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			The Battle of Austerlitz

			Key information

			
					When: 2 December 1805 

					Where: Austerlitz (now called Slavkov u Brna, Czech Republic)

					Context: The Napoleonic Wars and the Third European Coalition

					Belligerents: France against the Third Coalition, formed mainly by Russia, Austria (the Holy Roman Empire) and Britain

					Commanders and leaders:	Napoleon I, Emperor of the French (1769-1821)

	Alexander I, Tsar of Russia (1777-1825)

	Mikhail Kutuzov, Russian Marshal (1745-1813)

	Francis II, Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire (1768-1835)




					Outcome: French victory

					Victims:	French camp: between 1 300 and 1 500 dead and approximately 7 000 wounded

	Austro-Russian camp: approximately 2 600 dead and more than 11 000 taken prisoner




			

			Introduction

			From April 1792 and the declaration of war on Austria, France was in permanent conflict with Europe for over 20 years. Austria and Prussia were the first to form a coalition against France in May 1792, shortly after the declaration of war was made. Faced with the imperialistic provocations of Napoleon I, the first coalition was soon followed by two others. The third included Austria, Prussia, Sweden, Great Britain and Russia at the end of the summer of 1805.

			Deciding not to invade Britain, the Grande Armée set out in the direction of Eastern Europe. After defeating the Austrian General Karl Mack (1752-1828) in Ulm and occupying Vienna, the seven French army corps advanced towards the Austrian and Russian troops who had made their junction near Olmütz at the end of November 1805.

			During the night of 1-2 December 1805, the armies of the French Emperor, Napoleon I, those of the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, Francis II, and those of the Russian Tsar, Alexander I, were stationed in the plains of Austerlitz, ready to participate in what would later be known as the “Battle of the Three Emperors”. On the morning of 2 December, the anniversary of Napoleon I’s coronation, the mist had not yet given way to the morning sun on the plains of Austerlitz when the battle began.

		


		
			Political and social context

			A coalition Europe

			The threat posed by the French Revolution (1789) to the monarchy quickly raised the concern of the European courts, especially that of Austria – Marie Antoinette (Queen of France, 1755-1793) was an Austrian princess, sister of the Emperor Leopold II (1747-1792) and the aunt of Emperor Francis II. 

			In order to protect the Revolution and spread it to the oppressed people of foreign countries, the Legislative Assembly of France declared war on Austria and Prussia in April 1792. A month later, the two threatened states decided to join forces and were quickly joined by the United Provinces (Holland), Britain, Spain, Portugal, Sardinia, the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies and the Papal States. However, the French victories, which allowed the troops of the Republic to invade the Austrian Netherlands (modern-day Belgium) and the United Provinces, put an end to this first covenant. Prussia withdrew from the First Coalition (Treaty of Basel, 5 April 1795), followed by the United Provinces (Treaty of The Hague, 16 May 1795) and Spain (Treaty of Basel, 22 July 1795). Remaining in the running, Austria experienced setbacks during the Italian campaign led by General Napoleon Bonaparte and signed the Treaty of Campo Formio (18 October 1797). France pushed its borders in Belgium across the Rhine and installed sister republics in Italy.

			As for Britain, it set up a new alliance. Indeed, above all, it feared revolutionary contagion within its large population of workers, who were severely repressed by the government of William Pitt (British Prime Minister, 1759-1806). By September 1798, Britain had made an alliance with the powerful Russia, quickly joined by Austria and the Ottoman Empire. This Second Coalition began with better omens than the first and managed to reclaim the French territories in Italy. However, their hopes were quickly disappointed, especially with the return of Napoleon Bonaparte from his campaign in Egypt. After crossing the Great-Saint-Bernard Pass with his troops during a now famous episode (May 1800), the French General re-conquered Italy. Austria signed its surrender with the Treaty of Luneville (9 February 1801), Russia also withdrew through the Treaty of Paris (8 October 1801) and Britain, weakened, signed the Treaty of Amiens on 25 March 1802.

			Nonetheless, this fragile peace was broken only a year later by Napoleon as he pursued his expansionist aims and by Britain, which was reluctant to comply. William Pitt, after a first term that was already marked by his hostility towards France, returned to power in 1804 and wasted no time in reviving the idea of a European alliance against the French Emperor. While Britain led decisive sea campaigns and captured many French colonies, it was less effective on the continent and needed continental allies to protect its territory, which was coveted by Napoleon. At the end of the spring of 1805, it also organized the Third Coalition, uniting Britain, Russia and Austria, along with Naples and Sweden. In the summer of 1805, Napoleon’s Grande Armée was stationed near Boulogne-sur-Mer, ready to conquer Great Britain.

			The Grande Armée

			The nickname ‘Grande Armée’ given to the Napoleonic troops originated from the newsletter of the same name published between 1796 and 1815. Including blow-by-blow and direct accounts of the Napoleonic campaigns, written or dictated by the Emperor himself or by members of his staff, the Bulletin de la Grande Armée was both an analysis tool for the battles and a work of propaganda. The Napoleonic army took this name from 1805, when the armies of the west coast who served during the Vendée wars (1793-1796), which represented almost half the French army (about 240 000 men), were reconstituted at Boulogne-sur-Mer.

			The Napoleonic army was primarily a conscript army: nearly two-thirds of the soldiers that formed it were conscripts. While during the first years of the Revolution raising troops was based on voluntary participation, since the Jourdan-Delbrel law (5 September 1798), all men aged 20 were enlisted and remained recruits for five years. During this period, they could be called up at any time to serve their nation. However, many young conscripts had someone replace them or simply did not come. It was not until 1806 that conscription was better respected, particularly through more effective enforcement measures.

			Alongside the French, various foreign troops were also recruited through several means. Prisoners, voluntary citizens of annexed or allied territories, and recruits provided through an agreement represented just over 15% of the fighting force of the Grande Armée in 1805. Firstly, they were support troops on the battlefield or maintained order after the fighting, before being placed on the front line, especially during the Russian campaign (1812).

			The various army divisions (infantry, cavalry and artillery) were followed by an important structure: the Military Engineering division, composed of engineers and workers who provided logistical support, the stewardship that ensured the supply of food and supplies to the troops, and the health service.

			
				
					Did you know?

					The health service of the Napoleonic Wars saw many advances, particularly through the efforts of Dominique-Jean Larrey (French military surgeon, 1766-1842) and Pierre-François Percy (French surgeon, 1754-1825). Indeed, the campaigns of the Revolution and the Empire were marked by a sharp increase in casualties compared to the wars of the old regime. In addition to the dead, the battlefield was littered with the wounded, sometimes waiting for hours before being repatriated to makeshift hospitals.

					Aware that the injured were more likely to survive if treated quickly, Pierre-François Percy transformed artillery caissons into ambulances in 1800, responsible for scanning the battlefield to deliver first aid to the wounded. In 1813, Dominique-Jean Larrey created the first division of stretcher-bearers and “flying ambulances”, providing aid to soldiers regardless of their nationality.

				

			

			The Grande Armée stationed at Boulogne-sur-Mer in August 1805 was composed of seven divisions, led by Generals Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte (French Marshal, 1763-1844), Auguste Frédéric Viesse de Marmont (French Marshal, 1774-1852), Louis Nicolas Davout (French Marshal, 1770-1823), Jean de Dieu Soult (French Marshal, 1769-1851), Jean Lannes (French Marshal, 1769-1809), Michel Ney (French Marshal, 1769-1815) and Pierre Augereau (French Marshal, 1757-1816) respectively. These commanders were supported by the Imperial Guard, under the authority of General Adolphe Edouard Mortier (1768-1835) and Joachim Murat (1767-1815). Responsible for ensuring the safety of the Emperor, the Imperial Guard was an elite army, composed of the most promising soldiers recruited from the other divisions. In 1805, it had just over 10 000 men: grenadiers, cavalry and artillerymen, as well as marines and Mamelukes (elite Ottoman soldiers). From 1809, the Guard was divided into two classes:

			
					The Young Guard, made up of the young conscripts.

					The Old Guard, a prestigious body reserved for soldiers who made it through four campaigns or who had distinguished themselves in combat. They were nicknamed the “Grognards” (meaning “old grumblers”) because of their constant complaints about their living conditions.

			

			A model of pugnacity and efficiency for the rest of the Napoleonic armies, the Imperial Guard played a major part in all the great battles, especially at Austerlitz. 

			The Austrian campaign

			Austerlitz was the main battle of the Austrian campaign, which began in mid-August 1805. For several months, Napoleon was planning to invade Britain. To do this, he attracted the British fleet to the Caribbean and to Spain in order to divert it from the Channel, reconstituted the west coast armies at Boulogne-sur-Mer, and began building flat-bottomed boats to cross the Channel. 

			As for Britain, it had to increase its defense forces, which was made possible by the 380 000 men who volunteered to defend their country against the French. At the same time, Austria joined the alliance with Britain and Russia. The Austrian army of General Karl Mack immediately entered Bavaria and the grand duchies of Baden and Württemberg, allied territories of the French Empire. Meanwhile, the Russian troops of General Mikhail Kutuzov regrouped in Vienna.

			After the Battle of Cape Finisterre (22 July 1805), the French fleet was blocked in the port of Cadiz (Spain) and Napoleon I had to face the hesitations of Admiral Pierre Charles de Villeneuve (1763-1806). His planned invasion of Britain being compromised, he launched his Grande Armée towards the Rhine on 29 August 1805. The cavalry of the Guard, commanded by Joachim Murat, crossed the Rhine first, less than a week after the departure from Boulogne, and was joined by the rest of the army within less than a month. The French troops won several battles against the Austrians, forcing General Karl Mack to retreat to Ulm. Besieged from 15 October 1805, the city surrendered five days later. The French victory was decisive: it weakened most of the Austrian forces and delivered a blow to the morale of the Russian General Staff, which chose to retreat.

			In order to protect his flanks and ensure his progress towards Vienna, Napoleon divided the Grande Armée into columns that were responsible for slowing the progression and junction of the enemy troops: while Joachim Murat pursued Mikhaïl Koutouzov and Pyotr Ivanovich Bagration (Russian general, 1765-1812) in full retreat, Andre Massena (French Marshal, 1758-1817) pursued those of the Archduke Karl Ludwig of Austria (1771-1847), brother of Emperor Francis II in northern Italy. Meanwhile, Michel Ney and Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte reached Tyrol to counter those of the Archduke John of Austria (1782-1859). The Austro-Russian armies failing to join, Vienna was taken without a fight and Napoleon settled there on 14 November. On 19 November, the army of Mikhail Kutuzov was in Olmütz, where it finally joined up with Russian reinforcements and the Austrian troops of Prince Johann I of Lichtenstein (1760-1836). On 21 November, Napoleon arrived near Brünn (now Brno). He was faced with 150 km² of Austerlitz plains, lined with frozen ponds, and the Pratzen Heights.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Although Napoleon was accustomed to tricks, his generals were also rather skilled. Indeed, it was thanks to a stratagem that Generals Jean Lannes and Joachim Murat took Vienna without resistance on 13 November 1805. When they reached the bridge, the men of the Generals Henri Gatien Bertrand (1773-1844), Jean Lannes and Joachim Murat surprised the guards positioned at the entrance, who then fled. While the city’s guard was about to blow up the bridge, the generals claimed that they were arriving in peace, for an armistice had been signed, and that they were expected for a meeting with the Prince of Auersperg (1781-1827) who controlled the city. The Austrians, not knowing what to expect, hesitated to destroy the bridge. The Prince of Auersperg received the two men, while the French troops entered Vienna without a shot being fired. The Austrian guard, once it had realized its mistake, hastened to leave the city so as not to fall into the hands of the French.

				

			

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			Napoleon I, Emperor of the French
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			Napoleon I, King of Italy by Andrea Appiani, 1805.

			An early military career

			Napoleon Bonaparte was born in Ajaccio on 15 August 1769. He was the second child of Maria Letizia Ramolino (1750-1836) and Charles Bonaparte (1746-1785). One of eight children, he would offer kingdoms to each of his siblings once he became emperor. Coming from the impoverished old Italian nobility, born on a former Genoese island that had just been passed on to the French, Napoleon Bonaparte very quickly left for the continent. Receiving a scholarship, he first studied at Autun College, before joining the military school of Brienne, then that of Paris. A reserved student, he made few friends but was a very good student, particularly enjoying math, as well as reading the works of philosophers and French literature.

			He entered into the artillery in 1785 and remained there until 1791. During this period, he participated in the revolution led by Pascal Paoli in Corsica (Corsican politician, 1725-1807), before taking part in the first revolutionary showdowns: the repression of the federalists in Marseille and the re-capture of Toulon (19 December 1793), which earned him the rank of general.

			In politics, he tried to ally himself with influential movements of the time. His links with the Jacobins, however, earned him some setbacks after the fall of Maximilien de Robespierre (French politician, 1758-1794). After being imprisoned for a few months, his friendships with the new leaders in place, such as Paul Barras (French politician, 1755-1829) and Jean-Lambert Tallien (French politician, 1767-1820), enabled him to join the topographic office, where he prepared plans for the future Italian campaign with Lazare Nicolas Marguerite Carnot (French politician and scientist, 1753-1823). Paul Barras, then the president of the Convention, ordered him to suppress the royalist insurrection of 13 Vendémiaire (5 October 1795).

			In March 1796, he married Marie Josèphe Rose Tascher de La Pagerie, known as “Josephine” (1763-1814), and a few days later, he was given command of the armies of Italy. Despite the numerical inferiority of the French troops, Napoleon Bonaparte led a lightning campaign, accumulating many victories.

			The popularity of Napoleon Bonaparte gave him a glimpse of a potential significant political career. However, the men of the Directory, also aware of this danger, sought to keep him away from power. So, when Napoleon Bonaparte offered to conquer the Mediterranean from the British, they accepted with relief. However, the Egyptian campaign (1798-1799), although marked by brilliant victories, did not succeed in weakening the British power.

			When he returned to France, the Directory was in full rout. The conditions were ideal for a coup. In 18 Brumaire of the Year VIII (9 November 1799), the country’s government was entrusted to three Consuls: Napoleon Bonaparte, Emmanuel Joseph Sieyès (French politician, 1748-1836) and Roger Ducos (French politician, 1747-1816).

			The Consulate

			In December, the Consul Bonaparte published the Constitution of the Year VIII, which designated him as the First Consul, concentrating the power into his hands. First Consul for ten years, he held the executive, judicial and military power. The two consuls appointed along with him, Jean-Jacques Régis de Cambacérès

			
			
			
			The Empire and the Napoleonic Wars

			
			
			The end of his reign

			
			
			Alexander I, Tsar of Russia

			
			
			Accession to power

			
			
			
			A versatile Tsar

			
			
			
			
			
			A certain view of politics

			
			A difficult end to the reign

			
			
			Mikhail Kutuzov, Russian Marshal

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Francis II, Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire
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