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NAPOLEON’S GUNNER
GENERALS

By

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

In our September 1979 edition, we published the first three
of General Marshall-Cornwall’s biographical sketches of
Napoleon’s artillery commanders—Marshal Marmont and
Generals Duroc and Sénarmont. In this edition we complete
the series with seven more profiles of Napoleon’s subordinate
artillery officers who rose to fame under his tutelage, four of
whom died from the strain of the several campaigns.

Editor

ANTOINE DROUOT (1774-1847), like Marmont,
was five years younger than Napoleon. He was
commissioned as a Second-Lieutenant in the artillery in
January 1793. From 1794 to 1796 he served with the
Armies of the Sambre-et-Meuse and of the Rhine, and
was then promoted Captain. In 1805 he had the unusual
experience of being on board a warship at the battle of
Trafalgar. Three years later he was posted as a Major to
the Guard Artillery, and as a Colonel distinguished him-
self under Lauriston's command at the battle of Wagram
in July 1809. In the following year Napoleon created him
a Baron.

During the 1812 campaign in Russia Drouot, as a
Brigadier, rendered distinguished service at the battle of
Borodino, and in the following year, as a Divisional
General, commanded the Guard Artillery at the battles
of Lützen and Bautzen. During the former battle
Napoleon ordered Drouot to bring into action a mass of
80 guns, which blasted a gap in the Allied centre,
and was exploited by sixteen battalions of the
Young Guard. Drouot was promoted to Divisional
General and made a Count. On 30 October 1813,
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during Napolcon’s retreat from Leipzig, his Army was
held up by 40,000 Bavarian troops. Drouot organised a
concentration of 50 guns which dispersed the opposition.
In the following February Drouot brought all the guns of
the Guard Artillery into action, enabling Napoleon to
win his brilliant victory at Montmirail. When the
Emperor abdicated in April, Drouot followed him to
Elba and was made Governor of the island. On 1 March
1815 he landed with Napoleon at Golfe Jouan in the
south of France, and commanded the Imperial Guard at
the battle of Waterloo, with 19,600 men and 118 guns
under his command. The Emperor had ordered the
attack on Wellington's position to start at 9 am, but
Drouot reported that the ground was too water-logged to
get the guns into position, so the battle did not start until
11.30, giving Blücher time to arrive from Wavre. Thus
Waterloo ended in final defeat for the French.

Two other names deserve mention, though they can
hardly be classed as ‘Gunner Generals’, as they never
performed any artillery functions during Napoleon’s
campaign—Marshal Victor and General Junot.
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CLAUDE-VICTOR PERRIN (1764-1841) was a
sergeant in the artillery who took part in the
siege of Toulon in 1793. Bonaparte took a fancy
to him and got him a commission, when he
changed his name to Victor. Thanks to Bona-
parte’s favour his promotion was rapid. At the
battle of Rivoli in January 1797 he was com-
manding an infantry brigade with distinction.
In May 1800 Bonaparte gave him command of a
Corps of two Divisions, which he commanded at
the battle of Marengo, though not very success-
fully. It was Victor's Corps artillery that opened the
way for the victory of Friedland in 1807, but the
credit was due to Sénarmont. After the battle Victor
was promoted to Marshal, and a year later was
created Duke of Belluno.

In 1809 Victor commanded I Corps in Spain, but
was soundly trounced by Wellington at the battle
of Talavera. In Napoleon’s defensive 1814 campaign
against the advancing Allies, Victor incurred the
Emperor’s displeasure by prematurely abandoning
his outpost position at St Dizier. While Napoleon was
driving back the Russians and Prussians, he left
Victor and Oudinot to hold the Seine bridges
against Schwarzenberg’s Austrians. They failed to
do so, and Victor retreated fifteen miles, leaving
open the road to Paris. The Emperor at once
sacked both Victor and Oudinot; after his return
from Elba he ordered the names of Victor and
Marmont to be struck off the list of Marshals.

It is difficult to understand how the incompe-
tent Victor retained his master’s favour for so long;
only because Napoleon liked to count among his
Corps Commanders a sprinkling of intensely loyal
subordinates in spite of their military mediocrity.

JEAN-ANDOCHE JUNOT (1771-1813) was another
artillery ranker who found favour with Napoleon, but
never served as a Gunner officer. After the Revolution
broke out, he joined the artillery as a volunteer at the age
of twenty, rose to the rank of sergeant and served at
the siege of Toulon. Being an educated man, Bonaparte
took him on as his chief clerk and got him
commissioned as a Second-Lieutenant in 1793. Three
years later, as a Captain, he was one of Bonaparte’s
ADCs in the Army of Italy. In 1798 he accompanied
Bonaparte to Egypt, where he was promoted to
Brigadier; three years later he was a Divisional
General.

General Junot
(Acknowledgements to the Mansell Collection)

In October 1807, when Napoleon decided to conquer
Portugal, he put Junot in command of the Army of
Portugal, 20,000 strong, with orders to march on Lisb on
via Madrid. Junot entered Lisbon, almost unopposed, on
30 November with a very ragged Army. On 1 August
1808 Sir Arthur Wellesley landed in north Portugal,
marched southward and defeated Junot’s troops at the
battles of Rolica and Vimeiro. Junot's Army was
evacuated from Lisbon at the end of the month, but Junot
was created Duke of Abrantes. In 1810 Junot was given
command of VIII Corps in Marshal Massena’s Army of
Portugal. Junot’s Corps took no part in the battle of
Bussaco on 27 September, as Massena kept it in
reserve, but during the subsequent advance to the
Lines of Torres Vedras it formed the vanguard and
distinguished itself by looting the university town
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of Coimbra. Junot was completely incapable of
controlling his troops, mostly young recruits. He was
severely reprimanded by Napoleon, who threatened to
recall him to Paris.

In Napoleon’s Grande Armée which invaded Russia
in 1812, Junot again commanded VIII Corps. On 19
August Junot failed to support Murat’s Cavalry Corps
during the advance eastwards from Smolensk. Murat
cursed him with the words: ‘You are not fit to be
the last-joined dragoon in Napoleon’s Army’. He
was also reprimanded by the Emperor. He died after
the retreat from Moscow.

JACQUES-ALEXANDRE-BERNARD LAW DE
LAURISTON (1768-1828) was the descendant of a
Scottish family connected with the South Sea Bubble of
1720. He was commissioned in the artillery as Second-
Lieutenant in 1785, and like others dropped the ‘de’
when the Revolution broke out. He was promoted
Captain in 1791 and served in the Army of the Sambre-
et-Meuse. In 1800 he was one of Bonaparte’s ADCs at
the battle of Marengo. He was promoted to Brigadier in
1802, and to Divisional General three years later, when
he was chosen as principal ADC to the Emperor and was
made a Count.

In 1809 Lauriston was appointed to command the
Guard Artillery, and as such was responsible for
concentrating the massed battery of sixty guns
which clinched the victory of Wagram, on 6 July.
In March 1813, after the disastrous retreat from
Moscow, Napoleon created a new Army to deal
with the Russians and Prussians. Lauriston was given
command of V Corps on the left flank at Hamburg
under Prince Eugène’s orders. On 12 March a
Cossack patrol of 200 men raided Hamburg,
from which Lauriston hastily retreated. This roused
the Emperor’s anger and he wrote to his stepson
Eugène:

‘General Lauriston appears to have a very excitable
temperament, and I much fear that he has no ability as
a commander.’

However, he was left in command of his Corps,
and advanced to Leipzig on the left wing, so was
not heavily engaged at Lützen or Bautzen. But on
26 August his Corps was badly mauled by Blücher
on the Katzbach. At the disastrous battle of Leipzig,

16-18 October, the Corps of Victor and Lauriston
succumbed to Schwarzenberg’s overwhelming attack
on the south-east sector of the perimeter and
suffered heavily. During the retreat on the 18th
Lauriston’s whole Corps was cut off and he was
captured with them. After Napoleon’s final abdi-
cation Lauriston was restored to royal favour and was
made a Marshal by Louis XVIII.

JEAN-BAPTISTE EBLÉ (1758-1812) was the son of
an artillery sergeant in the Royal Army. He enlisted
as a gunner at the age of fifteen, and showed such
exceptional ability that he was promoted sergeant in
1775 and sergeant-major in 1779. He was com-
missioned as Second-Lieutenant in 1785, which was
unusual under the ancien régime. When the Revo-
lution broke out Eblé’s promotion was exceptionally
rapid. By 1792 he was a Captain and in the following
year he became a Divisional General. In 1794 he was
appointed Inspector-General of Artillery.

At the battle of Austerlitz he commanded the artillery
of Bernadotte’s I Corps which broke the Russian centre.
In 1808 Eblé was created a Baron, and was appointed
Chamberlain to Napoleone’s youngest brother, Jérôme
King of Westphalia. In the following year he was
Massena’s Corps Artillery Commander at the crossing
of the Danube. In Napoleon’s Army all bridging
operations were the responsibility of the artillery, not of
the engineers; Eblé carried out this task with complete
success before the battle of Wagram.

In April 1810 Eblé was appointed to command
the artillery of Massena’s Army of Portugal, no
doubt at Massena’s request, and joined the Army
HQ at Valladolid. After the capture of the fort-
resses of Cuidad Rodrigo and Almeida, Massena’s
Army advanced south-westwards through northern
Portugal until its progress was checked in the last
week of September by Wellington’s formidable
defensive position on the Serra do Bussaco. Two of
Massena’s Corps Commanders, as well as his Chief-
of-Staff and Eblé, advised Massena to avoid assaulting
this ridge, and to outflank it from the north. Eblé
pointed out that his guns could not support the infan-
try assault owing to the excessive angle of elevation
to reach the crest. Massena disregarded this advice
and, on the following morning, launched a frontal
attack which was repulsed at the cost of over 4,000
casualties.
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After being checkmated by the Lines of Torres Vedras,
Massena withdrew to Santarém on the right bank of the
Tagus. He ordered Eblé to build a boatbridge to cross the
river, but Wellington sent a cavalry brigade up the left
bank with some guns which destroyed Eblé’s boats. In
1812 Napoleon made Eblé a Count, and he played a
distinguished part in command of the artillery of II
Corps during the retreat from Moscow. He was given the
task of bridging the flooded Berezina river which barred
the Army’s retreat. At the end of November he
reconnoitred a suitable site at Studyanka, and by dint of
great exertions constructed two trestle bridges, 160 yards
long, in spite of ice-floes, which enabled the Army to
cross. On 21 December he was appointed to command
the artillery of the Grande Armée in succession to
Lariboisière, but died a few days later as the result of his
bridging exertions.

JEAN-AMBROISE BASTON LARIBOISIÈRE
(1759-1812) was just ten years older than Napoleon.
In 1785 he was a senior subaltern in the La Fère
Artillery Regiment when the young Bonaparte joined
it as a Second-Lieutenant. Lariboisière was pro-
moted Captain in 1791 and served in the Army of the
Vosges. Promoted Major in 1795 and Brigadier in
1803, he was appointed Commandant of the School of
Artillery at Strasbourg. Two years later he was Corps
Artillery Commander of Soult’s IV Corps in the Grande
Armée at the battle of Austerlitz, and in the following
year at Jena.

In January 1807 Lariboisière was appointed to
command the Guard Artillery with the rank of
Divisional General, taking part in the battle of
Eylau. In February 1808 the Emperor appointed him
to command the artillery of the Army of Spain and
made him a Count. During the Wagram campaign
of 1809 he commanded the artillery of the

Grande Armée. Returning to Paris in November, he
reverted to command the Guard Artillery. When
Napoleon invaded Russia in 1812 Lariboisière
commanded the artillery of the Grande Armée, taking
part in the battles of Smolensk, Borodino and Krasnoe.
During the retreat from Moscow he fell sick at Vilna and
died on 21 December as a result of the strain of the
campaign.

NICOLAS-MARIE SONGIS (1761-1810) was
another outstanding artillery officer. Commissioned as
Second-Lieutenant in 1780, he was promoted Captain in
1787 and Major in 1795. During 1796-97 he served in
Bonaparte’s Army of Italy, and went with him to Egypt
in 1798. He distinguished himself at the siege of Acre in
1799, when Bonaparte promoted him to Brigadier. After
Bonaparte’s departure from Egypt, Songis remained
there as Divisional General and commanded the French
artillery at Alexandria when besieged by the British in
1801.

After returning to France, Songis was appointed
Inspector-General of Artillery in 1805. During the
Austerlitz campaign he commanded the artillery of the
Grande Armée, and again when Napoleon invaded
Austria in 1809, when he was made a Count. On 11 May
he received the following order from Berthier:

‘The Emperor intends, General, to bridge the Danube
tomorrow or the next day; you must therefore warn the
pontoon unit and make every effort to collect boats,
ropes and anchors. The Emperor wishes the bridge to be
constructed between Pressburg and Vienna’.

Napoleon then handed over the bridging operation to
Massena, and it was carried out successfully by Eblé, his
Corps Artillery Commander. In the following month
Songis’ health broke down and he died a year later.


