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Napoleon statue (1833) in the balcony of Les Invalides, Paris. France, by Charles Émile Seurre. © Shutterstock/Jose Ignacio Soto 
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Introduction 
 The Life of a Necessary Man 




“Don’t talk to me of goodness, of abstract justice, of natural law. Necessity is the highest law.”


~Napoleon, during the “Hundred Days,” April 1815 


“He left France smaller than he found it, true; but you can’t measure a nation like that. As far as France is concerned, he had to happen. It’s rather like Versailles: it just had to be built. Don’t let us haggle over greatness.”


~President Charles de Gaulle, in conversation with his minister of culture, André Malraux, 1969 


One hundred fourteen miles long and fifty-two miles wide, Corsica exploded into being through prehistoric volcanic eruptions in the Mediterranean Sea between Italy and France. Two-thirds of its roughly fourteen-hundred-square-mile area is rugged mountain country whose sharp contours reflect the violence of its geological birth. Napoleone di Buonaparte was born in the fiery island’s principal town, Ajaccio, on August 15, 1769.


He was the second of the eight children born of attorney Carlo Maria Buonaparte and Maria Letizia Ramolino. Both parents were descended from minor Genoese nobility, who had settled in Corsica—a possession of Genoa since 1347—during the sixteenth century. A dreary twenty-six-year revolutionary war began on the island in 1729, ending in 1755 with the founding of the Corsican Republic led by the charismatic nationalist Pasquale Paoli. Unable to drive the Genoese from the coastal cities even after the establishment of the republic, Paoli also proved unable to prevent Genoa from selling Corsica to France in 1764. Carlo Buonaparte became one of Paoli’s lieutenants in what rapidly developed into a guerrilla resistance movement against French occupation, and the infant Napoleone was named after Carlo’s brother, who was killed in this struggle.


Defeated in battle at Ponte Novu in 1769, Paoli fled to England, and Carlo Buonaparte made his own separate peace with the French, accepting appointment in 1777 as the Corsican representative to the court of King Louis XVI of France.


The turbulent politics of Corsica, with its passionate yet shifting allegiances, formed the background of Napoleone’s childhood, as did the more ancient traditions of blood feud and vendetta, which were as deadly serious on Corsica as in Sicily. Yet in the foreground of his early life stood not his father, who was often absent, on duty in the French court, but his mother, who ruled over him, his elder brother, Joseph, and his younger brothers and sisters—Lucien, Elisa, Louis, Pauline, Caroline, and Jérôme— with an iron hand firmly placed in a tender velvet glove. He was thus the child of violent political, national, and quasi-tribal strife yet also the product of a strong mother, who was in equal parts formidable and loving.


Student and Cadet 


Although Napoleone’s early life unfolded on an island backwater steeped in conflict, he did reap the benefits of his family’s local prominence and his father’s French connections. Whereas most Corsicans were destined to lives of provincial obscurity and relative poverty, Napoleone was packed off to attend a private school in Autun, France, in January 1779. Raised speaking Corsican, he rapidly learned French and in May gained admission to one of France’s twelve royal military academies, this one at Brienne-le-Château. His hastily acquired French was thick with the accents of his native island, and on this account, as well as for his dark Mediterranean complexion, he was teased mercilessly by the other cadets. Their taunts were intensified by his stubborn failure to be intimidated by them. The boy the others saw as a Corsican rube responded to abuse with the haughty disdain of Versailles royalty.


Doubtless, young Napoleone was lonely, but as he would do throughout his career, he converted adversity into opportunity. He used his isolation, which was both inflicted by others and self-imposed, to concentrate on study. His teachers noted his facility in history and geography, but they were most impressed by what seemed to border on genius in mathematics, especially geometry. Since geometry was vital to the art of navigation, he was advised to enter the navy. Those who counseled him assumed, of course, that he would join the French navy, but Napoleone knew that the British Royal Navy was preeminent in the world, and, feeling no particular allegiance to France, he seriously considered applying abroad. What stopped him was his admission, after completing the course of study at Brienne in 1784, to the École Militaire in Paris, the premier military college of France. Here he found another application for his geometrical mastery, the artillery service.


Carlo Buonaparte’s death from stomach cancer in 1785 put the family in dire financial straits. Forced to cut short his studies at the École Militaire, Napoleone submitted himself to immediate examination by no less a figure than Pierre-Simon Laplace, eighteenth-century France’s greatest mathematician, who certified his eligibility for graduation, even though he had completed but one year of the two-year program.


The Forge of Revolution 


Napoleone di Buonaparte graduated in September 1785 with a commission as second lieutenant in an artillery regiment known as “La Fère.” He was assigned to the dull routine of garrison duty in Valence, Drôme, and Auxonne, but, with the eruption of the French Revolution in 1789, he departed on a leave of absence that would consume nearly two years.


Napoleone returned to Corsica, from where he wrote to Paoli in May 1789 of the “odious sight” of the French occupiers of the island who were “drowning the throne of liberty in waves of blood.” While the Revolution raged on the French mainland, he presented himself as a Corsican nationalist yet threw his support behind the radical French Jacobins. He engineered his transfer from the regular French army to the post of adjutant in a volunteer Corsican militia battalion and gained promotion from second lieutenant to lieutenant colonel of the battalion by arranging the kidnapping of his opponents.


Lieutenant Colonel Buonaparte led his volunteers in a riot against a French army detachment in Ajaccio, and, when he ignored an order to rejoin regular army forces, he was summarily struck off the lists of the French army. This prompted him to return to Paris, where, instead of facing court martial, he boldly demanded not only readmission into the army but a promotion to captain of artillery. With the regular French army desperately in need of officers, both of his demands were met in July 1792.


The new captain also requested that he be allowed to return to Corsica to assist Paoli, who had ostensibly allied himself with the French revolutionary government. His commanding officers agreed, and Captain Buonaparte assumed co-command of a French assault on the Sardinian island of La Maddalena, only to discover that Paoli had turned against France, aligned with the English (who promised to support his bid for Corsican independence), and moved to sabotage the La Maddalena operation. This caused a dangerous rupture between Napoleone and Paoli, which prompted the entire Buonaparte family to take flight from Corsica to the French mainland in June 1793.


Hero of Toulon 


Although Napoleone’s Corsican sojourn had been turbulent and at times dangerous, it had also kept him out of the revolutionary bloodbath on the mainland. Shortly after he returned to Paris, he published in July 1793 Le souper de Beaucaire (“Supper at Beaucaire”), a Republican political and philosophical dialogue that, while not particularly original or distinguished as literature, struck a chord with the younger brother of the Jacobin leader Maximilien Robespierre, Augustin, who responded by securing Napoleone an appointment as commander of Republican artillery at the siege of Toulon (September 18–December 18, 1793) with the rank of major.


Toulon, on the southeastern French Mediterranean coast, was a counterrevolutionary stronghold that, occupied by British troops who were supported by a Royal Navy fleet riding at anchor in the harbor, had risen against the Republican government. Unchecked, the uprising could undo the French Revolution.


Exhibiting tactical mastery, charismatic command presence, and great personal courage, the young major executed a plan to take a hill overlooking Toulon’s harbor, place his artillery there, and so threaten the British ships that they would have no choice but to evacuate, taking the occupying troops with them. Major Buonaparte personally led the assault on the hill, and although he was wounded in the thigh, he took his objective, deployed his guns, and, as he had intended to do, forced the British troops to depart, the Royal Navy to take flight, and the Royalist insurgents to surrender the city to the Republican government. For this, the twenty-four-year-old was catapulted to the rank of brigadier general and, on orders of the revolutionary Committee of Public Safety, awarded command of the artillery arm of the French Army of Italy.


A “Whiff of Grapeshot”


Soon after his victory at the Siege of Toulon, Napoleone di Buonaparte adopted the French spelling of his name, Napoleon Bonaparte, and dropped the particle “di” as savoring too strongly of the nobility. The victory had raised his star, but, in the universe of the French Revolution, stars often became shooting stars, bound for rapid extinguishment. When the anti-Jacobin “Thermidorian Reaction” of July 1794 overthrew the Robespierre brothers, Napoleon, perceived as their protégé, was placed under house arrest. His confinement lasted less than two weeks, but even after his release, he found himself out of favor.


In April 1795, he was transferred to the Army of the West, which was fighting the so-called War in the Vendée, a Royalist counterrevolution in the Vendée region of west central France. The new assignment was effectively a demotion, because he had been moved from the elite artillery to the common infantry. Unwilling to see his story written this way—he demanded a narrative arc of uninterrupted ascension—Napoleon claimed illness and thereby evaded having to accept the new posting. Instead, he was assigned to the Bureau of Topography of the Committee of Public Safety, an obscure position that cast him so far out of the inner circles of power that he briefly (and unsuccessfully) lobbied for transfer to Constantinople, from which he intended to offer his military services to the Ottoman Sultan in the hope of rising to power on the cusp of Europe and the Middle East.


Napoleon’s dejection was intensified by the turbulent course of his engagement to the well-connected and quite beautiful Désirée Clary, whose sister Julie married his brother Joseph in 1794. He poured his heartache and frustration into a semiautobio-graphical romance titled Clisson et Eugénie. Failing to achieve catharsis, he hit bottom on September 15, 1795, when he was stricken from the list of regular army generals because of his refusal to serve in the Vendée.


Early the following month, on October 3, Parisian Royalists rose up against the National Convention, which had excluded them from the Directory, the new ruling body of the Republican government. Paul Barras, who had been among the leaders of the Thermidorian Reaction that had instigated Napoleon’s house arrest, now proposed none other than Napoleon to command the defense of the Tuileries Palace, in which the National Convention had assembled and which the Royalists were threatening to attack and seize. Barras, it seems, was one prominent Parisian who had not forgotten Napoleon’s brilliant triumph at Toulon.


Seizing the new opportunity, Napoleon decided on the unorthodox use of artillery to defend against a popular insurrection intent on overrunning the palace. He ordered the dashing young cavalryman Joachim Murat to capture a battery of heavy cannon, which Napoleon then deployed outside the Tuileries. On October 5, 1795—“13 Vendémiaire An IV” in the French Republican calendar—Napoleon opened fire on the insurrectionists, offering them (in the memorable understatement Thomas Carlyle used in his 1837 historical masterpiece, The French Revolution) a “whiff of grapeshot.” In fact, Napoleon mowed down some fourteen hundred members of the mob, a stunning action that immediately dispersed them all and instantly ended the threat to the National Convention.


Almost as instantly, “13 Vendémiaire” publicly rehabilitated Napoleon Bonaparte, bringing down upon him a sudden cascade of fame, wealth, and power, all courtesy of the Directory that he had rescued. Promoted to Commander of the Interior, he was assigned full field command of the Army of Italy. Propelled by his newfound fame and fortune, Napoleon turned his back once and for all on Desirée and began an affair with the former inamorata of Paul Barras, the young widow Joséphine de Beauharnais. He married her on March 9, 1796.


It was almost certainly Barras who had instigated the marriage, and it was also he who urged the Directory to give Napoleon an important command. “Advance this man,” he reportedly warned Directory leaders, “or he will advance himself without you.”


On to Italy 


Just two days after marrying Josephine, Napoleon left to assume command of the Army of Italy. While it was a major command, the Army of Italy was also the smallest and least well supplied of the thirteen field armies of the French Republic. It may well have been that, in assigning Napoleon to this army, at least some members of the Directory hoped he would fail and, as a consequence, fade away.


But he did nothing of the kind. Napoleon instantly proved to be an inspiring commander, a thoroughly competent logistician, and a fine tactician, whose execution of tactics was brilliantly innovative. He compensated for his army’s small numbers by incredibly rapid marches and deft maneuvers that allowed him to concentrate more of his force precisely in the places where the Austrians, substantially superior in strength overall, were at their weakest and most vulnerable. His early success culminated in the Battle of Lodi on May 10, 1796, in which he defeated the Austrians and drove them out of Lombardy.


An Austrian counterattack at Caldiero on November 12, 1796, inflicted a defeat on Napoleon, who, however, counter-counterattacked at the Battle of Arcola (Battle of the Bridge of Arcole) during November 15–17, by which he was able to regain momentum and force the papal states into submission. At this point, radical atheists in the Directory urged Napoleon to invade Rome and dethrone the Pope. Although he had been baptized a Catholic in infancy, Napoleon neither revered nor feared the papacy, but he refused to act against the Pope on strategic grounds, reasoning that his removal would create a void that would only be exploited by the Kingdom of Naples and at the expense of the French position. The enemy, he reminded the Directory, was not the Pope, but Austria, and in March 1797 he advanced into that country and forcibly negotiated the Treaty of Leoben. Austria signed the treaty on April 17, 1797, ceding control of most of northern Italy and the Low Countries to France. Pursuant to a secret clause in the treaty that promised Austria the Venetian territories of Istria and Dalmatia, Napoleon invaded Venice, ending its eleven hundred years of independence and looting some of its extraordinary treasures. From Venice, as from everywhere he went in Italy, Napoleon sent wagonloads of riches back to the perpetually cash-strapped Directory. In this way, he won over the vast majority of doubters.


Militarily, Napoleon was a fairly conventional strategist. Even his tactics, though masterful, were hardly new. Throughout his life, he would claim to have learned everything from the commanders he called history’s “Great Captains,” who included Alexander the Great, Hannibal, and Julius Caesar among the ancients, and Prussia’s Frederick the Great, Marshal Turenne of seventeenth-century France, and Sweden’s seventeenth-century soldier-king Gustavus Adolphus among the moderns. Typically, he sought to envelop his enemy by making a small frontal attack designed to hold the main enemy force by the nose so that he could swing around with the bulk of his army to attack one or both flanks, or a flank and the rear. Although many generals of the late eighteenth century relied on simple brute-force frontal attacks, Napoleon’s tactic, though more inventive, was not innovative, let alone radical. Unprecedented, however, were the skill, speed, ferocity, and tenacity with which he executed his attacks. Everything was mobile, even artillery, which he kept constantly on the move to support his infantry. No one had ever seen that before. Enemy commanders were left dazed, bewildered, intimidated, and even paralyzed by Napoleon’s seemingly demonic movements.


Fruits of Victory 


Napoleon’s sweep through Italy netted 150,000 prisoners of war, 540 artillery pieces, and 170 regimental standards in the course of sixty-seven combat actions, which included eighteen important battles. Napoleon did not wait for final victory before promoting himself through two newspapers he authorized to be printed by the Army of Italy. These also circulated well beyond his forces, but to ensure that word of his fame spread—and was expressed in precisely the way he wanted—Napoleon added to his military newspapers Le Journal de Bonaparte et des hommes vertueux, a propagandistic periodical published in Paris beginning in May 1797.


After the elections of 1797 restored many Royalists to power, they foolishly condemned Napoleon’s achievements in Italy and his bold diplomacy with Austria. This opposition gave Napoleon an excuse to dispatch to Paris one of his generals, Pierre Augereau, to instigate a coup d’état culminating in the purge of Royalists on September 4 (18 Fructidor in the Revolutionary calendar). Because the Royalists had taken sides against him, he was confident of the support of Barras and other Republicans of all stripes. In this way, Napoleon was catapulted to the top of the Republican power pyramid, and he was granted full authority to negotiate the Treaty of Campo Formio on October 17, 1797, which brought an end to the First Coalition of nations that had allied against the French revolutionary republic. The treaty both affirmed and added to the French gains made in the earlier Treaty of Leoben.


“Forty Centuries Look Down”


His Italian triumph had made Napoleon a hero among the people, and the Directors, jealous and fearful though many of them were, dared not oppose him. Yet Napoleon was hardly content to bask in the bright sunshine of his latest achievement. He understood the fleeting nature of fame, and no sooner had he returned to Paris than he began to look for the next great challenge.


The ultimate goal would be to definitively defeat Britain, an ancient rival of France that had taken on new menace since the Revolution. Although Napoleon began meeting with Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, the wily and ruthless new French foreign minister, to plot an invasion of England, both men realized that French naval power was no match for the Royal Navy. Napoleon proposed holding the invasion in abeyance (many historians believe he never really intended to invade) and instead attacking Britain in a much less direct manner by seizing Egypt, which would immediately interdict English trade routes to India and position France favorably on India’s doorstep. After establishing an alliance with the anti-British “Tiger of Mysore,” Tipu Sultan, Napoleon intended to use Egypt as a base of operations for the invasion of India, from which he proposed to eject the English, landing upon the British Empire a political and economic blow from which it could never recover.


Talleyrand was on board with the Egyptian campaign, but the Directory was reluctant. Only Napoleon’s immense popularity persuaded the Directors to approve the expedition. Besides, many of them felt that they could only benefit from Napoleon’s absence from France.


From the beginning, Napoleon envisioned the Egyptian undertaking as far more than a military campaign. He wanted to introduce the Egyptians to the best that French civilization had to offer. After securing election to the French Academy of Sciences, he recruited 167 mathematicians, scientists, and educators to accompany the expedition. He intended the French conquest of Egypt to be, like the ancient conquests of Alexander, enlightened.


On June 9, 1798, the expedition reached Malta, at the time governed by the Knights Hospitaller, a noble order founded during the Crusades. Napoleon knew that those Knights who were of French origin had no love for their order’s Grand Master, Ferdinand von Hompesch zu Bolheim, a Prussian, and so he did not hesitate to seize Malta, correctly surmising that no substantial resistance would be offered. Possession of the island gave Napoleon a key staging area and naval base for his Egyptian campaign.


Departing Malta, leaving behind only a modest garrison, Napoleon’s expedition narrowly eluded a Royal Navy fleet under Admiral Lord Nelson. After landing at Alexandria on July 1, the French army fought the Mamelukes (soldiers of slave origin who had converted to Islam) at the Battle of Chobrakit on July 12, 1798. Once again, Napoleon showed himself to be a radically innovative master of artillery. After taking two Mameluke villages, he formed his army into defensive hollow squares and positioned artillery between each of the squares so that it could be brought to bear on the enemy no matter what side an attack came from. Thus the Mamelukes battered themselves fruitlessly against Napoleon’s guns, losing large numbers with each attack they made.


Having discovered the poverty of Mameluke tactics at Chobrakit, Napoleon engaged them again at Embabeh, outside of Cairo, in the so-called Battle of the Pyramids, fought on July 21. “Soldiers,” he famously exhorted his men, “from the summit of yonder pyramids, forty centuries look down upon you.”


Although he was greatly outnumbered—20,000 versus 60,000— Napoleon once again resorted to defensive squares supported by mobile artillery and won a lopsided victory, in which 3,000 Mamelukes were killed or wounded, whereas French losses numbered just 29 dead and 260 wounded.


Despite his triumph on land, Napoleon’s expedition suffered a terrible blow on August 1 at the Battle of the Nile, when Admiral Nelson finally caught up with the French fleet and destroyed or captured all but two of its ships, leaving the invasion force without seaborne support. Napoleon refused to bow to the defeat, however, and early in 1799 advanced from Egypt into Damascus (modern Syria and Galilee) with just 13,000 soldiers, who attacked and took in rapid succession the coastal towns of Arish, Gaza, Jaffa, and Haifa.


At this point, a new enemy presented itself: bubonic plague, the deadly effects of which were exacerbated by a shortage of supplies. After unsuccessfully attacking the fortress of Acre with his greatly weakened army, Napoleon turned back toward Egypt in May 1799. Overburdened with many sick troops, he ordered the poisoning of those languishing with plague, who (he reasoned—or rationalized) were doomed. On their return to Egypt, the depleted army fell under attack at Abukir on July 25, but Napoleon was able to beat back the Ottomans’ amphibious invasion.


18 Brumaire 


Information, Napoleon believed, was the most important commodity a commander could possess. Some members of the Directory had taken comfort in the popular general’s distance from Paris, a circumstance they hoped would reduce what they considered his dangerously growing influence. But Napoleon ensured that he received a steady stream of newspapers and state dispatches no matter where he was campaigning. In this way, he learned of French reverses in a war with a new alliance of nations—the War of the Second Coalition—and, on his own authority, left for France on August 24, 1799. The Directory, outraged, threatened to punish Napoleon as a deserter, but, bankrupt and lacking popular support, it was powerless to act against him.


Opportunity now came to Napoleon from within the Directory itself. One of that body’s members, Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyès, enlisted his support in the overthrow of the current government. A potent plot coalesced around Sieyès and Napoleon, which also included Napoleon’s younger brother Lucien; politician Roger Ducos; Joseph Fouché, a Director later to become infamous as Napoleon’s ruthless minister of police; and the formidable Talleyrand, who would be a central figure in Napoleonic government and whom Napoleon bluntly characterized—albeit almost admiringly—as “a piece of dung in a silk stocking.”


On 18 Brumaire (November 9, 1799), Napoleon persuaded the Directors and other legislators to take refuge in the Château de Saint-Cloud, west of Paris, citing rumors of a dangerous Jacobin uprising brewing against them. On 19 Brumaire, Napoleon suddenly menaced the gathered legislators with troops, which left only those legislators who were in on the coup d’état in power at the Tuileries. They appointed Napoleon, Sieyès, and Ducos as “provisional consuls,” invested with authority to govern at will.


Sieyès assumed that he would dominate the new triumvirate, but Napoleon outmaneuvered him with the same dazzling speed he employed in his military campaigns. He dashed off a new constitution—“Constitution of the Year VIII”—and managed to achieve election as “First Consul,” essentially absolute dictator. Without hesitation, he took up residence in the palace of the beheaded Louis XVI, the Tuileries, from which he assumed the task of ruling France.


Against the Second Coalition 


He did not remain there long. During the War of the Second Coalition, while Napoleon was occupied in Egypt, Austrian forces had reversed nearly all of the gains he had made in Italy and all but driven the French Army of Italy out of the country. Assuming personal command of that army, Napoleon led it across the Alps in 1800. After stumbling badly and nearly suffering total defeat at Genoa, he was able to mount a major counteroffensive at the Battle of Marengo (in Piedmont) on June 14, 1800. His hard-won victory was decisive, but his brother Joseph, to whom he delegated the task of negotiating terms with the Austrians, was unable to persuade them to recognize the French conquests in Italy. Napoleon accordingly ordered a renewal of hostilities and dispatched General Jean Victor Marie Moreau to attack the forces of Austria and Bavaria at Hohenlinden, east of Munich. Moreau’s decisive victory moved Austria to sign the Treaty of Lunéville in February 1801, which not only affirmed but expanded French gains awarded in the Treaty of Campo Formio. The Treaty of Amiens, definitively concluded with Britain on March 25, 1802, and highly favorable to France, brought peace to Europe.


The peace, though general, proved short-lived, however. After the British reneged on their agreement to evacuate Malta and refused to accede to France’s annexation of Piedmont as well as to Napoleon’s “Act of Mediation” creating a new Swiss Confederation, Napoleon denounced Britain as “perfidious Albion.” In May 1803, the British government declared war, and Napoleon responded by making new preparations to invade the British Isles.


Some modern historians regard these latest invasion preparations as, yet again, mostly an empty threat. Not only was the French navy still grossly inadequate to go up against the Royal Navy, French land forces were thinly spread and especially burdened by an effort to suppress the Haitian revolution, which threatened to unravel the entire French colonial empire. Slavery had been abolished in the French colonies as a result of the French Revolution, but, on May 20, 1802, Napoleon reestablished it, thereby triggering a slave revolt in the French West Indies. The Haitian nationalist leaders Toussaint Louverture and Jean-Jacques Dessalines enjoyed significant success in Haiti against French forces, which were badly depleted by yellow fever and other tropical diseases. France’s New World possessions were becoming liabilities rather than assets, and Britain was clearly preparing to exploit France’s growing vulnerability. Cash-strapped, Napoleon authorized Talleyrand—now his foreign minister—to divest France of its remaining possessions on the North American mainland (a region far too vast to be held against British attack). This resulted in the Louisiana Purchase, by which the government of President Thomas Jefferson paid $11,250,000 in cash (plus $3.7 million in canceled French debts to the United States) to acquire 524,800,000 acres of territory.


Napoleon the Reformer 


From the start of his reign as First Consul through the period of his monarchy, Napoleon was alternately condemned as a tyrant and oppressor and hailed as a reformer and liberator. Both assessments have claims on validity. The leader who reinstated slavery into the French colonies also did much to improve the lives of French citizens.


He rationalized the routine activities of government and made them far more efficient and beneficial to the people. Under the French kings, government had rarely served the public. Under the Directory, it had served it poorly. Napoleon reformed the administration of most government departments, assigning clear central authority and making services more generally accessible and equitable. He instituted a schedule of heavy taxation, but also introduced reforms that made taxes relatively rational and fair. Under his administration, the government subsidized education, including higher education, and promoted scientific advancement. Napoleon began an ambitious program of public works, ranging from the construction of modern sewer systems to the improvement and expansion of the French road network. And he both defined and reformed the hitherto ambiguous and corrupt relationship between the Catholic Church and the French state by negotiating the Concordat of 1801 with Pope Pius VII.


Most celebrated of all Napoleon’s civil reforms was his 1804 promulgation of the Code Civil, better known as the Code Napoléon, the creation of which, by legal experts, he closely supervised. The Code Civil was followed by new comprehensive sets of legislation and decrees governing criminal and commercial law. In sum, under Napoleon, the entire body of French law was subjected to revision and reform.


Having suffered the long oppression of kings, the bloody violence of the Reign of Terror, and the incompetence of government under the Directory, the French people generally appreciated life under First Consul Napoleon Bonaparte and approved the Constitution of the Year X (1802), the first article of which, “in the name of the French people,” proclaimed Napoleon “First Consul for Life.”


Napoleon the Emperor 


If the French people supported—even adored—Napoleon, there was no end of factional plotting against his authority and even his life. “The bullet that will kill me is not yet cast,” he declared on February 17, 1814, after a victory at the Battle of Montereau that halted the advance on Paris of a combined force of Austrians and Württembergers. The statement expressed an attitude that had long dominated his thinking, but this did not mean that he was passive in the face of conspiracies against him. When, in January 1804, his police minister Fouché uncovered an assassination plot involving the highly trusted General Jean Victor Marie Moreau, Napoleon acted on Talleyrand’s counsel by ordering the abduction of Louis Antoine, Duke of Enghien, a relative of the French Bourbon kings. Charged with complicity in the plot, Enghien was subjected to a secret trial and executed on March 21, 1804. News of this judicial murder—for the charges were clearly unfounded— spread rapidly throughout the courts of Europe, which branded Napoleon, for all his rhetoric of liberty and his gestures of reform, nothing more than a child of the Terror.


For his part, Napoleon exploited the 1804 plot to justify the next bold leap in his career. With his life obviously in continual danger, he argued, it was important for France that he establish a formal Bonapartist line of hereditary succession, which would preclude the restoration of the Bourbon kings and the undoing of the Revolution. In remarkably short order, a new constitution—the Constitution of the YearXII—established what it called the “First French Empire,” with Napoleon elevated to Napoleon I, Emperor of the French. In effect, Napoleon had persuaded the people of France to agree that the only way to save the advances wrought by the French Revolution, including the ideals of the Republic, was to reverse the Revolution and end the Republic by reestablishing a hereditary monarchy.


Born in Corsican obscurity, Napoleon had made and remade himself several times. Now, on December 2, 1804, at Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris, he accepted the royal crown from the hands of Pope Pius VII and placed it on his head with his own hands. Then, taking another diadem from the Pope, he crowned Josephine his empress. A durable myth—that Napoleon, in a fit of impatience and an excess of arrogance, seized the crown from the Pope—sprang up around this coronation, but the proceeding had, in fact, been carefully choreographed in advance. Always mindful of symbolism, Napoleon wanted the people of France to see him as anointed by the pontiff, but he did not want to be seen as accepting the Pope as his overlord. The unconventional self-coronation was the result. On May 26, 1805, Napoleon crowned himself a second time, at Milan Cathedral, as King of Italy.


A New War 


The very year that Napoleon made himself emperor and king, Britain, Austria, and Russia organized themselves as the core of a Third Coalition to oppose France. In response, Napoleon revived the idea of invading Britain, but a combined Spanish and French fleet suffered a tactical defeat at the Battle of Cape Finisterre off the coast of Galicia, Spain, on July 22, 1805, sending French Admiral Pierre Charles Silvestre de Villeneuve scurrying to safety in Cadiz. This effectively took the French navy out of action and forced Napoleon to shelve even the threat of invasion.


The world, however, was a big place, and Napoleon had more moves to make. In the Ulm campaign of September 25 to October 20, 1805, he led his army in a successful effort to envelop, contain, and defeat the Austrian forces poised to invade France. On October 20, 1805, Napoleon’s Grande Armée took 30,000 prisoners at Ulm—a spectacular victory that was tempered by Lord Nelson’s seaborne triumph at the Battle of Trafalgar the very next day. Not only did the British admiral decimate the French and Spanish fleets, he affirmed Britain’s mastery of the seas for the remainder of the Napoleonic epoch and beyond (though at the expense of his own mortal wounding).


Trafalgar was but the latest in a series of French naval disasters, but Napoleon refused to let it stop his struggle against the Third Coalition. At the Battle of Austerlitz in Moravia on December 2, 1805, he defeated a numerically superior Russo-Austrian army in a horrific nine-hour fight. Napoleon held one tactical principle above all others: find the enemy’s weak point and strike it before it can be strengthened. When he perceived weakness in the enemy’s very center, he ordered an all-out attack, remarking, “One sharp blow, and the war is over.”


It was. The overwhelming French victory at Austerlitz brought an end to the Third Coalition. By the Treaty of Pressburg (December 26, 1805), Austria ceded yet more territory, and the Holy Roman Empire, established in 962, ceased to exist when Francis II of Austria renounced the title of Holy Roman Emperor to become instead Francis I of Austria and “the Confederation of the Rhine,” an entity created by Napoleon and consisting of portions of what are today Austria, the Czech Republic, Germany, Italy, Liechtenstein, and Poland. To ensure that Francis I would be forever his subject, Napoleon named himself “protector” of the confederation. Having now radically redrawn the map of Europe, Napoleon expressed his satisfaction with the achievement by commissioning the Arc de Triomphe on the Champs Élysées to commemorate the Austerlitz victory and all that it meant.


The War of the Fourth Coalition 


Now that three European coalitions had borne down upon him, Napoleon once again turned from Europe to the Middle East in the hope of finding non-European allies. The Austerlitz triumph moved the Ottoman Sultan Selim III to recognize him as the emperor of France, which quickly led to an alliance against Russia and Britain.


Thus allied, Napoleon faced the Fourth Coalition that had now assembled to oppose France. On October 14, 1806, he led the French to victory against the combined forces of Prussia and Saxony at the Battle of Jena-Auerstädt, making the Kingdom of Prussia subject to the French Empire. This accomplished, he engaged a combined Russian and Prussian army at the Battle of Eylau in East Prussia during February 7–8, 1807. Outnumbered 67,000 to 43,000, Napoleon slugged it out with the enemy for fourteen hours. Both armies took virtually identical losses—as many as 15,000 killed, wounded, or captured on each side—but Napoleon had forced the enemy into retreat. Still, as his lieutenant Marshal Michel Ney mournfully observed, “What a massacre! And all for nothing.”


On June 14, 1807, at the Battle of Friedland in Prussia, Napoleon more than recovered from the bloody draw at Eylau. With 70,000 men, he defeated a Russian army of 120,000, inflicting 30,000 casualties at the cost of 8,000 Frenchmen. The battle brought the Fourth Coalition to an end and resulted in two Treaties of Tilsit ( July 7 and July 9, 1807), by which France (in a secret clause) sold out the Ottoman Empire (its ally) to Russia in return for French acquisition of the Dalmatian coast and the Ionian Islands. The second Tilsit treaty, with Prussia, forced that kingdom to cede all of its territory west of the Elbe River to a newly created Kingdom of Westphalia, which would be ruled by Jérôme Bonaparte, Napoleon’s youngest brother. Having acquired control of a portion of Poland, Napoleon created the Duchy of Warsaw and placed King Frederick Augustus I of Saxony on its ducal throne, knowing that this monarch was firmly his to command.


By the first Treaty of Tilsit, the Russian czar also agreed to join in Napoleon’s instrument of economic warfare against Britain, the Continental System. Put into place on November 21, 1806, the Continental System was an attempt to enlist all Europe into France’s anti-English boycott. Although a bold experiment in economic warfare, it became Napoleon’s greatest nonmilitary failure. The boycott did little if any damage to British trade, since, without control of the seas, Napoleon lacked the means of halting extensive British smuggling operations. The economic hardship it caused fell upon France, its empire, and its allies.


“The Spanish Ulcer”


Despite the failure of the Continental System, the French Empire, as of 1807, was coming remarkably close to fulfilling Napoleon’s stated ambition of making “all the peoples of Europe one people and Paris the capital of the world.”


In 1807, backed by Spain, Napoleon invaded Portugal. That nation had pointedly refused to comply with the Continental System, and the French emperor intended to teach it—and the rest of the world—a lesson. Yet even as he hoped to win support for his anti-English embargo, Napoleon proved himself a treacherous ally. He sent troops into Spain, ostensibly to reinforce the Franco-Spanish army already planted in Portugal. Instead, he mounted an invasion of Spain, imposing on an unwilling and resentful populace his brother Joseph as king in place of Charles IV. A popular uprising soon forced a French withdrawal from much of the country, whereupon Napoleon assumed personal command, defeated the Spanish army, and recaptured Madrid. When a British force arrived to support Spanish efforts to eject the French, Napoleon pushed it to the Spanish coast.


By January 1809, most of Spain had been pacified, but renewed aggression from Austria forced Napoleon once again to turn over command of his Spanish forces to his subordinates while he returned to France.


In his absence, the war—called the Peninsular War because it encompassed all of the Iberian Peninsula, both Portugal and Spain—went badly, especially after Arthur Wellesley, First Duke of Wellington, took over command of combined British and Portuguese forces. These, acting against the backdrop of debilitating guerrilla action, took a terrible toll on the 300,000 French troops Napoleon had left on the peninsula. “The Spanish ulcer,” as he called the war, would drain French manpower until 1814, the year of his abdication. Reminiscing during his final exile on St. Helena after 1815, Napoleon would claim that all his “disasters [were] bound up in [the] fatal knot” that was the war on the Iberian Peninsula.


War of the Fifth Coalition 


The Treaty of Pressburg—December 26, 1806—had made Austria and France allies. But it had never been a warm relationship, and in April 1809, the Austrian government broke the alliance and joined Britain, Sicily, Sardinia, and Tyrol in the Fifth Coalition. On receiving the news, Napoleon left Spain to take personal command of forces on the Danube and German fronts.


At first, he enjoyed his customary success, but, after faltering in crossing the Danube, the French army was defeated at the Battle of Aspern-Essling near Vienna, fought May 21–22, 1809. Although the Austrian archduke Charles drove the French back, he failed to capitalize on his victory in the way Napoleon himself surely would have. His reticence gave Napoleon time to rally and regroup for a new battle on July 5–6, at Wagram, east of Vienna. This time the French victory was so decisive that Austria signed the Treaty of Schönbrunn on October 14, 1809, ending the Fifth Coalition and forcing Austria to cede yet more territory and pay France a ruinous indemnity.


Although victory at Wagram had shattered the Fifth Coalition, Britain remained in the fight and sought to compel Napoleon to spread his forces thin by opening up a new front far from the others. The Walcheren campaign, which spanned July 30 to December 9, 1809, was intended to invade the continent via the Netherlands, providing relief to Austria while also destroying whatever remained of the French fleet, which was believed to have taken refuge in Flushing, an island port in the country’s southwest.


The expedition was potentially a very good idea, but its logistics and execution were poor; many British soldiers were laid low by a sickness dubbed the Walcheren Fever, and delays were such that Napoleon was able to reinforce Antwerp, ultimately forcing the British out.


Not one to be confined to playing defense, Napoleon, in the midst of the action in Walcheren, invaded the papal states in 1808 and annexed them to France, citing the Pope’s failure to support the Continental System. When an indignant Pius VII responded by excommunicating Napoleon, the emperor’s officers in Italy took it upon themselves to abduct the pontiff. Not only did Napoleon refuse to disavow this action by ordering the Pope’s release, he allowed the infirm man to be hauled from one part of the French Empire to another while his agents relentlessly but fruitlessly pressured the pontiff to agree to a new concordat with France. Even non–Roman Catholics were appalled at the French emperor’s abuse of the Holy Father.


In 1810, with relations between Napoleon and the Catholic Church at an abysmal low, the emperor divorced Josephine (like Napoleon, serially unfaithful) and married the Austrian Marie Louise, Duchess of Parma. When thirteen French cardinals refused to attend the wedding ceremony, Napoleon had them clapped into prison. He did not dare imprison the Pope, but he did effectively enforce his five-year exile from Rome, which ended only with Napoleon’s 1814 abdication.


War with Russia 


Napoleon and Czar Alexander I of Russia had maintained cordial relations since the Treaty of Tilsit in 1807. Over the years, however, the Russian nobility chafed under the Napoleonic yoke and urged the czar to end the alliance with France. Alexander I resisted the pressure, but in 1811 sought finally to placate the nobles by defying Napoleon to the extent of easing restrictions imposed by the operation of the Continental System in Russia. This led to Napoleonic saber rattling, which, in turn, prompted Alexander to begin preparations for a possible offensive against the French Empire with the objective of retaking (for Russia) Polish territory controlled by France.


Although Alexander’s preparations were ostensibly secret, Napoleon’s network of spies was extensive and sophisticated. In response to the intelligence he was receiving about Russian mobilization, Napoleon embarked on an extraordinary expansion of his Grande Armée, to nearly half a million men. His intention was to invade Russia preemptively, before Alexander could launch an invasion of the French Empire. In this, Napoleon committed two grave errors. His first was neglecting quality in favor of quantity. Hitherto, his most successful campaigns had been mounted by relatively small armies—usually smaller than those he fought against—but always manned by highly trained and thoroughly committed troops under the command of superb officers. Except for the superb veterans of the Imperial Guard, the army he brought to Russia was indifferently manned and was, in any case, unwieldy. Its vast numbers were more liability than asset—especially in the vast wastes of Russia. And that was the emperor’s second terrible mistake. He ignored warnings that Russia’s very size, combined with a harsh climate and poorly developed infrastructure, was capable of swallowing armies whole.


He began the invasion on June 23, 1812. Although he hoped to recruit Polish allies for the expedition—and therefore dubbed his campaign the “Second Polish War”—he refused to give the Polish nationalists what they wanted: leave to create an independent Poland out of the Duchy of Warsaw and any formerly Polish territory recaptured from Russia. Thus, from the outset, Napoleon sacrificed valuable support.


That was the first great frustration of the campaign. The next was the refusal of the Russians to engage in anything like a decisive battle. The Russian strategy was largely one of retreat and avoidance of major battle followed by more retreat. In this way, the French army was drawn deeper and deeper into the Russian interior. What few battles developed ended in Russian defeat, but never decisively so, and the deeper the French army ventured, the less its soldiers found. The Russian army was destroying crops and anything else of value in the ruthless execution of a scorched earth policy. Napoleon had always insisted that his soldiers live off the land. Now he had an oversized army but lacked the means to feed either men or horses. French losses from privation, starvation, disease, and desertion were far more staggering than any mere battle could produce. By the time Napoleon reached the outskirts of Moscow on September 7, 1812, he had no more than 130,000 “effectives” under his command—somewhat more than 20 percent of the number with which he had begun the campaign.


On September 7, the Russian army finally took a stand at the Battle of Borodino. Measured by casualties, the battle—the bloodiest single day of the Russian campaign—was a terrible Russian defeat: of 120,000 men engaged, as many as 45,000 were killed, wounded, or captured, while French losses numbered perhaps 35,000 killed, wounded, or captured out of 130,000 engaged. Yet Napoleon and his battered army were simply too exhausted to pursue the Russians after they had been routed. Had they done so, the Russian army would have ceased to exist. As Napoleon later expressed it, at Borodino, the “French showed themselves to be worthy of victory, but the Russians showed themselves worthy of being invincible.”


The retreat of the Russian army admitted the French forces into Moscow without further resistance. Napoleon’s assumption was that, with the fall of his capital, Alexander I would seek surrender terms. Instead, the czar ordered the city to be burned. Much of it was, and what remained was stripped and deserted by its inhabitants. Napoleon had won an empty shell.


In rage, frustration, and heartbreak, Napoleon and his surviving troops lingered in and about the ghost city for a month before beginning the long march back to France. By this time, the Russian winter was already starting to take hold. Men starved. Men froze. In November, a brutal crossing of the frozen Berezina River (in modern Belarus) reduced the French army to roughly 40,000 men, less than 10 percent of its original strength. From that time to this, “Berezina” has served the French as a synonym for catastrophe.


War of the Sixth Coalition 


It is an extraordinary testament to Napoleon’s hold over the French people that he survived the Russian catastrophe and continued to occupy the throne. The Russian nightmare left him unchastened, and he rapidly rebuilt his army to a field strength of 350,000 by 1813. But the rest of Europe took note of Napoleon’s defeat, and Prussia, Austria, Sweden, Great Britain, Spain, and Portugal joined Russia to form the Sixth Coalition.


Napoleon met the new alliance aggressively, dealing out a series of defeats in Germany, the most consequential of which came at the Battle of Dresden on August 26–27, 1813. Napoleon stunned the Austrian general, Karl Philipp Fürst zu Schwarzenberg, by defeating his 214,000-man army (Austrian, Prussian, and Russian) with an army of little more than half its size—135,000 men. Days later, however, at the Battle of Kulm, in Bohemia, on August 29–30, a French force of 32,000, commanded by Dominque Vandamme, Laurent Gouvion Saint-Cyr, and Auguste-Frédéric-Louis Marmont, was defeated by a substantially larger Coalition force. This paled in comparison to what happened at the Battle of Leipzig during October 16–19, when Napoleon’s 195,000-man army was overwhelmed by 430,000 Coalition troops. It was the biggest battle of the Napoleonic Wars and, indeed, the biggest European battle before World War I. French losses were 58,000 killed, wounded, or captured; the Coalition lost 54,000 killed or wounded.


The End—Almost 


The Battle of Leipzig sent Napoleon falling back on France, his army having been reduced to no more than 70,000 effectives, with perhaps another 40,000 troops in marginal condition. Dogging him throughout the retreat was a Coalition army of at least 300,000, which attacked from virtually all directions. Despite some victories, Napoleon was unable to prevent the fall of Paris to the troops of the Coalition in March 1814.


Unwilling to concede defeat, Napoleon announced his intention to march to retake Paris. In response to this proposal, Marshal Ney led some of his fellow marshals in a mutiny on April 4, 1814. With defiant confidence, Napoleon insisted that the army would follow him, not the marshals. When Ney disputed this, Napoleon folded, abdicating the throne in favor of his son. The Allies of the Sixth Coalition believed they held all the cards and rejected any conditional abdication. Napoleon had no choice but to abdicate unconditionally on April 11, 1814.


The Coalition members ordered Napoleon’s exile to the Mediterranean island of Elba, about twelve and a half miles off the coast of Tuscany. He was permitted to retain the title of emperor; but his empire now consisted of the twelve thousand men, women, and children who lived on the island. His wife and son took up separate residence in Vienna.


Prior to the retreat from Moscow, Napoleon had acquired a poison pill, intending to commit suicide rather than endure capture by the Russians. Before departing for Elba, he swallowed that pill, which, however, proved ineffective. Napoleon not only survived but went on to rule Elba much as an emperor would rule any empire. He assembled a tiny army and navy, and he decreed to the inhabitants of his domain certain principles of modern agriculture.


Mostly, however, Napoleon stewed impatiently in captivity. At length, fearing that Elba was but a stop on the way to a more remote exile, he somehow managed to elude the ever-present guards and, on February 26, 1815, escaped from the island, landing at Golfe-Juan, France, on the twenty-eighth.


The Bourbon Royalists who now controlled the government ordered the 5th Regiment to apprehend and arrest Napoleon. The troops found him near Grenoble on March 7. In an extraordinary moment of history, Napoleon cantered up to the column of soldiers, dismounted, and walked toward them.


“Here I am,” he called out. “Kill your Emperor, if you wish.”


In one voice, the soldiers of the 5th called out “Vive L’Empereur!”


Instead of arresting Napoleon, they marched with him to Paris. Word outran the march, and a terrified Louis XVIII fled. On March 13, the European leaders meeting to decide the fate of post-Napoleonic Europe proclaimed Napoleon an outlaw. On March 17, a new coalition of Great Britain, the Netherlands, Russia, Austria, and Prussia pledged to field an army of 150,000 to recapture Napoleon and end his reign once and for all.


A Hundred Days to Waterloo 


On March 20, 1815, Napoleon arrived in Paris and, the Bourbons having decamped, resumed governing. After little more than two months, he had assembled a loyal army of 200,000. Never one to await the development of circumstances to which he must respond, Napoleon resolved to act first and thereby create his own history.


He would take aggressive offensive action to prevent the union of approaching British and Prussian armies by attacking between them. The battlefield would be in and around Waterloo, in what is today Belgium but was at the time part of the United Kingdom of the Netherlands.


What historians call the Waterloo campaign began on June 16, with the culminating battle commencing on Sunday, the eighteenth. Napoleon had 72,000 men available against 118,000 of the Seventh Coalition (Britain, Prussia, United Netherlands, Hanover, Nassau, and Brunswick), led by the Duke of Wellington and the Prussian field marshal Gebhard Leberecht von Blücher. Both were formidable opponents, Wellington celebrated as the “Iron Duke” and Blücher as “Marschall Vorwärts”—Marshal Forward—on account of his aggressive fighting style. Wellington had direct command of the Anglo-Dutch forces, Blücher of the Prussian and associated German forces. In essence, then, Napoleon led his single outnumbered army against two full opposing armies. He advanced from the south as Wellington closed in from the northwest and Blücher from the east. No other commander would have stood a chance in such circumstances and against such opponents, but as the always-blunt Wellington put it after the battle, the Waterloo campaign was “a damned serious business . . . the nearest-run thing you ever saw in your life.”


Napoleon was relentless in his attacks against Wellington’s army, which arrived on the field before Blücher could get into full engagement. Always looking to exploit weakness and aware that the expiration date of such an opportunity was always imminent, Napoleon was determined to drive Wellington from the field, which he did at a crossroads called Quatre-Bras, just south of Waterloo, on June 16. But despite withdrawing, Wellington’s forces remained intact and coordinated, and while Napoleon concentrated against Wellington, Blücher arrived in force at Wavre and, to the west, at Waterloo. Although the Wavre fight, like that at Quatre-Bras, went to the French, the French collapse at Waterloo was total, as Napoleon’s right, left, and center all crumbled in an end so decisive that the very word Waterloo has become a synonym for any fatal, final failure.


Routed, the remnants of the French army—about 24,000 men— melted from the field like so much snow in spring as the forces of the Seventh Coalition advanced into France to restore Louis XVIII to the throne. Napoleon pondered taking flight to the United States, to find refuge in French New Orleans, but instead, on July 15, he gave himself up to Captain Frederick Maitland, skipper of the Royal Navy’s HMS Bellerophon, and demanded political asylum. He had been emperor of the French, after his escape from Elba, for just one hundred days.


Exile 


The Desolator desolate!


The Victor overthrown!


The Arbiter of others’ fate 


A Suppliant for his own!


~Lord Byron, “Ode to Napoleon Buonaparte,” 1814 


Napoleon was exiled a second time, but to a place as remote as any in the world: the island of St. Helena, at the time a British possession, located in the Atlantic Ocean some twelve hundred miles from any other substantial body of land. He was settled first in part of an English estate, The Briars, but was soon moved to the more austere Longwood House, a somewhat tumbledown grand manor occupying an inhospitable site perpetually lashed by cold, damp winds. Some believed that Napoleon’s British keepers lodged him there with the express purpose of undermining his health. For his part, Napoleon persevered, surrounded by a small band of devoted followers as he dictated his memoirs.


The world did not forget him. Escape plots were hatched in South America, the United States, and elsewhere. They came to nothing, and the months passed into years. By early 1821, his health was declining rapidly. His father, Carlo Maria Buonaparte, had died of stomach cancer, and Napoleon had long suffered from digestive and stomach ailments. He seemed now to be succumbing to them.


By May 3, Napoleon’s physician, Dr. Francesco Antommarchi, announced that he could do nothing more than try to make his patient comfortable as the inevitable approached. On May 5, Father Ange Vignali was summoned to hear Napoleon’s confession and administer last rites. Those present at the deathwatch heard the exile gasp out a four-item list: “France, armée, tête d’armée, Josephine” (“France, army, head of the army, Josephine”). They were the last words of a man who had been born on a small island and died on one even smaller, yet who, between that birth and that death, reshaped much of the world and redirected all of the history that followed him.
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