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7. MACDONALD.

EX UNGUE LEONEM.

BY CAPTAIN H. M. DAVSON, R.H.A.

IT is singular, but none the less true, that the man whom Thiers
    described as “one of the most intrepid men who ever appeared

in our armies” should have always remained comparatively unknown to the general
reader. Yet such is the case. For many of those who can talk glibly of the deeds of
Ney, Soult or Masséna, have little or no knowledge of those of Macdonald. The
reason perhaps is that he took no part in the glittering campaigns of 1805-6-7, that
in the no less brilliant warfare of 1809 he did not come under prominent notice until
July, and that he was never employed against British troops in Spain: Yet he was
a skilful leader of troops, and what is more to the purpose,
a successful general.
Origin:—

Etienne Jacques Joseph Alexandre Macdonald was born at Sedan,1 France, on
the 17th November, 1765. Her was the son of a Scottish Jacobite, a scion of the
Macdonalds of Clanranald, who hailed from South Uist in the Hebrides. Neil
Macdonald had fought for Prince Charles in 1745, as his father had done in 1715,
and when all was over he escaped with his Prince to France, where he joined
Ogilvie’s Scotch Regiment, and when he left this he married a French girl and
settled down at Sedan, where he appears to have increased his slender finances by
teaching. From here he transferred his household to Sancerre, a place at which
many exiled Scotsmen were congregated.
Early days:—

The lad Etienne began his education at Sancerre, from which place he was sent
to Paris and studied—like others of the marshals— with a view to entering the
church. Several Scottish patrons of his father appear to have disliked this idea, and
by exerting their influence obtained for him, in 1785, a lieutenancy in Millebois’
Regiment in Holland. It is noticeable that the Young Pretender himself, whose
fortunes for weal and woe his father had shared for so long, and to a member of
whose clan2 he ultimately owed his escape from the Highlands, appears to have
taken no interest in the upbringing of the young Macdonald.

1 Many biographers give his birthplace as Sancerre
2 Flora Macdonald. Macdonald of Boisdale received Prince Charles from McKinnon in Skye.
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When fear of war ceased, Millebois’ regiment was disbanded, and Macdonald
returned to France when he was posted as a cadet in Dillon’s regiment, serving in
it in various garrisons, until he was quartered at St. Omer, at the outbreak of the
revolutionary wars.

At this time, he married Mlle. Jacob, a Creole. This was a love match and
carried out against the wishes of the lady’s father, who had gained some wealth in
the West Indies and looked for a better partner for his daughter. Colonel
Beurnonville, on whom young Macdonald even at that early age seems to have
made an impression, took up his case, and the wedding took place in May, 1791,
and, when war broke out next year, Beurnonville took him as Aide-de-Camp, from
which position he was transferred as captain to the staff of Dumouriez, and as such
took part in the battle of Valmy (20th September, 1792).

The Netherlands:—

Valmy, which has been called one of the decisive battles of the world, which
first opened men’s eyes to the fighting power of the revolutionary troops, and which
affords such potent examples of the moral force of the cannon and the bayonet, was
a fight lasting many hours with varying fortune to both combatants. The orders and
counter orders were numerous and the staff work must have been
severe. Macdonald took a distinguished part in it; he was rewarded by being
promoted to the rank of lieutenant-colonel, and, as such, returned with Dumouriez
to Paris. He soon, however, found himself once more in Belgium engaged in a big
reconnaissance scheme until the battle of Jenappes, after which he again returned
to Paris with his chief. Beurnonville about this time became Minister of War, and
Macdonald was appointed colonel of the Picardy regiment, which he joined during
the confusion which followed the battle of Neerwinden.1

Dumouriez’s coup d’etat and desertion2 followed this and everyone was
suspected of treachery. Macdonald was ordered to march to Lille, and here he had
much trouble with those in command over many details, and also, which was of
more importance to him, with the Commissioners of the Convention. The arrival of
Dupont to take command saved him from impending catastrophe, but soon after he
was again “suspected” and this time was relieved by the good offices of General
Lamarlière, who had especially noted him at the rout known as the Pas de Baisieux
in April, 1792.3 This time he recreated trust in himself and was soon promoted
general of brigade. It may appear surprising that one who had never done anything
really great, and who had been twice suspected, should have
passed from cadet to brigadier general in something under eight years, for, although
they were eight years of incessant war, yet the warfare was not of a very grand
order, as not not more than five first class battles stand out from the perpetual
bickering that went on between small parties and advanced posts. We must re-
member, however, that speedy promotion amongst the senior officers

1 18th March, 1793. It obliged Dumouriez to evacuate Belgium.
2 He passed over to the Austrians after the death of the King and died at Turville Park, Henley-on-Thames in

1823.
3 Lamarlière himself fell a victim to the convention soon afterwards.
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in the Republican armies at this time came, not so much on account of losses due
to war, as on account of deaths by order of the Convention, which was accustomed
to execute its generals in the most happy-go-lucky fashion, for being suspects, for
having sustained reverses when commanding inferior troops, or from jealousy.

Macdonald was now holding the Flemish frontier from Menin to Armentières,
and attempting to train his amateur army by seizing every pretext for having a
skirmish. This mode of training was most successful, for when the enemy in a short
time made a decided hostile movement on the line Lenselles, Commines and Blaton,
he was able to hold his ground and cause them some loss. Soon afterwards he was
again denounced to the convention, probably by some jealous rival. He himself said
it must be by one of the Republican commissioners whose behaviour during a
skirmish at Menin had caused some amusement to the young general, but whoever
was the author got Macdonald into a bad scrape, and all the efforts of Souham, who
had lately come North as Commander-in-Chief, carried little weight that he finally
advised Macdonald to fly the country as so many had done before him. This the
latter refused to do, and his courage brought good luck as the attentions of the
commissioners were suddenly directed elsewhere, and they returned to Paris and
forgot about him. The armies were then concentrated and Pichegru took command.
It is impossible to give a detailed account of Mac-donald’s doings in 1794. Besides
taking part in the battle of Turcoing, a bloody fight in June, when Souham drove the
British forces under the Duke of York back into Tournay, and Hoolède, he was
present at the battles of Lannoy, Roubaix, Turnhout, Boxtel and Bois-le-duc; the
capture of Ypres, Courtrai, Ostende, Ghent, Antwerp, and Nimeguen; and the
fighting at the passages of the Scheldt and Meuse.1 It was a good record for one
year and he was rewarded with appointment as General of Division in November.

The army was now concentrated near that of the Sambre and Meuse which was
then on the Rhine under Moreau. Macdonald now scored a somewhat lucky success
at the Passage of the Waal, and, being reinforced by Jourdan, he crossed the Leck
at Amerungen, turned the position of Greb, took Naarden and marched to
Amsterdam, and continued a series of warlike movements in the provinces of
Friesland and Drenthe in the midst of a dreadful thaw which made everybody
very miserable. The letters and dispatches of Wellington, who was at this time
holding a subordinate position in the Netherlands, give us some idea of the
depressing effect that these marches and skirmishes in cold rain and mud had on the
personnel of the armies. In fact, the life nearly had the effect of driving Britain’s
future Commander in-Chief from the service altogether. Macdonald evidently bore
it somewhat better, but after the Treaty of Basle (April 5th, 1795), when he was left
in command in Holland he succumbed to continual attacks of what the British army
fourteen years later learned to call Walcheren fever, and
had to give up active soldiering. During convalescence he employed himself in

1 The positions of these battlefields form a continuous line across Belgium and Holland from Lille
to the junction of the Rhine and Meuse and show the line of march of the army.         
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training reservists, which were made use of by Jourdan and Moreau after their
disastrous retreat to the Rhine, and next year he was engaged in pacifying portions
of Belgium until after the death of Hoche and the Treaty of Campo Formio, when
he handed over to Joubert and returned to Paris.
Italy, 1798:-

Next he was ordered to Italy. He expected this to mean an appointment to the
army of the Orient, but the expedition to Egypt had sailed before he reached
his post and he afterwards openly announced his relief on receiving the information.
Apparently he did not trust the tales of unlimited glory with which Bonaparte fed
the troops. He soon succeeded Gouvion St. Cyr in the command of Rome, which
could scarcely be called an enviable position, as the country was in a state of
ferment, and Mack, who was then at his zenith, had just been sent from Austria to
command the Neapolitans against the French. Macdonald had only 12,000 men, all
told, of which 6,000 were in Rome, but shortly afterwards the convention created
the army of Rome and placed it under the orders of Championnet, who had gained
a great reputation on the Rhine. The Neapolitan strings were at this time pulled by
Nelson, and, at his instigation, the King was induced to make a big effort to drive
t h e  F r e n c h  f r o m  S o u t h e r n  I t a l y .  A c c o r d -
ingly 70,000 troops were put in motion against the Latin frontiers, and moved
in several columns on an arc stretching from the Pontine Marshes, South
of Rome, to Ancona, on the Adriatic. Seeing the bulk of the enemy’s forces moving
against Rome, Championnet made arrangements to evacuate the city and departed,
himself, to assume a more central position with regard to his forces, leaving the
details of the evacuation to Macdonald. The remarks of the latter on this conduct
of his Commander-in-Chief are far from being complimentary, although it is
difficult to see what good Championnet would have done by remaining in the
neighbourhood of Rome. He was better employed in acting as he did and
concentrating his forces at Castellana, although his subsequent journey to Ancona
for the purpose of hurrying up more troops can scarcely be defended. Rome then
rose in revolt and Macdonald, after provisioning the Castle of Sant Angelo,1 had to
cut his way out of the city to join his troops, promising his
Italian supporters that he would not be away more than a fortnight, and swearing not
to shave or cut his beard until he returned. He then withdrew to a strong position
between Monterosi and Civita Castellana where Mack attacked with
his whole force. The Austrian general’s strategy was not a success. Kellermann
repelled the first onset and captured 2,500 prisoners and fifteen guns, whilst
Macdonald drove the main column on the road to Viterbo and took all the guns they
had, as well as other arms and their military chest. He cheeked three
columns sent up by Mack to collect the fugitives, and followed this up by
annihilating a strong force of irregulars at Calvi. As none of his other columns had
met with success, Mack new decided on retreat, and Championnet sent forward
Macdonald, Rey and Lemoine against him. The Neapolitans, however, evacuat-

1 The fortress on the right bank of the Tiber at Rome.
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ed Rome and withdrew, leaving Macdonald to enter the city with seventeen days
growth on his chin. Championnet lavishly rewarded his personal staff and other
units, who were in his favor, for their efforts, but to Macdonald’s division, which
had borne the brunt of the fighting, he gave no recompense whatever. This so
exasperated the young general that he wrote to the Directory saying he was
evidently not a success and that he wished to resign. Meanwhile he hurried on with
the advanced guard to Naples, whence the King, aided by Lady Hamilton and
Nelson, had fled to Sicily. The inhabitants then rose and the French generals had
their hands full to keep open their communications with one another. The town also
was in a state of riot, the lazzaroni were in arms, and neither life nor property was
safe. In these circumstance, the governor followed the King to Sicily, and Mack
sought refuge in the French camp.1

The French finally effected the capture of the castle of St. Elmo, and calmed
the town, and at the same time Championnet was recalled to France owing to some
charge of plunder, and Macdonald received command of the Army of Naples in his
place.2

This command embraced the Roman States and Tuscany as well as Naples. The
country was swarming with banditti; frequently breaking out into open insurrection,
the repression of which occupied a great part of Macdonald’s time. The most
serious affair took place in Naples following the handing over of Castellamare to
the British fleet. It was put down with severity and Castellamare retaken.

During this time the second coalition against France was formed. The Czar
Paul, becoming anxious as to the rise in power of the young Republic, whose
influence now extended from the North Sea to the Gulf of Tarentum, organised an
army 60,000 strong under the command of the redoubtable Suwarrow, and moved
it down to Southern Europe. Austria, who saw another chance of retrieving her lost
provinces, put nearly 300,000 men in the field, and war broke out afresh on the
Rhine and Northern Italy. In April, Sherer was severely checked, if not defeated by
Kray at Magnano, and this was followed by the total defeat of Moreau by the vastly
superior forces of Suwarrow at Cassano.
These events brought Macdonald up from Southern Italy, whilst Moreau stretched
out to reach him by sending Victor’s division to Alessandria. The news of
Macdonald’s march North was the signal for insurgents to rise all over the country,
especially those in Calabria under Cardinal Ruffo, who, except for their capture of
Cosenza, had been so far kept under by a division under Duhesme sent by
Macdonald into Calabria. To preserve French interests he provisioned and
garrisoned St. E1mo,3 Capua, Gaeta, and Sant Angelo. It is not know whether or not
this was done under orders of the Directory, but in any case it was a mistake, and
Macdonald would have been justified in ignoring the orders. These places all fell
victims to the British fleet, so he enfeebled his field army to no purpose. It

1 He was received courteously, but was sent to France and imprisoned at Dijon. He escaped in 1800 only to he
recaptured at Ulm.

2 Championnet escaped punishment, but died shortly afterwards.
3 The island fortress at Naples.
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would have been better policy for him to have evacuated them, and then, if the
enemy had occupied them they in their turn would have weakened themselves by
so doing. In 1814 lye find Macdonald criticising Napoleon for this same fault.
Experience gained on the battlefield takes root in the memory.

Macdonald’s march across the Papal States through Tuscany to the debtouches
of the Apennines was worthy of all praise. It was quick, the combination was good,
and he inspired the troops with his own confidence. He started with a field army of
20,000 men, but, by picking up Gauthier’s division in Tuscany, Montrichard’s at
Bologna, and joining later with Victor at San Domino, he raised his numbers to
30,000. Having defeated the Austrians at Sarzana and Pontremoli, he was able to
open communications with Genoa and settled himself in an entrenched camp at
Pistoja to await Moreau, who for some reason had retired into Piedmont.
Macdonald now wrote to the Directory offering to resign and unite both armies
under Moreau, but, receiving no reply, he arranged a combined plan of campaign
with that general, hoping by a forward movement to cut Suwarrow’s line. Caution,
however, kept Moreau operating defensively between Genoa and the Scrivia, and
Macdonald carried on operations alone. The latter affirmed that until the last
moment he expected help from Moreau, and he must have done so, or he would not
have hurled himself into the midst of his enemies. He certainly cannot have
expected to through them and join Moreau at the foot of the Apennines, as he could
have joined him without fighting viâ Sarzana and Spezzia. As it was, the chance of
success was lost and Suwarrow concentrated his forces and marched on the Trebbia.

The Battle of the Trebbia:—

Macdonald’s right, at Bologna, had gained two successes over Klenau, who
abandoned the blockade of Urbino and retired on Ferrara. On the 8th June the
remainder of the army crossed the Appenines; the centre moved on Medina, and the
left on Reggio. The next day brought an affair of cavalry, and on the 12th there was
a sharp action against Hohenzollern at Modena. At the end of the day Macdonald
was caught between two opposing forces, his horse was shot and he was ridden over
by a squadron of Austrian cavalry, and received several wounds besides being
nearly trampled to death. The junior generals, however, begged him to continue to
command until after the junction with Moreau, and that evening the French entered
Modena and captured much baggage. Macdonald ordered an energetic pursuit and
proclaimed that he was moving on Mantua, then (himself being carried painfully in
a carriage) he collected at Reggio, and, calculating that Moreau must join him in
three days at latest near Parma or Piacenza, he moved on these places and stormed
the citadel of the latter on the 15th and drove Ott across the Tidone. But Moreau did
not move.

Macdonald should now have gone warily, especially as Victor’s
corps were in disorder owing to that general’s absence but instead,
he took the bull by the horns and went ahead. On the 17th June he was
in advance of Piacenza and Salm's division passed Trebbia. Salm met
7,000 men commanded by Ott and chased them to Castel
San Giovani, where they rallied on Melas’s advanced guard, which was followed
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by Suwarrow’s whole army. Salm was wounded and his division was with difficulty
saved by Macdonald. There was hard fighting all the next day until finally the
French left was outflanked, and the army retired to the right bank. It would appear
to have been the correct thing for Macdonald to have now waited on the defensive,
but acting on his opinion that Frenchmen fought better when attacking, an opinion
which his compatriots would have done well to have followed eighty years later, he,
next day, again passed the river. The French were at first successful and the allied
line was broken, but then Suwarrow brought up reserves, and, crushing one of the
hostile divisions poured troops into the hole thus made and broke the line. The
French were once again driven across the river with frightful loss, but Macdonald,
despite the fact that the defeated troops from Modena were beginning to threaten
his rear, rallied his forces on the right bank and repulsed the last Russian attacks.
About 20,000 men lay killed and wounded on the battlefield.

Macdonald began his retreat at midnight on the 20th. He re-crossed the Nura,
extricated Victor, seized the passes of the Apennines, and reached Reggio. After
two conflicts at Sassuolo and Modena, he gained his original position at Pistoja
from whence he embarked his baggage at Lerici for Genoa which it reached in
safety, whilst the troops travelled by the Cornice Road.1 So ended an undertaking
attempted with too feeble means. The operation presented great difficulties, but his
measures were so well taken that it nearly became a success. In fact, if it is not
paradoxical to call a retreat a triumph, this one was so. Soult, who was carefully
watching events at this time from the other side of the Alps, remarked that “he did
not know if the retreat from the Trebbia to Tuscany did not do more honour to
Macdonald than the march from Naples to the Trebbia.”

The general, who was then suffering from a combination of wounds and
inflamation of the lungs, returned from Genoa to Paris, where he was somewhat
coldly received by the Directory, but favourably by the populace; and where,
owing to some newspaper articles, he brought an action against Moreau, and had
judgment passed in his favour.

Politics in Paris at this time were in a troubled state, and Macdonald was
approached by at least one revolutionary section with a view to his heading a
movement against the Directory. This he refused, but shortly afterwards Napoleon,
who had just returned from Egypt, sought him out and drew him into his party. On
the 18th Brumaire Macdonald was commanding at Versailles, and at the first sign
of the outbreak he forcibly closed the Jacobin Club, and supported his future chief
by every means in his power.

Switzerland and the Sphügen:—

Next year he was appointed to the command of the Second
Army of the Reserve at Dijon, which later crossed Switzerland, and,

1 Moreau issued from the Bochetta Pass on the 20th after Macdonald had left.                            
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in August, became the Army of the Grisons, destined to be a holding point between
the French forces on the Rhine and in Italy.
In the latter country Brune was operating against the Austrians on the Mincio, and
in November, Macdonald was ordered to cross the Splügen and fall upon their rear.
The general was so appalled at the magnitude of the task that he sent Mathieu
Dumas to Paris to confer with Bonaparte upon it. The First Consul’s dictum was
that an army could go where a man could go, and a man could go  where he could
plant his two feet. Moreover, he said, the passage was necessary. Therefore on the
27th, Macdonald set out from Thusis. Each man carried five days rations and the
guns were conveyed on sleighs. Half way up the mountain an avalanche slipped on
the column, carried off thirty men and cut off the vanguard, which with difficulty
succeeded in reaching the summit and taking, refuge in the hospice. The remainder
were driven back by a violent storm to the village. After three days the weather
cleared and Macdonald, disregarding all remonstrances of the guides, insisted on
starting again. They reached the summit, but further than that the guides refused to
venture, until Macdonald going to the front struggled on at the head of the column
sounding the ice for himself, and giving directions for the clearing of the snow and
the rescue work for those who were carried away. The day after leaving the village
of Splügen the weather became worse, and during the passage of the Cardinel
avalanches were of frequent occurrence, one whole regiment, was practically
swept away, and Vandamme with the rear guard was entirely cut off from the main
body, and for a time lost all traces of them. Men, horses, mules and equip-
ment were lost in the crevasses and slopes of ice, but the French army struggled on
amidst driving snowstorms and falling avalanches until they finally reached
Chiavenna on December 6th, having lost 100 men in the last day’s march.
From here the main part of the force passed by the Valtelline over the Aprica Pass
to the Valley of the Oglio, and advancing thence in single file over the Tonale,
wedged between impassable glaciers found itself suddenly confronted by
three lines of Austrian intrenchments. Desperate assaults against these failed, but
they were turned by another portion of the force which had advanced up the
Engadine into the valley of the Inn. Macdonald finally reached Trent on the
Adige and reorganised his army.                                                        

So ended the adventurous passage of the Splügen, a feat which surpassed
Napoleon’s passage of the Great St. Bernard in May of the same year, and almost
equals the march of one of Timurlane’s armies from Samarkand to Kashgar 400
years before. As a result it forced the Austrians to prrecipitately evacuate the Alps
from the Vorarlberg to the Tyrol, and led directly to the Peace of Lunéville.1

One must add that the present road over the Pass, known as the Via Mala, and
which is in part tunnelled through the rock, was not commenced by the Austrian
Government till 18 19. Macdonald had nothing but mountain tracks to travel by.

Peace, 1800-1809:—

Macdonald then returned to Paris, but was soon appointed envoy

1 February 9th, 1801.
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extraordinary to Denmark. This appointment was meant to have been a military one,
but the Battle of Copenhagen and the Anglo-Russian alliance put an end to all
prospect of war, so, after six months Macdonald was recalled to Paris. After his
return he fell out with Talleyrand and, possibly in the same connection, he fell under
suspicion of complicity during the trial of Moreau in 1804.

When the marshals were created Macdonald’s name was not amongst them, and
although he was appointed a Grand Officer of the Legion of Honour, he felt himself
isolated at Court, which, with the death of his wife which had occurred some time
previously, so preyed upon his mind, that he retired with his two daughters to a
chateau at Courcelles-le-Roi, which he had recently purchased and at which place
he spent the next five years in retirement.

Italy, 1809:—

“Monsieur le Duc de Feltre, convey order to General Macdonald to betake
himself to Italy where he will receive fresh orders from the Viceroy, and I shall be
grateful to him for the services he will thus render!” This note written above the
signature “Napoleon” together with a covering letter from Clarke giving him his
orders, was received by Macdonald in April, 1809. He hurried to Paris to conduct
some family business, and a few days afterwards the news that the Austrians had
crossed the Inn caused him to depart next day. At Milan he heard that Eugène
Beauharnais had been beaten at Sacile by the Archduke John on the 16th, so,
without pausing, he pressed forward and joined the Viceroy at Vicenza. He found
the latter in a state of deep depression and bent on retreat. Macdonald’s influence
stopped this fatal project and his presence produced a return of morale to the army
which, although he was only nominally in command of a division, he now set
himself to reorganise. In a few days success crowned his efforts to such an extent
that, when having noticed certain suspicious movements of the enemy’s baggage
wagons, and having concluded that this could only mean a French victory in
Germany, he was able to put the lately beaten troops in motion and force the Piave.

These results were some recompense to Macdonald for five years of military
exile, and the remark of the Emperor to Eugène’s courier, who brought the
despatches relating to the battle of Sacile, must have been balm to the once
wounded feelings of the general. “Did you meet Macdonald?” Napoleon asked the
aide-de-camp after reading the news of the defeat. “Yes sire, at Verona, replied the
other. “Then allis right” returned the Emperor and thought no more of the matter.

After the combat on the Piave the army was victorious at Conegliano,
and subsequently captured Udine. From here Eugène marched to Tarvis
and Klagenfurth, whilst Macdonald moved further to the South to gain
touch with Marmont coming from Dalmatia. He entered Palmanora, crossed
the Isonzo, sent a force to take Trieste, assaulted and took the Austrian
positions on the heights of Prewald, captured Laybach and Marburg, and so
to Gratz, where, on the 14th June, he rejoined the Viceroy, who had
meanwhile driven the Archduke John before him and hurled Jellachich back on
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Leoben. The combined army then forced the Archduke into Hungary, defeated him
on the Raab and then, whilst Eugène repaired to the Isle of Lobau, Macdonard
followed the enemy to Komorn on the Danube, from which place, by a forced
march of 140 miles in three days, he brought his force to join the Grand Army at 9
a.m., on the 4th July, at Ebersdorf, a small village near Vienna and opposite the
imperial camp at Lobau. The same night in a dreadful storm the French army
crossed the Danube to Enzersdorf, and Macdonald crossing at Lobau, joined them
at 6 a.m. on the 5th, wet to the skin.

Wagram:—

The battle of Wagram began that day. The army of Italy came up from the
second line between the corps of Bernadotte and Oudinot. The Austrian advanced
posts were driven back to the Russbach, but a desperate assault which, by the
Emperor's orders, Macdonald made on the plateau of Wagram, failed and his corps
was thrown into confusion. He rallied them on the right bank of the stream and
spent the night there, himself in great pain from the
kick of a horse which had nearly broken his thigh. Next day the Archduke Charles
attacked from his right, forced Messina to make a retrograde movement to save the
crossings of the Danube, and routed Bernadotte’s Saxons in the centre. Then came
Macdonald’s chance and he took it. Napoleon decided to drive a wedge into the
Austrian centre at this point. He united a battery of 100 guns on the slight elevation,
which there is on the plain South of Aderklaa,  and gave Macdonald 5,000 extra
men. With them the general moved towards Süssenbrunn. Torn by musket and
cannon shot and charged by cavalry, the column held on its way until the centre of
the attack was broken and the enemy in flight. When Macdonald reached
Süssenbrunn he had but 1500 men, and, though reinforced by the Bavarians, his
advanced position was one of great danger. Fortunately the Austrians did not attack
and the firing died down about 11.0 p.m. Macdonald sent back his prisoners, which
for the two days fighting amounted to about 10,000, and, worn out and suffering,
stretched himself on some straw in a cottage to get rest.

Besides the losses in his corps he had one A-D.-C killed and one wounded. His
chief of the staff and three other officers were wounded and their horses killed, and
four orderlies who attended him were killed. He himself was untouched although
his horse was shot.

He was aroused by an aide-de-camp of the Emperor’s who brought him to
where Napoleon was standing in the midst of his troops. After some cordial words
of reconciliation the Emperor turned to him saying, “On the battlefield of your
glory, where I owe you so large a part of yesterday’s success, I make you a Marshal
of France. You have long deserved it!” He was the only soldier of the Empire who
was created a Marshal on the field of battle itself.1

1 Marmont, Oudinot and Macdonald were all created Marshals on account of Wagram. The wits of the
army said that “as the Emperor had lost Lannes he [made up for?] him in small change.”                 
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After the armistice of Znaim, Macdonald returned to Styria, and received the
surrender of the fort of Gratz, and, on the Emperor’s birthday (August 15th) he was
created Duke of Tarentum, granted the Grand Cordon of the Legion of Honour, and
presented with 60,000 francs. This last was not a large sum compared with gifts
which Napoleon bestowed upon many of his supporters, both civil and military, but
it was augmented later by a dowry of 200,000 francs which the Emperor presented
to the Marshal’s daughter on her marriage with the Duc de Massa.

Shortly afterwards part of Macdonald’s corps was sent into the Tyrol, and in
accordance with the terms of evacuation of Austrian territory he led the remainder
back into Italy where it was broken up. Macdonald then returned to Paris and
reappeared at Court, the great function of which at this time was the marriage of the
Emperor with Marie Louise.

Spain, 1810:—

Marshal Macdonald’s stay in the capital was not of long duration, however, for,
early in April, he was appointed Commander-in-Chief of the Army of Catalonia and
Governor of the Province. This appointment was the cause of the only great failure
which can be attributed to him in his career. In this campaign he was undertaking
a task for which, stern disciplinarian and precise strategist as he was, he was
eminently unfitted. In taking over an insubordinate army from Augereau, an army
given to unlimited plunder and cruel reprisals on the inhabitants, and operating in
a country bristling with fortresses covered with obstacles both natural and artificial,
and swarming with fierce and active insurgents, he was entering upon what was for
him a new phase of war. The position of his corps, the 7th, was in a mountainous
tract and “in the midst of fortresses which it was impossible to take, or to keep when
taken, but by the assistance of magazines,” and which “compelled them to remain
perpetually in sight of France for the purpose of drawing supplies from it.”

The British dominated the seas and Macdonald spent most of his time
conducting slow and insufficient land convoys for the reprovisionment of
Barcelona, in trying to improve the discipline of his troops, and attempting at the
same time to soothe the much vexed Catalans. He succeeded in only irritating his
own soldiers without making much effect on the enemy. There can be no doubt that
the war was repulsive to him. It was a war of shifts and expediencies, and the many
minor victories which he gained over the insurgent armies did not compensate for
the annoyance caused by endless raids against his convoys and the perpetual
massacre of his stragglers.

Without going into details it will suffice to say that about April, 1811,
some sort of order had been instilled into the armies. Suchet was in Aragon
preparing to besiege Taragona. Macdonald himself and Baraguay d’Hilliers
was in the Ampurdam keeping open the communications with France. At this
moment the Spanish general Rovina carried out the best piece of work done
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by the partidas throughout the whole of the Peninsula War by the surprise and
capture of the fortress of Figueras, the key of the Pyrenees. The Spanish chief owed
much of his success to treachery, but still the design and performance were worthy
of all praise. Macdonald then was obliged to stop operations and undertake the
siege of Figueras, whilst Suchet, possibly rightly, insisted in remaining in front of
Taragona. With immense labour the Marshal succeeded in recapturing the place in
August, and then, broken down in health from the incessant work in the trenches,
he returned to France being only able to move about on crutches. It is probable that
the Emperor was discontented with the performances of the Duke of Tarentum, and
certainly the Marshal’s deeds were not up to expectations, for as Napier remarks,
“he had won no town, struck no important blow in the field, gave no important turn
to public feeling and lost an important fortress, which with infinite pains and trouble
he could scarcely regain.”1 Napoleon, in contrast to his treatment of Dupont after
Baylen, pardoned General Guillot who was directly responsible for the loss of the
fortress, but he was not employed again, and neither, although the idea was mooted
when Wellington’s troops were in the ascendant, was the Duke of Tarentum ever
again sent to Spain. “The Emperor was afraid to trust him within hearing of the
pipes,” as his brother Marshals laughingly remarked.

Russia, 1812:—

Six months rest almost brought him back to health, but before the
convalescence was completed he was placed in command of the 10th Corps,
composed of Prussians, Poles and Bavarians, and with them set out to undertake the
Russian campaign, but not until he reached Berlin was he completely restored to
health and able to walk without crutches. The part which Macdonald’s corps took
in the war of, 1812 is well known and need not be described in detail. The first shot
was fired at Samogitia, after which he turned towards the Dwina. Thereafter he
captured Dunaberg and defeated the Russians at Mitau and laid siege to Riga.
Taught by his experiences in Holland and in the Alps, Macdonald was well able to
make war with ice and snow, and his corps, clothed in sheepskins and well fed,
lived through those bitter months in a comfort which were totally lacking in the
remainder of the Grand Army. When, in its retreat, the army reached Wilna, Murat
ordered Macdonald to fall back on Tilsit. The message of the King of Naples took
a week to reach him—a week which was fatal for the cohesion and subsequent
existence of his corps. The Marshal had, however, grasped the trend of affairs and
was ready. His advanced guard moved the next day to Taurogen, and subsequently
G r a n d j e a n  a n d  B a c h e l u  f o r c e d  t h e  N i e m e n ,
after a daring and skilful action, and gained touch with Königsberg. At this
time, whilst Macdonald was waiting for his rear guard, the whole of the
Prussian contingent, numbering some 17,000 men under General Yorck, deserted
to the enemy, leaving the Marshal with 8,000 Poles and Bavarians and a French
Staff, half surrounded by Russians in a strange country, and almost isolated

1 The fortress of Figueras was captured and lost four times by the French in thirty years.                     
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from the remainder of the army. By a forced march of twenty-four hours in
drenching rain he was able to reach the forest of Bömerwald, the entrance to which
he had taken care to hold. After some further skirmishing he brought his corps to
the Vistula when he handed over the remains to Rapp at Dantzig and returned to
Paris. With the exception of the Imperial Guard, Macdonald’s was the only corps
which emerged whole and disciplined from the Russian campaign. It certainly had
not gone through the severe fighting and severe hardships which were borne by the
others, but after the defection of the Prussian contingent—a defection for which he
had a grim satisfaction in revenging himself later—it required a strong personality,
in the midst of retreat and disaster, to hold together the mixture of nationalities
which formed the remainder of his force. Without this defection, and without the
thoughtless orders of Murat, he might have been able to render valuable assistance
to the incoherent bands of Frenchmen which straggled across the frontier.

Germany, 1813:—

A few days after his arrival at the capital Macdonald was placed in command
of the 11th Corps, and spent two months of hard work in training the conscripts to
imitate experienced soldiers. At the end of April he joined the Emperor, who had
just completed his junction with Prince Eugène, on the Elster, and the next day
stormed and captured Merseburg, a town defended by his old Prussian comrades of
the year before. On the 2nd May he commanded the left at the battle of Lützen, and
then advancing in the centre towards Dresden, took a prominent part in the battle
of Bautzen and the combats of Würschen, Bishofswerda, and Löwenberg, at which
place he was when the well known armistice caused a temporary cessation of
hostilities.

After the armistice, the Austrians joined the coalition, and concentrated in
Bohemia. The army of Silesia attacked Macdonald and forced the Bober, but
Napoleon coming to his aid drove it behind the Katzbach, then leaving Mac-donald
with Ney’s corps and Sebastiani’s cavalry in front of B1ücher with orders to assume
the offensive and mask his departure, he returned on account of
pressing engagements elsewhere. On the 26th August Macdonald advanced.
He sent on his two right divisions on the right and left of the Bober to seize
the Hirchberg, which movement scattered his corps to no purpose. He himself
moved from Gildberg on Jauer, and ordered the 3rd Corps and cavalry to turn
the flank of the Prussian position. The weather was frightful; the troops
over the ankles in mud; and these big movements could not be accurately carried
out. Blücher held the frontal attack and hurled his main force against the 3rd Corps,
which was overthrown, the cavalry could not charge nor could the artillery move to
take up positions, and in the end the Marshal was thrown back on Buntzlau with a
loss of 100 guns and 10,000 men, which included Pacthod’s division, which had
been sent to the Hirchberg, and which was precluded by
the inundated state of the country from rejoining. According to de Marbot,
Macdonald called a meeting of his generals and praised the conduct of
the troops, saying their defeat was only due to himself, which seems
to have to some extent restored the confidence of the soldiers. It must be
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acknowledged, however, that his ideas for the battle were good; the fault lay in
trying to carry them out against a superior force, in a country over which his troops
could not manœuvre, and with a river which was visibly swelling behind him. It was
indeed the old fault of the Trebbia once more, in attacking when he should have
defended, and the results were even more disastrous.
The appearance of Napoleon changed the state of affairs, and the enemy, after a
stand on the Hochschellenburg, retired over the Queiss, whilst Macdonald
conducted his army to Dresden. From here he again advanced and gained a small
success at Bishofswerda, and when the Austrians debouched from Bohemia he
withdrew behind the Partha.

We now come to the battle of Leipzig, a battle in which the Duke of Tarentum
bore himself in a manner worthy of his reputation. The position he occupied
was to the south-cast of Leipzig acting with Augereau, Lauriston and
Poniatowski against the army of Bohemia. This army attacked the villages
along the front and captured some, but Lieberwolkwitz opposite Macdonald
was never taken. Later in the day this Marshal hurled a fierce and successful
assault against Seyfartshayn to mask the strong counter-attack which Napoleon
was making against Schwartzenberg’s centre. The day of the 17th passed
quietly, both sides awaiting reinforcements, but the next day Schwartzen-
berg advanced in overwhelming strength and forced his opponents back to the
suburbs of Leipzig. The Hessian corps which was with Macdonald then went
over to the enemy. On the 19th the Emperor decided on retreat and the
corps of Macdonald and Poniatowski formed the rear guard. Leipzig was
choked with baggage and troops; fighting was going on in the streets. Brigades
lost their way and commanders their brigades. It was at this time that news
was passed round that the bridge over the Elster had been prematurely destroyed.
Some 30,000 men of the rear guard were killed, captured or drowned, and
Macdonald proceeded to escape across the three arms of the Elster. The first
he crossed by a plank; the second on a horse lent him by a private soldier. Over the
third a sort of bridge had been thrown made of three tree trunks with the
intervals filled up with doors and shutters. By the time Macdonald reached it,
however, the doors had disappeared, and he proceeded to cross under fire on the
tree trunks. Half way over the surging crowd shook the frail bridge and threw him
into the water, but he managed to struggle ashore and obtain a horse from Marmont,
but then his composure gave way and he stood on the bank weeping tears of
impotent rage, watching his men shot down or drowned in the river, until, overcome
by the sight, he rode off and, in a dripping condition, stood before the Emperor at
Markrandstadt. Further retreat followed. A skirmish at Gelmhausen, near Frankfort,
the battle of Hanau, &c., until finally the French army crossed the Rhine.

France, 1814:—

Macdonald was given command of the division which was to
defend it between Coblentz and Amheim, when he took up his head-
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quarters at Nimeguen on the Waal as he had done in 1794-5. And the contrast must
have appealed to him. In these rooms twenty years before he had been a brigadier
commanding a small part of an untrained army entering upon a career of victory,
now he was a Marshal of France commanding the wreck of the finest military force
that ever crossed the continent. And in the interval he had travelled all over Europe,
he had made war in every class of country, against every type of foe, and with all
the elements of nature, only to return after years of victory to a position nationally
and strategically inferior to that from which he had started. Crossing the Waal he
withdrew gradually to Mezières, viâ Huy and Namur, after reinforcing the garrisons
of Wesel, Venloo and Maestricht. Macdonald, with the events of 1799 still in his
mind, protested against this waste of men and wished to abandon these fortresses,
as in the previous year he had wished to abandon those East of the Oder, but he was
overruled.

The first brush occurred at Vitry-sur-Marne after which he withdrew to
Châlons, which he held against greatly superior forces brought against him by his
one-time subordinate Yorck. When his magazines had been removed, he retired to
La Ferté-sous-Jouarre, and Blücher followed him until Napoleon fell on that general
at Champaubert. Then followed the battle of Montereau, after which the Emperor
turned against Schwartzenberg, leaving the Duke of Tarentum with Oudinot’s and
Gerard’s corps with which he retook La Ferté. Here, however, he fell ill and was
confined to bed, but was roused to action by the news that Oudinot had abandoned
Troyes, a piece of work which ultimately led to Macdonald’s retreat on Provins.
The excuse of the Duc de Reggio, on being remonstrated with for this feeble piece
of work, was that “the Young Guard was not intended for a rear guard.” The two
marshals, however, did not quarrel as might have been expected, but shared the
same hotel at Provins to which the Duchess of Reggio had come from Paris with
provisions. Writing many years afterwards, Mme. Oudinot welcomed these few
days spent at Provins in the midst of anger and distress, because (as she said) in
them she “made a friend who remained faithful to me to the grave in that excellent
Marshal Macdonald, who came over from his quarters almost every day to share our
dinner.”

The sudden call to Arcis-sur-Aube broke up this pause, after which Macdonald
took part in the fight at St. Dizier, and then begged Napoleon to leave Paris and
make for Alsace and Lorraine to collect a garrison. Political considerations,
however, outweighed this advice.

After the fall of Paris, Macdonald was one of the commissioners appointed
to treat for the abdication of Napoleon. The behaviour of the Duke of
Tarentum throughout this trying time was as dignified as his diplomacy was
able. He got the very best terms he could for the fallen Emperor in spite
of the desertion of Marmont and the vacillation of Ney, and he refused to
give in his allegiance to the new Government until the Treaty of Abdication
was ratified. And Napoleon was grateful for it. When Macdonald presented himself
to say farewell, the Emperor addressed him in these words. “Duke
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of Tarentum I cannot tell you how touched by, and grateful for, your conduct and
devotion I am. I did not know you well, and was prejudiced against you.  .  .  . I
appreciate your loyalty all too late, and I sincerely regret that I am no longer in a
position to express my gratitude to you except in words.  .  .  .” Napoleon then
presented him with the sword of Mourad Bey,1 which he (the Emperor) had worn
at the battle of Mount Thabor, and the Emperor and his Marshal parted for ever.

The Monarchy:—

Next year Macdonald was created a Peer of France by Louis XVIII, and for a
short while served on the Council of War. He gave this up owing to dissensions
regarding the administration. of the army and took over the command of the 21st
Military Division at Bourges. He was also appointed to the Senate and granted the
order of St. Louis.

On the return of Napoleon from Elba he remained faithful to his new
allegiance, and he endeavoured to defend Lyons against the victorious advance of
his old master. But the troops would not follow him. They honoured and respected
him, they said, but their place was with the Emperor. Macdonald then gave up his
energetic preparations for defence and, with the Duc d’Angou1ême and the Duc
d’Orleans, fled to Paris, which he reached on the 13th March. He had not had time
to change his clothes since the 8th. He was the moving spirit in the arrangements of
the Bourbons in the neighbourhood of the capital, and finally, when everything was
completed, he hurried after the King, who had meanwhile started on his journey
North, an whom, after a vain attempt ta make him wait at Lille, he conducted over
the frontier.

Macdonald then returned to Paris. It is possible that he meant to enrol  himself
in the National Guard, but in any case his health broke down, and he remained
confined to his hotel during the period of the Hundred Days. Napoleon tried every
means to gain him over, and sent both Davout and Mathieu Dumas to persuade him,
but the Marshal was obdurate. He had taken his oath, he said, and would abide by
it, besides, as he pointed out to Davout, he knew Austria would join the coalition,
and, therefore, the war was hopeless from the first and could only bring further
misery to France. It is probable that he did the right thing, and he afterwards
affirmed that in a like position he would again act so, but Napoleon who watched
events in France carefully from St. Helena thought otherwise. “One can see that
Macdonald’s heart is full of regret and remorse,” he said. “Those who betrayed me
cannot bear the thought of it.” It must be admitted that to a student of the lives of
the Marshals, the imperial definition of the word “betray” would be very
illuminating.

On the second restoration, the Duke of Tarentum was offered the Ministry
of War, but refused it; he, however, accepted the Arch-Chancellorship of the
Legion of Honour, a position which he held till 1831. He then took over
command of the Army of the Loire,

1 Mourad Bey commanded the Mameluke army at the battle of the Pyramids.                         
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and, after giving opportunities of escape to the various Napoleonic officers who
were living in expectation of punishment, and who rightly foresaw that state of
affairs aptly called “The White Terror,” he obeyed orders and disbanded this force.
This act was possibly necessary from a Royalist point of view, but the peaceful end
of this once mighty army was none the less sad. The French monument—the eagle
with the broken wing—erected on the field of Waterloo is inscribed “Aux derniers
combatants de la Grande Armée.” It would have been more truthful, though less
sentimental, to have erected it on the banks of the Loire. Macdonald’s grief was
intense, not only for the temporary loss of the men, but for the ultimate loss of the
equipment, yet he carried the duty through and then retired to his chateau at
Courcelles.1

At the end of his days of warfare, Macdonald married Mme. Joubert, the widow of
the general who was killed at Novi. She died after giving birth to a daughter, who
became the Marquise de Roche Dragon. Some years later—in 1821—the Marshal,
still being without an heir to the title, married for the third time. This lady was a
Mlle. de Bourgoing, whose father Macdonald had replaced in Denmark many years
before. By her he had two children, a son, who succeeded him as the Duke of
Tarentum and at whose birth Charles X stood sponsor, and a daughter. The Duchess
died in 1825.

Last years:—

Macdonald then started to travel in order to assuage his grief. He came over to
England, where he was courteously received by the Government and people, and
travelling North, paid a visit to his father’s native country and to the members of his
clan, whose lot he lightened by monetary gifts, a practice which he continued to his
death. He traversed on foot a great part of South Uist, and, from the garden of the
house where his father was born, took some and potatoes back to France and placed
them in the grounds of Courcelles.

The rest of his life was passed in peace and retirement. Some years after these
events he became very intimate with Caroline Murat, ex-queen of Naples, which
gave rise to the impression that he was secretly married to her. There is, however,
no proof of this, and it is undoubtedly untrue. It was against Macdonald’s nature to
do anything in secret as it was against Caroline’s to be anything but queen. He died
at Courcelles on the 25th September, 1840, in the 75th year of his age, and was
buried in the cemetery of Pere Lachaise amongst the comrades with whom he had
fought so well.

There can be no doubt of Macdonald’s title to rank as a great

1 An ill wind had blown and dispersed it like dust; we were at the mercy of the foreigners .  .  .  .  the loss in
matériel was immense, including as it did arms, harness, saddlery, cavalry and draught horses, which were handed over
to farmers, who had not the wherewithal to feed those they already possessed. They were taken into the meadows and
woods and abandoned there. Saddles and harness were heaped pell mell in convents and damp sheds. 82,000 infantry
were disbanded; only 30,000 muskets found their way back into the dépôts; sabres, pistols, musketoons, shoulder belts,
all vanished in the same proportion. I had pointed out what would happen; the Government turned a deaf
ear”—Macdonald.
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general. He made mistakes it is true, but as Turenne wisely remarked “Speak to
me of a genera1 who has made no mistakes in war and you speak of one who has
seldom made war.” As a man, his strong personality and honest character made
him conspicuous amongst the shifty politicians and self-seeking courtiers who
lived and moved in the periods of the Revolution and Restoration. Perhaps the
best epitaph one can give him is in the words of Mme. Polocka written about
Mme. Murat in this connection. “Fate in depriving her of all the favours with
which Fortune had overwhelmed her,” she wrote, “had been powerless to rob her
of the most precious of all. A faithful heart remained to her. The qualities of this
man like his attachment were superior; his countenance revealed the loftiness of
his soul. One experienced an infinite charm in studying the character of a man
whose life was, so to speak, made up of devotion and refined sentiments.”1

1 Williams: “The Women Bonapartes.”


