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 Introduction
 to Napoleon
 and Europe



Carl von Clausewitz offered several definitions of war in his masterful treatise. War is a duel. It is the use of force to compel the enemy to do one’s bidding. It is like a wrestling match in which the position of each side depends on the position of the other. It is a trinity composed of primordial violence, hatred, and enmity; reason; and chance. It is an extension of politics by other means. Considering the brilliance of Clausewitz’s work, the ambiguity and diversity of his definition is remarkable—and appropriate. For war is the most complex human undertaking, involving all the activities of peaceful human society and the ever-present danger of death and destruction as well.


The Napoleonic Wars shaped much of Clausewitz’s thought. They were the library he mined most frequently for historical examples to illustrate his theories of strategy, tactics, and the art of command. To Clausewitz, the Napoleonic Wars revealed not simply the genius of Napoleon but also the complexity of war and the interrelationships between war and politics.


Yet the Napoleonic Wars have largely gone into history in a more simplistic fashion. Military historians, following Clausewitz’s contemporary, Baron Antoine Henri de Jomini, focus primarily on the military operations. They attempt to explain Napoleon’s early victories and ultimate defeat primarily in terms of the numerous battlefields of the day. Social, political, diplomatic, and economic historians, on the other hand, normally make only the most basic references to the military events of the time.


But Clausewitz had the keener insight. The study of war cannot be divorced from the study of politics, diplomacy, society, and economics. All are interrelated in the minds of the decisionmakers, and all interact in the physical world as well. Any attempt to study one aspect of human activity in isolation from the others will ensure a partial and distorted understanding of that area. It is not enough simply to say that war is an extension of politics. Understanding war also requires understanding the politics of which it is an extension. Clausewitz even took this principle so far as to recommend that senior generals be allowed to sit in on policy discussions, not so that they could influence the discussion but so that it could influence their decisions.1


Clausewitz’s insight was nothing revolutionary in the Napoleonic age. The distinction between politics and war did not seem so clear in a time when many political leaders took the field with their armies on the day of battle. Many generals were high nobles with powerful voices in the domestic affairs of their states, and it would have seemed foolish to imagine that they would put political matters aside when going to war. The real separation of war and politics was a product of a later age. It came with the rise of a sense of military professionalism driven by the growth of general staffs that attempted to exclude the influence of amateurs in military decisions. The struggle between Otto von Bismarck and Helmuth von Moltke the Elder was the apotheosis of this tendency in the nineteenth century, and the effects of that duel are felt around the world to this day.


To read a civil–military dichotomy back into the pre-Moltkean world is inappropriate, whether it is done explicitly or by default, when war and politics are considered in isolation from each other. It strips the Napoleonic experience of some of its most profound lessons about how war actually works—lessons that the Bismarck–Moltke struggle and its aftermath have largely obscured.


What is the relationship among domestic politics, international relations, and war? What role do individuals and their personalities play in driving the course of events? How do states come together in coalitions? What makes those alliances strong or weak? What makes them succeed or fail? How important are the “great men” of history compared to their numberless subjects, fellow citizens, and subordinates? How can there be so little correlation between military victory and political success? These questions, so important in the world today, belong at the heart of the study of the Napoleonic Wars, which offer many valuable insights into them.


In his efforts to learn from the great wars of his epoch Clausewitz had another advantage—he was not French and did not idolize Napoleon. Although he called the emperor “the god of war,” he did not study the wars to discern the keys to Napoleon’s genius that he and others might imitate them. He cited Napoleon’s mistakes and the mistakes of his enemies as often as Napoleon’s brilliance; and if he distilled from Napoleonic practice certain key concepts, he did not thereby imagine that Napoleon always executed those concepts in the best possible way.


This detachment from the greatest hero of the age was critical in allowing Clausewitz to evaluate the events of the wars more objectively and establish his own valuable insights based on that evaluation. No figure in history has distorted his own era as much as Napoleon did. No other great wars of the modern world bear the name of the leader of a single belligerent. Despite his small physical stature, the image of Napoleon bestrides the first fifteen years of the nineteenth century like a colossus, compelling all who would look at that epoch to chart their course by reference to him.


This hero worship is not an accidental development. Napoleon deliberately sowed it and nurtured it throughout his life. Napoleon was even more successful as a propagandist than as a general. On the battlefield, he lost almost as many fights as he won. In the pages of history, however, he lost only one: Waterloo. Exiled to St. Helena after that battle, Napoleon was hardly able to influence how contemporaries perceived the story of that fight. Had he been permitted to do so, there can be little doubt that it would now be celebrated in France as yet another great military victory followed by an inexplicable political disaster. Even the catastrophe of 1812 is commonly and erroneously presented as a campaign Napoleon lost without ever losing a battle.


For Napoleon brilliantly divorced his military victories from their political contexts in public, even as he carefully wove the two together in his own thoughts and actions. To the people of France and Europe Napoleon portrayed his wars as an endless search for the glory France rightly deserved. This theme of glory, which he used to replace the French revolutionary calls to liberty, equality, and brotherhood, seemed to make war a good in its own right. His military successes justified themselves; his setbacks demanded vengeance to efface the slur on France’s honor and his own. According to his propaganda, the wars of his era were started by hostile, suspicious, and jealous enemies or by weak-willed and perfidious allies, seduced into fighting him by those implacable foes.


Napoleon invoked the rhetorical traditions of the French Revolution, which he terminated and partly reversed when he seized power, to explain the hostility of the rest of the continent. He perpetuated the myth of “reactionary” Europe, unwilling to accept the “new order” in France and fearful that he would destroy the tyrannical hold Europe’s feudal lords still held over their subjects. Napoleon’s propaganda was so skillful (and his opponents’ so inept) that echoes of this myth are still heard today. Many think that Europe’s fearful, resentful monarchs attacked Napoleon in efforts to destroy the French Revolution, which they detested, and restore the Bourbon monarchy, which had long been their cherished dream. Only Napoleon’s brilliance on the battlefield— and their own military incompetence bred from their hidebound conserva-tivism—kept this nightmare from descending on France for fifteen years. So the popular version goes.


Napoleon’s success in perpetrating these myths is neither surprising nor unusual. From earliest times, historians and their readers have often identified too closely with their subjects. Thucydides’ excessive veneration of the flawed Pericles was the first such distortion in histories, and countless others followed. Napoleon was at once so attractive and repellant, so successful and such a failure, that his ambiguity is endlessly intriguing.


 It is a mistake, however, to succumb to Napoleon’s charms without giving his adversaries their fair chance at seduction, even if they do not initially elicit our sympathy. The grim visage of Austria’s Emperor Francis reflects the disillusionment of a man who has presided over the collapse of the position his empire held in the world for more than a decade. King Frederick William III of Prussia is less off-putting in physiognomy but more so in personality, steeped in a Pietist tradition that kept him continually focused on his own failings. King George III of Britain, half mad, attracts few admirers, particularly in this era, and his even more unstable son, the future Prince Regent and then George IV, is almost repulsive. Only Tsar Alexander I of Russia is both attractive and engaging, but his youth, inexperience, and callowness at times strike jarring notes even so.


A closer examination reveals a more engaging picture. Each monarch reigned at the time of greatest crisis in his realm. All, apart from George III, were educated in the traditions of the Enlightenment and had a deeper sense of obligation to their subjects than almost any of their predecessors had. They contemplated the suffering that followed the internal and external wars, coups d’état, and cataclysms of the 1790s with real pain, and they found nothing to celebrate in the prospect of war with Napoleon. There have been few coalitions of states initially less willing to fight than the Third and Fourth Coalitions that attacked Napoleon in 1805 and 1806.


To look through the eyes of Europe’s monarchs at the beginning of the nineteenth century is to see a world of fear, danger, responsibility, and limited opportunities. We are familiar with Napoleon’s struggle to gain power and his struggle to remake Europe to his liking. For too long, however, his towering figure has obscured his adversaries’ desperate and tormented struggle to fulfill their obligations to their subjects, preserve their states and their power, and seek to implement the high ideals inculcated into them as young men. The tragedy of their failure to do so is no less engaging than Napoleon’s fall—and considerably more important for the subsequent history of Europe and the world as it actually developed.


Napoleon’s shadow has also covered the opponents who fought him on the battlefield. We are more than familiar with Arthur Wellesley, Duke of Wellington. But for too many, Mikhail Kutuzov remains the ponderous, dimwitted, slow-moving, elemental representation of the Russian peasant evoked so movingly and inaccurately by Leo Tolstoy. The hapless Austrian Field Marshal Lieutenant Karl von Mack has passed into history as a stupid blunderer whose character, background, and personality merit no attention. That he was virtually the only senior general in any army of the time who was born a commoner and rose from the enlisted ranks to effective overall command of an army escapes notice. The effects of his background on his personality and performance in the critical days of 1805 are, therefore, also largely unknown.


 Austrian historians have long lionized Archduke Charles, Francis’s younger brother, as the only authentic military genius of the Habsburg army of the day, attempting to set him up as an anti-Napoleon who would have brought victory to Austria much sooner if only he had been heeded. These efforts to counter one great man with another have generated distortions of their own, however, concealing the blemishes of this manic-depressive, epileptic archduke behind the still greater flaws of his contemporaries.


The colorless depiction that most of Napoleon’s adversaries receive in the histories of this period creates a curious problem: if they were all so weak and incompetent, how is it that Napoleon ultimately lost? The customary answer is a throwback to the tragic heroes of the ancients. Napoleon’s hubris and arrogance, qualities essential to his early success, ultimately got the better of him and led him to a series of mistakes that caused his downfall. Some are unwilling to go even that far, attributing his failure to the ailments that affected him at the battles of Borodino and Waterloo or even to “General Winter”: Russia’s wretched climate.


The focus on the great man imposes its highest price at this point. If Napoleon lost his wars because of physical infirmity or intractable climes, then the modern student of war or politics has little to learn. One would like to find more meaning in the campaign of 1812 than the advice that invading Russia is unwise or that the physical condition of leaders is important.


But Napoleon did not lose his wars by himself or with the help of the weather alone; his adversaries won them. The allies developed new methods of organizing and using their armies, largely in response to Napoleon’s exploits. His continental foes aped what they saw as key aspects of Napoleon’s military system in order to defeat him. Massive reform programs in Prussia and Russia were supposed to make their armies more French while the Austrians incorporated Frenchness in a lesser degree and more gradually. Perhaps the allies defeated Napoleon by becoming Napoleon.


This simple explanation is also inadequate, however. The allied armies of 1813–1815 were not that different from those of 1805–1807. They were marginally restructured and reorganized, but the advantages of those “new” organizations were far fewer than is generally supposed. For the armies of 1805–1807 were not badly organized to begin with. Myth has it that in 1805 the allies fought Napoleon with eighteenth-century armies that were far behind the Grande Armée in virtually every important technique and characteristic. They relied, it is said, on closed-rank formations where the French relied on skirmishers. They marched in shapeless masses where the French marched in independent corps. They relied on cumbersome supply systems while the French lived off the land. They were thus slower, less flexible, and less effective on the battlefield than the “modernized” French troops.


None of these myths has serious grounding in reality. Beginning in 1805, Napoleon’s enemies organized their armies into all-arms corps. Except for the Prussians, they used skirmishers as extensively as the French did—because the French army of Napoleon’s day used skirmishers far less than the armies of the French Revolution had. And in 1805, as we shall see, the Austrian army that met Napoleon in southern Germany did so without magazines and with plans to live off the land—as the French did. Napoleon made every effort in that campaign to establish a sophisticated supply system, and his army ended up living off the land only because he failed to do so. Once again, structural explanations of improvements in the allied armies will not suffice.


The real story of the coalitions that fought Napoleon lies not in their increasing military prowess but in their growing skills as members of a coalition. It was a political improvement. Ultimately the translation of that political growth into military power at the higher levels of war led to allied successes in 1813, 1814, and 1815. British troops at the battle of Waterloo fought no better than they had fought for years before in Spain. And the same General Blücher who led the Prussian troops onto that bloody field at just the right moment had made some of the disastrous decisions leading to Prussia’s 1806 defeat at Auerstedt. How the Prussians fought at Waterloo mattered less than the fact that they were present at all—a fact that resulted from a decade of painful lessons about how allies should and should not behave in the face of danger.


The greatest value in studying the Napoleonic Wars today lies in the objective evaluation of the major players, the interactions among key figures within states, and the interactions of states and armies. Clausewitz identified the complexity of war and its inextricable interrelationship with politics, but he was a warrior and military theorist who had no time to explore the politics in any detail. The goal of this and subsequent volumes is to present an integrated diplomatic, military, and political history of the Napoleonic period worthy of Clausewitz’s insight. The reader must judge its success.
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 Introduction to
The End of the 
Old Order



The roots of the Napoleonic Wars are entangled with the fundamental political and philosophical transformations of the eighteen century, including the French Revolution as well as an array of events and ideas unconnected with it. Shifting relationships among the powers, including the advent of Prussia as a great power, dramatically changed European politics in midcentury. The complicated development and spread of Enlightenment ideas throughout Europe changed the way people and rulers thought about politics. The political causes of the Napoleonic Wars date from the first years of the nineteenth century, and the spark that ignited the first conflict in 1805 predated hostilities by months. Yet the origins of these wars and the wars themselves cannot be understood outside of their longer historical context.


Accounts of the Napoleonic Wars customarily begin in 1805 with the outbreak of the first war or sometime in the late 1790s, when Napoleon made his name during the campaigns in Italy. These starting points make sense only from Napoleon’s perspective. He and his many admirers take an interest only when he comes on the scene, describing the history that preceded his arrival in cursory fashion. But the world did not begin anew when Napoleon seized power in France. His coup d’état occurred in the middle of a war he did not begin, and he found himself embroiled in not only military operations he had not designed but political situations with histories stretching back for decades. To his adversaries, Napoleon’s coup was one in a long line of French domestic political upheavals whose significance was not immediately apparent.


Several historical accidents combined to make France seem more central to the development of European history in the eighteenth century than it actually was. Americans are familiar with the French from this period as adversaries in the French and Indian War and as essential allies in the American Revolutionary War. The political significance and emotional appeal of the French Revolution for democratically minded Americans also makes that event seem seem like the focal point of European politics in the 1790s.


 In the great struggles beyond Europe in the eighteenth century, France was one pole opposing the aspiring naval hegemony of Great Britain. Within Europe, however, the Franco–British rivalry was peripheral to a more important struggle between Austria and Prussia for the mastery of Germany and central Europe in the second part of the century.


This struggle began in 1740, when the Habsburg Emperor Charles V died and left his throne to his daughter, Maria Theresa. At nearly the same time, Frederick II, soon to be known as Frederick the Great, succeeded to the Prussian throne and attacked the Habsburg province of Silesia. Frederick hoped to expand his kingdom and place it among the great powers of Europe. Misogynist that he was, he believed that despoiling Maria Theresa would be easy. His attack plunged Europe into the eight-year War of the Austrian Succession and then, following another eight years of peace, into the Seven Years War (which extended into America as the French and Indian War). Although both Austria and Prussia emerged from this cataclysm exhausted, Prussia made a significant long-term gain because Frederick carried off Silesia in the end. Henceforth, Berlin and Vienna saw each other as mortal foes.


The Habsburgs were more or less comfortable in their position as leaders of Germany before 1740, even if their partial defeat during the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–1714) ended their hopes of a more expansive European empire. The peace and stability of central Europe had rested on their comfortable leadership, since the conservative Habsburgs had largely worked to defend the myriad smaller states of the Holy Roman Empire (which they ruled throughout this period, apart from a lapse between 1740 and 1745) against larger predators such as Prussia. The loss of Silesia destroyed that equilibrium. Maria Theresa and especially her son and coruler, Joseph II, felt that the monarchy had been seriously weakened and sought ways of strengthening it. Joseph cast his gaze on Bavaria, the largest of the remaining second-tier states in Germany that ran along Austria’s western border. An abortive effort to exchange Bavaria for the Austrian Netherlands (what is now Belgium), cut off from the body of the Habsburg lands and exposed to French attack, led to a renewal of war with Prussia in 1778–1779 (the War of the Bavarian Succession). For the first time in decades, the other states of Europe saw Austria as a predator and found in the archpredator, Frederick, the upholder of the status quo and the rights of small states. This odd turnabout further weakened the Austrians by alienating some of their former friends in the empire and strengthening Frederick still more.


Upon his accession to sole rule in 1780, Joseph embarked on a misguided attempt to repair the damage to Austria from the inside out. He launched a series of reforms designed to centralize Habsburg control over the diverse and semiautonomous lands of the Habsburg Empire (Austria, Hungary, much of the Balkans, northern Italy, and Belgium—as distinct from the Holy Roman Empire, which encompassed all of Germany but none of the non-German lands) and to homogenize the government of all of those lands. The attempt naturally backfired, as nobles throughout the empire resisted and even brought out their subjects in defense of the old order. When Joseph died in 1790, significant portions of the empire were in open revolt, and his successor, Leopold II, spent the two years of his brief reign quelling the insurgency and restoring the older ways in an effort to placate his rebellious subjects. Joseph’s efforts had led only to the further erosion of Austria’s power and position within Europe.


Despite the territorial gains of the Silesian Wars and the gains in prestige occasioned by the War of the Bavarian Succession, Prussia entered the last decade of the eighteenth century as a weak state. Frederick had emptied the treasury and exhausted the state in his struggles against France, Austria, and Russia. The continued maintenance of an army large enough to be taken seriously on the basis of the smallest population in Europe was a heavy burden on a poor state. Prussia’s geostrategic position also remained parlous. The core territories were in the middle of Europe (centered on Berlin and Danzig) near both Austria and Russia. The kingdom’s population and resources were to a significant extent scattered across western Germany piecemeal, isolated from one another and vulnerable to predation. The westernmost bordered France. The monarchy’s position in Europe was so poor that discussions about Prussian policy in Berlin usually began, “One has only to look at the map . . . ”


Worse still, Frederick had adopted a deliberate policy of bluff after 1763 in an effort to reduce the expense of being a first-class power on a second-class base. He returned the conscripted Prussian soldiers to their homes after the war and hired mercenaries instead. He retired the various nonnoble generals who had demonstrated so much talent and gained so much experience in his wars and replaced them with inexperienced noblemen. He focused his army on spit-and-polish parade ground drills less because he thought such exercises would improve their fighting skills than because the parades provided opportunities to impress visiting dignitaries with the simulacrum of Prussian military strength. Frederick’s successors, more cautious and timid than he, thus reigned fully conscious of their own weakness, the fragility of their state, and the dangers besetting it. The Austro-Prussian struggles left both states drained, resentful, suspicious, and fearful.


No state suffered more between 1740 and 1790 than France. The start of the eighteenth century had seen Louis XIV’s kingdom engaged in a struggle for control of the continent. Exhausted by the War of the Spanish Succession, Louis XV settled down to consolidate and rebuild. Sensing opportunity in Frederick’s predation of 1740, Louis XV joined the Prussian king in attacking Austria. But once Frederick gained control of Silesia, he left the fight and abandoned Louis to the struggle against Austria and Great Britain. In so doing, he created a reputation of perfidiousness and treachery that haunted Prussian kings for decades. In the renewed struggle of the Seven Years War, France and Britain changed sides. Now Louis supported Austria and Russia against Prussia and Great Britain. The result was again a disaster for France. French armies were humiliated on the continent, and British fleets and small armies swept away most of France’s overseas colonies. The British emerged from the struggle well on the road toward maritime supremacy and extra-European hegemony; France was exhausted.


The American Revolution occasioned the beginning of the final collapse of the French monarchy. Louis thought he saw an opportunity to weaken Britain by supporting her rebellious colonies. Although French help allowed the colonies to break away, Britain was not as weakened as expected. On the other hand, the effort bankrupted France and led to the series of abortive economic and political reforms that created the preconditions for the French Revolution. By 1790, in the early days of that revolution, France had slipped into irrelevance on the continent and abroad. Other European powers initially responded to this development with pleasure—a weakened France, they thought, created new opportunities to recover from their own weakness and recoup recent losses.


Apart from Britain, only Russia fared well in the decades between the Seven Years War and the revolution in France. Tsaritsa Elizabeth, the implacable foe of Frederick the Great, died in 1762 and her son, the Prussophile Peter III, acceded to the throne and left the war before the Romanov empire became exhausted. Soon Peter was assassinated and was succeeded by his wife, Catherine II, who dramatically expanded Russian power. In a series of struggles against Russia’s traditional enemies—Sweden, Poland, and the Ottoman Empire—Catherine expanded Russia’s borders, resources, and prestige. She also brought Russia into the circle of European great powers and out of its centuries-long semi-isolation on the eastern fringe of Europe. The apotheosis of this Europeanization of Russia came when Catherine signed the Treaty of Teschen, which ended the War of the Bavarian Succession, as a guarantor. She thereby became a coguarantor of the Holy Roman Empire and earned a seat at virtually any conference called among the great powers to discuss European affairs. Between 1763 and 1790, therefore, power in Europe began to shift toward the periphery and away from the exhausted center. Virtually all observers thought that the outbreak of revolution in France would intensify this trend.





The French Revolution and European Reaction


The French Revolution is a complex phenomenon with manifold roots. The social injustice popularized in histories and novels played a role, to be sure. But the archaic economic and political structures of France combined with the financial crisis resulting from the series of failed wars described above set the stage for the crisis that brought down the monarchy. The significance of the revolution for Europe was primarily twofold. The further weakening of French power shifted the focus of European politics eastward, while the ideals espoused with increasing vigor and radicalism by the revolutionaries seemed to threaten the more conservative regimes of the continent.


The emotional impact of the French Revolution and the propaganda skills of the revolutionaries affected the historiography of this period just as Napoleon influenced his own age. The popular view has accepted the idea that other monarchs viewed the French Revolution as the most important event in Europe and that those “reactionary” rulers were innately hostile to the Enlightenment concepts espoused by the revolutionaries. Neither idea is true.


The issue that preoccupied the rulers of Prussia, Austria, and Russia between 1791 and 1796 was not France but Poland.1 The Russian and Austrian victory over the Ottoman Empire in 1792, combined with the collapse of French power after the Revolution, deprived Poland of its two staunchest defenders. The Polish kingdom was internally riven and poorly organized to defend itself, so the loss of outside sponsors spelled its final doom. In 1793, therefore, Frederick William II of Prussia and Catherine the Great of Russia agreed to the Second Partition of Poland (the first had come in 1772, at the end of a Russo–Turkish War begun four years earlier), which greatly truncated the Polish monarchy.


Emperor Francis II of Austria, who took the throne in 1792 following the death of his father, Leopold, had opposed the partition on principle and for sound reasons of state. Conscious of the weakness of his empire, Francis was content to maintain a weak buffer state on his frontiers and prevent Austria’s archenemy, Prussia, and potential foe, Russia, from gaining power at his expense. But the French revolutionaries had declared war on Austria, as the nearest and most accessible of their potential enemies (and also because Francis was the brother of the hated French queen, Marie Antoinette), and Francis could spare no troops to fight Catherine and Frederick William even had he wanted to. As a result, the partition went ahead and Austria gained nothing from it.


Attempts by Polish nationalists to revive their land in the two years following that partition provided the pretext for the elimination of the Polish state in the Third Partition of 1795. Once more Catherine and Frederick William agreed on their goals and means, but this time Francis decided that he could not afford to lose out again. He therefore joined the coalition to destroy the vestiges of the hapless Polish monarchy and was rewarded with the largest share of the remaining territory.


With so much potential wealth at stake in the partitions and nothing of value at stake in the fight against revolutionary France (no one imagined that victory would lead to meaningful annexations), the rulers of the continent paid more attention to the east than the west, even if that decision seems odd to us in retrospect. When Frederick William sent the Duke of Brunswick marching with an army against the French in 1792, therefore, his heart and his effort were not in that fight. His decision after the French victory that year at Valmy—to abandon the struggle against France—implicitly recognized that, compared to Poland, the game in the west was not worth the candle.


Francis could not abandon that fight so lightly, however, because French revolutionary armies overran the Austrian Netherlands (Belgium) in 1793 and held on to that Habsburg province despite efforts by Francis to recover it. The Prussian abandonment of the First Coalition against France seemed another act of opportunistic betrayal similar to Frederick’s withdrawal from his alliance with France in 1742. The Prussian treaty with France of 1795 thus reinforced the predominant view that Prussia’s rulers could not be trusted. It also committed Frederick William II and his successor, Frederick William III, to a policy of neutrality in the wars against France that they had pursued for a decade.


It also emphasized Austria’s predicament. Consistently weakened over the course of the previous half century, Austria was on the front lines in any struggle against France because of the geographic proximity of her westernmost provinces; also, the French revolutionaries believed the Habsburgs to be their most determined continental foes. In the 1790s, as in the wars against Napoleon, Francis generally suffered from the fact that he needed his allies more than they needed him. They could choose to fight France or not; he had no such luxury. This fact of European geopolitics shaped the course of the next twenty years of history.


But if the French revolutionaries (or subsequent students of the period) thought that Francis was ideologically committed against them because of their Enlightenment convictions, they were wrong. His reaction to the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, like that of other monarchs, was more complicated than that.


To understand that reaction, we must recall that the Enlightenment itself displayed great variety. The British Enlightenment, the French Eclairissement,  and the German Aufklärung were separate but related phenomena. In addition, individual thinkers emphasized different aspects of Enlightenment thought. Some focused on political economy, others on individual liberties, still others on the role of reason or the relationship between individuals and societies. These different emphases allowed rulers (and others) to choose selectively and synthetically among them to support desired arguments.


Although the Enlightenment seemed hostile to the concepts and practices of autocracy and divine-right kingship, clever rulers such as Frederick the Great, Catherine the Great, and Joseph II recognized that they could accommodate elements of the Enlightenment without compromising their autocratic powers. These “enlightened despots” were no less omnipotent than their divine-right predecessors had been, but they cloaked their despotism in the guise of Enlightenment principles that would preserve order and prosperity within their states.


The children and grandchildren of the enlightened despots—especially the generation of monarchs that included Francis I, Frederick William III, and Alexander I—took an even more complex view. These rulers were powerfully molded by tutors who believed in certain Enlightenment ideals. The three monarchs in training were taught that the sovereign is the servant of his people, that he must judge according to their needs and not his own, and that all subjects of the state, even the ruler, must obey the law. Alexander’s tutor taught him to respect, value, and seek constitutionalism; Frederick William and Francis were persuaded that a social contract bound them to their subjects.


These men were not predisposed to look kindly on the ruthless, boundless autocracy Louis XVI attempted to defend in old-regime France, which was among the most politically backward states on the continent in 1789. Nor were they conditioned to view harshly the early efforts of the French nobility, or even of the nonnoble elements of the Estates General that Louis had convened, to persuade the king to accept restrictions on his power that their upbringing had taught them were appropriate for any monarch.


The real opposition of Europe’s rulers to the French Revolution sprang from the lawlessness and violence into which it descended in 1791, epitomized by the seizure, trial, and execution of the king and queen, and the revolutionaries’ declaration of war on the crowned heads of Europe starting with Austria in 1792.


The implacability Francis showed in the decade-long struggle against Revolutionary France rested on even more pragmatic grounds: the war effectively began with the French seizing Austrian territory and continued as Francis tried vainly to get it back. Although Catherine the Great attempted to justify both her gains in Poland and her refusal to send troops against France by claiming to be fighting Jacobism in eastern Europe, no one was deceived. And if Francis permitted his subordinates to arrest and try suspected Jacobins in Austria, he also insisted on allowing normal legal processes to work, often to their advantage. He was determined not to violate his own Enlightenment principles while attempting to stamp out the violent revolutionary radicalism that he deplored. Catherine and Frederick William II were the most vocal enemies of the radical revolution’s ideology among Europe’s leaders, finally. But if Frederick William made a halfhearted attack on the revolution before making peace, Catherine never sent troops against France at all. So much for the notion that antirevolutionary ideology lay at the core of the French revolutionary wars.


The War of the First Coalition settled into a series of desultory campaigns following the major combats of 1792–1794 until Napoleon took command of the French army in Italy in 1796. In the campaigns of 1796–1797, Napoleon not only made his name as a brilliant general but inflicted a series of stunning defeats on Austrian arms. Faced with the prospect of a French victory, the other European monarchs offered Austria no aid. Frederick William II and his son, who succeeded him in 1797, and Paul I of Russia, who took power in 1796, continued to revile the Revolution and its leaders but did not join the struggle. The British, who had made common cause with Austria in 1793 following the French invasion of Belgium, continued their belligerent status but offered Francis no material assistance. Faced with defeat in a theater that bordered directly on the core territories of the Habsburg Empire and no prospect of reinforcement, Francis reluctantly agreed to the Treaty of Campo Formio in 1797, which formally ended hostilities on the continent (Britain continued to maintain its belligerent status toward France and was not a party to that treaty).


If the Treaty of Campo Formio ended the war in Europe, however, it did not establish a permanent or stable peace. French victories had brought large areas under French control that had previously been independent states or had belonged to Austria or Prussia. Much of that territory was inside the boundaries of the Holy Roman Empire, of which Francis was the titular head. The treaty therefore provided for a European congress, ultimately held at Rastadt, to determine appropriate compensation for the major powers that had lost territory to France. The complete resolution of the upheavals in Europe thus required continued negotiation and tension among the great powers.


All of the major powers except Austria gained in the War of the First Coalition. Apart from the territories seized during the two Polish partitions, Prussian negotiators secured compensation that exceeded their actual losses. The British benefited by seizing French colonies overseas, and Hanover, King George’s possession on the continent, remained securely in the Prussian neutrality zone. Russia realized substantial gains in the Polish partitions. The fact that both Catherine and Paul had held aloof from the wars against France left Russia untested and unstrained compared to the other powers. The French, of course, gained enormously, seizing Belgium and large territories along the Rhine, among other things.


Austria was further weakened by the loss of Belgium, although some of her statesmen argued that the gains of Polish territories, which were adjacent to the core Habsburg lands and out of the reach of France, offset that loss and made the monarchy more secure. The war had imposed a severe financial burden, however, which was exacerbated by the disorders of the 1780s and early 1790s. Prussia’s betrayal of Austria in 1795 convinced Francis that he faced perfidious allies and predators throughout Europe, and the compensation negotiations begun at Rastadt contained ominous overtones for the Holy Roman Empire.


For these reasons and others, the peace of Campo Formio was not destined to last long. Within two years, a new coalition challenged France, and war exploded on the continent once more. The details of the formation of that coalition, its collapse, and the resulting peace treaty are essential to understanding the origins of the first war against Napoleon in 1805 and will be the subject of the following chapter.





Conclusion


This review of the half century preceding Napoleon’s rise to power has been cursory. Statesmen have long memories, however, and they make decisions in the context of not only their own experiences but what they understand of the history of the international system decades before their rise to power. Napoleon was no exception to this principle. He had imbibed not only the Enlightenment principles championed by the French revolutionaries but also the visceral hatred the French held for the British. But Napoleon was also an upstart. He rose to national prominence in France in 1796, and three years later he took power with no formal training or practice in the tasks of governing and functioning as a state leader. His continental adversaries, however, had at least a decade of such training and experience behind them. Neither did they adhere to the French revolutionary conviction that a new era had dawned with the proclamation of the republic, a conviction epitomized by the adoption of a new revolutionary calendar. In France, and for many students and readers of Napoleonic history, the past was dead. For the crowned heads of Europe, their statesmen, and their generals, however, it was alive. This was only one difficulty the new French monarch faced in trying to communicate with his enemies.


Thus it would be easy to see the Napoleonic Wars as resulting from failures to communicate; certainly the gap between Napoleon’s worldview and his opponents’ played a prominent role in causing and protracting hostilities. But perfect communication would not have led to perfect peace. As Napoleon solidified his power in France and his enemies sought to recover from the damage of the eighteenth century in various ways, all of these efforts interacted to bring about a series of devastating conflicts. The purpose of this volume is to trace those political interactions and their extensions in the first such conflict, the War of the Third Coalition in 1805.
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The Peace 
Lunéville, Paris, Amiens,
 1801–1802


The treaties ending the revolutionary wars in 1801 favored France strongly. The signatories yielded to France because they felt great pressure to make peace. Many sources of that pressure, however, were transitory. The treaties did not reflect a permanent set of power relationships on the continent, but a perception of those relationships skewed by ephemeral policies and fleeting fears. As Napoleon’s aggression continued in the years following the signing of these treaties, the transitory pressure for peace in Vienna, St. Petersburg, and London began to evaporate. A desire to revise those treaties developed, especially in London. This growing tension created the essential preconditions for the renewal of war. To understand why war broke out in 1803 and then in 1805, it is essential to explore why peace broke out in 1801 and 1802.





The War of the Second Coalition, 1799–1801


The Second Coalition against Revolutionary France suffered from many of the problems that doomed the first. The allies did not share common goals, and their fear of France was not strong enough to convince them to set their differences aside in the interest of ultimate victory. Divergent political objectives translated into military blunders that opened the way for the coalition’s defeat. Since later coalitions replicated many of these same flaws, the War of the Second Coalition deserves a brief consideration, even apart from the importance of the peace treaties that ended it.


The Second Coalition consisted of Austria, Russia, England, and Turkey. It coalesced in 1799 in response to a series of French provocations following the Peace of Campo Formio, beginning with Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt in 1798.1 This adventure was born of Napoleon’s dreams of conquest, romantic involvement with the east, and hatred of Britain; in addition, his jealous superiors desired to remove their most successful general—and potential rival—from France.
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Russia’s participation in this coalition was epochal, although it did not seem so at the time. Russia had crossed swords with France briefly in the War of the Polish Succession in the 1730s, but otherwise had been a peripheral if powerful force on Europe’s eastern marches. Tsaritsa Elizabeth’s war against Frederick the Great had been an extension of Russia’s traditional concern with her western border, and Catherine the Great had focused exclusively on conflicts with Russia’s neighbors. When Tsar Paul sent a Russian expeditionary force to fight Revolutionary France in Italy and Switzerland, he was accelerating the process of integrating Russia into the European states system and making his empire a truly continental force. The results of the war obscured this fact for some time.


One of the reasons for the turnabout in Russian foreign policy in this period was economic. Tsar Paul rejected French control of Egypt because it would threaten the stability of Russia’s economy.* Between 1787 and 1792 Russia wrested control of the northern coast of the Black Sea from Turkey, realizing vast economic rewards. Grain from Ukraine and Poland and iron from the Urals now flowed through Black Sea ports and the Mediterranean to markets in western Europe and elsewhere. During Paul’s reign (1796–1801), over half of the grain Russia exported went through the Black Sea ports.2 As Russia’s economic interests shifted toward the Mediterranean, security concerns began to shift as well.


The free flow of Black Sea exports was vital to Russia. Catherine’s heavy spending on wars and other interests had brought large debts and depreciated Russia’s currency. Only increased revenue from indirect taxes, especially import and export duties, promised to relieve the fiscal crisis.† Anything that endangered the shipment of trade goods from the burgeoning ports of the Black Sea coast threatened Russia’s security. Although Napoleon and the Directory then governing France intended the invasion of Egypt to harm Britain, they inadvertently struck Russia an even more unnerving blow. The invasion might allow the French to establish a powerful base in the eastern Mediterranean from which to close the Turkish Straits, through which Russia’s Black Sea trade had to pass.3 This danger would become real if hostility ever broke out between France and Russia.


Paul was also provoked by his exclusion from the Conference of Rastadt, which was reconstructing the Holy Roman Empire.* As a signatory of the Treaty of Teschen of 1779, Catherine became a guarantor of the constitution of the Holy Roman Empire, entitled to a seat at the table of any conference deliberating its future. Paul’s exclusion was humiliating and dangerous. German interests affected Russia, since they directly affected her nearest neighbors, Austria and Prussia. The Russian ruling family had extensive family ties throughout Germany—Catherine had been a German princess before she became a Russian tsaritsa, and the wife of the heir apparent, Alexander, was a princess of Baden. The Romanovs could not look on with unconcern as their relatives were dispossessed.


Finally, Paul was furious that Napoleon had seized the island of Malta on his way to Egypt, dispersing the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem who had ruled that island for ages. Paul had become the protector of the Order of the Knights of St. John in 1797, and grand master in late 1798 (after Malta fell to the French). What Paul desired in accepting these positions is unclear, but Malta was another French advance in the Mediterranean, and it added to the list of grievances.4 Paul’s opposition to Napoleon’s Egyptian expedition, like Alexander’s later opposition to French expansion in Italy (which promised French Mediterranean hegemony in another way), was based on security concerns. If Napoleon had not struck at Britain through Egypt, Paul might not have gone to war against France.


French aggression in Italy and Germany drove Austria back to war. The French used the instability that followed the Treaty of Campo Formio to undo the treaty and make further gains.† In 1798 French troops seized Rome and brought the pope back to France as a prisoner, setting the stage for a complete French takeover of the peninsula. In the same year, French armies invaded and subdued Switzerland and consolidated their hold over Holland. At Rastadt the French undermined the imperial constitution by insisting that the major powers that had lost land to France be compensated by “secularizing” the independent church principalities in the empire—giving them to those states. This policy, which suited the radically anticlerical French revolutionary government, discomfited Austria by depriving her of loyal allies within the empire. It also became increasingly clear to Emperor Francis of Austria that both Italy and Germany could become French satellites. Accordingly, Francis moved closer to Russia and Britain.


The increasingly threatened Directory in Paris declared war on this nascent coalition in March 1799, with disastrous results for France. A combined Austro–Russian army under the command of Russian Field Marshal A. A. Suvorov drove the French back over the Rhine and almost out of Italy. But Archduke Charles, commanding Austria’s armies in Germany, failed to follow up on his victories and repeatedly allowed the French to regroup. The allies fell out, and Emperor Francis, in overall charge of coalition military operations, ordered Suvorov and his army over the Alps into Switzerland, nominally to support Charles’s German army in further attacks into France. The real motives for this decision emphasized the serious divergences between Russia’s war aims and Austria’s.5


Although Tsar Paul entered the war for practical reasons, he also pursued the ideological goal of restoring the prerevolutionary order. When Suvorov cleared northern Italy of French forces, he announced to the people of Piedmont that the old order would be restored. Francis and his advisers, however, wanted to improve their strategic position in Italy. They resented the Russians’ determination to return them to the situation of 1789, at the end of a half century of Austrian defeats and retreats. As Francis had revisionist aims and Paul sought the status quo ante bellum, conflict between the two allies was unavoidable. Francis had ordered Suvorov out of Italy largely to prevent him from restoring the prerevolutionary order. The military consequences of that decision shattered the coalition.


Charles had withdrawn his forces from Switzerland before Suvorov completed crossing the Alps, exposing the Russian commander to defeat. With nothing to be gained from further operations in that theater, the coalition no longer served Paul in Germany. With Suvorov expelled from Italy, Paul realized that the alliance would not serve his objectives there either. Around the same time, Napoleon’s Egyptian expedition was collapsing, his ultimate defeat was certain, and the potential French threat to Russia’s free passage to the Mediterranean therefore disappeared. The destruction of the French fleet, moreover, meant that Britain, not France, was the arbiter of Malta’s fate. Thus Paul had achieved his most important objectives by 1800, and he was not likely to achieve his other goals by continued operations with his present alliance partners. The tsar therefore recalled Suvorov and his army in January 1800 and left Austria in the lurch. Although Russia’s withdrawal has been called irrational, it was actually a calculated response to real changes in the situation.


Napoleon abandoned his army in Egypt and seized power in France in the coup d’état of 18 Brumaire (November 9), 1799. He hurried to Italy, soundly thrashed the Austrians at Marengo, and drove them out of the peninsula entirely.6 Francis was, nevertheless, slow to make peace. His francophobic foreign minister, Baron Franz Maria von Thugut, remained a powerful voice for the continuation of the war. Francis himself was reluctant to make a separate peace with France, which would violate the terms of his treaty with Britain. On the other hand, Archduke Charles, the emperor’s talented but difficult younger brother, was determined to have peace at any price, and resistance in the foreign office fell away when the advocate and architect of the war retired in the face of Charles’s opposition.


Austrian foreign policy consequently spiraled into confusion, alternating between optimism and despair in a pattern familiar to those who knew Francis. Ludwig Cobenzl, who had taken charge of part of the foreign affairs portfolio, went to Lunéville to negotiate for peace, trying to get at least a moderately defensible line in Italy. Events on the battlefield, however, decided the outcome of the negotiations. The last of a series of armistices expired on November 13, 1800, and on December 2 General Jean-Victor Moreau, commanding the Army of the Rhine while Napoleon remained in Paris, outmaneuvered the Austrians and defeated them at the battle of Hohenlinden. With his negotiating position thus destroyed, Francis was forced to accept the Treaty of Lunéville on February 9, 1801.


Francis did not make peace merely because France had once again beaten his armies on the battlefield. The issues at stake were important enough to risk and suffer military defeats as long as hope of a turnaround remained. But by January 1801 Austria’s position both internally and externally had deteriorated so severely that future recalcitrance was likely to accelerate disaster. Shortly after the signing of the Treaty of Lunéville, Francis wrote to Cobenzl, “I have exhausted my monarchy in people and in money to such an extent that it is beyond the position in which it can take its designated place in the European balance; I have lost all of my political relations at once and can count in this debilitated condition on not a single true ally.”7


Internally, Austria’s position was becoming untenable. Her economy had been seriously damaged by the taxes, debts, and inflation needed to keep her forces in the field for almost a decade of continuous warfare against France. Neither increased taxes nor British subsidies were enough to offset the costs of these wars, and Austria, like Russia and France before her, had been forced to resort to the inflationary practices of issuing unbacked paper currency and increasing her debt.8 Military expenditures comprised the overwhelming proportion of this spending.9 With no means of increasing actual revenues, the state was forced to make peace.


Even so, Francis might not have accepted the harsh terms Napoleon was determined to impose on him had Austria’s international situation not been collapsing apace. After withdrawing from the Second Coalition in January 1800, Paul became increasingly hostile toward Britain. He resented the Royal Navy’s dominance of the seas and interference with Russian trade. Efforts to resurrect the League of Armed Neutrality that had opposed British maritime policies during the last part of the American revolutionary war created a situation of such tension between Russia and Britain that both states seriously contemplated war.


Paul’s hostility to Britain was less rational than his decision to leave the war in 1800, but reason was not entirely absent. As Russia turned from an ally to a neutral, Britain made it clear that Russia’s trade moved at her sufferance. The Royal Navy undertook to prevent trade between France and any other state, a policy that Paul, dependent as he was on foreign trade, hotly resented. Once again, Russian poverty dictated conflict with any who might disrupt her trade. Thus Paul armed a body of troops to invade India and raise an insurrection against British rule there, and he ordered his subordinates to consider how best to meet a British attack on Russia’s Baltic coast.


Napoleon saw in Paul’s policies against Britain a move toward alliance with France. On January 21, 1801, in a message sent to guide his brother Joseph in his negotiations with Cobenzl, he wrote, “Russia is in a very hostile disposition toward England. You will easily see what an interest we have in not rushing anything, since peace with the Emperor [Francis] is nothing in comparison with an alliance that would master England and preserve Egypt for us.” Summing up, he added, “Continue the protocol, discuss the basic questions, even the redaction of a definitive treaty; but do not sign anything for ten days, after which we will be in accord with Paul I.”10


Napoleon clearly believed that he had Paul in his power and that a Franco– Russian entente, if not alliance, would shortly follow. What seemed natural in Paris seemed just as natural in Vienna, and Francis had every reason to fear that Napoleon would gain a powerful ally in his quest to subdue Britain as well as crush Austria. Worse still, the intermediary in Paul’s discussions with Napoleon was Prussia, and a Russo–Prussian alliance suited Austria almost as badly as a Franco–Russian agreement. It seemed likely that Francis, who had lacked a representative in St. Petersburg since April 1800, would be isolated in Europe if he did not end the war quickly.


The Treaty of Lunéville resulted from a combination of domestic and international circumstances, not just Austria’s battlefield defeats. Some factors, like Russia’s attitudes, were changeable and unpredictable; others, like Austria’s internal weakness, were difficult to alter and all too obvious. Francis would not have signed the treaty if he could have refused, and it was harsh enough to justify attempts to revise it.


Lunéville bound Austria to respect the Rhine frontier for France on her own behalf and on behalf of the empire, accept the Adige frontier in Italy, and recognize the “independence” of the Swiss, Dutch, and Italian satellites that France established on her borders. The most important provisions, however, concerned compensation. Both Austria and Prussia had lost territory during the revolutionary wars, and Napoleon was ready to compensate them in accord with eighteenth-century tradition by giving them formerly independent territories. Thus when Napoleon insisted on removing the Habsburg archduke Ferdinand from his hereditary holding in Tuscany, he offered him Salzburg in exchange. The principle of “secularizing” independent clerical principalities by handing them out to major powers as compensation, adopted during the negotiations at Campo Formio in 1797, was further extended at Lunéville.


During the negotiations at Campo Formio, Francis had ensured that Prussian territory on the left bank of the Rhine would be safeguarded. By keeping Prussia intact, Austria also kept Prussia from demanding compensation. When Francis was forced to grant France the Prussian territories on the left bank of the Rhine in 1801, however, the treaty ensured that Prussia had an opportunity to participate in the destruction of the empire in the name of securing her own compensation (and Prussia always demanded compensation in excess of what her losses had been). Lunéville therefore sounded the death knell of the Holy Roman Empire as it had been for centuries, since the principles of compensation and secularization would destroy the independence of scores of small principalities and augment the power of the larger German states at the same time.


Lunéville was a one-sided treaty. It destroyed the Catholic princes of the empire, who had traditionally supported the House of Habsburg. It promised to reorganize the empire for the benefit of Prussia and the other anti-Austrian German states. It permanently displaced Austria from northwestern Italy and solidly established France there. It created a series of nominally independent French vassals throughout Italy. In contrast, it provided few favorable terms to Austria, although it preserved the Habsburg lands and gave Austria peace when she needed it most.


The treaty’s long-term viability depended on Napoleon’s conduct. Francis might have accepted the loss of secure buffer zones in Italy and Germany if Napoleon had refrained from encroaching further on areas of vital interest to Austria. He was weary of war and eager to find a way to make the peace work, and the buffer zones would only be important if there was a likelihood of Austro–French hostilities. Had Napoleon shown any inclination to keep the peace, there is every reason to imagine that Francis would have accepted his losses and focused his energies on the internal reconstruction of his state. Napoleon’s continued attempts to expand his control in Italy and Germany, however, helped convince Francis to resume war to prevent his position from deteriorating further.


The treaty also confirmed Napoleon’s contempt for Austria. Immediately after concluding the negotiations, Napoleon wrote Joseph to warn him against being too friendly with Cobenzl and to inform him that he himself would not write Cobenzl or make any special display for his benefit. He concluded, “It would not be at all inappropriate to tell him, moreover, that if he had not had the good sense to remain at Lunéville [rather than breaking off the negotiations during a crisis in them] we would have imposed harsher conditions on the House of Austria.”11 Napoleon’s contempt for Austria, together with Francis’s growing conviction that his state could risk no further assaults on its influence and power, helped unravel the peace.





Paul’s Negotiations with France and Prussia


In January 1801 Napoleon believed himself on the verge of a Franco–Russian alliance. But Paul insisted on a number of preconditions for peace that Napoleon would find hard to accept: (1) the return of Malta to the Order of the Knights of St. John; (2) the reestablishment of the king of Sardinia in his estates, including Piedmont, now occupied by the French; (3) the integrity of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies (Naples); (4) the integrity of the Electorate of Bavaria; and (5) the integrity of the Duchy of Württemberg.12 Napoleon was willing to work with Paul to take Malta from Britain but refused to leave it in the tsar’s hands. He had no intention of restoring Piedmont to the king of Sardinia or guaranteeing the integrity of Bavaria and Württemberg, which might prejudice his plans for compensations within the empire. Naples proved the worst sticking point, however. Napoleon was eager to resume the war against Britain. He was determined to make no peace with the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies until it had closed its ports to British ships. Even then, he insisted on the French right to hold the critical ports on the Gulf of Taranto until Britain had made peace with France.13 He also placed mounting pressure on Portugal to sever relations with Britain and close her ports to British trade in support of this policy. He worked to induce Spain to cooperate with him to enforce this decree in Lisbon by invading Portugal.


Napoleon unsuccessfully tried to convince Paul to make a joint declaration of peace and friendship without reference to Paul’s conditions, promising to consider his conditions following the declaration. In the end, Napoleon’s hopes for a Russian alliance perished with Russia’s tsar, who was assassinated, with the halfhearted participation of his son and heir, Alexander, on March 23, 1801. On learning of his death, Napoleon “loosed a cry of despair and at once was convinced that his death was not natural and that the blow had come from England.” He was (justly) certain that he would not find the same degree of accommodation in Alexander that he thought he had found in Paul.14


Paul’s death also put Prussian king Frederick William III in an awkward position. The War of the Second Coalition had raised the possibility that France or Russia might force Prussia to participate in it. Paul’s turn against Britain and turn toward France had saved Frederick William from this danger. When Paul withdrew from the Second Coalition and then made moves against Britain, Frederick William attempted to mediate a reconciliation between France and Russia. It could be just as disastrous for Prussia if France and Russia came to an agreement without her as it would be for them to come to blows, since they might try to regulate the affairs of northern Germany without his input.15 Frederick William, accordingly, bent every effort to facilitating the reconciliation on his terms. Since it was precisely the turn toward France and against Britain that had stirred up the plot against Paul in 1801, the accession of Alexander I in March of that year was as unfortunate for Frederick William as for Napoleon. Russia was now very unlikely to offer terms that would suit the French leader, and the prospects for a Prussian-brokered Franco–Russian agreement were significantly dimmed.


Paul’s death created a serious dilemma for Frederick William in Hanover. Since the mid–1790s, French had schemed to strike at Britain by seizing Hanover, George III’s patrimony.* Napoleon’s coconspirator, Emmanuel Joseph Sieyès, suggested once again in January 1799 that this was the only way to drive Britain from the war.16 French revolutionary governments recognized Hanover’s neutrality in return for Prussia’s neutrality, but Napoleon would have none of it. He refused to accept the principle that George III could be at war with him as king of England and at peace with him as elector of Hanover. When Napoleon seized power, therefore, he pressed Frederick William to take the electorate himself. As Paul moved toward war with Britain, Russia increasingly supported this French pressure in Berlin.


Despite the obvious geopolitical advantages of such a move, the king could not bring himself to countenance it. He knew that taking Hanover would lead to open war with Britain, which would send warships to block the Elbe and Weser rivers. He also objected to the seizure of “hereditary lands” (but not the secularization of Church lands) on principled grounds.17 Frederick William’s upbringing, with its emphasis on duty and right behavior, as well as identifying and correcting personal failure, introduced elements of seeming irrationality into his decisionmaking.†


 By March 1801, however, the pressure was becoming unbearable. Paul himself, now preparing for war against Britain, pressed Frederick William to act. By the end of 1800 Napoleon made it clear that if Prussia did not occupy Hanover, then he would do so.18 The Prussian ambassador in Paris, Girolamo Lucchesini, believed that the French and Russians would try to force Prussia to take direct action against Britain either by seizing Hanover or by closing the Elbe and the Weser to British traffic.19 By February 1801, foreign minister Christian August Heinrich Curt von Haugwitz had come to the conclusion that Prussia had no choice but to occupy Hanover or else watch as France occupied not only the electorate but the mouths of the Elbe and the Weser as well.20 The degree to which Prussia was forced to seize Hanover in 1801 is the subject of some debate, but clearly “while the Prussian decision was freely and rationally taken, the broader context was unmistakably coercive. Prussia may not have been literally forced to invade Hanover, but the imperative to forestall a French operation amounted to the same thing.”21


When Napoleon had earlier offered Hanover to the Prussians as compensation for her losses on the Rhine, Frederick William refused because accepting would guarantee hostilities with Great Britain. Napoleon then began to contemplate taking Hanover for himself. This idea rightly horrified Haugwitz. This action would not only put French armies in the electorate but also alienate Britain by transferring George’s territory directly to her enemy.22 The change of regime in Russia also spelled danger, since the Anglophile Alexander was likely to resent this tacit Prussian support for France. Frederick William therefore decided that he must act. His troops occupied the electorate in April 1801 and met little military opposition, but he found himself dangerously exposed. He knew that Alexander was more strongly inclined toward Britain than Paul had been and realized that the Prussian occupation was likely to displease him even more than Prussian complaisance before a French occupation would have done.23 Only when peace negotiations were opened between Britain and France was Prussia saved from this perilous position, and Frederick William withdrew his forces from the electorate in November 1801 with relief.


This incident had a powerful effect on the Prussian king. The Franco– Russian accord had forced him to depart from his policy of strict neutrality in Germany and subsequently expose himself to Britain’s wrath for no gain: he could neither take the electorate himself nor trade it for anything more useful. His fickle Russian allies soon deserted him, and France seemingly was the only state on which he could rely. Even Napoleon proved unreliable, however, first demanding Hanover for himself and then beginning to make peace separately with Great Britain. If the great powers had planned and conspired to reinforce in Frederick William’s mind the need to maintain the policy of strict neutrality that he favored, they would hardly have acted differently. This crisis brought home to Berlin yet again the weakness of Prussia’s position and the need for a policy of balancing dangers without compromising Prussia, a policy that Frederick William would pursue to his misfortune for another five years.





Alexander


A significant part of Prussia’s and Napoleon’s discomfiture in 1801 resulted from Paul’s untimely death. The manner of Paul’s death had a profound effect on the new tsar and merits a brief digression. Alexander’s childhood had been defined by the tension between the autocratic, militaristic, and somewhat imbalanced Paul and the much more liberal, intellectual, and moderate Catherine. His education had been based heavily on Enlightenment principles, as we have seen, but he was also drawn to the military parades and discipline that delighted his father.24


Russian court society was far from pleased with Paul’s rule, which was erratic and harsh. When the tsar turned on his erstwhile allies in 1800 and began preparing an army to march against British possessions in India, his Anglophile courtiers began plotting to remove him in earnest. Alexander held aloof from this planning, but Paul apparently learned something about the plot, or perhaps he simply grew nervous on his own account. He suspected that Alexander was involved in the plotting and made a number of comments suggesting that he might either exile or kill his son to protect himself against assassination.


Alexander finally allowed himself to be drawn into the gathering conspiracy, apparently hoping that the plotters would seize Paul and force him to abdicate. In the event, Paul (naturally) refused to give up the throne, and the conspirators killed him. Alexander was shattered by this horrible event. The conspirators had not come well-armed to the confrontation, for fear of setting off the alarm prematurely, and so they apparently bludgeoned and strangled the tsar to death, mutilating his body in the process. Alexander doubted his own fitness to rule and had never hated his father to the extent of wishing to participate in his assassination. His mother, the empress, screamed that she must be placed on the throne in Paul’s stead, and the conspirators had to lock her in her chambers to silence her outcries. Alexander initially refused to take the throne, but senior conspirator Count Petr Pahlen impatiently ordered the young man to do his duty. Alexander never forgave Pahlen or trusted him or his coconspirators.


Although very young when he took the throne, Alexander was not an unknown quantity in Europe. He and his immediate advisers were generally thought to be pro-British and anti-French, and there were concerns that he would change Russia’s policy dramatically and unpredictably. These views were not without foundation, but they were exaggerated.


 Alexander took power at the age of twenty-three. He lacked a clear understanding of Russia’s position in the world and had no plan of his own. He had to rely on his senior advisers, even Pahlen, who had engineered the coup d’état that placed him in power, and N. P. Panin, a coconspirator Paul had banished shortly before his death. The new tsar began by pursuing the same foreign policy objectives as Paul—with some important changes.


Since Paul’s war against Britain helped spark his assassination, Alexander immediately recalled the Cossacks from the road to India, restored amicable relations with London, and for the moment abandoned Malta. At first he maintained all the conditions Paul had insisted on in negotiating with France. Gradually he developed his own voice in foreign affairs.


In July 1801 Alexander sent A. I. Morkov to replace his ambassador to France S. A. Kolychev, and sent his new envoy an instruction that laid out his worldview and objectives.25 Alexander above all wanted a period of peace in order to enact measures reforming the government and administration, from providing Russia with a written constitution to emancipating the serfs. These large tasks were inconceivable without a secure peace. Alexander also wanted to be the man who brought peace to Europe and established a stable order in the world. The religious rhetoric that surrounds similar pronouncements at the end of his reign is not present here, but the underlying ambition is the same.


Alexander, nonetheless, tried to drive a hard bargain with Napoleon, and his obstinacy was based in both idealism and realpolitik. Alexander proclaimed that he was determined to honor the agreements his predecessors had made with the numerous states of Europe, great and small. In particular, he meant to honor Paul’s treaties with the Kingdom of Naples, Bavaria, and the king of Sardinia. He may sincerely have believed it essential to maintain his commitments, for good or ill. Yet practical considerations, which he noted separately, argued powerfully for maintaining specifically these, and not other, previous commitments.* 


Alexander identified two overriding goals of Russian foreign policy in Europe: maintaining a balance between Prussia and Austria to keep both from expanding and limiting French aggrandizement. The three specific agreements he sought to uphold all tended to secure one or the other of these two objectives. The demand to restore his holdings to the king of Sardinia required France to abandon Piedmont, thus seriously hampering Napoleon’s efforts to dominate and control Italy. His insistence on the evacuation of Naples supported the same objective. It was in Russia’s interest, Alexander felt, to maintain an equilibrium among Prussia, Austria, and France. This would be impossible without the continued existence of the independent German states guaranteed by the Holy Roman Empire. Alexander believed that any attack on Bavaria’s integrity would lead to Bavarian demands for compensation, with Frederick William and Francis eagerly adding their own, thus precipitating the destruction of the independent German states and inviting French participation in dividing the spoils. The demand to preserve Bavaria’s integrity thus foreclosed the possibility of Austrian, Prussian, and French expansion at that state’s expense and reduced the risk of a general attack on the constitution of the Holy Roman Empire.


Alexander did not yet understand two critical facts of European international relations at this time: Napoleon’s implacable ambition and Austria’s growing weakness. Despite warnings from his envoys regarding Napoleon’s plans to take over all of Europe, he was not convinced that Napoleon was uncontrollable. 26 He hoped that Napoleon would see the advantages of coming to terms with him. He made peace believing that his partner was as genuine as he was and would abide by the terms agreed on, especially since, in his mind, they favored Napoleon so heavily. Resentment and a desire for vengeance naturally followed Alexander’s realization that this was not so.


Alexander remembered Austria’s attempts in the last war to aggrandize herself in Italy but did not seem to recognize the desperation and weakness that motivated Francis. This is not surprising. Francis did not make the state of his treasury or army widely known, and Alexander had no personal knowledge of Austria or its rulers. He saw Austria through the eyes of a young man listening to the slanted reports of ministers angered by Austria’s behavior during the last war. In that view, Austria was a predator ready to recast the international situation in her own interest unless checked by some outside force, and was eager to inveigle Russia into supporting that international transformation. Alexander believed that Russia, on the contrary, should exploit Austria’s rivalry with Prussia to check Austrian expansionism. Neither side, however, should be allowed to make gains at anyone’s expense, and a firm balance between the two powers should be maintained at all times.27


These opinions were at odds with reality. Frederick William was too timid to check Austria or serve the other role that Alexander saw him playing— helping restrain France. Austria, on the other hand, was the European state most dedicated to imposing reasonable limits on France, which Alexander also sought, and most willing to do so at the least benefit to herself. Alexander’s fear of Austria’s supposed rapaciousness would poison his relationship with Vienna for the rest of his reign, despite the fact that Russian foreign policy increasingly relied on Austrian support and active participation.


Implicit in Alexander’s writings was the notion that Russia could take Europe or leave it. All the objectives he identified were desirable but not vital. Only the goals of maintaining an Austro–Prussian balance and consequently checking attempts by both powers to increase their strength were important for Russia’s security, and the accomplishment of that objective was not in doubt. Alexander saw no vital interests that would force Russia to go to war against his will or for longer or at greater cost than he desired.


Yet Alexander signed a treaty of peace and friendship with Napoleon in October 1801 that failed to secure virtually any of his objectives. Despite Alexander’s demands, it contained no details of the settlement.28 The secret protocols committed both parties to act in concert with regard to compensation to the German states that had lost territory during the revolutionary wars and to adopt “as an invariable principle the maintenance of a just equilibrium between the houses of Austria and of Brandenburg [Prussia].”29 The two states also promised to “establish an intimate concert and communicate their views” to resolve outstanding issues in Italy. Napoleon pledged to respect the integrity of the Kingdom of Naples, but was allowed to occupy the ports of Bari and the Bay of Otranto “until the fate of Egypt is decided.” Both parties agreed to “concern themselves in a friendly manner and gradually with the interests of H[is] M[ajesty] the King of Sardinia, and to respect the current state of affairs there.” Napoleon also swore to work with Russia to obtain appropriate compensation for the Duke of Württemberg, and to respect the territorial integrity of the electorate of Bavaria.


Alexander had therefore obtained only the guarantees for Württemberg and Bavaria among the conditions he had previously set as sine qua non for any treaty. The king of Sardinia, it was clear, would never see Piedmont again, while French troops would remain in Naples until Napoleon felt it convenient to withdraw them. Alexander also dropped his earlier desire to order the French out of Egypt. In return, the tsar had Napoleon’s promise that his views would be taken into consideration in Italy and Germany, and that Russia and France would act together to restore a basis of peace and stability to Europe.


Alexander’s diplomatic defeat can be partially attributed to the fact that Napoleon outmaneuvered him. As the negotiations dragged on, Napoleon changed the situation so that Alexander’s various demands became irrelevant or irretrievable. As Piedmont was incorporated into France proper during the summer of 1801, Alexander recognized that Napoleon had no intention of abandoning that critical province and that it was useless to insist on it in the treaty. Since he was not willing to go to war over the issue, his only hope was that Britain would demand the restoration of Piedmont to the king of Sardinia as part of her peace with France. He was to be disappointed in this hope as well.30


At the same time, Napoleon was negotiating with the king of Naples (if this term can be used for such proceedings) in Italy, not Paris. The location was chosen to ensure that the Russians could neither follow nor participate in the negotiations. Consequently Napoleon produced a treaty with Naples in March 1801 that gave him the right, among other things, to maintain French troops on Neapolitan soil.31 How could Alexander insist that Napoleon make a treaty with Russia more favorable to Naples than the one he had made with the king of Naples himself? Napoleon’s initiative repeatedly presented Alexander with a series of faits accomplis to which he could only agree if he wanted a peace treaty with France.


Apart from Napoleon’s actions, Alexander had a very bad hand to play. Because Russia was not actively involved in the war against France, Napoleon had no urgent need to make peace with St. Petersburg. The major impetus driving Napoleon’s urge for peace was his desire to drag Russia openly into his war against Britain. He was even satisfied, for a time, simply to publicize the fact of his negotiations with Russia, in hopes that the British would be scared into a suitable peace. When Alexander made peace with London in July 1801, however, his value as a potential French partner disappeared. Having nothing to offer Napoleon and posing no viable threat to France, the tsar’s bargaining position was terrible, and he was forced to accept a bad treaty in order to get any accommodation from Napoleon at all.


It is important to remember why Alexander ruled out continued war against France. Domestic considerations—Russia’s economic problems and Alexander’s desire to focus on reform—overwhelmed the relatively minor defeats the Treaty of Paris imposed on him, balanced as they were against the relatively minor gains in that agreement. It will be our task subsequently to understand how other nonvital issues between 1803 and 1805 would convince Alexander to choose war instead.


Alexander did not think his treaty with France would settle the conflicts of Europe. He knew that the “final pacification of Europe,” as he referred to it, would require the settlement of all outstanding issues in Italy and Germany. In a sense he was testing Napoleon to see how well he behaved in the execution of the treaties he had signed; in another sense he was just overly optimistic. But in a more profound sense, Alexander was right not to worry too much about the terms of the treaty he had signed.


The situations that had forced both Austria and Russia to accept poor peace agreements were transitory. In Austria’s case, the isolation the Vienna cabinet suffered following Russia’s abdication from the coalition, combined with its troubled domestic situation, induced Francis to sign the treaty. Although the latter factor hindered Austria’s movements throughout this period and kept even the hawks in Vienna sincerely dovish well into 1804, Austria’s international isolation would become paramount for Francis and his advisers. In 1805 Austria had the option of cleaving to a powerful coalition or becoming even more isolated than she had been in 1801. The desire to escape her isolation would become predominant. In other words, Austria’s willingness to continue to accept Napoleon’s bad deals and bad faith depended on an international situation that might change dramatically in a relatively short period of time.


Russia’s situation was even more changeable. Russia was not militarily exhausted in 1801, nor was the state so seriously “disrupted” by Paul’s “madness” as to be incapable of offering a serious threat to Napoleon. France was both exhausted and disorganized, first by the confused actions of a succession of revolutionary governments and then by Napoleon’s recent accession to supreme power, which he had not yet wielded except in wartime. But Alexander felt insecure on his throne, unready to cope with the responsibilities of ruling and guiding his state in troubled times, and convinced that his mad father had pushed the state to the brink of collapse. Conversations with elder advisers and contemporary friends strengthened these convictions. The Russian “weakness” that drove Alexander to accept losing almost all of his foreign policy objectives in 1801 was largely illusory. The new tsar became more self-confident as disorders in the government were righted. He also became more confident that his reforms were taking firm root (or were impossible). It was natural that he would resent the treaty he had signed and Napoleon’s continued assaults on the fragile peace. The stability of the treaty depended not so much on its terms as on Alexander’s sentiments and Napoleon’s future behavior.


The Treaty of Amiens, completed by France and Britain in March 1802, was very similar in this regard to the Franco–Russian Treaty. It stipulated, among other things, that Britain give up nearly all of the extra-European lands gained during a decade of conflict, including the strategic island of Malta and positions in India. Britain was far from being completely defeated, and had certainly not been defeated enough to be satisfied with such a one-sided peace. The drive for peace had resulted from momentary disillusionment with the war and a feeling, not entirely justified, of exhaustion. Once again, when Napoleon made it clear that he had no serious intention of honoring the treaties he had signed, at least not in the way the British and others read them, Britain decided to return to war.*


It is not entirely fair to say that the seeds of the war of 1805 were sown in the peace treaties of 1801–1802, however. Those treaties were all one-sided and, with the possible exception of Lunéville, gave France more than she had earned from her battlefield victories. Certainly they were all as harsh as they could be while still being accepted by the defeated powers. None of this means that they were doomed to failure at an early date. In Austria the desire for peace was deep and broad; Alexander would certainly have preferred to continue to focus on his various domestic projects. Perhaps war between Britain and France was bound to resume not long after the Treaty of Amiens, but there was no pressing reason why that war should spread quickly to the continent if Britain and France did not choose to do so. As a Russian foreign minister would note in 1803, since neither Britain nor France could destroy the other and thus upset the balance of power, their war was no concern of the continental powers unless they took unacceptable steps on the continent.32 The peace, though harsh and in some sense unjust, was stable, at least for a time, if Napoleon had worked to  maintain the stability instead of undermining it. In the end Napoleon did the opposite; hostility was renewed in months and war shortly thereafter. The Peace of 1801–1802 put the powder in the bomb; Napoleon lit the fuse. The transitory nature of the conditions that had enabled the peace in the first place, which none of the principals recognized, was at least as important as Napoleon’s actions in renewing war. When those conditions changed, Austria, Russia, and Britain began to seek new ways to achieve the objectives that Napoleon had obstructed in 1801–1802.










*At the time Paul was regarded as insane, but most of his abrupt and apparently irrational policy changes can be explained by changes in the international situation, especially in regard to Russia’s security. Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt is an important example. See the excellent collection of essays in Hugh Ragsdale, ed., Paul I: A Reassessment of His Life and Reign (Pittsburgh, Pa.: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1979), some of which call his “insanity” into question.







†Russia could raise revenue only by raising direct taxes on the peasantry, borrowing, issuing new paper currency, or from indirect taxes in the form of import and export duties. Increasing direct taxes might lead to economic collapse or peasant revolt. Borrowing, if it was possible, would place Russia at the mercy of foreign bankers and increase the debt. Issuing additional currency would bring inflation that threatened economic collapse.







*In a certain sense Paul should have been just as mad at the Austrians and Prussians, who also participated in this conference, as the French, since all of them failed to consult him. But the French, who were clearly in control of the proceedings, were also the biggest winners in the negotiations. Paul was already hostile to the revolutionary government, so his anger was mainly directed at Paris. T. C. W.Blanning, The French Revolutionary Wars (New York: Arnold, 1996), pp. 228–229.







†The Conference of Rastadt fulfilled one of the terms of Campo Formio, which required such a conference to regulate various affairs touching the German states.







*The ruling house of Britain at this time was the Hanoverian dynasty (its designation was changed during World War I to the House of Windsor, for obvious reasons), and George was elector of Hanover at the same time as he was king of Great Britain. The Electorate maintained its own government separate from that of Britain, and was represented in London by its own ministers. It had been the practice from the founding of the Hanoverian house for Britain’s rulers to separate the interests of their German lands from their decisions as British sovereigns, although some observed this principle more closely than others.







†See Thomas Stamm-Kuhlmann, König in Preussens grosser Zeit: Friedrich Wilhelm III, der Melancholiker  auf dem Thron (Berlin: Siedler Verlag, 1992), for the best and most recent biography of the Prussian king, with particular emphasis on his upbringing and its effect on his personality and decisionmaking at critical moments.







*Alexander found other reasons strong enough, for example, to break the treaties that bound him not to make a separate peace with England before she recognized the principle of the rights of neutrals and indemnified Sweden for damage done to Swedish shipping. His was a very pragmatic, if sincere, idealism.See F. Martens, Recueil des Traités et Conventions conclus par la Russie avec les Puissances Etrangères  (St. Petersburg: A. Böhnke, 1902), 11:1–28, for a discussion of the rapprochement with England.







*We will consider this treaty in greater detail in a subsequent chapter.
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War Renewed, 
1801–1803


The first treaty to collapse was the weakest: the Peace of Amiens between Britain and France. This treaty least reflected the military outcomes of the war it ended and depended on a despondent mood in Britain that proved fleeting.Above all, this peace imposed immediate and tangible tests of both sides’ commitment to sustaining it—tests that both countries failed. In mid-May 1803, fourteen months after its completion, Britain renounced the treaty and renewed the war with France.


British and French ships and soldiers then clashed worldwide. Yet the renewed war need not have had immediate consequences for the war-weary European continent. The war broadened because of the specific way in which Amiens disintegrated, coupled with the way in which the Peace of Lunéville and the Peace of Paris (the treaty between Russia and France) worked out on the continent. As Alexander watched Napoleon’s and Addington’s tergiversa-tionsand listened to their increasingly bellicose rhetoric, he did not remain the neutral observer that both sides expected. For complex reasons, he began to incline sharply toward the British side of the argument, despite his agreements with Napoleon. When the Anglo-French war resumed, Alexander had ceased to be either impartial or detached.





Finishing the Peace


One weakness of the treaties of 1801–1802 was that they required continued negotiations to establish the peace. The Treaty of Lunéville specifically called for the powers to develop a plan to compensate the German states for the lands they lost on the left bank of the Rhine. That negotiation involved Austria, Prussia, and all the German states; France and Russia played important roles because of their status as guarantors of the imperial constitution. Francis sought to use the negotiations to revise the treaty in Austria’s favor. Although the treaty specifically promised the Habsburg Duke of Tuscany the territories of Berchtesgaden and Salzburg in compensation for his losses in Italy, Francis hoped to substitute other areas on the peninsula for those lands. In addition, Francis needed to find a way out of diplomatic isolation, which also required difficult, lengthy negotiations. Continuing peace rested on these negotiations.
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Alexander was well aware of his own relative military power and his effective invulnerability. He thus attempted at first to pursue a detached, altruistic policy, playing the role of honest broker in the negotiations over the future of Germany. He inclined toward friendship with Napoleon at the expense of Francis, whose weakness he did not understand. He also suspected him of harboring plans for domination in Germany and Italy. He hoped to entrammel France in a restraining alliance to keep Napoleon from further mischief and use that alliance in turn to hold Francis in check.


At the same time, he kept a wary eye on Napoleon’s expansion and set a number of tests, which Napoleon always failed. Alexander kept waiting for evidence that Napoleon would recognize his limits, adhere to his commitments, and strive to keep the peace. It did not take that long to convince Alexander that such hopes were vain and that Napoleonic France was the most dangerous potential foe and disturber of the peace that he faced. Throughout this period, however, Alexander sought to avoid war for as long as possible so that he could focus on the internal reforms he felt Russia desperately needed.


Frederick William hoped for peace. He knew that he was likely to be the first victim in any large-scale war between France and Russia. Alexander was not an attractive ally. Russia, although powerful, was so far from Prussia’s western frontier that Prussian arms would have to withstand the full force of any Napoleonic onslaught for too long. As the international environment deteriorated throughout 1803, however, Frederick William came to fear that an open alliance with Napoleon ran the risk of provoking a Russian attack. The king therefore clung to neutrality and saw a threat to Prussia’s survival in the prospect of renewed war.





The Settlement of Germany


The international situation after the signing of the Peace of Amiens was thus highly atomized: no two powers were close enough to coordinate their policies, let alone impose a common vision of order on the continent. Alexander contemplated stepping into the void. V. P. Kochubei, the new foreign minister selected from among Alexander’s group of like-minded young friends, had advocated and pursued a policy of avoiding entangling alliances and isolation from European affairs. He wanted the tsar to focus on domestic reforms and saw little benefit for Russia from direct involvement in the sordid politics of Europe. His view still dominated in the spring of 1802, but its hold on Alexander’s mind was weakening and Kochubei’s influence was waning.


Alexander’s intervention in European affairs could not have the beneficent effect he desired, however, because his perceptions of the situation were skewed during the process of negotiating compensation for the German states. He was determined to establish peace throughout the continent at the earliest moment, but he feared that Austro–Prussian jealousy and the ambitions of the German powers would protract the process of pacification indefinitely.1 As a result, he was initially prepared to cooperate with Napoleon in working out an arrangement and more or less forcing its acceptance in Vienna and Berlin.


He was also prepared to reject an Austrian proposal, offered in March 1802, for a quadruple alliance of Austria, Prussia, Russia, and Britain against Napoleon. Count Franz Joseph Saurau, the Austrian ambassador in St. Petersburg, warned that the “ambition” and the “boldest undertakings” of France could not be contained except by such an alliance. A. B. Kurakin, a senior official in the Russian Foreign Ministry, responded that the time was not yet right; Britain was preoccupied with domestic and overseas concerns, and Prussia opposed such alliances. Saurau rejoined that it was up to Alexander to take the lead. If the tsar would “be the first and propose this quadruple alliance,” he declared, “Austria would hasten to defer completely to his will.” Saurau was also convinced that Britain and Prussia would be forced to follow suit.2 But the ears of both the Francophile Kurakin and of the tsar were deaf to such pleas. They still mistrusted Austria more than France, and Alexander sought security through balancing potential foes rather than forging alliances.*


Alexander sought an understanding with Frederick William, however, when he met with him in June 1802 at Memel. He did so contrary to the desires of both Vienna and his own foreign minister, Kochubei, who learned of the meeting only a few weeks before it occurred. He was incensed. Not only had his prerogatives as foreign minister been violated, but he opposed the notion of a Russian alliance with any state. He feared that Alexander would fall under the spell of Frederick William or his beautiful queen, Louise.3 By all accounts, Alexander was pleased with the flattery offered to him by both the Prussian royalty and the local people and army units (whose review was the nominal reason for Frederick William’s presence there). The Prussian royal couple was delighted and considered the visit a tremendous success.4


The true significance of the encounter is hard to fathom. Little came of the personal relationships Alexander supposedly established there, for Frederick William remained neutral in 1805 and Alexander’s policies leading up to the conflict were not notably pro-Prussian; indeed the tsar, as we shall see, nearly went to war against Frederick William. The meeting aroused fear in Vienna, however, and may have helped persuade Napoleon that an approach through Prussia might bear fruit in St. Petersburg again as it had in 1801.


There may have been a more profound effect, although it is harder to gauge. Although the two monarchs came to know and like each other at Memel, no clear agreements were struck. They undertook to work in concert and keep each other’s needs and aims always in mind. With terms so vague, it is likely that each ruler mistook the other’s goodwill as support for particular programs. Thus Frederick William probably imagined that Alexander would sanction Prussia’s neutrality and guarantee the aggrandizement of his state, then being arranged in Paris in the name of compensation. Alexander probably believed that the ties he had established with Frederick William would hold firm through the trials to come, even in a conflict with Napoleonic France, although he did not foresee such an eventuality at that point. Memel may well have sown the seeds of a disastrous miscalculation in 1805—Alexander’s conviction that Prussia could be brought into the war against France.5


As the tsar cautiously felt his way toward a commitment to European affairs, Napoleon worked rapidly and aggressively to expand his domination of western Europe. He sought to revolutionize the organization of Germany and Italy, and he was ruthless in accomplishing this goal. He used familiar methods: dividing his foes by separate negotiations and preventing the critical issues from being decided in a congress:




I wish to conduct three negotiations separately: one with Russi a . . . to try to discover as much as possible what arrangements will suit her; the second with the court of Berlin, and to agree with this court on the arrangements that relate to it, as well as those of the Prince of Orange, the Elector of Bavaria, and the Elector of Baden; the third with Austria, to agree with that power on arrangements relating to the Grand Duke of Tuscany and to one or, at most, two ecclesiastical electors, and to the Elector of Bavaria.





 In this brief list, Napoleon clarified his intention to exclude Austria from the German reorganization. All he was willing to discuss with Vienna was compensation for the Habsburg Grand Duke of Tuscany. Napoleon intended to satisfy Frederick William (and to a lesser extent Alexander) and thereby persuade him to commit to a de facto alliance with France in defense of the new order. This method of negotiation was more likely to lead to the specific rearrangement of Germany and Italy that Napoleon desired, as well as perpetuate the diplomatic isolation of Vienna.


Napoleon did not aim merely at securing the agreement of the various powers separately to a better peace than he could have gotten as the result of a general and joint negotiation, however. He also wanted to destroy the real significance of the Holy Roman Empire and break Germany into two hostile camps, one ranged around Vienna and one around Berlin, where he could hold the balance:




In this way, the German Empire will find itself actually divided into two empires, because the matters relating to it will have been arranged at two different centers. Once these arrangements have been completed, will the German constitution still exist? Yes and no; yes, because it will not have been destroyed; no because its affairs will not have been arranged all together and because, more than ever, there will be opposition on various issues between Berlin and Vienna.6





It is important to note here that Napoleon’s vision of a Germany divided between Austria and Prussia differed sharply from Alexander’s. Whereas the tsar desired a balance between the two German states, Napoleon did not work for such an end. To him, Germany was stable if Prussia, backed by France and at least the benevolent neutrality of Russia, was predominant and Austria isolated, dispossessed, and helpless. The reason was simple. Napoleon did not fear that an overly powerful Prussia would be tempted to aggrandize herself at the expense of a weakened Austria because he never doubted his ability to cajole Prussia into passivity by threats or promises. Once again, this organization of the European states could have been stable as long as Napoleon sought peace and stability. Since he did not, however, its instability was manifest almost immediately.


In Memel, Alexander learned of the methods Napoleon proposed to resolve the issue of compensation. He was informed that the Prussians had just signed a convention with Napoleon on that issue. In addition, Bavaria signed a similar convention with France at nearly the same moment.7 These agreements spelled out the compensation to be granted to Bavaria and Prussia before Russia had agreed, let alone the Holy Roman Empire or Europe generally.


Napoleon was concerned with Alexander’s possible reaction to this news, but he felt that he had prepared the ground by bribing the tsar. He promised extensive gains for Baden and Württemberg, whose princes were closely linked to Alexander by blood and marriage, even proposing an electorate for the Margrave of Baden, Alexander’s father-in-law.8 This bribe was indiscreet, for Alexander maintained throughout the negotiations that he was seeking a stable and secure peace for Europe and not gains for himself or Russia. Although Alexander did in fact insist on such gains, Napoleon’s ham-handedness was unfortunate and insulting—especially when he later tried to claim payment for services so obviously rendered.


In the meantime, however, Alexander decided to come to terms with Napoleon. Discussions about the shape of compensation in Europe had been going on for some time between the Russian ambassador in Paris, A. I. Morkov, and Napoleon’s foreign minister, Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord. They determined the basic terms of compensation during the spring of 1802. In June a Russo–French agreement on compensation was ready for signature. Morkov was bitterly hostile to the negotiation and to the idea of such an agreement, although he carried out his master’s will more or less faithfully. But on the eve of the signing of the agreement, he warned Alexander of the folly he was about to commit:




In fact, Sire, if the plan in question is adopted and executed, Germany will undergo a complete upheaval. The princes who will have gained power through the favor of France will be attached to her forever, and in serving her ambitious views will always think that they are serving their own. The only formidable power, Austria, who could still raise a barrier against the torrent of French ambition, by losing all consideration and all influence, will necessarily lose a great part of her means of sustaining a struggle already unequal.9





These words were half wise and half foolish. Morkov put his finger precisely on the damage that the compensation would do to Austria’s position in Europe and therefore to the prospects for stability on the continent. He was also right that the states bought by Napoleon in 1802 would largely stay bought, hoping for continued benefits resulting from loyalty to their new master. He was wrong, however, in imagining that there was much Russia could do about it. Napoleon would not have settled for anything less than he demanded except as the result of a defeat in a war that Alexander could not fight at that time. The only real alternative Alexander had was to withdraw from European affairs, as Kochubei advised him to do. But he was not willing to withdraw and so found himself forced to participate in the further erosion of Austria’s security and Europe’s stability.


Alexander, aware of his predicament, responded to Morkov that he was cognizant of the distastefulness of the step he was about to take. But he felt that the alternative course of removing himself from European affairs was unwise and would prove more harmful in the end. He pointed out that Russia was the only state in Europe that would even try to stand up for Austria’s rights, such as they were. There was no certainty that Austria would get even the promised compensation. He began to see the necessity of defending Austria against Napoleon’s depredations, but he felt that he could only accomplish that aim in concert with Napoleon rather than conflict.


The agreement signed on June 3, 1802 signaled Alexander’s determination to take an active role in the conduct of European affairs, as well as his rejection of Kochubei’s policy of Russian isolation.10 It also reflected Alexander’s growing conviction that Napoleon posed a danger that had to be checked, although for the moment he opted for a loose restraining alliance rather than conflict. But it also represented a response based on weakness and did great harm to any notion of stability in Europe at that time.


Had Alexander been stronger or willing to ally himself with other states against France, he might have been able to insist on the discussion of compensations openly at a conference. All of the major players clearly had this in mind after the Treaty of Lunéville. Such negotiations would probably not have produced a radically different result, since Napoleon was determined to have what he wanted. But it would have lessened the atomization of Europe and the every-state-for-itself mind-set that characterized most of 1802. Instead, Napoleon again divided his foes among themselves diplomatically, sowing distrust and resentment. Even as his excessive demands and open ambitions were leading to the formation of the coalition against him, Napoleon was also weakening that coalition and confusing its future members about their real needs and concerns.


Alexander imagined that he had gained a voice in the future organization of Europe by consenting to Napoleon’s destruction of the Holy Roman Empire and continued punishment of Austria. He tested that assumption by pressing the case of the king of Piedmont-Sardinia more forcefully than ever. He was reluctant to leave France in possession of Piedmont, which Napoleon had annexed in September 1802, and he sought compensation for the dispossessed king somewhere on the mainland of Italy. There seem to have been equal parts monarchical solidarity and realpolitik in this policy. On the one hand, Alexander was sincerely distressed at the plight of the Sardinian king, who found the climate of Sardinia so unhealthy that he could not live there. On the other hand, Alexander wanted to restore the independence of Piedmont, which would have stabilized the newly established states of northern and central Italy and secured them from French domination. Failing that aim, he hoped to grant the king compensation elsewhere in northern Italy that would serve the same purpose.11 But Napoleon would have none of it, and by the end of the year, the negotiations concerned merely which few hectares of land along the western Italian coastline the king could have. In no sense did Alexander succeed in establishing a buffer between Piedmont and the rest of Italy.


Alexander was willing to swallow even that failure in the interest of general peace. After all, if Napoleon’s intentions were peaceful, then it mattered relatively little what exactly he possessed in Italy, and the well-being of the king of Sardinia was a small price to pay for a stable European order. This tense but benevolent attitude could not survive the outbreak of a new Anglo–French war.





The Turn to War, 1803


The crucial event along the path from peace to war on the continent was the renewal of war between Britain and France. That conflict did not have to lead inevitably to war on the continent. The question depended largely on how each side conducted hostilities against the other, as the Russians recognized. Given that one of the belligerents was Napoleon, however, the likelihood that war would spread to the continent was high, for Napoleon lashed out at any targets he could hit rather than confining his efforts to his actual enemy. As usual, in seeking to hit Britain everywhere in Europe, he did her very little harm but struck Russia and Austria in a way that drove them toward an alliance against France.


One of the reasons it is difficult to explain the turn from peace to war between 1801 and 1805 is that the context in which events occurred was at least as important as the events themselves. As we shall see, Napoleon’s exploits in Italy in 1805 were not markedly more “aggressive” than what he had gotten away with in 1802 or 1803. Nor were his arguments for maintaining French troops in other states less valid later when they were rejected than they had been earlier when they were accepted. It is easy to point to the relative triviality of the issues that served as casus belli, to argue either that Alexander, Francis, and Pitt were determined to go to war no matter what, or that their policies were driven by such inanities as the execution of a single French exile. In truth, no such matter led to war.


As we have seen, Alexander was genuinely interested in peace, but not at the expense of Russia’s security and interests in Europe. He would accept certain Napoleonic actions only if he could be convinced that Napoleon was equally sincere in his pacific professions. Napoleon, however, convinced him otherwise in a series of actions that seemed to be provocations to Alexander, who was now hostile and suspicious following the renewal of war with Britain.


It was a mark of Alexander’s shift of focus that he replace his isolationist foreign minister, Kochubei, with Alexander Vorontsov. Elder brother of the Russian ambassador to Britain, Anglophile Simon Vorontsov, Alexander Vorontsov leaned generally in Britain’s direction, but he was not willing to place Russia’s policy at Britain’s disposal. He advocated a strong Russian presence in Europe in pursuit both of peace and the status quo and of Russia’s particular interests. He was not committed to making an alliance with any particular state, but he was far more willing to contemplate any alliance than Kochubei had been.


It is not true that Tsar Alexander was the pawn of his advisers and that his policy changed as he changed those who nominally served him. Alexander had already rejected Kochubei’s notions of isolationism before replacing him, first by going to Memel and then by signing the June compensation agreement with Napoleon. As the most authoritative historian of this issue argues strongly, Alexander chose advisers to suit his changing moods, but he did not change his moods to suit his new advisers.12


Replacing Kochubei with Vorontsov was odd, however, on another level. Alexander was a young ruler surrounded by the aged remainders of two previous monarchs. Hostile to his father and uncomfortable with his grandmother, Alexander was never at ease with the elders around him. He surrounded himself, instead, with confidants of approximately his own age, some, including Kochubei, members of the “unofficial committee,”* others in a less formal pattern. In his early years, Alexander found it difficult to work with the senior statesmen who had served his father and his grandmother, a fact that would greatly complicate his relationship with General M. I. Kutuzov, among others. Although Vorontsov was sixty years old, nearly forty years older than the tsar, Alexander felt comfortable with him because the new foreign minister took the side of the young men rather than of the elders in many of the disputes of the day. He was, in a sense, young in policies if old in years. His presence at the helm of Russia’s foreign policy was important, however, because it lent weight and seriousness to the tsar’s decisions. Bewigged aristocrat though he was, Vorontsov skillfully blended the two worlds in which Alexander had to live.13 His appointment, moreover, clearly signaled Alexander’s intention to play an active role in Europe, his preference for Britain as a potential partner, and his distrust of France.14





The Outbreak of War Between France and Britain


The view from Paris in the fall and winter of 1802 was very different from the outlook from London, Vienna, or St. Petersburg. As the compensation issue began to look settled and the isolation of Austria complete, Napoleon began to focus on what he regarded as the domestic business of a peaceful France. It was unfortunate for the peace of Europe that what Napoleon regarded as France’s own business appeared to the other European states to be a series of threats to their security and provocations that they could not ignore.


During the last third of 1802, Napoleon addressed a number of strictly internal issues. He worked to rationalize the functions of his government, improve its financial condition and stability, and normalize the position of the Catholic Church following the Concordat of July 1801 with the pope. He also undertook a reform of the French army and navy to stabilize their position in the aftermath of the revolution and its wars.15


Napoleon also occupied himself with a number of issues that transcended France’s boundaries. He worked both politically and militarily to consolidate his position in Italy. He spent a great deal of effort to acquire and establish normal government over a number of colonies, old and new.16 He began hounding the refugees of the ancien régime from their prominent positions in the countries that had taken them in.17 And he found himself drawn into the affairs of neighboring Switzerland when the postrevolutionary disorder in that country reached a stage he would no longer tolerate.


Napoleon probably had no desire to intervene in Switzerland and never gave any thought to the international repercussions of his actions. He took France’s ascendancy in the Helvetian Republic for granted and assumed that the other great powers did also. He had withdrawn French troops from Switzerland earlier in the year, as he had promised to do, but it did not occur to him that he was thereby pledging never to send them back. When he did so in October 1802, he generated fear in London and St. Petersburg that his appetite for conquest was insatiable and his word worthless.18


The changed atmosphere in the other European courts largely produced the reaction to Napoleon’s reoccupation of Switzerland, which in itself posed no real threat. The occupation violated the Treaty of Lunéville, but none of the states concerned would have challenged Napoleon’s contention that Switzerland was part of France’s sphere of influence—and its disorders therefore his problem. And the reform of the Swiss government imposed by Napoleon’s “act of mediation” was so acceptable to the Swiss that it serves as the basis of Swiss government to this day.


Alexander nevertheless received word of the reoccupation of Switzerland with dismay. Napoleon announced somewhat apologetically that the situation in Switzerland compelled him to send French troops back into that country, but he assured the tsar that “the independence and the territory of that part of the republic [into which French troops were sent] would be maintained in their entirety.”19 This note crossed one sent by Alexander the next day, informing Napoleon that “the evacuation by French troops of the Kingdom of Naples, of the Papal states, and of Switzerland, being a new step toward the independence of those states, has given me a real pleasure.”20 Not surprisingly, Alexander and Vorontsov saw the reoccupation of Switzerland as further evidence that Napoleon would not be bound by his own treaties, would not take the interests of other states into consideration sufficiently, and, above all, was not concerned about maintaining the peace. Alexander made no move to resist the invasion and did not even consider issuing a forceful rebuke.21 But his confidence in his ability to work with Napoleon or even seek an alliance with Napoleon that might restrain him was further eroded. His desire to find allies to help him check France likewise increased.


The reaction in London was stronger because Britain was the apparent target of other Napoleonic ventures and because the language he used to explain and justify his actions to the Court of St. James was bellicose and insulting. In dealing with Alexander, whom he hoped to keep sweet, Napoleon was diplomatic and respectful. On the one hand, he implicitly acknowledged the tsar’s right to concern himself in such matters and, on the other, he offered reassurances of his peaceful intentions. In contrast, he met British protests aggressively. Napoleon ordered his envoys to London to state that Britain, which was not a signatory to the Treaty of Lunéville, had no valid interest in the affairs of the continent and no legal basis for protest. In response to British demands that he withdraw his troops from Switzerland on the grounds that their presence violated the agreements of Amiens and Lunéville, Napoleon replied that since France had thousands of troops in Switzerland, Piedmont, and the Italian Republic at the time of the signing of the Treaty of Amiens, the British could hardly use that treaty to object to their continued presence in smaller numbers. Since the king of England did not formally recognize Napoleon’s satellites in Italy and along the Rhine, moreover, he had no right to involve himself in matters that did not concern him by demanding changes in a situation he did not recognize. Napoleon added, challengingly, that the Treaty of Amiens did not address the situation on the continent at all and that the British king, who was not a party to the Treaty of Lunéville, had no right to make any demands on the continent. The first consul refused, finally, to “allow England to interfere [in Switzerland] because she would only busy herself in sowing disorder there; it would be a new Jersey from which troubles against France would be fomented.”22


Napoleon was outraged that the British harbored émigrés of the ancien régime and allowed them to wear the decorations and orders of a French government that, he pointed out, Britain no longer recognized.23 He saw the virulent attacks on France in British newspapers as a deliberate provocation. He thus rejected the British protests with scorn.


The British notes themselves had been far from friendly, and London reacted to Napoleon’s rebuff very strongly. The reasons for British hostility were easily found. First, by the end of 1802 it was becoming increasingly clear that the Treaty of Amiens established a very bad peace for Britain. Second, Napoleon’s aggressive efforts to acquire a colonial empire were seen as a clear and present danger to Britain’s security and prosperity. And third, Napoleon’s demands that Britain censor her press to suit him and expel the émigrés insulted the sovereignty of the British state.


From the British perspective, Napoleon’s efforts to recover an overseas French empire in peacetime were the most upsetting of his actions. It was bad enough that he had ordered General Victor Emmanuel Leclerc to put down the uprising of Toussaint l’Ouverture in Haiti and sent General Claude Victor Perrin with several battalions to take possession of Louisiana in late 1802.* Worse still, he showed that he seriously intended to take possession of the portions of India promised him in the Treaty of Amiens and build up a rival Indian empire around them.† These efforts, moreover, generated constant naval and military activity around France’s seaports, as troopships filled with soldiers and convoys escorted them out to sea.


The British correctly perceived these moves as threats. Napoleon intended to engage in a global commercial and military rivalry with Britain that he hoped someday to win. The British were also right to see danger in the intervention in Switzerland and, above all, in Napoleon’s high-handed replies to their protests. Although France controlled Switzerland, northern Italy, and the Netherlands, when the peace was concluded, Britain, Russia, and Austria all hoped that these states would come to function as independent buffers over time. Indeed, such a development was essential to the long-term stability of the peace, for if those countries remained French puppets, then French hegemony in Italy at least was assured. The Act of Mediation that Napoleon imposed on the Swiss at bayonet point was only the most obvious and visible demonstration of the vassalage of the supposed buffer states.


Nor could the British accept the principle that the Treaty of Amiens excluded them from any role in continental affairs, as Napoleon claimed. That the prime minister, Henry Addington, had been willing to sign a peace effectively ceding the Netherlands to France was remarkable enough. But he could not then accept Napoleon’s fiat that the affairs of western Europe were not Britain’s concern. For one thing, the fact that George III was elector of Hanover as well as king of England gave him (and, by extension, Britain) a voice in the affairs of the Holy Roman Empire. Neither the king nor his ministers could watch calmly as France built up an impregnable glacis of client states, making herself invulnerable to attack in Europe even as she reached out to secure colonies overseas.


The intervention in Switzerland was thus an important turning point, stoking Anglo–French hostility and pointing to war. A series of further provocations cemented the turn. In October Napoleon sent a harsh warning to the Batavian Republic that he would not tolerate any changes in the government there or its policies, and that he was prepared to defend his interests through the use of force.24 He failed to evacuate French forces from Dutch territory as he had pledged to do in the Treaty of Lunéville.


The British continued to maintain forces in Malta and Egypt, two countries they had pledged to evacuate within six months of the ratification of the Treaty of Amiens. Napoleon protested these violations of the treaty, but Lord Hawkesbury, the British foreign minister, met these protests with evasions. On January 30, 1803, no doubt in retaliation, Napoleon published the report of Colonel Horace Sébastiani concerning his travels throughout Egypt and the Ottoman Empire, in his official government organ, the Moniteur. This report included claims that the British army in Egypt was exhausted and useless and that a French force of 6,000 men could easily retake that land.25 Napoleon had prepared Sébastiani’s mission at the beginning of September.26 His instructions emphasized the need to learn all there was to know about the state of British forces in the region and of the crucial fortresses in Egypt and the Middle East generally.


It seems unlikely that Napoleon intended to do anything with the information Sébastiani collected. The threat implicit in the Moniteur report was, in all likelihood, a bluff. Napoleon was in the process of building up a fleet that could challenge Britain, but it was not ready in early 1803. As late as mid-January 1803, Napoleon did not think that he would go to war with Britain before the fall of 1804.27 Napoleon was probably convinced that the Addington government was weak and could be cowed by threats and intimidations—his preferred diplomatic tools. This impression is strengthened not only by the tone of Napoleon’s written correspondence with various diplomats but by two conversations he had with Lord Whitworth, the British ambassador to France.


The first took place in mid-February when Napoleon called in Whitworth to discuss British protests over the Sébastiani report. According to Whitworth, the conversation was largely a two-hour monologue in which the First Consul delivered an ultimatum: Britain must evacuate Malta or face war. In addition, Napoleon complained once again about articles in the British press antagonistic to France and prominent émigrés in England and their activities. He also asserted that “if he had felt the smallest Inclination to take Possession of [Egypt] by Force, he might have done it a Month ago, by sending Twenty-five thousand Men to Aboukir, who would have possessed themselves of the whole Country in Defiance of the Four thousand British in Alexandria.”28 He added that he had 480,000 soldiers “ready for the most desperate Enterprizes,” and that he was prepared, if necessary, to assault England. He warned that “to preserve Peace, the Treaty of Amiens must be fulfilled; the Abuse in the public Prints, if not totally suppressed, at least kept within Bounds, and confined to English papers; and the Protection so openly given to his bitterest Enemies . . . must be withdrawn. If [England wanted] war, it was necessary only to say so, and to refuse to fulfill the Treaty.” Whitworth felt he had received an ultimatum.


Napoleon soon strengthened that impression. During a reception at the Tuileries in mid-March attended by the entire diplomatic corps, Napoleon engaged in a bizarre harangue against Whitworth. He began by asking if Whitworth had any news from London about the most recent proposals. When Whitworth said that he did not, Napoleon replied, “So you are determined to go to War.” Whitworth assured the First Consul that England was not, but Napoleon went to a small group of diplomats nearby, including the Russian ambassador, Morkov, and said, “The English want war, but if they are the first to unsheathe the sword, I shall be the last to replace it.” He continued a little later, “You can perhaps kill France, but you can never intimidate her.” In response to Whitworth’s repetition that his country did not want war, Napoleon concluded, “You must then respect Treaties; Woe to those who do not respect Treaties; they will be responsible for it to all of Europe.”*


The importance of these incidents lies less in the fact that they led to war between Britain and France than in the impact they made in St. Petersburg. By this point in 1803 the imminent renewal of conflict between France and Britain was as certain as any event can be, and these conversations were simply sparks thrown off by the fuse as it burned down to the powder. The way Morkov reported them to Alexander and the way the Russian court received them were actually important.


Morkov’s Francophobia was well-known, and he made the most of the bellicosity in Napoleon’s expostulations. His reports are worth quoting at length as an example of the exploitation, worthy of a Bismarck, of foolish belligerence:




[Napoleon] insisted upon the evacuation of Malta as a certain measure on which depended the maintenance of the peace or the renewal of war. He told [Whitworth] that England had tried to establish as complaints what had been done in Italy, in Switzerland, and in Holland; that all of what had been done was in the natural order of affairs and could easily have been foreseen during the negotiations at Amiens, that they should either not have concluded peace then or that they should hold to everything they had promised to do and especially with regard to Malta; that he did not hide his plans for Egypt; that he had the firm resolution to acquire it and very soon, either through conquest or through an arrangement with the Ottoman Porte; that this was also the desire of the inhabitants of that country, among whom he had a great number of intelligencers, and to find and encourage them he had sent Sébastiani not long ago. Since the English Ambassador had wished to cite all these avowals to strengthen the alleged motivations of his court not to restore Malta, as the only port in the Mediterranean from which she could counteract these aims so harmful to her interests, Bonaparte told him with anger, “that if that court persisted in its resolution, he would declare war immediately, that he already had an army of 400,000 combatants which he could augment with another 50,000; that he would try to make a landing in England and that he would put himself at the head of that expedition; that this would be a war of extermination in which he expected to have a great deal of success.”29





Morkov had demonstrated repeatedly his hatred of the French alliance and his determination to undo it, and it is no surprise to find Napoleon’s words, bellicose enough to begin with, transformed into specific threats in his reports.


Morkov even made the scene at the Tuileries seem more dramatic than perhaps it was. After the opening exchange, in which Napoleon told Whitworth that it seemed that France and Britain were due to fight for another fifteen years even as they had just completed fifteen years of war, Morkov attempted to throw oil on troubled waters, suggesting that it would be better to find an accommodation for the good of humanity. Napoleon replied that he wanted nothing more than peace,




“but Malta or war,” and he added with an indignant movement, “We will have to throw black crepe over treaties and the statue of good faith after this.” [After circulating] he rejoined the English Ambassador again and after having asked after his wife, when the latter answered that she had stayed at home to take care of one of their children who was sick, he said, “You have spent a bad season here; I hope that you will remain for the good one; but that does not seem likely after what has just occurred. France has not acted to intimidate England; but England will not intimidate France either. You can, he added, kill her, but you will not make her bend over the rights her treaties give her, and we are ready to come right to your land to reclaim them.” He left the circle and while withdrawing he cried aloud, “Malta or war, and woe to those who  violate the treaties!”30





Flamboyant in everything, Napoleon outdid himself in this exchange. In the hearing of at least fifty people (Whitworth claimed that 200 could hear), Napoleon issued an ultimatum to Britain even as he sought to blame her for the war’s outbreak. He certainly eased Morkov’s task of painting him as a belligerent bully unsuited to the role of head of state, helping to ensure that, despite his best efforts, this view of him as the aggressor and Britain as the victim would endure in St. Petersburg and Europe, despite the fact that it was Britain that formally broke her treaties and started the war.


Fear of French intentions toward Turkey largely conditioned Russia’s reaction to the news of the impending collapse of the Peace of Amiens. Russian and Turkish forces had fought a common enemy for the first time in history as members of the Second Coalition, and Russia had been courting the Porte in hopes of making Turkey a more or less reliable and stable ally. Alexander firmly believed that a partition of Turkey did not suit Russia, at least as long as Constantinople was kindly disposed toward St. Petersburg. He saw that his best role was posing as the defender of the integrity of the Turkish empire against foreign depredation. Although he could have seen the continued British occupation of Egypt as one such threat, Alexander was far more concerned about Napoleon.


Russia was deeply committed to various projects in and around the Ottoman Empire at this time. In 1799 a Russo–Turkish fleet had seized the Ionian Islands from France (which had previously taken them from Venice), and Russia had been deeply involved in their fate ever since. By mid-1802 the Russian minister in the islands, Count G. D. Mocenigo, was attempting to reestablish peace and stable government there, with the assistance of a small Russian garrison. Projects for a constitution for the Republic of the Seven United Islands, as it was called, flew back and forth between Corfu and St. Petersburg. Across the Balkans the Russians had acquired rights of protection over the principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia, and they compelled the Porte to select pro-Russian and pro-Greek rulers for these regions. Confusion in Constantinople and disorder in the principalities kept this matter alive throughout 1803, and there was even a short debate over whether to send Russian troops to the area. (They decided not to do so.) Farther east, the Russians had begun annexing Georgia, at the request of certain Georgian families who feared that disorder in their Christian land would leave them at the mercy of the neighboring Muslims. Needless to say, the Ottomans were not enthusiastic about these Russian activities and, without an external threat, it is likely that Russian–Turkish relations would have been considerably more hostile than they were.31


But Napoleon’s repeated declarations that he intended to retake Egypt and could easily do so, as well as his ceaseless intrigues in Corfu, Constantinople, and the Danubian principalities, convinced the Turks no less than the Russians that France was a serious menace to the continued existence of the Ottoman Empire and kept alive one of the strangest alliances in modern history. The Russians learned that Napoleon had sent agents, including Colonel Sébastiani, to the principalities to stir up trouble.32 Their ambassador to the Porte reported that the French were working assiduously to turn the Turks back toward France and against both the Russians and the British.33 From Corfu Mocenigo wrote that the French were placing the “Latin church” in those islands under their special protection as a way of intervening in the area.34 Napoleon’s threats and intrigues thus helped the Russians see the British side of the Anglo–French quarrel. Alexander ordered his ambassador in Constantinople to reassure the Turks on the subject of continued British occupation of Egypt.35 He took this step out of his conviction that Napoleon intended to retake Egypt in short order.36 Napoleon’s adventures in the eastern Mediterranean were thus the second strong impetus driving the Russians away from France and toward an entente, at least, with Britain.


The real problem, however, was in Germany. In the same dispatch in which he described Napoleon’s public interviews with Whitworth, Morkov related rumors of Napoleon’s plans should hostilities be renewed. He noted, to begin with, the weakness of Napoleon’s position: “There are few vessels in the ports, the largest and best part of the fleet is in the [Caribbean] islands and will be the first prey of the English. His armament along the coast of Holland is very weak and will be exposed to the same fate as his squadron in the islands.” All the more reason, Morkov noted presciently, to foresee that Napoleon’s actions would come on the continent, rather than at sea. Napoleon had already decided, he said, to reoccupy a large portion of the Kingdom of Naples, especially around the port of Otranto. Talleyrand, he reported, had relayed to a mutual acquaintance the possibility that the French might then seize the Peloponnesus as well. But the most troubling news was that it appeared that Napoleon’s messenger to Berlin, General Géraud Christophe Michel Duroc, was charged with informing Frederick William that Napoleon intended to occupy not merely Hanover but Hamburg as well in order to cut off all of north Germany from England.37


Alexander reacted dramatically to this news. On March 29, 1803, he ordered a large-scale mobilization. Over 60,000 soldiers were sent to positions along the Baltic coastline, ready to move out on twenty-four hours’ notice. Two weeks later another 12,000 soldiers were added.38 This army was broken into four corps and was a balanced force of nine cavalry regiments, thirty-six infantry regiments, field, siege, and horse artillery batteries, and various supporting arms. The location of the concentration areas makes it appear that Alexander intended to use it in northern Germany; forces designated for operations in the Mediterranean would have concentrated at Black Sea ports or on the Turkish frontier.


This action was a sharp break with Alexander’s previous military policy. Upon taking the throne in March 1801, Alexander immediately embarked on rationalizing the chaos that his father Paul had spread throughout the armed forces and reducing military expenditures that he felt harmed the welfare and future development of the Russian state. In June 1801 he established a military commission under the chairmanship of his brother, Constantine, and including, among others, Kutuzov, Prince Petr Mikhailovich Volkonskii, and Dolgorukii. The commission worked steadily through 1805 producing new tables of organization and equipment for all of the formations in the Russian army with an eye toward rationalizing them and saving money. Some of the changes, such as reducing the number of companies per battalion from six to four, were aimed at implementing lessons learned in the previous campaigns against France.39 Russian strategists, however, did not consider the possibility of war with France in 1802 and even into 1803. A detailed strategic evaluation of Russia’s position in June 1803 studied prospects for war against Sweden, Prussia, Austria, and Turkey, but not against France.40


Although the Military Commission continued to work through 1805 reorganizing Russia’s army, Alexander’s focus had clearly shifted. With renewed war imminent between Britain and France, he believed he had to be ready to respond militarily in northern Europe, and he was prepared to sacrifice the demands of economy to do so.


Despite his preparations, Alexander was reluctant to take sides in the exploding Anglo–French crisis, having refused a proffered British alliance against France in November 1802, albeit very politely.41 Alexander’s hesitancy arose from several sources. First, he sincerely continued to hope for the preservation of peace in order to allow him to complete the process of putting Russia’s house in order. Second, he did not think that Napoleon was ready for war and feared taking steps that would force the nations of Europe to choose sides. Third, he mistrusted the British cabinet, which he believed to be weak and confused and not a good prospect for an alliance. And, fourth, in the dispute as it was framed up until the middle of 1803, there was little that he could actually do.


Alexander’s turn to war did not result from frustration with Russia’s internal reforms and a hope that foreign adventures would provide a suitable outlet for his energies.42 There seems to be considerable evidence, rather, that he embraced war reluctantly, realizing that even contemplating armed conflict endangered his desired internal reforms. By the beginning of 1803, however, Alexander was not entirely the master of his own fate. Foreign minister Alexander Vorontsov noted, “Of course, the abandonment of these principles [of external peace and internal reform] may not depend entirely upon the will of our sovereign, for it is necessary that other powers also follow these same principles.” He added, “In the event of a visible danger of some sort of new upheaval in the political nature of the current order of the European powers or an intention to disturb the political existence of the Ottoman Porte . . . then the Emperor will find it necessary for the sake of Russia’s own security to take active measures and abandon the peaceful system, so desirable for the well-being and reform of Russia.”* These are not the words of a bellicose minister or tsar, and the restraint with which Russia conducted her policy over the next year highlighted the reluctance to abandon the path of more or less impartial mediation that Alexander preferred. But the storm clouds that would blow away that impartiality were visible, and Vorontsov and Alexander both realized that Napoleon was on the road to forcing them to declare themselves. They had already decided that in the event, they would not declare for France.


Alexander continued in the hope that the moment of decision could be delayed for a long time because he did not believe that Napoleon was ready for war. Vorontsov noted that despite the “passionate views of the First Consul, which often create dangers for other cabinets, I tell you that I am not entirely sure that he is as ready as many believe for breaking the peace and for new undertakings. It seems that there is more instability and boasting in that head than systematic views.”43 This evaluation seems valid. Napoleon’s behavior throughout this crisis seems inconsistent with his preparations for war, as we have seen. Although the outbursts directed against Lord Whitworth both publicly and privately were probably calculated expressions of anger and instability, they do not seem to have been motivated by any clear policy. The only possibility is that Napoleon seriously contemplated retaking Egypt by force, in which case the continued British presence there and in Malta would have been a serious problem for him. But it is hard to imagine what he thought he would gain by such a strategy. The Russians’ confidence that Napoleon was not ready for war mistook the situation in another respect. Both the Russians and Napoleon, it seems, underestimated the Addington government’s will to resist him or perhaps overestimated its capacity to hold its ground in Parliament and with the king if it did not resist him. Alexander’s miscalculation was almost certainly the child of Napoleon’s own.


Alexander’s mistrust of the Addington cabinet was both well founded and irrelevant. The Addington government had made one mistake after another, with the negotiation and signature of the Treaty of Amiens easily being the worst.† Its determined efforts to maintain the peace with France while making up some of the ground given away at Amiens made it seem both more bellicose toward France than it actually was and weaker than it turned out to be. Like all governments in even partially democratic states that are perceived to be weak, the Addington government felt increasing pressure to seem strong. By the spring of 1803, the warhawks were getting the upper hand in London, but Addington and Hawkesbury were not of that party. The pressure on their apparently weak government to act aggressively became overwhelming and, as the Russians and Napoleon expected, they took the easy way out. They found to everyone’s surprise that the easy way was the way of war. The Russians’ and Napoleon’s confusion about the true strength of that government was therefore understandable. But if Napoleon proved wrong in his belief that the British could be browbeaten with threats and troop movements in 1803, the Russians were equally wrong to mistrust the British who proved, over the long term, the most consistent and durable of Napoleon’s opponents. The aberration of the Addington regime, however, helped paralyze Alexander during the crisis by reducing London’s attractiveness as an ally.44


The final problem holding the tsar back during the war crisis was that there was nothing he could do, since the crisis centered around a dispute over Malta and, to a lesser extent, Egypt. Absent an ally in Prussia or Austria, the Russians could not readily attack France even if that had been on anyone’s mind. The mobilization of an army on the Baltic coast seems to have presupposed that some combination of German states would have either resisted a French invasion of Hanover or would have invited the Russians in to resist on their behalf, although there is no record of diplomatic efforts in March to secure such an invitation. More difficult still were the issues of the Mediterranean. How was Russia to defend Malta, whatever interests she might or might not have had there? Egypt? British trade at sea? Vorontsov went even further: “If, on the collapse of peace with England, France confined herself in the use of her power to an attack on her hostile neighbor, Russia would not have any reason to concern herself with the combat of these equally powerful states.”45 An attack by France against England could only be an invasion of England or an attack on her colonies, and, in either case, France would have to find a way to overcome the tremendous advantage of the Royal Navy, which seemed unlikely. Nor was England’s puny army likely to be of much value against Napoleon’s vast force. Russia had little to fear from the struggle of shark against lion—as long as it remained such a fruitless, hopeless exercise.


Vorontsov realized, however, that Napoleon’s declared strategy would make it impossible for Russia to sit idly by: “The intention already expressed by the First Consul of striking blows against England wherever he can, and under this pretext of sending his troops into Hanover, Northern Germany, and the Kingdom of Naples, entirely transforms the nature of this war as it relates to our interests and obligations.” Russia could not stand by as Napoleon seized Hamburg as he was sure to do, having taken Hanover. In the case of Naples, Russia was bound by treaty to defend the territorial integrity of that state. Thus for all the desirability of simply letting France and Britain go at it, Russia would be forced into the quarrel. What is more, it had become certain that Russian intervention would be on the side of Britain.


Still, Alexander was undecided about what action to take in the summer of 1803. It appears that the French request for his arbitration of April of that year momentarily disarmed his fears—and he momentarily disarmed his forces. On May 8 he issued an order to the troops he had mobilized in March and April to stand down and return to their normal peacetime positions.46 The poor soldiers who had formed up and marched for several weeks, only to be told to march back again, were no doubt aggrieved, but they would have been much more angry had they known that this march and countermarch was just the beginning of a series of alarms leading up to the final crisis of August 1805.










*Alexander discussed the possibility of establishing an alliance between Russia, France, and Prussia in a March meeting of the unofficial committee, the group of young friends who advised him in the early years of his reign, but it is not likely that he was serious. First, the question was raised in a challenging manner by Foreign Minister Kochubei. Second, no effort was made to act on this apparent resolution, either in Paris or when the tsar met with the king of Prussia at Memel a month later. Third, this meeting is reminiscent of a similar meeting in 1801 at which Alexander declaimed against signing treaties with any states—shortly before signing one with France. Although the high-spirited meetings of this group offer insight into Alexander’s mind, what he actually said at those meetings may not have represented his actual thoughts and beliefs, especially when, as in this case, the member who challenged him was one who was losing his confidence, as Kochubei was. See Grand Prince Nikolai Mihailovich, Le Comte Paul Stroganov, trans. F. Billecocq (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1905), vol. 2, doc. 139, journal of 5 April 1802. Also partially reproduced in Protocol of a Meeting of the Unofficial Committee, 5 April 1802, VPR, vol. I, doc. 67.







*The unofficial committee (neglasnyi komitet) was a group of Alexander’s young friends and confidants.Almost all of them were given at least one and frequently several senior positions in the government after Alexander took the throne. The group met more or less regularly with Alexander for the first few years of his reign. The group was “unofficial” in the sense that it was not a regularly constituted state body and had no rights or duties other than those assigned by the tsar at any given moment.







*The initial order to concentrate a force for Victor to take to North America was given in August 1802; by December of that year Napoleon was growing frantic about getting him off on his mission (presumably before hostilities with England made it impossible). See Napoleon to General Berthier, 24 August 1802, Corr. de Nap., doc. 6268, and Napoleon to Rear Admiral Decrès, 19 December 1802, Corr. de Nap., doc. 6497.







†Among the other terms of the Treaty of Amiens mentioned in the preceding chapter, it restored to France most of her colonial possessions around the world, including those in India, that the British had conquered during the war.







*Whitworth to Hawkesbury, 14 March 1803, Papers Relative to the Discussion with France, doc. 43, pp. 133–134. Napoleon’s version of the conversation is somewhat different, although the essentials are the same. The fullest account is in Napoleon to General Hédouville, the French ambassador to St. Petersburg, 16 March 1803, Corr. de Nap., doc. 6636. A briefer version is in Napoleon to General Andréossy, Ambassador to Great Britain, 13 March 1803, Corr. de Nap., doc. 6630.







*A. R. Vorontsov to S. R. Vorontsov, 1 February 1803, VPR, vol. I, doc. 153. This letter, like most of the formal letters sent out by the Russian foreign minister, was read and approved by Alexander.







†See Charles John Fedorak, Henry Addington, Prime Minister, 1801–1804: Peace, War, and Parliamentary  Politics (Akron, Ohio: University of Akron Press, 2002), for a counterargument that attempts to put the Addington government in a much more sympathetic light.
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 Alexander’s Turn 
Against Napoleon, 
1803–1804


The renewal of hostilities between France and Britain was the pivotal event in the origin of the War of the Third Coalition. The actions Napoleon took alienated Alexander, whose search for allies led straight to the formation of the Third Coalition. The rise of this Franco–Russian antagonism came in one sense from mutual misunderstanding—Alexander and Napoleon could not see the world from each other’s viewpoints and constantly misread each other’s intentions. The conflicting atmospheres in Paris and St. Petersburg rendered communication between Alexander and Napoleon virtually impossible. Measures that seemed to Napoleon to be natural, necessary, and in no way threatening seemed to Alexander to be aggressive and dangerous. Alexander thought his actions throughout the crisis to be restrained, judicious, and evenhanded, yet Napoleon saw them as hostile, offensive, and lacking the ordinary decency that must prevail among friendly states. In such a climate of mutual incomprehension, nearly every action either side took raised the other’s ire.


In another sense, however, there was no misunderstanding: Alexander became overtly hostile because he believed that Napoleon recognized no limits except those imposed by superior force. The tsar was right. A personality clash and growing tension were thus inevitable, but the expansion of the war was not. Although the six months following the collapse of the Treaty of Amiens cemented Alexander’s determination to oppose Napoleon, it did not provide the tsar with the German allies necessary to act on that determination. Absent such allies, Alexander’s wrath could have few practical consequences. For the time being, anger and rage grew in St. Petersburg and Paris like a voltage differential between two wires, but there was as yet no medium to conduct the spark.





Paris, 1803


The war with Britain preoccupied Napoleon in 1803, the more so because the outbreak of conflict caught him unprepared. Uncharacteristically, the Addington government attacked at just the right moment for Britain, when the Royal Navy was poised to sweep the French fleet from the seas at virtually no risk to itself. When Addington declared war on May 18, 1803, France had at sea approximately 25 ships of the line, 25 frigates, and 107 corvettes and smaller craft. This force was spread across the seas: the bulk, including 12 ships of the line, at Santo Domingo; 3 ships of the line and a moderate force at Toulon; 3 ships of the line and a small force at Brest; and the rest scattered from Holland to India, Martinique, Senegal, and elsewhere.1 Against this force the Royal Navy could send at once 34 ships of the line and 86 frigates. In addition, following the outbreak of war, the Admiralty steadily put into commission 77 ships of the line and 49 frigates from its reserve.2


The day before the declaration of war, Admiral Cornwallis with ten ships of the line began moving toward Brest, France’s main Atlantic port, which had at that moment only two ships of the line in commission and three that had just been completed.3 Worse still, Napoleon had ordered ten French ships of the line and one frigate of those stationed at Santo Domingo to sail to Toulon in March. One was captured in the West Indies almost immediately, but the others altered course and sailed for safe harbors in France and Spain, several taking shelter at Corunna and Cadiz.4 Nowhere did Napoleon have sufficient power to challenge the Royal Navy’s blockading forces long enough to concentrate his fleet. He had lost the war at sea before it began.


Addington also prepared the British army. The king called out the militia in March, and by year’s end the army included more than 94,000 regulars (counting those in Ireland), 85,000 militiamen, and 400,000 volunteers.5 British statesmen suggested bombarding French ports and making landings on the French (or Dutch) coast. In the meantime, they hastened to blockade all the principal French ports, as well as the remainder of the French forces in Santo Domingo, and they seized the islands of St. Pierre and Miquelon off the Canadian coast and St. Lucia and Tobago in the Caribbean.


Napoleon had not prepared his fleet or his army for a war and could only respond to the British attacks defensively. In the days following the declaration of war Napoleon sent a flurry of orders to General Alexandre Berthier, his chief of staff, to man and equip coastal strongpoints and critical fortifications in an effort to defend the French coast and harbors from British assault.6 He began to issue letters of marque to French corsairs on May 21, authorizing them to attack British shipping, and ordered a vast augmentation of his fleet, both large vessels and small, on June 3.7 He ordered his admirals to conduct training cruises in their harbors or slightly beyond them, if the blockading forces were temporarily absent, but these orders were meaningless—there is no way to train a fleet to battle readiness without putting to sea.


The defensive nature of these measures made Napoleon look foolish. The despised Addington had stolen a march on him and had won the initial skirmishes. Worse still, the Royal Navy had achieved such an advantage that Napoleon could not reverse it. The situation was unbearable, and Napoleon naturally turned toward aggressive measures on the continent in the summer and fall of 1803.


Part of the First Consul’s determination to strike where he could came from insecurity. In 1803 Napoleon’s hold on power was not as firm as it would be later. He had ruled in France for only three and a half years in an epoch when French governments changed frequently—the Directory he had unseated had not lasted much longer than that. He also knew that a significant number of people in France and beyond resented his sole rule. A new leader who had seized power in a coup d’état with a promise to restore France to her ancient glory could ill afford the embarrassment he suffered at the hands of the Royal Navy.


Napoleon felt it necessary to address the initial defeats publicly. Two days after the declaration of war, he told the Senate, “Whatever injuries the enemy might have been able to cause us in places where we could neither anticipate nor reach, the result of this combat will be such as we have the right to expect from the justice of our cause and the courage of our warriors.” He even addressed the supposed internal weaknesses of France that her enemies would try to play upon. Asserting that the British were supporting the “vile scoundrels” who had previously fomented insurrection against the Revolution and were prepared to do so again, Napoleon declared,




Vain calculations of hatred! France is divided by factions and tormented by storms no more: France is restored to internal tranquility, regenerated in her administrations and in her laws, ready to fall with all of her weight on the stranger who dares to attack her and to unite against the brigands whom an atrocious policy would throw back again onto her soil to organize pillage and assassinations there.8





Rhetoric aside, these addresses are uncharacteristically moderate. They do not promise an immediate response and refer only briefly to ultimate victory. The second even concludes, “Whatever the circumstances might be we will always cede to England the initiative in violent proceedings against peace and the independence of nations, and she will receive from us the example of moderation that alone can maintain social order.”9 How extraordinary it is to read a Napoleonic address announcing a war that concludes with a promise of moderation!


 This care and caution in speech resulted in part from the fact that Napoleon himself did not know exactly when and how he would be able to strike back. He was loath to promise too much too quickly, when he had no plans ready to hand and when the prospect of rapid, decisive action was so remote, owing to the terrible balance of naval forces against him. He feared the domestic consequences of having his response to the British attack appear to hang fire, especially since he was certain that the British would spare no effort to arm hostile émigrés and send them clandestinely into France and neighboring states to cause trouble. Napoleon’s overt dismissal of this danger in his first address to the Senate is evidence that it was a danger not to be dismissed lightly. 


In the summer of 1803, Napoleon felt tremendous pressure to act as dramatically, decisively, and rapidly as possible. He hastened to attack the British wherever he could. On May 22 he ordered the arrest of all British subjects in France between the ages of eighteen and sixty who were enrolled in the militia or held a commission from His Britannic Majesty; they would be held as prisoners of war. He instructed the Italian Republic to issue a similar edict on the same day.10 These orders were partly motivated by the fact that the British had already taken French seamen prisoner and would certainly take more, whereas Napoleon would have very few opportunities to seize British soldiers or sailors to exchange for them. They were also, however, among the first quick blows Napoleon could strike against Britain.


The First Consul had prepared the next two blows even before the British declared war.* On May 13 he ordered General Edouard Mortier to prepare a force to occupy Hanover. On the same day Talleyrand instructed his envoy in Naples to inform the King of the Two Sicilies that a French force would occupy the port of Tarento and other key positions should the Peace of Amiens fail.11 Mortier defeated the small Hanoverian force and signed a convention with its leader effectively ceding him the electorate by 3 June; General Gouvion Saint-Cyr occupied the designated points in Naples later that month.†


These measures were natural in the context. George III of Britain was also the elector of Hanover. Seizing that small German state struck Britain directly and provided a bargaining chip and the prospect of more British prisoners of war. Naples was another natural target. For one thing, Napoleon thought that the court of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies was a wholly owned subsidiary of the Court of St. James because an Englishman, Lord Acton, served as prime minister. For another thing, Naples contained the best harbors in southern Italy, including Naples itself, Tarento, and Brindisi. Napoleon was determined not to allow these ports to fall into British hands but, on the contrary, to retain and preserve them for his own use.


The pretext for the invasions was that since Britain had violated the Treaty of Amiens by refusing to evacuate Malta, France was obliged in self-defense to retake the territories she had held prior to the ratification of that treaty. (This included ports in Naples.)12 Most likely Napoleon was desperate to take some offensive action at the outbreak of war to demonstrate that he could harm Britain and to compensate for the damage the Royal Navy had done so rapidly to the French fleet and colonies.


In truth, the seizure of Hanover and of Naples did not hurt Britain that much. British strategy did not revolve around either of those states, especially since there was no significant British land force ready in mid-1803 to undertake operations on the continent. The June invasions might have wounded British prestige, but everyone in Britain and Europe had expected the British response to come by sea and in the colonies, which it did. Although the blow aimed at Britain missed its intended target, it affrighted and affronted a number of bystanders, especially Austria and Russia, as we shall see.


Napoleon did not abandon his attempts to strike Britain after these first steps. On June 20 he forbade the importation of British or colonial goods into France by British or neutral vessels.13 This declaration began the economic war that Napoleon would pursue against Britain to the end of his reign. It would ultimately lead to the imposition of the continental system in 1806 and to everything that flowed from that policy.


In addition, Napoleon began to root out those he suspected of plotting to overthrow him or cause mischief. On May 25 he issued 12,000 francs to the prefect of Morbihan, on the southeastern coast of the Brittany peninsula, “either for the search for hidden brigands or to give 12 francs for each musket that is turned in.”14 He ordered the minister of justice to compile information on all mayors and priests of the region, as well as “on the situation of public opinion in these communities and those of the inhabitants who could be suspected of being the heads of correspondence with” Georges Cadoudal, the former leader of the chouan resistance movement that had flared throughout Brittany and the Vendée region for much of the revolutionary period.15 Napoleon ordered Berthier to establish garrisons of gendarmes in a number of communities in Brittany and the Vendée “by which people correspond with England and the Morbihan.”16 In June, Napoleon first ordered the arrest of individuals whom he believed were agitating against him, and he designated questions to be put to individual suspects subjected to interrogations.17 He also began to focus his attention on the coverage French journals and pamphleteers accorded to the renewal of hostilities, ordering the minister of justice to reprimand some and to censor others.18


This concern for the internal stability of his regime was not unfounded. Napoleon was about to increase conscription to fill out his armies, and such increases traditionally led to insurrections and disturbances in rural France throughout the revolution. Napoleon was also convinced that the British were supporting disaffected French émigrés, as we have seen, and that some of those émigrés, most notably the devoted rebel Georges Cadoudal (known simply as Georges), maintained contacts throughout France ready to act when the time was right.


Once again, the First Consul’s actions, although high-handed and occasionally draconian, were understandable in the context. Napoleon was convinced that Addington was nurturing a fifth column against him. He thought it essential to destroy the basis for domestic opposition to his actions and attack the external conspiracy that was attempting to create and sustain it. The actions that he took to pursue this objective, however, had ramifications far beyond the pursuit of a few brigands and would-be revolutionaries.





The Formation of the Army of England


In June, Napoleon also began to prepare a strike against Britain in response to the provocations, attacks, and defeats he had suffered since mid-May at the hands of the Royal Navy. He formed a large army on the Channel coast and a flotilla of small ships to transport it to the shores of perfidious Albion. He intended to resolve the problem of Britain once and for all.


There is considerable controversy over Napoleon’s plans for the invasion of England. Some argue that Napoleon never seriously intended to invade England and undertook these plans and preparations to cover his real preparations for attacking Europe.* The chief support for this view, however, “is based ultimately on the theory that he never made mistakes.”19


The evidence that Napoleon intended, at least in 1803 and 1804, to invade Britain is in fact overwhelming, however, and even his most assiduous defender accepts this conclusion.20 The magnitude of the effort and expense involved in constructing the various flotillas and their armaments exceeded what Napoleon could reasonably have undertaken as a diversion. The surest argument, however, is that when the scheme was first put into action in June 1803 there was not the slightest prospect of a war on the continent in which the army of England might have been used. Prussia was a more or less staunch French ally; Austria was weak and cowed; Russia was still trying to mediate the Anglo–French conflict, as we shall see. Napoleon remained unaware of Alexander’s abortive mobilization, moreover. One would have to credit Napoleon not merely with extraordinary foresight, but with nearly divine omniscience to suppose that he foresaw in June 1803 that he would need a large land army to fight Austria and Russia in September 1805. The truth is that Napoleon seriously intended to invade Britain in the winter of 1803, and he bent every effort to make the invasion succeed.21


The preparations for the invasion of England comprised three major undertakings: (1) naval preparations for the crossing, (2) the creation of the Army of England to do the fighting once the crossing had been effected, and (3) the reorganization of state finances to fund the first two tasks. Although the naval preparations were costly and complicated, they proved largely irrelevant to the war that was actually fought. The formation, organization, and training of the Army of England, however, as well as the development of the financial underpinnings to support it, would have dramatic consequences for the course of European and military history.


The order to form the Army of England was issued on June 14, 1803.22 Napoleon decreed that six camps be established at Gand, Saint-Omer, Compiègne, Saint-Malo, Bayonne, and in Holland. He specified that the forces in these separate camps, each commanded by a lieutenant general and supplied with artillery and engineer assets of its own, would ultimately fight as a single army. Over the next several months, the troops trickled into their camps, built barracks and exercise grounds, and settled into camp life. Napoleon first visited the area in early July, although he was most concerned with securing the defense of the coasts and with the minor actions of French and British frigates off Calais and Dunkirk.23


The camps were organized and reorganized with the usual Napoleonic energy, and by the end of August four camps were coalescing into corps that would make themselves immortal in the campaigns that began in 1805. By an order issued on August 28, Napoleon placed General Nicolas Jean-de-Dieu Soult in command of the camp of Saint-Omer, also gave him overall command of the other camps, and granted him the right to correspond directly with Napoleon.24 Generals Louis Nicolas Davout, Michel Ney, and Pierre François Charles Augereau commanded the other camps. All had extensive experience commanding brigades and divisions in the revolutionary wars, and most were respected as drillmasters and trainers. Their division commanders were likewise seasoned combat officers. In time they would forge a formidable military force.


In September 1803, however, they were not ready to go to war: “Nothing was ready to start a campaign; the regiments were far from being complete, the cavalry lacked horses, and one had just seen how the artillery was not in a satisfactory state.”25 There were delays as troops and commanders continued to arrive until late October. In some cases the movement to the coast had to be slowed while tents were procured or barracks constructed; brigades were ordered first to one place, then to another, reflecting Napoleon’s constant changes of mind in small matters.


Napoleon was not deterred by these setbacks. He worked feverishly to circumvent his naval inferiority. He reasoned that a large fleet of small armed craft could transport an army of 100,000 men across the Channel in one night or, at most, two. However assiduous the Royal Navy might have been in patrolling the Channel, he figured, it should be possible to find a moment of weakness and force the passage. He therefore ordered that thousands of small transports and gunships be constructed by November 1803, when he hoped to cross under cover of long winter nights. The construction of the flotilla took longer than expected, however, and Napoleon, who never understood the sea, continually discovered new and unexpected problems. By September he realized that he would not be ready to invade on his original date, so he postponed it to January 1804. In December he changed the plan considerably, deciding that he needed the main fleet to protect the crossing, if only for twelve hours. The plan that would lead to the Battle of Trafalgar was born.26


Subsequent events led the invasion to be postponed until September 1804, and then even later. The critical fact, however, is that the Army of England was supposed to be ready for action by the winter of 1803. It stayed together encamped in fighting formations for the following two years. Its commanders expected to be hurled across the English Channel within a few months. As a result, this force spent the two years between September 1803 and its advance into Germany in August 1805 training realistically and striving to retain constant battle readiness.27 The same formations went to war under the same commanders. It is nearly impossible to think of another military force in modern times that has ever had such an advantage of being able to conduct prolonged training at the highest level of readiness in peacetime.* This fact helps explain Napoleon’s stunning success in 1805–1807. It also gave Napoleon an extraordinary political advantage, since he had an army ready to go to war and most of his enemies did not—a threat that he never hesitated to use.


 Napoleon’s adversaries did not maintain their armies on such a footing. Neither Russia nor Austria, to say nothing of Prussia, intended to go to war in the near future. All three states suffered from financial weakness, and maintaining an army on a war footing for a long time is expensive. The steps Napoleon took to rectify France’s finances were the last crucial element of his grand project of retribution against Britain.


Napoleon had the advantage of being able to draw on resources beyond France’s own to support his armies and his wars. When war with Britain prevented France from maintaining her acquisitions in Louisiana, Napoleon sold that vast territory to the United States for a large sum. By maintaining Augereau’s camp at Bayonne in position to attack Spain, Napoleon pressed the court of Madrid to buy its neutrality with a large subsidy.28 Threats to Portugal produced an agreement for a one-time payment of a similar variety. The First Consul mercilessly extracted resources from Holland and Italy and plundered Hanover. He also worked hard to ensure that French business would recover from the blows dealt by the Royal Navy at the start of hostilities.29


The massive influx of cash in 1803 from Napoleon’s various extortions was far more important than British gold. Napoleon could tell his subordinates to go about their business without worrying about the cost. He could afford to expand both the army and the navy at the same time. He could afford to maintain his army on a war footing continuously from September 1803. Although Napoleon’s war against Britain did not achieve its objectives, his preparations for that war created ideal conditions for the campaigns he waged in 1805–1807.


From May 1803 onward, Napoleon prepared for war against Britain, frenetically working to build up the fleet and invasion force, destroy potential domestic enemies, and set his finances on a sound footing. He also exploited ways that came to hand to retaliate against Britain. From his perspective, all of these actions were rational and appropriate, considering that Britain had declared war and begun the conflict with such notable successes. Napoleon did not at this time harbor ill intentions toward any continental state. He did not mean to threaten Austria, Russia, or Prussia, and he did not understand why, since the British had so clearly placed themselves in the wrong by violating the Treaty of Amiens, those states should not see the appropriateness and necessity of the actions he took.


The renewal of hostilities with Britain also provided Napoleon with a touchstone he could use to measure other states: did they or did they not take his part in the struggle? Napoleon regarded with suspicion any states that did not join him and supposed that their leaders had been suborned by British gold. He was convinced that the kings of Spain, Portugal, and Naples were the dupes of Anglophile ministers, and he made peace with those states conditional on the dismissal of those ministers. Portugal and Naples resisted this demand, but in Spain a nervous monarch dismissed Prime Minister Godoy, known as the Prince of Peace.


Neutrality commonly elicits suspicion and hostility when a state at war or facing imminent danger must interact with other states not similarly threatened. The leaders of a beleaguered state often find it difficult to understand how the world appears to those who are still safe, and still more difficult to see how their own defensive reactions can appear to be offensive and aggressive to those who need not fear. So it was in this case, for virtually every one of the moves Napoleon undertook to defend himself or to attack Britain appeared to the other European states to be dangerous acts of aggression on his part calling for a response on theirs.





Hanover


Alexander watched Napoleon’s adventures in Switzerland and Holland, as well as Colonel Sébastiani’s expedition to the Near East, with growing anxiety. These actions, which predated Britain’s refusal to evacuate Malta, convinced Alexander that Napoleon was untrustworthy and sought to aggrandize France beyond what she had won in her victories during the Revolution. Even before the renewal of war, the tsar had decided to side with Britain in the contest. Although Alexander distrusted both the intentions and the capability of the Addington government, Napoleon was the greater threat to the continental peace the tsar was determined to maintain.


News of the invasion of Hanover arrived in St. Petersburg followed by news of the invasion of Naples. To Napoleon, these actions were appropriate responses to the British violation of the Treaty of Amiens, since he had withdrawn from Naples after the ratification of that treaty. Furthermore, he refused to recognize that George III could be at war with him as king of England and at peace with him as elector of Hanover.


Alexander saw these invasions in an entirely different light. Napoleon had violated treaties that he and Alexander had signed guaranteeing the neutrality of Naples and the status quo in Germany.* When Napoleon represented his invasions of Naples and Hanover as responses to the British breach of Amiens, he conveniently ignored the fact that they violated his agreements with the tsar.30




 The legalities of the situation bothered Alexander less than the strategic problems they posed. Napoleon’s occupation of Naples gave him an excellent jumping-off point for an invasion of the Balkans or for causing trouble in the Ionian Islands. Although the Franco–Russian peace treaty guaranteed Russia’s preponderant influence in the Ionian Islands, Napoleon had already violated other terms of that agreement. The seizure of Hanover, moreover, threatened to destabilize northern Germany completely, and Alexander was determined to prevent that.


In the summer of 1803, therefore, Alexander first turned away from his policy of attempting to manage Napoleon’s aggressiveness through the peaceful means of a grouping alliance. He now believed that Russia might have to go to war against France to defend the peace of Europe. Alexander’s conception of such a conflict was entirely defensive and reactive. He sought to keep continental Europe, and especially northern Germany (which was the most threatened region), out of the renewed Anglo–French conflict. He probably hoped that a simple declaration of his determination to protect the neutrality of northern Germany backed by a show of force would suffice, but he apparently was willing to fight if necessary.


At the end of May 1803 the tsar began to pressure Frederick William to defend Hamburg if Hanover was lost. The Russian ambassador in Berlin, M. M. Alopeus, offered assistance to Count Haugwitz, Prussia’s minister of foreign affairs. Alopeus warned, “It is of the first importance, Count, not to confine oneself to words and simple diplomatic representations. One must prepare one’s arms not for offensive purposes, but as measures of security that alone can make an impact.”31


Frederick William made no meaningful response, and the continued Prussian inaction angered Alexander and Vorontsov. As a result, the next dispatch was more threatening. Vorontsov ordered Alopeus to demand a meeting with Haugwitz and insist on a clear answer from him about whether Frederick William intended to oppose French advances in Germany, “as the true interests of the court of Berlin require, assuring that minister that H[is] I[mperial] M[ajesty] will be ready to assist with them.” The tsar wanted to know, accordingly,






	 What is the number of troops that [Frederick William] believes it will be possible to send and how many he will need from us, both in order to oppose the occupation of northern Germany by the French and to drive them out of it if the invasion is already complete.


	 If H[is] Prussian M[ajesty] is disposed to these measures, and if he finds it appropriate to regulate the affair through a convention between us and the court of Berlin and to bring into this common measure for the security of Germany the other states that have the same interest, such as the King of Denmark, the Elector of Saxony, the Elector of Hesse, the Duke of Brunswick, and the Hanseatic Cities, you are authorized, sir, to receive a proposal of such an act or convention from the court of Berlin.32 




Vorontsov concluded by instructing Alopeus to point out that a Prussian failure to agree would leave the Russians with no other recourse than to remain “spectators” in an affair that concerned Berlin more than it did St. Petersburg.


Alexander had been mobilizing an army on the Baltic coast to intervene in Hanover since the end of March.33 He ordered it to stand down on May 8, several weeks before he sent the first note to Berlin. The reasons for this decision are not clear. As Alexander took up the mantle of arbitrator between Britain and France, he probably hoped that the outbreak of war could be delayed. Mobilizing his army was expensive, and it would cost even more to maintain the force on the Baltic coast indefinitely. Alexander may also have expected Frederick William to refuse his offer (as he ultimately did) and thus chose not to pay the cost of maintaining an army that probably would not be used. The timing is curious all the same.


The Prussians remained obstinately silent, and so Alexander himself took up the charge two weeks later. Impatient for action in a fluid situation, Alexander sent Frederick William a concrete proposal for establishing a Russo– Prussian “concert” to defend northern Germany from French aggression. This proposal committed Alexander to put an army of 25,000 men on a war footing immediately and to be ready to augment it to 50,000 or 60,000 if necessary. Prussia would commit to maintaining a force of equal size. Saxony would be asked to contribute up to 20,000, Hesse up to 18,000, and so forth. The goal of this armament would be to drive the French out of Hanover, either through diplomacy or by force, and to take joint possession of Hanover until a final peace was made.34


Alexander emphasized his impartiality and the altruism of his actions in the accompanying note to Alopeus:




Although by the position of my empire I find myself almost beyond the reach of the dangers that I see hanging over the rest of Europe, I will nevertheless not hesitate, as you will see in the project of the convention, to offer a number of troops equal to that I wish Prussia to put in place for her own defense. The less my particular interest is in play in what I propose, the more my advice can have weight, having no principal aim but the advantages of H[is] Prussian M[ajesty] himself as well as of the security and independence of Germany.35





Russia had some direct interest in maintaining trade with northern Germany, but the motive Alexander was hiding behind his altruism was his conviction that Russia needed continental peace above all. He was willing, as Vorontsov had earlier advised, to watch idly as Britain and Napoleon fought, secure in the conviction that Britain would end up defending Russia’s Near Eastern interests as she defended her own and that neither belligerent was likely to destroy the other. The peremptory demand for Prussian cooperation was part of an effort to ensure that the conflict did not spill over by ensuring the neutrality of northern Germany. If the conflict did spread, Alexander feared he would be drawn into it on worse terms. Two points should not be lost: Alexander was willing to contemplate a limited war against France in order to achieve this aim, and his goals at this point were entirely defensive. Napoleon had, in effect, crossed a line in the sand and Alexander no longer thought he could restrain Napoleon by working with him. Instead, he began to believe that he could restrain Napoleon better by finding allies to oppose his actions.


In the end, Alexander’s policy shift had no immediate consequences, for Frederick William was determined to remain neutral at all costs. In March he had seen the danger Alexander reacted to in June, and he had made his decision almost immediately. As the prospect of war with Britain grew, Napoleon bestirred himself to obtain at least Prussia’s tacit consent to the first belligerent measure he planned to take, the seizure of Hanover. Accordingly, he sent General Géraud Christophe Michel Duroc to Berlin at the end of March to inform Haugwitz and Frederick William of his intentions and to gauge their reactions. The Prussian response was very mild. Although Haugwitz pointed out that the British were certain to blockade the Hanseatic ports of Hamburg and Bremen following the French occupation of Hanover, he gave no indication that Prussia would oppose the occupation in any meaningful way. He also encouraged Duroc to believe that the relationship established between Frederick William and Alexander at Memel could be used to keep Russia neutral in such a dispute.36


In truth, the news of Napoleon’s plans triggered a feverish reassessment of Prussia’s policies. Frederick William’s advisers split. Haugwitz and others advocated the defense of Hanover, while cabinet secretary Johann Wilhelm Lombard and a few colleagues argued for strict adherence to the policy of neutrality that had become Prussia’s hallmark.* Frederick William’s memories of his last encounter with Hanover fueled his timidity, for the Russians had persuaded him to occupy the electorate in 1801 as a way of striking at Britain but then, following Paul’s death, had reversed course and made peace with Britain, leaving him in a highly awkward position.37


 The king’s first response was to draw up a number of plans for keeping the French out of Hanover or getting them out once they had invaded, transferring Hanover to Prussia for the duration of the war (with the agreement of the major powers, however, rather than as the result of a unilateral Prussian action).38 Napoleon vaguely offered Hanover to Prussia in return for her support, even in neutrality.39 It is unlikely that this offer played a large role in Frederick William’s thinking. He was almost as fearful of Russia as of France, and he must have been aware that Napoleon’s promises were not necessarily binding on the rest of Europe, even if the French ruler actually kept them.


Napoleon threatened to ally himself with Austria if Prussia proved difficult, which probably influenced Frederick William much more.40 In his effort to scare Frederick William, Napoleon claimed mendaciously that Austria was trying to emerge from her isolation by allying with France. He emphasized that if Prussia did not prove to be a reliable ally, he would have to consider a return to the alliance system of 1756, of which the cornerstone was the Franco–Austrian alliance, however distasteful it might be. It was bad enough to have the French in Hanover—in the center of the kingdom, as Haugwitz moaned—but it would have been twenty times worse if, in addition, Prussia found France aligned with Austria. The threats and, to a lesser extent, the veiled promises kept Frederick William haplessly neutral. Haugwitz made a last effort on June 4 to persuade the king to work with Russia in the face of the clear and present danger posed by France. It failed. Haugwitz’s rival, Lombard, drafted the note sent on June 6 to the Prussian ambassador in Paris, Lucchesini, capitulating to the seizure of Hanover.41


In this context, the Russian notes of June and July were doomed before they were presented. Frederick William rejected the Russian approaches politely but firmly. He claimed that he was ready to defend Hanover, but the Hanoverians opposed Prussian intervention and capitulated rapidly when they might have made a determined resistance. This claim was a half truth: although the Hanoverians did oppose Prussian intervention and did capitulate quickly, Frederick William had never seriously contemplated defending the electorate against French attack, even if he hoped at various times that the French would allow him to occupy and hold it for them for the duration of the conflict. Above all, however, he told Alexander that he was determined to avoid war; he was convinced that Napoleon would stop at Hanover and not threaten Hamburg or Bremen, and he feared that measures taken to oppose Napoleon would only facilitate the war he was dedicated to preventing. Thus the Prussian king attempted to remain on good terms with both powerful neighbors while staying out of conflict with either; he achieved this by relying on communication delays between Berlin and St. Petersburg and Napoleon’s quick actions, which made it possible for Frederick William always to claim with some truth that the Russians were out of date.


 The consequences of this decision were serious. First, it ended any prospect of opposing Napoleon at this point, when such opposition would have been relatively easier to manage than it proved two years later, and, second, it committed Frederick William to a way of thinking that would prove insurmountable during the actual crisis leading to war. As he considered his options in 1803, Prussia’s king became convinced that neutrality was the only safe course to follow; he would not abandon that belief even when the situation changed dramatically.


From Alexander’s perspective, it was a frustrating decision that prevented him from meaningfully opposing Napoleon’s aggression. When the news reached St. Petersburg that Napoleon had invaded Hanover after all, Alexander responded with another mobilization, although this one was much smaller—six regular infantry and one jaeger regiments with no cavalry and a small complement of artillery.*He hoped, no doubt, to send this small force to support a Prussian move in defense of Hanover, but Frederick William’s obstinacy made that impossible. This time, however, it does not appear that Alexander had this force stand down, despite the impossibility of its immediate use. The demands of economics and international politics were giving way to the concerns of military expediency and action.


In the long run, Frederick William’s refusal to join Alexander in the defense of northern Germany indicated that Prussia would not be a reliable partner in the struggle to contain France. As subsequent events shifted the focus of attention to Italy, Austria’s natural sphere of interest, Prussia’s apparent pusillanimity contributed to Alexander’s increasing preference for an alliance based on Vienna rather than Berlin.


Above all, the events of mid-1803 cemented Alexander’s turn away from France and confirmed his conviction that Napoleon had to be opposed. The tsar still imagined war only as a defensive operation in which Napoleon’s aggressive moves would be stopped and reversed, and he hoped that preparation for war would make war itself unnecessary. The mobilizations he ordered in March and June 1803, however, show that he was willing to spend money, and possibly Russian soldiers, in resisting Napoleon.


The Russian army received no benefits from these initial alarms, in contrast to the benefits France received from creating the camps at Boulogne. The large force mobilized in March did nothing more than form up and march around. The much smaller force mobilized in June may have trained when it arrived in its concentration areas, but that would have had little significance. First, the force was too small (not more than 12,000 infantry and a few guns) to train effectively in the large, realistic maneuvers that the French forces were conducting on the Channel coast. Second, without cavalry, the Russian force could not practice combined arms operations. Third, this force, which ultimately remained in northern Germany, did not end up fighting in a decisive theater. Fourth, there is no evidence that Alexander was willing to relax the financial and bureaucratic limitations on peacetime training for the benefit of this force. Thus, while the renewal of war in May 1803 sparked a full-scale mobilization and training of the French army, Russia’s mobilization did nothing but spend money.





The Collapse of Franco–Russian Relations


It is not clear how well Napoleon was informed of Alexander’s overtures to Frederick William. He probably was not aware of the depth of the tsar’s opposition to him, since on June 10 he offered to submit the causes of conflict between England and France to Alexander’s arbitration.42 Napoleon’s motivation for this move is also unclear. He made the proposal less than a week after publicly accusing Alexander of playing a “double game” and not working hard enough to avoid the war; he stopped just short of accusing the tsar of taking Britain’s part. Even on that occasion, Napoleon admitted that the “intentions of the Emperor” might be “good,” but “if so . . . they are badly supported by his ministers.”43


This theme, which appeared in Napoleon’s dealings with Spain, Portugal, and Naples, would continue to befuddle his relations with Alexander. Napoleon seems to have been convinced that Alexander meant him well or could be a useful tool but that he was surrounded by Anglophile ministers who thwarted his good intentions. This charge was not utterly baseless. Alexander Vorontsov, the foreign minister, respected his Anglophile brother Simon, the ambassador to the Court of St. James. The foreign minister himself mistrusted Napoleon, Morkov, the Russian ambassador in Paris, hated Napoleon, and all three continually advised Alexander to take Britain’s part against France. Napoleon erred, rather, in supposing that Alexander himself did not share this view. On the contrary, Alexander repeatedly affirmed his support for both Vorontsovs’ and for Morkov’s policies, and his own rescripts show no important divergence from the policies they advocated. It may be, nevertheless, that Napoleon sincerely believed that when Alexander faced the issue directly, the decision would suit him.


It is equally possible that Napoleon expected Britain or Alexander to refuse his offer, as both eventually did. In this case, Napoleon might have been attempting to paint himself in the most positive and peace-loving light, hoping to persuade Alexander and the other continental monarchs of his benign intentions. However that may be, the effort backfired in a way that stoked the growing antagonism between Paris and St. Petersburg.


 Napoleon’s proposal briefly swayed even the fiercely Francophobic Morkov. In a letter to Simon Vorontsov, Morkov described a private interview with Napoleon and concluded, “The result of this interview seems to me not to leave any doubt about the sincerity of the peaceful intentions which the 1st Consul has just shown.”44 Napoleon even offered a plan to serve as the basis for Alexander’s decision: Alexander would take charge of Malta, Napoleon would evacuate Holland and Switzerland immediately, Britain would be given the island of Lampedusa, the fate of the king of Sardinia would be determined to Alexander’s satisfaction, and Napoleon would agree to any discussion aimed at establishing the “security and independence of Europe in general” as long as the territorial status quo of France before the war was retained.


Shortly thereafter, Napoleon took Morkov aside at another event and spoke with him for three hours. The conversation was a clear example of the inability of Napoleon and Alexander’s court to communicate in the context of the situation of 1803. Napoleon began by emphasizing to Morkov the “grandeur” of the role he was inviting Alexander to play by arbitrating the dispute between England and France. Morkov responded that the tsar understood the honor but was disturbed “to see that [Napoleon] would not fulfill the engagements he had undertaken with him, by refusing to do justice to the king of Sardinia and by violating the neutrality of Naples, Germany, and above all the Hanseatic cities.”45


Napoleon gave a lot of ground in response to this charge. The king of Sardinia, he declared, would not lose by waiting, and Napoleon “knew very well that what he was doing with regard to the king of Naples was entirely unjust, but that he had an interest in doing the English as much harm as possible, directly or indirectly; and that it was from this same consideration that he acted with regard to the Hanseatic cities.” This was quite an admission. Face-to-face with Morkov and alone, Napoleon dropped the pose he had presented to the rest of Europe. He did not claim the right to occupy Naples and Hanover because the British had violated their treaty but put the conversation on a realpolitik footing. No doubt he expected Morkov to recognize his candor and reciprocate by dropping what Napoleon believed to be a pose on Alexander’s part. But Alexander was not posing, nor was Morkov.


Instead, Morkov replied with a thrust:




“You admit then,” I said to him, “that you do not wish to recognize any other right than that of your convenience and force, and if that is the case, then where is the security of Europe? Where is the confidence that [Europe] could put in the treaties that states make with you?” Napoleon, unable to continue to hold his temper in check, replied that Britain gave a beautiful example of respect for treaties and asked, “Why is it that all of the powers do not unite to force [England] to observe that of Amiens?”





 Here lay the crux of the misunderstanding between France and Russia in 1803. Napoleon felt that Britain had clearly violated the treaty and knew that Alexander staunchly defended treaties. He could not imagine that the tsar would fail to be repelled by Britain’s perfidy. He was willing to recognize that his own actions were, in a sense, unjust, expecting the Russians to recognize the higher justice—surely they would not deny him the right to respond to an unprovoked attack that contravened international norms? Yet to the Russians, the British attack was not unprovoked and violated international norms less than Napoleon’s invasions did. The British occupation of Malta had little strategic significance for Russia, whereas the invasion of Hanover and Naples seemed to threaten Russian interests in the increasingly Francophobic atmosphere of St. Petersburg. The circle could not be squared, and neither side could understand the other’s viewpoint.


This conversation, however, did not degenerate into the First Consul’s usual tirade. Although Napoleon repeated that he could easily destroy Britain, he tried to explain to Morkov how he could desire peace on the one hand and aggressively prepare for war on the other. When Morkov asked point-blank, “But if the E[mpero]r . . . should grant Malta to the English?” Napoleon replied thoughtfully. “I flatter myself,” he said, “that he will be too just for that, but I would submit to it, because I have given him my word.” This astonishing statement suggests that Napoleon was confident either that Alexander would not let him down or that the issue would never come to the test—or perhaps even that Napoleon would consider giving up Malta to secure the tsar’s friendship.


Napoleon’s belief was made even more explicit by Talleyrand in a note to Hédouville, the French ambassador in St. Petersburg:




[The tsar] is too enlightened not to recognize how significant it is to the tranquillity of Europe that a government, whose interests all conflict with those of the continent, should retain the means to trouble at its desire the powers that alone can oppose the maritime and commercial despotism that England wishes to exercise. What is more, H[is] M[ajesty], who guaranteed the article concerning Malta, will assuredly not wish to leave this island in the hands of England . . . We have desired, proposed, asked for his mediation; but that has been with the just and plain confidence that this mediation would have as its basis a perfect feeling for the needs of Europe and for its principle the sincere and reciprocal esteem that has been expressed between the 1st Consul and H[is] M[ajesty] the E[mpero]r of Russia.46





Napoleon was disappointed when he realized that Alexander was not well disposed toward France and suspicious of Britain, as he had supposed, and when he recognized that the tsar did not see the world as he saw it.


 There was considerable justice in Napoleon’s lament. The British were just as arbitrary and violated international norms just as thoroughly in their own actions as he did. Apart from the fact that the British violations were mostly reactions to Napoleon’s, the major difference was that Britain’s actions came mostly on the sea, and the Royal Navy had already been establishing a maritime hegemony for several decades that the other major powers were increasingly willing to accept. Napoleon’s actions took place on land, however, and in places where the other European states were not willing to accept his hegemony. Napoleon’s complaint was really the anger of a would-be hegemon against an increasingly established one.


The British refused to allow the discussion to focus solely on Malta—a case that, put by itself, they were certain to lose. Rather, they insisted that Alexander resolve all of the issues in dispute between Britain and France, and they refused Napoleon’s demand to suspend military operations until Alexander had made his decision. Above all, the British spoke of Russian mediation, rather than arbitration, something that suggested a moderated negotiation between Britain and France rather than a simple decision by the tsar. Napoleon was unwilling to accept these conditions, as Talleyrand noted, but Alexander Vorontsov nevertheless hastened to put together a basis for mediation largely in accord with the British proposal.47


Vorontsov began by rejecting Napoleon’s demand for a cease-fire on the grounds that no British ministry could possibly accept such a condition. He then proposed that Alexander agree to take Malta, which would eliminate “the most important subject of discord between the two warring sides.” The “main stumbling block” having been removed, France would then withdraw its forces from Hanover, Holland, Switzerland, and Italy, “and would undertake henceforth not to send them again into those lands.” Vorontsov noted that the Italian Republic was explicitly included in this list, for “although it was under the supreme leadership of Bonaparte, it must nevertheless exist independently from France and defend itself with its own proper forces.” The king of Sardinia would be properly compensated, and both powers would guarantee the integrity of the Ottoman Empire. In return, Britain would recognize the new order in Italy and return to France all the prizes taken at sea and whatever lands might have been acquired since the outbreak of the war. Above all, Vorontsov emphasized that Russia would mediate but not arbitrate the conflict.48


Even as the tsar was reviewing this proposal, an interview between Hédouville and Alexander Vorontsov demonstrated the reception it was likely to receive in Paris. Vorontsov began by suggesting that no British minister could submit such a wide range of issues to arbitration. Hédouville responded that Malta was the “real apple of discord.”49 To his surprise, Vorontsov demurred, stating that Britain, and indeed all of Europe, had a wide range of causes to fear and distrust France, including the French occupation of Holland, Switzerland, and Italy. Once again, an opportunity for clearing the air went unrecognized, for Hédouville concluded that “the number of [Vorontsov’s] objections will convince you that he leans toward England, although he assures one that he is only Russian.” In the wide-ranging discussion that ensued, it became clear that the conflict between France and Russia was irreducible. The Russians did not see British actions as a threat because they believed Britain meant them no harm. They were not at all convinced, however, that the same could be said of Napoleon, and so they distrusted him. It was surely for that reason among others that Vorontsov proposed a basis for mediation that ensured not only Britain’s interests but Russia’s as well.


The break came quickly. On July 23 Talleyrand wrote to Morkov to tell him how upset Napoleon was with the Russian proposal.50 On July 28 he wrote again, categorically rejecting the Russian proposal point by point and refusing further communication on that topic.51 The next day, Napoleon himself wrote to Alexander, thanking him for his efforts on behalf of continental peace, which had now failed, and asking him to recall Morkov, “a minister who is so personally disagreeable to me.”52


It is difficult to understand why Napoleon would take such a step at this time, unless we accept the idea that he sincerely believed that Alexander was being misled by his advisers. In a note to Hédouville dated July 18, Talleyrand had offered no objections to Morkov other than his British sympathies and haughty attitude.53 Napoleon would subsequently accuse Morkov of taking part in the plots swirling around Paris, but his accusations postdate his request for Morkov’s recall. It is also possible, as Morkov himself suggested, that Napoleon resented the fact that the Russian ambassador attempted to preserve the tsar’s dignity and aura at the expense of Napoleon’s. Still another possibility is that Napoleon was signaling his displeasure with Alexander’s final offer of mediation terms.


However that may be, tensions between St. Petersburg and Paris were seriously exacerbated. Alexander was incensed that Napoleon would presume to dictate his choice of representative to Paris. He naturally recalled Morkov but then refused to appoint another ambassador in his place, working instead through the chargé d’affaires, Oubril. This decision in turn outraged Napoleon, who made it clear to Oubril that he resented the gesture and would refuse to accord the chargé any dignity whatsoever.





The Turn to Austria


As the fall of 1803 approached, Alexander found himself in an increasingly uncomfortable position. Relations with France had been nearly broken off and were becoming overtly hostile. He was deeply concerned that Napoleon would take advantage of Prussia’s cowardice to extend his control in northern Germany or Naples’s weakness to strengthen his grip on Italy or even attack the Ottoman Empire. He wanted to prevent the Anglo–French conflict from spreading even farther into Europe, but Prussia’s fecklessness had deprived him of an ally. Because of Russia’s geographic position, however, there was little Alexander could do without a central European partner. In October, therefore, Alexander accepted the inevitable and approached Vienna.


This approach required a certain delicacy because it was clear to the Austrians that Alexander had turned to them as a last resort. Throughout 1802, Alexander had worked with Napoleon to decide the affairs of Germany jointly and then force that decision on Vienna. He had approached Prussia on several occasions, including the visible visit to Memel, in a way that made it clear that he preferred to work with Berlin. Alexander had no reason to suppose that his approaches to Francis now would be received warmly.


In a long message to Vienna on October 18 Alexander Vorontsov recapitulated Russia’s policies throughout the period of rising tensions that preceded the renewal of war between France and Britain, and then discussed his efforts to join with Prussia in defending north Germany. He excused the delay in approaching Vienna with a gentle slap at Austria’s passivity: “If our august master has delayed in [making such an approach] to this point, it was because of the fear of uselessly compromising the court of Vienna and because he wished to respect the wise and pacific system that it has adopted.”54 In other words, Alexander delayed because he expected that Francis would be even more pusillanimous than Frederick William.




This belief was well founded. Austria in 1803 was deeply conscious of her own weakness. The struggle against France between 1792 and 1801 had exhausted Austria’s will and finances. To support the struggle, Francis had been forced to print money, raise taxes, and borrow heavily. In 1801 some Austrian advisers had even recommended partial bankruptcy to alleviate the crisis.55 Francis had emerged from the War of the Second Coalition determined to maintain peace long enough to put Austria’s house in order both financially and militarily. He appointed his brother, Archduke Charles, president of the Hofkriegsrat, the body that controlled the Austrian military, with orders to “submit a detailed plan for the regulation of the military establishment of the entire Monarchy.”56


Charles was an excellent choice. Although he was just thirty years old in 1801, Charles had commanded the Austrian armies in Germany in 1796 and 1799–1800 and had won a number of notable victories. Five feet tall and subject to epileptic fits, Charles was nevertheless an inspirational leader on the battlefield and a moderately skilled tactician. His great and enduring faults, however, were excessive caution and a certain moodiness when things were not going well. He was generally apt to overstate difficulties and to fall prey to self-pity.


 Charles was a serious military thinker who wrote a number of treatises on campaigns and on the nature of war itself. He recognized that the French Revolution was transforming war, but he was too socially conservative and too focused on tactical minutiae to appreciate the changes. Worse still, he never had his brother’s full confidence. Francis feared that his charismatic and militarily successful brother might challenge him, and he was always quick to heed ill-intentioned rumors that Charles’s enemies whispered into his ears. Nevertheless, as a thinking soldier who had fought and, unusually, defeated the French on a number of occasions, Charles was clearly the man to turn the Austrian army around. For a time, Francis gave him his opportunity.57


Charles was profoundly impressed by the weakness of Austria’s finances. His reforms of the Austrian military system focused primarily on saving money. He presided over a dramatic reduction in the military budget, from 87 million florins in 1801 to 34.5 million in 1804.58 He focused his main efforts, however, on reorganizing the Austrian military administration in order to make it more efficient. He subordinated the Hofkriegsrat, which had directed Austria’s military affairs for centuries, to the War Ministry (he was the minister) and dramatically streamlined its bureaucratic procedures. He also got Francis to reorganize the higher echelons of the state administration. In the past, a large number of agencies had reported directly to Francis, inundating him with information and preventing proper coordination of policies. On Charles’s advice, Francis replaced that system with a single Staats und Konferenz Ministerium in which the Ministries of the Interior, Foreign Affairs, and the military (the Kriegs und Marine Ministerium) were represented.59 Although Charles examined questions of tactics and organization and worked to improve the position of the general staff, nothing that he did between 1801 and 1805 aimed primarily at improving the fighting abilities of the Austrian army in the short term. Of all the senior leaders in Austria at this time, Charles was the most committed to maintaining a long period of peace to give his reforms time to take effect.


Charles’s reform efforts paralleled Alexander’s: the major political issue in Russia in 1802 and 1803 was the establishment of several ministries and the ensuing reorganization of the Russian government.60 Neither accident nor collusion led Russia and Austria along similar lines at this time, but rather the recognition dawning in Europe that states had to adapt themselves to the new conditions of war. The major wars of the eighteenth century had ended with the financial exhaustion of most of the major powers. That exhaustion played a powerful role in bringing France, Spain, and Austria to the peace table following the War of the Spanish Succession, and bringing France, Austria, and Prussia to the bargaining table after the Seven Years War. In each case, a prolonged period of peace had followed as the exhausted states worked to restore their finances and military means. The French revolutionary wars had been no less exhausting, but even optimists in 1801 could not delude themselves that the peace could be made to last for decades. Restructuring state organizations to make them less expensive and more efficient in the administration of funds seemed more urgent than it had been in 1714 or 1763. Administrative reform would be a constant leitmotif throughout the Napoleonic Wars as France’s enemies located and mobilized more resources and used them as efficiently as possible.


This focus on the limited resources available for war had an important impact on the development of the foreign and military policies of the continental powers. Austria, Russia, and Prussia were almost continuously on the brink of financial collapse during their conflict with France. After 1805, Francis, Alexander, and Frederick William believed they had mobilized all of the resources available to them and further mobilization was impossible. The fact that further resources were invariably found when needed did not detract from the pervading sense of helplessness and hopelessness that enervated policies directed at opposing Napoleon. Napoleon avoided this trap until approximately 1809 for a number of reasons, including his ability to wage war at the expense of already conquered peoples and mobilize a greater proportion of France’s resources than had ever before been possible, thanks to the changes wrought by the Revolution. Napoleon’s relative wealth was a terrific advantage to him in the early years of conflict.


These considerations consequently made Vienna nervous about its response to Alexander’s overtures in October 1803. Escaping from the isolation into which the Franco–Russo–Prussian collaboration of 1802 had sunk it was a priority, but avoiding a war with France any sooner than necessary was essential.* The Austrians had been aware of the cooling relations between France and Russia since August, Alexander’s efforts to entice Prussia into aggressive action, and the failure of both. In August Prince P. P. Dolgorukii, on a mission to Vienna on behalf of the Russian army, asked Ludwig Cobenzl when the two imperial courts would combine to put an end to the French “robberies.”†Cobenzl’s reply indicated the line Austria would prefer to take:




 I observed for my part that our object was not in any way to involve Russia in a war against the French [!], that we needed peace, and that my master shared in this regard the views and the philanthropic system of Emperor Alexander. But I repeated to him that I did not at all think that a war was necessary to prevent Bonaparte from going further than he seemed to wish to go, but that I thought that if Bonaparte saw the two principal courts of the continent, meaning the two imperial courts, as tightly unified as they needed to be for their mutual advantage, that alone would stop him from doing a large number of things.61





Thus Cobenzl outlined Austria’s position with perfect clarity before formal negotiations had begun. What Austria desired most was an alliance with Russia; least was a war against France. The trick was to negotiate with Alexander to achieve both objectives; the catch was that Alexander might want war.


The initial reaction in Vienna to the Russian approaches was hopeful if cautious:




If the Russian rapprochement with us had for its object involving us in a war with France, it would not suit our interests at all, because the continuation of peace for as long as possible must always be the essential aim of our policy. But Vorontsov said himself that he wishes for the continuation of peace, and with the Emperor Alexander’s character, this momentary anger against Prussia and France will no more involve him in a war than what he said and did against the Swedes whom he could have devoured. If it is possible without compromising us with France, it is good that Bonaparte is no longer in good with Alexander, it is good that the Prussian perfidy is known at Petersburg; a rapprochement between Russia and us that does not entail war would put the French in the position of having to treat us better, as well as [putting in the same position] Prussia, Bavaria, etc. etc. We must therefore take what comes from Russia and respond to it with friendship, but with measure, so as not to be drawn further than we want.62





The initial Russian approaches thus triggered a reassessment of Austrian policy, and the memorandum containing instructions for Count Clemens von Metternich, dispatched to Berlin in early November 1803, provided the opportunity for a thoughtful evaluation of Austria’s position, needs, and goals.63 


In one sense, the memorandum noted, Austria had done very well in settlements following the revolutionary wars. By “exchanging” the Netherlands and Lombardy for part of Poland and Venice, Vienna had greatly strengthened its position. The Netherlands and Lombardy had been almost indefensible, as well as a source of constant tension with France. Venice and Poland, on the contrary, were contiguous with the main body of the empire and thus defensible, and they did not interest France at all. Therefore the basis of Austria’s previous conflicts with France was finally resolved.*


The Austrians recognized, however, that Napoleon’s aggressiveness posed a long-term danger to them and to Europe as a whole, and that some response was necessary. They saw the same alternatives Alexander had originally seen: to work with Napoleon, trying to lead him to a more peaceful approach to international relations, or to ally themselves with Russia and thereby impress Napoleon with the strength of the potential opposition, forcing him to control himself and his ambitions.


By this point, however, the latter course of action was fraught with danger. The British, it was thought, wished to involve other continental powers in a war with France to force Napoleon to move the Army of England from the Channel and use it elsewhere. Although the Russians might have had better intentions, they were far away from any potential theater. If the Russians made some gesture against France, they themselves would suffer no consequences, but the French forces in Italy and Germany might descend on helpless Austria long before any Russian assistance could arrive.64


The goal of Austrian policy should be to form an alliance with Russia to impress Napoleon, while maintaining a neutrality that would allow Vienna to act as a mediator between Napoleon and Alexander and in this way maintain the peace of Europe by ensuring that Napoleon did not convert his fruitless war at sea into a productive war on land.


This feckless policy had no chance of success. Alexander was increasingly determined to take action of some sort and became impatient with Austrian temporizing and Vienna’s efforts to remain on good terms with Bonaparte. Napoleon, for his part, had already demonstrated his “with me or against me” principle of foreign policy; as Alexander and Napoleon drifted apart, the latter was certain to demand that Vienna make a clear choice.


Austria’s options were bad: too exhausted to contemplate war but unable to view Napoleon’s continual aggressions with equanimity, Austria desperately needed an ally in Russia but did not want to fight Russia’s war. In the end, there was only one possible response—ally herself with Russia lest Alexander withdraw from European affairs and leave Austria to Napoleon’s (and Prussia’s) not so tender mercies. This fact meant that once Alexander approached Francis, the latter would be forced to do Russia’s bidding. The Russian (and British) perception that Austria could be made to bear the burden of the coalition was accurate. All Vienna could do was to delay the inevitable treaty with Russia for as long as possible without finally alienating Alexander, and this Cobenzl set out to do.65





The Raising of Shields


Unfortunately for Cobenzl and his plans, Alexander had other ideas. In late November 1803, following troubling indications that Napoleon intended to expand his control over northern Germany, Vorontsov wrote Alexander proposing the mobilization of a large army composed of several corps. One corps, comprising about 40,000 men, would be deployed along the Prussian border and the Baltic coast, ready to intervene in northern Germany should Napoleon commit further aggressions. Another corps of about 30,000 men would be deployed around Brest-Litovsk, ready to cooperate with Austria should Francis finally realize that the time had come to take a stand. Still another corps, this one of 20,000, would be kept in readiness in southern Ukraine to repel a French attack on Greece or the Balkans. A large army of 80,000 would be kept in reserve, ready to assist any of the first three forces.66


Alexander’s hopes for an alliance strengthened a few days after Vorontsov’s report, when he received a dispatch from his chargé d’affaires in Vienna, I. O. Anstett, describing a conversation he had with Cobenzl about Alexander’s offer of an Austro–Russian alliance.67 Although Anstett was frustrated with Cobenzl’s vague replies to direct questions, he thought the Austrians wished to join with Russia in some way and might be persuaded to undertake a meaningful alliance if both carrot and stick were large enough. This was certainly the conclusion that Alexander and Vorontsov drew. Alexander wrote to Count Johann Philipp Stadion, the Austrian ambassador in St. Petersburg, that the most recent messages from the Viennese court “give rise to the hope that an agreement between the two Imperial courts will not be difficult to obtain and that to this end it was only necessary to come to an understanding and to continue to explain oneself with unreserved frankness.”68


Vorontsov went even further, promising:




Russia will be able immediately to put into action up to 90 thousand men supported by a reserve corps of 80 thousand. H[is] Imperial] M[ajesty] proposes simultaneously to stop the progress of the French in the North, at which point he will be obliged to concentrate all necessary means to face the enemy and at the same time to fight on the coast of Greece.*









[image: i_Image1]




 When reading this dispatch to Stadion in early January 1804, Vorontsov added orally that these troops would be ready to march in eight days.69 The mobilization that followed the dispatch of this missive seemed designed to make it possible for Alexander to keep his word. Alexander may have decided to undertake a mobilization even before hearing back from the Austrians, in fact, for Hédouville reported to Talleyrand on November 13 that Alexander had ordered a call-up of two draftees per five hundred male serfs.* Anstett’s report was not received in St. Petersburg until November 29.


However that might be, concrete measures to mobilize a field army began on December 26, 1803, with a correspondence about provisions for that force.70 On January 6, 1804, Alexander ordered the formation of two bodies of troops, each consisting of 7 infantry regiments, one with 20 and one with 30 cavalry squadrons, foot and horse artillery, pioneers, and Cossacks—in all about 43,500 men. One body was to concentrate in the area around Kobrin and Brest-Litovsk, while the second was to take position between Dubno and Radzivilov.71 These forces were explicitly organized “as an army composed of two corps.”72 Their concentration areas gave Alexander flexibility. From Brest-Litovsk, the road runs west through Warsaw toward Berlin; from Dubno it runs southwest through Brody toward Vienna. There was also a north–south road connecting the two positions. Alexander could support either Prussia or Austria or both with all or some of his forces, and on short notice.


To further support the plan outlined by Vorontsov in early January, Alexander undertook a second mobilization in February, creating three new combined arms corps totaling more than 58,500 men. These formations were to concentrate along the Prussian frontier near Taurrogen, Olita, and Grodno. A final corps of more than 25,500 men (again including all arms) was mobilized in May 1804 and deployed in and around Zaslavl’, to the south of the original two corps created in January.73


By May 1804 Alexander had mobilized more than 127,500 men, organized into two armies each of three corps stretching along the Russian frontier from the Baltic Sea to the Austrian border.74 The first concentrations were probably nearing completion by mid-March—before news of the execution of the Duc d’Enghien (which most scholars believe triggered Alexander’s decision for war) had reached St. Petersburg.†


 This Russian mobilization had a great deal in common with Napoleon’s camps along the French coast. In each case an army of more than 100,000 men was formed, organized into corps of about 20,000 men each comprising infantry, artillery, cavalry, and supporting branches. These armies remained in their positions throughout 1804 and into 1805, and formed the core elements of the forces that clashed decisively on the road from Ulm to Austerlitz.


The quality of those two forces was different, however, and this difference bears examination. Not much is knowable about the Russian forces and what they did between January 1804 and September 1805, owing to lacunae in available archival resources.75 It seems clear, however, that they, like those involved in the previous smaller mobilization, could not have been training as aggressively, extensively, and realistically as their French counterparts. Alexander, unlike Napoleon, still did not put his country on a war footing in early 1804 (for the excellent reason that he was not at war), and so he did not suspend normal budgetary considerations that restricted training in European armies during peacetime. They may even have acquired greater stringency owing to the extraordinary sums Alexander had to allot to provision his mobilized troops. In addition, whereas Napoleon’s troops trained to prepare for an invasion set at a specific date, normally months ahead, Alexander’s troops were supposed to be ready to move with twenty-four hours’ notice—something that normally hinders large-scale training.


Finally, Alexander’s corps did not move out in 1805 with anything like the organization they had in 1804. The diplomatic and strategic situation shifted constantly between January 1804 and September 1805, with the result that a highly improvisational Russian force structure actually went to war. Napoleon’s troops, on the contrary, moved and fought at the outset of the campaign in the same corps, serving the same corps and divisional commanders with whom they had trained for the preceding two years with few exceptions.


The tactical conduct of individual Russian regiments was generally very good, however, thanks no doubt to the prolonged period of anxious mobilization. In addition, the fact that the Russian forces were organized and deployed in all-arms formations called corps was significant. There is a great deal of truth to the notion that Napoleon’s introduction of the corps system during the Marengo campaign was a significant advantage to the French and helped achieve his subsequent stunning victories.76 The issue, however, is complicated by the fact that the Russians also recognized the value of the corps system early on and by 1804 had incorporated changes aimed at improving it.


The Russians had organized one of their armies into corps already in the campaign of 1800. In 1804 both armies were organized in that fashion. The corps of 1804, furthermore, were almost twice as large as the corps of 1800 and included not only infantry and cavalry regiments but also horse artillery and engineer troops. In addition, the corps of 1804 were explicitly organized to meet specific tasks, shown by the significant variation in the size of cavalry in each, presumably determined by mission and location.77


The problem the Russians faced was that the corps they created in early 1804 did not march into battle as units. Unlike Napoleon’s corps, they lacked the advantage of familiarity with superior commanders and with the commanders of other units at the same level. The idea of creating corps-size forces of all arms, even if they were improvised structures, had nonetheless deeply permeated the Russian army by 1805, with notable results for that and subsequent campaigns.





Conclusion


The Franco–Russian rift resulted from Napoleon’s unwillingness to accept any limitations on his actions, coupled with the breakdown of communications between Paris and St. Petersburg. The interventions in Italy, Switzerland, and Holland in 1802 had already raised Alexander’s suspicions of his supposed ally, while the invasion of Hanover and Naples made him resentful and afraid. Napoleon’s request for Morkov’s recall, an unnecessary provocation that led to a dramatic deterioration of formal relations between France and Russia, together with the activities of French agents in Corfu and the Balkans, created an atmosphere of near panic in St. Petersburg and convinced Alexander that his own interests required that he seek allies with whom to oppose Napoleon, even to the point of waging war if necessary.*


Alexander’s alarm was excessive. He did not recognize that Napoleon’s invasion of Naples and Hanover was a more or less rational effort to strike back in a war that was going badly for France. It was by no means inevitable that Napoleon would attempt to extend his European dominion beyond those territories; a French invasion of the Ottoman Empire would have been insane.


Alexander, however, read Napoleon perfectly in several crucial respects. He had seen rightly that Napoleon’s determination to strike back at Britain in any available way was certain to harm Russia’s vital interests. He was also right to believe that declarations and diplomatic maneuvering would not prevent Napoleon from acting on that determination. His conclusion that if nothing was done to raise resistance to Napoleon then further French “aggressions” would take place was sound, even if his belief in the imminence of those aggressions was overdrawn. His conviction that only he, allied with one of the other two continental powers, could raise such resistance was correct.


All of Alexander’s efforts in 1803 and through the fall of 1804 were defensive— he aimed to have forces and agreements in place with which to resist (or deter) further Napoleonic attacks. We must now turn our attention to the complicated problem of understanding why Alexander decided, beginning in late 1804, that he would have to prepare an offensive and preemptive war against France, and how the coalition that would wage that war was formed.










*Although Napoleon prepared elements of his army to strike back at Britain even before hostilities had formally recommenced, he did nothing to prepare his navy for such an eventuality. This failure probably reflects Napoleon’s weakness as a naval strategist; he did not think clearly about what the British might do to the unprepared French fleet with a sudden attack. The inevitable delays involved in naval maneuvers and the danger to which ships caught during such maneuvers were exposed, however, might also have militated against efforts to concentrate his fleet in advance of hostilities.







†The invasion of Naples was ordered on 23 May 1803; Napoleon to General Murat, 23 May 1803 (Corr. de Nap., 6763). The positions that Saint Cyr “reoccupied” were those to which Napoleon referred when telling the British that the situation at the time of the negotiating Treaty of Amiens was less favorable to them than the one they were complaining about in 1802. See above, Chapter 2.
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