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  For Nancy




  





  A St Helena Lullaby




  ‘How far is St Helena from a little child at play?’




  What makes you want to wander there with all the world between?




  Oh, Mother, call your son again or else he’ll run away.




  (No one thinks of winter when the grass is green!)




  

    ‘How far is St Helena from a fight in Paris Street?’




    I haven’t time to answer now – the men are falling fast.




    The guns begin to thunder, and the drums begin to beat.




    (If you take the first step, you will take the last!)


  




  ‘How far is St Helena from the field of Austerlitz?’




  You couldn’t hear me if I told – so loud the cannon roar.




  But not so far for people who are living by their wits.




  (‘Gay go up’ means ‘Gay go down’ the wide world o’er!)




  

    ‘How far is St Helena from an Emperor of France?’




    I cannot see – I cannot tell – the Crowns they dazzle so.




    The Kings sit down to dinner, and the Queens stand up to dance.




    (After open weather you may look for snow!)


  




  ‘How far is St Helena from the Capes of Trafalgar?’




  A longish way – a longish way – with ten year more to run.




  It’s south across the water underneath a falling star.




  (What you cannot finish you must leave undone!)




  

    ‘How far is St Helena from the Beresina ice?’




    An ill way – a chill way – the ice begins to crack.




    But not so far for gentlemen who never took advice.




    (When you can’t go forward you must e’en come back!)


  




  ‘How far is St Helena from the field of Waterloo?’




  A near way – a clear way – the ship will take you soon.




  A pleasant place for gentlemen with little left to do.




  (Morning never tries you till the afternoon!)




  ‘How far from St Helena to the Gate of Heaven’s Grace?’




  That no one knows – that no one knows – and no one ever will.




  But fold your hands across your heart and cover up your face.




  And after all your trapesings, child, lie still!




  Rudyard Kipling
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  Preface




  

    

      My argument is that War makes rattling good history; but Peace is poor reading. So I back Bonaparte for the reason that he will give pleasure to posterity.




      ‘Spirit Sinister’ from The Dynasts by Thomas Hardy, Act II, scene V


    


  




  THE YEARS 1996 AND 1997 mark the 200th anniversary of twenty-seven-year-old General Bonaparte’s first outstanding

  successes in the Italian Campaign against Austria. It was the campaign that launched his star into orbit in France. Nearly twenty years ago I wrote my earliest book on Napoleon and his wars,

  entitled Napoleon, Master of Europe, 1805–1807.1a It was what was known as a coffee-table book, heavily illustrated but with a relatively

  concise text, written at a time of debunking and revisionism. From Florence Nightingale and General Gordon to Montgomery and Churchill, from Alexander Hamilton to General Douglas MacArthur,

  reputations once unassailable had come under attack – even the great Bonaparte. Approaching it, I hoped, with a fresh and open mind, I wondered, Did he deserve it? How did his reputation

  look, nearly two centuries later?




  Curiosity is, or ought to be, what motivates most historians. Most of my previous books on French history and conflicts had been about the century from 1870 (the Franco-Prussian

  War)1 onward to the Algerian War of the 1950s.2 So when I started out on Napoleon in the 1970s, my

  ignorance was considerable and I was unashamedly driven by desire for self-education. Why, how, could this little Corsican nobody have climbed from nowhere to the top of the world and have achieved

  so much? Since then, Napoleon, the epoch so rich in drama and romance which he dominated, his larger-than-life contemporaries, have never quite left me. So now, twenty years and five books later, I

  found myself wanting to re-explore what finally destroyed the Giant, or the ‘Ogre’ as many Europeans had come to call him by the first decade of the nineteenth century. What paths led

  him to his final, wretched exile? ‘How far is St Helena?’ as Kipling asked.




  During the First World War, when sorely tried by his Anglo-Saxon allies, Marshal Ferdinand Foch made a classic remark: ‘Now I know about coalitions, I respect Napoleon rather less!’

  Certainly – as this book tries to show – the coalition leaders who confronted Napoleon were not, right to the very end in 1815, always marked with the highest distinction. Also, as

  successive Israeli governments have learnt to their cost since 1967, it is easier to win wars than peace. Unfortunately for France, Napoleon’s unbounded military genius was in no way matched

  by his political and diplomatic sensitivity. He had Talleyrand for that; and, once he and Talleyrand had parted after Tilsit, his star was set in its downward trajectory. Nonetheless, the fact

  remains that in an astoundingly short space of time Napoleon had chalked up a career of military conquests almost unparalleled in the modern world. His physical empire may have proved hardly more

  durable than Hitler’s, but the legacy of his civil and social works endures to this day. Few institutions or monuments in modern France do not bear some relation to his name. There are no

  memorials to the Kultur of Adolf Hitler.




  Apart from the irresistible and eternal allure of the subject, an additional excuse for adding yet another title to those 300,000 already existing can always be found in Thomas Hardy’s

  remark in The Dynasts. ‘War’, he wrote, ‘makes rattling good history’ – and the Napoleonic saga which gripped Hardy certainly rattled along at a pace comparable

  with that with which the Emperor sped from one battlefield to another. There is about Napoleon’s campaigns a constant relevance, particularly with regard to his notions of space and movement.

  It is easy to forget over what a vast geographical canvas his wars were waged: from the West Indies to Egypt and Syria, from Scandinavia to Sicily, from Lisbon to Moscow. Even India and the Far

  East were not outside the schemes of his grand strategy, and those two decades culminating in Waterloo deserve more appropriately to be labelled the ‘First World War’ than the briefer

  struggle of a hundred years later. In the course of that century following Napoleon, weaponry may have progressed considerably more than during the previous one, but the style of warfare showed

  relatively little advance until the ‘mass’ battle à la Leipzig reached its apotheosis in the hideous stalemate bloodbaths of Flanders, the Somme and Verdun. The battles of

  the American Civil War owed much to the lessons inherited from Napoleon; while in terms of mobility, and what Liddell Hart dubbed ‘the indirect approach’, the Napoleonic battles bear an

  even closer affinity to the mechanized techniques of 1939–45, to the subsequent Israeli wars and to the Gulf War of 1990–1, than to the trench warfare of 1914–18. Finally, the

  elements of guerrilla and irregular warfare called forth by Napoleon in Spain, in Russia and in the battles of national liberation, to his enormous cost from 1808 onwards, have an even more modern

  ring about them.




  In Napoleon, Master of Europe, I concentrated on the Battle of Austerlitz in 1805, and the campaigns which followed it until the conclusion of peace at Tilsit two years later. It was the

  period in which the Grande Armée reached its apogee of excellence, winning its most brilliant succession of victories. Austerlitz, which has been called ‘the first great battle

  of modern history’, was the brightest gem of them all in Napoleon’s martial diadem, and it was also his first ‘big’ battle. There was of course the small matter of Trafalgar

  in 1805, the news of which reached him en route for Austerlitz. It seemed insignificant by comparison with the great land triumph that was imminent, but it was to cost him forever any hope

  of control of the seas – and it thereby put final victory beyond his reach. Nevertheless, it was the peace treaty he dictated after the 1805–7 campaigns that came closest to granting

  Napoleon unchallenged, and unchallengeable, dominion over the mainland of Europe. After Tilsit he looked, at least temporarily, unbeatable. Yet, from Tilsit onwards – like Hitler after

  Alamein and Stalingrad – he found himself strategically on the defensive, fighting to hang on to the vast territories he had already subjugated.




  Uncle Matthew, Nancy Mitford’s legendary creation based on her father, once admitted that he had found White Fang such a superlative novel that he had never read another. The

  student of military history could almost feel the same about Austerlitz. Napoleon’s mastery of the battlefield was at its peak; again and again in the years that followed, he would use

  tactics that had stood him in such good stead there – until, eventually, the Allies learnt how to parry them, and apply them to his ruin. Without apologies, I have redeployed here much of

  what I wrote about Austerlitz twenty years ago, amplified and qualified in the light of experience and new knowledge.




  While writing The Fall of Paris, I travelled all round the old enceinte that girdled 1870 Paris, getting to know corners of the city few ever visit. For The Price of Glory,

  I plodded for many days round the battered forts and crater-fields of Verdun. Sometimes the sadness of it all reduced me to tears. I followed from the Ardennes to the Channel coast the deadly route

  of Guderian’s and Rommel’s Panzers in that terrifyingly swift campaign of 1940, for the third leg of my Franco-German battle trilogy, To Lose a Battle. In Algeria, my researches

  for A Savage War of Peace took me for hundreds of miles round the bled, and on vertiginous leaps from roof to overhanging roof of the houses huddled in the Casbah of Algiers, trying

  to piece together the course of that complicated, bitter struggle which dragged on from 1954 to 1962. While writing in 1992 The Lonely Leader, an account of Montgomery’s conduct of the

  Normandy Campaign of 1944, his son David and I were able to take his victorious route – discovering all twenty-seven of the little Field-Marshal’s TAC HQs, each one revealing much about

  the course of the campaign. We travelled from Portsmouth to Lüneburg Heath, where Monty had received the German surrender in May 1945. But, in the 1970s, coming so soon after the tragic

  suppression of the so-called Prague Spring by the Russians, the Cold War was at its peak and, because of my earlier association with British Intelligence I was strongly advised by the late Sir

  Maurice Oldfield (then head of MI6) not to try to get to Austerlitz, which lies close to the Czech city of Brno. It was a source of lasting regret. I felt I could describe the battle only at one

  remove, without properly being able to visualize it, and having to rely upon such masterly descriptions as Tolstoy’s in War and Peace, rather than on my own eyes and instincts.




  At last, in November 1995, when I was working on this new study of Napoleon, the opportunity came for me to visit the field of Austerlitz – within days of the 190th anniversary of the

  battle. I had the great good fortune to have as my travelling companion David Mynett, a Napoleonic buff and a wonderful artist, who came to sketch the battlefield. Arriving at Napoleon’s

  vantage point on the Turan (now, in Czech, called the Žuran) at precisely the right time, we had the miraculous good fortune to find the weather perform just as it did on the

  morning of 2 December 1805 – and as Napoleon had anticipated it would. There was snow on the ground, and a hard frost. At 8 a.m. the Pratzen Heights were beginning to emerge from the thick

  fog in the valley of the Goldbach, where Soult’s troops had waited, hidden, for their charge up the slopes of the Pratzen which would determine the outcome of this decisive battle. Then,

  exactly as it had in Napoleon’s day, the sun came out – ‘Le beau soleil d’Austerlitz’ – as depicted in David Mynett’s illustration for the jacket of this

  book. David, the artist, could hardly contain his excitement. But what, to me, was thrilling beyond belief was to be able to see every feature of this particularly compact battlefield, astoundingly

  little changed in the intervening 190 years. The farming villages of 1805 were all there, grown but little; roads were all but unchanged; no woods had grown up to obscure the contours. All at once

  the amazing genius at work in choosing this site for battle against the superior foe, who was moving in for the kill, become plain – as did every component of Napoleon’s plan.




  On no battlefield that I have ever visited was the course of it laid out before my eyes with such extraordinary clarity. One could not fail to see in most minute detail how it had all evolved,

  and developed.




  Later on in our trip we visited the site of the Battle of Wagram in 1809, Napoleon’s last victory. Here, in complete contrast to Austerlitz, it was hard to see why Archduke Charles chose

  to fight on this totally featureless plain; equally hard to follow the progress of the battle over terrain which had now become extensively absorbed into the suburbs of Vienna. Even the course of

  the Danube had been radically changed over the years, so that the Island of Lobau, critical to Napoleon’s success in two separate phases of the campaign, was no longer an island. A good deal

  of exploring, studying of maps and deployment of imagination had to be done before one could figure it all out.




  Apart from the excitement and immeasurable benefit I derived from these first visits to the fields of Austerlitz and Wagram, what new insights have I been able to muster in the following pages?

  In addition to re-examining the story of six further Napoleonic campaigns, and fifteen battles, I have brought in more about Napoleon’s civil innovations; more about his tangled love life,

  which ended in his divorce and remarriage, bringing him neither happiness nor the dynastic stability he so craved. Britain’s Continental Blockade assumes an increasingly dominant role in the

  story from 1807 onwards, thus I have introduced more about the Royal Navy, and more about the fascinating Talleyrand – both of them decisively at war with Napoleon in their different ways. I

  have tried to illuminate corners of that vast canvas which seemed to me to have been neglected. One, for instance, is the amazingly silly War of 1812 between Britain and the United States (why, I

  have often wondered, is it usually taught in US schools as ‘American History’, rather than in the context of the Napoleonic Wars? As I endeavour to show, had it gone otherwise, it could

  so easily have led Napoleon to victory at Waterloo). Then there is the intelligence war conducted so ruthlessly by Napoleon’s unpleasant henchmen Fouché and Savary, and with no less

  zeal by the British, with undertones which were to be echoed by SOE in the Second World War. Finally, there are the adoring Marie Walewska’s brave but deceived Poles,

  the most enduring of all Napoleon’s allies – poor romantics that they were – about whose contribution to his side too much has hitherto been overlooked.




  A historian’s viewpoint changes – and so it should – in tune with events closer to his eye-level. Since 1979 we have had wars in the Falklands, in the Persian Gulf and in

  Yugoslavia; we have seen the end (only temporarily, perhaps) of the Cold War with the collapse of Stalinism–Leninism – the challenge of which, incidentally, led to the creation of a

  coalition – NATO – which lasted twice as long as all the seven which confronted Napoleon, and probably rather more effectively. In the 1990s run-up to the

  fiftieth anniversaries of D-Day and VE-Day, I found myself thinking and writing much about the Second World War, and about leadership, both political and military, in general. All wars have their

  echoes and reflections in other wars, which tempt the historian to make parallels, valid or tenuous as these may be. Thus, at various intervals in the pages that follow, I have made parallels with

  Hitler’s record (a curious coincidence, for instance, is that both launched their invasion into Russia, which was to destroy them, on almost the same day of June). Of course, the parallels

  can go too far; remarkable warlord that he was, Hitler was ever the guttersnipe who in his twelve years bequeathed nothing to Germany but ruins, and nothing to Europe but a pyramid of skulls

  (tragically for Europe, with his blinkered knowledge of the world limited to the trenches of the First World War, Austria and Germany, Hitler was incapable of learning from the mistakes of

  Napoleon, otherwise he would never have ventured to attack Poland in 1939). Napoleon, on the other hand, brutal as his conquests were, would never have contemplated an act of genocide, while he

  left a legacy of permanent contributions to French life and culture that are still with us today.




  Yet there is a general moral to be drawn common to both warlords – and indeed to all from Alexander the Great on down: it is the old repeated maxim of conquest leading only to further

  conquest; dictators and nations can win striking victories, but still lose wars – and the peace. Then follows the exhaustion, failure or death of the dynamic leader, and everything collapses.

  Wellington understood. ‘A conqueror, like a cannon-ball,’ he observed, ‘must go on; if he rebounds, his career is over’. Napoleon and Hitler never perceived this; Talleyrand

  did; Hitler had no Talleyrand.




  THIS BOOK OWES a special declaration of gratitude to Nicky Byam-Shaw, my Publisher-in-Chief over most of my past thirty-eight years with Macmillan, and

  an old friend always in the background – sometimes steadfastly in the foreground.




  I am indebted to William Armstrong for the propulsion he provided for the writing of this book, and for editorial advice at various stages. Without Peter James, whose patience, sense of humour

  and supportive encouragement in those laborious final editorial stages was vital for a fourth time, I doubt if I should pick up the (metaphorical) pen again.




  Once more, too, I was hugely aided in all manner of research and assistance by Anne Whatmore.




  For the third book in a row, as well as in fifty-odd megabytes expended on other tasks, in common with many other authors these days, I feel I owe thanks of a different kind to the invisible

  geniuses at Apple Mac. Some writers regard the word-processor as the greatest invention since the wheel; whether it be the friend or enemy of style remains an open question – all I know is

  that its organizational powers now enable me to start the day with a smile on my face.




  David Mynett, the painter and himself a Napoleonic ‘buff’ of distinction, was a superb travelling companion, deploying a skilled artist’s eye and some critical appraisals on

  our enjoyable visit to the battlefields of Austerlitz, Wagram and Aspern–Essling.




  Among museums and libraries, not for the first time I am appreciative of the friendliness accorded by the Musée de l’Armée, located so close to Napoleon’s tomb in the

  Invalides; and I am perennially grateful to the excellence of the London Library and its long-suffering staff.




  Only those sources actually consulted or referred to have been listed in the Select Bibliography. Certain primary material (for example, Napoleon’s correspondence) has been used

  throughout, and among the secondary accounts similarly exploited is that of Adolphe Thiers. For details of warfare techniques, both of Napoleon and of his enemies, I found G. E. Rothenberg’s

  concise book valuable. Among many sources used in the wider background of both Revolutionary and Napoleonic France, George Rudé’s Revolutionary Europe 1783–1815, J. C.

  Herold’s The Age of Napoleon and Simon Schama’s more recent and brilliant contribution Citizens: A Chronicle of the French Revolution seemed particularly useful.




  I am beholden as ever to the works of David Chandler. The Campaigns of Napoleon remain an inseparable companion for any work of this kind, as does his Dictionary of the Napoleonic Wars

  – a masterpiece of conciseness when one requires an instant reference to events or personalities. Not so easy to lug around the battlefields, but equally indispensable, is the first-class

  West Point Atlas of the Napoleonic Wars. Among recent works that have earned my admiration is Evangeline Bruce’s delightful study, Napoleon and Josephine. Two days after

  publication Evangeline, a dear friend, lost her sight. The light was never to return during the remaining year of her life, but she left behind a book of an exceptional visual quality, rendering

  (for me at any rate) Josephine an infinitely more appealing person than heretofore.




  About to go to press, I read with benefit Rory Muir’s recently published and thoughtful Britain and the Defeat of Napoleon, 1807–1815. His conclusions on the foolish War of

  1812 (though somewhat different to my own) I found most worthwhile and I am grateful to his drawing my attention to the book of Harry L. Coles, The War of 1812 (Chicago, 1965) – though

  alas too late for my researches. In this context I remain always indebted to that marvellous American historian, the late Samuel Eliot Morison.




  Arthur Bryant has recently fallen under a revisionist cloud for his wrong-mindedness over Hitler; but it seems to me he more than atoned for this with his superb Years of Endurance

  series, which so inspired British readers by their unspoken parallels during those other years of endurance, 1942–5. On re-reading, for me he remains as good as ever.




  Turville, May 1996
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  The Rise of the Adventurer




  1795–1801




  

    

      . . . it were better not to have lived at all than to leave no trace of one’s existence behind.




      Napoleon


    


  




  THROUGHOUT THE DAY of 24 June 1807, the hammers of the Grande Armeé had clattered frantically to complete a large raft on the River

  Niemen in faraway East Prussia. The little town of Tilsit – which lies not far from Rastenburg, where Hitler was to locate his ‘Wolf’s Lair’ headquarters, and where he was

  narrowly to escape assassination in July 1944 – had been ransacked for the richest materials it could provide, to furnish an elegant pavilion of striped canvas aboard the raft. At opposing

  ends the pavilion was surmounted by the Imperial eagles of Russia and France. Napoleon was determined that no pomp should be missing at this meeting of the two most powerful rulers on earth, which

  had been proposed earlier that day by Tsar Alexander I, his armies recently humbled on the battlefield of Friedland. For Napoleon, the Corsican adventurer receiving on terms

  almost of condescension rather than equality the Emperor of All the Russias, this first encounter was to represent the pinnacle of glory in a career of already meteoric achievement.




  Completed, the raft was anchored exactly midway between the shores of the river, on which were encamped the rival forces that only ten days previously had been at each other’s throats.

  Simultaneously, with superb military timing, at one o’clock on 25 June, boats carrying the two potentates set off from either bank. With Napoleon came his brother-in-law,

  the dashing cavalryman Murat; Marshals Bessières and Berthier, the ever-faithful Chief-of-Staff, newly dignified Prince of Neuchâtel; generals Caulaincourt, Grand Equerry, future

  Foreign Minister and chronicler, and Duroc, Grand Marshal of the Empire. Tsar Alexander was accompanied by, among others, the Grand Duke Constantine with his unpleasing countenance, and General

  Bennigsen, whose army it was that had just received such a drubbing at Friedland. Perhaps because he disposed of the more efficient oarsmen, Napoleon arrived first at the raft – thus

  acquiring for himself the air of host on this freshly declared neutral territory. Nevertheless, the first act of the rival emperors on boarding was to embrace each other warmly. The Niemen at that

  point was no wider than the Seine, consequently the gesture was clearly visible in both camps and wildly applauded. It seemed as if lasting peace was already a reality.




  The two emperors then withdrew into the privacy of the pavilion. ‘Why are we at war?’ they asked each other (so Adolphe Thiers tells us) with Alexander following up: ‘I hate

  the English as much as you do!’ To which Napoleon exclaimed, ‘In that case peace is made!’ Alexander condemned the false promises with which the absent perfidious ones had lured

  Russia into a disastrous war on their behalf, then abandoning her to fight it single-handed.1 That first ‘summit talk’ lasted an hour and a

  half; after it, Napoleon confided in a letter to his Empress Josephine his delight with the former adversary: ‘He is a truly handsome, good and youthful emperor; he has a better mind than is

  commonly supposed. . . .’




  For a fortnight the intimate talks, the courtesies and the fêting continued. Napoleon praised Bennigsen and the Grand Duke Constantine, whom he had first encountered at the head of the

  élite Russian Imperial Guard at Austerlitz; Alexander praised the martial prowess of Murat and Berthier. Alexander was invited to inspect the French Imperial Guard; Napoleon was shown

  Alexander’s fierce Cossack and Kalmuck warriors. They went for long rides together along the banks of the Niemen, while Napoleon unfolded the various new projects his

  restless mind was already conceiving. Day by day a cordiality, almost an affection, seemed to grow between the two men. On one occasion (according to Baron Ménéval)2 when Napoleon had pressed the Tsar to remain in his camp for dinner, he offered his guest the use of his own gold toilet-case with which to change. How much further

  could fraternity be taken! But, behind all this, much hard bargaining was going on. While Napoleon spared no effort in his endeavours to charm the apparently impressionable young Tsar, not quite

  the same degree of camaraderie between equals was reserved for the latter’s unhappy ally, Frederick William, King of Prussia. His armies having been vanquished and his dominions overrun the

  previous year, in the utmost humiliation that Napoleon had inflicted upon any of his foes, the heir to Frederick the Great was made to wait, like a poor relation, in the rain on the Russian bank,

  to be admitted to the councils of his fellow rulers only after their cordiality à deux had already been established. ‘Sad, dignified and stiff’ (according to Thiers)

  Frederick William was easily bullied by Napoleon. It was left to his attractive queen, Louise, to turn on the charm. ‘She is full of coquetterie toward me,’ Napoleon wrote to

  Josephine, but was able to assure her (in this case with conviction): ‘do not be jealous, I am an oilcloth off which all that sort of thing runs. It would cost me too dear to play the

  galant.’




  On 7 July, Napoleon signed a formal peace treaty with Alexander at Tilsit. Pointedly, a similar settlement with broken Prussia was not signed and ratified until several days later. In the public

  treaty between Napoleon and Alexander, much play was made of their newly discovered fraternal feelings for each other and their hopes for active co-operation in the future. More to the point, under

  the secret articles attached, the Tsar was to abandon any romantic crusading notions about liberating Europe from the revolutionary French; instead, at the expense of Napoleon’s ally, Turkey,

  he was encouraged to pursue expansion along the traditional Russian route – towards the south-east. As a penalty to the Swedes for their rashness in joining the Coalition

  Wars against Napoleon, Swedish Finland was to be ceded to Russia. But it was, of course, against the still-unvanquished and physically almost untouchable distant arch-enemy, England, that

  Napoleon’s ire was chiefly directed. She was to be excluded totally from Europe, with Russia joining the Continental System if by November Britain had not agreed to Napoleon’s

  terms.




  If the terms granted Russia were flatteringly and calculatedly benevolent, those for Prussia were correspondingly harsh. Despite the coquetteries of Queen Louise, Prussia was to be shorn

  of half her territories. Those west of the Elbe would be transmuted into a new Kingdom of Westphalia for the benefit of Napoleon’s brother Jérome. To the east, Prussia’s Polish

  provinces were to be handed over to create a new Grand Duchy of Warsaw (in itself a source of some disappointment to Napoleon’s recently acquired mistress, the patriotic Marie Walewska, who,

  in giving herself, had hoped for nothing less than restored nationhood for her proud but oppressed people). Crushing war indemnities were imposed upon King Frederick William, plus a permanent

  French military occupation; and, to ensure that Prussia would henceforth never aspire to be more than a second-rate German power, the remainder of the German states had been organized into a puppet

  Confederation of the Rhine.




  On 9 July, Napoleon took leave of his new friend (who was tactfully wearing the Légion d’Honneur for the occasion), bestowing on him one last warm embrace, and watching until

  Alexander disappeared out of sight on his bank of the Niemen. Earlier Napoleon had written to his Minister of the Interior, Fouché, instructing him: ‘See to it that no more abuse of

  Russia takes place, directly or indirectly. Everything points to our policy being brought into line with that of this Power on a permanent basis.’




  News of Tilsit reached London only in the third week in July, during a summer of heat so stifling that haymakers were fainting in the fields of Buckinghamshire. No intimation of the secret

  clauses had been received from her former allies, but it was abundantly clear that, at Tilsit, the two emperors had effectively divided the continent between them into two

  spheres of influence in which England was to be permitted no part. From Gibraltar to the Vistula and beyond, Napoleon now ruled either directly or through princes who were his creations (over the

  previous two years he had given out more crowns than the Holy Roman Emperors had in a thousand), or his dependants. Before Austerlitz Napoleon had been an object of fear, after Tilsit he held

  Europe spellbound with terror. He was its undisputed master. ‘One of the culminating points of modern history,’ a starry-eyed supporter declared of Tilsit; ‘. . . the waters of

  the Niemen reflected the image of Napoleon at the height of his glory.’3 The next time he ventured on to the Niemen, just five years later, he

  would be en route for his first great defeat, and the beginning of his eclipse.




  HOW, IN SO SHORT A SPACE OF TIME, had Napoleon managed to acquire these trappings of mastery which Tilsit now seemed to vest in

  him? One needs, rapidly, to turn back the clock some twenty years. At Tilsit he was still only thirty-seven, and – because of his youth at the conclusion of his most famous run of victories

  – one tends to forget that he was born under the reign of Louis XV and started his military career under Louis XVI. If he was a child of the

  ancien régime, he was also very much a product of that event dubbed by Thomas Carlyle ‘the Death-Birth of a World’, and was steeped in the French Revolutionary heritage,

  without which he would surely never have got as far as Tilsit. His father, Carlo Buonaparte, was an impecunious lawyer, originally of minor Italian nobility, who had set up a not notably successful

  law practice in Ajaccio, Corsica. (The island was taken over by France in 1768, the year before Napoleon’s birth.) After producing eight children that survived – five died in infancy

  – Carlo died of cancer in 1785 when Napoleon was only fifteen. His wife Letizia, later always known as Madame Mère, who had married at fourteen, was a

  strong-minded woman who would outlive her famous son by fourteen years. Her favourite, cautionary utterance was ‘Just so long as it lasts.’ Young Napoleon had a rough passage through

  the school to which he was sent at Brienne in Champagne, where he was distinguished chiefly for his fierce Corsican nationalism and a certain aptitude for mathematics: ‘reserved and

  hardworking . . . silent, capricious, proud, extremely egotistical . . . much self-esteem . . . extremely ambitious,’ his reports read. He was then commissioned a second lieutenant in the

  French Army at the age of sixteen, making his first real mark on military affairs some eight years later, at the Siege of Toulon. The key naval base was then held by an English fleet under the

  command of Admiral Hood; Napoleon, as a twenty-four-year-old artillery captain, was brought in to advise the not very distinguished commander of the French Revolutionary forces besieging it. With

  his genius for the swift coup d’oeil which was later to stand him in such good stead, he gave the brilliant appreciation that, if the Le Caire promontory overlooking Toulon harbour

  could be seized, guns sited there would make the harbour untenable for Hood’s ships. The strategy succeeded, and the British were driven out; wounded in the thigh,2a Napoleon became a hero in the ranks of the incompetent Revolutionary Army (though still unknown outside it), was promoted to the dizzy rank of général de

  brigade when he was still only twenty-four, and was made artillery commander to the Army of Italy.




  After a brief, fallow period of considerable frustration his next opportunity came when, by chance, he happened to be in Paris on sick leave during the autumn of 1795. A revolt was pending

  against the Convention and Napoleon was called in by his friend and protector, Paul Barras, to forestall it. He positioned a few guns (brought up at the gallop by a young

  cavalry captain called Murat) on the key streets leading to the Tuileries Palace. Three years previously he had witnessed the mob storm the same palace, and the weakness of the King on that

  occasion had made a lasting impression on him. ‘If Louis XVI had shown himself on horseback, he would have won the day,’ Napoleon wrote to his brother Joseph. He

  was determined not to repeat the same error and showed no hesitation in giving the order to fire. Discharged at point-blank range, the historic ‘whiff-of-grapeshot’ of the

  Treizième Vendémiaire left 400 dead and put the mob convincingly to flight. For the first time since 1789 the Paris ‘street’, which had called the tune throughout

  the Revolution, had found a new master whom it would not lightly shrug off. Barras, grateful but also nervous at having Napoleon too near the centre of power, now appointed him – at the age

  of twenty-seven – Commander-in-Chief of the French Army of Italy.




  Ever since 1792, France had been at war with the First Coalition of her enemies, who were bent upon reversing the revolutionary tide that seemed to threaten all Europe, and restoring the

  status quo ante in France. As Thomas Carlyle saw it, the guillotining of Louis XVI had ‘divided all friends; and abroad it has united all enemies . . .’;

  on the other hand, in the view of Friedrich Engels and others, had it not been for the stimulating effect of foreign intervention, the Revolution might quietly have choked on its own vomit. It was

  a question of the chicken or the egg. The fortunes of war had swung back and forth; lack of adequate preparation and incompetence among the new leaders of the revolutionary French forces had been

  matched by differences of interest and lethargy among the Allies; the stiff forms of eighteenth-century warfare, unaltered since the days of Frederick the Great, had encountered a new revolutionary

  fervour, though it was lamentably supported with guns and equipment. Marching into France, the Duke of Brunswick and his Prussians were halted and turned about, surprisingly, by the cannonade at

  Valmy in September 1792, first harbinger of a new form of warfare.




  In 1793 the French forces, resurgent under the organizational genius of Lazare Carnot (whom even Napoleon was to rate ‘the organizer of victory’), and fired by

  their first victories to carry the Revolution to all the ‘oppressed nations’ of Europe, swept into Belgium and threatened Holland. During the bitter winter of 1794–5, one of

  France’s few naval victories was achieved when French cavalry captured the Dutch fleet by riding across the frozen Texel. By June 1794, Jourdan had chased the last Coalition soldier across

  the French frontier. The British bungled a landing at Quiberon Bay, while – defeated, and invaded in her turn – Prussia abandoned the First Coalition the following year. But,

  over-extended, under-equipped and unhelped by the dithering and corrupt rule of the Directory, France’s new ‘Army of the Sambre-and-Meuse’ now experienced a series of defeats

  across the Rhine at the hands of the Austrians.




  It was at this point that, called in by Barras, Napoleon was sent to Italy to wrest the initiative from the Austrians. He found the army unpaid, hungry, poorly equipped and on the verge of

  mutiny. Stendhal cites the example of three officers who owned but one pair of shoes, one pair of breeches and three shirts between them; elsewhere in The Charterhouse of Parma, he relates

  how, at Napoleon’s legendary action on the ‘Bridge at Lodi’, another French officer had the soles of his shoes ‘made out of fragments of soldiers’ caps also picked up

  on the field of battle’.4 As this ragged army set forth, Napoleon issued one of his most famous orders of the day:




  

    

      Soldiers, you are naked and ill-fed; though the government owe you much, it can give you nothing . . . but . . . I will lead you into the most fertile plains in the world.

      Rich provinces, great cities will be in your power; you will find there honour, glory and riches. . . .’5


    


  




  It was an open invitation to looting. But, by his extraordinary capacity to inspire, Napoleon totally transformed the forces under him within a matter of days. One of his

  officers, Colonel Marmont, later a marshal, said years after the Empire had foundered, ‘we marched surrounded by a kind of radiance whose warmth I can still feel as I did

  fifty years ago’.6 Over the next eighteen months the young General caused his troops – with minimal resources – to win a series of

  remarkable victories. These ended with the Battle of Rivoli, as impressive a battle as any the world had yet seen. In Italy, aided and almost abetted by an inept Austrian command, driven on by

  violent Corsican jealousy at the infidelities of Josephine while he was away at the front, Napoleon took risk after extravagant risk, but his string of successes there laid the foundation for the

  legend of his invincibility. To Colonel Marmont he remarked, ‘Fortune . . . is a woman, and the more she does for me, the more I will demand from her. . . . In our day no one has conceived

  anything great; it is for me to give an example. . . .’7 By October 1797, he had defeated seven armies, captured 160,000 prisoners and over 2,000

  cannon, and chased the Austrians to within a hundred miles of Vienna. Here, for the first but not the last time, he forced the beaten Austrians to sign a peace with France, thus marking a

  definitive end to the wars of the First Coalition.




  Napoleon now became the idol of France, his star irresistibly in the ascendant as he returned in triumph to Paris. ‘From that moment,’ he wrote after the first Italian campaign,

  ‘I foresaw what I might be. Already I felt the earth flee from beneath me, as if I were being carried into the sky.’




  

    

      NAPOLEON,


      as Commander-in-Chief,


      1795


    


  




  

    At the Treaty of Campoformio (17 October 1797), Napoleon dictated his first peace to the defeated Austrians. He was in a hurry, to get back to Paris and the unfaithful Josephine, and it was

    not a good peace. At one point, he flew into a rage and shouted brutally at the Habsburg generals, ‘Your Empire is nothing but an old maidservant, accustomed to being raped by

    everyone!’8 He then dashed to the ground an enormous porcelain tea-service, a treasured gift from Empress Catherine of Russia, declaring,

    ‘This is what will happen to your monarchy!’ To Vienna, the Austrian delegation reported that he had ‘behaved like a madman’. It was an insult that would never be

    forgotten. Nevertheless, France was now ceded Belgium and the left bank of the Rhine. These were frontiers for which Louis XIV had fought so hard; but the prospect of

    Belgium (where Antwerp was often described as a ‘dagger pointed at the heart of England’) in menacing hands was guaranteed to keep Britain at war with Napoleon. It was, after all,

    what would bring her to fight the Kaiser and her former German allies a century later. In return for Venice and its territories, Austria recognized France’s establishment of an Italian

    satellite state, the Cisalpine Republic – from which seed, eventually, was to germinate the modern united nation of Italy. Of her foes of the First Coalition, only the British remained at

    war with France, but with no weapon to strike at her across the Channel; so England contented herself by extending her Empire at the expense of both enemy and allies. After Campoformio, however,

    in exchange for a durable peace, she too declared herself ready to accept France’s ‘natural frontiers’ and even to hand back colonies captured during the

    past hostilities. At last, Revolutionary France was offered the security for which she had fought so passionately for the previous five years; it looked like a good time to make peace with

    England.


  




  Nothing, however, succeeds like success, and it now went to the weak head of the Directory. Back in 1790, the Constituent Assembly had declared the noble ideal: ‘The French nation

  renounces the undertaking of any war with a view to making conquests, and it will never use its forces against the liberty of any people.’ But, not unlike the heirs to Lenin in the twentieth

  century, the Directory, inflated by Napoleon’s achievements, now let itself be enticed into graduating from a basically defensive war, with an aim of saving the Revolution and securing

  France’s frontiers, to one of expansion and enrichment. A story familiar to the twentieth century, it is instructive that France’s wars of aggrandizement began, not under the Consulate

  or the Empire, but under the Revolutionary movement. Returning to France in 1797, Napoleon was acclaimed in the Luxembourg Palace with full honours by the Directory, its members clad in scarlet

  togas emulative of Ancient Rome. Every beautiful Parisienne crowded into the courtyard, but, ‘in spite of the luxury, the elegance of the women’s clothes and the sumptuous

  costumes of the Directors, every eye was fixed on the spare, sallow, sickly-looking man in a simple coat, who appeared to fill all the space around him’.9 A few days later, Talleyrand, Napoleon’s future Foreign Minister, threw a magnificent ball for him, egregious in its unrevolutionary extravagance.




  The following year, the new hero was put in command – briefly – of the Army of England, charged with carrying the war across the Channel. In 1797, General Hoche with 14,000 troops

  and sixteen ships of the line had made an abortive descent on Ireland, which had been disrupted by storms. After an inspection in January 1798 of the 120,000 troops mustered between Étaples

  and Walcheren in Holland for an invasion attempt, Napoleon abandoned the idea as ‘too chancy to risk la Belle France on the throw of a dice’. Instead, he

  placed in the mind of the Directory the idea of striking at British sea-power by a campaign in Egypt, and in the Eastern Mediterranean – the key to England’s empire and trade in the

  Orient.




  With England’s Pitt still under the misapprehension that he was heading for Ireland, Napoleon sailed for Egypt and for what was to prove, militarily, his most disastrous campaign to date.

  Josephine rushed down by coach, to see him off. (She had also hurried out to be with him in Milan, during the Italian Campaign. One cannot but be struck by the astonishing distances Napoleon, and

  Josephine – and not just his armies – covered, at phenomenal speed and under conditions of considerable discomfort.) As an unhappy augury, the flagship of the fleet ran aground as it

  was leaving the rade. Ensuing operations followed the familiar course, with Napoleon winning round after round on land (for example, the Battle of the Pyramids) and with Nelson sweeping the

  seas (Aboukir Bay and the Nile). The fighting moved up into Palestine and the Levant, and in his massacre of prisoners at Jaffa Napoleon revealed himself at his most ruthless and

  cruel.3a His own forces were decimated by plague (to which Napoleon himself seemed miraculously immune), with the Revolutionary General Kléber

  growling that he was ‘the kind of general who needed a monthly income of ten thousand men’. Meanwhile, encouraged by British naval successes, before the end of 1798 a Second Coalition

  comprising of England, Naples, Austria, Russia and Turkey had come into being, and had begun to threaten the French position in both northern Italy and the Netherlands. Abandoning his battered army

  in the Middle East (as he was to do in Russia thirteen years later) and dodging Nelson’s patrols, Napoleon hastened back to France, landing secretly at Fréjus on

  9 October 1799. In Paris, he found the Directory tottering. On 9 November – 18 Brumaire in the Revolutionary Calendar – he attempted a coup d’état which would

  end the rule of the Directory. The Deputies abandoned their red togas with indecent haste; but it was touch and go for Napoleon – the resourceful policeman, Fouché, took no chances and

  closed the gates of Paris, preparing to arrest the General in case the coup failed. France was in a terrible state, her economy was tottering and she was at war with most of Europe – and even

  with the United States. But Napoleon’s coup was successful and he at once established himself as First Consul, with a tenure of ten years and dictatorial powers greater than those of Louis

  XIV at the height of his glory. Both within France and beyond, this was heralded as signifying the end of the Revolution. In Russia, the mad Tsar Paul – already at

  odds with his Austrian ally over Italy – withdrew from the Coalition; in France, even the critical Madame de Stäel (an amazingly tiresome woman, not only to Napoleon through most of his

  career, but also to almost everyone else in her life) was delighted, though her father, the banker Necker, cautioned, ‘Your nerves are overwrought. . . . Unfortunately, everything rests on

  the life of one man.’




  But the war still continued. Consolidated in power politically, Napoleon set off once more to chastise the Austrians. By an astonishing feat of transporting an army of 50,000 secretly over the

  8,000-foot Great St Bernard Pass, still covered in snow in the May of 1800, Napoleon struck the unwary Austrians from the rear. June brought him his stunning victory at Marengo, north of Genoa. It

  was a copybook classic of manoeuvre, though, as was characteristic of Napoleon, the panegyrical bulletin he issued afterwards (aimed in part at further terrifying a demoralized foe) made it sound

  rather more of a calculated, according-to-plan result than was actually the case, and disallowed the element of opportunism that had played an integral part in the victory, as

  it so often did with his other triumphs. The coup de grâce to Austrian arms was administered by Moreau’s victory at Hohenlinden in Bavaria on 3 December. It was a small

  consolation that, the following summer, General Abercromby’s British expeditionary force was to defeat Napoleon’s abandoned Army of the Orient and expel the last Frenchman from Egypt;

  for the Second Coalition – as ineffectual as most of its successors – had now collapsed in ruins.




  The resulting Peace of Lunéville in 1801 with the Austrians, which forced them out of most of northern Italy, was followed by the Peace of Amiens with England in March 1801. Under its

  provisions a smarting England agreed to part with most of her recent colonial acquisitions, including Malta, while Napoleon was left – for the time being – in unchallenged military

  supremacy, and a grateful France confirmed him Consul for life. On the other hand, Nelson at Copenhagen (2 April 1801) had once again demonstrated to Napoleon the impotence of his attempts to gain

  control of the seas. Neither side was particularly happy with the peace terms: England deeply concerned by Napoleon’s hegemony over Europe and resentful at her territorial deprivations;

  France soon finding England in default for not withdrawing her forces from Malta. Nevertheless, for the first time in a decade, a glimmer of lasting peace flickered over the battered European

  nations, and, once again, it looked like as good a time as any for bringing the sequence of wars to a definitive end. But peace was to prove illusory. As Napoleon had written prophetically to his

  lieutenant and potential rival, Moreau, during the more ecstatic moments of 1800: ‘Greatness has its beauties, but only in retrospect and in the imagination.’




  





  TWO




  An Uneasy Peace




  1801–1805




  

    

      He always applied all his means, all his faculties, all his attention to the action or discussion of the moment. Into everything he put passion. Hence the enormous

      advantage he had over his adversaries, for few people are entirely absorbed by one thought or one action at one moment.




      Caulaincourt


    


  




  AFTER AMIENS, what the English uncharitably dubbed ‘the peace which passeth all understanding’ heralded for both France and Napoleon a

  halcyon period. But it was brief. During the thirteen months it lasted, English tourists, the curious and the spendthrift, poured across the Channel in their tens of thousands. French goldsmiths,

  jewellers and makers of fancy-goods worked night and day to provide wares to satisfy their greedy visitors. In September 1802, many were drawn to the great industrial exhibition mounted to

  celebrate the revolutionary ‘Year X’ at which Richard Lenoir, the cotton-spinner, alone took 400,000 francs worth of orders. The gallants found their fancies much stimulated by the

  manifest seductiveness of the ladies of Parisian society, in their high-waisted, see-through gowns inherited from the Directory. Those foreigners privileged to be invited to the First

  Consul’s birthday celebrations were agreeably surprised by the gracious bonhomie with which the great man greeted them. With the utmost regard for the sensibilities of his English

  visitors, he displayed, on either side of his chimneypiece, busts of Fox and Nelson. The court around him exuded a certain brilliance – ‘a newly-born government’, he told his

  secretary, ‘must dazzle and astonish’ – but, in contrast to the glitter of the generals and Mameluke orderlies that accompanied him on military parades,

  Napoleon’s own uniform was striking by its simplicity, reminding the visitors more of an English sea captain in undress. Could this really be the monster who, so recently, had terrorized all

  Europe? At home he was undoubtedly at a peak of popularity that year, and success seemed to imbue him with a new aura of security. At first sight, the English visitors had to admit themselves

  favourably impressed by appearances of life under the new régime.




  What might possibly have escaped their gaze was the depth and intensity with which the ideals of the Great Revolution still impinged upon French life and thoughts, and on which was now grafted a

  growing personal loyalty to Napoleon. It was, after all, little more than a decade since the principles of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité had first swept the

  country. In our era, historians and psychologists still puzzle over how Hitler was ever able to carry away a sensible race like the Germans, to follow him with fanatical devotion to a very bitter

  end. To that extent, it is understandable that the extraordinary mystique of the French Revolution is also sometimes hard to grasp. It was not just France; hand in hand with the Romantic movement,

  it liberated an inestimable wave of idealism throughout Europe. Byron, Heine, Goethe, Hegel and Beethoven were all seduced by it. And, at the beginning of the new century, the young Napoleon seemed

  like the embodiment of all its ideals. At about this time, Beethoven, for instance, was at work on his Eroica, intending to give it the name of ‘Bonaparte’, while Fidelio

  still stands for that sense of individual liberty which 1789 was supposed to represent. Certainly, as of 1801, the mystical ascendancy which the First Consul had already come to assume among

  thirty-three million Frenchmen was in no way to be underestimated. The legacy of revolutionary zeal would in part explain how, after he had lost whole armies in the three successive years of a

  disaster of 1812, 1813 and 1814, each time France would be ready to provide him with new ones.




  It was during this fleeting period of peace that Napoleon, acting with the same speed and remarkable concentration of energy which characterized all his military

  operations, established the majority of the civil reforms that were to provide France with a new constitution, set her finances in order, and comprise – inter alia – the Code

  Napoléon: his most durable achievements. He reduced the number of tax collectors from 200,000 to fewer than 6,000; the yields doubled. He was helped by the clean sweep already effected

  by the Revolution, which had abolished all those institutions it regarded as outmoded. But, if Napoleon had never fought a battle, these achievements would surely still leave him one of the

  world’s great constructive rulers.




  Paris, with its 547,000 inhabitants to London’s 850,000, at the turn of the century seemed to its British visitors a dilapidated place, full of foul-smelling mud and still with open

  sewers. Cattle were driven through the main thoroughfares on their way to market. In no way did Napoleon succeed more triumphantly than in the ambition he had declared in 1798 to ‘make Paris

  not only the loveliest city that is, or that ever had been, but the loveliest that ever could be’. Sparked by the catastrophic floods of the previous winter, which had partly inundated the

  Champs Élysées, Napoleon began by reorganizing the quays of the Seine; he decreed, in 1802, the construction of the Quai d’Orsay, which he eventually extended all the way to the

  École Militaire. Grandiose plans for canals and reservoirs were laid down, providing Paris with her modern water supply; streets were renumbered on a basis that survives to the present day.

  Christened the Musée Napoléon, the Louvre was completed in 1803 to house the Italian art treasures shamelessly looted in his recent campaigns. Inevitably there would come the

  grandiose architecture dedicated to military conquests; the charming Arc du Carrousel and the Vendôme Column (both to commemorate the Austerlitz triumph of 1805), and the Arc de Triomphe

  itself (not to be completed until the reign of Louis-Philippe). There were also works of purely economic significance, like the Bourse (the foundation stone of which was laid

  in 1808, although the idea was conceived by Napoleon much earlier), and the vast Halle des Vins – designed to make Paris the foremost trading centre for wine in northern Europe.




  The list of works initiated is an imposing one, especially considering the short amount of time Napoleon was able to spend on the home front: the Rue de Rivoli, Rue de Castiglione, Rue

  Napoléon (renamed Rue de la Paix), the Conseil d’État and the Cour des Comptes, four new bridges, the Madeleine transmogrified into a Temple of Victory with, facing it across

  the Concorde, the portico of the Palais Bourbon remodelled in Roman style to match. Everywhere new fountains and parks were constructed, and – not least – churches which had been

  vandalized during the Revolution were to be restored over the next twelve years at a cost of some £4 million.




  In this last endeavour, Napoleon was not influenced entirely by architectural values. The withering away of the Revolution had been accompanied in the last years of the old century by a marked

  religious revival, hand in hand with the new Romantic movement, as exemplified by Chateaubriand’s work, Le Génie du Christianisme, published in 1802. Returning to France in 1800

  after seven years’ self-exile, Chateaubriand had been deeply shocked by the ravages still left by the Revolution, particularly in its excesses of atheism: ‘the ruinous castles, the

  belfries empty of bells, the graveyards with never a cross and the headless statues of saints’.




  Immediately sensitive to the prevailing mood, however, Napoleon, with one stroke of consummate skill, had healed the wounds that still divided France by his Concordat with Pope Pius

  VII. Ratified in 1802, the Concordat re-established the Roman Catholic Church as ‘the religion of the greater majority of Frenchmen’; but at the same time

  it clearly demarcated its spiritual and temporal powers. The settlement was to last over a century, until the Church was disestablished in France. Meanwhile it removed the main grievances that had

  kept civil war smouldering in the Vendée, and helped gain for Napoleon the sympathies of Catholics in France as well as in the subject, or about-to-be-subject, nations.

  Although rejected by Louis XVIII’s government in exile, the Concordat was supported by most of the returning émigrés, including Chateaubriand, who

  found a Paris where ‘the émigré was returning and talking peaceably with the murderers of his nearest and dearest . . .’.




  Largely a tactical device, however, the Concordat did not imply any religious fervour in Napoleon himself. Under his régime, notes one writer, ‘Congregations were treated to

  extracts taken from the Bulletins of the Grande Armée, and informed that the paths of conscription, as much as of holiness, led to Heaven.’1 Though the churches were to be repaired, there was no suggestion of returning the actual properties sequestrated by the Revolution.




  Before 1782, education had been left largely in the hands of village priests and religious orders like the Jesuits. In 1795 a new secular system had been introduced by the Revolution on to which

  stem Napoleon now grafted, in 1802, one of the most famous and enduring of all his reforms – the lycées, or state secondary schools. Like so many of his reforms, the system was

  designed, at least in part, to serve his own aims by providing a steady flow of military and administrative cadres essential to the Napoleonic machine. At the same time he transformed the

  high-grade École Polytechnique, founded by the Convention in 1794, into a military college for gunners and engineers. He also set his seal on the École Normale

  Supérieure, likewise initiated by the Convention and still today the breeding ground of a particular genre of French intellectual leadership. Typical of the fervent intervention in

  cultural matters that went pari passu with military campaigning was the ‘living encyclopaedia’ of scientists, orientalists and zoologists – including Monge the great

  mathematician and Champollion the Egyptologist – whom Napoleon had taken to Egypt with him. He had lost the war in Egypt, but discovered the Rosetta Stone.




  Though the Directory had done much to improve France’s political structure, between 1799 and 1804 the Constitution was extensively remodelled by Napoleon, of course

  greatly to the increment of his own personal power. As it did in his military technique, rationalization also lay at the heart of all Napoleon’s civil reforms. In February 1800, the various

  departments were placed under the charge of Prefects; the following year the metric system was introduced, and in 1802 a new national police force was raised. France was to become more tightly

  centralized than ever it had been under the Roi Soleil. Prior to Napoleon, France had been bedevilled by the existence of 360 separate local codes; he now set about the immense task

  of unifying them into one set. By 1804 the Code Civil (later, and better, known as the Code Napoléon) was voted through the legislature. Though comprising over 2,000 articles,

  it took only four years to complete and is still largely operative. Typical both of his energy and of his personal interest in the work of administrative reform, Napoleon managed, almost

  incredibly, to attend no less than 57 of the 109 meetings devoted to the Code Civil. Regulating virtually every function of life, the Code insisted inter alia on the equal

  division of property among sons, thereby in fact doing more than the Revolution had done to fragment the big estates. Much emphasis was laid on the authority of the male, removing many of the

  contractual rights women had enjoyed under the ancien régime; this reflected his own, very Corsican disbelief in feminine equality.




  Indispensable to Napoleon in all these endeavours at civil reform was the person of Jean Jacques Régis de Cambacérès, aged forty-five when he became Second Consul in 1799.

  Cambacérès was a known homosexual and pretentious gourmet, but also an outstanding jurist, administrator and manipulator in the corridors of power. With a capacity for work rivalling

  even Napoleon’s, as President of the Senate, the Council of Ministers, the Conseil d’État, the Conseil du Sceau des Titres and the Privy Council, there was scarcely

  any aspect of Napoleon’s ‘Peace Machine’ that lay outside his ken. Incapable of decision himself, over the five years that Napoleon was absent from Paris

  during his fourteen and a half in power, Cambacérès faithfully drafted him a daily report. Unlike Fouché and Talleyrand, he was to remain totally loyal to his master, being

  created a Prince of the Empire and Duke of Parma for his pains. Napoleon’s Minister of Police, the thoroughly odious, unscrupulous but eminently efficient Fouché, had, like Talleyrand,

  started life in the Church. Typically, although he had ruthlessly suppressed a revolt against Robespierre in Lyons, when Thermidor arrived he acted with equal zeal against him and the

  Jacobins. During his sixty-one years, he would work – always, like a mole, underground – in turn for the Revolution, the Directory, the Consulate, the Empire and, finally, the Bourbon

  Restoration. Portraits show him to have been personally as unpleasant as his morals; ‘only the red rims of his half-closed eyelids relieved the identical colour of skin, hair and

  eyes’.2 After the fall of Toulon in 1793, Fouché gloated to a colleague in Paris, ‘Tonight we will execute 1,213 insurgents. Adieu

  – tears of joy flow from my eyes.’3 But he was said to be a kind father and devoted husband; he was certainly one of the most

  accomplished politicians of all time.




  Inevitably, one thinks in the same breath of Talleyrand, the greatest and the wiliest diplomat of them all. He and Fouché were forever coupled by Chateaubriand’s devastating remark,

  as the two entered the room, bras dessus, bras dessous, at the time of the Restoration: ‘A vision of Vice supported by Crime.’4 To

  one Scottish duke, Talleyrand was ‘the most disgusting individual I ever saw. His complexion is that of a corpse considerably advanced in corruption.’ So suave was his duplicity that

  when death finally overtook him his king reacted to the news with the admiring epitaph, ‘But there is no judging from appearances with Talleyrand!’ Like Fouché, Talleyrand was a

  true Vicar of Bray, serving them all in sequence – including, once he had defected from Napoleon after Tilsit, his enemy, the Tsar of Russia. The self-defrocked Bishop of Autun, married, and

  – probably on account of his devastating wit – fairly irresistible to women despite his club-foot, Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord had highly

  developed venal and acquisitive tastes. The orator Mirabeau, never a man to mince words, remarked of him, ‘The Abbé de Périgord would sell his soul for money; and he would be

  right, for he would be exchanging dung for gold.’5 He was already forty-three when appointed Minister of Foreign Affairs in 1797, on return from

  his exile in America, where he had escaped the Terror. For the next ten years he would serve Napoleon well; then, after Tilsit, serve against him with equal zeal and amorality. In the well-chosen

  words of his biographer, Duff Cooper, the difference between Talleyrand and Napoleon’s police chief was that for the former ‘the word politics meant the settlement of dynastic or

  international problems discussed in a ball-room or across a dinner-table; for Fouché the same word meant street-corner assassination, planned by masked conspirators in dark

  cellars.’6




  The shaky French economic and financial system also received the full benefit of the two Consuls’ attention, accompanied by often draconian measures. The Banque de France was established

  in 1800, and granted total control over the national debt and the issue of paper money. Industrial prosperity was stimulated by ubiquitous government intervention, and various innovations of social

  welfare encouraged – though along largely paternalistic lines. However, trade unions were ruthlessly stamped on as ‘Jacobin’ institutions, or as diseases exported by the insidious

  British. Unemployment was kept at a low level, but labour was hard and the hours long. In summer, builders worked from 6 a.m. to 7 p.m.; the life expectancy of bakers was under fifty, and up to

  1813 children under ten were still employed in the mines. From 1803 onwards every working man had to carry a registration book stamped by his employer, without which he was treated as a vagabond,

  and when it came to litigation it was the employer’s word that was always accepted. In rural France, the life of the average peasant – though improved by the revolutionary land settlement – was not much affected by either the Consulate or the Empire. The great roads built by Napoleon radiated out towards frontiers with distinct

  military purposes, but did little to bring the countryside into contact with the modern world.




  In general, however, both peasant and urban working classes seem to have been better fed than they were either before 1789 or after 1815 – partly because of strict government controls

  placed on corn exports and price levels – and they came to regard the Napoleonic era as one of relative prosperity. Napoleon claimed to have gained the allegiance of the working classes by

  ‘bread and circuses’, and certainly the appeal to native jingoism of great victories such as Marengo went far to mitigate discontent for any loss of civil or political liberties. But,

  as with most dictators, it also meant that he had to keep on going, producing one triumph after another abroad. At the other end of the social scale, there were also great (and often scandalous)

  opportunities for self-enrichment; Talleyrand, the negotiator of the Peace of Lunéville, made a fortune by buying up Austrian bonds issued in Belgium, through knowing that one of the

  stipulations of the Treaty was that these bonds were to be honoured. Meanwhile, by 1804 the bourgeoisie owned approximately twice as much land in parts of northern France as it had done in

  1789.




  With perhaps just a passing similarity to the Soviet Union at the peak of its imperial power in the late 1970s, one class that was less than impressed by the compensation of ‘bread and

  circuses’ for an authoritarian régime was the intelligentsia. Not agreeing with Goethe’s ecstatic view that Napoleon epitomized ‘all that was reasonable, legitimate and

  European in the revolutionary movement . . .’, a disenchanted Madame de Staël found that her France had become ‘a garrison where military discipline and boredom rule’.




  Culturally, the decorative arts probably thrived most under Napoleon: the Lyons silk industry was revitalized to satisfy the copious demands of the Bonaparte family, and by 1807 Jacob Desmalter, Napoleon’s favourite furniture-maker, was employing no less than 350 craftsmen. Everywhere the influence of the soldier left its impact on the austere built-to-last

  neo-classicism of Empire style (‘Simplify. This is for the Emperor,’ Napoleon scrawled across the sketch for a candelabrum submitted by his architect, Perrier); the pharaonic motifs and

  fiery poppy shades brought back from the Egyptian campaign; the Winged Victories symbolizing military triumph; and the mythology and artefacts of Rome borrowed later to lend flavour to the new

  imperial mystique. At Malmaison, the love-nest Napoleon set up with Josephine, the council chamber was fitted up with striped canvas to resemble a campaign bivouac, within ten days of Marengo. On

  moving into the Tuileries Palace as First Consul, Napoleon promptly ordered the erasure of red republican caps, symbols of liberty, that were painted on the walls: ‘I don’t like to see

  such rubbish.’ These were replaced by busts of Alexander and Frederick the Great, along with Brutus and Demosthenes. Exemplifying the Roman ‘high-seriousness’ of the Empire was

  the painter David, who had abandoned the eighteenth-century frivolity of his uncle, Boucher (‘It is pure, it is great, it is beautiful as antiquity,’ he once said of Napoleon’s

  head), and the great tragedian, Talma.




  But the theatre fared less well under the heavy hand of Napoleon. By 1806, Fouché’s Ministry of Police had acquired the right to censor all plays, and by the following year the list

  of theatres receiving government support had been reduced to eight. Already by 1803, Napoleon had ordered all new books to be submitted to the censor; when he came to power there had been over

  seventy newspapers in Paris, within a year these had been reduced to thirteen, all under strict censorship. Among other things, no caricatures of the ruler or his policies were permitted; which

  accounted for the serious dearth in the cartoonist’s art of the times. (When the British Opposition leader, the much caricatured Charles James Fox, visited Napoleon in the autumn of peace of

  1802, and rashly remarked that no one in England minded being abused in the press, his host shouted ‘It is another thing here!’ and strode away. He nevertheless

  showed an almost morbid fascination with the savage British cartoons of himself. Neither the Revolution nor the Empire was to produce any great music, leaving it to Beethoven to rhapsodize the

  feats of Napoleon. Apart from Chateaubriand and Madame de Staël, notable novelists were few. Since Napoleon had no faith in freedom, he gave little support to arts and letters, which always

  tend to wither in a climate of despotism. Perhaps more than from direct political persecution, artists suffered ‘from the restrictive, stifling atmosphere produced by fear, flattery and

  censorship. There was something distinctly “second-hand” about much of the art of the period. . . .’7 It was in this stifling

  atmosphere that Madame de Staël, her salon having become a focus of the opposition, was forced into exile in Switzerland by 1803. It was also this atmosphere and its essential lack of

  liberties which, once their gaze had penetrated the shiny surface of Napoleonic France, gradually disenchanted the liberal visitors from England, making them think themselves perhaps better off

  after all in their own backwardly libertarian society.




  By means of his civil initiative, Napoleon had contrived to gain successively the loyalties of most elements of French life: the Catholics, the bureaucracy, the peasantry and the bourgeoisie.

  With the old aristocracy his policy of reconciliation had been less successful, and it had continued to keep a mistrustful distance. So Napoleon decided to create an élite of his own,

  faithful to himself as the fountain-head of rewards, and in May 1802 he created the institution of the Légion d’Honneur.




  By the end of the following year, Napoleon’s authoritarian rule seemed to be totally established, with virtually all wires in the nation leading back to his one pair of hands. But one

  lynchpin in the whole structure was missing: the continuity of succession. Already in December 1800, the fact that the First Consul might be less than immortal had been suggested when, on his way

  to the opera, he had narrowly escaped the explosion of a powerful mine which killed several bystanders. The Jacobins were implicated (although Fouché held the Royalists

  responsible), and severe penalties were meted out. On being made Consul for life in August 1802, Napoleon was granted powers to nominate a successor, but his ambitions lay further. At the beginning

  of 1804, two further plots were uncovered – one led by a Vendée Royalist called Georges Cadoudal, the other by two generals, Pichegru and Moreau. Cadoudal (in whose conspiracy the

  Addington government had rashly connived but which had been adroitly turned by that master-spy, Fouché) was executed, as were a dozen others in one of the few mass guillotinings of the

  Napoleonic era; Pichegru was found strangled in prison, while Moreau as the popular hero of Hohenlinden was permitted to disappear into exile, thereby removing one of the few potential rivals to

  Napoleon. (Moreau eventually returned to Europe to fight for the Russians against Napoleon, and was mortally wounded at the Battle of Dresden.) The Cadoudal plot provided Napoleon with just the

  excuse he needed to give himself an imperial crown and ensure the hereditary succession of the Bonaparte dynasty; but it was also to lead to his most deplorable blunder, the murder of the Duke

  d’Enghien. ‘I came to make a king,’ declared Cadoudal as he died; ‘and I have made an emperor . . . !’8




  Acting with a grandeur that was indicative of the vast power that he had already acquired in Europe, Napoleon summoned the Pope to Paris to officiate, on 2 December 1804, at Notre Dame while he

  himself placed the Imperial Crown on his own head – and Josephine’s. The whole façade of the cathedral had been clad with a mock Gothic exterior for the occasion, provoking the

  comment from a wit that ‘so much work has been done that God Himself would lose his bearings!’ On the Place de la Concorde, a vast star was hung, in questionable taste, at the exact

  place where Louis XVI’s head had rolled. To one Parisienne, Napoleon in all his coronation finery looked like the King of Diamonds. Ominously, for the

  superstitious, it was the coldest day of the year. As he ascended the steps to the immense throne, Napoleon is said to have murmured to his brother, ‘Joseph, if only our

  father could see us now!’




  There were moments of dissonance that day; between the altar and the throne, a slight altercation broke out between Josephine and her jealous sisters-in-law carrying her train, with the result

  that she was momentarily arrested in her procession. Chagrined by receiving only two tickets for the coronation, David the court painter sought revenge by painting himself into the ponderous formal

  tableau; while in Vienna, when Beethoven learnt that Napoleon had proclaimed himself emperor, he scratched out his name from the Eroica in a rage. Napoleon, he is said to have exclaimed, was

  ‘nothing more than an ordinary mortal’; he would ‘trample on all human rights . . . [and] become a tyrant’. Madame de Staël was indignant: ‘for a man who has

  risen above every throne, to come down willingly and take his place among the kings . . . !’ she exclaimed.9 In a state of post coitum

  triste, the new Emperor gloomed to his secretary, Decrès, the day following the great ceremony: ‘I have come too late; men are too enlightened; there is nothing great left to do. .

  . .’ This was not, however, a view widely shared by the denizens of the new Empire, bemused by the ‘bread and circuses’ feat par excellence of free feasting and fireworks

  which had accompanied the dazzling occasion. It merely seemed as if Napoleon had ascended to yet another pinnacle of glory, and of these there still promised to be no end.




  At this moment when he had vested himself in the pomp and circumstance of power comparable only to that of the Roman Caesars, of Charlemagne and of the Holy Roman Emperors, the man like his

  fortune stood at his zenith both physically and intellectually. Now still only thirty-five, le Petit Caporal or le Tondu, as the army called him affectionately, was beginning to show

  just a few signs of thickening; his cheeks were fuller, the waistband of his breeches tighter, his complexion sallower. Already he had been cocu by Josephine (and vice versa). He suffered

  from the alarming inferiority complex of the small man, and, as a lover, he was always reputed to suffer physically from a faiblesse dans le deduit d’amour. Some

  of his less intimate officers thought possibly his gaze was a trifle duller, and they would reflect apprehensively among themselves that it was now over four years since he had won that last great

  military victory, at Marengo; could it be that ‘perhaps the crown has squashed his brains’? But they would soon be proved wrong.




  Millions of words have been written about Napoleon’s complex personality, re-examining its mysteries and paradoxes (and sometimes, even, manufacturing new ones). He hunted, not because he

  enjoyed it or was even particularly good on a horse, but because he deemed it part of the regal apanage. He espoused pageantry, insofar as it was a function of the courtly life designed to bedazzle

  the impressionable, but in fact was happier himself amid the almost martial simplicity which Josephine had created for him at Malmaison. He was also no gourmet. He derided ambition in others,

  remarking disdainfully of his own creation, the Légion d’Honneur, ‘it is by such baubles that men are governed’, yet was boundless in his own ambition. He was bred

  on the egalitarian ideals of the Revolution, but was to found a new aristocracy and a new despotism of his own.4a He condemned sexual love as ‘harmful

  to society and to the individual happiness of men’, yet was incapable himself of avoiding both its entanglements and torments of jealousy. He leant towards mathematics and sciences of the

  reason, while mistrusting anything to do with human passions, yet he could never quite escape from being a child of the Romantic movement himself.5a He was

  (wrote George Rudé) ‘a man of action and rapid decision, yet a poet and dreamer of world conquest; a supreme political realist, yet a vulgar adventurer who

  gambled for high stakes . . .’. About certain facets of Napoleon’s character there has been little argument. One was the extraordinary impact he had on people. ‘The terror he

  inspires is inconceivable,’ wrote Madame de Staël. ‘One has the impression of an impetuous wind blowing about one’s ears when one is near that man.’




  As for his relationships with his soldiers, perhaps the single most remarkable feature was the total dedication he was able to exact; the grognards would march to Moscow and back for him

  – and then, once again, pick up their muskets during the Hundred Days. Another incontrovertible asset of Napoleon’s was his almost superhuman reserve of energy. It was his energy which

  enabled him to be, so his admirer Goethe thought, ‘in a permanent state of enlightenment, which is why his fate was more brilliant than the world has ever seen or is likely to see after him .

  . .’. He could concentrate eighteen hours a day without his mind clouding. ‘I work the whole time,’ he once explained to Count Roederer. ‘It is not a génie

  that reveals to me suddenly what I have to say or do in a circumstance which may surprise others, it’s my reflection, it’s meditation.’




  By the beginning of 1805, that capacity for work was certainly undiminished. So too was the retentiveness of that remarkable, questing, restless mind and his genius for total concentration. As

  Caulaincourt, his trusted aide, explained, ‘He always applied all his means, all his faculties, all his attention to the action or discussion of the moment. Into everything he put passion.

  Hence the enormous advantage he had over his adversaries, for few people are entirely absorbed by one thought or one action at one moment.’




  ‘An infinite capacity for taking pains’, ‘an intuitive sense’, ‘an indomitable will to power’, ‘a firmness of aim’; these are some of the many

  qualities attributed to Napoleon. Perhaps above all he was a man of reflexive action, as opposed to meditation. A remark made in his youth revealed clearly his extrovert inclinations: ‘when a man asks himself “Why do I exist?” – then, in my opinion, he is the most wretched of all. His machine breaks down, his heart loses the

  energy that is proper to men.’ Even if it did not lead to happiness, he thought action was better than introspection, which inevitably showed the way to wretchedness. Insofar as he (a

  Voltairean sceptic) had any, this also applied to his religious beliefs. Such beliefs were perfectly acceptable for others (and particularly women), but where he was concerned ‘I am glad I

  have no religion,’ he confided to his intimate, Bertrand: ‘It is a great consolation I have no imaginary fears. I do not fear the future.’




  His mistrust of intellectualism perhaps lay at the root of his aversion for Madame de Staël and her fellow ideologues. ‘They talk, talk, talk,’ he complained to his brother,

  Lucien. Occasionally it also led him into faulty conclusions, as when he rejected a blueprint by the American genius, Robert Fulton, for the invention of a submarine: ‘All these inventors,

  all these project mongers are either schemers or visionaries. Don’t mention him again.’




  ‘Men are moved by two levers only: fear and self-interest,’ he once declared. To some extent he approved of Robespierre’s Terror, regarding it – like the actions of a

  late-twentieth-century terrorist – as ‘one of the inevitable phases’ of revolution, a process that ‘can be neither made nor stopped’. In no way ashamed of his own

  relentless looting of treasures in Italy, he regarded the acquisition of the booty of war by his subordinates as just one of the elements comprising the lever of ‘self-interest’.




  If it was his addiction to action that placed him on a treadmill leading, ineluctably, from one conquest to another, in terms of both strategy and tactics he did, however, also possess the rare

  capacity to bide his time, waiting for the moment juste. It was, he admitted, a characteristic to which the ‘Gallic temperament’ was ill-suited: ‘yet it is solely in virtue

  of this that I have succeeded in everything that I have done’.




  In all his personal relations, self-interest stood foremost. ‘I have always been the victim of my attachment to him,’ declared Jean Lannes, and there was no one

  more devoted among all Napoleon’s marshals; ‘He only loves you by fits and starts, that is, when he has need of you.’ This same rather unattractive quality manifested itself in

  Napoleon’s associations with women which played so important a part in his life. His philosophy was very much that of the eternal Mediterranean male; the function of women should be confined

  to bed, family and Church. The aim of education must be ‘not that girls should think, but that they should believe’. He complained: ‘We Westerners have spoilt everything by

  treating women too well. We are quite wrong to make them almost our equals. The Eastern peoples have been much more sensible.’ As with his essential lack of interest in la bonne table,

  he endeavoured to keep his amorous affairs on a matter-of-fact basis.




  He was, however, by no means immune himself to passion in all its facets; there was the famous occasion when he collapsed senseless from excess in bed with Mademoiselle George, the celebrated

  actress (who, prefatory to their liaison, had provoked an explosion of applause in the theatre by reciting, just as Napoleon entered his box, the line ‘Si j’ai séduit Cinna,

  j’en seduirai bien d’autres!’). He could also be relentless when rebuffed, as he was with the virtuous Madame Récamier, who preserved her virginity – it was

  alleged – even with her boring banker husband. Nor, much as he may have affected to despise women, could he ever entirely restrain his passions from spilling over into his professional life,

  notably, of course, where Josephine was concerned.




  This complex relationship between Napoleon and Josephine is superbly portrayed in the outstanding, highly sensitive biography of the pair published in 1995 by Evangeline Bruce – from which

  Josephine emerges as a gentle, highly feminine and utterly delightful but doomed personality. Bruce calls theirs ‘an unlikely union’; and, indeed, it is always something of a mystery

  how Napoleon and the Creole Vicomtesse de Beauharnais, conveniently widowed at the age of thirty-one by Robespierre, ever became destined for each other. There was no cogent

  reason for Barras, master of the Directory, to hand over a perfectly good mistress to a relatively insignificant young general6a (although he appears to have

  retained certain rights for a few years afterwards); or for Josephine to marry an impecunious young officer. Napoleon deluded himself that she was wealthy enough to pay his debts and to provide him

  with heirs, on both of which counts he was disappointed.7a (She also lied to him about her age.) Wildly extravagant, Josephine in fact increased his

  indebtedness, purchasing Malmaison for the astronomic sum of 325,000F, which she had no means of paying, while Napoleon was away in Egypt. The match began inauspiciously,

  with the future Emperor being bitten on the leg by Josephine’s pug while making love to her on their wedding night, and little time elapsed before she was flagrantly unfaithful to him.

  Although he once declaimed haughtily, on the subject of separate bedrooms, ‘Crimes only divide the husband from the wife . . . only one for me and Madame Bonaparte’, male

  fidelity was not rated quite so highly in the Corsican scale of things. In Egypt, Napoleon in his separation was solaced by a lady called la Bellilote who concealed a well-rounded pair of

  buttocks in tight officer’s breeches, and there were a series of ladies like Mademoiselle George (whom an enraged Josephine once flushed in flagrante from the Imperial bedchamber).
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