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The battlefield of Waterloo, looking towards the French position from the centre of the Anglo-Netherlands line. The Charleroi road runs towards the buildings of La Belle Alliance, visible in the background; the woods of Hougoumont are the stand of timber in the right mid-ground, concealing the château itself. Early watercolour. (ASKB)
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Napoleon’s departure from Elba at the beginning of his attempt to regain his throne, on the evening of 26 February 1815; his barge, crewed by Seamen of the Imperial Guard, awaits to row him to his ship Inconstant. (Painting by J. Beaume).
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Napoleon aboard his ship Inconstant, returning from Elba to land in France to reclaim his throne, 26 February to 1 March 1815. In addition to his staff, Grenadiers of the ‘Elba Battalion’are shown on deck. Painting by Jules Vernet. (ASKB)

[image: image]

Napoleon supervises the landing of his troops from Elba at Golfe Juan, near Antibes, 1 March 1815. The ‘Elba Battalion’ disembarking at left wears the uniforms of the Grenadiers and Chasseurs à Pied of the Imperial Guard. Print after Friedrich Philip Reinhold. (ASKB)


THE ROAD TO 1815

The early zeal of the French revolutionary armies had been honed over time into a formidable weapon, grasped firmly in the hand of one man – Napoleon Bonaparte. He had not hesitated to wield it in the pursuit of national and personal ends, and the perceived glory of France and her republic. By 1814, however, from his apparent pinnacle of success at Tilsit, the myth of Napoleonic invincibility had been totally shattered. Other countries had gained confidence by copying his methods of organization and tactics, while Russia had finally proved what could be done by sticking it out to the bitter end, costing the Emperor more than 400,000 men in the process. Two years after the devastating catastrophe of the Russian Campaign, France had been bled white by a struggle against overwhelming odds. With a coalition that finally worked (just), the irresistible forces of Austria, Russia, Prussia and other states had finally pressed into the very heart of France itself. French allies such as Bavaria and Saxony had either defected or been overrun, leaving the much reduced French conscript army alone against overwhelming odds. The Allies were content to fight battles of attrition against these numerically inferior and irreplaceable armies, pressing Napoleon back to the very gates of Paris. His political control of France was diluted with every military reverse, and soon the marshals were in revolt. Some defected. With the Allies in Paris, Napoleon was finally persuaded to abdicate in April 1814.

From Empire to Exile

His punishment was to be banishment. The shock was absolute, and at Fontainebleau Napoleon drank the vial of poison he had always carried with him since narrowly avoiding capture in Russia. But although the poison made him gravely ill, it’s efficacy had diminished over time, and by 14 April he was well enough to take his leave from his beloved Imperial Guard in a moving scene that touched all hearts. Clad in a general’s uniform, and his characteristic hat and greatcoat, he took a tearful farewell, weeping into the colours of the Guard before entering the carriage that was to bear him away. ‘Adieu mes enfants! Mes voeux vous accompagneront toujours!’

Travelling in disguise, in fear for his life from the mobs and his enemies, he was transported by coach to the south of France, and beyond to the tiny island of Elba. The terror of the continent, once master of Europe from Lisbon to Moscow, was now lord of a mere islet in the Mediterranean no more than eighteen miles by twelve, his command of the Grande Armée – once around half a million men strong – exchanged for that of a personal guard of just 1,000 men.

Once on Elba, he must have slipped even further into despair. The French government reneged on the two million francs a year income they had promised him, while in Paris his first wife, the Empress Josephine, met an untimely death from diphtheria. Worse was to follow, for his equally beloved second wife, Marie Louise, had been whisked away to the depths of Austria where her impressionable and highly sensual nature quickly allowed her to fall prey to the advances of her new aide-de-camp, General Count Neippberg; and, perhaps worst of all, he was not permitted to see his son, the King of Rome.

To add insult to injury, many of Napoleon’s former marshals were using the very wealth and titles he had bestowed on them to entertain in lavish style the very enemies who had caused his downfall. Even Josephine had unashamedly entertained Tsar Alexander in Paris.

Penned on the tiny island, Napoleon moved around restlessly, repeatedly changing his residence, frustrated at his confinement and quickly bored by the mind-numbing routine of Elba, the monotony of the day broken only by meals and card games. The venal Prince de Talleyrand, who had helped to engineer Napoleon’s final downfall in Paris, had his spies everywhere, so many that they sometimes spied on each other by mistake. They irritatingly dogged Napoleon’s footsteps and fabricated wild and outrageous reports that Talleyrand lost no time in printing in the Bourbon press.

After an initial burst of reforming energy, Napoleon basically ran out of things to do on Elba. His lifestyle became increasingly sedentary, his brilliant mind untaxed. The high spots of his life now came from the snippets of news that slipped in from France, and which must have been his only consolation, since things were not going at all well for the new Bourbon king, Louis XVIII. The welcome relief from war initially felt by the French at the return of the Bourbons soon gave way to great dissatisfaction as the old Bourbon hangers-on flooded back from exile to make their unwelcome mark on the nation and manipulate the system for their own ends. Meanwhile, as the newly crowned Louis lavishly spent the fast-shrinking sixty million francs of Napoleon’s amassed treasure, veterans of the wars who had given their youth and health for the nation were left to suffer on hard times. The violet – adopted symbol of the Bonapartists – was soon to be seen discreetly worn in ladies’ hair, or in men’s lapels.

Meanwhile, the coalition of France’s enemies barely lasted to the end of the war. Petty squabbles and in-fighting soon broke out among the Allies at the Congress of Vienna as they jostled for national advantage and swapped minor states like small change in the reorganization of Europe. The united front had broken down, and the minor states were disaffected. Also at Vienna was Talleyrand, who lost no opportunity to stir things up further, demanding that Napoleon be transported well away from Europe to the Azores, or worse. The West Indies and St. Helena were both also proposed, and by the end of 1814 Napoleon knew that Britain and Prussia had agreed in principle to move him, and that Russia’s silent acquiescence made it only a matter of time before Napoleon was to lose even Elba.

The unrest in France showed that a small window of opportunity for Napoleon was opening Decisive action could perhaps unite the French nation again and restore her pride and glory. Napoleon had little to lose. Ever the opportunist, with the governor of Elba absent in Italy, on 1 March 1815 Napoleon landed in the south of France for perhaps the most famous hundred days in history.

Return of the Emperor

A deliberately slow route to Paris via Nice and Grenoble gave Napoleon time to rebuild and extend his popular support within France. His trickle of followers at Nice became a flood by Grenoble, a veritable torrent of popular support by Lyons. Whole armies sent to capture him deserted to his charismatic appeal, and without firing a shot he entered Paris in triumph on the 20th.

However, in spite of the emotional popular support that was still building in France, he was still far from secure in his position. The all-too-recent horrors of war were not yet forgotten. Bereaved mothers still grieved for their lost sons, wives for their dead husbands; and with the Allies still looking over their shoulders from Vienna, the Chamber of Deputies itself remained cautious and unconvinced. Rumblings in the pro-Bourbon areas of France erupted into uprisings in the Vendee, during March and were to be quashed only in June. Napoleon clearly no longer had the total sovereign authority of previous years. Something had to be done quickly if he were not to lose the momentum he had already built up since his return to France.

Throughout his career he had never been slow to adopt a military solution to international problems, but now he needed time to stabilize the situation. His immediate political overtures were in fact aimed at peace in Europe, with generous terms for the Allies. Nevertheless he prepared to mobilize his forces, and the Allies played right into his hands. Even before he had reached Paris, the Allies had with uncharacteristic consensus put their differences aside and declared war on him on 25 March, together pledging 600,000 men to ensure his final downfall. The rejection of his peace terms in mid-April gave Napoleon the moral justification he needed to begin his campaign. In the face of invasion once again, the French population prepared for war amid a hubbub of activity and excitement.
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At Grenoble on 7 March 1815, Napoleon was confronted by a battalion of the 5th Ligne, intended to arrest him. At the sight of the Emperor they forgot their allegiance to the Bourbon monarchy and flocked to his standard. ‘Before Grenoble I was an adventurer’, Napoleon remarked; ‘after, I was a prince’. (Print after Charles Steuben)

A swift victory would confirm Napoleon’s political position within the country beyond doubt, reinforce his military reputation and offer a strong warning to his enemies to make peace or suffer the consequences of another terrible war. Even a modest success could perhaps shatter the coalition against him. To have any chance of success, he must defeat the Allied armies in detail, before they could converge into an overwhelming force.

Time was clearly of the essence from a military viewpoint, as out of the five armies mobilizing against him, only those of Blucher and Wellington were deployed within striking distance of France by late May, and even these were spread thinly over a wide area – offering Napoleon the possibility of surprise attacks with local superiority. As a bonus, defeating the unbeaten Wellington could conceivably bring the UK stock market crashing down, and with it the British Government, taking a highly indebted Britain out of the conflict for months to come.

Further, by defeating Blucher and Wellington and taking control of the Low Countries, Napoleon would be following the tried and tested Revolutionary Wars principle of exporting trouble at home to a neighbouring country. He would also immediately boost his available manpower from these largely pro-French countries and provide encouragement to the German and Polish states to once again join with him before the war was taken to their lands with the arrival of the Austrian and Russian armies. Already, mutiny in the Prussian army had caused 14,000 discontented Saxons to be sent home.
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