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OPERATIONS OF THE ALLIED GREAT ARMY AGAINST THE MARSHELS UP TO THE MARCH OF THE 
EMPEROR ON ARCIS-SUR-AUBE.  -- OPERATIONS AGAINST THE EMPEROR UP TO THE REUNION 
WITH THE ARMY OF SILESIA.  -- OPERATIONS OF THE ARMY OF SILESIA FROM 18 TO 23 MARCH.  -- 
OPERATIONS OF THE EMPEROR AND THE ALLIED ARMIES DURING THE DAY OF MARCH 24. 
 

_________ 
 

ARCIS-SUR-AUBE. 
 
Arrival in Arcis-sur-Aube of the cavalry of Lefebvre-Desnouettes.  --On the side of Arcis and Torcy-le-Grand, 
the artillery battle had continued sharper and more violent than ever since the arrival of Russian batteries.  The 
Austro-Bavarians had abandoned any further attempt on Torcy-le-Grand; but more to the left, on the road from 
Troyes, the cavalrymen of Sebastiani, Exelmans and Colbert had not ceased to charge with alternating success the 
Cossacks of Kaisarov and Austro-Bavarian cavalry of Frimont.  Between 7 and 8 o'clock, Lefebvre-Desnouettes, 
leaving at Plancy the infantry of General Henrion, too tired to continue its journey, crossed Arcis about 9 o'clock 
and came with about 2,000 horses to take position in a second line behind the cavalrymen of Sebastiani. 
 
The French cavalry attempts a night attack against the positions of Kaisarov and Frimont.  --The Emperor 
took advantage of the arrival of the reinforcement and the darkness of the night to try and  make a finish. 
 
He instructs Sebastiani to gather all his cavalry and throw it on the left wing of the Cossacks of Kaisarov posted on 
the far left of the Vth Corps lines.  The Polish lancers and the scouts of the Guard supported by the cuirassiers, 
forming the head of the French attack column, surprised the Cossacks, took from them their artillery, overwhelmed 
them, routing them and throwing them onto the Bavarian cavalry brigade of Vieregg, that the Cossacks carried away 
in their flight.  They then turned against a Russian battery in position on the left wing against the Vth Corps and the 
brigade of Russian grenadiers of General Sulima (regiments of Tauride and of Saint Petersburg) that served as its 
support.  Colonel Timroth, nevertheless, despite the liveliness of the attack, had time to form the Tauride Regiment 
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in square and managed to stop the charge of the French cavalry.   Rallying strongly and supported by the heavy 
cavalry regiments from the second line, the cavalrymen of Lefebvre-Desnouettes and Sebastiani again rushed 
against the Russian brigade that they were about to break just at the moment the third division of Russian cuirassiers 
and a light cavalry squadron of the Prussian Guard disengaged them and forced the French cavalry to give up its 
enterprises against the battery and the Russian infantry.1 
 
Meanwhile, Frimont heard the cries of the routed Cossacks and launched against the French cavalry the 7th 
Regiment of the Bavarian Light Horse who were also obliged the bend before the French chasseurs à cheval. 
 
But the Cossacks had time to rally; the 7th Light Horse quickly reformed behind the 2nd of that same arm, that 
Frimont had brought forward.  This whole line moved off again.  The Cossacks and two regiments of light cavalry, 
supported by General Vieregg at the head the 1st Light Horse and the Székely Hussars outflanked the left wing of 
Sebastiani already shaken by the coming into the line of the Russian cuirassiers, finally managed to throw back the 
French, to retake their pieces2 and force them to fall back on their infantry stationed in front of Arcis. 
 
Frimont arrived at that time with the Bavarian Archduke Joseph hussars and cavalry brigade of General Diez, 
proposed to attack in turn the French cavalry and try to overwhelm them when informed him that Ney's cavalry 
sought to throw against infantry of the Vth Corps.  Moving immediately to the left from which he had nothing to fear 
toward the center of the position, taking with him the brigades of Geramb and Vieregg, he gave the order to Spleny 
to take with him two regiments and go establish himself on the right wing.  But the darkness was so deep that the 
cavalry on both sides had to renounce any new enterprises.3 
 
Cavalry demonstrations on the right bank of the Aube.  --The four squadrons of the Russian Guard in 
observation on the right bank of the Aube had in the afternoon reported the march of a column of French troops, 
from Ramerupt on Sainte-Thuise, appeared headed on Lesmont . 
 
This new, transmitted immediately by Wrede to headquarters in Pougy, had rekindled worries that had hardly 
abated.  One came to believe that this column could be the advanced guard of a large body responsible for 
overwhelming the right of the Great Army, and they immediately gave General Ozharovsky orders to move the 
same evening on to the right bank of the Aube and monitor its course from Magnicourt up to Ramerupt. 
Positions Wrede and Barclay de Tolly on the night of 20 to 21 March.  --At midnight the fire had finally stopped 
on the line, and Wrede, complying with the orders he had received, brought his Vth Corps on to the heights of 
Chaudrey.  He had left before Torcy-le-Grand two squadrons of the dragoons of Knesevich and two of the uhlans of  
Schwarzenberg.  By order of the Generalissimo, Barclay de Tolly had put the grenadiers in route to Chaudrey, and 
not to leave the left wing in the air, he had retained at Montsuzain the guards and the third division of Russian 
cuirassiers4 whose outposts maintained contact with the vedettes of Sebastiani at Nozay. 
 
Prince Schwarzenberg and the Emperor of Russia spent the night at Pougy, the King of Prussia in Piney and Wrede 
in Coclois. 
 
The bivouacs and outposts of the Allied Great Army thus described the night of the 20th to 21st in a large arc along 
the course of the Aube from near Chaudrey to Torcy-le-Grand, it curving thence towards Mesnil-la-Comtesse and 
Voué and ending on the other side of the Barbuise in front of Prémierfait.  The small army of Napoleon occupied the 
center and waited on the line to Villette-Arcis-Torcy-le-Grand the arrival of the troops of Macdonald. 
 

                                                           
1Barclay de Tolly to Schwarzenberg, Montsuzain, 20 March, 10 h. 1/2 at night. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 370.) 
 
2TAXIS, Tagebuch (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., XIII, 32) and STÄRKE, Eintheilung und Tagesbegebenheiten der Haupt-
Armee im Monate März (Ibid., III, 1). 
 
3TAXIS, Tagebuch. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., XIII, 32.) 
4Barclay de Tolly to Schwarzenberg, Montsuzain, 20 March, 10 o'clock at night. (Ibid., III, 370.) 
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March of the French corps under the command of Marshal Macdonald.  --From Villenauxe, where he had 
established his headquarters on the 19th in the evening, the Duke of Tarente had ordered Molitor to resume at 
daybreak his movement, to come with the divisions of Albert and Brayer to take position in Villenauxe and direct 
the division of Amey on Nogent.  He had given the Duke of Reggio and cavalry of Saint-Germain the order 
approximately ranged from Potangis to Anglure and pushing reconnaissance parties to Arcis-sur-Aube, and 
entrusted to the care of General Milhaud the monitoring of the Seine from Marcilly to Marnay and to scout the side 
of Sézanne.   The 2nd Corps was, according to this disposition, responsible for guarding the Seine from Marnay to La 
Motte.5 
 
The 20th at noon, the Marshal received in Villenauxe the first order of the Chief of Staff and immediately changed 
the dispositions taken the day before.  Oudinot with his corps and the cavalry of Saint-Germain, continued on Plancy 
and Arcis-sur-Aube.  Milhaud set out for Arcis.  He had to stop at nightfall and resume his march on the day of the 
21st.  Molitor was responsible for bringing the division of Amey to Villenauxe, and General Gérard immediately left 
for Conflans, Marcilly-sur-Seine and Saron-sur-Aube. 
 
Three hours later on, the Duke of Tarente found, on arriving at Potangis a second order sent by the Chief of Staff, 
from Plancy at noon, urging him to come with all his strength on Arcis by the right bank of the Seine and Aube, and 
send Allix on Sens and Souham on Nogent and Bray.  The Chief of Staff already announced to the Marshal that the 
Emperor had thought to move his headquarters to Vitry.6 
 
The 20th in the evening, despite all the care given to the march, the column head of the 7th Corps had only reached 
Boulages.  Oudinot's corps, staggered from Boulages to Anglure, where the headquarters of the Duke of Tarentum 
was, spent the night on these points to resume in the morning marching on Arcis where the Duke of Reggio, leading 
his infantry with the cavalry of Saint-Germain, hoped to reach the 21st in the first hour.  The column head of the 
cavalry was at Plancy and Viâpres-le-Grand; the main body at the level of the infantry of the 7th Corps.  Gérard and 
Molitor had been pushed beyond Marcilly-sur-Seine. Valmy had stopped at Marsangis, north of Anglure.  It was 
now clear that only the cavalry and the 7th Corps of Oudinot could reach Arcis in the morning and during the day of 
21st.   Gerard and Molitor even forcing their march, were unable to get there before the 21st in the evening. 
 
On the extreme right of the French lines, Allix had arrived in the afternoon in Sens, evacuated by the Allies, and was 
pushing on Joigny.  Souham had also made a movement towards the Yonne, leaving some parties at Moret and 
Villeneuve-la-Guyard and occupied Pont-sur-Yonne with the rest of his forces: from 1200 to 1500 and 8 guns.7 
 
In summary, the Emperor, in spite of the numerical weakness of the troops at his disposal, managed to stay in Arcis 
and Torcy-le-Grand without success, it is true, to gain ground.  On both sides there were so few people committed, 
that the Emperor could rightly assume that Schwarzenberg, determined to continue the next day his retrograde 
movement, had only accepted the fight in Torcy-le-Grand with the aim to cover his retreat to the upper Aube.  The 
position taken at Chaudrey by the Vth Corps in the evening of the 20th, was such as to justify his assumptions and 
persuade the concentration of all his forces to act offensively in the direction of Vitry. 
 
21 March.  --First disposition of Schwarzenberg for the day of the 21st.  --While the Emperor dispatched to 
Macdonald and Oudinot orders calling them emergently to Arcis, Schwarzenberg, after reporting to the Austrian 

                                                           
5Macdonald, Villenauxe, 19 March, 8 o'clock at night, movement orders for the 20th; Macdonald to the Chief of 
Staff, 11 o'clock at night (Archives of the War) and orders of Oudinot, Villenauxe, 20 March 20, 1 o'clock in the 
morning (Ibid.). 
 
6Records of Berthier. (Archives of the War.) 
7Allix to the Minister, Sens, 20 March, 6 o'clock in the evening, and Souham to Macdonald, Pont-sur-Yonne.  (Ibid.) 
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Emperor of the events of the day,8 after having briefly informed Blücher,9 sent on the 20th, between 11 o'clock and 
midnight, from his headquarters at Pougy, of his orders for the next day.  Although Wrede would report in the 
evening hours at Mesnil-la-Comtesse, of demanding an immediate and general concentration of the Great Army 
between Barbuise and Aube, and to complain to the Generalissimo of the abandonment that his troops that had to 
suffer so cruelly during the day,10 it is fair to say that the first of three dispositions of Schwarzenberg for the day of 
21st was not, in short, to reproduce almost exactly the orders sent in the afternoon by the Crown Prince of 
Württemberg and whose accused reception was already in the hands of Generalissimo at 9 o'clock at night, long 
before the coming of Wrede. 
 
The order issued in the afternoon of 20th by the Crown Prince was indeed conceived in these terms:  "The enemy is 
trying to debouch from Arcis.  The Crown Prince of Württemberg will put his corps in motion so as to be the 21st, at 
5 o'clock in the morning, in position on the line of Saint-Rémy-sous-Barbuise to Chaudrey.  The Vth Corps will form 
the right of the army; the VIth Corps, the center behind Mesnil-la-Comtesse, the IIIrd and IVth Corps, the left. A 
cavalry brigade with a horse artillery battery, will remain on the left bank of the Barbuise.  It will be responsible to 
cover the left wing of the army and monitor the roads leading from Plancy and from Arcis to Troyes.  The Vth Corps 
will be supported and reinforced by a brigade of Russian grenadiers." 
 
"The guards and reserves to take position at Mesnil-Lettre." 
 
"It would be good to instruct General Seslavin to keep informed the army beside Troyes."11 
 
The order, leaving at 11 o'clock in the evening from Pougy did not alter these early dispositions.  The Generalissimo 
was content to add that every corps would first engage their artillery and would be formed in three lines; the latter 
consisting of the special reserve of each corps.  As when the Generalissimo sent this instruction, the guards and 

                                                           
 
8 In his report to the Emperor of Austria, Pougy, 20 March in the evening (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 374), the 
Generalissimo rejects any responsibility for the events of 20th of the Crown Prince of Württemberg. 
 
"The column formed by the IIIrd, IVth and VIth Corps," he wrote to the Emperor, "instead of going to Charmont has 
shifted forward by Les Chapelles on the left bank of Barbuise and could not take part in the action we were 
planning.  The enemy so has the time and the means of bringing large forces through Villette to Arcis and deploy it, 
and as it seemed to take possession of Arcis, he vigorously defended with much artillery and kept it up throughout 
the night." 
 
"According to talk of the prisoners, the Emperor spent the night in Plancy and came with his Guard to Arcis. I take 
my measures to oppose him." 
 
"The holding of the Vth Corps and the action of the troops of General Seslavin, who took 4 cannons have done much 
harm to the enemy.  It had to put its whole force into the line because he even made the company of Grenadier 
Guards personally attached to Napoleon into taking part in the defense of Arcis." 
 
9The dispatch to Blücher, although he sent from Pougy, the 20th at 10 o'clock at night (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 
374), when the fight was about to finish, was designed to be even more vague.  Schwarzenberg renders a brief 
account of the movements of 19th and makes virtually no reference to the struggle of 20 March: 
 
"I write to Your Excellency to tell him that I intended to mass the IVth. VIth, IIIrd and Vth Corps in Arcis and the 
guards behind the Voire then take the offensive.  But on the 19th, the enemy continued to advance ahead of Plancy 
and threw over a bridge.  He crossed the Aube from the bridge and ford with his cavalry and infantry, and managed 
to grab Arcis that we occupied only slightly." 
 
10TAXIS, Tagebuch (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., XIII, 32), reporting on the approach of Wrede, adding that in the troops 
of the Vth Corps, one in four men were put out of action in the affair of the 20th. 
11Prince Schwarzenberg to the Prince of Württemberg, Pougy, 20 March afternoon. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 367.) 
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Russian reserves were in position at Mesnil-Lettre, he enjoined them to build on their fronts a large battery of 48 
guns.  Finally, the light cavalry of the Russian guard of General Ozharovsky with a horse battery, should continue to 
cover the right wing, monitor the roads from Sézanne and Vitry and look to take a good position, between 
Dommartin-le-Coq and Donnemont.  The Generalissimo finally added that he would be established in the morning 
on the height between Mesnil-Lettre and Montsuzain. 
 
It is also useful to point out, regarding Seslavin, that the Generalissimo had not yet seen by the evening of the 20th  
the movement executed by the Cossacks placed under the orders of the general, and who brought them from Troyes 
just towards the left of the main Allied army.12 
 
It is easy to see that the persistent struggle, including around Torcy-le-Grand would be the battlefield; the 
preoccupation that Schwarzenberg had about his line of retreat, of which he was not master, because, first following 
along the left bank of the Aube, it had to cross again at Lesmont, on to the right bank; finally, the excessive 
dispersion of corps of the Great Army that had prevented crushing the corps of Ney, were not without some 
influence on the mind of Generalissimo.  The icy reception of the Emperor Alexander, the discontent that sovereign 
experienced when he saw the Generalissimo suddenly abandoning the retrograde motion on Trannes, also had to 
contribute to inspiring in Schwarzenberg the expectation that this disposition to prevent deciding to start the attack 
on the morning of the 21st.  Although he might deploy, in the morning, more than 80,000 men, although he knew, as 
it says in his Tagebuch13 by Taxis, that Blücher had reoccupied Reims and held the crossings of the Marne, 
Schwarzenberg, precisely because of the personal circumstances made to him, carefully thought - and one can 
hardly blame him - on waiting on his position the attack of a lesser opponent in number, it is true, but he ignores the 
intentions. 
 
Since midnight, since the retirement of the Vth Corps on Chaudrey, the most absolute peace had also prevailed on the 
line.  The Generalissimo must have thought that the Emperor, believing in the continuation of the retreat of the Great 
Army, debouched, early in the morning from Torcy le-Grand and from Arcis hoping to track and push to the Aube 
the rear guard of the Austro-Bavarians. 
 
Late receipt of the orders for the Crown Prince of Württemberg.  --Reports of the night arrived in the morning 
at General Headquarters reported no highlight.  But once again, the orders for the Crown Prince of Württemberg 
arrived late.  It was 5 o'clock in the morning that the Prince received the dispositions for the day of the 21st.  "It will 
be me, therefore, impossible," he wrote from Grandes-Chapelles to Generalissimo,14 "to bring before 9 o'clock in the 
morning, my three corps on the positions indicated."  The VIth Corps went, in effect, from Nozay, to Mesnil-la-
Comtesse.  The IVth and IIIrd Corps, after having crossed the Barbuise in Voué, must form three lines on the heights 
of Saint-Rémy.  Pahlen's cavalry, supported by the second line of cuirassiers of Nostitz, was ordered to take position 
between the VIth and the IVth Corps, and to connect to the Württemberg cavalry of Prince Adam, stationed on the 
right wing of that corps.  Kaisarov with his Cossacks, remained between the Barbuise and the Seine; he was 
assigned to cover the road from Plancy to Troyes.  In the end, as the Crown Prince had not been aware of the 
movement of Seslavin, from Troyes towards the Aube, he had commanded Gyulay to leave in this city the Fresnel 
Division and join him immediately after the arrival of Seslavin, by the division of Crenneville. 
 
Positions of the French army on the morning of 21 March.  --While the three army corps intended to form the 
center and left of the army of Schwarzenberg, roused themselves to settle on the plateau from Mesnil-la-Comtesse to 
Saint-Rémy, the Emperor had been joined by depots of the Guard, by the 2nd and 5th Cavalry Corps and the Leval 
Division, column head of the 7th Army Corps.  His small army had at that time, its right at Moulin-Neuf, on the 

                                                           
12A dispatch from Fresnel to Gyulay explaining this movement, did not reach the Feldzeugmeister Gyulay until the 
21st in the morning.  Schwarzenberg also received, but only in the night of the 20th to 21st, a report from Tettenborn 
(Châlons, 20 March) announcing that Blücher had resumed operations on the 19th and he communicated with the 
Army of Silesia post established by Winzingerode at Beaumont. 
 
13TAXIS, Tagebuch. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., XIII, 32.) 
 
14Crown Prince of Württemberg to Prince Schwarzenberg, Les Grandes-Chapelles, 21 March in the morning. (K. K. 
Kriegs Archiv., III, 380.) 
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southern edge of Pouan, its center at Arcis, its left in Torcy. 
 
As the Crown Prince of Württemberg, instead of filing the IIIrd Corps from Les Petite Chapelles on Montsuzain, the 
IVth Corps from Les Grandes-Chapelles on Voué and hid this massing movement of the VIth Corps between Saint- 
Rémy and Saint-Étienne-sous-Barbuise, had thought it best to order Rayevsky to cross the Barbuise in Nozay, the 
VIth Corps was obliged to perform its river crossing under the very eyes of the French and debouch to a terrain they 
were masters since the day before. 
 
First cavalry engagement on the Barbuise.  --While Pahlen hurried out of Nozay and deployed at 8 o'clock in the 
morning, on the right bank of the Barbuise, the French cavalry debouched from Moulin-Neuf and Villette.  
Supported by the firing of its artillery, whose batteries counter fired vigorously against the horse batteries of Pahlen, 
it threw itself against the column heads of the VIth Corps, just when, coming out of Nozay, they took the direction of 
Saint-Rémy.  The French cavalry noticing the movement that was executed by the corps of the Crown Prince and 
sought to stop the passage of the river.  Fortunately for the Crown Prince, Nozay was already heavily occupied by 
the infantry of Rayevsky.  The French cavalry could not go back further to the course of the Barbuise, and Pahlen, 
charging it in turn, forced it to withdraw to its old positions.15 
 
The Crown Prince of Württemberg changes the position of the corps' center and the left.  --This demonstration 
resulted in revealing to the Crown Prince of Württemberg the dangers that could result from the IVth Corps by 
moving along the banks of the Barbuise to Mesnil-la-Comtesse and executing a flank march in front of the enemy. 
The Prince decided, therefore, to immediately modify his first orders.  He ordered Rayevsky to form the left of the 
line and take position by pressing the left to the Barbuise at Saint-Rémy, while the IVth and IIIrd Corps filed behind 
him through Voué to go take a position on the heights of Mesnil-la-Comtesse and all the cavalry of these corps 
would be deployed in the plain on the right of the Russians and fill the gap on the battle front.16 
 
Deployment of the Allied Great Army at 10 o'clock in the morning.  --At ten o'clock in the morning, the Allied 
Great Army entirely in combat formation, covered by the undulations of the ground, held the following positions: to 
the extreme right and on the right bank of the Aube, General Ozharovsky stood with the light cavalry division of the 
Russian Guard up to Dommartin.  The Vth Corps, forming the right side of the Great Army on the left bank of the 
Aube, was deployed in two lines on the plateau, about halfway between Ortillon and Chaudrey, the Austrians to the 
right, the Bavarians to the left; it was covered in front on the right by the Austrian brigade of Volkmann posted at 
Vaupoisson.  The IVth Corps, established in the center of the battle line, was made to occupy Mesnil-la-Comtesse by 
a battalion and two squadrons and connect to its left with the available troops of the IIIrd Corps.  The cavalry of the 
IVth, IIIrd and VIth Corps filled the space that would be left empty between the left of the IIIrd Corps and the right of 
the VIth.  This last corps supported its left at the Barbuise in Saint-Rémy and strongly occupied Saint-Etienne-sous-
Barbuise and Nozay.  The Cossacks Kaisarov beating the country side to the extreme left between the Barbuise, the 
Aube and the Seine. 
 
Behind this first line, the Russian 1st Division of Grenadiers of General Choglokov, posted at Chaudrey, served as a 
reserve to Wrede.  The 1st and 2nd Cuirassier Divisions formed the center of the second line of battle.  The Russian 
2nd and 3rd Divisions of Grenadiers, established astride the road from Troyes, about midway between Voué and 
Saint-Rémy, are responsible for eventually supporting the VIth Corps. 
 
The King of Prussia was already on the ground; the Emperor Alexander, disgruntled and slightly unwell, had not left 
Pougy, and Prince Schwarzenberg, who arrived from morning at Mesnil-Lettre, nervous, uncertain, anxious, vainly 
trying to guess the thoughts of his opponent, hoped the Emperor, rushing headlong against the masses of the Allied 
armies would soon provide him the opportunity to give the signal for the movement to converge on Arcis.  Despite 
his numerical superiority, he did not take it upon himself to initiate the attack.  Instead of engaging his army from 10 
o'clock, he impatiently waited for the Emperor to come to offer him battle. 
 
The disposition given by the Generalissimo at 11 o'clock well proves that he did not do anything until knowing 
                                                           
15Crown Prince of Württemberg to Prince Schwarzenberg, Voué, 21 March (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 379), and 
Prince Schwarzenberg to the Emperor of Austria (Ibid., III, 378). 
 
16STÄRKE, Eintheilung und Tagesbegebenheiten der Haupt-Armee im Monate März 1814. (Ibid., III, l.) 
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exactly what intentions his opponent would hold to.  He was content at the time by prescribing to the cavalry of the 
Vth Corps to form in mass and without showing to the northeast of Mesnil-la-Comtesse; it must be ready to fall on 
the left flank of the French as they appear to move against the hills.  A similar order was sent to the cavalry of the 
corps entrusted to Crown Prince of Württemberg.  The cavalry of the Guard must also come back to Mesnil-la-
Comtesse, to be able to support, as appropriate, the cavalry of Frimont or that of the Crown Prince. 
 
First movements of the French army.  --Although he had done nothing in the early hours of the morning, the 
Emperor did not renounce continuing the offensive operations.  But he was primarily held to provide solid support to 
his right by occupying Moulin-Neuf and give the troops, he awaited, the time to rejoin and get in line. Shortly after 
10 o'clock, as nothing had budged in front of Torcy-le-Grand, on his return from a small reconnaissance he had 
performed in person in front of the village and where he had noticed that some vedettes and some small posts that 
had immediately fallen back and disappeared in the hills, the Emperor ordered Sebastiani to move forward with his 
cavalry, debouching with it on the plateau; Ney with his infantry was to support the offensive movement of the 
cavalry.  Moments later, the horse moved forward; the infantry formed in the following columns, and the French 
army began to climb the slopes of the plateau that extends from the banks of the Barbuise to the left bank of the 
Aube. 
 
The horse artillery, supported by some squadrons of cavalry, was put in battery and already bombarded the hills.  
But as soon as their column heads arrived on the ridges, Ney and Sebastiani perceive before them the Allied army 
entirely formed for battle and whose long lines drew a huge arc around Arcis.  At a glance, they recognized the 
gravity of the situation. Ney was careful not to deploy his infantry.  However, since it was primarily to forestall the 
Emperor, while awaiting his orders, and as a result to save time without committing to anything, Sebastiani launched 
against the extreme left of the Allies some of his squadrons which burst through the first line of the cavalry of 
Pahlen but came crashing against the second. 
 
Never, perhaps, has an army experienced dangers greater than the small army of the Emperor.  To be able to throw 
onto the plateau, considerable masses, they had abandoned Torcy-le-Grand and had almost nothing left at Arcis.  If 
the Allies had decidedly been brought forward at this time, the Vth Corps could had pierced without difficulty into 
Torcy-le-Grand to the bridges of the Aube, establishing itself in the rear of the French troops, placing into its hands 
the bridges and seizing Arcis while the rest of the Great Army were engaged with the troops of Ney and of 
Sebastiani. 
 
Fortunately for the Emperor, whose situation had been almost desperate then, the Generalissimo did not dare take on 
a resolution that seemed dictated by his numerical superiority and the advantages of his position.  Before giving his 
army the order to attack, he called to him, on the height between Mesnil-la-Comtesse and Mesnil-Lettre the 
commanders of his various corps and invited them to make known their opinion.  Time was so precious that 
Napoleon hastened to profit from it. 
 
Second dispositions of Schwarzenberg.  --It was at noon only when, seeing that the French generals were 
attempting nothing serious and far from delivering their attack, were limited to slightly spreading themselves on the 
ridges of the plateau and maintaining their small cannonade, that Prince Schwarzenberg decided to give the second 
disposition governing the details of the attack that his army would perform later at a signal that he reserved at an 
opportune moment by three cannon shots fired from the height of Mesnil-la-Comtesse. 
 
"The attack, "said the Generalissimo in this disposition, "will be in three columns." 
 
"The first column, formed by the Vth Corps, supported by the Russian Grenadier Division and a division of 
cuirassiers, will move from Chaudrey to Torcy-le-Grand that it will try to take from behind." 
 
"The cavalry of this first column will form en mass and march between the first and second columns, so as to be 
always within reach (à portée) of these two columns." 
 
"The second column, including the IIIrd and IVth Corps, leaving Mesnil-la-Comtesse on its right, will head in the 
direction of Arcis and will continue up to the level of the Vth Corps." 
 
"The third column (VIth Corps) will also bear against Arcis.  Pressing its left to the Barbuise, it will continue up to 
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the second column." 
 
"The cavalry of the second column formed en mass will be held between the second and third columns." 
 
"The infantry of the Guard will occupy the height of Mesnil-Lettre without showing itself." 
 
"The cavalry of the Guard will follow en mass the movements of the second column so that it can, if necessary, go 
to the assistance of the cavalry of the right wing or the left wing."17 
 
The Emperor Napoleon decides to break off the fight.  --It was obvious that when he gave these orders, 
Schwarzenberg did not expect to see the Emperor enjoy, without losing a minute, an unexpected opportunity that the 
hesitations of his opponent offered him.  The Generalissimo, always methodical, was obviously far from thinking 
that, enlightened by the reports of Ney and Sebastiani on the position of the two armies, the Emperor, renouncing his 
last illusions, resolutely and immediately took the only path which was bold enough it may seem, to allow him to 
steal his small army from the embrace of the masses ready to overwhelm it and crush it.  Far from trying to hold out 
the night on a dangerous position, with a defile and a river behind it, he decided immediately to refuse his left, to 
charge the cavalry of his right wing to mask his movement, trying to beat a retreat in daylight.  But after bringing his 
army on to the right bank of the Aube, he would head by Vitry on Saint-Dizier to fall, as had long been the intention, 
on the rear of the Allies.  He hoped to achieve the rallying of the garrisons of his towns of Alsace and Lorraine, to 
give a new impetus to the mass uprising and try to save Paris in leading the Allies after him and carrying the theater 
of war from the plains of Champagne in to the hilly and mountainous regions of the Vosges and Jura. 
 
This time again, he decided with only moments on the design and execution of an order which the Emperor knew 
better than anyone, the consequences would be incalculable. 
 
While Schwarzenberg hesitated to give the order to attack, the Emperor had therefore found at a glance that there 
was not a moment to lose.  In the presence of the numerical superiority of the Allies, failing to take advantage of a 
general concentration of which it is not reasonable to doubt, he acknowledged that, to try to restore his enterprise, to 
avoid a more serious and more certain disaster than that to which the immobility and illness of Blücher allowed him 
to escape after Laon, he must surprise his opponent with an unusual operation by a maneuver of extreme boldness. 
Without delaying one minute, he gave the order to suddenly break off the fight that has just begun. 
 
In broad daylight and under the eyes of an opponent three times in number, the Emperor decided to cross the endless 
defile formed by Arcis, the bridges of Aube and close the levy which, on the right bank, lets one cross the marshy 
banks of the river and leads to roads leading to Fère-Champenoise, Châlons and Vitry.  While General Léry threw 
between Villette and Ormes, a second bridge, which despite all the deployed activity, would be completed in only 1 
1/2 hours, the Old Guard, the Janssens Division and the reserve artillery would defile by the bridge of Arcis.  Once 
the bridge builders have completed their work, as soon as the bridge was passable, the movement on Vitry would 
accelerate.  At 1:45, the Emperor18 prescribed Drouot to file all the Old Guard on Sompuis.  Ney received the order 
to make the division of Lefol follow the route taken by the Janssens Division and reach the same evening Sompuis 
where the Imperial Headquarters would be.  Milhaud also leaving next with the 5th Cavalry Corps and the cavalry 
corps of Saint-Germain; while the infantry in front, he will go on Sompuis.  The cavalry brigade of Curély and the 
division of the Old Guard that come from Méry, will continue straight on Sompuis. Macdonald, whose movements 
Napoleon was informed of on Vitry, was to take a position on the right bank of the Aube and will hold the bridges 
Boulages and Plancy. 
 
The Emperor reserved the option to send him detailed instructions when (he) would know more exactly the points 
reached by the troops of the Marshal and the positions of generals Gérard and Pacthod. 
 
Oudinot would guard for the rest of the day the outskirts of Arcis, and Sebastiani was ordered to stay put and cover 

                                                           
17Schwarzenberg disposition for attack, heights of Mesnil-Lettre, 20 March, noon. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 367 d.) 
 
18Orders to Drouot, Ney, Milhaud, Berckheim, Macdonald, Oudinot and Sebastiani, Arcis-sur-Aube, 1 h. 3/4 
afternoon. (Records of Berthier; Archives of the War.) 
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the retreat until nightfall.  Only then would he cross the bridge and go to settle at Dosnon.19 
 
Fortunately for the Emperor, Schwarzenberg did not grasp on to the nature of the retrograde movement of the 
French army.  "The enemy," we read in the Tagesbegebenheiten,20 "makes movements in Arcis.  One can believe 
that it is preparing to attack the Allies; but by 2 o'clock, we see on the right bank of the Aube large columns heading 
on the heights extending from Châlons to Vitry, while the rest of the French army was reporting to Arcis. Napoleon 
being in the presence of all of the Allied army, recrossed the defile and left only his rear guard in front of Arcis." 
 
The Quartermaster General of Russian reserves and guards, General Diebitsch also provides us with precious details 
in the letter where, from Mogilev, on 9/21 May 1817, he spoke to Jomini.21  "In the afternoon," he writes, "we saw 
that the masses of French, after a feeble affair against Rayevsky and the Prince of Württemberg, begin to retreat to 
the right bank of the Aube and continued on their way in the direction of Sommesous.  The opinions came out 
divided on the direction that the enemy would take.  Some flattered themselves that it was a retreat on Sézanne; 
others, with more reason, believed that it was on Vitry.  Yet it remained uncertain because General Ozharovsky, 
who was in observation on the right bank of the Aube, gave no notice of the march of the enemy." 
 
Schwarzenberg commences his attack at 3 o'clock.  --Despite these clear indications and well after one o'clock in 
the afternoon, when all the troops of the Allied army had taken their combat formations, it was only at 3 o'clock that 
the Generalissimo gave the signal agreed for attack22 and that the Allied army began its movement to converge on 
Arcis. 
 
"At that moment we saw the Guard which filed on the heights of Dosnon in the direction of Vitry," we read in the 
Journal written by General Maulmond,23 "and there only remained on the left bank of the Aube that cavalry of Saint 
Germain and 5,000 infantry of the 7th corps when the entire enemy army moved to attack."  The Journal of Prince 
Taxis24 confirms the accuracy of this information and proves that the retrograde motion of the Emperor had not 
escaped the Allied generals.  "Napoleon," writes of this by the aide-de-camp of Wrede, "decided to leave his 
position and recross on to the right bank of the Aube, under the eyes of the Allied generals. He moved on Lhuître 
and Dosnon, and from there on Vitry and Saint-Dizier.  There remained a rear guard in Arcis. Allowing Napoleon to 
execute this movement, and, after long hesitation, we decided to cross the Aube at Ramerupt and at Coclois the Vth 
Corps, which should seek to arrive before the Emperor in Vitry." 
 
In his dispatch to the Emperor of Austria, as in his Journal of Operations,25 the Generalissimo doesn't seeks to 
explain the delay he had taken in giving the signal for the attack.  In one as in the other of these documents, he slips 
in, it is true, on the same hour at which the signal was to be given and is content merely to say to his sovereign: "Up 
to 1:30, all remained quiet, and the armies stood facing one another, ready to engage.  At that time, I noticed that the 
enemy sped along the right bank of the Aube in the direction of Vitry.  A strong French rearguard was left alone in 

                                                           
19 Orders to Drouot, Ney, Milhaud, Berckheim, Macdonald, Oudinot and Sebastiani, Arcis-sur-Aube, 1 h. 3/4 
afternoon. (Records of Berthier; Archives of the War.) 
 
20STÄRKE, Eintheilung und Tagesbegebenheiten der Haupt-Armee im Monate März.  (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 1.) 
See also in this connection the report submitted by General Count Franquemont to the King of Württemberg. 
 
21Archives of the War. 
 
22Note following the disposition of Schwarzenberg for the attack of Arcis, 21 March, noon. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., 
III, 367 a.) 
 
23Movements of the Leval Division (7th Corps) during the 1814 Campaign from 24 February to 8 April. (Archives of 
the War.) 
 
24TAXIS, Tagebuch. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., XIII, 32.) 
25Schwarzenberg to the Emperor of Austria, Pougy, 21 March (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 378), and STÄRKE, 
Eintheilung und Tagesbegebenheiten der Haupt-Armee im Monate März (Ibid., III, 1). 
 



© 1995 – 2016 The Napoleon Series 
 

front of Arcis.  I then ordered the Crown Prince of Württemberg to make with the IIIrd, IVth and VIth Corps, a 
converging attack on Arcis, while I sent the Vth Corps, with its cavalry to Ramerupt, with its infantry to Lesmont.  
The Arcis attack", added the Generalissimo, "began at 3 o'clock." 
 
Second disposition of Schwarzenberg at 3:30, and attack of Arcis.  --It was, indeed, at 3:30 in the afternoon, half 
an hour after the beginning of the general movement on Arcis, that the Generalissimo changed by a second 
disposition the directions originally assigned to his various corps.26  Wrede, instead of continuing on Arcis, was 
ordered only to send against the enemy a brigade of cavalry with a horse battery and go, with the bulk of his Vth 
Corps, to occupy, as quickly as possible, a military position between Dommartin-le-Coq and Donnemont.  His 
cavalry must, to this end, seek to gain, the right bank of the Aube.  It would establish its outposts in Ramerupt, 
Dampierre and Corbeil. 
 
The light cavalry of the Russian guard of General Ozharovsky, which had continued to stand on the right bank, 
would pass to this end, but only temporarily, under the command of the Field Marshal Count Wrede.  One of the 
Russian grenadier divisions would remain at Chaudrey; the other was to continue to occupy the heights of Mesnil-la-
Comtesse.  A division of Russian cuirassiers would provide support to these two divisions.  The remaining reserves 
would be placed in march, following the Vth Corps and will go to be posted behind the Voire, in a manner to be able 
to eventually concentrate.  The artillery and reserve parks would cross the Aube by the bridge of Précy. 
 
While Wrede left himself the plateau of Mesnil-la-Comtesse to engage his divisions in the new directions given by 
the Generalissimo, the corps under the command of the Crown Prince continued their movement on Arcis in three 
columns.  The VIth Corps with its cavalry, passing from the right to the left wing of Rayevsky, from Saint-Rémy; the 
IVth, from Mesnil-la-Comtesse; the IIIrd Corps formed in the center a second line, between the VIth and the IVth 
Corps.  The Württemberg cavalry with the division of Austrian cuirassiers, advanced in checkered fashion into the 
gap in the front line between the VIth and the IVth Corps.  A cavalry brigade of the Vth Corps, marching by the road 
from Chaudrey on Arcis. covered the far right of the IVth Corps.27  "This converging movement," says the Crown 
Prince in his relating, "imposed upon the enemy, who remained on the defensive and did not dare to launch its 
cavalry against my column heads." 
 
Precisely because of its greater proximity to the positions of the French rearguard, the VIth Corps engaged first with 
the troops of Oudinot and Sebastiani charged to cover the retreat.  The cavalry of Pahlen, pressing its left to 
Barbuise, passed the heights of Nozay, abandoned by the French cavalry, and followed in its movement toward the 
bridge of Villette. But the Montfort Brigade, from the division of Leval, took position in front of Arcis, on the side 
of the road from Troyes, and the tirailleurs, stopped the progress of the cavalrymen of Pahlen, forcing the general to 
await the entry into the line the infantry of the VIth Corps.  Rayevsky arriving from Saint-Rémy with the bulk of his 
troops deployed his column head into skirmishers and commenced the attack, while the cavalry of Pahlen began to 
extend to the left of the Allies and approached the Aube by constantly seeking to outflank the far right of the French. 
 
At the same time, the Crown Prince of Württemberg, who marched in person with the cavalry of the IVth Corps, 
arrived at the level of the head battalions of Rayevsky.28  "I sought then", said the Crown Prince of Württemberg in 
the report, "to gain, as quickly as possible with my light cavalry and two horse batteries, the heights which 
overlooked Arcis and where, therefore, it could effectively bombard the city and the forward positions.  I intended to 
facilitate the movement and attack of the VIth Corps.  I had supported and strengthen my two horse batteries by the 
artillery of the IVth Corps, by two Austrian batteries and by two horse batteries of the Russian Guard,  in the end 
arriving in counter fire without much problem and silencing the 70 guns of enemy artillery." 
 

                                                           
26Second disposition of Prince Schwarzenberg, 21 March, 3:30 in the afternoon. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 367 b.) 
 
27Crown Prince of Württemberg Prince to Prince Schwarzenberg, Report of the Battle of Arcis, Paris, 13 April 1814. 
(Ibid., IV, 115.) 
28STÄRKE, Eintheilung und Tagesbegebenheiten der Haupt-Armee im Monate März (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 1). 
and Crown Prince of Württemberg to Schwarzenberg, Report of the Battles of Arcis, Paris, 13 April 1814 (Ibid., IV, 
115). 
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Crushed by the converging fire of the Allied batteries, the French artillery reduced to silence, would soon bring its 
limbers and remove the pieces.  On the extreme right of the French, one of the regiments of Pahlen (Ol'viopol 
Hussars) managed to reach the last French squadrons, to hurt them and remove their three cannons and some 
prisoners.  Sebastiani had nevertheless managed to bring most of his cavalry on to the right bank of the Aube and to 
destroy the bridge established at Villette. 
 
The troops of General Leval nevertheless continue to hold out in front of Arcis. The Montfort brigade fiercely 
defended the suburbs through which the routes of Troyes and Lesmont passed; the brigade of Maulmond, only one 
regiment strong, the 10th Light, held the suburb across the road of Méry.29 Despite the wonders of heroism by 
soldiers of Leval who defended every inch of every street, every yard, every house, they had to resign themselves to 
yielding to the numbers.  Oudinot gave the order to evacuate the city and recross on to the right bank, where one of 
the brigades of the division of Rottembourg had just come and take a stand.  It was only left to cover the retreat of 
the Leval division by some battalions in rearguard.  At this time, the jäger of Prince Eugene of Württemberg 
attacked with the bayonet the first houses of the suburb of Méry, taking some, but were soon dislodged.  The bulk of 
the corps of Prince Eugene, which was deployed on the left of the Allied line, clearly intended its attack against the 
west side of the city and painfully managed to take the suburbs and penetrate Arcis.  Finally, as the column head of 
the IIIrd Corps also came into the line, the Crown Prince of Württemberg benefited from the arrival of these fresh 
troops to complete the taking of Arcis and rush against the chateau of Arcis and the south face of the city, the 
Austrians of the Würzburg Regiment.  Masters of the castle and the terrace which dominates the bank of the Aube, 
the Austrians now threatened the retirement of the last French troops, whose fierce resistance had given the bulk of 
the army time to gain ground.  With new efforts, the extreme French rearguard, however, managed to break through 
with the bayonet and reach the bridge.  But this hand to hand combat melee was costly to the Leval Division.  
General Leval was injured, General Maulmond had his horse shot under him.  Disorder began to appear in the ranks 
of their men; the Austrians were already about to seize the head of the bridge and would cut off the retirement to 
some troops that remained in the city when General Chassé managed to rally his men.  He flushed out, by a last 
offensive return, the Austrian jäger established at the entrance of the bridge and brought back to the left bank of the 
Aube the heroic debris from the division of Leval.30 
 
A little after 6 o'clock, the Allies were finally masters the ruins of Arcis; but the French were able to destroy the 
bridge in withdrawing.31 "The field of battle," wrote the Crown Prince of Württemberg to the Generalissimo,32 "is 
littered with corpses. The Russian infantry just took the city.  The enemy is holding onto the bridge defended by a 
weak rearguard with two cannons.  I established the VIth corps this night in Arcis proper, and to the west of the city, 
the IVth Corps and part of the IIIrd east of Arcis in Torcy-le-Grand and Ortillon, the cuirassiers of Count Nostitz on 
Barbuise.  My headquarters will be in Voué.  It is confirmed by me," he added in a postscript, "that the enemy 
retreated to Châlons and is marching by the road and a side road leading from Lhuître." 
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29Movements of the Leval division during the 1814 campaign, from February 14 to April 8; Journal written by 
General Maulmond. (Archives of the War.) 
 
30The 7th Corps (Oudinot) lost 21 March, 1276 men. (Archive of the War.) 
 
31STÄRKE, Eintheilung und Tagesbegebenheiten der Haupt-Armee im Monate März (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 1); 
Crown Prince of Württemberg to Schwarzenberg, Reports on the battles of Arcis, Paris, 13 April 1814 (Ibid., IV, 
115), Schwarzenberg to the Emperor of Austria, Pougy, 21 March (Ibid., III, 378). 
 
32Note written in pencil by the Crown Prince of  Württemberg to Prince Schwarzenberg, Arcis-sur-Aube, 21 March. 
(Ibid., III, ad 379.) 


