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NAPOLEON’S GUNNER GENERALS
By

General Sir James Marshall-Cornwall, KCB, CBE, DSO, MC

This interesting series of biographical sketches on Napoleon’s
artillery Commanders brings into the open some little known
facets of their characters—and in a few instances, their
failures. It would be of considerable interest if one of our
readers were to follow up this monograph with an article on
how these maestros handled their artillery and; in particular,
how Napoleon’s great batteries were controlled in order to
produce an effect commensurate with their size.

Editor

NAPOLEON HIMSELF, as we all know, was a
Gunner by training and profession. He entered the

École Militaire in Paris as a gentleman-cadet at the age
of 15 and, owing to a quick mind and intense
application, passed out in the record time of one year
and was commissioned as Second-Lieutenant in the
Royal Corps of Artillery in September 1785. While his
unit was serving as Depot Regiment to the School of
Artillery, his abilities were noted by the Commandant,
who nominated him as member of a technical
committee, although he was the junior subaltern of his
Regiment. When the French Revolution broke out in
1789, his Regiment mutinied, and many of his brother
officers resigned their commissions to emigrate, but
young Bonaparte adhered to the winning side and his
promotion was rapid. After commanding the
Revolutionary Artillery at the siege of Toulon in 1793 as
a Major, he was appointed a year later to command the
artillery of the Army of Italy as Brigadier. Throughout
his campaigns Napoleon used the artillery arm with
devastating effect, his concentration of massed batteries
producing decisive results, as at Castiglione, Friedland,
Wagram and Lützen. Few, however, of his subordinate
artillery commanders rose to fame. Less than a dozen of
them are worthy of notice, and of these few were
outstanding. Perhaps the most distinguished was
Marshal Marmont.

Marshal Marmont

AUGUSTE-FREDERIC-LOUIS VIESSE DE
MARMONT (1774-1852) was five years younger
than Napoleon. He was commissioned in the artil-
lery just after the outbreak of the Revolution,
when he dropped the aristocratic prefix before his
surname. As a junior captain he served under Bona-
parte at the siege of Toulon, and when the latter
was appointed to command the artillery of the
Army of Italy, he took young Marmont with
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him as his ADC, and retained him in that appointment
when he took over command of the Army of Italy in
1796. He thought so highly of Marmont that, at a critical
moment of the battle of Castiglione on 5 August, he put
him in charge of his horse artillery to sweep round the
Austrian left flank and win the battle. Two years later
Bonaparte was given command of the expedition to
Egypt, taking Marmont with him as a Colonel on his
staff. After escaping from Egypt, Bonaparte became First
Consul and in May 1800 invaded northern Italy by
crossing the Alps. On 14 June the battle of Marengo
began with a serious reverse for the French attack, but a
counter-stroke was successfully launched, supported by
eighteen guns, hastily collected by Brigadier Marmont
who commanded the French artillery, and the Austrians
were routed.

In 1803 Bonaparte formed a Grande Armée of
176,000 men to invade England. Marmont, now a
General, was given command of II Corps. In August
1805 Austria joined Britain and Russia in the Third
Coalition, and Napoleon, now Emperor of the French,
switched his invasion army to the Danube. Marmont’s II
Corps crossed the Danube at Neuburg and then swung
westwards to encircle Ulm on 21 October. His Corps did
not take part in the decisive victory of Austerlitz on 2
December, as Napoleon had detached it to guard his
right flank. In 1806 Marmont’s Corps was sent to
subdue Dalmatia, so he missed the Jena campaign
against Prussia. In preparation for the Wagram
campaign Napoleon recalled Marmont’s Corps from
Dalmatia; after crossing the Danube on 5 July 1809, it
formed the right centre of the Grande Armée opposite
Deutsch-Wagram, together with the Corps of Oudinot
and Macdonald. After a fiercely fought two-day battle
these three Corps broke the Austrian front and won a
decisive victory. Marmont, Oudinot and Macdonald were
created Marshals, Marmont being given the title of Duke
of Ragusa for his services in Dalmatia.

After Massena’s defeat by Wellington at Fuentes
de Oñoro in May 1811, Napoleon sent Marshal Marmont
t o  r e p l a c e  h i m i n  c o mma n d  o f  t h e
Army of Spain. On 22 July 1812 he was
defeated by Wellington at Salamanca, where he was
severely wounded. After the disastrous Russian
campaign Napoleon created a new Grande Armée in

1813 to fight the Russians and Prussians. Marmont,
recovered from his wound, was given command of VI
Corps. After inspecting his Corps Napoleon found
Marmont to be ignorant of elementary infantry tactics
and gave him a severe lecture on the subject. Napoleon
made a successful advance into Silesia, but when Austria
joined the Allies in August Napoleon was driven back to
Leipzig, where he was defeated on 16-18 October and
retreated to the Rhine, Marmont’s Corps forming the
rearguard.

In 1814 Napoleon had his back to the wall, as the
converging Allied Armies were now on French soil.
However, he hit back with a series of brilliant victories
on interior lines. Blücher retired northwards to a strong
position at Laon, where Napoleon prepared to attack
him, with Ney's Young Guard on the left and Marmont’s
VI Corps on the right. During the night of 9 March the
Prussians delivered a surprise attack on Marmont’s
Corps, which panicked and was driven back to the Aisne
with the loss of 2,500 men and 45 guns. The Emperor
was furious and wrote to his brother Joseph:

‘The enemy would have evacuated Laon under the
threat of being attacked, but for Marmont's stampede; he
behaved like a Second Lieutenant.’

The Allies were now closing in on Napoleon’s
exhausted forces. On 25 March Schwarzenberg’s
Austrian Army encountered the depleted Corps of
Marmont and Mortier at Fére-Champenoise, south-west
of Châlons, routing them with the loss of 9,000 men and
50 guns. The Allies then entered Paris, and Marmont
with his shattered Corps had no option but to surrender
and sign a capitulation. The Emperor abdicated on 6
April. When he returned to Paris in the following spring
he ordered Marmont’s name to be struck off the list of
Marshals.

GERAUD-CHRISTOPHE DE MICHEL DU ROC
(1772-1813) was born three years after Napoleon.
The son of a Captain of Dragoons, he entered a
cadet school shortly before the Revolution broke out
and was commissioned in the artillery. As an officer
of the Revolutionary Army he changed his name to
Duroc to efface his aristocratic origin. During the
autumn of 1793 he served under Bonaparte in the
siege of Toulon, and also a year later in the Army of
Italy. When Bonaparte became C-in-C of that Army he
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General Duroc

took on Duroc as his senior ADC. During the vic-
torious Italian campaign Duroc distinguished him-
self, particularly in March 1797 at the crossing of
the Isonzo and at Gradisca in the Province of Friuli.

When Bonaparte embarked for Egypt in May 1798 he
took Duroc, now Lieutenant-Colonel, and Marmont on
his personal staff. Duroc was wounded at the siege of
Acre in April 1799, and again more seriously when
repulsing the Turkish landing at Aboukir Bay in July.
When Bonaparte deserted his Army on 23 August and
slipped away to France, he took both Duroc and
Marmont with him. Duroc had now become Bonaparte’s
most intimate friend and confidant; to his own regret he
ceased to do any regimental soldiering. He was even
allowed to tutoyer his chief in private conversation. He
accompanied Bonaparte at the battle of Marengo in June

1800 and received rapid promotion—to Brigadier in
October 1801 and Divisional General in August 1803.

When Bonaparte was crowned as Emperor in 1804,
Duroc: was appointed ‘Grand Officer of the Palace’, or
Lord Chamberlain, in charge of all official functions. In
February 1805 his title was changed to ‘Grand Marshal
of the Palace’. In August 1805, when Austria joined
Britain and Russia in the Third Coalition, Napoleon sent
General Duroc on a mission to Berlin to negotiate a
secret treaty with the King of Prussia to ensure Prussian
neutrality. Abandoning his projected invasion of
England, Napoleon marched on Vienna with his Grande
Armée, taking Duroc with him on his personal staff. On
17 November General Oudinot, commanding the
Grenadier Division of the Imperial Guard, was wounded,
and Napoleon replaced him with Duroc, who thus took
part in the great victory of Austerlitz on 2 December. In
May 1808 Duroc was created Duke of Friuli.

When Napoleon invaded Russia with his Grande
Armée in June 1812 Duroc in vain advised him
not to penetrate too far into that devastated country.
After the disastrous retreat from Moscow, Duroc
was given the task of reconstituting the Imperial Guard,
which he accomplished successfully during
the spring of 1813. In April 1813 Napoleon took the
field again with his new army to smash the hostile
alliance of Russia and Prussia. Berthier’s health
had broken down under the strain of the retreat from
Moscow, and Napoleon replaced him by Duroc
as Chief-of-Staff to the Grande Armée. The cam-
paign was at first successful, Napoleon winning the
battles of Lützen and Bautzen in May. On the day after
the latter battle, during a minor skirmish, Duroc, who
h a d  r i d d e n  f o r w a r d  t o  r e c o n n o i t r e
the front, was mortally wounded by a cannon-
balland died in great pain thirty hours later. On
the following day Napoleon wrote to the Empress Marie-
Louise:

‘I have been saddened by the death yesterday of the
Duke of Friuli. He had been my friend for twenty years.’

Duroc’s body, with that of his successor Henri-
Gratien Bertrand, rests under the dome of the Invalides
as guardians of Napoleon’s tomb.
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ALEXANDRE-ANTOINE HUREAU DE
SÉNARMONT (1769-1810) was the same age as
Napoleon. The son of an artillery officer, he entered
the School of Artillery at Metz as a cadet at the age of
15. At the outbreak of the Revolution he dropped
the aristocratic ‘de’ from his surname. In 1800, when
Bonaparte led his Reserve Army across the Alps
into Italy, Sénarmont had risen to the rank of Major and
was chief staff officer to Marmont, the Artillery
Commander. In 1804 Colonel Sénarmont was Chief of
the Artillery Staff of Napoleon’s invasion Army at
Boulogne, which he accompanied when it was switched
to the Danube, and took part in the Ulm/ Austerlitz
campaign of 1805. In July 1806 he was promoted to
Brigadier, and after the battle of Jena on 14 October he
was appointed to command the artillery of Augereau’s
VII Corps.

In February 1807 Sénarmont was transferred to
command the artillery of Victor’s I Corps during the
Friedland campaign against Bennigsen’s Russian
Army. The Russians had fallen back to a position in
front of the river Alle, and were concentrated at
Friedland, a small town 40 kilometres south-east of
Königsberg. At 3 am on 14 June Napoleon issued
detailed orders for the attack, directed on Friedland
along a spur round which curved a loop of the river Alle.
I Corps was in reserve with the Imperial Guard. The
attack was launched at 5.30 pm by VIII, V and VI
Corps, but met with a murderous fire, causing heavy
casualties. Napoleon then pushed Victor’s Corps forward
in support. Victor, who had been a sergeant when
Sénarmont was a Captain, gave his artillery commander
a completely free hand. Sénarmont at once saw that the
spur in front of them outflanked the three bridges across
the Alle leading to Friedland. He galloped forward with
his thirty-six guns and brought them into action on the
spur. Their concentrated fire produced a devastating
effect. Ney’s VI Corps pushed forward and captured
Friedland by 8 pm.

The Russians retreated north-eastwards, having lost
10,000 men and 80 guns. Five days later Bennigsen
asked for an armistice, which brought the campaign to
an end. Friedland was one of Napoleon’s most successful
victories, in which Sénarmont had played a leading part.
His guns consisted of 6-pounders, 4-pounders and 6-inch
howitzers. They had opened fire at a range of 500 metres

and moved up to within 200 metres of the river. In all
2,500 rounds were fired.

We next hear of Sénarmont in Spain in 1809, when
Napoleon had left that country to fight the Austrians,
leaving his brother Joseph as King in Madrid. A Span-
ish Army of 55,000, marching northwards to attack
Madrid, had reached on 18 November the little town of
Ocaña, fifty kilometres south of the capital. Here they
were held up by the French IV Corps (General
Sebastiani) and V Corps (Marshal Mortier), which
deployed north of Ocaña, barring the road to Madrid.
That evening King Joseph himself arrived, accom-
panied by Marshal Soult, his Chief-of-Staff, and Gen-
eral Sénarmont, his artillery commander. Early on 19
November Sénarmont brought into action all the bat-
teries of both Corps. The right wing of the French
infantry attack had to cross a deep ravine and made slow
progress. Sénarmont saw that the high ground west of
Ocaña dominated both the ravine and the town itself.
Repeating his Friedland manoeuvre, he massed a
concentration of thirty-one guns on this high ground.
This group consisted of twelve 8-pounders, eight 4-
pounders, six 6-inch howitzers and five 5-inch
howitzers; its concentration of fire was decisive. The
Spaniards broke, and the French cavalry took up the
pursuit, capturing 15,000 prisoners and 46 guns. The
French guns had fired 1,800 rounds. Three gunners were
killed, three officers and 27 gunners wounded.

In October of the following year, while Wellington
was holding up Massena on the Lines of Torres Vedras,
King Joseph sent Sénarmont with a siege train to capture
Cadiz, which was strongly held by the Spaniards. On 25
October Sénarmont had emplaced a new 24-pounder in
one of the siege batteries, and on the following morning
went forward to range it on a Spanish gunboat in the
harbour. The first round was unobserved. Sénarmont
moved to the windward side of the battery to observe the
fall of shot, and ordered a second round to be fired. With
him were two other Gunner officers, Colonel Degennes
and Captain Pinondelle. Just as the second round was
fired, the enemy replied with a salvo from the Santiago
battery; Sénarmont and his two companions were killed
on the spot. His entire career had been spent as a
Gunner, and a very successful one.

The second part of this series will be published in the
next edition in March, 1980.


