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FRENCH ARMY 1870–71 (1)

INTRODUCTION

Louis Charles Napoleon, later Napoleon III, was born on 20 April 1808. Son of Louis, King of Holland and nephew of the first Napoleon, he lived, in common with the rest of the Bonaparte family, in the shadow of his illustrious uncle. After the death of Napoleon’s only son he became the head of the family, and from this time on assumed the grave and serious air of a man of destiny. An incurable romantic, he attempted two coups against King Louis Philippe, both of which failed miserably. On the second occasion he spent six years in prison before escaping to England. The revolution of 1848 provided him with another opportunity to re-enter the political scene. Elected to the Assembly by popular vote, he became President of the Republic later the same year. By 1852 he was Emperor.

 The Second Empire was a reaction against the bourgeois age of Louis Philippe in spirit as well as in deed. The army, elevated from tactful obscurity, was re-modelled on Napoleonic lines, and its neglected iconography revived in the form of the eagle, the crowned ‘N’ and the Imperial bee. What was needed to complete the resurrection was victory in the field. It is hardly surprising that Napoleon and the army were mindful of the great Napoleonic traditions and were anxious to emulate them. Their first real opportunity came with the Crimean War. In this muddled campaign the army acquitted itself well, despite Napoleon’s interference, finally forcing the issue at Sebastopol by storming the Malakoff Fort. In 1859 it was again successful, this time against the Austrians, with a couple of fumbling and costly victories at Magenta and Solferino. The next adventure unfortunately did not go so smoothly; a protracted anti-guerrilla struggle in Mexico, 1863–67, ended in a humiliating withdrawal. Meanwhile, back in Europe, Prussia was fast emerging as a challenge to France’s military pre-eminence. In concert with Austria, Bismarck first crushed Denmark before turning on Austria herself. The victory at Sadowa in 1866 stunned Europe, and in Paris Napoleon and his advisers set to thinking of a way to counter this new threat.

 In November 1866 a conference was held at Compiègne, attended by France’s leading politicians and soldiers. The objective was to examine the nation’s preparedness for a war that was being seen as increasingly inevitable. It soon became apparent that there was much to do, and that there existed a deep division of opinion. One faction, which included the Emperor himself, was in favour of universal shortterm military service as practised in Prussia. The other group, led by Marshal Randon, then Minister of War, objected to the use of such means, preferring rather to rely on a smaller force of professional soldiers. In this he was supported by many politicians of the Left, who had no wish to see the strengthening of an institution that could one day be used against them. Indeed, the trend for some years had been towards a reduction in defence spending and troop cuts—the recent Mexican fiasco did much to strengthen this view.

[image: images]

Sous Lieutenant of the Cent-Gardes in full dress, wearing here the Cuirass, helmet and breeches not used during the campaign. (Private Collection)

The reformed Army

The solution to this dilemma was a compromise. In order to increase the number of men liable to serve the military legislation was altered. As before, the annual intake of recruits was divided into two parts: the ‘first portion’ served with the colours for five years (reduced from seven), followed by a further four in the newly formed Reserve. The ‘second portion’ served for only five months before transferring to complete its term in the Reserve. It was hoped that by 1875 the regular army would be increased to some 800,000 men. By July 1870, however, the reality fell far short of this.

 To support the regular army a further body was also created. The Garde Nationale Mobile was to consist of men who had avoided military service in one way or another. The annual contingent was to be fixed by the government, and it was hoped that a further 500,000 men would eventually become available in time of war. In the event the army proved unwilling to provide the necessary funds and support which, combined with political opposition, effectively ruined the scheme. The men were only to be subjected to a fortnight’s training a year, to take place a day at a time, although those who could demonstrate some military knowledge were exempted even from that. When war came the Garde Mobile was little more than an armed mob.

 Trained manpower was not the only problem to beset the army of the Second Empire. Its weaknesses, hidden from all but the most perceptive by earlier successes, were to be tragically highlighted in 1870. It is only by reference to them that the débâcles of Sedan and Metz can be fully understood. Perhaps the most deeply rooted of these weaknesses was the uneasy relationship between the army and society as a whole. This relationship had played a key rôle in the coup of 1851 and remained the Empire’s most vital buttress for the next 19 years. Unfortunately, the resulting political ramifications were in no small measure responsible for retarding much-needed reform.

 A central tenet of the Second Empire’s military philosophy was that the army and the people should be kept strictly apart. The separation of the two began on the recruit’s first day of service and was continued and deepened throughout that service. The fear that one day the troops would be required to fire on rioting crowds was always in the mind of the Emperor and his generals, who felt that only long-service professionals could be relied upon to obey. This argument was used by the opponents of universal conscription to some effect. It was felt that the best way of achieving this separation was by regular garrison rotation, whereby regiments moved around the country on average every two years (though this varied considerably). It was hoped that this would protect the men from potentially seditious influences. In the event of mobilisation this had unfortunate consequences, as recalled reservists had first to report to the regimental depot to draw their equipment before being forwarded to their regiments. In July 1870 no less than 65 out of 100 Line regiments were stationed in towns away from their depot. This resulted in enormous confusion, as thousands of erstwhile civilians travelled the overloaded rail network in search of their units. In the event many of them never made it, which left some regiments seriously under strength. This tended to affect cavalry and artillery units less, as they had higher peacetime strengths.
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Cent-Gardes at the ready. They are carrying the breech-loading carbine peculiar to their corps, designed by Captain Treuille de Bealieu. (Private Collection)

 The inadequacy of this system was equalled by the peacetime organisation of higher formations. For many years leading figures such as Gen. Trochu and the military attaché in Berlin, Col. Stoffel, had been arguing for permanent formations to be set up, comparable to the regional corps structure in Prussia. As things stood, units were cobbled together into improvised divisions and corps as the need arose. Consequently the generals appointed to command them often knew nothing of their subordinates or their troops. In 1870 it did prove possible to mobilise some corps from units stationed near to each other; for example, the troops in and around Paris were formed into the 3rd Corps, while the Imperial Guard was kept in a permanent state of readiness. This, however, was far from universal.

 The failure to institute a permanent system is particularly curious considering that it enjoyed the support of both the Emperor and the Minister of War. Again, political considerations were largely responsible. Many in parliament were opposed to what they regarded as the militarisation of the country, especially as regional organisation carried with it an internal security function. Indeed, some were of the opinion that there was no need for an army at all, and that a citizen’s militia would be more desirable. Many in the army and the country at large were also far from convinced that thorough-going reforms were needed at all. In support of their case they could point to a record of success that seemed to suggest that all was well. The financial burden of such changes would also be heavier as ancillary services, which tended to be run down in peacetime, would be needed permanently. With regard to the internal security function of the army, it should be noted that the fears of the authorities were not entirely groundless. At the outbreak of war the deployment of both 6th and 7th Corps was delayed due to the need to keep an eye on Paris and Lyon.
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A group of Grenadiers of the Guard in the Tuillerics Gardens. This photograph was taken around 1865 and shows the new model 1860 uniform. The bearskin underwent less change than the rest of the uniform, merely losing its cords. The third from the left is holding his regiment’s eagle; those flags carried by the first two regiments of Grenadiers and Voltigeurs bore the names of eleven victories won under the First Empire, in addition to those of Sebastopol, Tracktir, Malakoff, Magenta and Solferino. The 3rd Grenadiers and the 3rd and 4th Voltigeurs only had these last two inscribed on their colours. (Private Collection)

 Another factor which was to have unfortunate repercussions was the interference of the Emperor himself in military affairs. He clashed on many occasions with the various Ministers of War, and was quite willing to side-step them altogether in order to get his own way. He also placed excessive reliance on the advice of a coterie of Imperial aides-de-camp. In both 1859 and 1870 he took a direct hand in military operations in the field, on neither occasion with conspicuous success. In July 1870 he completely altered the army’s order of battle and command structure, the results subsequently proving to be unworkable; the consequent confusion, and further ill-advised changes, caused considerable problems. His unwelcome presence at headquarters also tied the hands of the army’s newly appointed commander, Marshal Bazaine, who continued to behave as though the Emperor was still in charge. Indeed, it was in large part due to the Emperor’s interference that the Army of the Rhine was compromised at Metz.

 However, it would be unfair to deny that the Emperor did have an occasionally beneficial influence. Pressure from him greatly helped in the adoption of the excellent Chassepot rifle in the teeth of strong opposition. He also supported the development of the mitrailleuse, funding the initial stage of the project out of his own pocket after a parsimonious legislature had refused to do so.

 Concomitant with the Imperial presence was an evil inherited from the First Empire: centralisation. At the outbreak of war it was naturally assumed that Napoleon would command in person, as his uncle had done. That being said, his generals would act as his advisers and finally as the executors of his wishes. This led to a dangerous lack of initiative which contrasted strongly with the assertiveness shown by quite junior officers in the Prussian army. When the central will was lacking—as it was to a painful degree in 1870—there was no one on hand to assume control.

 In the lower echelons of the army there were also a number of problems that adversely affected its efficiency. The status and pay of junior officers were low in comparison with comparable civilian careers. The prospects for promotion were also poor, although influence undoubtedly helped. These factors did much to discourage many able young men from joining the army in the first place and encouraged many others to leave. It also discouraged diligence, as study was no guarantee of advancement. Similar problems existed in the NCO structure, where many soldiers, unable to integrate themselves into society, re-enlisted, thereby forming a blockage to further promotion, which resulted in NCOs becoming increasingly old and disillusioned. Nor was the lot of the common soldier an enviable one. Over 90 per cent of them were conscripts unfortunate enough to draw a ‘bad number’ in the ballot held annually to decide who would become liable to serve. Their situation was worsened by the fact that their service would invariably be spent many miles from their homes, unlike their Prussian counterparts, who enjoyed the advantages of territorial recruitment. Desertion was common. The pernicious system of purchasing a replacement to carry out one’s military service also engendered a sense of class injustice, as the burden of conscription inevitably fell on the poor.

 Despite all these problems, the French army that took the field in 1870 was a formidable fighting instrument, which in the hands of a commander worthy of it might have inflicted serious damage on the enemy. That the opportunities for doing so (and they were many) were let slip was no fault of the rank and file, who often fought magnificently under the most trying circumstances. The responsibility for the demise of the Second Empire lay at the door of others.

The Emperor’s Military Household

At full strength this body consisted of 14 permanent and two honorary aides-de-camp, ten of whom were generals of division, five generals of brigade and one an admiral. There were also 12 officiers d’ordonnance, one of whom was a naval officer, who took it in turns to attend the Emperor. There was also a small topographical section supervised by Gen. de Béville, one of the Imperial aides. The Household as a whole was controlled by Marshal Vaillant, an old companion of Napoleon and one-time Minister of War. A total of eight aides-de-camp were present at the beginning of hostilities, including Gens. Ney, Reille and Pajol—names reminiscent of the First Empire. These officers were often used for military and diplomatic tasks of considerable importance; Reille, for example, carried Napoleon’s letter of surrender to the Prussian king at Sedan, while Gen. Lebrun took command of an entire army corps when its previous commander was assigned to other duties. Napoleon relied heavily on the advice of his aides, sometimes circumventing proper channels in the process.
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A Voltigeur of the Guard in campaign dress, July 1870. In a few days he would return his shako to the depot in exchange for a képi or bonnet de police. With this exception we have here an accurate picture of how members of the corps would have appeared in action. From the photograph it is clear that this man is on active service—the tent and camping utensils were rarely issued on simple manoeuvres. (Private Collection)

 Attached to the Military Household was the squadron of Cent-Gardes. Formed by a decree of 24 March 1854, it was charged with the task of escorting the Emperor and carrying out guard duties in the Imperial quarters. Originally the squadron comprised ten officers and 137 other ranks drawn from the cavalry. To be eligible for entry it was necessary to have served at least three years with the colours and to have a further three years still to serve. The Cent-Gardes took precedence over all other troops in the army, including the Imperial Guard; and were resented for it. Apart from palace duties they also escorted the Emperor in the field; at the battle of Solferino in 1859 several, including their commander, Col. Verly, were wounded while protecting him. In 1870 a detachment accompanied the Imperial suite throughout the short campaign. One troop surrendered along with the rest of the army at Sedan, although the other, which escorted the Prince Imperial to the Belgian frontier, was able to return to Paris.

 Also attached to the Military Household was the mounted squadron of Gendarmes. Created in August 1854, this body originally belonged to the Imperial Guard. In April 1864, however, it took the title Gendarmes d’Élite and was placed under the control of the Marshal of the Imperial Household, where it served alongside the Cent-Gardes, with responsibility for palace security. In 1870 the squadron, under Capt. Révial, took the field as part of the Emperor’s escort.


CHRONOLOGY

15 July War credits voted by French government. Troops directed to German frontier. King of Prussia orders mobilisation.

16 July Mobilisation of Bavaria and Baden.

17 July Mobilisation of Wurtemburg.

19 July France officially declares war on Prussia.

2 August Action at Saarbrucken: A minor skirmish in which elements of the French 2nd and 3rd Corps pushed back a greatly outnumbered Prussian observation force. The French press greatly exaggerated the ‘victory’ claiming that three Prussian divisions had been overwhelmed.

4 August Battle of Wissembourg: General Douay’s division of 1st Corps is overwhelmed by elements of four German Corps.

6 August Battle of Spicheren: French 2nd Corps defeated by elements of 1st and 2nd Armies. Battle of Froeschwiller: French 1st Corps severely beaten by 3rd Army, losing almost half its strength. This decisive battle resulted in the confused retreat of MacMahon’s troops (1st, 5th and 7th Corps) to Châlons thereby splitting the French army into two parts; the remainder (Imperial Guard, 2nd, 3rd, 4th and 6th Corps) under Bazaine withdrew to Metz.

7 August Paris declared to be in a state of siege.

12 August Bazaine takes command of the army in Metz.

14 August Battle of Borny: a bloody but indecisive struggle between the Prussian I and VII Corps and the French 3rd and 4th Corps. Its main significance was the delay it imposed on the French withdrawal westwards.

16 August Napoleon leaves the army at Metz. Battle of Mars-la-Tour: Prussian III and X Corps succeeded, at very heavy cost, in pinning down Bazaine’s entire army. Its subsequent withdrawal back towards Metz effectively isolated it from the rest of the country.

18 August Battle of Gravelotte-St. Privat: the first action in which the bulk of both armies operating around Metz were engaged. The Germans succeeded in turning the French right at St. Privat after several frontal attacks had been bloodily repulsed. This battle resulted in the permanent immobilisation of Bazaine’s army.

21 August MacMahon’s army leaves Châlons for Rheims in an attempt to extricate Bazaine.

29 August Action at Nouart: an indecisive engagement between the Saxon (XII) Corps and the French 5th Corps.

30 August Battle of Beaumont: the French 5th Corps was surprised by the Prussian IV Corps with Bavarian and Saxon support.

31 August–1 September Battle of Noisseville, east of Metz. Bazaine’s first attempt to break out of his encirclement is frustrated.

1 September Battle of Sedan: MacMahon’s army (1st, 5th, 7th and 12th Corps), is surrounded and defeated by two German armies.

2 September French army at Sedan capitulates.

4 September Fall of the Empire.


THE IMPERIAL GUARD

By a decree of 1 May 1854 Napoleon decided to reform the Imperial Guard, in an attempt both to emulate his uncle and to provide a nucleus of ultraloyal troops to maintain his own position. For this purpose the regiments of the Line were instructed to provide a quota of men of good character and experience.

 Initially the Guard formed a mixed division comprising a brigade each of Grenadiers and Voltigeurs, each of two regiments of three battalions, a single Chasseur battalion; and a cavalry brigade consisting of a regiment of Guides and another of Cuirassiers, each with six squadrons. A regiment of Gendarmes à Pied (two battalions), one of Horse Artillery (five batteries) and an engineer company completed the establishment. Unlike the troops of the Line, the Guard was permanently organised in peacetime, being quartered in and around Paris. The Guard served with distinction in the Crimea and in Italy, and by 1870 it had been expanded into an entire corps, consisting of:
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Sergeant Ducros of the Chasseurs à Pied of the Guard in the uniform worn at Metz in 1870. The tunic was dark blue, piped in yellow with the traditional green chasseur epaulettes. In 1860 nine loops of yellow braid were added. The trousers were blue-grey and probably worn tucked inside the gaiters as in the other Guard infantry regiments. As in the Voltigeurs, the shako was laid aside at the start of the campaign in favour of the bonnet de police or képi. The képi shown here was blue with yellow piping and horn. (Private Collection)

1st (Voltigeur) Division

Two brigades of two regiments, each of three battalions plus the Chasseur battalion. Divisional troops comprised two batteries of 4-pdrs. and one of mitrailleuses from the Guard Field Regt., and a Line engineer company (the Guard Engineers having been disbanded in 1865).

2nd (Grenadier) Division

Also composed of two brigades, the first with a Grenadier regiment (three battalions) and the Guard Zouave Regt. (two battalions); the second brigade had the remaining two Grenadier regiments. Divisional troops were the same as in the Voltigeur Division.

Cavalry Division

The Guard Cavalry had three brigades each of two regiments: a Light Bde. (Guides and Chasseurs), a Medium Bde. (Dragoons and Lancers) and a Heavy Bde. (Cuirassiers and Carabiniers). The division also had two batteries from the Guard Horse Artillery Regiment.

Corps Troops

These consisted of the remaining four horse batteries plus a squadron of artillery Train and a further squadron of Train des Equipages Militaires.

 Each infantry battalion had seven companies, of which six served in the field; the only exception to this was the Chasseur battalion, which had ten companies, with eight in the field. All Guard cavalry regiments had six squadrons, of which five were active in time of war. All artillery batteries had six guns.

 Whether the revival of the Imperial Guard was a wise move was hotly debated at the time. It certainly served as a core of reliable and experienced troops upon whom the Emperor could call in a civil emergency—its political rôle was certainly not lost on the Left, who regarded it with suspicion. Militarily it was looked upon as a corps d’élite, which could be used to play a decisive role on the battlefield, very much in the tradition of the First Empire, and generals were repeatedly reminded not to commit it piecemeal or unnecessarily. In 1870 this advice seems to have been disregarded when, at Mars-la-Tour (16 August), it was dispersed across the battlefield and thus had a limited effect. At Gravelotte-St. Privat two days later it was hardly used at all, although its intervention could easily have won the day.

 As under the First Empire, the existence of an élite reserve had certain negative effects on the rest of the army. Its higher pay and privileges, and the favouritism it enjoyed under an Emperor who took a keen interest in it, were understandably resented. As the Guard grew in size it required more and more recruits, who generally came from the Line regiments, although by 1870 some were absorbed directly from the annual intake of conscripts. In action the friction between the Guard and the Line increased considerably. As Canrobert’s troops retreated from St. Privat after a doughty resistance against heavy odds they encountered the Guard Grenadiers coming belatedly to their support. The lignards, understandably bitter, were heard to shout ‘Rotten Praetorians’ as they fled. The situation deteriorated further during the siege of Metz, the Line claiming that the Guard received an unfair share of the available rations (although when the surrender took place the Guard was noted to be better disciplined, helping to maintain order within the city).

Regiments of the Guard

Grenadiers

In July 1854 the first two regiments were formed, each Line regiment being required to furnish 20 selected Grenadiers with at least three years’ service. Due to manpower shortages some cavalrymen and gunners were also incorporated. After distinguished service in the Crimea a third regiment was formed by Imperial decree in 1857. Two years later all three regiments fought against the Austrians in Italy, fighting particularly well at Magenta. As part of Bazaine’s Armee du Rhin they saw action at Rezonville, where they helped shore up the army’s left flank; casualties in the three regiments totalled over 1,200 men. The 3/3rd Grenadiers formed part of the Emperor’s escort and took no part in the battle, but were taken prisoner at Sedan two weeks later. The remainder were captured after the fall of Metz in October.

Voltigeurs

The 1st and 2nd Voltigeurs were also created in July 1854 from selected men of the Voltigcur companies of the Line. They fought alongside the Grenadiers in the Crimea, where they lost over a thousand men assaulting the Russian defences at Sebastopol. In 1857 two further regiments were created. In Italy all four regiments formed a division and fought well at Solferino, although they saw little action in 1870.
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Maréchal des Logis of the Guard Cuirassiers in full dress. He is wearing the model 1854 Cuirass (see plate F1). On campaign the breeches would be replaced by red trousers. (Private Collection)
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A group of the Cuirassiers of the Guard during the siege of Metz, survivors of their regiment’s heroic but futile charge at Rezonville. Note the wide use of the bonnet de police, which in the case of the Cuirassiers was dark blue with white band, tassle and grenade and red piping. (Private Collection)

Chasseurs à Pied

This battalion was formed in June 1854 around a nucleus of 20 privates first class from each Line Chasseur battalion and a selection of the most experienced officers. It received a bloody baptism of fire at Sebastopol, where it lost its commanding officer and over a hundred men. At Solferino Cpl. Montellier captured an Austrian flag, for which feat the battalion was awarded the Légion d’Honneur, the only Guard unit to be so honoured. It was also the first battalion to receive the new Chassepot rifle in the summer of 1866. In 1870 the battalion saw some severe fighting at Rezonvillc, where it lost almost 200 men.

Zouaves

Formed in the Crimea in 1855 from elements of the three Line regiments, they soon distinguished themselves in the storming of the Malakoff Fort, losing over half their number in the process. In Italy they fought alongside the Grenadiers, winning ten Crosses of the Légion d’Honneur and 50 Médailles Militaires at Magenta. (One of the latter was awarded to Madame Rossini, the first woman to receive a medal in the history of the French army.) In 1870 the Zouaves were engaged at Rezonville, losing 95 men from a total of 1,200.

Guides

In April 1848 eight squadrons of Guides were created for staff and communications duties, but by November 1850 this number had been reduced to only two. At the suggestion of Col. Fleury, equerry to the Emperor, these remaining squadrons formed the core of a new regiment of Guides, similar to that which had served the first Napoleon. The regiment had six squadrons, organised in the same way as a regiment of the Line, and received the finest horses and equipment available: the horses, all bays, reputedly cost two or three times those of an ordinary Line unit. There was such a feeling of resentment in the rest of the army that Napoleon was obliged to postpone the re-constitution of the Imperial Guard until the trouble died down. When the Guard was eventually re-formed, the regiment was transferred to it and brigaded with the newly formed Cuirassier Regiment. During the reorganisation of 1855 new regiments were created, the Guides being joined by the Chasseurs a Cheval to form the Guard Light Cavalry Brigade. They first saw action in Italy, where the regiment was sharply engaged at Solferino. In 1870, however, the regiment saw no serious action; one squadron formed part of the Emperor’s escort when he left Metz, and was taken prisoner at Sedan, while the remainder stayed with the Guard. The Guides were similar to many contemporary British cavalry units, having a sumptuous mess and unashamedly élitist attitudes. Their privileged status was underlined by the fact that mess furniture and plate were paid for by the Emperor.

Cuirassiers

Napoleon departed from his uncle’s precedent of never having a Cuirassier regiment as part of the Imperial Guard. The regiment, created in 1854, was originally composed of 20 selected men from each of the Cuirassier, Carabinier and Dragoon regiments of the Line. A second regiment was raised the following year, together forming the Heavy Cavalry Bde. of the Guard. In 1865 they were amalgamated into a single regiment due to budgetary constraints. At Rezonville they were ordered to arrest the progress of the advancing Prussian infantry; met by a withering fire at close range, the regiment lost over 250 men within minutes.

Dragoons

Created in 1855 during the expansion of the Guard, the regiment was composed of men drawn from the army’s Line Dragoon regiments. Following the precedent of the First Empire the regiment took the title ‘Empress Dragoons’ in 1857. Together with the Lancers they formed the Medium Cavalry Bde. of the Guard. In 1859 they saw service in Italy, where a number of them carried a prototype of the Chassepot, the first troops in the army to be so equipped. In 1870 the Dragoons were engaged in the great cavalry battle at Mars-la-Tour; in the confused melee that followed they lost nearly 70 men.

Lancers

Created at the same time as the Dragoons, the Guard Lancers were a singularly unlucky regiment. On 14 January 1858 the Emperor, escorted by a troop of Lancers, was on his way to the opera when an attempt was made on his life. The resulting explosions left him untouched, but injured 13 of the 28 men escorting him. In Italy the following year the Lancers, in their famous white tunics, were fired on by their Piedmontese allies, who mistook them for Austrians. This resulted in the adoption of the light blue undress jacket in the hope of avoiding any repetition of this error. In 1870 the regiment’s colonel, Latheulade, suggested that the same policy be followed in the coming campaign in order to avoid spoiling the pristine whiteness of the men’s uniforms; this was endorsed by the Emperor, and in due course had very unfortunate consequences. During the cavalry action at Mars-la-Tour the Lancers charged a regiment of Prussian Dragoons, with whom they became embroiled in a lively hand-to-hand fight. In the confusion French Dragoons entering the melee mistook them for Uhlans and killed and wounded a number of them. As one NCO noted, this accident could scarcely have occurred if the regiment had been wearing its white tunics, as all the army knew that only the Lancers of the Guard were dressed in white. In this action the lancers lost some 140 men.

Chasseurs à Cheval

The first four squadrons of the regiment were formed in the Crimea in April 1856 from the 4th Chasseurs d’Afrique and detachments from the other three regiments plus elements of the 1st and 4th Hussars. The remaining two squadrons were organised when the regiment returned to France. The Chasseurs saw service in Italy and again in 1870, on neither occasion playing an important role.
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Captain Surget of the Dragoons of the Guard, in captivity in Germany (see plate B2). (Private Collection)
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Brigadier-fourrier of the Lancers of the Guard in the sky blue veste worn during the campaign (see plate B3). (Private Collection)

Carabiniers

Regarded as the élite of the Line cavalry, two regiments were in existence at the start of the Second Empire. For many years there had been considerable pressure to abolish the Carabiniers due to the expense of their upkeep and their largely ceremonial and nostalgic function. Instead, Napoleon decided in 1865 to merge them into a single regiment and admit them into the Guard. In the 1870 campaign they were not engaged.

Artillery

The Guard Horse Artillery Regt. comprised five batteries of 4-pdrs. and was formed in May 1854 under Col. Soleille (who was to command the army’s field artillery in 1870). In March of the following year a Field (Montée) regiment was added, along with a sixth battery for the Horse Regiment, making a total of twelve batteries in all. (In the field two kinds of batteries were employed: artillerie à cheval and artillerie montée. In the former all the gunners rode horses, whereas in the latter they rode on the limbers and waggons.)

Train

The Train d’Artillerie of the Guard was composed of a single squadron of two companies, one for each regiment. It was responsible for manning the vehicles of the artillery park and for the reserve ammunition.

Train des Equipages Militaires

In 1855, at the suggestion of the Minister of War, a separate Guard squadron of three companies was created, which would carry out supply and administration duties within the expanded Imperial Guard. It served in every campaign in which the Guard took part.
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1 3: Chef de Bataillon, Tirailleurs Algériens
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1: Cent-Garde in campaign dress, August 1870
2: General of Brigade, August 1870
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