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CHAPTER ONE

	Origins

	The Burgundian Soldier's Son

	In the year 1770, a child was born in the village of Annoux, a modest settlement folded into the limestone hills of Burgundy, whose name would one day be carved into the Arc de Triomphe alongside the greatest soldiers France had ever produced. The house into which Louis-Nicolas d'Avout entered the world on the tenth of May was not a grand one. It stood on the respectable but unspectacular margins of the provincial nobility, a family with a coat of arms, a tradition of service, and no great fortune. The landscape around Annoux was one of patient, enduring France: fields given over to grain and vine, lanes canopied by oak and chestnut, church towers rising from villages that had seen centuries pass without much turbulence. It was, in other words, an unremarkable place to begin a remarkable life.

	Yet the soil of Burgundy had always nourished soldiers. The province sat at the geographical heart of the old kingdom, and its minor nobles had for generations furnished officers to the royal armies, men whose ambitions could not be satisfied by agriculture alone and whose birth entitled them to a sword if not a title. The d'Avout family was precisely of this stamp. They were neither impoverished hobereaux nor newly enriched by royal favour. They occupied that intermediate ground of the Ancien Régime's officer class: proud of lineage, conscious of duty, and thoroughly dependent on military service as both livelihood and identity. Into this world, its rituals, its expectations and its quietly martial atmosphere, Louis-Nicolas was born the eldest son, and the weight of that birth would shape everything that followed.

	The Family of d'Avout

	The name itself carried a minor history. The d'Avout family could trace its roots through several generations of Burgundian service, and while no ancestor had achieved particular fame, none had disgraced the name either, which in the culture of the provincial nobility was itself a form of distinction. They were, in the language of the age, a family of good standing, their nobility unimpeachable if their wealth modest. Jean-François d'Avout, Louis-Nicolas's father, held a commission as a cavalry officer in the Royal Army, a position entirely consistent with his station and entirely expressive of his family's values. The cavalry had always carried a certain social prestige within the French officer corps, demanding as it did horses, equipment, and the outward trappings of gentility that infantry service did not require to the same degree.

	Jean-François appears in the historical record as a dutiful officer and a responsible head of household, but the record is thin, as it tends to be for men of middling rank who die before history has reason to notice them. What we can reconstruct of him suggests a man of order and discipline, qualities that would re-emerge with extraordinary force in his son. He was stationed away from home for significant periods, as cavalry officers were, and the household at Annoux was consequently one in which the father's presence was intermittent and his authority therefore all the more charged when he was there. Louis-Nicolas grew up in a world organised around the idea of military service without being able to observe it at close quarters on any continuous basis, which may have contributed to the idealised, almost absolute quality that the concept of duty would eventually assume in his character.

	His mother, Marie-Nicole Minard, managed the family household with the pragmatic resilience characteristic of women in the provincial nobility who were left, in practice, to raise children and maintain estates on limited means while their husbands discharged their obligations elsewhere. She was by all accounts a woman of considerable composure and intelligence, and the household she ran was one in which education, religion, and the proper observance of social station were taken seriously. Louis-Nicolas and his siblings, he would eventually have sisters and a brother, grew up in a home that was disciplined without being joyless, modest without being pinched, and thoroughly imbued with the sense that they were a family with obligations to meet.

	A note on the name: The family spelled their name d'Avout, retaining the aristocratic particle that signalled their noble status. The modern form, Davout, without the particle and the space, became standard after the Revolution, when such markers of nobility were officially abolished and then gradually reabsorbed into common usage. During his lifetime, the Marshal's name appeared most often in print as Davoust, and it is under this spelling that his name is inscribed on the Arc de Triomphe. This book uses the modern Davout throughout, except when quoting directly from contemporary sources.

	A Father's Death

	The defining catastrophe of Louis-Nicolas's early life came when he was nine years old. Jean-François d'Avout died in a riding accident, thrown from his horse, according to the available accounts, and killed by the fall. He was not yet forty. The death was sudden, undramatic in the way that most accidents are, entirely without the martial dignity that a career soldier might have wished. It left a widow, several young children, the family estate, and a vacancy at the centre of Louis-Nicolas's understanding of what a man was supposed to be.

	The psychological consequences of losing a soldier father in childhood are not difficult to imagine, though they are impossible to measure with precision. What is striking, in retrospect, is how completely Louis-Nicolas would spend the rest of his life embodying the values he could only have understood abstractly as a nine-year-old: the absolute reliability of the soldier, the subordination of personal comfort to duty, the refusal to leave a position until ordered to do so by legitimate authority, and above all the merciless self-discipline that he would one day impose on the armies under his command. Whether these qualities emerged from a conscious desire to complete what his father could not, or from some deeper and less articulable psychological mechanism, is a question that biography cannot answer with confidence. What it can say is that the loss was formative, and that it appears to have resolved rather than destabilised the boy's sense of direction.

	The family's circumstances after Jean-François's death required careful management. A cavalry officer's widow with children and a provincial estate was not in comfortable straits, and the question of Louis-Nicolas's future career had to be settled quickly and economically. The answer, given the family's traditions and the available options, was obvious: the boy would follow his father into the army. The only question was how soon, and through what route.

	The Royal Military Schools

	France in the 1770s and 1780s possessed an elaborate system for educating the sons of its minor nobility for military service, and Louis-Nicolas d'Avout entered that system at the age of ten or eleven, when he was admitted to the military school at Auxerre. The provincial military schools had been established in the reign of Louis XV as a means of addressing the chronic problem of impoverished noble families who could not afford to equip their sons for officer service. They provided a basic military and academic education, free of charge or at nominal cost, to boys of documented noble birth whose families lacked the resources to finance private education. They were, in their way, a remarkable institution, meritocratic within the narrowly aristocratic terms of the age, taking boys who might otherwise have drifted into rural obscurity and fashioning them into officers.

	The curriculum at Auxerre, as at the other provincial schools, combined military exercises with academic instruction in mathematics, French, Latin, history, and geography. The boys were drilled in basic military movements, taught to ride and to handle weapons, and subjected to a regime of punctuality, order, and physical activity that was designed to inculcate the habits of command before the intellectual content of command had been transmitted. It was, in the language of a later age, a character-forming institution as much as an educational one, and the character it aimed to form was that of the reliable junior officer: obedient to superiors, firm with subordinates, methodical in administration, and unshakeable under pressure.

	Louis-Nicolas appears to have absorbed these lessons with unusual thoroughness. Contemporary accounts of his years at Auxerre are sparse, he was, after all, an unremarkable provincial boy at this stage, with no particular claim to distinction but what survives suggests a student who was serious, determined, and rather more interested in the practical aspects of military education than in the classical curriculum. He was not by temperament or aptitude a scholar of the humanities. He was, however, a boy who understood that the school was his route to a career, and he applied himself to it with the focused intensity that would later make him the most systematically prepared of Napoleon's marshals.

	The École Militaire, Paris

	Success at Auxerre led, for the most promising students, to the École Militaire in Paris, the capstone institution of France's military education system, located on the Champ de Mars in the shadow of the city's grandest monuments. It was here, sometime around 1783 or 1784, that Louis-Nicolas d'Avout first encountered a fellow student whose name would become the most famous in European history: Napoleon Buonaparte, a thin, intense boy from Corsica who was at the school at approximately the same period.

	The two boys were not, by any account, close friends. The École Militaire was a large institution with students from across France and its territories, and the social world of the school was stratified in ways that reflected the broader stratifications of French society. Napoleon, despite his Corsican origins and his family's somewhat doubtful claims to French noble status, was a figure of particular ambition and unusual intellectual ability. Louis-Nicolas, for his part, was a more straightforward product of the Burgundian provincial nobility, solid, dutiful, perhaps lacking the electric restlessness that characterised the young Bonaparte. They moved in overlapping but not identical circles.

	And yet the crossing of their paths at this early moment is not simply a biographical curiosity. It is a reminder that the world which produced Davout was the same world that produced Napoleon, the same institutions, the same values, the same late-Ancien Régime military culture with its mixture of professional seriousness and aristocratic pretension, its emphasis on honour and hierarchy, its cultivation of the idea that the officer class was the natural repository of the nation's martial virtue. Both boys were shaped by the same mould, even if they emerged from it as very different men. The loyalty that Davout would later give to Napoleon was not simply the loyalty of a subordinate to a superior; it was, in part, the loyalty of a man to the world they had both come from, and to the values that world had taught them.

	The École Militaire shaped its students in ways they did not always recognise until later: it gave them a language, a set of references, a common understanding of what military excellence meant and how it was to be achieved. In this sense, Davout and Napoleon did not merely attend the same school. They received the same education in what it meant to be a French soldier.

	- John G. Gallaher, The Iron Marshal

	The Paris years were also formative in ways that went beyond the classroom and the drill ground. For a boy from Annoux, the capital was a revelation, its scale, its energy, its extraordinary concentration of talent and ambition, its sense of existing at the centre of something vast and consequential. Louis-Nicolas was not a young man given to introspection or to recording his inner life, and the historical record of his Paris years is thin. But it would be remarkable if a perceptive provincial boy of fifteen or sixteen, arriving in Paris in the mid-1780s, had failed to feel the peculiar electricity of the age, the sense, pervasive in the educated classes, that the world was on the edge of something new and that the men who were ready for it would find themselves at the forefront of history.

	The Ancien Régime Army - Strengths and Contradictions

	To understand the institution into which Louis-Nicolas was preparing to enter, it is necessary to understand both the considerable strengths and the structural contradictions of the French Royal Army in the years before the Revolution. It was, in many respects, a genuinely capable fighting force. The French army of the 1780s had absorbed the lessons of the Seven Years' War, reformed its artillery under the brilliant Gribeauval, developed sophisticated tactical doctrine in the writings of officers like Guibert, and produced a corps of professional soldiers and theorists who were among the most technically accomplished in Europe. The army's logistical systems, while never perfect, were considerably better than those of most of its rivals. Its field artillery, reorganised and re-equipped under Gribeauval's system, was arguably the best in the world. Its military theory, disseminated through the staff colleges and the professional press, engaged seriously with the problems of mass, manoeuvre, and the relationship between strategy and tactics in ways that would bear fruit in the campaigns of the 1790s and beyond.

	At the same time, the army was riddled with contradictions that its considerable professional virtues could not fully conceal. The most fundamental of these was the question of noble birth. The Ségur Ordinance of 1781, enacted just as Louis-Nicolas was entering the military school system, had codified a requirement that candidates for officer commissions demonstrate four generations of noble ancestry. The measure was intended to protect the old nobility against the encroachment of newly ennobled bourgeois families, but its practical effect was to restrict the flow of talent into the officer corps at precisely the moment when the army's evolving tactical doctrine demanded officers of intelligence and initiative rather than merely of birth. Men who might, under a different system, have risen to senior command on the basis of proven ability found their paths blocked by genealogical requirements that had nothing to do with their military qualities.

	The irony of the Ségur Ordinance, from the perspective of subsequent history, is considerable. It was enacted to preserve the aristocratic character of the French officer corps, and within less than a decade it had helped to detonate the social explosion that would destroy the Ancien Régime entirely. The young men who benefited from the measure, the d'Avouts among them, as members of documented noble families, were the same men who would, in very large numbers, find themselves either emigrating from or adapting to the Revolutionary order that the Ordinance had helped to provoke.

	Louis-Nicolas d'Avout sat at an interesting point within this contradictory system. He was noble enough to qualify for officer status without difficulty, but not grand enough to feel any strong attachment to the social hierarchy that the Ségur Ordinance was designed to maintain. His family's nobility was real, but it was the nobility of service and tradition rather than of wealth and connection. The values it had instilled in him, discipline, reliability, the subordination of self to duty, were essentially professional values, which is to say values that could survive the abolition of the system that had produced them. When the Revolution came, he would discover that these values translated with relatively little difficulty into the new language of republican service.

	Commission - The Sub-Lieutenant of Champagne

	In 1788, Louis-Nicolas d'Avout received his commission as a sous-lieutenant in the Royal Champagne Cavalry Regiment. He was eighteen years old. The commission was the outcome for which his education had been preparing him since childhood, the fulfilment of the family expectation that had survived his father's death and his mother's careful management of limited resources. He was now, in the terms of the world he had been born into, what he was supposed to be: a junior officer of the French Royal Army, a member of the military caste that had defined his family's identity for as long as anyone could remember.

	The Royal Champagne Cavalry was a respectable regiment. Cavalry service remained the most socially prestigious branch of the army for officers of the minor nobility, requiring as it did the expense and skill associated with horsemanship, and the regiment's traditions were solidly those of the pre-Revolutionary officer corps. For a young sous-lieutenant fresh from the École Militaire, the regiment offered the combination of professional instruction and social formation that the school system had been designed to precede. Senior officers would pass on the practical knowledge that no curriculum could fully capture; fellow junior officers would provide the social world in which a young man of Louis-Nicolas's background was expected to move.

	What the eighteen-year-old d'Avout made of his first months in the regiment, we cannot know in any detail. The routine of a cavalry regiment in peacetime France was not calculated to produce dramatic events: drill, inspection, the management of horses and equipment, the social life of the officer mess, occasional ceremonial duties, and the long stretches of garrison existence that formed the fabric of most professional soldiers' lives in the years between wars. It was a world of order and routine, which suited his temperament; and it was a world on the edge of catastrophe, which he could not yet have imagined.

	The France of 1788 was lurching toward a crisis that would transform everything, the army, the state, the social order, and the lives of every man and woman within its borders. Louis-Nicolas d'Avout had spent his short life preparing for a world that was about to cease to exist. What he could not know, what no one could know, was that the convulsion about to engulf his country would prove to be, for a man of his particular qualities, not a catastrophe but an opportunity without historical parallel.

	Character in Formation

	It is worth pausing, at the threshold of the world-historical events into which Louis-Nicolas d'Avout is about to be plunged, to take stock of what eighteen years of Burgundian upbringing, military schooling, and provincial noble formation had made of him. The character of the man who would become the Iron Marshal was not, of course, fully formed at eighteen, character never is. But the foundations were in place, and they are worth examining, because they are so consistent with everything that follows.

	He was, first and most fundamentally, a man of order. The sources from every period of his life are unanimous on this point. He believed in systems, in regularity, in the application of consistent standards without exception or favouritism. This was partly temperamental, some people are simply constitutionally inclined toward structure, and partly the product of his formation in institutions that placed regularity at the centre of their values. But it was also, one suspects, a response to the fundamental disorder of his early life: the fatherless household, the uncertain finances, the dependence on institutions whose goodwill could not be taken for granted. Order, for a boy who had known early instability, was not merely a professional preference. It was a kind of existential necessity.

	He was also, by all accounts, a man of considerable moral seriousness. The culture of the provincial noble officer class was not given to irony or to the cultivated cynicism that could be found in the salons of Paris; it expected its members to mean what they said and to do what they promised. Louis-Nicolas had absorbed this expectation completely. He would prove, in the years ahead, to be a man who regarded his word as binding, his orders as obligations, and his loyalties as absolute. He was not, and would never become, a political animal in the sense of a man who calculated his attachments according to the shifting currents of advantage. His loyalty, once given, was not available for renegotiation.

	Finally, and perhaps most importantly for what was to come, he was a man of genuine professional ambition. Not social ambition in the Ancien Régime sense, he showed no particular interest in the court connections and aristocratic networks that were the currency of advancement in the old system but the ambition of the craftsman who wishes to excel at his craft. He wanted to be a good soldier, and then a better one, and then the best. The Revolution, when it came, would strip away the social scaffolding within which that ambition had been expected to operate, and would replace it with something far more meritocratic and far more dangerous. For a man of Louis-Nicolas d'Avout's particular combination of qualities, the timing could hardly have been better.

	✦

	The year 1789 was approaching. The Royal Champagne Cavalry Regiment continued its peacetime routine. The sous-lieutenant from Annoux continued to learn his trade. And somewhere in the enormous mechanism of French society, stresses were accumulating that would shortly produce a rupture of a kind the world had not previously seen, one that would, within a few years, transform an obscure Burgundian cavalry officer into one of the most consequential military commanders of the modern age. But that transformation lay in the future. In the autumn of 1788, Louis-Nicolas d'Avout was simply a young man who had achieved what he had been raised to achieve, standing at the beginning of what he imagined would be an ordinary professional life in the service of his king.

	History had other plans.

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	The Revolution Changes Everything

	The French Revolution did not announce itself. It accumulated, in the empty granaries of a kingdom that had spent itself into ruin across three generations of costly wars, in the grievances of a bourgeoisie that paid taxes the nobility did not, in the hunger of urban workers who watched the price of bread climb beyond their wages, and in the frustrations of a political class that had been promised reform for thirty years and delivered only delay. When the crisis finally broke in the summer of 1789, it broke with a violence and a comprehensiveness that astonished even those who had most ardently desired change. The storming of the Bastille on the fourteenth of July was as much a symbol as a military action, the fortress held only seven prisoners, and its strategic value was negligible but symbols, at moments of revolutionary rupture, are the currency of transformation. The old world had cracked. What would replace it was not yet clear. That nothing would be the same again was immediately, viscerally apparent to everyone in France.

	For the officers of the Royal Army, the Revolution posed a crisis of identity that was simultaneously personal, professional, and political. They were men who had been formed by the institutions of the Ancien Régime, trained to serve a king whose authority was now being systematically dismantled, and embedded in a social order that was being repudiated by the very nation they had sworn to protect. The question each man faced, not once, but repeatedly, as the Revolution accelerated and radicalized through the early 1790s, was the same: on which side of history did he stand? The answer he gave would determine everything: his career, his freedom, and in many cases his life.

	The Army in Dissolution

	The immediate effect of the Revolution on the French army was catastrophic. The officer corps, overwhelmingly noble in its upper and middle ranks as a direct consequence of the Ségur Ordinance, began to haemorrhage men almost as soon as the political crisis deepened. Some emigrated out of genuine royalist conviction, unable to reconcile their oath to the king with the demands of an Assembly that was stripping the monarchy of its authority. Others left because they feared what a revolutionary France might do to men of their birth and breeding, fears that would prove, in the case of the Terror, to be entirely justified. Still others departed more reluctantly, pushed out by the hostility of enlisted men who had absorbed the Revolution's levelling spirit and were no longer prepared to show the automatic deference that the old officer culture had demanded and received.

	The numbers were staggering. By 1792, the French army had lost the great majority of its pre-Revolutionary officer corps. Of approximately nine thousand officers serving in 1789, well over half had emigrated, resigned, or been forced out by the time France found itself at war with the European powers. The regiments that remained were, in many cases, shells of their former selves, the institutional knowledge of decades gone with the men who had possessed it, the command structures disrupted, the traditions of drill and discipline eroded by the combination of mass desertion from the ranks, political commissars who viewed professional military expertise with suspicion, and a new culture that celebrated revolutionary enthusiasm over trained competence.

	The vacuum thus created was enormous, and into it rushed men of ability who under the old system would never have risen so fast or so far. The Revolution's great, terrible gift to military talent was the destruction of the ceiling that birth had imposed upon it. A man who could lead, who could organise, who could inspire confidence in soldiers and impose his will on the chaos of the battlefield, could now advance at a speed that would have been literally impossible before 1789. The army that would shock Europe in the campaigns of the mid-1790s was built, to a substantial degree, on this principle: that talent, wherever it was found, would be recognised and used.

	The emigration and its consequences: The emigrant officers who left France between 1789 and 1792 did not simply disappear. Many gathered in the courts of Austria, Prussia, and Britain, where they lobbied for intervention to restore the old order and eventually served in the armies that fought against Revolutionary France. The spectacle of French officers leading foreign troops against their own country was one of the revolutionary period's most vivid paradoxes, and one of the most powerful arguments that the Republic used to justify the severity with which it treated those suspected of counter-revolutionary sympathies.

	The Choice - A Republican by Conviction

	Louis-Nicolas d'Avout did not emigrate. This is the first, and in many ways the most important, fact about his response to the Revolution, not because staying was heroic in itself, since many officers stayed for reasons of inertia, opportunism, or simple inability to make arrangements to leave, but because in his case the evidence strongly suggests that he stayed out of genuine conviction. He embraced the Revolution not as a necessary accommodation to changed circumstances but as a cause he believed in.

	This requires some explanation, because on the surface it might seem surprising. He was, after all, a member of the noble officer class that the Revolution was in the process of dismantling. His family's identity, his education, his commission, and his social position were all products of the Ancien Régime system. He had everything that system could offer a man of his modest birth and considerable ability. Why would he welcome its destruction?

	The answer lies, in part, in the particular character of provincial minor nobility to which the d'Avout family belonged. These were not men of Versailles. They had no personal investment in the court culture, the system of royal favour, and the aristocratic network of patronage and connection that the Revolution was sweeping away, because they had never been part of it. Their nobility was the nobility of service, of the regiment, the garrison and the campaign, rather than the nobility of privilege and proximity to power. The values that mattered to them were professional values: competence, reliability, the faithful discharge of duty. These values were not, in themselves, incompatible with a republican order. They were, in fact, precisely the values that a republic at war would need in its officers.

	There is also the matter of the Ségur Ordinance. The measure that had restricted officer commissions to men of four generations of documented nobility had been a source of genuine grievance among men like d'Avout, who qualified but who saw the system used to protect the privileges of the great aristocracy at the expense of men with real military talent who happened to lack the right ancestry. A meritocratic system, which is essentially what the Revolutionary army was, in its early idealistic phase, was not a threat to a man who had something to offer besides his bloodline. It was an opportunity.

	And there was, perhaps most fundamentally, the question of temperament. Louis-Nicolas d'Avout was a man of order, as we have established. But the order he believed in was the order of professional standards and consistent application of just rules, not the order of inherited hierarchy and unearned privilege. A republic that rewarded ability and demanded accountability was, for a man of his character, a more congenial environment than a kingdom in which advancement depended on the accident of birth and the cultivation of powerful patrons. When he swore his oath to the Republic, it was not with the inner reservations of a man making the best of a bad situation. It was the oath of a man who meant it.

	Early Revolutionary Service - Learning a New Kind of War

	The army that d'Avout served in during the early Revolutionary years was a very different institution from the Royal Champagne Cavalry in which he had received his commission. The amalgame, the formal merging, decreed in 1793 and executed over the following two years, of the surviving regular regiments with the volunteer battalions raised since 1789, created a force that was heterogeneous, turbulent, and possessed of an energy that the old professional army had never quite generated. The volunteers brought enthusiasm, political commitment, and a willingness to die for la patrie that was genuinely new in European warfare. The regulars brought training, institutional knowledge, and the habits of professional discipline without which enthusiasm alone is merely expensive and bloody.

	The challenge of command in this environment was considerable. The old methods of maintaining discipline, the authority of the king's commission, the social distance between officer and common soldier, the threat of the lash and the drum court martial, had been swept away or drastically curtailed by a Revolution that regarded such methods as incompatible with the dignity of the free citizen-soldier. Officers who tried to enforce the old discipline found themselves denounced to political commissars as counter-revolutionary oppressors. Officers who abandoned discipline entirely found their units disintegrating in the face of the enemy. The path between these two failures was narrow, and navigating it required a particular combination of toughness and political intelligence that not every officer possessed.

	D'Avout possessed it. His early Revolutionary service, with the Army of the North and subsequently the Army of the Rhine, gave him the experience of command in conditions of genuine difficulty: armies that were undersupplied, incompletely trained, and politically volatile; campaigns fought against professional Austrian and Prussian forces that were, man for man, considerably better equipped and drilled than the Republican armies opposing them. The defeats of the early 1790s, and the chaos that attended them, were a harsh education but an incomparably useful one. The young officer who would later be famous for the impeccable order and supply-discipline of his corps learned the value of these things, in part, from watching what happened to armies that lacked them.

	He was promoted rapidly. The emigration of so many officers had created a demand for capable men that the Revolutionary system was determined to satisfy, and d'Avout's abilities, his organisational competence, his physical courage in the field, his capacity to impose order without provoking the political backlash that less careful officers suffered, were visible enough to attract attention. By the mid-1790s he had progressed from sous-lieutenant to positions of increasing responsibility, and he had begun to acquire the reputation that would eventually make him indispensable: a man who could be relied upon, absolutely and in all circumstances, to do what he said he would do.

	The Revolutionary armies discovered, in the school of hard experience, a truth that had been obscured by the old system's emphasis on birth: that the qualities which make a soldier effective, steadiness, endurance, the capacity to think clearly under pressure are distributed among men without reference to the genealogies of their families. What the Revolution contributed was not new military doctrine, but the removal of the barriers that had prevented talent from reaching the positions where it could be most usefully employed.

	- David Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon

	The Wars of the Republic - France Against Europe

	The military context in which d'Avout was developing as an officer was one of almost continuous and increasingly existential warfare. France had declared war on Austria in April 1792, and within months the conflict had expanded to draw in Prussia, Britain, Spain, the Netherlands, and most of the other major powers of Europe. The First Coalition against Revolutionary France was an ideologically coherent as well as a strategic alliance: the monarchies of Europe understood perfectly well that a successful French Republic represented a mortal threat to the principle of dynastic authority on which their own power rested, and they were prepared to pay the cost of extinguishing it.

	What they had not expected, what almost no one had expected, was that France would prove capable of defending itself and then of carrying the war into its enemies' territories. The Revolutionary armies, for all their disorder and initial weakness, possessed advantages that their opponents were slow to appreciate. They were motivated in a way that conscript armies fighting for dynastic interests simply were not. They were fighting, in a way they genuinely felt and believed, for their homes, their families, their Revolution, and a new conception of what France was and could be. The levée en masse of 1793, the first true mass mobilisation in modern history, calling every able-bodied Frenchman to the defence of the Republic, produced armies of a size that the old professional forces of the European powers could not match. Numbers, motivation, and the emergence of commanders who knew how to use both combined, by 1794 and 1795, to transform the military situation entirely.

	The tactical system that these armies developed was, in its essentials, a response to the specific qualities of the troops available. Mass conscript armies could not be drilled to the standard of eighteenth-century professional infantry, the close-order linear tactics of the old system required months of training to execute reliably, and the Republic did not have months. What it had was numbers and enthusiasm, and the tactical doctrine that emerged, the use of skirmishers to screen the advance and wear down the enemy, combined with the deep column formation that relied on mass and momentum rather than the precision firepower of the line, was designed to exploit these assets rather than to replicate the methods of the professional armies it was fighting against.

	D'Avout absorbed all of this. He was a cavalryman by original training, but the Revolutionary wars demanded officers who could function across all arms, and his service during this period gave him an understanding of infantry and artillery tactics that would prove invaluable later. He was, by all evidence, an instinctive student of war, not in the theoretical, bookish sense, but in the practical sense of a man who watches carefully what works and what does not, and who draws conclusions that he applies with consistency and intelligence. The lessons of the Revolutionary campaigns, the importance of speed, of secure supply lines, of maintaining unit cohesion under pressure, of understanding the relationship between strategic movement and tactical advantage, were lessons he did not forget.

	The Terror and its Shadow

	To serve in the Revolutionary armies between 1793 and 1795 was to live in the shadow of the Terror. The Committee of Public Safety, under the dominance of Robespierre, had established a system of political surveillance that extended into the military, with représentants-en-mission, civilian commissioners empowered to oversee military operations and report on the political reliability of officers, attached to every army. The consequences of a negative report could be severe: arrest, trial before the Revolutionary Tribunal, and the guillotine. A number of generals and officers were executed during this period, some for genuine counter-revolutionary activity, others for the crime of losing battles that the Committee had expected to be won.

	The effect on the officer corps was, predictably, complex. On one hand, the knowledge that failure might be prosecuted as treason concentrated the minds of commanders wonderfully. On the other hand, the fear of denunciation encouraged a kind of defensive timidity, a reluctance to attempt bold manoeuvres that might fail and result in a letter to Paris, that was directly inimical to effective military command. The relationship between the représentants and the generals varied enormously: some commissioners were intelligent men who understood the limits of their military knowledge and confined themselves to genuine political oversight; others were meddlesome ideologues whose interventions did serious damage to military operations. Navigating this system required political skills as well as military ones, and not every officer possessed both.

	D'Avout navigated it successfully. His political record during the Terror was sufficiently unimpeachable, his genuine republican convictions provided a reliable foundation here and his professional record sufficiently distinguished that he avoided the fate of less fortunate officers. But the experience of operating under this system of surveillance was not lost on him. It reinforced his already strong conviction that the relationship between military command and political authority required careful management, and it deepened his understanding of the danger that political interference in military operations could pose. In the years ahead, as Napoleon gradually concentrated all authority in his own hands and reduced the scope for political meddling in military affairs, d'Avout would find the resulting clarity of command both professionally and temperamentally congenial.

	Egypt - Napoleon's Campaign and Davout's Education

	The Egyptian Expedition of 1798 and 1799 was, in many respects, an exercise in spectacular overreach. Napoleon Bonaparte, then a general of the Army of Italy and the most celebrated soldier in France, had conceived the idea of striking at British power by occupying Egypt, then nominally part of the Ottoman Empire, and using it as a base from which to threaten British India. The strategic logic was audacious; the operational planning was less so, and the practical difficulties of the enterprise were such that even Napoleon's extraordinary gifts for improvisation and inspiration were insufficient to overcome them. The expedition ended, ultimately, in failure. But it was a failure that taught some of France's most important future commanders lessons of incalculable value, and Davout was among those who absorbed them most completely.

	He sailed with the Army of the Orient in May 1798, one of some thirty-five thousand French soldiers crammed into a fleet of transports that made the passage to Alexandria under the constant threat of interception by the British Mediterranean fleet under Rear Admiral Horatio Nelson. The passage was, by the standards of the time, accomplished with remarkable speed and good fortune, the fleet evaded Nelson and landed its troops on the Egyptian coast in the first days of July. But the good fortune was not to last, and the nature of what the army had committed itself to became rapidly apparent as it began its advance into the interior of a country that was unlike anything in the experience of men formed by European warfare.

	The Battle of the Pyramids, fought on the twenty-first of July 1798, was the campaign's most dramatic early engagement. Napoleon's army, formed

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	







