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Vauban: an indefatigable servant of the king

During the 77-year life of Louis XIV, France was at peace for only 17 years – less than one year in four. The rest of the time was taken up in warfare against most of the other states of Europe, as the ‘Sun King’ pushed forward his frontiers and tested the extent to which he could exploit France’s central position, her modern bureaucracy, and her large and industrious population.

To help him in these wars, Louis XIV was able to call upon a highly gifted group of field commanders such as Turenne, Condé, and Luxembourg. Between them, they did much to advance the general European ‘Art of War’, including some brilliant mobile operations which helped to set the military agenda for the whole of the 18th century, and even beyond. However the military predominance of France among the states of Europe ultimately owed more to the equally gifted group of administrators, most notably Colbert and Louvois, who worked at the centre to organize the state’s infrastructure for war, in both financial and logistical terms. It was they who provided the money from a modernized tax structure, and then made sure it was properly spent on all the regiments, ships, guns, stockpiles of powder, and rations – and also the fortresses – that a great power would insatiably require when it set out to occupy and defend what it saw as its geographically ‘natural’ frontiers.

Somewhere halfway between the field commanders and the administrators stood the particularly impressive figure of Marshal Sebastien Le Prestre de Vauban (1633–1707). Born into the margins of the lesser Burgundian nobility, he rose to prominence as an engineer during the campaigns of the 1650s. Then he was set to work making reconnaissances of the defences of northern and eastern France as well as Germany and the Netherlands, until the War of Devolution (1667–68) when he was allowed to take a lead in planning the sieges and fortress building on the Belgian frontier, although he was normally excluded from the inner circle of strategic decision making. After that he participated fully in all of France’s wars, and in the course of his career he was wounded eight times. He even commanded French troops in one field action, which was at Camaret near Brest in 1693, when his ‘Troupes de Marine’ shot down and repulsed an attempted British landing, taking 1,000 prisoners. Vauban’s main occupation, however, was essentially to oversee and improve all French fortifications until 1704, when he was cruelly snubbed and ignored by an ignorant new generation of ministers. He died in 1707, leaving many unpublished works, political tracts, topographical surveys, novel thoughts on fortification, and at least two major manuals of siegecraft. Many of these writings were collected in his last years as his ‘Oisivétés’ (or ‘Idle thoughts’), which when taken together amount to a far-reaching monument to his life’s work, and a remarkable overview of many varied aspects of France under the ‘Sun King’.1

Along the way Vauban had also dabbled in civil engineering, helping to design the grandiose but financially doomed Maintenon Aqueduct to supply Versailles with water (1684–85); Riquet’s great Canal du Midi (or Canal des Deux Mers) which linked the Mediterranean to the Atlantic, as well as planning many harbours and re-planning many town centres. Vauban is further credited (1689) with the invention of the bayonet – a simple device which, because it expelled the cumbersome pike from the military inventory, may be said to have revolutionized general warfare no less importantly than his more numerous innovations in the defence of, and especially the attack on fortresses.

Before Vauban the art of siege had been a haphazard and often very costly affair, with too many of the attacking troops concentrated into too narrow an axis of advance, and too many reckless frontal assaults before the defenders could be fully subdued. Once Vauban had been able to introduce his new and more scientific methods, by contrast, the attacking troops would be much less exposed to enemy fire, and would themselves be able to develop more telling firepower upon the points selected for attack. Vauban’s sieges were conducted using a system of parallels on a broad front, combined with careful sapping forward and the application of enfilading ricochet fire to sweep the enemy’s ramparts. The attackers would take few losses as they pushed their sap heads inexorably forward, through the defender’s outworks and onto the counterscarp of his main ditch. Breaching batteries would be established there and the main wall would be pounded until it crumbled, leaving an open pathway into the heart of the besieged fortress. At this point a prudent fortress governor would normally wish to surrender the place, before the horrors of a storming overtook him; but even if he did not, the end would not be long delayed. In fact Vauban took pride in his ability to predict the exact time each siege would take him, even before the operation had started, based upon his calculations of just how long each phase of ‘the march of the siege’ would take. All this represented something of a revolution in the art of war as a whole, since it made sieges both predictable and short, whereas previously they had too often been the exact opposite.

Sieges were prestigious events, ideally lasting only a week or two, and ending in a clear victory to the royal armies when the fortress was captured. Twenty of Vauban’s 53 sieges were attended by the king himself, to lend his own glory to the event – and also to reward Vauban with handsome purses for his expertise. In fact the capture of an important fortress like Mons (£100,000) or Namur (£120,000) could regularly win him up to ten times the money that he might earn from a whole year’s work on the Canal du Midi (£12,000).2 His sieges also brought Vauban the promotions which would eventually, in 1703, make him a marshal. This final acknowledgement admittedly came very late in the day, after half a century of service, since although it was far more prestigious and glorious to capture fortresses than to build them, the arts of the engineer were still generally held to be less glamorous than those of a commander in the field, many of whom were notorious dunces in siegecraft. The case of the Duc de la Feuillade at Turin in 1706 is symptomatic. Vauban, who had helped design the Turin defences, clearly told the duke to attack the town rather than the citadel, and to progress systematically and carefully. But de Feuillade, who had been a marshal since as long ago as 1675, thought he knew better, and after a series of bloody frontal assaults on the citadel was forced to raise the siege and retreat in ignominious circumstances.

Out of all his many achievements Vauban’s technical innovations in siegecraft made a far bigger difference to the way wars were fought than did any of his fortress-building; or in qualitative terms he helped the offensive considerably more than the defensive. In terms of quantity, however, it must surely remain axiomatic that the sheer scale of his fortress-building surpassed the performance of any other officer known to military history, with the possible exceptions of Albert Speer, who was in charge of Hitler’s fortifications, and the Emperor Ch’in Shih Huang Ti, who built the Great Wall of China.

Estimates vary wildly over just how many fortresses Vauban designed, with Professor Christopher Duffy3 putting the figure at around 60, Sir Reginald Blomfield putting it nearer 101,4 no less an authority than Voltaire putting it firmly at 150,5 and Christopher Duffy (again!) claiming 160.6 One modern author claims the total was no less than 300,7 with another ramping it up to 3088 and another yet again even claiming an incredible 330.9 Obviously a great deal depends on exactly how one counts these things; but to the present author the correct total seems to be nearer 160 than any other figure (see Table I on page 13).
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The angle of a sandstone bastion at Strasbourg with its flanking bastion in the distance, and a recently landscaped wet ditch to its front. In 1681 the French occupied the city and its enceinte, which had 16 bastions, after which Vauban and Tarade added a bastioned citadel and extensive new water features. (Viv Haywood)
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Fort National, on a small islet just east of St Malo city centre. This is one of an extensive cluster of small 17th-century forts protecting this strategic harbour, in a manner highly reminiscent of the rings of outlying forts that would became standard for most fortresses (due to the ever-increasing range of rifled artillery) during the late 19th century. (Paddy Griffith)

[image: image]

The successful French siege of St Omer, 1677, which would deliver an important addition to Vauban’s Pré Carré. The artist seems to have an accurate understanding of the lavish scale of artillery fire required for effective siegework against elaborate modern fortifications. (Documents at the Musée des Plans Reliefs)
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Vauban directing the rebuilding of the captured fortress of Bergues

Vauban (in the red coat) is shown here standing on a tower of the medieval walls of Bergues, briefing a couple of junior engineer officers on the rebuilding. In the background, workers are executing the construction of a ravelin according to his plan using spades, picks and mattocks. The ditches and a cuvette are in the process of being excavated, and note the cross-section through the rampart in the centre-right showing the materials used.
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A view of the south-east corner of the city walls at St Malo, illustrating the way that Vauban often had to blend a modern angular bastioned trace (to right of picture) with a medieval trace based on round towers (to left of picture). (Paddy Griffith)

There are admittedly considerable differences between the number of complete new fortress towns that Vauban built from scratch (normally quoted as eight or nine, although Wenzler goes up to 30), the number of improvements to existing fortresses that he personally helped to carry to completion, and the number of ideas for future work that he laid out for others to build, or not, as the case might be. We can at least see that Vauban must have designed a major defensive project on average about once every three or four months throughout his long working life. He also made constant tours of inspection in which he would not only supervise work in progress, but would try to detect weaknesses in the national defences and issue a stream of new sketches and designs to eliminate them. In some years he would inspect the fortification of frontiers as far apart as Belgium, the Pyrenees, and Brittany, and still find the energy to cover the Rhine, the Alps, and the Biscay coast in the following year. In the 20 years between 1678 and 1698 he clocked up an average of around 3,500 km per year. He normally did his travelling in around 100 days in each year, although in 1681 he hit a record 7,500 km in 250 days.10 During most of the 50 years in which he was active he appeared indefatigable, and his attention to detail was legendary. At Besançon, for example, he made no fewer than 17 visits to watch over the progress of the building work.



1 His writings are extensively discussed in Virol, Vauban.

2 Virol, p.72.

3 Fire & Stone, p.11.

4 Sebastien le Prestre de Vauban, p.206.

5 Ibid.

6 Siege Warfare, Vol. 2, p.71.

7 Wenzler, Architecture du bastion, p.10.

8 P J-F Pernot in Renson, Daniel, ed., ‘Vauban, Ingénieur du Roi-Soleil’, p.8.

9 Haettel, Vauban aux frontières de l’Est, p.17.

10 Virol, p.11, following Blanchard.
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