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ABSTRACT

A TARNISHED EAGLE NAPOLEON’S WINTER CAMPAIGN IN POLAND
DECEMBER 1806 THROUGH FEBRUARY 1807, by MAJ Edward J. Murphy, 109

The victories and accomplishments of Napoleon and his Grand Army were by the winter
of 1806, the stuff of legend. Y et, on the bloody field of Eylau, Napoleon lost both his
prestige and over one third of his Army. How did this Russian Army of notable inferior
weapons, tactics, organization and leadership stave off defeat and almost achieve victory?
The answer lies in that Napoleon did not only fight the Russians, but also suffered a
combination of poor morale and inaccurate reconnaissance. His overextended lines of
communications covered an area that was known for its harsh terrain, poor supplies and
extremely bad weather.

The Campaign cost Napoleon over 43,000 casualties and proved indecisive. The
campaign, and Battle of Eylau, ruined Napoleon’s image of invincibility and completely
gutted the Grand Army of a wealth of leadership and experience. Over twenty general
officers were killed or seriously wounded at Eylau. Subsequently, Napoleon would have
to consistently rely on more conscripts and an ever-increasing number of foreign troops
to fill his depleted ranks. Napoleon’s Army would never again resemble the previously
invincible Grand Army that died on the blood-soaked snows of Poland.
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CHAPTER 1
FOOTSTEPS TO POLAND

Since 1796 Napoleon had dominated the battlefields of Europe. The victories and
accomplishments of Napoleon and his Grand Army were, by the winter of 1806, the stuff
of legend. Yet, on the bloody field of Eylau, Napoleon lost both his prestige and over one
third of his Army. The Battle of Eylau, fought on 7 and 8 February 1807, cost Napoleon
25,000 casualties and proved indecisive. The battle ruined Napoleon’s image of
invincibility and completely gutted the Grand Army of a wealth of leadership and
experience. The battle was the culmination of a campaign that is memorable for its
striking inefficiencies in not only the Grand Army, but the Napoleonic system of warfare
as well. A study of Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland during the winter of 1806-1807 is
significant because it offers an insight into many of the problems Napoleon would again
face in the disastrous Russian Campaign in 1812. How did this Russian army of notable
inferior weapons, tactics, organization and |eadership stave off defeat and almost achieve
victory? Were the first tarnishes beginning to appear on the Grand Army’s Imperial
Eagles as early as the winter of 1806-18077

Introduction

Most historians consider Napoleon’s career a series of unbroken successes until at
least the Treaty of Tilsit in July of 1807. Some historians extend this timeframe and do
not see any weakness in Napoleon’s military machine until his first major loss at Asprin-
Essling in 1809. Still others do not see any serious prestige damage to the Napoleonic

myth of invincibility until his disastrous retreat from Russiain the winter of 1812. The



result, by most contemporary and modern Napoleonic historians, is an underwriting of
Napoleon's first serious reversal.

The last book written in English on Napoleon’s Winter Campaign in Poland was
by Frank L. Petre in 1901, more than 100 years ago. Much of the history written since
1810 is based on very biased and inaccurate French documentation. Napoleon went to
great lengths to convince his growing Empire and the people of France that eventsin
Poland in the winter of 1806-07 went as planned, if not better. He intentionally
misrepresented events in the field to cover up serious errors in his ownjudgement, the
weakening of his Grand Army, and the precarious political situation he found himself in
after the battle. His spring recovery and crushing victory over the Russians in June of
1807, at the Battle of Friedland, helped to cover earlier mistakes. Unfortunately, for most
military historians, this also results in a general glossing over of the earlier, almost
destructive Winter Campaign culminating in the Battle of Eylau.l

This paper will attempt to provide a new analysis on why Napoleon’s undefeated
Grand Army, arguably the most experienced army he would ever command, was unable
to tie down and defeat an inferior Russian Army during the winter of 1806-1807. The
short answer to thisis that the Grand Army was exhausted, morale was low and a key
aspect of Napoleon's system of warfare, that of living off the land, failed for the first time
in the empty reaches of Poland. Because of this, the Russians were able to fight their way
out of Napoleon’s encircling attack around Pultusk in December of 1806. They were able
to continue this unpopular campaign and escape Napoleon’s well-planned trap again, in
January of 1807. Then, after amost a week of constant rear guard actions, the Russians
were able to turn and face Napoleon with superior numbers at Eylau on 7 February 1807.
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Napoleon was for the first time caught off balance and, due to the very successful rear
guard actions of the Russians, was unable to gather significant forces on the field of battle
for the decisive action. The result of the Battle of Eylau, and the winter campaign in
Poland, was the destruction of Napoleon’s Grand Army. Napoleon’s Army would never
again resemble the previously invincible Grand Army that died on the blood-soaked
snows of Poland.?

The Grand Army of 1806

The difference in the command arrangements between the French and Russian
Armies operating in Poland is so striking that it demands some comment. Napoleon's
Grand Army, by October of 1806, was a very experienced army. It was comprised of a
larger percentage of national Frenchmen, veterans and trained troops than Napoleon
would ever command again. In 1805, it was estimated that the army was comprised of
twenty five percent veterans from the days of the Republic (1793-1800), twenty-five
percent veterans from the days of the Consulate (1801-1804) and fifty percent veterans
from the training camp at Boulogne (1803-1805).3 It was at Boulogne that the Grand
Army received intense training for the planned cross-channel invasion of England.

Even though a large part of the troops were veterans, they began with a
month of ‘refresher’ training in the schools of the soldier and the company. Then
came two days of battalion and three days of division drill every week; on Sunday
the entire corps drilled--infantry, cavalry, and artillery together. That training well
absorbed, there were large-scale maneuvers twice a month.*

By late November of 1806, fewer then ten percent of this army was made up of

conscripts. By that time however, the Grand Army had an extremely high combat

experience level and reputation of invincibility.



In just one year this Army surrounded and forced the surrender of most of the
Austrian Army at Ulm (October 1805). It crushed the combined Austrian-Russian Armies
at the battle of Austerlitz (2 December, 1805) bringing an end to the Third Coalition
against France. Then, in asingle day, it destroyed the Prussian Army in the twin battles
of Jena-Auerstadt (14 October, 1806). All accomplished at the cost of less than 20,000
French casualties to approximately 95,000 enemy casualties and prisoners.

The Grand Army operating in Poland during the Winter Campaign was made up
of six corps, alarge cavalry reserve and the Imperia Guard” The corps was the building
block of the Grand Army. Commanded by a marshal or full general these French corps
were permanent formations with semi-permanent commanders. Its size could vary
considerably depending upon the number of infantry and cavalry divisions attached, as
well as the impact of operational losses. The benefits of this system were many, each
corps could march independently, thus increasing overall strategic flexibility and speed;
and members of each corps could identify with their formation, raising morale in the
process. These large units consisted of amix of infantry, artillery, and cavalry, broken
into smaller divisions and brigades. One or two regiments of infantry formed a brigade,
and two or three brigades made up a division.® This combined arms formation allowed a
much greater flexibility in combat.

The corps was also the basis of the Napoleonic system of warfare; a grand tactical
system that required rapid march rates and quick consolidation of units on the field of
battle. Napoleon always tried to keep his corps within one day’s march of each other so
that if the enemy attacked one corps, the others could quickly assemble to support it.
Preferably, this concentration would not only produce overwhelming numbers but also
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place at least one corps on the flank or rear of the enemy force before the battle even
began. The ability of this flanking force to appear on the battlefield was essential, for it
upset the enemy’ s balance from the very beginning by threatening his lines of
communications and retreat. The large cavalry corps was also present with the main army
and ready to pursue the enemy once he attempted to retreat. This pursuit would last for
days and weeks if necessary, thus facilitating the complete destruction of the enemy’s
army.’

The key to this system was the ability of the French Army to march quickly.
Napoleon expected his corps to be able to cover an average of eighteen miles a day and
up to twenty-five miles a day if, as was often the case with the flanking corps, a forced
march was requi red.® Napoleon’s secret was in his logistical system. Napoleon’s army,
while on campaign, lived off the land. The French troops could be trusted to disperse,
forage and return to their regiments. Napoleon assigned each corps an independent line of
advance, thus ensuring that only a single formation would have to live off the countryside
in any given area. He reduced supply trains to a minimum, having them controlled by the
corps instead of the regiments. This allowed Napoleon to always move faster than his
enemies did.

The French military leadership in the 1806-1807 Campaign was superb. Born out
of necessity in post-revolutionary France, which nearly depleted the army’s officer corps,
this new breed of officers was one that earned their positions through merit, not
purchased by name, title, or wealth. This period saw the meteoric rise of successful
officers and the quick dismissal of failures. Officers were now the bravest and most
astute — both tactically and strategically. They actually earned, rather than bought, their
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ranks. Additionally, officers were pulled from the rank-and-file through demonstrated
leadership. The best that France had to offer were not only talented but also relatively
young. Most of the marshals and general officersin 1806 were under forty. Napoleon was
only thirty-seven.

The Russian and the Prussian Armies of 1806

By contrast to the French system, the enemies of France possessed large
professional armies based upon the Prussian system of linear warfare. The Russian
Imperial Army consisted of fourteen large divisions. These divisions were considerably
larger than their French counterparts. Typically, the division held eighteen to twenty-one
battalions of infantry, thirty to thirty-five squadrons of cavalry and five to six batteries of
artillery. In late 1806, five Russian divisions had been moved to fight the Turks (who had
been incited by the French into declaring war), one each was held in St. Petersburg and
Finland, while the remaining eight were on the frontier.? Four divisions under Count
Buxhowden remained on the frontier following the disastrous campaign of 1805, while
four relatively fresh divisions under General Bennigsen crossed over the frontier into
Prussia on 29 October 1806.'

The basic unit of organization in the Russian Army was the regiment, made up of
three battalions and typically commanded by a colonel. The regiment was solely
responsible for its own line of advance, meaning supply trains and logistical support. All
support to the regiment on a campaign was from its supply wagons to the large and slow
moving supply column of the Army. Their supply wagons, however, were excellent, a
byproduct of ages of experience in harsh environments. Additionally, their care for their
supply ponies was equally the result of hereditary habit. “ The ubiquitous, shaggy, hardy
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Russian ponies . . . proved indispensable for transport in bad weather. Many of the larger
horses . . . brought from Western Europe died from the cold, but the native breed could
survive in the open at amost any temperature if merely sheltered from the wi nd."**

Tacticaly, these regiments were loosely grouped into columns or divisions for
maneuver. “Below the division headquarters, there was no intervening tactical
headquarters equivalent to the brigade. All cavalry and infantry regiments and each
artillery battery, received instructions from the division headquarters.”12 Additionally,
this tactical formation for maneuver, or march formation, was further broken down on the
evening of an engagement, to a combat organization. The division’s cavalry (with horse
artillery), light infantry and heavy artillery would often be cut out and placed into
‘detachments’ that were given a specific mission to support the army’s plan as a whole.
What was left of these divisions then would often be combined into a number of ‘ad hoc’
columns (or wings) under the command of the senior division commander present.
Additionally, the assigned foot artillery batteries were dispersed at a rate of two guns per
battalion completely diminishing the firepower of this artillery.

The structure’ s intent was to guarantee ultimate flexibility while in the field so
that depleted regiments would not necessarily go into action because their division did so.
Operationally brigades could be created on the spot to execute the necessary tasks at
hand. Realistically, however, this antiquated method of warfare failed to emphasize
efficient battlefield coordination. The result of this command and control system was,
more often than not, utter confusion and lack of tactical flexibility at any level above the
regiment. Many grim events occurred when troops who were unfamiliar with each other
attempted to maneuver in the presence of the enemy.
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Generally speaking the Russian leadership in the 1806-1807 Campaign was
mediocre. Many of the best officers were non-Russian, taking positions in the army at a
time when it was considered “beneath the dignity” of educated nobility to serve. Despite
al this, asin all conflicts, certain brave and intelligent individuals float to the top and
some of these found themselves in Poland. While the terms general, lieutenant general,
major general and brigadier general have been applied, these do not seem to have any
meaning within the Russian Army where social rank and political influence were more
important to attaining rank then training, experience or talent. Titles of royalty were also
common among the Russian officers, with princes, dukes, etc. abounding. These titles
often were superior to the military rank.

The Prussians, under Fredrick 11 “the Great” were probably the finest army of the
eighteenth century, and it was upon its lines that al military doctrine and tactics were
written. The army, led by Fredrick just fifty years earlier, helped turn the small kingdom
into a world power. Although this army showed some decline in later years, Frederick's
legacy and the army's reputation was so great that little was done during his successor's
reigns to modernize it. The Prussian infantry and cavalry were highly disciplined and
trained. They consistently fought well despite overwhelming odds. Poor military
leadership at the senior levels was its worse fault. The practice of diluting hitting power
by constantly deploying units piecemeal and unsupported lead to disaster against the
well-organized French.

Frederick Wilhelm, through neutrality and poor diplomacy, allowed Prussia to be
driven to war with little thought of the wretched state of his army. On 14 October 1806,
just two weeks after their declaration of War against Napoleon, the Prussian Army was
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virtually annihilated. While Napoleon crushed the large rear guard at Jena, Marshal
Davout decisively defeated Fredrick Wilhelm’s main army at Auerstadt. Within five
weeks of the dual disasters of Jena and Auerstedt, the Prussian Army had all but ceased
to exist. Remnants attempting to escape were hunted down, while one garrison and depot
after another simply capitulated without firing a shot. Left to defend East Prussia and the
Monarchy, which had fled to Konigsburg, was a‘ Corps’ of approximately 29,000 men
with perhaps another 20,000 men scattered at depot units and garrisons.13

Political Backdrop

A week after the dual defeats of Jena and Auerstedt, the Prussian King Frederick
Wilhelm was fully intent upon suing for peace. The terms were severe: cession of all
Prussian territory on the left bank of the Elbe, no alliances with the other German States
and awar indemnity of 100 million francs. Additionally, Prussia had to demand the
immediate withdraw of all Russian forces from her territory. He was given a week to
comply.14 Most of the generals around the King were for accepting however, Queen
Luise and a handful of ministers won out. Ultimately, the threat of severing his alliances
with Tsar Alexander, and possibly marshaling Prussians in a campaign against the
Russians, was too much for the King and he firmly rejected the peace offer on 22
November.®

The Tsar did not have any sympathetic feelings for the Prussians. They had not
come to Austria and Russia’s aid during the ill-fated 1805 campaign and they had all but
asked for war with France in 1806. After Prussia’s stunning defeat, Tsar Alexander
feared the idea of an unchecked French Army in East Prussia. Napoleon’s decisive
victory over the Prussians had already begun to upset the political balance between
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Russia and the Poles. Napoleon had already incited the Sultan of Turkey to declare war
on Russian. Would he not do the same with Poland? With such logic pointing the way,
Alexander ordered additional troops to the aid of the Prussians, with the hope of halting
the French far from the Russian border.

Napoleon had hoped that the decisive defeat of the Prussians would convince the
Russians not to continue the war. He al'so hoped that peace was close at hand. Word of
the arrival of Russians in Warsaw and the firm renunciation of the armistice by Prussia
quickly diminished these hopes. Napoleon turned his eyes to the slowly approaching
Russian Army and ordered a concentration of force for a renewed campaign. As the
Grand Army turned to face the approaching Russians in late November however, morale
began to falter. “The most difficult task that can be imposed upon an army is to enter on a
second campaign, against fresh enemies, immediately after one in which its moral
energies have been partially consumed.”*

The renewed campaign required additional troops. Troops were needed to hold
Prussian territories, troops to keep an eye on the ever-revengeful Austrians, and troops to
protect his lengthening lines of communications. In late November, Napoleon was forced
to order the unpopular conscription of all eligible members of the class of 1807, almost a
year before its time. This was the second time in two years that Napoleon had to draw
upon the future account of France's population to build his Army. In 1805, Napoleon had
called out the Class of 1806 a year early. The French Senate, in late November,
“presented a strong and elogquent plea for general peace. Napoleon was as astounded as
he was affronted. This event indicated that Napoleon’s hold on the French people was

”17

beginning in certain respects to weaken and wear thin.”~" Napoleon, however, looked at
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the slowly approaching Russians and saw an opportunity, with one more quick campaign,
to break the last resistance in continental Europe before the onset of winter. The stage
was set for the terrible winter campaign of 1806-1807.

Initial Maneuvers

Napoleon advanced from Berlin in early November not knowing the exact
Russian dispositions. He dispatched Marshal Murat, the Reserve Cavalry Corps
commander, to determine the location and strength of the Russian Army.Murat, in
Poland, found the terrain very difficult, making it nearly impossible to gather information
on the enemy. “The rain fell in torrents, turning the low lying countryside into muddy
swamps . . . and when cavalry columns tried to move across country they frequently had

to skirt huge lakes that were not marked on any map.”18

Marshal Davout, commander of
the 111 Corps, moved forward to support Murat. Davout was ordered to advance on Posen,
but was to avoid any serious engagement while trying to locate the enemy until the entire
army could be brought forward. After receiving initial information of no Russian troops
east of the Vistula River, Napoleon ordered his entire Army to assemble at Posen and
there, fight a battle with the Russians, if they were willing to advance to meet him.
Genera Bennigsen, commander of the Russian forces in Poland, knew however,
that his force was far inferior to Napoleon’s and held in the area of Warsaw with the
intent of defending the Vistula River until General Buxhowden'’s reinforcing army of
36,000 men could arrive to support him from the north. Additionally, Bennigsen received
word from Moscow that an additional 33,000 men were being moved from the Turkish
frontier and should arrive in Poland by mid-January. Bennigsen's four divisions were at

Plonsk (Tolstoi's 2nd Division), Pultusk (Sacken's 3rd Division), Prasnysz (Galitzen's 4th
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Division), and Warsaw (Sedmoratzki's 6th Division).19 Buxhowden's Army reached
Bialystock by mid-November and was expected in the area around Pultusk by mid-
December. The Prussian Commander, General Lestocq, who was ordered to open
communications and cooperate with the Russians, moved his forces forward to Thorn on
the Vistula.

On 9 November, Davout, already in Posen, saw no sign of any Russian
movement. Napoleon revised his plans and ordered Davout to Warsaw. Still unsure of the
Russian strength or intentions, Napoleon decided to create a second temporary reserve
cavalry corps commanded by Marshal Bessieres, the Guard Cavalry Commander?° With
the cavalry screens of both Murat and Bessieres, news was soon brought to Napoleon that
the ‘entire’ Russian Army was in the vicinity of Warsaw? Napoleon ordered the corps of
Marshal Ney (VI Corps), Marshal Bernadotte (I Corps), Marshal Soult (1V Corps), and
half the Reserve Cavalry under Bessieres to harass the Russian front and right flank along
the Vistula River.? Napoleon himself brought up the corps of Marshal Lannes (V
Corps), Marsha Augereau (V1I Corps), and the Imperial Guard to support Murat’'s
Cavalry and Davout’s |11 Corps push on Warsaw (See Appendix C).

On 27 November, Murat had established a screen in front of Warsaw after
defeating a small force of Russian cavalry. The next day, the Russian rear guard
evacuated Warsaw and burnt the Warsaw-Praga Bridge over the Vistula River. By 30
November, both Murat and Davout were firmly in control of Warsaw with the remainder
of the French Army fast approaching. When Napoleon learned of the complete
evacuation of Warsaw by the Russians, he quickly realized that he had numerical
superiority over his adversary. Wishing to seize the opportunity he pushed his troops
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across the Vistula at Warsaw and ordered Marshall Davout’s corps forward to establish
bridgeheads across the Bug River. Napoleon, forcing his tired army across Poland, still
hoped that he would be able to destroy the Russian Army before the heart of winter set in.
[nitial Troubles

In Poland, Napoleon recognized that his greatest difficulty was to be in obtaining
supplies. His fast movement east had already put a major strain on his resources and the
changing weather began to interfere with bringing supplies forward. Almost immediately,
Napoleon’s Marshals sent reports that aluded to the difficulty of campaigning in Poland
so late in the season. Lanes states, “It's impossible to get one day's bread ration for an

army corps here.”?®

Augereau adds, “We are traversing a waste that yields us no supplies.
The men are bivouacking in the open, and many of them have no greatcoats. The roads
are appalling and the season is hard.”?* These hardships were only to worsen. “Napoleon
was for the first time beginning to find the question of supplies difficult. It had become
evident that the Emperor could not get what the soldiers urgently needed . . . nor could he
hold his marshals to the task of feeding their men upon the country.’25

Napoleon’s grand proclamation on 2 December did little to inspire his troops to
the onset of this new campaign. “Peace was what the men had expected after the
sweeping victories over the Prussians; instead, they found themselves ordered into the
frozen wastes of Poland. They had not been able to rest, and they had not been fully re-
equipped. Napoleon’s appearance still brought cries of “Vive I’Empereur!” but they were
echoed weakly among the troops. The Grognards marched, as did the rest of the Army,

but woodenly.”26

Both the sudden change in weather, and over one month of hard
marching to come to grips with the Russians, had taken their toll on the Grand Army. The
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Army had not had any rest since the previous August. The troops were looking for along,
well-deserved break and although Warsaw was not their primary choice, it was much
better than the deserted, cold countryside of Poland. “The French troops,” as stated by
General Rapp, an Aide de Camp to Napoleon, “manifested the greatest repugnance to

n27

crossing the Vistula.”“" The campaign that followed would prove to be the death nail for

the tired but yet undefeated Grand Army.

The Cold War and the inability of most Western historians (including myself) to
read the Russian language, kept many Russian sources out of the reach of Western
historians for most of the Twentieth Century. Only since the Berlin Wall came down in
1989 have many additional Russian source documents become available. Thanks to the
World Wide Web, many of these Russian sources are beginning to become available for
translation to English.

%ln March of 2000 | spent twenty days walking the ground where this campaign
took place -- from Warsaw to Bagrationousk (modern Eylau). This physical terrain and
weather analysis provided me an amazing amount of detail as to the conditions in which
these Armies found themselves maneuvering, fighting and trying to survive.
3John R. Elti ng, Swords Around a Throne. Napoleon's Grande Armee (New Y ork: Free
Press, 1987), 60.

*Ipid., 534.

>Mortier's I Corps occupied the country between the mouths of the Order and the
Vistula to check any attempted invasions of the Prussian coast by Sweden, part of
Russia's aliance.

®At the start of the 1806 campaign against Prussia, most of the French regiments
were ordered to leave one of their battalions in France to deal with any potential British
invasion from the coast. Most regiments operating in Poland during the winter campaign
had two or three battalions instead of the usual three or four. Note from Frank Loraine
Petre, Napoleon's Campaign in Poland, 1806-1807 (London: J. Lane, 1907), 18.
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CHAPTER 2
THROUGH THE EAGLES TALONS

The first part of Napoleon’s campaign in Poland is known as either the Pultusk
Campaign or the Maneuver of the Narew. The campaign began on 2 December, the date
Napoleon entered Warsaw, and continued until 28 December, the date Napoleon called
an end to operational maneuvers against the Russians and ordered his army into winter
quarters. The tired soldiers of Napoleon’s Grand Army were unable to conduct the hard
marching required for the planned encircling attack against the Russians. After four
months of campaigning through Prussia, French commanders found themselves unable to
live off the land or support themselves in the sparse, under populated winter countryside
of Poland. This, mixed with the extreme weather changes of alternate frost and thaws that
turned the Polish road system to nothing more than mud, prevented Napoleon’s corps
from being able to rapidly consolidate when the situation required it. The Russians were
able to punch through the slowly approaching and widely separated French troops,
causing severe casualties and the near moral collapse of the Grand Army. A study of the

Pultusk campaign reveals the first failure of the Napoleonic system. This campaign
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reveals for the first time that Napoleon was unable to achieve the decisive result he
desired — the destruction of the Russian Army before the onset of winter.

Crossing the Vistula River

Bennigsen noted the speed of the French concentration and, fearing his flank
would be turned, withdrew from Warsaw and the Vistulato a more defensible position
along the Ukra and Narew Rivers. Lestocq was ordered to withdraw to Strasburg. Within
days, Murat had occupied Warsaw, Davout had entered Praga, and Ney had stormed and
captured Thorn. Having second thoughts on his hasty withdrawal from a strong defensive
position, Bennigsen ordered an advance hoping to catch the French straddling the Vistula
and Bug Rivers.

Thefirst real clash between French and Russians in the campaign occurred
between some of the best troops of either side, those of Davout’s 111 corps and General
Osterman-Tolstoi’ s 2nd Division. Davout had been in the process of creating a fortified
bridgehead on an island in the Bug opposite Okunin (at the juncture of the Bug and the
Ukra, the island being divided by a fordable channel into two parts). Davout’s position
(General Fraint’'s Second Division, |11 Corps) over the Bug extended to the town of
Pomiechowo about 2000 yards up the Ukra River. Tolstoi, receiving Bennigsen's orders
for an advanced, sent a small detachment (a Russian jager and hussar regiment) across
the Ukrain the early morning of 11 December. Initially successful at driving the French
out of Pomiechowo, Tolstoi failed to reinforce success and took up defensive positi ons?
General Fraint was ordered by Davout to counter-attack and successfully drove the
Russians back across the Ukra by mid afternoon.? As aresult of this check, Bennigsen
characteristically changed his plan of operations to one of defending the line of the Ukra.
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This Russian ‘ counter offensive’ went pretty much unnoticed by the rest of the
French Army who were continuing to pour over the Vistula River. By 22 December, most
of the French Army had made its way across the Vistula. Ney's VI Corps and
Bernadotte's | Corps crossed at Thorn, then moved towards Strasburg with Bessieres
cavalry corps preceding them. Soult's IV Corps crossed near Plock and Augereau (V11

Corps), failing to bridge the Vistula, ferried his corps across at Zakroczyn.3

Forcing the Ukra River

By 22 December, Bennigsen had only his four divisions to defend the angle
between the Ukra and Narew. Lestocq's Prussians were unable to link with the Russians
due to Bessieres cavalry screen near Biezun. Buxhowden, leisurely advancing west, was
only at Ostrolenka. The two divisions pulled from the Turkish front under Essen | were
till 116 miles away from Warsaw and were not expected to arrive in theater until early
January.

Russian operations were further hampered at this time by no clear unity of
command. Bennigsen and Buxhowden were independent of each other, although given
vague orders to act in unison by the Tsar. Given the seeming inaction of his forces since
late October, the Tsar felt compelled to ‘help’ the situation by appointing an overall
commander for the Allied Forces, Field Marshal Count Kamenskoi.* Arrivi ng at Pultusk
on 22 December, Kamenskoi immediately noted the weak disposition of the French and
ordered a push to drive the French over the Vistula. ® Before Kamenskoi's offensive could
get underway, Napoleon, realizing the tenuous hold of Davout over the Narew, launched
abrilliant night attack. The first French attempt to crack the Ukra line, and the first real
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battle of the campaign, occurred once again between Davout’s and Tolstoi’s crack troops
near the same town of Pomiechowo, this time covering the area over the Ukra between
this town and the Bug River. (See Appendix D).

Tolstoi had under his command in the area most of his 2nd Division (three
regiments of infantry, two cavalry squadrons, a regiment of Cossacks, twelve heavy guns,
and half of a horse battery) % The bulk of these troops were strung in redoubts along a
ridge running roughly from the Ukra River opposite Pomiechowo through a pinewood to
aravine flanking the town of Czarnowo. Below this ridge the land, like that on the island,
was a flat, marshy and partially wooded floodplain. Davout’s corps was still occupying
its position opposite Pomiechowo with Fraint’s division. General Morand’s First Division
had occupied the island mentioned above and was waiting for Fraint to complete his
fortifications and place his cannon to best support his division’s assault across the far side
of the Bug. General Gudin’s Third Division was at Okunin waiting to cross behind
Morand. On the morning of the 23 December, Napoleon climbed a roof of a small house
to examine the enemy position and make plans for a crossi ng.7

The night of 23 December, three battalions of Morand’ s troops formed into
columns and detached voltigeurs to cover the emplacement of Morand's artillery at the
riverbank. These voltigeurs then proceeded to cross the remaining portion of the river in
boats brought up from elsewhere on the Bug. With the voltigeurs across, three bridges
were put into place. In the late evening hours, thel7th Regiment first, then three cavalry
squadrons, and finally the remainder of Morand’ s division crossed the Ukra River
undetected. Following Morand, a detachment under the command of Brigadier General
Petit, Gudin’'s 1st Brigade Commander, crossed at the left bridge and moved along the
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Ukra towards Pomiechowo supported by Friant’s guns which threatened to fire into the
flank of any counter-attack against their front®

Morand formed in echelon back from right to left, with the 17th Regiment now
leading the way. In this manner, the low ground was rapidly cleared of Russians and
Morand advanced to the assault on Czarnowo. The 17th Regiment hurried well forward
of the remaining French and burst, ailmost by surprise, into the batteries in front of this
town. Due to lack of support the 17th Regiment were driven away by a determined
Russian bayonet attack.’ As Morand’s main body came up, he organized a more thorough
attack. One regiment turned the left of the Russian line at Czarnowo through the ravine
along the Bug, a second regiment turned the Russian right near the town through the
pinewood, and the third regiment advanced on the front of the position.10 The remainder
of the division followed in support. Tolstoi’s 2nd Division initially turned the attack
back, but it was apparent that to him that he could not hold the position for long against
overwhelming numbers. Tolstoi dispatched his heavy guns towards Nasielsk to prevent
their capture and prepared for a fighting withdraw !

The French, advancing on the left under and supported by the fire fromFriant’s
guns, were able to capture the line of redoubts on their front. Tolstoi had ordered their
withdraw just in time to avoid capture. Then, before dawn, Czarnowo finally succumbed
to French numbers. Tolstoi’ s detached troops (a regiment of infantry and some cavalry
squadrons) arrived alowing him to fall back towards Nasielsk following the route taken
by his heavy guns. By daybreak, Friant’s Division crossed over the bridges around

Okunin and started the pursuit.
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In all, the action had lasted about nine cold, dark, wet and miserable hours.
Tolstoi reported his losses at 500, although other sources suggest the Russian loss to be as
much as 1,392 men killed and wounded.*? Davout claimed the loss of 807 men although
his total loss was probably higher than that of the Russi ans> The results justified
Napoleon’s confidence in Davout’ s troops. His decision to make a night attack prevented
losses, which would have been unavoidable in daylight hours. Both the construction of
the assault bridges and the advance over the low open ground would have been conducted
under direct fire of Russian artillery.

Later that same day Augereau forced his way over the Ukra past Barclay De
Tolly’s forces in the northeast at Sochocin and Kolozab. At the cost of 66 killed and over
500 wounded, Augereau secured the bridge at Sochocin and the main road from Plonsk to
Ciechanow, thereby opening the Russian right to any flanking movement* General
Lasalle's Light Cavalry Division and General Klein's Dragoon Division, connecting
Augereau and Davout’s corps, crossed at Borkowo meeting little resistance against the
detached troops from Tolstoi’ s division commanded by his aid General Dorokhov.™

As news of the engagement at Czarnowo spread and the additional crossings over
the Ukra gained way, the Russian advance halted. The bridge at Sochocin was the point
where Kamenskoi was going to launch his main attack over the Ukra. 18 With that
crossing now in French hands and the additional crossings at Borkowo and Kolozab this
planned assault was cancelled.’” Kamenskoi began to think of nothing but saving his
defeated army. Additionally, Kamenskoi received news that Ney also caught Lestocq at
Soldau, defeating a large portion of his rear guard and further cutting communications
between the Prussians and their Russian allies!® Count Kamenskoi became delusi onal;
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"he rode to and fro amongst the troops making wild speeches," and ordered a general
retreat back to the Russian border.*® Bennigsen, although the junior of the three senior
commanders, felt obliged to take command and ordered a retreat to Pultusk.? This retreat
was particularly hard and his choice of Pultusk was a poor decision because it left part of
his force cut off by the advancing French. In his rush fifty to sixty guns (the only
significant loss of Russian Artillery during the entire Campaign) and much of the

baggage train was left in the mud.

Movement to Contact

From the Bug River, Bennigsen had moved the bulk of his troops (the 2nd, 6th,
and most of the 3rd and 4th Divisions) toward Pultusk. Prince Galitzin (with only part of
his Division) cut off by the advancing French, had been forced north to Strzegocin where
it had met with part of General Dokhturov's 7th Division from Buxhowden's Army. Early
in the morning of 26 December, Dokhturov was ordered by Marshal Kamenskoi to halt
his advance and retreat toward Markow (Kamenskoi had continued to issue ordersin his
lucid moments--the last being to flee to Mother Russia--where he himself went on 26
December).21 Kamenskoi then continued to Markow and halted any further advance by
Buxhowden'’s forces.

Napoleon at this time had no clear understanding of the Russian Army’s
intentions or locations. Following a careful review of the road systems, his cavalry
reports, and judging the enemy’ s possible motives, Napoleon logically concluded that the
Russians had retired on the Ciechanow-Golymin-Pultusk line, massing perhaps 30-
40,000 troops at Ciechanow.?® With this picture in his mind, Napoleon ordered the
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concentration of his corps in anticipation of a decisive battle at Ciechanow. The inability
of Murat to conduct proper reconnaissance of enemy forces, and the confusion in Russian
command and control, kept Napoleon from closing the trap door on the fleeing Russians.
Napoleon, without proper intelligence, was forced to make uninformed decisions.

When Lasalle reported an assembled body of Russian troops at the small
crossroads town of Golymin, Napoleon became convinced that this was the Russian main
body and directed all available corps to assemble for battle at that location. He sent Soult
east with orders to cut the Russian line of retreat. Augereau was ordered to directly attack
the Russian left flank while Murat and Davout attacked through Golymin to assault the
Russian line from the south. Lannes was ordered to Pultusk to prevent the Russians from
retreating eastward.” With any luck, Bernadotte ordered south, would strike from the
north.

The Battle of Golymin

Prince Gallitzin arrived in Golymin at about 8:00 a.m. on 26 December, pausing
there to unite with part of Saken's Division and to rest his men. Already present were the
lead elements of Dochtorov's 7th Division that had just received Kamenskoi’s orders to
retreat on Makow. Dochtorov, warned by Gallitzin of the rapidly advancing French,
decided to detached the Moscow Musketeer Regiment and the Moscow Dragoon
Regiment and remain at Golymin to assist Gallitzin while the rest of his 7th Division
retreated to Makow.?* At about 9:00 am., the French advance guard consisting of
Lasalle's light cavalry arrived.

While the Russian cuirassiers, dragoons, and horse artillery checked Lasalle's
light cavalry, Augereau's column appeared near Ruskowo. Gallitzin resolved to defend
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the crossroads, placing the Tauride Grenadier Regiment and Dneiper Musketeer
Regiment flanked by two squadrons of the Order of St George Cuirassier Regiment and
two squadrons of the Pskov Dragoon Regiment near the town of Kaleczyn (which sits
about 400-500 paces to the west of Golymin). One horse artillery battery supported these
regiments. Behind Kaleczin in the woods stood the Malorussia (Little Russian) and two
squadrons of the Soum Hussar Regiment. In the woods to the |eft and south of the main
position was the Kostroma Musketeer Regiment. Behind these were the remaining
squadrons of the cavalry regiments. The two regiments of the 7th Division remained in
reserve at Golymin.?

Due to the horrible road conditions, Augereau Corps did not begin arriving at
Golymin until late afternoon, around 2:30 p.m. Augereau directed General Heudelet's
Second Division to the left to attack towards Wadkowo, while General Desjardins’ First
Division moved directly on Golymin. About the same time Murat arrived with Generals
Milhaud and Klein's dragoon divisions and Davout's light cavalry division under General
Marulaz. Murat's cavalry drove the Russian cavalry screen into the woods, clearing the
way for the infantry assault. With stiff Russian resistance and without artillery support
the assault did not go well.

Desjardins, moving on the town of Ruskowo, found a large number of Russians to
his left and was obliged to leave one of his brigades in Ruskowo to protect his rear until
Heudelet moved forward. Heudelet, advancing between Wadkowo and Golymin, was
attacked on the flank by the Russian cavalry but formed square in time to repulse the
assault. The Russian cavalry repeatedly assaulted the French, forcing them to remain in
squares. Meanwhile Degjardins’ second brigade advanced and at first pushed back
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Tcherbatow’ s detachment, but the Russians held firm, and eventually overwhelmed the
French, forcing them to retire. Augereau's assault then degenerated into a battle of
skirmishers, although Heudelet was able to slowly envelope the Russian right flank.

To the south another separate action was taking place. Davout's first two divisions
(Morand and Friant) had marched north from Strezgoczin at daybreak. Warned by
Cossacks of Morand's advance, Galitzin moved his reserve to support Scherbatow's
regiment. About 3:00 pm Pahlen arrived with additional Russian cavalry and the 21%
Jager Regi ment.>” Morand formed his 1st brigade in battalion columns to assault the
woods, with the brigade of d'Honnieres behind. It was after 3:30 p.m. when the attack
commenced, less than an hour of daylight remained. The burning village of Garnowo
hel ped to illuminate the scene, having been set afire by retreating Cossacks® Morand
was able to push the Russians out of the woods but suffered heavy casualties. Asin
Augereau's case, Davout's artillery support was far behind and the assault was carried out
entirely with infantry.

Seeing the Russians retreating towards the Makow road, General Rapp (Aide de
Camp to Napoleon), leading a large body of cavalry, assaulted the Russian cavalry to his
front. After initial success, Rapp blundered into a Russian ‘trap.’ The Russian infantry
were standing in the bogs up to their waist on either side of the road, and poured a heavy
fire into the French. The general himself was wounded and his dragoons were forced to
withdraw.?® Given the darkness and the uncertain ground before him, Morand halted at
the edge of the woods™® Friant, due to the swampy conditions of the ground, was unable
to maneuver quickly enough to engage the retreating Russians. Under the cover of
darkness, first Dochtorov, then Gallitzin withdrew along the Makow road.
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The Battle of Golymin was a well-fought engagement. By excellent use of interior
lines and careful timing in deployment of his reserves, Gallitzin deserves great credit. His
forces probably did not exceed 18,000 men, while Augereau, Davout, and Murat had
closer to 35,000, although without artillery support. Given the intensity of the action,
there were relatively few casualties, perhaps 800 on each side® Napoleon thought that he
had just narrowly missed the decisive battle he desired at Golymin; little did he know that
it was at Pultusk (less than ten miles away) that Lannes alone faced the main
concentration of Russian forces.

The Battle of Pultusk

Bennigsen’s retreat to Pultusk carried with it substantial consequences. The fast
advancing French troops had separated parts of both Sacken’s and Gallitzin's Divisions
from Bennigsen. As previously mentioned, the march through saturated woods and mud
caused the abandonment of at least fifty guns and a great deal of baggage. Bennigsen's
back was towards the wide Narew River with only one magjor crossing in Pultusk itself.
Nevertheless, on 26 December, Bennigsen organized his forces and decided to stand fast
against Kamenskoi's explicit orders to retire on Russia.

The Russians were deployed to the west and south of Pultusk, generally following
the Golymin road that runs along the slightly elevated ridge through the town of Mosin to
Pultusk. Three lines of infantry consisting of thirty-eight battalions of the 2nd and 6th
Divisions and parts of the 3rd and 4th Divisions formed the main body. The heavy
artillery was deployed before the first line. A detachment under General Barclay de Tolly
was dlightly forward and to the right of the main line with three jager regiments, a
musketeer regiment, and the Polish Lancer Cavalry Regiment. On the left, General
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Baggavout held a similar advanced position designed to cover the Narew Bridge with ten
battalions of infantry, five squadrons of Tarter Lancers and one heavy battery. On the
leading edge of the ridge, between the two advanced detachments, were placed twenty-
eight squadrons of regular cavalry. In front of all were up to four regiments (twenty
squadrons) of Cossacks screening the main force.®

On 25 December, Lannes moved forward his corps, with artillery, from Czarnowo
to Zbroski traveling some fifteen miles in the muddy roads The next day, Lannes
departed Zbroski at 7:00 am. and came out of the woods before Pultusk some time
before 10:00 am. having only covered a distance of five miles. Having reconnoitered
earlier with the light cavalry Lannes saw only Cossacks before him. About 10:00 am.,
Lannes received Napoleon orders that instructed him to advance to Pultusk, pass the
Narew, and at once construct a bridgehead.34 Despite obvious signs that Napoleon had
misjudged the forces before him, Lannes formed his corps for an attack. He placed in line
from left to right, the 34th Line, 88th Line, 64th Line, and the 17th Light Regiments, with
General Becker's Dragoon Division and General Treihard's Light Cavalry Division
supporting the left and right flanks respectively. The whole formation was under the
command of General Suchet, Lannes' First Division commander. Three hundred paces
behind Suchet, General Gazan's Second Division formed a second line with the 100th
and 103rd Line, and the 40th Light Regiment. In reserve was the 21st Light Regiment.
All artillery that was able to make it forward was positioned to support the first line. As
usual, the French lines were preceded by a swarm of ski rmishers®

The attack began on the right, at 11:00 a.m., with General Claparede’s 17th Light
Regiment pushing towards Baggavout's forward position. Sweeping the cavalry and
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Cossacks aside, Claparede pushed backward the Russian jag