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Flags of the Napoleonic Wars (1)

Introduction

Throughout this book the various parts of the flags are referred to by their correct terms; i.e. the part nearest the pole is known as the hoist, the opposite edge being the fly. A canton is a square or corner of a flag, and always that corner next to the top of the pole. When the pole appears on the left edge of a flag, you are viewing the front or obverse of that flag; when it appears on the right edge you are seeing the rear or reverse of the flag. The pole is known as the stave, the metal ‘spearhead’ as the finial, and the metal shoe at the bottom end as the ferrule. The cords ending in tassels and tied beneath the finial are simply called cords, and the wide ribbons similarly placed are known as cravats. The main part of a flag is its field, and the various designs or devices are placed upon that field. The placing of devices on the field is sometimes described heraldically: the top left and bottom right are referred to as 1 and 4, the top right and bottom left as 2 and 3.
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France

During the 1804–15 period the regiments of the French Army received flags of three patterns, each of which varied primarily in the individual inscriptions for each regiment and the shape or size according to the branch of the army, i.e. infantry, dragoons or cavalry. The first of these patterns was issued in 1804 but this issue took place simultaneously with that of the famous Napoleonic eagles, which relegated the flags to a comparatively minor role. We will therefore deal first with the eagles.
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1 and 2. France: Front and rear of the 1804 model eagle of the 10th Regiment of Line Infantry.

The eagle was chosen as the symbol of the French Army in the summer of 1804 by Napoleon himself, in preference to the ancient Gallic symbol of a cockerel. The Emperor’s sculptor, Chaudet, made the original model, based on the Roman eagles, and from this were cast bronze copies in the workshop of Thomire. Each eagle was made of six parts: the body and head of two parts, joining face to back and including the left claw; the right claw; Jupiter’s spindle; the hollow-section plinth, which was secured to the eagle by three screws; and the bottom of the plinth, with a 6cm socket into which fitted the stave, which was secured to the rest of the plinth by four screws. Each part was engraved with identification marks and individually finished with fine chisel work. Finally the numbers of the regiments were added to the front and back of the plinth.

The plinth was about 4cm high by 12cm long and the eagle and plinth together had an overall height of 308–310mm and a maximum width of 255mm. Weight was 1850 grams, or nearly four pounds. The eagle was carried on a blue stave approximately two metres in length.

The first of 560 eagles made in 1804 were presented on 5th December at the Champ de Mars in Paris by the Emperor, each regiment which received eagles making a solemn oath to defend them. The Guard was entitled to nineteen eagles and received thirteen at this presentation. (It is doubtful if the 2nd Regiments of Grenadiers and Chasseurs, raised in 1806, received eagles, while the Young Guard battalions were not entitled to them.) Line and Légère infantry regiments received one eagle per battalion, cavalry regiments one per squadron.

Other eagles were presented to regiments from time to time by the Emperor in the yard of the Tuileries, and it was very seldom that a general or even corps commander was allowed to make a presentation. Some regiments, particularly those formed in 1813 (all of which did not receive eagles) did, however, receive their eagles from the Ministry of War.

During the 1805 campaign some of the Hussar regiments, whose dispersed role was not conducive to confidence that they could honour their oath to defend the eagles, returned most of their eagles to their depots; and in September 1806 it was officially laid down that Hussar, Chasseurs à Cheval and Light Infantry regiments should hand in all their eagles at the beginning of a campaign. It is known that at least the 4th and 9th Hussars ignored this order and carried four eagles until 1812, and a Légère regiment’s eagle was lost in battle as late as 1814.

The order was soon extended to include the dragoons, who were allowed to keep only one eagle in the field; and in 1809 the Army of Germany was instructed to return all eagles except one per regiment, this one to be carried by the 1st Battalion or 1st Squadron.

The Guard was expanded in 1810–11 to include the 3rd (Dutch) Grenadiers and the 2nd Regiments of Grenadiers and Chasseurs, disbanded in 1808. Each of these new regiments now received one eagle at a parade in the yard of the Tuileries on 15 August 1811. An investigation of the number of eagles present in the regiments of the army at this time yielded a total of 531 eagles still being carried.

On 25 December 1811 an official decree was issued which stated in Article II: ‘The eagle is only granted to the Infantry Corps having over 1200 effectives, or to the Cavalry Corps of not less than 600 horses.’ This had the effect of officially reducing all infantry and cavalry regiments to one eagle apiece, and in April 1812 all regiments were ordered to return their extra eagles to the Ministry of War in Paris. In fact some regiments ignored the order.

Sometime in 1811 a hollow eagle was made by Thomire and when in 1812 the heavy, embroidered colours and standards were issued (see below) there is some indication that a number of these hollow eagles were produced, although perhaps not issued. They lacked the beautiful workmanship of the 1804 model but must have made the eagle bearers’ role easier.

Early in 1813 the cavalry regiments in Spain were ordered to return all their eagles to Paris, and the Line Infantry regiments were reduced to one eagle per brigade, carried by the senior regiment. By now only a few heavy cavalry regiments carried their eagle on campaign, and in the Guard cavalry only the Horse Grenadiers and Chasseurs à Cheval carried them in the field.
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3. France: The 8e Ligne’s eagle with wreath, taken by the British 87th Foot in Spain. The wreaths were to be presented by the city of Paris to those regiments involved in the Austerlitz campaign, and 378 were made. The first nineteen were presented on 25 November 1807 to the Guard, and a further 39 were issued in 1808. In 1811 the remainder were still in the Hotel de Ville, Paris, but their subsequent history is unknown, and the only surviving evidence of their appearance is this sketch made by Lt Pym of the 87th.

Most of these eagles were destroyed by order of the Royal Government on the restoration of the monarchy in 1814, and few survived this destruction. When Napoleon returned from Elba, therefore, it was necessary for new eagles to be rapidly manufactured and as a result the eagles of 1815 were of a simplified style with less chisel work. Basically, however, the eagle was as the 1804 model, but with a more tightly crouched stance and a closed beak, and the regimental number now appeared only on the front of the plinth. The eagles of the Guard bore GARDE IMPERIALE instead of a number or badge. The eagles still consisted of six pieces and weighed approximately the same as in 1804. The first presentation of these eagles was made on 1 June 1815 at the Champ de Mai, when 206 eagles were issued: eight to the Guard, 132 to the Infantry, and sixty-six to the Cavalry. Regiments received one eagle, carried on a blue stave as before. The Guard Infantry received only two eagles; one each to the 1st Regiments of Grenadiers and Chasseurs. On 4th June a further eighty-six eagles were issued to the National Guard.

Napoleon ordered that the eagles of all regiments should be carried on the Belgian campaign. However, some regiments carried not the eagles just issued but old eagles which had been preserved and had a far greater value for the men. Regiments which are known to have carried 1804 model eagles in 1815 include the 7th, 8th, 29th and 93rd Line Infantry, 7th Cuirassiers, 5th Chevaux-leger-lanciers, and 3rd and 7th Hussars, the last having the eagle of the 23rd Chasseurs à Cheval, commanded by Colonel Marbot, who was given command of the 7th Hussars in 1815.
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4. France: Guidon of the Chasseurs à Cheval de la Garde, 1805–13. (Note: throughout illustrations, only black has been shaded solid, all other colours being left unshaded and described in the body of the text.)

In September 1815 ninety-three eagles were delivered to the Arsenal de Bourges and destroyed, together with their flags. In France there remain today fifty-nine of the 1804 eagles, three of 1811, and twelve of the 1815 model. Some sixty eagles have survived in other countries, though few of these were taken in battle: for example, only three were lost in the Russian campaign of 1812, two or possibly three at Leipzig, and two at Waterloo.

When the first eagles were ordered in 1804, new flags were designed to be carried on the staves. In keeping with the superior importance of the eagles, these new flags were of simple design, painted on a single layer of silk, without fringe, cravat or cords. (As usual, exceptions occurred, and it is known that in 1806 the 21st Dragoons adopted cravats thickly embroidered in gold, and carried these until at least 1813. Other regiments may also have adopted such unofficial extras.)

Each battalion and squadron received one of these new flags, which were 80cm square for infantry, 60cm square for cavalry, and in a swallow-tailed guidon form, 60 by 70cm, for dragoons and horse artillery. In the centre of both faces was a white diamond, surrounded by four corner triangles; on the obverse and reverse these were blue at the top next to the stave and at the bottom of the fly, the other two corners being red (see Plate A1). For Line regiments the obverse bore on the white diamond the dedication L’EMPEREUR/DES FRANCAIS/AU me RÉGIMENT/D’INFANTERIE
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