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_________ 
 

ARCIS-SUR-AUBE. 
 
Second disposition of Schwarzenberg.  --Orders of movement for the night of the 23rd to 24th.  --At 4 o'clock, 
Schwarzenberg sent from Pougy the following disposition:1 
 
"The army will march on Châlons in a manner to be the 24th  at daybreak at the level of Vésigneul-sur-Coole and be 
able to continue its movement as circumstances dictate." 
 
"The Crown Prince of Württemberg will move as quickly as possible on Châlons, occupying this city and taking 
position in a fashion to cover the march of the other corps and protect their passage of the Marne.  The guards will 
follow.  Their column head will arrive at 9 o'clock in the evening at Sompuis, that the left of the VIth Corps will have 
quit at that time." 
 
"The Vth Corps will come to establish in Faux-sur-Coole and Songy-sur-Marne. The march of this corps should be 

                                                           
1Prince Schwarzenberg, Pougy, 23 March, 4 o'clock.  Dispositions for the 24 March. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III. 420.) 
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set so that the enemy does not notice its departure." 
 
"The VIth Corps will return to Sompuis at one in the morning.  It will continue to Faux and Vésigneul-sur-Coole and 
take position.  The Vth and VIth Corps, both placed at the disposal of Field Marshal Wrede, are especially responsible 
to oppose any eventual enterprises of the enemy." 
 
"If the march of the main column on Châlons takes place without difficulty, Count Wrede will settle on the line of 
Coupetz--Vitry-la-Ville." 
 
"Field Marshal Count Wrede who continues to have the light cavalry division of the Russian guard of Count 
Ozharovsky, charged to serve for the rearguard the cavalry of the Vth and VIth Corps.  This cavalry will mask the 
march, observe the enemy and send flying columns to monitor the movements of the enemy on the road of Vitry to 
Saint-Dizier." 
 
"The IIIrd Corps with the Schaeffer brigade, still in march with the reserve artillery and the food convoy, is directed 
from Arcis by Mailly on Vitry.  It will be covered on the left by General Seslavin, ordered to occupy Sézanne and 
Fère-Champenoise and search by Vertus, in the direction of Épernay, communications with the Army of Silesia." 
 
"The garrison of Troyes, placed under the command of Prince Maurice Liechtenstein, will move on the road to 
Dijon." 
 
Letter of the Prince Schwarzenberg to the Emperor of Austria.  --As always in such circumstances, an hour after 
the shipment of this disposition, Schwarzenberg, who seems to have given his consent to reluctantly for the move on 
Châlons, deemed it prudent to cover his responsibility by addressing to the Emperor Austria2 a detailed account 
relating and motivated  by the resolutions of the Council of War at Pougy.  The Generalissimo exposed in summary 
in this dispatch the movements of the Emperor. 
 
"It is evident," he writes, "that Napoleon did not hesitate to undertake and has already executed a movement of 
extreme boldness.  He moves on our communications...he cannot take both paths:  either without taking care of us, 
continue his march on Chaumont where he would anyway come before us; or cross the Marne to attack me as soon 
as he noticed that his maneuvers have not convinced me to beat a retreat...In each of these two hypotheses, I lose my 
communications and can only regain them by a battle that I will only offer after my effecting a junction with Field 
Marshal Blücher.  I lose on one side my resources, I hope to regain by the superiority of numbers and the critical 
position of the enemy."  The Generalissimo hastens to place fully its responsibility on the arbitration.  "The two 
sovereigns present with the army completely agreed with this way of acting and have also refused participation to 
any other measure.  The approval they gave such an important resolution, so full of risk, is for me a real consolation 
(wahrer Trost)."  
 
Finishing and announcing that the Emperor of Russia and the King of Prussia took the same evening with him and 
his army, the path of Châlons, he added that "given the impossibility where the Emperor of Austria arrives at Arcis 
in time to march with the army, it allows me to advise His Majesty to leave Bar-sur-Aube and to establish himself in 
Dijon.  By transferring his headquarters to this city, the Emperor will remain in communication with the Army of the 
South army and his states." 
 
Three hours later, the two sovereigns and Schwarzenberg left Pougy, crossed the Aube on a pontoon bridge, stopped 
in Dampierre until midnight, then continued on their way and arrived at daybreak at Sompuis. 
 
Before reviewing the movements of the French corps led by the Emperor himself and summarizing his major orders, 
it seems necessary to point out at least some of the contradictions contained in the dispositions and in the letter to the 
Emperor of Austria.  The march on Châlons really had no reason to be.  It showed only disadvantages.  If one were 
to follow the Emperor, he was strong enough, without going back to the north to join Blücher. Schwarzenberg had 
over 100,000 men on hand, and instead of moving away from the French army, losing even one day, it was 
necessary, if one already decided on a night march, to do it in the direction of Vitry, Montier-en-Der and Saint-
Dizier.  One knew further, from the information sent by Tettenborn that Blücher was going on Châlons.  So there 
                                                           
2Prince Schwarzenberg to the Emperor of Austria, Pougy, 23 March, 5 o'clock in the evening. 
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was every reason to let the Army of Silesia debouch from Châlons on Vitry and Saint-Dizier.  And if one held to 
only fighting the Emperor with all the united forces of the coalition, it would be on Saint-Dizier and not on Châlons 
that one would take the two armies to unite.  In reality, although deciding to march against the Emperor, one seemed 
to dread a return to the offensive of the French army and not to be forced to fight in a position that was dangerous 
because of the loss of communications, one was not sorry to get further away from the positions on which its 
presence was reported. 
 
It is good, however, to add that this time again the orders of the Generalissimo arrived too late to be put in 
compliance and that on the 24th in the morning, none of the corps of the Great Army occupied the points indicated 
by the dispositions. 
 
Movements of the French corps led by the Emperor.  --Orders of Napoleon.  --At one o'clock in the afternoon, 
Napoleon was in Saint-Dizier.  If satisfied that the Generalissimo would not tarry to follow and decide to give him 
battle to reopen his lost communications, he was still unaware which direction the corps of the Great Army would 
follow.  The significant head start that he had taken, obliged him not to further increase the space that still separated 
him from Macdonald, Oudinot and Gérard.  The information collected was also more contradictory.  Until having 
more precise data, the Emperor would use the rest of the day at cavalry movements designed to bring trouble and 
confusion around him.  His cavalry would radiate in all directions to increase the terror caused by his unexpected 
appearance on the right bank of the Marne.  Piré, who arrived in Joinville in the morning of the 23rd, would push 
parties on Chaumont and cause mass uprising on the side of Neufchâteau.  Defrance going on Void and push on 
Vesoul.  The light cavalry of Saint-Germain (General Maurin) would move on Bar-le-Duc and Saint-Mihiel to open 
communications with Verdun and Metz.  The 300 horses that were already in Bar would try to communicate with 
Verdun.  An officer would try to break through to Metz to bring to the garrison orders to come in force to occupy 
Pont-à-Mousson.  The heavy cavalry of Saint-Germain would scout the right on Montier-en-Der. 
 
Further back, Milhaud will scout beside Châlons.3 
 
At 4 o'clock, the Emperor was not much better informed than when he arrived in Saint-Dizier.  In order to be ready 
to counter anything, he pushed Saint-Germain on the road to Joinville with his cuirassiers and his artillery.  It served 
there as support to Piré who would continue to send out parties on Doulevant, on the routes from Brienne and from 
Bar-sur-Aube, on Chaumont.  The Emperor believed at that time that Schwarzenberg's army was supported from 
Arcis-sur-Aube on Lesmont and charged Piré for information on this movement.  Defrance had orders to stand at 
Vaucouleurs; but General Maurin gathering all his people, recalled the party sent to Saint-Mihiel and resent them 
from Bar-le-Duc in Saint-Dizier, where it would return from on the 24th before 11 o'clock at night.4 
 
While the French cavalry executed those orders and spread in all directions, as Piré sent the Emperor information on 
the forces that the Allies had in Chaumont, Langres, and Nancy, and takes at Mathons 8 officers, 50 men and 70 
horses from a detachment of guard du corps stationed in this village,5 the Emperor dictated to the Duke of Bassano a 
note in which he summarized and set the four paths that it was possible to take: 
 
"1o  Depart from Saint-Dizier at 2 o'clock in the morning, to be at Vitry at 8 o'clock and attack the enemy;" 
 
"2o  Depart the 24th early and move by Bar-le-Duc on Saint-Mihiel, occupying the bridge the 24th for communication 
with Verdun, cross the Meuse, go to Pont-à-Mousson, are rallying the 12,000 men holding towns, chase beyond the 
Vosges the corps that is at Nancy and give battle in going on Metz for the line of operations;" 
 

                                                           
3Correspondence, no 21535 and Records of Berthier: orders to Saint-Germain, Defrance and Piré; Piré to the Chief 
of Staff, Eurville, 9:30 in the morning, and Joinville, 23 March, morning; Saint-Germain to the Chief of Staff, Saint-
Dizier, 23 March. (Archives of the War.) 
 
4Correspondence, no  21536 and Records of Berthier: orders to Saint-Germain, Piré and Maurin, 23 March , 4 
o'clock and 4:30 in the evening. (Archives of the War.) 
5Piré to the Chief of Staff, 23 March, 7:30, 8 and 9 o'clock in the evening. (Ibid.) 
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"3o  Move on the 24th on Joinville and Chaumont, where it would take his line on Bar-sur-Aube and Troyes;" 
 
"4o  To go on Brienne and Bar-sur-Aube, through Vassy, to get the 24th very close to Bar-sur-Aube." 
 
"The most reasonable of these projects," writes the Emperor, "appears to be one that is based in Metz and my 
strongholds and approaching the border war."6  
 
We can therefore rightly claim that the Emperor would have undertaken the movement on Saint-Mihiel and Pont-à-
Mousson, if the news received in Saint-Dizier, toward the end of the day of the 23rd, had reported him the march of 
the Allied Great Army on Vitry, instead of  showing that the Allies had crowded a bit in Langres, Chaumont and 
Bar-sur-Aube.  So he gave up momentarily the movements to the towns of the Lorraine and resolved to stand from 
Saint-Dizier on Colombey-les-Deux-Églises and Bar-sur-Aube. 
 
Panic in the rear of the Allies.  --The rapid march of the French cavalry from the area of Arcis, firstly to beyond 
Joinville, the then to Ligny, had no less caused a panic in the rear of the Allies. 
 
Even before Schwarzenberg7 had had the opportunity to inform the Emperor of Austria and General Raigecourt of 
the direction taken by the French army, rumor and the sudden change of attitude of the people had already alarmed 
and the Imperial quarters of Bar-sur-Aube and the commandant of Chaumont.  From the absolute security in which 
Emperor Francis delighted, only busy listening to the reports of plenipotentiaries coming from Châtillon, suddenly 
followed, first a vague anxiety, then an irrational terror.  One was preparing in effect, on leaving Bar Sur Aube to 
transfer the Imperial quarters to Vendeuvre and to Troyes, when they learned that the French cavalry and bands of 
armed peasants occupied the forest of Soulaines.8 
 
During the loading of the carriages, one wondered if the Emperor of Austria was not running the risk of being 
captured in sending in haste on Doulevant and Colombey-les Deux-Églises the few squadrons of hussars which were 
his disposal at Bar-sur-Aube.  But these parties were quick to retrace their steps without being able to obtain 
information.  The news one received from Chaumont only increased the fears and concerns of the entourage of the 
Emperor.  The dispatches from Raigecourt to the Field Marshal Lieutenant Kutschera were far from reassuring. On 
the 21st in the evening, alarmed by the false news of the entry of the French in to Châlons, the general had pushed 
some small parties in the direction of Joinville.  The next day, at the noise of the emergence of a large column of 
French troops in the vicinity of Vitry, Raigecourt, who had little in the world with him, sent a detachment of 
dragoons of Rosenberg with orders to make contact with the commander of this place. 
 
A squadron of hussars and a squadron of Baden volunteer jäger who served previously as the escort of the Grand 
Duke of Baden, departed shortly after the dragoons and filed, some towards Joinville, the others to Bar Sur Aube. 
Behind them, the battalion entrusted with the care of the park would occupy the nearest bridge from Chaumont and 
some important points at the debouchments of roads from Joinville and from Bar-sur-Aube.  The landwehr battalion 
garrisoned at Chaumont, had to be placed in march and given the mission of dispersing the bands of armed peasants 
reported on the sides of Clairvaux.9  All that remained at Chaumont was a Württemberg infantry company that had 
just arrived.  While Raigecourt wondered how he would managed to hold onto Chaumont, to cover the departure of 
his sovereign, parks, trains and baggage if Napoleon accelerated his march, if the population were to rise up at his 
approach, Field Marshal Lieutenant Kutschera , aide to the Emperor of Austria, made him stand on the order 
directing on Langres, Vesoul and Basel, all the luggage, all the impedimenta accumulated in Chaumont.  "The 
panic", Taxis10 says about this, "was as great at Bar-sur-Aube as at Chaumont."  The disorder and confusion 

                                                           
6Correspondence, no 21,538. 
 
7The dispatch of Radetzky to Raigecourt, 23 March, would only arrive in Chaumont 24 March in the morning. 
 
8TAXIS, Tagebuch, (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., XIII, 32.) 
9Feldzeugmeister Duka to Prince Schwarzenberg, Bar-sur-Aube, 23 March (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 434), and 
General Count Raigecourt to Field Marshal Lieutenant Kutschera, Chaumont, 23 March. (Ibid., III, 431a.) 
 
10TAXIS, Tagebuch. (Ibid., XIII, 32.) 
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increased as the news of the march of the Emperor was confirmed.  The evacuation of the impedimenta ran with 
such haste, the terror was so general in the rear, that to cite one example, the baggage carriages of the General Staff 
of the Vth Corps sped almost without stopping until it was 3 leagues beyond Basel. 
 
The real or supposed existence of armed bands in the forest of Soulaines, convinced even Schwarzenberg and 
Barclay de Tolly to gather as soon as possible at Brienne the ammunition park of the reserves and the administrative 
convoys. 
 
Escorted by General Baron Rosen11 whose detachment consisted of the Preobrazhensky Regiment, of the Cossacks 
of Riebinin (Repnin-Volkonsky?) and the Cossacks of Kaisarov, were to follow with these convoys from Chaumont 
on Langres, the general retreat of the other echelons that Raigecourt had ordered to file as quickly as possible. 
 
The news received in the afternoon of 23 March by Raigecourt had further increased the anxiety that prevailed at the 
headquarters in Chaumont. 
 
A report sent to Captain Zadubsky, of the Rosenberg Dragoons12 by the commandant of the town of Joinville, 
announced the arrival of the French cavalry at Rachecourt-sur-Marne.  Shortly after, Knesebeck sent to Raigecourt a 
Prussian jäger who, having fled from Saint-Dizier in the capture of the city by the French cavalry, was responsible to 
report the events he had witnessed and the defeat of the Prussian troops who arrived in Nancy on the 21st, had been 
tumbled and pushed strongly until about Joinville.13 
 
Finally at 7 o'clock in the evening, Raigecourt addressed to Field Marshal Lieutenant Kutschera a new dispatch: 
"The French cavalry has gone beyond Joinville, arriving at a little distance from Vignory." And he added:  "Not 
knowing the intentions of the enemy and having only a few cavalrymen, I beg you to give me some guarantee 
against a confrontation between me and the enemy."14 
 
Under these circumstances, it is natural that the Generalissimo had believed it his duty to advise his sovereign to 
leave Bar-sur-Aube15 and move his headquarters to Dijon.  The advice was prudent and wise.  The Emperor Francis 
I had barely left Bar-sur-Aube by a few hours than French cavalrymen entered it.  So it is wrong to award 
Schwarzenberg with the ulterior motive of wanting, in an interested aim, of distancing his sovereign from the Great 
Army. 
 
His presence would have been even less able to stop and change the course of events, than the proclamation of the 
Generalissimo to the Allied armies soldiers, the breaking up of the Congress of Châtillon, the collective statement 
written on behalf of the Allied powers after the last session Congress, which excluded in an absolute way the 
possibility of a peaceful arrangement, for an amicable solution occurring before the destruction of the French army 
and the fall of the Emperor. 
 

OPERATIONS OF THE ARMY OF SILESIA FROM 18 TO 23 MARCH. 
 

18 March.  --The Army of Silesia resumes its movement.  --While the Generalissimo let pass the opportunity to 
gather the results that could not have failed to bring an energetic and general action of the Great Army during the 

                                                           
 
11Operational Journal of Barclay de Tolly, (Topographical Archiv., no 29188), and orders given to General Rosen, 
Pougy, 23 March (Journal of sent pieces, nos 215 and 221). 
 
12 Given to Captain Zadubsky, Joinville, 23 March. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 431 c.) 
 
13General von Knesebeck to Major General Count Raigecourt, 23 March. (Ibid., III. 431 f.) 
 
14General Count de Raigecourt to Field Marshal Lieutenant Kutschera, Chaumont, 23 March. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., 
III., 431 g.) 
 
15Schwarzenberg to the Austrian Emperor, Pougy, 23 March, 5 o'clock in the evening. 
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days of March 21 and 22, Blücher, whose army had remained motionless between the Aisne and the Marne from 15 
to 17 March, Blücher informed the evening of the 17th of Napoleon's march from Reims to the Aube had finally 
given his corps the order to resume their movement.  But the old Field Marshal was still far from recovered.  As 
written by General von Bismarck16 the disease of Blücher had reduced the Army of Silesia into an inaction from 
which it could hardly get out.  The personal action of Blücher continue to fail him, and the Battle of Laon had been 
for him so to speak, the last serious action of the campaign. 
 
However, when they knew positively that, they went to action only against Marmont and against Mortier, Gneisenau 
and Müffling had decided to end the immobility of the 6 corps of the Army of Silesia.  The 17th in the evening,  they 
submitted and the Field Marshal approved an order, concentrating almost all of the Army of Silesia on the road from 
Laon to Berry-au-Bac, bringing together several of the corps from their posts to the left wing.  Winzingerode and 
Langeron, who formed the left wing, must move from the vicinity of Aippes (Eppes) the first to Amifontaine, the 
second to up to Ramecourt.  To their right, Bülow returned to Laon while Sacken went from Ardon and from 
Festieux to Corbeny.  Yorck and Kleist preceded and headed, the first following the high road on Berry-au-Bac, the 
second more to the right on Pontavert.  These two corps were responsible for dislodging Marmont from the position 
he occupied on the left bank of the Aisne.  To facilitate their enterprise, the light cavalry of Chernishev was order to 
cross the Aisne 18 March at 9 o'clock in the morning at a point between Asfeld-la-Ville and Berry-au-Bac and 
outflank the French right. 
 
Combat of Berry-au-Bac and Pontavert.  --Turning movement of the cavalry of Chernishev.  --Kleist did not 
wait for the day to begin his movement.  It was still in the night of the 17th to 18th, that he made two infantry 
battalions and a pioneer company leave from Pontavert with orders to immediately take a bridge.  The lack of 
material so delayed the work that the bridge was barely touched when a French battery, based on a well-chosen 
position and covered in front by sharpshooters opened fire at dawn and forced the Prussians to abandon their 
enterprise.  The Duke of Raguse had had ample time to prepare for the attack.  His measures were taken.  The Berry-
au-Bac bridge was mined.  His troops occupied good positions on the left bank of the Aisne which dominates and 
controls the right bank in this part of the course of the river. 
 
Despite being outnumbered, he was determined to hold on so as his line of retreat would not be threatened.  It is 
important to add that besides the 18th in the morning, Mortier, complying with the orders of the Emperor (Epernay, 
17 March), arrived in Reims with two of his divisions and the cavalry Roussel.  The Duke of Trévise had left behind 
Charpentier, he had monitor the lower Aisne to Compiègne and to whom he had prescribed to stand on Fismes if the 
Prussians were completely removed from Soissons.17 
 
Arriving at Berry-au-Bac, the advanced guard of Yorck had, therefore, like that of Kleist at Pontavert, found the 
Ricard Division so firmly emplaced on the left bank, after making for himself a quick reconnaissance of positions, 
instead of rushing to attack which would have cost him too many of his people, Yorck resolved to await the coming 
into the line of the cavalry of Chernishev and the effect produced by its outflanking movement.  For his part, 
Marmont had every reason to think that his right was in no danger.  He had given the order to destroy all the bridges 
of the Retourne and the Suippe, burn that of Asfeld, and had even received a report informing him that his orders 
were executed.18  Having fears for his left, assuming the attack on Pontavert by Kleist had the sole purpose of 
diverting attention from where the real effort would happen, he had placed the bulk of his infantry and the heavy 
cavalry of Bordesoulle of the heights of Roucy. 
 
At 2 o'clock in the afternoon, the cavalry of Chernishev had not yet appeared.  Yorck, impatient by the long wait, 
seeing that the day was ending without having been able to achieve the desired results, had sent the order to force 
the crossing, even as Ricard, sensing threatened on his right, blew up the Berry-au-Bac bridge and began retreating 

                                                           
16Lieutenant-General von Bismarck, Aufzeichnungen.  "Blucher," wrote General von Bismarck, "was still suffering 
so much until the end of the campaign, that he could only follow the operations from a carriage." 
 
17Marmont to the Chief of Staff, Cormicy, 18 March, 8:30 in the morning; Mortier to the Chief of Staff, Reims, 18 
March, 8:30 in the morning, and Belliard to the Chief of Staff, Reims, 18 March. (Archives of the War.) 
18Marmont to Mortier, Fismes, 18 March, 11:30 in the evening. (Archives of the War.) 
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on Pontavert and Roucy. 
 
Departing from Prouvais the 18th in the morning, Chernishev had found the bridge at Asfeld destroyed; he had to go 
back to Balham to come cross the Retourne at Poilcourt, the Suippe at Pontgivart.  Leaving Berméricourt to his left, 
he finally approached, late in the afternoon, the road to Reims, and pushed in the direction of Cormicy, driving 
before him the French cavalry.  "The Russian cavalry debouched with great vigor," Marmont wrote to Mortier, "and 
crushed my light cavalry."  Always lending excuses when it came to justifying and explaining his movements, the 
Duke of Raguse claims, it is true, in the same dispatch, that to his great astonishment, he had thought that an army 
corps had crossed the Suippe and marched on his flank and rear, while it was in reality less than a thousand horses.  
"We arrived," Benckendorff  said, "in the plain between Cormicy and Berry-au-Bac, when the French rearguard, 
consisting of 1,500 infantry, 600 Polish lancers and three guns, was blowing up the bridge and stopping the Prussian 
corps of Yorck and Kleist, posted on the other side." 
 
"General Chernishev ordered me to attack immediately  the French rearguard with my Cossack brigade supported by 
the regiment of Ilovaysky IV and the uhlans of Volyn.  My escort begged me to allow the Cossacks to attack alone, 
saying: "Suffer not the uhlans to fight; it must be shown to the regular troops and the Prussians how men of Don 
take it." 
 
"I ordered the regiment of Girov to attack in line; I formed at the same time, the regiment of Sisoyev as a first 
reserve, and that of Ilovaysky IV a second reserve." 
 
"The French rearguard gained the edge of the forest that extends from Berry-au-Bac up to about La Ferté-Milon.  It 
was bringing its cavalry  to move away from the wood and attract us to cleared fields, outside the protection of the 
infantry." 
 
"The Poles, naturally brave and easy to excite, when in the presence of Russians, could not see our lancers, who 
were masked by a small height.  The Polish lancers gradually moved forward, while to attract them, our people 
provoked them by their mockery, which the others responded by calling them Muscovites.  Having with me Colonel 
Count Lehndorff, the aide-de-camp of General Yorck, who was curious to see an attack of Cossacks, I wanted to 
give orders on the spot; but Girov and some other officers around me implored me to have a moment of patience, 
saying: "Let them go a bit from their infantry, and we will respond with success."  Indeed, the Polish and French 
cavalrymen who took the delay as hesitation, charged in line and at full speed.  The Cossacks made as if to save 
themselves, but in a flash, and a movement that suggested their military instinct, after shouting halt! faced about 
shouting hurrah!  In an instant, the enemy cavalry was surrounded and defeated in the greatest disorder on its 
infantry, having left 110 prisoners in our hands.  If our third line would have assisted us in time, the entire enemy 
rearguard would have been driven into rout; but it happened that, in the pursuit, a habit that is more difficult to lose 
the Cossack than any other company, half of our people were occupied only taking prisoners.  So, the French 
infantry had time to regain its position and fire grapeshot obliging us to leave our prey."19 
 
The cavalry of Yorck and Kleist cross the Aisne by ford.  --"I had to gather my strength on the plateau of 
Roucy," Marmont again wrote to Mortier.  The appearance of the cavalrymen of Chernishev had, indeed, not only 
forced Ricard to evacuate vis-à-vis Berry-au-Bac, but it also had the effect of persuading Marmont to abandon the 
defense of the left bank.  Although bridges were not completed, Yorck immediately gave the order to the cavalry to 
cross the Aube by fording. 
 
On the side of Pontavert, the Cossacks, after sounding the course of the river with their lances, discovered a ford, 
and crossed on to the left bank with the cavalrymen of Major von Colomb,20 who pushed with his three squadrons 
on Roucy. 
 
Katzler, with two regiments of hussars, crossed the river almost simultaneously, at the ford of the Picherie.  The 
reserve cavalry of Zieten followed his movement while Colonel Blücher, at the head of the light cavalry of Kleist 
committed to follow Colomb.  While pushing vigorously, the chase, because of the late hour of the day, could not 
                                                           
19 BENCKENDORFF, Cossacks, pages 41-44. 
20Aus dem Tagebuche des Rittmeisters von Columbus, page 186. 
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bring great results. 
 
Katzler however managed to turn the position of Roucy and pursued the rearguard to Marmont to little distance from 
Baslieux-lès-Fismes. The night allowed Marmont to gain Fismes without too much trouble and to stop the progress 
of Katzler, whose regiments, leaving outposts around Blanzy and Baslieux, withdrew and came to settle in Ventelay 
while Colomb remained in Roucy and Zieten, Colonel Blücher and Chernishev stopped at Cormicy. 
 
The same evening, the bridge of Pontavert was passable and the 9th Brigade (General von Pirch) encamped on the 
heights of the left bank. The remainder of the IInd Corps concentrated on the right bank, at Pontavert. 
 
The bridge of Berry-au-Bac not yet being repaired, Yorck had to encamp his infantry on the line of La-Ville-au-
Bois, Juvincourt and Berry-au-Bac.  Behind him, Sacken was at Corbeny with the headquarters of the Army of 
Silesia.  Farthest to the left, Winzingerode had stopped at Amifontaine, and Langeron at Ramecourt.  The Prussian 
IIIrd Corps (Bülow) was at Laon and La Fère. 
 
On the side of Compiègne, everything was still quiet.  The Prussian outposts scarcely exceeded Noyon. 
 
If it were impossible for Marmont to persist more defensively on the left bank of the Aisne and jeopardize his little 
corps trying to hold out longer at Berry-au-Bac and Pontavert, nothing, on the contrary, obligated him to violate the 
orders of the Emperor and to commit a mistake that he himself acknowledges in his letter from Chateau-Thierry, 21 
March, to the Chief of Staff.  Instead of heading in the direction of Fismes. to move away from Mortier, to go and 
finally settle at Fismes, having a good day's marching on the corps of the Duke of Trévise, nothing had prevented 
him to withdraw to Reims, to effect there his junction with his colleague, to maneuver in concert with him, on 
Épernay and Châlons, where he could have joined the Emperor.  The Marshal had, indeed, since the day before, the 
order to cover Paris, but he had, at the same time, been prescribed to dispute the ground inch by inch.  So there was 
no reason to hurry with this and to sacrifice Reims.  The plans of Blücher were still unknown and one had exposed, 
as one says with a light heart, an immediate failure.  From Fismes, where he had established the 18th in the evening, 
at Rheims, there are 28 kilometers. 
 
The Army of Silesia could therefore the next day, completely separate the two marshals and crush them. 
 
The Duke of Raguse, who was also to commit more fatal errors during the following days, seems to have himself 
realized the mistake he had committed. 
 
"I am inclined move to Jonchery," he wrote the same evening to Mortier,21 "If I had been sure that the bridge was 
restored. When in doubt, I had to fall back on Fismes." 
 
And as the Marshal feels himself all the danger of his position, having tried to justify himself by insisting on the 
need to cover Paris, not to leave cut off Soissons and General Charpentier, he adds: "I think, my dear Marshal, you 
do not have a moment to lose to move on me." 
 
19 March.  --Movement of Yorck and Kleist on Fismes.  --The 19th in the morning, the crossings of Pontavert and 
Berry-au-Bac22 had restored, and the corps of Yorck and Kleist were put at dawn in march on Fismes.  The IInd 

                                                           
21Marmont to Mortier, Fismes, 18 March, 11:30 in the evening. (Archives of the War.) 
22Gneisenau to Boyen, Berry-au-Bac, 19 March:  "One does not see yet absolute clarity in the movements of the 
enemy.  It seems, however, according to most of the information that Napoleon left Reims, going on Châlons or 
Épernay." 
 
"Yorck and Kleist crossed this morning in Pontavert and Berry-au-Bac and are near Fismes." 
 
"Winzingerode had to be at their level  in Reims; but his slowness is desperate, and he did appear here this 
afternoon." 
 
"The whole country between Rethel, Rocroy and Montcornet is under arms.  Farmers have scattered the corps of 
Lützow.  We must absolutely act against an uprising.  I intend to send on this side 3,000 men and burn the villages 
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Corps (Kleist) forming the right column and preceded by the cavalry of Colonel Blücher sent on the side of the road 
from Fismes to Braine, was moved on Blanzy and Perles.  The Ist Corps, covered by the cavalry of Katzler, which 
was scouting on Baslieux, Courlandon and Breuil, would go in echelon from Romain to Ventelay.  The cavalry 
reserve, marching between the two corps, was to establish behind and to the right of the IInd Corps, at Merval and at 
Serval, while Major von Colomb, covering the left of the Ist Corps, filed with his flying corps on Montigny. 
 
While these two moved from the Aisne to the Vesles, Langeron and Sacken had orders to settle in a second line, the 
first at Berry-au-Bac, the second at Pontavert. Billow, however, had, after leaving a garrison battalion at Laon, 
reached the level of L'Ange-Gardien and was ready to move on Soissons or on Vailly. 
 
Winzingerode pushed on Reims. 
 
At 6 o'clock in the morning, the Ist and IInd Corps began the passage of the Aisne.  Delayed by fog and the bad roads, 
the bulk of two corps arrived in the afternoon on the positions shown.  The cavalry of Katzler and Blücher had 
maintained contact with the troops of Ricard, established before Fismes. and had merely skirmishing with them. 
 
Movements of the marshals.  --Before deciding to retire on Fismes, before recalling in the morning the Duke of 
Trévise, who had been just settling in Reims, Marmont, if he had been in full possession of himself, would not have 
failed to regulate his conduct and his operations on the attitude taken by the Army of Silesia for ten days.  But if the 
disease had struck Blücher, the affair of Athies, had left in the mind of the Duke of Raguse the impression that a few 
days of calm had failed to clear.  In other times, the marshal would have certainly considered the situation quite 
differently. He would have seen immediately that he continued to deal with officers of unquestionable merit, but 
having neither the authority to undertake anything decisive, nor the energy to draw bold procedures of the 
commander of the Army of Silesia.  To say nothing of the complete inaction of the Army of Silesia from Laon, the 
lack of vigor and decision made on the 18th to attack Pontavert and Berry-au-Bac, should have shown to Marmont 
that there was no reason for him, either to retreat on Fismes or to be joined by Mortier, nor, therefore, to resort to a 
premature and dangerous evacuation of Reims. 
 
From the 19th, the Duke of Raguse himself acknowledged elsewhere, but too late, the mistake he had committed by 
letting impose somehow the management of the retirement by a few cavalrymen of Chernishev. 
 
The cavalry of Roussel defends Reims against Winzingerode.  --It would be idle to seek here the reasons that 
pushed Marmont to change his mind.  That he had yielded to the representatives of Mortier rushed to Jonchery to 
confer with him, that he had noticed the march on Reims of Winzingerode or better, after a more reasoned 
discussion and calming the situation, he had with himself, but alas too late, regretted sending the dispatch in which 
he urged Mortier join him, this was absolutely a secondary thing.  The damage was done.  The Duke of Trévise, 
justly alarmed by the dispatch of Marmont, had already started.  At 6 o'clock in the morning, after giving notice of 
the movement to General Vincent in command at Épernay, the marshal was committed on the road from Reims to 
Fismes.  Meanwhile, the division of Charpentier left for Soissons also to rally with the Duke of Raguse.  Although 
the rear guard of Mortier - the dragoon division of Roussel d'Hurbal - did not leave from Reims until about 10 
o'clock in the morning, had already arrived in Muizon when Belliard received the counter-order prescribing him to 
report to Reims and seek to return.  As for the infantry of Mortier, it had come too far for it to be possible to 
consider making it turn around.  One merely stopped on the point it had reached. 
 
The cavalry of Roussel was charged then alone for the execution of this important movement.  Without wasting a 
minute, Belliard took up at a trot the three squadrons of dragoons followed with the rest of the division.  In the 
meantime, the advanced guard of Winzingerode had already reached and crossed Reims where it had found nobody. 
Debouching from that city, the Cossacks, who preceded it, went out unexpectedly against the three squadrons of 
dragoons.  Surprised by the unexpected appearance of the French cavalry, charged and thrown back by it, they 
hurried to go and give the alarm to announce the return of the French. 
 
Belliard barely had time to close and barricade the gates of Reims, to occupy the city with two squadrons of 
dragoons who dismounted, to settle with the rest of the division on the left bank of the Vesles, not far from the 
                                                           
of the insurgents." 
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outskirts of Vesles and Épernay and on the heights of Tinqueux, when strong columns of Russian cavalry appeared 
by the road from Berry-au-Bac.  Taken aback at first by a resistance they were far from expecting, the Russians soon 
directed a portion of their troops with cannon on Saint-Brice, to try to bridge the Vesles and to force the pass.  This 
attempt failed and, after summoning the town to give up, Winzingerode merely a cannonaded Reims and skirmished 
from one bank of the Vesles to the other. 
 
Meanwhile, the rest of his troops neared Reims that the Russian general was not long to blockade on three sides. 
 
His batteries established on the road from Berry-au-Bac to the mill of Bétheny and on the hills opened fire 
immediately after the entry of a second negotiator.  A third warning was not more successful.  From 2 o'clock to 7 
o'clock, the cavalrymen of Roussel managed to stop the Russians and Winzingerode, who deceived by the energetic 
attitude of Belliard, convinced that Reims was defended by infantry troops, made preparations to try to take the city 
by a night attack.  Up to 7 o'clock, despite the danger of his situation, Belliard stood firm in the hope of being 
supported by the arrival of some infantry troops that would have enabled him to defend the city. 
 
Certain from that moment, that no one was coming closer to him and that reinforcements were not being sent to him, 
he took advantage of the dark to decamp in silence, evacuate the city and fall back on Jonchery first, then Fismes.  
The 19th, in the evening, Winzingerode entered into Reims some time after the departure of Belliard, content with 
simply following at a distance and by a few Cossacks23 in the direction of Jonchery. 
 
In the evening, Mortier, then Belliard, met at Fismes Marmont, they forming the right, and the French troops stayed 
overnight on positions in echelon from Fismes to Magneux. 
 
On the right wing of the Army of Silesia, Sacken and Langeron stopped in Pontavert and Berry-au-Bac.  Katzler, 
with the cavalry vanguard, found the edge of Fismes too firmly held to try to remove them with his cavalry and the 
infantry of the advanced guard of the Ist Corps having only come in the evening, he had to confine himself to the 
service of supplying outposts from Courlandon up to Baslieux and Blanzy-lès-Fismes.  To his right, Colonel 
Blücher, with the 1st Regiment of Hussars of Silesia and the Regiment of Uhlans of Silesia, monitored the edges of 
Vesles in the direction of Soissons. 
 
The corps of Yorck and Kleist settled on the points indicated by the disposition. 
 
Tettenborn occupies Châlons.  --While General Lambert, informed of the march of the bulk of Emperor's army on 
Fère-Champenoise, prudently fell back on Vitry with troops Davidoff, Tettenborn crossed the Marne at fords with 
his Cossacks and headed by the right bank on Châlons, which Ney had barricaded the gates when leaving.  The 
troops of General Duvignau had not arrived, and despite the refusal of the people, the Cossacks, breaking open the 
gates, crossed the city on the 19th in evening.  After having left two of his regiments, Tettenborn went to establish  
with the rest of his cavalry in Notre-Dame-de-l'Épine, on the road from Châlons to Sainte-Menehould.  His party 
scoured the country in the direction of Vatry, Épernay and Reims. 
 
20 March.  --Inaction of Marmont.  --From the 20th in the morning, Marmont, without waiting for the movement 
of the Prussians, brought back all his troops on the position of Mont-Saint-Martin.  Strong in itself, covered on its 
front by the Vesles, on the right by the Ardre, overlooking Fismes and the Vesles Valley, in sum difficult to 
approach, this position nevertheless posed a serious disadvantage.  Retirement, if one were to be dislodged, could 
not effected because of bad roads.  Finally, and what Marmont may have said, it didn't protect in any way  
communications either from Soissons and from Paris, or those from Reims. 24  Only concerned with covering Paris, 
firmly convinced that Blücher only thought to march in this direction, the Duke of Raguse continued to have an 
absolutely false idea of the situation.  He expected an attack of which Gneisenau had never thought and given the 
attitude experienced from the troops of the Army of Silesia during the two previous days made absolutely 
improbable.  However, the damage was done; the fault was irreparable since they had abandoned Reims. 
                                                           
23Belliard to Mortier, 19 March, evening, and Journal of the Division of Roussel d'Hurbal. (Archives of the War.) 
24Marmont to the Chief of Staff, Mont-Saint-Martin, 20 March, evening:  "We have held all day the strong position 
of Mont-Saint-Martin, to which the enemy dared not undertake anything.  It is an impregnable position if I had 
everyone, and which covers all major communications." (Archives of the War.) 
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The lack of roads prevented him from marching from Fismes to Épernay, and when the marshals received on the 
night25 of the 20th to 21st the order of the Emperor26 calling them either on Châlons or Épernay, it was already 
impossible to the take left bank of the Vesles, marching by the right on Reims.  The fears of Marmont would still 
have other no less serious consequences.  Believing about to be attacked by the whole Army of Silesia, the Marshal 
had been reminded by the Duke of Trévise of the division of Charpentier which had come to settle the day before at 
Braine, abandoning Soissons and Compiegne to their own forces.  The commandant Gérard,  had, indeed, vigorously 
pushed the implementation of a state defense for the first of these towns, defended by around 3,000 men; but Major 
Otenin, of whom had been told on the 19th of being sent two battalions of National Guard did not have at Compiegne 
more than 645 men with two cannons supplied with 250 shots. 
 
Positions of the Army of Silesia.  --Far from thinking to attack either Mont-Saint-Martin, or Fismes still occupied 
by the rear guard of Mortier, Gneisenau ordered the two corps of Yorck and Kleist to merely monitor the valley of 
the Vesles around Fismes; to Winzingerode to firmly establish himself in Reims and pushing his cavalry on Châlons 
and Épernay. 
 
Only the corps of the second line made some way during the day of the 20th.  Sacken marched along the right bank 
of the Aisne from Pontavert to Vailly, threw over a bridge and his advanced guard moved to Vailly.  This movement 
was obviously intended to facilitate a directed operation against either the left the marshals or against the French 
troops that were still believed in the neighborhood of Soissons. 
 
Bülow, continuing his march, pushed a strong vanguard up to within view of Soissons and his scouts, chasing the 
French vedettes from the plateau of Crouy advanced to within fusil range of the corps of the town. 
 
Langeron alone remained in reserve at Berry-au-Bac.  He was, however, on the order of Gneisenau27 alarmed by the 
appearance of French troops on the side of Rethel and by the news predicting an imminent general uprising of the 
people of the Ardennes, made to send for Rethel, General Count Witt charged with a strong mobile column of 2,000 
men, 1,000 horses and a half battery, to restore calm and to give chase to the French troops who would seek to 
encourage and support the insurgency. 
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25FABVIER, Journal of Operations of the VIth Corps. 
 
26Chief of Staff to Marmont and Mortier, Plancy, 8:30 in the morning. 
 
27Gneisenau writing to General de Boyer, the 20th of March, from Berry-au-Bac, said to him among other things:  
"It is evidently useful to push to the front the bulk of the cavalry corps.  But by whom should these be commanded? 
... Vasilchikov, le best of the Russian cavalry generals, is less senior than Korff, the worst of them.  The tentative 
nature recently with Winzingerode is too bad.  Our generals of cavalry are so much younger than the Russian 
generals.  And therefore, it isn't easy to choose for the task, from conduct, from prudence and resolve, a corps of 
10,000 horses." 


