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n the fall of 1793, the battle for the French harbor town of Toulon had

been raging!'! for three weeks. Amid the smoke from fired muskets'!
and cannon blasts, Napoleon Bonaparte, a young captain in the French
Republic’s army, stood out among® the troops as he boldly directed his
men. The short, slender soldier with long, stringy!*, dark brown hair hardly
looked like someone in command, yet he assumed the role with ease.

The battle was part of the French Revolution (1789— 1799), in which
the French king had been overthrown. The revolutionaries had estab-
lished a republic and amassed™ a fighting force of more than eight hun-
dred thousand men. It was the largest army in Europe, and Napoleon
Bonaparte was just one of its promising young officers.

The royalists, or those still loyal to the monarchy'®!, took up arms to
oppose the new republic. But the revolutionaries controlled the city of
Paris and were rapidly taking over much of the rest of France. Far
outnumbered, the royalists turned to Great Britain and other nations for
help in their struggle. :

Even without the British help, Toulon was not easy to capture. The real
barrier was a fort nicknamed Little Gibraltar. People called it that because it
seemed as powerful as the Rock of Gibraltar, a huge rock formation that was
home to a stalwart!” British fort® off the southwestern tip of Europe. Little
Gibraltar stood on a steep hill that jutted® out into the bay. Enemies inching

their way up the hill became easy targets, while soldiers
in the fort defended the harbor below.

For the first three weeks of fighting at Toulon,

the republic’s soldiers made little headway because of

Little Gibraltar. Each time the men charged, they were

turned back by their opponents’ firepower. Almost

by accident, the tide turned soon after Napoleon
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Bonaparte arrived in Toulon.

Napoleon stopped in the town to see a friend before beginning another
assignment. While he was there, the artillery officer of the republic’s army
was badly wounded and unable to carry on. Napoleon, an artillery specialist,
was offered the post on the spot and agreed to take over.

Before firing a single shot, Napoleon carefully studied the situation
and devised" an entirely new battle strategy. He realized that to capture
Toulon, the army first had to overtake Little Gibraltar. From the hill,
they could fire down on the British fleet™® in the harbor. As Napoleon
later commented, “Artillery persistently served with red-hot cannon balls
is terrible against a fleet.”

Napoleon knew, however, that his troops lacked sufficient firepower
to carry out his plan. So he sent soldiers out into territory controlled by
the revolutionaries to find any usable cannons and transport them back
to the battle site. Then he gave his men a quick lesson in how to use
cannon fire in a massive assault'!,

Napoleon’s men directed a tremendous amount of firepower on Little
Gibraltar, finally causing the fort to fall. Once on the hill, the soldiers
turned their cannons on the British ships in the harbor below. The attack
sent the British swiftly back to their homeland, and the new French Re-
public gained control of Toulon.

Napoleon was credited with the victory. At just twenty-four years old, he
was promoted to the fairly high rank of brigadier*! general. His superiors sung

.. his praises. Jean-Pierre du Teil, commanding officer of
the area’s troops, described Napoleon to the ministry of
war: “I lack words to convey Bonaparte’s merit to you;
much knowledge, equal intelligence and too much bravery;
that is but a feeble sketch of this rare officer’s virtues.”
A new star was rising in the military. It was just the
start of great things to come for Napoleon Bonaparte.
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Ithough Napoleon became a key figure in the history of France, he

wasn’t French. He spoke French with a noticeable Italian accent,
but he wasn’t Italian either. Rather, Napoleon was born on the small,
mountainous island of Corsica, in the capital city of Ajaccio. Corsica
lies in the Mediterranean Sea near Italy.

Foreign Rule

While the people of Corsica were fiercely proud of their heritage,
their small island nation had often been taken over by larger and more
powerful countries. Beginning around A.p. 1300, the Republic of Genoa
controlled the island. Genoa was a city-state that later became part of
Italy.

For centuries the Corsicans struggled against Genoese control. By
the 1700s, they had organized a force to fight for their freedom. Corsican
soldiers bravely battled to drive out the Genoese. Rather than continue
fighting, Genoa sold the island to France in 1768.

The king of France, Louis XV, knew that he would have to fight a
small patriotic Corsican force to take possession of ! the island, but this
was not a problem for his large, well-trained army. French soldiers quickly
put down the Corsicans’ revolt'? and took over the island in May 1769.
When Napoleon Bonaparte was born three months later, on August 15,
1769, his homeland was under French rule.

The Buonapartes
Napoleon’s parents, Carlo and Marie-Letizia
Ramolino Buonaparte (Letizia), came from noble
Italian families who had settled in Corsica in the
1500s and 1600s. The original Italian family name,
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Buonaparte, was later given the French spelling Bonaparte. In Corsica
the family was considered low-level nobility'". The Bonapartes had pres-
tigious family lines but not a great deal of money. Still, they managed to
maintain a large home and always had ample? household help.
Napoleon’s parents employed two full-time servants and a wet nurse®!
for the children.

Napoleon’s father was a tall, attractive man with almond-shaped'*
eyes. He was an eighteen-year-old law student when he married
Napoleon’s mother, fourteen-year-old Letizia Ramolino, a petite!™ beauty
with dark hair and eyes. Carlo was in love with another woman at the
time, but his family assured him that the Ramolino girl was a more suit-
able match in terms of class and breeding. Anxious to better his social
position, Carlo agreed to the union.

Carlo and Letizia had thirteen children, but only eight of them lived
to adulthood. The other five died of common childhood illnesses. Their
first child, born in January 1768, was a boy, Joseph. Napoleon was their
second child. Letizia was in church when she went into labor with
Napoleon. Luckily, she lived near the church and was able to make it
home before the baby arrived. However, she did not have time to get
upstairs to her bedroom. So, with the help of a servant, Napoleon was
delivered on a carpet on the first floor of the Bonaparte residence.

After Napoleon came six other brothers and sisters: Lucien, Elisa,
Louis, Pauline, Caroline, and Jérdme. As Napoleon grew up, he was

especially close to his brother Joseph. Though Jo-
seph was about a year and a half older, Napoleon
was the stronger of the two. When the boys got into
fights, it was Napoleon who pinned down' Joseph.
Napoleon was also stronger willed and more deter-
mined than his brother. Sometimes he forced Jo-
seph to do his homework for him. Some histori-



