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0. INTRODUCTION: The Eagle
and the Emperor

There are names that time does not wear away: it engraves them.
Names which, spoken in any language, instantly draw a picture in the
mind: a short man of towering ambition, his hand crossed over his
chest, his gaze lost on the horizon of a map not yet finished. Napoleon
Bonaparte is one of those names. Two hundred years after his death,
he still rides between history and legend, between hero and tyrant,
between liberator and conqueror. This book does not pretend to settle
that debate. It aims at something more thrilling: to tell his story as it
deserves to be told, with the intensity of a novel and the rigor of fact.

The "Great Conquerors" series is born of a simple, powerful idea: that
the men who changed the course of the world deserve to be told with
the force with which they lived. Not as dead dates in a textbook, but as
men of flesh and blood who felt fear before battle, who wrote love
letters in campaign tents, who made terrible and brilliant decisions on
sleepless nights. Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, Genghis Khan...
and now Napoleon: the Corsican who became emperor of half a

continent.

Who was Napoleon, really? A boy born on a Mediterranean island, into
a family of the minor Corsican nobility, who spoke French with an
accent and was mocked by his schoolmates for his origins. A young
artillery officer who read Plutarch and dreamed of being like the
heroes of antiquity. A twenty-six-year-old general who crossed the Alps

with an army of ragamuffins and humiliated the mightiest empires of
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Europe. A statesman who wrote a code of laws that still governs
millions of people today. And also: a conqueror who carried war to
every corner of the continent, a husband who wept for a lost love, a
prisoner who died alone on a rock in the Atlantic, gazing at a sea that
no longer belonged to him.

His life has the structure of a classical tragedy: the meteoric rise, the
dazzling zenith, the vertiginous fall. In barely fifteen years he went
from unknown general to crowning himself emperor with his own
hands; in barely three, from master of Europe to exile on an island at
the end of the world. Between those two extremes fits one of the most
extraordinary human adventures history has ever recorded: sixty
battles, an empire stretching from Spain to Poland, and a legacy that
survives in laws, schools, armies, and even in the way modern nations

count their administrative time.

The eagle was his emblem. Napoleon chose it as the symbol of the
Empire because the eagle does not walk: it soars, it rules the sky, it
sees far and falls upon its prey with terrible precision. That was he: a
man who saw the entire battlefield when others saw only their small
sector, who planned whole campaigns like chess games played at
dizzying speed. But the eagle has its destiny too: to fly so high that the
sun blinds it. And Napoleon flew toward Russia, toward winter, toward

the abyss.

In the pages that follow you will walk with him through the dusty
Ajaccio of his childhood, study with him in the cold classrooms of
Brienne, smell the gunpowder of Toulon, cross the bridge of Lodi under
enemy fire, feel the desert heat before the pyramids, hear the roar of
the cannon at Austerlitz, tremble in the snow of the retreat from
Russia, and gaze with him, from the deck of an English ship, as the
coast of France fades forever into the horizon. It is a story of real
events — dates, battles, and places that history records — told with

the passion it deserves.
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Before we begin, one thing should be made clear: Napoleon is the
historical figure about whom most has been written after Jesus Christ
— tens of thousands of books — and yet he remains an enigma. To
some he was the monster who bloodied Europe; to others, the hero
who carried liberty on the point of bayonets. The truth, as always,
dwells in chiaroscuro: he was both, and neither entirely. This book is
neither panegyric nor indictment: it is a narrative. We have taken the
facts that history documents — the dates, the battles, the places —
and told them with the intensity they deserve, without inventing what

is essential and without boring with what is incidental.

The "Great Conquerors" series rests on a simple conviction: that
history is not a list of dates, but the greatest adventure ever told, and
that its protagonists deserve to be narrated as what they were —
extraordinary human beings, with grandeurs and miseries, with genius
and with fear. Alexander dreamed of a universal empire and died at
thirty-three; Caesar crossed the Rubicon and changed Rome forever;
Genghis Khan united the steppes and made the world tremble.
Napoleon belongs to that lineage: men who refused to accept the
world as it was and remade it in their image, with blood and fire.

Why tell his story, and why now? Because Napoleon is the conqueror
closest to us: he lived barely two hundred years ago, in the age of the
modern press and of documents we can read today. And because his
story has a unique quality: it is the most complete. No other conqueror
left us a code of laws still in force, an educational system, an
administration we still use. His battles are studied in military
academies; his laws, in law schools. He is, literally, one of the men who

designed part of the world we live in.

In these pages you will see him in all his facets: the Corsican boy who
despised the French and ended up their emperor; the young general
who wrote frenzied love letters between battles; the statesman who
worked eighteen hours a day; the husband who wept, the father who
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barely knew his son, the prisoner who dictated his own legend. You will
see the glory and you will see the cost, for every conquest is paid for,
and Napoleon paid his with the dearest currency: that of millions of

lives and, in the end, his own, in solitude.

One note before the journey begins: this book tells true events with
the pulse of a novel. The dates, battles, and places are those history
records; famous dialogues are quoted when the sources vouch for
them, and when legend adorns an episode, it is said. There is no need

to invent anything: Napoleon's life surpasses any fiction.

The eagle is about to take flight. Fly with it.
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1. Corsica, 1769

On August 15, 1769, in a stone house on a street in Ajaccio
overlooking the sea, a boy was born who cried with a force
disproportionate to his size. His mother, Letizia Ramolino, a
nineteen-year-old woman of iron character and serene beauty, barely
had time to recover from the birth: the whole island was in turmoil.
Corsica had just changed hands: Genoa had sold its rights over the
island to France, French troops had crushed the Corsican resistance at
Ponte Novu in May 1769, and the hero of independence, Pasquale
Paoli, had fled into exile. Three months later, Napoleone Buonaparte
was born — thus, in the Italian style, with the "u" he would later
Frenchify — in a defeated, occupied, resentful Corsica.

That resentment would be the first milk the child suckled. His father,
Carlo Buonaparte, was a lawyer of the minor Corsican nobility who had
fought alongside Paoli for independence... and who, after the defeat,
did what pragmatists do: he reconciled with the victors. Carlo got his
family's nobility recognized by the French crown, obtained posts and
favors, and raised his children in loyalty to France. For little Napoleone,
that was an early wound and a lasting lesson: his father had been a
Corsican patriot and now served the French. The boy, of fierce
temperament and boundless pride, secretly adored Paoli's memory
and silently despised his father's accommodation. That tension —
between the ideal and expediency, between the island and the
continent — would accompany him all his life.

The family was large and noisy: eight children survived — Joseph,

Napoleon, Lucien, Elisa, Louis, Pauline, Caroline, and Jérébme — raised
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in a house where money was scarce but ambition was not. Letizia ruled
that small domestic army with an iron hand and an immense heart;
Napoleon venerated her always and called her, years later, when he
was already master of Europe, "the only woman who never fully
disappointed me." Carlo, by contrast, died young, in 1785, of stomach
cancer — the same ailment that, according to the official history,
would kill his son — leaving the family in a precarious economic
situation and Napoleon, at barely fifteen, suddenly turned into the

moral mainstay of his kin.

What was the boy like? The accounts agree: small, thin, with piercing
gray eyes and an explosive temper. He fought with his brothers and
with the village children; he was solitary, a voracious reader, and of
prodigious memory. He read everything that fell into his hands, but
above all he read history: Plutarch, the lives of the great men of
Greece and Rome, lit his imagination like a torch. While other children
played at war with sticks, he studied it in books and dreamed it awake.
A childhood companion would recall years later that little Napoleone
already spoke of "doing great things," with a seriousness that
frightened.

Corsica marked him forever in three ways. First, it gave him his
outsider identity: in France he would always be "the Corsican," the
islander with the strange accent, the upstart. That stigma turned him
into a man obsessed with proving his worth: every battle he won was
also an answer to those who had mocked his origins. Second, it gave
him his sense of family as clan: the Bonapartes would always function
as a Corsican tribe, with absolute loyalties and unforgivable betrayals;
Napoleon would place his brothers on the thrones of Europe as one
distributes land among kin. And third, it gave him his relationship with
power: he had seen his island lose its freedom to a foreign army, and
learned early that the world belongs to whoever has the strength to
take it.
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To understand Napoleon one must first understand Corsica, because
the island was not only his cradle: it was his original wound and his
school of hardness. Corsica is a mountain planted in the sea, of wild
beauty and people of indomitable character. For centuries it nominally
belonged to the republic of Genoa, which exploited and despised it in
equal measure. In 1755, an idealistic lawyer named Pasquale Paoli
proclaimed independence and founded a Corsican republic with its own
constitution — one of the first modern democracies in Europe — and
for fourteen years the Corsicans lived free, governing themselves
among their mountains. Little Napoleone grew up hearing those stories
as other children hear fairy tales: Paoli was his hero, the lost republic
his paradise.

But Genoa, unable to reconquer the island, did something cynical: in
1768 it sold France its "rights" over Corsica, like one selling an estate
with rebellious tenants. Louis XV sent an army of more than twenty
thousand men under the Count de Vaux. The Corsicans resisted
fiercely, but on May 8, 1769, at Ponte Novu, they were crushed. Paoli
fled to England. When Napoleone was born, three months later,
Corsica was an occupied land, and in every house one breathed
resentment against the French. That resentment was the air of his
childhood.

His father, Carlo Maria Buonaparte, embodied the island's
contradictions. A lawyer educated at the University of Pisa, he had
been Paoli's secretary and a fighter for independence. After the defeat,
he did what his pragmatism dictated: he swore loyalty to Louis XV, got
the nobility of his lineage recognized — the Buonapartes were of
Tuscan origin, settled in Corsica since the sixteenth century — and
became deputy of the Corsican nobility at the court of Versailles. He
was a cultured, elegant man, a gambler and indebted, who lived
beyond his means and dreamed of thriving in the shadow of French
power. His son loved him and judged him at once: years later,
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Napoleon would say that his father had been "French too soon." That
phrase concealed a life program: he would not repeat the mistake of

submission; he would dominate France instead of serving it.

The mother, Maria Letizia Ramolino, was of different timber.

Fatherless, married at fourteen to Carlo — who was eighteen — she
gave birth thirteen times and watched five of her children die in
infancy. The eight who survived — Joseph, Napoleon, Lucien, Elisa,
Louis, Pauline, Caroline, and Jérbme — were raised by a woman of
Spartan discipline and fierce tenderness, who governed the house like
a besieged fortress: strict schedules, exemplary punishments, love
without softness. "Let them crack their heads — she said of her
children — as long as they learn to fend for themselves." Napoleon
adored her all his life and, already emperor, showered her with honors
under the title of "Madame Mere," though she — practical to the end —
saved her money "for when this is over," as if she foresaw the collapse.

The Corsica of 1769 was a world of clans, honor, and memory. Island
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society was organized into extended families that functioned as small
armed republics: the vendetta — blood revenge — was unwritten law,
and an insult to the clan was paid with generations of hatred. The
Buonapartes, Tuscan in origin and settled in Ajaccio since the
sixteenth century, belonged to the minor nobility of the robe —
lawyers, notaries — respected but without fortune. In that world, a
given word was worth more than a contract and loyalty to the family
stood above all: little Napoleone absorbed that tribal code to the
marrow, and as an adult he would govern his brothers, his marshals,
and his enemies with Corsican clan logic — absolute protection for the

loyal, merciless war on traitors.

The landscape educated too. Corsica is a mountain in the sea: peaks of
two thousand meters a few kilometers from the coast, impenetrable
maquis of aromatic shrubs, Genoese watchtowers in every cove —
built centuries earlier against the Barbary pirates. The boy knew them
all: he played among their stones, listened to fishermen tell stories of
corsairs, and watched the ships pass wondering where they went. The
island economy was subsistence — chestnuts, goats, oil — and Ajaccio,
with its few thousand inhabitants, was a sleepy port where news of the
world arrived weeks late. For a boy of overflowing imagination, that
isolation was a prison and a stimulus: the outside world became

legendary precisely because it was distant.

And there was the memory of the lost republic. Paoli had governed
Corsica from Corte — the inland capital — had founded a university,
had given the island a written constitution that the enlightened of all
Europe admired as one of the most advanced of its time. The veterans
of that era — men with the scars of Ponte Novu — told their stories in
the squares, and little Napoleone devoured them with shining eyes.
"The Corsicans — he would write as an adult — are the bravest people
in Europe, because they have never been slaves except by force." That
idea — freedom as the supreme good, lost through violence — was his
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first political philosophy, before Rousseau and before the Revolution.

The family house in Ajaccio, the Casa Buonaparte, was a solid
three-story building on a steep street running down to the harbor.
There, between the smell of the sea and the murmur of conspiracies, a
singular boy grew up. The accounts of the time paint him thin, pale, of
intense gaze, more interested in books than in games. He was
quarrelsome and solitary at once: he fought his brothers with
disproportionate fury and then shut himself away for hours to read
history. His memory was prodigious — he retained figures, dates,
maps with astonishing ease — and his temper, volcanic: when
something seemed unjust to him, he exploded. One day, unjustly
punished by a teacher, he locked himself in his room and, as he
himself told years later, banged his head against the wall until it bled,
shouting that he would rather die than endure injustice. Childish
exaggeration or not, the anecdote reveals a temperament that did not

admit humiliation.

The family was a small army: Joseph, the eldest, docile and destined
for the priesthood; Lucien, the brilliant and rebellious one; Elisa, the
intelligent one; Louis, the melancholic; Pauline, the beautiful; Caroline,
the ambitious; Jérdme, the baby. Eight siblings who — under Letizia's
iron command — would function all their lives as a clan: Napoleon
would place them on thrones, marry them off for reasons of state,
punish them for disobedience, and they — in turn — would betray him,
flatter him, and mourn him. That Corsican tribe — united by blood and
divided by ambition — would be the Empire's most intimate

government: the family as state, the state as family.

There is another trait of his childhood that biographers emphasize: the
overflowing imagination. The boy who read Plutarch was not content to
read about Alexander or Caesar: he saw himself in their stories. He
walked alone along the coves of Ajaccio inventing battles, drew plans
in the sand, questioned sailors about winds and currents. Corsica, with
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its sea on every side, taught him to think big: the horizon was his
playground. And the defeat of his island taught him the most
important lesson of his life: that free peoples can lose everything in an
afternoon, and that only organized force — an army, a state —

protects dreams.

The opportunity came through his father. Carlo — deputy of the
Corsican nobility — traveled frequently to Versailles, and in 1778 he
achieved what seemed impossible: the king's scholarships for his two
eldest sons. Joseph — the firstborn, docile and pious — would go to the
seminary at Autun; Napoleon — the second, fierce and untamable — to
the military school at Brienne. But there was an obstacle: the boy
barely spoke French. The solution was the college at Autun, where the
two brothers spent a few months learning the language of the
continent: Joseph progressed with ease; Napoleon — stubborn even in
this — learned just enough, with an accent he would never quite lose
and a spelling that would become legendary for its errors. That accent
— "la paille au nez," the straw in the nose, as they mockingly imitated
him — would mark him as a foreigner for years, and he would turn it

into a badge: the outsider who would conquer those who mocked him.

The farewell in Ajaccio was heartbreaking. Letizia — pregnant again, as
almost always — embraced her sons at the harbor, amid contained
tears: that woman of iron wept inwardly. Carlo accompanied them to
the ship with a divided heart: he was taking them away from
everything known for an ambition that not even he fully understood.
The voyage — Ajaccio, the open sea, the French coast — lasted days
that felt eternal to the boy. He gazed at the horizon and thought of
Paoli's stories, of Plutarch's books, of the battles imagined in the
coves. He did not know — no one knew — that that ship was carrying
him toward the Revolution, toward the Empire, toward universal
history. He was nine years old, with a bundle of clothes, a few books...
and a destiny that not even his most feverish imagination could
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encompass.

And there was the rivalry that would mark his life: the Pozzo di Borgo.
Carlo Pozzo di Borgo — a distant cousin of the Buonapartes — had
been Carlo's ally and then his mortal enemy: Corsican politics was a
chessboard of family hatreds where alliances changed with marriages
and betrayals were inherited. Pozzo di Borgo — brilliant, ambitious,
resentful — would become over the years Napoleon's most persistent
enemy: a diplomat in the Tsar's service, he would be one of the
architects of his fall in 1814. The boy playing in the streets of Ajaccio
could not know that that distant cousin, that clan rival, would pursue
him to the end of the world. But the lesson was served: in Corsica, an

enemy of the family was one forever.

And there was the language: little Napoleone spoke Corsican — an
Italian dialect — at home, Italian at school, and barely stammered
French. That triple linguistic identity — which would mark him for life
— was the portrait of his soul: Corsican at heart, Italian in culture,
French by destiny. At Brienne — years later — his comrades would
mock his accent; he — instead of being ashamed — would turn it into a
mark of distinction: the foreigner who would conquer the natives. And
as an adult — emperor — he would still count in Italian when nervous,
and his intimate letters would mix the three languages without his
noticing. Napoleon — the most famous Frenchman in history — never
ceased to be, at bottom, an Italian from Corsica: the island marked
him with an iron that not even the Empire could erase.

And there was the lineage: the Buonapartes — though living in
straitened circumstances — were of the minor Corsican nobility, with
recognized titles that Carlo made good in France to get his sons
educated free in the king's military schools. That nobility — of paper
more than of fortune — was little Napoleone's springboard: without it,
he would never have entered Brienne; with it, the son of a ruined
lawyer gained access to the education of kings. The irony — which
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Napoleon would savor all his life — is perfect: the Revolution — which
would abolish privilege — was served by a beneficiary of the Old
Regime's privileges. Without the Corsican nobility of the Buonapartes,
there would have been no cadet of Brienne; without the cadet, no

emperor.

The eagle had left the nest: it would never live in Corsica again. The
island remained behind like a salty memory of sea and mountains;
ahead lay the cold classrooms of Brienne, the taunts of the French

cadets... and a Revolution that would change the world.
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2. The Cadet Who Read
Plutarch

Brienne was a cold, gray, disciplined place: a military college run by
Minim monks where the sons of France's poor nobility learned
mathematics, Latin, history, and the art of war. For Napoleon, who
arrived in 1779 at nine years old, it was an exile within the exile. His
comrades — French boys of good family — mocked his Corsican
accent, his Italian surname, his poverty. They called him "la paille au
nez," the straw in the nose, for the way he pronounced. He answered
with his fists and with silence: he shut himself in the library, devoured
books of history and mathematics, and cultivated a methodical
resentment that would make him study twice as hard as the rest.

But Brienne also gave him his first true weapons. He excelled in
mathematics and geography; his teachers noted an uncommon
capacity for calculation and for representing terrain. And he had his
first "battle": during a winter of extraordinary snow, he organized his
comrades into two armies, built snow fortifications with moats and
parapets, and directed sieges and assaults that lasted weeks. The
monks watched in amazement as that taciturn boy transformed into a
general the moment there was a plan to draw and a position to take.
The anecdote is famous because it seems invented after the fact; but
it fits too well with what would come to be discarded.

In 1784, at fifteen, he was admitted to the prestigious Military School
of Paris. There he completed in a single year the course that normally

lasted two: his father's death had left him as the family's support and
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he needed an officer's pay as soon as possible. In September 1785,
just turned sixteen, he received his commission as second lieutenant
of artillery. It was the arm of mathematicians, the most technical and
the least aristocratic: perfect for a poor Corsican without connections.
Napoleon had chosen — or necessity had chosen for him — the arm

that would make him immortal.

The following years were of boring garrison duty, miserable pay, and
frenetic reading. Posted at Valence, Auxonne, and other provincial
barracks, the young lieutenant lived on the minimum and sent money
to his mother. But his true life happened at night, by candlelight: he
read Rousseau, Voltaire, the philosophers of the Enlightenment; took
endless notes on history, geography, tactics, and politics; wrote
essays, a history of Corsica, even a romantic novel of youth. His
notebooks from those years — preserved to this day — reveal a mind
that never rested: he copied maps, calculated artillery ranges,
summarized the campaigns of Frederick the Great and of Caesar. And
he did not only read: he wrote. The notebooks of Valence and Auxonne
are full of essays, projects, and literary outbursts: a "History of
Corsica" — never finished — into which he poured his passion for the
island; a "Discourse on Happiness" — with which he earned an
honorable mention from the Academy of Lyon; impassioned letters to
Paoli — his hero then — offering him his sword; even a short novel of
unhappy loves, "Clisson et Eugénie," written years later but gestated
in that youthful fever. His style — passionate, disordered, full of
exclamations — was that of a romantic before Romanticism: Rousseau
was his literary god, and he saw himself as one of those sensitive,
unfortunate heroes of the novels of the time. Years later — already
emperor — he would laugh at those youthful ravings; but something
remained: the conviction that words move men as much as cannon do,
and that a great man must know how to write proclamations, not only

battle plans.
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While his fellow officers played cards and chased girls, Napoleon was
secretly building himself into the most cultured soldier of his

generation.

Life at Brienne was a forge. The cadets rose at dawn, attended mass,
studied Latin, mathematics, history, geography, German, and fencing,
and fell exhausted into freezing dormitories. Discipline was iron and
food scarce; the sons of rich families received packages from home,
and Napoleon — whose family could barely send him anything —
learned to make do with the minimum, an austerity he would keep all
his life: already emperor, he would eat with a soldier's frugality and
sleep on a campaign cot even in a palace. Among his teachers one
stood out whom history would remember: Pichegru, mathematics
instructor, who years later would be a general of the Republic and then
a royalist conspirator against Napoleon — fate has these ironies.

The young Corsican compensated for his isolation with uncommon
intellectual voracity. He read at astonishing speed and took notes in
notebooks preserved to this day: summaries of ancient history,
extracts of geography, artillery calculations, reflections on the
government of peoples. His favorite subjects were mathematics and
history; Latin he detested and neglected all his life — as an adult, his
Latin would be cause for discreet mockery at court. But what truly
distinguished him was his capacity to think in terms of space and
movement: he drew maps from memory, calculated distances,
imagined armies maneuvering over terrain. An inspector who visited
the school left written about him a report that posterity would turn into
prophecy: a boy of delicate health, taciturn, interested only in the
abstract sciences, an indefatigable reader... who "will go far if

circumstances favor him."

The last years at Brienne tempered his character definitively. In the
winter of 1783-1784, an exceptional snowfall covered Champagne and
young Napoleon — already fourteen — organized his famous "snow
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campaign": he divided the cadets into two armies, traced fortifications
with moats and parapets of packed snow, manufactured ice
projectiles, and directed sieges that lasted weeks, with rules of war,
parleyers, and even a field hospital. The monks — who at first wanted
to ban the game — ended up admiring the discipline with which that
taciturn boy commanded his "troops." It was a game, yes, but also a
symptom: while other adolescents dreamed of adventures, he
organized them with a general staff.

In the classrooms, his mathematical genius was already legendary
among the teachers. He solved problems that stumped his comrades,
devoured geometry treatises, and showed an astonishing facility for
ballistic calculation — the trajectory of projectiles, the art of artillery,
was at bottom a problem of applied mathematics. One of his
mathematics instructors was Pichegru — the future general of the
Republic, who years later would conspire against Napoleon and die in
1804 in a Paris cell, in circumstances never fully clarified: history is full
of these ironic crossings between teacher and pupil. The humanities,
by contrast, bored him: his written French — learned late — would all
his life be incorrect and full of errors, to the delight of his enemies and

the despair of his secretaries, who "translated" his dictations.

And there was the Corsican wound, always open. At Brienne he wrote
his first political texts: a "History of Corsica," incendiary letters against
the French occupation, a plea in which he called the French
"destroyers of my homeland." He read with passion Rousseau's
"Project for a Constitution for Corsica" — the Genevan philosopher had
dreamed of legislating for the free island — and saw himself as the
future liberator. His comrades called him "the Corsican" with
contempt; he answered by redoubling his studies, as if each proven
theorem were a revenge. That mixture of humiliation and pride — the
outsider who knows himself superior — would be the fuel of his whole

career: every future victory would have, at bottom, a secret
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addressee: the boys of Brienne who had mocked his accent.

In 1784, after five years at Brienne, he was admitted to the Military
School of Paris, the most prestigious institution in the kingdom. There,
in the elegant building on the Champ de Mars, he completed in a
single year the two-year program: his father's death — Carlo died in
Montpellier in February 1785, of stomach cancer, ruined and far from
his own — had made him, at fifteen, the de facto head of the family.
He needed an officer's pay urgently. In September 1785, at sixteen, he
received his commission as second lieutenant in the La Fere artillery
regiment. He chose — or it fell to him — the artillery, the scientific
arm, that of calculations and trajectories, the least aristocratic and the
most suitable for a young man without connections but with a
mathematician's brain. It was the most important technical decision of
his life: the artillery would be his instrument, his signature, his genius.

The Military School of Paris — the imposing building on the Champ de
Mars — was another world: cadets of the highest nobility, gala
uniforms, a luxury the young Corsican regarded with a mixture of
contempt and fascination. Napoleon — a poor scholarship boy among
the rich — shut himself into study with more zeal than ever: he
completed the two-year program in one, excelling in mathematics,
fortification, and artillery. His final examination — September 1785 —
he passed with a grade that placed him among the best of his class:
the report described him as an officer "full of application and
knowledge." He was sixteen and already a second lieutenant of
artillery. His father's death — months earlier — had given him a fierce

urgency: he needed the pay, and he needed it now.

He chose — or the posting lottery gave him — the La Fere artillery
regiment, garrisoned at Valence. And it was luck in disguise: the
artillery was the arm of mathematicians, the most technical, the least
aristocratic. At the artillery school of Auxonne — where he spent long
seasons — he studied the treatises of Baron du Teil, the great theorist
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of modern artillery: the concentration of fire, the use of artillery as an
offensive weapon and not as mere support, the mobility of the guns.
Those doctrines — feverishly underlined in his notebooks — would be
the basis of his art of war: in Italy, in Egypt, at Austerlitz, Napoleon's
cannon would decide battles because he knew how to use them as no
one else. The lieutenant of Valence, without knowing it, was inventing

Napoleonic warfare on the firing ranges of Auxonne.

And meanwhile, his family needed him. Carlo's death — 1785 — had
left the Buonapartes in ruin: debts, eight children, a widowed mother
who knew no French. Napoleon — with his lieutenant's miserable pay
— became the mainstay: he sent almost everything he earned to
Corsica, lived on the minimum, and assumed — at sixteen — the role
of head of the family that he would never abandon. His letters to
Joseph — the elder brother, but the lesser in character — are orders
disguised as advice: study, care for mother, don't waste. Letizia — who
adored that serious son who took charge of everything — would repay
him with absolute devotion: she would be the only person whom
Napoleon — already emperor — would continue to obey in private.
"Madame Mere" — as the Empire would call her — would guard her
fortune with peasant avarice "for when this is over," and she would be

right.

That premature responsibility forged his character as a ruler: at
sixteen he was already administering a family budget, already making
decisions for others, already feeling the weight of command. When —
years later — he had to administer an empire, his hand would not

tremble: he had begun by administering poverty.

The garrison years — Valence, Auxonne, Douai — were gray without
and feverish within. Lieutenant Buonaparte lived in a miserable room,
ate bread and cheese, sent every spare coin to his mother in Corsica...
and read like a man possessed. His notebooks from those years are
the portrait of a mind in turmoil: he copied passages from Rousseau —
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the "Social Contract" marked him deeply — summarized the history of
the Arabs, the Tartars, England; calculated howitzer ranges; designed
imaginary fortifications. He even wrote a dissertation he submitted to
the Academy of Lyon, an essay on happiness, and a romantic, lurid
little novel — "Clisson and Eugénie" — that reveals a sentimental heart
beneath the armor. And he wrote, above all, about Corsica: a history of
his island, passionate letters against the French occupation, pamphlets
in which the young officer of the King of France declared himself a
Corsican patriot and dreamed of liberating his homeland. The
contradiction was total and he lived it unresolved: he served the
French army while dreaming of fighting it.

And then the Revolution erupted. In 1789, when the Bastille fell,
Napoleon was nineteen and on leave in Corsica. Like almost all
idealistic young men, he embraced the revolutionary cause: liberty,
equality, the end of privilege... all of that resonated with the son of an
oppressed island and the poor officer humiliated by aristocrats. He
returned to Corsica several times between 1789 and 1793, trying to
make a career in the Corsican National Guard and entangling himself
in the ferocious struggles between factions: the supporters of Paoli —

who had returned from exile — and the Frenchified Jacobins.

Those Corsican years — 1789 to 1793 — were his true school of
politics. Napoleon — artillery lieutenant on leave, with more ambition
than pay — tried to get elected colonel of the Ajaccio National Guard:
he campaigned, intrigued, clashed with the Paolists in street brawls
that nearly ended in pitched battle. He learned in practice what books
do not teach: that politics is the correlation of forces, that elections are
won with organization, and that ideals — without muskets — are worth
nothing. And he also learned the bitterest lesson: that his hero — Paoli
— despised him as a Frenchified upstart, and that the island — his
island — had no place for him. When in 1793 he broke definitively with
Paoli and had to flee, he was not only losing a homeland: he was
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gaining a lesson he would apply all his life — never depend on a single
protector, never put all your eggs in one basket, and above all: if your

land rejects you, conquer another.

Napoleon chose the Jacobins, broke with Paoli — his childhood hero —
and the rupture was definitive: in 1793, after a failed attempt to take
the Ajaccio citadel, the Bonaparte family had to flee Corsica pursued
by the Paolists. They embarked at night, with only what they wore, and
arrived in France as refugees. Letizia, with her eight children, settled in
Marseille in poverty. Napoleon was twenty-four, a captain of artillery,
without a cent... and the Revolution, which devoured its own children,
was about to offer him the opportunity he had awaited all his life.

For the Revolution, with all its chaos, had one virtue for a man like
him: it had beheaded the aristocracy and opened the army to merit.
No longer was an illustrious surname needed to rise; what was needed
was talent, audacity, and luck. Napoleon had all three, and carried
them hidden like a gambler carries his cards. In the autumn of 1793,
the revolutionary army was besieging the port of Toulon, in the hands
of the English and the royalists. A young Corsican captain of artillery
asked permission to inspect the batteries. What he saw outraged him:
the cannon badly sited, the gunners without direction, the siege
stalled. He wrote a plan, presented it to the generals... and destiny, for

the first time, listened to him.

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 24 -



3. Toulon: The First Roar

The port of Toulon, on France's Mediterranean coast, was in 1793 an
open wound in the body of the Revolution. The city's royalists, fed up
with the Jacobin Terror, had handed over the stronghold — France's
principal naval arsenal in the Mediterranean — to the English. The
British fleet rode at anchor in the roads, the royalist cannon pointed at
the besiegers, and the revolutionary army, commanded by improvised
generals more politicians than soldiers, had spent months battering

itself against the walls without result.

Napoleon arrived there in September 1793 as a captain of artillery,
twenty-four years old with a reputation of zero. What he found was an
organizational disaster: the republican batteries were sited without
rhyme or reason, the gunners lacked competent officers, and the siege
generals argued politics while the English laughed from their forts. The
young Corsican did what he always did: observe, calculate, and speak
plainly. He inspected every position, measured distances, studied the
harbor plans, and reached a conclusion as simple as it was
devastating: the key to Toulon was not the city walls, but the forts
commanding the roads, especially Fort I'Equillette on the Caire hill. If
the republicans took those heights and sited their cannon there, they
could batter the English fleet anchored below and force it to flee.

Without the fleet, Toulon would fall on its own.

He presented his plan to the government's representatives and the
generals. At first they looked at him with disdain: who was that
Corsican stripling to teach them their trade? But the plan was

impeccable and, above all, it was the only plan on the table. They gave
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him command of the siege artillery. And then the captain transformed:
he requisitioned cannon from the whole region, cast munitions, drilled
the gunners, built batteries with frenetic energy, and exposed himself
to enemy fire with a contempt for danger that left veterans stunned.
On one occasion, a gunner fell dead beside his cannon and Napoleon
himself took the rammer and loaded the piece under a rain of bullets.
The soldiers began to look at him differently: that thin boy with gray
eyes asked nothing he was not willing to do first.

To understand what happened at Toulon one must understand the
France of 1793: a country in full revolutionary convulsion, governed by
the Committee of Public Safety, waging war against half of Europe —
England, Austria, Prussia, Spain — while at home the guillotine worked
without rest. It was the time of the Terror: Robespierre and his Jacobins
saw traitors everywhere, and the army — purged of its aristocratic
officers — was commanded by improvised generals, brave but
inexperienced, watched by political commissars who could send them
to the scaffold for a defeat. In that chaos, a talented young man had
two possible destinies: swift glory or the guillotine. There was no
middle ground.

Toulon was the key piece of French Mediterranean: its arsenal, its
shipyards, its fleet. In August 1793, the city's royalists — backed by
Admiral Hood's English fleet — had delivered the stronghold to the
British. For the Republic, that was a stab in the heart: to lose Toulon
was to lose the Mediterranean. The besieging army, commanded by
General Carteaux — a painter turned general by the Revolution — had
spent months flailing blindly: his batteries were sited at useless
distances, his gunners had no training, and his plans consisted of
bombarding the walls frontally, as in the previous century.

The siege of Toulon was, before his arrival, a perfect portrait of the
revolutionary army: valor without direction. General Carteaux — an old
portrait painter turned general by the grace of the Revolution —
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commanded the siege with more enthusiasm than science: his
batteries bombarded the city walls at useless distances, his engineers
argued politics instead of tracing trenches, and the government's
representatives on mission — Saliceti, Corsican like Napoleon; Barras,
future Director; Fréron; and Augustin Robespierre, brother of the
Incorruptible — watched the generals with the guillotine in their gaze.
Any talented officer walked a wire: a victory made him suspect of
ambition, a defeat took him to the scaffold. In that poisoned
atmosphere, a twenty-four-year-old captain without patrons was

invisible... and invisibility, well used, is an advantage.

Napoleon spent his first weeks on something no one had done:
thinking. While the generals argued, he roamed the coast with his
instruments, questioned smuggler fishermen who knew every cove,
studied the harbor plans, and calculated firing angles. His prodigious
memory retained every detail of the terrain, and his artillery training —
the Auxonne school, Baron du Teil's treatises on the concentrated
employment of artillery — gave him a doctrine that no siege general
possessed. When he presented his plan — to take the Caire heights
and batter the roads — he did so with the assurance of one who has
calculated down to the last hundredweight of powder. Carteaux
scoffed; the representatives, instead, saw the technician they needed.
Saliceti — who knew the Buonaparte family from Corsica — and young
Robespierre sponsored him: without them, the plan would have died in
a drawer. With them, the "little Corsican boy" received command of
the entire siege artillery. History, sometimes, depends on two

signatures.

With command in hand, Napoleon set to work with methodical fury. His
conclusion was a diagnosis of genius: the city was impregnable from
the front, but the forts commanding the harbor entrance — the English
Fort Mulgrave, the Caire hill — were the true key. If French artillery
crowned those heights, it could sink with cannon fire the English fleet
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anchored below; without a fleet, the English would evacuate and
Toulon would fall like ripe fruit. He called it, with an artillerist's

contempt, "taking the stronghold from behind."

When Carteaux was dismissed and General Dugommier arrived — a
real soldier — Napoleon's plan became the army's plan. The Corsican
requisitioned cannon from all Provence, set up a shot foundry, drilled
his gunners day and night, and built battery after battery under enemy
fire, with a contempt for danger that became legendary: on one
occasion, a cannon burst beside him and covered him with earth
without his flinching; on another, he himself took the linstock to fire a
piece whose crewman had fallen. The soldiers began to call him "the

little gunner" and to follow him anywhere.

The preparations for the assault were a work of engineering and will.

Napoleon established a shot foundry at Ollioules, requisitioned horses
and mules from all Provence for transport, and built — under constant

fire from the English forts — a chain of batteries with names that
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revealed the spirit of the age: the "Sans-Culottes Battery," the
“Mountain Battery." Each night, he himself walked the trenches with
his lantern, checking angles, correcting emplacements, encouraging
the gunners by name — he had a prodigious memory for names and
faces. The soldiers — who at first eyed him with distrust — began to
adore him: that little officer who risked his life every night in the
advanced batteries, who ate their same bread and slept among them,

was one of their own.

The council of war before the assault was tense: Dugommier — the
commander-in-chief, a fifty-five-year-old veteran — doubted the plan,

feared casualties, proposed waiting. Napoleon — twenty-four, a
subordinate — defended his plan with a vehemence bordering on
insubordination: each day of delay — he argued — let the English

strengthen the forts and gave Paris time to lose patience. The
representatives — Saliceti and young Robespierre — backed him, and
Dugommier — an honest soldier — accepted: "let it be done as the
little one says." The assault was fixed for the night of December 16-17,
under cover of a storm that — they hoped — would blind the English

sentries.

The final assault was launched the night of December 16-17, under a
tempest of rain and wind that blinded the defenders. At three in the
morning, the republican columns — with Napoleon directing the
artillery in the front line — stormed Fort Mulgrave, the English "little
Gibraltar." The fighting was hand to hand, at bayonet point, amid mud
and darkness. Napoleon took a bayonet wound in the thigh — his
baptism of blood — and saw his horse die under him, but did not leave
the field. At dawn on the 17th, French cannon thundered from the
heights over the roads: the English ships, ablaze, weighed anchor in
disorder, and Hood's fleet fled to the open sea leaving an arsenal in
flames behind. Toulon surrendered on December 19. The Republic had
recovered its great port, and a twenty-four-year-old captain was the
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hero of the day.

The entry into the city was triumphal and terrible: the republican
troops — drunk on victory and vengeance — sacked the houses of
suspects, and the representatives ordered the exemplary punishment
we already know. Napoleon — newly promoted, in his gleaming
brigadier general's uniform — walked the destroyed arsenal and the
batteries he himself had sited, and wrote Paris his first victory
dispatch: a sober, technical document, without bombast, that
impressed the Committee of Public Safety with its professionalism.
That dispatch — the first of hundreds — inaugurated a genre:
Napoleonic military prose, precise as an artillery report and epic as a
proclamation. Those who read it in Paris — Carnot, the organizer of
victory — took note of the name: Buonaparte, the gunner of Toulon.
Destiny — which had ignored him for twenty-four years — was

beginning to spell his name correctly.

And the prize was not only the stripe: Napoleon was named
commander of the artillery of the Army of Italy — the ragged, starving
army vegetating in the Alps. There — in 1794 — he drafted his first
serious campaign plans: he studied the maps of Piedmont and
Lombardy, calculated marches, dreamed of the maneuver he would
execute two years later. But politics — always politics — interrupted
him: after Robespierre's fall he was arrested as a suspect, and though
freed, he was left in a kind of limbo — without command, on half pay,
in Paris. Those were bitter months — 1795: the hero of Toulon strolled
through Paris in a threadbare uniform, without a cent, thinking of
leaving for Turkey to offer his services to the Sultan. Destiny — which
had raised him up — seemed to have forgotten him. But in Paris —
amid the misery — he would meet Josephine, and in the Directory's
offices — amid the disdain — he would await his hour. The hour would
come on 13 Vendémiaire: when Paris rose against the Convention, the

young general without command would be called to aim the cannon.
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And this time — unlike at Toulon — the cannon would point at

Frenchmen.

The victory had a sinister reverse that should not be hidden. The
Convention — enraged by Toulon's treason — ordered exemplary
punishment: the representatives Fréron and Barras organized a
ferocious repression — hundreds of Toulonnais shot on the Champ de
Mars, the city renamed "Port-la-Montagne" as a lesson. Napoleon —
who had directed the siege, not the repression — contemplated those
excesses with a mixture of tactical approval and personal discomfort:
he believed in terror as an instrument — the Revolution had taught
him so — but despised gratuitous, disorderly cruelty. Years later —
emperor — he would say the Toulon repression had been a political
error: martyrs manufacture enemies. The lesson was noted in his inner
manual of power: punish yes, but with surgical coldness and without
useless savagery. The twenty-four-year-old young general already

thought like a ruler.

The prize was immediate and dazzling: promoted to brigadier general
on December 22, 1793, Napoleon became one of the youngest
generals in French history. His name began to sound in Paris, in the
corridors of the Convention. But the Revolution devoured its children
with insatiable appetite, and the young general would learn it in his
own flesh. Protected by Augustin Robespierre, he was marked when
the Incorruptible fell: on 9 Thermidor — July 27, 1794 — Robespierre
was arrested and guillotined the next day, and with him rolled the
heads of his associates. Napoleon was detained at Nice, interrogated
as a suspect of "Robespierrism," and spent two weeks under arrest, on
the edge of the scaffold. His spotless Toulon record and lack of
evidence saved him: he was freed without charges, but the lesson was
branded with fire: in revolutionary politics there were no safe loyalties,

only one's own power counted.

In 1795, Paris was a hotbed of conspiracies. The Convention — which
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had ended the Terror — faced an increasingly bold royalist
insurrection. On October 5 — 13 Vendémiaire of the revolutionary
calendar — forty thousand monarchist national guardsmen marched
on the Tuileries to overthrow the government. The Convention,
desperate, sought a general willing to defend it. The Viscount de
Barras — one of the rulers, who had known Napoleon at Toulon —
thought of the young Corsican general, who was wandering Paris
without command, in semi-disgrace, frequenting theaters and salons.
Napoleon accepted with one non-negotiable condition: absolute
command and carte blanche. His first order was genius in its simplicity:
he sent a young cavalry officer — Joachim Murat, future marshal and
king of Naples — to requisition the cannon at the Sablons camp before
the royalists took them. With forty guns sited in the side streets
leading to the Tuileries, he waited. When the royalist columns
advanced at dusk, he ordered canister fire at point-blank range. The
"whiff of grapeshot” swept the streets: in an hour, the insurrection was
over, with hundreds dead. Paris fell silent. The Republic had been
saved, and its savior was a twenty-six-year-old general who had not
hesitated to cannonade his countrymen.

The reward this time was definitive: general of division, commander of
the Army of the Interior, the strongman of Paris. And it was then, in
that Paris of the Directory — frivolous, corrupt, brilliant — that he met
the woman who would drive him mad: Josephine de Beauharnais.
Widow of a guillotined general, a Creole from Martinique, six years
older than he, Josephine was the queen of the salons: beautiful, witty,
coquettish, ruined, and deep in debt. Napoleon — who at twenty-six
had barely known woman — fell in love with her with an adolescent's
violence and a soldier's clumsiness: he wrote her delirious letters — "I
wake full of you, your image and the memory of last night's
intoxicating pleasures give my senses no rest" — he was jealous of

her, he idolized her. She accepted him — a rising general was a good
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match for a ruined widow — and they married on March 9, 1796, in a
hurried civil ceremony, with improvised witnesses. Two days later,
Napoleon was leaving for the south to take command of the Army of
Italy. He carried in his portfolio the maps of an impossible campaign
and in his heart an absolute love. What he did not know was that that
army of ragamuffins awaited him to turn him into legend... and that his
adored Josephine, the moment he crossed the Alps, would begin to

betray him.
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4. The Lightning of the Alps

When Napoleon arrived at Nice, in March 1796, to take command of
the Army of Italy, what he found seemed a cruel joke of the Directory:
some thirty thousand barefoot, starving men, unpaid for months, with
uniforms turned to rags and artillery worthy of a museum. Facing
them, the Austrians and their Piedmontese allies totaled more than
double the strength, well equipped and commanded by experienced
generals. Any military manual would have advised prudent defense.
Napoleon did the opposite: he gathered his soldiers and spoke to
them.

His proclamation is one of the most famous pieces of military oratory
in history: "Soldiers: you are naked, ill fed... | will lead you into the
most fertile plains in the world. Rich provinces, great cities will be your
prize; there you will find honor, glory, and riches." He did not promise
them fatherland or revolution: he promised them plunder and glory. He
knew his men better than they knew themselves. And the men, who
had received that twenty-six-year-old little general with mocking
skepticism, began to look at him with something like faith.

What followed was one of the most brilliantly planned campaigns ever.
Napoleon understood that his only advantage was speed: to move
faster than the enemy, to concentrate his forces at one point while the
Austrians dispersed theirs at several, to strike separately armies which
together would have crushed him. It was the "central position
strategy" brought to perfection, executed with forced marches that left
enemy generals stunned, accustomed to the leisurely warfare of the

eighteenth century. In a matter of weeks, he separated the
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Piedmontese from the Austrians, crushed the former, and forced the
King of Sardinia to sign for peace. Then he turned against the

Austrians.

After the Armistice of Cherasco — which knocked Piedmont out of the
war — Napoleon turned against the Austrians with a maneuver that
left them stunned: instead of pursuing them frontally, he crossed the
Po behind their backs, at Piacenza, with a night forced march the
manuals deemed impossible. The Austrians — commanded by old
Beaulieu — found themselves outflanked and had to fall back in haste
toward the Adda.

But Beaulieu still had an army, and entrenched himself behind the
Adda, defending the Lodi bridge with all his artillery. Napoleon — who
could not afford a siege — decided on a frontal assault: the riskiest
maneuver of the campaign. His generals — including the prudent
Masséna — considered it madness: a narrow bridge, swept by cannon,
against an entrenched enemy. But Napoleon had calculated — as
always — the moral factor: his soldiers, drunk on victories, were
capable of the impossible; the Austrians, defeated again and again,
would crumble at the first serious shock. He ordered all his artillery
concentrated against the enemy batteries and launched his grenadiers
at the assault. He himself stood in the front line, chest bared, directing

the fire. What happened next belongs to legend.

On May 10, 1796, at the bridge of Lodi over the Adda River, occurred
the moment that forged the legend. The Austrians defended the bridge
with cannon; to cross it was suicide. Napoleon ordered the assault, his
grenadiers charged under point-blank fire, and he himself stood in the
front line, directing the artillery with his chest bared. The bridge was
taken, the Austrians fled, and the soldiers — who already called him
“the little corporal” — carried him on their shoulders. That night, as he
would later tell, he understood for the first time that he could become

"a man of destiny." He was twenty-six, and the myth had just been
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born.

Five days later — May 15, 1796 — Napoleon entered Milan at the head
of his ragamuffins: the city — the capital of Austrian Lombardy —
received him with flowers, triumphal arches, and delirious ovation. The
Milanese — who hated the Austrians — saw in that young general the
liberator; he — who needed money and legitimacy — founded the
Transpadane Republic, imposed million-franc contributions, and
presented himself as the paladin of Italian liberty. It was the theater of

power at its peak: conquest disguised as liberation.

The Directory's instructions were modest to the point of mediocrity:
hold the defensive, do not commit the army, live off the country. Paris
expected no miracles from that improvised general; it sent him to Italy
almost as an elegant punishment, far from the capital where his
popularity was beginning to discomfort. Napoleon read the
instructions, folded them carefully... and ignored them completely. He
had not crossed the Alps to vegetate in a war of positions: he had
come to conquer ltaly, to fill the Republic's empty coffers, and to turn
his name into legend. Disobedience — that genial, calculated
disobedience — would be his signature throughout his career: obey by
halves, conquer wholly, and present the fait accompli.

On March 27, 1796, he arrived at Nice and took command. His first
measure was to review the troops, and what he saw confirmed him in
his plan: skeletal men, threadbare uniforms, hungry gazes. But he also
saw something more: hardened veterans, soldiers of the Revolution
who had endured the unendurable and needed only a chief. It was not
empty rhetoric: it was a contract. He promised them plunder and glory;
they would give him their legs and their blood. The soldiers — who
eyed him with derision, that Parisian "salon general" — began to
change their minds when they saw him march on foot with them, sleep
on the ground like them, know every trail on the maps better than
their own guides.
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The divisional generals were harder to convince. Masséna — "the
spoiled child of victory," a Corsican smuggler turned general —
Augereau — a brave braggart — Sérurier, Laharpe: all veterans, all
older than he, all skeptical. Napoleon summoned them one by one,
questioned them about their divisions, instantly detected who was
useful and who was in the way, and established his authority with a
mixture of coldness and magnetism that left them bewildered.
Masséna — who would be his best lieutenant and one of the few who
dared address him familiarly — summed it up years later: "that boy
frightened us, and at the same time made us believe everything was
possible." In a week, the army had a chief. In two, it had a plan. In
three, it was marching toward legend.

The state of the army was, indeed, calamitous. The soldiers had gone
months without pay, shoes were a luxury, the artillery counted barely
thirty serviceable guns, and the cavalry was almost nonexistent.
Napoleon cashiered the useless, reorganized the corps, and won over
the capable with a mixture of brutal exactingness and absolute
confidence.

His campaign plan was a masterpiece of mobile warfare. Facing him,
General Beaulieu's Austrians and General Colli's Piedmontese totaled
some fifty thousand men, but were separated by the Apennines and
communicated poorly. Napoleon, with barely thirty-eight thousand,
decided to interpose himself between the two — the "central position"
— and beat them separately before they could unite. It was a reckless
gamble: if it failed, he would be trapped between two armies. But
speed was everything: his columns marched fifty kilometers a day over
mountain roads, appeared where no one expected them, and struck
with all their forces concentrated at a single point.

The results were fulminating. On April 12, 1796, at Montenotte, he
defeated the Austrians; at Millesimo and Dego he finished the job; on
April 21, at Mondovi, he crushed the Piedmontese. In ten days, the
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kingdom of Sardinia-Piedmont — Austria's ally — was knocked out of
combat and its king, Victor Amadeus Ill, sued for the Armistice of
Cherasco. Napoleon had separated the allies and was left alone facing
the Austrians, exactly as he had planned. And then he crossed the Po,
crossed the Adda, and reached the bridge of Lodi.

The campaign, however, was far from over: the Austrians sent army

after army to Italy under Marshal Wurmser and then General Alvinczi,
trying to relieve the fortress of Mantua, besieged by the French. What
followed was a succession of battles that military history still studies:
Castiglione, in August 1796, where Napoleon raised the siege of
Mantua to face Wurmser and defeated him with an enveloping
maneuver; Arcole, in November, where for three days he tried to force
the crossing of the bridge over the Alpone — and where, at the most
critical moment, he seized a flag and hurled himself at the head of his
grenadiers, being knocked into the marsh and rescued by his soldiers
amid mud and tears; and Rivoli, on January 14, 1797, his tactical
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masterpiece of the campaign: with twenty-three thousand men he
destroyed twenty-eight thousand Austrians attacking him from three
sides, thanks to a concentration of artillery and a cavalry charge at the
exact moment. Two weeks later, Mantua surrendered with eighteen

thousand prisoners. Northern Italy was French.

And then Napoleon did something no general had dared do: cross the
eastern Alps and invade Austria from the south. His troops advanced
through the Tyrolean defiles, defeated the Austrians at Tarvis, and
reached Leoben, barely a hundred and fifty kilometers from Vienna.
The imperial court, terrified, asked to negotiate. Napoleon — without
consulting the Directory, which in Paris learned of it from the
newspapers — signed the Preliminaries of Leoben and then the Peace
of Campo Formio, on October 17, 1797.

The Preliminaries of Leoben — April 1797 — were a masterpiece of
diplomatic audacity: Napoleon — a twenty-seven-year-old general,
without instructions from his government — negotiated as an equal
with the Austrian Empire, the oldest power in Europe. And not only
negotiated: imposed. He demanded — and obtained — recognition of
the sister republics, the cession of Belgium, and — in exchange —
"gave" Austria Venice and its territories: the millenary republic —
neutral in the war — was sacrificed on the altar of peace like a
bargaining chip. The Austrian diplomats — Count Cobenzl — were
stunned before that young man who spoke of reordering Europe like
one moving chess pieces. And in Paris — the Directory — the reaction
was alarm: who was that general who signed treaties on his own
account? The answer — which no one dared pronounce — was evident:
the master of Italy, the most popular man in France, a rival power to
the government. The Directory — which had sent him to Italy to be rid
of him — had created its successor. And Napoleon — who sighed the
peace like a sovereign — already thought like a sovereign: Europe was
his chessboard, and he intended to keep playing. When he returned to
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Paris — in December 1797 — the multitude acclaimed him as the
savior of the Republic; the Directory — which feared him — received
him with honors and suspicion, and kept him away as much as it could:
it offered him command of a phantom invasion of England — a post
without troops or ships — to keep him busy. Napoleon — who
understood the game — accepted smiling... and began to plan
something else: if he could not cross the English Channel, he would
cross the Mediterranean. Egypt — the land of the pharaohs — awaited
him, and with Egypt, the glory Italy could no longer give him.

France kept Belgium and the lonian Islands; Austria recognized the
"sister" republics created by Napoleon in Italy — the Cisalpine and the
Ligurian; Venice, the millenary republic, was partitioned and vanished
from the map. The young general had redrawn Europe with his sword,
and Paris had to swallow and applaud.

But the Italian campaign also had its black page: the "Veronese
Easters." In April 1797, the city of Verona — subjected to French
occupation — rose: for days, the Veronese hunted Frenchmen through
the streets, murdered the sick in the hospitals, and the repression —
directed by the French generals — was implacable: bombardment of
the city, mass executions. Napoleon — who was negotiating with
Austria — used the revolt as a pretext to finish off the millenary
Republic of Venice: he accused it of complicity, invaded it, and
partitioned it with Austria at Campo Formio. Venice — the Serenissima,
a thousand years of history — vanished from the map through the
ambition of a twenty-seven-year-old general and the cowardice of its
oligarchs. The Italian patriots — who had acclaimed the liberator — felt
the first chill: that liberator sold cities like a merchant. It was the first
crack in the myth of Napoleon the liberator... and it would not be the

last.

And it was also in Italy that Napoleon revealed himself as a statesman,
not only as a general. After each victory, he imposed on the
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vanquished treaties that were masterpieces of the victor's diplomacy:
the Armistice of Cherasco — which delivered him strongholds and
millions; the Treaty of Tolentino — February 1797 — with Pope Pius VI,
which wrung from him thirty million francs, a hundred works of art, and
several provinces; the Treaty of Campo Formio — October 1797 — with
Austria, which gave him Belgium, Lombardy, and recognition of the
"sister republics." Napoleon negotiated personally — without
consulting the Directory, which learned of it from the newspapers —
and signed like a sovereign: at twenty-eight, that general treated as an
equal with emperors and popes, and imposed his law on them. The
Directory — which had sent him to Italy to distance him — discovered
in horror that it had created a rival power: Napoleon had his army, his
treasury, his foreign policy, and his press. He was a state within the

state.

The founding of the sister republics was his great political experiment.
The Cispadane Republic — later Cisalpine — with its capital at Milan,
was endowed with a constitution, with the green-white-red tricolor —
the origin of the Italian flag — with a government of Italian patriots
tutored by France. Napoleon presented himself as the liberator of Italy,
the heir of republican Rome: in his proclamations he spoke of
“regenerating" the peninsula, of expelling the Austrian "barbarians."
The Italian patriots — who dreamed of unity — acclaimed him; the
royalists and the clergy — who saw churches sacked and convents
suppressed — hated him. The truth — as always with Napoleon — lay
in the middle: the sister republics were at once an ideal and an
instrument, a promise of liberty and a machine for extracting
resources for the war. But they sowed a seed no one could uproot: the
idea of a united and free lItaly, which half a century later — the
Risorgimento — would become reality. Unwittingly — or half-wittingly
— Napoleon was the godfather of the Italian nation.

It was also in Italy that Napoleon invented modern propaganda. He

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 41 -



founded newspapers — "The Courier of the Army of Italy" — that sang
his victories; commissioned from the painter Gros the famous picture
of the Arcole bridge; wrote proclamations that were read throughout
France; and administered the spoils of war with an efficiency that filled
the Directory's empty coffers — millions in gold and works of art that
paraded through Paris in a triumphal procession. The Directory needed
him and feared him in equal measure: that twenty-seven-year-old
general was already more popular than the entire government. He had
to be given a glorious, distant mission, to take him away from Paris...
or to keep him from returning. And so, between fear and admiration,

the most romantic expedition of the century was born: Egypt.
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5. The Sphinx and Ambition

On May 19, 1798, a fleet of more than three hundred ships sailed from
Toulon in the greatest military secret of the century. Aboard were
thirty-five thousand soldiers, the best of the Army of Italy, and
something unheard of in a war expedition: one hundred sixty-seven
savants — astronomers, mathematicians, naturalists, engineers,
draftsmen, even poets — with their instruments, their books, and their
printing presses. Napoleon was not going only to conquer Egypt: he
was going to study it, measure it, understand it. It was the most
romantic and strangest expedition of the modern era: half invasion,

half scientific mission.

The official objective was to strike England by cutting its route to India
through Egypt, then a province of the Ottoman Empire governed de
facto by the Mamelukes, a warrior caste of magnificent horsemen with
medieval tactics. Napoleon's secret objective was greater: to found in
the Orient a personal empire, to emulate Alexander, and to return to
France covered in a glory so exotic that no one could dispute his
power. They crossed the Mediterranean eluding Nelson's English fleet
— which sought them in vain for weeks — took Malta along the way
almost without firing a shot, and on July 1 the fleet appeared before

Alexandria.

The landing was made at night, on the Marabout peninsula, in a
choppy sea: the soldiers, loaded like mules, waded with water to their
chests while officers shouted orders in the darkness. Alexandria fell the
next day almost without resistance. And then began the march on

Cairo, the hardest trial: forty leagues of desert under a punishing sun,
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without water, with the Mamelukes harassing the columns and the
soldiers — who had dreamed of the riches of the Orient — cursing the
sand, the flies, and their general. Napoleon marched on foot with
them, sharing water and bread, and at night spoke to them of
Alexander, of the empire they were going to found. The legend of the
general who suffers with his troops was born in that desert.

What followed was a clash of worlds. The Mamelukes — some six
thousand horsemen — were magnificent warriors: gold-damascened
armor, curved sabers, purebred Arab horses, legendary individual
valor. Their tactics — the impetuous charge, single combat — had not
changed in five hundred years. Facing them, Napoleon formed his
twenty-five thousand men into five great infantry squares — hollow
squares bristling with bayonets — with the artillery at the angles.
When the Mamelukes charged — a dazzling spectacle of dust, steel,
and shouts — they broke against the squares like waves against rocks:
the closed volleys mowed them down at fifty paces. Murad Bey — the
Mameluke chief — launched wave after wave for hours, with suicidal
courage, and watched his cavalry annihilated. At dusk, the survivors
fled into the desert; the French had lost some three hundred men. It
was the most brutal demonstration of modern warfare's superiority:

discipline and fire against individual heroism.

It was before that battle — July 21, 1798, before the pyramids of Giza
— that Napoleon pronounced his immortal harangue. His men formed
with the pyramids silhouetted on the desert horizon, he shouted to
them: "Soldiers! From the heights of these pyramids, forty centuries
look down upon you!" The phrase — prepared or improvised, history
does not clarify — electrified the troops: suddenly, those hungry
soldiers felt part of universal history, heirs of Alexander and Caesar. It
was Napoleon's genius for the word: turning a colonial battle into an
episode of eternity. After the victory, Cairo surrendered, and Napoleon
entered the city as a liberator... or as an enlightened conqueror,
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depending on how one looks at it.

The expedition was hatched in the most absolute secrecy. The
Directory — which saw in Bonaparte a dangerous rival — embraced the
idea with enthusiasm: removing him from Paris with a glorious mission
was killing him politically without dirtying its hands. Talleyrand — the
foreign minister, an aristocrat recycled as the Revolution's diplomat —
drafted memoranda on the advantages of occupying Egypt: striking
England on its route to India, establishing a prosperous colony,
opening a canal between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea — the
dream that, sixty years later, Lesseps would make real. Napoleon, for
his part, saw something greater: a personal Oriental empire, the
emulation of Alexander, a glory so exotic that no one in France could
dispute it. The two — the government and the general — used each
other, and both knew it.

The preparations were colossal and clandestine. At Toulon, Genoa,
Ajaccio, and Civitavecchia a fleet of more than three hundred transport
ships gathered, escorted by thirteen ships of the line and dozens of
frigates, under Admiral Brueys. The troops — thirty-five thousand men,
the best of the Army of Italy — embarked without knowing their
destination: the soldiers bet among themselves — Ireland? Portugal?
England? — and only on sailing were the sealed orders opened: Egypt.
Alongside them embarked the most outlandish legion in military
history: one hundred sixty-seven savants recruited by Monge and
Berthollet — mathematicians, astronomers, naturalists, engineers,
doctors, draftsmen, orientalists — with their instruments, their
libraries, their printing presses, and even a collection of Bordeaux
wines. It was the Enlightenment embarked for war: never had an army

carried a floating university with it.

The crossing was a feat of stealth. For weeks, the French fleet — more
than three hundred sails escorted by thirteen ships of the line —
crossed the Mediterranean while Admiral Nelson sought it frantically,
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passing within a few kilometers of it without seeing it, in one of the
most frustrating naval pursuits in history. Along the way, Napoleon
stopped at Malta: the island, governed by the knights of the Order of
St. John, surrendered on June 12, 1798, almost without fighting — the
order's French knights refused to fight their compatriots. Napoleon
plundered the order's treasure, abolished slavery on the island,
founded schools, and continued on his way, leaving a garrison. Malta
would be an English thorn for years, but at that moment it was one

more triumph.

Aboard traveled the cream of French science: the mathematician
Monge — Napoleon's personal friend — the chemist Berthollet, the
naturalist Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, the draftsman Denon, who sketched
everything he saw. During the crossing, Napoleon organized night
debates on deck: Does God exist? What is matter? How does one
govern a people? The savants argued until dawn while the general
listened, questioned, took notes. It was the spirit of the Enlightenment
embarked toward the Orient: European reason was going to meet the
oldest civilization in the world.
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The entry into Cairo, on July 24, 1798, was triumphal and deceptive:

the city surrendered, the notables feigned submission, and Napoleon
installed himself in a Mameluke bey's palace disposed to govern for
real. His project was astonishing: not a simple military occupation, but
the regeneration of Egypt. He created a divan — a council of Egyptian
notables — to administer the country, founded the Institute of Egypt in
a confiscated palace, where the savants divided into sections of
mathematics, physics, political economy, literature, and arts. The
labors of those men — the measurement of the country, the study of
its monuments, its fauna and flora — would give birth to modern
Egyptology and to the monumental "Description de I'Egypte," a work
of twenty-three volumes that still astonishes today.

Napoleon attended the Institute's sessions with the insatiable curiosity
of the autodidact: he interrogated Monge on geometry, Berthollet on
chemistry, Denon on art — and the savants — accustomed to generals'
indifference  —  discovered with amazement  that that
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twenty-nine-year-old soldier spoke their language. One night — legend
tells — the debate turned on God's existence: Monge — a militant
atheist — denied; Napoleon — pointing to the desert's starry sky —
retorted: "all that is very well, gentlemen, but who made all this?" The
anecdote — true or not — reveals the man: the man of reason who
could not renounce mystery. The Institute — amid war, heat, plague —
kept meeting until the expedition's end: civilization — said Napoleon —
is not interrupted even on campaign. And when the English — after the
1801 capitulation — wanted to confiscate the scientific collections as
spoils of war, the savants — with Denon at their head — threatened to
throw them into the sea before handing them over: the English yielded
— they kept the Rosetta Stone, though. Science — for once — had
defeated war. Napoleon attended the Institute's sessions, interrogated
the savants, and in public showed respect for Islam: he attended
religious festivals, proclaimed himself a friend of the Koran, it was
even said — with more propaganda than sincerity — that he had
converted. He was the enlightened conqueror at his peak... and also at
his peak naivety, for the Egyptians did not want a foreign liberator:
they wanted him gone.

The test came on October 21, 1798: Cairo rose. Thousands of
Egyptians took to the streets, murdered Frenchmen, barricaded
themselves in the al-Azhar mosque. Napoleon repressed the revolt
with implacable harshness: artillery bombarded the mosque,
executions were massive. The enlightened conqueror showed his other
face: when persuasion failed, terror worked. Meanwhile, General
Desaix pursued the Mamelukes to Upper Egypt, in a brilliant campaign
that would take him to Aswan. The Battle of the Nile — August 1, 1798
— was one of the most complete naval catastrophes in French history,
and deserves telling. Admiral Brueys — a brave but mediocre sailor —
had anchored his fleet in Abukir Bay in a defensive line he believed
impregnable: the ships, chained together, presented their gunned side
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toward the sea, protected by shoals and shore batteries. But Nelson —
who arrived at dusk — saw what Brueys had not seen: there was room
between the French ships and the shore to slip vessels through. At
nightfall, the English attacked from both sides at once: the French
vanguard — surprised, with crews ashore — was destroyed ship by
ship. The combat lasted all night, lit by cannon flashes; at dawn, the
French flagship — the Orient, of one hundred twenty guns — caught
fire and exploded with a roar heard for kilometers, carrying Brueys and
a thousand men with it. Of thirteen French ships of the line, only two
escaped. The fleet — the army's umbilical cord — had ceased to exist.
When the news reached Cairo, the effect was devastating: the Army of
the Orient was trapped — without fleet, without reinforcements,
without news from France — and the Egyptians — who smelled
weakness — began to stir. Napoleon — who received the blow with his
usual cool blood — told his generals: "We no longer have a fleet; very
well, we shall have to stay here, or return like the ancients." And he

set about governing Egypt as if he were staying forever.

Napoleon answered with his habitual audacity: if the sea was closed,
he would force a way by land. In February 1799 he marched on Syria
with thirteen thousand men, in a lightning campaign: he took El Arish,
Gaza, and, on March 7, Jaffa, after a bloody assault. At Jaffa occurred
one of the darkest episodes of his career: the bubonic plague had
broken out among his troops, the hospitals were full, and — as his
enemies denounced and his partisans half-admitted — he ordered the
shooting of several thousand Turkish prisoners he could neither feed
nor guard. He himself visited the plague-stricken at the Jaffa hospital
— a gesture of physical courage the painter Gros would immortalize —
and, it was said, ordered the incurable dying eased with opium. History
has neither fully absolved nor condemned those days: they were war

in its rawest state.

Then came Acre. Saint-Jean-d'Acre, the crusaders' fortress, defended
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by the Ottoman pasha with the decisive aid of the English Commodore
Sidney Smith — who captured the French siege artillery sent by sea.
Napoleon besieged it on March 20, 1799, and assaulted it again and
again for two months, with a valor and obstinacy that astonished his
own generals. But Acre did not fall: plague decimated his men, the
assaults broke against the walls, and on May 21 he ordered the
retreat. It was an infernal march back to Egypt, under the sun, with the
wounded carried on stretchers and the sick abandoned to their fate.
Acre was his first great personal defeat — "had Acre fallen, it would
have changed the face of the world," he would say afterward — and he
took it with clenched jaw and wounded pride.

But from the expedition — military failure in the end — an unexpected
triumph was born: science. In July 1799, an engineer officer —
Bouchard — found near Rosetta a granodiorite slab with the same text
in three scripts: hieroglyphic, demotic, and Greek. It was the Rosetta
Stone, the key that — years later, thanks to Champollion's genius —
would allow the deciphering of Egyptian hieroglyphs and resurrect a
civilization dead for two millennia. The expedition's savants — Denon
drawing temples, Geoffroy classifying animals, Monge measuring —
produced the "Description de I'Egypte": twenty-three monumental
volumes that founded modern Egyptology. Napoleon — who had gone
to Egypt seeking an empire — found unwittingly the glory of the
savants: two centuries later, when his battles are archival dust, the
Rosetta Stone will still recall that that general carried science with him.

Back in Egypt, on July 25, 1799, he avenged himself at Abukir: a
Turkish army landed by the English was annihilated in a perfect battle,
the expedition's last victory. And then came news from France: the
Directory was crumbling, French armies were retreating in Italy and
Germany, General Joubert had died at Novi, the country was on the
brink of the abyss. And intimate news, the most painful: Josephine —
his Josephine — was unfaithful to him in Paris with a hussar officer, in
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an affair all Paris gossiped about. Napoleon made the boldest decision
of his life: he would leave the army in General Kléber's hands — the
best of his lieutenants — embark in secret with a handful of loyal men
on the night of August 22, and cross the Mediterranean eluding the
English. It was technically desertion... and politically a stroke of genius.
He landed at Fréjus on October 9, 1799, and France — fed up with the
Directory, hungry for order and glory — received him as a savior.
Kléber, abandoned in Egypt, would reconquer the country and be
assassinated in Cairo in June 1800 by a fanatic; his army would
capitulate in 1801. The expedition was over. But Napoleon was already
looking toward another objective, much closer: power in Paris. A month
later he would take the decisive step: the 18th of Brumaire.
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6. The 18th of Brumaire

The Directory's agony had gestated for months, in an accumulation of
disasters that seemed without end. Militarily, 1799 was the terrible
year: the French armies — which had dominated Europe — were
retreating on all fronts; in Italy, General Joubert died at the Battle of
Novi on August 15, and Suvorov's Austro-Russians were reconquering
what Bonaparte had won; in Germany, the French were pushed toward
the Rhine; in Holland, the English were landing. At home, the royalist
chouannerie was burning again in the west, taxes were not collected,
the Treasury was empty — the state had de facto gone bankrupt with
the assignats' collapse — and the five directors hated one another,
conspiring against each other while the country crumbled. Paris — fed
up with revolutions, with Terror, with corruption — was crying out for a

single thing: order, even if it came from a saber.

In that void, the Abbé Sieyes — the theorist who had written "What Is
the Third Estate?" and designed constitutions like one designs
machines — sought what he called "a sword": a prestigious general to
help him overthrow the Directory and install a strong, stable regime.
He had first thought of Joubert — young, brilliant, republican — but
Joubert died at Novi. He thought of Moreau — one of the Republic's
most prestigious generals — but Moreau — honest and apolitical —
refused conspiracies. Hoche — the other great republican general —
had died in 1797. There remained Bonaparte: the victor of Italy, the
hero of the Pyramids, the most famous general in France... and the
most ambitious. Sieyes despised him privately — "that little insolent"
— but needed him. And Napoleon — newly landed from Egypt,
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informed of everything by his spies — needed Sieyes and his political
accomplices to give the coup an appearance of legality. It was a
marriage of convenience between an ideologue who believed he was
using a general and a general who thought he was using an ideologue.

Only one of the two was right, and it was not Sieyes.

The conspiracy was woven during October 1799 in salons and offices:
Talleyrand — who smelled the change of power like a bloodhound —
Fouché — the police chief, who played every side — Lucien Bonaparte
— president of the Council of Five Hundred — and a handful of
deputies and generals. The plan was surgical: use the pretext of a
Jacobin conspiracy to move the assemblies to Saint-Cloud — far from
the Parisian crowds — name Bonaparte commander of the Paris
troops, and force the directors' resignations. Everything had to look
legal: the Revolution devouring itself with its own procedures. On

November 9 — 18 Brumaire of Year VIII — it was set in motion.

Napoleon, newly returned from Egypt, was the most famous man in
France. His legend — Italy, the Pyramids — preceded him,
conveniently adorned by propaganda and by the merciful forgetting of
Acre. The conspirators offered him the role of the coup's armed wing;
he accepted, but on his own conditions: he would be no one's
instrument. He would be the protagonist. The plan was fixed for the
18th of Brumaire of Year VIl of the revolutionary calendar: November
9, 1799.

The 18th of Brumaire dawned with Paris on edge. The Council of Elders
— summoned at dawn by the conspirators — voted the decree moving
the assemblies to Saint-Cloud and naming Napoleon commander of the
Paris troops. At seven in the morning, Napoleon — in uniform,
surrounded by his staff — presented himself at the Tuileries, where the
Elders awaited him: he swore to defend the Republic and reviewed the
troops gathered in the garden, who acclaimed him. Meanwhile, the

trap closed on the Directory: Sieyes and Roger Ducos — accomplices in
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the coup — resigned their posts; Barras — the most powerful Director
— was "convinced" to resign in exchange for money and a gilded
retirement (Talleyrand personally handled the negotiation, with his
sphinx-like smile); the other two directors — Gohier and Moulins —
were placed under house arrest at the Luxembourg. By noon, France's
executive power had ceased to exist: there remained a void that only
Napoleon could fill.

The afternoon of the 18th was deceptively calm. Napoleon established
his headquarters at the Tuileries, received adhesions, distributed
proclamations. The deputies of the Five Hundred — the lower house,
mostly Jacobin — were summoned for the next day at Saint-Cloud,
unsuspecting of the trap: they believed it was about thwarting an
imaginary Jacobin plot. Sieyes — the theorist — prepared the decrees;
Lucien — the orator brother — sharpened his arguments. All was
ready. But the conspirators had underestimated one thing: that the
deputies, seeing themselves surrounded by troops, would react as
what they were — republicans jealous of legality — and not as the
docile flock Sieyes imagined. The 19th of Brumaire came close to
being a disaster.

The next day, 19 Brumaire, was the tensest. The two assemblies — the
Council of Elders and the Council of Five Hundred — met at the
Saint-Cloud palace, surrounded by troops. Napoleon entered the Five
Hundred's hall flanked by grenadiers and delivered a confused speech,
interrupted by shouts of "down with the dictator!" The deputies lunged
at him; his brother Lucien, president of the Council, dragged him out
while the grenadiers held back the crowd. For a moment, the coup
hung by a thread: if the troops wavered, everything collapsed. It was
Lucien who saved it with a scene worthy of the theater: he went out to
the courtyard, mounted a horse, and before the soldiers denounced
that the deputies — "paid by England" — wanted to assassinate
General Bonaparte; brandishing a dagger, he swore to pierce his own
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brother's breast if he betrayed the Republic. The troops, electrified,
entered the hall at the drumbeat and dispersed the deputies, who fled
through the windows. That night, a handful of docile deputies — hastily
gathered — voted the Directory's dissolution and the appointment of
three provisional consuls: Sieyes, Ducos, and Bonaparte. The coup had
been consummated amid shouts, bayonets, and a papier-maché
legality.

The Consulate's first days were a whirlwind of activity. Napoleon
installed himself in the Luxembourg Palace — seat of the old Directory
— and from there governed with a rhythm that left his collaborators
exhausted: he rose at dawn, worked into the small hours, dictated
dozens of letters daily, received reports, interrogated ministers. His
collaborators — mostly recycled men of the Revolution — discovered a
chief who knew everything and controlled everything: Cambacéres —
the Second Consul, an eminent jurist — took charge of justice; Lebrun
— the Third — of finance; but every decision passed through Napoleon.
Talleyrand — recovered for Foreign Affairs — contributed his genial
cynicism; Fouché — confirmed in the Police — his spy network. It was a
government of talents in the service of a single will: the Napoleonic

machine was starting to run.

And the machine had a motor: Napoleon himself. His working method
— which astonished his contemporaries — was of superhuman
intensity: he rose at four in the morning, dictated for hours to two or
three secretaries at once — jumping from one matter to another
without losing the thread — and resolved in a morning what an
ordinary government took weeks to. His memory — prodigious —
retained figures, names, maps: he could ask a prefect the price of
wheat in his department or a general the state of a battalion, and

instantly detect if they lied. "Work is my element — he said — | was
born and made for work." That ferocious exactingness — which
exhausted men — produced the most efficient administration in
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Europe: in four years, the Consulate did more than the Revolution in

ten.

And the machine needed legitimacy. The plebiscite on the Constitution
of Year VIII — three million yes votes — was the first of a series:
Napoleon would submit each step of his ascent to popular vote — the
life Consulate in 1802, the Empire in 1804 — building an
unprecedented plebiscitary legitimacy in history. Historians debate
how much fraud there was in those figures — the prefects "helped" the
result — but the substance was real: France — exhausted by ten years
of revolution, Terror, chaos — wanted order, and was willing to buy it
at the price of liberty. Napoleon understood it better than anyone: his
power rested not on tradition — like kings' — nor on ideology — like
the Jacobins' — but on a tacit pact with the people: | give you order,
glory, and the preservation of the Revolution's conquests; you give me
absolute power. That pact — renewed in each plebiscite — would
sustain the regime for fifteen years. And when the pact broke — in
1814, with defeat — the regime would fall like a house of cards.

Turning the coup into government demanded a constitution and
victories. In weeks, Napoleon drafted — with jurists — the Constitution
of Year VIII, promulgated on December 24, 1799: a text that preserved
republican appearances — universal male suffrage, assemblies,
tribunate — but concentrated all real power in the First Consul,
appointed for ten years, with the right to name ministers, generals,
judges, and to propose laws. Sieyes, who had designed the system
believing he would control his "sword," discovered in horror that the
sword thought for itself: Napoleon swept away his theoretical balances
and kept the substance of power. The ideologue, embittered, accepted
a gilded post and retired. The Constitution was submitted to plebiscite:
three million votes in favor, some fifteen hundred against — doctored
figures, but reflecting real, massive support. France, exhausted by ten
years of revolution, was voting for order embodied in a man. And the
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man — it must be said — delivered: in months, the roads were safe
again, taxes were collected, the currency stabilized. Order — after
chaos — tasted like bread. And bread — after hunger — was the best
political argument: the people forgave the master who fed them. The
Consulate — born of a coup — legitimized itself daily in the market and
the bakery. And Napoleon — who knew it — did not rest: every decree,
every appointment, every future victory would be one more brick in
the edifice of his legitimacy.

The Constitution of Year VIII was a masterpiece of calculated
ambiguity. It maintained universal male suffrage — to flatter the
republicans — but emptied it of content through a system of "notability
lists" that filtered the eligible; it created a Tribunate — a hundred
orators who debated laws without voting them — a Legislative Body —
three hundred mutes who voted them without debating — and a
conservative Senate — for life — that guarded the constitution. Sieyes
— mocking — said the system was "a pyramid whose base is in the
air"; Napoleon — practical — answered that what mattered was that
the pyramid stood, and that he would be at the apex. And so it was:
the First Consul named the ministers, the generals, the judges, the
prefects, proposed the laws, and directed foreign policy. It was a
monarchy without a crown — yet: all the power, none of the
responsibility. Contemporaries understood: "What is the First Consul?
Everything. What has he been until now in the government? Nothing,"
paraphrasing Sieyes. The Revolution — which had begun proclaiming
popular sovereignty — ended by handing it to one man. And the man
— it must be acknowledged — knew what to do with it.

And while he ordered the interior — he ended the Vendée civil war
with a mixture of amnesty and repression — he prepared the foreign
war: Austria was still in arms, and it had to be defeated to consolidate
the regime. In the spring of 1800, Napoleon crossed the Alps by the
Great St. Bernard — in a march deliberately evoking Hannibal — and
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fell on the Austrian rear in Italy. On June 14, 1800, at Marengo, he
nearly lost everything: the Austrians surprised and defeated him
during the day; only the arrival at dusk of General Desaix — newly
returned from Egypt — with his fresh divisions turned defeat into
victory. Desaix died in the battle — "tell the First Consul | die content,"
were his last words — and Napoleon wept his loss: he was his best
general and his friend. Marengo gave him northern Italy and, above all,
peace: Austria signed the armistice and then the Peace of Lunéville in
1801. The Consulate was consolidated. The general of the 18th of
Brumaire was already the master of France... and soon he would want

to be much more.

The pacification of the West alone was worth the power. The Vendée —
the insurgent western region, in civil war since 1793 — was an open
wound: a hundred thousand dead, razed villages, an inextinguishable
hatred between royalist "whites" and republican "blues." Napoleon —
who understood that no regime survives a civil war — applied his
characteristic method: outstretched hand and iron hand at once. He
offered general amnesty to the Vendéan chiefs — and kept his word —
returned the refractory priests, allowed the reopening of churches...
and whoever stayed in arms he crushed without pity: General
Hédouville — his pacifier — combined negotiations with mobile
columns. The royalist chief Cadoudal — the indomitable "chouan" —
submitted in 1800 — he would conspire again later, and pay with his
life. In two years, the Vendée — which had resisted the Republic for
seven years — was at peace. It was the first great demonstration of
the Napoleonic art of governing: understanding that force without
clemency breeds hatred, and that clemency without force breeds
contempt. The Vendéans — who had fought against the Revolution —
accepted the Consul who returned their priests and their bells: the
religious peace of the Concordat would seal the reconciliation.

The next step was foreseeable: in 1802, a plebiscite — three and a half

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 58 -



million votes in favor — proclaimed him Consul for life, with the right to
designate a successor. The Consulate — which the Constitution had
foreseen as temporary — became monarchy in fact: only the word
"emperor" was missing, and even the name. Napoleon — who already
signed "Napoleon" plainly, as kings sign with their name — was in no
hurry: he knew crowns weigh less when the people ask for them. The
republic — which had been born swearing hatred of kings — knelt
voluntarily before a master. And the master — smiling — accepted the

homage as one accepts the inevitable.

The 18th of Brumaire was not a revolution: it was a military coup
disguised as legality. But France, exhausted, applauded it. The streets
of Paris breathed relieved: the chaos was ending, order was coming.
No one — not the conspirators, not the people, not Napoleon himself —
imagined how far that thirty-year-old general who had just taken
power with troops in a Saint-Cloud courtyard would go. The Consulate
would be only the antechamber. The throne was five years away, and
Napoleon already saw it with complete clarity.
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7. The Builder

There is a paradox at the heart of the Napoleonic legend: the man who
filled Europe with cannon fire was also one of history's greatest
state-builders. The fifteen years of his power were not only a
succession of battles; they were a work of political and administrative
engineering so solid that, two centuries later, we still live inside it. If
the battles gave him glory, the reforms gave him immortality.

Napoleon came to power with a crystal-clear idea: the Revolution had
destroyed the old order, but had not built a new one that worked.
France was an administrative chaos: taxes uncollected, contradictory
courts, a tangle of Old Regime laws mixed with revolutionary decrees,
education in ruins, and public finances bankrupt. The First Consul set
to work with the same frenetic energy he deployed on campaign:
eighteen-hour days, dispatches dictated to four secretaries at once, a
memory that retained every detail of every ministry. His collaborators
left meetings exhausted and amazed: that man seemed never to
sleep.

Codification was the frustrated dream of three regimes: the monarchy
had tried without success, the Revolution had proclaimed the need for
a single code but got lost in discussions. Napoleon — who understood
that a state without clear laws is a house without foundations —
named in 1800 a commission of four eminent jurists: Tronchet, Bigot
de Préameneu, Portalis, and Maleville. In four months they drafted a
project; then came the discussion in the Council of State, presided
over by the First Consul himself. And here occurred something

unheard of in the history of law: a head of state — a thirty-year-old
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general — sitting down to debate articles with France's best jurists,

and doing so with a practical sense that left them stunned.

Napoleon attended more than half the sessions — fifty-seven of one
hundred two — and intervened in the debates with trenchant opinions,
sometimes brilliant, sometimes brutal. He defended divorce —
"marriage is a contract and must be breakable" — though he later
accepted restricting it; he imposed paternal authority with an iron
hand — the father of the family as "little sovereign"; he settled endless
discussions with cutting phrases that became famous. Portalis — the
commission's great orator — delivered the "Preliminary Discourse," a
masterpiece of legal philosophy defining law as written reason. The
result, promulgated on March 21, 1804, as the "Civil Code of the
French," had 2,281 articles: clear, concise, written in admirable French.
It enshrined equality before the law, freedom of contract, private
property as a sacred right, civil marriage, the end of feudal privileges.
It was — with its shadows, like the legal subordination of the married
woman — the Revolution made positive law, and it would be exported
with the armies to half of Europe and to America.

And the export was literal: where the imperial armies arrived, the Code
arrived. Belgium, Holland, western Germany, ltaly, Poland, the lllyrian
provinces — all adopted the Civil Code, sometimes translated,
sometimes adapted, but always recognizable. And its influence
crossed the Atlantic: the civil codes of the new Spanish-American
republics — including the Mexican legal tradition — drank from the
Napoleonic source: private property, contract, civil marriage, equality
before the law. Even Louisiana — sold by Napoleon to the United
States in 1803 — retains a civil law of French root. Napoleon — who at
St. Helena would say his Code was the only thing that would survive of
his work — was right: empires fall, codes remain. Every time a judge
invokes equality before the law in Mexico, in Argentina, in Italy, or in
Poland, he is quoting — without knowing it — the Corsican from
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Ajaccio.

His masterpiece was the Civil Code of 1804, the "Napoleonic Code." It
was not perfect — it relegated women to a subordinate role — but it
was a legal revolution: for the first time, a citizen knew what laws
governed him, equal for all. The Code was exported with the
Napoleonic armies to half of Europe and to Latin America, and remains
the basis of civil law in dozens of countries. When, already a prisoner
at St. Helena, he was asked what his greatest work was, Napoleon did

not hesitate: "My Code."

But there was much more. He created the Bank of France and cleaned
up public finances; founded the lycées, the public secondary school
that democratized elite education; reorganized administration into
departments governed by prefects — a centralized system France
retains to this day; signed the Concordat of 1801 with the Pope,
reconciling France with the Catholic Church after a decade of religious
persecution; instituted the Legion of Honor to reward merit above
birth; and unified weights and measures by promoting the metric
system. Each of these reforms, alone, would have sufficed to make a
government memorable. Together, in barely four years of Consulate,
they constitute one of the most astonishing concentrations of

administrative genius in history.

And among them all, one changed millions of daily lives with almost no
one noticing: the metric system. Before the Revolution, France had
hundreds of different measures — the Paris yard was not Lyon's, the
pound varied from city to city — a chaos inherited from feudalism that
hindered trade and facilitated fraud. The Revolution — not Napoleon —
had commissioned the savants for a rational system, based on nature:
the meter — the ten-millionth part of the terrestrial meridian quadrant
— the gram, the liter. Napoleon — who grasped its utility — imposed it
with his characteristic energy: the metric system became obligatory,
was taught in schools, was engraved on the platinum standards kept in

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 62 -



Paris. Today — two centuries later — almost the entire planet
measures in meters and weighs in kilos: it is the Consulate's most
silent and most universal inheritance. A Mexican peasant weighing his
corn in kilos — without knowing it — pays homage to the Revolution's
savants and to the Consul who imposed their system. Even the English
— so0 jealous of their traditions — ended up adopting it two centuries
later.

And the reform that changed most lives was education. Before
Napoleon, secondary teaching was a privilege of the Church and the
rich; the Revolution had proclaimed it free without being able to
organize it. Napoleon — who believed the state needed cadres —
created the lycées: public secondary schools, with boarding, military
discipline, and uniform programs throughout France, open — in theory
— to talent wherever it came from. The scholarship boys — chosen by
merit — could rise from a lost village to the state's great schools: the
Polytechnique, Saint-Cyr. It was the "career open to talents" made
institution: the son of an artisan — if brilliant — could become prefect,
general, minister. Millions of Frenchmen — for two centuries — would
be formed in those lycées: Napoleonic meritocracy — with its uniforms,
prizes, and discipline — modeled French elites to this day. Napoleon —
the son of the Revolution — thus fulfilled 1789's most radical promise:

that birth would cease to be destiny.

Each reform would deserve a chapter, but let us pause on the decisive
ones. The Concordat of 1801 — signed with Pope Pius VII after months
of negotiation — was a masterpiece of pragmatism: it ended ten years
of religious war — the Revolution had persecuted the Church,
confiscated its goods, and created a schismatic clergy — recognized
Catholicism as "the religion of the great majority of the French," and
subjected bishops to government appointment. Napoleon — privately
skeptical in religious matters — summed it up with his habitual
cynicism: the Concordat was "the vaccine of religion," immunizing the
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state against fanaticism. Catholics recovered their churches; the state
kept the confiscated goods and control. Everyone won, and France

ceased to be divided by the religious question.

The Bank of France — founded in 1800 — was the other great financial
work. Napoleon — who had seen the Revolution ruin itself with the
assignats — wanted solid currency and reliable public credit: the Bank
— private in capital, but tutored by the state — received the privilege
of issuing banknotes, discounting bills, and sustaining the public debt.
And in 1803 came the masterpiece: the germinal franc — a five-gram
silver coin, with fixed parity to gold — which would give France
Europe's most stable currency for over a century. The germinal franc
— the "franc" plainly — would survive the Empire, the Restoration, two
republics, and only disappear with the euro, two hundred years later.
When a twentieth-century Frenchman paid in francs, he handled

Napoleon's currency without knowing it.

Budgetary discipline was ferocious. Gaudin — the finance minister, a
brilliant bureaucrat — imposed a simple, revolutionary principle: no
spending without foreseen revenue, no account without rendering.
Taxes — direct and indirect — were collected with unprecedented
efficiency thanks to the prefects and an administration reaching the
last village. The result: for the first time since 1789, the French state
had balanced budgets — or nearly — and public credit was restored:
rentiers trusted the state again, interest rates fell, the economy
breathed. Napoleon — who despised "ideologues" but adored good
administrators — said Gaudin was worth an army: without money
there are no cannon, and without cannon no victories. The Grande
Armée — the most expensive war machine in history until then — was
financed with that discipline: regular taxes, organized war booty,
contributions from the vanquished. It was a system that worked...
while there were victories. When victories ceased — in Russia — the
system would collapse like everything else.
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Napoleon, who understood that war is also won in offices, personally
supervised budgets: "finance is the sinew of war," he repeated. And
each prefect was the government's eyes and hand in his territory: he
reported everything, executed everything. It was the modern state in

its purest form: centralized, hierarchical, and efficient.

The Concordat's negotiation was a diplomatic chess game lasting over
a year. Napoleon sent hard negotiators to Rome and received Cardinal
Consalvi — Pius VlI's secretary of state, a first-rate diplomat — in Paris,
where he subjected him to implacable pressure: marathon sessions,
ultimatums, veiled threats of a French schism. Consalvi — who
admired and feared Napoleon in equal measure — yielded on almost
everything: the state would pay the clergy, but the pope would
recognize the sale of ecclesiastical goods and accept the dismissal of
refractory bishops. The Concordat was signed on July 15, 1801, and
Napoleon — who believed in nothing — celebrated it as a triumph: he
had returned religious peace to France without returning power to the
Church. And so there would be no doubt who commanded, he
unilaterally added the "Organic Articles": seventy-seven provisions
subjecting the Church to state control — the government named
bishops, authorized seminaries, watched sermons. Pius VIl protested,;
Napoleon smiled. The pope had recovered his faithful; the future
emperor had kept the keys.

The police were the other instrument of order. Joseph Fouché — the
ex-terrorist turned minister of Police — built Europe's most efficient
surveillance network: agents infiltrated in salons, cafés, Masonic
lodges; systematic opening of correspondence; dossiers on every
public figure. Napoleon read Fouché's bulletins each morning with the
same attention as military dispatches: he knew who conspired, who
murmured, who spent more than he earned. The press — tamed by
censorship — published only the authorized: opposition newspapers
were closed one after another until a handful of docile titles remained.
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The French — tired of a decade of chaos — accepted the bargain: less
liberty in exchange for order. And order — it must be acknowledged —
arrived: the roads were safe again, the Midi's bandits were
exterminated, royalist conspiracies — like the "infernal machine" of
1800, which nearly killed Napoleon on the Rue Saint-Nicaise — were
dismantled with an iron hand.

In education, the law of 1802 created the lycées: public secondary
schools, with scholarships for the best poor pupils, destined to form
the new regime's administrative and military elites. It was meritocracy
institutionalized: the son of a peasant with talent could become prefect
or general. And to reward merit he created, in 1802, the Legion of
Honor: an order open to soldiers and civilians, without distinction of
birth, rewarding services to the fatherland. The old revolutionaries
protested — was it not nobility in disguise? — but Napoleon knew what
he was doing: men are also governed with ribbons and medals, and
the Legion channeled ambition toward state service. Two centuries
later, it remains France's highest distinction.

And there was a subtler political work than all the laws: the
"amalgam," the fusion of elites. Napoleon — who needed the best,
wherever they came from — reconciled the factions the Revolution had
set at each other's throats to the death: he called back the émigrés —
the exiled nobility — and returned part of their goods if they swore
loyalty; he confirmed in their posts the Jacobin administrators who
proved competent; he mixed in his councils former revolutionaries with
former aristocrats, forcing them to work together. Talleyrand —
renegade bishop of the Old Regime — dispatched alongside Fouché —
the ex-terrorist; Josephine's salon gathered duchesses of the Faubourg
Saint-Germain with generals risen from the people. It was a work of
political genius: by fusing victors and vanquished into a single service
elite, Napoleon closed the Revolution's wounds and created a ruling
class united by loyalty to his person. The French — tired of hating each
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other — accepted with relief: for the first time in ten years, the country

was one again.

And while he built, he also pacified. The Peace of Lunéville (1801) with
Austria and the Peace of Amiens (1802) with England gave France a
respite it had not known for a decade. For a moment, all Europe was at
peace, and Napoleon — consul for life since 1802, by plebiscite —
seemed the man who had achieved the impossible: ending the
Revolution while preserving its conquests. Paris filled with festivities,
ambassadors, a consular court ever more openly imitating monarchy's
forms. Josephine, become France's first lady, dazzled at the Tuileries.
Everything pointed in a direction no one dared name aloud anymore...

but everyone saw coming: the crown.

For Napoleon had grasped a profound truth about power: republics
born of revolutions are fragile; they need to be embodied in a person,
a symbol, a dynasty, to survive their founder. And he, who did not
believe in the legitimacy of blood, believed instead in the legitimacy of
glory and plebiscite. If the French people wanted him as hereditary
chief, why not be emperor? In 1804, after the discovery of a royalist
conspiracy to assassinate him, the Senate offered him the imperial
crown. Napoleon accepted. The Revolution, which had been born
beheading a king, was going to crown an emperor. And it would do so
in France's most famous cathedral, before the Pope in person, in a

ceremony the world would never forget.
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8. The Coronation

The building of the Empire had begun long before the coronation, in
the details. In May 1804, Napoleon created eighteen Marshals of the
Empire — the marshal's baton, embroidered with eagles, for his best
generals: Berthier, Murat, Masséna, Augereau, Bernadotte, Soult,
Lannes, Ney, Davout, and the rest: it was the new regime's military
nobility, and each baton was a promise of future glory. Cambacéres —
the archchancellor, a jurist of exquisite manners — organized court
etiquette copying Versailles ceremonial: bows, precedences, liveries.
The old Jacobins — who had sworn eternal hatred of kings — found
themselves obliged to bow before the emperor, and did so through
clenched teeth. Napoleon was amused by the irony: the Revolution

ended up making curtsies.

The imperial court was a theater of power: Josephine — empress —
received at the Tuileries with a luxury that eclipsed Europe's courts;
her daughter Hortense and her son Eugene — children of her first
marriage — were princes of the Empire; the mother, Letizia —
"Madame Mere" — attended everything with peasant skepticism,
saving her money for the day "this is over." And around them, a new
nobility of dukes and counts — titles tied to victories: "Duke of Rivoli,"
"Prince of Essling" — founding an aristocracy of merit on the ruins of
that of blood. The message was clear: in the Empire, talent ruled. Or so

the propaganda said.

On December 2, 1804, Paris awoke wrapped in biting cold and an
expectation not remembered since the taking of the Bastille.

Thousands crowded the streets leading to Notre-Dame Cathedral,
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adorned as never before: tapestries, flowers, tribunes for dignitaries,
and an imperial throne erected before the altar. Outside, the troops
drawn up; inside, the cream of Europe: princes, ambassadors,
marshals in dazzling uniforms... and in a place of honor, uncomfortable
and resigned, Pope Pius VII, who had traveled from Rome to anoint the
new emperor. Never had a pontiff attended a sovereign's coronation
outside Rome. It was the measure of how far the power of that
thirty-five-year-old Corsican already reached.

Pius VII arrived in Paris on November 25, after a painful journey over
the Alps in full autumn: the old pontiff — ill, exhausted — was received
with head-of-state honors, but everyone knew who commanded.
Napoleon lodged him at the Tuileries and treated him with an exquisite
courtesy that was also a form of domination: the pope was his guest,
his luxury hostage, the piece that would legitimize the crown before
Catholic Europe. The ceremony's preparations were pharaonic:
Notre-Dame Cathedral — abandoned and deteriorated after the
Revolution — was hastily restored; tribunes were built for thousands of
guests; the imperial ornaments were fashioned — the crown of
Charlemagne (a replica, for the original had vanished), the scepter, the
"hand of justice," the terrestrial globe — with a luxury meant to rival
Byzantium. The coronation mantle — purple velvet embroidered with
gold bees, the symbol Napoleon chose instead of the Bourbon
fleur-de-lis — weighed a ton, and Josephine — who would wear a
similar one — rehearsed for weeks the art of walking in it without

tripping.

The painter David — the Revolution's great artist, recycled as the
Empire's official painter — received the commission to immortalize the
ceremony: his sketches — hundreds of studies of faces, robes, and
gestures — are today among the most valuable testimonies of the
event. The final painting — "The Coronation of Napoleon," six meters
by ten — would take years to complete and would show the
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culminating moment: Napoleon crowning Josephine, with the pope as
witness. But the most famous detail of the painting — and of the
ceremony — was the gesture that defined everything: when the
moment came to receive the crown, Napoleon did not kneel before the
pope to have it imposed — as tradition commanded; he took it with his
own hands and placed it on himself. Then he crowned Josephine. The
message — for France, for Europe, for history — was unequivocal: no
one gave him power; he took it.

The ceremony lasted hours and was a prodigy of political theatricality.
Napoleon and Josephine arrived in a gilded carriage drawn by eight
horses, amid acclamations. He wore a mantle of purple velvet
embroidered with golden bees — the bee, symbol of laboriousness and
immortality, chosen over the Bourbon fleur-de-lis; she, a white dress
embroidered with silver that made her seem an apparition. The Pope
anointed the emperor with the sacred oils, blessed the insignia... and
then occurred the gesture that would define the scene for eternity:
Napoleon took the crown from the pontiff's hands, turned toward the
multitude, and placed it on his own head. Then he crowned Josephine,
kneeling before him.

The road to the crown had been calculated to the millimeter. In 1802,
a plebiscite had named him consul for life; in 1804, after the discovery
of a royalist conspiracy to assassinate him — the Cadoudal plot —
Napoleon decided to take the definitive step. There was a somber
episode on the way: the kidnapping and shooting of the Duke of
Enghien, a Bourbon prince accused of conspiring, executed in the
Vincennes moats in March 1804. It was a political crime that horrified
Europe and his enemies would never forgive him: the man who called
himself the Revolution's heir shot a prince like the kings of old. But in
France, the measure was applauded as a warning to conspirators. The
Senate, docile, then offered Napoleon the hereditary imperial dignity;
the 1804 plebiscite ratified it with more than three and a half million
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votes. The Revolution, which had been born beheading a king, was

going to crown an emperor... and the French people had voted for it.

Enghien's shooting had a cultural consequence Napoleon did not
foresee: the break with Chateaubriand. The great Romantic writer —
who had returned from exile and served the regime as a diplomat —
considered the crime an impassable moral limit: he resigned his Valais
embassy with a letter that was a condemnation, and became from
then on the Empire's most brilliant literary enemy. His example spread
among intellectuals: Madame de Staél — exiled for her opposition —
turned her Coppet salon into the center of European liberal resistance;
the poet Chénier — who had sung the Revolution — refused to sing the
Empire. Napoleon — who despised "ideologues" — discovered that
pens could wound as much as swords: the intellectual opposition —
powerless in France, gagged by censorship — found refuge abroad and
prepared the moral ground for the Restoration. The emperor won
battles; the writers won posterity. And posterity — it must be
acknowledged — has been kinder to the writers.

Napoleon, for his part, set the tone from the start: he arrived late for
his appointment with the pontiff at Fontainebleau and made him wait
in the cold — a detail of domination the Pope would not forget.
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The message of the gesture — taking the crown with his own hands —
was unequivocal and revolutionary: his power came not from God nor
the Church nor blood; it came from himself, from his genius, from his
victories, and from the French people's vote. It was the coronation of
meritocracy: a son of the minor Corsican nobility, an upstart to
Europe's courts, proclaimed himself equal to kings by his own right.
Europe's monarchs understood perfectly and hated him for it: that
emperor without ancestors was a living affront to everything they
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represented. Tsar Alexander would call him "the usurper"; the English
would never recognize his title. To them he was not an emperor: he

was Bonaparte, the Corsican ogre.

But in France, the coronation was an absolute triumph. The Empire
was born with immense prestige: domestic order, recovered
prosperity, the newly promulgated Code, an invincible army, and a
chief who seemed touched by fortune. The Bonaparte dynasty —
crowned brothers, sisters turned queens and grand duchesses —
spread its branches across Europe like a tree planted with cannon fire,
and the new nobility — marshals, ministers, prefects — founded on
merit what the old had founded on blood.

But the family — like all things human — had its cracks. The most
painful was the break with Lucien, the orator brother, the savior of the
18th of Brumaire. Lucien — brilliant, independent, republican at heart
— had married in second nuptials a widow of no rank, Alexandrine de
Bleschamp, for love and against Napoleon's will, who demanded
dynastic marriages for his brothers. Napoleon — who needed to marry
Lucien to a Spanish or German princess — demanded the divorce;
Lucien — proud — refused, broke with the emperor, and exiled himself
to Rome, under the Pope's protection. The rupture — definitive —
deprived Napoleon of his most intelligent ally and revealed the limit of
his power: he could crown kings, but not bend a brother's pride. Years
later — at St. Helena — Napoleon would acknowledge he had been
unjust to Lucien: "he is the only one of my brothers who told me the
truth." The Corsican clan — so united in adversity — was cracking in
prosperity: Joseph intrigued in Spain, Louis disobeyed in Holland,
Jérbme ruined himself in Westphalia, Caroline conspired with Murat.
The family — the Empire's instrument — was becoming its Achilles'
heel.

And to dress the new monarchy, Napoleon invented a court. The man
who had despised the Old Regime's courtiers discovered — emperor —
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that he needed ceremonial: he created the great dignitaries — the
grand elector, the constable, the grand admiral — reestablished
etiquette — the bows, the ranks, the embroidered uniforms — and
subjected his rough soldiery to a code of manners that made veterans
laugh. The marshals — who had slept in the mud — learned to pay
court; their wives — former canteen keepers, seamstresses — became
palace ladies under the tutelage of Madame Campan — Marie
Antoinette's former lady, hired to teach good manners. The scene had
something of comedy — the "grognards" tripping over curtsies — but
also of political genius: Napoleon knew power needs theater, that
majesty is a language peoples understand. And Josephine — elegant
Creole, expert in the art of society — was the perfect teacher of that
transformation: her salon — her grace, her wardrobe — civilized the
Empire. The Napoleonic court — hybrid of barracks and Versailles —
scandalized legitimists and fascinated Europe: it was living proof that a
new world had been born, with its own rites. Even the coronation
ceremonial — the mantle, the scepter, the hand of justice — was
designed to proclaim that that Empire — born of the Revolution — was
as legitimate as Europe's oldest thrones.

The emperor's daily life was clockwork. Napoleon rose at dawn — at
four or five — worked in his study until ten dictating letters to his
secretaries — Bourrienne first, then Méneval — received ministers,
dispatched audiences, lunched frugally in fifteen minutes, and
returned to work until night. He dined at eight — a fixed, immovable
hour — conversed with Josephine and her circle, and retired to read or
work more. He slept little — four or five hours — and demanded the
same of his own: his ministers lived terrified of nighttime summons,
and Talleyrand — who loved pleasures — joked that serving Napoleon
was "swallowing time." But that iron discipline was the regime's secret:
the emperor was in everything — in the levy of a regiment, in the
appointment of a village mayor, in the price of bread in Paris — and his
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administration — Europe's most efficient — ran with an army's

precision.

And Josephine — crowned empress kneeling before her husband —
was the continent's first lady, the most envied woman in the world: her
grace, elegance, and social tact made many forget the Empire had
been born of a coup d'état. At the Tuileries — the imperial palace —
receptions, balls, and hunts rivaled the old monarchy's, and foreign
ambassadors — who privately called Napoleon "usurper" — queued to
bow before him. It was the complete triumph: the Corsican upstart had

tamed aristocratic Europe, forcing it to dance to his violins.

Only one thing was missing for the Empire to be perfect: an heir.
Josephine, at forty-six, could give him no children, and that shadow —
still distant, still denied — was beginning to lengthen over Europe's
most famous marriage. Napoleon, who loved Josephine with a sick,
possessive love, refused to face the problem head-on. But reasons of
state are implacable: a hereditary empire without an heir is a mortal
contradiction. Time, silently, worked against them.

Meanwhile, war was knocking at the door again. England, which had
never accepted the Peace of Amiens, was financing with its gold a new
coalition: Austria, Russia, Sweden, and Naples. In 1805, Napoleon had
encamped at Boulogne — facing the English Channel — an army of one
hundred fifty thousand men and a flotilla of two thousand barges: the
England invasion plan, the most ambitious of his career. The troops
trained, the artillery was ready, and only the Franco-Spanish fleet's
temporary mastery of the Channel was lacking. But the news that
arrived in August changed everything: the Austrians had invaded
Bavaria, France's ally, and were advancing toward the Rhine. Napoleon
then made the boldest decision of his military life: to break the
Boulogne camp, wheel his whole army a hundred and eighty degrees,
and march at forced pace eastward. Two hundred thousand men
covered in weeks the distance between the English Channel and the
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Danube, in a maneuver of logistical precision that left the world
stupefied: each army corps marched by a different route, with its
provisions calculated to the day, converging like the fingers of a
closing hand. In October, the Austrian General Mack found himself
encircled at Ulm and had to surrender with his whole army — more
than sixty thousand men — with barely a fight. It was the prelude.
What would come next, on a frozen Moravian plateau, would be the
most perfect battle of his life: Austerlitz, the sun that bears his nhame.
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9. The Sun of Austerlitz

The instrument of that campaign was the most perfect war machine
ever created: the Grande Armée. Napoleon had forged it in the
Boulogne camps over two years: seven army corps — each a complete
mini-army with its infantry, cavalry, and artillery — plus the Imperial
Guard, plus Murat's cavalry reserve. Each corps marched separately,
lived off the country, and could fight alone for days, until the others
converged: it was the "square battalion," a system that allowed
moving two hundred thousand men like the fingers of a hand. At the
head of the General Staff, Marshal Berthier — an organizational genius
— translated Napoleon's telegraphic orders into precise movements:
the emperor dictated the intention, Berthier calculated the stages, the
corps executed. No army in the world had anything like it: the
Austrians still marched in rigid eighteenth-century columns, with
improvised staffs. It was a silent revolution: while enemy armies
marched in a single column — slow, clumsy — the French advanced in
a fan, by several routes, concentrating only for battle. And
organizations — unlike geniuses — can be copied: the Prussians —
after Jena — would copy the corps system, and with it defeat France in
1815.

The 1805 maneuver was the system's supreme demonstration. While
Mack invaded Bavaria in September and entrenched himself at Ulm
awaiting the Russians, Napoleon made the Austrians believe he would
attack through the Black Forest — with cavalry feints and false news
sown by his spies — and, in reality, crossed the Rhine farther north,

enveloped from the east, and cut the Austrian lines of communication
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on the Danube. General Mack — a pedantic theorist who despised the
French — found himself encircled without understanding how: his
attempts to break the ring were repulsed one after another, and on
October 20 he capitulated with more than sixty thousand men, with
barely a fight. It was the greatest capitulation in military history until
then, and it was achieved almost without battle: maneuver had
replaced combat. Napoleon — who had learned from the theorists that
war is the art of forcing the enemy to surrender without fighting — had

just given his master lesson.

On December 2, 1805 — exactly one year after his coronation —
Napoleon awoke before dawn on a Moravian plateau, near the village
of Austerlitz. He had spent days provoking the enemy: he had
deliberately abandoned the Pratzen Heights, the dominant position on
the battlefield, to tempt the Austro-Russians to occupy them; he had
feigned weakness, disorder, even desires to negotiate. The allies —
Emperor Francis | of Austria and young Tsar Alexander | of Russia, both
present on the field — took the bait: they believed the Corsican was
cornered and planned an enveloping attack against his right flank,
weakening for it their own center on the Pratzen Heights. It was
exactly what Napoleon wanted. "While they march to surround me —

he had told his generals — they will present me their flank."

The battle's eve was one of those nights legend does not forget.
Napoleon established his headquarters on a hill — the Zuran hill — and
rode along the French lines by torchlight: the soldiers — who knew
everything was at stake the next day — acclaimed him with delirious
enthusiasm, lighting straw bonfires that illuminated the whole front.
The allies — from their positions — saw that sea of fires and heard the
cheers: the French army was celebrating the eve as if victory were
certain. In the allied camp, by contrast, division reigned: the council of
war — presided over by Tsar Alexander, who at twenty-eight fancied
himself a military genius — had approved the plan of the Austrian
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General Weyrother, a complicated plan of concentric marches that
ignored the prudent Kutuzov's counsels. Kutuzov — the old Russian
fox, one-eyed and obese — had warned that Napoleon was luring them
into a trap; no one listened. The Tsar wanted his glorious battle, and

he would have it.

The French order of battle was a masterpiece of economy of force.
Napoleon disposed of some sixty-eight thousand men against almost
ninety thousand allies — the numerical inferiority was considerable —
but he had concentrated his strength where it mattered: the center —
the Pratzen hills — he had deliberately left weak, with a single division,
as bait; the wings — Soult on the right, Lannes and Murat on the left —
were maneuver masses ready to counterattack; and in reserve, behind
the hills, he hid the Imperial Guard — his best troops — and the heavy
cavalry. The artillery — his favorite arm — was deployed to batter the
key points. Each corps knew its role; each general — Soult, Lannes,
Bernadotte, Davout, Murat — had received precise instructions and
freedom to execute them. It was the Napoleonic war machine at its
highest point: an instrument tuned over ten years of campaigns,

directed by a man who knew it like a violinist his instrument.

At Austerlitz, the system worked to perfection: the corps converged

like the fingers of a closing hand.

And over the battle, the myth: the "sun of Austerlitz." When the fog
lifted that morning and the sun lit the field, the soldiers — and
Napoleon with them — saw in it an omen: the star of victory. The
“soleil d'Austerlitz" became legend — veterans swore by it — and
Napoleon — who never despised a good symbol — adopted it: every
December 2 — anniversary of the coronation and the battle — the
Empire celebrated its feast. The myth — like all Napoleonic myths —
had a foundation of tactical truth — the sun blinded the Russians at
the moment of attack — and a wrapping of poetry: history — when it is
great — needs poetry. And Austerlitz — the perfect battle — deserved
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it.

At dawn, a thick fog covered the field. Napoleon, mounted on his gray
horse, rode the lines amid his soldiers' acclamations, who lit straw
torches to celebrate the coronation's anniversary. When the fog began
to lift and the sun appeared — the famous "sun of Austerlitz" — he
gave the order. Marshal Soult hurled his divisions like a hammer
against the Pratzen Heights, taken by surprise: the allied center split in
two. Meanwhile, on the French right flank, Marshal Davout — who had
marched all night with his troops — arrived just in time to contain the
allied attack. In the north, Bernadotte and Murat's cavalry finished the
job. By noon, the Austro-Russian army, superior in number, was
shattered: thousands dead, thousands prisoners, the artillery captured.
The two emperors fled the battlefield. Napoleon had won the most
perfect battle of his career.

The Austerlitz trap had been laid over weeks, with a chess player's
patience. After Ulm's fall, Napoleon had entered Vienna — the imperial
capital, evacuated by the court — and pursued the allies to Moravia.
There, deliberately, he offered battle on ground that seemed
unfavorable: he abandoned the Pratzen Heights — the field's key —
and extended his right flank southward, as if inviting them to envelop
him. He even sent a parlementaire to the Tsar with negotiation
proposals, to feed the illusion that he feared combat. In the allied
headquarters, young Tsar Alexander — twenty-eight, hungry for glory
— and his Austrian generals let themselves be convinced by General
Weyrother's plan: a great enveloping movement against the French
right flank, which required stripping the center... the Pratzen Heights.
Napoleon, informed by his spies of the enemy plan, smiled: "tomorrow
night, that army will be mine." The eve, he rode along the French lines
amid torches and cheers: his soldiers celebrated the coronation's
anniversary lighting straw on their bayonets, and the glow was visible
for kilometers. The allies, from their positions, contemplated that sea
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of lights and believed it was the French army's funeral. It was their
dawn.

The battle, on December 2, was a symphony of precision. At dawn,

under thick fog, the allies launched their enveloping attack to the
south, just as Napoleon had foreseen: their columns descended from
the Pratzen Heights, weakening the center. Napoleon waited — with a
calm that astonished his staff — until the sun began to dispel the fog:
the "sun of Austerlitz." Then he gave the order and Marshal Soult
hurled his two divisions against the heights, now almost empty: in an
hour, the allied center was split in two and the French crowned
Pratzen. In the south, Marshal Davout — who had marched all night
from Vienna with his exhausted troops — arrived at the critical
moment to hold the right flank against the allied avalanche, in one of
history's most famous marching efforts. In the north, Murat's cavalry
and Bernadotte's and Lannes's divisions rolled up the Russian flank. By

noon, the allied army was cut into three pieces disintegrating
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separately: the Russians fled toward the frozen Satschan ponds, where
the ice broke under French artillery fire — an apocalyptic scene legend
would enlarge. At four in the afternoon all was over: fifteen thousand
allied casualties, eleven thousand prisoners, one hundred eighty
captured cannon. The two emperors had fled the field. Napoleon,
serene amid the smoke, dictated the victory dispatch.

And then he did what he knew best after winning: turn victory into
legend. His proclamation to the soldiers — read by torchlight — is one
of the most beautiful in military history: "Soldiers, | am pleased with
you... You have justified all | expected of your intrepidity... | have
reserved you for a decisive battle, and you have answered my
confidence." Each soldier who had fought received the promise of a
pension; the wounded, the Legion of Honor; the dead, eternal glory
and the state's adoption of their families. Napoleon walked the
battlefield the next day, among the wounded, stopping to speak with
officers, decorating the brave on the spot. That closeness — the
emperor who knew his soldiers, who remembered their names, who
wept with them — was the Empire's cement: those men — peasants,
artisans, twenty-year-old boys — would have given their lives for him,

and many did.

The entry into Vienna — days before the battle — had been another
spectacle: the imperial capital, abandoned by the court, received the
victor with a mixture of terror and fascination. Napoleon installed
himself in Schonbrunn Palace — the Habsburgs' residence — and from
there dictated peace like a master: requisitions, contributions,
parades. The Viennese — who expected sackings — discovered a
disciplined conqueror: his troops paid for what they took, the officers
frequented the salons, and Napoleon himself attended the opera. It
was the genius's other face: the warrior who knew how to be a
statesman, the conqueror who knew how to seduce. Vienna — his

enemies' capital — admired him in spite of itself, and that admiration
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— mixed with fear — would be the model of all his conquests: win on

the field and persuade in the salons.

The consequences were immense. Austria, humiliated, signed the
Peace of Pressburg on December 26: it ceded Venice, the Tyrol, and its
German possessions, paid a colossal indemnity, and left the coalition.
The Holy Roman Empire — which had lasted a thousand years — was
formally dissolved in August 1806, and Napoleon created in its place
the Confederation of the Rhine: sixteen German princes under his
protectorate. Central Europe's map was redrawn forever: it was the
end of medieval Germany and the beginning of modern Germany. And
Napoleon's prestige touched the sky: in Paris festivities were decreed,
medals coined, the Vendéme Column raised — years later — with the
captured cannon. Austerlitz became the Empire's sacred name: a Paris
square, a station, a bridge would bear its name.

And it also became a generation's founding myth. The veterans of
Austerlitz — the "children of the sun," as legend would call them —
would be the Empire's moral aristocracy: decorated, pensioned,
displayed in parades, their stories — embellished with each telling —
feeding France's imagination for a century. Schoolchildren would learn
the battle as an epic; painters — Gérard, Gros — would immortalize it
in colossal canvases; poets would sing it. Napoleon — who understood
symbols' power — instituted December 2 as the imperial feast: each
anniversary, troops paraded, decorations were distributed, the 1805
proclamation was read. It was the cult of victory turned civil religion:
the Empire had no saints, it had battles. And Austerlitz — the most
perfect — was its high altar. When the Empire fell, the veterans —
maimed, poor, forgotten by the Restoration — would still gather every
December 2 in Parisian taverns, toasting the absent emperor and the
sun that had once lit them.

But every coin has its reverse, and Austerlitz's had been minted at sea
six weeks earlier. On October 21, 1805, off Cape Trafalgar, Admiral
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Villeneuve's Franco-Spanish fleet — which was to cover the invasion of
England — was annihilated by Nelson, who split his line into two
columns and destroyed his adversaries in a combat of unheard-of
ferocity. Nelson died in the battle — struck by a musket ball on the
Victory's deck — becoming England's immortal hero; Villeneuve,
captured, would kill himself months later. Napoleon lost at a stroke the
fleet, the invasion plan, and any hope of disputing England's mastery
of the oceans. His answer was characteristic: if he could not beat
England at sea, he would beat her on land, asphyxiating her trade. On
November 21, 1806, from Berlin, he would sign the Continental
Blockade decree: all Europe was forbidden to trade with the British
Isles, and every ship that did so would be confiscated. It was total
economic war... which would require dominating every port on the
continent, from Lisbon to Riga. An ambition that would lead him, step
by step, to the Iberian Peninsula and the Russian steppes. Austerlitz
was his military summit; Trafalgar, the shadow that would never lift.

But the symbolic blow was greater: Emperor Francis Il — seeing
himself without an empire to govern — abdicated in 1806 the crown of
the Holy Roman Empire, which had existed — nominally — since
Charlemagne, a thousand years before. A thousand years of history
erased by a treaty: the old Europe — of princes, Diets, and medieval
crowns — was crumbling, and on its ruins Napoleon built his new order
— kingdoms for his brothers, duchies for his marshals, written
constitutions. The Germans — humiliated — would not forget: from
that humiliation would be born, years later, the German nationalism
that would end up destroying France. Austerlitz — the perfect victory

— was thus sowing, unknowingly, the seeds of future defeats.
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10. The Master of Europe

The Continental Blockade — the weapon with which he intended to
asphyxiate England — deserves an explanation, for it was the idea that
most conditioned his reign. The Berlin Decree of November 21, 1806,
declared the British Isles in a state of blockade: no European ship
could trade with them, all English merchandise would be confiscated,
every British subject detained. The Milan Decree of December 1807
hardened it: any ship that had touched an English port would be lawful
prize. It was total economic war, without precedent: Napoleon
intended to ruin the "nation of shopkeepers" — as he contemptuously
called it — by closing the European market to it.

But reality mocked the decree. England — mistress of the seas —
answered with its own "Orders in Council," blockading European trade
in turn and fostering colossal smuggling: English sugar, coffee, and
cotton entered Europe via Heligoland, Gothenburg, the Balkans, with
half the continent's complicity. Prices soared, European industries —
deprived of cheap cotton — suffered, and discontent grew. Napoleon
— who granted trade "licenses" to his favorites, corrupting his own
system — found himself forced into an impossible vigilance: for the
blockade to work, he had to control every port, every coast, every
frontier of Europe. And each weak link — Portugal, Spain, Russia,
Sweden — dragged him into a new intervention, a new war. The
Continental Blockade did not defeat England; it defeated Napoleon,
because it turned his empire into a prison that had to be watched
without rest.

And vigilance demanded annexations. To close each port, Napoleon
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had to extend his direct dominion: Holland — annexed in 1810, when
his brother Louis refused to ruin his people for the blockade; the
German North Sea coasts — annexed the same year; the Valais, Rome,
the lllyrian provinces. The Empire — which in 1807 was a
confederation of allies — became an ungovernable territorial mass of
one hundred thirty departments, from Hamburg to Naples, from Brest
to Dalmatia. Each annexation created new discontents, new garrisons
needed, new expenses. And smuggling — the true victor of the
economic war — flourished everywhere: the imperial customs men —
corrupt or impotent — could not seal thousands of kilometers of coast.
In 1810, Napoleon — furious — ordered the public burning of
confiscated English merchandise worth millions: the harbor bonfires —
Amsterdam, Hamburg — lit the bankruptcy of his policy. England — far
from ruined — found new markets in America and kept financing its
allies with its colonies' gold. The blockade — Napoleon's great

strategic idea — had become a machine for manufacturing enemies.

Meanwhile, the apogee also had its luminous face. In May 1805,
Napoleon had crowned himself King of Italy at Milan with the Iron
Crown of the Lombards, pronouncing the ritual phrase: "God has given
it to me, woe to whoever touches it!" The Kingdom of Italy — with
Eugene de Beauharnais, his stepson, as viceroy — was a modern state
under construction: code, administration, its own army. And in
Germany, the Confederation of the Rhine grouped sixteen princes
under his protectorate, with modern constitutions and the Napoleonic
Code. For a moment, Europe seemed headed toward a federation
under French aegis: a dream that — seen with two centuries' distance

— anticipates the idea of European unity, though imposed by force.

Between 1806 and 1807, Napoleon became — literally — the master of
Europe. No man since Charlemagne had concentrated so much power
on the continent, and none had exercised it with such speed and such
confidence. Those were the apogee years, when everything seemed
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possible and the imperial eagle soared over a cloudless sky. But at the
summit, as he would learn at a terrible price, the air is thinner and the

fall longer.

The Fourth Coalition was born of Prussian arrogance. Frederick William
Il — an indecisive king surrounded by generals who dreamed of
Frederick the Great — demanded that Napoleon withdraw his troops
west of the Rhine before October 8, 1806, in an ultimatum drafted in
insulting terms. A Prussian messenger delivered the note at French
headquarters with the arrogance of one dictating peace; Napoleon
read it, smiled, and told his marshals: "They challenge us to a duel; we
accept." In truth, the ultimatum suited him perfectly: he had spent
months preparing for war against Prussia, his corps were concentrated
and ready, and Berlin's arrogance gave him the perfect pretext. The
Prussian army — two hundred thousand men on paper — was a relic:
Frederick the Great's tactics without his genius, aged officers, forcibly
recruited soldiers, medieval logistics. Against the Grande Armée — the
most modern war machine in the world — it was a walking

anachronism.

Napoleon's plan was one of his boldest maneuvers: instead of
advancing frontally toward Berlin, he hurled his corps in a gigantic
envelopment by the flank, through the Thuringian forests, to cut the
Prussian retreat toward the Elbe. The march — two hundred kilometers
in a few days, with the artillery sinking in mud — was a logistical feat.
What followed was a military promenade that astonished the world. On
October 14 two simultaneous battles were fought: at Jena, Napoleon in
person destroyed Prince Hohenlohe's army with an enveloping
maneuver executed under morning fog; at Auerstedt, twenty
kilometers away, Marshal Davout — with twenty-six thousand men —
defeated alone the bulk of the Prussian army, over sixty thousand,
commanded by the Duke of Brunswick, in one of the most astonishing
tactical feats of the Napoleonic wars. The Prussian army — the myth of

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 87 -



Frederick the Great — disintegrated in days: fortresses surrendered
without firing, whole columns were captured, the king fled toward
Russia. On October 27, Napoleon entered Berlin at the head of the
Guard, amid the Berliners' sepulchral silence, and visited Frederick the
Great's tomb at Potsdam: before the warrior king's sarcophagus, he
told his marshals — with a respect that was also a lesson: "if he were

alive, we would not be here."

But Russia still stood. Tsar Alexander |, humiliated at Austerlitz,
refused to treat, and his army had joined the Prussian remnants in
Poland. What followed was the hardest campaign Napoleon had faced
until then: the Polish winter of 1806-1807, with polar cold,
indescribable mud, and an enemy that would not surrender. Eylau —
February 8, 1807 — was a white hell. Under a snowstorm that blinded
both armies, Russians and French tore each other apart all day in a
confused, brutal combat. At the most critical moment — the French
center broken, defeat imminent — Napoleon ordered Murat the
greatest cavalry charge of the Napoleonic wars: ten thousand
horsemen — cuirassiers, dragoons, the Guard — who pierced the
Russian lines like a steel wedge, split them in two, and pierced them
again. It was a Homeric spectacle — and a butchery: the charge saved
the army, but at dusk the field was a slaughterhouse covered in red
snow, with twenty-five thousand corpses between both sides.
Napoleon — who walked the field the next day — was shaken: "What a
massacre! And without result!" he exclaimed. For the first time, victory
did not taste of glory: it tasted of useless blood.

Napoleon, for the first time, saw the limits of his star: war could be a

slaughterhouse without glory.

The answer was Friedland, on June 14, 1807 — Marengo's anniversary:
the Russians, trapped against the Alle River, were destroyed by
Marshal Victor and Sénarmont's artillery, which advanced its guns to

within four hundred meters of the enemy in a demonstration of
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artillery audacity. Tsar Alexander, with his army undone, sued for
armistice. And then occurred the most famous scene of Napoleonic
diplomacy: the meeting at Tilsit. On a raft anchored mid-river Niemen
— built for the occasion, with two facing pavilions — the two emperors
embraced on June 25 before their armies drawn up on the banks. For
two weeks, Napoleon and Alexander — thirty-seven and twenty-nine —
strolled together, dined together, reviewed the united guards, and
divided the world: Russia adhered to the Continental Blockade against
England and received carte blanche in Finland and against Turkey;
Prussia was reduced to half its territory; from the Polish
dismemberment was born the Grand Duchy of Warsaw, French
satellite and hope of Polish patriots. Alexander, dazzled by Napoleon's
genius and charm, came to say he was the greatest man he had
known; Napoleon, for his part, believed he had won a friend and ally
forever. The Tilsit embrace was the zenith of Napoleonic power: from
Lisbon to Warsaw, from Naples to Hamburg, the whole continent
obeyed — directly or indirectly — the man of the raft. He would never
be so high again.

And the Empire — insatiable — kept growing by direct annexation. In
1810, Napoleon — fed up with his brother Louis's disobediences —
annexed purely and simply the kingdom of Holland: the "brother king"
— who had tried to govern as a Dutchman and not as a French prefect
— abdicated and exiled himself, and Holland became French
departments. The same year the Hanseatic cities were annexed, the
Valais, and — the most scandalous measure — the Papal States: Pope
Pius VII — who refused to adhere to the Blockade — was arrested in
Rome on the night of July 5, 1809, and deported to France, where he
would remain prisoner five years. The "pope's jailer" — as Catholic
Europe called him — had crossed a line: even his partisans shuddered.
Napoleon — who had reconciled with the Church in 1801 — now
humiliated it for reasons of state: the papacy's temporal power
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hindered his system, and he eliminated it. Pius VIl — old, ill, dignified
— became a living martyr, and the Catholic cause — in Spain, in Italy,
in Germany — turned anti-Napoleonic. The Empire — at its apogee —
collected enemies with the same energy with which it collected

territories.

And at the summit of power, Napoleon made the most intimate and
most political decision of his life: the divorce. Josephine — the love of
his youth — could give him no heir, and the Empire — he said —
needed a dynasty. In December 1809, in a scene of tears at the
Tuileries, Napoleon announced the divorce to her; Josephine —
dignified — accepted keeping the title of empress. Three months later,
Napoleon married Marie Louise of Austria — eighteen, daughter of
Emperor Francis — great-great-niece of Marie Antoinette. It was the
supreme triumph of the Corsican upstart: the grandson of an Ajaccio
lawyer was kin to the Habsburgs, Europe's oldest dynasty. In 1811 the
King of Rome was born — the heir — and the Empire seemed eternal.
But the price was high: the divorce scandalized Catholic France, the
Austrian wedding tied Napoleon to a dynasty that despised him, and
Josephine — relegated to Malmaison — died in 1814, days after the
fall, of grief — they say. Napoleon — who had truly loved her —
mourned her at St. Helena to the end: his last words — legend says —

would name her.

And in the carve-up, Poland was reborn — by halves. The Grand Duchy
of Warsaw — created with territories torn from Prussia — was endowed
with a liberal constitution, its own army, and a government of Polish
patriots: for the Poles — whose country had been partitioned three
times among Russia, Prussia, and Austria — it was the resurrection of
the fatherland. Thousands of Poles enlisted in the Napoleonic armies —
the Vistula Legion, the Polish lancers of the Guard — and fought for
Napoleon with a devotion no other people showed: they saw in him
Poland's restorer. Napoleon — who needed the Poles as soldiers and as
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a threat against Russia — fed their hopes without fully committing: he
never explicitly promised to restore the kingdom — that would have
broken with Alexander — but let them believe. The Poles — Prince
Poniatowski at their head — would be faithful to him to the end: at
Leipzig, Poniatowski — named marshal on the battle's eve — would die
covering the French retreat, drowning in the Elster. Polish loyalty —
the most disinterested of all — was also the most tragic: Napoleon
used Poland and abandoned it, as he had used so many.

The apogee's last gleam was the Erfurt interview — September 1808:
Napoleon summoned Alexander to the small German town for a
congress of princes that dazzled Europe — kings, dukes, the poet
Goethe, presented to the emperor. Napoleon wanted to bind Russia to
the alliance against England and keep his hands free in Spain;
Alexander — already doubting — played for time. Talleyrand — present
as French minister — secretly betrayed his master: he advised the Tsar
to resist, that Napoleon was lost in Spain, that the alliance was a trap.
It was Talleyrand's first great treason — it would not be the last: the
minister who had built the Empire was beginning to demolish it. Erfurt
— the festivity — was a political failure disguised as triumph:
Alexander returned to Russia determined not to submit, and Napoleon
— who did not know it until late — left for Spain believing his rear

secured. It was not.

In those apogee years, Napoleon reorganized Europe like an architect
reorganizes a house: he created kingdoms for his brothers — Joseph at
Naples and then in Spain, Louis in Holland, Jérébme in Westphalia —
distributed duchies among his marshals, imposed the Napoleonic Code
from Spain to Poland, and dreamed of a Europe united under his
scepter, with a single code, a single currency, a single system of
weights and measures. It was a visionary dream — the clearest
antecedent of the idea of European unity — built on a fragile base: the

force of arms and one man's ambition.
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For beneath the apogee's gleam the cracks were already opening. The
Continental Blockade impoverished Europe without bending England,
which kept ruling the seas and financing coalitions. Spain — the docile
ally — was starting to be a problem: its government was corrupt, its
army useless, and Portugal, England's ally, refused to close its ports to
British trade. Napoleon decided to "fix" the Iberian Peninsula with his
habitual method: direct intervention. In 1807, French troops crossed
Spain to invade Portugal; in 1808, exploiting the struggles between
King Charles IV and his son Ferdinand, Napoleon summoned both to
Bayonne, forced them to abdicate, and placed his brother Joseph on
the Spanish throne. It seemed one more formality. It was the costliest
error of his life. Spain was not Prussia or Austria: it was a hornets' nest.

And the nest was about to sting.
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11. The Spanish Ulcer

To understand the disaster one must know the Spain Napoleon thought
to master: an empire in ruins governed by an operetta court. Charles
IV — a good-natured king obsessed with hunting and clocks — had
delegated government to Manuel Godoy, a former humble guardsman
who — lover of Queen Maria Luisa, by all accounts — climbed to
become "Prince of the Peace," generalissimo, and absolute master of
the country. Godoy was vain, corrupt, and incompetent: his foreign
policy consisted of submitting to France in everything, and Trafalgar —
1805 — destroyed the Spanish fleet and left Spain ruined and
defenseless. Prince Ferdinand — Charles IV's son, petty and
conspiratorial — hated Godoy and conspired against his own father,
surrounded by a camarilla dreaming of a palace coup. In October 1807
the "El Escorial conspiracy" was discovered: Ferdinand, in connivance
with his camarilla, planned to dethrone his father. Charles IV forgave
his son amid tears; the royal family was left divided into two factions
that hated each other to death. Napoleon — informed of everything by
his spies — contemplated that farce with contempt and calculation: a
dynasty devouring itself was easy prey.

The war in Spain had two overlapping fronts. On one side, the regular
armies: the English landed in Portugal under an energetic, methodical
general, Arthur Wellesley — the future Duke of Wellington — who
would push the French northward in a series of masterly battles. On
the other, the guerrilla: bands of armed countrymen — El Empecinado,
Espoz y Mina, the priest Merino — who cut supply lines, murdered

couriers and dispatch riders, and vanished into the mountains before
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French columns could react. Napoleon had to keep in Spain, for six
years, between two and three hundred thousand men: his best troops,
his ablest generals, a colossal effort that bled resources he needed on
other fronts. And worst: it was a war he could not win decisively,
because the enemy presented no army to destroy, but a whole people

in arms.

Wellington — the adversary Napoleon never quite took seriously —
turned out to be his peninsular nemesis. The English general — cold,
methodical, master of the defensive — built in Portugal the Lines of
Torres Vedras — a triple line of fortifications closing the Lisbon
peninsula — and from there bled the French dry: Masséna — sent by
Napoleon with eighty thousand men to expel the English — broke
against Torres Vedras in 1810-1811 and had to retreat starving, in one
of the war's most painful retreats. Then Wellington went on the
offensive: Salamanca — July 1812 — where he destroyed Marmont's
army in a perfect maneuver battle; Vitoria — June 1813 — where he
captured all of King Joseph's baggage — paintings, jewels, the treasure
— in a defeat that was also a sacking. The English — who entered
Madrid amid acclamations — proved Napoleon's marshals could be
beaten in pitched battle. And Napoleon — who despised Wellington
calling him "general of sepoys" — had to recognize, too late, that that
impassive Englishman was the only allied general who never feared

him.

And from that war a word was born the world would not forget:
"querrilla." The Spaniards — who thus called their bands — invented
without knowing it a new form of war: the war of the weak against the
strong, of the people against the army, of the ambush against the
battle. Military manuals — which until then knew only regular war —
had to invent a new chapter: counterinsurgency. The French — who
suffered the guerrilla — studied it with hatred; the Russians — who
would see it in 1812 — would copy it; and in the twentieth century —
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in China, in Vietnam, in Algeria, in Cuba — revolutionaries would turn it
into doctrine. The "guerrilla" — Spanish word, Spanish invention — is
the most enduring military legacy of the War of Independence:
Napoleon — the master of regular war — was defeated by a form of
war he had not invented and did not know how to fight. The Spanish
ulcer — as he himself called it — not only bled the Empire: it taught
the world to resist empires.

The Spanish disaster gestated in Europe's most corrupt court. Spain
was governed de facto by Manuel Godoy — the "Prince of the Peace,"
the queen's lover and favorite of weak Charles IV — a vain,
incompetent man who had turned the country into a docile French
protectorate. Napoleon despised him and decided to use him: in
October 1807 he signed with Godoy the Treaty of Fontainebleau to
partition Portugal — England's ally, which refused to close its ports —
and General Junot's troops crossed Spain to occupy Lisbon. The
Spaniards watched the French pass with unease, but without alarm:
they were "allies." The error was not seeing that the allies were
coming to stay.

In March 1808 the Aranjuez mutiny erupted: the people and nobility,
fed up with Godoy, rose; Charles IV abdicated in favor of his son
Ferdinand VII, and Godoy fell from grace. Napoleon saw the
opportunity he awaited: he summoned father and son to Bayonne —
on French territory — confronted them with each other with
Machiavellian cynicism and, in May 1808, forced both to abdicate:
Charles "ceded" him the crown, Ferdinand renounced his rights.
Thereupon, Napoleon proclaimed his brother Joseph king of Spain —
until then King of Naples — who entered Madrid in July amid general
contempt. It seemed one more administrative formality of the Empire.
It was, in reality, the signing of his sentence: no modern people had
been treated with such contempt, and the Spanish people answered as

only it knew how.
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On May 2, 1808, Madrid rose. The spark was the French attempt to
remove from the city the Infante Francisco de Paula, the last Bourbon
in the capital; the explosion, that of a fed-up people. All day,
Madrilenians armed with knives, hunting shotguns, and stones faced
Murat's troops in the streets: the fighting was house by house,
barricade by barricade. The repression was terrible: Murat ordered
dozens of prisoners shot on the Principe Pio hill in the small hours of
May 3 — the scene Goya would paint in "The Shootings," one of the
most powerful indictments of war ever created. But far from crushing
the revolt, the shootings spread it: within days, all Spain was in arms.
The provincial Juntas declared war on Napoleon, the clergy preached
crusade, and the cry of "long live chains!" — long live chains!, the
absurd and sublime motto of the absolutists — showed that war was
not for liberal ideas: it was for the fatherland, whatever its

government.

The siege of Zaragoza — 1808 to 1809 — deserves its own place in the
history of horror and heroism. The city — defended by General Palafox
and its own inhabitants — resisted two successive sieges that became
a house-by-house, street-by-street butchery. The French —
commanded first by Lefebvre and then by Lannes — had to take the
city building by building, blowing up whole blocks with mines, while the
Zaragozans — men, women, children — fought from rooftops, cellars,
churches. Agustina of Aragén — the heroine who seized the linstock of
an abandoned cannon — became legend. Hunger, plague, and combat
killed more than fifty thousand people — half the population; when the
city fell, in February 1809, it was a smoking cemetery. Napoleon had
won a ruined city and lost something more valuable: the moral war. All
Europe learned of Zaragoza, and the message was clear: Spain would

never surrender.

And it was not the only one. Gerona resisted seven months of siege
under General Alvarez de Castro — who preferred death to surrender;
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Cadiz — the Cortes' seat — never fell, protected by the English fleet;
and in the mountains, the guerrilla bands multiplied: El Empecinado,
Espoz y Mina, the priest Merino — names that terrorized French
convoys. The war had become a hydra: each French column leaving a
city was ambushed; each messenger, murdered; each collaborator,
executed by the patriots. The marshals — Victor, Soult, Masséna, Ney
— won battles and lost the war: they controlled the ground they stood
on and nothing more. Napoleon — from Paris — sent furious orders his
marshals could not fulfill: there were not enough troops in the world to

occupy a whole country inhabited by enemies.

The figures tell the bleeding: in 1810-1811, France kept more than
three hundred thousand soldiers in the peninsula — almost half its
available forces — and still controlled no more than the cities and main
roads. Each year, tens of thousands of casualties — in combat, from
disease, in ambushes — swallowed the reinforcements. The best
marshals — Soult, Masséna, Ney, Victor — wore themselves out in a
war without fronts or decisive battles, hating each other and
disobeying Joseph. And meanwhile — in the east — Russia watched:
Tsar Alexander — who saw Napoleon bogged down in Spain —
concluded the Empire was not invincible. The Spanish ulcer — as
Napoleon would call it — not only bled the army: it bled the myth of
invincibility, and taught all Europe that the giant had a weak point.
When in 1812 Napoleon marched on Russia, he left behind an army
trapped in the peninsula — and an enemy, Wellington, already
preparing to cross the Pyrenees in the opposite direction. The war in
Spain — modern Europe's first war of national liberation — had
invented a new weapon — the guerrilla — had given the world a new
word, and had proved that not even the greatest military genius can
defeat a whole people. Napoleon — the liberator turned oppressor —
reaped what he sowed: Bayonne was his masterpiece of cynicism, and
Spain, his punishment. Six years of war, hundreds of thousands dead,
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and a lost throne: the dearest bill he ever paid. And yet — supreme
irony — Spain also gave him his most enduring title: that of enemy of

peoples, which his adversaries would use against him to the end.

The first great shock for Napoleon came in July 1808, at Bailén:
General Dupont — with twenty thousand men — found himself
encircled by the Spanish armies in Andalusia and had to capitulate,
surrendering his eagles and cannon. It was the first capitulation of a
Napoleonic army in the open field, and the moral effect was
devastating: if Spanish "peasants" could defeat the invincibles, who
could not? Joseph Bonaparte fled Madrid barely ten days after
entering; the insurrection spread like wildfire; and the English — who
until then watched from afar — decided to intervene in earnest.

There were moments of French hope: Napoleon himself crossed the
Pyrenees in the winter of 1808, took Madrid, pursued the English to La
Coruna, and seemed on the verge of liquidating the resistance. But he
had to return hastily to France — Austria was mobilizing again —
leaving the war in his marshals' hands, who hated each other and
competed for command. Joseph Bonaparte reigned in Madrid on a
throne of bayonets, despised by the Spaniards and disavowed by his
own brother. Joseph Bonaparte — the "intruder king," "Pepe Botella" to
the people who hated him without knowing him — deserves more than
history's contempt: he was a decent man trapped in an impossible
mission. Cultured, affable, a sincere liberal, Joseph tried to reign for
real: he promulgated the Bayonne Constitution — an advanced
charter, with individual rights and Cortes — suppressed the Inquisition
— the sinister tribunal that had burned heretics for centuries —
disentailed ecclesiastical goods, tried to modernize administration.
Around him gathered an enlightened minority — the "afrancesados":
Goya — who painted his family — Moratin, Meléndez Valdés —
Spaniards who believed modernity could only come by the French
hand. But the people — that war's true sovereign — did not want
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imposed modernity: they wanted their king, their religion, and their
customs, and called the afrancesados traitors. Joseph — who wrote his
brother desperate letters begging to be relieved — reigned six years
on a throne of bayonets, between the Spaniards' contempt and
Napoleon's humiliations, who treated him like a disobedient prefect.
When he abdicated in 1813, he took from Spain — they say —
paintings and jewels; he took, above all, the bitterness of the
well-intentioned man who wanted to reform a people that asked for no

reforms.

The Bayonne Constitution — promulgated in Jjuly 1808 — would
deserve better luck in memory: it was a liberal, advanced charter —
individual rights, representative Cortes, end of feudal privileges,
abolition of the Inquisition — drafted by an assembly of Spanish
notables summoned by Napoleon. On paper, it was the best Spain had
ever had: it modernized the country at a stroke. But it was dead paper:
no one asked for it, no one defended it — because it came imposed by
an invader. The Spanish liberals — who shared its ideas — rejected it
for coming from Bayonne; the people — who did not understand it —
ignored it. The lesson — which Napoleon never fully learned — is
eternal: reforms imposed by force — however good — do not take root;
liberty gifted by a master is not liberty. The afrancesados — the
enlightened minority who defended it — paid dearly for their idealism:
when the war ended they were persecuted, exiled, despised as
traitors. Spain — paradoxically — would conquer its liberalism with
blood and fire at Cadiz, against the French who claimed to bring it.

The emperor himself, years later, a prisoner at St. Helena, would
acknowledge it bitterly: the war in Spain was "the ulcer" that bled him
dry. And he was right in the diagnosis, though not in the cure.
Napoleon had made a colossal error of appreciation: he believed Spain
was a rotten state whose people would receive the French as liberators
— after all, they brought the Code, equality, the end of the Inquisition.
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He did not understand that for Spaniards, the invader was the invader,
whatever ideas he came with. The guerrilla — a word the world
learned then — turned every sierra, every village, every road into a

mortal trap for the French.

Meanwhile, at Cadiz, besieged by the French, the Spanish Cortes
drafted in 1812 the liberal Constitution — "la Pepa" — proving Spain
needed no one to gift it liberty: it was conquering it with blood and fire.
The Spanish War of Independence was, at bottom, modern Europe's
first national war: a whole people against an invader, no matter the
ideas he claimed to bring. Napoleon, the son of the Revolution, the
exporter of liberty, found himself in the oppressor's role... and did not
know how to get out of it. The ulcer kept festering until 1814, when the
French were expelled from the peninsula for good. By then, the Empire
was already crumbling on another flank, much farther east, in the

snows of Russia.
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12. The White March

The diplomatic rupture was a two-year agony that Napoleon — blind
with pride — refused to see. His ambassador in St. Petersburg,
Caulaincourt — an aristocrat of perfect manners who knew Russia
thoroughly — warned him again and again: the war would be an abyss,
the Tsar would not yield, the Russian winter devoured armies.
Napoleon listened and disregarded: "do you think I'm a child?" he
snapped at him on one occasion. The grievances accumulated: in
December 1810, Napoleon annexed the duchy of Oldenburg — whose
duke was the Tsar's uncle — without consulting Alexander; the Grand
Duchy of Warsaw — enlarged in 1809 — was for the Russians a
resurrected, threatening Poland on their frontier; and the Continental
Blockade — which Alexander openly violated from 1810 with tariffs
taxing French merchandise — was ruining the Russian nobility. Each
letter between the two emperors was colder than the last: where once
there had been the Tilsit embrace, now there was protocol and

suspicion.

Napoleon, however, was convinced that a single great victory would
suffice: the Russians — he thought — were like the Austrians or the
Prussians, and would yield after an Austerlitz. He did not understand —
or would not understand — that Russia was not a normal European
state: it was a continental empire with infinite strategic depth, a
people accustomed to sacrifice, and a Tsar who had sworn not to
negotiate. Meanwhile, Alexander prepared his game: in May 1812 he
signed the Peace of Bucharest with the Ottomans — freeing his

southern army — and in April had signed a treaty with Sweden — the
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ex-French marshal Bernadotte, now Swedish crown prince, allied with
Russia against his old chief. Napoleon was marching into a diplomatic
trap as well as a military one: all his enemies — old and new —
awaited his stumble to fall upon him. Napoleon tried until the last
moment for a diplomatic solution — he even proposed to Alexander a
partition of the Ottoman Empire — but the Tsar did not yield: war was
inevitable, and Napoleon — who had never lost a campaign — faced it
with his confidence intact and his judgment clouded by success.

In the spring of 1812, Napoleon gathered the largest army Europe had
seen until then: more than six hundred thousand men — French,
Italians, Poles, Germans, Dutch, Croats, even Spaniards — with
thousands of cannon and tens of thousands of horses. It was the
Grande Armée, the most formidable war machine in history. Its
objective: Russia. Tsar Alexander |, the friend of Tilsit, had tired of the
Continental Blockade — which was ruining the Russian economy —
and had reopened trade with England. For Napoleon, that was an
intolerable treason and an existential challenge: if Russia left the
continental system, the whole edifice would collapse. It had to be
given "a lesson," a swift, crushing campaign like those of old: cross the
frontier, destroy the Russian army in one great battle, take Moscow,
and dictate peace. The plan, on paper, was impeccable. Reality would
be hell.

On June 24, 1812, the Grande Armée crossed the Niemen River. The
Russians, commanded first by Barclay de Tolly and then by old
Kutuzov, did the only sensible thing before a superior enemy: retreat,
always retreat, burning crops and villages as they went — the
scorched-earth tactic. Napoleon advanced through a green desert:
without decisive battles, without provisions, with his supply lines
stretching to breaking. His soldiers began to desert, the horses died for
lack of forage, and the Russian summer — dusty, hot — exhausted the
troops. But the emperor pressed on, obsessed with the great battle the
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enemy denied him.

The Grande Armée that crossed the Niemen was a uniformed Babel:
French, Italians, Poles — enthusiastic, for Napoleon had promised them
Poland's resurrection — Germans of the Confederation of the Rhine,
Dutch, Croats, Swiss, even a Spanish contingent. The logistics were
colossal and, at once, the Achilles' heel: feeding six hundred thousand
men and two hundred thousand horses in a poor, hostile country was a
nightmare that not even Napoleon's organizing genius could solve. The
Russians, commanded first by Barclay de Tolly — a cold, methodical
strateqgist, hated by his own generals for his retreat tactic — did the
only sensible thing: shun the decisive battle, retreat burning
everything. Vilna fell without a fight; Vitebsk, the same. At Smolensk,
on August 16, a serious battle was finally fought: the French took the
burning city, but the Russian army escaped again. Napoleon hesitated
— his generals advised him to halt at Smolensk and winter there — but
the obsession with the great battle pushed him on: Moscow was three
hundred kilometers away, and Moscow was Russia's heart. He

continued.
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Borodino — September 7, 1812 — was the bloodiest battle of the
Napoleonic wars until then, and deserves telling in detail. Kutuzov —

the old Russian general, one-eyed and obese, who had assumed
command at popular clamor — chose a fortified position a hundred and
twenty kilometers from Moscow: the Russian center was defended by
the great Raevsky battery — eighteen cannon in an earth redoubt; the
left, the "Bagration fleches" — three arrow-shaped redoubts; the right
rested on the river. Facing them, some one hundred thirty thousand
French against one hundred twenty thousand Russians. Napoleon — ill,
feverish, unable to ride comfortably — directed the battle from a hill,
with his habitual tactical mastery but without his habitual energy:
many historians believe that, had he been in full form, he would have
ordered the enveloping maneuver his marshals begged for and
annihilated the Russian army. Instead, he ordered a frontal assault —
the costliest method: for twelve hours, more than a thousand cannon
between both sides pounded the positions, and the redoubts changed
hands several times in hand-to-hand combats of unheard-of ferocity.
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Nor did he commit the Guard, his intact reserve: a prudence his
generals later criticized, for with the Guard he might have annihilated

the Russian army.

The fighting for the Bagration redoubts was epic: Ney, Davout, and
Murat hurled wave after wave against the fleches, which changed
hands again and again amid a hell of canister. Bagration — the
Russian hero, his soldiers' "god of war" — fell mortally wounded at the
head of his troops; his death — days later — plunged all Russia into
mourning. The Raevsky battery was taken and retaken; by day's end,
the French held it, but at a dreadful price. At dusk, the Russians
withdrew in order — defeated but not destroyed — leaving the field
covered with dead: total casualties — between seventy and eighty
thousand men — exceeded any previous battle's. Napoleon called it
“the Battle of the Moskowa" and considered it a victory. It was a
Pyrrhic victory: he had won the ground and lost the campaign, for
Kutuzov — who had sacrificed his men to gain time — withdrew toward
Moscow with his army essentially intact. The ancient capital's door
stood open... but it was a door into nothingness.

A week later, on September 14, the French vanguard sighted Moscow's
golden domes. The soldiers wept with joy: Moscow, the reward of so
much suffering! But Moscow was empty: Governor Rostopchin had
ordered it evacuated, even freeing the prisoners. And that same night
the fires began: for four days, the ancient capital burned in a hell the
French — without firemen, without organized water — could not
quench. Three-quarters of the city lay in ashes. Napoleon, installed in
the Kremlin, contemplated the spectacle in stupor: his great victory
was turning to ashes before his eyes. Who had ordered the fire? The
Russians attributed it to an accident; the French, to Rostopchin.
History believes it was a deliberate Russian decision: better to burn
Moscow than hand it intact to the invader.

And then began the most absurd wait of his career: five weeks in the
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smoking ruins, sending peace proposals to Alexander, who did not
answer. The Tsar, from St. Petersburg, had sworn not to negotiate
while a French soldier stood on Russian soil, and time played in his
favor: each passing day brought winter nearer. Napoleon — who had
foreseen a two-month campaign — found himself trapped by his own
indecision: advance on St. Petersburg? Retreat? Finally, on October 19,
he ordered the evacuation. Maloyaroslavets — October 24, 1812 —
was the battle that decided the retreat, and few remember it. The
town — on the road to Kaluga, toward the intact lands of the south —
changed hands eight times in a single day, in a savage combat
between the French vanguard — Viceroy Eugeéne's corps — and
Dokhturov's Russians. At dusk, the French held the smoking ruins, but
Kutuzov — with his army intact — blocked the southern road. That
night, in a candlelit council of war, the marshals argued: Murat —
reckless — wanted to force the passage south; the others — prudent —
pointed to the troops' exhaustion. Napoleon — who had slept badly, ill
— decided the unthinkable: to turn around and return by the Smolensk
road, the already devastated route. It was the most fateful decision of
his career: it condemned the army to march through a desert of ashes,
without food or forage, with winter upon it. Some historians believe
that, had he forced the passage to Kaluga, the army would have been
saved in essence; Napoleon — exhausted, without his energy of old —
chose the known road, which was the road of death.

And the retreat became a funeral march along the devastated route:
without food, without forage, with winter falling like an axe. Each day,
thousands of men sat down by the roadside never to rise again.

What followed was the white hell. Temperatures fell to twenty, thirty
below zero; the horses died by the thousands — without horses there
was no artillery or wagons; the soldiers, without winter coats,
collapsed frozen in the ditches, or went mad and sat in the snow to
die. Hunger was such that they ate dead horses, belts, tree bark. The
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Cossacks — implacable light horsemen — harried the columns day and
night, cutting the throats of stragglers. At Krasnoi, in mid-November,
the rearguard of Marshal Ney — "the bravest of the brave" — was
encircled and had to cut its way through with cannon, in a legendary
feat. And at the end of November came the supreme test: the
Berezina. The river, half-frozen, cut the retreat; the Russians waited on
both banks. General Eblé's pontoniers — working with icy water to
their chests — built two makeshift bridges in one night, and for three
days the army crossed under enemy fire, in indescribable panic:
thousands died crushed, drowned, or shot. It was a miracle of
discipline amid disaster: the army was saved... as a shadow of itself.

And here a myth should be dismantled: it was not "General Winter"
who defeated Napoleon — the cold came late, in November, when the
army was already undone. The defeat had more prosaic, more human
causes: the impossible logistics of feeding six hundred thousand men a
thousand kilometers from their bases; the Russian scorched-earth
tactic, which denied the invader sustenance; diseases — typhus killed
more than bullets; and above all, Kutuzov's strategic decision not to
offer the decisive battle Napoleon needed. The cold — terrible, yes —
was the final executioner of an already condemned army: it finished
the sick, froze the stragglers, destroyed the cavalry. But 1812's true
victor was not winter: it was Russian space — immense, empty,
ungraspable — and the patience of a people who preferred to burn
their cities rather than surrender. Napoleon — the master of time and
space in war — found in Russia a space no genius could dominate and

a time — winter — no army could defeat.

On December 5, at Smorgoni, Napoleon abandoned his troops — he
left command to Murat — and departed by sledge for Paris, incognito,
to raise a new army. He crossed Europe in thirteen days, reached the
Tuileries by night, and set to work as if nothing had happened.

Before leaving, he dictated the campaign's most famous document:
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the Grande Armée's Bulletin No. 29, published in Paris on December
16. In it — with astonishing administrative coldness — he announced
the disaster with euphemisms: the army had suffered "losses," the
cold had been "severe," the cavalry was "dismounted." And he closed
with the phrase history does not forgive: "His Majesty's health has
never been better." Paris — which expected news of victory — was left
frozen: families began to count their dead, and the myth of invincibility
cracked in every home. Murat — to whom Napoleon had left command
— deserted weeks later, abandoning the army to save his Naples
crown: the marshals' loyalty — bought with titles and kingdoms — had
a price, and defeat had revealed it. The Empire — built on victory —
was beginning to devour itself.

But something had broken forever: the myth of invincibility. Of the six
hundred thousand who had crossed the Niemen, barely a few tens of
thousands of specters recrossed the frontier. All Europe saw that the
ogre could bleed, and the powers — Prussia, Austria, Sweden, England,
Russia — formed a new coalition, more determined than ever. The
white march was not only a military defeat: it was the beginning of the
end. The eagle had flown too high, too far, and winter had broken its

wings.
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13. The Fall

The year 1813 found Napoleon in a situation that would have broken
any other man: his great army lay beneath the Russian snow, half of
Europe was arming against him, and his empire — built on force — was
beginning to crack on every side. His answer was what it had always
been: work like a man possessed and charge again.

Napoleon's answer to the disaster was superhuman: in four months he
raised a new army of more than three hundred thousand men. They
were boys of eighteen and nineteen — the "Marie-Louises," after the
regent empress — untrained recruits, commanded by the surviving
veterans. With them he marched to Germany in the spring of 1813,
and — miracle of genius — won again: at Lutzen, on May 2, and at
Bautzen, on May 20, he defeated the Russo-Prussians with maneuvers
recalling his best times. But they were hollow victories: without
sufficient cavalry — the horses had remained in Russia — he could not
exploit them or pursue the enemy. And he then accepted an armistice
— Plaswitz, June 1813 — which was a fatal strategic error: it gave his
enemies time to reorganize and, above all, allowed Austria — until
then neutral — to join the coalition. In August, Napoleon found himself
facing the most formidable alliance in history: Russia, Prussia, Austria,
Sweden, and England, with armies totaling more than half a million

men.

Before the denouement there was an interlude revealing Napoleon the
strategist in his most desperate facet. During the summer of 1813 —
the Plaswitz truce — the Austrian chancellor Metternich tried to

mediate: at the Prague congress he offered Napoleon a peace
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preserving half of Europe for him — enlarged France, ltaly, part of
Germany — in exchange for renouncing his extreme conquests. It was
a reasonable offer, the Empire's last lifeline. Napoleon rejected it: he
could not conceive peace without total victory, and his pride — or his
instinct — told him he could still win. Metternich — who had studied
him thoroughly — left the interview saying: "he is lost; he no longer
listens." Days later, Austria declared war on France. The Prague
rejection was, perhaps, the gravest political error of his career: the last

chance to save something vanished through arrogance.

War resumed in August, the allies applied the Trachenberg Plan: avoid
Napoleon in person and strike his marshals separately. The tactic
worked: while Napoleon won at Dresden — August 26-27, his last
great victory — his lieutenants were defeated in series: Macdonald at
Katzbach, Oudinot at Grossbeeren, Ney at Dennewitz. The Empire bled
at the edges while the center still shone. Napoleon — ill, exhausted,
prematurely aged — ran from one front to another like a fireman in a
forest fire, winning battles that no longer served any purpose. In
October, with the allies converging on him from every cardinal point,
there was no choice but to accept the decisive battle.

The days before Leipzig were a chess game on a continental scale. The
allies — following the Trachenberg Plan, drawn with the decisive
counsel of the Swedish prince Bernadotte — the ex-French marshal,
who knew his old chief's methods — carefully avoided giving battle
where Napoleon was in person: they eluded him, cut his
communications, struck his lieutenants. Napoleon — aware of the trap
— tried to break the encirclement with his favorite maneuver:
concentrating against one of the armies before they united. But there
were too many: for each allied corps he defeated, two more appeared.
By mid-October, the pincer closed: more than three hundred thousand
allies converged on Leipzig, where Napoleon — with two hundred
thousand men — decided to give battle. His generals — including the
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loyal Murat — advised retreat behind the Rhine; he — trusting his star
— refused: he believed one great victory would save everything, as in

the old days.

The denouement was fought at Leipzig, October 16-19, 1813, in the
"Battle of the Nations": more than five hundred thousand combatants,
the greatest battle of the Napoleonic wars and one of the greatest in
history until the First World War. Napoleon — with some two hundred
thousand men — resisted for three days the onslaught of three allied
armies enveloping him on all sides, and nearly broke the encirclement
with a central attack on the 18th. But the numerical superiority was
overwhelming, and on the 19th he ordered the retreat toward the
Rhine. The retreat became catastrophe through a tragic error: the only
bridge over the Elster River was blown prematurely — a corporal,
frightened, lit the fuse too soon — leaving trapped in Leipzig more
than twenty thousand French, including the brave Prince Poniatowski
— the Polish ally — who drowned trying to cross the river on
horseback. Leipzig was the Empire's grave in Germany: the
Confederation of the Rhine's states deserted en masse, and the allies

invaded France for the first time in twenty years.

The Six Days' Campaign — February 1814 — is considered by many
military historians Napoleon's tactical masterpiece, superior even to
Austerlitz. With barely thirty thousand men — many of them beardless
recruits, the "Marie-Louises" named for the regent empress — he faced
Blicher's Army of Silesia — more than fifty thousand veterans — and
destroyed it in a series of lightning battles: Champaubert (February
10), where he crushed Olsufiev's corps; Montmirail (February 11),
where he defeated Sacken; Chateau-Thierry (February 12); Vauchamps
(February 14), where Grouchy's cavalry annihilated the Prussian
rearguard. In six days, Napoleon inflicted some twenty thousand
casualties on Blucher and forced him to fall back northward in

disorder. The maneuver — based on speed, successive concentration
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against enemy fractions, and masterly use of terrain — left the allies
stunned: the "ogre" — whom they believed finished — was still the

best general in the world.

But tactical genius could not compensate strategic disproportion: while
Napoleon struck Blucher, Schwarzenberg advanced on Paris from the
southeast, and the allies — schooled by experience — avoided giving
battle when Napoleon was near, withdrawing and waiting. The emperor
— exhausted, ill, sleeping barely a few hours — ran from one front to
another in superhuman effort: from Blucher to Schwarzenberg, from
Schwarzenberg to BllUcher, winning battles that changed nothing. Paris
— hungry, tired, intrigued by Talleyrand — was beginning to desire
peace at any price. And his own marshals — Ney, Oudinot, Macdonald
— were at the limit: at Fontainebleau, after Paris's fall, they would
refuse to follow. The 1814 campaign proved two things at once: that
Napoleon was a military genius without equal... and that not even

genius can defeat arithmetic.

And while he won battles, he lost the peace. In February 1814 — in the
campaign's full fury — the allies offered to negotiate at the Chatillon
Congress: they proposed he keep France's throne with the 1792
frontiers — a reasonable offer, which would have left him a great
kingdom at peace. Napoleon — who demanded the "natural frontiers"
of the Rhine and the Alps — rejected it: his envoy, Caulaincourt,
received impossible instructions, and the congress failed. It was the
gravest political error of his career: through pride — through not
accepting a lesser France — he lost the last chance to save the throne.
His counselors — Talleyrand at their head — saw it clearly: that man
preferred to risk everything rather than yield an inch. And Talleyrand
— already intriguing with the allies — drew the definitive conclusion:
Napoleon had to be rid of. The Chatillon congress not only buried
peace: it buried the loyalty of those who still served him.

But genius was not enough: while Napoleon ran from one front to
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another winning battles, the allies converged on Paris. The Empire's
capital — the city of a million inhabitants — was left ungarrisoned: only
Marshals Marmont and Mortier — with a few thousand men, many
recruits and national guards — interposed between the allies and the
city. On March 30 the Battle of Paris was fought — on the Montmartre
and Belleville hills: the French — outnumbered ten to one — resisted
with useless heroism, the Polytechnique students served the guns, the
people watched from rooftops. Marmont — seeing the cause lost and
wanting to spare the capital's sacking — capitulated in the night: Paris
surrendered so as not to be destroyed. It was an honorable,
controversial decision: Napoleon — who was marching at forced pace
toward Paris — considered it treason and never forgave Marmont —
the "ragusano," the one who surrendered. But Marmont — it must be
said — saved Paris from Moscow's fate: without his capitulation, the

Cossacks would have entered with blood and fire. History — which

absolves victors — condemned the marshal: "ragusade" — from
Ragusa, his title — became synonymous with treason in French.
Unjust, perhaps; but history — like Napoleon — does not forgive those

who surrender.

On March 31, 1814, they entered the capital; Tsar Alexander strolled
the Champs-Elysées. The Empire had lost its head.

And in the void, Talleyrand — the great survivor — moved his pieces
masterfully. The Prince of Benevento — who had served the
Revolution, the Directory, the Consulate, and the Empire — smelled
the change of wind and organized the transition: he convinced Tsar
Alexander that only the Bourbon restoration would guarantee peace,
maneuvered in the Senate — which on April 2 voted Napoleon's
deposition — and received the allies in Paris as the representative of
"eternal France." The Senate — the same that had voted the Empire —
now voted its end, with the same servility. Napoleon — at
Fontainebleau — learned it and despised it: "those wretches have sold

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 113 -



me." But the lesson was deeper: a regime built on victory does not
survive defeat, and the elites — the same who had flattered him —
abandoned him with the same ease with which they had crowned him.
Only the army — the Guard, the veterans — remained faithful: the only
legitimacy Napoleon had truly built was the battlefield's. And in 1814,
the battlefield had spoken against him.

Napoleon, at Fontainebleau, tried to resist: he wanted to march on
Paris, wanted to abdicate in favor of his son — the "King of Rome,"
born in 1811 of his marriage to Marie Louise of Austria. But his
marshals — Ney, Macdonald, Oudinot — exhausted by twenty years of
war, refused to follow him. It was the bitterest moment of his life: not
his enemies defeated him, his own abandoned him. On April 6, 1814,
he signed the unconditional abdication. They say that night he tried to
poison himself with a dose of opium he had carried since Russia; that
the poison, old, had no effect; that he vomited and survived. History
does not fully confirm it, but it fits the moment's despair: the man who
had been master of Europe was left with nothing in one night.

The Treaty of Fontainebleau — April 11 — granted him an
unexpectedly generous exit: he would keep the title of emperor,
receive sovereignty of the island of Elba — a tiny principality in the
Mediterranean — and an annual pension of two million francs. The
allies — who wanted rid of him without making him a martyr —
believed Elba would be his gilded cage; Napoleon — who accepted
with his mind on the future — saw it as a base. And on April 20 took
place the most moving scene of the fall: the "Farewell of
Fontainebleau." In the palace courtyard — the famous White Horse
courtyard — Napoleon bade farewell to his Old Guard: the veterans —
the "grumblers" of a thousand battles — drawn up in square, weeping
openly. Napoleon — his voice breaking — spoke to them: "Soldiers of
my Old Guard, | bid you farewell... | have sacrificed my rights to the
fatherland's interests... Continue serving France." Then he embraced
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General Petit, took the flag, kissed it... and departed south amid his
soldiers' sobs. Even the allied officers — present as withnesses — were
impressed: that defeated man was still the master of his army's

hearts.

The victors were — it must be acknowledged — generous in form: they
preserved his title of emperor, assigned him an income, and gave him
a kingdom... the island of Elba, off the Tuscan coast, barely two
hundred square kilometers. On May 4, 1814, Napoleon landed at
Portoferraio, Elba's capital. The islanders — some twelve thousand —
received him with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion: what was that
little man doing there who had been master of the world? He, with his
inexhaustible energy, set about governing his minuscule kingdom as if
it were the Empire: he traced roads, modernized the iron mines — the
island's wealth — organized a small court, received illustrious visitors
— including his mother Letizia and his sister Pauline — designed a flag
— golden bees on white — and even planned a fleet of two brigs. The
English were amused by that "pocket emperor"; he was devoured by
inactivity. For at night, in his small Mulini residence, he read the
French newspapers... and what he read made him smile.

For the Bourbon Restoration was a disaster. Louis XVIIl — brother of
the qguillotined Louis XVI, obese, cynical, and charisma-less — had
returned "in the foreigners' baggage wagons," as the French said, and
his government systematically humiliated the Empire's veterans:
officers were demoted, marshals sidelined, twenty years' glories
treated as crimes. The ultramontane royalists demanded the return of
goods confiscated by the Revolution, taxes rose, and the people —
who had applauded peace — began to whisper with nostalgia the
exile's name. Napoleon knew everything through his spies: France was
ripe. Besides, at the Congress of Vienna — where the powers were
partitioning Europe — there was talk of deporting him somewhere
farther: the Azores, or St. Helena. Time pressed. The eagle, on its
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Mediterranean rock, was sharpening its talons. Weeks remained before
the boldest flight of his life.

And in Vienna — while the Congress danced — Talleyrand played his
subtlest game. The prince — lame, cynical, impeccable — had arrived
as the representative of a defeated France and had become Europe's
arbiter: invoking "legitimacy" — the principle that only legitimate
thrones are stable — he defended France from total dismemberment,
saved Saxony from Prussian annexation, and won over the Tsar with a
mixture of flattery and firmness. "The Congress dances, but does not
advance," the Viennese joked — and it was true: amid balls and
banquets, Europe's map was redrawn. Talleyrand — the man who had
served all regimes — now served the Bourbons with the same
efficiency with which he had served Napoleon: France — thanks to him
— kept its 1792 frontiers and a place in the concert of powers.
Napoleon — on Elba — despised that ball of diplomats; he did not
imagine that one of the dancers — his former minister — had been the
first to request his banishment to a distant island. Treason — like the

waltz — was also danced in Vienna.
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14. The Hundred Days

While Napoleon governed his little island, Europe's future was being
decided in Vienna. The Congress — inaugurated in September 1814 —
gathered the victors to partition the continent: Tsar Alexander, the
King of Prussia, Chancellor Metternich for Austria, Castlereagh for
England... and Talleyrand for France, who — with his diabolical
intelligence — got defeated France treated as a power and not as
booty. The Congress danced — "the Congress dances, but does not
advance," they said — and meanwhile redrew the map: Poland for
Russia, half of Saxony for Prussia, Italy divided between Austria and
the Bourbons, a Germanic Confederation of thirty-nine states. The
principle was "legitimacy": returning thrones to their pre-1789 owners,
as if twenty years of revolution could be erased with a stroke.

But the Congress had a secret obsession: Napoleon. The powers knew
that, while he lived, the ogre was a threat: his mere existence fed
Bonapartism in France and conspiracies in Europe. In Vienna's
corridors there was talk — in low voices — of deporting him farther: to
the Azores, to St. Helena, to any lost rock in the ocean. Napoleon's
spies in Vienna — and he had them — informed him of everything: he
knew his time on Elba was ending, that the Bourbon Restoration was
sinking in France, and that the moment to act was now or never. "The
French — he wrote — are beginning to miss me; the Bourbons are
doing everything possible to make me missed." The decision was
made: he would return. Not as a general at the head of an army, but
as a ghost at the head of a memory.

On February 26, 1815, at dusk, a small flotilla sailed secretly from
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Portoferraio. Aboard, Napoleon and some thousand men of his guard.
The destination: France. The plan: recover the throne or die trying. It
was madness from any rational viewpoint: Louis XVIIl had an army, the
European powers — gathered at the Congress of Vienna — had sworn
to lock up the ogre forever, and a thousand men do not conquer a
country. But Napoleon did not count on armies: he counted on
memory, on nostalgia, on his veterans' love and a people's discontent

already missing glory.

He landed on March 1 at Golfe-Juan, on the Provencal coast, and
undertook the march north by mountain roads — the "Route Napoléon"
tourists travel today. The king sent troops to stop him. At Laffrey, near
Grenoble, on March 7, a royalist battalion barred his way, muskets
aimed at him. Napoleon advanced alone toward them, opened his
coat, and pronounced the most famous words of his return: "Soldiers!
If there is among you one who would kill his emperor, here | am."
Silence. And then, a roar: "Long live the emperor!" The soldiers went
over to his ranks en masse. It was the most theatrical and most
genuine moment of his career: he did not conquer France with cannon,
he reconquered it with his mere presence. At Grenoble the gates
opened; at Lyon — France's second city — the whole garrison went
over to his side; and Marshal Ney — the "bravest of the brave," who
had sworn to the king to bring Bonaparte back in an iron cage — met
him at Lons-le-Saulnier and threw himself into his arms amid tears.
Louis XVIII, abandoned by all, fled Paris on the night of March 19. The
next day, March 20, Napoleon entered the Tuileries — carried almost
shoulder-high by the multitude — without having fired a single shot. In
twenty days, a thousand men had reconquered an empire: it was the

purest victory of his charisma. The Hundred Days had begun.

But the reconquered power was a throne on a volcano. Napoleon tried
to present himself as a new man: he promulgated the Additional Act —
a liberal constitution drafted by Benjamin Constant promising liberties,
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a real parliament, the end of authoritarianism — convened the Champ
de Mai — a great popular assembly on June 1 on the Champ de Mars,
with tens of thousands attending — and tried to reconcile with the
liberals who had fought him. The Champ de Mai ceremony — in the
rain, with Napoleon swearing the constitution before the multitude —
was a strange spectacle: the former despot turned constitutional
monarch, applauded by the same liberals who had cursed him. Carnot
— the "organizer of victory," old republican — accepted being his
interior minister; Constant — the liberal theorist — his counselor. It
was late and it was useless: Europe did not believe in his conversion,
nor did the French royalists — returning from exile thirsting for
revenge. But the gesture reveals something essential: Napoleon —
even on the abyss's edge — still believed he could reinvent himself,
that politics was an art of metamorphosis. The Corsican chameleon

attempted his last change of skin.

The Congress of Vienna's powers — which had spent months
partitioning the continent — declared him outside the law, "enemy and
disturber of the world's repose," and set seven hundred thousand men
in motion. Napoleon, with his intact genius for improvisation, raised in
weeks a Northern Army of some one hundred thirty thousand men —
reenlisted veterans, young recruits, the reconstituted Guard — and
decided his strategy: strike first, before the allies concentrated their
forces. He would march on Belgium, interpose himself between
Wellington's Anglo-allied army and Blucher's Prussian one, and destroy
them separately, as in the old Italian days. The plan was brilliant. The

execution would be tragic.
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The Army of the North — the last Grande Armée — was a formidable

force on paper: some one hundred twenty-four thousand men, mostly
veterans, with the Imperial Guard — twenty thousand chosen — as a
steel core. But it lacked the essential: time. The troops had been
gathered in haste, the officers did not know each other, the cavalry —
decimated in Russia and never fully rebuilt — was scarce and of poor
quality. And the general staff — without Berthier, the genial organizer
dead at Bamberg — functioned haltingly: Soult — named chief of staff
— was a great tactician but a dreadful bureaucrat, and orders arrived
late, confused, or not at all. Napoleon — who knew everything —
compensated with his energy: in the days before the campaign, he
dictated hundreds of orders, inspected regiments, harangued his
veterans. "Soldiers — he told them — | come to lead you to victory."

And they — who adored him — believed him.

The plan was Napoleonic in its purest state: cross the Sambre at
Charleroi, interpose between the two allied armies — Wellington's
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Anglo-Dutch to the west, Blucher's Prussian to the east — defeat them
separately before they could unite, then march on Brussels. The key
was speed: strike Blucher first — the most dangerous — then turn on
Wellington. On June 15, at half past three in the morning, the French
columns crossed the Belgian frontier in the greatest secrecy: the
Prussians — surprised — fell back, and by nightfall Charleroi was in
French hands. Napoleon — exultant — dictated a euphoric bulletin: the
campaign was beginning like those of old. But there was already an
ominous delay: Soult's orders had arrived late, the corps were not
where they should be, and a precious day had been lost. One day — in
a campaign of speed — could be fatal. And it would be.

On June 16 came the first victories: the French defeated the Prussians
at Ligny — where old Bllcher, seventy-two, was thrown from his horse
and given up for dead, though he survived — and contained Wellington
at Quatre Bras. But the funereal omens were already appearing:
Napoleon — ill, exhausted, probably with a hemorrhoid crisis that kept
him prostrate — delegated excessively and slept badly; Marshal Ney,
at Quatre Bras, hurled the cavalry in useless charges and let
Wellington escape; and Marshal Grouchy — sent with thirty-three
thousand men to pursue the Prussians — lost sight of them
completely, marching in the opposite direction while Blucher
reorganized. The eve of Waterloo had its most famous scene in a
ballroom. The night of June 15, the Duchess of Richmond gave in
Brussels her legendary ball: the entire allied officer corps — Wellington
included — danced unconcerned when the first messengers arrived
with news of the French advance. Wellington — imperturbable — kept
dancing a while longer, quietly gave the marching orders, and retired
to study the maps: "Napoleon has humbugged me, by God," he
murmured, according to legend. The anecdote — true in essence —
reveals the duke's style: British coldness against French audacity.
While the officers exchanged tailcoats for uniforms and rode off at the
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gallop toward Quatre Bras, the ladies of Brussels — who thought they
were attending a party — watched the columns pass in the night: war

had come to the ballroom.

The night of the 17th, a torrential storm turned the fields into a
quagmire: Napoleon, confident, dined tranquilly, convinced that
Wellington — entrenched on the Mont-Saint-Jean ridge — could not
escape the next day. "It will be like breakfast," he said. He was wrong.

Waterloo, June 18, 1815, was a nine-hour butchery history has never
stopped studying. Wellington — cold, methodical, entrenched on the
ridge with sixty-eight thousand English, Dutch, and Germans —
resisted every assault with granite tenacity. Napoleon — with
seventy-two thousand men — hurled wave after wave: the great
battery of eighty cannon at midday, the infantry assaults against
Hougoumont and La Haye Sainte, and Ney's famous cavalry charges —
twelve thousand horsemen — which broke again and again against the
British squares, bristling with bayonets. At midday, Napoleon still
trusted: he awaited Grouchy. But at half past four in the afternoon,
columns appeared on the right flank... not French, but Prussian: it was
Bulow's corps, Blucher's vanguard, which Grouchy had failed to stop.
Napoleon had to detach troops against the Prussians, weakening his
main attack. At half past seven, he played his last card: the Imperial
Guard — the Old Guard, never defeated — advanced in closed columns
against the English center, amid smoke and drums. The English let
them approach to thirty paces... and opened fire point-blank, with
artillery loaded with canister. The Guard halted, wavered, and broke.
"“The Guard retreats!" someone shouted, and panic — that monster no
general controls — spread like wildfire through the French ranks. At
nightfall, the army fled in rout, pursued by the Prussian cavalry, which
gave no quarter. Napoleon abandoned the field among the last, his
face distorted. He had lost his last battle. Of the seventy-two thousand
men, twenty-five thousand lay on the field.
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He returned to Paris, where the chambers — liberals and royalists
united against him — demanded his abdication. On June 22 he
abdicated a second time, in favor of his son the King of Rome — a
useless gesture, for the allies had already decided to restore Louis
XVIII. He retired to Malmaison — Josephine's house, dead the previous
year — strolled its gardens for the last time, and set out for the coast
with the idea of embarking for America. At Rochefort, with the English
blockading the harbor, he understood there was no way out: on July 15
he surrendered to Captain Maitland of the ship Bellerophon, with a
letter to England's Prince Regent in which he placed himself — "like
Themistocles" — under the protection of British laws. It was a naive,
grandiose gesture: he expected a gentleman's asylum and found a
government's revenge. The English transferred him to the
Northumberland and sent him to the end of the world: St. Helena, an
Atlantic rock from which no one had ever escaped. The Hundred Days
— which were really some hundred and ten — were over. The eagle, a

second time, fell from the sky. This time there would be no other flight.

And the victors' revenge was implacable. The second Restoration —
harsher than the first — unleashed the White Terror: in southern
France, royalist bands murdered Bonapartists and Protestants; Marshal
Brune — the victor of Holland — was lynched at Avignon; General
Ramel, murdered at Toulouse. And the darkest episode: Marshal Ney's
trial — the "bravest of the brave," who had covered the Russian retreat
and charged at Waterloo. Ney — who had gone over to Napoleon in the
Hundred Days — was tried for treason by the Chamber of Peers: he
defended himself with dignity — "how long will | be reproached for
having been French?" — was condemned, and shot on December 7,
1815, in Paris, refusing the blindfold and himself giving the firing order.
His death — useless and cruel — stained the Restoration forever: even
Wellington — who had asked for clemency — considered it an error.
Napoleon — at St. Helena — wept on learning it: Ney — the bravest of
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his marshals — paid with his life a loyalty the Bourbons would never
understand. The Hundred Days — the eagle's last flight — ended at a
firing-squad wall.

And this time, the fall was also intimate. Marie Louise — the Austrian
empress, the King of Rome's mother — did not return with him: she
stayed in Vienna, under her father Emperor Francis's tutelage, and
soon took a lover — Count Neipperg — with whom she would have
children. The little King of Rome — the "Aiglon," the eaglet — grew up
at the Austrian court as Duke of Reichstadt, educated to forget his
father, and would die of tuberculosis at twenty-one, in 1832, without
having seen Napoleon again. The emperor — at St. Helena — kept his
portrait and spoke of him with heartbreaking tenderness: "my son will
not reign — he said — but history will say he could have reigned." The
dynasty — the dream for which he had repudiated Josephine — was
extinguished in a Viennese bedroom: the heir of Europe's greatest
empire died like a second-rate Austrian prince. Napoleon — who had
sacrificed love for reasons of state — discovered in exile that reasons
of state also lie: neither the Austrian marriage gave him peace, nor the
son the dynasty. There remained for him — as for all fathers — the

portrait and the memory.
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15. The Prisoner of the Atlantic

St. Helena: a volcanic rock in the middle of the South Atlantic, two
thousand kilometers from the nearest coast, with sheer cliffs and only
one landing place. From there, no one had ever escaped. There the
English confined Napoleon on October 15, 1815, with a small retinue of
faithful — Generals Bertrand and Montholon, the Count of Las Cases,
Dr. O'Meara — and a jailer, Sir Hudson Lowe, who would make his
captivity a daily torment. Napoleon would spend there the last five and
a half years of his life. It would be his cruelest prison... and his greatest

victory.

The landing — October 15, 1815 — was a humiliating spectacle: from
the Northumberland they transferred him to Jamestown — the island's
little capital — where the curious gawked at him like a caged beast.
The English — who had defeated him — wanted to see him up close,
like a trophy. Napoleon — who had expected a gentleman's asylum —
understood at once the harsh truth: he was not a guest, he was a
prisoner. And his jailer — Sir Hudson Lowe — arrived months later: a
pedantic, suspicious military bureaucrat, obsessed with protocol and
fearful of escape. Lowe — who treated Napoleon not as an emperor
but as "General Bonaparte" — restricted correspondence, censored
books, searched visitors, and turned daily life into a bureaucratic hell:
no detail was too small to be turned into an insult. Napoleon — who
despised him profoundly — called him "the hangman" and refused to
receive him: their war of attrition — insults, protests, retaliations —
would last years. History has been harsh with Lowe: he was not cruel

— he never raised a hand — but petty, and pettiness — in a captive of
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that stature — was the worst cruelty. Napoleon — the master of

continents — was defeated by paperwork.

At first they lodged him at "The Briars" — the pavilion of a merchant
named Balcombe, where he lived two months amid gardens and
befriended the family's young daughters, especially Betsy — fourteen
— who treated him with a freshness the emperor adored: he played
with her, told her stories, let himself be teased. Those two months —
the only happy ones of the exile — are touching: the ogre of Europe
turned grandfather, laughing in a colonial garden. Then they
transferred him to Longwood — the definitive residence — a damp,
windswept former farmhouse on the island's high plateau, unhealthy
and dismal: the floors rotten, the walls sweating saltpeter, the wind
howling through broken windows. The English government — which
spent fortunes on surveillance — skimped on the prisoner's comfort:
Longwood was unworthy of a general, let alone an emperor. Napoleon
— who bore it with dignity — converted it into a court in miniature: he
kept his etiquette, his schedules, his imperial dignity in a rotten
farmhouse. The legend — which needs contrasts — found in Longwood
its most powerful image: the giant in the hovel.

Life at Longwood followed an imperial routine in miniature: up at dawn,
dictations in the morning, reading in the afternoon — he devoured
whole libraries, from Caesar to Ossian — conversations in the evening
under the veranda, while the Atlantic roared below. The "emperor" —
for his faithful never stopped calling him that — held court with a
dozen people: Bertrand — the grand marshal, faithful to the end —
Montholon — whose ambiguous figure history still debates — Las
Cases — the courtier turned secretary — the faithful Corsicans —
Marchand the valet, the mameluke Ali. They dined with ceremony,
celebrated the imperial anniversaries — Austerlitz, Marengo — and
kept alive, amid damp and tedium, the flame of the Empire. It was a
theater of shadows: twelve people pretending the world still revolved
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around that rotten farmhouse. And yet — in that theater — Napoleon

built his most enduring work: the legend.

For Napoleon understood, with his genius intact, that the battle of St.
Helena was the battle for history. And he fought it with words. He
dictated his memoirs to Las Cases — who would publish them as the
"Mémorial de Sainte-Hélene" — revising his campaigns, justifying his
decisions, presenting himself as the Revolution's heir, the peoples’
liberator, the martyr of English perfidy. He received visitors —
admirers, curious travelers, English officers — and charmed them all:
even his enemies left Longwood whispering that that man was
extraordinary. He wrote letters, annotated books, conversed for hours
about politics, history, destiny. St. Helena was his last headquarters,
and his last campaign's objective was posterity. "What a novel my life
has been!" he exclaimed one evening, contemplating the ocean. And
he set about writing its final chapter with the same care with which he

had planned Austerlitz.

The Mémorial — Las Cases's work, published in 1823, two years after
Napoleon's death — is the founding book of the Napoleonic legend and
deserves separate treatment. The Count of Las Cases — emigrant
noble turned imperial chamberlain, faithful to the end — took daily
notes of Napoleon's conversations at St. Helena and turned them into
a book that was a bombshell: eight volumes in which the emperor — in
the first person — told his life, justified his acts, and presented himself
as the Revolution's heir, the peoples' liberator, the martyr of the
English oligarchy. The Mémorial sold by the hundreds of thousands —
it was the nineteenth century's bestseller — and created the romantic
Napoleon: the misunderstood genius, the son of the Revolution
betrayed by kings. Historians — who know how much self-justification
and how many lies the Mémorial contains — cannot deny its power: it
was Napoleon's last victory, won with words after the cannon had
fallen silent. "I wanted the reign of reason — the book makes him say
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— and | was defeated by the coalition of prejudices." The phrase —
whether he said it or Las Cases invented it — sums up the legend:
Napoleon — the ogre of the battlefields — turned into the apostle of
liberty. St. Helena's words outlived Waterloo's cannon.

And his conversations — recorded by Las Cases, Montholon, Gourgaud

— are a treasure: Napoleon spoke of everything — of Caesar and
Alexander, of religion — "I am not an atheist; the universe's order
reveals a creator" — of women — "Josephine was grace personified" —
of his marshals — "Ney was bravery itself; Davout, iron" — of his errors
— "Spain destroyed me; Russia finished me." And above all, of France:
“I wanted to make her the queen of the world, and | made her the
martyr of kings." Those evenings under the Longwood veranda — the
old lion dictating to his secretaries while the Atlantic roared — are
among history's most poignant scenes: the defeated genius, ill, a
prisoner, still thinking in centuries. "My glory — he said — is not having
won forty battles: what will live is my Code." And he was right: the
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battles are studied in academies; the Code is lived in courts.

His health, meanwhile, deteriorated. The climate — damp, variable —
undermined him; inactivity devoured him; bitterness poisoned him. He
suffered stomach pains, vomited blood, wasted away visibly. The
English doctors — whom he distrusted — diagnosed hepatitis; his
French doctor, Antommarchi — who arrived in 1819 — suspected
something worse. Modern medicine — which exhumed and analyzed
his remains — debates still: stomach cancer — the disease that killed
his father — aggravated by the island's conditions? Arsenic poisoning
— traces found in his hair — administered by whom? History has not
fully resolved it, but the most probable is that Napoleon died of what
his autopsy said: a stomach ulcer turned cancerous, the family
disease. The poisoning theories — Montholon as English agent? —
belong more to the novel than to the clinic: Napoleon was a sick man,
not a murdered one. But the legend — which needs martyrs — prefers
poison: the image of the ogre murdered by his jailers is more powerful
than that of the old man devoured by cancer. Each era chooses its
Napoleon: ours — the skeptical one — keeps the ulcer; the romantic —

the poison.

He died on May 5, 1821, at six in the evening, after days of agony. He
was fifty-one. His last words — according to tradition — were: "head of
the army..." — the delirium of a soldier who died commanding ghost
troops. They buried him in the Geranium Valley — a green hollow on
the island — under a nameless tombstone, as he had asked: his
companions wanted to inscribe "Napoleon"; Hudson Lowe demanded
"Bonaparte"; they agreed on nothing, and the stone remained blank.
That blank stone — eloquent in its silence — sums up the exile: the
world did not yet know what to call that man. Nineteen years later, in
1840, his remains would return to France — the "return of the ashes"
— and rest under the Invalides dome, in the red porphyry sarcophagus
millions visit. But that is another story: the legend's, not the man's.
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The autopsy — performed by Antommarchi in the presence of English
doctors — concluded "scirrhous ulcer of the stomach," the same
disease as his father Charles: modern medicine accepts the diagnosis,
though the debate over arsenic — found in his hair in 1960s analyses
— still flickers: the most probable explanation is environmental — the
arsenic in the wallpaper, in the wine, in the island's water — not
criminal. But there is a deeper truth: Napoleon died, above all, of St.
Helena — of captivity, of inaction, of the slow poison of a life without
purpose. That man — who had lived at the speed of lightning — could
not live at the speed of a rock in the ocean. "l die before my time — he
said — murdered by the English oligarchy." And in a sense he was
right: St. Helena killed him as surely as a bullet — only more slowly,
more cruelly. The greatest punishment for a man of action is forced

inaction: Napoleon — the emperor of movement — died of stillness.

And the island — after his death — became a place of pilgrimage:
romantics, Bonapartists, the merely curious traveled to St. Helena to
see the tomb, the house, the garden where the eagle had died. The
English — who had wanted to bury him in oblivion — had created a
shrine: each visitor carried away a relic — a stone, a leaf — and the
legend grew with distance. Longwood — preserved as a museum —
still receives travelers today: the rotten farmhouse where the master
of Europe dictated his legend. St. Helena — the prison — turned out to
be the most effective propaganda machine: six years of martyrdom did
more for Napoleon's glory than ten years of victories. The English —
masters of war — lost the battle for memory: they wanted to exhibit a
defeated ogre and ended up exhibiting a martyr. "They wanted to Kill
me with oblivion — Napoleon had said — and they have made me

immortal." He was right, once more.

But the deepest drama of St. Helena was not physical: it was moral.
Napoleon — who had been the center of the world — discovered he
was no longer anyone: the newspapers arrived months late, Europe
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forgot him, his son grew up in Vienna without knowing him, Marie
Louise did not write. His companions quarreled among themselves —
Gourgaud's jealousy, Montholon's intrigues — and the tedium — that
enemy no genius defeats — devoured the days. There were moments
of black despair: "I am dying devoured by myself," he confessed. And
yet — in that moral shipwreck — he found something he had never
had: time to think. The Napoleon of St. Helena — the one who dictates,
reflects, judges himself — is deeper than the Napoleon of the
battlefields: defeat gave him the wisdom victory had denied him.
"Adversity — he said — is the true school of great men." St. Helena
was his university: he entered as an emperor and left as a sage. Or at
least — as the legend of a sage, which is what history keeps.
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16. CONCLUSION: The Eagle
Never Dies

Napoleon died on May 5, 1821. He was fifty-one years old. Nineteen
years later, his remains returned to France amid a delirious multitude,
and today they rest under the golden dome of the Invalides, in Paris, in
a red porphyry sarcophagus that millions visit each year. Beside him —
invisible but present — rests Josephine, the Creole who loved him
before he was great, in the little Rueil church. The emperor and the
empress, reunited in death as politics had separated them in life.

What remains of him, two centuries later? Almost everything that

matters.

His Code still governs half the world's civil law: when a judge in Mexico
City, Buenos Aires, or Cairo decides a contract case, he is applying —
without knowing it — Napoleon's work. His administrative reforms —
prefects, ministries, the Council of State — are the skeleton of the
modern state in dozens of countries. His educational system — lycées,
the grandes écoles — still trains France's elites. His Legion of Honor
still rewards merit. His Concordat — in essence — still regulates
church-state relations in much of the Catholic world. His titles — king,
duke, count — still circulate in Europe's salons. His battles are still
studied in every military academy on the planet: Austerlitz is the
perfect battle, the unattainable model. His maxims — on war, on
politics, on power — are quoted by generals, executives, and
politicians who never opened a history book. His name — Napoleon —

is synonymous with ambition, with genius, with the impossible made
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possible.

But there is something deeper, more disturbing, more alive. Napoleon
was the first modern man in the full sense: the man who believed that
birth is not destiny, that will can remake the world, that an individual
— armed with intelligence and audacity — can bend history. Before
him, Europe was a museum of thrones and privileges; after him, it was
a continent of nations and citizens — even when the thrones returned,
they never returned the same. He sowed nationalism — which would
both unite and bleed Europe for a century —, he sowed meritocracy —
the idea that talent is worth more than blood —, he sowed the modern
state — efficient, centralized, rational. And he sowed, too, the
temptation all modernity carries within: that of the providential man,
the savior who promises order at the price of liberty. Every dictator of
the twentieth century — from Mussolini to the most sinister —
dreamed of being Napoleon; every democrat who fears them invokes
his name as a warning. He is the mirror in which modernity looks at

itself: its greatness and its abyss.
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The eagle — his eagle — never died. It flies over every ambitious

young person who believes the world can be changed; over every
general who studies Austerlitz seeking the perfect maneuver; over
every legislator who writes a code dreaming of justice; over every exile
who, on his rock, dictates his memoirs to posterity. Napoleon
understood — on St. Helena, at last — that true battles are not won
with cannon: they are won with ideas, with laws, with the memory men
keep of you. "What a novel my life has been," he said. And he was
right: his life is the greatest novel ever lived, because it has everything
— humble origins, impossible rise, absolute glory, tragic fall,
redemption in legend.

Two hundred years later, we keep arguing about him: was he hero or
tyrant? Liberator or oppressor? Son of the Revolution or its
gravedigger? The answer — the only honest one — is that he was all of
that at once. He was the Revolution's heir who crowned himself; the

peoples' liberator who oppressed Spain; the meritocrat who founded a
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dynasty; the rationalist who believed in his star; the statesman who
wrote eternal laws and the adventurer who gambled them on a throw
of dice in Russia. He was, in short, a man — a man of colossal
dimensions, but a man: with his loves and hatreds, his generosities
and cruelties, his lucidities and blindnesses. History does not ask us to
love or hate him: it asks us to understand him. And to understand him
is to understand ourselves, for we are — all of us, in the West — his
heirs, whether we like it or not.

The eagle took flight from a Mediterranean island, crossed Europe like
lightning, burned Moscow, bled at Leipzig, fell at Waterloo, and died on
an Atlantic rock. But eagles do not die: they become legend. And

legend — as Napoleon knew — is the only true immortality.

*Napoleon Bonaparte. Ajaccio, August 15, 1769 — St. Helena, May 5,
1821.*

*The eagle never dies.*

The End.
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Timeline

August 15, 1769 — Napoleon Bonaparte is born in Ajaccio, Corsica.
1785 — Second lieutenant of artillery; devours Plutarch and Rousseau.

December 1793 — Toulon: his artillery drives out the British;

brigadier general at 24.
1796-1797 — ltalian campaign: Montenotte, Lodi, Arcole and Rivoli.

1798-1799 — Expedition to Egypt: the Pyramids; returns as the
Directory collapses.

November 9, 1799 — Coup of 18 Brumaire: First Consul.

1800 — Marengo; 1801, Concordat with the Church; 1802, Consul for

life.

1804 — Promulgates the Civil Code.

December 2, 1804 — Crowned emperor at Notre-Dame de Paris.
December 2, 1805 — Austerlitz: his tactical masterpiece.

1806-1807 — Jena, Eylau and Friedland; Treaty of Tilsit; Continental
System against Britain.

1808-1813 — Peninsular War in Spain: "the Spanish ulcer".

1812 — Russian campaign: Borodino (September 7), Moscow in

flames, the retreat.

1813 — Leipzig, "the Battle of the Nations".

April 6, 1814 — Abdication; exile on the island of Elba.
March 1, 1815 — Lands in France; the Hundred Days begin.
June 18, 1815 — Waterloo: the final defeat.

Colibri Digital Biblioteca - 136 -



October 15, 1815 — Arrives a prisoner at St. Helena.
May 5, 1821 — Dies at Longwood, St. Helena.

October 15, 1840 — His remains return to France; they rest at Les

Invalides in Paris.
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Glossary

Continental System — Economic warfare against Britain (1806-1814)
forbidding European trade with the British.

Napoleonic Code — The Civil Code of 1804; the basis of modern law

in dozens of countries.

Hundred Days — Period between Napoleon's return from Elba (March
1815) and his defeat at Waterloo.

Grande Armée — The French imperial army at its peak; over 600,000
men marched into Russia in 1812.

Imperial Guard — Napoleon's elite troops; the Old Guard was his

legendary reserve.

18 Brumaire — Coup of November 9, 1799 that brought Napoleon to
power as First Consul.

Treaty of Tilsit — 1807 agreement between Napoleon and Tsar
Alexander | after Friedland.

Josephine de Beauharnais — Napoleon's first wife (1796-1809);
divorced for lack of an heir.

Marie Louise of Austria — Second wife (1810); mother of the King of

Rome.

King of Rome — Napoleon Francis, son of Napoleon and Marie Louise;

died young in Austria.

Talleyrand — Brilliant, shifting diplomat; served the Revolution,
Napoleon and the Restoration.

Fouché — Minister of Police; master of espionage and intrigue.
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Murat — Napoleon's brother-in-law and King of Naples; the boldest

horseman of the age.
Ney — "The bravest of the brave"; marshal executed after Waterloo.
Davout — The undefeated marshal; victor at Auerstaedt.

Kutuzov — Russian general who applied scorched-earth tactics in
1812.

Wellington — British duke; victor at Waterloo alongside Blucher.
Blucher — Prussian marshal whose arrival decided Waterloo.
Hudson Lowe — British governor of St. Helena; Napoleon's jailer.

Grouchy — French marshal criticized for failing to reach Waterloo in

time.
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NAPOLEON

From a forgotten corner of Corsica to master of Europe: the life of
Napoleon Bonaparte told with the intensity of a historical novel.
Toulon, lItaly, Egypt, Austerlitz, Russia, Waterloo and St. Helena:
seventeen chapters tracing the rise, glory and fall of the man who

changed the world forever.

First volume of the Great Conquerors series.
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