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NAPOLEON’S  MARSHALS.

3. NEY.

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

WITH the exception of Napoleon himself, Ney is the Marshal whose
name is most familiar to the casual reader of stories of the wars of

the first Empire. In fact, to use a figure of speech which in this case is no
exaggeration, every schoolboy knows it. On further enquiries, however, it
will generally be found that the knowledge of his career is confined to
his deeds on the field of Waterloo, his tragic death, and perhaps the story
of  the  retreat  from  Moscow.

The following is a short account of some of his chief acts during a
period  of  twenty-eight  years  of  almost  continuous  fighting.

Michel Ney, Duke of Elchingen and Prince of the Moskwa, was
born at Saarlouis in Prussia on January 10th, 1769, that is the same
year as Napoleon himself. His father was an old soldier who had fought
at Rossbach and who at the time was following the vocation of a cooper,
and it was to his father’s talk of the  battles in which he had fought, that
the  future  Marshal  owed  his  inclination  for  a  career  or  arms.

The boy Michel was educated by the Monks of St. Augustin, and
from all accounts was not a desirable pupil. He was always in trouble,
was extremely quarrelsome and lorded it over his school-fellows whom
he  drilled  like  a  regiment.

He was at first apprenticed to a notary, but gave that up, and seemed
likely to become a rolling stone until he enlisted in a regiment of hussars
at Metz in December, 1788. He became a sub-lieutenant in the 5th
regiment of hussars in October, 1792, and a Lieutenant in November.
Afterwards he acted as A.D.C. to Generals Lamarche and Collaud, and
took part in the battles of Neerwinden, Louvain, Valenciennes and
Grandpé. He was promoted Captain in the 4th Regiment of hussars in
April, 1794, and coming under the notice of Kléber, he was given a small
command  to  harass  the  Austrian  communications.

His first campaign of importance was in Belgium in 1794. He
acted as Aide-de-camp to Kléber at the battle of Fleurus and was
given command of a special corps raised to police the country. This
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appointment Ney at first declined but Kléber insisted, and after a gallant action at
Pelumberg he was appointed Adjutant General. In the autumn, the authorities
were so pleased with some cavalry work which he carried out that he was
appointed chef de brigade.

He assisted Bernadotte in his operations at Heinsberg, which he carried by
assault, and also at the passage of the Roer. Bernadotte in his report to Kléber said
“I am bound to add in strict justice that he (i.e. Ney) greatly contributed to the
success we have obtained.”

Being sent forward by Bernadotte with a small force, he took Neuss
by storm and drove the enemy back on Düsseldorf, which was then taken
by Kléber, and he afterwards took a prominent part in the capture of Maestricht,
and under Kléber before Mayence where he was severely wounded, the
battle of Wurzburg and actions at Bamberg, Sulzbach, and the passage of
the  Rednitz.1

Ney was created a General in 1796, and took part in the battle of Altenkirchen
on June 4th, in which he turned the left of the Austrian position and drove the
enemy back on the Lahn.

In 1797 he was employed under Hoche2 as head of a Corps of Hussars. In one
of the actions his horse fell during a charge, and after a desperate resistance he
was taken prisoner. As soon as Hoche heard of it, however, he negotiated for his
exchange. After the Treaty of Campo Formio, Ney became commandant of
Divisional Cavalry at Lille.

In the spring of 1799 the French were forced to retire behind the Glatt3

in front of an Austrian Coalition. Ney took command of the advance posts
and fought a fierce action at Winterthur, where he was shot through the
thigh and wrist and received a bayonet wound in the foot. This forced him
to hand over the command to Gazan and retire from the army. He rejoined
in two months, and was made General of Division by the Directory—a
position which he as usual attempted to decline. After assisting at a sharp
fight on the Aar in August, he set off to join the newly formed army of the
Rhine  at  Mannheim.

On the 27th he took a small force to Heilbronn, where, chiefly by artillery
fire, he defeated the Austrians and became master of the place. He then pushed
on to Ludwigsberg, but was brought to a stand and obliged to retreat. He
retired successfully on the Rhine, but the French were driven out of Mannheim,
and Ney was again wounded. The movement had, however, helped to relieve the
pressure on Masséna in Switzerland. Later on General Molier was recalled to
France, and Ney was appointed to the command of the army. He accepted it
unwillingly and took the doubtful course of informing his subordinates that he did
so. It was neither a happy nor successful command. The army was bad and dis-
affected, and until after Masséna’s victory at Zurich he adopted a waiting policy-

1 “The General who commanded an army in which you are employed is a fortunate man.”—Bernadotte to Ney, 5th
 October, 1794.

2 The pacifier of La Vendee. He commanded the expedition to Ireland in 1796. Died suddenly in the camp at
Wetzlar, Septemper, 1797.

3 A tributary of the Rhine North of Zurich.

perhaps by force of circumstances. General Lecourbe then appeared to take
command, and Ney was freed to indulge in some minor operations against
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Prince Hohenlohe which ended in his reoccupation of Heilbronn.
In the campaign of 1800 he took part in most of the skirmishes which

preceded the battle of Hohenlinden. On November 29th, the Archduke Ferdin-
and crossed the Isar and debouched upon the French left at Ampfing. Ney
resisted during the whole day, but was at last forced to retire, having how-
ever taken 1,000 prisoners and broken the force of the Austrian attack. He
retired to the left of Moreau’s line at Hohenlinden and commanded there
during the action of the 3rd December, when he manœuvred right round the
enemy’s flank and joined Richepanse in rear.

In February, 1801 came the Peace of Lunéville, and Ney returned to
Paris. Napoleon had by this time made note of him as a man of exceptional
ability and tried every means to secure him as a supporter for good. On account
of this the attachment which New formed for Mlle. Aglaé Anguié, a
friend of Hortense Beauharnais was most welcome to him. The greatest
opposition came from the lady herself who professed indifference to the
General and asked her parents what was the use of marrying a man who
spent his time at war and whom she could never see. The crisis came at a
family dinner when a friend of M. Anguié was recounting, how in a recent
battle, Ney had had seven horses shot under him, “Onze Monsieur,” inter-
jected M1le. Aglaé, and her father laughingly remarked that he considered
the affair settled, and so indeed it was.

She became a devoted wife to the future Marshal, a friend of Napoleon
and of his nephew, Louis Napoleon, afterwards. According to the Duchess of
Abrantes she was a very accomplished lady with great charm of manner.
They were married in July, 1802, at Chateau de Grignan. Napoleon’s
wedding present was a handsome jewelled sabre captured at Aboukir.
Thirteen years later it became the fatal witness which delivered Ney to his
enemies.

In October, Ney was made Minister Plenipotentiary of the Swiss Can-
tons, and was from all accounts a diplomatic success. In December, 1803,
he became Commandant of the Camp of Montreuil and early in 1804 was
created Marshal and granted the Grand Cordon of the Legion of Honour.
He then commanded the 6th Corps of the Grande Armée.

In the March of 18o5 he moved from Montreuil and crossing the
Rhine between Lauterburg and Durlach near Carlsruhe had some difficulty
with the Elector of Bavaria and the French Minister there, when the iron
hand seems to have thrown off the velvet glove. As a result he occupied
Stuttgart and then advancing forced the Danube and gained possession of
Gunzburg, having severely defeated the enemy occupying the place and
capturing prisoners and guns. He then turned towards Ulm, following the
left bank of the river and guarding the northern exits from the fortress.

At this time the Russians were reported on the Inn, and Napoleon



himself turned against them leaving to Murat the command of the army
surrounding Ulm. Murat immediately called Ney across the river. The latter
protested, but finally obeyed with two divisions. The Austrians immediately
crossed to the left bank (11th October) and attacking Ney’s third division
(Dupont1) at Hasslach drove it back on Brentz. Reich seized Elchingen and
damaged the bridge, whilst fortifying the village which stands up above the valley
of the Danube.

Ober Elchingen from the North end of the bridge.

As soon as Ney heard of it, he supported Dupont and appeared on the
right bank before Elchingen. His soldiers with great bravery crossed the
damaged bridge under heavy fire and gained the other bank. Ney knowing
Dupont to be somewhere in rear, feinted with his right, and then carrying the
bulk of his force westwards between the heights and the river, he drove in the
Austrian’s right at the same time that Dupont arrived from Albeck in the rear.
The Austrians were defeated and dispersed after a desperate resistance. They
retired partly on Langenau and partly on Jungingen, whilst Ney turned
towards Ulm and joined Lannes in the attack on the Michelberg, October 16th,
which, as well as the advanced works of the town, was carried after severe
fighting. In the week, Ney had ,captured 14,000 men and ten standards. His
corps then led the entry into Ulm.

It was a fine piece of work on the part of Ney’s corps, especially as rations
were scarce; indeed both de Ségur and de Fezensac in the memoirs allude to the
starved condition of the men. Berthier wrote to Ney on October 4th, “with such
officers as you . . . . we shall do wonders,” and Ney had certainly fulfilled all
expectations.

After the capitulation of Ulm, Ney’s corps was diverted into the

1 Afterwards disgraced by the capitulation of Baylen in the Peninsula.
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Tyrol, where he chased the Archduke John from Charnitz to Innsbruck. He then
entered Carinthia and operated there until the Peace of Pressburg, when the armies
turned homewards.

When the campaign of 1806 opened in October, Ney’s corps numbering
20,000 men was at Nuremberg, and he moved up into his place via Munchberg,
Auma Gera and Zeitz, covering about 95 miles in six days.

The battle of Jena opened about 9 am. Ney came up somewhat late as he had
had to force the Muhlthal defile in the face of heavy cavalry charges. Once he and
Murat got into position, however, the fight was as good as over. After the battle
he followed on after Murat, captured Magdeburg (8th November) and Thorn,
forced the Vistula and occupied Ryppin. He then suffered a check at Soldau, but
was successful in skirmishes at Mlawa and Lanterbach. He was then forming the
left of the French army—the pivot on which Napoleon turned during the
manœuvres of 1807.

We get a curious portrait of what he was about this time, from one of his
Aides-de-camp, M. de Fezensac. According to him, Ney was of a reserved if not
gloomy disposition, he rode alone hour after hour, and spoke to no one except to
give orders, nor did he ever ask any of his Staff to dine with him in camp or
bivouac. It may have been due to the responsibility of manœuvring a large corps,
which practically never lost touch of the enemy for nine months—it may have
been, as de Fezensac suggests, that Ney felt himself not born to his high estate—it
may have been natural temperament. Perhaps the second supposition is the best.
Napoleon himself, with all his admiration of Ney, frequently mentioned his lack
of breeding and in fact on one occasion at St. Helena referred to his valour as “the
courage of the Canaille.”

Such as it was, it was the courage necessary in this time of war, and no
Marshal—not even Murat, who was then at his best—came out of the campaign
of 1806-7 more gloriously than Ney.

He began the campaign of 1807 by a brilliant pursuit of the Prussians from
Dutch Eylau, and attacking the rear guard on 5th February, he cut the cavalry to
pieces. Two days after the battle of Eylau he stopped the Russians from gaining the
road to Koenigsberg. On March 3rd he attacked and captured Gunstadt. At
Gunstadt also, in June, when his corps was exposed beyond the Passarge and
attacked in front and on both flanks by greatly superior numbers, he got it out of
the difficulty with great skill and daring, and retired first to Ankendorf and then
across the Passarge at Dippen.

At Friedland on June 14th he opened the ball with his corps at 5.30 p.m.,
his flanks being all the time harassed by Cossacks. He nearly lost his corps,
which was heavily involved as it was entering the ravine which surrounds the
town. He was however extricated by Dupont’s brigade, and finally charging with
the bayonet drove the enemy into the river Alle. It was after these battles that
Napoleon called him Le Brave des Braves, a name by which he has always been
known since. The men of his corps had a sincere admiration for him—in fact he
was known amongst them as “the Red Lion—a delicate reference to his
mass  of  fair  hair.
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He was sent to Spain in 1808, when the failures of King Joseph and
Dupont were reanimating Spanish feeling, and arrived in time to take part
in the battle of Logrono, and commanded the 6th Corps of the army with
which Napoleon advanced on Madrid. This corps formed part of the force
which followed Sir John Moore to Corunna. After the departure of
Napoleon he did not get on well with Soult, especially at the time when
Soult was suspected of aiming at the throne of Portugal, and after the retreat
of the latter from Portugal the feeling broke out into open quarrel. After-
wards he joined with Junot in some operations on the Agueda, which on the
arrival of Massena, ended in the capture of Ciudad Rodrigo, which capitu-
lated to him July 11th, 1810. He followed this up by defeating Crauford
on the Coa, where nothing but the excellence of the British rank and file
and lack of co-operation of the French commanders saved the famous Light
Division from being utterly destroyed by the superior numbers of the enemy.

Then followed the advance into Portugal. It was not a happy one. First
Masséna chose the wrong road, then his Generals Ney, Junot, and Reynier
fell out with him over the bad handling of the baggage convoy1; and this
feeling was further accentuated by Masséna inviting his mistress to join them
at dinner. Ney, having handed the lady to the table by the tips of her
fingers, ignored her for the remainder of the evening, and the dinner in-
stead of producing harmony between the Commander-in-Chief and his
Generals had the opposite effect. Then followed the disjointed attack on
Busaco—the worst battle Masséna ever fought. Afterwards came the wait
in front of the lines of Torres Vedras, and then in the following spring,
the  retreat  from  Portugal.

Ney was at his best in these retreats. The most brilliant tactical efforts of his
career were all rear guard actions, and but for its effects being marred by acts of
insubordination the retreat of 1811 would have given him a glorious reputation
even if he had never fought again. He fought skilful actions at Pombal, March 9th,
Redinha (12th), and then at Condeixa, which he left too soon for Masséna. He
fought again at Cazal Nova and at Foz d'Aronce (15th). This latter he fought
against Masséna’s orders and it nearly ended in disaster for him.

Following on this at Miranda after a hot dispute between the two Marshals,
Masséna deprived him of his command. The dispute arose over the sub-
sequent movements. Strategically, Ney’s plan of retiring on Almeida was
inferior to Masséna’s of a concentric movement on Pena Macor which would
have enabled him to join with Soult and threaten Wellington’s line whilst
still remaining in Portugal. Ney’s point was that the country towards the
Elga was barren and the army was tired both of short rations and Portugal.
This was true, but it was not a remark which one would have expected from
a warrior like Ney. After the scene at Miranda he returned to Paris and
Masséna  was  forced  to  return  to  Spain.

Then followed the Russian campaign of 1812, that campaign which
ended so disastrously for the Emperor and so gloriously for

1 Colonel Trant with some Portuguese militia nearly captured the baggage, 18th September.
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Ney. He was given command of the 3rd Corps, which was one of those
attached to Napoleon’s own command. He took part in the battle of Smo-
lensk on August 17th and 18th, and the following day commanded in a
fierce attack on the Russian rear guard at Valoutina; but for a strange apathy
on the part of Junot who refused to join in, and a mistaken order from
Morand, Ney might have caused the Russians a severe disaster; as it was
Barclay de Tolly made good his retreat. Each side lost about 7,000 men,
but the French in addition lost Gudin, Davout’s famous divisional General,
who had been despatched to Ney’s assistance. At Borodino, Ney commanded
in the centre and his troops heroically attacked the entrenchments which
they carried after severe fighting, crossing the ravine which runs at right
angles to the river Kolotza he carried the village of Semenovskoie by
storm, and then wheeling to the left supported Eugéne in his attack on
the Great Redoubt which commanded the centre of the Russian position.
The fall of this point virtually decided the battle. For his prowess at
this battle, Ney was created Prince of the Moskwa, a name taken from
the river which flowed in rear of the Russian position.

The French then advanced on Moscow and the subsequent events do
not concern this Marshal. Napoleon left the city on October 19th, and
Ney took over the duties of rear guard commander on November 3rd, and
for five weeks this heroic man guarded the rear of a beaten army with
troops stricken with cold and hunger, fighting in driving blizzards, retir-
ing over a country bereft of food and deep in snow, crossing icy rivers in
the face of immensely superior numbers, but always showing face to his
pursuers, and by his own determination and physical courage putting heart
into his rapidly diminishing army which on two occasions wasted
away entirely, only to be immediately reformed by the tireless exertions
of its chief.

Ney left Smolensk on the 19th November and next day was severely checked
at Krasnoi, stopped, and separated from the main army. When he heard that Ney
had been cut off, Napoleon was greatly upset and is reported to have exclaimed “I
would give all my fortune to save him.”

To regain the bulk of the army which had passed on Ney was compelled to
make a detour, and moving North he reached the Dnieper, which he crossed, but
had to abandon his guns. Having waited for some hours on the far bank for his
stragglers, he next day struck the Vitepsk road, and much to the delight of the
Emperor, rejoined the army at Orcha, having marched twenty leagues harassed by
Cossacks, and lost nearly 5,000 men.

Then followed the passage of the Beresina. Ney’s corps was passed over
early leaving the comparatively fresh corps of Victor to cover the passage.
He resumed his place in the rear immediately however, and fought at
Molodetschno (December 4th), and finally reached the Niemen at Kowno
on the 18th, but his rear guard had melted away. When the Russians attacked
the town however, he collected a few hundred men and defended it until
the remnants of the French had left, and then, and not till then, he gave
up the contest and crossed the bridge. He was the last soldier of those who
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were left of the Grande Armeé to leave the country of so many disasters.
Some time later, a tattered, unkempt man, with his face covered with

hair and black from exposure, walked into the apartments of General
Matthieu Dumas at Gumbinnen—a town separated by two miles of
frozen forest from the hated Russian frontier—“Who are you”? asked
the General. And the visitor replied, “I am the rear guard of the army—
Marshal Ney.”

Ney was taken back to Paris and assisted the Emperor in his efforts
to drill a new army. Ney with his corps appears to have been very
successful; indeed, after his first engagement in the following year he wrote
to the Emperor “These children are heroes, with them I can carry out
anything you may command,”—and he very nearly did so; certainly his
failures were not the fault of his troops.

He crossed the Saale with his new corps on April 29th, and advanc-
ing on Lützen he met the Russian cavalry, threw them back and captured
Weissenfels. His corps was then posted at Lützen to protect the French right
and was attacked by the Allies who were advancing on the Upper Saale.
The battle of Lützen which followed raged round five villages, and three of
these had been captured before Ney, who was conferring with the Emperor,
arrived. On his arrival, after great efforts, he recovered Rahna and Klein
Gorshen, but his young troops were then exhausted and he lost Rahna until the
arrival of Napoleon and the other corps forced the enemy to retire. Ney was
delighted with the deeds of his conscripts. “After two defeats” he wrote to
General Dumas, “even veteran troops might have hesitated to attack again,
but I led these youths five times against the position, and their enthusiasm and
perhaps inexperience served me better than more seasoned troops.” Ney was
then sent to Torgau, en route for Berlin, but was recalled by the Emperor to
take part in the battle of Bautzen. He arrived on the right flank of the
Prussians on the evening of the first day of the battle (May 20th), and next day
drove them in on the centre. Here for once Ney was guilty of tactical weak-
ness and overcaution, and allowed Blücher and Wittgenstein to retreat into
Silesia. His corps then took post on the Bober and assisted in the operations
which drive the enemy eastwards beyond the Katzbach, after which he com-
manded the right at the battle of Dresden.

On the 3rd September he joined Oudinot at Wittenberg, whither the
latter had retired after his defeat at Gross-Beeren, and advanced on Berlin.
He was, however, attacked by Tauenzein and Bülow, the divisional Generals
of his old tutor Bernadotte, at Dennewitz, and utterly defeated after four
hours hard fighting with a loss of 10,000 men. He was forced back across
the Elbe by the superior forces of Blücher and Bernadotte and joined the
Emperor to take part in Leipzig, after which has corps retired to the
Rhine, to Nancy, and in the spring of 1814 to Châlons.

The history of Ney in the campaign of 1814 is the history of Napoleon
himself, for it is remarkable that in a war in which the Emperor
made considerable use of detaining and detached forces, he
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always kept Ney with with him—Mortier, Macdonald, Marmont, and Victor,
were all detached in turn, but never Ney. The battles he took part in—
Brienne, Le Rothière, Montmirail, &c., were all those of Napoleon and need
not be dealt with in this article. At length, at the end of March, all the
Marshals and the Emperor himself felt the contest at an end, and Ney was
one of the Commissioners sent from Fontainebleau to treat with the Emperor of
Austria concerning the abdication of Napoleon. He himself urged him to do
so and after the document was signed, he sent in his adhesion to the
provisional government.

On the return of Louis XVIII he was made a Peer of France, and at first
settled down to the life of the Court of the Bourbons. He seems to have got
disgusted with this, however, and retired to his place at Coudrot near Chateaudun.

On March 1st, Napoleon landed at Golfe-Juan and Ney was thrown
into a state of lively indecision. In his anxiety he appealed to Soult, then
Minister of War, but he was apparently in the same state, as he gave nothing
but a curt and evasive answer. On the 6th Ney was ordered to take com-
mand of 4,000 men at Besancon, and he then decided for the Bourbons and
went to Paris and had an audience of the King in which he made use of
his oft misquoted words “Bonaparte deserves to be put in a cage.” He con-
centrated his force at Lons-le-Saulnier, but, finding all his troops in favour
of their old Commander, his good resolutions gave way, and he set off
to join Napoleon, and reached him at Charleroi on June 15th to the great
joy both of the Emperor and the army.

He was given command of the first and second corps and the cavalry of the
guard, and sent to drive the English back on Brussels and take up a position at
Quatre Bras. This he failed to do.

He drove in a force of the Allies whom he met at Frasnes, but only carried on
a portion of his troops to Quatre-Bras and then hesitated to attack in the dusk of
the evening, a force evidently superior in strength. He thus failed to place himself
between Wellington mid Blücher on the 15th, and next day it was too late. In
discussing the campaign afterwards Napoleon blamed Ney for his excessive
caution.
At 2 p.m. next day the battle of Quatre-Bras began. It is unnecessary to
describe it except to say that when he had been told by the Emperor
that all depended on him, and when he could not obtain the assistance of
d’Erlon’s Corps, he lost his head, and in the end failed to dislodge the
British from their position. Ney had two horses killed under him and lost
over 4,000 men. The Allies’ loss was somewhat greater. Next day Wellington
retired to the Waterloo position.

At 1.30 p.m. on the 18th, Ney commenced the main assault on the British
position at La Haye Sainte. This was repulsed. Two hours after he attacked a
second time, and on the British troops retiring before the terrific artillery fire he
ordered those terrible cavalry charges which are such a feature of the battle and
which were repulsed again and again. The picture we get of the man at this time,
black with powder, his brilliant uniform in ribbons, his third horse killed
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under him, standing in the battery and striking a British gun with his sword in
agony of failure is almost pathetic in its grandeur. At last La Haye Sainte was
taken, and Ney perceiving the line wavering, sent for reinforcements, which were
refused. It is quite possible that had Napoleon given him the Guard at this time,
the story of the battle might have been changed. He did command them an hour
later in that last desperate attack, but it was then too late, and all that the remnants
of this unique force could do was to cover the rout of the broken army.

Thus ended the last fight of one who had given his life to fighting, and had
he died it would have been a worthy end to such a career, but it was not to be.

On the second abdication he retired to St. Alban, near Roanne on the Loire,
and then to the Chateau d’Aurillac, where he lived incognito.

One day a servant discovered a jewelled sword lying on his bed and reported
the occurrence to the police. They promptly arrived at the conclusion that the man
at the Chateau must be either Murat or Ney and ordered his arrest.

His trial was the result of political intrigue. His death, which followed, the sop
of the renegade Imperialists to foreign influence. To give the details of his trial
would be tedious. He was strongly defended by counsel and witnesses, but the
power against him was too strong.1 He was shot in the garden of the Luxemberg,
at dawn on December 7th, and his body was interred in the Eastern cemetry of
Paris.

Such was the end of the Bravest of the Brave. “There fell like a traitor one
who had gained five hundred battles for France and never one against her.” He
died because he attached himself to the man to whom he owed all, rather than to
the upholders of the ancien régime which he, like most Frenchmen, detested.

In 1853, France awoke to the wrong she had done to one of her most famous
and devoted sons, and raised a statue to him. It still stands on the spot where he
died on that winter morning in the Luxemberg Garden.

1 Wellington was appealed to in his favour, but declined to interfere.


