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CHAPTER ONE

	The Cooper’s Son

	Origins and Early Life

	On the tenth day of January, in the year 1769, a child was born in the fortified garrison town of Saarlouis, in the duchy of Lorraine, in the kingdom of France. His name was Michel Ney. He was the son of Pierre Ney, a master cooper by trade, a maker of barrels and casks, a craftsman whose life was measured not in campaigns or in glory but in the reliable curvature of staves and the tightening of iron hoops around oak. The world into which Michel Ney was born was modest, provincial, and entirely ordinary. Nothing about it presaged greatness. Nothing in the smoky workshops and cobbled streets of a border town suggested that this cooper’s son would one day be called, by the greatest soldier of the age, the bravest man in the French army. And yet he would be.

	It is worth pausing, at the outset of any serious study of Michel Ney, to appreciate the significance of where and when he was born. The year 1769 is, in the history of the Napoleonic era, a year of almost uncanny significance. It is the year of Napoleon Bonaparte’s birth, in Ajaccio, Corsica, recently transferred to France from Genoa. It is also, as fate would have it, the year of Arthur Wellesley’s birth, in Dublin, the man who would one day command the armies that brought the Napoleonic empire to ruin. Three men, born in the same year, in three different corners of Europe, destined to meet on the greatest stage that the Western world had yet seen. That Michel Ney was among this trinity of 1769 tells us something about the extraordinary compression of talent and circumstance that characterised the age of revolution and empire.

	Saarlouis itself is a town whose very existence speaks to the militarisation of the French frontier. It was built from nothing, beginning in 1680, by order of Louis XIV, at the direction of the great military engineer Sébastien Le Prestre de Vauban. Its purpose was entirely martial: to anchor the eastern frontier of France along the Saar river, to provide a defensible strongpoint against the incursions of the Holy Roman Empire and the various German principalities that pressed against France’s borders. Vauban designed Saarlouis according to his characteristic principles of geometric perfection, laying out its streets in a precise grid, encircling it with star-shaped bastions and moats, creating a fortress-town that was as much a statement of royal power as it was a practical military installation. The town’s population was, from its very founding, shaped by the army. Soldiers garrisoned its barracks. Officers walked its squares. The rhythms of military life, drill, inspection and the changing of the guard were as familiar to the inhabitants of Saarlouis as the rhythms of any trade or craft.

	For a boy growing up in such a place, the army was not an abstraction. It was not something that happened elsewhere, to other people, in distant wars that one read about in pamphlets. It was the central fact of the town’s existence. The soldiers were the neighbours, the lodgers, the customers in the market. Their uniforms, their weapons, their discipline and their occasional dissolution were part of the texture of daily life. Michel Ney grew up breathing military air, and it shaped him in ways that no formal training could have replicated.

	The Saar region was, moreover, a place of complex cultural identity. Saarlouis sat on the boundary between French and German culture, and the population was a mixture of both. German was spoken widely alongside French. The culture of the region was neither purely one nor the other, but a border amalgam shaped by centuries of shifting sovereignty and intermittent war. Michel Ney himself grew up bilingual, at ease in both languages, a product of a frontier identity that was neither entirely French nor German. This borderland origin would prove significant. It gave him a certain toughness, an adaptability, a lack of the more refined metropolitan sensibility that characterised some of his fellow marshals. He was never a man of the salon. He was a man of the road, the field, the bivouac.

	The Ney Family and the World of the Craftsman

	Pierre Ney, Michel’s father, was a man of substance within his own world, though that world was a small one. The coopers of eighteenth-century France occupied a respected position in the artisan hierarchy. Their craft required genuine skill: the ability to select, season, and shape timber; to calculate the precise dimensions of staves so that they would form a watertight curve when assembled; to work with iron and wood in combination, producing vessels that were essential to virtually every branch of trade and agriculture. Wine, beer, spirits, salted meat, grain, oil, almost everything that needed to be stored or transported in quantity moved in barrels. The cooper was, in this sense, an indispensable figure in the economic life of the time, and a master cooper, one who had completed his apprenticeship and achieved the right to employ others and take commissions in his own name, occupied a respectable and reasonably secure economic position.

	Pierre Ney had married Margarethe Greweling, and together they had several children, of whom Michel was among the youngest. The household was one of modest comfort rather than poverty: there was food on the table, there were prospects for the children, and there was the steady dignity of a craft practised with competence and seriousness. It was not a household of books and ideas. Pierre Ney was not an intellectual, and there is no evidence that Michel received anything beyond the most basic education in reading, writing, and arithmetic. What the Ney household gave Michel was something perhaps more useful for the life ahead of him: a deep familiarity with physical labour, with the satisfaction of practical competence, and with the world of working men who respected skill and distrusted pretension.

	This background would mark Michel Ney for the rest of his life. Unlike some of his fellow marshals, men like Berthier, who came from a family of royal cartographers, or Soult, who had some modest pretensions to gentility, Ney never acquired the polish of the drawing room or the ease of the educated classes. His manners were those of a soldier rather than a courtier. His speech was direct to the point of bluntness. He could be explosively emotional, given to rages that alarmed subordinates and tested the patience of superiors. He was fiercely loyal, quick to anger, quick to forgive. He drank hard when he drank, and he fought hard when he fought. In all of these things, one sees the cooper’s son from Saarlouis: a man of the artisan class who had been thrust, by the convulsions of history, into a world of emperors and kings, and who never entirely shed the directness and earthiness of his origins. Napoleon understood this about him, and valued it. Ney’s men understood it even more clearly, and loved him for it.

	A Youth on the Cusp of Revolution

	Of Michel Ney’s childhood we know relatively little. He does not appear to have been a particularly studious boy, though he was evidently intelligent and possessed of an unusual degree of physical energy and boldness. Local accounts, filtered through the distorting lens of later hagiography, suggest a boy who was restless, competitive, and possessed of the kind of physical courage that can shade easily into recklessness. These are the qualities of a certain type of young man in every generation: the boy who takes the dares, who pushes past the point where others hesitate, who finds in physical contest and risk a satisfaction that quieter pursuits cannot provide. In a different age, such a boy might have been a problem. In the age of revolutionary France, he would become a hero.

	After completing whatever schooling Saarlouis could provide, the young Michel Ney entered the world of work. His first employment was as a notary’s clerk, a position that placed him in the offices of local legal administration, copying documents, running errands, learning the bureaucratic machinery of provincial French life. It was, by any measure, a deeply unsuitable occupation for a young man of his temperament. The sedentary nature of the work, the endless copying of legal formulae, the deference required to superiors who possessed education and social standing that he lacked, none of this suited the vigorous, impatient intelligence of Michel Ney. He endured it for a time, and then he did not.

	His next employment was more congenial. He found work as an overseer at the iron foundries and mines of the Saar region, a post that placed him in the open air, in charge of working men, responsible for the practical management of labour and materials. This was a world he understood. The foundry foreman needed the same qualities as the military officer: the ability to organise men, to maintain discipline, to solve practical problems under pressure, to command respect through competence rather than merely through authority. Ney flourished in this environment. He discovered in himself a natural aptitude for leadership, an instinctive capacity for reading men and situations, a physical presence that commanded attention without needing to demand it.

	But the foundries, too, could not hold him. By the mid-1780s, the world of pre-revolutionary France was beginning to tremble. The financial crisis of the monarchy was deepening. Enlightenment ideas about natural rights and popular sovereignty were circulating with increasing urgency. The country was, though nobody yet fully understood it, on the edge of the most convulsive transformation in its history. For a young man of energy and ambition without the connections, the education, or the family wealth to advance in the existing social order, the times were charged with an excitement that was as dangerous as it was intoxicating. Michel Ney, in his early twenties, without a clear future, without a defined path, found himself drawn inevitably toward the one institution that offered both adventure and the possibility of advancement to a man of his background: the army.

	The Decision to Enlist: 1787

	In 1787, at the age of eighteen, Michel Ney presented himself for enlistment in the Colonel-General Hussars regiment. The decision was voluntary. There was no compulsion, no family tradition of military service that demanded it, no pressing economic necessity that left him with no other choice. He chose the army because, on some fundamental level, it was where a young man of his nature belonged. The army was where physical courage was rewarded, where decisive action was valued over the careful accumulation of social credits, where a man might rise on the strength of what he could actually do rather than what family he came from. In this sense, Ney’s enlistment was not merely a career choice. It was a statement about who he was.

	The hussars were the light cavalry of the French army, and they occupied, in the military culture of the period, a particular glamour. The hussar regiments had their origins in the Hungarian light horsemen of the preceding century, and they retained something of that tradition’s flamboyance and dash. Their uniform, the pelisse jacket worn slung from one shoulder, the fur-trimmed dolman, the sabretache at the hip, was among the most theatrical in any European army. But beneath the theatrical exterior, the hussars were genuinely elite soldiers: fast-moving, hard-living, trained for the independent, aggressive operations of reconnaissance, screening, and pursuit that required individual initiative as much as collective discipline. They were, in short, exactly the right regiment for Michel Ney.

	The French army that Ney joined in 1787 was still, formally, the royal army of Louis XVI: an institution structured according to the hierarchical principles of the ancien régime, in which birth and social standing determined an officer’s prospects as surely as talent. The Edict of Ségur, promulgated in 1781 and still in force, required that candidates for commissioned rank demonstrate four generations of noble ancestry. This was not an accident of policy; it was a deliberate effort by the old nobility to reclaim from the bourgeoisie the social monopoly on military command that had been gradually eroding across the eighteenth century. For a boy like Michel Ney, the son of a barrel-maker, the commissioned ranks were effectively closed. He could aspire, at best, to the position of a non-commissioned officer, a sergeant or perhaps a sergeant-major: a man of real authority within his unit, but permanently barred from the highest reaches of the profession.

	Ney accepted these terms. He had no alternative. But he brought to his service a quality of attention and seriousness that distinguished him immediately from the ordinary recruit. He mastered horsemanship with the dedication of a man who understood that excellence in his craft was the only currency available to him. He drilled with ferocious intensity. He studied the management of horses, the maintenance of equipment, the principles of cavalry tactics that he could glean from observation and conversation. He was, by multiple accounts, a model soldier: punctual, precise, ambitious in the best sense of the word. His physical courage was evident from the first. He was the man who volunteered for the difficult assignment, who stayed calm when others flinched, whose presence in a tight situation was steadying rather than excitable.

	Within the regiment, he rose steadily. From trooper to corporal, from corporal to sergeant, and then, as the pace of events accelerated, upward still. The army noticed him. More importantly, his men noticed him. There is a quality in certain individuals that defies easy analysis: a magnetism, a combination of competence and character, that draws the loyalty of those around them without effort or calculation. Ney had this quality in abundance. His men would follow him anywhere, not because they were ordered to, but because they believed in him. This was, and always would be, his most fundamental military gift.

	The Old Army and Its Character

	To understand what Michel Ney became, one must understand something of what the army of the ancien régime was, and what it was not. It was not, by the standards of the revolutionary and Napoleonic armies that would follow it, a particularly effective fighting force at the level of large-scale operations. Its command structure was sclerotic, dominated by aristocratic officers who owed their positions to birth rather than ability, and who divided their time between the responsibilities of command and the social pleasures available to men of rank. Its strategic doctrine was cautious to the point of timidity, shaped by the limited-war conventions of eighteenth-century European statecraft, in which territorial objectives and manoeuvre mattered more than the complete destruction of the enemy’s military power.

	At the level of the individual soldier and the small unit, however, the old French army was rather better. The non-commissioned officers, the sergeants and corporals who actually ran the daily life of a regiment, were often men of genuine quality, experienced, technically proficient, and possessed of the kind of practical battlefield wisdom that no school of war could teach. It was among these men that Ney found his first models of military excellence, and it was their standards that he absorbed and made his own. He learned from them the basic craft of soldiering: the management of men and horses and equipment over long distances and in difficult conditions, the maintenance of discipline without the destruction of morale, the art of making soldiers feel that their efforts were valued and their leader was competent. These were not glamorous lessons, but they were the foundation upon which everything else would be built.

	The life of the hussar in peacetime was not without its pleasures. The regiment moved between garrison towns, participated in reviews and exercises, and maintained the social rituals of the military community. There were friendships, rivalries, the particular camaraderie of men who share a dangerous profession and who measure one another constantly against its demands. Ney was popular among his fellow soldiers in the uncomplicated way that physically brave, straightforwardly competent men tend to be popular. He was not an intellectual companion, not a man of wit or culture, but he was absolutely reliable in the ways that mattered, and in a soldier’s world, reliability is the highest virtue.

	He is one of those men whom nature creates in her happiest moods, and whom she designs for the great occasions of history. He has the gift of inspiring men by his presence alone. Where Ney stands, there his soldiers will stand also.

	- A CONTEMPORARY OFFICER’S ASSESSMENT, C. 1800

	Beyond the regiment’s walls, meanwhile, France was collapsing. The financial system of the monarchy was in terminal crisis by 1787 and 1788. The harvest failures of those years had produced widespread hunger and social unrest. The Estates-General, not convened since 1614, was summoned by a desperate Louis XVI in the spring of 1789. The Third Estate refused to accept the rules of the old game. The tennis court oath was sworn. The Bastille fell. The revolution had begun.

	The Revolution and the New World

	The French Revolution did not immediately transform Michel Ney’s daily existence. He was a hussar, stationed in garrison, going about the business of a soldier’s life. But the revolution transformed the world around him, and in doing so, it transformed what was possible for him. The Edict of Ségur was swept away with the other legal privileges of the nobility. The principle that henceforth governed advancement in the French army was, at least formally, talent. The famous phrase attributed to Napoleon, that every soldier carried a marshal’s baton in his knapsack, captured something genuinely true about the revolutionary transformation of French military culture. The path to the highest command was now, for the first time in French history, theoretically open to any man of sufficient ability.

	This was not an abstract promise for Michel Ney. It was a revolution in the conditions of his own life. The barrier that had stood between him and commissioned rank, the accident of birth that no effort or excellence could have overcome, was gone. Ability was now the criterion. And ability was the one thing he possessed in abundance.

	The revolutionary wars that broke out from 1792 onward accelerated his rise with a force that peacetime could never have provided. War consumed officers at a terrible rate. The old aristocratic officer corps, already depleted by emigration, thousands of noble officers had fled France rather than serve a revolutionary government, was further thinned by battle casualties and political purges. The revolutionary armies desperately needed competent officers at every level. The men who could lead, who could inspire, who could keep formations coherent under fire and make sound tactical decisions in the chaos of battle, were promoted with a speed that would have been unimaginable in the old army. Ney was among these men.

	By 1792, as France went to war with Austria and Prussia, Ney was already a sub-lieutenant. The speed of his promotion from that point is indicative of both his abilities and the desperate need of the armies of the Republic. By 1794 he was a captain. By 1796, he had been promoted to brigadier general. From cooper’s son to general officer in nine years of service: this was the revolution made flesh. It was the biographical embodiment of the new world that 1789 had created.

	But it would be a mistake to attribute Ney’s rise solely to the accidents of revolutionary opportunity. Others rose quickly in those years, and most of them vanished as quickly as they had appeared, swept aside by defeat, incompetence, or the guillotine. Ney survived and advanced because he was genuinely exceptional. His physical courage was, by this point, legendary within the Army of the Rhine, where he served throughout the Wars of the First Coalition. He had the capacity, rarer than it might appear, to function at his highest level precisely when the situation was most dangerous. The quality of his judgment did not deteriorate under fire; it sharpened. He was at his best in the worst moments. This is the fundamental quality that distinguishes the truly great battlefield commander from the merely competent one, and Michel Ney possessed it completely.

	The Cavalry Officer: Craft and Character

	Throughout his early career, Ney was above all a cavalry officer, and it is worth understanding what that meant in the military context of the 1790s. The cavalry of the revolutionary period was still performing the functions that it had performed, in broad outline, for centuries: screening the army’s advance and flanks, providing reconnaissance to discover the enemy’s dispositions and movements, pursuing a broken enemy after a successful engagement, and delivering the shock of mounted attack against infantry formations that had been sufficiently weakened or disordered to be vulnerable. These were specialised functions that required a particular set of skills, from both officers and men.

	For an officer, cavalry command demanded an unusually independent mode of thought. Unlike the infantry, which operated in relatively dense formations under the close supervision of its officers, cavalry frequently operated at a distance from the main army, in smaller detachments, in situations where communication with higher command was slow or impossible. The cavalry officer needed to be capable of assessing a situation, making a decision, and acting on that decision without waiting for instructions that might never arrive. He needed, in the language of a later military age, initiative: the willingness and the capacity to act appropriately without being told.

	Ney had this quality in exceptional measure. He was a natural decision-maker, a man who processed the information available to him rapidly and acted on his conclusions with complete conviction. He could be wrong, his decisions were not always the right ones, and he would pay for some of them heavily in later life, but he was never indecisive. In the crucial early seconds and minutes of a developing situation, when other commanders were still gathering information or waiting for orders, Ney was already moving. This quality of rapid decision and immediate action was, in the age before the telegraph and the radio, an incalculable military advantage.

	His men understood and trusted this quality. There is a particular relationship between a cavalry officer and his soldiers that differs from the relationship in other arms. The cavalry lives and moves together as a unit; its effectiveness depends on a cohesion of trust and mutual reliance that is tested constantly by the demands of the arm. Ney’s men knew, because they had seen it again and again, that he would not send them where he would not go himself. He led from the front not as a theatrical gesture but as a genuine expression of his nature: he was most comfortable, most alive, at the point of greatest danger. This was not recklessness, or not merely recklessness. It was a form of moral authority that no other source could have provided.

	During the Rhine campaigns of the early and mid-1790s, Ney built a reputation that spread beyond his own regiment and division. He was known as a commander who could be trusted with difficult missions: the screening operations that required his detachments to maintain contact with a superior enemy force without being destroyed by it; the reconnaissance in force that demanded the ability to fight if necessary while still extracting the intelligence the army needed; the rearguard actions that required him to hold off a pursuing enemy while the main body escaped. These were tasks that tested every quality he possessed, and he performed them, over and over, to the admiration of those who witnessed them and the grudging respect of those who faced him.

	Capture, Imprisonment, and the Measure of the Man

	Among the defining episodes of Ney’s early career was his capture by Austrian forces during the Rhine campaign. In the confused, shifting warfare of the mid-1790s, the forward cavalry units of the French army were frequently engaged in operations that carried significant risk of isolation and encirclement. Ney was taken prisoner at some point during this period, an experience that might have broken a lesser man or shaken his commitment to the aggressive style of warfare that had put him in danger in the first place. It did neither. He was exchanged in due course, prisoner exchanges between France and Austria were routine at this period, governed by established conventions, and returned to his command without any apparent diminution of his characteristic boldness.

	The episode is instructive not for what it says about Ney’s misfortune but for what it reveals about his fundamental character. Capture was the risk that accompanied the kind of aggressive, forward-leaning operational style that Ney practised. He knew this, and he accepted it as the price of fighting in the manner he believed was most effective. He did not respond to the experience by becoming cautious. He learned what there was to learn from it, about the enemy’s methods, about the limits of his own intelligence, about Austrian dispositions, and he went back to fighting in the way that had always come most naturally to him.

	This willingness to absorb a setback and continue, unchanged in fundamental method, is one of the marks of a genuinely confident military character. The man who responds to failure by abandoning the approach that caused it, without understanding whether the approach itself was at fault or merely the execution of it on a particular occasion, is not a great commander. The great commander distinguishes between a flawed method and a sound method imperfectly applied, and he has the intellectual honesty and the psychological resilience to continue with the sound method even after it has cost him. Ney had this quality throughout his career. It would serve him magnificently in Russia. It would cost him at Waterloo. But it was, for better or worse, inseparable from who he was.

	The Eve of Greatness

	By the end of the 1790s, Michel Ney was a brigadier general in his early thirties, a veteran of nearly a decade of almost continuous warfare, a commander of established reputation and growing authority. He was not yet a figure of continental renown, that would come later, with the campaigns of the Empire, but within the Army of the Rhine, among the officers and men who had served alongside him, his quality was beyond question. He was known as a fighter of exceptional courage, as a leader of outstanding capacity, and as a man of absolute personal integrity in the demands he made of himself no less than of those under his command.

	He was also, by this point, a man who had absorbed something from the revolutionary experience that went beyond the merely professional. The revolution had given him his opportunity, had smashed the barriers that birth had erected between him and the career he was fitted for. He was, in the deepest sense, a son of the revolution: not an ideologist, not a man who cared deeply about its theoretical principles or its political debates, but a man whose entire life and career had been made possible by the transformation it had wrought. His loyalty was never to any abstract idea. It was always, concretely and personally, to the France that the revolution had made, and to the soldiers who served her. When Napoleon would later harness those loyalties in the service of empire, Ney would follow, not out of sycophancy or opportunism, but because Napoleon seemed to embody, more completely than any other figure, the possibility that the new France represented: the possibility that a man might rise as high as his abilities could carry him, regardless of his origins.

	That promise had been made to a cooper’s son in Saarlouis, and it had been kept. Michel Ney owed it everything. He would repay the debt in the only currency he understood: in courage, in service, and in blood, across the battlefields of a Europe that the revolution had turned upside down and that Napoleon would now proceed to remake in his own extraordinary image.

	The boy from Saarlouis had become a general. The general would become a legend. But in 1800, as the century turned and a young Corsican consolidated his grip on the French state, the full measure of what was to come remained hidden in the future. What was already visible, to anyone who cared to look, was a soldier of the very highest quality: brave to the point of recklessness, loyal to the point of sacrifice, possessed of a gift for leadership that no school could have taught and no aristocratic lineage could have conferred. The cooper’s son from the Saar was ready for what history had in store for him. And history, in the years that followed, would not disappoint.

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	The Revolutionary Crucible

	Rising Through the Ranks 

	(1789–1799)

	There are moments in history when the structures that govern human life, the hierarchies, the customs, the inherited arrangements that determine who rises and who does not, who commands and who obeys, are swept aside with a suddenness that leaves the survivors breathless, uncertain whether to mourn what has been lost or exult in what has been made possible. The French Revolution was such a moment, and for Michel Ney, then a young hussar of twenty, stationed with his regiment in the garrison towns of eastern France, it was the hinge upon which his entire life would turn. What had been impossible before 1789 became not merely possible but, for a man of his qualities and his determination, almost inevitable. The revolution did not make Michel Ney. But it removed every obstacle that stood between him and his destiny.

	The events of 1789 unfolded at a pace that bewildered contemporaries and has never ceased to astonish historians. In the spring, Louis XVI summoned the Estates-General to Versailles in a last desperate attempt to resolve the monarchy’s financial crisis. By the summer, the Third Estate had declared itself a National Assembly, the Bastille had fallen, and the feudal order of a thousand years had been abolished in a single August night of aristocratic renunciation. By the autumn, the king and his family had been compelled to leave Versailles for Paris, effectively prisoners of the revolution they had attempted to manage and failed to control. Within three years, France would be a republic. Within four, the king would be dead on the scaffold. The world that Michel Ney had been born into, the world that had assigned him his place and set the ceiling of his ambitions, was gone.

	The army felt these convulsions with particular acuteness. The officer corps of the royal army had been, as we have seen, a preserve of the nobility, structured by the Edict of Ségur to exclude the non-noble regardless of talent. This corps now disintegrated with remarkable speed. Some officers rallied to the revolution with genuine conviction; others made a pragmatic peace with the new order; but a very large number, perhaps the majority, chose emigration. They followed the princes of the blood across the Rhine, gathered in the armies of the émigrés at Coblenz and elsewhere, and prepared to return to France at the head of foreign armies to restore the old order. Their departure created a vacuum in the French military command structure that was both crisis and opportunity: crisis, because France suddenly faced the prospect of war with most of Europe with an army whose commissioned ranks had been gutted; opportunity, because the posts vacated by the emigrating nobility had to be filled, and filled quickly, and filled on the basis of the only criterion that now mattered, the ability to fight and to lead.

	Into this vacuum stepped men like Michel Ney. Not alone, of course, the armies of revolutionary France produced a generation of commanders of extraordinary quality, men who would have remained non-commissioned officers or at best minor functionaries in the old system and who instead became the military giants of the age. Ney was one of the finest of them. But his rise was not merely the product of a shortage of talent at the top. It was the product of genuine, demonstrable excellence that the new system was, for the first time, equipped to recognise and reward.

	France at War: The First Coalition

	The War of the First Coalition began in April 1792, when France declared war on Austria, and rapidly expanded to encompass Prussia, Sardinia, Spain, Portugal, and Great Britain. It was a war that France was, by any rational assessment, ill-equipped to fight. The armies of the Republic were in a state of profound organisational disarray. The emigration of the officer corps had left units without experienced leadership at every level. Revolutionary politics had infected military discipline with a democratic suspicion of authority that made the maintenance of order genuinely difficult. Soldiers debated orders with their officers, committees of soldiers passed judgement on the conduct of commanders, and political commissars attached to each formation added a layer of ideological surveillance that created paralysis at the worst possible moments.

	And yet France did not simply collapse under the weight of these difficulties. The very forces that made the revolutionary armies chaotic and undisciplined also gave them something the armies of the old regimes arrayed against them conspicuously lacked: genuine motivation. The soldiers of the Republic were fighting for something they believed in, or at least for something they had been persuaded was worth fighting for. The levee en masse of 1793, which placed France in a state of total national mobilisation, brought into the armies hundreds of thousands of men who were not the press-ganged, beaten, flogged automata of the Prussian model, but citizens, however imperfectly that word might apply, who understood that they were defending their revolution, their country, their newly acquired rights and possibilities. This motivation, combined with the mass and energy it produced, partially compensated for the technical deficiencies that plagued the revolutionary forces, and when the technical deficiencies were gradually addressed by capable commanders, the result was an army of extraordinary power.

	Michel Ney served throughout this turbulent period on the Rhine frontier, and his experience of these years was formative in ways that went beyond the purely military. He saw, at close quarters, both the failures and the extraordinary recoveries of the revolutionary armies. He witnessed the chaos of formations without adequate leadership disintegrating under pressure, and he witnessed the equally extraordinary capacity of those same formations to reconstitute themselves, to find fresh reserves of energy and commitment, and to advance again. He learned, in other words, that men are capable of more than any rational calculus would predict, provided they are led by someone who believes in them and who is willing to share their dangers. This lesson would remain with him for the rest of his life.

	The Rhine theatre where Ney operated was, throughout the early and mid-1790s, the scene of some of the heaviest fighting of the revolutionary wars. The French were attempting to push their frontier to the Rhine, which they regarded as the natural and historically justified boundary of France. The Austrians and Prussians were attempting to prevent this, and to restore the French monarchy in the process. The result was a grinding, costly war of manoeuvre and siege, fought across the rolling, forested terrain of the Rhineland and Alsace, punctuated by savage battles and inconclusive campaigns that left tens of thousands dead and the fundamental strategic situation unresolved.

	It was in this environment that Ney honed the qualities that would define him as a commander. The Rhine campaigns required precisely the kind of fighting at which he excelled: aggressive reconnaissance, fast-moving cavalry operations, the seizing and holding of terrain against superior forces, the management of retreats that did not become routs. He moved through these challenges as through his natural element, and with each passing year, his reputation grew and his responsibilities increased.

	The Mechanics of Promotion: A Soldier’s Education

	To trace the arc of Ney’s promotion through the 1790s is to understand how the revolutionary army worked at its best. He had enlisted as a common trooper in 1787. By 1792, when the wars began in earnest, he was already a non-commissioned officer of some seniority. The rapid expansion of the armies in 1792 and 1793 created an immediate demand for men who could be trusted with small commands, and Ney was among the first to be elevated. He received his commission as a sub-lieutenant in 1792, crossing the crucial divide between the ranks and the officer corps that the old army had made effectively impassable for a man of his background.

	From sub-lieutenant, his rise continued at a pace dictated by the twin engines of demonstrated ability and battlefield attrition. He became a lieutenant, then a captain, acquiring with each step a broader range of responsibilities and a deeper understanding of what it meant to lead men in the field. As a captain commanding a cavalry troop, he had under his immediate authority perhaps sixty or eighty men and their horses, a small community whose effectiveness depended entirely on his capacity to train them, maintain their equipment, sustain their morale, and lead them competently in action. He was, by all accounts, exceptional at every dimension of this task.

	What distinguished Ney from the many competent officers who rose in these years was not merely his courage, formidable as that was, but his instinctive grasp of the relationship between tactical action and its larger operational and strategic context. Many brave men could lead a charge. Fewer could understand, in the heat of a fluid situation, where that charge needed to go and what it needed to achieve to advance the army’s larger purposes. Ney had this understanding in a form that was more instinct than analysis, he was not a theorist, not a man who thought in diagrams and staff-college formulations, but his instincts were very rarely wrong. He seemed to feel the shape of a battle as it developed, to sense the moment of opportunity or the moment of crisis, and to respond to each with the appropriate measure of aggression or restraint.

	His promotion to chef de brigade, effectively a colonel, came in 1794, placing him in command of a full cavalry regiment. This was the level at which many officers of genuine talent reached the ceiling of their abilities: the management of a regiment, with its complex requirements of administration, discipline, training, and tactical leadership, stretched capacities that had been adequate at the troop level to their limits and beyond. Ney did not find his ceiling here. He absorbed the expanded responsibilities, mastered the new dimensions of command, and continued to perform at the highest level. His regiment became, under his leadership, one of the most effective cavalry units in the Army of the Rhine, known throughout the command for its reliability and its fighting quality.

	In the administration of his regiment, one sees a Ney slightly different from the fire-breathing battle leader of popular imagination. He was meticulous in the care of his men’s equipment and their horses. He understood that cavalry effectiveness in the field depended on the patient, unglamorous work of maintenance and supply that happened far from any battlefield. He attended to the welfare of his soldiers with a solicitude that was genuine rather than calculated: he knew their names, their backgrounds, their families. He visited the sick. He ensured that his men were fed before himself. These habits of command, the thousand small acts of consideration that create, over time, the bond of trust between a leader and those he leads, were as natural to him as breathing. They were, in the end, the source of the extraordinary loyalty that his men always showed him.

	Under Kléber and Moreau: Learning from Masters

	Ney’s service on the Rhine brought him into contact with two of the most capable commanders of the revolutionary period: Jean-Baptiste Kléber and Jean-Victor Moreau. Both men were of a different type from Ney, more analytical, more methodical, possessed of a broader strategic vision, and his service under their command gave him an education in the higher dimensions of warfare that his own instincts, powerful as they were, could not have provided alone.

	Kléber was one of the great fighting generals of the revolution, a man of enormous physical presence and iron determination who had distinguished himself in the Vendée and in the defence of the Rhine frontier. He was not a subtle commander, his methods tended toward the direct and the forceful, but he possessed a clarity of operational vision that Ney admired and studied. Under Kléber, Ney learned something about the management of difficult defensive situations: how to yield ground without losing cohesion, how to buy time with the minimum expenditure of irreplaceable resources, how to keep a formation intact when every instinct screamed for the aggressive action that the situation could not yet support.

	Moreau was a more complex figure, and in some ways a more instructive one. He was widely regarded, in the mid-1790s, as the finest operational commander in the French army, more capable even than the young Bonaparte who was beginning to attract attention in Italy. His management of the celebrated retreat of 1796, in which he extracted the Army of the Rhine-and-Moselle from an almost hopeless encirclement and brought it safely back to the Rhine in a masterpiece of methodical, disciplined withdrawal, was among the great feats of command of the entire revolutionary period. Ney observed this operation at close quarters, and it left a deep impression on him. The rearguard actions that Moreau’s retreat required, the constant, grinding combat that covered the main body’s withdrawal, the need to fight at every position while simultaneously preparing the next one, the management of men’s courage in circumstances that offered no prospect of victory and demanded only endurance — were precisely the kind of fighting at which Ney would later excel magnificently. It is not too much to say that the education he received in Moreau’s retreating army of 1796 was the apprenticeship for the supreme achievement of his career in Russia sixteen years later.

	Ney’s conduct in the retreat was remarkable. He seemed to grow in stature as the situation deteriorated, as though difficulty was the element in which his faculties expanded rather than contracted. I have known many brave men, but few who were brave in quite that way, a bravery that was most complete precisely when others had given up hope.

	- A STAFF OFFICER’S ACCOUNT OF THE RHINE CAMPAIGN, C. 1797

	The relationship between Ney and Moreau was not without friction. Moreau was a methodical, cautious commander by temperament, and Ney’s aggressive instincts sometimes chafed against the careful operational discipline that Moreau imposed. There were occasions when Ney’s cavalry moved further and faster than Moreau’s orders strictly authorised, when Ney’s reading of an opportunity led him to act before receiving sanction from above. In the revolutionary army, with its culture of initiative and its suspicion of the kind of passive obedience that characterised the old regime officer, such independent action was more likely to be praised than punished, provided it succeeded. Ney’s independent actions generally succeeded. His tactical instincts were sound enough that his departures from the letter of his orders more often than not produced results that his superiors could only endorse after the fact. This pattern of autonomous action, justified by its results, would remain characteristic of Ney throughout his career, producing both his greatest triumphs and his most costly errors.

	The Quality of Revolutionary Courage

	Physical courage is common enough in armies. Any military force that has been properly trained and adequately motivated will produce, in sufficient numbers, men who are capable of facing danger without flinching, who can advance under fire and maintain their composure when others around them are falling. This kind of courage, though real and admirable, is not the thing that made Michel Ney exceptional. What set him apart was something rarer and more complex: the capacity to exercise sound judgement and inspire effective action in circumstances of extreme danger and apparent hopelessness, when the instincts of self-preservation that operate below the level of conscious thought in every human being were screaming for flight or paralysis.

	In the cavalry actions of the Rhine campaigns, Ney encountered these circumstances repeatedly. The nature of cavalry warfare in this period was intensely personal and intimate in a way that infantry combat, for all its horror, was not. A cavalry engagement happened at speed, in close contact, with edged weapons, in a chaos of horses and men and noise that offered no time for reflection and demanded instant, continuous decision-making. The cavalry officer who hesitated, who waited for a clearer picture before committing, was invariably too late. The advantage went always to the man who moved first and moved with the greatest conviction. Ney moved first. Always. He had a capacity for the instantaneous assessment of a cavalry situation, the reading of the terrain, the estimation of the enemy’s strength and disposition, the identification of the point at which a charge would be most effective, that bordered on the instinctive.

	His men learned to read him in these moments. They noticed that his face, always

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	








