
		
			[image: Cover for The Illustrious Dead: The Terrifying Story of How Typhus Killed Napoleon’s Greatest Army, Author, Stephan Talty]
		

	
		
			also by stephan talty

			Empire of Blue Water

			Captain Morgan’s Great Pirate Army, the Epic Battle for the Americas, and the Catastrophe That Ended the Outlaws’ Bloody Reign

			Mulatto America

			At the Crossroads of Black and White Culture: A Social History

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, The Illustrious Dead: The Terrifying Story of How Typhus Killed Napoleon’s Greatest Army, Author, Stephan Talty, Imprint, Crown]
			

		

	
		
			
			
				Crown

				Published by Crown

				An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

				1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

				penguinrandomhouse.com

				Copyright © 2009 by Stephan Talty

				Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thankyou for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form withoutpermission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may beused or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

				Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

				Talty, Stephan.

				The illustrious dead / Stephan Talty.—1st ed.

				1. Napoleonic Wars, 1800–1811—Campaigns—Russia. 2. Napoleonic Wars, 1800–1815—Campaigns—Russia—Medical and sanitary affairs. 3. France Armée—History—Napoleonic Wars, 1800–1815. 4. Napoleon I, Emperor of the French, 1769–1821—Military leadership. 5. Russia—History, Military—1801–1917. I. Title.

				DC235.T27 2009

				940.2'742—dc222008050646

				ISBN 9780307394057

				Ebook ISBN 9780307459756

				Design by Leonard Henderson, adapted for ebook

				Maps by Jeffrey L. Ward

				amn_prh_8.0a_157862988_c0_r0

			

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				Dedication

				Note to the Reader

				Map

				Dramatis Personae: Command Structures and Coalitions

				Introduction: Old Bones

			

			
				1: Incarnate

				2: A Portable Metropolis

				3: Drumbeat

				4: Crossing

				5: Pursuit

				6: Smolensk

				7: The Sound of Flames

				8: Smoke

				9: At Borodino

				10: Clash

				11: The Hospital

				12: The Last City

				13: Decision

				14: Two Roads

				15: Graveyard Trees

			

			
				Epilogue: Rendezvous in Germany

				Author’s Note: The Doorway of the Hospital at Tunis

				Glossary

				Notes

				Sources

				Acknowledgments

				Index

				Excerpt from The American School of Spies

				About the Author

				Appendix: Image Descriptions

			

		

	_157862988_

	
		
			
			
				For Asher and Delphine

			

		

	
		
			Note to the Reader

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			In these pages you’ll find a handful of place-names and military terms specific to the Napoleonic era. If you’re unclear about any of these, please consult the short glossaries found at the back of this book.
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			Coalitions Against France During the Napoleonic Era

			First Coalition (1792–97)

			Austria, Prussia, Great Britain, Spain, and the Piedmont

			Napoleon emerges from obscurity to conquer Italy. France gains Belgium, the Rhineland, a partitioned Venice, and most of Italy.

			Second Coalition (1798–1801)

			Russia, Great Britain, Austria, the Ottoman Empire, Portugal, Naples, and the Vatican

			Napoleon returns from Egypt to defeat the Austrians at the Battle of Marengo, France gains control of the Netherlands, and Austria accepts French domain over Italy and territories as far north as the Rhine.

			Third Coalition (1805)

			Austria, Great Britain, Russia, and Sweden

			England smashes the French and Spanish fleets at Trafalgar and rules unchallenged over the waters. Napoleon triumphs at Austerlitz against Austria and Russia. The German states are organized into the Confederation of the Rhine as a redoubt around France.

			Fourth Coalition (1806–7)

			Prussia, Great Britain, Sweden, Saxony, and Russia

			
				Napoleon crushes Prussia at the Battles of Jena and Auerstedt. The French fight the Russians to a draw at Eylau. France occupies Prussia, including Berlin. The Treaty of Tilsit gives France half of Prussia’s land as well as the Kingdom of Westphalia. The Grand Duchy of Warsaw, which includes most of modernday Poland, is created.

			Fifth Coalition (1809)

			Great Britain and Austria

			Napoleon triumphs at the Battle of Wagram. Austria loses Carniola, Carinthia, and the Adriatic ports to France; Galicia to Poland; and Tyrol to Bavaria.

			Sixth Coalition (1813–14)

			Great Britain and Russia, joined by Prussia, Sweden, Austria, and the German States

			France is driven out of Germany and the nation is occupied. Napoleon is exiled to Elba.

			Seventh Coalition (1815)

			Great Britain, Russia, Prussia, Sweden, Austria, and the German States

			Napoleon returns from exile but is defeated at Waterloo and is exiled to St. Helena, where he dies in 1821.

		

	
		
			Introduction: Old Bones
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			In Lithuania, late in the winter of 2001, construction crews began clearing a piece of land in that part of the capital, Vilnius, known as Northern Town, digging trenches for phone lines and demolishing the old Soviet barracks that had stood on the land for decades. Vilnius was booming, with new money flooding in and decades of oppression under Moscow and Berlin seeming at last ready to vanish along with the last physical traces of imperialism. Real estate developers had snapped up the old troops’ quarters to be made into luxe new homes for the computer programmers and regional managers who would soon turn this forbidding collection of buildings into a sparkling hub of the new Europe.

			The work had gone smoothly until one bulldozer scraped up a layer of soil and uncovered something white underneath its blade. The operator looked down and saw bones, bones that were quite clearly human: femurs, ribs, skulls. One worker later told a reporter that the white things “wouldn’t stop coming out of the ground.” There were thousands of them.

			Word spread to nearby neighborhoods, and men and women came hurrying across the fields, their boots crunching in the hoarfrost and their breath blowing white. There had been whispers for years about this place, rumors that the KGB had used the barracks as torture chambers for political dissidents. Many believed that those who hadn’t survived the questioning had been buried in mass graves somewhere on the grounds. Eight years earlier, a grave filled with seven hundred KGB victims had been found a few hundred yards away. The local people looked down into the freshly dug hole, looking for missing lovers, sisters, or sons.

			Or perhaps these were the corpses of Jews murdered by the Nazis. Hitler’s bureaucrats had set up two ghettos in the city after occupying it in June 1941 and then slowly drained them of men, women, and children, eventually killing 95 percent of the country’s Jewish population.

			When archaeologists from the University of Vilnius arrived, they saw that the bodies had been stacked three-deep in a V-shaped trench and quickly realized that the men had been buried in the same pits they had dug to defend themselves. Clearly, the men were soldiers, not dissidents or civilians. And they were robust specimens, many of them tall and broad-shouldered, most between fifteen and twenty years old, with a few women mixed in—prostitutes was the early guess.

			As they excavated the 2,000 skeletons, the archaeologists found a plaque that had once adorned a helmet, decorated by an eagle and a cockade in faded red, blue, and white. There were curious belt buckles inscribed in several languages, buttons with regiment numbers such as “29” and “61.” And there were, crucially, 20-franc coins that dated from the early 1800s. The remains were too old to be the victims of either Stalin or Hitler.

			After quickly calling to mind the history of Vilnius, called “the city built on bones” because of its past as a minor bauble for conquerors and tyrants, the scientists realized they could only be looking at the remnants of one force: the Grande Armée. One hundred and eighty-nine years before, Napoleon had led 600,000 men into Russia in an attempt to conquer his last major opponent on the Continent. These corpses were the remnants of that invasion force.

			The dead were from every corner of Europe—Holland, Italy, Spain, Germany, Westphalia, and other duchies, kingdoms, and states. Napoleon had ruled all of them and had in 1812 been at the coruscating height of his power, leading an army unlike anything that had been seen since the days of the Persian conqueror Xerxes in the fifth century BC. The soldiers were the paragons of their time, and on their march to Moscow they had been considered unstoppable. But they had clearly encountered something beyond their power to overcome or outrun.

			What had killed these men? None of the remains had the crushed skulls or telltale bullet holes of men who had been executed and dumped in mass graves. The bodies were curled into the fetal position, the normal human response to extreme cold, which had certainly played a part in their demise. Hunger, too, had ravaged the city in the winter of 1812. The archaeologists remembered the stories of Napoleon’s troops breaking into the local university and eating the human and animal specimens suspended in formaldehyde. Some of these men had starved to death.

			But something else had clearly been at play in that awful year. The soldiers had been physical specimens, the toughest of a gargantuan, battle-hardened army who had managed to escape the fate of their less determined or less robust comrades lying in roadside graves all the way to Moscow and back. These men were the survivors of something even more cataclysmic that had occurred many weeks earlier. In a sense, they were the lucky ones.

			The archaeologists drilled into the teeth of the corpses and extracted samples of dental pulp, placed it on slides, and slid them under microscopes. In the DNA of a number of the soldiers, they discovered the signs of the hidden killer that had done so much to bury not only the Grande Armée but also Napoleon’s hopes of world domination.

			Older than France or Europe or homo sapiens themselves, its causative agent had arisen millions of years ago. It had mystified—and slain—its scientific pursuers for centuries, complicating the race to understand and defeat it. And it had a past as fearsome as any of the mass killers of the twentieth century, only more illustrious and strange.
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				Incarnate

			
			It would be a remarkable thing to look at a map of the world in 1811 and not be struck by how much of it was controlled by France and its forty-two-year-old leader, Napoleon Bonaparte. His writ ran from the Atlantic Ocean to the borders of Russia and from southern Spain to northern Germany. Some 45 million subjects lived under his rule. One exhausts superlatives in talking of his kingdom: He held sole command of a nation that was the richest and most powerful on earth. His empire was larger than the Roman emperors’ or Charlemagne’s, and it had every promise of expanding in the near future. And Napoleon commanded it with such rigor that no detail, down to the opening time of the opera in Paris, escaped him.

			The emperor had not only conquered territory, he had remade societies. Coming of age during the reign of Louis XVI, Napoleon and his generation grew disgusted with a nation where the accumulated layers of tradition and artifice clogged one’s path in life, and money and prestige flowed to the amoral and the cunning. They felt suffocated by the weight of the past, its irrationalities, its injustices. After taking power in France, Napoleon had streamlined the nation’s administration, rationalized its civic laws and its economy to free up long-suppressed energies, and exported these innovations to the satellite nations under his control. He’d famously declared that careers should be open to the most talented, and in many ways he’d succeeded in moving European societies toward a future where merit, brains, and hard work counted.

			When the young general took power, he was seen across much of Europe as a kind of mythological creature: half warrior, half idealist. For those with any progressive ideas whatsoever, he was the strong man who would give order and structure to the best instincts of the French Revolution. Emerging from the whirling blood feuds of the Terror, during which thousands were executed on the slightest pretext, when men ran through the streets hoisting the body parts of princesses stuck on pikes, Napoleon had saved the nation.

			Our politics today are divided between left and right, liberal and conservative. But those notions gain their heat and shape from Napoleon’s times. He came of age during the birth of those concepts: between the French Revolution’s insistence on individual dignity, rights, and freedoms, and the Anglo-American conservative response, inaugurated by Edmund Burke in his landmark Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), which stressed the value of tradition, caution, and social norms built up over time. The temperature of the early 1800s burned much hotter than that of the early 2000s: the eruption of the Revolution threatened to sweep away all accumulated notions of social place and long-held values and to leave in their place pure chaos. Rulers eyed their subjects nervously, and subjects eyed their kings with the new idea that they were hateful and unnecessary. Europe in Napoleon’s time seemed ready to fly apart.

			This goes a long way toward explaining why Napoleon aroused such intense admiration early on. Like George Washington, with whom he was often compared, he had taken a hot revolution and cooled it into a rational system without reverting to the abuses of the tyrant-kings. “Peoples of Italy!” the young general had cried after beating the Austrians there in 1796. “The French army comes to break your chains…. We shall wage war like generous enemies, for our only quarrel is with the tyrants who have enslaved you.” Words like that hadn’t been heard in Europe before the Revolution. Even some monarchists swooned, at first.

			Napoleon took power in a 1799 coup d’état, midstride in a series of wars that the French Republic claimed were fought to protect its borders and export freedom. For sixteen years he ran roughshod over opposing generals and kings. In 1797 the general had seized control of northern Italy from the Austrians. In 1800 he returned to Italy and defeated the Austrians; in 1802 he was named first consul for life; in 1804 he became emperor; in 1806 Napoleon faced the Fourth Coalition—Russia, Sweden, Great Britain, Saxony, and Prussia—and defeated them soundly; in 1807 he signed the Treaty of Tilsit with Tsar Alexander of Russia; in 1808 he invaded Spain; in 1809 he stumbled against the Austrians but stormed back with a punishing victory at Wagram.

			Napoleon’s conquest had pitted him in a battle to the death with the monarchies of Europe. But even the opponents who considered him an Antichrist saw him as an almost miraculous figure. “He wanted to put his gigantic self in the place of humankind,” wrote Madame de Staël, and even the young tsar of Russia, Alexander I, at first regarded Bonaparte with admiration bordering on a kind of worship.

			It wouldn’t last.

			

			—

			The emperor’s gifts were numerous and mutually reinforcing: an exacting self-discipline; a memory that was close to photographic; an ability to read people and fit their unspoken desires to his aims; a gut-level genius for inspiring men and leading them in battle; an openness to new ideas so long as he could benefit from them; a farseeing, flexible, and often breathtakingly daring mind. His less appealing qualities were clear but not yet fatal: he was as superstitious as an old Corsican widow, petulant, headstrong, and, most of all, increasingly blind to the flaws in his thinking. His self-intoxication grew by the year.

			Napoleon had come to power through the military, and his career there was divided by a bright sharp line. There was before Italy and after Italy. His unexpected victories there in 1796 against the Austrian army as an obscure general had changed his idea of himself and launched him into a career where he could seemingly do anything he set his mind to.

			It hadn’t always been that way. Napoleon had emerged from his Corsican boyhood as a solitary, workaholic dreamer with immense, far-reaching gifts but a slim chance at greatness. He was also superstitious, tetchy, and prone to childish rages, a man who rated his natural abilities very highly and grew suicidal at the thought that, as an obscure gunner, he would never get the chance to realize them. But Italy changed that, confirming to him that he not only had genius but would be given a chance to display it. “From that moment, I foresaw what I might be,” he wrote later. “Already I felt the earth flee from beneath me, as if I were being carried into the sky.”

			Napoleon’s military capabilities began with a near-total knowledge of tactics used in past wars; he was a walking database on every major battle in history, and knew what had worked or failed and why. But the young Corsican also reimagined the standard tenets of military science. He constantly gathered intelligence and used it to formulate his plans. He honed his communications systems to give his divisions an edge in speed, and he specialized in flanking and enveloping maneuvers that concentrated overwhelming firepower on the enemy’s weakest point. Napoleon also organized his armies into independent corps that were designed to march against and defeat enemy forces three times their size, which they regularly did.

			The Grande Armée also had a technological edge, especially in the areas of infantry guns and lighter muskets. The French had long poured money into developing better big cannons that could be maneuvered into position more quickly and brought to bear on crucial zones on the battlefield. And the carbines carried by the Grande Armée’s sharpshooters, snipers, and forward skirmishers were state of the art (a relative term in relation to notoriously inaccurate muskets of the period), giving his units an advantage in marksmanship, especially in the early stages of the battle where, under the pall and roar of an artillery bombardment, Napoleon would send sharpshooters forward to take down officers and members of the first line poised for the attack.

			Napoleon’s classic approach to battle was kinetic and precise. He designed a battle as a watchmaker would a fine chronometer. One corps, usually heavily outnumbered so as to allow other units to execute the rest of Napoleon’s plan, would engage the main body of enemy troops, freezing them into position and often suffering horrible casualties. Then other divisions, in sequences timed down to the minute, would pin down the opponent from unexpected angles, isolating and cutting apart individual divisions while at the same time cloaking from view a hidden force that was marching rapidly to a weak flank or an exposed rear guard. Then, at a crucial moment, Napoleon would drop these unseen divisions into the battle, backed by cavalry and artillery, overwhelming the enemy and scattering its forces to the wind.

			To the outmatched generals who faced him, Napoleon’s armies always appeared larger than they actually were, because the emperor maneuvered them for maximum striking power on the battlefield. And they were ghostly, appearing from behind a hill or over a ridge at a time when they were supposed to be miles away.

			Napoleon’s debut was a perfect illustration of his tactical brilliance as a force multiplier. In the first Italian campaign, he took a demoralized, ill-equipped collection of 100,000 soldiers and led them on a breathtaking series of victories, cutting the Piedmontese-Austrian enemy into its component parts and then chasing, catching, and defeating each segment in turn. He captured 160,000 men, 500 cannon, 39 ships, and wagon-trains worth of booty, including Michelangelos and Titians. Like many geniuses, he seemed to have no apprenticeship. General Napoleon emerged onto the world stage fully formed.

			

			—

			As he revolutionized the big-picture aspect of war, Napoleon became a master at motivating the individual soldier. “You must speak to his soul in order to electrify him,” he famously said. But his attention went deeper than oratory. He remembered hundreds and hundreds of his troops’ names, tweaked their ears and joked with them during reviews, led them brilliantly, and promoted and rewarded them on the spot for acts of bravery that would have gone unnoticed under another general.

			Stoked by a feeling of personal devotion to their leader, his soldiers did things that no other men in modern European warfare had done, things that modern Navy SEALs would struggle to equal. “The belief that they were invincible made them invincible,” remarked Karl von Funck, a German officer on Napoleon’s staff. “Just as the belief that they were sure to be beaten in the end paralyzed the enemy’s sprits and efforts.” During a stretch of four days during the first Italian campaign, one division under the former cabin boy André Messéna, the son of a tanner risen to general, fought three brutal pitched battles on successive days, marched nearly sixty miles through darkness and snow, and killed or captured thousands of the enemy. Messéna’s division helped Napoleon turn a competent Austrian force of 48,000 men into a terrified mob of 13,000 in a matter of 120 hours. This was not an isolated incident: Napoleon raised the standard of individual performance in the Grande Armée to levels thought unachievable before he arrived.

			

			
				
				—
			

			By 1811 the emperor was the undisputed master of the Continent, with only the Portuguese, the Spanish rebels, and the old bugbear of England still providing outright resistance to his dominion. By that time, too, the patina of his early rhetoric had been rubbed through and now what Europe saw, by and large, was bright steel: Napoleon’s promise to free those he conquered had gone unfulfilled. He was more and more a traditional conqueror.

			By seeking further territories, Napoleon was reverting to a native form. From the days of the illustrious “Sun King,” Louis XIV, in the late seventeenth century, the French army was considered to be the vanguard of a progressive society conquering backward nations in order to bring them freedom, art, and science. For over a hundred years before the ascent of Napoleon, France had seen itself as the citadel of civilization. As expansionists and Christian visionaries would claim throughout American history, empire building was more than an economic good. It was a duty.

			The makers of the French Revolution called a pause in the acquisition of colonies and satellites, asking for an end to all “wars of conquest.” But Napoleon, driven by a new utopian ardor, rampaging personal ambition, and the need to safeguard his borders, reignited the drive to empire. “The genie of liberty,” Napoleon wrote, “which has rendered the Republic since its birth, the arbiter of all Europe, wishes to see it mistress of faraway seas and foreign lands.” The 1798 invasion of Egypt had been disguised as a scientific mission to rediscover the secrets of the ancient world. But by 1812 the hostile response of many of the recipients of their “liberation” had hardened French attitudes into something far older and more recognizable: what one historian called “egotistical nationalism.” Success had proved to the French that they were better and stronger than their rivals, and that they deserved whatever they could take. By the time they headed for Russia, the banner of intellectual and cultural progress was faded and torn.

			

			
				
				—
			

			The normative nineteenth-century leader of a European empire would have been more than satisfied with Napoleon’s achievements. His enemies were chastened and his empire at least reasonably secure. Napoleon saw things differently. Five-eighths of the world’s surface—the oceans—was controlled by his enemy, England, whose navy outmatched France’s in every way. His ally, Russia, “the barbarian North,” was slipping outside of his sphere, having recently broken its agreement to stop English ships from entering its harbors and trading with its merchants, a key defection in Napoleon’s intent to strangle England commercially before defeating it militarily.

			Bonaparte didn’t compare himself to his contemporaries, none of whom (except perhaps for the French diplomat Talleyrand) could match his intellect or energy. Instead, he saw himself in a world-historical continuum, with Alexander the Great and the Caesars of Rome as his peers. “I am the successor,” Napoleon said, “not of Louis XVI, but of Charlemagne.” He believed that he had been chosen to remake human society. To do that, first he must grasp and then control the levers of power. Ruthlessly, if necessary.

			To accept peace and turn to the work of civic administration (which he always claimed that he yearned to take up full-time) would be to spurn his own gifts. Napoleon was enough a child of the Revolution to see warfare not only as a practical means to power but as a test of himself as a whole man. He believed that every person should exhaust his possibilities, and his were near-infinite. To turn away before a perfect empire was created, an empire stronger and more enlightened than any that had gone before, was unacceptable.

			England for the moment was out of reach. But Russia, too obstinate and too powerful for its own good, was not.

			

			—

			Alexander I of Russia was much closer to a recognizable nineteenth-century monarch than his counterpart in Paris: bright but intellectually lazy; an aesthete who played at military affairs and never really mastered the basics; a vain man not cut out for leadership who could nevertheless on very rare occasions take a position and hold it against everything. Raised in the hothouse climate of the royal palace at Tsarskoye Selo, Alexander had led a cosseted life unsettled only by the murderous strains between his father and grandmother. He was more fluent in English and French than he was in his native language and was completely unfamiliar with the Russia of the steppes or the brutal degradation of the serfs on the estates. Napoleon would say later that he found Alexander to be deeply intelligent but that there was a piece of his character missing. The tsar rarely had the will to carry out intentions to the end, no matter how bitter. Deeply curious, he read prodigiously, but rarely finished a book.

			Alexander led from fear: fear of the military, of his father’s fate, of his mother, and of his people, who were so often a mystery to him.

			Soon after Alexander’s accession in 1801, Napoleon attempted to pry him from his alliance with the Kingdom of Prussia and neutralize Russia as a player in the game for Europe. But Alexander, with his own ambitions for empire, eventually came to regard Napoleon as all the European monarchs did, as a usurper who had enslaved half of Europe and unsettled the rest. He turned down Napoleon’s proposals and joined forces with Austria for a climactic battle on December 2, 1805: Austerlitz.

			Austerlitz was Napoleon’s apogee. There he faced highly rated generals and outthought them at every turn in a battle that unfolded so seamlessly it was as if he had written out the events in longhand the night before. His army proved to be deft and maneuverable, even swelled to the then-unprecedented size of 75,000 men (a figure that would be dwarfed by the Grande Armée in 1812). The emperor fought a new kind of warfare, emphasizing speed, concentrated power, surprise, and improvisation.

			After another crushing victory over Russian forces at Friedland in June 1807, Napoleon and Alexander finally met at Tilsit the following month for a peace conference and the emperor laid siege to him as if he were a romantic conquest. The satanic elf that Alexander had been warned about turned out to be a fascinating charmer, a seducer of great intellectual skill and apparent honesty. Napoleon for his part allowed himself to believe that Alexander was a kindred soul, at least for his present purposes. “He is a truly handsome, good and youthful emperor,” he wrote, and the two spent nearly two weeks firming up their alliance.

			The main result was the humiliation of Prussia, which was cut down to almost half its size, and an uneasy stalemate over Poland, which Alexander and the political class in Moscow had always considered to belong to the homeland. Napoleon wanted to keep Poland outside of Russian control, as a buffer against any ambitions Alexander might have on his empire. Not only that, he had proposed enlarging the grand duchy with the 1.3 million citizens of western Galicia. This would turn Poland into a significant nation-state and a staging ground for Napoleon’s armies.

			Despite himself, Alexander was swayed by Napoleon and left Tilsit hopeful of a long-lasting alliance. But the return to Moscow dashed cold water in his face. Almost every segment of his power base was against the treaty—from his mother the empress, who hated Bonaparte to her marrow; to the business class, worried about French merchants expanding into their traditional markets in the Baltic; to the military elite, largely French-speaking but traumatized by two wars in which Napoleon had shredded their ranks. “Love for the Tsar has changed to something worse than hatred, to a kind of disgust,” wrote a Russian observer in his diary. There were warnings that Alexander would be assassinated like his despised father. A wave of Russification swept through the upper classes, with traditional arts and language finding a new popularity in the face of what was considered a French humiliation.

			Napoleon’s true target in courting Alexander was, of course, England. He had contemplated an invasion of the British Isles almost as soon as he came to power, but the inherent difficulty of the enterprise, and the looming power of the Royal Navy, had foiled his plans at every turn. What he’d failed to do militarily he tried to do commercially with the Continental System, an economic blockade instituted in 1806 and adopted by Alexander’s Russia after the Tilsit conference. But the blockade was a failure. Smugglers carrying English goods regularly skirted the French authorities and their lackeys and did a booming business in Portugal, Spain, and Italy, often with the corrupt approval of Napoleon’s handpicked rulers. Even his brothers Joseph in Naples, Louis in Holland, and Jérôme in Westphalia, who had been placed on the throne by the emperor, allowed British merchant ships into their harbors to trade freely.

			French manufacturers simply couldn’t supply the finished goods that England did. Russia was hit especially hard: its thriving export market in raw materials such as tallow, pitch, wood, corn, iron, and leather collapsed under Napoleon’s regime. England responded with its own blockade, a much more effective one, as it was enforced by the Royal Navy. Rich barons in Paris had to smuggle in tobacco and coffee, and even aristocratic families hung a single lump of sugar from their ceilings on a string and allowed their members only a single dunk of the sweetener into their coffee. In Hamburg, all but three of the city’s four hundred sugar factories closed as a result of the embargo, and one of Napoleon’s administrators there had to turn to England to get warm uniforms for the emperor’s troops, without which they would have “perished with the cold.” England had woven itself into the fabric of international life, and even Bonaparte couldn’t unravel its ties.

			In December 1810, the young Tsar Alexander, under pressure from his merchants and after watching the value of the paper ruble fall 50 percent, opened Russian ports to ships from neutral countries (which were sure to be filled with British goods) and slapped steep tariffs on French luxury products. The Continental System was effectively dead in Moscow. The blockade was almost universally hated, but it was Napoleon’s only real weapon against England. If he let Russia openly flout the embargo, it would become an “absurdity,” in the emperor’s opinion. That couldn’t be allowed to happen. “Sooner or later we must encounter and defeat the Russians,” Napoleon had written as early as 1806, and now the case for him became even more pressing.

			For his part, the tsar eventually saw Napoleon clearly, not as a monster or a soul mate (a notion he had briefly entertained) but as a conqueror who demanded obedience, pure and simple. Concessions on Poland and the embargo were Napoleon’s main demands now, and Alexander knew he couldn’t relent on the first issue. “The world is clearly not big enough for us,” he wrote in the buildup to the war, “to come to an understanding over that country.”

			The emperor was intensely frustrated by Alexander’s stubbornness. From speaking of the young man as an underrated ruler, Napoleon began to revert to the old chestnuts of anti-Russian invective: Alexander was inscrutable, a Tatar, a barbarian. He repeated to his advisers ridiculous stories and accounts of conspiracies hatched by the Russian imperial court to overthrow or undermine him. Perhaps as in every war, the enemy used many of the same tropes in describing Napoleon, especially that of a barbarian.

			But disillusionment with Alexander didn’t necessitate war with Russia. The tsar was flouting the embargo on English goods, but so were Napoleon’s own brothers. Poland was still securely in the French sphere, and Alexander had been sufficiently cowed by two defeats not to attempt anything in the near future. Still, Napoleon (like Alexander) had domestic concerns that would be alleviated by a new war: the nobles were pressing the emperor for reform, and a crop failure in 1811 had exacerbated tensions and depressed the economy. Fresh victories would turn the public’s mind away from the increasing authoritarianism of his rule.

			There are a hundred theories as to why Napoleon began to contemplate war with Russia, from Freud’s speculation that he was driven by guilt over his recent divorce from the empress Josephine to mental complications from his declining health. Napoleon said that the speculation that swirled around him even during the lead-up was frivolous. “I care nothing for St-Cloud or the Tuileries,” he said of two of his magnificent residences. “It would matter little to me if they were burned down. I count my houses as nothing, women as nothing, my son as not very much. I leave one place, I go to another. I leave St-Cloud and I go to Moscow, not out of inclination or to gratify myself, but out of dry calculation.” Dry calculation, of course, in the service of a fantastic ambition.

			

			—

			Letters flew between Paris and Moscow in 1810 and 1811, the tone getting progressively colder and more threatening. War drew closer and Alexander knew it was going to be costly. “It is going to cause torrents of blood to flow,” he wrote. In addition to the disagreement over the blockade, Alexander fumed at Napoleon’s refusal to divvy up the Ottoman Empire as promised; his installation in 1810 of Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte as king of Sweden, which Alexander viewed as an aggressive French threat on his border; and France’s swallowing up of the Duchy of Oldenburg in northwest Germany, which was supposed to fall to Alexander’s brother-in-law. These actions inflamed age-old stereotypes of French arrogance and gave an increasingly hostile Alexander little room to maneuver with his nobles or military advisers. He felt that war was coming and that it would decide the fate of his empire.

			France was already at war with Spain and England on the Iberian Peninsula, a vicious, seesaw campaign that gave birth to the concept of the guerrilla war. Spain had included some brilliant successes, but over the course of three years it had shown Napoleon’s weakness as a political strategist: he repeatedly concluded that the revolt had been quashed when it hadn’t, never comprehended the nationalistic fervor of the rebels, and failed, crucially, to set up an adequate supply system for his 350,000 troops. His “live off the land” philosophy had worked in the emperor’s blitzkrieg victories, but when extended over time, it led to an embittered populace, fueling the resistance.

			The quagmire of Spain only made a fast victory in Russia seem more attractive. But this war would be different from all the other Continental campaigns Napoleon had fought: the musket cartridges that, as 1811 ended, were being packed into knapsacks from Brittany to Rome would be superseded by a force being carried to the battlefield by the soldiers themselves, secreted in the folds of their clothes. The killing agent that the scientists would discover two hundred years later in Vilnius was already present in the Grande Armée’s ranks.
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				A Portable Metropolis

			
			The army that the emperor mobilized to threaten Russia was enormous: all told, 690,000 men were under arms, including reserves, of whom between 550,000 and 600,000 would actually cross the Niemen River into Russian territory. Over the corps of veterans had been layered green recruits, who would hopefully learn enough from their peers to make it to and then over the battlefields. It was a staggering collection of men from a dozen different nations and duchies and kingdoms, speaking a babel of languages, overseen by a legendary administration that could move semaphore signals at 120 miles per hour and staffed by veterans who had fed, clothed, and nursed Napoleon’s armies from Italy to Spain to Egypt.

			As it assembled, the army and its trail of approximately 50,000 wives, whores, sutlers, and attendants represented more people than lived in the entire city of Paris. (To accomplish that today would take over 2.1 million men.) It formed the fifth-largest city in the world, after Tokyo and before Istanbul. The Grande Armée had become a portable metropolis, with its own courts of justice, its own criminals, its own hospitals and patois. The small mercenary armies that had fought in Europe at the service of kings for centuries were gone, replaced by a behemoth.

			Most of the men were, unlike their mercenary predecessors, motivated to serve under Napoleon by more than compulsion or gold. It wasn’t a volunteer army by any means—Napoleon had sent teams to force French conscripts from their town halls and homes—but many of the men wanted to have an adventure, to squeeze some loot out of their enemies, to honor France or their own brief lives, or to write their name in glory on the battlefield. Napoleon guaranteed that one could burst from the ranks and become an officer for a single act of bravery, and that spoke to many of his soldiers.

			The Grande Armée was divided into three components. The 250,000-strong First Army Group was made up of three battalions, along with the Imperial Guard and the cavalry. The Second and Third Army groups, totaling 315,000 men, would play a mainly supporting role, guarding supply lines, patrolling the rear, and being called on to reinforce depleted battalions.

			Napoleon led the Imperial Guard of 50,000 handpicked troops known as the “immortals.” These were the reserves, to be utilized to tilt a battle at the crucial moment. The Imperial Guard, essential to the outcome of so many battles past and to come, were Napoleon’s elite: Each had to be able to read and write and stand above five foot six (in a time when most Frenchmen were closer to five feet). Each had served in at least three campaigns and bore the scars of at least two wounds. They looked the part of the military beau ideal in their two-foot shakos: mustached, young, and strapping.

			If you wanted to find living, breathing examples of what changes Napoleon had wrought, you could do worse than look to the ranks of this army, especially the men who led them, his marshals. They were the new aristocracy. The title of “marshal” had existed before the Revolution as part of the vast system of favor currying and court intrigue that had so depressed the young Napoleon and his peers, but the emperor refashioned it into an order of real accomplishment, open to anyone. He named twenty-six marshals between 1804 and 1815. In Louis XVI’s time, many of them would have toiled away in obscurity. Under Napoleon, they made his army even more formidable. Among them, Davout, Murat, and Ney, along with General Junot, stand out.

			Louis-Nicolas Davout was the exception among the four: he would most likely have played a leading role in the French army if Napoleon had never been born. A strict taskmaster and disciplinarian, he was descended from a blue-blooded line of patrician warriors that extended back to the Crusades. Known as the “Iron Marshal,” the balding general was the archetype of the committed professional soldier that forms the backbone of any great army. Many commanders envied him, as Davout had been the first among them to achieve fame in France. He was as hated for his perfectionism and his temper as he was admired, but his troops knew at least that he would see to their every need and would suffer every hardship they suffered. He commanded I Corps.

			Joachim Murat was a different kind of personality entirely. He had grown up around horses, working in the stables of his father, a country innkeeper, until he was sent away to join the priesthood, a perfectly respectable career. But it was the wrong one for Murat, who with his almost feminine good looks and thirst for fame wanted a career in the cavalry. Murat ran away to join the King’s Chasseurs at the age of twenty and became Napoleon’s aidede-camp in the Italian campaign. Dressed in his trademark outré costumes—scarlet thigh-high leather boots, a tunic made of cloth of gold, a sky blue jacket, and a sword belt crusted with diamonds was a typical combination—he consistently matched his daring on the field with an instinctive flair for tactics, especially in a brilliant flanking maneuver in Egypt that won him his own division. Napoleon once snapped at the young general, “You look like a clown,” but he favored boldness in his generals and Murat exemplified it.

			Murat did lack Davout’s almost genetic loyalty to his leader. He had flirted with Josephine, and he was thrown into a fit of depression and jealousy when Napoleon failed to name him king of Spain, instead awarding him Naples. The former seminarian was a brilliant field leader but nakedly ambitious and often reckless to a dangerous degree. He commanded the Grande Armée’s cavalry units.

			At the head of III Corps, Michel Ney was known even before Russia as “the Bravest of the Brave.” His father was a poor cooper who couldn’t afford to set him up in a profession, so Ney took up arms. Imperturbable, vulgar, badly educated, he rose by a native talent for battlefield strategy and sheer fearlessness. One of his typical exploits dated from 1799, when Ney entered a town occupied by enemy Austrian units disguised as a Prussian civilian. Wandering the streets, he took note of every guard post and every tent, then strolled back across the picket lines to plan his offensive. Had he been caught, he would have been executed as a spy, but Ney seemed indifferent to the danger. The outnumbered French regiment attacked the next day and took the town easily.

			A peasant in the best sense, Ney was also difficult to command and sometimes rash in his hurry to engage the enemy, but the emperor couldn’t resist his toughness. “That man is a lion,” he remarked to his staff at the Battle of Friedland as Ney marched by with his troops. From the emperor, it was high praise.

			One key player without a marshal’s baton was Jean-Andoche Junot, who had been with Napoleon from 1793, and had been seriously wounded in the head at Lonato in 1796. Erratic, fearless, and loyal, Junot hated the fact that he had never become a marshal. Some said that the head wound had altered his personality. But Napoleon stood by him. It would prove to be a risky decision.

			The men Napoleon had assembled to lead the Grande Armée in Russia had all proved themselves in battle and believed in daring over caution. Napoleon had no pure theorists or rear-echelon generals in his key commands. His leaders had risen largely through their own instincts, and they, like their leader, loved risk. They were an apt expression of his reign, and no one had been able to match them.

			

			—

			The makeup of different units varied based on availability of men, casualties, illness, and the role of the particular force, but certain parameters were common throughout the Grande Armée. The smallest infantry unit was the company of 100–140 men. Six companies on average formed a battalion, which averaged around 600 men (but which could fluctuate down to 300 and up to 1,200). Four battalions made up a regiment of approximately 2,500 men. Two regiments on average made a division of 5,000 men or so, including an attached artillery unit. The largest force in the Russian campaign was the corps, made up of several divisions, allied with cavalry units and artillery.

			The size of the corps varied from the 10,000-strong force under Prince Eugène, Napoleon’s stepson (from his marriage to Josephine) and ruler of Venice, to Murat’s 40,000 cavalrymen to Davout’s mammoth I Corps, which fielded 70,000 men at the start of the campaign, more troops than many armies had put into the field a generation before, and a force that underlined Napoleon’s confidence in the Iron Marshal. Attacks were most often carried out at the corps and division level, depending on how broad the field of battle was.

			Napoleon was the undisputed head of the Grande Armée. Beneath him on the command chart was his chief of staff, Louis-Alexandre Berthier, who was closer to an exalted secretary, dispensing his orders and running the organization. Under Berthier were the marshals and a few high-ranking generals, each commanding one of the eleven corps put into the field. Each marshal or corps commander had a complete hierarchy under him: generals, majors, down to the commanders of the individual infantry battalions, artillery units, and cavalry regiments.

			In all, Napoleon commanded 522,300 infantry, 94,000 cavalry, 47,000 artillery, and 21,000 miscellaneous troops. Some 449,000 of these were first-line troops intended for battle.

			The deeper statistics were telling: Two-thirds of the troops were non-French. Napoleon had insisted that his allies bear a large share of the burden of his ambitions. That 80,000 were mounted on horseback indicated that Napoleon intended to strike fast and end the war quickly. (But with a sure hand—all the corps were commanded by French generals or marshals, apart from the Polish and Austrian forces.) The unprecedented size of the army meant not only that it would be a monumental task to keep it fed and organized, but that Napoleon, who had throughout his career maneuvered his regiments like an admiral commanding a fleet of highly maneuverable light cruisers, darting and speeding to arrive at an unexpected position at a crucial moment in time, was now at the helm of a massive and unwieldy ship.

			These figures make Napoleon’s uncanny relationship with his soldiers even more impressive. Most of his troops, it has to be emphasized, were from nations he had conquered by force. The emperor had humiliated Austria in war after war, and yet its men fought for him; he had forced Holland to accept his brother Louis as its king (later to remove him), but the Dutch would have enthralling moments in Russia. Certainly he had coerced their leaders, but most of his troops ought to have been sabotaging him at every turn, or performing only well enough to avoid being shot for desertion. But they would fight, for the most part, like lions. It was as if, in 1945, General Patton had convinced the conquered Germans to fight the Japanese in the South Pacific. Very few leaders throughout history could have done it.

			Some have suggested that the emperor’s army was, in fact, too large. Napoleon biographer Frank McLynn argues that Napoleon had become an expert in winning with armies of 100,000 troops, “which permitted the speed and flexibility that produced an Austerlitz.” McLynn suggests that Napoleon failed to do the correct math: increasing his army’s striking ability sixfold increased his command and supply problems not by a similar number but exponentially. “It was an impossible dream,” McLynn writes, “something impracticable before the advent of railways and telegraph.”

			But had Napoleon begun with one-quarter of the force he assembled and not won a quick and devastating battle, the killing agent that would turn up in those bones in Vilnius, and which was already filtering through his ranks, would have
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