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Napoleon Bonaparte, one of history’s greatest
soldiers, was trained as an artillery® officer
under Louis XVI. Rising to prominence during the
French Revolution, he overthrew the Directory
government and seized power, becoming first
consul® and later emperor of the French. He
capitalized on the military accomplishments of
the Old Regime and the revolution, conquering
most of Europe at the peak of his career.

Napoleon was born on 15 August 1769
at Ajaccio, Corsica. In 1778 he was sent to the
college at Autun and in 1779 to the academy at
Brienne. In 1784 he matriculated ® at the
Ecole Militaire in Paris and was commissioned an
artillery sublieutenant in 1785. Early influences
on Napoleon included the theoretical writings of
Marshal Maurice de Saxe and the tactical ideas and
innovations of Pierre de Bourcet, Joseph du Teil,
and Jacques de Guibert. The army Napoleon
entered had adopted the artillery reforms of Jean
Baptiste Gribeauval, giving it the finest artillery in
Europe, and it soon employed the combined-arms
division and mixed order of lines, columns, and
skirmishers®. This force, enhanced by revolutionary
changes such as conscription®, was ultimately
inherited by Napoleon and provided the basis
for his conquests.

Napoleon first gained fame commanding
the artillery at the siege of Toulon in 1793.
The recapture of the city (19 December), due
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largely to Napoleon’s guns, earned him promotion
to brigadier general. But in 1794 ~1795, his
Jacobin connections and friendship with Augustin
Robespierre led to disgrace and unemployment.
He regained favor by his role in suppressing a
royalist uprising in Paris (5 October 1795) with
his famous “whiff® of grapeshot®”. He was
rewarded with the Army of [Italy, his first
independent field command.

Napoleon led the Army of ltaly to a series
of victories, including Lodi (10 May 1796),
Castiglione (5 August 1796), Arcola (15~17
November 1796), and Rivoli (14 ~15 January
1797). It also provided him with the opportunity
to develop further his skills as a commander, and
the peace he imposed on Austria in 1797
enhanced his fame in France. Returning to Paris,
he discarded as impractical an invasion of England
itself, instead embarking on an Egyptian campaign
as a means of striking at Britain. After capturing
Malta (12 June 1798), he landed in Egypt (1
July), but Lord Horatio Nelson’s naval victory
at Aboukir Bay (1~2 August) stranded him there.
The easy conquest of Egypt led in 1799 to a
campaign in Syria, possibly an effort to return
overland to France. Stopped at Acre (March~May
1799), Napoleon retumed to Egypt, where he
learned things were going badly for the French
armies in Europe. Napoleon abandoned his army
in Egypt and returmed to France (9 October) to
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assume the leading role in the overthrow of the
Directory government and to make himself first
consul (9~10 November 1799). Needing a victory
to enhance his position, in 1800 Napoleon
launched a second campaign in ltaly, culminating
in the victory at Marengo (14 June) and a peace
with Austria (9 February 1801). Peace with
Britain followed in March 1802, but it lasted only
until the spring of 1803, although major hostilities
did not resume in Europe until 1805.

In the meantime, Napoleon instituted several
basic reforms. In 1801 he ordered a change in the
artillery. A six-pounder was to replace the four-and
eight-pounders of the Gribeauval system, the
twelve-pounder being retained. An army to invade
England was established around Boulogne and
carefully drilled until, as the Grand Army, it
marched to victory at Ulm and Austerlitz.
Napoleon had acquired enough popularity to be
proclaimed emperor in May 1804; by this time his
tactics and strategqy had matured. Napoleon
capitalized on the idea of divisions operating
independently of each other but capable of mutual
support. In 1803 he adopted the army corps-
typically, two to four infantry divisions, plus cavalry®,
artillery, and other services—as the largest field
formation throughout the French army. Thus, the
concept of mutual support, which he had previously
applied to divisions, he now applied to army corps
and even among various war theaters. Although
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Napoleon acknowledged no fixed principles of
war, he gave great attention to such things as
mobility, dispersal®, concentration, and envelop-
ment®. Speed and mobility were critical, because
they permitted Napoleon to keep his units
dispersed and then concentrate them at the last
moment to achieve local superiority over part of
the enemy force. Interior lines of communication
enhanced Napoleon’s mobility, whether on the
battlefield proper or throughout a theater. Mobility
also permitted surprise and envelopment, both of
which contributed to Napoleon’s ability to maneu-
ver the enemy out of position.

Napoleon always exercised direct tactical
command in a battle, after laying careful plans in
advance. He usually met with his major unit com-
manders very early on the morning of a battle,
giving them last-minute instructions based on
reconnaissance ® and then sending them out to
implement his plans. He rarely interfered with their
impiementation, however, except in instances of
failure or an unexpected change in the situation.
Although his initial plans frequently went awry, he
was quite adept at minimizing the effects of his
own errors, seizing unforeseen opportunities, and
capitalizing on enemy mistakes. With an army thus
organized and led, well trained and rested, Napoleon
embarked on perhaps his greatest campaign, the
1805 Ulm -Austerlitz campaign (October) and
defeated the combined Austro-Russian armies at
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Austerlitz (2 December). This campaign serves as
an excellent example of Napoleon’s war -making
concepts. In 1806 Napoleon determinedly pressed
for the political reorganization of Europe through
military action, establishing the Confederation of
the Rhine (12 July) and abolishing the Holy
Roman Empire (1 August). This disruption of
Germany angered Prussia, which, allied with
Russia, declared war on France in 1806. This
resulted in an overwhelming Prussian defeat at
Jena and Auerstadt (14 October), the French
occupation of Berlin, and the establishment of the
Continental System®. Prussia and Russia, however,
continued the war, leading to a drawn-out winter
battle at Eylau (8 February 1807 ) and another
overwhelming French victory at Friedland (14
June). Napoleon's meeting with Czar Alexander [
and the Treaties of Tilsit (7~9 July) ended this
series of campaigns, temporarily brought Russia
into the French system, and reestablished- a Polish
state: the satellite Grand Duchy of Warsaw.

In late 1809, Napoleon divorced his wife,
Josephine Beauharnais, because she could not
bear him an heir. He negotiated with both Austria
and Russia for a new wife. He settled on
Archduchess® Marie Louise of Austria, rejecting
Grand Duchess Catherine of Russia. Thus he
contrived a marriage alliance with Austria, which
France had defeated repeatedly, and angered
Russia, which Napoleon had never been able to



