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[bookmark: page-39]The French Revolutionary Wars were over, but the peace of 1802 would prove to be only a truce. France and Britain were deadlocked, the Austrians battered and still threatened by a strong French position in Italy and Germany, the Russians had withdrawn in 1800 but were now acutely aware of the serious challenge posed to their vital interests by a resurgent France. Only Prussia had been clinging tenaciously to its neutrality since 1795, but a further French surge into Germany would change that. The Napoleonic Wars were therefore the final, deadly reaping of the long-term international tensions, frictions, and hostilities, seared together by the surge of French power in the 1790s. The peace treaties of 1801–2 did not secure a long-lasting peace because, first, Napoleon Bonaparte proved unwilling to accept even the expansive limits that they imposed on French hegemony and, secondly, because the British could not fully abide by the Treaty of Amiens without giving Napoleon the scope to ignore his own treaty commitments. The French position in Europe was indeed awe-inspiring: the French Republic now reached the Rhine, encompassing Belgium, Luxemburg, and the Rhineland; it stretched across the Alps, having annexed Nice and Savoy in 1793 and Piedmont in 1799. Beyond that, it held sway over a cordon sanitaire of ‘sister republics’, including the Netherlands, Switzerland, and, in Italy, the Ligurian (Genoese) and Cisalpine Republic (which Napoleon renamed the Italian Republic). This p. 39was, as the Director La Revellière-Lépeaux had once said, ‘an uninterrupted continuity of territory … a nursery of excellent soldiers and a formidable position’.
The British, for their part, had to surrender all but a couple of the colonial conquests made overseas, including the Cape of Good Hope (to the Dutch) and Malta (to the Knights of St John). France was meant to surrender Egypt, but this had, in effect, already happened, since a British army had landed near Alexandria in March 1801 and took Cairo in June. The main territorial gains by the British occurred in South Asia, as an indirect result of the French invasion of Egypt. From the British East India Company’s Indian headquarters in Kolkata, Bonaparte’s thrust into the Middle East looked like the prelude to a descent on India. This was not mere paranoia: successive French regimes had sought ways of recapturing influence in India since their power had collapsed there during the Seven Years War. The British had mopped up the last remnants of French territory on the subcontinent in 1793, when East India Company forces overran the remaining French trading posts along the Indian coast, chief of which was Pondichéry. Yet the news of the French attack on Egypt, combined with intelligence that the governor of Mauritius, the French outpost in the Indian Ocean, had entered an alliance with Tipu, ruler of Mysore, provoked the British into action. The governor-general of British India, Richard Wellesley (older brother of Arthur, the future Duke of Wellington, then also serving in India), was bent on reducing Mysore, one of the great obstacles to British power on the subcontinent. The British invaded in May 1799, storming the citadel of Seringapatam, where Tipu’s bullet-riddled body was found among a pile of corpses. The East India Company was now the pre-eminent, though not yet unchallenged, power in India.
[bookmark: page-40]Yet elsewhere the scale of the British concessions reflected the exhaustion of the country: if some hard-core British conservatives howled in protest, public opinion, sick of almost a decade of war, p. 40greeted the peace ecstatically. Moreover, diplomatic historians such as Paul Schroeder have argued that the Treaty of Amiens actually recognized the reality on the ground in that the three dominant powers were now Britain, France, and Russia. It might have held for longer than ten months had it not been, first, for the deep mistrust that continued to smoulder on both sides and, secondly, for the personality and ambition of Napoleon himself.
The illusion of peace
The trigger for the Napoleonic Wars was the relentless hostility between France and Britain. In Europe, the main British sin was to dally over evacuating Malta, as the peace treaty demanded. Yet the foremost problem was global: Napoleon still harboured ambitions to restore France as an imperial power and the European peace gave him the opportunity. The Spanish had ceded to their French allies the Louisiana territory, a funnel-shaped North American mass stretching from the Mississippi to the Rockies, with its point in New Orleans. Napoleon saw in this windfall the chance to rebuild an empire in the Americas. Louisiana would be a source of supplies for Haiti, which was now virtually autonomous under Toussaint L’Ouverture but which Napoleon wanted to restore to France. In late 1801, an expedition under General Charles Leclerc set sail with 7,000 men to destroy Toussaint’s regime. Napoleon took the fateful decision to restore slavery in 1802, but the Haitians, bloodied after a decade of struggle, put up a gritty resistance. The French eventually poured 80,000 men into Haiti and captured Toussaint who died in the glacial Fort de Joux in the Jura in 1803. Still the Haitians prevailed: a lethal combination of military action and yellow fever finished off the French army. On New Year’s Day in 1804, Toussaint’s successor, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, proclaimed Haitian independence.
[bookmark: page-41]By then, war had erupted in Europe and Napoleon was ready to disengage from the Americas. The Directory had in fact already p. 41put out peace feelers to the USA before Bonaparte seized power in 1799, but it was the First Consul who signed the Convention of Mortefontaine in October 1800, formally burying the defunct Franco-American alliance of 1778. The French promised to respect American shipping, while the Americans waived compensation for damages to their vessels. Peace had been assured with the United States, but during the final days of the Amiens truce, as war with Britain loomed, so Napoleon took the most dramatic step of all: in May 1803, he sold Louisiana to the United States at a knock-down price.
Yet there were also signs that, instead, Napoleon was on the move in India. During the hiatus of the Amiens truce, he appointed one of his favourite generals, Charles Decaën, as governor of Mauritius, the Île Bonaparte (Réunion), and the French trading posts dotted around the Indian coastline, returned to France at Amiens. Soon after his arrival in Mauritius in September 1803 (and still unaware that France was again at war with Britain), Decaën tried to make contact with the Marathas, a mighty confederacy of Hindu warrior-princes in central India who now posed the greatest single challenge to British hegemony. They employed French mercenaries, including General Perron, who commanded 30,000 Indian and European troops. He was rewarded for his services to the Maratha prince, Sindia, with a fiefdom at Aligarh near Delhi. Decaën contacted both the Maratha leaders and Perron, urging them to fight the British. However Perron was no revolutionary, but an adventurer bent on making his own fortune. Yet for Richard Wellesley, Aligarh was nothing less than a ‘French state erected … on the banks of the [River] Jumna’.
[bookmark: page-42]The British again responded by a pre-emptive strike. Perron’s force proved to be a paper tiger, surrendering after Aligarh was stormed in August 1803. Yet elsewhere Maratha resistance was stubborn, combining the defence of formidable fortresses with attacks by light cavalry in the mobile warfare at which they p. 42excelled. They also used artillery (their gunners trained by Portuguese mercenaries) to devastating effect: when Arthur Wellesley won the Battle of Assaye in September 1803, it came at a cost of lives proportionately unmatched by any of his subsequent battles until Waterloo. The following year, the British suffered their worst-ever military disaster in India: a force deployed against Holkar, one of the Maratha leaders, was caught by the monsoon rains in central India in July before being routed by Maratha cavalry. The war dragged on until it fizzled out in the spring of 1805: the East India Company ran out of funds and its directors in London recalled an embittered Richard Wellesley who left India in August. Yet French hopes in India had been stymied.
These conflicts outside Europe kept Franco-British relations smouldering during the Amiens truce, but other European powers held deep anxieties about Napoleon. He blithely ignored his treaty commitments to withdraw French troops from the sister republics: instead, he became president of the Italian Republic and had himself appointed ‘mediator’ of the Swiss (Helvetic) Republic. Moreover, he engineered a surge of French influence in Germany in 1803 by virtually dictating the territorial compensations for the loss of the Rhineland. This involved ‘mediatization’, by which some German states absorbed the smaller principalities. In the process, the exuberantly complicated mess of 365 states in Germany were reduced to forty. Napoleon’s aim was to strengthen those like Baden and Bavaria which, he calculated, would fall under French protection and act as allies against Prussia and Austria.
[bookmark: page-43]In May 1803, the flames finally burst when the British declared war. Napoleon had few ways in which to strike directly at the British. He built up a formidable invasion force on the Channel coast, but his other opening moves were almost guaranteed to invite the hostility of other great powers. Since King George III was Elector of Hanover, Napoleon sent his p. 43troops into the German state, inadvertently angering Tsar Alexander I, who was a guarantor of the Holy Roman Empire. He was also outraged by a French raid on the Duchy of Baden, in which a leading French royalist, the Duc d’Enghien, was snatched, carted back to France, and shot in the moat of the chateau at Vincennes. Even so, the Tsar dithered: a young ruler with liberal pretensions, he nourished some admiration for Napoleon, while there were some figures at court in St Petersburg who saw Britain, the tyrant of the seas and Russia’s incipient imperial rival in Asia, as the greater threat to Russian strategic interests. For Alexander, however, the final straw came when Napoleon crowned himself Emperor of the French in December 1804: the general was now a usurper. Alexander sealed a formal alliance with the British in April 1805. Austria, although still recovering from the earlier war and financially desperate, joined this Third Coalition when Napoleon converted his ‘Republic of Italy’ into a kingdom with his stepson Eugène de Beauharnais as viceroy in Milan and extended direct French rule into Italy by annexing Genoa.
From Trafalgar to the Peninsular War
[bookmark: page-44]Dramatic and bloody though the Wars of the Third, Fourth, and Fifth Coalitions were between 1803 and 1809, the results of each merely strengthened the position of the three hegemonic powers. A Franco-Spanish fleet was torn apart on 21 October 1805 by the British at Trafalgar under Nelson (who died in the battle), but by then Napoleon had already turned inland to confront the Austrians and Russians. After an astoundingly rapid march through Germany, the French Grande Armée ensnared the Austrian army at Ulm in Bavaria on the day before Trafalgar, before driving eastwards, taking Vienna in November, and then swinging northwards to face a powerful Russo--Austrian army at Austerlitz in modern-day Slovakia. In what is considered their greatest military victory, on 2 December, Napoleon’s men drove a wedge through the allies and routed p. 44them. Although the Russians regrouped and pulled out, the shattered Austrians signed a peace treaty at Pressburg, whereby they paid a large indemnity and surrendered all their Italian territory including Venice. By January, the British and the Russians were driven out of southern Italy and Napoleon’s brother Joseph was put on the throne of Naples; in 1808, he was succeeded by the flamboyantly impetuous Marshal Joachim Murat. In 1806, the Batavian Republic was converted into the kingdom of Holland, with Napoleon’s other brother, Louis, as its monarch.
[bookmark: page-45]That same year, the Emperor of the French announced the creation of the Rheinbund, the Confederation of the Rhine: the states of western and central Germany were torn out of the now moribund Holy Roman Empire, which the hapless Austrian Emperor Francis could only declare dissolved, ending a thousand years of history at the stroke of a pen. Assuming the role of ‘mediator’ of the Rheinbund, Napoleon’s aim was to create a block of states allied to France, thrusting French power deep into the heart of Germany. This was enough to shake Prussia out of its neutrality and the Fourth Coalition was patched together when it allied with Britain and Russia. In Berlin, Prussian cavalry officers sharpened their sabres on the steps of the French embassy, but such confidence proved to be horribly misplaced. Without waiting for the Russians to arrive in strength, they struck against Napoleon in Saxony, where they ran into the French in October. While Napoleon mauled the Prussians outside Jena, on the same day Marshal Louis Davout’s solitary corps held off the main body of their army near Auerstadt and routed them. With the shock of this double defeat, Prussian resistance crumbled and French troops marched through Berlin’s Brandenburg Gate. They tramped straight on into Poland, provoking a Polish insurrection against Russian rule. A 30,000-strong force of Polish expatriates, some of whom had marched with Napoleon since his Italian campaigns, triumphantly entered Warsaw in November.p. 45
Napoleon’s eastward advance rekindled the hopes of another Russian enemy, the Ottoman Empire. Napoleon gave them ample encouragement. An insurrection amongst the Ottoman Empire’s Serbian subjects in the Balkans had erupted in 1804. Initially aimed only against the misrule of the Sultan’s elite military caste, the Janissaries, the uprising effectively evolved into a war of independence. Napoleon, cultivating Turkish support against Russia, had condemned the Serbian revolution and, hearing of France’s triumph at Austerlitz, the Turks had reciprocated by closing the Bosphorus Straits (linking the Black Sea to the Aegean) to the Russians. Russo-Turkish relations deteriorated over the course of 1806 and, with the French hinting that they would support an Ottoman reconquest of the Crimea, the Sultan declared war on Russia in December. The ensuing conflict lasted until 1812 and visited on the Balkans and the Caucasus the full horrors of ethnic cleansing, the slaughter of prisoners of war, and the massacre of civilians.
Meanwhile, Napoleon struck in the north. In February 1807, the French and the Russians clashed at Eylau in Poland. The snow-covered field was stained red with blood after a hideous slaughter from which the Russians withdrew in good order. Although usually described as a French victory, Eylau’s real significance lay in the capacity that the Russians displayed to withstand the Napoleonic onslaught: it was a clash of two mighty empires, a foretaste of the kind of dogged opposition that Napoleon would later encounter from this particular foe.
[bookmark: page-46]In June, Napoleon struck again, this time decisively defeating the Russians at Friedland, persuading Tsar Alexander to ask for peace. Beaten militarily but not politically, Russia was not a power that Napoleon could handle with his habitual brutality. The negotiations between the two emperors, which opened on a raft floating on the River Nieman at Tilsit in July 1807, were a spectacle worthy of the great issues at stake. The importance of the Treaty of Tilsit was that it sought to carve Europe up into p. 46French and Russian spheres of influence and tried to exclude Britain altogether. Russia annexed yet more of Poland (at Prussia’s expense), while a secret clause gave Alexander the nod to invade Finland and wrest it from Swedish rule (which he duly did in a war in 1808–9). In return, Alexander agreed to join the continental blockade aimed against British commerce. Russia thus became a partner in France’s domination of Europe. Beaten and shattered, Prussia was severely treated: its territory was dismembered, it was forced to pay a heavy indemnity, subsidize the French occupying army that patrolled the streets of Berlin, and reduce its own forces to a diminutive 42,000. Napoleon restored an approximation of Polish independence in the shape of the Duchy of Warsaw, whose territory was entirely taken from the Prussian partition. Its ruler was to be Napoleon’s ally, Frederick Augustus, King of Saxony.
Napoleon’s perennial headache, however, was how to defeat his most persistent of enemies, the British. Believing that he could throttle their economic and financial system by denying them export markets in Europe, beginning with the Berlin Decrees in November 1806 he tried to compel all his conquests, satellites, and allies to close their ports to British shipping. The entry of Russia into this ‘Continental System’ was a particularly serious matter, since it endangered British supplies of naval stores and grain from the Baltic. So the Royal Navy moved fast to prevent the Danes from joining the blockade, which would entirely bar their entry into the Baltic Sea. The British bombarded Copenhagen (with considerable loss of civilian life) and captured the Danish fleet in August 1807.
[bookmark: page-47]There was another gaping hole in Napoleon’s blockade: Portugal. As the Danes were being pounded, the French warned the Portuguese to close all their ports to British vessels. Portugal’s economy, however, was intimately bound to British commerce, so it could not comply. In the inevitably harsh retribution, a Franco-Spanish army invaded in November, sending Portugal’s p. 47Regent, Prince John, into exile in Brazil. Yet the looming presence of French troops along the supply routes across northern Spain began to chafe with their Spanish hosts. Although allies in name, the French forces began to look like an occupying army—and indeed they appeared suspiciously reluctant to relinquish the fortresses that they now held in the country. This precarious situation, as well as the lingering stench of defeat after Trafalgar, ricocheted against King Charles IV’s chief minister, Manuel de Godoy, who was the unpopular architect of the French alliance. In March 1808 his opponents rose up at Aranjuez, the winter residence of the royal family, captured Godoy, and forced Charles to abdicate in favour of his more conservative but popular son, Ferdinand VII. Both sides now rushed to get recognition from the one ruler who could help their cause: Napoleon. The French Emperor agreed to meet the divided Spanish dynasty at Bayonne that April, but, in a brass-necked coup d’état, incarcerated the royals and gave the Spanish throne to his brother Joseph.
[bookmark: page-48]The response was almost immediate: on 2 May 1808, an uprising of Ferdinand’s supporters in Madrid was crushed by the French, who killed up to 500 Spaniards, but the insurrection spread to the provinces, where insurrectionary juntas led the local resistance, eventually forming a Supreme Junta, first at Seville, until 1810 when the French would take the city, and then at Cadiz, where a parliament, the Cortes, would meet and, in 1812, proclaim a liberal constitution for the Spanish Empire. Some of the fiercest fighting in 1808 took place in Saragossa, where the Spanish fighters took to the rooftops and rained fire down on the French troops below. The Portuguese also rose up, proclaiming their loyalty to Prince John and driving the French from the countryside. The importance of the Portuguese uprising was that it gave the British their chance to open a European front against the French. A British army under Arthur Wellesley landed in August, linked up with the Portuguese army, and defeated Marshal Junot, who withdrew into Spain, where the uprising had developed into a guerrilla war. Although French strength was p. 48seeping out from this ‘Spanish ulcer’ (as Napoleon called it), they counter-attacked in 1810, forcing Wellesley (now the Duke of Wellington) back behind the formidable Torres Vedras fortifications protecting Lisbon. The British and Portuguese held out until March 1811, by which time disease and shortages of supplies had taken their toll on the French. They withdrew and in July 1812, Wellington was moving forward again, defeating the French at Salamanca and taking Madrid.
The global war
The war in the Iberian Peninsula had a global impact. Since the British army used gunpowder made from saltpetre gleaned from Bengal (which produced the best in the world), it was imperative that British sea routes across the Indian Ocean, still threatened by French privateers operating from Mauritius and Réunion, were secured. The British achieved this—and further tightened their grip on India itself—by taking the two islands in a series of amphibious operations in 1810.
[bookmark: page-49]The Peninsular War also created the immediate conditions in which Spain’s empire in Latin America launched their bids for independence. There were, of course, distinctly American factors which created the groundswell, such as the evolution of colonial societies, the emergence of American identities, and sharp grievances with Spain’s imperial rule, but few people in Latin America thought of making a concerted bid for freedom until after the Spanish crisis of 1808. The galvanizing impact in Latin America was remembered by none other than Manuel Belgrano, who would emerge as a leader of the Argentinian Revolution. He had fought against a British attack led by Commodore Home Popham, who, flushed with success after retaking the Cape of Good Hope from Napoleon’s Dutch allies in January 1806, sailed across the Atlantic, and, in an unauthorized mission, occupied Montevideo and Buenos Aires. Belgrano led the colonial militia which beat off the invasion in 1807. A captured British officer p. 49remarked that the Argentinians had fought so well that they might consider political independence. Belgrano replied that the country was far from ready for such a drastic step. Yet, he later wrote:
Such are the calculations of men! A year passed, and behold, without any effort on our part to become independent, God himself gave us our opportunity with the events of 1808 in Spain and Bayonne. Then it was that the ideals of liberty and independence came to life in America, and the Americans for the first time began to speak openly of their rights …
The war in Spain almost completely ruptured political relations between the metropolis and the colonies when, in 1810, the French nearly stamped their authority on the entire country. The first uprisings came that year in Argentina, Mexico, and Venezuela (where the revolution was led by Simón Bolívar and Francisco de Miranda: the latter had served with the French armies in 1792–3 and was imprisoned during the Terror). The Latin American Wars of Independence would rage mercilessly for the next twenty years.
Napoleon’s attempts to barricade Europe against British commerce therefore had a world-changing impact—and it did not end with Latin America. The continental blockade caused friction between France and the United States, but the British response was even more chafing. In challenging neutral shipping that they suspected of trading with the Napoleonic imperium, they stopped and searched American vessels. Worse, the wear and tear on the Royal Navy as the war dragged on stretched its manpower and, in the process of forcing US merchantmen to heave to, they carried off sailors suspected of being British deserters.
[bookmark: page-50]So the same naval irritations that had brought Britain and the United States close to blows in the 1790s contributed to an actual war in 1812. The difference was that, this time, the Americans p. 50were determined to be more robust in their resistance: they had responded to British maritime depredations with a trade war, but, while inflicting economic misery on the US eastern seaboard, it made little impact on the British, who were busy exploiting the commercial opportunities offered by the Latin American bids for independence. The Americans therefore turned to strike at the British colonies in Canada, which they also hoped to conquer outright. The War of 1812 therefore broke out because of intransigence on both sides: the Americans because they set their sights on territorial expansion, and not only on righting their justifiable grievances at sea, the British because of their rough handling of neutral shipping. If the blame for the war was evenly shared, so too were the results: the American invasion of Canada in 1812 was a disaster and the British took Washington DC and burned it, but the Americans won an important naval victory on Lake Erie, defeated Britain’s Native American allies (killing their inspirational leader Tecumseh), and—before news of peace between the two warring partners could reach the battlefield—repulsed an attempt by the British to take New Orleans in January 1815.
The defeat of the French Empire
[bookmark: page-51]In Europe, the war in Iberia had fused with a wider conflict, the War of the Fifth Coalition, which had been inspired in part by the Spanish resistance. Borne aloft by a resurgent wave of patriotic zeal, the Austrians mobilized against Napoleon. This culminated in clashes near Vienna at Aspern-Essling and Wagram, where the Habsburg forces led by Archduke Charles were defeated in July 1809. The immediate result was another Austrian humiliation: at the Treaty of Schönbrunn in October, the Austrians lost their Illyrian provinces (Slovenia and Croatia), which would be ruled directly from Paris; their ill-gotten share of the Polish partitions was divided between the Duchy of Warsaw and Russia and they were to pay an indemnity and cut their army down to 150,000 men. Napoleon even persuaded the Habsburgs to deliver p. 51up Archduchess Marie Louise, whom he married in 1810, to consolidate the enforced alliance between Austria and France and to give the Napoleonic Empire some dynastic respectability.
Yet, as Charles Esdaile has argued, the shattering of yet another Coalition, while an apparent triumph for Napoleon, also bore some serious if not immediately obvious signs that the military balance was tipping against him: the Austrians had inflicted no less than 50,000 casualties on the French and the ever-lengthening death toll of seasoned NCOs, army officers, and even generals had begun to tell in the way in which Napoleon was beginning to fight his battles. The tactics involved less and less the flexible formations for which French armies had been justly famous, and became increasingly reliant on the hammer-blows of frontal assaults by recruits hastily assembled and then poured into the cauldron of war. If French tactics from the very start had a high cost in human life, then after 1809, Napoleon’s casualties became ever more appalling.
[bookmark: page-52]Nowhere was this truer than his ill-fated campaign against Russia in 1812. The Franco-Russian understanding was always fragile, but Napoleon’s efforts to consolidate his authority in Europe eventually shattered it. In 1810, Napoleon annexed the Netherlands and north-eastern Germany onto the French Empire, to control Europe’s maritime rind more directly, to reinforce the continental blockade, and to accelerate his attempts to rebuild a navy that could challenge the British. Yet in the process the Tsar’s brother-in-law had been dethroned from the Duchy of Oldenburg. Alexander also suspected Napoleon of planning to restore a full-blooded Poland, which might threaten Russian security, especially when allied to the Ottoman Empire (which had been at war with Russia since late 1806, although peace was made in the nick of time in May 1812). Russia’s economy suffered from the Continental System and the Tsar was under mounting pressure from the landowning nobility, whose prosperity was based on grain exports to Britain. Alexander responded by imposing heavy p. 52tariffs on imports from the Napoleonic Empire. While not a declaration of war, it was symptomatic of a wider collapse of the system established at Tilsit.
Napoleon amassed an enormous army of close to half a million men and invaded Russia on 24 June 1812. Yet the Russians had long understood that Napoleon relied on a rapid strike and the utter destruction of the enemy in a set-piece battle. For exactly that reason, wrote one of the Tsar’s advisers, Russia had to ‘plan and pursue a war exactly contrary to what the enemy wants’. And the strategy worked: the further that the main body of Napoleon’s Grande Armée—375,000-strong—marched through choking dust and stifling summer heat through forests devoid of provisions and through charred villages, burned down to deny the invaders their resources, it haemorrhaged its strength through desertion, sickness, and the need to leave men to guard lines of communication, which were dangerously stretched. Yet the Russian commander, Mikhail Kutuzov, shrewd though he was, accepted that, politically, he could not surrender Moscow without serious resistance.
The bloodletting occurred at Borodino in September, in a slaughter graphically depicted by Leo Tolstoy. The Russians stoically stood their ground astride the Moscow road, blasted with artillery fire for most of the day (so much so, that on the Russian left flank, officers remembered that French cavalry charges were welcomed as a respite from the shelling). The Russian army eventually withdrew, depleted but intact, passed through Moscow, and regrouped to the south.
[bookmark: page-53]Napoleon enjoyed only a month in the Kremlin: the city around it was burned to the ground, probably by patriotic Russians at the instigation of Moscow’s steely governor, Count Fedor Rostopchin. In October, the disastrous French retreat began, through a biting Russian winter that came early. While the Russians also suffered, mainly from problems of supply, Kutuzov kept up the pressure p. 53from behind, while Cossacks harried and picked off the French as they stumbled and froze to death through sub-zero temperatures (see Figure 4). Only 20,000 men out of Napoleon’s main invasion force escaped.
[image:  This engraving captures the exhaustion, suffering, and brutality that accompanied Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow in 1812: in the foreground, freezing men are stripped and robbed while still alive, and a horse is butchered for its meat]
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[bookmark: page-54]The terrible defeat was a turning point: it devastated Napoleon’s forces in the east and, while he was able to make good the hideous human losses, he never recovered from the dreadful death toll on the army’s horses. Together, the Russian victory and the Spanish resistance galvanized the other European powers: the Russian invasion of Poland in the spring of 1813 spurred the Prussians, seething from the humiliations of Jena and Tilsit, to rise up against Napoleon. By June, the Sixth Coalition included Britain, Spain, Portugal, Russia, Prussia, and Sweden. Austria, suspicious of Russian intentions, delayed until Napoleon rebuffed the approaches by Clemens von Metternich, the Austrian Foreign p. 54Minister, for mediation. As the French withdrew into Saxony, the allied forces converged on Leipzig, where in the epic three-day ‘Battle of the Nations’ the French may have lost up to 100,000 men: in one particularly horrifying episode, a bridge was blown up while Napoleon’s men were still retreating over it. French power in Germany now rapidly collapsed, and although Napoleon reached the Rhine with 100,000 men, they were weakened by typhus.
The Napoleonic Empire unravelled, as one state after another defected to the allies: only Murat, still King of Naples, remained loyal to his old master. The Swedes—now ruled by Bernadotte, one of Napoleon’s former marshals—repaid French patronage by overrunning Denmark, a French ally, in December 1813–January 1814. The pincers closed in, as Wellington defeated the French at Vittoria in Spain in June 1813 and, in early 1814, invaded southern France. Further north, the allies crossed the French frontier. By March Russian and Prussian guns could be heard in Paris, where there was fighting at the very gates of the city. On 2 April, the Napoleonic Senate switched sides, proclaiming the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy, in the ample figure of Louis XVIII. Two days later, Napoleon abdicated, sailing for a comfortable exile on the Tuscan island of Elba. Yet he was not a man to enjoy peaceful retirement. In February 1815 he slipped back into France and marched on Paris, gathering supporters as he went. The King fled as Napoleon reached the capital in March.
[bookmark: page-55]These final ‘Hundred Days’ were the stuff of drama, but the European reaction is significant: its diplomats had already gathered at Vienna to begin their fraught yet groundbreaking negotiations to ensure that, this time, the peace would be a durable one. They digressed from their task to declare Napoleon an outlaw before returning to their main purpose. On the ground, meanwhile, Wellington brought together his British and Dutch forces in Belgium. The final collision occurred on the damp p. 55field of Waterloo, south of Brussels, on 18 June 1815, the arrival of the Prussians securing a decisive allied victory. His army shattered, Napoleon was soon captured, threw himself on the mercy of the British, and was exiled to St Helena, far removed from Europe.
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