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“Die hard, 57th, die hard!”
– Lieutenant-Colonel William Inglis to his battalion, Albuera, Spain, 16 May 1811


 


For Tristram, Freda and Penny




INTRODUCTION


Not without reason were the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars once known collectively as the ‘Great War’. The campaigns of France from 1793 to 1815 composed the largest military endeavour in European history until the armageddon of 1914.


And, dare one say it, the most interesting. Contemporaries were mesmerised by ‘Boney’ and exploits, and time has done little to lessen his and their magnetism. Few of us care about the to-ing and fro-ing of the Seven Years War, the Thirty Years War, the Hundred Years War, the War of Jenkin’s Ear or the War of the Roses, but the Napoleonic Wars are the stuff of which wargaming, popular war fiction and historical pressing are made.


The allure is not difficult to understand. Aside from their sheer scale – Bonaparte alone had more than a million men under arms in 1812 – the Napoleonic Wars possessed a pearl string of celebrated battles: – Austerlitz, Wagram, Leipzig, Salamanca, Borodino, Jena, Ligney – and had in le Petit Caporal himself the most magnetically intriguing warrior of the second millennium.


Something more about the Napoleonic era entices; the recognition of modernity. The Napoleonic Wars, and the French Revolutionary Wars which preceded them, ushered in a new way of warfare. The road to the Somme and Stalingrad began in the eighteenth century, not the twentieth. The new way of war-making was seen most obviously in the French army itself.


After the overthrow of the ancien regime of Louis XVI in 1789, the ensuing radical republic was obliged to arm itself with something more than the untrustworthy remnant of the regular royal army it inherited. In its stead was fashioned a new model army of volunteers and conscripts, freed from aristocratic hindrances, where officers were promoted on merit not social ranking. (Some of the talent thus allowed to rise did so all the way to Napoleon’s 26-strong marshalate, one of whom, Victor, had been a mere bandsman before the Republic.) Moreover, the ridding of aristocratic influence allowed some changes in military tactics to rise to the fore, notably the use of the ‘column’ against the ‘line’. Mobile and hard-hitting, usually some 50–80 men in width and 9–12 men deep, the French column, supported by artillery, became the scourge of the European battlefield, and later much emulated by France’s enemies. Behind the French force on the battlefield toiled an economy geared almost exclusively to military ends.


The French soldier, too, differed from his predecessors. A citizen-in-arms, fired up on transcendent political fervour, he fought for a cause as well as the chance for wages and loot. Moreover, the soldat – like his Enlightment fellows in Europe and America – no longer saw himself as a pawn in God’s game, but an individual with his own destiny to carve. And accordingly, the Napoleonic Wars, with the partial exception of the American War of Independence, were the first to produce a distinct body of soldiers’ personal memoirs.


It is from these memoirs that the current volume is culled. The Mammoth Book of Soldiers at War presents fourteen voices of those who fought and lived in the land campaigns of the French Revolutionary Wars (1793–1802), the Napoleonic Wars (1803–1815) and the attendant War of 1812 (1812–1815) in North America. Some of these accounts offer a first-hand account of the most historically important moments of the wars, among them the Russian Retreat of 1812 and the battles of Leipzig and Waterloo. As such, they offer fascinating vignettes (a nervous Napoleon at Marengo flicking stones with his whip in Jean-Roch Coignet’s ‘notebook’ comes to mind, as does the sombre courage of the men about to storm the fortress of Ciudad Rodrigo in Thomas Grattan’s memoir) but the primary purpose of this volume is not to chronicle the Napoleonic Wars in eyewitness chapters. It is rather to present the experience of war in the age of Napoleon, what it felt like to be an infantry soldier, a cavalryman, an artilleryman on the battlefield and the marches and bivouacs that led to it. Many of the accounts are by commissioned officers and NCOs for the simple reason that these men were the most likely to be literate and thus pen memoirs, diaries or letters; but this does not negate a ‘ground-view’ intention. In the Napoleonic Wars, officers led from the front, even when they were as mighty a figure as Marshal Macdonald.


Since the assembled accounts are by those ‘who were there’, their vantage points are usually limited, sometimes only to the men, smoke, horseflesh and flying lead immediately around them. This makes for an accurate portrait of combat, but few soldiers turned memoirist were able to resist bulking out their passage with turgid historical explanation, sometimes directly cribbed (Napier’s History of the War in the Iberian Peninsula being a favourite). In the pursuit of the vivid picture I have either avoided or excised such material, making an exception for General Marbot, as lively a writer as he was a cavalryman, the very definition of the beau sabreur.


That said, some words of historical context might prove useful here. After the outbreak of the French Revolution, pre-eminent among the army officers who secured the safety of the nouveau regime was Corsican officer Napoleon Bonaparte who celebratedly dispersed a royalist mob in 1795 with a ‘whiff of grapeshot’ – a service the ambitious 26-year-old Corsican parlayed into the command of the Army of the Interior, then the command of the Army of Italy. As military success followed upon military success, so political power fell into Napoleon’s hands. By the coup d’etat de Brumaire in 1799 he became one of France’s three ruling Consuls; by the next year he was First Consul; by 1804 he was Emperor. Napoleon was quick to see the relationship between his rise to power and his military prowess, particularly over the hapless Hapsburgs in the Italian campaigns: ‘My power depends on my glory and my glories on the victories I have won. My power will fail if I do not feed it on new glories and new victories. Conquest has made me what I am and only conquest can enable me to hold my position’. Permanent war was also an economic necessity, for Napoleon paid much of the cost of his wars and his regime by plundering subjugated countries.


And so it was that Napoleon led out the Grande Armée in 1803 for a long decade of epic campaigning that resulted in ‘Boney’ becoming the master of Europe from Sicily to the North Sea, from Brest to Odessa.


The wonder is less that the Napoleonic empire fell, than that it managed to last so long. Occupation and sequestration were always likely to provoke nationalist uprisings against French rule and even victories cost France dear in blood (40,000 casualties, including 40 generals at Wagram alone, for example) while Britian’s early passage into the Industrial Revolution gave France’s chief enemy a degree of prosperity that Napoleon could only dream about. At the end of the day, wars are invariably won by the side with the biggest pockets. The British may have been absent as a military force at the battle of Leipzig in 1813, but their pounds not only subsidised the allied side, but also armed it with 125,000 muskets and 218 artillery pieces. Economics also worked against France in other ways; Napoleon’s ‘Continental System’ of embargoing British goods from Europe proved deeply unpopular amongst French satellites for it ruined trade and stopped the import of such niceties as coffee and sugar. Unfortunately for the older Napoleon, he proved a dismal diplomat, and the elevation of his brother Joseph to the Kingdom of Spain caused a draining ‘ulcer’ in Iberia that never healed.


So, why did the Eagle fly for so long? The swift-marching Grande Armée may not have been the revolutionary force of the 1790s, but it still contained enough volunteers and ideological fervour to achieve the seemingly impossible. As, arguably, the military genius sans pareil, Napoleon kept the military reforms which worked and junked those that did not (but not immediately: in 1800, one of Coignet’s comrades still felt able to fraternally tell a general, ‘If you do not move out of my way I will knock you down with one blow of my crowbar’), and was the veritable master of manoeuvering enemies into the big battle where he could deal the KO. So successful was the French military training system, meanwhile, that even in the dog days of 1814, underage conscripts were being turned into soldiers who could achieve unexpected defensive victories. It also helped the Imperial progress that Britain displayed diplomatic ineptitude of some extraordinary sort, and was frequently friendless in western Europe (with the exception of Portugal, ‘the oldest ally’) and then provoked America into the War of 1812 by violating her maritime rights. Britain may have ruled the waves, but her military interventions on land tended to be inglorious affairs on the edge of matters (notably the expeditions to Buenos Aires and Walcheren), only excepting Wellington’s determined campaign in the Peninsula from 1808.


There was something else in the Grande Armée that made it near invincible; a belief in its leader that bordered on idolatry. His mere presence could inspire French soldiers to fight to the bitter end. There is a telling moment in Coignet’s recollection of the 1800 Italian campaign – ‘the Consul appeared; we felt ourselves strong again.’ This veneration of Napoleon scarcely abated amongst the French army – politicians and public were another matter – even after the disastrous 1812 attack on Russia. And it was only after such a disaster, which cost 500,000 French soldiers their lives, that the Eagle began to falter and fall.


In April 1814, with the Allies advancing on Paris, Napoleon was finally forced to abdicate. He then fought back for one more grasp of glory, landing from exile in March 1815 with 1,000 followers. The army was sent against him, but the army still adored him and many rejoined his side. Within a month Napoleon was esconced in Paris as de facto Emperor. In a desperate gamble, he then launched the Armée du Nord against his gathering Allied foes, and despite a blistering success against the Prussians at Ligny, the French offensive was turned at Waterloo. That battle may have been a closer run thing than is generally recognised, but the war was never seriously in doubt. The French public had little stomach and less money for more years of sustained fighting.


It only remains to say something of the men who fought the 700 or so battles of the French Revolutionary, Napoleonic and 1812 Wars, the men who put the grand designs and ambitions into effect. The staple soldier of the Napoleonic era was the infantryman with his musket, forming between 60 and 90 per cent of the various armies’ strength, the remainder of which was largely composed of cavalrymen and artillerymen. Most soldiers were conscripted but plenty volunteered (‘adventure’ being a great pull), but all tended to have a healthy respect for their opponents rather than a hatred, and such chivalric gestures as Rifleman Harris sharing his water bottle with a dying Frenchman at Rolica were not uncommon. As becomes obvious in the following pages, the soldiers’ lot, no matter to which army he belonged, was a hard one, of long marches, harsh discipline and poor food. Battle, when it came was almost a relief, a glamorous break to tedium and sheer slog. Although particular combats could be devastatingly bloody for some units (at Albuera, General Beresford lost 40 per cent of his men), most soldiers would expect to survive the fray. On average, the British mortality rate in battle for the Napoleonic Wars was 3.3 percent.


But other, greater, killers lurked in the shadows. It has been estimated that 85 percent of the 240,000 British soldiers who died between 1793 and 1815 did so from disease. Such a ‘casualty’ rate was not unique to the British army. A man might escape the enemy’s cannon or musket ball, but his chances of avoiding sickness and starvation were much slimmer.


Under such circumstances, men were kept going by drilled discipline, ideology (whether revolutionary fervour as in the young French Republican armies and Corporal Stubbs’ Kentucky militia, or straight pro-duty patriotism), and the chances for booty, promotion or even the sheer pleasure of wielding arms. Esprit de corps or regimental pride was almost a universal phenomenon. Cut off from his family and country, the soldier relied on his unit and his unit relied upon him. Moreover, a man’s regiment was usually composed of his friends and peers. Most soldiers would confess to fear, but few would let their fellows down by open cowardice or desertion.


And few, as becomes transparent in the accounts drawn on here, regretted their time with the colours, despite all that they suffered and saw.


Rifleman Harris might speak for them all: ‘For my own part I can only say that I enjoyed life more whilst on active service that I have ever done since; and as I sit at work in my shop in Richmond Street, Soho, I look back upon that portion of my time spent in the fields of the Peninsula as the only part worthy of remembrance. It is at such times that scenes long passed come back upon my mind as if they have taken place but yesterday. I remember even the very appearance of some of the regiments engaged; and comrades, long mouldered to dust, I see again performing the acts of heroes.’


Jon E. Lewis, 2000




WITH NAPOLEON IN ITALY, 1800


Jean-Roch Coignet, 96th Demi-Brigade


A consummate political opportunist, Napoleon inveigled himself to power in the coup d’etat de Brumaire (9–10 November 1799) as one of France’s three Consuls. Within months his co-conspirators had been persuaded to retire from political life, leaving the Corsican general the nation’s de facto ruler. To consolidate his control, however, Napoleon needed to pacify France’s external enemies; accordingly, he placed himself at the head of the Army of the Reserve and headed over the Alps to Italy – the very scene of the string of victories in 1796–7 which had established his military reputation – and attacked the Austrian army in the rear. The Second Italian Campaign was as rapid as it was brilliant, although the crucial battle of Marengo in the Po Valley, on 14 June 1800, was a close run thing when Napoleon rashly underestimated the combativity of the Austrians, whose attack took him by surprise. Only the timely arrival of a mud-splattered General Desaix saved the day for the French. Yet, this victory and that of General Moreau’s at Hohenlinden on the German front in the same year was enough to make the Hapsburgs sue for peace. The Treaty of Luneville, 1801, duly followed. Even Britain, despite its successful reconquest of Egypt the same year, was averse to more warring against the French and signed the peace of Amiens in spring 1802.


Jean-Roch Coignet was conscripted in 1799, beginning a career that would include all Napoleon’s major campaigns as First Consul and Emperor, from Italy in 1800 to Waterloo in 1815, via Austerlitz, Wagram, and Russia. He was one of the first soldiers to be decorated with the Legion of Honour and despite his small stature was appointed to the Grenadier Guards. He was commissioned in 1812.


 


On the sixth Fructidor, year VII,1 two gendarmes came and left with me a way-bill and an order to start for Fontainebleau on the tenth Fructidor. I immediately made preparations for my departure. My master and mistress wished to procure me a substitute. I thanked them with tears in my eyes. “I promise you that I will bring back a silver musket, or die.” It was a sad leave-taking. I was overwhelmed with kindness by the whole household. They accompanied me to the end of the road, and bade me good-bye with many embraces. With my little bundle under my arm, I reached Rozoy, the first military halting-place, where I spent the night. I took my billeting-order, and presented it to my host, who took no notice of me whatever. Then I went out to buy something to make a stew, and the butcher gave it to me. I felt quite desolate when I saw that piece of meat in the palm of my hand. I gave it to my landlady, and asked her to have the kindness to have it cooked for me, and went to find some vegetables for her. At last I got my little stew, and by that time I had won the good graces of my hosts, who were willing to talk to me, but I took no fancy to them.


The next day I reached Fontainebleau, where some very casual officers received us and put us in barracks which were in wretched condition. Our fine battalion was formed within a fortnight; it numbered eighteen hundred men. As there was no discipline, a mutiny at once occurred, and half of them left and went home. The chief of the battalion reported them at Paris, and each man was allowed fifteen days to rejoin his battalion, or else be regarded as a deserter, and punished accordingly. General Lefebvre2 was immediately sent to organize us. Companies were formed, and grenadiers selected. I belonged to this latter company, which numbered a hundred and twenty-five men, and we were uniformed at once. We received an entire outfit, and immediately began to drill twice a day. The stragglers were brought back by the gendarmes, and we were brought into order again.


Sunday was the décadi3 for the whole battalion. We had to sing “La Victoire,” and the officers flourished their sabres about; the church resounded with them. Then we cried out, “Vive la République!” Every evening, around the liberty-pole in the principal street, we had to sing, “Les aristocrates à la lanterne.” It was great sport.


This sort of life had lasted nearly two months, when a report was circulated in the newspapers that General Bonaparte had landed, and was on his way to Paris, and that he was a great general. Our officers were full of excitement, because the chief of our battalion knew him, and the whole battalion was delighted by the news. We were reviewed, and our clothing examined. We were made to carry and present arms and fix bayonets. They undertook to make soldiers of us in two months. We had callouses on our hands from slapping them on the butt-ends of our guns. All day long we were under arms. Our officers took us by the collars and examined our clothing; they took every precaution that we should be lacking in nothing.


At last a courier brought the information that Bonaparte would pass by Fontainebleau, and that he would spend the night there. We were kept under arms all day long, but he did not come. We were scarcely allowed time to eat. The bakers and innkeepers on the principal street did a good business. Vedettes were placed in the wood, and every moment there was a cry of “Aux armes,” and every one rushed out on the balconies, but all for nothing, for Bonaparte did not arrive till midnight.


In the principal street of Fontainebleau, where he dismounted, he was delighted to see such a fine battalion. He called the officers around him, and gave them an order to set out for Courbevoie. He got into his carriage again, and we, shouting “Vive Bonaparte,” returned to our barracks to make up our knapsacks, wake up our washer-women, and pay them off.


We slept at Corbeil. The inhabitants received us as if we had been natives of that country, and the next day we started for Courbevoie, where we found the barracks in the most destitute condition, not even straw to sleep on. We were obliged to get trellises from among the vines to warm ourselves and boil our pots.


We remained there only three days, as orders were sent us to go to the École Militaire, where we were put in rooms which had nothing in them but straw mattresses, and at least a hundred men in each room. Then a distribution of cartridges was made: three packages of fifteen cartridges each to each man, and three days after we were made to start for St. Cloud, where we saw cannon everywhere, and troopers wrapped in their cloaks. We were told that they were the gros talons,4 that they came down on the enemy, in a charge, like a thunderbolt, and that they were covered with iron. But this was not really so. They had only ugly three-cornered hats with two iron plates in the form of a cross in front. These men looked like big peasants, with horses so large they made the earth shake, and great sabres four feet long. These were our heavy cavalrymen, who afterwards became cuirassiers, and were called the “gilets de fer.” At last the regiment reached St. Cloud. The grenadiers of the Directory and of the Five Hundred were in line in the front court; a half-brigade of infantry was stationed near the great gate, and four companies of grenadiers behind the guard of the Directory.


Cries of “Vive Bonaparte” were heard on all sides, and he appeared. The drums beat a salute; he passed in front of the fine corps of grenadiers, saluted every one, ordered us into line of battle, and spoke to the officers. He was on foot, and wore a small hat and a short sword. He went up the steps alone. Suddenly we heard cries, and Bonaparte came out, drew his sword, and went up again with a platoon of grenadiers of the guard. Then the noise increased. Grenadiers were on the stairway and in the entrance. We saw stout gentlemen jumping out of the windows: cloaks, fine hats, and plumes were thrown on the ground, and the grenadiers pulled the lace from the elegant cloaks.5


At three o’clock orders were sent us to start for Paris, but the grenadiers did not go with us. We were famishing. On our arrival brandy was distributed to us. The Parisians crowded around us to hear the news from St. Cloud. We could scarcely make our way through the streets to the Luxembourg, where we were quartered in a chapel at the entrance of the garden (we had to go upstairs). To the left, after we mounted the stairs, was a great vaulted chamber, which they told us was the sacristy. Here they made us put up big kettles for four hundred soldiers. In front of the main building there were handsome linden trees; but the beautiful square in front of the palace was covered with the ruins of buildings. There was nothing left in this beautiful garden but the old chestnut trees, which are still there, and an outlet in the rear at the end of our chapel. It was pitiful to see that lovely garden utterly destroyed.


Then a fine-looking grenadier rode up with the battalion commander, who ordered us under arms to receive M. Thomas (or Thomé) as lieutenant in the 96th half-brigade; this man said to us, “My comrade and I saved General Bonaparte’s life. The first time he entered the hall, two men rushed upon him with daggers, and it was my comrade and I who parried the blows. Then the general went outside, and they cried, ‘Outlaw him.’ Whereupon he drew his sword, ordered us to fix bayonets, shouted, ‘Clear the hall,’ and called for his brother. The whole chicken-hearted lot jumped out of the windows, and we were left masters of the hall.” He told us also that Josephine had given him a ring, worth full fifteen thousand francs, forbidding him to sell it, and saying she would attend to all his wants.


Our whole fine battalion was finally incorporated in the 96th half-brigade of the line, composed of old and experienced soldiers, and officers who were very strict. Our colonel was named M. Lepreux, a native of Paris, a good soldier, and kind to his officers. Our captain was named Merle, and he had all the qualities of a soldier. Strict, just, always present when rations were distributed to his grenadiers, on drill twice a day, strict in discipline; he was present at meal-times. He also taught us to shoot. We were at work every moment of our time. In three months our companies were able to go through the drill in presence of the First Consul.


I became very skilful in the use of arms. I was supple, and I had two good training masters who helped me on. They had examined me, and so had felt my belt-pockets; they therefore paid court to me. I paid for their drams. It was necessary to deal in this way with these hard drinkers. However, I had no reason to complain of them, for at the end of two months they put me to a severe test. They made a man pick a quarrel with me, and that without pretext. “Come,” said this swaggerer to me, “draw your sabre, and I will spill a little of your blood.” – “We’ll see about that, my boy.” – “Find your second.” – “I have none.” Then my instructor, who was in the plot, said to me, “Would you like me to be your second?” – “I would, indeed, Father Palbrois.” – “Off we go, then,” said he, “and no more ado!” All four of us started out. We went a little way into the garden of the Luxembourg where there were two old tumble-down buildings, and they took me in between two old walls. There with my coat off I stood ready. “Now, strike the first blow,” said I to him. – “Not I,” he answered. – “All right, look out.” Then I rushed upon him, and gave him no time to recover himself. My master ran in between us, sabre in hand. I pushed him aside. “Get away, let me kill him!” – “Come, come, that’ll do; shake hands, and we will drink a bottle of wine.” – “But that drop of my blood, doesn’t he want it any longer?” – “It was all a joke,” said my master.


I was now recognized as a good grenadier. I saw what they were after; this was a trick to make me pay my scot, which I did with a good grace, and they set it down to my credit. The grenadier, who wanted to kill me in the morning, was my best friend. He paid me all sorts of attentions and rendered me any number of small services. My two masters pushed me forward; four hours of drilling, two hours in the fencing school, making six hours daily. This life lasted three months, and I paid for many drams for these tipplers. Happily for me, M. and Madame Potier had filled my belt-pouch. I reaped the benefit of their goodness a long time.


We passed the winter in Paris. The First Consul’s review took place in the month of February, at the Tuileries; the three half-brigades (24th light, 43rd and 96th of the line) formed a division of fifteen thousand men, the command of which was given to General Chambarlhac.6 The First Consul put us through the evolutions, rode down the ranks and seemed satisfied. He called the colonels, and desired to see the conscripts apart. The company of grenadiers of the battalion of Seine-et-Marne was brought out. He told our captain, Merle, to make us go through the evolutions before him. He was surprised. “But these must be old troops you are drilling?” – “No,” answered the captain, “they are a company of the auxiliary battalion formed at Fontainebleau.” – “I am greatly pleased with this company; send it back to the battalion. Hold yourselves in readiness to march.”


We received orders to set out for the camp of Dijon, which really had no existence, at least we never saw it. The whole division started for Corbeil, where Chambarlhac made us camp among the vines in the good department of Seine-et-Marne, which had made so many sacrifices for our battalion. We camped thus all along the route. From Auxerre he led us to St. Nitasse. The citizens were willing to lodge us, they brought us wagon-loads of wood and straw; but all in vain, we still had to burn their trellises and cut down their poplars. We were called “Chambarlhac’s brigands.” He, however, never bivouacked with his soldiers. This life continued till we reached Dijon, where we were billeted among the citizens and remained for six weeks.


General Lannes7 formed his advance guard, and set out for Switzerland. We were the last to leave Dijon for Auxonne, where we lodged. The next day we went to Dôle where we only passed the night, and went on to Poligny. Thence we went to Morez. The next day we slept at Rousses, and thence to Nyon, where we brought all our little force together in a beautiful plain. We were reviewed by the First Consul, assisted by his generals, among whom was Lannes. We were put through the evolutions, and made to form a square. The Consul kept us occupied the whole day; the next morning he marched us out, and started us for Lausanne, a very pretty village. The Consul passed the night there, and we were kindly received. The people were good to the soldiers; we never started out without a good bit of ham wrapped in a paper. We had guides all along our route, for we were in danger of losing our way.


Leaving Lausanne, we went around the end of the Lake of Geneva, and then went up the valley of the Rhone, and arrived at St. Maurice. Thence we started for Martigny. All these villages were as wretched as can possibly be imagined. We went into another valley, which might well have been called the valley of Hell. After that we left the valley of the Rhone, and went into the valley which leads to the St. Bernard, and came to the town of St. Pierre, situated at the foot of the St. Bernard pass. This village was composed entirely of huts covered with planks, and immense barns where we slept pell-mell. Here we dismounted our entire park in the presence of the Consul. Each of the guns was placed in a trough; at the end of the trough there was a large mortise by which to drag the gun, managed by a strong and intelligent gunner with forty grenadiers under his orders. We had to obey in absolute silence every movement made by his piece. If he commanded “Halt,” we stood like stones; if he cried “Advance,” we had to move on. He was our master.


Next morning at daybreak all was ready, and rations of biscuits were distributed to us. I put them on a string and hung them around my neck (the necklace was very inconvenient), and we had two pairs of shoes given us. That very evening our cannoneer made up his teams, which were composed of forty grenadiers to each gun; twenty to drag the piece (ten on each side, holding on to sticks put through ropes which served for traces), and twenty others who carried the others’ muskets and the wheels and caissons of the piece. The Consul had taken the precaution to collect the mountaineers together for the purpose of picking up all the things which should have been left behind, promising them six francs for the journey and two rations a day. In this way everything was brought together at the place of rendezvous, and nothing was lost.


The next morning at daybreak, our master placed us by twenties at our pieces, ten on each side of a gun. I was put in the first place, to the right, in front; it was the most dangerous side, because it was next to the precipices. Then we started off with our three pieces. Two men carried each axle-tree, two carried a wheel, four carried the upper part of the caisson, eight carried the chest, eight others the muskets. Every one had his special duty and position. It was a most terrible journey. From time to time there were commands of “Halt,” or “Advance,” and not a word was spoken. All this was mere pastime, but when we reached the snow, matters became more serious. The road was covered with ice which cut our shoes, and our gunner could not manage his piece; it slipped constantly. He was obliged to mount it anew. This man needed all his courage to be able to hold out; “Halt!” “Advance!” he cried every moment, and all moved on in silence.


We had gone over a league of this terrible road, and it was necessary to give us a moment to rest and to put on some new shoes, for those we had on were in tatters, and also to take a bite of our biscuits. As I was taking my string from around my neck so as to take one off, the string broke, and all my biscuits went rolling down the precipice. How grieved I was to find myself without bread, and how my forty comrades laughed at my misfortune! “Come,” said our gunner, “we must make up a feed for our leading horse, he understands the word of command.” This made my comrades laugh again. “All right,” they answered, “let each of us give a biscuit to our lead horse!” Then I recovered my spirits. I thanked them with all my heart and found myself richer than my comrades. We started off again well shod. “Come, my horses,” said our gunner, “fall in, advance! When we reach the snow fields, we shall move more easily and not have so much trouble.”


We did reach those terrible fields of perpetual snow, and found less difficulty; our gun-trough slid along more rapidly. General Chambarlhac came up with us and wanted to hasten us; he stood by the gunner and assumed the tone of command, but was ill received. “You don’t command my piece,” said the gunner. “I alone am responsible for it. Go your own way! these grenadiers do not belong to you for the present; I alone command them.” The general went up to the gunner, but the latter commanded him to halt. “If you do not move out of my way I will knock you down with one blow of my crowbar. Move on, or I will throw you over the precipice!”


He was compelled to go away, and after the greatest exertion we reached the foot of the monastery. For four hundred feet the ascent is very rapid, and we could see that some troops had gone on ahead of us. The road had been opened and paths cut out leading to the monastery. We left our guns there, and four hundred of us grenadiers with a party of our officers entered the house of God, where men devoted to the cause of humanity are stationed to give aid and comfort to travellers. Their dogs are always on hand to guide unfortunate creatures who may have fallen in the avalanches of snow, and conduct them to this house, where every necessary comfort is provided.


While our colonel and other officers were in the halls beside bright fires, we received from these venerable men a bucket of wine for every twelve men, and a quarter of a pound of Gruyère cheese and a loaf of bread for each. We were lodged in the large corridors. The good monks did everything that they possibly could, and I believe they were well treated.


For our part, we pressed the good fathers’ hands when we parted from them, and embraced their dogs, which caressed us as if they knew us. I cannot find words to express the veneration I feel for those men.


Our officers decided to take the guns down the descent, and then our terrible task would be accomplished. Our brave captain, Merle, was appointed to conduct the three companies. As we crossed the lake which is at the foot of the monastery, we saw that in one place the ice had been broken. The good monk who showed us the way told us that it was the first time for forty years that he had seen the water. He pressed our captain’s hand and bade us all farewell.


We descended almost perpendicularly, and reached St. Rémy. This village is down in a perfect hell of snow; the houses are very low, and covered with very broad tiles. Here we passed the night. I lay down on the floor of a stable where I found some straw, and passed a comfortable night along with twenty of my comrades; we were not cold. The next morning we had roll-call, and started to go to a place three leagues farther on. We were going to get out of hell and descend to paradise. “Be saving of your biscuits,” said our captain, “we are not yet in Piedmont. We must go through many a difficult pass before we reach Italy.” We came to the place of general rendezvous for all the regiments; it was a long gorge with a village set against the mountain. To the right, up a steep slope, there was a very high cliff. In two days all our forces were gathered together in this plain. Our brave officers were there without any boots and with no sleeves to their coats; it was pitiful to see them.


But this rendezvous seemed to be the end of the world; there was no way leading out of it. The Consul arrived and immediately ordered some heavy timbers to be brought. He superintended in person, with all the engineers, and they cut a hole in the rock, which was on the edge of a precipice. The cliff was so steep that it seemed as though it had been sawn. A piece of timber was placed in the hole; then he made them put another piece across it (this was more difficult to accomplish), and placed a man at the end to hold it in position. Then, by adding beams to these first two, it was no longer difficult to establish our bridge. Railings were put on the side next the precipice, and this wonderful piece of work was completed in two days. All our pieces were carried over, and nothing was lost.


On the other side the descent was easy to the valley, which led to the fort of Bard, which is surrounded by rocks. This fort is impregnable, it is impossible to batter it down; it is one great rock, with rocks all around it which tower above it, and which cannot be climbed. Here the Consul took many pinches of snuff, and had quite enough to do, with all his genius. His engineers set to work to make a road out of range of the guns. They discovered a foot-path among the rocks which was four hundred yards long, and he had it cleared out and made smooth. This foot-path led to the foot of a mountain; he had a path cut in the side of this mountain with iron sledge-hammers, wide enough for a man to ride through on horseback. But this was not his most difficult task. The artillery was close by, sheltered in a cave, but it could not follow the foot-path, but must pass near the fort. So this is the way he managed it; he first placed two guns on the road in front of the fort and fired into it. He was, however, obliged to withdraw them immediately, for a cannon-ball at once disabled one of our pieces. He sent a flag of truce and summoned the commander to surrender, but received an unfavourable reply. He was then obliged to employ strategy. He chose good sharp-shooters, gave them rations and cartridges, and placed them in the clefts of the rocks or had niches made for them in the rocks which overlooked the fort. Their shot took the garrison in the rear, so that they could not move about in their courtyard. The same day he discovered a very broad flat rock to the left of the fort. He immediately made an examination of it so as to station two guns on it. Men and ropes were called into requisition, and the two guns were placed upon this flat rock which was at least a hundred feet higher than the fort. Grape shot was rained down on it, and their gunners could not move from their casemates during the day; but still, there were our pieces and our caissons which must be taken past the fort.


As soon as Bonaparte learned that the horses belonging to the artillery trains had passed by he made preparations to send his artillery under the walls of the fort; he had the wheels and every part which could make any noise, even the soldiers’ shoes, padded with straw, so as not to attract attention. At midnight all was ready. The cannoneers of our half-brigade asked for grenadiers to drag the artillery, and the twenty men who had climbed Mont St. Bernard were detailed for that purpose. I was among those who were under the same gunner under whom I had made the passage of the St. Bernard; he put me at the head of the first piece, and each of the others at his former post. The signal for departure was given; not a breath was heard. We got by without being noticed.


On reaching the opposite side, we turned immediately to the left; along the way for forty feet, we were protected by the rock which overlooked the road and concealed us from the fort. We found the horses all ready; they were hooked in at once and started off. We returned by the same road on tiptoe, holding on to each others’ coat-tails; but we were heard, and grenades were thrown upon us over the ramparts. As they fell upon the opposite side of the road, no one was struck; we were only frightened and went back to get our muskets. This was a mistake; we should have been told to put them on the caissons, and go straight on. As it was, we were much exposed; but it is impossible to think of everything.


On our return from this perilous undertaking, the colonel congratulated us upon our success: “I thought you were lost, my brave fellows.” Our captain made us form a circle around him, and said, “Grenadiers, you have just accomplished a great work. It is a great credit to the company.” He shook us all by the hand, and said to me, “I am much pleased with your first services. I shall remember you.” Then he pressed my hand again, saying, “I am very well pleased.” We all answered, “Captain, we all love you.” – “Ah, you are very kind; I shall not forget it, and I thank you.”


We now went up a steep footpath; when we reached the top of the mountain, we saw the beautiful plains of Piedmont. The descent being practicable, we soon found ourselves in that paradise, and went on by forced marches as far as Turin, where the inhabitants were surprised to see an army arrive with its artillery.


This is the best-built city in Europe. All the houses are alike, all built after the same model, with streams of pure water in the gutters; all the streets are straight and very magnificent. Next day we set out for Milan. We made no halt, the march was forced. We made our entrance into the beautiful city of Milan, where all the people lined the streets to see us pass. They are very fine-looking. The street which leads to the Roman gateway is as handsome as can well be imagined. Passing through this gate, and turning to the left, we found a camp already established, and barracks completed. We saw that there was an army there ahead of us. We were made to stack arms, and men were detailed to go for rations, and I was among the number. No one was allowed to enter the city. I stole off, while the rations were being distributed, to go and see the cathedral. There is nothing like it, with all its columns of white marble. I went back to carry my bag of bread, and full rations were distributed to us.


We left there the next morning, and went to the right down to the river Po, which is a very deep stream. Here we found a flying bridge, which would hold five hundred men, and by means of a heavy rope, which was thrown across the river, one could cross by pulling on the rope. This consumed a great deal of time, especially in transferring the artillery. It was very late when we reached the heights, which were completely laid waste, and there we passed the night. Our division was sent on to Piacenza, a superb city. General Lannes was defeating the Austrians, and driving them back upon the Po. As for our division, we were sent from one place to another, and made to march in every direction to assist the divisions of the advance guard, and still we did not fire a shot. We only manoeuvred.


We again marched down to the Po. The Austrians seized upon the heights before reaching Montebello. Their artillery cut down our troops as they came up. We were obliged to send the 24th and 43rd half-brigades forward to take possession of the position. General Lannes finally succeeded in driving them back toward Montebello, and pursued them all night. The next morning he gave them another greeting, and our half-brigade occupied the heights which had cost so much to take, for they were twice as strong as we were. Next morning we started out to follow in the wake of that immense advance-guard, and we were stationed about half a league in rear of Montebello, in a broad walk in a beautiful plantation of mulberry-trees. There we were made to stack arms.


We were regaling ourselves upon the ripe fruit with which the trees were loaded, when suddenly at eleven o’clock we heard cannonading. We thought it was very far off. But we were mistaken, it was coming nearer to us. An aide-de-camp came up with orders for us to advance as rapidly as possible. The general was hard pressed on all sides. “To arms,” said our colonel, “fall in, my brave regiment! Our turn has come to distinguish ourselves.” And we shouted, “Hurrah for our colonel and all our brave officers!” Our captain, with his one hundred and seventy-four grenadiers, said “I will answer for my company. I will march at their head.”


We were made to march by platoons, and load our muskets as we were marching, and here I put the first cartridge in my musket. I made the sign of the cross with my cartridge, and it brought me good luck. We reached the entrance of the village of Montebello, where we saw a great many wounded soldiers, and then we heard the drums beating the charge.


I was in the first platoon in the third rank, according to my height. As we were going out of the village, a cannon gave us a volley of grape-shot, which did no one any harm. I ducked my head at the sound of the gun, but my sergeant-major slapped me on the knapsack with his sabre, and said, “No ducking!” – “No, there shan’t be!” I answered.


After the first discharge, Captain Merle cried, “To right and left into the trenches,” so as to prevent our receiving another volley. As I did not hear the captain’s command, I was left entirely exposed. I rushed past our drummers, towards the gun, and fell upon the gunners. They were loading again, and did not see me. I bayoneted all five of them, then leaped upon the piece, and my captain embraced me as he went by. He told me to guard my cannon, which I did, and our battalions dashed upon the enemy. It was a bloody affair of bayonets, with firing by platoons. The men of our brigade fought like lions.


I did not remain long in that position. General Berthier8 came galloping up, and said to me, “What are you doing there?” – “General, you see what I’ve done. This gun is mine, I took it all by myself.” – “Do you want something to eat?” – “Yes, general.” (He talked through his nose.) Then he turned to his groom, and said, “Give him some bread.” And taking out a little green memorandum-book, he asked me my name. “Jean-Roch Coignet.” – “Your half-brigade?” – “Ninety-sixth.” – “Your battalion?” – “The first.” – “Your company?” – “First.” – “Your captain?” – “Merle.” – “Tell your captain to bring you to see the Consul at ten o’clock. Leave your gun and go and find him.”


Then he galloped off, and I, delighted, went as fast as my legs would take me to rejoin my company, which had turned into a road to the right. This road was a sunk road, bordered on each side with hedges and occupied by some Austrian grenadiers. Our grenadiers were fighting them with bayonets. They were in complete disorder. I went up to my captain, and told him that my name had been taken down. “That is good,” said he. “Now, come through this opening, so that we can get ahead of the company; they are marching too fast, they will be cut off. Follow me.” We went together through the opening. About a hundred steps off, on the other side of the road, there was a large wild pear-tree, and behind it a Hungarian grenadier, who was waiting till my captain came in front of him to fire upon him. But as he saw him, he cried to me, “Fire, grenadier.” As I was behind the Hungarian, I took aim at a distance of only ten paces, and he fell, stone dead. Then my captain embraced me. “Don’t leave me to-day,” said he; “you have saved my life.” And we hastened on to get ahead of the company which had advanced too rapidly.


A sergeant came out from the road as we had. Three grenadiers surrounded him. I ran to help him. They had hold of him, and called on me to surrender. I pointed my musket at them with my left hand, and using my right as a lever, plunged my bayonet into the belly of first one and then a second of the grenadiers. The third was thrown down by the sergeant, who took him by the head, and laid him flat. The captain finished the work. The sergeant recovered his belt and his watch, and in his turn plundered the three Austrians. We left him to look after himself, and put on his clothes, and hastened forward to get in front of the company, which was filing into an open field, where the captain once more took command, and rejoined the battalion, which was advancing at a quick step.


We were encumbered with three hundred prisoners, who had surrendered on the sunk road. We turned them over to some of the hussars de la mort who had escaped, for they had been cut to pieces that morning, and only two hundred out of a thousand were left. We took more prisoners; we did not know what to do with them; no one wanted to take charge of them, and they went along unguarded. They were routed completely.9 They ceased firing upon us, and ran like rabbits, especially the cavalry, which caused a panic throughout the infantry. The Consul came up in time to see the battle won, and General Lannes covered with blood10 (he looked dreadful), for he had been constantly in the thick of the fight, and it was he who made the last charge. If we had had two regiments of cavalry, all their infantry might have been taken.


That evening, the captain took me by the arm, presented me to the colonel, and told him what I had done during the day. He answered, “Why, captain, I knew nothing about this!” Then he shook me by the hand, and said, “I must make a note of it.” – “General Berthier wishes to present him to the Consul at ten o’clock this evening,” said my captain; “I am going to take him.” – “Ah! I am glad of it, grenadier.”


We went to see General Berthier, and my captain said to him, “Here is my grenadier who captured the gun, and since then he has saved my life and that of my first sergeant. He killed three Hungarian grenadiers.” – “I will present him to the Consul.” Then General Berthier and my captain went to see the Consul, and after talking a while with him they called me in. The Consul came up to me, and took me by the ear. I thought he was going to scold me, but, on the contrary, he was very kind; and still holding me by the ear, he said, “How long have you been in the service?” – “This is my first battle.” – “Ah, indeed! it is a good beginning. Berthier, put him down for a musket of honour. You are too young to be in my Guard; for that, one must have made four campaigns. Berthier, make a note of him at once, and put it on the file. You may go now,” said he to me, “but you shall one day be one of my guards.”


Then my captain took me away, and we went off arm in arm as if I had been his equal. “Can you write?” said he. – “No, captain.” – “Oh, that is a pity; if you did, your fortune would be made. But, never mind, you will be specially remembered.” – “Thank you, captain.”


All the officers shook hands with me, and the brave sergeant, whose life I had saved, embraced me before the whole company, who cheered me. How proud I was!


Thus ended the battle of Montebello.


 


The next night we slept on the field of battle. On the morning of the 10th, the drums beat to arms. Lannes and Murat11 set out with the vanguard to bid the Austrians good morning, but could not find them. They had not slept, and had marched all night. Our half-brigade finished picking up the wounded Austrians and French whom we had not found the night before. We carried them off to the ambulances, and it was very late before we left the battlefield.


We were all night on the march along cross roads. At midnight, M. Lepreux, our colonel, called a halt, and passed down the ranks saying, “Maintain absolute silence.” Then he ordered the first battalion to move. We passed through narrow roads where we could not even see each other. The officers, who were on horseback, had dismounted, and the most profound silence reigned through the ranks. We filed out, and found ourselves in ploughed fields. We were still forbidden to make any noise, or to light any fire. We were obliged to lie down among the great clods of dirt, with our heads on our knapsacks, and wait for the day.


The next morning we were ordered on, with empty stomachs. We advanced only to find villages completely pillaged. We crossed ditches and marshes, a large stream, and came to villages filled with shrubbery. No provisions anywhere. All the houses were deserted. Our officers were overcome with fatigue and hunger. We left these marshy places, and turned to the left, into a village surrounded by orchards and gardens. Here we found some flour, a little bread, and a few animals. It was time, for we were dying of hunger.


On the 12th our two half-brigades came up on our right wing, and our division was reunited. We were told that the name of the village was Marengo. In the morning the breakfast-drum beat. What joy! Twenty-seven wagons filled with bread had arrived. What happiness for the starving men! Every one was willing to do extra duty. But what was our disappointment! The bread was all damp and mouldy. We had to put up with it though.


On the 13th, at break of day, we were made to march forward into an open plain, and at two o’clock we were placed in line of battle and piled arms. Aides-de-camp arrived from our right, who flew around in every direction. A general engagement was beginning; the 24th half-brigade was detached and sent forward unsupported. It marched a long distance, came up with the Austrians, and had a serious encounter, in which it lost heavily. It was obliged to form square in order to resist the attack of the enemy. Bonaparte abandoned it in this terrible position. It was said that he desired to leave it to be destroyed. The reason was this. At the time of the battle of Montebello, this half-brigade, having been ordered to advance by General Lannes, began by firing upon its officers. The soldiers spared only one lieutenant. I do not know what could have been the motive for this terrible vengeance. The Consul, informed of what had taken place, concealed his indignation. He could not give way to it when in face of the enemy. The lieutenant who had survived the destruction of his comrades was appointed captain; the staff immediately re-formed. But, nevertheless, it was understood that Bonaparte had not forgotten.


About five or six o’clock in the evening we were sent to extricate the 24th. When we arrived, soldiers and officers heaped insults upon us, declaring that we had wantonly left them to destruction, as if it depended upon us to march to their assistance. They had been overwhelmed. I suppose they had lost half their men; but this did not prevent their fighting still better the next day.


The Austrians had occupied the city of Alessandria. All night long we were under arms; the outposts were placed as far forward as possible, and small covering-parties advanced. On the 14th, at three o’clock in the morning, they surprised two of our small posts of four men and killed them. This was the signal for the morning reveille. At four o’clock there was firing on our right. Our drums beat to arms all along the line, and the aides-de-camp came and ordered us to form our lines of battle.12 We were made to fall back a little behind a fine field of wheat, which was on a slightly rising ground and concealed us, and there we waited a little while. Suddenly their sharpshooters came out from behind the willows and from the marshes, and then the artillery opened fire. A shell burst in the first company and killed seven men; a bullet killed the orderly near General Chambarlhac, who galloped off at full speed. We saw him no more all day.


A little general came up, who had fine moustaches: he found our colonel, and asked where was our general. We answered, “He is gone.” – “Very well, I will take command of the division.” And he immediately took charge of the company of grenadiers of whom I was one, and led us to the attack in one rank. We opened fire. “Do not halt while loading,” said he. “I will recall you by beat of drum.” And he hastened to rejoin his division. He had scarcely returned to his post when the column of Austrians started from behind the willows, deployed in front of us, fired by battalions, and riddled us with small shot. Our little general answered, and there we were between two fires, sacrificed . . . I ran behind a big willow-tree, and fired into that column, but I could not stand it. The balls came from every direction, and I was obliged to lie down with my head on the ground in order to shield myself from the small shot, which were making the twigs fall all over me; I was covered with them. I believed myself lost.


Fortunately our whole division now advanced by battalions. I got up and found myself in a musket-company; I continued in it all the rest of the day, for not more than fourteen of our hundred and seventy grenadiers remained; the rest were killed or wounded. We were obliged to resume our first position, riddled by small shot. Everything fell upon us who held the left wing of the army, opposite the high road to Alessandria, and we had the most difficult position to maintain. They constantly endeavoured to outflank us, and we were obliged to close up continually, in order to prevent them from surprising us in the rear.


Our colonel ran up and down the line, inspiring us with his presence; our captain, who had lost his company and who was wounded in the arm, performed the duties of orderly officer to our intrepid general. We could not see one another in the smoke. The guns set the wheatfield on fire, and this caused a general commotion in the ranks. Some cartridge-boxes exploded; we were obliged to fall back and form again as quickly as possible. This weakened our position, but the situation was restored by the intrepidity of our chiefs, who looked out for everything.


In the centre of the division was a barn surrounded by high walls, where a regiment of Austrian dragoons had concealed themselves; they burst upon a battalion of the 43rd brigade and surrounded it; every man of it was captured and taken to Alessandria. Fortunately General Kellermann13 came up with his dragoons and restored order. His charges silenced the Austrian cavalry.


Nevertheless, their numerous artillery overwhelmed us and we could hold out no longer. Our ranks were thinned visibly; all about us there were only wounded men to be seen, and the soldiers who bore them away did not return to their ranks; this weakened us very much. We had to yield ground. Their columns were constantly reinforced; no one came to our support. Our musket-barrels were so hot that it became impossible to load for fear of igniting the cartridges. There was nothing for it but to piss into the barrels to cool them, and then to dry them by pouring in loose powder and setting it alight unrammed. Then, as soon as we could fire again, we retired in good order. Our cartridges were giving out and we had already lost an ambulance when the consular guard arrived with eight hundred men having their linen overalls filled with cartridges; they passed along our rear and gave us the cartridges. This saved our lives.


Then our fire redoubled and the Consul appeared; we felt ourselves strong again. He placed his guard in line in the centre of the army and sent it forward. They immediately held the enemy, forming square and marching in battle order. The splendid horse-grenadiers came up at a gallop, charged the enemy at once and cut their cavalry to pieces. Ah! that gave us a moment to breathe, it gave us confidence for an hour. But not being able to hold out against the consular horse-grenadiers, they turned upon our half-brigade and drove in the first platoons, sabring them. I received such a blow from a sabre on my neck that my queue was almost cut off; fortunately I had the thickest one in the regiment. My epaulet was cut off with a piece of my coat and shirt, and the flesh a little scratched. I fell head over heels into a ditch.


The cavalry charges were terrible. Kellermann made three in succession with his dragoons; he led them forward and led them back. The whole of that body of cavalry leaped over me as I lay stunned in the ditch. I got rid of my knapsack, my cartridge-pouch, and my sabre. I took hold of the tail of a retreating dragoon’s horse, leaving all my belongings in the ditch. I made a few strides behind that horse which carried me away, and then fell senseless, not being able to breathe any longer. But, thank God, I was saved! But for my head of hair, which I still have at seventy-two years of age, I should have been killed.


I had time to find a musket, a cartridge-pouch, and a knapsack (the ground was covered with them). I resumed my place in the second company of grenadiers, who received me with cordiality. The captain came and shook hands with me. “I thought you were lost, my brave fellow,” said he; “you got a famous sabre stroke, for you have no queue and your shoulder is badly hurt. You must go to the rear.” – “I thank you, I have plenty of cartridges, and I am going to revenge myself upon such troopers as I meet; they have done me too much harm; they shall pay for it.”


We retreated in good order, but the battalions were visibly reduced, and quite ready to give up but for the encouragement of their officers. We held out till noon without being disordered. Looking behind, we saw the Consul seated on the bank of the ditch by the highway to Alessandria, holding his horse by the bridle, and flirting up little stones with his riding-whip. The cannon-balls which rolled along the road he did not seem to see. When we came near him he mounted his horse and set off at a gallop behind our ranks. “Courage, soldiers,” said he, “the reserves are coming. Stand firm!” Then he was off to the right of the army. The soldiers were shouting, “Vive Bonaparte!” But the plain was filled with the dead and wounded, for we had no time to gather them up; we had to face in all directions. Battalion fire from échelons formed in the rear, arrested the enemy, but those cursed cartridges would no longer go into our fouled and heated musket barrels. We had to piss into them again. This caused us to lose time.


My brave captain, Merle, passed behind the second battalion, and the captain said to him, “I have one of your grenadiers; he has received a famous sabre-cut.” – “Where is he? Bring him out, so that I may see him. Ah! it is you, is it, Coignet?” – “Yes, captain.” – “I thought you were among the dead, I saw you fall into the ditch.” – “They gave me a famous sabre-cut; see, they have cut off my queue.” – “Look here, feel in my knapsack, take my ‘life-preserver,’ and drink a cup of rum to restore you. This evening, if we live, I shall come and seek you out.” – “Now I am saved for the day, captain; I shall fight finely.” The other captain said, “I wanted him to go to the rear, but he would not.” – “I can readily believe it; he saved my life at Montebello.” They took me by the hand. There’s nothing like appreciation! I shall feel the value of it all my life.


Meanwhile, do all we could, we were beginning to fail. It was two o’clock. “The battle is lost,” said our officers, when suddenly an aide-de-camp arrived at a sweeping gallop. He cried, “Where is the First Consul? The reserves are up. Courage! you will be reinforced at once, within half an hour.” Then up came the Consul. “Steady,” said he, as he passed along, “reserves are at hand.” Our poor little platoons gazed down the road to Montebello every time we turned around.


Finally came the joyful cry, “Here they are, here they are!” That splendid division came up, carrying arms.14 It was like a forest swayed by the wind. The troops marched at a steady pace, with batteries of guns in the spaces between the half-brigades, and a regiment of heavy cavalry bringing up the rear. Having reached their position, they took possession of it as though they had chosen it expressly for their line of battle. On our left, to the left of the highway, a very tall hedge concealed them; not even the cavalry could be seen.


Meanwhile we continued our withdrawal. The Consul gave his orders, and the Austrians came along as though they were on their way home, with sloped arms; they paid no attention to us; they believed us to be utterly routed. We had gone three hundred paces past the division of General Desaix, and the Austrians were also about to pass the line, when the thunderbolt descended upon the head of their column. Grape-shot, shells, and musket-fire rained upon them. Our drums beat a general charge; the whole line wheeled about and ran forward. We did not shout, we yelled.


The men of the brave 9th demi-brigade dashed like rabbits through the hedge; they rushed with their bayonets upon the Hungarian grenadiers, and gave them no time to recover. The 30th and 59th fell in their turn upon the enemy and took four thousand prisoners.15 The regiment of heavy cavalry charged in turn. Their whole army was routed. Every man did his duty, but the 9th excelled them all. Our other cavalry came up, and rushed in solid column upon the Austrian cavalry, whom they so completely routed that they rode off at full gallop to Alessandria. An Austrian division coming from the right wing charged us with bayonets. We ran up also and crossed bayonets with them. We overcame them, and I received a small cut in the right eyelid, as I was parrying a thrust from a grenadier. I did not miss him, but the blood blinded my eyes (they had a grudge against my head that day). It was a small matter. I continued to march and did not suffer from it. We followed them until nine o’clock in the evening: we threw them into the ditches full of water. Their bodies served as a bridge upon which others could cross over. It was frightful to see these unfortunate wretches drowning, and the bridge all blocked with them. We could hear nothing but their cries; they were cut off from the city, and we took their wagon-trains and guns. At ten o’clock, my captain sent his servant to ask me to take supper with him, and my eye was dressed and my hair put in good condition.


We slept on the battlefield, and the next day at four o’clock in the morning, a party with flags of truce came out of the city. They demanded an armistice, and went to the headquarters of the Consul. They were well escorted. The camp became gay once more. I said to my captain, “If you please, I would like to go to headquarters.” – “What for?” – “I have some acquaintances among the guard. Let me have a man to go with me.” – “But it’s a long way.” – “No matter, we will return early, I promise you.” – “Very well, go.”


We set out, our sabres at our sides. Upon reaching the grille of the château of Marengo, I asked for a cavalry sergeant who had been long in the corps, and a very handsome man appeared. “What do you want with me?” said he. – “I wish to know how long you have been in the guard of the Directory.” – “Nine years.” – “It was I who trained your horses, and who rode them at the Luxembourg. If you remember, it was M. Potier who sold them to you.” – “That is so,” said he to me; “come in, I will present you to my captain.” He told my comrade to wait, and introduced me as follows: “Here is the young man who trained our horses at Paris.” – “And who rode so well,” added the captain. – “Yes, captain.” – “But you are wounded.” – “Ah! it is a bayonet thrust from a Hungarian. I punished him. But they cut my queue half off. If I had been on horseback that would not have happened to me.” – “I dare say,” said he, “I know your skill in that respect. Sergeant, give him a drink.” – “Have you any bread, captain?” – “Get four loaves for him. I am going to show you your horses and see if you will recognize them.” I pointed out twelve of them to him. “That’s right,” said he, “you recognized them very easily.” – “Yes, captain. If I had been mounted on one of those horses, they would not have cut off my hair; but they shall answer for it. I shall enter the Consul’s guard. I am marked out for a silver musket, and when I have made four campaigns, the Consul has promised to put me in his guard.” – “Very likely, my brave grenadier. If you ever come to Paris there is my address. What is your captain’s name?” – “Merle, first company of grenadiers of the 96th half-brigade of the line.” – “There are five francs to drink my health. I promise to write to your captain. Give him this bottle of brandy with my compliments.” – “I thank you for your kindness, now I must go; my comrade is waiting for me at the grille, I must take him some bread at once.” – “I did not know it, off you go, then. Take another loaf and be off to join your corps.” – “Farewell, captain, you saved the army by your splendid charges. I saw you at it.” – “That is so,” said he.


He, with his sergeant, accompanied me as far as the grille. The wounded of the guard were stretched on some straw in the courtyard, and amputations were being made. It was heart-rending to hear their cries on all sides. I came out with my heart rent with grief, but a more horrible spectacle was to be seen on the plain. We saw the battlefield covered with Austrian and French soldiers who were picking up the dead and placing them in piles and dragging them along with their musket straps. Men and horses were laid pell-mell in the same heap, and set on fire in order to preserve us from pestilence. The scattered bodies had a little earth thrown over them to cover them.


I was stopped by a lieutenant, who said to me, “Where are you going?” – “I am taking some bread to my captain.” – “You got it at the Consul’s headquarters. Could you give me a bit?” – “Yes.” I said to my comrade, “You have a small piece, give it to the lieutenant.” – “Thank you, my brave grenadier, you have saved my life. Go down the road to the left.” And he had the kindness to accompany us a good bit of the way, fearing we might be arrested. I thanked him for his goodness, and soon reached my captain, who smiled when he saw my package. “Have you been on a looting party?” – “Yes, captain, I have brought you some bread and some brandy.” – “And where did you find it?” I related my adventure. “Ah,” said he, “you were born under a lucky star.” – “See, here is a loaf and a bottle of good brandy. Put some in your ‘life-preserver.’ If you want a loaf for the colonel and the general, you can divide with them; they are likely to need it.” – “That’s a good idea; I will do so with pleasure, and I thank you on their behalf.” – “But do you first eat and drink some of this good brandy, sir. I am delighted to be able to return the service you rendered me and the good meal you enabled me to enjoy.” – “You shall tell me all that some other time. I am going to take this bread to the colonel and the general.”


All this the captain set down to my account. On the 16th the army received orders to carry laurels, and the oak-trees had a hard time. At noon we marched past before the First Consul, with our excellent general on foot in front of the remnant of his division. General Chambarlhac had appeared on horseback at the head of his division, but he was saluted with a volley from our half-brigade, and he disappeared. We never saw him again, and the sequel of that story is unknown to us.16 But we gave three cheers for our little general who had led us so bravely on the day of the battle.


On the morning of the 16th, General Melas sent back our prisoners (there were about twelve hundred of them) and this was a great delight to us. Provisions had been given them, and they were triumphantly received on their arrival. On the 26th, the first Austrian column filed before us, and we watched them go by. What a superb column it was! there were men enough in it to have overwhelmed us at that moment, seeing how few of us there were. It was fearsome to see such a body of cavalry and artillery; they were three days in passing. They had no artillery left, only baggage-wagons. They left us half of their stores; we got considerable provisions and ammunition. They yielded to us forty leagues of country, and retired behind the Mincio. We brought up the rear of the last column. We travelled along together; our lame men mounted on their carriages; they marched on the left and we on the right side of the road. No one quarrelled, and we were the best friends in the world.


Marching thus, we came to the flying bridge over the river Po. As only five hundred men could cross at one time over this flying bridge, we lost no time, and continued our march to Cremona, the place which we were to garrison during the three months of truce agreed upon. Cremona is a beautiful city which is proof against surprise. Splendid ramparts and solid gates. The town is considerable; there is a handsome cathedral with an immense dial; an arrow-hand makes the circuit of it once in a hundred years. In the markets they weigh everything; even onions and grass; it is filled with delicious melons called watermelons; there are milk taverns there. But it is the worst garrison in Italy; we slept on the ground, on straw filled with vermin. Breeches, jackets and undervests were in a deplorable condition. I conceived the idea of killing the vermin which bit me. I made some lye in a copper boiler and put my jacket in it. Alas for me! The jacket melted away like paper, nothing was left me but the lining. There I was entirely naked, and nothing in my knapsack to put on.


My good comrades came to my assistance. I at once had letters written to my father and my uncle; I informed them of my distress, and begged them to send me a little money. Their answers were long delayed but came at last. I received both letters at the same time (not prepaid); they each cost me a franc and a half, in all three francs for postage. My old sergeant happened to be present. “Do me the kindness to read them.” He took my two letters. My father said, “If you were a little nearer I would send you a little money.” And my uncle said, “I have just paid my taxes, I can send you nothing.” Such were my two charming letters! I never wrote to them again in my life. After the truce, I had to mount guard at the outposts four times, as a forward sentinel on the bank of the Mincio, at fifteen sous a watch, in order to pay this debt.





 


__________


1 i.e. 23 August 1799 in the Revolutionary calendar.


2 General Francois Lefebvre (1755–1820), commander of the Paris military area. Designated one of the original members of the marshalate in 1804.


3 décadi, a day of rest occurring every ten days, was the Revolutionary substitute for Sunday.


4 Cuirassiers, so called because of their heavy boots.


5 Hats with plumes formed part of the dress of government representatives; the coup d’etat de Brumaire, occurred on 9–10 November 1799 and swept Napoleon to power as First Consul.


6 General Antoine Chambarlhac de Laubespin (1754–1826), former Bourbon infantry officer who served the Revolution as a lieutenant-colonel of volunteers. Promoted general de brigade for his part at Areola, served under Marshal Victor in Italy. Later a garrison and staff officer.


7 Jean Lannes (1769–1809), general de brigade from 1797. Appointed Marshal-in-1804; died of wounds received at Aspern-Essling in 1809. One of Napoleon’s most able battlefield commanders, and the only man outside the Consul’s family allowed to address him as “tu”.


8 General Louis-Alexandre Berthier (1753–1815), Bonaparte’s Chief-of-Staff from 1796; Commander-in-Chief of the Army of Reserve during the Second Italian campaign; appointed Marshal 1804; Chief-of-Staff to the Grand Armée from 1805 to 1814.


9 The French inflicted 4,000 casualties on the Austrians for the loss of 500.


10 Lannes was later created duc de Montebello for his part in the battle.


11 Joachim Murat (1767–1815), flamboyant cavalry leader and the archetypal beau sabre of the age; general de brigade May 1796; married Napoleon’s sister Caroline, 1800; commanded the cavalry at Marengo; appointed Marshal in 1804; King of Naples from 1808. Executed in Italy, 1815.


12 The surrender of the French garrison, under Massena, at Genoa on 4 June had allowed General Melas to bring his main army to bear against Napoleon. Blithely unaware that some 31,000 Austrians were nearby, Napoleon had detached two divisions, reducing the Reserve’s strength to 23,700; he had also failed to anticipate that Melas might attack, which he did at 3 a.m. on the 14th. Not until 11 a.m. did Napoleon concede that the attack was not a bluff.


13 Francois Kellermann (1770–1835); promoted general de brigade for his cavalry charge at Marengo.


14 General Desaix – having intelligently disobeyed orders to march to Novi – arrived at the battlefield with his division at around 3 p.m. General Boudet’s division arrived two hours later.


15 The Austrians lost approximately 7,000 troops as prisoner in total; killed and wounded numbered another 7,000. French losses were upwards of 7,000 – about a quarter of the troops deployed.


16 Chambarlac was appointed to garrison posts; Baron, 1911.




A FOOT SOLDIER IN EGYPT, 1801


Sergeant David Robertson, 92nd Foot


Born in 1777, Robertson, a Scottish shoemaker, began his military career with the Duke of Atholl’s Company of Volunteers but, by his own admission finding home duty lacking “bustle and variety,” he then enlisted in the Caithness Highlanders and thence in a line regiment, the 92nd Highlanders. It was with the 92nd that Robertson arrived in Egypt in 1801.


The guerre in Egypt was always a sideshow of the Napoleonic conflagration, even if a bloody and disease-ridden one for those obliged to fight it. Begun in 1798 chiefly to sate Napoleon’s desire to enhance his career through continued military glory, (although he persuaded the Directory in Paris that a campaign there would break Britain’s commerce with the Levant, even threaten India), the indecent haste with which he quit the country after defeating the Marmelukes at the Pyramids, 21 July 1798, and the Turks at the first battle of Aboukir, 25 July 1799, to pursue his political schemes in France only proved its strategic unimportance. Nevertheless, unloved and undersupplied, the Armée d’Orient was not to be easily beaten by the British when they ordered Sir Ralph Abercromby and his 18,000-strong force to remove it from Egyptian soil in 1801. The four hour “Night Battle of Aboukir” on 22 March, the centrepiece of Robertson’s memoir and the decisive encounter in the British re-occupation of Egypt, cost the British 1,376 casualties – among them the commander-in-chief, mortally shot in the thigh – and reduced Robertson’s own regiment to a bare 100 men fit for duty. French losses were upwards of 3,000 killed and wounded.


Robertson served throughout the remainder of the campaign in Egypt, with its parched desert and dysentery, which culminated in the capitulation of Alexandria on 20 August 1801. There-after Robertson saw service in the Walcheren, Danish, Peninsular, and Waterloo campaigns. He was discharged on a pension of 1s 10d on 22 June 1818.


 


Being brought up in troublous times, and the war arising out of the French Revolution fast approaching, when I arrived at manhood, I became fond of a military life; and in the year 1797, at which period the disturbances in the north country arose about the balloting of the militia, I entered a company of volunteers which the Duke of Atholl had obtained permission to raise; but after being some time in it, I found the life not such as I was led to expect – there was not enough of bustle and variety in it for me; and the same changeless routine of duty, and scene of the Grampians, induced me to leave the corps, which I did, and entered into the Caithness Highlanders, then commanded by Sir John Sinclair, and in which I had not been many days enlisted, when I was ordered to Ireland along with the regiment. It was immediately at the close of the rebellion in that unhappy country when we arrived there, and we had little or no duty to perform. When the expedition under Sir Ralph Abercromby was formed, the several regiments of which it was composed, were found so weak, from the affair in Holland in 1799, that in the beginning of the year 1800, an offer was given to most of the Fencible regiments then in Ireland to enter into regiments of the line. I immediately took advantage of the offer, and volunteered into the 92nd Highlanders, then on board of ship, and ready to sail for Egypt.


After a passage of three weeks we arrived at Malta. There, those regiments that had not been engaged to serve out of Europe, had an offer of returning or accompanying the expedition. Several embraced the former offer, and were sent to Minorca and Gibraltar. The entrance to the harbour of Malta is very narrow, and is strongly guarded with heavy batteries on each side, from the water’s edge to the top of the rock. When the entrance is passed, however, you reach a capacious basin, – the finest anchorage, for ships of any class, that could possibly be imagined. Even close to the quay, the largest ships can ride in safety and security. The basin or harbour is surrounded with storehouses, merchants’ shops, &c.; and rising behind these are beautiful vineyards and gardens, raised in terraces with earth brought from the island of Sicily in boats. This arises from the nature of the soil of Malta being so thin and sandy of itself, that nothing could grow upon it to any perfection, or in abundance. There are several very excellent edifices in Malta, particularly St. John’s church, which is a very fine building, and which, like all the Roman Catholic churches, has relics of one or other of the different saints to show. It is in possession, as its priests say, of the head of its patron saint, John, which is held in high veneration by them, and shown to the curious in these things. The Mason Lodge is also a fine structure.


After remaining on the island a week, we were ordered to embark on board the fleet for our destination, which we did, and immediately set sail for it. We passed a number of islands in our way, such as Candia, Rhodes, &c. On passing the latter, we were pointed out the strait, where the first wonder of the world, the huge Colossus, stretched from side to side his mighty legs. On passing Rhodes, we shaped our course for the coast of Asia Minor. On reaching it, it was so rocky and precipitous, that a considerable time elapsed before any place of safe anchorage could be found; but at length an opening in the ridge of rocks was discovered, on which, – as no one would venture to pilot the fleet through it, – Sir Sidney Smith, observing a small Turkish fishing boat at a short distance, with some fishermen in it, ordered it to be brought to him. This was no sooner done, than making the necessary inquiries at the fishermen as to the possibility of getting through the rocks, and being satisfied with the answers, he gave the necessary orders, and followed the boat with the Tiger of 80 guns. The channel was so narrow, that only one ship could go through it at a time, but all passed safely. The bay that we then entered was one of the finest we could wish to behold. It is large and capacious enough to contain the most extensive navy that Britain could ever boast of. It was at this bay that Bonaparte escaped from Lord Nelson in 1798. The country around it abounds in wood and water, with which necessaries the fleet was ordered to be provided. The sick, of which there were a great many, were ordered to be encamped on shore for the recovery of their health, so that, for a while, we had a bustling time of it, between erecting camps and carrying wood and water to the ships. The camps were erected close by the sea-side, in order that the invalids would take advantage of bathing daily, which the most of them did, and many improved greatly, and recovered their health; those that died were buried at the bay-side.


While at this place, we were visited by one of the most awful storms of hail I ever remember to have witnessed. The storm was accompanied with thunder and lightning: the former so loud, and the latter so vivid and frequent, that it seemed as if all the elements of nature would rend. A considerable part of the small shipping, and also some of the large, broke from their anchorages, and were drifted on shore; but these sustained less damage than might have been expected from the fury of the storm. One of the gunboats was struck by the lightning and went on fire, but before it had extended to any length, it was, through considerable exertion, got under; and, with the exception of the burning of the greater portion of the rigging, no other damage was sustained. The tents erected on shore were either torn up, knocked down, or blown away, which left the sick in sad circumstances, more especially as it was night; how many of them recovered its effects, it is not easy to say. It was in the month of January, and the wind was piercing cold, which, contrasted with the generally hot sun through the day, made it, without shelter of any sort, doubly ill to bear; but the long looked for dawn, by many a poor fellow, at length arrived, and the tents were set about being re-erected, or other ones put in their place, and in a short time every thing was, as far as possible, in the same situation as it had been the day before. A little money was issued to the troops while here, which, by degrees, became the means of inducing the inhabitants to form a market at the bay. There was a tolerable supply of almost every thing we wanted, especially of goats and sheep, which we purchased at a dollar each; also plenty of fruits and vegetables. Little afterwards occurred which would interest the reader during the remainder of our stay here, which was up to about the middle of February, when we were again ordered to embark.


On our way to our destination we captured a French vessel, loaded with cocked hats and hussar boots, proceeding to Egypt, for Napoleon’s army. After being eight days at sea, we at length descried the Egyptian coast; and, on the same evening, March 1, 1801, anchored in Aboukir Bay. The land, about the bay, lies rather low; and the first object we descried, on making it, was the ruins of the village of Aboukir, which is situated on an eminence somewhat higher than any ground lying immediately around it, nearer the Nile. We remained in the bay from the evening of the 1st, until the evening of the 7th March, busily employed in making every preparation for effecting a landing. During these undertakings, the weather was so stormy that, although every thing had been in readiness, a landing could not have been attempted earlier; however, on that evening, the troops were transferred in boats to a line of small vessels, that approached nearly to the shore, and about six o’clock on the morning of the 8th, all were ready to land. The small vessels were formed in a line to the right, extending towards the village and fort of Aboukir, and a signal was flying from a boat in the centre of it, as an object for the seamen to push past, but to keep the line as nearly as possible circumstances would allow. We were transferred from the vessels to the beats, and, all being ready, a musket was fired from the signal boat, and the seamen pushed forward, while three cheers were given by the whole of the troops. The moment the enemy saw our immediate intention to land, they commenced a heavy fire from the fort of Aboukir, and also from a number of field pieces in front on the shore, while squadrons of cavalry were drawn up prepared to receive us, the moment the boats would take the ground. We were not permitted to load our muskets until we landed or got out of the boats, and this proved to be a far less easy affair than we imagined. For a long way in, the water was extremely shallow, and the boats took the ground sooner than was expected; but the troops leaped out of them when they struck, and not a few, owing to the weight of ammunition and accoutrements they had to carry, the hurry, and one thing or another, lost their lives. The water, in several places, reached their middle. The instant the troops leaped out of the boats, all that could do so, loaded, and smartly prepared to charge. Meanwhile the French cavalry had advanced into the water, and were making considerable havoc among the British troops, during the bustle of disembarkation. But the confusion being partially got over, a loud “hurra” was given, and we pushed for the land, driving the cavalry before us; but they had no sooner given way, than a tremendous fire from the French infantry opened upon us. Fortunately, however, at this juncture, the troops on the right having gained the shore, the enemy’s front fell back, and those opposed to them, among whom was myself, gained the beach, and pursued them for about two hundred yards, leaving the beach strewed with dead, dying, and wounded. We were then ordered to halt and pile arms. When we did so, I went to view the havoc that had been made, and, never having seen the effects of a battle before, I was struck with horror at the sight. During the time we were actively engaged with the enemy, I had no time to observe particularly what was going on, or to think of my own situation. I felt all eager to reach the shore along with the rest of my comrades; but after reaching it, and when the affray was over, feelings arose in my breast such as never penetrated it before. The first man I saw killed was a French officer, who no sooner fell than several soldiers stripped him, so as to leave him almost naked. At that time I wished, however anxious I formerly was to be one, that I had never become a soldier; but it was too late to repent, and I felt I must just submit to the life with the best possible nerve I could. The groans of the dying and the wounded, with the ghastly visages of the dead, that lay upon the field, were fearful to hear and witness. My very heart shuddered at the sound and at the sight, and I felt thankful and greatly relieved when we were called from the sad scene, to a duty which had the effect of partially erasing it from my mind.


A little to our right, and on our front, were a number of huts made of planks from the date tree, which had been occupied by the enemy; who, not anticipating that we would be able to effect a landing, had made a provision against such a result for carrying off their baggage &c. The consequence was that in our endeavours to procure fresh water, (the duty our company was required to perform) for what with the effects of the powder in our mouths, in biting off the ends of the cartridges, and the heat of the day, our throats were parched and burning, on reaching the huts, found, to our inexpressible joy, not only plenty of water, but every thing to fill a hungry stomach also, that could be desired. Poultry, goats, and sheep, in numbers, were lounging, (if I may use the expression) about the doors of the wooden tenements. To finish this gladdening sight, we found, in the inside of the huts, the camp kettles of the enemy on fires, containing mutton and other edibles, in process of preparation for a meal, entirely a la Francois. We remained until we supposed the contents of the kettles had been long enough on the fires, and then falling to in the best way that we could, managed to make a very hearty diet after the fatigue we had undergone, and cracking many a merry joke over the mortification the French would feel at losing so good a meal, especially when it was so nearly ready to be devoured by their epicurish maws. In the huts we found a considerable number of trunks and portmanteaus, but, on examining them, they contained nothing of consequence or value.


Towards evening we moved forward after the enemy; but darkness rapidly coming on, before we proceeded far, we were ordered to form into line, and take up our camp for the night. When I lay down upon my weary pallet, I could not help thinking on my present situation, and interweaving with it what might be my future career. I imagined myself as having fallen into the hands of the enemy, – a prisoner, and wounded; being rudely treated, and subjected to many hardships. But such thoughts had no sooner taken possession of my breast, or had lingered in it for a little while, than others of hope again returned. A handful of raw troops had beat the best troops in Europe – the conquerors of Italy – the Invincibles of the “Great General;” and why should I despair, or indulge in forlorn anticipations. Altogether, while lying on or near the spot where a French army had been routed or slain, by the rawest soldiers, taking them as a whole, that could be collected together, sufficed to cheer my spirits very considerably. In fact, I began to look forward to success attending us, with a good deal of confidence; and the more especially when I reflected that we were under the guidance of the gallant Sir Ralph Abercromby.


As we had no tents ashore, owing to the boats being employed during the whole night in landing the cavalry, we lay exposed to the air, with nothing more for protection against its effects than our usual clothes. As might be expected, we were otherwise than comfortable; at least, for myself and several of my comrades, we were exceedingly cold, and slept but little. The wind was blowing from the sea, and, from our situation, we had not the slightest protection or shelter from it. But morning at length came, and we were ordered to get under arms. Although I have said “morning,” it was an hour before daylight when this order was given; and we were subjected to the same unpleasant duty every morning while we were in the country: it is called an “alarm post parade.” Seeing our cold and out-of-sort like appearance, when we had mustered together, the Commander-in-Chief ordered one-half allowance of rum to each man, – in quantity a gill.


In a short time after we had swallowed our allowance, the 92nd Regiment, with a small party of dragoons, were ordered to advance in pursuit of the enemy, under the directions of Lieutenant-Colonel Erskine, and Major, now Sir R. Wilson. When we had proceeded on our march for about an hour, we came in sight of a flag-staff, on a little eminence, or piece of rising ground, where a battery had been erected; but, anticipating our approach, the enemy had deserted it, taking with them their guns, and any thing serviceable to them. They had retreated to Alexandria, which city we came in sight of just as the sun was shining in full splendour over it. The roofs of the mosques and houses glittered in refulgence – giving to us the appearance of its being a rather magnificent city. Here we halted and refreshed ourselves.


The country, from the beach to where we had arrived, was little else than a sandy desert. Here and there, however, a few date trees might have been seen growing, or rather standing, as if it were to contrast the blessings of vegetation with a sterile soil.


By this time preparations had been made by the enemy, in the Fort of Aboukir1, to stand a siege, as we ascertained that the 2nd Regiment had been sent to blockade it. At the same time munitions of war of every description had been landed from the ships for the army; but great difficulty and labour was experienced in getting forward the artillery, although only a few pieces, from the nature of the ground over which they had to be conveyed. By this time the supply of water, which we had fallen in with, was consumed, and there was no well except in the neighbourhood of the fort, and to which we could not get. The consequence was, that so thirsty were several of the men, that they adopted the expedient of trying to allay their parched throats with salt water; but the result may be imagined – instead of benefiting them, it made them infinitely worse. Two days were the troops thus in want of water, roasting under a burning sun; but some of them, while digging at the sea side, fortunately discovered a fresh-water spring. The news soon spread, and were communicated through the army; and in almost less time than I have taken to relate it, bayonets, spades, and instruments of every description, were put in requisition to obtain a proper supply, and with so much success, that in a short time there was not a man but had abundance to quench his thirst. We considered it somewhat remarkable that we should discover freshwater springs, (for we fell in with a number of them) so close to the sea, that when the tide was at its height we could have placed one foot into one of the springs, and another into the salt water, at the same time.
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