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[Year 1812, Battle of Borodino] The undergrowth was full of the bodies of the fallen 
from both sides. They hindered us from gathering the nuts, which were abundant that 
year. Returning late to our bivouacs, I stumbled over a corpse and fell. It was a Moscow 
writer, as there were scattered reports and papers around him. Someone had already 
searched the body for money and scattered those reports. […] None of us could under-
stand why this man had died, when his weapon was a pen, and the battlefield was 
paper? I think he died because of his curiosity, which drives young men and women 
to incomprehensible actions.1

The soldier’s body is his basic tool, regardless of the historical era. His ability 
to perform and carry out assigned tasks depends on three major factors: physical 
fitness, the avoidance of wounds and injuries, and adequate supply. This issue has 
long been of interest to researchers of the Napoleonic era. The present text provides 
an outline based mainly on Polish narrative sources, which are not more widely 
used in the Western historiography.

During the Napoleonic period, from the very beginning of a recruit’s journey, 
his body was assessed for fitness for military service. The evaluation took place 
in several stages, involving officials as well as doctors. The primary criterion was 
the recruit’s height. Around 80 percent of recruits exempted from military ser-
vice in Napoleonic France were men who measured less than 1.5 meters. Height 

1  Józef Jaszowski, Pamiętnik dowódcy rakietników konnych, ed. J. Łojek (Warszawa: PAX, 
1968), 68.
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also determined the assignment of a soldier to a particular formation. Shorter 
soldiers were conscripted into light infantry units, average‑sized soldiers were 
assigned to line infantry and light cavalry, and the tallest were drafted to the elite 
heavy infantry and cavalry units. Better physical conditions allowed them to carry 
heavy equipment (e.g. cuirasses). The elite formations were usually spared and 
only entered into battle in the decisive phase. Of course, war is a lottery and this 
can hardly be considered as a strict rule.

Apart from being too short, the following medical conditions exempted 
a recruit from military service:

– loss of sight, voice, hearing, speech, nose, genitals, arm, leg, hand, or foot,
– respiratory failure,
– chronic ulcers,
– venous aneurysms,
– lameness or rickets of the long bones which prevented normal movement.
In many cases, recruits were dismissed from the draft due to other illnesses or 

body imperfections. These are included in the table below (for a better illustra-
tion I have divided them into groups corresponding to the different systems of 
the human body).

Table 1. Medical conditions that may have been grounds for exemption from conscription 
in Napoleonic France

Common integument eyelid disease, tumours and ulcers, leprosy, ringworm, frostbite, 
impetigo

Respiratory
system

nasal deformities, incurable respiratory problems, tuberculosis, 
asthma

Nervous system
eye inflammations, serious defects of sight/hearing/speech, 
uncontrolled salivation, epilepsy, paralysis, dementia, lunacy, 
imbecility

Bone and joint system

severe damage to the skull, loss of teeth, jaw deformities, humps 
and deformities that impede breathing and made it impossible 
to carry weapons or equipment, incurable deformities of the hands 
or feet serious bone diseases, microscopic, oversized or dispropor-
tionate stature, rheumatism

Blood system unhealed scars with a risk of haemorrhage, haemorrhoids, vari-
cose veins

Digestive system damage to the oesophagus
Urinary system kidneys disease
Systemic diseases exhaustion of the body (e.g. scurvy), cancer

Loss of a body part right eye, testicle, thumb, big toe, index finger of the right hand or 
two other fingers

Source: Alain Pigeard, La conscription au temps de Napoléon 1798–1814 (Paris: Bernard Giovanangeli 
Éditeur, 2003).



Matters of the Body in the World of Napoleon’s… 259

Some of the desperate recruits who hoped to avoid military service hurt their 
own bodies. There were known cases of recruits, who cut off a thumb, index finger 
or a part of a foot. Some were even able to douse themselves with acid or arsenic 
water. The most desperate recruits chose to marry women who were 70–80 years old.2

When a recruit was placed in a military unit and later took part in a mili-
tary campaign, his body was subjected to further tests. Theoretically, a soldier 
of the Napoleonic army should receive a daily ration of bread, meat, vegetables, 
and vodka. In practice, in the early nineteenth century, the military logistics ser-
vice was inefficient.3 Therefore soldiers were often forced to obtain food on their 
own. In the few surviving accounts written by rank‑and‑file soldiers, hunger or fear 
of it is a recurring motif.4 Usually the basis of their alimentation was soup, which 
was prepared together by a group of a dozen soldiers.5 Climatic conditions during 
campaigns across almost the whole of Europe restricted food available to soldiers. 
For example, during the autumn and winter of 1806 in Prussia, Napoleon’s soldiers 
relied mostly on potatoes. During the tragic Russian campaign, horsemeat was 
a regular part of the menu. Soldiers even ate pets to save their lives. Polish staff 
officer Franciszek Gajewski talked about the retreat from Russia: “[…] everyone 
searched for ways to alleviate the hunger that was plaguing us; the most useful 
thing for this purpose was a piece of horseflesh, sometimes a dog or any animal 
that came to hand. I myself […] caught a cat near Vyazma, killed it, skinned it, 
roasted it, and ate it as the most delicious morsel.”6

The soldiers’ desire to improve their nutrition sometimes led to amusing situa-
tions. In 1806, French soldiers stole and ate merino from the garden of the Saxon 
queen in Dresden. She got hysterical, when she heard about it.7 In the winter of 

2  Alain Pigeard, La conscription au temps de Napoléon 1798–1814 (Paris: Bernard Giovanangeli 
Éditeur, 2003), 136–139; Marcin Baranowski, Odbudowa kawalerii liniowej Wielkiej Armii po klęsce 
1812 roku (Oświęcim: Napoleon V, 2011), 49–53.

3  Martin van Creveld, Żywiąc wojnę. Logistyka od Wallensteina do Pattona, transl. Jan Szkud-
liński (Warszawa: Tetragon, 2020), 63–66. 

4  Two diaries of rank‑and‑file soldiers have been preserved in Polish: Jędrzej Daleki (who was 
illiterate and dictated his account) and Melchior Witkowski (who independently wrote down his 
memoirs). Interestingly, both served in the Duchy of Warsaw Division – a tactical unit whose sol-
diers fought in the Iberian Peninsula, then in Russia (1812) and in Germany (1813). Both diarists 
were captured during the military campaigns.

See: Melchior Witkowski, “Pamiętnik prostego żołnierza z lat 1812–1816” in Pamiętniki z lat 
1792–1849, ed. R. Grabałowski (Wrocław: Zakład Narodowy im. Ossolińskich, 1961), 17–93; [Jędrzej 
Daleki], Przygody starego żołnierza z 9‑go pułku Księstwa Warszawskiego, ed. S. Baranowski (Lipsk: 
A. Brockhaus, 1857). 

5  Jean Morvan, Le soldat impérial (1800–1814), t. 1 (Paris: Plon–Nourrit et C‑ie, 1904), 388; 
Alain Pigeard, L’Armée de Napoléon (1800–1815). Organisation et vie quotidienne (Paris: Tallandier, 
2000), 282–283.

6  “Franciszek Gajewski’s testimony” in Dał nam przykład Bonaparte. Wspomnienia i relacje żołnie‑
rzy polskich 1796–1815, eds. R. Bielecki, A. Tyszka, t. 2 (Kraków: Wydawnictwo Literackie, 1984), 144.

7  Morvan, Le soldat impérial, 440–441.
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1814, the French citizens from Sedan complained about Polish cavalrymen who 
hunted wild boars and deer in the surrounding woods.8 Participating in cam-
paigns far from their families, soldiers (if conditions allowed) eagerly ate dishes 
that reminded them of home. Polish officers’ memoirs mention beef with groats, 
roasting chickens, cooking borscht, and even fermenting cabbage.9

Sometimes the type of food obtained was at least surprising. For example, a Pol-
ish engineering officer mentioned how he received a dozen pineapples as a gift 
from a gardener in devastated Moscow, whose orangery he had saved from being 
looted by German marauders.10 Access to plenty of food could led to illness, as for 
example Polish infantrymen in 1813, when, marching through orchard‑covered 
countryside, they over eated fruit and paid for it with an upset stomach.11

It was stomach problems that were the most common disease among Napoleonic 
soldiers. Along with difficult weather conditions and footwear problems (“My feet 
covered with blisters due to heat, caused me painful suffering[…]. The blood colored 
the traces of my steps”),12 stomach problems led to the most common casualties dur-
ing the march (“[…] we commonly suffered from stomach problems due to acciden-
tal food and from colds during chilly autumn nights, in these latter marches, bloody 
diarrhea began to appear”).13 Exhausted soldiers were often unable to keep up with 
the pace of movement (usually covering a distance of 20–40 km per day) and fell 
behind. If their condition improved, they tried to catch up with their unit. However, 
some of them joined bands of brigands, who looted the area. Some soldiers’ bodies 
couldn’t handle the hardship, and they fell ill, sometimes dying.

One of the typical burdens affecting the soldier’s condition, regardless of the his-
torical era, was a lack of sleep. This problem appears repeatedly in the memoirs of 
Napoleonic soldiers (“Insomnia was the most painful. It deprived us of appetite 
and strength”).14 Some of them even mentioned sleeping while marching.15 Józef 

  8  Biblioteka Naukowa Polskiej Akademii Nauk i Polskiej Akademii Umiejętności w Kra-
kowie, rkps 153, Protokół korespondencyi i rozkazów 2‑0 (wojska polskiego z l. 1813 i 1814), 
n. 122 (17 December 1813).

  9  Adam Turno, “Z dziennika…” in Fragmenty, ed. A. Skałkowski (Poznań: Księgarnia Uniwer-
sytecka, 1928), 155. See also: Tadeusz Zabielski, “Pamiętnik oficera Legii Nadwiślańskiej” in Pamięt‑
niki z czasów Księstwa Warszawskiego czyli niezwykłe przygody wojenne dwóch oficerów napoleoń‑
skich, ed. B. Szyndler (Częstochowa: Wydawnictwo WSP, 2001), 102; Marcin Smarzewski, Pamiętnik 
1809–1831, ed. F. Sawicka (Wrocław: Zakład Narodowy im Ossolińskich, 1962), 94.

10  Józef Matkowski, “Zbiór niektórych szczegółów życia mego” in Pamiętniki z lat 1792–1849, 
121–122.

11  Antoni Białkowski, Wspomnienia starego żołnierza (Gdynia: Armagedon, 2003), 243.
12  Zabielski, “Pamiętnik oficera,” 20.
13  Jaszowski, Pamiętnik dowódcy rakietników konnych, 60.
14  Zabielski, “Pamiętnik oficera,” 20.
15  Prot Lelewel, Pamiętniki i diariusz domu naszego, ed. I. Lelewel‑Friemannowa (Wrocław: 

Zakład Narodowy im. Ossolińskich, 1966), 209; Aleksander Rembowski, Źródła do historii pułku 
polskiego lekkokonnego Gwardii Napoleona I, ed. W. Nabywaniec, t. 2 (Oświęcim: Napoleon V, 2013), 
155; Oleg Sokołow, Armia Napoleona, transl. M. Młynarz (Oświęcim, Napoleon V, 2014), 248–249, 
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Matkowski, a Polish engineering officer who participated in the defense of Dresden 
in the autumn of 1813, wrote about eighteen‑year‑old French infantry soldiers: 
“[…] after three days of shortage and sleepless nights, they could be caught like 
partridges.”16

The regulations for the preparation of medicines for the troops of the Duchy of 
Warsaw were dominated by medicines related to diseases of the digestive system.17 
This was due to poor knowledge of hygiene. In a guidebook for French cavalry-
men, Antoine de Brack wrote: “Any water without an unpleasant taste and that dis-
solves soap well is good to drink and clean for all cooking uses. […] In places where 
one would be reduced to drinking stagnant or muddy water, it would be useful, 
in order to avoid swallowing leeches, to pass it through a linen.” In another part of 
his manual, de Brack described how to approach different problems that could affect 
a soldier’s body. For example, he explained how to remove items stuck in the throat 
(such as leeches), how to deal with mushroom poisoning, or even with a hangover.18

Little knowledge of hygiene and the poor living conditions resulting from signifi-
cant concentrations of people during war campaigns led to outbreaks. During opera-
tions in the Caribbean, French troops struggled with yellow fever. During the Egyp-
tian expedition, they fought cholera, and during the campaigns of 1812–1814, they 
faced typhoid. However the diseases that Napoleonic soldiers struggled with most 
often were various types of fevers, scabies, venereal diseases and even rheumatism.19

One of the most popular methods of healing the body (and not only) was alco-
hol. It can be deduced from soldiers’ diaries that nationality influenced alcohol 
consumption and drinking choices. The British mainly drank gin, while various 
types of vodka were a frequent choice among Continental soldiers.20 A German 
officer serving in the Polish Vistula Legion, Henryk Brandt, recalled that he drank 
wormwood vodka twice a day, which helped with stomach issues.21 Soldiers seek-
ing entertainment would drink various types of wine and beer. Among Polish sol-
diers, Hungarian wine was probably the most popular. A young officer described 
his first experiences in the army as follows: “At our first meeting, my colleagues 
drank me into a state of unconsciousness and carried me to the quarters. They 
were happy to have an easy target with the Hungarian wine I was unaccustomed 

254–256; Dave Grossman, O zabijaniu. Psychologiczny koszt kształtowania gotowości do zabijania 
w czasach wojny i pokoju, transl. D. Konorocka (Warszawa: Mayfly, 2010), 126–127.

16  Matkowski, „Zbiór niektórych szczegółów,” 146.
17  Marcin Baranowski, “Chleb z pajęczyną czy species vulnerariae? – leczenie ran w wojskach 

Księstwa Warszawskiego w świetle Przepisów lekarstw,” Teka Komisji Historycznej VII (2010): 72. 
18  Antoine de Brack, Cavalry Outpost Duties. Souvenirs, transl. C. Carr et al. (Auzielle: LRT 

Editions, 2008), 308–311.
19  Tadeusz Srogosz, Pomoc weteranom, rannym i chorym na ziemiach polskich w latach 

1806–1807 (Częstochowa: Wydawnictwo Wyższej Szkoły Pedagogicznej, 2001), 50–51.
20  William Wheeler, Listy szeregowca, transl. M. Ronikier (Warszawa: Czytelnik, 1988), 28.
21  Henryk Brandt, Moja służba w Legii Nadwiślańskiej. Wspomnienia z Hiszpanii oraz Rosji 

1807–1812, ed. A. Ziółkowski (Gdynia: Armagedon, 2002), 158.
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to. I returned the favor by inviting them to a drinking bout […] and again got 
drunk as a lord. I recovered from those friendships and was laughed at for not being 
able to hold my liquor.”22

The diaries indicate that Polish and Cossack patrols sometimes shared and con-
sumed alcohol together, despite belonging to hostile armies.23 After one such encoun-
ter, during which spirits were consumed, Lieutenant Adam Turno of the elite Cheval 
Legers of the Guard regiment woke up in the middle of the night in no man’s land. 
He realized that he had lost some of his equipment and his horse but held a Cossack 
whip in his hand. Struggling with a terrible headache, he tried to determine which 
campfires belonged to the French troops and which to the Russians. In the end, he 
returned to his unit but was punished with several days in detention.24

Corporal punishment was prohibited in the French army. However, the most 
serious crimes, including defection to the enemy and crimes against civilians, were 
punishable by death. An abbreviated list of punishments was printed in the sol-
dier’s military booklet.25 As most soldiers were illiterate, this passage was read 
aloud during assemblies. If a soldier was imprisoned, he had to wear a special 
outfit and was not allowed to shave his beard so that he would be easily recogniz-
able as a convict in case of escape.26

Punishments were necessary due to inadequate army discipline. During breaks 
in warfare, soldiers who experienced trauma sought oblivion in various addictions. 
Apart from alcohol during the Napoleonic period, soldiers were keen on pipes. 
They mostly smoked tobacco, which was also treated as medicine. Lieutenant 
Joachim Hempel of the Polish Chevau‑Legers of the Guard regiment recalled serv-
ing in the escort of Napoleon during his tour of the Dutch departments in the fall 
of 1811: “So far, I have been healthy despite all the work and hardships, but I must 
also admit that only tobacco and vodka keep me [healthy], and everyone who 
chews a lot, smokes, and drinks vodka is healthy.”27 Sometimes soldiers did not 
stop at tobacco. The Napoleonic troops returning from Egypt brought with them 
hashish, which later became popular among the artistic Parisian elite.28

22  “Franciszek Gajewski’s testimony” in Dał nam przykład Bonaparte, 47.
23  Józef Szymanowski, Pamiętniki jenerała, ed. S. Schnür‑Pepłowski (Lwów: H. Altenberg, 

1898), 103–104.
24  Turno, „Z dziennika,” 148–149.
25  Muzeum Wojska Polskiego w Warszawie, 40248 MW, Jan Biesiak’s (10th Polish Infantry 

Regiment) military booklet.
26  Service Historique de la Défense, Vincennes, GR Xk 36, Troupes spéciales. Dépôts des con-

scrits réfractaires 1804–1814, Arrêté Concernant les Dépôts de Conscrits déclarés réfractaires, la 
Composition et la Competence des Conseils de guerre spéciaux, la Procédure devant ces Conseils, 
et les Peines contre la Désertion, Saint Cloud, le 19 Vendémiaire, an XII de la République.

27  Biblioteka Narodowa w Warszawie, rkps 8798 II, Korespondencja rodziny Hemplów, Joachim 
Hempel to his mother, Amsterdam 18 October 1811, 30v.

28  Łukasz Kamieński, Farmakologizacja wojny. Historia narkotyków na polu bitwy (Kraków: 
Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego, 2012), 81–85.
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Forgetfulness was also sought in the arms of women, often marquettes or pros-
titutes. In Krakow in 1809, due to the overcrowding of the city by the army, a group 
of young officers (to their own surprise) were even accommodated in a brothel.29 
The previously mentioned Adam Turno described in his diary how he spent Christ-
mas 1813 in the French capital with his fellow officers. It was a veritable marathon 
of sightseeing and enjoying all kinds of entertainment, which included dining 
in the most fashionable restaurants, visits to theaters, opera, gambling halls, and 
luxurious brothels. The French prostitutes they met were so well‑educated and 
intelligent that, in his opinion, they were wasted in this profession. This does not 
change the fact that among Polish officers from noble houses, there was a great deal 
of moral freedom. They were eager to engage in affairs with married women, did 
not shy away from the company of prostitutes, and one of the topics that recurred 
in their correspondence was the treatment of venereal diseases.30 Dancing parties 
with local women were also a part of leisure activities during military campaigns. 
During Napoleon’s name day celebrations in the summer of 1813 in Germany, 
Polish soldiers even tried to teach German women popular Polish national dance, 
the mazurka.31 Such entertainment allowed them to forget about the difficult war-
time reality for a while…

The greatest threat to a soldier’s body was being involved in battle. The Napo-
leonic era is associated with armies of thousands, great battles, and high casu-
alties. Despite this, it was also an era of the development of military medical 
services, the improvement of treatment methods (including amputation tech-
niques), and the introduction of ambulances to transport wounded soldiers 
from the battlefield. The army of the Duchy of Warsaw then introduced the first 
personal dressing composed of a bandage and a swab soaked in antiseptic sub-
stance.32 A Polish artillery officer recalled: “[…] I met a large group of Esklaps 
with Lafontaine at the head, working hard, only in their shirts, without uni-
forms, with their arms bared up to their elbows, hastily probing the depth of 
bullet wounds with their small fingers, amputating arms, legs, bandaging, etc. 
The scattered ropes, bandages, piles of arms and legs severed testified to their 
all‑day activity.”33 Doctors devotedly tried to save the wounded. The chief phy-
sician of the Polish Army, Leopold Lafontaine, stayed with the wounded sol-
diers in Russia and disappeared. Girardot, the surgeon of the Cheval Legers of 

29  “Kazinierz Brodziński’s testimony” in Dał nam przykład Bonaparte, 16.
30  Zbigniew Kuchowicz, Aleksander Fredro we fraku i w szlafroku. Osobowość i życie prywatne 

(Łódź: Krajowa Agencja Wydawnicza, 1999), 91, 94.
31  Stanisław Broekere, Pamiętniki z wojny hiszpańskiej 1808–1814 (Gdynia: Armagedon, 2004), 

16; Kazimierz Brodziński, Wspomnienia mojej młodości i inne pisma autobiograficzne, ed. A. Łucki 
(Kraków: Krakowska Spółka Wydawnicza, 1928), 99–100; Lelewel, Pamiętniki, 192.

32  Maria J. Turos, Chirurgia wojenna w czasach Księstwa Warszawskiego (Warszawa: Wydaw-
nictwo Warszawskiego Uniwersytetu Medycznego, 2021), 245–247.

33  Jaszowski, Pamiętnik dowódcy rakietników konnych, 67.
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the Guard, lost his leg at the Battle of Craonne when he helped the wounded 
under Russian cannon fire.34

*
I have briefly presented various aspects of daily life for soldiers during the Napo-

leonic era. All spheres were dominated by issues related to the body. These are not 
easy matters to capture, as memoirists were more inclined to write about unusual 
or surprising events than about everyday life. Moreover, most of them wrote their 
accounts in old age, trying to pass on lessons for the future to their children or 
grandchildren. For these reasons, references to bodily pleasures are also rare.

It seems to me that the best summary would be a passage from Private Jędrzej 
Daleki’s account. During the Russian campaign, while looting the corpses of fallen 
soldiers, he was ambushed by two enemy cavalrymen. He managed to survive 
this ordeal but lost his thumb in the fight. Daleki recalled: “I gained a dozen gold 
coins and a watch but lost a finger. I rubbed it with various ointments, but it still 
didn’t grow back.”35

SUMMARY
The text sketches various aspects of a soldier’s life in the Napoleonic era. The issues 

focus on matters related to the body, such as illness, wounds, their treatment, matters of 
nutrition and stimulants. The source basis is primarily Polish narrative sources, less well 
known to the Western historiography.

34  Turos, Chirurgia wojenna, 253–256; Rembowski, Źródła, 248.
35  [Daleki], Przygody starego żołnierza, 72.


