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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. 
 

Affair of cavalry at Magneux.  --On the night of the 19th to 20th, one had commenced to repair the bridge of 
Courlandon, cut by the French during their retreat on Fismes.  On the morning of the 20th, a squadron of National 
Cavalry of East Prussia crossed the Vesles further forward, at the ford of Breuil, took a few stragglers and pushed its 
vedettes up to about the Ardre.  Around noon, the squadron joined by the Cossacks of Colonel Busch, coming from 
Jonchery, were established at Magneux. 
 
Further downstream the cavalry of Colonel Blücher held the bridge of Bazoches and scouted on Braisne. 
 
At 4 o'clock in the afternoon, the bridge of Courlandon was restored, and General von Zieten immediately sent on to 
the left bank the cuirassiers of Silesia and the Brandenburg Uhlans with a half battery.  The arrival of these 
regiments was particularly timely as the French cavalry had just driven from the heights of Magneux the flying 
corps of Colomb, the squadron of National Cavalry of East Prussia and the Cossacks of Colonel von Busch. Thrown 
back in turn, the French squadrons withdrew to Saint-Gilles, where their infantry outposts stopped the Prussian 
cuirassiers and uhlans.  Night had fallen in the meantime, and Zieten stood on the plateau of Magneux.  The division 
of Prince William of Prussia occupied Courlandon. 
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Winzingerode had profited during the day by crossing at Reims to rebuild the bridges of the Vesles.  His parties 
pushed up to Beaumont-sur-Vesles had communicated with the Cossacks of Tettenborn, whose cavalrymen had 
appeared at Tours-sur-Marne and at Bouzy and had approached Épernay, which General Vincent had orders to 
maintain.1 
 
So while the marshals waited on their position of Mont-Saint-Martin, throughout the day of the 20th, an attack that 
was not to take place, the Army of Silesia, masking its movement behind the curtain formed by the corps of Yorck 
and Kleist, outflanked their left and their right.  On the 20th in the evening, Marmont2 began to recognize the 
mistakes he had made.  "I am tempted to believe," he wrote to the Chief of Staff, "that the whole Army of Silesia is 
not here."  Then, while seeking to exculpate himself by saying that the reports of the inhabitants announced the 
arrival of a large amount of troops, he added:  "I am willing to believe that there is a detachment sent on His 
Majesty." And an even further "The enemy has been weakened by a detachment he placed on the right bank of the 
Aisne and that moved down the river." 
 
21 March.  --Retreat of the marshals from Fismes on Chateau-Thierry.  --It was for these reasons that Marmont 
had decided to try his fortune on the battlefield he chose at Mareuil-en-Dôle and that seemed advantageous.  Some 
hours later, on the night of the 20th to 21st, he received, through the intermediation of General Vincent, a dispatch 
from the Chief of Staff, from Plancy, the 20th at 10 o'clock in the morning.3  "His Majesty," wrote Berthier, "sees 
with pain that you are retiring on Fismes instead of coming to Reims, and thence to Châlons and Épernay.  His 
Majesty directs that you act on this communication; for otherwise, Blücher will unite with Prince Schwarzenberg 
and all this will fall on you." 
 
But these formal orders, these prophetic warnings, would remain ineffective.  The road from Reims was in the hands 
of the Army of Silesia, the side roads leading to Épernay were even more impassable than those leading to Oulchy-
le-Château and Château-Thierry, points to which the Duke of Raguse headed his retirement the 21st in the morning. 
At this time, it is true, Marmont was no longer free to choose a different direction; but it is clear that if, instead of 
concentrating in Fismes to cover Paris, the marshals had established in Reims, they would have first ensured their 
further movement on Châlons and would, moreover, found themselves able to delay the march of the Army of 
Silesia.  In skillfully disputing the ground without committing entirely, the marshals could have compelled Blücher 
to taking four or five, maybe even six days to debouch from Reims and reach Châlons.  Finally, despite the poor 
state of the roads, one could still ask whether, instead of taking their direction of Château-Thierry, they should not 
have, even at the cost of great sacrifices, tried to gain Épernay, to rejoin with General Vincent, even prevent Blücher 
at Châlons, from approaching the Emperor and preventing the Army of Silesia of undertaking anything serious until 
it had not contacted the army of Schwarzenberg. 
 
The 21st in the morning, the marshals had in their hands a new order from the Chief of Staff, more urgent, more 
formal than the previous:  "Head with the Duke of Trévise, from where you will receive this order, on Châlons by 
Reims, and if not possible, by Épernay.  March in haste and speed up the movement of the cavalry.  His Majesty will 
be tomorrow at Vitry.  Macdonald and Oudinot will follow our movement by Arcis."4 
 
By the 21st in the morning, unable to comply with that order, Marmont evacuated the position of Mont-Saint-Martin 
and took the direction of Oulchy-le-Château. 
 
Movement orders of the Army of Silesia.  --But the movement of the marshals had not escaped the Prussian 

                                                           
1Chief of Staff to General Vincent, Plancy, 20 March, 10 o'clock in the morning, and Vincent to the Chief of Staff, 
Épernay, 20 March, 6o'clock in the morning and 9 o'clock in the evening. (Archives of the War.) 
 
2Marmont to the Chief of Staff, Mont-Saint-Martin, 20 March, midnight. (Archives of the War.) 
 
3Correspondence, no 21524, Chief of Staff to Marshals Marmont and Mortier. (Records of Berthier, Archives of the 
War.) 
4Chief of Staff to Marmont, Plancy, 20 March, noon.  (Records of Berthier, Archives of the War.) 
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cavalry of Katzler and Gneisenau, aware of the direction taken by the French columns, ordered the two corps of 
Yorck and Kleist to follow them and push them.  Sacken went from Vailly to Braisne and sent advanced guards one 
to the side of Soissons, the other on Oulchy-le-Château.  Bülow would advance with the bulk of his corps from 
Vaudesson to within view of Soissons, invest the town and relieve the troops detached by Sacken. 
 
Langeron was to leave a battalion to guard the bridge of Berry-au-Bac and take the rest of his corps to the level of 
Baslieux and of Romain ahead of Fismes.  Winzingerode would remain at Rheims. 
 
Although the Prussian vedettes had reported the movements of the French since 4 o'clock in the morning, it was only 
at 7 o'clock the French outposts of Saint-Gilles withdrew and the cavalry Zieten, crossing on to the left bank of the 
Ardre, debouched to the plateau of Mont-Saint-Martin, joined the vanguard of Katzler and followed the French 
rearguard which was retreating in good order on Chéry and Mareuil-en-Dôle.  At 8 o'clock, the Ist Corps crossed the 
bridge of Courlandon, marched through Fismes and took up the road of Fere-en-Tardenois, followed by the cavalry. 
At about the same time, the IInd Corps had crossed the Vesles at Bazoches, downstream from Fismes, and committed 
to the road of Loupeigne, preceded by the cavalry of Colonel Blücher. 
 
Cavalry battle of Oulchy-le-Château.  --Two roads led at this time from Mareuil-en-Dôle to Château-Thierry: one, 
the most direct, but worst, passed by Fère-en-Tardenois; another, longer but incomparably better, going by 
Cramaille to Oulchy-le-Château where it joined the main road to Soissons.  Once at Oulchy, the marshals could, 
instead of moving on Chateau-Thierry, fall back further west of Neuilly-Saint-Front, La Ferté-Milon and Meaux.  
Contrary to the assumptions of Zieten and Katzler the marshals had committed the bulk of their forces on the latter 
road and had taken the path of Fère-en-Tardenois with only a few detachments.  It was only when it arrived at the 
southern edge of the woods of Mareuil that Zieten was able to gain an exact account of the situation.  He 
immediately pushed Katzler by Fère-en-Tardenois to the highway of Château-Thierry and ordered Colonel Blücher 
and the reserve cavalry to follow the French on Oulchy. 
 
Rejoined by the division of Charpentier at Oulchy who had stopped at Braisne, having had to wait overnight to get 
moving, Marmont, whose retirement had not been seriously disturbed, was to give some rest there to his troops.  But 
going outside of the city to inspect the position, the Duke of Raguse saw the Prussian cavalry.  He immediately 
resumed marching, pressing the movement of his convoy and troops and leaving between Oulchy and Cugny a 
rearguard of 400 horses, managing to get his infantry and artillery on to the left bank of the Ourcq. 
 
Zieten whose squadrons came up to Cramaille and Saponay, was preparing to attack the enemy in two columns. 
Colonel von Blücher, with the 5th Hussars of Silesia and the dragoons of Neumark and West Prussia, was ordered to 
turn by the left the heights of Cugny, survey the plain beside the Ourcq, to seek to gain the road from Oulchy to 
Château-Thierry and cut off the retreat to the rear guard of the marshals.  The uhlans of Brandenburg followed by 
the cuirassiers of Silesia and the brigade of Colonel von Wrangel (cuirassiers of Brandenburg and West Prussia) 
formed the right column and moved straight on Oulchy.  General von Jurgass remained in reserve with his 
regiments. 
 
The right column obliged the French cavalry to fall back on Oulchy, but the left column could not fulfill its mission. 
The French, skillfully taking advantage of this circumstance, remained on the height of Cugny and force Zieten to 
withdraw.  Satisfied with the results they got, they did not expect a combined attack of Zieten and Colonel von 
Blücher and fell back under the protection of their artillery that was placed in battery on the left bank of the Ourcq. 
The fire of their batteries stopped until evening the cavalrymen of Zieten and those of Blücher. 
 
To the left of these, Katzler defiled by Fère-en-Tardenois at 2 o'clock, and his advanced guard (Brandenburg 
Hussars) came up around Coincy against a French squadron which withdrew immediately and rejoined in Rocourt 
the rear guard posted in that village.5 
 
A 6 o'clock, the French rearguard evacuated Rocourt and fell back without being pursued, on Château-Thierry where 
the marshals, having been a few hours already, tried to put some order in the ranks of their troops. 
                                                           
5HAGEN, History of the 3rd Regiment of Dragoons of Neumark, and GAURETZKY-CORNITZ, History of the 1st 
Uhlans of Brandenburg, no 3 (Emperor of Russian). 
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Positions of the Prussian Ist, IInd and IIIrd Corps and the corps of Sacken in the evening of 21 March.  --The 
21st in the evening, Colonel Blücher entered into Rocourt.  Zieten stopped at Oulchy-le-Château, and Katzler who 
stayed at Coincy sent by Beuvardes some parties on the road to Château-Thierry.  Behind the points occupied by the 
cavalry, the Ist Corps reached Fère-en-Tardenois, the IInd Corps camped at Cramaille and communicated with the 
troops of Sacken installed at Braisne.  Langeron was around Fismes. 
 
On the far right of the Army of Silesia, Bülow took position in Crouy, and his light troops, crossing the Aisne at  
Venizel, went to settle in Belleu, driving before them the cavalrymen of General Grouvel who had to withdraw 
Villers-Cotterêts.  On the 21st in the evening, Soissons was completely invested. 
 
Lacking everything, looting everywhere, committing countless excesses, the troops of Marmont and Mortier camped 
around Château-Thierry on both banks of the Marne.  At 11:30 in the evening, Marmont wrote to the Chief of Staff 
and the Minister to try to justify his operations, announcing that they would march the next day on Épernay.6 He did 
not know at that time that this movement was more impossible than ever. 
 
Tettenborn captures Épernay.  --On the order of Winzingerode, Tettenborn had charged 21 March, Colonel Pfuel 
with two regiments of Cossacks and two light pieces, to chase from Épernay the small detachment under the 
command of General Vincent.  Knowing that the marshals had orders to retire on Épernay, Vincent tried to maintain 
his position and even managed to hold out until about 2 o'clock in the afternoon.  Strongly attacked on the left bank 
by Cossacks who threw back his cavalry in to the city, threatened on the right bank of the Marne by the vanguard of 
Winzingerode from which some parties had already managed to cross the ford of Damery, Vincent arrived with 
great difficulty in reaching Dormans about one in the morning, through the woods bordering the south and 
dominating the high road.7 
 
Letter of Blücher letter to Prince Schwarzenberg.  --Gneisenau had not waited for the end of the day to brief in 
report to the Generalissimo the events since the Army of Silesia had resumed its movement.  In the morning, before 
being transported from Berry-au-Bac to Fismes, Blücher, still too ill to be able to resume the direction of 
operations,8 Gneisenau had signed a dispatch from the Field Marshal in which the Chief of Staff of the Army of 
Silesia, outlining his proposed march on Paris by the Marne and the Oise as soon as one had taken Compiègne and 
Soissons, complained of the inaction of the Crown Prince of Sweden.  He particularly stressed the need to oblige 
Bernadotte to march forward and make available the Prussian and Confederation troops, rather than being used 
against Maison, so they could then be used to march on Paris on the right bank of the Oise.9 In pursuing the 
marshals, barring their way from Châlons and Épernay, so the staff of Blücher was thinking not in the least to 
approach the Great Army and combine again military operations of the Army of Silesia with his. 
 
At this time, Blücher and Gneisenau,10 Marmont and Mortier, ignored again each other and what happened during 
the days of 20 and 21 on the Aube. 
 
Major von Brunneck, sent to Schwarzenberg, was not yet back, and the marshals, meanwhile, had no knowledge of 

                                                           
6Marmont to the Chief of Staff and Minister of War, Château-Thierry, 21 March, 11:30 in the evening. (Archive of 
the War.) 
 
7Tagebuch des Generals der Kavallerie Grafen von Nostitz (Kriegsgeschichtliche Einzelschriften, 1884 V) and 
General Vincent to the Minister. Report of 24 March. (Archives of the War.) 
 
8Blücher to Schwarzenberg, Berry-au-Bac, 21 March, in the morning. 
9Blücher to Schwarzenberg, Berry-au-Bac, 21 March, in the morning. 
 
10Before leaving Berry-au-Bac, Gneisenau had, in fact, addressed to General Boyen the following note: "We finally 
have news of the Great Army and the movement of the enemy.  Napoleon has moved on the 18th, against Fère-
Champenoise.  Schwarzenberg concentrates behind the Aube. We reoccupied Châlons. Tomorrow we will have 
news of the battle fought by the Great Army." 
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the taking of Épernay after their arrival in Château-Thierry. 
 
22 March.  --The marshals fall back in the direction Montmirail.  --If we are to believe the report that 
Marmont11 sent four days later to the Chief of Staff, the Duke of Raguse had intended to march anyway on Épernay. 
"But," he claims, "the Duke of Trévise strongly insisted that we head on Étoges for us to have communication with 
the Emperor by Vatry there, and he informed me that he had already made to His Majesty aware of the direction we 
were going to follow.  This motivated me to acquiesce." 
 
What's certain, is that the 22nd in the morning, after giving notice of movement to General Vincent that they invited 
to join them through Orbais, the marshals brought all their troops to the left bank of the Marne and cut behind them 
the  bridge of Chateau-Thierry.12  Leaving towards noon only a weak rearguard in Château-Thierry, they headed on 
Étoges: Mortier marching by the highway, Marmont in passing through Condé, Orbais and Montmort. 
 
Orders of movement of the Army of Silesia.  --One did not anticipate this movement at the headquarters of the 
Army of Silesia.  It was convinced that Marmont and Mortier sought to file directly by the right bank of the Marne, 
from Château-Thierry to Meaux, to bar the way to Paris.  One had therefore prescribed to the light cavalry of the Ist 
Corps and the reserve cavalry to follow the retrograde movement of the marshals.  The Ist Corps had orders to go 
from Fère-en-Tardenois to Oulchy-le-Château.  The IInd Corps was to establish its right at Billy-sur-Ourcq and push 
its cavalry on Neuilly-Saint-Front and La Ferté-Milon.  Sacken and Langeron remained motionless; only the cavalry 
of Sacken gained some ground and approached Oulchy.  To the right, Bülow was left free to attack Soissons; to the 
left, Winzingerode was going to cross the Marne with his cavalry and push on Arcis.  The headquarters of Blücher 
remained in Fismes. 
 
At ten in the morning when the tips of the advanced guard of the cavalry of the Ist Corps arrived at Château-Thierry, 
they found nobody, and when General von Katzler joined them a little later, he only had enough resources to try to 
cross on to the left bank twenty hussars and a party of Cossacks that undertook to provide him with information on 
the direction taken by the marshals.  Again, the Army of Silesia had lost contact with an opponent with fewer 
numbers, who moreover had fallen back in disarray before it. 
 
Meanwhile, in effect, the marshals, retreating safely, had joined Vincent in route, having only a few minor 
skirmishes with the Cossacks of Tettenborn.  This general, who conformed from now on with the rearguard of 
Marmont, stopped the 22nd in the evening at Orbais. 
 
Bombardment of Soissons.  --During the day of 22 March, Bülow had unmasked his batteries, began the 
bombardment of Soissons and tried to capture the Faubourg Saint-Christophe.  One sortie of the garrison drove his 
advanced troops back to the cemetery where they were established.  Beside Villers-Cotterêts, the scouts of Bülow 
had pushed up to Montgobert, and the parties of the cavalry of Kleist occupied Ancienville, Faverolles, Noroy-sur-
Ourcq and La Ferté-Milon.  They only have before them the 400 horses of General Grouvel stationed at Villers-
Cotterêts.13  
 
23 March.  --March of the marshals and movement orders of the Army of Silesia. --In transferring the 
headquarters of the Army of Silesia to Fismes, carrying Blücher still sick,14 one had, in principle, intended to only 

                                                           
11Marmont to the Chief of Staff, Allemant, 26 March, 1 o'clock in the morning. (Archives of the War.) 
 
12General Chabert to the Minister, 22 March (Ibid.) 
13General Grouvel to the Minister, Villers-Cotterêts, 22 March, 9 o'clock in the evening (Archives of the War): "It is 
difficult for me, with 400 horses, to contact Compiegne, Meaux and La Ferté-Milon, all the more so because of the 
lack of officers.  For 2 regiments, I have a squadron leader and three captains.  It was the result of this that I am 
often obliged to give an important command to a sous-lieutenant." 
 
14Nostitz, in his Tagebuch relates, in this regard, a curious anecdote: 
 
"Blücher still suffered the consequences of the Ophthalmia he had felt the first attacks from on the first day do the 
Battle of Laon.  Despite the prayers of the officers attached to his person, he consistently refused to make use of 
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take a decisive part, once the advantages of the situation could be clearly seen.  The events of the day before had left 
no longer doubt about the intentions of the marshals.  By quickly crossing the Marne they had done well to lose 
touch with the cavalry of the Army of Silesia, but from that moment, it was easy to guess that they sought to join the 
army of the Emperor. 
 
Also on the night of the 22nd to 23rd, Gneisenau had established a disposition which began with these words: "The 
Emperor Napoleon seems to have borne the bulk of his army on Arcis.  The destruction of the bridges of the Marne 
at Château-Thierry and Montmirail in the direction taken by Marmont and Mortier suggest that the Emperor wants 
to concentrate all his forces to strike a decisive blow, he will give up his proper forces in Paris and entrust the 
defense to the National Guard.  The armies of Silesia and the North should, therefore, hasten to support the Great 
Army and try to fall on the flanks and rear of the enemy as the Great Army will occupy it on its front."  Now, as a 
result, Gneisenau15 thinks he can reach them by marching in three columns.  Yorck and Kleist will head to Château-
Thierry, they will repair bridges and send their cavalry in the footsteps of the marshals.  The three Russian corps of 
Winzingerode, Sacken and Langeron will make their movement along the right bank of the Marne and go by Reims, 
Épernay and Châlons, on Arcis.  Winzingerode would continue to serve as the advanced guard with 8,000 horses 
and 46 cannon.  He would cross the Marne at Épernay and push in the direction of Arcis up Vatry.  His infantry, 
under the orders of Vorontsov, would march on Châlons.  Langeron would file through Reims and would establish a 
league ahead of this city on the road to Épernay.  Sacken, through Fismes, would stop in a league from Reims.  
Bülow alone would remain at Soissons. 
 
Still developing the dispositions and regulating in detail the marches he intends to execute the following days, 
Gneisenau adds:  "On the 24th, Vorontsov will cross the Marne at Châlons, Langeron will do so in Épernay, Sacken 
marches on Châlons. and the 25th, these three corps will meet between the Marne and Aube.  Yorck and Kleist will 
come on Montmirail and from there on Arcis the general point of concentration.  If Bülow manages to capture 
Soissons, he will leave a garrison and threaten Paris.  It will execute the same movement if he thinks he can make it, 
just by the blockading, the taking of Soissons and of Compiegne, and then leave before these places detachments 
responsible investing ...." 
 
While the different corps of the Army of Silesia executed in the morning of the 23rd the movements prescribed by 
Gneisenau, the marshals continued their retreat.  Still ignoring the events of the last two days, they did not think 
about trying to stop on the positions they have reached in the evening and give the different corps who, like them, 
sought to rally with the army of Emperor, the time to join them.  However, they knew that generals Pacthod and 
Amey at the head of about 6,000 men, should arrive the same day at Sézanne where there was also a column of 
National Guards and line troops under the command of Adjutant Commander Noizet, to escort a convoy of food and 
that two cavalry regiments' marches, departing from the general depot of Versailles, the 17th and 19th of March were 
between Coulommiers and La Ferté-Gaucher. 
 
From the 23rd, at midnight, the marshals resumed their movement.  After a short skirmish, the vanguard, under the 
                                                           
sunglasses or a screen.  It chanced that on reaching Fismes, one should find in an open closet of the room that was 
set aside for him, an elegant lady's hat in green silk and provided with a wide brim.  They showed this hat that 
Blücher, who without a word, put it on his head." 
 
"The Field Marshal, thusly costumed, left the 23rd for Reims, and continued in the same outfit to Châlons."  
(NOSTITZ, Tagebuch [Kriegsgeschichtliche Einzelschriften], 1884, V, 130.) 
 
15The 22nd in the evening, Gneisenau, writing from Fismes, at 7 o'clock at night, to Boyen, told him:  "Yorck tells 
me that the enemy have evacuated Château-Thierry and destroyed the bridge there before taking the road to 
Montmirail.  The road to Paris is open.  But as the rule is never to do what the enemy wants, we should not be 
compelled to move on Paris.  It is, now more than ever, the time to annihilate the forces of Napoleon.  We must 
therefore cross the Marne, without fear of preserving our strategic position of Laon." 
 
It was away, we would recognize, this excess of caution, to reckless ardor, that had brought the failures of the first 
half of February, and one would hardly believe that this dispatch was written by the general who, upon the opening 
of the campaign, demanded, to hue and cry, the immediate march on Paris.  But Blücher was sick, and although the 
Chief of Staff formerly recommended it, the interim commander dared not execute since he was solely responsible. 
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command of General Merlin, chased from Bergères, one of the parties of Tettenborn and took away a hundred 
horses.  The 23rd in the morning, Marmont arrived at Vertus and Mortier at Étoges.16 General Vincent with 200 men 
of the Young Guard, 100 Guards of Honor and 50 dragoons formed the rearguard.  His mission was to observe the 
movements of the Army of Silesia on the Marne and scout the road to Château-Thierry.17 
 
Positions of the Army of Silesia on the evening of 23March.  --While marshals reached Vertus and Étoges the 
different corps of the Army of Silesia executed the prescribed movements.  Yorck and Kleist marched from Ourcq 
towards the Marne, and their advanced guard was active in the restoration of the bridges of Château-Thierry.  But 
the lack of materials, the inability to get help from locals, delayed the work.  The bridges would only be passable 
towards the 24th in the morning, and the two corps, arrested by the obstacle before them, were left to settle in 
cantonments tightened on the right bank of the Marne, around Château-Thierry.  It merely formed a mobile column 
composed of a battalion of grenadiers and fifty horses being charged to scour the country and disarm the peasants. 
Only a few cavalry parties crossed the Marne wading or by swimming.  Two platoons of Brandenburg Hussars 
pushed up to Montmirail without meeting anyone.  On the right, the cavalrymen of Captain von Westphal went a 
league from La Ferté-sous-Jouarre.  On the left, Major von Colomb, who crossed the Marne with his flying corps at 
Tréloup, held Dormans and would settle in the evening at Condé. 
 
Winzingerode pushed with the bulk of his cavalry in the direction of Vitry.  The tip of his vanguard led by 
Chernishev was in Sommesous and communicated with the Cossacks of Tettenborn, beside Soudé-Sainte-Croix.  
The infantry of Winzingerode, commanded by Vorontsov, entered the 23rd in the evening at Châlons. 
 
The Russian corps of Sacken and Langeron, which formed the second line, were at the level of Reims with the 
headquarters of Blücher and firmly occupied Épernay. 
 
Operations of Bülow against Soissons and Compiegne.  --The 23rd in the morning, the advanced troops of Bülow 
tried against Soissons, on the side of the gate of Reims, an attack by main force which was not any more successful 
than another summons from a negotiator.  The rest of the day was spent in establishing the position of the batteries.  
The town was now fully invested and Bülow was preparing to finally make the siege.18 
 
Beside Compiegne, the feeble cavalry brigade of General Grouvel had been followed to the gates of Villers-
Cotterêts by the cavalry of Bülow.  A reconnaissance, embarking from Compiègne and pushed to Châtelet, found 
that the Prussians had established a post in La Vache-Noire.19 
 
Operations of the flying corps of Colonel Baron Geismar, from 19 to 24 March.  --Meanwhile, Colonel von 
Geismar had not remained inactive.  After executing on the 19th, his coup de main against Saint-Just and alarming 
the garrison of Clermont, Geismar had returned to settle the 20th at Montdidier, where he stay on the 21st.  It was 
more important than ever for him to ensure his communications with Bülow, from whom he was separated not only 
by the course of the Oise, but by the national uprising, which was taking every day more alarming proportions.  The 
Russian colonel knew perfectly well that he was committing a serious carelessness, stopping for two days in a town 
situated half way between Amiens and Compiegne, and the rest he gave to his men and horses would allow a hostile 
population to ascertain firsthand the numerical weakness of his little body.  Also, to get the information he needed 
and to act on the morale of the people, he continued, during these two days to send in all directions reconnaissance 
which were also almost all attacked or menaced, stopped or thrown back by bands of armed peasants. 

                                                           
16Marmont to the Chief of Staff, Allemant, 26 March, 1 o'clock in the morning; Report on the events, movements 
and positions since 21 March. (Archives of the War.) 
 
17Operations of General Vincent from 19 to 29 March and the Minister to General Vincent, 24 March, 10 o'clock in 
the evening. (Ibid.) 
 
18If we are to believe Bernhardi (Denkwürdigkeiten aus dem Leben des General-lieutenants Grafen von Toll, V, 
303), Gneisenau had only charged Bülow with the operations against Soissons and Compiègne to disencumber 
himself of him. 
19General Grouvel the Minister, Villers-Cotterêts, 23 March. (Archives of the War.) 
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The 23rd, the situation of Geismar had worsened.  General Avice, at the head of a mobile column, 200 lancers, 550 
infantry and 2,000 to 3,000 armed peasants strong, with which he hoped to achieve at least the chasing of Geismar 
from the Department of the Somme, was advancing by road from Amiens to Compiègne, after giving notice of his 
march to the Commandant Otenin.  He had sent a detachment from Compiègne, pushing up to Cuvilly, on the road 
of Montdidier, meeting no one, taking a convoy of wheat requisitioned by the Cossacks, and returned to Compiègne 
in the afternoon . 
 
Informed of the march of the column of General Avice, Geismar, before moving against it, sent in the direction of 
Compiegne, a party that, despite an attack attempted by the gendarmes, managed to destroy the telegraph of Belloy. 
Towards 3 o'clock in the afternoon, the outposts of Geismar signaled to him the approach of the French column.  
Rapidly moving against it with most of his small body, he strongly attacked, repulsed and pursued them to Moreuil.  
This column, severely compromised, would probably have been completely destroyed if Colonel Geismar had not 
received at the time, the notice of the approach of even larger columns which, by opening the roads of Clermont and 
Beauvais, threatened Montdidier where Geismar had only left a weak position.  Charging Major von Fabrice to 
monitor the column coming from Amiens, Geismar ran to meet the newcomers.  But for all his diligence, it was 
impossible to get to Montdidier before the French.  He was forced to stop on the plateau overlooking the city from 
the north and to open fire with the only gun he possessed.  The French infantry was careful not to get out of 
Montdidier, and as everything was limited to an exchange of gunfire with the cavalry vedettes, Geismar decided to 
report to Roye, where he arrived on the 25th in the morning, after a very difficult night march.  Everywhere people 
were running to arms.  The tocsin sounded from all sides.  From fusil shots fired by invisible enemies ambushes 
behind the hedges, in the little woods, to free of any cover, accompanied the retreat of the flying corps until after 
midnight.  The darkness was so deep, so black, that the little band of the Colonel did not even managed to see the 
French cavalrymen that threw themselves from time to time on its flanks.  To avenge his defeat and to console his 
retirement, Geismar burned the house of the mayor of Bouchoir, a village where they had set during the retreat, an 
ambush of a patrol of the flying corps, and shot all the men that were found under arms or near whom they 
discovered weapons.20 
 
24 March.  --Movement orders of the Emperor and the march of his army.  --Although the mistakes of 
Marmont and establishment of the marshals in Fismes would ease the junction of the armies of Bohemia and Silesia, 
the resolutions by the sovereigns, the events of the day of the 23rd, finally the direction followed by the same Allied 
columns were however not likely to displease the Emperor.  Until then, his predictions were realized.  With the 
exception of two corps of Yorck and Kleist, responsible for monitoring the marshals, and the corps of Bülow 
detached on Soissons, all Allied forces were in effect diverted from the road to Paris to move to him following the 
Aisne and the Aube to the Marne.  Also, while ordering to suggest to his soldiers and prisoners, that he would 
continue his movement towards the towns of Lorraine,21 the Emperor, delaying the implementation of this project, 
decided to strongly execute a change of front.  He wanted to "try to reach the 24th evening in Colombey-les-Deux-
Églises seize Bar-sur-Aube, cut the line of communications of Schwarzenberg, and have his line of operations on 
Troyes ."22  
 
Meanwhile Caulaincourt, accompanied by Rayneval and leaving Châtillon the 20th, had finally joined the Imperial 
main headquarter at Saint-Dizier.  While the Duke of Vicence was vainly trying to prove to the Emperor that a 
peaceful solution was still possible, the chief of staff dispatched the orders Napoleon had to send him. 
 
Napoleon knew his opponents too well to left again deceived by the beautiful words of the diplomats.  His army 
would be placed in march on the 24th, at break of day.  Piré, who was in Joinville, was directed by the shortest route, 
on the road to Saint-Dizier to Bar-sur-Aube, joining in Doulevant, where he would wait for orders and the approach 
of the cavalry Saint- Germain.  The Old Guard, with the Young Guard division of General Henrion and cavalry of 

                                                           
20Tagebuch des Streifcorps unter die Befehle des kaiserlich-russischen Obersten von Geismar während dem 
Feldzuge 1814. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., IV, 178.) 
21Chief of Staff to Macdonald, Saint-Dizier, 23 March, 11 o'clock in the evening. (Archives of the War.) 
 
22Chief of Staff to Ney, Saint-Dizier, 24 March. (Archives of the War.) 
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Lefebvre-Desnouettes, would begin its move at 4 o'clock in the morning and leave Saint-Dizier, where the 
cavalrymen of Defrance and of Maurin were ordered to return to during the day of 24th.  Ney would follow this 
movement; he will leave to Macdonald the cavalry of Milhaud, but takes with him the two cavalry divisions of the 
Guard and the 10th Hussars.  Finally, Macdonald would form the rearguard with the 7th and 2nd Corps, the cavalry of 
Milhaud and Trelliard; his column head would occupy the evening of the 24th Saint-Dizier.23 
 
The 24th, at 7:15 in the morning, the Emperor was still at Saint-Dizier, when an aide de camp of Ney carrying urgent 
dispatches, arrived at headquarters.  Sharing the fears of Macdonald, knowing the sad state in which the exhausted 
troops of the Duke of Tarante were in, the Prince of the Moskowa was reluctant to leave the banks of the Marne and 
abandon Macdonald.  In the entire movement he has resolved to execute, the Emperor had not let the concerns of his 
lieutenants stop him.  If the troops of Macdonald and Oudinot were too tired to make up the rear guard, Ney should 
send them to Saint-Dizier and form himself the rear guard with the divisions of Lefol, Gérard, Milhaud, Trelliard 
and the 10th Hussars.  "It is essential to immediately be placed in march because we have nothing more to do in 
Vitry."24 
 
But at night, the fires of the Allies in position at Courdemanges and at Huiron diminished considerably, and the last 
French troops had completed, though in disorder, their crossing on to the right bank of the Marne.  Everything 
remained quiet, and as they had burned the bridges, the marshals had nevertheless been placed in march between 6 
and 7 o'clock in the morning.  At 1 o'clock of the afternoon, Ney entered at Saint-Dizier and continued on Vassy, 
arriving in the evening between 7 and 8 o'clock.25  Sebastiani, who despite the strict orders of the Emperor, 
Macdonald had retained until 11 o'clock in the morning, could not get beyond Vassy.26 
 
General Defrance, first sent on Void to establish communications with Toul, Metz and Nancy, and who had pushed 
the 23rd to Ligny, had retraced his steps. Arriving in Saint-Dizier at noon, he had followed the movement of Ney and 
Sebastiani on Vassy.27 Finally, without the least concern, Macdonald and Oudinot had been able to continue their 
march from Écriennes, Luxémont and Villotte up to Saint-Dizier.  The 24th in evening, the 2nd Corps stopped at 
Perthes, the 7th was at Hallignicourt and Hœricourt; the 11th Corps, beyond the bridges of Saint-Dizier; the 5th 
Cavalry Corps at Vouillers, Saint-Eulien and Villiers-en-Lieu; the 6th Cavalry at Longchamp, Sapignicourt and 
Perthes.28 
 
For his part, the Emperor had made his movements on the right and before his front on Bar-sur-Aube and Chaumont. 
At 10 o'clock in the morning, Piré, entered with his light cavalry at Doulevant, where he picked up a convoy of 
wounded and sick people evacuated by the Allies on Nancy, having sent reconnaissances on Montier-en-Der, 
Colombey-les Deux-Églises and Bar-sur-Aube.  Joined later in Colombey by the cuirassiers of Saint-Germain, he 
continued on Colombey.  In the evening he established at Daillancourt after pushing with his division up to Biernes. 
His advanced guard was at Colombey from where he had driven 50 Prussian hussars who had retired on Chaumont. 
He had learned there that there was nobody in Bar-sur-Aube, that Langres was being hastily fortified and the Allies 
had at Vignory 500 has 600 horses charged with observing Joinville.29 

                                                           
23Records of Berthier: orders to Piré, Saint-Germain, Ney, Macdonald, Drouot, Saint-Dizier, 23 March, 11:30 in the 
evening. (Ibid.) 
 
24Chief of Staff to Ney, Saint-Dizier, 7:15 in the morning. (Archives of the War.) 
 
25Ney to the Chief of Staff, Saint-Dizier, 24 March, 1 o'clock and Vassy, 8 o'clock in the evening. (Ibid.) 
 
26Sébastiani to the Chief of Staff, Vassy, 24 March, 9 o'clock in the evening. (Ibid.) 
 
27General Defrance to the Chief of Staff, Saint-Dizier, 24 March, noon. (Ibid.) 
28Macdonald, Perthes, 24 March, 6 o'clock in the evening; Oudinot, 24 March, Saint-Dizier. (Ibid.) 
 
29Piré to the Chief of Staff, Daillancourt, 24 March, 7:30 in the evening. (Archive of the War.)  
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Saint-Germain, who the order of the Emperor had gone beyond Doulevant, had stopped at Nully and was thinking of 
pushing the next day on Bar-sur-Aube.30 
 
At 5 o'clock in the afternoon, the Emperor was in Doulevant.  He immediately sent the division of the Young Guard 
to take position at Blumeray.  The Old Guard stopped at Doulevant and Lefebvre-Desnouettes and was ordered to 
place the chasseurs at Villiers-aux-Chênes, the horse grenadiers and éclaireurs at Arnancourt.  The reserve batteries 
stopped at La Forge, near Doulevant, and the grand park in Dommartin-le-Saint-Père. 
 
Finally, General Maurin, having entered Bar-le-Duc the day before, and preparing to push on Saint-Mihiel, had 
recalled to him his detachments and evacuated Bar-le-Duc.  Arrived at 9 o'clock in the evening at Saint-Dizier, he 
had stopped to Éclaron and prepared to continue the next day his movement on Vassy.31 
 
Positions of the Allied Great Army during the night of 23 to 24 March.  --The evening of the 23rd, while the 
Emperor dictated to Berthier the orders of movement for next day, while the sovereigns and Schwarzenberg were 
heading from Pougy on Dampierre the corps of the Allied Great Army had settled for the night on a line from 
Courdemanges to Soudé-Sainte-Croix.  The vanguard of the VIth Corps, under the orders of Pahlen, had stopped at 
Soudé -Sainte-Croix and at Sommesous.  To its left Seslavin had marched to Fère-Champenoise.  The bulk of the 
VIth Corps was at Poivres-Sainte-Suzanne; behind it, the IIIrd Corps had approached Mailly.  On the extreme left, 
Kaisarov was between the Aube and the Seine, near Plancy and Méry.  In the center, the IVth Corps was in Sompuis. 
To the right, the Vth Corps camped on the heights of Courdemanges and of Huiron; the guards and reserves in Saint-
Chéron and the Verpillière.  Finally, the light Cavalry Division of the Guard had remained between the last point 
and Sommesous. 
 
Information received by the sovereigns and the Generalissimo in the night of the 23rd to 24th and the morning 
of 24 March.  --During the halt that they made in Dampierre, as during their march on Sompuis, the Emperor of 
Russia, the King of Prussia and Schwarzenberg had not stopped receiving serious news, important communications 
casting a new light on the situation by confirming and complementing information already reaching them the day 
before at the main headquarters at Pougy.  From 3 o'clock in the morning, arriving at Sompuis, the sovereigns and 
the Generalissimo, who had already read in Dampierre news transmitted by Chernishev and Tettenborn, found there 
the positive confirmation of the occupation of Châlons by the advanced guard the Army of Silesia. They were 
ignorant, it is true, of the exact point where the corps of Sacken and Langeron were being headed on their departure 
from Reims.  Moments later, the Generalissimo was joined by the Chief of Staff of Wrede, Major General Rechberg, 
responsible to protest against the movement on Châlons, and insisting on the need to march on Paris.32  Also, finally, 
the information sent by the partisans, the letters they had intercepted contained more important news than was 

                                                           
Piré would find on his return to Daillancourt, the order of the Emperor to remain in Colombey.  It was too late to 
make this move, and General informed the Chief of Staff of his establishment at Daillancourt, where he spent the 
night. 
 
30Saint-Germain to the Chief of Staff, Nully, 24 March, 8 o'clock in the evening. (Archives of the War.) 
 
31General Maurin to the Chief of Staff. (Ibid.) 
32TAXIS, Tagebuch (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., XIII, 32), and Wrede letter to the King of Bavaria, 31 March 1814:  "I 
sent off my Chief of Staff to the Marshal Prince Schwarzenberg.  I had to present to the Generalissimo that there 
would be serious disadvantages in forcing us to change the direction of our march to anywhere other than to effect 
our junction with the operations of Blücher, and that it was necessary to give up our communications on the rear that 
the enemy wanted to cut.  It seemed that the time was near when the boldness of the enemy showed in his project 
was to be punished, if not by a bold move, at least by a more reasonable one... It is true that the proposal I made 
myself get closer to Paris, gained more weight in these circumstances, and that inevitably seemed to me necessary to 
go through with it.  The Marshal Prince Schwarzenberg, who was separated from his master, was, at the beginning, a 
little embarrassed to decide on such an unexpected movement; but the Emperor Alexander was all the more willing 
to accept it." (The original in French.) 
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thought at first. 
 
One read through with feverish curiosity the reports sent by the characters who, betraying the cause of the Emperor 
has called loudly for the Allies in Paris, and the numerous documents entrusted to the courier kidnapped by 
Cossacks of Tettenborn.  They found, in addition to the copy of the letter which Napoleon wrote to Marie Louise,33 
a letter from Savary, Minister of Police, which clearly exposed the Emperor to the gravity of the situation in Paris. 
"Public funds, arsenals and magazines are empty; one is completely out of resources; the population is discouraged 
and dissatisfied.  It wants peace at any price; the enemies of the Imperial government still maintain and foment in 
the people latent agitation, but it will be impossible to suppress if the Emperor is unable to repel the Allies from 
Paris, to lure them away from the gates of the capital." 
 
Placed on the Napoleon Series: July 2016 

                                                           
33See above the exact text of this letter, that the General of Staff of (the Army of) Silesia sent a copy to the 
Generalissimo, and left no shadow of a doubt about the projects of the Emperor. 


