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    Curatorial Vision
This collection unites Napoleon’s Maxims of War and Clausewitz’s On War to place the field commander’s distilled precepts beside the theorist’s expansive analysis. Together they trace the vital circuit between decision and doctrine, demonstrating how strategic thought emerges from experience and returns to shape action. Napoleon offers compact rules forged by campaign pressures; Clausewitz supplies a framework that interrogates those rules, clarifying when, why, and how they hold. Presenting both texts together emphasizes their complementarity and tension, inviting readers to examine the interplay of audacity, prudence, and purpose that underlies enduring strategic judgment.
The thematic through-line is the fusion of force and reason under political aims. Napoleon’s aphorisms spotlight concentration, speed, surprise, and economy as practical imperatives. Clausewitz explores the same impulses as phenomena within a dynamic system shaped by friction, chance, and moral forces. The generic contrast—maxim versus treatise—becomes a philosophical dialogue about limits: how far method can discipline uncertainty, and how far boldness must accept it. By juxtaposing concise imperatives with reflective argument, the collection foregrounds the perennial balance between principle and circumstance, encouraging a holistic view of strategy that neither dissolves into abstraction nor hardens into slogan.
Our aim is to illuminate decision under uncertainty by tracing an arc from battlefield intuition to theoretical generalization and back again. Napoleon’s Maxims of War captures compressed experience; Clausewitz’s On War articulates concepts—such as friction, the decisive point, and the center of gravity—that test and contextualize those sentences. Read in sequence or in alternation, the texts become instruments for comparative reasoning, encouraging the reader to weigh categorical injunctions against conditional analysis. The intended result is a sharpened strategic sensibility that recognizes pattern without denying contingency, and prizes clarity while remaining alive to complexity and the stubbornness of reality.
Encountered alone, each work can appear complete yet partial: the maxims radiate confidence but invite questions of scope; the treatise pursues breadth but risks abstraction. Brought together, they anchor and challenge one another. Napoleon’s formulations gain depth when tested against Clausewitz’s categories; Clausewitz’s structures find edge when measured against Napoleon’s demands for concentration and speed. The collection therefore offers a single vantage in which practice and theory cohabit, making contrasts legible and correspondences vivid. It encourages an integrated reading that resists simplification, avoids hero-worship, and cultivates disciplined imagination oriented toward results rather than mere doctrinal comfort.
Thematic & Aesthetic Interplay
Each text speaks to the other across form and tempo. Napoleon’s Maxims of War moves in short, declarative strokes, a cadence suited to command. Clausewitz’s On War expands and revises, testing hypotheses against counterexamples and tracing ambiguities. The result is an internal conversation between certainty and inquiry. The maxims often assume favorable conditions, then exhort concentration and speed; the treatise insists on friction and the corrosive effects of chance. Reading them together foregrounds the tension between prescription and diagnosis, revealing how military art oscillates between rules that guide action and reflections that problematize every rule.
Recurring motifs echo across both works: the decisive point, the advantages of interior lines, the moral forces that unite an army, and the primacy of purpose. Napoleon compresses these into actionable dicta, urging concentration, simplicity, and rapid exploitation. Clausewitz unpacks them as tendencies within a system whose elements interact unpredictably. Both confront a moral dilemma at the heart of command: audacity promises initiative, yet prudence guards against overextension. This shared concern with proportion—how much force, how much risk, at what time—binds the texts, turning their differences of method into complementary approaches to the same strategic calculus.
Contrast also produces insight. Napoleon’s imperative voice privileges clarity and momentum, making priority selection feel almost self-evident. Clausewitz’s dialectical voice foregrounds contradiction, exposing how clarity dissolves in contact with the enemy, terrain, and chance. Where Napoleon advocates concentration at the decisive point, Clausewitz asks how one identifies that point amid uncertainty, and how the enemy’s will reshapes calculations. The friction that Clausewitz describes often shadows the very moves Napoleon recommends, not to negate them, but to delimit their applicability. In this way, the texts teach reciprocal humility: boldness needs skepticism; skepticism needs a bias for action.
Influence runs both ways across the volume. On War continually engages with the phenomena associated with Napoleonic warfare, assessing operational patterns that Napoleon’s Maxims of War condenses into precepts. Clausewitz’s concepts—such as center of gravity, fog, and friction—provide analytical lenses through which Napoleon’s dicta can be interpreted, nuanced, or strategically sequenced. Conversely, the maxims pressure-test the theory by demanding decisions at finite moments, clarifying how abstractions translate into orders. The conversation thus becomes practical: propositions meet constraints, and constraints refine propositions. The encounter models a disciplined cycle of learning in which reflection and action fertilize each other.
Enduring Impact & Critical Reception
These works remain vital because they articulate a grammar of strategy that outlives the particular technologies of any era. Napoleon’s Maxims of War captures the imperatives of tempo, concentration, and logistics in clear injunctions; Clausewitz’s On War grounds those imperatives within a philosophy of political purpose, uncertainty, and human will. Together they equip strategic thinkers to navigate complexity without surrendering initiative. Their combined focus on moral forces, risk, and alignment of means with ends offers a durable lens for decision-making in crises, where time is scarce, information imperfect, and consequences profound for institutions, communities, and states.
Critical reception has long recognized the stature of both works in the study of strategy and war. On War is frequently treated as a foundational theoretical statement, repeatedly revisited in professional study and public debate. Napoleon’s Maxims of War circulates widely as a compendium of succinct guidance, often memorized, quoted, and tested against new scenarios. Their reputations reinforce each other: the maxims’ clarity tempts oversimplification that the treatise resists, while the treatise’s density invites practical counterpoise from the maxims. This enduring dialectic sustains attention, renews arguments, and ensures the texts continue to anchor rigorous discussion of means and ends.
Their afterlives extend across military practice, political discourse, and scholarship. Concepts and dicta from these texts are routinely cited in training, planning, and assessment, shaping the language by which operations are conceived and judged. They permeate public conversation during conflicts, frame debates about the use of force, and inspire comparative studies that test hypotheses across cases. Artistic portrayals of command and crisis often echo their tensions between decisiveness and doubt. Because each work foregrounds the interaction of material means and human agency, they remain touchstones wherever the stakes of organized violence require disciplined thinking about purpose, risk, and proportion.
The present pairing underscores why both texts stay indispensable: each offsets the other’s vulnerabilities while magnifying its strengths. When maxims risk becoming mere slogans, On War restores contingency, context, and political alignment. When theory risks paralysis through complexity, the maxims reassert economy, tempo, and decisive concentration. The result is a living conversation rather than a closed system, one that rewards rereading as conditions evolve. By conjoining the practitioner’s voice and the theorist’s inquiry, this collection cultivates judgment attuned to ends, resources, and chance, while preserving the moral seriousness appropriate to decisions that carry irrevocable human consequences.
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    Socio-Political Landscape
These works arose from a Europe convulsed by revolution, empire, and the reordering of sovereignty. Old hierarchies collapsed as new regimes mobilized entire populations, making warfare a public enterprise tied to citizenship and national purpose. Coalition warfare became routine, with shifting alliances testing the resilience of states and armies alike. The expansion of conscription, taxation, and administrative reach made military power inseparable from governance. Napoleon’s Maxims of War and Clausewitz’s On War crystallize reflections on this turbulent system: one distilling the commander’s art from campaign practice, the other interrogating war’s political logic, both forged in the crucible of continental struggle and state transformation.
Napoleon’s ascent from revolutionary general to emperor centralized power and aligned the army with a comprehensive political project. Administrative reforms standardized laws, finances, and recruitment, enabling unparalleled mobilization and operational tempo. The Grande Armée’s corps system, combined with decisive campaigning, redrew maps and created satellite polities tethered to imperial strategy. Economic measures such as continent-wide trade restrictions sought to collapse adversaries without a single battle. Within this environment, Napoleon’s Maxims of War offers condensed guidance for command, discipline, and tempo—principles hardened by repeated campaigns and aimed at generals who had to knit political purpose, logistics, and battlefield execution into a single decision cycle.
Clausewitz wrote against the backdrop of shattered certainties and institutional reform. Defeat and recovery shaped his understanding of military institutions as political instruments, with the stakes of policy visible in every mobilization and treaty. The post-1815 settlement sought equilibrium, yet the memory of imperial disruption lingered, prompting inquiry into how states risk annihilation or seek limited aims. His service experience and analytical temperament collide in On War, which probes the reciprocal pressures of adversaries, the misalignments between plans and events, and the primacy of political objectives. The work reflects a Europe attempting to stabilize power while learning from the shock of Napoleonic dominance.
Mass politics transformed war from cabinet maneuvers into national exertion. The levée en masse and patriotic culture raised vast armies whose loyalty intertwined with promises of rights, honor, and spoils. Political leaders now faced constituencies capable of sustaining protracted conflicts or demanding decisive outcomes. Napoleon’s battlefield practice translated this energy into rapid concentration and pursuit, while his proclamations cultivated legitimacy. Clausewitz, confronting the same phenomenon, theorized how political aims both unleash and constrain violence. He distinguished wars of limited objectives from those tending toward extremes, yet insisted that strategic method must remain anchored in political intent, lest military action lose meaning and control.
Expanding state capacity reshaped campaign possibilities. Better taxation, standardized supply, road networks, and magazines enabled armies to move farther and stay in the field longer. Organizational innovations, notably the independent corps, created modular forces that could maneuver, screen, and concentrate with unprecedented agility. Yet these very advances amplified uncertainty: dispersed formations strained communications and multiplied chances for surprise or failure. Napoleon’s maxims emphasize tempo, unity of effort, and the moral ascendancy of decisive blows. Clausewitz formalized the countervailing realities—friction, chance, and fog—that defy calculation. Both authors face the same administrative landscape, arriving at complementary insights about organization, momentum, and unavoidable disorder.
The era’s public sphere linked strategy to persuasion. Bulletins, proclamations, and carefully staged narratives justified campaigns, bolstered morale, and preserved authority amid hardship. Newspapers and salons discussed victories, casualties, and treaties, tethering strategy to domestic legitimacy. Napoleon’s succinct maxims double as instruments of instruction and command culture, encoding a style of leadership that thrives on clarity and presence. Clausewitz, attentive to the moral forces of war, incorporated public opinion and leadership character into his analysis of combat power. The battlefield’s outcome could be reversed by political backlash; thus, strategic communication became an extension of operations, shaping endurance as much as maneuvers did.
Continental conflict widened into maritime blockades, colonial trade disruptions, and campaigns on peripheries that bled resources and attention. The Iberian Peninsula and the vastness of Eastern Europe strained supply systems and exposed the limits of rapid decision. Climatic extremes, scorched earth, and insurgent resistance complicated schemes of decisive battle. Economic warfare aimed to break adversaries indirectly, testing the resilience of domestic economies and allied coalitions. Napoleon’s maxims, while forged in central theaters, implicitly reckon with overextension and the dangers of divided effort. Clausewitz generalizes such experience into cautionary theory about lines of operation, culminating points, and the strategic costs of ambition.
The interplay of political reforms, administrative centralization, and continental rivalry thus supplied the common world both authors sought to master—one where victory demanded the orchestration of society, finance, and morale, not merely battlefield prowess. Napoleon’s operational successes depended on aligning these levers with bold maneuver, while Clausewitz’s theorizing insisted that such alignment must remain subordinate to the governing aims of policy. The same landscape rewarded audacity yet punished blindness to context. Together, these texts distill an age in which war ceased to be an isolated craft and became instead the instrument and mirror of the state’s broader social transformation.
Intellectual & Aesthetic Currents
These books inhabit a crossroads of rational system and emotive will. Enlightenment habits of classification, measurement, and method informed efforts to reduce war to intelligible principles, while a rising taste for heroism and intensity celebrated individual genius and patriotic fervor. Napoleon’s Maxims of War compress experience into aphorisms that promise clarity amid turmoil. Clausewitz’s On War, by contrast, embraces contradiction, uncertainty, and the dialectic between theory and reality. Both reflect a tension between order and passion: a desire to codify practice against the stubborn fact that war, infused with human motives, resists any final geometry.
Professionalization accelerated. Staff work, standardized drills, and formal education tried to systematize command judgment, yet the battlefield remained a realm of imperfect information. Clausewitz transformed this impasse into inquiry, deliberately marrying historical reflection with conceptual models to clarify how plans collide with opposing wills. On War resists rigid prescription, urging critical judgment grounded in purpose and context. Napoleon’s maxims, for their part, convey a pedagogy of command: short statements meant to discipline attention and instinct under pressure. Each text thus models a different intellectual style—analytical exploration and distilled rule—aimed at the same problem of purposeful action amid uncertainty.
Aesthetic culture mirrored these dualities. Neoclassical order idealized clarity, proportion, and civic virtue, while emerging romantic sensibilities captured storm, night, and the sublime theater of battle. The opposition between lucid maxim and probing treatise parallels these artistic modes. Napoleon’s crisp formulations comport with a taste for disciplined form and exemplary conduct. Clausewitz’s open-ended reflection evokes the grand, unsettled vistas of forces contending beyond calculation. Both respond to an audience educated not only by drill manuals and maps but by paintings, dramas, and public ceremonies that framed war as spectacle and moral test, fusing beauty, terror, and national destiny.
Science and technology pressed into strategy’s service. Standardized artillery, improved metallurgy, and more reliable small arms increased lethality. Advancing cartography, surveying, and timekeeping refined movement and coordination, while semaphore systems and better staffs shortened decision loops. These innovations enlarged possibilities and amplified risks, as formations spanned greater distances with thinner margins for error. Napoleon’s maxims stress concentration, surprise, and the husbanding of reserves to capitalize on fleeting moments created by this new tempo. Clausewitz incorporates these advances into a broader theory, warning that complexity heightens friction, and that technology cannot annul the human factors that govern success or failure.
Law and institution-building remade the social basis of armies. Conscription, promotion by merit, and service nobility reshaped hierarchies and channeled talent into command. Finance ministries and war committees turned budgets and bonds into strategic enablers. Diplomacy became an extension of internal order, stitching coalitions to domestic legitimacy. On War elevates this matrix by defining war as an instrument of policy, insisting that strategic choices must answer to political ends. Maxims of War offers a field grammar for the same reality, highlighting concentration of effort, economy of force, and authority of command as ethical and organizational necessities in a state mobilized for conflict.
Legacy & Reassessment Across Time
Nineteenth-century readers encountered these works while rebuilding institutions and teaching new officer corps. Staff colleges treated Napoleon’s terse guidance as a primer for campaign planning and battlefield comportment, yet often warned against rote imitation divorced from context. Clausewitz’s insistence on political primacy and his analysis of friction offered a corrective to formulaic enthusiasm. Together, the texts framed debates over whether victory sprang from decisive battle or from coherent statecraft guiding many lesser actions. As empires and nation-states managed crises, the pair served alternately as inspiration and antidote—one celebrating action and the other interrogating its meaning and limits.
Industrialization transformed the interpretive field. Railways, telegraphs, and mass conscription scaled up armies and made mobilization itself a strategic weapon. Readers extracted from On War concepts for understanding escalation, concentration against a center of gravity, and the dynamics of limited versus expansive aims. Napoleon’s maxims, meanwhile, were reinterpreted to emphasize preparation, logistical foresight, and the orchestration of dispersed forces converging at speed. The more complex the machinery of war became, the more instructors paired concise rules with reflective theory, teaching officers to hold both in tension: the need for simple, executable guidance and the obligation to align every movement with political purpose.
The cataclysms of the twentieth century prompted renewed scrutiny. Total mobilization, mechanized slaughter, and mass politics forced readers to reconsider the allure of decisive battles. Some appropriated select sentences to rationalize attrition, while others returned to the broader argument of On War, underscoring the dangers of means overwhelming ends. Napoleon’s maxims were mined for economy of force and concentration, yet also read as warnings against overreach. The pair acquired reputations as demanding texts: useful when read as complements, misleading when cherry-picked. Their endurance rested not on promising victory formulas but on clarifying the responsibilities binding military action to state aims.
Decolonization and asymmetric conflicts reframed lessons about legitimacy, endurance, and the moral forces powering resistance. Readings of On War emphasized friction, culminating points, and the need to define realistic political objectives under international scrutiny. Napoleon’s maxims, often forged in conventional campaigns, were adapted to highlight unity of command, intelligence, and vigilance against dispersal in complex environments. Strategists found in both works guidance for navigating protracted struggles where narrative, coalition management, and restraint mattered as much as firepower. The emphasis shifted from seeking a single decisive engagement to cultivating sustainable advantage through political coherence and calibrated, context-sensitive application of force.
Contemporary reassessment situates these texts within multi-domain competition, information saturation, and rapid innovation. Cyber operations, precision strike, and global finance compress decision time while widening strategic effects. On War’s counsel—keep strategy tethered to political purpose and accept uncertainty as irreducible—remains a safeguard against technological determinism. Maxims of War continues to offer operational clarity: concentrate strength, preserve initiative, and economize scarce capabilities. Scholars debate translation nuances and contextualization, yet consensus holds that the works illuminate rather than dictate. Taught together, they train judgment: to craft policy-guided strategies and to convert them into simple, resilient actions under pressure.
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    Napoleon's Maxims of War
A compact set of aphorisms distilling battlefield experience into actionable principles of strategy and command. It emphasizes concentration of force, speed, surprise, and decisive leadership while acknowledging the roles of logistics, terrain, and morale. The tone is terse and prescriptive, offering a commander’s checklist rather than a theory.
Clausewitz's On War
A systematic inquiry into the nature, purpose, and conduct of war that blends philosophy, history, and military analysis. It examines friction, uncertainty, moral forces, and the interplay of chance and policy, developing concepts such as center of gravity and the relationship between tactics, strategy, and politics. The voice is exploratory and dialectical, qualifying general rules with context and emphasizing the limits of certainty.
Napoleon's Maxims of War + Clausewitz's On War
Together, these works stage a dialogue between practice and theory: Napoleon reduces strategy to crisply stated rules, while Clausewitz explains when and why such rules hold or fail under real-world uncertainty. Both stress concentration, tempo, morale, and the primacy of purpose, but they diverge on method—decisive prescriptive guidance versus contextual analysis that subjects every maxim to conditions. Read side by side, they frame strategy as an art shaped by politics and human factors, inviting readers to reconcile bold action with prudent assessment.
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The publisher has reissued this little volume as a publication timely for the occasion. A collection of maxims which directed the military operations of the greatest captain of modern times, cannot fail to prove of great use to such young officers as really desire a knowledge of the art of war. The maxims are illustrated by instances drawn from the campaigns of Gustavus Adolphus, Turenne, Frederick, and Napoleon. These great men were all governed by the same principles, and it is by applying these principles to the perusal of their respective campaigns, that every military man will recognize their wisdom, and make such use of them hereafter as his own particular genius shall point out.

“And here, perhaps,” says the translator, Col. D’Aguilar, “my task might have been considered finished; but perceiving how incomplete the collection was alone, I have endeavored to supply the deficiency by having recourse for further illustration to the memoirs of Montécuculli, and the instructions of Frederick to his generals. The analogy of their principles with those of Napoleon, has convinced me that the art of war is susceptible of two points of view: one, which relates entirely to the acquirements and genius of the general; the other, which refers to matters of detail.

“The first is the same in all ages, and with all nations, whatever be the arms with which they fight. Hence it follows that, in every age, great commanders have been governed by the same principles.

“The business of detail, on the contrary, is controlled by existing circumstances. It varies with the character of a people, and the quality of their arms.

“It is with a view to impress the justice of this remark, that I have sought for facts in different periods of history, to illustrate these maxims, and to prove that nothing is problematical in war; but that failure and success in military operations depend almost always on the natural genius and science of the chief.”
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The frontiers of states are either large rivers, or chains of mountains, or deserts. Of all these obstacles to the march of an army, the most difficult to overcome is the desert; mountains come next, and broad rivers occupy the third place.

NOTE.

Napoleon, in his military career, appears to have been called upon to surmount every difficulty which can occur in wars of invasion.

In Egypt he traversed deserts, and vanquished and destroyed the Mamelukes, so celebrated for their address and courage. His genius knew how to accommodate itself to all the dangers of this distant enterprise, in a country ill adapted to supply the wants of his troops.

In the conquest of Italy, he twice crossed the Alps by the most difficult passes, and at a season, too, which rendered this undertaking still more formidable. In three months he passed the Pyrenees, defeated and dispersed four Spanish armies. In short, from the Rhine to the Borysthenes, no natural obstacle could be found to arrest the rapid march of his victorious army.
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In forming the plan of a campaign, it is requisite to foresee everything the enemy may do, and to be prepared with the necessary means to counteract it.

Plans of campaign may be modified ad infinitum according to circumstances—the genius of the general, the character of the troops, and the topography of the theatre of action.

NOTE.

Sometimes we see a hazardous campaign succeed, the plan of which is directly at variance with the principles of the art of war. But this success depends generally on the caprice of fortune, or upon faults committed by the enemy—two things upon which a general must never count. Sometimes the plan of a campaign, although based on sound principles of war, runs the risk of failing at the outset if opposed by an adversary who acts at first on the defensive, and then, suddenly seizing the initiative, surprises by the skilfulness of his manœuvres. Such was the fate of the plan laid down by the Aulic council for the campaign of 1796, under the command of Marshal Wurmser. From his great numerical superiority, the marshal had calculated on the entire destruction of the French army, by cutting off its retreat. He founded his operations on the defensive attitude of his adversary, who was posted on the line of the Adige, and had to cover the siege of Mantua, as well as central and lower Italy.

Wurmser, supposing the French army fixed in the neighborhood of Mantua, divided his forces into three corps, which marched separately, intending to unite at that place. Napoleon, having penetrated the design of the Austrian general, perceived the advantage to be derived from striking the first blow against an army divided into three corps, with no communication between them. He hastened, therefore, to raise the siege of Mantua, assembled the whole of his forces, and by this means became superior to the imperialists, whose divisions he attacked and beat in detail. Thus Wurmser, who fancied he had only to march to certain victory, saw himself compelled, after ten days campaign, to retire with the remains of his army into the Tyrol, after a loss of twenty-five thousand men in killed and wounded, fifteen thousand prisoners, nine stand of colors, and seventy pieces of cannon.

Hence, nothing is so difficult as to prescribe beforehand to a general the line of conduct he shall pursue during the course of a campaign. Success must often depend on circumstances that cannot be foreseen; and it should be remembered, likewise, that nothing cramps so much the efforts of genius as compelling the head of an army to be governed by any will but his own.
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An army which undertakes the conquest of a country, has its two wings resting either upon neutral territories, or upon great natural obstacles, such as rivers or chains of mountains. It happens in some cases that only one wing is so supported; and in others that both are exposed.

In the first instance cited, viz., where both wings are protected, a general has only to protect his front from being penetrated. In the second, where one wing only is supported, he should rest upon the supported wing. In the third, where both wings are exposed, he should depend upon a central formation, and never allow the different corps under his command to depart from this: for if it be difficult to contend with the disadvantage of having two flanks exposed, the inconvenience is doubled by having four, trebled if there be six—that is to say, if the army is divided into two or three different corps. In the first instance, then, as above quoted, the line of operation may rest indifferently on the right or on the left. In the second, it should be directed toward the wing in support. In the third, it should be perpendicular to the centre of the army’s line of march. But in all these cases it is necessary, at a distance of every five or six days march, to have a strong post or an entrenched position upon the line of operation, in order to collect military stores and provisions, to organize convoys, to form of it a centre of movement, and establish a point of defence to shorten the line of operation of the army.

NOTE.

These general principles in the art of war were entirely unknown, or lost sight of, in the middle ages. The crusaders in their incursions into Palestine appear to have had no object but to fight and to conquer, so little pains did they take to profit by their victories. Hence, innumerable armies perished in Syria, without any other advantage than that derived from the momentary success obtained by superior numbers.

It was by the neglect of these principles, also, that Charles XII, abandoning his line of operation and all communication with Sweden, threw himself into the Ukraine, and lost the greater part of his army by the fatigue of a winter campaign in a barren country destitute of resources.

Defeated at Pultawa, he was obliged to seek refuge in Turkey, after crossing the Nieper with the remains of his army, diminished to little more than one thousand men.

Gustavus Adolphus was the first who brought back the art of war to its true principles. His operations in Germany were bold, rapid, and well executed. He made success at all times conducive to future security, and established his line of operation so as to prevent the possibility of any interruption in his communications with Sweden. His campaigns form a new era in the art of war.
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When the conquest of a country is undertaken by two or three armies, which have each their separate line of operation, until they arrive at a point fixed upon for their concentration, it should be laid down as a principle, that the union of these different corps should never take place near the enemy; because the enemy, in uniting his forces, may not only prevent this junction, but may beat the armies in detail.

NOTE.

In the campaign of 1757, Frederick, marching to the conquest of Bohemia with two armies, which had each their separate line of operation, succeeded, notwithstanding, in uniting them in sight of the Duke of Lorraine, who covered Prague with the imperial army; but his example should not be followed. The success of this march depended entirely on the inaction of the duke, who, at the head of seventy thousand men, did nothing to prevent the junction of the two Prussian armies.
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All wars should be governed by certain principles, for every war should have a definite object, and be conducted according to the rules of art. (A war should only be undertaken with forces proportioned to the obstacles to be overcome.)

NOTE.

It was a saying of Marshal Villars, that when war is decided on, it is necessary to have exact information of the number of troops the enemy can bring into the field, since it is impossible to lay down any solid plan of offensive or defensive operation without an accurate knowledge of what you have to expect and fear. “When the first shot is fired,” observes Marshal Villars, “no one can calculate what will be the issue of the war. It is, therefore, of vast importance to reflect maturely before we begin it.” When once, however, this is decided, the marshal observes that the boldest and most extended plans are generally the wisest and the most successful. “When we are determined upon war,” he adds, “we should carry it on vigorously and without trifling.”


MAXIM VI.
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At the commencement of a campaign, to advance or not to advance, is a matter for grave consideration; but when once the offensive has been assumed, it must be sustained to the last extremity. However skilful the manœuvres in a retreat, it will always weaken the morale of an army, because, in losing the chances of success, these last are transferred to the enemy. Besides, retreats always cost more men and materiel than the most bloody engagements; with this difference, that in a battle the enemy’s loss is nearly equal to your own—whereas in a retreat the loss is on your side only.

NOTE.

Marshal Saxe remarks, that no retreats are so favorable as those which are made before a languid and unenterprising enemy, for when he pursues with vigor, the retreat soon degenerates into a rout. “Upon this principle it is a great error,” says the marshal, “to adhere to the proverb which recommends us to build a bridge of gold for a retreating enemy. No; follow him up with spirit, and he is destroyed!”


MAXIM VII.
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An army should be ready every day, every night, and at all times of the day and night, to oppose all the resistance of which it is capable. With this view, the soldier should always be furnished completely with arms and ammunition; the infantry should never be without its artillery, its cavalry, and its generals; and the different divisions of the army should be constantly in a state to support, to be supported, and to protect itself.

The troops, whether halted, or encamped, or on the march, should be always in favorable positions, possessing the essentials required for a field of battle; for example, the flanks should be well covered, and all the artillery so placed as to have free range, and to play with the greatest advantage. When an army is in column of march, it should have advanced guards and flanking parties, to examine well the country in front, to the right, and to the left, and always at such distance as to enable the main body to deploy into position.

NOTE.

The following maxims, taken from the memoirs of Montécuculli, appear to me well suited to this place, and calculated to form a useful commentary on the general principles laid down in the preceding maxim:

1. When war has been once decided on, the moment is past for doubts and scruples. On the contrary, we are bound to hope that all the evil which may ensue, will not; that Providence, or our own wisdom, may avert it; or that the want of talent on the part of the enemy may prevent him from benefiting by it. The first security for success is to confer the command on one individual. When the authority is divided, the opinions of the commanders often vary, and the operations are deprived of that ensemble which is the first essential to victory. Besides, when an enterprise is common to many, and not confined to a single person, it is conducted without vigor, and less interest is attached to the result.

After having strictly conformed to all the rules of war, and satisfied ourselves that nothing has been omitted to ensure eventual success, we must then leave the issue in the hands of Providence, and repose ourselves tranquilly in the decision of a higher power.

Let what will arrive, it is the part of a general-in-chief to remain firm and constant in his purposes; he must not allow himself to be elated by prosperity, nor to be depressed by adversity: for in war good and bad and fortune succeed each other by turns, form the ebb and flow of military operations.

2. When your own army is strong and inured to service, and that of the enemy is weak and consists of new levies, or of troops enervated by long inaction, then you should exert every means to bring him to battle.

If, on the other hand, your adversary has the advantage in troops, a decisive combat is to be avoided, and you must be content to impede his progress, by encamping advantageously, and fortifying favorable passes. When armies are nearly equal in force, it is desirable not to avoid a battle, but only to attempt to fight one to advantage. For this purpose, care should be taken to encamp always in front of the enemy; to move when he moves, and occupy the heights and advantageous grounds that lie upon his line of march; to seize upon all the buildings and roads adjoining to his camp, and post yourself advantageously in the places by which he must pass. It is always something gained to make him lose time, to thwart his designs, or to retard their progress and execution. If, however, an army is altogether inferior to that of the enemy, and there is no possibility of manœuvring against him with success, then the campaign must be abandoned, and the troops must retire into the fortresses.

3. The principal object of a general-in-chief, in the moment of battle, should be to secure the flanks of his army. It is true that natural positions may be found to effect this object, but these positions being fixed and immovable in themselves, they are only advantageous to a general who wishes to wait the shock of the enemy, and not to one who marches to the attack.

A general can, therefore, rely only on the proper arrangement of his troops, to enable him to repel any attempt the adversary may make upon the front, or flanks, or rear of his army.

If one flank of an army rests upon a river, or an impassable ravine, the whole of the cavalry may be posted with the other wing, in order to envelop the enemy more easily by its superiority in numbers.

If the enemy has his flanks supported by woods, light cavalry or infantry should be despatched to attack him in flank or in rear during the heat of the battle. If practicable, also, an attack should be made upon the baggage, to add to his confusion.

If you desire to beat the enemy’s left with your right wing, or his right with your left wing, the wing with which you attack should be reinforced by the élite of your army. At the same moment, the other wing should avoid battle, and the attacking wing brought rapidly forward, so as to overwhelm the enemy. If the nature of the ground admits, he should be approached by stealth, and attacked before he is on his guard. If any signs of fear are discoverable in the enemy, and which are always to be detected by confusion or disorder in his movements, he should be pursued immediately, without allowing him time to recover himself. It is now the cavalry should be brought into action, and manœuvre so as to surprise and cut off his artillery and baggage.

4. The order of march should always be subservient to the order of battle, which last should be arranged beforehand. The march of an army is always well regulated when it is governed by the distance to be accomplished, and by the time required for its performance. The front of the column of march should be diminished or increased according to the nature of the country, taking care that the artillery always proceeds by the main road.

When a river is to be passed, the artillery should be placed in battery upon the bank opposite the point of crossing.

It is a great advantage, when a river forms a sweep or angle, and when a ford is to be found near the place where you wish to effect a passage. As the construction of the bridge proceeds, infantry should be advanced to cover the workmen, by keeping up a fire on the opposite bank; but the moment it is finished, a corps of infantry and cavalry, and some field-pieces, should be pushed across. The infantry should entrench itself immediately at the head of the bridge, and it is prudent, moreover, to fortify on the same side of the river, in order to protect the bridge in case the enemy should venture an offensive movement.

The advanced guard of an army should be always provided with trusty guides, and with a corps of pioneers: the first to point out the best roads, the second to render these roads more practicable.

If the army marches in detachments, the commander of each detachment should be furnished with the name of the place in writing, where the whole are to be reassembled; the place should be sufficiently removed from the enemy to prevent him from occupying it before the junction of all the detachments. To this end, it is of importance to keep the name a secret.

From the moment an army approaches the enemy, it should march in the order in which it is intended to fight. If anything is to be apprehended, precautions are necessary in proportion to the degree of the danger. When a defile is to be passed, the troops should be halted beyond the extremity, until the whole army has quitted the defile.

In order to conceal the movements of an army, it is necessary to march by night through woods and valleys, by the most retired roads, and out of reach of all inhabited places. No fires should be allowed; and, to favor the design still more, the troops should move by verbal order. When the object of the march is to carry a post, or to relieve a place that is besieged, the advanced guard should march within musket shot of the main body, because then you are prepared for an immediate attack, and ready to overthrow all before you.

When a march is made to force a pass guarded by the enemy, it is desirable to make a feint upon one point, while, by a rapid movement, you bring your real attack to bear upon another.

Sometimes success is obtained by pretending to fall back upon the original line of march, and, by a sudden countermarch, seizing upon the pass, before the enemy is able to reoccupy it. Some generals have gained their point by manœuvring so as to deceive the enemy, while a detachment under the cover of high grounds has surprised the passage by a stolen march. The enemy being engaged in watching the movements of the main body, the detachment has an opportunity of entrenching itself in its new position.

5. An army regulates its mode of encampment according to the greater or less degree of precaution, when circumstances require. In a friendly country the troops are divided, to afford better accommodation and supplies. But with the enemy in front, an army should always encamp in order of battle. With this view, it is of the highest importance to cover one part of the camp, as far as practicable, by natural defences, such as a river, a chain of rocks, or a ravine. Care should be taken also that the camp is not commanded, and that there is no obstacle to a free communication between the different corps, and which can prevent the troops from mutually succoring each other.

When an army occupies a fixed camp, it is necessary to be well supplied with provisions and ammunition, or at least that these should be within certain reach and easily obtained. To insure this, the line of communication must be well established, and care taken not to leave an enemy’s fortress in your rear.

When an army is established in winter quarters, its safety is best secured either by fortifying a camp (for which purpose a spot should be selected near a large commercial town, or a river affording facility of transport), or by distributing it in close cantonments, so that the troops should be near together, and capable of affording each other mutual support.

The winter quarters of an army should be protected, likewise, by constructing small covered works on all the lines of approach to the cantonments, and by posting advanced guards of cavalry to observe the motions of the enemy.

6. A battle is to be sought, when there is reason to hope for victory, or when an army runs the risk of being ruined without fighting; also when a besieged place is to be relieved, or when you desire to prevent a reinforcement from reaching the enemy. Battles are useful, likewise, when we wish to profit by a favorable opportunity which offers, to secure a certain advantage, such as seizing upon an undefended point or pass, attacking the enemy when he has committed a fault, or when some misunderstanding among his generals favors the undertaking.

If an enemy declines an engagement, he may be compelled to it, either by besieging a place of importance, or by falling upon him unawares, and when he cannot easily effect his retreat. Or (after pretending to retire), by making a rapid countermarch, attacking him vigorously and forcing him to action.

The different circumstances under which a battle should be avoided or declined, are, when there is greater danger to be apprehended from defeat than advantage to be derived from victory; when you are very inferior to your adversary in numbers, and are expecting reinforcements; above all, when the enemy is advantageously posted, or when he is contributing to his own ruin by some inherent defect in his position, or by the errors and divisions of his generals.

To gain a battle, each arm must be advantageously posted, and have the means of engaging its front and in flank. The wings must be protected by natural obstacles, where these present themselves, or by having recourse when necessary to the aid of art.

The troops must be able to assist each other without confusion, and care must be taken that the broken corps do not fall back upon, and throw the rest into disorder. Above all, the intervals between the different corps must be sufficiently small to prevent the enemy from penetrating between them, for in that case you would be obliged to employ your reserves, and run the risk of being entirely overwhelmed. Sometimes victory is obtained by creating a diversion in the middle of a battle, or even by depriving the soldier of all hope of retreat, and placing him in a situation where he is reduced to the necessity either to conquer or die.

At the commencement of a battle, if the ground is level, you should advance to meet the enemy, in order to inspire the soldier with courage; but if you are well posted, and your artillery advantageously placed, then wait for him with determination: remembering always to fight resolutely, to succor opportunely those who require it, and never to bring your reserves into action except in the last extremity; and even then to preserve some support, behind which the broken corps may rally.

When it is necessary to attack with your whole force, the battle should commence toward evening; because then, whatever be the issue, night will arrive to separate the combatants before your troops are exhausted. By this means, an opportunity is afforded of affecting an orderly retreat if the result of the battle requires it.

During an action, the general-in-chief should occupy some spot whence he can, as far as possible, overlook his whole army. He should be informed, immediately, of everything that passes in the different divisions. He should be ready, in order to render success more complete, to operate with fresh troops upon those points where the enemy is giving way, and also to reinforce his own corps wherever they are inclined to yield. When the enemy is beaten, he must pursue him instantly, without giving him a moment to rally; on the other hand, if he is himself defeated, or despairs of victory, he must retreat in the best possible order.

7. It shows great talent in a general to bring troops, who are prepared for action, into collision with those who are not: for example, fresh troops against those which are exhausted—brave and disciplined men against recruits. He must likewise be ready always to fall with his army upon a weak or detached corps, to follow the track of the enemy, and charge him among defiles before he can face about and get into position.

8. A position is good when the different corps are so placed as to be engaged with advantage, and without any remaining unemployed. If you are superior in cavalry, positions are to be taken in plains and open ground; if in infantry, in an enclosed and covered country. If inferior in numbers, in confined and narrow places; if superior, in a spacious and extensive field. With a very inferior army, a difficult pass must be selected to occupy and fortify.

9. In order to obtain every possible advantage from a diversion, we should ascertain first, that the country in which it is to be created is easily penetrated. A diversion should be made vigorously, and on those points where it is calculated to do the greatest mischief to the enemy.

10. To make war with success, the following principles should never be departed from:

To be superior to your enemy in numbers, as well as in morale; to fight battles in order to spread terror in the country; to divide your army into as many corps as may be effected without risk, in order to undertake several objects at the same time; to treat WELL those who yield, to ILL treat those who resist; to secure your rear, and occupy and strengthen yourself at the outset in some post which shall serve as a central point for the support of your future movements; to guard against desertion; to make yourself master of the great rivers and principal passes, and to establish your line of communication by getting possession of the fortresses, by laying siege to them, and of the open country, by giving battle; for it is vain to expect that conquests are to be achieved without combats; although when a victory is won, they will be best maintained by uniting mildness with valor.


MAXIM VIII.
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A general-in-chief should ask himself frequently in the day: “What should I do if the enemy’s army appeared now in my front, or on my right, or my left?” If he have any difficulty in answering these questions, his position is bad, and he should seek to remedy it.

NOTE.

In the campaign of 1758, the position of the Prussian army at Hohen Kirk, being commanded by the batteries of the enemy, who occupied all the heights, was eminently defective; notwithstanding, Frederick, who saw his rear menaced by the corps of Laudon, remained six days in his camp without seeking to correct his position. It would seem, indeed, that he was ignorant of his real danger: for Marshal Daun, having manœuvred during the night in order to attack by daybreak, surprised the Prussians in their lines before they were able to defend themselves, and by this means surrounded them completely.

Frederick succeeded, however, in effecting his retreat with regularity, but not without the loss of ten thousand men, many general officers, and almost all of his artillery. If Marshal Daun had followed up his victory with greater boldness, the king of Prussia would never have been able to rally his army. On this occasion, Frederick’s good fortune balanced his imprudence.

Marshal Saxe remarks, that there is more talent than is dreamt of in bad dispositions, if we possess the art of converting them into good ones when the favorable moment arrives. Nothing astonishes the enemy so much as this manœuvre; he has counted upon something; all his arrangements have been founded upon it accordingly—and at the moment of attack it escapes him! “I must repeat,” says the marshal, “there is nothing that so completely disconcerts an enemy as this, or leads him to commit so many errors; for it follows, that if he does not change his arrangements, he is beaten; and if he does change them, in presence of his adversary, he is equally undone.”

It seems to me, however, that a general who should rest the success of a battle upon such a principle, would be more likely to lose than to gain by it; for if he had to deal with a skilful adversary and an alert tactician, the latter would find time to take advantage of the previous bad arrangements, before he would be able to remedy them.
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The strength of an army, like the power in mechanics, is estimated by multiplying the mass by the rapidity; a rapid march augments the morale of an army, and increases its means of victory. Press on!

NOTE.

“Rapidity,” says Montécuculli, “is of importance in concealing the movements of an army, because it leaves no time to divulge the intention of its chief. It is, therefore, an advantage to attack the enemy unexpectedly, to take him off his guard, to surprise him, and let him feel the thunder before he sees the flash; but if too great celerity exhausts your troops, while, on the other hand, delay deprives you of the favorable moment, you must weigh the advantage against the disadvantage, and choose between.”

Marshal Villars observes, that “in war everything depends upon being able to deceive the enemy; and having once gained this point, in never allowing him time to recover himself.” Villars has united practice to precept. His bold and rapid marches were almost always crowned with success.

It was the opinion of Frederick that all wars should be short and rapid; because a long war insensibly relaxes discipline, depopulates the state, and exhausts its resources.
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When an army is inferior in number, inferior in cavalry, and in artillery, it is essential to avoid a general action. The first deficiency should be supplied by rapidity of movement; the want of artillery, by the nature of the manœuvres; and the inferiority in cavalry, by the choice of positions. In such circumstances, the morale of the soldier does much.

NOTE.

The campaign of 1814 in France was skilfully executed upon these principles. Napoleon, with an army inferior in number, an army discouraged by the disastrous retreats of Moscow and of Leipzig, and still more by the presence of the enemy in the French territory, contrived, notwithstanding, to supply his vast inequality of force by the rapidity and combination of his movements. By the success obtained at Champ-Aubert, Montmirail, Montereau, and Rheims, he began to restore the morale of the French army. The numerous recruits of which it was composed, had already acquired that steadiness of which the old regiments afforded them an example, when the capture of Paris, and the astonishing revolution it produced, compelled Napoleon to lay down his arms.

But this consequence resulted rather from the force of circumstances than from any absolute necessity; for Napoleon, by carrying his army to the other side of the Loire, might easily have formed a junction with the armies of the Alps and Pyrenees, and have reappeared on the field of battle at the head of a hundred thousand men. Such a force would have amply sufficed to re-establish the chances of war in his favor; more especially as the armies of the allied sovereigns were obliged to manœuvre upon the French territory with all the strong places of Italy and France in their rear.
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To direct operations with lines far removed from each other, and without communications, is to commit a fault which always gives birth to a second. The detached column has only its orders for the first day. Its operations on the following day depend upon what may have happened to the main body. Thus, this column either loses time upon emergency, in waiting for orders, or it will act without them, and at hazard. Let it therefore be held as a principle, that an army should always keep its columns so united as to prevent the enemy from passing between them with impunity. Whenever, for particular reasons, this principle is departed from, the detached corps should be independent in their operations. They should move toward a point fixed upon for their future junction. They should advance without hesitating, and without waiting for fresh orders; and every precaution should be taken to prevent an attack upon them in detail.

NOTE.

The Austrian army, commanded by Field-marshal Alvinzi, was divided into two corps, destined to act independently, until they should accomplish their junction before Mantua. The first of these corps, consisting of forty-five thousand men, was under the orders of Alvinzi. It was to debouch by Monte Baldo, upon the positions occupied by the French army on the Adige. The second corps, commanded by General Provéra, was destined to act upon the lower Adige, and to raise the blockade of Mantua. Napoleon, informed of the enemy’s movements, but not entirely comprehending his projects, confined himself to concentrating his masses, and giving orders to the troops to hold themselves in readiness to manœuvre. In the meantime, fresh information satisfied the general-in-chief of the French army that the corps which had debouched by La Coronna, over Monte Baldo, was endeavoring to form a junction with its cavalry and artillery—both which, having crossed the Adige at Dolce, were directing their march upon the plateau of Rivoli, by the great road leading by Incanole.

Napoleon immediately foresaw that, by having possession of the plateau, he should be able to prevent this junction, and obtain all the advantages of the initiative. He accordingly put his troops in motion, and at two o’clock in the morning occupied that important position. Once master of the point fixed upon for the junction of the Austrian columns, success followed all his dispositions. He repulsed every attack, made seven thousand prisoners, and took several standards and twelve pieces of cannon. At two o’clock in the afternoon, the battle of Rivoli was already gained, when Napoleon, learning that General Provéra had passed the Adige at Anghiari, and was directing his march upon Mantua, left to his generals the charge of following up the retreat of Alvinzi, and placed himself at the head of a division for the purpose of defeating the designs of Provéra.

By a rapid march, he again succeeded in the initiatory movement, and in preventing the garrison of Mantua from uniting its force with the relieving army. The corps intrusted with the blockade, eager to distinguish itself under the eyes of the conqueror of Rivoli, compelled the garrison to retire into the place, while the division of Victor, forgetting the fatigues of a forced march, rushed with impetuosity on the relieving army in front. At this moment a sortie from the lines of St. George took him in flank, while the corps of Augereau, which had followed the march of the Austrian general, attacked him in rear. Provéra, surrounded on all sides, capitulated. The result of these two battles cost the Austrians three thousand men in killed and wounded, twenty-two thousand prisoners, twenty-four standards, and forty-six pieces of cannon.
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An army ought to have only one line of operation. This should be preserved with care, and never abandoned but in the last extremity.

NOTE.

“The line of communication of an army,” says Montécuculli, “must be certain and well established, for every army that acts from a distant base, and is not careful to keep this line perfectly open, marches upon a precipice. It moves to certain ruin, as may be seen by an infinity of examples. In fact, if the road by which provisions, ammunition and reinforcements are to be brought up, is not entirely secured—if the magazines, the hospitals, the depôts of arms, and the places of supply are not fixed and commodiously situated—not only the army cannot keep the field, but it will be exposed to the greatest dangers.”
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The distances permitted between corps of an army upon the march must be governed by the localities, by circumstances, and by the object in view.

NOTE.

When an army moves at a distance from the enemy, the columns may be disposed along the road so as to favor the artillery and baggage. But when it is marching into action, the different corps must be formed in close columns in order of battle. The generals must take care that the heads of the columns, which are to attack together, do not outstep each other, and that in approaching the field of action they preserve the relative intervals required for deployment.

“The marches that are made preparatory to a battle require,” says Frederick, “the greatest precaution.” With this view, he recommends his generals to be particularly on their guard, and to reconnoitre the ground at successive distances, in order to secure the initiative by occupying those positions most calculated to favor an attack. On a retreat, it is the opinion of many generals that an army should concentrate its forces, and march in close columns if it is still strong enough to resume the offensive; for by this means it is easy to form the line when a favorable opportunity presents itself, either for holding the enemy in check or for attacking him if he is not in a situation to accept battle.

Such was Moreau’s retreat after the passage of the Adda by the Austro-Russian army. The French general, after having covered the evacuation of Milan, took up a position between the Po and the Tanaro.

His camp rested upon Alexandria and Valentia, two capital fortresses, and had the advantage of covering the roads to Turin and Savona, by which he could effect his retreat in case he was unable to accomplish a junction with the corps d’armee of Macdonald, who had been ordered to quit the kingdom of Naples, and hasten his march into Tuscany.

Forced to abandon his position in consequence of the insurrection in Piedmont and Tuscany, Moreau retired upon Asti, where he learned that his communication with the river of Genoa had just been cut off by the capture of Ceva. After several ineffectual attempts to retake this place, he saw that his only safety depended upon throwing himself into the mountains.

To effect this object, he directed the whole of his battering train and heavy baggage by the Col de Fenestrelle upon France; then opening himself a way over the St. Bernard, he gained Loano with his light artillery and the small proportion of field equipment he had been able to preserve.

By this skilful movement, he not only retained his communications with France, but was enabled to observe the motions of the army from Naples, and to facilitate his junction with it by directing the whole of his force upon the points necessary for that purpose.

Macdonald, in the meantime, whose only chance of success depended on concentrating his little army, neglected this precaution, and was beaten in three successive actions at the Trebia.

By this retardment of his march, he rendered all Moreau’s measures to unite the two armies in the plains of the Po useless, and his retreat, after his brilliant but fruitless efforts at the Trebia, defeated the other arrangements, also, which the former had made to come to his support. The inactivity of Marshal Suwarrow, however, finally enabled the French general to accomplish his junction with the remains of the army from Naples. Moreau then concentrated his whole force upon the Appenines, and placed himself in a situation to defend the important positions of Liguria, until the chances of war should afford him an opportunity of resuming the offensive.

When, after a decisive battle, an army has lost its artillery and equipments, and is consequently no longer in a state to assume the offensive, or even to arrest the pursuit of the enemy, it would seem most desirable to divide what remains into several corps, and order them to march by separate and distant routes upon the base of operation, and throw themselves into the fortresses. This is the only means of safety: for the enemy, uncertain as to the precise direction taken by the vanquished army, is ignorant in the first instance which corps to pursue, and it is in this moment of indecision that a march is gained upon him. Besides, the movements of a small body being so much easier than those of a larger one, these separate lines of march are all in favor of a retreating army.
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Among mountains, a great number of positions are always to be found very strong in themselves, and which it is dangerous to attack. The character of this mode of warfare consists in occupying camps on the flanks or in the rear of the enemy, leaving him only the alternative of abandoning his position without fighting, to take up another in the rear, or to descend from it in order to attack you. In mountain warfare, the assailant has always the disadvantage; even in offensive warfare in the open field, the great secret consists in defensive combats, and in obliging the enemy to attack.

NOTE.

During the campaign of 1793, in the Maritime Alps, the French army, under the orders of General Brunet, did all in its power to get possession of the camps at Raus and at Fourches, by an attack in front. But these useless efforts served only to increase the courage of the Piedmontese, and to destroy the élite of the grenadiers of the republican army. The manœuvres by which Napoleon, without fighting, compelled the enemy to evacuate these positions in 1796, suffice to establish the truth of these principles, and to prove how much success in war depends upon the genius of the general as well as on the courage of the soldier.
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