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CHAPTER XVIII. 

 
OPERATIONS OF THE ALLIED ARMIES FROM 25 MARCH 1814 IN THE MORNING 

UNTIL THE END OF THE CAMPAIGN. 

 

FÈRE-CHAMPINOISE.  -- SAINT-DIZIER.  --PARIS. 

 

Positions of Russian corps of the Army of Silesia on the evening of 25 March.  --The Russian infantry corps 

under the orders of Langeron, Sacken and Stroganoff, forming the bulk of one of the two separate columns of the 

Army of Silesia, occupied Étoges in the evening, where Blücher, furious at being unable to take an active part in the 

cavalry charges, had settled in the course of the day.1 

 

Langeron had pushed farther south with the Russian VIIIth Corps2 (General Rudzevich); but on the formal order of 

the Emperor of Russia, the infantry of Vorontsov remained on the side of Vatry. 

 

The cavalry of generals Korff and Vasilchikov spent the night on the same battlefield. 

 

March of the Prussian Ist and IInd Corps on Montmirail.  --Movement of the cavalry of Zieten on Étoges and 

Fère-Champenoise.  --The 2nd column of the Army of Silesia, formed by the Prussian Ist and IInd Corps coming 

from Château-Thierry, stopped at Montmirail, occupied since the night before by the reserve cavalry under the 

command of Zieten, and took position on the road to Châlons.  Yorck did not know at that time of the resolutions of 

the day before, but knowing the direction taken by the marshals, he had retained only six squadrons to ensure the 

security services of the two corps.  From the night before, he had ordered Zieten, as well as Katzler, to enter the 24th 

                                                           
1Tagebuch des Generals der Kavallerie Grafen von Nostitz. (Kriegsgeschichtliche Einzelschriften, 1884, V, 133.) 

 
2Journal of Operations of General Count Langeron. (Topographical Archives, no 29103.) 
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at Champaubert, continue on Étoges to seek and re-establish communication with the other column of the Army of 

Silesia while Colonel von Blücher (advanced guard of the IInd Corps), established in Le Gault, would simply send a 

reconnaissance party to Sézanne. 

 

On his rear, the cavalrymen of the two Prussian corps continued to spread out on both banks of the Marne.  A party 

of 200 horses, detached by the troops who occupied since the 24th Château-Thierry and posted in Montreuil-aux-

Lions, foraged at its ease to the banks of the Ourcq and threw up an alarm at Meaux where General Ledru des 

Essarts had under his command those conscripts and national guards, who had no military training and who could no 

handle or load their weapons.3 

 

On the left bank of the Marne, the Prussian cavalry of the IInd Corps had also pushed in the direction of La Ferté-

sous-Jouarre, Coulommiers and La Ferté-Gaucher parties, which, flanking the right wing of Kleist and Yorck, had 

settled on the night of the 24th to 25th at the Château de Moras towards La Ferté-sous-Jouarre and ahead of Verdelot 

on the road to Rebais.  In the morning and in the afternoon of the 25th, the Cossacks attacked on the road from 

Château-Thierry the outposts of the assistant commandant Michal who, having only 200 men to guard La Ferté-

sous-Jouarre, didn't lose time in evacuating this city.4 Another party had led to the recall of the free corps of Colonel 

Simon and some Guards of Honor of General Vincent to Rebais.  These troops, as elsewhere, only stayed a few 

hours and retreated into the night on Coulommiers at the news of the evacuation of La Ferté-sous-Jouarre. 

 

Meanwhile, Zieten, preceded by the vanguard of Katzler (two regiments of hussars), had continued on the 25th in the 

morning, his march towards Châlons and had concentrated on Étoges.  Arriving at this point at 3 o'clock in the 

afternoon, he had pushed the front of Katzler to Bergères-les-Vertus; but his men and horses were so exhausted that 

he resolved to give them a few hours of rest.  The Prussian troops were just settling for the halt when they heard a 

violent bombardment from the south, in the direction of Fère-Champenoise.  Zieten concluded that the first column 

of the Army of Silesia, formed by the Russian corps, had reached and attacked the marshals.  Then leaving his 

infantry, artillery and wagons with Lieutenant Colonel von Klux at Étoges, he immediately gave his cavalry the 

order to remount and sent Major Count Schmettow with an escort platoon to prevent Katzler from modifying what 

he had submitted to his plans.  Zieten had the choice between two paths: he could, either go west of the marshes of 

Saint Gond and seek to gain Sézanne by the defile of Saint-Prix, or go past the marshes and head by Coligny and 

Morains-le-Petit on Fère-Champenoise, where he heard the thunder of cannon.  In the first case he certainly had 

some chance to cut off the retreat of the marshals and ensure their loss by appearing in their rear; but, for that, he 

would have to withdraw his infantry from Sézanne, moving them forward and the charging them to guard the defile 

of Saint-Prix.  Finally, the road was long and his horses were too tired for it to work with the desired speed.  On the 

other hand, by going straight to the cannon, he departed less from the instructions he had been given; he had less to 

do; he could be joined by the advanced guard of Katzler to which he had given the order to fall back on the right 

from the road of Châlons on Trécon and, in all probability, he would still arrive in time on the battlefield.  These 

reasons persuaded Zieten to give preference to the latter path.  But, forced to work around the marshes by taking 

Coligny and Morains-le-Petit, he only debouched at the level of the last village in the evening, when the marshals 

had already reached the Allemant position, when the Allied cavalry had completely annihilate the divisions of 

Pacthod and Amey.  One of his regiments (the 2nd Life Guard Hussars), which formed the column head, had 

managed to traverse the marshes alone; but the march of this regiment had deteriorated so much the crossings that 

they gave up the idea of sending the rest of the cavalry after them.  Zieten nevertheless was determined to take 

advantage of the movement he had performed in the direction of Fère-Champenoise and enjoy the change of 

direction he had brought to his march to try to prevent the marshals' forces at Sézanne to be placed in retreat on that 

point.5 

                                                           
3Ledru des Essarts to the Minister of War, Meaux, 24 and 25 March. (Archives of the War.) 

 
4Assistant Commandant Michal, La Ferté-sous-Jouarre, 25 March, and General Vincent to the Minister, 

Coulommiers, 25 March. (Ibid.) 

 
5GURETZKY-CORNITZ, Regimental History of the 3rd Uhlans; BEITZKE, Leben des General-Lieutenants von 

Sohr; HENCKEL VON DONNERSMARCK, Erinnerungen aus meinem Leben; Journal of the 1st Dragoon 

Regiment of Lithuania; Journal of the 1st Dragoon Regiment of West Prussia; Journal of March of the Reserve 

Cavalry Division of the Ist Corps under General von Jürgass. 
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The reconnaissance, that on the order of Yorck, Colonel von Blücher had pushed from Le Gault towards Sézanne 

had come east of Mœurs, at the crossing of Morin, up against the French cavalry posts, and interrogation of the 

prisoners had revealed the presence at Sézanne of the division of General Compans.  The latter, informed as early as 

10 o'clock in the morning of the appearance of the Prussian cavalry on the road from Coulommiers, had strengthen 

his outposts at Mœurs.  The almost immediate retreat of the party of cavalry of Captain von Waldow, the speed with 

which this detachment had fallen back, had proved that he was not immediately threatened from that side.  

Momentarily reassured on this point, General Compans6 was never the less in a very difficult situation.  He did not 

have more with him than 300 horses and 1600 to 1800 men of questionable strength, with which he had to ensure 

the guarding of a large convoy of 130 artillery wagons.  Despite the disappearance of the party of Captain von 

Waldow, he knew positively that Yorck and Kleist, posted at Montmirail, could reverse their direction and bar the 

next day the way from Coulommiers and from La Ferté-Gaucher.  Moreover, in the early hours of the afternoon, he 

was fixed on the turn taken by the fight in which the marshals were engaged.  The sound of cannon approached 

more ; the fugitives, increasingly numerous, arrived disheveled, distracted, unarmed, bringing more alarming news 

from one to the other and unfortunately too true.  Expecting to receive at any moment a notice from Marmont telling 

him that, he should fall back on Sézanne, General Compans resolved therefore to stand firm until the end of the day. 

 

General Compans evacuates Sézanne on the night of 25 to 26 March.  --The night came without any order being 

received by him and it was only by the fugitives that he learned that the Duke of Raguse, instead of retiring to him, 

had gone on Allemant.  The road from Fère-Champenoise to Sézanne was now open.  Around 10 o'clock in the 

evening, the Allied scouts were already reported at 6 or 7 kilometers from the city.  Fearing to unnecessarily 

jeopardize the fate of his weak division and the equipment entrusted to his care, General Compans then decided to 

begin the evacuation of Sézanne that his troops were ordered to leave at midnight to head to La Ferté-Gaucher . 

 

He only left there a rearguard of 200 horses that were charged to stay in position until the day. 

 

When, late into the evening, the Duke of Raguse sent an officer to ask him to keep his position until the next day, it 

was too late; the evacuation was almost entirely completed, and the movement, that the Marshal wanted to prevent, 

had started several hours before. 

 

Bülow in front of Soissons.  --Movements against Compiegne.  On the far right of the Army of Silesia, Bülow 

continued the work of approaching against Soissons and trenches had arrived on the night of the 25th to 26th, at the 

counterscarp of the emplaced corps. 

 

Further to the right, near Compiegne, Prussian scouts out of Noyon had appeared in the morning at Clairoix; they 

preceded a rather large cavalry detachment, established in Janville, covering the quarters that the infantry had just 

taken about 4 kilometers further back in Thourotte.7  These movements did not escape the vigilance of the garrison. 

Moreover, at Compiègne as in Soissons, Otenin and Gérard were determined to defend at all costs the towns which 

they had been entrusted to defend. 

 

Operations of the light division of Prince Maurice Liechtenstein.  --Movements of General Allix.  --On the far 

left of the Great Army, Prince Maurice Liechtenstein held with his light division on the road from Troyes to Dijon 

that he scouted with his cavalry.  Posted in Chanceaux, he scoured, as well as he could with the few effectives at his 

disposal,  the country between the Marne, Aube and the Seine.8 

 

Although General Allix had barely gone beyond Joigny and that he had confined himself to sending some 

                                                           
 
6General Compans to the Minister of War, Sézanne, 25 March, 10 o'clock in the evening. (Archives of the War.) 

 
7 'Major Otenin to the Minister, Compiegne, 25 March. (Archives of the War.) 

 
8Prince Maurice Liechtenstein to Feldzeugmeister Duka, Chanceaux, 25 March. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 451.) 

"My two regiments of light horse of O'Reilly and of Kaiser are reduced to 600 horses." 
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gendarmes on the 24th to Tonnerre, although General Latour Auxerre would have around him a hundred men, Prince 

Liechtenstein however felt obliged to exercise caution and to test the waters before establishing his division in 

Montbard, as he had been directed.  "The country between the Loire and Yonne, the Nivernais and Morvan are very 

agitated against us", he wrote to the Emperor Francis,9  "They sweep away our parties, they take and they slaughter 

our couriers and our patrols."  And he added:  "The Prince of Hohenlohe arrived at Châtillon with the garrison of 

Troyes, informed the Major von Wüsthoff, that far behind, generals Fresnel and Crenneville were being called by 

the Count Feldzeugmeister Gyulay."  Also, fearing especially the left, Liechtenstein, before performing his 

movement on Montbard, had sent from Chanceaux three parties, each 150 horses strong.  One, that of Major Nagy, 

led on Montbard, had sent flying patrols to Semur and to Noyers.  A second, going to Châtillon-sur-Seine, was 

responsible for scouting the center towards Troyes, while a third, that of Major von Wüsthoff, pushed to the right by 

Courban on Château-Vilain, would advance on Chaumont. 

 

Movements of Winzingerode.  --Hesitation of the Emperor.  --Winzingerode10 complying with special 

instructions dictated by the Emperor Alexander in person to Prince Volkonsky, had, from the 25th in the morning, 

left Thiéblemont with the bulk of his corps, preceded by a vanguard under the command of Tettenborn, resumed his 

movement on Saint-Dizier. 

 

While the Russian cavalry approached the Marne and was about to cross, Napoleon having arrived the day before at 

Doulevant resolved to stop there during the 25th and ordered Berthier to suspend until further notice the march of his 

army.  At 3:30 in the morning, the Chief of Staff, wrote to Ney, to Macdonald and to Sebastiani:  "It is only at 4 or 5 

hours from now that His Majesty will have a clear idea about what the enemy.  It is therefore necessary that nobody 

moves."11 

 

Meanwhile, instead of marching straight on Colombey-les-Deux-Églises, as was the intention the night before, 

Napoleon confined himself to send from Éclaron by Montier-en-Der on Brienne, the cavalry brigade of General 

Maurin and charge him with scouting the villages of Giffaumont, Droyes, Chavanges and Margerie, the bridges of 

Lesmont and de Rosnay and definitely determine what the Allies were doing.  500 horses took, with 2 cannons, from 

the corps under the orders of Macdonald, were to occupy Joinville where General Defrance also send a party.  As for 

Piré, he continued on Chaumont from where he was ordered to push parties on Langres to see if one could seize this 

city.12 The scouts of Saint Germain were headed to Bar-sur-Aube.  Sebastiani stopped and was resting his troops 

awaiting orders.  Finally a staff officer was sent on Bar-sur-Aube, Nogent and Paris "to give news of the Emperor 

and send theirs to him."13 

 

The momentary bewilderment of the Emperor is quite easy to explain.  The 24th had given him no serious 

information, no positive indications he needed for his resolution to continued marching, without acquiring the 

                                                           
9Prince Maurice Liechtenstein to the Emperor of Austria, Chanceaux, 25 March. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 455.) 

 
10Composition of the corps of Winzingerode:  1st (regular) Cavalry under the command of General O'Rourke: 

dragoon regiments of Saint-Petersburg, of Riga, of Finland, hussar regiments of Pavlograd, of Elisabethgrad, and of 

Izium (23 squadrons); 2nd (irregular) Cavalry. 14 Cossack regiments; 3rd Horse Artillery: 42 guns; 4th Infantry: about 

800 men of the 6th Regiment of Eiger; the whole forming a total of just over 7,000 men, to which should be added 

the troops under the command of Chernishev: Uhlans of Volyn, 1st Regiment of Bashkirs, six regiments of Cossacks 

and half a battery of horse artillery (4 pieces), representing a force of approximately 2,800 men.  The flying corps of 

Prussian Major Count Falkenhausen, marched with cavalrymen of Winzingerode thus he had a little over 10,000 

men and 46 cannons. (Situational state of the corps of Winzingerode on 24 March). 

 
11Chief of Staff to Ney and to Macdonald, Doulevant, 25 March, 3:30 in the morning (Records of Berthier, Archives 

of the War), and Correspondence, no 21541. 

 
12Chief of Staff to generals Maurin, Defrance and Piré (Records of Berthier, Archives of the War), and 

Correspondence, no 21541. 

 
13Chief of Staff to Saint-Germain and Sebastiani, and order to staff officer Gentile. (Archives of the War.) 
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certainty of having led his opponents to follow him. 

 

Macdonald had only monitored from Vitry to Saint-Dizier by scouts; but he recognized the presence on the left bank 

of the Marne, from 3,000 horses that had taken position on the night of the 24th to 25th, between Landricourt and the 

farm of Petit-Jard.14 

 

Reports received by cavalry reconnaissance and arriving at Doulevant in the morning were not such as to dispel the 

doubts of the Emperor.  In a first dispatch from Daillancourt at 6 o'clock in the morning, Piré reported the existence 

of Allied outposts in Soncourt, on the road from Chaumont to Joinville.  According to his information, Chaumont 

was still occupied the 24th at night and the General, instead of pushing right on this city, believed it prudent to 

ensure his communications with the army, to go through the traverse of Biernes, north of Colombey-les-Deux-

Églises, to take position and send out parties on Chaumont, both by the high road to Colombey as by the way of 

Soncourt.15  Saint-Germain, meanwhile, had known that there was at Montier-en-Der, 150 Cossacks, but saw the 

fires in the southwest of this town, in Longeville, at the junction of the roads of Brienne and of Lesmont.  The 

reconnaissance sent to Brienne had picked up some prisoners at Trémilly, La Chaise, and Chaumesnil; the one sent 

to Bar-sur-Aube confirmed the news of the departure of the Emperor of Austria and announced sending a convoy of 

provisions that would have headed the 24th on Brienne and on Lesmont.  It had learned further that the Emperor of 

Russia had established his headquarters in Pougy.16  The parties sent by General Maurin had not met anyone, either 

at Rosnay or Lesmont.  The patrol pushed on Droyes had driven in a small post that had fallen back by road of 

Outines; but that directed from Giffaumont on Chavanges was stopped in Joncreuil by 80 horses that had prevented 

its advance, and it was only on the basis of the information he could obtain that General Maurin reported a general 

movement of the Allies on Vitry and Châlons.17 

 

These were very vague reports and certainly of secondary importance especially in a time like this.  The evacuation 

of Troyes and Bar-sur-Aube, the sudden departure of the Emperor of Austria to Dijon, the imminent abandonment of 

Chaumont and Langres only proved to the Emperor that the panic continued to reign in the rear and the Allied lines 

of communication.  The movement on Vitry and Châlons was known to him. But Napoleon was without news of 

marshals Marmont and Mortier, and Macdonald, instead of being pushed and pursued strongly, had actually only 

been watched during the day of the 24th. 

 

Could he, just from these clues alone, who knew so well the character of Schwarzenberg, conclude a comprehensive 

modification of operations, to the adoption of a new plan?  Was there not every reason to believe that the 

Generalissimo, always careful and methodical, had wanted to bring together his too scattered corps, and combine his 

movements with those of the armies of Silesia and the South, before following him and restore his communications 

with his base?  If he were Blücher, the Emperor would not have hesitated a moment; but it was impossible to admit 

that after having twice renounced the march on Paris because by doing so it would have run the risk of losing his 

line of retreat, Prince Schwarzenberg would decide to such a movement when the Imperial army was thrown into 

disarray and was already working on his rear.  Finally, as Jomini said,18 "for Napoleon, the capital was less Paris 

than the army under his command, as his headquarters.  The risk he took by operating on the rear was hazardous; but 

it was the only one that remained to him, and if this had been justified by success, the very people who most 

severely criticized him, would be the first to admire him.  In justice, one cannot blame the resolve of the Emperor 

except that it was too late and not been implemented after Montmirail and Champaubert." 

 

Also, in the absence of more positive news, the Emperor confined himself to send, at 8:30 in the morning General 

                                                           
14Macdonald to the Chief of Staff, Saint-Dizier, 25 March, 5 o'clock in the morning. (Archives of the War.) 

 
15Piré to the Chief of Staff, Daillancourt, 25 March, 6 o'clock in the morning. (Ibid.) 

 
16Saint-Germain to the Chief of Staff, Nully, 25 March, 5 o'clock in the morning. (Ibid.) 

 
17General Maurin to the Chief of Staff, Morvilliers, 25 March in the morning. (Archives of the War.) 
18JOMINI, Political and Military Life of Napoleon. 
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Henrion in Bar-sur-Aube orders to guard this city and the bridge of Dolancourt,19 while the last troops of 

Macdonald, after defiling through Saint-Dizier, placed foot on the left bank of the Marne.  At 10 o'clock in the 

morning, the Duke of Tarente,20 conforming to the new dispositions, halted in the following order: 11th Corps 

(Molitor) and two of cavalry divisions of Milhaud stopped with the parks of the reserve at Attancourt; the 7th Corps 

(Oudinot) and the remaining division of cavalry of Milhaud remained at Humbécourt; General Gérard, the 2nd Corps 

and the cavalry of Trelliard stood at Valcourt and moved to reoccupy Saint-Dizier by its extreme rearguard.  The 

Marshal finishing his dispatch added: "Nothing new of the enemy.  One only sees a few scouts." 

 

Two hours later, the situation had changed significantly.  One learned at the headquarters of General Doulevant that 

Chaumont was evacuated and was soon to receive the news of the entry into this city of the scouts of Piré.21 From 

Vassy, Ney announced that since 10 o'clock in the morning, he heard cannon next to Saint-Dizier; but it was not, as 

he assumed,22 "Barclay de Tolly who with the Bavarians, Württembergers and Russians, followed Macdonald." 

Tettenborn, with the advanced guard of Winzingerode, had only reached the right bank of the Marne, in the vicinity 

of Hoericourt, perceived the rearguard of Macdonald defiling on Vassy and gave his artillery orders to immediately 

open fire. 

 

Combat of Valcourt and of Humbécourt.  --In leaving Saint-Dizier, the road of Vassy, is confined between the 

hills and the Marne, along the river for about a mile, until level of the village of Valcourt where it bends sharply 

south.  Exposed to fire of the Russian artillery, which riddled with shots this flank march, unable either to shelter in 

the valley or climb the steep hillsides, the infantry of Gérard, surprised at first, then shaken by the loss it felt, was 

already about to fall apart.  Fortunately, General Trelliard, who marched at the head of the column with his 

dragoons, was eager to clear the road, putting his cavalry sheltered behind the village, while two of his batteries 

established on the plateau, counter fired with the Russian artillery and allowed the infantry to gain the heights and 

forests of the Val.23 

 

While his artillery was sweeping the road, Tettenborn had made cross the Marne at a Cossack regiment.  Through 

the misty and rainy weather, he hoped to achieve a blow to the French troops stationed in Saint-Dizier; but the small 

garrison of that city had hastened to leave Saint-Dizier at the first cannon shots and instead of committing to 

following the column on the road to Valcourt it feared finding intercepted, it threw itself directly into the forest of 

                                                           
19Correspondence, no 21543, and the Chief of Staff to Drouot, Doulevant, 25 March, 8:30 in the morning (Archives 

of the War). 

 
20Macdonald to the Chief of Staff, Ferme de Marthée 25 March, 10 o'clock in the morning. (Ibid.) 

 
21Piré to the Chief of Staff, Biernes, 25 March, and the Chief of Staff to Piré. (Ibid.) 

 
22Ney to the Chief of Staff, Vassy, 25 March. (Ibid.) 

 
23Macdonald to the Chief of Staff, Marthée (a) 25 March, noon (Archives of the War): "We hear the cannon quite 

strongly at the rear.  The enemy has placed ten pieces in battery on the right bank of Marne, vis-à-vis Valcourt, 

supported by 3,000 horses.  Meanwhile, we saw cross on the highway from Vitry to Saint-Dizier, a cavalry column 

of 10,000 horses with 50 or 60 pieces.  It was still unclear because of the remoteness and a very fine rain, whether 

the infantry followed or was mixed in with the cavalry.  His large numbers shows that all the Allied army probably 

marches by the two banks of the Marne." 

 

The Duke of Tarente had given at the same time the order to Molitor to march on Vassy and take position there with 

the reserves and parks.  Oudinot was to echelon back to the defile of Humbécourt up to Molitor and to guard the 

debouchments of the forests of Der and of Val.  Gérard would echelon from Valcourt to Humbécourt, and the 

cavalry of Trelliard on Oudinot and Gérard.  Milhaud was responsible for observing the plain between Humbécourt 

and Attancourt.  Finally the Marshal added, "His Majesty ordered to halt.  However if Gérard was afraid of being 

turned by his right hand, he will warn Oudinot and then all echelons will fall back on Vassy." 

 

(a) The farm of Marthée south of Humbécourt. 
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Val and joined the bulk of the rearguard, south of Valcourt. 

 

In order to gain time to reform his troops and continue an orderly movement in the direction of Vassy, Gérard 

ordered a battalion of voltigeurs to detach its tirailleurs to  the left bank of the river, to attempt to cross the Marne 

and compel the Russian artillery, which held firm under fire from two batteries, to fall further back.  He thus forced 

Tettenborn to advance the Izium Hussars, to serve as support to his eight pieces, having to expose itself to the 

French artillery fire. 

 

But as the infantry of Gérard occupied in numbers the heights of Valcourt, Tettenborn, to avoid unnecessary losses, 

recalled to him the hussars and merely observed the right bank movements of the French, who left the plateau of 

Valcourt towards evening.24  The Russian general, then passing on to the left bank, moved rapidly on Humbécourt, 

where he drove in the French rearguard.  But the neighboring villages were securely guarded by infantry, and night 

approached.  Fearing to compromise his cavalry by engaging in such rugged terrain, Tettenborn left only a few 

outposts beside Humbécourt and established himself with the bulk of his vanguard at Éclaron. 

 

While Tettenborn was executing these movements by the right bank of the Marne, Chernishev, who had moved the 

24th from Vitry to Saint-Remy-en-Bouzemont, left its cantonments the 25th in the morning, and  continuing his 

march by the left bank of the Marne and the Blaise, he had gone on Éclaron.  "My advanced guard," Chernishev25 

writes about this, "engaged in the morning and between Éclaron and Humbécourt with the enemy, who deployed 

over 3,000 horses to cover the march of its columns, defiling from Saint-Dizier on Vassy.  The woodland, the village 

of Humbécourt occupied by infantry, the artillery stationed near the village and whose cannon fire was turned 

against me, the deep soil in which the horses sank, did not allow me to engage in serious combat.  I felt obliged to 

avoid it especially as I learned from prisoners that the enemy was headed by Vassy and Joinville and that the 

Emperor had spent the night of the 24th to 25th in one of these locations.  The troops who filed in front of me were 

the rear guard and belonged to the corps of marshals Ney and Macdonald.  General Winzingerode had meanwhile 

arrived in Saint-Dizier: his vanguard was moved against Humbécourt and I was directed to the  right by Braucourt 

and Montier-en-Der to gain with my troops head of the enemy.  In front of Braucourt my party informed me that the 

enemy was in force at Montier-en-Der.26  I took, therefore, the path from Giffaumont not to be engaged in the 

darkness and in enemy country in a fight in which the enemy could, thanks to the proximity of its army, be 

reinforced and easily given troops of all arms." 

 

Finally Winzingerode, arrived at Saint-Dizier with the bulk of his cavalry and reporting to the Emperor Alexander 

the events of the day, ended his dispatch by these words:27  "I am in the presence of the enemy whose army 

concentrates around Vassy.  It is only when the bulk of the French forces have arrived in Doulevant that I can be 

certain of where Napoleon intends to take it." 

 

Orders of the Emperor for the day of 26 March.  --For their part, the marshals had not failed to keep the Emperor 

informed of the slightest incidents.  Their reports were only signaling, it is true, the appearance of cavalry corps, but 

it was reasonable to assume that this big advanced guard cleared the way by one or two days' march the movements 

of the Allied Great Army.  Macdonald who, from Arcis, had not stopped forming the French rearguard, no longer 

                                                           
24By a dispatch addressed from Vassy at 5 o'clock, to the Chief of  Staff (Archives of the War), Ney had immediately 

informed the Emperor of what had happened in Valcourt:  "The Chief of Staff Marshal Macdonald arrived and 

announced that the enemy continues its offensive movement.  The Duke of Tarente falls back on Attancourt and 

Vassy.  His park is established at Vaux-sur-Blaise."  In asking for orders from the Chief of Staff, he relates to him 

further that 300 enemy horse left from the 24th in the evening from Montier-en-Der for Meix-Tiercelin, the infantry 

from Brienne to Pougy and the artillery from Précy to Arcis-sur-Aube. 

 
25Lieutenant-General Chernishev to Prince Schwarzenberg, Pougy, 27 March (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, ad 469. 

Original in French.) 

 
26The cavalry General Maurin occupied at this time Montier-en-Der. 

 
27Winzingerode to Emperor Alexander I, Saint-Dizier, 25 March. 

 



© 1995 – 2016 The Napoleon Series 

retained any doubt about the movements of the Coalition.  "The Allied army is at our level," he wrote on the 25th in 

the evening from Vassy, to the Chief of Staff.  The news Piré sent from Chaumont was also likely to suggest to the 

Emperor that he had been only too good at leading the Allies to follow, as the panic assumed proportions of 

increasing worry and that one even was preparing to evacuate Langres.  The interrogation of Russian prisoners was, 

however, to cast doubts in the mind of the Emperor.  All in fact were unanimous in declaring that the two major 

Allied armies, having effected a junction, had taken the road to Paris and that the corps of cavalry of Winzingerode 

had moved alone against the Emperor. 

 

These statements were not without producing a certain impression on the mind of Napoleon.  They might have been 

enough to persuade him to move closer to Paris immediately and take the road to Troyes, if one had not received a 

report at that time from the mayor of Saint-Dizier announcing that Winzingerode, just arrived in this city, had 

requested from him and made ready housing for the sovereign and the General Headquarters.  The ploy of 

Winzingerode was successful.  Instead of lending credence to the talk of prisoners, Napoleon, besides unable to 

resign himself to still believe Schwarzenberg capable of a strong resolution, persisted in thinking that the Allied 

armies were following him.  At 9 o'clock in the evening, his resolution was taken.  He definitely wanted to know 

what was behind this cavalry screen and profit from the carelessness of the Russian cavalry thrown over the Marne.  

"The intention of His Majesty," had had Berthier write, "is to attack tomorrow 26 March the enemy to drive him to 

the Marne and take Saint-Dizier.  Everything leads one to believe that we will have a good day."28 

 

The orders left immediately.  Macdonald took during the night a good position without the Russians noticing.  Ney 

would be placed behind the corps of the dukes of Tarente and of Reggio. Saint-Germain rallied his cuirassiers and 

were to be returned at 6:30 in the morning to Vassy, where he will join the Guard who would march all night.29 

 

The confidence of the Emperor, however, was more apparent than real.  Indeed, while Berthier was dispatching the 

orders of attack for Saint-Dizier, Caulaincourt addressed Metternich two new letters30 by which he requested the 

Austrian chancellor to renew negotiations. 

 

The Emperor Napoleon was now resigned to the necessary sacrifices, but unnecessary because they were too late: he 

offered to relinquish the left bank of the Rhine, for France to accept the former borders of 1792. 

 

26 March.  --Battle of Saint-Dizier.  --Cavalry affairs on the left bank of the Marne.  --Meanwhile, contrary to 

the assumptions of Tettenborn, far from benefiting from the darkness to get away from Humbécourt, the French 

outposts had continued to skirmish during the night of 25 to 26 March with vedettes and the grand guards of the two 

regiments of Cossacks established in the village.  As soon as day broke, when Tettenborn was preparing to push his 

Cossacks before Humbécourt, a large column of French infantry, leaving the villages of Allichamps and Louvemont 

and belonging to troops under Milhaud and Lhéritier, forced the Cossacks, not only to give up their forward 

movement, but to evacuate Humbécourt and settle in observation in the north and west of the village. 

 

From the position occupied by Tettenborn, one could still not distinguish the chain of the vedettes of the French 

cavalry who had just taken position before Humbécourt.  One had still not seen yet the infantry of Gérard, Oudinot 

and Macdonald to whom the Chief of Staff,31 at 2:30 in the morning, had sent the order to attack vigorously at the 

                                                           
28Berthier to Macdonald, Ney, Oudinot, Drouot, Lefebvre-Desnouettes, Saint-Germain, Sorbier and Léry Doulevant, 

25 March, 9 o'clock in the evening. (Archives of the War.) 

 
29 Berthier to Macdonald, Ney, Oudinot, Drouot, Lefebvre-Desnouettes, Saint-Germain, Sorbier and Léry 

Doulevant, 25 March, 9 o'clock in the evening. (Archives of the War.) 

 
30Letters of Caulaincourt to Prince Metternich, Doulevant, 25 March. 

 
31Chief of Staff to Macdonald and Oudinot, Doulevant, 26 March, 2:30 in the morning (Archives of the War.)  

 

Oudinot had immediately sent to General Leval the order to return the brigade stationed on the road to Montier-en-

Der, on the positions occupied by the Rottembourg Division and place the Chassé brigade on the road to Saint-
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break of day.  While the infantry of Gérard deployed south of Humbécourt, Winzingerode had made sortie out of 

Saint-Dizier the cavalry brigade of Benckendorff cavalry charged with reinforcing the vanguard of Tettenborn and 

helping it regain Humbécourt.  After a first attempt performed by some Cossacks whom he had dismounted, he 

decided to attempt a general attack.  Driving before them the pickets and outposts (grand guards) and forcing them 

to retreat to the village, the Russian horsemen came to the hedged enclosures of the gardens and within walking 

distance of the first houses of the village; but welcomed by the volleys of the French infantry who bordered the 

northern and west edge of Humbécourt and by salvos of grapeshot, they had to give up an enterprise whose failure 

would have been certain.  Moments later the whole French line, describing a sort of half-circle, moved forward. 

There was no mistaking it.  The French regained the offensive seriously and sought, in outflanking the front of 

Tettenborn on both wings, to cut him off both from Saint-Dizier and the Marne.  The terrain not easily lending to the 

action of the cavalry, one could be seriously compromised if the French, marching covered by the forest of Val, 

managed to take possession of the narrow defile formed by the village of Valcourt.  Also, without waiting for orders 

from Winzingerode which informed him of the turn in the fight, Tettenborn strongly dismissed the regular cavalry 

and six of his cannons on the right bank of the Marne. 

 

Unable to believe in a general movement of the French army in Saint-Dizier, Winzingerode hastened to join 

Tettenborn on the left bank of the Marne, wishing above all, to penetrate the intentions of his opponent before taking 

a final resolution, he ordered Tettenborn to attack again the positions of Humbécourt. 

 

But the French spared him the trouble.  Drawing strongly its movement forward, the French cavalry was already out 

to meet the Cossacks.  The horse artillery took position at a gallop, and behind large masses of infantry debouched 

from the woods and prolonging their lines, to their right towards the Marne upstream and downstream of Saint-

Dizier, their left on the edges of Blaise, preparing to encircle everywhere, the five feeble regiments of Cossacks of 

Tettenborn.  Now fixed on the nature of the fight he would have to support, Winzingerode returned to Saint-Dizier 

while Tettenborn was, by a last offensive, trying to hold on to the left bank during the time his chief needed to make 

his dispositions for combat.  Keeping two of his Cossack regiments in reserve, he started with three others against 

the front of the French. 

 

The configuration of the terrain lent itself perfectly also to project of Tettenborn.  He had nothing to fear for his 

flanks.  Forced to walk to traverse the woods to execute their flanking movement, the French squadrons found it 

impossible to debouch in time to compromise his retirement.  On his front, the ground was reduced to a kind of 

constriction forming a narrow valley sandwiched between the woods that line both sides of the road from 

Humbécourt to Valcourt.  Superior numbers could not be brought to bear in these conditions, and Tettenborn, 

skillfully taking advantage of circumstances, in hitting with partial charges, successively, his Cossacks managed to 

win some temporary advantages.32 

 

The position of Tettenborn was most critical, however; he had to pass through the defile of Valcourt, and to drag out 

the fight longer in such conditions, he was to act unnecessarily and light heartedly in front of an inevitable 

catastrophe by giving the French time to reach Valcourt, in passing without showing through the woods of the 

Grand- Jard and the forest of Val and the means to cut off the retreat of the Cossacks.  Tettenborn believed also in  

having fully accomplished with the mission Winzingerode had charged.  The French, strengthening constantly, 

already adorned the hills and woods between Humbécourt and Valcourt; the left bank became untenable and 

Tettenborn, giving his five regiments the order to retreat stepwise, retreated to the ford of Hoericourt slowly in good 

order and by turning to the front as soon as he was too closely pressed . 

 

This movement in retreat on the right bank of the Marne had been done so calmly and with such regularity that 

Tettenborn managed to remove all his wounded and gain Hoericourt without leaving one man in the hands of his 

opponents. 

 

                                                           
Dizier.  All the troops were to be under arms and ready to march at the break of day. (Oudinot to Leval, Vassy, 26 

March, 2:30 in the morning; Archives of the War). 

 
32In one of these charges, the Cossacks took an officer of the General Staff of Macdonald, and Tettenborn, who 

immediately interrogated the officer, learned from him that the Emperor himself with the whole army was moving 

on Saint-Dizier. 
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Reason and logic, the affirmations of Tettenborn, statements of the prisoners, the very character of the attacks of the 

French cavalry, everything, even the terrain, should have, almost from the first moment, but especially since the 

reconnaissance he had made from the side of Humbécourt persuaded Winzingerode to prepare for retirement and to 

break off as soon as possible an unequal battle in which his obstinacy had already threatened to undermine the fate 

of the Cossacks of Tettenborn.  But whether he believed himself bound by his instructions, whether he wished to 

redeem himself through excessive boldness, for the slowness and softness that had been alleged of him since 

Craonne, instead of filing, from the 26th in the morning, the bulk of his troops on Vitry, to only leave at Saint-Dizier 

a few dismounted cavalrymen, responsible for holding this city until Tettenborn have managed to regain position on 

the right bank, who would then fall back nimbly with the Cossacks of the general, he was now obliged to fight in 

conditions and on positions essentially unfavorable, or abandon his foot eiger which he had unwisely entrusted the 

defense of Saint-Dizier. 

 

With a little caution and foresight, the Russian general could have, however, while fulfilling the mission that had 

been entrusted to him, avoided a fight whose unfavorable outcome was certain.  Having no one with him, with the 

exception of his 800 foot eiger, but the cavalry, he should have realized that the land, cut with hedges and vines, did 

not lend itself to the action of this arm.  Far from excessively prolonging the struggle on the left bank of the Marne, 

he ought to prescribe to Tettenborn to withdraw slowly and in good order and take advantage of his resistance to 

send, from the morning, his infantry to take position west of Saint -Dizier at the defile of Perthes.  His cavalry 

deploying in front of them on favorable terrain, up to Hoericourt and Hallignicourt, covered on the left by the 

Garenne (Common) of Perthes, on the right by the Marne, and supported by artillery, have both monitored the defile 

of Saint-Dizier and barred the French from the ford of Hoericourt.  By arranging his troops in this way, opposing the 

Emperor with his 8,000 riders established in a good position, he would most likely managed to maintain in the mind 

of the Emperor the illusion that Napoleon was only too inclined to take in reality, to prevent him from bursting the 

curtain behind which he expected to see the armies of the Coalition and behind which, a few hours later, he would 

find the emptiness and frustration of his last hopes.  It was this that Winzingerode had not wanted to understand.  To 

save his infantry, he must now defend Saint-Dizier.  Also, feeling well the risk of being overwhelmed and turned, he 

sought to ensure two lines of retreat, one on Vitry, the other on Bar-le-Duc, and ordered Tettenborn to take on the 

right bank of the Marne, on the road to Saint-Dizier Vitry, a rear position which he proposed to establish the bulk of 

his cavalry.  There was, moreover, not a moment to lose if one wanted to have completed these movements before 

the imminent attack of the French. 

 

Positions of the troops of Winzingerode 26 March at noon.  --A little before noon the cavalry of Winzingerode, 

while the two battalions of eiger continued to occupy Saint-Dizier, had finished taking its battle formations.  His left, 

the dragoon division of General Balk, covered on its front by twelve pieces of horse artillery, was based at the 

outskirts of Saint-Dizier; the right wing under the command of Tettenborn and composed of the hussars of 

Elizabethgrad, two squadrons of Izium Hussars, two squadrons of Prussian landwehr of Major von Falkenhausen, 

nine regiments of Cossacks, and eight guns, had its right at the road to Vitry, up to the Garenne of Perthes. Generals 

O'Rourke and Benckendorff were in reserve behind the left wing with the other two squadrons of the hussars of 

Izium, five regular regiments of cavalry, three regiments of Cossacks, and 30 cannons, pressing, too, their left to the 

last houses of Saint -Dizier. 

 

They had as their special mission the covering of the retreat line on Bar-le-Duc, whose possession was still handled 

by a post of foot eiger established on the southern edge of the wood Chancenay.  Some Cossack parties monitored 

the banks of the Marne, from Saint-Dizier to Larzicourt. 

 

The artillery of Balk and Tettenborn (in total 20 pieces) was in battery behind the levee formed by the road from 

Saint-Dizier to Vitry, which control all the space between the highway and the Marne.  It followed from these 

dispositions that Winzingerode intended to hold on for some time in Saint-Dizier, that if he was chased, he would 

direct his retirement, not on Vitry, but Bar-le-Duc. 

 

The French army crosses on to the right bank of the Marne.  --The Russian general had scarcely completed his 

preparations, when the Emperor, arrived in person on the plateau of Valcourt, embracing at a glance the positions 

occupied by the Russian cavalry on the right bank of the Marne, gave his artillery the order to be placed in battery 

and to open fire immediately.  Continuing to believe that he had before him the advanced guard of the Great Allied 

Army, he prescribed to his infantry to accelerate its movement and ordered his cavalry, whose action would be 

protected by the fire of the batteries of Valcourt, immediately cross the Marne by the fords of Hoericourt and La 
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Neuville.  The cavalry of the Guard, forming four columns, each a division strong, immediately crossed the river.  It 

was followed closely by the dragoons of Milhaud and Trelliard, then by the cuirassiers of Saint-Germain and 

Lefebvre-Desnouettes who as soon as they set foot on the right bank of the Marne, were deployed on the wings of 

the divisions of Sebastiani.  Gérard, with the 2nd Corps, and Molitor, with the 11th were also directed to the ford of 

Hoericourt.  Ney and Guard must follow them, while to their right Oudinot, with the 7th Corps, would move, by the 

road of Vassy and the forest of Val, right on Saint-Dizier. 

 

Soon after, the entire French cavalry took foot on the right bank of the Marne, where the Emperor was soon to join. 

Moving quickly forward, he threatened the concave part of the arc formed by the lines of Balk and Tettenborn, the 

weakest point of their position, as all the reserves were stationed on the far left.  But Tettenborn recognized the 

danger to which he was exposed by awaiting a firmly footed charge of the French squadrons, bursting under the 

weight of their masses relatively thin lines of the Russian cavalry, would managed in the first blow to halve the 

small corps of Winzingerode. 

 

From the arrival of French squadrons on the right bank of the Marne, he had sent his aide de camp, Captain von 

Lackmann, to invite General Balk to lend his support and move with him in front of the regiments of Sebastiani. 

This offensive movement was all the more necessary as baggage, convoys and led horses crowded the road to Vitry. 

Balk, while accepting the proposals of Tettenborn, would, however, only come to the front of the French cavalry 

after trying to stop it by firing grapeshot from his artillery.  Continuing their movement, the French squadrons of the 

first line were already so close the positions occupied by the Russians, that Tettenborn decided to jump on them 

without waiting for the dragoons of Balk.  Placing himself at the head of the Elizabethgrad Hussars he sounded the 

charge.  Two of his Cossack regiments placed on his right headed against the extreme left of the French.  Two 

squadrons of Izium Hussars extended the left of the first line.  The other seven regiments of Cossacks in the second 

line followed, ready to take advantage of the slightest advantage gained by frontline squadrons.  The eight squadrons 

of regular cavalry and two regiments of Cossacks would move forward with such force and speed that they managed 

to break and get through the first line of the French cavalry and throw back  the second just when one of the 

regiments of the division of Balk (Saint-Petersburg Dragoons) was preparing to join them.  But the cuirassiers of 

Saint-Germain were not disconcerted and left as soon as the first line, overwhelmed by Tettenborn, had unmasked 

them, advancing slowly, and in serried ranks against Russian squadrons, who chased in turn before them and whose 

retirement became more difficult as the French, reinforced constantly, now charged the front and side, and the whole 

French line, in simultaneous motion forward and executing a conversion movement to the right, crushed the three 

other regiments of the dragoons of Balk, severed the center of the battle line and seized 7 cannons. 

 

Tettenborn falls back on Vitry.  --Pursued by the French cavalry, exposed to the fire of the batteries on the left 

bank, separated from the rest of the corps of Winzingerode, Tettenborn resigned to leave the battlefield and to retreat 

to Vitry.  The seven Cossack regiments of the second line deployed between the road and the Marne, delayed the 

pursuit of French and reached without too much trouble the village of Perthes. 

 

Macdonald, obliged to report to the right to cooperate with the main action against the center and the right 

Winzingerode, stopped pursuing at this point and merely observe the Cossacks with some squadrons. 

 

Tettenborn took the opportunity to rally his men at Perthes.  Towards evening he continued an unhindered 

retirement on Vitry and Marolles, where his Cossacks spent the night of the 26th to 27th.33 
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33Major Martens to Field Marshal Blücher, Château-Thierry, 29 March. (K. K. Kriegs Archiv., III, 493.) 


