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ARCIS-SUR-AUBE. 

 

New raids of the priest of Pers.  --Before leaving Saint-Valérien to return to Sens, the Cossacks of Seslavin once 

again had trouble with the good priest of Pers.  "To better observe the march and movement of the Cossacks," said 

the parish priest of Pers,1 "I went the 16th about 10 o'clock to the village of Bignon where I saw the passing of 50 

Cossacks returning from the camp at Chéroy to Fontenay by the route that had been followed by those of the 10th. 

Assuming that they would return in the evening to the camp along the same path, I ran home, assembling my parish. 

Encouraged by the initial success and all armed with double (barreled) fusils, we returned about 5 o'clock into a 

valley between Chevannes and Pers.  I placed, at two hundred yards (steps) from me, after a wood called the 

Boulinière, an outpost which I recommended only fire on the second person in the detachment, thinking that the first 

one was a guide snatched from countryside.  As for me, with the rest of my men, I took a little elevated position, 

called the Miroir." 

 

"We waited in silence until 8 o'clock at night.  The darkness did not allow us to distinguish anything and the 

Cossacks marching slowly on a soft ground, barely allowed their movements to be heard.  Finally, the post placed at 

the end of the wood let approach the advanced guard to within ten feet of them, firing three shots and forcing them 

                                                           
1Report of Father Pothier, serving Pers, to Major Legros, Commandant of the town Montargis, Pers, 19 March. 

(Archives of the War.) 
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to withdraw to the detachment that ranged over the battlefield.  So we gathered and we made a fusillade as well 

supported as we could, by the light of our primers, to distinguish the number of men we had to fight and at the same 

time realized that they all had, on the front of their saddles, large white packets without us suspecting what they 

contained.  Being only fifteen paces from the enemy, all our shots had moved, had scattered and had forced them to 

flee with more speed, dropping these packets.  At the risk of not finding these again in the darkness and feeling sure 

that they contained a considerable amount of dispatches...  So I thought -- and the postilion who the Cossacks had 

taken confirmed to me -- that the mail from Lyon to Paris had been seized a second time by the brigands and that to 

avoid the drive to the camp by difficult paths as it might be their desire, as was the one they had taken 10th, they had 

looted and left it on the road... Unable where we were, because of the darkness, to go to search and pick up the other 

packages, I left at the scene during the night a guard of 6 men and went home with 11 others and the postilion, who 

demonstrated to me serious concern about the fate of the mail that had not followed us." 

 

"On the 17th, at daybreak, we came back on the field and found dead on the spot a Cossack and fifteen paces away, 

behind a hedge, the unfortunate courier they had massacred...  In walking through the area, we collected and picked 

up the excess packets and found 11 other Cossacks dead, namely: 9 in the woods of Chevannes, Pers and Rozoy 

where, after being wounded, they had retired, and 2 at Bignon.  6 were, it seems, dead on arrival at the camp in 

Saint-Valérien.  Thus, this expedition has cost 17 men to the Cossacks." 

 

"The same day, the 17th, at 10 o'clock in the morning, at the moment I had gone to render last rites to the courier 

from my ministry, the village of Pers was invested by 150 Cossacks, who, in revenge for the failure of the night 

before and the capturing of the10th, gave themselves until 4 o'clock in the afternoon to looting, stealing and breaking 

whatever came to hand.  Finally, for one last good measure, they seized 15 inhabitants and tying ropes around their 

necks took them to the camp of Saint-Valérien, where they were questioned, choked and threatened with being shot 

if they did not hand over the chief and collaborators in the expedition.  They were told under duress that it was the 

line of troops sent from the garrison of Montargis.  As for the packages, I have delivered them all on the 18th to 

Mister Fereau, Director of the Letter Post at Égreville, who was informed by me of the event, had come 

accompanied by Mr. Bernier, Mayor, to search for them in a carriage." 

 

"It is useful to observe Mister Major that I had in the morning, taken the precaution to hide the mail packets in the 

straw in a barn.  But if they had suspected it, they would have taken perhaps to burn the village; but I augured their 

silence about it that among them, there was not one of those of the day before; which leads me to believe that the 

death toll exceeds 17, and the others received serious injuries.  These, disappeared in the dark, had to necessarily go 

astray, for they could not see any sign of recognition; then, many had to succumb in the woods, towards Bazoches, 

where it was in the day of the 17th, that several scattered letters from packages were picked up."  

 

"As for me, if the zeal of my fellow citizens did not slow down, I will continue to give the government the evidence 

of my devotion." 

 

Information received by Schwarzenberg.  --The 17th in the morning one had received at the headquarters of Pont-

le-Roi, two dispatches from Blücher, addressed from Laon, 16 March at noon.  But these two dispatches were hardly 

likely to inform and reassure the Generalissimo and the Emperor of Russia.  In the one, -- that exists alone in the K. 

K. Kriegs Archiv., (III, 295) -- The Field Marshal, in the fear that the dispatch would be intercepted by the French, 

delighted in painting his situation as a day that was a fantasy and therefore that he said to the Generalissimo: 

 

"Your Highness should have known through my couriers that the French retook Reims and Saint-Priest, with the 

greatest part of his corps, has joined my army in Berry-au-Bac." 

 

"Tomorrow I receive my reinforcements from the Netherlands." 

 

"The convoys that give me ten days of food for my army arrived this morning and will enable me to resume the 

offensive." 

 

Another dispatch, the one that really was intended for Schwarzenberg, the one in which Blücher exposes the true 

situation of his army to the Generalissimo, but is impossible to trace in the Archives of the War of Vienna, was far 

from presenting things in same way:  "I struggle," wrote the Field Marshal, "against the greatest distress.  The 

soldiers have had no bread for several days, and with the enemy, who cut my line from Nancy, I cannot make 
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anything happen.  Otherwise, I have immobilized the enemy in Reims.  The Emperor was still there yesterday at 2 

o'clock with his Guard.  I conclude that the Great Army has not gotten closer to Paris." 

 

Similar news did less to reassure Alexander I and restore calm in the minds of the headquarters, as the reports of 

Tettenborn and Diebitsch,2 signaling on the other hand the march of the French on Épernay and their entry in 

Châlons seemed to justify completely the resolution taken by Schwarzenberg to stop, at least momentarily, the 

offensive operations on the side of Provins.  These reports contradicting the actual dispatch of Blücher and the fact 

that the French had not debouched either from Épernay or from Châlons, seemed to agree with those in the 

entourage of the Generalissimo and the sovereigns, who did not believe in the march of the Emperor to the Aube. 

Schwarzenberg was about the only one who did not share this view, and that is why before committing himself 

headlong in one direction, he began by preparing his concentration on Arcis, without abandoning it in the possibility 

of resuming the offensive against Macdonald and pushing against Provins, Fontainebleau and Melun. 

 

But in the afternoon, the picture suddenly changed.  The Generalissimo learned that the Emperor remained several 

days at Reims, his troops guarding the crossings of the Marne downstream from Châlons.  He then agreed with the 

idea of Radetzky, of Toll, of Diebitsch, of Barclay de Tolly; he admitted  the probability of a new offensive 

movement of the Emperor against Blücher and perhaps the possibility of a subsequent march against the rear of the 

Great Army.  However, instead of pushing with all his forces to unite at Châlons, it was only his right wing that he 

moved closer, the 18th, to the Marne. 

 

18 March.  --Dispositions for 18 March.  --While Macdonald, amazed at the tranquility that had not ceased to 

reign in Provins and on the side of Bray, ordered his cavalry to push, the 18th in the morning a reconnaissance on 

Saint-Martin-des-Champs and while the Emperor left Reims to go to sleep in Épernay, the Generalissimo sent his 

movement orders for the 18th and stopped by that resolutions that further information would soon change.3 

 

The Vth Corps, which had just been pushed on to the left bank of the Aube, returned to the right bank, from 

Ramerupt to Allibaudières.  It had to occupy Fère-Champenoise, Bussy-Lettrée and Faux-sur-Coole and bring its 

advanced guard to Sommesous and Mailly. 

 

The guards and reserves, descending the course of the Aube, approached Wrede, by sticking to Dammartin-le-Coq, 

Jasseines and Donnemont. 

 

The VIth Corps had orders to come to mass on the left bank of the Aube, from Charny-le-Bachot to Villette.  In 

contrast, the IIIrd and IVth Corps, Seslavin and Prince Maurice Liechtenstein, returning on the Seine and the Yonne 

had to cover the entire space between the Pont-Roi and Joigny.  In case of a forced retirement, the IIIrd and IVth 

Corps had orders to retreat to Troyes; Seslavin from Pont-sur-Yonne and from Sens on Châtillon; Liechtenstein 

from Joigny by Montbard on Dijon. 

 

In a word, with exception of the VIth Corps, all the troops of the Great Army had, very nearly, to return to the 

positions they had held the day before they left.  The Crown Prince of Württemberg, under whom the IIIrd Corps was 

placed again, would relieve the VIth Corps, which had to retake its positions on the 17th in the evening.  However, if 

nothing else than the distance he had to go, it was easy to foresee that the Prince would not be able to complete such 

a complex program in a single day. 

 

Schwarzenberg himself had felt it necessary to add to this disposition explanatory notes, unique to the new situation 

created in each of these corps by these marches and counter marches.  To Barclay, he had only said that the guards 

and reserves would occupy new quarters, in order to then take the direction that seem most suitable. 

 

He let it be known to Wrede "that he chose this new dislocation of the troops of the right wing in order to be able to 

stand in front of the enemy, if it intended to set its direction on Châlons from Vitry."  With the Crown Prince of 

                                                           
2 'Report of Diebitsch to Volkonsky, Arcis-sur-Aube, 16 March, no 123. 

 
3STÄRKE, Eintheilung und Tagesbegebenheiten der Haupt-Armee im Monate März. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 1.) 
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Württemberg, he was, however, less terse.  "Napoleon," he writes,4 "can be moving either against the Army of 

Silesia, or by Châlons against the right and rear of the Great Army."  Even if the enemy would turn north on Laon, 

the Generalissimo, deciding to regulate his conduct according to circumstances, reserved the right to decide later 

what operations would be appropriate for him to undertake with the right wing; but he judged it impossible to recall 

the Crown Prince to him, as the corps of Macdonald and Oudinot were being held between the Seine and the Marne. 

When the right wing was to move forward, the Crown Prince, if not greater in numbers than he found before him, 

would have to keep in check the enemy corps posted at Provins and prevent them from effecting a junction with the 

Emperor.  But if Macdonald gives the impression to the Crown Prince, in his move on the Marne to reunite with the 

Imperial Army, he should consider leaving on the Seine only the forces necessary to ensure the course of this and 

bring by the shortest and best route possible, and the bulk of IIIrd and IVth Corps to Arcis, where these corps would 

form the left wing of the Great Army.  If in the unlikely case, the troops left on the Seine were forced to retreat, they 

would then make their retreat on Troyes.  But Seslavin should remain in Pont-sur-Yonne and communicate with 

Maurice Liechtenstein, who then would withdraw from Joigny in the direction of Dijon. 

 

These special instructions basically threw little light on the intentions of the Generalissimo since, while speaking of 

a concentration that had started movement the day before, Schwarzenberg had, instead, taken the course of 

disseminating his forces. 

 

Lord Burghersh5 fortunately for us says exactly what was happening at that time in the mind of Schwarzenberg.  For 

the English officer, the taking of Reims had meant convincing the Generalissimo that the French army was going to 

start a new series of offensive operations against Blücher, and the disposition of the 17th, tending to concentrate on 

the 18th the army between Arcis and Pont-le-Roi and bring the reserves to Dommartin and Donnement, was taken in 

view of a movement on Sommesous and Vitry, and thence by Châlons against the rear of the French army 

maneuvering against Blücher. 

 

A letter from Toll to Volkonsky, written on the 18th morning, confirmed the assertions and assessments of Lord 

Burghersh:  "The reports of outposts assure us that the enemy has little of its people at Châlons and Épernay; it 

seems that they are to screen its enterprises against Blücher.  We can say that we will do our movement on Châlons; 

but it will be hardly possible before after tomorrow the 20th, since Rayevsky will have much difficulty to arrive 

today with the bulk of his forces on the side of Arcis." 

 

Information Schwarzenberg received by 18 March in the morning.  --It should, however, be recognized that the 

information received so far by Schwarzenberg was attributed an only absolutely secondary importance to the 

appearance of the French, in Épernay as well as Châlons.  First it was Major Mareschal, who returned to the 

headquarters of the Army of Silesia and not daring, for fear of being taken, pushing beyond Vitry, announced in a 

first dispatch from Vitry, the 17th in morning,6 he had found General Davidoff about to retire, recrossing with his 

two regiments and his 300 horses on to the left bank of the Marne and abandoning Vitry to go cover the parks 

already directed to Saint-Dizier.  "The enemy," said the Major Mareschal, "held Châlons on the 15th with eight 

squadrons followed by a column of infantry of from 6,000 to 7,000 men.  Yesterday the 16th, it sent a patrol of 50 

horses towards La Chaussée returning in the evening to Châlons.  The Guard and Napoleon were not seen in 

                                                           
4Schwarzenberg to the Crown Prince of Württemberg, Arcis-sur-Aube, 17 March. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 229.) 

 
5LORD BURGHERSH, Memoir, 206:  "Prince Schwarzenberg has been impressed with the conviction that after the 

capture of Reims the 13th the operations of the French army would again he directed against Marshal Blücher.  The 

orders he had issued on the 17th for the concentration of his army between Arcis and Pont-sur-Seine with the 

reserves at Donnement and Dommartin were given out with the intention of moving from those positions upon 

Sommesous and Vitry and thence upon Châlons and upon the rear of the French army while engaged in this 

supposed operation."  (Le prince de Schwarzenberg était convaincu qu'après la prise de Reims [13 mars] Napoléon 

manœuvrerait de nouveau contre le maréchal Blücher.  Lorsqu'il expédia les ordres du 17, tendant à une 

concentration de la grande armée alliée entre Arcis et Pont-sur-Seine, avec ses réserves à Bonnement et à 

Dommartin, il avait l'intention de se porter de ces positions par Sommesous et Vitry sur Châlons et les derrières de 

l'armée française pendant que cette dernière aurait été en train d'exécuter le mouvement en question.)  
6Major Mareschal to Schwarzenberg, Vitry, 17 March. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 316.) 
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Châlons.  The enemy merely occupy Châlons and has no intention to attack Vitry." 

 

A second dispatch sent by the same officer, the 17th at seven in the evening, does not report any disturbing 

movement.  "The enemy," wrote Mareschal,7 "would, according to the talk of Tettenborn posted at Coole, send at 

noon two cavalry columns on the roads of Arcis and of Vitry, but the post of Loisy-sur-Marne has seen nothing.  

The enemy, however, occupies Togny and he has there infantry and cavalry." 

 

The Major then announced that the Prussian Colonel von Swichow put Vitry in a state of defense and advised to 

direct Tettenborn on Saint-Menehould to cover communications. 

 

Without speaking of the two reports from Tettenborn filled with many of the same thoughts and that Barclay de 

Tolly transmitted to the Generalissimo by proposing an expedition against Châlons and by sharing with him a 

departure for Vitry of a column under the orders of General Lambert which seemed to him to try to force with the 

troops of Davidoff and Tettenborn a blow against Châlons, the Generalissimo had received on the 18th in the 

morning the following report (in French) from Tettenborn.8 The report sent the day before from Coole at a quarter 

past four in the afternoon, was even more than the previous ones, making the Generalissimo believe that the French 

did not even dream of debouching on the left bank of the Marne:  "I moved myself yesterday (16), here (at Coole) to 

better observe the movement of the enemy." 

 

"I'm not able to respond right now to the assembled forces at Châlons and Épernay, but at this last place there was 

yesterday morning the infantry; the cavalry camped vis-à-vis towards Épernay on the right bank of the Marne." 

 

"The enemy has pushed from this side its patrols up to Avise where he retired having met mine." 

 

"At Châlons, he first entered 4,000 men, then three regiments of cavalry; but I have no information on the troops 

that could have followed those.  What is certain is that my party spent the night at Coole and had pushed their 

patrols up to the gates of Châlons.  They have nowhere noticed campfires, so that all the troops could have been 

housed in the city." 

 

"This morning the enemy came out of Châlons on the three roads of Châlons to Coole, to Vatry and to Vitry with 10 

squadrons; but having met my parties and after having been engaged for some time, it stopped at a league and a half 

from Châlons near the bridge over the river; it has not moved further on the road to Vitry." 

 

"This strengthens me in an opinion I had first conceived, that Napoleon will not attempt an offensive movement that 

comes on this side of the Great Army, but the whole operation against the Marne had no other purpose than to  

ensure the passages of the river..." 

"I propose to stay here until tomorrow to have full confidence that the enemy does not form an alternative plan for 

this side; but if tomorrow afternoon it has made no forward movement, I feel it my duty to come back promptly by 

Vitry on the other side of the Marne to jump on the enemy lines of communications between Reims and Châlons and 

fulfill my original designation as maintaining communication between our armies." 

 

"...I sent yesterday to Vitry 50 Cossacks to escort Major Mareschal, they will meet on the way another party of mine 

who will join them if necessary." 

 

Finally, a second dispatch of Tettenborn, even more recent and from 18th in the morning, was to dispel any 

remaining doubts, the last qualms that may still exist: "The enemy," said Tettenborn, "is not moving.  Nobody has 

appeared on the road from Épernay to Châlons that my Cossacks have constantly monitored.  Here, everything is 

absolutely quiet."  And he added that in proposing to carry out the project to cross on to the right bank of the Marne, 

he was preparing to leave for Vitry. 

 

First disposition of Schwarzenberg for 19 March.  --It is quite natural that under the influence of such 

                                                           
7Major Mareschal to Schwarzenberg, Vitry, 17 March, 7 o'clock at night. (Ibid., III, ad 316.) 

 
8Tettenborn to Prince Schwarzenberg. Coole, 4 h. 1/4 afternoon, 17 March, original in French. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., 

XIII, 310.) 
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information, Schwarzenberg had stopped again before noon a disposition for the 19th, based on the need to observe 

the movements of the French, both on the side of Provins as along the Marne, from Châlons up to Meaux, and 

prevent Napoleon to hide behind the curtain formed by his light troops, the operations on the right bank of the 

Marne.  The Generalissimo prescribed, therefore, Rayevsky to cross the 19th soon in the morning, on to the right 

bank of the Aube in Ormes, to establish in tight quarters between this point and Allibaudières, and occupy Salon, 

Herbisse and Semoine in order to collect the outposts from Pleurs, Corroy, Sézanne and Fère-Champenoise Kaisarov 

had to go to Vertus. Wrede stood motionless, except those of his troops who had to give their quarters to the VIth 

Corps.  The guards and reserves were not moving; only their advanced guards were to approach the Marne.9 

 

Schwarzenberg had hastened to communicate this disposition to Blücher and had joined to the mail being sent a 

letter in which he said, among other things, to the Field Marshal:  "The enemy is approaching the Marne, he 

occupies Châlons and obviously has the intention to cut our direct communication.  To maintain and be able to 

operate in conjunction with Your Excellency, I concentrate, as reflected in the orders given to my army, my strength 

on the other side of the Aube, between Sézanne and Vitry.  As I get more accurate news, from the enemy and from 

Your Excellency, I will operate with all the energy compatible with my situation."10 

 

Schwarzenberg had barely completed sending these pieces and approving the proposal of Barclay de Tolly relative 

to sending General Lambert towards Vitry and Châlons, when he received the first news of the movement that the 

French were performing from Vertus against Fère-Champenoise.  Without even attaching real importance to a barely 

sketched out movement, he invited, however, Barclay to concentrate the guards between Dommartin, Jasseines and 

Donnement, so as to be ready to support any movement forward towards Sompuis or Mailly, whose movement 

could enforce the Allied troops stationed in Arcis. 

 

Movements of the corps of the Allied Great Army.  --At this moment, it was about noon, the various corps had 

performed in part the movements required by the disposition of the 17th. 

 

On the left wing, Crenneville arrived at six in the morning at Villeneuve-l'Archevêque, and the rest of the IIIrd Corps 

had reached about eight o'clock, Villemaur sur-Vanne. 

 

The IVth Corps marched by Méry on Maizières-la-Grande-Paroisse. 

 

The VIth Corps was divided, the 18th in the morning, between Romilly, where one found Gorchakov, Pont-le-Roi, 

where General Rayevsky held, the heights of Mériot, occupied by Prince Eugene of Württemberg, and Saint-Martin-

Chennetron, where one had left a part of the cavalry of Pahlen to monitor the rear guard of Macdonald.  Either 

because the orders came too late this time, or because the IIIrd and IVth Corps had not yet relieved the posts on the 

Seine and the troops of the VIth Corps, the whole morning and part of the afternoon would pass before Rayevsky had 

begun his movement on Charny and Villette. 

 

In the morning, the cavalry of Pahlen had reconnoitered the French posts beside Provins; but it was immediately 

recalled to his positions of Saint-Martin-des-Champs, Le Houssay, Cormeron and Léchelle.  This tranquility, added 

to the news of the movement of the Emperor on Épernay, that had come to Macdonald, had persuaded the Marshal 

of the possibility of a retrograde march of the Allies.  Desiring to be given an exact account of the new situation 

before resuming the offensive, Macdonald had immediately dispatched from 2,000 to 3,000 horses charged with 

penetrating the curtain formed by the Allied outposts. 

 

The infantry of the Vth Corps had crossed on to the right bank of the Aube and was established between 

Allibaudières and Ramerupt, the cavalry forming in three lines in front.  Count Antoine Hardegg, coming from Bray, 

had joined. 

 

The guards and reserves had reached Donnement and Dommartin, so that the right wing two corps were, from that 

moment, ready to move in the direction of Vitry. 

                                                           
9Prince Schwarzenberg, first disposition for 19 March, Arcis-sur-Aube, 18 March. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, ad 

320.) 

 
10Schwarzenberg to Blücher, Arcis-sur-Aube, 18 March. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 320.) 
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On the extreme left, Maurice Liechtenstein, leaving a rear guard Saint-Florentin, marched on Tonnerre and Seslavin 

came and stood at Cerisiers. 

 

At the right, Kaisarov occupied Père-Champenoise, but his outposts had been since morning, driven from Vertus by 

French cavalry parties from Épernay. 

 

Still further to the right, General Lambert entered Vitry in the morning and took care to gather the troops of 

Davidoff and Tettenborn, with which he marched in the afternoon, towards Châlons.  But because he could not 

begin his march until late, he stopped in the night on the right bank, at the level of La Chaussée.  On the left bank, 

Tettenborn, coming from Coole, did not go beyond Togny. 

 

In the early hours of the afternoon of the 18th Gyulay received in Neuville-sur-Vanne an order from the Crown 

Prince of Württemberg, instructing him to establish a defensive position behind the Seine, and charging Prince 

Maurice Liechtenstein and Seslavin with the care of covering the line of the Yonne.  Crenneville was to come on the 

18th, to occupy Nogent, relieving the Württemberg brigade of Misany, putting a brigade at Pont-le-Roi and sending 

to Bray a strong party that would detach from Bazoches towards Montereau. 

 

The next day, the 19th, when the bulk of the IIIrd Corps would have reached Nogent, Crenneville pushed on to the 

right bank towards Provins.  Seslavin had, in this combination, to return to Pont-sur-Yonne and Liechtenstein to 

Joigny. 

 

The IIIrd Corps was in motion in the afternoon of the 18th.  Crenneville went to Nogent and directed a detachment to 

Bray.  Fresnel and Weiss came be quartered at Charmoy and Avon-la-Pèze.  But Seslavin and Liechtenstein received 

these new orders too late and could not begin their march until the 19th. 

 

The Crown Prince of Württemberg was intended at that time to march on Villenauxe the 19th, and the 20th, with two 

corps together, on Provins. 

 

March of the Emperor and of Ney.  --Fighting at Sommesous, Fère-Champenoise and Allibaudières.  --But 

when the Crown Prince executed his movements for the days of the 19th and 20th, the situation had greatly changed. 

The French army debouched in two columns: one, the left, under the command of Ney, from Châlons to Sommesous 

by the road from Vitry; the other, the right one, led by the Emperor from Épernay by Vertus on Fère-Champenoise. 

Both came, almost simultaneously, against the Cossacks of Kaisarov, which with its 1,500 horses and six guns, was 

dealing with the cavalry divisions of the Guard and the division of the united squadrons, under the command of 

Sebastiani. 

 

At eleven in the morning Kaisarov was already from Fère-Champenoise letting Schwarzenberg know that he was 

attacked by numerous cavalry, followed closely by infantry troops, that the French advanced guard had artillery with 

it and that the enemy, advancing both by road from Épernay and Châlons, (and) that he would soon be forced to fall 

back on Arcis, unless immediately rescued.  Half an hour later, he sent a second dispatch that Schwarzenberg 

received  at three o'clock in Arcis:  "The Emperor Napoleon spent the night in Épernay; he attacks me at the moment 

with the guard."11  This news which upset, at the moment it was least expected, all the combinations that one had 

taken so much trouble to construct on each other, threw alarm into the headquarters.  However, if it should have 

recognized immediately that it was mistaken in believing in a march of the Emperor against Blücher, there was even 

less reason to worry as one had on hand the Austro-Bavarians of Wrede and the guards and reserves of the Russians 

and Prussians.  It would therefore have been sufficient to direct those troops on Mailly, for example, to be able to 

stop the enemy, while on the other hand, one would have taken the orders already given for the movements of the 

19th.  But the emotion , the disorder, the confusion, the indecision were such that it confined itself to take up arms in 

the Vth Corps, which ordered Frimont to cover Sompuis with the cavalry of Spleny.  At the same time, the 

Generalissimo addressed to Kaisarov the following dispatch12:  "I just received your report this morning. I hasten to 

                                                           
11Kaisarov to Schwarzenberg, Fère-Champenoise, 18 March, 11o'clock and 11:30 in the morning; Notes in Russian. 

(K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 323.) 

 
12Schwarzenberg to Kaisarov, Arcis-sur-Aube, 18 March: original in French. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 323.) 
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inform that I send you the cavalry of the Vth Corps which occupies at this time Fère-Champenoise, and I hope, 

therefore, that, together with the cavalry, you will manage to stop the enemy." 

 

"In the event that an unforeseen event, forces you to leave Fère-Champenoise, I recommend you fall back on 

Sézanne." 

 

"I do not need to tell you that I expect that you will effect this retrograde movement if you are forced to."  

 

But when this dispatch went from headquarters and although he was supported from the beginning of the 

engagement by the 1st Regiment of Bavarian Light Horse sent on reconnaissance on the side of Fère-Champenoise, 

Kaisarov had taken a long time to bow before the cavalrymen of Sebastiani.  The French squadrons bringing back 

good speed, first pushed him pushed on Œuvy without letting him blow up Herbisse where the Cossacks and light 

horse were collected by the Bavarian infantry. 

 

Meanwhile, Ney's column had been delayed in its progress by General Defrance who, in charge of a reconnaissance 

on Vitry, could only join the column at Sommesous at 4:30.  The Marshal had nevertheless forced the Cossacks and 

the Austro-Bavarian cavalry to retreat, after a show of resistance, on Mailly where they joined with the dragoons of 

Knesevich and the uhlans of Schwarzenberg that Frimont had brought back from Sompuis.  As soon as he saw the 

French columns by the main road from Châlons to Vatry and by that of Fère-Champenoise, Frimont, seeing himself 

threatened on his left and fearing to be cut off from his retreat on Arcis, fell back towards the Aube while General 

Defrance debouching from Mailly, pursued his rear guard up to Allibaudières.  But the Bavarian infantry, which had 

taken position behind a stream, collected the fugitives and managed to stop the French cavalrymen that the approach 

of night prevented, however, from going further.13 

 

Frimont remained on the right bank of the Aube while Kaisarov spent the night at Arcis.  The Russian general 

immediately continued on to Rhèges and Plancy.  In short, the cavalry of the Great Army, though superior in 

number to that of the Emperor, although staggered in three lines before the positions occupied by the Vth Corps and 

the guards had been jostled and pushed back from Fère-Champenoise, Sommesous and Sompuis to the Aube without 

being able to force Napoleon to show his strength, without having managed to break through on any point the 

curtain covering the march of the French army.  The progress of the French compromised, in addition, the small 

units of General Lambert and Davidoff and especially that of Tettenborn.  By the evening, the first two hastened to 

retreat to Vitry, and Tettenborn, passing on to the right bank of the Marne, stood in front of this place on the road to 

Châlons that he would reoccupy the 19th. 

 

It is impossible, Prince Taxis14 likewise expressed, to get an idea of the confusion and disorder that reigned at the 

headquarters during the day from the moment we received the news of Napoleon's approach . 

 

The Emperor of Russia comes to Schwarzenberg in Arcis-sur-Aube.  --A little after 5 o'clock in the afternoon, 

Schwarzenberg had barely sent Rayevsky the order, albeit unenforceable, to fall back on in Arcis-sur-Aube and seek 

by all possible means to cross the same evening on to the right bank of the river, were he also was to leave the 

advanced guard of Pahlen in its positions east of Provins, when, at 6 in the evening, the Emperor Russia, from 

Troyes, entered the room of the Generalissimo, confined to his bed by a violent attack of gout.  Eaten up by 

impatience, irritated for a long time against the Generalissimo, preyed upon already for some days by feverish 

concern that the conflicting reports and especially the latest events had only increased, the Emperor of Russia had 

summoned the Generalissimo to be with him.  He, too ill to undertake, on the 17th, travel to Troyes, had instructed 

the Prussian General Haake to excuse him and to provide the sovereign the explanations that seemed desired.  

Troubled by the extreme events of the 18th, the Emperor waiting no longer, had left Troyes with Volkonsky and 

                                                           
 
13TAXIS, Tagebuch (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 32); STÄRKE, Eintheilung und Tagesbegebenheiten der Haupt-

Armee im Monate März (Ibid., III, 1.); Daily Report to the Emperor of Austria, 18 March (Ibid., III, 326).  --Ney to 

the Chief of Staff, Mailly, 7 o'clock at night; Sebastiani to same, Semoine, 7 o'clock and 9:30 at night (Archives of 

the War).  --Report of Kaisarov to Barclay de Tolly, 19 March (Journal of Received Pieces, no 527.). 
14TAXIS, Tagebuch. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 32.) 
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jumping in a carriage, had driven to the headquarters.  Seeing Toll, he called out in a dry and irritated tone: "What's 

happening?  Did we lose the entire army?"  The latter, dissatisfied himself and disturbed by the news sent by 

Kaisarov, replied:  "Your Majesty can make for himself an accounting of the indecision of these gentlemen, 

although I have done everything to represent the dangers of the situation to them.  This is a great happiness that 

Your Majesty has deigned to come in person, because it is still possible to repair our mistakes."  Then turning 

himself to Radetzky and to the officers present in the room: "Hey! Well, gentlemen," the Emperor said "what do you 

do make out of this critical situation?"  Surprised by such a direct question, fearing perhaps not to issue a personal 

opinion, they said that there was every reason to expect news from frontline troops that had been reinforced and 

supported.  Toll, impatient and irritated at a response so inadequate and so evasive, then spoke, and addressing the 

Czar, said, "As the minutes were precious, there was a part in his eyes to take:  it was important to immediately give 

to all corps of the Great Army the order to concentrate between Troyes and Pougy; that he had to recross Wrede 

forthwith on to the left bank of the Aube and charge him to defend the city and the bridge of Arcis to the last 

extremity." 

 

The Emperor of Russia immediately approved this concentration in the rear that seemed to have to been the first act 

of retrograde movement that he had demanded in vain for some time.  He accepted even more willingly the ideas of 

Toll as he was in fact coming to Arcis with no well thought out plan option to issue.  Penetrating with him into the 

chamber that Schwarzenberg had dared not refuse his entrance, he called Radetzky and instructed him to proceed 

following the establishment of the disposition.  In the conference that the took place and in which Schwarzenberg 

was not present, Radetzky nevertheless managed to slightly modify the ideas which had just been expressed.  

Representing to the Emperor of Russia, the inability of Rayevsky to achieve the same evening the edges of the 

Aube, showing him that the French could be at Plancy before the Allies, seeing that Alexander feared above all a 

flowing movement of Napoleon on Bar-sur-Aube and Chaumont, the Chief of Staff of Schwarzenberg led the Czar 

to consent to a general concentration, not between Troyes and Pougy, but on the position of Trannes that the various 

corps could achieve in two marches. 

 

But, before leaving to return to Troyes from Arcis, Emperor Alexander had given direct orders to Rayevsky.  For 

two days he had not ceased to have serious fears for the VIth Corps, which he found the situation too much in the air 

and too isolated.  Also knowing it would take some time to establish orders and translate them into usable French as 

Rayevsky who did not speak German, he had, at 8 o'clock at night, took to see depart for the headquarters of 

Rayevsky, Lieutenant Choinoutoff , with a letter that it had been written by Toll.  On the order of the Czar, Toll 

began by making Rayevsky aware of the day's events and the movement on Arcis that Wrede was executing.  He 

then enjoined him to withdraw to Méry, to wait for Pahlen, to go the 19th to take a position in Troyes, to cover the 

retreat of the IIIrd and IVth Corps, and eventually that Wrede, in the situation being driven from Arcis, the Bavarian 

Field Marshal would fail to take the direction of Lesmont and of Brienne where he was to join in the event of failure, 

with the guards and reserves.  He prescribed him, in addition to recross immediately his vanguard on to the left bank 

of the Seine and destroy all the crossings.15 

 

Half an hour later, the Major Medwedieff bore to Rayevsky the final disposition that other officers were charged to 

take back to the different corps commanders. 

 

Dispositions for the days of 19 and 20 March.16  --"The Vth Corps will be established this evening (18 March) on 

the left bank of the Aube which will prohibit the passage to the enemy.  Tomorrow the 19th, it will be in echelon up 

to Pougy." 

 

"The IVth, VIth and IIIrd Corps will fall back on Troyes, leaving behind General Seslavin and the detachments 

necessary to cover, as much as possible, during the day of the 19th, the crossings of Bray and Nogent." 

 

"The guards and reserves will take position behind the Voire, that they will defend up to the arrival of the Vth Corps 

at Lesmont, responsible for maintaining the line of Aube during the day of the 19th." 

 

                                                           
15Toll to Volkonsky, Arcis-sur-Aube, 18 March. (Journal of Received Pieces, no 588.) 
16Dispositions for the days of 19 and 20 March, Arcis-sur-Aube, 18 March, 8 o'clock at night. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., 

III, 325.) 
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"The 20th, the IIIrd, IVth and VIth Corps will go to Vendeuvre, the guards and reserves to Trannes and Maisons, the 

Vth Corps to Brienne less a rearguard left at Lesmont and Rosnay." 

 

"The headquarters will be in Pougy the 19th, the 20th  at Bar-sur-Aube." 

 

"The Vth Corps will leave on the Aube a party charged with observing the enemy and rejoining their corps through 

Dienville, if they are forced to do so." 

 

"The Crown Prince of Württemberg will return the pontoon bridges to Bar-sur-Aube, and will monitor the Seine by 

a detachment, which should fall back in case of need on the division of Prince Maurice Liechtenstein." 

 

Immediately after starting this disposition, the Generalissimo had reported to the Emperor of Austria, of the 

energetic resistance of Kaisarov and the approach of the enemy army of 30,000 men strong, according to the talk of 

prisoners.  He added that "Rayevsky, who had to come and posted between Charny and Villette, taking a position at 

Méry, had found it impossible to debouch in front of Arcis, and because of the concentration, as he wanted his army 

between the Aube and the Marne, and was obliged to take the idea of a general concentration on the position of 

Trannes and Bar-sur-Aube, on which we will prepare for the struggle."17 

 

At the same time he sent to Kaisarov, to whom he showed the satisfaction that the conduct of his cavalry had caused 

him, the order to join the Vth Corps and take orders from the Field Marshal Wrede.18 

 

In the evening hours, the Crown Prince of Württemberg wrote to the Generalissimo in turn19:  "The IIIrd and IVth 

Corps fall back on Troyes.  I will try to hold on to Méry, to cover the retreat of the brigade which I left in Nogent, 

the departure of the two pontoon bridges from Nogent and from Pont-le-Roi and the march of the IIIrd Corps.  

Because we have cut the bridges before the passage of Count Pahlen and as I think that it will take the pontoon 

bridges to arrive at noon at Troyes, I cannot help feeling some concern about them.  I made Prince Maurice 

Liechtenstein and General Seslavin available to the Feldzeugmeister Count Gyulay that I charged to give them 

instructions.  Tomorrow I will try to cross the defile of Troyes and I will plan in concert the subsequent movements 

with General Rayevsky." 

 

Finally, at ten in the evening, Rayevsky arrived at Méry with the corps of Gorchakov, announced to the 

Generalissimo he had sent to Prince Eugene of Württemberg and Pahlen still in position in front of Provins, the 

order to recross on to the left bank of the Seine and that he would perform the 19th the movements indicated by the 

disposition. 

 

Positions of the Allied Great Army and the French army on the evening of 18 March.  --If we take a look at the 

positions occupied the 18th in evening by the different corps of the Great Army it be seen20 that Gorchakov was with 

Rayevsky at Méry, Prince Eugene of Württemberg around Pont-sur-Seine, Pahlen still near Provins, Kaisarov at 

Rhèges, the Knesevich Dragoons and uhlans of Schwarzenberg at Pouan and Villette, Wrede crossing on to the left 

bank and establishing from Arcis to Chaudrey, the Crown Prince of Württemberg with his main body at Méry and 

rear guard in Nogent, the IIIrd Corps in Nogent, Charmoy and Avon-la-Pèze, Seslavin on the Yonne around Pont and 

Sens, Prince Maurice Liechtenstein at Tonnerre, finally the guards and reserves before Brienne. 

 

Napoleon spent the night at Fère-Champenoise.  His Guard quartered around the city.  Sebastiani with his cavalry 

whose parties came to Plancy, Boulages and Anglure, occupied Gourgançon, Semoine and Herbisse, where he knew 

he had the next day to move on Plancy in order to force the passage of the Aube. Ney had stopped at Sommesous 

and prepared to continue on Arcis. Macdonald for his part had noticed the retirement of the Allies.  Informed by his 

                                                           
17STÄRKE, Eintheilung und Tagesbegebenheiten der Haupt-Armee im Monate März. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 1.) 

 
18Prince Schwarzenberg to Kaisarov, Arcis-sur-Aube, 18 March. 8 o'clock at night; order in French. (Ibid., III, 322.) 

 
19The Crown Prince of Württemberg to Prince Schwarzenberg, Méry, 18 March. (Ibid., III, 332.) 
20Operational Journal of Barclay de Tolly. (Topographical Archives, no 29188.) 
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cavalry, who had met a few parties, he proposed to push the next day on Molitor by Bray, Oudinot in front of 

Provins, to Léchelle and St. Martin-Chennetron, and Gérard beyond Sourdun in the direction of Nogent; all the 

cavalry was to move in the footsteps of the Russians and throw parties on the left to find out what was happening on 

the side of La Ferté-Gaucher and Sézanne.21 

 

Last session of the Congress of Châtillon.  --Caulaincourt's entreaties, however, had finally come to move or 

convince the Emperor.  Before starting his operations against Schwarzenberg, he had sent the Duke of Vicence a 

courier, carrying a note authorizing the French Plenipotentiary to make the concessions demanded by the Allies, but 

he was arrested by their outposts and only joined Caulaincourt when it was all over.  At the meeting of the 18th, the 

Duke of Vicence had consequently received no instructions, and the Allied plenipotentiaries, far from addressing the 

discussion of the draft that was presented to them on the 15th, confined themselves to indulge reading a statement, 

"proclaiming once again the peaceful intentions of the powers they represented, trying to demonstrate that it was 

only by returning France within the boundaries it had in 1792, one could reach a peace based on a fair distribution of 

power and political reconstruction of Europe, they blamed the Emperor of the failure of negotiations begun and the 

negative outcome of the conference, and argued again that for the united indissoluble greater goal they hoped to 

achieve with the help of God, the Allied powers did not make war on France, but would not set aside arms before 

their principles have been recognized and accepted by the French government." 

 

From that moment, all efforts of Caulaincourt were useless.  The Allied plenipotentiaries had formal orders. The 

Duke of Vicence vainly tried to protest, the 19th, in worthy and high terms, against the insinuations of the statement 

of the previous day; to declare again that he was ready to discuss in a spirit of conciliation and peace, he could not 

consider his mission terminated.  Before separating and dissolving the Congress, it was agreed to discuss the 

protocol.  All hope of peace had definitely disappeared.  The plenipotentiaries immediately joined their headquarters 

and launched a few days after, a final statement in which they paraphrased the arguments they had argued on the 18th 

and tried once again to separate the cause of France from the Emperor's person. 

 

 

Placed on the Napoleon Series: March 2016 

 

                                                           
21Records of Berthier and movement order of Macdonald (Archives of the War); Correspondence nos 21518 and 

21519. 


