
The bid for power: AD 1799 
(http://www.historyworld.net/wrldhis/PlainTextHistories.asp?groupid=522&HistoryID=aa57&gtrack=pthc#ixzz0wKqDlh7t) 

1) Determined now to abandon his army in Egypt, Napoleon describes to his generals the 

danger in which France stands and the need for him to hurry home. He does not share 

with them a more personal reason. Rumour has reached him that one of the Directors, 

Sieyès, has been looking for a general to support him in a coup d'état. If that general is 

anyone other than Napoleon, he may have lost his chance for good. 

2) With a few colleagues he leaves Egypt in two frigates on August 23. By good luck they 

complete the journey unnoticed by any of the British squadrons in the Mediterranean. 

They land at Fréjus on October 9. Napoleon reaches Paris a week later.  

3) Napoleon at first conceals his hand, pretending merely to enjoy the social delights of 

Paris. But within a couple of weeks he is actively engaged in planning a coup. 

4) A false rumour about an imminent Jacobin plot against the Directory is the first step. This 

is used, on 18 Brumaire, to persuade the senior of the nation's two councils (the Ancients) 

to appoint Napoleon commander of all the troops in Paris. The Ancients are also induced 

to vote that they and the junior chamber (the Council of the Five Hundred) shall move for 

safety to Saint-Cloud, where they will convene on the following day.  

5) The conspirators meanwhile place under house arrest those Directors who are not in the 

plot, falsely announcing that they have resigned. 

6) On the next day the Ancients and the Five Hundred, assembling at Saint-Cloud, find 

themselves surrounded by 6000 troops. Tense debate continues in both assemblies until 

Napoleon impatiently bursts in upon them. His illegal intrusion causes uproar, from 

which he emerges visibly shaken. Further deception is needed. The troops are told that 

there are assassins among the deputies who have attempted to murder Napoleon. They 

empty the two halls by force. The deputies flee for their lives.  

7) Later that night a quorum from both the Ancients and the Five Hundred is rounded up. 

The terrified and exhausted deputies are persuaded - at about 2 a.m. - to pass a motion 

formally ending the Directory and swearing an oath of loyalty to a new provisional 

consulate of three men. 

8) This provisional trio of consuls consists of two of the previous five directors, Sieyès and 

Roger Ducos (both of them party to the plot), and one newcomer - Napoleon Bonaparte. 

Over the next month an appointed committee wrangles ceaselessly about the terms of a 

new constitution for the proposed consulate. Sieyès and Ducos, browbeaten by Napoleon, 

drop out of the running.  

9) On December 12 a constitutional document drafted by Napoleon is finally accepted. It 

provides for an executive first consul who will be supported by advisory second and third 

consuls and 'checked' by no less than four assemblies with differing functions. 

10) It is a calculated recipe for inertia and muddle at all levels but the very highest, where the 

first consul will - in effect though not in theory - have virtually unlimited power. It is no 

surprise that the first consul is to be Napoleon, with a Jacobin and a royalist selected as 

second and third consuls to appease both factions by a continuation of this well 

established balancing act. 

11) The proposed package is put to the nation in a referendum (in February 1800) asking for 

a simple Yes or No. With a franchise limited by property qualifications, and without a 

secret ballot, the result nationally is 3,011,007 voting Yes (meaning for Napoleon) and 

only 1562 registering No. 
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