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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

 

Henri-Gatien Bertrand is perhaps the least known of the generals who occupied a 

prestigious position near Napoleon during the years of the First French Empire.  Born in 1773 to 

a family of the lesser nobility, Bertrand’s life encompassed all of the great and momentous 

events that shook France and Europe during the ensuing fifty years.  He played a direct role in 

many of these events.  Commissioned into the French army as an engineer officer in 1793, 

Bertrand served as an engineer during the siege of Metz in 1794, in the Egyptian Campaign from 

1798-1801, at the camp de Boulogne from 1802-04, and during the 1809 Campaign.  He also 

served as an aide-de-camp to Napoleon during the 1805, 1806, 1807, and 1808 Campaigns.  In 

1811, the Emperor appointed him to serve as the Governor General of the Illyrian Provinces 

where he remained until being recalled to the army in 1813.  He served in the ensuing 1813 

Campaign as the commander of the 4th Corps, leading his corps in the battles of Lützen, Bautzen, 

Gross Beeren, Dennewitz, Wartemburg, Leipzig, and Hanau.  At the end of that campaign, 

Napoleon elevated Bertrand to the position of Grand Marshal of the Palace.  Bertrand retained 

that position during the 1814 and 1815 Campaigns and throughout the Emperor’s exiles to Elba 

and St. Helena.  He remained with Napoleon on St. Helena until the Emperor’s death in 1821. 

Bertrand’s service to France and Napoleon during these many years is singular for its 

length and the devoted manner in which he performed it.  He possessed an unshakeable 

conviction in Napoleon’s greatness and he conducted himself in both victory and adversity in a 

distinguished and dignified manner that speaks highly of his character and integrity.  He 

garnered the admiration, respect, and esteem of many for his unimpeachable service to France 

and Napoleon during these momentous years.
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

 

Napoleon Bonaparte is probably the most scrutinized figure of history.  Historians have 

left few stones uncovered in their attempts to discover who Napoleon was, how he achieved his 

remarkable successes, and what faults led to his eventual downfall.  Countless documents, 

memoirs, and historical studies have been written, examining almost every aspect of Napoleon’s 

life.  Yet, despite the plethora of contemporary and secondary works, there remains no definitive 

account of who Napoleon was.  Even today, after the passage of almost two hundred years, the 

Emperor remains a mystery, inspiring hordes of admiring adherents and loathing detractors alike.  

To some, Napoleon is the daring, swashbuckling, young upstart general depicted in Antoine-Jean 

Gros’s immortal painting, Napoleon Bonaparte on Arcole Bridge.  To others, Napoleon is a 

ruthless tyrant who corrupted the French Revolution and plunged Europe into two decades of 

almost constant war and bloodshed. 

Most of the literature concerning Napoleon reveals these personal biases, thus creating an 

impediment to gaining an accurate glimpse of Napoleon.  Most of the Emperor’s contemporaries 

wrote for a distinct purpose:  personal glorification, revenge, money, absolution, and justification 

were but a few of the many reasons that led so many to take up the pen during and following 

Napoleon’s reign.  Almost everyone seemed to sense that they had participated in an 

extraordinary period in history and they sought to record, for posterity, their role in the major 

events of the Napoleonic Era. 

Napoleon himself played a role in crafting the Napoleonic Legend.  In fact, many 

consider the creation of his legend to be the Emperor’s final triumph.  Napoleon carefully 

dictated his version of the remarkable events of his reign while at St. Helena to those who had 

followed him there.  His explanations were, of course, cast in a manner very favorable to him.  If 

he had attacked others, it was done preemptively or to preserve the Revolution.  Similar reasons 



 2

were given for other actions and decisions he had made that appeared to be self-aggrandizing in 

nature.  He clearly desired to portray everything that he had done as having been done with the 

best interest of France and the French people. 

Napoleon’s reminisces with his followers during his exile on St. Helena were no less 

believable than the host of detractors who subsequently wrote to refute what he had written in 

exile.  These authors sought to portray Napoleon’s actions as intrinsically evil in nature.  To 

them, the Emperor was the anti-Christ; a destroyer who had imperiled Europe, the World, and 

Mankind for too long in his reckless quest for personal glory. 

In the end, it becomes exceedingly difficult to understand just who Napoleon truly was.  

Over the years and through the countless representations, Napoleon has passed into caricature.  

Depending on whom one chooses to believe, Napoleon is either a short, dour man with his hand 

perpetually stuffed in his waist-coat who was intent on conquering the world or, alternately, a 

handsome, virile man on a white stallion who sought to liberate Europe from the evil monarchs 

who controlled and exploited it and its citizens for their own benefit.1  

There is some hope for those seeking an intimate portrait of the real Napoleon, stripped 

of the veneer of the myths that have grown up around him.  That hope comes in the form of one 

of his must trusted and devoted aides, Henri-Gatien Bertrand.  Bertrand gained his insights of 

Napoleon during more than twenty years of devoted service to the general cum Emperor cum 

prisoner/exile.  Beginning his service with Napoleon in 1797 shortly after the First Italian 

Campaign, Bertrand participated in almost all of the subsequent major events of the Napoleonic 

Era in a variety of capacities.  Serving first as an engineer in Napoleon’s army in Egypt from 

1798-1801 and at the camp de Boulogne from 1802-04, Bertrand went on to spend many years at 

Napoleon’s immediate side as his aide-de-camp.  After serving as the Governor General of 

Illyria from 1811-13 and as a corps commander in the 1813 Campaign, Bertrand concluded his 

service to Napoleon as the Grand Marshal of the Palace.  He served in that final position from 

1813 to the Emperor’s death in 1821 and was with him during his exiles to both Elba and St. 

Helena.  In all of these positions, Bertrand was afforded a unique vantage point from which to 

observe Napoleon and gain a true understanding of him.  This position and Bertrand’s character 

                                                 
1 Napoleon:  For and Against by J. Peter Geyl chronicles the manifestation and historiography of 
these portrayals in great detail. 
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and integrity provided him a special perspective from which to determine whether the Emperor 

was worthy of admiration or deserving of condemnation. 

Unfortunately, it was this same character and integrity that resulted in a dearth of 

revelations from Bertrand regarding Napoleon.  Following the Emperor’s death, Bertrand 

returned to France and drifted into relative obscurity.  Other than a few public positions he 

briefly held following the 1830 Revolution in France, Bertrand became virtually unknown to 

future generations.  Bertrand published no memoirs and took no actions to profit on the positions 

he had occupied during the Napoleonic Era.  His relative silence and his lack of comments on 

Napoleon and the events of the Napoleonic Era that he witnessed, led to his slide into anonymity.  

While most of the other major figures and personages of the Napoleonic Era have been subjected 

to a great deal of analysis and historical scrutiny, Bertrand himself was left to go unnoticed to the 

bulk of Napoleonic scholars.  For many years, one was able to learn of Bertrand only through the 

occasional mentions of him in the numerous memoirs that his contemporaries wrote after the 

Empire had come to an end.  Most of these references were made only in passing, however, 

stating that Bertrand was present at a certain event or that he was with Napoleon at a specific 

time.  Few stated what, if any, his contributions and roles in the events had been. 

In the last one hundred years, several treatises focusing on Bertrand were published in an 

attempt to correct this oversight.  In 1902, Henri Chérot published a lengthy article in Etude of 

Bertrand’s performance in the 1813 and 1814 Campaigns.2  This study helped to reveal 

Bertrand’s role in those campaigns and opened the way for a full-length biography of Bertrand’s 

life by Jacques de Vasson in 1935.3  Vasson’s work is, by far, the most complete and detailed 

accounting of Bertrand’s life.  Unfortunately, while it is a scholarly work, it lacks the 

documentation required of modern academic standards.  It has also long been out of circulation 

and suffers from never having been translated into English, thus limiting Bertrand’s exposure to 

many English and American historians. 

By far, the greatest contribution to the public’s knowledge and understanding of Bertrand 

and his relationship with Napoleon was the publication between 1949 and 1959 of the three 

                                                 
2 Henri Chérot, “Le Général Bertrand en 1813 et 1814 d’après sa correspondence inedited,” 
Etude  (Paris, 1902). 
3 Jacques de Vasson, Bertrand:  Le Grand-Maréchal de Sainte-Hélène  (Issoudon, 1935). 
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volumes of journals he kept while on St. Helena.4  Bertrand’s somewhat cryptic and cropped 

writing style in these journals revealed Napoleon’s thoughts on many important events and also 

shed much light on the events that transpired at St. Helena and Bertrand’s relationship with 

Napoleon during the difficult years of his exile. 

Bertrand was further revealed to the public with the publication of the letters he had 

written to his wife between 1808 and 1815.5  Like his Cahiers, this work allowed the public to 

glimpse some of Bertrand’s most intimate thoughts on the events of the day and also furthered 

the public’s understanding of this enigmatic man through the introductory chapters and 

expository footnotes that were included by the volume’s editor, Suzanne de la Vaissière-Orfila.  

Both of these works help to provide a more complete understanding of Bertrand.  Written 

without the intent of publication, his Cahiers and Lettres provide a pure, unadulterated portrait of 

Bertrand’s thoughts and feelings. 

The numerous documents authored by him in the Archives Nationales, Archives de la 

Guerre, and Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris provide similar revelations of Bertrand.  While most 

of the documents in these places are scattered throughout their holdings, the Archives Nationales 

has consolidated many of them into an Archive Privée that is dedicated exclusively to Bertrand.  

In his hometown of Châteauroux, meanwhile, where interest in Bertrand has always remained 

keen, his ornate house has been turned into a museum.  In addition to collecting numerous 

primary source documents and artifacts written by or relating to Bertrand, the museum has 

sponsored the publication of several pamphlets and articles throughout the years to help preserve 

the memory of their hometown hero.6  Michel Berthelot’s self-publication of a biography of 

                                                 
4 Henri-Gatien Bertrand, Cahiers de Sainte-Hélène  (Paris, 1949-59).  Only the final volume of 
this work has been translated and published in English.  Proctor Jones commissioned the 
translation of the remaining volumes but, unfortunately, his untimely death in 1999 has delayed 
the publication of this translation. 
5 Henri-Gatien Bertrand, Général Bertrand:  Lettres à Fanny, 1808-15  (Paris, 1979). 
6 Gisèle Chovin, Le Général Bertrand:  1773-1844  (Châteauroux, 1973); Gisèle Chovin, Le 
Général Bertrand:  Fidèle Compagnon de Napoléon, 1773-1844  (Châteauroux, 1994).  Both of 
these pamphlets contain biographical sketches of Bertrand and contain listings of the holdings of 
the museum which includes Bertrand’s baton. 
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Bertrand in 1996 further contributed to that goal, presenting Bertrand for the first time to a new 

generation of Napoleonic scholars.7 

This dissertation seeks to consolidate the information from these many disparate sources 

and present, in a scholarly documented format, Bertrand’s service and accomplishments during 

the Revolutionary and Napoleonic periods of French history.  While Bertrand’s accomplishments 

were numerous, most were performed anonymously and in the background of the main events of 

the time.  Bertrand’s obscurity was primarily by design.  If he has been relatively unknown to 

humanity for the past two hundred years, it is perhaps because that is what he desired.  By 

refusing to publish his memoirs and by leading a mostly quiet, private life returning from St. 

Helena following Napoleon’s death in 1821, Bertrand helped contribute to his anonymity. 

There is much about Bertrand that deserves to be made known to the public, though.  The 

numerous honors and title that were bestowed upon him during his lifetime were significant.  His 

contributions to French successes during the First French Empire were not small either.  Above 

all, Bertrand should be celebrated for the character and integrity he displayed throughout his life, 

in both triumph and adversity.  He was the quintessential quiet professional, serving purely for 

duty’s sake with no thought for personal gain or advancement.  His sole desire was to serve his 

Emperor and his country well.  In the end, he hoped to be deemed worthy of the many titles and 

honors that he had fairly won, and to merit the liberté that he had received as a result of the 

French Revolution.  While Bertrand would probably have been embarrassed by the effort to 

record and publicize his service and accomplishments in this dissertation, his character and honor 

make him more than deserving of being considered in the same light of posterity as his Emperor 

is.  Napoleon himself recognized that Bertrand merited this consideration.  “The name of 

Bertrand is linked to mine,” the Emperor told his valet, Louis Marchand at St. Helena.  “As long 

as I live, he shall live.”8  And as long is Napoleon is remembered, so too should Bertrand. 

 

                                                 
7 Michel Berthelot, Bertrand:  Grand Maréchal du Palais  (Châteauroux, 1996).  Berthelot, a 
distinguished retired gentleman of the region, relied heavily on the “oral tradition” in his work.  
His interest and admiration was born at a young age upon his first visit to Bertrand’s museum. 
8 Louis-Joseph Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow  (San Francisco, 1998), 627. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

CALL TO ARMS, 1773-98 

 

 

 
 

 During ordinary times, Henri-Gatien Bertrand’s life would probably have passed into 

history unnoticed.  But the latter decades of the Eighteenth Century in France were far from 

ordinary.  The extraordinary series of events that led to the storming of the Bastille in Paris on 14 

July 1789 – an act that in time would come to symbolically represent the beginning of the French 

Revolution – were well underway by the time of Henri Bertrand’s birth on 28 March 1773.
1
  The 

crumbling and decay of the ancién régime was already far progressed.  So too was the political 

foment that was being created by the writings of the renowned Eighteenth Century French 

philosophes. 

 The future troubles of the French monarchy, however, were far from the minds of the 

residents of the sleepy rural commune of Châteauroux when Henri first opened his eyes to the 

light of the world in 1773.  While this small provincial city lay only 150 miles to the south of 

Paris, in culture and identity it was truly a world away from the intrigue and daily hustle and 

bustle of Parisian life.  The quiet, unassuming character of Châteauroux in many ways bore a 

remarkable similarity to the very same qualities that would later be exhibited by the baby born 

that day, who would in time become one of its most celebrated citizens. 

 The quiet charm of the Berry region was soothing to the first members of the Bertrand 

family who settled there in the late 17
th

 century.  Henri’s great-great grandfather, Henry-François 

Bertrand, had spent the eight years prior to his arrival to the area in military service fighting 

                                                 
1
 “Acte de baptême de Henri-Gatien Bertrand,” 9 April 1773, in Michel Berthelot, Bertrand:  

Grand-Maréchal du Palais (Châteauroux, 1996), 34-35. 
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campaigns in Holland, Flanders, and Germany as part of the prince de Condé’s company of 

guards.
2
  Joining the prince’s guards in 1666 at the age of eighteen, by 1672 Henry-François had 

risen to the rank of captain of the prince’s personal guards at the château de Bommiers.  At the 

bloody battle of Seneffe in 1674, Henry-François had seen over two-thirds of his company killed.  

He himself had been wounded at that battle in addition to having a horse shot out from under 

him.
3
  Worn out by deadly battles such as these and the many years of hard campaigning, the 

prince de Condé had retired to his palace at Chantilly at the conclusion of the 1675 Campaign.  

He rewarded Henry-François for his faithful military service to him by bestowing on him the 

hereditary title of maître de eaux et forêts (master of water and forests) of Bommiers and giving 

him charge of his land holdings in Berry.
4
 After the many years of campaigning and deadly 

battles, he undoubtedly found peace and solace in the area surrounding Châteauroux.   

 Through marriage and acquisition, the descendants of Henry-François Bertrand continued 

to enlarge upon the titles and lands he had been granted or had purchased.  By the time of Henri-

Gatien’s birth in 1773, his father owned multiple titles, including that of councilor to the court at 

Châteauroux and subdelegate to the intendance of Bourge, in addition to still holding the title of 

maître de eaux et forêts for the area and owning various seigneuries throughout the region.
5
  

While all of these titles and lands guaranteed the Bertrand family some wealth and ease, the 

Bertrand’s remained a lower sub-class of nobility – magistrates and administrators – who found 

it necessary to continue to work to maintain their social and economic status. 

 The ease with which the titles could be stripped away was displayed in 1778 when 

Henri’s father was replaced in his role as subdelegate to Bourge.  As a result of this 

displacement, the Bertrand’s were forced to leave the château where Henri had been born, the 

                                                 
2
 Louis II de Bourbon, la Grand Condé, 8 September 1621 – 11 November 1686. 

3
 Jacques Tournaire, “La Famille du Général Bertrand en Berry” in Le Général Bertrand:  Fidèle 

Compagnon de Napoléon, 1773-1844 (Châteauroux, 1994), 10.  Henry-François was born in La 

Rochefoucault in 1648 and first arrived in the duchy of Berry as part of the prince de Condé’s 

retinue in the 1670s. 
4
 Ibid.  Henry-François married Anne Lassée in 1678.  Their children were born in the prince’s 

château at Bommiers.  In 1698, Henry-François was awarded the seigneurie (lordship) of 

Greuille. 
5
 Ibid., 16.  For more information concerning Henri-Gatien Bertrand’s immediate ancestors, see 

also Jacques de Vasson, Bertrand:  Le Grand-Maréchal de Sainte-Hélène (Issoudon, 1935), 11-

12; and Berthelot, Bertrand, 21-31. 
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magnificent Château Raoul.
6
  All was not lost, however, as Henri’s father still maintained his 

other titles and he still owned several seigneuries in the area.  The senior Henry Bertrand moved 

his family a short distance away into a luxurious hotel his father-in-law had recently designed 

and built on the rue Descente-des-Cordeliers.
7
   

Henri’s maternal grandfather, Martin Bouchet, was himself a figure of some note in 

Châteauroux.   His distinguished career as an engineer had led him to being named the 1er 

ingénieur du Roi and inspecteur général des turcies et levées (roads and bridges) in 1773.  

Martin Bouchet was responsible for designing and building several of the more remarkable 

châteaux and other works of the region.
8
  Growing up in his grandfather’s house in Châteauroux, 

Henri developed a love of architecture and engineering – a passion he would maintain for the rest 

of his life. 

The playful days of youth and the precious time spent with his grandfather and the rest of 

his family were short-lived for Henri, however.  At the tender age of nine, Henri’s parents sent 

him away to the collège royal et Académique at La Flèche.
9
  Established in 1604 by Henri IV as 

the collège royal de La Flèche, this school had originally been administered by the Jesuits and 

had been intended to serve as a school where the lesser and poorer nobility could educate their 

sons free of charge.
10

  It counted the famous French philosophe René Descartes as one of its 

most celebrated graduates.
11

  By the time of Henri’s attendance there in 1782, the school had 

undergone several changes.  After the expulsion of the Jesuits from France in 1762, the college 

briefly served as a prepatory military school for cadets bound for the école militaire in Paris.  In 

1776, the school was reformed again under a new charter.  By order of Louis XVI, the school 

                                                 
6
 Built in the Fifteenth Century, the Château Raoul continues to stand to this day.  This château 

was the traditional residence of the subdelegate of this region which is why the Bertrand’s had to 

leave after Henri lost this position.  He was replaced by Claude Dupin, grandfather of George 

Sand.  See Jacques de Vasson, “Le Général Bertrand, Fils du Berry” in Le Général Bertrand:  
Grand-Maréchal du Palais, 1773-1844 (Châteauroux, 1973), 9. 
7
 Located in the middle of Châteauroux, this building still stands today and is home to the Musée 

Bertrand. 
8
 Vasson, Bertrand, 12.  See also Tournaire, 17. 

9
 La Flèche is located on the Loir River north of Tours between Le Mans and Angers.  It is 

approximately 100 miles from Châteauroux. 
10

 Jules Clère, Histoire de l’École de la Flèche  (La Flèche, 1853), 38-49. 
11

 Suzanne de la Vaissière-Orfila, ed., “Introduction,” Général Bertrand:  Lettres à Fanny, 1808-
1815 (Paris, 1979), 24.  This school was located some 100 miles from Henri’s hometown of 

Châteauroux. 
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was charged with educating young men for careers in the magistrate and the church.
12

  It was a 

future career in the magistrate that Henri’s parents envisioned when they had decided to send 

Henri son here.
13

 

Henri excelled as a student.   Upon his departure from the school on 1 September 1790, 

the school’s director presented Henri with a certificate that praised his merits.  “[Henri] is well-

loved by all for his spirit and the qualities of his heart,” the director wrote.  “He completed all of 

his work with a sustained and brilliant success.  In leaving us, he carries away the regrets of his 

fellow students and his teachers alike.”
14

  It would not be the last time that Henri Bertrand would 

be recognized and praised for the qualities of his “heart” and “spirit”. 

After graduating, Henri returned to Châteauroux.  He had not been back to his native city 

in over eight years and could not help but note the changes that had occurred during his 

absence.
15

  While it did not experience the extremes that Paris and other parts of France had 

suffered during the early years of the Revolution, his hometown had not been immune to the 

throes of revolutionary convulsions that gripped all of France at that time.  The effects of the 

Revolution on Henri’s own family had been muted by his father’s actions.  Though a nobleman, 

Henri’s father had been open to the Revolutionary ideas that sprang forth from Paris during this 

turbulent era.  He did not care for its tumultuous nature, however, despairing often in his wish to 

hear that the Revolution was being led by “wise men, not intriguers.”  The senior Bertrand grew 

more concerned later during the time of the Terror when the Revolution became increasingly 

extreme.  He feared the effect that “arbitrary incarcerations” and “calumnious insinuations” 

                                                 
12

 Clère, Histoire de l’École de la Flèche, 222-24.  The pères de la doctrine christienne were 

charged with administering the school under its new charter.  The school was disbanded in 1792 

during the Revolution.  It was reformed by the Directory in 1800 as a prytanée to serve as “a free 

college for the sons of those who had served the state, mostly in the Army.”  In 1808, it was 

named the prytanée Militaire Impérial.  Many foreign cadets were educated here during the 

Empire.  It exists today as the prytanée Militaire de la Flèche where cadets are prepared for entry 

into the upper level French military colleges. 
13

 Jules A. Paulin, Notice Biographique sur le Lieutenant-Général Comte Bertrand:  Grand-
Maréchal du Palais de l’Empereur  (Paris, 1847), 5. 
14

 As quoted in Ibid., 13. 
15

 Vasson, Bertrand, 13.  Henri had not taken leave or returned to see his family since leaving for 

la Flèche in 1782.   
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would have in Châteauroux, fearing that the “respective injuries would never be forgotten in 

such a small city.”
16

 

Henri’s father helped guide the Revolution along a calmer path in Châteauroux than what 

was experienced in other parts of France.  In a tribute to his character, his fellow citizens 

overlooked his titles, land-holdings, and noble standing and elected him to various leading 

positions in the Revolutionary governments of Châteauroux, including that of Commandant of 

the city’s National Guard.
17

   Realizing that, as members of the nobility, all of their actions 

would be watched and scrutinized closely, the senior Bertrand encouraged his two sons to enroll 

in the National Guard.
18

  

Henri willingly followed his father’s suggestion to join the National Guard.  Like his 

father, Henri supported the Revolutionary ideas of liberty, equality, and fraternity that were 

resonating throughout France at the time.  His future aide and close friend later commented that 

Henri “held then an ardent attraction for the general ideas [of the Revolution] that promised a 

new era for France.”
19

  His “ardent attraction for the general ideas [of the Revolution]” helped 

influence Henri’s decision to set off for Paris in early 1791.  Guided by the passion for 

engineering he had developed as a young boy, Henri went to Paris complete his studies and 

further prepare himself for entry into the engineering profession.   

Henri-Gatien Bertrand arrived in Paris in April of 1791 during one of the most vibrant 

periods of that city’s long and storied history.
20

  He quickly discovered that the Revolution in 

Paris was much different from what he had experienced in Châteauroux.  Like his father, he was 

open to the “general ideas of the Revolution” but he was somewhat repulsed with some of the 

more virulent aspects of the Revolution that were being advocated by the radical Revolutionary 

leaders in Paris at this time.  Henri’s decision to join the Filles-Saint-Thomas National Guard 

battalion was a clear expression of his political leanings at the time.  This battalion was one of 

the more conservative National Guard units in Paris.  On 10 August 1792, the Filles-Saint-

                                                 
16

 Vaissière-Orfila, “Introduction,” Lettres, 23.  This work contains a good list of the various 

Revolutionary positions held by the elder Bertrand as well as some of his personal thoughts on 

the Revolution. 
17

 Ibid., 23-4.  Henry Bertrand also would later serve as mayor of Châteauroux. 
18

 Vasson, Bertrand, 13. 
19

 Paulin, Notice Biographique, 6.  
20

 “Chronologie” in Le Général Bertrand:  Grand-Maréchal du Palais, 1773-1844 (Châteauroux, 

1973), 9. 
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Thomas demonstrated its conservatism when it helped guard and protect Louis XVI from the 

canaille that swarmed around the Tuileries intent on overthrowing the King.
21

  Henri’s 

participation in this event made a lasting impression on him and deeply affected his feelings 

toward the Revolution.  He later recounted that he had nearly been killed several times that day 

and that he had “never been a Republican, but rather had always been a very ardent 

Constitutionalist – until 10 August 1792.  The horrors of that day cured me of all illusions.”
22

  As 

his close friend Jules Paulin later noted, Henri’s “enthusiasm for liberty was always checked by 

his horror of disorder and his respect for his social superiors.”
23

 

After his experiences on that frightful day, Henri began to distance himself from the 

Revolution.  He renewed his preparations for entering the engineering profession, enrolling in la 

pension académique du faubourg Saint-Honoré.
24

  Despite his growing revulsion for the 

increasing violence and anarchy of the Revolution, however, Henri Bertrand remained a patriot.  

With la patrie now threatened on all sides by invading forces from Prussia and Austria, Henri 

decided to combine his love of his country with his desire to be an engineer by becoming a 

military engineer.   

Following the completion of his studies at la pension académique in Saint-Honoré, Henri 

applied for entry to the ecole du Génie at Mézières.  In order to be admitted, he was required to 

first pass an entry examination given by l’Académie nationale des Sciences.  He took this test 

during the first week of July 1793 and then returned to Châteauroux to visit his family and await 

the results.  The positive impression that Henri had made on his examiner was revealed in the 

results he received later that month noted that Henri “knew his arithmetic, algebra, geometry as 

well as his mechanics, dynamics, and hydrodynamics very well.”  His examiner also stated that 

                                                 
21

 C. Poisson, L’Armée et la Garde Nationale (Paris, 1858-62), II, 448-53; Emile de La 

Bedolliere, Histoire de la Garde Nationale (Paris, 1848), 205-25; and Philippe Sagnac, La 
Revolution du 10 Aout 1792:  La Chute de la Royaute (Paris, 1909), 223-51 all contain 

references to the actions of the battalion des Filles-Saint-Thomas on 10 August 1792 and their 

relative devotion to the king on that day.  
22

 Emmanuel Las Cases, Mémorial de Sainte-Hélène (Paris, 1968), 194.  Among the many 

horrors Bertrand mentioned seeing on that day was the mistreatment of the dead Swiss Guards 

by the women from the crowd.  See Las Cases, 392. 
23

  Paulin, Notice Biographique, 6. 
24

 Vasson, Bertrand, 14.  Bertrand studied here from 2 February to 24 July 1793. 
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Henri was “very intelligent and expresses himself with much precision and clarity.”  All in all, 

the examiner concluded that Henri was “an excellent subject.”
25

 

Equally important to Henri’s application for acceptance to the engineering school were 

the words contained on the “Certificate of Citizenship” that he received at about the same time as 

his examination results.  Intended to attest to the bearer’s good standing as a patriot and citizen, 

all citizens of France were required to possess these certificates during this phase of the 

Revolution.  Henri’s certificate noted that “he always conducts himself well and has never given, 

to our knowledge, evidence of poor citizenship.”
26

  While not necessarily glowing praise, these 

words, together with the results of his entry examination, proved to be more than enough to gain 

Henri entry to France’s renowned military engineering school at Mézières. 

Before embarking on his military career, Henri took the opportunity to spend a few 

weeks with his family in Châteauroux.  The preceding year had been a tumultuous one for his 

family as the Terror had begun to make its way into the French countryside.  Henri’s mother had 

become neurotic, causing Henri’s father to send her – together with Henri’s sister and maternal 

grandmother – to Orléans to live with Henri’s uncle.  Upon their arrival there, the citizens of 

Orléans had demanded that the three provide “certificates of residence” to determine where they 

had lived between 21 January and 5 April 1793.
27

  Henri’s father quickly brought them back to 

Châteauroux where he himself was forced to prove that he was not “on the departmental list of 

émigrés and that his lands had not been sequestered.”  Any movement about France at this time 

was looked upon with suspicion as were absences from one’s place of residence. 

While the Terror threatened the citizens of France from within, the invading armies of 

Austria and Prussia threatened France externally.  As these armies made their way further into 

France, the French government turned to the levée en masse in August, 1793, to halt the 

country’s military reverses.  As Henri-Gatien Bertrand reported for duty as a sous-lieutenant at 

the engineering school in Mézières on 17 September 1793, France’s strategic situation was truly 

                                                 
25

 Charles Bossut, “Note sur le citoyen Henri-Gatien Bertrand” in Berthelot, Bertrand, 49.  This 

is particularly high praise in light of the fact that Bertrand’s examiner, Charles Bossut, a member 

of l’Académie nationale des Sciences and former professor of mathematics at the ecole du Génie 
was one of the more famed mathematicians of France of this era. 
26

 “Certificate of Citizenship,” 18 May 1793, France, Archives de la Guerre, Service historique 

de l’armée de la terre, Château de Vincennes, [hereafter Service historique], Dossier 7Y
d
 455.  

27
 Vaissière-Orfila, “Introduction,” Lettres, 23.   
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dire.
28

   Despite the misgivings he had about the radical turn the Revolution had taken, Henri was 

eager to help rescue his country from defeat.  He had already watched his brother march off to 

war and longed to join him at the front.
29

 

Henri was not alone in his desire to demonstrate his allegiance to France.  The transfer of 

the engineering school from Mézières to Metz on 19 February 1794, placed the cadets there 

closer to the threatened French border and increased their clamoring to be allowed to participate 

in the ongoing war.  While the military situation grew more favorable for France in the year 

following the implementation of the levée en masse, the French military authorities eventually 

succumbed to the appeals of the engineering cadets.  On 17 September 1794, the cadets were 

ordered to join the Army of the Sambre-et-Meuse at Maestricht and help it lay siege to the 

Austro-Prussian army had taken up refuge in the fortress there.
30

    

Henri and his fellow sous-lieutenants’ first military campaign was disappointing.  Few 

luxuries and conveniences were granted to officers, much less cadets, at this time in the French 

Army.  Bertrand endured the privations well.  He had already adopted the military habit of 

sleeping on the ground with a simple blanket.  This custom served him well during the siege 

when the army slept without tents in the open air, taking cover under trees when possible.
31

  Few 

distinctions were allowed between officers and soldiers who suffered together equally from the 

inability of the French government to keep its armies supplied.  To his father’s chagrin, Henri 

was forced to return the horse that his father had bought at great cost in an effort to properly 

outfit his son.  Such “luxuries” among junior officers had been suppressed by the Convention 

and were no longer allowed.
32

 

                                                 
28

 Vasson, Bertrand, 17. 
29

 Henri’s brother, Louis Bertrand-Boislarge, a cavalry officer, reported to the garrison at 

Mayence in August, 1793 and participated in the siege of that place in 1794.  He would later 

serve as an aide-de-camp to General Georges-MarieVignon before being forced to retire due to 

wounds he received near Mannheim.  See Vasson, Bertrand, 14; Guillaume Lévêque, “Bertrand 

et Bordessoulle,” in Revue de l’Académie du Centre, 46; and Henri Ratouis de Limay, “Les 

Souvenirs de Napoleon Ier du marechal Bertrand et de sa famille,” in Revue du Berry (20 Oct 

1921), 71. 
30

 Paulin, Notice Biographique, 6.  The allowance was granted with the condition that the cadets 

return to complete their studies after the siege was completed. 
31

 Ibid.; and, Vasson, Bertrand, 17. 
32
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Thankfully for all concerned, given the approach of winter and their sparse living and 

supply conditions, the siege was short-lived.  With the support of the French engineer cadets, the 

Army of the Sambre-et-Meuse opened the trenches on 24 October.  The besieged Austro-

Prussian army defending Maestricht succumbed eleven days later on 4 November.  Despite their 

earlier promise to return to their engineering studies following the completion of the siege, the 

cadets never returned to Metz.  Acting on the recommendation of General Armand Samuel de 

Marescot who had commanded the siege, Lazare Carnot, the great French “organizer of victory,” 

rewarded the cadets for their efforts in the siege by promoting all of them to the rank of 

lieutenant on 13 November 1794.
33

 

Henri remained with the Army of the Sambre-et-Meuse until January, 1795, when he was 

ordered to render himself, “without delay,” to Paris for duty as an instructor at the recently 

formed École polytechnique.
34

  Although his own collegiate studies had been cut short due to 

military exigencies, Henri had apparently impressed his instructors during his time at Metz.  In a 

further tribute to his academic prowess, Henri was selected to replace the celebrated French 

mathematician, Gaspard Monge, as the instructor of stéréotomie and descriptive geometry.
35

  

Commensurate with the respect and added responsibilities of his new assignment, Bertrand was 

promoted to captain on 21 March 1795. 

While Bertrand appreciated the opportunity to further his engineering skills as an 

instructor, he preferred to serve as a military engineer in a more active assignment.  He 

succeeded in securing such an assignment a year later when he received orders directing him to 

proceed to Toulon where he was to become a member of an important diplomatic mission to 

Constantinople.  His orders noted that he had been selected for this mission based on “[his] 

                                                 
33

 Paulin, Notice Biographique, 7.  Carnot himself was one of the more celebrated graduates of 

the French ecole du Génie, attending the school many years earlier when it had still been located 

at Mézières. 
34

 “Assignment Instructions,” 2 Jan 1795, Service historique, Dossier 7Y
d
 455.  See also Paulin, 

Notice Biographique, 7. 
35
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during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Eras.  He helped establish the Institute Nationale 
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talents and [his] zeal.”
36

  The diplomatic mission, led by General Jean-Baptiste Aubert-Dubayet, 

was intended to bring the Sublime Porte at Constantinople (Istanbul) into an alliance with France 

and to “convince the Porte to make a useful diversion for France by declaring war on Austria.”
37

  

As part of this mission, General Aubert-Dubayet was to present to the Porte several French 

engineering officers to assist the Ottomans in preparing the defenses of Constantinople and the 

Dardanelles.
38

 

Henri was able to visit his family at Châteauroux before reporting to Toulon.  Henri’s 

father was pleased his son’s progress and success.  After Henri had left for Toulon, the senior 

Bertrand remarked in a letter to Henri’s brother, with a considerable amount of paternal pride, 

that Henri was “very content and, I believe, to be a young man of good character.”  The sole 

concern of Henri’s father appears to have been the “detestable hairstyle” that his son had 

adopted.
39

 

“Detestable hairstyle” not withstanding, Henri Bertrand soon received more praise for his 

character and skills from several less biased, but no less notable, personages.  While waiting for 

favorable winds in Toulon, Henri received an order from General Louis Milet-Mureau to 

undertake a study on the attack and defense of Toulon.  Bertrand’s completed study was 

immediately destroyed upon its arrival in Paris because it was feared that the work would have 

dire repercussions should it fall into the hands of the enemy.
40

  General Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte, 

who had reviewed Bertrand’s works in Toulon before they had been sent to Paris and destroyed, 

was favorably impressed with Bertrand’s talents.  Bernadotte noted his recognition of Henri’s 

skills when he presented him to General Aubert-Dubayet.  He introduced Bertrand to Aubert-

Dubayet as an “officier du génie, et de génie.”
41
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Another young general present in Toulon at the time, Napoleon Bonaparte, was equally 

impressed with Henri.  Bonaparte was at the time preparing to lead the rag-tag Army of Italy into 

battle.  Before leaving on what would become one of his seminal campaigns, however, the future 

Emperor took the time to inspect some of the new fortifications that were being built around 

Toulon.  Struck by the high quality of the work, and ever on the lookout for young men of talent, 

General Bonaparte asked for the name of the officer who was directing the construction.  

Informed that it was Captain Bertrand, Bonaparte summoned the young engineer to his 

headquarters.
42

 

The ensuing meeting between Bonaparte and Bertrand made a lasting impression on both 

men.  The character and quality of both were on display as Bonaparte sought to take a measure 

of the talented engineering officer, while Bertrand took stock of the dazzling intellect of the man 

whose ill-fated destiny he would later share.  At this meeting, Bertrand began to develop the 

profound respect and admiration that he would always hold for Napoleon.  Prior to the meeting, 

General Bonaparte had assigned Bertrand a mission.  Confident, and no doubt possessing an 

inflated sense of his own skills due to the superlatives that had always been lauded on him and 

the important positions he had occupied to date, Bertrand went to Bonaparte’s headquarters to 

tell him that he had found the assigned task to be “impossible.”  Disregarding the diffidence that 

Bertrand had displayed in addressing him so impertinently, the new commander of the Army of 

Italy nonchalantly asked Bertrand to describe his methodology, adding that:  “that which you 

found impossible, may not be so to me.” Bertrand proceeded to describe “the means by which I 

had proposed to execute what [General Bonaparte] wished.”  As soon as he had done so, General 

Bonaparte “immediately substituted others.  [And] in a few moments [Bertrand] was perfectly 

convinced of the superiority of [Bonaparte’s] plans.”  Bertrand remembered the meeting the rest 

of his life.  His first conversation with his future commander “furnished [him] with sentiments 

and recollections which proved very useful to [him thereafter].”
43
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Bertrand’s newfound sense that nothing was impossible was put to the test during his 

ensuing mission to Constantinople.  While General Bonaparte was giving the personal proof in 

the First Italian Campaign of his adage that, what others found impossible was not so to him, 

Bertrand was undergoing his own personal trials that severely tested his mettle and his 

understanding of the word impossible.  His diplomatic mission to Constantinople turned into a 

thirteen month odyssey that he later outlined in a long, explanatory letter to the general who had 

assigned him to the mission.
44

  Unable to leave Toulon by sea due to “the wind and the English 

who blocked [them] in the port,” and despairing that it would be another three months before 

they would be able to leave, Bertrand asked for and received permission from General Aubert-

Dubayet to proceed to Constantinople by land.
45

 

Bertrand left Toulon on 19 July 1796 with Captain Joseph-Antoine Morio, a fellow 

engineering officer, and Captain Marchand, a cavalry officer.  Together, the three officers 

headed to Genoa where they hoped to find a vessel destined for Constantinople.  Unable to find a 

ship captain willing or able to transport them, they were forced to continue on by land.  Setting 

out from Genoa, their travels in Italy encountered several problems which stemmed in large part 

from General Bonaparte’s campaign that was taking place at the same time.  Bertrand’s report 

spelled out the difficulties they faced on this stage of their journey:  “Livourne was blocked, the 

armistice with the Pope was ruptured, Ancone was closed to us.  We finally arrived in Venice 

after several detours caused by the Battle of Brescia and the uncertain position of our army in 

Italy.”
46

 

The group’s difficulties did not end in Venice.  They discovered upon their arrival there 

that the English had established patrols throughout the Adriatic Sea and were stopping all vessels 

searching for French passengers.  As a result, neutral ships refused to accept French travelers.  

Concluding that travel by sea was impossible, the three French officers decided to continue on by 

land.  At this point, Bertrand was separated from his comrades when he became sick and was 

unable to continue.  While Captains Moria and Marchand went ahead, Bertrand spent another 
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two months in Venice convalescing.  After recovering from his undefined illness, Bertrand 

realized that he was too weak to make the 400 league journey from Venice to Constantinople by 

land.  Once again, he sought a ship to take him there. 

He eventually found a Venetian ship that agreed to take him and his new traveling 

companion – citizen Fourcade, consul de la Canée – as far as the isle of Zante.  Bertrand later 

rued this seemingly good fortune as the travails he endured on this portion of his journey were as 

torturous as those he had suffered on the previous stages.  He now had to “endure several 

tempests that pushed us to Trieste” and “escape some rigorous [English searches] of the ship 

while anchored in Ancone.”  After “throwing the anchor successively in several ports of 

Dalmatia,” Bertrand’s sea voyage was next delayed for twenty-five days by the outbreak of war 

between Algeria and Venice.  Bertrand’s ship anchored itself in the bay of Cattaro while it 

waited for those hostilities to end.  Eventually it set sail again, arriving at the isle of Zante more 

than two months after it had left Venice. 

From Zante, Bertrand skipped his way across the Greek Isles utilizing a series of boats 

and barges.  Ever the engineer, he took advantage of a layover in Athens to “examine the ancient 

remains of [that city].”  Starting on his way again, he soon found himself stranded once more, 

this time in the Dardanelles where he spent twelve days waiting for a “favorable wind.” This 

proved to be the final straw for Bertrand.  Despairing of ever making it to Constantinople by sea, 

he disembarked at the next port and completed the last stage of his journey by horseback.  He 

arrived in the Ottoman capital on 5 March 1797, nearly one year after he had originally received 

his orders to go there.  In the report of his lengthy trip that Bertrand submitted to General Milet-

Mureau, Bertrand apologized to the general for including all of the “annoying details.”  He felt 

that they were necessary, however, to justify how long it had taken him to reach his destination.
47

 

The final “annoying detail” that Bertrand included in his letter explained that, after 

enduring the many trials on his trip from Toulon to Constantinople, the Porte had refused to 

accept the services of the three officers.  He preferred instead to keep some French officers that 

had been sent by Louis XVI’s officials whom he had already employed.  Bertrand closed his 

letter by stating that he and Captain Morio were currently in quarantine in Ragusa (Dubrovnik).  

Once the quarantine had been lifted, they planned to continue on to Italy and join the Army of 

Italy by the end of June.  Bertrand hoped that General Milet-Mureau would agree with 
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Ambassador Aubert-Dubayet’s decision to send him to the Army of Italy.  He noted that the 

Ambassador had made that decision in accordance with their own stated desires and because it 

was the closest French army to Constantinople.  Bertrand also wryly observed that “fearful of 

missing another campaign, and wishing not to expose myself to the delays that had accompanied 

my journey to Constantinople, I decided to travel by land on the return trip.”
48

 

Bertrand was anxious to join an army that was actively campaigning.  It had been almost 

three years since he had last been with an army in the field and, while his year teaching at École 

polytechnique had no doubt been beneficial in his development as an engineer, he feared that he 

had benefited little from his most recent assignment.  His report to Milet-Mureau revealed this 

concern, noting that he felt “[his] military development had not profited from his voyage.”
49

  

Bertrand was also keenly aware of the amazing exploits and stunning victories that the Army of 

Italy had achieved under Bonaparte’s command while he himself was making his hazardous and 

eventful – but ultimately wasteful – journey to Constantinople.  He welcomed the opportunity to 

serve as an engineer and continue his service under Bonaparte who had made such a distinct 

impression on him during their meeting in Toulon. 

To Bertrand’s dismay, he arrived in Italy too late to take part in the First Italian 

Campaign as the French had already entered into negotiations with the Austrians at Campo 

Formio.  Still, all was not lost as Bertrand did receive active engineering work to complete 

during the peace-talks.   Moreover, Bertrand’s assignment allowed him to renew his 

acquaintance with the “conqueror of Italy.”  Henri noted that General Bonaparte welcomed him 

“warmly” and that he had twice had the “honor’ of dining with him.  Bertrand observed with 

some amazement that the man who “we knew to be great on the field of battle,” could “appear to 

us so simple” at the dinners he attended with him.
50

 

Pleased to be working for such a celebrated general no matter how “simple” he appeared 

in person, Bertrand turned his attention to his engineering tasks.  He had been charged with 

overseeing the construction of several Italian fortifications.  The most important of these projects 

was the fortress at Ozeppo which rested high on the Tagliamento.   This project brought Bertrand 

into further contact with Bonaparte.  While visiting army headquarters to seek the authority to 
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harvest some of the trees in the area, Bonaparte took the opportunity to question the young 

engineer about another work he proposed to construct in the area around Ozeppo.   

The ensuing conversation between the two military officers was similar to the one they 

had during their first meeting at Toulon, but the results were quite different.  After describing the 

works he wanted built, Bonaparte asked Bertrand if he could execute them.  Bertrand’s response 

was revealing, demonstrating a crucial component of his character, and one that could not have 

been missed by Bonaparte.  Having once been gently rebuked for telling General Bonaparte that 

something that he wished to be done was impossible, Bertrand could not have been blamed had 

he simply answered in the affirmative to this latest request.  However, he did not believe this task 

could be accomplished and he had no qualms with telling Bonaparte so.
51

  Demonstrating that he 

had learned from his first meeting, Bertrand was quick to declare the reasons why he felt the 

work could not be done when Bonaparte asked him to state them. 

After listening to his response, General Bonaparte then asked Bertrand if he could 

execute another work that he then described.  Again, Bertrand stated that he could not, and again 

he explained his reasoning.  This mental sparring between the two young officers continued until 

General Bonaparte finally selected a position which Bertrand agreed that he could build.  

“Good,” Bonaparte declared, “then, do it.  My goal will be equally attained.” 

Bertrand’s steadfast character and integrity under pressure were clearly revealed in this 

encounter.  He would not be a “yes-man,” even to someone whom he so obviously admired.
52

  

The future Emperor made mental notes of Bertrand’s qualities in this regard.  Bertrand made 

notes of his own regarding his commander.  He was struck by Bonaparte’s ability to remain 

focused on his original goal when confronted with rejection.  He also noted that Bonaparte 

“questioned much, and wanted clear and prompt answers” and that he favored “men of decision, 

who did not hesitate; the Gascons, nose in the air, who doubted nothing.”
53

  While this did not 

bode well for the studious and calculating Bertrand, who preferred to “take as much time as 

possible to reflect” before responding to Bonaparte’s question; the latter could not have failed to 
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take notice of Bertrand’s talents as an engineer and the quality of his character – both of which 

he had displayed numerous times during their few brief meetings.   While Bertrand lacked the 

decisiveness Bonaparte desired in his subordinate commanders, he clearly was an intelligent and 

talented young officer, who would no doubt be of great use to France in the future. 

General Bonaparte was not the only one to notice Bertrand’s many talents.  Bonaparte’s 

brother, Louis, also took note of Bertrand’s engineering prowess.  During a reconnaissance of the 

advance posts of the French army in Italy that he conducted several days before leaving for Paris 

to take news of the peace of Campo-Formio to the Directory, Louis Bonaparte had the 

opportunity to observe Bertrand’s engineering works first-hand.  He was duly impressed and said 

as much to his brother.
54

 

The observations concerning Bertrand’s capabilities as an engineering officer were not 

reserved for the layman alone.  Bertrand’s immediate commander, General Jacques-David 

Campredon, at the time a chef de brigade of engineers in Italy, wrote the following words of 

praise regarding Bertrand’s skills to the Minister of War on 8 Aug 1797: 

 

It is difficult to find, at his age, the talents as distinguished and the moral qualities 

as precious.  This officer possesses an extended knowledge of all the practices of 

fortification, a rare wisdom, and a resourceful spirit.  He applies himself well in 

his discipline and his works and he is well-liked by all those who know him 

owing to the kindness of his character and a modesty that belies his talents.
55

 

 

This glowing evaluation report echoed many of the other appraisals Bertrand had received during 

his short military career.  Bertrand’s character and talents were recognized and commented on by 

almost all those that he came into contact with during the early years of his military career. 

Bertrand’s duties during this time were not confined solely to building fortifications and 

overseeing engineering works.  He also was charged by the Cisalpine Republic with examining 

Italian students in preparation for their entry to l’École polytechnique in France.  He performed 

this task, as he did all others, with his customary thoroughness.  His efforts did not go unnoticed 
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either.  Bertrand received an honorarium from the Executive Directory of the Cisapline Republic 

on 9 April 1798, in appreciation for his work on their behalf.
56

 

By 1798, Bertrand had established himself as an officer of some talent.  His upbringing at 

Châteauroux and with the Jesuits at the collège royal de La Flèche had provided him with a 

resolute character that would serve him well in the coming years.  His intelligence and abilities, 

meanwhile, had been prominently displayed during his brief sojourns as a cadet at Metz and as 

an instructor at l’École polytechnique.  He had further demonstrated, with his study of the 

defenses of Toulon and his work on fortifications in Italy, that he could apply his many talents to 

practical endeavors.  Most important, his achievements had caught the eye of Bonaparte.  With 

his reputation as an engineer growing, it remained only for Bertrand to prove himself as a 

military engineer on the field of battle.  He would soon get that opportunity.  In May, 1798, 

Bertrand returned to Toulon, once again in search of a boat headed for the Orient.  He would be 

going to Egypt rather than Turkey this time, however, and he would not be sailing alone. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

  

CASTLES IN THE SAND:  THE EGYPTIAN CAMPAIGN, 1798-1801 

 

 

 

 

 On 19 May 1798, Captain Henry-Gatien Bertrand set sail from Toulon with the bulk of 

the former French Army of Italy.  Once at sea, their squadron was joined by two other naval 

squadrons that had left from Corsica and Genoa.  Together, the combined French fleet comprised 

over 265 ships which carried over 32,000 officers and soldiers as well as 680 horses.  It was a 

grand fleet carrying the newly formed French Army of the Orient which was bound for Egypt 

and everlasting glory.1 

 En route to Egypt, the French first stopped off at Malta.  The grandmaster of the Order of 

Malta surrendered with scarcely a fight two days after the French arrived.2  Given the heavy 

fortifications of the island, the knights’ precipitous surrender was fortunate for the French.  Upon 

surveying the island and its massive defenses, Bertrand, no doubt, shared the opinion of the 

army’s senior engineer, General Louis Caffarelli, who – after looking at the fortifications himself 

– declared to Napoleon that:  “Upon my word general, it is fortunate that we had someone in the 

town to open the gates for us.”3  Having made short work of this seemingly formidable island 

fortress, General Bonaparte directed the fleet to once again make for Egypt.4   

                                                 
1 Vasson, Bertrand, 21. 
2 Louis-Antoine Bourrienne, Memoirs of Napoleon Bonaparte  (Boston, 1895), I, 149-50.  
Bourrienne hints at some “intrigues” ordered by Napoleon that helped secure the grandmaster’s 
surrender. 
3 Ibid., I, 150. 
4 The French main convoy arrived off Malta on 9 June.  The army landed and conducted a brief 
siege from 10 to 12 June.  After taking a few days to reorganize the island’s government (and 
sequester some of its riches), the French set sail for Egypt again on 19 June.  See David 
Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon (London, 1966), 216. 
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Barely eluding the pursuing British, the French reached the coast of Egypt near 

Alexandria on 1 July 1798.  Receiving word that Admiral Horatio Nelson and his British fleet 

had already been in Alexandria looking for them and fearing that the British admiral would 

return and catch the French army still on board its ships, the general-in-chief ordered the army to 

disembark immediately.5  Heavy seas churned the waters and made the ensuing landing on 2 July 

a hazardous venture.  Bertrand later recorded the difficulties he experienced in making it to 

shore:   

 
As soon as the fleet anchored in the bay of Alexandria, the order was given to 
disembark.  The launches immediately put to sea taking the first troops ashore and 
then returning to take more.  During the evening, the sea was rough.  The dinghy 
on which I was could not make the coast and we were forced to tie off alongside a 
frigate that was anchored near the coast.  At dawn the dinghy took us ashore, but 
already General Bonaparte had left with the troops that had landed the previous 
day.  As soon as we had enough troops to form a battalion, we marched to join 
them.  We were ‘escorted’ by some Arabs whose dress and gaunt, dark figures 
appeared to us as cheerless as the desert that surrounded us.  The Arabs were 
mounted on old horses that did not appear to be the great Arabian horses of 
legend.  Some shots from our muskets obliged them to keep their distance.  We 
followed the coastline, perceiving the column of Pompeii in the distance.  When 
we arrived near Alexandria, the wall, called ‘the Arabian’ had already been 
raised.6   
 

Still unable to find his unit, Captain Bertrand later described a curious gathering that 

captured his attention.7  In searching for his unit, he had been led to a hill known as ‘Pompeii’s 

Pillar.’  Owing to the view offered by its height and the fact that it was easy to recognize from a 

distance, this hill apparently served as both a rallying point for stragglers and as the headquarters 

for the general-in-chief.  Bertrand, unable to pass up the opportunity to witness the great 

‘Conqueror of Italy’ in action during battle, panted up the hill to take a closer look: 

                                                 
5 Anne-Jean Savary, Mémoirs du Duc de Rovigo  (Paris, 1828), I, 52. 
6 Bertrand, Avant-Propos, 68-69.  Bertrand’s experiences were very similar to those recorded in 
the memoirs of other French soldiers who participated in the campaign.  See Savary, Bourrienne, 
et al. 
7 Bertrand had been assigned to General Louis-André Bon’s division and had been ordered to 
conduct a reconnaissance of “le ville Arabe.”  See “Correspondence de Cafferelli et Detroye en 
Egypt,” 23 June and 2 July 1798, France, Archive de la guerre, Service historique, Carton B6, 
#9. 
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My impatience was extreme of seeing on a field of battle the great captain whose 
name was known throughout Europe and who had impacted so profoundly on the 
continent’s imaginations.  I climbed the heights, panting, impressed that I was 
observing this illustrious general.  He was seated on the ground, his back turned to 
the attack, making some of the pottery debris that formed part of the hills that 
surrounded Alexandria, Cairo, and the villages of Egypt jump with his horsewhip. 
 
His staff, arranged in a circle around him, was silent.  An officer arrived from the 
left:  “General, the triangular fort has capitulated.”  No response.  Soon, another 
officer announced that the right had seized the first houses and that the enemy was 
disputing the French advance foot by foot.  No response.  A third officer 
presented himself:  “General Murat charged me with coming and telling you that 
he has made it to the town square, and that the enemy is retiring toward the 
lighthouse – that he is sending the sheiks with the keys to the city.” 
 
General Bonaparte then stood up and descended the hill.  Soon thereafter, I came 
to learn where my division was and I rejoined them very disappointed.  ‘There I 
had seen him, this general who takes some cities, wins some battles, and destroys 
as many armies as he fights; but it was as if all that was necessary for this was to 
make some small stones jump with his whip.  He did not even look at what 
passed.  He listened to the reports of his generals and made no response.  It 
seemed to me, in truth, that I could do as much.’8 
 

Bertrand was clearly less than impressed with the man whose command he had so eagerly 

sought to join during the previous year.  For the moment, however, his personal thoughts of his 

commander mattered little.  What did matter was that he was in Egypt – embarked upon a 

campaign that was quickly to lose much of its allure for all involved.   

Despite the disordered nature of the landing and the seeming impassiveness of its 

commander, the French army had managed to achieve success during its first battle in Egypt.  

The French victory owed as much to the disheveled nature of the defenders as to anything else.  

Having captured Alexandria and thus secured its lines of communication, the French army 

reluctantly left the security of the coastline and struck out for Cairo.  While the ensuing march 

across the desert to the Nile took only 96 march hours, this was more than enough time for 

disaffection to set in among the grognards of the French army.  The Army of the Orient soon 

discovered that Egypt was a long way from the fertile plains and valleys of Italy where they had 

last served.  The allure of the exotic campaign to the orient quickly wore off once the army left 

the coastline and marched into the desert.  Bertrand later recalled that soldiers were not alone in 
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the discontent they increasingly felt as they trekked across the desert toward Cairo, noting that he 

“had seen [even] the most distinguished generals, [such as Jean] Lannes and [Joachim] Murat, 

throw their adorned hats in the sand and trample them underfoot in a moment of rage in front of 

the soldiers.”9 

Napoleon opined later that the primary cause of the grumbling that occurred in the army 

during the Egyptian campaign was that the officers and soldiers of the Army of the Orient were 

spoiled.  In retrospect, he saw that “. . . no army in the world was less suited for the Egyptian 

expedition than the one [that I] led there.”  Continuing, he added that “It was the Army of Italy . . 

. This army had already fulfilled its career . . .  all of its members were covered with wealth, 

pleasures and considerations; they were no longer fit for deserts and hardships such as we 

encountered in Egypt.”10  Napoleon admitted that he himself would not have undertaken the 

expedition had he known how poor the country was.  The young general-in-chief stated that he 

was shocked when he discovered the truth regarding the wealth of Egypt shortly after landing: 

 
Alexandria was not pretty, but Damanhour struck me with awe.   When I was 
taken to the stables where [General Louis] Desaix had established himself I told 
him that he was far too modest. 
 
You will see, Desaix said laughing . . . this is the finest there is.   
 
For dinner they brought two pitchers of milk and two cakes cooked in embers.  
What a feast for the conqueror of Italy!11 
 

What Bertrand’s exact feelings regarding the campaign were at this time are unknown.  

He had rejoined his unit, General Louis-Andre Bon’s division, where he commanded fifty 

sappers and one lieutenant.12  He dutifully kept a log which detailed his units’ march across the 

desert.  To escape the heat, his unit set out as evening fell on 7 July.  Much to their dismay, they 

were to discover during the march that most of the wells they passed were dry, adding to the 

army’s misery.  The near continuous presence of Arab cavalrymen who surrounded and followed 

                                                 
9 Bertrand as quoted in Las Cases, Mémorial, 70. 
10 Las Cases, Mémorial, 70.  Napoleon made this comment to Las Cases during his exile on St. 
Helena. 
11 Napoleon as quoted in Henri-Gatien Bertrand, Cahiers de Sainte-Hélène  (Paris, 1949-59), II, 
334. 
12 Vasson, Bertrand, 22. 
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the French columns every step of their journey did nothing to alleviate the French army’s 

displeasure.  Bertrand likened them to “sharks following a squadron at sea.”  After being 

repulsed a few times by musket fire, these ‘sharks’ resorted to ambushing stragglers who became 

separated from the main column.13 

Yet, still the French marched onward.  They reached the banks of the Nile at Ramanieh 

on 11 July where they were joined by part of the French fleet.  Turning south, General Bonaparte 

ordered his army on toward Cairo.  After brushing aside the Mamelukes of Mourad-Bey in a 

brief skirmish at Chobrakhit on 13 July, the French continued their torturous journey into the 

heart of Egypt.  The march did not become any easier. 14 

While not immune to the hardships and deprivations suffered by the French soldiers as 

they marched steadily on toward Cairo, Bertrand appeared to have held up better than most.  He 

had not been spoiled by the Italian Campaign and undoubtedly considered this particular journey 

to be preferable to the one that he had taken to Constantinople the previous year.  He also drew 

courage and strength from the example set by the illustrious savants that General Bonaparte had 

brought along on the campaign for scientific purposes.15  Men such as Claude-Louis Berthollet 

and Gaspard Monge, the latter being the 52 year old ex-teacher and associate of Bertrand from 

the école polytechnique continued on in spite of all hardships.   Also included in this group was 

General Caffarelli, the senior military engineer on the expedition, and a man who hobbled about 

the sands of Egypt with one wooden leg.16  These men showed their grit and determination 

                                                 
13 Ibid.  Survivors’ reports of being raped and otherwise inhumanely treated soon filtered back 
into the French army and did little to improve its satisfaction with the campaign.  See Andre 
Castelot, Napoleon (New York, 1971), 106. 
14 Numerous soldiers’ journals recorded the hardships; see Captain Vertray, Journal d’un officier 
de l’armée d’Egypte  (Paris, 1883), 55; and Charles Francois, Journal du Capitaine François, dit 
le Dromedaire d’Egypte, 1792-1830  (Paris, 1903), I, 202.  Both as quoted in J. Christopher 
Herold, Bonaparte in Egypt (New York, 1962), 93-94.  Captain Vertray wrote describing how 
“our aching feet became as creviced as the ground they trod on,” while Sergeant Francois spoke 
of men dying, “suffocated by the heat.”  Other participants of the Egyptian Campaign told of 
men throwing themselves into the Nile, preferring death by drowning to continuing marching 
under such conditions; see Vasson, Bertrand, 23. 
15 Vasson, Bertrand, 23-4. 
16 Caffarelli’s wooden leg drew some playful derision from the French soldiers who dismissed 
his eternal optimism during the campaign as being the result of always having one foot in 
France.  See Ibid., 24. 
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throughout the campaign, inspiring all by their actions.  Bertrand could not have failed but to 

have taken heart from their example as he continued to trudge onward. 

The French finally drew near Cairo on 20 July.  Their joy and elation at seeing the 

Pyramids looming in the distance and at nearing the end of their journey was somewhat mooted 

by the site of Mourad-Bey’s impressive army of mounted Mamelukes that blocked their way.  

During the ensuing Battle of the Pyramids on 21 July, the French Army showed no signs of 

having wilted despite the arduous march.  Fighting as part of General Bon’s division, Bertrand 

faithfully sketched the general outlines of the battle in his journal.  Formed in squares, the French 

destroyed the Mamelukes with bayonets, and cannon and musket fire before advancing on 

Mourad-Bey’s entrenched camp.  Bertrand noted that the French movements were disciplined 

and well-executed and that, in the end, “almost no one escaped” the French assault.17 

While he made no mention of his own actions during this battle in his journal, Bertrand had 

apparently distinguished himself in this, his first real participation in a Napoleonic battle.  Just 

over two weeks after the battle, Bertrand received a certificate signed by General Bonaparte’s 

chief of staff, General Alexander Berthier.  It declared that, “the general-in-chief Bonaparte, in 

recompense of the distinguished manner with which you conducted yourself at the Battle of the 

Pyramids, promotes you – on the field of battle – to the grade of chef de batallion.”18  A 

battlefield promotion from the ‘Conqueror of Italy’ was clear recognition of Bertrand’s 

exemplary conduct during the battle. 

Three days after the battle of Cairo, General Bonaparte, renamed by the local inhabitants 

as the Sultan el-Kébir (Sultan of Fire) after his stunning defeat of the Mameluke army on his way 

to Cairo, entered the Egyptian city.  For Bertrand and the rest of the French engineers, the French 

Army’s entry into Cairo marked the beginning of many prodigious tasks for them.   The defeat of 

the French fleet in Aboukir Bay on 1 August and the subsequent failure of French diplomats to 

secure a treaty with the Ottoman Porte forced Bonaparte to prepare for a longer and more 

inhospitable stay than he had originally intentioned.  In addition to the legal, economic, and 

political reforms he implemented as part of his attempt to reorganize the Egyptian government so 

that it would be better able to support the occupying French Army (similar to the reforms he had 

implemented in Italy during the Italian Campaign), General Bonaparte paid a great deal of  

                                                 
17 Ibid., 24-25. 
18 Berthier to Bertrand, 7 August 1798, Service historique, Dossier 7Yd 455. 
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Map 1:  Egyptian Campaign, 1798-1801.  Bertrand disembarked at Alexandria and made his 
way across the desert to Cairo with the rest of the French army. 
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attention to making improvements to the Egyptian infrastructure.  Accordingly, he directed his 

engineers to initiate numerous construction projects toward this end. 

The engineering projects had a variety of purposes.  Some, such as those undertaken on 

Egyptian irrigation, canal, and road systems, were intended to improve Egypt’s agricultural and 

transportation infrastructure.  Egyptian farming was largely dependent on the Nile and the 

infrequent rains for its success.  Bonaparte reasoned that he could better regulate Egyptian 

agriculture with improved canal and irrigation systems.  Cairo, meanwhile, was a snarl of 

twisting, narrow, and often dead-end streets.  There was no apparent logic to the Cairene road 

grid.  This made it difficult for Egyptian merchants to move around the city.  The complex Cairo 

road net also made it time consuming to rush military reinforcements around the city – a fact that 

was certainly not lost on General Bonaparte as he pondered the fate of his army now that its 

lifeline to Europe had been severed at Aboukir Bay. 

Many of the French engineering projects had an obvious military purpose.  General 

Bonaparte immediately began to construct a series of interlocking fortifications on the hills that 

ringed Cairo.  Special attention was also given to the Citadel which towered over Cairo.  

Bertrand’s soldiers and engineers razed buildings, removed the numerous stone benches, 

balconies, and staircases which cluttered the streets and restricted traffic, and began to tear down 

the gates that controlled the passage of people and traffic between the city’s various quarters.19  

The French also destroyed several houses, mosques, and other buildings in front of the Citadel 

and the other forts under construction to obtain clear fields of fire.20  

Unfortunately, the French construction projects together with Bonaparte’s political and 

economic reforms as well as the Ottoman Porte’s call for a Holy War against the invading 

French infidels, combined to foment in Cairo against the French.21  The French engineers were a 

particular focus of the insurrection that began on 21 October.  General Caffarelli’s house was 

attacked as were other buildings that housed the French engineers who had been particularly 

conspicuous in overseeing the various construction projects in the city.  While Caffarelli was 

                                                 
19 Edmé François Jomard, “Description Abrégée de la Ville et Citadelle du Carie,” in Description 
de l’Egypte:  Etat Moderne (Paris, 1809-28), III, 585. 
20 Abd al-Rahman Jabarti, History of Egypt  (Stuttgart, 1994), III, 33. 
21 Henri-Gatien Bertrand, Campagnes d’Italie, d’Egypte, et de Syrie  (Paris, 1872), II, 245-47.  
Wild rumors had spread among the Cairenes that the purpose of the French engineering projects 
was to facilitate an impending massacre of the inhabitants of Cairo. 
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absent and thus escaped harm, the French commandant of Cairo, General Dominique Dupuy was 

not so fortunate.  The revolt was put down on the following day after the French began shelling 

the mosque of El Azhar and the surrounding quarters where the uprising was centered.22 

Although unsuccessful, the uprising had a significant impact on the nature of the French 

occupation.  The French soldiers, previously quartered with the native population and able to 

walk about the city freely and unarmed, were immediately evacuated from local housing and 

concentrated in the Citadel and around the French headquarters at Ezbekiyah Place.  The soldiers 

also began carrying arms and traveling in groups while in public.   The French Army’s pre-revolt 

delusions of being the city’s liberators vanished, replaced with the sobering reality that they were 

merely the latest in Cairo’s long line of foreign conquerors. 

General Bonaparte, meanwhile, abandoned his planned reforms and began to focus on 

mounting a punitive expedition into Syria against the Ottoman Porte.  To ensure the safety of 

those he intended to leave behind in Cairo during the campaign, the general-in-chief directed the 

French engineers to redouble their efforts to fortify the Citadel and to complete the series of forts 

being constructed around the city.23   Bertrand was charged with undertaking a study of some of 

the city’s defenses.  On 27 October Bertrand submitted his report which, recognizing that 

“economies of defense [were] the essential point,” proposed a plan “to defend the approaches to 

Cairo [with] the least number of posts and the least number of men at each post.”24  Bertrand was 

subsequently to begin implementing parts of this plan.  He constructed a masonry fort on the hill 

where the French artillery had established itself during the uprising.  This fort “dominated the 

most mutinous quarter [of the city] and its fires were interlocked with those of the citadel.”25   

As the date of his impending departure for the Syrian Campaign grew nearer, General 

Bonaparte began to pay more and more attention to the works of his engineers around Cairo.  He 

relied heavily on reports from his talented, well-trained military engineers for advice on where to 

focus his engineering efforts.  Bertrand was personally involved in the planning and construction 

of several of the engineering projects executed during this time.  As a sign of the growing 

confidence that the general-in-chief and his engineering superiors had in his competence, 
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Bertrand figured prominently in some of the most important engineering projects.  In addition to 

the earlier mentioned work, Bertrand also helped to construct Fort Camin, a small fortification on 

the outskirts of Cairo that Bonaparte considered to be “extremely essential” to the defense of the 

city.26  In a report he wrote concerning this fort, Bertrand noted that its purpose was to 

“guarantee the environs of Cairo from the incursions of the Arabs and, specifically, to defend the 

approaches to the city’s gates.”27  Its strategic emplacement allowed the French “the means of 

bringing fire on both banks of the Nile, of cutting the communication by water between Upper 

and Lower Egypt, and of establishing in safety the large military establishments necessary to the 

army.”28  

Bertrand’s growing standing was further demonstrated by the direct communication he 

sometimes enjoyed with General Bonaparte.  Shortly before leaving for Syria, the general-in-

chief wrote to Bertrand, noting that:  “I have received, citizen, the memoir that you have sent on 

the defense of the place Ezbekiya.  I approve of all of your dispositions.”29  Such correspondence 

between the commander of an army and a major was unusual.  As such, it reflected Bertrand’s 

rising stature in the French Army and belied a promising future for the young engineering officer 

who was everyday giving more notice of his talent and potential. 

The general-in-chief continued to rely on Bertrand’s engineering expertise when the 

former left Cairo on his Syrian Campaign in February of 1799.  Left behind to continue the work 

of improving the fortifications and defenses of Cairo, Bertrand corresponded regularly with 

General Bonaparte.  Bertrand received a note from Bonaparte’s aide dated 18 April 1799 that 

acknowledged the receipt of seven letters he had written and apologized for the general-in-

chief’s failure to respond to them earlier.  The aide wrote that the commander had not been able 

to respond to them yet because of his preoccupation with events in Syria.  He advised Bertrand to 
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have patience and to take heart, noting that:  “the nearing arrival in Cairo of the Sultan Kebir will 

remedy all [and] General Caffarelli will be there [Cairo] as soon as it is possible.”30 

What specific troubles Bertrand had described to General Bonaparte are unknown.  

During the Syrian Campaign, the French forces that had remained behind in Cairo had virtually 

ceased daily contact with the local inhabitants, isolating themselves in the Citadel and their 

newly built fortresses.31  Still, as evidenced by Bertrand’s letters, Bonaparte maintained a keen 

interest in the affairs of this city and the construction projects that he had initiated following the 

October revolt.  While some uprisings occurred among the Egyptian people in the outlying areas 

during this time, Cairo remained peaceful throughout the Syrian Campaign – a fact that was no 

doubt partially a result of the daunting and imposing fortifications that the French had built after 

the last insurrection. 

After being turned back at Acre, Bonaparte was gratified to return to his secure base in 

Cairo.  The French army retired to the safety and security of Cairo in June and Bonaparte began 

to plan his next course of action.  The approach of a Turkish army and their subsequent landing 

at Aboukir Bay on 11 July quickly forced the general-in-chief to decide the future of the 

expedition.  Always one for action and the offensive, he ordered his army to march north 

immediately.  Less than two weeks later, he confronted the Turkish army with 10,000 of his 

battle-hardened and desert-tested French soldiers.  Not waiting for all of his army to close, 

General Bonaparte launched an attack against the entrenched soldiers of the Ottoman Porte on 

the following day, 25 July.32   

Bertrand made sure that he was not left behind this time.  Eager to prove himself again in 

battle after missing the Syrian Campaign, Bertrand found himself in the thick of the action 

during the land battle of Aboukir Bay.  After Murat had raised the first Turkish line with one of 

his typically daring cavalry charges, Bertrand fought his way to the front during the French 

attack on the second Turkish line.  Following his commander and fellow engineer, Colonel 
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Crétin, Bertrand had the opportunity to observe General Bonaparte in battle.  Years later at St. 

Helena, Bertrand recalled his experiences during this battle in a conversation he had with 

Napoleon: 

 
[Bertrand] told the Emperor that at the battle of Aboukir, he was for the first time 
near him in battle:  he was so little used . . . to the audacity of his maneuvers, that 
he barely understood any order which was given and which he heard. ‘Especially, 
Sire,’ Bertrand continued, ‘when I heard you shouting to one of your 
reconnaissance officers:  ‘Come on, my dear Hercules, take twenty five men with 
you, and charge these rascals for me.’  Really, I thought I was out of my mind: 
Your Majesty was pointing with his hand at perhaps as many as one thousand 
mounted Turkish soldiers.’33 
 

Bonaparte’s actions on this day stand in marked contrast to what Bertrand had witnessed 

during the initial battle of the Egyptian Campaign at Alexandria just over one year earlier.  In 

time, Bertrand would have the opportunity to observe Napoleon in action on several other 

battlefields.  Those experiences allowed him to understand the seeming dichotomy between his 

general-in-chief’s very dissimilar methods and style of command during various battles.  As 

Bertrand would later conclude:   

 
In the various circumstances of his life, but especially in war, there existed in the 
Emperor two different – but I would not say opposite – men.  Here, [at 
Alexandria] calm head, he listened, examined, calculated all with sangfroid; even 
on days when the thunder roared and reverses were all around him he could still 
be an impassive being.  On other days, [such as at Aboukir] and particularly on 
the days of some of his greatest battles, he was quite different.  On those days, he 
was a lion, his looks were of fire, his horses – ridden to the ground – did not have 
enough legs, he listened to no one, he won over all, he made himself a wing of the 
army; he would not give those days for 20,000 men.  His fame and renown is 
there, proclaiming his victories, and repeating to future generations his radiant 
name and his immortal glory.34 
 

Those conclusions were for another day, however.  Bertrand was too caught up in the 

battle at the time to ponder too deeply the transformation that had seemingly overcome 

Bonaparte.  For the moment, all that mattered to Bertrand was to keep up with Colonel Crétin 

who was trying desperately to win some renown of his own by being the first Frenchman to enter 
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one of the redoubts on the second Turkish line.  When Crétin fell with a mortal wound, that task 

fell to Bertrand.  Despite being wounded by a musket ball that glanced off his head, and having a 

horse shot from under him, Bertrand refused to leave the battlefield and eventually succeeded in 

his mission.35 

While the Turkish army had been routed by the French during the Battle of Aboukir Bay, 

a sizeable portion of their army fled to the Citadel where the French subsequently were forced to 

lay siege.  Impressed again with his actions during battle, Bonaparte appointed Bertrand to 

assume Crétin’s post and to direct the ensuing siege.36  No doubt, Bertrand’s elevated position 

was partially due to the glowing account that the French surgeon, Dominique Larrey, had given 

to Bonaparte.  When the latter had inquired about those who had been wounded in the battle of 

Aboukir, Larrey was reported to have “made a great elogy about the superior qualities of 

Bertrand” which Bonaparte “made a note of in his notebook.”37   

After a brief stay in the hospital, Bertrand took up his new commission as director of the 

siege works enthusiastically.  Feeling the siege tightening around them, the Turkish army 

launched a sortie on 27 July, attempting to probe the French siege works in preparation for a 

potential breakout.  The Turks seized a few houses during the raid and followed up this action 

with a lively bombardment of the French later that day.38  Bertrand sensed that these were the 

acts of a desperate army and he felt that it would only be a matter of time until the siege would 

end.  The commander of the siege, General Lannes, however, disagreed.  In his typically 

impetuous manner, Lannes counter-attacked during the fusillade to regain the houses that the 

French had lost earlier in the day.  Bertrand later complained of Lannes’ impatience, arguing that 

it made no sense to risk “losing the world against some desperate men.”  Bertrand reasoned that 
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“the enemy [would] soon be contained within the walls of his own fort without the cost of a 

single man to the besiegers.”39 

Despite his misgivings, Bertrand joined the ordered counter-attack and again accounted 

for himself brilliantly in battle, personally capturing a Turkish flag during the French assault.40  

For his part, Lannes was wounded during the skirmish and was subsequently replaced by 

General Jacques-François Menou.  Although Bertrand too was wounded during the attack, he 

continued as director of the siege works.  Writing to Bonaparte on 31 July, Bertrand proudly 

noted that he had lost only five men during the previous three days of the siege.41  The second 

parallel was opened that day and, two days later, the Turkish army recognized the futility of 

continued resistance and surrendered.42  Menou praised Bertrand’s conduct of the siege, writing 

to General Bonaparte that “the engineer [Bertrand] has conducted himself marvelously.”43  Two 

days after the completion of the siege, Bonaparte gave proof that he agreed with Menou’s 

assessment of Bertrand’s exemplary performance during the siege by promoting Bertrand to chef 

de brigade.44 

This marked the second battlefield promotion that Bertrand had received from General 

Bonaparte in a year and was yet another sign of the general-in-chief’s growing appreciation for 

Bertrand’s skills as both an officer and an engineer.  Bertrand had proven during the first year of 

the Egyptian Campaign to be as equally adept at attacking fortifications as he was at building 

them.  Following his success in laying siege to the fortifications surrounding Aboukir, Bonaparte 

directed Bertrand to begin rebuilding the defenses of both Aboukir and Alexandria.45  Bertrand 

took advantage of the slower pace of operations during this time to pen a letter to his sister.  

While he mentioned that he had been wounded during the recent fighting, he minimized his 
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overall role in the battle and failed to mention his promotion at all.46  This was typical of the 

modesty Bertrand was to display throughout his life. 

There would be nothing feigned in the modesty Bertrand exhibited during the two years 

he spent in Egypt following the Battle of Aboukir.  The abrupt departure of Bonaparte on 24 

August sapped the French army’s morale.  The ambitious objectives of the early days of the 

campaign were discarded and the French army settled into survival mode.47  Exasperated by the 

general-in-chief’s perceived desertion of his army, Bonaparte’s predecessor, General Jean 

Kléber, reluctantly began negotiations with the English and the Ottoman Porte for the Army of 

the Orient’s surrender and return to France.48   

While these peace talks were underway, Bertrand returned to Cairo with the bulk of the 

French army and resumed the work he had previously begun on the city’s fortifications.  When 

the discussions were concluded on 28 January 1800 with the signing of the Treaty of El Arish, 

Bertrand was undoubtedly as pleased as the rest of the French army to learn that they would soon 

be setting sail for France.  In his earlier letter to his sister, Bertrand had acknowledged that Cairo 

was a “great” city but he had also admitted that it was only “[his] work that had prevented [him] 

from being bored” there.49  While Egypt had afforded him the opportunity to prove himself in 

battle, he was aware of the momentous events that had been occurring in France and Europe 

since Bonaparte’s return in October of 1799 and he was no doubt eager to once again place 

himself under the command of the man for whom he had developed such a tremendous respect.  

However, Bonaparte, now acting as the First Consul, was at that very moment preparing to begin 

the Marengo campaign while Bertrand was a thousand miles away serving in Egypt where there 

was little glory left to be won. 
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Unfortunately, Bertrand’s dreams of a quick return to France were dashed with the 

rejection of the Treaty of El Arish by the British Cabinet in March.  Kléber, infuriated by the 

treacherous dealings of the English and the Turks, unleashed the French army in a fit of 

vengeance.  In his order of the day for 17 March, Kléber voiced his displeasure over the ruptured 

treaty, telling his soldiers that “one responds to such insolence only with victories.  Prepare 

yourself for combat!”50  The Turkish army that had been approaching Cairo to accept its transfer 

from the French was the first to feel the French army’s fury.  After pursuing and decisively 

defeating this army at the Battle of Heliopolis on 20 March, Kléber regained control of the 

remainder of lower Egypt during the following week.51 

  With lower Egypt thus secured, the French next set about the task of retaking Cairo.  

That city had risen up in revolt and had been occupied by the Mamelukes of Ibrahim-Bey while 

the French had been busy with the Turks.  In a testament to the solid engineering efforts of 

Bertrand and others, the French soldiers who had remained in Cairo had taken refuge in the 

Citadel and the other forts built by the French around Cairo during the previous two years.52  

These fortifications played a key role in preventing the Cairenes from gaining control of the city 

while the bulk of the French army was busy elsewhere.  They also played a significant part in the 

siege that began after the return of Kléber and his army on 27 March.53   

Bertrand, who had participated in the great French victory at Heliopolis, played an active 

role in the subsequent siege of Cairo.54  Still infuriated over the rupture of the Treaty of El-Arish, 

the French showed little mercy and gave little quarter during the brutal siege of Cairo that lasted 

over three weeks.  The Cairenes, fearful of the retaliations that would follow their surrender, 

refused to capitulate despite the lack of food and incessant shelling of the city by the French 

artillery.55  The stubborn and senseless resistance of the Cairenes only served to further increase 

the mounting rage of the French army.  The French soldiers demonstrated the full scope of their 
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anger on the attack they launched against the suburb of Boulaq on 14 April and the subsequent 

assault on Cairo proper on the 18th.  “Our soldiers were furious,” French captain M. Vertray 

recalled.  “Many houses were pillaged and their occupants massacred.”56  With bombs raining 

down upon them, mines being exploded under their houses, and fire being set to various quarters 

of the city, the actions of the French soldiers proved to be the final straw for the Cairenes who 

finally surrendered on 22 April.57 

In the midst of the siege, Bertrand received word from Paris notifying him that 

Bonaparte, now the First Consul of France, had appointed him Under-Director of Fortifications 

for the French army in Egypt.  This new position demonstrated Bertrand’s impact on his general-

in-chief who continued to think of him months after he himself had departed Egypt.  In the letter 

he received informing of his new position, the Minister of War, Lazare Carnot, had added an 

aside that he “applauded [Bertrand’s] appointment very sincerely due to the particular knowledge 

I have of your talents and of your service.”58  Bertrand’s “talents” and “service” continued to 

impress and garner the attention of all those with whom he made contact. 

Bertrand’s new position was more administrative in nature than those that he had 

occupied previously.  While the French army settled back into a defensive posture following 

their recapture of Cairo and lower Egypt, Bertrand dealt more with financial and organizational 

issues concerning the French engineers rather than specifically supervising the construction of 

fortifications as he had done before.59  Regardless, he continued to be recognized for his superior 

performance and he continued to receive evidence that he had not been forgotten by his former 

commander.  After being selected to serve on the panel established to try the man charged with 

assassinating Kléber,60 Bertrand once again received good news from Paris, this time in the form 

of a decree signed by Bonaparte announcing Bertrand’s promotion to general de brigade.61 

Kléber’s death and the subsequent rise of General Menou to the command of the French 

army in Egypt marked the beginning of the final phase of the Egyptian Campaign.  Menou’s 
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term as commander witnessed new attempts by the French to complete the political and social 

reforms first begun by Bonaparte at the beginning of the campaign.  Menou’s somewhat 

conciliatory overtures to the Egyptian people resulted in a period of relative peace and quiet for 

the French in the fall and winter of 1800-01.62  In his elevated position as a general serving as the 

under-director for fortifications, Bertrand busied himself during this time with the various 

organizational and administrative duties associated with his rank and position.63   

Contact with France remained sporadic during this period as witnessed by the letters 

Bertrand’s father sent to the Minister of War in the fall and winter of 1800-01 in which he asked 

for news of his son.64  Britain’s control of the Mediterranean and the close blockade they 

maintained around Egypt precluded most direct correspondence between father and son.  What 

letters did get through were dated as much as eight months earlier.  Still, such obstacles did not 

prevent either from trying.  In a heartfelt note written to his son in May 1801, Bertrand’s father 

gave him news of many of his friends’ families.  Demonstrating the love and concern he had for 

his son, Henri Bertrand closed with the heartfelt words:  “adieu my dear and good child.  I 

embrace you tenderly.”65  

British naval supremacy stymied the many efforts France made to relieve its beleaguered 

Army of the Orient.66  Growing tired of merely containing the French in Egypt, the British 
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sought in the spring of 1801 to expel them completely from northeastern Africa.  The subsequent 

British landing on the northern coast of Egypt near Aboukir on 8 March 1801 caught the French 

by surprise.  Bertrand lamented the fact that he had not constructed a fort on the heights that 

fronted the beach where the British had landed.  Such a fort, he felt, would have made the British 

army’s amphibious assault impossible.67   French general François Lanusses’ actions following 

the British landing gave Bertrand further cause for regret.  Although Bertrand advised him 

against an immediate counterattack, suggesting that he wait for the arrival of Menou’s army 

advancing from Cairo, Lanusse ignored Bertrand’s counsel and flung his army hopelessly against 

the British on 13 March.68  The losses the French suffered in this futile and ill-advised attack 

were sorely felt on 21 March when Menou’s poor dispositions resulted in another, more decisive, 

French defeat at the Battle of Canope.  Unable to return to Cairo and reunite with the remainder 

of the French army there under General Augustin Belliard, Menou had little choice but to retire 

to Alexandria and await the British attack there. 

With the French army thus divided, the British and their Turkish allies proceeded to 

defeat the French forces in detail.  After sealing off Menou’s army at Alexandria by investing it 

and by flooding the partially dried up bed of Lake Maryut that lay south of the city, the British 

focused their attention and energy on defeating Belliard’s forces at Cairo.69  Moreover, Belliard’s 
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sudden capitulation at Cairo on 25 June enabled the British and Turks to focus all of their efforts 

on Menou at Alexandria.70   

At Alexandria, the French found that their ability to resist the British siege was somewhat 

limited.  With no lime to erect masonry works and no wood to build palisades, Bertrand and the 

engineers were unable to construct the same quality of fortifications as they had built at Cairo 

earlier in the campaign.71  The British blockade of the coastline, meanwhile, continued to prevent 

French reinforcements from reaching Menou’s besieged army.  Still, all was not lost because the 

French possessed a sufficient quantity of supplies and could conceivably hold out in a lengthy 

siege given the difficulties experienced by the British.72   

However, feeling that Belliard’s quick surrender at Cairo had doomed his own command 

at Alexandria, Menou began to lose faith in the French cause.  Menou lamented Belliard’s 

untimely capitulation which he felt prevented him from perfecting the fortifications of 

Alexandria before the British were able to concentrate all of their forces there against him.73  

After removing several generals who were critical of Menou’s inept decisions, Menou convened 

a counsel of war.  The participants were asked to consider whether or not they believed the 

French should capitulate.  Only one general openly dissented from the majority who felt that 

surrender was the proper course of action.   With his generals’ opinion in hand, Menou entered 

into negotiations with the British which were concluded by the end of August.74 

Bertrand, apparently not at the council of war, was very critical of the French surrender.  

He refused to sign the capitulation and later stated his objections to the surrender in his 

Campagnes de Egypte et de Syrie.  He believed that Menou’s decision to surrender should have 

                                                 
70 Bertrand, Campagnes d’Egypte, III, 285.  Napoleon and others were very critical of Belliard’s 
surrender given the number of men and amount of supplies he possessed as well as the strength 
of the Cairo fortifications.  Belliard was given essentially the same terms as Kléber had 
previously agreed to in the Treaty of El-Arish, including terms providing for the safe passage of 
the French army back to France.   
71 Bertrand, Cahiers, II, 56.  Bertrand served as the director of fortifications in Alexandria during 
the siege. 
72 While generally critical of Menou’s command, General Jean-Louis Reynier did acknowledge 
that the English blockade was affective in reducing the supplies at Alexandria to a critical point.  
See Jean-Louis Reynier, Mémoires du Comte Reynier, (Paris, 1827), 272-88. 
73 Rigault, Le General Abdullah Menou, 369. 
74 Ibid. 
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been based strictly on whether the breach was practicable and an assault was imminent, or 

whether the French garrison possessed enough supplies to continue the defense. 

 
These were the only two questions that should have been considered.  That the 
English camp was being ravaged by sickness and disease; that the last ships 
received from Europe had made known that peace negotiations were ongoing; and 
– putting all other considerations aside – that military honor demanded that the 
defense be prolonged until the last possible moment; that the acquisition of Egypt 
had already been too easily achieved by the enemy . . . all combined to make this 
capitulation very dishonorable.75 
 

Although Bertrand was as eager as everyone else to return to France, he did not want to do so 

under dishonorable conditions.  Exhibiting a character trait that he would retain throughout his 

life, Bertrand insisted that honor be the guiding principle in determining his conduct, even when 

it was not in his own personal interest. 

Others, including Menou, obviously did not feel this way.  As Napoleon was to observe 

later, the desire to return to France swayed many of the decisions made by French commanders 

during the final years of the Egyptian Campaign.76  Menou’s decision to negotiate a surrender of 

the French garrison at Alexandria was certainly influenced by this consideration.  Regardless of 

the motivations, the treaty was signed and, despite his noted objections, Bertrand boarded the 

British transport ship for the voyage back to France with the rest of the French army in 

September 1801.   

Arriving in Toulon in October, Bertrand returned to France as a seasoned and combat 

experienced general of engineers.  The three years in Egypt had broadened Bertrand’s military 

and engineering knowledge considerably.  While there he had overseen the construction of 

numerous fortifications, fought in several pitched battles, directed sieges against enemy field 

works, and had in turn defended fortifications while under siege.  In all of the various actions and 

positions he had served in, Bertrand had given notice of his considerable talent as evidenced by 

his rise from the rank of captain to general during the campaign.  Only 27 years old at the time of  

 

 

                                                 
75 “Campagne d’Egypte et de Syrie,” Correspondence de Napoléon Ier, XXX, 193. 
76 Bertrand, Cahiers, II, 35. 
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his return to France, Bertrand possessed a combination of schooling and practical experience that 

would serve him well during the years to come. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

CONQUERING THE SEA:  THE CAMP de BOULOGNE, 1802-04 

 

 

 
 

The France that Bertrand returned to in the fall of 1801 was vastly changed from the one 

that he had left behind when he had embarked for Egypt in 1798.  Bonaparte, elevated to the 

position of First Consul, had begun to apply to the political realm the same genius that he had 

formerly wrought in the military arena.  After ten years of turmoil brought about by the 

revolutionary fervor that had engulfed France after 1789, Bonaparte had begun to restore order.  

The ending of the civil war and the general chaos that had reigned in France since the storming 

of the Bastille began the process of restoring a sense of normalcy within the Republic.  The 

preliminary conclusion of the peace negotiations with Great Britain that occurred shortly after 

the surrender of the French army in Egypt, meanwhile, promised an end to the external wars that 

had plagued France since the Bourbons had been overthrown. 

The positive changes that Bonaparte had effected in France since his return allowed the 

men of the Army of the Orient to overlook the fact that he had returned to France without them 

two years before their own return.  Passing in review in front of their old commander in Lyon on 

25 January 1802, the officers and soldiers of the Army of the Orient showed no lingering signs of 

ill-will or resentment to the First Consul.1  Most were undoubtedly simply happy to be back in 

France.  The remarkable changes that had transpired since their departure helped to mute any 

criticisms or scorn any veterans of the Egyptian Campaign may have harbored for Bonaparte’s 

secret departure from Egypt without them.  Bertrand and the others could see with their own eyes 

                                                 
1 Following a harsh cold spell, the parade held in Bellecour Place was blessed with particularly 
good weather.  Napoleon commented that “the sun shone as in the month of Floreal (April-
May).”  See Napoleon to Cambacérès, 25 Jan 1802, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier,  No. 5932, 
VII, 370. 
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what had been achieved.  They undoubtedly realized that nothing comparable could have been 

accomplished had Bonaparte remained in Egypt.  Following the parade, the generals of the Army 

of the Orient threw a party in honor of the First Consul – a clear sign that any possible 

grievances they may have had with their leader were forgotten.2 

Shortly after the review in Lyon, Bonaparte gave his old army a belated homecoming 

present by finally concluding his negotiations for peace with England.  The signing of the Treaty 

of Amiens in March of 1802 ended almost ten years of constant wars and campaigning between 

France and its European neighbors.  The peace was a much-welcomed respite for both France 

and its soldiers.  While the First Consul and the French government sought to implement social, 

economic, and political reforms and solidifying the gains of the Revolution, France’s military 

leaders likewise sought to take advantage of the peace to regularize the many military reforms 

that had already been implemented and to reorganize and perfect its defenses.   

Bertrand played a role in both of these efforts.  On the reform side, Bertrand served as a 

member of a commission charged with combining the schools of artillery and engineering.3  His 

role in helping to prepare France’s fortifications, meanwhile, was much more extensive.  Named 

Inspector General of Fortifications on 24 November 1801, Bertrand was instructed to conduct an 

inspection of some of France’s coastal fortifications.  He spent the majority of the summer of 

1802 examining the fortresses along the southwest coast of France.  In May, Bertrand wrote to 

the Minister of War requesting the “maps of Cassini . . . from Rochefort to Bayonne and 

Perpignan,” stating as justification the fact that he had been charged with inspecting these 

places.4 

After completing his inspections and rendering his report, Bertrand requested 

authorization to take leave in Spain.5  Recognizing an opportunity to collect intelligence about 

Spain’s frontier fortifications, the Director of Fortifications in charge of engineer personnel 

forwarded Bertrand’s request to Berthier, noting in the margins that:  “given Bertrand’s well-

known talents,” he could take advantage of the trip to casually and informally survey Spain’s 

defenses.6  Berthier agreed.  He wrote to Bertrand at Perpignan on 26 August granting his leave 

                                                 
2 Ibid. 
3 Paulin, Notice Biographique, 9. 
4 Bertrand to Berthier, 21 May 1802, Collection Michel Berthelot. 
5 Bertrand to Berthier, 4 Aug 1802, Service historique, Dossier 7Yd 455. 
6 Director of Fortifications in Charge of Engineer Personnel to Berthier, 15 Aug 1802, Ibid. 



 47

and enjoining him to “make your dispositions profitable.”7  Bertrand was expected to perform 

military duties even while on leave. 

The following spring Bertrand continued his inspections of the French coastline.  He 

made his way further north this time, concentrating on the area in and around the Vendée.  Of 

particular interest this year were the fortifications contained on the coastal islands that fronted 

the western coastline of France.  Making his way north from La Rochelle, Bertrand spent a great 

deal of time on the isle of Yeu.  He submitted an extensive treatise of that island’s fortifications 

on 3 May 1803.8  Bertrand’s pessimistic report indicated that the French army would have 

difficulties repelling an attack on Yeu.  He dutifully noted that the island contained only one 

uncompleted stone redoubt.9   

Bertrand’s focus on this island betrayed France’s concerns regarding the increasing 

tensions with Great Britain over its refusal to evacuate Malta in accordance with the terms of the 

Treaty of Amiens.  Yeu had been attacked and raided by Great Britain during both the Seven 

Year’s War and the Revolutionary Wars.  The French military recognized its susceptibility to 

further attacks should hostilities with Great Britain be renewed.  In sending Bertrand to inspect 

its defenses, the French government was anticipating the potential rupture of the Treaty of 

Amiens and a subsequent resumption of war with England.   

As France had anticipated, the treaty was broken on 17 May and the war with Great 

Britain began anew.  Bertrand had been working feverishly since he had submitted his report on 

Yeu to repair that island’s fortifications.  On 14 June, Bertrand reported that he had accelerated 

the work being done to Yeu’s defenses.  He continued his inspection of the other French coastal 

fortifications in the area with a renewed sense of urgency.10  Returning to La Rochelle, Bertrand 

examined the defenses located on the isle of Ré.  He then headed north again to Nantes in 

Brittany.  In July, he turned his scrutiny to the fortifications of St. Malo in Normandy.11 

While Bertrand traveled hurriedly up and down the western coast of France, the First 

Consul was busy conducting his own inspections and determining his campaign strategy for the 

war with Great Britain.  Writing to General Pierre Augereau that summer, Bonaparte declared 

                                                 
7 Berthier to Bertrand, 26 Aug 1802, Service historique, Ibid. 
8 Bertrand, “Report on the Island of Yeu,” 3 May 1803, Service historique, Ms 1234. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Berthier to Bertrand, 14 June 1803, Service historique, Dossier 7Yd 455. 
11 Vaisièrre-Orfila, “Introduction,” Lettres, 29. 
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that “we have six centuries of insults to avenge.”12  To accomplish this objective, however, 

France would have to bring the English army to bay.  The English were not eager to provide 

Bonaparte such an opportunity.  While a mere twenty miles separated the two countries, that 

distance was interrupted by the English Channel which represented an unfathomable chasm as 

long as Great Britain maintained control of the seas.  If Britain would not send her army to the 

continent where Bonaparte could confront it, he would have to find a way to take his army to 

England.  The problem, of course, was how to get it there.  In July 1803 Bonaparte traveled to 

the French coast to consider the challenges posed by his proposed invasion of Great Britain. 

The First Consul had pondered this problem before.  In 1798, before he had embarked for 

the Egyptian Campaign, he had briefly commanded an expedition that had been ordered by the 

Directory to conduct an invasion of the British Isles.  Again in 1801, in an attempt to bring more 

pressure on Great Britain to conclude the Peace of Amiens, Bonaparte had contemplated an 

invasion of England.  His preparations for those operations provided the genesis for the 

campaign plan he adopted in the summer of 1803.13 

Recognizing that he would not be able to challenge Britain’s naval supremacy, the First 

Consul settled on a plan that would circumvent British advantages at sea.  Bonaparte’s previous 

studies and observations of the English Channel had revealed that the channel was beset by three 

weather anomalies at various times throughout the year that would negate British naval 

superiority.  Periods of absolute calm in the summer lasting up to 48 hours left British ships 

without the wind needed to make way.  Similar periods of calm occurred in the winter when 

heavy fogs and weak or non-existent winds prevailed.  Finally, strong storms that occurred in the 

channel around the time of the equinoxes frequently forced ships to leave the channel and seek 

refuge in protected ports.14  All three of these periods offered brief opportunities for a French 

invading force to cross the English Channel without having to run the gauntlet of the British 

channel fleet. 

                                                 
12 Bonaparte to Augereau, 12 November 1803, in R.M. Johnston, ed., The Corsican:  A Diary of 
Napoleon’s Life in His Own Words (New York, 1910), 175. 
13 Fernand Beaucour, “Les Difficultés Portuaires Rencontrées a Boulogne pour le Projet 
Napoléonien d’Expédition en Angleterre, 1803-1805” in Le Transmanche et Les Liaisons 
Maritimes XVIII-XX Siecle 9, (1995):  73. 
14 Adolphe Thiers, Histoire du Consulat et de l’Empire (Paris, 1845), IV, 410-11. 
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To take advantage of these lulls in the weather, Napoleon needed ships that were not 

similarly affected by the adverse sailing conditions.  As a result, Bonaparte resurrected an idea 

that had previously been formulated by his former naval minister, Pierre Forfait.  Forfait had 

proposed constructing a fleet of small, flat-bottomed boats that could be rowed across the 

channel if necessary.  These boats would also require less wind to power and could conceivably 

take advantage of winds that would be too light to assist the larger British naval ships.  Although 

Bonaparte’s naval minister, Admiral Denis Decrès, initially rejected the plan, it was eventually 

settled on by the First Consul as the best means of bringing France’s military might to bear on 

Great Britain.15 

With the cross-channel strategy accepted, it remained for Bonaparte to choose a starting 

point for the invasion.  The decision to use the flat-bottomed boats limited the First Consul’s 

options to ports in the Cape Griz Nez area of France.  This area was chosen because it offered the 

shortest distance from France to England – a requirement that was necessitated by the decision to 

cross during a period of calm by rowing the flat-bottomed boats.   

Unfortunately, France did not have any ports in this area that were suitable for the plan 

that was being contemplated.  The French invasion plan called for over 100,000 soldiers, 432 

artillery pieces, and 7,094 horses to make the crossing.  French leaders calculated that to 

transport an invading force of this size would require 500-600 transport ships and upwards of 

2,000 ships of war to protect the transport fleet.16  This vast flotilla would have to be assembled 

at the ports of embarkation.  Not only would the ports need to have the capacity to handle the 

size of the proposed fleet, but they would also require harbor defenses and fortifications to 

protect the assembled French fleet.  Otherwise, British gunships plying up and down the French 

coast could disrupt the French fleet as it prepared to embark the French army.   

Since there were no ports in the Cape Griz Nez area that possessed both the size and the 

defenses that the French plan required, the First Consul turned to his engineering corps to 

overcome these critical shortcomings.  While the French naval engineers turned to the problem 

of constructing the fleet, the army engineers began work on constructing the needed ports.  

                                                 
15 Joannès Tramond, Manuel d’Histoire Maritime de la France (Paris, 1916), 742-47; and, Erin 
Renn, “British Civil and Military Preparations Against Napoleon’s Planned Invasion, 1803-05,” 
PhD Diss, (Tallahassee, 1974), 16. 
16 Edouard Desbrière, Projets et tentatives de débarquement aux Iles Britanniques  4 Vols.  
(Paris, 1902), III, 79-113.  
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Bonaparte ordered a series of ports to be built.  After surveying the French coastline in July, he 

selected Boulogne as the chief port of embarkation.  The ports of Etaples to the south and 

Wimereux and Ambleteuse to the north were chosen as secondary ports to handle the overflow 

from Boulogne.17  In the summer of 1803, the French army began to concentrate along the 

channel coast in advance of the impending invasion.   

Preparation for the proposed invasion was an undertaking of immense proportions as 

Bertrand himself was soon to discover.  In late August, he received orders to assume command 

of the engineers at the Camp of St. Omer.18  This camp was one of several army camps 

established along the French coastline in which the French army was to assemble and train prior 

to its embarkation for England.19  In addition to building the roads, barracks, and other 

infrastructure works required by the army at the Camp of St. Omer, Bertrand was to become 

intimately involved with the preparations at Boulogne. 

There was much to be done to make Boulogne’s port sea-worthy.  In addition to 

increasing the size of the port to anchor 800 to 900 boats, French engineers were also faced with 

the daunting task of increasing the depth of the port and widening the estuary.  Boulogne also 

suffered from a weak current that made movement in the port problematic.  Finally, the port 

lacked the fortifications needed to ensure the safety of the French barges and transport ships 

from the British navy once it had assembled at Boulogne.20 

While others worked on improving the harbor, Bertrand directed efforts to increase the 

depth of the port and to improve the port’s defenses.  Using soldiers from the Camp of St. Omer 

and workers from the surrounding area, Bertrand dredged the river bed for a length of two 

kilometers.  This excavation improved the depth of the port by one meter.21   

To protect the port, meanwhile, Bertrand began work on a series of three forts to cover 

the flanks and the front of Boulogne.  These forts were designed as a secondary line of defense.  

They were to protect the first line which was to consist of a line of gun boats that the First  

                                                 
17 Ibid., 139-78; and Beaucour, “Les Difficultés Portuaires,” 74-77. 
18 Vaissière-Orfila, “Introduction,” Lettres, 30.  The orders were dated 27 Aug 1803.  His 
nomination was confirmed on 3 September. 
19 Each camp corresponded with a specific port of embarkation. 
20 Beaucour, “Les Difficultés Portuaires,” 74-76. 
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Map 2:  Camp de Boulogne.  Napoleon’s invasion plans for England were centered on the port 
of Boulogne in the Pas-de-Calais region of northwestern France.  The Ambleteuse and 
Wimereux ports that Bertrand helped build were directly north of Boulogne on Cape Griz Nez. 
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Consul had ordered to be anchored permanently in front of Boulogne’s harbor.22  Fort Crèche to 

the right of Boulogne and Fort Heurt to the left were both to be built on rocky promontories that 

jutted out into the channel.  As these forts were too far apart to provide continuous coverage of 

the line of gun boats arrayed in front of Boulogne, a third fort was required to guard the approach 

to Boulogne’s harbor.  This fort, Fort Expédition, was to pose more of a challenge to Bertrand’s 

engineering expertise due to the fact that it was to be a “floating” fort constructed of wood and 

anchored to the sea floor in front of Boulogne.23 

As if these works did not provide Bertrand with enough to do, at the end of October he 

received orders from the Minister of War directing him to complete a series of works at 

Wimereux where one of the secondary ports was being constructed.  Bertrand was undoubtedly 

given this assignment in recognition of his previous successes in accomplishing even the most 

difficult tasks.  In announcing that Bertrand had been given “the honor of completing this 

important project for the expedition against England,” Berthier acknowledged that he would 

“have to vanquish many difficulties.”24  His orders gave Bertrand three days to survey the works 

already underway there and five days to report on the works that he intended to construct.  To 

ensure that he understood the importance of his new assignment, Berthier closed by noting that 

“You know the interest that the First Consul has in this project.”  To ensure that Bertrand 

possessed the resources needed to complete this assignment, Berthier later ordered Marshal 

Nicolas Soult to provide Bertrand with all the workers he needed and to “invite” the prefects 

from the neighboring departments to assist in the project.25 

The works needed to create a suitable port at Wimereux were similar to those required at 

Boulogne and Bertrand made a furious effort to complete them as soon as possible.  Two weeks 

after he received the orders for these projects, Bertrand reported to Soult that he had 600 workers 

on hand and that he was receiving an additional 200 every day.  Within a month he hoped to 

have 3,000 workers.26  The work progressed quickly.  During the six months following his 

receipt of the order for the works at Wimereux, Bertrand directed the construction of a 640 meter 
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long pier and 275 meters of dikes.  In addition, during this same six month period, Bertrand 

supervised the creation of a 420 meter canal and a five meter deep, 33,150 meter2 harbor basin.27   

All of these projects were accomplished while battling the harsh winter elements typical 

of the English Channel.  The winter of 1803-04 was one of the most brutal winters on record 

making the engineers’ tasks that much more difficult.  A powerful storm smashed into the French 

coast in early November battering the partially completed works that the French had been 

working on so intently.  On 26 November Bertrand reported to Soult that it would be impossible 

to establish anything solid during the winter season given the current conditions.  Bertrand 

suggested that it would be better to economize on expenses by waiting for better weather before 

renewing construction.  In the interim, Bertrand stated that he would continue gathering supplies 

to facilitate the rapid completion of the numerous construction projects once the weather 

improved.28 

While the difficult weather conditions hindered French efforts to complete the work at 

the French ports, there was still much that could be done regardless of the weather.  Bertrand’s 

duties extended far beyond his work on the ports of Boulogne and Wimereux and he busied 

himself that winter with seeing to his many other responsibilities.  A report he submitted on 4 

November outlined the scope and variety of Bertrand’s tasks.  In addition to addressing the status 

of Fort Heurt and Fort Crèche, Bertrand’s report also noted the status of the hospitals being 

constructed at St. Omer and Montreuil; the forges being built at St. Omer, Montreuil, and 

Etaples; and the magazines au pain under construction at St. Omer, Ambleteuse, and Etaples.29  

Bertrand was also actively involved in repairing the area road network, the installation of 

lighthouses on forts Heurt and Crèche, and the construction of stables as well as numerous other 

engineering projects.30 

Weather was not the only difficulty that Bertrand faced in the winter of 1804.  The 

prodigious nature of the tasks that the engineers undertook in preparation for the invasion of 

England required the French to rely on unskilled laborers and soldiers to complete many of the 
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construction projects.  Despite Berthier’s orders that Soult provide Bertrand with all of the 

workers and soldiers that he needed, Bertrand was frequently short of both.  Consequently, he 

was forced to spend considerable effort and time trying to collect workers and soldiers to 

complete the variety of construction projects that he had been ordered to complete.  On 7 

November, Bertrand wrote to Soult’s chief of staff, General Antoine Andréossy, informing him 

that the soldiers who had been assisting in the construction of the hospital at Boulogne had not 

appeared for three days and that the work would have to be suspended if they did not return 

immediately.31  A few weeks later, Bertrand again wrote to Andréossy requesting his help in 

getting the grenadiers working on the pier at Wimereux to return to work.32  Later that winter, 

Bertrand complained to Soult that he was searching for masons in Normandy because skilled 

stone-workers could not be found in the area around Boulogne.33  When the soldiers did show 

up, Bertrand was generally satisfied with their work.  On 9 November Bertrand wrote to Soult 

that “The soldiers [at Wimereux] work with courage . . . I think you will be satisfied with their 

work.” In that same letter, however, he also acknowledged that a great deal of work time was 

being lost everyday because the soldiers were quartered so far from their place of work.34   

Funding shortages were yet one more difficulty that Bertrand had to overcome in 

completing his assigned works.  Financial shortfalls appear to have affected the pace of the 

construction of the works at Wimereux.  The greater degree of difficulty of these works required 

a greater number of skilled laborers and workers.  Bertrand wrote to the minister of war in 

January, 1804 asking for additional funding.  He noted that the work at Wimereux was being 

impeded and that “the workers and the soldiers [were becoming] discouraged” due to the 

financial shortages.35  In a somewhat testy response, Berthier took Bertrand to task for his 

apparent lack of frugality.  “[Your] expenses appear exorbitant relative to its object” Berthier 

wrote.  He pointed out that the expenses for the construction at Boulogne seemed to be 

considerably less than Bertrand’s works at Wimereux.  Berthier ordered Bertrand to provide a 

detailed accounting of his expenditures in order to account for this apparent discrepancy.36   
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Undeterred by this rebuke, Bertrand persisted in his demand for additional funding.  

Satisfied with Bertrand’s subsequent detailed accounting of his expenses, Berthier finally granted 

Bertrand’s request on 26 June.  Berthier stipulated that Bertrand use the funds only for those 

projects that he had previously outlined and he cautioned that Bertrand himself would be held 

responsible for any expenses not expressly approved.  He therefore recommended that Bertrand 

exercise the “greatest economy” on all of his additional expenses.37  By July, Bertrand had once 

again run out of financing for Wimereux.  This time, he did not meet with the same success in 

requesting more money.  Berthier informed Bertrand that he could add nothing to the funds that 

he had already provided him.  He recommended that Bertrand slow the pace of the construction 

projects at Wimereux and focus his remaining money on completing the coastal fortifications.38   

Despite setbacks suffered due to bad weather, a lack of skilled workers, funding 

shortages, absent soldiers failing and delays in transporting them to their place of work each day, 

the work had managed to proceed at a fairly remarkable pace.  The port of Boulogne became 

operational in March with Ambleteuse’s port following in May.  By June the ports at Etaples and 

Wimereux had also been opened.39   While the work on these four principal ports was not yet 

complete, they had progressed far enough that the First Consul could begin to realistically 

contemplate a date for his proposed invasion. 

Although he had originally hoped to have already crossed the English Channel by the 

summer of 1804, Bonaparte could not have helped being impressed with the works that had been 

accomplished already.  In less than a year, the French nation had built numerous ports and was in 

the process of assembling a vast flotilla.  Fortifications had arisen all along the channel, 

providing ample protection for the French fleet and leading British mariners to dub this portion 

of the French seashore the “Iron Coast.”40  A massive army lay encamped behind these 

fortifications awaiting the First Consul’s signal to begin the invasion.  All of England cowered 

behind its navy and the coastal fortifications that it had been working frantically to perfect.41  
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With the French ports and invasion fleets nearing completion and with the French army poised to 

strike, time seemed to be running short on the British Empire. 

A modification in the French plan of invasion, however, gave England a momentary 

respite from the invasion threat.  Naval exercises conducted in the spring of 1804 had made it 

clear to the French that they would not be able to embark their fleet during a single tide as they 

had originally hoped to do.42  Consequently, the flat-bottomed invasion flotilla would be unable 

to cross unescorted during a brief period of calm in the channel.  Bonaparte would be forced to 

employ the French fleet to accompany his army if he hoped to have any chance for success.  

Unfortunately for France, most of its warships were currently blockaded in various French 

harbors by the British.43  The First Consul was thus once again forced to delay the invasion as he 

sought a solution to this problem.  Finally determining that there was no other alternative, 

Bonaparte dispatched orders to Admiral Louis Latouche-Tréville to break out of Toulon and 

proceed to Boulogne.  “Let us be masters of the Straits for six hours and we will be masters of 

the world,” the First Consul wrote, imploring the admiral into action.44 

While he waited for the French warships to arrive, Bonaparte took time to recognize 

some of the French soldiers, officers and citizens who had distinguished themselves by gallantry 

and merit since the Revolutionary Wars had begun.  One hundred thousand soldier attended a 

formal ceremony just outside of Boulogne on 16 August 1804, in which the newly named French 

Emperor personally presented the cross of the Legion of Honor to the selected awardees.  

Bertrand was one of the recipients honored at this ceremony.  Pausing as he came to Bertrand, 

Bonaparte announced to the assembled crowd that Bertrand’s efforts over the past year had 

effectively “conquered the ocean.”45 

After distributing the awards, the Emperor turned his eyes once again to the horizon.  His 

hopes that his navy would replicate Bertrand’s victory over the ocean and rendezvous with his 

growing invasion armada at Boulogne, however, were not to be fulfilled.  The death of his most 

able admiral, Latouche-Tréville, at the end of August caused yet another delay in the invasion.  

                                                 
42 Renn, “British Civil and Military Preparations Against Napoleon’s Planned Invasion,” 27. 
43 Deutsch, “Napoleonic Policy and the Project of a Descent Upon England,” 543. 
44 Bonaparte to Latouche-Tréville, 2 July 1804, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 7832, 405-
07. 
45 Vasson, Bertrand, 34.  This was the official ceremony.  Bertrand’s award of the Legion of 
Honor was backdated.  He was named a chevalier on 11 December 1803; promoted to officier on 
14 June 1804; and advanced again to commandant on 15 June 1804.  
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The pace of operations around Boulogne slowed considerably as Bonaparte turned his attention 

to other matters.  While the project of invasion was not completely abandoned, it was delayed 

throughout the fall of 1804.  As France completed preparations for the coronation of its Emperor 

and as the diplomatic affairs of the Continent began to assume a greater importance, the plans for 

conquering Great Britain assumed a lesser priority.46 

Bertrand’s activities during this time reflected the slower tempo that occurred all along 

the coast during the fall and winter of 1804-05.  Where previously he had worked feverishly on 

the ports and fortifications at Boulogne and Wimereux, he now focused on more pedestrian 

works.  In July he meticulously sketched a design profile of Fort Heurt and in August he began 

the construction of a hangar for the Emperor’s carriages and a barracks for his groomsmen.47  

Later that fall he turned to administrative matters, submitting a note concerning the expenses that 

had been incurred in building forts Heurt and Crèche.48   Seeking to take advantage of this period 

of relative inactivity, Bertrand requested a month of leave following the Emperor’s coronation in 

December.49    

Bertrand’s furlough was well-timed.  He was in great need of a change in life style to 

recover from his prodigious labors at the Camp de Boulogne.  His efforts along the French coast 

in 1803-04 validated his earlier performance in Egypt which had been undertaken under equally 

strenuous conditions.  His hard work during 1802-04 had not gone unnoticed.  Bertrand returned 

to Châteauroux in December, 1804, as a highly decorated general.  The many projects that he 

had completed on the ports and fortifications at Boulogne during the previous year made him 

truly deserving of the esteem that Napoleon had developed for him.   

Shortly after his return from furlough, the newly crowned Emperor gave yet another 

indication of his regard for his talented young engineer.  On 7 March 1805, Bertrand received 

orders to report to Napoleon for service as one of his aides-de-camp.50  Although he did not 

                                                 
46 Deutsch, “Napoleonic Policy and the Project of a Descent Upon England,” 544. 
47 Bertrand, “Élévation du fort de l’Heurt” (Collection of Dr. Jean-François Cazala) and; Duroc 
to Bertrand, 2 Aug 1804, as cited in Fernand Beaucour, “La construction d’un hangar pour les 
voitures de l’Empereur à Pont-de-Briques, en Thermidor An XII,” 21-22 (1986):  9-12.  
48 Bertrand, “Note de la Dépense Générale des forts de l’Heurt et de la Crèche,” 22 Nov 1804, 
Bibliothèque Municipale Châteauroux. 
49 Vaissière-Orfila, “Introduction,” Lettres, 31.  Bertrand went to Paris but did not attend the 
coronation although he had been invited.   See Las Cases, Mémorial, 437. 
50 Vasson, Bertrand, 37. 
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know it at the time, his brief sojourn at Châteauroux in the winter of 1804-05 would be the last 

moments of leisure that he would enjoy for several years.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

 MISSIONS OF HONOR – THE 1805 CAMPAIGN 
 
 
 

 
 

During his exile on St. Helena, Napoleon remarked to Sir Hudson Lowe that:  “I have 

governed, and [I] know that there are men for all missions:  men for missions of honor, and 

others for dishonorable missions.”1  The Emperor’s selection and use of his aides-de-camp is an 

apt illustration of his belief in this tenet.  As a young general, Napoleon had almost exclusively 

chosen officers of the combat arms branches to serve as his aides.  In the First Italian Campaign 

he used his aides primarily as an extension of his command, sending them to critical spots of the 

battlefield to influence the outcome.  He, therefore, preferred men with proven command 

capabilities:  artillerymen such as Auguste Marmont and Gerard Duroc and cavalrymen such as 

Jean Junot and Joachim Murat are prime examples of the type of aide that Bonaparte surrounded 

himself with in Italy. 2   

As the First Consul and later as the Emperor, however, he began to select men with other 

talents.  Napoleon’s expanded duties as head of state required a wider range of talents among his 

aides.  While he would continue to employ his aides frequently as combat commanders on the 

battlefield, he also began to use them to conduct reconnaissance and diplomatic missions as well 

as to perform a variety of other state and military related functions.  The growing range of tasks 

                                                 
1 Bertrand, Cahiers, I, 25. 
2 J. Margerand, Les Aides-de-Camp de Bonaparte:  1793-1804 (Paris, 1931), i-iii.  Napoleon’s 
aides as a young general also included several friends and many individuals that he had taken on 
as a favor to other high-ranking generals and civilian dignitaries. 
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that they were called upon to undertake demanded that his aides possess a corresponding range 

of qualities and talents.3   

Napoleon’s selection of Bertrand to serve as his aide in March, 1805, reflected the 

growing diversity of his aides-de-camp.  Bertrand was the first engineer that Napoleon chose to 

serve as an aide.  Napoleon was already well-acquainted with the young engineer’s qualifications 

and he undoubtedly had a clear vision of how he could make use of Bertrand’s skills as an aide.  

He had observed his works and had questioned him on his engineering knowledge in Italy; he 

had fought beside him in Egypt and had examined the quality of the fortifications he had 

constructed there; and he had personally observed his “victory over the ocean” at Boulogne 

where Bertrand had completed projects of immense proportions despite a multitude of 

challenges.  Napoleon could easily envision a variety of ways in which he could employ 

Bertrand’s knowledge of fortifications, his eye for terrain, and his perseverance and steadfastness 

when confronted with obstacles.   

Being Napoleon’s aide-de-camp was equally advantageous for Bertrand.  It was a 

prestigious position that promised many benefits.  Two of the Emperor’s earlier aides had 

already been elevated to the marshalate and most of the others were among the first-rank of 

generals in the French army.4  Napoleon’s aides were furthermore highly regarded within the 

French army and throughout Europe for both their competence and their authority.  Authorized 

to speak in the Emperor’s name, they commanded respect on that basis alone.  Their proven 

talents and abilities only added to the esteem accorded to them by so many.5  

The position also gave Bertrand a unique personal vantage point from which he could 

observe the man whom he had admired from somewhat of a distance for so many years.  While 

he had enjoyed several personal encounters with the Emperor in the past, they had all been 

relatively fleeting.  He now had the opportunity to work side-by-side and on a daily basis with 

                                                 
3 Napoleon as quoted in Emile Saint-Hilaire, Les Aides-de-Camp de l’Empereur (Brussels, 
1841), 3.  Commenting on his aides once, Napoleon noted that:  “Among my aides I have those 
of fire and those of the salon.”  See Las Cases, Mémorial, 546.  The preeminent military 
historian John R. Elting called Napoleon’s aides “men for all missions” and noted that they 
“were picked soldiers, trained up in Napoleon’s own school of war, specialists in their own 
branches of the service and capable of commanding forces of all arms.”  See John R. Elting, 
Swords Around a Throne:  Napoleon’s Grande Armée (New York, 1988), 83-4. 
4 Baron Fain, Napoleon:  How He Did It, Translated by Proctor Jones (San Francisco, 1997), 
175-77.   
5 Elting, Swords Around a Throne, 84. 
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the man who had long ago convinced him that nothing was impossible. Unlike some of the 

Emperor’s other early admirers, Bertrand had retained his fascination with and appreciation for 

Napoleon’s seemingly unlimited abilities.6  While others had become disenchanted with 

Napoleon following the events of 1804 in which he had crowned himself Emperor and roughly 

treated some of his adversaries, Bertrand remained in awe of the most remarkable man he had 

ever met.7  As his aide, Bertrand would now get to know Napoleon on a more intimate level. 

Bertrand soon came to realize that the job of aide-de-camp to Napoleon – while one of 

the “most envied position[s] in the grande armée”8 – was also one of the most difficult and time-

consuming jobs in the French army.  It would not take Bertrand long to discover that one of the 

secrets to Napoleon’s success was his tireless energy.  Napoleon worked unceasingly and 

demanded the same of his aides who were almost constantly at his side.  Called on to perform 

some of the Emperor’s most important and confidential missions, the aides functioned essentially 

as personal extensions of Napoleon himself.  Bertrand came to see the proof of this in the wide 

variety of assignments he was given during the nine months that immediately followed his 

appointment as Napoleon’s aide.   

Bertrand’s initial months as Napoleon’s aide coincided with a period of extremely harried 

activity within the First French Empire.  As the Emperor sought to finally bring his plan to 

invade England to fruition, he was increasingly forced to deal with matters on the Continent.  

While Napoleon was busy preparing his army and his invasion flotilla, Britain had been busy 

encouraging the Continental powers to join another coalition against France.  Feeling the need to 

shore up the French position in Italy against a possible attack there by Austria, Napoleon had 

                                                 
6 Bertrand’s continuing devotion to Napoleon was displayed in a confidential letter Bertrand 
received from General Soult following the planned attempt on Napoleon’s life by George 
Cadoudal.  In that letter, Soult remarked that he realized that Bertrand would be “deeply 
wounded” by this attempt on Napoleon’s life’s.  Soult commended Bertrand for “the devotion 
that [he had] shown for the august chief and [his] zeal in service.”  Soult to Bertrand, 17 Feb 
1804, Archives Nationales, 390 AP 3. 
7 At St. Helena, Bertrand remarked that he had been very surprised when visiting Paris during 
Napoleon’s coronation by the generally negative perception held by the Parisians for Napoleon’s 
actions in the Duc d’Enghien affair.  He, as well as apparently most of the army at Boulogne, had 
felt that Napoleon was entirely justified in ordering the duke to be shot.  See Las Cases, 
Mémorial, 280. 
8 Saint-Hilaire, Les Aides-de-Camp, 1. 
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formalized the establishment of the Kingdom of Italy in March, 1805.9  The Emperor’s creation 

of the kingdom required him to travel across the Alps to Italy for his coronation as its king.  

Bertrand, who had been present at the Imperial Séance on 18 March when the Emperor had 

announced his acceptance of the Italian throne, accompanied Napoleon to Italy.10  

This trip to Italy served another purpose also by allowing Napoleon to deceive Great 

Britain as to the true focus of his attention in the spring of 1805.  While he appeared to have 

turned his back on the English Channel and to have forsaken his planned invasion, the truth was 

quite the opposite.  Napoleon had reorganized his war fleet following the death of Admiral 

Latouche-Tréville in August, 1804.  Eight months later, Napoleon ordered the army and the 

invasion fleet centered at Boulogne to once again coordinate their efforts in preparation of the 

planned invasion.  Rather than having the fleet descend directly upon the channel as he had 

originally planned, however, the Emperor now settled on a more indirect approach.  The new 

strategy called for a complex naval maneuver in which the French fleet was to draw the British 

navy away from the channel by threatening British colonies in the West Indies.  Once this had 

been accomplished, the French fleet was to return to the channel to escort the invasion flotilla to 

England.11  Napoleon’s activities in Italy while he waited for his fleet to complete its maneuvers 

were designed to deceive the British of his true intentions and to thus make the intended ruse 

even more effective.12 

Thus, Napoleon took a deliberately meandering route to Italy after departing Paris on 2 

April, visiting several French cities along the way before eventually arriving in Milan on 8 May.  

While many of Bertrand’s duties during this trip were of a ceremonial nature, assisting Napoleon 

during the coronation in Milan and the various other public ceremonies held in his honor 

                                                 
9 Abel É. Hugo, France Militaire:  Histore des Armées Française de Terre et de Mer, 1792-1837 
(Paris, 1838), III, 246-47.  In accepting the “Iron Crown of the Lombards” which he had first 
attempted to get his brothers to accept, Napoleon stated that the union of the French and Italian 
crowns was only a temporary measure designed to ensure the independence of both France and 
Italy.  See “Réponse de l’Empereur à la Députation chargée de lui offrir la couronne d’Italie,” 17 
March 1805, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 8444, X, 230-31. 
10 Vasson, Bertrand, 38. 
11 Instructions to Admirals Ganteaume and Villeneuve, 2 March 1805, Correspondance de 
Napoleon, Nos. 8379 and 8381, X, 227-29 and 231-32. 
12 Deutsch, “Napoleonic Policy and the Project of a Descent Upon England,” 555.  Napoleon’s 
correspondence during this time bears out his continuing preoccupation with his planned 
invasion of England as it is dominated by letters dealing with the invasion.   
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throughout France and Italy, he was also accorded several opportunities to utilize his engineering 

expertise.   Before leaving for Italy, the Emperor had instructed Bertrand to assist the minister of 

marine with an engineering project for the port at Cherbourg.13  In inspecting the many French 

and Italian cities he visited, meanwhile, Napoleon also undoubtedly turned to Bertrand for 

technical advice on the many engineering and public works that were already underway or that 

he had newly ordered for those cities during his visit.  The immense fortifications project to be 

built in Alessandria provided Napoleon an excellent opportunity to consult with his trusted 

engineer and aide.14 

Bertrand’s most prominent duty during the Emperor’s excursion to Italy came at the end 

of June.  Shortly before returning to France, Napoleon directed Bertrand to conduct a 

reconnaissance of the Italian countryside surrounding Genoa.  The Emperor provided Bertrand 

with detailed instructions that specified the information that Bertrand was to gather during his 

reconnaissance mission.  Bertrand was ordered to make traces of several of the fortifications in 

the mountains surrounding Genoa and to take notes on “the villages, ports, and roads that you 

encounter on your route.”  He was further instructed to submit three memoirs upon his return to 

Genoa on other civil and military aspects of the area.15 

The in-depth report that Bertrand rendered at the completion of this mission demonstrated 

clearly why Napoleon had chosen him to serve as his aide-de-camp.  Bertrand’s detailed 

topographical notes belied the skills that he had developed as a military engineer.  Carefully 

evaluating the area from both a defender’s and an attacker’s perspective, Bertrand’s precise 

reports contained astute military observations regarding the effects that the terrain would have on 

military operations.  In accordance with Napoleon’s instructions, Bertrand also provided details 

on the size, commercial activities, and political sentiments of the various villages he visited.  

                                                 
13 “Note for the Minister of Marine,” 28 March 1805, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 
8499, X, 273-74. 
14 Hugo, Histore des Armées Française, III, 247. 
15 Napoleon to Bertrand, 27 June 1805, Correspondence de Napoléon Ier, No. 8954, XI, 300.  
Napoleon’s intent in directing Bertrand to undertake this mission was clearly to gain a better 
appreciation for this area and his ability to conduct military operations around Genoa should he 
be required to do so in the near future. 
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Bertrand also submitted an intricate comparison of the costs, military advantages, and distances 

of three potential routes in the area.16 

Bertrand returned from Italy with a much greater appreciation of the demanding nature of 

the work that he would be required to perform as an aide-de-camp to Napoleon.  Except for the 

three days that he had taken to reconnoiter the area around Genoa, Bertrand had constantly been 

at the Emperor’s side during his trip to Italy.  He had already discovered that the Emperor’s 

travels and work habits left little time for a personal life.  Always on call, the sacrifice of his 

personal freedoms and liberties were somewhat compensated by some of the fringe benefits of 

the job.  Bertrand had participated in some of the most momentous events of the Empire, most 

notably serving at Napoleon’s coronation as the King of Italy in Milan on 26 May.  He had also 

met some of the most important people in Italy, including the Pope.  Later, he was to receive the 

Order of the Iron Crown, the Italian equivalent to the French Legion of Honor. 

Napoleon was apparently pleased with the thoroughness of Bertrand’s reports.  At the end 

of August, he turned to his young aide for an even more vital reconnaissance mission.  After the 

Emperor returned to France in July, 1805, he decided to finally launch his long-delayed invasion 

of England.  On 3 August Napoleon moved his headquarters to Boulogne to await the arrival of 

Admiral Pierre-Charles Villeneuve and the French fleet.  Five days later he issued complete 

instructions for the embarkation.17  Three weeks after his arrival on the coast, however, 

Napoleon abruptly decided that he could wait no longer.  Unable to ignore the increasing threat 

to France’s eastern frontier presented by Austria’s continuing mobilizations and preparations, the 

Emperor abandoned his invasion plans for the moment, turned his army away from the coast, and 

set it in motion toward the heart of Europe. 

                                                 
16 Bertrand, “Mémoires sur les vallées, les côtes et les routes de la rivière du Levant,” 27 July 
1805, Service historique, Ms 1400, and; Bertrand, “Notes statistiques sur quelques villages du 
department des Appennins,” Service historique, Ms 1401.  Napoleon preferred to use military 
engineers rather than engineer-geographers for reconnaissance missions.  He considered the 
latter to be a “bad institution.  They have no esprit de corps, nor are they military-minded.  
Instead of going out on reconnaissance they drew up campaign plans, and ridiculous ones like 
those of people not in the military.”  His standards for reconnaissance reports were that they 
“spell ouot positive things:  the width and depth of a river, road conditions, the lay of the land,” 
and considered military engineers better suited for these missions as they were “military men 
[who] had esprit de corps.”  See Henri-Gatien Bertrand, The St. Helena Diaries, I, 138. 
17 Ordre Impériale.  Ernest Picard and Louis Tuetey, eds., Correspondence Inédite de Napoléon 
Ier conservée aux Archives de le Guerre  4 Vols.  (Paris, 1912-13), No. 149, I, 87-91. 
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In advance of his army, Napoleon dispatched three of his most trusted and capable 

officers – Bertrand, Joachim Murat, and Jean Savary – to Bavaria to collect intelligence and 

prepare for the arrival of the French army.18  Bertrand received two pages of detailed instructions 

from the Emperor before he left.  He was ordered to proceed to Munich, initially to deliver an 

important letter to the Elector of Bavaria.  From there he was to conduct a reconnaissance of a 

number of routes and cities in the area.  Napoleon instructed Bertrand to report on virtually every 

aspect of the routes leading through Bavaria.  In addition to detailed information on the cities, 

roads, and rivers of the region, Bertrand was ordered to “make known all the rumors concerning 

war and peace and the movements of the Austrians.”  The Emperor’s instructions also contained 

guidance on how Bertrand was to conduct himself during the reconnaissance.  Napoleon 

instructed his young aide to “show no inquietude, even to our own agents; to make no mention of 

our preparations for war with Austria . . . [and to] speak of the expedition against England as 

imminent – the troops already embarked.”19 

Napoleon’s confidence in Bertrand’s skills was clearly evident in assigning him such an 

important mission.  The Emperor acknowledged his respect for Bertrand’s talents in the letter to 

the Elector of Bavaria that Bertrand had been assigned to deliver.  In that letter, Napoleon 

introduced Bertrand to the Elector as “an engineer officer of great experience.”  The Elector was 

further advised that Bertrand would “make known to your Highness whether or not he believes 

that Passau can be held.”  That Napoleon would entrust Bertrand with the decision for an issue of 

great importance reflects the respect he had developed for Bertrand’s skills and opinions.20 

Receiving his orders on the 25th of August, Bertrand wasted little time in beginning this 

important mission.  Leaving Paris on 28 August, Bertrand arrived in Munich three days later on 

the 1st of September.21  On 2 September, Bertrand penned his first letter to Napoleon reporting on 

the progress of his trip and describing the generally warm reception that the Elector had afforded 

him upon his arrival.  Bertrand’s report also contained intelligence he had received on Austrian 

                                                 
18 Chandler, Campaigns, 385.  Chandler considered that “Much staff work of a brilliant nature 
was necessary to transform [Napoleon’s] grand design into a feasible project.”  The 
reconnaissance work carried out by Bertrand, Murat, and Savary was some of the “brilliant” staff 
work that he referred to. 
19 Napoleon to Bertrand, 25 August 1805, Correspondence de Napoléon Ier, No. 9133, XII, 164-
66. 
20 Napoleon to the Elector of Bavaria, 25 August 1805, Ibid., No. 9134, XII, 166-68. 
21 Vasson, Bertrand, 38. 
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army movements from the Elector and the disturbing effect that his presence had made on the 

Austrian envoy.  While the latter seemed to sense the true purpose of Bertrand’s mission in 

Munich, Bertrand reported that others believed he was there to ask the Elector for the hand of 

Princess Auguste for Napoleon’s stepson, Prince Eugene de Beauharnais.  In closing, Bertrand 

noted that he would be leaving that evening for Passau to begin the reconnaissance mission of 

that area that Napoleon had entrusted to him.  Bertrand assured the Emperor that he could “count 

on my limitless zeal and devotion” in carrying out this assigned task.22 

Bertrand was delayed in reaching Passau by his discovery that the Austrians had crossed 

the frontier.  Hastening back to Munich to inform the Elector of this news, Bertrand finally 

arrived in Passau on 5 September.23  He rendered his report on that city’s defenses to Napoleon 

the following day.  Apologizing for the hastiness and disorder of his dispatch, Bertrand reported 

on his actions since arriving in Passau and the limited intelligence he had so far been able to  

gather.  Although fog on the morning after his arrival prevented him from gaining a good view of 

the city and its fortifications, Bertrand had seen enough to conclude that the city would be 

“extremely difficult to fortify.”24  The primary shortcoming, as he later explained in an 

attachment to the letter, were the dominating heights that surrounded the city.  Bertrand indicated 

that the placement of a few well-positioned Austrian artillery batteries on these heights would 

make the city’s defenses indefensible.  Thus, despite the city’s important position at the 

confluence of three major rivers, Bertrand argued against wasting forces trying to defend it.25 

Bertrand’s report also noted that the city’s inhabitants were primarily pro-Austrian in their 

sentiments which he attributed to the regions ecclesiastical ties to Austria.  The fact that the city 

was garrisoned by a Bavarian regiment, France’s nominal ally, did not seem to make Bertrand’s 

reconnaissance task in Passau any easier.  The presence of a French officer in the city had 

apparently caused a great deal of anxiety among the residents and Bertrand had been allowed to 

                                                 
22 Bertrand to Napoleon, 2 September 1805, as cited in Vasson, Bertrand, 38-9.  Unfortunately, 
many of the primary source documents cited in Vasson have been scattered through sales to 
private collectors and are no longer available to the public.  See Susan de la Vaissière-Orfila, 
“Les Archive du General Bertrand,” in Revue de l’Institute Napoléon, 142, (1984), 88-101, for a 
description of some of the dossiers sold in 1982. 
23 Vasson, Bertrand, 39. 
24 Bertrand to Napoleon, 6 September 1805, Service historique, Ms 1549. 
25 Bertrand, “Notes sur Passau,” Ibid.  Bertrand attached detailed sketches of the citadel and the 
surrounding area to this report. 



 67

enter the city’s citadel only after insisting that he be allowed to do so.  The city’s proximity to 

Austria and the presence of Austrian troops who had already begun to gather on the banks of the 

Inn River no doubt made the city very leery of aiding a French emissary.  Bertrand had been 

warned that Passau was teeming with Austrian spies.  He later witnessed the arrival of an 

Austrian officer whom he learned was conducting his own reconnaissance of the area.26  

Leaving Passau, Bertrand hurried westward to Ulm.  Having received word that Ulm was 

to be evacuated, Bertrand was eager to reconnoiter the city before it fell into enemy hands.  The 

report that he submitted on 11 September was characteristically elaborate.  The accompanying 

sketch and notes of the city’s citadel went into great detail on the strengths and weaknesses of 

the city’s fortifications.  Unlike Passau, Bertrand considered Ulm to be a “great place.”  During 

the last war, Bertrand noted that the Austrians had “constructed a great fort, which occupies a 

good position.”  Bertrand was also impressed with the commander of the Ulm garrison, 

describing him as “a young man who has fought with distinction in previous campaigns and who 

is generally esteemed and a man of much energy.”  While he admitted some weaknesses in the 

placement and construction of some of the city’s outer-works, Bertrand believed that it would 

take “much money, many works . . . and a considerable garrison” to reduce the city’s defenses.27   

While Bertrand had been busy conducting his invaluable reconnaissance of the very region that 

would become the center of the coming campaign, Napoleon was massing his army on the 

French frontier and making his final preparations to cross the Rhine River.  The information that 

Bertrand had collected would be of incalculable value during the coming campaign.  On 15 

September, the Emperor sent additional instructions to his young aide, ordering him to establish 

communications with Marshal Bernadotte and General Marmont and to keep them informed of 

all enemy movements on both banks of the Danube.  Napoleon also instructed Bertrand to send 

information regarding the bread-making capabilities of the area and to make the acquaintance of 

“one or two Bavarian engineers who know the land well” and to send them to Strasbourg by the 

25th or 26th of September.28 

                                                 
26 Bertrand to Napoleon, 6 September 1805, Ibid. 
27 Bertrand to Napoleon, 11 September 1805, Ibid.  Bertrand gave the commanding general’s 
name as Reden in his dispatch of 11 September.  He later gave the name as Wreden.  The officer 
was in fact General Karl Wrede who served Napoleon loyally for almost a decade before turning 
against him in 1813. 
28 Napoleon to Bertrand, 25 August 1805, Correspondence de Napoléon Ier, No. 9219, XII, 247.  



 68

On the same day that the Emperor sent these instructions, Bertrand submitted another report that 

he postmarked from Wurzburg.  In this dispatch, Bertrand provided sketches and information on 

the Lech and Rednitz rivers.  Bertrand’s maps included notes on distances between villages 

located along the rivers and also precisely pinpointed the location of bridges, fords, and other 

potential crossing points.  Bertrand also reported that the Bavarian general in command of the 

Ulm garrison, Karl Wrede, had begun the evacuation of that city thirty-six hours after Bertrand’s 

own departure.29  Bertrand concluded his report by stating that he would be returning to 

Ratisbonne and following the Danube from there to Ulm so that he could gather information on 

the routes along the left bank of the Danube that he had thus far been unable to collect.30  

Bertrand continued his whirlwind intelligence gathering mission.  On 20 September he 

reported from Geislingen that he was expecting to complete his reconnaissance of the route from 

Ulm to Rastadt by the evening of 22 September.  Bertrand’s dispatch from Geislingen contained 

a wealth of information on enemy troop movements as well.  Reporting that the Bavarians had 

evacuated Ulm on 16 or 17 September, Bertrand noted that the city had subsequently been 

occupied by Austrian troops from the division of General Johann Klénau.  Bertrand also 

provided Napoleon with information regarding the overall troop strength of Austrian forces in 

Bavaria.  Bertrand gave this number as five divisions consisting of fourteen infantry and six 

cavalry regiments.  Finally, Bertrand informed Napoleon that he had viewed letters in 

Ratisbonne on 17 September indicating that as many as 100,000 Russians were fast approaching 

from the east and had already reached Bohemia.31  

After completing his assigned reconnaissance mission, Bertrand rejoined Napoleon at 

Strasbourg at the end of September.32  During the ensuing campaign, his knowledge of the 

Bavarian terrain proved useful to the grande armée as it followed many of the very routes that he 

had so recently surveyed.  The information he had gathered regarding the location of the Russian 

army also proved useful to Napoleon because it allowed him to maneuver freely, without 

                                                 
29 Bertrand wrote to Napoleon from Donauworth on 12 September that Wrede had requested to 
remain in Ulm, undoubtedly buoyed by Bertrand’s assessment of the strength of the city’s 
defenses.  See Bertrand to Napoleon, 12 September, as cited in Vasson, Bertrand, 39. 
30 Bertrand to Napoleon, 15 September 1805, Service historique, Ms 1549.  The reconnaissance 
of the Lech River was completed by Captain Bertrand Constantin who Bertrand used throughout 
this mission to cover and report on areas that he himself had not been able to visit. 
31 Bertrand to Napoleon, 20 September 1805, as cited in Vasson, Bertrand, 39-40. 
32 Vasson, Bertrand, 40. 
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Map 3:  Reconnaissance Sketch of Passau, 1805.  Bertrand’s sketches which he included in his 
reconnaissance reports were typically very detailed. 
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concern for his rear or his lines of communication as he encircled the Austrian army from the 

east.33 

The Emperor rewarded his aide by assigning him the important ceremonial mission of 

escorting the Austrian general Karl Mack during the negotiations for the surrender of the 

entrapped Austrian army at Ulm.34  Bertrand’s efforts were further rewarded and publicly 

recognized following the conclusion of France’s stunning victory over the Austrians at Ulm.  

Singling him out by name, the 12th Army Bulletin published on 27 October 1805 noted that “His 

Majesty is extremely satisfied with the zeal and activity of the general de brigade Bertrand, his 

aide-de-camp, whom he frequently employed on reconnaissance missions.”35  Receiving the 

praise of the Emperor in a publication that was read by all of France, and much of Europe, was 

perhaps the greatest reward a man could receive at this time. 

Spurred on by such flattering recognition, Bertrand continued his efforts on behalf of 

France and Napoleon during the second half of the 1805 Campaign.  With a large portion of the 

Austrian defeated at Ulm, the Emperor turned his attention and his army eastward.  The 

Austrians who had not capitulated at Ulm retreated toward their Russian allies who had stopped 

their westward advance after learning of Napoleon’s victory over Mack.  As the French began 

the relentless pursuit of their adversaries, Bertrand was frequently dispatched forward of the 

main army to conduct reconnaissance missions.36   

On 13 November, the Emperor afforded his eager young aide another opportunity to 

distinguish himself.  On that day, Bertrand was ordered to proceed to Vienna to help secure the 

bridges over the Danube River.37  The Austrian and Russian armies had abandoned the Austrian 

capital, retreating to the north bank of the Danube to escape the advancing French army.  In 

order to continue the pursuit in a timely fashion, it was absolutely essential that the French gain 

control of the bridges of Vienna before they were destroyed.  Failing to do so would prevent the 

French from completing the campaign before the onset of winter, thus leaving them stranded far 

from France and with hundreds of miles of precarious lines of communication stretching out 

                                                 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Napoleon, “12th Bulletin de Grande Armée,” 27 October 1805, Correspondance de Napoleon 
Ier, No. 9435, XI, 362-63. 
36 Vasson, Bertrand, 40. 
37 Bertrand, Mémoires Militaires du Grand-Maréchal, notes, papier, lettres, Archives de M. et 
Madame Olphe-Galliard, as cited in Vasson, Bertrand, 41. 
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Map 4:  Reconnaissance Sketch of Rednitz River, 1805.  Another example of the typically 
detailed nature of Bertrand’s reconnaissance sketches. 
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behind them.  A delay at the Danube would also give both Russia and Austria much needed time 

to rally their demoralized armies and to unite approaching elements of their armies. 

Bertrand’s mission was thus vitally important for the overall success of the French 

campaign.  The importance of the mission was apparent in the manner of reckless abandonment 

with which he undertook to accomplish it.  On 13 November, Bertrand led an advance guard 

company of hussards and sappers forward from Schonbrünn.  He was followed in turn by the two 

corps commanded by Marshals Lannes and Murat.  Bertrand later provided the following 

account of his actions during this mission: 

 
Following the right bank of the river, [I] arrived at the head of a bridge, the entry 
to which was blocked by a strongly established barrier.  Viennese militiamen had 
been positioned on the right bank to guard the barrier.  [I] gave the order to the 
captain of the sappers to take down the barrier and to inform the Austrian officer 
[in charge of the guard] that the prince of Lichtenstein was at Schonbrunn 
negotiating an armistice.  The barrier was very solid and difficult to tear down.  [I 
knew that] there was not a moment to lose; with soldiers, anything can happen.  It 
would only take an instant – once the alarm was given – for the bridge to be 
consumed in flames.  We counted the minutes and tried to prolong the discussions 
as long as we could.  Finally the barrier was broken and the passage opened.  
Immediately the Austrian guard fired a pistol to sound the alarm after which he 
galloped quickly across the bridge.  Accompanied by chefs de bataillon Dode and 
Garbé, I followed the hussars closely [to the far side of the bridge]. 
 
[Making our way to the end of this bridge] we soon ran into another, more 
hazardous obstacle.  Here we came upon another branch of the Danube across 
which stretched another bridge.  Cannons and troops positioned on the far side 
guarded this bridge.  Continuing forward at a gallop, we moved toward the 
artillery pieces.  In the middle of the bridge, however, we soon discovered that the 
bridge planks had been removed.  A bed of fascines and other flammable material 
had been laid down across the entire width of the bridge in place of the planks.  A 
cannoneer stood at the far end of the fascines, his match lit, ready to set the bridge 
on fire.  If we continued to gallop forward, we knew that our horses would 
undoubtedly fall through the fascines and that we would subsequently be thrown 
into the Danube where we would probably all perish.  If we hesitated, if we lost a 
moment, however, the fascines would be set on fire, the bridge would be 
destroyed, and the passage of the French army would become impossible. 
 
Without slowing the pace of our horses, we spurred them onto the fascines.  
Amazingly, the fascines held and we continued to move forward toward the far 
bank.  (We later examined the bridge and found that a row of beams had been left 
under the fascines which explained why we had not fallen through them.)  After 
getting over the fascines, Dode seized the cannoneer charged with setting the 
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Map 5:  1805 Campaign, Danube Theater.  Bertrand conducted extensive reconnaissances of 
Danube River fortresses and riverways during the 1805 Campaign in addition to carrying out 
diplomatic missions on the Emperor’s behalf. 
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bridge on fire and dragged him away from the fascines.  Finally reaching the far 
side of the bridge, I and the two officers who had accompanied me were quickly 
surrounded and taken to the Austrian headquarters.  It was announced to us there 
that an armistice was in the process of being concluded.  At this point, Lannes and 
Murat, having arrived with their soldiers behind us, entered into discussions with 
the Austrian officers.  During these discussions, Lannes and Murat’s soldiers 
advanced and gained complete control of the bridge.  The French army was now 
able to continue its pursuit of the Russian army.38  

 
Bertrand’s efforts in this vital mission allowed the French army to continue its pursuit of the 

Austrian and Russian armies.  His bold actions at the Tabor Bridge along with Lannes and Murat 

essentially cleared the way for Napoleon’s astounding victory at Austerlitz.   

Bertrand’s contributions to France’s success on this campaign did not end at Vienna.  

With the passage over the Danube now secure, the French army poured across.  They quickly 

caught up with the combined Russian and Austrian armies northeast of Vienna near the town of 

Brünn.  Having overextended himself and facing the onset of winter, Napoleon was desperate for 

a battle to conclude the campaign.  Settling on a plan of action, the Emperor sent Bertrand and 

Colonel Louis Bacler d’Albe, (Napoleon’s personal geographer and mapmaker) forward to 

survey the area between the French and Austrian-Russian positions.39  Bertrand returned with 

Napoleon when the latter went to conduct his own personal reconnaissance of the area with 

Marshal Soult on 30 November.40   

                                                 
38 Vasson, Bertrand, 41.  Bertrand’s account of this action is supported by the one that Murat 
rendered to Napoleon on 13 November (Murat to Napoleon, 13 November 1805, cited in Jean-
François Massie, Pierre-Robert Lanusse:  Général de Division, Baron de l’Empire, 1768-1847  
(Pau, 1986), 81;and the 23rd Army Bulletin which noted that Bertrand and Lannes were the first 
to cross the bridge.  (“23rd Bulletin de Grande Armée,” 14 November 1805, Correspondance de 
Napoleon Ier, No. 9483, XI, 492-94.)  It was also repeated almost verbatim by his close friend 
and aide, Jules Paulin (Paulin, Notice Biographique, 10-11).   The popular accounts given later 
by Marbot and Savary (Jean-Baptiste Marbot, Mémoires du Général Baron de Marbot 3 Vols., 
(Paris, 1891), I, 237-41; and, Savary, Mémoires, II, 161-64) tended to diminish Bertrand’s role 
while embellishing those of Murat and Lannes.  Neither Marbot nor Savary personally witnessed 
this event.  General Auguste-Daniel Belliard, then serving as chief-of-staff to Murat, included 
Bertrand’s central role in this event in his account.  See Victor Bernard Derrécagaix, Le 
Leiutenant-Général comte Belliard  (Paris, 1908), 327-30.  See Margaret Scott Crisawn, “The 
Military and Dipolmatic Career of Marshal Jean Lannes, 1769-1809”  Ph.D.  Diss.  (Tallahassee, 
1994), 227-31 for a good summary of the seizure of the Tabor Bridge. 
39 Paulin, Notice Biographique, 11. 
40 Vaissière-Orfila, “Introduction,” Lettres, 37. 
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Napoleon kept Bertrand close at hand during the final two days preceding the climactic 

battle of Austerlitz.  Bertrand’s engineering expertise and trusted service as an aide-de-camp 

were undoubtedly of great value to the Emperor.  His proximity to Napoleon also allowed him to 

experience first-hand what was perhaps the single-most jubilant moment of the Emperor’s reign 

– the famous torchlight procession that occurred on the eve of the battle of Austerlitz.41  The 

spontaneous and reverent reaction of the French soldiers to their commander as he conducted his 

final inspection of the French army before battle reinforced the feelings of respect and 

admiration that Bertrand himself had long held for Napoleon.   

After accompanying Napoleon on this celebrated review of the French army, Bertrand 

returned with the Emperor to his quarters.  He spent the night on some straw at the entrance to 

Napoleon’s sleeping chambers.  He arose with the Emperor at 4:00 a.m. on 2 December 1805, 

mounted his horse, and rode with his commander to a vantage point where he could watch the 

fast-approaching battle unfold.42  Bertrand remained with Napoleon throughout the day, leaving 

the Emperor’s side only at the close of battle when Napoleon instructed him to lead a squadron 

of the Imperial Guard forward in pursuit of the retreating Russian and Austrian armies.  

Although an engineer by trade, Bertrand distinguished himself on this undertaking in the same 

valorous manner that he had on all other missions that he had performed throughout the 

campaign.  His actions won him another citation in the Army Bulletin which praised him for 

“taking a great number of prisoners, nineteen pieces of cannon, and many wagons full of supply” 

during his pursuit.43 

Bertrand continued to remain near the Emperor following the battle.  The day after the 

battle, Bertrand learned that Napoleon could be as kind and merciful in victory as he was fiery 

and destructive during battle.  Touring the battlefield, Napoleon was hailed by a wounded 

Russian sergeant floating on an ice floe in the Sachsen Lake.  The Emperor ordered Bertrand to 

recover the injured enemy soldier.  After the soldier was eventually brought to shore, Napoleon 

provided the Russian with a few pieces of gold and had his own personal surgeon, Larrey, attend 

his wounds.44 

                                                 
41 Ibid. 
42 Vasson, Bertrand, 42. 
43 Napoleon, “32nd Bulletin de Grande Armée,” 6 December 1805, Correspondance de Napoleon 
Ier, No. 9548, XI, 462-66.  
44 Marbot, Mémoires, I, 265-69. 
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Napoleon’s magnanimity was equally on display for Bertrand to personally witness on 4 

December when the French Emperor met with the defeated Austrian Emperor at a small mill 

near the village of Spaleny.  Although the Austrian Emperor had been an implacable enemy, 

sending his armies three times against France in the previous nine years, Napoleon still embraced 

him warmly upon the latter’s arrival.  While the two rulers retired into a tent to discuss terms of 

peace, Bertrand discussed recent events with officers of the Austrian staff who had accompanied 

Francis II to the meeting.45  The subsequent peace treaty agreed to and signed by France and 

Austria at Pressberg on 26 December 1805 demonstrated Napoleon’s generous nature by again 

allowing the Austrian Emperor to retain his crown. 

While waiting for the peace negotiations to be concluded, Bertrand kept himself occupied 

by conducting a reconnaissance of the fortifications of Vienna and the nearby bridges over the 

Danube.  The resulting report that he submitted on 16 December 1805 contained much valuable 

information.  After carefully considering the city’s twelve major bastions, its seven gates, and the 

communications between these points, he concluded that the best “point of attack [of Vienna] 

appears to me to be to the front, by the upper Danube.”   Bertrand’s report also contained a 

discussion of the terrain, distances, and lines of communications to Vienna’s suburbs as well as a 

synopsis of what he considered to be the strengths and weaknesses of the bridge across the 

Danube located at Nussdorf.46  All of this information would prove to be extremely valuable 

during the 1809 Campaign. 

Eighteen hundred and five had proved to be an incredibly busy and hectic year for both 

France and Bertrand.  He had begun the year as a general of engineers in charge of the works 

being constructed around Boulogne for the planned invasion of England and had ended it as one 

of Napoleon’s foremost aides.  During the year, he had proven himself in a myriad of vital 

missions.  As an engineer, an aide-de-camp, a reconnaissance officer, a diplomat, and finally as a 

combat leader, Bertrand’s actions had more than justified the confidence that Napoleon had 

shown in his talents.  His performance during the following years would further justify the faith 

that his Emperor had placed in him. 

                                                 
45 Vasson, Bertrand, 43. 
46 Bertrand, “Rapport sur les fortifications de Vienne et le pont de Nusdorf,” 16 December 1805, 
Service historique, Ms 1590.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

EXPANDING THE EMPIRE – THE 1806 AND 1807 CAMPAIGNS  

 

 

 
  

 Having spent the bulk of 1805 traveling or on campaign, Bertrand no doubt hoped that 

1806 would be a year in which he would be afforded the opportunity to enjoy the hard-won 

peace that the French army’s victories had earned.  He had certainly done his share to earn a 

respite having distinguished himself several times during the 1805 Campaign.  His position as 

Napoleon’s aide-de-camp and the recognition he had garnered in the Army Bulletins assured him 

a prominent place among the first-rank of French society.   

 However, Bertrand would have to wait to capitalize on his new-found status.  Always 

looking toward the future, shortly after the peace with Austria, Napoleon ordered Bertrand to 

conduct a wide-ranging mission throughout Austria and Bavaria.  Leaving from the Emperor’s 

headquarters at Munich on 4 January 1806, Bertrand was to go to Kufstein and “continue from 

there his reconnaissance of the Inn and Salza [rivers].”  Like the reconnaissances that he had 

conducted in December of the fortifications of Vienna and the bridges over the Danube, the 

information that Bertrand gathered on this reconnaissance was intended “to serve in times of 

war.”
1
 

 As part of this mission, Bertrand was also ordered to go to Salzburg to observe the 

conduct of its citizens, and to ensure that the contributions that had been levied on Salzburg were 

being raised.  From Salzburg, Bertrand was to “reconnoiter the limits of Tyrol” and then inspect 

the Army of Italy.  After completing all of these tasks, Bertrand was to return to imperial 

                                                 
1
 “Ordre,” 3 January 1806, Correspondance de Napoléon I

er
, No. 9645, XI, 523. 
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headquarters, stopping at Augsburg (if Napoleon had already passed there) to “determine a 

system of defense of this place.”
2
 

Bertrand’s selection for this mission was yet another sign of Napoleon’s confidence in his 

ability to satisfactorily complete these types of missions.  Unable to be everywhere and to see 

everything in his rapidly expanding empire, Napoleon had begun to rely heavily on selected 

individuals to act as his eyes and ears.  The accurate, detailed, and thorough reports that Bertrand 

had submitted during the 1805 Campaign had demonstrated to the Emperor that he had a talent 

for this type of service.  Upon the completion of his latest mission, Bertrand submitted a 105 

page report that reconfirmed Napoleon’s trust in Bertrand’s reconnaissance skills.
3
 

After completing the assigned reconnaissance mission, Bertrand rejoined Napoleon and 

returned with him to Paris on 26 January 1806.
4
  Upon their return to the French capital, the 

Emperor demonstrated his appreciation for Bertrand’s service over the past year as his aide-de-

camp.  In March, Napoleon commissioned a painting intended to celebrate Bertrand’s important 

role in the capture of the bridge spanning the Danube outside of Vienna during the 1805 

Campaign.
5
  This sign of gratitude came a month after Bertrand had been awarded the grand-

croix of the ordre de la Fidélité de Bade.
6
   

Despite the accolades, Bertrand received no relief from the hectic pace of work that he 

had assumed after becoming Napoleon’s aide.  The Emperor was notorious for expecting his 

subordinates to maintain the same frantic workload and lifestyle that he himself maintained.  

                                                 
2
 Ibid. 

3
 Bertrand, “Reconnaissance du Danube, de l’Inn et de la Salza,” February 1806, Service 

historique, Ms 1591.  This report was signed by Lavillette, an artillery lieutenant who served as 

one of Bertrand’s aides. 
4
 Vasson, Bertrand, 43. 

5
 “Arrêté,” 3 March 1806, Correspondance de Napoléon I

er
, No. 9915, XII, 124-25.  The 

painting was to commemorate “the surprise of the bridge over the Danube at Vienna at the 

moment where the Prince Murat, the Marshal Lannes, and the General Bertrand persuaded the 

[Austrian] generals to let them pass.”  The resulting painting by the celebrated French artist 

Lethière-Guillon, was titled “The Surprise of the Tabor Bridge over the Danube, 14 November 

1805:  Victory of the marshals Murat and Lannes over the Prince d’Auersperg.”  The artist’s 

failure to mention Bertrand in the title or depict him in the painting perhaps helped to obscure his 

prominent role in this event. 
6
 Vaissière-Orfila, “Introduction,” Lettres, 38.  This order had been established in the German 

duchy of Baden in 1715 by Margrave Charles William.  It was known as the Orden der Treuen 

in Baden.  Bertrand’s receipt of this award occurred on 27 February, ten days after France had 

agreed to an alliance with Baden. 
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Peace brought no respite from this requirement for Bertrand.  The French army’s impressive 

victories over the Russian and Austrian armies during the 1805 Campaign had not solved all of 

France’s domestic and foreign problems.  Realizing that France’s dominance was precarious and 

by no means assured, Napoleon spent the first half of 1806 working to solidify his alliances in 

Italy and Germany and to stabilize France internally.  These diplomatic efforts of the Emperor 

required a great deal of work on the part of his aides and associates. 

To secure France’s borders and to consolidate its position in central Europe, Napoleon 

embarked on an ambitious foreign policy program vis a vis the German states and the kingdoms 

he had created on France’s northern and southern borders.  A major part of his foreign policy 

initiatives involved arranged marriages.  Thus, his adopted son Eugene married into the ruling 

family of Bavaria while Josephine’s niece, Stephanie de Beauharnais, married into the ruling 

family of Baden.  Napoleon also spent considerable time cultivating his influence in Italy.   The 

appointment of Eugène as the viceroy of the Kingdom of Italy and the installation of Napoleon’s 

brother-in-law, Murat, as the King of Naples both helped to achieve this purpose.  To solidify 

France’s northern border, Napoleon created the Kingdom of Holland, placing his brother Louis 

on its throne in June.  A major foreign policy achievement during this period was the dissolution 

of the Holy Roman Empire and the creation of the Confederation of the Rhine.  The closely 

allied German states of the Confederation served as an invaluable buffer between France and its 

potential enemies to the east. 

All of these foreign policy changes required extensive diplomatic negotiations.  Napoleon 

often employed his aides as diplomatic couriers, carrying his communications to foreign heads of 

state as Bertrand had done at the start of the 1805 Campaign.
7
  Equally time-consuming were the 

many soirées, fêtes, and formal events that were held to celebrate victories, celebrations, 

weddings, newly formed alliances, and other diplomatic accomplishments.
8
  Such social 

functions generally demanded the presence of Napoleon’s many aides.  Even when special social 

events were not scheduled, the Emperor’s aides typically dined with Napoleon and remained at 

his side well into the evening, accompanying him to his salon after dinner for games and 

discussions until he retired for the evening.
9
     

                                                 
7
 Elting, Swords, 688. 

8
 Vaissière-Orfila, “Introduction,” Lettres, 38.   

9
 Fain, Napoleon:  How He Did It, 149-55; and, Vasson, Bertrand, 44. 
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The Emperor’s trip to Italy in 1805 had given Bertrand an understanding of the social 

duties and responsibilities that Napoleon required his aides to perform.  However, nothing could 

have prepared him for the hectic pace of social activities that occurred in the first half of 1806.  

Raised in the quiet French countryside, Bertrand did not particularly relish the social 

requirements of his position.  Nevertheless, he performed his social duties in a competent, yet, 

perfunctory manner.  Still, he could not completely conceal his disdain for such duties.  Over 

time, he earned a reputation of being somewhat aloof and stilted in social settings.
10

 

A less disagreeable though no less arduous task which Bertrand and the other aides were 

occasionally called on to perform was that of taking the Emperor’s dictation.  While Napoleon 

employed secretaries to perform this task normally, he sometimes turned to his aides to provide 

this service.  Napoleon was infamous for dictating at an extremely rapid pace.  Few could keep 

up with his rate of dictation and “there was no way to get him to repeat himself.”
11

  Moreover, 

Napoleon’s habit of beginning a new dictation rather than correcting an old one if he decided to 

change something that had been written made taking the Emperor’s dictation even more 

difficult.
12

  Bertrand had a few notable experiences in this regard such as the following one that 

he later related in the prologue to the Egyptian Campaign: 

 

After a discussion of around thirty minutes on a subject of my discipline, a 

discussion in which it was difficult for me to adopt all of his ideas – ideas that he 

was equally not willing to easily abandon – Napoleon, perhaps having become a 

little impatient with me, ordered me to:  “Write.”  He then proceeded to glibly 

dictate to me twenty pages, pacing rapidly back and forth as he did as was his 

custom in such circumstances.  Animated as he was, my pen painfully followed 

the expression of his thoughts.  Ultimately, he arrived at a conclusion that was 

inadmissible.  He stopped then and glanced at me, but my eyes remained fixed on 

the paper.  I extended my arm to repose my wrist while I waited for him to begin 

again.  “Tear that up and write this,” he finally declared.  He then proceeded to 

dictate to me almost exactly the opposite of what he had first expressed.
13

 

 

                                                 
10

 His future wife – Fanny Dillon, contrary to Bertrand, truly enjoyed the social life.  Upon 

learning of her arranged marriage to Bertrand, she compared him to an “ape.”  See Vasson, 

Bertrand, 61.  There are numerous other first-hand accounts that ascribe a certain formal 

stiffness to Bertrand in social settings. 
11

 Fain, Napoleon:  How He Did It, 54. 
12

 Bertrand, Avant-Propos, 52. 
13

 Ibid., 53. 



 81

Rather than being annoyed with such habits, however, Bertrand expressed admiration in 

Napoleon’s intellect and his ability to remain flexible.  “One could say anything to him, if he 

expressed himself appropriately,” Bertrand declared, “without Napoleon disputing it or putting 

you in your place.”
14

    

At times, taking Napoleon’s dictations was considered an honor enjoyed by those who 

held the Emperor’s confidence.  Such was the case when Napoleon selected Bertrand to take his 

dictation regarding the Russian General Mikhail Kutosov’s account of the battle of Austerlitz.
15

  

This singular honor was not only a sign of Bertrand’s elevated status among Napoleon’s aides 

and generals, but was also a means for the Emperor to express his appreciation to Bertrand for 

his devoted service during the 1805 Campaign.
16

 

When not taking dictation or serving at social events, Bertrand was kept busy serving on 

Napoleon’s engineering and public works councils.
17

  These councils were but two of the many 

administrative councils that the Emperor formed to assist him in ruling his ever-expanding 

empire.  His effort to consolidate the gains of the Revolution had been interrupted by the War of 

the Third Coalition and Napoleon was eager to return to his work in this area.  As a result, the 

first half of 1806 saw the Emperor spending an inordinate amount of time dealing with France’s 

domestic affairs and his many foreign-policy initiatives.
18

   

The various administrative councils typically lasted five to six hours at a time and met as 

often as three times a week.  The engineering and public works councils were of particular 

interest to Napoleon.
19

  At these councils, the Emperor personally reviewed all the works 

underway in the empire.  Seaports, highways, canals, military fortifications, and all other 

engineering works in progress were all examined closely by Napoleon.  The heads of these 

projects were exact and accurate in their responses to the difficult and demanding cross-

                                                 
14

 Ibid., 53. 
15

 Paulin, Notice Biographique, 11. 
16

 Kutosov’s account of the battle and Napoleon’s comments on his account were published in 

the Correspondance.  See “Relation officielle de la bataille d’Austerlitz présentée à l’empereur 

Alexandre par le général Koutouzof, et observations d’un officer français,” 28 March 1806, 

Correspondance de Napoléon I
er

, No. 10032, XII, 228-45. 
17

 Fain, Napoleon:  How He Did It, 106. 
18

 In fact, despite the many alliances formed and other foreign policy moves that Napoleon 

initiated during this period, he remained in and around Paris throughout the first half of 1806, 

indicating that he recognized a pressing need to attend to France’s domestic affairs at this time. 
19

 Ibid., 105. 
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examination and defense of their works and their requests that Napoleon subjected them to 

largely as a result of the presence of the Emperor’s gifted and trusted engineer.
20

  

Bertrand’s expertise was of particular value to the Emperor in the many military 

fortifications projects he initiated in 1806 to defend his ever-expanding empire.  Fortifications on 

the coastal islands of Aix, Yeu, and Ré, along the Rhine, and in northern Italy were of prime 

interest to Napoleon.
21

  Fortunately, Bertrand had personal experience in all of these areas.  He 

had helped construct fortifications in northern Italy in 1797; he had inspected the coastal island 

fortifications in 1802 and 1803; he had participated in sieges and conducted personal 

reconnaissances of many of the fortifications located along the Rhine River; and he had been in 

charge of the port-works and fortifications being built at Boulogne in 1804.  Bertrand’s 

engineering skills and personal knowledge of the military fortifications at all of these locations 

undoubtedly proved valuable to the Emperor in directing the engineering works constructed 

during the summer of 1806.  

Bertrand was thus kept busy throughout the first half of 1806 with his various 

administrative and social duties as Napoleon’s aide-de-camp.  The outbreak of war with Prussia 

in the fall of that year led Bertrand to once again don his campaign tunic.  Prussia, unnerved by 

the continuing presence of French troops in southern Germany and Napoleon’s aggressive 

foreign policy in Germany, Italy, and Holland, was finally goaded into action by Russia and 

England.  As Prussia began to mobilize its forces for war with France, Napoleon moved quickly 

to prepare his army for action.    

In a reprise of the role that he had played in the 1805 Campaign, Bertrand was quickly 

dispatched to the frontier.  On 21 September, Napoleon ordered Bertrand to once again conduct a 

detailed reconnaissance of the route that the Emperor planned to follow into Germany.  In 

                                                 
20

 Fain, Napoleon:  How He Did It, 103-07. 
21

 Napoleon issued an extensive series of orders to the Minister of War, General Jean-François 

Dejean (himself a gifted engineer) and made several observations on military fortifications 

during the spring and summer of 1806.  See Napoleon to Dejean, 26 April 1806, 
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550-51; “Observations sur Venice considérée comme place forte,” 6 August 1806, Ibid., No. 
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addition to making observations on various fortifications located on the Rhine River, Bertrand 

was instructed to “assure that every measure has been taken for the passage of the Guard at 

Mayence (Mainz).”  The Emperor further directed his aide to report his impressions of the troops 

of Hesse-Cassel and the general mood and disposition of the people in the various German states 

through which he passed.  After finishing his reconnaissance, Bertrand was to rejoin Napoleon at 

Mainz by 29 September.  In closing, the Emperor noted to Bertrand that the information he had 

been ordered to gather was important “not solely for the debut of the campaign, but also for all 

that followed.”
22

 

Bertrand’s reconnaissance was extremely ambitious, requiring him to travel as far east as 

Gotha.  The far-ranging nature of his mission caused him to miss his stated return date by two 

days.  He rejoined the Emperor at Mainz on 1 October and immediately recrossed the Rhine with 

Napoleon who was moving eastward to take command of his assembling army.
23

  The delay in 

Bertrand’s return proved to be fruitful.  The detailed report of his reconnaissance that Bertrand 

subsequently compiled and submitted to the Emperor on 4 October was to play an important role 

in the formulation of Napoleon’s campaign plan for 1806.
24

  The information that Bertrand 

provided convinced the Emperor that the area east of the Rhine was secure and capable of 

temporarily withstanding a potential attack.  As a result, Napoleon developed a daring plan that 

ignored the obvious threats to his rear and left flank.  The aggressive campaign plan proved 

successful two weeks later when the French army achieved operational surprise by confronting 

the Prussians en masse near the German towns of Jena and Auerstadt.   

The ensuing battle of Jena-Auerstadt on 14 October 1806 provided Bertrand with yet 

another chance to prove his courage in battle and his devotion to France and Napoleon.  As he 

had at Austerlitz, Bertrand spent the eve and morning preceding the battle at the Emperor’s 

side.
25

  Napoleon climbed up onto the Landgrafenberg Plateau overlooking the battlefield early 
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during the evening of 13 October.  After briefly assisting in the emplacement of some artillery 

batteries, the Emperor pitched his tent and bivouacked among his army.
26

   

The first light of day revealed a battlefield heavily enshrouded in fog.  Napoleon mounted 

his horse at dawn and observed what he could as the grande armée began its attack.
27

  The 

opening moves of the battle appeared to go well for the French.  By mid-morning, the fog had 

lifted revealing a mini-crisis unfolding in the center of the French line.  There, Marshal Michel 

Ney – in his typical impetuous fashion – had forced his way into battle without orders and 

without the bulk of his corps.  The Prussians, recognizing the vulnerability of Ney’s meager 

forces, had quickly engulfed the French marshal’s forces and were threatening to obliterate his 

imperiled units.
28

 

With only two cavalry regiments in reserve, Napoleon turned to Bertrand and ordered 

him to lead the 9
th

 and 10
th

 Hussards forward to rescue the imperiled Ney.  The outcome of the 

battle hung in the balance as Bertrand charged forward, followed closely by the infantry of 

Marshal Lannes’ corps who had been operating on Ney’s right. Bertrand’s arrival proved to be 

timely.  After recognizing the perilous nature of his position, Ney had formed his two battalions 

into two squares and was furiously fending off a massive attack of thirty squadrons of Prussian 

cavalry.  The reinforcements led forward by Lannes and Bertrand quickly succeeded in rescuing 

the grateful Ney from possible defeat.
29

 

Although the French line was forced to fall back after the daring rescue of Ney, the 

grande armée recovered and went on to win a spectacular victory at Jena.  Marshal Louis 

Davout’s simultaneous defeat of the main Prussian army at Auerstadt made the French victory 

complete.  Bertrand had remained forward at the head of the two cavalry regiments throughout 

the day.  His actions during the battle earned him high praise from Marshal Ney who wrote to 

Napoleon that evening declaring that he “felt a duty to provide a testimony of the magnificent 

courage and zeal” that Bertrand had displayed throughout the battle.
30

  Having played a role in 
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Map 6:  1806 Campaign.  Bertrand conducted a reconnaissance of the Rhine River crossings at 

Mayence (Mainz) and the armies of Hesse-Kassel before joining Napoleon at Mainz and 

participating in the Battle of Jena-Auerstadt and the pursuit of the Prussian Army to Berlin. 
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France’s operational success with his pre-war reconnaissance, Bertrand influenced the tactical 

outcome of the Battle of Jena with his distinguished combat leadership. 

Bertrand continued to play a significant role in the 1806 Campaign during the subsequent 

pursuit of the Prussian army following the Battle of Jena-Auerstadt.  His engineering skills 

proved to be particularly useful during the reduction of the numerous Prussian fortresses that the 

remnants of the Prussian army sought refuge in after their crushing defeat at Jena-Auerstadt.  On 

24 October the Emperor ordered Bertrand to “return to the place where you left the 10
th

 

Hussards” and lead them forward to Spandau.  After arriving at that city, Bertrand was to clear 

the routes leading to Spandau, link up with the French units operating on his left and right flanks, 

and begin efforts to reduce the fort at Spandau.
31

  This mission put Bertrand in the vanguard of 

the French advance, forward even of Marshal Murat’s cavalry.  After participating in the capture 

of Spandau, which fell on the same day that Bertrand arrived there, he rejoined Napoleon and 

accompanied him on his triumphant entry into Berlin on 27 October.
32

   

The stubborn refusal of the Prussians to capitulate and the menacing presence of the 

Russians east of the Prussian capital forced the French to continue the campaign in Prussia and 

Poland throughout the winter of 1806-07.  Turning to Bertrand once again, Napoleon sent his 

aide on a reconnaissance mission to Graudenz and Dresden on 21 November 1806.  The Emperor 

was interested in determining the force necessary to besiege, capture, and defend these two 

cities.
33

   

Ten days later, Napoleon sent Bertrand on an even more ambitious mission.  This time he 

was to proceed to Glogau and serve as governor “of that place and of all of upper Silesia until I 

send someone to replace you.”  The Emperor emphasized the importance of Glogau in his 

instructions to Bertrand, telling his aide that he desired to hold the town “because it gives me a 

bridge over the Oder [River] for moving into Silesia.”  Bertrand was further ordered to 
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commandeer all the shoes he could find in Glogau.  In directing this action, the Emperor noted to 

Bertrand that “you know what great need we have of [shoes].”  Napoleon also directed Bertrand 

to send him a detailed report of the general state of Glogau.  The Emperor was particularly 

interested in the amount of food, gunpowder, artillery magazines, and the number of bullet-

casting forges available in Silesia.  Napoleon indicated to Bertrand that all of this information 

would be of vital importance to him in “fixing his ideas” on the next step to take in the 

campaign.  Finally, Bertrand was ordered to “disarm all of the villages . . . and [to] send all the 

weapons that he collected to Warsaw to arm the Poles.”
34

 

As the French army prepared to move into winter quarters, Bertrand’s role as governor-

general of Glogau and Upper Silesia became even more important.  During the week following 

Bertrand’s appointment, Napoleon sent him several letters detailing the French army’s need for 

additional saddles, biscuits, and other supplies.  The Emperor remained concerned that he would 

not be able to secure the shoes and coats he needed for his army.  To encourage the fulfillment of 

the requisition orders, Napoleon informed Bertrand of his intent to reduce the war-debt that 

would be imposed on Silesia.
35

   

After gathering together as many of the essential supplies as possible, Bertrand was 

replaced by General Nicolas-Grégoire Aulmont de Verrières on 12 December.  Bertrand was to 

remain with Verrières until he was prepared to assume his duties as governor-general.  At that 

point, he was to rejoin Napoleon at Posen where the Emperor had established his headquarters.
36

  

On 17 December, Bertrand made his final report on the supplies he had collected at Glogau and 

notified Napoleon that he would be leaving that day to rejoin him.
37

  The French Emperor moved 
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Map 7:  1807 Campaign, Poland.  During the winter of the 1806-07 Campaign, Bertrand served 

as the Governor of Glogau and participated in the Battle of Eylau.  In the spring of 1807, he 

fought at Friedland and helped bring about an end to the siege of Dantzig.  Bertrand also made a 

diplomatic trip to Memel in an attempt to negotiate an end to the campaign in February, 1807. 
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his headquarters to the ancient Polish capital of Warsaw the following evening and the French 

army prepared to settle into its quarters for the duration of the winter. 

The Russians, however, refused to allow the French to peacefully sit in their winter 

quarters.  Hoping to catch the French army dispersed and off-guard, Russian forces made contact 

with several French units throughout the month of January.  Brief skirmishes were fought in 

several of the French bivouacs in Poland.  Tempted by the opportunity to confront the Russian 

army during the winter, Napoleon ordered his army out of its encampments at the end of January 

and set out in search of a decisive battle with the Russians.  Although the ensuing campaign did 

not unfold as he had expected, the Emperor did not have long to wait for the battle he sought.
38

 

On 8 February, the Russian and French armies collided near the Polish town of Eylau.  

The epic battle that followed was one of the fiercest and bitterest of the Napoleonic Wars.  

Having chosen to engage the Russians before his own army had completely assembled on the 

battlefield, Napoleon depended heavily on the skill and courage of his soldiers and the leadership 

of his subordinate commanders to guarantee victory.  As always, the Emperor relied on his aides 

to assist him in exercising command and control during the battle.  With a blinding snowstorm at 

times obscuring the battlefield, Napoleon depended on his aides more than ever to help him see 

the battlefield, deliver timely orders and conduct critical combat missions.   

Serving in all of these various capacities, Bertrand once again distinguished himself with 

his conduct while under fire.  Early in the battle, with his left flank threatening to collapse, 

Napoleon dispatched Bertrand to rally Marshal Soult’s 18
th

 regiment de ligne.  Unfortunately, the 

18
th

 was destroyed before Bertrand could reach it.  Bertrand then had the misfortune of 

delivering this sobering news to Napoleon who testily snapped at Bertrand upon the receipt of 

the news:  “You have already told me that!  I am able to do nothing there.  Speak of other 

things!”
39

 

Later, with the outcome of the battle still in doubt and with the fighting raging ever more 

desperately around him, Napoleon sent Bertrand to Marshal Charles Augereau with orders to 

launch an attack on the Russian center.  Galloping across the battlefield, Bertrand was made fully 

aware of the dangerous nature of his mission when he came upon the body of General Claude-

Louis Corbineau.   A cavalryman currently serving as one of Napoleon’s aides, Corbineau had 
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previously demonstrated his bravery in battle at Austerlitz where he had been wounded while 

capturing a Russian flag.  Corbineau was mortally wounded at Eylau while attempting to reach 

Augereau and deliver the same orders that Bertrand now carried.
40

  Bertrand successfully 

delivered the orders to Augereau to the misfortune of his corps which was subsequently shredded 

by Russian cannon fire after becoming disoriented while moving across the battlefield in a raging 

blizzard.   

After delivering the ill-fated order to Augereau, Bertrand returned to Napoleon’s side 

where he witnessed the climactic moments of the battle.  As Marshal Murat led the decisive 

cavalry charge that staved off the French army’s near defeat, Bertrand also had another 

opportunity to marvel at the stoic command presence of Napoleon in battle.  Years later, 

Bertrand described for other what he considered to be one of the most impressive moments of the 

Emperor’s life.  In the midst of the battle, Napoleon found himself at one point “alone with only 

a few officers of his staff.”  With the snow and fighting swirling around him, the Emperor 

suddenly found himself confronted with an approaching “column of four to five thousand 

Russians.”  Seeing the danger to the Emperor who was on foot, Berthier quickly sent his horses 

forward to him.  Napoleon responded by giving his well-intentioned chief of staff a look of 

reproach and by ordering a battalion of his Guard to advance to counter the Russian column.  

Although the Guard was some distance to the rear, Napoleon maintained his precarious position.  

Stoically watching the Russians advance, the Emperor marveled out loud at their boldness.  With 

the small contingent surrounding him shivering in fear for their lives, Bertrand observed that 

Napoleon had remained immobile throughout the incident and was saved from certain death or 

capture only by the timely arrival of the Imperial Guard units that he had summoned.
41

  Over ten 

years since he had first met him, Bertrand’s respect and admiration for his Emperor continued to 

grow. 

Inspired by the courageous conduct of his commander on the battlefield, Bertrand spurred 

his mount back and forth across the battlefield throughout the night carrying orders for the 

following day.
42

  Encouraged by the arrival Davout’s, and later Ney’s, corps at the end of the 

day, the Emperor looked to complete the destruction of the Russian army.  The Russians, 
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however, withdrew from the battlefield during the night.  While the French were thus able to 

claim victory at Eylau, based primarily on the Russian withdrawal, the victory came at a 

considerable cost to the French army which suffered staggering losses.   

After the deadly battle at Eylau, Napoleon sought to negotiate a settlement with the 

Prussians.  The Emperor selected Bertrand to carry out the delicate diplomatic mission of 

approaching the Prussian king and persuading him that he was being led astray by the counsel he 

was currently receiving from England and Russia.  In a detailed letter of instruction, Napoleon 

directed Bertrand to inform the Prussian foreign minister that Russia and England had nothing to 

offer the Emperor as compensation for restoring the Prussian king to his throne.  Bertrand was to 

emphasize that it was only he, Napoleon, who could truly offer them peace and restore 

Frederick-William to his throne.  “He must understand that it will be at the Emperor’s pleasure 

alone that he will be restored to his throne,” Napoleon instructed Bertrand.  The king of Prussia 

was to be made aware that the Emperor was willing to return Poland to Prussia and that he 

wanted “only to have the glory of reorganizing – in one manner or another – the Prussian 

nation.”
43

  

All of these points were highlighted in the addendum Bertrand received which gave him 

specific verbal instructions on exactly what he was to say to the Prussian king: 

 

Sire, the Emperor Napoleon has sent me to extend to you his offer of putting you 

back in possession of your states.  He wishes to have the glory of ending the 

misfortune that has fallen on the eight million subjects of your majesty.  He wants 

the children of your majesty and his people to recognize that he is motivated to 

make this offer by a spirit of true glory and in remembrance of the friendship that 

your majesty has showed him in other circumstances.  Finally, he wishes it to be 

known that the price for re-establishing your majesty on his throne is only that it 

be known to be the result of the Emperor’s policy and his friendship for your 

majesty.  He believes that these sentiments will be suitable to erase . . . the 

memory of the events which have just occurred, and to cement between the two 

nations an eternal friendship . . .
44

  

 

 To present this offer to Prussia, Bertrand was required to make a dangerous passage 

through the Russian lines.  Coming just after the brutal battle of Eylau, this mission was not 
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without peril.  Although the Russians probably realized the purpose of Bertrand’s mission was to 

seek to drive a wedge between them and their Prussian allies by negotiating a settlement with the 

Prussians, they allowed Bertrand to pass through their picket lines.  After an initial brief meeting 

with the Russian prince Vasily Troubetzkoï, Bertrand was given safe passage and allowed to 

proceed forward to the Prussian king’s quarters which had been moved to the Prussian Baltic 

coast town of Memel.
45

   

Bertrand’s reception at the Prussian headquarters was mixed.  He sensed that there was 

dissension among the Prussian king’s advisors regarding what course of action Prussia should 

follow.  Among the military leaders present and advising the Prussian king were the future 

Prussian marshals Friedrich Adolf Graf von Kalkreuth and Friedrich von Kleist.  Bertrand later 

described Kalkreuth as “French, and want[ing] peace.”  Bertrand felt that it was Kleist, however, 

who “had the war portfolio and the king’s trust.”  Despite being received amicably and treated 

well by the Prussians, Bertrand soon came to realize that Kleist’s views held sway and that the 

Prussian king and queen “were in the Russian’s hands” and not likely to accept Napoleon’s 

terms.  Realizing the futility of the mission, Napoleon quickly recalled Bertrand and began 

taking steps to achieve through military means what he could not achieve through diplomacy.
46

 

Consequently, Napoleon focused on besieging the fortresses that the Prussian army still 

occupied.  As one of Napoleon’s most competent and trusted engineers, Bertrand figured 

prominently in the siege operations that ensued.  After rejoining the Emperor’s headquarters at 

Osterode, Bertrand was ordered to inspect the ongoing sieges of the Baltic port cities of Kolberg 

and Stralsund.
47

  Having come to depend on Bertrand to provide him with accurate and detailed 

reconnaissance and engineering reports, Napoleon was critical of Bertrand’s reports.  The 

Emperor displayed his displeasure in a caustic letter he wrote to Bertrand on 4 March 1807.  

Demanding that Bertrand provide him with more details of the sieges, Napoleon told Bertrand 

that:   

Your letters tell me nothing. From your inspections, you should know the names 

of the regiments, the general who commands them, and a hundred other very 
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important things such as the spirit of the troops, the manner in which they are 

nourished, and the strength of the different corps.  You should be able to gather 

these latter things from talking with the colonels and other officers of the corps.  I 

was expecting a multi-paged report and instead got only two lines.  Correct all of 

this and write me a longer [and more detailed] report.
48

 

 

Bertrand’s non-typically vague report and Napoleon’s somewhat fiery response were 

clear signs that the length and strain of the campaign were beginning to wear on both the 

Emperor and his aide.  By March, the French army had been actively campaigning for six 

months, had suffered through a cold winter in a barren land and had received a bloody check and 

the loss of its aura of invincibility at the Battle of Eylau.  After all they had gone through, 

however, there was still no immediate end to the campaign in sight for the soldiers of the vaunted 

French grande armée.   

While the approaching spring renewed hopes that the war would soon be over, the French 

still had to confront and crush the unconquered remnants of the Prussian army and then engage 

the reinforced Russian army.  Although Napoleon recognized that victory would only be 

complete after the Russian army had been defeated, he focused his initial efforts on reducing the 

remaining Prussian fortresses in his rear.  After the check at Eylau, the Emperor was not willing 

to seek a decisive battle with the Russians without first ensuring that his lines-of-communication 

had been secured.   

Demonstrating that he had not lost confidence in Bertrand’s competence or abilities 

despite his earlier reproaches, the Emperor continued to rely on Bertrand to carry out essential 

administrative, engineering, and reconnaissance missions.  Insisting that the French rear and 

flanks be secured before setting off in pursuit of the Russian army, Napoleon used Bertrand 

extensively to help achieve this objective.  On 18 March Napoleon ordered Bertrand to conduct 

an extensive reconnaissance of the towns, fortifications, resources, rivers, bridges, and routes 

that lay along the lower Vistula River and along the banks of Frische-Haff Lake.
49

   As a sign of 

the newfound respect that the Emperor had developed for the Russian army after Eylau, 

Napoleon also ordered Bertrand to draw up plans to fortify several towns along the Vistula 
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River.  These fortifications were to serve as a line of defense should the Russians prove to be as 

resolute during the next engagement as they had been at Eylau.
50

   

On 28 March, Napoleon instructed Bertrand to gather more intelligence on the area lying 

near the mouth of the Vistula River.  After applauding Bertrand for the detailed nature of his 

previous report on this area, the Emperor requested additional information on the region’s 

depots, navy, and bridges.  Revealing the importance he attached to this area, Napoleon hinted to 

Bertrand at its use as a base for future operations.  The Emperor asked his trusted engineer to 

conduct an analysis of the area and to provide him with his conclusions on several important 

tactical questions.
51

  Posing his questions in the form of hypothetical scenarios, it was clear that 

Napoleon intended to use Bertrand’s responses in helping him to determine the best line of 

approach to take in the approaching campaign against Russia.  The Emperor’s questions revealed 

the trust and confidence he had in Bertrand’s ability to analyze terrain and to provide him with 

competent conclusions on critical tactical matters. 

While Napoleon pondered his options, he demonstrated his continuing concern with the 

uncaptured Prussian fortresses to his rear.  He was particularly concerned about the large 

Prussian garrison at Dantzig.  The heavily defended and fortified works there were manned by a 

Prussian force of 18,000.  Napoleon was clearly wary of crossing the Vistula in pursuit of the 

Russians without first negating the threat posed by the Prussian position at Dantzig.  The French 

had opened the first trenches and begun the formal siege of Dantzig on 1 April.
52

  Growing 

impatient with the progress of the siege works, the French commander, Marshal François 

Lefebvre, proposed to Napoleon on 3 May that he be allowed to assault the fortress before the 

trenches had been completed.  The Emperor was eager to end the siege and begin his campaign 

against Russia, but he had reservations about granting Lefebvre’s request.  Admitting that he 
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understood nothing about what was going on at Dantzig, Napoleon turned to Bertrand on 5 May 

and ordered him to Dantzig: 

You will leave at noon for Dantzig.  You will arrive there before midnight.  From 

midnight to six o’clock in the morning, you will visit every trench and determine 

the opinion of the engineers.  You will see the General Riboisière and the parc 

also.  After that, you will find Marshal Lefebvre.
53

   

 

As he had earlier during the Egyptian Campaign at the Battle of Aboukir, Bertrand’s studied 

consideration of the siege led him to argue against Lefebvre’s request to assault before the siege 

works had been completed.  Napoleon accepted Bertrand’s counsel and ordered that the siege be 

continued.
54

   

Bertrand was ordered to return to Dantzig to personally oversee the siege operations.  

Corresponding with Napoleon every day, Bertrand pushed the siege works forward.
55

  It was a 

hazardous mission.  With the Prussians contesting the approaching trenches, the French 

engineers suffered severe losses during the final two weeks of the siege.  Half of the French 

sappers and the majority of its officers, including one of Bertrand’s own aides, fell to Prussian 

fire during the siege.  Recognizing the importance of the operation, Bertrand pressed his charges 

forward.  His perseverance in directing the siege works and the valorous efforts of the French 

engineers were finally rewarded on 21 May when the Prussian commander submitted.  Upon the 

entry of the French army five days later, Napoleon acknowledged the brave efforts of his sappers 

during the siege, noting that they had “covered themselves with glory” during the siege.
56

 

The Emperor rode from his headquarters to Dantzig on 1 June to convey that message 

personally to the sappers and to commend the other French forces that had participated in the 

siege.
57

  Bertrand was singled out for his actions during the siege.  In recompense for his role in 

bringing the siege to a successful conclusion, and in belated thanks and recognition for all of his 

other significant accomplishments and contributions to the many French successes during the 

1806 and 1807 campaigns, Napoleon promoted Bertrand to général de division, effective 30 May 
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1807.
58

  Bertrand’s quiet, professional, and devoted service had once again drawn the attention 

and personal reward of the French Emperor.  

 There was little time for Bertrand to celebrate his latest accomplishment.  While the 

French had focused their attention on the siege of Dantzig, the Russians had been busy 

maneuvering into position to strike the French advance guard.  On 5 June, the Russians launched 

a determined attack against the French bridgeheads at Spanden and Lomitten.
59

  The Russian 

attack drew an immediate response from Napoleon.  Freed from concerns about his rear, 

Napoleon began to concentrate his forces and quickly prepared to launch a strike against the 

Russians.   

During the major battles that followed the resumption of hostilities between the French 

and the Russians, Bertrand assumed his familiar role.  Back in service at Napoleon’s side, 

Bertrand continued to make a name for himself as a man of courage and devotion.  On 10 June, 

as the French tried to dislodge the Russians from their positions around Heilsberg, the Emperor 

sent Bertrand forward with dispatches for his subordinate commanders.
60

  Bertrand again 

distinguished himself in combat while carrying out these important courier missions.  His actions 

were recognized in the army bulletin as having significantly contributed to the French army’s 

victory.
61

 

The ensuing Battle of Friedland on 14 June found Bertrand once again at the Emperor’s 

side.  The dangerous nature of Bertrand’s job was demonstrated again during this battle when 

Bertrand’s own aide, seated on his horse directly behind Bertrand, was nearly killed by an 

artillery ball that skipped by underneath his horse.  Bertrand’s aide, Captain Jules Paulin, was 

thrown from his horse and unceremoniously dumped at the Emperor’s feet as he surveyed the 

battlefield through a spyglass nearby.  Exhibiting his typical sang-froid, Napoleon glanced down 

at Paulin and coolly asked whether or not the young captain was dead.  Shaken but uninjured and 

feeling guilty for having disturbed the Emperor, Paulin quickly sprang to his feet, removed his 

hat, bowed to Napoleon and responded that “the day is too nice to not see it through to the 
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finish.”
62

   Bertrand’s recent promotion clearly made him no less vulnerable to the hazards of 

combat.  Less than a month after having lost one aide who had been serving at his side during the 

siege of Dantzig, Bertrand had nearly lost another.
63

   

Bertrand considered the dangers that he faced in battle to be a small price to pay for the 

opportunity to stand at Napoleon’s side and witness the glory of the grande armée in battle.  

Sensing a chance to bring the long campaign to a close, the French army pressed forward at 

Friedland with considerable enthusiasm.  Reinvigorated by the presence of several fresh units 

that had recently arrived from France, the French army rushed into battle to the cries of “Vive 

l’Emperuer” and “Marengo.”  Although Bertrand had seen similar displays of devotion to 

Napoleon in many previous battles, he continued to be impressed by them.
64

  While his earlier 

experiences had caused him to become somewhat inured to the dangers of the Napoleonic 

battlefield, Bertrand remained impressed with the enthusiasm and ardor displayed by the French 

soldiers during battle.   

The French army’s élan carried them forward to victory at Friedland which proved to be 

the climactic battle of the 1807 Campaign.  Following this success, the Russians fell back to the 

Nieman River and the Tsar quickly sought terms of surrender.  Deciding to meet the Tsar in the 

middle of the Nieman River near the Prussian town of Tilsit, Napoleon called on Bertrand to 

oversee the construction of a raft pavilion which was to be used as the meeting place.
65

  Bertrand 

later accompanied Napoleon to the raft along with such other French luminaries as Marshals 

Geraud Duroc, Berthier, and Murat.  At the conclusion of the meeting, Bertrand was presented 

with a snuff-box inlaid with diamonds as a gift from the Tsar.
66

 

Thus ended the 1807 Campaign and what had been another hard, demanding, but 

rewarding year for Bertrand.  As he had done during the 1805 Campaign, Bertrand had 

demonstrated that he was one of Napoleon’s most devoted and reliable aides.  During the 1806 

and 1807 campaigns, Bertrand had been called upon to carry out hazardous combat missions and 

to lead critical diplomatic missions.  He had also served as a military-governor in conquered 
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provinces where he was responsible for logistical and administrative matters that were vital to 

the French army’s survival during the winter of 1806-07.  Finally, he had been given many 

opportunities throughout the campaign to utilize his engineering skills, most significantly during 

the crucial siege of Dantzig where his abilities as an engineer was aptly displayed.   

Bertrand had performed all of these various assignments with the same skill and 

dedication that he had demonstrated throughout his career.  His actions in a variety of roles often 

had a decided impact on the outcome of events.  His promotion to général de division near the 

end of the 1807 Campaign was clear evidence that Bertrand’s efforts had not gone unnoticed by 

Napoleon.  While the bulk of the glory for the French army’s successes in the 1806 and 1807 

campaign would rightfully fall to Napoleon, the French marshals, and the grande armée, the 

largely unnoticed actions of men such as Bertrand had played no small part in helping to defeat 

two of Europe’s most formidable armies.  For Bertrand, glory and the fame and recognition that 

accompanied it were not as important as knowing that the Emperor was aware of his 

achievements and pleased with his performance.  As the frequent mentions in the army bulletins 

and the promotion demonstrated, Napoleon was both aware and pleased with his aide’s 

performance and achievements.  As he prepared to accompany the Emperor back to France in the 

summer of 1807, Bertrand had every reason to be extremely proud of his accomplishments.   
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

REAPING THE WHIRLWIND – TILSIT TO MADRID, 1807-08 

 

 

 
 

The signing of the Treaty of Tilsit brought the 1806 and 1807 campaigns to a successful 

conclusion and ended a string of amazing French military successes.  In less than two years, 

Napoleon had led the French grande armée to victory over the three most powerful armies on the 

European continent.  The Emperor’s conquests had greatly extended France’s influence on the 

Continent.  With all of its Continental enemies now defeated, the French empire’s borders 

appeared to be secure for as far as anyone could foresee into the future.  While Napoleon was 

still intent on completing the destruction of his lone remaining adversary – Great Britain – the 

French army’s victories had seemingly bought him the time to focus on domestic affairs and to 

complete the civil and economic reforms he had initiated before the War of the Third Coalition 

had begun.  The possibility of any future war seemed remotely distant in the summer of 1807.   

Napoleon returned to the French capital at the end of July, 1807.  Hailed once again as a 

conquering hero, his return to Paris was marked by a series of parties, fêtes, and celebrations that 

rivaled those that had been held after Austerlitz in 1805.
1
  Bertrand, who had accompanied the 

Emperor back to Paris, found himself thrust back into the peacetime role of a courtier.
2
  Etiquette 

within the Imperial Court had become more formalized by 1807, a fact that only added to the 

difficulties of Bertrand’s court duties.  While Bertrand was undoubtedly as glad as any other 

Frenchman to see the 1807 Campaign come to an end, the return to court life no doubt made him 

long more than once for a return to campaigning. 
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Bertrand found some escape from his ceremonial court duties by turning his attention and 

efforts to military affairs.  During the weeks immediately following his return, Bertrand 

completed formal reports of some of the reconnaissances that he had conducted during and 

immediately after the recent campaigns.  In addition to detailed notes he filed on the interior 

navigation of upper Prussia, Bertrand also wrote reports summarizing the geographical and 

statistical data that he had gathered on Silesia.
3
  He also penned several pages of notes on the 

Saxon frontier.
4
  His report on Saxony, which focused specifically on the Elbe River and the area 

around Dresden, was apparently based on information that Bertrand had collected while 

accompanying the Emperor back to Paris after Tilsit.  All of his reconnaissance reports contained 

the customary completeness and thoroughness that Napoleon had come to expect and depend on 

from his devoted aide.   

Napoleon took several opportunities after his return to France to assure Bertrand that he 

appreciated his hard work and devotion.  He had already promoted Bertrand to général de 

division near the conclusion of the 1807 Campaign.  In September he further rewarded Bertrand 

with a gift of 200,000 francs.
5
  Berthier notified Bertrand of this gift by letter on 22 October.  

Berthier informed Bertrand that it was Napoleon’s intention that he was to use this money to 

purchase a residence in Paris “suitable to [his] rank.”  In closing, Berthier noted that he took 

great pleasure in bringing the news of this gift to Bertrand and that the gift was intended to serve 

as “evidence of the esteem that [Napoleon] has for you and of the satisfaction that he has of your 

services to him.”
6
 

Napoleon’s esteem for Bertrand was further affirmed in the months following this gift.  

As additional monetary compensation for the services he had rendered during the 1807 
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Campaign, Bertrand was given an annual dotation that was to be drawn from the proceeds of a 

Polish manor located in Gockzinn.
7
  The awards continued in December 1807 when, while 

accompanying Napoleon on a trip to Italy, Bertrand was made a chevalier of the order of the 

couronne de fer.
8
  This order, created by Napoleon on 5 June 1805 at the time of his acceptance 

of the Italian crown, was the Italian equivalent of the French Legion of Honor and was intended 

to recognize exceptional civil or military service to Italy.  Bertrand added this prestigious award 

to the many others that he had received from Napoleon’s hands.   

The recognition, awards, compensation, and honorific titles that Bertrand received in the 

weeks and months following the completion of the 1807 Campaign were clear indications of the 

importance that Napoleon attached to the role that Bertrand had played during the recently 

concluded campaigns.  Over the course of the 1806 and 1807 campaigns, Napoleon had 

increasingly come to rely on Bertrand for his accurate and detailed reconnaissance reports and 

his expert advice on engineering matters.  Bertrand’s intelligence, competence, and dependable 

nature made him ideal for the variety of missions that he had been assigned during the two 

campaigns.  Napoleon’s confidence in Bertrand’s talents, loyalty, and devotion was clearly 

reflected in the critical nature of the tasks that he had ordered him to perform.   The Emperor’s 

trust in Bertrand’s abilities was reaffirmed with the successful accomplishment of each assigned 

mission.  Napoleon had come to depend on Bertrand more and more to provide him with 

accurate information and to serve as his representative in matters of the most vital importance.  

The continually increasing area that Napoleon controlled dictated that he rely on others to assist 

him in his various responsibilities as governor and general.  Over the years, Bertrand had proven 

that he was more than capable of performing important duties of this nature.   

Napoleon’s increased reliance on Bertrand’s skills was evident throughout the period 

following the conclusion of the 1807 Campaign.  In the months immediately following Tilsit, 

Bertrand was rarely far from the Emperor’s side.  He assisted Napoleon at court throughout the 

late summer and fall of 1807 and at the end of the year he accompanied the Emperor on an 

important diplomatic trip to Italy.
9
  Having strengthened his control of Central Europe through 
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the Treaty of Tilsit, Napoleon took advantage of his time in Italy to solidify the southern borders 

of the French Empire.  At the same time as a French army was marching on Portugal to seize 

control of that country, Napoleon was taking steps to weaken the Pope’s power in central Italy 

and to reshape the map of that region.  Bertrand remained with the Emperor throughout these 

important moments, returning with him to Paris in time to welcome the New Year – 1808. 

Napoleon’s foreign policy initiatives in the beginning of 1808 reflected his continuing 

obsession with Great Britain.  Over four years after he had set out to launch an invasion into the 

British homeland, the “perfidious Albion” remained unconquered and as troublesome as ever.  

After concluding his third campaign against an enemy that he considered to have been stirred to 

action by British meddling, the Emperor was determined to ensure that he did not have to fight a 

fourth.  Consequently, he devised the Continental System to undermine Britain’s influence and 

deprive her of economic capital.  Napoleon’s hope of defeating Great Britain by barring her trade 

with the continent, however, was a long-term solution to what was an immediate problem. 

To determine if a military option would accomplish his objective quicker, Napoleon 

called on Bertrand in February 1808 to conduct an inspection of the French coastline from 

Cherbourg to Antwerp.
10

  Along the way, he was to stop at Le Havre, Saint-Valery, Boulogne, 

Dunkirk, and Flessingue (Vlissingen).  He was also ordered to take a short detour to the Marcouf 

Islands off the Normandy coast.  Napoleon gave Bertrand detailed instructions on the 

information that he was to gather during his trip.  The Emperor was particularly interested in the 

safety of the port at Cherbourg and the state of the various works that he had initiated at 

Boulogne, Wimereux, and Ambleteuse in 1803.  Flessingue was also of special interest to 

Napoleon.  The Emperor directed Bertrand to conduct a “thorough examination” of that port’s 

fortifications and marine works.  The urgency of Bertrand’s mission was revealed in Napoleon’s 

instructions to him which required that he send the reports on each of the ports as soon as he 

completed them rather than waiting until the end of his mission. 

Napoleon intended to use the information that Bertrand collected on this mission to 

review his foreign policy options against Great Britain.  At a minimum, Napoleon wished to 

determine if his Empire was safe from military operations the British might decide to launch 

against the French coast.  The recent British strike against the Danish fleet anchored at 
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Copenhagen had unnerved Napoleon and raised questions about the safety of the French 

coastline from similar incursions.  To ease his mind in this regard, the Emperor, concerned 

specifically about the French fleet anchored at Cherbourg, asked Bertrand to determine during 

his inspection “to what degree [he could] count on the safety” of that city’s port.  In inspecting 

the Marcouf Isles, Bertrand was to determine if the towers being constructed on these two islands 

were “sufficient for defending these small isles.”  The Emperor voiced similar concerns in 

directing Bertrand’s inspections of Ostende and Flessingue (Vlissingen or Flushing).
11

 

Bertrand’s inspections were also intended to provide Napoleon with information about the 

offensive capabilities that France possessed on the English Channel.  The port and marine works 

that Napoleon had initiated along the French coast following the resumption of hostilities with 

Great Britain in 1803 had continued even after the Emperor had turned the grande armée away 

from the English Channel in 1805 and focused his attention on Bavaria.  With his main 

Continental enemies now defeated, Napoleon was free to refocus his attention and resume his 

efforts against England.  While the Emperor might not have entertained any illusions about the 

possibilities of invading England, he realized that the mere presence of a potential offensive 

threat poised on the Channel coast would be of value in keeping British troops tied down in 

England.   

Thus, Bertrand was ordered to report on the status of the many works that the Emperor 

had ordered to be built along the French coast over the years.  Of particular interest to Napoleon 

were the works at Boulogne, Wimereux, and Ambleteuse.  The Emperor had planned to use the 

three ports constructed at these cities as the main launching points for his invasion of Great 

Britain in 1805.  He instructed Bertrand to “make a report on these three ports, and on the camps, 

fleets, troops, [and] hospitals” located in their vicinity.  Napoleon was especially concerned 

about the sanitary conditions of the camps in this area.  Bertrand was ordered to investigate the 

cause of the illnesses that had recently swept through these camps and to determine whether or 

not there was any danger in assembling troops there in the future.
12

 

Bertrand set out immediately to conduct this ambitious inspection mission.  Napoleon’s 

aide benefited from his personal knowledge of many of the sites that he had been ordered to  
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Map 8:  Reconnaissance of French Coastline, 1808.  Bertrand’s orders were to conduct a 

reconnaissance of the French coastline, to include the Marcouf Isles off Normandy and the key 

ports of Le Havre, Saint-Valery, Boulogne, Dunkirk, and Vlissingen (Flushing). 
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inspect.  He had conducted reconnaissances of the French coastline following his return from 

Egypt in 1801 and he had supervised the construction of the works around Boulogne prior to 

becoming the Emperor’s aide in 1805.  He had also, shortly after becoming Napoleon’s aide, 

assisted the minister of marine in developing the port works at Cherbourg.  His service on 

Napoleon’s engineering council made him intimately familiar with all of the ongoing 

engineering projects along the French coastline.  All of these previous experiences gave him an 

excellent point of reference on which to base the reports he eventually sent to Napoleon.   

A week after receiving his orders, Bertrand had already completed and submitted his first 

report detailing the state of the seaport at Cherbourg.  Four days later, on 29 February, Bertrand 

finished his inspection of Le Havre.  Proceeding to Boulogne, Bertrand took less than a week to 

compile his report on the important port and marine works located there and at the nearby 

villages of Wimereux and Ambleteuse.
13

  

Although he was working quickly, Bertrand’s reports were not lacking in their customary 

thoroughness.  His report from Boulogne on 7 March contained five separate pieces that dealt in 

great detail with the state of the three ports, the fleet contained within the ports, the troops 

stationed at the ports, the fortifications surrounding the ports, and the sanitary conditions of the 

surrounding area.
14

 

Bertrand’s reports revealed that there was still much work to be done along the French 

coast to prepare it in accordance with Napoleon’s intentions.  The works that the Emperor had 

ordered constructed had suffered from some neglect since the grande armée had abandoned its 

camps along the coast in 1805.  The fleet had decreased notably in size since 1803 and many of 

its ships lacked their required armaments.
15

  Sand and silt had also drifted back in and filled 

many of the ports that the French engineers had earlier dredged.
16

  

Still, the condition of the ports, the fleet, and the surrounding camps and fortifications 

were not as bad as Bertrand had feared.  In the report submitted to Napoleon on Boulogne, 
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Bertrand noted that:  “I am surprised that the ports, the fleet, and the camps have been conserved 

in as good a state as I found them.  I have not found as great a change at Boulogne as I had 

imagined.  The fleet is in the same order that Your Majesty established.”
17

 

Bertrand also wrote that he had consulted with the three principal doctors of Boulogne.  

They were all in agreement that there would be no major health risks in assembling troops near 

Boulogne in 1808.  The doctors were of the opinion that the recent maladies were a result of “the 

great dryness of the summer” and the numerous swamps located in the area.  All were confident 

that public health measures enacted by the local police combined with the engineers’ efforts to 

drain the local swamps would effectively remove the local causes of the epidemics that had 

swept the region in 1806 and 1807.
18

 

Moving up the coast, Bertrand continued his inspections.  On 16 March he submitted his 

final report after which he hastened back to Paris.  In his instructions to Bertrand, Napoleon had 

ordered his aide to “return in all diligence to rejoin me, after writing your report on Flessingue 

and Anvers.”
19

  Bertrand discovered the reason for the Emperor’s haste shortly after he returned 

to France.  Napoleon was preparing for a trip to the southwestern French city of Bayonne where 

he had planned a meeting with his brothers and sisters.  The Emperor clearly desired to have his 

trusted aide nearby during this important family summit.
20

  Napoleon left for Bayonne shortly 

after Bertrand returned from his inspection.  So quickly did Bertrand pass through the French 

capital that he had no chance to celebrate the fact that the Emperor had bestowed another honor 

on him – naming him a count of the French Empire on 19 March 1808.
21

 

Napoleon’s selection of the French border town of Bayonne for his summit meeting with 

his siblings was calculated to place him close to the Spanish border where he could more 

effectively monitor and react to the deteriorating domestic crisis in Spain.  The Emperor’s efforts 

to strengthen the Continental System by seizing Portugal and closing that country’s ports to 

British commerce had intensified France’s involvement in Spanish affairs.  Napoleon could ill-
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afford to allow Spanish instability to threaten his continental policies as well as his lines of 

communications with the French army in Portugal.   

Napoleon’s presence at Bayonne proved to be fortuitous when the subsequent crisis 

experienced by the Spanish royal family required his immediate attention.  Seeking to stabilize 

the situation in Spain, the Emperor invited the leading members of the Spanish royal family to 

Bayonne for talks.  Bertrand witnessed first-hand the tragicomedy that ensued upon the arrival of 

Carlos IV, followed by his son Ferdinand, to the Marrac Castle in Bayonne at the end of April.
22

  

Forced to mediate between father and son, Napoleon decided to intervene.  Feeling that France’s 

interests would best be served without the House of Bourbon, he succeeded in pressuring both 

the king and his son to abdicate their claims to the Spanish crown.  After placing his own brother 

Joseph on the throne, Napoleon dispatched Carlos and Ferdinand to French chateaux in the 

interior of France, far away from the Spanish border.
23

 

Rather than stabilizing the rapidly disintegrating situation in Spain, Napoleon’s actions 

had the unintended consequence of arousing the Spanish populace’s ire against France.  

Napoleon remained at Bayonne throughout the summer of 1808, monitoring events and trying to 

rectify the situation.  The French strategic position on the Iberian Peninsula continued to 

deteriorate despite the Emperor’s ill-conceived efforts.  On 21 July, one French army 

surrendered en masse to the Spanish at Bailen, while in Portugal, another French army stood on 

the verge of capitulation by early August.  Although he recognized that the situation in Spain 

would require more of his attention and efforts, Napoleon left Bayonne in August and hurried 

back to Paris.  To free himself and his army from its defensive commitments in central Europe, 

Napoleon turned to Tsar Alexander.  Hoping to convince his Russian ally to protect France’s 

interests in central Europe while he attended to matters in Spain, the Emperor asked the Tsar to 

meet him in Erfurt in late September.  

While waiting for the hastily called summit to convene, Bertrand took advantage of the 

brief respite to take stock of his life.  Now thirty-five years of age, Bertrand returned to Paris in 

August 1808 as one of the highest-ranking and most decorated officers in the French army.  As a 

Count of the Empire, he was financially secure and well-respected throughout France.  The 
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fifteen years of nearly constant campaigning and hard work had brought him rewards and 

respect, but had left him with limited personal time.  Although his rank, titles, decorations, and 

riches made him one of the most eligible bachelors in France, his pre-occupation with his 

military duties had left him with little time to take advantage of that status and find a wife.   

As early as the summer of 1805, Bertrand’s marriage eligibility had been mentioned by 

Hortense de Beauharnais.  In a letter to her brother, Eugène, Hortense had commented on 

Bertrand’s suitability as a marriage candidate for one of the ladies of her court – Adèle Auguié.  

Hortense had gone so far as to bring Adèle with her during a visit to Pont-de-Briques in 

Boulogne in August 1805.  Knowing that Bertrand would be attending her step-father there, 

Hortense hoped to introduce Bertrand to Adèle and spark a possible union between the two.  

Hortense’s hoped for marriage plans were scuttled by Napoleon, however, who deemed Adèle to 

be “not rich enough for [Bertrand].”
24

  Future matchmaking efforts by Hortense and other 

members of the Imperial Court were thwarted by Bertrand who had subsequently set his sights 

on marrying Elisabeth Françoise “Fanny” Dillon.  

Fanny Dillon was one of the more intriguing young ladies of Josephine’s court.  On her 

father’s side, Fanny was descended from ancient Irish nobility.  Her great-grandfather, Arthur 

Dillon, had followed the Stuarts from England to France in the late 17
th

 century after James II 

had been deposed during what the English called the “Glorious Revolution.”  Following his 

arrival in France, Arthur Dillon had become the proprietor of an Irish regiment that fought for 

France until it was disbanded during the French Revolution in 1791.  Arthur Dillon’s 

distinguished service to the French crown during and after the War of Spanish Succession in the 

early 1700s had won the Dillon family the everlasting gratitude of the Bourbon’s and a 

permanent place in the Bourbon court at Versailles.
25

 

The proprietorship of the Dillon regiment had eventually been passed down to Fanny’s 

father, Arthur Dillon.  Taking command of the regiment in 1772, Arthur Dillon attained some 

renown as a military leader while leading the regiment during the American Revolution.  

                                                 
24

 Vaissière-Orfila, “Introduction,” Lettres, 32.  Adèle Auguié and her sister Aglae, who would 

later marry Marshal Ney, were two of Hortense’s closest friends.  The sisters were nieces of 

Madame Jeanne-Louise Campan and had met Hortense at the boarding school for young ladies 

that Madame Campan ran at Saint-Germain-en-Laye.  See Eleanor P. Delorme, Joséphine:  

Napoléon’s Incomparable Empress (New York, 2002), 30 and 62. 
25

 Marquise de La Tour du Pin, Journal d’une Femme de Cinquante Ans, 1778-1815 2 Vols.  

(Paris, 1913), I, 13-18.  



 109

Demanding the opportunity to fight the British during that war, the Dillon regiment played a key 

role in helping the French wrest control of several important West Indies’ islands away from 

Great Britain.  After capturing the island of Saint-Christophe (St. Kitts) in 1782, Arthur Dillon 

had remained as governor of that island.  Promoted to marechal de camp on 13 June 1783, he 

moved to the nearby island of Martinique after Saint-Christophe was returned to the British at 

the conclusion of the American Revolution.
26

 

It was on Martinique that Arthur met Fanny’s mother, Marie-Françoise-Laure de 

Girardin.  A member of the Tascher de la Pagerie family that had long represented French 

interests in Martinique, Laure had only recently returned to the Antilles after a brief absence.  

She had lived on Martinique before with her first husband, Alexandre de La Touche de Longpré, 

a lieutenant in England’s Royal Navy, but had left for France following his death in 1779.
27

  

Spurring her decision to return to France then was her desire to renew a romance she had begun 

in 1777 with Alexandre de Beauharnais.
28

  Alexandre had only recently left Martinique for 

France himself to conclude an arranged marriage to Marie-Josèphe-Rose Tascher de la Pagerie.
29

 

His marriage to the future Empress Josephine, who was also Laure’s first cousin, failed to 

deter Alexandre from continuing his liaison with Laure.  The two continued their affair despite 

the fact that Alexandre was eleven years Laure’s junior and that he was now married to her 

cousin.  In December 1782, Laure and Alexandre sailed for Martinique together on the Venus, 

leaving Josephine behind in France with Alexandre’s infant son Eugène.
30

 

On Martinique, Laure and Alexandre continued their affair publicly.  This unseemly 

relationship between Laure and de Beauharnais ended only after the arrival of Arthur Dillon to 

Martinique in 1783.  Recently widowed himself, Arthur Dillon presented a much more suitable 
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match for Laure.  A war-hero, nobleman, and a man of some means, his arrival on Martinique 

signaled an end to Laure’s affair with de Beauharnais.  Leaving her former lover behind, Laure 

left Martinique and returned to France in 1783.  On 27 February 1785 she wed Arthur Dillon at 

Versailles.
31

  Both brought a daughter from their previous marriages into the union.  Five months 

later, on 25 July, they added a daughter of their own, Elisabeth Françoise “Fanny” Dillon.
32

 

In 1786, the expanded Dillon family again returned to the Antilles when Arthur was 

named the governor of Tobago.  Arthur left his family on Martinique and returned to France in 

1790 after being elected to represent Martinique as its deputy in the National Assembly.  

Arthur’s decision to return to France during the tumultuous Revolution proved to be ill-fated.  

Despite performing effectively as a general in the Army of the North during the initial battles of 

the Revolutionary War in 1792 and 1793, Arthur came under suspicion for his royalist 

background during the reign of the Committee of Public Safety and was sent to the guillotine on 

13 April 1794.
33

    

News of Arthur Dillon’s execution eventually reached Martinique.  Laure had continued 

to maintain her residence there in spite of the turmoil that had wracked that island since Arthur’s 

departure four years earlier.   During the intervening years, Martinique had endured a bloody 

slave revolt in 1791 and the island had eventually fallen to the British on 23 March 1794.  The 

news from France of her husband’s violent death spurred Laure Dillon to seek a safer refuge for 

her family.  Widowed again and left with three children to raise, Laure had few places left to 

turn.  Fearful of returning to the country that had executed her husband, Laure instead headed for 
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England where she took up residence in England with Arthur’s sister, the Lady Frances 

Jerningham.
34

   

Fanny thus spent the final years of her youth in England in a somewhat romantic and 

ideal setting.  The Jerningham’s owned a large manor house outside of Norwich, England and 

also maintained a house in London where Lady Jerningham entertained frequently in her salon.  

Although the Jerningham’s were staunch Roman Catholics, they moved about easily in English 

society.  Fanny was thus familiar with the ways of British upper society.  Her social experiences 

were not limited to English society either.  Lady Frances’ husband, Sir William Jerningham, had 

been educated in France and this, together with Lady Jerningham’s own French background, 

made the Jerningham’s house a refuge for many of the French émigrés who had fled France 

during the Revolution.  The grace, charm, and noble air which Fanny later displayed in 

Josephine’s court were developed during the formative years that she spent in the Jerningham’s 

household.
35

 

Fanny Dillon finally returned to the land of her birth in 1802.  She came back as part of 

the wave of émigrés who were repatriated to France after the Consulate granted amnesty to 

almost all émigrés who had left the country during the turbulent years of the Revolution.  

Ironically, in spite of Laure’s earlier liaisons with Josephine’s first husband, it was Josephine 

who helped entice Laure Dillon and her family back to France.
36

   Urged by the First Consul to 

help encourage ladies from the Bourbon court to return to France, Josephine had reached out to 

her cousin and former competitor and welcomed her back to France.
37

   

Now seventeen years old, Fanny was completely unfamiliar with the country she had left 

shortly after her birth in 1786.  Her return to France was eased, however, by the benevolence and 

graciousness of Josephine.  Her mother’s former rival took a special interest in Fanny and 
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sponsored her at court upon the establishment of the Empire in 1804.
38

  Although she had spent 

the majority of her life outside of France, Fanny exhibited a charming grace and distinguished air 

about her at court that revealed her noble birth and upbringing.  She had an alluring quality about 

her that was mentioned by several members of the court.
39

   

Fanny’s introduction to French society in 1805 as a member of Josephine’s court caught 

the attention of several potential suitors.  Chief among those smitten with Fanny was Henri 

Bertrand who had only recently become a member of the court himself as Napoleon’s aide.  

Bertrand wasted little time in making his feelings for Fanny Dillon known.  Napoleon, upon 

learning of his aide’s desire to marry her, interceded for him and presented Fanny with 

Bertrand’s marriage proposal.  Fanny rebuffed the Emperor’s overtures.  Made aware that it was 

her desire to marry Prince Alphonse Pignatelli instead, Napoleon relented and acceded to her 

wishes in this regard.
40

   

The Emperor renewed his efforts on Bertrand’s behalf to arrange the marriage following 

the untimely death of Prince Pignatelli in 1806.
41

  Fanny’s resistance to the proposed union with 

Bertrand had not died with the prince, however.  Encouraged by her mother to hold out for a 

more illustrious suitor, Fanny did not appear to be overly impressed with Bertrand and his many 
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achievements.
42

  Enjoying the protection of Josephine, Fanny was able to successfully withstand 

the Emperor’s increasingly insistent demands that she marry Bertrand. 

In August, 1808, however, Fanny’s resistance to the proposed marriage finally crumbled.  

Returning from Bayonne, Napoleon summoned Fanny to Fontainebleau and obtained her 

acquiescence to the long-proposed union.
43

  The Emperor’s response to Fanny’s attempt to delay 

the wedding one final time revealed his determination in the matter.  Fanny’s protests that her 

mother would not be able to plan a wedding at that time due to the recent death of her sister fell 

on deaf ears.  Napoleon had tired of Fanny’s obstinate refusals and had far more pressing matters 

to deal with at the time.  He coldly told Fanny to “Send for your sister, [Madame La Tour du Pin] 

she will arrange everything.  I leave for Erfurt in eight days.  The marriage will be completed by 

then.”
44

  Fanny dutifully submitted to the Emperor’s wishes.
45

 

Consequently, Fanny’s step-sister, Madame de la Tour du Pin, was summoned from 

Brussels to arrange the wedding.  After a brief meeting with Bertrand, plans were quickly thrown 

together and the civil wedding was concluded on 16 September.  The religious ceremony and 

wedding party were held the following day.  Hosted by Queen Hortense and King Louis at their 

estate in Saint-Leu, the guest list read like a Who’s Who of Imperial France – Napoleon, 

Josephine, Talleyrand, Berthier, Duroc, Maret, and a great number of the generals and marshals 
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of France attended.  Despite the many perils facing France at the time, Napoleon himself “found 

time to rule on the minutest details of the celebration of the marriage of his favorite aide.”
46

  

Napoleon’s intercession on Bertrand’s behalf in the matter of his marriage to Fanny was 

yet another demonstration of the fondness and appreciation the Emperor had developed for 

Bertrand over the years.  Granting his aide a brief respite from the rigors of his position, 

Napoleon left Bertrand behind as he galloped off to rendezvous with Tsar Alexander at Erfurt.  

Having secured the Tsar’s pledge to oversee France’s interests in central Europe while he left to 

handle personally the deteriorating situation in Spain, Napoleon broke Bertrand’s honeymoon 

short, ordering him to rejoin the Imperial Headquarters in Bayonne.  Bertrand complied.  

Leaving Fanny at his apartment in Paris, Bertrand rushed off to rejoin the Emperor on the 

Spanish frontier.
47

 

The following two months transpired in a whirlwind of activity.  Thirty days after 

arriving at the Imperial Headquarters at Bayonne, Bertrand was with Napoleon (as an aide-de-

camp) at Chamartin preparing to assault the Spanish capital of Madrid.  During the campaign, 

Bertrand was once again employed in a variety of activities.  On 10 November, Bertrand had 

acted as a courier, delivering instructions from Napoleon to the commandant of engineers 

regarding the works the Emperor wanted constructed at Pancorbo and Miranda.
48

  Eight days 

later, Napoleon ordered Bertrand to help restore order to a hospital that had been constructed to 

tend to wounded French soldiers after the Battle of Espinosa.  Arriving on the outskirts of 

Madrid on 2 December, Bertrand was ordered to conduct a reconnaissance of the city’s 

defenses.
49

 

Madrid fell on 4 December and the following weeks were even more hectic than the 

preceding month had been.  After taking two weeks to rest his army and instill some semblance 

of order in Spanish affairs, the Emperor set off in pursuit of the British Army of Sir John Moore 

that had suddenly appeared northwest of Madrid.  Two weeks of hard campaigning followed as 

Napoleon sought desperately to overtake the intrepid British general.  Rumors of a coup in Paris 

and a threatened spring offensive by the Austrians on the Danube forced Napoleon to turn over  
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Map 9:  The Spanish Campaign, 1808.  Bertrand rejoined Napoleon at Bayonne and assisted 

him during the march on Madrid.  After an unsuccessful pursuit of the British army, he returned 

with him to Vallodollid before racing back to Paris in January, 1809. 
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command of the pursuit of the British to Marshals Soult and Ney and return to Valladollid in 

early January.  Napoleon rested there briefly, issuing a flurry of orders for the conduct of affairs 

in Spain before dashing off for Paris on 17 January.
50

  Bertrand later reported that the ensuing 

race to the French capital was “the most rapid ride that I ever made with the Emperor.”
51

 

The rapid ride from Spain that Bertrand made with Napoleon would prove to be a 

harbinger of the whirlwind pace with which the following years would pass.  In time, Bertrand 

would look back longingly on the relatively tranquil eighteen months that transpired after the 

signing of the Treaty of Tilsit.  Bertrand had spent those months in a variety of duties, assisting 

the Emperor at court and conducting reconnaissances of the French coastline.  None of his duties 

during this time would compare to the heavy responsibilities that he would assume in the future.  

In all the capacities he had served in since Tilsit, Bertrand had demonstrated his loyalty and 

devotion to the Emperor.  Equally consistent was Napoleon’s acknowledgement of Bertrand’s 

efforts.  The Emperor rewarded Bertrand’s diligence and hard work by helping arrange his 

wedding to “Fanny” Dillon.  Having long sought her hand, Bertrand was grateful to Napoleon 

for his assistance in bringing this matter to fruition.  Despite Fanny’s initial reluctance to the 

marriage, it would prove in time to be a blessed union; deep in love, commitment, and fidelity.   

The Emperor’s role in arranging this marriage and Bertrand’s proximity to the Emperor 

during some of the most critical events of the Empire in 1808 belied the esteem that Napoleon 

held for his trusted aide.  From Bayonne to Madrid and back to Paris, the Emperor had insisted 

that Bertrand remain close at hand.  In the ten years since joining the Emperor’s army in Italy, 

Bertrand, Napoleon had come to rely on the dependable Bertrand for sound advice, assistance, 

and service.  The Emperor had justly rewarded Bertrand for his devoted service and, as 1809 

dawned with the French Empire facing a new peril, Napoleon would once again call on Bertrand 

to assist him in yet another matter of great importance for France and the Empire. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

BRIDGING THE DANUBE – THE 1809 CAMPAIGN 

 

 

 
 

Bertrand was one of only three aides that Napoleon chose to return with him from Spain 

in January, 1809.1  His selection was no doubt based on the Emperor’s understanding of the 

challenges that lay ahead of him in 1809.  The rumored coup being plotted against him required 

that Napoleon have people near him that he could trust.  Few of his subordinates fit that 

requirement more than Bertrand.  Over his many years of service, Bertrand had proven himself 

to be a man of honor who was devoid of intrigue and whose sole demonstrated ambition was to 

serve the Emperor and France honorably.  Napoleon trusted him implicitly in all matters.  The 

rumblings emanating from Austria, meanwhile, clearly indicated that the Habsburg Emperor was 

once again mobilizing for war against France.  Napoleon selected Bertrand to return with him to 

Paris because he possessed several unique skills and attributes that would be at a premium in any 

war with Austria.  There were, in the French Army, few engineers who understood the 

anticipated campaign area of the Danube River basin better than Bertrand.  Bertrand had 

operated extensively in this area during the 1805 campaign and his knowledge of the region 

would be invaluable in planning for and executing any combat operations there. 

That this was one of the main reasons that Napoleon had chosen to have Bertrand return 

with him to Paris was quickly demonstrated following the Emperor’s return to the French capital 

in January, 1809.  After briefly reuniting with his now-pregnant wife, Fanny, Bertrand was put to 

work by Napoleon compiling reports on the Danube-Bohemia region.  On 4 March, the Emperor 

asked Bertrand to study the route that General Baraguay d’Hilliers had taken into Bohemia in 
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1805.2  Ten days later, Napoleon entrusted Bertrand with his most significant assignment to date, 

naming him commander of engineers for the French Army of Germany.3  In naming him to this 

important post, Napoleon instructed Berthier to “coordinate with [Bertrand] for the organization 

of [the engineers] and the propositions” that his chief engineer would like to make to him 

regarding it. 

The eventual organization of the engineers for the 1809 campaign was outlined in a 30 

March letter from Napoleon to Berthier.  Bertrand’s command was extensive.  It encompassed all 

of the engineering resources in the army to include the pontonniers, the marines of the Imperial 

Guard, and the French boat construction engineers.  Bertrand’s aide, Captain Jules Paulin, would 

later boast that “never had a general of engineers been entrusted with as great a command as that 

given by the Emperor [to Bertrand]” in 1809.4  The Emperor’s instructions to Berthier at the end 

of March regarding the organization of the French army gave clear evidence of the expansive 

nature of Bertrand’s command.  Each corps was to receive a company of pontonniers for 

bridging operations and two companies of sapeurs for general engineering tasks.  The engineer 

park containing the engineer reserves, meanwhile, was to consist of nine companies of sapeurs, 

three companies of pontonniers, four companies of pionniers (for use in construction and 

carpentry work), and three companies of mineurs for siege operations.  In addition, Napoleon 

organized eight hundred marine engineers and twelve hundred sailors into three battalions under 

the command of Captain Pierre Baste of the French navy.  Napoleon had used similar battalions 

with notable success during his 1805 Austrian campaign and he knew they would be useful both 

in support of river crossing operations, and in making use of the Danube as a means of resupply.  

These battalions were to move with the rest of the reserves located in the engineer park at the 

rear of the French Army.5 

Besides commanding all of these vast engineering resources, Napoleon continued to look 

to Bertrand to conduct reconnaissance missions, execute specific engineering works, and provide 
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information on key points of interest along the anticipated route of march into Austria.  On 20 

March, the Emperor instructed Bertrand to “give the orders necessary for the bridge heads of the 

Lech River . . . take all measures for fortifying [Passau] . . . [and to] give equally the orders for 

Ingolstadt.”6  The extensive nature of his new post prevented him from personally conducting 

operations as he had during previous campaigns so he was dependent on his aides and 

subordinates to carry out many of these tasks.   

Two days later, Napoleon complained to Bertrand that “the bureau of engineers is 

composed of mediocre men” whose reports he could not understand.7  The report that had caused 

the Emperor to voice this concern to Bertrand dealt with the organization of the engineers.  

Napoleon was specifically concerned about the collection and distribution of the various 

engineering tools that would be required for the upcoming campaign.  The Emperor placed great   

importance on securing the proper equipment to build and reduce fortifications and to erect 

bridges as the army advanced down the Danube toward Austria.  Napoleon gave Bertrand 

specific instructions to organize the engineering tools “without delay and without counting on 

the resources of Spain.”  To ensure that his instructions were carried out, the Emperor ordered 

Bertrand to send his Chief of Staff, Colonel Ange François Blein, to Strasbourg “with all the 

engineers that he could procure in France.”8  

Once again, the success of Napoleon’s army depended heavily on the French engineering 

corps.  The Emperor was determined to ensure that they were not found wanting in any regard.  

On 30 March, Bertrand himself was ordered to proceed to Strasbourg, Augsburg, and Ingolstadt 

to oversee the engineer’s preparations for war.9  Three days later the Emperor wrote to Bertrand, 

instructing him to “conduct a reconnaissance of a line whose right will be placed at Kufstein, 

center would be covered by Lake Chiemsee, and which would continue extending to the left 

following the Alz River to its confluence with the Inn River near Marktl.”10
 

Napoleon relied heavily on Bertrand’s engineering expertise as the campaign progressed.  

He frequently wrote to Bertrand asking him to examine an engineering report and to validate or 

critique its feasibility.  On 6 April the Emperor sent Bertrand a copy of a project of General 
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Dominique Chambarlhiac for occupying Spitzberg.  Napoleon complained that Chambarlhiac’s 

proposal “appeared defective and contrary to the principles [of engineering].”   In general, the 

Emperor felt the project was “poorly conceived.”  He included extensive notes detailing his 

concerns and ordered Bertrand to study the project and to make changes as necessary.11 

Despite the multitude of organizational and administrative tasks that he found himself 

overseeing, Bertrand somehow found the time to take the field and conduct some of the most 

important reconnaissances and to execute some of the most critical construction efforts himself.  

On 10 April, Bertrand hurried to Passau to examine the state of its fortifications.  En route, he 

conducted a reconnaissance of the Danube from Donauworth to Passau in accordance with 

instructions he had received from Napoleon.  The Emperor wanted Bertrand to report on the 

“situation of the banks, whether the bridges were made of stone or wood, and what means there 

were of defending them.”12  He was also particularly concerned with Ratisbonne so he ordered 

Bertrand to examine its condition.  Napoleon had grown accustomed to Bertrand’s detailed 

reports and, for the most important reconnaissances, he clearly trusted only his senior engineer.  

Part of the Emperor’s dependence on Bertrand’s personal reconnaissances stemmed from the fact 

that Napoleon remained in Paris throughout this period.  Unable to see the battlefield himself, he 

wanted to see it through the eyes of a man he was intimately familiar with.  His trust and reliance 

on Bertrand were clearly demonstrated upon his arrival at the front in mid-April.  Finding his 

army hopelessly scattered upon his arrival at Donauworth on 17 April, one of Napoleon’s first 

acts was to send for Bertrand.  Writing to him at 6:30 a.m., the Emperor ordered Bertrand to 

“render [himself] without delay” to Donauworth.  Bertrand was also directed to ensure that 

Berthier had received his instructions to return to Donauworth as well and to perform the 

important diplomatic task of assuring the Elector of Trèves that Napoleon would visit him as 

soon as possible.  With his army in peril and the outcome of the young campaign already in 

crisis, the Emperor drew his most trusted aides around him to help salvage the situation. 

The importance of Bertrand and the engineers to the success of the French army during 

the opening stages of the 1809 campaign was evidenced in a letter Napoleon had sent to Bertand 

on 10 April.  In this letter, Napoleon had instructed Bertrand to “work with the greatest activity 
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Map 10:  Reconnaissance of Alz River Line.  Bertrand’s instructions were to conduct a 
reconnaissance of a line stretching from Kufstein on the right, through Lake Chiemsee, and 
continuing up the Alz River to its confluence with the Inn River near Marktl. 
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in [Augsburg] with the goal that I can centralize my depots there and that, with a force of 5,000 

to 6,000 men that are typically found at the rear of a great army, I will have nothing to fear from 

an elite enemy division of 15,000 to 20,000 men.”13  The Emperor had further ordered Bertrand 

to establish secondary works on the three bridgeheads he had just completed on the Lech River 

to ensure that the French troops guarding the bridges would not be frightened away by the first 

appearance of enemy cavalry or by preliminary enemy attempts to bridge the river.  The 

bridgeheads constructed by Bertrand’s engineers’ proved essential in freeing up French combat 

forces for the intense fighting experienced during the week following Napoleon’s arrival at 

Donauworth on 17 April.  With his rear and flanks protected by the fortifications thrown up by 

his engineers, Napoleon was able to focus his efforts forward where they were sorely needed.   

The engineers continued to execute economy of force type construction efforts following 

the seizure of Ratisbonne and the successful conclusion of the “Ratisbonne Cycle” which 

rescued the French army from imminent peril.  On 29 April, Napoleon ordered Bertrand to send 

a squadron of engineers to Salzburg to fortify the citadel so that it would be capable of 

withstanding six days of attacks.14  With the Austrian army in full retreat, the Emperor needed to 

ensure that his flanks, rear, and lines of communication were protected so he could focus on the 

pursuit. 

The engineers played an equally critical role during the pursuit phase of the campaign.  

Pushing forward tirelessly, the French army relied heavily on Bertrand’s engineers to reduce 

fortifications and establish bridges across the various waterways that impeded their forward 

movement.  With much of their equipage and tools still languishing at the rear of the army, the 

engineers made use of captured baggage trains and procured local resources to complete their 

engineering tasks.15  The engineers succeeded in overcoming both the rising spring rivers and the 

enemy that often contested their river crossings.  By 10 May, Bertrand’s engineers’ triumphs 

over man and nature were complete and the French army stood once again before the gates of 

Vienna.   

Having vanquished all obstacles en route to Vienna, the French engineers now began 

preparing for the siege of the Austrian capital.  Operating out of the imperial headquarters 
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located in the Schönbrünn palace, Bertrand oversaw the preparations.  Part of the prepatory siege 

work included emplacing artillery batteries on the north and east sides of Vienna near 

Landstrasse and Lusthaus to guard against an Austrian attack on the French lines during the 

siege.  Since this emplacement involved crossing a small branch of the Danube, Bertrand and the 

engineers took an active role in this operation.16  On 12 May, the French were spared the 

challenge of a lengthy siege by the work of the subsequently emplaced cannon.  The commander 

of the Austrian capital’s defenses, the young Archduke Maximillian, having harshly rebuked an 

envoy sent by Napoleon to negotiate the surrender of Vienna, realized his error as a devastating 

four-hour barrage was laid down by the French artillery on the Austrian capital that evening.  

After a midnight council of war with his generals, Maximillian evacuated the city quickly and 

withdrew the remaining Austrian forces to the north bank of the Danube River.  The French 

accepted Vienna’s formal surrender and occupied the Austrian capital that same day.17 

As the French army entered Vienna, Bertrand rode forward to Leopoldstadt to assess the 

state of the bridges over the Danube.  He returned less than an hour later to inform Napoleon that 

the Austrians had destroyed all of the bridges from Tabor to Spitz.18  The Emperor, hoping to 

defeat the Austrian forces of General Johann Hiller before he could affect a link up with 

Archduke Charles and the main Austrian army, decided to cross the Danube as quickly as 

possible.  After a failed crossing to the northwest of Vienna near the town of Nussdorf, Napoleon 

eventually settled on a site near the small village of Kaiser-Ebersdorf southeast of Vienna.19   

At Vienna, the Danube River divided into several branches that were broken up by a 

series of islands.  From the south bank, above Kaiser-Ebersdorf, the main branch of the river 

stretched five hundred yards to the island of Schneidergrund.  The next branch, which contained 

the strongest current, covered the just over three hundred yards that separated the island of 

Schneidergrund from the island of Lobgrund.  Lobgrund in turn was separated from the large 

island of Lobau by a small branch of about forty yards, easily fordable when the river was low.  

From Lobau there remained the last branch of 140 yards before finally reaching the north bank of 

the Danube.20  This site offered several advantages for fording operations.  The large island of 

                                                 
16 Vasson, Bertrand, 71.  
17 F. Lorraine Petre, Napoleon and the Archduke Charles, (New York, 1909), 261-62. 
18 Paulin, Souvenirs, 176-81. 
19 Jean-Jacques Pelet, Mémoires sur la Guerre de 1809 (Paris, 1825), 262-64. 
20 Ibid., 259-65. 
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Lobau, four miles wide in places, lay between the south and north banks of the Danube was ideal 

for use as an intermediate staging base.  By concentrating his army here before the attack, 

Napoleon would effectively be able to reduce the actual assault crossing to the final 140 yard 

branch.  Lobau would also screen the French bridge construction from the Austrians.  Finally, the 

Schwechal River, which joined the Danube just above the village of Kaiser-Ebersdorf, provided 

a natural harbor on the left bank of the Danube in which the boats and materials needed for the 

bridge construction could be gathered.  Napoleon approved this crossing site personally and 

ordered the construction to begin immediately.  Marshal André Masséna’s engineers under his 

artillery commander, General Joseph Pernety, began the work in earnest.  To divert the 

Austrians, Napoleon ordered Lannes 2nd Corps to continue demonstrating at Nussdorf.21  

Desiring to cross the Danube before the Austrian forces could be concentrated; speed was 

a primary concern in the construction of the bridge.  Without time to build a well-designed 

bridge, the engineers set about to throw together a hasty bridge of pontoons, boats, and trestles.  

The major obstacle in completing this task lay in gathering the necessary materials for the bridge 

construction.  Most of the boats on hand had been seized from the Austrians and were in varying 

states of disrepair.  On 15 May, Bertrand reported to Napoleon that, of the estimated eighty boats 

needed for construction, he currently had only forty-eight.  He hoped to have the remaining 

thirty-two by the evening of the 16th.22   A shortage of anchors, meanwhile, forced the engineers 

to resort to boxes with cannon balls and old cannon barrels from the Vienna armory to anchor the 

boat bridge.  The rest of the materials; the timber, planks, beams, ropes, pontoons, etc., were 

brought up from the engineer park and collected from Vienna and the nearby towns.  Hundreds 

of officers and thousands of engineers worked feverishly to gather the materials and prepare 

them for the crossing.  Once collected, they placed the bridging materials in the salvaged boats 

that had been anchored in the Schwechal River.23  On the 17th, Bertrand reported to Napoleon on 

the status of the preparations, estimating that he would have all the boats and materials necessary 

for the bridges by the following evening.24  That night, the pontonniers and marines crept into 
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the Danube, testing the river’s depth and selecting potential anchorage points.  Napoleon came to 

inspect the engineers’ progress personally on the 18th.  Assured that all was ready, the Emperor 

ordered Masséna to begin crossing that night.25 

The crossing began on 18 May with a 1,500 man amphibious boat assault, led by one of 

Masséna’s division commanders, General Gabriel Molitor, against the small Austrian garrison 

located on the island of Lobgrund.  Molitor quickly cleared the island of enemy forces.  With the 

far-side anchor point now secure, the engineers began working on the bridge.  Working nonstop, 

they floated the assembled boats and materials into the strong current of the Danube, and hastily 

attached and anchored them together to form the boat bridge.  The following evening, Molitor 

repeated his actions, this time leading his force onto the island of Lobau, once again clearing the 

island of Austrians.  The engineers continued their work on the second and third sections of the 

main bridge and, by noon on the 20th, the bridge was complete.  It consisted of sixty-eight boats 

and nine rafts, with each boat containing a road span on top of it.26  Bertrand, inspecting the 

bridges upon his crossing on 21 May, found them to be “solid and well executed.”27 

With the main bridge complete, the small branch north of Lobau remained the only 

obstacle separating the French from the Austrians.  Napoleon rode ahead to the north bank of 

Lobau and personally selected the final bridging site.  The site he eventually settled on lay 

directly opposite a point of land known as the Mühlau Salient.  The salient created a reentrant 

point in the river, slowing the current of the mighty river and providing the French artillery with 

a natural position from which they could cover the French passage.  Having designated the site, 

Napoleon ordered across a small force of two hundred voltiguers led by Massena’s twenty-seven 

year old aide-de-camp, Colonel Charles Sainte-Croix, to cross to the north bank of the river to 

protect the engineers during the construction of the bridge.28   

Despite the protection this force provided, the bridging effort at Mühlau did not proceed 

unopposed.  The Austrians had been watching the French bridging operations and concentrations 

on Lobau with interest from an observatory posted on the Bisamberg hilltop, which towered over 

the Danube to the northwest of Vienna.   Reports from this observatory provided early warning 

to the Austrians of the impending French crossing and, when Austrian cavalry pickets located on 
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the Mühlau Salient spotted Sainte-Croix’s force on the north bank, the Austrians immediately 

moved to contest the French bridging efforts at Mühlau.  Despite a “shower of balls” and a lack 

of wood, the pontonniers and sapeurs of General Claude Legrand’s Division managed to 

complete the bridge at Mühlau in a couple of hours, finishing their work by 6:00 P.M..29  This 

final bridge consisted of three trestle sections and fifteen boats, all tied off and anchored together 

as the main bridge had been.30   

Following the completion of this final bridge, Masséna’s three divisions charged across 

to the north bank of the Danube.  Once there, Molitor’s Division moved to the small village of 

Aspern northwest of the bridgehead as Napoleon sent General Jean Boudet’s Division to the 

north-northeast toward Essling.   While Masséna’s corps crossed, the river rose ominously and 

debris carried downriver by the swelling Danube caused a break in one of the three sections of 

the main bridge, briefly delaying the French passage.31  Despite these difficulties, by the morning 

of 21 May, Napoleon had managed to cross more than 25,000 infantry and cavalry forces to the 

north bank.32 

Napoleon now faced his first major decision.  With his lines of communication stretched 

tenuously across the Danube on a single precarious bridge, the Emperor sought to determine both 

the location and disposition of the Austrian Army before fully committing his army to the 

crossing.33  Unable to come to a clear consensus from his generals, Napoleon determined to 

discern the location of the Austrian army himself.  However, an Austrian light cavalry picket line 

turned back the Emperor’s personal reconnaissance before he could gain any intelligence 

regarding the Austrian army’s disposition.  Still hoping to defeat Hiller’s force before he could 

link up with the Archduke Charles, Napoleon finally decided to press forward with the crossing.   

                                                 
29 Lejeune, Memoires, I, 265. 
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 127

 

Map 11:  Battles of Aspern-Essling and Wagram, 1809.  The bridges constructed by 
Bertrand’s engineers connected the left bank of the Danube with Lobau Island before 
continuing on to the right bank of the Danube. 
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He had not come this far to turn back in the face of an enemy he had defeated so decisively 

before. 

It would not be long before Napoleon would learn the truth of the Austrian army’s 

location.  Charles had in fact linked up with Hiller on 16 May, and, by late that morning 

Napoleon’s cavalry reported that five Austrian columns, composing the bulk of the Austrian 

army, were moving in the direction of the French bridgehead.  At almost the same time, 

Napoleon learned that the main bridge had been broken again, this time by a heavily laden boat 

floated downstream by the Austrians.34  The Austrians, observing the effects that the debris 

carried by the flooding river had on the French bridges, now hastened to add their own 

projectiles into the strengthening current.35  From a position located upriver, they launched a 

continuous succession of boats, water wheels, and a widely varying assortment of debris into the 

river.  In their haste to establish the bridges and achieve the river crossing, the French had not 

emplaced a protective barrier upstream.36  In addition, the sailors, marine workers, and the 

majority of the French engineers and equipment still languished in the engineer park far to the 

French rear.  The park would not arrive at Vienna until the 23rd.   The French engineers already 

at the bridging site soon found themselves immersed in a steadily increasing battle against man 

and river.  They worked furiously and against mounting odds to redirect the debris and repair the 

ever increasing breaks.   

With his lines of communication severed, and now realizing that he faced an 

overwhelmingly superior enemy force, Napoleon’s first thought was to withdraw.  Buoyed by 

the reports of his engineers, who assured him that the bridge would be repaired in short order, 

and the devotion and apparent commitment of his field commanders, Napoleon decided instead 

to stay and give battle.37  Ordering Davout to hurry his movement to the bridge, Napoleon turned 

his attention back to the Austrians, who were now fast approaching from the north.38  Several 

desperate hours later, the French were still in possession of the two key villages of Aspern and 
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Essling.  Heavily outnumbered, with their backs to a river, and relying on one increasingly shaky 

bridge for reinforcements and resupply, the French had nonetheless held their positions.39   

Almost as important, the French engineers had restored the bridges by early evening as 

promised.  With their lines of communication reestablished, the French poured across in a steady 

stream throughout the night, being stopped only once by a small break which the engineers had 

repaired in less than an hour.40  Napoleon spent the night at the bridgehead, directing the arriving 

units to their places in the French line which now stretched in an arc from Aspern on the left to 

Essling on the right.  By morning, the French had doubled their total strength on the north bank 

to almost 60,000, including both infantry and cavalry.41  On the Austrian side of the battlefield, 

Charles, having pressed Napoleon hard during the battle on 21 May, and, realizing the tenuous 

nature of the French lines of communication, fully expected Napoleon to withdraw during the 

night.  Accordingly, he made no further plans and issued no orders for future dispositions or 

actions that night, save that of ordering a redoubling of the efforts to break the French bridges.42 

Napoleon sought to make the Austrians pay for their failure to properly prepare for an 

attack.  Using Lannes’ corps to spearhead the French attack on 22 May, the Emperor attempted 

to penetrate the Austrian center.  As Lannes’ corps pressed forward valiantly, the battle on the 

river waged by the French engineers to save their bridges took its final turn.  The churning 

current had torn away several of the hastily made anchors, setting the boats and their 

accompanying bridge spans adrift.  Several of the remaining boats whose anchors had held, 

became deluged with water and eventually sunk while others were simply pulled under by the 

current.43  The Austrians, meanwhile, had become increasingly inventive in their efforts to 

destroy the French bridges.  They began to set the heavily laden boats on fire before casting them 

into the river.  Their biggest fabrication, a large watermill resting between two boats, was set on 

fire and smeared with tar to prevent the French engineers from being able to redirect it.44  The 

river, which continued to rise, combined with the increasing efforts of the Austrians, in the end 
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proved to be too much in spite of the courageous efforts of the French engineers.  Bertrand’s 

aide-de-camp, Captain Jules Paulin, brought Napoleon the discomfiting news that the heavily 

damaged main bridge had been broken and would take from twenty-four to forty-eight hours to 

repair.45 

Napoleon, learning of the bridges collapse between 8:00 and 9:00 A.M., checked Lannes’ 

advance and sent Marshal Louis Berthier’s aide, Captain Louis Lejeune, to the bridge to 

determine if it would be possible to continue bringing over men, ammunition, and supplies on 

row boats and/or flying bridges.  Lejeune, who had already crossed the bridges twenty times 

since the start of the battle, was shocked by the disarray he found upon his return to the 

bridgehead.  The river had risen more than ten feet since the initial crossing on the 20th, and 

Lejeune estimated that it had swollen at some points to an additional one third of its original size.  

The situation had become so desperate at the bridge linking the north bank to Lobau Island that 

Molitor, now resting his division on the left flank of the French line between Aspern and the 

river, had ordered several of his men into the river to assist the engineers in floating the debris 

away from the bridge.46  The steady stream of wounded men and horses that deluged the 

northern bridgehead further aggravated the critical situation at this bridge.  The wounded French 

soldiers served as another impediment to the efforts of the engineers who fought to hold the 

bridge together against the same forces that had already ripped the main bridge apart.  The surge 

of wounded to the rear also prevented the limited supplies and men still on Lobau from moving 

forward.   

Arriving on the south bank of Lobau, Lejuene observed the three sections of the main 

bridge in utter disrepair.  Five or six boats still held together in some places, and one place had as 

many as twelve, but wide gaps existed between these clusters with nothing to bridge them.  

Small boats manned by engineers littered the water as the engineers fought desperately to repair 

the broken sections and even more fervently to steer the continuing onrush of speeding 

projectiles away from the remaining spans.  Lejeune arrived in time to observe the engineers 

grappling mightily with the burning, tar-smeared watermill.   Seeing little chance of organizing 
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any kind of reliable resupply system amidst the chaos on the river, he hurried back to Napoleon 

with the sobering news.47 

Upon receiving Lejeune’s report, Napoleon ordered Lannes to fall back on the same 

Aspern-Essling line from which he had launched his attack.  The Austrians poured a withering 

fire into the French ranks during the subsequent withdrawal, halting their attacks only after 

exhausting both their men and ammunition supplies.  Although the French lines had held, the 

Emperor quickly recognized the futility of continuing the attack.  After a brief meeting with his 

generals, Napoleon ordered his army to withdraw to the relative safety of Lobau.  Leaving 

Masséna in charge of the retreat, Napoleon left Lobau, boarding a boat and quickly returning to 

the south bank of the Danube.   

Arriving at Kaiser-Ebersdorf, the Emperor quickly began to make preparations to 

continue the campaign and renew the battle.   After issuing instructions for the resupply of the 

army and the care of the wounded on Lobau, he dispatched orders for Eugène’s Army of Italy 

and Bernadotte’s Saxon corps (the 9th) to hasten their advance on Vienna.  He then called on his 

Chief of Engineers, General Bertrand.  The Emperor asked him if it would be possible to build 

bridges strong enough to withstand the current and the debris that had destroyed the original 

bridge.  Napoleon ordered Bertrand to study the question and return in the morning with a 

response.  After consulting with his fellow engineer officers, Bertrand gave his reply to 

Napoleon in the morning.  Given the time, men, and equipment, he assured the Emperor that his 

engineers could certainly build a bridge worthy of the French army, one that would be able to 

withstand all attempts of man and river to destroy it.  Napoleon pledged to supply whatever was 

needed and ordered the construction of the bridge to begin immediately.48 

The arrival of the three battalions of marines and sailors on 23 May gave a much added 

boost to the beleaguered engineers and solved the immediate crisis of restoring the boat bridge 

linking Lobau to the south bank.  With these bridges restored on the 25th, supplies quickly began 

to pour onto Lobau.  Napoleon promptly ordered the withdrawal of the wounded and all but 

Masséna’s corps from Lobau.49  The work on the new bridges began in earnest on the 25th 

following the repair to the boat bridge.  The first order of business was the construction of a 
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stockade upriver to protect the future bridge from the debris that had destroyed the original 

bridge.  The French stockade consisted of pylons driven into the riverbed.  In addition to 

stopping debris, the pylons helped to slow down the current.  The reduced speed of the current 

enabled the engineers to drive the pylons for the main bridge which included a section that 

crossed the tempestuous second branch of the Danube between Schneidergrund and Lobau.  The 

Danube, belatedly cooperating with the French, receded every day, further aiding in the difficult 

bridge construction.50   

After completing the emplacement of the stockade, the French rapidly turned their 

attention to the construction of the main bridge.  The bridging work progressed under the direct 

supervision of one of Bertrand’s senior battalion commanders, chef de battalion, Feraudy, a man 

described by one of Bertrand’s aides as “[an] old sapeur, expert in the construction of bridges 

who, because of his specialty, was referred to by his fellow engineers by the surname of the 

‘grande Pontife.’”51  The main bridge consisted of a series of piers built on top of the pylons the 

French had pounded into the riverbed.  Each pier rested on five pylons which the engineers 

connected together with two diagonal trusses and one horizontal iron beam which rested just 

below the mean level of the river surface.  The roadbed built on top of the piers sat four feet 

above the water’s surface and measured more than twelve feet wide.  The bridge was capable of 

handling traffic of all branches and could fit three wagons, side by side, at the same time.  Strong 

side railings protected against men and equipment from falling into the river.  All together there 

were sixty pier spans (41 on the first branch, 19 on the second) spanning the eight hundred plus 

yards from the south bank of the Danube to Lobgrund Island.52 

In addition to the main bridge, the engineers reinforced the existing boat bridge.  

Napoleon planned to use the main bridge for the forward movement of artillery, ammunition, and 

supplies once the attack had been launched.  The adjacent boat bridge, meanwhile, was to be 

reserved for the forward movement of reinforcements.  On the second branch of the Danube, 

from Schneidergrund to Lobgrund, the tireless engineers constructed a third bridge fifty yards 
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above the main bridge.53  This bridge, also built on pylons anchored in the riverbed, was 

specifically designated for the evacuation of the wounded.  Finally, leaving nothing to chance, 

the engineers stretched the iron “chain of Turks” across the river above the stockade to prevent 

burning boats from catching the wooden piles of the stockade on fire.  The chain, previously 

used by the Turks to stop river traffic, had been resting peacefully in the Vienna arsenal since the 

Polish King John Sobieski had helped end the Turkish threat to the Austrian capital in 1684.54  

 As the bridging work proceeded, Napoleon concentrated the French army on Lobau drew 

up plans for the forthcoming assault.  The Austrian army had withdrawn to the Russbach River, 

out of the range of the French guns, but was prepared to move forward to occupy a series of 

fortified lines it had prepared opposite the expected French crossing sites.  Napoleon had no 

intention of crossing and marching into the fortified Austrian position.  Instead, he planned to fix 

the Austrian Army in the north by feinting and demonstrating at Mühlau where the crossing had 

taken place during the Battle of Aspern-Essling.  The actual crossing, meanwhile, was to take 

place east of the Austrian fortifications near Gross Enzersdorf.  After bypassing the fortified 

Austrian line there, Napoleon planned to wheel his army west and roll up the Austrians from 

their left flank.55
   

In order to achieve the element of surprise, the bridges spanning the final branch of the 

Danube, lying between Lobau and the north bank of the Danube, could not be constructed until 

the night of the attack.  In preparation for laying the final bridges, the engineers pre-positioned 

the required boats and materials in the small channels and creeks that criss-crossed Lobau.  

Hidden from the Austrians, they were ready to be brought forward at a moment’s notice.  Among 

these pre-positioned stockpiles was an elaborate creation nicknamed simply the “one-piece.”   

Ordered by Napoleon and designed and constructed by a young engineer officer, it was made 

from fourteen captured pontoon boats and consisted of four separate sections, all connected 
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together by rope hinges.  It measured more than 170 yards long and the roadbed, resting on the 

attached boats, was more than seven feet wide.  Preassembled, it remained only to be flung into 

the Danube on the night of the attack, anchored to the banks, and finished by tying the sections 

together.56 

While the bridging efforts around Vienna absorbed most of the engineer corps’ time and 

attention during June, the engineers were occasionally called upon to execute works on the 

flanks and rear of the French army.  On 5 June Napoleon wrote to Bertrand directing him to 

examine the defenses of the city of Linz.  “We have lost a month at Linz,” the Emperor 

complained, “lost time that could prove fatal.”57  That same day Napoleon ordered Bertrand to 

send “a company of 50 marines with a good officer, a company of pontonniers, and a company 

of sapeurs with tools” to assist Marshal Davout at Pressburg in capturing a bridge there.  In that 

same letter, Napoleon charged Bertrand to appoint an “intelligent officer [and] 50-60 well-armed 

marines” to conduct daily patrols of the Danube in order to capture more boats and ensure that 

the enemy did not establish any posts on the river.58 

In spite of the hard work required for the construction of the bridges at Vienna and the 

multitude of other engineering tasks they were ordered to perform, the “times passed gaily” for 

the engineer officers.  The engineers’ high morale during this time was primarily a result of their 

newfound importance in the French army and Bertrand’s largesse.  Their elevated status in the 

French army was made obvious by the attention Napoleon paid to them.  The Emperor came 

often to observe the engineers’ progress, sitting on a tree stump and chatting familiarly with them 

and occasionally picking up a hatchet and joining in on the work himself.59  The French 

engineers reveled in Napoleon’s doting.  They also enjoyed Bertrand’s engaging leadership style 

and the “excellent table” he provided for all the officers who worked under him.  His aides found 

Bertrand to be “good and affable” but complained that his generosity at mealtime often stretched 
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their ability to feed all of his invited guests.  Frequently, Bertrand’s aides had to use pheasants 

caught in the French bridging works to supplement the food shortages caused by their 

commander’s generosity.  When not busy with engineering duties or searches for food for 

Bertrand’s table, the young French engineer officers headquartered at the Hotel d’Coloredo with 

Bertrand occasionally found time to visit the nearby Austrian capital for a glass of “sherbet or ice 

cream” or to listen to the music of Mozart at the great Opera hall.60 

Not all of the engineers benefited from the increased attention lavished on them by the 

Emperor or the relaxed nature of Bertrand’s command.  The lassitude of some of his 

subordinates led to Bertrand receiving a few stern letters from Napoleon.  On 13 June the 

Emperor mildly rebuked Bertrand for the “poor wretch” of an engineer that Bertrand had charged 

with completing the works on the islands and the equally inept officer that Bertrand had assigned 

to guard the approaches to Vienna.  “The engineer is not as good as he must be,” Napoleon 

noted.  He detailed the latter officer’s deficiencies in a missive he fired off to Bertrand that day: 

 
The colonel of engineers charged with defending the approaches to Vienna must 
have the plans of all the islands, must rectify any observed discrepancies, must 
follow the movements of the enemy, must submit a report everyday on what the 
enemy has done, and must be out at dawn to conduct a reconnaissance of the most 
important points.  Instead, your officer of engineers has seen nothing [and] done 
nothing . . .61 
 

Later that same day Napoleon complained to Bertrand about the failure of one of his 

subordinates to pay the local workers who had been hired to work on the French bridges.  He 

instructed Bertrand to “give the orders to have them paid tomorrow.”   In that same letter, the 

Emperor outlined several bridging, fortification, and artillery projects for the engineers to begin.  

He also directed Bertrand to send the “officer ordered with directing these works to come to take 

my orders.”62  

The rebukes he received from Napoleon did not lessen Bertrand’s affection for the 

Emperor.  Upon receiving news of the birth of his first child on 9 June, Bertrand promptly named 

his newborn son “Napoleon” in honor of the man he revered.  Likewise, Bertrand’s occasional 

oversights did not decrease the respect and admiration the Emperor held for the skills and talents 

                                                 
60 Ibid., 199.   
61 Napoleon to Bertrand, 13 June 1809, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 15345, XIX, 121. 
62 Napoleon to Bertrand, 13 June 1809, Ibid., No. 15346, XIX, 122. 
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of his chief engineer.  By 15 June, Bertrand was able to assure Napoleon that all of the bridging 

works would be completed by 20 June, nearly two full weeks before the planned crossing.63  

Subsequent letters from Napoleon to Bertrand demonstrated that the Emperor was pleased with 

Bertrand and the engineers and that he maintained full confidence in his chief engineer’s ability 

to accomplish the near impossible.  On 23 June Napoleon wrote to Bertrand acknowledging his 

receipt of Bertrand’s report informing him that the engineers had completed work on the bridge 

and the ferry boats.  In typical Napoleonic fashion, the Emperor used the same letter to 

alternately praise Bertrand and to intimate that there was much more work to be done.  Napoleon 

brusquely noted to Bertrand that “You have done well in starting a second [bridge] – start a 

third.”64   

Napoleon’s letter on the 23rd also gave Bertrand instructions for the actions he was to 

take during the final days leading up to the French attack.  Remembering the damage the 

Austrians had caused to the French bridges during the battle of Aspern-Essling in May, the 

Emperor instructed Bertrand to protect the bridges by placing seven or eight pontoon boats in the 

Danube above the bridges.  “These pontoon boats are important,” Napoleon noted.  “We will 

place marines on them to contain what [the enemy] sends [downstream] against the bridges.”65  

The Emperor also expressed his desire to Bertrand that the engineers take an active role in 

helping to deceive the Austrians as to the timing and location of the fast-approaching French 

assault.  Bertrand was to “take care that every operation is made in haste in order to unsettle the 

enemy and to accustom him” to this type of activity.  He further directed Bertrand to conduct no 

actions “at the place where we will make the descent.”   

Further steps were taken to help achieve some element of surprise over the Austrians.  

Napoleon ordered General Legrand to lead an assault crossing to the north bank on the evening 

of 30 June at the Mühlau Salient – the same site the French had crossed at prior to the battle of 

Aspern-Essling in May.  Thus commenced a series of planned actions intended to convince the 

Austrians that the French would again cross the Danube at Mühlau.  The demonstrations proved 

to be effective.  The Archduke Charles remained convinced that the French would cross at the 

same site that they had used in May.  Accordingly, he withdrew the bulk of his army toward 
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Wagram, concentrating these forces on the positions they had prepared in front of the Russbach 

River while a smaller contingent was positioned near Bisamberg.  He also ordered an artillery 

barrage on the Mühlau Salient, to begin at 11:00 P.M., to destroy the French forces located there 

and to disrupt activities at what Charles believed would be the main French bridgehead.  The 

Archduke left only his VI Corps on the old Aspern-Essling line.  The Austrian commander hoped 

to stabilize the situation with this corps until he could bring his main army forward from 

Wagram.  If Napoleon bridged as he expected from Mühlau, the Austrians could fall on the 

bridgehead with the army located at Bisamberg, crushing the French army in a large pincer 

movement in the process.66 

On 28 June, Napoleon partially revealed his true plan of attack.  In a letter to his chief 

engineer, Napoleon ordered Bertrand to conduct a personal reconnaissance of the Danube River 

near the Hansel-Grund peninsula which lay opposite the southeastern tip of Lobau Island.  

Napoleon observed to Bertrand that:   

 
I will throw my raft bridge there.  One will pass, as I have ordered it, onto Hansel-
Grund on a small bridge that will be prepared on the island and, as soon as the 
operations have begun, the raft bridge will be erected.  Let me know if this is 
possible and what the width of the Danube is at this place.  This [raft] bridge will 
be thrown in forty-eight hours and will serve as a means of passage in the case of 
retreat or extraordinary events.67 
 

Nothing was to be left to chance.  The laborious attention to the construction and defense of the 

French bridges was done to negate any concerns the Emperor could harbor regarding his lines of 

communication.  If the French army was to be beaten, it would be beaten on the field of battle, 

not by nature and the rupture of its lines across the Danube.  As they had throughout the 

campaign, the hard work and efforts of the French engineers would help conserve French forces, 

allowing the French army to focus its complete attention on the battlefield and the task at hand.  

Napoleon wanted all eyes on the entrenched Austrians who awaited the French in well-prepared 

positions on the north bank of the Danube.   

The Emperor sought to achieve just that effect when he lauded the work of Bertrand and 

the engineers in the Twenty-Fourth Bulletin of the Army of Germany which he had published on 
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3 July.  “The Danube no longer exists for the French army,” Napoleon proclaimed.  “General 

Bertrand has executed works that excites the imagination and inspires admiration.”  The Emperor 

went on to list the various works completed by the engineers and compared – and declared the 

superiority of – the French bridges to those that had previously been built on the Danube and 

Rhine by Trajan and [Julius] Caesar:  “The bridge of Trajan was a stone bridge, built over 

several years.  The bridge of Caesar on the Rhine was thrown up, it is true, in eight days, but it 

was unable to pass any wagons over it.”68  Napoleon concluded by declaring that “The works on 

the Danube are the best works of campaign that have ever been constructed.” Any concerns the 

French soldiers may have had with being cut off with their backs to the river during the pending 

battle were put to rest with the high praise the Emperor heaped on the engineers and the bridges 

that they had constructed.  “The passage of the Danube is assured,” Napoleon declared 

authoritatively.  “The fate of the Austrian monarchy will be decided in a single affair.”69 

The high praise was well earned.  The bridges and other works demonstrated their value 

during the battle of Wagram.  Napoleon’s deception plan for that battle was aided by the arrival 

of a fortuitous thunderstorm that crashed down on the Danube on the afternoon of 4 July.  The 

weather helped to keep French activities on Lobau hidden from the prying eyes of the Austrian 

observatory located on the Bisamberg hill for the remainder of that day.70  The French army 

made use of the weather cover to make its final concentrations.   

By early evening of 4 July, the French were ready for the attack.  At 9:00 p.m., preceded 

by a heavy rain and hail storm and an ear-shattering artillery barrage, Colonel Theodore-Jean 

Seruzier led fifteen hundred men over in armed boats, specially fitted with bulletproof bulwarks, 

to the Hansel-Grund Salient.71  Seruzier’s actions served to secure the north bank and allow for 

the construction of the bridges Napoleon had outlined to Bertrand the instructions he had sent 

him on 28 June.  The engineers went to work immediately, completing the pontoon bridge there 

                                                 
68 After reading Caesar’s Commentaries on St. Helena, Napoleon asked Bertrand whether it was 
possible to build the 40 feett wide, 2,400 feet long bridge that Caesar claimed to have built in the 
16 feett deep water near Cologne.  Bertrand claimed that it was possible, citing the example of 
the bridges he constructed on the Danube.  See Bertrand, St. Helena Diaries, I, 168. 
69 “Twenty-Fourth Bulletin of the Army of Germany,” 3 July 1809, Ibid., No. 15487, XIX, 249-
51.  Trajan was a Roman Emperor who, in 101 A.D. while fighting in the Dacian Wars, had built 
a great bridge that consisted of 60 stone piers.  Traces of this bridge are said to still remain. 
70 Petre, Napoleon and the Archduke Charles, 343. 
71 Arnold, Napoleon Conquers Austria, 123.   
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by 11:30 p.m..  Oudinot quickly began to send across the remaining men of his corps.  Masséna 

had already begun to cross upriver, beginning at 10:00 p.m..72  Bertrand sent his aide, Paulin to 

inform Napoleon that the first bridge had been raised and that the French passage to the north 

bank was in the process of being opened.73   

Scarcely believing it, Napoleon made his way to the riverbank to observe the bridging 

actions of Masséna’s men.  The Emperor arrived around 11:00 p.m., in time to see the “one-

piece” being readied to swing out into the Danube.  The Emperor inquired of the engineer in 

charge of this operation, Captain Heckman, how long the bridge would take to be swung.  

Proudly answering that the bridge could be readied within fifteen minutes, Napoleon quickly 

deflated the young officer with his response: “I give you five minutes!  Bertrand, your watch.”   

Under the Emperor’s watchful and impatient eyes, Heckman had the bridge swung in four 

minutes with Napoleon ordering Massena’s infantry across before the engineers had even 

completed tying it off.74 

Similar bridging efforts were repeated all along the east bank of Lobau, protected 

everywhere by the infantry on the far bank and Captain Baste’s river boats which aggressively 

patrolled the river.  Davout’s raft bridge, just upriver from the “one-piece,” was ready by 2:00 

a.m..  Even before the completion of the bridges, the French had already begun to bring across 

the Danube several cannons and ammunition wagons in specially outfitted boats.75  In all, the 

French engineers built sixteen bridges from Lobau to the north bank, including twelve that were 

constructed during the night of 4 July.  By daybreak the French had managed to pass the three 

corps of Davout, Oudinot, and Masséna, to the north bank of the Danube, and, within twenty-

four hours of the initial assault, more than 150,000 men in addition numerous horses, supply 

wagons, and artillery caissons had crossed the river.76   

During the initial hours of the crossing, the Austrians took no measures to oppose the 

French passage.  In fact, they appeared to be oblivious to it until, in the early morning light of 5 

July, they spotted French soldiers marching out of the mist on their left flank.  Upon learning of 

the French crossing at 5:00 a.m., Charles assumed that it would take an additional day before the 
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French would be able to build up enough strength on the north bank to attack, more than enough 

time to order his army’s redisposition.  He quickly changed his mind later that morning as the 

true extent of the French concentration became known to him.77  The Austrians delay in reacting 

to the French crossing gave the French engineers time to trace bridgeheads and prepare 

fortifications on the far bank to protect the French bridges.  These works helped to preserve the 

French flanks against attacks made against them in the days that followed.   

During the two days of bitter fighting that followed the French army’s initial crossing, the 

French army was able to cross the Danube freely, resupplying and reinforcing their forces at will.  

The French bridges proved immune to all efforts of the Austrians to break them.  The marines of 

the Imperial Guard under the command of Captain Baste played a major role in protecting the 

French bridges and assisting the French passage throughout the battle.78  Baste’s riverboat navy 

performed a variety of tasks during the crossing, providing armed escorts for the transport boats 

and direct fire support for the amphibious landings and bridge crossings.  Baste rendered a 

detailed accounting of his forces actions during the battle on 14 July, boasting to Bertrand that 

“nothing descended the Danube and hit the bridges” as a result of the vigilance of his marines.79 

The French passage of the Danube prior to and during the battle of Wagram was the 

result of a truly remarkable engineering feat that stands out as one of the most impressive 

bridging accomplishment of Napoleon’s armies.  In less than three weeks, Bertrand’s engineers 

had constructed an extraordinary, iron reinforced, pylon bridge.  At the same time they had 

completed numerous other bridges and works in the weeks preceding the battle of Wagram.  The 

valiant efforts of the engineers, while by no means alone guaranteeing victory, at the least helped 

to assure Napoleon’s victory over Austria at Wagram. 

Bertrand’s efforts had likewise contributed significantly to the success of French arms in 

1809.  Assuming command of a sizeable engineer contingent, Bertrand had expertly managed his 

forces throughout the campaign.  His engineers had performed virtually every conceivable 

engineering task during the campaign:  building bridges, reducing fortress, constructing 

                                                 
77 Ibid., 354-358. 
78 Napoleon had already lauded Baste and the marines for the brave contributions they had 
previously made to the French army, promising Bertrand that he would reward the officers who 
had distinguished themselves during earlier expeditions.  See Napoleon to Bertrand, 23 June 
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fortifications, etc.  The engineers consistent and stellar performance had helped speed the French 

advance during the opening weeks of the campaign and had eliminated the Danube as a barrier to 

its continued forward movement in May and June.  In all of their actions, Bertrand was close at 

hand, overseeing the many projects that the engineers were ordered to undertake and directing 

resources and personnel to ensure their accomplishment.  In his most important command to 

date, Bertrand had performed exceptionally well.    
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PEACEFUL INTERLUDE, 1809-11 

 

 

 
 

Bertrand and his engineers had little time to revel in the reflected glory of their 

accomplishments.  The Austrians had refused to capitulate following the bloody battle of 

Wagram.  Withdrawing the remnants of their forces to the north, the Austrians forced the weary 

French army to continue the campaign.  Ever-concerned with his flanks and rear, Napoleon 

ordered Bertrand back to Vienna on 7 July to trace works covering the new river ports the 

Emperor proposed for the Tabor River.  Once again, Napoleon sought to use fortifications 

established by his engineers to assure his lines-of-communication and to free up combat forces 

for the pursuit.  Returning to Vienna, Bertrand also served as the Emperor’s emissary, visiting 

the wounded in the hospital and presenting them with the gold “Napoleon” that the Emperor had 

ordered each of them to receive.1 

 Bertrand’s stay in the Austrian capital was short-lived.  He rejoined Imperial 

Headquarters at Wolkersdorf a few days later to oversee the French engineers.  As they had 

following the occupation of Ratisbonne, the engineers were once again busily engaged in 

facilitating the forward movement of the French army.  Working under the insufferable mid-

summer heat, the engineers labored mightily to open passages over the treacherous Taya River 

so that the French army could continue its pursuit and complete the destruction of the Austrian 

army.2  The constant pressure applied to the Austrians as they sought to escape the Emperor’s 

pursuit successfully brought the campaign to a conclusion in five short days.  After a sharp 
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rearguard action at Znäim, the Austrians agreed to a cessation of hostilities, effectively ending 

the active phase of the 1809 campaign on 12 July. 

Bertrand’s work continued unabated despite the end of active campaigning by the French 

army.  The work of the engineers actually appeared to increase during the ensuing armistice.  On 

17 July, Napoleon’s orders to the French army contained several tasks for Bertrand and his 

engineers.  Not confident yet that the campaign was over, most of the Emperor’s instructions 

were designed to ensure that the French army was well-positioned should hostilities 

recommence.  Bertrand was directed to send three marine officers “one to Ulm, one to 

Ratisbonne, and one to Linz . . . to assure the navigation of the Danube so that all that the army 

requires is able to arrive rapidly [via the Danube].”  To further ensure French control of the 

Danube, Napoleon instructed Bertrand to retain one-eighth of the marines of the Guard at Vienna 

and to send the remainder to Passau.  The force sent to Passau was to “rig up a great quantity of 

rafts for bringing wheat, biscuits, artillery pieces, clothing, and equipment [forward] to the 

French army.”3 

Shoring up his army’s lines of communication was not the only step that the Emperor 

took that demonstrated his concern that the Austrians might resume active campaigning.  To 

prevent a possible Austrian attempt to recross the Danube, Napoleon ordered Bertrand to destroy 

the “one-piece” bridge and all the armed boats remaining at Ebersdorf.  Bertrand was further 

instructed to gather up all the boats operating in the branches of the Danube around Lobau and to 

anchor them at the bridgehead on Lobau.  The Emperor emphasized to Bertrand that, by noon on 

the 19th, he expected that “not a single means of passage on the branches of Lobau exist except 

by the boats gathered up and anchored at the bridgehead.”4 

Napoleon continued to prepare for a resumption of hostilities in the days that followed.  

After giving Bertrand instructions for the reorganization of the engineers and the bridging 

materials within the various corps, he directed his chief engineer’s attention to some of the forts 

overlooking the Danube.  Napoleon ordered Bertrand to ensure that the fortifications of Passau, 

Linz, and Goettweig were capable of providing a “suitable resistance” in the event of an attack.  

Napoleon stated that he attached “a great importance to the fort of Klagenfurt.”  Rather than 
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building up that city’s defenses, however, the Emperor directed Bertrand to pull down any 

houses that had been built on that town’s ramparts and to send him a report on its other defenses 

so that he could issue detailed orders regarding additional actions to take there.5  Ten days later 

the Emperor wrote to Bertrand complaining that he had not yet rendered the requested report on 

Klagenfurt.  “Time passes and nothing is being done to put this place in the state the defense I 

expect from a city that I regard as so important,” Napoleon testily informed Bertrand on 31 July.6 

The normally meticulous Bertrand’s failure to fully comply with all of the Emperor’s 

orders was a clear indicator of the wide breadth and scope of the many works that he had been 

ordered to execute during the initial weeks of the armistice.  At the same time as they were 

undergoing a major reorganization, Bertrand’s engineers were busily building up the 

fortifications of Passau, Linz, and Goettweig.7  On 5 August Bertrand received orders for 

additional engineering works for him to consider and complete on the Danube River.  “It is 

possible that hostilities will recommence by 1 September,” the Emperor observed.  “It is 

necessary for this epoch that 1) the bridgehead of Spitz will be armed with some redoubts, and 2) 

that the pylon bridge of Vienna will be completely finished.”  Napoleon informed Bertrand that it 

was his intent to immediately arm Vienna if hostilities resumed.  Accordingly, the Emperor 

ordered Bertrand to study the defenses of Leopoldstadt and to trace works there that could be 

constructed within four to five days if hostilities appeared imminent.8   

Napoleon pursued every option in preparing his army for renewed combat.  

Reinforcements poured forward from the French depots during July and August to replace the 

many soldiers lost at Aspern-Essling and Wagram.  Lengthy reviews were held at Schonbrünn to 

judge the state of the drill and discipline of the rebuilding French army.  The Emperor also used 

these reviews to reward the many soldiers and units who had distinguished themselves during the 

recent campaign.  Bertrand’s engineers received many of the awards that were distributed at 
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Schonbrünn during these reviews.  Napoleon took the opportunity to once again acknowledge 

that he was “particularly satisfied with the services rendered to the army by the corps of 

engineers.”  Bertrand himself was the recipient of the cordon rouge signifying his promotion to 

grand aigle in the Legion of Honor.  He sported his newly won award proudly on the following 

day when he attended a te deum in honor of the French victory at Wagram held at the Viennese 

cathedral of Saint-Stephen.9 

Also competing for Bertrand’s time and attention during this hectic period was his young 

wife Fanny.  Approaching the one-year anniversary of their marriage, the couple had been able 

to spend less than half of that year together.  Determined to spend more time with her husband, 

Fanny had left her infant son with her mother in Paris and hurried off to Vienna as soon as the 

Armistice had been signed.  Ever the social creature, Fanny immediately engaged her husband in 

partaking of Vienna’s many cultural events.10   

Fanny’s presence did not spare Bertrand from receiving additional duties from Napoleon.  

On 19 August, the Emperor instructed Bertrand to construct a bridgehead at Theben that would 

cover both the Danube and March rivers.  Bertrand was also directed to conduct a reconnaissance 

of the Taya River and to reconnoiter the March River “as far as possible.”11  Just over two weeks 

later, Napoleon encouraged Bertrand to push the works at Theben “with great activity” and to 

send to him “an engineer officer of the first order” to receive instructions for projects the 

Emperor desired to have completed at Pressburg.12 

Bertrand’s aide, Paulin, later summarized the many works that the French engineers 

completed under Bertrand during the armistice: 

 
the great works of fortification at Spitz, on the Tabor, at Florisdorf; putting the 
ruined chateau at Theben in a state of defense; . . . the fortified bridge on the 
Mark; restoring the defenses of the abbes of Krems, Stein, and Mautern; creating 
the lines for occupying the dominant position on the left bank of the Danube; . . . 
fortifying with particular care the eminently strategic point of Passau [were 
achieved]. . . 13 
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Despite all of the work involved in these many projects, the engineers enjoyed working 

for Bertrand.  Fanny’s presence in Vienna and the accompanying improvement in their social 

activities made Bertrand’s subordinates’ lives “more and more agreeable.”  The engineers’ 

morale was also sustained by Bertrand’s thoughtful leadership and the many signs approval that 

he showered on them during this time.  Captain Paulin noted that Bertrand “could not leave the 

banks of the Danube where the engineer officers that he skillfully commanded executed his 

orders without giving them some witness of his satisfaction.”  Especially welcomed were the 

financial rewards Bertrand bestowed on them.  “Almost everyone received a well-merited 

financial advance,” Paulin observed.  As an additional sign of his gratification, Bertrand 

distributed the proceeds of the sale of the excess material that had been gathered for the bridge 

construction to his subordinate officers.14 

The engineers’ workload was not reduced with the signing of the Treaty Schonbrünn on 

14 October.  The terms of the treaty allowed the French to destroy many of Austria’s 

fortifications, a task that fell to Bertrand’s engineers to complete.  On the very day that the treaty 

was signed, Napoleon sent Bertrand a detailed letter of instruction outlining the new projects.  

Bertrand was ordered to destroy the fortifications of Vienna, Brünn, Raab, Graz, Spitz, and 

Klagenfurt.  The ancient walls of Vienna were to be blown up using mines to the point where “it 

will not be possible to reestablish them without considerable expense.”  The Emperor placed a 

singular importance on the destruction of the ramparts of Klagenfurt, instructing Bertrand to 

ensure that there remained “not a trace” of that city’s walls.15 

In addition to destroying these Austrian fortifications, Bertrand was ordered to personally 

visit “and, during the three months that the evacuation will last, to employ all means possible to 

improve the works of Passau and of Salzburg.”  He was also to oversee the reorganization of the 

engineer corps again.  Bertrand was instructed to divide his engineers into two elements.  The 

smaller part was to be assigned to the Army of Italy while the larger element was to follow the 

Army of the Rhine.  Napoleon instructed Bertrand to provide him with a clear state of the 
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engineer resources he assigned to the Army of the Rhine so that he could “evacuate a part of the 

personnel and material of the Army of the Rhine to the Army of Spain.” After completing this 

directed reorganization, Bertrand was to conduct a reconnaissance of the Drave, Save, and 

Laibach rivers in the newly ceded territory of Carnolia and to propose to Napoleon a location for 

an entrenched camp for that territory.16 

This final task was to occupy the bulk of Bertrand’s time for the following three months.  

After seeing to the other tasks, Bertrand set off for Carnolia accompanied by Fanny, his aide-de-

camp Paulin, and two servants.  The treacherous reconnaissance mission gave Paulin the 

opportunity to observe some superior, and as yet unobserved, qualities in Bertrand.  Paulin came 

to admire Bertrand’s perseverance and “tenacity to vanquish every obstacle.”  These qualities 

were even more admirable in Paulin’s eyes given that they were displayed in “a savage land, 

without means of communication, full of marshes and forests, [that was] almost inaccessible due 

to the snow and where, at each step, the traveler found himself repulsed by the glacial winds and 

by the fear of getting lost in the woods or disappearing in the peat-bogs.”17 

Equally fearful for Bertrand’s reconnaissance party was the visible hostility displayed 

between the Muslim and Christian populations of Carnolia.  Paulin observed that “the two  

populations, even in a state of peace, are always prepared for combat with one another, armed as 

in times of war.”18  The reconnaissance ventured deep into the heart of the Balkans, traveling all 

the way to the Turkish frontier and the border trading outpost at Constanizza (Kostajnica).  The 

weather, terrain, and belligerent population combined to make Bertrand’s venture a perilous one.  

The reconnaissance party was often forced to dismount their horses and travel by oxen-drawn 

carts and even by foot at times.19 

Fanny demonstrated her resolve throughout this reconnaissance, trudging along faithfully 

beside her husband throughout the difficult journey.  She was undoubtedly relieved to leave the 

newly ceded provinces with her husband at the end of 1809.  The return trip to France, made via 

Italy and the Mediterranean, was far more pleasant.20  Upon his return to Paris in January, 1810,  
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Map 12:  Reconnaissance of Drave, Save, and Laibach Rivers, 1809.  At the conclusion of the 
1809 Campaign, Bertrand was ordered to conduct a reconnaissance of the newly won Carniola 
Province.  His reconnaissance covered the Drave, Save, and Laibach Rivers and took him as far 
south as Karlstadt, abutting the Bosnian Frontier. 
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Bertrand set to work completing his reconnaissance report on the former Austrian territories.  His 

report, dated 15 January 1810, was typical of the thorough reconnaissance reports that Napoleon 

had become accustomed to receiving from Bertrand.  The report was divided into three sections 

that alternately focused on the Save River Valley, the Drave River Valley, and the city of Trieste.  

Each section contained a number of attached engineer reports and a cover letter in which 

Bertrand summarized the content of his subordinates’ reports.21 

The subordinate reports were quite detailed and included sketches.  Each bridge and point 

of passage was illustrated.  Information was included on the towns located along the Save and 

Drave River Valleys including the number of houses and population of each village.  The report 

on Trieste contained similar information and also discussed the state of the city’s port and 

fortifications.  Bertrand’s summaries focused on the accessibility and quality of the major routes 

in Croatia and included comments on the Turkish frontier, the commerce of the region, and the 

state of the Croatian regiments.  The soldiers of the latter, Bertrand surmised, were “strongly 

attached to their land.”  He noted that the military provinces of Croatia had provided over 33,000 

soldiers to the Austrian army (out of a male population of 280,000) during the 1809 Campaign.22 

Napoleon demonstrated his appreciation for Bertrand’s ability to analyze rural and urban 

areas of interest to the Empire.  Nine days after Bertrand had completed his report, he ordered 

Bertrand to gather information on another area of interest to him.  His newest assignment proved 

to be far less treacherous than the one he had just completed.  The Emperor ordered Bertrand to 

visit General Manuel Inacio Martins Pamplona “and the other Portugese generals who are at 

Paris,” to gather details on several routes in Spain and Portugal.23  This assignment reflected 

Napoleon’s confidence in Bertrand’s judgment, even in areas that were unfamiliar to him. 

Napoleon also continued to depend on Bertrand to perform the variety of other duties 

required of him as an aide-de-camp.  In addition to resuming his secretarial and administrative 

tasks, Bertrand’s elevated rank and his stature within the Imperial Court required his presence at 

all significant ceremonial events of the season.  Most important among these events was the 

                                                 
21 “Reconnaissance de la Drave . . . “ 15 January 1810, Service historique, Ms 1597. 
22 Ibid.  
23 Napoleon to Bertrand, 24 January 1810, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 16167, XX, 
163. 
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arrival of Marie-Louise, Archduchess of Austria, at Compiègne in March and the numerous fêtes 

held in Paris from 2-4 April in honor of her marriage to Napoleon.24 

As the wife of one of the Emperor’s aides-de-camp, Fanny also occupied a prominent 

position in the Imperial Court and assisted her husband at the variety of ceremonial events that 

occurred during the spring of 1810.  The demands of the court required Bertrand to always be 

close at hand.  This requirement prevented him from establishing his household with Fanny at 

the Jonchère estate that Napoleon had given them as a wedding gift.25  Bertrand and Fanny 

moved with the court from Compiègne to Anvers in April and also accompanied the Emperor 

and Marie-Louise to Holland and Belgium later that spring before returning with them to 

Rambouillet in July.26  When not performing his ceremonial duties as an aide-de-camp, Bertrand 

continued to function as one of Napoleon’s chief engineers.  He returned to his position serving 

on Napoleon’s administrative Council of Engineers and worked to complete his memoir 

summarizing the engineer corps’ numerous accomplishments during the 1809 Campaign.27 

In August, the Emperor turned to Bertrand to conduct yet another vital reconnaissance 

mission.  Concerned with British overtures and forays into the lowland countries, Napoleon sent 

his trusted engineer north to study the state of Holland’s defenses.  The Emperor provided 

Bertrand with a detailed note of instructions and questions to consider during his reconnaissance.  

Napoleon was particularly concerned with the area between the Wesel River and the sea, 

ordering Bertrand to provide a “detailed memoir” of his reconnaissance of this area.28 

Bertrand left Paris on 25 August to carry out this mission.  He was again assisted by his 

trusted aide Paulin and accompanied by his devoted wife Fanny.  Paulin reveled in the  

                                                 
24 Vasson, Bertrand, 80.  Madame de La Tour du Pin, Fanny’s step-sister and an admitted 
Royalist, records that both Fanny and Bertrand were present on the evening when Marie-Louise 
was presented to the court.  La Tour du Pin also noted the scandalous conduct of Napoleon in 
sequestering Marie-Louise in his apartment while the guests waited on him for dinner.  See La 
Tour du Pin, Journal d’une Femme, 287. 
25 The Jonchère Estate, located near Malmaison, was owned by Eugène who had bought it in 
1801.  Napoleon bought it from Eugène for 50,000 francs and presented it to Bertrand as a 
belated wedding gift on 8 April 1810.  See Longchamps, “Bertrand et Fanny,” 110-11. 
26 Vasson, Bertrand, 81. 
27 Fain, Napoleon:  How He Did It, 106; and Paulin, Souvenirs, 225. 
28 “Note pour le Général Bertrand,” 19 September 1810, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 
16929, XXI, 153-55.  The English fleet’s attack on Antwerp had apparently particularly 
unnerved the Emperor.  See Vasson, Bertrand, 81. 
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Map 13:  Reconnaissance of Holland, 1810.  Bertrand’s instructions were to focus his attention 
between Wessel (Waal) River and the sea.  Napoleon was particularly interested in the defensive 
fortifications along the Rhine River. 
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opportunity to participate in this reconnaissance.  “As an engineer officer, felt there are few lands 

that offer as much interest to visit,” Paulin mused.  The value of the land’s numerous 

fortifications and the importance of the country’s waterways in both maneuver and defensive 

roles were the chief reasons cited for Paulin’s interest in this area.29  Paulin also appreciated the 

opportunity to spend more time with Fanny.  Traveling with her in her coach from Paris to 

Brussels, Paulin’s high opinion of Bertrand’s young wife was further enhanced during their 

shared voyage.  Paulin described her at the time as “young, intelligent, pampered, lively, 

imperious, but good and of good humor despite her pregnancy.”  Her devotion to her husband 

was obvious, having decided to accompany him on this reconnaissance despite being over six 

months pregnant.30 

Bertrand’s reconnaissance of the Low Countries took three months to complete.  The end 

product contained seventeen separate reports, each focusing on a different city, island, or 

fortification.  Over 170 pages in length, the final report contained numerous notes, sketches and 

maps and was customarily thorough.  Particular attention was paid to the coastal fortifications 

and the frontier along the Rhine River Valley.  Bertrand included his conclusion on the 

importance of various places and notes on the best methods of attacking and defending the many 

sites that he had visited.31 

As he had with his reconnaissance of Carnolia and Croatia the year before, Bertrand 

completed his report only after his return to Paris.  His return was hastened in November due to 

the birth of his second child, Hortense-Eugénie on 18 November.32   Fanny had preceded her 

husband to Paris, arriving less than two weeks before Hortense’s birth much to the chagrin of her 

mother, Madame Dillon.   Left behind to care for Bertrand’s estate at Jonchère and the enfant 

Napoleon Bertrand, Madame Dillon expressed her disapproval with Fanny traveling in her 

pregnant condition in several missives she sent to Bertrand and Fanny in late October.  “I am 

extremely contrary, my dear general,” Fanny’s mother wrote on 29 October.  What had raised 

her ire at this moment was the receipt of two letters announcing that Napoleon would be holding 

                                                 
29 Paulin, Souvenirs, 225. 
30 Ibid., 226. 
31 “Mémoires, plans et notices par le genéral Bertrand,” various dates (9 September – 30 
November 1810), Service historique, Ms 1470. 
32 Vaissière-Orfila, “Introduction,” Lettres, 90.  After naming his first son after Napoleon, 
Bertrand continued to demonstrate his reverence for the Emperor by naming his daughter after 
Napoleon’s step-children. 
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a baptismal ceremony on 4 November for all the children for whom he had been asked to serve 

as Godfather.  “The children are to be presented by their mother,” Madame Dillon explained.  

“Fanny is not here.  I do not have any news from you and I do not know when you will arrive.”33   

Fanny and her husband’s subsequent arrival eased her mother’s concerns but did nothing 

to ease Bertrand’s workload.  Again, Napoleon turned to him to provide critical engineering 

information and advice on matters of importance to the empire.  After completing his 

reconnaissance report on Holland, the Emperor ordered Bertrand to provide him with 

information about the French coast.  “The English have established a position in the Bay of 

Basques and are disrupting the coastal trade,” Napoleon wrote to Bertrand on 22 February 1811.  

“I desire that you bring the plan of the coast, with the indication of the batteries, between the 

Charente and Loire rivers.  Provide [me with] the state of the number of pieces and the caliber of 

the cannons at each of the batteries.”  Napoleon concluded by stressing the importance of this 

mission, “It is necessary that this coast is sufficiently defended so that the English cannot 

descend here and that the batteries are prepared for any event.”34 

Two days later the Emperor again turned to Bertrand to complete a critical engineer task.  

“I sent you the work of the minister of war for the engineer budget.  Study it and bring me the 

plans next Monday so that I can order the expenses for 1811 that will fulfill my overall goal of 

giving all the places on the sea a considerable degree of force by the works of 1811.”35  

Napoleon’s continuing concern and occupation with the French coast from Spain to Holland was 

a clear indication of the state of his thoughts at this time.  With the Continental System flailing 

and the English probing up and down the French coast, the Emperor sought to tighten France’s 

defenses and prevent any possible incursions into the heart of his Empire.  

Bertrand’s next mission demonstrated Napoleon’s concerns with the eastern half of the 

French Empire.  On 15 March, the Emperor ordered Bertrand to “see the minister of marine, the 

Duke of Ragusa [Marmont], and General [Jacques] Lauriston, and trace the best plan of Ragusa 

(Dubrovnik), that takes into account the actual fortifications of this place and adds to it works 

that must be completed to secure its port and bay.”  Napoleon emphasized the timely nature of 

this mission to Bertrand in his conclusion:  “As General Lauriston, who knows this area the best, 

                                                 
33 Madame Dillon to Fanny, 29 October 1810, Lettres, 137-39. 
34 Napoleon to Bertrand, 22 February 1811, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 17379, XXI, 
483-84. 
35 Napoleon to Bertrand, 24 February 1811, Ibid., No. 17383, XXI, 485-86. 
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is preparing to leave, you do not have a moment to lose for occupying yourself with this 

matter.”36 

During the twenty one months that had passed since the Battle of Wagram, Bertrand had 

been afforded several opportunities to make use of his engineering skills.  Napoleon had turned 

to Bertrand to carry out several important engineering tasks during this time.  Bertrand had spent 

the years following the Danube Campaign reducing Austrian fortresses, building French 

fortifications, and conducting important reconnaissances of Illyria and Holland.  When not 

carrying out those missions that required his personal involvement, he had continued to advise 

the Emperor on other engineering matters as a member of his personal council.  Bertrand had 

also continued to serve Napoleon in the role of aide-de-camp during this time and had been 

present during some of the most important court and ceremonial events of 1810, including the 

arrival of Marie-Louise and her marriage to the Emperor.37  In spite of the increasing familial 

demands that Bertrand experienced during this time as a result of his burgeoning family, he had 

continued to perform all of his assigned duties in a competent manner. 

In April 1811, the Emperor once again demonstrated his gratitude and recognition of 

Bertrand’s distinguished service.  His order to Bertrand to study the important Illyrian port city 

of Ragusa proved to be a precursor to an even greater assignment he had in mind for Bertrand.  

After a fairly tranquil year of conducting area reconnaissances, serving as an advisor to 

Napoleon on engineering matters, and performing the ceremonial duties of an aide-de-camp, 

Bertrand was ordered to proceed to Illyria and assume the post of Governor General of the 

Illyrian provinces.  Just over fifteen months after completing his reconnaissance of Illyria, 

Bertrand was to return as the chief administrative officer of the Illyrian provinces.  For a man 

accustomed to staff and engineering roles, this assignment would prove to be Bertrand’s most 

challenging to date. 

 

                                                 
36 Napoleon to Bertrand, 15 March 1811, Ibid., No. 17473, XXI, 563. 
37 In describing the workings of his cabinet to Las Cases at St. Helena, Napoleon stated that 
Bertrand had been one of the aides-de-camp that he had entrusted with certain matters of 
confidence.  See Las Cases, Mémorial, 495-96. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

 

WITH JUSTICE FOR ALL – GOVERNOR GENERAL OF ILLYRIA, 1811 

 

 

 
 

The fourteen years of distinguished service that Bertrand had rendered to Napoleon from 

1797-1811 as an aide-de-camp and engineer staff officer earned Bertrand the honor of being 

appointed the Governor General of the Illyrian provinces.  Napoleon announced the decision to 

name Bertrand to this independent post at a cabinet meeting held on 9 April.1  Bertrand was 

informed of his new position four days later in a letter from the Minister of War, Marshal Henri 

Clarke.2  Given the importance Napoleon placed on the Continental System, and Illyria’s 

sensitive position within that system, Bertrand’s appointment was a sure sign of Napoleon’s 

confidence in his trusted aide’s abilities.  Bertrand was to replace Marshal Auguste Marmont 

who had served as the Governor General of Illyria since it had come under French rule in 1809. 

The Illyrian provinces, like Bertrand’s service to Napoleon, had been fourteen years in the 

making.  Consisting of the six provinces of Dalmatia, Istria, Carnolia, Civil Croatia, Military 

Croatia, and Carinthia, Illyria had come into being as a result of the treaties of Pressburg and 

Schonbrünn following France’s wars with Austria in 1805 and 1809.  The Treaty of Pressburg 

had ceded control of the coastal Adriatic provinces of Istria and Dalmatia to France.  The 

remainder of the provinces had been surrendered to France according to the Treaty of 

Schonbrunn.  The loss of these provinces crippled Austria’s naval and merchant marine 

capabilities and positioned France to better affect the Continental System in southern Europe 

                                                 
1  “Extract of Minutes,” 9 April 1811, Service historique, Dossier 7Yd 455. 
2 Clarke to Bertrand, 13 April 1813, Ibid.  Clarke wrote to General Alexis-Joseph Delzons, who 
was currently serving with the French army in Illyria, the same day instructing him to provide 
Bertrand with all necessary information regarding Illyria. 
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while also giving her other strategic advantages vis-à-vis Austria, Russia, and the Ottoman 

Empire.3 

Bertrand’s appointment coincided with a change in the status of the Governor General 

position.  Marmont had ruled the Illyrian provinces as Governor General in accordance with the 

“General Government” established by the decrees of 25 December 1809.4  Under those decrees, 

the Governor General acted as the civil and military executive authority of Illyria.  The Governor 

General served as Napoleon’s delegate, representing the person and powers of the Emperor.  

Although immediately subordinate to Napoleon, the Governor General was required to report on 

all armed services and police matters to the Minister of War and on all other matters to the 

Minister of Finance.  An Intendant General of Finances and a Commissary General of Justice.  

assisted the Governor General in ruling the Illyrian provinces. The structure of the government 

established by the decrees of 25 December 1809 required the Governor General to consult both 

of these men before suspending any laws and prohibited him from interfering in spheres reserved 

specifically for them.5 

The government created by these decrees was intended to be only provisional in nature.  

Shortly after assuming his position as Governor General, Marmont organized an ad-hoc 

committee of 18 influential leaders from the Illyrian provinces to deliberate on a more permanent 

structure.  The deputation proceeded to Paris in June, 1810 where Napoleon formed it into a 

council presided over by Count Antoine-François Andreossy.  This council’s proposals for the 

future form of the Illyrian government were taken into consideration by the legislative section of 

the Emperor’s conseil d’etat in February and March of 1811.  Marmont himself joined this  

                                                 
3 For a thorough discussion of the strategic implications of these French gains, see George J. 
Prpic, “French Rule in Croatia:  1806-13,” in Balkan Studies, 5 (1964), 221-76.  France had also 
added the Bocca di Cattaro in southern Dalmatia – ceded by Russia via the Treaty of Tilsit – in 
1807 and had formally annexed the Republic of Ragusa on 31 January 1808 after occupying that 
city in May, 1806. 
4 “General Government” denoted French rule with the intention of permanent occupation and the 
possibility of ultimate annexation.  This type of government had previously been used in the 
Piedmont under Jourdan, in Venice in 1806 under Eugène before Venice’s annexation to the 
Kingdom of Italy, and in Piacenza in 1806 under Junot as a temporary expedient.  See Frank 
Bundy, The Administration of the Illyrian Provinces, 1809-13 (New York, 1987), 9. 
5 Ibid., 7-9. 
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Map 14:  Illyrian Provinces, 1811.  The Illyrian Provinces in 1811 included the long Dalmatian 
coastline and the provinces of Croatia (military and civil), Istria, Carniola, and Carinthia.  
Ragusa and Cattaro were also included as part of the provinces. 
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council’s discussions which ultimately resulted in the publication of the Organic Decree of 15 

April 1811.6 

The government created by the Organic Decree replaced the provisional government 

established by the decrees of 25 December 1809.  It was intended to provide Illyria with a 

uniform system of administration, finance, and justice.  Unsurprisingly, the new General 

Government was based largely upon France’s administrative, financial, and judicial systems.  

The General Government, while still consisting of the three main members as before, was more 

clearly defined.  Most significantly, the position of Governor General was now subordinated to 

all of the French ministries.  While still the most powerful of the triumvirate, this change limited 

the Governor General’s ability to exercise individual initiative.  While the position of the 

General Governor had been restricted somewhat, those of the Intendant General and Commissary 

General had been strengthened.  The Intendant General of Finance now became the formal 

intermediary between the Minister of the Interior and the Provincial Intendants who were given 

the same powers as French prefects and provided with administrative councils.  Likewise, the 

position of Commissary General of Justice was enhanced with the creation of a supreme judicial 

body that the Governor General was required to consult before issuing any new regulations.7 

Bertrand’s transition from his role as an aide-de-camp and staff officer to one of 

command and leadership began inauspiciously.  On 6 June 1811 Napoleon expressed his surprise 

that Bertrand had not yet left for Illyria in a letter to his Minister of War, Henri Clarke.  The 

Emperor instructed Clarke to order Bertrand to leave “post-haste.”8  Clarke informed Bertrand of 

Napoleon’s disappointment in learning that he was still in Paris, telling him that:  “His Majesty 

has ordered me to tell you that it is urgent that you direct yourself to the place of your 

government.”  Clarke asked Bertrand to tell him of the day that he intended to leave so that he 

could inform Napoleon.9 

Bertrand’s delay in leaving was no doubt due to the suddenness of the appointment and 

the size of the entourage that he was assembling to accompany him to Illyria.  In addition to his 

staff and aide-de-camps, his entire household was preparing itself to make the journey with him.  

                                                 
6 Ibid., 13-15. 
7 Ibid., 15-16.  The decree was published in its entirety in the 12 May 1811 edition of the 
Moniteur.  See 12 May 1811, Le Moniteur Universel  132 (Paris, 1790-1868), 493-98. 
8 Napoleon to Clarke, 6 June 1811, Service historique, Dossier, 7Yd 455. 
9 Clarke to Bertrand, 6 June 1811, Ibid. 
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Fanny, Fanny’s mother, Charles and Antoinette Fitz-James (Fanny’s niece and nephew), and 

Bertrand’s two enfant children were all on the extensive list of people making the trip.  After 

learning of Napoleon’s displeasure, Bertrand hastened his departure.  Paulin and Madame Dillon 

were left behind to oversee the final departure preparations and Bertrand finally took his leave of 

France with the remainder of his sizeable entourage in June.10 

The days spent traveling to Illyria gave Bertrand time to reflect on the daunting nature of 

the task confronting him.  Stretching over 450 miles from the Carinthian Alps in the north to the 

Albanian border in the south, the Illyrian provinces consisted of 28,000 square miles of diverse 

geography and contained a heterogeneous population of 1.5 million Slovenians, Croats, 

Germans, Italians, and various other ethnicities and nationalities.11  British control of the Adriatic 

Sea to the west and the strongly fortified military border with the Ottoman Empire to the south 

and east, provided a constant threat to the Illyrian provinces.   

Another of the major challenges confronting Bertrand was organizing the finances of 

Illyria.  The Organic Decree of April 1811 required the Illyrian provinces to be financially self-

sufficient.  Illyria’s feudal system was not well-suited for a centralized system of taxation that 

France was required to introduce to render it independent of France monetarily.12  Furthermore, 

Illyria’s heavy dependence on trade was significantly hindered by its inclusion in the Continental 

System.  The British navy prowled Illyria’s Adriatic coast incessantly and had brought maritime 

commerce through the Illyrian ports to a virtual standstill.  The rugged nature of the Illyrian 

terrain and the frequent requirements to institute cordons and quarantines on the overland routes 

connecting Illyria to the Ottoman Empire to prevent the introduction of the plague into Illyria, 

meanwhile, made land trade a tenuous proposition at best.13    

While the economic challenges were primarily the Intendant General of Finances’ 

problem, Bertrand would be intimately involved in trying to solve them.  While his primary areas 

of responsibility as the Governor General were the army and the gendarmerie, Bertrand was 

ultimately responsible for the entire administration of the Illyrian provinces.  He also was to play 

                                                 
10 Paulin, Souvenirs, 231. 
11 Prpic, “French Rule in Croatia,” 245-46. 
12 Ibid., 256. 
13 See Philip T. Adler, “The Illyrian Provinces of France:  Economic Aspects,” in Consortium on 
Revolutionary Europe, XIX, (Tallahassee, 1989):  931-38, for a good summary of the economic 
challenges to French rule in Illyria. 
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a key role in overseeing the massive fortification and road-building projects that France had 

initiated in the provinces.14   

Napoleon’s first written instructions to Bertrand touched on all of these duties.  Writing 

to him on 24 June 1811, Napoleon gave the new Governor General his first tasks.  “Make known 

to me the situation of the pay.  It is urgent to put the administration in a good state.  There has 

been much disorder [in the province’s administration] previously.”  The Emperor also ordered 

Bertrand to go to Zara (Zadar) and Ragusa so that he could comment on some fortification 

projects he had in mind for those cities.  Finally, Bertrand was directed to assess and report on 

the Illyrian regiments, the results of conscription, and to get the mines of Idria and throughout 

Illyria into operation.  Although the Organic Decrees of April 1811 made the Governor General 

subordinate to the French ministry (rather than directly subordinate to Napoleon alone), 

Napoleon wanted Bertrand to continue corresponding directly with him.  Concluding his letter of 

24 June, the Emperor instructed Bertrand that:  “Independently of your correspondence with the 

ministry, I desire that you write me directly.”15 

Bertrand wasted little time in undertaking the many tasks and challenges confronting 

him.  He began his duties immediately upon his arrival in Illyria at the end of June.  Writing 

from the Governor General’s summer residence in Laibach (Ljubljana) on 6 July, Bertrand gave 

Napoleon his initial assessment of the French and Illyrian military units under his command.  

Bertrand noted several shortages in the Illyrian units, including uniforms, equipment, rifles, and 

some officers.  The Governor General also found some problems in the arbitrary nature of the 

conscription system.  In spite of these shortcomings, however, the outlook was not all bleak.  The 

unit commanders were being conscientious in making up the listed shortages and the units were 

drilling frequently and were generally well-organized and disciplined.  Bertrand closed his note 

by informing Napoleon that he intended to visit Dalmatia so that he could comment on the 

proposed projects for Ragusa and Zara as soon as he had completed the most pressing issues 

regarding and put some order in the government’s administrative affairs at Laibach.16 

Bertrand worked feverishly during the following two months, immersing himself in 

studying and gaining a better understanding of the Illyrian provinces.  A flurry of reports issued 

                                                 
14 Prpic, “French Rule in Croatia,” 255. 
15 Napoleon to Bertrand, 24 June 1811, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 17851, XXII, 335-
36. 
16 Bertrand to Napoleon, 6 July 1811, Archives Nationales, 390 AP 17. 
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forth from the governor’s palace giving a detailed assessment on a variety of matters.  Many of 

Bertrand’s reports during this period focused on the state of the military units stationed in Illyria.  

There were several different types of military units stationed in Illyria at this time.  The 

backbone of the Illyrian military was the Army of Illyria.  Formally created in December, 1809, 

the Army of Illyria had a long history of service in the Illyrian provinces.  Originally formed as 

the Armée de Dalmatia in 1806, it had marched north in 1809 and fought with distinction under 

Marmont’s command at Wagram.  Consisting primarily of Franco-Italian units, the Army of 

Illyria reached its peak strength of 28,562 officers and men in January 1810.  This force proved 

to be a substantial drain on the Illyrian economy, however, and was thereafter drawn down to 

save money.  During Bertrand’s tenure as Governor General, this force was reduced to a strength 

of 12,000 infantry, artillery, and engineers and 2,000 cavalrymen.17 

To supplement the reduction of French forces in Illyria, the French had reformed some of 

the Croatian battalions that had been deactivated following Austria’s defeat in 1809.  These 

battalions had formerly fought in the Austrian army and some of its soldiers had been taken 

prisoner by the French during the 1809 Campaign.  Drawn mostly from the province of Military 

Croatia, they had a long history of loyal service in the Austrian army and Napoleon distrusted 

them somewhat.  He warily rearmed them, insisting that they be mixed with the French and 

Italian units of the Army of Illyria.  Used primarily as garrison detachments in Illyria and to man 

the Ottoman frontier, their presence freed up French forces for training and deployment 

elsewhere.18  In his initial report to Napoleon on 6 July, Bertrand reported that the two Croatian 

battalions stationed at Laibach drilled everyday and appeared to be well instructed.  He singled 

out the French commander of these units, praising him for his dedication to making these units as 

good as the French ones.  Most of the Croatian battalions were sorely lacking in uniforms, 

weapons, equipment, and officers and Bertrand spent a great deal of time ensuring that these 

units were properly outfitted with all of these shortages.19 

Although not stationed in the Illyrian provinces, two other Illyrian military units Bertrand 

was responsible for were the regiment d’Illyria and the Royal Dalmatian Regiment.  Both of 

                                                 
17 Bundy, Illyrian Provinces, 408-10. 
18 Bundy, Illyrian Provinces, 408-10, and 434-36.  See also Paul L. Boppe, La Croatie Militaire, 
1809-13  (Paris, 1989), 14-36 for the initial organization of the Croatian Regiments under French 
rule. 
19 Bertrand to Napoleon, 6 July 1811, Archives Nationales, 390 AP 17. 
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these regiments had been formed for the purpose of service outside of Illyria.  The regiment 

d’Illyria served as one of the foreign auxiliary units in the French army while the Royal 

Dalmatian Regiment was designated for service in the army of the Kingdom of Italy.  Bertrand 

labored to ensure the conscription for these units was being properly administered.  Desertion 

was a problem in both of these regiments, particularly in the regiment d’Illyria, and Napoleon’s 

keen interest in these units demanded that Bertrand monitor their conscription closely.20 

The Illyrian National Guard units also required Bertrand’s attention.  Initially established 

in Istria, Dalmatia, and Ragusa in February and March of 1810, the National Guard was 

eventually extended into all of the Illyrian provinces.  The Illyrian National Guard mirrored the 

French National Guard in both its bourgeoisie composition and in being considered to be a 

relatively safe alternative to the other forms of military service.  Unlike its French counterpart, 

however, the Illyrian National Guard played an active military role in Illyria.  It functioned as a 

paramilitary force throughout the Illyrian provinces, supplementing the regular forces and 

operating efficiently against brigands and English coastal raiders.21  Bertrand commented 

favorably in his first report about this force to Napoleon, telling the Emperor that “the thing that 

strikes me most in Istria is the organization of the National Guard . . . They have shown 

themselves to be effective against the brigands and every time the English present themselves 

they are in good spirits and hold their own . . .”22 

Bertrand’s reports on the regiment d’Illyria and the Croatian battalions were not as 

favorable.  On 19 July, he addressed his first complete report to Napoleon on the regiment 

d’Illyria.  Bertrand spent a good portion of this eight page report highlighting the high rate of 

desertions that had been experienced in organizing this regiment.  As of 1 July, he reported, the 

regiment had experienced over 1,000 desertions, almost a quarter of the levied force of 4,400.  

Bertrand attributed the high desertion rate to the decision by Marmont to continue the 

decentralized Austrian method of levying soldiers into the army.  This had led to an extremely 

arbitrary and unjust conduct of conscription and Bertrand had already reproached many of the 

local leaders for abuses in the system.  Bertrand also pointed to some administrative confusion 

that had been caused by the lack of a named deputy to the chef de bataillon Barré for allowing 
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several deserters to slip through the system.  Extreme measures had been instituted to stop the 

flow of deserters.  Bertrand reported that nine men had been sentenced to death and executed, 

eight had been placed in irons and taken to the depot at Alessandria, Italy, for punishment, and a 

great number had been fined and sentenced to labor on public works projects.23 

Recognizing the Emperor’s concerns regarding the loyalty of the regiment d’Illyria, 

Bertrand informed him that his instructions regarding placing French officers in the Illyrian 

regiment were being carried out.  The French regiments in Illyria had each provided three 

captains, three lieutenants, and three sub-lieutenants to the Illyrian army, allowing Bertrand to 

place at least one French officer in each Illyrian company.  The other officer positions were 

being filled with officers from the Croatian regiments and those who had previously been in the 

Austrian army.  The remainder of the sub-lieutenant positions had been given to “some young 

men from the best families of Illyria.”  Generally, Bertrand was pleased with the quality of these 

officers.  He was not as pleased, however, with the non-commissioned officers that had been 

provided by the French regiments.  Bertrand complained that the French units had sent only 

“some mediocre and bad men for ridding themselves of them.”24 

The provisionment of the Illyrian regiment was proceeding in an orderly fashion.  

Bertrand gave Napoleon a complete summary of the current status of uniforms, weapons, and 

equipment.  While some shortages did exist, Bertrand expressed confidence that the Illyrian 

regiment would be completely clothed, armed, and equipped by April, 1812, in accordance with 

the Emperor’s stated objective.  Bertrand reported that the first two battalions would be fully 

formed and en route to Palma Nova by the start of April with the 3rd and 4th battalions following 

later that same month.  The Governor General expected that the first three battalions would be 

ready to leave Palma Nova for Trevise in May at which time the 5th battalion would be ready to 

leave Illyria for Palma Nova.25 

The clothing and equipment status of the Croatian regiments was far more pressing.  

“The armament of these regiments is in general bad,” Bertrand reported to Napoleon on 26 July.  

Armed with older model Austrian muskets, the Croatian regiments had only just begun to switch 

over to the newer French model muskets and still needed 6,400 more to fully outfit all twelve 
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Croatian battalions.  Bertrand found similar problems with the uniforms of the Croatian units.  

Organized in the Military Ban, the families of the Croatian soldiers were required to furnish their 

sons with uniforms.  Previously the Austrian government had provided only a pair of socks to 

each soldier annually.  Bertrand gave a detailed report of the uniform status of each of the six 

regiments, acknowledging that “the uniforms furnished by the families are generally bad.”26   

All in all though, Bertrand was favorably impressed with the Croatian regiments.  “The 

superior officers have, in general, been well chosen,” he reported.  Bertrand gave an even more 

admiring appraisal of the Croatian noncommissioned officers.  “The noncommissioned officers 

are well composed and show a great ease in training soldiers . . . They should be regarded as the 

equals of the French soldiers.”  While Bertrand did note some problems with some of the mid-

level Croatian officers, “principally some captains who have bad habits, use their posts to vex the 

population, and neglect their companies,” he expressed his confidence to the Emperor that the 

Croatian colonels had these problems under control and that most of the abuses had already been 

stopped.  Bertrand surmised that the “perfect tranquility” he found in the Croatian regiments was 

in large part due to the distribution of free grain in the winter of 1810, the good summer harvest 

of 1810, and the transfers that the regiments were currently undertaking from one post to 

another.  “The spirit of the regiments is good,” Bertrand concluded.  “The interior administration 

is good, the book-keeping is regular; one has obtained some good results [here].”27 

In an ominous comment he included in his report on the Croatian regiments, Bertrand 

informed Napoleon of an historical tendency of the Croatian regiments to balk when ordered to 

march to war outside of Croatia.  Bertrand recounted a recent example for the Emperor in his 

report: 

 
Last year, a battalion was ordered from Licia to Cattaro [Kotor].  The chef de 
bataillon assembled his regiment and commanded it to march.  No one budged.  
He ordered it forward again and again it remained immobile.  The colonel arrived, 
ordered the battalion to march and no one budged.  He yelled, and the battalion 
[finally] began moving except four men who remained.  The colonel stopped the 
battalion and formed the Lanskrit as a council of war, (composed of an officer, a 
noncommissioned officer of each grade, and a soldier designated by the colonel).  
The four men were judged on the spot and executed within two hours.  The 
battalion then put itself en route. 
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Bertrand concluded “there may be some incertitude at the moment of departure” if the Croatian 

battalions were ordered to leave Illyria.  “Once outside of Illyria,” Bertrand added, however, 

“there will be less desertion to fear.”  The Governor General also noted that the Croatians 

preference for service outside of Illyria would be in northern, rather than central, Europe and that 

they were very apprehensive of being called to serve in Spain.28 

Bertrand’s reports on the Illyrian National Guard, the regiment d’Illyria, and the Croatian 

battalions were based both on reports that he had received at Laibach and on his own personal 

observations.  He had traveled extensively during his first six months in Illyria.  He had left for a 

tour of Military Croatia less than two weeks after arriving in Illyria and he traveled to Istria 

shortly after returning from his tour of Croatia at the end of July.  In early September, he made 

another short trip to Croatia.  During these travels, Bertrand carefully observed the routes and 

fortifications of the Illyrian provinces.  The French had undertaken several ambitious 

engineering projects designed to improve the roads and lines of communication in Illyria and 

Bertrand was eager to know the status of these projects.  The military threats presented by the 

English in the Adriatic and the Ottomans along the frontier, meanwhile, demanded that the 

Illyrian fortifications always be kept in a high state of upkeep and readiness.  The Governor 

General’s engineering skills made him well-suited for making assessments and observations in 

both of these areas.   

One of the first construction projects to receive Bertrand’s attention was the Route 

Napoleon.  This ambitious undertaking was begun in 1806 and was designed to improve 

communications along the Illyrian coastline.  Over four meters wide, this highway originally 

stretched 60 leagues down the rugged Adriatic coastline from Ragusa to Knin.  After 1809 work 

was begun to extend the road to Cattaro and to connect it to the interior roads that linked Laibach 

and Zara with the Illyrian coastline.  Work on the road was done primarily by local corvées that 

were overseen by French engineers.  On 13 July Bertrand gave his initial assessment of the status 

of this project.  “In stimulating the inhabitants and employing a great economy,” he reported, 

“we will try to terminate the route Napoleon with 75,000 francs.  It will be difficult, but it is 

important, and I will do all that I can [to make this happen].”29  
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Bertrand turned his attention to the roads in Croatia and Istria during his travels to those 

provinces in July and August.  In Croatia, Bertrand found that the funds provided by the 

government in 1810 to repair the roads and bridges there had not been sufficient.30  The roads he 

subsequently surveyed in Istria, meanwhile, were in even worse condition.  “This land is entirely 

devoid of routes on the coastline and in the interior,” Bertrand reported in August.  “Except for 

the route from Pisino to Fiume (Rijeka), one can travel the land only by horse, the majority of the 

time by dangerous paths that are practically on the rocky mountains.”  The Governor General 

took immediate actions to rectify this situation.  Focusing on the route from Pisino to Capo 

d’Istria, Bertrand issued a decree ordering the population to work on this route from 16 August 

to 16 September.  Bertrand stressed to the leaders and mayors of Istria the importance of these 

routes for improving the economy of the region by allowing the produce from the interior to be 

moved to the coast for shipment elsewhere.  Bertrand was hopeful that his actions would help to 

improve the road situation in Istria.  “I do not know if we will obtain completely the desired 

goal,” he wrote to Napoleon on 10 August, “but I hope that these important roads will be 

strongly improved and that one could travel there by wagon or carriage [in the future].”31   

The reports that Bertrand submitted on the fortifications of Istria were not as pessimistic 

as those that he had penned on Istria’s non-existent road network.  “The coast of Istria is 

sufficiently armed for protecting the coastal trade,” Bertrand reported.  “The batteries are well-

placed . . . defended by the National Guard and by the population, they are safe against a 

considerable effort by the enemy.”  Bertrand considered that only the battery of Pisano was in 

need of being changed.  The Governor General submitted a proposal for emplacing batteries 

along the promontory of Istria that would cost 26,000 francs.  These improvements were 

important, he judged, for protecting the convoys sailing from Fiume. 

Equally important for protecting Illyria were the forts that dotted the Dalmatian coastline.  

Bertrand addressed a report concerning the provisions of the coastal forts to Napoleon at the end 

of July.  The Governor General’s report focused on the fortified cities of Zara and Ragusa and 

seven other smaller forts.  Bertrand’s assessment was generally positive.  All of the garrisons had 

been completed and all contained food and wine stocks that would allow them to withstand 
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sieges for several months.  Bertrand reported that he had made some adjustments to the 

complement of some of the garrisons and the size of the food stocks that each was expected to 

maintain.  The limiting factor in raising the stocks of these forts was money.  Bertrand concluded 

his report, estimating the money required to complete the proposed projects and noting that he 

would wait on the French minister’s approval before initiating the changes.32  

Napoleon continued to direct Bertrand’s actions and ply his new Governor General for 

information regarding Illyria.  On 9 July he reiterated his instructions to Bertrand to correspond 

with him directly.33  Six days later he complained to Bertrand that it took him eight days to 

receive the letters he sent.  “I should receive your letters in six days,” the Emperor scolded his 

old aide.34  Napoleon was concerned primarily with Illyria’s military situation.  Most of the 

Emperor’s requests for information during Bertrand’s first month as Governor General of Illyria 

centered on the threats to Illyria and that province’s ability to defend itself and to conduct 

offensive operations against its neighboring threats.  In addition to the instructions that Bertrand 

had already received to submit a project for the fortifications of Zara and Ragusa, Napoleon now 

ordered him to also inspect the fortifications of Trieste and to propose an operation for retaking 

the isle of Lissa (Vis) from the English.35 

Bertrand devoted a good deal of time to this latter project which was important for both 

ensuring Illyria’s military security and for improving its commercial trade.  Napoleon stressed 

the importance of “chasing the English from this island” and stated that he did not believe the 
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Map 15:  Route Marie-Louise.  As shown in this map, the Route Marie-Louise, built by the 
French in 1812 still exists today.  The road was the basis for the present day Route 6 from 
Karlovac to Rijeka and is still referred to as the Lujzinska Cesta (Louisiana Road). 
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English to be well-established there.36  Bertrand submitted his initial proposal for this project to 

the Emperor on 17 July.  The Governor General stressed that “the point of departure that seems 

to me to be the most advantageous is the port of Lesina.”  While the port of Spalato (Split) was 

better suited for gathering the necessary troops and supplies, Bertrand felt that the rapid current 

in the canal of Milna made Spalato a poor choice.  The barges to transport the troops and the 

armed ships to protect them during the crossing were all on hand and it remained only to unite 

them for the expedition.  The final element to consider was the debarkation point.  Bertrand 

admitted the difficulty in choosing this location due to the lack of information the French 

possessed on the various forts the English had constructed on Lissa.37 

Napoleon responded to Bertrand’s proposal on 27 July.  “I think that the expedition of 

Lissa could be made in the final week of August.  The battery that the enemy has constructed 

will serve us.  It seems to me that operations must disembark on the island 1,500 men at the same 

time.”  Napoleon continued, giving the Governor General detailed instructions on the 

composition of the force and the timing of the operation.  The Emperor cautioned that “the boats 

of the land are not sufficient” and he ordered Bertrand to add more boats to his original proposal.  

Further, Napoleon warned Bertrand “to hazard nothing and to delay [the operation] until 

September, or even until October, if it is necessary.”  The Emperor concluded with instructions 

for fortifications to be built to defend the island once it had been taken.38 

Bertrand continued preparations for this operation.  At the end of August he submitted 

another report to Napoleon.  “One thinks that the troops and the material will be in the places 

indicated before the end of September and that [we] can make the expedition around 15 

October,” Bertrand informed the Emperor.  “The expedition is prepared to be made by oar or by 

sail,” he continued, “the boats exist in sufficient quantity at Lesina and Milna.”  He expressed the 

opinion that the key to success would be to divert English attention away from these two points 

of embarkation.  To achieve this, Bertrand had taken steps to deceive the English into thinking 

that the concentration of troops at Milna and Lesina were for defensive purposes.  Troop 

movements and fleet operations around Trau and Sebenico, meanwhile, were designed to draw 

English attention to the north.  The expedition was to be launched upon a signal from Lesina 
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once the English were no longer in view.  Bertrand planned to command the expedition 

himself.39 

The delay in the execution of this operation allowed Bertrand to turn his attention to other 

critical areas.  In his letter of 15 July, Napoleon had expressed a keen interest in the naval 

situation at Trieste.  He had directed Bertrand to “throw an eye on the navy” at Trieste, posing 

several questions to the Governor General regarding the status of the naval works there that he 

wanted answered:  “What is the status of the armed ships that belong to the Illyrian navy?  What 

is the status of the ships under construction?  Could one construct a vessel of 80 and a frigate 

[there]?”  Napoleon further instructed Bertrand to explore the possibility of contracting with the 

local merchants to build some ship hulls at Trieste.  In explaining his motives, the Emperor 

stressed that not only would these projects provide him with additional naval vessels, but that, in 

using the iron and copper of the land, he would also be providing work for the areas other 

industries.40   

The motive expressed in these orders revealed Napoleon’s concern for the economy of 

Illyria.  The advent of French rule had a debilitating effect on Illyria’s economy.  Coastal trade 

had virtually ended following the implementation of the Continental System and the British 

navy’s domination of the Adriatic.  Unable to move its goods by sea, Illyria’s trade was restricted 

primarily to the treacherous overland routes to the Levant.  Further hindering Illyrian trade was 

the reluctant of its main trading partner, Turkey, to resume sending its trade through Illyria.  

Uncertain of its relations with France, Turkey feared that its goods would be confiscated.41   

Bertrand noted this fact during his visit to Trieste in early August.  During that visit, 

Bertrand was assailed by the city’s merchants who sought relief from some of the negative 

economic effects of French rule.  “Trieste wants to reclaim the trade of Austria,” the Governor 

General explained in a letter to Napoleon.  “I believe it is in the best interest of Illyria and of 
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France to support this proposal.”  The city’s leaders also petitioned for the free circulation of 

money and to be allowed to construct warehouses to hold all types of merchandise, not just 

cotton as they had previously been allowed.  To help alleviate the dire economic situation he 

found in Trieste, Bertrand endorsed a new tariff “best adapted to the needs of commerce.”  He 

also supported a proposed reorganization of the customs service to help improve revenues and 

curtail the contraband market.42 

Bertrand’s concern with increasing revenues was driven by his need to fund the 

numerous road, fortification, and military projects that the French had begun in Illyria.  The 

Governor General’s attempt to make Illyria economically self-sufficient was hampered by the 

decrease in customs revenues and the difficulties experienced in trying to transition Illyria from a 

feudal to a centralized economy.  Ecclesiastical dues had been suppressed by decree on 15 

November 1810 but many mayors complained to Bertrand during his visit to Istria in August 

1811 that it was still being levied.  The Governor General empathized with their plight and 

concurred that it was impossible for them to pay both.  He ordered the mayors to continue paying 

the dues until he could have a report made on the subject.43 

While struggling to reform Illyria’s economy, Bertrand worked to improve its trade by 

exploiting its natural resources.  Two of Illyria’s top export industries, wood and mercury were 

both floundering under French rule.  On 1 August Bertrand reported to Napoleon that “the mines 

of upper Carinthia are in pressing need of funds.”44  A month later he made an appeal to the 

Emperor to allow Illyria to resume exporting wood.  “This commerce is entirely useful to the 

land has been favored from all times.”  He argued that most of Illyria’s wood exports went to the 

Levant and the resumption of this trade would not negatively affect Venice’s wood exports.45   

The first two months of Bertrand’s reign as Governor General of Illyria passed by 

quickly.  His time was consumed with the many economic, military, and construction issues of 

the provinces that he had to deal with during this time.  He clearly relished his new position and 

was intent on demonstrating to Napoleon that he was worthy of such a prestigious post.  “Your 
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majesty will guide us,” Bertrand wrote to the Emperor on 23 July.  “Your orders will be executed 

with all the zeal and the confidence that they would be if you commanded us yourself.”46   

Despite Bertrand’s devotion, however, Napoleon began to grow impatient with the lack 

of progress he had made in implementing out some of his orders.  “You have extraordinary 

powers,” he admonished Bertrand in one letter.  “Everything referred to in your letter[s] should 

have been done already.”47  He was particularly disappointed in Bertrand’s failure to initiate the 

shipbuilding project at Trieste.  “The time passes and nothing is done,” he scolded the Governor 

General on 20 August.  He ordered Bertrand to contract with the naval commissioners at Trieste 

for the construction of a vessel of war and two frigates.  “Give the orders for collecting the 

workers and conducting the work.  This will be a useful thing for the Illyrian provinces,” the 

Emperor wrote Bertrand.  “You are far [away].  [You must] overcome the obstacles so that these 

three ships can be built rapidly.”48 

Three days later Napoleon penned an even harsher rebuke.  He was particularly upset 

with Bertrand for his failure to start the ship construction at Trieste and for not having taken 

measures to protect the French troops from the unhealthy climate of the Illyrian coast. 

 
I see that you have decided nothing at Trieste.  I want you to put some frigates 
and some vessels under construction . . . I see with pain what you tell me – that 
the air is bad at Pola and that the three companies of the 18th have many 
sicknesses.  I do not know how you tell me this with such sang-froid.  One would 
think that you are there in Illyria only to observe.  Are you not there to command?  
As soon as you learned that the coast was unhealthy you should have retired my 
troops.  Are not the National Guards sufficient and do you not have some 
Croatians?  Give the order for the French troops to be placed in the mountains 
where the air is healthy during the bad season.  Give the activity to the marina and 
put some ships into construction immediately.49 
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Bertrand was clearly stung by Napoleon’s terse complaints.  He reiterated his devotion to the 

Emperor in responding to the first rebuke, informing Napoleon that “I neglect nothing in 

fulfilling as well as possible the intentions of Your Majesty.”50 

Bertrand’s desire to justify Napoleon’s faith in him was demonstrated most clearly not 

through his words, but through his strenuous efforts on the Emperor’s behalf.  The Governor 

General worked tirelessly to implement the Emperor’s orders.  Faced with Napoleon’s criticism, 

he redoubled his efforts.  On 28 August he wrote to Eugène in Italy asking him if he could send a 

naval engineer from Venice who could advise him on the construction of a shipyard at Trieste.51  

Bertrand informed the Emperor of this request that same day.  He also reported that the tools and 

materials needed for the construction of the shipyard at Trieste were being collected.  He made 

another case for allowing Istria to continue exporting wood, explaining to Napoleon that he did 

not believe that the wood of Istria was the proper type for ship building.  Bertrand informed 

Napoleon that he had written to Trieste for more information and that the Venetian engineer 

would be able to further advise him on this matter.52 

While waiting for the arrival of the naval engineer from Venice, Bertrand turned his 

attention back to Illyria’s military and its economy.  The Governor General left Laibach on 1 

September for a two week inspection tour of Military Croatia.53  Ostensibly undertaken to 

inspect the four regiments stationed there, the trip allowed Bertrand an opportunity to observe 

personally the people and commerce of this region as well.  Bertrand’s subsequent report 

contained insightful details on both. 

Bertrand found the Croatian regiments to be tolerable.  “The officers have a good tone of 

command,” Bertrand informed Napoleon on 15 September.  While he was not able to observe 

unit level drills because of the scattered placement of the companies in Croatia, he reported that 

“the manual of arms is generally rather good.”  The few problems he noted focused primarily on 

the regiments’ officers and noncommissioned officers.  He observed that many of the majors 

were rather old and in need or retirement and that many of the noncommissioned officers lacked 

the necessary skills of reading and writing.  Bertrand emphasized that the captains held a place of 
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far more importance in Croatia than they did in France.  He observed that, in the Croatian 

regiments, “Each captain lives in the middle of his company, he is farther from the eye of his 

commander than in our regiments.  He has influence on the population and can commit more 

abuses.”  Bertrand concluded that “the choice [of captains] is therefore important and I will pay 

particular attention to this matter.”  He proposed placing a French captain or lieutenant in each of 

the Croatian companies to help curb abuses and monitor the Croatian captains.54 

The Governor General continued his detailed report.  Like his previous reports on the 

units that he had observed at Laibach and in Istria, he commented on all aspects of the Croatian 

regiments.  The regiments were still armed primarily with Austrian muskets that Bertrand found 

to be “rather bad” and poorly maintained.  He was equally unimpressed with the uniforms which 

the families of the soldiers provided.  He reported them to be passable but informed Napoleon 

that he had ordered a study conducted on the subject.55   

The major weakness of the Croatian regiments, in Bertrand’s opinion, was the marital 

status of the soldiers and their attachment to the land.  “It is difficult to hold them away from 

their families a long time,” he reported.  “They all marry at a young age and, more than other 

soldiers, they desire to return to their homes.”  Although several of them were veterans of several 

campaigns, few of them had ever been away from home for more than a year.  As Bertrand had 

previously observed, their attachment to their home country had obvious implications for the 

value of the Croatian regiment’s service outside of Illyria.  While Carnolia and Carinthia had 

experienced more conscription driven emigration than Croatia, Bertrand attributed this more to 

the fact that Carnolia and Carinthia were closer in proximity to Austria than Croatia was.56 

Bertrand’s comments on the effects of French rule in Croatia were equally insightful.  “I 

have traveled throughout Croatia with interest,” Bertrand observed.  “The public spirit of the 

population and of the officers appears to be very good.  The population has no subject of 

discontent . . . the diminution of the contributions imposed on Croatia has produced a very good 

effect here,” he reported.  The financial aid that Napoleon had accorded to several Croatian cities 

had also produced a “lively sensation.”  Bertrand noted that the Austrian government in similar 
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cases had allowed for “only a reduction of contributions” with no corresponding increase in 

financial aid as the French had done.57 

Bertrand spent a considerable amount of his time in Croatia inspecting the overland trade 

routes and the commercial centers of Sissek (Sisak) and Costanizza (Kostajnica).  The principal 

commerce of Sissek, the Governor General reported, involved wheat and tobacco imported from 

Hungary.  Bertrand evaluated the wheat trade for 1811 to have been between seven and eight 

million francs.  Most of this trade went to Trieste and Fiume with about one-third being directed 

to Italy.   

A large portion of Bertrand’s report was spent outlining efforts that Austria had 

undertaken to undermine French trade with the Levan.  He noted that Austria had increased the 

taxes it imposed on tobacco that passed through Austria en route to Croatia.  These increased 

taxes had added 454,000 francs in additional revenues to Austria’s coffers.58  Similar measures 

had been adopted at Costanizza.  Cotton was the primary commerce of Costanizza and its market 

was far larger than the wheat and tobacco market of Sissek.  Eighty thousand bails of cotton had 

been shipped from the Levant from 1 January to 1 July and the merchants informed Bertrand that 

another 40,000 had been ordered to Brod en route to Vienna.  Out of five caravans arriving from 

Seralio, Bertrand reported that four went to Brod and only one to Costanizza despite the lower 

taxes found at the latter city.  “Austria surely neglects no means of pulling this commerce to 

her,” the Governor General noted.  Bertrand took several steps to counter Austria’s moves and to 

establish Costanizza as a viable competitor to Brod.  He approved the construction of a 

warehouse capable of holding 3,500 bails of cotton and ordered the suppression of taxes on 

cotton.  “I believe that, in the first moments, the commerce must be rid of all shackles,” he wrote 

to Napoleon in announcing this decision.59  This wise move was intended to improve the 

economy of Croatia by countering the negative impact of the steps that Austria had undertaken to 

undermine the economy of this region. 

Bertrand’s inspections in Croatia provided him with a much better understanding of 

Illyria’s trade with the Levant.  On 20 September he penned a detail reported on this trade.  He 

argued that Trieste should be made the principal French trading port with the Levant.  To realize 
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this goal, Bertrand proposed relaxing the restriction on the warehouses in Trieste and opening 

them up to all merchandise, not just cotton.  “Merchandise warehouses at Triest [would be] a 

great advantage for the commerce of France,” the Governor General observed.  To further 

stimulate trade coming through Trieste, Bertrand asked Napoleon to reduce the taxes on all 

products arriving there by land and to name Trieste, in place of Costanizza, as the only 

authorized cotton market in Illyria.60 

After returning to Laibach, Bertrand was confronted with another pressing matter.  

French efforts to conscript 100 sailors had been met with significant resistance in the province of 

Carnolia and in Ragusa.  Bertrand reported to Napoleon that, in Carnolia, the population had 

been reduced from 12,000 to 5,000 by the emigration that had followed the announced 

conscription.  Ragusa had experienced a similar flight.  Two thousand sailors who were 

“disposed to return to their homes, are now staying away on the news of the maritime 

conscription,” Bertrand observed.  “Three thousand other sailors have followed them and there 

are only some old men now remaining in Ragusa.”  The Governor General admitted that he was 

at a loss as to how to solve this problem.  He informed Napoleon that he had submitted a project 

to the Intendant General and the Commissary General but that they had been unable to reach a 

solution.61 

To gain a better understanding of the situation in Ragusa, Bertrand left Laibach for that 

city in October.  En route, he made a detour to Trieste to examine the status of the shipbuilding 

project he had begun there.  The naval engineer from Venice had arrived and reported to 

Bertrand that it would be possible to construct some ships there.  The Governor General had 

written to Eugène asking him to send another naval engineer to select some wood in Croatia for 

the ships.  The anchors, copper, and rigging would be drawn from Italy.  Bertrand confidently 

estimated that he would be able to begin the ship construction by the following July.62 

After concluding this important business, Bertrand set out along the Adriatic coastline for 

Ragusa.  The extreme heat encountered and the haphazard roads made this his most treacherous 

trip to date.  Fanny, pregnant with their third child, dutifully accompanied her husband on this 
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trip as she had all the others.  Relays were established to change out their horses but Paulin 

complained that “the precautions for relieving our cavalry did not remedy the fatigue that 

overwhelmed us at the end of the day’s journey.”  At the end of each day, Bertrand’s aides had to 

attend the receptions held in the Governor General’s honor.  They were also required to conduct 

military reconnaissances and maintain Bertrand’s correspondence.63   

While traveling to Ragusa, Bertrand continued to submit reports to Napoleon on a variety 

of matters pertaining to the Illyrian provinces.  Most of his letters did not contain good news.  

“The well-established fort [of Fiume] is today in distress,” he reported on 10 October.64  The 

regiment of Licra, meanwhile, had suffered from a large number of desertions and was in need of 

government aid due to a bad harvest that year.65  Perhaps most discouraging to Napoleon was 

Bertrand’s request for 2.4 million francs to maintain the six Croatian regiments.  “This expense 

is moderate for the advantages that it will procure to Your Majesty,” Bertrand reminded 

Napoleon.  The funds were to maintain “a peacetime army of 15,000, guard the Turkish frontier, 

pay all the administration of the land, maintain the routes and public buildings and, in the end, 

provide for all the expenses for a population of 300,000.”  Bertrand felt that the expenditures 

would help gain public approval of French rule and “assure these provinces against all [enemy] 

maritime expeditions while also serving as a base in the event of an invasion of Turkey.”66 

On 22 October Bertrand reached the port city of Split (Spalato).  Split was an important 

coastal city that played a key role in the defenses of the Illyrian coast.  Bertrand took the 

opportunity of his stay in this city to comment on the proposed expedition against the English on 

the island of Lissa.  The Governor General reported that the English had reinforced their fleet at 

Lissa.  While they had not left that port during the past three months, Bertrand contended that 

“they hold ready to raise anchor as soon as our frigates appear.”  The French troops had been 

gathered at Lessina and Bertrand waited only for a favorable wind from Bora to launch the 

expedition.  “One cannot conceal that this operation will be very hazardous,” Bertrand 

concluded.  “However, I am still hopeful that we will be able to execute it.”67 
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While he waited for the favorable winds necessary for the proposed operation, the 

Governor General continued on to Ragusa.  Upon his arrival there in early November, Bertrand 

spent ten days inspecting the city’s fortifications, studying a proposed expedition against 

Montenegro, and working to curtail the influence of the bishops of the area.  Bertrand submitted 

his initial report on Ragusa to Napoleon on 13 November.  In his report, he thanked the Emperor 

for the recent flattering letter he had received regarding his work in Holland during the previous 

year.  Coming after the scathing letters he had received in August, the Emperor’s effusive praise 

was very welcomed.68  Bertrand also concurred with Napoleon’s assessment that the lack of 

quality officers was the chief cause of the high desertion rates in the Croatian regiments.  

Bertrand proposed retiring several majors “and [re]placing them with some French or young 

Croatian men who are committed to the new order of things.”  The Austrians had experienced 

similar problems with desertions in the Croatian regiments and Bertrand suggested that the 

problem might be due to the unique organization of Military Croatia.  He recognized that it 

would be difficult to change the province’s organization but promised that he would study the 

matter in greater detail upon his return from Ragusa.69 

Bertrand waited to submit his reports regarding the influence of the bishops and the 

proposed military expedition against Montenegro until after his return to Trieste.  After a short 

trip to Cattaro, Bertrand hurried back to Trieste by sea at the end of November.  Hastening his 

return was his promise to Napoleon that he would do everything possible to get the proposed 

ships under construction by January as the Emperor had ordered.70  Also motivating his return to 

Trieste was the fast-approaching birth of his third child.  Fanny was now in her ninth month of 

pregnancy and they arrived at Trieste scarcely two weeks before the birth of their second son, 

Henri, on 5 December.71 

Shortly after his arrival at Trieste, Bertrand informed Napoleon that he had cancelled the 

expedition against Lissa.  Bertrand explained that, when the favorable winds necessary for the 

operation had finally come, another delay had been forced due to the late arrival of some barges 

from Corfu.  The expedition was further delayed when a misunderstanding of orders prevented 
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its execution.  The operation had eventually become untenable after the desertion of some 

marines with a captured boat had given the English early warning of the expedition.  The English 

had subsequently concentrated its ships around Lissa, leading Bertrand to believe that “in this 

state of things, the expedition is no longer possible.”  The Governor General concluded by 

informing Napoleon that he would hold the ships and men ready to execute the operation during 

the winter in case it should become feasible again.  In the meantime, he had reinforced the Port 

of Lesina to prevent the English from destroying the French fleet anchored there.72 

The cancellation of this operation proved to be a fitting ending to Bertrand’s first half-

year as the Governor General of Illyria.  Like many of the other endeavors he had undertaken 

during this time, the operation had proven less than successful.  Bertrand had often found himself 

overwhelmed with the breadth and scope of the responsibilities of his new job.  The Emperor had 

proven to be very demanding and had demonstrated his impatience with Bertrand’s efforts 

frequently in their correspondence.  Bertrand’s failures during this time, however, did not result 

from a lack of vigor on his part.  He had labored mightily to collect the information on the 

provinces that he had been appointed to govern.  By the end of 1811, Bertrand had completed his 

initial round of tours and inspections of the Illyrian provinces and felt himself to be in a much 

better position to make informed decisions and to complete the wide range of projects that he had 

been ordered to initiate and oversee.  As the New Year dawned, Bertrand stood prepared to 

justify the decision that Napoleon had made in appointing him Governor General of Illyria. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

 

SECURING THE EMPIRE – GOVERNOR GENERAL OF ILLYRIA, 1812 

 

 

 
 

Eighteen hundred and twelve would prove to be a watershed year for the First French 

Empire.  There are few twelve month periods in European history that witnessed such a dramatic 

shift in the fortunes of the nations of Europe.  During that time, Napoleon would lead the pride of 

his military might into Russia, and return in less than six months with only a pale remnant of the 

grande armée he led to Moscow.  As the Governor General of Illyria, Bertrand was forced to 

observe the ground-shattering devastation of the Russian Campaign from a distance.  After 

having partaken in so many of the critical events of Europe during the first ten years of the 

Nineteenth century, Bertrand’s inability to take a direct role in the events that had such a 

significant impact on the future of the French Empire was surely upsetting.  Having helped to 

build the Empire, he was relegated to a secondary role in 1812 in helping to secure and defend it.   

Still, Bertrand’s position as Governor General of Illyria in 1812 had importance 

implications for the future of the French Empire.  As the southeastern flank of the Empire, 

Napoleon found it necessary to ensure the security of this province prior to embarking on the 

Russian Campaign.  Bertrand’s failure to retake Lissa and drive the English from the Adriatic in 

1811 had been a major blow to Napoleon’s goals in this regard.  The Emperor’s concerns with 

the security of the French Empire’s frontiers were evident in his letters to Bertrand in the final 

months of 1811.  His belief that the northwestern border of France would be secure against 

English incursions should he decide to venture east in 1812 was one of the main reasons for his 

praise of Bertrand’s works in Holland in 1810.  Although not as pressing, he had clearly hoped 

Bertrand would be able to achieve similar results with the southeastern flank of the French 

Empire in Illyria in 1811.  Other than his reports on Illyrian commerce, almost all of Bertrand’s 
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reports to Napoleon in 1811 dealt with security related matters regarding the Illyrian provinces.  

Information on the various Illyrian military units, the fortifications of Illyria, and the security of 

the Adriatic coastline all provided the Emperor with essential information regarding the overall 

security on his southeastern flank.
1
 

Unable to achieve full military and naval dominance in Illyria and in the Adriatic, 

Napoleon directed Bertrand to secure the French position there against potential English attacks.  

On 26 October, he informed the Governor General of his intention to “work seriously in 1812 on 

the fortifications of [Ragusa] so that my squadrons will be safe there.”
2
  The fortifications were 

also intended to protect Ragusa against an enemy attack.  In ordering Bertrand to personally visit 

Ragusa shortly after his arrival in Illyria in July, Napoleon had directed him to “establish a 

defensive position [at Ragusa] that could be held even if the enemy came on the Adige.” 

The English were not the only foreign force in this region that threatened the French.  

The Montenegrins, under the sway of an anti-French Bishop, Petar I Petrovic, were also a cause 

for concern.
3
  Shortly after assuming his post as Governor General, the Emperor had written 

Bertrand ordering him to deal promptly with this Bishop.  “Sooner or later, I desire to destroy the 

influence of the Bishop of Montenegro,” Napoleon had instructed Bertrand on 15 July.  To 

accomplish this objective, the Emperor proposed a military expedition into Montenegro.  He 

ordered Bertrand to study the matter and consider “what are the plans to adopt and what is the 

season most advantageous for making this expedition.”
4
  A week later he directed Bertrand to 

send a Greek Bishop to Cattaro and to “forbid all correspondence with the Bishop of Montenegro 

                                                 
1
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2
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3
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on pain of death.  Make a few examples, and arrest any priests [the Bishop of Montenegro] may 

have appointed.”
5
 

During his trip to Ragusa in November, Bertrand had completed his proposal to invade 

Montenegro and end the Bishop of Montenegro’s influence there.  On 12 December, he sent his 

plan for the expedition to Napoleon.  Using Cattaro as a depot, Bertrand’s plan called for 6,000 

Croatian and 6,000 French troops to enter Montenegro in three columns departing from Ragusa, 

Cattaro, and Budna.  While the entry would be difficult due to the terrain and lack of passable 

roads, Bertrand felt that once the French led force had reached the Plateau of Montenegro victory 

would essentially be assured.   To maintain control of Montenegro, Bertrand submitted that it 

would take a corps of 3,000 to 4,000 men to keep the lines of communication open and to deal 

with stragglers and insurgents.  The numbers for both the invasion and the occupation force 

caused Napoleon to reconsider his options.  Bertrand had surmised that he would be able to 

provide only 3,000 French forces from the Army of Illyria and the remaining 3,000 would have 

to come from Italy.  He further advised the Emperor that he would be able to use only four or 

five of the twelve Croatian battalions because the rest were already in France or would be needed 

to man the Illyrian garrisons and secure the lines of communication.
6
  With his army heavily 

committed in Spain while he was preparing to embark on the Russian Campaign, Napoleon did 

not have the troops Bertrand believed he needed for this operation. 

The Emperor had no alternative but to contain Montenegro and limit the influence of the 

anti-French Bishop Petrovic there.  By 12 December, Bertrand reported that the latter objective 

was already starting to be achieved.  “The presence of the Greek Bishop has already had a good 

effect on the land,” Bertrand informed Napoleon.  “He appears to me to be a man of spirit and 

wisdom . . . He is devoted to the service of Your Majesty . . . [and] he acts with prudence.”  

More important, Bertrand reported that the Bishop of Montenegro had promised the newly 

appointed Greek Bishop that he would no longer meddle in his affairs.  The Governor General 

attributed this change of attitude to “the news of my arrival and the checks that the Russians 

recently received.”  However, Bertrand submitted that the Greek clergy tended to somewhat 

                                                 
5
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6
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hinder the accomplishment of the Emperor’s goal of curbing the influence of the largely anti-

French clergy of the region.  They are “ignorant and corpulent and often provoke the disorders,” 

the Governor General complained.  In his opinion, they also drank too much wine and were 

“often the promoters of quarrels and of assassins.”  Still, Bertrand judged that the Greek Bishop 

could be valuable to the French cause.  He thus supported the Bishop’s request to establish a 

seminary, considering that his support for this action would serve to further co-opt him into 

supporting French rule in Illyria.
7
 

Perhaps the most unsettling news contained in Bertrand’s final reports on his inspection 

of the Adriatic coastline was the heavy influence of the Russians in Cattaro.  “The Russians are 

everywhere a great influence on the Greeks and if war was declared, there would surely be some 

movements in Montenegro and in a part of the Bouches [of Cattaro],” Bertrand somberly 

reported.
8
  The Governor General attributed this heavy influence of the Russians among the 

Greeks to the fact that “the Greeks regard the Russians as their liberators.”  Upon entering the 

house of the principal proprietor of Risano, Bertrand recalleded seeing “12 to 15 oil portraits of 

the Russian sovereigns and of the officer’s of [the proprietor’s] family in the Russian service.  

There is at this moment a general officer [of this man’s family] in the service of Russia.”  

Ominously, Bertrand wrote that he had discovered two Russian officers at Cattaro.  Ostensibly 

there to pay Russian debts incurred during the last war, Bertrand reported that they had been 

there for four years and claimed to be awaiting further orders from the Russian court.  Bertrand 

ordered them to proceed to Trieste to await the orders there if they had not received his 

instructions within a month.
9
 

Bertrand’s concern with Russian influence in his southernmost provinces was clearly 

influenced by the deteriorating relations between France and Russia in the winter of 1811-12.  

While Napoleon continued his preparations for the looming Russian Campaign of 1812, Bertrand 

returned to Trieste.  He spent the remainder of the winter there attempting to solve Illyria’s 

numerous administrative problems and overseeing the many projects that the French had 

undertaken in France’s Balkan provinces.  As rumors circulated that the Governor General would 

be recalled to Paris for service in the French Army during the Russian Campaign, Bertrand 
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labored to stop the flood of emigration and desertion, improve the Illyrian economy, construct a 

shipyard at Trieste, halt the abuses of feudal privileges that persisted, and impose French rule on 

a reluctant population.
10

 

One of the greatest challenges confronting Bertrand as he attempted to install French 

administrative and judicial systems and reforms in Illyria was the Illyrian populations 

reservations in accepting French rule.  The Illyrians were extremely hesitant to consider the 

French presence as permanent.  The nearby proximity and meddling of the Austrians in Illyrian 

affairs only served to reaffirm the populations’ feelings in this regard.  Bertrand had observed 

this problem early in his term as Governor General and had written to Napoleon of his concerns 

regarding the presence of the Austrians and the Illyrian’s incertitude on 4 September.  “I do not 

think that there is a bad spirit in Illyria,” Bertrand observed during his visit to Military Croatia in 

early September, “but the arrival of the Austrians constantly maintains the inquietude.”  Rumors 

abounded among the populace that Illyria would soon be returned to Austria.  “One cites the 

talks between the French Emperor and the Archduke Ferdinand that is presumed to regard the 

question of rendering these provinces to the Austrians,” Bertrand wrote to Napoleon.  

“Generally, these rumors are spoken by the upper class and it is difficult for the public to believe 

them groundless.”
11

  These persistent rumors would plague Bertrand throughout his tenure as 

Governor General.  Shortly before leaving Illyria in February, 1813, Bertrand’s secretary, 

Amédée Massé, recorded in his journal that “the rumor is already spread here that France has 

returned these provinces to Austria.”
12

   

The Illyrians’ belief that French rule was impermanent made them reluctant to support all 

of the French reforms that Bertrand and his subordinates tried to enact.  To counter the ill-effects 

of these rumors, Bertrand concentrated his efforts on completing projects and implementing 

measures that would best demonstrate the benefits of French rule.  French monetary aid was 

committed to areas suffering from poor harvests and other economic maladies; numerous 

construction projects were initiated to improve Illyrian roads, ports, and warehouses; and several 
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administrative and judicial reforms were enacted to make the Illyrian government and court 

systems more fair and just.  Curbing the abuses of privilege was also a particular focus of 

Bertrand’s.  His letters to Napoleon frequently spoke of his efforts to eliminate abuses in the 

Illyrian courts and government.
13

  Massé confirmed Bertrand’s hatred of abuses, recording in his 

journal that, “[The Governor General] detests abuses, searches to repress them, and is delighted 

when they are made known to him.”
14

 

The economic aid and judicial and governmental reforms Bertrand argued for were all 

intended to help gain the Illyrians’ support for French rule.  They also represented the genuine 

concern that he held for the people he had been sent to govern.  His concern was evidenced in 

several other actions he undertook as Governor General.  He exempted areas in economic 

distress from taxes and made a habit during his many visits throughout Illyria of personally 

entering houses to determine the inhabitants’ quality of life.  He ordered hundreds of houses to 

be rebuilt before the onset of winter after observing that many Croatians remained without 

shelter after their houses had been burned during a Turkish border incursion.
15

   

While generally a beneficent ruler, Bertrand did not hesitate to impose harsh measures on 

his Illyrian subjects when necessary.  Most of the stricter, disciplinary measures he enacted were 

designed to curb the continued problems he experienced with high desertion and emigration 

rates.  After execution, imprisonment, and hard labor sentences had failed to solve this problem, 

Bertrand ordered that the families of the deserters be punished as well.  Simply having these 

families pay fines would not suffice he explained in a letter to Napoleon on 19 September.  “The 

deserters all belong to very poor families [so] it is impossible to make [them] pay the fines.  I 

have [therefore] ordered the Intendants to choose eight or ten [families] and have them hanged in 

order to make an example.”  Bertrand did not take this brutal step lightly.  He informed the 

Emperor that he was “convinced that to execute conscription and stop the desertion, one must 

bring pain to the culpable families.”
16

 

                                                 
13

 See Bertrand to Napoleon, 4 September 1811, Archives Nationales, 390 AP 17; and, Bertrand 

to Napoleon, 15 September 1811, Ibid., for two examples of these mentions. 
14

 Massé, Soldats Suisses, 214. 
15

 Bertrand to Napoleon, “Rapport sur les Régiments Croates,” 15 September 1811, Archives 

Nationales, 390 AP 17. 
16

 Bertrand to Napoleon, 19 September 1811, Ibid. 



 186

Many of Bertrand’s actions as Governor General of Illyria bore Napoleon’s unmistakable 

imprint.  After serving at the Emperor’s side for so many years, it was inevitable that Bertrand 

would exhibit many of the same qualities and style of command and rule employed by Napoleon.  

The manner in which the Emperor conducted his daily cabinet work was one area in particular 

which Bertrand appeared to have deliberately adopted from Napoleon.  Bertrand’s aides and 

secretaries complained often of his style of dictation and of his seemingly indefatigable work 

habits.  “The general dictates vigorously,” Bertrand’s secretary, Amédée Massé recorded in his 

journal.  “His Excellency dictates as quick as the spoken word and absolutely like the Emperor 

under whom the general has himself written for often.”
17

  Massé later described to his father a 

typical day working for the Governor General: 

 

Each day I come precisely at 8:00 A.M. to my bureau until 11:00 A.M.  We then 

go downstairs, the general, M. de Luppé, and me, for dinner.  Two aides de camp, 

both very young children, eat with us.  At noon, I retake the plume to my hand 

until 6:45 P.M.  Then I go quickly to change my clothes for dinner.
18

 

 

Bertrand’s veteran aide-de-camp, chef de batallion Jules Paulin also wrote of the 

Governor General’s extensive dictation.  “I write for four to five hours consecutively,” Paulin 

recorded.  “One has no idea of the elaborate work that follows [this dictation],” he continued.  “I 

work for two days afterward to recopy and arrange the dictation.”  Paulin concurred with 

Massé’s assessment that Bertrand’s style of dictation mirrored that of the Emperor.   

 

Bertrand has worked much with the Emperor.  He knows how work on the most 

arduous subject becomes easy when, well-possessed by the person who dictates, it 

is written without interruption, without one word escaping from the mouth of the 

secretary coming to break the succession of ideas and the series of phrases [of the 

person dictating].
19

 

 

Paulin, having witnessed Napoleon’s own dictation habits, was more forgiving of 

Bertrand’s methods of dictation than Massé was.  “My general has a veritable disease of 

writing,” Massé complained in his journal.  “It seems that his only happiness is in dictating 

letters.  Never has a man so favored by fortune had so little joy in life.  He walks every day in his 
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cabinet and pleases himself solely by writing.”  It was not just the speed or frequency of 

Bertrand’s dictation that drew Massé’s ire, but the subject and recipients as well.  Massé 

complained that the Governor General wrote “not only to the Emperor or to his ministers, but 

also to his subalterns and to men that he sees several times during the day.”
20

   

Massé felt that Bertrand’s dictations were often counterproductive.  “He wants to do 

everything by himself, but often, instead of following the chain-of-command, he impedes the 

administrators by writing directly to their subordinates.”  Massé claimed that the Intendant 

General himself had complained directly to him about Bertrand’s tendency to do this.  Most 

discouraging to Massé was the fact that, after six hours of dictation in the morning and seven 

hours in the afternoon, they were always in arrears.
21

  While Bertrand’s style of work and 

dictation in his cabinet may have been modeled after Napoleon, the products he produced lacked 

the same effectiveness.  Unlike the Emperor, Massé recorded that “often it happens that one 

writes ten letters on the same subject without ever giving a positive order.  While the modesty of 

the General merits some praise, his indecision could give birth to some great misfortunes.”
22

  

Having served as an aide and a staff officer for so long, Bertrand lacked some of the qualities of 

command that the Governor General position required.  These were the same deficiencies that 

Napoleon had noted in August, 1811.  Observing this same lack of decisiveness in Massé’s 

journal six months later, it was apparent that Bertrand had still not completely overcome this 

shortcoming. 

What he lacked in command qualities, however, Bertrand made up for through his 

intelligence, devotion, and efforts.  “The General is . . . a very learned man,” Massé observed in 

his journal.  “He fears always of not doing enough.”  Bertrand’s fears were borne from his 

devotion to Napoleon and his desire to serve him well.  They were not a result of a lack of effort.  

After returning from his inspection of the Adriatic coastline in late November, Bertrand passed 

the winter sequestered in his cabinet at his palace in Trieste administering to every facet of his 

rule.  The Governor General used the information he had garnered during his trips throughout 

Illyria to pass various decrees intended to improve the overall lot of his Illyrian subjects.   
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Two new issues that occupied Bertrand’s attention during the winter of 1811-12 was a 

naval engagement with the English at Trieste and the rumored spread of the plague on the 

Illyrian border.  Bertrand responded to the rumors of the plague’s advance by closing the border 

with Bosnia in both Croatia and Dalmatia.
23

  While the French suspected that the plague may 

have just been a rumor circulated by the Austrians to further hinder Illyrian trade, they could take 

no chances.
24

  The Governor General informed Eugène that he was sending a doctor from 

Costanizza to the border to confirm the rumor.  If validated he assured Eugène that he would 

establish a double cordon to prevent contact between the Illyrian provinces and Turkey.
25

  The 

naval engagement, meanwhile, had resulted in the loss of the French frigate, the Rivoli.  Bertrand 

reported that the English had taken the Rivoli only after a six hour engagement and the timely 

arrival of additional English ships.  The French had lost five or six men and had suffered over 

100 casualties in this unfortunate affair.
26

 

British activity in the Adriatic continued to be a major concern for Bertrand throughout 

the remainder of 1812.   As Napoleon had feared, his invasion of Russia in June, 1812, was 

accompanied by an increase in English activity along the southeastern flank of his empire.
27

  

Writing to his father on 16 June, Massé observed that “The English, who have some forces in the 

Adriatic, are seeking to raise the peoples of Albania, Montenegro, and Dalmatia [against us].”  

Of equal concern to Bertrand at this time were the reports that the Russians had reached a peace 

settlement with the Turks.  “The conditions have not yet been ratified,” Massé wrote, “otherwise 

we would soon be at war.”
28

   

In addition to these external threats, Bertrand had to contend with civil unrest within 

Illyria.  Most of the unrest occurred in the southern Illyrian provinces where the people were 
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constantly being agitated by the English and Russian inspired agents in Montenegro, Cattaro, and 

Albania.  The Catholic priests in this area were also causing disturbances with the revelation of 

several alleged miracles in the summer of 1812.  “You can imagine the consequence [of these 

miracles],” Massé wrote.  “One will be obliged to make some examples.”
29

  Bertrand did just 

that.  Dispatching General Michel Pacthod to Ragusa in June, the Governor General 

implemented harsh measures to pacify southern Illyria.  “Two monks and one other insurgent 

have been judged, executed, and their heads fixed on a pole,” Bertrand reported to Berthier on 23 

June.  “The examples have produced a great sensation and assured the tranquility [of the 

land].”
30

 

Elsewhere in Illyria, the population remained relatively serene.  The Illyrians gave some 

signs that they were content and, in general, favorably disposed to Bertrand’s rule.  As the 

Governor General made his way to Laibach in May, “Every village was on foot and the people 

filled the streets,” Massé recorded in his journal.  “The cannons of the fort saluted the 

Governor.”  Two weeks after their arrival at Laibach, that city hosted a large ball in honor of 

Bertrand.  Beginning with a candlelight barge ride on the Save River, the party eventually wound 

its way to the governor’s palace for dancing and concluded only after 2:00 A.M.
31

  This was but 

one of several balls that were held in Bertrand’s honor in 1812.  Each city he visited during a ten 

day trip through Carinthia that summer fêted the Governor General, demonstrating that his 

actions during his first year of rule had garnered the popular support of many of his subjects.
32

  

“We have no troops here,” Massé had written to his father before leaving Trieste.  “. . . not that 

we have need of a guard.  The love of the Triestians for the General and the disposition of the 

people here due to the beneficent manner of the government, leaves us in a great serenity.”
33

 

The Illyrian border was peaceful throughout 1812 as the external threats failed to 

materialize.  The initial breakdown of peace talks between the Turks and the Russians had 

effectively ended the land threat to Illyria, while the constant vigilance of the French and Illyrian 

                                                 
29

 Ibid. 
30

 Bertrand to Berthier, “Rapport sur la situation des Provinces Illyriennes,” 23 June 1812, 

Archives Nationales, 390 AP 17. 
31

 Massé, Soldats Suisses, 189-92. 
32

 Both Paulin and Massé wrote of the numerous parties hosted in Bertrand’s honor in the 

summer of 1812.  See Massé, Soldats Suisses, 197-99; and, Paulin, Souvenirs, 240-45 for 

examples. 
33

 A. Massé to M. Massé, 30 March 1812, in Massé, Soldats Suisses, 178-81. 



 190

forces along the Adriatic coastline and the improvements made to the Illyrian fortifications 

prevented the English from making any inroads by sea.
34

  In the fall of 1812, Bertrand was able 

to maintain Illyria’s borders even as news of the French disaster in Russia had begun to spread.  

As 1812 passed into 1813, Massé recorded that “We are very tranquil here in the provinces.”  He 

acknowledged the continued possibility of English action in southern Illyria, but felt positive that 

they would be able to contain any threat: 

 

Ragusa and the southern provinces will probably be attacked by the English who 

search continually to excite and support the Albanians and the Montenegrins 

against us.  But the land is well-fortified and it is commanded by General Pacthod 

who is an excellent and unyielding général de division.
35

 

 

Almost as important, merchant ships were still able to make their way through the deadly 

British blockade to Trieste.  In June 1812, Bertrand reported on several naval engagements in the 

Adriatic, reflecting the danger facing French and Allied ships operating in those waters.  Despite 

some losses, however, the Governor General reported that “The fleet is rather well organized.  

The convoys march [through the blockade] with the escorts.  For some time now, the enemy has 

not been able to take any considerable prizes.”
36

  As late as January, 1813, merchant ships were 

still able to slip through the British blockade.  Massé recorded that forty-two ships had been able 

to make their way through the British blockade to Trieste that month, “with rations and pay for 

the garrison for seven months.”  In a bit of an understatement, Massé added that, “This is 

important.”
37

 

Thus, 1812 passed relatively uneventfully for the French contingent in Illyria.  Bertrand 

and his subordinates read the reports they received from Russia closely and attended to the 

problems present in Illyria.  “The army occupies us much,” Massé wrote in his journal in August.  

“We devour the bulletins and await the couriers impatiently.”
38

  Bertrand also closely followed 

the progress of the plague which by June had been reported as far north as Smyrna.  He was 

                                                 
34

 Massé wrote of the positive effects to Illyria’s security caused by the breakdown of talks 

between the Russians and the Turks in his journal on 29 August 1812.  See Ibid., 204. 
35

 Ibid., 218. 
36

 Bertrand to Berthier, “Rapport sur la situation des Provinces Illyriennes,” 23 June 1812, 

Archives Nationales, 390 AP 17. 
37

 Massé, Soldats Suisses, 218. 
38

 Ibid., 200. 



 191

hesitant to establish a cordon due to the effect it would have on the Illyrian economy and the 

considerable expense it would cost the government.
39

  Still, he took prudent measures to stop its 

progress and by January, 1813, the plague had yet to make its appearance in Illyria.
40

 

Conscription was another matter that occupied Bertrand’s attention in the summer and 

fall of 1812.  Illyrian troops called to service outside of Illyria continued to experience 

widespread desertion.  Writing to his father, Massé recognized that conscription was a terrible 

law for the provinces.  “[The Illyrians] have such a horror of this fatal law that parents prefer to 

be incarcerated and pay every fine than give their sons to serve in the ranks of their natural 

enemies.”
41

  Most of the desertions occurred as the troops approached the Austrian border.  

Fearing that they would be placed under Austrian command, many soldiers preferred to desert.  

Illyrian troops stationed in Illyria, conversely, railed against their inactivity in the face of English 

incursions along the Adriatic coastline.  In September, Bertrand received a police report that 

observed that a commander of a demi-gallery at Trieste and a number of his sailors and marines 

had been making just these types of complaints.
42

 

Bertrand’s heavy workload and the notoriously unhealthy climate around Laibach finally 

caught up with him in August, 1812.  Succumbing to his third fever in as many months, Bertrand 

moved his headquarters to the healthier mountain air at Gorice, north of Trieste on 29 August.
43

  

The Governor General remained there throughout the fall.  In October, his poor health forced 

him to cancel a scheduled inspection of the Dalmatian coastline, much to the relief of those who 

had accompanied him on the arduous journey the previous year.
44

  Although he maintained a less 

active work-load, Bertrand continued to devote himself to the pressing affairs of state while he 

recovered from his illness.   
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Two areas that retained the Governor General’s attention throughout the fall of 1812 

were the Illyrian economy and the province’s justice system.  To help curb abuses in the latter, 

Bertrand proposed increasing the pay of the judges.  “The justice has been too venal,” Bertrand 

had written to Berthier in June.  Corrupt judges were rampant and easily paid off.  “The judges 

must be above the need [of money],” Bertrand argued.
45

  To improve the Illyrian economy, 

meanwhile, the Governor General made changes to Illyria’s new customs’ tariffs.  He also 

established a “company of assurance” to secure commercial navigation on the Save River and 

published a decree increasing fines on persons caught illegally harvesting trees in the communal 

forests.
46

  Finally, Bertrand commissioned a detailed study of the merchants at Costanizza to 

better understand how the markets there were operated.
47

 

By late November of 1812, Bertrand had recovered his health and returned to Laibach.  

He immersed himself in his work with a renewed vigor.  “Since the return of the general to 

Laibach, we have worked much,” Massé wrote in his journal on 11 December.
48

  A month later, 

Massé complained of Bertrand’s invigorated work habits.  “Since the General has recovered his 

health, he has been animated by the most productive zeal.  We work everyday from 8:00 A.M. to 

6:30 P.M.  I am hard-pressed to find an instant to go to the bathroom.”
49

  Much of Bertrand’s 

efforts during this period focused on assisting Napoleon in piecing together an army in Germany.  

The Emperor was in desperate need of filling the ranks of his army to replace the many soldiers 
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he had lost in Russia.  Surprisingly, Massé recorded in January that “the conscription [in Illyria] 

has gone rather well.”
50

 

Bertrand realized the implications of the debacle in Russia and by January of 1813 had 

begun to expect that he would soon be recalled to the army.  “According to the news that we 

have from Paris and from Milan,” Massé wrote in mid-January, “we live here from day to day . . 

.  We await each courier with impatience because the Emperor prepares all for the new 

campaign.  He could recall the General to the army [anyday].”  The expected orders were 

dispatched from Paris on 9 January.
51

  Twenty-one months after being named the Governor 

General of Illyria, Napoleon selected Bertrand to take command of the Corps d’Observation 

d’Italie.  Bertrand was to assemble this corps in northern Italy and move it north to join the rest 

of the French army in Germany.
52

  Upon receipt of these orders, Bertrand turned his attention to 

the huge logistical undertaking necessary to assemble the immense Corps d’Observation d’Italie.  

Most of the French, Italian, Neapolitan, and Illyrian units that would comprise this corps had 

already been put in motion toward their assembly points of Bassano, Vicenza, Verona, and 
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Brescia.
53

  Bertrand was to remain in Illyria until his replacement, the discredited general Jean-

Andoche Junot, arrived in Illyria.   

While he waited, Bertrand monitored the assembling of his corps and sought to complete 

some of the unfinished business he had undertaken in Illyria.  The news of his impending 

departure and the reemergence of the rumors that Illyria was to be returned to Austria, however, 

made it extremely difficult for Bertrand to accomplish much during his final two months in 

Illyria.  In fact, rather than completing projects that he had begun, many of the Governor 

General’s accomplishments were undone during this time.  Many of the reforms and construction 

projects he had initiated were delayed and the provinces were stripped of men, horses, and 

military supplies to help outfit the corps assembling in northern Italy.  “These provinces follow 

the example of France,” Massé recorded in his journal on 17 February.  “Here, independently of 

the donations, we have acquired 1200 horses . . . In Croatia, in fifteen days, we will form a 

regiment of Hussards.  But, in men, horses, harnesses, saddles, and equipment, the land is 

exhausted.”
54

 

The English took advantage of the accompanying turmoil in Illyria as it scrambled to help 

defend the Empire to make inroads into southern Illyria during the final months of Bertrand’s 

rule.  “We have some bad news from Ragusa,” Massé wrote in February: 

 

The English have captured two isles – Lagosta and Curzola – for intercepting or 

hindering the navigation of convoys.  They have already taken seven ships full of 

grain.  Three others, surprised by bad weather, missed the entry to the bay and 

foundered.  It is a general desolation for the poor city of Ragusa which has no 

commerce, no coastal trade; and now, nothing to eat.
55

 

 

These setbacks, however, did not diminish the many accomplishments Bertrand had 

achieved in Illyria during his tenure as its Governor General.  His departure for Verona on 13 
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March was deeply regretted throughout Illyria.  Writing to his father the day after Bertrand left, 

Massé stated that “the mourning is everywhere.  There is not an individual who does not 

sincerely regret [the departure] of this excellent Governor who fulfilled his duties well . . .  The 

memories of the General will remain always deep in the hearts of the Illyrians.”
56

  Under his 

beneficent rule, roads had been built, security had been maintained, and numerous actions had 

been taken to alleviate the deleterious effects of the English blockade on the Illyrian economy.  

“[The people of the coast] received from the French government three essential things that will 

advance their state of civilization:  roads, wells, and ovens,” Massé had written in October.
57

  

Trieste, meanwhile, had benefited immensely by “the opening of its port” by Bertrand.
58

  

“Trieste was fortunate under the strong authority, soft and paternal at the same time, of the 

Governor General,” Paulin believed.
59

  Of all of his accomplishments, however, perhaps the one 

of greatest pride to Bertrand was the steps he had taken to end abuses in Illyria’s administrative 

and judicial systems.  Paulin submitted that “The administration of the Governor was pleasing.  

Everyone was content and no one could foresee the dreadful catastrophe that befell our army in 

Russia that forced us to abandon a land that we had so easily naturalized to us.”
60

   

His tenure as Governor General had also served to endear his own subordinates to him.  

Despite the occasional complaints by his secretaries and aides of his demanding work ethic or his 

sometimes cold demeanor toward them, all came to admire his generally kind, gentle, and 

genuine nature.  As always, the presence of Fanny helped humanize Bertrand’s generally 

reserved personality.  She maintained a lively salon and social environment for Bertrand’s many 

single aides and secretaries.  Fanny also passed on compliments and words of encouragement to 

those who felt slighted by Bertrand’s lack of praise.  She functioned as a perfect counterweight 

to Bertrand and helped to minimize his social deficiencies.  Bertrand appeared to soften during 

the almost two years he served as Governor General.  Striving to meet the high expectations 

placed on him by Napoleon, he had initially adopted a cold and formal manner in dealing with 
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his subordinates.  As the pressures and rigors of command wore on him over the years, however, 

he became far more appreciative of and affectionate with those who labored for him.  Both 

Massé and Paulin chronicled this change in Bertrand and Fanny’s role in mollifying his reserved 

nature.
61

 

The experience he had gained in an autonomous role and the maturing of his command 

style would both be greatly needed in his next assignment.  As he took his leave of Illyria on 13 

March 1813 and made his way toward Verona to take command of his assembling corps, he had 

much to be proud of and much to fear.  His enduring accomplishments in Illyria would leave a 

lasting legacy of his beneficent rule.  His past achievements, however, could not mask his 

deficiencies.  He had no experience in commanding a division, much less a corps.  Moreover, 

there had been moments as Governor General that suggested he did not possess the ability to act 

decisively in exercising command during a campaign.  With everything to gain, and everything 

to lose, Bertrand rode quickly to Verona and began the final preparations to move his corps 

north.   
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 

THE CORPS D’OBSERVATION D’ITALIE – THE 1813 CAMPAIGN 

 

 
 

 

Napoleon’s decision to place Bertrand in command of the Corps d’observation d’Italie 

was somewhat surprising.  While he had occasionally led battalion sized reserve and Imperial 

Guard units forward in battle, Bertrand possessed no command experience in leading divisional 

or larger size infantry units in combat.  Bertrand’s selection to command the corps now forming 

in Italy was thus more a testament to the desperate situation that Napoleon found himself in than 

it was to his belief in Bertrand’s ability to command a corps.  Napoleon’s decision was no doubt 

influenced by the many years of friendship, loyalty, and association he had shared with Bertrand.  

Over the years, Bertrand had proven himself to be an intelligent and extremely loyal subordinate; 

two traits that Napoleon desperately needed to help rally the remnants of the grande armée now 

staggering out of Russia.  For his part, Bertrand was eager to serve the Emperor in a more direct 

capacity in this obvious time of peril and, while recognizing his shortcomings in the arena of 

command, he felt his past service merited the selection.  As he later expressed to his wife: “The 

Emperor has made a good thing of the bridges [at Wagram].  I have the opportunity now to 

justify the confidence and render myself worthy of the good command which he has given me.”1 

The work of forming and organizing the Italian Corps had begun even before Bertrand 

had been officially notified that he was to be its commander.  On 4 January Napoleon had written 

to the Grand Chancellor of the Kingdom of Italy, Count Francesco Melzi d’Eril, asking for 

information on the Italian army.  The Emperor had acknowledged his intention of “uniting a 

Corps d’observation d’Italie at Verona by the end of February.”  Continuing, Napoleon had 

outlined the organization of the corps to Melzi:  “This corps, which I will give the command to 
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General Bertrand . . . will be composed of three divisions, each [consisting] of twelve battalions.  

The first two divisions will be composed of French troops and the third will be Italian troops.”2  

That same day, Napoleon wrote to his sister Caroline at Naples, ordering her to send a regiment 

of Neapolitan cavalry to join this corps.  Acknowledging the desperateness of the situation, the 

Emperor emphasized that “it is indispensable that you make [this regiment] leave in twenty-four 

hours.”3  Napoleon continued to refine his intent for the Corps d’observation d’Italie in the 

following weeks.  A third French division was added to the corps’ composition on 12 January 

and the regiments that were to fill the divisions’ ranks were specified in orders addressed to the 

French and Italian Ministers of War that same week. 4  Consisting of a mixture of old regiments, 

cohort regiments, new conscripts, and allied soldiers, the Corps d’observation d’Italie 

represented a microcosm of the grande armée in 1813. 

The formation of the Corps d’observation d’Italie was well underway even before 

Bertrand was made aware that he was to command it.  Upon receiving the official notification, 

Bertrand wasted no time in seeing to his duties.  Although his position as Governor General of 

Illyria demanded that he remain in Illyria until his replacement arrived, Bertrand still managed to 

take an active role in the formation of the Corps d’observation d’Italie from his headquarters in 

Trieste.  On 14 January, Bertrand wrote his first report to Napoleon on the state of the forming 

corps.  After expressing his appreciation for being given the command and pledging that he 

would prove himself worthy, Bertrand reported that he had given orders for raising 2,900 horses.  

Bertrand also provided Napoleon with information on the initial movement of the French, Italian, 

and Croatian battalions stationed in Illyria that had been designated to form part of the Corps 

d’observation d’Italie.5   

Bertrand continued to play an active role in the formation of the Italian corps during the 

following two months.  On 4 February the Emperor stressed to Bertrand the necessity of uniting 
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the four divisions of his corps at Bassano, Vicenza, Verona, and Brescia by 1 March.6  Four days 

later Napoleon reiterated the importance of completing the organization of the corps by 1 March, 

adding that “I desire that, from the 1st to the 15th of March, the Corps d’observation d’Italie be 

put in march.”  The Emperor attempted to ease Bertrand’s concerns with this monumental 

undertaking, informing him that the French and Italian Ministers of War had issued all the orders 

needed to form the corps.  Napoleon further instructed him that he would soon receive two 

généraux de division from the grande armée to command the two French divisions that still 

lacked commanders and help him complete the organization of his corps.7 

Bertrand’s subsequent letters to Napoleon acknowledged the difficulties that he would 

have in meeting that timeline.  Bertrand reported on 17 February that the 1st Division, under the 

command of General Michel Pacthod, would not be united at Bassano until 5 March.  That same 

day he wrote that the Italian Division, to be united at Brescia, was still missing three of its twelve 

battalions.  Furthermore, he acknowledged that, to date, he had been able to raise only 1,100 of 

the 2,900 horses he had initially levied.  Of the 1,100 he had been able to procure, he had already 

returned 100 as unfit for service.8 

Bertrand’s letter to Napoleon on 26 February witnessed similar concerns.  The 2nd and 3rd 

Divisions (French) would be united by 1 March, but the 1st Division would not complete its 

organization until 15 March Bertrand reported.  Similar problems existed with the Italian 

Division which had several cavalry, horse artillery, and marine companies that would not be able 

to leave for Brescia until 15 March.  The ordonnateur, meanwhile, had told Bertrand that he did 

not think the supply trains would be ready to leave until 15 March.  Other deficiencies in the 

organization of the Corps d’observation d’Italie included a continued lack of horses and an 

insufficient number of serviceable caissons.  The director of the artillery and engineer park had 

rejected 38 caissons as unfit for service and reported that the park would not be able to leave 

until 31.  Only 600 horses of the 1,300 needed were currently on hand, meanwhile.  Bertrand 

                                                 
6 Napoleon to Bertrand, 4 February 1813, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 19533, XXIV, 
553. 
7 Napoleon to Bertrand, 8 February 1813, Ibid., No. 19555, XXIV, 580-81. 
8 Bertrand to Napoleon, 17 February 1813, Archives Nationales, AF IV, Carton 1658, Plaquette 
1I.  In yet another demonstration of his beneficent rule, Bertrand informed Napoleon that he 
would subtract the horses from the taxes and obligations of the communes that had provided 
them.  See Bertrand to Napoleon, 12 February 1813, Ibid. 
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reported that 600 more were to arrive between 1-15 March with the remaining 100 coming on 20 

March.9 

Complicating Bertrand’s effort to complete the formation of his corps was his need to 

maintain the security of the Illyrian provinces.  Sensing Napoleon’s vulnerability in Illyria, the 

English and Russians had stepped up their attacks on the southeastern flank of the French 

Empire.  Many of the units designated for service in the Corps d’observation d’Italie had 

previously been responsible for securing the coast and frontier of Illyria against these 

encroachments.  Bertrand delayed the departure of some French, Italian, and Croatian units from 

Illyria until the last possible moment, acknowledging that he feared compromising the security of 

Illyria if they left any sooner. 

Bertrand continued to monitor the concentration of his corps from his headquarters at 

Trieste while he simultaneously attended to his duties as Governor General of Illyria.  He was 

anxious to move forward to Verona, however, so he could deal in person with the difficulties that 

continued to arise in organizing his corps.  On 9 March, Bertrand wrote to Napoleon that he 

intended to leave for Verona in a few days regardless of whether Junot had arrived to replace 

him in Illyria.10  Junot arrived two days later and by 15 March Bertrand had moved his 

headquarters forward to Neumarkt in northern Italy where he could better direct the organization 

of his corps.11   

At Neumarkt, Bertrand had his first opportunity to observe his quickly forming corps.  

On 15 March he filed several reports with the French Minister of War on the status of the 

training and readiness of the units he had found at Neumarkt.  Bertrand’s reports were generally 

positive in nature.  He considered the 13th de ligne regiment to be the best in the French army.  

The training of its officers was complete and the non-commissioned officers (NCOs) needed 

only to be instructed on how to move platoons and battalions on line.  His report on the 4th 

battalion of the 8th légère regiment was similarly effusive.  Made up of réfractaires (former 

deserters) who had been united at Zara for over a year, Bertrand called it an “excellent battalion.”  

He was particularly impressed with their marksmanship and their cadre and suggested that their 

maneuvers were better perhaps than even the veteran regulars of the 13th and 23rd de ligne.  

                                                 
9 Bertrand to Napoleon, 26 February 1813, Ibid. 
10 Bertrand to Napoleon, 9 March 1813, Archives Nationales, AF IV, Carton 1658, Plaquette 1I. 
11 Bertrand to Napoleon, 15 March 1813, Ibid. 
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Bertrand reported that the 1st and 2nd Croatian regiments, meanwhile, were “well-commanded 

and in good spirits.”12 

However, not all of Bertrand’s reports on his corps were positive.  He noted that the 

soldiers of the 3rd Provisional Regiment (légère) had only a few months of service and many had 

never fired their weapons.  Although they marched well, Bertrand further noted that they knew 

only the first three lessons of l’école de peloton and that they were generally not in good spirits.  

In addition, Bertrand reported that many of the units were still short personnel and that he was 

hard-pressed to find enough sous-lieutenants and NCOs with combat experience to fill his 

ranks.13  Besides these personnel shortcomings, the shortage of horses continued to hamper the 

organization of the corps.  Bertrand wrote to Napoleon again on this issue on 1 March.  He had 

received only 71 of the 237 horses he was to receive from Carinthia.  He had sent an artillery 

officer with some gendarmes to help secure the remainder.  The horses he was receiving from 

the Alps, meanwhile, were generally bad and would have to be supplemented with 300 horses 

from Austria.14 

On 17 March Bertrand moved his headquarters forward to Verona and began to file his 

first reports on the regiments that comprised the Italian Division.  His reports on these regiments 

were generally positive, although he noted that 280 men had deserted from the 4th Neapolitan 

Regiment (légère) the night that he arrived.  There was also a notable lack of veterans among the 

infantry units and Bertrand decried the lack of officers and NCOs available to train his young 

cohorts.  Nevertheless, he considered the regiments to be “very good” and to possess good 

morale.15   He was particularly impressed with the Neapolitan Cavalry.  While they still required 

some training, Bertrand noted that over one-third of the unit had served in Spain.  The 

Neapolitans, furthermore, possessed “remarkable horses” and its men were generally of good 

spirit which he attributed to the zeal of its officers.  Overall, he concluded that it was “difficult of 

seeing a regiment better mounted and horses in better state” than those of the Italian Cavalry.16   

                                                 
12 Bertrand to Clarke, 15 March 1813, (various reports all dated 15 March) Archives Nationales, 
AF IV, Carton 1658, Plaquette 1I. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Bertrand to Napoleon, 1 March 1813, Ibid. 
15 Bertrand to Clarke, 17-18 March 1813, (various reports dated 17 and 18 March from Verona) 
Ibid. 
16 Bertrand to Clarke, 20-21 March 1813, (two reports dated 20 and 21 March from Verona) Ibid. 
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Napoleon was particularly concerned about the lack of training that Bertrand had 

highlighted in several of his reports.  The Emperor was aware that several corps of his hastily 

assembling army suffered from similar shortcomings.  On 2 March, he addressed a lengthy letter 

of instruction to Bertrand, Marshal François Kellerman, and General Jacques Lauriston on the 

training regimen that he believed their corps needed to initiate.  Napoleon directed his corps’ 

commanders to conduct marksmanship and instruction on firing commands training twice a week 

and to train on maneuver drills three times a week.  The Emperor charged his subordinates to 

focus their maneuver training on forming columns of attack by battalion and on charging from 

this formation.  He also stressed the need to train often on “the maneuver of promptly forming 

the bataillon carré.”  He emphasized that “this is the maneuver that is the most necessary that the 

colonels know well because the least hesitation could compromise the troops.”  Napoleon’s 

emphasis on this maneuver was undoubtedly in deference to his shortage of experienced troops 

and his deficiency in cavalry.  He recognized that these two shortcomings would frequently 

require him to command his young Marie-Louises to form squares to fend off enemy cavalry 

charges that he would be unable to counter with his own cavalry.17 

To help address the lack of veterans, Napoleon informed Bertrand on 6 March that he 

was augmenting the Corps d’observation d’Italie with the remnants of the IV Corps.  While this 

corps had been battered during the Russian Campaign and had virtually no cohesive units 

remaining, its combat experienced veterans would add a stabilizing force to Bertrand’s 

conscripts and réfractaires.  Bertrand was directed to send staff officers to Augsburg to begin 

receiving and organizing these additional units.  Augsburg would serve as Bertrand’s forward 

depot base after his corps had moved to Germany.  Napoleon estimated that he would be able to 

cull nine more battalions from the remnants of the IV Corps and Italian units he received at 

Augsburg, swelling the ranks of his burgeoning corps to over sixty battalions.18 

The training and experience status of the Corps d’observation d’Italie were not 

Napoleon’s only concerns with this corps.  He was equally concerned with the departure date of 

Bertrand’s corps from Italy.  With the Russians and Prussians continuing to press the French 

forces back in Germany, the Emperor was in dire need of new forces in central Europe to stem 

                                                 
17 Napoleon to Bertrand, 2 March 1813, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 19643, XXV, 14-
15. 
18 Napoleon to Bertrand, 6 March 1813, Ibid., No. 19671, XXV, 41-42. 
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the tide of their advance.  Of all the elements of the French army of 1813 moving into Germany, 

the Corps d’observation d’Italie had one of the more difficult routes to follow in uniting with the 

rest of the grande armée.  Beginning from its staging bases in north-central Italy, the corps was 

to move up the Adige River Valley and across the Tyrolean Alps into Bavaria.  The total distance 

was well over four hundred miles; a healthy march for a veteran corps much less one consisting 

of a varying mix of veterans, conscripts, and aged soldiers.  Napoleon thus expressed severe 

apprehensions over Bertrand’s letter of 26 February in which he had stated that he did not 

believe his corps would be formed and ready to move until 25 March.  “The terrain in traversing 

the Tyrol will force you to march by regiment anyway,” Napoleon argued in a letter to Bertrand 

on 7 March.  To ensure he arrived in time, the Emperor ordered Bertrand to “commence on the 

10th or 12th, the departure of the Neapolitan corps, which has been prepared for a long time 

already.”  Bertrand, meanwhile, was to remain in Verona “as long as possible” to attend to the 

organization of the rest of his corps.19   

Four days later, on 11 March 1813, Napoleon instructed Clarke to issue Bertrand explicit 

orders for the movement of his corps.   

 
Give the order to General Bertrand to direct the movement of the Corps 
d’observation d’Italie so that his first division, that is to say the first division he 
puts in movement, renders itself to Nuremburg by 15 April, without passing by 
Munich.  It will pass by Augsburg and, from there, it will move on Nuremburg in 
two columns, one by Neuburg and the other by Donauwœrth. 
 
At the same time, his 2nd division will render itself to Neuburg, his 3rd to 
Donauwœrth, and his 4th to Augsburg.  His cavalry at this time will enter 
Augsburg and Donauwœrth, with his park and his trains so that his headquarters, 
his artillery and engineering generals, and his staff will be at Augsburg on 5 April 
. . . The generals who must rejoin their divisions will join them at the indicated 
cities.20   
 

Bertrand complied with Napoleon’s orders and, by the 15th, he was able to report that the 

Corps d’observation d’Italie had begun its movement northward.  The first units had already 

moved out, Bertrand wrote to Napoleon, and the 23rd Regiment de ligne would leave on the 16th 

                                                 
19 Napoleon to Bertrand, 7 March 1813, Ibid., No. 19685, XXV, 51. 
20 Napoleon to Clarke, 11 March 1813, Ibid., No. 19692, XXV, 63-64. 
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with two Italian brigades to follow on the 17th.21  Eight days later, Bertrand wrote the Emperor 

that his first two divisions would be at Augsburg by 14-15 April with the two brigades of his 3rd 

Division following on 16-17 April.22 

With his two lead divisions en route to Germany, Bertrand himself stayed in Verona, as 

he had been directed, to oversee the organization of his remaining two divisions.  These two 

divisions (the 2nd and 3rd French Divisions) suffered even more than his first two had from the 

lack of junior officers, NCOs, and veteran soldiers.  Although Bertrand considered the 2nd 

Division a good division in spite of having only young soldiers, he bemoaned the lack of officers 

and NCOs and noted that its training was the worst of all the units he had seen thus far.23  His 

reports on the 3rd Division were equally depressing.  He had been forced to return several 

officers from the 5th Provisional, and 137th and 156th de ligne regiments to their depots because 

they requested reassignment or were already retired, wounded, or otherwise “incapable of 

making war.”  The 52nd and 6th Regiments de ligne, meanwhile, were virtually devoid of 

officers.24  Bertrand did his best to cross-level the officers across the various regiments and to 

promote from within the ranks but there was no way to mask the overall lack of junior leaders in 

his corps.  In a response to his request for more officers, Napoleon informed Bertrand in early 

April that none would be forthcoming and that he would have to “make the best” of those that he 

already had and to promote more from within his own ranks.25 

While he could not provide Bertrand with more junior officers, Napoleon did minimize 

the impact of their absence in Bertrand’s corps.  Most notably, in late March, the Emperor 

assigned two veteran généraux de division, Charles-Antoine Morand and Guillame Lorencez, to 

take command of the two French divisions in the Corps d’observation d’Italie that still lacked 

commanders.26  Morand was one of the most capable division commanders in the grande armée.  

One of Davout’s “Immortals” from Auerstadt, he had served as a division commander since 

1805 and had participated in the campaigns of 1806, 1809, and 1812.  He had only recently 

                                                 
21 Bertrand to Napoleon, 15 March 1813, Archives Nationales, AF IV, Carton 1658, Plaquette 1I. 
22 Bertrand to Napoleon, 23 March 1813, Ibid. 
23 Bertrand to Napoleon, 25 March 1813, Ibid. 
24 Bertrand to Napoleon, 29 March 1813, (various reports bearing the same date) Archives 
Nationales, AF IV, Carton 1658, Plaquette 1I. 
25 Napoleon to Bertrand, 4 April 1813, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 19804, XXV, 186. 
26 The assignment of these two officers was announced to Bertrand in a letter from Napoleon 
dated 23 March 1813.  See Napoleon to Bertrand, 23 March 1813, Ibid., No. 19754, XXV, 139. 
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recuperated from wounds and injuries suffered during the Russian Campaign.  His combat 

experience compensated for not only the lack of junior officers in Bertrand’s corps, but also for 

Bertrand’s own lack of experience in commanding divisional and corps sized units during 

campaign.  As a good friend from previous campaigns, Bertrand was comfortable in deferring to 

his new subordinate’s experience when making tactical decisions.  Morand complemented 

Bertrand’s command nicely without undermining it in the process.27 

That Napoleon was keenly aware of Bertrand’s lack of experience in commanding a 

corps sized unit on campaign was made obvious in a letter he addressed to Bertrand on 27 

March.  The letter contained detailed instructions that read like a primer on when and how to 

form the carré and the colonne d’attaque.  The Emperor referred Bertrand to the Ordonnance de 

1805 for further guidance on these maneuvers and offered him explicit instructions on how to 

perform these fundamental movements.28   That Napoleon believed that one of his corps’ 

commanders required such instruction on the eve of a major campaign was ample proof of the 

plight of the French army in the spring of 1813.  Desperately short of junior officers and NCOs, 

it was forced at even the highest levels of command to depend on officers with little experience 

in command. 

What he lacked in experience, however, Bertrand more than made up for with his zeal 

and commitment to justify Napoleon’s faith in him.  His two years as the Governor General of 

Illyria had helped sharpen his skills of exercising independent command and he was ably assisted 

by a host of subordinate commanders, aides, and assistants.  In addition to Morand and the host 

of other subordinate commanders who were primarily chosen and assigned to his corps by 

Napoleon, Bertrand’s personal staff contained a number of talented aides and assistants.  Most of 

his personal staff had proven their worth in previous tours of service with Bertrand.  Many were 

life-long friends or relatives and all were intent on helping their general succeed in the newfound 

challenges of command.  Bertrand welcomed their assistance.  He recognized the enormity of the 

command he had been given and, while he felt his past service merited the assignment, he was 

                                                 
27 See Georges Six, Dictionnaire Biographique des Generaux & Amiraux Francais de la 
Revolution et de l’Empire, 1792-1814  (Paris, 1934), I, 223-24 for a capsulation of Morand’s 
career.  For a more complete, albeit somewhat flowery and aggrandized accounting, see Georges 
Rivollet, Général de Bataille, Charles Antoine Louis Morand, Comte de l’Empire  (Paris, 1963). 
28 Napoleon to Bertrand, 27 March 1813, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 19775, XXV, 
154. 
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conscious of his own inexperience and shortcomings.  Bertrand’s devotion to Napoleon, and his 

intense desire to serve him well would continue to motivate him throughout the ensuing 

campaign. 

By 30 March, Bertrand was ready to depart Verona and join the lead elements of his 

corps which was now quickly advancing on Augsburg.  While there still remained a few details 

to complete the formation of his corps, Bertrand was anxious to join his corps in the field.   His 

departure from Verona served to mark the completion of his transition from the pleasantness of 

court life that he had enjoyed for the past two years in Illyria, to the more strenuous life of a 

soldier on campaign.  While much of his time in Verona had been taken up with the task of 

organizing and forming his corps, he had still been able to enjoy the presence of his wife Fanny 

and their three small children there.  Parting with them was difficult for Bertrand.  Fanny had 

steadfastly followed her husband almost everywhere since their marriage in 1807.  Bertrand 

promised his wife that he would write her faithfully, and summed up his feelings on their 

separation following his arrival in Augsburg on 4 April: 

 
We separate here, after having been together for a long time.  Despite my 
necessary pre-occupation and the attention commanded by the new position in 
which I now find myself, I feel, dear Fanny, a great void, and I think often of the 
regrets that my absence will cause . . . I count on the winter quarters.29 

 

Before he could begin to dream of “winter quarters” however, there were more pressing 

matters at hand.  On 28 March, Napoleon had issued instructions that had slightly changed the 

direction of march of Bertrand’s corps.  Bertrand’s lead division was to continue moving on 

Nuremburg which is also where Bertrand was to direct all of his cavalry to assemble.  “You will 

direct your 4th Division, which I believe is the second in the order of march, on Anspach,” the 

Emperor continued.  “The 3rd will go to Ingolstadt and Neuburg, and those that make up the end 

of your column will go to Augsburg.”  To speed his movement north, Napoleon directed 

Bertrand to unload his caissons and pull them forward empty if necessary.  The discharged cargo 

could be picked up later by horses Bertrand bought at Augsburg and Bamberg.  The Emperor 

also informed Bertrand that he had ordered twenty-two additional artillery pieces forward to 

Bamberg which he could pick up there as he passed.  Reiterating the need to speed his advance, 
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Napoleon ordered Bertrand to “arrange all so that the 1st Brigade of your troops will arrive at 

Nuremburg on the 12th [April].”  Bertrand was to establish his own headquarters there as well by 

the 12th or 13th.30 

Napoleon continued to press Bertrand on the speed of his corps’ movement during the 

following weeks.  On 8 April the Emperor ordered Bertrand to send his 1st and 4th Divisions (the 

two lead divisions), together with his headquarters and all of his artillery and cavalry to 

Bamberg.  The 2nd and 3rd Divisions, meanwhile, were to move on Nuremburg and Anspach.  

Napoleon expected the 1st and 4th Divisions to arrive at Bamberg between the 15th and 20th of 

April.  “The events become pressing,” Napoleon acknowledged.  He charged Bertrand with 

writing to Marshal Michel Ney at Würzburg for further instructions regarding the disposition of 

his corps.  He was also instructed to procure 200,000 biscuit rations at Bamberg and to write to 

the French minister at Munich to secure 3,000 – 4,000 cannon balls and 500,000 cartouches 

d’infanterie at Kronach and Forchheim.31 

Bertrand reached Augsburg on 4 April and quickly took stock of the leading elements of 

his corps.  The 2nd and 3rd Divisions were still to the rear of Innsbruck but the 1st and 4th had 

already arrived at Augsburg and were preparing to continue their march toward Bamberg.   

Bertrand’s reports were fairly encouraging.  Morand and all of the colonels of the provisionary 

regiments had joined him at Augsburg and the horses of the artillery and trains appeared to be in 

very good shape.  Furthermore, Bertrand noted that the arrival of the 1st and 4th Divisions had 

produced a good effect on the people of the region.  “The people of the Tyrol were very 

surprised to see pass such a good army,” Bertrand wrote to Napoleon on 4 April.  “The arrival of 

the old soldiers of the 1st division, — the 13th and the 23rd de ligne — at Augsburg, has produced 

here a great sensation.  The people seemed to believe that there were no longer any French 

regiments left and, in a few days, they have learned otherwise.”  Bertrand reported that he 

planned to stay in Augsburg until the arrival of the dragoon regiment on the 12th after which he 

would move on to Nuremburg.32 

                                                 
30 Napoleon to Bertrand, 27 March 1813, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 19780, XXV, 
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Map 16:  Movement of Corps d’Observation d’Italie into Saxony, 1813.  After assembling his 
corps in northern Italy, Bertrand crossed the Alps and pushed into Saxony in April.  His route 
took him past Augsburg and Nuremburg before arriving at Bamberg. 
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Not all of Bertrand’s reports were positive, however.  The shortage of horses continued to 

plague the corps.  Upon his arrival at Augsburg, he had dispatched an artillery officer to buy 

1,000 horses but he did not expect the first of these horses to arrive until 1 May.  The lack of 

horses, meanwhile, had forced him to divide and move his artillery in two columns.  The 

caissons of the 2nd and 3rd Division still lacked horses to pull them.  He had attempted to alleviate 

some of the problems caused by these shortages by contracting at Innsbruck to have his artillery 

pulled forward.  The commissioners there, however, had refused to perform that service without 

receiving their payment in advance.33 

The Italian Division, meanwhile, had suffered from a high rate of desertion during its 

march to Augsburg.  The 7th Regiment de ligne had lost 300 soldiers on the first day and the 

division had lost over 1,100 soldiers overall since leaving Italy.  A severe example had been 

made during one of the reviews to help stem the tide of desertions.  The division commander, 

General Louis-Gaspard Peyri had ordered eight soldiers shot as an example to the rest of the 

division.  Bertrand felt that this had produced a “great effect” among the remaining soldiers.  The 

primary cause of the desertions, Bertrand believed, were the “upsetting reports” brought by the 

Neapolitans returning from the grande armée.  These veterans of the Russian Campaign were 

afraid and their reports spread fear throughout the ranks of the mostly conscript Italian Division.  

The French and Croatian regiments were not experiencing similar problems with desertion.  The 

Croatian and French 13th de ligne regiments had so far had no desertions while the 23rd de ligne 

had experienced only sixty-eight.34 

Bertrand’s reports to Napoleon on 6 April witnessed a host of smaller problems that he 

experienced as he prepared his corps for the fast-approaching campaign.  He still required 

personnel and officers for his artillery and his Neapolitan cavalry was sorely in need of rest and 

forage.  His communications with Verona were proving difficult, meanwhile, due to the 

positioning of the stage posts.  He was in great need of powder from Bavaria to complete the 

marksmanship and firing commands training that Napoleon had ordered.  Finally, Bertrand 

reported that General Pacthod was upset with losing command of the 1st Division to Morand and 

that Pacthod was requesting that he be allowed to retain the 23rd regiment de ligne which he had 
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previously commanded at Ragusa.  Bertrand concurred with this request, considering it 

advantageous to spread his veteran regiments throughout his divisions.35   

The six additional battalions that joined Bertrand in Augsburg helped alleviate some of 

his corps’ personnel shortages.  These battalions, comprised of conscripts from the class of 1813 

and cadres from the remnants of the IV Corps, were generally in good spirits.  They were in 

varying states of training, however, with some not yet having conducted marksmanship training.  

Other problems existed with their equipment and uniforms.  In particular, Bertrand reported that 

the uniforms of the soldiers who had recently returned from the grande armée were in poor 

condition which had a bad effect on the younger soldiers.  Some of the officers, meanwhile, had 

not received any pay for several months.  Overall, while the six battalions added over 2,500 

soldiers to the swelling ranks of the Corps d’observation d’Italie, Bertrand wrote that he was still 

short 6,000 men.  He requested that 3,500 men be sent forward from the Italian depots to help fill 

his shortages.36 

Napoleon took immediate steps to ease some of the difficulties Bertrand was facing at 

Augsburg in completing the organization of his corps.  Recognizing the importance of his 

soldiers’ morale, Napoleon directed Bertrand to send his payeur to Mainz to secure pay for his 

soldiers for April.  The Emperor stressed to Bertrand the importance of keeping the soldiers’ pay 

current.  Napoleon also informed Bertrand that he had directed General Joseph-Marie Pernety at 

Mainz to send 20,000 francs to him for pay some of the small expenses of his artillery and 

engineer park.37 

As for the shortage of personnel, there was little that the Emperor could offer.  He wrote 

that he had instructed Ney to send a bataillon de marche consisting of companies belonging to 

the old IV Corps to him from Würzburg, but these few men fell far short of filling the shortages 

that existed in Bertrand’s corps.  Bertrand was not even allowed to keep the cadres of this 

battalion or the battalions that he had recently received at Augsburg.  He was to send the cadres 

of the six Augsburg battalions and the officers and NCOs of the Würzburg battalion forward to 
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Italy where they were to form the basis for a new corps that Napoleon hoped to raise in Italy by 

the end of May.38 

While the Emperor appreciated the problems facing Bertrand, similar shortages of pay, 

personnel, horses, training, uniforms, and equipment existed throughout the French army and 

there was little he could do at the moment to alleviate them.  Of more concern to Napoleon were 

the arrival dates of his converging army.  He continued to spur Bertrand’s corps forward, writing 

him on 8 April to “press the movement of the trail elements of your corps on Nuremburg and 

Anspach . . . The 1st and 4th Divisions must enter Anspach and Nuremburg before the 15th.”  To 

help ease his shortage of horses, meanwhile, Bertrand was instructed to establish a small cavalry 

depot at Ratisbonne for his most fatigued horses and to buy replacements for them there.39 

Napoleon’s concern with the arrival date of Bertrand’s corps in Bavaria was based on the 

intelligence reports he was receiving regarding the enemy’s movements.  Bertrand himself 

reported on 8 April that a considerable corps of Prussians and Russians had been ordered on 

Bayreuth and Hof.  His intelligence indicated that the lead elements of this corps had reached 

Zuckau on 2 April.  Bertrand believed that the enemy was planning to push forward to the Saale 

River and place its advance guard at Bayreuth in the hopes of inciting an insurgency in this part 

of Germany.  This caused Bertrand some consternation.  If true, it would put his lead division, 

now approaching Nuremburg, in peril.  It would also cause him to move his rendezvous point 

with the grande armée further west to Rednitz or possibly Würzburg.  To counter the enemy 

movements, Bertrand issued instructions to Morand for dispositions to take in the event that the 

enemy did push forward to Bayreuth.40  He also accelerated his own departure from Augsburg.  

He was now to leave Augsburg with the 2nd Brigade of his 1st Division on 10 April and arrive in 

Nuremburg the following night.41 

Bertrand’s first actions as a corps commander in the face of the enemy created its own 

consternation in Napoleon’s mind.  “I see with pain that you have sent the General Briche with 

500 cavalrymen [out unsupported],” the Emperor wrote on 12 April.  “In [the event of an attack], 

these would have been 500 men lost.  We have few cavalry, therefore, we must manage what we 

have well.”  Napoleon went on to advise Bertrand on how to properly employ his scarce cavalry 

                                                 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Bertrand to Napoleon, 8 April 1813, Archives Nationales, AF IV, Carton 1658, Plaquette 1II. 
41 Bertrand to Napoleon, 9 April 1813, Ibid. 
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assets.  “Hold your 3,000 cavalry always united [and supported by] one or two batteries of light 

artillery and one or two battalions of voltiguers.  Then you will have nothing to fear.”  The 

roving bands of Cossacks that the Russians had loosed on Germany and the continuing shortage 

of horses had clearly caused a great deal of concern in Napoleon’s mind with how Bertrand was 

employing his cavalry.  In closing, he advised Bertrand that, “as a general rule:  always keep 

your cavalry together.”42 

Later that day Napoleon sent additional instructions to Bertrand concerning the security 

of his corps.  “The best manner to bivouac your divisions is en carré,” Napoleon cautioned on 12 

April.  Bivouacking with their back to a river or some other obstacle was another option that 

would ensure their security the Emperor continued.  Napoleon also advised Bertrand to evade the 

enemy’s cavalry skirmishers and to “always take some measures to secure your rations.”  

Toward that end, the Emperor directed Bertrand to always keep his caissons charged with a 

plentiful supply of bread and other rations.43 

Napoleon’s letter to Bertrand of 12 April also contained additional movement 

instructions for Bertrand’s corps.  Anticipating that Bertrand’s cavalry and leading divisions 

would be at Bamberg by 16 April, the Emperor ordered Bertrand to support the movements of 

Ney and to push his two lead divisions forward to Coburg.  Napoleon ignored Bertrand’s 

concerns that the Prussians and Russians could soon penetrate to Bayreuth.  Marmont and 

Bessières were moving on Eisenach with 40,000 men and 10,000 cavalry, Napoleon informed 

Bertrand.  Together with Bertrand’s corps and the 60,000 men under Ney’s command that were 

moving on Erfurt, Napoleon revealed that he intended to refuse his right and allow the enemy to 

penetrate to Bayreuth if he was so inclined.  In that event, the Emperor would “conduct a 

movement inverse to the one I made during the Jena Campaign” and fall on the enemy from 

Dresden thereby severing his ties to Prussia.  In either case, Napoleon wrote Bertrand that he 

doubted that the enemy possessed the forces necessary to make a legitimate move on the Saale 

River.44  

Lacking Napoleon’s confidence, Bertrand continued to express his concerns that the 

Bavarians would be cut off by the enemy’s movements.  Admitting that he was wary of making 

                                                 
42 Napoleon to Bertrand, 12 April 1813, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 19851, XXV, 
219-20. 
43 Napoleon to Bertrand, 12 April 1813, Ibid., No. 19852, XXV, 220-21. 
44 Ibid. 



 213

contact with the enemy while far from the Emperor and without his explicit instructions, 

Bertrand informed Napoleon that he had ordered the Bavarians to conduct some retrograde 

movements after receiving reports of the presence of enemy cavalry around Bamberg.45  The 

Emperor responded by harshly rebuking Bertrand for “upsetting the Bavarians, who are already 

trembling.”  “I find too much inquietude and vain precautions in your letters,” Napoleon 

continued in his scathing letter to Bertrand on 14 April.  “All [your fears] are good for is 

propagating terror everywhere.”  Concerned with the effect that Bertrand’s letters would have on 

the Bavarians, the Emperor instructed Bertrand that he should have addressed his letters to Ney 

rather than the Bavarians.  “The allies are of little firmness,” he advised Bertrand.  “We must 

encourage them rather than shaking them more with such vain precautions.”46   

In the following days, Napoleon’s fears of a split with the Bavarians seemed to be 

realized as Bertrand reported that the Bavarian commander Clemens von Raglovich was refusing 

to comply with his orders to occupy the heights of Ebersdorf overlooking the Saale River.  After 

personally taking control of the situation through a letter to the King of Bavaria, Napoleon 

ordered Bertrand to continue to oversee and order the movement of the Bavarians.  The 

Emperor’s concern was not only with the Bavarians, but with some of his other German allies as 

well.  In the same letter in which he addressed the Bavarian situation, Napoleon told Bertrand to 

also “Take with you the Saxons, because marching isolated would be harmful, while in taking 

them with you on Coburg, they will provide you with reinforcements which will bring all kinds 

of good results.”47 

The sharper tone of Napoleon’s letters to Bertrand illustrated the shift from the more 

personal relationship they had shared while Bertrand was an aide-de-camp, to the more 

imperious command relationship they now shared.  It also revealed the Emperor’s growing 

impatience with the demonstrated inexperience and shortcomings of his fledgling corps 

                                                 
45 Bertrand to Napoleon, 11 April 1813, Archives Nationales, AF IV, Carton 1658, Plaquette 1II.  
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leading and trail elements of his corps were separated by over 60 leagues. 
46 Napoleon to Bertrand, 14 April 1813, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 19862, XXV, 
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47 Napoleon to Bertrand, 19 April 1813, Ibid., No. 19877, XXV, 242.  One day later, Napoleon 
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commander.  Napoleon clearly felt the need to coach Bertrand on everything from the 

employment of his cavalry, the necessity of paying his soldiers, the proper way to establish a 

bivouac, and the importance of keeping his caissons loaded with flour among other things.   

After years of a close personal relationship, Bertrand could not help but be stung by the 

sharp rebukes he received from Napoleon.  “I ask your majesty . . . of being persuaded, above all, 

that I have only one goal,” Bertrand wrote to the Emperor from Nuremburg on 13 April.  “That 

of serving you with the zeal and the devotion for which your august person knows me to 

possess.”48  Bertrand was as aware as anyone else of the deficiencies he possessed in 

commanding a corps and assured Napoleon that he “read and relish[ed] the letters of your 

majesty . . . and conform myself as instructed” with the various tactical lessons and experiences 

conveyed in them.  He also argued that not all of his movements had been as deficient as the 

Emperor had supposed them to be.  On 18 April he addressed a lengthy rebuttal to the reproach 

he had received from Napoleon for the employment of his cavalry.  He was aware of the dangers 

of sending out his cavalry unsupported, as evidenced by the instructions he had sent to Morand at 

the time.  Bertrand cited examples from Arcola, Egypt, and Eylau to support his method of 

employment.  He concluded by stating that he still considered it to have been the right thing to 

do and further listed several reasons for not massing all of his cavalry forces together as 

Napoleon had instructed him to do.49 

Above all, Bertrand sought to ensure Napoleon that he was capable of commanding his 

corps.  “I have only one ambition,” Bertrand wrote to the Emperor on 17 April.  “That of 

rendering myself worthy of the command that has been given me and of justifying the 

confidence that has rendered me this honor.  I will execute punctually all the orders that I 

receive.”50  In a time of crumbling national and personal alliances when nothing was assured, 

Bertrand’s loyalty and devotion had to be a source of comfort to Napoleon. 

Despite his noted deficiencies, Napoleon could not help but be generally pleased with 

Bertrand’s performance to date.  In just over three months, Bertrand had overseen the 

organization, training, equipping, and movement of an immense corps consisting of over 45,000 

French, Italian, and Croatian soldiers.  That the leading elements of his corps were now on the 
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 215

eve of reuniting with the converging French army in Saxony in mid-April was no small victory.  

While Bertrand had experienced numerous difficulties in assembling and moving this corps, he 

had overcome every challenge and had made only minor mistakes along the way. 

His successes notwithstanding, it was the arrival date of his corps in Saxony that 

continued to concern Napoleon.  “Your 2nd and 3rd divisions are too far behind,” the Emperor 

wrote Bertrand on 12 April.  “Activate their march.”  Napoleon instructed Bertrand not to await 

the arrival of these two divisions at Nuremburg before pushing his leading divisions forward.  

The Emperor informed Bertrand that he expected him to arrive at Bamberg with his leading two 

divisions and their cavalry and artillery by 15 April.51   

The pace of his corps’ advance from Italy to Saxony, however, had begun to take its toll 

and Bertrand was not able to reach Bamberg until 17 April.52  As Napoleon urged him to 

continue to push his corps forward, Bertrand began to ask for relief.  On 14 April he informed 

the Emperor that the young men of his corps were having difficulty keeping pace.  Two hundred 

men from the 23rd de ligne had entered the hospitals since leaving Bassano, Bertrand wrote 

Napoleon.  As a result, he had given the regiment two days of rest after reaching Augsburg.  The 

2nd and 3rd Division had experienced similar difficulties.  Because those divisions were lagging 

further behind the lead divisions, Bertrand gave them only one day of rest at Augsburg.  He now 

requested that he be granted more time to rally the lagging men of his corps and to change the 

uniforms of his cohort soldiers.53 

One day later, Bertrand repeated his request to rest his corps.  He assured the Emperor 

that he had accelerated its movement as much as possible.  At its current pace, Bertrand 

projected that the 1st Division would not reach Coburg until the 18th with the 4th Division 

following on the 21st.  The 2nd and 3rd Divisions, meanwhile, would not arrive at Bamberg until 

the 25th and 27th of April respectively, Bertrand informed Napoleon on 15 April.  Accelerating 

the movement of these latter divisions would only cause additional stragglers.  As it was, 
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52 Bertrand’s 1st Division reached Bamberg on the 15th and 16th but the 4th Division and 
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Bertrand felt that it would be necessary to grant these divisions a rest at Bamberg at the end of 

April.54 

Napoleon did not have the luxury of granting Bertrand his requested rest.  With Ney now 

reporting 60,000 – 70,000 enemy troops operating on the left bank of the Elbe, it was essential 

that Bertrand join the grande armée at the earliest possible date.  “You will arrive at Coburg on 

the 19th or the 20th,” the Emperor directed Bertrand.  Once there, he was to send a reconnaissance 

element comprised of an “advance guard of good marchers, under the orders of a good général 

de brigade” forward to Saalfeld. Bertrand was to coordinate his future movements with Ney.  To 

ensure that he was able to march at a moment’s notice and respond to unfolding events, 

Napoleon ordered Bertrand to always hold four days of bread in his wagons.55 

The Emperor’s expectation that Bertrand would be at Coburg on the 19th or 20th was 

based on the projected arrival dates that Bertrand had included in his letter of 15 April.  

However, Bertrand had encountered several problems at Bamberg that delayed his corps’ 

departure for Coburg and prevented him from meeting Napoleon’s timetable.  Chief among these 

problems was the grudging support he continued to receive from the Bavarians.  Bertrand was 

able to procure the four days of bread that Napoleon had instructed him to obtain only after 

substantial difficulties.  The Bavarians were equally slow in providing the other supplies and 

support that Bertrand requested.  On 20 April, Bertrand informed the Emperor that he had 

ordered his division commanders to begin forcefully requisitioning cattle and water from the 

local populace after the Bavarian commissioner had refused to provide these commodities 

without receiving payment for them first.56   

Not all of Bertrand’s difficulties in securing supplies were attributable to the Bavarians.  

Some of Bertrand’s shortages had existed before he had left Italy and were simply a result of 

shortages that were rampant throughout the grande armée in 1813.  On 17 April Bertrand 
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complained to Napoleon that he was still short ammunition and wagons.  He had only 144 of the 

192 caissons he was authorized.  This shortage affected his ability to carry the necessary supplies 

forward with his divisions.  One hundred and fifteen wagons that Bertrand expected from 

Stuttgart had still not arrived on 20 April.  To solve the ammunition shortage problem, 

meanwhile, Bertrand reported on 18 April that he had sent wagons to Wurtzburg to retrieve the 

required cartouches.57 

The difficulties he experienced with the Bavarians contributed to delaying his arrival at 

Coburg.  Bertrand spent a considerable amount of time in Bamberg trying to get the Bavarian 

military to follow his instructions.  As he had reported earlier, the Bavarian General Raglovich 

was continuing to refuse to execute the orders Bertrand issued him.  On 20 April, Bertrand 

informed Napoleon that Raglovich still refused to unite his forces on the Ebersdorf Heights as he 

had been ordered.  Bertrand enclosed a letter from Raglovich in his correspondence with the 

Emperor in which the Bavarian general insisted that he could not cross the frontier without 

Napoleon’s consent and the permission of his own king.  “Perhaps General Becker [one of 

Raglovich’s brigade commanders] could [give the necessary orders to move],” Bertrand 

suggested to Napoleon.  Bertrand subsequently sent duplicate movement orders to Becker and 

counted on the Emperor to be able to spur the Bavarians’ movement forward.58 

The Bavarians refusal to support the French army’s movements through Bavaria made 

Bertrand uneasy about the security of his corps.  Uncertain of the location and size of the enemy 

forces operating in the area, Bertrand was apprehensive of making contact with the enemy before 

he had reunited with the grande armée.  With the Bavarians refusing to secure his flanks, 

Bertrand further delayed his departure from Bamberg.  Although his lead division had arrived in 

Bamberg on 15 April, Bertrand had kept it there awaiting the arrival of the 4th Division before 

dispatching it to Coburg.  With his two lead divisions finally united at Bamberg on the 19th, 

Bertrand wrote Napoleon on 20 April that he and his lead brigade would be at Coburg that night.  

The 2nd brigade of his lead division and the 1st Brigade of the Italian Division, meanwhile, would 
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Becker proved to be no more successful than his efforts with Raglovich had been.  Becker 
refused to accept the fact that the orders he had received from Bertrand had originated with 
Napoleon.  He further complained that his corps was not ready, having been devastated during 
the Russian Campaign and that what was left of the Bavarian army was needed in Bavaria to 
guard the frontier against enemy attacks.  See Bertrand to Napoleon, 21 April, Ibid. 
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follow on the 21st.  Bertrand advised Napoleon that he would send out an advance guard element 

to Saalfeld on the 21st.59   

By this time, Napoleon had moved his own headquarters forward to Mainz to take 

personal command of his rapidly converging army.  With the concentration of the grande armée 

now almost complete, the Emperor took steps to better facilitate its command and control during 

the coming campaign.  The lengthy distance separating Bertrand’s lead two divisions from his 

two trailing divisions made the dissolution of the Corps d’observation d’Italie inevitable.  

Seeking to ensure that Bertrand remained focused on his leading divisions, on 24 April Napoleon 

directed Berthier to form a new corps out of the two trailing divisions of Bertrand’s corps.  This 

new corps, to be commanded by Marshal Nicolas-Charles Oudinot, was designated as the 12th 

Corps, while Bertrand’s remaining two divisions were reorganized as the 4th Corps.60 

The composition of the two divisions that Bertrand retained varied markedly.  His first 

division, newly designated the 12th Division, contained both of the two veteran French regiments 

of the now defunct Corps d’observation d’Italie — the 13th and the 23rd de ligne.  This division 

also contained the 3rd Provisional Regiment (légère) and the 2nd Provisional Croatian Infantry 

Regiment.61  Commanded by the experienced General Morand, the 12th Division would 

distinguish itself as the workhorse of the 4th Corps during the ensuing campaign.  Bertrand’s 

second division, meanwhile, consisted of the Italian regiments that had been hastily assembled at 

Verona earlier that year.  Now designated the 15th Division, this unit was placed under the 

command of the Italian général de division Louis-Gaspard Peyri.  Unlike the 12th Division which 
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was composed of a large number of experienced French soldiers, this division consisted 

primarily of young cohorts and older Italian soldiers who lacked combat experience.  Both 

divisions contained thirteen infantry battalions and totaled about 9,000 men each.  In addition to 

the infantry, Bertrand was left with four squadrons of Neapolitan Chasseurs à Cheval who, like 

their Italian infantry counterparts, generally lacked combat experience.62 

To compensate for the loss of the two divisions that had been reorganized as the 12th 

Corps, Berthier notified Bertrand on 26 April that he was to receive another division from 

Marshal Ney.  Designated the 38th Division, this unit consisted of two Württemberg line 

regiments and two Württemberg light infantry battalions.  In addition to the infantry, the 

Württembergers brought with them two regiments of Württemberg chevaulègers horsemen.63  

Commanded by général de division Frederick von Franquemont, this division added more than 

6,000 men to the 4th Corps.  The Württembergers were a welcome addition to the 4th Corps.  Its 

leading two regiments were expected to be at Hildburghausen on 26 April which would put them 

well within supporting distance of Bertrand’s corps which was now only a day’s march away at 

Rudolstadt.64 

While Bertrand retained command of a sizeable corps, he was concerned with its 

composition.  “It seems that your majesty has not left me very many French infantry,” Bertrand 

noted in a letter to the Emperor on 27 April.  “I express a lively regret at only retaining one 

French division.  It may prove a great difference for the results of the [coming] campaign and 

perhaps for the rest of my life; therefore your majesty will pardon my sentiments of 

disapproval.”  In spite of these concerns, Bertrand assured Napoleon that he would “make all of 

my efforts for serving you well.”  Always cognizant of his lack of experience as a corps 

commander, Bertrand’s doubts concerning the composition of his corps centered primarily on 

how it would reflect on his command abilities during the ensuing campaign.65 

In spite of his concerns and all of the difficulties he had experienced in the recent weeks 

in gathering supplies and completing the organization of his corps, Bertrand continued to remain 

optimistic in his outlook for the fast-approaching campaign.  On 15 April he wrote to his wife of 
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the pride he held in his corps, telling her that: “The army is superb and is making a great 

impression.  I do not believe there exists a corps as ready, as numerous, or as good.”66  Two 

weeks later, writing to inform her of the reorganization of his corps, he assured her that he was 

“not at all fatigued,” and that he was “holding up well.”67  As the 4th Corps continued its 

movement north, Bertrand looked forward to the coming campaign as an opportunity to “justify 

Napoleon’s confidence,” and to demonstrate by his actions that he merited the command he felt 

so honored to hold.  Still, he could not hide the fact that he missed his family and that the age old 

adage of the “loneliness of command,” as well as the accompanying pressures of command were 

beginning to be felt.  On the eve of his first campaign as a combat commander, Bertrand 

acknowledged these feelings in a letter to Fanny.  “You ask me, dear Fanny, if I am happy; I 

respond to you as follows:  I await the end of the campaign.”68 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 
 

LÜTZEN – THE 1813 CAMPAIGN 
 
 
 
 

The raising, organizing, and concentration of the French army for the 1813 campaign 

stands as one of the more remarkable feats of Napoleon’s military career.  From the shattered 

remnants of the force that had survived the previous year’s Russian Campaign and the depleted 

classes of French youth who had not yet been called to the colors, Napoleon somehow managed 

to cull a more than credible force of 157,000 available for the first battle of the 1813 Campaign 

at Lützen on 2 May.1  While the grande armée of 1813 was in many ways only a pale shadow of 

its former self, it still contained many of the vestiges which had previously propelled it to heroic 

feats.  As it would demonstrate, the French army was still able to more than hold its own on the 

battlefield. 

By the end of April, 1813, Napoleon had almost completed gathering his new army 

together in the vicinity of Leipzig.  From there the Emperor planned to move forward and stop 

the advance of the approaching Russian army which was now augmented with several Prussian 

corps.  The Prussians had unceremoniously deserted their former French allies as the grande 

armée had retreated out of Russia.  While Napoleon had not been able to reconstitute his cavalry 

force as quickly as he had been able to fill the ranks of his infantry corps, and was thus unaware 

of the exact number and disposition of the enemy force, he was aware that the opening salvos of 

the campaign were increasingly imminent.  He thus continued to hasten Bertrand’s final 

movements north. 

While Bertrand’s personal thoughts may have been on reuniting with his family at “the 

end of the campaign,” his professional thoughts were elsewhere.  What occupied Bertrand’s 
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immediate attention was completing the reorganization of his corps and uniting it with the rest of 

the grande armée.  He attended to both of these matters at Coburg, where his leading two 

divisions had arrived on 21 April.2   Although still short rations and uniforms, Bertrand spent 

only a few days at Coburg before pushing his two divisions forward.3  By 28 April, Bertrand 

informed Napoleon that the bulk of his French division and one of his cavalry regiments had 

already reached Jena and would be ready to continue their movement forward by 3:00 a.m. the 

following day.  Equally promising was Bertrand’s report that he had linked up with the leading 

battalions of his Württemberg Division at Jena and that the remaining elements of his French 

Division should be closed on Württemberg by 29 April.4  While the Italian Division continued to 

lag behind, the 4th Corps was well-positioned by the end of April to conduct operations in 

conjunction with the rest of the grande armée. 

Since entering Bavaria, Bertrand’s corps had coordinated its movements with Ney, 

moving in support of the dispositions of his Army of the Main.  With his corps now essentially 

reunited with the rest of the grande armée, however, the Emperor began to direct the 4th Corps’ 

movements through his chief of staff, Marshal Berthier.  Bertrand’s movements were now made 

in conjunction with the rest of the French army.  From Coburg, Napoleon directed Ney to order 

Bertrand to occupy the heights of Weimar.  From there, he would be able to simultaneously 

guard Jena and command the debouches over the Saale River.5  Bertrand eagerly complied, 

hurrying the 4th Corps’ movement north during the final days of April.  Following the left bank 

of the Saale River, he passed by Jena and Naumburg, and by 1 May, the 4th Corps had reached 

Stoessen, no more than “two leagues from the headquarters of His Majesty,” as Bertrand proudly 

noted to his wife.6 

                                                 
2 While at Coburg, Bertrand and his staff lodged and dined at the palace of the prince de Coburg.  
Bertrand was particularly pleased to have the opportunity to meet with Field Marshal Pitt-
Coburg who had defeated Dumouriez at Nerwinden and in turn had been defeated by Jourdan at 
Fleurus.  As he commented to his wife: “The old military men who have distinguished 
themselves in combat are always very interesting to me.”  See Bertrand to Fanny, 23 April 1813, 
Lettres, 197.   
3 Bertrand complained of these shortages in letters he addressed to Napoleon on 21 and 22 April.  
See Bertrand to Napoleon, 21 and 22 April 1813, Archives Nationale, AF IV, Carton 1658, 
Plaquette 1II.   
4 Bertrand to Napoleon, 28 April 1813, Ibid.                         
5 Napoleon to Ney, 26 April 1813, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 19906, XXV, 267. 
6 Bertrand to Fanny, 1 May 1813, Lettres, 200.  
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Still unaware of the proximity of the Russian and Prussian forces, Napoleon ordered 

Bertrand to complete his closure with the grande armée on 2 May by moving to Starsiedel.  

While Bertrand had taken several opportunities to rest his corps during their march from Italy, 

the physical condition of his soldiers —  particularly the older members of the Italian division 

who were unaccustomed to the vigorous marches the French army was famous for — was 

beginning to deteriorate.  This fact did not escape the Emperor’s attention.  In his orders to 

Bertrand on 1 May concerning his following day’s march, Napoleon allowed that: “If the Italian 

division is fatigued and not able to follow, you may leave them at Naumburg for one day.”7  The 

Emperor’s generous allowance was yet another indication that he was unaware of the enemy’s 

precise position. 

Despite the brief but pitched battled that Ney’s leading divisions had fought with some 

advanced Russian cavalry units on the 29th of April at Weissenfels, Napoleon still did not realize 

how close the two opposing armies were.  When further engagements failed to materialize on the 

following two days, the Emperor sought to complete the maneuvering and consolidation of the 

grande armée on 2 May.8  Accordingly, Napoleon ordered Bertrand to move forward that day to 

Taucha where he would be in a position to cover Naumburg and Weissenfels while 

simultaneously threatening the Elster River crossings at Zeitz and Pegau.9  Unknown to the 

Emperor, the Allies had already passed the two Prussian corps of Field Marshals Gebhard von 

Blücher and Johann David Yorck (von Wartenburg) and the Russian corps of General Burhardt 

Berg across the Elster in the early morning hours of the 2nd in preparation for an assault on Ney’s 

forces which were encamped around the Lützen plain.10  The mid-morning sound of gunfire in 

the direction of Leipzig, meanwhile, sent Napoleon galloping off in that direction, removing him 

from the battlefield at Lützen during the initial hours of the battle.11  By the time of the 
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Emperor’s return to the Lützen battlefield around 2:30 p.m., Ney’s corps was in desperate straits 

and Napoleon was hard-pressed to rally it.12 

As the initial Allied assault on Ney around Gross Görschen erupted around noon, 

Bertrand was busy making his way toward Taucha.  He reached that city with Morand’s division 

at 1:00 p.m..13  Although he was only four miles from the Lützen battlefield, Bertrand was 

unable to “march to the sound of the guns” in the classic manner of so many French marshals 

during previous campaigns, because of the presence of the advance guard of General Michel 

Miloradowich’s Russian force in Zeitz.  The Allies had been carefully observing Bertrand’s 

movement north and had been shadowing his corps for several weeks now to secure their own 

left flank.  Miloradowich’s timely arrival in Zeitz achieved its intended purpose of preventing 

Bertrand from immediately falling on the Allies’ left flank at Lützen. 

With orders to threaten the Elster River crossings, and now aware of the presence of 

Miloradowich’s forces at Zeitz, the cautious and inexperienced Bertrand hesitated in making his 

next move.  He realized that to ignore Miloradowich and march toward Lützen would expose the 

French right flank to attack.  Oudinot’s 12th Corps and several other French units still trailed 

Bertrand to the south, but those forces were all more than a hard day’s march away.  Thus, on 2 

May, the 4th Corps essentially comprised the right flank of the grande armée.  While Bertrand 

was mindful of Napoleon’s credo that “to win all one must risk all,” he considered that the risk 

was not his to take.  Had he been a more combat experienced corps commander such as the 

marshals André Masséna or Louis Davout, he may have taken the risk anyway.  As he was not, 

Bertrand dutifully held his ground and complied with his last set of orders to guard Zeitz.14 

In the meantime, Napoleon had returned to Lützen and, taken command of the battle from 

the beleaguered Ney.  The Emperor immediately solved Bertrand’s dilemma by issuing orders 

for him to move north and assault the Allies’ left flank.  Bertrand quickly set his corps in motion.  

As he would report to Berthier the next day in his after action report: “Marching to the sound of 

the guns, the 4th Corps covered six kilometers in record time; not a man dropped out of ranks; the  

                                                 
12 Petre, Napoleon’s Last Campaign, 73. 
13 Ibid., 81. 
14 Ibid. 



 225

 

Map 17:  Battle of Lützen.  Bertrand’s approach march is depicted in the southwest.  The 
appearance of Miloradowich’s forces at Zeitz (bottom of map) delayed Bertrand’s arrival. 
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young soldiers were eager to meet the enemy.”15  Between 5:00 and 5:30 p.m., the lead elements 

of Morand’s veteran French division began to appear on the western edge of the battlefield with 

Peyri’s Italian division struggling forward behind him.  The French bulletin portrayed the 4th 

Corps’ arrival in typically dramatic terms, noting that, as the battle hung in the balance:  “One 

began to perceive in the distance, the dust and the first fires of the corps of général Bertrand.”16 

The dust noted in the Army bulletin belonged to the soldiers who marched in Morand’s 

leading ranks.  The 12th Division’s two non-veteran regiments, the 3rd Provisional Light and the 

2nd Provisional Croatian took the lead as Morand crossed the Grünabach creek and continued on 

toward Pobles.  Peyri’s 15th Division, meanwhile, remained three to four kilometers to the west 

of the Grünabach.17  The Allies, recognizing the danger to their left flank, but lacking the 

infantry reserves to counter Bertrand’s advance, attempted to slow Morand down with artillery 

fire and cavalry charges by the Russian General Ferdinand Wintzingerode’s reserve cavalry 

force.18  Without missing a step, Morand’s regiments formed squared and continued their 

advance.  Numerous cavalry charges were repulsed as they passed to the southwest of Starseidel 

and continued their movement toward Gross Görschen.  Napoleon recognized Morand’s actions 

in the bulletin, observing that: “It was in vain that the enemy cavalry pranced around his carrés; 

his march was relentless.”19 

The arrival of the 4th Corps on the French right coincided with the arrival of Lauriston 

and Marshal Étienne MacDonald’s forces on the French left.  Together with the charge of the 

Young Guard in the center, these forces were able to force the Allies to abandon the battlefield.  

While Bertrand may have overstated the role of the 4th Corps in the battle when he later recorded 

in his memoirs that “the arrival of the 4th Corps decided the victory,” the 4th Corps did have an 

undeniable impact on the outcome of the battle and Bertrand had every right to be pleased with 

its performance, particularly that of Morand’s 12th Division.20  The 4th Corps and, perhaps more 

                                                 
15 Bertrand to Berthier, 3 May 1813, Service historique, cited in Bowden, Napoleon’s Grande 
Armée, 86. 
16 Bulletin of the Grande Armée, 2 May 1813, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 19951, 
XXV, 299-304. 
17 Nafziger, Lützen and Bautzen, 170. 
18 Plotho, Krieg in Deutschland, I, 108 cited in Nafziger, Lützen and Bautzen, 170. 
19 Bulletin of the Grande Armée, 2 May 1813, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 19951, 
XXV, 299-304. 
20 Vasson, Bertrand, 98. 
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important its commander, had undergone their initial “baptism in fire” and had emerged in good 

stead.  This “baptism” apparently went a long way toward removing any lingering doubts 

Bertrand may have had about his own abilities.  On 5 May he wrote to his wife with a newfound 

confidence.  Responding to her queries about how he found his new line of work, Bertrand 

replied that “it is very difficult and occupies much of my time; but I bear myself very well and, 

in sum, I am very content.”21 

Bertrand was not the only one to note and take pleasure in the solid performance of the 

4th Corps.  His secretary François de Luppé observed that the 4th Corps had “conducted itself like 

the old French infantry.”22  Bertrand’s aide, Baron Jules Paulin’s recorded that the Emperor 

himself was pleased with the 4th Corps’ movement and conduct during the battle.  “It is good, 

His Majesty told me,” Paulin wrote in his memoirs.  “Go tell Bertrand that he will lead the 

column tomorrow in the pursuit of the enemy.”23  Napoleon was able to express his pleasure with 

Bertrand’s performance in person a day later.  The reunion of the Emperor with his former aide 

on 3 May made a strong impression on Bertrand.  He happily informed Fanny of their meeting in 

a letter to her on the following day, noting that: “I saw His Majesty yesterday.  It has been a long 

time that I have been away.  His Majesty welcomed me with kindness.”24 

There was little time, however, to bask in the joy of victories or reunions.  Lützen had 

failed to destroy the Allied army decisively and Napoleon quickly set the grande armée in 

pursuit of the fleeing Allies.  Dividing his army, Napoleon left half behind under Ney’s 

command with the order to regroup and move to Torgau, while he himself took the other half 

forward on a three pronged advance toward Dresden in pursuit of the retreating Allied army.  On 

5 May, shortly after starting the pursuit, the 4th Corps completed its unification with the 

Württemberg division which had been marching hard and fast to join the 4th Corps since its 

attachment on 26 April.  Bertrand welcomed the addition of the Württembergers, particularly 

their cavalry which would play a key role during the coming pursuit.  Commenting to his wife on 

                                                 
21 Bertrand to Fanny, 5 May 1813, Lettres, 203-04. 
22 de Luppé to Fanny, 4 May 1813, Ibid., 203. 
23 Paulin, Souvenirs, 260. 
24 Bertrand to Fanny, 4 May, 1813, Lettres, 202-03.  At St. Helena, Napoleon noted the 
influential role that Bertrand’s arrival had on the outcome of the battle, comparing it favorably 
with Lannes’ arrival at Marengo.  See Bertrand, St. Helena Diaries, II, 158. 
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the state of his new division’s readiness, Bertrand observed that: “I believe that this division will 

be very good; they have the finest disposition in all the world.”25 

Bertrand was ordered to move on the French right, skirting along the border between 

Saxony and Bohemia.  The border and the foothills of the Erzgebirge mountains provided the 4th 

Corps with good cover and served to secure their right flank.  The mountainous terrain, however, 

made the 4th Corps’ route again one of the most difficult routes of the French army.  Many of 

Bertrand’s units, like the rest of the grande armée, soon began to display signs of fatigue during 

the pursuit.  March discipline, such a critical element to Napoleon, quickly began to break down.  

By 6 May, the Emperor felt compelled to issue an Order of the Day addressing this issue.  In the 

order, Napoleon complained of “soldiers spreading out right and left into the countryside” and 

chastised officers and generals alike for allowing such actions.  He ordered stricter enforcement 

and harsher punishment for stragglers.26 

In the 4th Corps, the problem of march discipline continued to be most readily evident in 

Peyri’s Italian division.  The addition of Franquemont’s Württembergers and their cavalry had 

allowed Bertrand to ease the pressure on Morand’s division by relieving them of the advance 

guard duties they had been performing since the corps’ departure from Italy almost two months 

earlier.  There was no relief for the older soldiers of the Italian division, however, who continued 

to struggle to keep up with the fresh Württembergers and the veteran French 12th Division.  Their 

struggles were made even more acute by the difficult terrain and the constant harassment of 

enemy cavalry.  Almost all of Bertrand’s daily reports to Berthier contained references to the 

enemy cavalry nuisance, particularly that of the Cossacks.  

As the 4th Corps began to approach Dresden, Bertrand made note of the fatigue which 

affected all of his corps in a report to Berthier.  Requesting that he be allowed to proceed on a 

different route, he commented that he “would not hesitate to take [the ordered route] if our 

artillery was less fatigued and better drawn.”27  A day later, Bertrand noted that “a day of repose” 

was necessary for his Italian cavalry to “find some forage.”28   The Italian division continued to 

represent the weakest of Bertrand’s three divisions.  Having left Italy at less than full strength 

                                                 
25 Bertrand to Fanny, 5 May 1813, Ibid., 203-04. 
26 Order of the Day, Grande Armée, 6 May 1813, Service historique, cited in Bowden, 
Napoleon’s Grande Armée, 86. 
27 Bertrand to Berthier. 8 May 1813, cited in Paul J. Foucart, Bautzen  (Paris, 1897-1901), I, 98. 
28 Bertrand to Berthier, 9 May 1813, Ibid., I, 106. 
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Map 18.  French Pursuit of Allies, Lützen to Bautzen, 1813.  Bertrand’s 4th Corps followed 
the southernmost pursuit route, through the difficult Erzebirge Mountains. 
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and having since suffered numerous losses due to straggling, desertion, and fatigue, the thinning 

ranks presented Bertrand with ever-increasing causes for alarm.  Taking stock of this situation on 

13 May, Bertrand concluded that many of the Italian division’s problems were a result of a lack 

of leadership.  The discipline and composure of this unit was affected by its lack of campaign 

experience and the shortage of junior officers that Bertrand had previously noted.  Consequently, 

Bertrand proposed a reorganization that would allow him to bring some of his battalions to full 

strength by eliminating others.  The proposed reorganization would have the additional benefit of 

providing for a fuller distribution of officers within the Italian units.29 

Bertrand’s proposal demonstrated his growing confidence in his abilities and the fact that 

he was adjusting to the role of a corps commander.  Unfortunately, Napoleon did not share 

Bertrand’s confidence and scathingly critiqued Bertrand’s proposal, labeling it as “ridiculous.”  

Despite his objection to Bertrand’s proposed reorganization, Napoleon was aware of the 

deteriorating effect that two months of hard marching was beginning to have on Bertrand’s 

corps.  In deference to this recognition, after passing through Dresden on 10 May in “the greatest 

order,” the Emperor swung the 4th Corps to the north.  This move relieved Bertrand’s soldiers of 

some of the strains of marching by placing it into less mountainous terrain.   

The strategic picture was still very unclear as Bertrand moved through Dresden onto the 

plains of Saxony.  The French lack of cavalry had made it virtually impossible for Napoleon to 

determine the line of the Allies’ retreat.  The lack of knowledge of the enemy’s route of 

movement, combined with the French army’s slow rate of advance, had allowed the Allies to 

temporarily elude the French pursuit.  Napoleon now sought to force the Allies’ hand by 

threatening the Prussian capital of Berlin.  As the leading elements of the French army 

maneuvered around Dresden, a multi-corps army under Ney’s command slowly began to move 

from Torgau toward Berlin.  The threat to Berlin failed to have its desired effect on the Allies.  

Beating a hasty retreat toward Bautzen, the Allies began to dig in positions upon their arrival, 

having determined to make a stand on the east bank of the Spree River. 

After moving through Dresden, the 4th Corps had taken up a position around 

Königsbruck.  There, Bertrand’s patrols and reconnaissance missions made contact with the 

Allies as they retreated toward Bautzen.  On 11 May Bertrand reported to Berthier that the 

Prussians were falling back on Bautzen.  One day later, Bertrand observed in another report that 

                                                 
29 Bertrand to Berthier, 13 May 1813, Ibid., I, 174. 
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the Russians appeared to be retreating in the same direction.30  In his evening report to Berthier 

on the 12th, Bertrand attached a report by one of his brigade commanders that stated that it 

appeared that both the Russians and Prussians were moving on Bautzen with the intent of uniting 

their forces there.31  Bertrand’s reports apparently conflicted with the reports of Napoleon’s other 

corps’ commanders.  The Emperor subsequently ordered Marshal Oudinot to send out patrols to 

verify Bertrand’s reports.32  The results of Oudinot’s reconnaissances on the 13th confirmed 

Bertrand’s intelligence reports.  “All the information appears to prove that a great part of the 

Prussian army, much of his cavalry, infantry, and artillery, are passing by different directions on 

Bautzen,” Oudinot reported.33 

Despite this confirmation and Bertrand’s almost constant reports that “Deserters, 

prisoners, native inhabitants, and men stopped by our outposts [were] all declaring and indicating 

Bautzen as the point of reunion;” Napoleon stubbornly refused to abandon his hope that the 

Allies would march on Berlin to counter Ney’s movement in that direction.34  The cavalry did 

not fail the Emperor here as much as did his own preconceived notions of the actions the Allies 

would take.  The Allies appeared to have finally absorbed some of the lessons of Napoleonic 

warfare and were refusing to play into the Emperor’s hands.  Napoleon could no longer dictate 

the terms of the contest.  This did not dissuade him from seeking battle, however.  If the Allies 

would not react to his maneuvers, he would simply defeat them where they stood.  Accordingly, 

after MacDonald’s 11th Corps arrived opposite Bautzen on the 15th of May and confirmed 

Bertrand’s many reports, Napoleon devised a new plan in which Bertrand’s 4th Corps was to play 

a key role. 

Determined to fix the Allies at Bautzen with Marmont’s 6th, MacDonald’s 11th, and 

Oudinot’s 12th Corps, on 17 May Napoleon ordered Bertrand to hasten his movement forward.  

The 4th Corps was to form the French left flank.  Once there, Bertrand was to send a strong force 

to the north to establish communication on the Hoyerswerda road with Lauriston, the lead corps 

of  Ney’s rapidly advancing force.35  Having lost several days in refusing to believe Bertrand’s 
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reports, Napoleon now tried to hurriedly concentrate his force and make amends for the lost 

time.  The Emperor’s instructions to Bertrand to link up with Lauriston continued to occupy his 

thoughts on the following days.   Napoleon had sent out the first order to Bertrand to accomplish 

this task at 10:00 p.m. on the 17th.  The order had been worded by Berthier as a seemingly non-

urgent recommendation from the Emperor to Bertrand to “put yourself in communication with 

général Lauriston and establish some posts between you and him in a manner so as to facilitate 

communication.”36  Fearing that this order understated the importance of this mission, Napoleon 

told Berthier at 4:00 a.m. on the 18th to reiterate the order to Bertrand.  Even this second order 

failed to satisfy the Emperor’s concern as he later wrote Bertrand personally, instructing him to 

“send a strong reconnaissance of infantry and cavalry” toward Hoyerswerda.37  Napoleon 

mentioned the order one final time on the 18th, telling Bertrand to “send a brigade on the route to 

establish and assure communication” with Lauriston.38 

Bertrand did not receive the first order, written by Berthier at 10:00 p.m. on the 17th, until 

1:00 p.m. on 18 May.39  The original copy had fallen into the enemy’s hands, delaying 

Bertrand’s receipt of it.40  The Allies possession of the letter, which alerted them to the approach 

of Lauriston on the French left, had important consequences in shaping the Allies’ plans for 19 

May, which would in turn impact on French operations, particularly those of Bertrand and the 4th 

Corps.   In the meantime, however, Bertrand had immediately complied with Berthier’s 

instructions, sending an Italian brigade to link up with Lauriston on the Hoyerswerda road at 

Königswartha.  Upon receiving Napoleon’s suggestion that the force should include cavalry, 

Bertrand dispatched a battalion of 50 horses under chef d’escadron Alphonse Grouchy.  It was to 

Grouchy, the eldest son of the more famous cavalry general, that Bertrand entrusted the task of 

personally delivering Napoleon’s battle plan to Ney.41 
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The Emperor’s final letter to Bertrand, in which he stressed the importance of the 

mission, had its desired effect on the young corps commander.  Demonstrating that he 

understood the importance of establishing and securing the lines of communications with 

Lauriston, Bertrand proposed at the close of his letter that: “If His Majesty judges it appropriate, 

I can echelon the [entire] Italian division on the route of Hoyerswerda.”42  Bertrand in fact did 

just that, dispatching the remainder of the Italian division to Königswartha on the morning of the 

19th.  

As the events played out, Bertrand would come to regret choosing the Italian division to 

carry out this extremely sensitive mission.  Given the obvious importance which Napoleon had 

attached to this mission, Bertrand’s choice was curious — particularly given the report which 

Bertrand had sent to Berthier on 13 May requesting a reorganization of the Italian division.43  

The report stands as undeniable proof that Bertrand fully understood the weakness of this 

division.  Other factors had conspired, however, to influence Bertrand’s choice of the Italians for 

this mission.  The 4th Corps had made a strenuous forced march on the 17th to comply with 

Napoleon’s orders that Bertrand close on Bautzen.  The Württembergers alone had covered over 

thirty-two kilometers from Königsbruck that day, and by nightfall on the 17th were only one 

league to the rear of Marmont’s 6th Corps.44  As a result, this division was not available to carry 

out any mission on the 18th.  Meanwhile, Bertrand judged that Morand, and his ever-dependable 

12th Division were needed at what he had determined was the most important spot — facing the 

fortified Allied positions across the Spree.  Should the Allies choose to cross the Spree and 

attack the French positions, that spot was clearly where they would be most needed.  Bertrand 

was also mindful of the advice that Berthier had given him earlier in the campaign of the 

importance of keeping his most reliable units close to his own person in the event of battle.   

The mission of establishing lines of communication with Lauriston on the other hand, 

despite the importance given to it by Napoleon, was nonetheless an action which was to be 

undertaken safely behind enemy lines.  Bertrand had been reading the reports of his scouting 

elements for over a week and fully believed that the Allies intended to deliver battle at Bautzen, 

on the east side of the Spree River.  Although he knew that Cossacks were still operating to his 
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rear, he prudently judged that an entire division would be more than capable of dealing with 

these scattered forces.  As each subsequent order for this mission was received, and the 

importance of the mission became more apparent, Bertrand increased the forces sent to carry it 

out.  As the first forces sent had been from the Italian division, Bertrand merely reinforced it 

with additional forces from the same division in order to maintain unity of command.45 

Bertrand’s decision regarding the unit chosen to perform this mission would have been 

perfectly acceptable had events proceeded as expected.  The friction of war, however, prevented 

things from going as planned.  The Allies, having captured Berthier’s original dispatch to 

Bertrand, were aware of Lauriston’s approach.  Attempting to prevent Ney’s corps from uniting 

with the bulk of the grande armée which now rested on the west bank of the Spree opposite the 

Allies’ position at Bautzen, the Allies took the offensive.  In the night and early morning hours 

of 19 May, the Allies crossed the Spree with a combined Russian and Prussian force of 24,000 

under the command of Generals Michail Bogdanovich Barclay de Tolly and von Yorck.  As the 

Allies advanced to the west, they suddenly came upon Peyri’s Italian division bivouacked around 

Königswartha.46 

The Italians, upon arriving at Königswartha, had established a haphazard military 

bivouac.  The Italians were used to operating to the rear of the 4th Corps and, as a result, 

apparently were accustomed to neglecting security.  Peyri repeated that habit at Königswartha.  

Establishing their bivouac around the town’s castle, Peyri positioned five of his battalions in 

front of the castle, four in its courtyard, and the remainder behind the village in reserve.47  Once 

in position, Peyri failed to scout the woods which covered his front.  He compounded this breach 

of security by failing to post pickets in the vicinity.  In a further display of poor judgment, Peyri 

allowed his unit to fan out and forage for food almost immediately upon their arrival 

Königswartha.  Having failed to receive rations from the corps’ trains since the 16th, the Italians 

were undoubtedly eager to take advantage of finally being in territory that had not already been 

stripped by other units that they normally followed.48  
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Taken alone, Peyri’s actions merely revealed poor command decisions by an 

inexperienced commander.  Combined with the presence of 24,000 Allied soldiers who had 

moved forward in search of battle, however, his decisions were almost disastrous.  Barclay’s 

Russians stumbled upon the Italian bivouac as they moved forward from their river crossing site.  

Believing them to be the advance elements of Lauriston’s corps, Barclay quickly assembled his 

forces and launched a full-scale attack at 4:00 p.m..  The attack, led by Russian cavalry, initially 

forced the Italians back into the village.  After a brief but bloody street battle, the Italians began 

to scatter and the Russians threatened to completely annihilate the 15th Division.  Only the 

difficulty the Russians encountered in deploying their forces from the nearby woods appears to 

have saved the entire Italian division from immediate destruction.   

The cannon fire from the battle soon echoed to Bautzen where Bertrand was busily 

occupied with his colonel of engineers, Sébastien Raphaël Théodore Izoard, searching along the 

Spree River for fording sites in preparation of the following day’s planned attack.  While the 

sound of battle to the north alerted Bertrand to the possibility that his Italian division might be 

under attack, he reacted slowly in sending support to his beleaguered division.  Bertrand’s 

hesitant reaction was primarily due to his inability to accurately discern what was happening at 

Königswartha.  The officers he dispatched to ascertain the Italians’ plight were continually 

turned back by Cossacks and other enemy forces that had severed Bertrand’s lines of 

communication with Peyri.49  As his successive attempts to establish contact were each rebuffed, 

Bertrand eventually ordered several units from the Württemberg division and Morand’s 12th 

Division forward to aid the Italians.50  By the time the Württembergers were able to finally reach 

the Italians, général Étienne Kellerman, (the son of Marshal Kellerman, duc de Valmy) had 

already rallied them.  Barclay, unable to achieve any further advances, had subsequently 

withdrawn his Russians and von Yorck’s Prussians back across the Spree where they took up a 

reserve position to the right-rear of the Allied lines around Bautzen.51 

Bertrand, meanwhile, still remained ill-informed of the actual events more than eight 

hours later.  This fact was not lost on Napoleon whose aides continuously reported back to him 

that Bertrand was unable to provide them with any details of the ongoing battle.  When the final 
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results were tallied, Bertrand discovered that he had lost over one-fourth of the soldiers (2,800 

men in all including almost 1,300 prisoners) of his 10,000 man division.52  He had also lost a 

great deal of the confidence that he had developed as a corps commander.   

While Bertrand had performed indecisively at key moments during the opening battles of 

the campaign, his overall performance had been adequate.  After assembling a vast corps and 

marching it hundreds of miles, Bertrand had arrived in Saxony in time to help influence the 

outcome of the Battle of Lützen.  He had performed effectively in pursuing the Allies to Bautzen, 

pushing his corps through difficult terrain and maintaining its coherence throughout the long 

march.  Stung by the losses he had suffered at Königswartha, Bertrand remained determined to 

prove himself worthy of the command that Napoleon had confided in him.  While he would be 

hard-pressed to replace the soldiers that he had lost at Königswartha, he would soon get an 

opportunity to recover his lost confidence and distinguish himself in battle as a competent corps 

commander. 
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Bertrand’s losses notwithstanding, Napoleon was in an excellent position by 20 May to 

destroy the Allies.  By that time, the grande armée had four corps positioned to the Allies front 

at Bautzen with another four corps under the command of the “bravest of the brave,” Marshal 

Ney, closing in rapidly from the north.  Utilizing classic Napoleonic strategy, the Emperor 

planned to engage and fix the enemy to his front, while Ney enveloped and rolled up the Allies 

right flank from the north.  The Allies were still unaware of Ney’s presence on their right.  They 

stubbornly clung to the belief until well into the ensuing battle that the anticipatted envelopment 

would come on their left.  Conducting their armies in accordance with that belief, the Allies 

narrowly avoided a decisive French victory at Bautzen. 

While the crossing of the Spree and the subsequent battles at Königswartha, Weissig, and 

Eichberg had failed to prevent Lauriston from uniting his corps with the French forces in front of 

Bautzen, the action did have several important consequences.  First and foremost was the role it 

played in convincing Ney that he would be attacked before he crossed the Spree.1  This belief led 

to a slower and more cautious advance than he otherwise would have made.  As such, the Allied 

attack at Königswartha was partially responsible for delaying Ney’s envelopment of the Allied 

right.  A secondary affect of the battle was that it not only undermined Bertrand’s confidence in 

himself, but it also raised doubts in Napoleon’s mind about Bertrand’s ability to exercise 

independent command.  Following the Emperor’s receipt of reports from Ney and général de 

                                                 
1 Ney to Napoleon, 20 May 1813, Foucart, Bautzen, I, 303.  As Ney expressed in this letter to 
Napoleon:  “I do not know if the enemy will permit us to take a position on his flank or rear 
without engaging us in battle.”   
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brigade Jean-Baptiste Corbineau, Napoleon placed Bertrand’s corps under Marshal Soult’s 

control.2 

The most damning accusation in Ney and Corbineau’s reports was that Bertrand had 

failed to promptly and adequately support his Italian division once they had become engaged.  

As Ney wrote in a letter which followed his initial report:  “I think that général Bertrand, who 

had without a doubt heard the cannonade and the fusillade yesterday, should have made a 

demonstration on his left, if only to receive news of Peyri’s division.”3  More than the damage 

inflicted by the Allies on the Italians, it was this accusation that hurt Bertrand the most and 

would continue to affect and influence his performance throughout the remainder of the 

campaign. 

Bertrand himself suspected the real reason for his subordination to Soult as he later 

commented in his memoirs: “I was grateful to him [Napoleon] for having reunited the corps of 

the général [Marie-Victor] Latour-Maubourg to mine to make the blow less severe, but I was 

still afflicted by it.  It was one of the harshest pains that I have ever experienced.”4  He suffered 

the blow to his pride quietly, however, no doubt helped in large part by the sympathetic nature in 

which Soult carried out his oversight role.  Marshal Soult executed his orders with the greatest 

deference to Bertrand’s sensitivities, standing to the side and allowing Bertrand the same 

freedom of command that Bertrand had exercised throughout the campaign to date.  Thus, 

despite his shaken confidence, both Bertrand and his corps moved forward on the 20th 

determined to make amends for the debacle at Königswartha and to retrieve their honor on the 

field of battle. 

Oudinot opened the two-day Battle of Bautzen at 1:00 p.m. on 20 May 1813, less than a 

full day after the near disaster that had befallen Bertrand’s Italian division at Königswartha.  

After crossing the Spree River, the 12th Corps’ assault quickly drove back the Russians on the 

Allied left.  Oudinot was soon joined by MacDonald’s 11th and Marmont’s 6th Corps, which 

crossed to the north of Oudinot and began beating back the Allies’ center.5  The lack of action on 

                                                 
2 Foucart, Bautzen, I, 287.  Author’s note.  According to Foucart, Napoleon gave Soult the order 
verbally at around 8:00 a.m. on the 20th.  Soult had been commanding Napoleon’s Old Guard 
since the death of Marshal Bessières at the beginning of the campaign. 
3 Ney to Napoleon, 20 May 1813, cited in Ibid., I, 303. 
4 As cited in Vasson, Bertrand, 100. 
5 Petre, Napoleon’s Last Campaign, 121. 
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his right, combined with the heavy attacks on his left, further convinced Tsar Alexander that 

Napoleon intended to envelop his left.  The Tsar feared that Napoleon would envelop from the 

left so as to be able to drive a wedge between the Allies and Austria, whom the Russians had 

been courting since they had forced the grande armée out of Russia.  Due to his previous 

attempts to threaten Berlin, however, Napoleon’s forces were better situated for an envelopment 

from the right.  Rather than separating the Allies from Austria, Napoleon instead intended to 

drive a defeated Allied force to the Austrian border and thus force the Austrians to declare for 

France or the Allies.  The Emperor was confident that the Allies would make a much less 

alluring appeal to the Austrians limping into Bohemia with a defeated army.6 

On 20 May, Bertrand and the 4th Corps had little concern for these higher level 

diplomatic and strategic matters.  Their primary concern at that time centered on how to cross the 

Spree and gain control of the hills and plateaus that dominated the terrain there.  Bertrand had 

been ordered by Napoleon to “occupy the plateau [in front of Doberschütz] and march to the aide 

of Lauriston as soon as you hear the cannon, with the goal of completing your junction.”7  

Although the order seemed simple enough, its execution was made difficult by a variety of 

factors.   

The first difficulty was the terrain to Bertrand’s front.  The Spree divides into two 

branches at the point where Bertrand had been ordered to cross, and the Allies had decided to 

contest the crossing of both branches.  Consequently, they had established positions on the series 

of dominant plateaus and hills which overlooked the Spree from the east.  In effect, this meant 

that not only would Bertrand have to conduct two river crossings to reach the right bank of the 

Spree, but also that each of the two crossings would have to be undertaken under the watchful 

eyes and against the strong opposition of the enemy.  To further complicate matters for Bertrand, 

his corps was opposed by Blücher’s Prussians whose tenaciousness and determination to hold 

their ground and defeat the French matched that of their commander.  The 4th Corps was 

nonetheless determined to achieve victory and plunged forward, joining the Battle of Bautzen by 

mid-afternoon on the 20th. 

                                                 
6 Ibid., 122. 
7 Berthier to Bertrand, 20 May 1813, Foucart, Bautzen, I, 286. 
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Morand’s division once again led the 4th Corps into battle.8  Dividing his division into 

three columns, Morand crossed the Spree in three separate places.  On the 4th Corps’ left, général 

de brigade Antoine Bellair led the 13th de ligne across the Spree at Briessing with the mission of 

securing the 4th Corps’ left flank.  This crossing met little resistance and the 13th was able to 

quickly establish a solid bridgehead on the right bank of the first branch of the Spree.  Général 

de brigade André Briche, commanding Bertrand’s cavalry, followed Bellair across, and fanned 

out to the far left of the 4th Corps to establish contact with Lauriston and to further secure the 4th 

Corps’ left flank.  

Further upriver, the crossing did not proceed as smoothly.  Morand’s center column, 

composed of three battalions of light infantry under the command of général de brigade Étienne 

Hulot, had to force its passage over the Spree at Nieder-Gurik “after a very lively engagement.”9  

Hulot’s crossing had been supported by Morand’s third column which consisted of the 23rd de 

ligne, commanded by général de brigade Joseph Sicard.  After the 23rd had crossed the Spree, it 

moved past Hulot’s force and began the battle for the plateau of Doberschütz.  The struggle for 

control of this plateau, one of the key sites between the first and second branch of the Spree, 

occupied the 4th Corps for the remainder of the day.  The Allies refused to surrender their heavily 

fortified positions there.  Their possession of the Kiefernberg Hill, which dominated the plateau, 

made the retention of this position critical.  The determined charge of Morand’s experienced 

regiments, however, soon forced the Allies off the plateau.  Morand’s attacks were not successful 

in wresting control of the hill from the Allies.  The Allies retained possession of the Kiefernberg 

Hill, preventing the 4th Corps from defiling, crossing the second branch of the Spree, and 

resuming their assault on the Prussian lines.10 

                                                 
8 Bertrand to Berthier, “Rapport sur l’attaque des lignes de Hochkirch,” 20 May 1813, Foucart, 
Bautzen, I, 300-02. The following account of the 4th Corps’ actions at Bautzen, unless otherwise 
cited, relies primarily on Bertrand’s after action report cited above which he wrote at 11:00 p.m. 
on the 20th following the days battle. 
9 Nieder-Gurik is approximately 1,600 meters south of Briessing.  Foucart, Bautzen, I, 302.  
Author’s note. 
10 Petre, Napoleon’s Last Campaign, 121. 
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Map 19:  Battle of Bautzen, 1813.  Bertrand’s 4th Corps occupied the far left of the French 
position on 20 May.  On 21 May, he was joined there by Ney’s Corps. 
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Supported by artillery fire from Kiefernberg, the Allies quickly attempted to regain 

possession of the lost plateau.  The Allied counter-attacks continued to rage furiously all along 

Bertrand’s beleaguered front until nightfall.  Blücher’s efforts to turn the 4th Corps’ left flank 

were turned back by the “brave 13th” while the numerous Allied attacks on Bertrand’s center 

were repelled by the 23rd.  As Bertrand later noted in his after-action report, the success of the 

23rd de ligne came “despite the grapeshot which always covered the plain, the continual cavalry 

charges and the attacks of the always fresh troops.”  Bertrand gave great credit for the ability of 

Morand’s soldiers to withstand the Allied assaults to the actions of his général of artillery.  

Général de division Albert Taviel had emplaced the corps’ artillery on a hill that the 

Württembergers had captured to the right of the 23rd, and from there had placed a “murderous” 

fire on the enemy.  Bertrand considered this fire responsible for breaking up the Allies repeated 

attacks by making “the greatest ravage in the enemy cavalry and the columns which came to 

retake the plateau.” 

As the fighting died out with the approach of darkness on the 20th, the 4th Corps stood 

resolutely as “rulers of this important position. [the plateau]” Although Bertrand had been unable 

to cross the second branch of the Spree due to the Allies continued possession of the Kiefernberg 

Hill, the 4th Corps was well-positioned for a renewed assault on Blücher’s heavingly entrenched 

lines on the 21st.  Marshal Soult praised the 4th Corps’ efforts on the opening day of the Battle of 

Bautzen.  Writing a brief forward to Bertrand’s after-action report, he noted that “the troops of 

the 4th Corps which he [Bertrand] commanded have shown great valor.”  The battle on the 20th 

had been lively all along the French line but perhaps nowhere had the difficulties been more 

inherent than on the French left where the combination of terrain, fortifications, and the presence 

of Blücher and his Prussian forces had made the French advance slow, treacherous, and costly.  

Bertrand’s preliminary report estimated that he had suffered some 3,000 dead and wounded — 

almost one-third of his engaged force — during the day’s actions. 

The 4th Corps’ actions on the French left had contributed to the achievement of the 

grande armée’s overall objective of fixing the Allies in their position.  This allowed Ney time to 

complete his march and position his forces on the Allies’ right flank.  By nightfall, Marmont, 

MacDonald, and Oudinot had secured the French positions on the right bank of the Spree and it 

remained only for the prince de la Moskowa to fall with the full fury and weight of his force to 

secure the destruction of the Allied army.  The Allies made several adjustments in their lines on 



 243

the night of the 20th that complicated Ney’s ability to achieve this objective.  Most prominent 

was the introduction on the Allied right of the fresh forces of Barclay de Tolly’s Russian and von 

Yorck’s Prussian corps.  These forces had been held in reserve during the battle on the 20th due 

to their fight with Bertrand’s forces at Königswartha on the 19th.  Thus, when the battle resumed 

in the early morning hours of 21 May following Ney’s crossing of the Spree at Klix, the Allied 

right was considerably extended.  Blücher’s position, formerly the Allied right, now represented 

the center of the Allied line.  While the Allies remained unaware of the threat to their right until 

late into the battle on the 21st, Ney’s arrival on Bertrand’s left had several consequences for the 

4th Corps’ mission during that day’s battle. 

The Allies’ position now hinged on Blücher’s lines opposite Bertrand.  Although 

Napoleon’s simple orders to Soult for the 21st —  “attack the enemy vigorously with your three 

divisions . . . between Ney and Marmont” — suggested a secondary role for the 4th Corps during 

the ensuing battle, events dictated that the 4th Corps would play a more important role.11  As 

Ney’s attack on the Allies right unfolded, pushing Barclay back and threatening Blücher’s rear, 

Bertrand’s assault came to assume increasing importance.  The 4th Corps now would be 

responsible for either fixing the Allies’ center in place to allow for Ney’s complete envelopment, 

or for piercing the Allies’ center and hence by itself, completing the Allies’ destruction. 

Bertrand spent the morning of the 21st making his final preparations for attack and 

listening to the sounds of the developing battle around him.  Ney had attacked as planned in the 

early morning hours of 21 May and, by late-morning, had taken possession of the key village of 

Preititz.  Oudinot on the French right, meanwhile, had come under heavy pressure from the 

Russians’ reinforced attacks and was momentarily in danger of being forced back to the Spree.  

Napoleon ignored this marshal’s urgent appeals for support, realizing that the threat presented to 

the Allies’ right by Ney would shortly force the Allies to discontinue their attacks on the left or 

risk losing the battle altogether.  The Allies continued to be oblivious to the extent of the threat 

to their right as Tsar Alexander in particular seem transfixed by the actions on his left, sending 

most of his reinforcements in that direction.  Ney’s position at Preititz, meanwhile, placed him to 

the rear of Blücher’s line, threatening to make the Prussian’s position untenable.  While the Tsar 

                                                 
11 Napoleon to Soult, 21 May 1813, Foucart, Bautzen, I, 315-16.  
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refused to reinforce Barclay, Blücher had recognized the danger presented to him should Barclay 

collapse, and accordingly dispatched two brigades to assist him in retaking Preititz.12 

It was at this moment that Napoleon ordered Soult to move forward with Bertrand’s 4th 

Corps to deliver the coups de grâce.  Bertrand’s final preparations had consisted of maneuvering 

his corps into a position from where they could quickly join the battle once ordered.  The 4th 

Corps still had the second branch of the Spree to cross and there had been little room for 

Bertrand to stage his corps without exposing them to artillery fire or giving away the location of 

his intended crossing site.  After the early morning fog had lifted, Bertrand discovered that the 

reverse slope of the plateau they had occupied on the 20th was protected from enemy artillery 

fire.  As a result, he placed his infantry, cavalry, and artillery behind the plateau to await the 

moment of attack.  Furthermore, he ordered his pre-positioned artillery to hold their fire and his 

engineers to begin the construction of a bridge that could be quickly flung across the final branch 

of the Spree.  Bertrand had apparently learned a few things during his years as an aide to 

Napoleon as his preparations resembled not only those taken before the Battle of Wagram in 

1809 but, as he himself observed later, were an “imitation of the good dispositions that had 

preceded the Battle of Jena.”13 

Bertrand was able to complete the emplacement of his forces without being detected.  

The enemy had been able to discern the movement of the 4th Corps’ pre-positioned artillery 

which remained on the far left bank of the Spree but, despite a “very lively fusillade,” the 

ensuing Allied bombardment accomplished little other than “wasting his ammunition.”  With his 

bridge ready and his preparations complete, Bertrand launched his attack.  As Morand’s division 

had taken the brunt of the damage on the 20th, Bertrand had decided that Franquemont’s 

Württemberg division would be his main effort for the battle on the 21st.  The Italian’s, who had 

returned from Königswartha via a twenty kilometer forced road march on the previous day, were 

placed to the rear in reserve.14  

Général Hulot led the 4th Corps across the second branch of the Spree at 1:00 p.m., 

supported by the artillery Bertrand had positioned on the left bank, as well as the accompanying 

                                                 
12 “Gazette de Breslau,” 29 May 1813, Ibid., I, 313. 
13 Bertrand to Berthier, 4 June 1813, “Rapport sur l’attaque faite par le 4th Corps en le journée de 
21 Mai 1813,” Ibid., I, 323-27.  The remainder of the account of the 4th Corps’ actions on 21 
May relies on Bertrand’s after-action report cited above unless noted otherwise.  
14 Ibid., 301.  Author’s note. 
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artillery which had been quickly pushed into firing positions at the top of the plateau as Hulot 

had commenced his assault.  Hulot immediately made his way toward the village of 

Doberschütz.  After a one-half hour artillery bombardment, Franquemont followed with the 

Württemberg division moving forward in attack columns.  Morand soon moved forward to 

support Franquemont’s attack with the 23rd de ligne formed into “two great squares.”  The 

Württembergers made a valiant bayonet charge to the top of the first plateau which the Allies 

were then forced to abandon.  Two subsequent Allied counter-attacks to retake the position were 

successfully rebuffed although Franquemont was wounded in one of the Allied charges. 

Général Sicard, meanwhile, leading the 23rd, had successfully taken a second hill to 

Franquemont’s left.  At the same time, Hulot’s capture of Doberschütz and the hill behind it 

rendered the 4th Corps “ruler of all the heights,” and the first line of Blücher’s defensive position.  

However, there were still two lines to go.  As the Prussians fell back to the second line, Bertrand 

renewed his advance.  The Württembergers continued forward, sending a battalion under the 

command of général Neuffer into the village of Kreckwitz which now composed the right flank 

of the 4th Corps. 

Having weakened their lines in this sector in order to be able to fend off Ney’s attack, 

Blücher and the Allies were unprepared for the suddenness of Bertrand’s assault.  Considering 

Blücher’s position to be the point d’appui, they were determined to recapture it and quickly sent 

three columns forward to counter-attack Bertrand.  The Allies soon discovered that it is often 

much easier to hold onto a piece of terrain than it is to win it back.  The 23rd de ligne successfully 

repulsed the Allied column on Bertrand’s left, while the Württembergers, now commanded by 

général Ludwig Friedrich Stockmayer, retained control of their position in the center.  Only the 

battalion in Kreckwitz, on the 4th Corps’ right, failed to hold its hard won gains, falling to a 

vastly superior force that had been dispatched from von Yorck’s corps.  Napoleon, observing the 

struggle in this sector and intuitively sensing that the battle hung in the balance, committed the 

Young Guard and the reserve artillery from Latour-Maubourg’s cavalry corps into the gap 

between Bertrand and Marmont’s corps to preserve Bertrand’s gains. 

The Allies recognized the increasingly delicate nature of their position.  With their center 

in danger of breaking under Bertrand’s relentless pressure, and Ney’s forces threatening to 

envelop them and cut off their lines of retreat, the Allies realized that they had once again been 

strategically outmaneuvered by Napoleon and the grande armée.  Refusing to allow their army to 
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be destroyed, they conceded the battle and began to conduct an orderly evacuation from the 

battlefield.  While Bertrand and Ney’s forces completed the junction of the French army on the 

positions recently captured by the Württembergers, the Allies quietly slipped away to the east.  

The intermingling of Bertand and Ney’s units slowed the French pursuit as the commanders 

briefly struggled to separate their forces and exploit their victory.15 

By the time the 4th Corps was able to resume its forward push, Blücher had already 

abandoned his second line, which Bertrand took with no resistance.  By 3:00 p.m., Napoleon 

declared the battle won and, although there remained several intense skirmishes yet to be fought, 

began to make plans for future operations.  Despite another solid victory, Napoleon had again 

been unable to achieve the destruction of the Allied army he so desperately desired to put a quick 

end to the campaign.  Noting his frustration, and observing the virtual insignificance of such a 

hollow victory, Napoleon later remarked as he rode across the deserted battlefield: “What!  After 

such a slaughter no trophies?  These people will leave me no claws!”16 

Napoleon’s frustration with his subordinate commanders was obvious.  Ney, in particular 

had fallen short during the Battle of Bautzen as he had failed to affect the envelopment of the 

Allies quick enough and had thus allowed them time to escape destruction.  The Emperor was 

also frustrated with the heavy toll that the campaign was beginning to take on the grande armée.  

Bertrand alone reported his total casualties for the battle to be 6,745 dead, wounded, and taken 

prisoner; a figure second only to the losses of Ney’s 3rd Corps.17  These losses, which included 

the 2,800 Italians lost at Königswartha on 19 May, represented approximately one-quarter of the 

4th Corps’ present for duty strength, and indicated the important role the 4th Corps had played at 

Bautzen. 

The number of casualties suffered by Bertrand’s senior commanders, meanwhile, was 

also indicative of their determination to restore — via their actions on the battlefield — the good 

                                                 
15 Petre, Napoleon’s Last Campaign, 134.  Ney’s failure to complete the envelopment rapidly, 
thus enabling the Allied army to escape has forever been a point of great dispute among 
historians.  While the clarity of Napoleon’s orders, the dominance of the terrain around 
Kreckwitz, and Ney’s cautious advance due to several factors, are often cited as possible reasons; 
it is almost assuredly safe to conclude that his actions on 21 May were due to a combination of 
these reasons combined with the usual effects of the “fog of war.” 
16 Ibid., 141. 
17 Bertrand’s losses are from his after-action report previously cited.  The losses being second 
only to Ney’s is from Camille Rousset, La Grande Armée de 1813, (Paris, 1892), 140. 
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name of their corps, and their commander, which had both been sullied at Königswartha.  

Bertrand had commanded his corps from the front to ensure its success, as he had observed his 

Emperor do on so many other occassions.  His secretary, François de Luppé, later commented on 

his commander’s courage and actions during the battle: 

 
The général is of an admirable sang-froid before the enemy; the soldiers comment 
on his bravery.  Some conscripts of the 13th regiment ducked their heads when the 
bullets approached too close to them; the old soldiers told them: “Look at the 
commander, he is before us; see if he ducks his head; you should be able to risk 
your life when he risks his.”18 

 

While there was certainly nothing new in a French général putting himself in harm’s way 

during battle; these actions seem to have always been more pronounced when there was an 

award to be bestowed, a baton to be won, or an honor to be regained.  Bertrand obviously hoped 

that his corps’ actions throughout the Battle of Bautzen would go a long way toward 

accomplishing the latter.  Three days after the conclusion of the battle he noted with pride to 

Fanny that: “The 4th Corps has, I believe, the principal honor of the battle of the 21st.”19  In his 

typical non-assuming and humble manner, Bertrand gave full credit for the victory to his 

subordinate commanders and his soldiers’ bravery.  Specifically he cited the “advantageous 

emplacement” of the artillery by général Taviel, the “intrepidity of the 23rd regiment and of the 

Württemberg division” and the “good dispositions of the général comte Morand in supporting 

the others and re-attacking the positions of the enemy as necessary.”20 

The 4th Corps’ actions had, together with Ney’s advance, undeniably been the key to the 

French victory at Bautzen.  Napoleon, however, was apparently not of the same opinion.  Still 

smarting from his missed opportunity to destroy the Allied army, he was not inclined to laud 

many units in the battle’s bulletin.  While he devoted a full paragraph to castigating Peyri for the 

Italian division’s poor dispositions that had led to their route at Königswartha on the 19th, the 4th 

                                                 
18 de Luppé to Fanny, 25-27 May 1813, Lettres, 221-22. 
19 Bertrand to Fanny, 24 May 1813, Ibid., 219. 
20 Bertrand to Berthier, 4 June 1813, “Rapport sur l’attaque faite par le 4th Corps dans la journée 
du 21 Mai 1813,” Foucart, Bautzen, I, 323-27. 
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Corps’ actions at Bautzen on the 21st merited but a single line: “Morand’s division and the 

Württemberg division carried the hill which the enemy had made his point d’appui.”21 

Whether this was an intended slight or merely a simple understatement, there was little 

time for Napoleon to brood over his lost opportunities.  Similarly, Bertrand did not have the 

luxury of arguing for the full honors he felt the 4th Corps was due.  The Emperor gathered his 

corps commanders together on the evening of the 21st and issued verbal instructions outlining 

each corps’ role in the coming pursuit.22   Leaving Oudinot’s heavily damaged corps behind at 

Bautzen to reorganize and prepare for operations intended to again threaten the Prussian capital 

of Berlin, Napoleon laid out plans for a relentless pursuit of the Allies with the remainder of his 

army.  Bertrand was once again ordered to move on the grande armée’s right flank, following 

Marshal MacDonald in skirting the mountainous Saxon-Bohemian border. 

Unlike their retreat from Lützen, the Allies precarious position demanded that they cede 

ground grudgingly during their retreat from Bautzen.  The Allies were running out of terrain to 

maneuver.  Limited in their ability to move to the south by the Austrian border, the Allies were 

hesitant to move to the north for fear of having their lines of communication with Austria cut.23  

While the Tsar favored a movement due east to Poland to allow his army time to regroup, the 

Prussians resisted abandoning their capital, their homeland, and their source of recruits and 

supplies to Napoleon without another battle.  The Allies position was made even more tenuous 

by the demoralizing effects that their defeats and constant withdrawals were having on their 

army.  As they retreated from Bautzen with scarcely 80,000 men, their army threatened to simply 

melt away into the Saxon countryside.24  The retreat from Bautzen thus became more of a 

continuous running battle rather than a headlong flight due to both the Allies’ resistance and the 

frenzied pressure put on them by Napoleon and the grande armée.  

Despite having to march in the presence of an aggressive Allied rear-guard, the French 

victory at Bautzen initally served to propel Bertrand and the 4th Corp forward.  Bertrand reported 

                                                 
21 Bulletin of the Grande Armée, 24 May 1813, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 20042, 
XXV, 369. 
22 Foucart, Bautzen, II, 1.  Author’s note.  Ney, Soult, Latour-Maubourg, Bertrand, and Reynier 
received their orders verbally at this meeting.  Marmont, Oudinot, and MacDonald received their 
orders later. 
23 The Allies were still hopeful that Austria would join their alliance and needed to maintain 
contact with to keep this possibility alive.   
24 Chandler, Campaigns, 897; and Petre, Napoleon’s Last Campaign, 145. 
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crossing the Niesse river on 23 May.  By the following day he had reached Lauban while his 

advanced guard, consisting of the Württembergers and his cavalry, had already crossed the 

Queiss river.25  Although Bertrand and the 4th Corps were not in the advance guard, they were in 

constant contact, skirmishing with the enemy throughout the advance.  To overcome the earlier 

accusation that he had failed to properly support his own division, Bertrand was quick to note 

any incidents in which he “marched to the sound of the guns.”  On the 23rd he reported “hearing 

a fusillade in the direction of Troitschendorf,” to which he immediately “sent the head of [his] 

advance guard.”26  Again on 25 May Bertrand observed in his report the strong support he had 

provided to MacDonald when the 11th Corp had been attacked near Lauban.  While Bertrand’s 

corps once again had arrived too late to participate in the battle, Bertrand believed that the 

approach of his forces had “determined the enemy to retreat.”27 

The frequent forced marches and continuous contact with the enemy soon began to take 

its toll on the 4th Corps.  It was not long before Bertrand began to recognize indications of fatigue 

and exhaustion among his soldiers.  Already on 23 May, Bertrand had reported to Berthier that 

“The Italian division, whose artillery is badly drawn and fatigued, [had] rested at Leschwitz.”28   

The fatigue was not limited to Bertrand’s corps and was exasperated by the close proximity of all 

the French corps to one another.  The 4th Corps became entangled with both MacDonald’s 11th 

Corps on the 23rd and Marmont’s 6th Corps later that same week.29  In addition to the effect 

which such entanglements had on the speed of the French march, Marshal MacDonald was 

concerned that the hilly terrain would not support so many corps in such close proximity.  As he 

observed to Berthier on the 29th, “the 4th, 6th, 11th, and 1st Cavalry Corps are too close to one 

another for the subsistence of men and horses.”30 

While Napoleon was aware of the fatigue that was beginning to set in his army, and the 

limited maneuvering room afforded by the few trafficable roads in the area, he also suspected 

another reason for the slowness of the pursuit and the inability to corner the staggering Allied 

army.   Napoleon instructed Berthier on 28 May to order the army to a halt.  The halt was 

                                                 
25 Bertrand to Berthier, 23 and 24 May 1813, Foucart, Bautzen, II, 27 and 45. 
26Bertrand to Berthier, 23 May 1813, Ibid., II, 27. 
27 Bertrand to Berthier, 26 May 1813, Ibid., II, 119.  Bertrand also admitted that the enemy may 
have retreated simply because the approach of night. 
28 Bertrand to Berthier, 23 May 1813, Ibid., II, 27. 
29 MacDonald to Berthier, 24 May 1813, Ibid., II, 45. 
30 MacDonald to Berthier, 29 May 1813, Ibid., II, 179. 
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designed to give the soldiers a day of rest and time for them to clean their weapons.  Most 

important, the halt would give the corps commander an opportunity to put their baggage and 

equipment trains in order.  Specifically, the Emperor demanded that the corps’ commanders pass 

their trains in review to ensure that they were in compliance with the decree of 22 February that 

prescribed the proper “number of horses and cars accorded to each grade.”  Furthermore, 

Napoleon ordered them to “burn all impediments which follow your corps so that one is able to 

maneuver freely.”31  The Emperor was evidently not at all impressed with his army’s rate of 

march and apparently believed that their lengthy wagon trains were partially responsible. 

While the close pursuit and constant contact with the enemy had a negative effect on the 

disposition of the French soldiers, it did have a positive effect in compensating for the French 

lack of cavalry by providing Napoleon with fresh and fairly precise intelligence.  As he had done 

during the French pursuit following the Battle of Lützen, Bertrand continued to provide 

Napoleon with some of the best intelligence regarding the enemy’s movements.  The reports 

provided by Bertrand’s cavalry accurately described the enemy’s movements as well as his 

future actions.  Bertrand and MacDonald, who worked in close concert with one another 

throughout the pursuit due to the proximity of their corps to one another, appear to have been the 

first to discover the shift in the Allies’ line of retreat to the southeast toward Schweidnitz.32  

MacDonald, as the senior commander, accordingly requested a shift in his march direction 

toward Jauer rather than Liegnitz.33  Napoleon agreed and, on the 29th, ordered Bertrand and 

MacDonald to move on Jauer and, once there, to send out an advance guard toward Streigau.34 

It was at Jauer that Bertrand delivered the most strikingly prescient intelligence to date.  

Delving into not only the Allies march routes, but also touching on diplomatic considerations, 

Bertrand reported the presence of English ambassadors in both the Russian and Prussian camps 

as well as the fact that the Austrian count Johann Stadion had been observed traveling in the 

Tsar’s entourage.  He further noted that the Russians had been telling the Saxon natives that 

                                                 
31 Berthier to Bertrand, et al, 28 May 1813, Ibid., II, 156.  By “impediments” Napoleon was 
apparently referring to excess wagons in the train. 
32 The Allies shift was the result of a compromise between the Russians and Prussians and 
demonstrated their willingness to cede Berlin in order to maintain contact with Austria. See 
Petre, Napoleon’s Last Campaign, 146. 
33 MacDonald to Napoleon, 28 May 1813, Foucart, Bautzen, II, 159.  
34 Napoleon to Berthier, 29 May 1813, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 20053, XXV, 385-
86. 
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Austria would soon join the Allied cause.  The most interesting observation Bertrand made in his 

report was of the Prussians’ increasing dissatisfaction with their Russian allies and their belief 

that the Russians would soon abandon them.35  While this intelligence was undoubtedly valuable 

in helping Napoleon in his deliberations on the future conduct of the campaign, Jauer was 

unfortunately the site of Bertrand’s second great check as a corps’ commander. 

After receiving Napoleon’s order to proceed toward Jauer and send an advance guard 

toward Streigau, MacDonald and Bertrand continued their pursuit of the Allies to the southeast.  

On the 30th, Bertrand reported crossing the Katzbach River and the arrival of the 4th Corps at 

Jauer.  He also noted the strong presence of enemy cavalry, particularly Cossacks, which had that 

same day attacked MacDonald’s rear-guard and captured several of his supply wagons.36  By the 

31st the enemy presence had grown considerably and it was obvious that MacDonald and 

Bertrand were close to the main Allied army.  MacDonald soon found it impossible to proceed 

further and consulted with Bertrand on the future actions their two corps should take.37 

MacDonald believed that by, “making a false attack on Gross-Rosen and showing the 

head of a column moving toward Gütschdorf,” it would be possible to menace the enemy’s right 

flank with an envelopment and thus force him to engage or withdraw.  Bertrand was somewhat 

skeptical of the plan, believing there to be a larger force in the vicinity then they were able to 

observe.  Nevertheless, he agreed to send some units from the 4th Corp into Gross-Rosen.  As 

Bertrand left his conference with MacDonald around 5:00 p.m., he understood his mission to be 

more of a reconnaissance than an attack.  He was thus under the impression that he was free to 

disengage if the enemy appeared in greater force than anticipated. 

Operating under this misconception, Bertrand moved forward with only three battalions 

from his Württemberg division.  This force was to be supported by twelve artillery pieces and the 

remaining infantry battalions of that division.  After a one-hour battle, the Württembergers 

gained control of Gross-Rosen.  The Allies quickly counter-attacked to retake the village.  Their 

first assault was turned back but, after calling in more reinforcements, they soon began a second, 

                                                 
35 Bertrand to Berthier, 1 June 1813, “Renseignements donnés a Jauer sur le passage d l’ennemi,” 
Foucart, Bautzen, II, 271. 
36 Bertrand to Berthier, 30 May 1813, Ibid., II, 201. 
37 MacDonald to Berthier, 31 May 1813, Ibid., II, 227-29; Bertrand to Berthier, 31 May and 1 
June 1813, Ibid., II, 229-30 and 269-70. The remainder of this account of the 4th Corps’ battle 
near the Profen plateau, unless otherwise cited, relies on the after-action reports submitted by 
MacDonald and Bertrand cited above. 



 252

more successful attempt.  In the meantime, Bertrand had reinforced the Württembergers with a 

brigade from his Italian division.  The reinforced Allied force, however, proved to be too much 

for Bertrand’s forces.  After the Württembergs’ général was wounded, the Württembergers’, 

suffering heavy losses, evacuated the village falling back into the nearby woods. 

This check caused Bertrand to reevaluate the situation.  He now estimated that the enemy 

had infantry forces at least equal to his, with a possible second line hidden behind the hills, and 

probably strongly outnumbered in cavalry.  Believing that he had accomplished his 

reconnaissance mission, Bertrand withdrew his units back to their initial positions on the Profen 

plateau.  Once there, he again met with Marshal MacDonald.  Bertrand expressed his desire to 

maintain his position on the plateau because of the advantages it offered both offensively, and in 

maintaining communication with the rest of the army via Neumarkt.  However, in light of what 

he believed to be a superior force to his front, he believed that he could only hold the position if 

supported by MacDonald.  According to Bertrand’s report:  “The marshal [MacDonald] told me 

that if I could not hold the plateau alone, that I should retake my former position at Jauer.”  

Acting on that guidance, Bertrand withdrew to Jauer, compelling MacDonald to withdraw some 

of his forces as well. 

The skirmish at Gross-Rosen was not particularly noteworthy from either a tactical or 

strategic standpoint.  Bertrand estimated his losses at 700 – 800 men and claimed that the 4th 

Corps had inflicted much heavier casualties on the enemy than they themselves had suffered.   

There was no significant strategic or tactical advantage gained by either side and, by the 

following morning, the Allies had abandoned Gross-Rosen and continued their retreat toward 

Schweidnitz.  The action was significant, however, for the effect it had on Bertrand as a result of 

the report MacDonald sent to Berthier.   

Both Bertrand’s and MacDonald’s reports were virtually the same factually, but the 

wording of MacDonald’s report made it appear that Bertrand had once again failed to fully 

support his units once engaged.  MacDonald wrote that Bertrand had advanced on “a single point 

of attack” and that, other than the Württembergers and the Italian brigade, “the rest of the troops 

of the 4th Corps rested during the battle.”  Coming so soon after similar charges had been leveled 

against him at Königswartha, the insinuation was a severe blow to Bertrand’s already diminished 

self-esteem and once again called into question his ability to command.  There is no evidence to 

suggest that MacDonald intended such harm to Bertrand’s reputation.  His report was, on the 
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whole, fairly objective and not condemning.  He accepted that there may have been more enemy 

forces present than he was able to observe and further noted that Bertrand had failed to engage 

more of his own forces due to his belief that there were Allies in front of Morand’s division 

which prevented him from deploying that division. 

MacDonald’s report and his clear disapproval of Bertrand’s actions were most likely the 

result of a more experienced corps commander believing that his fellow commander had acted 

too cautiously.  MacDonald clearly understood Napoleon’s need to bring the Allies to battle and 

was more willing to take risks to accomplish that objective.  Whereas Bertrand’s relative 

inexperience tended to make him more likely to hesitate in the face of the enemy and less likely 

to understand Napoleon’s overall command intent.  As he had demonstrated before, Bertrand’s 

lack of command experience also made him less inclined to take the initiative in the absence of 

specific orders or guidance.  Bertrand defended his actions by falling back on a legalistic 

interpretation of Napoleon’s orders which had directed that the 4th and 11th Corps advance 

toward Streigau unless they were presented with an obviously superior force. 

While the disagreement between MacDonald and Bertrand was primarily a subjective one 

of personal opinions and perspectives, it came after a more heated dispute between Ney and 

Marmont and further illustrated the growing fatigue which was beginning to affect not only the 

rank and file, but also the Emperor’s senior commanders as well.  This fatigue was undoubtedly 

a partial result of the corps’ commanders increasing concerns over their inability to feed and 

supply their units.  MacDonald had previously raissed concerns over his fear that the grande 

armée was bunched too close together for the country to support their subsistence needs.  Such 

concerns were only heightened when a cessation of hostilities announced on 1 June tied his corps 

to the already ravaged land around him.38 

Bertrand shared MacDonald’s fears, noting an increasing shortage of critical supplies in 

the final days before the armistice.  After his engagement at Gross-Rosen, he had reported that he 

was critically short of ammunition.  On 1 June he informed Berthier that he was still waiting for 

the return of thirty wagons he had sent to the rear to bring supplies forward.39  The deteriorating 

condition of the grande armée was most clearly revealed in a report from the Leipzig garrison 

commander.  An inspection he had conducted revealed a clear need for basic clothing items such 

                                                 
38 MacDonald to Berthier, 2 June 1813, Foucart, Bautzen, II, 286-87. 
39 Bertrand to Berthier, 1 June 1813, Ibid., II, 269-70. 
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as shoes, pants, and shirts.  The commander observed that he had “fortunately” been unable to 

make up this shortage from his hospitals since there were “very few dead” available to take the 

clothing from.  In his report, he further noted that most of his small arms were in need of “light 

repair.”  Perhaps most ominous of all was the commander’s report that, on any given day, one-

fourth of the replacements destined for the front were unavailable for duty due to injuries, 

wounds, fatigue, etc.40 

Napoleon was acutely aware of these deficiencies.  Although he undoubtedly believed 

that victory was almost within his grasp, he felt more strongly that he could no longer continue to 

ignore the increasing deterioration of his army.  Sensitive to the needs of his soldiers and 

determined to rest and refit the grande armée, he signed the Armistice of Pleiswitz on 4 June, 

thus bringing an end to the first half of the 1813 Campaign.  The decisive battle he had sought 

had eluded Napoleon, just as glory and an opportunity to display his gratitude to the Emperor 

had eluded Bertrand.  Both would have to wait until after the armistice to achieve their respective 

strategic and personal goals. 

                                                 
40 Bertrand to Berthier, 29 May 1813, Ibid., II, 185.  Although somewhat confusing, this 
Bertrand is not related to the commander of the 4th Corps. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 

ARMISTICE – THE 1813 CAMPAIGN 

 

 

 
 

The Armistice of Pleiswitz is often considered to be one of Napoleon’s greatest mistakes.  

The reports pouring into the Emperor from his senior commanders describing the rapidly 

deteriorating condition of the grande armée, however, made it apparent why Napoleon agreed to 

the cessation of hostilities.  The Emperor, so highly attuned to the needs of his army, was keenly 

aware of the signs of its impending collapse.  After almost a year of near-continuous 

campaigning, his marshals, générals, and soldiers were all in as much a need of a respite as the 

Allies.  Napoleon understood this.  He also understood that the 1813 Campaign would most 

likely be won by whichever side made the best use of the armistice to reorganize its forces. 

Bertrand had little doubt about the Emperor’s ability to best the Allies in improving the 

army during the armistice.  While he acknowledged that both the French and the Allies would 

benefit from the “much needed repose,” he had faith that Napoleon’s superior military and 

organizational genius would make the grande armée the prime beneficiary of the break in 

hostilities.  In a letter to Fanny, Bertrand noted that “it is always he [Napoleon] who wins the 

advantage in peace, as he does in war.”
1
  Personally, Bertrand welcomed the armistice since it 

afforded him an opportunity to take stock of his performance to date.  It also allowed him time to 

address some of his personal and professional concerns that he had previously neglected as a 

result of the fast pace of the campaign and the responsibilities of command that at times had 

threatened to overwhelm him.  Stung by the recent setbacks at Königswartha and Gross-Rosen, 

he feared that those events had unfairly negated what he obviously considered to have been an 

otherwise solid performance by himself and the 4
th

 Corps during the opening months of the 

                                                 
1
 Bertrand to Fanny, 18 June 1813, Lettres, 243. 
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campaign, particularly at the Battle of Bautzen.  On the same day that the armistice was 

announced, Bertrand wrote an extremely candid letter to Napoleon in which he addressed his 

concern that the 4
th

 Corps had not been properly recognized for its valiant efforts at Bautzen: 

 

The three divisions of the 4
th

 Corps suffered much during the battles of the 18
th

, 

20
th

, and 21
st
 of May; the 4

th
 Corps has been on the march since that time and I 

have only just received the list of those who are to be honored . . . I beseech your 

majesty to distribute some of his thanks on the 4
th

 Corps.
2
 

 

Bertrand clearly felt that the 4
th

 Corps had failed to receive the credit it was due for its part in the 

French victory at Bautzen.   

It was the second half of the letter, however, that showed what was foremost on 

Bertrand’s mind at the end of the first half of the 1813 Campaign.  Highly conscientious and 

always concerned with the reflection that his own performance had on his personal honor and 

integrity, Bertrand wrote to the Emperor of the pain he had experienced as a result of the 

perceived slights and accusations which had been leveled against his conduct in the earlier 

battles.  Most important, he expressed his desire that Napoleon not lose confidence in his ability 

to command: 

 

I have experienced, Sire, much pain, which I am still suffering from; but I beg 

Your Majesty to be persuaded that I will always be, no matter what happens, a 

man of honor, and one of the most affectionate and devoted servants of his august 

person.
3
 

 

Bertrand could make no greater testimony of the depth of and sincerity of his affection and 

devotion to Napoleon.  He obviously missed the personal nature which their relationship had 

previously entailed.  Above all, he dreaded that he might have let the Emperor down by failing to 

live up to his expectations.   

Napoleon wasted little time in responding to Bertrand’s heartfelt letter.  A master 

motivator, the Emperor employed just the right mixture of criticism, coaching, and praise in 

dealing with his subordinates.  In his response, Napoleon noted his disappointments with 

                                                 
2
 Bertrand to Napoleon, 4 June 1813, Foucart, Bautzen, II, 363. 

3
 Bertrand to Napoleon, 4 June 1813, Ibid., II, 363. 
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Bertrand’s performance to date and offered him suggestions for measures he believed Bertrand 

could take to correct his shortcomings: 

 

I have received your letter.  It is true that I have not been satisfied with the 

manner in which I found your troops placed on the 19
th

, [at Köenigswartha] and 

furthermore that, at the first blow of cannon, you did not inform yourself of what 

was happening and that you did not immediately march to the aid of the Italian 

division.  I was also not pleased that you evacuated the plateau in front of Jauer 

when you had before you only twenty-two enemy battalions while you yourself 

possessed both Peyri and Morand’s divisions in their entirety.  You have shown, 

in different circumstances, distinguished talents; but one makes war by the force 

of decision and by a strong will; it is not made gropingly or hesitatingly.  Use the 

time of the armistice to organize your corps better and, at the re-opening of 

hostilities, you will be able to count on them.  The experience you have already 

acquired, in just a few months, will be of great benefit to a mind such as yours.
4
 

 

In Napoleon’s assessment, Bertrand’s primary weaknesses had been his hesitancy and his 

cautiousness in exercising his command.  These were similar to the deficiencies that the Emperor 

had previously observed and remarked on during Bertrand’s tenure as Governor General of 

Illyria.  Bertrand was well aware of Napoleon’s predilection for aggressive commanders and 

could not have been surprised by the Emperor’s critique of his performance.
5
   Napoleon, 

meanwhile, despite his hopes that Bertrand would develop into a daring marshal, was aware of 

Bertrand’s command deficiencies when he had selected him for command.  Given Bertrand’s 

lack of command experience, his previous position as Napoleon’s aide, and his generally 

cautious personal nature, his shortcomings had all been predictable.  Bertrand was accustomed to 

executing the Emperor’s orders and acting as his eyes and ears, jobs which he had performed 

well during the first half of the campaign.  What he lacked was the initiative and courage to take 

independent actions in the absence of specific orders from Napoleon; talents that were often 

found lacking in all but the Emperor’s most talented and experienced marshals. 

Despite the criticisms found in the letter, Bertrand was heartened by Napoleon’s final 

comments:  

                                                 
4
 Napoleon to Bertrand, 6 June 1813, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 20090, XXV, 422-

23. 
5
 Bertrand commented in his Avant-Propos to the Egyptian Campaign that: “The Emperor liked 

men of decision who did not hesitate . . . He had an attraction for bold, daring men.”  See, 

Bertrand, Avant-Propos, 68. 
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You should know that my feelings for you are still the same and that I think that 

with just a little more experience in the manner of commanding troops, you will 

merit from me, in the arm of infantry, the same confidence that you have merited 

from me in your initial arm.
6
   

 

This encouragement left Bertrand heartened.  He immediately wrote to his wife of the “kind 

letter” he had received from the Emperor and observed that: “I do not believe I have ever 

received a letter as flattering or with as much regards.  It compensates me for some of the pains I 

have experienced.”
7
  Bertrand’s expressed desire that he “justify the confidence” that Napoleon 

had placed in him by granting him command of the 4
th

 Corps was a familiar refrain.  Fearing that 

he had let the Emperor down with his performance at Königswartha and Profen, Bertrand was 

buoyed by the letter and determined to recommit himself to the task of command. 

Bertrand was also pleased with the awards that had been bestowed on the officers and 

soldiers of the 4
th

 Corps in recognition of their actions at Bautzen and the Bulletin’s account of 

the battle.  He informed his wife that the battle had been “perfectly described, with clarity and 

precision,” and further announced to her that “it is a good and strong bulletin which has given me 

great pleasure.”
8
  Ever the optimist, he refused to let the sparing coverage and understated 

importance of the 4
th

 Corps’ role in the battle undermine his renewed confidence that had 

resulted from Napoleon’s letter.  The importance to Bertrand of holding the Emperor’s continued 

confidence cannot be overstated.  Bertrand’s secretary, de Luppé observed the day after Bertrand 

had received the letter that: “the général is much more content than he has been for several 

days.”
9
   The personal letter from Napoleon was not the only indication Bertrand received that 

confirmed that he had not fallen out of favor with the Emperor.  Before receiving Napoleon’s 

letter he had written to Fanny that: 

 

I received the other day a word from the comte de Lobau [General Georges 

Mouton] and this morning news from the duc de Vicence [Armand Caulaincourt] 

who told me that the Emperor had spoken of me in a most satisfactory manner.  

                                                 
6
 Napoleon to Bertrand, 6 June 1813, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 20090, XXV, 422-

23. 
7
 Bertrand to Fanny, 10 June 1813, Lettres, 237-38. 

8
 Bertrand to Fanny, 16 June 1813, Ibid., 240. 

9
 de Luppé to Fanny, 9 June 1813, Ibid., 237. 
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My greatest desire is of serving him well, just as my happiness is dependent on 

his being satisfied with my performance.
10

 

 

Fanny did not always share her husband’s exuberance for his devotion to Napoleon 

which often seemed to come at her expense.  As the campaign had progressed and Bertrand had 

become increasingly absorbed in the task of command, he found less and less time to write to his 

wife, relying instead on his secretary to keep Fanny informed of the ongoing events.  Fanny was 

not used to such neglect, especially coming after two years of the court-life they had enjoyed in 

Illyria.  Even before that assignment she had become accustomed to accompanying her husband 

on the various missions he had performed as Napoleon’s aide; despite their often dangerous 

nature or her own physical condition.  Had she been allowed, she would have accompanied 

Bertrand on campaign.  At a minimum, she at least hoped to join him during the armistice.  

Fanny wasted little time upon the announcement of the armistice in making plans to do just that, 

neglecting to consult with her husband on the matter.  Upon learning of her intended travels, 

Bertrand chastised her harshly for what he considered to be her foolish and irresponsible 

intentions: 

 

One does not travel 600 leagues to come in the middle of an army in such 

uncertain circumstances.  How have you been able to entertain the idea of packing 

up three ladies in a car for passing through an army?  You are coming to an army 

commanded by the Emperor, without his agreement, in a difficult moment, where 

the peace is perhaps only a prelude to war. 

 

Bertrand was as eager to see his wife as she was to see him.  He feared for her safety, 

however, should the tenuous armistice not hold.  He was also concerned with the care of his 

children.  In addition, after receiving the letter from Napoleon that had expressed the Emperor’s 

continued confidence in Bertrand’s ability, he intended to make the fullest use of the armistice to 

improve his abilities as the Emperor had recommended.  He noted to Fanny that it was not her 

presence that would help him in his goals, but that it was only in “occupying myself constantly in 

my profession, in seeing to my troops and camps, that I must try to acquire that which I am 
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 Bertrand to Fanny, 7 June 1813, Ibid., 235. 
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lacking.”
11

  In the best expression to date of the importance he placed in executing his command 

to the utmost of his ability, Bertrand wrote to Fanny poignantly of his feelings: 

 

In these important circumstances of life, one must know how to sacrifice the 

pleasant things to those which are of a real interest.  You must remember that 

which I have said to you: I am engaged in a difficult career in which even the 

most skillful make some mistakes.  I have need to acquire much to put myself on 

the level of others.  I cannot distract my attention from this task.  I must always 

concentrate on this objective; in the morning, in the evening, in the night.  All of 

my time must be spent in the study of war.  It is necessary that I consider myself 

worthy of the position which I now hold.  Everything else is secondary to this 

task.  I must leave to my children a memory which does not embarrass them and 

the time here is too precious to not use it well.  I do not want to spend the rest of 

my life regretting having wasted such precious time.  I am engaged in an 

honorable career and I will certainly always be a man of honor no matter what 

happens.  But I want to use all means available for avoiding some reverses which 

would weigh on me for the rest of my life. 

 

Take courage.  Dream of seeing me again when I am worthy of the position in 

which I have been placed; worthy of the kindness of the Emperor, of his esteem, 

and of that of my children.  All the rest is nothing.  The months will soon pass, if 

they are honorably fulfilled, they will be eternal and the memory of them will be 

no less honorable. 

 

I have only one goal, one thought, one task: that of being equal to my present 

level of command.
12

 

 

Bertrand’s letter clearly demonstrated that the campaign was more to him than a mere 

military contest.  It was more even than the culmination of a twenty year military career.  To 

Bertrand, the campaign was a personal quest.  Not for riches and glory but for the opportunity to 

display to the world his own honor and fidelity through his faithful execution of a corps 

command in Napoleon’s grande armée.  It was the chance to fight not only for his own honor, 

but also for that of his country and his Emperor.  Viewed against the backdrop of the many who 

deserted France and Napoleon toward the end of his reign, such selfless loyalty was incredibly 

noble, if not perhaps indubitably naive as well.  Bertrand’s open and honest feelings are essential 

in analyzing his performance during the 1813 campaign.  His obsession with proving himself 

worthy of Napoleon’s trust motivated him throughout the campaign. 
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Not surprisingly, Fanny did not always understand her husband’s motivations.  She 

continued almost without cease to try to gain her husband’s approval for her intended travels.  

Toward this goal, she attempted to persuade Bertrand to ask Napoleon’s permission to visit the 

court he had established in Dresden during the Armistice.  From there, she clearly hoped to be 

able to see her husband.  Bertrand was especially sensitive to asking Napoleon for such a favor, 

fearing that the Emperor would consider that he had become soft as a result of his time in Illyria.  

In a somewhat harsh, but also nobly endearing rebuke, Bertrand once again tried to explain his 

position to his insistent wife: 

 

You urge me to go to Dresden.  I believe it is useless.  When the occasion 

presents itself I will write to him [Napoleon] of it.  Nothing will hurry me in this 

task.  I have told you in leaving that I have only one goal — that of doing well.  I 

have only one fear — that of not being able to bear myself well in command.  The 

remainder is all secondary in this first campaign.  I do not think of ambition, nor 

of reputation, nor of recompense.  My first motive is that whose reason I have 

explained to you.  When I am content with myself, the others will be also.  Of that 

I am sure.  I aspire therefore only to content myself.
13

 

 

Bertrand’s correspondence with his wife on this matter remained heated.  At one point 

Bertrand’s secretary stopped writing to Fanny in the belief that she had already left and his letters 

would not find her at home.
14

  Bertrand feared that, despite his objections, he would awaken one 

day to find Fanny in the middle of his cantonment site.  His only relief seemed to be in the 

knowledge that some of his fellow marshals and generals were under the same pressure from 

their wives.
15

  While he never managed to completely make Fanny understand his position on the 

matter, his constant enjoinders did manage to keep her from following through on her intentions 

to join him.  Somehow, despite the inordinate amount of time he spent begging Fanny not to 

come, Bertrand was able to find time to attend to the more pressing matter of command. 
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After receiving assurance of Napoleon’s continued confidence in his abilities, Bertrand 

had turned with a renewed vigor to the command of his corps.  The 4
th

 Corps had arrived at its 

cantonment area northeast of Dresden near the small village of Sprottau, on 10 June.  The 

Emperor had left to his subordinate commanders the decision on how best to establish their 

encampments.
16

  Believing that the land would better support his divisions if they were not 

bivouacked together, Bertrand divided his corps into several smaller cantonments.  After seeing 

to their immediate sustenance and welfare needs, Bertrand initiated an aggressive training 

regimen designed to maximize the opportunity provided him by the break in the campaign to 

train and organize his corps. 

Because his corps was spread over a considerable distance, Bertrand often found himself 

on horseback from 5:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m., traveling from camp to camp to oversee the training of 

his various regiments.
17

  The training consisted primarily of reviews and maneuvers that 

concentrated on forming the various formations under simulated battlefield conditions.  Other 

training included rifle drill and marksmanship which, together with the maneuver training, was 

intended to instinctively condition the soldier to perform under even the most trying 

circumstances of a cavalry charge, infantry bayonet charge, artillery bombardment, or a 

combination of any of the above.  This was the first opportunity Bertrand had to truly train his 

corps and despite his lack of extensive command experience, the training progressed favorably 

and the corps continued to improve.  By the middle of July, de Luppé observed to Fanny that: 

“The general is occupied constantly with his corps which everyday becomes more numerous and 

better; we do not know how all of this [the armistice] will end, but I believe that we will be well-

prepared should hostilities resume.”
18

 

This was exactly what Bertrand intended and in this he did not neglect his own training.  

De Luppé frequently commented on Bertrand’s habit of taking long walks after dinner, 

accompanied by his accomplished, veteran division commander Morand, and occasionally by his 

general of artillery Taviel.  These walks, which would often last until late in the evening, were 

presumably the basis of lengthy discussions on tactical considerations, expanding and improving 

Bertrand’s knowledge of infantry tactics.  Bertrand also frequently called on or hosted the other 

                                                 
16

 Napoleon to Berthier, 7 June 1813 Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 20100, XXV, 430-

31. 
17

 Bertrand to Fanny, 18 June 1813, Lettres, 243. 
18

 de Luppé to Fanny, 27 July 1813, Ibid., 272. 
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marshals and generals encamped near his corps.  While these visits were probably more personal 

than professional in nature, they undoubtedly contained tactical discussions which continued 

Bertrand’s training and development as a corps commander.
19

 

Marshal Marmont’s headquarters became Bertrand’s favorite destination when he wished 

to escape the grueling training regimen or monotony of camp life.  Bertrand enjoyed the 

marshal’s company and felt a common bond with him having succeeded Marmont as Governor 

General of Illyria.  The two traded stories and reminisced on their experiences in that post.  

Bertrand also joined the marshal for several hunts which further served to relax the general and 

pass the time.  Reading was another of Bertrand’s preferred past-times and, in addition to the 

Journaux de l’Empire, which he had Fanny send from France, Bertrand enjoyed reading of the 

fanciful exploits of Don Quixotte when he was not involved in training or visiting his peers.
20

  

Bertrand was also pleased to note to his wife on 24 June that he had taken advantage of the 

armistice to take six baths since moving to Sprottau.
21

 

While Bertrand’s high sense of duty and his desire to maximize the opportunity provided 

him by the armistice to improve his command abilities prevented him from fully enjoying the 

break in hostilities, his aides suffered from no such constraints.  Bertrand’s young aides, 

secretaries, and the members of his personal staff quickly afforded themselves of the pleasantries 

of the surrounding Saxon countryside.  Undeterred by the remote, rural location of their 

encampment, they rode to Dresden or contented themselves with paying court to the local female 

populace.
22

  De Luppé reported on the dissatisfaction of Bertrand’s aides with his decision at the 

end of July to move his headquarters to an even more remote site so as to be closer to the 

cantonments of his regiments.  As de Luppé observed to Fanny, “We are now in the middle of 

the woods.  The général has decided to lock us up in a château two leagues from Sprottau.”
23

  

Even in such spartan surroundings, however, Bertrand’s gallant young officers still managed to 

                                                 
19 Generals Latour-Maubourg, Horace-François Sebastiani, and Marshal Marmont were among 

those close to Bertrand who he most frequently called on judging by Bertrand’s correspondence 

with Fanny. 
20

 de Luppé to Fanny, 27 July 1813, Lettres, 283. 
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 Bertrand to Fanny, 24 June 1813, Ibid., 252-53. 
22

 Bertrand to Fanny, 12 June 1813, Ibid., 239; see also editor’s notes in same work, 236 and 
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memoirs.  See Massé, Soldats Suisse, 268. 
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make mischief.  In one instance, his subordinates exchanged saber blows with a local inhabitant 

who refused to allow his daughter to attend the ball staged by the 4
th

 Corps in August to 

celebrate the Emperor’s birthday.
24

 

Bertrand did not neglect to improve the morale of the enlisted men of the 4
th

 Corps.  

Although their training schedule and lack of transportation prevented them from enjoying the 

more colorful exploits of his staff officers, Bertrand designed activities that were intended to 

increase their morale.  Napoleon shared Bertrand’s concerns for his army’s morale.  He initiated 

several measures to help boost the morale of the grande armée.  The first and undoubtedly most 

important morale issue he addressed was the issuance of pay.  The soldiers had not received any 

pay since the start of the campaign and its issuance, including back pay for the first four months, 

could not help but have a positive effect on morale.  The Emperor also directed that each corps 

organize marksmanship competitions and other martial games whose objective was “not only to 

train the troops, but also to provide a little gaiety and interest in the camps.”
25

 

Despite the rigorous training, the activities to improve morale, the reprieve from constant 

marching and campaigning, and the replacements received by the various corps, the armistice did 

not provide enough time to correct all of the grande armée’s deficiencies.  As late as 31 July, 

Bertrand was still writing to Berthier complaining of a lack of food.  As he noted: “The soldiers 

are constantly hungry.  If hostilities are to resume shortly, how can His Majesty expect the 4
th

 

Corps to sustain marches on an empty stomach?  The ordannateur [supply officer] does what he 

can, but the results are wholly lacking.”
26

  This shortage of food and inability to overcome its 

administrative and logistical shortcomings was a particularly ominous sign for the French army 

given that the campaign was to resume in less than two weeks.  It is a telling illustration of the 

fact that the grande armée was in need of more than a short respite from campaigning.  Two 

months of peace could not begin to reverse the effects that twenty years of almost constant 

campaigning had made on France and the grande armée.  As the Allies regrouped, reorganized, 

                                                 
24 Bertrand to Fanny, 12 Aug 1813, Ibid., 297. 
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and refitted, Napoleon’s subordinates did what they could and relied on Providence and the 

genius of their Emperor to take care of the rest. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 

THE ARMY OF BERLIN – THE 1813 CAMPAIGN 

 

 

 

 
Napoleon’s plans for dealing with the rejuvenated and enlarged Allied army were as 

ambitious as any he had ever conceived.  They needed to be in light of the strategic situation that 

confronted the French army at the end of the armistice.  In addition to the refurbished Prussian 

and Russian armies, which had been on the verge of disintegrating before the armistice, the 

Allies had added to their forces the armies of Sweden and, most important, Austria.  These 

Allied armies were organized into three separate armies.  The Army of the North, consisting of 

127,000 Russian, Prussian and Swedish troops commanded by the former French marshal and 

current crown prince of Sweden, Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte, was concentrated around Berlin.  To 

Napoleon’s front, east of the French army, were the remnants of the Prussian and Russian forces 

that had fought during the first half of the campaign.  Now reorganized into the Army of Silesia, 

this army operated under the command of Napoleon’s committed enemy, the Prussian Field 

Marshal Gerhard Blücher.   

This force had originally been the main Allied army but with the entry of Austria into the 

Allied coalition several units were dispatched to join the forming Austrian forces in the south, 

leaving Blücher with just over 95,000 men in the Army of Silesia.  The main Allied army was 

now the Army of Bohemia which was commanded by the Austrian general Karl Schwarzenberg.  

This army was rapidly forming in Bohemia and consisted of a combination of Prussian, Russian, 

and Austrian soldiers.  Its 230,000 men made it the largest of the three Allied armies and, as 

such, it presented a formidable threat to the French right flank.  Marching west to join these 

already established armies was a 60,000 man reserve Russian force, the Army of Poland, which 
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was mobilizing to the Allied rear under the command of the Russian General Graf Leonty von 

Bennigsen.1 

Being outnumbered and threatened on his flanks and rear was not a completely 

unfamiliar position for Napoleon and he, of all people, understood what needed to be done in 

such a situation.  He proved to be, however, extremely hesitant in deciding on a course of action.  

As the armistice expired and the Allies began their prepatory movements, the Emperor finally 

formulated a plan whereby he would divide the grande armée into two wings and defeat the 

Allied armies in detail.  The plan called for the bulk of his army, consisting of 250,000 men and 

centered on Dresden and the Elbe River, to operate on the strategic defensive.  The second wing 

of the French army, composed of three infantry corps and one cavalry corps, meanwhile, was to 

move north, link up with Davout’s 13th Corps moving from Hamburg, and capture Berlin after 

defeating Bernadotte’s Army of the North.  In this plan, Napoleon expected the Army of 

Bohemia to be paralyzed by the presence of Eugène’s Italian corps, Marshal Charles Augereau’s 

corps on the Main River, and General Karl Wrede’s Bavarians on the Inn River.  

While events would serve to make the “strategic defensive” much more active than 

intended, the plan revealed Napoleon’s continuing fixation on Berlin and his fear of severing his 

ties with his supply depots and lines of communication along the Elbe.  Uncharacteristically, the 

plan appeared to be more of a campaign of maneuver than one which sought the destruction of 

the enemy army.  This was undoubtedly a reflection of the continuing administrative and 

logistical problems of the French army which hindered Napoleon’s ability to cut himself loose 

from his supply lines and pursue the enemy as he had done on previous campaigns. 

Napoleon’s plan has received much criticism in the years since 1813 for this fact.  The 

Emperor’s indecisive execution of his plan has also received intense scrutiny.  The first critique 

of the plan came before it had even been officially issued when Marshal Marmont expressed his 

concern to Napoleon that: “I fear greatly lest on the day on which Your Majesty has gained a 

great victory, and believe you have won a decisive battle, you may learn that you have lost 

two.”2  The Emperor’s plan depended on the Allies conducting operations in their normal 

hesitant and feuding manner.  In this, however, the Allies were not willing to oblige Napoleon.   

                                                 
1 Chandler, Campaigns of Napoleon, 900-01. 
2 Auguste Marmont, Mémoires du Duc de Raguse  (Paris, 1857), V, 150. 
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Map 20:  Strategic Situation, August, 1813.  Bertrand’s 4th Corps was attached to Oudinot’s 
Army of Berlin and was to participate in the campaign again Berlin. 
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Having finally learned the necessity in coalition warfare of working in accord, they had devised 

the Trachenberg Protocol in July to guide the activities of their separated armies.  The guiding 

principle was that each of the Allied armies was to assume the offensive with the objective being 

the enemy’s camp.  Forces on the French flanks and rear, meanwhile, were to direct their 

activities against the French lines of communication.  Army commanders were encouraged to 

attack Napoleon’s lieutenants when the opportunity presented itself.  Perhaps the most important 

guidance, issued later at Reichenbach, was that, should any of the separate armies be attacked by 

a force commanded by Napoleon in person, that army was to go on the defensive while the other 

two continued their advance.3  With this guidance in mind, the three Allied armies began a 

simultaneous, three-pronged advance aimed directly at Napoleon’s separated armies. 

It was under this strategic context that Bertrand and the 4th Corps broke their armistice 

encampments and resumed the campaign.  The 4th Corps was placed in the Army of Berlin under 

the command of Marshal Oudinot and, together with Oudinot’s own 12th Corps, Reynier’s 7th 

Corps, and the 3rd Reserve Cavalry Corps of General Jean-Toussaint Arrighi, began to move 

north on the Prussian capital.  This 80,000 man plus force was to be joined en route by a division 

of battalions de marche moving from Magdeburg, as well as the 35,000 men of the Iron Marshal 

Davout’s 13th Corps, marching from Hamburg. 

Bertrand noted with pride the 4th Corps’ departure from Sprottau on 14 August.  He 

boasted to Fanny that the corps was “conducting itself wonderfully.”4  This phrase, which 

Bertrand repeated often throughout the remainder of the campaign, illustrated the level of 

Bertrand’s restored confidence.  Bertrand began the second half of the campaign as a seasoned 

commander, surrounded by extremely able subordinate commanders, and with a veteran and 

well-trained corps at his command.  In addition to replacements which increased the 4th Corps’ 

strength to around 20,000, two key commands had received replacements.  Général André 

Briche, whose cavalry had performed extremely well during the first half of the command, took 

command of Bertrand’s cavalry brigade from the tired and aging général Maurice Fresia, while 

général Achille Fontanelli was called from his post in Italy where he had been serving as the 

Minister of War, to replace the less experienced, and less competent Peyri.  Thus, despite 

                                                 
3 For a discussion of the protocol and the guidance issued to the armies, see Petre, Napoleon’s 
Last Campaign, 181-83. 
4 Bertrand to Fanny, 14 August 1813, Lettres, 299. 
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lingering concerns over his ability to logistically support his corps, Bertrand had many reasons to 

be optimistic.  Like his fellow Frenchmen, Bertrand was unaccustomed to military defeat and 

could imagine nothing but a victorious end to the campaign.   

Bertrand’s confidence and his reinvigorated corps were soon tested in battle.  After 

uniting the Army of Berlin at Baruth on 18 August, Oudinot shifted his army west before 

beginning the final movement north on Berlin.  By the 21st, the Army of Berlin was poised for 

the final advance and Oudinot ordered it to move forward in two columns; one moving on 

Trebbin and the other on Wilmersdorf.  Bernadotte’s Army of the North cautiously retreated in 

front of Oudinot’s advance and by nightfall on the 22nd, the Army of Berlin had advanced past 

Trebbin and was within striking distance of Berlin. 

The 4th Corps composed the right (eastern) flank of the Army of Berlin and, on the 

evening of 22 August, bivouacked in and around the small village of Jühndorf as the northern 

most corps of the French forces.  On the 23rd, Oudinot determined to wheel his other two corps 

north to Bertrand’s left and west.  He subsequently ordered Reynier’s 7th Corps to move in the 

center on Gross-Beeren, the 12th Corps to move on the French left toward Ahrensdorf, while the 

4th Corps composed the pivot as it moved slowly on Blankenfeld.  The splitting of his corps 

proved to be a decidedly poor tactical decision given that the terrain in the area.  Thickly-wooded 

and cut up by numerous streams, rivers, and marshes, the area presented serious impediments to 

maintaining contact between the separated columns.5  The terrain effectively separated the three 

French corps, making them unable to support one another’s movements.  Despite some limited 

contact with Allied forces on the preceding days, Oudinot was obviously not aware of his 

proximity to Bernadotte’s main force.6 

Bertrand began his movement at 9:00 a.m. and had not gone far on the morning of the 

23rd when he came into contact with the Prussian corps of General Friedrich Tauentzien (von 

Wittenberg) which had taken up a position around Blankenfelde.  Morand’s division led the 4th 

Corps attack on this position.  After initially pushing the Prussians back, this attack regressed 

into a stalemate due primarily to the heavy artillery fire it was receiving from the Prussians.  At 

2:00 p.m., Bertrand subsequently ordered his corps to take up a defensive position to allow the 

                                                 
5 Kyle Eidahl, “The Military Career of Nicolas Charles Oudinot,” Ph.D. Dissertation, 
(Tallahassee, 1990), 360; and Petre, Napoleon’s Last Campaign, 259. 
6 Frederic Vaudoncourt, Histoire de le Guerre Soutenue par les Francais en Allemagne en 1813, 
(Paris, 1819), 164-66. 
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other two French corps to complete their wheeling movements to his west, bringing them on line 

with the 4th Corps.7  While Bertrand waited, Reynier completed his advance on Gross-Beeren 

and, after repulsing the Prussian outposts around 3:00 p.m., established a defensive line west of 

Gross-Beeren to await the advance of the 12th Corps on his left.8 

Bernadotte, and more specifically the impetuous Prussian general Friedrich William von 

Bülow, who was chaffing under the cautious nature of Bernadotte’s command, decided to engage 

Reynier’s corps as it waited for Oudinot to come on line.  Hearing the sound of Bertrand’s battle 

with Tauentzien at Blankenfelde, Bülow had reversed his early morning movements and, under 

the cover of a torrential downpour, had advanced to attack the 7th Corps at Gross-Beeren.  

Arriving at 6:00 p.m., the French and Prussians engaged in an hour-long artillery duel after 

which Bülow ordered his Prussians forward.  Discouraged by the artillery bombardment, unable 

to fire their muskets because of the effects of the rain, and threatened with Bülow’s advance on 

their front as well as the simultaneous advance of the Swedes and Allied cavalry which 

threatened their flanks; the Saxons of Reynier’s 7th Corps were broken by nightfall and sent 

scattering in retreat.9 

Two divisions of Oudinot’s 12th Corps, meanwhile, having heard the sound of battle at 

Gross-Beeren, had discontinued their movement toward Ahrensdorf and moved to support the 7th 

Corps.  They arrived around nightfall, too late to stop the fleeing Saxons, but in time to halt 

Bülow’s advance.  The Allies soon ceded their gains, evacuating the battlefield and leaving 

Gross-Beeren to the French.10  Although the French had suffered heavier casualties, their 

possession of the battlefield seemingly made the Battle of Gross-Beeren a French victory and left 

them poised to continue their advance on Berlin.  Oudinot, however, was not as convinced.  

After conferring with Reynier who believed that the 7th Corps was not fit to continue the 

                                                 
7 Rivollet, Morand, 108; and Petre, Napoleon’s Last Campaign, 259. 
8 Vaudoncourt, Histoire de le Guerre, 166. 
9 Milton Finley, “The Career of Count Jean Reynier, 1792-1814,” Ph.D. Dissertation, 
(Tallahasee, 1972), 393-98; and Michael V. Leggiere, Napoleon & Berlin:  The Franco-Prussian 
War in North Germany, 1813  (Oklahoma, 2002), 164-73. 
10 Eidahl, “Oudinot,” 363-64; Leggiere, Napoleon & Berlin, 171; Finley, “Reynier,” 396-98. 
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campaign in its current condition, Oudinot ordered the Army of Berlin to fall back; initially 

toward Baruth and later on Wittenberg.11 

The 4th Corps acted as the rear-guard for this withdrawal, covering the Army of Berlin 

during its retreat from Gross-Beeren.  Bernadotte took up the pursuit rather slowly and, after 

sharp engagements at Luckenwalde on the 26th and Jüterbock on the 28th, in which the Allied 

forces were repulsed both times by Bertrand’s Wurttemberg division, the Army of Berlin slowly 

wound its way back to Wittemberg.  It arrived there by 1 September.12   Although not necessarily 

agreeing with Oudinot’s decision to withdraw, Bertrand was pleased with his corps’ performance 

during the difficult opening weeks of the campaign.  As he noted to Berthier: 

 

I am not afraid to say that, although the 4th Corps may have a few hundred men 
less, it is all the more fearsome for the enemy: it has the highest morale.  In the 
movements that we made, be it forward or backward, or on the flanks, it is 
noteworthy, for the soldiers as well as for the officers, that the enemy never tried 
anything successfully, that we were always superior, we fought only when we 
chose to, for as long as we judged it profitable, and in positions that we selected.  
The 4th Corps has become used to maneuvering calmly before the enemy and it 
really is more formidable now than when it left Sprottau.13 
 

Unfortunately Bertrand’s fighting spirit and the confidence he had in his corps was not 

shared by Oudinot who continued to withdraw the Army of Berlin toward the Elbe.  Oudinot’s 

retreat had several substantial consequences for Napoleon’s overall campaign plan.  In addition 

to causing Davout’s forces marching from Magdeburg and Hamburg to return to their former 

positions, the retreat severely exposed the grande armée’s left flank to attack.  This caused  

                                                 
11 In ordering the withdrawal to Wittenberg, Oudinot wrote Napoleon that “hunger in thirst will 
not permit us to remain much longer in the position [at Jüterbog].”  Oudinot to Berthier, 2 
September, 1813, cited in Eidahl, “Oudinot,” 364.  See also Vaudoncourt, Histoire de le Guerre, 
167; and, Petre, Napoleon’s Last Campaign, 262. 
12 Vaudoncourt, Histoire de le Guerre, 168. 
13 Bertrand to Berthier, 31 August 1813, cited in Rousset, Grande Armée de 1813, 217-18. 
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Maps 21 and 22:  Battles of Gross Beeren and Dennewitz.  Bertrand’s 4th Corps fought 
valiantly but in a losing effort at both Gross Beeren and Dennewitz in the fall portion of the 1813 
Campaign.  At Gross Beeren, they faced Prussian troops at Blankenfelde.  They fought alone at 
the head of the French column for a significant period of the Battle of Dennewitz. 



 274

Napoleon to dispatch général de division Samuel L’Heritier’s cavalry corps from Dresden on 25 

August to cover this weakness.14  Although the Emperor was still able to win a major battle 

against the Army of Bohemia at Dresden on 26-27 August, Marmont’s earlier prophecy was 

fulfilled by the end of August when MacDonald’s Army of the Bober was seriously damaged by 

Blücher’s forces on the 26th on the Katzbach River and General Dominique Vandamme was 

mauled while pursuing the fleeing Austrians at Kulm on the 30th.  These losses, combined with 

Oudinot’s withdrawal, served to significantly alter the strategic situation. 

The events of August had done nothing to bolster Napoleon’s confidence in his marshals’ 

ability to conduct independent operations.  The Emperor was particularly dismayed by Oudinot’s 

actions.  As he later complained to Berthier: “The Duke of Reggio [Oudinot] never attacked the 

enemy, and he has been so clever as to let one of his corps attack separately.  If he had attacked 

vigorously he would have overthrown him [Bernadotte] everywhere.”  Napoleon considered 

Bernadotte’s Army of the North to be composed merely of “a cloud of Cossacks and pack of bad 

Landwehr,” and could not fathom Oudinot retreating in the face of such a disparate force.  Still 

convinced that he could split the Allies by threatening Berlin, the Emperor ordered Marshal Ney, 

to take command of the Army of Berlin, instill in it an offensive spirit, and resume its previous 

mission of moving on Berlin.15 

Napoleon was not the only one who had been dismayed by the Army of Berlin’s retreat 

from Gross-Beeren.  Having emerged from the armistice determined to exhibit a more aggressive 

and audacious manner of command, the withdrawal was demoralizing to Bertrand’s desire to 

prove the 4th Corps’ merits in battle.  The arrival of Ney confirmed Bertrand’s belief that the 

Army of Berlin should be moving forward, not backward, and he dispatched a letter to Berthier 

noting his pleasure: “His Highness, the prince de la Moskowa reviewed the 4th Corps today and 

then gave an electrifying speech.  Every soldier was moved to the depths of his soul.  We will 

march tomorrow to seek out the enemy and to destroy him.”16 

The Army of Berlin did not have far to go to find the enemy.  Bernadotte had spread his 

forces thinly over a distance of several leagues to contain the Army of Berlin’s debouchments 

                                                 
14 Napoleon to Gouvion St. Cyr, 25 August 1813, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 20461, 
XXVI, 151-55. 
15 Napoleon to Berthier, 2 September 1813, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 20502, XXVI, 
189-90. 
16 Bertrand to Berthier, 4 September 1813, cited in Bowden, Napoleon’s Grande Armée, 162. 
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from Wittenberg.  Unsure of what direction the French forces would take should they resume 

their advance on Berlin, Bernadotte maintained close contact with the French outposts and 

closely monitored the Army of Berlin’s activity so that he could be forewarned of any 

movement.  By doing so, he hoped to allow himself time to concentrate his forces to oppose any 

French advance.  Bernadotte’s actions and the close proximity of the two armies made it virtually 

impossible for the Army of Berlin to avoid detection should it undertake any offensive action.17 

Avoiding detection was, however, exactly what Ney hoped to do.   His plan called for the 

Army of Berlin to move east from Wittenberg and gain the Allied left flank, before turning north 

toward Berlin.  Accordingly, he ordered the 12th Corps, followed by the 4th Corps, to advance 

eastward on the road to Jüterbock.  The 7th Corps, meanwhile, was to parallel these two corps’ 

advance to the south.  At Baruth, the 7th Corps was to turn right and guard the main elements’ 

right flank, while the other two corps pushed on to Berlin.18  Ney hoped to avoid any 

engagement until he had turned the Allies’ flank.  He also hoped that, simply by maneuvering, he 

could force the Allies to uncover Berlin. 

Moving out from Wittenberg on 5 September, Oudinot soon came into contact with a 

Prussian division in front of Büttzig.  After chasing this force out of Büttzig and then Zahna, the 

12th Corps ran into a larger Allied advance guard at Seyda.  This force consisted of General 

Friedrich Tauentzien’s (von Wittenberg) Prussian corps.  This Allied force put up a strong 

resistance before finally retreating to the east toward Dennewitz.19  As night fell on the 5th, 

Bertrand moved the 4th Corps to Neuendorf, moving his corps into line with the 7th and 12th, 

respectively encamped to his south.  As at Gross-Beeren, Bertrand’s position once again 

composed the northern, most position of the French line. 

The contact on 5 September convinced Ney to slightly revise his movement plan for the 

following day.  Believing that the Allied left flank rested on Jüterbock, Ney hoped to avoid a 

major engagement until he had gained the Allies flank.  He subsequently ordered the 12th Corps 

to shift to a more southerly route.  At the same time, the 4th Corps was to continue along the 

Jüterbock road, securing the French left flank and masking the Army of Berlin’s movement.20  

Ney’s obvious desire to avoid contact was no doubt a result of his knowledge of Napoleon’s 

                                                 
17 Vaudoncourt, Histoire de le Guerre, 174. 
18 Petre, Napoleon’s Last Campaign, 271. 
19 Vaudoncourt, Histoire de le Guerre, 170. 
20 Ibid., 171. 
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tentative plan to link up with the Army of Berlin at Luckau.  With the additional forces he 

brought with him from the south, the Emperor intended to personally lead the reinforced French 

army forward to Berlin.21  Ney’s plan reveals the lack of strategic initiative demonstrated by 

Napoleon’s subordinates during the 1813 campaign.  Hoping to gain an advantage by maneuver 

rather than by battle, Ney seemed content to deliver his force intact to Luckau where Napoleon 

could then deliver the knockout blow to Bernadotte’s Army of the North. 

Fate and an aggressive Allied army prevented Ney from executing his movements on 6 

September as planned.  As Bertrand began his movement along the Jüterbock road at 8:00 a.m., 

he found his left flank under increasing harassment from Cossacks and Allied cavalry.  The 4th 

Corps pushed on despite the nuisance.  By noon it had reached the small village of Dennewitz.  

As Bertrand’s lead division defiled through this village, it was assailed by an artillery barrage 

which erupted from the hills north of Dennewitz.  The cannons belonged to the advance guard of 

Tauentzien’s Prussian Corps which, after the contact with Oudinot on the 5th, had retreated to 

Dennewitz and taken up a position north of the village overlooking the Jüterbock road.  

Tauentzien had undoubtedly hoped to ambush a French column there should Ney continue his 

advance down this road on the 6th. 22 

That is precisely what happened as Fontanelli’s Italian division, leading the 4th Corps, 

emerged from the Dennewitz defile.  A shot from the initial barrage landed and exploded in the 

middle of Bertrand’s staff and entourage, wounding and killing several horses and men.23  

Bertrand quickly deployed Fontanelli’s division to the north side of the road, opposite 

Tauentzien’s position.  The Italians became increasingly engaged as they advanced.  Bertrand, 

meanwhile, mindful of previous criticisms of acting too cautiously and too hesitatingly in 

supporting his units, began preparations for committing the remainder of his corps.  As he did so, 

Ney rode onto the battlefield, good-naturedly inquiring of général Franquemont what 

“chicanery” Bertrand was making there.24  While Ney had hoped to avoid a general engagement, 

no one had ever accused the “bravest of the brave” of shying away from battle.  Given that the 

                                                 
21 Eidahl, “Oudinot,” 365-66; Leggiere, Napoleon & Berlin, 190-93. 
22 Ney to Napoleon, 6 September 1813, Archives Nationales, AF IV, Carton 1662B, Plaquette 3. 
23 Paulin, Souvenirs, 265.  Bertrand’s chief of staff, général de brigade General Jacques-Antoine 
Delort, and general of artillery, General Taviel, both had horses shot out from under them during 
this cannonade.  Several of Bertrand’s aides, meanwhile, were seriously wounded, one critically. 
24 Petre, Napoleon’s Last Campaign, 276.  
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4th Corps stood ready to be committed, he concurred with Bertrand’s decision to attack 

Tauentzien’s position and ordered Reynier and Oudinot to begin marching north to support the 

4th Corps’ attack.25 

Tauentzien, meanwhile, had followed his artillery barrage with a cavalry charge.  The 

Italians, formed into squares, were able to fend off this charge, allowing the remainder of the 4th 

Corps time to deploy.  Morand fell in on Fontanelli’s left, with his own left resting on the 

Agerbach River.  The Agerbach prevented Morand from deploying his entire division on a single 

line, forcing him instead to form his division up in two lines.  A brigade from the Württemberg 

division completed the 4th Corps’ deployment by falling in to the right of the Italians.  The 

remainder of the Württembergers fell back to secure the 4th Corps’ park, forming Bertrand’s 

reserve in the process.26 

As the 4th Corps completed its deployment around 1:00 p.m., Fontanelli launched an 

attack on the Allied position.  Unfortunately, the Allies had used the lull in the battle to reinforce 

this position with the bulk of Tauentzien’s corps.  After driving in both of Tauentzien’s flanks, 

the Italian’s assault was halted by a timely charge by the Prussian cavalry.  The Allies then 

proceeded to counter-attack.  After a short, pitched battle, the Allies were successful in punching 

a hole in Fontanelli’s lines.27  Bertrand quickly rushed Morand, with two battalions from the 

veteran 13th de ligne forward to cover the gap.  The ever-dependable Morand arrived, formed his 

battalions into squares and, moving from square to square to inspire his soldiers, repulsed several 

attempts by the Allied cavalry forces to exploit their breakthrough.28 

No sooner had the danger to the 4th Corps’ center been contained then a new threat 

emerged on Bertrand’s left.  Bülow, acting as he had at Gross-Beeren, had marched to the sound 

of the guns at the first hint of battle.  By this time, he had begun arriving on the battlefield with 

his lead elements.  He immediately flung his arriving units on the remainder of Morand’s 

division, which was now to the left of the Italians.  The other two battalions of the 13th de ligne 

received the initial blow and were quickly submerged in a sea of Prussians.  With Bertrand and 

Morand personally engaged in the desperate battle raging in the center of the 4th Corps’ lines, 

Ney himself rode forward at the head of two battalions of Morand’s 8th Regiment to rescue the 

                                                 
25 Rivollet, Morand, 109. 
26 Ibid., 109. 
27 Vaudoncourt, Histoire de le Guerre, 171; and, Rivollet, Morand, 10-11. 
28 Rivollet, Morand, 109-11. 
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besieged 13th.  These battalions successfully threw back Bülow’s lead brigade, heroically saving 

the remnants of the 13th de ligne from almost certain annihilation.29 

A pause in the battle followed these actions, allowing Bertrand to shift his lines to face 

the threat posed by Bülow’s forces which continued to arrive on the battlefield.  When the battle 

resumed, Bertrand’s line faced in a northwesterly direction, stretching from Dennewitz on the 

left, to the northeast toward Tauentzien’s positions.  While Bertrand searched the horizon for 

signs of the other two French corps of the Army of Berlin, the Allies renewed the battle with an 

attack on Bertrand’s right by the combined efforts of Tauentzien and Bülow’s corps.  Despite a 

vigorous defense by Franquemont’s Württembergers, and Bertrand’s commitment of his final 

reserves which consisted of two Württemberg battalions, the Allies soon forced Bertrand’s right 

flank back toward Rohrbeck to the southeast.30 

Until this point, Bertrand and the 4th Corps had been forced to battle what was now two 

Allied corps alone.  A late start by the 7th and 12th Corps on the morning of 6 September delayed 

their arrival for several hours as the 4th Corps waged a furious struggle to hold the battlefield 

until reinforcements arrived.  In that task they had been successful.  The arrival of Reynier’s 7th 

Corps at 2:00 p.m. prevented Bertrand’s beleaguered 4th Corps from collapsing.31   

The 7th Corps’ arrival furthermore marked a decided shift in the battle.  Falling in on 

Bertrand’s left, Reynier’s Corps struck hard at Bülow’s right flank, mercifully shifting the focus 

of the Allies’ attack from the 4th Corps for the first time that day.  Reynier’s Saxons slowly 

forced Bülow back in a tenuous, see-saw battle.  The arrival of the 12th Corps at 3:00 p.m. finally 

tipped the scales decidedly in the Army of Berlin’s favor.  Ney ordered Oudinot to deploy his 

corps to the left of the 7th Corps where they quickly threatened to turn the Allied right.  The 

scales had been turned and it was now Bülow’s turn, down to his final reserves, to face the 

imminent danger of being overrun.32  On the verge of a potentially decisive victory Ney, 

however, now made a costly mistake. 

A driving wind had picked up sand from the sandy plains of Dennewitz making it 

extremely difficult at times to make out the lines of battle.  Furthermore, Ney had spent most of 

the battle with saber drawn, fighting alongside Bertrand’s forces and was not completely aware 

                                                 
29 Ibid., 110. 
30 Vaudoncourt, Histoire de le Guerre, 171; and, Leggiere, Napoleon & Berlin, 198-203. 
31 Ney to Napoleon, 6 September 1813, Archives Nationales, AF IV, Carton 1662B, Plaquette 3. 
32 Vaudoncourt, Histoire de le Guerre, 172, Eidahl, “Oudinot,” 369; and Finley, “Reynier,” 403. 
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of the complete battlefield picture, particularly what was occurring on his left.  He was acutely 

aware though, of the danger to his own right where the 4th Corps was still under relentless 

pressure and was still being pushed steadily backwards toward Rohrbeck.  Fearing that his own 

right would be turned and unaware of the overall tactical situation, Ney ordered Oudinot to halt 

his deployment on the left and to shift his forces to support Bertrand on the right.  Reynier 

pleaded with Oudinot to leave at least one division to see the battle through on the left, where he 

felt the French were close to achieving a decisive breakthrough.33  Indignant from his 

conversation with Ney, Oudinot refused.  Ney’s order was explicit and Oudinot felt compelled to 

follow it to the letter.34  His subsequent withdrawal from the French line coincided with the 

arrival and attack of General Karl Heinrich von Borstel’s Prussians to the right of Bülow, which 

shattered Reynier’s Saxon forces positioned around Gohlsdorf. 

Ney had already witnessed the advance of Bernadotte’s Russians and Swedes and was 

preparing to conduct a fighting withdrawal to the heights around Rohrbeck when the Saxons 

broke.  In danger of being routed, at 6:00 p.m. Ney ordered a full retreat on Dahme, which lay in 

the direction of his original advance to the east.  Ney undoubtedly hoped to salvage something 

from the debacle at Dennewitz.  Oudinot’s 12th Corps, however, in the process of passing to the 

French right behind the 7th Corps, had been caught up in the mob of the fleeing Saxons, and 

became irrevocably separated from the 4th Corps.  The 12th and 7th Corps subsequently retreated 

in the direction of Torgau while Ney, Bertrand, and the 4th Corps moved toward Dahme.35  The 

Army of Berlin, scattered and disorganized, had been thoroughly broken. 

Bertrand, however, was not ready to concede defeat.  He had been moving determinedly 

around the battlefield throughout the day, “now marching at the head of his columns charging the 

enemy, now forced to enclose himself in his squares where he waited to see the Russian and 

Prussian cavalry’s élan broken so that he could resume a vigorous offensive,” emulating what he 

                                                 
33 Ney to Napoleon, 6 September 1813, Archives Nationales, AF IV, Carton 1662B, Plaquette 3. 
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Napoleon & Berlin, 198-203 for French casualty figures. 
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had observed Napoleon do so often.  While his example helped to rally his soldiers against the 

overwhelming forces of the Allies, Bertrand and the 4th Corps could no longer contain the Allied 

advance.  Bertrand refused to leave the battlefield, stopping to man some of his cannons in a last-

ditch effort to halt the Allies.  Bertrand’s aide, Paulin, finally “persuaded him that all was lost 

and that he must finally go himself before the Prussians, Russians, and Swedes, which nothing 

could no longer stop, arrived.”36  Finally realizing the futility of his efforts, Bertrand led the 4th 

Corps in an orderly withdrawal from the battlefield. 

Dennewitz was undoubtedly the 4th Corps’ finest hour of the campaign to date.  Despite 

having been engaged throughout the battle on 6 September, the 4th Corps had been the last corps 

to leave the Dennewitz battlefield and proved to be the only one of the three French corps 

capable of extracting itself from the battle in an organized fashion.  While Oudinot and the bulk 

of the 12th Corps, together with the remnants of Reynier’s 7th Corps straggled south toward 

Schweinitz, Bertrand led the weary 4th Corps in a disciplined rearguard action to the east toward 

Dahme.  There, they were joined by Ney and Raglowitch’s Bavarian division.  The Bavarians, 

part of Oudinot’s 12th Corps, had been only slightly engaged on the 6th but had become separated 

from the rest of the 12th Corps in the confusion precipitated by the Saxons disorganized flight.37 

Both the battle and the retreat were undeniable testaments to the superior leadership of 

the 4th Corps and the positive effects of the rigorous training regimen it had undergone during the 

armistice.  The 4th Corps at Dennewitz had performed in the proud manner of the grande armée 

of years past, standing in marked contrast to, not only the 7th and 12th Corps, but the performance 

of several other corps and marshals during the 1813 campaign as well.  Unfortunately, 

Dennewitz was not a French victory and the 4th Corps, despite its valiant actions, received little 

recognition for its efforts.  “If we had been victorious, our feats would be legendary,” Bertrand 

observed in his after-action report to Ney.38  A note he later received from Napoleon underscored 

Bertrand’s point.  While praising Bertrand for the 4th Corps’ actions, the Emperor noted with 

regret that the French had lost the battle.  As the Emperor succinctly surmised: “I see with 

pleasure that your corps conducted itself well throughout the battle; but I see with pain the bad 
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outcome of the battle, which appears to me to have been poorly engaged.  I will soon take 

command of [the Army of Berlin] myself for the task of procuring your revenge.”39 

Napoleon’s letter closely reflected Bertrand’s feelings on the battle which he had 

expressed in several earlier letters to his wife.  In those letters he noted with pride that “the 4th 

Corps has performed with all the honor and the bravery that one could expect.”  He lamented the 

fact, however, that “it had not been able to do so under more fortunate circumstances.”  

Philosophically, Bertrand further observed that “when one is successful and vanquishes, then all 

is good; but when one is beaten, one has no other consolation than having saved one’s honor.”40  

Searching for some saving grace lest their efforts at Dennewitz had been in vain, Bertrand’s 

secretary de Luppé later reached a similar conclusion, remarking that: “at least we have the 

consolation of having rendered to the 4th Corps and its général the justice that they merit.”  No 

less a person than Morand himself, a veteran of almost all of Napoleon’s campaigns, claimed to 

have never seen a corps perform better.41 

All of these concerns, however, for battles’ lost and honors’ saved were for another day.  

As the 4th Corps withdrew from Dennewitz at nightfall on 6 September, Bertrand’s most 

immediate concern was with saving his corps from immediate destruction.  After fighting all day, 

the 4th Corps marched all night, arriving in Dahme at 2:00 a.m..  There, they were forced to 

displace a small Prussian detachment before they were allowed to rest.  It proved to be a short 

rest.  The 4th Corps had no sooner arrived at Dahme then they were attacked by a 4,000 man 

Prussian force which had marched from Luckau earlier that evening.  Detaching Morand with the 

23rd de ligne to cover their retreat, Bertrand turned south, heading toward Torgau and the Elbe.  

After a bayonet charge repulsed the Prussian column, Morand rejoined Bertrand in the 

movement south.42  The 4th Corps reached Torgau on 8 September.  Reunited there with the other 

remnants of the Army of Berlin, it began crossing the Elbe River.  Unknown to them at the time, 

it was the last time they would operate on the east bank of the Elbe. 

As Bertrand crossed the Elbe, he took stock of his severely depleted corps.  Its brave 

stands at Gross-Beeren and Dennewitz had taken a heavy toll on the 4th Corps.  The Italian 
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Division alone had suffered 2,000 casualties at Dennewitz and had lost another 1,200 men who 

had stayed behind with the casualties and who had then been captured or had deserted.  Only 

2,600 men remained in the Italian Division.  Likewise, the Württemburg Division had been 

reduced to 2,500 effectives which Bertrand now reorganized into two brigades.  Bertrand 

observed after Dennewitz that this division was becoming “ill and fatigued” and was in dire need 

of a rest.  The two veteran regiments of the French Division, the 13th and 23rd de ligne, 

meanwhile, now contained only four and three battalions respectively.  All in all, only 8,000 

combatives men remained out of the nearly 25,000 who had broken the 4th Corp’s armistice 

camp just over a month earlier.43  Bertrand noted it would take some time to rest and reorganize 

the remaining elements of his corps.  “The 4th Corps still maintains good morale and cohesion,” 

Bertrand wrote to Ney on 12 September, “but a great difference exists between the corps that 

existed before Dennewitz and the one that exists now.”44 

Bertrand, too, had changed markedly over the previous two months.  His performance 

during the first month of the fall campaign stood in marked contrast to his actions during the 

spring campaign.  While his corps had performed competently during both phases of the 

campaign, he had displayed much more confidence and aggressiveness in commanding and 

deploying his corps in the latter battles.  Bertrand had made good use of the experience he had 

gained at Lützen and Bautzen.  The training regimen he had adopted during the armistice had 

proven invaluable during the battles of Gross-Beeren and Dennewitz.  Unfortunately, the overall 

results for the French army were not as favorable.  Unable to correct its own deficiencies, the 

French army was fighting an increasingly desperate campaign against rising odds.  Even the 

brilliance of Napoleon would be hard pressed to overcome the many adversities that confronted 

the French army in the autumn of 1813. 

 

                                                 
43 Bowden estimates that Bertrand had 22,579 effectives at Dennewitz, having lost 2,500 men 
since breaking camp on 15 August.  See, Bowden, Napoleon’s Grande Armée of 1813, 162.   
44 Bertrand to Ney, 12 September 1813, Archives Nationales, AF IV, Carton 1662B, Plaquette 3.   
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 

THE BATTLE OF NATIONS – THE 1813 CAMPAIGN 

 

 

 
 

The defeat of the Army of Berlin at Dennewitz and Ney’s subsequent withdrawal to the 

left bank of the Elbe had an unsettling effect on Napoleon’s plans and strategic objectives for the 

1813 Campaign.  Without a credible threat to the Prussian capital of Berlin, and the entailing 

threat to the Russian lines of communication via Poland, the Allied armies of Silesia and 

Bohemia were free to maneuver at will.  Throughout September and early October, the Allies did 

just that, seizing the initiative and forcing Napoleon to react to their moves.  Thus, the Emperor 

was unable to make good on his pledge to Bertrand that he would soon take command of the 

Army of Berlin to “procure [his] revenge.”  Instead, the Emperor spent the latter half of 

September and early weeks of October pacing like a caged lion between the Allied threats that 

now advanced on him from several directions. 

Napoleon stubbornly clung to his hopes that he would be able to disrupt the Allies by 

threatening Berlin.  Accordingly, while he remained at Dresden, alternately giving chase to the 

armies of Silesia and Bohemia, he attempted to rally Ney by encouraging him to reorganize his 

shattered army and resume his movement toward Berlin.  The Emperor, in fact, was not at all 

happy that Ney had withdrawn across the Elbe in the first place.  Just as Oudinot’s retreat had 

done in August, the Army of Berlin’s withdrawal after Dennewitz had again exposed the French 

army’s left flank to attack, severely limiting Napoleon’s freedom of maneuver east of the Elbe.  

Ney had not only crossed the Elbe but had continued past Torgau, eventually retiring all the way 

to Düben.  Ney had no idea where Bernadotte had gone after Dennewitz and feared that he had 

crossed the Elbe below Wittenberg and was now maneuvering to cut the Army of Berlin off from 
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Dresden.1  With the disastrous retreat from Moscow so fresh in his mind, the “bravest of the 

brave” was evidently not eager to be cut off from the main army again. 

The state of the Army of Berlin also had a major influence on Marshal Ney’s actions.  

Two of his corps, the 7th and 12th, had broken and fled at Dennewitz.  The third, Bertrand’s 4th 

Corps, had sustained heavy losses after fighting most of the battle alone.  Moreover, as the 

campaign had worn on, the reliability of the German troops had become increasingly suspect.  

The Saxons had already been scattered in battle twice since the armistice and the Bavarians had 

demonstrated an increasing reluctance to fight for the French.  Ney recognized the need for a 

wholesale reorganization.  Writing to Berthier on 10 September, he noted that: “These corps are 

constituted on paper, but they in fact do not exist . . . In the actual state of affairs, only the 

presence of the Emperor would be able to reestablish the whole army because all wills yield to 

his genius, and petty vanities disappear before the majesty of his throne.”  Ney further observed 

that, “the morale of the generals, and of the officers in general, [had been] singularly shaken,” as 

a result of the disastrous battle and subsequent retreat from Dennewitz.2 

Ney’s reference to the morale of the officers did not apply to Bertrand and the officers of 

the 4th Corps.  On the contrary, Dennewitz proved to be a great confidence builder for Bertrand.  

While he regretted that the 4th Corps had fought so bravely in a losing effort, his own self-esteem 

had been heightened.  He commanded throughout the remainder of the campaign with the 

confidence of a veteran commander.  Still, even the normally optimistic Bertrand could not help 

but see the unmistakable signs of decline existing within the Army of Berlin which necessitated a 

major reorganization.  Bertrand remarked on the effects that the recent battles had on the Army 

of Berlin in a letter to Berthier on 15 September: “The events of the past few weeks are 

beginning to take its toll on the 4th Corps as well as on the other corps.  We have lost many 

men.”3  Although the defeats and constant retreats were demoralizing and the casualties were 

irreplaceable, Bertrand believed that the real problem was the same deficiency that he had noted 

during the first half of the campaign and the armistice:  his inability to logistically support his 

corps.  As he observed to Berthier: “Without food, the army is melting away and the 

                                                 
1 Petre, Napoleon’s Last Campaign, 291. 
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administration cannot seem to reverse the unfortunate trend that provides the soldier with less 

and less every day.”4  

Napoleon could do little to improve the logistical support his armies were receiving, but 

he could and did take steps to remedy Ney’s organizational problems.  After ordering Ney to 

reestablish a position on the Elbe at Torgau, the Emperor directed several changes in the Army 

of Berlin’s organization.5  The 12th Corps was dissolved, with its two French divisions reformed 

into one division which was then incorporated into the 7th Corps.  Reynier’s two Saxon divisions 

were likewise combined into one division and retained under Reynier’s command.  Oudinot’s 

Bavarian division, meanwhile, was ordered to move to Dresden for garrison duty guarding the 

grande armée’s parks and rear area depots.  The 12th Corps’ artillery was split between the 4th 

and the 7th Corps while Bertrand received the 12th Corps’ two regiments of Westphalian and 

Hesse-Darmstadt light cavalry.  The Army of Berlin’s reorganization was completed the 

following day when Napoleon ordered the 137th Regiment de ligne attached to Bertrand’s 4th 

Corps.  This regiment was then assigned to Morand’s division to compensate for the many losses 

he had suffered at Dennewitz.6 

The 4th Corps had been resting since returning to Torgau on 12 September but, with the 

Army of Berlin’s reorganization now complete, Napoleon wasted little time in setting Ney’s 

reconstituted army back in motion.7  On the 19th the Emperor ordered Ney to concentrate his 

forces north of Torgau at Wittenberg.  This position represented a more central position from 

which Ney could both prevent the Allies from crossing the Elbe and be in a better position to 

serve as a bridgehead for Napoleon’s still contemplated move on Berlin.  After having seen two 

of his most experienced marshals fail in this mission, the Emperor determined to lead the next 

offensive himself.  Before he could do so, however, Napoleon felt it necessary to secure the 

grande armée from any threat from Silesia and Bohemia.  Consequently, he spent the remainder 

of September trying to defeat the Allied Armies of Silesia and Bohemia.  At the least, he hoped 
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5 Berthier to Ney, 9 September 1813, Berthier, Registre d’ordres, II, 165-66. 
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on the 16th that the 4th Corps was resting.  He happily observed that, on the 17th, his corps was 
fortunate enough to be lodged in cantonment, out of the rain. 



 286

to drive them far enough away from Dresden so as to allow him enough time to be able to 

successfully maneuver on Berlin. 

While Napoleon sought to bring the Allied armies around Dresden to battle, Ney began 

maneuvering along the left bank of the Elbe to prevent Bernadotte’s army from crossing.  On 24 

September, the 4th Corps arrived at Wartemburg in time to oppose an attempted Allied crossing 

there.  Poorly positioned and unprepared to conduct a contested bridging operation, the Allies 

quickly returned to the east bank, destroying their bridges as they recrossed the river.8  While 

Bertrand was throwing the Allies back across the Elbe, Napoleon began to recognize the futility 

of trying to bring the Allied armies of Silesia and Bohemia to bay.  Those two armies, operating 

in strict accordance with the Trachtenberg Protocol, had been avoiding battle with any army led 

by the Emperor.  Consequently, in order to free up the maneuver space needed for him to assume 

command of the Army of Berlin and move against Berlin, Napoleon ceded the right bank of the 

Elbe to the Allies and began making preparations for another thrust toward the Prussian capital.9 

The Allies had grown weary of maneuvering in circles against Napoleon around Dresden.  

Seeking to end the stalemate there, they made two important changes in their strategy that 

coincided with the grande armée’s withdrawal across the Elbe.  The first change involved 

making Leipzig, rather than Dresden, the main Allied geographical objective.  The Allies 

subsequently began offensive operations to unite their armies in the vicinity of Leipzig.  The 

second and equally important shift in Allied strategy was the transfer of Blücher’s Army of 

Silesia north.   Blücher’s army was to link up with Bernadotte’s Army of the North and conduct 

operations against the French left flank.  Blücher’s army replaced Bennigsen’s Army of Poland, 

now arriving in Silesia, which was redirected south and ordered to join Schwartzenberg’s Army 

of Bohemia.  After screening Bennigsen’s movement, Blücher began marching north to join the 

Crown Prince of Sweden on 25 September.10 

As Blücher moved to join him, Bernadotte began preparing several crossing sites on the 

Elbe to facilitate the Army of the North’s movement toward Leipzig.  Bernadotte’s right wing 

began building bridges below Wittenberg around Roslau and Acken while Bülow, comprising 
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the Army of the North’s left wing, returned to Wartemburg and began constructing bridges there.  

Ney soon became aware of Bernadotte’s bridging efforts.  He ordered Reynier to move to Roslau 

with his 7th Corps to counter Bernadotte’s operations.  At the same time, Bertrand and the 4th 

Corps were to oppose Bülow’s bridging operations at Wartemburg.  Bertrand had been 

monitoring the Allies actions at Wartemburg since his battle there on 24 September.  He moved 

immediately to reunite his corps at Wartemburg after receiving the orders on the evening of 1-2 

October.11  

The terrain around Wartemburg where Bülow had decided to establish his crossing site 

was extremely favorable to the defender. The Elbe makes a sweeping turn here, forming a low, 

swampy peninsula to the east of the Wartemburg castle which rested at the base of the peninsula 

on slightly rising ground.  A single, exposed road, paralleling the Elbe, stretched from the 

bridging site which Bülow had established near the tip of the peninsula, to the small village of 

Bleddin nestled along the west bank of the river at the base of the peninsula.  The road served as 

the only outlet from the bridge other than a cross-country trek across the marshy lowlands.  

These marshes were cut by several small streams and a large dike which ran across the base of 

the peninsula.  The nature of the terrain here made moving from the bridgehead via this route 

extremely difficult. As a further impediment to crossing the Elbe here, the entire peninsula was 

virtually devoid of cover.  All bridging operations in this area would be almost completely 

exposed to fire from any troops positioned on the heights which stretched across the base of the 

peninsula and overlooked the entire bridgehead area.  The Wartemburg castle, which rested on 

these heights, in fact, seemed to have been built for just such a purpose.12 

The 4th Corps was familiar with the advantages which the terrain offered the defender, 

having operated there extensively during the previous week.  Bertrand, with an engineer’s eye 

for terrain, wasted little time after the 4th Corps’ arrival on 2 October, in positioning his three 

divisions.  The Württembergers were deployed on the 4th Corps’ far right around Bleddin.  The 

Italians, in turn, were emplaced to the left of the Württembergers while Morand’s ever-
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dependable 12th division took up the most crucial position on the 4th Corps’ left, behind the dike 

that paralleled the base of the castle’s walls.13  The dike afforded Morand’s men excellent 

protection from both small arms and artillery fire, forming a protective barricade which covered 

his men from “head to foot.”  Still further to Morand’s left, Bertrand placed his artillery on a 

sandy hill rising to the north of the castle.14 

The advantages afforded by the favorable terrain and positions the 4th Corps possessed 

would prove to be desperately needed.  As the dawn broke on 3 October, they found the tactical 

situation facing them to have changed dramatically.  Blücher had arrived the previous day, 

relieving Bülow’s forces and taking over his bridging operations around Wartemburg.  As a 

result, instead of having to contest the crossing against only Bülow’s two corps, Bertrand now 

found himself facing the bulk of Blücher’s 60,000 man Army of Silesia.  To oppose Blücher, 

Bertrand had only his 4th Corps, which had been reduced since the resumption of hostilities to a 

skeleton sized 12,000 man force.15 

Despite these seemingly overwhelming odds, however, Bertrand was willing to concede 

nothing to Blücher.  The 4th Corps confidently waited Blücher’s crossing which began in the 

early morning hours of 3 October.  Von Yorck’s Prussian corps was the first element across, 

passing the Elbe on two bridges between 5:00 and 7:00 a.m..16  It was only at this time that 

Blücher became aware of the difficulties presented by the terrain.  Having launched his attack so 

quickly after his arrival, he had not had time to conduct a reconnaissance that would have made 

him aware of the obstacles which lay between his bridges and Bertrand’s forces.  Blücher’s men 

soon began to suffer the consequences of their commander’s poorly planned attack.  As von 

Yorck attempted to advance down the road to Bleddin, musket and grapeshot fire from the 4th 

                                                 
13 Rivollet, Morand, 112. 
14 Ibid.; and, Paulin, Souvenirs, 268. 
15 Rivollet, Morand, 112. 
16 Bertrand, “Report on the Combat of Wartemburg,” 5 October 1813, Archives Nationales, AF 
IV, Carton 1662B, Plaquette 3.  See also Vaudoncourt, Histoire de la Guerre, 192.  Bertrand put 
the time at 6:00 a.m., Vaudoncourt at 5:00 a.m. and Petre at 7:00 a.m.. 
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Corps’ entrenched positions raked his lines, inflicting heavy losses in the process.  Von Yorck’s 

casualties began to pile up along the road, further impeding his advance.17 

Frustrated by his inability to move forward, Blücher ordered von Yorck to move against 

Morand’s position.  Blücher hoped to relieve von Yorck’s corps from the murderous fire which 

was pouring forth from these positions but, despite several valiant efforts, all Allied efforts to 

raise the dikes behind which Morand’s division rested, proved to be in vain.18  The casualties 

began to fill up the marshes, adding to those that already clogged the roads.  By early 

afternoon,the Allies concluded what Bertrand had known when he had emplaced his forces, that 

the only way out of the bridgehead was via the road which led through Bleddin. 

This realization led von Yorck to redouble his attacks against Bertrand’s right flank.  In 

addition to renewed frontal attacks, Blücher sent a column across the river at a point obscured by 

some woods.19  Together, these forces soon overwhelmed Franquemont’s Württembergers who 

at 1:00 p.m., “carried away with too much ardor,” had needlessly exposed themselves by 

advancing in front of the dikes.  Without the benefit of their defensive works, the 

Württembergers eventually succumbed to the superior number of Allied soldiers after a stubborn 

resistance.  Cut off from Morand and in danger of being completely annihilated, Franquemont 

began to fall back to his right with the remnants of his shattered division.20 

Bertrand saw the break in his lines and ordered a brigade from Morand’s division to rush 

to the aid of the beleaguered Württembergers.  Général Hulot was quickly put en route, falling 

on the flank of an Allied column as they pushed toward Bleddin.  Although Hulot’s brigade  

                                                 
17 de Luppé to Fanny, 9 October 1813, Lettres, 336;  Petre, Napoleon’s Last Campaign, 298-99; 
and Rivollet, Morand, 112-13.  As de Luppé recorded “This straight road was slowly filled with 
dead and wounded which the enemy was obliged to carry off more than once to open a passage.”  
Bertrand repeated de Luppé’s testimony in his after-action report, stating that “several times the 
enemy had to carry away his dead to open up a passage for his columns.  See Bertrand, “Report 
on the Combat of Wartemburg,” 5 October 1813, Archives Nationales, AF IV, Carton 1662B, 
Plaquette 3.   
18 Bertrand, “Report on the Combat of Wartemburg,” 5 October 1813, Archives Nationales, AF 
IV, Carton 1662B, Plaquette 3.   
19 Rivollet, Morand, 113. 
20 Petre, Napoleon’s Last Campaign, 299.  Ney’s after-action report to Napoleon stated that the 
Württemberg Division had been reduced from 1,500 to 700 during the fighting.  See Ney to 
Napoleon, 4 October 1813, Archives Nationales, AF IV, Carton 1662B, Plaquette 3. 
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Map 23:  Battle of Wartemburg.  On 3 October, Bertrand’s 4th Corps again fought valiantly but 
in a losing effort against Blücher’s Prussians, despite the many advantages they enjoyed in 
terrain. 
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decimated three Prussian battalions and pushed the Allied forces back to the Elbe, it was unable 

to break through to Franquemont’s division and recapture Bleddin.21  With his right flank and 

rear threatened and, observing the large number of forces that Blücher continued to pour across 

his bridges, Bertrand recognized it was imperative to withdraw his forces.  Rather than risking 

the annihilation of his entire corps, at 5:00 p.m. Bertrand ordered a general retreat.22  After over 

ten hours of combat during which the 4th Corps had inflicted over 6,000 casualties on Blücher’s 

forces while sustaining only five hundred themselves.  From Wartemburg, the 4th Corps 

withdrew toward Kemberg and Düben.23  By 5 October, Bertrand had reunited the 4th Corps west 

of Wartemburg at Delitsch.  Reynier’s 7th Corps which had been similarly repulsed while 

attempting to oppose Bernadotte’s crossing at Roslau, joined the 4th Corps at Delitsch.24  

While the 4th Corps had been unable to prevent Blücher from crossing the Elbe, 

Wartemburg was significant in illustrating Bertrand’s growth as a commander since the 

beginning of the campaign.  Operating independently in a major battle for the first time in the 

campaign, Bertrand had demonstrated the same coolness and tactical judgment that he had 

shown at Dennewitz.  Utilizing the terrain to his advantage, he had held out against 

overwhelming odds, ceding victory to Blücher only after the Allies had gained Bleddin and 

threatened the 4th Corps’ right flank.  Faced with losing his entire corps, Bertrand had calmly 

retreated to Delitsch.  He refused to martyr his corps at Wartemburg, wisely realizing that the 

Elbe was of no consequence if there was no army left to protect it. 

Bertrand’s correspondence with Fanny after Wartemburg revealed a more self-assured 

sense of confidence.  As he wrote following the battle: “We had, a few days ago, a good battle 

against a numerically superior army in which we were able to achieve some success.  I am no 

longer surprised that we cause more casualties than we sustain ourselves.”25  Having seen his 

corps perform well in so many engagements, Bertrand had come to expect nothing less than a 

solid performance from his men in every battle.  Bertrand’s soldiers and subordinate 

commanders had, in turn, developed a respect for their commander.  This respect was borne out 

                                                 
21 Rivollet, Morand, 113. 
22 Vaudoncourt, Histoire de la Guerre, 192. 
23 Bertrand, “Report on the Combat of Wartemburg,” 5 October 1813, Archives Nationales, AF 
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24 Vaudoncourt, Histoire de la Guerre, 193. 
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of the understanding that he would not waste their lives senselessly in battle after their position 

became untenable.  Bertrand’s previous inexperienced hesitations had grown into a measured 

aggressiveness that recognized the strategic relationship between his corps’ mission and that of 

the rest of the grande armée.  Realizing that the strategic success of the army was not at stake, 

Bertrand refused to sacrifice his corps, withdrawing instead to fight another day. 

The most striking display of Bertrand’s newfound confidence was a letter he had written 

to Fanny before Wartenburg in which he had told her: “I could not allow you to come to Sprottau 

and I was not able to make you understand why, but today the circumstances have changed 

considerably for me and I will not let the next opportunity to reunite with you slip by.”26  

Bertrand clearly felt that he no longer needed to spend all of his free time studying the art of war.  

His expressed comfort in command was a vast change from the insecurity he had frequently 

described at the start of the campaign and during the armistice. 

While Bertrand’s internal confidence was no longer in need of external approval from 

Napoleon, the Bulletin, or the various French journals, his secretary de Luppé continued to 

remonstrate against what he felt was a lack of recognition of Bertrand’s and the 4th Corps’ 

performance.  Writing to Fanny, de Luppé noted that:  

 
We have read the report on the battle of Juterbock. [Dennewitz]  The général 
[Bertrand] is not even named.  His name is also not found in the Bulletin of the 
Battle of Wurtchen.[Bautzen].  I do not know if he will be more fortunate this 
time.  There are many men who judge a général only by what is said in the 
journals.  Because of this, I wish that your husband’s name was mentioned more 
often.27 
 

Ney, for one, did not neglect to give Bertrand and the 4th Corps their due for their 

determined defense of Wartemburg.  The prince de la Moskowa was effusive in his praise of 

Bertrand and the 4th Corps’ in the after-action report he wrote to Napoleon on 4 October.  He 

gave the “greatest honor to General Bertrand and the division of General Morand which had 

fired 300,000 rounds and almost all of its artillery during the battle.”28  Napoleon also 

acknowledged Bertrand’s efforts.  In a letter to MacDonald, the Emperor commented on the solid 

performance of the 4th Corps at Wartemburg, noting that: “The général Bertrand occupied the 
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isthmus behind some dikes and some swamps.  He gave battle from there for twelve hours.  The 

enemy assaulted his positions seven times to dislodge him without being able to.”29  In a time of 

increasing despair for his empire, Napoleon demonstrated that he was still able to recognize 

examples of courage and bravery displayed by his rapidly diminishing grande armée.  In a time 

when his old allies and friends were beginning to turn on him, Napoleon was undoubtedly 

reassured by Bertrand’s steadfast loyalty and commitment. 

No amount of good press or signs of approval from Napoleon, however, could change the 

fact that Bernadotte and Blücher were now both on the left bank of the Elbe and threatening the 

French left flank and rear.  Bernadotte was slow in moving forward from Dessau but Blücher had 

immediately pushed forward to Düben after beating back Bertrand at Wartemburg.  By 7 

October, Ney had pulled the remnants of the old Army of Berlin south, all the way to Wurtzen 

east of Leipzig.  Napoleon realized that if he wanted to retain any hope of being able to threaten 

Berlin, he would have to act quickly and decisively.  Accordingly, the Emperor ordered Marshal 

Joachim Murat to cover Leipzig and St. Cyr to hold Dresden.30  Ney, meanwhile, was directed to 

maneuver with a reinforced army down the Mulde River toward Düben.31  Napoleon planned to 

follow with the bulk of the grande armée.  Ney was to serve as the vanguard for an anticipated 

recrossing of the Elbe and a subsequent movement on Berlin.32  

Bertrand and the 4th Corps soon found themselves marching back in the direction from 

which they had just come.  Moving on the right bank of the Mulde, the 4th Corps, together with 

the rest of Ney’s vanguard, gave chase to the Allies who quickly reversed their own movements, 

scrambling to get out of Napoleon’s path.  The Allied refused to react as Napoleon had hoped 

they would, however.  Rather than heading north to recross the Elbe, Blücher convinced 

Bernadotte to shift his forces west toward the Saale River.  In doing so, the Allies were able to 

sidestep the intended French blow and continue their movement toward Leipzig.33 

Pressing forward, Napoleon failed to recognize this shift in the Allies’ line of retreat for 

several days.  On 10 October, as the French army moved toward the Elbe en masse, Bertrand 
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received an urgent amendment to his previous orders.  He was directed to break off from Ney’s 

forces and move quickly to Pressel with Sebastiani’s cavalry corps.34  On the following day, the 

4th Corps’ orders were further amended.  Bertrand was now to move to Wartemburg, raise the 

bridges there, leave an observer, and then push on toward Wittenberg where Napoleon was 

planning to cross the Elbe.35  Several French corps had in fact already crossed the Elbe at 

Wittenberg.  These forces were well on their way to Berlin before the Emperor discovered that 

Bernadotte and Blücher had slipped past him to the west.  Accompanied by the news of 

Bavaria’s defection to the Allies on the 13th, Napoleon was forced to make a sudden change in 

his plans.  Finally recognizing the reality of the military situation facing him, the Emperor 

suspended offensive operations aimed at Berlin.36 

The fast-paced French movement toward the Elbe was abruptly halted and then reversed 

as Napoleon now scrambled to concentrate his army at Leipzig.  In accordance with the abrupt 

change in mission, on 13 October Bertrand received orders from Berthier instructing him to turn 

the 4th Corps around and to begin a forced march to Düben in the direction of Leipzig 

immediately.37  The 4th Corps continued its movement toward Leipzig on the 14th when Berthier 

further instructed Bertrand that he was to be within a league of Leipzig, near the small village of 

Gopschelwitz, by nightfall.  Once there, Bertrand was to await further orders.38  In a later 

amendment to those orders, Berthier directed Bertrand to leave 2,000 infantrymen, 200 

cavalrymen, and six pieces of artillery at Düben.  This detached force was given the mission of 

maintaining the route to Leipzig until MacDonald had arrived from Wittenberg with his own 11th 

Corps and the other trailing elements of the French army.39 

Upon his arrival northeast of Leipzig on 15 October, Bertrand received orders for the 4th 

Corps’ initial position at Leipzig.  Berthier ordered Bertrand to place himself in front of the 

village of Euteritsch, with his right resting on the Partha River and his remaining divisions 

echeloned off to the left toward Marmont’s position which set astride the roads running to the 

northwest toward Delitsch and Halle.  Berthier stressed to Bertrand the need to conduct a 
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reconnaissance of the bridges crossing the Partha in order to facilitate his corps’ movement 

should Napoleon call on him to reinforce the main French forces which were positioned south of 

Leipzig.40 

The flurry of orders and activities in the week leading up to the Battle of Leipzig was no 

doubt bewildering to the inexperienced soldiers of Bertrand’s 4th Corps.  Since the Battle of 

Dennewitz on 6 September, the 4th Corps had spent a confusing month of marches and counter-

marches.  To the more experienced soldiers and officers of the corps, however, there could be no 

mistake that they were on the eve of a great battle.  Bertrand, Morand, and the other seasoned 

veterans of the 4th Corps and the grande armée had more than once undergone a lightning 

concentration after which Napoleon had achieved a stunning and decisive victory.  There was 

surely much anticipation of a similar victory as the 4th Corps settled into its positions north of 

Leipzig.  After two months of demoralizing campaigning, Napoleon was again at the head of the 

grande armée from which there could be only one expected result. 

At 8:00 a.m. on 16 October, Napoleon issued his final guidance to Ney who had been 

given overall command of the three corps concentrated north of Leipzig.41  Expecting the main 

battle to occur in the south against Schwartzenberg’s Army of Bohemia, Napoleon ordered that, 

if there were no Allied movement along the Halle road in the morning, Marmont was to move 

with his 6th Corps south toward Lieberwolkwitz.  Ney was then to move génèral de division 

Joseph Souham’s 3rd Corps into Marmont’s vacated position.  Bertrand’s 4th Corps, meanwhile, 

was to remain in place in what Napoleon considered a reserve position from which it could 

continue to keep the road open for the trailing elements of the French army which had yet to 

arrive from Wittenberg.42   

Napoleon’s belief that Marmont would be free to join him in the south indicated his lack 

of awareness of the actual positions of Bernadotte and Blücher’s armies.  The Emperor believed 

that their armies had moved further south to Merseburg and, hence, countenanced no threat to the 

French army’s northern flank.43  As events would prove, however, the irascible Blücher was not 
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where Napoleon expected him to be.  Acting in his normal impetuous manner, Blücher’s bold 

actions would have a significant impact on the course of the battle on 16 October. 

As Napoleon had expected, the ensuring battle began south of Leipzig around Wachau.  It 

was a monumental struggle.  After initially being pushed back, the arrival of MacDonald’s corps 

allowed the Emperor to take the offensive.  Acting aggressively, Napoleon chose not to wait for 

Marmont’s forces.  He immediately launched a massive attack against the Allies, trusting that the 

ever-dependable Marmont would arrive in time to reinforce the attack.  In ordering Marmont 

south, Napoleon had made a slight alteration to his previous plan.  Souham’s 3rd Corps, 

originally ordered to occupy Marmont’s old position around Breitenfeld, was instead to march 

south with Marmont.  It now fell to Bertrand and the 4th Corps to take up Marmont’s positions 

north of Leipzig. 

The success of the attack Napoleon had initiated depended on the timely arrival of 

Marmont’s corps.  Events unfolding north of Leipzig delayed his arrival, however, putting the 

Emperor’s entire plan in jeopardy.  Marmont had witnessed campfires the previous night that he 

believed indicated a large Allied force to his front.  Nevertheless, despite his apprehensions, 

Marmont began preparations to move in accordance with the orders he had received.  During the 

process of displacement, around 10:00 a.m., the Allied forces on Marmont’s front began to move 

forward from Radefeld.  Marmont’s outposts were soon in contact.  Subsequently, Ney ordered 

Marmont to return to his previous positions and directed Bertrand and the 4th Corps to assume 

Marmont’s previous mission and move to the south to reinforce Napoleon.44  

Bertrand hurriedly put his corps on the march to aid the Emperor.  As the 4th Corps 

moved through Leipzig, however, Bertrand received an “urgent appeal for help” from général de 

division Jean-Toussaint Arrighi.45  Arrighi had been screening the French army’s western flank 

around Lindenau with an infantry division commanded by général de division Pierre Margaron 

and forces culled from the Leipzig garrison.  Arrighi’s forces had come under attack from an 

Austrian Corps commanded by General Ignaz Gyulai’s around 10:30 a.m..  This attack was 

almost completely incidental.  Gyulai had crossed to the western bank of the Elster primarily to 

serve as a link between Schwarzenberg’s Army of Bohemia south of Leipzig and the armies of 
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Blücher and Bernadotte in the north.  Marching from Markranstädt, Gyulai had observed that the 

French flank there was only lightly defended by two French lines drawn up between Lindenau 

and Plagwitz.  Gyulai subsequently determined to attack there, sensing an opportunity to envelop 

the main French position south of Leipzig.  At the least, Gyulai hoped to draw off forces destined 

for the main battlefield.46  

The latter is precisely what happened as Ney ordered Bertrand to march to Arrighi’s 

aid.47  To compensate for the latest change in Bertrand’s orders, Ney sent only Souham’s 3rd 

Corps south to reinforce Napoleon.  Bertrand, meanwhile, marched his entire corps to Lindenau 

rather than to Liebertwolkwitz where Napoleon was expecting him.48  As Arrighi awaited 

Bertrand’s arrival, a desperate, intense battle broke out around Lindenau.  Gyulai’s 

overwhelming numerical superiority quickly forced Arrighi’s forces back toward the Lindenau 

causeway.  The causeway consisted of a single road with multiple bridges that extended along a 

long embankment, running from the Elster River on the west side of Leipzig to the Luppe River 

which flowed to the east of Lindenau.  The area which the causeway traversed was a swampy 

region that was unsuitable for extensive military operations.49  Gyulai was unable to gain 

Arrighi’s flanks or rear due to the Luppe River and the marshy swamps that lay between 

Lindenau and Leipzig.  Arrighi, on the other hand, was able to take advantage of this same 

terrain by positioning his artillery in the area that Gyulai could not reach.  Arrighi’s artillery 

played a major role in holding off the Austrians until Bertrand’s arrival around midday. 

By the time of the Battle of Leipzig the 4th Corps had been reduced through battle losses 

and attrition to 10,000 men.  It was a veteran, battle-hardened force, however, and its arrival at 

Lindenau quickly shifted the momentum in the French army’s favor.  After throwing back the 

Austrians all along the Lindenau front, Bertrand placed a brigade from Morand’s division in 

Lindenau, and formed two lines with the remainder of his forces near Plagwitz.  Throughout the 

rest of the afternoon, the 4th Corps withstood several assaults by Gyulai’s infantry and repeated 
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Map 24:  Battle of Leipzig, 1813.  Bertrand began the battle in the north near Marmont’s 
position.  While en route to Napoleon in the south on 16 October, he became heatedly engaged 
near Lindenau in the west.  He remained there throughout the remainder of the battle. 
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charges by the Austrian cavalry.50  As evening neared, an influx of Austrian reinforcements 

convinced Bertrand to withdraw to the east bank of the Luppe River.  Once there, he formed 

squares and prepared to resist the expected Austrian onslaught.51 

The sound of the ringing bells of Leipzig, announcing Napoleon’s victory in the south, 

however, emboldened Bertrand to embark on another course of action.  With Gyulai now 

threatening to gain control of the western exit of the Lindenau causeway, Bertrand resolved to 

again resist the capture of this strategically important terrain.  Consequently, he ordered the 4th 

Corps forward to counter-attack and regain the ground it had previously lost around Lindenau.  

With Morand leading the way, his brigades formed into assault columns; the 4th Corps’ counter-

attack achieved a stunning success.  In an “irresistable charge, Bertrand threw the Austrians not 

only out of Lindenau, but chased them back to their initial assault point around Klein 

Zschocher.”52  Leaving some advanced posts at Klein Zschocher and Schönau, Gyulai eventually 

ceded the remainder of his hard-fought gains and withdrew his corps to Markranstädt. 

At the end of the first day of the Battle of Nations, Napoleon had some reason for 

optimism.  Once again in command of his reunited army, the Emperor had won a tactical victory 

over the Allied forces south of Leipzig while Bertrand had done the same west of the city.  

However, reports he soon received from Ney made Napoleon realize that not all had gone well 

for the grande armée on 16 October.  Marmont, one of the Emperor’s most dependable marshals 

during the campaign, together with his 6th Corps, the most veteran and one of the best corps in 

the French army during the 1813 campaign, had succumbed to the considerably larger forces and 

relentless attacks of Blücher.  Despite a valiant defense by the 6th Corps, the Prussian Field 

Marshal had eventually forced Marmont to fall back to the northern outskirts of Leipzig.53 

The threat to his northern flank was not the only issue weighing heavily on Napoleon’s 

mind on the night of the 16th.  That night’s bivouac was reported to be the “worst of the 
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campaign” as the soldiers camped on the open battlefield among the day’s casualties in raw, 

damp conditions.  The plight of the French army was further exasperated by its continuing lack 

of food and supplies.  This shortcoming was heightened now by the concentration of the army 

and its threatened encirclement.54  These negative factors countered the optimism created in 

Napoleon’s mind by his victories in the south and west.  Acting apprehensively on the 17th, he 

uncharacteristically hesitated in deciding what course of action to take.  The grande armée 

remained passive throughout the 17th as it dutifully awaited its orders from the Emperor.55 

By nightfall on 17 October, Napoleon had decided.  Having watched the Allied storm 

continue to gather that day, the Emperor clearly understood the precariousness of his position.  

The completed concentration of the Allied forces with the arrival of Bernadotte and Benningsen 

had completed encircled the French army within Leipzig.  Rather than risk a lengthy siege, the 

Emperor ordered a break out.56  To lead the withdrawal, Napoleon turned to his trusted former 

aide, Bertrand, whose forces sat astride the most thinly guarded sector of the Allied lines.  The 

road Bertrand’s corps rested on also represented the most direct route back to the Rhine River 

and France.  To assist the 4th Corps in its mission of securing the French line of retreat, Bertrand 

received significant reinforcements that boosted his strength to almost 25,000 men and horses.  

Margaron’s division, already at Lindenau, and général de division Armand Guilleminot’s 

division, from Reynier’s 7th Corps, were attached and incorporated into the 4th Corps.  

Furthermore, Bertrand was given control of général de brigade Jean Quinette’s cavalry brigade, 

two batteries of horse artillery, and the 5th Cavalry Corps.  All of these forces were to accompany 

and assist the 4th Corps in securing the French army’s line of retreat.57 

At 3:00 a.m. on 18 October, Napoleon rode to Lindenau to meet with Bertrand.  Under a 

cloudy sky and on one of the coldest and darkest nights of the campaign, the Emperor gave his 

subordinate his instructions for the following day’s battle.  Bertrand was told to stand ready for 
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Napoleonic Wars Data Book, lists the strengths of Bertrand’s forces before the Battle of Leipzig 
as follows:  IV Corps – 9,824 men; Margaron’s Division – 4,820 men; 5th Cavalry Corps – 5,000 
men and horses; Quinnette’s Heavy Cavalry Brigade – about 500 men.  Guilleminot’s 13th 
Division is estimated to have added another 4,000 men to this force.  See also George Nafziger, 
Napoleon’s Dresden Campaign:  The Battles of August 1813  (Chicago, 1994), 358-62. 
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an order to move.  Upon receipt of the order, Bertrand was to break out from Lindenau toward 

Lützen and move toward Weissenfels on the Saale River, “sweeping the plain before him and 

assuring the crossings over the Saale and the communications with Erfurt” as he moved.58  After 

Napoleon had left, the reinforced 4th Corps waited silently for the order to move as the rest of the 

French army pulled back into a constricted circle around Leipzig in anticipation of the ordered 

withdrawal. 

The eerie silence of the battlefield, now covered by a fog that prevented the Allies from 

observing the grande armée as its lines contracted around Leipzig, must assuredly have cast a 

pall over an army not accustomed to retreating when being led by Napoleon.  At 9:00 a.m., all of 

Bertrand’s staff watched as a rider galloped toward them out of the mist.  Général de division 

Joseph Rogniat dismounted his horse and, after a brief conversation with Bertrand, remounted 

his horse and rode off back into the fog.  After Rogniat’s departure, Bertrand gathered together 

his générals and staff and, as his aide later recounted:   “Then our général announced the news 

with tears in his eyes, telling us that we were to march on Weissenfels for securing the bridges 

on the Saale for the rest of the army which would follow us.”59  Bertrand, who had been with 

Napoleon almost continually since 1797, undoubtedly understood the significance of the 

Emperor ordering a retreat.  Bertrand had not been in Russia with Napoleon and had witnessed 

precious few such orders over the previous fifteen years. 

Realizing the importance of his mission and determined not fail Napoleon in possibly his 

hour of greatest need, Bertrand threw his reinforced corps at the Austrians encamped opposite 

him at Lindenau.  The 4th Corps burst forth from Lindenau in a frenzied rush that quickly 

scattered Gyulai’s Austrians, sending some across the Upper Elster River, others across the 

Luppe River, and capturing a great many more as the Austrians scrambled to escape the fury of 

the 4th Corps.60  By midday Bertrand’s lead elements had reached Weissenfels.  Upon their 

arrival, they moved hastily to secure crossings over the Saale River.  With the remainder of the 

grande armée expected to begin arriving from Leipzig shortly, these crossings were essential to 

ensure its continued retreat toward the Rhine.61 

                                                 
58 Bulletin of the Grande Armée, 24 October 1813, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 20830, 
XXVI, 438. 
59 Paulin, Souvenirs, 271. 
60 Petre, 1813, 362-63. 
61 Vaudoncourt, Histoire de la Guerre, 212. 
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The significance of Bertrand and the 4th Corp’s actions in leading the French army’s 

withdrawal from Leipzig would be lost in the wake of Napoleon’s defeat and the events that 

followed its breakout.  Unlike the exploits of previous generals and corps, there would be no 

marshal’s baton or cherished unit eagles awaiting Bertrand and the 4th Corps as it led the 

dejected columns of the French army back toward France during the following weeks.  Still, the 

action of Bertand and the 4th Corps during the Battle of Leipzig cannot be passed over without 

notice.  At a time when several of the more celebrated marshals and corps of the grande armée 

had failed at critical moments to achieve their assigned objectives, Bertrand and the 4th Corps 

completed all of its missions and continued to perform as a relatively cohesive and competent 

corps.  Faced with the encirclement and annihilation of his army, it is significant that Napoleon 

turned to Bertrand and the 4th Corps to deliver his army from a moment of great peril. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 

REAR GUARD – THE 1813 CAMPAIGN 

 

 

 
 

We arrived on the banks of the Rhine as we had left the banks of the Elster — in a 
state of complete dissolution.  We had covered our tracks with the relics of the 
army.  At every step we left behind us corpses of men and carcasses of horses, 
guns, baggage — the tatters of our one-time glory.1 
 
Captain Jean-Baptiste Barrès description of the French army’s retreat from Leipzig to the 

French frontier following the monumental Battle of Leipzig stands in marked contrast to the 

picture that Bertrand had represented to his wife on 19 October.  Writing her that day as his 

corps worked to secure the grande armée’s line of retreat across the Saale River at Weissenfels, 

Bertrand had proudly observed that the French army had “beaten the enemy in every 

encounter.”2  Unknown to Bertrand, the disposition of the grande armée had in fact taken a 

decided turn for the worse since he had left it behind at Leipzig.   

The primary reason for the disparity between Bertrand’s and Barrès’ accounts of the 

French army was due to what transpired on the Lindenau causeway as the grande armée had 

attempted to follow the 4th Corps on the route it had secured from Lindenau to Weissenfels on 18 

October.  As Napoleon had continued to shorten his lines around Leipzig and withdraw the 

French army on the route opened by Bertrand’s Corps, the bridge over the Elster River leading to 

Lindenau had been prematurely destroyed.  A significant portion of the French army had been 

subsequently trapped in Leipzig.  What had been begun as an orderly withdrawal now turned into 

a mad scramble to escape Leipzig.   

                                                 
1 Jean-Baptiste Barrès,  Memoirs of a Napoleonic Officer  (New York, 1925), 193. 
2 Bertrand to Fanny, 19 October 1813, Lettres, 343. 
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The premature igniting of the mines on the Lindenau causeway on 19 October 

significantly altered the nature of the French withdrawal.  Prevented from quickly disengaging 

and reforming his army, Napoleon was unable to execute his initial plan of  giving battle to the 

Allies at some point between Leipzig and the Rhine River.  Instead, the disaster at Lindenau 

turned the withdrawal into a full-fledged retreat and destroyed any hopes the Emperor may have 

entertained of seizing the initiative and resuming offensive operations.  Napoleon’s single 

thought now focused on withdrawing the remnants of his army to France, behind the natural 

barrier posed by the Rhine.  Once there, he could take stock of his strategic position and possibly 

reorganize the battered grande armée in preparation for an almost certain future campaign. 

Bertrand’s breakout from Leipzig on 18 October was the first step in implementing this 

plan.  The decisive manner in which he had smashed his way out of Leipzig and gained 

Weissenfels gave Napoleon every reason to hope that his army would be able to reach the French 

frontier.  Writing Bertrand on 20 October, the Emperor expressed his pleasure with Bertrand’s 

initial success, noting that: “I see with pleasure that you are at Weissenfels and ruler of the 

bridge there.”3  To his dismay, Bertrand had in fact found that the bridge at Weissenfels had 

already been destroyed.  He wasted little time, however, in beginning to construct a 

replacement.4  The Emperor concurred with Bertrand’s actions, ordering him to build three 

bridges at Weissenfels and to conduct reconnaissances in the direction of Merseburg to the north 

and Naumburg to the southwest.5  

With the French army in danger of collapse following the events that had transpired since 

his departure, Napoleon further expanded Bertrand’s role.  Fearful that the Allies would move to 

cut his line of retreat as the disorganized French army slipped away from Leipzig, the Emperor 

ordered Bertrand to send a detachment to Kœsen to secure the French left flank against an Allied 

advance from that direction.  Napoleon stressed the importance of this mission to Bertrand: “It is 

indispensable that you send a column of infantry, cavalry, and artillery to Kœsen.”  Once there, 

Bertrand was to entrench his infantry and establish a position to guard the Kœsen bridges.6  

                                                 
3 Napoleon to Bertrand, 20 October 1813, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 20817, XXVI, 
430. 
4 Massé, Soldats Suisse, 328. 
5 Napoleon to Bertrand, 20 October 1813, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 20817, XXVI, 
430. 
6 Ibid. 
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The importance of Kœsen was reiterated in orders dispatched that evening by Berthier.  

Bertrand had pushed forward to Freiburg on the Unstrutt River on 19 October, leaving Fontanelli 

with the Italian division to secure Weissenfels until the rest of the French army had arrived 

there.7  Cossacks, who had already arrived via the Kœsen defile, harassed the 4th Corps as it 

labored to build bridges on the Unstrutt upon their arrival there.  Bertrand, meanwhile, received 

an order from Berthier on 20 October that directed him to continue on to Eckartsberg on the 21st 

and attack any Allied forces he should find in the vicinity of Kœsen.  Berthier informed Bertrand 

that he did not believe that the enemy could yet have a substantial force at Kœsen but, should the 

Allies have more there than the 4th Corps could handle alone, Bertrand was to be supported by 

Marshal Adolph Mortier’s corps.  Berthier ended by stressing the importance of securing Kœsen, 

noting that: “it is important that nothing is able to defile against us by the Kœsen bridge.”8 

Accordingly, Bertrand immediately moved part of his corps to Kœsen.  Arriving there on 21 

October, he posted Guilleminot’s division on a series of heights dominating the left bank of the 

Saale River.  Guilleminot was no sooner in place then he found himself facing off against the 

remnants of Gyulai’s Austrian corps which the 4th Corps had last left scattered over the plains 

west of Lindenau.  Gyulai, obviously eager to retrieve some of his lost honor, quickly mounted a 

valiant assault on Bertrand’s positions.  Gyulai’s Austrians managed to cross the river and had 

almost made it to the top of the heights when Guilleminot led a charge which repulsed the 

Austrians and forced them back across the river.  Believing that his mission at Kœsen was 

complete, Bertrand began withdrawing from his position on the Kœsen heights at 10:00 p.m. that 

night.9 

Bertrand’s withdrawal was somewhat inexplicable given the emphasis that both 

Napoleon and Berthier had placed on the mission.  The Emperor had reiterated the importance of 

holding Kœsen in orders he had sent Bertrand on the 21st.  Those orders had instructed him to 

“hold all the debouches of the Saale, from those of the heights of Kœsen to those of the heights 

of Camburg and Dornburg.”  Napoleon had further directed Bertrand to observe Jena and to  

                                                 
7 Bertrand to Napoleon, 19 October 1813, Archives Nationales, AF IV, Carton 1662B, Plaquette 
3.   
8 Berthier to Bertrand, 20 October 1813, Registre d’ordres, II, 371.  Bertrand’s aide Paulin, an 
engineer himself, was charged with building the bridges at Freiburg which he reported doing so 
despite a lack of resources and the enemy harassment.  See also Paulin, Souvenirs, 271-72. 
9 Vaudoncourt, Histoire de la Guerre, 224. 
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Map 25:  Retreat from Leipzig, 1813.  Bertrand commanded the advance guard during the 
breakout from Leipzig.  His forces were later shifted to protect the rear of the French army as it 
staggered toward the Rhine River. 
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“rally all the cavalry that is under your orders at Kœsen, so as to be able to clear the entire left 

bank of the Saale.”10   

It is unclear if Bertrand had received these orders before he began his withdrawal.  

Unaware of the full extent of the disaster that had befallen the French army as it has withdrawn 

from Leipzig, Bertrand seems to have still understood his mission to be to serve as the advance 

guard.  His hasty withdrawal from Kœsen, appeared to have been undertaken in order to 

maintain his position at the head of the French army.  Had he understood the new role that the 

Emperor intended for the 4th Corps to undertake, Bertrand certainly would have maintained his 

position at Kœsen longer than he did.  The reality of the situation was that, in ordering Bertrand 

to Kœsen, Napoleon intended for the 4th Corps to assume a flanking mission.  Rather than 

moving as the advance guard, the 4th Corps was to protect the left flank of the French army as it 

crossed the Unstrutt at Freiberg and continued its movement west on a road paralleling the Saale 

River north of Kœsen.   

The command and control problems that Bertrand was beginning to experience 

contributed to his failure to detect the change in the Emperor’s intent.  The confusion 

surrounding the French retreat and the ad-hoc structure of his reinforced command further 

aggravated Bertrand’s ability to control his forces.  On the 21st, the 4th Corps was spread out 

along the entire route of the French retreat, stretching as far east as Weissenfels and as far west 

as Buttelstedt.11  This was in addition to Guilleminot’s division and the other 4th Corps elements 

that Bertrand retained under his control that had moved to the south to cover the Kœsen bridges.  

In withdrawing from Kœsen on the evening of the 21st, Bertrand was merely moving to continue 

pushing to the west to secure the French line of retreat.  This was the mission which he had been 

given by Napoleon himself on 18 October before leaving Leipzig.  As he wrote to Napoleon on 

21 October, “If I remain here tomorrow, it is possible that the enemy will be in our rear.”  The 

                                                 
10 Napoleon to Bertrand, 21 October 1813, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 20822, XXVI, 
434. 
11 While the exact positions of the various elements of the 4th Corps are unclear, one is able to 
glean from Berthier’s correspondence that Fontanelli’s Italian division was at Weissenfels as late 
as 9:00 p.m. on 20 October and that General Antoine Alexander Bellair’s brigade from Morand’s 
division was at Buttelstedt on the 22nd.  See Berthier to Fontanelli, 20 October 1813; and Berthier 
to Bertrand, 22 October 1813, Registre d’ordres, II, 369 and 378. 
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prospects of conducting a fighting retreat with dwindling ammunition stocks was not promising 

and Bertrand subsequently requested permission for withdrawal.12 

Whatever the reasons for Bertrand’s misunderstanding, the Emperor soon acted to clear 

up any confusion.  On 22 October he directed Berthier to write a scathing letter to Bertrand 

observing that “his [Bertrand’s] evacuation of Kœsen was motivated by nothing; that he had 

exposed the army headquarters, as well as the lines of communication with Freyburg and above 

all the rear-guard.”13  Napoleon’s dismay was undoubtedly compounded by Blücher’s 

unsuccessful attack on Freiburg on the 21st which had further threatened the French retreat.  The 

Emperor ended his letter by reiterating his instructions to Bertrand of the previous day, 

emphasizing that the actions were necessary to protect the left flank of Oudinot who, moving as 

the rearguard, was still crossing the Unstrutt at Freiburg.   

When Bertrand received Napoleon’s instructions, he quickly counter-marched to Kœsen 

where he began to consolidate his previously dispersed corps.  As the grande armée straggled by 

to the north, the 4th Corps remained behind.  Transitioning from the advance guard to, at first, 

flank security, Bertrand’s Corps eventually took up its position to the rear of the bulk of the 

French army.   

As one of the most cohesive corps left in the French army, it is clear why Napoleon had 

chosen the 4th Corps for the critical rearguard mission.  Despite the multi-national nature of its 

composition and the loss of over one-half of its combat strength during the course of the 

campaign, the 4th Corps remained one of the most coherent corps still left in the French army.  Its 

cohesiveness could largely be attributed to Bertrand’s leadership.  In leading the breakout from 

Leipzig, Bertrand had demonstrated that he was capable of executing a critical, independent 

command.  Moreover, Napoleon trusted him implicitly.  If he had erred in carrying out some 

missions, his errors had primarily been a result of an incomplete understanding of what was 

expected of him.  When made aware of his errors, Bertrand was always quick to correct them.  

The same factors that had led Napoleon to select Bertrand and his corps to lead the breakout 

from Leipzig now led him to place Bertrand in command of the rearguard.  Now responsible for 

protecting the French army as it retreated to France, Bertrand was prepared for the task. 

                                                 
12 Bertrand to Napoleon, 21 October 1813, Archives Nationales, AF IV, Carton 1662B, Plaquette 
3.   
13 Napoleon to Berthier, 22 October 1813, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 20823, XXVI, 
435. 
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On 24 October, however, Bertrand’s corps suffered a serious blow to its unity that 

significantly affected its ability to accomplish this mission.   A day after the king of 

Württemburg had withdrawn his country from the Confederation of the Rhine, Napoleon issued 

orders for the release of Franquemont’s division from the 4th Corps.  The release of the 

Württemburg division was contingent upon its officers and men signing an agreement not to take 

up arms against the French for one year.14  In a somber ceremony at Fulda, complete with music 

provided by the corps’ chevau-légers, Bertrand bade farewell to his German troops who had 

served him faithfully throughout the campaign.  “We separate ourselves from those who have 

become like veritable brothers to us,” Bertrand’s secretary Massé recorded in his journal.  They 

had earned the “esteem and consideration of everyone in the French division of the 4th Corps,” 

Massé continued, and had, fighting together under the same flag as their French brothers, 

“displayed the most valiant courage.”15 

With the loss of the Württemberg division, Bertrand was forced to acknowledge that the 

campaign was not likely to end favorably.  Acting together with Mortier’s corps as the rearguard, 

Bertrand could not help but notice the distressing signs of collapse the grande armée was 

increasingly displaying as it struggled west toward the Rhine River and France.  The signs of 

demoralization were plainly evident by the stragglers, guns and wagons, and sick and dead that 

littered the French route of retreat.16  Although the French army continued to be harassed by 

Cossacks and Allied cavalry, the Allied army was unable to catch any significant element of 

Napoleon’s shattered army.  After fighting a minor battle between Gotha and Eisenach on 26 

October, the 4th Corps burst through the Thuringian Forest onto the plains leading to Frankfurt 

and the French frontier, much to the relief of Napoleon who had feared Bertrand had been 

overcome by the Allies.17 

However, Napoleon and the grande armée were not safe yet.  The Bavarian General 

Wrede, with a combined Austrian and Bavarian force, had moved to cut off the French retreat 

                                                 
14 Berthier to Franquemont, 24 October 1813, Registre d’orders, II, 383.  In violation of this 
condition, the Württembergers would take up arms against France in the 1814 campaign.. 
15 Massé, Soldats Suisse, 333. 
16 Bertrand’s secretary, Massé, recorded the scenes of carnage along the French line of retreat.  
See Massé, Soldats Suisse, 334. 
17 Berthier to Bertrand, 28 October 1813, Registre d’ordres, II, 401; and Rivollet, Morand, 115.  
Berthier wrote to Bertrand that “The Emperor has received your news with great pleasure as he 
was worried about your corps.” 
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east of Frankfurt at the end of October.  Napoleon brushed Wrede aside on the 30th at Hanau, 

disdainfully remarking on Wrede’s military skills that: “I could make him a count, but I could 

not make him a general.”18  Wrede’s actions on the following day seemed to confirm the 

Emperor’s opinion of his martial skills.  Having observed the withdrawal of the forces the 

Emperor’s forces on the 30th, Wrede again attempted to cross the Kintzig River and capture 

Hanua the next day.  The Bavarian commander was unaware that Bertrand had replaced the 

withdrawing French forces with his own corps during the night.  Believing there to be nothing 

more than French outposts remaining around Hanau, Wrede sought to pursue Napoleon as he 

retreated toward Frankfurt.19 

Bertrand was as surprised as Wrede when the sound of battle erupted around the Lamboi 

Bridge east of town in the early morning hours of 31 October.20  Rushing out from the hotel in 

which he had established his headquarters, Bertrand observed part of his Italian division under 

heavy pressure from two Austrian and Bavarian divisions which were pressing to gain control of 

the Lamboi bridge.  Wrede’s forces had soon won control of this bridge and were beginning to 

push the Italians back toward Hanau when they came under a devastating flanking fire from 

Morand’s artillery which had been positioned to cover the bridge.  Wrede himself was injured 

during this fire.  Seeing their commander wounded, Wrede’s corps began to waver.  As they did 

so, Guilleminot led a vicious bayonet assault against the 1,200 Bavarians who had already 

crossed the bridge.  The bridge was in flames by this time and the trapped Bavarians were 

annihilated as many drowned trying to swim across the river while over 200 more were taken 

prisoners.  The Austrian general Fresnel took command from the wounded Wrede and humanely 

put an end to the Allied attacks.  At 7:00 p.m., Bertrand pulled in his outposts and continued the 

4th Corps’ movement to Frankfurt.21 

As the rearguard, Bertrand was ordered to ensure that no French elements were left 

behind, “neither stragglers, nor cannons, nor baggage wagons,” as he trailed the main body of the 

French army to the Rhine.22  Upon reaching Frankfurt, he was further ordered to send out patrols 

                                                 
18 Napoleon quote cited in Petre, Napoleon’s Last Campaign, 391. 
19 Vaudoncourt, Histoire de la guerre, 233. 
20 Massé, Soldats Suisse, 337.  Bertrand was in the middle of breakfast when the battle erupted.  
21 Rivollet, Morand, 116-17; Vasson, Bertrand, 115; and, Vaudoncourt, Histoire de la Guerre, 
233-34. 
22 Berthier to Bertrand, 31 October 1813, Registre d’ordres, II, 403. 
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to collect any straggling soldiers, units, or equipment.23  On 2 November, the bulk of the French 

army crossed the Rhine into France, covered by Bertrand and Mortier’s two corps at Frankfurt.  

With the majority of the French army now safely west of the Rhine, Bertrand was instructed by 

Berthier to move to Mainz.  Once there, he was to remain on the right bank of the Rhine, where 

it was optimistically declared that he would form the “advance guard” of the grande armée.24   

Bertrand’s “advance guard” mission essentially consisted of holding open the crossings 

over the Rhine in the vicinity of Mainz for an anticipated return of the French army into 

Germany.  To help Bertrand accomplish this mission, the 4th Corps was reorganized.  

Fontanelli’s Italian division was ordered to return to Milan, while the remnants of Margaron’s 

division were absorbed into général de division Pierre Durutte’s refractory division.  This 

composite division, together with the division commanded by général de division Jean-Baptiste 

Sémelé, was then added to Morand and Guilleminot’s already existing divisions to form the 

reorganized 4th Corps.  Each of these divisions was to be brought to a strength of 6,000 through 

the addition of battalions either already at Mainz or en route to it from French depots.  Bertrand 

also received various artillery attachments as well as instructions for the employment of his 

remaining cavalry forces.  All together he was to command 20,000 infantrymen, 2,000 

artillerymen, and 3,000 cavalrymen.25 

On 3 November, Napoleon sent Bertrand guidance for deploying his corps in front of 

Mainz.  As a result of his own personal reconnaissance, the Emperor ordered Bertrand to 

establish positions on the right bank of the Rhine on a series of heights between Hochheim and 

Biberich.  Bertrand was to build eight redoubts on these heights.  With his back to the Rhine, 

Bertrand was assured from this position that his rear would be secure against any attempts by the 

Allies to cut him off from his line of retreat via Mainz.26  Ostensibly positioned on the left bank 

to serve as an advance guard, Bertrand’s real purpose was to keep up the French line of retreat 

until the complete withdrawal of the French army west of the Rhine River could be affected.  In 

                                                 
23 Berthier to Bertrand, 1 November 1813, Ibid, II, 405. 
24 Berthier to Bertrand, 2 November 1813, Ibid., II, 413. 
25 Berthier to Fontanelli, 2 November 1813, Ibid., II, 415; and Berthier to Bertrand, 3 November 
1813, Ibid., II, 419-20. 
26 Napoleon to Bertrand, 3 November 1813, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 20860, XXVI, 
477. 
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this mission, as in all others that he had been given during the course of the past few months, 

Bertrand was again successful. 

While reorganizing his corps and constructing the ordered defensive positions, Bertrand 

was able to take advantage of the respite from marching to renew his correspondence with his 

wife.  His letters to Fanny had become irregular during the extremely hectic months of the fall 

campaign.  On 26 October he had remarked that he had not even had time to have his hair cut 

since leaving his armistice encampment at Sprottau in August.27  He now told Fanny that, since 

Leipzig, the 4th Corps had been involved in “several small battles, more or less important, but 

which were all of some interest,” and that he had now closed with the rest of the army and had 

been given command of the army’s “advance guard.”  Upon receiving the Bulletin that recounted 

the Battle of Leipzig, Bertrand modestly remarked that: “I was not at the great battle but in our 

small theater I had some success that was important for the army.”28   

Bertrand also used his letters to inform Fanny that he had not been taken prisoner at 

Leipzig.  This rumor had begun to circulate as a result of the account of the battle written by 

Schwartzenberg.  In his report, the Allied commander had claimed to have captured several 

French commanders during the battle, including Bertrand.  The Bertrand he had captured in fact 

was a brigade commander who had been part of the Leipzig garrison.29  Fanny was no doubt 

relieved to have positive confirmation of her husband’s safety. 

Bertrand’s letters to Fanny also spoke tenderly of his hopes of being able to see her again 

soon.  Before such a reunion was possible, however, Bertrand found himself engaged in one final 

battle.  As the 4th Corps attempted to complete the construction of the redoubts Napoleon had 

ordered, Schwartzenberg pushed his army forward against the incomplete French positions at 

Hochheim.  Gyulai’s corps attacked Bertrand’s front while Lichtenstein struck against the 4th 

Corps’ right around Massenheim.  Bertrand had positioned his units with Guilleminot’s division 

as the main defensive line and Morand’s men forming the 4th Corps reserve.  The vast numerical 

                                                 
27 Bertrand to Fanny, 26 October 1813, Lettres, 345. 
28 Bertrand to Fanny, 5 November 1813, Ibid., 355-56. 
29 Ibid.  The citizens of Illyria had also been dismayed by the rumor of Bertrand’s capture.  As a 
sign of their appreciation of his beneficent rule there as Governor General, they had raised 
money for his ransom before discovering that it was the wrong Bertrand.  See Paulin, Souvenirs, 
225. 
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superiority of the Allied force soon became obvious.30  While Morand came under attack on his 

left, Guilleminot was forced to abandon Hochheim and fall back on Cassell.31  This withdrawal 

exposed the rest of Bertrand’s Corps.  Realizing the futility of remaining on the east bank of the 

Rhine, Bertrand withdrew the remainder of his corps across the Rhine to Mainz.  In a fitting act 

of defiance for a man who had fought and commanded with such determination throughout the 

campaign, Bertrand fired the last cannon shots of the grande armée east of the Rhine River.32 

After eighteen months of nearly constant campaigning, the grande armée that reached the 

Rhine in November, 1813, was only a pale shadow of its former self.  That the French army was 

able to reach the French frontier at all, however, was somewhat remarkable given the marked 

transformation that it had undergone in the final months of the 1813 Campaign.  Its success in 

doing so was in no small part due to the continued coherence and combat effectiveness that the 

4th Corps retained throughout the retreat.  Whenever Napoleon had found his army in peril – at 

Leipzig, at Kœsen, at Hanua, or at Hoecheim – the Emperor had repeatedly been able to call on 

Bertrand’s Corps to breakout, protect his flanks, or guard his rear as the situation demanded.  As 

the advance guard, flank security, or rearguard, Bertrand and the 4th Corps had been equal to 

every challenge.  With the Allied armies now encircling France, Napoleon found himself in ever-

increasing need of men of Bertrand’s skills, talents, dependability, and loyalty. 

 

                                                 
30 Berthier put the Allied forces at 30 battalions and reported that Bertrand’s forces had put up a 
stubborn defense and had retired only after being attacked on the right where the defensive 
positions had not yet been affected.  See Berthier to Napoleon, 9 November 1813, Archives 
Nationales, AF IV, Carton 1664, Plaquette 1.   
31 Vaudoncourt, Histoire de la guerre, 237. 
32 Vasson, Bertrand, 115. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

 

DESPERATE DAYS – THE 1814 CAMPAIGN 
 
 
 
Germany was lost.  Nothing now remained but to save France or to fall with her.1 

 

 

 
That the Rhine River now comprised the extreme eastern frontier of Napoleon’s Empire 

in November 1813 is a stark reminder of how much had changed since the beginning of the 1813 

Campaign.  A scant ten months before, far-away Illyria had represented the southeastern most 

extent of the Empire.  Bertrand, who had begun 1813 in Illyria, was as much aware of the 

dramatic changes in France’s strategic position as any man.  Returning to France after an almost 

three year absence, Bertrand could not help but observe the changes that had transpired in his 

homeland since he had left. 

Bertrand himself had changed significantly during his absence from France.  Having left 

France a staff officer following several years as Napoleon’s aide-de-camp, he returned a veteran 

corps commander.  Two years of service in Illyria as the Governor General and ten months of 

service as a corps commander in the 1813 Campaign had changed him markedly.  Both positions 

had matured Bertrand’s leadership skills and provided him with a different perspective of 

Napoleon’s own leadership.  While Bertrand had previously demonstrated considerable talents as 

an engineer and as an aide-de-camp, he had been afforded few opportunities before 1811 to 

display his own leadership abilities.  Thrust into a leadership role in 1813, Bertrand had finally 

been afforded the chance to display his talents on a larger stage.  He had responded in his typical 

steadfast fashion, proving himself more than capable of handling the various leadership 

challenges that had confronted him throughout the 1813 Campaign.    

                                                 
1 Baron Fain, Memoirs of the Invasion of France, 1814  (London, 1834), 1. 
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Given his inexperience and the difficulties inherent in the 1813 Campaign, Bertrand had 

fulfilled his duties as a corps commander acceptably well.  Under increasingly problematic 

circumstances, Bertrand had provided steady, competent leadership throughout the 1813 

Campaign.  Bertrand’s increasing maturation was clearly evident as the campaign progressed.  

After cautiously moving from Italy into Bavaria and timidly reacting to the sound of guns at the 

battles of Lützen and Bautzen, Bertrand had demonstrated far more aggressive and confident 

leadership during the battles the 4th Corps had engaged in during the fall portion of the campaign.  

By the end of the campaign, Bertrand was an experienced, competent, corps commander. 

That the 4th Corps remained one of the few coherent corps left in the grande armée in 

November, 1813, is perhaps the best testament to the leadership that Bertrand provided to his 

corps in 1813.  Despite both the multi-national nature of his corps, which contained a heavy 

preponderance of foreign troops, and the heavy casualties his corps had endured at Bautzen and 

Dennewitz, the 4th Corps still performed competently long after most of the other corps in the 

French army had disintegrated.  Ever the motivator and always a keen judge of talent and ability, 

Napoleon had confidently selected Bertrand to command a corps.   Bertrand had rewarded the 

Emperor’s confidence by performing solidly throughout the 1813 Campaign.   

Following his return to France, Napoleon demonstrated the full measure of the gratitude 

he held for the capable service Bertrand had rendered him in 1813.  On 18 November, he 

awarded Bertrand a baton, naming him the Grand Marshal of the Palace.  Although not a field 

marshal’s baton as he might have hoped for, it was a baton nonetheless.  The position had been 

vacant since the death of Michel Duroc following the Battle of Bautzen on 22 May.  That 

Napoleon had waited so long to fill the position was an indication of the esteem with which he 

had held Duroc.  That the Emperor had selected Bertrand to replace Duroc similarly reflected 

Napoleon’s feelings toward Bertrand.  The prestigious nature of the position was revealed when 

General Antoine Drouot, one of the most brilliant artillery officers in the army and a principal 

contender for the job, rebuked his aide for suggesting that he was better off for not having been 

selected.  “Do not speak of service to the Emperor in such a manner,” Drouot had scolded his 

aide.  “All positions near His Majesty are honorable and worthy of envy.”2 

                                                 
2 Nicolas Louis Planat de la Faye, Vie de Planat de la Faye (Paris, 1895), 158.  La Faye had told 
Drouot that, in his opinion, the job had “a little too much domesticity” in it to be considered 
honorable. 
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The position of Grand Marshal was one of the most delicate, difficult, and vaunted jobs 

in the First Empire.  The title derived from the Middle Ages.  In short, the Grand Marshal of the 

Palace was the chief officer of the royal household.3  Charged with overseeing the Imperial 

Maison, the Grand Marshal was responsible for virtually every aspect of the day-to-day affairs of 

Napoleon’s household.  He managed the daily expenses of the maison, saw to the conduct of the 

court, and supervised the Emperor’s kitchen among other things.  He lodged with the Emperor 

and accompanied him almost everywhere.  On campaign, the Grand Marshal was responsible for 

Napoleon’s table, his lodgment, his stable, and his safety.4  It was the most intimate position in 

the Emperor’s court and it demanded qualities and a temperament that few men possessed.  The 

list of candidates to replace Duroc had been short.  While Napoleon had been able to function 

without formally naming a replacement while on campaign, he did not wait long following his 

return to the Tuileries in November, 1813, to ask Bertrand to fill this position.5  Bertrand’s 

selection was met with near universal approval.  Hortense de Beauharnais commented that: 

“Everyone approved of his choice, for Bertrand was a gifted man, unpretentious in his manner, 

kind-hearted, loyal and upright.”6   

In mid-November, Bertrand turned over command of the 4th Corps to Morand and hurried 

back to Paris to assume his new duties.  Fanny, who had impatiently rushed forward to join her 

husband upon his arrival at Mainz, now retraced her steps and returned with Bertrand to Paris.7  

By 27 November, Bertrand and Fanny were both ensconced in the Tuileries and Bertrand was 

busily engaged in carrying out his duties.  Napoleon’s efforts to negotiate a peace settlement with 

the Allies while rebuilding and reorganizing his army and also tending to the affairs of state 

                                                 
3 Elting, Swords Around A Throne, 70.  Author’s footnote. 
4 Vasson, Bertrand, 119. 
5 The decree naming Bertrand to this position was issued on 18 November.  See “Decret,” 18 
November 1813, Service historique, Dossier 7Yd 455.  Napoleon also wrote a short note 
informing Bertrand of this decision.  See Napoleon to Bertrand, 18 November 1813, Document, 
Bibliothèque Municipale de Chateauroux.   
6 Hortense de Beauharnais, The Memoirs of Queen Hortense 2 Vols. (New York, 1927), II, 65-
66.  Hortense wrote that Auguste-Charles Flahaut (de la Billarderie) and Savary were two of the 
other principal contenders for this position.  She contended that Flahaut was not chosen due to 
their relationship.  “The Emperor wished his Grand Marshal to be someone entirely devoted to 
his own interests.  He feared any influence that was not his own.”  Savary, meanwhile, was 
retained in his position as head of police.   
7 En route to Paris, Massé recorded his surprise at encountering Fanny at Epernay, on her way to 
Mainz to be with her husband.  See Massé, Soldats Suisse, 338. 
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made this an extremely frantic time at the Imperial Court.  Paulin, promoted to major and 

elevated to the position of first aide-de-camp to Bertrand, recalled this time as the busiest of his 

military career.  Unlike his previous returns to Paris following a campaign when he had been 

able to take advantage of a short respite, there was precious little time for anyone in France to 

rest at the end of 1813.8 

Bertrand worked as hard as anyone during this time.  Lodged in the Tuileries with 

Napoleon, he was essentially on call twenty-four hours a day.  Bertrand’s duties expanded as the 

Allies began to cross the Rhine at the end of December and the Emperor turned his attention to 

the defense of France.  In addition to the traditional duties of the Grand Marshal, Bertrand was 

also called on to serve as the Commander of the National Guard.9  In Berthier’s absence, he was 

expected to serve as Napoleon’s Chief of Staff, overseeing the Emperor’s correspondence with 

his armies.10  On the evening of 26 December, Bertrand was engaged in both of these additional 

duties.  After working until midnight on orders for the disposition of the National Guard, 

Bertrand recalled his aide-de-camp, Paulin, to his bureau shortly before 6:00 a.m..  Upon his 

arrival there, Paulin was handed a note ordering him to conduct an extensive reconnaissance of 

France between Paris and the Swiss border.  Proceeding to the palace for clarification of his 

orders, Paulin was met by Bertrand whose complexion he found to be “pale from an entire night 

of work.”  Bertrand handed Paulin the instructions that Napoleon had dictated to him that night: 

 

Major Paulin will pass by Nogent-sur-Seine, Troyes, Bar-sur-Aube, Chaumont, 
Langres, and Vesoul.  He will visit, if possible, the positions of Giromagny, 
Vosges Mountains, Belfort, Montbéliard, and Blamont. 
 

 
He will return by Besançon, Pontparlier, Château de Joux, Salins, Dôle, Auxonne, 
Dijon, Châtillon, and Troyes. 
 
He will take notes on the garrisons, the armament, the supplies, the fortifications, 
the positions for a division or a corps or an advance guard, of all these places. 
 

                                                 
8 Paulin, Souvenirs, 274. 
9 Ibid., 272. 
10 Bertrand revealed his work on Berthier’s behalf in a letter to General Maison preceding the 
start of the 1814 Campaign.  See Bertrand to Maison, 20 January 1814, Correspondance de 
Napoléon Ier, No. 21120, XXVI, 67-70.  
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He will indicate whether or not the routes can be used by artillery, infantry, or to 
maintain important lateral communications.  He will indicate whether or not the 
rivers are fordable, their width, their height relative to their banks, and the state of 
their bridges. 
 
He will write me everyday or more often all the news that he learns regarding the 
disposition of the land, the manner in which the conscription is being conducted 
and, finally, all that appears to be of interest.11 
 

The detailed reconnaissance that Paulin had been ordered to conduct was reminiscent of 

those that Bertrand had performed himself before the 1805 and 1806 Campaigns.  The 

instructions that Paulin had been given for conducting the reconnaissance gave a good indication 

of Napoleon’s mindset at the end of 1813.  With the Allied armies now pouring across the Rhine 

and the peace negotiations failing, the Emperor wasted little time in gathering the information 

that would help guide his conduct during the coming campaign.  Already Napoleon was 

envisioning the battlefields on which the looming campaign would be fought. 

There was still much work to be done, however, before the Emperor would be ready to 

rejoin the grande armée in the field and lead them against the Allied armies.  As the Grand 

Marshal and acting Chief of Staff, Bertrand was intimately involved in these preparations.  Some 

drew comfort from Bertrand’s proximity to the Emperor during this time of crisis.  Bertrand’s 

former secretary, Amedée de Massé was one such man.  Having served with Bertrand in Illyria 

and throughout the 1813 Campaign, Massé appreciated Bertrand’s qualities under stress.  He, for 

one, was glad to know “that a man full of such distinguished sentiments and talents as the 

general, was serving as the confidant of the Emperor in these critical circumstances.”12 

France’s “critical circumstances” became more dire with every passing day.  By mid-

January, the French forces were falling back in front of the Allied armies everywhere and the 

French Empire continued to crumble with the occupation of the lowlands in 1813 and the 

defection of Murat in Naples on 11 January 1814.  Under these circumstances, Napoleon 

prepared for a fight to the finish, directing Bertrand to prepare the defenses of Paris.  “The part of 

Paris that has no defensive walls is 400 toises [in length],” Napoleon wrote to Bertrand on 13 

January.  “Under some pretext, prepare the wood for the palisades that one could place, when the 

moment has arrived, in front of the weakest portions of the stockade.”  Bertrand was also ordered 

                                                 
11 Paulin, Souvenirs, 275-76.  Paulin returned from this reconnaissance on 22 January 1814. 
12 Massé, Soldats Suisses, 340. 
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to prepare additional palisades for reinforcing the thirty principal gates of Paris and a “good 

number of chevaux de frise for employing where necessary.”  Making Bertrand’s task more 

difficult were the Emperor’s instructions that he prepare these works in the greatest secrecy so 

that “the workers would not be aware of their intended usage.”13  Napoleon was intent on 

defending France all the way to the gates of Paris, but he was aware that many Parisians did not 

share his sentiments.  His concerns were evident in his instructions to Bertrand of being wary of 

inciting too much panic in Paris as he prepared the city’s defenses. 

Bertrand was given no time to complete this task.14  The day after receiving the orders to 

prepare Paris’s defenses, Napoleon gave Bertrand another task.  Preparing to take the field and 

assume personal command of the French army, the Emperor directed Bertrand to send his horses 

to Châlons.15  Bertrand went to Châlons himself, returning on 22 January with news that did not 

bode well for the ensuing campaign.  “[General Bertrand] has seen that we have nothing at 

Châlons,” an order of the day noted after Bertrand’s return.  “[He has seen] that the army is 

dying there from hunger.”  Bertrand took time at Châlons to help correct the logistical shortages 

he found there.  Using money from the regimental treasury, Bertrand ordered flour, beef, and 

fodder for the army there before departing.16 

Two short days after arriving back from Châlons, Bertrand made a return trip, this time 

seated beside Napoleon himself in his carriage.17  The Emperor reached Châlons on the night of 

25 January.  He paused there only briefly before pushing forward and establishing his 

                                                 
13 Napoleon to Bertrand, 13 January 1814, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 21095, XXVII, 
44-45.  
14 Houssaye records that “By February 3, the engineers of the National Guard had made the 
palisades and the stockaded works, but when the Emperor left to join the army, the Committee of 
Defense was allowed to lapse and no steps were taken to fortify the suburbs.  See Henry 
Houssaye, Napoleon and the Campaign of 1814  (London, 1914), 346. 
15 Napoleon to Bertrand, 14 January 1814, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 21098, XXVII, 
46. 
16 “Ordre,” 22 January 1814, Ibid., No. 21123, XXVI, 71-72. 
17 Fain, Invasion of France, 1814, 65.  In addition to his other duties, Fain reveals that Bertrand 
was also functioning at the time as the Grand Equerry (in charge of the Emperor’s horses) in 
Caulaincourt’s absence.  Bertrand also performed personal missions for the Emperor during this 
period.  On the day before leaving for Châlons, Bertrand had gone to Jerome on Napoleon’s 
behalf.  Seeking to mend relations with his brother, the Emperor had sent Bertrand to Jerome to 
express his forgiveness and to inform that he would not require his services during the coming 
campaign.  See  A. du Casse, ed.  Supplément a la Correspondance de Napoléon Ier (Paris, 
1887), 196-97. 
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headquarters at Vitry.  Bertrand assisted him at Vitry by interrogating the local leaders there to 

learn news of the enemy’s movements and the local situation.18  Berthier rejoined the Emperor at 

Vitry, greatly aiding Bertrand by relieving him of the responsibility of overseeing Napoleon’s 

correspondence with his marshals.19 

Bertrand needed all the help that he could get because the pace of events had increased 

dramatically following the Emperor’s arrival at Vitry.  Bertrand’s journal, in which he dutifully 

recorded Napoleon’s daily itinerary and the major events of each day, clearly illustrated the 

quickened pace of the campaign.  “The Emperor attacked St. Dizier with the Duke de Bellune 

[General Perrin Claude-Victor],” Bertrand wrote on 27 January.  “General [Philbert-Guillaume] 

Duhesme fell on the enemy rear guard.  At 8:00 a.m., the Emperor entered St. Dizier.”  Two days 

later, Bertrand included more extensive notes on the French army’s successful attack and capture 

of Brienne.20 

In addition to his journal, Bertrand also took time during the campaign to write to his 

wife.  Many of his letters to Fanny contained the same information that which he included in his 

daily journal.  Both his letters to his wife and his journal neglected to contain some of the more 

dangerous personal moments of the campaign.  Thus, he included no mention in his letters of the 

events following the Battle of Brienne when Napoleon narrowly escaped being killed by 

Cossacks as he made his way back to his headquarters at Maizières.21  He went out of his way to 

reassure Fanny that he was in no imminent danger and that the times were passing normally.  On 

30 January he described the Battle of Brienne to her as “a rather lively affair.”22  Later that day 

he assured her that “I have here only my ordinary work.”23 

Bertrand’s work was, in fact, far from ordinary.  He pushed forward with Napoleon 

following the French victories at St. Dizier and Brienne and waited impatiently with him as the 

French army slogged down the rain-drenched French roads.  The bridges that the French army 

                                                 
18 Fain, Invasion of France, 1814, 71. 
19 Bertrand to Fanny, 26 January 1814, Lettres, 369. 
20 Bertrand, “Itinéraire de Napoléon Ier,” Archive Nationale, 390 AP 21, Dossier 1. 
21 Fain, Invasion of France, 1814, 78-9.  When this issue became a point of contention between 
Gougaud and Napoleon on St. Helena, Bertrand acknowledged to Gourgaud that “all the staff 
[knew that Gourgaud] had killed a Cossack before His Majesty.”  See Baron Gaspard Gourgaud, 
Journal de Sainte-Hélène, 1815-1818  2 Vols. (Paris, 1944), II, 30.  
22 Bertrand to Fanny, 30 January 1814, Lettres, 371. 
23 Ibid. 
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had itself previously destroyed now served to further impede the French advance.  The 

Emperor’s pursuit of the Allies was brought to an abrupt halt not by clogged roads or missing 

bridges, however, but by the Allies themselves.  In a raging snow storm at La Rothière on 1 

February, Blücher gave Napoleon his first check of the campaign.24  Bertrand spent an anxious 

night with the Emperor at his headquarters in the chateau of Brienne following that day’s battle 

as he monitored the French army’s withdrawal from the battlefield.  Leaving Marmont to cover 

his retreat, Napoleon stole away from Brienne at 4:00 a.m., only after having assured himself 

that the French army had affected its withdrawal.25 

The letters that Fanny received from her husband failed to mention the French defeat at 

La Rothière and Napoleon’s subsequent narrow escape from Brienne.  Instead, Bertrand focused 

on convincing his wife that all was well and that he was in no danger.  After establishing the 

Imperial Headquarters at Troyes on 3 February, Bertrand wrote that “since my arrival [at the 

front], I am no longer troubled with the work of the army . . .”26  Two days later, he sought to 

assure her further that he was not involved in any dangerous missions.  “I have commanded 

neither an advance guard nor anything other than the dinner and the palace of the Emperor, if one 

could call the lodgings of war that,” Bertrand observed to Fanny.  “At least I will not die of 

indigestion.  I do not see what dangers I court here.”  Continuing, Bertrand acknowledged that, 

“Without a doubt, our position here is difficult but the genius of the Emperor will pull us through 

I hope.”27 

Bertrand’s faith in Napoleon was not shared by all.  The news of the French army’s 

defeat at La Rothière had caused a panic in Paris that lasted a full week.28  Aware that many 

Frenchmen had begun to talk openly of leaving the French capital in advance of the anticipated 

                                                 
24 F. Loraine Petre, Napoleon at Bay, 1814  (London, 1994), 28-40. 
25 Fain, Invasion of France, 1814, 84-6.  Segur recalled that Napoleon slipped away from the 
castle on foot.  “He walked [away]:  his attitude was firm, but grave and anxious.  He went 
almost a quarter of a league on foot after which he mounted a horse and was lost to our eyes 
toward Lesmont ending the long night of our suffering and his solicitude.”  See Phillipe de 
Segur, Histoire et Mémoires, 6 Vols.  (Paris, 1877), VI, 284. 
26 Bertrand to Fanny, 3 February 1814, Lettres, 373. 
27 Bertrand to Fanny, 5 February 1814, Ibid., 374-75. 
28 Houssaye, Napoleon and the Campaign of 1814, 29-31. 
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Map 26:  1814 Campaign.  Serving as the Grand Marshal of the Palace, Bertrand accompanied 
Napoleon throughout the 1814 Campaign. 
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arrival of the Allied armies, Bertrand attempted to steel Fanny’s courage through his letters.  “I 

ignore [this talk of leaving Paris] entirely and will not listen or speak of it,” he wrote her on 7 

February.  “We have an army . . . I do not see how one can be without hope.”29  The losses of 

1812 and 1813, however, could not be ignored.  Three days after vehemently declaring that he 

would entertain no discussion of leaving Paris, Bertrand reversed himself.  “My uncle has spoken 

of my father’s desire to see our children,” Bertrand wrote Fanny on 10 February.  “We have 

promised him this for a long time and I see no harm of sending Henri and Hortense to him with 

their wet nurse.”30  Fanny also began to openly voice her concerns.  Walking with Massé in the 

Tuileries garden shortly after receiving her husband’s letter, she confided that she had no 

illusions that they would not be in the imperial estates much longer.31 

The subdued greeting that the Emperor received upon entering Troyes indicated that 

many French citizens also harbored no illusions concerning the outcome of the current 

campaign.32  Napoleon himself contemplated accepting the terms of surrender that had been 

offered by the Allies during the negotiations at the Congress of Châtillon which had been 

convened in February, 1814.  “As soon as the allies announce their conditions, you are free to 

accept them,” he had written his plenipotentiary, Armand Caulaincourt on 4 February.  The next 

day, however, he amended his instructions to Caulaincourt.  “You should agree to the terms if 

they are acceptable,” he wrote on 5 February.  “But, if not, we will take the chance of a battle 

and run the risk of losing Paris and all that that will involve.”33 

The slight pause in Allied operations after their victory at La Rothière and the improving 

circumstances of the French army since that battle had apparently given the Emperor cause for 

hope.  “The Emperor has a good army that is almost complete and that is reinforced every day,” 

Bertrand had written Fanny on 7 February.34  The most important addition that the French army 

received during this time was the “good division” from Spain whose arrival Bertrand noted the 

next day in a letter to his wife.  “The reinforcements that arrive offer a new chance for success 

and strengthen our position at the negotiations,” Bertrand expressed hopefully to Fanny on 8 

                                                 
29 Bertrand to Fanny, 7 February 1814, Lettres, 376-77. 
30 Bertrand to Fanny, 10 February 1814, Ibid., 378-79. 
31 Massé, Soldats Suisses, 342. 
32 Ibid., 53. 
33 Napoleon to Caulaincourt, 5 February 1814, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 21179, 
XXVII, 128-29. 
34 Bertrand to Fanny, 7 February 1814, Lettres, 376. 
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February.35  Napoleon was encouraged by the same events that buoyed Bertrand’s optimism.  

Pouring over the maps that depicted the Allies movements since La Rothière, the Emperor saw 

an opportunity to reverse his recent losses.  “[Blücher] is advancing by the road to Montmirail,” 

Napoleon announced to Hughes Maret as he presented the Emperor with diplomatic dispatches 

destined for Châtillon.  “I will set out and beat him tomorrow.  I shall beat him again the day 

after tomorrow.  Should this movement prove as successful as I expect it will, the state of affairs 

will be entirely changed, and we shall then see what will be done.”36 

The events of the following week appeared to validate Bertrand’s enduring faith and 

Napoleon’s rekindled enthusiasm.  At 9:00 a.m. on 10 February, Bertrand wrote to Fanny that 

they had fallen on “the flanks, or perhaps the rear, of some enemy columns . . . I am hopeful that 

we will arrive at some good results [here].”37  Bertrand’s hopes were realized during the battle at 

Champaubert on 10 February.  That evening, he penned another note to his wife that summarized 

the results of that day’s battle.  “The 9th Corps of the Russian army has been taken or dispersed,” 

he announced to Fanny.  “It is a corps destroyed.”  The commander of the corps as well as most 

of its artillery and its wagons have been captured as well, Bertrand continued.  “Almost all the 

soldiers are prisoners.  This is one of the best battles that we have had against the Russians.”  

Bertrand concluded by stating his belief that the French victory at Champaubert was bound to 

have a great influence on the outcome of the campaign and the ongoing negotiations at 

Châtillon.38 

French military successes after Champaubert provided more reasons for encouragement.  

“If the [battles] of today and tomorrow approach those of yesterday,” Bertrand wrote from 

Champaubert in the early morning hours of 11 February, “I think that the enemy will be forced to 

retreat.”39  The French victory at Montmirail that day put Bertrand’s theory to the test.  “I am too 

ill at ease, dear Fanny, to write you at length,” Bertrand wrote as evening fell on the 11th.  

“Suffice it to say that the corps of General Saken, composed of 6 divisions (or 3 corps), has been 

completely beaten.  The corps of Prince Vasinow has been almost destroyed.  Many cannons, 

many prisoners, many killed.”  The decisive French victories at Champaubert and Montmirail led 

                                                 
35 Bertrand to Fanny, 8 February 1814, Ibid., 377-78. 
36 Fain, Invasion of France, 1814, 96-7. 
37 Bertrand to Fanny, 10 February 1814, Lettres, 378-79. 
38 Bertrand to Fanny, 10 February 1814, Ibid., 380. 
39 Bertrand to Fanny, 11 February 1814, Ibid., 380-81. 
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Bertrand to conclude that the strategic situation had been dramatically altered.  “Voila, Paris is 

out of all danger,” he confidently declared to Fanny.40 

Ever humble and always mindful of not concerning Fanny with his safety, Bertrand 

neglected to mention his own role in the battle at Montmirail.  There he had reassumed his old 

aide-de-camp role in leading forces forward to a troubled spot on the battlefield.  With the battle 

still undecided, Bertrand had led a battalion of the Old Guard to General Étienne Pierre Ricard’s 

aide on the French left.  With Bertrand’s help, and that of another battalion of the Old Guard led 

by Marshal François Lefebvre, Ricard had successfully seized the village of Marchais and helped 

decide the Prussian retreat from the battlefield.  “It is the first time,” Napoleon triumphantly 

announced on the battlefield, “that one has seen marshals of France charging at the head of a 

battalion.”41  After being cited in the Army bulletin for his role in this battle, Bertrand realized he 

could not conceal it any longer from Fanny and thereafter tried to downplay it in his typically 

humble fashion.  “The Emperor has honorably cited me in the Bulletin,” he wrote to Fanny on 19 

February, “but it is out of pure kindness.  I have not taken part in anything, solely the attack on 

Marchais with [Lefebvre].  But really I commanded nothing and was there only as a 

bystander.”42 

Regardless of his real role, Bertrand could not help but bask in the glow of the recent 

French victories and the part that he had played in helping to secure them.  His letters to Fanny 

gushed with renewed optimism as the French concluded a third straight victory over the Allies at 

Château-Thierry on 12 February.  “The principal Russian army has almost been destroyed,” he 

told Fanny the following day.43  A day later, Bertrand reported that a similar fate had befallen 

“the corps of General Kleist which, arriving from Germany and believing to have no one before 

them, had almost been destroyed” at Vauchamps.44  The incredulous string of French victories 

raised Bertrand’s hopes to a fever-pitch.  He presciently compared the defeats in detail of Saken, 

Yorck, and Kleist’s corps with Napoleon’s successes in the Italian Campaign in 1796-97.  “This 

                                                 
40 Ibid.  Bertrand’s confidence in French arms was revealed in his instructions to Fanny to delay 
sending his two youngest children to his father’s estate at Châteauroux. 
41 Paulin, Notice Biographique, 26.  Paulin’s account is verified by Fain.  See Fain, Invasion of 
France, 1814, 102. 
42 Bertrand to Fanny, 19 February 1814, Lettres, 387-88. 
43 Bertrand to Fanny, 13 February 1814, Ibid., 382-83. 
44 Bertrand to Fanny, 14 February 1814, Ibid., 384. 
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campaign will certainly be [considered] one of the most astonishing that the Emperor has ever 

conducted,” Bertrand assuredly predicted to his wife on 15 February.45 

The events of the following days did nothing to dampen Bertrand’s optimism.  After 

pushing back Blücher’s Army of Silesia, Napoleon had turned to give chase to Schwartzenberg’s 

Army of Bohemia.  Confronted with the Emperor himself, Schwartzenberg had abruptly halted 

his forward movement and scrambled to move his army back behind the protective barrier of the 

Seine River.  The Allies were able to successfully affect their retreat but not before suffering 

tactical setbacks at Nangis and Montereau.  At Nangis, Bertrand reported that an entire Russian 

corps with its artillery had been taken.  “Not a single enemy infantry soldier recrossed [the 

Seine] at Nangis,” Bertrand boasted to Fanny on 17 February.  “And this brilliant success cost us 

no more than 25 men out of combat.  Never have we taken as many Russians prisoners as we 

have in this campaign.  Each day we capture entire battalions.  I have never seen this before.”46 

Bertrand’s glee in the French successes was tempered following the French victory at 

Montereau on 18 February.  There Bertrand was provided with a sobering reminder of the harsh 

realities of war.  Surveying the Montereau battlefield with Napoleon from the Imperial 

Headquarters that had been established at the castle of Surville, Bertrand began to recognize 

some of the enemy soldiers and officers who had been wounded or taken prisoner.  They were 

his old comrades from the Württemburg Division that had fought for him with distinction 

throughout the 1813 Campaign.47  Now fighting on the Allied side, the remnants of the division 

were virtually destroyed at Montereau.  Bertrand himself had played a role in their destruction, 

ordering some cavalry to cut off their retreat over a bridge on the French right.  At the conclusion 

of the battle, Bertrand demonstrated some of the finest traits of his character, showing mercy and 

taking the captured and wounded Württemburgers under his protection.  “I have not been able to 

help myself from feeling a sentiment of sadness in seeing such a great number of 

Württemburgers killed,” Bertrand admitted to Fanny the following day.  “I would rather that they 

                                                 
45 Bertrand to Fanny, 15 February 1814, Ibid., 384.  Bertrand reaffirmed this opinion four days 
later when he wrote, “What a brilliant campaign!  It is perhaps the best that the Emperor has ever 
made.  The Allies believed that they would enter Paris on the 19th but today they make other 
calculations.”  See Bertrand to Fanny, 19 February 1814, Ibid., 387-88. 
46 Bertrand to Fanny, 17 February 1814, Ibid., 386. 
47 Paulin, Souvenirs, 280. 
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had quit and been taken prisoner.”48  In the following days, Bertrand displayed the full measure 

of his sentiments for the Württemburgers, dispatching one of his aides to Paris to secure money 

from his accounts there to disburse among the captured Württemburgers.49 

During the week following the battle of Montereau, Schwartzenberg’s Army of Bohemia 

continued to fall back in the front of Napoleon’s revitalized grande armée.  Still separated from 

Blücher’s Army of Silesia, Schwartzenberg refused to give battle at Troyes and instead ordered a 

further withdrawal of his forces to Chaumont and Langres.50  Napoleon reentered Troyes on 24 

February and received a far different reception than what he had received three weeks before.51  

The jubilant welcome and string of French successes heartened Bertrand and made him hopeful 

that the campaign would yet result in a French victory.  The Allied calls for an armistice served 

as proof to Bertrand that the Allies were in trouble.  He was under no illusions, though.  He 

considered their calls for an armistice to be a “ruse of war for gaining 48 hours because their 

troops are scattered and the Allies are being beaten in detail and would like to reunite [their 

forces].”52   

Bertrand also supported Napoleon’s decision to reject a permanent peace at this time.  

Knowing that the Allies had formed their coalition with the intent of reaching Paris and had 

made it public knowledge that they would “sign a peace only in Paris,” Bertrand argued that it 

was not in France’s best interest to sign a peace treaty while Allied troops were still on French 

soil.  “[The Allies] would not treat our land very well,” Bertrand explained to Fanny.  “[Our 

country] would be devastated by their troops.”  He reasoned that “our enemies will be more 

willing to negotiate and we will have a better peace after some more successes.”53 

The Allies’ treatment of the French towns they had already occupied gave Bertrand 

reason for concern.  “It is not possible to pillage more completely,” Bertrand had written Fanny 

on 13 February after retaking some of the castles the Russians had pillaged.  “In the châteaux, 

everything is broken, including all the windows.”  The Allied officers themselves admitted to the 

poor conduct of the occupying forces.  Bertrand recounted to Fanny a conversation he had 

                                                 
48 Bertrand to Fanny, 19 February 1814, Lettres, 387-88. 
49 Bertrand to Fanny, 19 February 1814, Ibid., 388-89.  Paulin also recorded this act of kindness 
in his memoirs.  See Paulin, Souvenirs, 280. 
50 Houssaye, Napoleon and the Campaign of 1814, 62-70. 
51 Ibid., 65-6. 
52 Bertrand to Fanny, 19 February 1814, Lettres, 387-88. 
53 Bertrand to Fanny, 21 February 1814, Ibid., 390-91. 
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overheard between two captured Russian generals in which the one had told the other that they 

were lucky to be prisoners.  “Undoubtedly, he made allusion to the discontent held by the French 

for the atrocities of all kinds that they had committed,” Bertrand opined.  The destruction that he 

observed in the cities occupied by the Allies led Bertrand to mock the Allies’ proclamations that 

they had come to “maintain order, make the arts flourish, and for the good of the land.”54 

The extent of the devastation visited upon French lands by the Allies was made more 

evident as Napoleon pressed the Allied armies back toward the French frontier.  The revelation 

of the atrocities helped spur the French forces onward and helped goad the liberated French 

populace into action in support of the grande armée.  “The Emperor has been welcomed [at 

Troyes] with a veritable enthusiasm,” Bertrand wrote Fanny on 25 February.  “It was a touching 

spectacle as the residents crowded around him, welcoming him with cries of Vive l’Empererur.”  

Bertrand felt a measure of pity for the city’s citizens and noted their newfound desire to fight for 

France:  

 
The poor inhabitants had been fortunate to be delivered from the foreign 
vexations.  They have paid dearly for the visit of the enemy.  They valued at 3 
million [Francs] the requisitions of cloth, linen, etc. that had been imposed on 
them.  But they exaggerate it seems to me . . . They repent today of having 
believed in the smooth-tongued words of our enemies and the majority of the city 
will take up arms and march with us.55 
 

The renewed energy exhibited by the French citizenry following their liberation, 

however, could not overcome the logistical shortcomings that continued to plague the grande 

armée.  Even Bertrand, traveling with the Imperial Headquarters, was not immune to the 

shortages of supplies that hindered French military operations in 1814.  His letters to Fanny Paris 

increasingly contained requests for her to purchase and send supplies forward to him.  Of 

greatest need to him were fresh horses and warm clothing.  “I have not been fortunate with my 

horses,” Bertrand wrote Fanny on 16 February.  He had been forced to send one horse back to 

Paris after it had been wounded in the foot while another had bled to death on the battlefield after 

hemorrhaging following the forced march on Sézanne, he explained.  He now had only two 

                                                 
54 Bertrand to Fanny, 13 February 1814, Ibid., 382-83.  As the Grand Marshal, Bertrand was in 
close contact with the captured Allied generals who were often invited to dine with Napoleon.  
See Bertrand to Fanny, 11 February 1814, Ibid., 380-81. 
55 Bertrand to Fanny, 25 February 1814, Ibid., 394-95. 
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horses available and, of those, one was sick and the other heavily fatigued.  He implored her to 

buy him another horse and send it forward to him.56  His subsequent letters contained additional 

requests for horses as well as other essential items such as boots, saddles, spurs, clothing, and 

blankets.57 

As Bertrand and the rest of the French army scoured France for needed supplies, the 

Allies embarked on another attempt to bring the campaign to a conclusion.  Leaving Napoleon to 

chase after Schwartzenberg, Blücher ended his attempts to reunite his army with 

Schwartzenberg’s.  Abruptly turning his army west, he instead began to march on Paris.  With 

his capital and his own lines of communication now threatened, Napoleon was forced to react.  

Leaving a covering force behind to guard Troyes and watch Schwartzenberg, the Emperor set out 

after Blücher on 27 February.58   

The forced marches that ensued took a heavy toll on Bertrand.  The strain of struggling to 

maintain his own wardrobe and stable in addition to those of the Emperor was apparent in 

Bertrand’s letters to his wife which became increasingly terse.  “My correspondence is not also a 

journal of military events,” Bertrand harshly noted to his wife on 5 March in response to her 

requests for more information on the campaign.  “When one has spent 24 hours rebuilding a 

bridge; when the enemy has gained a march or two on us and we are not able to rejoin him; am I 

able to give you some news?  Do you think the enemy battles us just so that I can see it and give 

you some news?”59  Bertrand also scolded Fanny for sending him “sinister predictions on the 

army” and for asking him for news of the negotiations.60  “I am farther from the negotiations 

than you are at Paris,” Bertrand wrote his wife on 5 March.  “I do not know what passes there or 

when they will end.”61 

In truth, Bertrand proximity to the Emperor at the Imperial Headquarters made him 

acutely aware of the current state of the negotiations.  His protestation of not knowing how they 

were progressing was more a matter of his decreasing faith in them and his increasing belief that 

the Allies needed to be dealt with harshly.  The latter feeling was undoubtedly a result of the 

                                                 
56 Bertrand to Fanny, 16 February 1814, Ibid., 385.   
57 See Bertrand to Fanny, 16 February – 19 March 1814, (various letters), Ibid., 385-414. 
58 Houssaye, Napoleon and the Campaign of 1814, 96-97. 
59 Bertrand to Fanny, 5 March 1814, Lettres, 400-01. 
60 Bertrand to Fanny, 21 February 1814, Ibid., 390-91. 
61 Bertrand to Fanny, 5 March 1814, Ibid., 400-01. 
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atrocities that Bertrand witnessed during the latter half of the 1814 Campaign.  Observing the 

reprisals that the citizens of Troyes had taken against those who had cooperated with the Allies, 

Bertrand dryly commented to Fanny that “One of the great misfortunes of civil wars is that one 

can count on family bonds for nothing.  After religious wars, [civil wars] are the most terrible.”  

Bertrand had little sympathy for the Allies or their collaborators.  He had witnessed first-hand 

how the Allies treated the cities they occupied and he was well aware of the sentiments that 

many of the Allied officers held regarding France.  “The Prussian officers said at Montmirail that 

it will not suffice to destroy the French army,” Bertrand had written to Fanny on 19 February.  

“[They say] they must disperse [our] nation as had been done to the Jews.”62  Two weeks later he 

again commented that “the land is horribly pillaged.”  He also reported that a Prussian major, 

responding to the complaints of the owner of a château, had told him that he should have no 

illusions:  “We have not come here for your good.  You are fortunate that in pillaging you that 

we do not kill you.”63 

In the wake of such expressed sentiments, Bertrand adopted an increasingly hardened 

view of what needed to be done.  “This is a serious affair,” he told Fanny on 5 March.  “We must 

chase the enemy, save France, our honor, our glory, and our existence.”64  Bertrand drew 

encouragement from the increasingly violent response of the French populace to the indignities 

that had been heaped upon them by the Allies.  “The country arms itself on all sides,” he wrote 

Fanny on 8 March.  “Our peasants, indignantly treated, rise up everywhere and begin to be truly 

redoubtable on the enemy’s rear . . . Our position improves everyday.”65  Proving to be a true 

disciple of the Napoleonic school of war, Bertrand told Fanny that places were of little import.  

“The essential thing is to battle the enemy,” he wrote on 14 March.66  A week later he concurred 

with the Emperor’s belief that “One battles no more for the victory, but for the enemy’s head.”67   

France’s deteriorating strategic position undoubtedly played into Bertrand’s thoughts at 

this time.  Despite his best efforts, Napoleon had been unable to overcome the Allies 

overwhelming numerical superiority and the French army’s ever-diminishing logistical situation.  

                                                 
62 Bertrand to Fanny, 19 February 1814, Ibid., 387-88. 
63 Bertrand to Fanny, 2 March 1814, Ibid., 397-98. 
64 Bertrand to Fanny, 5 March 1814, Ibid., 400-01. 
65 Bertrand to Fanny, 8 March 1814, Ibid., 404-05. 
66 Bertrand to Fanny, 14 March 1814, Ibid., 407-08. 
67 Bertrand to Fanny, 21 March 1814, Ibid., 414.  Citation enclosed in editor’s note. 
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While his weariness in the face of this adversity was evident, two of the most abiding tenets of 

Bertrand’s character – his love of his wife and his admiration for Napoleon – continued to shine 

through in even the darkest moments.   

Bertrand displayed the former trait in his letters when he expressed his feelings to Fanny 

and tried to soften the caustic tone he sometimes took with her in responding to her requests for 

information or permission to join him at the front.  “You worry yourself about not being able to 

see me,” he wrote on 5 March.  He reasoned with her that “there can be no question of seeing 

you when we are in circumstances that are so important and so difficult.”  Attempting to reassure 

her of his feelings for her, Bertrand concluded by declaring:  “You know my attachment [for 

you].  It will end only with my life.  My wife and my children are the objects of my dearest 

affections.  Embrace them for me and receive my most tender love.”68 

Like his love for his family, Bertrand’s admiration for Napoleon was also evident in his 

letters to Fanny.  “The Emperor has a character of iron,” Bertrand wrote Fanny on 18 March.  

“He is always just as you have seen him at Paris in moments of crisis.  What a leader!”69  The 

increasingly desperate nature of the campaign did nothing to diminish Bertrand’s respect for 

Napoleon’s abilities.  His earlier comments comparing the 1814 Campaign to the Italian 

Campaign and his statements that it was one of Napoleon’s best campaigns made it apparent that 

Bertrand did not feel that the Emperor had lost any of his martial skills over the years.  While 

others began to doubt the Emperor’s genius as the Allied armies closed in around the grande 

armée, Bertrand clung to the belief that he had first developed more than 17 years earlier.  In 

Bertrand’s mind, the Emperor was still capable of anything.  Fighting side by side with him in 

the desperate struggle to save the bridge at Arcis-sur-Aube in late March, Bertrand could easily 

imagine that the year was 1796 and that he was fighting to maintain the bridge at Lodi or 

Arcola.70 

Only in the waning moments of the campaign did Bertrand begin to waver in his belief in 

Napoleon’s invincibility.  Recounting the circumstances years later, Bertrand wrote: 

 

                                                 
68 Bertrand to Fanny, 5 March 1814, Ibid., 400-01.  Fanny was pregnant at the time which 
undoubtedly contributed to her emotional state during the campaign. 
69 Bertrand to Fanny, 18 March 1814, Ibid., 407-08. 
70 Paulin, “Notice Biographique,” 26.  Paulin contains a similar account of this action in his own 
memoirs.  See Paulin, Souvenirs, 285. 
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The 29th [of March] the Emperor was at Troyes.  The 30th, around 8:00 a.m., 
Napoleon put his troops in march toward Sens which we were 15 leagues away 
from [at the time].  On the side of the route, a bivouac fire was lit and the 
Emperor, according to his habit, stood and watched his small army pass at the 
great step.  His eyes were animated in speaking of the success that he had 
[recently] obtained over Witzingerode. 
 
“What do you think, M. le Grand-Maréchal?” the Emperor asked me, observing 
the sad reflection on my face. 
 
I hesitated to speak.  However, as the question was repeated, I responded that, 
perhaps, at the same hour, the enemy was entering Paris. 
 
“Eh bien!,” the Emperor replied gaily.  “We will chase him there then.”71 
 

Napoleon’s enduring optimism was contagious.  Following this conversation, Bertrand 

remounted his horse and galloped off with Napoleon in the direction of Paris.  It was only upon 

his arrival at La Cour de France at 3:00 a.m. that Napoleon’s own hopes for the campaign began 

to wane.72  Learning that the capital had capitulated and was to be occupied by the Allies that 

very morning, the Emperor turned his carriages south and rode to Fontainbleau.73 

As the remnants of his army began to assemble at Fontainbleau, the Emperor 

contemplated his next move.  Preparing to lead his army forward on Paris on 4 April, Napoleon 

was confronted by a number of his leading marshals.  Bertrand watched in silence as they 

convinced the Emperor that, for the sake of France, he should abdicate in favor of his wife and 

son.74  Napoleon acquiesced.  Marmont’s subsequent betrayal encouraged the Allies to insist on 

                                                 
71 Henri Bertrand, “De quelques circonstances de la journée du 30 Mars 1840,” Revue du Berry 
(1923):  45.  This letter, dated 5 June 1840, was part of three letters that Bertrand wrote to 
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by Marius Barroux. 
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to re-establish the defenses of Paris.  It was only Napoleon’s uncertainty over the state of these 
defenses that led him to decide against entering Paris and fighting for the city in 1814 Bertrand 
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depended on Paris being fortified and in a state of resisting [the enemy] for just twenty-four 
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on la Patrie.” 
73 Fain, Invasion of France, 1814, 216. 
74 Ibid., 233-34. 
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an unconditional abdication and completed the tragedy of abandonment that Napoleon suffered 

at the end of the 1814 Campaign.  On 6 April, the Emperor abdicated unconditionally, finally 

resigning himself to surrender and defeat. 

Having witnessed the Emperor’s subordinates abandon him in his hour of greatest need, 

Bertrand now stepped forward to demonstrate the full measure of his devotion to Napoleon.  

Casting his lot in with that of his fallen Emperor, Bertrand committed himself to following 

Napoleon into exile.  “There are enough cowards and ingrates [in France] without us adding to 

their numbers,” Bertrand explained to Fanny on 11 April.75  Bertrand’s only regret in choosing 

this course of action was the affect that it would have on Fanny.  He feared that she would not 

fare well in the restricted confines of Elba.  He expressed these concerns to her in a letter he 

wrote on 9 April and apologized the following day for not having consulted her in this matter but 

explained that he had been “pressed by events” in making his decision.76 

While Fanny was clearly not happy with Bertrand’s decision, it is unlikely that she would 

have been able to change his decision even if she had been consulted.  To Bertrand, following 

Napoleon was a matter of duty.  “When the conscience is pure and one has done his duty, one 

can console himself with these things,” Bertrand reasoned with Fanny on 11 April.77  He rejected 

Fanny’s persistent arguments against the course of action he had decided to take.  Bertrand’s 

character demanded that he remain loyal to his Emperor.  “We will not abandon him,” Bertrand 

wrote Fanny.  “The honor of humanity and the honor of the French name [demands] that there 

must be in this land some generous spirits.”78  In Bertrand’s mind, a complete abandonment of 

Napoleon would have brought greater shame on France than had all of its defeats of the previous 

three years combined.   

Thus ended the 1814 Campaign for Napoleon, Bertrand, France, and all of Europe.  The 

Emperor’s defeat, although disappointing, could not have been unexpected given the strategic 

situation that confronted France at the beginning of 1814.  Bertrand had labored as mightily as 

anyone to overcome the French army’s shortcomings but his efforts, like those of the rest of his 
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77 Bertrand to Fanny, 11 April 1814, Ibid., 425. 
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countrymen, had fallen short.  As the Grand Marshal of the Palace, Bertrand had worked 

throughout the campaign to keep Napoleon comfortably lodged, well-fed and horsed, and free to 

dedicate himself completely to the conduct of the campaign.  His success in these matters could 

perhaps be measured by the general esteem with which Napoleon’s maneuvers in the 1814 

Campaign are held.  While ultimately not successful, France’s defeat in 1814 could not be 

credited to a poor performance by Napoleon.  Bertrand’s contributions to the good conduct of the 

campaign were miniscule, however, compared with his final act.  Defeated, abandoned, and 

despairing for his own life, Napoleon found loyalty and devotion in Bertrand’s selfless decision 

to accompany him into exile.  He could have hoped for no greater friend and companion in a 

moment of such great personal crisis. 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 

 

ELBAN EXILE, 1814-15 

 

 

 

 
Napoleon’s abdication at Fontainbleau on 6 April 1814 revealed the Allies lack of 

preparation for the ensuing peace.  Their primary concern upon receiving the Emperor’s letter of 

abdication was determining what to do with Napoleon himself.  To this point, the Allies had been 

focused primarily on securing the Emperor’s defeat.  They had not yet decided what they would 

do with Napoleon once he was defeated.  They turned themselves energetically to this task 

following his abdication.  In negotiations, Napoleon’s plenipotentiaries and the Allies agreed to 

the terms of the Treaty of Fontainebleau which was to govern the Allies treatment of the fallen 

Emperor.  One of the Treaty’s more important articles granted “full sovereignty” to Napoleon of 

the “island of Elba.”
1
  Although Elba’s selection and the other terms of the Treaty were not 

completely satisfactory to either side, there were external factors which made its approval 

imperative.  Fearing the outbreak of civil war in the unstable environment that existed in the 

wake of Napoleon’s abdication, the French provisional government’s representative, the 

infamous Charles Talleyrand, urged the Allies to ratify it.  Prodded on by Talleyrand, and eager 

to agree to anything which removed Napoleon from the European mainland, the Treaty was 

ratified by the representatives of both sides on 11 April.
2
   

                                                 
1
 For a full translation of the Treaty, see Neil Campbell, Napoleon at Fontainebleau and Elba, 

(London, 1869), 163-69. 
2
 England did not adhere to the Treaty until 27 April and then did so only with qualifications 

regarding Napoleon’s Imperial title.  Louis XVIII ratified the French provisional government’s 

adherence to the treaty on 31 May, following his ascent to the French throne.  See Norwood 

Young, Napoleon in Exile: Elba (London, 1914), 47-52. 
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Having determined to share the Emperor’s fate, Bertrand now bent himself to the twin 

tasks of preparing both Napoleon and his own family for the imminent departure for Elba.  

Fanny, who had left Paris with Marie-Louise at the end of March, was waiting impatiently with 

the Empress at Orléans.  Both women were anxious to reunite with their husband at 

Fontainebleau.  On 10 April, Bertrand informed Fanny that he was unsure when or where they 

would be able to reunite.  “I will probably not be able to go to Châteauroux,” Bertrand wrote his 

wife.  “But I will see you here or at Orléans or at the place where the Empress will reunite 

herself with the Emperor.”
3 
 In the following days, Bertrand began to suggest that it would be 

best if she and the children join him at Elba only after he and Napoleon were well-established 

there.
4 
  

This desire was borne from his recognition of the enormity of the task that confronted 

him in resettling Napoleon there.  With the Emperor’s subordinates abandoning him in droves 

following his abdication, Bertrand had few people left to help him arrange Napoleon’s move to 

Elba.
5
   The increasingly despondent state of the Emperor during this time did not help Bertrand 

in making the preparations for Napoleon’s journey to and residence on Elba.  Despairing over the 

cataclysmic change in his fortunes, Napoleon had already attempted suicide once shortly after 

receiving confirmation of his exile to Elba.
6
  Given the Emperor’s state of mind and the 
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Bertrand to Fanny, 10 April 1814, Lettres, 424.  Bertrand, who had not seen his parents since 

before leaving for Illyria in 1811, very much desired to go Châteauroux to see his family before 
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4 
Bertrand to Fanny, 11 April 1814, Ibid., 426. 

5
 The English representative to the Allied Commission that arrived at Fontainebleau on 16 April 

to oversee Napoleon’s departure for Elba reported that Bertrand arranged most of the details for 

Napoleon’s journey to and residence in Elba with the Austrian representative, General Franz 

Köller.  See Campbell, Napoleon at Fontainebleau and Elba, 108.  Bertrand himself had 

dismissed most of his own staff and aides, refusing to allow them to accompany him into exile.  

See Paulin, Souvenirs, 287. 
6
 Napoleon’s attempted suicide on the night of 11-12 April is still debated.  The account of the 
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Emperor’s aide upon becoming aware of his suicide attempt.  See Claude-François Méneval, 

Memoirs Illustrating the History of Napoleon I
er

, 1802-1815 3 Vols., (New York, 1894), III, 257; 

Louis-Joseph Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow (San Francisco, 1998), 43; and, Armand A. 

Caulaincourt, Mémoires du Général de Calaincourt  3 Vols. (Paris, 1933), III, 362-63.  For an 

objective but incomplete counterargument, see August Fournier,  Napoleon the First:  A 

Biography  (New York, 1903), 677-78. 
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challenges that confronted him in preparing Napoleon for the move to Elba, Bertrand wanted to 

be free to dedicate himself completely to the Emperor unencumbered by the presence of his 

family. 

Fanny, however, was not willing to sit by idly.  Having accompanied Marie-Louise to 

Orléans, Fanny had already sent her children ahead to Bertrand’s parents at Châteauroux, freeing 

herself to rush to Fontainebleau to rejoin her husband at the first opportunity.
7
  Both Fanny and 

Bertrand had envisioned that their reunion would occur simultaneously with that of Napoleon 

and Marie-Louise.  After preparing to rejoin her husband at Fontainebleau, however, Marie-

Louise had fallen under the sway of her father who encouraged her to return to Austria.  Marie-

Louise had subsequently gone to Rambouillet, on 12 April.
8
  Fanny immediately left the Empress 

and rushed back to Fontainebleau to rejoin her husband.
9
 

The uncertain fate of his wife and son did nothing to improve Napoleon’s emotional state 

at this time.  Further depressing him in the days immediately following the ratification of the 

Treaty of Fontainebleau was the state of his personal finances.  While the Treaty of 

Fontainebleau promised to guarantee Napoleon’s financial security into perpetuity, the Emperor 

distrusted the Bourbons.  Napoleon feared that the Bourbons would fulfill their financial 

obligations by seizing his funds.  To prevent this and ensure that he would not be at their mercy 

for his financial means, Napoleon dispatched his treasurer, Baron Guillaume Peyrusse, to 

Orléans on 11 April to secure the remnants of his treasury that had been evacuated to that city 

with Marie-Louise.  En route to Orléans, Peyrusse observed numerous Cossack bands ominously 

prowling the roads.  Concerned with their intentions, Peyrusse wrote back to Bertrand upon his 

arrival at Orléans requesting a security detachment for his return trip.  Bertrand dispatched a 

battalion of the Old Guard under General Pierre-Jacques Cambronne to escort and protect 
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 Bertrand to Fanny, 10 April 1814, Lettres, 424.   

8
 Ménèval, Memoirs, III, 247-48 

9
 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 45.  Ironically, in his efforts to convince Fanny of the need 
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Peyrusse during his return.  Peyrusse returned to Fontainebleau with only a fraction of the 

treasury that had originally been taken from Paris and Napoleon.
10

   

Fearing that he would have few resources available to him at Elba, Napoleon left no 

stones unturned in his attempts to reestablish his depleted treasury.  His efforts in this regard 

sometimes had unintended negative effects.  In directing Bertrand to recover 100,000 francs 

from his valet, Louis Constant, Napoleon lost the faith and services of this otherwise devoted 

servant.  Constant believed that Napoleon had previously promised this money to him and 

resented the implication that he had attempted to steal it.  He subsequently abandoned Napoleon 

before the Emperor’s departure for Elba.  In returning the money to Bertrand, Constant asked 

him to inform Napoleon that he would not be accompanying the Emperor to Elba.
11

 

Bertrand’s own financial fortunes had also changed considerably in the days following 

the Emperor’s abdication.  Most of Bertrand’s personal wealth consisted of dotations and other 

financial rewards that he had received from Napoleon over the years.  These assets were not very 

liquid and were based primarily on public funds that were subject to seizure by the new French 

government.
12

  Writing to Fanny before she left Orléans to rejoin him, Bertrand had cautioned 

his wife about the need for exercising economy in their finances.  He directed her to reduce her 

household servants to one femme de chambre and one nursery-maid and to avoid all other 

unnecessary expenses.
13

 

The state of the Emperor’s personal finances and his continued separation from his wife 

and son caused him to begin to have serious misgivings about his decision to abdicate.  The 

Allied commissioners who arrived at Fontainebleau on 16 April for the purpose of escorting 

Napoleon to Elba found the Emperor still reluctant to leave pending the resolution of the status 

of Marie-Louise and the King of Rome.  Unwilling to continue sacrificing his daughter but 

anxious to secure the removal of Napoleon from France, the Austrian Emperor Francis resorted 
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to some subterfuge.  Convinced by his trusted personal doctor, Baron Nicolas Corvisart, that the 

Elban climate would be extremely unhealthy for both Marie-Louise and the King of Rome, 

Napoleon finally acquiesced to his continued separation from his wife and son.
14

  He wrote to 

Marie-Louise on 18 April, advising her that he would proceed to Elba without her and that she 

should join him there with their son after taking the baths at Aix.
15

 

The Allies hoped that with the resolution of this issue, Napoleon would finally begin his 

trip to Elba.  The situation in France was still dangerous and they were anxious to have Napoleon 

out of the country so that they could install the Bourbons and begin the peace negotiations.  

Napoleon, however, delayed his departure again after discovering that the provisional 

government had ordered the removal of all the guns and military stores from Elba.  Napoleon 

naturally distrusted the intentions behind this order.  He subsequently had Bertrand present a 

letter on his behalf to the English commissioner, Sir Neil Campbell, which protested this action 

as a violation of the terms of the Treaty of Fontainebleau.  The Emperor demanded that the 

provisional government reverse the order, and refused to begin his trip to Elba until it had done 

so.  The Allied commissioners spent several nervous hours on 20 April as Napoleon delayed his 

scheduled departure from Fontainebleau, insisting that he be given written confirmation that his 

demands had been met.
16

  Only after he had received repeated assurances from the Allies that 
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France would accede to his demands did Napoleon make his emotional farewell to the Imperial 

Guard and leave for the southern coast of France.
17

 

Bertrand’s subsequent journey with Napoleon to the coast of France was perilous.  

Traveling by carriage, the Emperor soon outpaced his infantry escort, leaving them behind at 

Briare after the first day of travel.  Two days later at Villeneuve, his French cavalry escort left 

him as well in accordance with the agreement that had been worked out in advance between 

Napoleon, the provisional government and the Allies.  The Allies were to provide the Emperor’s 

escort from this point forward but Napoleon rejected their offered assistance, insisting to the 

Allied representatives accompanying him that he needed no protection from his own 

countrymen.  He soon discovered otherwise.  While he was greeted respectfully during the initial 

stages of the journey, the reaction of the populace became increasingly hostile as he traveled 

through Provence.  A volatile, drunken crowd accosted several members of his entourage at 

Avignon, forcing the Emperor to avoid that city altogether.
18

 

Forewarned that a similar reception awaited Napoleon in Orgon on 25 April, Bertrand 

took extreme measures to ensure the Emperor’s safety.  There, Bertrand convinced Napoleon to 

don the uniform of an Austrian officer and mount a horse in order to pass himself off as one of 

the Allied escorts.
19

  To make the ruse complete, Bertrand assumed the Emperor’s place in his 

carriage.
20

  Bertrand’s actions and counsel might possibly have saved Napoleon’s life.  In 

preparation of the Emperor’s arrival, the residents of Orgon had prepared an effigy of Napoleon, 

smeared in blood and placarded with the words:  “Here is the hateful tyrant!  Sooner or later the 

crime is punished.”
21

  A boisterous crowd surrounded the Emperor’s carriage immediately after 

it entered Orgon and several ladies approached the carriage doors, “brandishing knives and 

menacing [the inhabitants of the carriage] with words of death.”  Throughout the entire affair, 
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Bertrand exhibited a coolness that eventually quieted the crowd which subsequently parted and 

allowed the Emperor’s carriage to pass.
22

 

Typically, Bertrand made only a passing reference to his actions at Orgon in his letters to 

Fanny.  Writing her from Fréjus on 28 April after reaching the French coast the previous day, 

Bertrand described his trip from Fontainebleau as a “successful voyage, except in some villages 

of Provence where we were exposed to the insults of the populace.”  He did note, however, that 

he was thankful that Fanny had not made the trip with him.
23

  Bertrand’s letters to Fanny 

otherwise made no mention of the dangerous incidents that had occurred en route to the French 

coast.   

Instead, Bertrand had focused his letters on providing Fanny with detailed instructions for 

moving their family to Elba.  Having sent her children to Châteauroux before joining her 

husband at Fontainebleau, Fanny had gone to Châteauroux herself following Bertrand’s 

departure from Fontainebleau to prepare her children for the trip to Elba.  Bertrand was 

concerned with the effect that Fanny and his children’s departure would have on his mother.  He 

had been unable to see his parents before leaving Fontainebleau and he feared that the departure 

of her grandchildren would have an ill-effect on his mother who was already in poor health and 

devastated by her son’s exile.  He asked Fanny to leave at least one of their three children at 

Châteauroux with his parents.  Bertrand opined that it might be better, in fact, if Fanny remained 

at Châteauroux with all of their children rather than joining him at Elba.  Concerned with his 

mother’s reaction to his absence and with how Fanny would bear the privations of Elba, he wrote 
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to Fanny on 22 April.  “These are the considerations that torment me,” he explained to her.  “If I 

had to be alone [on Elba, on the other hand] I would not be anxious about anything.”
24

 

Part of Bertrand’s anxiety about leaving France was his uncertain status with the 

Bourbons and the new French government.  Concerned that his decision to accompany Napoleon 

into exile would be interpreted as a repudiation of his French citizenship, before leaving 

Fontainebleau he declared his allegiance to France and the Bourbons.  He expressed this 

allegiance in a letter to the king that he entrusted Fanny’s brother-in-law, Edward Fitz-James, to 

deliver to him.  In this letter, he also stated his desire that he be allowed to return to France in the 

future to visit his parents at Châteauroux.   

 

I send you my letter for the king.  I ask you to remit it to him.  You know me well 

enough to not doubt the part that I am taking now in the circumstances where I 

find myself. 

 

The Emperor has abdicated.  I do not claim otherwise.  He has renounced his 

crown.  I am free of all obligations.  It is no more than the unfortunate Emperor 

that I [now] accompany.  And, as I said in my letter to the king, I acquit [now] the 

debt of gratitude and of honor [to him]. 

 

I remain a subject of the King and I will be as loyal a subject [of his] as I have 

been of the Emperor.  He commands me as my sovereign, as my general . . . I am 

persuaded that the Emperor has renounced in his heart, as witnessed by his 

declaration, all ideas of returning to France.  But I cannot completely assure you 

of that.  What I can assure you is that, under no circumstance will I involve 

myself in political affairs.  I am not now, nor have I ever been, a man of 

revolution or of intrigue and I will die as I have lived, as an honest man and as a 

man of honor.  If ever you find yourself having an occasion to speak of me, you 

could, without risk of ever being contradicted by facts, affirm that I will not 

separate myself, no matter what happens, from the line that I have traced for 

myself which is to do my duty. 

 

I desire that I could come to visit my family.  It has been three years since I have 

seen my mother.  If, in a year, I appeal to you for permission to pass some months 

at Châteauroux, in the midst of my family, I count on your kindness [in 

supporting this request].
25
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Another factor feeding Bertrand’s anxiety at this time was his continuing concern over 

his financial status.  Bertrand continued to stress to Fanny the need for “the greatest order in our 

expenses,” cautioning her that, “until I know our [financial] position better, I regard a severe 

economy as indispensable.”  Instructing Fanny on the route to take to Elba, Bertrand 

recommended that she embark at Marseille rather than Livorno.  Bertrand felt that the latter port 

would involve far greater traveling expenses.  He also obliged her to bring only a minimal 

household staff and chastised her for the heavy expenses she had incurred in leaving Paris.  He 

chided her for her extravagance, noting that in three months he had spent only one-third of the 

sum that she had in three weeks.
26

 

Upon reaching Fréjus on 27 April, Bertrand momentarily broke off his correspondence 

with Fanny, focusing his attention instead on the preparations for the final stage of the Emperor’s 

trip to Elba.  Still rattled by the treacherous reception he had received in traveling through 

Provence, Napoleon chose to make the passage to Elba on the British frigate Undaunted.  

Demonstrating that he still distrusted the Bourbon’s intentions toward him, Napoleon rejected 

the ships that they had sent to transport him to Elba.
27

  He also dispatched Bertrand to Campbell 

with a request that a detachment of British Marines be left at Elba to guard him until the Imperial 

Guard arrived later in May.
28

  After making the final arrangements for the passage, Bertrand 

boarded the Undaunted with Napoleon on 28 April and set sail for Elba the following morning.
29

 

The passage was uneventful.  The Undaunted arrived off the main Elban port of Porto 

Ferrajo on the afternoon of 3 May, just four days after setting sail.  General Drouot went ashore 

immediately to take possession of Elba in Napoleon’s name and the Emperor received an Elban 
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deputation on board the Undaunted that night.
30

  The toll that recent events had taken on 

Bertrand was evident to one member of the Elban deputation, André Pons (de l’Herault), upon 

meeting Bertrand for the first time that night.  Bertrand had stood up upon being introduced to 

Pons but had sat down immediately afterward, “as if he could not hold himself up.”  Bertrand’s 

failure to attempt to make any conversation with the deputation was noted by Pons, who could 

not help but notice the dejection and resignation in Bertrand’s otherwise “good appearance.”
31

 

Despite his personal misfortunes, Bertrand continued to serve the Emperor to the best of 

his ability.  Having witnessed his attempted suicide at Fontainebleau, Bertrand made a special 

effort to soften the emotional impact of the drastic change of fortunes that the Emperor had 

experienced in the previous months.  In preparation for the Emperor’s initial reception on Elba 

on 4 May, Bertrand asked Drouot to ensure that a large crowd and the leading dignitaries of Elba 

were all present.
32

  Following his hostile reception in Provence, Napoleon found the welcome he 

received on Elba warming.  He was received cordially and fêted at Porto Ferrajo during his first 

afternoon on the island.  A hastily orchestrated key presentation ceremony was followed by a 

procession to the local church where a special Te Deum was sung by Napoleon’s “cousin,” and 

court chaplain, Giuseppe Arrighi.  After the excitement of the day’s activities, Napoleon was 

escorted to his new quarters which consisted of five rooms in Porto Ferraio’s hotel de ville.
33

 

Bertrand took steps to ensure similar receptions at the other towns that Napoleon visited 

on Elba during his first days on the island.
34

  Bertrand’s protective concern for preserving the 

Emperor’s dignity was also evident in several other actions that he took in Napoleon’s initial 
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weeks on Elba.  Arguing against temporarily moving the Emperor’s household to André Pons 

house at Rio Marina, Bertrand insisted that Pons would not be able to provide the level of 

comfort and hospitality necessary for someone of Napoleon’s stature.  Pons assured the Emperor 

that he could.  After questioning Pons briefly, Napoleon concurred.  “Nothing is ever possible 

with him,” the Emperor told Pons after Bertrand had left the room.
35

 

Napoleon’s brusque dismissal of Bertrand’s objections gave evidence to some strains that 

had developed in their relationship since his abdication.  Bertrand’s practical nature tended to 

grate on Napoleon.  Unaccustomed to being told no or that something was not possible, 

Bertrand’s practicality was a constant reminder to the Emperor of how far he had fallen.  Pons 

considered the source of friction between the two to be an inevitable result of the stark contrasts 

in the two men’s characters: 

 

If one had asked me frankly my opinion on what the essence of the bonds were 

that had attached Napoleon to General Bertrand, I would say, based on all that I 

had seen, that:  The two natures, that of Napoleon and that of General Bertrand 

were not sympathetic; and that the closeness of their relationship was more 

apparent than real.  It was more an affair of habit than one of sentiment.  Never 

were their first opinions the same.  They always began by clashing and General 

Bertrand did not cede easily.  I have seen, more than once, the Emperor give up in 

their debates.
36

 

 

Still, Pons conceded that, despite the differences in their personalities, “Bertrand never had a 

thought contrary to the interests of the Emperor.
37

  Napoleon knew this fact as well and he was 

considerate in his efforts to avoid offending Bertrand.  Although he was aware that Bertrand was 

secretly paying Elbans to greet him as he toured the island, he appreciated the sentiments behind 

the act and avoided mentioning it to Bertrand in his desire not to damage his spirits.
38

 

Napoleon’s own spirits had been lifted considerably following his arrival at Elba.  His 

initial inspections of his island Empire had convinced him that there was much work to be down 

to bring the island’s various industries, fortifications, and ports into a state of good repair.  

“Everything on Elba had to be created,” Marchand observed.
39

  No stranger to hard work, the 
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Emperor busied himself with various projects.  The job of rebuilding Elba’s infrastructure 

seemed to reenergize Napoleon.  The boundless zeal and seemingly tireless energy he displayed 

in taking on this task was a noted change from the listlessness that had consumed him in the 

weeks immediately following his abdication.  In his report to his superiors, the British 

commissioner Campbell commented that he had never seen anyone “with so much personal 

activity and restless perseverance.”  He is a man of “perpetual motion,” Campbell noted, “[who] 

seems to delight in wearing others out.”
40

 

Napoleon also delighted in welcoming his Guard and his sister Pauline to Elba at the end 

of May.
41

  Pauline brought a vivacity to the island that had previously been missing while the 

Guard’s obvious devotion to the Emperor could not help but warm his heart.  The joy Napoleon 

experienced in seeing the arrival of Pauline and the Guard at Elba could not hide his 

disappointment in the continued absence of his wife and son.  Bertrand wrote to Ménèval often 

on behalf of the Emperor, seeking news of Marie-Louise and the King of Rome and attempting 

to determine when they would join him on Elba.  On the day that they had sailed for Elba, 

Bertrand had written to Ménèval of Napoleon’s desire that Marie-Louise join him shortly:  “You 

can imagine that we are very anxious that the Empress should come and divide her time between 

Parma and the island of Elba.  It would make an enormous difference to the Emperor and to all 

of us.  We should be happy to see her now and again.”
42

  Two months later, Bertrand expressed 

the Emperor’s disappointment in not hearing from Ménèval and Marie-Louise more often.  “We 

have heard no news of you since the letter which you wrote to me from Provins on leaving 

Paris,” Bertrand wrote on 25 June.  “We are anxious to receive news as early as possible of the 

health of the Empress and her son.”
43

 

Bertrand was equally interested in news of his own wife and children.  He had continued 

his correspondence with Fanny after arriving at Elba, providing her with detailed descriptions of 

Elba and further instructions for her journey to the island.  “The island is prettier than we had 

thought,” Bertrand wrote on 4 May.  “The houses are not brilliant – no house seems to be as 
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good as my father’s house in Châteauroux – but they are passable . . . The country houses are 

numerous and rather pretty but small.”  Bertrand was particularly impressed with some of the 

inland beauty he found on Elba.  “There are some pretty valleys, trees, forests, and water here,” 

Bertrand wrote.  Envisioning that they would be able to travel to Italy during their stay on Elba, 

Bertrand wrote that “we will be able to go to see Naples, Genoa and Livorno, Rome and 

Florence.”
44

   

As for their residence on the island, on 9 May Bertrand informed Fanny that he had 

decided to remain at the hotel de ville following Napoleon’s move to his new quarters at the 

Mulini “Palace.”  The hotel de ville was large enough to house the entire Bertrand family while 

simultaneously providing Bertrand with rooms where he could work.
45

  Returning to his 

description of Elba, Bertrand happily reported that the island produced excellent wine and that 

the climate was not as hot as they had expected.  He remained anxious to be reunited with his 

wife and children and, instructing Fanny on the route she should take in traveling to Elba, 

Bertrand suggested that she would be best served by embarking for Elba from Genoa.
46

  

Bertrand’s letters were clearly designed to convince Fanny that Elba would not be as bad 

as she had imagined in opposing his decision to follow Napoleon into exile.  Her husband’s 

continued pleadings to leave one of their children with his mother at Châteauroux, however, did 

nothing to hasten Fanny’s departure from France.  “I beg you to leave one of our beautiful 

children with my good mother,” Bertrand wrote Fanny on 5 May.
47

  Bertrand acknowledged that 

he knew it would be a “great privation” for Fanny to leave one of their children behind but he 

felt it was necessary given his mother’s health.  Seeking to lessen the blow to Fanny’s maternal 

instincts to keep her family together, Bertrand promised that they would leave Elba the following 

April to visit their child.
48

  Recognizing the difficulty that Fanny would have in traveling in her 
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pregnant condition with two or three small children, meanwhile, Bertrand left the timing of his 

wife’s departure entirely up to her.
49

   

As they waited for their wives and children to join them, Napoleon and Bertrand settled 

into a daily routine and busied themselves with organizing Elba’s government and their own 

residences.  Bertrand’s letters to Ménèval provided glimpses of Napoleon’s activities during his 

initial months on the island.  On 27 May he informed Ménèval that Napoleon was very happy at 

Elba and was “very busy getting his house into order, furnishing it, and looking out for the site of 

a pretty country house.”
50

  A month later Bertrand reported that “the Emperor continues in great 

health.  We ride and drive and boat a great deal.  The Emperor’s house has already been greatly 

improved.  We are busy arranging different residences for him in various parts of the island.”
51

  

Five weeks later, little had changed in Napoleon’s daily routine.  “The Emperor is wonderfully 

well,” Bertrand wrote to Ménèval on 9 August.  “Our amusements are always the same:  certain 

occupations during the day, in the evening excursions on horseback, in our carriages, or in a 

boat.”
52

 

Napoleon’s amusements included playing practical jokes on his typically taciturn Grand 

Marshal.  The Emperor delighted in having fun at Bertrand’s expense.  Returning from fishing 

one day, Napoleon gathered some sardines and deftly slipped them unseen into Bertrand’s 

pocket.  After subsequently asking him for a handkerchief, the Emperor laughed hysterically at 

the shock that registered on Bertrand’s face as he reached his hand into his pocket and 

unexpectedly felt the slimy sardines that Napoleon had placed there.
53

  On another occasion, 

Napoleon took great pleasure and amusement in a horse race he ordered to be run between 

Bertrand and André Pons.  The disparity between the two men’s horses made the race laughable 

to all but Pons.  Bertrand, mounted on a magnificent Arabian, was certain of his victory against 

Pons’ horse which was a small Corsican pony that he had borrowed from his wife.  The rocky 
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terrain, however, gave the advantage to Pons’ sure-footed steed and Napoleon praised Pons’ 

horse loudly to Bertrand’s chagrin following Pons’ easy victory over the Grand Marshal.
54

 

When not serving as a source of amusement for the Emperor, Bertrand busied himself 

with overseeing the implementation of the various industrial, governmental, and agricultural 

reform projects that Napoleon initiated on Elba.  In forming the Elban government, Napoleon 

had appointed Bertrand the Minister of the Interior.  In that role, Bertrand was responsible for the 

civil affairs of Elba which included supervising most of the endeavors the Emperor sought to 

implement on Elba.
55

  Napoleon transmitted almost all of his orders for these projects through 

Bertrand and called on him often to act as his emissary in carrying out the orders he issued.
56

  

Pons felt that Bertrand was ill-suited for some of the tasks that he was called upon to execute as 

the Minister of the Interior.  In Pons’ estimation, Bertrand’s performance suffered as a result.  He 

was not well-disposed to the heavy-handed tasks that Napoleon sometimes required him to 

perform and he appeared to be simply uninterested in some of the more menial and mundane 

tasks the Emperor charged him to carry out.  In describing Bertrand’s reluctance in helping him 

purchase some wheat that Napoleon had requested, Pons noted that Bertrand “would sooner have 

built another bridge on the Danube than take the steps necessary for the success of this 

operation.”
57

   

Pons attributed Bertrand’s uncharacteristically distracted performance on Elba primarily 

to his preoccupation with his family.  Fanny had arrived on Elba in July, quietly taking up 

residence with her husband and their three children at the hotel de ville in Porto Ferrajo.
58

  Her 

arrival was a diversion for no one, Pons declared.  She had come only for her husband and lived 
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on Elba in almost complete isolation.  While she would graciously entertain others when they 

called on her, she rarely visited others.  She made no secret of her desire to return to France and 

her presence consumed much of Bertrand’s attention.  Seeking to ease the privations she 

experienced as a result of his decision to accompany Napoleon into exile, Bertrand conducted 

most of his affairs out of his own house after Fanny’s arrival, leaving to attend Napoleon only 

when the Emperor called him.
59

  Fanny’s isolation and Bertrand’s devotion to his wife became 

even more complete following the tragic death of their newborn son in November.
60

  

The loss of his son accentuated the sense of loss that Bertrand had suffered in witnessing 

Napoleon’s abrupt fall from power the previous spring.  Pons noted the affect that the affairs of 

the previous year had on Bertrand’s performance: 

 

General Bertrand was a good man in every sense of the word.  He had devoted 

himself to the Emperor and [had lived his life] for the moment when his devotion 

would be able to save him.  But that moment had not presented itself and he had 

followed him only out of a sentiment of honor.  The events that had broken the 

Imperial throne had also broken Bertrand’s soul.  The agonizing memories of this 

immense catastrophe consumed him without cease.  He was no longer a man of 

work, he was now a man of repose.  His heart was entirely his families.  His wife 

and children absorbed all of his thoughts.
61

 

 

Bertrand’s resulting melancholy and the resigned nature in which he performed his job 

was evident to all.  “Bertrand’s morale was prejudicial to the interests of many individuals,” 

Pons felt.  Charged as the Minister of Interior with overseeing many of the projects that 

Napoleon had initiated, many Elbans found it exhausting to get a decision from Bertrand.  Elbans 

and Frenchmen alike commented that it was more difficult to achieve an audience with Bertrand 

than it was with Napoleon.  Pons remarked that Bertrand’s “extremely remarkable” poor memory 

also adversely affected many of the projects he oversaw.  “Bertrand was not capable of a bad 

action,” Pons opined.  “But he was capable of forgetting much.”  As the Minister of the Interior, 

Bertrand’s memory and accessibility were particularly problematic.  Even the performance of his 
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ceremonial court duties suffered during Bertrand’s stay on Elba.  The way in which he ran 

Napoleon’s waiting room was considered by many to be “ridiculous and humiliating.”  The 

French in particular were insulted by the undecorated interior of Bertrand’s own house and the 

fact that, Fanny especially, made no secret of her desire to leave Elba and return to France.  “The 

opinion was soon established,” Pons observed, “that this family would abandon the Emperor.  It 

is easy to realize that, in a land and among men who breathed only by and for Napoleon, the idea 

of such a voluntary estrangement could not be advantageous for General Bertrand.”
62

 

Despite the distracted nature and manner in which he performed his job, however, Pons 

still considered Bertrand’s presence on Elba to be beneficial to all Elbans.  “Bertrand could not 

love his wife and family more than he did,” Pons considered.  “His essence was that of a good 

man, and a good man he was for all and for us, he was always disposed to avoid all badness.”
63

  

Bertrand displayed this characteristic in intervening on the behalf of others when they found 

themselves out of favor with Napoleon.  Pons himself was the beneficiary of one such example 

of this type of action when Bertrand interceded to heal some differences that had arisen between 

Pons and the Emperor.
64

 

Bertrand’s apparent estrangement from Napoleon, meanwhile, was more imagined than 

real.  Both demonstrated through their actions the true depth of their attachment and affection for 

one another.  Distractions notwithstanding, Bertrand did not lower his guard in defending 

Napoleon’s honor and dignity against perceived slights.  In one such instance, Bertrand 

forcefully stopped an officer whom he felt was being disrespectful to Napoleon.  In what Pons 

felt was a “scandalous scene,” Commandant Gottman had confronted the Emperor, complaining 

to him of having been dismissed from the job that he had held on Pianosa, Napoleon had calmly 

responded that he would have Drouot look into his complaint and, if justified, would have it 

remedied.  “Gottman, misled by the calm of the Emperor, believed that he had intimidated him 

and [thus] spoke more strongly [to him],” Pons recorded.  “This was a scandalous scene, at 

which point General Bertrand threatened to hurt Commandant Gottman if he did not stop his 

whining complaints.”
65
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Bertrand reacted similarly to external threats to Napoleon’s well-being on Elba.  The 

Emperor had quickly won over his new subjects and no longer felt the necessity to have an escort 

accompany him as he traveled around the island.
66

  Bertrand was still concerned with the 

Barbary Pirates who plied the waters around Elba, however, fearing that they would swoop in 

someday to kidnap Napoleon and hold him for ransom.  He subsequently asked Campbell to stay 

on after the arrival of the Imperial Guard in May to help guarantee the Emperor’s safety.
67

  The 

Allies were bound by the Treaty of Fontainebleau to protect Napoleon against this threat and 

Bertrand worked to ensure that they did.  Informed by Campbell in September that the Algerian 

Dey was refusing to respect the British flag and had issued orders to seize Napoleon, Bertrand 

responded that this was the Allies’ problem, not Napoleon’s.
68

  

The actions that Bertrand took to protect and defend him served to deepen Napoleon’s 

feelings for Bertrand.  “The Emperor did not appear to like going on his walk without having his 

Grand Marshal at his side,” Pons observed, “because General Bertrand was always the Grand 

Marshal in the fullest sense of the word.”  Napoleon displayed his gratitude for Bertrand in the 

attention he paid to Fanny following the death of her newborn in November.  He inquired about 

her health several times a day and called on her frequently at the Bertrand’s house.  He also spent 

a good deal of time playing with Bertrand’s children and often took young Napoleon Bertrand 

with him in his carriage when going out for a ride.  He delighted in raising the ire of his 

namesake when dueling with him with small wooden swords.
69

 

Playing with Bertrand’s son was a poor substitute for the playful activities he had hoped 

to enjoy with his own son on Elba.  Three months after Napoleon’s arrival on Elba, Marie-Louise 

and the King of Rome had still not joined him, causing the Emperor to despair that he may never 

see them again.  On 9 August Bertrand again took up his pen on behalf of Napoleon, writing to 

Ménèval that “the Emperor expects the Empress for the end of August and wants her to bring his 
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son with her.”
70

  The extent that his wife and son’s absences affected him became evident as he 

examined some engravings that Bertrand’s brother had purchased in Rome.  Pons recalled the 

“profound emotions” that Napoleon displayed in examining the engravings: 

 

The Emperor examined this collection intensely:  commenting good or bad as he 

looked at each piece according to his judgment.  He seemed to have studied the 

art of engraving.  All at once he stopped himself, turned red and, with a marked 

thrill, cried out:  “Voila.  Marie-Louise!”  This cry of extreme emotion threw all 

of us into a stupor.  We turned to the Emperor with looks of anxiety.  He 

perceived this and sought to recompose himself.  Then he analyzed the figure of 

the Empress and appreciated each of her traits in turn.  He then picked up the next 

engraving.  This was the King of Rome.  Here, all words escape me for making 

one understand the depth of paternal love that Napoleon displayed in uttering the 

words:  “My son!”  This heartrending scene is always present in my thoughts.  

The tenderness, the bitterness, the goodness, the misery, the hopefulness, the 

discouragement, the past, the present, the future; all were present in the almost 

supernatural manner with which the Emperor said:  “My son!”  This was not a 

cry.  No, the Emperor did not cry we all agreed sorrowfully.  I do not know what 

it was.  I have never been able to explain myself.  The Emperor, covering his face 

with the engraving, repeated:  “My son!”  And a long silence followed this 

repetition.  One was not even able to breath.  The Emperor enclosed himself in his 

cabinet, remained there a half-hour and then left a defeated man.  He mounted his 

carriage without saying anything to anyone.  No one broke the silence in order to 

avoid offending his sensibilities.  He remained several days under the influence of 

this surprise.
71

 

 

All of Napoleon’s projects and plans for the future prosperity of his island Empire 

withered in the face of the continued absence of his wife and son.  No amount of effort on 

Bertrand’s part could overcome the dejection that the Emperor experienced as a result of the 

failure of Marie-Louise and the King of Rome to join him on Elba.  Even the arrival of his 

mother in August and the return of Pauline in November could not make up for the void that 

Napoleon felt in his life without his wife and son. 

Several other factors further contributed to Napoleon’s misery as the year progressed.  

Napoleon was disconcerted by rumors emanating from Europe that indicated that measures were 

afoot at the Congress of Vienna to remove him from Elba and transport him to a more distant 
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exile in the Azores or on St. Helena.
72

  The appointment of General Louis Bruslart, an avowed 

enemy of Napoleon, as military governor of Corsica, meanwhile, did nothing to assuage the 

Emperor’s fears regarding the Bourbon’s intentions.
73

  Of further concern to Napoleon was the 

failure of the Bourbons to uphold the Treaty of Fontainebleau and provide the 2 million francs 

that the treaty required.  Elba’s salt market had failed that year and the proceeds from Elba’s iron 

ore industry were being undermined by British forays into that market in Italy.
74

  Napoleon was 

forced to resort to extreme means of austerity to maintain solvency.  He reduced his servants and 

other household expenses; sold a soldiers’ barracks for use as a storehouse; and removed some 

guns and stores from the fortress at Longono and sold them as scrap iron.  Fanny herself 

complained to Campbell of the Emperor’s dire financial situation, prompting Campbell to write 

to Lord Castlereagh (Robert Stewart) of his concerns that Napoleon would quit Elba if the 

financial terms of the Treaty of Fontainebleau were not upheld.
75

 

Reports that Napoleon received from France indicating that his former countrymen would 

welcome his return, meanwhile, further encouraged the Emperor to leave Elba.  The bearer of 

one such report, Fleury de Chaboulon, was stricken by the desperateness of the Emperor’s 

situation as expressed to him by Bertrand.
76

  “I do not know what the future holds for us,” 

Bertrand told him.  “But whatever it is, it cannot be worse than that which tests us now.  Our 

resources diminish every day and the bad health of the land defeats us.”  Bertrand pinned all of 
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his hopes on Napoleon’s return to France, admitting to Chaboulon that he did not know what 

would become of them if they did not return.  “One is never fortunate far from his country,” 

Bertrand continued.  “I do not regret having followed the Emperor.  Duty and gratitude 

proscribed for me the course of action to take.  But I miss France dearly, as a child who has lost 

his mother; as a lover who has lost his mistress.”  Tearing up, Bertrand then grasped 

Chaboulon’s hand affectionately and invited him to dinner.  “You must come to dinner with us 

tomorrow,” Bertrand told Chaboulon.  “I will present you to my wife.  It will be a fête for her to 

see a Frenchman – and above all a good Frenchman.”
77

 

Presented with reports from Chaboulon and others that France would rally to him upon 

his return, Napoleon made the fateful decision to quit his island Empire in the winter of 1814. 

His unfathomable energy, talent, and ambition, had proven to be far too expansive for his island 

kingdom.  Tired of cowering behind the Allies and his island fortifications, Napoleon’s pride 

refused to allow him to consider that his defeat in 1814 had been anything other than the result of 

a few treacherous marshals.  His sense of honor required that he avenge such treachery, punish 

the Bourbons for failing to uphold the Treaty of Fontainebleau, and retrieve Marie-Louise and 

the King of Rome from those who would withhold them from him.  Above all, his status as a 

Frenchman, and his penchant for la gloire, demanded that he return in answer to his 

countrymen’s calls — that he deliver them from what he regarded as their enforced subjugation 

to the Bourbons and foreigners.  As he later told Emmanuel Las Cases on St. Helena: “I returned 

to discharge a great debt, and not for the sake of resuming possession of a throne . . . it was a 

duty I owed to the French people.  Their complaints reached me; and how could I turn a deaf ear 

to them?”
78

 

While Bertrand was clearly eager to return to France, he did so with conflicting emotions.  

In leaving France he had pledged his loyalty to the Bourbons and forsook any future role in 

aiding Napoleon’s return.  He feared the worst for his beloved country, worrying that the 

Emperor’s return would plunge France into a terrifying civil war.  Napoleon, desiring that 

Bertrand assist him in his return, sought to assuage Bertrand’s apprehensions.  “Do not worry 
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yourself,” Napoleon told Bertrand, clapping him on the shoulders.  “We will be in Paris without 

firing a shot.”
79

  To further garner his assistance, the Emperor promised Bertrand that he would 

undertake no reprisals or harsh measures against his enemies in France after his return.
80

 

Thus persuaded, Bertrand decided to return to France with Napoleon.  His estrangement 

from his parents and his country had worn terribly on Bertrand during his nine months on Elba.  

While he had demonstrated his commitment to serving the Emperor honorably during his exile, 

his conflicting duties to his family had prevented him from devoting himself completely to 

Napoleon.  Having shared in the Emperor’s many glorious achievements over the years, he had 

felt bound by duty to serve, protect, and comfort him during his fall from power.  By February, 

1815, however, Bertrand found himself rapidly approaching his limit.  He could not easily 

countenance continuing to sacrifice his family and himself for Napoleon.  In explaining his 

decision to return to his father, Bertrand stated that: “There was on my part, only sacrifices; no 

future.  I could not do it any longer.”
81

  With his decision thus made, Bertrand turned himself in 

earnest to ensuring the success of Napoleon’s boldest venture ever. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY 

 

THE HUNDRED DAYS, 1815 

 

 

 

 
“Heaven will not let you die by poison or in a retirement that is unworthy of you.  
You must die sword in hand.  Go and fulfill your destiny.  You were not made to 
perish on this island.”1 
 

 
Bertrand was not made aware of Napoleon’s decision to return to France until shortly 

before the embarkation.2  The Emperor initially confided his plans only to Pons who was 

entrusted with gathering the ships for the venture in the harbor at Porto Ferrajo on the night of 

25-26 February.  After finally being brought into the Emperor’s confidence, Bertrand was 
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was told two nights before the embarkation to begin loading ammunition on the ships.  He also 
remarked, without giving specific dates, that “the grand marshal and General Drouot were the 
only ones allowed to know about [the plans for the return to France].”  When questioned by 
Campbell on 28 February, Fanny claimed that her husband was not told until “a quarter of an 
hour” before his departure.  See Charles Tristan de Montholon, Récits de la captivité de la 
Napoléon á Sainte-Hélène  2 Vols., (Paris, 1847), II, 194; Pons, Mémoires, 95-96; Las Cases, 
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intimately involved in the final preparations for their imminent departure.  He huddled with 

Napoleon frequently in his study, pouring over the map of France, plotting the Emperor’s route 

back to Paris.3   

On the day of their planned departure from Elba, Bertrand played a key role in securing 

the Emperor’s escape.  Napoleon had planned to leave on 26 February, seeking to take advantage 

of the absence of the English Commissioner, Sir Neil Campbell.  After the Guard had boarded 

and all preparations had been completed, a British corvette was spotted making sail for Porto 

Ferrajo’s harbor.  Napoleon quickly dispatched Marchand to Bertrand’s house, instructing him to 

have Bertrand issue orders to have the brig set sail immediately under the pretense of checking a 

leak in its hull that had just been caulked.  Bertrand hurriedly issued the orders.  The captain of 

the British corvette hailed the French brig as he sailed into the harbor.  Satisfied with the 

response he received, the British captain anchored his ship and proceeded to Bertrand’s house.  

Bertrand, feigning to be in a great hurry to answer a call to go to the Emperor’s house, politely 

invited the British captain to dinner.  “He refused,” Marchand recorded later, “stating that he had 

to be in Livorno that evening.”  The ruse worked as intended.  “Half an hour later [the British 

captain] was at sea, having crossed the harbor without anything striking him as odd:  all was just 

as usual.”4 

The suddenness of the Emperor’s decision to return to France had left Bertrand little time 

to make arrangements for the return of his own family.  Fanny was instructed solely to proceed 

to Rome with Pauline and Madame Mére and to wait there until the success of the enterprise had 

been determined.5  If successful, she was then to render herself to Paris with the others.  “If our 

efforts are not crowned with success,” Bertrand wrote in an intimate letter he addressed to Fanny 

before his departure, “I engage you to pass some time with your father’s family in England.  

Your mother should be able to rejoin you there.”  Witnessing the depth of his devotion to France, 
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Bertrand continued, advising Fanny that:  “When the circumstances are more favorable, you 

must reenter France because our children must never cease to be French.  Consult my father on 

their education, their fortune, and all that is for me of the first interest.  He will be, with your 

mother, your best guide.”  Bertrand closed by encouraging Fanny to be strong and by 

reconfirming the love he felt for the wife he feared he might never see again:  “Arm yourself 

with courage.  You must be strong for our children,” he wrote.  “Until the final moment of my 

life, you will be the object of my most sweet and tender affection.”6 

And with that, Bertrand boarded the Inconstant with Napoleon and set sail with the 

Emperor and his small army for the coast of France.  Bertrand slept on a mattress thrown on the 

floor in Napoleon’s cabin, passing his time during the crossing by playing chess with the 

Emperor and performing duties as Napoleon’s acting Chief of Staff.7  On the second night of the 

journey, Bertrand occupied a place of honor at the Emperor’s side as he regaled members of all 

ranks with stories of “some of the difficult times in his life:  he talked of French army 

campaigns, their victories, the spirit moving the soldiers, the love of glory and of the 

motherland,” Marchand recalled. 

 
He said to them:  “There is nothing you cannot get the French to do through their 
taste for danger:  it is their Gallic heritage.  The love of glory and courage are in 
the French an instinct, a sort of sixth sense.  Many times in the heat of battle I 
have seen our young conscripts jump into the fray:  honor and courage came out 
of their very pores.”8 
 

Inspired by the memories of France’s recent glorious past, Napoleon’s army was 

prepared for all possibilities by the time of their arrival off the Cape of Antibes on 1 March.  The 

Emperor’s entire fleet successfully reached to the French coast and, by 1:00 p.m., was firmly 

anchored in the Gulf of Juan.9  Once there, Napoleon ordered the French flag to be dropped and 
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the tri-color to be raised in its stead.  By 4:00 p.m., the Emperor’s entire 1,200 man army had 

been safely disembarked.  Wasting little time, Napoleon quickly dispatched a detachment to 

seize the garrison of Antibes while Cambronne was directed to move to Fréjus and then Cannes 

with an advanced guard.  True to the promises he had made in convincing Bertrand to leave Elba 

with him, Napoleon instructed Cambronne to avoid hostilities if at all possible.  “General, I am 

putting you in charge of my finest campaign,” Napoleon told Cambronne.  “You will not have to 

fire a single shot.  You will find nothing but friends.”10 

While Napoleon attended to the dispositions of his small army, Bertrand sought to rally 

his former aide, Jules Paulin, to the Emperor’s cause.  Now a colonel, Paulin had been made 

director of fortifications at Antibes during the restoration.  As fortune would have it, Paulin was 

absent on the day of Napoleon’s arrival, having gone to inspect the defenses of the isles of 

Sainte-Marguerite and Sainte-Honorat with some of the other ranking officers and officials of the 

area.  Notified of Napoleon’s return, Paulin and the others immediately returned to the mainland.  

Once there, Paulin received a note from Bertrand, inviting him to join the Emperor on the 

Inconstant.  Paulin, well-instructed by Bertrand over the years of the requirements that duty 

imposed on a man, reluctantly refused Bertrand’s invitation.  “I did not hesitate an instant to 

follow the line of my duty,” Paulin wrote years later.  “However, everything pulled me toward 

the Emperor:  my heart, my memories still so vivid, and the unbreakable attachment that I still 

held for the Grand Marshal . . .”11   

Paulin was not the only officer that day who demurred in the face of Napoleon’s attempts 

to win them over to his side peaceably.  The commander of the garrison at Antibes had also 

resisted the efforts of the detachment that the Emperor had sent there to facilitate the peaceful 

occupation of that town.  Rejecting the counsel of some of his officers who advised him to take 

Antibes by force, the Emperor explained that “Antibes played no role in the conquest he was 

planning.”  True to his promise to Bertrand to avoid inciting a civil war, Napoleon settled on an 

alternate course of action.  “The way to remedy the effect of this development is to move faster 

                                                 
10 Ibid., 163.  Cambronne repeated these words almost verbatim at his trial.  See Henry 
Houssaye, 1815:  La Première Restauration – Le Retour de l’ile d’Elbe – Les Cent Jours (Paris, 
1894), 209. 
11 Paulin, Souvenirs, 289-300. 



 361

than news of it,” he told his followers.  Shortly after midnight, Napoleon’s army thus broke camp 

and began their famous march toward Paris.12 

In accordance with the Emperor’s dictate, his army traveled quickly.  Stopping in Cannes 

to secure horses and provisions, by morning on the 2nd Napoleon had reached Grasse, five 

leagues north of Cannes.  Three anxious days followed this first night’s movement as Napoleon’s 

army successively raced through Cérénon, Barême, and Digne.13  Bertrand, traveling at 

Napoleon’s side throughout this journey, kept a watchful eye over the Emperor.  The guarded 

reaction that the Emperor initially received from the French citizens made Bertrand anxious for 

his safety and the success of the enterprise.  Still uncertain of France’s reaction to his return, 

Napoleon cautiously avoided passing through many of the towns during the daylight hours.  The 

deep silence that had greeted him as he passed through Grasse on 2 March had caused the 

Emperor to take his lunch outside of that city.  Responding to a citizen from Grasse who had 

expressed his offense at the Emperor’s decision not to eat lunch with them, Bertrand told him 

that the best way to serve Napoleon at the moment was to “remain quiet.”14  

Seeking to avoid the Royalist infested Rhone River Valley, the Emperor had decided to 

take the more arduous mountain route that led through Grenoble to Lyon.15  As one of the few 

members of Napoleon’s entourage who had been afforded a horse, Bertrand was somewhat 

immune to the physical stress experienced by Napoleon’s army rapid ascent into the French 

Alps.16  His central role in the planning and execution of the Emperor’s perilous venture, 

however, made him more susceptible to the mental strains of their expedition.  The letters he had 

written to various French commanders entreating them to join Napoleon’s cause had yet to yield 

                                                 
12 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 164-65; and, Houssaye, 1815:  La Première Restauration . 
. ., 211. 
13 Charles Florange, “Le Vol de l’Aigle,” Revue des Études Napoléoniennes, No. 33, (November, 
1931), 271. 
14 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 167; and, Houssaye, 1815:  La Première Restauration . . ., 
215-16. 
15 Florange, “Le Vol de l’Aigle,” 260. 
16 Marchand records that even the Polish lanciers were forced to carry their saddles until they 
could find mounts.  See Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 164-65. 



 362

any positive results.17  Bertrand’s anxiety was evident to the Mayor of Upaix as the Emperor 

approached that town on 5 March.  Riding out to greet Napoleon, the mayor “soon perceived a 

squadron, at the head of which marched General Bertrand.  His brow was furrowed worriedly but 

it promptly unwrinkled itself by the reassuring declarations he received from César de Saint-

Genis.”18 

The warm greeting that the Emperor received from this ancient officer of hussards, 

settled Bertrand somewhat and he busily went to work taking notes and collecting information on 

“the generals who commanded in the neighboring departments, the regiments that were stationed 

there, and the alternate routes one could take in these departments.”  The Mayor of Upaix noted 

the central role that Bertrand appeared to take in directing the march of Napoleon’s army.  “On 

[Bertrand] seemed to repose all the details of the expedition,” the mayor observed.19  Whatever 

reservations Bertrand may have had regarding follow the Emperor back to France had been left 

behind at Elba.  Throughout the march from Antibes to Paris, Bertrand displayed no hesitation in 

his commitment and determination to assure the success of Napoleon’s bold venture. 

The increasingly warm reception that the Emperor received as he ventured forward from 

Upaix seemed to justify the decision Napoleon had made to return.  Although the French people 

had begun to rally to him, however, there still remained several obstacles for him to overcome 

before his march to Paris could be crowned with success.  “Success lies in the speed of my 

progress and in my arrival in Grenoble,” the Emperor assured Drouot and Bertrand as they 

                                                 
17 In addition to being rebuffed by his old aide, Paulin, Bertrand had also failed to receive 
responses from General Loverdo, commander of the military department of the Basses-Alpes and 
the commander of a battalion of the 87th Regiment.  Houssaye records that from the Gulf of Juan 
to Durance, Napoleon had received only four recruits to his side:  “two soldiers from the Antibes 
garrison, a tanner from Grasse, and a gendarme.”  Massèna had also failed to rally to Napoleon, 
taking steps to stop his march and arresting Pons, who Napoleon had sent to enlist the marshal’s 
support, upon his arrival at Marseilles.  See Houssaye, 1815:  La Première Restauration . . ., 
218-22. 
18 As cited in Florange, “Le Vol de l’Aigle,” 272.  Saint-Genis had served with Napoleon during 
the Italian Campaign.  Eager to greet his returning Emperor, he had donned his old uniform and 
hurried off to intercept Napoleon on his route to Grenoble. 
19 Ibid.  Bertrand’s central role in securing the success of the Emperor’s march to Paris was 
revealed by Napoleon at St. Helena.  There he told Gaspard Gourgaud that:  “On our march [to 
Paris], Bertrand wrote to all the regiments that were dispatched to stop me, and these orders the 
soldiers obeyed.”  See Gaspard Gourgaud, Talks of Napoleon at St. Helena with General Baron 
Gourgaud (Chicago, 1903), 177. 
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continued their movement toward Paris.20  Having marched 100 leagues in the first six days since 

landing in France, Napoleon had been successful in moving his army quickly.  He had still not 

entered Grenoble, however, and the events of the following days would demonstrate the 

prescience of his comments regarding the importance of Grenoble to his venture. 

Approaching that city on 7 March, the Emperor found the route barred by elements of a 

French division commanded by General Jean Marchand.  Still hoping to avoid open battle, 

Napoleon dispatched Bertrand toward the French lines to seek a peaceful resolution of the 

impasse that confronted him.  Approaching with 200 soldiers and a rabble of enthusiastic 

peasants, Bertrand was unable to persuade the French commandant Delessart to remove his 

soldiers and allow the Emperor’s column to pass.21  At this fateful moment, Napoleon stepped 

down from his carriage, bared his chest to the French soldiers and wondered aloud “If there is 

among you a soldier who could kill his Emperor!”  The unanimous cry that immediately 

resounded from the French lines quickly provided him with his answer.  With the situation thus 

defused, Napoleon’s army was allowed to pass.22 

The road to Paris was still not open, however.  Marchand had withdrawn the remainder of 

his division into Grenoble and locked that city’s gates.  Confronted once more with a potential 

battle, Napoleon again called on Bertrand to achieve a peaceful resolution of the matter.  Upon 

arriving in front of Grenoble on the evening of the 7th, Bertrand was sent to negotiate Napoleon’s 

entry into the city.  Although he was unable to convince Grenoble to open its gates without 

                                                 
20 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 170.  Marchand had continued his service as Napoleon’s 
valet, returning with him from Elba to France. 
21 Stendahl, Mémoires d’un Touriste  (Paris, 1929), II, 345-46.  Stendahl, visiting the site of this 
fateful event twenty-two years later, conversed with some peasants who claimed to have been 
present at the event.  Stendahl’s account noted that Bertrand spoke with Delessart (or de Lessard) 
for between 30-60 minutes.  Bertrand questioned Delessart on his orders and was told that he 
was obedient to the king and that he “must fire on the enemies of the king that advanced on his 
battalion.”  Bertrand pressed Delessart on what he would do, “But, if the Emperor presents 
himself to you, what will you do?  Will you fire on him?”  Delessart responded that he would 
“do his duty.”  At the trial investigating his actions a year after the incident, however, Delessart 
claimed that he had orders not to communicate with any member of Napoleon’s entourage and 
that he had repeatedly rebuffed all of the officers that Napoleon had sent to speak with him.  He 
also claimed that he had not fired on Napoleon because he had not received orders to do so 
before leaving Grenoble.  See “Greffe du Tribunal Correctionnel de Rennes, Année 1816,” 
Revue des Etudes Napoleonienne  19 (July, 1922):  61-67. 
22 As cited in Edouard Driault, “Le Retour de Napoléon,” Revue des Études Napoléoniennes, 28, 
(April, 1929):  246. 
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resorting to force, the city quickly submitted and willingly opened them after only a few blows 

from Napoleon’s sappers’ axes on the city’s doors.23  No longer a mere adventurer, Napoleon’s 

entry into Grenoble that night magically transformed him once again into a prince.  The residents 

of Grenoble acclaimed him enthusiastically and, as important, his forces were doubled with the 

addition of the king’s forces that capitulated and joined the Emperor’s ranks there.24  The success 

of his venture was still not guaranteed.  Leaving Grenoble for Lyon on 9 March, Napoleon soon 

learned that the king’s brother, Count d’Artois, and Marshal MacDonald were determined to 

defend Lyon against him.  Hoping to avoid besieging this city, Napoleon dispatched Bertrand to 

Miribel to collect boats there so that he could bypass Lyon if necessary.25    

These steps proved to be unnecessary, however.  Confronted with the increasingly pro-

Napoleonic sentiment expressed by their troops and the local inhabitants, MacDonald and the 

Count d’Artois’ determination to defend Lyon had quickly wilted.  Convinced that their soldiers 

would refuse to fight against Napoleon, the Count d’Artois and Marshal MacDonald abandoned 

their units and Lyon and raced off toward Paris.  On 10 March, Napoleon made a triumphant 

entry into Lyon.  Marchand recorded that “the enthusiasm of this great city was at its highest, 

and happiness and its exhilaration were painted on all faces.”26   

Emboldened by his recent successes in entering Grenoble and Lyon and the increasingly 

delirious welcome he was receiving from the citizens of France, Napoleon again began to act in 

an Imperial fashion at Lyon.  He passed several days there consolidating his gains, issuing 

decrees, and making military preparations for the continuation of his march to Paris.  On 13 

March, he issued a decree abolishing the nobility, restoring the constitution, suppressing feudal 

                                                 
23 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 175-77.  Interestingly, the commander of the 3rd Engineer 
Regiment at Grenoble was Colonel J. Izoard.  He had served as the commander of engineers in 
Bertrand’s 4th Corps during the 1813 Campaign.  He vehemently denied assisting Napoleon at 
his trial.  See J. Izoard, “Exposé de la conduite du Colonel Izoard,” in Arthur Chuquet, Ed., 
Lettres de 1815 (Paris, 1911), 132-39. 
24 Florange, “Le Vol de l’Aigle,” 276.  Izoard insists that not all of the regiments at Grenoble 
joined Napoleon willingly.  He claimed that he passed his regiment in review and published an 
address to them in favor of Napoleon only after Bertrand ordered him to do so.  See Izoard, 
“Exposé,” 136-37. 
25 Houssaye, 1815:  La Première Restauration . . ., 257. 
26 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 179-83. 
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Map 27:  The Route Napoleon.  Tracing the route Napoleon took from Antibes to Lyon upon 
his return from Elba in March, 1815.  Bertrand accompanied Napoleon throughout his return. 
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titles, and ordering the implementation of several other measures designed to rally more citizens 

of France to him by demonstrating the beneficent nature that his future rule portended.27   

One decree that Napoleon attempted to issue at Lyon, however, demonstrated a completely 

different aspect of what his impending reign would bring to France.  On 13 March, Napoleon 

dictated a letter to his secretary that ordered the arrest and seizure of the lands of thirteen 

prominent French generals and noblemen whom he considered to be enemies of the new French 

state.28  The Emperor’s secretary, Fleury de Chaboulon recorded Bertrand’s reaction to this 

decree when it was presented to him for his countersignature: 

 
When I was finished [taking his dictation], he ordered me to go and have it signed 
by Count Bertrand, who had countersigned the [other] decrees of Lyon.  I went to 
the Marshal.  He read the decree and returned it to me, saying:  “I will never sign 
it.  This is not what the Emperor promised us.  Those who advise him to take 
measures like this are his cruelest enemies.  I will speak to him about it.”  I 
reported, word for word to Napoleon, this firm and courageous response.  He 
ordered me to return to the Grand Marshal and seek to vanquish his repugnance 
and, if he persisted, to bring him back with me.   
 
Count Bertrand followed me back to the Emperor’s cabinet.  Looking up, 
Napoleon told him in a dry tone:  “I am surprised that you have made this so 
difficult.  The severity that I must employ is necessary for the good of the State.”   
 
“I do not believe so, Sire,” [Bertrand responded].   
 
“I believe it and it is to me alone that belongs the judgment.  I have asked for your 
signature, not your opinion.  Your signature is only a formality and does not 
compromise you in the least.” [Napoleon answered]. 
 
“Sire, a minister who countersigns an act of the sovereign is morally responsible 
for this act.  I believe that I would be doing a disservice to Your Majesty, and 
perhaps myself, if I had the weakness to attach my name to a measure such as 
this.  If Your Majesty would rule by the laws, he has not the right to pronounce 
arbitrarily, by a simple decree, the death and the seizure of the lands of his 
subjects.  If you want to act as a dictator and rule only according to your own will, 
then you have no need of courting my signature.  Your Majesty has declared by 
his proclamations that he will accord a general amnesty.  I have countersigned 

                                                 
27 “Décret,” 13 March 1815, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 21686, XXVIII, 8-9. 
28 The most notable persons on this list were Marmont, Augereau, and Talleyrand.  In drafting 
this decree, Napoleon had clearly been influenced by his discovery of a decree that the Bourbons 
had issued that proscribed him and his followers, labeling him a “traitor and rebel” to France.  
See Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 181-83. 



 367

them with all my heart and I will not countersign a decree that revokes them.” 
[Bertrand said to Napoleon]. 
 
“But you know well that I have always said that I will never pardon Marmont, 
Talleyrand, and Augereau; that I have promised only to forget what has passed 
since my abdication.  I know best what I must do for keeping these promises and 
to ensure the tranquility of the State.  I have commenced to be indulgent up to the 
point of weakness; and the royalists, instead of appreciating my moderation, have 
abused it.  They agitate [the country], they conspire [against me], and I must, and 
I will, make them answer for it,” [Napoleon countered]. 
 
[Continuing, the Emperor told Bertrand that] “I desire that my blows fall [only] 
on the traitors who have led the others astray.  Besides, all those who are on the 
list, with the exception of Augereau, are out of France or hidden.  I will not search 
for them.  My intent is more to put them into a state of fear rather than to do harm 
to them.  You will see, therefore, the Emperor continued, softening his voice, that 
you have judged the affair badly.  Sign for me, therefore, my dear Bertrand.  It 
must be done.” 
 
[Bertrand continued to refuse the Emperor’s wishes,] “I can not do it, Sire.  I ask 
Your Majesty the permission of submitting in writing my observations.” 
 
“All that will do, my dear, is waste our time.  You worry yourself unnecessarily 
about this proposal I assure you.  Sign it I tell you.  I beg you.  It would please me 
greatly,” [Napoleon pleaded with his Grand Marshal]. 
 
“Permit me Sire to wait until Your Majesty has seen my observations,” [Bertrand 
responded]. 
 
The marshal [then] left.  His noble resistance did not offend the Emperor.  The 
language of honor and of truth never displeased him when it came from a pure 
heart. 
 
The general [later] remitted to Napoleon a reasoned note.  It did not change the 
Emperor’s resolution in this matter.  He desired solely to give the decree a legal 
form. 
 
The Emperor, persuaded that General Bertrand would not change his sentiments 
in this matter did not want the new decree presented to him again and it [was 
published on 9 April] without being countersigned. 
 
The effect that it produced justified the apprehensions of the Grand Marshal.  
Many considered it as an act of vengeance and despotism; as the first infraction of 
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the promises [Napoleon had] made to the nation.  The public murmurs echoed all 
the way to the Imperial Palace.29 
 

Bertrand clearly considered this decree to be an abrogation of the promises that Napoleon had 

made to him at Elba.  As important, he also felt that it was not in the Emperor’s best interests to 

act in such an arbitrary fashion.  As he had stated to Chaboulon, “those who advise him to take 

measures like this are his cruelest enemies.”  His loyalty to Napoleon, his desire to serve him 

well, and his concern for his own honor all acted to prevent Bertrand from attaching his signature 

to the decree. 

Bertrand demonstrated similar noble characteristics in the following days as Napoleon 

left Lyon and continued his march to Paris.  Arriving at Auxerre on 17 March, Bertrand 

intervened to prevent two royal emissaries who had sought an audience with Napoleon from 

being thrown out the windows of the prefecture by the crowd who had gathered there.30  As he 

had throughout the venture, Bertrand acted as a calming influence on the heightened emotions of 

the aroused French citizens.  He sought to prevent reprisals against Royalist collaborators that 

could possibly have led to a virulent civil war.  The ten months that he had spent away from 

France had deepened his love for his homeland and he was sincerely committed to protecting her 

from any possible harm.  His interest in this regard often outweighed even his commitment and 

loyalty to Napoleon. 

The increasingly positive reception that Napoleon received as he neared Paris helped to 

ease Bertrand’s conscience in aiding the Emperor’s return.  The civil war that he had feared had 

not materialized and, other than the objectionable decree that had been presented to him at Lyon, 

Napoleon’s return appeared to promise a bright future for France.  As they neared Paris, Bertrand 

continued to work to ensure the success of the enterprise the Emperor had undertaken.  He wrote 

to Marshal Ney on Napoleon’s behalf, imploring the prince de la Moskowa not to take up arms 

against Napoleon.  All the population and all the army was against the Bourbons, Bertrand wrote 

Ney.  In opposing the Emperor, Bertrand insisted that Ney alone would be responsible for all the 

                                                 
29 Chaboulon, Mémoires, 315-19. 
30 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 187. 
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blood that would flow from an ensuing civil war.31  To Bertrand’s letter, Napoleon attached a 

note promising Ney that, in spite of his actions the previous year at Fontainebleau, he would 

receive him as he had on the banks of the Moscow if he would join him now.32  Bertrand was 

delighted when, on 18 March at Auxerre, he had the honor of presenting Ney to Napoleon and 

seeing the Emperor greet him with open arms as he had promised.33 

Bertrand’s greatest joy came two days later when he sat at Napoleon’s side as he made 

his triumphant return to Paris on 20 March.  Twelve hours after informing Napoleon that the 

Bourbons had abandoned Paris, Bertrand returned with him to the Tuileries.  “A thousand arms 

carried him up to his apartments; the giddiness of joy was everywhere,” Marchand recorded.  

Hortense was the first to greet him there but many other dignitaries soon arrived at the Tuileries 

to pay their respects to their newly returned Emperor.34  An immense crowd soon gathered 

outside the Tuileries.  Ever alert to potential dangers to the Emperor’s safety, Bertrand instructed 

the commandant of the National Guard soldiers surrounding the Tuileries to not allow anyone to 

enter without his approval.  To Bertrand’s great joy, his own father was one of the first to enter.  

Breaking protocol, Napoleon threw Bertrand’s father into his son’s arms, insisting that he greet 

his son before paying his respects to him.  The joyous reunion of Napoleon with his French 

subjects continued until 1:00 a.m..  At its conclusion, a huge dinner was prepared for all who had 

come to welcome him.  While the assembled crowd dined on a huge table in the dining room, 

Napoleon retired to his apartments to dine alone with Bertrand on a simple dinner of roasted 

chicken and beans.35 

The morning following their return to the Tuileries, Bertrand was the first to enter 

Napoleon’s apartment.  The Emperor playfully asked his devoted Grand Marshal if he had found 

                                                 
31 Houssaye, 1815:  La Première Restauration . . ., 307-09.  Ney recited this letter, which he 
claimed his wife had burned following his arrest, at his trial in defense of his decision to cast his 
lot with Napoleon.  “I was in the tempest.  I lost my head.”  Bertrand’s appeal to Ney of the need 
to avoid a civil war had apparently played a heavy role in Ney’s decision.  “I was in error, but I 
feared a civil war.  I marched at the head of 40,000 cadavers before arriving in front of 
Bonaparte.” 
32 Napoleon to Ney, 15 March 1815, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 21689, XXVIII, 10-
11. 
33 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 187. 
34 Ibid., 188-89. 
35 Constant, Mémoires, VI, 122-23.  One can imagine the emotional impact of this reunion.  
Bertrand had not seen his father since before leaving for Illyria in 1811. 
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his bed in the Tuileries as comfortable as his bed in Elba.  “It is at least the best I have found 

since we left there,” Bertrand responded.36  The good bed that he had found at the Tuileries was 

desperately needed in the days and weeks that followed the Emperor’s return.  Wasting no time, 

Napoleon energetically focused his attentions on his duties of state.  “The Emperor was 

overwhelmed with work,” during this time Marchand recalled.  “Nothing was put aside.”  

Sleeping less than three hours at a time, Napoleon awoke each day at 6:00 a.m..  After reading 

his mail and dressing, Bertrand was called on to take the Emperor’s orders.37 

Many of the orders that Bertrand received at this time were intended to help consolidate 

Napoleon’s control of France.  While he had regained his throne in Paris, there remained large 

segments of France that had yet to accept his rule.  Immediate after installing himself in the 

Tuileries, Napoleon turned to the task of securing those segments of France that still resisted his 

return.  On 21 March, Bertrand wrote to Ney that, given the current situation, the Emperor no 

longer wanted Ney to bring his troops to Paris.  Concerned with reports that the duc d’Orléans 

was moving on Besançon, Napoleon instead wanted Ney to move to Franche-Comté and 

“maintain the tranquility of this province and prevent the movement of [the Royalist’s forces] 

there.”38  The efforts to secure and stabilize France continued well into April.  The capitulation 

of the duc d’Angouleme on 8 April and the subsequent proclamation of the Empire by Masséna 

in Toulon together with the departure of the Bourbon family from Lille finally allowed Napoleon 

to establish some semblance of internal order.39 

Bertrand had a personal stake in reestablishing Imperial rule.  His own wife had been 

detained in Marseilles following her return from Elba and he was anxious to secure her release.  

Ignoring her husband’s advice to follow Pauline and Madame Mère to Rome and wait there until 

the fate of the Emperor’s return had been determined, Fanny had instead recklessly traveled 

directly to Marseilles almost immediately after Napoleon and Bertrand had left Elba on 26 

                                                 
36 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 217. 
37 Ibid., 220-21.  Hortense and Louis-Étienne Saint-Denis “Mameluck Ali” also commented on 
Napoleon’s proclivity for work during this period.  Hortense wrote that “the Emperor worked 
constantly,” while Saint-Denis recorded that he had never seen Napoleon so active.  See 
Hortense, Memoirs, II, 200; and Louis-Étienne Saint-Denis, Napoleon:  From the Tuileries to St. 
Helena (New York, 1922), 123. 
38 Bertrand to Ney, 21 March 1815, Arthur Chuquet, Ed., Inédits Napoléoniens (Paris, 1913), No. 
1401, I, 378-79. 
39 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 221-22. 
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February.40  She was seized immediately upon her arrival there and imprisoned in the local jail.  

She was released in April only after Napoleon had been able to establish more firmly his control 

over France.41  Although she had been poorly treated by her jailors, Fanny, like her husband, 

insisted on a spirit of reconciliation and refused to seek retribution against them following her 

release.42 

Having secured France internally, Napoleon was quickly forced to deal with external 

threats.  The Allies would not allow him to pursue his goal of ruling France peaceably.43  Still 

convened at Vienna, the Allied Powers had immediately acted against Napoleon following his 

return from Elba.  On 13 March the Allies had labeled Napoleon an outlaw, declaring him to be 

“the enemy and a disturber of the world’s peace.”  Considered to be outside the “pale of 

civilization,” they quickly began to reassemble their armies and move on France.44  As early as 

24 March the Emperor began taking measures to counter this threat.  On that day he ordered 

Bertrand to write to Davout to request his nominations for the command of the military divisions 

on France’s eastern borders.  He stressed the necessity of “forming an active division in the 

environs of Metz for the purpose of protecting the frontier there.”45   

Not all of Bertrand’s tasks dealt with such weighty and monumental issues as the security 

of France.  As the Grand Marshal of the Palace, many of Bertrand’s duties were far more 

pedestrian in nature.  Immediately after his return to the Tuileries, he helped a veteran officer of 

the Imperial Guard, Captain Jean-Roch Coignet, secure his pay and lodging from a parsimonious 

paymaster who refused to recognize his authority.46  On 5 May, meanwhile, Napoleon asked 

                                                 
40 Hortense, Memoirs, II, 211-12.  While Hortense recorded that Fanny’s return had been 
motivated by her feeling that “she could not be separated from the Grand Marshal,” the “furious 
questioning” that Sir Neil Campbell had subjected her to following his return to Porto-Ferrajo 
and his discovery that Napoleon had left no doubt also spurred her early return.  Fanny had 
refused to tell him, and had had to remind him that he was talking to a lady when his questions 
became threatening.  See Gourgaud, Talks of Napoleon at St. Helena, 168-69. 
41 Pons, Mémoire Aux Puissances Alliées, 213-15.  Pons himself had been seized and detained at 
Marseilles upon arriving there on a mission from Napoleon to Masséna. 
42 Vaissière-Orfila, “D’un exile à l’autre,” Lettres, 448. 
43 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 213. 
44 As cited in Fournier, Napoleon the First, 698.  The Allied declaration vowed that the 
signatories would not “lay down their arms until Napoleon [was] rendered wholly incapable of 
disturbing the peace again and of renewing his efforts to seize the supreme power of France.” 
45 Bertrand to Davout, 24 March 1815, Inédits Napoléoniens, No. 1410, 381. 
46 Jean-Roch Coignet, Les Cahiers du Capitaine Coignet, 1799-1815, (Paris, 1883), 388-92. 
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Bertrand to compare the budgets for the theater and the Maison.  The Emperor wanted Bertrand 

to ensure that he had not included an expense for theater boxes in both budgets.47   

Another task that occupied Bertrand’s attention during the weeks immediately following 

Napoleon’s return was the reestablishment and reorganization of the Emperor’s Maison, aide-de-

camps, and orderly officers.  On 25 March, Napoleon ordered Bertrand to resolve a conflict that 

had arisen regarding the organization of his Maison.  Two days later he directed Bertrand to send 

him a proposal for how to best organize his aide-de-camps and orderly officers.  In both of these 

matters, the Emperor emphasized to Bertrand his desire to reward those who had followed him to 

Elba.  “My first headwaiters will be those that I had at Porto-Ferrajo.”  Likewise, he ordered 

Bertrand to give financial recompense and “suitable positions” to the orderly officers who had 

followed him from Elba.48 

In the following months, Napoleon continued to reward the loyalty of those who had 

continued to serve him following his abdication.  On 7 May, the Emperor wrote to Bertrand that 

he had “heard complaints from some of those who had come from Elba.  This will have a very 

bad effect,” Napoleon concluded.  He subsequently made 20,000 francs of his private funds 

available to Bertrand and ordered him to distribute it “in a manner that all individuals who 

arrived with me from Elba will be promptly rewarded and everyone will be content.”49 

Bertrand himself was a major beneficiary of Napoleon’s gratitude to those who had 

followed him to Elba.  The Emperor displayed his thanks to Bertrand in a number of ways.  

Bertrand continued to share Napoleon’s special confidence, going out for long walks with the 

Emperor, just as he had done so often at Elba.50  In May, the Emperor made a more formal 

recognition of his appreciation for the selfless sacrifices that Bertrand had made in choosing to 

follow him into exile.  That month he named Bertrand a Peer of France, one of France’s most 

                                                 
47 Napoleon to Bertrand, 5 May 1815, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 21876, XXVIII, 
185-86. 
48 Napoleon to Bertrand, 25 March 1815, Ibid., No. 21712, XXVIII, 32; and, Napoleon to 
Bertrand, 27 March 1815, Inédits Napoléoniens, No. 1421, 386.   
49 Napoleon to Bertrand, 7 May 1815, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 21878, XXVIII, 
187. 
50 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 227.  During one of these walks, Napoleon decided to 
move from the Tuileries to the palace at the Elysée-Bourbon so that he could exercise more 
regularly. 
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prestigious honors.51  Bertrand received this award at the large ceremony held on the Champ de 

Mai on 1 June in which Napoleon swore an oath to France’s new Constitution and presented the 

cherished eagles to the Imperial Guard.52  Applauded by his Emperor and his countrymen, 

Bertrand could scarcely imagine a more dramatic change in fortunes than those that he had 

experienced in the preceding fourteen months. 

Unfortunately, the pendulum had not stopped swinging for Bertrand.  As the war clouds 

continued to gather around France, Napoleon began to take steps to prepare for a new campaign.  

On 27 April the Emperor directed Bertrand to send the service de guerre of his Maison to 

Compiègne.  “All that is necessary for making war must leave for Compiègne by 30 April,” 

Napoleon instructed Bertrand, so that it can arrive there by the 1st of May.53  Six weeks later, the 

Emperor ordered his Grand Marshal to have this unit move from Compiègne to Soissons where 

he intended to establish his headquarters.  Bertrand was further instructed to prepare the 

Emperor’s carriages (“without anyone knowing it”), so that they could leave within two hours 

after he issued the order.54 

As ever, Bertrand’s actions during the ensuing campaign demonstrated the depth and 

sincerity of his loyalty and devotion to Napoleon.  At 4:00 a.m. on 12 June, he again took his 

place at the Emperor’s side, climbing into his carriage and setting out from Paris with him to 

rejoin his army in Belgium.55  The day prior to leaving, Bertrand wrote to General Honoré Reille, 

informing him of Napoleon’s intentions of establishing his headquarters and moving the Imperial 

Guard to Avesnes and instructing him to move his corps out of that city in advance of their 

                                                 
51 Napoleon had written to Joseph, Bertrand, and his top ministers on 19 May, soliciting them to 
submit their nominations for the eighty people who were to be named Peers of France.  See 
Napoleon to Joseph, Ibid., No. 21924, XXVIII, 231. 
52 Vasson, Bertrand, 152.  Napoleon also distributed eagles to the National Guard at this 
ceremony.  See Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 238-39. 
53 Napoleon to Bertrand, 27 April 1815, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 21851, XXVIII, 
158.  Bertrand was ordered to send a sizeable guard contingent, consisting of 40 gendarmes 
d’élite, a squadron of lanciers, a squadron of chasseurs, and a “superior officer to command it 
all” to Compiègne as well.  In addition, Bertrand was to ensure that one or two horses for each 
aide-de-camp and orderly officer were also sent to Compiègne. 
54 Napoleon to Bertrand, 7 June 1815, Ibid., No. 22030, XXVIII, 305-06.  Napoleon again 
stressed the importance of having his aide-de-camp and orderlies send their horses forward, 
emphasizing that it “was indispensable that they leave [for Soissons] tomorrow.” 
55 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 242.  Before leaving, Napoleon had embraced Hortense 
and told Fanny to “have hope that we will not have reason to regret leaving Elba.”  Hortense, 
Memoirs, II, 226. 
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arrival.  Reille was to await the arrival of the Emperor at Avesnes so as to be able to provide him 

with the latest information regarding the movements of the enemy.56 

Bertrand was rarely far from Napoleon’s side during the following week.  He spent the 

entire day of 15 June on horseback with the Emperor, moving up and down the French columns 

that poured across the Sambre River at Charleroi that day, spurring them on in pursuit of the now 

diverging Prussian and British armies.  As the Allied armies split, Napoleon divided his own 

army, sending one column under Marshal Ney to the north toward Brussels in pursuit of the 

English while Marshal Emmanuel Grouchy led the other column to the northeast toward Namur 

in pursuit of Blücher and the Prussians.  Bertrand returned with the Emperor to the Imperial 

Headquarters at Charleroi at 9:00 p.m..  Bertrand assisted Napoleon throughout the remainder of 

the night of 15-16 June, issuing orders and preparing the French army for the next day’s 

movements.57 

The following day brought little rest for Bertrand.  Seeking to defeat the Allies separately 

before they could reunite their armies, Napoleon focused his efforts first on the Prussians who 

had turned to give battle at Ligny.  Bertrand stood close at hand as Napoleon mounted a hastily 

erected observatory and monitored the progress of the battle that commenced at 3:00 p.m..  As 

the battle swung back and forth, Napoleon dispatched several aides to Ney, ordering him to send 

reinforcements to help decide the battle.  In the confusing movements and counter-movements 

that followed, the reinforcements failed to arrive in time.  Despairing to lose a chance to crush 

Blücher, Napoleon personally emplaced several artillery batteries and committed his Imperial 

Guard.  These actions helped turn the battle in favor of the French and, as nightfall descended, 

the Emperor was finally able to claim victory.58 

It was a costly victory, however.  After retiring to the Imperial Headquarters at Fleurus 

that night, Bertrand returned to the battlefield with Napoleon on the 17th and learned the full 

extent of the French army’s losses.  The Emperor issued instructions for the care of the endless 

ranks of dead, dying, and wounded soldiers that he rode past that morning.  Reaching the top of 

                                                 
56 Bertrand to Reille, 11 June 1815, Inédits Napoléoniens, No. 1684, 457.  Bertrand informed 
Reille that Napoleon expected to be at Avesnes by 2:00 a.m. on 13 June. 
57 Vasson, Bertrand, 152-53.  Marchand records that Napoleon undressed quietly that night.  He 
was apparently unnerved by the death of one of his aide-de-camps, General Louis Letort, and the 
desertion of several senior officers, including General Louis Bourmont, to the Allies that day.  
See Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 242. 
58 Vasson, Bertrand, 153-54.   
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Bussy Hill, Napoleon dismounted and conferred with his generals.  Standing amid the carnage of 

the previous day’s battle, the Emperor decided on his next move.59  Dictating his orders to 

Bertrand shortly before noon, Napoleon directed Grouchy to detach General Jean-Simon 

Domon’s division and the cuirassiers of General Edouard-Jean Milhaud to Marbais where they 

were to establish contact with the 1st and 2nd Corps.60  Grouchy himself, meanwhile, was to give 

chase to the Prussians.  “Shadow [Blücher’s] march and inform me of his movements so that I 

can determine what he is trying to do,” Napoleon instructed Grouchy.  “It is important to learn 

what the [Prussians] will do:   Whether they will separate themselves from the English or if they 

will reunite with them and cover Brussels and Liege and offer battle there.”61     

Finishing this dictation, Napoleon remounted his horse and moved to Quatre-Bras to 

press Ney’s movements against the English. The Emperor wasted little time upon his arrival 

there in moving to the front of the French columns and personally emplacing artillery batteries 

and leading attacks against the English in order to prevent them from withdrawing and reuniting 

with the Prussians.  Spurred on by their Emperor, the French army’s advance was eventually 

halted by the combination of a heavy rainfall, fire from the English lines, and the gathering 

gloom brought on by the approaching night.62 

Stymied in his attempt to bring the English to battle on the 17th, Napoleon returned to the 

Imperial Headquarters that had been established in a farmhouse at Le Caillou.  Anxious that the 

English would withdraw under the cover of night, Napoleon arose at 1:00 a.m. on the 18th and 

conducted a personal reconnaissance of the French front lines with Bertrand.  Seeing no 

movement on the enemy side, the Emperor returned to his headquarters to await the morning’s 

light.63    

The following morning dawned bright and clear.  Napoleon dined at the Caillou 

farmhouse with Bertrand, Drouot, and Soult at 8:00 a.m. and contemplated the upcoming day’s 

events.64  On the advice of Drouot, the Emperor delayed the start of the battle in order to allow 

                                                 
59 Ibid., 154.   
60 Napoleon to Grouchy, 17 June 1815, Inédits Napoléoniens, No. 1718, 471.  Bertrand was 
acting as Chief of Staff in Soult’s absence.  Soult had remained behind at the Imperial 
Headquarters in Fleurus. 
61 Napoleon to Grouchy, 17 June 1815, Ibid., No. 1719, 471-72.   
62 Vasson, Bertrand, 154-55.   
63 “Œuvres de Napoléon Ier à Sainte-Hélène,” Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, XXXI, 219.   
64 Saint-Denis, Napoleon, 130. 
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the ground to dry.65  Following breakfast, Napoleon mounted his horse and rode toward the 

battlefield.  Both he and Bertrand were struck by the preternatural beauty of the moment.  The 

French soldiers, uniforms glistening in the morning sun, passed their commander in the greatest 

order.  The strains of the martial music that played in the background echoed in the soldiers’ ears 

as they marched toward the front.  The Russian Campaign, Leipzig, Fontainebleau, and Elba 

could never have been further from the Emperor’s mind as they were at this moment.  The 

worries and tragedies of the past two years melted away, replaced with the memories of the 

glories of years past and the hopes of glories yet to come.  The memory of this peaceful moment 

remained forever etched in Bertrand and Napoleon’s minds.66 

The surreal serenity was quickly replaced by the tumult of battle.  Throughout the Battle 

of Waterloo, Bertrand remained near Napoleon.  At 3:00 p.m., with the battle hanging in the 

balance, Napoleon charged Bertrand with riding forward to recall the cavalry of the Imperial 

Guard that had, without orders, charged forward to support Marshal Ney.67  Bertrand was unable 

to stop the momentum of their advance, however, and the Guard Cavalry impaled itself on the 

resolute English squares along with the rest of the French cavalry.68   

This disaster was soon followed by one of even more substantial proportions.  Having 

rallied his army, Napoleon committed his Guard near nightfall against the English positions on 

Mont-Saint-Jean to secure the victory.  The Prussian army had broken through the French right 

flank by this time, however, bringing about a great deal of turmoil in the French ranks.  The 

French army began to scatter uncontrollably as the Prussian cavalry swept over the French right 

flank and took dead aim on the Imperial Headquarters.  Only the most determined and valiant of 

the Imperial Guard units remained intact to contest the Prussian advance.  Forming into squares, 

the Guard stood steadfast against the combined English and Prussian assault.  Napoleon took  

                                                 
65 William Sérieyx, Drouot et Napoléon  (Paris, 1931) 233.  Drouot forever regretted giving 
Napoleon this advice.  He held himself responsible for allowing the Prussians to reach the 
battlefield and steal the victory from the Emperor. 
66 Saint-Denis, Napoleon, 130; Vasson, Bertrand, 156; and, “Œuvres de Napoléon Ier à Sainte-
Hélène:  Campagne de 1815,” Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, XXXI, 222-25.   
67 “Œuvres de Napoléon Ier à Sainte-Hélène:  Campagne de 1815,” Correspondance de Napoleon 
Ier, XXXI, 234.   
68 Vasson, Bertrand, 156.  The Guard Cavalry lost almost half of its forces at Waterloo.  Its 
strength in officers and men was reported as 3,689 on 16 June.  On 25 June, it recorded a 
strength of less than 2,000.  See Scott Bowden, Armies at Waterloo  (Arlington, Texas, 1983), 
80-84 and 331-32. 
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Map 28:  The Waterloo Campaign, 1815.  Bertrand left Paris with Napoleon on 12 July and 
arrived with him at Avesnes the following day. 
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refuge in the square of the 1st Battalion of the 1st Grenadiers.69  Bertrand, sword in hand, joined 

his Emperor there together with most of the other remaining French generals.  A slight lull in the 

fury of the Allied onslaught gave Bertrand and the others time to spirit Napoleon away from the 

battlefield.70  Ever-concerned with the Emperor’s well-being, Bertrand had, in the last desperate 

act of Napoleon’s final battle, acted to safeguard him from certain danger.  As he had 

demonstrated throughout the past fifteen months, his loyal service to Napoleon was not 

contingent on victories, the promise of riches and awards, or anything other than his pure 

devotion to a man he greatly admired.    

Reaching Genappe, the Emperor’s first thought was to reorganize his army and resist the 

Allied advance.  Napoleon was quickly disabused of the possibility of this notion.  The dark of 

night prevented him from using his personal presence to put order into the badly shaken French 

army.71  The choked roads and approach of the hard-riding Prussian cavalry, meanwhile, soon 

forced the Emperor to abandon the campaign carriage that he had climbed into at Genappe.  

Leaping onto their horses, Napoleon, Bertrand, Soult, and Drouot made their way to the Imperial 

Headquarters at the Caillou farmhouse.  Picking up an escort of the 1st Battalion of the 1st 

Chasseur Imperial Guard Regiment (the Red Lancers), the Emperor and his entourage continued 

their movement south toward Charleroi.72   

Less than a week after setting out on campaign with him, Bertrand now accompanied the 

Emperor on what would become a far more ignominious journey.  As they hurried away from the 

battlefield, neither Bertrand nor Napoleon could envision what the future held for them.  Their 

harried journey that night from Waterloo to Charleroi gave neither of them much time to 

contemplate the future or to ponder the incredible events of the past four months.  The one 

hundred plus days since returning from Elba had seen Bertrand continue to serve the Emperor in 

the same stoic and competent manner that he had for over seventeen years.  He had played a key 

role in Napoleon’s victorious march from Antibes to Paris, working diligently along the way to 

                                                 
69 Saint-Denis, Napoleon, 131-32; and Vasson, Bertrand, 157-58. 
70 Saint-Denis, Napoleon, 132; and Fleury de Chaboulon, Les Cent Jours:  Mémoires Pour Servir 
a l’histoire de la vie privée du retour et du règne de Napoléon en 1815 2 Vols., (London, 1820), 
II, 180-81.  The Old Guard entreated the Emperor repeatedly to save himself and flee the 
battlefield. 
71 “Œuvres de Napoléon Ier à Sainte-Hélène:  Campagne de 1815,” Correspondance de Napoleon 
Ier, XXXI, 239-40.   
72 Archibald F. Becke, Napoleon and Waterloo  2 Vols.  (London, 1914), II, 132 and 138-39.   
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prevent the outbreak of a bloody civil-war.  Upon their arrival in Paris, he had resumed his role 

as the Grand Marshal of the Palace, governing the Emperor’s maison and serving as one of 

Napoleon’s valued confidantes.  He had reaped the benefits of his selfless service, being named a 

Peer of France and earning a place at the Emperor’s side in front of the cheering throngs on the 

champ de Mai on 1 June.  In victory and in defeat, at the Tuileries or in exile, from Elba to Paris 

to Waterloo, Bertrand had provided Napoleon with the type of performance he had come to 

expect and depend on from him.  The integrity he had displayed at Lyon in refusing to sign the 

decree ordering the arbitrary arrest of the Emperor’s enemies and the steadfast commitment to 

Napoleon that he had demonstrated throughout his many years of service to the Emperor would 

all be severely tested in the days and weeks that followed.   

 



 380

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 

 

THE FINAL RETREAT, 1815 

 

 
 

The full extent of the French army’s defeat at Waterloo was not immediately evident to 

the Emperor on 18 June.  His first thoughts on leaving the battlefield that night had been to rally 

his army and resume the campaign.  The French army was in a complete state of turmoil, 

however, and Napoleon was unable to rally it.  The close pursuit of the Allies further impeded 

his first attempts to reestablish order in the French ranks.  Realizing the implications that the 

collapse of the left wing of his army had for his right wing, the Emperor stopped at Quatre Bras 

at 1:00 a.m. on the 19th and dispatched letters to Grouchy and General Jean-Baptiste Girard’s 

division apprising them of the French defeat at Waterloo and warning them that they were now 

in danger of being cut off from the rest of the French army.  The Emperor was prevented from 

making any other dispositions for his army at Quatre Bras by the relentless Prussian pursuit.  

Seizing the houses at the crossroads of Quatre Bras, the Prussians began a dropping fire, forcing 

Napoleon to abandon his position there and resume his southward retreat.1   

Reaching Charleroi at 5:00 a.m., the approaching dawn gave Napoleon his first close look 

at his army as it limped away from Waterloo.  What he observed could not have made him 

hopeful.  The news of the French disaster at Waterloo had spread quickly through the French 

army.  The roads remained congested, flooded with the disordered remnants of the French army 

beating a hasty retreat away from the advancing Allied armies.2  Although now a safe distance 

from the Allied threat, the Emperor had no more success rallying his army at Charleroi than he 

had had on the 18th at Genappe and Quatre Bras.  Soldiers and units that he tried to hail in an 

                                                 
1 Becke, Napoleon and Waterloo, II, 138-39.  
2 Ibid. 
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effort to halt their rearward movement inconceivably fled from him.3  Napoleon spent less than 

an hour at Charleroi, issuing more instructions to his generals and vainly trying to rally his army 

before he pushed on to Philippeville.4   

Arriving there at 9:00 a.m., the Emperor finally began to acknowledge the reality of the 

strategic situation that now confronted him.  All of his efforts to restore order in his army had 

thus far proven to be in vain.  The backbone and spirit of the French army had seemingly been 

broken irreparably at Waterloo.  Although his own spirit had suffered a mighty blow at Waterloo 

as well, the Emperor was not yet prepared to concede defeat.  Believing that he could still 

salvage victory, Napoleon dictated the Bulletin for the Battle of Waterloo and issued a series of 

orders directing Generals Jean Rapp, Claude-Jacques Lecourbe, and Jean-Maximilien Lamarque 

to hasten their marches on Paris.  To buy him time to assemble a new army, he directed the 

commandants of the French fortresses to resist the Allies until the last possible moment.5  Having 

dispatched these orders, the Emperor instructed Bertrand to prepare a carriage for the next stage 

of his journey.  Exhausted by the long horseback ride from Waterloo and the tumultuous events 

of the past week, Napoleon found a room in a “shabby inn” in Philippeville and rested for a few 

hours while he waited for his carriage to be prepared.6 

Awaking from his short nap, the Emperor climbed into a carriage and continued his 

movement toward Paris.  Arriving in Laon between 3:00 and 4:00 p.m. on the 20th his valet, 

Saint-Denis, recorded that “It had at first been the Emperor’s intention to stop at Laon to await 

the remains of his army, to organize them and to unite with the corps of Marshal Grouchy, but, 

feeling that his presence might perhaps be useful in Paris, he decided to go to the capital.”7  

Napoleon had been encouraged in that fateful decision by a host of counselors and generals who 

had followed him from Waterloo.  Reminding him of the disaster that had befallen him in 1814 

                                                 
3 Gourgaud, Journal de Sainte-Hélène, II, 27-28. 
4 Chaboulon, Cent Jours, 190; and, Becke, Napoleon and Waterloo, II, 139. 
5 Chaboulon, Cent Jours, 192-94.   
6 Saint-Denis, Napoleon, 134.  As he undressed and prepared to sleep, Saint-Denis recorded that 
the Emperor appeared “very sad, and, above all, very much absorbed in thought.” 
7 Saint-Denis, Napoleon, 136.  Chaboulon supports this account.  He recorded that, encouraged 
by the sentiments of the National Guard at Laon and by the appearance of new units making their 
way to the front, Napoleon had briefly thought to remain at Laon and rally his army there.  See 
Chaboulon, Cent Jours, 196-97.   
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when he had absented himself from Paris, they insisted that only his presence in the Chambers 

could stave off a similar tragedy.8 

Thus decided, the Emperor wasted little time in effecting his return to Paris.  Bertrand, 

who had quietly accompanied Napoleon throughout his perilous escape from Waterloo the 

previous night, was once again at the Emperor’s side.  Riding alone with him in his carriage, 

Bertrand could not have helped but been struck by the stark contrasts between the circumstances 

surrounding this journey to Paris and those they had faced three short months earlier when he 

had ridden with Napoleon in a similar carriage during his triumphant return to the French capital 

after his daring escape from Elba.  Then, as now, Bertrand feared what the Emperor’s return 

might bode for the French people.  Napoleon himself was well aware that he would probably 

find an inhospitable reception in Paris.  Although he had sworn an oath to defend the 

Constitution less than three weeks before, he realized that he might have to suspend the 

Constitution and institute harsh measures to ensure the support of the French government for his 

plan to defend France.  The Emperor was fully aware of the potential repercussions that any 

attempt to dissolve the chambers and institute Revolutionary Era measures might cause.  

Speaking to Bertrand at Laon, Napoleon warned Bertrand that:  “If I return to Paris and dip my 

hand in blood, I will have to plunge it in all the way to the elbow.”9 

Bertrand’s concern that Napoleon would take this course of action were quickly put to 

rest upon the Emperor’s return to Paris on the 21st.  Rather than immediately going to the 

Chambers and making a fiery appeal to them for their support as many of his leading generals 

had urged him to do, the Emperor instead went directly to the Imperial Palace at Elysée.10  

Arriving there at 5:30 a.m., Napoleon’s first muted actions were to call for his ministers and to 

                                                 
8 Chaboulon, Cent Jours, 197-99.  The Emperor’s state of mind in making this decision was 
revealed by Marchand.  Reunited with Napoleon at Laon after have been separated during the 
battle of Waterloo, Marchand wrote that he found the Emperor in consultation with Bertrand.  He 
recorded that “both were very calm but absolutely exhausted . . .”  See Marchand, In Napoleon’s 
Shadow, 247. 
9 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 247-48.  Marchand had been separated from Napoleon at 
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10 Gourgaud, Journal de Sainte-Hélène, II, 28-29.  Gourgaud states that “all were in accord” that 
Napoleon should go directly to the chambers, in his riding boots and still covered in the dirt from 
the campaign, to make his appeal.   
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take a bath while he awaited their arrival.11  Following his bath, the Emperor consulted with his 

brothers and his assembled ministers.  Deciding against going to the Chambers himself, 

Napoleon sent the ministers in his stead, advising them to “Go [and] speak to them of France’s 

interests which must be dear to all its representatives; when you return, I shall make the choice 

my duty dictates.”12 

The Chambers, fearing that the Emperor would attempt to dissolve them, had declared 

themselves in permanent session upon learning of Napoleon’s return from Waterloo.  They 

resisted the appeals of those that the Emperor had sent to speak on his behalf, insisting that 

Napoleon was an obstacle to peace and that only his abdication could resolve the crisis that 

France currently faced.  Persuaded that he could not change their mind without resorting to force 

and tyranny, and convinced that such acts would incite a civil war in France, the Emperor quietly 

submitted to the will of the French government.  In the early morning hours of 22 June, 

Napoleon abdicated the French throne for the second time.13 

What role Bertrand had played in influencing the Emperor’s decision to abdicate is 

unknown.  Napoleon’s stated desire to avoid the bloody outbreak of a civil war clearly echoed 

the concerns that Bertrand had expressed since before leaving Elba.14  Bertrand had rarely left 

the Emperor’s side since returning from Elba and his close proximity to Napoleon during the 

crucial days following the Battle of Waterloo certainly gave him plenty of opportunities to state 

his feelings on the matter and attempt to persuade the Emperor to put the interests of France 

above his own.  If he ever offered such advice in the quiet solicitude that the two shared 

                                                 
11 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 249.  Saint-Denis, who had ridden back to Paris perched 
atop the Emperor’s carriage, recorded that Caulaincourt was the only one to greet Napoleon and 
Bertrand upon their arrival at Elysée.  “The silence of the place upon the arrival of its master 
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12 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 250.   
13 Ibid., 250-54. 
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retorted to his brother Lucien when exhorted by him to dissolve the Chambers.  “I will attempt 
everything for France, I will attempt nothing for myself.”  Ibid., 251.  During his exile on St. 
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frequently after Waterloo, however, Bertrand never admitted it.  Whether out of modesty or from 

the simple fact that he had not offered Napoleon any counsel on the matter, Bertrand never spoke 

of the role he played at Elysée in influencing the Emperor’s decision to abdicate. 

The Emperor’s decision to abdicate presented Bertrand with his own moment of truth.  

While he had not hesitated to follow Napoleon into exile in 1814, the Emperor’s second 

abdication caused Bertrand much consternation in determining which course of action he should 

take.  Years later, Bertrand wrote of the factors that he had considered in making his decision in 

1815: 

 
Each citizen must consult uniquely the good of the state and always be ready to 
sacrifice his personal interests and those of his family [for the good of the state].  
That is the touchstone of the man of state.  But, there are some circumstances 
where, as a husband or as a father, man has some duties to fulfill which he cannot 
separate himself from and which he must reconcile with his other duties. 
 
After the events of 1814 and 185, unfortunate for both France and the Empire, my 
position was difficult.  I had to reconcile my gratitude and attachment for the 
Emperor who had indulged me with many benefits [over the years] with my 
duties as the father of a family. 
 
In the occasions [of my life] when I have been forced to make such decisions, 
integrity, reason, and honor have guided my conduct.  If I have made some 
mistakes in making these decisions, which I am sure I have, the sincerity with 
which I have searched to choose the best course of action to follow will serve to 
absolve me of them.15 
 

Following the path that he felt that duty dictated for him, Bertrand once again agreed to follow 

Napoleon into exile.  On 27 June, Bertrand wrote to the Minister of War requesting permission to 

accompany his fallen Emperor into exile.16 

 Easing Bertrand’s decision in 1815 was the course of action that the Emperor had chosen 

to take following his abdication.  Having voluntarily quit the French throne, Napoleon 

considered himself free to choose his own course regarding his future conduct.  Thinking first to 

throw himself on the mercy of the English, after consulting with Hortense, Maret, and Flahaut, 

he decided instead to seek refuge in America.  Advised that they were two French ships anchored 

in the harbor at Rochefort, on the 23rd he appealed to the French Minister of the Navy, Admiral 

                                                 
15 Bertrand, Avant Propos, 75-76. 
16 Bertrand to Davout, 27 June 1815, Document Bibliothèque Municipale de Châteauroux. 
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Denis Decrès, to make one of these ships available to him for the purpose of sailing to America.  

On the following day, he ordered Bertrand to go to Decrès to repeat his request for passports, 

ships, and safe passage to the coast where he intended to board the French ships and make sail 

for America.  Decrès demurred on both occasions, stating that he needed the Provisional 

Government’s approval before he could make such a decision.17  On 25 June, the Emperor left 

Paris, climbing into Bertrand’s carriage for the short ride to Malmaison where he had decided to 

await the government’s decision on his fate.18 

Both Napoleon and Bertrand had several opportunities at Malmaison to regret their 

decisions of the previous three days.  Bertrand was chastised by Fanny who again took exception 

to her husband’s decision to accompany the Emperor into exile.  Despairing at having ever left 

Elba, she attempted to persuade Napoleon to go to England rather than America.19  Finally 

accepting her husband’s intentions to follow the Emperor, Fanny was determined that she would 

not be separated from him as she had following the first abdication.  She joined Bertrand at 

Malmaison after making all the preparations necessary for leaving France.  Upon her arrival 

there, she immediately set about trying to convince Napoleon to go to England.  As a result of 

her pleadings and because of the distractions she caused Bertrand, the Emperor asked Hortense 

to take Fanny with her as she prepared to leave Malmaison on the 29th.  “I can do nothing with 

her husband so long as she is present,” Napoleon complained to Hortense.20 

Napoleon’s regrets, meanwhile, were a result of the actions of the Provisional 

Government following his abdication.  On the 27th, Bertrand informed the Emperor that the 

government had finally agreed to provide him the two French ships at Rochefort that he had 

requested, with the caveat that they would not be allowed to leave until the Allies had agreed to 

                                                 
17 Henry Houssaye, 1815:  La Seconde Abdication – La Terreur Blanche  (Paris, 1908), 95-96. 
18 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 257-58.  Napoleon was encouraged in his decision to leave 
Paris by Davout.  Acting on behalf of the Provisional Government which had been unsettled by 
the continued signs of devotion the Parisians had demonstrated for the Emperor since his return 
from Waterloo, Davout had presented Napoleon the government’s “invitation” for him to “quit 
the capital, where his presence could only serve as a pretext for trouble and occasion for public 
danger.”  See Houssaye, 1815:  La Seconde Abdication, 101. 
19 Hortense, Memoirs, II, 229. 
20 Ibid., 243-45. 
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guarantee their safe-passage.21  Sensing that he would lose all bargaining power once he left the 

environs of Paris where his presence continued to disturb the Allies and the Provisional 

Government, Napoleon declared that he would not leave Malmaison until he received suitable 

guarantees.22   

The Emperor finally received these assurances on the 29 June when the Provisional 

Government agreed to put the ships at Rochefort completely at his disposal.23  Hearing the guns 

of the approaching Allied armies, however, Napoleon dreamed once more of saving himself and 

his country.  Abhorred by the Provisional Government’s decision to treat with the Allies rather 

than defend Paris, Napoleon donned the uniform of his Imperial Guard Chasseurs and offered 

his services, as a general, to the Provisional Government.  Determined to help spare the French 

capital of the ignominy of another occupation, he promised to leave France the moment that 

victory was assured.  His offer was soundly and quickly rejected.  Convinced that the Emperor’s 

continued presence was the only real obstacle to peace, the Provisional Government urged him to 

leave France immediately.  With his offer thus rejected, Napoleon changed into civilian clothing 

and ordered Bertrand to prepare his carriages for departure.24 

The Emperor’s last-minute vacillations caused Bertrand a great deal of consternation and 

left him unprepared for Napoleon’s sudden decision to leave Malmaison.  Responsible for all of 

the details of the trip, Bertrand spent a hectic two hours assembling the Emperor’s carriages and 

issuing instructions for the necessary arrangements.  “I have never seen a man more troubled or 

involved than [Bertrand] was on this occasion,” one of the Emperor’s orderly officers wrote.  

“He came and went without [any clear] purpose.  He passed from one object to another without 

                                                 
21 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 264.  The government agreed to provide the ships and give 
Napoleon safe-passage to the coast, however, that would not agree to let the ships leave until the 
Allies had agreed to guarantee their safe-passage.  Fouché had written to Wellington on 25 June 
requesting England’s adherence to this agreement.  It was this latter article that apparently 
decided Napoleon against immediately setting out for Rochefort.  See Houssaye, 1815:  La 
Seconde Abdication, 199-205. 
22 Houssaye, 1815:  La Seconde Abdication, 211. 
23 Ibid., 219-20.   
24 Ibid., 221-30.  “They refuse.  Then let us leave,” Napoleon had replied upon being notified of 
the government’s decision.  “I have nothing to reproach myself with.  I have done my duty to the 
land.  I wished to make a last effort for France.  Now she will be sacrificed and placed at the 
mercy of her enemies.”  Hortense, Memoirs, II, 247. 
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finishing anything.  His distractions were continual.  He appeared to have lost his mind.”25  

Finally, shortly after 5:00 p.m. on the 29th, Bertrand declared that everything was ready for the 

Emperor’s departure.  Climbing into the Emperor’s carriage, Bertrand took a seat to Napoleon’s 

left and began with him his final retreat. 

Despite the chaos surrounding the Emperor’s departure, Bertrand neglected nothing, 

including the Emperor’s safety.  Although traveling incognito in civilian clothes, Bertrand 

ordered all of those accompanying Napoleon to arm themselves.26  Thankfully, this measure 

proved to be unnecessary.  Unlike his trip through Provence on his way to Elba the previous 

year, no hateful crowds threatened the Emperor’s well-being on his way to the French coast in 

1815.  Instead, the citizens of Niort acclaimed him with cries of Vive l’Empereur!, upon his 

arrival there on 1 July, briefly causing Napoleon to again reconsider his decision to leave France.  

Encouraged by the populace’s reception, the Emperor once more offered his services to the 

Provisional Government.  His offer was again quickly rebuffed and Napoleon continued on to 

Rochefort on the 3rd.27 

Like the Emperor, Bertrand’s own spirits were briefly raised at Niort due to his reunion 

there with Fanny and his children.28  Fanny had been briefly separated from her husband upon 

his departure from Malmaison.  Traveling with Hortense, she had returned to Paris before setting 

out for Rochefort on the 30th.29  During their carriage ride to Paris, Hortense had been touched by 

Fanny’s devotion to her husband and children.  Hearing Fanny express her fears regarding her 

children, Hortense had offered to take her namesake, Hortense-Eugènie Bertrand, into her care.  

Fanny refused, insisting that “she could not bear the idea of being separated even momentarily 

from one she loved.”30 

                                                 
25 Planat de la Faye to M. Ch . . ., 29 June 1815, Vie de Planat de la Faye, 223-25.  Bertrand’s 
uncharacteristic absent-mindedness clearly reveals his state of mind on this fateful day. 
26 Gourgaud, Journal de Sainte-Hélène, II, 32. 
27 Houssaye, 1815:  La Seconde Abdication, 352-55.  Napoleon’s offer was apparently also 
influenced by the report he received at Niort from the director of the Rochefort port that the 
English were blockading the bay there and that any attempt to escape would be extremely 
dangerous. 
28 Gourgaud, Journal de Sainte-Hélène, II, 35. 
29 Vasson, Bertrand, 161.  Fanny was escorted by the Polish officer Piontkowski. 
30 Hortense, Memoirs, II, 247-48.  Still lamenting the influence that Fanny held over her 
husband, Napoleon had encouraged Hortense to take Fanny to Paris with her when he left for 
Rochefort. 
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Fanny’s devotion to her family and her fears of separation would be severely tested 

following the Emperor’s arrival at Rochefort on 3 July.  There, Napoleon considered several 

courses of action that threatened to again separate Fanny from her husband.  Although the French 

ships that he had been promised, the Saale and the Méduse, were in the harbor, the guarantee of 

safe passage that he had requested from the Allies had not yet been received.  With the English 

ships blockading the port of Rochefort clearly visible, Napoleon considered several options 

while he waited for the guarantee. 

A number of French naval captains had come forward to offer their services to the 

Emperor, each of them promising Napoleon that they could run the British blockade and get him 

to America.  Likewise, several American naval captains, whose ships were anchored nearby in 

the Garonne River near Bordeaux, vied for the honor of carrying the Emperor to America during 

this time.  Bertrand found the latter offers to be particularly promising.  He considered the 

Americans to be “good sailors who had every chance of escaping the English cruisers that they 

did not fear.”  After much consideration, however, all of these offers were rejected.  The French 

ships were deemed to be too small.  Their size would require them to pull into ports along the 

way to replenish their water and food supplies.  The American ships, meanwhile, were simply 

too far away.  Bertrand could see no easy way of getting to them, either by sea or by land, 

without risking the Emperor’s capture.31 

While Napoleon debated his options, the French Provisional Government continued to 

press for his departure from the French mainland.  On 7 July, the French government’s 

representative who was accompanying Napoleon, General Nicolas-Léonard Beker, received a 

dispatch from the government which ordered him to ensure that the Emperor left France without 

delay – by force if necessary.  Beker acted on his instructions on the 8th, informing Napoleon that 

the Provisional Government had concluded a treaty with the Allies who were entering Paris that 

very day.  He implored the Emperor of the need to speed his departure.  Recognizing the 

                                                 
31 Bertrand, Avant Propos, 72-73.  According to Houssaye, Napoleon had actually agreed to set 
sail on the American ship the Pike, which would be escorted by the French cruisers Bayadère 
and Infatigable.  This convoy was to be commanded by the future admiral, Captain Charles 
Baudin.  The Emperor later reconsidered, feeling that there were too many things that could go 
wrong and that there would be better options in the days ahead.  See Houssaye, 1815:  La 
Seconde Abdication, 358-62. 
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Map 29:  The Final Retreat, 1815.  Napoleon left Malmaison (Paris) on 29 June.  He made 
overnight stops at Rambouillet, Tours, and Niort before arriving at Rochefort (south of La 
Rochelle) on 3 July.  He boarded the H.M.S. Bellerophon on 15 July and sailed for Torbay (east 
of Plymouth) the following day. 
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increasingly tenuous nature of his position on the mainland, Napoleon boarded the Saale that 

very evening.32 

The Emperor had still not definitively decided on what course of action he would follow, 

however.  Once aboard the Saale, Napoleon continued to consider his options which had 

narrowed considerably since his arrival at Rochefort.  Every day that he delayed allowed the 

English to tighten their coastal blockade and made it more likely that the Provisional 

Government would order his seizure.  One of the most promising options that remained available 

to him at this time involved boarding a small Danish ship, the Magdelaine, that had been offered 

to him by the ship’s captain, Lieutenant Besson.  After personally inspecting the ship to 

determine its suitability, Bertrand contracted with Besson to take on supplies and ready his ship 

for departure.33 

Napoleon tarried on board the Saale while he waited for the Magdelaine to be prepared 

for sea.  After briefly disembarking to inspect the fortifications and French regiment posted on 

the island of Aix on 9 July, the Emperor also began to explore his options vis-à-vis the English.  

Bertrand took a leading role in the negotiations that Napoleon opened with the English to 

determine their intentions toward him.  On 9 July Bertrand wrote to General Beker, charging him 

with sending an envoy on board the English cruiser that was blockading Rochefort, the 

Bellerophon, ostensibly to determine if “the safe-passage demanded for our voyage to the United 

States has arrived.”34  In conformance with these instructions, on 10 July Beker sent Emmanuel 

de Las Cases and Savary to the Bellerophon.  Las Cases presented a letter from Bertrand to the 

ship’s commanding officer, Captain Frederick Lewis Maitland, which inquired if the English 

government had yet acceded to Napoleon’s request for safe-passage from France.  If it had not, 

Bertrand wondered to Maitland if he thought it was “the English government’s intention to try 

and stop our voyage to the United States?”  Las Cases further inquired if the English would 

allow Napoleon to sail in a neutral vessel if he could not let him leave in the French ships.35 

                                                 
32 Houssaye, 1815:  La Seconde Abdication, 364-67. 
33 Bertrand, Avant Propos, 72; Las Cases, Mémorial, 29.  Besson would go on to become a vice-
Admiral in the Egyptian navy which he helped found.  See Houssaye, 1815:  La Seconde 
Abdication, 362-63.  
34 Bertrand to Beker, 9 July 1815, Bibliothèque Municipale Châteauroux. 
35 Bertrand to M. Amiral, 9 July 1815, Frederick. L. Maitland, Narrative of the Surrender of 
Buonaparte and of His Residence on Board H.M.S. Bellerophon  (London, 1826), 27-29. 
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Maitland responded that, given the state of war that currently existed between France and 

England, it would “impossible [for him] to let any ship of war leave from Rochefort.”  As for the 

inquiries regarding the possibility of the English allowing Napoleon to pass through the blockade 

on a neutral ship, Maitland wrote to Bertrand that “it is not in my power – without the 

authorization of my superior, Sir Henry Hotham, who is at this moment in Quiberon Bay and to 

whom I will expedite your dispatch – of permitting a ship which is without a flag of passing 

through with a person of such importance.”36  In the conversation that ensued between Las Cases 

and Maitland over these dispatches, Las Cases felt that Maitland went out of his way to intimate 

that, if the Emperor was caught trying to sail on a neutral ship, that ship would quite likely be 

impounded and conducted to an English port where Napoleon could expect to be treated 

kindly.37 

While the Emperor carefully weighed this information, he continued to consider his other 

options.  On 12 July, he rejected for the final time the possibility of escaping via the two French 

frigates that had been put at his service.  Concerned with the English blockade and apprehensive 

over the perceived “weakness of character” of the Saale’s captain, Napoleon disembarked from 

the Saale that day, moving his entourage and all of his belongings onto the island of Aix.38  The 

following day he received word that Paris had capitulated to the Allies on 5 July.  Realizing that 

he was running out of time and options, he carefully reconsidered several of the proposals that 

                                                 
36 Maitland to Bertrand, 10 July 1815, Ibid., 30-32. 
37 Las Cases, Mémorial, 29-30.  Houssaye cites several letters from Maitland to Admiral Henry 
Hotham which demonstrate that Maitland dissembled in telling Las Cases that he had not yet 
received any instructions from his government regarding what actions he should take with 
respect to Napoleon.  In fact, that very morning Maitland had received a dispatch from Hotham 
that instructed him to make every effort to capture Napoleon and to transport him to an English 
port immediately.  Realizing he did not have enough ships to prevent his escape, Maitland hoped 
to gain additional time by stating that he would have to write Hotham for instructions in response 
to Las Cases and Bertrand’s queries.  See Houssaye, 1815:  La Seconde Abdication, 376-77. 
38 Las Cases, Mémorial, 30.  The Saale’s commander was Captain Philibert.  General Charles-
Tristan Montholon, the only one of Napoleon’s generals who had boarded the other French 
frigate, the Méduse, felt that that ship’s captain, Captain Ponée was much more disposed to the 
Emperor.  Ponée proposed a plan whereby he would sacrifice his ship in order to allow Napoleon 
to get past the English blockade.  Montholon contended that Napoleon rejected this plan due to 
the loss of life it would incur.  See Charles Tristan Montholon, History of the Captivity of 
Napoleon at St. Helena  (Philadelphia, 1847), 33. 
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had previously been presented to him.  He finally settled on the project of escaping via the 

Danish ship, the Magdelaine, that Bertrand had entered into a contract with earlier.39    

Owing to the limited size of the Danish ship, this plan of action required Napoleon to 

reduce his entourage to four companions.  The Emperor chose Bertrand, Savary, General Charles 

Lallemand, and Saint-Denis, promising to send for the others upon his arrival in America.  Fanny 

took umbrage at the news that she was once again to be separated from her husband.  In arguing 

for Bertrand’s spot on the boat, Gourgaud told Napoleon that Fanny “would torment her husband 

[about the decision] by assuring him that she would die if he left without her.”  The Emperor 

refused to change his mind about Bertrand, telling Gourgaud that he had several times proposed 

to Bertrand that he should not accompany him and that Bertrand had each time insisted that he 

would “absolutely” follow Napoleon into exile.40   

Thus decided, Napoleon’s bags were loaded in preparation for his scheduled departure on 

the evening of the 13th.41  After being notified that the ships had completed their preparations and 

were ready to sail, the Emperor suddenly changed his mind.  Rather than risk being captured 

while trying to escape, Napoleon decided to throw himself on the mercy of the British and 

surrender to them onboard the Bellerophon.   “It is not without danger to place oneself in the 

hands of one’s enemies,” the Emperor told Bertrand in informing him of his new decision.  “But 

it is better to risk trusting their honor than to fall into their hands as a rightful prisoner.”42  While 

Bertrand was aware that his own wife had argued for Napoleon to take this course of action, he 

himself felt that the Emperor was being misled as to how the English would treat him once he 

had placed himself into their hands.  “After the events that had followed [your] return from 

                                                 
39 Houssaye, 1815:  La Seconde Abdication, 380-87.  The proposal to leave via the French and 
American cruisers anchored in the Bay of Verdon was scuttled due to concerns over Napoleon’s 
ability to safely reach those ships and Beker’s inability to aid the Emperor in this endeavor due 
to new instructions he had received from the Provisional Government. 
40 Gourgaud, Journal de Sainte-Hélène, II, 43.  Since leaving Elba and especially since leaving 
Paris, Bertrand had enjoyed the Emperor’s special confidence and Napoleon could little bear to 
separate himself from Bertrand during this moment of trial and peril.  Las Cases wrote that the 
Emperor isolated himself from all but Bertrand and Savary after leaving Paris.  See Las Cases, 
Mémorial, 29.   
41 Saint-Denis, Napoleon, 153.  Houssaye contended that the plan settled on was actually a 
composite plan that included both the Danish ship and several small French ships.  See 
Houssaye, 1815:  La Seconde Abdication, 387. 
42 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 284. 
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Elba,” Bertrand argued to Napoleon.  “The British will not leave you free to the possibility of 

repeating such a venture.”43 

Bertrand was not the only one to argue against this course of action.  Lallemand sought 

furiously to convince the Emperor not to surrender himself to the British.44  Similarly, the French 

naval captains, Ponée and Philibert, lamented that they did not know what would become of 

Napoleon if he followed through on his decision.  “You do not know the English,” they told 

Gourgaud when he informed them of the Emperor’s decision.  “[You must] dissuade the 

Emperor from this project.”45  All of these efforts failed to persuade the Emperor against the 

course of action he had settled upon.  Napoleon was encouraged by the reports he received from 

Las Cases who had gone onboard the Bellerophon again on 14 July to pursue the issue with the 

British.  Convinced that he would be well-received by the British, he directed Las Cases to return 

to the Bellerophon once more on the 14th. 46  This time Las Cases carried a letter from Bertrand 

which served to notify Maitland of the Emperor’s intentions to board his ship on the following 

day and place himself under British protection: 

 
If the Admiral, in consequence of the dispatch you forwarded him, should send 
the passport for the United States therein demanded, His Majesty will be happy to 
repair to America.  But, should the passport be withheld, he will willingly proceed 

                                                 
43 Bertrand, Avant-Propos, 73-74.  Bertrand denied that Fanny’s desire to go to England had any 
overt influence on Napoleon’s decision.  However, the Emperor did subsequently admit that he 
had taken into account the pleasure that he knew such a decision would give Fanny.  Bertrand 
submitted that it would “not surprise those who knew Napoleon and the goodness of his heart 
intimately” that he had allowed such a factor to influence him.  Marchand supported Bertrand’s 
contention that Fanny’s wishes had no overt influence on the Emperor’s decision.  See 
Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 284.  Montholon insists that Bertrand was one of the chief 
proponents urging Napoleon to go aboard the Bellerophon and place himself at the mercy of the 
English.  Only he and Gourgaud, he contends were of a contrary opinion.  “It was a complete 
illusion – we repeated it twenty times to the Emperor – a complete illusion to confound the 
intentions of the English ministry with the public feelings of the English nation.”  See 
Montholon, History of the Captivity, 34-35. 
44 Ibid., 73; Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 283-84. 
45 Gourgaud, Journal de Sainte-Hélène, II, 43.  Marchand similarly records that Ponée feared 
that Napoleon would be “lost” if he surrendered to the British.  “Who could have given him such 
vicious advice?” he wondered.  “The nation is nothing but perfidy.”  See Marchand, In 
Napoleon’s Shadow, 286. 
46 Las Cases, Mémorial, 30-31. 
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to England, as a private individual, to enjoy there the protection of the laws of 
your country.47 
 

Convinced that he would be fairly treated by the British, at the break of day on 15 July, 

Napoleon sailed aboard the French brig of war, the Epervier, from Aix to the Bellerophon.  

Bertrand preceded him onto the British ship, announcing to Maitland that:  “The Emperor is in 

the boat.”  On reaching the quarter-deck of the Bellerophon himself, Napoleon informed 

Maitland that he had “come to throw [him]self on the protection of your Prince and your laws.”48   

Bertrand continued to closely attend and watch over the Emperor during the uncertain 

days that followed.  After receiving Napoleon on board the Bellerophon, Maitland was directed 

to proceed immediately to Torbay, England and to await further instructions there.49  The 

Bellerophon set sail for England shortly after noon on the 16th.  By early morning on the 24th it 

had reached Torbay.  Two days after arriving at Torbay, the Bellerophon hastily set sail in the 

middle of the night, this time heading to Plymouth.  There, the French contingent began to hear 

ominous rumors that the British government had decided to treat Napoleon as a prisoner and 

send him into exile at St. Helena.  The armed British warships that now surrounded the 

Bellerophon lent a great deal of credence to these rumors.50 

On 31 July, Lord George Keith Elphinstone arrived on board the Bellerophon and 

confirmed the rumors, officially announcing the British government’s decision to send Napoleon 

into exile on St. Helena.  An added stipulation limiting the number of people who could follow 

the Emperor to St. Helena further added to the misery of those who had accompanied him aboard 

the Bellerophon.  Only three of the higher-ranking officers and twelve domestics were to be 

allowed to go with the Emperor to St. Helena.  Demonstrating that this exile would be far 

different from Elba, Lord Keith’s instructions added that those persons “permitted to follow 

[Napoleon] to St. Helena . . . will never be allowed to leave the island without the approval of the 

                                                 
47 Bertrand to Maitland, 14 July 1815, Maitland, Narrative of the Surrender of Buonaparte, 51. 
48 Maitland, Narrative of the Surrender of Buonaparte, 71. 
49 Ibid., 95. 
50 Las Cases, Mémorial, 31-35. 
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British government.”51  While all were free to choose whether or not they would follow 

Napoleon, Las Cases considered the situation to be “dreadful” and the grief felt by everyone to 

be “beyond all expression.”  He likened the choice to martyrdom in which one could follow the 

Emperor and “cease to live for Europe, for France, for our families, for our friends, our 

pleasures, our habits,” or abandon him and thus renounce everything they had professed by 

following him this far.52 

Fanny had no reservations over her choice.  Although she had argued for Napoleon to 

surrender to the British, she could not have foreseen this dreadful result and she thus did not 

hesitate to urge her husband to abandon the Emperor.   She, in fact, had not even bothered to wait 

for the official announcement before she had begun to seek to separate the fortunes of her 

husband and her family from Napoleon’s.  Knowing that her husband was deaf to her pleas and 

would never voluntarily quit the Emperor, she instead focused her attentions on Maitland and 

Lord Keith.  During Keith’s first visit aboard the Bellerophon on the 28th, she had pleaded with 

him to prevent her husband from going to St. Helena with Napoleon.53  She continued to entreat 

Maitland during the days following the official announcement of the Emperor’s fate, begging 

him to write a letter to Lord Keith on her behalf “to induce him to interfere” and prevent 

Napoleon from taking Bertrand with him to St. Helena.  Lord Keith declined to act, coldly 

instructing Maitland to tell Fanny that “he considered it the duty of every good wife to follow the 

fortunes of her husband.”54 

Despairing that the British would not intervene on her behalf, Fanny went directly to 

Napoleon, imploring him not to take Bertrand with him to St. Helena.  In a fiery meeting with 

the Emperor in his cabin on board the Bellerophon, Fanny angrily told Napoleon that he did not 

                                                 
51 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 316.  Savary and Lallemand were prohibited from 
following Napoleon to St. Helena.  For a complete discussion in Lord Keith’s role in Napoleon’s 
“capture” and the British government’s deliberations on the Emperor’s fate see Kevin D. 
McCranie, “A Damned Sullen Old Scotsman:  The Life and Career of Admiral George Keith 
Elphinstone, Viscount Keith, 1746-1823,” Ph.D. Diss.  (Tallahassee, 2001), 384-400. 
52 Las Cases, Mémorial, 36. 
53 Maitland, Narrative of the Surrender of Buonaparte, 137.  Maitland stated that Fanny had 
briefly argued against the British government’s decision, telling Lord Keith “what she had 
repeated to me a hundred times, that it would be the height of injustice to send them to St. 
Helena” before pleading with him to prevent her husband from going. 
54 Ibid., 158-59. 
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have “the right to take a father away from his family, a citizen from his country.”55  The Emperor 

calmly responded that he had not obligated Bertrand to follow him in the slightest and that he 

was entirely free to do as he pleased.  The depth of Fanny’s emotions on this issue became 

evident to all as she subsequently marched out of Napoleon’s cabin and immediately attempted 

to jump from the ship and drown herself in Plymouth Sound.56 

Following this confrontation, Fanny began to denounce Napoleon in her conversations 

with Maitland.  “I am driven to desperation,” she told Maitland.  “I do not know what to do.  I 

cannot persuade my husband to remain behind.  He is determined to accompany the Emperor to 

St. Helena.”  Fanny complained that Napoleon was not deserving of the devotion that Bertrand 

demonstrated in following him.  “If his ends are served, he does not care what becomes of other 

people,” she bitterly told Maitland.  “It is true he has always given Bertrand lucrative and 

honorable situations, but the expense attending them is such that it was impossible to save money 

and he has never given him a grant of land or anything that permanently bettered our fortune . . . 

He deserves nothing at our hands.”57 

Bertrand did not share his wife’s feelings.  “The fortune that remained from the gifts [that 

Napoleon had given me] was modest,” Bertrand later admitted.  “But it was sufficient for me.”58  

Bertrand followed Napoleon not out of a sense of gratitude, but because it was what he felt duty 

and honor demanded of him.   He never wavered in the slightest from his decision to follow the 

Emperor.  While Fanny engaged in various acts and efforts to prevent his departure, Bertrand 

                                                 
55 Vasson, Bertrand, 167.   
56 Albine Montholon, Souvenirs de Sainte-Hélène par la Comtesse de Montholon, 1815-16  
(Paris, 1901), 60-61.  All of the journals recorded Fanny’s outburst.  See Las Cases, Mémorial, 
56-57; Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 322; Gourgaud, Journal de Sainte-Hélène, I, 49; 
Maitland, Narrative of the Surrender of Buonaparte, 152-53; et al. 
57 Maitland, Narrative of the Surrender of Buonaparte, 157-58.  Fanny later reconciled herself to 
Napoleon and the exile.  While on board the Northumberland sailing for St. Helena, she 
chastised the ship’s commander, Admiral George Cockburn, for becoming upset that Napoleon 
had the habit of rising from dinner early.  “Do not forget, monsieur l’amiral,” Fanny told 
Cockburn. “That you have the honor of dining with a man who has ruled the world and whom 
kings used to beg for the honor of being admitted to his table.”  See Las Cases, Mémorial, 45.  
Marchand recorded that “Countess Bertrand overcame her repugnance for Saint Helena, 
mastered the fear she had of losing her children there, followed the Emperor to his land of exile, 
and was by his side when he died.”  See Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 322. 
58 Bertrand, Avant-Propos, 76. 
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busied himself with the ungrateful task of undertaking the preparations for the Emperor’s 

inevitable departure.59  

Napoleon, meanwhile, despite the urgings of many of those around him, refused to 

consider leaving Bertrand behind.  While he briefly entertained a plan to leave Fanny behind in 

England with her children, he eventually rejected it, arguing that neither he nor Bertrand had the 

financial means to support such a proposal.60  The Emperor also took Bertrand’s honor into 

account in selecting him to accompany him to St. Helena.  “It is not for me that I would take 

you,” Napoleon told him.  “It is for you.  If you leave me now you will lose the reputation that 

you acquired [by accompanying me] to Elba.”61 

Maitland concurred with the Emperor’s sentiment in this matter.  On the day that 

Napoleon and his suite were to be transferred to the Northumberland for their voyage to St. 

Helena, he sat by passively as Fanny “commenced an attack on her husband to induce him to quit 

Buonaparte [sic] and remain in England.”  Maitland observed that Bertrand remained silent 

throughout the attack but that he showed signs of distress borne from his wife’s constant 

entreaties and the weight of the momentous decision and sacrifices that he faced.  Begged by 

Fanny to “give an opinion and use [his] influence in favor of her proposal,” Maitland finally 

interjected.  “I have from the beginning endeavored to avoid meddling in the very unpleasant 

discussions that have been going on for some days;” Maitland told Fanny.  “But as you demand 

my opinion and force me to give it, I must acquaint you that I think, if your husband quits his 

master at such a time as the present, he will forfeit the very high character he now bears in this 

country.”62 

In the three short weeks that he had known him, Maitland had already developed an 

appreciation for the nobility of Bertrand’s character.  He admired him as “an affectionate, 

                                                 
59 Fanny’s increasingly emotional outbursts in the days immediately preceding their departure for 
St. Helena included demanding that her husband duel Gourgaud after a disagreement with him 
on board the Bellerophon and making disparaging remarks to Maitland regarding the way she 
felt the British were treating Napoleon that led to a heated public exchange between the two.  
Maitland called Fanny “a very foolish woman” after she had objected to the living arrangements 
that the Emperor was to receive on the Northumberland.  “They had better treat him like a dog at 
once,” she told Maitland, “and put him down in the hold.”  See Gourgaud, Journal de Sainte-
Hélène, II, 49-50; Maitland, Narrative of the Surrender of Buonaparte, 195-96. 
60 Maitland, Narrative of the Surrender of Buonaparte, 218. 
61 Albine Montholon, Souvenirs de Sainte-Hélène par la Comtesse de Montholon, 60-61. 
62 Maitland, Narrative of the Surrender of Buonaparte, 194-95. 
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attentive husband [who was] much attached to his children.”63  He also clearly recognized the 

strong feelings that the Emperor held for Bertrand.  In his last interview with Napoleon before he 

was transferred to the Northumberland, the Emperor spoke to Maitland about Bertrand.  He 

evinced the “warmest terms of affection [for] Bertrand and the obligations he felt to him for his 

remaining with him during his adversity when he knew strong efforts had been used to induce 

him to abandon him” Maitland recorded.64 

As ever, Bertrand demonstrated similar feelings for Napoleon through his actions during 

the Emperor’s final days aboard the Bellerophon.  With Napoleon confining himself almost 

exclusively to his cabin in these final days and seeing almost exclusively only Bertrand and Las 

Cases, it fell to Bertrand to arrange the details for his transfer to the Northumberland and his 

voyage to St. Helena.  Bertrand carryied out the Emperor’s instructions regarding his baggage 

and defended Napoleon’s honor and dignity as fiercely as he had his person on many battlefields.  

While he was unsuccessful in preventing the Emperor’s bags from being searched per the British 

government’s instructions, he was successful in arguing that Napoleon be allowed to maintain 

his saber upon his transfer to the Northumberland.65  It also fell to Bertrand to present the 

Emperor’s final formal protest against the fate that had befallen him.  On 4 August, Bertrand 

delivered Napoleon’s written protest to Maitland.   

 

I hereby solemnly protest, before Heaven and mankind, against the violence 
which is being done to me, and against the violation of my most sacred rights in 
disposing by force of my person and my freedom.  I came freely on board the 
Bellerophon.  I am not a prisoner.  I am the guest of England.  I came here myself 
at the instigation of the captain who had orders from the government to receive 
me and take me to England with my retinue if that were my desire.  I presented 
myself in good faith, to come place myself under the protection of its laws.  As 
soon as I set foot on board the Bellerophon, I was among the British people.  If 
the government, in giving orders to the captain of the Bellerophon to receive me 
and my retinue had only wanted to set a trap for me, an ambush, it has forfeited its 
honor and blemished its flag.66 
 

                                                 
63 Ibid., 225-26. 
64 Ibid., 198. 
65 Ibid., 184-85. 
66 “Protestation de l’Empereur Napoléon,” 4 August 1815, cited in Las Cases, Mémorial, 56-57. 
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Napoleon’s “appeal to history” fell on deaf ears.  On 7 August he was transferred to the 

Northumberland which set sail for St. Helena on the following day. 

In the final preparations for this voyage, Bertrand had one last opportunity to defend the 

Emperor.  Presented a receipt from Marchand for Napoleon’s bags which read “General” 

Bonaparte, Bertrand directed Marchand to take the receipt without protest.  “Let them call him 

what they want,” he instructed Marchand.  “They shall not prevent him from being what he is.”67  

Regardless of what tragedies befell him and what people chose to call him, Napoleon would 

forever be Bertrand’s Emperor.  And with that, Bertrand set sail for St. Helena, with his family 

and his Emperor, to the everlasting glory and honor of himself and the French nation. 

                                                 
67 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 327. 



 400

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

“THE HISTORY OF THE BRAVE” 

 

 

 

After surviving his attempted suicide at Fontainebleau in 1814, Napoleon declared to 

Caulaincourt:  “I shall live, since death cares as little for me in my bed as it does on the 

battlefield.  And there will be courage too, to make life endurable after such happenings as these.  

I will write the History of the Brave!”1  Similarly, after learning that he was to be exiled to St. 

Helena, Napoleon told Las Cases that they would busy themselves in exile with “writ[ing] our 

memoirs.”2  In taking advantage of the time after his abdications to write his own history, the 

Emperor recognized the opportunity to shape how future generations would view his 

accomplishments.  Bertrand later attested to Napoleon’s concerns in this regard, writing that “in 

the final moments of his life, as he was throughout his life, no matter how occupied he was with 

present matters, the Emperor never lost sight of posterity.”3 

Napoleon was primarily interested in his own legacy, however.  In the “History of the 

Brave” that he dictated to his followers on St. Helena, Bertrand did not play a prominent role.4  

This was not without reason.  While Bertrand had been present at many of the extraordinary 

events that had amazed Europe during the previous two decades, he had rarely been visibly at the 

forefront of these events.  As an engineer in Egypt and at the camp de Boulogne, he had labored 

                                                 
1 Armand Caulaincourt, No Peace With Napoleon  (New York, 1936), III, 264. 
2 Las Cases, Mémorial, 37. 
3 Bertrand, Avant Propos, 92-93.  In making this point, Bertrand used the example of Napoleon’s 
final instructions to Kléber before leaving Egypt in which he had stressed the hope that the 
“opinion of posterity [would be] that I abandoned Egypt with the greatest regret.” 
4 In addition to the numerous memoirs published by those who followed Napoleon to St. Helena 
(Montholon, Gourgaud, Las Cases, Marchand, et al), the Emperor dictated notes on several of his 
campaigns during his exile.  These memoirs are contained in the final volumes of the 
Correspondance de Napoleon Ier.   
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in relative obscurity.  Although his efforts in building fortifications and naval works in these 

campaigns had contributed significantly to French successes, they were undeniably secondary to 

the main undertakings of those campaigns.  Likewise, after being elevated to the position of aide-

de-camp to the nascent Emperor in 1805, Bertrand undertook important ceremonial, diplomatic, 

engineering, reconnaissance, and battlefield missions that influenced events, but mostly in ways 

that can never be fully gauged.  The impact and importance of the various assignments that he 

carried out from 1798 to 1808 can only be inferred by the many awards, titles, and honors that 

Napoleon bestowed upon him during this time. 

By 1809, the talents and merits that Bertrand had displayed during the previous ten years 

warranted his consideration for positions of ever-increasing responsibilities.  That year, the 

Emperor rewarded Bertrand for his exemplary service by naming him commander of the vast 

engineering resources of the grande armée.  Bertrand demonstrated his worthiness for this 

position by completing an extraordinary number of engineering works during the 1809 

Campaign that very clearly influenced the outcome of that campaign.  In vanquishing all of the 

obstacles that lay in the French army’s path in 1809, Bertrand further ingratiated himself to 

Napoleon.  The Emperor responded to Bertrand’s accomplishments during the 1809 Campaign 

by naming him Governor General of Illyria in 1811. 

Having demonstrated the depth of his talents during the most glorious years of the First 

French Empire, Bertrand displayed the tremendous strength of his honor and character during the 

years of adversity that followed.  In 1813, he fought nobly as a corps commander to help 

preserve the Empire.  While he demonstrated tactical deficiencies during this campaign, the 

diligence he exhibited in seeking to improve himself provided ample proof of his devotion and 

loyalty to France and Napoleon and his desire to serve both of them well by commanding 

capably.  Bertrand performed in a similarly selfless and dedicated manner during the 1814 

Campaign while serving as the Grand Marshal of the Palace. 

It was perhaps only in the final years of the Empire and during Napoleon’s two exiles on 

Elba and St. Helena, however, that Bertrand gave the full measure and proof of his undying 

devotion, respect, and love for France and the Emperor.  Sacrificing all, Bertrand willingly and 

unhesitatingly followed Napoleon into exile in order to demonstrate that there were still in 

France men of honor and character.  “There are enough cowards and ingrates [in France] without 

us adding to their numbers,” Bertrand had explained to Fanny in 1814 while trying to convince 
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her that he must follow Napoleon to Elba.5  “The honor of humanity and the honor of the French 

name [demands] that there must be in this land some generous spirits.”6  Similar sentiments 

clearly motivated him to follow the Emperor again in 1815 when he was banished to the desolate 

South Atlantic rock of St. Helena.   

During the six years of this final banishment, Bertrand continued to serve Napoleon with 

honor and dignity.  While the difficulties experienced during this “captivity” at times strained 

their relationship, the strength of their sentiments for one another was proven as they overcame 

all differences.  At St. Helena, Napoleon frequently spoke to others of the attachment and 

feelings he had for Bertrand.  Noting their occasional differences, the Emperor told Marchand 

that “We must love our friends even with their shortcomings.” Marchand contended that 

Napoleon “was a friend at heart [of Bertrand]; in spite of Count Bertrand’s indecision in certain 

circumstances, the Emperor’s friendships for him was unchanged.  The Emperor knew he was a 

man of good advice, and he knew he could rely on him; he was devoted and incapable of 

departing from the path dictated by duty and honor.”7  On another occasion, the Emperor praised 

Bertrand’s character, declaring to Marchand that “Bertrand is a true man of honor!”8 

Napoleon’s feelings for Bertrand were evident in his defenses of Bertrand when he felt he 

had been slighted.  He castigated Sir Hudson Lowe, the Governor of St. Helena and more 

accurately the Emperor’s “jailor,” several times for not affording Bertrand the amount of respect 

that Napoleon felt he was due.  “The Grand Marshal is a man known and considered throughout 

Europe:  in France, Italy, Germany, and even England,” Napoleon told Lowe in July 1816.9  A 

month later the Emperor had more words of reproach for Lowe in defense of his Grand Marshal.  

 
[Bertrand] was a senior officer for the Crown.  He has commanded armies, fought 
at the head of his corps against the army in which you were still a colonel with the 

                                                 
5 Bertrand to Fanny, 11 April 1814, Lettres, 425. 
6 Bertrand to Fanny, (no date) 1814, Ibid., 427. 
7 Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 482-83. 
8 Ibid., 567. 
9 Ibid., 58.  Las Cases Mémorial supported the account that Bertrand recorded in his journal.  
Napoleon harangued Lowe telling him that if he had been insulted as Bertrand had, he would 
have challenged Lowe to a duel.  The Emperor told Lowe, “One does not insult, without pain of 
social reprobation, a man as known and as venerated in all Europe as Bertrand is.”  See Las 
Cases, Mémorial, 366.  Lowe had confiscated a letter written by Fanny that he claimed she had 
tried to have smuggled off the island. 
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general staff.10  You speak to him, not as you would to a corporal of regular 
troops, but as a corporal of the soldiers you used to command, all deserters and 
traitors to their country.11  He was offended by this and wants to have no further 
contact with you.  Besides, nobody wants to see you.  Everybody avoids you . . . 
You behave badly with the Grand Marshal and all you can say will not change our 
opinion of it . . .12 
 

The strong sentiments that Napoleon expressed for Bertrand were well earned.  They had 

been borne from seventeen years of shared triumphs and hardships.  The Emperor realized that, 

while Bertrand’s career undeniably rested solidly on his patronage, his own Empire rested solidly 

on the efforts of devoted and talented men such as Bertrand.  Bertrand had demonstrated 

throughout his career that the numerous awards, honors, and financial rewards he had received 

from Napoleon were not without merit.  At St. Helena, the Emperor demonstrated that the many 

efforts and sacrifices that Bertrand had made on his behalf had not been unnoticed.  Napoleon 

appreciated Bertrand’s talents as much as any man.  He also appreciated that of all of the 

generals and dignitaries of his Empire, Bertrand was the only one who had followed him into 

both exiles.  At St. Helena, the Emperor noted his regret in having never properly enriched 

Bertrand for his service to him.  “I regret not having made [Bertrand] very rich when it was so 

easy for me,” Napoleon told Madame Montholon.  “But Bertrand never asked for anything, 

whereas Savary and others who asked got a lot.”13   

While the Emperor’s sentiments for Bertrand had been built up steadily over the years, 

Bertrand’s respect for Napoleon had been developed immediately upon their first meeting in 

Italy in 1798.  Although he had been present at many of the Empire’s most glorious moments, 

Bertrand argued at St. Helena that Napoleon had never appeared more magnificent to him than 

he had at the head of the Army of Italy.  “At the subject of the grandeur of Imperial Power, the 

Grand Marshal said that, as great and as resplendent as the Emperor had appeared on the throne, 

he had never left a superior or even equal impression to the one he had left on him at the head of 

                                                 
10 This reference was to Lowe’s attachment to Blücher’s staff during the 1813 Campaign. 
11 This reference was to Lowe’s service as commander of the “Corsican Rangers,” a group of 
Corsican émigrés who had grown dissatisfied with the French regime and enlisted in the British 
service to fight against France. 
12 Bertrand, Saint Helena Diaries, I, 76.  Lowe had come to complain to Napoleon about the way 
Bertrand had brusquely dismissed him two days earlier at his house.  
13 Henri-Gatien Bertrand, Saint Helena Diaries  (Paris, 1951), 118.  
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the Army of Italy,” Las Cases related in his Mémorial.14  If Bertrand had never asked Napoleon 

for anything, it was because simply being able to serve at the Emperor’s side and revel in his 

reflected glory was more than enough reward in and of itself for him.15   Bertrand felt, as Drouot 

had in 1813 when he had been passed over in favor of Bertrand for the position of Grand 

Marshal of the Palace, that “All positions near His Majesty are honorable and worthy of envy.”16 

The difficult years that the two experienced together on St. Helena did nothing to detract 

from Bertrand’s sentiments for Napoleon.  Even in the occasional disagreements the two 

experienced there, others could sense the deep feelings of attachment they had for one another.17  

At St. Helena, Bertrand came to admire the manner in which the Emperor handled adversity 

perhaps even more than he did the way that Napoleon had dealt with his many triumphs.18   

 
If, in the course of his glorious career, he had not promptly defended his actions 
in certain circumstances, he conserved in the most difficult events of his life a 
calm that is characteristic of a strong soul.  This calm manifested itself in his 
appearance and in his discourse on the times of his life.  It was the same calm that 
sometimes made him appear impassable in the crisis of a great battle and that 
constantly showed itself in the cruel vicissitudes that fortune had thrown his way:  
fortune, which seemed to make a sport of raising a person up to the heights of 
glory and power only to precipitate a fall into the most terrible position that a man 
could descend, captivity.  He bore the frequent ignoble and undignified blows of 
his captivity with a stoic tranquility that proved his superiority to the ordeals that 
tested him [at St. Helena].  Having had the honor of approaching him on the field 
of battle at the apogee of his glory, I have been able to judge his dignity and the 

                                                 
14 Las Cases, Mémorial, 194. 
15 Bertrand, Saint Helena Diaries, 80.  In 1818, while speaking of those he had given riches to, 
Napoleon had suddenly commented that neither Duroc nor Bertrand had “ever asked me for 
anything.” 
16 Planat de la Faye, Vie de Planat de la Faye, 158.  Drouot had been responding to his aide’s 
statement that the job had “a little too much domesticity” in it to be considered honorable. 
17 Las Cases recorded on 5 November 1815 that, even after a heated argument between Bertrand 
and Napoleon, Bertrand’s sentiments for the Emperor were clear and “always dominant” in him.  
See Las Cases, Mémorial, 90.  Most of Bertrand and Napoleon’s disagreements at St. Helena 
stemmed from Bertrand’s desire to leave St. Helena temporarily to establish Fanny and his 
children in England or France in order to ensure his children received a proper education and his 
desire to live separately, in a different house, than Napoleon on St. Helena.  See Bertrand, Avant 
Propos, 76-81. 
18 At St. Helena, Napoleon had once accused Bertrand of considering the manner in which he 
had ruled “despotic.”  Bertrand made no comment to this charge which may have sprung from 
Bertrand’s refusal in 1815 to countersign the decree that ordered the arrest of Marmont, 
Augereau, Talleyrand, et al.  See Bertrand, Saint Helena Diaries, II, 88. 
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firmness of his character in the various circumstances of his life.  In both its 
simplicity and its magnificence, it was a character worthy of the ancients.  In this, 
he fulfilled the words that had been spoken to him by Paoli when he was a young 
man that he was “a man of Plutarch, a man of antiquity.19 
 

On 5 May 1821, Napoleon became a man of both antiquity and history.  Bertrand served 

the Emperor even unto death.  Mindful of Napoleon’s preoccupation with posterity, Bertrand 

recorded the Emperor’s final moments:   

 
In the final days of his sickness, the Emperor said to me:  “Bertrand, when I am 
no more, you must close my eyes.  Because you know that after death the eyes 
remain naturally open.”  I knew this fact well, having been present at so many 
battles, but I had never closed the eyes of any of my friends or anyone close to me 
even though the occasion had only too often presented itself. 
 
When the Emperor exhaled his final breath, I knelt beside him and, after a 
respectful meditation, I closed the pupils of the great captain according to the 
desire that he had expressed to me.20 
 

Bertrand continued to serve Napoleon honorably and faithfully for many more years.  

After executing the Emperor’s will and having his own proscription and death sentence lifted, 

Bertrand returned to France.21  Unlike the others who had accompanied the Emperor to St. 

Helena, Bertrand did not publish his memoirs, nor did he do anything else that could be 

perceived as unseemly or otherwise detract from the great sacrifice and service he had performed 

in following Napoleon into exile.22  Instead, after Bertrand returned to France, he did as 

Napoleon had instructed him to do:  He served “the interest of France and the glory of la 

                                                 
19 Bertrand, Avant Propos, 93-94. 
20 Ibid., 95. 
21 Bertrand had learned of his proscription on 29 July 1815 while board the Bellerophon before 
sailing for St. Helena.  Maitland recorded that Bertrand had treated the news with derision.  He 
learned of his death sentence a year later.  This news struck him much harder, particularly after 
he learned that his brother-in-law, Edouard Fitz-James had testified against him, using the letter 
that Bertrand had written to him before leaving for Elba in which he had acknowledged the 
Bourbons as his sovereign as evidence against him.  Marchand recorded that Bertrand “did not 
worry too much about the judgment rendered against him but it was not the same for the 
countess who feared not only for her husband, but for her children’s future as well.”   See 
Maitland, Narrative of the Surrender of Buonaparte, 140; Bertrand, Saint Helena Diaries, 63 and 
67; and Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 461. 
22 The journal that Bertrand kept at St. Helena was not published until after World War II, almost 
130 years after Napoleon’s death and over 100 years after Bertrand’s own death. 
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patrie.”23  The Emperor had told Bertrand that he knew “no other course.”  Neither apparently 

did Bertrand.  The royal ordinance that had commuted Bertrand’s death sentence had also 

restored all the ranks and honors he had previously received from Napoleon.  After retiring to his 

family’s estate in Châteauroux, Bertrand later went on to command the 4th Legion of the 

National Guard and l’Ecole Polytechnique in 1830 and he served as an elected deputy in the 

French parliament from 1831-1834.24 

Bertrand also committed himself, upon his return to France, to defending Napoleon’s 

image against perceived libels.  Serving him in death as he had in life, in April 1826 Bertrand 

wrote to General Monceau in Brussels, protesting that he had not authored a book that had been 

published in Brussels under the title of Manuscrit de l’île d’Elbe, nouvelle edition, publiée par le 

général comte Bertrand.25  Seven years later, he similarly refuted another publication attributed 

to him, in addition to dispelling some myths regarding the disposition of Napoleon’s arms that he 

had been charged with delivering to the King of Rome.26  In 1840, Bertrand presented those arms 

to Louis-Phillipe after taking part in the prince de Joinville mission that brought Napoleon’s 

remains back to Paris for interment at Les Invalides, thus fulfilling one of the Emperor’s final 

wishes that he be buried on the banks of the Seine among the French people he loved so well.27 

Seven years later, Bertrand joined Napoleon there.  Three years after his own death, 

Bertrand was reinterred in Les Invalides at the entrance to the rotunda where Napoleon’s own 

sarcophagus rested.28  In 1816, the Emperor had told Las Cases that “Bertrand is henceforth 

                                                 
23 Bertrand, Avant Propos, 89. 
24 Vasson, Bertrand, 250-60.  Bertrand was granted amnesty and his death sentence was set aside 
by a Royal Ordinance issued on 24 October 1821. 
25 “Le général Bertrand au général  Monceau,” 18 April 1826, Bibliotheque Nationale, #4-
LN27-1824. 
26 “Le général Bertrand a Monsieur Perrotin,” 28 May 1833, Bibliotheque Nationale, #4-LB44-
89.  Bertrand had been charged with delivering his arms to the King of Rome.  Bertrand tried to 
do this several times but was rebuffed by Austria. 
27 Bertrand, “Avant Propos,” 87.  Just over a week before his death, Napoleon had told Bertrand 
that he desired to be buried on banks of the Seine, at Saint-Denis, or at the Père-Lachaise 
cemetery between Lefebvre and Masséna.  For the words Bertrand delivered to Louis-Philippe 
upon presenting him Napoleon’s saber, see “Détails Intéressants sur les Cérémonies Funébres et 
Honoraires a l’Arrivée des Cendres de Napoléon,” Bibliotheque Nationale, #8-LB51-4943. 
28 Paulin, Notice Biographique, 33-36.  Bertrand died on 31 January 1844.  He was interred in 
Les Invalides on 5 May 1847.  See Vasson, Bertrand, 296-98. 
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identified with my fate.  He has become historic.”29  And so he has.  As his body was prepared to 

be transferred to Paris for its interment at Les Invalides, the mayor of Châteauroux bid that city’s 

native son a final fitting farewell.  “Adieu général!” the mayor had proclaimed.  “Go and receive 

the fame that awaits you.  Follow the destiny that will conduct you to immortality.”30   

                                                 
29 Las Cases, Mémorial, 327.  Marchand recorded that Napoleon had made a similar comment to 
him.  “The name of Bertrand is linked to mine,” the Emperor told Marchand. “as long as I live, 
he shall live.” See Marchand, In Napoleon’s Shadow, 627. 
30 “Elegy delivered by M. Marchain,” as cited in Paulin, Notice Biographique, 41.   
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