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On 3 March 1799, the French army arrived before the walls of Jaffa in
what was then known as Syria (now just outside Tel Aviv) and started
to lay siege to the town. Four days later, after a breach in the wall had
been made, Napoleon sent two emissaries to negotiate the surrender;
the reply was the appearance of their heads on pikes behind the walls.
That same day, the town fell and the troops gave themselves up to
pillage, rape and murder for two, possibly four whole days (witnesses
diverge on this point), indiscriminately killing anyone that fell in their
way, regardless of sex or age, stopping only when exhausted.! Etienne-
Louis Malus, a doctor who had accompanied the army, recalled what he
saw many years later:

The soldiers cut the throats of men and women, the old and the young, Chris-
tians and Turks, anyone that had a human face fell victim to their [that is,
the soldiers’] fury. The noise of the massacre, smashed doors, ruined houses,
the sounds of shots and of the cleaning of swords, the shrieks of women,
father and son one on top of the other (on the same pile of bodies), a daughter
being raped on the cadaver of her mother, the smoke from the burnt clothes
of the dead, the smell of blood, the groans of the wounded, the shouts of the
victors who were quarrelling about the loot taken from a dying victim, angry
soldiers who redoubled their blows the more their victim cried out in order
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to finally sink, satiated by blood and gold, without further feeling, on top of
a heap of dead.?

Once the sack of the town was over, the killing did not stop there. Over
a three-day period, from 8 to 10 March, between 2,400 and 3,000 prison-
ers were marched to a beach a little over a kilometre south of the city
and slaughtered.? On the second day, the soldiers were instructed not to
waste ammunition, and to bayonet to death their victims.* The troops, it
seems, only reluctantly obeyed the order — ‘extreme repugnance’ is the
phrase used by one witness — but obey they did.?

L

Most historians of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars consider this
type of massacre to be an aberration. One historian has recently argued,
for example, that the two regions most renowned for their extreme vio-
lence, the Vendée and Spain, ‘are noteworthy because their atrocities
were not typical of warfare in the period’.® The observation is shared
by a French specialist of the civil war in the Vendée who believes that
during the fighting there the ‘normal rules of war disappeared’ for some
political and military authorities as well as for soldiers and rebels.”
There appears to be a commonly held view that, with few exceptions,
the wars were relatively civilized and that there is ‘little evidence that
soldiers attacked civilians’.® But this is certainly not the impression one
gets from a reading of the memoirs, journals and letters of the period. It
is clear from the sources that massacres were not only widespread, but
that they were an integral and possibly an accepted part of eighteenth-
century warfare.

Most of what we know about Jaffa, and about massacres and atroci-
ties in general,’ is almost entirely due to the accounts found in memoirs,
journals and letters, not entirely reliable and often considered by histo-
rians to be less than truthful. Memoirists in particular weave oral folk-
tales into their anecdotes, and they distort and fictionalize events.!® This
chapter is not, however, particularly concerned with the accuracy or
inaccuracy of specific atrocity stories, nor is it an attempt to categorize
and explain the different types of massacres committed during the wars.
Rather, it is an attempt to understand, from the French perspective,
the manner in which massacres and atrocities were recollected and por-
trayed, as well as the reasons put forward by veterans to justify them.
It also explores the reasons why veterans felt it necessary to mention
particular atrocities at all, often many years after the event, and why
they did so in a medium that was not always meant for public consump-
tion, that is through private writings that took the form of memoirs and
diaries. By focusing on the types of stories that are told, some light is
thrown on the mechanisms behind the killings and the state of mind of
the men who ordered and committed them.
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The Frequency of Massacre during the Revolutionary
and Napoleonic Wars

The sacking of towns, during which soldiers committed murder and
rape in what is often described as an uncontrolled ‘frenzy’, was part
and parcel of eighteenth-century warfare.!! It had indeed been that
way for many centuries, although there is surprisingly little literature
on the subject.!? It was based on an unspoken understanding, namely,
that the troops would be rewarded for the hardships, and often the
lack of pay, they had endured during a campaign by being given pos-
session of the town they were laying siege to. Jaffa therefore conforms
in many respects to the sacking of countless numbers of towns in the
seventeenth, eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. And some were
carried out on a vast scale, such as the sack of Magdeburg by Imperial
troops in May 1631, which supposedly resulted in about twenty thou-
sand deaths; or the fall of Warsaw in November 1794 to Russian troops,
which reportedly resulted in between twelve and twenty thousand
deaths in the space of a few hours;!® the French storming of Tarragona
in June 1811, which resulted in the deaths of around fifteen thousand
civilians;' or the British capture of the Spanish city of San Sebastian in
1812, which saw half the population killed.'

But this is only part of the picture. Massacres and atrocities took
place on a large scale outside of the sacking of towns when, for example,
villages were occupied and looted by troops on the hunt for provisions,'¢
or simply in reprisal against casualties incurred by local rebels. And
those are just the massacres committed by armed troops against non-
combatants. Without wanting to go into a taxonomy of massacre for the
period, there is little in common, except the end result, between the exe-
cution (by guillotine and shooting) of five hundred-odd men and women
who had fought with the British against French Republican forces in
Guadeloupe in December 1794;!" the burning alive of three thousand
wounded Austrian soldiers in the village of Ebersberg in Germany in
1809 by troops of the Grande Armée;!® and the massacre of around 320
French men, women and children in Valencia in 1808 by a small band of
men led by a friar called Baltasar Calvo.?

Each massacre, in other words, is surrounded by a particular set of
circumstances, and the perpetrators are driven by different reasons that
have to do with the place and timing of the killings. Some of the most
notorious massacres committed during the wars were carried out by
republican troops in the Vendée - the so-called ‘infernal columns’ — that
left a swathe of destruction as they marched through the French coun-
tryside.?’ But a similar tactic was used in southern Italy, if on a smaller
scale, where in the summer of 1806 the French army killed hundreds if
not thousands of locals and devastated dozens of villages in an attempt
to wipe out local resistance.?
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In these instances, the order to kill came from above, in this case, the
general on the ground, but Napoleon was also known to urge the eradica-
tion of villages which resisted.?? These brutal and openly public killings
served a purpose — to reduce areas of resistance and to strike fear into
the hearts of neighbouring populations in the hope that opposition would
melt away. This did indeed occur on occasion. After the village of Longo-
Bucco in Calabria, for example, was pitilessly sacked, the neighbouring
town of Bochigliero opened its doors without resistance.?? More often
than not, however, the harsh repression instigated against local popula-
tions was justified by the fact that the inhabitants had resisted or that
they had committed atrocities against the occupying army. One often
comes across accounts in the memoirs of comrades ambushed and killed
by rebels, their bodies violated, as a justification for the killings that
ensued. ‘Murdered [French] prisoners’, wrote an Italian officer serving
in the Grande Armée in Spain, ‘were found torn to pieces with the most
inhuman cruelty, their hearts, bowels, and brains gorged out, their pri-
vate members stuffed into their mouths ... there was no form of cruelty
that the insurgents did not perpetrate against our men who fell into their
hands, even when they were already dying.’?* Massacre as reprisal.

Other memoirists attempted to explain the excessive brutality with
which resistance was put down by the fact that the locals had been
‘worked up into a religious frenzy’ by priests and monks who had con-
vinced their people that they were fighting the forces of Satan, that is,
the French.? Priests were classically described as holding bibles in one
hand and weapons in the other.?¢ Captain Francois entered the town
of Manzaneres in Spain in June 1808 to find that over twelve hundred
sick and wounded left behind had been killed by the inhabitants of the
town and the neighbouring villages and their bodies cut into pieces and
dispersed around the town and the surrounding fields. They were told
by a number of Spanish that priests had counselled the inhabitants to
commit the crimes. ‘One word from those ghosts [that is, the priests]
with which the country is infested and all sorts of cruelties are commit-
ted by the people towards their enemies.’?"

Of course, there is some truth in all of this, as the clergy often did
play a role in stirring up if not leading the revolt against the French, but
what is important is how those who resisted occupation were portrayed.
Any form of violent resistance immediately led to those people being cat-
egorized as enemies of the Revolution, and as either counter-revolution-
ary and/or in the pay of the enemy. If rebels were anti-revolutionary,
then the brutal suppression of regional populations in revolt was justi-
fied by that fact alone. Indeed, there appears to have been a concerted
effort to portray some massacres not as the result of French repression
but rather as an episode, difficult but necessary, on the road to bringing
the Revolution to the peoples of Europe.?®
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Recalling Massacres

If references to massacre, murder and rape are common enough
throughout the contemporary sources, as a rule veterans tend to limit
themselves to describing in the broadest possible terms the circum-
stances surrounding a particular atrocity. The memoirs dealing with
the Spanish campaign, for example, are replete with (generally brief)
descriptions of what Spanish guerrillas, invariably dubbed ‘brigands’,
did to captured French soldiers — tongues torn out, ears and noses cut
off, eyes and nails plucked out, captives slowly burnt alive, genitalia
stuffed in men’s mouths, victims sawn in half, limbs nailed to trees?
— although there is far less detail when the French describe how they
were given orders to sack villages and to spare no-one. Francois Lavaux
recalled how ‘We succeeded in entering the village [...]. We burnt [it
down] and killed everyone we found there’.?® Joseph de Naylies men-
tions, almost in passing, that two Spanish villages were burnt to the
ground and hundreds of their inhabitants killed.?! Charles-Pierre-Lubin
Griois refers to the sacking of the town of Corigliano in Calabria in
which ‘soldiers smashed in doors, pillaged houses, killed and threw peo-
ple out the windows, and the cries of the men who were being pursued
and the women who were being raped was mixed with the noise of shots
being fired from all sides’.??

The interesting point about these descriptions — any number of exam-
ples could be given - is that the act of recalling past campaigns and
the horrors that went with them almost never equated to an individual
admittance of having taken part in massacres, atrocities or rape. One
veteran insisted, after talking about the frenzied killing of the inhabit-
ants of a southern Italian town, that ‘he had never killed anyone in that
manner’.** Indeed, there are few direct references to killing in memoirs
of the period, even in the course of battle.>* This may have been a ques-
tion of guilt and shame on the part of some, or it may have been because
massacres and atrocities were such a common feature of eighteenth- and
early nineteenth-century warfare, and were therefore so accepted, that
they had to be particularly horrific to merit a mention at all. To cite one
memoirist, ‘If I were to list all the villages that we pillaged and burnt, I
would never finish’.?® Propriety no doubt played a role here too. Joseph
de Naylies, a veteran of the Spanish campaign whose memoirs touch on
the horrors committed by both sides in the conflict, nevertheless refused
at one point to enter into the details of the exactions committed by some
Spanish peasant women against the body of a French officer.3¢

Evident too is the difficulty many veterans experienced in writing
about what they had witnessed.?” General Bigarré served in Saint-
Domingue in 1792. Writing about his experiences almost four decades
later, he admitted being witness to an ‘infinity of horrors’ whose memory
still afflicted him.*® General Lejeune, who was captured by the guerrilla
in Spain in 1810 and who witnessed the brutal killing of three French



162 Philip G. Dwyer

prisoners in front of him, was still haunted thirty-five years later by
the noise of sabres hacking into their heads and shoulders, ‘[it] has not
ceased to reverberate in my ears and still makes me shudder with hor-
ror’.?® Colonel Jean Trefcon described the retreat from Oporto in Portu-
gal in 1809: ‘We were obliged to abandon our artillery and the baggage
train. The wounded, the women and children had to stay behind and
were pitilessly murdered by the Spanish less than two minutes later,
and God knows with what refined cruelty. It still makes me shudder.’®

One can assume that, for some at least, the act of writing, the transla-
tion of their experiences and emotions into some kind of comprehensible
account, was a personal catharsis that may have helped them to exorcize
their fears and anxieties.* This was the case for Sergeant Bourgogne,
who declared in his memoirs that ‘I should not, out of respect for the
human race, write about all the scenes of horror, but I have made it a
point of honour to describe all that I saw. It would be impossible for me
to do otherwise, and as all of this would unsettle my mind, it seems to
me that once I have put them on paper, I will no longer think of them.’*?
Others simply preferred silence, being unable or unwilling to dwell at
any length on their experiences, or perhaps simply unable to put them
into words. It is not uncommon therefore to find explanations such as
‘It is impossible to give an account of all the atrocities to which they
[he is referring to the Spanish] had resorted to in those mountains. It
would make the hardiest tremble. I would rather just leave it at that.*3
‘I won’t go into the details of the terrible event,” wrote one civilian wit-
ness of the sack of Soissons by Russian troops in 1814: ‘I will simply say
that the massacre of our poor soldiers and the pillage of the town lasted
for a full hour.’#

Mutilation and Atrocities

Writing as catharsis can only go so far and never entirely dissipates
the trauma involved in witnessing massacres and atrocities. In Spain,
captured rebels and soldiers alike were invariably tortured to death and
their bodies mutilated. It is difficult to explain this particular ‘logic of
violence’ and why the humiliation of the body was so widely practiced.
One can speculate whether there was a hierarchy of cruelty, that is,
whether the desecration of a particular body part was considered to be
more frightful than another, whether some tortures were considered
worse than others, or whether the types of mutilations carried out may
have been tied to local custom and practices, not to mention religious
culture as well as political and socio-economic factors. Let me give a few
examples before talking about possible explanations.

The Grande Armée in Spain was composed of, among others, three
Italian divisions. In one instance, Piedmontese troops exacted venge-
ance against monks caught after the capture of St Jacques of Compos-
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tella, accusing them of inciting the people against them. It has to be said
that French prisoners had been tortured and mutilated during the siege.
On capturing two monks, described as ‘among the fattest’, the Piedmon-
tese tied them back to back against a young oak which was then used
as a skewer with which they were placed over a fire and roasted alive.
The Italians called it an auto-da-fé a la piémontaise.”> General Renée
was captured in the gorges of Sierra Morena with his wife and child. He
was supposedly sawn in half in front of his wife, who was first ‘dishon-
oured’ in front of him, after which the child was sawn in half in front
of the mother before she too endured the same fate.* There were even
reports of cannibalism. In one particular incident, ten Polish prisoners
were found by the French after they had taken the town of Strongoli in
Calabria in July 1806. According to the surviving Poles, each day one
prisoner was taken to the town square, tortured to death, cut up and
fed to the remaining prisoners.*” On another occasion, a somewhat more
symbolic form of cannibalism occurred in the village of Acri in Calabria
when a brigand chief by the name of Spaccapitta is supposed to have
roasted a number of pro-French officials in the public square. He is said
to have taken a piece of bread and placed it on the body of one of the
victims and then, to the delight of the assembled crowd, eaten it.*®

In the past, ritualistic killings that involved acts of mutilation, dis-
embowelling, and cannibalism have been interpreted as having religious
overtones, so that if tongues were torn out it was an attempt to render
mute the blasphemer, if hands and limbs were cut off it was an attempt
to render inactive the desecrator, or if genitalia were cut off it was
because the victim was perceived as being sexually aberrant.*® Removal
of the offending part is thus seen to be a symbolic purging of the (social)
body.?® The extent to which monks and priests were an integral if not
inspirational part of the guerrilla in Spain lends some weight to the pos-
sibility that the repertory of atrocities committed by the Spanish against
members of the Grande Armée could have been inspired by either the
clergy or the Bible; however, this approach is rather restrictive and does
not take into account local traditions of popular folk justice (intended
to purify local communities and humiliate the enemy), or the extent to
which these atrocities often involved public performances. It is, moreo-
ver, highly unlikely that the atrocities carried out by the French revo-
lutionary and imperial armies, staunchly republican and secular, can
be interpreted in this manner. One should not read too much into the
killing by bayonet of fifty monks cornered in a church in Spain.5* There
was probably nothing symbolic or metaphorical about that incident; the
monks were simply killed where they were found, no doubt held respon-
sible, as we have seen, for inspiring the neighbouring villages to revolt.

Nor does this explain the extreme violence perpetrated by both regu-
lar soldiers and armed insurgents in certain theatres of war. In some
respects, all torture and mutilation are public acts. They are performed
in front of a group of witnesses (even if only other perpetrators), or the
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corpse or body part is subsequently exposed in a public space, either
attached to or hung from a tree, placed along the roadside, or displayed
in a public square. Indeed, as we have seen in the case of the victims tor-
tured in the village of Acri in Calabria, it occurred in the public square —
the centre of all cultural and economic activity — in front of an approving
crowd.5? In some instances, the victims were left with a warning note or
a placard was hung around their necks.5 This type of ‘public presenta-
tional torture’ was meant as a warning to those that might contemplate
collaboration with the enemy, or possibly to communicate to the enemy
the extraordinary lengths they were prepared to go to prosecute the war
to a successful conclusion.?* In these instances, the mutilated body was
meant to elicit shock and horror and serve as a warning.

The Plight of Women

Another theme present among accounts of the wars is the excesses com-
mitted against women.% It was not unusual for men even outside of the
‘normal’ atrocities that took place during the storming of towns and
the systematized marauding of villages to assault women, including
pre-pubescent girls. Some of the accounts found in the memoirs of the
period were no doubt meant to titillate or to strike horror and loathing
into the reader,’ and hence were possibly exaggerated, but there is no
doubt that assaults took place with monotonous regularity (although
there is no evidence that rape was carried out in any systematic way, or
indeed that it was used by the French imperial regime as a tool of terror
to subdue recalcitrant populations). Indeed, it appears to have been so
prevalent during this period that it was probably considered a ‘right of
conquest’, a ‘reward’ of sorts, and should thus be considered a random
act of (sexual) violence. This sort of behaviour was sometimes endorsed
by the army. Some of the ditties distributed and sung by soldiers, for
example, were virtual invitations to rape.®” Rape nevertheless under-
lined the powerlessness of the communities concerned and the superior-
ity, both physical and cultural, of the conqueror. The following passage
from an anonymous book on the first Italian campaign gives an indica-
tion of just how widespread the practice was: ‘Debauchery is the epi-
demic evil of all armies. In that of Buonaparté, it was carried to excess.
Almost every honest family has had to lament its dishonour. Age, state,
condition, education, nobility, nothing guarantees the honour of the sex
from the lust of the soldier. Altars, even sanctuaries, have not sheltered
those who have devoted their lives to God. The examples have been fre-
quent and horrible. I have even seen a number of these cannibals cruelly
massacre those that had been abducted and dishonoured’.®®

Similarly, the sack of Jaffa led to a ‘traffic of young women’ being
exchanged for other objects looted in the town. When fighting broke
out over them, Napoleon ordered his men to bring all the women back
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to town, ‘on pain of a severe punishment’, where they were promptly
executed by a company of chasseurs.?® While campaigning in Portugal,
Pierre Guingret described how women of all classes were abducted,
bought and sold, or exchanged during card games for luxury items.
Other, less fortunate women were obliged to ‘satisfy the most unbri-
dled passions’ in order to avoid death, but were often killed anyway.®
Sergeant Lavaux writes of several soldiers entering a convent in Spain
where an unspecified number of nuns were raped and murdered; the
whole incident is described in a few lines.5! In a remarkably frank admis-
sion, Esprit Castellane, an officer of the general staff, described entering
a house after the storming of Burgos in Spain to find a woman ‘in the
midst of fifty soldiers. Each one was waiting his turn’.52 He says he went
on to save her.

If rape committed by others was often described, it was much more
frequent for officers to portray themselves as helping defenceless
women, or taking steps to limit excesses and even to prevent massacres
being committed. Jean Trefcon entered the Spanish town of Medina
del Rio Secco shortly after it was stormed by the French and witnessed
‘revolting scenes that he could not prevent because of the small number
of men’ he had with him.%® He nevertheless managed to save a ‘young
person’ who, without his intervention, would invariably have been
raped. Georges Bangofsky describes fighting off soldiers in a house in
order to protect a woman and her daughters.%* Joseph de Naylies inter-
vened to protect a young woman in Portugal who was about to become
the victim of a number of drunken soldiers.5 Charles-Pierre Griois sup-
posedly intervened to prevent a group of nuns from being raped by Pol-
ish soldiers in Corigliano.5¢

These anecdotes are no doubt meant to offset the accounts of rape and
murder with which they are often interspersed, as though officers were
pointing the finger at the lower ranks, underlining just how horrible war
was but at the same time intimating that this particular type of atroc-
ity was common among the lower orders; it was not the kind of thing
that a gentleman did. Captain Routier admitted that saving one peasant
woman amid the general carnage that was taking place around him ‘fed
his heart for a long time with a sweet satisfaction’, as though the one
good deed helped to offset the atrocities he had been witness to.®”

Some Preliminary Conclusions

This chapter has focused on the French perspective, even though mas-
sacres cut across national armies. We know that they often occurred
as a result of enforced hardships and privations; that they sometimes
involved the loss of comrades before the killings took place; that they
were often characterized by a ‘frenzied’ killing of the inhabitants with-
out distinction of age or sex; that they often involved communities that
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had risen in revolt against an army of occupation; that they generally
involved a certain cultural disdain for the victims in question; that they
demonstrated a certain lack of control by officers over the troops; and
that they were an accepted if not expected part of the conduct of the
soldier. It is safe to say there was not a region or country invaded by
the French in which massacres did not occur, although they were more
frequent in some areas than in others.

If this chapter is in part a reflection on the nature of (revolutionary
and Napoleonic) warfare, it is also one from the perspective of the vet-
eran, who sometimes assumes the voice of the perpetrator, consequently
describing the horrors committed against others, combatants and non-
combatants alike, but who more often than not assumes the voice of the
victim, describing the horrors inflicted on French troops by rebels resist-
ing the invading armies. It is possible that in doing so, French veterans
were underlining just how difficult it was to campaign in these countries
and the adversities they faced in bringing the benefits of the Revolu-
tion to the ‘ignorant’ peoples of Europe. A passage in the memoirs of
Denis Charles Parquin underlined how thankful some Spaniards were,
despite the horrors the French had brought in their wake, for putting
an end to the Inquisition.® The message is clear; even when suffering
was incurred the end goal was a noble one. If some veterans dwelt now
and then on the crimes committed by their own side it served to under-
score the horror of war. What is clear is that many had difficulty recall-
ing what they had lived through even if there does not appear to have
been any shame involved in recounting what they had witnessed. What
is also clear is that the hatred in which the French were held by many
occupied peoples and the narratives of the latter surrounding massacres
and atrocities are entirely different from those of the French, that is,
massacres are a much more contested history than is portrayed here.
But that is an altogether different study.
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