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INTRODUCTION

This book has been in the making, off and on, since 1966, when my Frederick the Great on the Art of War was published. Had anyone suggested then that it would be three decades before Napoleon finally emerged, I probably would never have started this project.

The basic research was done in the first twenty years and perhaps six chapters were more or less complete when I left Allegheny College in 1982 for Carlisle, Pennsylvania, where I served as visiting professor of the U.S. Military History Institute at Carlisle Barracks. I set the book aside for that year intending to pick it up later, but then was invited to move across the street to the U.S. Army War College to become their first Professor of Military History.

Here I immediately became immersed in the effort to keep up with my students—colonels and lieutenant colonels on the fast track and an occasional general officer—and to publish materials relevant to their interests and needs. There was no time for my own work during the week. I could never find those long, unbroken periods that I needed to spend with Napoleon. Indeed, not until retiring from the War College two years ago did I have the time—and the energy—to return to the book.

My decade-long hiatus from Napoleon was probably a blessing in disguise, for my students at the War College had raised many issues that gave me new insights and questions to ask of Napoleon. Moreover, until the U.S. army rediscovered the operational art in the mid-1980s (see Chapter 10), I had not been aware of Napoleon’s mastery of this intermediate level of war. A strong case could be made that Napoleon created the operational level of war as it is understood and practiced by soldiers today. Without the corps—which Napoleon organized and manipulated so skillfully—it would have been impossible for commanders to function effectively at the operational level.
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But, behind the military genius was a man who often overreached himself. After World War I, Field Marshal Foch wrote what may have been Napoleon’s most fitting epitaph: “He forgot that a man cannot be God; that above the individual is the nation, and above mankind the moral law: he forgot that war is not the highest aim, for peace is above war.” 











NAPOLEON ON THE ART OF W AR
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Creating the
Fighting Force

Napoleon’s genius for war lay not so much in the domain oftactics or even of strategy as in administration, organization,attention to details, and his capacity for work. In the wordsof F. M. Kircheisen, a Napoleonic scholar, “his principalmilitary triumphs since 1800 must be ascribed not so muchto the measures taken shortly before or during the course offighting, as to his amazing talent for organization, and hisperfect arrangements for the march.” No one in his day better understood that an army was “an aggregation of details,” a “chain of innumberable links.”


In Germany each village has its lord who designates recruits for the army without consideration for either their rights or conveniences. In France the army has always been recruited by means of the lot, which was known under Louis XIV, Louis XV, and Louis XVI as “calling out the militia,” and currently as conscription. The privileged classes were exempt from drawing for the militia; nobody was exempt from being conscripted. In effect this was the militia without privilege, which made it as disagreeable for the privileged classes as the militia had been for the masses. 

1. Conscription was the most equitable, easiest, and most advantageous method for the people. Its laws have been so perfected under the empire that there is no need to change anything, not even the name, for fear this might lead to changes in principle. Those departments which since 1814 have been separated from France have asked for and been granted, as a benefit, the continuation of the conscription laws in order to avoid the arbitrary, unjust, and annoying Austrian or Prussian laws on recruitment. The Illyrian Provinces, long accustomed to Austrian methods of recruitment, have never ceased to admire French conscription laws, and since returning to their former empire they have been allowed to continue under the French system.

2. During the first decade of the Revolution the armies were recruited by requisition, which involved all citizens from eighteen to twenty-five years of age. There was no drawing by lots or serving by substitute. Conscription laws applied only to young men upon reaching the age of twenty; they were obligated to serve only five years, which provided the advantage of training a large number of soldiers who would be able to defend the country in moments of crisis. It would be appropriate to extend the length of service to ten years—in other words to the age of thirty-five years in the active army and five in the reserves. It is from age twenty-five to fifty that man is in his prime, therefore it is the most favorable age for waging war.1

We need men and not boys. No one is braver than our young people, but lacking fortitude they fill the hospitals and even at the slightest uncertainty they show the character of their age.2 It is urgent that we get rid of all soldiers unfit for service and who must be fed and supplied without being useful.3 Eighteen-year-old boys are too young to wage war . . . far from home. . . . Being too young, none should be sent to the field army. Instead, they should remain in France, where they will be clothed, armed, and drilled.4 I think that even defaulting conscripts, men twenty-two, twenty-three, and twenty-four years of age, would be better than the others. Mixed with our soldiers they would take a liking to the service.5

We must encourage soldiers by every method to remain with the colors: this will be accomplished by demonstrating great regard for the veteran soldiers and honoring them in three classes, and by giving five sous to the second, and ten sous to the first. It is a great injustice not to pay a veteran more than a recruit.6

France has a population of 40,000.7 One million souls provide from 7,000 to 8,000 conscripts a year; nearly . . . half this number is necessary to meet the needs of the government, the Church, and of the arts. An annual draft of 3,500 men would provide 30,000 over a ten-year period, making allowances for death; 15,000, men would constitute the army of the line, another 15,000, the army of reserve. Of the former, 6,000 would be kept under arms for twelve months, 4,000 others for three months, and an additional 5,000 for fifteen days—that would be equivalent to 7,000 men for the entire army. . . . The 15,000 men of the army of reserve would not be taken from their jobs or their homes except in case of war.8

The military institutions of the English are faulty. They recruit only for money, although they often empty their prisons into their regiments. Their discipline is cruel. Given the education and the kind of soldiers they have, they can get only mediocre noncommissioned officers from the ranks, which forces them to increase the number of officers beyond all proportion. Each battalion drags hundreds of women and children in its retinue; no other army has so much baggage. Officer commissions are for sale; lieutenancies, companies, and battalions are purchased. An officer may be at the same time a major in the army and a captain in his regiment, a bizarre practice most prejudicial to all military esprit.9

Military discipline admits of no modification.10 The army must understand that discipline, wisdom, and the respect for property support its victories, that pillage and theft belong only to the cowardly, who are unworthy of remaining in the ranks . . . that they plot the loss of their honor and that they have no goal other than to stain the laurels acquired by so much bravery and perseverance.11 Without discipline there is no victory.12

I recommend that you take pleasure in reading your muster rolls. The good condition of my armies stems from the fact that I devote an hour or two each day, and when the muster rolls of my troops and my fleets, comprising twenty large volumes, are sent to me each month, I set aside every other task to read them in detail and to note any changes in them from one month to the next. I get more pleasure from this kind of reading than a young girl gets from reading a novel.13 I advise you to devote one hour every morning to reading your muster rolls in order to know the position of all the units in your army.14



Napoleon to Marshal Berthier, Chief of Staff, 9 March 1805


I beg you to have made for me an account of the army’s state of affairs.

The first column will contain the regiments by armies and by military divisions.

The second column, the number of men that were present under arms at the most recent review. . . .

The third column, the number of men in hospitals or on furlough, and included among the effectives.

The fourth, the number of men provided by conscription this year.

The fifth, the number of men assigned to the regiments from levees called up from the reserves for the last two years.

The sixth, the number of men that would be needed to place all battalions on a full peace footing and to complete the corps forming the three camps of Saint-Omer, Bruges, and Montreuil, of 2,400 men.

The seventh, the number of men detached to the colonies. You will reveal if these detachments are made by pickets or by companies, and if the latter you will name the battalion. If it is by picket, give the number of officers.15



Napoleon to General Berthier, 25 March 1803


Order the different division commanders to unite all detachments from their respective regiments during the months of April through September. When the situation permits, the entire regiment of all cavalry squadrons will be united, and in the small fortified towns there will be at least one battalion or two squadrons. . . . You will exempt from this order those detachments of scouts that have been sent along the frontiers to prevent smuggling.

Recommend to division commanders that they see to it that the troops work at instruction and that there is uniformity in the evolutions, that the conscripts are issued uniforms—or at least jackets—immediately, and that in the fall maneuvers they are all trained in the School of the Battalion and can perform the firing drill as early as this year.

Recommend as well that regiments that are within reach of water train their horses to cross rivers, that all dragoon regiments perform dismounted drill, even when they have no muskets, and that you issue one musket to every fifty men to begin their first instruction.

As for the artillery, I think that the first inspector will have given the necessary instructions so that the duty for that is followed with the greatest activity. My intention is that in each regiment of mounted artillery notice will be taken of those gunners sighting the piece who hit the most targets, that you take similar note of the men working with mortars and howitzers who have lobbed the most shells into the [target] circle, and those who will have fired the most shells.

From September 2nd to the 7th each of these regiments will send its ten best gunners to La Fère, where they will be trained in large artillery drills consisting of firing siege guns, field artillery on their carriages, howitzer and mortar batteries, hot shot, and every other kind of fire, in order to determine which of these eight regiments will supply the best man who aims a gun.16



Napoleon to General Marmont, commander of the camp atUtrecht, 12 March 1804


Familiarize yourself with the details of large infantry maneuvers. The weather will soon permit you to begin drilling the troops, and you know the full importance of that, especially in war, where the first moments are apt to be the most lively and decisive. You must set the tone for the officers so that all are occupied with training. . . . 

Take good care of the soldier and look after him in detail. The first time that you arrive at camp, draw up the troops facing each other by battalions and inspect the soldiers, one by one, for the next eight hours. Listen to their complaints, inspect their arms, and satisfy yourself that they do not lack anything.

There are many advantages in making these reviews last from seven to eight hours. It accustoms the soldier to remain under arms; it demonstrates that the commander takes his responsibilities seriously and devotes himself completely to the soldier, which in turn inspires the soldier’s confidence. Leave them of course with the belief . . . that I will come to see them maneuver and present them with their colors.17


I strongly recommend that you have the troops maneuver as much in small groups as in the school of the battalion, so that they are accustomed to deploy rapidly while those who come in ranks perform fire by files.18 Recommend to your division commanders that they make their troops go through the firing drill twice a week, that they have target practice twice a week, and finally, that they perform the drill evolutions three times a week. Have them form columns of attack by battalion, charge in column of attack, and deploy under the covering fire of the first division, with everyone firing upon reaching a line of battle.19

Similarly, you will form the column of attack while the center division opens fire by file and deploys under the fire by file. After that, have them execute in advance of 100 paces the drums beating Advance with a simple and steady beat, and have each platoon perform the fire by file as it arrives to take its place in the line of battle. You will also order that they often practice the maneuver of quickly forming into a battalion square by forming into columns behind the rear divisions of the battalion at platoon intervals and firing by file. This is the maneuver that is most necessary for colonels to master, for the least hesitation could compromise the regiment.

Finally, direct that each voltigeur company be instructed in promptly forming the square and immediately opening fire by files, so that as skirmishers sent out in front of the battalion they can quickly reunite and fight off cavalry. Issue the necessary powder for these exercises and announce that these maneuvers are most especially what I will have performed in my presence.20



Napoleon to Marshal Marmont, commanding VI Corpsof the Grande Armée, 17 April 1813


Of all the maneuvers I must recommend to you the most important, which is to form squares by battalions. The battalion commanders and the captains must know how to perform this movement with the greatest speed, for it is the only way to protect themselves against cavalry charges and to save the entire regiment. Since I assume that these officers are little skilled as tacticians, acquaint them with the theory and explain it to them every day so that this maneuver becomes second nature to them.21
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Three fourths of the people . . . have no idea at all of the differences among troops.22 You would do well to remember that [at the battle of Bailén in 1808] General Dupont’s army was composed of recruits, and that this affair, although excessively poorly handled, would not have happened to veteran troops, who would have had enough esprit to offset the mistakes of the general.23

I value the bravery, fidelity, and loyalty of the Swiss, and this feeling has induced me to decide that all Swiss regiments should consist of Swiss citizens without any mixture of deserters or other foreigners.24 Russian troops are brave, but far less so than the French: the experience of their generals and the ignorance and sluggishness of their soldiers make their armies actually less formidable.25 The Poles are the French of the north: they are a brave people.26 Russian troops are inferior; the Germans more so, and the Italian troops are more inferior still, and yet the Italians have been in the ranks for a dozen years and are intermingled with many French soldiers, and have spent four years at the camp of Boulogne.

My system would be in great jeopardy were I to regard the Westphalians as reliable soldiers. Of all the allied troops they are the ones that I most mistrust. It is therefore not large numbers of troops that you must apply yourself to have, but a small number of good troops that you can train progressively.27 Nor do I approve of the organization of colonial battalions. This notion of putting arms in the hands of wretched subjects is a fatal one.28 Moreover, refractory conscripts should never be assigned to the artillery, sappers, or cavalry.29

An army composed of men from different nations will not hesitate to commit foolish mistakes. . . . The military art would be to expect these mistakes and to benefit from them.30 Greeks in the service of Alexander the Great felt no passion for his cause. The Swiss in the service of France, Spain, and of some Italian princes had no passion for their cause. Frederick the Great’s troops, composed in large measure of foreigners, had no passion for his cause.

A good general, good cadres, good organization, good instruction, and good discipline can produce good troops, regardless of the cause they fight for. It is true, however, that fanaticism, love of country, and national glory can better inspire young soldiers.31 
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Preparations for War

“The real objective of having an army is to provide forwar,” noted former U.S. Secretary of War Elihu Root, but“preparation is based on organization . . . and means farmore than the mere organization of the army and navy.”Some of Napoleon’s keenest observations concern preparation for war. He believed that secrecy, discipline, and moralewere key to his many successes in the field.


Wartime is not the same as peacetime. In war every delay is fatal. Manifestly you need order, but this order must be of a different kind than in times of peace. During peace, war consists in furnishing nothing except through the required red tape; in time of war it consists in granting as much as possible without any formality except for the returns that help keep things accurate. A regiment might have 300 dismounted men in its depot and only twelve or fifteen horses. One has to make inquiries, but start first off by giving it 300 horses, 300 saddles, and 300 bridles, so that this regiment provides me with 300 effectives in the presence of the enemy.

Because I must follow peacetime procedures all of my work is unduly slow. The economy today causes it. One dismounted conscript at one cavalry depot is a waste to me and is of no use. . . . But let me impress upon you the importance . . . of the damage that could result from a false sense of economy or inappropriate rigidity. There is always time later to put things in order.1

Simply gathering men together does not produce soldiers: drill, instruction, and skill are what makes real soldiers.2 But soldiers and units amount to nothing if they are not well drilled. Make them perform maneuvers; have them take target practice; look after their health.3

I cannot repeat it too often: act with prudence, do not compromise poor troops, and never be so foolish as to believe, like so many people, that one man automatically equates to one soldier. Troops of this nature among your soldiers require the most redoubts, earthworks, and artillery. Such soldiers need the four guns per battalion as prescribed in the regulations. . . . Inferior troops need a larger proportion of guns.4 There are some corps that request only a third of the artillery needed by other corps.5

DISCIPLINE

The success of an army and its well-being depend essentially upon order and discipline, which will make us loved by the people who come to greet us and with whom we share enemies.6 Pillaging destroys everything, even the army that practices it. The inhabitants leave, which has the dual drawback of turning them into irreconcilable enemies who take revenge upon the isolated solider, and of swelling the enemy ranks in proportion to the damage that we do. This deprives us of all intelligence, so necessary for waging war, and of every means of subsistence. Peasants who come to peddle provisions are put off by the troops who stop them, pillage their wares, and beat them.7 When I arrived [in Italy in 1796] the army was injured by the bad influence of the troublemakers: it lacked bread, discipline, and subordination. I made some examples, devoted all of our means to reviving the administrative services of the army, and victory did the rest. . . . Without bread the soldier tends to an excess of violence that makes one blush for being a man.8

We will never forget to make a disciplinary example of these soldiers who deviate from the rule of severe discipline.9 

INTELLIGENCE

I must have precise information to adjust my movement and formulate my plan.10 I need to have very detailed information, to know the width and length of islands, the elevations of mountains, the width of canals . . . the nature of fortified cities, fortress by fortress, [and] the condition of roads. . . . All of this interests me in the highest degree.11

The barbarous custom of having men beaten who are suspected of having important secrets to reveal must be abolished. It has always been recognized that this way of interrogating men, by putting them to torture, produces nothing worthwhile. The poor wretches say anything that comes into their mind and what they think the interrogator wishes to know.12 Study the country: local knowledge is precious knowledge that sooner or later you will encounter again.13

In war, spies and inquiries count for nothing: that would be to risk the lives of men on very poor estimates that cannot be trusted.14



Instructions for General Bertrand, 25 August 1805


General Bertrand will go directly to Munich . . . after which he will proceed to Passau. There he will inspect the condition of this fortress, go back up the Inn as far as Kufstein, where he will make a proper reconnaissance—the situation of the positions, their distance, the condition of roads, the width of the river, the amount of water, the alternating domination of one or the other of the banks, the ferryboats, the bridges, and the fords. He will be accompanied by some Bavarian engineers but he will take care to see everything for himself and he will write what the engineers could tell him about the conditions on the river and events that have occurred there.

Next he will follow the Salza as far as Salzburg; from there he will return to Munich by crossing the Inn at Wasserburg, and again write a memorandum of this third reconnaissance. He will gather all the information at Munich from very knowledgeable sources on the defiles of the Isar and other rivers that flow in the Tyrol as far as the defile of Lech.

From Munich he will go to Füssen without leaving Bavarian territory. If Füssen is not occupied by the Austrians he will examine it in detail. 

From Füssen he will descend the Lech and make a complete reconnaissance as far as the Danube. He will reconnoiter Ingolstadt and Donauwoerth along the Danube and, in going from one to the other, he will have seen the Danube at Passau and he will make notes every time that he sees it from Donauwoerth.

He will make a reconnaissance of the Regnitz as far as Mein; and he will return from Bamberg to Ulm by the route that he will judge appropriate. From Ulm he will go to Stuttgart, always by small stages and traveling only during the day. From Stuttgart he will proceed to Rastadt and make a good reconnaissance of the road from Ulm to Rastadt from the military perspective and that of the general staff. In all these trips he will make a point to trace carefully the road from Ulm to Donauwoerth along the left bank of the Danube; from there to Ingolstadt, and thence to Ratisbon, then on to Passau in search for information. While at Passau he will reconnoiter the road leading into Bohemia as far as possible in Bavarian territory and get information on the rest. Could one travel to Prague by this route?

He will make detailed reconnaissance on the small stream of Ilz, and the nature of the roads and the terrain from the source of the Ilz that descends the mountains into Bohemia as far as the mouth of that river. What is the width of the valley, the nature of the roads, the main cities, and the ease or disadvantages that an army would have moving along the right bank of the Danube, and by this means turning the Inn and moving on Freystadt with an eye toward moving into Moravia.

Gather all information on the fortifications that the enemy might have constructed at Linz, or Steyer, or any other place as far as—and including—Vienna.

From Rastadt he will return to Fribourg, thence to Donaueschingen and from there to Basle; and from there he will come and rejoin me at Huningue, without entering Swiss territory; along the right bank of the Rhine he will make a reconnaissance of the position of Stockach.

M. Bertrand will write from Strasbourg to acquaint me with all the rumors in the country about war, peace, and Austrian movements. He will go to Stuttgart, where he will see M. Didelot [the French plenipotentiary] . . . to discuss the Austrian forces in the Tyrol. . . .

Everywhere his language will be pacific. He will speak of the expedition against England as being imminent, with the troops embarked. He will display no anxiety, even to our own agents. He will pay no attention to Austrian preparations: they could not begin the war—that would make no sense.15



Napoleon to Prince Eugene, 30 September 1805


If you have the time, make a reconnaissance of Lake Majeur as far as the foot of Simplon, to determine if it can be crossed and also to have an accurate picture of it in your own mind. After that make one to the foot of Saint-Gothard. At your age [twenty-four] such reconnaissances are made quickly and they remain in your mind for life. . . . Have someone of intelligence in the Valteline inform you of enemy movements.16



Napoleon to Marshal Berthier, 3 March 1806


Enclosed you will find a decree naming M. de Lagrange, captain in the 9th Dragoon Regiment, second secretary to the legation in Vienna. Summon him and make sure he understands that I intend him to keep an accurate statement of the strength of the Austrian regiments and their locations, and that for this purpose he should have in his cabinet a chest divided by compartments, in which he will place cards containing the names of the generals, the regiments, and the garrisons, and that he will change the compartments following any movements that they undertake. Each month he will send you the returns of these movements, adding to it the changes that the regiments could experience in their organization.

This mission is very important. It is essential that M. de Lagrange keep complete records and not misplace a single Austrian battalion.17



Napoleon to General Bertrand, 4 March 1807


Your letter tells me nothing. You will however have to be able to interrogate in order to know the names of the regiments and the commanding general and a hundred things, all very important—the morale of the troops, the way in which they are fed, the strength of the different units, and what is known from conversations with the colonels and officers of the corps.

I expected several pages and I get only two lines. Redeem all that by writing me in great detail.18



Observations on Affairs in Spain, 27 August 1808


It is always asserted that we do not have intelligence, as if this situation were extraordinary in an army and it was a routine matter to find spies. In Spain, like everywhere else, we must send detachments sometimes to seize either the curé, or the acolyte, occasionally the head of a convent or the postmaster, and especially to confiscate all letters and sometimes even to seize the mail carrier. Place them under arrest until they talk, by having them interrogated twice a day. Hold them as hostages and charge them with giving information to the enemy.

When you know how to take forceful and energetic measures, you will get information. You must intercept all the mail. . . .

Beyond doubt, even within French lines, the inhabitants are all informed about what is going on and this would be much more the case beyond our lines. Who therefore can object if we take prominent men, retain them for a while, and then release them without doing them any harm. It is . . . a fact that when one is not in a desert but in an inhabited country and the general is not informed, it is because he does not know how to take the necessary measures to get information. The services that inhabitants render to the enemy general are never for affection, nor even for money. The most that they have to gain is the protection of their property, village, or monastery.19

MAPS

It is very important . . . to have good maps of all the country between the Adige, the Po, and the Adda . . . which will probably be the theater of new wars on the same scale as the large map of Italy.20 It is necessary to have all reconnaissances made at the Topographical Bureau of War in order that we could, if necessary, send the generals all suitable instructions. Then, from the commencement of war, they would know the defensive campaign fieldworks that will have to be prepared in the various positions in case of unfortunate developments.21

I believe that the topographical engineers work, but I am not sure that they work according to good fundamental principles. We have them produce registers of the survey of lands and not military maps, which means that in twenty years we shall have nothing. I have had occasion to be convinced of this in the departments of the Rhine, where I was presented with large maps that were almost useless. We had invested four years, and I don’t know how many engineers and how much money, to map only a portion of the department of the Roër, and we have nothing for the departments of Rhine and Moselle and Mont-Tonnerre, which are truly important. To take twenty years to finish maps and plans is to work too much for posterity. . . .

How many circumstances could occur over the next twenty years that we would regret? If one of them had been on the scale of a Cassini map22 we could already have had all of the Rhine frontier. How many circumstances could occur over the next twenty years where we will regret them? . . . What events can occur, even for this accumulation of paper, before we can reap any advantage from all this work? I don’t know why war is waged with this type of map. . . . The fact is, I have not had, on my visit to the Rhine, any map where I could gain any knowledge of the country. We have to draw maps of Mont-Blanc, the Piedmont, the Italian Republic, the Ligurian Republic, and the Papal Estates. There is no lack of work, therefore, for the geographical engineers. But if we follow for Mont-Blanc . . . and the Piedmont the same progress that we followed for the departments of the Rhine, nothing will be finished in our lifetime.

Engineers are too much masters of what they wish to do. I have not asked for anything other than the completion of the Cassini map. Rest assured that the operations are not directed on projects that are too vast. Experience proves that the greatest defect in general administration is to want to do too much: that results in not having what is needed. . . . Order them especially to mark clearly the nature of the different roads, in order to distinguish those which are practicable or impracticable for artillery. If all the debouches of the Black Mountains are accurately located, this map will be one of the most essential that we could have.23



Napoleon to General Clarke, 19 December 1809


I order that the map of Germany, which has been made at the Dépôt de la Guerre, be sent back. It is so bad that I cannot use it. I would rather have the first map captured in a library. This mixture of good and bad portions is fatal—worse than if all the parts were bad—for it serves only to jeopardize important operations. I know of nothing more dangerous.

When it comes to maps, we must have only good ones, or else the dubious or poor sections must be colored to indicate that one should not trust them. Moreover, I am not pleased with the map that you presented me for the four departments of the Rhine. I want it to be on the scale of that of Cassini . . . and you propose a map on a scale one-eighth smaller. . . . The Depot of War is poorly managed. . . .24


When I ask for a reconnaissance I do not want someone to give me a plan of campaign. The word enemy must not be used by the engineer! He must reconnoiter the roads, their condition, the slopes, the heights, the gorges, and the obstacles, and verify if the vehicles could cross there, and completely forgo any plans of campaign. . . . Two or three engineers will be assigned to each of these reconnaissances: they will study the country thoroughly. Two or three engineers will be charged with each of these reconnaissances.

When the army marches, the geographical engineers, who will have reconnoitered the country, will always be at headquarters in order to provide all necessary information. Their reconnaissance memoranda should always be written in the simplest style and be purely descriptive. They should never stray from their objective by introducing extraneous ideas. An accurate method is the only one that pleases the Emperor.

They will give the length, width, and quality of the roads; they will accurately sketch the detours of the roads, which often are explained only by bizarre features of terrain. The rivers must also be carefully traced and measured . . . their bridges and fords marked. The number of houses and inhabitants of the towns and villages will be indicated. Insofar as possible they should measure the heights of the hills and mountains, so that one can easily determine the dominant points—these heights need be only relative to each other. You cannot go into too minute details on this and many other points, but you must always convey, in the simplest manner, how the thing is depicted in the eye of the observer.

There will be a consistent scale for all the maps.25

SECRECY

See to it that no information concerning the military frontiers of the empire is published that you have not permitted, and that you will deny permission for anything that could provide the enemy with useful information.26 The minister of general police will notify all journalists that they cannot be permitted to print anything in their papers pertaining to the movements of ground and sea forces.27 Prohibit gazettes along the border . . . from mentioning the army, as if it no longer exists.28

DECEPTION

Napoleon to General Clarke, 10 October 1809


I desire that you write the King of Spain [Joseph] to make him understand that there is nothing more contrary to military principles than to make known the strength of his army, whether in Orders of the Day and proclamations or in the gazettes. Tell him that when he is induced to reveal the strength of his forces he should exaggerate and present them as formidable by doubling or trebling the number, and that when he mentions the enemy he should diminish his force by half or one third.

In war everything is mental, and the King strayed from this principle when he stated that he had only 40,000 men and proclaimed that the insurgents have 120,000. This discourages the French troops by representing enemy numbers as immense, and gives the enemy a poor opinion of the French by proclaiming his weakness throughout Spain. In brief, it gives moral strength to his enemies and takes it away from himself. Man is naturally inclined to believe that in the long run numbers must be defeated by greater numbers.

On the day of battle the best-trained soldiers have difficulty in evaluating the number of men in the enemy army, and in general it is a natural instinct to be inclined to see the enemy as being larger in numbers than he actually is. But when one has the imprudence to allow . . . exaggerated estimates of enemy strength . . . every cavalry colonel on reconnaissance sees an army, and each light infantry captain sees whole battalions. . . .

In war, intellect and judgment are the better part of reality. The art of the Great Captains has always been to . . . make their own forces appear to be very large to the enemy and to make the enemy view themselves as being very inferior. . . .

The soldier cannot judge, but the intelligent officer, whose judgment is fairly good and who has knowledge of affairs, pays little attention to the Orders of the Day and to proclamations and knows how to evaluate events. . . .

When I defeated the Austrian army at Eckmühl, I was outnumbered five to one, and yet my soldiers believed that they were at least equal in strength to the enemy. Even today, despite the long time that has elapsed since we were in Germany, the enemy does not know our real strength. We make a point of making our numbers appear larger every day. Far from admitting that I had only 100,000 at Wagram, I continue to pretend that I had 220,000 men.

And constantly in my Italian campaigns, where I had a handful of everything, I exaggerated my strength. That served my plans and did not diminish my glory. My generals and the trained soldiers know well—after the event—how to recognize all of the capacity of operations, even that of having exaggerated the numbers of my troops.

With trifling considerations, small vanities, and petty passions, it is never possible to accomplish anything great.29

[image: img]

In Egypt I had agreed with all of the colonels that, in the Orders of the Day, we would inflate by one third the real quantity of the total distribution of provisions, arms, and clothing. Thus the author of the Military Précis of the Campaign of 1789 was astonished to learn that the Orders of the Day for this army had shown its strength to be 40,000, when other authentic information that he had received gave its effective strength as far less. In the reports of the Italian campaigns of 1796 and 1797, and since, the same means have been used to give exaggerated ideas of French strengths.30

In 1800 . . . as soon as we had news of the commencement of hostilities in Italy and the direction that enemy operations were taking, I considered it necessary to march directly to the assistance of the Army of Italy. But I preferred to debouch by the Great Saint-Bernard Pass in order to fall on the rear of Melas’s army, seize his magazines, his parks, and his hospitals, and finally to give battle after having cut his communications with Austria. The loss of a single battle was to cause the total loss of the Austrian army and make possible the conquest of all Italy. To execute such a plan required speed, profound secrecy, and great audacity. The secret was the most difficult kind to keep, for how is it possible to conceal their movement from numerous English and Austrian spies?

The most suitable way . . . was to reveal it myself by making such a demonstration that it would become an object of ridicule to the enemy, and to act in such a way that the enemy considered all of these declarations as a way to create a diverson to the operations of the Austrian army, which blocked Genoa. It was necessary to give a specific objective to the observers and spies.

Therefore it was decided in messages to the Legislative Corps, the Senate, and by decrees and publication in the papers, and finally by insinuation of every kind, that the place where the army of the reserve would assemble was Dijon, that I would review it there, etc. Immediately all the spies and observers gravitated to this city. They saw there, during the first days of April, a large officer establishment without an army, and in the course of this month, some 5,000 or 6,000 conscripts and retired soldiers, many of them disabled and moved by their zeal rather than their physical strength.

Soon this army became an object of ridicule, and when I held the review on 6 May, people were astonished to see only 7,000 or 8,000 men, most of them not even in uniform. . . . These misleading reports circulated through Brittany, Geneva, Basle, London, Vienna, and Italy. Europe was filled with caricatures, one of them representing a child twelve years of age and an old invalid with a wooden leg, with the caption that read “Bonaparte’s Army of Reserve.”

However, the real army was formed en route. The divisions were organized at different points of rendezvous. These places were isolated and had no connection with each other. . . . The most difficult thing to conceal was the movement of needed provisions through arid mountains where nothing could be found. We forwarded 100,000 rations to Toulon to be sent to Genoa, but 1,800,000 rations were directed to Geneva, put aboard ship on the lake, and unloaded at Villeneuve when the army arrived there.

At the same time that the formation of the army of reserve was announced with the greatest ostentation, a number of small bulletins were prepared which, in the midst of many scandalous anecdotes about myself, it was demonstrated that the army of reserve did not and could not exist, that at the most we could unite some 12,000 conscripts. . . .

The combination of all of these means of putting the spies on the wrong scent was crowded with the most fortunate success. It was said in Paris, as in Dijon and Vienna: “There is no army of the reserve.” At Melas’s headquarters it was added, “The army of reserve, which threatens us so much, is a band of 7,000 or 8,000 conscripts or invalids, with which they hope to deceive us into abandoning the siege of Genoa. The French count too much on our naïveté; they would have us read like the fabled dog who leaves his prey for a mere shadow.”31 
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