 1792 who had now rallied to the empire, Napoléon confided in early 1812: “Alexander the Great was as far from Moscow as when he marched to the Ganges. I have always said this to myself, ever since the siege of Acre.”




    Napoléon’s allusion did not pass unnoticed. Narbonne, a Grand Seigneur of the old nobility, later commented on this conversation. “What ideas! What dreams! What a man! Where is the keeper of this genius? It was half-way between Bedlam and Pantheon.”




    With Napoléon’s annexation in Dec. 1810 of the Duchy of Oldenburg, Lubeck, Bremen and Hamburg, Tzar Alexander retaliated in Dec. 1810 against the French by slapping high import duties on all French goods and re-opening Russian Ports to English trade. Napoléon considered the Tzar’s actions tentamount to a covert declaration of war.




    On June 1811, the French ambassador to Russia, Caulaincourt, was recalled to Paris. He warned Napoléon of the difficulties of the Russian terrains and the endless steppe, that the Russian plan was to lure him into their hinterland and exhaust his forces; logistics under such extended lines of communications would become exceedingly difficult if not impossible. Charles XIII of Sweden had suffered a tragic end, courageous as he was; his temerity had brought him a disasterous end.




    “Bah! A battle will shatter the feeble Alexander and his fortifications of sand.”




    Caulaincourt had correctly warned his master, to no avail.




    In May 1811 Alexander had written Frederick William King of Prussia, saying “I intend to do what Wellington had done in Spain; exhaust the French armies by avoiding pitched battles, organize long lines of communications for retreat leading to entrenched camps.” All the while Alexander was dissimulating to the French Ambassador Caulaincourt, protesting his loyalty to Napoléon, while in reality he was preparing for war. Napoléon, for his part, was not to be flummoxed by Alexander’s words. On February 28, 1811, he wrote: “Your Majesty’s Ukase of Dec. 31 was specifically directed against France. Therefore in the view of England and Europe our alliance no longer exists.” As for Poland, Napoléon warned “it was French territory. I therefore insist that no one interfere in what I do beyond the Elbe.” When Napoléon received disquieting reports that recent Russian fortifications have been raised along the River Dvina, he wrote, “I am amazed by this evidence and Your Majesty coming to an arrangement with England. This I consider tantamount to stoking the fire of war between our Empires.”




    While Alexander continued to protest to Caulaincourt his friendship to Napoléon, he was, in fact, preparing for war. His approaches to Prussia and Austria for an alliance proved fruitless; the two monarchs were not prepared to risk Napoléon’s wrath while his armies were fully prepared to wreak havoc on their kingdoms and strip them of additional territory. In April 1812, the Tzar told Czartoryski, “A rupture with France seems unavoidable. Napoléon wants to destroy the last standing power in Europe. He wants to deprive us of the only trade left to us with neutrals.”




    When it is in the interest of France, Napoléon disregards his own prohibitions; he exempts urgently needed raw materials and grants licenses for import including dyes from England to satisfy the luxurious taste of Parisians. To circumvent the rife contraband business enjoyed by smugglers, and turn the profit to the French Coffers, Napoléon imposes a 50 percent duty on all illicit products seized by his agents on the French occupied territories.




    The English retaliate by countermeasure, demanding from all neutral countries exorbitant dues for permission to call on blockade ports. The French counter by issuing decrees stipulating that all neutral vessels calling at the ports of London or Malta run the risk of capture as trophy of war.




    The onerous financial consequences of the Continental System had afflicted the entire continent, in particular, England and France. The Iberian war had further drained the finances of France, with 250,000 Frenchmen tied up in a seemingly endless war of attrition; Napoléon, in 1811, still could not come to terms with the idea of withdrawing his troops and cut his losses.




    Looming on the horizon, a distant threat, was Bernadotte; Napoléon distrusted ‘this Jacobin’, as he called him. During the French military presence in Swedish Pomerania, Bernadotte had made friends amongst the Swedish circles. His ascension to the Swedish throne came by fluke; when Napoléon forced the anglophile Swedish King to abdicate, replacing him with his uncle, an ardent supporter of Napoléon. The childless, old king, to please the Emperor, appointed Bernadotte, Joseph’s brother-in-law, as his successor; a poor choice for Napoléon, which he approved, when asked if he had any objections to nominating his subaltern for the Swedish throne. Bernadotte, always jealous of the emperor and humiliated at Wagram when the emperor had sent him off the field in disgrace, would bide his time to take his revenge; in 1813, he took the field at Leipzig against his master of yore.




    Not before long, the emperor would be betrayed by Marshal Murat, King of Naples, and Augereau, as events will show in 1813; but now in 1811-1812, he still believed in his lucky star and the confidence of passing his good fortune to his son and heir. When a great reception was held after the birth of his son, among the elite guests was the Austrian Ambassador Prince Schwarzenberg, who was instrumental in promoting the marriage. The Emperor moved with gratitude, went to Princess Schwarzenberg, took a Scarab pin from his coat and presented it to her, saying: “I found this scarab in the tomb of an Egyptian King and have ever since worn it as a talisman. Please accept it, I no longer need such an amulet.”




    Napoléon’s relationship with the Pope had deteriorated; Pius VII was removed to Savona, and kept there a virtual prisoner, deprived from his advisers and his papers. When the recalcitrant Pope threatened not to recognize the divorce, Napoléon retaliated by summoning a council of prelates from the empire. Threatened by an extorted decree from the prelates of depriving the Pope of the investiture in case of refusal to concede to the divorce, the Pope relented and agreed to the divorce. The Pope ultimately excommunicated the Emperor; this act had hardly left an impression on Napoléon’s ground accomplishments, for he had brought Catholicism back to France; the Concordat was a milestone accomplishment, the code de Napoléon had been surprisingly accepted by the inhabitants of the Papal Sates, and his vigorous road construction, drainage of the pontine marshes and embellishment of Rome’s parks added to his rising prestige amongst the Italian Populace.




    When visiting the newly annexed Holland, in another jibe at the Pope, he reproached the welcoming Bishops in the presence of the Dutch Protestant clergy: “Are you of Gregory’s religion? Well I am not! Mine is the religion of Christ who said: “Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s.” I am ordained by God. What proof have you that Jesus had appointed the Pope his Viceregent and that the Pope has the right to excommunicate an Emperor!?” The bewildered clergy kept their peace.




    More pressing for the Emperor were his vigorous projects in embellishing Paris and making it the cynosure of European capitals. He ordered the construction of an east-west route across the capital and instructed his favourite architects, Fantaine and Percier, to construct the long, straight, arcaded Rue de Rivoli. On the far side of the Place Vendome, he constructed another straight street, the Place de la Paix, linking with the Rue de Castiglione. These new streets were a striking difference from the network of winding alleys.




    In 1806, to honour the Grande Armée, he ordered the building of a temple modelled on the Parthenon. Inside, names of every soldier who had fought in Austeria and Germany would be engraved on marble plaques. For this, he chose the site north of the Place de La Concorde. The building would take about seven years to complete. For this, he commissioned the architect Vignan.




    His bee-like activities were not limited to his campaigns; he embarked on building projects one after the other, each having its own purpose and message. Most of all, Napoléon’s own ideas through architecture were to leave an everlasting impression on the French and the World. In the Louvre, he added a new wing to join the Tuileries; for that purpose, he commissioned Fontaine and Percier and added a fountain in one of the courtyards. On inspecting it, he noticed a group of naiads spouting water from their breasts. He ordered; “Remove those nodrizas. The naiads were virgins.”




    Napoléon takes credit for commissioning the Bourse building in Paris, the building of the Arc de Triomphe de l’Etoile, a monument dedicated to the Grande Armée, went beyond the neo-classic style; “A monument dedicated to the Grande Armée must be majestic, large and not influenced by antiquity”. Another less imposing arch stands at the entrance of the Tuileries (since then the entrance has changed); this graceful Arch is supported by four red marble columns on each side. Bronze horses were placed on the top of the Arch; during Napoléon’s absence in Spain, Denon, the painter that Napoléon commissioned during his Egyptian campaign to draw Egyptian antiquities, added a chariot and a statue of Napoléon. When Napoléon returned, he had the statue removed commenting: “The arch is designed to glorify the army that I have the honour to command; remove my statue.”




    When Champagny, the Foreign Minister, planned to change the name of the Place de La Concorde to the Place Napoléon, Napoléon rejected the idea: “The Concorde Name Must remain. It is what makes France invincible.”




    The imposing Arc de Triomphe, situated at the crossing of two major country lanes to the north-west of Paris, has inscribed on it the names of battles Napoléon fought triumphantly; Marengo, Arcola, Austerliz, Jena, Friedland, Wagram, Borodino, Abu Qir and others. To commemorate scenes of his battles, he commissioned Gros, whom Josephine had introduced to Napoléon in Milan on his first Italian campaign. Gros’ works depicted army drills, movements of columns under fire, charge of Cavalry, artillery thundering and blazing awaybrought the battle scene on Canvas. On the other hand, David had eternalised Napoléon, depicting him charging on his black stallion and crossing the Arcola Bridge.




    Napoléon’s deeds and achievements, beside his genius on the battle-field and military campaigns, is a reflection on what constitute his personality and character. He prided himself on being a member of the Science Institute, he often discussed mathematical formulas and solutions with his ‘peers at the Institute’, the only group he really felt comfortable with. He was instrumental in the writing and introducing the Civil Code or Code de Napoléon; he presided over 90 percent of the drafting of the Civil Code. The vestiges of his embellishment not just of Paris but throughout the realm of the Empire, from Italy, to Germany, Holland and every country allied or a vassal state, are still present; Napoléon’s marks are indelible. For example, when the Dutch had the tradition to use son/father names as the family name, he forced them to use proper names to indicate ‘the family’. Quite a few were at a loss, so they chose either funny names or worse, names that they regret to this day, for it got stuck with them and some, even today, are trying to change it to something more appropriate.




    Music, opera, theatres, all facets of arts that concerned the people of his Empire were influenced by him in one way or the other. Napoléon loved music; amongst his favourites were Puccini and Giovanni Paisiello. Italian Opera was his favourite; he often sang out of tune but endeavoured to attend as many opera performances as time would allow while in Paris. He was a true patron of arts and music; when he found out that a renounced musician was in despair, he would rescue him and provide him with decent means to carry on with his life. A case in point was the musician Le Sueur; when Napoléon found him in a state of exigency, he provided him with the necessary means for a decent life.




    During the Empire, Opera had its hey-day due to Napoléon’s personal patronage and the special care that he personally afforded it. His vigorous schedule of work never prevented him to attend to every detail that concerned his regime or his personal life. So, while his thoughts were pre-occupied with the affairs of state and, more recently, in 1810, with his premonitions about the emboldened Russian hostile daring stance, his labour never ceased to impart its accomplishments on France and the Empire.




    In 1810, to curtail written subversive literature, Napoléon had ordered the censorship of books that incite against the state. In 1811, Dec., he reversed his decision and confined the censorship to strictly libellous material, allowing a more liberal policy for book publishing, yet at the same time safeguarding against incitement.




    1811–1812




    The events in 1811–1812 were racing ahead for a confrontation with Russia. “Victory can only be secured when I am at the head of the army”. These very words, uttered by the Emperor, were ironically repeated by Alexander. Caulincourt, when summoned by Tzar Alexander, quoted and relayed to Napoléon the Tzar’s dialogue: “I shall benefit from his own teachings, for he is the master of the art of war. Miracles only happen when the Emperor is present, and he cannot be present everywhere.” These words greatly moved the Emperor; however, his mind was set on bringing Russia to her knees.




    “The Tzar has violated our alliance; he has thrown Russia open to Colonial goods, he allows British ships in Russian harbours, he raised import duties on French products; it is Alexander who is instigating war, not I. He is whimsical and weak. In one major battle I will shatter his armies.”




    Nevertheless, Napoléon’s words were backed by immense preparations. He remembered well the difficulties of an invasion of Russia, and nor did he forget the difficulties he encountered during the battle of Eylau in 1807. By July 1811, he had already embarked on immense preparations, the Grande Armée, comprising half a million men, set to march on Russia by May 1812.




    Meanwhile the French reverses in Spain and Marshal Massena’s failure to evict Wellington from Portugal, and his subsequent retreat, had thrown new doubts on the Emperor’s plan of invasion. He turned to his cashiered Minister of Police, Fouché, whom he had dismissed the year before, and like Talleyrand, the Emperor found in him a man who could provide him with advice about even the most private matters.




    He summoned Fouché and told him, “Since my marriage, people seem to think that the lion is asleep. With my Grande Armée, I shall envelope all Europe. Did you not once say to me ‘Let your genius have its way, because it does not know the word impossible?’ I cannot help it if this great force within me drives me to be the master of the world. Those who criticise me today, and you, one of them, have you not all been accomplices? I have not yet fulfilled my destiny, and I endeavour to finish what I began. We need a European Legal Code, a European Court of Appeal, unified coinage, a common system of weights and measures. The same law must run throughout Europe. I shall fuse all the nations into one … this, Lord Duke, is the only solution that pleases me.” This was Napoléon’s grandiose plan for a United States of Europe; and although Fouché harboured no loyalty for his Emperor, he records the Emperor’s words verbatim in his memoir.




    This is the man whom the Emperor had dismissed and yet kept close at hand and appointed senator. “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,” was Napoléon’s remark. What the visionary genius had envisioned for Europe, driven through the force of arms, emulating a predecessor a millennium before, has become a reality based on reasons of economics and security, not coercion, intimidation and annexation. Yet, during his time, the Emperor saw an old Europe, fragmented and disorderly; what he saw and envisaged was alien to the other rulers. One hundred and sixty years later, the man of genius was to be proven right.




    Meanwhile, the obsequious Talleyrand continued to periodically inform the Russians of the Emperor’s preparations for war. For this he was generously rewarded with import licenses for English goods in Russian harbours, which he would turn and sell for hard cash to eager merchants.




    The economic blockade that had afflicted Europe had been taking its toll on French finances as wellas the rest of Europe; his remedy for the situation “lies in defeating Russia and bringing her in line with his doctrine.” When he summoned the chambers of commerce, he uttered the following plausible words: “The blockade has harmed England more than any other state; by the terms of the treaty of Tilsit, France has received in excess of a milliard Francs in indemnities, England and Russia are in a tottering financial state and Austria is on the verge of bankruptcy. Only France has money.”




    While the Emperor marshalled his preparations for war against Russia, there were attempts to abort his plans. In Prussia, the renowned General Scharnhorst, who engendered and modernised the Prussian Military, advised Frederick William that it was now the time to strike by seeking an alliance with Russia. But Frederick William, who had suffered a crushing defeat at Jena by the French, considered the Emperor invincible. Besides, Prussia was surrounded by the Emperor’s troops swarming in Silesia and Poland; he was therefore cowed into alliance with the Emperor. The Austrians had made up their mind, and Emperor Francis joined in alliance with his son-in-law. In fact, an alliance between the two Emperors was celebrated in 1810, after giving his daughter’s hand Mary Louise to the French Emperor. Three years later this alliance would be broken when in 1813, on the advice of Metternich, he joined the sixth coalition.




    From the Federation of the Rhine and the valley of the Main, thousands of Germans had rallied to Napoléon’s colors in Spain. Now, the Emperor’s brother, young Jérôme, king of Westphalia, headed a thirty thousand man army of Westphalians to the Oder. Saxons marched to the Vistula; Bavarious and Wurttembergers moved east to join the Emperor; Poles commanded by Prince Poniatowski: sixty thousand men joined the Emperor’s Grande Armée. At the outset of 1812, it seemed that all Europe, from Rome to Warsaw to Tilsit, had rallied to Napoléon’s standard. Yet the Emperor was beset with doubts, for he knew only too well from earlier campaigns the difficulties resulting from logistics and supply lines extending over hundreds of miles. Now his troops, cavalry, artillery train, and medical corps would have to march much further and longer; from Paris to Warsaw about fifteen hundred miles, Warsaw to Moscow around twelve hundred miles. In Italy and Germany, his army lived off the conquered land. His movements in these countries were facilitated by well-constructed roads; in Russia, the roads either did not exist, or, if they did, they could hardly be adequate for the advance of 600 thousand men, the largest army Europe had ever seentill then.




    More disquieting news was to await him; to his chagrin, in Gumbinnen he found out that very few mills were available for the huge amounts of grain he had collected in Germany. Throughout 1811 and part of 1812, he had been preparing for his great campaign; arsenals of weapons and ammunition, silos in the Baltic storing the amassed wheat and rice, countless ammunition, Silos in the Baltic storing the amassed wheat and rice, countless pieces of ordnance, pontoon bridges, building material, oxen drawn wagons and others carrying the medical corps. With this colossal army, the Emperor prepared to enter Russian territory. He delays his attack until June 1812, hoping that by then the grass would be green, and enough fodder would be available for the horses and beasts of burden.




    “A Russian campaign is quite unlike the Austrian campaign; without supply and siege-trains, the enterprise will be in vain,” he wrote Eugene in Dec. 1811.




    Of the six hundred thousand men, including the allied and vassal states that were now massing in Poland, three hundred were French, including the fifty-thousand-strong Imperial Guard commanded by Marshal Bessiéres. Except for the Imperial Guard, many of the young inexperienced recruits were to suffer the hardships of the Russian terrain and the long marches of the seemingly endless Russian Steppe. This fact became more apparent to the Emperor when in Danzig he was dining with Murat, Bessiéres and Rapp.




    “How far is it from Danzig to Cadiz?” he asks Rapp.




    Boldly, Rapp answers, “Too far, sire!”




    Napoléon rejoins: “Gentlemen, it is clear that you have no taste left for fighting. Murat who had asked earlier for furlough would rather be back in his pretty kingdom; Rapp would prefer enjoying the pleasure of Parisian life; Berthier would rather be with his mistress Madame Giuseppina Visconti.”




    Napoléon’s words were not altogether untrue; years of war had dulled the spirit of these fighting men, and now they’d rather enjoy their recompense in a more gratifying and tranquil life.




    In April 1812, Bernadotte had swung Sweden to the Russian sire; he never liked the Emperor when he was his master, resentful of Napoléon’s rebuff when informed that “the Emperor does not communicate with an heir” when Bernadotte was the heir to the Swedish throne, and when he was sent off the field in disgrace at Wagram. Furthermore, the Continental System had taken its toll on the Swedish people, and was further aggravated by the French occupation of Swedish Pomerania in January 1812. These were enough reasons for the vexed Bernadotte to bring Sweden over to the Russian side.




    When informed of Bernadotte’s rancorous shift, Napoléon remarked to Berthier, “I should have had him shot! I never trusted this turncoat.” Certainly, Sweden could not put in the field more than forty thousand troops at best; militarily this left no detrimental impact on the military situation.




    Of major importance to Napoléon was his elite force, the Imperial Guards. In the 1812 campaign, Marshal Bessiéres, whose Mortier was in command of the striking arm of the Imperial Guard, the cavalry, was given its command. In Spain Bessiéres distinguished himself by heading the cavalry at Somosierra and pursuing the retreating Sir John Moore toward La Coruña. At Aspern-Essling, during the 1809 campaign, he headed the reserve cavalry with special distinction; he continued his valorous command of the Guard at Wagram. And now in 1812, Napoléon re-asserted his command of the Imperial Guard’s cavalry. In August 1810, Napoléon gave Bessiéres detailed instructions to re-organise the Imperial Guard into a cohesive, self-sustaining force. A reserve force of a hundred battalions was to be added to the Guard, bringing its strength up to ninety thousand men, equipped with an ordnance corps utilising the full range of artillery. The presence of the Imperial Guards on the battlefield was of such importance that it invariably either delivered the final crushing blow to the enemy, or at least restored the stability and confidence of the other branches of the army in a precarious situation.




    On June 6, 1812, the Emperor ordered his Ambassador in St. Petersburg to collect his passport and return to Paris, and for the Russian Ambassador to leave France. Then, on June 22, he issued the following proclamation to the Grande Armée:




    “This will be a glorious campaign for the French armies against Russia. We shall terminate the fifty-year Russian hegemony over Eastern Europe; and then conclude a peace treaty that will guarantee these terms.”




    On June 24, 1812, from Kovno, the Emperor watched the leading regiments of the Grande Armée Cross the River Niemen. This colossal army of six hundred thousand men was marching across three pontoon bridges over the river. Not since the days of antiquity, when Darius the Great led an army of three hundred thousand men against Alexander the Great at Gogemala (now Iraq), had the world witnessed such a colossal army. For eight days they marched on across the pontoon bridges. For once, the disparity in numbers with the Russians was against the French. 150,000 horses for cavalry and other duties; where could they find enough fodder? Many would die from eating the thatched roofs of the hamlets they passed. The heterogeneous army was not a cohesive force as in earlier campaigns; it comprised of motley units of Poles (60,000 men) with their cavalry, Bavarians, Saxons, Dutch, Italians, Danes, and North Germans, with the French making up one third of the total force.




    The Imperial Guard was the Elite striking force of the army. They were bedecked with elaborate uniforms, white breaches and bearskins, making the 160 cm tall Grenadier look taller and more intimidating (160cm was the minimum height). The Imperial Guard Cavalry, commanded by Marshal Bessiéres, formed the Ariete of the spearhead of the army when called upon to save a precarious situation; otherwise it was kept in reserve to deal with critical moments in the ensuing battle.




    The Russian campaign, or the ‘Second Polish War’, as Napoléon called it, was intended to bring Russia to her knees, and most, including Napoléon, believed this enterprise would succeed. Unfolding events would prove otherwise.




    On his campaigns, Napoléon travelled in his specially prepared coach. For the Russian campaign, he rode in a carriage drawn by six horses accompanied by his Chief of Staff Marshal Berthier. Every day he would review dispatches received from his Minister of Post in Paris. Maps and books for reading material were stacked inside the carriage and when books were read, they would be thrown out, strewn on the road behind.




    On the Russian side, despite earlier proclamations that Alexander was conducting defensive war against the Aggressor, in fact in April 1812 after he made an alliance with Charles XIII of Sweden, with the aid of Bernadotte’s calumnies, of course, he was bold enough to issue an ultimatum to the French:




    “Napoléon must evacuate his troops from Prussia and the Grand Duchy of Warsaw for the eventual settlement of the new frontiers of Europe.”




    The Emperor’s answer was a six-hundred-thousand-man army marching on Russia!




    Napoléon estimated that the enemy had at most a quarter of a million men at arms, comprised of two armies commanded by Barclay de Tolly and Bagration. His scouts informed him that they were somewhere in Lithuania and their total force was close to one hundred and sixty thousand men. So why this superiority in numbers that would turn into a cumbersome heterogeneous multitude with so many men and animals to feed, while in earlier campaigns with much smaller forces with adequate provisions and logistics, he was able to divide the enemy and shatter his wings? A plausible answer to this lays in his words to Caulaincourt after he received General Balachov at Vilna (now Vilnius) in a last attempt to ward off war: “I have decided once and for all to finish the colossus of the barbarian north.”




    From Tilist, Napoléon marched with his army on Vilna, Lithuania, to take up position and separate the Russian forces, while he awaited his second and third armies. His objective at Vilna, 90 km inside Russian territory, was to engage and destroy Barclay’s army. But Barclay had by then abandoned Vilna, on orders from the Tzar to avoid engagement and draw the enemy further into the Russian hinterland.




    Within a few days of crossing the Niemen, as his colossal army moved into enemy territory, discipline and mobility began to break down. By the time he reached Vilna, more than ten thousand horses had died; many units of his polyglot army had deserted; pillaging was rife and many fell sick as they advanced in the heat of July into the vast Russian Steppe, and wastage was on unprecedented scale, not experienced even in major battles he had fought before. Only the Imperial Guard maintained discipline.




    At Vilna, the Russian rear-guard fought valiantly, allowing Barclay’s main army to head towards Vitebsk. While the Russians were retreating, Tzar Alexander, who was at Vilna before Napoléon’s arrival, had left and was now directing operations from the army’s headquarters at the entrenched camp at Drissa (now Vierchniadzvinsk). Finally, realizing the approaching danger, the Tzar withdrew in the direction of St. Petersburg, leaving the command to his generals.




    During his sojourn in Vilna, Napoléon was informed that provisions were delayed due to break down in the commissariat, and wagons carrying urgently needed supplies were bogged down in the river, forcing the troops to recourse to pillage, which Napoléon had never allowed before, but had to keep a blind eye until this temporary breakdown in logistics can be mended.




    At his headquarters at Vilna, a captured Russian General is brought for interrogation. The Emperor in a stentorian voice says:




    “Tell the Tzar that I have half a million men who have already crossed the Vistula. This would all have been unnecessary had the Tzar not broken our alliance.” Then the Emperor mischievously asks the General “Which is the shortest road to Moscow?”




    The General wittily retorts, “Charles XII took the road to Pultava with a decimated force of twenty thousand men and no more than twelve guns. Charles XII attacked Peter the Great’s Army outnumbered four to one with 160 guns. Charles suffered a shattering defeat and took shelter with the remnant of his forces in Ottoman territory.”




    While Barclay slipped away from Vilna, and marched towards Vitebsk, Bagration was retreating in the direction of a trap laid for him by Marshal Davout – But King Jérôme, commanding the VIII Westphalian corps, was dilatory in affecting a junction with Davout, allowing Bagration to slip away towards Orsha. The Emperor laid the blame on his brother Jérôme, because he was still at Grodno on July 3rd instead of engaging Bagration’s rear guard further south, affecting a junction with Davout and enveloping Bagration’s army. A question rises here: why did Marshal Davout not attack General Bagration’s army? Davout had over-exaggerated the size of Bagration’s army and was concerned about showing caution over temerity. But Napoléon’s wrath fell on his younger brother’s head, for being too slow in affecting a timely junction with Davout. The Emperor wrote Jérôme and told him, “From now on you take orders from Marshal Davout.”




    Jérôme furiously confronted Davout as to why he had not engaged the enemy to prevent his escape, allowing the extra day or so for his arrival and combining their forces; the veteran Marshal simply dismissed the argument as “naïve”. Jérôme may have been partially correct, for had Davout engaged Bagration, he could have prevented him or at least delayed him from escaping towards Orsha. On July 14, an angry Jérôme resigned his command of the Westphalian VIII corps handed it over to Davout and retired himself to the comforts of his kingdom of Westphalia.




    While Davout was in hot pursuit of Bagration’s army, Napoléon, at the head of the main army, was preparing to attack and destroy Barclay’s first army, who had taken up a defensive position at Drissa.




    Under Napoléon’s immediate command was half the Grande Armée, close to quarter of a million men. Marshals Davout, Oudinot, Ney, Mortier, Bessiéres, Lefebvre and Murat were under Napoléon’s direct command, each of them at the head of his corps, Davout at the head of three infantry corps in addition to Westphalian VII corps that had been added to his command after Jérôme had resigned his. Ney commanded the III corps, Murat was at the head of the cavalry corps, Oudinot II corps. The self-contained Imperial Guard was commanded by three Marshals; Bessiere at the head of the Cavalry, Mortier the Young Guard, and the veteran Lefebvre heading the elite Old Guard. This was Napoléon’s main striking force, supported by two additional auxiliary armies, one under Macdonald X corps and one Von Schwarzenberg, Austrians, protecting the Emperor’s left flank and the main army’s right wing respectively. The other army corps, under his son-in-law Eugene de Beauharnais, comprised of some 70,000 Italians and Bavarians and Jérôme VIII corps Westphalians who joined Davout after Jérôme had resigned his command. Prince Poniatowski commanded the polish V corps, General Reginier the Saxon VII corps and Saint-Cyr the Bavarian VI corps. Napoléon’s reserve force was commanded by Marshals Victor and Augereau, Victor on the head of IX corps while Augereau led the XI corps.




    Confident that both Barclay and Bagration would be finally trapped, Napoléon issued the order of the day to the army and advanced in pursuit of Barclay’s army, hoping to engage him at his defensive position at Vitebsk on the Danube. On July 28 when Napoléon entered Vitebsk, to his chagrin, he found out that Barclay had eluded him and withdrawn his army the night before, heading eastward and ultimately joining Bagration’s second army. Napoléon had hoped to catch up with Barclay’s army at Polotsk but was surprised to find out the enemy had withdrawn to Vitebsk; as he marched to Vitebsk in hot pursuit of Barclay’s army, his flank was under threat by General Tormassov’s third army, positioned near Brest-Litovsk and Wittgenstein’s army, now taking up position at Polotsk.




    This precarious situation was averted by Napoléon’s back up force of his second army. In a two-pronged attack, Prince Schwarzenberg, at the head of his Austrian corps, supported by Reynier VII, blocked Tormassov’s advance, inflicting losses on the Russians and driving him back, while Saint-Cyr’s Bavarian VI corps and Oudinot’s II corps attacked and defeated General Wittgenstein at Polotsk, eliminating the immediate threat to the French left flank. As a result, General Saint-Cyr was awarded a Marshal’s baton in acknowledgement of his bravery. This was the first time Napoléon had awarded a Marshal’s Baton to one of his generals on the battlefield. As for Marshal Oudinot, he was lucky not to have been killed in action; he was wounded and had to be taken off the battlefield for medical attention.




    The Tzar was right; “Napoléon cannot be everywhere”! His lines of communications stretched hundreds of miles, his Grande Armée reduced dramatically through the staggering loss of men and material; desertion was rife amongst the allied forces. By mid-August, more than one third of Napoléon’s 1st army had deserted, the endless march in the open Russian steppe had taken its toll on men, horses, pack animals and material. With a reduced force under his personal command, the first army had become slightly larger than the combined first and second armies of Barclay and Bagration, of some 140,000 men. But when Tormassov’s army was joined with the first and second Russian armies, the numerical balance in men and panoply would tip in favour of the Russian forces, which probably stood at about 200,000 men with some 820 guns, against the French under Napoléon’s immediate command, of 190,000 men and 800 guns.




    Napoléon had to make a decision as to where he must strike first to bring a quick end to this seemingly endless campaign. For the more he advanced in the endless Russian space, the more endless it seemed. Marshal Berthier, Napoléon’s chief of staff, advised after initial reluctance to continue the campaign, that Napoléon’s army must strike at Russia’s heart, the capital, Moscow. But Moscow was some five hundred kilometres northeast of Vitebsk, and Kiev about 550 kilometres southeast of Vitebsk. St. Petersburg was yet a third possible strategic objective to attack, given the reports that the Tzar had taken up position in that northwestern Baltic city.




    Napoléon summoned a council of war at Vitebsk that included Marshals Berthier, Murat and Prince Eugene. They implored him to halt the campaign in view of the huge losses and the shortage of supplies. Initially he agreed and announced that the campaign of 1812 was over, but two days later, he changed his mind and continued to advance to Smolensk reaching the city on August 17. He had hoped to envelope Barclay’s army and destroys it in a decisive battle. Instead he found out that the Russians had withdrawn, leaving the sacked city in flames. Napoléon ordered Marshals Murat and Ney to pursue the fleeing Russians. They caught up with Barclay’s rear-guard at Valutino on August 19, but the heroic rear-guard action against the French and the subsequent heavy losses prevented the French from halting the Russian withdrawal.




    At Smolensk, Napoléon’s decision to march on Moscow was final. The capital was now only 350 kilometres away; to halt the campaign at this late stage and turn back would mean a humiliating defeat. “The eyes of Europe and the world are on us,” he told Berthier.




    On August 25, the remnants of the Grande Armée advanced on Moscow; many units had to be left behind to guard the lines of communications that extended as far as Dresden. By the time the French army reached Borodino, the number of troops and cavalry had been diminished to some 14,000, with some 600 pieces of artillery.




    Under pressure from nobility and clamouring of public opinion, Alexander made two major decisions on August 20. First, he replaced the lack-lustre Barclay with the renowned Marshal Kutuzov as Commander-in-Chief; then he ordered the army to halt its withdrawal and take up positions near a village south of Borodino.




    At Borodino the myth of the colossal Grande Armée had evaporated; what remained, due to desertion, garrisons left behind to protect the supply lines, sickness and renegade marauders, was a force equal or even fewer in numbers than that of the Russians, which stood at about 140,000 men and cavalry, and 600 pieces of artillery. This remaining force of the Grande Armée was now facing the Russian army commanded by Kutuzov, a shrewd nobleman of sixty-eight, a veteran of prior wars who had lost his right eye in battle and had fought Napoléon at Austerlitz. His opinion of Napoléon’s outstanding military qualities and greatness can be read through his rebuke to one of his adjutants who had made a derisory remark about the Emperor:




    “Young man, who gave you the right to jibe at one of the greatest of men? Stop all this unbecoming abuse.”




    Kutuzov had preferred a Fabian Policy of withdrawal, evading direct engagement and letting the elements of the on setting Russian winter take its toll on the already reduced and exhausted French army; but under pressure of public opinion and the Tzar immediate circle of generals, he was forced to make a stand and fight a battle for Moscow.
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