
	 

	 

	 

	Masters of War

	 

	Jean Lannes

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	J.F. Atkinson



	




	MASTERS OF WAR

	Jean Lannes

	COPYRIGHT & LEGAL DISCLAIMER

	Copyright © 2026. All rights reserved.

	No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the copyright holder, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

	LEGAL DISCLAIMER

	Historical Accuracy

	This work is a historical biography based on extensive research using primary sources, secondary scholarly works, military records, personal correspondence, and published accounts available as of the publication date. While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, the author acknowledges that:

	
		Historical interpretation involves judgment and analysis

		Some events remain subject to scholarly debate

		New evidence may emerge that affects historical understanding

		Eyewitness accounts sometimes conflict and require interpretation



	The author has endeavored to present a balanced, factually accurate account while acknowledging areas of historical uncertainty.

	Editorial Position

	This book is part of the "Masters of War" series, which examines military commanders from a professional military perspective, analyzing their tactical, operational, and strategic abilities. The series approach is to:

	
		Assess military excellence wherever it appears, regardless of the cause served

		Maintain analytical neutrality about tactical and operational matters

		Acknowledge moral and ethical issues without allowing them to distort military assessment

		Present commanders as they were, neither glorifying nor demonizing them



	Not Legal or Professional Advice

	This book is intended for educational and informational purposes only. Nothing in this work should be construed as:

	
		Legal advice or legal opinion

		Military doctrine or official military guidance

		Political endorsement of any kind

		Definitive judgment on contested historical matters

		Complete or comprehensive treatment of all aspects of Jean Lannes’s life



	Readers seeking professional advice on military, legal, or political matters should consult appropriate qualified professionals.

	Citation Rights

	This work contains references to historical events, persons, and documents. Where factual information is derived from other published works, reasonable effort has been made to provide appropriate attribution. Any maps, diagrams, or illustrations included are either:

	
		Original works created for this publication

		Works in the public domain

		Works used under fair use provisions for educational and scholarly purposes

		Works used with appropriate permission



	Offensive Historical Content

	This book necessarily discusses warfare, violence, military tactics, and historical events that some readers may find disturbing, including:

	
		Descriptions of combat and military operations

		Discussion of casualties and violence inherent in warfare

		Analysis of controversial historical figures and events



	Such content is included for historical accuracy and scholarly completeness, not for sensationalism or to cause distress.

	Geographic and Political Designations

	Historical place names and political boundaries are used as they existed during the period under discussion. Modern geographic and political designations may differ. The use of historical names does not constitute political statement about contemporary borders or sovereignty.

	Limitation of Liability

	To the fullest extent permitted by law, the author and publisher disclaim all liability for any damages, losses, or consequences arising from use of or reliance on information contained in this work, including but not limited to:

	
		Errors or omissions in content

		Differences of historical interpretation

		Offensive content that may distress readers

		Any actions taken based on information in this book



	Series Context

	This volume is part of the "Masters of War" series, which maintains consistent standards and approaches across volumes examining different commanders. 

	This disclaimer is part of the work and should be read before engaging with the content that follows. By reading this book, you acknowledge that you have read and understood this disclaimer and agree to its terms.

	 


AUTHOR'S NOTE ON THE SERIES

	MASTERS OF WAR

	Understanding Military Excellence Across History

	War has shaped human civilization since our earliest days. From the phalanxes of ancient Greece to the armored divisions of the twentieth century, from the longbowmen of Agincourt to the fighter pilots of modern air warfare, military conflict has driven technological innovation, toppled empires, redrawn borders, and determined the fate of nations. At the center of these cataclysmic events stand individual commanders and soldiers whose decisions, courage, and tactical brilliance have altered the course of history.

	This series, Masters of War, examines these exceptional military figures, not as heroes or villains, but as practitioners of their craft. Our purpose is to understand what made them effective on the battlefield, what tactical innovations they introduced, how they led men under the most extreme circumstances, and what lessons their careers offer to students of military history.

	The approach of this series is deliberately analytical rather than moralistic. We examine military excellence wherever it appeared, regardless of the cause for which it was employed. 

	I invite readers to approach these volumes with open but critical minds, to appreciate military artistry while never forgetting its human cost, and to draw their own conclusions about the commanders whose careers we examine.

	The study of war, properly undertaken, is ultimately a study of humanity in all its capability, creativity, courage, cruelty, and contradiction.

	J.F. Atkinson



	




	Table of Contents

	PART ONE

	THE MAKING OF A SOLDIER

	CHAPTER ONE

	Son of Gascony

	CHAPTER TWO

	The Revolution Calls

	CHAPTER THREE

	War in the Pyrenees

	PART TWO

	THE APPRENTICESHIP OF GREATNESS

	CHAPTER FOUR

	Enter Napoleon

	CHAPTER FIVE

	The Bridge at Lodi

	CHAPTER SIX

	The Siege of Mantua

	CHAPTER SEVEN

	The Egyptian Expedition

	PART THREE

	THE RISE OF THE MARSHAL

	CHAPTER EIGHT

	Brumaire and the New Order

	CHAPTER NINE

	The Second Italian Campaign

	CHAPTER TEN

	Marshal of the Empire

	PART FOUR

	THE YEARS OF GLORY

	CHAPTER ELEVEN

	Ulm and the Danube Campaign

	CHAPTER TWELVE

	Austerlitz

	CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	The Prussian Campaign

	CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	Pułtusk and the Winter Hell of Poland

	CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	Friedland

	PART FIVE

	THE SHADOWS LENGTHEN

	CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	Spain

	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	The Last Campaign

	CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	Aspern-Essling

	PART SIX

	THE MEASURE OF THE MAN

	CHAPTER NINETEEN

	What Made Lannes Great

	CHAPTER TWENTY

	Lannes Among the Marshals

	CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	Lannes Beyond the Battlefield

	EPILOGUE

	The Giant Remembered

	

	 

	 

	

PART ONE

	THE MAKING OF A SOLDIER
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CHAPTER ONE

	Son of Gascony

	Birth and Early Life, 1769–1792

	

	

	There is a type of courage that is born in a man whole, before he has any reason for it, before war has taught him its reasons and its costs. Jean Lannes had that courage from the beginning.

	- A. Picard, Les Maréchaux de Napoléon, 1882

	

	

	Lectoure is a town that sits on a ridge. To reach it from almost any direction you must climb, up from the valley of the Gers river to the south, up from the wide grain plains to the north, up through the terraced vineyards and the ancient Roman roads that still cut across the Lomagne plateau. It is a town built to be seen from a distance and to see a great distance, and it has always carried that quality of watchful elevation about it: the narrow streets of pale stone rising to a cathedral that dominates the countryside for twenty miles in every direction, the old rampart walls that speak of a town accustomed to being contested. In the spring the hilltop floods with wild flowers, and in summer the heat rises from the surrounding fields in a shimmer of gold and ochre. It is beautiful, in the way that Gascony is always beautiful, emphatically, without apology, with the kind of directness that the people of that country have always been said to carry in their very nature.

	It was into this town, on 10 April 1769, that Jean Lannes was born. The date is not without significance: it places him within the same extraordinary generation as the man he would serve, Napoleon Bonaparte, who had entered the world on the island of Corsica almost exactly nine months earlier, in August 1768. They were, in the most literal sense, children of the same convulsive age, born into an ancien régime that would not survive their youth, formed by a France that was about to unmake and remake itself in the most violent fashion history had yet witnessed. That both men, born to modest circumstances on the geographic and social margins of France, would rise to the very summit of military power within thirty years of their births is one of the most remarkable coincidences in the history of the Western world. But it was not, in the end, a coincidence. It was the Revolution.

	Lannes' family was not poor in the desperate sense, but neither was it comfortable in any way that the France of Louis XVI would have recognised as security. His father, Jean Lannes the elder, worked as a stable hand and farrier, a man whose trade was horses and iron, whose hands were permanently calloused, whose days were governed by the rhythms of the animals in his care and the demands of the landowners who employed him. There was dignity in such work, and a certain independence of spirit that the stable trades carried: a farrier dealt with men of all stations, from the peasant bringing a lame plough horse to the noble seeking a shoe for his hunter, and the work required skill enough to command respect even without social position. But it was not a trade that produced wealth, and the Lannes household, on the rue des Flattiers in the lower quarter of the town, was a household in which money was watched carefully and nothing was wasted.

	Jean was one of several children. We know the names of some siblings, though the historical record of his earliest years is, like that of almost every man of his class in the eighteenth century, fragmentary and imprecise. The revolutionary and Napoleonic era was not much interested in preserving the childhoods of its heroes until those heroes had already become famous, and by then memory was imperfect and embellishment irresistible. What we can say with confidence is that Jean grew up in a crowded household, in a working town, surrounded by the sights and smells and sounds of artisan life, the clang of the forge, the smell of leather and horse dung and hot metal, the voices of working men and women conducting the ordinary transactions of provincial French existence.

	Gascony and Its People

	To understand Jean Lannes, it is necessary first to understand Gascony, not as a political entity, for the ancient duchy had long since been absorbed into the French crown, but as a culture, a sensibility, a way of being in the world that marked its people as distinctively as any national identity. Gascony is a land of the south-west, bounded by the Pyrenees to the south, the Atlantic to the west, and the great river basins of the Garonne and the Adour. It is a land of wine and wheat, of oak forest and limestone plateau, of rivers running copper-brown through valleys where the pace of life has always seemed to follow its own unhurried logic.

	But the Gascons themselves have never been unhurried. The characteristic that all observers, from the medieval troubadours to the nineteenth century memoirists, have noted about the Gascons is a quality of fierce, assertive pride combined with a restless energy that refuses to be contained by circumstances. The Gascon peasant, the legend ran, was a man who bowed to no one in his own estimation, who carried an invisible sword of self-regard even when he carried a real one of the cheapest iron. He was hot-tempered, generous to his friends, merciless to his enemies, capable of extraordinary courage and extraordinary stubbornness in equal measure, and he spoke his mind with a directness that people of the north sometimes found alarming. There was nothing diplomatic about the Gascon temperament. There was nothing polished or softened about it. What you saw was exactly what you got, and what you got was usually something formidable.

	The most famous Gascon in the French imagination was, and is, d'Artagnan, not the literary creation of Dumas père, though Dumas caught something real in his portrait, but the historical figure of Charles de Batz-Castelmore, the Gascon gentleman who rose to captain of the King's Musketeers in the seventeenth century through a combination of sword skill, personal courage, and an absolute refusal to acknowledge that his birth gave him any reason for inferiority. D'Artagnan was born in Lupiac, less than thirty miles from Lectoure. The same hills, the same light, the same dust in summer. It is too easy to draw straight lines between landscape and character, and one should be cautious about it. But when Jean Lannes grew up to be the kind of man he became, the ferocious fighter, the implacable comrade, the man whose anger was a physical force and whose loyalty was absolute, he was not, perhaps, operating entirely outside the template of the place that had made him.

	Gascony also had a specific martial tradition that was not merely cultural legend. Throughout the wars of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Gascon infantry and cavalry had featured prominently in French armies, valued for exactly the qualities the region's reputation predicted: tenacity, aggression, and a particular recklessness in close combat that made them dangerous opponents even when outnumbered. The Wars of Religion had torn the region as deeply as anywhere in France, Lectoure itself had been sacked in 1473 during an earlier conflict, and the memory of violence was written into the stones of the old walls. By the time Jean Lannes was born, the religious wars were two centuries in the past, but their legacy lingered in the form of a population accustomed to thinking about conflict not as an abstract possibility but as a concrete reality that men and towns had faced and survived and must be ready to face again.

	A World About to Shatter

	The France into which Lannes was born in 1769 was a kingdom in the last years of its long Bourbon twilight. Louis XV was still on the throne, he would die in 1774, to be succeeded by the unfortunate Louis XVI, and the great apparatus of the ancien régime, with its elaborate hierarchy of privilege and obligation, its guilds and seigneuries and parlements and tax farmers, still appeared to most observers as a permanent feature of human reality. France was the greatest power in Europe: the richest country, the most populous, the most culturally dominant. Its language was the language of diplomacy and philosophy across the continent. Its army, though it had performed disappointingly in the Seven Years War, was the largest in the Western world. Its church was wealthy, its nobility was ancient, and its king ruled, in theory, by the absolute will of God.

	Beneath this imposing surface, however, the rot was extensive and advancing. The tax system was a chaotic absurdity, placing the heaviest burdens on those least able to pay while exempting the nobility and clergy who could most easily have borne them. The debt from the Seven Years War and then the American War of Independence had left the crown effectively insolvent. The parlements, those regional courts of the nobility, blocked every attempt at reform with a constitutional stubbornness that served privilege under the guise of principle. Famine was a recurring reality for the peasantry: bread prices spiked with every bad harvest, and in the years when the harvests failed, people starved. The philosopher Voltaire had died in 1778, but the ideas of the Enlightenment, the rights of man, the sovereignty of reason, the tyranny of inherited privilege, had spread through the literate classes of France like a slow, unstoppable tide. The world was about to change, though few people in the spring of 1769, when a baby was named Jean Lannes in a church in Lectoure, could have said precisely how.

	For a boy of Lannes' background, the constraints of the old world were not primarily philosophical. They were practical. The guilds regulated entry into the skilled trades. The army officer corps was, by the notorious Ségur Ordinance of 1781, restricted to those who could demonstrate four quarters of nobility, effectively closing off the upper ranks of military service to men who could not prove aristocratic ancestry. The church offered advancement to the educated poor, but required a patron and a submission of spirit that was not, shall we say, natural to the Gascon temperament. The professions, law and medicine required years of expensive education in the cities. For the son of a farrier in Lectoure, the realistic horizon of ambition was narrow: a trade, a workshop, perhaps a small farm if things went well. The France of Louis XVI did not offer Jean Lannes any obvious path to greatness. The Revolution would have to make one.

	The Apprentice Years

	What formal schooling Lannes received was almost certainly provided by the church, the parish school, the curé's catechism class, the basic instruction in reading and writing and arithmetic that the Catholic church had long provided to the children of rural France as a matter of both faith and civic function. He was not illiterate: his later letters, though never elegant and sometimes poorly spelled, demonstrate a man who could read, write, and express himself in writing with force if not with polish. But he was not educated in any broader sense. The classics, philosophy, history, mathematics beyond the simplest calculations, these were not the province of a farrier's son in Gascony in the 1770s and 1780s.

	At some point in his adolescence, Lannes was apprenticed as a dyer, a worker in the cloth-dyeing trade that was one of the modest industries of Lectoure and the surrounding region. This was skilled work, in the sense that it required knowledge of the chemistry of dyes and mordants and the management of large vats of heated liquid and the reading of colours as they developed in the cloth. It was also hard physical labour: heavy, hot, often toxic, conducted in premises that stank of the urine and animal matter used in the dyeing process. It was not work for a man with delicate sensibilities or a weak constitution, and it was not work that Lannes, by all subsequent evidence, took to with any passion. He was restless, energetic, impatient with the slow repetition of the workshop. The fire in him, the quality that his contemporaries would later identify as his most defining characteristic, had nowhere to go in the dye-works on the Rue de la République.

	But the apprenticeship gave him something nonetheless. It gave him a familiarity with physical hardship, with the demands of sustained effort in difficult conditions, with the management of his own body under stress. The soldiers who served under Lannes in later years would remark often on his seemingly inexhaustible physical endurance, on the speed at which he could move on foot, on his ability to go without sleep and without food for periods that broke other men, on the ease with which he seemed to absorb the discomforts of campaigning. Some of this was native constitution. But some of it, one suspects, was the body trained young by hard labour into a baseline of toughness that military life could only refine, not create.

	There is a tradition, repeated in several early biographies, that Lannes was something of a fighter in his youth, that the hot Gascon temperament expressed itself in brawls and confrontations that brought him into occasional conflict with the authorities of the town. This may be embellishment, the retrospective romanticising of a hero's youth that biographers of the period were much given to. But it is not implausible. The personality that emerges so vividly from every account of his adult life, the explosive temper, the readiness to settle disputes with physical force, the contempt for any kind of deference that he had not personally chosen to offer, suggests a young man who found the ordinary social rituals of submission and accommodation deeply uncongenial. Lectoure was a small town. A young man of strong will and aggressive spirit, without the social position that would have made his aggressiveness respectable, would have had limited options for expressing it.

	The France of His Youth: Revolution in the Air

	By the time Lannes entered his late teens, France was visibly convulsing. The financial crisis of the crown had become acute in the late 1780s. Louis XVI, desperate for revenue, had been forced to call the Estates-General, the ancient representative assembly of France's three estates, for the first time since 1614. The meeting of the Estates-General in May 1789, and the subsequent transformation of the Third Estate into the National Assembly, and then the taking of the Bastille in July, and then the march of the women of Paris on Versailles, and then the Declaration of the Rights of Man, these events came in a torrent that swept away the world of the ancien régime with a speed that astonished even those who had most eagerly anticipated change.

	For a young man of Lannes' background, the Revolution was not an abstraction. It was a restructuring of reality. The guilds were abolished. The nobility was stripped of its privileges. The church was nationalised. The Ségur Ordinance that had barred men without noble blood from the officer corps of the army was swept away. Suddenly, and this cannot be overstated, a man could rise as far as his abilities would carry him. The old ceiling was gone. The path upward, which had been closed to Jean Lannes and every young man like him, stood open.

	In Lectoure, as across France, the Revolution produced both enthusiasm and violence. The town was in the diocese of Auch, a region of old Catholicism and strong local loyalties, and the reforms of the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, which required priests to swear loyalty to the nation rather than the Pope, produced deep divisions. There were families and communities in the Gers that would never fully forgive what the Revolution had done to their church. But there were also men like Lannes, young, ambitious, physically capable, chafing against the restrictions of a life that had no outlet for their energies, for whom the Republic was not merely an ideology but a liberation.

	The Revolution did not create Jean Lannes. But it removed every obstacle between what he was and what he was capable of becoming.

	The new France needed soldiers. It needed them urgently and in vast numbers. The crowned heads of Europe, alarmed by the regicide implications of the Revolution even before the king's execution in January 1793, had begun to organise the coalitions that would spend the next twenty-three years attempting to strangle the French Republic and then the French Empire in its cradle. Austria and Prussia had already issued the Declaration of Pillnitz in 1791, threatening intervention if Louis XVI was harmed. War was coming, and the old royal army, decimated by emigration, with most of its noble officer corps having fled across the Rhine, would not be sufficient to fight it.

	The answer was the nation in arms. The volunteer battalions of 1791 and 1792, and then the great levée en masse of 1793, summoned hundreds of thousands of French citizens to the defence of the Republic. These were not mercenaries fighting for pay or conscripts driven by compulsion alone. They were, at least in the first great surge of enthusiasm, men who believed in something, in liberty, in the nation and in the Republic that had made them citizens rather than subjects. The quality of this belief varied enormously from man to man and battalion to battalion. Not every volunteer was ideologically pure. Many were simply young men who wanted adventure, or who had nothing better to do, or who found, as Lannes himself seems to have found, that the army answered some deep need in them that civilian life could not address.

	The Character Behind the Soldier

	Before following Lannes into uniform, it is worth pausing to consider what kind of man the army was about to receive. He was twenty-two years old in 1791, when he first considered volunteering, and twenty-three when he finally enlisted in 1792. He was of medium height, the image of a towering physical specimen is not accurate; Lannes was solid and muscular rather than tall, with dark hair and eyes and the weather-beaten complexion of a man who had spent his working life in the open or in the heated fug of the workshop. He was vigorous, energetic, and possessed of a physical confidence that expressed itself in the way he moved and stood and looked at people: directly, without the downcast eyes that marked the habitual deference of the very poor.

	He was not polished. His manners were those of the artisan class, straightforward, sometimes rough, unversed in the elaborate courtesies of the French aristocratic tradition. He could be crude. He could be startlingly blunt in his opinions. He was capable of a temper that, when aroused, became an almost physical force, men who provoked his anger described it as something genuinely frightening, and in later years, when he was a Marshal and could no longer be simply silenced by rank or convention, his explosions of fury at perceived injustice or incompetence became part of the legend of the man. He once, in a famous episode, drew his sword on Marshal Murat in a quarrel over seniority, and only the intervention of fellow officers prevented serious violence. This was not the behaviour of a diplomat. It was the behaviour of a man who had never learned, or never chosen, to contain what he felt behind a screen of social performance.

	But underneath the roughness, visible even in these early years to those who looked for it, was something else. Lannes was deeply loyal. The friends he made, he kept. The causes he committed to, he served with his whole self. He was capable of great tenderness towards the people he loved, and his letters to his wife Louise in the years of their marriage reveal a man of feeling who missed his family with a physical ache that campaigns could not extinguish. He was generous. He was funny, in the rough Gascon fashion, sharp, irreverent, self-deprecating in moments of genuine ease. And he had, even in those early years, something that would serve him better on a battlefield than all the social graces in the world: the absolute conviction that what needed to be done would be done, and that he was the man to do it.

	Napoleon Bonaparte, who would come to know Lannes better than almost any other man on earth, would later say that he had found him a pygmy and left him a giant. This has often been taken as a comment on Lannes' military education, on the way in which Napoleon's mentorship transformed a brave but untutored fighter into a commander of the first rank. And it is that. But it is also something more. It is a recognition that the raw material was always there, the courage, the energy, the instinct, the iron will, waiting in a dye-worker's apprentice in Lectoure for the world to change and give it somewhere to go. The Revolution changed the world. The wars that followed gave Jean Lannes his stage. What happened then was the work of the man himself.

	Toward the Sound of Drums

	By the spring of 1792, France was at war. The Legislative Assembly had declared war on Austria in April, and the campaign that followed began badly, French columns dissolving in panic at the first contact with Austrian troops, officers murdered by their own men in the chaos of a half-reformed army not yet sure what it was or what it was fighting for. But the crisis also began to produce its own solution. The call went out for volunteers, and across France young men responded.

	In Lectoure and the surrounding Gers, the response was not lacking. The 2nd Battalion of the Gers was one of the volunteer units formed in this period, drawing its recruits from the towns and villages of the department. Jean Lannes enlisted. The exact circumstances of his enlistment are not recorded with the precision a modern biographer would wish, the administrative machinery of the early Republic was not always equal to the task of keeping meticulous records in a time of upheaval, but by the late summer of 1792, he was a soldier of the Republic.

	He was twenty-three years old. He had no military experience, no military education, no connections in the army, no patron, and no social position that would have commended him to notice. What he had was the will to fight, the body to endure, and a quality of natural authority over other men that would make itself visible almost immediately. Within months he would be a corporal. Within a year, an officer. The dye-worker's apprentice from Lectoure was about to discover what he was made of, and the discovery would astonish everyone, including perhaps himself.

	The revolution had given him his chance. The wars would give him his greatness. And the combination of the two would produce one of the most extraordinary military careers in the long and violent history of European arms. Jean Lannes, son of Gascony, was going to war.

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	The Revolution Calls

	First Steps in Arms, 1792

	

	

	The armies of the Republic were not like other armies. They were a people transformed, or rather a people discovering in the shock of battle what they had always been capable of becoming.

	- Jules Michelet, Histoire de la Révolution française, 1847

	

	

	In the spring and summer of 1792, France went to war with a confidence that was almost entirely unjustified by its military condition. The Legislative Assembly declared war on Austria in April with the enthusiastic support of the Girondin faction, who believed, with the particular optimism of men who had never commanded troops, that the peoples of Europe would rise to greet French armies as liberators, that the Revolution would prove contagious, and that the armed forces of the ancien régime monarchies would dissolve before the moral force of republican virtue. What actually happened was rather different. French columns, poorly led and poorly coordinated, encountered the first Austrian units and fled in disorder. An officer was murdered by his own men near Lille. General Dillon was killed by a panicking mob of his own soldiers at Lille itself. The frontier was alarmingly porous, and the mood in Paris oscillated rapidly between belligerence and terror as the reality of the military situation became apparent.

	The old royal army, the instrument that might, in its prime, have provided the backbone of resistance, was a shadow of what it had been. The emigration of the nobility had stripped it of a significant portion of its officer corps: by some estimates, two-thirds of the pre-Revolutionary officers had either emigrated or resigned by 1792. Those who remained were often men of the lower orders of the officer class, competent enough in their own sphere but without the experience of high command that the crisis now demanded. The non-commissioned officers and soldiers who formed the army's rank and file were, in many cases, still capable men, but they had seen their institutions dismantled, their officers flee, and their chain of command reduced to something approaching chaos by the revolutionary upheaval in military governance. Discipline had frayed. Unit cohesion had suffered. The army that France sent to the frontier in 1792 was brave in parts, enthusiastic in patches, and alarmingly unready for the task it had been assigned.

	The answer, the only possible answer, given the scale of the threat and the inadequacy of the existing forces, was the nation itself. The Legislative Assembly issued calls for volunteers in the summer of 1792, and the response from across France was, at least in the first great surge of enthusiasm, remarkable. Tens of thousands of young men came forward. In the towns and villages of Gascony, in the squares and churches and market places of the Gers, the call was heard and answered. The 2nd Battalion of Volunteers of the Gers was one of the units that took shape in this period, drawing its recruits from the towns and hamlets of the department, and it was into this battalion that Jean Lannes, dye-worker's apprentice, twenty-three years old, stepped in the summer of 1792.

	What moved him to go? The question is worth asking, because the answer is not obvious. Patriotism almost certainly played a part, the revolutionary patriotism of the period was a real and powerful thing, a genuine emotional force that should not be reduced merely to ideology or manipulation. The sense that France was in danger, that the enemies of the Republic were gathering to crush the new order and restore the old, that every citizen had an obligation to stand in defence of what the Revolution had made, this was not an abstraction for the young men of 1792. It was a felt reality, amplified by the newspapers and pamphlets and speeches that saturated public life in the cities and filtered even into the provincial towns. But patriotism alone rarely accounts for enlistment. Adventure played its part, as it always does: the appeal of movement, of escape from the workshop, of a life larger and more vivid than anything the Gers could offer. And there was, perhaps, in Lannes' case, a simpler and more personal motive. The army was the one institution in the new France that had truly thrown open its doors. Talent and courage were the only currencies that mattered now. For a man who had both and nothing else, that was invitation enough.

	The Volunteer Battalions: A New Kind of Army

	The volunteer battalions of 1791 and 1792 were unlike any military formation that France, or indeed Europe, had previously produced at scale. They were not mercenary units held together by pay and contract. They were not conscript formations driven by compulsion. They were, at their best and in their first enthusiastic months, something genuinely new: citizen soldiers, men who had chosen to fight, who understood in at least broad terms what they were fighting for, and who brought to military life the energy and initiative of men accustomed to making their own decisions rather than simply obeying the orders of a hereditary superior.

	This novelty had both advantages and serious disadvantages. The enthusiasm was real, but enthusiasm without training is a fragile thing under fire. The democratic spirit of the volunteer units, officers were often elected by their men in the early period, a practice that produced some capable leaders and some spectacular disasters, cut against the grain of military discipline in ways that could be catastrophic in combat. A soldier who has voted for his captain retains, in his own mind, the right to unmake that vote if the captain's orders seem foolish or dangerous. The early campaigns demonstrated these contradictions with painful clarity: the same units that melted away in panic at Lille fought with extraordinary tenacity at Valmy two months later. The raw material was excellent. The question was how to forge it into something that could be sustained and directed.

	The battalions were organised along lines that mixed old and new. Each battalion contained eight companies of around one hundred men, with a staff of officers above them: a lieutenant-colonel in overall command, a major, and the various adjutants and administrative officers who kept the unit functioning. The company was the basic tactical unit, a hundred men, a captain, two or three lieutenants, a handful of sergeants and corporals who translated the officers' intentions into the physical reality of movement and fire. It was at this level, the company level, that the character of an individual soldier was most immediately visible to his superiors, and it was at this level that Lannes began to distinguish himself almost at once.

	The men did not follow Lannes because they were ordered to. They followed him because, in the chaos of those early campaigns, he was the one who always seemed to know what to do next, and the one most obviously willing to do it himself.

	- Memoir of a soldier of the 2nd Battalion of the Gers, c. 1820

	The weapons carried by the French infantry of the period were the standard arms of the late eighteenth century: the Charleville musket, a flintlock smoothbore capable of a trained soldier firing two or three rounds per minute at effective ranges of perhaps eighty to a hundred yards in good conditions. The musket was supplemented by the bayonet, the socket bayonet that had transformed European infantry tactics over the preceding century, turning every soldier into both a firearm and a pike. Artillery supported the infantry, the guns of the period firing solid shot, explosive shells, and canister, the last a devastating anti-personnel round that turned a cannon into an enormous shotgun at close range. Cavalry operated on the flanks and in pursuit, and the coordination of these three arms in battle was the central challenge of Napoleonic-era tactics at every level from company to corps.

	Lannes was not, when he enlisted, a trained soldier in any technical sense. He knew nothing of tactics, little of the formal drill that was supposed to govern the movement of infantry formations, nothing at all of the staff work and administrative machinery that kept armies in the field. What he knew was how to work hard, how to endure physical discomfort, and how to deal with other men in the direct, unvarnished way of the Gascon working class. These were not nothing. In the chaos of the early Revolutionary armies, where formal training was often unavailable and the niceties of military procedure were frequently suspended by simple necessity, the man who could get things done, who could keep his head when others lost theirs, who could inspire the men around him to hold when every instinct said to run, was worth ten men who could execute a parade-ground drill to perfection but had never felt the particular terror of being under fire for the first time.

	The Pyrenean Front: Baptism of Fire

	The 2nd Battalion of the Gers was assigned to the Army of the Pyrenees, the theatre of operations along the mountain frontier with Spain. This was not, in the immediate term, the most prestigious posting available to a young soldier eager for glory. The main action in the autumn of 1792 was in the north and north-east, where the armies of Austria and Prussia were probing at the French frontier and where, in September, the famous cannonade of Valmy had halted the Prussian advance and, in the romantic memory of the Revolution, at least, saved the Republic. The Pyrenean front, by comparison, was a secondary theatre: important for the security of France's southern border, but not the place where the fate of the Revolution was immediately being decided.

	Spain, however, was not a negligible opponent. The Bourbon monarchy in Madrid was watching the revolution in France with a mixture of horror and calculation, horror at what had been done to a fellow Bourbon king, calculation about what advantages might be extracted from France's difficulties. When Louis XVI was executed in January 1793, Spain declared war, and the Pyrenean front suddenly became a good deal more active. French forces along the mountain border found themselves engaged in a kind of warfare that was utterly unlike the parade-ground manoeuvres of the old royal army: guerrilla actions in the high passes, ambushes in the dense oak forests of the lower slopes, conventional engagements in the river valleys that debouched into the Spanish plain, sieges of fortified towns that controlled the mountain roads. It was varied, demanding, physically brutal warfare, and it was a superb school for the kind of soldier that Jean Lannes was in the process of becoming.

	The Pyrenees are not, in any military sense, a simple obstacle. The chain runs from the Atlantic to the Mediterranean in an almost unbroken wall of high peaks and deep valleys, punctuated by a relatively small number of practicable passes. Control of these passes, the Col de Roncevaux, the Col du Somport, the Col de Perthus in the east, was the key to the entire theatre, and the fighting of 1793 and 1794 revolved around repeated attempts by both sides to seize and hold these critical points. The terrain favoured the defender and rewarded the small unit: a hundred determined men in a good position in the high Pyrenees could hold a pass against a thousand, and the difficulty of supplying large forces in the mountains meant that the engagements of this theatre tended toward the compact and the violent rather than the sweeping manoeuvres of the northern plains.

	It was terrain that suited Lannes perfectly. The mountain warfare of the Pyrenean front demanded exactly the qualities he possessed in abundance: physical endurance, aggressive instinct, the ability to make rapid decisions without reference to a superior who might be miles away in the next valley, and the force of personality to carry men with him into situations that looked, on any sober assessment, thoroughly dangerous. The formal military education he lacked mattered less here than it would have mattered in the set-piece battles of the northern frontier. What mattered here was the quality of the man on the spot, and the man on the spot was proving, with increasing consistency, to be exceptional.

	The Rapid Ascent: From Soldier to Officer

	The pace of Lannes' promotion in his first year of service was remarkable even by the accelerated standards of the Revolutionary armies, where the flight of the nobility had created an urgent demand for officers from the ranks and where demonstrated ability in the field could be rewarded with promotion in weeks rather than the years or decades that the old royal army would have required. He enlisted as a simple soldier in the summer of 1792. By the end of that year, or early in 1793, he was a corporal. Shortly after, a sergeant. By late 1793, barely more than a year after his enlistment, he held a commission, sub-lieutenant, then lieutenant, an ascent that was possible only because the Revolution had made it possible and because the fighting on the Pyrenean front had given him the opportunities to demonstrate why he deserved it.

	The promotions were not given lightly, even in that chaotic period. The Revolutionary armies, for all their disorder, had a fairly clear-eyed appreciation of military talent when they saw it, and the officers and non-commissioned officers who recommended men for advancement were themselves under constant pressure to produce results. Recommending an incompetent for promotion was not a consequence-free act: if the man failed, the man who had vouched for him bore some of the responsibility. That Lannes rose so quickly suggests not only that his superiors saw something extraordinary in him but that they were confident enough in what they saw to stake their own reputations on the recommendation.

	What did they see? The accounts that survive from this period, fragmentary, often written decades later from imperfect memory, but consistent in their broad outlines, describe a man who was distinguished above all by two qualities that, in combination, made him uniquely valuable in the kind of warfare the Pyrenean front demanded. The first was personal courage of a quality that went beyond the ordinary bravery that military service requires of every soldier. Lannes was not merely willing to go into danger; he appeared, to those who observed him, to be genuinely indifferent to it, or at least to be capable of functioning at full capacity in the midst of it without the suppression of fear that costs most men so much of their energy and attention. He moved under fire with a calm purposefulness that had a powerful effect on the men around him. Fear is contagious in military units, but so is its opposite, and a man who visibly does not panic is worth more to a unit under pressure than almost any other single asset.

	The second quality was the instinctive authority he exercised over other men. This is a difficult thing to define precisely, because it is not simply a matter of manner or physical presence, though both played a part in Lannes' case. It is more fundamental: the sense, communicated by a man's every action, that he knows what he is doing, that his judgment can be trusted, that following him will lead somewhere rather than nowhere. Men who possess this quality are not always the most technically accomplished soldiers, but they are often the most militarily effective, because military effectiveness at the small-unit level depends above all on the willingness of men to continue acting under conditions of extreme fear and confusion, and that willingness is sustained most reliably not by abstract loyalty to a cause but by immediate confidence in the man standing next to them.

	He did not need to shout to be heard. When Lannes spoke, men listened, not because of his rank, but because every word carried the absolute conviction of a man who had already decided what he was going to do and was merely informing the others.

	- General Marcellin Marbot, Mémoires, 1891

	The wounds he received in this period deserve mention, because they established a pattern that would persist throughout his career. Lannes was wounded multiple times in the Pyrenean campaigns, the exact number is uncertain, but at least two significant wounds are documented in this period. His response to these wounds was characteristic: impatience with the enforced rest of recovery, a rapid return to his unit before the surgeons considered him healed, and what appears to have been a genuine contempt for his own physical vulnerability. This was partly, no doubt, the bravado of a young man performing courage for the benefit of his comrades and superiors. But it was also something more deeply ingrained. The body, for Lannes, was an instrument to be used until it broke, and when it broke it was to be repaired as quickly as possible and put back to work. The idea of conserving himself, of managing his exposure to risk with the prudent calculation that a longer life might produce more service, does not appear to have occurred to him, or if it occurred to him, he dismissed it with the Gascon's characteristic impatience for caution.

	The Nature of Revolutionary War

	To understand what Lannes was learning in these early campaigns, it is necessary to understand what was new and distinctive about the warfare of the Revolutionary period, because it was genuinely new, in ways that would take the rest of Europe a generation to fully comprehend and adapt to.

	The armies of the ancien régime had been, of necessity, carefully husbanded instruments. The professional soldiers who formed them were expensive to recruit, years in the training, and difficult to replace. Battles, therefore, tended to be approached with a certain caution: the objective was often to manoeuvre the enemy into a disadvantageous position from which retreat was his only rational option, rather than to destroy his army in the field at the cost of unacceptable losses to one's own. The great commanders of the mid-eighteenth century, Frederick the Great of Prussia, Marlborough in an earlier generation, had certainly fought pitched battles and fought them brilliantly. But even Frederick was always aware that every grenadier lost was a grenadier who could not easily be replaced, and the elaborate logistical systems of the period, tied to fixed magazines and slow-moving supply columns, imposed their own constraints on the pace and ambition of operations.

	The French Revolutionary armies changed this calculus in several important ways. The most fundamental was demographic: France had a population of around twenty-eight million in 1792, and the willingness of the Republic to summon a significant fraction of that population to arms, first through volunteering, then through conscription, meant that French armies could absorb losses that would have been catastrophic to the smaller professional forces of their opponents. The Republic could afford, in a way that Prussia or Austria could not, to trade men for results. This was brutal arithmetic, and it had brutal human consequences, but it was militarily decisive.

	The second change was tactical. The Revolutionary armies, unable to train their masses of recruits to the standard of precision drill that the old linear tactics required, the parade-ground evolutions, the measured volleys, the strict maintenance of dressing under fire that had characterised the warfare of the mid-eighteenth century, adapted by necessity to a more flexible approach. Skirmishers, tirailleurs, were pushed forward in advance of the main formations to harass the enemy, disrupt his cohesion, and pick off his officers and gunners. The main attack was delivered in column, which was easier to control and maintain than the extended line, and which had a psychological impact on the defender that the line, however devastating its firepower, could not always match. The combination of skirmisher fire and column assault, supported by aggressive use of artillery, would become in the hands of Napoleon and his generals the tactical system that dominated European warfare for a generation.

	Lannes absorbed all of this not from books or lectures, he had access to neither, but from experience, from observation, and from the kind of instinctive tactical intelligence that some men simply possess. He was learning, in the most direct possible way, the relationship between ground and movement, between fire and shock, between the pace of an advance and the morale of the men executing it. He was learning what broke men and what held them together. He was learning, above all, the fundamental truth of infantry combat that no amount of theoretical instruction can fully convey: that war at the sharp end is a contest not between formations or weapons systems but between the wills of the men doing the fighting, and that the side whose will breaks first loses, regardless of the numerical balance of forces.

	Comrades and Command: The Making of a Leader

	The men who fought alongside Lannes in the Pyrenean campaigns would have seen something that was not yet visible to the wider world but was perfectly plain to anyone who shared a bivouac or a trench with him: he was made, in some fundamental sense, for this. Not for war in the abstract, for the discomfort and the danger and the grinding tedium of campaign life, but for the specific challenge of leading men in combat, of being the person in a crisis who made things happen rather than simply enduring them.

	He was not an easy man to serve under. The temper that would later make him famous, the explosions of fury at incompetence or cowardice or what he perceived as injustice, was already present and not yet moderated by the diplomatic necessities of high command. He demanded from his men exactly what he demanded from himself: full effort, total commitment, the willingness to go further and endure more than seemed strictly reasonable. Men who met that standard found in him a commander who shared their hardships without complaint, who fought at their side rather than directing from the rear, who cared about their welfare with a genuine warmth that expressed itself not in speeches but in the small, practical attentions, the distribution of food, the attention to their wounds, the personal knowledge of their names and circumstances, that soldiers remember and repay with loyalty.

	Men who failed to meet the standard found the experience of Lannes' displeasure memorable. But even those who suffered his anger generally came to understand, after the fact, that he was angry not because he enjoyed the exercise of power over others but because he cared, sometimes to the point of rage, about the outcome of the thing they were all engaged in together. There is a kind of commander who is harsh because it serves his vanity or his career. Lannes was harsh because he could not understand why other men were not as entirely committed as he was, and the gap between his own intensity and the ordinary human tendency to conserve one's energy and one's courage filled him, at times, with a genuine and unfeigned fury.

	It was in these campaigns, too, that Lannes began to develop the tactical habit that would become his most distinctive military signature: the aggressive defence. When placed in a position that a more cautious commander would have considered untenable, outnumbered, flanked and under fire from multiple directions Lannes' instinctive response was not to withdraw to a more defensible line but to attack. Not recklessly, not without calculation, but with the recognition that aggression in defence, the sudden counter-thrust, the unexpected advance that catches an attacking enemy off-balance, is often more effective than a passive resistance that gives the attacker time to organise and press his advantage. He would demonstrate this principle on stages far larger than the mountain passes of the Pyrenees, at Pułtusk and at Friedland, in ways that would leave military historians struggling for adequate language. But the instinct was formed here, in the obscure guerrilla fighting of 1793 and 1794, by a young officer learning his trade in the hardest possible school.

	A Soldier Forged

	By the close of 1794, Jean Lannes was no longer the dye-worker's apprentice who had walked out of Lectoure two years earlier. He was something quite different, something the old France could never have made of him, and something the new France was making of thousands of young men like him across the length and breadth of the Republic. He was an officer. A junior officer, with modest rank and no connections and no fortune, but an officer who had earned his position in the most direct way available: by demonstrating, under fire, in difficult terrain, against a competent enemy, that he was better at this than most men and that the men who followed him knew it and were glad they did.

	He had been wounded. He had seen men die beside him. He had experienced the particular terror of being under artillery fire, that impersonal, industrial destruction that the musket, for all its dangers, never quite matched in its psychological impact, and had learned to function within it. He had commanded men in situations where the wrong decision would have cost lives and possibly cost the position, and he had made, with a consistency that his superiors could not fail to notice, the right decisions, or at least the decisions that worked. He had learned that war, for all its chaos, has a logic of its own, and that men who can read that logic faster and more clearly than their opponents have an advantage that compensates for a great deal of numerical or material inferiority.

	And he had attracted attention. Not yet the attention of the wider world, he was still a very junior figure in a very large army engaged in a very complicated war, but the attention of the men who would later have the opportunity to give him larger responsibilities, and who had seen enough of him to believe that larger responsibilities were exactly what he deserved. The Pyrenean campaigns were a finishing school of the harshest kind, and Lannes had passed with a distinction that pointed clearly toward what was coming next.

	What was coming next was Italy. And in Italy, there was a new general, young, brilliant, ferociously ambitious, who had a particular talent for identifying exactly the kind of officer that Jean Lannes had become and for giving such officers exactly the scope their talents demanded. The encounter between Jean Lannes and Napoleon Bonaparte was still in the near future. But the man who would walk into that encounter, hard, tested, scarred, and absolutely certain of his own worth, had been made beyond any doubt in the mountains and valleys of the Pyrenean frontier, in the dirty, unglamorous, formative campaigns that history tends to overlook in its eagerness to reach the great set pieces that followed. The pygmy was already beginning, quietly and without fanfare, to grow.

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	War in the Pyrenees

	Learning the Craft, 1793–1795

	
	

	War is not learned from manuals. It is learned from the ground beneath your feet, the men beside you, and the enemy in front of you, and from the slow, costly accumulation of what works and what does not.

	- Marshal Louis-Gabriel Suchet, Mémoires, 1828

	
	

	There is a particular injustice in the way that history distributes its attention. The great set pieces, Valmy, Jemappes, the Italian campaign and Austerlitz absorb the light, and the campaigns fought in their shadow are left in a darkness that obscures both their difficulty and their importance. The War of the Pyrenees, fought along the mountain frontier between France and Spain from 1793 to 1795, is one such neglected campaign. It produced no Napoleons, no transformative victories that reshaped the map of Europe, no battles whose names schoolchildren would later be made to memorise. What it produced, in considerable quantity, was experienced soldiers, men who had learned the craft of war in terrain that punished every mistake and rewarded every lesson absorbed. Jean Lannes was among the most distinguished graduates of this brutal and overlooked school, and it is impossible to understand the commander he became without understanding the campaigns that made him.

	Spain's entry into the war against France in March 1793 transformed the Pyrenean frontier from a backwater into an active and demanding theatre of operations. The Spanish army of the period was not a negligible force. It was large, Spain could field well over a hundred thousand men when the full weight of

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	







