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FOREWARD 

 

 

 

I faced several difficulties while working on the dissertation. Russian 

historiography concentrates exclusively on 1812-1813 Campaigns, while earlier wars 

are overlooked for obvious reasons. There are no recent studies of the 1805-1807 

Campaigns as well as the Russo-Turkish Wars and the only reliable works on this 

topic were published in late 19
th

 Century. During the Soviet times, compilations of 

correspondences of various generals were published, including those of Bagration and 

Kutuzov. However, some campaigns were ignored once again; compilation of 

Bagration’s correspondence includes no documents on 1807 campaign, while there 

are hundreds on 1812. In collecting original materials, it was difficult to obtain 

Russian sources on the campaigns in Finland and the Danubian Principalities. 

Another major problem with the Russian sources is their lack of objectivity. 

Official military journals, letters and reports often embellished the Russians exploits; 

in many cases, reports gave exact numbers for French losses but virtually no 

information on the Russian casualties. Even if the Russian losses are given, they were 

intentionally minimized. Some Soviet research materials proved unreliable because 

they were utilized for political and propaganda purposes by the Soviet regime. 

Therefore, these sources must be considered with caution.  

The Russian military organization also requires a few comments. When 

researching the Russian military, some scholars confuse the regimental shefs with 

commanders and commanding officers. Emperor Peter III, who endorsed the Prussian 

military doctrine of Frederick the Great, introduced new position of the regimental 

shefs into the Russian army on 25 April 1762. Shef was considered senior officer in 

 xiii



the regiment, who was responsible for the regiment and handled issues related to its 

maintenance and service.  In late 18
th

 – early 19
th

 Centuries, the regimental chefs and 

commanders were appointed and dismissed only by the Imperial order. During the 

absence of the chef, commander assumed his responsibilities. However, if chef was 

absent and there was no commander, the regiment was commanded by senior staff-

officer, or officer from another regiment (usually from life guard units) who was 

appointed by the commander-in-chief of the army. In both cases, these commanding 

officers commanded the regiment temporarily. Also, there were often several officers 

with same last names serving in the army, i.e. twelve Ilovaiskys, eighteen Grekovs 

and four Tuchkovs. Therefore, the military regulations required numbers be attached 

to their last names to distinguish them – Tuchkov IV, Grekov XVIII, Ilovaisky IX. 

I had to gather numerous maps for a better understanding of the military 

operations. While there are excellent maps on Napoleon’s major campaigns (1805-

1812), there are virtually no atlases on the Russo-Swedish and Russo-Turkish Wars. 

Therefore, I had to create new maps based on 19
th

 century drawings. Finally, dates in 

original Russian documents were given under the Julian calendar, which was 

effective in Russia at the time. To convert a date into modern calendar, I had to add 

11 days to dates prior 1800, and 12 days to dates after 1800. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This study explores the life and military career of General Peter Bagration. A 

scion of the Georgian royal dynasty, he was reared in an exiled family in a small town 

in the periphery of the Russian Empire and rose from obscurity to the highest circles 

of the Russian society. Peter Bagration was a symbol for a generation of Georgians, 

who entered the Russian service after their homeland was annexed by the Russian 

emperors in 1801. Sons of a small nation in the mountains of the Caucasus, the 

Georgians actively participated in the Napoleonic War, both as allies and enemies of 

Napoleon. They fought the French in Egypt, where many of the Mamluks were of the 

Georgian descent. The famous Mamluk leaders, Murad Bey and Ibrahim Bey were 

ethnic Georgians, kidnapped and sold into slavery in their childhood.
1
 In addition, on 

his return to France, Napoleon created a Mamluk company of the Imperial Guard, 

where several Georgians served during the Napoleonic wars.
2
  

On other hand, after Russia annexed Georgia, many Georgians joined the 

Russian military. The Georgian and Mingrelian Regiments fought the French and the 

Ottomans; many Georgian officers achieved high positions in Russian society and the 

army. One of them, Major General Vladimir Iashvili was involved in the 

assassination of Emperor Paul I in 1801. Other Georgian officers served in the 

                                                 
1 Murad Beg was born in Tbilisi, and Ibrahim Beg was from a little village of Martkopi, 

near the capital of Georgia. For more information, see D. Janelidze, Kartveli mamlukebi 

egviptesa da erakshi, [Georgian Mamluks in Egypt and Iran], (Tbilisi, 1965), Benimian 

Silagadze, Kartveli mamluqebi egviptis damoukideblobistavis brdzolashi [Georgian 

Mameluks in the Struggle for Independence of Egypt], (Tbilisi, 1984). 

 
2 Jean Savant, Les Mamelouks de Napoleon, (Paris, Calmann-Levy, [c. 1949]) 439-79; 

Hassan from Mingrelia served in all Napoleonic campaigns in 1799-1811; Roustam Georgie, 

Georgi Tcherkesse, David Gourgui and others also served in the Mamluk company. 
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Russian army in various campaigns, distinguishing themselves on the various 

battlefields of Europe.
3
  

Peter Bagration was undoubtedly the most distinguished of the Georgians of 

the time, achieving unprecedented fame and status. He lived only forty-seven years 

but dedicated thirty years of his life to military service. Prince Peter successfully 

commanded on every tactical level, including a squadron in 1794, an advance guard 

in 1799-1807, a corps in 1808, and an army in 1809-1812. He distinguished himself 

as master of rear and advance guard actions and was regarded as one of the best 

commanders of the contemporary Russian army. By 1812, only General Mikhail 

Kutuzov rivaled him in fame and popularity. Bagration fought in every war Russia 

waged from 1794 to 1812 and successfully faced the great leaders of his epoch - 

Napoleon, Andre Masséna, Charles Nicholas Davout and others.  

However, despite his historical and military importance, no complete 

scholarly biography of Peter Bagration exists at the moment. In particular, little is 

known about Bagration’s childhood and adolescence. Most of the volumes on 

Bagration describe his role in the 1812 Campaign and, in this respect, the most 

objective descriptions of Bagration are by M. Inostrantsev and V. Kharkevich. Yet, 

their studies were written at the beginning of the twentieth century,
4
 when many 

original sources, especially foreign, were not yet available. Moreover, their researches 

concentrate only on military aspects of 1812 Campaign. 

Although an estimated two thousand volumes have been written in Russia on 

the 1812 Campaign, only a few of them describe Bagration’s life and career. 

Moreover, Bagration often was simply overlooked. One of the greatest Russian 

historians, Alexander Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky did not include Bagration’s 

biography in his monumental six-volume work on more than one hundred and fifty 

                                                 
3 Irakli Antelava, Gruzini v Otechestvenoi voine 1812 goda, [Georgians in the Patriotic 

War of 1812], (Tbilisi, 1983). 

 
4 Inostrantsev, Otechestvennaya voina 1812 goda, Operatsii 2-oi Zapadnoi armii kniazya 

Bagrationa ot nachala voini do Smolenska [Patriotic War of 1812. Operations of the 2nd 

Western Army of the Prince Bagration from the Commencement of War to Smolensk] (St. 

Petersburg, 1914); Kharkevich, Deistvia kn. Bagrationa v 1812 [Prince Bagration’s 

Operations During 1812 Campaign], Voenno Istoricheskii Sbornik, 1913, N3. 
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participants of the 1812 Campaign.
5
 Another book, The War Gallery of 1812, 

published in 1912 to commemorate the centennial anniversary of the campaign, had 

over three hundred and twenty portraits and detailed biographies of the participants. 

However, the article on Bagration was limited only to a simple chronology of events.
6
 

In 1987, another book was dedicated to the heroes of 1812, but once again, Bagration 

was simply omitted.
7
 Yet, during the centennial anniversary of 1812 campaign, 

Russkii Invalid published a series of excellent articles on Bagration based on archival 

and primary sources, but they were, and still are largely neglected.
8
 

The majority of studies on Bagration appeared during Soviet period by 

Nikolay Polosin, Ivan Rostunov, Vladimir Gribanov, Shalva Megrelidze and others.
9
 

However, their narrative is often suspiciously identical and distorted since it was 

influenced by the Soviet regime. The scholars described Prince Bagration’s military 

career briefly, based only on secondary sources and reflecting Soviet propaganda. 

Most of the volumes do not have a bibliography or any notes; they tend to illustrate 

only the positive side of Bagration and neglect his weaknesses. None of these authors 

discussed Bagration’s role in the conflict of the Russian military command in August 

1812. 

 Bagration’s biographies by Borisov and Muravina are just pamphlets of 

thirty-nine and thirty-five pages respectively. They were published before and during 

the World War II and, as a result, contained an exaggerated and over-patriotic 

                                                 
5 Alexander Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Imperator Aleksandr i ego spodvizhniki v 1812, 

1813, 1814, 1815 godakh, [Emperor Alexander and His Devotees in 1812, 1813, 1814, 1815 

Campaigns], St. Petersburg, 1845-1850. 

 
6 Voennaya galerea 1812 goda, [Military Gallery of 1812 Campaign] (St. Petersburg, 

1912) 
 
7 Geroi 1812 goda, [Heroes of 1812 Campaign], Series Zhizn’ Zamechatelnikh Lyudei 

(Moscow, 1987) 
 
8 Russkii Invalid, 1912, Nos. 151, 154, 168, 169, 204, 208, 209, 211 
 
9 Nikolay Polosin, P.I. Bagration, (Moscow, 1948); Ivan Rostunov,. Peyotr Ivanovich 

Bagration: ocherk polkovodcheskoi deyatelnosti, [Peter Bagration: Survey of Military 

Career], (Moscow, 1957); Vladimir Gribanov,. Bagration v Peterburge, [Bagration in St. 

Petersburg], (Leningrad, 1979); F. Muravina, Bagration, (Moscow, 1944). 
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portrayal of Bagration. Professor Polosin’s volume on Bagration is another example 

of Soviet propaganda. Though much longer than Borisov or Muravina’s volumes, 

Polosin’s work reads more like a novel than a scholarly work and has many 

inaccuracies. 

Ivan Rostunov’s Peyotr Ivanovich Bagration: ocherk polkovodcheskoi 

deyatelnosti is one of the important works on the topic. Published by the Ministry of 

Defense of USSR in 1957, this volume provides an overview of Bagration’s military 

career in two hundred fifty pages, with emphasis on 1812 Campaign. It briefly 

describes Bagration’s earlier campaigns and then concentrates on his involvement in 

the “Patriotic War of 1812.” Although earlier campaigns are brief, the author 

provided substantial details on 1812. Yet, he avoided discussing Bagration’s conflict 

with Barclay de Tolly. Rostunov consulted many Russian primary sources, but no 

French, English or Austrian documents. Therefore, his narrative is one-sided and 

tends to praise Bagration and the Russian army and overlook other crucial issues. The 

Soviet influence is also evident in Rostunov’s criticisms of Prince Peter for 

“supporting autocracy and serfdom.” The author described him as a “loyal servant to 

the Tsar and the noble class.”
10

  

Vladimir Gribanov’s book, Bagration v Peterburge,
11

 is certainly one of the 

best books on Bagration because, unlike other studies, it concentrates on Bagration’s 

private life in St. Petersburg. The author worked as the director of Alexander Suvorov 

State Museum in St. Petersburg and had intimate knowledge of the archival 

documents. Consequently, this is the only volume that provides details of Prince 

Peter’s private life in the capital. However, the author fell under the same Soviet 

indoctrination and his volume contains many passages aimed at Soviet readers.  

A number of Georgian scholars also published volumes on Bagration.
12

 

However, these works are general surveys and popular histories of Bagration’s career 

                                                 
10 Rostunov, General Bagration, 246-48. 

 
11 Vladimir Gribanov, Bagration v Peterburge [Bagration in St. Petersburg], (Leningrad, 

1979)  

 

 xviii



with a strong emphasis on the 1812 Campaign. These authors based their researches 

on the above-mentioned Russian studies and repeated the same mistakes and 

distortions. Most of them had no primary sources to support their arguments, not 

mentioning access to the foreign archives and materials. 

With the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, a new generation of scholars 

began to work in the Napoleonic period. Historians like Professors N. Troitsky and A. 

Tartarovsky published new and more objective descriptions of the Russian role in the 

Napoleonic campaigns.
13

 Unfortunately, Bagration was forgotten again. Among 

numerous volumes published on the Napoleonic period in Russia, only two small 

books were dedicated to Bagration. Colonel Zurab Tsintsadze of the Military 

Humanitarian Academy of Russia published a balanced and well-written overview of 

Bagration’s life. The author used Russian archival sources extensively for the opening 

chapter of his study and described Bagration’s early career in the Caucasus in detail. 

However, he failed to provide a detailed account for Bagration’s later career. The 

Italian campaign is covered in only nineteen pages, events of 1805 in seventeen and 

the 1812 in forty-two pages. In addition, he used no foreign sources as demonstrated 

in his bibliography. Notwithstanding these flaws, Tsintsadze’s work is the best 

general account available in Russian at the moment.
14

 In 2003, Russia celebrated the 

300
th

 anniversary of St. Petersburg by publishing a series of books related to the 

history of this city. Grigorii Shenkman authored a concise volume (191 pages) on 

                                                                                                                                           
12 A. Shervashidze, Bagrationi [Bagration], (Batum, 1976); Shalva Megrelidze,. Chveni 

saxelovani samxedro tsinaprebi [Our Famous Ancestors], (Tbilisi, 1979); Mikhail. 

Gonikishvili, Bagrationta dasaxleba da mogvatseoba rusetshi [Bagrations’ Resettlement and 

Service in Russia], (Tbilisi, 1986); N. Nakashidze, Borodinos gmiri [Hero of Borodino], 

(Tbilisi, 1961); K. Tsomaia, Kartveli mxedrebi 1812 tslis samamuli omshi Mnatobi, No. 11,  

(Tbilisi, 1941); T. Lomouri, Petre Bagrationi, (Tbilisi, 1942), I. Kuchukhidze, Petre 

Bagrationi, (Tbilisi, 1953). 

 
13 Nikolay Troitsky, 1812: Velikii god Rossii [1812: The Glorious Year of Russia] 

(Moscow, Nauka, 1988); A. G. Tartarovsky, Nerazgadannyi Barklai: legendy i byl’ 1812 

goda, [Unknown Barclay: Legends and Tales of 1812], (Moscow, 1996) 
 
14 Zurab Tsintsadze, Bagration Voennaia Deiatelnost General Petra Ivanovicha 

Bagrationa, 1782-1812, [Military Career of General Peter Ivanovich Bagration, 1782-1812], 

(Moscow, 1997). I would like to thank author for consultations and a copy of his manuscript. 
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General Bagration, which was printed with the support of the local Georgian 

community “Iveria.” Although the author used some primary sources, the volume, in 

fact, is a historical novel with a few fictional characters and scenes. It provides brief 

information on Bagration and, unfortunately, repeats previous misconceptions in 

portraying Bagration in a very positive light.
15

  

At the same time, western historiography lacks information on any Russian 

military commanders, especially Peter Bagration. Decades of political opposition 

between the Soviet and Western powers, created a vacuum of information on both 

sides. As a result, there are only a few well-researched biographies of the Russian 

commanders available in English or French. Michael Josselson’s The Commander: 

Life of Barclay de Tolly is one of the best accounts on this general in English, but it is 

also over-critical of Bagration.
16

 The English biography of Field Marshal Mikhail 

Kutuzov also ignored Bagration’s contribution to the Russian successes against the 

French.
17

 So far, western scholars do not fully utilize the Russian archival materials 

so their assessments of Bagration are often incorrect and biased. 

Through the years, the image of Bagration was represented by myths and half-

truths. This work aims to provide the reader with an accurate portrait of one of the 

most prominent commanders of the Russian army. Bagration emerges as talented, 

patriotic general, admired by the army and society; yet of a violent and impetuous 

character. Accepting Russia as his motherland, he served her faithfully and died 

fighting to ensure her freedom. This dissertation examines Bagration’s entire life and 

military career. It demonstrates Prince Peter’s crucial role in various campaigns, his 

important decisions and miscalculations, as well as his passionate and unfortunate 

argument with Barclay de Tolly during the retreat in 1812. The main goal of this 

study is to give a balanced view of the complex personality of Prince Peter Bagration 

and fill the gap in Russian and Western historiography. 

                                                 
15 Grigorii Shenkman, General Bagration (St. Petersburg, 2003). 
 
16 Michael Josselson, The Commander: Life of Barclay de Tolly, (Oxford, 1980) 

 
17 Roger Parkinson, The Fox of the North: the Life of Kutuzov, General of War and 

Peace, (New York, 1976)  
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Figure 1. Prince Peter Bagration in 1812 
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CHAPTER I 

Childhood and Early Career, 1765-1798 

 

 

Peter Ivanovich Bagration… For many generations, this name evoked the 

triumphs of the glorious days of the past and the numerous battles fought and the 

victories celebrated. At the time, Bagration was venerated and considered the Glory of 

Russia. Soldiers called him “Eagle,” while the common people knew him simply as 

“Bog-rati-on” – “The God of the Army.” His military career was indeed remarkable. 

During thirty years of his military service, Bagration fought in some hundred and fifty 

battles and combats, successfully commanding at all levels. Disciple of the legendary 

Field Marshal Alexander Suvorov, Prince Peter was a symbol of Russian military 

triumphs. 

Peter Ivanovich Bagration
1
 was born in summer of 1765 to an exiled family of the 

Bagrationi dynasty of Georgia. His family belonged to the Bagrationi royal house that 

ruled over Georgia for almost a thousand years. The Bagrationis traced their origins to a 

region of Tao-Klarjeti in the southwestern Georgia, where they established a powerful 

principality by the eighth century. A century later, Bagrationis already dominated 

Georgian politics and, in 975, they united various Georgian principalities into the 

Kingdom of Georgia. Bagrationis ruled for next nine hundred years and were one of the 

longest ruling monarchies in Europe. During the Middle Ages, they established one of 

the most formidable states in Asia Minor and rivaled such great powers as the Byzantine 

Empire, the Ottomans and Persia. However, their power gradually declined after the great 

days of King David IV, Queen Tamar and Giorgi V the Brilliant. In 1658, the Persians 

                                                           

 1

1 Bagration’s first name is often transcribed at ‘Pyetr’. In Georgian, his name is Petre Ivanes-

dze Bagrationi. 



suppressed the main line of Bagrationis and the branch of Mukranian Bagrationis 

ascended to the throne, bringing peace and revival to the country.
2
  

Nevertheless, by the seventeenth century, constant internal fighting and the 

struggle against the Ottoman Empire and Persia weakened Georgia. The country was 

divided between these belligerent powers and the Georgian kings had to recognize their 

supremacy. Thousands of Georgians served in the Ottoman and Persian armies.
3
 Many 

Bagrationi princes were employed by the sultan and the shah, achieving high positions at 

both courts. One of Peter Bagration’s great-grandfathers, King Giorgi XI was 

commander-in-chief of the Persian army and governor of Afghanistan in 1700s. While 

Giorgi, known as Gurjin Khan in Persia, and his successor, King Kaikhosro (Khusrau 

Khan) subjugated Afghanistan, their nephew Vakhtang was appointed viceroy of 

                                                           

 
2 King David (1089-1125) and Queen Tamar (1184-1213) dominated politics of the 

contemporary northern Asia Minor. They supported the Crusaders, defeated in succession the 

Muslim powers and greatly expanded their realms. This period is considered the “Golden Age” of 

Georgian history. King Giorgi V the Brilliant (1314-1346) expelled the Mongols and established 

powerful Georgian kingdom that united entire Transcaucasia. For details, see Ivane Javakhishvili, 

Kartveli eris istoria, [History of the Georgian Nation] (Tbilisi, 1928-1948); Marie Brosset, 

Histoire de la Gèorgie depuis l’antiquitè jusqu’au XIXme siècle, (St. Petersburg, 1849-1858); 

William Allen, A History of the Georgian People From the Beginning Down to the Russian 

Conquest in the Nineteenth Century, (London, 1932); David Lang, The Last Years of the 

Georgian Monarchy, 1658-1832, (New York, 1957); Ronald Grigor Suny, The Making of the 

Georgian Nation (Bloomington, 1994). 

 
3 The size of the Georgian troops in the Persian army ranged between ten and forty thousand 

men. Pietro della Valle, a European missionary at Persian court, wrote, “The strength of the 

Persian army consists today of the Georgian soldiers, who form its greater and best portion.” In 

addition, numerous Georgians were turned into Mamluks in Egypt, where they seized power in 

later eighteen century. Mamluk leaders, Ali Bey al-Kabir, Murad Bey and Ibrahim Bey, who 

fought Napoleon in 1798-1799, were from Georgia. Pietro della Valle, Voyages dans la Turquie 

(Rouen, 1745), IV, 69. Also see, D. Janelidze, Kartveli mamluqebi egvipteshi [Georgian 

Mamluks in Egypt] (Tbilisi, 1967); Father Krusinski, The History of the Late Revolutions of 

Persia, (London, 1740, reprint 1973); David Lang, Georgia and the Fall of the Safavi Dynasty, 

Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, 14 (1951): 523-35. 
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Georgia. The regency of Vakhtang VI revived the eastern part of Georgia, where the king 

strengthened central authority, subdued opponents and stimulated the economy.
4
 

However, the situation had soon changed. In 1712, after King Kaikhosro perished 

in Afghanistan, Vakhtang was summoned to Isfahan to receive his investiture from Shah 

Sultan Husayn, who made it clear that Vakhtang could not be confirmed to the throne 

without renouncing the Christian faith. Vakhtang refused to convert to Islam and was 

imprisoned.
5
 Meantime, the shah appointed Vakhtang’s brother Iese (Yèsè), Peter 

Bagration’s great-grandfather, to govern Kartli-Kakheti. Iese, who was brought up in 

Persia and converted to Islam, proved himself to be an incompetent ruler, distinguishing 

himself for persecuting Vakhtang’s associates and oppressing his native people.  

In 1719, Vakhtang finally conceded to the Shah’s demands, accepted Islam and 

was returned to Georgia to replace Iese. However, after years of imprisonment, Vakhtang 

now endeavored to throw off the Iranian yoke. In 1720, he began negotiations with Peter 

the Great of Russia for joint actions against the Persians. Tsar Peter launched his Persian 

campaign in 1722 and promised to support Vakhtang, who mobilized his army against 

the Persians. Yet, Peter was soon compelled to abort the campaign, leaving the Georgians 

to face Persian retaliation. The shah dethroned Vakhtang VI and gave Kartli to his loyal 

King Constantine of Kakheti. Despite resolute opposition, Vakhtang VI was defeated and 

fled to Russia in June 1724, accompanied by his family and a large retinue of 1,200 men. 

These Georgian refugees settled in Moscow and established the first large Georgian 

settlement there. 

                                                           

4 Giorgi, and his two brothers, Levan and Kaikhosro, were prominent figures at the shah’s 

court. Giorgi commanded the Persian army and conquered Afghanistan in 1700-1709; Levan 

served as Chief Justice of Persia and Kaikhsoro was prefect of the Persian capital, Isfahan. The 

Afghans killed Giorgi and Kaikhsoro during the uprising in 1709-1711. Vakhtang’s reign is one 

of the important periods in Georgian history. He adopted a new legal code, revived trade and 

agriculture, built roads and bridges. In 1709, he established the first Georgian printing house. In 

addition, he organized a commission to revise the historical annals and reform the language.  

 
5 In 1714, Vakhtang sent Prince Sulkhan-Saba Orbeliani on a diplomatic mission to Europe 

and appealed to King Louis XIV of France to mediate with the Shah. David Lang, Georgian 

Relations with France during the reign of Wakhtang VI, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 

(London, 1950), No.10, 120; Brosset, Histoire de la Gèorgie, I, 111-13 
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Meantime, the Turks invaded Eastern Georgia, defeated Constantine’s troops and 

appointed Vakhtang’s brother, Iese, to govern country.
6
 Iese ruled for three years and, 

when he died in 1727, the Turks divided Eastern Georgia into districts, which were to 

become hereditary provinces of the Ottomans Empire.
7
 Fortunately, the rise of Nadir 

Shah of Persia put an end to Ottoman domination in Eastern Georgia. The Persians 

supported a group of Georgians led by King Teimuraz of Kakheti, who used this 

opportunity to free the country from the Turks and unite the eastern Georgian kingdoms. 

Teimuraz was proclaimed king of the united Kartli-Kakheti in 1745.
8
 However, his 

successor King Erekle II faced new opposition of the local nobles led by the descendants 

of Iese. In 1748 Iese’s son, Archil, attempted to occupy the citadel of Tbilisi and 

encouraged a rebellion against King Erekle.
9
 The uprising was crushed at once and King 

Erekle persecuted the remaining descendants of Iese, who might have threatened his 

positions. Naturally, Iese’s other son, Prince Alexander, Peter Bagration’s grandfather, 

was on the top of the list.
10

  

                                                                                                                                                                             

 
6 King Iese was brought up in Persia under the name of Ali Quli Khan and was converted to 

Shi’a Islam. He initially ruled Kartli in 1714-1716, but was later succeeded by his brother 

Vakhtang. When the Turks captured Tbilisi in 1723, Iese turned Sunni to collaborate with them. 

He changed his name to Mustafa Pasha and governed country until 1728. M. Brosset, “Notice 

historique sur les trois dernières années du régne de Wakhtang VI et sur son arrivée en Russie,” 

Bulletin Historico-Philologique, (St. Petersburg, 1847), III, 356; Allen, History of Georgian 

Nation, 181-87; Lang, The Last Years, 114-15. 

 
7 Brosset, Histoire de la Gèorgie, II, part 1, 314-17. 

 
8 Ibid., II, 200-207; P. Butkov, Materialy dlia novoi istorii Kavkaza, 1722-1803 [Materials for 

the Modern History of the Caucasus, 1722-1803) (St. Petersburg, 1869) I, 227-30. 

 
9 Ibid., II, 130-33, 210, 230; Lang, The Last Years, 148. 
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10 Valerian Macharadze, Masalebi XVIII saukunis meore naxevris ruset-sakartvelos urtiertobis 

istoriisatvis [Materials for the History of Russo-Georgian Relations in XVIII Century], (Tbilisi, 

1968), 138, 206-208. Catholicos Anton I, one of Iese’s sons, was also persecuted and immigrated 

to Russia, where he became Bishop of Vladimir. However, he later returned to Georgia. It is 

noteworthy that, when his father died in 1795, Prince Peter claimed him to be son of the king of 

Georgia.  



In April 1759, Alexander traveled to Russia and appealed to Empress Elizabeth to 

accept him into the service. According to his letter, he was born and brought up at the 

shah’s court in Isfahan and accompanied Nadir Shah in his campaigns. Alexander 

claimed his family was forced by King Erekle to leave the country, and he did so with his 

son Thomas, leaving two sons and three daughters in Georgia. He also petitioned 

Empress Elizabeth to enroll his son into the Cadets Corps.
 11

 A Special committee
12

 

considered this petition, accepted Prince Alexander into the Russian service with the rank 

of lieutenant colonel and assigned him to the Georgian squadron at the Astrakhan 

garrison; his son was enrolled into the Cadets Corps.
13

  

Once Alexander settled down in Astrakhan, his other son Ivane (Ivan) emigrated 

to Russia in December 1766. In July 1767, he wrote Empress Catherine II to accept him 

into the service as well.
14

 It is noteworthy that two months later, Prince Ivane wrote 

                                                           

 
11 Alexander Bagration to Elizabeth, circa April 1759, [exact date is not indicated], Dokumenti 

o vzaimootnosheniakh Gruzii s Severnim Kavkasom v XVIII veke [Documents on the Relations 

Between Georgia and the Northern Caucasus in XVIII century] (Tbilisi, 1968), 143. Original is 

preserved at Arkhiv Vneshnei Politiki Rossiiskoi Imperii [Archive of the Foreign Policy of 

Russian Empire, hereafter cited as AVPRI], fond (f.) 110, inventory (opis) 1, file (delo) 3, pages 

(listi) 7-8.  

 

Another interesting document, entitled “Excerpts From the Petition of Prince Alexander 

Ieseevich to Accept Him and His Son into the Service” is preserved at the Rossiiskii 

Gosudarstvenii Arkhiv Drevnikh Aktov [State Archive of the Ancient Acts of Russia, hereafter 

sited as RGADA]. This document is a summary of Prince Alexander’s letter. According to the 

note on the document, it was presented to the State Chancellor on 18 May 1759. RGADA, f. 178, 

op. 1, d. 18, ll. 280-282. It was published in Macharadze, Materials for the Russo-Georgian 

Relations, 213-14. The majority of Bagration’s biographers did not consider these documents and 

erroneously referred to Alexander’s arrival to Russia in 1757. 

  
12 The committee was ‘Konferentsia pri visochaishem dvore‘ - ‘Conference at Her Majesty’s 

Court.’ 

 
13 Protocol of the Conference at Her Majesty’s Court, 14 December 1760, RGADA, f. 178. 

d.18 l.l. 276-277. This document combines protocol and notes to Military Collegium and to 

Director of Cadets Corps; For Alexander’s appointment to the Georgian Squadron, see Protocol 

of 20 January 1761, RGADA, f. 178, 1761 g. d. 22, l. 76. 
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another letter to Catherine asking her to appoint him to the newly built fortress of 

Mozdok in Northern Caucasus.
15

 The Collegium on Foreign Affairs considered this 

appeal and agreed to appoint him to Mozdok, though it refused to confer a high rank on 

him.
16

  

Prince Ivane’s move to Kizlyar was an important factor in determining the date 

and place of birth of Prince Peter Bagration. Most biographies referred to town of Kizlyar 

in Daghestan as Peter’s place of birth, while the date of birth varied from 1765 to 1768.
17

 

                                                                                                                                                                             

14 Petition of Prince Ivane Bagrationi to Empress Catherine II, circa July 1767, AVPRI, f. 118, 

op. 1, 1762-1772 gg. d. 1. l. 312. Prince Ivane mentioned that he spoke four languages (Persian, 

Turkish, Armenian and Georgian), but did not know Russian at all. A clerk translated the letter. 

 
15 Petition of Prince Ivane Bagrationi to Empress Catherine II, circa 28 September 1767, 

AVPRI, f. 118, op. 1, 1762-1772 gg. d. 1, ll. 313-314 

 
16 Note of the Collegium of Foreign Affairs, circa 28 September 1767, AVPRI, f. 118, op. 1, 

1762-1772 gg. d. 1, ll. 319-320. Contrary to most biographies of Peter Bagration, his father was 

never on active service in the Russian army, nor received rank of colonel. He settled down in 

town of Kizlyar, served at local garrison and retired as a second major. 

 
17 Most scholars (Gribanov, Rostunov, Muravina, Polikarpov, Zherve and others) 

acknowledged Bagration being born in 1765 to a ‘noble family’ at Kizlyar in Daghestan. A 

different date (1768) is given by General Bagration: Sbornik dokumentov i materialov, an 

authoritative study of Bagration’s correspondence. It is noteworthy, that none of these works 

referred to any primary sources to support their claims. The first historian to refer to Kizlyar as 

birth place of Peter Bagration was A. Viskovatov, who wrote Bagration’s first biographical 

account for several encyclopedias (Entsiklopedicheskii leksikon, 1835, Voennii 

entsiklopedicheskii leksikon, 1853). Unfortunately, later scholars used this article as a reliable 

source for their researches, thus contributing to a further confusion of facts. 

The exact date of Bagration’s birth is unknown, though Gribanov refers to July, while Colonel 

Zurab Tsintsadze of the Military Humanitarian Academy of Russia specified the day, 25 July. 

Vasilii Gribanov, Bagration v Peterburge [Bagration in St. Petersburg], (Leningrad 1979), 10; 

Zurab Tsintsadze, Bagration Voennaia Deiatelnost General Petra Ivanovicha Bagrationa, 1782-

1812, [Military Career of General Peter Ivanovich Bagration, 1782-1812] (Moscow, 1997), 4. 
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Bagration’s lineage is also a matter of confusion. So, Russian historian V. Zherve wrote that 

Bagration descended from “an ancient Georgian family,” while Polikarpov incorrectly claimed 

that Bagration’s parents were Prince Ivan Konstantinovich Bagration and daughter of King 

Erekle II of Kartli-Kakheti. Soviet scholars generally endeavored to conceal Bagration’s royal 

ancestry and referred to his “ancient Georgian family.” V. Zherve, Geroi 1812 goda Barklai de 

Tolli i Bagration (Heroes of 1812 Barclay de Tolly and Bagration]  (Moscow, 1912) 26; N. 

Polikarpov, Kniaz Petr Ivanovich Baration [Prince Peter Ivanovich Bagration], 1812 god. 

Dvikhnedelnii ilustrirovannii zhurnal, 1912, No. 8, 220; Gribanov, Bagration in St. Petersburg, , 

9; Ivan Rostunov, General Bagration: ocherk polkovodcheskoi deiatelnosti [General Bagration: 



Considering the letters of Princes Alexander and Ivane, it was obvious that Bagration 

could not have been born at Kizlyar in 1765, because his family was still in Georgia at 

that time. His father clearly stated in his petition that he moved his family to Kizlyar only 

in December 1766.
18

 Therefore, Peter Bagration must had been born in Georgia, most 

likely in Tbilisi, in the summer of 1765. This date is confirmed by the record of service 

written by Prince Peter personally in 1800, where he acknowledged his age as 35 years 

old.
19

 

Unfortunately, little is known about the early period of Prince Peter’s life. The 

family eventually included three children, Peter and his younger brothers Roman and 

Alexander. Unlike his relatives in St. Petersburg,
20

 Peter’s family had little wealth and 

lived in unpretentious surroundings. Prince Ivane’s modest salary as a retired second 

major was the family’s only income. Living in a remote town on the periphery of the 

empire, Bagration and his brothers were not properly educated, so the family lineage 

played an important role in their upbringing. Peter’s father was fluent in four languages, 

Persian, Turkish, Armenian and Georgian, and apparently had taught them to his sons. 

Family traditions of the Bagrationi dynasty must have been passed on and young Peter 

would have heard stories from his grandfather and father on their campaigns in Persia. As 

Prince Peter would later recall, “With the milk of my mother, I have poured in myself a 

spirit of dash bravery.”
21

 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Survey of Military Career] (Moscow, 1957), 7; F. Muravina, Bagration (Moscow, 1944), 5; 

Gerneral Bagration: Sbornik dokumentov i materialov, pod redaktsiei S.N. Golubova [General 

Bagration: Compilation of Documents and Materials, hereafter cited as Correspondence of 

Bagration], (Moscow, 1945) 5.  

 
18 AVPRI, f. 118, op. 1, 1762-1772 gg. d. 1. l. 312 

 
19 Rossiiskii Gosudarstvenii Voenno-Istoricheskii Arkhiv [Russian State Military Historical 

Archive hereafter cited as RGVIA] f. 489, op. 1, d. 1666, l. 2. 

 
20 These relatives were descendants of King Vakhtang VI, who fled with a large retinue in 

1724. Upon their arrival to Russia, Peter the Great and his successors gave them grants of money 

and lands in Russia and Ukraine. Many of the exiled Georgian nobles married into the Russian 

aristocracy and secured positions in the society. 
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Bagration’s enlistment in army is still a matter of confusion. According to a 

tradition, which is upheld by most scholars, Peter Bagration traveled to St. Petersburg in 

late 1782.
22

 He stayed at the house of his aunt, Princess Anna Aleksandrovna Golitsyn-

Gruzinskaia, who had promised to help him with his enlistment. A couple of days later, 

while lunching with Gatherine the Great’s favorite, Prince Gregory Potemkin, Princess 

Golitsyn asked him to take young Bagration under his patronage. Potemkin agreed and 

sent a messenger for him. Peter Bagration, who did not expect such an immediate 

reaction, had no suitable clothing and had to borrow clothes from Dmitri Karelin, 

Princess Golitsyn’s steward.
23

 Of average height, pale and thin, Bagration appeared 

before Potemkin, who examined the appearance of the unknown youth and sounded him 

out in conversation. Satisfied with Bagration’s answers, he congratulated him with his 

enlistment in the army.
24

 However, before entering military service, Bagration spent a 

year in school for garrison officer’s children at Kizlyar. Registers of the school showed 

that he studied mathematics, and Russian and German languages.
25

  

                                                                                                                                                                             

21 Bagration to Alexander, 29 November 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 89.  

 
22 Gribanov, Bagration in St. Petersburg, 11-17; Rostunov, General Bagration, 7; Mikheil 

Gonikishvili, Bagrationta dasaxleba da mogvatseoba rusetshi [Bagrations’ Settlement and Service 

in Russia], (Tbilisi, 1986) 41; I. Polosin, P.I. Bagration, (Moscow, 1948), 15; Russkii 

Biographicheskii Slovar [Russian Biographical Dictionary], 394. Some authors (Tsintsadze) 

dispute this information and refer to the petition of the Georgian nobles as the basis for 

Bagration’s enlistment. 

 
23 Bagration’s dress was ordered from the tailor but was not delivered yet. Over a quarter of 

century later, in 1811, Bagration rested with his friends and relatives at the estates in Simy. While 

having dinner, Bagration recognized the old steward serving behind the table, Dmitri Karelin. 

Bagration stood up and embraced him in front of guests, “Do you remember, my dear Karelin, 

how thirty years ago I appeared in front of Prince Potemkin in your coat? I would not be what I 

am if it were not for you. Thank you, thousand times thank you!” Istoricheskii Vestnik, (St. 

Petersburg, 1884), XVII, 35; Gribanov, Bagration in St. Petersburg, 15-16.  

 
24 Istoricheskii Vestnik, (St. Petersburg, 1884), XVII, 35; Gribanov, Bagration in St. 

Petersburg, 15-16. The basis for the enlistment was petition of the Georgian nobles at Kizlyar. 

Russkii invalid, 1912, No. 209, 5. 
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25 For details see RGVIA , f. 490, op. 5/216, d. 238, ll. 33, 36, 43-44, 50-51. 



Bagration first joined the Astrakhan Infantry Regiment as a supernumerary 

[sverkh-komplekta] on 12 May 1783, and then as a private on 4 September 1783.
26

 This 

regiment fought the Northern Caucasian tribes,
27

 and was almost completely destroyed in 

one of the battles with the Chechens in July 1785.
28

 As a result, it was combined with the 

Tomsk Infantry Regiment and transformed into the Caucasian Musketeer Regiment in 

1786, where Bagration, now a sergeant, continued his service on 16 June 1786.
29

 

                                                           

 
26 Russkii invalid, 1912, No. 209, 5 (based on regimental rosters of September 1783). Most 

Russian scholars mistakenly referred to Bagration’s enlistment in Caucasian Musketeer Regiment 

on 21 February 1782 as the beginning of his military service. However, the Caucasian Musketeer 

Regiment did not exist until 1786. A. Borisevich, K stoletiu so dnia smerti nezabvennogo kniazia 

P.I. Bagrationa [To Centennial Anniversary of Death of the Beloved Prince P.I. Bagration] 

Russkii Invalid, 1912, No. 209, 5. Author refers to A. Gizzetti, Khronika Kavkazskikh voisk 

[Chronicle of the Caucasian Troops] (Tiflis, 1896) I, 12. 
 
27 The Official Record of Service acknowledged Bagration’s participation in the campaign 

against Shah Mansur in 1785. 

 
28 The story of Bagration’s wound in this battle and his rescue by the Chechens is a matter of 

debate. Most Russian scholars described it in their works, although they did not indicate any 

sources. Critics (Polikarpov, Tsintsadze) argued that Bagration served in the garrison and did not 

take part in military operations until Ochakov in 1788. Although there is a lack of sources, one 

document should certainly be considered. It is a letter from Prince George Gruzinskii, Prince 

Peter’s relative, to Denis Davidov, a famous guerrilla leader, who gathered materials to write 

Bagration’s biography. This letter described Prince Peter’s recollections of his early service in the 

Caucasus. According to it, Peter Bagration often recalled fierce fighting on the Sunzha River near 

village Alda, when the Chechens routed Russian detachment under General Nikolay Pierri. Peter 

Bagration was seriously wounded and left on the battlefield among the killed and wounded 

soldiers. The Chechens, who were searching for weapons during the night, initially thought that 

young Bagration, with his Georgian features, was one of them and rescued him. Soon they 

discovered his identity, and out of respect for his father, who had rendered them assistance in the 

past, they returned him to his unit without a ransom. Prince George Gruzinski to Denis Davidov, 

15 July 1823, Russkii Invalid, 1912, No. 200, 4-5 

Gribanov, Bagration in St. Petersburg, 11-17; Rostunov, General Bagration, 7; F. Muravina, 

Bagration (Moscow, 1944), 5; Mikheil Gonikishvili, Bagrationta dasaxleba da mogvatseoba 

rusetshi [Settlement and Service of Bagrations in Russia], (Tbilisi, 1986) 41; I. Polosin, P.I. 

Bagration, (Moscow, 1948), 15. 
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29 Russian historian A. Borisevich pointed out these errors in his article published on the 

anniversary of the Battle of Borodino in 1912. But his accurate research was and still is neglected 

by the scholars. K 100-letiu so dnia smerti nezabvennogo kniazia P.I. Bagration [To the 100th 

Anniversary of the Death of Beloved Prince P.I. Bagration], Russkii invalid, 1912, No. 209, 5. 

Author considered rosters of the Astrakhan Infantry Regiment for 1782-1783. 



According to the record of Service, in 1786-1787, Bagration participated in the 

campaigns in Kuban and Laba Valleys against local Caucasian tribes.
30

 

In 1788, the Caucasian Musketeer Regiment was moved to Ochakov in the 

Crimea, where the Russian troops fought the Turks for the control of the peninsula. 

Gregory Potemkin, a powerful favorite of the Empress Catherine, commanded the 

Russian army, and Alexander Suvorov, the great Russian general, led its left wing. The 

disagreement between the two commanders led to Suvorov’s departure from the army 

and prolonged siege of Ochakov. When the siege failed, Potemkin decided to support 

Suvorov’s idea of a decisive assault. On 17 December 1788, the Russians attacked 

Ochakov and captured the fortress. Second Lieutenant Peter Bagration distinguished 

himself during the assault and was among the first to rush into the fortress. Potemkin 

noticed his bravery, awarded him the Cross of Ochakov and promoted him to captain.
31

 

Following the assault, Bagration served on Potemkin’s staff and participated in 

negotiations with representatives of Ali Mahmud Khan of Persia.
32

 Between 1789 and 

1792, he served as aide-de-camp to various generals, including Count Ivan Saltykov and 

Johann Hermann, who commanded Russian troops in the Caucasus. In 1790, he 

participated in the campaign against the Chechens.
33

 By early 1792, Bagration was 

transferred to the Kiev Horse Jager Regiment and promoted to second major (9 July 

1792) and then to premier major (8 December 1793).
34

 On 15 May 1794, he was 

                                                           

 
30 Record of Service, RGVIA, f. VUA d. 2892, ll. 5-5b. 

 
31 Potemkin certainly had a high opinion of Peter Bagration because he promoted him from 

ensign to captain, passing ranks of second lieutenant and lieutenant. Thus, according to the 

records of service, Bagration was promoted to ensign [praporshik] on 9 July 1787, to second 

lieutenant [podporuchik] on 9 July 1789, and, then to captain on 18 December 1788. Russkii 

invalid, 1912, No. 209, 5, based on regimental rosters of 1787-1790. 

 
32 This assignment indicated that Bagration might have spoken Persian. In addition, the fact 

that Potemkin took so much care of Bagration indirectly supports the story of their meeting. 
 
33 Record of Service, RGVIA, f. VUA d. 2892, ll. 5-6. 
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34 Record of Service, RGVIA, f. VUA d. 2892, ll. 5-12.  



transferred to the Sofia Carabineer Regiment,
35

 where he served during the Polish 

campaign of 1794. According to the records of service, Bagration distinguished himself 

on several occasions. In July 1794, he defeated superior Polish troops at Brest-Litovsk 

and Sedlitsy. On 8 July, while foraging with 50 carabineers near Deryachin, he routed 

over 150 Polish irregular cavalrymen, capturing most of them. On 2 October he led his 

squadron against superior Polish troops
36

 at Tatarovka and captured over 70 men; the 

Poles lost 100 killed and wounded.
37

 Three days later, he charged six Polish squadrons 

under Major Puzin near Sokolnya, capturing 50 men, including Puzin; the Poles lost 

some 150 killed and wounded.
38

 In late October he committed another daring feat, when 

he led his squadron in a surprise attack against a thousand Polish troops camped in woods 

with a cannon. Bagration’s squadron captured 250 men and the gun, while the fleeing 

Poles lost up to 300 killed and wounded. For this success, Bagration was promoted to 

lieutenant colonel on 27 October 1794.
39

 In November, he followed the main army to 

Praga, the suburb of Polish capital. However, he did not participate in the assault because 

his regiment was assigned to cover the artillery.
40

  During the rest of campaign, Bagration 

was on reconnaissance and covered the movements of the main forces. In June 1795, 

Bagration was quartered with his regiment near Warsaw and, in October, he was 

bivouacked at Shekhanovo.
41

 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 
35 Record of Service, Ibid., 16;  Russkii invalid, 1912, No. 209, 5. 

 
36 These troops included an infantry battalion, several regular cavalrymen and over 70 men of 

the Lithuanian Crown Guard. Record of Service, RGVIA, f. VUA d. 2892, ll. 5-12. For official 

accounts of these engagements see, Suvorov to Rumyantsev, 21-26 September 1794, A. V. 

Suvorov: Dokumenti [A.V.Suvorov: Documents] (Moscow, 1952), III, 372-76. 

 
37 Record of Service, RGVIA, f. VUA d. 2892, ll. 5-12. 

 
38 Record of Service, RGVIA, f. VUA d. 2892, ll. 5-12. 

 
39 Record of Service, RGVIA, f. VUA d. 2892, ll. 5-12. 

 
40 Suvorov to Rumyantsev, 7 November 1794, A.V. Suvorov Documents:, III, 409. 
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As he returned from the campaign, Bagration received heart-breaking news of his 

father’s death on 28 September 1795. Prince Peter buried him in the churchyard of 

Vsesviatskoe monastery in Moscow, where many Georgian noblemen, including Peter’s 

relatives, were entombed. He later erected a monument to his father with the Georgian 

inscription - “Here lays Ivan Aleksandrovich Bagrationi [Bagratovani], son of Alexander 

King of All of Georgia [Sakartvelos mefis].”
42

 This inscription is important in 

understanding Peter’s character. By 1795, the united kingdom of Georgia had not existed 

for several centuries. Furthermore, his family was forced into an exile and a different 

branch of Bagrationi dynasty occupied the throne of Kartli-Kakheti (Eastern Georgia). 

Yet, Prince Peter still considered his grandfather and father as the legitimate successors 

to the throne of not only Kartli-Kakheti, but also of entire Georgia. This belief certainly 

influenced Bagration’s impudent and proud character. 

Meantime, Bagration was given command of the 1
st
 Battalion of the Lifland 

Jagers at Volkovysk in the Grodno gubernia. The newly formed battalion included over 

450 privates and 21 officers. When Emperor Paul launched major military reforms in 

1796,
43

 the Russian army found itself in a whirlpool of changes. Thus, on 28 May 1797, 

                                                                                                                                                                             

41 Deployment of the Russian Troops Commanded by General Fieldmarshal Count Alexander 

Vasilievich Suvorov Rymnikskii, 18 June 1795; Suvorov to Rumyantsev (with annex of 

deployment of the winter quarters), 7 October 1795; Suvorov to Rumyantsev (with annex of 

deployment of the troops), 31 October 1795, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, 468-69, 489-91, 496-97. 

Bagration’s regiment, Sofia Carabineer Regiment, was attached to a cavalry brigade of Major 

General Nikolai Arseniev. Later, this regiment was attached to the 1st Division of General Anchef 

Count Paul Potemkin. 

 
42 “Sakartvelo” included kingdoms of Eastern (Kartli-Kakheti) and Western (Imereti) Georgia, 

including smaller principalities of Mingrelia (Samegrelo), Guria and Abkhazia. Bagration’s 

ancestor, King Iese ruled only in Kartli. The Georgian inscription on the tomb was changed later 

to the Russian, with a major alteration to the text - Ivane was called son of “Georgian Prince 

[Tsarevich] instead of “King of Georgia” [Sakartvelos mefis]. The Georgian inscription is 

preserved only in Brosset’s works. I am grateful to Lesley Skipper, who generously provided me 

with the rare photos of Prince Ivane’s tomb (taken in 1985) and the copies of Brosset’s work on 

the Georgian graves at Vsesviatskoe. 

 

 12

43 Alexander Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Dmitri Miliutin, Istoriia voini Rossii s Frantsiei v 

1799 godu, (St. Petersburg, 1852), I, 403-17; Anton Kersnovski, Istoria Russkoi armii [History of 

Russian Army], (Moscow, [??]), I, 171-94. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky and Miliutiin’s study is one 



Bagration was appointed commander of the 7
th

 Independent Jager Battalion, soon 

transformed into the 7
th

 Jager Regiment. Furthermore, on 24 February 1798, Bagration 

was promoted to the rank of colonel and, on 28 January 1799, appointed chief [shef] of 

his regiment, that was later renamed to Prince Bagration’s Jager Regiment.
44

  

Bagration was stationed at Volkovysk within the Lithuanian Inspection
45

 and 

began preparing his newly formed unit for the oncoming campaign. Over the next several 

months, Bagration trained and drilled them intensively. Even General Aleksey 

Arakcheyev, notorious for his demanding inspections, was satisfied with Prince Peter’s 

regiment in October 1798 and reported it to be in ”excellent condition.” Emperor Paul 

praised Bagration
46

 and promoted him to major general on 15 February 1799.
47

 A new 

campaign now awaited Bagration that would turn him into a legendary person and open 

doors to possibilities he never dreamed about. The year was 1799 and the European 

nations were gathering their forces to Italy and Switzerland to engage the French. 

The first thirty-five years of Bagration’s life were devoted to his training in the 

military service. He joined the army at the age of seventeen, late for the period.
48

 Despite 

his royal ancestry, Bagration was born to an impoverished family of the exiles and could 

                                                                                                                                                                             

of the best works on the Russian military in 1799. The most important feature of this book lies in 

the hundreds of archival documents (reports, rosters and correspondence) published in the 

annexes. There were two editions of this work: 1852 (four volumes) and 1857 (three volumes). 

The second edition had some notes omitted. Therefore, when citing the information from the 

second edition, a publication date will be added to the title to specify it.  
 

44 Record of Service, RGVIA, f. VUA d. 2892, ll. 5-12. 

 
45 Rosters of Russian Troops in the Inspections by late 1798, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, I, 

410. 

 
46 A. Borisevich, K stoletiu so dniq smerti nezabvennogo kniazia P.I. Bagrationa [To a 

Centennial Anniversary of the Death of Beloved Prince P.I. Bagration], Russkii Invalid, 

September 1912, No. 208; Tsintsadze, Bagration, 25; Gribanov, Bagration in St. Petersburg, 37. 

 
47 Record of Service, RGVIA, f. VUA d. 2892, ll. 5-12. 
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48 The most well known example of this policy was Prince Peter Dolgoruky, who was enlisted 

in the Life Guard Izmailovsk Regiment at the age of two and half months. He became major 

general at 21. 



not have hoped for a great career. Fortunately, Potemkin supported his enlistment and 

later took care of him. But unlike many of his peers, who never went through active 

service, Bagration served in various regiments and earned his promotions on the basis of 

merit. He acquired extensive knowledge of the tactics and logistics and gained valuable 

experience in maintaining and training the troops. During the campaign in Poland, 

Bagration proved himself as a daring commander, known for his composure and bravery 

as well as good tactics. He soon came to the attention of Alexander Suvorov. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Grave of Prince Ivane Bagration in Moscow with Georgian and Russian Inscriptions on the 

tombstone.  Prince Peter made the gravestone in 1795. 

(Photos by Lesley Skipper) 
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CHAPTER II 

 

Italy 

March - June 1799 

 

 

After General Napoleon Bonaparte’s startling victories in Italy in 1796-1797 and 

the Treaty of Campo Formio, Europe experienced a dramatic transformation in political 

equilibrium. The French government created several new republics, Cisalpine and 

Ligurian in the Northern Italy, the Batavian Republic in Holland and the Helvetian 

Republic in Switzerland. Early in 1798, Rome was occupied, a Roman Republic 

proclaimed, and Pope Pius VI taken to France. French expansion continued and, within a 

year, Naples was occupied and another republic, the Parthenopean, was established. 

Furthermore, Piedmont, part of the Kingdom of Sardinia, was annexed to France and 

Grand Duke of Tuscany expelled from his realm. France seemed to threaten the 

independence of the whole of Italy. After the Treaty of Campo Formio1 ended the wars of 

First Coalition, only Great Britain remained at war with France. In 1798, General 

Bonaparte left Toulon with over 30,000 men for Egypt, where he intended to secure the 

base for his campaign against Britain and its colonies. 

Great Britain, Austria and Russia watched French expansion with apprehension. 

To halt it, they united in the Second Coalition, with Britain paying large subsidies to the 

Russian and Austrian armies. Previously, Russia had refrained from direct participation 

in the wars of the First Coalition against France. Catherine the Great considered the 

revolutionary threat too far in the west to be of any consequences for Russia. She was 

                                                           

1 The treaty followed the preliminaries at Leoben in April 1797. Austria recognized the French 
annexation of former Austrian Netherlands, the left bank of Rhine, and the creation of Cisalpine 
republic in north Italy. In return, the French concurred with the Austrian seizure of the Venetian 
Republic. 
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more interested in Prussian and Austrian involvement in the war because it exhausted 

resources of both nations and diverted their attention from Poland. However, in 1796, 

with Prussia already at peace with France and young French general Napoleon Bonaparte 

defeating Austrians in Italy, Empress Catherine had decided to dispatch the Russian army 

to support Emperor Francis.2 Yet, she died in November 1796 and was succeeded by 

Emperor Paul I, who was determined to remain neutral in the conflict.  

In 1797-1798, Paul became more and more disgruntled with the French 

aggression in Italy. While occupying the Ionian Islands in September 1797, the French 

arrested and transported to Corfu the Russian Consul Zagorsky. In response, Paul ceased 

diplomatic relations with France until the consul was freed.3 The Polish issue also 

became a bone of contention between two states. The French government supported the 

Poles hoping to incite a rebellion against Russia. It sheltered the Polish rebels, including 

General Jan Dombrowski, who was allowed to form the Polish legion.4 Another major 

issue for confrontation was the French occupation of Malta that previously was under 

control of the Order of St. John of Jerusalem. In 1797, Paul took the Maltese Knights 

under his protection and a Great Priorate of the Order was created in Russia. Paul 

perceived the French expansion in Italy, Adriatic and Egypt as a threat to Russia’s 

interests in the region.5 Thus, Russia obtained a pretext for intervening in the 

Mediterranean should opportunity arise. and Paul succeeded in taking advantage of this 

chance. As Napoleon Bonaparte occupied Malta in June 1798, Paul, elected Grand 

Master of the Order, was insulted and broke relations with France. When the French 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 
2 Razumovsky to Catherine, 8 October 1796, Draft Imperial Decree (without date), in Miliutin, 

Campaign of 1799, I, 347-63;  
 
3 Edouard Gachot, Les Campagnes de 1799: Souvarow en Italie (Paris, 1903), 7 
 
4 For details see, J. Pachonski, Legiony Polskie, 1794-1807. Prawda i Legenda [Polish 

Legions, 1794-1807: Truth and Legends], (Warsaw, 1969); General Dombrowski’s memorandum 
on the preparations for the Polish uprising in Chtenia Obschestva istorii i drevnostei pri 
Moskovskom universitete, [Proceedings of the Society of History and Antiquity of the University 
of Moscow], (Moscow, 1867). 
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attacked Egypt, an Ottoman province at the time, Paul modified his foreign policy to 

Turkey and concluded convention on the joint actions against the French. The Turks 

allowed the Russian squadron passage through the Bosporus and the Dardanelles and 

pledged to close them to the other nations. The Russian fleet under Admiral Fedor 

Ushakov sailed to the Adriatic Sea, where it drove the French from the Ionian Islands and 

organized a republic under the Russian control. These events led to the foundation of a 

firm Russian base in the east Mediterranean and an extension of the Russian influence in 

the Balkans.6 

By March 1799, the opposing armies were deployed over an extensive theater of 

actions. Archduke Charles with 80,000 men was in Bavaria, Lieutenant General Johann 

Conrad Hötze (26,000) was in the Vorarlberg between Feldkirch and Bregenz, Lieutenant 

General Heinrich Bellegarde (50,000 men) in Tyrol, and General Michael Melas with 

86,000 men in the former Venetian Republic. The troops were deployed in three groups - 

Archduke Charles was to act in southern Germany; Hötze and Bellegarde in the Alps, 

Paul Kray and Melas in northern Italy.7 The French armies were spread between Italy and 

southern Germany. General Jean Baptiste Jourdan commanded Army of the Danube, 

General André Masséna led Army of Helvetia (26,000 men) and General Barthelemy 

Louis Joseph Scherer was with Army of Italy, while General Alexander Macdonald in 

southern Italy. Scherer had approximately 70,000 men in Italy to engage over 90,000 

men the Allies expected to move against him.8  

                                                                                                                                                                             

5 Norman E. Saul, “The Objectives of Paul’s Italian Policy,” in Hugh Ragsdale, ed. Paul I: A 
Reassessment of His Life and Reign (Pittsburgh, 1979), 31-43; Idem., Russia and the 
Mediterranean, 1797-1807 (Chicago, 1970),  54-65. 

 
6 France was dissatisfied with the Russian policies as well. Bourbon King Louis XVIII was 

sheltered by the Russian monarchs, and given an estate in Courland and pension of 200,000 
rubles. Furthermore, Prince de Conde’s corps of émigré troops was accepted into the Russian 
service. In spring of 1798, Paul prohibited the French from entering Russian territories, and in 
June, he issued order confiscating the French ships and goods in Russia. 

 
7 Gunther Rothenberg, Napoleon’s Great Adversaries: The Archduke Charles and the Austrian 

Army, 1792-1814 (London, 1982), 56-57; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, I, 169-70 
 
8 General Scherer informed the Directory that the French armies were not in full strength, 

needed supplies and not ready for the military operations. He proposed to defend the positions on 
the Mincio River, the Alps and the Rhine. Once the reinforcements were mobilized, the French 
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The French mobilized up to 388,441 men for the upcoming campaign and were 

facing some 250,000 Austrians, 80,000 Russians and over 20,000 British troops.9 

However, situation in France was precarious. Directory often faced conspiracies and 

attempts to overthrew it. The best French general Napoleon Bonaparte and his 

experienced troops were in Egypt. Clausewitz further noted on the French generals, 

“Scherer did not enjoy good reputation, Jourdan was beaten by Archduke Charles in 

1796, and Jean Moreau was not given command at all.”10  

The hostilities commenced in early 1799, when the French launched offensive in 

Germany. General Jourdan crossed the Rhine in early March but was defeated by the 

superior Austrian army under Archduke Charles. General Masséna had to remain in 

Switzerland to meet the Austrians forces. On 3-4 June, Archduke Charles, with 115,000 

men, attacked Masséna (79,000) near Zurich but was repulsed with heavy losses. 

However, Masséna retired from Zurich into the surrounding mountains.11 The French 

armies suffered even more serious setback in Italy. General Scherer marched on 26 

March to the Adige River, where he was repulsed by the Austrians in the battle at 

                                                                                                                                                                             

would then launch offensive. However, the Directors declined this proposition and decided to go 
on offensive to defeat the Allies in Germany and move on Vienna. The Directors believed that 
only an offensive could accomplish their goals. By inflicting decisive defeats, they hoped to 
rupture the coalition and negotiate a peace treaty on the French terms. Besides, the French 
government recalled General Bonaparte’s brilliant campaigns in 1796-1797 when the French 
were on offensive and crushed the Austrians forces. Carl Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799 in 
Italien und der Schweiz, (Berlin, 1833), V, 3-23; Mémoires de Masséna, rédigés d’après les 
documents qu’il a laissés, ed. le général J. Koch, (Paris, 1848-1859), III, 453-58; Rothenberg, 
Napoleon’s Great Adversaries, 57; 

 
9 Steven T. Ross, The Military Strategy of the Directory: The Campaigns of 1799, French 

Historical Studies, 5 (1967): 176. (cited from Ministre de la Guerre, Archives historiques, carton 
Xp3). Clausewitz estimated 255,000 Austrians faced 138,000 French. Considering all French 
forces, he further increased their strength to some 400,000 men. Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 
1799, V, 14-18. For French preparations for the war, see Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 20-35. 

 
10 Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 18. 
 
11 Koch, Memoires de Massena, III, 157-60; N. A. Orlov, Suvorov: Razbor voennikh deistvii 

Suvorova v Itallii v 1799 godu [Suvorov: Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations in Italy in 
1799], (St. Petersburg, 1892), 46-47; Alexander Rodger, The War of the Second Coalition 1798 
to 1801: A Strategic Commentary, (Oxford, 1964), 158-59; Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799 
V, 194-205. 
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Magnano on 5 April. Furthermore, by 15 April, Scherer lost Rivoli, retreated to the left 

bank of the Adda River, defending the approaches to Milan. He left the French garrisons 

in the vital Quadrilateral fortresses of Verona, Legnago, Peschiera and Mantua.12 

Meanwhile, the Russians army was marching to the theater of operations. 

Emperor Paul I committed General Andrey Rozenberg’s corps (20,000), General Maxim 

Rehbinder’s Corps (11,000), General Lieutenant Alexander Rimsky-Korsakov’s corps 

(27,000) and Prince de Conde’s corps (7,000) to the main Allied efforts in Italy and 

Switzerland.13 Paul divided his main forces of some 65,000 men into two armies: General 

Alexander Suvorov’s troops marched through Austria to northern Italy, and General 

Rimsky-Korsakov’s army moved to reinforce Archduke Charles in Switzerland. The 

Allies agreed the General Alexander Vasilievich Suvorov would assume command of the 

allied armies in Italy.14 Prince Peter Bagration marched with the first column to Austria 

on 24 October 1798.15  He then marched with the main Russian forces and passed Brunn 

on 23 December and reached Lientz in early January 1799.16  

                                                           

12 Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 36-92; Rodger, War of the Second Coalition, 161; Orlov, Study 
of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 47; Rothenberg, Napoleon’s Great Adversaries, 58 

 
13 Rosters of the Russian Army by Early 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, I, 478-80; 

Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 28; I. Rostunov, Generalissimus Alexander 
Vasilievich Suvorov: zhizn i polkovodcheskaya deyatelnost [Generalissimo Alexander 
Vasilievich Suvorov: Life and Military Career], (Moscow, 1989), 354. In addition, the corps of 
Lassi (47,871), Gudovich (36,097) and Schutz (4,548) were deployed along the Russian western 
frontiers. 

 
14 Archduke Joseph was first considered for this position, but he was young and had no 

military experience. Archduke Charles, the most able Austrian commander, was already 
appointed to the army in south Germany. Emperor Francis then asked Emperor Paul to appoint 
General Suvorov, who had fought with the Austrians against the Turks. Although Paul personally 
disliked this general, he realized that Suvorov was the best Russian commander at the time and 
consented to the appointment. 

 
15 Bagration was attached to 1st Section of the 1st Column of Lieutenant General Povalo-

Shveykovsky. This Section comprised of Bagration’s Jager Regiment, Denisov’s Cossack 
Regiment, Rosenberg’s Grenadier Regiment and 6 guns. 

 
16 Route of the Russian Auxilliary Corps, March-April 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 

7-8, 11-12; Record of Service, Correspondence of Bagration, 17; Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 13-
19;  
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General Suvorov joined the troops on march and moved them by forced 

marches.17 The Russians troops marched across the mountains and flooded rivers in bad 

weather.18 The shoes, Prussian style snub-nosed shoes, wore out quickly and many 

soldiers marched barefoot. The baggage trains picked up men who could no longer keep 

up with the columns. On some days, the Russians marched up to 35 miles, leaving 

numerous strugglers behind. To ease the marching, Suvorov ordered the men to discard 

the infamous pigtails introduced by Paul I.19 He also reorganized the marching order and 

divided the troops into two columns with four units (sections) in each. Major General 

Peter Bagration led his Jager Regiment in the 1st Section of 1st Column20 and reached 

Verona on 17 April.21 The Austrians were supposed to keep up the same rate of march, 

                                                           

17 For description of Suvorov’s arrival and the reaction of troops, see Pokhod Suvorova v 1799 
g.: Po zapiskam Gryazeva [Suvorov’s Campaign of 1799: Gryazev’s Notes], ed. N. Orlov, (St. 
Petersburg, 1898), 25-27, 33-34; Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove [Old Soldier’s Stories about 
Suvorov], (Moscow, 1847), 99-101, 105. The author, who served in Major General Maxim 
Rehbinder’s regiment in 1799, recorded most of the stories Prince Peter Bagration told him about 
the campaign. In fact, this source can even be considered as Bagration’s recollections of 1799 
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but they proved unable to do so. Naturally, this led to a dissatisfaction and confusion, and 

the prospects for mutual understanding between the allies were dim from the start.22  

On 15 April, as Suvorov reached Verona, the city residents came out to meet him, 

unharnessed the horses from his carriage and drew it into the town themselves.23 Suvorov 

now formally assumed command of the allied army. Emperor Francis wrote to Suvorov, 

“My desire is that the initial offensive actions be aimed to protect my territories and 

prevent any possibility of foreign invasion. Therefore, you must turn your efforts towards 

Lombardy and the territories on the left bank of the Po River. You must move with main 

forces to the Mincio River and capture its key positions at Pesciera. Thereafter, you may 

act according to circumstance and on your own discretion.”24 

During following days, he met the Austrian generals, congratulating General Kray 

on his earlier success against the French. At the commander-in-chief’s meeting with 

generals, General Andrey Rosenberg presented the Russian and Austrian commanders to 

him. Suvorov stood at attention, with his eyes closed, and every time he heard a unknown 

name, he muttered, “Never heard of him… We must get to know each other.” However, 

when the officer name was known him, Suvorov addressed him in flattering terms, 

inquired after his health and recalled campaigns fought together. He spoke kindly to 

young Miloradovich, and then heard Rosenberg introducing Prince Bagration. Suvorov 

turned, “Prince Peter? Is it you, Peter? Do you remember [the assault] at Ochakov?! And 

battles against the Turks?! And Poland?!”25 He embraced Bagration and kissed him on 

the forehead saying, “The Lord is with you, Prince Peter!” Then he recalled the previous 

                                                           

22 Philip Longworth, The Art of Victory: The Life and Achievements of Generalissimo 
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campaigns they both served and kindly spoke of Prince Peter, who had tears of joy 

running down on his face.26  

Having completed the roster, Rosenberg fell silent and the officers waited to learn 

the intentions of the new commander-in-chief. Suvorov paced in a room, repeating his 

military maxims, and then suddenly asked Rosenberg to give him “two regiments of 

infantry and two regiments of Cossacks.”27 This meant that Suvorov wanted him to 

organize advance guard with two infantry regiments and the Cossacks. Rosenberg, who 

never served under Suvorov, was taken aback by this request and replied that the whole 

army was under the orders of the commander-in-chief. Suvorov was displeased with the 

answer and left the room. The next day, he again met the senior officers and repeated his 

request to Rosenberg, who still did not understand it. At this moment, Bagration stepped 

forward and declared that his Jager Regiment was ready to go into action. Some senior 

officers were annoyed by Bagration’s behavior and Rosenberg called him a “damned 

upstart.”28 But Suvorov was pleased to see that Bagration grasped his request. He smiled 

and told him, “So, you understood me, Prince Peter? Go then and prepare [the troops] 

and be prepared.” Bagration returned in an hour, reporting that the advance guard was 

ready for action.29 Suvorov was delighted with Bagration’s report and ordered him to 

cross the river to lead the offensive. In the end, Suvorov told him, “Remember, the head 

does not wait for the tail; [Attack] suddenly, like a bolt from the blue!”30  Thus, 

                                                           

 
26 Ibid., 108-109; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, I, 252; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince 
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Aleksandre Vasilieviche Suvorove,’ [Recollections About Alexander Vasilievich Suvorov],  
Moskovitianin, 5-6 (1845): 8. 
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Battalion and Pozdeev’s Cossack regiment.  Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, I, 255. 
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Bagration was appointed to lead the advance guard under Lieutenant General Paul 

Kray.31 He left for Valeggio the same day and, as he later recalled, his troops were ‘met 

and accompanied by numerous Italians, some walking, others in carriages and wagons. 

[They] welcomed and looked curiously at us; [many were] surprised and shout: 

‘Russians, Russians !’ [Italians] walked with the soldiers, shook hands with them and 

gave wine, bread and tobacco. Oh, that was indeed a triumphant march of the saviors of 

Italy !”32 

By 19 April 1799, the Russian troops of the first column under General 

Lieutenant Jacob Povalo-Shveikovsky gathered to Valeggio and Suvorov decided to 

launch offensive.33 The Russo-Austrian army of 29,000 Austrians and 11,000 Russians 

crossed the Chiese River in three columns and marched towards Brescia.34 The advance 

guards under Ott and Bagration moved to Castenedolo. Friedrich Hohenzollern’s column 

of 5,000 men marched south to Goito and crossed the Oglio River to create a diversion on 

the right flank of the French army  and harass the French communication lines along the 

Po River. Meantime, General Philippe Vukassovich’s 7,000 men crossed the Alps, 

moved along the Lake Idro and threatened the French left flank. Austrian detachment of 

4,500 men blockaded Peschiera, while Johann Klenau with some 10,000 moved to 

Mantua. The 2nd Russian column under Lieutenant General Ivan Förster was also 
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expected to join the main forces.35 However, the movement was complicated by the 

torrential rains that soaked the fields and damaged the roads. Suvorov urged the 

Austrians to keep the pace and move as prescribed in his orders. In addition, he ordered 

training of the Austrian troops in the Russian tactics, particularly bayonet charges.36 This 

led to the discontent among the senior Austrian officers.37 Hearing their complaints about 

his orders and treatment, Suvorov reacted strongly:  

Complaints have been brought to my attention that the infantry got their 
feet wet. That is the fault of the weather. The march was made in the 
service of the mightiest monarch. Only women, dandies (les petits 
maitres) and lazy need good weather. All complainers will be dismissed 
from their positions. In war, one must think quickly and then immediately 
execute orders so the enemy cannot react. Anyone who does not feel well 
enough will be left behind. Italy must be freed from the yoke of the 
godless and the French: every honorable officer must sacrifice himself for 
this purpose.38 
 

Facing superior Allied forces, Scherer decided to withdrew his troops to more 

defensible positions. He left some 1,300 men at Peschiera and 10,600 at Mantua and 

retreated with remaining forces of Jean Mathieu Serurier, Paul Grenier and Claude 

Victor. The withdrawal was executed in rain and on bad roads. General Victor had to 

leave some 30 guns at Crema for the lack of transports.39 The French had approximately 

28,000 men.40 
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Meanwhile, the Allies continued their offensive. After crossing the Oglio River, 

Hohenzollern advanced eastward and captured Cremona with 11 gunboats, 14 siege 

cannon and 200 men.41 On 21 April, the main Allied army crossed the Mella River and 

approached Brescia.42 Bagration led the Russian advance guard and encountered a strong 

French detachment of 400 men with two guns two miles in front of the town. Prince Peter 

immediately outlined the plan of attack: he chose some hundred Jagers and ordered them 

to ride with the Cossacks, that is, two soldiers per horse, to out flank the enemy, while 

the infantry made a frontal attack. The Jagers rode the horses with their one foot in the 

left stirrups. As they approached the French, they quickly dismounted and launched a 

bayonet attack. The French found themselves attacked by the Cossacks and Jagers on the 

flanks and Bagration’s main infantry units in the front. Most of the French were captured 

and only one officer escaped to Brescia. Bagration’s attack was praised as an example of 

“Russian, Suvorovian” tactics.43 

The French garrison at Brescia was only 1,100 men strong,44 but Suvorov directed 

Kray’s troops, including Bagration’s detachment, to seize it, while Vukassovich 

descended on the fortress from the north. Suvorov ordered an assault on the fortress even 

if the French surrendered because he wanted to ensure the victorious beginning of the 

campaign and use the success at Brescia as moral booster for his troops. Although the 

French commander apparently surrendered Brescia, in his official report, Suvorov 

described Major General Peter Bagration’s assaults on the fortress under the ’heavy 

artillery fire,’ which was waged for twelve hours until the citadel was taken. 
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Map 1. Allied Movement from Mincio to the Adda 
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The field marshal credited Bagration with the capture of the town and praised his 

determination and courage.45 It is noteworthy that the French losses were given as 35 

officers and 1,030 soldiers captured, 200 wounded in hospitals and 46 guns,46 while 

Suvorov reported that the Russian suffered no casualties. Considering the ‘heavy artillery 

fire’ of the French garrison, this is more than doubtful. In any case, Peter Bagration was 

credited for the capture of this important town and awarded Order of St. Anna, 1st class.47 

Brescia provided the Allies with better communication lines to the Tyrol and the Mincio 

River. The Allies captured the depots with equipment to produce the ammunition and 

Suvorov immediately took advantage of them.48 Besides, this was first success and it 

animated the Suvorov’s troops, who now “demanded to be led to new victories.”49 

Moreover, Emperor Paul was delighted by the news of capture of Brescia. He issued a 
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special decree recognizing the efforts of the senior officers and generously awarded 

junior officers and soldiers.50 

On 23 April, the Allies reached the Oglio River and encountered General 

Serurier’s troops retreating to Lecco. The same day, Bagration attacked the French rear 

guard of 1,000 men with 6 guns defending the bridge at Palazzollo.51 The French 

defended their positions resolutely and their skirmishers effectively checked the Russians 

troops.  Bagration appealed to Povalo-Shveikovsky for reinforcements. However, instead 

of moving his troops, Povalo-Shveikovsky arrived to Polazzollo in person to see the 

fighting. As a result, Bagration was not reinforced and failed to capture the bridge, which 

was destroyed by the retreating French rear guard.52 Suvorov reproached Povalo-

Shveikovsky for failing to reinforce Bagration and urged his other commanders to march 

immediately to the sound of guns.53 According to the Russian sources, the French 

casualties amounted to 60 killed and wounded and 20 captured. Official reports showed 

Russian losses as 1 killed and 2 wounded.54  

On 24 April the main army crossed the Oglio River. Bagration moved the 

Cossacks to harass the retreating French troops; they captured over 150 men. He then 

continued the pursuit and, on 24 April, his Cossacks under Adrian Denisov and Peter 

Grekov raided Bergamo, seizing 130 men, 19 guns, a flag, and supplies.55 Bagration 
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arrived later that day with the rest of his advance guard. It was raining entire day so his 

troops had to move on the muddy roads. One of the soldiers later recalled, “We were 

soon ordered to prepare for march. General Peter Ivanich [sic] Bagration was with us that 

night; he deployed us in line and stood in front of us - [he had] a big nose, harsh voice 

and courageous [appearance]; he addressed us and we shouted, “We are glad to comply.” 

He wanted volunteers, so we all came forward.”56 

The next day, Suvorov began concentrating his forces on the Adda River where 

the French finally decided to give battle and halt the Allied offensive. The Allied troops 

were deployed on the following positions along the river: General Rozenberg (9,000) and 

Vukassovich (7,000) were at Caprino, near Brivio. Ott (5,000) was at St. Gervasio, Jean 

Zopf (5,000) at Canonika, near Trezzo. Melas with 13,000 men was at Trevilio, near 

Cassano. Seckendorf with 1,500 men occupied Crema, while Hohenzollern was at 

Pizzighettone. The Allied army amounted to 48,500 men. Bagration’s advance guard (3 

infantry battalions and 3 Cossack regiment, totaling 3,000 men) marched from Palazzolo 

to Caprino and then pursued the French to Lecco. 57   

The French army took up positions on the opposite bank of the Adda River. 

Despite the numerical weakness of his troops, Scherer decided to exploit the steep banks 

and the width of the Adda River to halt the Allies until the reinforcements arrived. 

However, he dispersed his troops along the river, further weakening them. Serurier with 

8,000 men covered territory from Lecco to Trezzo. Grenier’s troops (8,000) were 

between Vaprio and Villa Pompeana, while Victor (8,000) protected the distance from 

the latter to Robecco.  François Peter Laboissière with 4,000 men was on the Po River. In 
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total, the French had some 28,000 men.58 Comparing the deployment of the both armies, 

it is evident that the French spread their forces to defend the entire line, while Suvorov 

concentrated his troops to achieve superiority in one sector. Thus, between Lecco and 

Cassano, Suvorov had 42,000 men against 12,000 French. 

Suvorov planned to move his main forces across the river at Trezzo and Cassano, 

while Seckendorf and Hohentzollern made diversions at Lodi and Pizzighettone. Peter 

Bagration was instructed to cross the river at Lecco and then move on the rear of the 

French. 59  To accelerate his march, he ordered the Jagers to ride with the Cossacks. On 

26 April, at 8:00 a.m., Bagration’s advance guard60 approached the French positions at 

the outskirts of Lecco.61 The city was defended by General Soyez with 18th Light Demi-

brigade of some 5,000 men with 12 guns.62 The French were fortified on strong positions 

and protected the crossing over the Adda.63  
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Map 2. Actions at Lecco 

 

Bagration arranged his troops into three columns and attacked the city. He drove 

the French out of the forward positions,64 but they made a stand on stream at Caldone and 

halted Bagration’s advance. At the same time, another French column outflanked him 

and attacked from the rear while two French batteries65 engaged him across the river. 

Bagration led several bayonet attacks but was repulsed. He rode along the troops 
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shouting, ‘Soldiers of Ismail, are you afraid to attack?’ 66 and rallied them behind the city. 

He deployed two licornes to engage the French artillery. Although the Russian gunners 

silenced two guns, the French soon directed another six-gun battery against them, forcing 

Bagration to withdraw his cannon.67 Meantime, one of the French columns threatened 

Bagration’s right flank and forced him to withdraw under the cover of thick skirmisher 

screen.68 He appealed to General Rozenberg for reinforcements and was soon supported 

by Major General Mikhail Miloradovich,69 who marched with Dendrygin’s Grenadier 

Battalion and two battalions of General Rozenberg.70 Bagration rallied his troops and 

launched an assault. After a fierce fighting, Bagration finally took Lecco at 8:00 p.m. but 

he failed to secure the crossing.71 The French gathered boats and moved to the opposite 

side of the river. Both sides fought ferociously in this twelve hours battle at Lecco. 

Bagration was wounded in the right thigh72 and reported 145 killed and 227 wounded.73 
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wounded, while he described 223 wounded to Rosenberg. Furthermore, Bagration finished both 
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While the French acknowledged 510 casualties, Prince Peter claimed them as 3,000 

killed and wounded.74 The Russians controlled the city, but the French succeeded in 

keeping them on the eastern bank. Meantime, Vukassovich marched to Brivio, which was 

protected by small French garrison. He informed Bagration of possible break through in 

this direction, and Prince Peter withdrew his troops to Brivio, where the Allied forces 

bivouacked for night. 75  

Though he failed in his mission to cross the river, Bagration was praised for his 

actions at Lecco.76 He succeeded in capturing the city and informing Suvorov about the 

strength of the French troops in this direction. This was important intelligence. Based on 

it, Suvorov made changes in his deployment to cross the Adda. Suvorov praised 

Bagration’s leadership in the battle and called the fighting a “victory.”77 General 

Serurier, after he was captured a couple of days later at Verderio, also commended 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 
Unit Killed Wounded 

Bagration Jager Regiment 37 59 
Dendrygin’s Grenadier Battalion. 43 46 
Lomonosov’s Grenadier Battalion 50 73 
Rosenberg’s Grenadier Battalion 15 50 
Total 145 228 

 
Bagration to Suvorov, Bagration to Rosenberg, 27 April 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 4-6; 

Miliutin, I, 588; Suvorov to Paul, 1 May 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 228Petrushevsky 
placed Russian casualties at 365 men. Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 540. 
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1799, Bagration’s Journal, 4-5; Gachot referred to 150 killed and 360 wounded. Souvarow en 
Italie, 131-32. Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 79; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and 
Switzerland, 62; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 540; Bogoliubov, Suvorov’s Art 
of War, 65. 

 
75 Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, I, 289-90. 
 
76 There was an altercation between Bagration and Denisov, who acted with particular 

arrogance. In his memoirs, Denisov claimed to be the main person of day and credited himself for 
major decisions in the battle. Denisov, Notes, 101-102. 

 
77 Suvorov to Paul, 1 May 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 227. 
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Bagration’s actions at Lecco.78 On 23 May 1799, Emperor Paul awarded Bagration the 

Commander Cross of St. John of Jerusalem.79 

Considering the tenacious defense of Lecco by the French, Suvorov made 

changes in his strategy by delaying the crossing of the Adda at Trezzo. He instructed 

Melas to attack Cassano, while Seckendorff was to march to Lodi. Bagration was told to 

send his Cossack regiments to General Ott because Prince Peter was to move across the 

mountainous regions and could not utilize them.80 Suvorov realized that the French had 

strong forces at Lecco and Bagration’s troops were not sufficient to cross the river there. 

Therefore, he decided to move his crossing point to San Gervasio, where he had already 

concentrated his troops. 

Meantime, General Scherer was replaced by young General Jean Moreau.81 

Hearing about the new commander, Suvorov exclaimed, “There was little glory in 

beating a charlatan [Scherer]; the laurels [of victory] that we will snatch from Moreau, 

would be greener.”82 The French troops met the new commander with cheering, “Vive 

Moreau! Vive le sauveur de l’armee d’Italie!”83 Moreau immediately began correcting 

his predecessor’s mistakes. He concentrated his troops and ordered Grenier to move to 

Vaprio, Victor to Cassano, while Laboissière was to march to Lodi.  Serurier was 
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instructed to leave Lecco and Brivio and move towards Trezzo. Moreau also recalled 

detachments from Milan to reinforce his line on Adda.84 He had some 27,000 men 

against the combined Austro-Russian forces.85 However, he did not have enough time to 

complete his strategy.  

On 27 April Suvorov ordered a pontoon bridge constructed at San Gervasio to 

move his main army across the Adda, while Vukassovich crossed the river at Brivio and 

Melas at Cassano.86 Suvorov committed mostly Austrian troops to the crossing while the 

Russians were still on march.87 To counter the Allied crossing, Moreau ordered Generals 

Grenier and Victor to occupy positions between Vaprio and Pozzo, and Serurier to held 

his ground at his current positions. In a resolute battle on 27-28 April, the French fought 

well, but were overwhelmed by Suvorov’s forces; Moreau ordered the retreat. At the 

same time, after a fierce battle, Vukassovich surrounded Serurier at Verderio and forced 

him to surrender.88 In three days of fighting, the Allies lost over 1,000 killed and 

wounded and claimed French casualties at 2,000 men and 19 guns.89  
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Map 3. Actions at Vaprio and Cassano, 27 April 1799 
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After the battle, Moreau decided to withdraw to Turin so he moved his army in 

two directions. Generals Victor and Laboissière marched to Pavia and General Grenier 

moved via Milan to Bufarole on the Ticino River.90 He also recalled Lemouan’s troops 

from Pizzighettone and destroyed bridge at Piacenza.91 The victory on the Adda was 

celebrated throughout Allied Europe. The Times of London praised Suvorov’s actions 

and wrote, “The progress of the Field-Marshal had been brilliant beyond the most 

sanguine expectation.”92 In ten days, the Allies took control of most of the Lombardy. 

With the French retreating from the Adda River, the road on Milan was open for 

Allies,93 and on 29 April Suvorov made his triumphant entry into Milan.94 The Allies 

achieved remarkable success in a short period of time. In the course of ten days, they had 

advanced over sixty miles, crossed five rivers (Chiese, Mella, Oglio, Serio and Adda), 

defeated the French army and conquered Lombardy. The Cisalpine Republic was 

abolished, the National Guard disbanded and a new temporary government organized 

under General Melas.95 The instructions of Emperor Francis, given to Suvorov at the 

opening of campaign, were now accomplished, though Peschiera and Mantua were still in 

French possession.96 The Aulic Council urged Suvorov to direct his forces to these 

fortresses and expedite their surrender. However, Suvorov did not agree with this view 
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and urged the destruction of the French armies in Italy while they are demoralized and 

weakened.97  

Impatient to fight, Suvorov complained, “If I stay any longer [in Milan] I shall 

suffocate in incense. It is time to get back to work!”98 Over next days, he reorganized his 

troops for new actions. Although Suvorov commanded over 90,000 men in Italy, his 

forces were weakened by the strategic consumption. He had available some 36,000 men, 

including 18,500 Russians.99 The French had only 20,000-25,000 men to oppose the 

Allies in Northern Italy. With Moreau retreating in front of him, Suvorov received news 

of General Macdonald approaching from Central Italy with 40,000 men. Therefore, he 

decided to prevent the junction of the French forces by striking Macdonald first and then 

turning to Moreau. The Russian commander-in-chief intended to march with main forces 

across the Po River, defeat Macdonald and then quickly march back to Piedmont to 

capture Turin.100 Suvorov dispatched Vukassovih to Bufaloro on the Ticino River101 and 

then moved his main army to Melegnano. He divided his forces into two columns: the 

right column, mostly Russian troops, including Bagration’s unit, moved to San Angelo 

and Parpaneze on the Po River, while the left column of Austrians forces advanced to 

Lodi and Piacenza.102 As always, Suvorov appointed Bagration to command advance 

guard composed of two infantry battalions and two Cossack regiments.103  
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100 Suvorov left General Kray with 25,000 men to besiege Peschiera and Mantua and threaten 
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101 Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 250. 
 
102 Disposition for the March Across the Po River, 30 April 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, 

IV, 39-40; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 105; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 
9; Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 250; Buturlin, Campagne de 1799, 47-49. 
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Bagration arrived at Parpaneze on 2 May and began transporting his troops to the 

southern bank of the Po. He wrote to Suvorov, “The Po River is cleared on both banks 

and the enemy is not sighted. There is no bridge here so I [will] have to find a boat on the 

opposite bank and transport the Cossacks to reconnoiter the area.”104 Suvorov was 

impatient to cross the river and occupy strategic locations before Macdonald arrived. 

Since there was no crossing at Piacenza and Parpaneze, he decided to cross the river at 

Pavia and Mezzana Corti. Suvorov initially wanted General Rosenberg to march to Pavia, 

but realizing he would receive orders late, he turned to Bagration. Late on 2 May, 

Bagration received Suvorov’s urgent order to march to Pavia and secure a crossing there. 

As a contemporary writer justly observed, “[Suvorov] always dispatched Bagration on 

the missions where efficient and active leadership was required.”105  

Bagration immediately marched with his troops along the Po River. After a 

tiresome march, he arrived at Pavia at 5:00 a.m. on 3 May.  He occupied the city the 

same day but found the bridge on the Ticino already destroyed.106 Bagration dispatched 

his patrols to reconnoiter both banks of the Po River and reported, “The rumor has it that 

the [French] divided their forces and marched in two directions: one part moved to 

Mortara and then to Novara, while the other [proceeded] to Sanova…. I will immediately 

inform you of any news.”107 Meanwhile, Prince Peter repaired bridges over the Ticino 

and Grevalo Rivers and left three infantry companies and the Cossacks to protect them.108 

His patrols scouted the terrain along the Po and reached the Scrivia River.  

Suvorov arrived at Pavia on 4 May with two infantry regiments and was informed 

that the French abandoned Tortona on the Scrivia River. He considered the occupation of 

Tortona of great importance for campaign and urged Bagration to seize it. Prince Peter 
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was to occupy the fortress, if possible, and continue his advance towards Novi and 

Gavi.109 Suvorov intended to move his troops across the river at Mezzana Corti,110 while 

Bagration moved to Tortona via Cervazino and Voghera. Approaching Tortona, Prince 

Peter encountered French patrols so he decided to probe their strength, though Suvorov 

had instructed him to refrain from combat. In brief fighting, Bagration realized he was 

facing superior enemy and withdrew. He claimed the French lost some 100 killed and 

wounded, and 100 captured, while the Cossacks captured 10 horses.111 He wrote to 

Suvorov that the French had not left Tortona and approximately 4,000 men defended the 

fortress.112 He described the fortifications of Tortona as “well defended and difficult to 

approach.” However, Bagration also stressed the French lack of ammunition. “The 

enemy did not fire guns at all; the locals told me [the French] have neither cannonballs 

nor canister.”113 Suvorov told him to move back to Voghera and observe the French 

movements by deploying the patrols between the Po and Scrivia Rivers; if attacked, he 

was to retire to Stradella, where the Austrian troops concentrated after the crossing of the 
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Po.114 Suvorov dispatched Ataman Adrian Denisov to reinforce Bagration and observe 

his actions.115  

Relations between Bagration and Denisov were tense from the beginning of the 

war. Denisov commanded Cossack regiments and was attached to Bagration’s advance 

guard in the opening of the campaign. However, he was offended by being subordinated 

to Bagration, whom he considered junior in rank. He recalled, “I initially wanted to 

appeal this matter, but my friends advised me to put up with it. [When we met for the first 

time,] Prince Bagration treated me with sympathy and was not opposed [to the fact] that 

only [my] regiments, not me, would report to him. Meantime, I hoped that the military 

actions would give me a chance to distinguish myself and earn promotion.”116 As he rode 

to meet Bagration, Denisov belived the time had come for him to act. 

Denisov found Bagration in the town near Tortona. Prince Peter welcomed and 

invited him to dinner, but the haughty Cossack remained suspicious of his intentions. 

During the night, Denisov inquired about the enemy positions and, in early morning, he 

decided “to tempt the fortune”117 by attacking the fortress of Tortona with the Cossacks, 

despite the fact that the fortress was well defended by the French. To conceal his designs, 

he asked Bagration to give him the Cossack regiments, without specifying why he needed 

them. Prince Peter refused to commit a single Cossack and dispatched Denisov to 

observe the French positions near Alessandria. Thus, the relations between the two 

officers became more strained and several days later, when Bagration criticized him for 
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an ineffective handling of reconnaissance, Denisov challenged him to a duel.118 

Fortunately, Bagration had a presence of mind to not aggravate situation and simply 

ignored the arrogant Cossack’s behavior.119 

At the same time, on 7 May, Rosenberg crossed the Ticino River and reached 

Dorno, while Suvorov left the main forces and joined Bagration at Voghera.120 Prince 

Peter was reinforced with Kalemin’s Grenadier Battalion, Denisov’s Cossack Regiment 

and two squadrons of dragoons.121 He was to march through Castel di Scrivia to Pozzole-

Formigaro and cut communications between Tortona and Genoa. In addition, Bagration 

was ordered to spread the Cossack screen the Orba, Tanaro and Bormida Rivers.122 Thus, 

by 7 May, the Allied army was deployed along both banks of the Po River. General 

Rosenberg was at Dorno, with his advance guard at Lomello; General Melas was at San 

Giovanni and Bagration’s advance guard was marching to Pozzole-Formigaro. General 

Kray occupied Peschiera on 6 May so he moved his forces to Mantua. General Ott was 

dispatched to Parma and Modena to watch Macdonald.123 Although fighting in rich and 

fertile regions, the Allied troops suffered from the lack of provisions. The Austrian 

commissariat was notoriously late in providing supplies to the front. The Russians troops 

lived off the land and depended on requisitions that often led to conflict with the local 
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populations.124 On 3 May, Bagration, whose troops were without food for three days, had 

to stop the supply train and take the bread by force.125  

While General Moreau concentrated 20,000 men along the narrow front between 

Valenza and Alessandria, at the junction of the three main rivers Po, Tanaro and 

Bormida, General Grenier was between Valenza and Pecetto and General Victor stayed at 

Alessandria. The French positions were advantageous both for tactical and strategic 

considerations. On strategic level, Moreau covered the southwestern Piedmont and major 

routes to the Riviera. The French were able to act on both banks of the Po River and had 

secured the direct route to Turin. If Macdonald arrived in time to engage the Allies, 

Moreau could threaten them from the rear. As for the tactics, Moreau secured his flanks 

by reinforcing fortresses of Valenza and Alessandria. The northern bank of the Po, where 

the French built their positions, was higher than southern and so dominated it.  

On 7 May, the Allied reconnaissance reported that the French left Valenza and 

retreated to the Apennines. Considering this news, later proved to be false, Suvorov 

gathered his forces at Torre di Garofoli.126 He reinforced Bagration with the Austrian 

detachment under Major General Karachay with instructions to cut any French 

communications with Genoa.127 Bagration, who already marched to Novi, had to turn his 

troops back and divided them into several columns to cover wider area.128 He moved 

Grekov Cossacks from Novi to Gavi and arranged Pozdeev’s Cossacks on western side of 
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the Scrivia. He also moved Molchanov’s Cossacks to Pontecurone. As a result, Bagration 

blockaded the French garrison at Tortona.129  

On 8 May, Prince Peter moved Denisov’s Cossacks to take Marengo and deploy 

patrols to watch the French at Alessandria. Reaching Marengo, Denisov informed 

Bagration of strong enemy position across the Bormida River, and the French cavalry 

opposing him. Bagration halted his troops at San Juliano and waited for Denisov. Seeing 

Bagration’s infantry deployed, the French retreated.130 As Bagration reported, “The local 

population informed me that the [French] have between 4,000 and 9,000 men at Pozzolo, 

4,000 at Novi and another 4,000 at Marengo. Furthermore, the residents assured me that 

strong [French] reinforcements moved from Turin to Genoa.”131 Therefore, he halted his 

advance and deployed his troops along the road from Alessandria to Tortona and Pozzole 

to cut the French communications. He asked Suvorov for reinforcements and information 

on the movement of the main forces132  

It is evident that Bagration was misinformed by the local population regarding the 

strength of the French forces in the area; so he acted cautiously. He preferred to remain 

on his positions and wait for reinforcements since “If I moved to Pozzole, the enemy 

would certainly join the troops coming from Genoa, then cut me off the main forces and 

attack from the rear.”133 Bagration ordered Denisov to set up a screen of Cossacks to 

observe the French movements. However, on 10 May, he was startled to learn that the 

French had withdrawn their forces to Alessandria and left only scattered outposts. 

Bagration reprimanded Denisov for failure to detect the enemy activity. He wrote, “To 

my surprise, I was informed by the French directors [sic] that the troops stationed at 

Marengo retreated yesterday at 4:00 p.m. to Alessandria and left only a few outposts. I 
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am offended by this news… and conclude that you, having considerable force of two 

Cossack regiments, did not watch the enemy; [it] should have been your only objective.” 

Furthermore, Bagration reproached Denisov for writing directly to Suvorov. “I am 

commanding the corps in which you serve and so only I should report to the commander-

in-chief, while you should send the information to me”134 Prince Peter also urged 

Denisov to save ammunition and to not waste gunpowder. “The Cossacks should fire as 

little as possible since they wasted ammunition and gunpowder yesterday and today. 

Besides, you did not get me a ‘yazik’135 for last two days as well as any report on the 

enemy casualties.” Bagration concluded his letter, reminding Denisov that “in the 

military service, the foremost is military order, subordination, discipline, unanimity and 

friendship.”136 He reinforced Denisov with Pozdeev’s regiment, who drove the French 

patrols back and occupied Marengo by late afternoon on 10 May.137 At the same time, the 

Austrian troops under Jean Gabriel Chasteler arrived at Tortona and stormed the fortress 

on 10 May. The French garrison retreated into the citadel and bombarded the town.138  

With the Austrians securing his rear, Bagration continued his advance and arrived 

at Pozzole and Novi. He set up headquarters at Novi and reported Suvorov that “the 

French garrison retreated to Genoa.”139 At Novi, Bagration captured vast supplies and 

dispatched seventy wagons of captured munitions to the main army.140 The same day, he 

                                                                                                                                                                             

133 Bagration to Suvorov, 9 May 1799, Ibid., 10, No. 17. 
 
134 Bagration to Denisov, 10 May 1799, Ibid., 10-11, No. 19. 
 
135 ‘Yazik’ is a prisoner captured for information. 
 
136 Bagration to Denisov, 10 May 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 10-11, No. 19. Suvorov also 

criticized Denisov for faulty reconnaissance and useless wastage of ammunition. Suvorov to 
Denisov, 14 May 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 68. 

 
137 Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 441. 
 
138 Suvorov to Paul, 10 May 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 60-61; Clausewitz, Die 

Feldzuge von 1799, V, 253; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 73; Miliutin, Campaign of 
1799, II, 46; Victoires, Conquêtes, , 262. 

 
139 Bagration to Suvorov, 10 May 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 11, No. 20. 
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received reinforcements and felt so secured that he bragged, “If the French dared to 

attack me with superior forces, I would be able to chastise them.”141 He also captured the 

“military commissar and secretary” of General Victor’s division.142 Bagration informed 

Suvorov about the anti-French sentiments among the residents. He received a letter from 

local authorities of Oneglia, Asti and Aqui, describing the uprising against the French 

and offering to support the Allied army.143 

Meanwhile, Suvorov, still believing the French had left Valenza, ordered General 

Rosenberg, who was at Dorno, to cross the Po towards Valenza for a coordinated 

offensive.144 While Rosenberg was on the march, Suvorov learned that the French were 

still at Valenza and he ordered Rosenberg to turn to Torre.145 However, Rosenberg 

continued his movement across the Po at Bassignana, where he encountered entire French 

army.146 On 12 May, the French attacked and inflicted heavy casualties on Rosenberg’s 

troops, who fought courageously with their backs to the river.147 The Russians held 

ground for eight hours and the fighting ended after darkness fell. Rosenberg re-crossed 

                                                                                                                                                                             

140 Journal of Military Actions of the Allied Armies, in Correspondence of Bagration, 26;  
Bagration to Suvorov, 11 May 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 12, No. 21; Suvorov to Paul, 27 May 
1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 241; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 100. 

 
141 Bagration to Suvorov, 11 May 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 12, No. 21. 
 
142 Bagration to Suvorov, 11 May 1799, Ibid., 13, No. 22. 
 
143 Bagration to Suvorov, 11-12 May 1799, Ibid., 13-14, Nos. 21-23. 
 
144 Suvorov to Rosenberg, 11 May 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 62. 
 
145 Suvorov to Rosenberg, 10 May 1799, Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 120-

21; Suvorov to Rosenberg, 11 May 1799, Suvorov: Letters, 335. 
 
146 One of the reason for Rosenberg’s attack was the arrival of Grand Duke Constantine. 

Young arrogant Constantine urged Rosenberg to attack. Count Komarovsky recalled, that when 
Rosenberg argued that the French were superior, Grand Duke told him, “I think, you became 
accustomed to service in Crimea [against the Turks]; you have never seen [real] enemy there.” 
General Rosenberg was irritated; he replied to Constantine, “I will prove I am not coward,”  so he 
led the troops in attack across the river. Orlov, Gryazev’s Notes, 41-42; Zapiski Grafa E.F. 
Komarovskogo [Recollections of Count E. F. Komarovsky] (St. Petersburg, 1914), 84. This 
excerpt was also printed in Russkii Arkhiv, 4 (1867): 530-31. Also see, Miliutin, Campaign of 
1799, II, 51-52; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 555-560.  
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the river during the night and marched to join Suvorov.148 The Russians suffered heavy 

casualties in the fighting, loosing up to 1,500 men, including a general and 58 officers, 

and 2 guns. The French lost around 600 men.149 

Suvorov was enraged by Rosenberg’s actions. He wrote him, “March 

immediately to join me. Do this without wasting a minute or you will be court 

martialed.”150 Suvorov confided to Bagration that the Russians were lucky to escape 

across the river at Bassignana. He wrote, “The polite French made a ‘golden bridge’ over 

which Rosenberg managed to move some five hundred men.”151 At the same time, 

Suvorov moved his troops forward to support Rosenberg, directing the Austrians forces 

to Sale and setting up his headquarters at Castelnuovo. Bagration was near Novi when he 

received a message from the commander-in-chief. Suvorov urged him to march as soon 

as possible to Cambio via Torre.152 He barely began movement when Suvorov’s counter 

                                                                                                                                                                             

147 Rosenberg failed to secure his crossing. The Russians had only three boats to move across 
the river. Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 116. 

 
148 Gryazev, one of the participants of this battle, described the complete confusion of Russian 

retreat. “Neither authority nor force was capable of restoring our battalions to order, or preventing 
them from turning their backs in scandalous flights.” Zapiski Gryazeva,  Russkii Vestnik, 1890, 
No. 6, 127. Also, see Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 118-19; Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 
1799, V, 254-55. 

Suvorov severely reprimanded Rosenberg and Grand Duke Constantine. After a private 
meeting with Suvorov, Constantine appeared ‘with his face crimson and his eyes swollen from 
weeping.’ For Suvorov’s reaction to Bassignano, see Order to Army, 14 May 1799, A.V. 
Suvorov: Documents, IV, 69-70; Komarovsky, Recollections, 82-83; Razskazi starogo voina o 
Suvorove, 119-20; Suvorov to Paul, 16 May 1799; in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 61-63.  For 
Suvorov’s reprimand of Grand Duke Constantine, see Ibid., II, 65-66; Longworth, The Art of 
Victory, 245; Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 120; Komarovsky, Recollections, 84. 

 
149 Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 442-43; Victoires, Conquêtes, X, 263-64; Orlov, Study of 

Suvorov’s Military Operations, 125; Orlov, Gryazev’s Notes, 43; Razskazi starogo voina o 
Suvorove, 119; Jomini, Histoire critique et militaire, XI, 293; Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 200. 
Clausewitz estimated 2,500 killed and wounded Russians. Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 255; 
Buturlin, Campagne de 1799, 55. 

 
150 Suvorov to Rosenberg, 13 May 1799, Suvorov: Letters, 336; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, 
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151 Suvorov implied that the French allowed the Russian to escape. Suvorov to Bagration, 13 

May 1799, Ibid., 336; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 67. 
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order arrived. Suvorov wrote, “I regret moving you out of Novi. Halt you movement 

where you will receive this message [and return to Novi].”153 Bagration turned his forces 

back to Novi and spread a screen of Cossack patrols between the Scrivia and the Bormida 

Rivers.154 By 15 May, Bagration re-occupied Novi and cut the French communications 

with Genoa.155 Suvorov instructed him to deploy the Cossack patrols over extended 

territory between the fortress of Serravalle and Vizona, near Aqui. After completing this 

mission, Bagration was to return with part of his troops to San Guliano.156  

By mid-May, the Allied army was deployed on the southern bank of the Po, with 

the Austrians troops at Torre and General Ivan Förster at Sale waiting for Rosenberg’s 

column. Bagration was at Novi and his troops were deployed between the Scrivia and 

Bormida, supporting Major General Karachay at Marengo.157 By now, Suvorov 

commanded 36,000 men, excluding Vukassovich’s 5,000 men at Casale.158 The French 

                                                                                                                                                                             

152 Suvorov to Bagration, 13 May 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 66; Also, in Miliutin, 
Campaign of 1799, II, 58-59; Suvorov: Letters, 336. 

 
153 Suvorov to Bagration, 13 May 1799, Suvorov: Letters, 336. 
 
154 Disposition of Army, 15 May 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 445. 
 
155 Bagration to Suvorov, 13 May 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 14, No. 25; Miliutin, Campaign 

of 1799, II, 68-69. Bagration lost around 20 wounded in clashes with the French outposts. He 
captured several wounded French at Novi. Bagration to Lavrov, 14 May; Bagration to Suvorov, 
15 May 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 14, Nos. 26-27. 

 
156 Suvorov to Bagration, 13 May 1799; Disposition of Bagration’s Troops at Novi, 14 May 

1799, Suvorov to Bagration, 15 May 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 67, 70. 
 
157 Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 129; Buturlin, Campagne de 1799, 57 
 
158 Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 451-54. The Russian troops amounted to 17,591 men. 

General Melas commanded 20,122 men and Vukassovich had 5,100 men. Bagration’s advance 
guard comprised of the following units: 

 
Unit On Roster Present 

Bagration Jager Regiment (2 batt.) 703 624 
Dendrygin’s Grenadier Battalion. 566 453 
Lomonosov’s Grenadier Battalion  585 601 
Rosenberg’s Grenadier Battalion  763 627 
Baranovsky’s Musketeer Battalion 799 698 
Grekov’s Cossack Regiment 488 414 
Pozdeev’s Cossack Regiment 477 409 
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had approximately 25,000 men, but Moreau deployed them on advantageous positions 

that were further strengthened by the inundated rivers. Although Suvorov concentrated 

his forces near Tortona, he realized that the French positions could not be stormed. He 

wrote Bagration, ”I am unable to start any operations [towards Alessandria] because of 

the lack of boats.”159 

On 16 May, Suvorov issued new disposition for his troops. General Rosenberg 

was ordered to halt the crossing of the Po and march to Candia. The main forces under 

Förster and Melas were to move to Mezzani Corti via Voghera, then cross the Po River 

and proceed to Langosco via Garlasco and Mortara. Bagration was instructed to 

withdrew his troops to San Guliano and Sale, cross the river at Cambio and arrive at 

Breme.160 The movement of the Allied army was covered by Bagration’s advance 

guard.161 

Meantime, General Moreau was in a desperate situation. The Directory was 

unable to send him any reinforcements. Although he occupied strong positions, Moreau 

realized that the Allies would attempt flanking maneuvers. In addition, Bagration’s 

movement to Novi cut the French communications with Genoa and the local uprisings in 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Molchanov’s Cossack Regiment 496 435 
Total: 6 battalions, 3 Cossack reg. 4877 4161 

 
 
159 Suvorov to Bagration, 13 May 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 67. Suvorov ordered 

his troops to proceed on the northern bank of the Po and then outflank the French positions, 
forcing Moreau either to dislodge or accept the battle. Suvorov wrote to Archduke Charles to 
secure the Alps and prevent any French incursions that could threaten his flank. Suvorov to Paul, 
28 May 1799, in Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 129-30; Suvorov to Archduke 
Charles, 16 May 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 72. Also see Ibid., IV, 83.  

 
160 Disposition of Army, 16 May 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 233-34; A.V. Suvorov: 

Documents, IV, 73; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 132-33; Miliutin, Campaign 
of 1799, II, 450-451; Suvorov changed marching order for Bagration, who was unable to cross 
the Po at Cambio because the river was inundated. So, Bagration was ordered to cross it at 
Gerolo. Suvorov later specified the route Bagration had to take - Mezzana Corti - Dorno - 
Lomello - Sartirana and Breme. Suvorov to Bagration, 16-19 May 1799, A.V. Suvorov: 
Documents, IV, 74, 79; Journal of Military Actions of the Allied Armies, in Correspondence of 
Bagration, 26. 

  
161 Suvorov to Chubarov, 16 May 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 451. 
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Piedmont threatened the French supply lines.162 Based on available intelligence, Moreau 

believed the Allies moved their main forces northwards. Moreau thought his surprise 

attack would re-establish communications with Genoa.163 On night of 16 May, the French 

constructed a bridge over the Bormida and moved General Victor’s division while the 

cavalry simultaneously forded the river. General Grenier’s division remained on its 

positions.164 Moreau’s offensive might have succeeded but most of Suvorov’s troops 

were still on the southern side of the river. Austrian patrols soon detected the French 

movement and informed the main forces about the enemy advance.  

The French moved to Marengo and San Juliano on the route to Torre, where 

Melas’ troops were still camped. The news of the French advance threw the Austrians 

into confusion and they sent a message to Suvorov asking for instructions. Meantime, 

Major General Franz Joseph Lusignan led seven infantry battalions and six squadrons of 

dragoons against the French.165 As the Austrians engaged the French at Marengo,166 

Prince Bagration was marching from Novi to Cambio, in accordance to Suvorov’s initial 

disposition. Hearing the fighting, he immediately changed his direction and marched to 

the battlefield.167 His patrols captured a French soldier, who claimed General Moreau 

with 12,000 men had attacked the Austrians.168  

                                                           

162 Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 256. 
 
163 Ibid., V, 256-57; Victoires, Conquêtes, X, 264. Also see, Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 
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where the enemy was…” Moreau to Macdonald, 16 May 1799, Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s 
Military Operations, 136. 

 
164 Clausewitz estimated Victor’s division at 5,000 infantry and 2,000 cavalry. Die Feldzuge 

von 1799, V, 256. 
 
165 Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 201; Buturlin, Campagne de 1799, 58-59. 
 
166 This was the first battle of Marengo. The second was fought in June 1799, and the third in 

June 1800. 
 
167 Bagration to Suvorov, 18 May 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 17; Bogdanovich, Suvorov’s 

Campaigns in Italy and Switzerland, 44-45. 
 
168 Bagration to Suvorov, 18 May 1799, Ibid., 17. Official Russian reports showed that Moreau 

moved 10,000 men to liberate Tortona. Journal of Military Operations of the Italian and Swiss 
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Bagration arrived just in time to reinforce the Austrians. The Allies now had 

seventeen infantry battalions, twelve squadrons and two Cossack regiments deployed in 

two lines against the French division.169 Being junior to Bagration, Major General 

Lusignan offered Prince Peter to command the troops. However, Bagration declined and 

subordinated himself to Austrian commander.170 He deployed his troops on the flanks in 

the Allied counterattack against the French.171 One of the French columns tried to 

outflank the Allies, but Bagration marched against it with his Jager Regiment and 

Cossacks, supported by two Austrian grenadier battalions. In a fierce fighting, the French 

were overwhelmed. Moreau, realizing that he had encountered superior enemy forces, 

ordered a retreat under the cover of skirmishers in the woods. Their effective fire 

prevented Bagration from using the cavalry so he moved his Jager regiments with the 

Austrians grenadiers to dislodge the French from the woods.172 The French contested 

every inch of the ground. Bagration moved his guns forward and, after artillery fire, he 

ordered the bayonet charge.173 The French fell back and were pursued by the Cossacks. 

However, strained relations with Denisov prevented Bagration from coordinating his 

actions.174 Nevertheless, his troops inflicted considerable losses on the French. Bagration 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Campaigns, in Correspondence of Suvorov, 234. Suvorov later reported that Moreau had crossed 
river with 6,000 men. Suvorov to Paul, 27 May 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 241. 
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strength of the French and Allied forces, see Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 456. 
 
170 Ibid., II, 80; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 562. 
 
171 Bagration to Suvorov, 18 May 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 17. 
 
172 Bagration to Suvorov, 18 May 1799, Ibid., 18. 
 
173 Bagration to Suvorov, 18 May 1799, Ibid., 18. 
 
174 When ordered to attack the French in flank, Denisov did not comply claiming Bagration 

had “malice” intentions in moving Cossack forward. Instead, he urged Austrian commanders to 
lead the cavalry charge, while the Cossack would follow them. The Austrians refused the 
proposal. As a result, Denisov maintained that he was “unable to distinguish myself [chto-libo 

otmenno khoroshego sdelat] and remained with my Cossacks only observers of the battle; 
furthermore, I found muself involved in devilish intrigue and malice [of Bagration].” Ultimately, 
Denisov was temporarily relieved by Lieutenant General Povalo-Shveikovsky for his 
insubordination at Novi. Notes, 126-27. 
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reported that “Molchanov surrounded two French companies and captured four officers 

and seventy privates… the rest were killed on the spot.”175 Bagration continued his 

pursuit of the French towards the bridge over the Bormida. Here, The Cossacks cut off 

part of the French troops, who fought desperately on the riverbank.176 The rest of 

Moreau’s troops crossed the river and blew up the bridge. Late that day, Suvorov arrived 

on the battlefield with reinforcements but the fighting was over.177 

The numbers for the casualties vary, ranging between 500 and 2,800 for the 

French.178 The Russian reports greatly exaggerated the French losses. Bagration claimed 

the French lost 1,000 killed and wounded, more than 1,000 drowned in the inundated 

Bormida and some 800 captured. However, he also acknowledged that after the battle he 

                                                           

175 Bagration to Suvorov, 18 May 1799, Ibid., 18. Suvorov reported that Molchanov’s 
irregulars “cut down entire hussar squadron” while Grekov’s Cossacks “killed over 200 men.” 
Suvorov to Paul, 27 May 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 241; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 
100; Journal of Military Actions of the Allied Armies, in Correspondence of Bagration, 27. 

 
176 Suvorov claimed, “500 of them drowned and 78 surrendered.” Suvorov to Paul, 27 May 

1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, 457; Bagration estimated about 1,000 French were cut off. 
Bagration to Suvorov, 18 May 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 19. Gachot cited French losses as 569 
killed and wounded, while the Allies lost 720 men. Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 204.  

 
177 Journal of Military Operations of the Italian and Swiss Campaigns, in Correspondence of 

Suvorov, 234-35. Some authors erroneously claimed that the success was not exploited and 
Moreau could have been annihilated at Marengo. These assertions did not consider the fact that 
the French made a fighting retreat and destroyed the bridge. The Allies were unable to cross the 
inundated river.  

It should be noted that after the battle Denisov finally found his chance to take vengeance on 
Bagration. He wrote in his memoirs, “When I reported to Suvorov, he took me aside and asked 
about the battle. I replied that it had gone well. Then he asked me, “How bravely did Bagration 
attack?” This question put me in considerable embarrassment. I knew that many people 
considered that I was in the habit of slandering others [my emphasis], which is something 
abhorrent to me, and which I have always avoided…. Therefore, I did not respond to the question 
but the field marshal grasped the reason for my silence. He rephrased the question, ‘Did 
Bagration advanced with bayonets?” To this I replied, “No.” [Suvorov] turned and left me.” 
Denisov, Notes, 112-13. 

Denisov’s claim contradicted Bagration’s report, which described the bayonet charges. It is 
noteworthy that Bagration praised Denisov’s actions in the battle and helped him receive the 
Commandor Cross of the Order of St. John of Jerusalem with 1,000 rubles pension. Petrushevsky 
indicated that Bagration and Denisov had altercations and the latter “[often] distorted certain 
facts” about Prince Peter. Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 562. 

 
178 One of the French sources acknowledged 1,800 killed and wounded and some 1,000 

captured. Victoires, Conquêtes, X, 265. 
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ordered the burial of the dead Frenchmen according to the Christian rituals; 147 officers 

and 480 privates were buried.179 To exploit this success, Suvorov further distorted the 

numbers and described 2,500 killed and 200 captured.180 Melas estimated the Austrians 

losses at 97 killed and 286 wounded. Lusignan reported some 400 French prisoners.181 

The exact Russian losses are unknown since the official reports minimized them.182 

Bagration played crucial role in the battle at Marengo. Hearing the sound of guns, he 

immediately marched to the battlefield and, once there, conceded command to Lusignan. 

He actively participated in the fighting and led his troops in the flank attacks. Suvorov 

praised Bagration, who “skillfully commanded troops in all engagements of that day.”183 

For his actions at Marengo, Prince Peter was awarded Order of St. Alexander of Neva.184  

                                                           

179 Bagration to Suvorov, 18 May 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 20. 
 
180 Suvorov to Paul, 27 May 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 457; A.V. Suvorov: 

Documents, IV, 100. Journal of Military Operations of the Italian and Swiss Campaigns, in 
Correspondence of Suvorov, 234. Buturlin repeated the same numbers. Campagne de 1799, 59. 

 
181 Other reports placed the Austrians losses at 180 killed and 250 wounded. Miliutin, 

Campaign of 1799, II, 457; Journal of Military Operations of the Italian and Swiss Campaigns, in 
Correspondence of Suvorov, 234; Bogdanovich, Suvorov’s Campaigns in Italy and Switzerland, 
45; Jomini, Histoire critique et militaire,  XI, 295-97. 

 
182 Official reports showed different casualties. Journal of Military Actions of the Allied 

Armies and Suvorov’s reports showed 27 killed and 81 wounded. Suvorov to Paul, 27 May 1799, 
Correspondence of Suvorov, 242; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 100; Correspondence of 
Bagration, 27. However, another official journal acknowledged 150 killed and wounded. Journal 

of Military Operations of the Italian and Swiss Campaigns, in Correspondence of Suvorov, 234. 
Bagration reported the following casualties for his troops: 

 
Unit Killed Wounded 

Bagration Jager Regiment 15 privates 1 officer 
12 privates 

Dendrygin’s Grenadier Battalion. 2 grenadiers 3 grenadiers 
Lomonosov’s Grenadier Battalion  1 grenadier 1 officer 

15 grenadiers 
Kalemin’s Grenadier Battalion 4 grenadiers 10 grenadiers 
Rosenberg’s Grenadier Battalion  1 grenadier  
Baranovsky’s Musketeer Battalion 2 privates 2 officers 

10 privates 
Total 25 54 

 
Bagration to Suvorov, 18 May 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 20. 
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Although battle at Marengo was not a decisive victory, it influenced the large-

scale operations. General Moreau decided to abandon his positions around Alessandria 

and Valenza and withdraw his troops southeast, preparing for the arrival of 

Macdonald.185 Suvorov, unaware of the French withdrawal, continued to advance on the 

northern bank of the Po. The Allied troops were ordered to march in the same order. 

Prince Bagration was told to follow the main army to Voghera-Casteggio and Mezzana 

Corti, where he was to cross the river. Once on the northern shore, Prince Peter was to 

march to Breme, via Dorno and Lomello, where he would form the extreme left flank.186  

The army commenced march on 18 May and reached the Cessia River on 20th. 

Headquarters were established at Candia and the engineers began construction of the 

bridges.187 The Cossacks reported that the French abandoned their positions and the local 

residents claimed they were retreating towards Asti. Without any reliable intelligence, 

Suvorov was puzzled by the French ‘disappearance’ and tried to anticipate their 

moves.188  
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Bagration, 18 May 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 79.  
 
187 Suvorov to Razumovsky, 30 May 1799; Suvorov to Rosenberg, Suvorov to Grekov, 18-19 

May 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 85, 459-60; Suvorov to Paul, 27 May 1799, 
Correspondence of Suvorov, 242; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 143-44;  

 
188 For Suvorov’s confusion, see his notes on the campaign, Correspondence of Suvorov, 238-

39; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 462-63; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 146; 
Longworth, The Art of Victory, 248. 
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Map 4. Allied Advance to Turin 
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This period showed a major weakness of the allied intelligence. Though Suvorov 

had superior cavalry, he was unable to establish effective intelligence service. This was 

in part because the Cossacks were unfamiliar with the terrain and could not interact with 

the local population. However, the Russian officers were also to be blamed. As described 

above, Bagration reproached Denisov for his ineffective reconnaissance and allowing the 

French to retreat unnoticed. Finally, Suvorov could be criticized for accepting the rumors 

as reliable information that often led to wasted time and efforts.  

Considering available information, Suvorov finally decided to march along the 

northern bank of the Po and take the Piedmontese capital, Turin for both military and 

political reasons.189 On 22 May, the bridges were completed and the next day Suvorov 

marched with two columns. Once again, Bagration commanded the advance guard.190 He 

crossed the Cessia River on a ferry at Losgosco and moved by forced marches along the 

northern bank of the Po River.191 Bagration approached the outskirts of Turin late 

evening on 26 May.192 His troops were exhausted and lacked provisions. Bagration 

complained to Rosenberg, “I have no provisions at all. I sent your orders … to Melas’ 

headquarters but was unable to get anything there. So I had to dispatch an officer ahead 

of troops to forage.”193 He stressed that the regimental artillery was damaged on the 

                                                           

 
189 Suvorov’s Notes, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 90, 463-65. 
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regiments. Disposition of Army, 22 May 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 85-86. 
 
191 Bagration marched via Randizzone, Montanaro, San Benigno, Borgharo, then across the 
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Blockade of Turin, 25 May 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 93-94; Suvorov to Paul, 27 
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192 Bagration to Suvorov, 26 May 1799, Bagration to Rosenberg, 27 May 1799, Bagration’s 
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 56



marches and required extensive repair; that the horses had to be shoed. So, he appealed 

for materials and tools for the repair194  

The French garrison in Turin was only 3,400 men strong under General Pascal 

Antoine Fiorella.195 The French were now facing ten-fold superior Allied army and could 

not hope for support from the local population.196 The Allies demanded surrender of 

Turin on the same day, but Fiorella refused, stating he would fight to the last.197 Suvorov 

began construction of batteries and intended to bombard and storm the city on 27 May.198 

However, during the night of 27 May, General Vukassovich, aided by the local 

residents,199 seized one of the gates of Turin. His troops rushed into the city and forced 

the French to retreat into the citadel. According to Suvorov, the French lost over 100 

killed and 208 captured, with 300 wounded and sick in hospitals.200 The Allies captured 

                                                           

195 Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799

 
194 Bagration to Rosenberg, 25 May 1799, Ibid., 25, No.40. Bagration received 40 guldens for 

the repair on 30 May. Bagration to Smagin, 30 May 1799, Ibid., 27, No. 48. 
 

, V, 248; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 
564. 

 
196 For the French measures against the insurgents, see the decree of 12 May 1799 of the 

French authorities in Turin, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 92-95, 475-77. As he ap[proached 
to Turin, Suvorov issued new disposition for his troops. Prince Bagration was moved ahead of 
Rosenberg’s column from Montanaro to Rivoli and dispatched his Cossacks to mountains near 
Pinerolo. Vukassovich, who commanded the Austrian advance guard, reached Turin and occupied 
the dominant heights of Superga, while his patrols moved on the roads to Moncalieri, Chieri and 
Villanova. The main force was still divided into two columns and marched to surround the city. 
Disposition of Army, 25 May 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 235-36. Also see Special 
Disposition to Rosenberg and New General Disposition of 26 May, in Miliutin, Campaign of 
1799, II, 478-81; Correspondence of Suvorov, 236-38. 

 
197 Suvorov to Paul, 27 May 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 243; Casteler to Fiorella, 

Gorchakov to Fiorella, Fiorella to Gorchakov, 25-26 May 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, 
II, 102-103, 478-81; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 101-102; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military 
Operations, 152; Victoires, Conquêtes, X, 271-72. 

 
198 Disposition to Rosenberg, Additional Disposition to Rosenberg, 26 May 1799, A.V. 

Suvorov: Documents, IV, 94-97; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 478-79; Orlov, Study of 
Suvorov’s Military Operations, 152; Buturlin, Campagne de 1799, 72 
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384 cannon, 20,000 muskets and vast amount of gunpowder201 Suvorov arrived to Turin 

at 3:00 p.m. and was met by the numerous city residents, who “praised emperors [Paul 

and Francis] even more than in Milan”202  

After the capture of Turin, Bagration’s advance guard was moved to the road 

from Orbassano to Pinerolo. Suvorov then ordered him to march northwest to Avigliano 

to watch the mountain passes.203 Prince Peter posted his Cossack pickets and soon 

reported, “There is no information about the enemy. The locals told us the [French] 

retreated from Avigliano into mountains.”204 However, after the fall of Turin, some of the 

local villages organized detachments under the French officers that harassed the Allied 

communications. Thus, Bagration reported that his couriers were ambushed and wounded 

on 27 May.205 Swiss officer Christian Noel Zimmermann commanded one such guerrilla 

detachment, comprised of 600 Piedmontese and 70 French with two guns. He engaged 

the Austrian patrols on 27 May and then retired to Fenestrella.206 Suvorov ordered a 

                                                                                                                                                                             

200 Suvorov wrote that Vukassovich lost 30 killed and 40 wounded. Suvorov to Paul, 27 May 
1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 243-44; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 565-66. 
Denisov, Notes, 119. 
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202 Suvorov to Paul, 27 May 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 243. General Fiorella, who 

retreated with his troops into the citadel, bombarded the city for several hours. He ceased fire 
after Suvorov’s threatened to expose the French prisoners to the French gun fire. Gorchakov to 
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Denisov, Notes, 119. 

 
203 Suvorov to Rosenberg, 27 May 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 103; Disposition of 
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204 Bagration to Suvorov, 27 May 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 26, No. 42. 
 
205 Bagration to Rosenberg, 27 May 1799, Ibid., 26, No. 42. 
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small Austrian detachment and one of Bagration’s Cossack regiments to occupy Pinerolo 

and locate Zimmermann.207 Bagration received detailed instructions to occupy Suza and 

its valley, which Suvorov considered of high importance for him. However, as he 

commenced his march to Suza, Bagration received new order to proceed to Pinerolo, 

where the French fortified a redoubt with three guns.208 Realizing the French would fight 

at this position, Suvorov sent Prince Bagration to attack them. “Nobody will accomplish 

this mission better than you! Christ is with you…”209 Prince Peter was also told to spread 

proclamations among the locals, urging them to submit to the Allies.210 He marched with 

his troops the next day and sent Colonel Khvitskii to occupy Suza. Bagration arrived to 

Pinerolo on 4 June, followed by the Austrian troops under Lusignan.211 He drove the 

French patrols back and pursued them to Fenestrella, where Zimmermann surrendered 

with most of his detachment. Only seventy Frenchmen refused to submit and fought their 

way through superior Allied forces.212  

                                                                                                                                                                             

206 The Austrians demanded his surrender and Zimmermann, at first, considered this option. 
However, he then declined and withdrew his troops. On 28 May, General Vukassovich reported 
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claim and indicated that he fought until 4 June 1799. Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 485-86; 
Jomini, Histoire critique et militaire, XI, 310; Georges Six, Dictionnaire biographique des 
généraux & amiraux Français de la révolution et de l'empire, (1792-1814), (Paris, 1934), II, 579. 
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208 Bagration to Suvorov, Bagration to Rosenberg, 29 May 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 26-27, 

No. 44-45; Suvorov to Bagration, 1 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 120-21; Bagration 
to Suvorov, Bagration to Rosenberg, 29 May 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 26-27, No. 44-45. 

 
209 Suvorov to Bagration, 2 June 1799, Suvorov: Letters, 338; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 

121. Suvorov urged Bagration to cooperate with Denisov and disregard previous disagreements. 
 
210 Italian version of the proclamation is published in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 489-90. 
 
211 Bagration’s troops comprised of Bagration’s Jager Regiment, Lomonosov’s Grenadier 

Battalion, Grekov’s Cossack Regiment. Colonel Zhukov’s battalion later reinforced him. 
Khvitskii commanded Dendrygin’s Grenadier Battalion and Denisov’s Cossack Regiment. 
Bagration to Förster, 3 June 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 488; Suvorov to Rosenberg, 
3 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 122. Denisov remained with Suvorov for several 
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At the same time, Bagration occupied Suza with part of his troops so the Allies 

now controlled two ravines of St. Martin and Lucerne and the routes through them.213 

Prince Peter stressed the importance of holding these passes and urged Suvorov to 

reinforce his troops.214 On 6 June, he marched to Orbassano, leaving a Cossack regiment 

at Pinerolo. He also took measures to pacify the local population at Pinerolo and received 

delegations from Luzern and Laperuz, with written assurances of their submission to the 

Allied army. 

Bagration’s actions at Pinerolo are interesting for the ideas Prince Peter expressed 

in his letters. While he did respect the French on the battlefield, Bagration certainly 

detested their revolutionary ideas. A descendant of the Georgian royal dynasty, he could 

not comprehend the benefits of the French society based on the equality and liberty. 

Though born to an impoverished family, his career was based on his family, and, 

unquestionably, it aided him in his promotions. Bagration considered the Allies’ 

campaign in Italy as liberation of the local population from the ‘evil’ French. Of course, 

he was aided in this belief by the joyous demonstrations he witnessed throughout Italy. 

He saw the people unharness Suvorov’s carriage and pull it to Verona; the Milanese 

called the Allies the liberators and the same was repeated at Turin and in numerous 

villages the Allies had passed. Therefore, it was natural for him to express anti-French 

sentiments in his letters. He called the French and local republicans ‘villains’, 

‘scoundrels’ and denounced their ideas. He wrote to Suvorov, 

Good citizens of Pinerolo were delighted to be liberated from the yoke of 
the republicans. They returned to their old traditions and reinstated the 
authorities that existed under the Kingdom of Sardinia. However, there are 

                                                                                                                                                                             

212 Suvorov to Archduke Charles, 4 June 1799; Suvorov to Paul, 7 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: 
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June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 135. Some French sources described Bagration’s 
occupation of Assiette and Cezanne. Some of his Cossack patrols even reached the frontiers of 
the province Dauphiné. Victoires, Conquêtes, X, 273. 
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considerable number of Jacobins here and [the locals] appeal that they be 
punished. In order to turn them away from the vile [French] system and to 
prevent others from reinstating these institutions, I thought necessary to 
choose four most dangerous villains and send them to you.215 
 

In another letter, Bagration continued, 

With help of the Lord, the fatherly instructions of Your Excellency and the 
proclamations, [I pacified] the agitation in the Luzern Valley. All the 
scoundrels in the mountains laid their weapons down and I received letters 
of submission from their deputies. I also got letter from the nearby 
valleys…. They all ask to be presented to you to repent their mistakes and 
thank you for delivering them [from the French]. In addition, I want to 
assure Your Excellency that your humane orders in respect to these people 
established peace and tranquility in this region.216   
 

The occupation of Turin ended another stage of the Allied campaign in Italy. 

Bagration distinguished himself in the operations and earned Suvorov’s confidence. The 

commander-in-chief trusted him several important missions and praised his actions. 

Suvorov wrote Paul, “Prince Bagration is one of the best [naiotlichneishii] generals in 

many aspects, who deserves to receive the highest awards.”217 As a sign of Suvorov’s 

trust, Bagration was always appointed to the advance guard and distinguished himself in 

numerous clashes, including at Lecco and Marengo. He demonstrated his sharp eye for 

tactics, a reserved character and presence of mind in the heat of action. He cared for his 

troops and on one occasion, stopped a food supply train to provide his starving troops. As 

a result, he earned respect of his soldiers and a reputation as a taciturn and tough fighter. 

Suvorov observed, “My Bagration always have the presence of mind, ability, courage and 

luck.”218  
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Figure 3. Bagration as the advance guard commander in Italy  

and Switzerland in 1799 
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CHAPTER III 

 

Against Macdonald:  

Battles on the Tidone and the Trebbia, 17 - 20 June 1799 

 

 

The stay in Turin proved decisive in deepening rifts within the Allied coalition. 

Suvorov believed in the legitimacy of the monarchies and wanted to reestablish the 

deposed rulers in the northern Italy. In Turin, he proclaimed the restoration of the House 

of Savoy under King Charles Emmanuel IV, reinstating the Piedmontese officials and 

establishing the Piedmontese army.1 Austrian Chancellor Baron Franz von Thugut had 

different designs for the Piedmont and Suvorov’s actions exasperated him. Thugut 

wanted to reassert Austrian control over northern Italy and feared Russia might claim the 

area. Therefore, he took necessary measures to limit Suvorov’s authority. After capturing 

Turin, Suvorov intended to advance westward and complete the destruction of the French 

army. He wanted to mobilize local forces and create a Piedmontese army that would 

support his forces in future operations. However, he soon received instructions of the 

Aulic Council (Hofkriegsrath) that put Piedmont under the Austrian administration and 

prohibited Suvorov from using Piedmontese forces. Suvorov was also ordered to turn 

back and seize the Quadrilateral fortresses of Verona, Legnago, Peschiera and Mantua.2  

The Russian field marshal was furious over this interruption of his plans. He 

expressed his anger in a letter to Russian ambassador in Vienna, “If the Hofkriegsrath 

commands the operations, then there is no need of me here and I wish to go home 

immediately. This cabinet decree has destroyed the order of all my operations…. Every 

                                                           
1 Rodger, War of the Second Coalition, 162; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 
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general turns individually to the Hofkriegsrath, not only in private matters, but in 

everything, so it can intrigue according to its feelings and ideas. The Hofkriegsrath had 

authority to command them and limit my actions.”3 Suvorov complained, “The fortresses 

of Tortona and Alessandria are weighing down my neck”4 and he stressed the 

Piedmontese army would have given him reinforcements he needed. “I would have 

gathered considerable Piedmontese forces and supplied and armed them without any loss 

for the [Holy] Roman Emperor. I need these troops now more than ever.”5 However, 

Suvorov complied with the Hofkriegsrath‘s decision by dispatching Prince Hohenzollern 

to Mantua and increasing the besieging force to over 30,000 men.6 

Meanwhile, the Allied patrols roamed the countryside in search of the French 

army.7 Suvorov concentrated his main forces in the vicinity of Turin. General Bellegarde 

was moving to Alessandria, where the Allies blockaded the French garrison. Lieutenant 

General Ott with 7,400 men and Major General Klenau’s detachment remained at Reggio 

and Ferrara facing Macdonald. Peter Bagration remained at Orbassano covering the 

valleys south and southwest from Turin. Considering the garrisons and besieging troops, 

Suvorov had over 110,000 men in northern Italy.8 The French forces were also spread 

over a vast territory. General Moreau’s army of 25,000 men was deployed along the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
2 Longworth, The Art of Victory, 246-47; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 83; L. 

Leshinskii, Italianskii and Shveitsarskii pokhodi A.V. Suvorova [Italian and Swiss Campaigns of 
Suvorov] in Suvorovskii Sbornik, (Moscow, 1951), 103. 

 
3 Suvorov to Razumovsky, 7 June 1799, Suvorov: Letters, 339; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 

136-37; 
 
4 Suvorov to Razumovsky, 29 May 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 105-106. 
 
5 Suvorov to Razumovsky, 7 June 1799, Suvorov: Letters, 339. 
 
6 Suvorov to Kray, 30 May 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 108-109. 
 
7 On 1 June, Vukassovich marched south from Cerasco and found Moreau’s troops between 

Coni and Ceva. Moreau, whose troops were still besieging Ceva, retreated to the Riviera. 
Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 265; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 215 

  
8 Bagration’s advance guard comprised of 2 battalions of Bagration Jager Regiment (624 

men), Lomonosov’s Grenadier Battalion (501), Grekov’s Cossack Regiment (414), and Sychov’s 
Cossack Regiment (465). In total, there were 3 battalions and two Cossack regiments. Miliutin 
Campaign of 1799, II, 217-18, 534-35. 
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coastline in Riviera.9 General Macdonald’s Army of Naples of 36,000 men was posted 

near Lucca.10 At the same time, events rapidly developed in Switzerland, where the 

Austrian army under Archduke Charles converged on General André Masséna’s 

positions. On 4 June, Masséna engaged the Austrian troops in the first battle of Zurich, 

which led to heavy casualties on both sides, but was inconclusive. Masséna had to 

withdrew across the Limmat and Reuss Rivers. The Allied army was exhausted and, so, 

for next several months there was no major battle in the northern theater.11 In mid-May, 

the Directory recalled Macdonald from south Italy for a coordinated offensive with the 

Army of Italy.12 While Moreau with 25,000 men threatened Suvorov from Genoa, 

Macdonald was to leave central Italy, cross the Apennines and attack the Allies from 

southeast.13  

In early June, Suvorov intended to continue his advance southward and press 

Moreau’s army against the sea. He already began moving his forces for the offensive, 

when, on 5 June, he received disturbing news on the French movement. He was informed 

that Moreau received strong reinforcements delivered by the French navy and the French 

were victorious in the Alps. In addition, strong reinforcements were allegedly marching 

                                                           
 

9 On the left flank, Grenier’s division controlled the passes to the Riviera di Ponente and 
General Labouassier was in the center, with his troops at Genoa. General Victor’s division was on 
the right flank, covering the Riviera di Levante to the southeast of Genoa. Additional forces were 
at Florence (Gauthier) and Bologna (Montrichard). 

 
10 Jan Dombrowski’s division was on the left flank. Divisions of Jean Baptiste Olivier and 

Francois Watrin, and brigade of Jean Baptiste Salme comprised center and were stationed 
between Lucca and Pistoia. Macdonald’s right flank was on the road to Bologna. Duffy, Suvorov 
in Italy and Switzerland, 84; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 216; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s 
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403. 

 
12 Recollections of Marshal Macdonald, (Paris, 1892), 219-26; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 
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13 Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 411-27; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military 

Operations, 167, 182-83.  
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from France to the Riviera.14 Intelligence reports and captured dispatches indicated that 

Macdonald was moving his army by the sea to Genoa in order to advance from there to 

Turin.15 So, Suvorov began concentrating his forces around the Piedmontese capital.16 He 

was particularly concerned that Bellegarde’s troops were trained in Russian tactics. He 

sent Prince Bagration to Alessandria to train “Count Bellegarde’s troops… who are 

untrained and unaware of bayonet and sword actions.” Bagration was “to unveil the 

secrets of beating the enemy with the cold steel…” Suvorov also noted, “Please, wean 

them off of retreating…”17  

On 11 June, Suvorov moved his army to Alessandria via Asti.18 Bagration 

marched with his advance guard ahead of the main forces in torrential rains. Grand Duke 

Constantine accompanied him and the two soon became friends. The Allied troops 

crossed the Tanaro River on 13 June and bivouacked near Alessandria on the banks of 

Bormida, after covering almost 60 miles in almost three days. Suvorov gathered some 

30,000 men to Alessandria. However, the Austrian commissariat proved unable to supply 

the concentrated Allied forces, and Suvorov had to return part of his troops to Asti.19 The 

same day (13 June) he received news that Macdonald had directed his troops to Modena 

                                                           
 
14 Suvorov’s Notes; Suvorov to Archduke Charles, 5 June 1799; in A.V. Suvorov: Documents, 
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15 Suvorov to Paul, 7 June 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 221; Suvorov to Paul, 30 
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to threaten the Austrians forces at Mantua.20 The Army of Naples under General Jacques 

Etienne Macdonald left Rome on 20 May and reached Modena by early June.21 The 

French marched with remarkable speed across the difficult terrain and covered some 150 

miles in five days. On 12 June they defeated the Austrian troops at Modena and 

threatened the siege of Mantua.22 

Suvorov was surprised by the direction of the French offensive. He realized that 

Macdonald could defeat Kray at Mantua and then trap the Allies in the Lombardy, while 

Moreau attacked from the southwest. Therefore, Suvorov ordered Kray to raise the siege 

of Mantua, dispatch artillery to Peschiera and Verona and move his forces to Piacenza.23 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
20 Chasteler informed Suvorov that Macdonald marched to Modena and that Moreau received 

only 1,500 men instead of 15,000 men, as Suvorov believed. Suvorov wrote Rosenberg, “The 
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1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 144; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 230-31, 551; 
Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 579. Rosenberg commanded the troops that 
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Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 432. Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 218-19; Chodzko, 
Histoire des légions polonaises en Italie, 164-66. 
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Suvorov was determined to leave a small force under Bellegarde at Alessandria, while his 

main forces attacked Macdonald.24 He informed Ott that he would march with main 

forces as soon as possible to reinforce him against the French.25 Finally, Suvorov issued 

an order to army, 

The enemy must be attacked with cold steel. Artillery fires at its 
discretion… Cavalry and Cossacks must attack the enemy flanks. The 
troops should not be contained during attack. When the enemy is beaten, 
immediately pursue him, and do not give any minute to gather and rally. If 
the enemy surrenders, [troops] must spare him; and order to lay down the 
arms. [The troops] must shout during attack that enemy should 
surrender…. They must pursue the enemy constantly until he is 
completely annihilated.26 
 

 

At 10:00 p.m. on 15 June,27 Suvorov marched towards Macdonald with 24,000 

men in two columns; the left of Austrians troops under Melas and the right column of 

Russians under Rosenberg. Prince Bagration commanded the advance guard of the right 

column. His troops comprised of four Cossacks regiments, six squadrons of dragoons, 

two Jager battalions and four grenadier battalions.28 

                                                                                                                                                                             
criticized the Austrian actions and noted, “The Austrian government learned nothing from the 
campaigns of 1796-1797.” Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 174-75; Clausewitz, 
Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 431-32. 

 
24 Suvorov to Bellegarde, 13 June 1799; Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: 

Documents, IV, 146-47, 171. 
 
25 Suvorov to Ott, 13 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 144-45. 
 
26 The date of this document is unclear and varies between 13 and 14 of June. Order to Army, 

circa 13-14 June 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 246; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 145. 
Also see, Victoires, Conquêtes, X, 341. 

 
27 Suvorov spent 13-14 June constructing crossings over the Po, Tanaro and Bormida Rivers. 

The bridge over the Bormida was completed only in the evening of 15 June. 
 
28 Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 244; Bogoliubov, Suvorov’s Art of War, 86; Rostunov, 

Suvorov, 396-97. 
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Map 5. Macdonald’s March from Rome 
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The Allies first crossed the Bormida River, rested at San Juliano for three hours 

and then commenced their forced march. Suvorov rode alongside the troops, repeating 

“Forward, forward! The head does not wait for the tail!” and cheered them up, “You are 

wonder-warriors [chudo-bogatiri]! You are fearless heroes! You are Russians!”29 

Bagration later recalled that Suvorov instructed him to teach the troops a few French 

words. He told Bagration, “Prince Peter, you must ensure that everyone learns these 

words. I will ask them.” Bagration spelled the French words in Cyrillic and the soldiers 

repeated them on march.30 The troops moved with remarkable speed and after covering 

over thirty miles in twenty-four hours in hot weather, they bivouacked between 

Casteggio and Casatisma.  

Bagration marched ahead of the main forces and bivouacked some four miles 

from Stradella in the evening on 16 June.31 His troops were exhausted after covering 

forty-three miles in twenty-four hours, but he kept them in order and now rested for a 

night. He was ordered to reach the Trebbia River by late morning on 17th, while the rest 

of his troops arrived at San Giovanni.32 However, during the night, Suvorov received 

urgent news from Ott, who was attacked by superior French forces. Macdonald did not 

expect to engage Suvorov’s entire army on the Tidone.33 He was unable to direct the 

troops on the positions since he was wounded and had to stay at Borgo San Antonio. He 

                                                           
 
29 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 129-30. 
 
30 Suvorov ordered to shout ‘bas les armes’, ‘jettez les armes,’ ‘pardon’ during the attack on 

the French. Order to Cossack Troops, circa 17 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 153; 
Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 246, 249, 566; Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 129-30; Order 
to Army, 15 June 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 247. 

 
31 Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 442-43; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 562-63. 
 
32 Disposition of Army, 16 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 152; Miliutin, 

Campaign of 1799, II, 564. Suvorov also dispatched a detachment under Major General Mikhail 
Veletsky to protect his flank at Bobbio. Suvorov to Veletsky, 17 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: 
Documents, IV, 153.  

 
33 Macdonald also recalled Olivier’s and Montrichard’s divisions from Modena. Jomini, 

Histoire critique et militaire, XI, 353-54; Macdonald, Recollections, 248-49; Suvorov to Paul, 30 
June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 171; Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 442-43; 
Bogoliubov, Suvorov’s Art of War, 91; Bogdanovich, Suvorov’s Campaigns in Italy and 
Switzerland, 61; 
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relegated command to General Victor, who, unfortunately, remained near Piacenza.34 As 

a result, the French attack was uncoordinated and without unity of command. After a 

brief engagement, Ott began fighting retreat, hoping Suvorov would arrive in time to save 

him.35  

Receiving the news of the French attack across the Tidone, Suvorov decided to 

lead Bagration’s advance guard to the battlefield and gain time until the main forces 

joined him.36 He ordered Prince Peter to take his four Cossack regiment and move to the 

Tidone. Grand Duke Constantine replaced Bagration as advance guard commander and 

was ordered to rush the infantry to the battlefield, while Bagration and Suvorov rode 

some fifteen miles with the Cossacks.37 Thus, after exhausting forced marches of 

previous two days, Bagration had to advance at full speed again. Though Suvorov 

ordered him to leave at 4.00 a.m., Bagration was unable to march his wearied troops until 

around 10.00 a.m. The weather was already unbearably hot and it increased the sufferings 

of the troops. Soldiers asked for water and rest; many stragglers were left in the wake of 

army.38 

                                                           
 
34 Macdonald to Victor, 16 June 1799, in John Weinzierl, The Military and Political Career of 

Claude-Victor Perrin, Ph.D. diss., Florida State University, 1997, 118. (based on Service 
Historique, Correspondance: Armée des Alpes et d’Italie, Carton B3 62)    

 
35 Rostunov, Suvorov, 397; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 245; Bogoliubov, Suvorov’s Art 

of War, 90-91. 
 
36 There is confusion on the movement of the Allied troops. Russian sources indicate that 

Suvorov ordered Rosenberg to advance to the Trebbia, and march “through the Austrians troops 
if necessary.” However, Austrian and French documents acknowledged Chasteler and Melas 
leading the Austrian advance guard to join Ott near Sarmato, where the Austrians held ground 
until Suvorov arrived. A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 154; Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 233; 
Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 92; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 196; 
Bogdanovich, Suvorov’s Campaigns in Italy and Switzerland, 61; Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 
1799, V, 443-44; Victoires, Conquêtes, X, 341-42. 

 
37 “Journal of Military Actions of the Allied Armies,” in Correspondence of Bagration, 27; 

Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 198; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 249; Orlov, 
Gryazev’s Notes, 48; Buturlin, Campagne de 1799, 87; N. Orlov, Suvorov na Trebbii v 1799 g. 
[Suvorov on Trebbia in 1799], (St. Petersburg, 1895), 111. 

 
38 Mikhail Presnukhin, Bitva na Trebbii, 1799 g., [Battle on the Trebbia, 1799], (Moscow, 

2001), 16-18. 
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Map 6. Campaign of the Tidone and Trebbia Rivers
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General Ott meantime was in the heat of action. The French dislodged the 

Austrians from their positions and captured entire Austrian battery around 3:00 p.m..39 

Simultaneously, Dombrowski’s Poles outlfanked the Austrian right wing and threatened 

Ott from the rear. At this crucial moment, Suvorov arrived to the battlefield with 

Bagration’s Cossacks. He realized at once the importance of immediate counterattack to 

halt the French and gain time for the main forces to arrive. Bagration led the charge of 

some 2,500 Cossacks and the Austrian dragoons on the right flank against 

Dombrowski,40 while two other Cossack regiments (Molchanov, Semernikov) attacked 

on the left.41 Though the French had some 4,000 men to confront Bagration, their forces 

were spread out and vulnerable to a flank attack. A contemporary vividly described the 

action, “Macdonald’s troops saw our Don Cossacks for the first time in their lives. While 

the Austrian dragoons routed the enemy cavalry, the Cossacks dashed round 

Dombrowski’s left flank, threw themselves with shouts and yells on the Polish infantry 

and carried complete confusion into their ranks.”42 Dombrowski tried to halt Bagration 

by moving some 800 dragoons of the 16th and 19th Regiments, but they were slaughtered 

at once. The fleeing French also spread confusion in the troops of the 1st Polish Legion.43 

                                                           
 
39 Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 581. 
 
40 Bagration commanded two Cossack regiments of Grekov and Pozdeev, and Austrian 

dragoons of Karachay and Levener. Dombrowski’s troops amounted to some 3,500 men, 
including 1st Polish Legion and 8th demi-brigade.  

 
41 Suvorov to Rosenberg, Gorchakov to Rosenberg, 17 June 1799, Miliutin, Campaign of 

1799, II, 566; Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 171-72. 
 
42 Ibid., II, 250; Similar description in Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 198; 

Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 581. 
 
43 Pachonski, Legiony Polskie, II, 487-88; J. H Dabrowski, Generala Henryka Dabrowskiego 

pamietnik wojskowy Legionow Polskich we Wroszech, (Warsaw, 1908), 80; Chodzko, Histoire 
des légions polonaises en Italie, 171. 
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Map 7. First Day of Trebbia, 18 June 1799 
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The unexpected attack of Bagration’s cavalry halted the French advance and 

bought necessary time. At 4:00 p.m. Grand Duke Constantine brought the the rest troops 

of Bagration’s advance guard.44 Suvorov moved two grenadier battalions on the left flank 

and reinforced center with the remaining battalions. He then ordered a general 

counterattack, with Bagration leading charge on the right, Major General Andrei 

Gorchakov on the left and Ott in the center. Seeing complete exhaustion of the troops, 

Bagration approached the commander-in-chief and asked him to postpone the attack at 

least for an hour since most of his companies were less than forty men strong. Suvorov 

whispered in his ear, “Well, Macdonald does not have even twenty. Attack and God be 

with you !”45  

Bagration led the attack against the Poles on the right. He moved two dragoon 

regiments in the frontal attack, while two Cossack regiments flanked the Poles.46 The 

fighting here was particularly savage because many on the both sides had fought each 

other in Poland in 1794. In addition, the Cossacks charged with shouts of “Praga, Praga” 

in reference to the Russian brutal assault on Praga in 1794.47 The French reinforced the 

Poles, but Bagration still drove them back.48 While Generals Victor and Jean Baptiste 

Salme held ground on the right flank, Bagration’s successful attack threatened them from 

the rear. Therefore, the French began a fighting retreat. Bagration pursued the Poles 

                                                           
44 Grand Duke’s troops proceeded by the forced marches; some authors describe them running 

under scorching sun. Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 582. 
 
45 ‘Materiali iz istorii Suvorova’, Severnaia Pchela, 71 (1843): 283; Miliutin, Campaign of 

1799, II, 252; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 582; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s 
Military Operations, 199; Orlov, Gryazev’s Notes, 49. 

 
46 Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 445-48; Bogoliubov, Suvorov’s Art of War, 92; 

Leshinskii, Italian and Swiss Campaigns of Suvorov, 112; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military 
Operations, 198; A map in Duffy’s book incorrectly shows Bagration on the left flank of the 
Allies. Major General Gorchakov commanded this wing, while Bagration was on the right. 

 
47 Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 233. 
 
48 Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 252; General Thomas Graham, A Contemporary Account of 

the 1799 Campaign in Italy, (West Chester, 2002), IV, 47. Duffy used account of Austrian 
Colonel Joseph Nimptsch. Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 95. 

 

 75



across the Tidone and then turned northward to cut the French line of retreat. Victor’s 

troops hurriedly tried to form a square at Castel di Bosco, but the attack of Bagration’s 

cavalry was so formidable that the French broke and retreated across the Trebbia River.49 

Macdonald recalled,  

I saw five columns and a large body of cavalry approaching behind our 
troops. Wounded and fugitives came in crowds. [General] Salme, hard 
pressed, continued to retire, fighting as he came; being wounded, he made 
over the command to General Sarrasin, who, wounded in his turn, gave it 
to the brave Colonel Lahure, who soon shared the same fate. The men, 
finding themselves without leader and not knowing what position in line 
they were to take up, recrossed the Trebbia in disorder at another point 
and covered the artillery and musketry that should have protected them. If 
the enemy, whose advance was continuing, had made an effort this 
moment, I know now what would have become of us.50 
 

However, Bagration’s cavalry was so exhausted after the day-long march and 

fighting that it was unable to pursue the French. The fighting ended as the darkness fell 

around 9:00 p.m.. Bagration rested his troops on the right bank of the Tidone, while the 

main forces remained on the left.51 The French suffered heavy losses in this battle. 

Suvorov estimated 600 killed and 400 captured,52 while the Austrians claimed some 

1,000 killed and wounded and 1,200 captured.53  

Bagration distinguished himself during the battle. He successfully commanded 

the right flank of the allies and made a decisive attack against the French. His thrust on 

the French left flank threatened to cut of the remaining French forces and forced them to 

retreat. Suvorov reported to Paul, “The Russian troops under Major General Prince 

                                                           
49 Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 448; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 

582. 
 
50 Macdonald, Recollections, 252-53. 
 
51 N. Shilder, Zapiski Gryazeva, spodvizhnika Suvorova v 1799g., Russkii vestnik, 6 (1890): 

141. 
 
52 Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 252; “Journal of Military 

Actions of the Allied Armies,” in Correspondence of Bagration, 28. 
 
53 Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 96; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 254; 
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Bagration played an important role in defeating the enemy in this battle.”54 The official 

account of the battle stated, “The courage, audacity and resolution of [Bagration’s] 

troops, who fought mostly with the cold steel, changed the outcome of the battle.”55 

Bagration moved with exceptional speed, crossing the Bormida River on 15 June and 

arriving to the Tidone, some fifty miles away, on the morning of 17th and fighting entire 

day against the French. 

Despite the failure at the Tidone, Macdonald, with 22,000 men, decided to give 

battle again the following day and deployed his forces along the left bank of the Trebbia. 

He postponed his attack until reinforcements arrived under Montrichard and Olivier. 

However, Macdonald waited in vain. General Moreau was unaware of the danger 

Macdonald faced at the Trebbia and marched slowly towards Gavi. 56 The Allies, 

meantime, spent night on the left bank of the Tidone river, with the Russian troops at 

Borgonovo and the Austrians at Caramello. Prince Bagration with his advance guard was 

at Breno with a cavalry screen a mile ahead of him. Suvorov had approximately 22,000 

men on the Tidone.57 Late on 17 June, the Allied forces crossed the Tidone River and 

approached the Trebbia, where the French took up defensive positions. 

                                                           
 
54 Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 252. 
 
55 “Journal of Military Actions of the Allied Armies,” in Correspondence of Bagration, 28 
 
56 Macdonald arranged a cavalry screen from San Imento to Campremoldo di sopra. Salme’s 

division was at San Nicolo, several squadrons of cavalry at Gragnano and Dombrowski at 
Casaliggio. Generals Rusca and Victors were on the right bank of Trebbia, while Watrin’s 
division was at Piacenza, besieging the citadel. Louis Joseph Lahure, Souvenirs de la vie militaire 
du lieutenant-general baron L.J. Lahure, 1787-1815 (Paris, 1895), 231; Pachonski, Legiony 
Polskie, 490-92; Weinzierl, Career of Victor, 120; Victoires, Conquêtes, X, 341-42;Miliutin, 
Campaign of 1799, II, 256; Suvorov estimated the French strength at 28,000 men. Suvorov to 
Paul, 30 June 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 252; Suvorov to Vorontsov, 30 June 1799, 
Suvorov: Letters, 341. 

 
57 The number for the strength of the Allied troops varies. Miliutin, Petrushevsky, Orlov and 

Longworth acknowledged 22,000 men in Suvorov’s army on the Trebbia. However, Duffy 
referred to 32,000 men and Leshinskii mentioned 28,000 men. Suvorov himself reported 22,000 
men in the Allied army and 28,000 men in the French. Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, 
Correspondence of Suvorov, 252; “Journal of Military Actions of the Allied Armies,” in 
Correspondence of Bagration, 28; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 172; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s 
Military Operations, 206-297; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 583; Miliutin, 
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Map 7. First Day of Trebbia 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Campaign of 1799, II, 262; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 96-97; Longworth, The Art 
of Victory, 251; Leshinskii, Italian and Swiss Campaigns of Suvorov, 113.  
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Suvorov reconnoitered the French positions and drew up his plan for attack. The 

Allies would attack the French along entire front on Trebbia to tie them down, but the 

major assault would be  launched on the French left wing. If this attack succeeded, the 

French would be cut off the Apennines and pressed against the Po. The battlefield on the 

Trebbia was a flat valley between the Po and Trebbia Rivers and the Apennines. It was 

transversed by numerous dittches, fences and vineyards. Since it was hot summer that 

year, the Trebbia River became shallower and could be forded in several places.  

Suvorov deployed his forces in three major columns. The first column comprised 

of Bagration’s advance guard (two Jager battalion, four grenadier battalions, three 

Cossack regiments) and Povalo-Shveikovsky’s division (five battalions) and Karachay’s 

dragoons.58 Prince Peter was entrusted to lead the major attack on the French left flank. 

He was to cross the Tidone at Breno, march to Campremoldo Sotta and Casaliggio, then 

cross the Trebbia near Rivalta and, having engaged the French left flank, continue attack 

northward towards Settima and San Giorgio on the Nure River. Thus, this thrust would 

cut the line of retreat of French and surround them between the Po and the Trebbia 

rivers.59 The second column included Förster’s division and was to march to Gragnano 

and attack the enemy in direction on Vallera and Ivacari on the Nure. The third column 

consisted of Ott’s division and was to move along the Piacenza road to San Nicolo, drive 

the French back, then join the Piacenza garrisson and march to Ponte Nure.60 General 

Fröhlich’s division was transformed into a special mobile reserve with specific 

instructions to reinforce Bagration as he made flanking maneuver on the right. Suvorov 

                                                           
58 The artillery of the first column included Bagration’s two six-pound cannon and a howitzer, 

Karachay’s one horse battery, and Shveikovsky’s two six-pound and two twelve-pound cannon. 
 
59 Dispositions of Allied Army, 18 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 155-57; 

Victoires, Conquêtes, X, 343.  
 
60 Suvorov issued two dispositions on 18 June that reflected changes he made during the 

deployment. In the first one, Rosenberg commanded the first two columns, while in the following 
disposition, he was mentioned as directing the first one. Dispositions of Army, 18 June 1799, 
A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 155-57; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 567-68; Gachot, 
Souvarow en Italie, 243-45; Bogoliubov, Suvorov’s Art of War, 93-94; Rostunov, Suvorov, 400-
401.  
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ordered to arrange divisions of the first column in two lines, some 300 paces apart and 

charge the enemy in bayonet attack. The cavalry was deployed in two lines in chequer 

formation. 61 

Suvorov initially ordered attack at 7:00 a.m., but he had to postpone it because the 

troops were worn out by the marches and fighting of previous days.62 Three hours later, 

the Allies finally advanced with Bagration leading the charge. However, the scorching 

sun and rough terrain prevented Suvorov from moving his forces in coordination. So he 

had to stop Bagration on several occasions to bring up the main forces.63 Prince Peter, 

who was accompanied by Suvorov, reached Casaliggio only by 2:00 p.m, where he 

attacked the Polish troops of Dombrowski.64 As on the previous day, the Russians and 

Poles fought fiercely;65 Dombrowski cheered his troops, yelling “The Poles ! Do not 

spare the oppressors of your motherland!”66 He moved part of his forces towards Tuna in 

the flanking maneuver on Bagration’s rear,67 but Prince Peter surrounded it and forced to 

                                                           
61 Disposition of Army, 17 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 154; Miliutin, 

Campaign of 1799, II, 567-68; Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 450-52; Gachot, 
Souvarow en Italie, 245; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 583. Suvorov issued 
instructions to the troops: “When the enemy retreats, the cavalry and Cossacks must pursue him 
at once, supported by infantry, which in this case advances not in line but in columns. The 
cavalry attacks in two lines in chequer formation, leaving intervals between the squadrons so that 
the second line can break through them when the first line finished its attack. The order ‘Halt’ is 
forbidden - [we are not] on  the parade ground. In a battle, the only commands are ‘Attack! Cut! 
Thrust ! Hurrah ! Drums and Music!” Order to Army, 17 June 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 
1799, II, 261. 

 
62 Clausewitz noted that Suvorov wanted to rest and feed his troops, Die Feldzuge von 1799, 

V, 451. 
 
63 Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 584. 
 
64 Victoires, Conquêtes, X, 343. 
 
65 Buturlin, Campagne de 1799, 90; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 584; 

Chodzko, Histoire des légions polonaises en Italie, 173. 
 
66 Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 261 
 
67 Dombrowski moved 2nd Polish Battalion of Jozef Chlopicki to Casaliggio, while Jacek Brun 

led 1st Polish Battalion and a battalion of 8th demi-brigade in flanking maneuver to Tuna. 
Domrowski with remaining forces was between these forces. Pachonski, Legiony Polskie, II, 491-
95. Dabrowski, Generala Henryka Dabrowskiego pamietnik, 82; Chodzko, Histoire des légions 
polonaises en Italie, 172-73. 
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surrender. Austrian dragoons under Colonel Joseph Nimptsch pursued the fleeing Poles 

and captured 230 of them. Finally, Dombrowski ordered retreat, loosing 500 killed, 600 

captured, a flag and two guns.68  

Macdonald dispatched part of Victor’s and Rusca’s divisions to reinforce the 

Poles.69 The French effectively used the terrain and the vineyards, covering their 

movement on Bagration’s right flank. Prince Bagration was in the precarious position of 

being cut off the main forces. He later recalled “[The French] were seized by exuberant 

pride and advanced under the music, the beating of drums and shouts of ‘Vive, 

Republique, Vive Liberté, Egalité! Vive, Vive! En avant!’ Chains of skirmishers 

extended acrss the front of their column and along its flanks, and their cannon mowed 

down our ranks.” However, Prince Peter rallied his troops to halt the French advance. 

The sides became engaged in fierce fighting and the casualties mounted; General Rusca 

was wounded and Colonel Leblanc died, exclaiming, “Vive la république!”70 The French 

finally displodged Bagration, who deployed skirmishers behind the fences and ditches to 

cover his retreat. The French divisions of Rusca and Victor threatened to envelop Prince 

Bagration’s flanks. However, General Rosenberg moved several battalions to reinforce 

Bagration and led the rest of his division in a bayonet charge against the French.71 

                                                           
 
68 Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 252; A.V. Suvorov: 

Documents, IV, 172. Another official account of the battle referred to two flags, one cannon, 800 
killed and 600 captured, including two colonels and Dombrowski’s aide-de-camp. “Journal of 
Military Actions of the Allied Armies,” in Correspondence of Bagration, 28; Orlov, Suvorov on 
Trebbia, 61. Chodzko did not indicated losses, though acknowledged the Polish casualties were 
high. Histoire des légions polonaises en Italie, 173-74. Pachonski referred to 400 killed and 300 
captured Polish. Austrian Dragoon Lorenz Bauer captured flag of the 3rd Polish battalion with 
inscription, “Tutti uomini liberi sono fratelli; Legione Polacca Auxiliare fucilieri” (‘All people 
are free and brothers. Auxiliary Battalion of the Polish Legion.’). Pachonski, Legiony Polskie, II, 
494-95.  

 
69 Weinzierl, Career of Victor, 122 (based on Victor’s report at Service Historique, 

Correspondance: Armée des Alpes et d’Italie, Carton B3 62); Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, 
V, 452-53; Buturlin, Campagne de 1799, 90-91; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 
584; Chodzko, Histoire des légions polonaises en Italie, 174; Bogoliubov, Suvorov’s Art of War, 
98. 

 
70 Gachot, Souworow en Italie, 250; Chodzko, Histoire des légions polonaises en Italie, 175. 
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Bagration also described Suvorov’s arrival to his troops, “[Suvorov] yelled ‘Press on ! 

With the bayonets ! Hurrah !’ Our men rushed on en masse with Suvorov, our father, in 

the lead.” 72 At the same time, the French reinforcement under Olivier and Montrichard 

arrived at the battlefield, bringing the French strength to 33,500 men.73 Macdonald 

moved Olivier to Borgo San Antonio to support Salme, and directed Montrichard to his 

left flank to reinforce Victor and Rusca against Bagration. However, General Förster’s 

troops attacked the French at Gragnano and carried the village. So, Montrichard had to 

divert part of his division into the center against Förster.74 

Bagration and Shveikovsky were, meantime, engaged in savage fighting around 

Casaliggio. A participant described, “The French fought courageously; the canister and 

bullets were fired at us from both sides; however, we surpassed them in gallantry… and 

moved with such strength and swiftness in the bayonet attack that [the French] were 

dislodged.” The French under Rusca crossed the Trebbia and moved to Settima, pursued 

by the Allied cavalry.75 Bagration and Rosenberg captured 400 French.76 Bagration’s 

movement threatened the French at Gragnano, who immediately withdrew across the 

river to Gossolengo.  

Simultaneously, on the left flank of Allies, around 5:00 p.m., Melas engaged the 

French under Salme, who was soon reinforced by Olivier, on the Piacenza road. Melas 

thought he was facing superior French forces and so he decided, in defiance of Suvorov’s 

disposition, “to retain the reserve division of Fröhlich for his own purposes, instead of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
71 E. Komarovsky, Zhurnal voennikh deiistvii rossiisko-avstriiskikh voisk v Italii, Voennii 

zhurnal, 4 (1810): 70-71; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 213; Miliutin, 
Campaign of 1799, II, 264; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 584. 

 
72 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 131-33. 
 
73 Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 453; Macdonald, Recollections, 253. 
 
74 Ibid., V, 453-54; Victoires, Conquêtes, X, 343-44. 
 
75 Gachot, Souworow en Italie, 251; Victoires, Conquêtes, X, 343-44. 
 
76 Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 253; “Journal of Military 

Actions of the Allied Armies” stated that the French lost 800 killed and 400 captured, 
Correspondence of Bagration, 28; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 172. 
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releasing it to support the Russians on the right wing.”77 As a result, the right flank of 

Allies (Bagration and Shveikovsky) was not reinforced to continue its flanking 

movement to press the French against the Po as Suvorov intended.78 Bagration’s troops 

suffered heavy casualties as the French fought tenaciously on the banks of the Trebbia. 

By late evening, the Allied army finally cleared the left bank of the Trebbia, while the 

French occupied their positions on the right. Though the fighting ended with the 

darkness, there were several clashes during the night. The French infantry, supported by 

artillery, attacked the Austrians on the left flank and the action continued until 11:00 

p.m.79 Then, General Rosenberg crossed the Trebbia with several battalions and engaged 

the French at Settima. After brief encounter, he disengaged but remained on the right 

bank for the rest of night and joined the main forces only at the morning.80 During the 

night of 19 June, Suvorov received reinforcements bringing his forces to almost 35,000 

men.81 His new disposition repeated the orders of previous day. Bagration and 

Shveikovsky were to cross the Trebbia at Cassolengo, march to Settima, San Roco and 

the Nure River. Förster’s division in the center was to advance towards Valera and 

Inavakari on the Nure. Ott and Melas were instructed to advance Fröhlich’s division to 

center and move to Masenaso on the Nure. The attack was set at 10:00 a.m.82 

On the French side, Macdonald decided to thwart the Allied plans by launching 

an offensive. He moved divisions of Victor (4,500 men) and Rusca (2,000 men) to his left 

wing to engage Bagration at Casaliggio while Dombrowski  (3,500 men) crossed Trebbia 

                                                           
 
77 Melas’ Account of Battle, cited in Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 102. 
 
78 Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 214-15, 218; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, 

II, 265-66; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 584-85; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and 
Switzerland, 102. 

 
79 Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 457-58; Pachonski, Legiony Polskie, II, 498-99. 
 
80 Zapiski Gryazeva,  Russkii Vestnik, 1890, No. 6, 141-43; Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 

1799, V, 454; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 585-86.  
 
81 Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 256. 
 
82 Disposition of Army, 19 June 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 573-74. Suvorov 

initially intended to advance at 6:00 a.m., then postponed it to 8:00 and finally to 10:00 a.m. 
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at Rivalta and made flanking maneuver.83 Macdonald also arranged Olivier and 

Montrichard with 11,000 men into center and deployed Watrin and Salme with 7,000 

men on the right flank. As a result, Macdonald had his forces arranged in six columns 

advancing over the wide frontage.84 After a brief cannonade in early morning, he 

launched the offensive at around 10:00 a.m. on 19 June.85 The French “boldly crossed the 

Trebbia [River] and scattered the first line“ of the Allies.86 Suvorov observed their 

movements and noticed a flanking maneuver by the Poles to the south, towards Rivalta.87 

He instructed Bagration to attack them. Prince Peter gathered six battalions, two Cossack 

regiments and eight squadrons of dragoons and charged the Poles. He moved his infantry 

in the frontal assault, while the cavalry charged the flanks.  

                                                           
 
83 Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 256; SoLahure, Souvenirs, 235; Dombrowski gathered 

considerable forces. He commanded three Polish and four French battalions. In total, 
Dombrowski had some 3,500 men against Bagration’s 2,000 men. Pachonski, Legiony Polskie, 
492. Weinzierl used Victor’s report on the actions of his division on 11-29 June 1799, and Chief 
of Staff Leopold Berthier’s report on the battle, Career of Victor, 125; 

 
84 Weinzierl, Career of Victor, 124; Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 256; Clausewitz, Die 

Feldzuge von 1799, V, 459-60. Jomini, Histoire critique et militaire, XI, 363-64; Victoires, 
Conquêtes, X, 345; Buturlin, Campagne de 1799, 92.Macdonald still believed that Moreau would 
arrive in time to take part in battle and so he did not keep reserve forces. He later wrote, “During 
the night I decided to take the offensive, regardless of the numerical superiority of the enemy. My 
troops were excellent and the French character lends itself to attack better than to defense; 
moreover, this was earnestly desired [by the troops]. The enemy did not expect to be thus taken 
unawares.” Macdonald, Recollections, 254. 

 
85 Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 460; Chodzko, Histoire des légions polonaises en 

Italie, 176; Macdonald again complained about Montrichard’s insubordination. He wrote, “It was 
impossible to get the Montrichard division out of its bivouac. It did come up at last, but without 
its General, who remained behind.” Recollections, 254. 

 
86 Macdonald, Recollections, 254; Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, 

IV, 173; Buturlin, Campagne de 1799, 92; Jomini, Histoire critique et militaire, XI, 364; 
Weinzierl, Career of Victor, 124. 

 
87 Chodzko, Histoire des légions polonaises en Italie, 176. 
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Map 8. Second Day of Trebbia
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Although Suvorov later reported that Bagration routed Dombrowski within an 

hour,88 the actual fighting was much more contested and prolonged. Both sides fought 

with desperation and many distinguished themselves in the combat. The Polish Legion 

was a superb fighting unit and it fought with particular zeal against the Russians. At the 

same time, Bagration’s troops were also eager to engage their old adversaries. Lieutenant 

Grigory Antoniev led a Jager company89 against superior French forces and captured a 

flag, though he was stabbed several times and his right arm was cut off.90 Bagration 

achieved initial success, but Dombrowski soon exploited his numerical superiority to 

envelop the Russian right flank, forcing Bagration to slowly withdrew to Tuna.91 

Prince Peter demonstrated his tactical skills during this fighting retreat.92 He 

contained the entire division of Dombrowski, preventing it from accomplishing its 

original mission of threatening the Allied flank. By retreating to Tuna, Bagration lured 

the Polish troops onto a plain, where he could use his numerical superiority in cavalry. 

Finally, Bagration wanted to shorten the gap between his troops and Shveikovsky’s 

division that developed when he moved against the Poles. Prince Peter deployed 

skirmishers some thirty paces in front of his troops and arranged his remaining forces in 

columns. A reserve of two battalions was placed behind the columns.93 The Russian 

                                                           
 
88 Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 173. Majority of Russian 

scholars based their accounts on Suvorov’s report and claimed Bagration easily defeated 
Dombrowski. However, the following description acknowledged a fierce and contested fighting 
that lingered for several hours. 

 
89 Lieutenant Grigory Antoniev served in the 7th (Prince Bagration’s) Jager Regiment. 
 
90 N. Polikarpov, 1799-1899. Bagrationovtsu, (Grodno, 1899), 44-45, 97. Antoniev survived 

his wounds and was generously awarded by Paul I. He received Commandor Cross of Order of 
St. John of Jerusalem, Order of St. Anna (2nd class) with diamonds and 300 rubles in annual 
pension. He was allowed to wear the uniform of the 7th Jager Regiment after his retirement. 

 
91 Dabrowski, Generala Henryka Dabrowskiego pamietnik, 84-86; Pachonski, Legiony 

Polskie, 505-506. Chodzko, Histoire des légions polonaises en Italie, 176-77. 
 
92 Unfortunately only a few contemporary Russian accounts provided details of Bagration’s 

rearguard action.  
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troops halted Dombrowski, but suffered high casualties; some twenty-four officers were 

killed or wounded; Prince Bagration was wounded in the right shoulder.94 Facing firm 

Russian opposition, Dombrowski moved part of his troops in a flanking maneuver to 

envelop Bagration’s right wing. However, at that moment, Bagration was already 

approaching Tuna, where the terrain was clear and allowed him to exploit his cavalry and 

artillery. He dispatched Grekov and Pozdeev with their Cossack regiments to halt the 

French and Poles on the right. The Cossack charge stopped Dombrowski, but could not 

dislodge his troops. Grekov then dismounted his Cossacks and deployed them in line to 

harass the French lines.95  

As he received reinforcements, Bagration rallied his troops and moved his reserve 

battalions for a decisive counterattack. A participant recalled, “We saw our Bagration 

riding and commanding “Forward!” Everyone moved in attack, and I cannot find words 

to describe the situation: shouts, [sound of] fighting; you run and stumble on the corpses 

or trample still alive [on the ground] - the noise of drums, guns, moans and crackling [of 

muskets].”96 The fighting continued with a variable success. “It was impossible to hear or 

see anything because of the noise of [musket and gun] fire; only flames of the fire flashed 

in the dark clouds ahead, and the sound of the guns combined into a continuous thunder; 

the earth trembled.”97 Another participant recorded, “The warriors [ratniki] of the Tsar 

suffered from thirst. Our forces were thinned out by killed and wounded: however, the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
93 I. Popadichev, Vospominania suvorovskogo soldata, (St. Petersburg, 1895), 79-80. 

Popadichev fought under Bagration in the battle of Trebbia. He recalled that Bagration deployed 
his troops in “company columns” [porotno v kolonni], that comprised of four platoons each 
[vzvod]. 
 

94 Bagration’s report, circa June 1799, in Bagration’s Journal, 28-29. (only last pages of report 
are preserved in the archives and the date and addressee are unknown). Polikarpov, 1799-1899. 
Bagrationovtsu, 42-44; Suvorov reported that Bagration suffered contusion. Suvorov to Paul, 30 
June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 175; For Polish actions see Pachonski, Legiony 
Polskie, II, 504-508. 

 
95 Bagration’s report in Bagration’s Journal, 28-29. 
 
96 N. Polevoi, “Rasskazi russkago soldata” [Recollections of the Russian Soldier], in Russkaia 

voennaia proza XIX veka [Russian Military Prose of XIX Century], (St. Petersburg, 1989), 172 
 
97 Ibid., 172. 
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French did not gain a step of ground, though they attacked with fiery and were superior 

in numbers. The hand-to-hand combat [shtikovaia rabota] continued until 5.00 p.m.”98 

Bagration was charging the Poles when he received an urgent message from 

Suvorov to turn back. When Bagration engaged Dombrowski, a gap99 opened between 

him and Shveikovsky’s division and the French did not waste time exploiting it. Victor 

and Rusca moved their fifteen battalions against Shveikovsky’s five, encircled the 

Russian troops100 and inflicted heavy casualties on them, capturing four cannon.101 

Rosenberg’s regiment was deployed in a square and fired in every direction.102 Prince 

Bagration described the ferocious fighting and his heavy losses. He recalled, “I realized 

that I could not hold the line and would be forced to retreat if the enemy got any 

reinforcements. My troops were completely worn out and, under heavy enemy fire, their 

number decreased with each passing minute. It was unbearably hot… In addition, the 

muskets got fouled and did not fire. So I rode to [Suvorov] for reinforcements.”103 He 

                                                           
 
98 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 134. English observer described the fighting on the 

Allied right flank: “On the 19th, while the Allies were preparing to make [an] attack, the French 
began a heavy fire upon the whole line. For a moment, they succeeded in turning the right of the 
Russians at Cassaleggio, and obliged them to fall back; but at this instant Prince Prokration [sic, 
Bagration], who had been detached with the same intent on the enemy’s left, fell upon their rear 
and flank, and took one piece of cannon and many prisoners.” William Bentinck to Lord 
Grenville, 23 June 1799, in The Times, 11 July 1799. 

 
99 Clausewitz referred to an “opening of 1,500 steps’ Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 460. 

Petrushevsky estimated gap’s width as one verst (0.663 mile). Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 
586. 

 
100 These Russian troops were the regiments of Rosenberg and Shveikovsky and a battalion of 

the Arkhangelogorod Regiment. 
 
101 Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 254; Buturlin, Campagne de 

1799, 93; Gachot, Souworow en Italie, 263; V. Maksutov, Istoria 25-go pekhotnogo 
Smolenskogo polka za 200 let ego sushestvovania, 1700-1900 [History of the 25th Infantry 
Smolensk Regiment During 200 Years of its Existence, 1700-1900], (St. Petersburg, 1901), 621, 
639-40. 

 
102 Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 460; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 

587; Jomini, Histoire critique et militaire, XI, 364. Though surrounded, Rosenberg occasionally 
counterattacked and inflicted heavy casualties on the French. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 173. 

 
103 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 134. Also see Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince 

Suvorov, 587-88. 
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found the commander-in-chief under a large tree, arguing with General Rosenberg, who 

urged him to order retreat of the troops. Suvorov showed Rosenberg a huge stone on the 

ground and told him, “Just try to move it. You cannot, can you? Well, it is just as difficult 

to move the Russians.” The field marshal ordered him to hold ground. He then turned to 

Bagration and received his report. Suvorov replied, “That is not good at all, Prince 

Peter!” and asked for his horse.   

Suvorov rode with Bagration to the front, where “the troops saw their father 

[Suvorov] and got animated.” The troops, spirited by Suvorov’s presence, rallied and 

opened fire at the French and Poles. Bagration continued, “It was like a miracle! Our 

muskets began to fire, the rate of fire increased [zatreshal beglii ogon], and the men 

somehow found new strength [to fight].”104 Suvorov told Bagration, “Prince Peter, attack 

and drive [the French] away! This would bring us a victory!”105 As the reinforcements 

arrived,106 Bagration led the counterattack with his jagers and grenadiers on the French 

left flank. After a ferocious combat, the French and Poles were forced to retreat across 

the Trebbia, though they retired in a good order and held ground on the right bank of the 

river.107 The French fought tenaciously and twice crossed the Trebbia in counterattack. 

Bagration recalled,  

The battle was not over yet… and death still feasted on the battlefield. I 
lost almost half of my troops. At the sunset, Macdonald organized a 
column of three thousand men (his last reserve) and moved it against us. 
This column boldly attacked and drove us back, capturing an Austrian 
battery. However, as the French celebrated their success, Alexander 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
104 Ibid., 136. 
 
105 Ibid., 136. 
 
106 Austrian and French sources described Chasteler’s attack with four battalions of Förster’s 

division, however most Russians sources disputed this claim. Orlov and Miliutin referred to a 
heated action between Förster and Montrichard, and doubted that any troops could have been 
spared for the right flank. Duffy, Buturlin and Clausewitz, based on Austrian sources, 
acknowledged Chasteler’s arrival with reinforcements for the counterattack. Orlov, Study of 
Suvorov’s Military Operations, 221; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 273-74; Duffy, Suvorov in 
Italy and Switzerland, 108; Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 461; Orlov, Gryazev’s Notes, 
55; Jomini, Histoire critique et militaire, XI, 364-65; Buturlin, Campagne de 1799, 93.. 

 
107 Victoires, Conquêtes, X, 345-46. 
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Vasilievich arrived, [bringing] a battery that suddenly opened a 
devastating fire at the enemy. The enemy wavered. Alexander Vasilievich 
rode along our lines and commanded “Forward!”108  
 

Suvorov reinforced Rosenberg and Bagration with reserves109 and ordered an 

attack. The arrival of the fresh Russian forces decided the outcome of the battle. 

Bagration described how “the bayonet attack routed the enemy, and many, very many of 

them perished. The darkness fell at that moment, and the enemy, repulsed at every 

direction, retreated; the fighting was over.”110 Dombrowski succeeded in rallying his 

troops to cover the retreat of the main forces and repulsed Bagration’s attempts to pursue 

them.111 A Russian soldier later wrote, “The French opened a heavy fire from behind the 

orchard fences; we broke down the fences and advanced…with bayonets. [We thought 

the French would] fall back, [since] they were not Russians [to stand and fight]. But we 

learned that the French were masters of fighting [mastera dratsia]. They resisted even 

Suvorov for three days.”112 

Both sides suffered high casualties. The French losses were over 1,400 men; the 

17th and 55th Demi-brigades were decimated; Generals Rusca, Victor and Dombrowski 

were wounded. 113 The Poles had some 400 captured, one gun and flag before retreating 

                                                           
108 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 137-38; Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, 

Correspondence of Suvorov, 254. 
 
109 The reserve comprised of 8th Jager Regiment, a battalion of Arkhangelogorod Regiment 
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111 Dabrowski, Generala Henryka Dabrowskiego pamietnik, 87; Pachonski, Legiony Polskie, 

508; Chodzko, Histoire des légions polonaises en Italie, 177-78. 
 

112 “Recollections of the Russian Soldier,” in Russian Military Prose of XIX Century, 172-73. 
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Armies” showed the French casualties as 1,400 killed, 335 captured and 2 flags. In 
Correspondence of Bagration, 28-29. Suvorov reported French casualties as 1,000 killed, 334 
wounded and 2 flags. Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 254. 
Weinzierl, based on Victor’s and Berthier’s reports, acknowledged that Victor’s troops were “all 
but destroyed.” Career of Victor, 125. 
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across the Trebbia. In the three-day battle, Dombrowski’s troops suffered particularly 

high casualties, loosing almost two thirds of their strength.114 Bagration and Shveikovsky 

lost approximately 1,400 killed and wounded; the Russian officer corps also suffered - 

Lieutenant General Jacob Povalo-Shveikovsky, Major Generals Ivan Dalheim and Prince 

Bagration were among the wounded.  

Meantime, Montrichard and Olivier attacked Förster’s division in the center of 

Allied positions. The French moved without coordination and exposed themselves to an 

attack by Lieutenant General Prince Johann Joseph Liechtenstein.115 He charged the left 

flank of Montrichard’s division with his cavalry. The French were surprised and retreated 

in confusion. Liechtenstein continued his advance and engaged Generals Olivier and 

Salme, who were marching along the Piacenza road. The French, who were fired upon by 

the Austrian artillery battery and charged by the cavalry, retreated in good order. At the 

same time, General Watrin reached Calendasco and threatened to overwhelm the Allied 

left flank from the rear. However, with Olivier and Montrichard retreating, he was in 

danger of being cut off from the main forces. He began withdrawing his troops to the 

Trebbia immediately and lost some 300 prisoners in the process.116 

                                                           
 
114 Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 460; Gachot, Souwarov en Italie, 256; Jomini, 

Histoire critique et militaire, XI, 364; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 220, 218; 
Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 270-71. Another account referred to Polish losses as 600 killed, 
429 captured, 1 flag and a gun. “Journal of Military Actions of the Allied Armies,” in 
Correspondence of Bagration, 28. Suvorov reported to Paul that, out of 2,000 men, Dombrowski 
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Suvorov, 256. 
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Macdonald, Recollections, 254. It is noteworthy that Melas once again failed to follow Suvorov’s 
order to move reserves to the right flank. Instead, he kept them in the center and deprived the 
right flank under Bargration of necessary reinforcements. Clausewitz criticized Melas’ action and 
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so he kept the reinforcements this time as well.” Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 461-62; 
Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 588-89. 

 
116 The description of the actions on the Allied left flank is confusing. Suvorov’s reports to 

Paul and Francis contain major differences, while Melas’ account presented another version of 
the battle. For Suvorov’s and Melas’ letters see Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 273-75, 575-76; 
Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 254. For additional sources, 
Macdonald, Recollections, 255; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 222-23; Duffy, 
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By 6:00 p.m., the Allies regained the left bank of the Trebbia. Suvorov initially 

planned a major offensive across the river to complete the French defeat. He summoned 

his generals in the evening, congratulated them with a victory and ordered them to 

prepare for a new battle. He embraced Prince Bagration and told him, “We shall teach 

Macdonald the last lesson tomorrow….”117 However, the complete exhaustion of troops 

prevented him from it. As the darkness fell, the belligerent armies stood on the same 

positions as the night before. The battlefield was covered with numerous bodies of killed 

and wounded and Bagration “was shuddering from the sight of numerous corpses and 

seriously wounded.”118 The total casualties of the Allies in the actions on the Tidone and 

Trebbia were 934 killed, 3,991 wounded and 500 missing in action.119 Suvorov himself 

acknowledged 5,000 men killed and wounded.120 The French casualties were even 

higher, with some 2,000 killed and over 7,000 men wounded, including two general of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 109-10; Jomini, Histoire critique et militaire, XI, 364-67; 
Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 462-63; 

 
117 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 138. 
 
118 Ibid., 138-39 
 
119 Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 576; Jomini, Histoire critique et militaire, XI, 368; 

Bogdanovich, Suvorov’s Campaigns in Italy and Switzerland, 71-72. Clausewitz referred to 6,000 
Allied casualties, including 2,000 missing in action. Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 464, note on 465; 

For what it is worth, Suvorov reported the following losses: 
 
 
 Killed Wounded Missing 

Russians 5 officers 
675 privates 

3 generals 
44 officers 

2,041 privates 

 
 

Total 680 2088  
 

Austrians 

 
10 officers 

244 privates 

 
87 officers 

1,816 privates 

 
3 officers 

497 privates 
Total 254 1903 500 

 
Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 256. 
 
120 Suvorov to Razumovsky, 25 June 1799, Suvorov: Letters, 343. 
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division (Olivier and Rusca) and two generals of brigade (Salme and Alexis Cambray).121 

Macdonald now had only some 10,000 battle ready troops against over 30,000 Allies.122 

Late evening of 19 June, the French retreated across the Nure River, ending the 

two-day battle on the Trebbia. Macdonald divided his troops into columns marching to 

San Giorgio and Ponte Nure.123 Suvorov was informed of the French movement very 

early morning of 20 June and ordered the pursuit at 4:00 a.m. He urged his troops “to 

pursue and annihilate the enemy with the cold steel.”124 He moved Austrian troops under 

Melas to Piacenza and the Russian troops under Rosenberg to San Giorgio. Peter 

Bagration remained with the main forces to rest his troops. At 7:00 a.m. Melas entered 

Piacenza, where he found thousands of French wounded. The Allies captured 4 generals, 

354 officers and 7,185 rank-and-file.125 

 

                                                           
121 Macdonald acknowledged over 12,000 casualties. Macdonald to Perignon, 19 June 1799, 

Gachot, Souwarov en Italie, 279. Suvorov estimated the French losses at 6,000 killed and over 
11,000 wounded, including 4 generals, 8 colonels and over 500 officers. He also referred to six 
guns, 7 flags and part of the supply and ammunition trains captured. Suvorov to Vorontsov, 30 
June 1799, Suvorov: Letters, 341; Suvorov’s reports to Paul and Francis showed the French 
casualties (excluding the wounded at Piacenza) as 6,000 killed and 5,085 wounded. Suvorov to 
Paul, 30 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 174-75; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 577-
78; Macdonald, Recollections, 256. Clausewitz estimated 8,000 French casualties on the 
battlefield. Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 464; English reports claimed the French losses as “seven 
pieces of cannon, 4 French generals and about 10,000 prisoners.” William Bentinck to Lord 
Grenville, 23 June 1799, in The Times, 11 July 1799. 

 
122 Macdonald, Recollections, 257. 
 
123 Ibid., 258-59; Chodzko, Histoire des légions polonaises en Italie, 180. Macdonald moved 

Victor, Rusca, Dombrowski and Montrichard to San Giorgio, while Watrin and Olivier retreated 
to Ponte Nure. François Joseph Pamphile Lacroix replaced Salme as the commander of the 
advance guard and moved to Roncalia. 

 
124 Order to Army, 20 June 1799, Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 227; 

Alexander Shishov, Generalissimus Suvorov [Generalissimo Suvorov], (Moscow: Olma Press, 
2003), 360. 

 
125 Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 255; Miliutin, Campaign of 

1799, II, 280; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 110; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince 
Suvorov, 591-92; Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 275. Clausewitz referred to 5,000 wounded at 
Piacenza., Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 471. The Cossacks meantime harassed the French columns 
and captured another 200 men. Prince Hohenzollern also attacked Parma and captured 200 
wounded French there. Lahure, Souvenirs, 245; Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, Correspondence 
of Suvorov, 255; Weinzierl, Career of Victor, 127.  
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Suvorov ordered pursuit of the French and moved his forces in three columns. 

Peter Bagration marched in the first column together with Shveikovsky’s division to the 

Nure River.126 The Russians followed in the wake of Victor’s column to San Giorgio, 

where the French took up positions to fight. The 17th Light Demi-brigade defended the 

village and was supported by six squadrons of cavalry. Suvorov then ordered Prince 

Bagration to lead the bayonet charge in the front, while Shveikovsky’s division with the 

cavalry flanked the French.127 The Allies surrounded the French and forced them to 

surrender, capturing 1,029 men, three flags, four guns and supply wagons, including one 

with General Victor’s correspondence.128 The Russians then continued pursuit as far as 

the Arda River, some 20 miles from the Trebbia.129 The inundated Arda halted the Allies 

and allowed Macdonald to rally his depleted forces.130 He formed three divisions of 

Dombrowski, Montrichard and Watrin and a reserve under Joseph Lacroix. On 23 June, 

the French crossed the Apennines and marched back into Tuscany.131  

 

 

 

                                                           
126 Disposition for Attack on the French on the Nure River, 19 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: 

Documents, IV, 158. 
 
127 Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 283-84; Pachonsky, Legiony Polskie, II, 513-14, 516. 
 
128 Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 255; Gachot, Souvarow en 

Italie, 284; Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 470-71; Buturlin, Campagne de 1799, 102; 
Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 591; Shishov, Generalissimo Suvorov, 360 

 
129 Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 283; Macdonald, Recollections, 259-61; Orlov, Study of 

Suvorov’s Military Operations, 228; Zapiski Gryazeva, Russkii Vestnik, 1890, No.6, 146-47;  
 
130 Suvorov reported that, in the battles on Tidone and Trebbia, the French lost over 6,000 

killed and 12,280 captured, including 7,543 wounded at Piacenza. Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, 
Correspondence of Suvorov, 256; Suvorov to Archduke Charles, 21 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: 
Documents, IV, 159. Duffy estimated the French losses at 12,000 men. Suvorov in Italy and 
Switzerland, 110-111. Clausewitz referred to 16,000 casualties of the Army of Naples. Die 
Feldzuge von 1799, V, 472. 

 
131 An Austrian detachment under Ott engaged the French at Sassualo, but it was beaten by 

Lacroix. The French captured 700 men with two guns. Macdonald, Recollections, 265-66; 
Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 473-74; 
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The battle on the Trebbia was one of the most important battles of the campaign. 

During the last weeks of June, Suvorov demonstrated his remarkable strategic acumen, 

which Moreau himself praised as “chef-d’oeuvre de l’art militaire.”132  Within a week, he 

transferred his army from Turin to the Tidone, marching through rough terrain in hot 

weather. Suvorov succeeded in preventing the junction of the French armies and defeated 

the unsupported Army of Naples in a two-day pitched battle on the banks of the Trebbia. 

Peter Bagration contributed greatly to this success and demonstrated his best skills in the 

subsequent actions. He led the advance guard during entire march from Turin to San 

Giovanni, and then moved by forced march to relieve Austrian troops on the Tidone. In 

the actions of 17 June, Bagration demonstrated his tactical grasp and remarkable 

composure, masterly directing the troops in the heat of action. During the battle of 

Trebbia, he was deployed on the extreme right flank, where Suvorov entrusted him to 

launch the enveloping maneuver against the French left flank. Prince Peter successfully 

fought the Poles and the French there and Suvorov often dispatched him to reinforce the 

threatened positions on the right flank. The Russian field marshal held a high opinion of 

Bagration and frequently accompanied his troops on the marches and in battle. 

Bagration’s Record of Service stated (with certain exaggeration) that in actions on the 

Tidone, the Trebbia and the Nure Rivers, Bagration’s troops inflicted heavy casualties on 

the French, with over 1,800 killed and 1,606 captured, including 3 colonels and 116 

officers, 13 flags and 2 guns.133  Suvorov reported to Paul, “I would like to bring under 

Your Majesty’s benevolence… Prince Bagration, who courageously distinguished 

himself on many occasions in this victory [on Trebbia River], and fearlessly fought the 

enemy, capturing three guns and two flags, and greatly contributed to our victory.”134 

Emperor Paul generously awarded the Russians troops for the victories. He sent 1,000 

different medals for the rank-and-file and awarded a ruble per soldier. Suvorov received 

emperor’s portrait with diamonds and a gracious decree praising his victory. Rosenberg 

                                                           
 
132 From Conversations with Moreau, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 297; Orlov, Study of 

Suvorov’s Military Operations, 198;  
 
133 Correspondence of Bagration, 18. 
 
134 Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 177 
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was awarded Order of St. John of Jerusalem, Shveikovsky - Order of St. Alexander of 

Neva, Miloradovich - diamonds signs of Order of St. Anna. Prince Bagration was 

presented with an estate with three hundred serfs.135 

                                                           
 
135 Imperial Decree, 24 July 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, 579; Bogdanovich, 

Suvorov’s Campaigns in Italy and Switzerland, 72. 
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CHAPTER IV 

 

Against Joubert 

Battle of Novi, 15 August 1799 

 

 

 

By July 1799, the situation in northern Italy had dramatically changed. The Allies 

now controlled most of the Lombardy, with the exception of several fortresses, and had 

occupied the Piedmont. With the defeat of the Army of Naples, the French also lost a 

foothold in the southern Italy. The only place they still felt secure was along the Riviera 

di Ponente on the seacoast; however, this region was devastated by the long presence of 

troops and lacked supplies and ammunition. In late June, General Moreau launched an 

offensive to Alessandria and defeated Count Bellegarde at Marengo on 20 June.1 

Encouraged by his victory, Moreau wanted to continue his advance into the Allied rear, 

when he received news of the battle of Trebbia. With Macdonald’s army in full retreat, he 

had to abandon any hope of joining him. Nevertheless, Moreau remained at his positions 

to divert Suvorov’s attention from Macdonald. He later recalled, “I was convinced that 

my pretended invasion of Piedmont would perturb Suvorov, because this general, whom I 

put on a level with Napoleon, had a weakness of reacting too easily to any of my 

diversions.”2 The French commander was correct in his estimates. Suvorov was 

                                                           
1 Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 256; A.V. Suvorov: 

Documents, IV, 175; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 236; Miliutin, Campaign of 
1799, II 292, 581; Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 475-81.  

 
2 From Conversation of Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky and Moreau, in Miliutin, Campaign of 

1799, II, 582. It should be noted that Moreau and Napoleon had a strained relationship. In 1800, 
Moreau achieved victory over Austrians at Hohenlinden and Napoleon perceived him as potential 
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concerned by Moreau’s actions and turned back to the Bormida and Scrivia Rivers where 

he intended to engage the French.3 The captured correspondence showed that the Army 

of Naples could pose no threat to the Allies.4 Therefore, Suvorov left Lieutenant General 

Ott with his division to watch Macdonald, while the main forces converged on 

unsuspected Moreau. Suvorov wrote, “Moreau advanced against Count Bellegarde on the 

Bormida. I am going to treat him the way I treated Macdonald.”5 At 2:00 a.m. on 23 

June, the Allied troops marched westward, passing Stradella and Broni. Once again, 

Major General Bagration commanded the advance guard, followed by divisions of 

Shveikovsky and Förster. The Austrians troops marched three hours later.6 Bagration was 

instructed to send out his Cossack patrols to gather intelligence on the French.7  

On 25 June, one of Bagration’s patrols encountered a French detachment at 

Voghera. Suvorov assumed Moreau was still around Tortona and began preparations for 

battle. He ordered Prince Bagration, reinforced by Shveikovsky’s division, to march 

through Ponte Curone and Vighizzolo towards the heights dominating Tortona, while 

Förster was to advance to Tortona.8 Bellegarde was to cross the river and attack Moreau 

in flank at San Guliano.9 However, Suvorov was soon informed that Moreau had 

                                                                                                                                                                             
threat to his authority. Moreau was later implicated in an attempt on First Consul Napoleon and 
was exiled from France in 1804. He lived in the United States until 1813 when he joined the 
Allied forces to fight Napoleon in Germany. He was mortally wounded at the battle of Leipzig. 

 
3 Suvorov encouraged Bellegarde, “I will be at Castelnuovo by 25 June and we should be able 

to engage and crush the French in an enveloping attack either at San Guliano or Bosco, if only 
[Moreau] would wait for us.” Suvorov to Bellegarde, 22 June 1799, in Ibid., II, 294; Suvorov to 
Bellegarde, 25 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 167. 

 
4 Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 470. 
 
5 Suvorov to Bellegarde, 22 June 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 294. 
 
6 Marching Order, 23 June 1799, in Ibid., II, 294; Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 292. 
 
7 Suvorov to Bagration, 24-25 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 164, 167; 

Disposition of Army, 25 June 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 583-84.. 
 
8 Disposition of Army, 25 June 1799, in Ibid., II, 584; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 168. 
 
9 Suvorov to Bellegarde, 26 June 1799, in Ibid., II, 295. 
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withdrawn his forces to Novi, reinforcing the garrison of the Tortona citadel.10 The Allies 

immediately broke the camp to pursue the French. Major General Chubarov occupied 

Tortona,11 while Suvorov with main forces arrived at Castelnuovo. Bagration crossed the 

Scrivia River and marched to Sale. After a brief rest there, he resumed his march at 3:00 

a.m. and occupied Novi on early morning of 26 June. The same day, Suvorov marched to 

San Guliano. He was eager to fight, but his excitement soon faded. The Allies received 

news of the French crossing of the Apennines and realized that Moreau had escaped their 

entrapment. Therefore, they had to abandon any hope of the battle around San Guliano 

and turn to the French garrisons at Turin, Mantua, Alessandria and Tortona.  

Suvorov wanted to exploit the success of his previous operations and continue an 

offensive southward to Genoa. He believed that Moreau’s weakened troops would be no 

match for the Allied army so the French would have to evacuate the Riviera di Ponente. 

However, Suvorov’s offensive strategy was thwarted by an unexpected interference from 

Vienna. In a letter of 21 June, Emperor Francis criticized Suvorov’s actions and urged 

him to abstain from any offensive actions, which he called ‘far-reaching and uncertain 

enterprises’, and to divert his forces to besieging fortresses in Lombardy.12 Suvorov was 

upset by these instructions and responded by describing to Francis the Allied victory at 

Trebbia and the importance of taking advantage of the French weakness.13 However, on 

10 July, Francis again dismissed Suvorov’s proposals for offensive and reprimanded him 

for neglecting his earlier instructions. He repeated his orders to reinforce besieging forces 

at Mantua, Alessandria and other fortresses, and concluded, “Any designs of offensive 

through Savoy or Valis to France must be abandoned as I already ordered [earlier]… I 

also cannot permit, under any circumstances, that any of my troops be employed in 

liberating Rome and Naples, unless I give you specific instructions to that effect.”14 Thus, 

                                                           
10 Plan of Action, 25 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 169; Clausewitz, Die 

Feldzuge von 1799, V, 482-83. 
 
11 Suvorov to Chubarov, 25 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV,168. 
 
12 Francis to Suvorov, 21 June 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 325-26; 608-609. 
 
13 Suvorov to Francis, 29 June 1799, in Ibid., II, 609-610. For Suvorov’s comments on the 

Austrians commanders, see Suvorov to Razumovsky, 27 July 1799, Suvorov: Letters, 348-49. 
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Emperor Francis wanted to further his political interests in the region and curbed 

Suvorov’s actions. Suvorov was compelled to move some 3,000 men to blockade Tortona 

and another 10,000 men to besiege the citadel of Alessandria.15 He also increased Allied 

forces at Mantua to 29,000 men.16 

Meanwhile, General Macdonald rallied his battered forces forming three divisions 

of Dombrowski, Montrichard and Watrin and the reserves.17 Macdonald, realizing that he 

could not remain in Tuscany any longer,18 moved his army to Genoa to join Moreau. The 

French (17,000 men) marched along the narrow routes along the seacoast and united with 

the Army of Italy in early July.19 General Gouvion Saint Cyr replaced Macdonald and 

commanded the right flank of the French army. General Perignon was on the left flank 

near Savona, Loano and Oneglia with headquarters at Corneliano. 

On the Allied side, the main forces were deployed on the right bank of the Orba 

River. The Cossack patrols were spread in the local mountains and reconnoitered area 

between upper Tanaro and Trebbia rivers. The Allies also received reinforcements under 

Lieutenant General Rehbinder (10,000 men) that were arranged at Piacenza to support 

                                                                                                                                                                             
14 Francis to Suvorov, 10 July 1799, in Ibid., II,327-28, 610-12. 
 
15 Disposition of Army, 25 June 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 169; Miliutin, 

Campaign of 1799, II, 298-305, 585-91. 
 
16 Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 307-308; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 123; 

Cuccia, Siege of Mantua, 256. Lieutenant General Ott, before being recalled to Mantua, 
continued his advance and occupied Bologna and Fort Urbano at Castel Franco. The French 
garrison at Turin capitulated on 22 June. Suvorov to Paul, 30 June 1799, Correspondence of 
Suvorov, 257; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 176; William Bentinck to Lord Grenville, 23 June 
1799, in The Times, 11 July 1799; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 243-45; 
Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 308, 596; Clausewitz, Die Feldzuge von 1799, V, 482. 

 
17 Pachonski, Legiony Polskie, 515-16. 
 
18 Following the allied victory at Trebbia, the local population rose against the French in 

Tuscany. The insurgents took Florence on 4 July. Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 310. 
 
19 Steven T. Ross, “The Military Strategy of the Directory: the Campaign of 1799,” French 

Historical Studies, 5/2 (Autumn 1967): 180; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 246; 
Macdonald, Recollections, 270-73 
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Kray in besieging Mantua and Suvorov’s army in case the French attacked.20 The main 

Allied army under Suvorov of some 36,000 men was bivouacked near Alessandria on the 

left bank of the Bormida River. Prince Bagration with his advance guard was stationed at 

the confluence of the Bormida and the Orba Rivers. Suvorov used the pause in hostilities 

to train his troops. During July, the Russian and Austrian soldiers were daily drilled in 

bayonet attacks and assaults on the fortifications.21 Simultaneously, Bellegarde besieged 

the citadel of Alessandria and forced the French to surrender on 21 July.22 Of even 

greater importance was the capture of Mantua, whose French commandant Francoise-

Philippe Foissac-Latour treasonously capitulated on 28 July.23 The Allies captured 600 

guns and vast supplies there.24 The surrender of Mantua allowed Suvorov to recall Kray 

and his 20,000 men to the Bormida River for the anticipated battle with the French. 

In late July, Suvorov redeployed his troops. The main forces (Austrians under 

Melas and Russians under Derfelden) were moved to the Scrivia River, while 

Rosenberg’s troops, previously deployed at Piacenza, arrived at Broni to reinforce the 

main force. As a result, in case of the French offensive, Suvorov could concentrate up to 

45,000 men between the Bormida and Scrivia rivers.25 He also tried to appeal to the 

                                                           
20 General Rosenberg was transferred to these troops and Derfelden assumed command of his 

forces. In early July Suvorov was concerned with (false) news of the French reinforcements 
arriving at Genoa. Therefore, he moved Rosenberg’s troops from Piacenza to Broni, that is closer 
to possible theater of war. Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 311-12, 316, 597-98, 600; Orlov, 
Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 245-46. 

 
21 Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 248-49; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 

312-15 
 
22 Suvorov to Paul, Suvorov to Rostopchin, Suvorov to Klenau, 23-24 July 1799, A.V. 

Suvorov: Documents, IV, 212-14; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 122; Miliutin, 
Campaign of 1799, II, 319-20; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 251-52. 

 
23 Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 323-49; For excellent description of events in Mantua, see 

Cuccia, Siege of Mantua, 269-90. For Polish troops in Mantua, see Pachonski, Legiony Polskie, 
517-547.  

 
24 Delighted by the news of fall of Mantua, Emperor Paul awarded Suvorov title of Knyaz 

Italiiskii [Prince of Italy]. Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 253. 
 
25 Suvorov further secured his positions by keeping Lieutenant General Kaim in Piedmont, 

Lieutenant General Hadik on the Alpine passes in the north and Major General Klenau at Sarzana 
to close the south-eastern routes from Riviera di Levante. 
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Piedmontese officers, who served in the French armies. He instructed Prince Bagration to 

write a letter to General Michael Colli urging him to leave the French and join the 

Allies.26  

By mid-July, Prince Bagration, commanding a strong advance guard,27 was at 

Pozzolo Formigaro.28 His patrols scouted the territory around Novi and gathered 

information on the French positions and movements. Meanwhile, Bagration had also to 

deal with defiant Austrians officers, who often refused to share information. On 12 July, 

he reported that the French officers arrived at Austrian Colonel Revaia’s position and 

delivered letters whose content remained unknown to him. Though Bagration detained 

the French, the Austrians later freed them.29 Two days later, Prince Peter reported to the 

headquarters, “Colonel Revaia often receives letters from [the French] and even conducts 

negotiations with them.” He requested an explanation from the Austrian officer about any 

ongoing correspondence with the French.30 On Suvorov’s instructions, he prohibited 

                                                           
26 General Colli commanded the Piedmontese army against Napoleon in 1796, but later joined 

the French military and fought the allies at Novi, where he was captured. Gachot, Souvarow en 
Italie, 394-95.  

 
27 Bagration’s detachment comprised of 8 battalions, 6 squadrons of dragoons and 4 Cossack 

regiments, totaling 5,700 men. 
 
Unit Strength 

Bagration Jager Regiment (2 batt.) 571 
Dendrygin’s Grenadier Battalion. 405 
Lomonosov’s Grenadier Battalion  409 
Miller’s Jager Battalions (2 batt)  618 
Sanaev’s Grenadier Battalion 430 
Kalemin’s Grenadier Battalion 484 
Denisov’s Cossack Regiment 476 
Grekov’s Cossack Regiment 476 
Semernikov’s Cossack Regiment 501 
Sychov’s Cossack Regiment 495 
Total: 8 battalions, 4 Cossack reg. 4,865 
  

Karachay’s Dragoons (6 squadrons) 840 
Total: 5,705 

 
28 Bagration to Rosenberg, 29 July 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 31. 
 
29 Bagration to Derfelden, 12 July 1799, Ibid., 31-32. 
 
30 Bagration to Semenchikov, 14 July 1799, Ibid., 30. 
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Colonel Revaia from having any contacts with the enemy without his authorization.31 

Prince Peter also issued strict orders forbidding any person to pass through the screen of 

patrols, except those with special permits. He ordered arrest of anyone smuggling 

supplies to the French, but he authorized carrying provisions ‘from the enemy side [to the 

Allies].’32  

Despite his efforts, Bagration was unable to prevent supplies from reaching the 

French. On 1 August, Bagration reprimanded his patrol commanders for their poor 

performance. He wrote, “Despite my strict instructions, the patrols still are not on the 

look out and the [smugglers] transport the bread and other supplies to the enemy.” 

Furthermore, Bagration chastised them for “leaving their patrols against the orders.” He 

pledged to court-martial anyone leaving his post in the future. He also instructed his 

subordinates to have patrols constantly moving, especially during the night to arrest any 

smugglers. He urged the patrols to report any gun or musket fire heard from the French 

lines.33 

Meantime, Suvorov, despite his instructions from Vienna, still considered a 

possible offensive action against Moreau but the Aulic Council forbade him again.34 He 

was exasperated by the constant interference of the Council and Emperor Francis. He 

complained to his confidants that the Austrian generals could not act without the 

instructions from Aulic Council.35 Unable to tolerate the current situation anymore, 

Suvorov wrote Emperor Paul, “The timidity of the Viennese cabinet, its jealousy of me as 

a foreigner, the intrigues of the various double-dealing commanders, corresponding 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
31 Bagration to Revaia, 26 July 1799, Ibid., 30. 
 
32 Bagration to Grekov, Bagration to Denisov, 28-29 July 1799, Ibid., 30. 
 
33 Order to Patrol Commanders, 1 August 1799, Ibid., 32. 
 
34 For details on the planning, see Plan of Offensive Operations in Italy, 13 July 1799, 

Correspondence of Suvorov, 257-59; Deployment of the Troops for Offensive Operations, 24 
July 1799, Plan of Action, 24 July 1799, Plan of Action with the Deployment of the Troops, 24 
July 1799, Plan of Action, 30 July 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 200-65. 

 
35 Suvorov to Razumovski, 8-14 July 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 335-36; A.V. 

Suvorov: Documents, IV, 187, 198-99; Suvorov to Razumovsky, 25 June 1799, Suvorov: Letters, 
Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 251. 
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directly with Aulic Council and my lack of powers to carry out any independent 

operations, compel me to ask for my recall, should this situation remained unchanged.”36 

Paul was upset with the situation and asked Francis to limit the Aulic Council’s 

interference with Suvorov’s actions. However, the tense relations between Suvorov and 

Vienna continued and further deepened the already strained Russo-Austrians relations.  

Suvorov anxiously awaited news of the fall of Mantua because his future 

operations depended on the Austrians troops tied to this fortress. When Mantua finally 

surrendered on 28 July,37 Suvorov immediately set upon devising a new plan of action. 

He planned a general advance with four columns towards the Riviera di Ponente in early 

August. The first column under Klenau would attack along the Riviera; second column 

comprised of the Russian troops, including Bagration’s and was to launch a coordinated 

offensive across the Boccheta Pass to Genoa. General Melas was to move through Aqui 

to Savona and Lieutenant General Kray was to advance across the Col di Tende to Nice. 

Suvorov hoped to “be able to force the enemy to lay down the arms.”38 Anticipating the 

Austrians troops from Mantua to arrive in early August, he hurriedly began preparations 

for an offensive.39 

While Kray marched from Mantua, Suvorov decided to direct his efforts to 

Serravalle, an important fortress in the upper valley of the Scrivia River.40 The fortress 

                                                           
 
36 Suvorov to Paul, 6 July 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, II, 340. 
 
37 Suvorov to Paul, Suvorov to Vorontsov, 31 July 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 231-

32, 235. 
 
38 Disposition for a General Attack into the Riviera, 4 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: 

Documents, IV, 238-43; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 283-87. Suvorov based this disposition 
on his previous plans of action submitted Emperor Francis. First Plan of Offensive Operations in 
Italy, 13 July 1799, Second Plan of Action, 25 July 1799, Third Plan of Action, 30 July 1799, 
Correspondence of Suvorov, 257-66; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 274-83. 

 
39 Suvorov to Melas 31 July 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 16. 
 
40 According to some sources, the capture of Serravalle was to be a sign for commencement of 

the Allied invasion of the Riviera. A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 237-38. Melas claimed, 
“Suvorov was very conscious of the fact that the Austrians had besieged and taken a very great 
number of strongholds, and every time displayed courage and truly astonishing speed. He was 
determined to besiege some fortification or other with the Russian troops alone, and settled on the 
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protected one of the valleys that led to the seacoast and was important for its strategic 

positions. Therefore, Suvorov chose his best commander, Prince Peter, for this important 

task. Bagration was ordered to lead 2,080 men and 12 guns against this fortress; he 

marched at 4:00 a.m. on 3 August.41  

The fortress of Serravalle had a triangular shape and was located on steep hill 

overlooking the town. It was protected by thick stonewalls and a deep ditch cut in the 

rock. Within the fort, there was another fortification, called donjon, which further 

reinforced the French positions. The French garrison had only 300 men and 14 guns.42 

                                                                                                                                                                             
castle of Serravalle.” Melas to Tige, 1 August 1799, in Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 
133. 

 
41 Bagration left Colonel Khvitsky to command the advance guard in his absence. He took 

1,000 infantry, two guns and a Cossack regiment and was joined by a detachment Suvorov sent to 
him. Bagration then commanded the following units: 

 
Units Strength 

Russian engineers 5 
Austrian gunners 52 
Austrian engineers 123 
 

Russian Infantry 

 

Bagration’s Jager Regiment 380 
Lomonosov’s Grenadier Battalion 75 
Dendrygin’s Grenadier Battalion 279 
Sanaev’s Grenadier Battalion 281 
Kalemin’s Grenadier Battalion 285 
 
Austrian Infantry 

 

Stuart’s Regiment 300 
Furstenberg’s Regiment 300 
Total 2080 

 
Bagration’s artillery comprised of 6 twelve-pound and 2 six-pound guns and 4 ten-pound 

howitzers. Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 289; Bagration to Derfelden, Bagration to Suvorov, 2 
August 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 33; Suvorov to Paul, 8 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: 
Documents, IV, 246. 

 
Suvorov later moved auxiliary forces to cover Bagration’s actions: General Mitrovskii with 

6,200 men to Novi and General Shveikovsky with 4,000 men in front of Serravalle. Bagration to 
Derfelden, 2 August 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 33. Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 17. 

 
42 Bagration to Grand Duke Constantine, 3 August 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 33. The garrison 

commander was Captain Geisner. The strength of the French garrison varied between 150-180 
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However, the location of the fortress greatly complicated the assault on the fortress. 

Bagration arrived to Serravalle at 8:00 a.m. on 3 August,43 but he could not deploy his 

artillery batteries nor bring necessary supplies over the rough mountainous terrain. 

Therefore, he ordered construction of a new road, almost a mile long. It took two days for 

the Russians to complete the road and prepare the fascines and other materials for the 

assault.44 However, on 4 August, Suvorov received questionable news of 10,000 French 

moving through Bocketa toward Serravalle.45 He was concerned about Bagration’s 

exposed position. He wrote, “No one knows [for sure] how or where this force appeared 

from… The fortress of Serravalle is not so important as to require our efforts for it 

anymore. You can leave it if you doubt the outcome, and retreat without engaging the 

enemy. However, it would be shameful to leave with empty hands…[my emphasis] So, I 

give you full authority to act as necessary.”46 Suvorov’s words that it would “shameful” 

to retreat clearly indicated what he wanted it captured. Bagration diverted several units to 

gather the intelligence on the French.47 Soon he reported to Suvorov that the information 

was false and only a couple of thousand Frenchmen were at Osmigio and Arquata.48 He 

then dispatched Major General Ivan Dalheim to Arquata, who occupied this village after 

                                                                                                                                                                             
men in Suvorov’s and Bagration’s letters. Suvorov to Paul I, Suvorov to Archduke Charles, 
Suvorov to Klenau, 8-10 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 246-47; 

 
43 Suvotov deployed part of his troops in vicinity of Serravalle to reinforce Bagration if the 

French attacked. Disposition of Troops, 3 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 237. 
 
44 Bagration to Suvorov, Bagration to Shveikovsky, Bagration to Derfelden, Bagration to 

Constantine, 3-4 August 1799, Ibid., 33-35, Nos.93, 93(bis) 94, 103, 104.  
 
45 Suvorov complained about the poor reconnaissance. The information on the French 

detachment was initially reported in Austrian officer Bitner’s dispatch to General Antoine Zag. 
However, when he inquired, Suvorov was told that the Austrian headquarters did not have any 
information on this matter. Suvorov to Bagration, 4 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 
243. 

 
46 Suvorov to Bagration, 4 August 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 291. 
 
47 Bagration to Suvorov, Bagration to Shveikovsky, Bagration to Derfelden, 3 August 1799, 

Bagration’s Journal, 34. 
 
48 Bagration to Suvorov, 4-5 August 1799, Ibid., 34, No. 98, 105. 
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a brief clash with the French.49 Suvorov sent one of his aide-de-camps, Prince Andrei 

Gorchakov, to report on Bagration’s progress in the siege at Serravalle.  

During the night of 5 August, Bagration began the construction of batteries.  He 

chose excellent positions on the nearby hill of Monte Buffo, to the west of the fortress, to 

built his central battery. However, the massive ridge delayed the supply trains and 

complicated the construction.50 Bagration’s engineers had to lift the cannon by the ropes 

to the peak; some guns fell into precipice and had to be brought up by the troops.51 

Despite these complications, Bagration’s troops managed to finish constructing the 

battery in a single night52 and, at 4:00 a.m. on 5 August, four guns began to bombard the 

fortress.53 The French launched several sorties, which were repulsed. After several hours 

of an artillery duel, the French guns were silenced and a breach was made in the 

donjon;54 Bagration also learned that the French maintained communications through the 

town so he dispatched a battalion to occupy it. The town deputies presented him with the 

keys of the town, which he sent to Suvorov.55 Prince Peter then negotiated with the 

French commandant to withhold fire on the town to prevent any damage to civilians and 

pledged not to attempt siege works in that direction.  

                                                           
49 Bagration to Suvorov, 4 August 1799, Ibid., 35, No. 101. Dalheim’s detachment suffered 

light losses (3 killed and 20 wounded) in this engagement. Bagration urged the field marshal to 
dispatch a cavalry regiment to reinforce Dalheim in case the French attacked. Suvorov deployed 
some 13,000 men to prevent any French reinforcements from reaching Serravalle or threatening 
Bagration’s siege. Suvorov to Paul I, 8 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 246. 

 
50 Artileriiskii zhournal o ekspeditsii na krepost Seravalskuiu [Artillery Journal of the 

Expedition Against the Fortress of Serravalle, hereafter cited as Artillery Journal of Expedition 
on Serravalle], in Ibid., 40-41. 

 
51 Artillery Journal of Expedition on Serravalle, 41. 
 
52 Bagration to Suvorov, Bagration to Grand Duke Constantine, 4 August 1799, Ibid., 35-36, 

No.96., 104 
 
53 Suvorov to Paul, 8 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 246. 
 
54 Artillery Journal of Expedition on Serravalle, in Ibid., 41-42. The Russians fired 4,120 

rounds, including 1,400 shells. Austrian Captain Perzel commanded the battery and skillfully 
directed the gunfire to breach the walls. 

 
55 Bagration to Derfelden, Bagration to Suvorov, 5-6 August 1799, Ibid., 36-38. 
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On 6 August, Bagration’s central battery bombarded the French positions for 

most of the day and widened the breach in the walls. Bagration informed Suvorov of his 

success and the field marshal arrived to supervise the assault. He prepared two columns 

of 300 men each to storm the fortress the next morning.56 Observing the Russian 

preparations, the French commandant decided to spare his troops so he surrendered at 

10:00 p.m.57. By 6:00 a.m. on 7 August, Bagration’s troops occupied the fortress and 

captured 6 officers, 180 rank-and-file, 15 guns and considerable supplies of 

ammunition.58 The capture of Serravalle gave the Allies access to the upper Scrivia River 

and secured the left flank of the army for the future operations. In his report to Emperor 

Paul, Suvorov praised Bagration’s action at Serravalle, calling him “ingenious” and 

“admirable” general.59 Bagration’s service was fully appreciated by Paul and he was 

awarded diamond signs of the Order of St. John of Jerusalem. 60 

The French, meanwhile, made several excursions towards Arquata in order to 

relieve the French garrison of Serravalle. On 8 August, a French detachment marched 

from the direction of Gavi hoping to reinforce Serravalle. The French learnt about the 

surrender of the fortress on the march, but still decided to attack Bagration’s positions. In 

a brief engagement in the night, Bagration’s grenadiers repulsed all their attacks. 

However, the next day, another strong French detachment broke through the Allied 

screen and assaulted Suvorov’s headquarters at Novi. Grand Duke Constantine 

personally commanded the troops in the fighting and drove the French back. 

                                                           
56 Disposition for Assault, 6 August 1799, Ibid., 37. 
 
57 Artillery Journal of Expedition on Serravalle, 42. 
 
58 The Russian casualties were 1 killed and 9 wounded, while the French lost 25 killed and 10 

wounded. Suvorov freed the captured French officers out for respect to their courageous defense 
of the fort. Bagration to Suvorov, 6 August 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 38-39. No. 110; Suvorov 
to Paul I, Suvorov to Archduke Charles, Suvorov to Klenau, Suvorov to Voinovich, 8-11 August 
1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 246-47; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 21, 293. For 
detailed list of captured ammunition, see Artillery Journal of Expedition on Serravalle, 42-43.  

 
59 Suvorov to Paul I, 8 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 246. 
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Map 9. Siege of Serravalle 

 

1 - Line of Communication to the batteries 

2 - Artillery depot 

3 - Two 6-pounder gun battery 

4 - Four 10-pounder licornes battery 

5 - One 12-pounder gun battery 

6 - Trench between the batteries 

7 - Road to Main Battery 

8 - Main Battery of five 12-pounder guns 

9 - Two 6-pounder battery 

10 - Patrols 

11 - Reserves 

 

 

a - gates 

b - courtyard 

c - gun powder magazines 

d - well 

e - barracks 
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 Meantime, on 10 August, Lieutenant General Kray arrived at Alessandria with 

the reinforcements. Suvorov recalled Bagration on 12 August and ordered him to train 

the Austrian troops in the Russian fighting tactics.61 He planed to launch his offensive on 

15 August 1799 and urged Prince Peter to complete his mission within three days.62 

However, to his surprise, the French anticipated him and attacked first. 

The French took full advantage of the Allied inactivity. After the coup of Prairial 

(June 1797) in Paris, the Directory government became under influence of the Jacobins. 

The key posts in the government were given to the Jacobins - General Jean Baptiste 

Bernadotte was appointed Minister of War, General Jean Baptiste Marbot became 

commander of the Army of the Interior and Robert Lindet served as Minister of Interior. 

To counter the Allies’ successes, the Directors ordered a new conscription and dismissed 

most of the previous commanders of the armies.63 They appointed a new commander-in-

chief, young and energetic General Barthelemy Joubert to the Army of Italy, who arrived 

in Genoa early in August. Joubert left Paris immediately after his marriage, having sworn 

to his bride that he would either win or die. Moreau surrendered his command to Joubert 

on 3 August and offered to act as his adviser.64 Joubert commanded approximately 

45,000 troops,65 but the French lacked supplies, horses and ammunition. The troops were 

unpaid for months and the desertion further weakened the army.66 The Army of Italy was 

spread along the coastline: the left wing of Perignon was in the western Riviera di 

Ponente and the right wing under Gouvion Saint Cyr was deployed near Bocketa in the 

                                                           
61 Grand Duke Constantine temporarily commanded the advance guard. Miliutin, Campaign of 

1799, III, 22. 
 
62 Dispotision for a General Attack into the Riviera, 12 August 1799, in Ibid., III, 283-87. 
 
63 Rodger, War of the Second Coalition, 163. 
 
64 General Jacques Schmitt, Joubert: La vie bréve d’un grenadier bressan, (Bourg-en-Bresse, 

1999), 359-61; Macdonald recalled that Joubert “had begged [Moreau] to remain with him.” 
Recollections, 277. 

 
65 Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 314-18; Jomini, Histoire critique et militaire, XII, 98; Saint Cyr, 

Mémoires pour servir à l’histoire militaire (Paris, 1831), I, Pieces justificatives No. 42. 
 
66 Baraguey-d’Hilliers to Bernadotte, 1 August 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 294; 

Saint Cyr, Memoires, I, 219-20. 
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upper Orba and Scrivia.67 Joubert realized that the Army of Italy had to leave the ravaged 

Riviera di Ponente and try to invade more fertile valleys of Lombardy. He immediately 

began preparing the troops for the offensive, notwithstanding the news of the fall of 

Mantua and reinforcements arriving to Suvorov.68  

Joubert intended to advance northward with the support of the Army of Alps 

under Jean-Etienne Championnet, who was to attack the Allied flank and communication 

lines.69 On 9 August, he summoned a war council. It became evident that the French did 

not have reliable intelligence about the Allied positions or forces. General Moreau 

claimed Suvorov had only an 8,000-men strong observation corps between Bormida and 

Scrivia.70 Macdonald and Saint Cyr urged Joubert to postpone the offensive and 

reconnoiter the area to determine the real strength and positions of Allies.71 The actions 

at Arquato and Novi, already described, were part of this reconnaissance operations. 

Joubert decided to move his army in two groups. The left group of Perignon, 

accompanied by Joubert, was first to march in two columns through Deco, Spigno and 

Cremolino. The right wing of Saint Cyr, with Moreau, moved via Voltaggio to Gavi. On 

12 August, Joubert arrived to Terzo and was surprised not to find the Allied forces in the 

area. He ordered Saint Cyr to continue his advance and occupy Novi.72 However, Saint 

                                                           
 
67 Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 317-18; Pachonski, Legiony Polskie, 566-71; Miliutin, 

Campaign of 1799, III, 31-32; Schmitt, Joubert, 363. 
 
68 Macdonald wrote, “Generals Moreau and Joubert and his chief of staff, Suchet, declared that 

the news [of fall of Mantua] were false and spread with a purpose, and that they had much more 
recent and trustworthy information. Of course, I wished to believe them; but, on the other hand, I 
could not doubt the honesty of my informant. This uncertainty was terrible, on account of the 
events which would soon come to pass; for if Mantua had really yielded, the besieging force 
would become an important and valuable reinforcement for the allies.” Macdonald, Recollections, 
276-77. 

 
69 Clausewitz.; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 269. 
 
70 Schmitt, Joubert, 364; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 32. 
 
71 Macdonald, Recollections, 277; Saint Cyr, Memoires, I, 224-26 
 
72 Schmitt, Joubert, 368-69; Saint Cyr, Memoires, I, Pieces justificatives, No. 37. 
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Cyr was cautious to attack and remained at Voltaggio, realizing that Suvorov might 

defeat the French piecemeal.73 

Suvorov was unaware of the French advance and received only brief information 

about the French incursions into the valley of the Scrivia River. The news of the attack 

on Serravalle by General Watrin had convinced him that the French would advance along 

the Scrivia River. He dispatched Bellegarde on reconnaissance to the upper Bormida and 

was soon informed about the advance of the French left wing in that direction. Suvorov 

now had complete picture of the French movements. After month of inactivity, he was 

delighted to know that the French finally were marching to fight him on the positions he 

already knew well.74 He instructed his commanders, including Bagration, to slowly 

withdraw into the plain between Tortona and Novi without engaging the enemy. Once the 

French reached the plain, Suvorov planned to attack them with his main force.75  

By 13 August, the two wings of the French army converged on Novi. Joubert 

crossed the Orba River at Capriata, while Saint Cyr approached Novi from the direction 

of Gavi.76 Suvorov, meantime, set up headquarters at Pozzolo Formigaro and dispatched 

his transports to the rear. He recalled Bagration from Alessandria, where Prince Peter 

was still training the Austrian troops.77 

                                                           
73 Suvorov to Bagration, 13 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 254; Saint Cyr, 

Memoires, I, 230-31l, 324; Schmitt, Joubert, 365 
 
74 Count Bellegarde had 6,200 men at Ritorto on the Orba River, Rosenberg with 8,300 men 

was near Vigizzollo supported by Alcaini’s 5,300 troops. Prince Bagration’s advance guard of 
5,705 men was in the center between the Orba and Scrivia rivers. Prince Bagration was not with 
the troops because Suvorov sent him to train newly arrived Austrian troops. He was recalled on 
13 August. Suvorov to Bagration, 13 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 254. 

 
75 Dispotision of Army, 13 August 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 301-302; 

Disposition of Defensive Against the French Attack at Novi, 12 August 1799; Suvorov to Melas, 
14 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 255-56; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military 
Operations, 276-77. 

 
76 Schmitt, Joubert, 369-70; Rostunov, Suvorov, 420-21. 
 
77 Bagration left Major Baron Karl Korf to continue the training of Austrian troops. Suvorov to 

Bagration, 13 August 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 302; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, 
IV, 255. 
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Map 10. Joubert’s Offensive 
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Prince Peter returned on late afternoon of 13 August, just in time to assume 

command of his advance guard, when Saint Cyr’s troops approached Novi. One of the 

participants recalled, “Towards noon a number of the French appeared on the hills - their 

columns slowly multiplied! Every now and then an outburst of firing could be heard from 

various spots and it would last for a few minutes.”78 Bagration slowly withdrew his 

troops to Pozzolo Formigaro to entice the French, who occupied Novi and the nearby 

heights.79 General Watrin reached Bettole du Novi on the eastern bank of Scrivia and 

General Dombrowski blockaded the Austrian garrison at Serravalle. Joubert bivouacked 

at Pasturano with the left wing of the army.80 

Bagration deployed his troops in line in front of Pozzolo Formigaro and arranged 

two Jager battalions as skirmishers in a barley field. Suvorov soon joined him there and 

personally reconnoitered the French positions.81 He expected the French to descend from 

the mountains into the valley and advance towards Tortona. Therefore, he made 

necessary preparations to meet them there. He left Bagration with 5,705 men in the first 

line at Pozzolo and moved Miloradovich’s 3,720 men to support him. In the second line, 

Suvorov placed almost 15,000 men under Derfelden and Melas on the left flank at 

Rivalta. Austrians troops of Kray and Bellegarde, some 27,000-men strong, were 

arranged on the right flank behind Fresonara. Suvorov also kept a reserve of 13,500 men 

under Rosenberg and Alcaini near Tortona.82 

                                                           
78 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 158-59. 
 
79 Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 353-54. 
 
80 Suvorov wanted to attack Jubert’s left wing as it marched to Pasturano. However, Kray told 

him that the Austrians troops were worn out by the march from Alessandria and were not battle 
ready. Instead, he proposed assault early morning of 15 August. Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and 
Switzerland, 134; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 278; Petrushevsky, 
Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 610-11. 

 
81 Saint Cyr, Memoirs, I, 236. 
 
82 Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 285-86 
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Map 11. Massing of Forces at Novi 
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 However, 14 August passed without any actions. Saint Cyr remained in his 

positions and informed Joubert about the Allied army deployed in front of him. The 

French commander-in-chief arrived to Novi late evening and observed the Allies in a 

valley. He was surprised to find that he now faced superior Allied forces. Suvorov 

massed over 50,000 men on the battlefield against 35,000 Frenchmen and had great 

superiority in cavalry (9,000 against 2,000).83  

The same night, Joubert summoned a war council to decide whether to give a 

battle or return to Genoa. Saint Cyr recalled that the French commander-in-chief could 

not accept the idea of retreat in light of the promises he made in Paris. Perignon and Saint 

Cyr urged him to withdrew to the Riviera and coordinate his actions with General 

Championnet’s Army of the Alps. At the end of the meeting, Joubert postponed his 

decision until the morning.84 He spent night vacillating and, as a result, the French troops 

had no clear orders for the battle. Perignon and Saint Cyr remained at their original 

positions Pasturano and Novi; General Watrin was told to withdraw from Bettoli di Novi 

and join the right flank of the army.  

Unlike the French commander-in-chief, Suvorov was impatient to attack. General 

Kray shared his sentiments and late night on 14 August he proposed to attack the French 

the next morning. Suvorov agreed to this plan and promised “to follow this attack with 

[Russian] troops at Pozzolo Formigaro.”85 At 8:00 p.m. on 14 August, he ordered Kray to 

begin movement during the night so that the troops attacked at the dawn. Suvorov then 

informed the rest of commanders of the attack86 and encouraged them, “Long live sword 

and bayonet! No disgusting retreats! The first line [of the French] should be annihilated 

by the bayonets, the rest must be routed.”87 During the night the Austrian troops under 

                                                           
 
83 Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 613-14; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 303-

306. 
 
84 Schmitt, Joubert, 366-67; Saint Cyr, Memoires, I, 245-46. 
 
85 Suvorov to Kray, 14 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 256-57; Orlov, Study of 

Suvorov’s Military Operations, 288-89.. 
 
86 Suvorov to Melas, 14 August 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 310. 
 
87 Order to Austrian Troops, 14 August 1799,  A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 257. 
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Kray silently approached the French and launched an assault at 5:00 a.m.. Kray deployed 

his 27,000 men in two lines, with Bellegarde commanding right wing and Ott on the left.  

Hearing the musket fire, General Joubert rode to see the action. Observing the 

formidable attack of the Austrians, he reached the front line to rally his troops, but an 

Austrian bullet killed him. It was said, his last words were “En avant”88 His death was 

kept secret from the army and General Moreau assumed command in his place. He 

requested reinforcements from Saint Cyr89 and, having repulsed the Austrian attack, 

prohibited the pursuit. This was one of the most important decisions of the day. If Joubert 

had commanded the troops, he would probably have moved his army into the plain, as 

Suvorov expected. But the more experienced Moreau realized the danger of advance and 

kept his troops on defensive. Meantime, Kray renewed his attack on the French left and 

appealed for support to Bagration, urging him to attack the French in the center to divert 

their forces. Bagration had different instructions from Suvorov so he refused to commit 

troops on the pretext that he had no precise orders on this account.90 

It was certainly strange to hear such excuse from Bagration, who was always 

eager to attack. Unfortunately, it is still unknown if Suvorov issued orders for a general 

disposition to the army. Therefore, it is difficult to discuss the actual intentions of 

Suvorov. The existing correspondence between Suvorov and the Austrian commanders 

indicate that Suvorov wanted to overwhelm the left French flank and cut Joubert’s line of 

retreat.  

                                                           
 
88 Schmitt, Joubert, 376; Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 361 
 
89 Saint Cyr dispatched brigade of Colli. At the same time, Perignon brought the infantry 

reserves under Clausel and Partouneaux and cavalry reserve under Richepanse. 
 
90 Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 52.; Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 358-68, Orlov, Gryazev’s 

Notes, 65-66. 

 118



 

Map 12. Battle of Novi, 15 August 1799 
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However, Suvorov’s actions also indicate that he had another plan of actions if 

Kray failed to overwhelm the French flank. In this case, Kray was to lure French forces 

from the right flank to the left. Once this was accomplished, Suvorov planned to take 

advantage of the exposed center and right flank by breaking through with a decisive 

assault. He even gave special instructions to Bagration, who later recalled that Suvorov 

told him “to lure the enemy from the heights [in the center] down into the plain.”91 One 

of the participants also wrote, “Major General Bagration could not accomplish [Kray’s 

requests], first, because the enemy forces on the height in front of him were still superior; 

second, the terrain put [the French] in much advantageous positions, and third, this attack 

would have been against the disposition given to him. [my emphasis]”92 Besides, 

Suvorov sent Bagration a message telling him to urge Kray to increase the pressure on 

the French flank, while Prince Peter himself was “to be ready to attack [in the center].”93  

Thus, Bagration had orders to postpone his attack until the French diverted their forces 

against Kray, and then to attack the French at Novi. 

Consequently, Prince Peter remained at his positions and refused to support Kray. 

He waited for a half an hour and, observing the increasing French pressure on the left 

flank, urged Suvorov to commence the attack on the right flank. Bagration recalled, 

I dispatched three aide-de-camps to [Suvorov] with the reports on the 
fighting and finally requested permission to attack. However, neither of 
my messengers returned. Meantime, [the French] advanced on 
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 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 161. Probably, Suvorov met Bagration and gave him 
verbal instructions, because no written orders are preserved. The Manuscript Section of the Lenin 
State Library has a short letter in which Suvorov ordered Prince Peter to remain in the center of 
the Russian troops. However, after the battle, Suvorov wrote that Bagration was “to move around 
the town [of Novi] and attack the right flank of the enemy.” Suvorov to Bagration, 7 a.m., 14 
August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 257-58; Suvorov to Paul, 25 August 1799, 
Correspondence of Suvorov, 274. Most Russian scholars claimed Suvorov ordered Bagration to 
capture Novi and so Bagration’s troops were arranged as “the first line in the center.” However, 
Duffy, based on Melas’ letters, referred to Bagration being “assigned to attack the left of Novi 
and unite with Kray in the area of Serravalle.” Orlov, Gryazev’s Notes, 66; Orlov, Study of 
Suvorov’s Military Operations, 293, 302-305. Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 135, 149. 

 
92 Komarovsky, Voennii Zhournal, 4 (1810): 34-35. Komarovsky was aide-de-camp to Grand 

Duke Constantine. 
 
93 Suvorov to Bagration, 15 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 258. 
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considerable distance and opened heavy musket and gunfire at my troops. 
This forced me to ride to [Suvorov] in person. One of my aide-de-camps 
met me on the way with the report that “[Suvorov] is asleep, wrapped up 
in his cloak” “What does this mean” I thought to myself; the notion passed 
through my mind that he could actually be dead, and I spurred on. Several 
generals were standing in a circle in front of [Derfelden’s] corps. I 
hastened towards them and, not far from the group, I saw that 
extraordinary man [Suvorov] bundled up in his old cloak on the ground. I 
had scarcely told a few words in answer to Derfelden’s question, when 
[Suvorov suddenly] threw his cloak aside, sprang up and declared: “God - 
how I must have slept! Now it is a time for action!” It was clear that 
Suvorov had not been asleep at all, but had been listening to the 
conversation of the generals and the various reports arriving from the 
scene of the fighting, and had been contemplating how to conduct the 
coming battle. He asked me how the combat had gone, then threw a glance 
at the enemy positions and ordered me and Miloradovich to engage the 
enemy immediately.”94 
 

Thus, around 9:00 a.m.,95 Suvorov decided to attack the French positions in the 

center to ease the pressure on Kray and further expose the French right flank. He urged 

Kray to renew the attack on the left French flank and ordered Bagration and 

Miloradovich to move their forces against the French positions at Novi; Derfelden was 

told to march from Rivalta to Novi to support them.96 The French forces were spread 

evenly around Novi. General Gardanne with 18th Light and 21st Demi-brigades was at 

Novi; General Quesnel with 17th Light and 63rd Demi-brigades was to the west of the 

town, and Guerin with three cavalry regiments (19th Chasseur, 16th Dragoon, 19th 

Dragoon) was behind Novi. General Watrin’s division was approaching the town. 

Prince Peter knew the terrain very well as he had spent previous months 

reconnoitering the area. He moved his troops under the cover of the ravine and soon 

reached the town despite the heavy enemy fire. He drove the French out of suburbs of 

                                                           
94 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 161-62; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 

614. 
 
95 The time of Bagration’s attack is unclear. Most Russian scholars indicate 9:00 a.m.; 

Suvorov reported 6:00 a.m., while Duffy referred to 10:00 a.m. Suvorov to Paul, 25 August 1799, 
Correspondence of Suvorov, 274; Orlov, Study of Suvorov’s Military Operations, 295; Duffy, 
Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 143. Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 313. 

 
96 The reserves under Melas, Rosenberg and Alcaini remained at their positions. 
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Novi, but then reached the stonewall surrounding the town, which brought his attack to a 

standstill. Bagration now turned his troops to the right and charged Novi from the west, 

towards Belvedere Hill. Here, the French had established a strong battery, awaiting the 

Russian approach; they were met with grape shot. Although suffering heavy casualties, 

Bagration led his troops forward. They had to climb up the hill, across ditches, fences and 

vineyards under the fire of the French skirmishers who used the terrain to decimate the 

Russians. In addition, Bagration’s troops were an excellent target for the French gunners 

on the top of the hill, who expertly arranged their cannon in three levels. One of the 

participants recalled, “In the center of the position [the French] had placed three frightful 

batteries on the slopes of the hill; these now vomited forth flames and incessant thunder 

like an erupting volcano. They were deployed in such a way that the heaviest calibers 

were sited on the crest, the medium half-way down the hill, and the lightest pieces at the 

bottom.”97 

General Gardanne let the artillery pound the Russians before he ordered a 

counterattack on Bagration’s left flank. Bagration moved Major General Gorchakov 

forward with part of his troops to meet the French, while he proceeded with the 

remaining forces towards the French positions.98 Despite heavy fire, Bagration’s troops 

advanced in good order that surprised even the French. Saint Cyr commented, 

“[Russians] advanced in perfect order and with remarkable audacity.”99 Prince Peter sent 

some thirty Jagers under Captain Lvov as skirmishers ahead of his troops. The French 

cavalry soon attacked the skirmishers, but, as Bagration reported, the Jagers engaged the 

cavalry, “killing several of them, including a colonel, and wounding a general.”100 

                                                           
 

97 Orlov, Gryazev’s Notes, 66-67; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 615; 
Rostunov, Suvorov, 424. 

 
98 Gorchakov marched with Miller III’s Jager Battalion, Sanaev’s Grenadier Battalion, 

Lomonosov’s Grenadier Battalion and Semernikov’s Cossack Regiment. Bagration kept his Jager 
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August 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 43-44; Suvorov to Paul, 25 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: 
Documents, IV, 273. 
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However, in a savage hand-to-hand combat, the Russians attack was halted and Bagration 

withdrew under the protection of Cossacks and Karachay’s dragoons.101 

Prince Peter was rallying his troops when a French column suddenly appeared on 

his left flank. This was General Watrin, who neglected Saint Cyr’s instructions to avoid 

battle and marched towards Novi.102 One of his brigades incidentally encountered 

Bagration and threatened his flank. Suvorov dispatched Förster with reinforcements to 

engage the French, while Bagration, reinforced by Miloradovich, led another assault on 

Novi.103 This time, he aimed at the heights on the eastern side of the town. Saint Cyr 

moved two battalions of the 106th Demi-brigade to meet this attack and ordered Gardanne 

to charge Bagration’s right flank.104 The French demonstrated excellent tactics. They 

combined effective artillery fire105 with formidable counterattacks to check Bagration’s 

advance.106  

Fortunately for Allies, Derfelden’s 6,000 men arrived on the battlefield and 

reinforced Prince Peter for one more assault. In a savage bayonet attack, the superior 

Russian forces reached the top of the Belvedere Hill. However, the French launched a 

                                                                                                                                                                             
100 Bagration to Suvorov, 18 August 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 43-44. Suvorov reported that 

the jagers killed “some 20 French cavalrymen, one colonel and General [of Brigade] Garraux 
[sic].” However, Lvov and his skirmishers perished in this combat. Suvorov to Paul, 25 August 
1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 273. 

 
101 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 163; Suvorov to Paul, 25 August 1799, 

Correspondence of Suvorov, 275; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 54; Gachot, Souvarow en 
Italie, 370-71. Jomini claimed the French pursued Bagration to Pozzolo Formigaro, almost 2 
miles away. None of Russian or Austrian sources supported this claim. Histoire critique et 
militaire,  XII, 110. 

 
102 Suvorov to Paul, 25 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 273; Saint Cyr, Memoirs, 

I, 242, 251-52; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 615-16. 
 
103 Suvorov to Paul, 25 August 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 276. 
 
104 Saint Cyr, Memoirs, I, 251, 258. 
 
105 Suvorov reported that the French concentrated 20 guns against Bagration. Suvorov to Paul, 

25 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 274. 
 
106 In his report of 25 August, Suvorov described this action, “As Major General Prince 

Bagration engaged the enemy, a superior [French] column appeared from behind of bushes. 
[Bagration] attacked it with the cold steel [bayonet charge]; [he] routed and pursued the enemy. 
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counterattack and recaptured it.107 Bagration and Derfelden made several additional 

assaults on the hill. Suvorov described the fighting, “The soldiers seemed beside 

themselves with blind courage and [they] went forward under the deadly fire of the guns, 

apparently without noticing the strength of the enemy positions; they loathed inevitable 

death and there was no possibility of holding them back“108 Yet, the French repulsed 

Bagration’s assaults and forced him to withdrew.109 They also repulsed Kray’s latest 

attack on their left flank and pursued the retreating Austrians.110 The French now spread 

the tirailleurs in the center, who harassed Bagration’s and Miloradovich’s troops. The 

Cossacks were moved against them and they demonstrated “a very pretty display of 

tactics…[they] skirmished with the enemy tirailleurs, moving skillfully to entice the 

enemy further and further from their line, and then, choosing the right moment, they 

rushed together yelling in their usual style, cut off of large bodies and surrounded and 

captured them.”111 

It was already afternoon and, after seven hours of fighting, the Allies had failed to 

break through the French positions. Yet, Suvorov still had considerable reserves 

(Rosenberg and Melas) so he decided to launch a decisive attack with them.112 Around 

3:00 p.m. Suvorov ordered Melas to attack the right flank of the French, while Bagration 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Then two enemy squadrons and another column arrived to reinforce [the French].” Suvorov to 
Paul, 25 August 1799, Ibid., IV, 274; 

 
107 Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 56, 317; Jomini, Histoire critique et militaire,  XII, 112; 

Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 372-73 
 
108 Suvorov to Francis, circa 20 August 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 56. 
 
109 Orlov, Gryazev’s Notes, 67-68. Gryazev noted that Bagration had to retreat because Melas 

had not yet attacked the right flank of the French. 
 
110 Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 58; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 618-19. 
 
111 Orlov, Gryazev’s Notes, 68. 
 
112 Rosenberg had 8,300 men, Melas - 8,800 and Alcaini - 5,300. Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, 

III, 320. 
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(with Derfelden) attacked Novi and Kray assaulted the left flank.113 Melas moved part of 

his forces in a flanking maneuver on the French right flank and led the remaining forces 

in the frontal attack.114 The French (Watrin’s division) fought with remarkable tenacity 

and courage and repulsed three successive Austrian attacks. However, Austrian flanking 

column soon threatened their flank and the rear. A coordinated Austrian attack swept the 

French, who fled in confusion. At this moment, Saint Cyr personally arrived on the right 

flank and moved 106th Demi-brigade to contain the Austrians. The French initially halted 

them, but then slowly retreated under the pressure of superior Allied troops.  

Meantime, Bagration, supported by Derfelden, fought the French in the center. 

Gryazev described the combat,   

The canister and shot fell on us in showers. The missiles snatched away 
many a brave comrade or exploded in the ground and threw up an 
impenetrable dust. Both sides thundered away unceasingly and the sound 
echoed from the hills to still more frightful effect. We made our way 
towards the hill to the accompaniment of the groans of the wounded and 
between the piles of the dead. 115  
 

Suvorov soon joined Bagration and both commanders led a new attack on the 

French positions. Yet, Melas’ attack on the French right flank was delayed for some time. 

As a result, Bagration was unable to penetrate the French defenses in the center.116 Once 

Melas completed his flanking maneuver on the French right wing, Bagration commenced 

another assault. “[The Russian} troops, enraged by the failure of the previous attacks, 

charged in a frenzy and disregarded the obstacles and dangers; like eagles, they flew up 

on the hill and attacked the enemy with bayonets with such audacity that they dislodged 

them from the heights [the French] held for so long.”117 

                                                           
113 The time of the order is not clear and Austrian and Russian sources contradict each other. 

For discussion see, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 60-61, 320-23; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy 
and Switzerland, 144-45; Saint Cyr, Memoirs, I, 254; Orlov, Gryazev’s Notes, 69. 

 
114 Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 322-23. 
 
115 Orlov, Gryazev’s Notes, 69 
 
116 Ibid., 69. 
 
117 Ibid. 69 
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Map 12. Battle at Novi, 15 August 1799 
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Bagration’s troops rushed into Novi, threatening to cut the French right flank. 

Prince Peter dispatched his cavalry in pursuit of the French; they captured many of 

them.118 Gardanne and Quesnel made fighting retreat to Tassarolo, where Saint Cyr 

rallied Watrin’s division. However, several hundred Frenchmen remained at Novi, where 

they fortified houses and fought until late night.119  

Thus, by 6:00 p.m. Bagration captured Novi, piercing the central positions of the 

French, while Melas overwhelmed the right flank. The Allies now threatened to encircle 

the French left wing, which hurriedly withdrew towards Pasturano. The retreating French 

packed the narrow streets of the village, while the Allied troops opened fire on them from 

the nearby heights. The French troops fled in confusion, leaving their artillery and 

supplies. Bagration pursued them for almost six miles and reported “2,000 killed, 4 

generals and 500 privates captured, as well 21 guns and considerable ammunition.”120 

Generals Grouchy and Perignon tried to organize some sort of resistance, but were 

wounded and captured. General Colli was surrounded and forced to surrender with 2,000 

men and twenty-one guns. Only Saint Cyr’s troops retreated in good order and covered 

the rest of the army.121 Suvorov wrote, “The darkness of the night covered the 

humiliation of the enemy; but the glory of this victory would always shine!”122 The 

exhausted Allied troops did not pursue the French and bivouacked on the battlefield. 

                                                           
118 Bagration to Suvorov, 18 August 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 44; Orlov, Gryazev’s Notes, 

69. 
 
119 The French tried to break out during the night and engaged the Russians troops stationed at 

Novi. In a brutal night fighting, most of them were killed, but the Russians lost around 100 men. 
In addition, the Russian troops, in a frenzy, pillaged the local population for several hours. They 
were returned to order only after Suvorov’s arrival. Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 165-66. 

 
120 Bagration to Suvorov, 18 August 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 44. 
 
121 Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 146-48; Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 164-

65. 
 
122 Suvorov to Paul, 25 August 1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 277; A.V. Suvorov: 

Documents, IV, 274. 
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The next morning, Suvorov intended to resume pursuit,123 but his troops were still 

exhausted and could not move. So, there was no real attempt to destroy the disorganized 

French before they reached the mountains.124 Moreau exploited the Allied inactivity and 

successfully extricated the remaining troops to the Riviera. The Russians troops were 

discontented with the situation, and, as a participant recalled, some of them grumbled, 

“How can this be possible? How can we be so close to the enemy and not be allowed to 

finish them off? Oh! Letting them slip from our hands like that is not the Russian 

style!”125 However, Suvorov was now consumed by different concerns. He withdrew his 

forces to the positions they occupied prior to 15 August and began preparations for his 

favorite plan – the expulsion of the French from the Riviera and the invasion of the 

southern France. 126 

The battle at Novi was a decisive Allied victory. The French army was shattered, 

losing almost 6,500 killed and wounded, 4,600 captured, including four generals, eighty-

four officers, four flags and most of the artillery.127 The Russian troops lost 1,900 killed 

and wounded, while the Austrian casualties amounted to 5,800 men.128 Bagration 

reported his casualties as 76 killed, 458 wounded and 25 missing; 11 officers were killed 

                                                           
123 Suvorov issued a new disposition: Generals Derfelden and Rosenberg were to march 

through Gavi and Bocketta to Genoa; Melas (with Bellagarde) was ordered to advance through 
Aqui to Savona and Kray to Asti and Cherasco. Disposition of Army, 15 August 1799, in 
Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 330-31; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 259. 

 
124 Saint Cyr, Memoirs, I, 264; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 74; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy 

and Switzerland, 150. 
 
125 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 169; Also, see Orlov, Gryazev’s Notes, 72. 
 
126 However, Suvorov had to postpone offensive because the Austrian commissariat failed to 

gather the mules for transportation of supplies and ammunition. 
 
127 Suvorov to Paul, 16 August 1799; Suvorov to Ushakov, 22 August 1799; Suvorov to Paul, 

25 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 260, 266, 274. The number of guns varies, 
ranging from 37 to 40. However, Gachot claimed the French abandoned 18 guns and 21 caissons. 
Gachot, Souvarow en Italie, 385; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 65, 325-26; Duffy, Suvorov in 
Italy and Switzerland, 148; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 621.  

 
128 Suvorov to Ushakov, 22 August 1799, Suvorov: Letters, 350; Suvorov to Paul, 25 August 

1799, Correspondence of Suvorov, 277; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 621; 
Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 65, 325-26; Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 172; Gachot, 
Souvarow en Italie, 385; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 148. 
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and 38 wounded.129 The Russians officers’ corps was generously rewarded for the battle. 

Derfelden received diamond signs of Order of St. Andrew, Förster - diamond signs of 

Order of St. Anna (1st class), Miloradovich - signs of Order of St. John of Jerusalem and 

Prince Bagration received Order of St. Alexander of Neva. Emperor Paul wrote Suvorov, 

“ I do not know which is the more agreeable - for you to win battles or for me to reward 

your victories. We both fulfill our duty: Me as the Emperor, and you as the first 

commander in Europe.”130 

Prince Bagration played important role in the actions prior to and during the battle 

of Novi. Suvorov constantly relied on him to train the Austrian troops and entrusted with 

the siege of the fortress of Serravalle. Bagration excelled in each of his missions. He 

successfully drilled the Austrians in the Russian tactics and this assignment demonstrated 

Suvorov’s confidence in Bagration’s skills and military experience. The siege of 

Serravalle also showed Suvorov’s trust in Prince Peter. Suvorov needed this fortress to 

secure his flank and access to the valleys. But he also wanted to boost the morale of the 

Russian troops, who were idle for several weeks. He chose Bagration knowing this 

tenacious and resolute commander would successfully execute his orders. The battle of 

                                                           
129 Bagration reported the following casualties: 
Unit Killed Wounded Missing 

Bagration Jager Regiment 2 officers 
8 privates 

5 officers 
64 privates 

7 privates 

Miller III’s Jager Regiment 4 officers 
11 privates 

16 officers 
1 physician 
96 privates 

 

Lomonosov’s Grenadier Battalion 1 officer 
9 privates 

5 officers 
34 privates 

 

Dendrygin’s Grenadier Battalion 11 privates 7 officers 
1 musician 
66 privates 

7 privates 

Sanaev’s Grenadier Regiment 2 officers 
13 privates 

5 officers 
79 privates 

6 privates 

Kalemin’s Grenadier Regiment 2 officers 
10 privates 

58 privates 1 officer 
4  privates 

Grekov’s Cossack Regiment 3 Cossacks 15 Cossacks  
Semernikov’s Cossack Regiment  6 Cossacks  

Total 76 458 25 

Bagration to Suvorov, 18 August 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 46. 
 
130 Paul to Suvorov, 25 August 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 69.. 
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Novi was a major victory for Prince Peter.  It was an example of the close relations 

between Suvorov and Bagration, whom the field marshal gave special instructions for the 

battle. Suvorov entrusted him with an important mission of delivering Novi and 

Bagration successfully captured it. Despite the tenacious French defense, Bagration led 

charge after charge until he succeeded in taking the town and piercing the French center.  

 130



 

 

 

CHAPTER V 

 

The Russian Eagles over the Alps 

September-October 1799 

 

 

The Allied victory at Novi virtually removed French forces from the Piedmont and 

Suvorov began preparations for the invasion of Riviera. However, the Austro-Russian 

cooperation slowly deteriorated. Tsar Paul’s intervention into Italian politics, left the 

Austrians far less flexible on questions of military policy and the political future of 

northern Italy. They were determined to preserve the current positions, preferring to lose 

future Russian support rather than the political advantages the Russian armies had already 

brought to them. It was this policy that contributed to the alienation of Paul from the 

coalition and ultimately the abandonment of the Austrians to meet the French assault in 

1800. 

The erosion of the Allied relations developed out of the campaign itself. Suvorov’s 

Italian victories had no counterpart on the Rhine or in Switzerland. Archduke Charles won 

the first engagement at Zurich in June, but his forces were inactive for almost three 

months, despite the fact that the Allies held a numerical advantage over the French there. 

At the end of August, following his victory at Novi, Suvorov was ordered to regroup his 

forces for a new campaign in Switzerland, where his army was to join two other Russian 

armies under General Alexander Rimsky-Korsakov and Lieutenant General Maxim 

Rehbinder, supported by the Prince de Condé’s émigré army. These maneuvers were to be 

coordinated with an Anglo-Russian invasion of Holland.1 The new plan of action 
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effectively removed the Russians from Italy where they impeded Austrian ambitions. In 

addition, strained personal relations between Field Marshal Suvorov and Baron Thugut 

further complicated the situation. Combined operations were always difficult, but in the 

case of Austro-Russian armies, they proved to be particularly serious. Although Suvorov 

received orders directly from the Emperor of Russia, the Aulic Council and Thugut 

effectively intervened, laid down their own policy lines and revised Suvorov’s plans for 

campaign. Suvorov also felt that the Austrians were often reluctant to support him and 

slower to react to his orders. Supplies were a constant problem and Suvorov’s constant 

appeals for ammunition and provisions had no apparent effect on the Vienna. 

“This owl [Thugut] has either gone out of his mind or never had one,”2 said 

Suvorov upon hearing news of Austrian decision to move Archduke Charles’s army to the 

north, leaving only 23,000 Austrian troops under Johan Konrad Hötze to cooperate with 

the Russian army of Alexander Rimsky-Korsakov (28,000 men) against General 

Masséna.3 On 25 August Suvorov received a letter from Austrian Emperor Francis; the 

Russian army was to cross the Alps and launch an offensive from Switzerland into France. 

General Michael Fridriech Melas was to remain in Italy with greater part of the Austrian 

forces, while General Andrey Rosenberg’s troops were to march into southern Italy. 

Francis also explained that the invasion of Riviera, Suvorov’s primary plan, would have to 

be postponed and might even prove unnecessary if the French retreated.4 

Suvorov was bewildered by “the shattering news of Archduke Charles withdrawal 

from Switzerland.”5 He opposed the new deployment and emphasized that by this 

                                                                                                                                                                               
Louis Hennequin, Zurich - Masséna en Suisse, (Paris, 1911), 1-15; Edourd Gachot, La Campagne 
d’Helvétie, 1799, (Paris, 1914), 1-171; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799, III, 125-85. 

 
2 Orlov, Gryazev’s Memoirs, 77 
 
3 Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 9; Gachot, La Campagne d’Helvétie, 171-72; Suvorov’s 

Atlas, 6; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 III, 201-202; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 1799, 
150-54; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 641-42. 

 
4 Francis to Suvorov, 17 August, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799,  III, 199-200; 415-16 
 
5 Suvorov to Paul, 3 September 1799, A. V. Suvorov: Dokumenti [A.V.Suvorov: Documents] 

ed. G. Mescheriakov, (Moscow, 1949-1953), IV, 295. 
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maneuver Korsakov’s corps was in imminent danger of being attacked by much stronger 

forces commanded by Masséna. Suvorov pleaded to postpone his march at least for 

several weeks, to prepare his army and settle affairs in Piedmont.6 He emphasized that the 

Russian army’s move into Switzerland had to be supported with adequate equipment and 

supplies. Moreover, he suggested that entire Russian army should move from Italy, that is 

not only Derfelden’s troops, but also Rosenberg’s corps.7 On 4 September Suvorov 

reported to Paul his decision to march at once into Switzerland. He criticized Austrians, 

who ”despite our great victories and achievements, wrote me only cheerless letters, full 

either of reprimands or requests to report all military actions in advance.” Suvorov also 

emphasized that the Austrians could delay supplying his troops to force him out of Italy. 

Therefore, he decided “to undertake this laborious march into Switzerland.”8   

The plans for forthcoming campaign were the immediate dilemma for Suvorov. 

The Allied forces were spread all over the Switzerland. Korsakov’s corps of 28,000 men 

was deployed to the northwest of Zurich; Prince Alexander of Wuttemberg with 2,500 

Austrians and 2,000 Russians held north shore of Lake Zurich; Lieutenant General Johann 

Friedrich Hötze’s 18,000 men covered the Tyrol. It was agreed that the Russian army 

would cross the Alps through the St. Gothard Pass and move via Altdorf towards Lake 

Lucerne, where Suvorov intended to join Hötze and Korsakov on the Upper Zurich and 

launch a coordinated attack against Masséna.9 By this time, Suvorov’s army numbered 

some 27,286 men, including 15,772 infantry, and 3,721 Cossacks.10 

                                                           
6 Suvorov to Francis, Suvorov to Archduke Charles, 28-29 August 1799, A.V. Suvorov: 

Documents, IV, 282-85. 
 
7 Suvorov to Francis, 28 August 1799, Generalissimus Suvorov: Sbornik dokumentov i 

materialov [Generalissimo Suvorov: compilation of documents and materials, hereafter cited as 
Generalissimo Suvorov] (Moscow, 1947) 279-280; Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, III, 417-418. 

 
8 Suvorov to Paul, 4 September 1799, Suvorov: Documents, IV 299-300. Also see, Suvorov to 

Rimsky-Korsakov, Suvorov to Vickham, Suvorov to Vorontsov, Suvorov to Tolstoy, Suvorov to 
Khvostov, Suvorov to Razumovsky, 29 August - 3 September 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, 
IV, 285-86, 290-91, 297-98. 
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The major flaw of this plan lay in topographic problem faced by Allied 

commanders. Neither Suvorov nor any of his commanders was familiar with the Alps and 

could not comprehend what difficulties lay ahead of their troops. The Russians intended to 

march from Altdorf to Schwyz on “the right and left shores of the Lake Lucerne.”11 Yet, 

there was no road, not even path in this direction, so they could only cross the lake using a 

small flotilla, but it was currently under the French control. The Austrians staff officers, 

some of them natives of the region (Hötze), failed to provide the Russians with this 

strategic information that later led to major setback. Hötze’s letter contained imprecise 

information that “General Auffenberg will march from Altdorf on narrow paths towards 

Schwyz canton to join me.”12 Franz Weyrother13 reaffirmed the strategy; he assumed that 

entire Russian army would be able to march on narrow paths, so Suvorov agreed without 

verifying this information.14 In addition, Suvorov did not have reliable information on the 

French strength and positions. The Allied strategy assumed General Masséna would 

remain passive and allow the junction of the Allied troops. 

The Russian army marched on 8 September and Prince Bagration was leading the 

advance guard.15 However, the movement was soon halted because the French under 

General Moreau launched offensive from Genoa. Suvorov was forced to delay the march 

                                                                                                                                                                               
Campaign of 1799, IV, 252-54; Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 9; Suvorov’s Atlas, 6-7; Duffy, 
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A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 320-23. 

 
10 Suvorov to Paul, 12 September 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, IV, 249-50; 

Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 220-21; Suvorov’s Atlas, 8; 
 
11 Suvorov to Korsakov, Hötze and Linken, 5 September 1799, Generalissimo Suvorov, 283; 

A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 303-304. 
 
12 Hötze to Suvorov, 10 September 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, IV, 255-56. 
 
13 Weyrother later became notorious for his plan of the battle of Austerlitz. 
 
14 For details see Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 652-54. 
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and turn his troops back against the French.16 By 10 September the French retreated to 

Gavi and the garrison of Tortona was forced to surrender the city on 11th.17 This delay 

forced Suvorov to accelerate his march to the Alps. The Russians moved with remarkable 

speed, averaging some thirty miles a day. A contemporary recalled,  

It was surprising that nobody fell by the wayside. If anyone’s strength 
failed his comrades helped him out by taking his ammunition and carrying 
it themselves. Many of the officers no longer had their baggage or riding 
horses with them. For the first time in a Russian army, they marched with 
their greatcoats rolled up and slung over their shoulders and carrying [their] 
packs with the rations of bread.18  
 

On 15 September Prince Bagration reached Swiss territory at Ponte Treza and later 

the next day the main forces halted at Taverne.19 The first news Suvorov received was not 

comforting. Before commencing the march, Suvorov requested 1,429 mules to be 

assembled at the frontier to transport four-days food supply.20 Considering three-days 

rations carried by soldiers, this should have provided Suvorov with supplies for a week. 

Mules were also necessary to move heavy equipment and guns.21 Instead of 1,429 mules, 

the Austrian Commissariat assembled none. Suvorov was outraged; in fury, he wrote 

Emperor Francis, 

                                                           
 
16 Suvorov to Archduke Charles, Suvorov to Paul, 10-11 September 1799, Ibid., IV, 316-18. 
 
17 According to Suvorov, the French left 75 guns, 2,700 muskets, 11,424 pounds of 

gunpowder and plenty of provisions at Tortona. Suvorov to Paul, 11 September 1799, A.V. 
Suvorov: Documents, IV, 318. Also see, Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799, III, 208-209, 433; 
Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 645 Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 163. 

 
18 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 183. 
 
19 Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, IV, 22; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 163; 

Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 655. 
 
20 Suvorov to Francis, Suvorov to Jacob Wimmer, 3-5 September 1799, A.V. Suvorov: 

Documents, IV, 296-97, 302; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799, IV, 21, 262. Also, see Korsakov’s and 
Sacken’s comments in Ibid., IV, 262-64. 
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I kept my word and arrived here on 15th [September]. In six days I 
accomplished a march for which most people would need eight. Today is 
the 17th, and yet there is no sign of a single mule, and no indication of when 
any will be coming. All our haste was in vain. We have an important 
operation awaiting us, and we needed surprise and impetus for the 
breakthrough - [but now] these advantages are lost.22 
 

This failure was due to several factors, including Austrian Proviantmaster 

Rupprecht who halted the train of mules at Pavia, and Major General Johann Döller, who 

delayed the payments to the muleteers. Exasperated by Döller’s behavior, Suvorov 

accused him of “deceiving us through his shameless promises, while we are already 

delayed for five days at Taverno. Our inactivity gives the enemy every opportunity to rally 

and take new measures to threaten us.”23 Five days later only 650 mules were available.24 

Without mules, it was impossible to advance further since the road ended at Taverne and 

only narrow path continued thereafter. Forced to remain here for five days, Suvorov 

decided to improvise so he dismounted some 1,500 Cossacks and used their horses as 

pack animals.25 He ordered instructions on how to move and fight in the Alps to be given 

to the Russians troops, who would experience mountain warfare for the first time.26 By the 

end of the week, the preparations were completed27 and false rumors were spread that the 

Allies would not advance until late September.28 
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23 Suvorov to Paul, 18 September 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, IV, 23; A.V. Suvorov: 

Documents, IV, 327. 
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The French had considerable forces deployed in the region. General Masséna 

commanded some 84,000 men of Armée d’Helvétie. General Turreau’s 1st Division (9,000 

men) covered the Simplon Pass and Bedretto. General Nicholas-Jean de Dieu Soult’s 3rd 

Division of 10,000 men held the southern shores of Lake Zurich, the Walensee and the left 

bank of the Linth. The main French forces of 34,000 men under General Masséna 

confronted Korsakov outside Zurich and along the lower Limmat and Aare.29 Finally, the 

2nd Division of General Claude Lecourbe (13,000 men) was dispersed between the Reuss 

Valley, St. Gothard and Glarus and constituted the first line of defense.30 

While at Taverne, Suvorov reorganized his army. Major General Peter Bagration 

continued commanding the advance guard.31 General Derfelden’s corps (7,500) and 

General Rosenberg’s troops (6,000) followed him.32 On 21 September Suvorov’s army 

advanced, with Rosenberg’s corps moving on the right toward Lukmanier Pass, while 

Derfelden’s troops, preceded by Bagration, marched on left to Airolo. The Russians 

moved slowly due to heavy rains and the mountainous terrain. One of the participants later 

recalled, 

                                                                                                                                                                               
28 Suvorov also urged Emperor Francis and Archduke Charles to postpone his withdrawal 

from Switzerland. Suvorov to Francis, Suvorov to Archduke Charles, 12 September 1799, A.V. 
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29 General Jean Baptiste Koch, Mémoirs de Masséna, rédigés d’apres les documents qu’il a 

laissés et sur ceux du déput de la Guerre et du depot des fortifications, (Paris, 1967), III, 343-49; 
Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 179; Gachot, La Campagne d’Helvétie, 277-78; Miliutin,  
Campaign of 1799 IV, 12, 243-48; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 166. 

 
30 General Lecourbe’s forces consisted of General Charles Etienne Gudin’s brigade (109th and 

67th Demi-brigades) at St. Gothard and Oberalp passes; General Henri Loison’s brigade (38th and 
76th Demi-brigades) along the Reuss valley; General Gabriel Jean Molitor’s 84th Demi-brigade was 
on the upper Linth.  

 
31 Bagration commanded 7th and 8th Jager Regiments and the grenadier battalions of 

Lomonosov, Dendyrgin, Sanaev and Kalemin. In total, 8 battalions (2,500 men) with 5 guns. A.V. 
Suvorov: Documents, IV, 332. 

 
32 Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 656-57; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 27, 

271; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 166. 
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Map 13. Suvorov’s Assault on the St. Gothard 
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We marched by narrow tracks that sometimes lay across high mountains 
and sometimes descended into precipices, but often we could see no kind of 
path at all. We forded torrents where the water reached our knees, and on 
two occasion to the waist. An endless march up the highest mountains 
drained our morale and strength. Throughout these days rain poured 
incessantly, while the nights were cold, dark and pierced with a north wind. 
We maintained a forced march from first light to nightfall, and many of the 
soldiers lost their footing on the paths and fell head over heels to their 
deaths. Many of the loads of baggage together with the horses were also 
lost over the side.33 

 

By 23 September, Rosenberg crossed the Lukmanier Pass and arrived at Disentis, 

where they bivouacked before marching towards St. Gothard. Meanwhile, Suvorov led 

Derfelden’s column and Bagration’s advance guard from Bellinzona towards Giornico, 

where Austrian Colonel Gottfried Strauch’s detachment joined him.34 

Despite the reports confirming Suvorov’s advance towards St. Gothard, General 

Lecourbe saw no reason to act, except to place Gudin’s brigade on high alert. On 24 

September he even wrote Masséna, that “there are persistent stories that General Suvorov 

is at Bellizona….They also say that another large corps [Rosenberg’s] is advancing on the 

Grisons. I have just learned that the enemy is attacking us at Airolo. I imagine it is no 

more than a reconnaissance.”35 

The “reconnaissance” was the frontal assault of Suvorov’s main forces on St. 

Gothard. The Russian troops were divided into three columns, two of which were 

deployed to outflank the enemy. The right column under Major General Bagration was 

ordered to climb the hills and seize the positions at Cima del Bosco on the summit of the 

St. Gothard Pass and then turn the left flank of the French. The left Russian column was to 

protect the main troops from any attacks from Val Bedretto, while the central column was 

                                                           
33 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 189. 
 
34 Koch, Mémoirs de Masséna, III, 378-79; Nicolas-Jean de dieu Soult, Mémoires du 
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to allow the flanking columns to lead and then launch a frontal assault on St. Gothard.36 

The French troops at Airolo consisted of the 38th, 67th and 109th Demi-brigades. Three 

battalions of the 38th were on the St. Gothard, one battalion of 67th was on the road near 

Furka and two battalions of the same Demi-brigade were at Ober-Alp. In total some 4,300 

men, prudently deployed on the strong positions in the passes. In addition, General 

Loison’s troops were spread along the valley towards Altdorf.37 

Bagration’s advance guard (2,400 men) was first to move at 3.00 a.m. on 24 

September. However, his troops were delayed by the terrain and weather, and they only 

reached Airolo by 2.00 p.m. After a brief engagement, the French, some thousand men 

strong,38 retreated. Bagration divided his detachment in two columns, with smaller one 

under Lieutenant Egor Lutovinov pursuing the French, and the remaining troops 

outflanking them. He also dispatched Major General Mikhail Baranovsky to climb the 

cliffs on the extreme right.39 Soon the French rallied behind the positions at Cima del 

Bosco and met advancing Russians with a close fire. The Russians lost some 150 men, 

including Lutovinov. Colonel Paul Shuvalov led another attack against the French, but it 

also failed and Shuvalov was seriously wounded.40 The French fought valiantly and 

repulsed subsequent attacks until arrival of Russian reinforcements, forcing them to fall 

back behind the ragging Sorescia at the entrance to the narrowest part of Val Tremola.41 

                                                           
 
36 Disposition for an Attack on St. Gothard, 21 September 1799; also, Suvorov to Paul, 14 

October 1799, Generalissimo Suvorov, 299-300, 303; Additional Disposition for Attack, 23 
September 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, IV, 276-77; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 335-
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37 Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799, IV, 34-35. 
 
38 Koch estimated 600 men. Mémoirs de Masséna, III, 379. 
 
39 Suvorov to Paul, 14 September 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 350-51; Baranovsky 

led Nizovskii Musketeer Regiment and Miller Jager Regiment. Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799, IV, 
38. 

 
40 Suvorov to Paul, 14 September 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 351. 
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The French occupied strong positions there, which seemed impregnable, and Charles 

Etienne Gudin’s soldiers stood and fought at every bend of the mountain path. Suvorov 

moved Förster’s and Shveikovsky’s divisions for a frontal attack but the French, 

reinforced by Loison’s troops, decimated them. The Russians retreated with some 1,200 

dead and wounded.42 Several more Russian attacks failed and the result of the battle now 

depended on Bagration’s outflanking maneuver.   

Bagration’s troops climbed up the remarkably steep eastern ridge of Val 

Canariscio (2,400 m.), crossed the stream of Sella and then ascended again on Monte 

Prosa. By 5.00 p.m. the exhausted soldiers emerged on southwestern slope of Monte 

Prosa. Suvorov immediately launched coordinated attack on French center and left flank. 

The French, surprised by Bagration’s charge, disengaged at once and retreated towards 

Hospental.43 St. Gothard was immediately occupied, and Suvorov sent Cossacks and light 

infantry to pursue the French, but they met stiff opposition at Bruggloch narrows. General 

Lecourbe arrived in time with reinforcements to repulse the Russian attacks. The fighting 

continued for another couple of hours, until Lecourbe heard of Rosenberg’s advance in his 

rear and then he immediately withdrew. The Russians finally reached Hospental by 9:00 

p.m.44 No precise casualty information was. The Russian losses were estimated at 1,200 

                                                                                                                                                                               
Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 175-76; Rostunov, Suvorov, 456; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo 
Prince Suvorov, 658-59. 

 
42 There is an old tradition that the Russians, unaccustomed to the mountainous warfare, were 

demoralized and unwilling to attack up the gorge under the deadly French fire. Suvorov himself 
appealed to soldiers to advance. Hearing their refusal, he ordered a trench dug. When it was done, 
he stood by it and called out to soldiers: “Cover me with earth, and leave your general here ! You 
are no longer my children and I am no longer your father. There is nothing left for me but to die.” 
When, in 1805, Bagration heard this story, he was enraged and described his version of the event. 
He recalled a quarrel between Austrian and Russian officers over the Austrian role in the campaign 
and this argument delayed the movement of one column. Bagration emphasized that the troops 
eagerly attacked, encouraged by the presence of Suvorov. Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 
274-79; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799, IV, 278-81; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 
660. 

 
43 [Anonimous], Suvorovskii pokhod v Shveitsariu, 1799 g., [Suvorov’s Campaign in 

Switzerland in 1799], (St. Petersburg, 1862), 29. 
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killed and wounded45 Bagration reported that, during his attack, the French lost 50 killed, 

17 wounded and 21 captured.46 The daylong fight exhausted both French and Russian 

sides; one of Suvorov’s soldiers remembered, “In the heat of action we failed to notice the 

great efforts we had been putting forth. But now exhaustion took its toll and we threw 

ourselves to the ground in a stupor, scarcely able to recall what we had done, or make 

sense of what was happening to us now.”47 Weyrother praised the Russians troops. “We 

must admire the steadfastness of the Russians, who showed not the slightest disorder”48 

At the same time, the Rosenberg’s corps and Austrian brigade of Major General 

Franz Xaver Auffenberg had passed the Lukmanier Pass and descended to the Vorderrhein 

Valley. The Allies advanced in two columns with Austrians moving via Val Acleta to 

Maderanertal and Rosenberg’s troops marching west towards Sedrun. While Suvorov 

assailed St. Gothard, Rosenberg dislodged the French at Oberalp and pursued them 

towards Andermatt, the French supply base.49 Although reinforced by the arrival of  

Lecourbe’s nine infantry companies, the French (2,000 men) were unable to halt superior 

Russian forces (14,000 men). Besides, Rosenberg’s advance threatened to cut their line of 

retreat and so they withdrew across the Furka Pass to protect the Rhône Valley.50 The 

French lost 180 killed and wounded, 41 captured and 3 guns. Russians casualties 
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amounted to some 200 men, but they captured the French magazine with 370,000 

cartridges and vast supplies of food.51  

The first day of the campaign was successful for the Russians. Suvorov reached 

the immediate approaches to the St. Gothard Pass and Oberalp undetected, dislodged the 

French from formidable positions and cleared the path along the Reuss to Andermatt. Yet, 

the stiff French resistance resulted in loss of precious time. Also, Auffenberg’s corps 

failed to cut the French communication line at Amsteg.52 The French distinguished 

themselves in fighting the overwhelming enemy. Despite almost seven fold superiority, 

they delayed the enemy advance for several hours, but the appearance of the Russians in 

the Reuss Valley came as a surprise to General Lecourbe. As a result, bridges were left 

undamaged, positions were not fully prepared, and finally Lecourbe himself arrived at the 

front only late that day, after Suvorov already crossed St. Gothard and occupied 

Hospental.53 

In their defensive strategy, the French possessed favorable terrain and they 

successfully used it to their advantage. Several miles from Andermatt, the Reuss River cut 

its way through “perpendicular stone mountain standing like a wall”54. The only path led 

to the Urneloch (Uri Hole), a tunnel over 200 yards long with clearance of some seven 

feet across. At the far end the tunnel was attached to Schöllenenschlucht (Schöllenen 

Gorge), a remarkable steep rock, almost upright, dropped to the water. Amid these rocky 

walls Devil’s Bridge was constructed across the foaming torrent of the Reuss River. 55 
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Map 14. From the St. Gothard to Amsteg 
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Suvorov bivouacked his army for the night at Andermatt and began marching early 

on the morning of 25 September.56 The task of halting Suvorov’s advance fell on General 

Loison’s brigade. Loison dispatched several outposts to the Urneloch to slow the 

Russians. One canon was placed at the tunnel portal; two companies of sharpshooters 

were deployed on the heights on the right side of the river, where they had plenty of cover 

and could remain almost invisible to the Russians and yet keep the narrow path and the 

arch of the bridge under their fire. The main French forces were assembled behind large 

rocks at the Devils’ Bridge.57 A Russian witness recalled that Suvorov’s troops were 

surprised to see the French move easily, ‘like wild goats,’ across the mountains and later 

learned that the French used special footwear with spikes.58 The French were convinced of 

impregnability of their positions and did not destroy the bridge. 

Suvorov rested Bagration’s troops, who were exhausted by previous fighting, and 

organized new advance guard for the attack. Prince Peter accompanied Suvorov and 

helped in directing the troops. As the Russian troops entered the Urneloch, they were met 

by deadly fire of the French sharpshooters and the canon at the end of the tunnel. Soon 

there was a pile of dead and wounded Russians in the passage. Suvorov attempted an 

outflanking maneuver. He sent some 300 men under Colonel Iosif Trubnikov in the right 

flanking movement over Tufelstalboden to challenge the French pickets across the ridge. 

Another detachment of 200 Kashkin Jägers and a battalion of Rehbinder Regiment, forded 

                                                           
56 Suvorov wrote Hötze, “We were forced to make some difficult flanking movements to gain 

the enemy positions at the St. Gothard, which delayed our progress… We will advance against 
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the Reuss River, a remarkable feat itself, and climbed up the Bäxberg heights to descend 

to the Schöllenen Gorge from the west. The French, fearing they would be cut off, began 

to withdraw.59 At that moment, Miloradovich charged the Urneloch and, together with 

Trubnikov’s troops descending on the right, attacked the retreating French. In a fierce 

fighting, the French managed to throw the gun into the river and took positions behind the 

Devil’s Bridge. They simultaneously began destroying the bridge.60 

Hundreds of Russians now assembled on the narrow front of the Devil’s Bridge, 

but a direct assault on the bridge was impossible. Several Russian charges failed to 

capture the bridge and were repulsed with heavy casualties.61 The deadly French fire 

decimated their ranks and forced them to take refuge behind the rocks. Major General 

Nikolai Kamensky appeared on the French right flank with his battalions further down the 

gorge, while Trubnikov’s detachment cleared the heights of the French sharpshooters on 

the right side of the gorge. Simultaneously, the news of General Auffenberg’s advance in 

Maderanertal threatened the French line of retreat. Accordingly, General Loison decided 

to abandon the defense. The French hurriedly destroyed part of the stone coping on the 

bridge and then began to withdraw. 62 The arch still remained under the fire, but it was by 
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no means as deadly as before. The Russians succeeded in repairing the bridge almost 

immediately after the French commenced their retreat.63 By 4:00 p.m. Suvorov’s army 

began the French pursuit, inflicting heavy casualties on Loison’s troops. Yet, at 

Goschenen, the Russian chase was halted when the French damaged the bridges over the 

Reuss River.64 The Russians, with the help of Austrian engineers, soon repaired them and 

the main forces arrive at Wessen by late evening. Meantime, General Auffenberg’s corps 

was approaching Amsteg. If he had taken this town, Lecourbe’s troops would have been 

surrounded, but the French general moved part of his troops against the Austrians and 

drove them back into the Maderanerthal.65 

Having spent night of 25 September at Wessen, the Russian armies marched early 

next day. At 6:00 a.m. the advance guard under Milarodovich moved northward and 

joined with Auffenberg’s troops, waiting overnight at the height south of Amsteg. The 

same day, the combined Austro-Russian forces, including Prince Bagration’s troops, 

attacked Lecourbe’s troops at Amsteg and occupied it after a brief engagement. Lecourbe 

burned the bridge at Amsteg and deployed his forces on positions along the right bank of 

the Reuss River from Ertsfeld to Lake Urner. The Allies continued their assaults and by 

the end of the day they entered Altdorf. The French took positions on the opposite bank at 

Seedorf, where they intended to halt the enemy advance on the right bank of the Reuss 

River and prevent them from reaching Lucerne through the Surenen Pass. Besides, the 

Lake Lucerne was patrolled by small French flotilla. Lecourbe also informed Masséna and 
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 147
 



local commanders about Suvorov’s movement.66 General Rosenberg’s troops bivouacked 

around Altdorf; Derfelden stopped along the right bank of the Reuss. Prince Bagration 

halted at Burglen and Auffenberg was at Shadorf. 

The Russian troops were exhausted and starving. The Rosenberg’s soldiers already 

consumed the food captured in the supply magazine at Andermatt, while the provision at 

Altdorf was sufficient only for two battalions. Yet, in six days the Russian army had 

advanced some fifty miles from Taverno to Altdorf. This was an exceptional advance 

considering the topography of the country and actions at St. Gothard and Devil’s Bridge.67 

Unaware of the defeat of Korsakov at Zurich, Suvorov was greatly concerned by 

his delay and feared that this might spell disaster for Korsakov and Hötze.68 For this 

reason, he gave his weary army no rest and marched from Altdorf at 3.30 a.m. on 27 

September.69 Suvorov appointed Bagration to the advance guard and accompanied him 

during marching. The fatal mistake committed during the planning became now obvious. 

The road from Altdorf soon narrowed and then disappeared altogether.70 The lake was 

under the French control and so a crossing was impossible. 
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Furious over what he regarded as Austrian incompetence,71 Suvorov decided to 

cross the Rosstock massif through the Chinzig Pass (2,000 m.) and then march west to 

Schwyz by way of the Muotatal. Rosenberg was ordered to guard the right bank of the 

Reuss River until the main forces were crossing the Chinzig. Bagration was to lead the 

way over the pass, followed by Derfelden and Auffenberg.72 

Prince Peter moved from Burglen at 5:00 a.m. on 27 September.73 His troops 

included four hundreds Cossacks of Sychov and Posdeev regiments, and two Jäger 

regiments. The path grew steeper and soon vanished. The soldiers had to climb with 

slippery loam slithering under their feet. Higher in the mountain, they sank up to their 

knees in the snow. Bagration and Grand Duke Constantine walked together during entire 

passage. The nine miles distance took twelve hours to march and Bagration reached 

Lipplisbuel only in the middle of that afternoon.74 He was informed that a French 

company75 was bivouacked at the village of Muothatal (Muttental). The French expected 

the enemy attack from southeastern Bisistal direction and were unprepared for Bagration’s 

attack from south. Bagration prudently deployed his dismounted Cossacks to make a 

flanking movement on the right and the mounted Cossacks to the left, while he led Jägers 

down the serpentine trail towards the village. A coordinated attack caught the French by 

surprise, and most of them were captured. Bagration reported 87 captured and 57 killed or 

wounded.76 Prince Peter then gathered his forces and spent the night under arms in case 
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treachery. However, after the collapse of Soviet Union, new researchers tend to vindicate the 
Austrians. See, Suvorov’s Atlas, 65, note 10. 

 
72 Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 60-62; Rostunov, Suvorov, 461-62; Longworth, The Art of 

Victory, 279; Suvorov: Letters, 732. 
 
73 Suvorov’s Atlas, 33. 
 
74 Anon. Suvorov’s Campaign in Switzerland, 38-39; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799, IV, 64-65 
 
75 This company, under Adjutant-General Vautrin, was part of the 38th Demi-brigade, send by 

General Lecorube to defend Muothatal. Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 198; Suvorov’s 
Atlas, 33-34. 
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the French attacked. Prince Peter’s troops lacked provisions and ate various plants they 

found; Grand Duke Constantine satisfied his hunger with two potatoes, which he bought 

for 400 rubles in gold.77  The main army was still approaching the pass when Suvorov 

ordered a halt to give his troops time to rest and gather food. The night was terrible, since 

the soldiers could not find enough shelter and had to sleep on the rocky slopes.78 The main 

army crossed Chinzig the next day and, by 29 September, it arrived to the Muothatal, 

where the field marshal intended to rest.79 Rosenberg commanded the rear guard and 

covered the movement.80 

Although the information about the battle of Zurich had been heard earlier, 

Suvorov dismissed it as a rumor. Furthermore, his spirits were elevated by the news of 

Lieutenant General Linken’s offensive and capture Glarus. Yet, the reconnaissance patrols 

soon returned with disastrous news. Aware of the Allies' movements, General Masséna 

initiated simultaneous attacks against the Russian forces at Zurich and the Austrians under 

Hötze at Schanis on the opposite end of Lake Zurich. On 25 September Masséna launched 

his main assault across the Limmat at Dietikon. The Russians were surprised and driven 

back towards Zurich; meanwhile, other divisions attacked the southern and western 

sectors of the town. The Russians retreated into Zurich where they came under a constant 

bombardment of French artillery. Early the next morning the Russians counterattacked, 

but after a long fierce fighting, Korsakov's troops were overwhelmed and pursued back 

into the city. The remains of the battered Russian army left the city after nightfall and 

                                                                                                                                                                               
76 Bagration to Derfelden, 10 October 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 50; Suvorov to Paul, 14 

September 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 352; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince 
Suvorov, 674; Orlov, Gryazev’s Memoirs, 95; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 65; Rostunov, 
Suvorov, 463. 

 
77 Orlov, Gryazev’s Memoirs, 97. 
 
78 Ibid., 96-97. Also see, Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 671-73. 
 
79 Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799, IV, 66-67. 
 
80 Lecourbe made several attacks on Rosenberg on 27-28 September, but was repulsed. 

Suvorov’s Atlas, 34; Lecourbe to Masséna, 27 September 1799, Lecourbe’s Correspondence, 298, 
305-307; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 67; Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 352-53 
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retreated toward Germany, leaving behind some 2,000 dead, 5,000 prisoners, 10 colors 

and all their baggage and artillery. At the same time, General Soult moved across the 

Linth River and attacked Hötze's army between Schanis and Wessen. Advancing from the 

Linth, Soult's troops drove the enemy into the mountains surrounding Mt. Speer and 

battered them for almost two days; the remainder of Austrian corps fled into Germany, 

with the loss of 5,500 dead and wounded. General Hötze was killed.81  

With the main Austro-Russian forces beaten, Masséna initially wanted to block 

Suvorov in the Reuss valley. On 26 September, Lecourbe informed Masséna about 

Suvorov’s advance into Muothatal Valley. Masséna immediately moved General Edouard-

Adolphe Mortier’s division of 9,000 men towards Schwyz to block the Muothatal, while 

General Honore Theodore Gazan with approximately 10,000 men marched towards 

Wessen and Schanis to close the Linth Valley from the north.82 Masséna then traveled to 

Altdorf and reconnoitered the area. He realized that Suvorov had moved across the 

mountains into the Muothatal Valley and returned to Schwyz to concentrate his troops. 

Thus, Suvorov’s weary 18,000 men, without food and ammunition were now 

facing superior French army, surrounded by impassable mountains, in cold weather. An 

escape seemed hopeless and surrender was the only choice. One of participants described 

the disastrous conditions of the soldiers. 

 
There was a great scarcity of food. Our biscuits got wet in bad weather and 
moulded; the local population was poor and had been already despoiled by 
the French. We dug for roots in the valley and ate them… There was so 
little meat that necessity forced us to eat parts of animals, which at another 

                                                           
81 For details on the battle of Zurich see, Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 350-60; Miliutin,  

Campaign of 1799 IV, 69-121, 289-312; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 675-76; 
Gachot, Campagne d’Helvetie, 350-450; Koch, Mémoires de Masséna, III, 300-400; Duffy, 
Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 217-220. James Marshal-Cornwall, Marshal Masséna (Oxford, 
1965) 71-74; Colonel Frignet Despréaux, Le Maréchal Mortier, Duc de Trévise (Paris, 1914), II, 
120-31. 

 
82 On 30 September Masséna himself went on reconnaissance of the Schachental, accompanied 

by Lecourbe. He became convinced that the Russians were now beyond the Chinzig Pass in the 
Muothatal. Lecourbe’s Correspondence, 297-99; Koch, Mémoires de Masséna, III, 384-90; Soult, 
Memoires, II, 264-67; Barry, The Life of Loison, 67-68; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 
221; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 122-23; Despréaux, Le Maréchal Mortier, 132-33. 
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time would have disgusted us. Even the hides of cattle were not excepted: 
they were cut into small pieces, wound round firewood or turned on a 
ramrod and so grilled… or eaten half-raw83 
 

On 29 September Suvorov called a council of war to discuss the situation and 

future actions. Bagration, who left the only detailed description of the meeting, was the 

first to see Suvorov and he found the old field marshal dressed in parade uniform and 

criticizing Korsakov, “Parades… Ceremonies… What an overwhelming self-confidence! 

Good God! Certainly, that is needed too, but at the proper time… More essential is to 

know how to wage war, examine the terrain, calculate, be always on alert and perceive 

how to win… There is nothing clever in being beaten…. To sacrifice so many men in a 

single day! And what men they were!”84 Bagration left the room unseen and waited for 

other generals to arrive. As they entered, Suvorov “rose and closed his eyes and went deep 

into his thoughts… then he looked at us and his glance pierced us as if by lightning - This 

was not Alexander Vasilievich, who led the troops in the battle with his dedication and 

hawk’s swiftness…. Oh, no! That was the greatest man, the genius! He was transformed!” 

Suvorov looked at the gathered commanders and told them, Korsakov has been defeated 

and his corps scattered from Zurich! - Hötze is missing and his corps is scattered as well 

[Suvorov then named other Austrian commanders] So, Our whole plan of expelling the 

French out of Switzerland has been thwarted.”85 

During the council meeting Suvorov seemed charged with emotions. He blamed 

the Austrians for everything he had encountered during the campaign, and particularly for 

Archduke Charles’ withdrawal from Switzerland and fatal delay at Taverne.  

What can we do now? To go back is disgraceful; I have never retreated. To 
advance to Schwyz is impossible - Masséna has over 60,000 men and our 
troops scarcely amount to 20,000 men. We are devoid of provisions, 
ammunition and artillery… We can turn to nobody for help. We are on the 
verge of disaster!  All that remains for us is to rely on Almighty God and 

                                                           
83 Orlov, Gryazev’s Memoirs, 98-99 
 
84 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 211; see also, excerpts in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799 

IV, 126-30; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 678-80. 
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the bravery and self-sacrifice of my troops! We are Russians! God is with 
us!86 
 

Suvorov then knelt before Grand Duke Constantine, “Save, save the honor of 

Russia and its sovereign! Save the son of the Emperor!” Suvorov’s speech seemed to have 

a profound affect on the generals. Bagration later recalled, “We were astonished… I will 

never forget that minute! I experienced a strange, unknown excitement in my veins. I was 

aflame and ready to fight even with tens of thousands [t’ma t’mushaia] of enemies.” 

Bagration felt as his “blood boiled in me and the heart, it seemed, wanted to fly out of my 

chest.”  Others were also impassioned General Wilim Derfelden spoke  “We would not 

disgrace the Russian arms but die with honor. Lead us anywhere you wish, do whatever 

you want, we are yours and we are Russians!” Suvorov was overwhelmed by these words 

and he cried.87 

After these emotional outbursts, the council decided to move the army through the 

eastern exit of the Muotatal Valley - Pragel Pass - Klontal passage and unite with Linken at 

Glarus. The advance guard consisted of Bagration’s and Auffenberg’s troops. The rear 

guard under Rosenberg was ordered to secure the western exit of the Muotatal towards 

Schwyz, while the main forces were marching east over the Pragel Pass. Once at Glarus, 

the army would proceed to Walensee and make for Sargans along the lakeshore towards 

Kerenzerberg. The army had rations for only five days, but these supplies would now have 

to be cut to last at least ten days.88 

                                                           
 
86 Ibid., 213-214 
 
87 Ibid., 214-17. 
 
88 Council Records, 29 September 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799 IV, 315-16; Razskazi 

starogo voina o Suvorove, 217-19. 
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Map 15. Passage of the Chinzig 
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General Auffenberg’s troops (2,000) marched on 29 September and Bagration89 

followed them the next day.90 As they crossed the Pragel pass, the Austrians engaged the 

French General Molitor with four battalions at Guetentaboden; despite the initial Austrian 

success, the French disputed every inch of the ground and, after the arrival of 

reinforcements, they counterattacked and forced the Austrians to retreat towards Pragel 

Pass. General Auffenberg even accepted General Molitor’s proposal to surrender, in order 

to gain time for Bagration’s troops reach the battlefield.91 At 3:00 p.m. on 30 September 

Bagration arrived with his troops just as the French 84th and 44th Demi-brigades were 

attacking the Austrians. Bagration immediately deployed grenadier battalions of Dendrygin 

and Sanaev to attack along the road, supported with grenadier battalions of Lomonosov and 

Kalemin. Miller Jägers and Cossacks made a flanking maneuver on the left, while 

Bagration himself led his Jäger Regiment on the right flank. Hearing about Bagration’s 

arrival, Auffenberg began withdrawing his troops closer to the Russians. Molitor noticed 

his movement and attacked with his troops deployed in four battalion columns. However, 

he was surprised to encounter Bagration’s troops, who unexpectedly attacked the French in 

front and flanks. 

                                                           
89 Bagration commanded two battalions of Bagration Jager Regiment, 2 battalions of Miller 

Jager Regiment, 4 grenadier battalions of Lomonosov, Dendrygin, Sanaev and Kalemin, and a 
Cossack regiment. He was followed by Shveikovsky’s division, comprised of Rosenberg 
Grenadier, Shveikovsky Musketeer, Kamensky and Baranovsky Infantry Regiments and a Cossack 
regiment. The Cossacks were dismounted. 

 
 The time of the march is unclear. Suvorov reported 7:00 a.m., Komarovsky showed 5:00 

a.m. Suvorov to Paul, 14 September 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 352; Miliutin,  
 IV, 131. 

90

Campaign of 1799
 
91 Suvorov’s Atlas, 48-49; Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 344-45; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy 

and Switzerland, 227-28; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 131-32. Petrushevsky, Generalissimo 
Prince Suvorov, 681. Some Russian, particularly Soviet, authors criticized Auffenberg’s decision 
to negotiate, accusing him of treachery. But it is obvious the Austrian commander simply intended 
to prolong negotiations until Bagration’s arrival. 
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Map 16. Movements in the Alps: From Amsteg to Panixer 
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In a fierce engagement, Bagration personally led the bayonet charge, shouting “Hurrah”, 

and dislodged the French,92 who lost “more than 70 men killed and 166 captured.”93 The 

French began to withdraw down the plain at the head of Klontaler See and along the path 

leading to the northern shore of lake. The retreat was executed in darkness, on the narrow 

track, exposed to the Russian attacks and the cliffs along the lake.94 As participant recalled, 

“The brave French, being pressed on the narrow path leading between mountains and the 

lake, sought their salvation in throwing themselves into the lake and so dying”95 Bagration 

launched two attacks on the retreating French. 

Glarus was now just several miles further on the eastern end of the Klontaler See.  

The Allies might have arrived there before the day brake if Molitor had not decided to 

make a stand again. This time, he chose his ground carefully. His troops were deployed at 

Seeruti on narrow open ground that enabled them to concentrate fire on advancing enemy. 

Steep cliffs protected his right flank and the lake covered his left. Also, Molitor deployed a 

line of skirmishers across the clearing and some hundred and fifty grenadiers in a chapel on 

the hill.96 Auffenberg’s troops spearheaded new attack on the French positions. The 

Austrians were met by deadly fire and repulsed.97 Around 7:00 p.m. on 30 September, 

                                                           
92 Suvorov to Paul, 14 September 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 352. 
 
93 Bagration to Derfelden, 10 October 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 51; Suvorov to Paul, 14 

September 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 353; Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 344-45. 
Miulitin recorded Grand Duke Constantine’s speech to soldiers, when he urged them to celebrate 
Emperor Paul’s day with a new victory and glory. Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 133. 

 
94 According to Bagration’s and Suvorov’s reports, in this confusion some 200 Frenchmen fell 

into the lake and drowned. Bagration to Derfelden, 10 October 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 51; 
Suvorov to Paul, 14 September 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 353; Hennequin, Masséna en 
Suisse, 344-45; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 134. 

 
95 Gryazev’s Memoirs, 104. 
 
96 Suvorov’s Atlas, 49-50; Gachot, Campagne d’Helvetie, 389; 
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path on the lakeshore. However, the French checked it as well. Gachot, Campagne d’Helvetie, 
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only. 



Bagration advanced his grenadier battalions and led four desperate assaults, all beaten back 

by the French, who had artillery deployed on the road to decimate the Russians in front; in 

addition, the French skirmishers effectively fired from the rocks. A participant described 

the scene of horrible combat. “The enemy took up positions behind the stone fence and 

hurled grapeshot and bullets at us. Out troops made numerous charges forward, but could 

not do anything. The enemy heavy fire decimated our warriors [bogatiri] en masse.”98 The 

weather gradually deteriorated and heavy sleet began to fall in the darkness, forcing the 

Allied troops to cease their attacks. Bagration moved his troops on the nearby heights.99 

The main Russian forces were scattered along the valley and bivouacked on the rocks. 

Fires were prohibited and the wet and cold weather further increased the misery of the 

soldiers. “The rain, cold [and other miseries] savaged our body, not soul. We were angry… 

and hungry, very hungry. Many did not savor the biscuits for several days.”100 Prince 

Bagration spent another restless and miserable night. He was wounded in the left thigh and 

suffered agonizing pain as he rode along his troops. During the night he encouraged his 

troops, “ We must wait and the Lord will help us; we would spent the night at Glarus. 

When I order, you must attack at once!”101 

Late that night, Prince Peter heard someone calling his name in darkness. It was 

Suvorov, who urged Bagration to attack. “Prince Peter! I want to spend the night at Glarus. 

Those troops and I (he pointed at the column of soldiers) must have rest. We are cold and 

starving. Peter! We must spend the night at Glarus by all means!” Bagration replied, “We 

will be there”102 So, despite the pain from his wound, Bagration spent the rest of the night 

organizing his troops for the next day action. He exploited the bad weather to cover his 

                                                           
 
98 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 245-46. 
 
99 The casualties for both sides are unknown; Russians claimed the French losses as 600 killed. 

Suvorov’s Atlas, 49; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 134-35. 
 
100 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 246. Starkov noted that many mules with supplies fell 

into precipice during the march. At Altdorf, the troops received only a fistful of flour. 
 
101 Ibid., 246; Also, Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 682-83. 
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movement and moved the Bagration Jägers and combined grenadier battalions on the left 

flank. The Miller Jagers, four companies of Austrians and 240 Cossacks began flanking 

maneuver on the right by marching up the valley, crossing the ridge and descending on the 

steep Planngen hillside to the rear of Seeruti.103  

The fighting broke out early in the morning on 1 October, when the French 

outposts encountered the Russian Jägers and Dendrygin’s grenadiers, preparing for the 

assault.104 Bagration immediately launched the frontal attack, leading the charge with 

shouts of “Hurrah.”105  After fierce but brief fighting, the French were overwhelmed and 

fell back to nearby hills.106 Molitor realized importance of his resistance to halt the Russian 

advance and gain time for the concentration of the French forces. He decided to fight in 

depth along the Linth River by holding up a series of defense lines at Netstal, Nafels and 

Mollis. The French withdrew in perfect order despite Bagration’s flanking attacks and 

preserved all artillery pieces.107 Since fording of the Linth River was impossible, Molitor 

decided to use this to his advantage by destroying bridge at Netstal and holding other 

crossing sites at Nafels and Mollis. This allowed him to defend the river line and 

effectively operate on both banks.108 Molitor deployed half battalion with four guns to 

defend the bridge at Netstal and had two battalions with three guns arranged in the town. 

                                                           
 
103 Suvorov’s Atlas, 50-51; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 228-29, 236-37; Miliutin,  

Campaign of 1799 IV, 145-46, 323-24. 
 
104 Bagration recalled that a Swiss guide helped him to move the troops across the rough 

terrain. He generously rewarded him for this help. Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 477. 
 
105 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 248. 
 
106 Molitor was threatened by Bagration’s flanking maneuvers and the arrival of Derfelden’s 

division to reinforce Bagration for a frontal assault. 
 
107 Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 371-72; Suvorov’s Atlas, 51-52;  For Molitor’s report see 

Gachot, Campagne d’Helvetie, 393. 
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108 Gachot, Campagne d’Helvetie, 393; Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 371-72; Suvorov’s 
Atlas, 51-52; Koch, Mémoirs de Masséna, III, 388. Molitor had six infantry battalions (3 battalions 
of 84th Demi-brigade, 1st and 3rd battalions of 44th Demi-brigade and 1st battalion of 25th light 
Demi-brigade). However, he could commit only five battalions with seven guns against Bagration. 
He hoped General Honore Theodor Gazan would be able to reinforce him before the Russian main 
forces arrived. Gazan had 3 infantry battalions (3rd of 36th Demi-brigade, 2nd of 44th Demi-brigade 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map 17. Actions at Netstal, Nafels and Glarus 

                                                                                                                                                                               
and 2nd of 25th light Demi-brigade) and three squadrons of 10th Chasseurs á  Cheval on the Linth 
River. He could also dispatch General of Division Ann-Gilbert La Val’s Brigade (3 battalions of 
94th Demi-brigade, 1st and 2nd battalion of 36th Demi-brigade, 3rd battalion of 25th light Demi-
brigade and grenadier battalion of 3rd Division) and 2nd Swiss Demi-brigade of some 300 men. R. 
von Reding-Biberegg, Pokhod Suvorova cherez Shveitsariu 24 Sentiabria - 10 oktiabria 1799 g. 
(Suvorov’s Campaign in Switzerland, 23 September-10 October 1799], (St. Petersburg, 1901). 
100-101. This volume was originally published as Der Zug Suvorov’s durch die Schweiz (24 
Herbst - bis 10 Weinmonat 1799), (Zurich, 1896).  
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Early afternoon on 1 October Bagration launched a decisive assault on Netstal and 

led his entire forces on the French positions. The fighting at Netstal was particularly 

stubborn, though the French had only three battalions there. Bagration appealed for 

reinforcements and soon received three regiments (7th Jager, Baranovsky II’s Musketeer 

and Rosenberg’s Grenadier), which increased the Allied forces to twelve battalions. Yet, 

the French defended their positions until afternoon, when the Russians finally fought their 

way into the city to capture the bridges over the Linth.109 However, the French succeeded 

in destroying them at the moment as the Russians approached the river.110 Molitor then 

occupied strong positions at Nafels.111  

Meanwhile, another series of actions took place in the Muothatal Valley between 

Masséna and Rosenberg. Suvorov instructed Rosenberg (approximately 11,000 men) to 

hold off the French at all costs while Bagration was clearing the path to the east. To 

prevent Russian escape from the valley, Lecourbe’s division closed in on the Russian rear 

in the Reuss valley and cut off the supply column. Masséna also brought up Mortier’s 

division from Zurich to Altdorf and part of Soult’s division to Wessen to block both end of 

the Linthal Valley. By 29 September Masséna was at Altdorf, where he met Lecourbe and 

immediately marched north-east in pursuit of Suvorov. The next day Masséna made his 

first attack from the direction of Schwyz. As he later wrote, “The object of the attack was 

not to achieve a decisive result on that particular day, but to delay Suvorov’s march. I was 

bringing up forces against him from every side and wished to give them the time to reach 

their destinations.”112 After the brief engagement Mortier’s troops were driven back by 

                                                           
109 Colonel Komarovsky led the grenadiers in this desperate charge. He captured a gun, flag 

and 300 men at Netstal. Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 148, 324. 
 
110 Gachot referred to entire Russian company killed in the explosion of the bridge. However, 

the Russian sources did not acknowledge it. Gachot, Campagne d’Helvetie, 394. 
 
111 According to Russian sources, 300 soldiers, 1 gun and 1 flag were captured. As usual, no 

precise Russian casualties were available. Auffenberg estimated the Austrian losses at 30 killed, 
139 wounded and 71 captured. Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 148-49, 324-26; Suvorov’s Atlas, 
53; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 241; Koch, Mémoirs de Masséna, III, 388. 
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Miloradovich and Forster.113 On 1 October the French launched another attack on 

Rosenberg’s rear guard. Despite the French superiority in numbers and in artillery, the 

repeated French attacks were repulsed and the Russians counterattacked with bayonet 

charges. One of the participants stated that Suvorov wanted “to beat the enemy to 

death.”114 The Russians fought ferociously,  making six bayonet attacks, but the French 

held their ground. The fighting was particularly savage on the stone bridge over Muotha 

River, where crowded Frenchmen fell over into the precipice. By the evening the French 

retreated towards Schwyz chased by the Cossacks. 115 

At the same time, Bagration’s troops constructed a bridge at Netstal and marched 

towards Nafels, where the French took up strong positions Molitor deployed his three 

battalions with four guns in front of the town, with his right flank covered by the cliffs and 

the left flank on the Linth River. To protect the eastern bank of the river, he moved half 

battalion with three guns to Mollis.116 Bagration divided his forces and moved them on 

both riverbanks. Kamensky’s detachment on the right bank quickly proceeded and seized 

Mollis, along with two guns, a flag and 106 wounded, who had been abandoned by the 

                                                           
 
113 Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 364; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 136-44, notes 123-

124. Suvorov reported French losses as 600 killed, 70 captured, more than 1,000 wounded. 
Suvorov to Paul, 14 October 1799,  Generalissimo Suvorov, 311.  

 
114 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 221. For Russian sentiments before and after the battle, 

see Ibid., 222-25. 
 
115 The French lost between 700-1,000 men, including General Aide-de-camp Lacour. The 

Russian casualties are unknown, but estimated at 1,000 men. Masséna referred to 600 Russian 
prisoners. Koch, Mémoires de Masséna, III, 386-87; Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 361-71; 
Despréaux, Le Maréchal Mortier, 134-35; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 230-436; 
Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 136-39, 318-19; Suvorov’s Atlas, 45-48; Razskazi starogo voina 
o Suvorove, 227-45; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 684-85. 

 
The Russian sources often refer to an interesting, though apocryphal, incident. During the 

battle, one of the Russian officers, Makhotin, fought his ways through to a French officer and 
dragged him from the horse. In ensued fighting, the Frenchman escaped but Makhotin ripped off 
one of his epaulettes. Later he showed it to the French prisoners who claimed it belonged to 
Masséna himself. Suvorov used this incident to glorify this victory. Razskazi starogo voina o 
Suvorove, 241 

 
116 Reding-Biberegg, Suvorov’s Campaign in Switzerland, 102-105. 
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French.117 But the main assault on French positions at Nafels had failed. Only after several 

hours of fighting and four major assaults, Bagration managed to push through the city and 

reached the bridge across the river. The French took up new positions on the opposite 

side.118 Bagration pursued the French to these positions, but his forward troops were 

counter-attacked by the 10th Chasseurs, who just arrived to reinforce Molitor.119 This 

charge halted the Russians and gave the French time to regroup and prepare for the attacks. 

In addition, Molitor received reinforcements from Gazan. The 2nd Swiss Demi-brigade of 

some 300 men was first to arrive. As he greeted the Swiss soldiers, Molitor reminded them 

of glorious Swiss victory over the Austrians in 1388 and urged “to clear your country off of 

the foreign hordes.”120 He then launched a counter-attack to re-capture Nafels121 and the 

Swiss sang military song as they advanced. Molitor simultaneously dispatched a half 

battalion of 44th Demi-brigade to Mollis, where it drove back the Russian battalion and 

captured the village.122  

However, Molitor faced tough and tenacious commander like Bagration, who was 

eager to fight for Nafels. Prince Peter rallied his troops, received reinforcement and ordered 

assault on the town.123 The Russians pushed through the city and even captured the bridge. 

But, the 2nd Swiss Brigade distinguished itself by stiff fighting retreat until the arrival of 

the grenadier battalion of the 3rd Division, led personally by General Honore Theodor 

                                                           
117 Suvorov’s Atlas, 52; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 149-50. 
 
118 Bagration to Derfelden, 10 October 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 51-52; Gachot, Campagne 

d’Helvetie, 398-403; Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 374-75; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 
149; Suvorov’s Atlas, 52-53; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 682-83.  

 
119 Hennequin acknowledged one squadron of 10th Chasseurs, though Gachot described the 

charge of 2 squadrons. Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 373; Gachot, Campagne d’Helvetie, 396-
97. 

 
120 Gachot, Campagne d’Helvetie, 398. 
 
121 Molitor moved 2nd Swiss and 84th Demi-brigade, followed by 3rd battalion of 36th Demi-

brigade and 2nd of the 44th Demi-brigade. 
 
122 In this attack the French recovered the guns they lost in earlier attack. 
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123 Bagration was reinforced with five battalions of 2nd Division (Rosenberg’s Grenadier 
Regiment, Baranovsky II’s Musketeer Regiment, one battalion of Kamensky II’s Musketeer 
Regiment) and two Cossack regiments. In total, the Russians had some 5,000 men. 



Gazan. It was already evening and the fighting exhausted both sides. Molitor and Gazan 

gathered their troops for a final charge. The French advanced in three columns with a 

grenadier battalion in reserve. Two guns were deployed in front of each column with orders 

to engage Bagration’s troops at close range. The French forced Bagration to fall back as far 

as Netstal, where he finally halted them. Over the next couple of hours Bagration launched 

more than six attacks to break through the firm French defense and clear path for the main 

forces. But all his attempts were beaten off by Molitor’s and Gazan’s brilliant defense. The 

town itself changed hands numerous times. Bagration’s last assault at 8:00 p.m. had almost 

succeeded, when 400 men of the 94th Demi-brigade under Pierre Charles Lochet arrived 

just in time to reinforce the defenders.124 General Gazan personally led the counterattack, 

which Bagration beat off in the darkness. By 9:00 p.m., after almost sixteen hours of 

fighting, Suvorov125 ordered Bagration to disengage and take positions in front of the 

Netstal. The French remained at Nafels and Mollis.  

                                                          

Both sides claimed actions at Netstal and Nafels. The Russians achieved their main 

goal of capturing Glarus, but the French kept Nafels and Mollis and thus protected the 

shortest route to the Allied army in Switzerland. Bagration demonstrated his excellent 

tactical skills during the two days of fighting and would have succeeded in clearing the 

route to Suvorov had he not faced Molitor. This French general organized excellent 

defense of both Netstal and Nafels and with only six battalions halted superior Allied 

forces until the arrival of reinforcements. Both sides fought with remarkable ferocity and 

courage and suffered high casualties. 126  

 
 
124 Rapport des operations de la brigade du general Molitor, Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 

375; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 683. 
 

125 Suvorov observed the actions at Netstal and Nafels from nearby heights. In the evening, he 
wanted to join the fighting, but Grand Duke Constantine urged him to stay with the main army. 
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126 The French and Russian losses are unclear. Both sides decreased their casualties and 
exaggerated the enemy losses. Based on Masséna’s report to Directory, Hennequin referred to 
Russian casualties as 400 killed, 1,700 wounded and 200 captured. He acknowledged the French 
losses at 140 dead and 400 wounded. According to Gachot, the Russians lost 2,126 men (including 
431 killed) and the French - 1,137 men (317 killed, 820 wounded). Miliutin estimated French 
losses at 400 killed and 200 captured.  The 2nd Swiss Demi-brigade suffered 117 killed and 
wounded, including 20 officers. Bagration to Derfelden, 10 October 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 51-



The main Russian forces assembled at Glarus by 4 October, while both sides 

remained inactive at Nafels, mainly because of exhaustion and the lack of ammunition.127 

On 4 October Suvorov summoned a council of war. He intended to break through the 

French positions at Nafels and march towards Wessen to join the Allied army in 

Switzerland. Austrian officers supported him and argued that Austro-Russian armies 

should concentrate at Sargans and replenish themselves from Austrian magazines. But 

Grand Duke Constantine and other Russian generals128 opposed this proposal and claimed 

the only secure way to unite with the Austrians was by taking the roundabout route over 

the Panixer Pass to the Vorderrhein and then through the valley towards Maienfeld. 

Constantine emphasized the lack of ammunition and threat of being delayed by the French 

resistance at Nafels that would give Masséna a chance of surrounding them at Sargans.129 

The Russians were facing some 6,000 men under Gazan at Nafels, and Masséna’s forces 

(some 15,000 men) closely behind at Muotatal and Einsiedeln.130 After General 

Auffenberg’s detachment marched off to join Linken, the Russian army amounted to only 

15,000 exhausted soldiers, who lacked ammunition and provision. Moreover, the weather 

was getting worse and heavy snowfall threatened to close the passes. Considering these 

factors, eight out of ten attending generals voted for the “Russian” plan. Bagration slowly 

withdrew his forces from Netstal and left Cossack screen to cover his movement. 

On 5 October the Russian army marched south towards the Panixer Pass.131 The 

first to advance was Major General Miloradovich’s troops, followed by Derfelden’s and 

                                                                                                                                                                               
52; Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 375; Gachot, Campagne d’Helvetie, 403; Miliutin, Campaign 
of 1799, IV, 326; Generalissimo Suvorov, 306; A.V. Suvorov: Documents, 353. 

 
127 Gachot, Campagne d’Helvetie, 411-12; Suvorov’s Atlas, 54. Longworth, The Art of 

Victory, 285; Starkov described an interesting scene at Glarus, where the Swiss locals brought 
cheese to give to the French. They initially refused to sell it to the Russians, but finally conceded. 
Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 250-51. 

 
128 No information was available on Bagration’s position at the council of war. 
 
129 Miliutin, Campaign of 1799 IV, 154-55, 327-29; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince 

Suvorov, 689-90. 
 
130 Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 377; Gachot, Campagne d’Helvetie, 359-60;  
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131 Suvorov’s Atlas, 54; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 155 



Rosenberg’s corps.132 Bagration advance guard was now transformed into rear guard with 

two Jager regiments, 4 grenadier battalions and the Cossacks. Out of 2,700 men he led into 

the Alps, he now had less than 1,800 men. Bagration recalled that the battalions were less 

than 250 men strong.133 

With the Russians retreating south, the initiative now passed to the French, who 

immediately commenced a converging movement. General Loison moved his 76th and 38th 

Demi-brigades towards Schwanden; General Mortier’s 108th Demi-brigade was moving 

from Pragel to Glarus and effectively blocked the valley. And most important, General 

Gazan dispatched the 44th Demi-brigade from Mollis towards Sool while 10th Chasseurs, 

the 84th and 25th Demi-brigade from Netstal in pursuit of Bagration.  As a result, the French 

forces were diverging on Suvorov’s army near Shwanden and threatening to cut the 

Russian escape route.134 The French 44th Demi-brigade, guided by a local peasant, marched 

all night to arrive at Sool early in the morning of 6 October. At 8:00 a.m. as Bagration’s 

troops were moving to Engi, the 10th Chasseurs engaged the Sychov II’s Cossacks and 

forced Bagration to slow down the march. Meantime, the 25th and 84th Demi-brigades 

arrived with artillery, forcing Bagration to deploy his troops in the narrow valley of the 

upper Linth in front of Schwanden.  

Bagration arranged his four grenadier battalions in line in the center and 

dispatched Miller Jägers (under Lieutenant Colonel Egor Tsukato) on the left flank, and 

Bagration Jäger Regiment on the right. One company of Bagration Jäger Regiment swam 

across the river and occupied the Sool village and nearby Soolberg hill. The latter position 

was particularly important since 1st battalion of the 44th Demi-brigade had just arrived on 

                                                                                                                                                                               
 
132 To accelerate the march, Suvorov left some 1,300 seriously wounded and sick behind for 

the French. He personally wrote a letter to Masséna, asking him to take care of the Russian 
soldiers. Miliutin, Campaign of 1799 IV, 155-56; Gachot, Campagne d’Helvetie, 365-67; 
Suvorov’s Atlas, 49; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 688. 

 
133 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 477; Orlov, Gryazev’s Memoirs, 117. 
 
134 Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 380-81; Despréaux, Le Maréchal Mortier, 140-42; 

Suvorov’s Atlas, 54-55; Barry, The Life of Loison, 75-76; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799, IV, 155-
56.  
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the battlefield. Prince Peter ordered his jägers to attack and forced the French battalion to 

fall back. Simultaneously, Molitor gathered 25th and 84th Demi-brigades and moved 

forward several artillery pieces to bombarded Bagration’s infantry. Lacking the 

ammunition and having no artillery, Bagration was forced to launch three desperate 

bayonet attacks. Though the French repulsed them, Bagration succeeded in pinning down 

the enemy forces and allowed the main Russian army to continue its retreat.135  

 

 

Map 18. Bagration’s Fighting Retreat from Glarus 
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135 Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 691-92. 
 



Finally, surrounded by superior French troops, Bagration appealed for 

reinforcements. After receiving Veletsky’s Musketeer Regiment, Bagration rallied his 

troops for the fourth bayonet assault, which pushed the French towards Mitlödi with heavy 

casualties.136 Perhaps Molitor would have retreated but, with the 38th Demi-brigade of 

General Loison arrived in time to threaten Bagration from the rear. Prince Peter had to 

dispatch two grenadier battalions to halt their advance and drive them back to 

Leuggelbach. Simultaneously Molitor’s forces137 charged towards Schwanden, forcing 

Bagration to fight on two fronts. Contemporaries recall that, “The courageous and stubborn 

resistance of our rear-guard gave the main column and supplies enough time to proceed 

towards Elm.” Bagration realized that his forces were not strong enough to defeat the 

French and could be cut off of the main army, which marched to the Panixer. Therefore, he 

withdrew part of his detachments from Schwanden and deployed Miller III’s Jager 

regiment with Cossacks in front of the village to delay the French. He ordered Lieutenant 

Colonel Egot Tsukato to organize the defense of Shwanden. Tsukato deployed several light 

artillery pieces on the bridge over the Linth River and fortified the buildings in the 

village.138 The French attacked Schwanden in two directions, with Molitor leading the 

charge on the bridge, and the 38th Demi-brigade attacking the Russian flank. The Russians 

                                                           
136 Suvorov reported that the French lost 150 killed, and 38 captured. Suvorov to Paul, 14 

October 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 353 
 
137 Russian sources acknowledged the French strength at 5,000 men. Suvorov to Paul, 14 

October 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 353; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 157. 
According to Gachot, Molitor gathered some 1,600 men at Shwanden, but he considered only 84th 
Demi-brigade. Hennequin estimated combined French forces at 2,700 men, including 10th 
Chasseurs and 25th Demi-brigade. Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 317, 377; Gachot, Campagne 
d’Helvetie, 414-15. 

 
138 Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 157. Most Russian authors praised Bagration for his 

handling of the rearguard during the retreat. However, Christopher Duffy, based on Gryazev’s 
account, accused Bagration of abandoning his troops, which is untrue. Gryazev did not mention 
Bagration in his account but criticized Lieutenant Colonel Egor Tsukato of the rear guard. Russian 
historian Colonel Orlov, who edited and commented on Gryazev’s manuscript, noted that Gryazev 
was incorrect in his criticism of the officers. He also added that Bagration commanded the rear 
guard during the entire march over the Panixer Pass. This information is supported by all other 
Russian sources. Besides, had Bagration abandoned his troops, he would have been, at least, 
reprimanded, if not court martialed, by Suvorov. Therefore, accusing Bagration of abandoning the 
troops appears to be a gross exaggeration.  
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retreated and lost three guns to Molitor. Bagration gathered his forces along the narrow 

path on the right bank of the Linth River and marched to Engi, some three miles from 

Schwanden. 

Meanwhile, the weather gradually deteriorated and heavy snow fell and blizzards 

obliterated the path. At 3:00 p.m. Bagration reached Engi, where he held his ground for 

another two hours, repulsing two French attacks, before crossing the Sernf River. The 

French were soon upon them and for the next two hours Bagration retired fighting for 

several miles towards Matt. With his ammunition exhausted, Bagration led his troops in 

more than twenty bayonet counterattacks before withdrawing through the village.139 He 

appealed for reinforcements and ammunitions, which were soon provided. Two hundred 

Jägers under Major General Chubarov occupied a local cemetery and chapel. They 

contained the attacks of 44th Demi-brigade for several hours until the French brought in 

their artillery and stormed the positions in a savage hand-to-hand fighting.140 Chubarov left 

the village at 8:00 p.m., burned the Brumbach Bridge and joined Bagration.  

The Russian army bivouacked at Elm for the night on 6 October. Derfelden’s corps 

was in front of the village and Rosenberg behind it. Miloradovich commanded the advance 

guard. The troops spent terrible night, buried in snow, starving and anticipating the French 

attack.141 One battalion of the 44th Demi-brigade, supported by the locals, forded the Sernf 

and approached the Russian camp. They fired at the Russian sentries and woke entire 

Russian army, which prepared for the fighting.142 Suvorov moved his army at 2:00 a.m. on 

6 October, followed by the rear guard. The French closely followed and attempted to attack 

Bagration, who beat them off. However, The French captured some 200 stragglers. Seeing 

                                                           
139 Suvorov’s Atlas, 56 
 
140 Bagration to Derfelden, 10 October 1799, Bagration’s Journal, 51-52; Suvorov’s Atlas, 55-

56; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 330-37; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 246-47. 
Hennequin, Masséna en Suisse, 380-81; French fought with particular élan. Gachot relates several 
incidents of their gallantry. Gachot, Campagne d’Helvetie, 417. In the Order to Army in October 
1799, Suvorov claimed that, in the fighting against Molitor, Bagration killed and wounded around 
1,000 French, captured 8 officers and 317 privates,. 2 guns and a flag. Razskazi starogo voina o 
Suvorove, 263. 

 
141 Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 158-59 
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the Russian army ascending the Panixer Pass, the French ceased their pursuit.143 

Bagration’s detachment suffered high casualties while covering the retreat of the army. 

Prince Peter lost some 800 captured, four guns, a supply chest with some 20,000 francs and 

numerous horses and mules. However, he achieved his objective of protecting the army 

during its withdrawal in the Alps. 

The Russian army now began to climb on the Panixer Pass (2,400 m.). All light 

artillery pieces were abandoned; soldiers climbed up in two feet snow on the narrow 

curving path on the edges of the precipices. The Russians lost all artillery pieces and over 

300 mules during the crossing.144 One of the participants recalled,  

The road, which was extremely hard, led across a small mountain of black 
slate, whose flaking flagstones formed wide terraces, like steps, on this 
surface of the mountain. There was blackness everywhere. It swathed the 
countryside melancholy, and seemed to darken the very air… As we 
climbed up [the Bintnersberg] on the level with clouds, we experienced 
quite different air, which limited our breathing. From this terrible height we 
had again to descend the steep and slippery far side. It was a cliff where 
any step could be one’s last in life, threatening a most terrible death. Since 
there was no other way, there was not alternative…. Some [horses] were 
unharmed, but many broke their necks or legs and had to stay there with all 
their baggage without attention. Others collapsed on the path, exhausted 
from lack of food; others again split their feet from the lack of shoes, or 
chipped their hooves…But the men were in the desperate situation… Our 
whole army was mixed up and spread out.145  

                                                                                                                                                                               
142 Gachot, Campagne d’Helvetie, 425; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 692.  
 
143 Suvorov’s Atlas, 56; Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 248-49. 
 
144 Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 692-95. 
 
145 Orlov, Gryazev’s Memoirs, 117-21; Another interesting account is in Razskazi starogo 

voina o Suvorove, 253-54. 
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Map 19. Passage of the Panixer Pass, 6-8 October 1799 
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By late afternoon on 6 October, most of the Russian army was still crossing the 

path and suffered terribly from cold and wind. Many soldiers froze to death or fell into 

precipice. On 7 October, the Russians arrived at Panix and, after brief bivouac, they 

marched to Ilanz.146 Finally, Suvorov felt secured because no French forces threatened him 

anymore. He rested his troops for another night (8 October) and then moved towards the 

Vorderrhein and Chur. On 13 October they finally reached Feldkirch. The campaign in 

Switzerland was finally over.147 

Even while marching over the Panix, Suvorov was busy working out the plan for a 

new campaign. He wrote Archduke Charles that he wanted to join the Austrians and march 

along the southern side of Lake Constance to meet Korsakov. On 15 October Suvorov 

moved his troops to Lindau.148 However, by now, the military considerations were put 

aside and the politics intervened. Suvorov found himself in the center of Austro-Russian 

political intrigues149 and any hopes for the joint campaign were abandoned. Suvorov was 

enraged by what he considered the Austrian treachery and the tone of his letters to 

Archduke Charles and other Austrian officials become more brusque and insulting.150 After 

                                                           
146 The Russians brought 1,418 French prisoners to Ilanz, where they were transferred to 

Austrian supervision. Gachot, Campagne d’Helvetie, 451. 
 
147 For correspondence between Suvorov and Archduke Charles, see Miliutin,  Campaign of 

1799 IV,185-91. 
 
148 Suvorov to Paul, 14 October 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799 IV, 187-88; Razskazi 

starogo voina o Suvorove, 256. 
 
149 The relations between the two powers had been tense for a long time. Austrians feared 

Russians would try to establish themselves in northern Italy and Mediterranean. On the other hand, 
Paul saw the Austrians exploiting his troops to achieve their aims. He was exasperated by the 
Austrian refusal to reestablish the Kingdom of Piedmont. He also blamed Austria for abandoning 
the Russian troops at Zurich that led to their crushing defeat. The insulting behavior of the 
Austrian commander towards the Russian forces at Ancona further deteriorated the relations 
between two powers. For excellent discussion, see Paul W, Schroeder, The Collapse of the Second 
Coalition, Journal of Modern History, 59, 2 (June 1987): 244-90; Karl A. Roider, Baron Thugut 
and Austria’s Response to the French Revolution, (Princeton, 1987), 292-328; Roderick E. 
McGrew, Paul I of Russia, 1754-1801, (Oxford, 1992), 282-322; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo 
Prince Suvorov, 709-11.  

 
150 For the relevant correspondence, see A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 361-456; Duffy, 

Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 260-63; Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 180-203, 348-79. 
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the council of war of 18 October, he wrote to Paul that the Russian generals believed “we 

can expect nothing but treachery from the Austrians… the offensive operations should not 

be commenced.”151  

By 25 October, Korsakov and Prince Conde joined the main Russian forces near 

Lindau. Bagration’s troops meantime were deployed around Burgau and Ober-Egg.152 As 

Suvorov began preparations to march homeward. Prince Bagration was still leading the 

advance guard of Derfelden’s corps. His depleted detachments was reinforced and now 

amounted to 3,646 men. Bagration divided it into three parts, two with infantry regiments 

and one of cavalry.153 On 28 October, an Austrian officer delivered several Orders of Maria 

Theresa that Emperor Francis bestowed on the Russian officers. Suvorov and Constantine 

received the Grand Cross of the Order and Prince Bagration the Commander’s Cross.154  

                                                           
151 Suvorov to Paul, 20 October 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 371; Miliutin, 

Campaign of 1799 IV, 191; Also, there is interesting account by Bagration in Razskazi starogo 
voina o Suvorove, 257-61. 

 
152 Deployment of the Russian Troops, October-November 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 

1799 IV, 192, 202, 376-79. 
 
153 Bagration’s advance guard comprised of nine infantry battalions, one cuirassier and two 

Cossack regiments:  
Unit Strength Unit Strength 

Major General Miller III 
Bagration Jager Regiment 
Miller III Jager Regiment 
Olenin’s Grenadier Battalion 

 
324 
335 
334 

Major General Yesipov 
Her Majesty Life Guard Cuirassier   
Astakhov’s Don Cossack Reg. 
Grekov’s Don Cossack Reg. 
Regimental artillery 

 
645 
474 
455 
155 

Major General Foch 
Foch Jager Regiment 
Kalemin’s Grenadier Battalion 
Dendrygin’s Grenadier Battalion 

 
548 
183 
193 

  

Based on Rosters of the Russian Troops, 20 October-16 November 1799, in Miliutin, 
Campaign of 1799, IV, 356; Report to Military Collegium on the Deployment of Troops in 
Switzerland, 19 October 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 367-69. 

 
154 Komarovsky, Recollections, 88-89. There were also six minor crosses for Suvorov to award 

on his own discretion. These crosses were given to Lieutenant General Gorchakov I, Major 
General Gorchakov IV, General Aide-de-Camp Arkadii Suvorov, Colonel Kushnikov, Major 
Rosen and Major Eckart. Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 205, 379. 
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Map 20. Suvorov’s Route Through Switzerland  
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In early November, the Russian army began its long march home. Suvorov moved 

his army to Bavaria for several days to recuperate.155 The army was divided into three 

corps of Derfelden (14,519), Shveikovsky (11,357) and Rosenberg (11,647). The first two 

corps were to march through Regensbrug and Prague towards Cracow and Lublin. The 

third corps was ordered to Linz, Budweis and Olmutz with direction to Jaroslavl. Prince 

Bagration’s advance guard was now incorporated into Derfelden’s corps and Bagration led 

part of the troops of Lieutenant General Gorchakov’s Division156 By January 1800 the 

Russian army reached Bohemia and Suvorov established headquarters in Prague.157 

The 1799 Campaign in the Alps was both a great success and failure. On the 

strategic level, Suvorov’s Swiss campaign had failed to achieve its goal. Suvorov could not 

reach Switzerland in time to prevent the French victory at Zurich. The campaign was based 

on political insights of Austrian diplomats, rather than on strategic calculations. Although 

Suvorov did not make the decision on the campaign, he should have considered the 

difficulties of the campaign and set the goals accordingly. His intentions of marching 

through the Reuss valley had not fully considered the French resistance. The French fought 

courageously and contested every inch of the ground. Masséna showed himself a brilliant 

commander who utilized enemy mistakes and achieved a decisive victory at Zurich. By 

                                                           
155 Some ‘Western’ authors described the Russians pillaging the country side on the march. 

However, none of the Russian sources admitted this. Furthermore, Paul ordered Suvorov to pay for 
any supplies the army received. Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 225, 392 

 
156 Gorchakov’s Division included the following units: 

Unit Strength Unit Strength 

Major General Bagration 
Bagration Jager Regiment 
Kalemin’s Grenadier Battalion 
Dendrygin’s Grenadier Battalion 

 
424 
257 
270 

Major General Gorchakov 
Kamensky Musketeer Regiment 
Lasunskii Musketeer Regiment 

 
1042 
1106 

Major General Tuchkov 
Palitsin Grenadier Regiment 
Tuchkov Musketeer Regiment 
 

 
864 
820 

  

 
Based on Suvorov’s monthly report (November 1799) to Paul, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799 

IV, 226, 392. 
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157 Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 265; Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 264-65. 



October, the French controlled Switzerland as they did before the campaign.158 The 

Austrian commissariat also contributed to the ultimate debacle, especially in the delay at 

Taverne. The sixteen days campaigning had a heavy toll on the Russian army. Suvorov’s 

troops lost over 5,200 men, including 1,600 killed and over 3,500 wounded; the infantry 

suffered 28,4% losses.159 The real heroes of the campaign were the Russian soldiers, who 

fought their way through the mountains, surrounded by the enemy and in terrible weather. 

No one before had ever crossed through the Alps in wintertime so rapidly and in such 

conditions. 

The campaign in Switzerland was considered, and is still regarded, by the Russians 

as the crowning glory of Suvorov’s career in spite of its ultimate failure. 160Emperor Paul 

conferred on Suvorov the title of generalissimo161 and ordered construction of a monument 

to the general that was completed in 1801.162 The campaign contributed to the rise of many 

generals, including Peter Bagration. Of all the Russian generals who served, Prince Peter 

was Suvorov’s closest confidant. During the campaign, Bagration distinguished himself as 

a skillful tactician and resourceful commander of advance and rear guards. Major General 

at thirty-five, he played a significant role on many occasions during both the Italian and 

                                                           
 
158 Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 180-81. 
 
159 Regimental reports, 12 October 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799 IV, 162, 330-37; 

Suvorov’s Atlas, 58; Miliutin also had detailed numbers for Bagration’ troops: 
 
 

On 12 September 1799 On 12 October 1799 

Unit Officers Rank&File Officers Rank&File 

Bagration Jager Regiment 22 484 17 300 
Miller Jager Regiment 24 472 16 275 
Lomonosov Grenadier Battalion 8 322 4 170 
Dendrygin Grenadier Battalion 10 329 6 274 
Kalemin Grenadier Battalion 12 385 8 194 
Sanaev Grenadier Battalion  9 317 8 143 
Total 85 2,309 59 1356 

 
160 A monument in the shape of Greek cross, some 36 feet high, was cut in a cliff overlooking 

the Devil’s Bridge to commemorate the Russian campaign in the Alps. 
 
161 Paul to Suvorov, 9 November 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799 IV, 167, 339. 
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Swiss Campaigns. Suvorov praised him for “demonstrating courageous character and most 

praiseworthy behavior in all of the actions of the campaign.”163 At St. Gothard Pass, his 

flanking maneuver dislodged the stubborn Frenchmen and cleared the route for the Russian 

army. Bagration was first to cross Chinzig Pass and arrived to Muotatal Valley. At Netstal 

and Nafels, his advance guard fought its way through the French positions and ensured the 

safe withdrawal of the main forces. On the way to Panixer Pass, Bagration fought desperate 

rear guard actions at Sool and protected the army. He was the first to reach Switzerland and 

last to leave it. This campaign surrounded Bagration with an aureole of greatness that 

followed him for the rest of his life. A contemporary recalled, “Bagration returned in 

brilliance of glory and glitter of rewards.”164 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                               
162 Miliutin,  Campaign of 1799 IV, 167-68 
 
163 Suvorov to Paul, 14 October 1799, A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 359. 
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164 Yermolov, Memoirs, 153. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Prince Prince Bagration in 1799 
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CHAPTER VI 

 

Life in St. Petersburg and Private Affairs, 1800-1812 

 

 

The Russian army under Suvorov reached the Russian frontier in March 1800. 

Despite the failures of the Swiss campaign, the troops were cheered up by the memories of 

the great victories in Italy and the return to their homeland. Suvorov was told that Paul 

intended to generously award him and appoint in command of the Russian forces along 

the western frontiers. However, the relations between the commander-in-chief and the 

emperor soon deteriorated, and Suvorov faced “both physical and mental collapse, which 

hastened the end of his notable life.”1 Bagration, who accompanied Suvorov on march, 

recalled, “The crossing of the Alps in bad autumn weather, the resentment and the 

intrigues of Hofkriegsrath and of hostile Tugut had profound effect on [Suvorov’s] health. 

The old man’s body fought the illness for a long time, and finally, the sickness won.”2 On 

15 February, Suvorov, accompanied by Bagration, private secretary Egor Fuchs and 

several officers, traveled to Kobrin. Suvorov became so ill there that he could not leave 

bed. Bagration constantly attended him, but then, concerned about the field marshal’s 

health, he traveled to St. Petersburg to meet the emperor. Paul warmly received Bagration, 

who described the campaigns and emphasized the bad condition of Suvorov’s health. 

Moved by Bagration’s account, Paul sent his personal physician Paul Weinchardt to 

                                                           
1 Fuchs, Stories of Suvorov, 46; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 727-29. 
 
2 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 270. 
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examine the general. He also informed Suvorov that a grand welcome and reception 

awaited him in the capital.3  

Suvorov was already on his way to St. Petersburg, when unexpected news 

shattered him. Though Paul praised Suvorov and prepared a reception for him, he still 

regarded him with suspicion and resentment. He knew that Suvorov’s return to Russia 

meant that the field marshal would continue his opposition to the new military system 

Paul established. The emperor could not permit this to happen. He was told that Suvorov 

had violated his regulations and appointed the generals of the day,4 and prohibited the 

Prussian pigtails, reintroduced by Paul in the army.5 The emperor canceled the reception 

and sent a brusque letter to Suvorov.  “It has come to my attention that while in command 

of my forces abroad you had on your staff a general, known as orderly, in spite of my 

instructions…. Being surprised by this, I order you to tell me what possessed you to do 

it.”6 Furthermore, Paul prohibited Suvorov from arriving at St. Petersburg in the daylight; 

it was said, he even wanted to deprive the field marshal of his title “Italiiskii”. The old 

field marshal was shaken by this disgrace. He was already in bad health and this 

humiliation further undermined his strength. He arrived at St. Petersburg late at night, 

unheralded and unwelcome. An imperial courier informed him that he was forbidden to 

visit the imperial palace.7 Peter Bagration was one of those few who visited the disgraced 

Suvorov during his illness. On one occasion, several days before Suvorov’s death, Paul 

sent Bagration to inquire after the health.8 Prince Peter described finding,   

                                                           
3 Suvorov to Rostopchin, 12 February 1800, Suvorov: Letters, 383; Suvorov to Rostopchin, 

A.V. Suvorov: Documents, IV, 451; Oleg Mikhailov, Suvorov, (Moscow, 1980), 487-88; 
Aleksandr Vasilievich Suvorov: K 250-letiu so dnia rozhdenia (Moscow, 1980), 132-33. 

 
4 The generals of day were senior duty officers who accompanied the Emperor exclusively. 
 
5 Duffy, Suvorov in Italy and Switzerland, 266; Longworth, The Art of Victory, 296; 

Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 729; Shishov, Generalissimo Suvorov, 426. 
 
6 Paul to Suvorov, 31 March 1800, Suvorov: Documents, IV, 455-56; A.V. Suvorov: 

Documents, IV, 455-56. 
 
7 Khvostov to Kutaisov, 23 April 1800, Russkaya starina, May 1900, 330-31; Shishov, 

Generalissimo Suvorov, 426. 
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[Suvorov] very weak… he lapsed into a coma. His attendants rubbed 
spirits on his temples and gave him smelling salts, which brought him to 
his senses. He looked at me, but the old fire no longer burned in his eyes. 
He continued to stare as if trying to recognize me, then called out, “Ah! It 
is you, Peter. It is good to see you!” He fell silent and then looked at me 
again and I reported my commission from Emperor. Alexander 
Vasilievich came to life again, but his speech was halting. “Convey my 
respects… my deepest respects.. to the Emperor… please do.. Peter… 
Ah… so much pain!” He said no more and fell into a delirium.”9 

 

Death was approaching fast and, on 18 May 1800, Suvorov whispered his last 

words. Huge crowds followed the remains of Suvorov during the funeral. It seemed the 

whole population of the capital was in attendance. However, Paul persecuted Suvorov 

even in the death. On his insistence, the date of the funeral was moved one day later; the 

newspapers were not allowed to publish obituaries and the military honors accorded to 

Suvorov were listed one grade below his rank.10 The emperor did not attend the funeral 

of his best commander and instead reviewed the Guard regiments.11 

The death of Suvorov was an important date in Bagration’s career. He served for 

three campaigns under Suvorov and achieved his rank and positions because the field 

marshal supported him.12 Returning to St. Petersburg, Bagration found himself famous 

and accepted in the upper social circles. He was often invited to the palace and met 

members of the royal family. On one occasion, he was introduced to future Emperor 

Alexander and a group of aristocrats. One of them, Prince Eugene of Wuttemberg, 

greeted him, “Here comes the famous Prince Bagration.” Prince Peter responded with a 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
9 Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 270-71. 
 
10 Kvostov to Ambrosius, Kvostov to Pahlen, 18-20 May 1800, Pahlen to Kvostov, 20 May 

1800, Russkaya Starina, May 1900, 331-336; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 744-
45; Meerovich, Suvorov in Petersburg, 278-84. 

 
11 Some witnesses put Paul in the crowd walking behind the carriage with Suvorov’s coffin. 

Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove, 271-72; Petrushevsky, Generalissimo Prince Suvorov, 746; 
Meerovich, Suvorov in Petersburg, 278-84. 

 
12 Bagration was often compared to Suvorov and called “general po obrazu i podobiu 

Suvorova” [general resembling Suvorov in appearance and strategy]. 
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courtier’s craftiness, “My Prince, if you want to see someone distinguished, here is the 

rising sun of Russia” and pointed to Alexander.13 

  However, Bagration was also in a perilous position. His close relationship with 

Suvorov, whom Paul disliked so much, could have led to his disgrace. However, there 

were cordial relations between the emperor and young general. Paul met Bagration on 

many occasions and contacted ailing Suvorov through him. Besides, Bagration had no 

connections at the court and was not involved in court machinations. Paul was already 

suspicious about the conspiracy against him and with each passing day he grew more and 

more cautious. He needed trustworthy people around him so he focused on Bagration. 

Prince Peter was new to the court. He had spent most of his life on the periphery of the 

empire and had visited St. Petersburg only once in 1782, when he joined the service. For 

next eighteen years, he fought in the Caucasus, Crimea, Poland, Italy and Switzerland 

and could not travel to the capital. He was not familiar with the Imperial court and did 

not participate in various intrigues. Moreover, Bagration’s military achievements were 

well known to the emperor. Suvorov had regularly reported Bagration’s successes at 

Brescia, Tidone, Trebbia and Novi. The Swiss Campaign brought new laurels to him so 

Paul appreciated his talents. On 20 March 1800, he was appointed shef of the 6th Jager 

Regiment and, in April, Paul gave him a large estate in Lithuania to replace the one 

Bagration received for his actions on the Trebbia.14 However, Bagration was not frugal. 

To lead the life appropriate with his status, he began a flamboyant lifestyle in the capital 

that naturally resulted in increasing debts. Over the years, Bagration sold two estates to 

cover the debts.  

With the beginning of the spring, Bagration was ordered to Pavlovsk, where his 

Jagers protected the imperial family.15 In May, Bagration attended the ceremony to 

                                                           
13 “Yunosheskie vospominania Evgenie Vitembergskogo” [Eugene of Wuttemberg’s 

Recollection of Adolescent], Russkii arkhiv, 16/1 (1878) 61. 
 
14 Imperial Decree, 24 July 1799, in Miliutin, Campaign of 1799, I, 579; Bogdanovich, 

Suvorov’s Campaigns in Italy and Switzerland, 72; Mikheil Gonikishvili, Bagrationta dasaxleba 
da mogvatseoba rusetshi [Bagrations’ Settlement and Service in Russia] (Tbilisi, 1986), 51-52 
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launch three new ships at the Admiralty. Then in June, Bagration accompanied the 

emperor to Peterhof in St. Petersburg, where he attended the naval maneuvers and 

enjoyed the social life of the court. In July 1800, Paul again rewarded young Bagration 

and appointed him a chef of the Life Guard Jager Battalion.16 This appointment indicated 

the great respect Paul held for Bagration. The position of chef of the lifeguard regiments 

was usually held by the emperor and members of his family.17 Paul created the Prussian 

style chefs in August 1798 and this position virtually superseded the commanders. Chefs 

were all-powerful within the regiment, supervising the management of the troops, their 

training and determining logistical needs. Unlike other chefs, Peter Bagration was also 

appointed commander the Life Guard Jager Battalion and thus combined both positions.18 

However, considering Paul’s meticulous attention to the Prussian military organization, 

this appointment could also compromise Bagration. Paul held daily parades and reviews 

in the capital and any poor performance by officers led to disgrace and banishment. 19 In 

June 1800, Paul held review of Bagration’s battalion on Semeyonovsky Square in the 

capital. Prince Peter deployed his battalion in three companies of 100 men each and their 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
16 Istoria l.-gv. Egerskago polka [History of Life Guard Jager Regiment], (St. Petersburg, 

1896), 21. 
 
17 Emperor Alexander was chef of the Preobrazhensk and Semyenovsky Regiments; Grand 

Duke Nicholas was chef of Izmailovsk Regiment and Grand Duke Constantine of the Horse 
Guard. 

 
18 The battalion was transformed into Life Guard Jager Regiment on 22 May 1806 and 

Bagration remained its chef until his death in 1812. However, two different officers commanded 
the regiment. Count Emmanuel Saint Priest in 1806-1809, and Colonel Karl Bistrom in 1809-
1812. Emperor Nicholas II and Grand duke Mikhail Nikolavich were chefs of the regiment in 
later years. Alexander Podmazo, Shefi I komandiri reguliarnikh polkov Russkoi armii v 1796-
1815, [Chefs and Commanders of the Regular Regiments of the Russian Army in 1796-1815] 
(Moscow, 1997); I. Pushkarev, Opisanie S. Peterburga i uezdnikh gorodov S. Peterburgskoi 
gubernii, [Description of St. Petersburg and Towns of St. Petersburg Gubernia], (St. Petersburg, 
1841), 7. 
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orderly formation and neat appearance pleased the emperor. Paul asked Bagration to 

show him several Jagers whom he found in perfect order.20 

 

 

Figure 5. Bagration in 1800 

 

 

 Bagration’s life soon turned into a routine. Every morning he attended the 

Wachtparade, which Paul modeled after Frederick the Great’s daily drills. Paul 

personally supervised the deployment of the troops and anxiously watched the parade for 

any imperfection. After the parade was over, Bagration led the troops to the barracks and 

continued the drill there. Emperor often made unannounced visits and Prince Peter had to 

be prepared at any moment. In late July 1800, Paul moved to Tsarskoe Selo. Bagration 

with his battalion was in charge of the security there. He was lodged at village of Sophia, 

which Empress Catherine founded for her retinue. However, Paul did not like staying at 
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20 Tsintsadze, Bagration, 41; Gribanov, Bagration in St. Petersburg, 57. 



Tsarskoe Selo, which reminded him of his mother, so he spent the remaining summer and 

early autumn of 1800 at Gatchina,21 where Bagration continued to protect the imperial 

family. Paul often ordered Prince Peter to prepare his battalion for maneuvers and drills. 

At one of them, in September 1800, Paul gathered forces from all branches of the army to 

reenact the battle. The troops were divided into two opposing corps and Bagration 

‘fought’ under General Mikhail Kutuzov, who won the battle and earned Paul’s praise.22 

Kutuzov, who later appointed military governor of the capital, held a high opinion of 

Bagration. In September 1800, when Major General Ivan Ivelich III23 accused Bagration 

of misappropriation of regimental funds, Kutuzov personally investigated the matter and 

determined that Bagration committed no crime.24 

Bagration’s life had dramatically changed in September 1800. After returning 

from the campaign, he attended several balls and receptions, where he met eighteen year 

old Catherine Pavlovna Skavronsky, who was considered to be one of the most beautiful 

ladies of St. Petersburg. Catherine Skavronsky was daughter of the wealthy Count Paul 

Martinovich Skavronsky, who was related to the Imperial house.25 In November 1781, 

Count Skavronsky married Catherine Vasilievna Engelhardt.26 He served as the Russian 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
21 N. Lansere, P. Weiner, Gatchina pri Pavle Petroviche, tsesareviche i imperatore [Gatchina 

under Paul Petrvovich, Grand Duke and Emperor], (St. Petersburg, 1995), 290. 
 
22 Nikolay Shilder, Imperator Pavel I [Emperor Paul I], (Moscow, 1997), 364-65; V. Baliazin, 

Mikhail Kutuzov, (Moscow, 1991), 109-10; T. Rodionova, Gatchina: stranitsy istorii [Gatchina: 
Chronicles of History] (St. Petersburg, 2001), 25-26. During the re-enactment, Paul noticed that 
Kutuzov, with a few aide-de-camps, was on a nearby hill exposed to an attack. He decided to 
capture him and personally led a charge of a cavalry squadron. However, as he reached the hill, 
Paul was unexpectedly surrounded by the jagers and captured himself. He later praised Kutuzov 
for luring him into this ambush. 

 
23 Ivelich was appointed chef of 6th Jager Regiment on 21 June 1800. Podmazo, Chefs and 

Commanders of the Regular Regiments of the Russian Army, 6th Jager Regiment. 
 
24 Kutuzov to Ivelich, Gribanov, Bagration in St. Petersburg, 92. 
 
25 Peter the Great’s wife Ekaterina, who later became empress Catherine I, was born as 

Skavronsky. She later invited her family to the court and gave titles and property to them. Istoria 
rodov russkogo Dvoriantsva [History of the Russian Nobility], (Moscow, 1991), II, 150-151 
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minister to Naples until his death on 23 November 1793;27 his wife re-married an Italian 

count Giulio Litta, who served in the Russian navy. Now, Countess Litta, Catherine 

Vasilievna became lady-in-waiting to Empress Maria Feodorovna, who enjoyed her 

confidence. Paul awarded her Order of St. John of Jerusalem and Alexander appointed 

her Grand Mistress of Court.28 

Young Catherine Pavlovna was considered one of the most desirable brides in the 

country, but she was a cynical, haughty and extravagant person. In spring of 1800 she 

learned about Prince Bagration and became interested in him. After his return from the 

campaign, Prince Peter became a popular guest at the various receptions. He was 

renowned for his courage and gallantry and stories of his feats under Suvorov in Italy and 

Switzerland preceded him. Bagration was not handsome, but his charm fascinated people. 

He was virtuous, simple in relations and shy in the presence of women. An English 

contemporary described him as “of short stature, with strong dark features and eyes 

flashing with Asiatic fire… Gentle, gracious, generous, chivalrously brave, he was 

beloved by everyone.”29 The aura of legend and chivalry that surrounded him was 

particularly appealing to women. Catherine Pavlovna Skavronsky approached Bagration 

several times, but Prince Peter was shy and did not react. Certainly, this setback only 

excited further interest from the young woman. She pursued Bagration and on one 

                                                                                                                                                                             
26 The marriage was arranged by Empress Catherine and Prince Gregory Potemkin. Catherine 

(Ekaterina) Engelhardt was Prince Gregory Potemkin’s niece and the two had a love affair for 
many years. Count Skavronsky was very eccentric person, obsessed with music. Potemkin chose 
him to cover his relation with his niece and Ekaterina secured her position through him. Elisabeth 
Vigée Lebrun described her, “Graced with her ravishing face and angelic softness, she had an 
invincible charm.” Grand Duke Nikolai Mikhailovich, Russkie portrety XXVIII i XIX stoletii 
[The Russian Potraits of XVIII and XIX Centuries] (St. Petersburg, 1906-1913), I-1, 29-30, I-2, 
120, III-1, 10; Elisabeth Vigée Lebrun, Souvenirs, (Paris, 1879), I, 192-94; Louis Philippe Ségur, 
Memoirs and Recollections of Count Ségur, ambassador from France to the Courts of Russia and 
Prussia etc., written by himself, (London, 1826), II, 225;  

 
27 Potemkin appointed Paul Skavronsky to Naples in 1784 and, Ekaterina, now Countess 

Skavronsky, lived in Italy for several years. 
 
28 Commandant M-H Weil, Les Dessous du Congres de Vienne, (Paris, 1917), I, Annex XII, 

809-10. 
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occasion chastised him for neglecting her. Bagration, who was unaccustomed to such 

attention from a beautiful lady, was already infatuated with her. When he first tried to 

explain his feeling to her, she abruptly rejected him. For her, the goal was achieved - the 

indomitable general was ‘conquered’, but for him, it was a heartbreaking experience.  

This affair would have gradually faded away, if Emperor Paul had not heard 

about it. Like Napoleon a decade later, Paul tried to arrange marriages between the 

courtiers without asking their consent. Hearing about Bagration’s romance, Paul ordered 

the family of Skavronsky to arrive to the Imperial palace on 2 September, specifying that 

Catherine should wear a wedding dress. Bagration was also summoned to the Emperor, 

who surprised him with the news of his forthcoming wedding. Neither bride nor groom 

expected such turn of events and neither wanted to commit to the marriage. However, 

they knew Paul would severely punish them and their families for disobeying his decision 

so they acquiesced to his wishes.. 

The wedding ceremony began at the Kavaleriiski Hall of the Gatchina Palace at 

4:30 p.m. on 2 September 1800.30 Paul personally supervised the preparations and drafted 

the list of guests. Bagration was alone without relatives at the wedding. Paul ordered 

Prosecutor General Peter Khrisanfovich Obolianinov and Countess Anna Petrovna 

Kutaisov to act as Bagration’s “’posazhenii’ parents.”31 Catherine Pavlovna was dressed 

in traditional wedding garments in the empress’ quarters. At 5:00 p.m., she was 

accompanied by Count Aleksey Stroganov and Princess Gagarina through the palace to 

the church, where Bagration, the guests and the imperial family awaited.32 After the 

marriage ceremony was completed, the couple returned to the Picture Hall of the Palace 

and the guests were served a lavish dinner.  

                                                           
 
30 Gribanov, Bagration in St. Petersburg, 57; Rodionova, Gatchina: Chronicles of History, 26; 

Gatchina under Paul, 294, 325. For description of the Gatchina Palace halls, see ibid., 199-327.  
 
31 According to the tradition, the bride and groom were attended by the “posazhenii otets i 

mat’ who served as chaperons. 
 
32 The description of the wedding is preserved in palace journal, which Gribanov used in his 

book. Bagration in St. Petersburg, 66-67. 
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The marriage to Countess Skavronsky was one of the most disappointing events 

in Bagration’s life. It failed from the very beginning and Bagration could never built a 

relationship with his wife. He had deep feelings towards her and for the rest of his life 

carried a miniature of his wife.33 It was found among his few belongings at Simy when he 

died in September 1812. However, Catherine responded with disdain and rejection, and 

her family shared her sentiments as well. Bagration tried to reconcile with his wife and 

her family; he even sent various gifts to Catherine’s mother in Naples.34 Yet, he was 

rejected each time. In 1801, Catherine left Bagration to travel in Europe - the two would 

see each other only a couple of times during the next decade.  

Bagration and Catherine had nothing in common. Bagration was a man of duty, 

who spent most of his time commanding troops, training and managing them, while 

Catherine Skavronskaya, now princess Bagration, longed for the glittering life of society. 

Bagration had only a few servants and refused to have more. In 1802, before selling the 

estate in Lithuania, he chose five serfs who accompanied him for the rest of his life.35 On 

the contrary, Catherine had a corps of servants, paid by Prince Peter. Unwilling to remain 

with Bagration, she used every excuse to absent herself. Bagration’s close friend, 

Aleksey Yermolov wrote, “[His majesty] chose the most beautiful wife with a 

tremendous fortune for him, but put neither love into her heart, nor feeling of loyalty! 

There was no family happiness, no home consolation [for Bagration]!”36 Another 

contemporary, General Alexander Langeron remarked, “This wealthy and dazzling other 

half did not match [Prince Peter].  Bagration was a soldier, had a soldier’s tone and 

manners and was terribly ugly [uzhasno urodliv]. His wife had as pale skin as Bagration 

                                                           
33 Bagration always carried miniatures of four persons who played important role in his life: 

Field Marshal Alexander Suvorov, Empress Maria Feodorovna, Prince Catherine Bagration and 
Prince Catherine Pavlovna (Alexander I’s sister). 

  
34 Alexander Bulgakov to Jacob Bulgakov, 31 December 1803, Russkii arkhiv, 36/3 (1898): 

244. 
 

35 In his will, Bagration freed and generously awarded his serfs (Osip Matveev, Matvei 
Ivanov, Peter Iliin, Andrey Abramov, Andrey Moiseev). Correspondence of Bagration, 246-47. 

 
36 Yermolov, Memoirs, 152. 

 189
 



had dark; she was beautiful like an angel, flashed with intelligence, the most vivacious of 

the St. Petersburg beauties.”37  

Upon his return to the capital in late 1800, Bagration rented an apartment on the 

Admiralty Avenue. For him, life returned to the same old routine between the garrison 

duty, protecting the Imperial family and enduring a failed marriage.38 In spring of 1802, 

Bagration planned to travel to Naples, but could not because of financial strain.39 Life in 

the capital and an extravagant wife cost Bagration his fortune. Denis Davidov recalled, 

“[Bagration] liked to live lavishly, he always had plenty of everything, but not for 

himself - for others. He was satisfied with a few necessary things and was always sober. I 

never saw him drinking vodka or wine, except for two small glasses of madeira at 

lunch.”40 However, Catherine Bagration’s extravagant spending was out of control and 

the debts of the family mounted. In addition, Bagration was fond of his troops and often 

spent his own money on them. As the chef of the Life Guard battalion, he had to live 

generously to maintain his status and acquaintances. His new acquaintances in the upper 

society only helped to spend lavishly. A contemporary noted, “The extravagance of his 

friends… let him forget moderation.”41 His annual salary was an impressive 2,200 rubles, 

but his debts slowly accumulated. Bagration had to sell his estate and other properties he 

received from the government to pay back the debtors. In early 1802, the state treasurer 

informed Emperor Alexander that Bagration had to sell his estate back to the treasury. 

“[Bagration] did not determine any price on it, but informed me that he was 28,000 rubles 

in debt to the treasury, in addition to another 52,000 rubles in debts, for a total 80,000 

rubles.” In February 1802, Alexander gave his consent for the treasury to buy Bagration’s 

                                                           
37 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaya starina, 134(1908): 673. 
 
38 Jacob Bulgakov to Alexander Bulgakov, 21-28 November 1803, 36/1 (1898), 383-84; 
 
39 Alexander Bulgakov to Jacob Bulgakov, 21 March 1802, Russkii arkhiv, 36/2 (1898) 698-

99; Gribanov, Bagration in St. Petersburg, 71 
 
40 Denis Davidov, Vstrecha s feldmarshalom grafom Kamenskim [Meeting with Field 

Marshal Count Kamensky] in Sochineniya [Compilation of Writtings],  (Moscow, 1962) 195. 
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estate for 70,650 rubles, but, as it often happens with bureaucracy, Bagration did not 

receive money for next six months. On 1 July, he wrote the state treasurer asking for an 

advance for the estate he sold.42  

Meantime, he continued borrowing. In March 1804, he borrowed 3,381 rubles 

from merchant Bartholomew de Farge, promising repayment in two months. He paid 

back only 500 rubles and the merchant sued him in the court.  Fortunately for Prince 

Peter, he was sent to fight the French in 1805 and his case was postponed. Bagration 

covered his debt to de Farge in 1806. Three years later, Bagration asked the state 

treasurer to advance him two years rent from his estates.43 In December 1810, Bagration 

sold his two houses near Constantine Palace in Pavlovsk, one of which was bought by 

Empress Maria Feodorovna.44 However, the debts mounted quickly when Bagration was 

unemployed in 1811. Etiquette required him to serve dinners everyday and Bagration had 

to borrow more money.45 Fortunately, Minister of War Mikhail Barclay de Tolly helped 

him to obtain a furlough with 9,000 rubles from the treasury. 

                                                           
42 Bagration to Vasiliev, 1 July 1802, in Gribanov, Bagration in St. Petersburg, 73. 
 
43 Ibid., 157. 
 
44 Bagration to Andrey Pavlovich, circa December 1810, Ibid., 161. Bagration’s house was 

repaired and renamed “Pink Pavilion” in 1812. The mansion was destroyed by the German army 
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classic architecture. N. Tretyakovsk, Pavlovsk: dvorets park [Pavlovsk, Palace and Park] (St. 
Petersburg, 1998), 122-23; V. Nesin, G. Sautkina, Pavlovsk Imperatorskii i Velikokyazhenskii, 
1777-1917 (St. Petersburg, 1996), 120-21; M.I. Semyevski, Pavlovsk: Ocherk istorii i opisanie, 
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Figure 6. “Pink Pavilion” – Bagration’s mansion at Pavlovsk 

 

By early 1801, Bagration was well established in Russian society. Two decades 

earlier, he arrived in the capital as an obscure and poor youth from the periphery of the 

empire. He knew no one, except for an aunt, so he could hardly have hoped for success. 

Now, in 1801, he was a national hero, famed for his accomplishments in Italy and 

Switzerland. He was close to Paul I and commanded the Life Guard Jagers garrisoned in 

the capital. Although his marriage was a complete failure, Bagration still benefited from 

it since Skavronskys were one of the wealthiest and most influential families in Russia.  

However, Bagration’s life, and of the rest of empire, was soon changed by a 

dramatic event. On 23 March 1801, Emperor Paul was assassinated by a group of 

conspirators led by Count Peter Pahlen.46 There are no documents indicating that 

Bagration was involved or even knew anything about the conspiracy. He knew the 

conspirators well, some served with him in the campaigns and others met him at the 

court. There were even several Georgian officers involved in the assassination, most 

notably Major General Vladimir Iashvili. The morning after the assassination, Bagration 

pledged allegiance to the new emperor but the relations between Alexander and 

 192

                                                           
 
46 Shilder, Emperor Alexander, 209-23, 425-26 



Bagration were tense from the beginning. The new emperor did not trust Prince Peter 

and, for no obvious reasons, had a low opinion on his military skills.  

Prince Peter continued his service as the chef of the Life Guard Jager Battalion 

but he was not welcomed at the palace anymore. In April 1802, the battalion was 

reformed and Bagration now commanded four companies with 596 men.47 Every year, in 

mid-May, he marched with his troops into summer camp at Pavlovsk and then returned to 

St. Petersburg in mid-August. Bagration was appointed the commandant of Pavlovsk, 

where Paul’s widow Maria Feodorovna often spent the summer. Alexander, like his 

father, liked military drills and Bagration often participated in them. His troops were 

initially barracked with the Life Guard Semeyonovsky Regiment, but they were then 

moved to a nearby mansion on the Preobrazhensk Street in the capital. Bagration was a 

caring commander who spent most of his time taking care of soldiers and their families. 

In 1803, he was caring for forty-seven children of his soldiers.48 Bagration established 

strict discipline in his unit; there was no desertion or court martial among his troops. In 

May 1803, Bagration participated in a great celebration of the centennial anniversary of 

St. Petersburg and his Life Guard Jager Battalion paraded on Peter’s Square in front of 

the monument to Peter the Great.49 
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Bagration’s wife: 

Princess Ekaterina (Catherine) Bagration, née Skavronskaya 
 

 

Peter’s brother: 

Prince Revaz (Roman) Bagration,  
 

 

 

Bagration’s mother-in-law: 

Countess Ekaterina Vassilievna 

Skavronskaya, née Engelhardt 

 

Figure 7. Bagration’s family 
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Bagration’s relations with Catherine remained strained. She spent most of time in 

Vienna, where she led a frivolous life and rumors of her love affairs reached St. 

Petersburg. Bagration’s private life was the topic of gossip and ridicule. Bagration was 

further embarrassed, when Catherine refused to return to Russia claiming she was ill and 

could not bear the arduous and long travel home. However, her ‘illness’ did not prevent 

her from spending thousands on dresses and balls and then request Bagration to pay her 

debts. Catherine’s mother hated Peter Bagration for ‘ruining’ her daughter’s future and 

refused to talk to him. Furthermore, in April 1808, she ceased dowry payments to 

Bagration.50 In July 1809, Bagration was publicly humiliated, when a newspaper 

published Catherine’s announcement that Prince Kurakin, minister of internal affairs, was 

to manage her estates instead of her husband.51 Yet, personal animosity did not prevent 

Catherine from asking Bagration to pay her expenses. So, year after year, Bagration paid 

the debts of his wife, without even seeing or receiving a letter from her. In 1809, one of 

his friends, Bulgakov, wrote his brother in Vienna, “The money is already sent for 

[Catherine Bagration]. Encourage her to write a pleasant letter to her husband.”52 

Catherine, meantime, was occupied with other interests. While staying at Dresden 

in 1801, she met young Austrian statesman Clemence Metternich and started a passionate 

love affair with him. Next September, only two years after marrying Bagration, she gave 

birth to Metternich’s daughter whom she called Clementine.53 To amusement of society, 

Bagration recognized her as his child and gave her his name. Some argue that Alexander 

himself pressured Bagration to do so because Catherine was a valuable source of 

information on Metternich and Viennese politics.54 It is unknown if Peter Bagration ever 
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saw Catherine’s daughter, who carried his name and, since he had no other offspring, was 

his only heir. Metternich’s family at Baden, near Vienna, brought up Clementine 

Bagration. She later married Austrian Major General Count Otto Blome and died during 

childbirth on 29 May 1829.55 

The liaison between Metternich and Catherine gradually faded away, though the 

two remained close for the rest of their lives.56 Metternich spent most of the time with 

Catherine Bagration, and when someone complained about being unable to see 

Metternich, he was told to visit Princess Bagration, “You cannot fail to see him there.”57 

She was described to have “a sweet, expressive, sensitive face, a glance to which her 

shortness of sight lent something timid and uncertain, an oriental languor combined with 

sinuous grace.”58 Catherine became famous for her eccentric and scanty dresses; her 

nickname, “beautiful naked angel” followed her for the rest of her life.  

Catherine was also a very ambitious women and she exploited her affairs to 

became involved in European politics. Her house in Vienna was turned into a diplomatic 

center, where, between drinking coffee and dancing, the issues of European politics were 

discussed and made. Scraps of conversation overheard in her rooms provided necessary 

clues for politicians and diplomatists. Princess Bagration enjoyed the confidence of 

Metternich who confided some of his thoughts and discussed current political situations 

with her. In 1815, as they spoke about the downfall of Napoleon, Catherine is reputed to 

have asked him, “Admit that it cost far less to overthrow Napoleon than it costs now to 

divide his spoils.” Metternich supposedly replied, “It was for that reason that I wished to 

preserve him. There is the key of my policy. I foresaw all that and I wished on that 

account to reduce but to keep him.”59  
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57 Helene du Coudray, Metternich, (New Haven, 1936), 74; Cecil, Metternich, 79 
 
58 Arthur Herman, Metternich, (New York, 1932), 39; Seward, Metternich, 29 
 

 196

59 Weil, Les Dessous du Congres de Vienne, II, 146 



Catherine was particularly influential at the Congress of Vienna in 1815, where 

the leaders of European nations competed for her, and Duchess of Sagan’s, attention.60 A 

contemporary wrote, “The rivalry between her and Sagan is greater than ever and it is 

manifested by an increase of intrigues against prince Metternich. Everyone is indignant at 

the scandalous conduct of these two women, who put intrigues of the heart to the service 

of political intrigues.”61 Alexander I himself had a love affair with Catherine and tried to 

use her to spy on Metternich. 62 There were rumors that Alexander challenged Metternich 

to a duel because of her.63 At the same time, after Peter Bagration’s death, Catherine 

found herself deep in debt. The Austrian secret police reported about the lines of 

creditors waiting outside her house in Vienna.64 She soon settled in Paris and continued 

her extravagant and lavish lifestyle there. In December 1826, she was on the verge of 

bankruptcy but one of her lovers paid 400,000 franks to cover her depts.65  

Despite her age, Catherine remained the same frivolous and shallow person she 

was in her youth.66 In 1849, while visiting Metternich in Richmond, she was described as 

lady who had “forgotten to grow old and thinks herself still in those sweet days when 
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Isabey painted her rose-crowned and cloud-covered, surrounded by veils.”67 Even aged, 

she dressed with such extravagance and eccentricity that Metternich was shocked to see 

her in Vienna in 1856.68 Later in her life, she lived in Paris where she was briefly married 

to British Colonel Sir John Hobart Caradoc, Lord Howden. She remained in Paris until 

her death in 1857.69  

While his wife enjoyed social life of Viennese society, Prince Bagration served 

tirelessly in the army and participated in various campaigns. His feats in Germany, 

Poland and Sweden brought even greater fame to him. A contemporary described him, 

He was responsible and pleasant in relations, and remembered his old 
acquaintances [after he achieved success]. Surrounded by the fame, he 
shared his accomplishments with others and fairly described assistance he 
received. He generously rewarded subordinates, who were delighted to 
serve and idolized him. [Bagration], as no other commanders, tried to not 
abuse authority; the subordinates obeyed his orders with great pleasure [s 

bolsheiu priatnostiu].  His manners were enchanting [ocharavatelnoe]! 
[However], it was easy to manipulate him in the matters he was least 
aware… [He was] fearless in battle, impassive in danger. [He was] often 
not enterprising in the beginning, but decisive afterwards. [He was]  
untiring in work [and] caring about the condition of his subordinates… He 
always distinguished and awarded based on merit. He showed refined and 
entertaining manners to emperor and his retinue. [And yet] he was humble 
by nature… and generous to excess.”70 

 

Bagration was often invited to the imperial palaces, where he met Grand Duchess 

Catherine (Ekaterine) Pavlovna.71 He fascinated Catherine and the two soon became 
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involved. Their intimate correspondence embarrassed the imperial family. Empress 

Elisabeth sent a long letter to her mother, Duchess of Baden, “[Catherine] is a hand in 

glove [sic] with Prince Bagration, who, for the last two summers, has been in residence at 

Pavlovsk where he commands the garrison. If not for his ugliness, she would have 

sacrificed herself to this liaison.”72 Prince Kurakin, who was dispatched to Vienna to 

arrange Catherine’s marriage to Emperor Francis, wrote in despair, “I am very worried 

that [Catherine] did not wrote me a single word while Bagration already received three 

letters from her.”73 It was rumored that Alexander was exasperated by this affair and 

appointed Bagration to the army of Danube to send him out of St. Petersburg.  

However, this affair evolved for several years, and even after the death of 

Bagration in 1812. On 25 September 1812, the day after Prince’s death, Catherine wrote 

to Alexander asking him to retrieve her correspondence.  

This letter concerns a very delicate matter… Bagration died last 
evening… You remember my affairs with him… He holds papers that 
could seriously discredit and compromise me should they fall into strange 
hands…. It is very important for me (and may I say for you) to conceal 
this relationship…. I beg you to have his papers sealed and handed over to 
you so that I can recover those belonging to me.74 

 

Thus, Alexander, in the middle of the war, had to send two couriers to Simy, 

where Bagration had died, and attend to his sister’s embarrassment. The couriers found 

no papers related to the duchess75 and it was said that the Prince Peter had burnt the 

entire correspondence to preserve Catherine’s good name. It is noteworthy that 
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Alexander was very apprehensive for his family’s honor and continued the search for 

documents until 1818.76 

The period of 1801-1804 was the only serene period in Bagration’s life. He 

commanded the Life Guard Jager Battalion and protected the imperial family. Prince 

Peter demonstrated his administrative abilities and earned the praise of the tsars. 

However, he never found happiness in private life. His marriage to Catherine Skavronsky 

failed and, during the next decade, he had to endure her expenditures and embarrassing 

liaisons. Bagration always shied away from the society and women. Only once did he 

allow his personal feelings to dominate him, when he met Grand Duchess Catherine 

Pavlovna. This relationship demonstrated the personal side of this tough commander. In a 

letter to Maria Feodorovna in May 1807, Bagration wrote about his favorite pursuit - 

painting. He showed several of his works to Catherine Pavlovna, and even made a sketch 

of Empress Maria, which he showed to her. Unfortunately, none of Bagration’s works 

survived, but the fact he thought them good enough to show to the imperial family 

indicates his skill with a brush. 

Bagration had good relations with Emperor Paul, who was known for his harsh 

temperament. He had a reserved, unpretentious character and often preferred to listen and 

observe. Nothing indicated his military abilities and Suvorov correctly noticed, “It is 

difficult to grasp [Bagration’s] character in a conversation with him.” However, Prince 

Peter also demonstrated his skills as courtier and, as Yermolov recalled, “Of smart and 

cunning wit, [Bagration] made powerful connections at the Court.” 77 It is unknown why 

Emperor Alexander never fully trusted or appreciated him. When the emperor later 

launched a series of military reforms, Bagration was not invited to participate and 

remained an observer of the changes introduced to the army. He was never involved in 

development of overall strategy and his proposals were largely ignored. It seemed, 

Alexander preferred to have Bagration employed in campaigns where he fully 

                                                           
 
76 Tartarovsky, Unknown Barclay, 59-60; Gribanov, Bagration in St. Petersburg, 147-48, 

206-207.  
 
77 Yermolov, Memoirs, 151. 

 200
 



demonstrated his abilities. Some claimed that Bagration’s lack of education prevented 

him from becoming minister of war or commander-in-chief of all Russian armies. And 

they were partially right. Brilliant on tactical level, Bagration often had difficulties in 

grasping grand strategy. However, there were other reasons for Alexander’s criticism of 

Bagration’s abilities. The emperor tended to trust “foreign” officers more than his 

“Russian“ officers. Bagration’s intimacy with Grand Duchess Catherine Pavlovna also 

contributed to emperor’s dislike of him.  
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CHAPTER VII 

 

“Five Against Thirty” 

The Preliminaries to Austerlitz and Battle of Schöngrabern, 1805 

 

 

 

By the summer of 1805, Europe was on the eve of a new war. Napoleon was 

preparing for the invasion of Great Britain and his gigantic army was assembled along 

the Atlantic coast in the vicinity of Boulogne. Since the outbreak of the French 

Revolution, Great Britain had been France's most tenacious enemy. Fearing French 

hegemony in Europe as well as its revolutionary ideology, the British politicians had 

formed a series of coalitions against France to preserve the ancien regime and balance of 

power in Europe. In 1805, to prevent the French threat to mainland Britain, Prime 

Minister William Pitt succeeded in forming the Third Coalition against France.  

Russia was one of the first to respond to the British advances. After the collapse 

of the Second Coalition, France and Russia were on friendly terms. In fact, Emperor Paul 

had ordered a Cossack corps to march to India as part of a joint Franco-Russian campaign 

against British India. However, Russia’s foreign policy changed drastically after the 

assassination of Emperor Paul on 24 March 1801. One of Alexander’s first decisions as 

Emperor was to abort the campaign to India and to recall the Cossacks. Alexander 

gradually modified his father’s anti-British policy and signed a Russo-British Convention 

on 17 June 1801. However, Alexander desired good relations with France as well, so he 

negotiated a treaty of friendship with Napoleon in the fall of 1801. Russia’s neutrality 

coincided with a period of peace in Europe. By the Treaty of Lunéville (1801), Austria 

had to accept French expansion into northern Italy and the left bank of the Rhine River. 

The next year, 1802, Britain and France signed the peace treaty at Amiens. However, 

both sides regarded the peace as a truce and did not honor their commitments under the 
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treaty. Napoleon refused to resume normal trade relations with Britain and intensified his 

expansionist policy in the Mediterranean. Moreover, Britain refused to withdraw from 

Malta according to Amiens.1 

Although remaining neutral, Russia tried to increase its role in European politics. 

The Treaty of Lunéville had extended the frontiers of France to the Rhine River, resulting 

in the removal of local princes who were compensated with land on the right bank of 

Rhine. In 1802, Napoleon annexed Island of Elba and reorganized the Swiss 

Confederation. The next year, he moved his troops into Hanover and directed the 

reorganization of Germany. Facing the French intervention into German affairs, 

Alexander did not hesitate to indicate Russia’s interests in the region. Furthermore, 

Alexander negotiated treaties with Prussia and Denmark to secure status quo in 

northwestern Europe.2  

Franco-Russian relations suffered a major setback after arrest and execution of 

Duke d’Enghien, member of the Bourbon royal family, who was seized in the territory of 

neutral Baden in March 1804.3 The duke’s execution shocked noble society throughout 

Europe and the Russian government sent a note of protest to Paris. Alexander was 

insulted by this event and considered it a threat to the crowned heads of Europe. 

However, Alexander’s protest was rebuked by Napoleon, who referred to Alexander’s 
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alleged participation in the assassination of his father, Paul I. As a result, Alexander, 

personally insulted, broke off diplomatic relations with France. On 17 April 1804, he 

discussed the preparations for a war against France at the meeting of Council of State.4 

Russia then negotiated with Britain the Convention of St. Petersburg, signed on 11 April 

1805 that aimed at “reestablishment of the peace and equilibrium in Europe.”5  

Next to join the coalition was Austria. Emperor Francis II, was concerned by the 

loss of territories in Germany and Italy. He did realize that in case of war, Austria would 

be the first to meet the French retaliation and the humiliation of the previous defeats were 

still very much alive. However, the Austrian court was in favor of war. Despite Archduke 

Charles’ opposition, Emperor Francis supported the war party that turned his attention to 

Napoleon’s annexation of Ligurian Republic and his coronation as king of Italy, actions 

that directly threatened Austria’s influence in Italy. After brief negotiations with Britain 

and Russia, Austria joined the Third Coalition on 9 August 1805.6 To secure the positions 

of coalition, Russia also signed treaties of cooperation with Sweden, Naples and Turkey.7 

Of the great powers only Prussia remained neutral, since its rulers were anxious to 

acquire French occupied Hanover with Napoleon’s support. However, in November 

1805, King Frederick William of Prussia signed Convention of Potsdam with Emperor 

Alexander and agreed to mediate peace with Napoleon. If the French emperor refused to 

accept it, Prussia would join the coalition.8   

Facing Napoleon’s preparations for the invasion of the British Isles, Prime 

Minister William Pitt urged Austria and Russia to begin the campaign before the 

concentration of the French forces was completed. The Allied plans for the campaign, 
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drafted by the Austrian Aulic Council, were remarkably complex and considered 

operations across Europe. The main Austrian effort was to be made in northern Italy, 

where Archduke Charles commanded 95,000 men. Archduke John was dispatched to 

Tyrol with some 23,000 men. Archduke Ferdinand and General Karl Leiberich Mack, 

commanded army of 58,000 men in Germany and had instructions to invade Bavaria, 

regardless if its ruler Maximillian Joseph was allied with the French or not. Ferdinand 

would then remain on the defensive until the Russian army under Field Marshal Mikhail 

Illarionovich Golenischev-Kutusov arrived to launch a joint offensive. Another Russian 

army under Friedrich Wilhelm Buxhowden would arrive later. Finally, the Allies planed 

two diversions in Naples and in Hanover to threaten the flanks of the French armies.9 

According to the Allied plans, Russia was to muster two armies and four corps.10 

The Russian army was deployed throughout the western frontier: the Army of Podolsk11 

under Mikhail Kutuzov (57,000 men) was assembled along the Russian frontier with 

Austria; the Army of Volhynia of Friedrich Wilhelm Buxhowden (48,000 men) and 

General Ivan Essen I’s corps (20,000 men) were at Brest-Litovsk, while General Levin 

Bennigsen’s corps (48,000 men) was arranged between Taurrogen and Grodno. A corps 

of twenty thousand men under General Tolstoy was formed to take part in actions in 
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Hanover, and another 20,000 men under General Alexander Tormasov was deployed on 

the Danube River to watch the Turks.12 In total, by 1805, Russia had approximately 

250,000 men strong field army, over 100,000 Cossacks and up to 100,000 men stationed 

in garrisons on its western frontiers.13 Finally, it should be noted that, besides the 

Austrian plan of the campaign, there was also a Russian draft plan by Mikhail Kutuzov. 

This plan urged the Austrians to refrain from any military operations until the Russian 

troops reached Prague. Once united, the Allied armies were to launch a coordinated 

offensive against the French. Kutuzov cautioned Alexander to remain at Brest-Litovsk 

with the cabinet members.14 Alexander declined this strategy and ordered the Russian 

commanders to follow the Austrian strategy. 

The Army of Podolsk was the first Russian army to march to support the 

Austrians. Kutuzov was to move his troops along the Teschen-Brünn-Kreims-Braunau 

route and join Archduke Ferdinand’s army. During the summer, the troops were gathered 

around Radziwill and Gusiatin and arranged in three corps, totaling 56,713 men.15 By 
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early August, as the army prepared for the march, Kutuzov made several organizational 

changes and divided the army into six columns, with Major General Peter Bagration 

leading the first of them.16 The army broke the camp on 26 August and marched 

southwards to the Austrian border.17 However, the weather soon changed and heavy rains 

slowed down the Russian army’s movement.  

For Prince Bagration, this was his first campaign since fighting under Field 

Marshal Alexander Suvorov against the French in 1799. He knew General Kutuzov well 

and previously served under him in 1798-1799, when his regiment was assigned to 

Lithuanian Inspectorate commanded by Kutuzov. Now, six years later, Kutuzov, 

remembering military skills Bagration demonstrated in 1799, appointed him to command 

the leading column. The events will show that he could not have made better choice. 

Bagration carefully prepared the marching orders for his troops. He moved 

Pavlograd Hussars to the front of the column, followed by the 6th Jagers, light artillery, 

Kiev Grenadiers and Azov Musketeer Regiments. He placed the supply carriages behind 
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(Lieutenant General Shepelen), 5th Column, (Lieutenant General Baron Maltitz) and the 6th 
Column (Lieutenant General Baron Rozen). Deployment of the Army of Podolsk for the 
Marching, August 1805, RGVIA f. 846 op. 16, d. 3118, l. 9.  For detailed Order of Battle, see 
Order of Battle of the First Army Of General of Infantry Golenischev Kutuzov Marching Abroad, 
RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3157, ll. 11-12; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 63-64. 

The 6th Column was soon recalled because of the threat of the Turkish offensive. However, 
Emperor Francis was concerned with the weakening of Kutuzov’s army and urged Alexander to 
return the troops. Alexander then ordered Rozen to march back to Kutuzov. Yet, the 6th Column 
joined the main army during the retreat. Correspondence of Kutuzov, 39-41. 

Bagration’s column comprised of Pavlograd Hussars (10 squadrons), a Cossack Regiment, 
two battalions of the 6th Jager Regiment, Kiev Grenadier Regiment, Azov Musketeer Regiment, 2 
companies of the 4th Artillery Regiment and half company of the 1st Horse Artillery Battalion. 
Order of Battle of the First Army Of General of Infantry Golenischev Kutuzov Marching Abroad, 
RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3157, ll. 11-12; Alexander to Bagration, 9 August 1805, RGVIA, f. 29, 
op. 153в, d. 159, ll.42-44. 

 
17 Kutuzov joined army on 21 September at Mislenitse. His Aide-de-camp Wintsegerode 

temporary commanded the troops prior to his arrival. 
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the column and attached the infirmary and ammunition wagons to battalions. Bagration 

urged his officers to supervise their troops and accompany them when they left the ranks 

to forage. He prohibited any women from accompanying the troops and insisted the 

troops treat the local population with respect.18 The troops were well supplied and, after 

they entered Silesia, Bagration was ordered to issue beef instead of grain.19 The distance 

from Radziwill to Teschen was approximately 450 miles, and the Russian army covered 

it in 28 days. The average speed was 13-15 miles a day. Considering the bad weather and 

poor roads, the Russian army moved rather quickly. 

Meanwhile, the situation had changed dramatically on the main theater of war. 

Although the Russian army was supposed to join the Austrian troops in mid-October,20 

General Mack decided to advance towards the French frontier through Bavaria, in order 

to discourage Elector Maximillian Joseph from cooperating with the French. In early 

September 1805, Archduke Ferdinand and General Mack advanced westward through 

Bavaria and concentrated some 70,000 men in the vicinity of Ulm, with an observation 

corps occupying Ingolstadt and the passages through the Black Forest. The Austrians 

considered these positions advantageous and anticipated Napoleon would move along the 

traditional route through the Black Forest. Besides, any French attempt to march from the 

north would violate the Prussian neutrality and might force King Frederick William to 

mobilize his forces.  

Napoleon began preparing for the campaign with the first signs of Austrian 

intentions to launch their offensive. By late August, the Grand Armée had left its camp 

on the coast and marched eastward. Consisting of seven army corps, the reserve cavalry 

                                                           
 
18 Bagration’s Order to the 1st Column on the Marching Abroad, 24 August 1805, Radziwill, 

Dokumenti shtaba M.I. Kutuzova, 1805-1806, pod redaktsiei Karvyalisa V.A., Solovyeova A.E. 
[Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 1805-1806, ed. by Karvyalis V.A., Solovyeov 
A.E.], (Vilna, 1951), 30-33 

 
19 Kutuzov to Bagration, 21 September 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 

49. 
 
20 Some Russian authors indicated that the Russian army had to march some 900 km, while 

the French forces were some 500 km from Vienna. Shishov, Unknown Kutuzov, 156-57. 
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and artillery and the Imperial Guard, the total strength of the French army was 178,158 

men and 336 guns. 21 

On 13 September, Napoleon was informed on the Austrian advance. He watched 

the Austrian movements with great interest and soon realized what an opportunity they 

presented for him to annihilate the Allied forces. Napoleon needed to engage and destroy 

the enemy forces before they united and coordinated their actions. As the Austrian army 

concentrated at Ulm, Napoleon was given the chance to destroy it before dealing with the 

Russians. He decided to move his troops in a broad enveloping maneuver to the Danube 

River, where it would cut Austrian communication lines and effectively surround Mack 

and Ferdinand. By 26 September, Napoleon dispatched his orders to corps commanders 

and the Grand Armée crossed the Rhine. Four days later, he addressed his troops: 

Soldiers, the war of the Third Coalition has commenced… You are the 
vanguard of a great people. If it becomes necessary, it will rise as one at 
my voice, to confound and dissolve this new league, which has been 
fabricated by hate and English gold.  But, soldiers, we shall have to make 
forced marches, endure all kinds of hardships and privations. Whatever 

                                                           
 
21 On 23 September 1803, the organization of the Grand Armeé was as follows:  
 

Unit Infantry Cavalry Artillery Guns Total 

1st Corps (Bernadotte) 11,836 1,665 1,166 34 14,667 
2nd Corps (Marmont) 16,257 1,680 2,100 26 20,037 
3rd Corps (Davout) 22,403 1,518 1,210 36 25,131 
4th corps (Soult) 34,241 2,056 1,230 48 37,527 
5th Corps (Lannes) 13,992 1,349 1,194 24 16,535 
6th Corps (Ney) 19,114 1,071 1,065 36 21,250 
7th Corps (Augereau) 10,712 452 1,283 24 12,447 
Cavalry Corps (Murat) - 19,948 1,002 28 20,950 
Reserve Artillery - - 3,349 56 3,349 
Imperial Guard 4,134 1,637 494 24 6,265 
Total 132,689 31,376 14,093 336 178,158 

 
Alombert-Goget, Campaign de 1805, II, 158-68 (based on weekly reports). Christopher 

Duffy and Albert Sidney Britt presented different statistics in their research and estimated the 
strength of the Grand Armee at 194,045 men. Austerlitz, 1805, (London, 1977), 40; The Wars of 
Napoleon, (Wayne, 1985), 34. Chandler acknowledged 210,500 men with 396 guns. Campaigns 
of Napoleon, 1103. Napoleon, in his correspondence, gives the following numbers: 1st Corps 
(17,000), 2nd Corps (20,000), 3rd Corps (26,000), 4th Corps (40,000), 5th Corps (18,000), 6th Corps 
(24,000), 7th Corps (14,000), Reserve Cavalry (22,000) Imperial Guard (7,000), Correspondance 
de Napoleon Ier, No. 9137, XI, 141-44.  
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obstacles we confront, we shall overcome and we shall not rest until we 
have planted our eagle in our enemies’ territory.22 
 

Napoleon’s plan of action was a daring and brilliant design that utilized the 

mobility of the French corps system. Napoleon left General Andre Massena to defend 

Italy and pin down the main Austrians forces, while he moved his troops into Germany. 

To conceal his movements and lure the Austrians westward, he dispatched Murat’s 

cavalry to cross the Rhine at Strasbourg and move through the Black Forest. Napoleon’s 

security measures were so effective that none of the Allies knew of the French rapid 

movement to the Danube; the French borders were sealed and the commanders were only 

provided with necessary details for their own operations. 23 

Meanwhile, the Austrians received news of the movement of the French army into 

Germany. Kutuzov soon received letters from the Aulic Council urging him to accelerate 

his marches and join the Austrians before Napoleon arrived at Ulm. The Russian army 

was already tired of marching in the mud and rain.24 Furthermore, the Russian artillery 

consisted of the new guns of General Aleksey Arakcheyev’s 1805 ordnance system that 

were too heavy for the available Russian horses to pull. Kutuzov wrote, “As for the 

artillery, despite my desire to comply with the requests of the Austrian court, it is 

impossible to move [the guns] as fast as the infantry; the horses are worn out… and it 

would do the service no good to see this important element of the army so exhausted on 

the way.”25 In addition, the Russians lacked maps of the area that further complicated 

their marching. So, Kutuzov asked Russian Ambassador to Vienna Andrey Razumovsky 

to send him the maps of the theater of war.26  

                                                           
 

22 Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 9293, XI, 253-64. 
 
23 Chandler, Campaigns of Napoleon, 386-91; Elting, Military History Atlas, maps 46-47. 
 
24 Kutuzov to Razumovsky, 23 September 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 53 
 
25 Kutuzov to Razumovsky, 23 September 1805, Ibid., 53-54 
 
26 Kutuzov to Razumovsky, 23 September 1805, Ibid., 65-67. Razumovsky was able to send 

general maps of area on 23 October, but he still could not find detailed maps of Germany. One of 
the participants of the campaign later complained, “Our officers had no maps, while we found 
small maps of the theater of war almost in every French soldier’s backpack.” I. Butovsky, 
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To assist the Russians in marching, Austrians had prepared carts to carry the 

Russian infantry from Teschen. Realizing the importance of speed to anticipate the 

French, Kutuzov decided to leave most of the baggage behind and move the army as 

rapidly as possible towards Bavaria. He reorganized the army and divided it into two 

sections. The first section was under his command and consisted of five columns under 

Major General Peter Bagration, Major General Mikhail Miloradovich, Lieutenant 

General Dmitry Dokhturov, Major General Repninsky and Lieutenant General Leontii 

Maltitz. Lieutenant General Essen II led the second section that comprised of five 

columns as well.27 Kutuzov urged the commanders to move as fast as the troops could 

manage.28 From Teschen, the Russian army made thirty miles a day, marching the first 

half of the day, and then moving on the wagons.29 However, the Austrians still urged 

Kutuzov to hasten movement and rest the troops every four days. Kutuzov refused and he 

kept to his previous marching order.30  

Major General Peter Bagration led the first column of the army and moved by 

forced marches. He reported, “I made forced marches on 15th and 16th [27-28 September], 

the first march of almost 24 hours, and the second even longer.”31 By 30 September, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Feldmarshal kniaz Kutuzov pri kontse i nachale svoego boevogo poprischa [Field Marshal Prince 
Kutuzov at the End and the Beginning of His Military Career], (St. Petersburg, 1858), 65. 

 
27 Order on Reorganization of Army, 25 September 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s 

Headquarters, 55-57; Order on Forced Marching from Teschen, 23 September 1805, 
Correspondence of Kutuzov, 54-57. 

 
28 Kutuzov wrote, “The first part of each column must always go ahead on the transports so 

that it can complete the first half of the march before the rearward part of column, which comes 
on the foot.” Order on Accelerating the March, 1 October 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 68. 

 
29 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 9; Zhilin, Kutuzov, 91; Yermolov, 

Memoirs, 34; Shishov, Unknown Kutuzov, 158. 
 
30 Kutuzov to Strauch, 31 September 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 68-70; 

Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 9; Zhilin, Kutuzov, 92. A contemporary recalled 
that, “We moved at normal speed to Teschen, but from that point we were moved on the wagons 
and at triple speed, sometimes up to 60 versts (39 miles) a day. The movement was well-
organized: twelve men, with their entire outfit, usually sat on the wagon that also carried 
ammunition and backpacks of another twelve soldiers. Ten versts later there was a change: those 
walking replaced soldiers on the wagons, who now walked with their muskets.” Butovskii, Field 
Marshal Prince Kutuzov, 14. 

 

 211



Bagration was at Wischau; the next day he arrived to Znaim and, at 2:00 p.m. on 2 

October, he bivouacked at Krems. However, he lost 79 men and some of his troops were 

barefooted.32 By 12 October, Bagration’s troops reached Braunau, covering over three 

hundred miles in sixteen days.33 

Kutuzov, meanwhile, traveled to Vienna to meet the emperor of Austria and to 

discuss the joint operations.34 Assured by the Austrians of their deployment, Kutuzov 

returned to the army unaware of the actual situation around Ulm. However, at Braunau, 

he met the Russian envoy to Bavaria, who told him of the French approach to Munich.35 

Kutuzov was startled by this news. He ordered Major General Bagration to form the 

advance guard and deploy his troops along the Inn River to gather intelligence on the 

French.36 

                                                                                                                                                                             
31 Bagration to Kutuzov, 2 October 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 59-60. 
 
32 Bagration to Kutuzov, 2 October 1805, Ibid., 59-60. Kutuzov asked Alexander to allocate 

additional resources to provide the troops with new footwear. Shishov, Unknown Kutuzov, 159. 
 
33 Shishov calculated speed of Bagration’s marches as 32.4 km a day. Unknown Kutuzov, 

160. 
 
34 During Kutuzov’s absence, Lieutenant General Essen II commanded infantry, Shepelev - 

cavalry, and Müller-Zakomelsky - artillery. Kutuzov was well received and the officers 
accompanying him were awarded 60,000 silver guldens. Kutuzov remained in Vienna for several 
days, arranging the supply of provisions and ammunition to the Russian troops. He met the Aulic 
Council members, who assured him of the success of their troops in Bavaria. Furthermore, 
Kutuzov was informed about General Mack’s letter, which stated, “Jamais armeé n’a été postée 
d’une maniére plus propre ხ  assurer sa supériorité sur l’ennemi, et je n’ai qu’un seul regret, celui 
de ne pas voir l’Empereur etre temoin Lui-même du triomphe de Ses armées.” Kutuzov to 
Czartoryski, 8 October 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 82-84; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 
Campaign of 1805, 66-67; Duffy, Austerlitz, 53. 

 
35 Kutuzov to Czartoryski, 14 October 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 87. 
 
36 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 67. 
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Map 21. Ulm Campaign, 25 September 1805
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To Kutuzov’s surprise, he soon received Archduke Ferdinand’s letter of 8 

October, in which the Austrian commander described his plans to attack the French. He 

wrote, “We are looking for the moment, when your army will march [to join us] and we 

would be able to give the enemy what it deserves… My army is animated with the spirit 

of valor. “37 Kutuzov also received news of alleged Austrian victory in vicinity of Ulm, 

that further confused him38 Cautious by nature, Kutuzov considered this information in 

light of the French occupation of Munich and decided to remain at Braunau until he 

received more intelligence on the situation. The Austrians urged Kutuzov to move to 

support Ferdinand and Mack, but the Russian general remained at Braunau.39 He wrote 

Alexander, “At the moment, I am the only defense for Vienna, and if I advance, I would 

be surrounded by the three times superior enemy.”40 On 23 October, Kutuzov finally 

received the intelligence when General Mack himself arrived to Braunau and brought the 

news of destruction of the Austrian army. 

The events developed remarkably quickly at Ulm. After general engagements 

around Ulm,41 the French surrounded the city by 17 October. Mack had no other choice 

but to surrender. On 20 October, some 30,000 Austrians laid down their weapons.42 With 

                                                           
37 Ferdinand to Kutuzov, 8 October 1805, Ibid. 68-69.  
 
38 Order to Army, 17 October 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 92-93; Mikhailovsky-

Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 69-70. On 11 October, some 25,000 Austrians tried to break from 
Ulm along the north bank of the Danube and attacked General Dupont’s Division. Though the 
French suffered high casualties, they halted the superior Austrians.  

 
39 Duffy, Austerlitz, 53; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 78-79. 
 
40 Kutuzov to Alexander, 22 October 1805, Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 

79. 
 
41 2e, 3e, 4e, 5e, Bulletin de la Grand Armeé, 9-12 October 1805, Correspondance de 

Napoléon Ier, Nos. 9558, 9361, 9370, 9380, XI, 367-68, 370-72, 379-81, 391-92; Napoleon to 
Joseph, 9 October 1805, Mémories et Correspondance Politique et Militaire de du Roi Joseph. 
Ed. Albert du Casse, (Paris, 1855), I, 290-91; Alombert-Goget, Campagne de 1805, II, 162-65, 
III, 23-29; Alfred Krauss, 1805: Der Feldzug von Ulm (Vienna, 1912), 341; A. Hugo, France 
Militaire. Histoire des Armées Francaises de terre et de mer de 1792 a 1837, (Paris, 1838), III, 
253-57; Chandler, Campaigns of Napoleon, 397; Margaret Chrisawn, The Emperor’s Friend: 
Marshal Jean Lannes (London, 2000), 109; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 72. 
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the Austrian army destroyed at Ulm and Archduke Charles still in Italy, Napoleon now 

turned to his second objective - the Russian army. 

As Napoleon began preparations for the next phase of his campaign, the Russian 

troops slowly concentrated at Braunau.43 The troops were exhausted;44 some 6,000 sick 

soldiers were in hospitals, and another 5,000 were left to serve the communications along 

the way.45 The number of deserters also increased and Kutuzov urged his officers to 

curtail it. He praised Bagration for finding the deserters and returning them to his 

column.46 The five Russian columns now totaled 32,000 men, and with the arrival of the 

Austrian troops under Michel Kienmayer and Johann Nostitz, the Allied army increased 

to some 60,000 men,47 facing some 100,000 troops under Napoleon. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
42 5e, 5e (Bis), 6e, Bulletin de la Grand Armeé, 9-12 October 1805, Correspondance de 

Napoléon Ier, Nos. 9380, 9384, 9392, XI, 391-92, 396-99, 404-407. Also see General Staff Study 
of 1805 Campaign, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3124, l 1-70; Chandler, Campaigns of Napoleon, 
382-402; Jean Thiry, Napoléon Bonaparte: Ulm, Trafalgar, Austerlitz, (Paris, 1962), 85-161; 
Hugo, Histoire des Armées Francaises, III, 258-61. On receiving news of the disaster at Ulm, 
Austrian government ordered Archdukes Charles and John to leave Italy and march back for 
defense of Vienna. However, Marshal André Masséna with 50,000 men closely followed 90,000 
Austrians under Archduke Charles and, in fact, prevented this army from reinforcing Archduke 
Ferdinand and Mack in Germany. Rothenberg, Napoleon’s Great Adversaries, 93-95 

 
43 Kutuzov urged commanders to accelerate the marching. Kutuzov to Miller-Zakomelsky, 

Kutuzov to Maltitz, 14 October 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 86-87; General Staff Study of 

1805 Campaign, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3124, l. 70; Clemens Janetsdjek, Die Schlacht bei 
Austerlitz: 2 December 1805, (Brunn, 1898), 2. 

 
44 Lieutenant General Maltitz reported to Kutuzov, that half of the Bryansk, Vyatka and 

Jaroslavl Regiments marched bare-footed. Correspondence of Kutuzov, 82. Also see Kutuzov’s 
orders to provide uniforms and ammunition to the troops. Kutuzov to Volkonsky, 14-15 October 
1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 89. 

 
45 Punin, Kutuzov, 61. 
 
46 Kutuzov to Bagration, 17 October 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 93. 
 
47 Kutuzov reorganized his army on 15 October 1805. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign 

of 1805, 78; Punin, Kutuzov, 62; Oksman, Campaign of 1805, 63; Zhilin, Kutuzov, 96-97. Lt. 
Col. Brunker, Story of the Napoleonic Campaign 1805: Ulm and Austerlitz, (London, 1912), 33; 
Rothenberg, Napoleon’s Great Adversaries, 95. 
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Map 22. Ulm Campaign, 6 October 1805 

 

 216



 The foremost objective for Kutuzov was to save his army so he did not hesitate to 

withdraw in consideration of odds he faced. On 21 October, Kutuzov ordered Bagration 

to lead his advance guard to Alt-Oetting and establish contact with Kienmayer.48 The 

information Bagration provided showed the concentration of the French troops at Munich 

and their preparations for the offensive. Facing the superior French, Kutuzov decided to 

withdraw and on night of 26 October the Russian army left Braunau, marching via Reid 

and Lambach to Wels. The bridges over the Inn River were promptly destroyed.49 To 

cover his movement, Kutuzov decided “to keep a sting in his tail”50 and appointed Peter 

Bagration to the rear guard.51 The troops were worn out. A contemporary wrote, “The 

supplies were scarce. [The troops] looked for bread and potatoes in the villages; we were 

ordered to take provisions, but not to pillage the residents.”52 At Wels, Kutuzov met 

Emperor Francis and discussed his plans. It was agreed that the Allied army would put up 

a series of delaying actions behind the tributaries of the Danube River and then deploy 

army in the vicinity of Vienna.53 

By 25 October, Napoleon had prepared his army for the pursuit of Russian troops. 

He formed three columns with Marshal Jean Lannes leading the left flank, Nicolas-Jean 

                                                           
 
48 Kutuzov to Bagration, 21 October 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 107 
 
49 Marching Orders, 24, 25, 28 October, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 118-24, 126-27; 

General Staff Study of 1805 Campaign, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3124, l 71. 
 
50 Duffy, Austerlitz, 55. 
 
51 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 96. It is noteworthy that in official 

correspondence Bagration was still named as commander of advance guard. Order to Army, 28 
October 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 130. 

 
52 Austerlitz: Vospominania suvorovskogo soldata (Moscow, 1901), 8. Another witness 

recalled, “We arrived to Lambach at late evening on 29 October, and stayed there for two days. In 
three days of forced marching, we covered over 100 versts [66 miles]… Our troops were starving, 
could not find supplies, except for small quantities of hay and wood.” Butovskii, Field Marshal 
Prince Kutuzov, 18. 

 
53 Francis to Kutuzov, 30 October 1805, RGVIA f. 846 op. 16, d. 3112, l. 18-18b;  

Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 96-97; Duffy, Austerlitz, 55; Oksman, Campaign 
of 1805, 64; Also see Kutuzov to Francis, 23 October 1805, Kutuzov to Razumovsky, 23 October 
1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 112-13. 
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de Dieu Soult, Louis-Nicolas Davout, and Imperial Guard in the center and Jean-

Baptiste-Jules Bernadotte, Auguste-Frederic-Louis Marmont and the Bavarian corps on 

the right. Joachim Murat with his cavalry was appointed as the advance guard.54 The 

French crossed the Isar River between 26-27 October and, after marching in continuous 

rain, General Nicholas Oudinot’s troops of the 5th Corps reached Braunau on 29 October 

only to find this place abandoned. However, the Allies left enormous magazines of food 

and ammunition that were now captured by the French.55 Kutuzov burned the bridge over 

the Inn River and left small Austrian detachment to cover his movements.56 

The first major action between the Russians and the French occurred at Lambach 

on 30 October, when Marshal Davout’s troops attacked four Austrian infantry 

battalions.57 The Austrian commander appealed to Bagration for help, who immediately 

dispatched Major General Ulanius to the battlefield with a squadron of Pavlograd 

Hussars, two battalions from the 6th and 8th Jagers and an artillery company. The 

Russians repulsed several French attacks and counterattacked twice. The 8th Jagers 

fought with particular ferocity after their chef Colonel Gavrila Golovkin was killed.58 The 

                                                           
54 Marshal Michel Ney was dispatched to Tyrol, while Pierre-Francois-Charles Augereau 

marched to Augsburg. 
 
55 General Staff Study of 1805 Campaign, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3124, l 71; Hugo, 

Histoire des Armées Francaises, III, 263. 
 
56  Journeee du 7 brumaire, 29 October 1805, Alombert-Goget, Campagne de 1805, IV, 295; 

C. de Fromont, “Journal historique de la division de grenadiers d’Oudinot, recueilli par J. Dumas, 
docteur en medecine et chirurgien-major du battaillon d’elite du 28e regiment d’infanterie legere, 
grande armee, 5e corps. Annees 1805 et 1806,” Carnet de la Sabretache, 9 (1910): 493; Lt. Col. 
R.G. Burton, From Boulogne to Austerlitz: Napoleon’s Campaign of 1805, (London, 1912), 57-
59; Colin, Campagne de 1805, Revue Historique, 70 (1906): 107-21; Mathieu Dumas, Précis des 
événemens militaires, ou essat historique sur la guerre présente, (Paris, 1822), XIII, 515, 

 
57 The French deployed in the following battle order: the 1st Chasseurs á cheval of 3rd Corps 

was leading the way, followed by 17e Line, 1st Infantry Brigade of Joseph Laurent Demont, 
Dragoon Division (Louis Chrétien Carriére Beaumont), General Baptiste Pierre Bisson’s infantry 
division, and the cavalry (Frederic Henri Walther’s dragoons and Jean Joseph Ange d’Hautpoul’s 
cuirassiers). Colin, Campagne de 1805, Revue Historique, 70 (1906): 125; Hugo, Histoire des 
Armées Francaises, III, 264. Also see General Staff Study of 1805 Campaign, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 
16, d. 3124, l. 72-75.  

 
58 Bagration to Kutuzov, Ullanius to Bagration, 1 November 1805, Documents of M.I. 

Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 107-11; Alexander Andrault Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne 
de 1805, (Paris, 1998), 17-18. This account was written by a French émigré in Russian service. 
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Allied troops succeeded in halting the French for over five hours and then disengaged to 

follow the main army. Bagration reported 100 killed, 44 wounded and 1 gun,59 while 

Austrian casualties amounted to 210 men.60 The French losses were light, though General 

Baptiste Pierre Bisson was seriously wounded.61 

When Kutuzov reached Linz, he rested his troops at Ebersburg for a day. He 

thought positions on the Traun River unfavorable and ordered a retreat to the Enns 

River.62 He kept Bagration in command of the rear guard and reinforced him with a 

detachment under Mikhail Miloradovich. The rest of the troops were divided into two 

sections under Dokhturov and Maltitz.63  The weather had now changed and the troops 

                                                                                                                                                                             
The original document is preserved at Ministère des Affaires Étrangères, Mémoirs et Documents, 
Russie, volume XXII. 

 
59 Ullanius to Bagration, 1 November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 

109-11; Kutuzov to Alexander, 4 November 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 139-40; Shishov, 
Unknown Kutuzov, 164. Some authors acknowledged 152 killed and wounded and 1 cannon. 
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 98; Lt. Col. V. Fedorov, Pokhodi 1805-07 goda 
[Campaigns of 1805-07] in Otechestvennaia voina i Russkoye obshestvo, jubileinoe izdanie, [The 
Patriotic War and the Russian Society] (Moscow, 1911), I, 175-76; Oksman, Campaign of 1805, 
64. In recent publication of the Institute of Russian History at the Russian Academy of Science, 
authors claimed that the French killed wounded Russians on the battlefield because they kept 
fighting them. Kratkaya istoricheskaya spravka po Avstriiskomu pokhoduy Russkoi 
Imperatorskoi Armii M.I. Kutuzova v 1805 (podgotovlennaia institutom Rossiiskoi istorri RAN) 
[Short Historical Study on the Austrian Campaign of the Russian Imperial Army under M.I. 
Kutuzov in 1805 (prepared by the Institute of Russian History at the Russian Academy of 
Science], in Informatsionnii biulleten “Orgkomiteta 1805 goda,” (Moscow, 2002). 

It is noteworthy, that Yermolov blamed lack of lubricant for the loss of the gun. He wrote, 
“[We] lost one gun of the horse artillery company of Colonel Ignatiev because the axle of the 
carriage broke as a result of [Ignatiev’s] saving on lubricant. The authorities did not learn about it 
and Ignatiev thought it better to claim the enemy fire destroyed his gun.” Memoirs, 36.  

 
60 Bowden, Austerlitz, 257; Smith, Napoleonic Wars Data Book, 210. 
 
61 Six, Georges, Dictionnaire biographique des généraux & amiraux Français de la révolution 

et de l'empire, (1792-1814). (Paris, 1934), I, 105; Colin, Campagne de 1805, Revue Historique, 
70 (1906): 132. 

 
62 General Staff Study of 1805 Campaign, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3124, l 72. 
 
63 Yermolov, Memoirs, 36-37. Yermolov described an interesting incident at Ebersburg. The 

cavalry patrols were ordered to cross the river following the transports. However, “bored by the 
prolonged movement of the wagons, they spread the rumor of an enemy attack on the bridge. 
Suddenly everything fell into confusion: the carriages were quickly abandoned, many fell off the 
bridge and musket fire broke in camp although not a single enemy soul was on our side of the 
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marched under cold rain and snow. Both the French and Allies were exhausted by non-

stop arduous marches. On the French side, Marshal Jean Lannes developed a fever and 

had to leave General Oudinot in charge of the 5th Corps.64 Kutuzov wrote Alexander, 

“Since we left Braunau, the troops bivouac without tents and are provided provisions for 

a day only. Sometimes they do not have any food at all because there is not time to 

receive it. Artillery horses are extremely exhausted….”65 Both sides took measures to 

prevent pillaging and disorder.66  

By 1 November, the French were closing on the Allied army.67 Napoleon urged 

his commanders to keep the troops in order and pursue the retreating Russians. 

Meanwhile, the Allies retreated to the Enns, where Kutuzov intended to organize a 

defensive line. The Russian commander destroyed most carriages and wagons along the 

route that hampered the French movement. Ammunition was transported ahead of the 

troops and the artillery was given only one caisson per gun to carry.68 The troops lacked 

clothing and Kutuzov requested new uniforms from the Austrian Commissariat.69  

                                                                                                                                                                             
river. Commander-in-chief [Kutuzov] was unable to stop the disorder and the agitators were 
never found.” 

 
64 Compans to Oudinot, 31 October 1805, Alombert-Goget, Campagne de 1805, IV, 352; 

Chrisawn, The Emperor’s Friend, 112; Kyle Eidahl, The Military Career of Nicolas Charles 
Oudinot (1767-1847), Ph.D. diss., Florida State University, 1990, 161. 

 
65 Kutuzov to Alexander, 4 November 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 140. 
 
66 Order to Army, 28, 29 October 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 127-28; Chrisawn, The 

Emperor’s Friend, 114. A Russian officer wrote, “There were frightful deficiencies in supplies, 
which caused an outbreak of plunder and insubordination among our troops. There were many 
strugglers, whom we called “marauders’: this was the first of our borrowings from the French. 
They usually gathered in a group and, once, were ready to attack a squadron of hussars that was 
sent to prevent pillage.” Yermolov, Memoirs, 38. 

 
67 Soult’s troops occupied Reid, Obernberg and Kircham, while Davout reached Lambach and 

Murat followed the Russian rear guard. Colin, Campagne de 1805, Revue Historique, 70 (1906): 
132-34; Hugo, Histoire des Armées Francaises, III, 264.  

 
68 Order to Army, 4 November 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 141. 
 
69 Kutuzov to Dolgoruky, 2 November 1805, Ibid., 138. 
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On 4 November, the Russians crossed the Enns River at Enns, covered by 

Bagration, who was constantly harassed by Murat’s cavalry.70 Bagration was so hard 

pressed that he reached the bridge over the Enns only minutes ahead of the French, who 

tried to seize the crossing. Bagration deployed batteries on the riverbank and arranged 

infantry to repulse any enemy attacks. He finally dispatched dismounted Pavlograd 

Hussars under Colonel Count Joseph O’Rourke, who destroyed the bridge under the 

enemy fire.71 The French tried to cross the river on the boats, but Bagration contained 

their attempts until darkness. 

Once at Enns, Kutuzov began construction of fortifications along the riverbank. 

However, Napoleon moved his forces in a flanking maneuver that threatened the left 

flank of the Russian army.72 He also ordered Marshal Mortier to Linz to advance along 

the northern bank of the river and prevent attempt by Kutuzov to cross the Danube.73 

Facing the French outflanking maneuvers, Kutuzov had no choice but to withdrew. 

                                                           
 
70 Yermolov, Memoirs, 38; Burton, From Boulogne to Austerlitz,59; Colin, Campagne de 

1805, Revue Historique, 70 (1906): 139-40. Bagration commanded 6th and 8th Jager Regiments, 
Pavlograd Hussar Regiment, some 100 Cossacks, horse artillery company of Colonel G. Ignatiev, 
half company of light artillery under Staff Captain Sudakov, half company of battery artillery 
under Major Boguslavsky, two companies of 4th Artillery Regiment. The Austrian detachment, 
which supported Bagration, comprised of four battalion of Croats and four cavalry regiments. 
Short Historical Study on the Austrian Campaign, in Informatsionnii biulleten “Orgkomiteta 1805 
goda,” 

 
71 Bagration to Kutuzov, 4 November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 

120-21; Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 1805, 18; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 
Campaign of 1805, 98; Duffy, Austerlitz, 56; Fedorov, Campaign of 1805-07, 176-77; Yermolov, 
Memoirs, 39. Russian losses were 20 killed and 50 wounded. Short Historical Study on the 
Austrian Campaign, in Informatsionnii biulleten “Orgkomiteta 1805 goda,” 

 
72 In addition, Count Merveldt was recalled by the Austrians to cover Vienna, exposing the 

left flank of the Russian army. The Austrians were pursued by Davout and Marmont, and 
defeated at Marizell on 8 November. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 99; Duffy, 
Austerlitz, 57; Bowden, Austerlitz, 257; Oksman, Campaign of 1805, 64-65; Shishov, Unknown 
Kutuzov, 164. 

 
73 The French also gathered a small flotilla to secure their positions. Colin, Campagne de 

1805, Revue Historique, 70 (1906): 313-15; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 99; 
Burton, From Boulogne to Austerlitz,59. Also see, General Staff Study of 1805 Campaign, 
RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3124, l 76-79. 

 

 221



Napoleon commanded 150,000 men against some 55,000 men strong Allied army.74 

Therefore, only quick withdrawal could have saved the Allies from the destruction. 

Kutuzov’s decision to retreat ended the first phase of Napoleon’s pursuit of the Russian 

army. Napoleon failed to force a battle and was more than ever eager to engage Kutuzov. 

He became concerned with the political situation since Prussia mobilized its forces in the 

north and could have threatened the French left flank. Besides, Napoleon wanted to 

prevent Kutuzov from joining Archduke Charles, who was recalled from Italy. Therefore, 

Napoleon urged Murat and Lannes to double their efforts to engage the Russian army.  

On 4 November, Kutuzov began his retreat to Amstetten. He left Prince 

Bagration, with approximately 6,000 infantry and 1,900 cavalry,75 to cover his movement 

and halt the French as long as possible. The road from Enns run through a dense forest 

with a few clearings where the troops could be deployed. Bagration made a fighting 

retreat along this road to Amstetten pursued by superior French forces.76 The French 

under Oudinot first attacked him at Altenhofen and Prince Peter slowly retreated to 

Strengberg, where he countered the French with three Austrian battalions and Hessen-

Homburg Hussars.77 However, the superior French troops forced him to withdraw, 

leaving his baggage.  

Bagration made another stand at Oed, where he repulsed several French attacks 

and then withdrew because of arrival of the French reinforcements. His losses were 

                                                           
74 Colin, Campagne de 1805, Revue Historique, 70 (1906):  77.  
 
75 Bagration’s rear guard comprised of: Kiev Grenadier Regiment, Azov Musketeer 

Regiment, 6th Jager Regiment, 10 squadrons of Pavlograd Hussars, horse artillery company, and 
half companies of light and battery artillery under Boguslavsky and Sudakov. Bagration also had 
unspecified number of Cossacks. He was supported by Austrians under Count Nostitz 
(Peterwardein and Brooder Grenzer Regiments (4 battalions) and eight squadrons of Hessen-
Homburg Hussars. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 100; W. Zweguintzow, 
L’armee Rusee, (Paris, 1973) IV, 406; Short Historical Study on the Austrian Campaign, in 
Informatsionnii biulleten “Orgkomiteta 1805 goda,” 

 
76 The French forces included three cavalry brigades (Treilhard, Milhaud, and Sebastiani), 

light and heavy cavalry (Walther and Nansouty) and Oudinot’s grenadiers under Murat. Colin, 
Campagne de 1805, Revue Historique, 71 (1906):  323.  

 
77 Gaston Stiegler, Maréchal Oudinot, duc de Reggio, d’aprés les Souvenirs Inédits de la 

Maréchale, (Paris, 1894), III, 34-35. 
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substantial, but he succeeded in slowing down the French.78 Bagration decided to make 

stand near Amstetten, where the forest receded and allowed him to deploy his forces. He 

was now hard pressed by General Oudinot and Marshal Murat. The weather also 

hindered the movement since the thick snow covered the terrain. One of the participants 

recalled, “It was cold and the ground and trees in the Amstetten forest were alike covered 

with masses of snow, which produced a very remarkable effect on those of us who came 

from the South of Europe, and  [we] had never before realized how beautiful nature can 

be in the winter.”79 Soon the French came upon “a very unexpected sight”80 of the 

Russian and Austrian troops deployed in positions. Bagration arranged his troops in two 

lines. The first line comprised of Austrian cavalry, while the Russian troops were 

deployed in the second. Prince Peter himself was in the front line with his staff officers. 

Seeing the enemy, Murat ordered the elite companies of the 9th and 10th Hussars 

to charge the Russians.81 Bagration counterattacked them with the Austrian cavalry that 

overwhelmed the French. Baron Lejeune recalled, “Our men were swept down, many 

were taken prisoners, and we ourselves were in danger of being captured. [The French 

were saved by] two pieces of cannon, which a young officer of artillery [Lieutenant 

Octave Levasseur], fresh from college, had the presence of mind to place in position in 

the middle of path.”82 
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79 Lejeune, Baron, Memoirs, (New York, 1897), I, 23-24. 
 
80 Ibid., 23. 
 
81 General Staff Study of 1805 Campaign, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3124, l 81. 
 
82 Lejeune, Memoirs, 24-25 
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Map 23. Pursuit to Vienna, 26 October – 15 November 1805 
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The French artillery officer’s prudence saved Murat and his troops. The artillery 

fire “brought down…the masses of snow”83 on the Austrian cavalry that became 

confused and demoralized by “a dense hail of snow, shot and large icicles”84 and 

retreated. This gave Murat time to rally his troops and launch another attack with larger 

forces. General Oudinot arrived to battlefield in time to support Murat’s cavalry with his 

grenadiers. The French overwhelmed the Austrian cavalry, penetrated the first line of 

Bagration’s defense and attacked the second, driving the Russians back to Amstetten.85 

Bagration did not intend to give up the fight. Countering the French attack, he 

rallied his troops and appealed to Kutuzov for reinforcements. Kutuzov arrived on the 

battlefield in person and advanced the rearguard reserve under Mikhail Miloradovich.86 

Once the reinforcements arrived, Bagration strengthened his lines: the Apsheron 

Grenadier Regiment, Colonel Marchenko’s Musketeer Regiment and Smolensk 

Grenadier Regiment were moved to the first line on the left flank, while Malorossiiski 

Grenadier Regiment reinforced the right flank. Bagration kept two battalions of 

Smolensk Regiment and a battalion of Apsheron Regiment in reserve.87  He soon 

received Mariupol Hussars under Count Wittgenstein and he spread them along the front 

line. Bagration then withdrew part of his fatigued troops while Miloradovich 

counterattacked the French with fresh forces. This attack was executed with such rigor 

that the French were on verge of retreat.88 Oudinot’s troops fought with remarkable 

                                                           
 
83 Ibid., 25. 
 
84 Souvenirs Militaires d’Octave Levasseur, (Paris, 1914), 40; Lejeune, Memoirs, 25. 
 
85 General Staff Study of 1805 Campaign, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3124, l 81. 
 
86 Mikhail Milarodovich brought 8th Jager Regiment, Malorossiiski Grenadier, Apsheron 

Musketeer and Smolensk Musketeer Regiments, 10 squadrons of Mariupol Hussar regiment, 
horse artillery company under Lt. Col. Aleksey Yermolov, half company of battery artillery of the 
5th Artillery Regiment. Miloradovich to Kutuzov, 4 November 1805, Documents of M.I. 
Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 123; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 100; Short 
Historical Study on the Austrian Campaign, in Informatsionnii biulleten “Orgkomiteta 1805 
goda,” 

 
87 Miloradovich to Kutuzov, 4 November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 
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tenacity and were saved by the timely arrival of the reinforcements. The fighting 

continued for the rest of the day, with Bagration and Miloradovich holding the ground 

and occasionally counterattacking. The fighting was savage on both sides. A French 

officer recalled, “None of the Russians surrendered willingly. After they had been 

wounded, disarmed and thrown to the ground, they still put up a fight and even attacked. 

The only way we could assemble a few hundred prisoners was to prod them with 

bayonets, like a herd of animals, and belabor them with out musket butts.”89 

Around 9:00 p.m. the Russians disengaged and marched through Amstetten 

following the main forces.90 Both sides exaggerated in their reports of the action, 

claiming victory against superior forces. Murat wrote Napoleon, “The action at 

Amstetten has been one of the most stubborn and one of the most brilliant that the corps 

ever had: 5,000 men made headway against 15,000 men… Oudinot’s division covered 

itself with glory; it withstood, repelled and defeated a corps three times as strong as it, 

fighting under the eyes of Kutuzov and lead by the best generals.”91 Napoleon himself 

praised the French troops, “The combat of Amstetten did great honor to the cavalry, 

particularly to the 9th and 10th Hussars and to the grenadiers of General Oudinot’s 

division.”92 The Russians also considered Amstetten a great success since the main goal 

was to delay the French advance. Bagration and Miloradovich claimed that the superior 

French forces were forced to flee with considerable casualties.93 According to the 
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corps de la Grande Armée,” 5 November 1805, Mémoires Recoinnaissances, Carton 267; 

 
89 Histoire et Memoirs par le General Comte de Segur, (Paris, 1873), II, 429. Similar 

description in Dumas, Precis des evenements militaires, XIII, 303. 
 
90 Oudinot Papers, ‘Note sur l’affaire d’Amstetten,’ 4 November 1805, in Eidahl, Oudinot, 

164-65; I would like to thank Dr. Kyle Eidahl for sharing precious documents on Oudinot’s role 
in the campaign.  
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92 20e Bulletin de la Grande Armee, 7 November 1805, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 

9463, XI, 385. 
 
93 Bagration to Kutuzov, 6 November 1805, Miloradovich to Kutuzov, 4 November 1805, 

Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 122, 125; Kutuzov to Miloradovich, 8 July 1806, 
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Russian sources, the Allied forces suffered around 1,800 losses.94 Bagration reported 232 

dead, 174 missing, 240 lightly wounded and 130 seriously wounded, who were left at 

Amstetten. His cavalry lost 77 horses, 17 artillery horses and another 83 horses were 

wounded.95 Bagration wrote Kutuzov, “[Although] moving by forced marches in a bad 

weather, I was always ready for the attack of superior enemy forces, which desired, and 

looked for the opportunity to destroy us. At Lambach and in yesterday’s battle, we 

showed [the French] our resoluteness and this should hold their ambition.”96 After the 

battle at Amstetten, Kutuzov decided to rest Bagration’s troops because officially 

Bagration still commanded the advance guard. Miloradovich replaced him and covered 

the retreat. Prince Peter was moved closer to main forces with instructions to support 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 101; Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 
1805, 18. 

 
94 The French reported 1,800 captured while the General Staff Study of 1805 Campaign 

acknowledged around 800 Russian and 1,200 Austrian casualties. RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 
3124, l 72. “Journal historique du 5e corps de la Grande Armée,” 5 November 1805, Mémoires 
Recoinnaissances, Carton 267; Colin, Campagne de 1805, Revue Historique, 71 (1906): 326-27; 
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95 Bagration to Kutuzov, 6 November 1806, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 

122; Miloradovich reported 43 killed, 47 missing and 162 wounded. Miloradovich to Kutuzov, 4 
November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 125-26.  

 
Unit Killed Wounded Missing Horses 

Malorossiiski Grenadier Regiment 8 privates 3 officers 
1 drummer 
36 privates 

17 
privates 

 

Apsheron Musketeer Regiment 1 private 4 officers 
20 privates 

5 privates  

Smolensk Musketeer Regiment 1 private 14 privates 5 privates  
8th Jager Regiment 1 officer 

12 privates 
5 officers 
46 privates 

11 
privates 

 

Mariupol Hussar Regiment 1 officer 
19 privates 

5 officers 
28 privates 

9 privates 47 killed 
69 wounded 

 
For persons distinguished in this action, see Miloradovich to Kutuzov, 21 November 1805, 

Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 126-129. Recent Russian study of the battle 
acknowledged 275 killed, 221 missing and 533 wounded. Short Historical Study on the Austrian 
Campaign, in Informatsionnii biulleten “Orgkomiteta 1805 goda.”  

 
96 Bagration to Kutuzov, 6 November 1806, Ibid., 123. 
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Miloradovich in case the French threatened him. Miloradovich covered the retreat to St. 

Polten, fighting a series of skirmishes with the French. 97 

As the pursuit continued, Napoleon anticipated a battle with the Russians. He 

assumed that the resolute actions at Lambach and Amstetten were a prelude to the major 

battle he was seeking.98 Napoleon thought that the Austrians would urge Kutuzov to 

defend the approaches to Vienna and fight in vicinity of St. Pölten. Based on this 

assumption, Napoleon concentrated Davout, Marmont and Bernadotte on his right in 

order to turn the Allied flank, while Soult attacked the center and Lannes and Murat 

charged in the north. To prevent Kutuzov from crossing the Danube, he ordered Mortier 

to operate along the northern bank of the river.99 

Kutuzov realized Napoleon’s intention to press him against the Danube and force 

him to accept battle in an unfavorable position.100 His main objective was to extricate his 

army and join his reinforcements that were approaching Moravia.101 Therefore, he 

ignored Emperor Francis instructions to assist the Austrians at Krems.102 Kutuzov argued 
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1814), 66 

 
102 Francis to Kutuzov, 4 November 1805, Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 

102. 
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that if the Allied army remained in positions at St. Polten, it would be trapped between 

the river and the French troops.103 Learning about Mortier’s advance on the northern 

bank of the Danube, Kutuzov marched from St. Polten to Krems and crossed the river on 

7-8 November before destroying the bridge at Krems – the only bridge over the Danube 

between Linz and Vienna. 104 

On 6 November, Marshal Adolphe-Edouard-Casimir-Joseph Mortier moved his 

8th Corps with forced marches from Linz, on the south bank of the Danube, to Spitz on 

the north bank. Mortier hurried General Gazan’s division to Durrenstein, while remaining 

divisions of Generals Dupon and Dumoncay were far behind along the north bank.105 At 

the same time, Murat lost contact with the Russians and, after some hesitation, decided to 

move towards undefended Vienna. By moving his troops, which also included the corps 

of Lannes and Soult, eastward. Murat left Mortier to face entire Allied army. Kutuzov 

realized that he might strike and destroy Mortier’s isolated corps. With the Danube 

separating them from main forces, the French troops could be surrounded and annihilated 

on the riverbank, unable to receive any reinforcements or escape to the opposite shore. 

Kutuzov divided his troops into four sections, with Prince Bagration remaining in the rear 

to cover the main forces from the northeastern direction. Because he commanded the rear 

guard in previous actions, Bagration was now ordered to rest his troops. So he was left 

out of the actual fighting and was reduced to listening to the sound of the guns and 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
103 Correspondence of Kutuzov, 351. Kutuzov wrote to Francis, “I anticipated that [the 

French] would attack from the left [northern] bank of the Danube. And I was correct. Once on the 
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104 Marching Order, 6 November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 132. 

Kutuzov deployed his army in following order: Her Majesty Cuirassiers led the way, followed by 
Chernigov and St. Peterburg Dragoon Regiments, and 5 squadrons of Pavlograd Hussars. Behind 
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of Pavlograd Hussars and two Austrian regiments followed the columns. Miloradovich 
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watching for an unlikely appearance of the French from the southeast direction.106 In 

total, some 40,000 Russian troops converged on 5,500 French.107 Though the weather 

was clear, thick snow covered the ground and it was quite cold.108 

The Russians attacked early on 11 November. The French fought with remarkable 

tenacity and èlan; the French skirmishers effectively disorganized some Russian units 

and killed several Russian officers.109 It was almost midnight when the fighting ended 

and the French retreated, suffering heavy losses.110 The Russians losses are unknown 

since Kutuzov did not include them in reports. Most scholars acknowledge around 2,000 

killed and wounded.111 
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Map 23. Pursuit to Vienna, 26 October – 15 November 1805 

                                                                                                                                                                             
at Austerlitz. Janetsdjek, Die Schlacht bei Austerlitz, 18. Emperor Alexander praised the Russian 
troops, “The battle at Krems is a new laurel for the Russian army and for those who commanded 
it. I cannot express my pleasure and gratitude that I felt upon receiving this news.” Emperor 
Francis was delighted by the news of Russian victory and awarded Kutuzov the Order of Marie 
Theresa. Order to Army, 17 November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 160-
61. 
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Napoleon arrived at the front on 11 November and severely reproached Murat, 

who had marched to occupy Vienna and exposed Mortier’s corps. On considering the 

current situation, though, he saw another opportunity to entrap the Allies. Despite their 

success at Durrenstein, the Allied army was still in a dangerous position. The fighting 

had delayed Kutuzov’s march eastward. Meanwhile, Napoleon’s forces had gathered on 

the southern side of the Danube and reached Vienna. Napoleon assumed that after the 

battle at Durnstein Kutuzov would feel secured and rest his troops at Krems. Based on 

this assumption, he decided to attempt a maneuvre sur Hollabrun by moving two French 

corps (Bernadotte and Mortier) across the river at Melk (southeast of Durrenstein) to 

pursue the Allies. Simultaneously, Murat and Lannes crossed the Danube on the Tabor 

Bridge that had been captured intact112 and cut the Russian army’s line of retreat at 

Hollabrünn, where Napoleon intended to engage Kutuzov.113 Napoleon wrote Murat, “Do 

not lose an instant in crossing the Danube…. All being well, the Russian army will find 

itself trapped by this maneuver.”114 

Meantime, Kutuzov was still at Krems, resting his exhausted troops.115 He was 

shocked by the news of the capture of Tabor Bridge.116 He quickly reorganized his army 

                                                           
112 The Memoirs of Baron Thiebault, (London, 1896), II, 141-42; Segur, Histoire et Memoirs, 

II, 437; Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 1805, 19-20;Chrisawn, The Emperor’s 
Friend, 116-117; Eidahl, Oudinot, 170-171; Duffy, Austerlitz, 63-63; Stiegler, Maréchal Oudinot, 
duc de Reggio, 35-37; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 113-114; J. Colin, La 
surprise des ponts de Vienne en 1805, Revue Historique Rédigée á l’Etat-Major de l’Armée, 19 
(1905): 193-249;  

 
113 Duffy, Austerlitz, 63; Brunker, Story of the Napoleonic Campaign, 36; Chandler, 

Campaigns of Napoleon, 407; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 112. 
 
114 Napoleon to Murat, 12 November 1805, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, XI, No. 9472, 

479-480.  
 
115 Kutuzov to Alexander, 14 November 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 156-57. Kutuzov 

was reinforced by Rosen’s 6th Column. 
 
116 Kutuzov wrote to Alexander, “The superior enemy forces suddenly appeared on this side 

of the Danube and are threatening Your Majesty’s army… I might loose thousands on this march, 
but I still believe it would be possible to save the rest.” Furthermore, the incident with tabor 
Bridge deepened the discord between the Allies, because the Russians officers now blamed the 
Austrians for their misfortune. Emperor Francis was correct writing, “This stupid and 
unpardonable blunder has destroyed the whole trust of my allies at a single stroke.” Kutuzov to 
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and prepared to march. Kutuzov moved transports and artillery ahead of the columns and 

instructed Prince Bagration to cover the retreat.117 The Russians left Krems during the 

night of 14 November, leaving wounded and sick to the mercy of the French.118 Cold 

weather and bad roads further delayed the movement. Yermolov recalled, “There was not 

chaussée [paved road] anymore and the road was extremely muddy.”119  

Marching all night long, Kutuzov arrived at Ebersbrunn on 14 November, where 

he received Emperor Francis’ letter on the French crossing of the Danube.120 Kutuzov 

realized that the French would be first to reach Guntersdorf and cut the Russian army 

from Znaim. Consequently, he decided to dispatch a detachment to Hollabrun to halt the 

French advance and gain time for the main army.121 Kutuzov decided to assign this 

important and dangerous mission to Peter Bagration, who was reinstated as rear guard 

commander thanks to his brilliant performance in the 1799 as well as the initial fighting 

against the French in current campaign.122 Bagration arrived at Ebersbrunn late in the 

night and his troops were preparing for their evening meal when they were ordered to 
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117 Marching Order, 12 November 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 154-55. 
 
118 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 114-16; Yermolov, Memoirs, 47; 

Kwiatkowski, Die Kämpfe bei Schöngrabern und Oberhollabrunn 1805 und 1809, 210;  
 
119 Yermolov, Memoirs, 47. 
 
120 Francis informed Kutuzov that Napoleon moved one corps to Stockerau, while another 

was moving to Stammersdorf.  Francis to Kutuzov, 14 November 1805, Ibid., 116-17; 
Kwiatkowski, Die Kämpfe bei Schöngrabern und Oberhollabrunn 1805 und 1809, 210.  

 
121 On night of 15 November, Kutuzov received news from Miloradovich, who informed him 

that Bernadotte and Mortier could not cross the Danube because of bad weather.  Mikhailovsky-
Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 117. For organization of the marching, see Order of the Column 
Movement, 16 November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 172. 

 
122 Contemporary Russian historian Bogdanovich wrote, “Nobody could have executed this 

mission better than Bagration. Fearless amid the deaths and reserved in heat of action, [Bagration] 
bewitched the hearts of his subordinates; his sole word - or look - inspired and turned to heroes 
both the officers, who highly respected his military talent, and the common soldiers, who 
witnessed his exploits in Italy and Switzerland.” M.I. Bohdanovich, Istoria tsarsvovania 
imperatora Aleksandra I i Rossii v ego vremia [History of Reign of Emperor Alexander I and 
Russia During His Times], (St. Petersburg, 1869), II, 36. 

 233



prepare for another march. Bagration had been instructed by Kutuzov to move his troops 

to Hollabrun and to delay the French for as long as possible. By 9:00 a.m. on 15 

November, Bagration had left Ebersbrunn.123 

After crossing the Hochfeld heights, Bagration arrived at Hollabrun with his force 

of some 8,000 men. He found the terrain there disadvantageous for the defense so he 

moved his troops three miles northward to a small village of Schöngrabern. Bagration 

believed that this was the best terrain for defensive action in the vicinity. Two creeks cut 

across the ground, divided by a vast vineyard. Low heights overlooked the terrain, where 

Russian artillery could dominate the ground. The vast vineyard provided effective cover 

from the French cavalry. Considering the terrain, Bagration arranged defensive positions 

in depth. He deployed the Kiev Grenadier, Podolsk and Azov Musketeer Regiments in 

the first defense line, moved Chernigov Dragoons to the right and Pavllograd Hussars to 

the left. He kept battalions of Novgorod and Narva Regiments in reserve. The 6th Jager 

Regiment was posted at Schöngrabern, while an artillery company was unlimbered on the 

main road. Count Nostitz with his Austrian troops was moved to Hollabrünn as advance 

guard. Finally, in the last line of defense, Bagration fortified a small village of Grund, 

several miles behind Schöngrabern. Late on 15 November, Bagration summoned his 

senior officers to discuss the battle plans and possible actions. However, the meeting was 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
123 The Allied detachments amounted to 7,500-8,000 men. Bagration’s troops comprised of 

the Kiev Grenadier Regiment (Major General Ivan Inzov), Podolsk Musketeer Regiment 
(Lieutenant Colonel Nechaev II), Azov Musketeer Regiments (Lieutenant Colonel Otto von 
Stakelberg), 6th Jager Regiment (Colonel Ivan Belokopitov), Chernigov Dragoon Regiment 
(Colonel Ivan Panchulidze I), Pavlograd Hussar Regiment (Colonel Semyen Panchulidze), one 
battalion of Novgorod Regiment, one battalion of Narva Regiment, company of battery artillery 
of Major Boguslavsky and company of light artillery of Staff Captain Jacob Sudakov (both 
companies from 4th Artillery Regiment). Bagration also had three Cossack regiments (Sysoev I, 
Isaev III and Khanzhekov I). Nostitz had six squadrons of Hessen-Homburg Hussar-Regiment 
Nr.4. and two battalions of the Peterwardeiner Grenz Regiment Nr. 9. Alexander Podmazo, Chefi 
i komandiri reguliarnikh polkov Russkoi armii (1796-1815) [Chefs and Commanders of the 
Regular Regiments of the Russian Army (1796-1815), (Moscow, 1997); Egger, Das Gefecht bei 
Hollabrunn und Schongrabern 1805, Militärhistorische Schriftenreihe, Heft 27, (Vienna, 1982), 
35; Ernst Kwiatkowski, Die Kämpfe bei Schöngrabern und Oberhollabrunn 1805 und 1809, 
Mitteilungen des K.K. Archivs für Niederösterrich, I, (1908) 213; Langeron, Journal inedit de la 
campagne de 1805, 20; Short Historical Study on the Austrian Campaign, in Informatsionnii 
biulleten “Orgkomiteta 1805 goda.” Some authors mistakenly include Malorossiiski Regiment in 
Bagration’s detachment. This claim is not supported by neither Russian nor Austrian sources.  
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soon interrupted by the news of approaching French cavalry and the withdrawal of 

Nostitz from Hollabrunn 124 

The French cavalry was Murat’s advance guard of 1,200 men under General 

Horace-François Sebastiani. Later in the day, Murat arrived at Hollabrun with three 

cavalry divisions, while the divisions of the 4th (Soult) and 5th Corps (Lannes) were 

approaching. In total, Murat commanded approximately 30,000 men at Hollabrun. 125  

The French advance guard soon encountered Austrian troops; they declared to 

Nostitz that an armistice had been concluded between the French and Austrians, citing 

their unopposed crossing over the Tabor Bridge as a proof of that. Nostitz believed the 

French and withdrew from Hollabrünn with his detachment.126 Both, Bagration and 
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126 Kutuzov to Alexander, 15 November 1805, RGVIA f. 846 op. 16, d. 3108, l. 73-73b; 

Kutuzov to Francis, 17 November 1805, Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 118-19; 
Some authors (Bowden) argue that Bagration “allowed [Nostitz] to withdraw his woefully 
depleted Austrians before the battle began.” However, why would have Bagration done this? He 
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Kutuzov were furious at Nostitz’s actions. Kutuzov wrote Alexander, “Austrian Major 

General Nostitz was deceived by the French assurances of the alleged armistice between 

the Austrian court and the French government. He refused to engage the enemy and thus 

allowed [the French] to attack Major General Bagration and surround his troops in such 

manner that the annihilation of this corps seemed certain. Furthermore, [Nostitz’s action] 

also put the main army in danger due to the close proximity of the battle field.”127 

However, Austrian sources claimed that Nostitz’s troops fought at Schöngrabern and 

suffered minor losses.  
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Map 24. Movement to Schongrabern (Hollabrun) 
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Once within sight of Schöngrabern, Murat observed Bagration’s troops, which he 

thought to be the entire Russian army. Therefore, he decided to repeat his trick with the 

armistice, allowing Lannes and Soult time to arrive on the battlefield. He sent his staff 

officer to offer the Russians to negotiate armistice, claiming that the French and 

Austrians were already at peace. A British contemporary wrote, “Every argument which 

falsehood could invent, and subtlety enforce, was brought forward to persuade Bagration 

of the truth of what was affirmed.”128 An experienced and shrewd commander, Bagration 

realized that the French proposal was a bluff. However, he also grasped how important it 

was to exploit this chance to his advantage. Bagration was well aware that the Russian 

army was desperate to gain time for its withdrawal. His basic objective at Schograbern 

was to gain as much time as possible to insure the safe withdrawal of the main army. 

Hearing the French proposal, Bagration saw a chance to achieve his goal by repaying the 

French with their own deception. 

Bagration agreed with the French offer and informed Kutuzov of the situation. 

Kutuzov was delighted by this news and immediately sent two aide-de-camps, General-

Adjutants Baron Ferdinand Wintzegorode and Prince George Dolgoruky, with 

instructions to discuss the armistice and prolong the negotiations as long as possible to 

gain precious time while the Russians marched to Znaim.129 The Russian officers, 

accompanied by Bagration and Nostitz, soon met Murat.130 The French officer recalled, 
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130 None of the Russian sources acknowledge the Austrian role in the negotiations. However, 
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casualties. Neither Russian source acknowledged Austrian participation in the fighting. 
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“Prince Bagration was a most agreeable man; he knew so well how to flatter Murat that 

the latter, taken in in his turn by the Russian general, eagerly accepted the armistice in 

spite of remarks of Lannes, who wished to fight.”131 The armistice was concluded on 

conditions that the Russians would leave Austrian territory, while the French would 

remain in Moravia. Both sides agreed to give four-hour notice before resuming 

hostilities. The armistice was to sent to Napoleon and Kutuzov for ratification.132 In the 

meantime, the French invited the Russian officers to their headquarters for a dinner. 

Bagration met Marshal Lannes there and the two spoke for some time. Lannes told him, 

if he had been commanding the troops, they would have been fighting by now.133  
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fascinating, but extremely anti-French, letters that reflected the views and attitudes of the 
contemporary Russian society. In a letter dated ‘November 1805,’ Porter described a conversation 
between Bagration and Murat: 

“[Bagration] “Where are your credentials for this, General Murat?” 
[Murat] “My honour!” 
“The interview is finished,” replied the prince [Bagration], “I shall pursue the orders of my 

emperor.” 
“Then you will not retreat?” demanded Murat; “If you advance, your road must be through 

the breasts of sixty thousand Frenchmen.” 
Robert Ker Porter, Travelling Sketches in Russia and Sweden During the Years 1805, 1806, 

1807, 1808. (Philadelphia, 1809), Letter XII, November 1805, 104. 
 
131 The Memoirs of Baron de Marbot, (London, 1988) I, 184. 
 
132 Treaty of Armistice, RGVIA f. 846 op. 16, d. 3108, l. 77. The treaty was signed by 

Wintzegrode and August Belliard, Murat’s chief of staff. Kutuzov wrote Alexander, “I had no 
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RGVIA f. 846 op. 16, d. 3108, l. 75-76b. Also see, Hugo, Histoire des Armées Francaises, III, 
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133 Chrisawn, The Emperor’s Friend, 118-19; Thiers, History of Consulate and Empire, IV, 

49. Russian officer, Yermolov, recalled that during armistice Bagration wanted to withdrew his 
troops so that he would not be cut off the main army by superior French troops. However, the 
French noticed the movement in the Russian positions and insisted that Bagration keep his troops 
as they were when the armistice was signed. Memoirs, 48. Ker Porter described Bagration 
addressing his troops, ”If we would regain the main army, we must hew our passage through [the 
French] hearts.” The Russian troops “exclaimed in one voice, ‘Lead us on! You are with us, 
victory before us! We follow!’ ” Travelling Sketches in Russia and Sweden, Letter XII, 
November 1805, 104. 
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Napoleon received the word of the armistice of Schöngrabern on 16 November 

and was furious at Murat's unauthorized actions. He severely reprimanded his marshal, 

“It is impossible for me to find words to express my displeasure with you. You command 

only my advance guard, and have no right to conclude an armistice without my order. 

You made me lose the fruits of a campaign. Break the armistice at once, and march upon 

the enemy…. March! Destroy the Russian army; you are in a position to take its baggage 

and artillery….”134  

Murat received this letter on the afternoon of 16 November. He immediately 

prepared the troops for the battle, while Lannes informed Bagration that hostilities would 

resume in four hours.135 Since the Austrians had left the battlefield, Bagration decided to 

concentrate his troops behind Schöngrabern. He exploited the terrain and arranged his 

troops so that vineyards made it impossible for the French artillery to move forward with 

the infantry. Bagration commanded Kiev Grenadiers, Podolsk and Azov Musketeer 

Regiments with a company of light artillery, that were distributed between center and the 

left flank. The 6th Jagers was initially stationed in Schöngrabern, but then withdrawn to 

the vineyards over the low ridge, supported by the Pavlograd Hussars, Chernigov 

Dragoons and Cossacks under Major General Ulanius. In total, Bagration had 6,000 men 

at Schöngrabern.136 

The French soon appeared in battle formations. Soult's 4th Corps was on the left 

of Schöngrabern to break through Bagration’s right flank. Oudinot's Grenadiers were 

deployed in the center, while Lannes’ remaining forces were concentrated against 

Bagration’s left flank. Murat arranged his three cavalry divisions (Walther, Nansouty and 
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d'Hartpoul) behind Oudinot. The French concentrated the artillery in a grand battery 

north of Schöngrabern, some 1,800 yards from Bagration’s main positions.137 

Around 4:00 p.m.138 the French artillery opened fire and bombarded the first line 

of the Russians. Bagration ordered Ulanius  to withdrew his troops (Kiev Grenadiers, 6th 

Jagers and Chernigov Dragoons) to second line, and he instructed his artillery to ignite 

the wooden buildings at Schöngrabern. The village was soon ablaze, threatening to blow 

the ammunition supplies; the French had to halt the advance for almost two hours to fight 

the blazes.139 Bagration’s right flank was first to meet the French assault. Major General 

Ulanius  repulsed two French charges and then moved back to Guntersdorf. Bagration 

ordered him to leave two battalions of the Novgorod and 6th Jager Regiments at 

Guntersdorf to cover the movement of the Russian left wing. 140 

At the same time, Marshal Lannes’s corps launched a formidable attack on 

Bagration’s left flank. Pavlograd Hussar, Podolsk and Azov Regiments were surrounded 

and suffered heavy casualties before cutting their way back to Russian positions. The 

Russians fought with remarkable ferocity, encouraged by Bagration, who galloped 

between the units in the front line. As night fell, flames from the blazing village of 

Schöngrabern lite up the battlefield. Bagration directed part of his artillery against the 

French guns, while the rest engaged Oudinot’s troops advancing in the center. Oudinot 

arranged his division in three checkerboard lines and charged through the vineyards 
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against Major General Selikhov’s troops. To Bagration’s annoyance, Selikhov had kept 

his troops under arms since afternoon without any water rations, and, before the attack, 

he made a major mistake by allowing the troops to run to the nearby stream for water. 

The soldiers broke ranks and were already in confusion when General Oudinot’s 

grenadiers attacked them. Most of the troops were captured and killed, and savage 

fighting raged for some time.141 Both sides suffered considerable casualties; General 

Oudinot was wounded in the thigh but remained in ranks.142 A contemporary praised 

Bagration’s courage and leadership under the heavy enemy fire. “Death raged around 

Bagration and but spared this hero as if for the battle at Borodino where that grand event 

coincided with his great sacrifice.”143 

Simultaneously, General Suchet’s division continued its attack on Bagration’s 

right flank. The Russians repulsed the initial assault and counterattacked, capturing the 

eagle and flag of the 40th Line. The Kiev Grenadiers became engaged in fierce close 

fighting with General Legrand’s 3rd Infantry Division. In savage mêlée, the Russians tried 

to capture another French eagle, killing several standard bearers. One of the participants 

described a French officer, who “rushed and seized the eagle of the battalion, and 

without retreating and all alone, held it over his head. Numerous [Russians] tried to take 

it from him, but swinging with a superhuman vigor the eagle and the standard like a giant 

club, [the officer] stunned or killed all the Russians that came within his reach.”144 Prince 

Hohenlohe wrote, “The Russian infantry fought with such exceptional courage that they 

repulsed attacks of the numerous enemy cavalry with their bayonets.”145 A British 

contemporary described the courage of the Russians troops at Schöngrabern: 

                                                           
141 Yermolov, Memoirs, 48-49 
 
142 Maréchal Oudinot, duc de Reggio Eidhal, Oudinot, 174; Stiegler, , 38; 

 (Paris, 1839), III, 263; Pils, 
 18-19; Fromont, “Journal historique,” , 9 (1910): 546; Louis 

Couailhac, , (Paris, 1832), 57-58. 
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A grenadier had been separated from his line… [and] was assailed by four 
of the enemy, one officer and three soldiers. On perceiving them approach 
with fury in their eyes and gestures, like his general [Bagration] he 
determined to sell his life dearly, and calling on “God and Suwarroff 
[sic]!” he met the first with the contents of his piece: seeing him dead at 
his feet, he received the second on the point of his bayonet: the brains of 
the third he beat out with the butt end of his musket; and would have sent 
the soul of the fourth after those of his comrades, had not the Frenchman’s 
heels… carried him far from danger. The undaunted soldier, seeing the 
coast clear, quietly regained his regiment, and fell into his place in the 
ranks with silence and regularity, as if nothing had happened.146 
 

 

Facing overwhelming French forces, Prince Peter slowly began to withdraw with 

troops of the left flank. He made another stand at Grund, where the French cut his line of 

retreat.147 For several hours, Bagration repulsed a series of French attacks and then 

personally led the counterattack under the heavy French artillery and musket fire. He 

succeeded in cutting his way out of encirclement towards Guntersdorf, where two 

battalions of Novgorod and 6th Jager Regiments covered his retreat.148 By midnight, after 

almost eight hours of savage fighting, Bagration finally disengaged and marched in the 

wake of the main army.149 The French troops bivouacked on the battlefield and around 

Hollabrunn150 

                                                           
 
146 Travelling Sketches in Russia and Sweden,

 
147 Colin, Campagne de 1805, Revue Historique, 75 (1907) 516-19; Oksman, Campaign of 

1805, 77-78; Kwiatkowski, Die Kämpfe bei Schöngrabern und Oberhollabrunn 1805 und 1809, 
214.  

 
 Bagration to Kutuzov, 17 November 1805, , 165; General 

Staff Study of 1805 Campaign, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3124, l 91. 

 Porter,  105. The same incident is described 
verbatim in Bronenovsky to Lomonosov, 20 November 1805, Russkii arkhiv, 2 (1864): 786. 

148 Correspondence of Kutuzov

 
149 Bagration marched through Jetzelsdorf - Lechwitz - Frainspitz and arrived to Pohrlitz on 

18 November. Egger, Das Gefecht bei Hollabrunn und Schongrabern 1805, 17; Mikhailovsky-
Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 124; Mathieu Dumas, Memoirs of His Own Time, (Philadelphia, 
1839), II, 145-46. 

 
 Colin, Campagne de 1805, , 75 (1907): 519. Hugo referred to Sebastiani 

attacking Bagration on 17 November at Pohrlitz and capturing 2,000 men. This information was 
not verified by any other source, and seems doubtful because, after Schongrabern, Bagration had 

150 Revue Historique
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Bagration’s detachment made a great sacrifice to save the army. The battlefield 

was littered with corpses of the French and Russian soldiers. A French officer recalled 

that while preparing a place to sleep, his troops “dragged a number of Russian corpses 

together, face to the ground, with a layer of hay spread on top [of them].”151 Another 

Frenchman, Marceline Marbot, visited the battlefield the day after the action and was 

appalled by the view of destruction:  

 

This unlucky town had been so completely burnt that we could not find a 
single house to take shelter in. During our compulsory stay in the place we 
were appalled by a horrible spectacle. The wounded, especially the 
Russians, had during the fight taken refuge in the houses, where they were 
soon retaken by the fire. At the approach of this new danger all who were 
able to move had fled; but many, wounded in the legs or otherwise 
severely injured, were burnt alive under the ruins. Some had endeavored 
to escape by crawling on the ground, but the fire had pursued them into 
the streets, and one might see thousands of poor fellows half reduced to 
ashes; some of them were even yet breathing. The corpses of men and 
horses killed in the fight had also been roasted, so that from the unhappy 
town of Hollabrünn emanated a horrible and sickening odor of roasted 
flesh, perceptible at some leagues' distance.152 
 

The Russians suffered heavy casualties at Schöngrabern. Bagration reported, that 

out of 6,000 men he led into action, 1,479 men were killed and missing; 931 men were 

wounded, but only 194 men were evacuated, and the rest (737 men) left to the mercy of 

the French. The officer corps was hit particular hard, loosing 30 killed, 24 missing and 39 

seriously wounded left on the battlefield.153 Bagration also lost eight guns whose 

                                                                                                                                                                             
around 3,000 men left, and he could not have lost 2/3 of his troops in a minor engagement with 
the French advance guard. Histoire des Armées Francaises, III, 270-71. 

 
151 Souvenirs de Guerre du General Baron Pouget (Paris, 1895), 69 
 
152 Marbot, Memoirs, 185.  
 
153 Bagration to Kutuzov, 17 November 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 165. Bagration 

reported the following losses: 
 

Killed Missing Wounded 

 244



carriages were destroyed by the enemy fire.154 Napoleon exaggerated Bagration’s losses 

by claiming 2,000 captured, 1,500 wounded, 12 guns and 100 wagons captured.155 The 

French lost approximately 1,200 men, mostly from Oudinot’s division.156 Bagration 

reported one colonel, 2 French officers and 50 privates were captured as well as the eagle 

and battalion flag of the 40th Line.157 He wrote to Grand Duke Constantine, “Glory! 

Glory! Glory! Victory, honor, hurrah… the advance guard proved that 5,000 men can 

stand against 30,000 men, save the army, honor, glory and the sacred flags.”158 

                                                                                                                                                                             
30 officers 
10 musicians  
728 privates 
81 horses 

24 officers 
6 musicians 
675 privates 
6 non-commissioned 

63 officers 
13 musicians 
845 privates 
10 non-commissioned 
22 horses 

Total: 768 killed, 711 missing, 931 wounded 
 
154 Bagration reported 8 guns lost because of destroyed carriages, However, The French 

describe an attempt of the surrounded Russian artillery battery company to bluff its way through 
the French lines. In the darkness, the Russian officer spoke in French with the French officer and 
claimed to be one of the French units. Yet, he failed to name it correctly and the Russians were 
put to sword. Blein, “Campagne de 1805,” Mémoires Recoinnaissances, Carton MR 109; Hugo, 
Histoire des Armées Francaises, III, 271.   

 
155 Napoleon to Clarke, 18 November 1805, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 9508, XI, 

516. The 26th Bulletin exaggerated Russian casualties, claiming 2,000 killed, 2,000 wounded, 12 
cannon and 100 wagons. 26e Bulletin de Grand Armée, 18 November 1805, Correspondance de 
Napoleon Ier, No. 9510, XI, 517-19. For English translation, see David J. Markham, Imperial 
Glory: The Bulletins of Napoleon’s Grande Armée, 1805-1814, (Londoin, 2003), 45. Thiers 
referred to 3,000 Russians killed and wounded. History of Consulate and Empire, IV, 50. 
Langeron claimed Bagration had 8,000 troops and lost 4,000 men with 8 guns. Journal inedit de 
la campagne de 1805, 22. Hugo estimated Russian losses as 2,100 captured and 12 guns. Hugo, 
Histoire des Armées Francaises, III, 271. 
 

156 Bowden, Austerlitz, 297; Egger, Das Gefecht bei Hollabrunn und Schongrabern, 17; 
Digby Smith refers to 2,000 killed and wounded, 52 captured and 1 flag lost. Napoleonic Wars 
Data Book, 214. 

 
157 Kutuzov to Alexander, 19 November 1805, RGVIA, f. VUA, fond 846, op. 16, d. 3108, 

l.75-76; Kwiatkowski, Die Kämpfe bei Schöngrabern und Oberhollabrunn 1805 und 1809, 215; 
Egger, Das Gefecht bei Hollabrunn und Schongrabern, 17; 
 

158 Bagration to Constantine, RGVIA, f. VUA, fond 846, op. 16, d. 3117, l. 40-40b.  The 
letter is dated 14 [26] October 1805, however it is obviously misdated, since there was no major 
fighting on 26 October. This author believes the letters should be dated after the battle of 
Schongrabern. 
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The news of Bagration’s escape caused a wide spread celebration in the main 

army. On 18 November, at Pohrlitz, Kutuzov himself went to meet Bagration, embraced 

him and told, “I do not ask about the casualties - you are alive and that’s enough for 

me.”159 The troops were met as heroes while Bagration was venerated. To the Russians, 

Bagration successfully engaged the French army, and not only halted it, but defeated it 

capturing prisoners and colors. Later, it would be claimed that Napoleon himself was 

present at the battlefield. Emperor Francis awarded Prince Peter the Commander Cross of 

the Order of Maria Theresa, the first of this kind to be given to a Russian officer. 

Emperor Alexander was particularly delighted by the news of action at Schöngrabern. He 

awarded the Pavlograd Hussars and Chernigov Dragoons with St. George standards, 

while Kiev Grenadiers, Sysoev III’s and Khanzhekov I’s Cossack regiments received St. 

George colors. The 6th Jagers was first regiment in the Russian army to be awarded the 

silver trumpets of St. George.160 In addition, Kutuzov asked Alexander to send 300 

Orders of St. Anna to decorate the rank-and-file distinguished at Schöngrabern. He 

praised Bagration’s leadership in this battle, called him “my best assistant” and 

recommended him for promotion to lieutenant general and award of Order of St. George 

(2nd class).161 On 20 November, Kutuzov congratulated Bagration with both promotion 

and award.162 This was an exceptional award, since it was the first order of this class 

awarded after Catherine the Great’s death. In addition, to receive such high decoration, 

Bagration should already have had 3rd or 4th class of this order, which he did not have. 

                                                           
 
159 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 124. 
 
160 Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 1805, 22; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 

Campaign of 1805, 124; Shishov, Unknown Kutuzov, 171. 
 
161 Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 1805, 22; Kutuzov to Alexander, 19 

November 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 172. Kutuzov also recommended Major General 
Miloradovich for his actions at Krems. 

 
162 Kutuzov to Bagration, 20 November 1805; Order to Army, 26 November, Documents of 

M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 169, 198; Correspondence of Kutuzov, 176. It is noteworthy that in 
his report of the action at Schongrabern, dated 17 November 1805, Bagration signed as lieutenant 
general, though the title of the document read “Report of the Advance Guard Commander Major 
General Bagration.” It seems Bagration was told beforehand about his promotion. 
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Map 25. Combat at Hollabrünn and Schöngrabern 
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While Bagration fought at Schograbern, Kutuzov withdrew his army by forced 

marches to Brünn. On 19 November the Russian army reached this city, turning 

eastwards towards Wischau. Kutuzov had its troops organized into two columns under 

Essen II and Dokhturov. Major General Miloradovich followed them with a brigade. 

Kutuzov moved his army along the main Brünn road to Raigern, where he crossed the 

Schwarzawa River and moved to Schlappanitz. All transports were left behind.163 

Bagration was again left to form rear guard and protect the bridge at Raigern. He slowly 

followed the main army and took up next position at Schlappanitz, covering the Olmutz 

Road with his patrols.164  

The French advance guards still pursued the Russian army and harassed its rear 

guard.165 On 20 November, Bagration made a stand against the French at Raussnitz.166 At 

9:00 a.m. several columns of the French infantry approached Bagration’s positions and 

attacked his outposts. Soon the French cavalry joined the action and Bagration had to 

commit Major General Chaplitz’s cavalry to check the French advance. The battle was 

waged the entire day until 7:00 p.m. when the French retreated. Bagration waited for 

another hour and then slowly withdrew his detachment to Prossnitz. He reported over 50 

Frenchmen and 1 flag captured and minimized his losses at 111 killed and 38 wounded. 

Recent study of this engagement acknowledged the Russian casualties as some 130 killed 

and missing, over 120 captured and more than 330 wounded.167 

                                                           
163 Marching Order, 17 November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 173-74. 
 
164 Marching Orders, 17-18 November 1805, Ibid., 175-76. 
 
165 Napoleon claimed the French captured some 2,000 Russians at Pohrlitz on 18 November. 

27e Bulletin de Grand Armée, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 9511, XI, 519-20. 
 
166 Bagration commanded 5th Jager Regiment, one battalion of Old Ingermanland Regiment, 

Pavlograd Hussar, Tver Dragoon, Life Guard Cuirassier Regiments, half of Mariupol Hussar 
Regiment and 2 squadrons of St. Petersburg Dragoon Regiment. He also had two Cossack 
Regiments of Sysoev I and Malakhov, and horse artillery company of Ignatiev; in total some 
6,000 men. Short Historical Study on the Austrian Campaign, in Informatsionnii biulleten 
“Orgkomiteta 1805 goda,” 

 
167 Short Historical Study on the Austrian Campaign, in Informatsionnii biulleten 

“Orgkomiteta 1805 goda,” Bagration reported the following casualties: 
 

Units Killed/Missing Wounded Captured 
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Bagration’s rearguard actions enabled Kutuzov to move his troops toward Olmutz 

via Wischau.168 He received reinforcements increasing his army to about 86,000 men.169 

Yermolov noted that “The troops arriving from Russia were fresh and in splendid order. 

Our army, on contrary, had been ruined by perpetual hardship, the lack of supplies and 

the foul weather of late autumn. Uniforms had been destroyed by the conditions in the 

bivouacs, and the footwear had almost ceased to exist. Even our commanders were 

dressed in ill-assorted, even comic attire.”170 As the main forces bivouacked at Olmutz, 

Kutuzov began the reorganization of his army. He incorporated Buxhovden’s troops into 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Pavlograd Hussars 21   
St. Petersburg Dragoons 4 3  
Tver Dragoons 84 16 1  
Mariupol Hussars  9  
Sysoev’s Cossacks 2 4  
Total 111 32 1 

  
Bagration to Kutuzov, 21 November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 179-

80. Kutuzov reported one officer and 90 privates captured. He also wrote that St. Petersburg 
Dragoon Chumakov captured standard of the French 1st Squadron of the 11th Dragoon Regiment. 
Kutuzov to Alexander, 21 November 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 187; Order to Army, 21 
November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 181-82; 28e Bulletin de Grand 
Armée, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 9513, XI, 521-22. 

 
168 Order on Organization of March, 21 November 1805; Kutuzov to Bagration, 23 November 

1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 182-84, 188; Karl Freiherr von Stutterheim, A 
Detailed Account of the Battle of Austerlitz, (Cambridge, 1985), 26-28, 31. On 21 November, 
Bagration withdrew from Prossnitz towards Wischau and covered roads to Waskovitz, Blumenau 
and Kostenetz. Two days later, he was ordered to spread his patrols to cover approaches to 
Wischau.  

 
169 Kutuzov to Michelson, 20 November 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 177. 
 
170 Yermolov, Memoirs, 50. 
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his columns and reinforced Bagration’s advance guard.171 The supplies of ammunition 

and provisions were arranged and strict discipline maintained.172  

Bagration had played a crucial role in the retreat of the Allied army in 1805.173 As 

the army began its withdrawal from Braunau, Bagration commanded the rear guard for 

next thirty days (21 October-20 November) and fought a series of resolute actions to 

cover the main forces and delay the French. The battles at Lambach and Amstetten 

demonstrated his excellent military skills, extraordinary presence of mind and composure 

on the battlefield. His contemporaries now considered Bagration a master tactician, while 

the rank and file admired him and called him their “Father.”  

Bagration’s stand at Schöngrabern was important for several reasons. It ended the 

second phase of the 1805 Campaign, allowing the Allied army to escape and regroup for 

an offensive. Although Bagration lost two thirds of his detachments, he accomplished his 

mission. He delayed the French for two days and allowed Kutuzov to move as far as he 

possibly could on road to Znaim. The Russians troops fought with remarkable tenacity 

and ferocity. The French outnumbered them almost one to five and, to commemorate the 

battle at Schöngrabern, Bagration’s several regiments, including Kiev Grenadiers and 6th 

Jagers, were awarded special flags with inscription, “For the Exploit at Schöngrabern on 

                                                           
 
171 Bagration’s advance guard now included Arkhangelsk and Pskov Regiments, 6th Jagers, 

Pavlograd and Mariupol Hussars, Tver Dragoons, Malakhov’s, Kiselev’s, Sysoev’s and 
Khanzhekov’s Cossack Regiments. Order on Distribution of Buxhevden’s Corps, 23 November 
1805; Order on Reinforcing Bagration’s Advance Guard, 23 November 1805, Order on 
Distribution of Cavalry, 24 November 1805,  Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 186-
87, 191; Correspondence of Kutuzov, 191-92, 196-98.  

 
172 Order on Preparations for Campaign, 26 November 1805, Ibid., 197-98; Correspondence 

of Kutuzov, 189-90; Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 1805, 22-24. 
 
173 The Russian sources often overlook the fact that the Russian army was retreating from 

Braunau. The Russian scholars usually praise Kutuzov’s withdrawal as “the march-maneuver,” 
“one of the most brilliant examples of strategic marsh-maneuvers” and compare it to the famous 
march of 10,000 Greeks across the Asia Minor. They also concentrate their attention on the 
Russian army and its success, neglecting the Austrians war efforts. Butovskii, Field Marshal 
Prince Kutuzov, 69; Bantysh-Kamenskym Biographii rossiiskikh generalissimusov i general-
feldmarshalov,[Biographies of Russian Generalissimos and General Field Marshals] (Moscow, 
1991), III, 44; Pavel Zhilin, O voine i voennoi istorii [On War and Military History] (Moscow, 
1984), 503-504. Troitsky is one of a few scholars who acknowledged the Russian retreat. Field 
Marshal Kutuzov, 104.  
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4 November 1805, where 5,000 strong corps engaged 30,000-men strong enemy.”174 

Furthermore, the Allies celebrated Schöngrabern as a great victory, claiming “The 

invincible Russian [Bagration] marched off the field a conqueror, at the head of his 

victorious and unthinned [sic] ranks.”175 

The battle of Schöngrabern was a turning point in Bagration’s career. Well-

known after the 1799 Campaign, Bagration now became a legendary figure. It was the 

foundation of the myth that would follow him throughout his life and beyond. With the 

passing years, Bagration would become a symbol of the Russian military and its 

triumphs, and this would play important role in later events, especially during the 

Russian Campaign of 1812. Contemporaries believed that Bagration’s staunch resistance 

at Schöngrabern saved the Russian army from destruction. Kutuzov wrote Alexander that 

as a result of Nostitz’s withdrawal, the main Russian army was exposed to the French 

attack. He argued that if the French broke through Bagration, his army would have been 

“unable to retreat because of his close proximity from [Schöngrabern]; also, the 

exhaustion of troops, which are constantly marching, made it impossible to deploy them 

for battle.” Kutuzov stressed the importance of Bagration’s mission. “I anticipated certain 

death of Prince Bagration’s corps, but I hoped to save the rest of the army by sacrificing 

[Bagration].”176 General Buxhovden also commended Bagration actions, “The situation 

of the courageous Prince Bagration was troublesome. The way he repelled such 

formidable enemy forces should serve as an example for everyone practicing the military 

art.”177 A British contemporary, who traveled in Europe in 1805, recalled,  

At the moment [Bagration] took this resolution [to fight at 
Schöngrabern], he well knew the price he should pay for carrying it into 

                                                           
 
174 A. Borisevich, K stoletiu so dnia smerti nezabvennogo kniazia P.I. Bagrationa [To 

Centennial Anniversary of Death of the Beloved Prince P.I. Bagration] Russkii Invalid, 
September 1912, No. 208; Some authors claimed that Bagration’s troops received special badges 
for headgear but this was not verified by other sources. Punin, Kutuzov, 76; Mikhail Bragin, 
Kutuzov, (Moscow, 1970), 76. 

 
175 Porter, Travelling Sketches in Russia and Sweden, 105. 
 
176 Kutuzov to Alexander, 19 November 1805, RGVIA f. 846 op. 16, d. 3108, l. 75-76b. 
 
177 Buxhovden to Kutuzov, 18 November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 

177. 
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execution. To preserve the main body of the army he must sacrifice the 
lives of his heroic followers, and lay down his own. But that appeared to 
him the lesser evil. Their deaths would secure the escape of the great 
hope of Russia, its concentrated troops, its bravest generals and 
[Bagration] made no hesitation in taking his choice.178 
 

Bagration’s leadership during the battle was remarkable indeed. With only 6,000 

men, he faced superior French forces led by a group of the best French commanders - 

Marshals Lannes, Murat and Soult, Generals Oudinot, Suchet, Vandamme, Legrand, 

Nansouty and others. Bagration himself wrote, “I was left with a small force facing a 

superior enemy, without any hope for reinforcements.”179 He carefully chose his 

positions and made maximum use of the terrain. Before the battle, Bagration summoned 

his commanders and discussed the battle plans, making sure each of them knew his 

objective. During the action, Bagration constantly rode from one regiment to another to 

encourage the troops, and “his heroic soul seemed to animate all their hearts, and gave an 

herculean vigour to their arms as they mowed down the opposing ranks.”180 He 

demonstrated a shrewd, perceptive character and diplomatic skill during negotiations 

with the French. By accepting the French offer of truce, Prince Peter tricked Murat into 

an armistice that gained precious time for the main forces. Once attacked, he resolutely 

defended his positions, repulsed the French attacks and then ordered a fighting retreat. He 

was surrounded at Grund, but fought his way through the French with the bayonet 

attacks. One of the participants extolled him, “Bagration covered himself with an 

immortal glory and neither a new rank [of lieutenant general] nor the Order of St George 

of 2nd class can fully reward his heroic act... Bagration is indeed a savior of the [Russian] 

army”181 

                                                           
 
178 Porter, Travelling Sketches in Russia and Sweden,  103 
 
179 Bagration to Kutuzov, 17 November 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 164.  
 
180 Porter, Travelling Sketches in Russia and Sweden, 104. 
 
181 Bronenovsky to Lomonosov, 20 November 1805, Russkii arkhiv, 2 (1864): 785-86. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

 

The Sun of Austerlitz 

 

 

After the successful retreat from Braunau and across the Danube, the Russian 

army bivouacked at Olmütz on 22 November 1805. Kutuzov received reinforcements of 

some 27,000 men, including the Russian Imperial Guard, and was joined by Emperors 

Alexander and Francis.1 The strategic situation now favored the Allies. Their main forces 

amounted to 86,000 men, while Archduke Ferdinand commanded another 10,000 men in 

Bohemia and Archduke Charles marched with his army from Italy. In addition, Prussia 

vacillated on joining the war but had already mobilized some 180,000 men, threatening 

Napoleon’s flank and rear.2 On the French side, Napoleon faced a daunting task of 

governing empire and commanding the army stretched over hundreds of miles and some 

four hundred miles from Paris. The French army was wearied by laborious marches from 

the Atlantic coast to the heart of Moravia and by battles against the Austrian and Russian 

troops. Its communication lines were exposed to potential enemy attacks. In addition, the 

strategic consumption significantly reduced the army, which now amounted to about 20% 

of its original strength.3 As he arrived at Brünn (Brno) on 20 November, Napoleon 

                                                           
1 The Allied forces now amounted to 68,500 Russians and 14,000 Austrians. Mikhailovsky-

Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 131-33; Kutuzov to Grand Duke Constantine, Constantine to 
Kutuzov, 24-27 November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 193-94, 200; 
Stutterheim, Battle of Austerlitz, 33.  General Alexander Langeron described the arrival of 
Alexander and his entourage to the army. He wrote, “I was surprised by the deep silence and 
somber mood of the troops as they met the emperor.” Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 
1805, 24-25; Also, Notes of Langeron, in Shilder, Alexander, 133-34, 283. Bavarian diplomat 
Olry described Grand Duke Constantine demanding his guard units to move by parade marches 
from St. Petersburg to Olmütz. He estimated that the Guard Corps lost 2,000 men as a result. 
Correspondence of Olry, Istoricheskii Vestnik, 147 (1917): 435. 

 
2 Oksman, Campaign of 1805, 80. 
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deployed some 30,000 men of Murat’s Cavalry Reserve Corps and Soult’s 4th Corps on 

the eastern side of the town. Marshal Bernadotte with the 1st Corps and the Bavarian 

troops was watching Archduke Ferdinand northwest of Brünn. The Imperial Guard and 

Marshal Lannes’ 5th Corps were stationed at Brünn.4 On 25 November, Napoleon 

dispatched his aide-de-camp General Anne Jean Marie Rene Savary under the flag of 

truce to Olmütz to present a message of good will to Alexander. However, the real 

objective of this mission was to reconnoiter the Allied positions and strength of their 

troops. As a result of this mission, Napoleon received crucial information about the 

disorganized Allied headquarters and the condition of their forces. In addition, the 

negotiations were intended to delay the Allied advance and allow the concentration of the 

French forces.5 

The Allied headquarters, meanwhile, was divided over the strategy. General Kutusov and 

several of his senior officers, including Bagration, Miloradovich and Alexander 

Langeron, emphasized the importance of not engaging Napoleon and withdrawing 

towards Galicia. They argued that it was in Napoleon’s interests to engage the Allies as 

soon as possible. Instead of giving a battle, they proposed a delay until the 

reinforcements arrived from Italy and Prussia. Kutuzuv stated, “[I will give battle] only 

when we will be able to join [Levin] Bennigsen and the Prussians. [Meantime], the 

further we entice Napoleon, the weaker he will become and the greater will be the 

distance that separates him from his reserves. [Once this is achieved], I will bury the 

French bones in the heart of Galicia.”6  

                                                                                                                                                                             
3 Colonel G. A. Furse, A Hundred Years Ago: Battles by Land and by Sea: Ulm, Trafalgar, 

Austerlitz (London, 1905), 303; Lt. Col. T. M. Hunter, Napoleon in Victory and Defeat, (Ottawa, 
1964), 130. 

 
4 Michel de Lombarès, ““Devant Austerlitz,” sur les traces de la pensée de l’Empereur,” 

Revue Historique de l’Armée, 3 (1947): 41-43. Lombarès counted that Napoleon could gather 
56,000 within twenty-four hours of the Allied offensive, 70,000 within two days, 80,000 in three 
days and 90,000 by the forth day. 

 
5 Shilder, Alexander, 135; Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 1805, 29; Lombarès, 

“Devant Austerlitz,” Revue Historique de l’Armée, 3 (1947): 44. 
 
6 Butovskii, Field Marshal Prince Kutuzov, 37. 
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Map 26. Austerlitz Campaign, November 1805 
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However, Alexander and Francis disregarded these arguments. According to 

Russian military regulations, the tsar assumed the command of the army while he stayed 

with the troops. Although Alexander officially kept Kutuzov in charge of the army, his 

presence limited this general’s actions. General Langeron recalled that Alexander’s 

entourage ignored and ridiculed commander-in-chief; when Kutuzov inquired about the 

plans, he was bluntly told, “That’s none of your business.”7 The situation was further 

complicated by Kutuzov’s “timorous character and courtier-like habits”8 as he tended to 

comply with the emperor’s wishes, even if they were wrong. Finally, Alexander was 

surrounded by a group of young and arrogant noblemen, led by Prince Peter Dolgoruky, 

who urged him to lead the army against Napoleon notwithstanding the circumstances. 

These princes persuaded the emperor that he had the qualities for military command and 

his presence in the army would change the battle outcome. Indeed, they claimed that the 

Russian troops had triumphed at the actions at Lambach, Amstetten, Durrenstein and 

Hollabrun and could do so again.9 Austrians also were against the withdrawal and wanted 

to use the Russian army to defeat and drive the French out of Moravia. However, the 

relations between the Russian and Austrian officers remained tense. The Russians 

despised the Austrian troops, whom, they claimed, had lost every battle in the campaign; 

they considered themselves the only real opponents of the French.10 

                                                           
 
7 Shilder, Alexander, 134, 283; Memoirs of Prince Adam Czartoryski and his correspondence 

with Alexander I, with documents relative to the Prince's negotiations with Pitt, Fox, and 
Brougham, and an account of his conversations with Lord Palmerston and other English 
statesmen in London in 1832. Edited by Adam Gielgud, (Orono, 1968) , 103 

 
8 Czartoryski, Memoirs, 103. Alexander Langeron noted, “One could not have more wit and 

less character than Kutuzov.” Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 1805, 31. 
 
9 Duffy, Austerlitz, 73. 
 
10 These sentiments were reinforced by the fact that one of the Austrian officers was accused 

of spying for the French. Kutuzov to Liechtenstein, 24 November 1805, Documents of M.I. 
Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 199-200. General Dokhturov wrote to his wife, “As for the Germans 
[Austrians], you cannot imagine what horrors do they commit and what a misfortune it is to be 
with these scoundrels [negodiai]. The French, like us, hate them and treat them as rascals 
[merzavtsi]. But they [the French] are afraid of us and the butts [of our muskets]. In another letter, 
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The arguments for an offensive felt on fertile ground since Alexander was eager 

to lead the army and defeat Napoleon on the battlefield. A contemporary noted, 

“Alexander wished to experience and win a battle. He seemed to be confident of a victory 

that would place him one stroke above the man who as yet had no equal, if any rival, on 

the battlefield.”11 After much of debate, Alexander and Francis agreed to an offensive 

and Austrian Major General Franz Weyrother prepared plan of operations.12 Weyrother 

was among a few Austrian officers who had influence over Alexander. Prince Adam 

Czartoryski recalled, “[Weyrother] was an officer of great bravery and military 

knowledge, but, like General Mack, he trusted too much in his combinations, which were 

often complicated and did not admit that they might be foiled by the skill of the 

enemy.”13 Under Weyrother’s plan, the main Allied forces would turn Napoleon’s right 

flank and cut his communications with Vienna. Simultaneously, Archduke Ferdinand 

would attack the French left wing to force Napoleon to withdraw from Brünn.14 

However, Weyrother’s disposition was so complex and confusing that “when the day [of 

advance] came, some of the generals had not yet sufficiently studied their dispositions.”15 

                                                                                                                                                                             
he lamented, “This brutal campaign should teach us not to rely on the Germans, who are our 
greater enemies than the French.” Russkii arkhiv, 12/1 (1874): 1091-92.  

 
11 Austerlitz raconté par les Témoins de la Bataille des Trois Empereurs, (Geneva, 1969), 

147. 
 
12 Alexander later observed, “I was young and inexperienced; Kutuzov told me that we had to 

act differently, but he should have been more persistent in his arguments.” Shilder, Alexander, II, 
134. 

 
13 Czartoryski, Memoirs, 102. Rustow gives similar characterization of Weyrother in Der 

Krieg von 1805, 325. 
 
14 Duffy, Austerlitz, 75. 
 
15 Stutterheim, Battle of Austerlitz, 40-41. The plan had not been translated into Russian. 
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Map 27. Allied Advance from Olmutz to Austerlitz 
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On 23 November, Kutuzov appointed Bagration to the advance guard and ordered 

him to reconnoiter the French positions around Proedlitz and the roads to Wischau. Two 

days later, Bagration’s Cossacks raided Wischau to determine the French forces there.16 

As a result, the main forces advanced at 8:00 a.m. on 27 November.17 The army was 

divided into five columns, with two of them marching on the right flank, the third column 

proceeding along the major road towards Austerlitz, and the remaining columns 

advancing on the left wing.18 However, the headquarters was unaware of the French 

positions and failed to coordinate their movement. One of the participants, Aleksey 

Yermolov, criticized Weyrother’s dispositions for the marching routes because “the 

columns crossed each others’ routes several times and one of them had to stop.”19  

Lieutenant General Bagration, accompanied by Prince Peter Dolgoruky, 

commanded the Russian advance guard.20 He waited for the arrival of the main forces on 

                                                           
 
16 Kutuzov to Bagration, 23 November 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 190; Colin, 

“Campagne de 1805,“ Revue Historique, 76 (1907): 100-101. Lombarès, “Devant Austerlitz,” 
Revue Historique de l’Armée, 3 (1947): 43. 

 
17 Disposition for Offensive, Order on Preparation and Deployment for March, Order to 

Army, 26 November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 196-99, 201-209; 
Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 1805, 31; Srazhenie pri Austerlitze: Iz bumag 

generala Uvarova [Battle at Austerlitz: From Documents of General Uvarov], RGVIA, f. 846, op. 
16, d. 3154, l.1-1b; Stutterheim, Battle of Austerlitz, 41. The date for offensive was set on 26th, 
but was postponed because the supplies were not gathered and the disposition was not translated 
into Russian in time. Kutuzov to Lieven, 25 November 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 199. 

 
18 Stutterheim, Battle of Austerlitz, 41-48; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 

141; Lombarès, “Devant Austerlitz,” Revue Historique de l’Armée, 3 (1947): 43. Duffy, based on 
Austrian documents, noted that the deployment of troops indicated that “the first intention of the 
Allies was to turn the French left flank, and not the right, as had been planned by Weyrother.” 
Austerlitz, 75. 

 
19 Yermolov, Memoirs, 53. 
 
20 Bagration’s detachment was comprised of the following units: 5th Jager Regiment, 

Pavlograd Hussars, Arkhangelogorod Musketeer Regiment, Old Ingermanland Musketeer 
Regiment, Pskov Musketeer Regiment, Mariupol Hussar Regiment, Tver Dragoon Regiment, 
Malakhov’s Cossack Regiment and a company of horse artillery under Prince Iashvili. In total, 
there were twelve battalions, twenty-five squadrons of cavalry and three Cossack regiments. 
Deployment of Troops, 27 November 1805, RGVIA f. 846 op. 16, d. 3174, l. 13-18. Colin, 
“Campagne de 1805,“ Revue Historique, 76 (1907): 103. General Uvarov acknowledged twelve 
battalions and forty squadrons. From Documents of General Uvarov, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 
3154, l.1b. 
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27 November at Proedlitz. The next morning,21 he divided his forces into three columns, 

dispatching his infantry to Drissitz, while cavalry under Major General Peter 

Wittgenstein made a left flanking movement to Wischau.22 He drove back the French 

outposts of Milhaud’s brigade and approached the town. The French had two brigades of 

2nd Dragoon Division and some infantry in the town with the reserves deployed in the 

vicinity.23 As Bagration’s troops approached the town, the 3rd Dragoons attacked his 

Cossacks, but were soon repulsed by the superior Russian cavalry.24 The French 

withdrew from the town, abandoning hundred men.25 It is noteworthy that Bagration 

demonstrated his shrewd character on this occasion. He knew that the French evacuated 

                                                           
 
21 From Documents of General Uvarov, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3154, l.1-1b; Colin, 

“Campagne de 1805,“ Revue Historique, 76 (1907): 104-105. 
 
22 Disposition for Offensive on Wischau, Bagration to Kutuzov, 28 November 1805, RGVIA 

f. 846 op. 16, d. 3174, l. 3-5; Stutterheim, Battle of Austerlitz, 49; Yermolov, Memoirs, 51; Colin, 
“Campagne de 1805,“ Revue Historique, 77 (1907): 273.  

 
23 Colin, “Campagne de 1805,“ Revue Historique, 77 (1907): 272-75. Rüstow referred to 8 

squadrons of cavalry under Treilhard. Der Krieg von 1805 in Deutschland und Italien, 349. 
Kutuzov estimated seven French squadrons in Wischau and some 20 squadrons of heavy cavalry 
around Raussnitz. Therefore, he moved forward the entire cavalry of the 4th column (some 56 
squadrons) to support Bagration in case superior French forces attacked him. Disposition for 
Offensive on Wischau, 28 November 1805, RGVIA f. 846 op. 16, d. 3174, l. 3-5.  The French 
and German sources show 9th and 10th Hussars of Treilhard deployed in and around Wischau. The 
16th and 22nd Chasseurs were arranged near Dieditz. Three dragoon brigades were positioned 
around Tuczap: two brigades near Wischau and the third brigade west of the town. Thiébault 
(Memoirs, II, 148) acknowledged the 104th Line at Wischau during the fighting. However, this 
regiment did not exist in 1805 and thus could not have fought Bagration. I am grateful to Robert 
Goetz for this information.  

 
24 Colin, “Campagne de 1805,“ Revue Historique, 77 (1907): 273-74. The attacking Russian 

cavalry was comprised of four hussar squadrons and two squadrons of the Cossacks.  
 
25 Bagration to Kutuzov, 8:00 p.m., 28 November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s 

Headquarters, 213; Kutuzov to Alexander, 26 January 1806, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 254; 
Rüstow, Der Krieg von 1805 in Deutschland und Italien, 349; Colin, “Campagne de 1805,“ 
Revue Historique, 77 (1907): 274-75; Bowden, Austerlitz, 304-305. Stutterheim wrote, “The 
French cavalry, with exception of about 100 men, precipitately abandoned the town. The 
Adjutant General [Peter] Dolgorucky took possession of the town with two Battalions of Infantry, 
and [took] four officers and 100 men prisoners.” Battle of Austerlitz, 49-50. Yermolov also 
acknowledged 100 men had been captured. Bagration reported 3 officers and 60 soldiers captured 
at Wischau. Yermolov, Memoirs, 51. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky acknowledged one French 
squadron captured. Campaign of 1805, 141. 
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the town but instead of simply occupying it, arranged to let Alexander’s close associate 

Price Peter Dolgoruky to ‘triumphantly’ enter Wischau with two infantry battalions and 

claim the victory.26 One of the participants recalled, “The importance of the affair [at 

Wischau] was greatly exaggerated, and Prince Bagration, as a shrewd man, attributed the 

success to Prince Dolgoruky. This gentleman had the complete confidence of the tsar and 

Bagration knew that he might prove useful to him.”27 

After securing Wischau, Bagration dispatched four squadrons of hussars and the 

Cossacks to pursue the French.28 He then proceeded to Gabrau, where he spread the 

Cossacks in front of his troops and moved the Jagers to cover the flanks. He also sent a 

cavalry detachment to Habrowan to cover his flank.29 Simultaneously, Wittgenstein 

attacked one of the French detachments as it withdrew from Wischau, and captured a 

couple hundred men.30 It was early evening, when Bagration was informed that the 

French detachment was stationed at Raussnitz. He dispatched two battalions under Prince 

Peter Dolgoruky, twenty squadrons of regular cavalry and two Cossack regiments with 

12 cannon, who dislodged the French and occupied the town after a brief engagement.31 

                                                           
26 Rüstow, Der Krieg von 1805 in Deutschland und Italien, 349. A French officer noted, 

“[Dolgoruky] it was who on the 28th succeeded with a battalion of jägers and another of 
musketeers, in overcoming 104th infantry who had been left in Wischau – though in that desperate 
position they had, during some hours, stopped Prince Bagration’s first division.” Thiébault, 
Memoirs, II, 148. 

 
27 Yermolov, Memoirs, 51-52. 
 
28 Colin, “Campagne de 1805,“ Revue Historique, 77 (1907): 275-76. 
 
29 Stutterheim, Battle of Austerlitz, 49-50. 
 
30 Bagration reported, “We captured many officers and several [sic] hundreds of soldiers.” 

The Russian losses were given as 1 killed and 3 wounded. Bagration to Kutuzov, 8:00 p.m., 28 
November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 213. 

 
31 Stutterheim described Bagration dispatching two infantry battalions. Some sources named 

Nikolay Kamensky II in charge of the battalions. However, Kutuzov reported Prince Peter 
Dolgoruky leading two battalion of Arkhangelogorod Musketeer Regiment. Kamensky served in 
this regiment and it can explain the confusion. Kutuzov to Alexander, 26 January 1806, 
Correspondence of Kutuzov, 255; From Documents of General Uvarov, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, 
d. 3154, l.1b; Stutterheim, Battle of Austerlitz, 51 
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However, Bagration found his forces insufficient to continue advance and appealed to 

Kutuzov for reinforcements and further instructions.32  

Meantime, the Allied army slowly moved in five columns from Olmütz to 

Wischau. Bagration was ordered to proceed on the right side of the main road to 

Raussnitz.33 He again let Prince Dolgoruky claim the capture of the town. A French 

participant noted, “[Dolgoruky] with two battalions of Arkhangelogorod musketeers, 

supported by all the Russian advance guard, triumphantly entered the little town of 

Rausnitz [sic!], which we certainly had no idea of holding, and only defended for a 

moment in order to make the prince [Dolgoruky] pay for what we should anyhow have 

evacuated for nothing.”34 At 9:00 a.m. on 30 November, Bagration resumed his advance 

by dispatching the Cossacks, supported by most of his cavalry, to locate the French 

positions. The Russian patrols soon engaged the French detachment near the post house 

at Posoritz. The fighting continued until noon when the French received reinforcements. 

Learning of Bagration’s movement, Murat sent several squadrons to reinforce his 

advance guard. Bagration reported, “The [French] cavalry appeared on the nearby heights 

and it soon occupied the vicinities.”35 The French launched several assaults to occupy hill 

near Holubitz and cut Bagration’s communications with Kienmayer’s troops on the 

Russian left.36 Prince Peter dispatched Major General Ullanius with the 6th Jager 

Regiment and the dismounted Cossacks to halt the attacks. He then moved three 

                                                           
32 Bagration to Kutuzov, 8:00 p.m., 28 November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s 

Headquarters, 213-14. Kutuzov claimed the French suffered heavy casualties in the actions at 
raussnitz, including 23 officers and 500 soldiers captured. On the Russian side, he reported “light 
casualties and none officers killed.” Kutuzov to Alexander, 26 January 1806, Correspondence of 
Kutuzov, 255. 

 
33 Disposition for Offensive, 12:00 p.m., 29 November 1805, Ibid., 215-17; Disposition for 

Offensive to Kucerau and Pogdalitz, [no date], circa 29 November 1805, RGVIA f. 846 op. 16, d. 
3174, l. 7-8. Disposition for Offensive to Austerlitz, [no date] circa 30 November 1805, RGVIA 
f. 846 op. 16, d. 3117/1, ll. 48-49.  

 
34 Thiébault , Memoirs, II, 148. 
 
35 Bagration to Kutuzov, 5:00 p.m., 30 November 1805, Ibid., 218; Correspondence of 

Kutuzov, 221. 
 
36 Bagration to Kutuzov, 30 November 1805, Ibid., 221; Stutterheim, Battle of Austerlitz, 51. 
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squadrons of St. Petersburg Dragoons to cover the left flank. After a short combat, 

Ullanius succeeded in stopping the French; he then forced them to fell back. 37 In late 

afternoon, Bagration deployed his main forces in front of the post house at Posoritz. His 

infantry was arranged in two lines and cavalry protected the flanks. The French moved an 

artillery battery forward to bombard the Russian positions. However, as Bagration 

reported, “The troops did not suffer much since the [French] guns were deployed at a 

substantial distance so I ordered them not to return fire.”38 Bagration’s troops spent the 

rest of the day on these positions, losing one killed and five wounded. The fighting ended 

with the darkness. Late in the evening, Napoleon ordered his advanced elements to 

withdraw to the positions he already had chosen near Austerlitz.39 

Bagration urged Kutuzov to send more infantry to secure his flanks. He wrote that 

the threat of the possible French assault kept his “cavalry mounted and the infantry under 

arms for entire day.” In addition, Bagration complained about the lack of supplies. “My 

troops are suffering from hunger and did not have any meat for two days; [they have] 

only a few biscuits left. The horses are also without forage.” 40 When Bagration fought 

the French between Wischau and Raussnitz, Emperor Alexander accompanied him and 

witnessed the combat for the first time. He was initially thrilled by the action but soon 

came across the dead and wounded that shocked him and made him sick. He retired to the 

rear and refused to eat for the rest of the day.41 The main army meantime continued its 

                                                           
37 Bagration to Kutuzov, 30 November 1805, Ibid., 221. 
 
38 Bagration to Kutuzov, 30 November 1805, Ibid., 221. 
 
39 The Russian sources claim Napoleon personally visited the French positions and ordered 

the retreat. The French acknowledged him sending aide-de-camp. The 5th Corps and Oudinot’s 
Grenadiers were deployed near Kritschen-Bellowitz. Soult’s Corps was arranged in the center, 
with Vandamme at Bellowitz, Legrand at Kobelnitz and Saint-Hillaite behin them in second line.  
The Imperial Guard and Caffarelli’s division were kept in reserve. Lemarois. Lombarès, “Devant 
Austerlitz,” Revue Historique de l’Armée, 3 (1947): 44; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 
1805, 142. 

 
40 Bagration to Kutuzov, 30 November 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 

221-22. 
 
41 Shilder, Alexander, 135; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 142; Czartoryski, 

Memoirs, 104; Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 1805, 31. 
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advance in complete ignorance of the French location or their strength.42 Czartoryski 

recalled, “It was here that the Emperor Alexander and his advisers were at fault. They 

imagined that Napoleon was in a dangerous position and that he was on the point of 

retreating. The French outposts appeared to be hesitant and timid which nourished these 

illusions and reports came at every moment from our outposts announcing an imminent 

movement of the French army to the rear.”43 

Bagration’s success at Wischau and Posoritz, actually orchestrated by Napoleon, 

persuaded the Allies that the French indeed were weak and would avoid a decisive 

battle.44 Major General Stutterheim observed, “The Allies flattered themselves that 

[Napoleon] would not risk the fate of a battle in front of Brünn. After [actions at 

Wischau] this hope became the prevailing opinion at the headquarters.”45 The Russo-

Austrian commanders acted slowly and vacillated on their next operations. Kutuzov still 

argued that Napoleon was simply enticing the Allies into a favorable positions, where he 

could engage them.46 Other senior officers wanted to remain in their present positions 

and await reinforcements marching from Silesia. However, the young and arrogant 

adjutants, who claimed Napoleon was too frightened to fight the Allies, influenced 

Alexander. Prince Peter Dolgoruky met Napoleon to discuss terms for negotiations, but 

he acted with incredible haughtiness and imbecility.47 Napoleon was infuriated by 

                                                           
 
42 Disposition for Offensive to Menitz and Sokolnitz Against the Enemy Right Flank on 1 

December 1805, [not dated] circa 30 November 1805, RGVIA f. 846 op. 16, d. 3117/1, ll. 47. 
Bagration was ordered to move cavalry to Holubitz and Blasowitz and cover the 3rd and 4th 
columns marching through Austerlitz. 

 
43 Czartoryski, Memoirs, 104-105. 
 
44 Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 1805, 31. 
 
45 Stutterheim, Battle of Austerlitz, 53. 
 
46 Additional Bulletin, 31 December 1805, Correspondence of Olry, Istoricheskii Vestnik, 147 

(1917): 458-59. 
 
47 Dolgoruky to Alexander, 25 November 1805, in Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 

1805, 144. Listening to Dolgoruky’s overbearing remarks, Napoleon lost temper, “Away with 
you! Go and tell your emperor that I am not in the habit of tolerating insults of this kind. Be gone 
immediately!” Segur, Histoire et Memoirs, II, 448; Also see, Colin, “Campagne de 1805,“ Revue 
Historique, 77 (1907): 284-90; Memoirs du Duc de Rovigo, (Paris, 1828), II, 198-99. 
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Dolgoruky’s behavior, but he took advantage of him to convey the impression of his 

weakness and induce the Allies to attack. He brilliantly succeeded in this, because upon 

his return, Dolgoruky “stated all around that Napoleon trembled, and that even 

[Bagration’s] advance guard would be sufficient to defeat him.”48  

The Russo-Austrian army passed through Austerlitz on the morning of 1 

December and slowly climbed on the slope to the Pratzen plateau since the French had 

evacuated this position. Though the troops marched in good order, the columns still 

become entangled. The first three columns, of Dokhturov, Langeron and Przybyszewsky, 

were on the Pratzen Plateau, but the fourth, under Kollowrath, was behind 

Przybyszewsky while the fifth column of Prince Liechtenstein stopped even farther to the 

rear. 49 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
48 Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 1805, 30; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 

Campaign of 1805, 145. Bavarian Charge d’Affairs in St. Petersburg reported the following 
incident: “As he returned from the meeting with Napoleon, Dolgoruky went to see Emperor 
Alexander, whom he found talking to Bagration. Dolgoruky reported the conversation he had 
with Emperor Napoleon and noticed that Alexander was in deep thoughts. Assuming the emperor 
was vacillating, Dolgoruky turned to Prince Bagration, who loved to fish in murky waters [sic! 
that is, to intrigue] (my emphasis) and whispered something into his ear. Then the two turned to 
the emperor and told him, “If Your Majesty retreated, he will consider us cowards.” [Alexander] 
replied, “Cowards? Then, it is better for us to die.” Thus, the emperor made final decision to give 
a battle and nothing could have made him change his mind.” It is noteworthy that Olry, who was 
a very perceptive and well-informed diplomat, made reference to Bagration’s devious nature. 
Furthermore, he blamed him for emperor’s decision to engage Napoleon. This accusation seems 
doubtful because Bagration was never close to Alexander and could not have influenced him into 
making decision on fighting a battle. It is possible that Dolgoruky urged Alexander to launch 
offensive and Bagration, knowing emperor already made his decision, simply avoided voicing his 
opposition. No other contemporary, either Russian or foreign, had any similar observations so it 
is impossible to verify Olry’s account. Additional Bulletin, 31 December 1805, Correspondence 
of Olry, Istoricheskii Vestnik, 147 (1917): 460-61. 

 
49 Duffy, Austerlitz, 81; Rüstow, Der Krieg von 1805, 356-57; Dokhturov was near 

Hostjeradek and Kinmeyer’s detachment at Augezo. General Langeron’s column was on 
Dokhturov’s right flank. Przybyszewsky was at Pratzen. Kollowrath stopped behind him and 
Liechtenstein was even further behind the 3rd and 4th columns. 
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Map 28. Battle of Austerlitz, 2 December 1805 
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 Bagration bivouacked his forces around Posoritz on the extreme right flank of the Allied 

positions and moved his outposts to Kruh.50 

While the Allied forces reached their positions, Napoleon made his final 

arrangements for the battle.51 By 1 December he gathered some 65,000 men at Brünn and 

deployed them along a six-mile front along the right bank of the Golbach (Zlatyp) 

Stream. The left flank of the French line rested on the Santon Hill north of the Brünn-

Austerlitz highway. The terrain in front of the hill was plain suitable for massed cavalry 

actions. Napoleon deployed here Lannes’ 5th Corps (12,700 men with 20 guns) supported 

by Murat’s cavalry (7,400 men). In addition, Bernadotte’s 1st Corps (13,000 men with 24 

guns) was nearby at Schlapanitz and Oudinot’s Grenadier Division (5,700 men) with the 

Imperial Guard under Bessières (5,500 men with 24 guns) were kept behind in reserves.52 

Napoleon also had his command post established at Zuran, just south of the highway on a 

hill from where he had a view of the Goldbach Valley and Pratzen plateau. The French 

right wing was covered by a series of frozen lakes, including Satschan and Menitz ponds, 

and marshland just south of Telnitz (Telnice). In to the north, Marshal Soult’s 4th Corps 

of 23,600 men with 35 guns was deployed.53 Marshal Davout marched by forced marches 

from Vienna in two days, a remarkable feat by itself, and was able to bring some 7,000 

                                                           
 
50 Bagration’s troops comprised of the following units: 6th Jager Regiment (3 battalions), 

Pavlograd Hussar (10 squadrons) and Mariupol Hussar (10 squadrons), St. Petersburg Dragoon, 
Tver Dragoons (5 squadrons) and Her Majesty Life Cuirassiers (5 squadrons), Arkhangelogorod 
Musketeer Regiment (3 battalions), Old Ingermanland Musketeer Regimentm (3 battalions), 
Pskov Musketeer Regiment (3 battalions), Malakhov’s Cossacks and one company of horse 
artillery (12 guns) and a company of the field artillery (18 guns). Deployment of Troops, 1 
December 1805, in Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 145-48; Langeron, Journal 
inedit de la campagne de 1805, 41; Colin, “Campagne de 1805,“ Revue Historique, 77 (1907): 
291; Lombarès, “Devant Austerlitz,” Revue Historique de l’Armée, 3 (1947): 47. 

 
51 Napoleon had earlier recalled Bernadotte from Bohemia, where he was facing Archduke 

Ferdinand. Marshal Davout with the 3rd Corps was ordered to march as fast as possible to 
Austerlitz. Mortier with the 8th Corps was left behind to secure Vienna. 

 
52 Dispositions générales pour la journée du 11 [December 2], 1 December 1805, 

Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, XI, No. 9535, 537-39; Colin, “Campagne de 1805,“ Revue 
Historique, 77 (1907): 311; Lombarès, “Devant Austerlitz,” Revue Historique de l’Armée, 3 
(1947): 49-53; Rüstow, Der Krieg von 1805, 364-65.  
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men to the battlefield. These troops were held some four miles behind Telnitz , out of 

sight of the Allied reconnaissance patrols. The French center was overlooking the village 

of Pratzen (Prace).54 

The French battle plan went through several stages of development. Initially, 

Napoleon planned to let the Allies attack his right center and then make a double 

enveloping maneuver on both enemy flanks. However, receiving intelligence on the 

Allied movement, he realized that the Russo-Austrian army moved further south than he 

expected. In addition, it was obvious that Davout would be unable to bring his entire 

corps from Vienna in time to launch a flanking attack. Therefore, Napoleon decided to 

entice the Allies into attacking his right flank while his left flank would launch a 

sweeping maneuver into their rear. He personally reconnoitered the Santon Hill, “a pretty 

steep hillock in front of the [French] left [flank].”55 Napoleon remarked, “Examine this 

position well; it will probably play a conspicuous part before two months are over.”56 He 

ordered construction of strong fortifications and eighteen-gun battery on the hill that was 

to be “a key to all offensive operations.”57 Lannes and Bernadotte, supported by Murat, 

were to overwhelm the Allied right flank, commanded by Peter Bagration, then move 

into the rear and cut the Allied line of retreat. If they succeed, the Russo-Austrian army 

would be completely annihilated.58  

                                                                                                                                                                             
53 Generals Saint-Hillaire and Vandamme were around Jirshkow and Puntowitz, and General 

Legrand at Tellnitz. 
 
54 30e Bulletin de la Grand Armeé, 3 December 1805, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 

9541, XI, 545-46.  
 
55 Thiébault , Memoirs, II, 155. 

 
56 Note of the French Officer, in Stutterheim, Battle of Austerlitz, 64.  The officer also noted, 

“The Emperor having always had it in view… not to allow his left to be turned and to abandon 
his right; that alone would have been sufficient reason for resting his left on a position not 
defensive, but offensive, such as was that of the Santon.” 
 

57 Note of the French Officer, Ibid., 64.   
 
58 Lombarès, “Devant Austerlitz,” Revue Historique de l’Armée, 3 (1947): 46-57; Duffy, 

Austerlitz, 88-89.  
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During the night of 2 December, Napoleon went on reconnaissance to determine 

the Allied positions.59 However, he encountered a Cossack patrol, which prevented him 

from getting a clear sight of the Russian positions.60 Napoleon assumed that the Allies 

shifted most of their forces to the south, weakened their right flank to reinforce their main 

attack around Telnitz and Sokolnitz.61 Therefore, he made prompt changes in his 

disposition and shifted his focus to the Pratzen Heights that dominated the locale.62 

Napoleon decided to allow the Allies to occupy of the Pratzen Heights and to lure them 

to attack his right wing, which he deliberately kept weak, although Davout's corps would 

be on hand to reinforce it. A division of Legrand in Soult’s 4th Corps was moved 

southward and one of its regiments recaptured Telnitz seized earlier by the Austrian 

advanced elements. Saint-Hilaire’s division was also redeployed to Puntowitz and 

Bernadotte’s corps into Schlapanitz to support Soult.63 The main French forces were 

concealed behind the Zuran Hill in the center with the intention of making a decisive 

assault on the Pratzen Heights and breaking through the Allied weakened center. The 

northern flank would, meanwhile, overwhelm Bagration and make a flanking maneuver 

to cut the Allied line of retreat. Napoleon told his generals, “I could certainly halt the 

Russians here by holding on to this advantageous position. But that would be just an 

                                                           
 
59 Napoleon was informed that the Allied advanced elements had driven the French tirailleurs 

du Pô from Telnitz. He immediately rode south to verify the report and was convinced that it was 
a minor threat.  
 

60Ibid., 56; Colin, “Campagne de 1805,“ Revue Historique, 77 (1907): 307-308. On his way 
back, as Napoleon rode along the front, the troops met him with blazing torches and cheered him 
with “Vive l’Empereur.” Remarkably, as the commotion in the French camp reached the Allies, 
they assumed the French were preparing for retreat. See Count Jacob O’Rourk’s Memoirs in 
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 150. 

 
61 Colin, “Campagne de 1805,“ Revue Historique, 77 (1907): 308-309.  
 
62 It was approximately two miles long ridge running southeast from Stare Vinohrady through 

a saddle above the village towards Pratzeberg. This high ground separated the area of the Brünn-
Austerlitz road, which was to be Napoleon’s main direction of attack from the villages of 
Augezd, Telnitz and Sokolnitz. 

 
63 Duffy, Austerlitz, 91-92; Lombarès, “Devant Austerlitz,” Revue Historique de l’Armée, 3 

(1947): 56-57. 
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ordinary battle. I prefer to abandon the ground to them and draw back my right. If they 

then dare to descend from the [Pratzen] heights to attack my [right] flank, they will surely 

be beaten without a hope of recovery!”64 Although Napoleon correctly predicted the 

Allied main attack in the south, he did not consider Bagration’s forces in the north. As a 

result of the midnight redeployment of the French forces, Lannes would not have strong 

reserves to sustain his advance. Napoleon did not expect him to face any strong 

opposition and believed the 5th Corps would easily turn the Allied right flank and 

advance into their rear. This was an important miscalculation that would save the Allies 

late on the afternoon of 2 December.65  

Meantime, during the late evening of 1 December, the Allies summoned a council of war 

at Krzenowitz to discuss the disposition for the battle. The meeting was attended by all 

commanders of the columns, except for Bagration, who was on the extreme right and 

could not arrive in time.66 General Weyrother, who “thoroughly knew the ground, which 

he had several times gone over and even measured,”67 had already drafted a plan, which 

he now presented to the Allied generals. Three columns were to make a flanking 

maneuver towards Telnitz, overwhelm the French right flank and cut Napoleon’s line of 

retreat.68 The 4th Column of Kollowrath was to attack in the direction of Kobelnitz, join 

the flanking columns and march to Lattein. 69 Prince Bagration was to remain at Posoritz 

and defend it positions by any means if the French attacked. Then, as the remaining 

columns turned the French right, he was to launch an offensive against the left flank of 

                                                           
64 Segur, Histoire et Memoirs, II, 451-52. 
 
65 Many studies disregard these important features of Napoleon’s strategy and claim the 

French had planned to attack through the Allied center from the very beginning. Michel de 
Lombarès and Christopher Duffy were among the few scholars who discussed in details these 
plans. 

 
66 Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 1805, 33; Colin, “Campagne de 1805,“ Revue 

Historique, 77 (1907): 322.  
 
67 Czartoryski, Memoirs, 106. 
 
68 Lieutenant Generals Dokhturov, Langeron and Prebushevsky commanded these columns. 
 
69 Disposition for Attack, [not dated] circa 2 December 1805, RGVIA f. 846 op. 16, d. 

3117/1, ll. 50-53. 
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the French. Bagration was “to attack on his own account and throw back the extreme left 

wing of the enemy, which by then would be giving way. He must also strive to unite with 

the remaining columns of our army.”  To support Bagration, Weyrother dispatched part 

of Prince Liechtenstein’s column to the north.70 In addition, the Russian Imperial Guard 

under Grand Duke Constantine was deployed on Bagration’s left flank.  

The Allied plan looked perfect on the paper. However, neither Weyrother nor any 

other Allied commander knew the strength or exact deployment of the French army. The 

plan was based on assumptions and limited information obtained by the patrols. 71 As one 

of the German contemporaries observed, “The allies adopted the plan of action against 

the army they had not seen yet, assuming it on the positions it never occupied. Moreover, 

they expected the French to remain inactive as the frontier posts.”72 

Some officers remained suspicious of this plan. Langeron described it as 

absolutely incompetent and wrote, “Did [Weyrother] betray us? Or was he merely not up 

to the job which was given to him?” Weyrother laid out the plan of attack “on an 

immense, very detailed and exact map… and read to us his dispositions in a loud tone 

and with boasting air, which announced in him the intimate persuasion of his own merit 

and that of our incompetence.”73 

                                                           
70 Disposition for Attack, RGVIA f. 846 op. 16, d. 3117/1, ll. 50-53. Late evening of 1 

December, Bagration was reinforced by a detachment of Elisavetgrad Hussar, Chernigov 
Dragoon, Kharkov Dragoon Regiments under command of General Adjutant Uvarov. 
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 150. 

 
71 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 151. Czartoryski recalled, “Everything in 

the French army seemed to announce a resolution to attempt a retreat. It was therefore decided to 
advance, in order to take advantage of this disposition of the enemy.” Memoirs, 105. 

 
72 Bulow’s Assessment of Austerlitz, in Shilder, Alexander, 284. 284. (Based on von Bulow, 

Der Feldzug von 1805 militarisch-politisch betrachtet von dem Verfasser des Geistes des neuern 
Kriegssystems, (??, 1806), II, 66). 

 
 
73 When Weyrother bragged he knew the terrain around Austerlitz very well, Colonel Bubna 

noted, “I hope you will not commit the same mistakes as at the maneuvers last year.” 
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 151. 
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Map 28. Battle of Austerlitz, 2 December 1805 
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Weyrother treated the Russian officers like amateurs and, as Langeron 

commented ironically, “We may have been, effectively, school boys, but he was far from 

being a good professor….”74 As Weyrother had finished his “peroration,” Langeron was 

the only one to speak up, “My General, all this [sounds] good, but what will we do if the 

enemy attacks us?”75 Weyrother responded that since Napoleon had not already attacked 

them, the French troops were indeed in weakened position and would avoid combat. 

Other Russian officers remained silent; Kutuzov took a nap, tired of voicing his 

opposition because “his advice was certainly not listened to.”76 Count Buxhowden 

remained standing during the meeting, and, as Langeron noticed, “he understood nothing 

of [the plan].” Miloradovich stood somber and silent while Dokhturov studied the map. 

Only Langeron continued questioning the plan, but his inquires were largely ignored.  

The war council ended around 3:00 a.m. and the orders were finally handed out at 

around 6:00 a.m..77 However, the dispositions were written in German, which some of 

the Russian regimental commanders could not read. So, another hour was lost in 

translating the orders into Russian and communicating them to the troops.78 A Russian 

officer, Aleksey Yermolov, recalled, “General-Adjutant Uvarov was called to the 

headquarters and [soon returned with] a disposition written on several sheets of paper, 

crowded with difficult names of villages, lakes, streams and distances and heights. 

                                                           
74 Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 1805, 33-34. 
 
75 Ibid., 33-34. 
 
76 Czartoryski, Memoirs, 106. 
 
77 Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 1805, 33-34; Colin, “Campagne de 1805,“ 

Revue Historique, 77 (1907): 324-25.  
 
78 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 151; Punin, Kutuzov, 82. Some of the 

commanders did not receive orders until immediately before the advance. Thus, while inspecting 
troops at the dawn of 2 December, Emperor Alexander encountered infantry brigade of General 
Gregor von Berg of the 4th column. When asked if his guns were loaded, Berg responded they 
were not for he had no orders because he did not know about the attack.  Autobiographie des 
Generalen der Infanterie Gregor von Berg (Dresden, 1871), 175-80. 
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Map 29. Napoleon’s and Allied Plans 
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We were not permitted to make a copy because the plan had to be read by a good many 

commanders and there were only a few copies available. I must confess that when I heard 

it read out, I understood very little of what was intended. The only thing I comprehended 

was we were to attack the next day.”79 Bagration received his copy of the disposition 

early in the morning. After looking through it, he told his Austrian officers, “We will be 

defeated tomorrow.”80 

The Allied columns advanced towards the French right flank before the dawn of 2 

December.81 However, their movement was conducted in confusion, complicated by a 

thick mist that covered the ground. Prince Liechtenstein’s column had to move northward 

towards Bagration, and it simply cut through Langeron’s troops. Kollowrath’s column 

was also halted and wasted precious time.82 A participant recalled, 

The infantry columns consisted of a large number of infantry regiments 
and they were unaccompanied by so much as a single cavalryman. Some 
of the columns therefore had no means of knowing what was going on 
ahead, or of finding out the location or movements of the neighboring 

                                                           
 
79 Yermolov, Memoirs 54. 
 
80 Bagration referred to the battle ‘tomorrow’ though he received the disposition early 

morning of 2 December. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 164; Punin, Kutuzov, 82. 
Prince Czartoryski described several interesting incidents. “Some one remarked that the following 
day [2 December] was Monday, a day regarded as unlucky in Russia. As the Emperor was 
passing over a grassy mound his horse slipped and fell, and he was thrown out of the saddle. 
Although the accident was not serious, it was regarded by some people as a bad omen.” Memoirs, 
106. 

 
81 Kutuzov referred to 7.20 a.m. on 2 December 1805. Kutuzov to Alexander, 26 January 

1806, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 255. 
 
82 Alexander, Francis and their entourage arrived in the front to observe the fighting. The 

Russian emperor was displeased to notice that Kutuzov was reluctant to commit his forces to the 
left flanking maneuver and delayed the movement of some units. Prince Volkonsky accompanied 
tsar and recalled Alexander asking Kutuzov, “Mikhail Larionovich, why have not you began your 
advance?” Kutuzov avoided response by simply stating, “I am waiting for all the columns of the 
army to get into positions.” Alexander continued, “But we are not on the Empress’ Meadow, 
where we do not begin a parade until all the regiments are formed up!” Kutuzov responded, “If I 
have not begun the movement, it is precisely because we are not at the Empress’ Meadow. 
However, if such be Your Majesty’s order, [we will advance].” From the Recollections of Prince 
Volkonsky, in Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 155; Thiry, Ulm, Trafalgar, 
Austerlitz, 312. General Berg also overheard Kutuzov complaining, “Excellent, they want me to 
command the battle, but it was not me who ordered the attack. I did not want to undertake it at 
all.” Autobiographie des Generalen der Infanterie Gregor von Berg, 186. 
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forces, which were supposed to cooperate with them. I myself saw how 
General Miloradovich begged the commander of a regiment for just 
twenty hussars to convey important messages. Not one column possessed 
an advance guard, and the general advance guard of the whole army 
[commanded by Prince Bagration] was on the far right flank, and, in fact, 
not far ahead of anybody else…. So, the columns advanced in false 
security. Wide gaps opened between them, since we assumed [the 
columns] would deploy into line on the approach of the enemy.83 
  

By 8:15 a.m. fierce fighting developed at Telnitz, where Legrand’s troops 

occupied broken ground and the ditches around the vineyards.84 They were greatly 

outnumbered by the Allies, but held out until Marshal Davout brought up a division of 

his 3rd Corps and stabilized the situation. His troops, including Legrand’s division, fought 

superbly in this direction and managed to contain over 30,000 Allied troops.85 At the 

same time, Napoleon, with his central forces concealed in the morning fog and smoke 

from the campfires, was awaiting a moment to launch his decisive attack into the center. 

He waited for the Allies to move more forces from the central positions to reinforce their 

left flanking columns. Around 8:30 a.m., Napoleon finally ordered Soult to advance.86 

Obscured by the fog and smoke, two French divisions of Saint-Hilaire and Vandamme 

                                                           
 
83 Yermolov, Memoirs, 54. 
 
84 Buxhovden to Kutuzov, December 1805 [n.d], Kutuzov to Alexander, 26 January 1806, 

Correspondence of Kutuzov, 241-45, 255-56; From Documents of General Uvarov, RGVIA, f. 
846, op. 16, d. 3154, l. 7-11; Colin, “Campagne de 1805,“ Revue Historique, 78 (1907):  493-
533.  

 
85 Duffy, Austerlitz, 104-105, 108-13; Thiry, Ulm, Trafalgar, Austerlitz, 312-14. 
 
86 It is said, that Napoleon asked Soult, “How long do your troops need to get to the top of the 

Pratzen?” Soult reportedly replied he needed less than twenty minutes. Napoleon responded, 
“Very well, we will wait for another quarter of an hour.” Some fifteen minutes later he ordered 
Soult to advance. Thiébault , Memoirs, II, 152. Similar account is in the official “Relation de la 
bataille d’Austerlitz” prepared by the Depot de Guerre in 1847, in Alexandre Berthier, Louis-
Nicolas Davout , et. al. Relations et rapports de la bataille d’Austerlitz, (Paris, 1998), 92; Dumas, 
Precis de evenemens militaries, XIV, 159-60 It is certain that Soult was over optimistic in his 
estimates because he could not have possibly covered the distance in twenty minutes. For details 
see, Rüstow, Der Krieg von 1805 in Deutschland und Italien, 373-82; Philippe Paul Segur, An 
Aide-de-camp of Napoleon. Memoirs of General Count de Segur. (New York, 1895), 247; 
“Rapport de la bataille d’Austerlitz par Soult,” in Relations et rapports de la bataille d’Austerlitz, 
17.  
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suddenly appeared in the center of the Allied positions, threatening to cut them in half. 

Austrian staff officer realized that “our most important objective must be to win the 

heights to the left of Pratzen and occupy them as rapidly as possible.”87 Kutuzov 

immediately ordered Miloradovich and Kollowrath to halt the French.88 Although the 

Russian were initially successful, the French soon overwhelmed them and captured the 

Pratzen Heights.89 Confusion spread through the Allied center. Alexander, abandoned by 

his entourage, remained at the front trying to rally his troops by shouting, “Halt! I am 

with you! I am sharing your dangers!”90 On several occasions he was almost wounded by 

errant projectiles. Imperial retinue was in turmoil and Alexander soon found himself 

accompanied only by his chief physician and four guards. Colonel Toll later saw him 

bitterly crying in the ravine.91 On the Allied left flank, Dokhturov and Prebyshevsky 

failed to dislodge the French.92 Napoleon ordered a battery beyond the Pratzen Heights 

near Chapel of St. Anthony to bombard the Russians at Telnitz. Thus, by afternoon, the 

center and left flank of the Allied army was disintegrating. The only Allied position still 

                                                           
 
87 Baron Wimpfen’s Account, in Duffy, Austerlitz, 114. 
 
88 Miloradovich to Kutuzov, 15 December 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 

225-28. 
 
89 30e Bulletin de la Grand Armeé, 3 December 1805, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 

9541, XI, 545-46. Thiébault , Memoirs, II, 159-60; Thiry, Ulm, Trafalgar, Austerlitz, 316-17; 
Stutterheim, Battle of Austerlitz, 97-108; Dumas, Souvernirs, III, 268-69. Langeron recalled that 
his column “was annihilated in less than a half an hour.” Alexander Langeron, Zapiski [Notes], 
Voennii sbornik, 11(1900): 35. Kutuzov was slightly injured in the cheek by a musket ball. When 
Alexander send physician to attend him, Kutuzov bitterly replied, “Thank his Majesty and assure 
him that I am not badly wounded.” Then he pointed to the French columns advancing onto the 
Pratzen and added, “There is the mortal wound.” Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 
156-57. Miloradovich reported that his detachment lost 24 officers, 8 musicians, 687 rank-and-
file. Miloradovich to Kutuzov, 15 December 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 
227. 

 
90 Langeron, Memoirs Voennii sbornik, 11(1900): 35-36; Czartoryski, Memoirs, II, 108. 
 
91 T. Bernhardi, Denkwürdigkeiten aus dem Leben des Kaiserl. Russ. Generals von Toll, 

(Leipzig, 1865), I, 167; Iz rasskazov leib-gusara [From Recollections of Life Hussar], Russkii 

Arkhiv, 3 (1887), 193. 
 
92 Prebyshevsky to Alexander, 23 July 1806, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3117, l. 194-196 
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holding the French was on the right wing, where Bagration fought Lannes and Murat. 

The survival of the allied army now rested on him because Napoleon planned to launch a 

flanking movement with his left wing to cut off the Allied line of retreat. Prince 

Czartoryski noted, “Bagration… was quite alone in face of the victorious columns of 

Napoleon.”93 

Both Napoleon and Weyrother underestimated Prince Peter as they drafted their 

battle plans. Napoleon assumed that Lannes’ 5th Corps would be sufficient to overwhelm 

Prince Peter and then veer southward to cut the Allied line of retreat. On the Allied side, 

Weyrother limited Bagration to the defensive and ordered him to attack only after the 

remaining columns had achieved success in the south.94 However, Bagration was an 

aggressive commander and he disliked the passive role he was given under the Allied 

plan. As the Allied columns advanced to Telnitz, Prince Peter heard the sounds of 

fighting and grew restless. He complained, “I do not understand why should I stand 

inactive and observe the enemy moving reinforcements from the left wing to the right.”95 

It was around 9:00 a.m. when Bagration, hearing the growing noise of fighting to the 

south, ordered an advance.96 He deployed his infantry in the center in two lines under 

Prince Peter Dolgoruky.97 The 6th Jagers was at Holubitz and Kruh,98 supported by the 

Kiselev, Malakhov and Khazhenkov Cossack regiments. General Adjutant Fedor Uvarov 

with the Elisavetgrad Hussars, Chernigov Dragoon and Kharkov Dragoon Regiments 

were moved to the left wing, while Bagration arranged ten squadrons of the Mariupol and 

                                                           
93 Czartoryski, Memoirs, 110. 
 
94 Disposition for Attack, 2 December 1805, RGVIA f. 846 op. 16, d. 3117/1, ll. 50-53. 

Bagration to Kutuzov, 10 December 1805, Correspondence of Kutuzov, 227-28. 
 
95 Denkwürdigkeiten, I, 177. 
  
96 Baron Lejeune claimed Bagration rode in front of his troops and shouted encouragement, 

“You will get the French backpacks; they are full of gold.” Memoirs, I, 29. 
 
97 Bagration’s infantry comprised of Old Ingermanland Musketeers, Pskov Musketeers,  
 
98 The 6th Jagers was decimated in the previous actions and comprised of some 364 men in 

three battalions. 
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Pavlograd Hussars on the right.99 Prince Peter also formed a reserve under Major General 

Efim Chaplitz and Peter Wittgensten comprising of Her Majesty Life Cuirassier, the Tver 

Dragoon and St. Petersburg Dragoon Regiments.100 In total, Bagration had some 14,000 

men supported by 30 guns.101 In addition, Prince Liechtenstein belatedly moved his 4,600 

cavalry to cover a mile long gap between Bagration and the main forces at the Stare 

Vinohrady.102  

At the same time, Napoleon ordered Marshal Bernadotte to advance with his 1st 

Corps to Blasowitz to support Soult’s attack on the Pratzen Heights. Lannes moved his 

troops along the main route against Bagration. Lannes’ 5th Corps of 12,700 men included 

three divisions of Marie-Francois Auguste Caffarelli du Falga103 and Louis Gabriel 

Suchet,104 and 2nd Dragoon Division of Frederic Henri Walther.105 Suchet was positioned 

                                                           
99 Bagration to Kutuzov, 10 December 1805, Documents of M.I. Kutuzov’s Headquarters, 

220. 
 
100 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 164. 
 
101 Die Schlacht bei Austerlitz

Der Krieg von 1805 in 
Deutschland und Italien Precis de 
evenemens militaries

Revue Historique
Austerlitz th th

102 Liechtenstein’s force included the Russian cavalry (Grand Duke Constantine Uhlan 
Regiment, Elizavetgrad Hussar Regiment, Chernigov and Kharkov Dragoons,, Gordeev and 
Denisov Cossack Regiments) and Austrian cavalry (Cuirassier Regiment Kaiser No.1, Cuirassier 
Regiment Nassau-Usingen No.5, Cuirassier Regiment Lothringen No.7). Duffy, Austerlitz, 184; 
Bowden, Austerlitz, 388-89. 

 
103 Caffarelli’s division consisted of three brigades: 1  Brigade under General Joseph Laurent 

Demont included 17  Line (1,561 men) and 30  Line (1,011 men); 2  Brigade of General Jean 
Louis Debilly comprised of 51  Line (1,214 men) and 61  Line (1,175 men). General Georges 
Henri Eppler commanded the 3  brigade of 13  Légère (1,240 men). Including artillery 
personnel, Caffarelli had 6,500 men. Colin, “Campagne de 1805,“ 

st

th

, 77 (1907): 
311.  

 Janetsdjek, , 59; Rüstow estimated 12 battalions of infantry, 35 
squadrons of regular cavalry and 8 Cossack sotnyas, totaling 11,500 men. 

, 349. Dumas acknowledged 12 battalions and 40 squadrons. 
, XIV, 157. According to General Uvarov, Prince Peter had 4,000 cavalry, 

8,000 infantry and 36 guns. From Documents of General Uvarov, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 
3154, l.3; Colin, “Campagne de 1805,“ , 77 (1907): 320-21; Order of Battle of 
the Allied Army in Duffy, , 184. Bagration’s forces comprised of 5  and 6  Jagers, 
Arkhangelogorod, Old Ingermanland and Pskov Musketeer Regiments, Her Majesty’s Cuirassier 
Regiment, Tver and St. Petersburg Dragoons, Pavlograd and Mariupol Hussar Regiments, 
Kiselev, Malakhov and Khazhenkov Cossack Regiments. His artillery consisted of 18 battalion 
and 12 horse artillery guns. Later, he also used a twelve-gun battery that arrived from Olmütz. 
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on the north side of the road with Nicholas Leonard Bagert Beker’s 2nd Brigade in the 

front line and Jean Marie Valhubert’s 3rd Brigade behind it. The 1st Brigade was deployed 

to cover the left flank. Lannes had a battalion of 17th Légère on the Santon Hill to guard 

an eighteen-gun battery.106 Caffarelli was on the south side of the Olmütz road with his 

1st and 3rd Brigades arranged in front line and 2nd Brigade behind them.107 Artillery was 

placed in the intervals between the infantry while the dragoons were kept behind in 

reserve.108 Napoleon also ordered Marshal Murat to protect Lannes’ flanks. Light cavalry 

of Anne Francois Charles Treillard and Edouard Jean Baptiste Milhaud totaled 1,900 

men and supported Suchet’s left flank, while Francois Étienne Kellermann’s division 

                                                                                                                                                                             
104 Suchet’s division included three brigades: Michel Marie Claparède’s 1st Brigade of 17th 

Légère (1,373 men). 2nd Brigade of Nicholas Leonard Beker consisted of 34th Line (1,615 men) 
and 40th Line (1,149men). 3rd brigade under Jean Marie Valhubert comprised of 64th Line 
(1,052) and 88th Line (1,428). In total, Suchet had 6,877 men. Bowden, Austerlitz, 390-93. 
Rüstow acknowledged 7,000 men in nine battalions under Suchet. Der Krieg von 1805, 365. 

 
105 2nd Division comprised of the 1st Brigade (3rd and 5th Regiments) of Horace Sebastiani, 2nd 

Brigade (10th and 11 Regiments) of Mansuy Dominique Roget de Belloget and 3rd Brigade ( 13th 
and 22nd Regiments) of Andre Joseph Boussart. In total, Walther had some 1,200 men. 

 
106 Rüstow, Der Krieg von 1805 in Deutschland und Italien, 370; Colin, “Campagne de 

1805,“ Revue Historique, 78 (1907):  533.  
 
107 Colin, “Campagne de 1805,“ Revue Historique, 78 (1907):  534.  

 
108 Dumas, Precis de evenemens militaries, XIV, 177-78. Thomas Maguire had interesting 

notes on the French positions. He wrote, “ Santon to Jirzikovitz, only 2,000 yards, was occupied 
by 11,000 infantry, 24 guns and 12 squadrons, or about 1,300 horse; 11,000 infantry three deep in 
two lines are equal to 1,100 yards, 12 squadrons in a front of six squadrons take 388 yards, 24 
guns take 480 yards, in all 1965 yards.” Thomas Maguire, The Campaign of 1805: Ulm and 
Austerlitz, 31. 
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covered the right wing.109 The 1st and 2nd Heavy Cavalry Divisions of Generals Jean 

Joseph d’Hautpoul and Nansouty were behind the infantry.110 

So, around 9:30 a.m., two talented and aggressive commanders Lannes and 

Bagration approached each other from the opposite directions. A French officer left a 

vivid description of Lannes, “who next to Masséna was of all the generals the one who 

possessed the soldier’s eye in the highest degree, together with the flashes of genius 

which are called inspiration and the promptitude which blends the execution with the 

thought.”111 As the 5th Corps engaged the Russian Imperial Guard near Blasowitz, Prince 

Liechtenstein arrived there with his cavalry and observed the French movement.112 He 

deployed an eighteen-gun battery to bombard the French and then ordered General 

Adjutant Uvarov to charge the enemy positions.113 
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Map 30. Combat on the Northern Flank 
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 In a ferocious action “à une sorte de bataille d’Egypte,”114 the French infantry 

repelled this attack, followed by the counterattack of Kellermann’s cavalry. A Russian 

participant recalled, “Our cavalry, like the rest of our army, acted largely without 

coordination, mostly on its own account, without any attempt at mutual support.”115 

Austrian Major General Carl Stutterheim noted, “Carried away by the ardor of their 

commander, the Hulans [sic!] did not await the formation of the rest of the line, and 

without support, rushed forward to attack the enemy’s light cavalry.”116 Kellermann’s 

troops withdrew through the intervals of the infantry who prepared for the cavalry 

charge.117 The Grand Duke Constantine Uhlans were decimated by the point blank fire 

and left some 400 dead and wounded on the field; Lieutenant General Essen III was 

severely wounded and Müller-Zakomelsky captured.118 Kellermann then led a charge 

towards Kruh, where Bagration had three battalions under Major General Ulanius and 

some of his cavalry.119 In fierce fighting, the Russians initially repelled the 4th Hussars, 

capturing its colonel; however, the arrival of reinforcements under Sebastiani turned the 
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tide of success.120 The Russian cavalry was overwhelmed and retreated with considerable 

losses.121 Kellermann pursued them and almost captured the Russian horse artillery 

battery, earlier deployed by Liechtenstein.122  

Observing the French cavalry charge, Bagration decided to counterattack with his 

reserve cavalry. He dispatched the St. Petersburg and Tver Dragoon and Pavlograd 

Hussar Regiments, totaling some 2,000 men, against Kellermann, who did not expect the 

charge of the fresh enemy forces. In addition, General Kellermann with several officers 

approached too close to the Russian infantry, who fired at them. Several French officers 

were wounded, including Kellermann.123 The French withdrew their forces covered by 

Walther’s dragoons under the protection of Caffarelli’s infantry, whose fire forced the 

pursuing Russian cavalry to turn back.124 A member of Napoleon’s suite remembered, 

“Caffareli’s division opened up its intervals as calmly as if it had been on a parade 

ground. Kellermann’ cavalry immediately passed through and the [infantry] closed up 

and opened fire on the enemy.”125 However, another officer described different picture of 

Bagration’s cavalry charge, “The [French] soldiers threw themselves beneath the 

ammunition carts and the pieces, while the gunners defended themselves with their 

rammers. For a time the infantry was unable to shoot, because the mass of Kellermann’s 

cavalry stood in the way, but once the field was clear, they opened a rolling fire at thirty 

paces.” Still, some of the Russian cavalrymen reached the infantry and engaged in hand-
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to-hand fighting. One of the participants described a Russian officer, whose horse was 

shot beneath him, shouting “We all are heroes after all, aren’t we?”126 To stabilize the 

situation, Marshal Murat directed his two heavy cavalry divisions in support of Lannes’ 

infantry. Kellermann’s light cavalry and Walther’s dragoons were moved to the front of 

the infantry, while the heavy cavalry of d’Hautpoul and Nansouty proceeded to the right 

flank. On the Russian side, Uvarov and Bagration rallied their cavalry and prepared for 

another attack. Prince Peter also moved forward a twelve-gun battery that bombarded the 

French. Murat immediately ordered the charge of his two French divisions; Bagration 

countered with his remaining cavalry of the Elizavetgrad Hussars, Chernigov, Kharkov 

and Tver Dragoons.127 An Austrian participant noted, “This gave occasion to some fine 

charges on the part of both the Russian and French cavalry.”128 In a fierce mêlée, the 

freshly arrived French heavy cavalry overpowered the Russians, who were already 

exhausted after previous charges, and inflicted heavy casualties on them.129 

At the same time, Lannes was informed about the successful advance on the 

Pratzen Heights. He ordered a full attack with his infantry. The 30th Bulletin later 

claimed, “Marshal Lannes marched in echelons by regiments as though in an 

exercise.”130 He moved Suchet’s troops to Kowolowitz and Caffarelli’s division to 

Holubitz, while the rest of his infantry and cavalry of Kellermann and Walther fought 

Bagration along the highway. Caffarelli’s troops faced stubborn resistance of Bagration’s 
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6th Jagers at Holubitz before dislodging it.131 Prince Peter dispatched Count Nikolay 

Kamensky II with Arkhangelogod Regiment to relieve the Jagers. Kamensky found 

himself facing superior French infantry and artillery. After almost an hour of bitter 

fighting, he had lost over 1,600 killed and wounded, and barely survived a cannonball 

that killed his horse.132 Bagration, meantime, deployed his forces along the Olmütz 

road.133 He had three infantry regiments across the road with cavalry on the flanks. He 

directed the 5th Jager Regiment, supported by the Mariupol Hussars and Khanzhenkov 

Cossacks, towards the heights near Siwitz, including Santon Hill, which “bristled with 

earthworks and artillery.”134 Prince Peter wanted to make a flanking movement on the 

French left flank, while his main forces attacked Lannes in front.135 The 5th Jagers pushed 

through the French positions to Siwitz and then turned to Bosenitz and Santon Hill, 

where Lannes had deployed 17th Légère.136 One of the participants described, “The 

French outposts were overthrown in short order, and only the artillery fire from the 

[French] left wing on [Santon Hill] prevented the fugitives from being totally wiped out 

by the Cossacks and Mariupol Hussars, which came hurrying up. The Jagers and 

Cossacks pressed into Bosenitz itself and surprised a mob of marauders, some of whom 
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were brought back prisoner, and the rest cut down on the spot.”137 A battalion of the 17th 

Légère slowly retreated, repulsing the Russian charges, towards Santon Hill, where the 

French battery soon engaged the Russians and forced them to withdraw. Observing the 

5th Jagers falling back, the 2nd Battalion of the 17th Légère counterattacked and, supported 

by the cavalry, recaptured Bosenitz.138 

With his flanks secured, Lannes resumed his general advance.139 Bagration met 

the French with the salvo of his batteries and the Russian artillery fire was so effective 

that within minutes Lannes’ troops had lost around 400 killed and wounded, including 

Generals Valhubert and Walther.140 However, the French soon brought up some fifteen 

guns and effectively silenced Bagration’s licornes. Simultaneously, Lannes ordered 30th 

and 17th Line to proceed along the left flank to reinforce Suchet.141 Bagration now faced 

the infantry divisions of Suchet and Caffarelli supported by Murat’s Reserve Cavalry 

Corps. The French light cavalry pursued the remains of the 5th Jager Regiment and 

Mariupol Hussars on the left flank, while the forces of d’Hautpoul, Kellermann and 

Walther massed in the center and on the right flank.142 Despite the French superiority, 

Bagration’s infantry stood its ground inflicting considerable casualties. Suchet reported, 

“Drawn up in lines, our infantry withstood the canister fire with total composure, filling 

up the files as soon as they had been struck down. The second line suffered much from 

the [Russian] artillery, but remained unshaken.”143 It was already afternoon when Lannes 
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finally secured Holubitz and Kruh and he pressed Bagration’s forces along the highway. 

In the north, General d’Hautpoul engaged the 5th Jagers retreating from Siwitz to 

Posorsitz, and then to Kowalowitz. Suchet claimed Bagration lost around 2,000 killed, 

sixteen guns and numerous captured in the fighting around this town.144  

Bagration received no orders or messages during the battle but in the afternoon he 

was told about the collapse of the Russian center and left flank.145 Dokhturov and 

Langeron were driven towards the lakes in the south, where their troops and artillery 

crowded on the frozen lakes. Napoleon ordered his gunners to turn their fire on the ice 

and, as the cannonballs broke the ice, hundreds of the Allied soldiers found themselves in 

freezing water.146 Bagration realized that Napoleon would soon turn his forces against 

him and he would be outnumbered and exposed if he did retreat. Furthermore, he could 

cover the retreating Allied army. Therefore, he began slowly withdrawing towards 

Welleschowitz. He moved his infantry first and deployed the remaining cavalry in the 

rear to cover his movements. The French pursued and attempted to cut him off from the 

main army near Posorsitz.147 An Austrian officer recalled, “[Major] General Ulanius, 

who commanded the cavalry with the greatest degree of intelligence and bravery, 

succeeded by his efforts in checking the rapid advance [of the French].”148 In addition, 

Prince Peter encountered an Austrian battery of twelve guns that was belatedly moving 
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from Olmütz to join the main army.149 He immediately deployed it “on the most 

advantageous site on the high ground to the right of Welleschowitz.” One of the officers 

recalled,  

[The French] were in full advance, shooting with their powerful artillery 
against whatever Russian troops and batteries came into view. The 
Austrian battery now opened up in its turn against the main battery of the 
French and their leading troops. The Austrians shot with such 
extraordinary skill that they compelled the enemy to pull back their 
batteries in a matter of minutes.”150  
 

Bagration exploited this respite to rally his troops and made a fighting retreat to 

Raussnitz, where he arrived shortly after 4:00 p.m..151 The battle was over now and the 

Russo-Austrian army was virtually destroyed. There was no unity of command and the 

Allied headquarters was in complete chaos. Prince Czartoryski described the utter 

confusion among the Russian senior officers and saw General Buxhowden, who “had lost 

his hat and his clothes were in disorder; when he perceived me at a distance he cried, 

‘They have abandoned me! They have sacrificed me!”152 The only remaining battle ready 

formation of the Allied forces was Bagration’s column. Emperor Alexander ordered the 

remains of his army to march to Hungary and instructed Prince Peter to cover the 

retreat.153 The victorious French spent night on the battlefield. 
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Map 28. Battle of Austerlitz, 2 December 1805
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During the night of 3 December, Prince Peter marched from Raussnitz to 

Austerlitz, where his troops formed the rear guard.154 He then bivouacked his troops at 

Urschutz, while Kienmayer’s troops halted at Niskowitz.155 During the night, the French 

occupied positions in the woods between Niskowitz and Urschutz and attacked 

Kienmayer, who retreated towards Bagration. Two Allied generals deployed their troops 

at Saruschitz and established outposts to determine the French movements.156 Napoleon, 

meantime, organized the pursuit of the Allied forces. He moved Murat to Wischau and 

Olmütz, while Lannes made a flanking maneuver from Raussnitz to Stanitz. Marshal 

Davout, reinforced by Gudin’s division, proceeded on the right flank to Auspitz; Soult 

and Bernadotte moved towards Urschutz.157 The Russian army meantime marched 

southeast to Gödding while Bagration covered its movement.158  

On 3 December, Soult attacked Prince Peter’s rear guard at Urschutz around 2:00 

p.m. Over next two hours Bagration repulsed the French attacks and then retired to 

Czeitsch, where the Allies gathered their forces.159 Langeron praised Bagration, “who 

completed this difficult assignment with zeal, devotion and success.”160  Although 

armistice negotiations started the next day, Bagration fought another minor action near 
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Czeitsch and then abandoned the town.161 A contemporary noted, “Bagration had the 

glory of the first meeting with the French at Lambach and now he enjoyed the honor of 

exchanging the last shots of this campaign.” 162  

As the army concentrated at Gödding, Kutuzov reorganized his troops dividing 

the cavalry into three columns and infantry into five columns. Prince Peter commanded 

the 4th Infantry Column, comprised of 5th and 7th Jagers, Vyborg, Old Ingermanland, 

Podolsk, Pskov and Arkhangelogorod Musketeer Regiments, a battery company of the 3rd 

Artillery Regiment and a squadron of Isaev Cossack regiment.163 Exhausted after the 

battle, the Russian troops now suffered on the march. General Essen reported, “The 

troops have no provisions and there are no means to acquire any supplies in the regions 

we pass through.”164 Discipline collapsed in some regiments and Kutuzov had to issue 

special orders to address this issue. He strictly prohibited the soldiers from leaving the 

regiments and assaulting the local population.165 As the army moved towards Russia, 

Bagration reached Fises Gnarmat on 21 December, after passing through Naadas, Rastag 

and Verebel.166 After a brief rest there, he continued his march through Hungary and 

Galicia for next three weeks, arriving at Dukla on 12 January 1806.167 While he rested his 

forces there, Kutuzov ordered Bagration to travel to St. Petersburg to deliver official 

correspondence. The Campaign of 1805 was over for him.168  
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Map 31. Allied Retreat from Austerlitz 
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Austerlitz was a masterpiece of Napoleon’s military strategy. Despite the 

numerical superiority, the Allies were decisively defeated and the Third Coalition 

suffered a deadly blow. Two days after the battle, Emperor Francis arrived at the French 

outposts and sued for peace. Although Alexander remained defiant, his army was 

shattered and he had to withdraw to Russia. The French lost some 9,000 men, of whom 

1,300 were killed,169 but the Allied army suffered around 27,000 casualties. The Russians 

sustained most of the losses, with over 21,000 killed, wounded and captured and 133 

guns lost.170 However, immediately after the battle, the casualties seemed even much 

higher since hundreds of soldiers were scattered in the area and did not report to their 

regiments.171  

The moral and political impact of the battle of Austerlitz was even more 

profound, especially for Russia. For the past hundred years, Russian society was 

accustomed to the victories of the Russian army and believed it was invincible. 

Furthermore, Alexander was the first tsar to command the army since Peter the Great. 
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The disastrous conclusion of the battle shocked the society. Joseph de Maistre recalled, 

“The Battle of Austerlitz had a magical effect on the public opinion…and it seems that 

the defeat in a single battle had paralyzed entire empire.”172 The official newspapers in 

St. Petersburg initially tried to suppress the news and continued publishing dated 

information. Thus, on 15 December, the St. Petersburg Vedomosti printed articles on 

Bagration’s victories at Wischau and Raussnitz. The official confirmation of the defeat 

came only in February 1806, when the Vedomosti published a brief notice on the battle 

with a description of the Russian heroics. The Bavarian diplomat Olry reported, “St. 

Petersburg newspapers described [Bagration] as the glory and idol of the army.”173 

Bagration indeed became one of the most heroic commanders in the army. After 

his determined defense at Schöngrabern, Austerlitz brought him even more glory, even 

though it was a military defeat for the Russian army. Prince Peter played an important 

role in this battle and helped to prevent the annihilation of the Allied army through his 

aggressive actions and skilful defense. Between 9.30 a.m. and 4:00 p.m. on 2 December, 

he successfully repulsed the French attacks and occasionally counterattacked. In these 

actions, Bagration’s troops suffered heavy casualties and some of his regiments were 

decimated. Thus, Arkhangelogorod Regiment lost over 1,600 men around Kruh and 

Holubitz, while Old Ingermanland Regiment suffered 1,099 casualties.174 Bagration’s 

                                                                                                                                                                             
171 Kutuzov reported that 4,579 men, who were considered killed or missing, reported back as 

the army retreat. Report on Killed and Missing in Action of 20 November [2 December], 6 
January 1806, Ibid., 236. 

 
172 Joseph de Maistre, Peterburgskie pisma [Letters From St. Petersburg], (St. Petersburg, 

1995), 61. Similar information in Correspondence of Olry, Istoricheskii Vestnik, 147 (1917): 433. 
 
173 Correspondence of Olry, Istoricheskii Vestnik, 147 (1917): 469. 
 
174 Kutuzov presented the following rosters of Bagration’s casualties to Alexander in 6 

January 1806.  
Regiments Staff 

Officers 

Ober-

Officers 

Junior 

Officer

s 

Musicians Private

s 

Other Horses 

5th Jagers 1 2 9 2 151 3 - 
6th Jagers - 5 12 2 141 3 - 
Arkhangelogorod 
Musketeers 

1 14 71 37 1,502 6 - 

Old Ingermanland 
Musketeers 

1 20 53 33 978 14 - 

Pskov Musketeers - 9 28 17 482 17 - 
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cavalry was also badly mauled, loosing 1,276 horses. Nevertheless, by the end of the 

battle, Prince Bagration was the only Allied commander to preserve battle ready troops to 

cover the rest of the army from the French pursuit. He was among the few who emerged 

from the defeat with their careers unscathed. His name and exploits stood in stark 

contrast to many others, including Emperor Alexander’s actions during the battle. 

Bagration arrived at St. Petersburg in late January 1806 and settled at Countess 

Gagarina’s house on the bank of the Neva River.175  He was received as a national hero 

and showered with awards and receptions. Alexander awarded him one of Russia’s 

highest decorations, the Order of St. George (2nd class). It was the first such award given 

since death of Catherine the Great in 1796. This was an exceptional honor since 

Bagration had not received lower classes of the order that were required to qualify. The 

magnitude of this award was further emphasized by the fact that when the Duma (Council) 

of Chevaliers of St. George petitioned Alexander to accept Order of St. George of 1st class; the 

emperor declined it and chose the lowest rank, Order of the 4th class.176  

                                                                                                                                                                             

3 

St. Petersburg 
Dragoons 

- 2 4 1 38 3 195 

Elizavetgrad Hussar 
Battalion 

1 1 4 - 30 1 49 

Kharkov Dragoons - 2 3 - 103 - 97 
Chernigov Dragoons 1 2 6 3 90 - 89 
Tver Dragoons 2 23 34 6 277 68 261 
Mariupol Hussars 1 13 5 - 136 - 253 
Pavlograd Hussars - 9 25 3 206 261 
Her Majesty’s 
Cuirassier Regiment 

- 2 6 5 87 7 117 

Kiselev Cossack 
Regiment 

- - - - 55 - 53 

Malakhov Cossack 
Regiment 

- - - - 4 - 1 

Khazhenkov Cossack 
Regiment 

- - - - 25 - - 

Total 8 104 260 109 4,305 125 1,276 
Report on Killed and Missing in Action of 20 November [2 December], 6 January 1806, 
Correspondence of Kutuzov, 235-236. Also see Report on Artillery Losses at the Battle of 
Austerlitz, Ibid., 237.  
 

175 Denis Denisov, Vstrecha s feldmarshalom grafom Kamenskim (1806) [Meeting with Field 
Marshal Count Kamensky (1806)], in Writings, 189; Gribanov, Bagration in St. Petersburg, 100. 

 
176 Beside Bagration, Grand Duke Constantine, Miloradovich, Dokhturov, Wittgenstein, 

Uvarov and others received Order of St. George (3rd class). Thirty-two other officers were 
awarded the same order but of 4th class. Kutuzov was awarded with Order of St. Vladimir (1st 
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As his fame spread throughout the empire, Bagration made public appearances 

with the emperor and served as guest of honor at numerous events. In early February 

1806, Prince Peter accompanied Alexander to the Medical Surgery Academy and then he 

attended the opening of the first Russian therapy clinic. In late February, he traveled to 

Moscow, where the English Club, one of the most prestigious societies in the empire, 

offered a special dinner “in honor of his late gallant conduct with the armies.”177 It was 

arranged on 15 March 1806 and its lavishness and luster exceeded every expectation. 

English traveler Ker Porter recalled, “The suites of splendid saloons, and the great marble 

hall in which dinner was served, were fitted up with the most unsparing magnificence.”178 

A reception hosted 350 guests; a participant described, “every kind of the and rarest 

meat, fish, greenery, wines and frits was sought and bought for the dinner; everyone 

desired to take part in this reception.”179 At 2:00 p.m. Bagration appeared and “was 

immediately surrounded by all in the room, eager to express their joy at his presence, and 

congratulations to their country in being yet blessed with the preservation of such 

man.”180 Porter left an interesting description of Bagration,  

Below the middle stature, of a dark complexion, deeply tinged with the 
climates in which he has served. His eyes [are] small, quick and 
penetrating. His nose, a very high aquiline; and his face perfectly 
Georgian (he being of that country), expresses the most charming 
affability and sweetness. His demeanor is in unison with his countenance, 
being demonstrative of modesty as winning as it is admirable in so 

                                                                                                                                                                             
class). Lieven to Kutuzov, 11 March 1806, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3117, l. 89; Alexander to 
Kutuzov, 8 March 1806, Field Marshal Kutuzov: Compilation of Documents and Materials, 99-
100; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1805, 198-99. 

 
177 “Iz istorii Moskovskogo Angliiskogo Kluba” [History of Moscow English Club], Russkii 

arkhiv, 27/2 (1889) 87; Porter, Travelling Sketches in Russia and Sweden, 153-54. The Club 
opened on 24 July 1802 and has over 400 members. 

 
178 Porter, Travelling Sketches in Russia and Sweden, 153-54. Leo Tolstoy used this event in 

his famous novel “War and Peace.” 
 
179 Zapiski Stepana Petrovicha Zhikhareva [Recollections of Stepan Petrovich Zhikharev], 

(Moscow, 1890), 162. 
 

180 Porter, Travelling Sketches in Russia and Sweden, 153-54; Zhikharev, Recollections, 162. 
Leo Tolstoy used this event in his famous novel “War and Peace.” 
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idolized a character. He was dressed in a uniform wholly of green, 
covered with the insignia of many orders, stars and a red ribbon.181 
 

A lavish dinner was soon served and toasts of the emperor and Bagration “drunk 

with the greatest enthusiasm.”182 The guests shouted “hurrah” several times in honor of 

Bagration and then one of the guests read his verse on Bagration ending it with a high 

note, “While we have Bagration – Enemies will always be at our feet.”183 Ker Porter was 

perplexed by the fervor of the guests and noted, “I never saw a society of Russians so 

animated; and more than once it reminded me of similar meetings in honor of our 

glorious friend and hero Sir Sidney Smith.”184 Furthermore, a band of singers from the 

garrison sung a specially written song eulogizing Prince Bagration.185 Then, Bagration 

was escorted to a special dining hall, where he was declared honorary member of the 

English Club.186  During the celebration, Sir Ker Porter was introduced to Bagration, who 

greatly impressed him. He characterized Prince Peter as “not only one of the first of 

military heroes, but in his character as a man, an honor to human nature.”187  

                                                           
181 Ibid., 154. Another participant described Bagration as “having a typical Georgian 

appearance: large aquiline nose, arched brows, his eyes were keen and quick; however, I thought 
his movements were awkward.” Zhikharev, Recollections, 162. 

 
182 Ibid., 154 
 
183 Zhikharev, Recollections, 163. 
 
184 Sir William Sidney Smith (1764-1840) was one of the most colorful persons of the period. 

Arrogant and flamboyant by nature, Smith was also daring and ingenious. His adventures led him 
to various parts of the world fighting the Republican and Imperial France. The French captured 
him in 1798, but Smith staged a remarkable escape from the Temple prison in Paris. In 1799, he 
commanded British navy in the Eastern Mediterranean and was instrumental in defeating 
Napoleon’s troops in Syria. Smith captured vital French siege guns making it almost impossible 
for the French to capture Acre. In addition, he transported a Turkish army to fight the French at 
Aboukir. In 1805, he became rear admiral and two years later took part in naval actions against 
the Turks. In November 1807 he oversaw the embarking of the Portuguese prince regent and 
royal family for Rio de Janeiro and was appointed commander-in-chief to the coast of S. America 
in February 1808. He was recalled the next year, made vice admiral in 1810 and served in 
Mediterranean for next four years. 

 
185 See annex for the text of the song. 
 
186 Zhikharev, Recollections, 164. 
 
187 Porter, Travelling Sketches in Russia and Sweden, 156. 
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The celebration in honor of Bagration did not end at the English Club.  Over next 

two weeks, he was invited to various dinners, balls or other gatherings. On 19 March, 

Prince Khovansky hosted another bountiful dinner for Bagration. One of the witnesses 

wrote, “I cannot describe to you this event because there are no words for it. The dining 

room was adorned with various trophies and there was a portrait of Bagration in the 

middle of the main wall. There were bundles of weapons, flags and other memorabilia 

underneath the portrait, and several young women, dressed in the color of his uniform 

and with hats à la Bagration, the latest fashion in the city, surrounded it.” When 

Bagration entered, the band played the music and the ladies song the dedications. Then 

several ladies presented him with a laurel wreath and took him to a wall covered with 

curtains. As they drew the curtains, “There was a theatrical stage built that represented a 

forest and ancient Temple of Glory with a statue of Suvorov. [Suddenly], a guarding 

angel [genii] came out of the temple and gave lyrics to Bagration, who read them aloud 

and placed a laurel wreath at the feet of Suvorov’s statue. Then we started the ball.”188 

Bagration remained in Moscow for several weeks and then returned to St. 

Petersburg in early March.189 Amid this glittering society and continual receptions, 

Bagration did not notice the subtle but bitter fighting for power between two women, 

Emperor Alexander’s mother, Maria Feiodorovna, and his mistress, Countess Maria 

Naryshkinam.190 These women also represented two powerful, and opposing, groups 

within the society, the old aristocratic families and the new liberal-minded ministers like 

Czartoryski and Novosiltsev. Bavarian Charge d’Affairs Olry described in details this 

antagonism between two parties and their “intrigue,” as he described it, to gain influence 

                                                           
 
188 Jacob Bulgakov to Alexander Bulgakov, 24 March 1806, Russkii arkhiv, 36/2 (1898) 292. 
 
189 A contemporary commented, “[For weeks] Moscow honored Bagration and his St. 

Petersburg companions with receptions. Now, she finally rests! It is indeed time for this! The old 
joyous lady Moscow had to digest all the food and champagne consumed during this time! 
Zhikharev, Recollections, 166. 

  
190 Naryshkina was one of the most influential women at the time. Davidov noted, “A single 

word from this woman was equal to an order.” Denis Denisov, “Vstrecha s feldmarshalom grafom 
Kamenskim (1806)” [Meeting with Field Marshal Count Kamensky (1806)], in Writings, 186-87. 
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over Alexander.191 Bagration’s appearance at the capital greatly benefited Naryshkina 

and her acquaintances, who exploited his fame to secure their positions at the court. Olry 

noted that Bagration “became their chief tool in this intrigue” without realizing it. 

Naryshkina was introduced to Prince Peter by her brother, Prince Boris Chetvertinskii, 

who served under him in the 1805 Campaign. Soon, Bagration ’s house on the Neva 

Bank was the most popular place in the city and his guests included Alexander’s advisers 

Prince Adam Czartoryski, Nikolay Novosiltsev, Alexander Golitsyn, Prince Peter 

Dolgoruky, Grand Duke Constantine, Countess Naryshkina and many others. Bavarian 

Chargè d’Affairs wrote that, at the meetings at Bagration’s home, “a chain of 

acquaintances and connections is formed, which is later transformed into a system of 

protection, to deepen [Alexander’s] trust in the present ministers and secure their power 

by influencing everyone with access to authority and heart of the emperor.”192 

Nevertheless, Bagration was not interested in politics. Instead, he spent evenings, usually 

between 7:00 and 9:00 p.m., telling guests about his experiences on campaigns. Prince 

Peter often invited veteran soldier, Jacob Starkov, to record his recollections of the 

campaigns in Italy and Switzerland in 1799. Starkov listened to Bagration in the 

evenings, then wrote them during the night and showed them to the prince in the 

morning. Bagration would sit on the sofa, smoke a pipe, drink coffee and listen to 

Starkov reading his notes.193  

While in St. Petersburg, Bagration became a symbol of the Russian victory for the 

younger generation. Young women wore hats ‘à la Bagration,’194 while the young 

officers idolized him. Paul Grabbe, one of these officers, recalled that “Bagration’s 

                                                           
191 Olry’s correspondence was published without addressee. Most of the dates are 

approximate.  For details on the court intrigues in early 1806, see Correspondence of Olry, 
Istoricheskii Vestnik, 147 (1917): 425-29. 

 
192 Ibid., 147 (1917), 429. Bavarian diplomat also pointed to the conspicuous absence of 

Bagration’s wife. 
 
193 These notes were published in Moscow in 1847 as Razskazi starogo voina o Suvorove 

[Old Soldier’s Stories about Suvorov]. 
 
194 Ibid., 147 (1917), 469. Olry wrote that “the hats ‘à la Bagration,’ soon were replaced by 

‘à la Napoleon,’” because of increasing popularity of the French emperor in St. Petersburg. 
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heroics at Amstetten [and Schongrabern] were discussed at our free time and remained 

the best reminiscences of that period.”195 Another contemporary, Denis Davidov wrote, 

“Bagration’s soul echoed the daring thoughts of the younger generation, who was always 

thirsty for the military adventures and glory.” In late February, the St. Petersburg 

Vedomosti published Emperor Alexander’s decree praising Bagration for “the remarkable 

courage and presence of mind … while resisting the attacks of superior enemy and 

marching your troops in order from the battlefield to Austerlitz and then covering the 

retreat of the army.”196 Poets wrote numerous verses praising Bagration. The most 

popular were two rhymes by Grigory Derzhavin and Lobzin.197 

“How great is Na-pole-on 

In battle mighty, brave and firm. 

But wavered he as soon as on 

Him turned with bayonet Bog-rati-on” 
(G. R. Derzhavin) 

 

A violent tempest blew, 
Razing all obstacles in the field, 

But a Russian bared his chest in defense 
Who is this brave fellow? Bog-rati-on 

(Lobzin) 

 

The Russian army meantime reached the capital, where a celebration and award 

ceremony was held in front of the Winter Palace on 21 April.198 Bagration joined his Life 

                                                           
195 Paul Grabbe, Iz Pamiatnikh Zapisok grafa Pavla Khristoforovicha Grabbe, (Moscow, 

1873), 40. 
 
196 21 February 1806, St. Petersburg Vedomosti, in Gribanov, Bagration in St. Petersburg, 

104. 
 
196 
“O kak velik Na-pole-on, 
I khitr, i smel, i tverd vo brani, 
No drognul kak proster lish dlani, 
K nemu s shtikom Bog-rati-on.” 

Derzhavin 

“Dunul veter burnii, rushil prepony, 
Rvet vse pregradi na-pole-on, 

Russki postavil grud v oboronu: 
Kto sei moguchii? – Bog-rati-on.” 

Lobzin 
These verses are based on a play of words. In given context, “Na-pole-on” means “in the 

field”, while “Bog-rati-on” means “the God of army he is.” Bumagi P.P. Beketova [P.P. 
Beketov’s Papers], Russkii arkhiv, 18/3 (1880): 364; G.R. Derzhavin, Sochineniya [Compilation 
of Writings], (St. Petersburg, 1865) II, 579. 

 
198 “Correspondence of Olry,” Istoricheskii Vestnik, 147 (1917): 433. Alexander endeavored 

to minimize the effect of the defeat on the Russian society. The official version of the battle was 
communicated to various newspapers and glorified the Russian heroism. It is noteworthy that two 
senior officers disciplined for the defeat at Austerlitz were foreigners, Count Langeron and 
Prebyshevsky. Langeron, Journal inedit de la campagne de 1805, 59. 
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Guard Jager Battalion and began preparations for the oncoming campaign. On 22 May 

1806, his battalion was transformed into a regiment and assigned to the division of Grand 

Duke Constantine. Bagration spent the next month reorganizing and equipping his unit. 

In July, he traveled to Pavlovsk, where he held the position of military commandant since 

1800. He remained there for the rest of summer and fall, where he bought a house located 

between the Parade Field and Belaia Bereyoza.199 He meticulously followed Napoleon’s 

lighting campaign in Prussia and the battles against the Russian army in Poland. In late 

December, the news of victory at Pultusk, as Russian General Levin Bennigsen alleged, 

arrived to St. Petersburg. Bagration was summoned to the imperial palace for a 

discussion with Alexander. As the conversation ended, Prince Peter was appointed to 

command the advance guard of the Russian army.200 

The year 1805 was a turning point for Bagration. He emerged as one of the finest 

officers in the Russian army, whose name was admired by many. Tormented by the 

defeat, the Russian society embraced him as a national hero and opened doors to the 

highest social circles. Ten years earlier, he was an impoverished junior officer. Now, 

Bagration’s name resounded with the triumphs of the Russian army. Of even greater 

importance was Bagration’s stature in the army. He was idolized by the officers and rank-

                                                           
199 In summer of 1806, Bagration was also involved in Georgian politics. Georgian nobility 

was discontent with the Russian administration and anti-Russian sentiment rapidly spread among 
the population. The Russians introduced the Russian legislature and language which were 
rejected by the Georgians. The harsh Russian occupation had greatly changed the attitude of a 
people, who once welcomed the Russians as deliverers from the Persians and Turks. Regarded by 
their new masters as mere serfs, Georgian peasantry looked back wistfully to the bad old days. 
The nobility also felt neglected. Under the Georgian kings, they enjoyed privileges and power, 
ruling in accordance with their traditions and customs. Now they found themselves living in an 
province of the vast empire, whose rules were alien to them and seemed lacking in sympathy for 
their nation. In spring of 1806, the Georgian nobility appealed for help to Peter Bagration, who 
was one of the most influential Georgians in the Russian empire. Prince Peter instead sent his 
brother Roman to Georgia with the letters to the Georgian nobles urging them to comply with the 
Russian rule. However, the Russian administration was alarmed by Bagration’s involvement in 
the Georgian affairs and made disapproving reports to St. Petersburg. Georgian Princes to 
Bagration, [n.d, circa May 1806]; Roman Bagration to Nesvetaev, 22 June 1806; Kobulov to 
Bagration, 28 June 1806; Nesvetaev to Glazenau, 28 June 1806, Litvinov to Kochubey, 28 June-4 
July 1806, in Akti sobrannie Kavkazskoi arkheograficheskoi komissiei [Acts Compiled by the 
Caucasian Archeographical Commission], (Tiflis, 1869), III, 11-13. 

 
200 Denis Denisov, “Vstrecha s feldmarshalom grafom Kamenskim (1806),” [Meeting with 

Field Marshal Count Kamensky (1806)], in Writings, 188. 
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and-file who perceived him as the sole successor to Suvorov’s legacy. Thus, a foundation 

was laid for Bagration’s rise to prominence.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Bagration as Advance Guard Commander in 1805 
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CHAPTER IX 

In the Blizzards of Poland,  

January-February 1807 

 

Following his brilliant campaigns of 1805 against the Third Coalition, Napoleon 

virtually dominated Europe. Britain had limited her war efforts to the peripheral 

operations in the Mediterranean and Latin America, attempting to subsidize new 

European alliances. To undermine her ability to finance these anti-French coalitions, 

Napoleon resolved to undermine England through the economic warfare. In November 

1806, he declared the Continental System by closing all French controlled ports on the 

continent to British trade. If largely ineffective, attempts to enforce and expand the 

system drove Napoleon to continue the war on the continent.  

By late 1806, Russia was the only major European power able to field an army 

against Napoleon. Austrians were vanquished the year before and the Prussian army was 

virtually annihilated in the fall of 1806. Russians learned memorable lessons at Austerlitz 

and in the following months, they began rapidly reorganizing their military forces.1 New 

levies were called up and over 600,000 men recruited from thirty-one gubernias.2 These 

vast human resources allowed Emperor Alexander I to mobilize three new armies, 

including two army corps under General Count Levin Bennigsen and General Friedrich 

Wilhelm Buxhowden. These corps of some 120,000 men3 were to contain Napoleon’s 

                                                           
1 Alexander Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Opisanie vtoroi voini Imperatora Aleksandra s 

Napoleonom v 1806-1807 godakh [Description of the Second War of the Emperor Alexander 
against Napoleon in 1806-1807, hereafter cited as Campaigns of 1806-1807], (St. Petersburg. 
1846), 47-50. 

 
2 Rosters of Militia Levies, Ibid., 53n. 
 
3 Bennigsen commanded some 70,000 men with 276 guns. Buxhowden had 55,000 men with 

216 guns. In addition, General Essen’s corp of 37,000 men with 132 guns was marching from the 
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attempts to expand his sphere of influence into Poland. However, there was no unity of 

command since the two commanders despised each other.4 

 Hostilities resumed in November 1806, when Bennigsen maneuvered with his 

70,000 men in central Poland.5 He wanted to wait for reinforcements under Buxhöwden 

and Peter Essen. However, the former refused to cooperate while the latter was still 

marching through the western Russian provinces. Alexander I was exasperated by the 

squabble among his generals and complained, “There is not a single [general] with the 

talent of the commander-in-chief.”6 Under public pressure, Alexander chose Field 

Marshal Count Mikhail Kamensky to lead the united Russian armies.7 Kamensky was 

sixty-nine years old, in poor health and had not commanded an army since the death of 

Catherine the Great.8 The new commander-in-chief brought no changes to the army – he 

kept Bennigsen and Buxhöwden in command and gave them complete freedom of action.  

Meantime, Napoleon tried to destroy the Russian army in central Poland but the 

bad weather and roads prevented both sides from achieving success. Battles at Pultusk 

and Golymin also demonstrated that Napoleon could not hope for the swift and brilliant 

strategy of the previous campaigns. In Poland, one of the poorest regions in Europe, there 

were scarce supplies and both French and Russian armies starved. Bad roads and cold 

weather further slowed the movement of supplies to the armies. With Bennigsen 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Dniestr. Order of Battle of Bennigsen’s, Buxhöwden’s and Essen’s Corps, Ibid., 63n, 69n. Also 
see, Army Rosters, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3164, ll. 25-33. 

 
4 Ibid., 70-71. 
 
5 Ibid., 66-69. 
 
6 Alexander to Tolstoy, date not indicated, in Ibid., 72-73. General Mikhail Kutuzov, one of a 

few able Russian commanders, was disgraced after the defeat at Austerlitz. 
 
7 Alexander to Kamensky, 22 November 1806, Ibid., 75. 
 
8 Kamensky was in such bad health, that after reaching Vilna in late November, he wrote, “I 

almost completely lost my vision. I am not able to find any locations on the map and had to ask 
other to find them. I suffer from [excruciating] pains in the eyes and head and cannot ride the 
horse… I am signing [orders] without even knowing what they prescribe.” Kamensky to 
Alexander, 22 December 1807, Ibid., 76. 
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retreating northward, Napoleon was able to move his army into winter quarters north of 

Warsaw.9  

By late December 1806, confusion reigned in the Russian headquarters. 

Kamensky sent his resignation to Alexander while Bennigsen and Buxhöwden quarreled 

almost daily.10 Nevertheless, on 2 January 1807, the Russian commanders held a council 

of war at Nowogrod, where a plan for the future operations against Napoleon had been 

decided. It was determined that the General Peter Essen III’s corps, now approaching 

from Moldavia, would be deployed between the Bug and the Narew Rivers to watch the 

French right wing. The main Russian forces would be arranged on the right bank of the 

Narew for an advance through the Johannisburg forest into East Prussia against the 

French left flank. By launching this offensive, the Russians hoped to surprise the French 

left wing scattered in bivouacs in northern Poland. The main objective was to protect 

Koenigsberg, where the Prussian court and huge Russian supply magazines were 

established.11  

                                                           
 

9 For discussion of the operations in late 1806, see Friedrich Eduard Alexander von Höpfner, 
Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807 [i.e. achtzehnhundertsechs und achtzehnhundertsieben]: ein 
Beitrag zur Geschichte der Preussischen Armee nach den Quellen des Kriegs-Archivs bearbeitet 
(Berlin 1850), III, 1-157; Mathieu Dumas, Précis des événemens militaires, ou, Essais historiques 
sur les campagnes de 1799 à 1814, (Paris, 1826), XVII, 99-205; Karl Ritter von Landmann, Der 
Krieg von 1806 und 1807: auf Grund urkundlichen Materials sowie der neuesten Forschungen 
und Quellen (Berlin, 1909), 300-27; Carl von Plotho, Tagebuch während des Krieges zwischen 
Russland und Preussen einerseits, und Frankreich andrerseits, in den Jahren 1806 und 1807 
(Berlin, 1811), 1-43; Lorain Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland, (London, 1976),  49-116.  

 
10 Knorring to Budberg, 12 January 1807, Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-

1807, 134. 
 
11 Ibid., 135. P.M. Maikov, Zapiski grafa L. L. Bennigsena o voine s Napoleonom 1807 goda 

[Memoirs of Count L.L. Bennigsen on Campaign Against Napoleon in 1807] (St. Petersburg, 
1900), 122; Karpov, Deistvia Russkikh voisk v kampaniu 1806-1807 godov [Operations of the 
Russian Troops in the 1806-1807 Campaigns], RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll. 23-24. The 
Russians also planned to take up defensive line on the Vistula and prepare for the spring 
campaign. 
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Map 32. Eylau Campaign, December 1806 
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The Russian army advanced on 6 January, with Bennigsen marching on the left 

bank of the Narew via Lomsa, to Tykoczin, where he arrived on 8 January.12 On 12 

January, the Russian army of some 70,000 men crossed the ice-covered Bobra River and 

advanced under the cover of the vast forests. By 14 January, Bennigsen arrived at Biala.13 

The army was divided into the right wing under General Paul Tuchkov, left wing under 

Count Aleksey Osterman-Tolstoy, center under Dmitri Dokhturov and the reserves. 

General Peter Essen, in the Western Russian provinces, was instructed to defend the 

territory between Brest and Grodno. The advance guard was officially under Bagration’s 

command, but Prince Peter was still traveling from St. Petersburg. So, his troops were 

divided into three small units commanded by Major Generals Iraklii Markov, Mikhail 

Barclay de Tolly and Karl Baggovut.14 As his army marched northwest, Bennigsen 

planned to cut off the advanced French left (Ney and Bernadotte), and force Napoleon, 

by a movement on the Lower Vistula, to withdraw from the left bank of the Vistula.15 

                                                           
12 Bennigsen has to march on the left bank because a bridge at Nowograd was destroyed. He 

commanded the 2nd, 3rd, 4th 6th 8th and 14th Divisions. While resting troops there, Bennigsen 
received imperial orders awarding him the Order of St. George in recognition of his action at 
Pultusk and, what he prized still more, the supreme command of the army. Buxhöwden left army 
for Riga and complained to Alexander about Bennigsen’s actions. When his appeals were 
ignored, Buxhöwden challenged Bennigsen to a duel. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 
1806-1807, 138-39. 

 
 
13 Dumas, Précis des événemens militaires, XVII, 298-99; Plotho, Tagebuch während des 

Krieges, 47-48.  
 
14 Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 

3161, l. 24; Dumas, Précis des événemens militaires, XVII, 300-301. 
 
15 Relation de la Bataille de Preussisch-Eylau les 7 et 9 Février 1807, RGVIA f. 846, op. 16, 

d. 3197, l. 5. This account is written in 1807 by Carl von Both, Prussian Major, Chevalier of the 
Prussian “pour Merite” and the Russian Orders of St. Anna and Vladimir. It was published by the 
Commission bei Simon Schropp&Comp in Berlin in 1807. 
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Map 33. Eylau Campaign, January 1807 
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By this time, Marshal Michel Ney advanced northward, despite Napoleon’s orders 

prohibiting any forward movement not to provoke the Russians. The Emperor desired to 

avoid any hostilities until his arrangements for the spring campaign were completed. 

However, early in January, Ney began to move towards Koenigsberg searching for 

food.16 Although there were plenty of provisions in Prussia, extremely cold weather and 

bad roads significantly postponed their arrival.17 Ney felt compelled to move further 

northward in search for rations and fodder.18 He gradually extended his troops too far 

from the area of the French concentration. But since his troops occupied relatively well-

supplied countryside, Ney remained at his current positions.19  

The French headquarters, meantime, still had no precise information on the 

Russian movement since cold weather and almost unknown territory made it difficult to 

conduct reconnaissance. Hearing about Ney’s advance to the north, Napoleon believed 

the Russians would be provoked to action. Therefore, he immediately began preparing 

his army for a possible Russian offensive.20 At the time, the Russian army slowly 

                                                           
16 Le General Auguste Colbert (1793-1809): Traditions, Souvenirs et Documents Touchant sa 

vie et son temps, recueillis par son fils le Marquis de Colbert-Chabanais. (Paris, 1888), III, 1-11; 
Colbert to Mme. De Colbert, Colbert to Josephine de Colbert, 15-18 January 1807, in Jeanne A 
Ojala,. Auguste de Colbert: aristocratic survival in an era of upheaval, 1793-1809, (Salt Lake 
City, 1979), 132-33; Raymond-Aymery-Philippe-Joseph de Montesquiou Fezensac, Souveniers 
Militaires de 1804 a 1814, (Paris, 1863), 134.  

 
17 Ney to Berthier, circa January 1807, in Henri Bonnal, La vie militaire du Maréchal Ney, 

duc d'Elchingen, prince de la Moskowa, (Paris, 1910), II, 365-66. 
 
18 By middle of January, his troops were dispersed over a vast territory between Bartenstein, 

Bischofsburg and Guttstadt. Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland, 131; Höpfner, Der Krieg von 
1806 und 1807, III, 165-180.  

 
19 Ibid, 132; Landmann, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, 333-34 
 
20 Marshal Francois Joseph Lefebvre was sent to Thorn; Bernadotte was to hold positions on 

the Passarga River; Pierre Augereau was ordered to cross the Vistula River and concentrate 
around Plonsk, while Nicolas Charles Oudinot would arrive to Lowicz by 31 January. Berthier to 
Lefebvre, Berthier to Bernadotte, Berthier to Augereau, Berthier to Oudinot, 25-26 January 1807, 
Dumas, Précis des événemens militaries, XVIII, 339-41.  
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advanced towards Rhein. Bennigsen planned to attack Ney’s isolated corps before 

Napoleon could concentrate reinforcements.21 He dispatched strong advance guards to 

Guttstadt, while his main army marched to Heilsberg and Liebstadt.22  

 On 19 January, Ney was surprised by the raids of the Russian patrols exploring 

the roads from Rhein towards Bischofstein.23 Meanwhile the main Russian forces 

marched from Rhein in three columns24 while Ney quickly began extricating his forces; 

by 22 January, he succeeded in making good his retreat, though with losses, to 

Neidenburg, where he was covered by Soult on his right, and Bernadotte on his left.25 

The Russian and Prussian forces continued to advance. On 22 January, they 

attacked the French patrols near Landsberg, and the next day, captured some 300 French 

at Liebstadt.26 Bennigsen then engaged Bernadotte’s corps at Mohrungen on 25 

                                                           
21 Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 

3161, ll.24; Denis Davydov, “Vospominanie o srazhenii pri Preisish-Eylau 1807 goda janvarya 
26 i 27,” [Recollections on the Battle of Preussisch-Eylau on 26-27 January 1807], in Writtings, 
206. 

 
22 Bataille de Preussisch Eylau: Situation de l’Armee Francaise avant la battaile de 

Preussisch Eylau, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16., d.3202, l.1; “Extract of the Reports received from 
General Bennigsen,” St. Petersburg, 7 February 1807, in Wilson, Brief Remarks, 236; 
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 146; Dumas, Précis des événemens 
militaires, XVII, 301-304; Plotho, Tagebuch während des Krieges, 49 

 
23 On the same day, Prussian General Lestocq united with the Russian right flank. Journal 

Voennykh Deystviy Imperatorskoy Rossiiskoi Armii [Journal of Military Operations of the 
Russian Imperial Army], (St. Petersburg, 1807), 59; Colbert, Traditions, Souvenirs et Documents, 
III, 11-13. 

 
24 Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 

3161, ll.25-26; Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, III, 183-85; Landmann, Der Krieg von 
1806 und 1807, 330-31; Plotho, Tagebuch während des Krieges, 49-51. 

 
25 Dumas, Précis des événemens militaires, XVII, 305-307; Ojala, Colbert, 134-35. On 23 

January, Ney reported to Napoleon, “Trustworthy information derived from traders agrees with 
the stories of deserters and prisoners in stating that there is a considerable mass of Russian troops 
assembled at this moment between Mulhausen and Preussisch Eylau, and that the united army 
under the command of General Bennigsen is 80,000 men strong.” Étude sur 1807: Manoeuvres 
d’Eylau et Friedland (Paris, 1911), 48. 

 
26 According to official reports, Markov captured 18 officers, including one Colonel and 291 

soldiers. Some 300 Frenchmen were killed. Russian casualties were reported as “considerable” 
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January.27 Next day, he reached Liebstadt and reorganized his army into four corps under 

Lestocq (1st Corps), Tuchkov (2nd Corps), Prince Golitsyn (3rd Corps) and Lieutenant 

General Fabian Osten-Sacken (4th Corps). The same day, Prince Peter Bagration arrived 

to the headquarters and assumed the command of the advance guard.28  

On 27 January, the Russian main army occupied Mohrungen,29 where Bennigsen 

halted the offensive and concentrated his forces.30 Bagration was instructed to proceed 

with his advance guard as far south as Loebau. He “pressed the [French] from Deutsch 

Eylau, making prisoners daily, capturing baggage and nearly destroying the whole of the 

rear guard of the enemy who fled towards Thorn.”31 According to Davidov, the main 

forces of Bagration’s advance guard were concentrated around the village of Biberwald, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
[vesma ne velika]. Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 61-62; “Extract 
of the Reports received from General Bennigsen,” St. Petersburg, 7 February 1807, in Wilson, 
Brief Remarks, 237; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 147-48; Karpov, 
“Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll.25-26.  

 
27 Sir Robert Wilson, Brief Remarks on the Character and Composition of the Russian army, 

and a Sketch of the Campaigns in Poland in the Years 1806 and 1807, (London, 1810), 85-86; 
“Extract of the Reports received from General Bennigsen,” St. Petersburg, 7 February 1807, in 
Ibid., 237; Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 63; 55th Bulletin, 29 
January 1807, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No.11,737, XIV, 326-27; Davidov, 
Recollections on the Battle of Preussisch-Eylau, 206; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 
1806-1807, 147-53; Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, 
op. 16, d. 3161, ll.26-27. Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, III, 182-85; Petre, Napoleon’s 
campaign in Poland, 143; Hugo, Histoire des Armées Francaises, IV, 21-22; Dumas, Précis des 
événemens militaires, XVII, 312-19; Victoires, Conquêtes, XVII, 55-57; Thiers, History of 
Consulate and Empire, VI, 410-411.  

 
28 Wilson, Brief Remarks, 86; Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” 

RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll.27. 
 
29 Dumas, Précis des événemens militaires, XVII, 319; Plotho, Tagebuch während des 

Krieges, 57. 
 
30 Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland, 144-45; Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-

1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll. 27. Bennigsen recalled Lestocq from 
Graudenz to Freystadt, and ordered Tuchkov to take positions at Osterode. Golitsyn was at 
Allenstein and Sacken at Zeeburg. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 147-53 

 
31 Wilson, Brief Remarks, 86. 
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between Liebemuhl and Deutsch Eylau.32 Prince Peter stayed in “a beautiful and well-

built house of a Prussian [peasant]. He lived in a large dining room with a bed covered 

with hay; [Bagration] also had hay spread out on the floor.”33 He was concerned by the 

lack of intelligence about the French deployment and criticized the positions of the 

Russian troops. So, on 30 January, Bagration turned Bennigsen’s attention to a possible 

French attack in the Allenstein direction. However, the same day, Bennigsen ordered him 

to move westward to Deutsch Eylau and strengthen communications with the Prussians at 

Freystadt.34  

As he received intelligence of the Russian movements, Napoleon quickly began 

preparing a counterattack. He anticipated that by proceeding further to the west, 

Bennigsen would inevitably expose his left flank and rear to an attack by the French main 

army. According to his new plan, the French troops would make a sweeping flanking 

maneuver on the right from Thorn, driving Bennigsen into the angle between the Lower 

Vistula and the Frisches-Haff. So, Napoleon kept Lefebvre’s 10th Corps (16,000 men) at 

Thorn, while moving Bernadotte with 20,000 men to Strasburg and Ney (16,000 men) to 

Gilgenburg. Augereau’s 7th Corps of 16,000 men was deployed at Neidenburg and 

Janow, and Bessières with the Imperial Guard was at Chorzel. Marshal Davout with two 

divisions of his 3rd Corps was concentrated at Myszienec; Murat’s cavalry reserve and 

Soult’s Corps (27,800 men) were arranged near Oertelsburg and Willemburg. Savary, 

who temporarily commanded Lannes’s 5th Corps (20,000 men), was at Brock on the Bug 

River. So, Napoleon had approximately 115,000 men concentrated against the Russian 

army. 35 

                                                           
32 Denis Denisov, “Meeting with Field Marshal Count Kamensky,” in Writings, 194; Dumas, 

Précis des événemens militaires, XVII, 320-21; Landmann, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, 338. 
 
33 Ibid., 194. It is noteworthy that late Field Marshal Alexander Suvorov did the same during 
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34 Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland, 145; Dumas, Précis des événemens militaires, 
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35 Dispositions Générales de la Journée, Allenstein, 3 February 1807; 56th Bulletin, 
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Meantime, the Russian headquarters remained under the false impression that its 

offensive would drive Napoleon across the Vistula. So Bennigsen remained at 

Mohrungen.36 It was a fortunate decision for the Russians because any further advance 

would have moved the army directly into the Napoleon’s trap. Furthermore, the fortune 

smiled upon the Russians.37 Peter Bagration bivouacked his advance guard at Deutsch 

Eylau and set up an effective cavalry screen between Drewenz and Loebau.38 On 31 

January, one of Bagration’s patrols, the Elisavetgrad Hussars, captured a French courier 

and brought startling documents to Prince Peter.39 It was General Alexander Berthier’s 

letter to Bernadotte with major details of Napoleon’s campaign plan attached to it.40 The 
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Military History, (London, 1913), 197-203; Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 
Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll.28b; Petre, Napoleon’s campaign in Poland, 145; 
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 157; Thiers estimated 104,000 men in the 
French army: History of Consulate and Empire, VI, 412-13. 

 
36 According to Höpfner and Lettow-Vorbeck, Bagration was at Deutsch Eylau with patrols 

between Langgut and Drewenz. Golitsyn’s detachment was at Allenstein and Barclay de Tolly 
was at Osterode. General Tuchkov’s 1st Corps comprised of 5th, 7th and 8th Divisions was arranged 
between Mohrungen and Liebemühl. The 2nd Corps (13th and 14th Divisions) of General Sacken 
was deployed between Guttsstadt, Deppen and Seeburg. The 4th Division of General Somov was 
kept in reserve at Guttstadt. Prussian corps under Lestocq was at Freystadt. General Bennigsen 
established his headquarters at Mohrungen. Wilson to Lord Hutchinson, 2 February 1807, in Life 
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76-77; Landmann, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, 339; Colmar, From Jena to Eylau, 204-205; 
Dumas, Précis des événemens militaires, XVII, 339; Lettow-Vorbeck, Der krieg von 1806 und 
1807, IV, 59-60. 

 
40 Berthier to Bernadotte, 31 January, Dumas, Précis des événemens militaries, XVIII, 380. 
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courier got lost in the bad weather and was captured before he could destroy the papers. 

When these invaluable documents reached Bagration, he was initially suspicious of them 

and suspected Napoleon wanted to mislead the Russians. He sent a courier to Bennigsen 

with the French document41 and ordered his troops to be on high alert and look for 

additional intelligence. Two hours later, the Cossacks captured another courier who had a 

copy of the previous letter. Prince Peter was now certain he had invaluable intelligence in 

his hands.42  

Bennigsen was stunned by the captured correspondence and clearly saw that “he 

was rushing blindly on to his destruction.”43 He immediately sent out orders to withdraw 

and concentrate his army at Jankovo.44 Simultaneously, Bagration realized the danger of 

remaining at his current positions and ordered the retreat on his own initiative.45 He 

organized his forces into two units with Markov marching to Osterode, while he 

proceeded to Bergfried.46 To conceal his withdrawal, he ordered the bivouac fires 

doubled and one detachment to move constantly between the lines to convince the French 

in the arrival of the reinforcements. In addition, he detached one regiment under Colonel 

Anastasii Yurkovsky to attack Bernadotte’s outposts to feint an attack and then follow 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
41 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 67; Davidov, Recollections 

on the Battle of Preussisch-Eylau, 207. 
 
42 It is unclear how many messages Berthier dispatched to Bernadotte. The French sources 

acknowledged only one courier being captured; however, most Russian sources referred to two 
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ll. 29; Colmar, From Jena to Eylau, 206; Wilson, Brief Remarks, 87. 
 
45 Yermolov, Memoirs, 77. 
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Précis des événemens militaires, XVII, 340. 
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the main forces.47 These actions, Bagration believed, would induce Bernadotte to expect 

a Russian attack and halt his any offensive actions. Seeing the motions at the Russians 

campfires, Bernadotte was indeed convinced that the enemy intended to attack him;, 

therefore, he ordered a retreat to Thorn in accordance with the Napoleon’s last order.48 

So, on 1 February 1807, Bagration and Bernadotte began moving in opposite directions; 

the former proceeding to the main Russian forces, while the latter marching back to 

Thorn and weakening Napoleon’s offensive line designed to envelop the Russians. Thus, 

due to Bagration’s effective reconnaissance, Napoleon’s initial plan to annihilate the 

Russian army failed and the outcome of the rest of the Polish campaign was altered.  

Napoleon was unaware that the Russians had learned about his plans. As the 

French right wing advanced, Murat’s light cavalry and Soult’s corps reached Passenheim, 

where they drove back the Russian advance guard under Barclay de Tolly to Allenstein. 

Simultaneously, Ney arrived at Hohenstein and Davout began his advance to 

Johannisburg.49 Napoleon believed Bennigsen was still around Mohrungen50 and planned 

to envelop him from both flanks there. However, as Murat arrived at Allenstein on 2 

February,51 he reported that the main Russian forces were retreating northwards. 

Napoleon immediately changed the main direction of his attack and sent Murat and Soult 

to Guttstadt. He instructed them,  
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Everything leads me to think that the enemy will try to concentrate at 
Gutstadt. There is no conceivable chance that he will allow his left flank to 
be turned. Marshal Ney will cover your left; I have no news of his arrival 
at Hohestein, but I do not doubt it. However if Ney is not at Hohenstein, 
you must advance with great prudence, for should the enemy make for 
Mohrungen, Liebstadt or from Osterode toward Allenstein, instead of 
retreating on Guttstadt - then your situation could be very alarming. 52 

 

Bennigsen, meanwhile, concentrated his forces at Jankovo (Jonkendorf).53 

Bagration moved by forced marches for twenty-six hours and rested his troops twice for 

three hours.54 He arrived to Jankovo on late evening of 1 February. Bennigsen deployed 

his troops along the Alle River on “a position which was far from advantageous, but the 

best country available.”55 
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53 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 68; Wilson to Lord 

Hutchinson, 2-4 February 1807, in Life of General Sir Robert Wilson, II, 404; Colmar, From Jena 
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Map 34. Region Between Deutsch Eylau, Heilsberg and Preussisch Eylau 
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The Russian center, including Bagration’s rear guard, was arranged at Jankovo, 

while the right flank rested on a marshy wooded valley and the left was anchored at 

Mondtken on the frozen Alle River.56 Count Nikolay Kamensky’s 8th Division, supported 

by the 3rd Division, was deployed at Bergfried to prevent any French flanking maneuvers. 

On 3 February, Ney and Augereau attacked the Russian rear guard under Barclay de 

Tolly on the road from Allenstein; the Russians had 30 killed and wounded, but halted 

the French advance.57 

 

Map 35. Positions on 2 February 1807 

                                                           
 
56 Karpov, “Russian Operations in 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, 
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Napoleon was delighted by the news of the Russian deployment at Jankovo. 

Although he did not have his main forces at Jankovo, he decided to attack immediately to 

prevent Bennigsen from retiring further to the north. On 3 February, Napoleon arranged 

his forces for attack. Marshal Ney’s corps, still on the march, was ordered to form the 

French left flank, while Augereau was in the center and Soult’s corps on the right flank; 

the Imperial guard and Murat’s cavalry were kept in reserve.58 Napoleon ordered 

Bernadotte to proceed by forced marches and assault the Russian right flank. 

Simultaneously, he directed Marshals Soult and Davout in a flanking maneuver towards 

Bergfried to cut off the Russian line of retreat.59 

The French initially attacked at Bergfried, where Soult’s flanking column 

assaulted Kamensky’s positions. The fierce fighting continued for hours and the bridge 

over the Alle River changed hands several time.60 The snow complicated the French 

artillery bombardment, since the cannonballs did not ricocheted off the ground.  After a 

series of failed attempts, Soult finally dislodged the Russians with considerable losses.61 
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The town of Bergfried was captured and part of Soult’s corps dashed onwards to 

Guttstadt where it seized the Russian baggage trains.62 Meantime, in the center, Napoleon 

confined his actions to an artillery bombardment. He hoped Soult would easily advance 

through Bergfried into the Russian rear. As this flanking movement was delayed, 

Napoleon decided to postpone his combined assault on Bennigsen’s positions until the 

next morning. 63 

During the night, Bennigsen abandoned his positions and hurriedly withdrew his 

main forces in the direction of Walfsdorf, Landsberg and Preussisch Eylau.64 Information 

on Soult’s capture of Bergfried and Guttstadt caused Bennigsen some anxiety about his 

line of retreat.  Therefore, he divided his army into three columns and moved them by 

forced marches towards Wolfsdorf; but their movement was very slow because of deep 

snow and bad roads.65 One of the reasons for the slow retreat was also a poor 
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organization of the retreat. Yermolov complained, “Surprisingly, the [unit] closest to 

enemy column was that of artillery; its horses were exhausted considerably slowing down 

the movement [of the rest of army].”66 So, Bennigsen appointed Peter Bagration to 

command the rear guard to delay the French advance and give the main forces enough 

time to organize a retreat.67 Bagration had his rearguard divided into three units under 

Barclay de Tolly, Markov and Baggovut to cover each column of the main forces. Prince 

Peter had Markov’s unit in the center, Barclay de Tolly on the left and Baggovut on the 

right.68 The immediate problem Bagration faced was the Russian stragglers and 

marauders. One of the participants and future Decembrist, Count Sergey Volkonsky 

recalled, “The retreat was executed in order, but [there were] incidents of pillaging by the 

strugglers, and [Bagration’s] rear guard tried, but was unable, to restrain them.” 69  

Bagration withdrew most of his forces early in the morning on 4 February and left 

a detachment under Barclay de Tolly to hold off the French. At around 9.00 a.m. on 4 

February, the French attacked him. A witness described, “[Russians] rallied behind 

barricades, formed with wagons, tumbrels, &c, and disputed the enemy’s advance until 

the order of march [of the main army] was established, when they gradually retired, 

contesting desperately every inch of ground, in order to protect the army, whose columns 

                                                                                                                                                                             
February, he wrote, “At present, I can only mention that I never saw a more martial army. Their 
discipline is good; their marching is regular; and, considering what they have gone through, their 
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well appointed, and draws through fosses of snow that astonish me to look at. In short, I never 
saw better mains.” Wilson to Lord Hutchinson, 4 February 1807, Hermsdorff, in Life of General 
Sir Robert Wilson, II, 406. 
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Hutchinson, 2-4 February 1807, Hermsdorff, in Life of General Sir Robert Wilson, II, 406 
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moved but very slowly.”70 The French first caught up with Bagration, who accompanied 

Baggovut’s unit, at Waltersmuhl.71 The terrain was covered with thick forest, which 

prevented large-scale cavalry action. It also helped Bagration to organize a fighting 

retreat. He moved Alexandria Hussar Regiment to halt the French advance guard and 

repulse several French cavalry attacks. The French still managed to surround two Russian 

regiments, Belozersk Musketeers and 4th Jagers. However, as Bagration reported, 

“Without any confusion, the Belozersky and 4th Jagers waged a devastating musket fire, 

repulsing cavalry charges and clearing their way with bayonet attacks.”72 Prince Peter 

moved 2nd Squadron of Alexandria Hussars to support these regiments.73 Sir Robert 

Wilson commented, “The French adventured as they had been used to do after other 

armies, and paid for their presumption severely.”74 Prince Peter reinforced Baggovut with 

His Majesty, Ordensky and Malorosiisky Cuirassier, Pskov Dragoons and 7th Jager 

Regiments and deployed his infantry in three lines some 120 paces apart.  

The French did not attack but followed the Russian troops. Baggovut soon 

occupied Waltersmuhl with the 4th Jagers and had two batteries established on the nearby 

hills. These batteries bombarded the French and prevented them from pursuing the 

Russian rear guard closely. Early in the morning of 4 February, Bagration and Baggovut 

arrived at Warlak, where Markov joined them. 75 Simultaneously, Napoleon moved his 
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71 Baggovut commanded Sofiisky, Belozersk, Staroskol Musketeer Regiments, 4th Jager 
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forces in pursuit of the Russians. Ney reached Schlitt while Murat gathered his cavalry at 

Deppen. Soult had his corps spread between Alt-Garschen and Ankendorf, while 

Augereu was marching towards Pupkeim. Marshal Davout with one of his divisions and 

light cavalry was at Rosengarten, while rest of his corps remained near Wartenberg.76 

Late evening on 4 February, Bagration moved his united rear guard to Wolfsdorf, 

two miles from Warlak.77 He deployed Elisavetgrad Hussars and two Cossack Regiments 

(Malakov and Sysoev) with two horse artillery guns in front of the village; the 4th Jager 

Regiment occupied Wolfsdorf, while the main forces were located on the hills behind the 

village.78 Upon Murat’s approach, the hussars and Cossacks attacked and promptly 

withdrew through the village. The French rushed into Wolfsdorf pursuing them, but 

unexpectedly ran into the 4th Jager Regiment; the jagers repulsed the initial attack and 

then moved back towards main forces arranged on the heights behind the town.79 Murat 

attempted a flanking maneuver against Bagration’s right wing, where Prince Peter had 

deployed the 5th and 25th Jager Regiments on the hill. The Russian battery, there, 

effectively bombarded the French artillery and infantry. Nevertheless, the French reached 

the Russian lines, where the 25th Jagers made a bayonet counterattack supported by 

Alexandria Hussars and Andreyanov Cossacks.80 Murat then tried to attack Bagration’s 
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left flank, but was counterattacked by the Kurland Dragoons.81 So, the French marshal 

recalled his forces and bombarded the Russian positions for next hour. 

Meantime, the 7th Division of Lieutenant General Dmitri Dokhturov was 

marching ahead of Bagration. It retreated very slowly and in confusion leaving numerous 

wagons along the road.82 Bagration soon learned about these carriages that could have 

delayed his withdrawal. Several of his adjutants asked for permission to destroy them. 

Bagration replied, “What is our goal as a rear guard? We must not give up a single cart or 

wheel to the French and we have to preserve them all.” He categorically ordered all the 

transports be moved forward.83  

Prince Peter remained at Wolfsdorf for another three hours before ordering to 

retreat in the wake of the main army. He moved his cavalry first because there was only 

one bridge over a deep ravine separating the Wolfsdorf valley. A contemporary described 

Bagration “slowly retreating in good order, occasionally halting. His movements were 

remarkable for their calmness and tranquility. Acting himself swiftly, Bagration did not 

hurry his troops. The great composure of this hero was effecting his troops, who trusted 

him blindly…”84 Yermolov recalled, “We constantly changed positions and slowly 

retreated, fighting until late in night.”85 Bagration’s troops suffered considerable losses in 

these actions while the French artillery fire decimated his artillery. A Russian artillery 

commander noted, “If the hussars did not captured the French horses, we would have lost 

many guns.”86 
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Murat made another series of attacks on the Russian rearguard at Arensdorf and 

Open on 5 February.87 However, Bagration again put up a resolute fight. At Arensdorf, 

he counterattacked with the Elisavetgrad Hussars and Kurland Dragoons supported by 

Yermolov’s horse artillery company. As he retreated to Open, Prince Peter took 

advantage of the thick forest and spread his 4th, 5th and 25th Jager Regiments as 

skirmishers to harass the French advance.88 Murat did not attack for the rest of the day, 

but sporadic fighting continued until late night, when Bagration reached Kaschaunen. 

That day, his troops covered eighteen miles fighting the French.89  

Meanwhile, Bennigsen retreated towards Landsberg, detaching 3,000 men to hold 

Heilsberg and protect his left flank.90 Wilson described the situation,  

General Bennigsen was sensible that the interests of Russia required a 
protracted warfare; not only that Russia might prepare her further means 
of offence and defense, but as she entertained speculative hopes of 
Austria’s co-operation, and was authorized to expect British aid when the 
Baltic opened; whereas, if he hazarded battle, [Bennigsen] was depriving 
her of these contingencies and committing, under very inauspicious 
circumstances, the empire to the fortune of a single action.91  
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Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, l.33; Colmar, From Jena to Eylau, 227; Dumas, 
Précis des événemens militaires, XVII, 352; Jomini, Vie de Napoleon, II, 356. 

 
88 Bagration kept the Ekaterinoslavl Grenadier and Pskov Musketeer Regiments in reserves. 
 
89 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 173; Karpov, “Russian Operations in 

the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll.33; Davidov, Recollections on the 
Battle of Preussisch-Eylau, 208. 

 
90 Traduction du Rapport détaillé de la Bataille d’Eylau, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16. d. 3200, l.9; 

Wilson, Brief Remarks, 93-94; Dumas, Précis des événemens militaires, XVII, 358. 
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Map 36. Positions on 4 February 1807 
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Simultaneously, the French corps were rapidly advancing in pursuit. Soult and 

Murat were near Freymarkt; Davout’s corps was spread between near Heilsberg and the 

Imperial Guard was at Arensdorf.92 On 6 February, Bagration repulsed several minor 

French attacks on his march to Frauendorf,93 where he joined Barclay de Tolly, who 

commanded the third unit of Bagration’s advance guard. During previous two days, 

Barclay de Tolly, who marched along a different road from Allenstein,94 made a gallant 

retreat with his troops, often surrounded by the French. He lost some 500 men in these 

actions but arrived at Frauendorf.95  

While resting at Frauendorf, Bagration received Bennigsen’s order to proceed by 

forced marches to Landsberg. He moved Markov and Baggovut’s units first leaving 

Barclay de Tolly to cover his movement. The French caught up with the Russian rear 

guard of some 5,000 men just south of Landsberg, at Hof, where Barclay de Tolly had to 

fight on disadvantageous positions.96 This engagement lasted until nightfall and the 

Russians contested every inch of the ground. Napoleon soon arrived to the battlefield. A 

Russian contemporary commented, “Later generations cannot imagine the impression the 
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d. 3197, l. 3; Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, 
d. 3161, l.33b. 

 
94 Bagration instructed Barclay to cover the retreat of the left Russian column. 
 

 Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 
3161, l.33b-34b. 

95

 
 57  Bulletin, Preussich Eylau, 7 February 1807, 96 th Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, 
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news of Napoleon’s presence on the field usually had on his adversaries.”97 However, 

Barclay de Tolly demonstrated his superb fighting skills. He later reported,  

I would have withdrawn in time so as not to have my entire detachment 
annihilated for no purpose by a much superior enemy force. But some of 
my officers informed me that our army was still on the march and had not 
taken up final positions. Therefore I considered it my duty to sacrifice 
myself with my entire detachment to [halt] the enemy.98 

 So, Barclay de Tolly’s troops held their positions at Hof despite mounting 

casualties. Almost third of Barclay’s troops were killed and wounded; Kostroma 

Musketeer Regiment was virtually annihilated, loosing two thirds of its strength and all 

its flags except one.99 The Russians were saved by the early darkness, when the remains 

of Barclay’s rearguard slipped away to join Bagration under the cover of the night.100 

Simultaneously, Davout, marching along the Alle River, attacked the Russians at 

Heilsberg and seized the bridges there. 
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In the evening of 6 February, Bennigsen with some 70,000 men left Landsberg 

and moved in the direction to Preussisch Eylau.101 Bagration’s rearguard was ordered to 

delay the French as long as possible to give the main army time to regroup.102 Despite 

this difficult assignment, Bagration remained confident. His aide-de-camp, future 

guerrilla leader Denis Davidov recalled:  

Prince [Bagration] confidently dictated … the order to the rearguard; all of 
us rested on the floor and, although none of us slept for last 4 days, I did 
not see a single man napping. The reason for our insomnia and anxious 
spirits was that we already knew about the [French] occupation of Hof; 
therefore, [the French] army was only few sazhens away from us, left 
alone by the [Russian main] army hurrying to Preussisch Eylau. Besides, 
the [French], having already taken over the road from Heilsberg to 
Preussisch Eylau, could either anticipate [us] at the city or cut us off. 
During the night several Generals, including Count [Aleksey] Osterman-
[Tolstoy], Count Dimitry Golitsyn came to Bagration and lamented about 
his mission. But the Prince was not distressed and told jokes as he often 
did in the moments of great peril.103 

 

Bagration was certainly concerned about his troops. His rear guard had been on 

the move for almost a week constantly fighting the French. With the main columns 

occupying the villages and towns, Prince Peter had to bivouac in snow-covered fields 

without shelter.
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Map 34. Region Between Deutsch Eylau, Heilsberg and Preussisch Eylau 

 331



 One of the participants left a vivid description of dreadful conditions in the 

Russian army. “No army could suffer more than ours has done in these days. It is no 

exaggeration to say that for every mile between Jonkerndorf (Jankovo) and [Eylau], the 

army has lost 1,000 men, who had not come within sight of the enemy. And [Bagration’s] 

rearguard! What terrible losses it has suffered in those perpetual fights!” The author 

criticized the poor organization of the march since “the last divisions [had] to stand half a 

day or night with empty stomachs and wet feet. We left many dead and many sick men 

behind us on the road in this way. It takes a patient, healthy Russian to stand all this.” 

However, the troops suffered even more on the move in the cold weather:  

Often during a night march through a wood or a defile, the troops would 
be obliged to single file past some trifling object, which blocked the way, 
because no one gave the order to remove the obstacle. What would I not 
have given to sleep on the snow for a few hours during these marches, but 
even that could not be. We would hardly take twenty to thirty paces before 
the order to halt. Then the weary soldier would sink instinctively to the 
ground, only to get up in a few minutes and do as many more paces. This 
went on for hours, whole nights indeed, until at last we came within sight 
of some broken down powder wagon, which had caused the block. 
Mounted, dismounted, we tried each way in turn; but it was too cold for 
the one, and we had no strength left for the other. The poor soldiers glide 
about like ghosts. You see them asleep on the march with their heads 
resting on their neighbors… and the whole retreat seems more a dream 
than reality. In our regiment (the Azov), which has not seen enemy and 
had a full complement when it marched across the frontier, the companies 
are reduced to 26 or 30 men. The grenadier battalion scarcely includes 300 
men, and the other two are even weaker. 104 

 

The French also faced moral and physical challenges. The countryside drastically 

differed from the prosperous regions of Italy, Germany and Austria. The weather was 

increasingly cold with snowstorms. The ground was covered either by deep snow or 
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soaked in frozen water making it difficult to sleep. The food was scarce and the troops 

starved for days. There were many instances of suicides in the army. Chief Surgeon of 

the Grand Army, Baron Percy described, “The fire and the smoke of the bivouac made 

the soldier dry, brown, unrecognizable. His eyes are bloodshot and his clothes filthy and 

burnt. He is shrunken, piteous, half-dreaming. Often he startles one with the curses and 

imprecations that despair and impatience wring from him.”105 

At the same time, at around 8:00 a.m. on 7 February, Bagration approached 

Landsberg,106 where he deployed his infantry supported by an artillery company. Two 

hours later, Murat attacked him, but Prince Peter “contested his ground so gallantly that 

he never receded one foot, notwithstanding [his] heavy losses.”107 After almost an hour of 

combat, he then slowly withdrew towards Preussisch Eylau, moving under the cover of 

woods between Landsberg and Eylau. For more convenient maneuvering in the forest, 

Bagration detached all his cavalry and a part of artillery and assembled jager regiments 

into one unit; infantry regiments were moved into reserves. Around 11:00 a.m., the 

French made a series of attacks on Bagration, who slowly retreated taking up defensive 

positions along the road. His movement was complicated by numerous abandoned 

carriages and other debris left by the main columns. On one occasion, Bagration’s jagers 

found several barrels of wine and got drunk. Some battalions got so confused that they 

separated from Bagration’s main forces. The French attacked them and Bagration had to 

send back hussars under the Major Generals Peter Pahlen and Karl Lambert to rescue 

these drunken jagers. Nevertheless, the French captured many of them.108 
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 About one mile in front of Eylau, Bagration took positions on the Ziegelhof 

plateau between the frozen lakes of Tenknitten and Waschkeiten, with intention of 

covering the main army on its march through Eylau.109 Bennigsen informed him that the 

heavy artillery was slowly approaching Eylau on the Heilsberg road and could be 

threatened by the French. So, he asked Bagration to hold the French as long as possible at 

the approaches to the town.110 Prince Peter arranged an artillery battery of twenty-four 

guns under Colonel Aleksey Ermolov on the rising ground behind Grunhofchen, 

commanding the mouth of the defile between the woods.111 Markov and Baggovut’s 

troops were arranged in the center between the lakes, which were frozen allowing the 

French cavalry to threaten the Russian flanks.112 Bagration deployed his cavalry on the 

flanks to cover approaches across and around the frozen lakes. To strengthen his 

positions, Bagration send his aide-de-camp Denis Davidov to Bennigsen asking for 

cavalry reinforcements. Davidov returned with part of the 8th Division (Moscow 

Grenadiers and Sofia Musketeers) and the St. Petersburg, Kargopol and Ingermanland 

Dragoons, His Majesty Cuirassier and Lithuanian Horse (Uhlan) Regiments.113 Prince 

Peter moved these regiments into a second line behind Markov and Baggovut. Finally, he 
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ordered Barclay de Tolly, whose troops were exhausted by the action at Hof, to take up 

positions at Eylau.114  

Around 2:00 p.m. on 7 February, Murat's cavalry, followed by Soult's corps, 

appeared at the edge of the woods around Grunhofchen.115 The French advanced in three 

columns with the light cavalry in front. The central column was comprised of the 46th 

Line under Colonel Joseph-Pierre Richard. Second French column of the 18th Line under 

Colonel Jean-Baptiste-Ambroise Ravier was marching along the Landsberg road against 

Bagration’s right flank.116 Finally, the third French column of the 24th Line under Colonel 

Jean-Baptiste-Pierre Semelle proceeded against the Russian left flank. Two French 

brigades were moved to the right, through the wood to Grunberg farm, to turn 

Bagration’s left flank.117 Marshal Augereau dispatched his cavalry and 57th Line around 

the Tenknitten Lake to envelop Bagration from the extreme right. Claude Just Alexander 

Legrand and Louis Vincent St. Hilaire’s divisions were kept in reserve.118 
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However, the initial attack in the center was uncoordinated and failed. Marching 

in deep snow, the 18th Line suffered from the Russian artillery and skirmisher fire.119 One 

of the Russian participants described this gallant charge, “[Russian artillery] fired 

canister at the masses of the attacking [French] columns; their front ranks were mowed 

down in ranks, but the next ranks stepped over the corpses and advanced forward, with 

remarkable heroism and impudence.”120 As it approached the Russian positions, Prince 

Peter made a bayonet counterattack with the Sofia and Pskov Regiments.121 While the 

infantry engaged in a fierce hand-to-hand combat, Bagration ordered the Petersburg 

Dragoons to cross the lake and attack the left flank of the 18th Line;122 the French did not 

expect the flanking cavalry attack and hastily began forming a square in deep snow. But 

the Russian cavalry was moving with such speed that it broke through the French 

formation and routed two battalions. One of the participants noted, “I have never 

witnessed such a vigorous and decisive cavalry attack.”123 
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Map 37. Rear Guard Action at Eylau, 7 February 1807 
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 Many French officers, including General Victor Levasseur, were wounded and 

captured; the survivors of the 18th Line were dispersed in the field, but they defended 

themselves ferociously.124 At that moment, several Russian dragoons fought his way 

through the French and seized the eagle of the 2nd Battalion of 18th Line.125 The soldiers 

of the 18th Line threw themselves to defend their eagle;126 one of the French officers 

recalled, “The notion of honor attached to this emblem caused us to double our 

efforts.”127 However, the Russians overwhelmed them128 and the 18th Line would have 

been annihilated if not for the arrival of the French reinforcements. The 46th Line reached 

the Russian positions, supported by the French cavalry, 129 which charged the Russians 

and rescued the remnants of the 18th Line.130 Simultaneously, Yermolov directed his 

battery against the third French column on the left flank, which, although under heavy 

artillery fire, withdrew in a good order.131 During this fighting, Bagration was always in 
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the middle of action. Davidov found him “under the hail of cannonball and canister, 

issuing orders with a heroic dignity and fascinating calmness.”132 

Murat recalled his forces to regroup at Grunehoffen, where he deployed his 

artillery batteries on the rising ground about Scheweken and Grunhofchen. The superior 

French artillery soon suppressed Bagration’s cannon setting the stage for the decisive 

French assault.133 Yermolov, who commanded a twenty-four-gun battery, lamented that 

he could not return fire because he had only light field pieces.134 A main French attack 

was again directed against Bagration’s center.135 Bagration moved exhausted Pskov and 

Sofia Regiment to Eylau and replaced them with the Moscow Grenadier and the 24th 

Jagers.136 At the same time, Augereau’s 7th and 20th Chasseurs were already attacking the 

Russian extreme right flank, where Bagration arranged the Kargopol and Ingermanland 

Dragoons and His Majesty's Cuirassiers with the Elisavetgrad Hussars.137 On the extreme 

left flank, the Russian artillery of the 8th Division engaged the French columns moving 

along the Waschkeiten Lake, while the Izumsk Hussar Regiments drove the French 

skirmishers back.138 However, late in the afternoon, Bagration informed Bennigsen that 
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he could not defend his positions any longer. He soon received orders to retire to Eylau139 

and withdrew the 8th Division followed by the rest of his rearguard.140 The French now 

possessed the whole plateau, but as result of Bagration’s fierce resistance, they were 

halted for several hours and suffered heavy losses. 141  According to Bennigsen, 

Bagration withdrew his forces “in remarkable order [velichaishem poriadke].” The 

French cavalry made several charges on Prince Peter’s retreating detachment, but he 

counterattacked with His Majesty’s Cuirassiers, Elizavetgrad Hussars and Ingermanland 

Dragoons, while Colonel Yermolov “skillfully deployed his horse battery on the hill and 

opened effective [canister] fire against the [French].”142  

Bagration withdrew his exhausted troops through the intervals in Barclay de 

Tolly’s force at Eylau.143 The French cavalry, followed by the 24th Line, closely pursued 

Bagration on his retreat.144 However, having approached the town, they were met by 

Barclay’s troops fortified in the buildings and behind the fences. Several Russian guns 

were firing from the road junction and in front of the church at Eylau.145 The French 
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encountered stiff resistance and suffered high casualties.146 Napoleon dispatched 

reinforcements to sustain his thrust. Davidov described, “The [musket] fire was waged 

from the house corners, windows and roofs; the musket balls poured as hail, and canon 

balls pierced our infantry crowded in the streets as it moved in bayonet attacks.”147 As the 

clash developed into the battle, the French reinforcements continued to flow into Eylau. 

In savage fighting, St. Hillaire’s division advanced through the cemetery on the outskirts 

and entered the streets. The Russian casualties rapidly mounted and Barclay de Tolly was 

seriously wounded in his right hand around 5:00 p.m..148  

Bagration, meantime, met Bennigsen behind the town and was ordered to re-

capture Eylau at any cost. He was given the 4th Division of Major General Somov for this 

purpose.149  Having organized his troops in three columns, Bagration personally led the 

leading column into a bayonet attack.150 Davidov, who witnessed the fighting, described 

soldiers following him “quietly, without any noise, but, when they entered the streets, 

everybody howled “Hurrah”, charged with bayonets - and we captured Eylau again.”151 

The actual fighting lasted almost an hour. The French already brought up their guns and 

mowed down the advancing Russians. In a savage hand-to-hand combat, the Russians 
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still managed to capture eagle of the 2nd Batallion of the 4th Line.152 Bagration somehow 

survived this bloodbath and, around 6:00 p.m. on 7 February, he retained the possession 

of Eylau.153 

After seizing Eylau, Bagration ordered his rear guard to the positions determined 

in Bennigsen’s battle disposition.154 He then left Major General Somov in charge of the 

4th Division at Eylau, and went to the headquarters located at Anklappen , some two 

miles east from Eylau.155 As a participant recalled, “the fires soon blazed in both army 

camps and it seems that the fighting ended until the next morning.” Meantime, the 

soldiers of the 4th Division scattered in the town looking for some food and shelter. 

Somov was concerned not to lose control over his soldiers so he decided to gather his 

dispersed troops. However, he had not specified the exact rallying spot, and ordered the 

drums to beat at 9:30 p.m. in northeast part of Eylau, close to the main Russian positions. 

Davidov described, “It is difficult to portray confusion resulting from this misguided 

decision. As the drums sounded the signal, everyone rushed in disorder, leaving the main 

[city] gates, squares and streets undefended.”156 The French immediately entered the 

town.157 Thus, by late evening of 7 February, Eylau was in Napoleon’s possession. The 
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capture of Eylau had significant consequences for the battle. Bennigsen was compelled to 

change the deployment of his army and diverted some sixty guns from the extreme right 

flank to center.158   

Both armies spent a dreadful night in a cold freezing weather.  The valley was 

covered with a deep snow and food was lacking to both sides. General Marbot recalled, “ 

Our supper was even less satisfactory… for we could not get any potatoes… Just as we 

were about to mount and advance [at 8:00 a.m. on 8 February], a servant brought a loaf to 

the marshal [Augereau] who shared it with his aide-de-camps.”159 The Russian probably 

suffered even more since most of their troops were bivouacked with “no other bed than 

the snow, no shelter but the heavens and no covering but their rags.”160 The temperature 

dipped to 2-5º Fahrenheit.161 The next day dawned equally bitter as heavy snow blizzards 

swept across the plain.   

Bennigsen spent the night arranging his positions. By early morning, four Russian 

divisions were deployed between Schloditten and Sausgarten.162 General Tuchkov 

commanded the right flank, Osterman was in charge of the left and Sacken was in the 

center. Part of Bagration’s rear guard, General Markov’s detachment, was deployed in 

the center in two lines supported by strong artillery batteries. Bagration’s two other 

detachments of Baggovut and Barclay de Tolly were at Serpallen. 
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Map 38. Battle of Eylau, 8 February 1807
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The Russian artillery of some 460 guns was deployed in strong batteries in front 

of the first line. There were some seventy guns opposite of Eylau, some sixty guns at 

Anklappen and another forty guns near Sausgarten on the left flank. General Rezvoy 

commanded the artillery of the left flank, while Count Alexander Kutaysov was on the 

right flank and Lowernstern in the center. Behind the main line, Bennigsen arranged his 

reserves; the 14th Division (Kamensky) was supporting the left flank, while General 

Dokhturov with the 7th and 4th Divisions were in the center.163 Prince Bagration was the 

youngest lieutenant general in the army so he received no command and was attached to 

Dokhturov. Bennigsen also dispatched urgent orders to Prussian General Lestocq urging 

him to march to the battlefield and reinforce the Russian right flank at Schmoditten.164 

By early morning of the 8th, Napoleon concentrated some 49,000 men with 200 

guns, but two corps – Ney with 14,500 men to the north, and Davout with 15,100 men to 

the south - were en route to the battlefield. Bennigsen had 68,000 men with 

approximately 460 canons, expecting arrival of the General Lestocq’s 9,000 Prussians.165 

Napoleon deployed his army in two lines as well. Two divisions (Jean Francois Lewal 

and Legrand) of Soult’s 4th Corps were in front of Eylau, while a third division of St. 

Hilaire was at Rothenen, south of Eylau. Cavalry under Antoine Luis Lassalle and Jean 
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Baptiste Milhaud covered both French flanks. Augereau’s 7th Corps was on the right 

flank between Eylau and Rothenen supported by Jean Joseph Ange d’Hautpoul’s 

cuirassiers. The Imperial Guard and Grouchy’s dragoons were arranged further behind. 

Murat’s cavalry reserve was concentrated around Rothenen.166 Napoleon planned to 

implement a double envelopment of the Russians from flanks by Ney and Davout, while 

his main forces pinned the Russians in the center. 

At around 8.00 a.m. the Russian sixty-gun battery at Eylau bombarded the French 

positions.167 However, as one of the participants described, “The Russian cannon… 

played very heavily but rather at hazard, as the French columns were principally 

concealed by the favoring swells of their ground and the town and suburbs of Eylau. The 

French cannon quickly replied with vigor and effect as every man of the Russian army 

was exposed from head to heel.”168 Napoleon advanced Soult’s two divisions against the 

Russian right flank under Tuchkov. The main fighting occurred around a local mill that 

changed hands several time before being occupied by the Russians. 169 

Therefore, Napoleon shifted his direction of attack. He was informed that Davout 

was approaching the battlefield and decided to launch his enveloping maneuver to the 

right. At around 10:00 a.m., he ordered Marshal Augereau to advance his 9,000 men.170 

Although in poor health,171 Augereau led his corps against the Russian line with St. 
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Hilaire’s supporting him on the right.172 Blinding snowstorm and dark clouds from 

artillery fire obscured the view to the marching Frenchmen.173 So, the French divisions 

diverged from their path of march and went straight toward the massed Russians batteries 

in the center. Some seventy Russian guns opened canister fire and, as a witness recalled, 

”In one instant, two [French] divisions were rent to pieces by the storm of iron;”174 three 

French generals, including Augereau were wounded.175 Bennigsen then counterattacked 

with a brigade of the 4th Division and cavalry176 and in a ferocious hand-to-hand combat 

two French divisions lost almost half of their strength. Davidov described his horrific 

fighting,  

There took place an engagement the likes of which had never been seen 
before. Over 20,000 men from both sides were plunging three-faceted 
bayonet blades into one another… I witnessed this Homeric slaughter and 
I must say truly that over the course of the sixteen campaigns in my 
service record and through the epoch of all Napoleonic campaigns… I 
have never seen the likes of it! For about half an hour you could not hear a 

                                                                                                                                                                             
171 Augereu was seriously ill, and on the morning of the battle sent to Napoleon a message 

saying he was too ill to command in the field. But Napoleon requested his presence for one more 
day.  

 
172 Bataille de Preussisch Eylau: Situation de l’Armee Francaise avant la battaile de 

Preussisch Eylau, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d.3202, l.3. 
 

173 Marbot noted, “It was impossible to see more than fifteen paces off.” The 58th Bulletin 
stated, “The troops could not discern one another at a distance of two paces.” Thus, when 
Augereau’s troops passed in front of Eylau, the French batteries incidentally fired on them in 
darkness. Marbot, Memoirs, I, 258; 58th Bulletin, Preussich Eylau, 9 February 1807, 
Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No.11796, XIV, 367. 

 
174 Davidov, Recollections on the Battle of Preussisch-Eylau, 217. Paul Grabbe, one of the 

gunners at the Russian battery, described the French suddenly appearing out of snowstorm some 
thirty paces from the Russian guns. Despite heavy canister fire, the French broke through the 
second battalion of the Vladimir Musketeer Regiment, but were counterattacked and slaughtered 
around the guns. Iz Pamiatnikh zapisok [From  Recollections], (Moscow, 1873), 48-49. 

 
175 58th Bulletin, Preussich Eylau, 9 February 1807, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, 

No.11796, XIV, 367; Marbot, Memoirs, 1, 257-58; Hugo, Histoire des Armées Francaises, IV, 
23-24. 

  
176 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, (July 1899): 212; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 

Campaigns of 1806-1807, 196-97; Davidov, Recollections on the Battle of Preussisch-Eylau, 
217; Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, III, 240-42. 
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cannon or musket fire neither in the midst nor around this spot: you could 
only hear some inexpressible roar of thousands of brave soldiers in hand 
to hand struggle, mixing and cutting each other up. Mounds of dead 
bodies were piled over with new mounds; people were falling on top of 
each other by the hundreds, so that this whole segment of the battle 
resembled a high parapet of a suddenly erected fortification.”177  

Thus, by 11:00 a.m., Augereau’s Corps ceased to exist.178 Simultaneously, St. 

Hilaire’s division was attacked by the Russian cavalry and suffered heavy losses from the 

Russian artillery fire. The French were halted and then recoiled, pursued by the Russian 

cavalry.179 It seemed that Napoleon’s center was on the edge of collapse. The Russians 

advanced as far as cemetery at Eylau and some Russian battalions even reached 

Napoleon’s command post.180 With his center threatened by the Russian counterattack, 

Napoleon turned to Murat’s reserve cavalry of 10,700-men. At around 11.40 a.m. eighty 

squadrons of the French cavalry, including six squadrons of the Mameluks, advanced in 

the one of the greatest cavalry charges in the history.181 One of the Russian officers 

                                                           
177 Davidov, Recollections on the Battle of Preussisch-Eylau, 217. 
 
178 Thiers, History of Consulate and Empire, VI, 428. General Dominique Compans who 

assumed Augereau’s command after the battle, reported that “each division showed in the 
evening only about 700 men present” out of 7,000. Compans’ report is cited in Petre, Napoleon’s 
Campaign in Poland, 181n. Augereau reported 929 killed and 4,271 wounded. Ibid., 181; 
Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, III, 244. The Russian infantry and cavalry surrounded 
one of the French regiments, the 14th Line. Augereau sent several officers to urge the 14th Line to 
retreat if possible, but the couriers perished. At last, Marbot succeeded in reaching the regiment, 
but it was too late. He carried the eagle of the regiment away, while the surrounded regiment 
stood to the last. Marbot, , I, 261-66. Memoirs

 
179 The Russian cavalry comprised of the Malorossiisky Cuirassier and Polish Horse 

Regiments. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, , 197. Campaigns of 1806-1807
 
180 Thiers, , VI, 429. Russian sources referred to one Russian 

battalion reaching the cemetery. However, the French claimed several thousand Russians 
attacking. Thus, Napoleon recalled 4,000-6,000 men. However, considering that the squadron of 
Napoleon’s personal guard was able to repulse it, it more probable that only a couple of Russian 
battalions advanced so far.  Petre, , 183-84; Mikhailovsky-
Danilevsky, , 197; Davidov, 

, 217-18. 

History of Consulate and Empire
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Campaigns of 1806-1807 Recollections on the Battle of Preussisch-

Eylau
 
181 58  Bulletin, Preussich Eylau, 9 February 1807, th Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, 

No.11796, XIV, 367; Petre, , 185; Höpfner, 
, III, 242; Hugo, , IV, 24; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 

, 197-98. 
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recalled, “The field was engulfed in a roar and the snow, ploughed over by some 12,000 

riders lifted and swirled from under them like a storm. Brilliant Murat with his carousel-

like costume followed by a large cavalry mass, was ablaze ahead of the onslaught with a 

naked saber and flew directly into the thick of the fight. Rifle and canon fire and leveled 

bayonets were unable to stem the deadly tide.”182 The French overwhelmed the Russian 

cavalry, pierced through the infantry line and then charged back again through the 

Russian positions gaining a desperately needed relief for the French center. However, the 

French suffered heavy casualties, including mortally wounded Generals d’Hautpoul and 

Dahlmann.183 

It was already noon. The main French attacks in the center were repulsed and 

Napoleon anxiously waited for his two corps of Ney and Davout to turn the Russian 

flanks. 184  There was still no sign of Ney’s approach from the north, but Marshal Davout 

was rapidly approaching the Russian positions from southeast.185   

 

                                                           
 
182 Davidov, Recollections on the Battle of Preussisch-Eylau, 218. Also see, Lejeune, 

, I, 46-47. Memoirs
 
183 58  Bulletin, Preussich Eylau, 9 February 1807, th  

No.11796, XIV, 367; Petre, , 186-87; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 
, 198; Davidov, , 218; 

Thiers, , VI, 429-30. Sir Robert Wilson described, “A regiment 
of French cuirassiers had, during the storm, gained an interval in the Russian line between their 
center and left wing; but the Cossaques [sic] and some hussars, immediately as they were 
perceived bore down on them. The cuirassiers, apparently like men stupefied by the magnitude of 
their own enterprise and unprepared for success, rushed with a considerable detour, through the 
rear of the camp, and the turned towards the right of the Russian right wing, but they bodies 
successively tracked the course, and only eighteen escaped alive.” Wilson, brief Remarks, 103. 
(Petre incorrectly referred to page 193 of Wilson’s manuscript). 

Correspondance de Napoleon Ier,
Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland

Campaigns of 1806-1807 Recollections on the Battle of Preussisch-Eylau
History of Consulate and Empire

 
184 Jomini, Vie de Napoleon, 365-66.  
 

 Napoleon ordered Davout to form his corps in column on the road from Bartenstein on 7 
February. Davout had his three divisions of Friant, Morand and Gudin deployed some 5-6 miles 
from Eylau. Morand’s 1  Division comprised of 6,000 men, Friant’s 2  Division had 4,000 men 
and Gudin’s 3  Division was 4,500 men strong. In addition, Davout had 1  and 12  chasseurs of 
some 600 men. In total, the 3  Corps was 15,100 men strong. Davout advanced early in the 
morning but there had been some delay in the march so he attacked around noon. Davout, 
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The 3rd Corps marched from Mollwitten aiming at the plain between Serpallen 

and Sausgarten. Friant’s division was in the first line followed by Morand and covered by 

the cavalry on the right flank.186 Simultaneously, Napoleon moved St. Hilaire renewed 

towards Serpallen to support Davout’s charge.187  

Davout’s divisions reached the Russian positions around 12.30 p.m., although 

they suffered severely from the Russian batteries on the Kreegeberg. Friant dispatched 

one battalion of the 33rd Line to occupy Sausgarten that initially seized the village, but 

was later driven back by superior Russian infantry. In the center, Morand and St. Hilaire 

coordinated their attacks on Serpallen.188 However, their troops suffered heavy casualties 

from the Russian guns.189 Nevertheless, they drove the Russian out of burning 

Serpallen.190 Baggovut quickly retreated to Sausgarten where he was reinforced with the 

14th Division of Kamensky.191 The French pursued the Russians and broke into 

Sausgarten. However, some twenty squadrons of the Russian cavalry under Pahlen and 

Korff suddenly counterattacked them and drove the French in confusion back to 

                                                           

 Morand had deployed 61  Line on his right, 17  in the center and 30  Line on the left 
flank, where it connected to the 10  Legere of St. Hilaire’s division. Petre, 

 
186 Gudin’s division was still on the march. 
 
187 Bataille de Preussisch Eylau: Situation de l’Armee Francaise avant la battaile de 

Preussisch Eylau, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16., d.3202, l.2-3. 
 
188 st th th

th Napoleon’s Campaign 
in Poland History of Consulate and Empire, 190; Thiers, , VI, 427. 

 
189 The 13th Line was replaced by the battalion of the 17th Line. Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign 

in Poland, 190. 
 
190 Traduction du Rapport détaillé de la Bataille d’Eylau, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16. d. 3200, 

l.10; Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 
3161, l.41b. Russian sources stated that Baggovut put Serpallen to fire before retreating. Petre 
referred to some thirty guns being abandoned by the Russians in this village. However, Russian 
sources did not confirm this loss. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 200; 
Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland, 190; Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina,  (July 
1899): 213. 

 
191 Bennigsen also sent a message to Lestocq instructing him to reinforce the Russian left 

flank. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 200; Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in 
Poland, 188-89. 
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Serpallen.192 The French would have suffered more if not for the arrival of Klein’s 

dragoon division who repulsed the Russian cavalry. 193 Meantime, Count Osterman 

abandoned Sausgarten and deployed his forces behind Kreegeberg.194 Davout seized 

Sausgarten and deployed a battery of thirty guns on the nearby hill to bombard the 

Russian positions.195 He reinforced Friant with the 12th Line of Gudin’s division and 

ordered advance towards Anklappen 196 that was also abandoned by the Russians. At the 

same time, Davout’s right flank reached Kutschitten. Thus, by late afternoon, the French 

offensive achieved considerable success turning the Russian flank by almost ninety 

degrees.197  

The Russian headquarters, meanwhile, was in confusion because Bennigsen 

seemed to disappear. In the middle of battle, he decided to personally meet Lestocq so he 

left headquarters. General Sacken was so demoralized that he approached Osterman and 

Pahlen saying “Bennigsen is gone; I am senior officer in the army now and we have to 

retreat to save the army.”198 Confusion also spread into some Russian regiments; 

witnesses described hundreds of Russian soldiers wondering in search of food and shelter 

between Kutschitten and Schmoditten or moving to the Koenigsberg road.199 However, 
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l.10. 
 
193 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 200; Karpov, “Russian Operations 

in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, l. 41b; Petre, Napoleon’s 
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194 Traduction du Rapport détaillé de la Bataille d’Eylau, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16. d. 3200, 
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195 Davidov, Recollections on the Battle of Preussisch-Eylau, 220. 
 
196 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 201; Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in 

Poland, 192. 
 
197 Davidov, Recollections on the Battle of Preussisch-Eylau, 220; Karpov, “Russian 

Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, l.41b-42; Bennigsen, 
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198 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 201. 
 
199 Wilson, Brief Remarks, 109. Davidov described, “Disorder was beginning to hamper our 

troops. The whole field of battle from Kutschitten to Schmoditten was covered with scattered 

 352



several Russian officers rose to the occasion at this crucial moment. Peter Bagration 

spent the morning and most of afternoon watching the fighting from the Russian 

headquarters at Anklappen. In the late afternoon, he observed Davout’s flanking 

movement. As the French pushed through Sausgarten, Prince Peter became concerned for 

the Russian flank and, on his own initiative, he moved the reserves to reinforce the 

Russian forces around Anklappen . He arrived with fresh forces in time to hold the line 

and repulse the French who lost their momentum.200 Simultaneously, Aleksey Yermolov 

and Alexander Kutaysov brought forty-eight horse artillery guns from the right flank and 

deployed them near Anklappen opening devastating artillery fire at the French.201 

Yermolov ignited the buildings at Anklappen while Kutaysov fired canister at the French 

infantry and cavalry.202 These measures gained valuable time and allowed Osterman and 

Sacken to reorganize their troops.   

                                                                                                                                                                             
soldiers: they were stretched towards the Koenigsberg highway under the protection of those 
comrades in arms who had not lost spirit or order and were shedding their blood on every step of 
ground they fought for.” Recollections on the Battle of Preussisch-Eylau, 220. 

 
200 Davidov, Recollections on the Battle of Preussisch-Eylau, 220; Thiers, History of 

Consulate and Empire, VI, 432. 
 
201 Traduction du Rapport détaillé de la Bataille d’Eylau, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16. d. 3200, 

l.10; Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 96-97; Karpov, “Russian 
Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, l.41b. 

 
202 General Alexander Kutaysov is usually credited for bringing these artillery companies to 

the left flank. However, many contemporaries and later historians disputed this piece of 
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these decisive actions. Yermolov was first to arrive with thirty-six guns, acting on the orders of 
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Order of St. George (3rd class) for his actions; the fact he was a cousin to the chief of the Russian 
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decoration, Order of St. Vladimir (3rd class). According to Davidov, Bagration was extremely 
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wedding in 1800. He made sure that Yermolov received Order of St. George (3rd class) for his 
actions in June 1807. Yermolov, Memoirs, 94; Davidov, Sochinenia, (St. Petersburg, 1893), I, 
142, 206-208, 221-22; G. Ratch, Publichnie lektsii, chitannie gospodam ofitseram gvardeiskoi 
artillerii [Public Lectures Presented to the Officers of the Guard Artillery] Artilleriiskii Zhurnal, 
11(1861) 842; P. Pototsky, “Sto ler Russkoi konnoi artillerii,” [Hundred Years of the Russian 
Horse Artillery] Artilleriiskii Zhurnal, 3 (1894) 41-42; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 
1806-1807, 202-203; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 203. 
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Map 38. Battle of Eylau, 8 February 1807 
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The fighting continued for the rest of afternoon and Russian barely held their 

flank when around 3:00 p.m. the Prussian reinforcements finally arrived to the battlefield. 

General Lestocq succeeded in eluding Marshal Ney, who did not know that a decisive 

battle was raging at Eylau. The falling snow and adverse wind prevented him from 

hearing the sound of gunfire and he continued to pursue the Prussians.203 Lestocq, on 

other hand, received Bennigsen’s messages and fought a series of rear guard actions to 

evade Ney. The arrival of fresh Prussian forces (5,583 men with 2 horse artillery 

batteries) turned the tide on the Russian left flank.204 The Russo-Prussian forces 

counterattacked in three columns and captured Kutschitten, where almost the entire 51st 

Line and four companies of the 108th Line were annihilated and three guns captured.205 

Although Davout moved Friant’s division to contain the counterattack, the Prussian 

forces drove the French back to Sausgarten.  

Simultaneously, Bagration helped Baggovut and Kamensky rally troops at 

Anklappen to sustain the Prussian thrust. He now commanded the 7th and 14th Divisions 

since Dokhturov was wounded in the fighting.206 Prince Peter led the troops in the 

counterattack and forced Davout to withdraw his forces to the height around Sausgarten, 
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206 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina,  (July 1899): 216. 
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where he placed strong batteries to bombard the Russians.207 Bagration recalled his 

forces while the Russian artillery engaged the French batteries.208 By now, the Russian 

left flank, with Bagration’s 7th and 14th Division, was deployed between the road from 

Kutschitten to Domnau, along the stream which flowed from Anklappen and cut the 

woods in two. From there, the line continued in front of Anklappen and rested against the 

Russian central battery, which had played such an important role in the first phase of the 

battle.209  

It was already late afternoon and Napoleon’s only hope to revive the battle 

depended on timely arrival of Ney’s Corps. However, it arrived only around 7:30 p.m. 

attacking the Russian troops at Schloditten. Although resolute fighting occurred in this 

direction, it was too late to change the outcome of the battle.210 The combat gradually 

faded away as the darkness fell on the battlefield.  

 The battle of Eylau was one of the bloodiest battles of the Napoleonic wars. The 

casualties were tremendous on both sides. The Russian army suffered around 26,000 

casualties, while the French losses were even higher. General Osterman’s division lost 

almost two thirds of its strength and had 2,710 men present after battle. Davout 

acknowledged 5,007 killed and wounded in his corps, Soult lost 8,250 men and Augereau 

reported 929 killed and 4,271 wounded.211 The fighting was so vicious that only a couple 
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hundreds of prisoners were taken on both sides. Thousands of wounded were left on the 

battlefield and frozen to death during the night.212 Observing the battlefield littered with 

corpses, Marshal Ney exclaimed, “Quel massacre! Et sans resultat.”213 

Around 11:00 p.m., Bennigsen summoned his generals, including Bagration, to 

the war council. He listened to reports on the casualties and condition of the army. Some 

generals (Knorring, Osterman, Lestocq) urged him to remain on the battlefield and 

resume the attack in the morning.214 However, Bennigsen “found the privations of his 

army now pressing heavy on its physical powers.”215 He already knew that the Russian 

losses were enormous and would probably exceed 20,000 men, that is a third of his army. 
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In addition, thousands of the soldiers were scattered in the vicinities. British observer Sir 

Robert Wilson described, “The Prussians had provisions, but the Russians had no other 

sustenance than the frozen snow. Their wants had induced numbers during the battle to 

search for food in the adjoining villages and the plain was covered by foraging parties 

passing and repassing.”216  

Bennigsen was concerned that Napoleon would gather reinforcements and cut his 

line of retreat to Koenigsberg.217 Therefore, he ordered the retreat during the night. He 

appointed Prince Bagration to command the rear guard and cover the withdrawal of the 

exhausted main army. Starting at midnight, the Russian army commenced movement in 

two columns towards Koenigsberg.218 Bagration remained at his positions until around 

9:00 a.m. anticipating the French attack. However, Napoleon remained at Eylau resting 

his troops and waiting for reinforcements. He ordered Murat to follow the Russians but to 

avoid engagements. As one of the Russian officers recalled, “The French like a disabled 

ship of the line with torn sails and broken masts were bobbing about menacingly, but 

unable to make any headway to fight or to pursue.”219 So, Bagration began slowly 

withdrawing his rear guard towards Gross Lauth and Mansfeld, where he had a minor 

skirmish with Murat’s advance guard in the evening.220 The weather had now changed 

and icy rain further increased miseries of the fighting troops.221 On 10 February, 
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220 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 217; Plotho, Tagebuch während des 

Krieges, 80; Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, III, 257-58; Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya 

starina, 8 (1899): 454. Bagration was reinforced by Platov’s Cossacks, who engaged the French 
in a series of minor actions. Volkonsky, Recollections, 32. 

 
221 Larrey, Mémoires de Chirurgie Militaire et Campagnes, III, 61. 
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Bagration, reinforced by Platov’s Cossacks, crossed the Frisching River; his right flank 

now rested on Frische Haff while the left flank extended to Friedrichsburg securing 

communications with the Prussian corps at Allenburg. Bennigsen instructed Prince Peter 

to avoid any pitched battles with the French and withdraw to the positions near 

Koenigsberg if the French attacked. 222  

The Russian army arrived to Koenigsberg on 10 February 1807. Madame Juliette 

de Krüdener wrote in her diary, “The town was overflowing with wounded; it was 

impossible to find shelter for everybody, nor to dress the wounds immediately.”223 

Bennigsen deployed main forces in front of the town. At the same time, Bagration 

observed the French cavalry on the left bank of the Frisching River and, following 

Bennigsen’s order, he retreated to Ludwigswald on the right bank of Frisching River.224 

Over next couple of days, Prince Peter oversaw the troops recuperating and preparing for 

the new campaign. Most Russian regiments suffered from the lack of supplies that was 

further compounded by the corruption of their shefs and commissariat officials, who 

embezzled money assigned to buy supplies and left the troops starving.225 Bagration was 

among a few officers who cared for his soldiers and made sure they had provisions and 

ammunitions. One of the participants, Prince Sergey Volkonsky recalled, “While the 

army was at bivouacs, the supply system was disorganized and the provisions were 

delivered by small supply trains. [Nevertheless,] the advance guard under command of 

Prince Bagration was well provided and ready for any possible French attack.”226 

Meantime, on 11 February, French cavalry detachments crossed the Frisching River at 

                                                           
 
222 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 8 (1899): 454. 
 
223 Juliette de Krüdener, Journal 1806-1808 cited in Francis Ley, Madame de Krüdener et son 

temps 1764-1824, (Paris, 1964), 273-74. 
 
224 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 8 (1899): 454; Plotho, Tagebuch während des 

Krieges, 80; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 217; Davidov, Recollections 
on the Battle of Preussisch-Eylau, 225. Wilson described Murat’s twelve cavalry regiments 
attacking Bagration. Brief Remarks, 110. 

 
225 Volkonsky, Recollections,33-34. 
 
226 Ibid., 33-34. 
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Gross Lauth and approached village of Gessau driving back Bagration’s patrols. Prince 

Peter dispatched Oliovopol Hussars with one jager regiment and two pieces of horse 

artillery to recapture the village. Two days later, Bagration’s Cossacks made a daring 

attack on the French detachments and captured thirteen men in the actions.227 On 14-15 

February, Platov’s Cossacks engaged the French in a series of actions and advanced as 

far as Gross Lauth forcing the French to retire across the Frisching River.228 On 16 

February, Platov and Bagration made a coordinated attack on the French advance posts. 

Platov advanced with three squadrons of Grekov XVIII’s and Efremov III Cossack 

Regiments towards Wittenberg, while Bagration seized Kobelbude.229 The Cossacks also 

attacked on 17 February capturing some 112 men on the left bank of the Frisching 

River.230 

The Russian headquarters, meanwhile, was embroiled in heated argument over 

Bennigsen’s actions. Bennigsen claimed Eylau as the Russian victory reporting, “ I am 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
227 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 8 (1899): 454. 
 
228 Wilson claimed the 7th Chasseurs à Cheval lost 200 killed and wounded and 53 captured 

on 10 February. Four days later, Cossacks engaged six cavalry regiments under General Milhaud 
at Buckersdorff and captured 288 men. On 15th, they attacked “General Llambert” at Mahnsfield 
and Wormsdorf, where the French lost “two eagles, several hundred killed and 400 prisoners. Of 
one regiment, 17th chasseurs, not a man escaped except the colonel.” Brief Remarks, 110. 
According to Bennigsen, Bagration and Platov had eight squadrons of Sumsk Hussars and two 
Cossack regiments (Andronov’s and Sizov’s) committed in these actions. The Cossacks captured 
10 officers and 167 soldiers with one eagle on 14-15 February and another 50 men on 16 
February. In his letter to Murat, Milhaud confirmed the loss of one eagle. Milhaud to Murat, 14 
February 1807, in Andolenko, Aigles de Napoleon contre drapeaux du Tsar, 156; Bennigsen, 
Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 8 (1899): 454-55. Also see, Bagration’s Record of Service, 
Correspondence of Bagration, 20; Plotho, Tagebuch während des Krieges, 81-82; Colbert, 
Traditions, Souvenirs et Documents, III, 38-41. According to Andolenko, Milhaud’s division 
included the 5th, 8th, 9th, 12th, 16th and 21st Dragoon Regiments. Aigles de Napoleon contre 
drapeaux du Tsar, 156. 

 
229 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 8 (1899): 455. There is no precise information on 

Bagration’s actions in this period. In addition to the skirmishes with the French, he must have 
participated in the exchange of prisoners captured early in the campaign. Wilson described dining 
with Bagration after exchanging the prisoners with the French. Bagration gave him a present, a 
Persian dagger, as a token of his respect to Wilson. Life of General Sir Robert Wilson, II, 97-99. 

 
230 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 8 (1899): 460.  
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very happy to be able to acquaint Your Majesty that the army which had been entrusted 

to my command, has been again victorious… The enemy has been completely beaten, 

near 2,000 prisoners made and twelve standards, which I lay at the feet of Your Majesty, 

have fallen into the hands of conquerors.”231 The Russian society embraced this news and 

special celebrations were held throughout Russia on this occasion.232 Yet, the reports of 

the enormous Russian losses and Bennigsen’s subsequent retreat to Koenigsberg soon 

reached St. Petersburg and raised questions of faithfulness of the official reports.233 In 

addition, many senior Russian officers disliked Bennigsen; General Knorring even 

challenged him to a duel.234 Sir Robert Wilson informed his colleague in London, 

“General Bennigsen is not popular in this army. His enemies do not form their opinion 

from a due appreciation of his qualities: but they are hurried into prejudice by the false 

feeling that their national glory is obscured by the success of a foreigner at the head of 

their armies.”235 Three days after Eylau, Bennigsen offered his resignation to Alexander, 

although he wished to remain in the army but in a different position.  Hearing of the 

increasing displeasure at St. Petersburg, he instructed Prince Bagration to travel to the 

capital and deliver official reports of the battle of Eylau. Bennigsen hoped that Prince 

Peter, who was admired and respected in the Russian society, would turn the public 

opinion in his favor.236 Bagration left the army on 17 February leaving his rear guard 

                                                           
231  Bennigsen to Alexander, 8 February 1807, in Wilson, Brief Remarks, 238. 
 
232 For Alexander’s reaction to the news, see Alexander to Bennigsen, 20 February 1807, St. 

Petersburg, Istoricheskii vestnik, 148 (May-June 1917): 563-66. 
 
233 In his report, Bennigsen mentioned 12 French flags captured, however only five were sent 

to St. Petersburg. When Alexander requested the rest of the trophies, Bennigsen claimed, 
“Soldiers sold the eagles at Koenigsberg because they believed they were made of gold.” 

 
234 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 231. 
 
235 Wilson to Lord Hutchinson, 9 February 1807, in Life of General Sir Robert Wilson, II, 

414. Wilson also characterized Bennigsen as “the most gallant and good man in every sense of 
the word and he merits regard instead of ill-will. He is not, however, a great officer. But then he 
is perplexed by the impediments thrown in his way by malice, ignorance and idleness.” 
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 209-10. 

 
236 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 230-31. 
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under command of Ataman Platov.237 He met Emperor Alexander a week later and 

described the military operations leading to and during the battle of Eylau. Based on 

Bagration’s reports, Alexander decided to keep Bennigsen in charge of the main Russian 

army and sent one of his favorites to settle the tensions at the headquarters.238 

The winter campaign of 1807 was an important period in Bagration’s career. 

Although he joined the army on march, his service soon proved to be invaluable. His 

skillful command of the advance guard resulted in the capture of the French courier with 

Napoleon’s campaign plan. This was one of the most crucial incidents of the campaign 

for it saved the Russian army from the possible destruction around Allenstein. Between 

31 January and 7 February, Bagration once again proved his tactical talents by making a 

continuous fighting retreat from Bergfried and allowing the Russian army to take up 

position at Eylau. He resolutely defended his positions against three French corps of 

Murat, Augereau and Soult at Eylau and recaptured the town in late evening in a decisive 

bayonet charge. For his actions, Bagration was awarded Order of St. Vladimir (2nd 

class).239 

The contemporaries and later generations fully appreciated Bagration’s 

contribution to rescuing the Russian army. One of the contemporaries noted, “No officer 

excelled [Bagration] in direction of an advance or rear guard; nor had any officer’s 

capacity in these commands ever been [as] severely tested [as] in the retreat from Pultusk 

to Eylau in the last war - a retreat of seventeen days, and as of many fierce combats, in 

which [Bagration’s] will, inexhaustible energy and daring courage were incessantly 

                                                           
 
237 Bagration’s Record of Service, RGVIA, f. VUA d. 2892, ll. 6-11; Bennigsen, Memoirs, 

Russkaya starina, 8 (1899): 461; Life of General Sir Robert Wilson, II, 100; Plotho, Tagebuch 
während des Krieges, 80. 

 
238 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 231-32. Bennigsen had earlier 

dispatched Count Alexander Benckerdorff to deliver official correspondence, who was also 
interviewed by Alexander.    

 
239 List of Officers Decorated for Actions at Pr. Eylau, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3163, ll. 26. 
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exemplified. They were indeed so many days of triumph for his fame…”240 Another 

participant, Denis Davidov, observed,  

Commanding the rear guard is always a complex business, especially 
when the enemy pursued the army so closely… [In 1807], Bagration 
excelled in this undertaking. He understood the important principle of 
commanding the rearguards, which the greatest master of the military art 
[Napoleon] explained fourteen years later at St. Helena, “L’avantgarde 

doit presser les attaques; l’arriere-garde doit manoeuvrer.” Bagration 
always based his rear guard actions on this axiom. Under his command, 
the rearguard never remained at one place for a prolonged time, but it also 
never followed the army continuously. The essence of his actions laid in 
constant movement from one defensive position to another, without 
engaging in a decisive action, but simultaneously demonstrating his might 
through frequent counterattacks, which he always supported by a massive 
artillery fire. These operations required ingenious skills, remarkable 
calmness, quick mind and experience – talents that Bagration possessed in 
abundance”241             

The retreat also highlighted Bagration’s unpretentious character. Unlike other 

officers, he was satisfied with a few necessary things and he was always sober. His aide-

de-camp recalled, “I never saw him drinking vodka or wine [as other officers], except for 

two small glasses of madeira at the lunch.” Prince Peter slept only three or four hours a 

day, and, even then, couriers often woke him up. He was always dressed modestly, 

wearing ordinary coat with two decorations he appreciated most, a sword given to him by 

Suvorov and Order of St. George (2nd class) for Schongrabern.242 Sir Robert Wilson also 

left an interesting portray of the prince “of short stature, with strong dark features and 

eyes flashing with Asiatic fire. Gentle, gracious, generous, chivalrously brave, he was 

                                                           
240 Sir Robert Wilson, Narrative of events during the Invasion of Russia by Napoleon 

Bonaparte and the retreat of the French army, 1812, (London, 1860), 156. In one of his letters, 
Wilson continued his eulogy on Bagration’s actions, “[No] officer [could] have conducted the 
rear-guard with more skill and ability than did Prince Bagrathion [sic] and General Barclay.” 
Wilson to Lord Hutchinson, 9 February 1807, Koenigsberg, in Life of General Sir Robert Wilson, 
II, 410 

 
241 Davidov, Materials for Modern Military History, 199. 
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beloved be everyone and admired by all who witnessed his exploits.”243 Perhaps the 

greatest honor to Bagration was the fact that the town of Eylau was later renamed in his 

honor – Bagrationovsk, City of Bagration. 

 

Figure 9. Monument to Prince Bagration at Eylau 

Inscription: “Bagration Peter Ivanovich 

1765-1812, Prominent Russian Commander 

General of Infantry Hero of the Patriotic War of 1812” 
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CHAPTER X 

 

Battles of Heilsberg and Friedland, June 1807 

 

 

After the battle of Eylau, both the French and Russian armies spent several weeks 

regrouping and preparing for a new campaign. Napoleon remained on the battlefield for 

over a week realizing it was necessary to convince Europe of his victory at Eylau. 

However, his army was devastated and needed reinforcements and supplies. So, in late 

February, Napoleon ordered his forces to take up positions behind the Passarge River. 

From 16 to 19 February, the French army was arranged along the line between 

Braunsberg, Liebstadt and Allestein.1 The French withdrawal was conducted in such 

secrecy that the Russian patrols detected it only a couple of days later. Bennigsen 

immediately dispatched Ataman Platov to pursue the French. The Cossacks occupied 

Eylau late on 19 February and two days later, they were in Landsberg while Bennigsen 

moved his main forces to Eylau and Kreutzberg.2  

Napoleon, meantime, ordered his army to the winter quarters. Bernadotte was 

near Braunsberg on the left wing and Soult’s corps was arranged near Liebstadt in the 

center. Davout bivouacked his troops between Hohenstein, Allenstein and Deppen. On 

the French right flank, Marshal Andre Masséna commanded the 5th Corps at Willenberg 

with General Joseph Zajonczel’s Polish Division in between. 

                                                           
1 A l’Armee; Napoleon to Berthier, 60th-61st Bulletins, 16-19 February 1807, Correspondance 

de Napoleon Ier, Nos. 11,816, 11,820, 11,822, 11,827, 11,830, 11,832, XIV, 381-91; Wilson, 
Brief Remarks, 200; Berthier to Bernadotte, 16 February 1807, Dumas, Précis des événemens 
militaires, XVIII, 53-59, 437. 

 
2 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 233-34; Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign 

in Poland,  224. 
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Map 39. Friedland Campaign, 15 March - 5 June 1807 
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Ney remained near Guttstadt on the right bank of the Passarge River.3 Napoleon began 

construction of several bridges over Passarge and set up supply deports at Thorn.4  He 

directed most of his resources to the siege of Danzig, an important port town on the Baltic 

coast. Under current disposition, Napoleon believed he could concentrate some 95,000 men 

within thirty-six hours to meet the Russian army.5 

In March, Bennigsen deployed his army in two lines and had main headquarters 

established at Bartenstein.6 The Prussian corps was around Zinten and Plauten with 

                                                           
 
3 Fezensac, Souveniers Militaires de 1804 a 1814, 152-53; Bonnal, Ney, II, 418; Ojala, 

Colbert, 145-47. 
 
4 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 234-35; Gallaher, The Iron Marshal, 

148.  
 
5 Napoleon to Soult, 26 February 1807, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, Nos. 11,882, 

11,889. For details on siege of Danzig, see Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland,  242-62. 
 
6 General Tuchkov’s 5th and 8th Divisions were around Mehlsack and Frauendorf on the right 

flank, Sacken’s 3rd Division was near Raunau in center, while Prince Gorchakov commanded 2nd 
and 14th Divisions on the left flank. Bennigsen established two reserves under Dokhturov (4th and 
7th Divisions) and Tolstoy (6th Division with three regiments of 9th Division). He also divided his 
cavalry into two main contingents under Uvarov on the right and Golitsyn on the left. Platov 
commanded a strong cavalry advance guard of eleven regiments spread around Oltensburg and 
Willneberg. Platov’s detachment included Pavlograd Hussars and ten Cossack regiments 
(Ataman, Illovaysky V, Illovaysky VIII, Illovaysky X, Karpov, Andronov, Sysoev, Grekov 
XVIII, Efremov, Selivanov) supported by a company of Don Horse Artillery. Mikhailovsky-
Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 235-37. Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 100 
(October, 1899): 222-23; 100 (December, 1899), 701-702; Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in 
Poland,  236. The strength of Allied army varies. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky estimated 125,000 
men by May; Dumas referred to 118,000 men, while Landmann referred to 132,000 men. 
Höpfner gave the following strength of the Russo-Prussian army: 

Unit Strength 

Uvarov’s cavalry 3,836 men 
7th Division 4,653 men 
3rd Division 6,432 men 
8th Division 5,670 men 
2nd and 14th Divisions 9,615 men 
Golitsyn’s cavalry 2,982 men 
6th Division with Cossacks 10,873 men 
Imperial Guard 17,000 men 
Platov’s Cossacks 6,347 men 
Russian detachment on Narew 15,800 men 

Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, III, 355-62; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns 
of 1806-1807, 293; Landmann, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, 399-401. 
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advance guards on the Lower Passarge. The Russian advance guard was at Launau 

commanded by Prince Bagration, who had just returned from St. Petersburg.7 On his way 

back to the army, he visited the Prussian royal family and dined with the Queen Louise 

on 15 March.8 A Prussian lady-in-waiting described him as “unattractive but with a 

masculine, heroic appearance… a genuine warrior.” After the dinner with the Queen of 

Prussia, Bagration was awarded Order of the Black Eagle for his actions at Eylau.9  

The French and Russian forces spent two month (March, April) in winter quarters 

receiving supplies and reinforcements. Both sides avoided any actions, but minor outpost 

skirmishes occurred daily.10 In late March, Emperor Alexander personally visited the 

army to encourage his troops in the oncoming campaign. He held parades of the main 

army and negotiated with Prussia and Britain about the joint operations against 

Napoleon.11  

                                                           
7 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 100 (October, 1899): 222-23; Höpfner, Der Krieg 

von 1806 und 1807, III, 325. 555-62. 
 
8 It is unclear where Bagration dined with the Prussian family, but the meeting probably 

occurred at Koenigsberg. 
 
9 “Iz dnevnika Grafini Foss, ober-gofmesiterini Prusskago dvora” [From the Diary of the 

Countess Foss, Lady-in Waiting at the Prussian Court], Russkii arkhiv, 23/1 (1885), 472. 
Bagration’s detachment was reinforced by 23rd and 24th Jager Regiment arrived on 27 March. 
According to Landmann, Prince Peter commanded 27 battalions and 20 squadrons. Der Krieg von 
1806 und 1807, 399. Höpfner acknowledged 12,537 men under Bagration, Der Krieg von 1806 
und 1807, III, 561. 

 
10 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 100 (October, 1899): 229. On 26 February, the 

Russians forced Ney to evacuate from Guttstadt. Napoleon to Soult, 27 February 1807, 
Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 11,895, XIV, 430-32. 

 
11 Hardenberg’s Notes on Alexander’s Meeting with Friedrich-Wilhelm III.  VPR, III, 546; 

Landmann, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, 388-89; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 
1806-1807, 254-74; Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 100 (October, 1899): 226-28; 100 
(December, 1899), 697-700. 
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Map 40. Friedland Campaign, 6-9 June 1807
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In April, strong reinforcements joined the Russian army, including some 17,000 

men of the Imperial Guard.12 Alexander and Fridriech-Wilhelm III of Prussia visited 

Heilsberg, where Bennigsen had constructed strong defensive positions, and reviewed 

Bagration’s advance guard at Launau on 13 May.13 Wilson described, “[Bagration’s 

troops] were found in admirable order, and the huts and etc. arranged with elegance that 

was quite unexpected.14 

Bennigsen was concerned about the French concentration. He was already 

considering an attack on Marshal Ney’s corps that was “boldly” deployed at Guttstadt.15 

So Bennigsen decided to anticipate the French concentration and destroy the isolated 6th 

Corps. By the middle of May, he concentrated his army around Heilsberg and Migehnen.  

Bagration, who was joined by Emperor Alexander, remained at Launau with orders to 

prevent any French infiltration through the cavalry screen.16 However, the French scouts 

detected the Russian movements and Marshal Ney was warned of the possible attack.17 In 

addition, the rumors spread in the Allied headquarters that Napoleon was marching with 

his main forces to reinforce Ney. So, Bennigsen postponed his offensive but the troops 

were exasperated by these movements calling them “The First of May Stroll.”18 

                                                           
12 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 100 (December, 1899): 700; Ob uchastii gvardii v 

kampaniu 1807 g. [On Participation of the [Imperial] Guard in the Campaign of 1807], RGVIA, f. 
846, op. 16, d. 3163, ll. 1-13. 

 
13 Ibid., 707. Bagration reported that the 2nd Jager Regiment was weakened in the Eylau 

campaign and had it moved to the reserves on 2 June.  
 
14 Wilson, Brief Remarks,  128-29. 
 
15 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 (January, 1901): 260. 
 
16 Disposition on 2 May 1807, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3163, ll. 13-16. Uvarov’s cavalry 

was to Raunau and Reimerswalde, the 3rd Division between Setan and Koenigin. The 14th 
Division and Imperial Guard with the heavy and horse artillery arrived to Heilsberg. The 7th and 
8th Divisions were deployed around Migehnen and Golitsyn’s cavalry was arranged at 
Bischofstein. Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 (January, 1901): 261-62. 

 
17 Davout to Ney, circa 2 June, in Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 (January, 

1901): 261-62. 
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The Russian army remained at these positions for next two weeks.19 The supply 

system was poorly maintained and the troops suffered from the lack of provisions. On 

some occasions, the regiments attacked the supply trains to get provisions. Since 

Bagration’s troops were deployed to the front, they received virtually no supplies and, as 

a contemporary noted, “his soldiers starved to death.”20 On 25 May, Bagration dispatched 

a Cossack detachment under Major General Ivan Ilovaisky IV to “harass the enemy 

positions” around Altkirch. The Cossacks engaged a French patrol of 60 men and 

captured 17 of them before being repused by the French infantry. During the night, 

Ilovaisky IV deployed 100 men in ambush in nearby woods and then sent some 30 

Cossacks to lure the French cavalry out of Altkirch. The French initially remained at their 

positions despite the Cossack sorties. Finally, the French infantry advanced under the 

cover of its cavalry and was enticed into an ambush in the woods. In savage fighting, the 

French had some forty killed and wounded and 3 captured.21 

On 30 May, the Russian headquarters received news of the surrender of Danzig so 

Napoleon diverted his forces from the fortress to the Passarge River.22 Bennigsen reacted 

by launching an offensive against Marshal Ney23 before the main French forces arrived.24 

He issued a disposition for offensive that considered attacking in six columns along a 

fifteen-mile wide front. In first column, Lieutenant General Dokhturov commanded the 

right flank with instructions to march at 3:00 a.m. on 5 June from Wormditt to Lomitten 

                                                                                                                                                                             
18 The movements took place on 29 April-1 May according to Julian calendar. Mikhailovsky-

Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 276. 
 
19 Dispositions, 11-15 May 1807, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3163, ll. 15-18. 

 
20 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 277. 
 
21 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 140-41. According to the 

Journal, some 50 French deserters were caught by Bagration’s patrols between 22 and 29 May 
1807. 

 
22 Yermolov,  Memoirs, 95. 
 
23 Ney’s corps was deployed between Altkirch, Guttstadt and Wolfsdorf. 
 
24 For the Russian deployment see, Dispositions, 3-4 June 1807, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 

3163, ll. 18-19. 
 

 372



to attack Soult’s corps and prevent it from reinforcing Ney.25 General Sacken 

commanded the second column of 2nd, 3rd and 14th Division, with 140 cavalry squadrons, 

and was to march to Arnsdorff while Grand Duke Constantine proceeded with the 

Imperial Guard to Petersdorf. Lieutenant General Gorchakov with the 6th Division and 

Platov’s Cossacks, was to cross the Alle River near Guttstadt and attack Ney from the 

rear and right flank. 26 Prince Bagration, with forty-two battalions, ten squadrons and six 

Cossack regiments totaling some 12,000 men, was instructed to attack Ney’s right 

flank.27 He was to leave reserves between Zechern and Peterswalde, destroy the French 

batteries at these villages and advance through Grunau and Altkirck “vigorously 

attacking any [enemy] units he encounters on his way” to Glottau.28 However, Bagration 

was also to wait for other columns before assaulting Ney’s main forces.29 

Marshal Ney anticipated the Allied moves. Although the dense forests prevented 

him from seeing the Allied advance, his cavalry patrols intercepted Allied 

correspondence that revealed the impending offensive. Ney planned to concentrate his 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
25 Dokturov commanded the 7th and 8th Divisions, that is, 24 infantry battalions with four 

artillery companies. Prussian corps under Lestocq was to attack the French positions at Spanden. 
Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll. 
54; Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 155-58; Mikhailovsky-
Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 294-95; Wilson, Brief Remarks,  136. 

 
26 Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland,  276-77; Michel, Étude sur la Période du 5 au 14 

Juin de la Campagne de 1807, 11-12; Plotho, Tagebuch während des Krieges, 119-21. Sacken’s 
troops were to support Bagration’s initial attack. They were divided into three columns: the right 
column, moving to Diettrichsdorf, was under Sacken and comprised of Uvarov’s cavalry and the 
3rd Division. The central column under Olsufiev proceeded to Petersdorf, while the left column 
under Osterman (Golitsyn’s cavalry and 8th Division) marched to Peterswalde. Dispotision for 
Attack, 5 June 1807, in Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 (January, 1901): 262-63. 

 
27 Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 

3161, ll. 54. 
 
28 Disposition for Attack, 5 June 1807, in Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 

(January, 1901): 262-63; Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 155-57; 
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 294-95; Yermolov,  Memoirs,  95; 
Landmann, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, 404-405; Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-
1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll. 54. 

 
29 Yermolov,  Memoirs, 95. 
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corps of 16,900 men near Ankendorf and appealed to Davout and Soult for 

reinforcements.30 His troops were spread in the vicinities of Guttstadt; Marchand’s 

division was between Guttstadt and Neuendorf while a detachment of one cavalry and 

one infantry regiments was at Schmolainen. Bisson’s division was spread between Quetz, 

Glottau and Knopen.31 

In the morning of 5 June, the Prussian corps made a series of attacks on the 

French positions at Spanden. Bernadotte, although wounded, made staunch resistance 

repulsing the Prussians forces.32 Lestocq did not press his attack because, according to 

Allied plans, he was only to make diversion. Simultaneously, Dokhturov marched during 

the night of 5 June to Wormditt and attacked Soult’s positions at the bridge at Lomitten 

around 8:00 a.m.33 Over next several hours, a ferocious combat took place on the bridge, 

which changed hands for numerous times.34 Although he failed to carry the bridge, 

Dokhturov succeeded in preventing Soult from reinforcing Ney.  

                                                           
30 Lt. Col. Michel, Étude sur la Période du 5 au 14 Juin de la Campagne de 1807, (Patis, 

1909), 7; Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland,  278. 
 
31 Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland,  282. IN middle of May 1807, Ney’s division had 

the following strength: Marchand’s 1st Division of 5,723 men comprised of 6th Légére, 69th Line, 
39th Line, 76th Line and 31st Légére. 2nd Division of Bission was 6,058 men strong and included 
27th Légére, 27th Line, 50th Line and 59th Line. The artillery had 1,089 men. Derode, Nouvelle 
relation de la bataille de Friedland, 51. 

 
32 Napoleon to Cambacéres, 6 June 1807; Napoleon to Bernadotte, 7 June 1807; 78th Bulletin, 

12 June 1807, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, Nos. 12,732, 12,743, 12,747, XV, 394, 401, 406-
407; Bonnal, Ney, II, 457; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 301; Bonnal, 
Ney, II, 455. 

 
33 The French forces at Lomitten comprised of a battalion of the 57th Line with 4 guns at the 

bridge, another battalion of 57th Line on the left flank and two battalions of the 24th Legere 
defending the roads to Liebstadt and Alken. The French reinforcements (46th and 37th Lines) were 
arranged near Liebstadt. Soult to Berthier, 5 June 1807, in Colbert, Traditions,  Souvenirs et 
Documents, III, 401-404. There were two of Soult’s reports on the actions at Lomitten dated 8:00 
a.m. and 6.30 p.m. on 5 June. Also see, Soult to Berthier, 6 June 1807, in Colbert, Traditions,  
Souvenirs et Documents, III, 408-409; Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland,  280; Bataille de 
Friedland, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3167, l.6.  

 
34Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 158-63; Karpov, “Russian 

Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll.54b; Höpfner, Der 
Krieg von 1806 und 1807, III, 579; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 296; 
Coup d’oeil sur les Operations des Armées Francaise et Russe depuis le 5. Juin jusqu’à la trève de 
Tilsit le 21 Juin 1807 y compris la Bataille de Friedland (hereafter cited as Bataille de Friedland), 
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At around 3:00 a.m. on 5 June, Bagration advanced from Launau towards 

Altkirch.35 He left the 26th Jager Regiment to occupy Zechern and Peterswalde while 

Cossacks screened his advance.36 Bagration’s movement was undetected by the French in 

the darkness; he halted his troops some four miles from the village of Altkirch to wait for 

other columns. Bagration was concerned by the delay of other Russian columns (Sacken 

and Gorchakov) and could not risk attacking against superior French forces. Meantime, 

the French patrols observed Bagration’s troops massed in front of the village and 

appealed for reinforcements to Ney. Marshal Ney was an experienced commander and he 

demonstrated his skills at this crucial moment.37 He dispatched part of Marchand’s 

division to delay the Russians as long as possible while the rest of the 6th Corps retreated 

to the Passarge River.38  

Prince Peter, meanwhile, dispatched his adjutants to gather information about 

Sacken and Gorchakov. He was informed that only General Golitsyn’s cavalry was 

observed in vicinity.39 Aggravated by the delay, Bagration decided to resume attack on 

                                                                                                                                                                             
RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3167, l.6. This study of the battle of Friedland was completed by 
Geographic Institute of Weimar in October 1807. Napoleon claimed the Russians lost “1,100 
killed, 100 captured and many wounded.” He acknowledged 120 killed and wounded Frenchmen. 
78th Bulletin, Heilsberg, 12 June 1807, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier,  No.12,747, XV, 406-
407;   

 
35 Plotho, Tagebuch während des Krieges, 124. Ney reported some 10,000 Russians attacking 

his positions at Altkirch. Ney to Berthier, 5 June 1807, Ankendorff, in Colbert, Traditions,  
Souvenirs et Documents, III, 399. 

 
36 Bagration marched from Launau through Zechern, Peterswalde, Mawern and Gronau to 

Altkirch. Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 163. 
 
37 Wilson commented, “Unfortunately the different columns were directed to connect 

operations and attend upon each other, instead of having orders to press vigorously and reach the 
Passarge with all possible expedition so as to anticipate the arrival of the enemy, who pursued by 
superior forces, could not deviate to undertake any operations that might delay his retreat. 
[Because of such disorganized offensive], Marshal Ney was enabled to defend himself without 
any uneasiness for his flanks.” Brief Remarks,  137. 

 
38 Bataille de Friedland, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3167, l.7. Ney reported that the Russians 

were attacking him in four directions to Altkirch, Amt-Guttstadt, Wolfsdorf and Bergfried. Ney to 
Berthier, 5 June 1807, Ankendorff, in Colbert, Traditions,  Souvenirs et Documents, III, 399; 
Napoleon to Davout, 5 June 1807, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier,  No. 12,730, XV, 392-93. 

 
39 Yermolov,  Memoirs, 96. 
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his own around 6:00 a.m. 40  The French were deployed on a strong position with several 

redoubts on the nearby hills.41 Bagration moved his jager regiments forward to spearhead 

his attack while the regular infantry was arranged behind them in columns and cavalry on 

the flanks. The French defended Altkirch tenaciously for an hour before retreating in 

good order.42 Ney reported, “The 39th Line under Colonel Soyer, covered itself in glory 

defending this village and repulsed five cavalry charges and many more infantry attacks. 

The bravery of this regiment allowed me to prepare my defensive positions.”43 Some 

Russian officers also confirmed the gallantry of the French soldiers. On one occasion, 

some 600 French soldiers formed in square and fought off Bagration’s cavalry charges. 

Yermolov described, “Three [Russian] regiments, one after another, charged [the square] 

but were repulsed, and every time [the French] commander courageously appeared in the 

front to close the ranks.”44 Finally, Bagration moved forward his guns and opened 

canister fire at the French forcing them to retreat.  

The French made another stand behind Altkirch, where they received 

reinforcements from Ney. They took up positions on advantageous terrain. Thick forest 

protected their left flank while marshes in the center prevented Bagration from using his 

cavalry. Bagration divided his forces in three units: Major General Baggovut commanded 

the right flank of 3rd, 4th, 7th and 24th Jagers and the Tenginsk Musketeer Regiment; 

Major General Rayevsky had 5th, 20th and 25th Jagers on the right flank. Prince Peter 

deployed his artillery batteries in the center while the line infantry was kept behind them 

in reserves.45 As the Russians advanced, they came under murderous French skirmish fire 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
40Napoleon to Davout, 5 June 1807; Napoleon to Soult, 5 June 1807, Correspondance de 

Napoleon Ier,  Nos. 12,730, 12,731, XV, 392-93;  
 
41 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 163-64. 
 
42 Ibid., 164. Russian sources did not acknowledge Bagration’s losses. Petre and Höpfner 

estimated 500 killed and wounded. Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland,  282; Höpfner, Der 
Krieg von 1806 und 1807, III, 587-90. 

 
43 Ney to Berthier, 5 June 1807, in Colbert, Traditions,  Souvenirs et Documents, III, 399. 
 
44 Yermolov,  Memoirs, 97. 
 
45 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 165. 
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from the woods on the left flank. Bagration attacked them with the 5th Jagers but the 

French infantry repulsed them. So, Prince Peter moved Rayevsky with 20th and 25th 

Jagers driving the French out of woods. Simultaneously, Baggovut launched several 

attacks before carrying the dominant heights on the right flank threatening to cut the 

French line of retreat. 

The fighting continued for almost six hours. His troops suffering heavy casualties, 

Bagration appealed to Gorchakov to accelerate his movement and threaten Ney’s right 

flank; yet, he received no assistance. Yermolov recalled, “We had no support from 

General Prince Gorchakov, who encountered the enemy at the crossing on Alle River, 

engaged it and then got himself involved in occupying Guttstadt, instead of marching to 

the point of rendezvous…. Gorchakov thought capturing [Guttstadt] was a great feat.”46 

So, Bagration had to continue fighting Ney alone.47 He instructed Baggovut to cut the 

road to Liebstadt, while Bagration himself led a bayonet attack of the Moscow 

Grenadiers and the Pskov and Kostroma Musketeer Regiments. He reinforced Rayevsky 

with the Staroskol Musketeers and renewed attacks on the French right flank.48  

The French were unable to repulse Bagration’s coordinate attacks. In addition, 

Ney, informed about the approach of Gorchakov’s cavalry to Guttstadt, was concerned 

about his right flank.49 So he began retreating to Ankendorff pursued by Prince Peter’s 

cavalry. He staunchly repulsed the Russian attacks for several more hours. The French 

then retreated fighting through Quez to Ankendorff, where Ney concentrated his corps.50 

Bagration bivouacked for the night in front of the village of Quez, occupied by the 

French rear guard.51  

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
46 Yermolov,  Memoirs, 96. 
 
47 According to the Journal of Operations, Bagration was informed about “the movement of 

Gorchakov’s cavalry on the [extreme] right flank” so he decided “intensify attacks his assaults.” 
Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 167. 

 
48 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 167-68. 
 
49 For Gorchakov’s actions see, Ibid., 168-73. 
 
50 Uvarov to Bennigsen, 4-7 June 1807, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3201, ll.1-4. 
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Map 41. Detailed Map of Guttstadt Region 

                                                                                                                                                                             
51 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 174, 188;Karpov, “Russian 

Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll.55; Bennigsen, 
Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 (January, 1901): 269-71;Yermolov,  Memoirs,  96-97; A. T. 
Borisevich, General ot kavalerii Nikolay Nikolayevich Rayevsky (istoriko-biograficheskii 
ocherk) [General of Cavalry Nikolay Nikolayevich Rayevsky], (St. Petersburg, 1912), 182-83. 
Ney to Berthier, 5 June 1807, Ankendorff, in Colbert, Traditions,  Souvenirs et Documents, III, 
401. Official reports claimed Ney’s losses as 1,000 killed and wounded, and 470 captured (3 
captains, 5 sub lieutenants, 12 NCOs and 450 soldiers).   
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Ney reconnoitered Bagration’s positions during the night and described “two 

main lines of infantry and one [line] of cavalry” deployed near Quetz. He estimated 

Bagration had some 35,000-40,000 men,52 although Bagration had around 11,000 men. 

Meantime, Prince Peter urged Bennigsen to attack with his available forces while Ney 

was still on the right bank of the Passarge River. However, the Russian commander-in-

chief made a crucial mistake of rejecting Bagration’s proposal. Instead, he instructed 

Prince Peter “to attack at 3:00 a.m… and drive the enemy across the Passarge” but he did 

not specify what forces would support him in this action. Furthermore, the disposition for 

attack considered an advance of the main army to Deppen but Bennigsen specified 

neither the routes nor the organization of attacking columns.53 

Bagration renewed the attack on Ney at Ankendorff around 3:00 a.m. on 6 June.54 

The French were fortified on advantageous positions. Their left flank was protected by 

the marshes while the right flank was deployed on the steep hill covered with woods. Ney 

had a main battery established on the top of the hill and additional guns placed at its 

bottom to protect the approaches. A screen of skirmishers was set in the woods around 

the positions.55 Bagration initially attacked the French advance guard at Quez. Colonel 

Yermolov’s battery bombarded the French troops and forced them out of Quez to the 

plain, where the Grodno Hussars charged them.56 Prince Peter then launched an assault 

with 5th, 20th and 25th Jager Regiments under Major General Nikolay Rayevsky against 

the French right flank, while his cavalry flanked the French left wing. Simultaneously, 

Bennigsen supported Bagration by arranging the guns of the 3rd Division in three 

                                                           
52 Ney to Berthier, 5 June 1807, in Colbert, Traditions,  Souvenirs et Documents, III, 401; 

Bonnal, Ney, II, 459; Also see, Napoleon to Ney, 6 June 1807, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier,  
No. 12,736, XV, 397. 

 
53 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 187-88; Mikhailovsky-

Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 297; Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 
Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll.55. 

 
54 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 188-89; Bonnal, Ney, II, 459. 
 
55 Ibid., 189. 
 
56 Yermolov,  Memoirs, 96-97. 
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batteries near Ankendorff to suppress the French artillery. The superior Russian artillery 

quickly overwhelmed the French batteries forcing them to withdraw guns behind the 

village.57 

Meantime, Bagration’s troops under Rayevsky (20th and 26th Jagers) were 

engaged in a ferocious combat at the bottom of the hill. Rayevsky had two battalions of 

the 20th Jagers, commanded by Colonel Karl Bistrom, moved forward to spearhead the 

assault, while the third battalion was kept in reserve. He organized the 26th Jagers in two 

columns with thick screen of skirmishers in front of them; the 3rd Jagers also sent out its 

in skirmishers into the woods. The Russians quickly advanced through the forest and 

flanked the French redoubt on the hill. When the French cavalry charged the skirmishers, 

Bagration drove them back with the Polish Horse Cavalry Regiment.58 Simultaneously, 

the rest of the Russian cavalry crossed the marshes and flanked the French from the left.59  

Threatened from the flanks, Ney began retreating with divisions arranged in 

echelons and protected by the artillery placed on the nearby heights.60 Bagration divided 

his forces into three large columns. His main forces proceeded along the main road, while 

Major Generals Baggovut and Rayevsky commanded their jager regiments on the left 

flank. Major General Pahlen, with the Grodno Hussars, Polish Horse Cavalry Regiment 

and the Cossacks, was instructed to pursue the French.61  

                                                           
 
57 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 190. 
 
58 Ibid., 191-92. 
 
59 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 296; Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 

und 1807, III, 587-90; Aleksey Petrovich Yermolov 1777-1861: Biographicheskii ocherk 
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captured earlier. Yermolov,  Memoirs,  97-98. 

 
60 Ney to Napoleon, 6 June 1807, Deppen, in Colbert, Traditions,  Souvenirs et Documents, 

III, 406. Ney commended Colonel Becquilly, “brave and intelligent officer” for skillfully 
commanding the French artillery. 

 
61 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 193. 
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Ney made several stands on his march to Deppen.62 On one occasion, he arranged 

his infantry in three large columns between Ankendorff and Heiligenthal, covered by the 

skirmishers in the woods. Bagration’s cavalry suffered heavy losses charging these 

formations until Colonel Vladimir Yashvili arrived with a horse artillery company and 

bombarded the dense masses of the French infantry.  

The French retreated to Heiligenthal and then directly towards the Passarge River. 

Ney later reported “numerous [Russian] cavalry charges were vigorously repulsed… 

Finally, the enemy cavalry, that greatly suffered throughout the day, ceased attacking my 

echelons, and it was against the Russian infantry, much numerous than mine, that I had to 

fight for a very long time.”63 As the French withdrew to Deppen, Bagration dispatched 

his cavalry and Cossacks to harass their lines. During these actions, the Cossacks 

captured two guns and part of a baggage train, including Ney’s personal wagon. Late in 

the afternoon on 6 June,64 Prince Peter approached Deppen, where, according to a 

participant, “The Russians maintained the rest of the day a close and sharp fire of 

musquetry and cannon on the French position and the village of Deppen, which were 

completely commanded by the Russian guns.”65 Three hundred of Bagration’s Cossacks 

forded the river and advanced as far as five miles into the French rear, destroying forty 

ammunition wagons and capturing a gun.66  

                                                           
 
62 Borisevich, General Rayevsky, 190-92. Ney reported that he halted his troops three times 

during the retreat to Deppen. Ney to Napoleon, 6 June 1807, Deppen, in Colbert, Traditions,  
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Map 42. Rear Guard Actions Between Guttstadt and Deppen 
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As he made his stand on the banks of the Passarge River, Ney had his troops 

deployed in two ranks to bring his firepower against Bagration. The French fought with 

exceptional courage and as Ney commented, “The conscripts rivaled the veterans soldiers 

[Les conscripts se sont montrés dignes des anciens soldats].”67 General Colbert recorded, 

“In this retreat, the Marshal [Ney] and his troops covered themselves with glory,” while 

Ney reported to Napoleon, “The 6th, 25th and 31st Légere repulsed numerous Russian 

cavalry charges… [while] the 3rd Hussars, 10th and 15th Chausseurs fought with 

prodigious courage despite their inferior numbers. They took advantage of all the charges 

made on the infantry to throw themselves on the enemy.”68 The fighting ended around 

6:00 p.m. “when part of the town had been consumed [by fire] and the bridge too much 

burnt for passage.”69 Ney extricated his corps to the left bank of the Passarge70 while 

Bagration bivouacked his forces in the surviving part of Deppen. He spread a cavalry 

screen along the riverbank up to Elditten and had his artillery bombard the French troops 

on opposite bank.71 In two days of fighting, he captured over 1,500 men, two cannon and 

part of the French baggage train.72 Marshal Ney reported 1,800 killed and wounded, 

including “many wounded officers of the 3rd Hussars and 10th Chasseurs.”73 

                                                           
 
67 Ney to Napoleon, 6 June 1807, in Colbert, Traditions,  Souvenirs et Documents, III, 406. 
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71 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 149; Ney to Napoleon, 6 
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Bennigsen’s plan to annihilate the 6th Corps had failed. A contemporary noted, 

“Thus, a good plan without an equally skilful execution [became] just a pipe dream.”74 

Marshal Ney with 16,000 men succeeded in escaping the superior Russian army because 

of ineffectual leadership of many Russian generals. Exhilarated by this success, Ney even 

claimed that “30,000 French can easily beat 60,000 Russians.”75 However, the main 

reasons for 6th Corps to escape laid in Ney’s tactical ability and the quality of the French 

troops as well as in the flawed campaign plan. Bennigsen had his army spread over vast 

front and divided into six columns. Thus, instead of concentrating some 40,000 men 

against Ney’s corps, he had only Bagration’s small advance guard fighting the French 

marshal while other Russian commanders failed to arrive in time to support the 

offensive.76 Gorchakov and Platov crossed the Alle too late and reached Guttstadt long 

after Ney had evacuated the town.77 More crucial was the delay of Sacken’s column that 

was to support Bagration’s initial attack. Some Russian officers claimed, General Sacken, 

who had strained relations with Bennigsen, intentionally delayed the advance to 

undermine entire operation and have Bennigsen removed from the army.78 In a letter to 

Alexander, Bennigsen accused Sacken of insubordination and held him responsible for 
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the failure of the maneuver at Guttstadt.79 Sacken was court-martialed but he justified his 

actions by referring to Bennigsen’s confusing orders.80 To Bagration’s credit, he 

successfully accomplished his mission. He drove the French from the positions at 

Altkirch and Ankendorff and pursued them to the Passarge River. Furthermore, his 

vigorous attacks and pursuit misled even as experienced commander as Marshal Ney, 

who claimed he fought with “nine infantry regiments and some 600 cavalry against 

10,000 [Russian] cavalry and 30,000 infantry with 60 guns. Emperor Alexander 

commanded this army.”81 

Late on 6 June, Bennigsen received intelligence on Napoleon concentrating his 

forces to Saalfeld. So, he bivouacked the Russian army between Guttstadt and the 

Passarge while Prince Peter was moved to Deppen. 82 On the French side, Napoleon 

began concentrating his forces as soon as he was informed about the Russian offensive. 

By 6 June, Soult’s corps was arranged around Mohrungen, the Imperial Guard was 

deployed at Finkenstein and Lannes’ 5th Corps at Christburg.83 Ney’s 6th Corps was 

moved to the south of Deppen and ordered to withdraw to Narien Lake if attacked, where 

Davout would reinforce him.84  
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On 7 June, the Russian and French batteries exchanged artillery fire but with little 

effect on either side.85 Bagration’s patrol soon observed thick clouds of dust on the left 

bank of the Passarge and informed Prince Peter of the French movements. He personally 

went on reconnaissance and saw a number of the French column marching in distance. 

He reported to Bennigsen that over a “hundred cavalry squadrons” were deployed on the 

right bank of the Passarge. In addition, he overheard shouts of “Vive l’Empereur” and 

informed Bennigsen that Napoleon had probably arrived to the area. 86 Bennigsen 

immediately arrived to observe the French troops and, on his way back to Guttstadt, he 

told Prince Peter to prepare for a battle.87  

On the morning of 8 June, the French occupied a small village of Kallisten, in 

front of Deppen, and advanced in two French infantry columns with a cavalry advancing 

against the Bagration’s positions.88 Prince Peter dispatched a detachment under Major 

General Rayevsky to engage them. One of the French columns initially routed the 7th 

Jager Regiment and almost captured a battery commanded by Colonel Yermolov, who 

opened a canister fire with his twelve guns.89 The 5th, 20th and 26th Jagers counterattacked 

and carried the village, where “they slaughtered everyone.”90 A second French column 

                                                           
 
85 Ney to Berthier, 7 June 1807, Deppen, in Colbert, Traditions,  Souvenirs et Documents, III, 

409. Ney described constant movement in the Russian camp on the opposite bank and criticized 
the Russians for “great indecision in their activities.” Bagration made several reconnaissances 
during the night on 7 June. Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 199. 

 
86 Yermolov,  Memoirs, 99; Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 (February, 1901):  

501. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky and Wilson referred to Napoleon holding a review of troops on 
the left bank of the Passarge. Campaigns of 1806-1807, 302; Wilson, Brief Remarks,  139. 

 
87 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 (February, 1901):  502. 
 
88 According to Ney, Napoleon wanted to reconnoiter the Russian positions by dispatching 

General Maucune with unspecified number of infantry and cavalry near Kallisten. Ney to 
Berthier, 8 June 1807, in Colbert, Traditions,  Souvenirs et Documents, III, 413-14. 

 
89 Ney reported that the 31st Line captured 50 men and an officer in this action. Ibid., 414. 
 
90 Yermolov,  Memoirs, 99. Also see, Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial 

Army, 201. 
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retreated without engaging. The French cavalry was attacked by the 25th Jagers while it 

was crossing the river and suffered severely in this exposed position.91  

After several hours, the French launched another offensive at around 6:00 p.m.. 

Bagration’s troops fought desperately to defend Kallisten but were overwhelmed and 

retreated.92 The same day, another two actions took place on Bagration’s right flank. The 

French forces comprised of a brigade under General Etienne Goyot suddenly crossed the 

Passarge and advanced towards Wolfsdorf.93 However, the French soon encountered 

superior Russian cavalry94 and were routed the French with casualties of 30 killed, 

including General Etienne Goyot, 90 wounded and 116 captured.95 Later that day, 

Bagration was told that several French units were observed around Elditten and 

Kleinenfeld. He dispatched Major Generals Illovaisky II and Ilovaisky IV with their 

Cossack regiments on reconnaissance to Kleinenfeld. They arrived here in time to 

support Colonel Grekov’s troops attacked by the French.96 

                                                           
 
91 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 201-202. 
 
92 Yermolov, Memoirs, 99. Bennigsen had brief information on this action. He also 

acknowledged the second French attack, but claimed the village remained in Bagration’s hands. 
Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 (February, 1901):  502-503. 

 
93 Soult crossed the Passarge near Elditten and instructed General Guyot to reconnoiter the 

area without engaging the Russians. 
 
94 According to Journal of Military Operations, Bennigsen dispatched Lieutenant General 

Uvarov with the St. Petersburg, Lifland and Kurland Dragoons, Elizavetgrad Hussars Regiments 
and the Cossacks. Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 200. 

 
95 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 (February, 1901): 503-504; Dumas, Précis des 

événemens militaires, XVIII, 256; Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, III, 590-91. Soult held 
Guyot responsible for the defeat and reported 25 killed and 250 captured. Soult to Berthier, 8 
June 1807, in Peter, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland,  287.   

 
96 Russian official account claimed some 4,000 French cavalry was engaged in this action. 

Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 203. 
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Map 42. Rear Guard Actions Between Guttstadt and Deppen  
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The Cossacks attacked but in a savage cavalry melée, they were overwhelmed as Soult 

dispatched reinforcements.97 Bagration arrived to the battlefield and, after observing the 

French movements, ordered a retreat behind Wolfsdorf, which was soon occupied by 

Soult’s troops.98  

 Simultaneously, Napoleon concentrated his other corps around the bridges 

leading to Deppen forcing Bagration to withdraw his troops to Ankendorf.99 During the 

night, Prince Peter instructed Rayevsky to move his detachment closer to his main forces 

and established a cavalry screen to detect French movements. He reported large 

concentration of the French troops around Deppen and Elditten.100 At dawn on 9 June, 

Bagration received a message from Bennigsen with instructions for his new mission. 

Bennigsen found terrain around Guttstadt unsatisfactory and decided to withdraw his 

army to Heilsberg where the Russian had already fortified their positions.101 So, 

Bagration was ordered to fight a rear guard action at Guttstadt and gain as much time as 

possible for the Russian army to cross the Alle River and take up positions at 

Heilsberg.102 It was a difficult mission to accomplish. Napoleon had concentrated most of 

his army to Deppen and Bagration could not hope to delay him for a long time. 103  Prince 

                                                           
 
97 Ibid., 203-204. According to the Russian official journal of the campaign, the French lost 

over 100 captured and “many killed.” Yet, no Russian casualties were given. 
 
98 Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign of Poland, 287; Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, III, 

591-94; Plotho, Tagebuch während des Krieges, 129-134. 
 
99 Landmann, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, 410-11. 
 
100 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 (February, 1901):  503. 
 
101 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 209-10. 
 
102 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 304. 
 
103 The strength of Bagration’s detachment is difficult to verify. In March Bagration 

commanded some 12,000 men. However, according to Wilson, Prince Peter had 1,500 cavalry 
and 5,000 infantry at Guttstadt. Russian historians Rostunov and Tsintsadze estimate 9,000 men 
under prince Peter during actions at Guttstadt. However, this number does not consider Ataman 
Platov’s Cossacks, who marched from the right flank to Deppen. French sources estimated 
Bagration’s strength as 5,000 infantry supported by 9,000-10,000 cavalry. The 1807 study of the 
campaign by  the Geographic Institute of Weimar claimed as much as 10,000 cavalry and 15,000 
infantry under Bagration and Platov. Bataille de Friedland, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3167, l.8; 
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Peter initially sent out his officers to examine the terrain in the vicinity. He then informed 

Platov about the change in plans and asked him to coordinate his actions with the 

advance guard.104 

In early morning of 9 June, Bagration moved his advance guard into two units 

under Markov, whom he accompanied, and Baggovut, who had most of the artillery.105 

He was soon attacked by Murat’s cavalry106 at Ankendorf.107 Simultaneously, Bagration 

received a message from the headquarters telling him the main army was four hours late 

in marching to Heilsberg so he had to delay the French by any means. Yermolov 

described the situation, “[The main army] commenced march four hours later than it 

could and should have done; the headquarters was populated by numerous creatures 

[sushestv] useless to the army, who, while we fighting against the superior [French] 

forces, were calmly enjoying their whims.”108  

                                                                                                                                                                             
Victoires,  Conquêtes, XVII, 161; Wilson, Brief Remarks,  140. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 
Campaigns of 1806-1807, 305; Rostunov, 94; Tsintsadze, Bagration, 61.  

 
104 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 304; Karpov, “Russian Operations 

in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll.55b-56. 
 
105 Yermolov, Memoirs, 100. Markov commanded three jager, three musketeer and one 

cavalry regiments. Baggovut commanded four jager, two musketeer and one cavalry regiments 
supported by a horse artillery company. After the war, Bagration recommended him for a golden 
sword for courage. “K. F. Baggovut” in Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Emperor Alexander and His 
Devotees, I, 3-4; Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 204-205. 

 
106 Murat had Light Cavalry Brigades of Claude Pierre Pajol, Bruyeres and Durosnel, division 

of carabineers and General Nansouty’s Cuirassiers. Victoires,  Conquêtes, XVII, 161; Bataille de 
Friedland, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3167, l.8. 

 
107 Napoleon launched the offensive in two directions to Elditen and Deppen. Murat’s 

cavalry, supported by Ney, was ordered to cross the Passarge at Deppen. Lannes and the Imperial 
Guard followed them closely. On the right flank, Marshal Davout moved his corps across the 
river at Hasenburg. On the Russian side, General Kamensky, marching from Danzig, had a minor 
skirmish with Soult near Wolfsdorf. However, he had orders to proceed to Heilsberg and avoided 
a pitched engagement. He marched over 46 miles in 32 hours and reached Bennigsen on 10 June. 
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 306; Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in 
Poland,  289; Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, III, 594-96; Landmann, Der Krieg von 
1806 und 1807, 411; Bataille de Friedland, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3167, l.7. Bagration was 
first attacked at Heiligenthal and then retreat through Ankendorff, Quetz, Glottau and Guttstadt. 
Ney to Berthier, 9 June 1807, in Colbert, Traditions,  Souvenirs et Documents, III, 415. 

 
108 Yermolov,  Memoirs, 100. 
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The Cossacks under Major General Paul Ilovaisky II were first to engage the 

French in front of Ankendorff.109 He then slowly retreated towards Bagration’s 

detachments arranged on advantageous positions. The 3rd Jagers defended the left flank, 

and Polish Horse Cavalry Regiment and the 7th Jagers were on the right. Two jager 

regiments were deployed in columns and kept in reserves in the center. The remaining 

forces were also arranged in columns in the second line. The French did not venture to 

attack but began an artillery bombardment to break these formations. In addition, large 

cavalry detachment was moved to turn Bagration’s right flank. Prince Peter 

counterattacked with all his Cossack regiments supported by the Life Guard Cossack 

Regiment, Polish Horse Cavalry Regiment and Ingermanland Dragoon Regiment.110 

Driving the French cavalry back, Bagration ordered Baggovut to withdrew the infantry to 

Quez and Glottau. As he retreated, Bagration often “resumed offensive, charged the 

numerous [French] skirmishers and supporting detachments that swarmed the plain.”  

The Russian cavalry attack forced the French to form squares allowing Bagration to 

slowly withdraw part of his infantry. He then recalled his cavalry and covered its 

movements “by his artillery and the judicious disposition of his infantry.”111 Colonel 

Yermolov distinguished himself in these actions by skillfully directing the artillery fire 

and inflicting considerable casualties on the French. 112 

Bagration reached Guttstadt around noon and made another stand in the town. He 

was reinforced by Platov’s Cossacks and two jager regiments (3rd and 7th) to take up the 

positions in front of the town to halt the French while his remaining forces crossed the 

Alle River.113  There were two bridges in the town, but three additional pontoon bridges 

                                                           
109 Bagration was reinforced by two squadrons of Life Guard Cossack Regiment. Journal of 

Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 205. 
 
110 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 206-208. 
 
111 Wilson, Brief Remarks,  141. 
 
112 Yermolov,  Memoirs, 100 
 
113 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 210-11; Plotho, Tagebuch 

während des Krieges, 135; Landmann, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, 411. Platov was north to 
Guttstadt on 5-7 June, but then marched to the south on 8 June.  
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were constructed to accelerate the crossing.114 Bagration ordered his cavalry to delay the 

French while the Russian infantry moved across the bridges.115 Wilson described the 

fierce cavalry combat around the town, “The cavalry seemed sensible of the importance 

of their exertions at this critical conjuncture, and by gallantry and active maneuvers so 

repelled the French advanced cavalry that after various rencontres, in which they were 

always worsted, the latter retired and paused until their infantry approached to their 

support.”116 Yermolov also recalled the routing of “an Italian dragoon regiment,” and the 

arrival of the French infantry that drove the Russians out of Guttstadt.117 The French 

rushed into city and engaged the Russians to prevent destruction of the bridges. Bagration 

had 25th Jagers fighting on the left flank and moved some 300 men of the 20th Jager 

Regiment to destroy the bridges after Platov’s Cossacks crossed the river.118 So, after 

almost eight hours of combat, Bagration, “with that courage, conduct and fortune which 

characterize all of his service,”119 crossed the Alle with his infantry and gun while Platov 

covered his movement.120 The bridges were destroyed by 8:00 p.m.121 and Bagration then 

                                                           
 
114 Wilson, Brief Remarks,  141. 
 
115 Prince Peter also had a twelve-gun battery under Yermolov established on the heights in 

front of the town. The St. Petersburg Dragoon Regiment protected this battery. Yermolov,  
Memoirs,  100 

 
116 Wilson, Brief Remarks, 142. Although Wilson provides valuable insights into Bagration’s 

operations, as a rabid anti-French Englishman, his comments about the campaign must be used 
with caution. 

 
117 Yermolov,  Memoirs, 100 
 
118 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 212-13. 
 
119 Wilson, Brief Remarks,  143. 
 
120 According to Wilson, the Cossacks were attacked by superior French cavalry and became 

disorganized. Ataman Platov, “sensible to his duty of the general safety,” dismounted and rallied 
his forces to make a fighting retreat. Brief Remarks,  142. According to Karpov, the Cossacks 
suffered heavy losses in these actions. Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 
Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll.56. 

 
121 Victoires,  Conquêtes, XVII, 161; Landmann, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, 411. Russian 

sources provide no details on Bagration’s losses. Wilson referred to some fifty men drowned in 
the river, when a company of 150 men was isolated on the riverbank. Ney reported some 800 
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moved by forced marches to Heilsberg. He halted his troops at Reichenberg, some two 

miles from Heilbesrg.122 

Napoleon did not pursue him and ordered his troops to rest around Guttstadt. By 

late night of 9 June, his army was deployed at following position: the main forces of Ney, 

Murat and the Imperial Guard were at Guttstadt; Soult’s corps was at Altkirch and 

Davout on the left bank of the Alle River close to Guttstadt. Napoleon perceived 

Bennigsen’s intention to fight a battle around Heilsberg and decided to annihilate the 

Russian army through the manoeuvre sur les derrières. Under his plan, his main forces of 

over 50,000 men would attack Bennigsen at Heilsberg, while the corps of Davout and 

Mortier would make a flanking maneuver and cut the Russians from Koenigsberg.123 

On 10 June 1807, the Russian army took up positions along both banks of the 

Alle River in front of Heilsberg. During the previous weeks, various fortifications and 

ramparts were constructed there.124 Bennigsen deployed his army in the following order: 

Grand Duke Constantine commanded 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 7th and 14th Divisions on the right flank, 

with the Imperial Guard in reserve. There were 8th, 6th, 4th and 5th Divisions, supported by 

some 27 squadrons of the Prussian cavalry, on the left flank between Heilsberg and 

Grossendorff. The first and third battalions of regiments were deployed in line, while the 

second battalions kept in columns in reserve. Three pontoon bridges were built over the 

Alle River. A reserve of 12 battalions of infantry was deployed in three columns. Platov 

with his Cossacks covered the extreme right flank. The cavalry was divided into two 

parts under Uvarov on the right flank and Golitsyn in the center. 125 

                                                                                                                                                                             
captured around Guttstadt. Wilson, Brief Remarks,  143; Ney to Berthier, 9 June 1807, Guttstadt, 
in Colbert, Traditions,  Souvenirs et Documents, III, 415. 

 
122 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 (February, 1901):  505; Journal of Military 

Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 213; Plotho, Tagebuch während des Krieges, 136; 
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 306. 

 
123 Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland,  290; Michel, Étude sur la Période du 5 au 14 Juin 

de la Campagne de 1807, 21. 
 
124 Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, III, 602-603; Plotho, Tagebuch während des 

Krieges, 136-39. 
 
125  Relation de la Bataille de Heilsberg le 10 Juin 1807, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3204, ll.9-

10; Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, 
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Map 41. Detailed Map of Guttstadt Region 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
ll.56-56b; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 307-308; Höpfner, Der Krieg 
von 1806 und 1807, III, 603-605; Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland,  292-94; Plotho, 
Tagebuch während des Krieges, 139-41. 
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 Bennigsen was unaware of the direction of the French offensive so he organized 

two advance guards. A new advance guard under Mikhail Borozdin was at Launau, some 

six miles from Heilsberg, while Prince Bagration with his detachment remained at 

Reichenberg.126 Meantime, Napoleon advanced from Guttstadt with Murat’s reserve 

cavalry leading the way. Soult’s corps marched immediately behind the cavalry, followed 

by Lannes, Ney and the Imperial Guard. Napoleon moved his troops from Guttstadt to 

Launau, where he encountered Borozdin’s detachment.127 Around 8:00 a.m. on 10 June, 

Murat’s cavalry128 attacked Borozdin driving him to Bewernick. Bennigsen immediately 

reinforced Bozordin129 and ordered Bagration to proceed by forced marches from 

Reichenberg to Bewernick. Prince Peter crossed the Alle River on the pontoon bridges at 

Amt-Heilsberg and joined Borozdin around 2:00 p.m. as he was retreating from 

Bewernick.130 He rallied his forces in the valley between Bewernick and Langwiese and 

deployed them in a chess formation with the right wing extended to Langwiese and the 

left covered by the Alle.131 Strong batteries were set up on the heights behind Bewernick. 

The Russians, led by Bagration, repulsed several French cavalry charges forcing Murat to 

                                                           
 
126 Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 

3161, ll.56b; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 307-308; Höpfner, Der Krieg 
von 1806 und 1807, III, 602-603; Landmann, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, 412-13. 

 
127 Borozdin commanded Finland Dragoon, Nizov Musketeer, Revel Musketeer and 

Selivanov’s Cossack Regiments. 
 
128 Murat commanded the Cuirassier Division of General Espagne, Dragoon Division of 

Victor Latour-Maubourg and two Light Cavalry Brigades. Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 und 
1807, III, 605; Victoires,  Conquêtes, XVII, 162. 

 
129 Reinforcements comprised of 5 squadrons of the Kiev Dragoons, 3 battalions of the 2nd 

Jager, 2 battalions of Keksholm Musketeer regiments, a battalion of militia and two cannon. 
Major General Lvov commanded this detachment. Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 
Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll.57; Plotho, Tagebuch während des Krieges, 139; 
Landmann, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, 413. 

 
130 Bagration moved his infantry in three columns and cavalry in two columns. He was 

reinforced by several Cossack regiments. Relation de la Bataille de Heilsberg le 10 Juin 1807, 
RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3204, ll. 10-11; Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 (February, 
1901):  505-506; Landmann, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, 413; Karpov, “Russian Operations in 
the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll.57. 

 
131 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 (February, 1901):  508. 
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wait for Soult’s infantry. Meantime, the French and Russian artilleries engaged in an 

artillery duel.132  

Shortly after 3:00 p.m. Soult reached the battlefield and moved his thirty-six guns to the 

heights around Bewernick. Superior French artillery soon silenced the Russians guns and 

cleared the way for the offensive.133  The French advanced around 3:00 p.m. with 

Legrand’s division on the left, Savary’s grenadiers were slightly behind it, near 

Bewernick, followed by Murat’s cavalry. These forces were to march between Langwiese 

and Lawden and turn Bagration’s right flank. In the French center, St. Cyr’s division was 

in the first line followed by St. Hilaire’s division while Soult’s cavalry covered the right 

flank.134 Bagration initially halted St. Cyr’s division but St. Hilaire reinforced it and 

fierce fighting continued in the valley. Prince Peter appealed for reinforcements135 and 

simultaneously dispatched his cavalry against Murat, who was preparing to attack from 

Langwiese. The French defeated and pursued the Russian cavalry, reaching as far as the 

Russian batteries. Yermolov recalled, “The [French] cavalry pierced our lines and some 

of my guns were captured from the rear. One of these cavalry attacks was so formidable 

that most of our cavalry was dispersed behind Langwiese.”136 However, Major General 

Rayevsky held the line with his jagers allowing the Russian cavalry to rally and 

counterattack. 

                                                           
 
132 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 309; Plotho, Tagebuch während des 

Krieges, 141-42; Yermolov,  Memoirs,  101; Gershicte des Krieges von Preussen und Russland 
gegen Frantreich in den Jahren 1806 und 1807, 230-32. 

 
133 Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, III, 605-606. Yermolov lamented that, during the 

campaign, his battery was often out-gunned by larger caliber French cannon. His 3-pounder 
unicorns could do nothing against heavier French guns. Memoirs, 99. 

 
134 Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland,  295; Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, III, 

606. 
 
135 According to Wilson, “Prince Bagration sent for reinforcements. Some infantry were 

advance to support him and 15 squadrons of Prussian cavalry, with a battery of horse artillery, by 
thei most gallant bravery, afforded him great relief.” Brief Remarks,  145. 

 
136 Yermolov, Memoirs, 101. After the battle, three Russian cavalry officers were awarded 

Orders of St. George for recapturing these guns. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-
1807, 310. 
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Map 43. Battle of Heilsberg, 10 June 1807
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Bennigsen observed the fighting from the height in front of Heilsberg and, seeing 

the French advance between Langwiese and Lawden, dispatched Uvarov with 25 

squadrons of cavalry and 3 jager regiments to reinforce Bagration.137 Uvarov divided his 

cavalry in two columns leading one of them to Lawden, where he was repulsed by the 

French infantry and bombarded by the French guns on the Gaberberg. He then led his 

troops to the woods behind Lawden and fought Legrand’s division for next couple of 

hours.138 Second Russian column under Kozhin attacked Murat’s cavalry between 

Langwiese and Lawden as it was deploying to attack Bagration’s flank.139 It was initially 

successful driving the French back to Langwiese. However, Napoleon immediately 

moved Savary with two fusilier regiments and twelve guns against the Russian cavalry. 

Savary deployed his troops in front of Langwiese in time to meet the fleeing French 

cavalry and pursuing Russians. The French twelve guns opened a canister fire but the 

Russian cavalry made several charges. Murat used this break to rally his forces and 

counterattacked sweeping the exhausted Russian cavalrymen back.140 

As a result of Murat’s charge, Bagration found his right flank exposed to the 

French attack while St. Cyr and St. Hilaire launched a coordinate attack against his 

center.141 He led several counterattacks and barely survived a cannonball as he was 

crossing the Spibach, although his horse was killed. He continued leading the troops on 

                                                           
 
137 Relation de la Bataille de Heilsberg le 10 Juin 1807, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3204, ll.11; 

Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, III, 607; Plotho, Tagebuch während des Krieges, 142; 
Landmann, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807,  414; Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 
Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3161, ll.57b. Bennigsen recalled sending Uvarov with 
three cavalry regiments and a company of horse artillery. Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 
101 (February, 1901):  506.  

 
138 Uvarov to Bennigsen, 11 June 1807, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3201, ll.5-6. 
 
139 Landmann, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, 414; Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 und 1807, 

III, 607. 
 
140 Bataille de Friedland, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3167, l.9; Höpfner, Der Krieg von 1806 

und 1807, III, 607-608. 
 
141 Relation de la Bataille de Heilsberg le 10 Juin 1807, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3204, ll.12. 
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foot before receiving a horse from Grand Duke Constantine.142 Despite the gallant 

resistance of his troops, Prince Peter faced superior forces and could do nothing but to 

retreat. He already delayed the French for a couple of hours and considered his mission 

accomplished. As he started to slowly withdraw to Heilsberg covered by Baggovut’s 4th, 

7th, 24th and 26th Jager Regiment,143 one of Bennigsen’s duty officers, Major General 

Fock arrived shouting at Bagration for retreating without orders. Prince Peter was 

infuriated but he controlled his emotions. Instead, he took Fock with him in one of the 

counterattacks to demonstrate that his troops were slaughtered for no purpose. As 

Yermolov recalled, “Five minutes later, Fock was seriously wounded and [Bagration] 

retreated.”144 As Prince Peter made a fighting retreat around 5:00 p.m., Grand Duke 

Constantine moved forward an eight-gun battery on the right bank of the Alle that opened 

fire on the French flank, inflicting heavy casualties on St. Cyr and St. Hilaire.145 In 

addition, the rest of the Russian artillery (150 guns) was now able to open fire on the 

French since Bagration’s troops withdrew closer to Heilsberg. Prince Peter’s troops were 

completely exhausted by the marches and rear guard actions of previous days. So, 

Bagration moved most of them into reserve behind the town, although some jager 

regiments were placed in the earthworks on the left bank of the Alle.146  

With darkness approaching, Murat and Soult decided to make a decisive attack on 

the fortified Russian positions. St. Cyr and St. Hilaire marched against the Redoubt No.1, 

                                                           
 
142 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 310. 
 
143 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 (February, 1901):  508. 
 
144 Yermolov,  Memoirs, 102. 
 
145 Relation de la Bataille de Heilsberg le 10 Juin 1807, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3204, ll. 

11; Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland,  297; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-
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146 Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 
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Campaigns of 1806-1807, 310-11; Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland,  298; Plotho, 
Tagebuch während des Krieges, 143. According to Bennigsen, Bagration deployed his troops on 
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while Legrand’s advanced towards Redoubt No. 2. The French advanced under 

murderous canister and musket fire and their casualties rapidly mounted. Nevertheless, 

the 26th Line carried the Redoubt No.2 and held out there for next hour until superior 

Russian infantry and Russo-Prussian cavalry virtually annihilated it. The 55th Line, sent 

to rescue the 26th, was also routed. The rest of the divisions of Legrand and Savary 

formed squares and repulsed the cavalry charges until the arrival of the French chasseurs. 

The fighting continued for over an hour before Legrand and Savary slowly retreated back 

across the Spibach. However, their withdrawal exposed the left flank of St. Cyr and St. 

Hilaire, who were engaged around the Redoubt No. 1. They found themselves in cross 

fire and retired with heavy casualties.147 

It was already around 10:00 p.m.. The Allies considered the battle over and 

victory theirs. Yet, shortly after ten, Marshal Lannes arrived on the battlefield and, 

carried by incredible impetuosity, he launched another attack on the Russian positions in 

the darkness. The Russians were prepared for the attack, thanks to a deserter.148 As 

Verdier’s division, reinforced by the 75th Line of Legrand’s division, approached the 

Redoubt No.2, it was met by ferocious canister fire and suffered appalling losses before 

fleeing in disorder. A witness recalled, “About 11:00 p.m., the [French] shouted arrêtez le 

combat along their line of tirailleurs … and the massacre, for no other term can be so 

properly applied, terminated.”149  

The battle of Heilsberg is often overshadowed by other Napoleonic battles, 

although it was a bloody fight and both sides suffered enormous casualties. Wilson 

recalled a dreadful scene of battlefield, where “the ground between the wood [at Lawden] 

and the Russian batteries, about a quarter of a mile, was a sheet of naked human bodies, 
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which friends and foes had during the night mutually stripped… It was a sight that the 

eye loathed, but from which it could not remove.”150 Soult lost 8,286 men while Lannes’ 

recklessness cost his troops 2,284 dead and wounded. In total, the French casualties were 

estimated at 12,000 men. The Russian losses were equally severe, mostly from 

Bagration’s advance guard. Yermolov wrote “The advance guard half of its strength; 

there was hardly a regiment with a commander alive, and just a few officers survived.” 

The Russians lost approximately 2,000-3,000 killed and over 5,000 wounded, including 

eight generals.151 Bennigsen himself was so exhausted physically and mentally that he 

collapsed on the battlefield and regained conscience some time later.152 

Bagration played a major role in the Allied success at Heilsberg. He commanded 

the advanced guard in advance and rear guard actions throughout the weeks preceding 

the battle. He successfully accomplished his mission under the general disposition for 

attack and Ney’s corps probably would have suffered much more serious setback had the 

other Russian commanders acted as swiftly and ably as Prince Peter. As the Russian army 

began its retreat to Heilsberg, it was Bagration who covered its retreat and successfully 

delayed the French for entire a day. Between 6 and 10 June, Bagration marched for over 

seventy miles between Launau, Deppen, Guttstadt and Heilsberg and fought a series of 

rear guard actions. His troops were exhausted and lacked supplies. Yet, when the French 

attacked on 10 June at Bewernick, Bennigsen ordered Bagration to make a long march 

from Reichenberg and move the troops straight into the action. During the rest of day, he 

demonstrated admirable tactical skills as he opposed two French corps of Soult and 

Murat. For over four hours, the superior French forces tried in vain to dislodge Prince 

Peter’s troops. Only after his positions were flanked and exposed did Bagration retreat to 
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the main positions. By that time, Soult’s and Murat’s troops virtually exhausted 

themselves and could not make a profound change on the outcome of the battle.  

During the night of 10 June, Napoleon arrived on the battlefield with the Imperial 

Guard and Ney’s 6th Corps. He reconnoitered the Russian positions lit by the campfires 

and decided to envelop Bennigsen from the flanks to entrap him in the fortified camp. He 

directed Davout and Mortier to Landsberg to cut the road to Koenigsberg while other 

French corps remained at Heilsberg to pin down the Russians.153 On the Russian side, 

around 6:00 a.m. Bennigsen prepared the army for the new French advance. The early 

morning mist prevented him from observing Napoleon’s movements, but, around 10:00 

a.m., Bennigsen noted large masses of the French troops marching against his left 

flank.154 Bennigsen then received intelligence concerning Davout’s march on the 

Landsberg road and realized Napoleon’s planned to outflank his present positions. He 

decided to retreat to Wehlau through Bartenstein and establish positions on the northern 

bank of the Pregel River, securing communications with Koenigsberg.155 He immediately 

began withdrawing his forces from Heilsberg. He ordered Bagration to remain with his 

fatigued troops in the town to cover the retreat.156 

                                                           
153 Jomini, Vie de Napoleon, II, 407-408; Bataille de Friedland, RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 

3167, l.10. 
 
154 Journal of Military Operations of the Russian Imperial Army, 152. 
 
155 Bennigsen explained the difficulties he faced to Grand Duke Constantine and asked him to 

consult with Alexander, who, at the moment, was staying at Tilsit. Bennigsen, Memoirs, 
Russkaya starina, 101 (February, 1901):  512-14; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-
1807, 518-20; Karpov, “Russian Operations in the 1806-1807 Campaigns,” RGVIA, f. 846, op. 
16, d. 3161, ll.59b. 

 
156 Bennigsen, Memoirs, Russkaya starina, 101 (February, 1901):  511-12; Mikhailovsky-

Danilevsky, Campaigns of 1806-1807, 517-18; Petre, Napoleon’s Campaign in Poland, 305. 

 402



 

Map 44. Friedland Campaign, 10-13 June 1807 
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Bennigsen directed Kamensky’s division to join the Prussian corps of Lestocq 

near Frisching while, late evening of 11 June, the Russian army marched to Bartenstein. 

Prince Peter, reinforced by Platov’s Cossacks, commanded the rear guard. The 

withdrawal was carried out slowly. By the morning on 12 June, there were still three 

Russian divisions on the left bank of the Alle River, separated from the main Russian 

forces on the right bank, and Napoleon might have destroyed them piecemeal.157 

Fortunately for the Russians, Napoleon was also concerned about his own 

communication and supply lines and did not intend to attack the remaining Russian 

forces at Heilsberg. That morning, he moved his army in two columns to Landsberg and 

Eylau to cut Bennigsen from Koenigsberg.158 By evening on 12 June, Napoleon 

established his headquarters at Eylau; Murat moved towards Koenigsberg, Davout’s 

corps and Oudinot’s Grenadier Division gathered around Eylau. Soult marched to 

Kreutzburg, Lannes was at Domnau and Ney with Mortier passed through Lampasch.159 

Thus, through skilful maneuvers, Napoleon had put his army between the Russian army 

and Koenigsberg. 

At the same time, by noon of 12 June, the Russian army, divided in four columns, 

was rapidly marching to Bartenstein. Bagration destroyed bridges and camp at Heilsberg 

before following the main army. Napoleon had dispatched three cavalry divisions to 

watch the Russians but avoid any serious engagements.160 As the Russian army 

concentrated at Bartenstein,161 Bennigsen began vacillating about his plan to withdraw to 

Wehlau. Instead, he decided to turn his army in an opposite direction and attack 
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Napoleon’s army as it marched to Eylau and exposed its communication lines.162 

However, he was soon told about the appearance of some French units around Domnau 

and realized that Napoleon had already cut the direct road to Koenigsberg and could 

easily intercept him during his retreat. So, Bennigsen decided to move his army to 

Friedland to secure the main crossing point on the Alle River. He dispatched Prince 

Golitsyn to anticipate the French at Friedland.163 The main army then marched to 

Schippenbeil, and after brief rest there, it proceeded to Friedland.164 Bagration was 

ordered to cover the Russian movements on the road to Heilsberg and along the right 

bank of the Alle River.165 

Late afternoon on 13 June, as he approached Friedland, Golitsyn found the town 

already occupied by the advance guard of Marshal Lannes’ corps.166 The French began 

hurriedly destroying the main bridge over the Alle River, but Golitsyn attacked with 

Grand Duke Uhlans and carried Friedland after a brief engagement capturing 4 officers 

and 56 soldiers.167 Golitsyn then occupied Postehnen and established a cavalry screen on 
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the left bank of the Alle. The French prisoners indicated that Lannes’ advance guard was 

some two miles from Friedland waiting for the rest of the 5th Corps to arrive. The leading 

units of the main Russian army arrived after 8:00 p.m. and Bennigsen moved Dokhturovs 

7th and 8th Division to the left bank to support the Imperial Guard cavalry already 

deployed there.168 During the night, the rest of the army concentrated on the right bank. 

Bennigsen did not intend to give battle around Friedland but wanted to secure his march 

northward to Wehlau, from where he planned “to attack Napoleon’s flank and rear if he 

advanced to Koenigsberg.”169  

Bennigsen was exhausted and in poor health so that evening on 13 June, he left 

the army to spend the night in a townhouse in Friedland.170 He barely had any rest when 

at 11:00 p.m. he was informed that only General Oudinot’s troops were deployed near 

Postehnen.171 Concerned about his positions, Bennigsen moved additional troops across 

the river and took up positions near the forest of Sortlack. By late evening, there were 

some 25,000 Russians on the left bank of the Alle.172 Simultaneously, two pontoon 
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bridges were constructed and additional forces moved to the left bank to secure the 

flanks. Platov’s Cossacks, supported by the Preobrazhensky Guard, Cavalry Guard, 

Finish Dragoon and Oliovopol Hussar Regiments, were dispatched northwards to seize 

crossing sites at Allenburg and on the Pregel River.173 Bennigsen moved most of his 

cavalry to the left flank and posted Bagration with his advance guard on the left. Thus, 

the Russian troops were deployed in half circle around Friedland. This position was 

extremely unfavorable for several reasons. First, a deep ravine of Muhlen Teich in the 

center divided the Russian forces into two parts and complicated communications 

between them. Second, the troops were deployed on marshy terrain with their backs to 

the Alle River. In case of defeat, the Russians could escape only through the narrow 

streets and across one small wooden and three pontoon bridges at Friedland. No attempt 

was made to reconnoiter the river for fords and examine terrain on flanks. One of the 

participants left a detailed description of the surroundings of Friedland, 

Friedland is a considerable town situated on the left bank of the Alle 
[River]; a long wooden bridge connects the town with the right bank – 
west of the town is a capacious lake – the country for a mile in the 
direction of Heilsberg forms a semicircle of apparent plain, but is cut by a 
deep and narrow ravine full of water, and scarcely fordable, which runs 
from Domnau into the lakes. Near the town, on the left of the plain, the 
ground abruptly descends and woods border down the Alle – a deep 
wood fringed the plain from the Alle to the village of Heinricksdorf [sic], 
where there was a little interruption, but woods again closed round to the 
Alle, the banks of which were very steep, the fords, subsequently used, 
were yet unknown.174 
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Map 45. Battle of Friedland, 14 June 1807
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Late in night on 13 June, Marshal Lannes learned about the Russian occupation of 

Friedland. He instructed Oudinot175 to reconnoiter the Russian positions, and re-capture, 

the town if faced only by small Russian detachments. Oudinot reached Postehnen where 

he encountered the Russian cavalry screen and observed the Russian main columns in a 

distance. As he read Oudinot’s report, Lannes also received instructions from Napoleon 

to prevent Bennigsen from crossing the Alle River and was told that General Emmanuel 

Grouchy was en route with his dragoon division to reinforce the 5th Corps for this 

mission.176 Around midnight, Lannes received reinforcements increasing his forces to 

some 13,000 men. He deployed these troops between Postehnen and Heinrichsdorf, with 

the light cavalry deployed on the right flank and Grouchy’s dragoons kept in reserve near 

Postehnen.177  

Some time after 2:00 a.m., Oudinot, supported by Ruffin’s troops, reached 

Postehnen and engaged the Russian outposts in the woods of Sortlack.178 The fighting 

rapidly grew violent and, an hour later, Grouchy arrived with his cavalry; He was initially 

driven back by the superior Russian cavalry, but new French reinforcements (Dutch 

cavalry of Mortier’s Corps) arrived and forced the Russians back. Simultaneously, 

Gorchakov’s troops advanced towards Heinrichsdorf forcing Lannes to shift part of his 
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cavalry to the right flank. The fighting continued for next three hours as Heinrichsdorf 

changed hands several times.179  

Prince Peter arrived to Sortlack around shortly after 3:00 a.m.180 and had his 

troops deployed in two lines: in the first, he arranged the first and third battalions in line, 

while the second battalions were deployed in columns behind them; in second line, 

Bagration organized his remaining regiments in columns. In addition, he deployed most 

of his jager regiments (some 3,000 jagers) as skirmishers in the woods of Sortlack; two 

battalions, five squadrons and four guns were placed behind them as reserves. Bagration 

also posted two battalions, five squadrons with 4 guns at Sortlack.181  

The fighting on the left flank was particularly violent as the French tirailleurs and 

Bagration’s jagers stubbornly contested the ground in the woods. Bagration also 

committed Life Guard Horse Regiment and His Majesty’s Uhlans against the French 

skirmishers.182 A witness recorded, “An attack on the Russian left had been attended with 

no success and the enemy was compelled to shelter their columns in the woods, but still 

they maintained various batteries advanced and [kept] an incessant tirailleur fire.”183 

Bagration made a series of attacks against Oudinot, but the French grenadiers repulsed 

him each time. The 9th Hussars and the Saxon cavalry also counterattacked but suffered 

heavy losses.184  

Lannes skillfully used the terrain and protected his troops by a dense screen of 

skirmishers in the woods. He had mobile columns moving between the lines to create 
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illusion of the arriving reinforcements.185 He was already told that Napoleon was 

hurrying with the rest of the army so he had to pin down Bennigsen for as long as 

possible. Bennigsen ordered more troops to cross the Alle to support forces already there. 

The Russian troops crossed the river and, by 9:00 a.m., Bennigsen had most of his 

cavalry deployed on the right flank supported by 3rd, 4th, 6th 7th and 8th Divisions; Prince 

Gorchakov commanded these forces. On the left flank, the 1st and 2nd Divisions 

reinforced Prince Bagration. The 14th Division and Imperial Guard were kept in 

reserves.186  

Around 7:00 a.m., Bagration launched another assault. He spread Major General 

Rayevsky’s 20th ’s Jagers in a skirmish line and arranged Life Guard Jager regiment, with 

Rostov Musketeer Regiment in reserves, in two columns behind them. Captain Stepanov 

with a battalion of the 20th Jagers spearheaded the attack. In a hand-to-hand combat, the 

Life Jager Regiment captured 3 officers and 48 soldiers, but lost 2 officers and 6 

soldiers.187 As the French counterattacked, Prince Peter committed the Moscow 

Grenadier, Pskov Musketeer and Alexandria Hussar Regiments, and deployed Colonel 

Yermolov’s horse artillery battery. The 3rd and 7th Jager Regiments were ordered to hold 

ground in center while the 5th Jagers remained at Sortlack. Bagration also instructed 

Rayevsky to disengage the 20th and Life Guard Jagers and rally them on the valley 

behind the forest.188 The jagers slowly retreated, pursued by the French who stopped on 

the edge of the woods and continued harassing the Russian lines. At the same time, 

Oudinot moved part of his division to seize Sortlack on Bagration’s left, but was beaten 

back by the 5th Jager Regiment. Simultaneously, Rayevsky rallied his troops (20th Jagers 
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and Life Guard Jagers) on the plain behind the Sortlack woods. The French cavalry soon 

charged him there but a squadron of the Life Guard Horse Regiment drove them back.189 

Early in the morning, Bagration called up Major General Baggovut’s detachment. He 

wanted to make a decisive attack to clear and secure the woods, where Oudinot’s 

grenadiers found good positions to harass Bagration’s troops. Wilson described, “The 

Russians were totally exposed and standing in columns with some infantry thrown 

forward to act as tirailleurs while the French columns still remained in the woods… 

concealed from direct aim by laying down in long grass or behind the favoring 

ground.”190 Prince Peter deployed the 26th Jagers in lines followed by the 4th and 25th 

Jagers in columns. The Russians overwhelmed Oudinot’s troops and drove them out of 

the Sortlack. To secure his positions in the forest, Bagration reinforced Baggovut with a 

battalion of Olonetsk militia.191 According to the official Russian account of the battle, 

“The forest remained in our hands for a long time thereafter.”192 

Hearing of this success, Bennigsen ordered the rest of his army to adjust the line 

with the front held by Bagration’s troops. As a result, the Russians advanced for a 

thousand paces and “great hopes were entertained that [the French would] retire 

altogether upon Eylau.”193 At the same time, several large cavalry actions took place 

around Heinrichsdorf, where the Russian cavalry under Uvarov and the Cossacks 

threatened to envelop the French flank. However, the cavalry of the 1st and 6th Corps 

arrived in time to repulse the Russians and secure the flank.194 Shortly after 9:00 a.m., 
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Mortier’s corps also arrived on the battlefield near Heinrichsdorf in time to counter new 

Russian attack.195  

It was an important moment in the battle. If Bennigsen was able to defeat Lannes’ 

corps, he could have recalled his army and safely retreated across the Alle before the 

arrival of Napoleon’s entire army. However, he did not want to order retreat because “the 

honor of our arms did not allow us to leave the battlefield [l’honneur de nos armes ne 

permettait pas de ceder le champ de bataille].”196 Thus, he decided to remain at Friedland 

but he took no precautions to protect his exposed army.197  

The Russian troops, already exhausted by the previous days’ marches and the 

early fighting, lapsed into a brief lull occurred between 2:00 and 5:00 p.m. Both sides 

exchanged artillery fire but no major actions took place. Bagration, meantime, met 

Bennigsen in Friedland and turned his attention to the arrival of the French corps. He 

urged Bennigsen to take measures to strengthen positions around Friedland. Furthermore, 

Bagration anticipated that Napoleon would direct a main attack again his flank so he 

requested more reinforcements; his appeals were all turned down. Finally, shortly after 

4:00 p.m., Bennigsen observed the French corps taking up new positions to attack and 

realized the danger to his exposed army. He ordered a retreat, but General Gorchakov 

argued it was better to defend the current positions until night. Prince Peter disagreed 

with this suggestion and began preparing his troops to withdraw to Friedland.198 
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Napoleon, meantime, was rapidly concentrating his corps at Friedland. He 

personally arrived near Friedland shortly before noon,199 declaring “It is a fortunate day – 

It is the anniversary of the battle of Marengo.”200 Examining the Russian positions, he 

realized that he had a chance of destroying the Russian army in a single battle. He urged 

Ney, Victor and Imperial Guard to accelerate their march to the battlefield as he prepared 

a new disposition for the battle. He rested his troops in the woods of Sortlack and made 

sure they had enough ammunition. He then placed Victor’s troops and part of the cavalry 

in reserves near Postehnen. On the left flank, Mortier’s corps, supported by most of the 

French cavalry, defended Heinrichsdorf and the road to Koenigsberg. However, Mortier 

was instructed “not to advance as the movement will be by our right flank, pivoting on 

the left.” That meant, Prince Bagration was to face the brunt of the French assault. 

Napoleon had two corps designed for this flanking attack. Ney was ordered to move to 

the right flank passing Postehnen towards the woods of Sortlack. Lannes would form 

center in front of Postehnen, while Oudinot’s troops were “to turn to the left in order to 

draw upon themselves the attention of the enemy.”201 Napoleon specifically stipulated, 

“The advance must be always from the right [against Bagration], and the initiative of the 

movement must be left to Marshal Ney, who will await my order to begin.”202 

Napoleon’s planned maneuver was aimed at destroying the bridges at Friedland and 

cutting the Russian line of retreat. 

It was 5:30 p.m. when a salvo of twenty French guns signaled the renewal of 

battle.203 Ney’s Corps advanced from Postehnen to the woods of  Sortlack, where 

Bagration had posted his jagers. After an hour of vicious fighting, Prince Peter had to 
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withdrew his exhausted jagers allowing the French to occupy the woods and open fire on 

his main forces.204 Ney organized his soldiers in columns in three broad clearings in the 

forest.205 Marchand’s division was on the right, Bisson on the left with the cavalry of 

Latour-Maubourg following them behind.206 The superior French forces drove 

Bagration’s jagers out of the woods and carried Sortlack, which was partly abandoned 

under Bagration’s orders. As the French advanced, several Russian batteries on the right 

bank opened fire at them, while Bagration deployed his troops on new positions. He 

moved Life Guard Ismailovsky and Semeyonovsky Regiments forward.207 By now, 

Bagration commanded between 20,000 and 27,000 men.208 
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Map 45. Battle of Friedland, 14 June 1807 
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The advancing French came under murderous fire from Bagration’s troops and 

the batteries on the opposite bank. General Alexandre Antoine Senarmont, chief of 

artillery of Victor’s corps, recalled, “The Russian batteries, deployed on the opposite side 

of the Alle, fired on our flanks; some of them were at very close range, including one 

battery, on the hill near the river turn, which decimated our ranks.”209 Bagration initially 

counterattacked with Life Guard Horse Regiment and then moved Pavlobsk and St. 

Petersburg Grenadier Regiments forward.210 The Russians drove the French columns 

back and captured one eagle of the 69th Line in process.211 Ney’s troops fell back in 

confusion but were quickly rallied when General Pierre Dupont moved his division with 

the cavalry of Generals Lahoussay and Durosnel closely behind.212 The Russian cavalry 

continued its attack but came under fire of Dupont’s batteries and was counterattacked by 

Latour-Mauborg’s cavalry. As the Russians fell back, Dupont changed the direction of 

his troops to the right and covered the gap on Ney’s left.213 

Simultaneously, General Senarmont moved his twelve guns forward and 

requested permission to put another twenty-four gun into action.214 He organized two 
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companies of fifteen guns, with six pieces in reserves, and placed them on the both flanks 

of Dupont’s division.215 As the French advanced, Senarmont outpaced the infantry and 

opened fire at Bagration’s troops from close range. The fire was very effective because 

the Russians were massed in a narrow defile between the Muhlen Teich and the Alle 

River. Realizing the danger of these batteries, Bagration directed his artillery against 

them. Senarmont disregarded the Russian artillery and concentrated his fire on Prince 

Peter’s infantry.216 His guns initially fired at 600 paces, then moved to 300 paces.217  

Prince Peter sent his cavalry to destroy the French guns, but Senarmont218 calmly 

awaited their advance before ordering canister fire. His canister fire literarily mowed 

down the Russian ranks.219 Prince Peter ordered a bayonet attack with Life Guard 

Izmailovsky and Pavlovsk Grenadier Regiments,220 but the French fire virtually wiped 

out these regiments; third battalion of the Izmailovsky Regiment lost some 400 men out 

of 520.221 Wilson commented,  
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Never was resolution more heroic or patience more exemplary than that 
now displayed by the Russians – never was a sacrifice of such courage 
more to be deplored. Brave Russians! You indeed, exulting in the 
execution of your mandates, mourned not devotion so fatal, but the hearts 
of your friends overflowed with the bitterest gall of affliction.222 
 

Realizing the utter futility of his orders, Bagration finally fell back to Friedland, 

Senarmont moved his guns to within 60 paces of the Russian positions. A contemporary 

described this carnage, “Senarmont’s and Ney’s artillery sowed terror and death amongst 

the battalions and squadrons of the enemy, which, with backs to the town, to the river, or 

to the brook, knew not by which way to escape from destruction.”223 Although suffering 

appalling casualties, Bagration was expected to cover the withdrawal of the rest of the 

army. His troops were already in confusion and many officers, including Baggovut and 

Markov, were wounded. Bagration tried in vain to revive his forces. He drew his sword 

and shouted to his soldiers to fight as they did under Suvorov in Italy.224 Moscow 

Grenadier Regiment rallied around him but was driven back. By 8:00 p.m. Bagration 

withdrew into Friedland and had the houses in the southern suburbs set on fire to slow 

down the French. At the same time, as he approached the river, Prince Peter found the 

bridges already ignited by the Russians. 225 
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On the Russian right flank, Prince Golitsyn was engaged with Lannes and 

Mortier. However, the French generals did not attack him in full strength because 

Napoleon wanted to contain Golitsyn’s forces while Bagration was hammered on the left 

flank. However, the French artillery batteries from the left bank of the Muhlen Teich 

soon engaged Gorchakov’s forces in flank. The Russian general realized that his line of 

retreat would be soon cut so he immediately began withdrawing his divisions. The arrival 

of these troops in the crowded streets of Friedland created havoc at the bridges that were 

already on fire. Bagration and Golitsyn dispatched numerous officers to look for fords 

along the river, which were quickly found.226  

The Russian army slowly retreated to Allenburg with Bagration once again 

commanding the rear guard. Surprisingly, Napoleon did not pursue vigorously but 

dispatched some cavalry to follow the Russians. During the night, Prince Peter arrived to 

Allenburg, where he remained until 10:00 a.m. on 15 June.227 The French followed him 

at a close distance but did not attack.228 Late in the afternoon on 15 June, the Russian 

army arrived to Wehlau to cross the Pregel River.229 Next day, at noon, the news of the 

French advance on the town suddenly spread through the army. A British officer 

described absolute chaos that followed, “Horse, infantry, guns, carriages, & all rushed at 

the bridge, and as three streets equally filled, debouched upon it, a knot of confusion soon 

formed, which rendered all passage impracticable. A more terrible scene cannot be 
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imagined. Friends became foes to each other and the uproar, consternation, impediments 

and danger, momentarily increased.”230 Amid this panic, Bagration kept his composure 

and immediately marched with his advance guard to meet the French. However, the 

French did not engage him but “contended to rest a tame spectator of all the [Russian] 

movements over the bridge.” 231 

Bennigsen was soon informed about Napoleon’s movements to Koenigsberg and 

feared Ney and Murat would soon cut his road to Tilsit.232 So he decided to leave 

Bagration behind to halt the French. One of the Russian officers recalled,  

In order to somehow slow down Napoleon’s impetuous move from 
Wehlau and avoid the barriers that Murat and Ney would erect while we 
fell back on Tilsit, we had to sacrifice our rearguard… Something similar 
had taken place a year and half earlier when Kutuzov, in the same dire 
straits and for the same reasons, had left Bagration under Hollabrun and 
Schöngrabern to face enormous forces of Lannes, Soult and Murat. But, 
just as before, a lucky star was watching over Suvorov’s protégé. It 
seemed that Providence was saving him for the day of Borodino and his 
great sacrifice!233  
 

Bagration, supported by Platov’s Cossacks, remained on the left bank of the 

Pregel.234 He dispatched part of his cavalry in support of General Kamensky, who was 

retreating from Koenigsberg.235 The rear guard, “worn out by the fighting for last ten 

days and reeling from the latest blow [at Friedland],”236 then followed the main army to 
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Tilsit.237 On 16 June, Bagration fought a series of rear guard actions against Murat’s 

cavalry between Taplaken Biten and Polpiten.238 The same day, he received 

reinforcements of two Bashkir and one Kalmyk regiments, who were “armed with bows 

and arrows, wearing caps with long ear-flaps and dressed in weird-looking caftans, riding 

on short, bulky mounts that lacked any elegance.” Denis Davidov noted ironically, “We 

were supposed to believe that their appearance was intended to impress Napoleon with 

the notion that all the peoples and nations under Russia’s rule were ready to rise up 

against him and give him real cause to worry.”239  The Bashkirs and Kalmyks appealed to 

Bagration to allow them to attack the French, who “greeted them with laughter”240 and 

were certainly amused by their medieval tactics. 241 

Bagration marched for the next two days uninterrupted by the French and he 

arrived at Tilsit on 18 June as the army began crossing the Nieman River.242 Bennigsen 

ordered Bagration to deploy his troops some seven miles in front of town to halt the 

French. Davidov described the dreadful condition of Bagration and his troops, 
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Map 46. Friedland Campaign, 14-19 June 1807
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Ever cheerful, vigilant and heedless of danger and disaster, Bagration was, 
like his subordinate, worn out from lack of sleep and food. His close 
associates, who were just setting out on the road to fame – Count Pahlen, 
Rayevsky, Yermolov, Kulnev – were carrying out their duties by sheer 
willpower; the infantry barely dragged their feet; the horsemen were 
dozing off and swaying in their saddles.243 
 

Another Russian officer also noted the difficulties Bagration could have faced if 

the French attacked him. Yermolov wrote, “There was only one bridge over the Nieman 

at Tilsit. It was impossible to establish tête du pont there and everyone realized what a 

difficult mission was assigned to Bagration; the rear guard could have been destroyed 

while retreating across a single bridge…”244 Nevertheless, Bagration arranged his troops 

in positions before Tilsit. He retained the Cossacks and part of the regular cavalry, 

dispatching the rest of it across the river.245 Late in evening, Murat’s cavalry approached 

the Russian outposts but avoided attacking Bagration in darkness. At dawn on 19 June, 

Prince Peter withdrew his troops to Tilsit and began crossing the river under protection of 

the jager regiments in town. Around 9:00 a.m., Murat entered the town but failed to 

capture the bridge that Bagration had burned. Prince Peter deployed light artillery 

batteries along the riverbank and set up a cavalry screen to monitor the French 

movements.246 

On 19 June, Prince Peter received Bennigsen’s letter instructing him to offer an 

armistice to the French. Bennigsen wrote, “After the torrents of blood which have lately 

flowed in battles as sanguinary as frequent, I should desire to assuage the evils of this 

destructive war, by proposing an armistice before we enter upon a conflict, a fresh war, 
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perhaps more terrible than the first.”247 Initially, Murat was skeptical of the offer, mindful 

of the Bagration’s previous offer at Schongrabern in 1805. He thought Prince Peter 

wanted to gain time to complete the crossing over the Nieman. After examining the 

Nieman riverbanks and, having found most of the Russians across the river, he 

communicated the offer to Napoleon.248 The armistice was signed on 21 June 1807 

ending the prolonged war between two powers. Unfortunately, information is scarce on 

Bagration’s activity during the negotiations at Tilsit. Davidov saw him attending 

meetings of Alexander and Napoleon in Tilsit but no further details were available.249 

After the peace was signed on 9 July, Bagration left army for St. Peteresburg. He planned 

to rest for some time in the capital but Alexander had different plans for him. Six months 

later, Bagration was ordered to join the army preparing for the invasion of Finland. One 

of Bagration’s comrades joked, “Our mother Russia is wonderful place because there is 

always some corner of the empire where people fight.”250 

The battle of Friedland was the final battle of the two years long campaign. The 

Russian army had suffered a crushing defeat and could not field another army. The losses 

were staggering as the Russians lost some 20,000 killed and wounded against 7,000-

8,000 French.251 Bennigsen undertook some effective operations in the early months of 

1807, but he committed a fatal blunder at Friedland. Furthermore, the high command 

virtually played no role in the battle since Bennigsen was in poor health and his 

Quartemaster-General Fadey Steingeldt and Duty General Ivan Essen were wounded and 
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unavailable for duty. As Yermolov recalled, “For some time, we received no instructions 

at all.”252 The Russian headquarters were full of incompetent officers and observers. 

Davidov described “crowds of people there: Englishmen, Swedes, Prussian, French, 

Roaylist, Russian military and civilian officials who knew nothing of either military or 

civil service, men of intrigue and without employment. It resembled a market-place for 

political and military speculators whose previous hopes, plans actions had already thrown 

them into bankruptcy.”253 

There were also many Russian officers and soldiers who demonstrated 

exceptional bravery at Friedland. Lord Hutchinson later declared, “The Russians would 

have rendered their success undoubted if courage alone could ensure victory, but 

whatever may be the end, the officers and men of the Russian army have done their duty 

in the noblest manner and are justly entitled to the praise and admiration of every 

person.254 Similarly, Robert Wilson observed, “[Russian] army was lodged in a position 

that was untenable, from which progress could not be made against an equal force, nor 

retreat be effected without a great hazard, and where no military object would be attained 

for the interests or reputation of the Russian army, whose courage had been sufficiently 

established, without tilting for fame as adventurers who have nothing to lose and 

everything to win.”255 

In the 1807 Campaign, culminating in the battle of Friedland, Bagration 

performed one of his greatest services to his country. He endured physical and moral 

pressure of commanding the rear guard in numerous actions for nine days in a row. He 

spearheaded the Allied offensive on 5 June, fought brutal rear guard actions against Ney 

on 5-9 June and then defended the retreat of the Russian army to Heilsberg. On 10 June, 

he was instrumental in delaying the French forces around Heilsberg before covering the 

Russian withdrawal for one more time. His fatigued troops made a courageous stand at 
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Friedland, where they found themselves pitted against the main French attack. For over 

sixteen hours, Prince Peter commanded in the middle of savage fighting and encouraged 

the troops to endure this carnage. Facing the best artillery in Europe, his troops suffered 

heavy losses but rallied around their commander and fought even after their ranks were 

decimated. 
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CHAPTER XI 

 

Across the Gulf of Bothnia: 

War in Finland, 1808-1809 

 

“Among Russian troops oft a name 
Inscribed upon historic page, 

Come hither in the arms of fame 
Long ere the war’s first stage - 

 
Barclay, Kamenskii, Bagration, 

Well known to every Finnish son; 
And conflicts sharp were rightly feared, 

Where’er these men appeared.” 
The Songs of Ensign Stål, Johan Ludwig Runeberg1 

 
 

 

The Russo-Swedish confrontation had a long history originating in the 16th 

century. For generations, the Swedes dominated the Baltic coastline and controlled the 

sea trade in the region. However, with the rise of a strong, centralized Russian state, the 

two powers were on the course for a collision. Russia had no coastline and was deprived 

of sea trade. The Baltic Sea was particularly important for Russia because it provided the 

shortest routes into the Western Europe. Without access to the sea, Russia could not 

develop its economy and reach the status of a European power. One of the Russian tsars, 

Peter the Great, concentrated most of his resources on “cutting the window into Europe” 

through the Baltic. He faced King Charles XII, who turned Sweden into a formidable 

power. The Great Northern War between Russia and Sweden continued for twenty-one 

years (1700-1721) and resulted in the Treaty of Nystadt on 30 August 1721. Russia 

annexed the territory along the southern Baltic coastline (Livonia, Estonia, 

                                                           
1 Josselson, Barclay de Tolly, 46. 
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Ingermanland) and part of Finland. Thus, Peter the Great achieved his major goal of 

ensuring Russia’s access to the sea. A new capital of the empire, St. Petersburg, was built 

on the eastern coast of the Gulf of Finland and the political center of the Russian empire 

was shifted northwest. 

However, the struggle between Sweden and Russia continued. Sweden, supported 

by France and Turkey, declared war in 1741, but within two year her armies were 

defeated and new peace was concluded at Åbo (Turku). Russia received new territories in 

Finland, including cities of Friedrichsham, Wilmanstrandt (Lappeenrantd) and Neschlodt 

(Savonlinna).2 Some forty-five years later, Sweden tried to recover its lost lands and, in 

1788-1790, the two powers clashed in another campaign. Although the war turned to be a 

draw, Sweden signed peace at Wereloe that confirmed previous territorial acquisitions by 

Russia. During the following decade, Russia secured its positions along the Baltic 

coastline, despite increasing tension with Sweden. The Russian rulers wanted to establish 

their dominance on the Baltic Sea that would secure free navigation, provide for 

commercial routes into Western Europe and protect the capital of the empire, St. 

Petersburg. To achieve these goals, Emperor Alexander wanted to annex Finland, then in 

Swedish possession.3 

The expansion of France under Emperor Napoléon postponed the implementation 

of Alexander’s designs. European countries united into anti-French coalition that 

included both Russia and Sweden. After the campaigns of 1805-1807, Russia finally 

withdrew from the coalition and signed peace of Tilsit. Under this treaty, Russia agreed 

to cease trade with the Great Britain, prevent British ships from entering Russian ports 

and, finally and declare war on Britain. For his part, Napoléon agreed that the Emperor 

would take over Finland and the European possessions of Turkey, except for Rumelia. 

Alexander would also force King Gustavus IV Adolph of Sweden to adopt the 

Continental System against Britain. Meantime, Britain, concerned by Alexander support 

                                                           
2 The names of towns, lake and rivers had changed over the time and often lead to a 

confusion of designation. Both old and modern names will be supplied where necessary.  
 
3  Russia turned back on Sweden and the Armed Neutrality in 1801, when Alexander 

negotiated the Convention of St. Petersburg with Great Britain. His advisers were hostile to 
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of Napoléon, increased its diplomatic pressure on Sweden to contain Russian interests in 

the region. The British were concerned that the Danish fleet would come under the 

Russian and French control and be used to support the Continental System. However, 

King Gustavus IV Adolf of Sweden had sworn to die in battle than make peace with 

Napoléon.4 At the same time, the British government unsuccessfully attempted to force 

Denmark to proclaim neutrality and sent its Navy to the Swedish ports on the Baltic Sea. 

In late 1807, the British Navy bombarded Copenhagen and forced the Danes to surrender 

over 75 vessels, including 17 ships-of-line.5 Denmark immediately signed a treaty with 

Napoléon and joined the struggle against Britain. Alexander was infuriated by the British 

aggression against his ally, Denmark.6 In addition, this attack violated the Russo-Swedish 

agreement on closing the Baltic harbors to the British ships. 7  Alexander was concerned 

that the British squadron could sail into the Russian waters and threaten the Russian 

Baltic fleet at Kronshdat. He personally supervised the repair of the defensive works 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Sweden and urged Alexander to invade and annex Finland. For discussion, see Czartoryski, 
Memoirs, I, 315-16. 

 
4 Gustavus IV was mentally unbalanced and had sudden outbursts of rage. He dreamed of 

restoring Sweden to the status of great power it enjoyed under Gustavus Adolphus in the 
seventeenth century. Therefore, he perceived Napoléon as his main threat and personal enemy. 
For detailed discussion, see H. Lundh, Gustav IV och Sveriges Utrikes politik, 1801-4 (Uppsala, 
1926), For Gustavus IV’s attempts to join England against Napoléon, see Raymond Carr, 
“Gustavus IV and the British Government 1804-9,” English Historical Review, 60/236 (January 
1945): 36-66. 

 
5 Sweden Armen, Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen. Shveidskaia voina 1808-1809 

g.g. sostavlena voenno-istoricheskim otdelom Shvedskogo Generalnogo Shtaba [The Swedish 
Campaign of 1808-1809, Compiled by the Military History Section of the Swedish General Staff, 
hereafter cited as Krigshistoriska avdelningen.], (St. Petersburg, 1906), 13-18; Carl Kulsrud, “The 
Seizure of the Danish Fleet, 1807: The Background,” American Journal of International Law, 
32/2 (April 1938): 280-311; K.K. Zlobin, Diplomaticheskie snoshenia mezhdu Rossiiei I 
Shvetsiei v pervie godi tsarsvovania imperatora Aleksandra I do prisoedinenia Finlandii k Rossii 
[Diplomatic Relations Between Russia and Sweden During First Years of Emperor Alexander I’s 
Reign Until the Annexation of Finland by Russia], (St. Petersburg, 1868), 60-70. 

 
6 Savary to Talleyrand, 21 September 1807, Sbornik Rossiiskogo Istoricheskogo Obschestva 

(Proceedings of the Russian Historical Society, hereafter cited as RIO], vol. 83, No. 26 
 
7 Declaration of War, 22 February 1808, VPR, IV, 168-69. Russia and Sweden signed two 

treaties in 1780, 1790 and 1800, which required the states “to keep the Baltic Sea closed and 
inviolable to any other powers, and to take any measures to protect its coastline.” It is noteworthy 
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along the coastline and twice he visited the fortifications.8 In September-November 1807, 

Alexander dispatched several letters to King Gustavus IV requesting him to honor 

agreements and expel the British. Gustavus IV refused to close his ports to British until 

the French troops were present on the Baltic coast and Napoléon had German ports 

closed to Britain. Receiving Swedish rejection on 21 January 1808, Russia considered it 

as casus belli.9  

The preparations for the war had already begun in December of 1807. Alexander 

ordered a corps of three infantry divisions to the Russo-Finish frontiers. General Wilhelm 

Buxhöwden, who distinguished himself in earlier wars in Finland under Catherine the 

Great, assumed the overall command. Lieutenant General Peter Bagration commanded 

the 21st Infantry Division and was ordered to march towards Vyborg, where he would 

join General Nikolay Tuchkov I’s 5th Division, and Count Nikolay Kamensky’s 17th 

Division. The Russian divisions were under strength and exhausted by the previous 

campaign in Poland. At battles at Pultusk, Eylau and Friedland, the Russians had suffered 

high casualties and needed reorganization and supplies. Some of the regiments were in 

such miserable condition that they were allowed to march through St. Petersburg only 

during night to conceal their appearance. Nevertheless, by mid-January, the Russian 

troops were assembled at the frontier; Kamensky with his 17th Division was at 

Friedrichsham forming the left wing, while Tuchkov was on the right wing between 

Wilmansdrandt and Neschlodt and Peter Bagration’s 21st Division was deployed in the 

center between Davidstadt and Wilmansdrandt.10 The divisions were arranged in columns 

                                                                                                                                                                             
that the declaration of war was issued on 22 February after the invasion had begun. 
 

8 Savary to Napoléon, 9 September 1807, RIO, vol. 83, No. 21; Shilder, Alexander I, II, 216. 
 
9 Declaration of War, 22 February 1808, VPR, IV, 169; For Swedish response, see Sweden 

Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen, I, 44-46. Denmark declared war on Sweden on 29 
February and delivered it on 14 March 1808. Declaration of War, 29 February 1808, Ibid., I, 295-
97. For Swedish response, see Response à la précédente Déclaratìon de Guerre du Dannemarc, 21 
March 1808, Ibid., I, 298-99. For detailed on diplomatic negotiations on the eve of war, see 
Raymond Carr, Gustavus IV and the British Government 1804-9, English Historical Review, 
60/236 (January 1945), 52-60; Carl Kulsrud, “The Seizure of the Danish Fleet, 1807: The 
Background,” American Journal of International Law, 32/2 (April 1938): 280-311. 

 
10 Bagration’s division comprised of two infantry and one artillery brigades, and cavalry:  
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and their combined strength amounted to some 24,000 men. An auxiliary “mobile corps” 

was also established to protect the coastline.11 

The oncoming campaign was expected to be particularly difficult. It was to be 

waged on the rough terrain of Finland, dissected by the numerous streams, lakes and 

fjords. Immense swamps made many regions impassable to the troops. The humid and 

cold climate of Finland constituted another problem for the Russian army. Winter was six 

months long, while spring and fall usually brought rains and sleet that complicated the 

movement of the troops. Furthermore, cold and prolonged winter required an effective 

supply system to provide the army with provisions and warm clothes. The terrain was 

more advantageous for the defensive warfare than for the offensive. The Swedish army 

was composed primarily of Finnish troops, who were familiar with the terrain. The 

Russians were unfamiliar with topography and the navy was able to operate in the Gulf of 

Finland only in summer time, because the gulf was frozen during winter. Therefore, the 

communication and supply lines had to be extended along the coastline to Russia.12 

The initial Russian strategy called for the occupation of as mush territory as 

possible before opening negotiations. The Russians knew that the Swedish troops were 

dispersed over the extended territory and wanted to engage them separately. The 1st 

Column of Tuchkov was to march from Neschlodt and Sulkava towards Rantasalmi to 

prevent the Swedish forces deployed around Outokumpu from supporting their comrades 

                                                                                                                                                                             
1

st
 Brigade: 

Neva Infantry Regiment 
Lobau Infantry Regiment 
Veliki-Loutzk Infantry Regiment 

2
nd

 Brigade: 
2nd Jager Regiment 
25th Jager Regiment 
26th Jager Regiment 

Cavalry: 

Grodno Hussar Regiment 
Cossacks 

Artillery Brigade: 

21st Position Battery   
11th Light Battery 
40th Light Battery 

 
11 Narrative of the Conquest of Finland by the Russians in the Years 1808-9: From an 

Unpublished Work by a Russian Officer of Rank, ed. by Gen. Monteith (London, 1854), 1-2. 
This is English translation of study by General Paul Suchtelen, who participated in the campaign. 
Alexander Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Opisanie Finliandskoi Voini v 1808 i 1809 godakh 
[Description of the War of Finland in 1808-1909], (St. Petersburg, 1841), 7-9; G. Zakharov, 
Russko-Shvedskaya Voina 1808-1809 gg. [Russo-Swedish War of 1808-1809], (Moscow, 1940), 
10. 

 
12 Zakharov, Russo-Swedish War, 11-19. 
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at Tavastheus (Hämeenlinna). One of Tuchkov’s detachments was ordered to advance 

from Wilmansdrandt to Kristina to cut the route to any escaping Swedish detachments. 

Peter Bagration was ordered to Keltis (Kouyola) with a general direction towards 

Tavastheus. The 3rd Column of Kamensky was to advance from Friedrichsham along the 

coast towards Helsingfors (Helsinki) to occupy Sveaborg.13  

The Swedes were able to mobilize an army of some 50,000 men. However, only 

some 19,000 men were deployed in Finland. This army comprised of 14,984 regular 

troops and 4,000 militia-vargering. The Swedish cavalry was only 800 men strong.14 

Most of these troops were spread all over Finland under command of General Carl 

Nathanael Klercker. 

                                                           
 
13 Tuchkov commanded the 5th Division, two squadrons of Grodno Hussars and 200 

Cossacks. Bagration led the 21st Division, two squadrons of Finland Dragoons, two squadrons of 
Grodno Hussars and 100 Cossacks. Kamensky commanded the 17th Division, two squadrons of 
Finland Dragoons, 3 squadrons Grodno Hussars, Life Guard Cossack Regiment and 200 
Cossacks. Denis Davidov, ‘Vospiminania o Kulneve v Finlandii,‘ [Recollections about Kulnev in 
Finland] in Sochinenia, 261; K. Ordin, Pokorenie Finlandii: opit opisanie po neizdannim 
istochnikam [Conquest of Finland: Based on Unpublished Documents], (St. Petersburg, 1889), I, 
375. This two-volume study of the Russo-Swedish wars was written for the Academy of Science 
of Russia and was awarded one of its prizes. However, the study is marred by author’s attempts to 
exaggerate Russian role and slander the Finns and the Swedes. Therefore, it should be taken in 
consideration with other works. For critical reviews, see Johann Richard Danielson, Finland’s 
Union with the Russian Empire, with Reference to M.K. Ordin’s Work ‘Finland’s Subjugation,’ 
(Helsingfors, 1891); I. I. Kiaiviarianen, Mezhdunarodnie otnoshenia na severe Evropi v nachale 
XIX veka i prisoedinenie Finlandii k Rossii v 1809 godu [International Affairs in the North 
Europe in early XIX century and the Annexation of Finland to Russia in 1809], (Petrozavodsk, 
1965), 3-44. 

 
14 Erik Hornborg, När Riket Sprängdes: Fälttågen I Finland och Västerbotten 1808-1809 

(Stockholm, 1955), 24. 
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Map 47. Military Operations in Finland, 1808
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A strong garrison of some 7,000 men protected the fortress of Sveaborg on the 

coast of the Gulf of Finland.15 This fortress, also known as “Gibraltar of the North,”16 

was strategically important because it protected the coastline and the approaches to Åbo, 

capital of Finland. The Swedes were not prepared for the campaign, because “the 

Swedish government had resolutely refused to believe in the possibility of a war… and, 

in spite of all the intelligence transmitted to it, [the Swedish government] failed to make 

any preparations to repel an attack.”17 Thus, the military forces were not fully mobilized 

nor supplies prepared.18 The troops remained dispersed in their winter quarters and 

unprepared to contain a major invasion. Finally, in early February, Gustavus IV ordered 

Field Marshal Mauritz Klingspor to leave strong garrisons at Sveaborg and Svartholm 

and to withdraw the remaining forces to Ostrobotnia. Swedish field marshal was to avoid 

any pitched battles with the Russians and to destroy any supplies and ammunition.19 

On 21 February 1808, without officially declaring a war, the Russian army 

invaded Finland in three columns.20 The troops spread proclamations urging the local 

population to not oppose the occupation and promising to observe order and payment for 

                                                           
15 Gustaf Björlin, Finska Kriget 1808 och 1809 (Stockholm, 1905), 16. 
 
16 Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 13-14; Zakharov, Russo-Swedish War, 24. 
 
17 Ibid., 3-4; Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 376. 
 
18 King Gustavus IV had quarreled with the Swedish Parliament (Riksdag) and was unable to 

get money for the war. Therefore, he relied on British subsidies. On 8 February 1808, two weeks 
before the war, Sweden and Britain renewed their subsidy treaty and London promised to pay 
1,200,000 pounds a year. However, as the war started, Britain was reluctant to provide subsidies 
to Gustavus IV. Raymond Carr, “Gustavus IV and the British Government 1804-9,” English 

Historical Review, 60/236 (January 1945): 58-61.  
 
19 Gustavus to Klingspor, 5 February 1808, in Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 16. 
 
20 Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 374-75; Hornborg, När Riket Sprängdes, 31; Anders Persson, 

1808: Gerillakriget i Finland, (Stockholm, 1986), 20; Davidov, Recollections about Kulnev in 
Finland, 261. The date was initially set on 23 February, but when Buxhöwden was informed 
about the Swedish preparations for invasion, he moved the invasion date to 21st. 
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requisitions.21 The Swedish troops were encouraged to surrender to the superior Russian 

army. As the invasion was launched, the left Russian column under Andrey Gorchakov, 

who temporary replaced Kamensky, occupied Aborfors and Loviisa and drove the 

Swedish detachments back. Prince Peter Bagration crossed the frontier on the same day 

(21 February) at Keltis and marched in three columns to Orimattila.22 On 24 February, 

Bagration engaged the Swedish 2nd Brigade near Artsjo after it refused to surrender.23 

Commander of this brigade, Colonel Carl Johann Adlercreutz left Colonel Herman 

Fleming with some 1,600 men to cover the retreat of his forces and then withdrew to 

Villikala and Ruokala. Fleming deployed part of his detachment under Major Arnkihl on 

his right flank around the church on the hill near Artsjo, while the rest of his forces 

occupied village of Salmela. The Russian cavalry soon attacked them across the frozen 

lake, but was repelled by the Swedes.24 Around 2:00 p.m. the main forces of Bagration’s 

advance guard25 arrived and attacked the Swedish positions in three columns. However, 

the deep snow slowed their movement and exposed them to the enemy fire. The Swedes 

were reinforced by the 3rd division of 1st artillery battery that bombarded the Russian 

troops as they advanced.26 The Swedes fought valiantly and the Russians had “to engage 

the enemy with bayonets inside every house.”27 Both sides lost around hundred men28 

                                                           
21 Proclamation, 18 February 1808, Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen, I, 

294; Proclamation of 28 February, Address to Local Population, Address to Finnish Soldiers, 22-
28 February 1808, VPR, IV, 170, 176; Ordin, Conquest of Finland, II, 55-56. 

 
22 Bagration had one of his detachments marching through Puerilje to Koskeniska to cover his 

right flank and secure communications with Tuchkov. The Swedish sources described Major 
Arnkihl’s fighting retreat along the lake near the villages of Artsjo and Kimibele. Bagration also 
drove the Swedish outposts at Mersk and Muttom. Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska 
avdelningen, II, 78-80.  

 
23 Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen,  II, 78.  
 
24 Baron Stackelberg led the counterattack of 8th Squadron and the Åbo Jagers. 
 
25 Major General Müller had some 2,500 men, but only part of this force participated in the 

battle. 
 
26 Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen, II, 82.  
 
27 Journal of Military Operations in Finland, in Correspondence of Bagration, 41. 
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before the Swedes retreated to Tavastheus pursued by the hussars and Cossacks. 

However, Bagration had to halt the pursuit because he received news (later proved to be 

false) that Gorchakov faced considerable Swedish forces near Helsingfors. He divided his 

column into two units, dispatching a small detachment to Tavastheus and leading the 

remaining forces to southwards to Mäntsälä to support Gorchakov. 29 

At the same time, General Klercker began concentrating his forces at Tavastheus. 

His forces moved in two columns,30 with the left column of Colonel Karl Johan 

Adlercreutz moving through Lahtis and Orimattila.31 Adlercreutz delayed his movement 

to evacuate the supplies and bivouacked his forces around Orimattila and Kekele. 

However, he failed to organize effective defense of the village and did not posted the 

sentries. Late on 26 February, Bagration’s advance guard approached the Swedish 

positions at Kekele unnoticed. Major General Müller, who commanded the Russian 

troops, ordered the assault with shouts of “Hurrah.” The Swedes were surprised by the 

attack, but still managed to put up resistance. The troops of Åbo Regiment and Nyland 

Jagers fought half naked in the cold of the night.32 

                                                                                                                                                                             
28 Bagration lost 6 killed and 27 wounded and 6 missing. He reported the Swedish losses as 

60 killed, 4 wounded and 2 captured. He also claimed the Swedes evacuated some 50 more 
wounded. The Russians captured 50 quarters of grain and flour. Journal of Military Operations in 
Finland, 41-42.  

 
29 Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 6; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 22-23 

 
30 The right column was commanded by Colonel Palpfelt and comprised of Nyland Infantry 

Regiment, ½ Elime company, a battalion of Bjornborg Regiment, the 6th and 7th Squadrons, and 
two divisions of 1st and 3rd 6-pnd batteries. Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen, 
II, 86.  

 
31 Adlercreutz had Tavastheus Regiment, a Jager Battalion and 5th Squadron on his left flank 

moving to Lahtis. On the right wing, the Åbo Regiment, Bjorneborg Regiment, ½ of Elime 
Company, 8th Squadron and 2nd and 3rd division of 1st 6-pnd battery proceeded to Orimattila. 
Ibid., II, 78.  

 
32 According to the Swedish General Staff study, the temperature was -32.80F (-36C). 

Krigshistoriska avdelningen, II, 87.  
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Map 48. Opening Moves, 18-22 February 1807
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The fighting continued for over four hours until 3:00 a.m. on 27 February, when 

Muller recalled his troops to rest. The same morning, Adlercreutz received orders to 

retreat as soon as possible to Tavastheus. However, his troops were tired after the 

previous night fighting and faced Bagration’s superior forces ready to attack. So, 

Adlercreutz initially moved his left wing to proceed from Lahtis to Okerois to cover the 

retreat of his remaining forces. However, in confusion, the Swedish garrison of Okerois 

withdrew from the village prior to the arrival of Adlercreutz’s left wing forces. Bagration 

exploited this mistake and, on 28 February, he occupied Okerois with the 26th Jager 

Regiment. The Swedes attempted to dislodge the Russian regiment to clear their line of 

retreat, but Bagration reinforced it with Kulnev’s detachment and repulsed every attack.33 

Adlercreutz gathered his forces between Konkaantaka and Sairakkala and marched to 

Tavastheus. 34 

At the same time, Gorchakov’s troops rushed into Helsingfors and carried the 

town after a brief engagement. The Swedes retreated into Sveaborg. The Russians 

captured 124 men, 19 guns, 20,000 cannonballs, 4,000 mortar shells and numerous 

munitions. Simultaneously, in central Finland, Tuchkov’s column slowly advanced in 

deep snow from Neschlot to Rantasalmi and defeated small Swedish detachment to seize 

Kuopio. Delighted by such successes, Buxhöwden announced to the Emperor that the 

Russian army secured eastern Finland. He wrote, “Neither severe cold, nor deep snow, in 

which [Russian troops] had to cut their way, decreased the ardor of our troops; even the 

enemy is bewildered by the speed of our marches across the terrain, previously 

considered impassable.”35 Buxhöwden left some 2,000 men at Helsingfors and ordered 

Bagration to seize Tavastheus,36 “a town situated…in the midst of a fertile country, at the 

junction of all the [main] lines of communication from the north, the east and the south of 

                                                           
33 Ibid., II, 88-89.  
 
34 Bagration reported Swedish losses as 58 killed and some 40 wounded, who were 

evacuated. The Russian casualties are unknown. Journal of Military Operations in Finland, 42.  
 
35 Buxhevden to Alexander, February 1808, in Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 23. 
 
36 Ordin, Conquest of Finland, I, 34-35, 74. 
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Finland.”37 Simultaneously, Buxhöwden moved the 14th Division into Finland to 

reinforce his columns that suffered from the strategic consumption.  

Swedish General Klercker had some 7,700 men at Tavastheus38 and intended to 

defend the town to the last. One of his senior officers, Karl Johan Adlerkreutz wrote, “At 

Tavastheus, our forces matched the enemy and the Finnish soldiers would have sacrificed 

themselves because [they] fought for the sacred cause - glory and motherland.”39  

However, Field Marshal Klingspor soon arrived at Tavastheus to assume the command of 

the Swedish army. Under royal instructions, he was to avoid any decisive battles with the 

Russians. So, on 5 March he ordered retreat to Tammerfors (Tampere).40 Two days later, 

Bagration approached Tavastheus as the Swedes were evacuating the town. By 11:00 

p.m., his troops had already entered the town and occupied the citadel. Bagration seized 

18 cannon, 3 mortars, vast supplies of ammunition and provisions, and some 200 men at 

the hospitals left behind by the Swedes.41 Buxhöwden was elated by the initial success 

and decided to continue his pursuit of the Swedish army to complete its destruction. On 

10 March, he ordered Bagration to march to Tammerfors and direct part of his 21st 

Division to occupy Åbo and Björneborg. At the same time, Tuchkov’s division was to 

leave Kuopio for Vaasa to cut the line of retreat of the Swedish army. Kamensky’s 17th 

Division was left behind to besiege Sveaborg.42 

Bagration left Tavastheus on 11 March and divided his division into three units, 

each moving along separate routes but within supporting distance.43 He also formed a 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
37 Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 14; Davidov, Recollections about Kulnev in Finland, 

258; Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen, II, 90-91.  
 
38 Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen, II, 95.  
 
39 Quoted in Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 27. 
 
40 Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen, II, 93-95.  
 
41 Journal of Military Operations in Finland, 42-43. 
 
42 Journal of Military Operations in Finland, 43; Zakharov, Russo-Swedish War, 27-28; 

Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 29-30; Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska 
avdelningen, II, 100. 
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strong advance guard under Major General Jankovich to march directly to Tammerfors.44 

The Swedes, meanwhile, prepared to fight at Tammerfors in order to complete the 

evacuation of the town. Some 200 Cossacks made a surprise attack on a battalion of the 

Åbo Regiment but were beaten back. They then offered the Swedes surrender terms, but 

Major Reutersköld rejected it and withdrew fighting.45 Jankovich attempted to enter the 

town but failed without infantry support; so he waited for the main forces. Bagration then 

ordered him to make a flanking maneuver to cut the Swedish line of retreat. Threatened 

by this maneuver, the Swedes abandoned the town, but evacuated some 2,000 wagons of 

supplies and munitions.46  

Klingspor moved his forces to Björneborg (Pori) and dispatched Adlercreutz to 

reinforce garrison at Vaasa and secure the line of retreat. Buxhöwden instructed 

Bagration to lead the main forces of his division in pursuit of the Swedish army, while a 

detachment under Dmitri Shepelev was to proceed to Åbo. By this time, Bagration’s 

division was deployed between Ilmons, Seeksmjaki and Akkas and Prince Peter had to 

make a left flanking maneuver to execute Buxhovden’s order. He kept the left column 

under Shepelev at Akkas to proceed to Åbo; the central column of Major General Ivan 

Sazonov was ordered to advance to Vesilax while the right column of Nikolay Rayevsky 

was to move to Seeksmjaki. Bagration ordered Colonel Jacob Kulnev to lead a 

detachment after Adlercreutz, 47 while Jankovich assumed command of the rest of cavalry 

                                                                                                                                                                             
43 Bagration moved his 1st Section to Ilmol, 2nd Section was at Sakemaki and 3rd Section at 

Rizikola. Journal of Military Operations in Finland, 43. 
 
44 Bagration’s advance guard comprised of 3 squadrons of Finland dragoons, 2 squadrons of 

Grodno hussars and 100 Cossacks. The cavalry was supported by 2nd Jager Regiment. 
 
45 Björlin, Finska Kriget 1808 och 1809, 37-38; Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska 

avdelningen, II, 101-2.  
 
46 According to Journal of Military Operations, the Swedes lost 72 killed and some 10 

captured during the action at Tammerfors. Journal of Military Operations in Finland, 44. The 
Swedish sources describe a desperate charge of Adjutant Stackelberg with twelve men against the 
Cossacks. The Swedes were captured. Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen, II, 
102.  

 
47 Bagration gave Kulnev two companies of Veliki Lutzk and 26th Jager Regiments, 20 

Cossack, 15 Grodno hussars and a cannon.  
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for the march to Björneborg.48 Both Swedes and Russians moved with remarkable speed 

over rough terrain in snow and cold weather; they covered some 130 miles in eight 

days.49 By 14 March, Bagration had occupied the territory around the Upper Kumo River 

and, on 17 March, he approached Björneborg, where the Swedish rear guard tried to halt 

him on the river.50  

Bagration first engaged the Swedish rear guard under Colonel Hans Gripenberg 

near Haistila. The Swedes made a fighting retreat through the villages of Keikio, Kumo 

and Jorillac and destroyed bridges over the Kumo River; they also cut down trees to halt 

Bagration.51 However, Prince Peter ordered his troops to cross the river on the ice and 

attack the Swedish positions at Haistila and Ulfsby, where Count Löwenhjerm, Chief of 

Staff of the Swedish army, deployed three infantry battalions and several hundred Nyland 

dragoons with artillery. Bagration had only 1,234 men52 available for an attack since 

most of his forces were still marching. 

                                                           
 
48 Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen, II, 103.  
 
49 Journal of Military Operations in Finland, 45. One of the participants claimed, “[Bagration] 

marched 75 versts [49.7 miles] almost without a halt.” Narrative of the Conquest of Finland,19. 
 
50 Bagration had 1st Section of his division at Keikyä, 2nd Section near Kumo and 3rd at Jarila 

and Säkylä. Journal of Military Operations in Finland, 44; Narrative of the Conquest of 
Finland,19; Hornborg, När Riket Sprängdes, 64. 

 
51 Journal of Military Operations in Finland, 44; Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 377; Sweden 

Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen, II, 105-106.  
 
52 Bagration’s forces comprised of 7 officers, 39 junior officers and 1,188 rank-and-file. In 

total, 1,234 men. Journal of Military Operations in Finland, 46. 
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Map 47. Military Operations in Finland, 1808 
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 Around 11 a.m. on 17 March, the Russian cavalry approached Haistila, but was 

halted by the Swedish skirmishers fortified in the houses. Bagration then deployed 

artillery to bombard the buildings and he dispatched three companies of 25th Jagers to 

attack the village from the sides.53 The Swedes retreated and occupied positions near 

Ulfsby, where the main army of Klingspor was deployed. Bagration ordered the artillery 

to bombard their positions, which continued until darkness. Prince Peter bivouacked his 

troops between the villages of Rakvalbu and Frisby and waited for the arrival of the 

remaining forces of his division, still marching from Tammerfors.54 During the night, the 

Swedes evacuated supplies and ammunition from Björneborg and destroyed any 

remaining provisions.55 Bagration entered the town in the morning of 18 March.56 He 

reported the Swedish casualties as 120 killed and wounded and 42 captured. Though the 

Swedes tried to destroy supplies, the Russians still found 7,200 pounds of flour and 

several hundred loaves of bread in the town. Commander-in-chief General Buxhöwden 

praised Bagration for his actions at Björneborg and emphasized the courage and 

dedication of the troops serving under him.57 

As he occupied Björneborg, Bagration rested his exhausted army and prepared to 

continue pursuit of the main Swedish forces, now retreating north. However Buxhöwden 

ordered him to divide his forces into three detachments to occupy Åbo and the Åland 

Islands, to deploy garrisons at the coastal towns of Nystadt (Uusikaupunki) and Rauma 

                                                           
53 Bagration’s troops had to carry the guns across a deep and steep ravine, which surrounded 

the village. Ibid., 44-45. 
 
54 25th Jager Regiment with cavalry was deployed on the right bank of Kuomo River near 

Rakvalbu. A cavalry detachment was moved to Frisby. Three companies of 2nd Jager Regiment 
was at Haistila and one battalion of the same regiment was at Ruskila. Neva Musketeer Regiment 
was Hakkila. Ibid., 45. 

 
55 Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen, II, 106-107. Also see, Vanberg to 

Buxhövden, 13 April 1808, in Suomen hallinnollista kirjeenvaihtoa vuodelta 1808, (Helsinki, 
1895), II, 23-26. 

 
56 Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 377 
 
57 Buxhövden to Alexander, 22 March 1808, Correspondence of Bagration, 47; Journal of 

Military Operations in Finland, 46; Johann Danielson, Suomen sota ja Suomen sotilaat vuosina 
1808-1809, (Helsinki, 1896), 172-74. 
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and to dispatch remaining forces58 after the retreating Swedish army.59 Bagration’s 

intentions were more appropriate for the current strategic situation in Finland. Elated by 

the initial successes, Buxhöwden failed to focus on his main objective of the destroying 

the Swedish army. Instead of concentrating his forces, he spread them out over extended 

territory and dispatched only weak detachments to pursue the Swedish army. As a result, 

the Russian army, divided into several parts, acted separately. 

Complying with this order, Bagration dispatched Major General Nikolay 

Rayevsky to pursue Klingspor while he marched with his remaining troops to Åbo, 

capital of Finland, on 19 March. He proceeded along the coast and left small garrisons at 

Nystadt and Rauma. Rayevsky advanced northward rapidly facing no Swedish opposition 

and, on 28 March, he occupied Vaasa, while Colonel Kulnev, whom Bagration had 

earlier dispatched after Adlercreutz, approached the town from southeast.60 Klingspor 

continued his movement northward to Nykarleby and Brahestad (Raahe), where he 

intended to concentrate his forces. The Swedish army retreated in perfect order and was 

constantly reinforced by small detachments from all over Finland.61 Simultaneously, one 

of the Russian units, dispatched by Tuchkov from Kuopio, marched through Rautalampy 

to Vaasa. Buxhöwden previously ordered Tuchkov to march with his entire division to 

Vaasa and cut the Swedish line of retreat. However, Tuchkov complied only partially. He 

explained to Buxhöwden that the Swedish brigade of some 3,000 men was in the vicinity 

of Kuopio. If the 5th Division marched to Vaasa, the Swedes would retake Kuopio and 

                                                           
 
58 This forces comprised of a battalion of 26th Jager Regiment, five companies of Velikii 

Lutzk Regiment, three companies of 2nd Jager Regiment, a squadron of hussars, 40 Cossacks and 
five guns. Journal of Military Operations in Finland, 46; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in 
Finland, 36; Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 377 

 
59 Journal of Military Operations in Finland, 46; Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska 

avdelningen, II, 107;  Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 14, 18-20; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 
War in Finland, 37.  

 
60 Zakharov, Russo-Swedish War, 28-29; Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 20-21. 

Kulnev marched with remarkable speed, covering 600 versts [397.8 miles] in 22 days. Ordin, 
Conquest of Finland, 377. 

 
61 Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 377-78. 
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cut the Russian communication and supply lines.62 Despite this warning, Buxhöwden 

repeated his instructions; Tuchkov left Kuopio on 19 March and soon joined Rayevsky 

and Kulnev at Gamlakarleby. However, as the result of the strategic consumption, he 

now commanded only 4,500 men and exposed his line of communication, some 450 

miles long.63 Kamensky’s 17th Division was still besieging Sveaborg in the south, unable 

to remedy these problems. 

Simultaneously, Bagration was moving with his exhausted troops to Åbo. He had 

earlier detached Major General Shepelev with 1,600 men at Tavastheus to occupy Åbo.64 

On 22 March, Shepelev entered Åbo, while the desperate Swedes burned over 60 galleys 

in the port. Bagration still captured vast ammunition supplies, including over 250 guns 

and a considerable naval depot.65 Buxhöwden reported, “With the occupation of Åbo, we 

accomplished one of the most important goals of our campaign. The great principality of 

Finland bows its crown in front of the throne of Your Imperial Majesty….”66 In addition, 

Bagration controlled Hangö-udd, a fortification on the nearby cape, which dominated the 

coastline navigation. He also dispatched a small detachment (25th Jagers and Cossacks) to 

the Åland Islands, which were occupied by 12 April.67 Thus, Bagration now controlled 

                                                           
62 Tuchkov to Buxhövden, circa 15 March 1808, in Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in 

Finland, 40-41 
 
63 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 39-42; Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 378-79. 
 
64 Shepelev left Urtiala on 14 March and two days later he reached Bertala. On 17 March, he 

was at Koskis, where he rested his troops for a day and waited for Bagration’s approach Sweden 
Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen, II, 108. 

 
65 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 59. One of the participants wrote, “the Swedes, 

before abandoning the capital f the country, without striking one blow in its defense, set fire to 
their fleet of galleys, composed of 64 vessels of war. The activity [of Bagration] was rewarded by 
the capture of the strong castle of Åbo, celebrate as having been the prison of Eric XIV, with the 
arsenal, containing 325 guns of all sizes, a great number of projectiles, arms and ammunition, 
together with 280 brass cannons and a considerable depot of naval stores….” Narrative of the 
Conquest of Finland, 22; Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 379. All 280 guns were spiked. Sweden 
Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen, II, 109. 

 
66 Buxhövden to Alexander, circa 22 March 1808, in Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska 

avdelningen, II, 108. 
 
67 Hornborg, När Riket Sprängdes, 106; Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen, 

II, 109; Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 21-23; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 
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entire coastline from Vaasa to Åbo, including the Åland Islands. Since there was no 

direct threat of Swedish troops, Prince Peter rested his troops, held balls and organized 

various feasts. Davidov recalled, “The 21st Division has nothing to do but to celebrate, 

because the military operations in south Finland [were] over.”68 

The strategic situation had soon changed. The Swedes concentrated their forces in 

the north, where they were well supplied and reinforced from Sweden. At the same time, 

the Russian columns were extended along the lengthy communication and supply lines. 

Considerable Russian forces were tied up at Sveaborg and the Finnish population showed 

increasing discontent with the Russian presence in the region. Buxhöwden dispersed his 

forces over a vast territory. Moreover, he had ordered Bagration to move part of his 

troops (Rayevsky and Kulnev) in pursuit of Swedes and now these detachments became 

exposed to the superior Swedish forces. Kulnev fought a series of minor actions with the 

Swedes between Gamlakarleby and Brahestad.69 On 17 April, Karl Johan Adlerkreutz, a 

young and energetic Swedish commander, was appointed second in command to Marshal 

Klingspor. The following day, one of Bagration’s detachments under Jacob Kulnev 

attacked the Swedes at Siikajoki, but was repulsed with heavy casualties. On 27 April, 

Adlercreutz defeated the Russians at Revolax.70 These successful engagements had a 

great impact on Swedish morale and increased anti-Russian sentiments among the local 

population. As a result, Klingspor decided to launch an offensive and drive the Russians 

back to the frontier. He moved some 3,000 men under Colonel Sandels into Savolax in 

the direction of Kuopio. The Swedes captured entire Russian detachment at Pulkkila on 2 

May and then seized Kuopio, where they found 247 Russians sick and wounded in the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
59-60. K. Aug. Bomansson, Skildring Af Folkrörelsen På Åland, 1808 (Stockholm, 1852), 43-44. 
For description of the Åland Islands, see Ibid., 1-42. 

 
68 Davidov, Recollections about Kulnev in Finland, 263. Davidov asked Bagration to send 

him to the troops in the north, where the military operations were still going. He joined Kulnev’s 
advance guard and fought throughout entire war. 

 
69 Hornborg, När Riket Sprängdes, 66-71 
 
70 Sweden Generalstaben, Krigshistoriska avdelningen, II, 159-65; Hornborg, När Riket 

Sprängdes, 87-99; The Swedish Campaign of 1808-1809, II, 127-33; Davidov, Recollections 
about Kulnev in Finland, 277; Zakharov, Russo-Swedish War, 30-33; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 
War in Finland, 80-91. 
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hospital. Sandels then continued his advance to the Russian border, encouraging the local 

population to rise against the Russians. 71 

At the same time, the Swedes launched another offensive against the Åland 

Islands. Bagration occupied these islands on 12 April with a detachment under Colonel 

Nikolay Vuich.72 The Russians occupied the islands with small detachments of thirty-

forty men; Vuich with main force was on Kumlinge Island and his advance guard 

stopped at Signal-Skär Island, some nineteen miles from the Swedish mainland. 

Bagration ordered Vuich to determine whether he could defend and hold the islands after 

the ice melted. Vuich was ordered to gather as many boats as possible and be prepared to 

evacuate the islands. However, Bagration was unaware that the ice usually broke up 

earlier in the Ålands Hav, a strait separating Åland Islands from the mainland. As a 

result, the Swedes could transport their army to the island under the protection of their 

navy. Though the first weeks on the islands were peaceful, Vuich soon faced increasing 

anti-Russian agitation among the residents, who refused to provide the boats or supplies. 

Furthermore, the local inhabitants established communications with the Swedish troops 

on the mainland and prepared for an uprising. On 6 May, as the ice began to break up and 

cut the communications with Åbo, the Russians were suddenly attacked by insurgents on 

all islands except for Kumlinge. The Swedish navy landed a force on 7 May at Kumlinge 

and demanded Vuich’s surrender. The Russian commander responded, “The Russians 

cannot accept such conditions, but I am ready to leave the island without further 

bloodshed. Otherwise, I will fight to the last man.”73 On 8 May, the superior Swedish 

force attacked the island and carried it after a brief engagement. Vuich and those 

surviving were captured.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
71 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 93-95; Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 

36-37. 
 
72 Bagration dispatched a battalion of 23rd Jagers, 22 hussars and 22 Cossacks; in total, 716 

men. the Swedish sources acknowledged 700 men under Vuitch. Hornborg, När Riket Sprängdes, 
106; Björlin, Finska Kriget 1808 och 1809, 90-91. 

 
73 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 98. 
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The loss of the Åland Islands stunned the Russians. An investigation 

demonstrated the complex bureaucratic nature of the Russian military.74 Buxhöwden 

blamed this failure on Bagration, who commanded the troops in the region. Prince Peter 

justified himself by referring to his subordinates Major General Shepelev and Vuich, 

whom he asked to verify the defenses of the islands. On his part, Shepelev accused Vuich 

of excessive confidence and recklessness. Nevertheless, the investigation justified Vuich 

in his actions.75  

The success of the campaign now depended on the capture of fortress of 

Sveaborg, which was considered the key to Finland.76 It was the largest and the most 

formidable of all fortresses in Finland and involved several fortifications on six islands 

outside Helsinki. The Swedes had a powerful garrison of some 6,700 men and over 700 

guns under Karl Olof Cronstedt, an ambitious and experienced officer.  The fort was well 

supplied and supported by a naval squadron. The Russians had some 5,000 men gathered 

around the fortress and they bombarded it on 19 March. Though the cannonade caused no 

damage, the Swedish commander decided to begin negotiations with the Russians. 

Through ruses and bribes, the Russian representatives General Paul van Suchtelen and 

Göran Magnus Sprengtporten convinced the Swedes to surrender. On 6 May, Cronstedt 

surrendered Sveaborg, where the Russians captured over hundred ships, 2,000 guns and 

some 7,500 men.77 The surrender of one of the most formidable Swedish fortresses was 

celebrated joyously in St. Petersburg,78 while Stockholm remained startled, accusing 

Cronstedt of treason. 

                                                           
74  Similar incident occurred on the island of Gotland, where Buxhövden had small garrison, 

without any protection from the sea. The Swedish navy soon blockaded it, landing troops to 
occupy island. The Russians failed to support the garrison because of animosity between 
Buxhövden and Minister of Navy Paul Chichagov. 

 
75 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 78-79.  
 
76 The Russians seized fortress of Svartholm on 17 March. Act of Capitulation, 17 March 

1808, VPR, IV, 192-96. 
 
77 Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 40-60; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 

107-108; Hornborg, När Riket Sprängdes, 72-86; P. Nordman, Krigsman och krigsminnen, 
(Porvoo, 1918), 120-22. 
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By mid-April, the Russians had some 23,000 men concentrated in three units in 

Finland. Kamensky commanded 17th and part of 14th Divisions near Helsingfors. 

Tuchkov had some 4,600 men at Gamlakarleby and Major General Bulatov with part of 

5th Division was at Kuopio. Lieutenant General Peter Bagration had 5,845 men on the 

western coast of Finland and protected the coastline between Vaasa and Åbo, including 

Tavastheus. He was ordered to prevent any Swedish landing, to retreat if he faced 

superior Swedish forces and to lure them deep into the country.79 However, military 

operations were delayed because of bad weather and the roads. Buxhöwden decided to 

use this period to reinforce his troops and prepare for the summer campaign.  

According to a new plan, the Russian army was divided into three corps. Major 

General Rayevsky commanded the first corps in the north and had instructions to cover 

the directions on Vaasa, and to support Major General Mikhail Barclay de Tolly if the 

Swedes attacked. Barclay’s corps was to advance into Savolax region, occupy Kuopio 

and cut off the Swedish line of retreat if they attacked Rayevsky. Bagration commanded 

the troops on the shores of Gulf of Bothnia and had orders to protect the coastline 

between Björneborg and Åbo. The Russian plan had several flaws. It did not consider the 

terrain, numerous fjords, lakes and swamps that separated the corps and prevented them 

from coordinating their actions. The corps commanders were limited to defensive actions, 

and allowed to go offensive only if the Swedes attacked. Besides, personal animosity 

between Buxhöwden and Minister of Navy Paul Chichagov resulted in slow and partial 

mobilization of the Russian navy, which was to play important role in securing the sea 

communications. The campaigning in cold weather took its toll on Peter Bagration, 

whose health rapidly deteriorated. On 24 April 1808, Bagration requested a furlough and, 

after receiving approval in early May, he traveled to St. Petersburg on 5 May 1808, 

leaving his division under temporary command of Major General Rayevsky.  

Bagration remained in the capital for several weeks and then traveled to a resort 

to heal his wounds. He was delighted to receive 18,000 rubles in rent money and 15,000 

                                                                                                                                                                             
78 Alexander Bulgakov to Constantine Bulgakov, 11 May 1808, Russkii arkhiv, 37/3 (1899) 

55; Polnoe sobranie zakonov Rossiiskoi imperii, XXX, No. 22,881. 
 
79 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 78-79.  Another source estimated Bagration’s 

forces at 6,959 infantry, 1,110 cavalry and 20 guns. Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 39. 
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rubles for travel expenses from the treasury.80 He initially planned to travel to the spas in 

Baden, but then decided to take a trip to the North Caucasian resorts.81 In the end, 

Bagration stayed in the capital and took a short trip to Moscow.82 He spent the rest of the 

summer recuperating in the capital and did not participate in the summer campaign in 

Finland, which was waged with varying success. Barclay de Tolly occupied Kuopio on 

19 June, driving the Swedish forces back. Although the Russian regular troops were 

numerically superior to Swedish, the latter entrenched at Toivola, and were supported by 

the active Finnish guerrillas. They constantly harassed Russian communication and 

supply lines.83 So, Barclay had to remain in Savolax region and Rayevsky found himself 

isolated from Russian reinforcements and supplies and threatened by a superior Swedish 

army. The Swedes launched their offensive on 16 June and eight days later engaged the 

Russians at Nykarleby and landed forces at Vaasa.84 Heavy street fighting occurred at 

Vaasa and Rayevsky succeeded in repulsing the Swedes.85 However, the Swedish 

offensive continued and, on 14 July, the belligerent armies fought at Lappo (Lapua) in 

central Österbotten. The Russians were defeated and Rayevsky withdrew southward to 

Åbo and Tavastheus fearing the Swedes might cut his line of retreat.86  

Thus by mid-July 1808, the strategic situation changed so dramatically, that 

Buxhöwden wrote, “ At the moment, our main concern is not the conquest of Finland, but 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
80 Alexander Bulgakov to Constantine Bulgakov, 11 May 1808, Russkii arkhiv, 37/3 (1899) 

55. 
 
81 It was rumored that one of his acquaintances, Bogolubov, persuaded him to travel to the 

Caucasian spas because Princess Bagration wanted to avoid meeting him there. Alexander 
Bulgakov to Constantine Bulgakov, 13 May 1808, Russkii arkhiv, 37/3 (1899) 56. 

 
82 Alexander Bulgakov to Constantine Bulgakov, 5 July 1808, Russkii arkhiv, 37/3 (1899) 66. 
 
83 In one of the raids on Barclay de Tolly’s corps, the Finnish guerrillas destroyed his entire 

supply train with pontoon equipment and butchered over 400 horses. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 
War in Finland, 162-63; Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 82-89. 

 
84 Hornborg, När Riket Sprängdes, 113-15. 
 
85 Björlin, Finska Kriget 1808 och 1809, 124-31; Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 77-81. 
 
86 Hornborg, När Riket Sprängdes, 118-63; Björlin, Finska Kriget 1808 och 1809,150-65. 
 

 454



keeping what we already have; defending this territory turns more and more difficult with 

each passing hour and the doubts in our success aroused.”87 Despite Buxhöwden’s 

appeals for reinforcements, the Russian army in Finland was only 26,000 men strong88 

and could not simultaneously occupy territory, defeat Swedish troops, pacify the locals 

and protect its own communications and supplies.89 However, a young and energetic 

Russian commander, Major General Count Nikolay Kamensky soon turned the tide of 

success. Kamensky assumed command of Rayevsky’s corps of some 10,500 men and 

launched a counter offensive in mid-August. On 21 August he defeated the Swedish army 

under von Fieandt at Karstula, then achieved a series of victories at Lappfjärd (August 

29), Ruona and Salmi (September 1-2) and Oravais on 14 September.90 The Swedes were 

in full retreat, pursued by Kamensky. One of the Swedish soldiers, Eric Gustaf Ehrström, 

described the confusion of the retreat: 

It became a horrible retreat! The road was tread to pieces. We joined the 
baggage. It was raining and it was so dark you could hardly see anything 
in front of you [...] The Swedish troops…were in total disorder. They had 
no officers left. The Finnish troops made the rearguard, and were 
retreating in good order. They did not even have any guns to cover them.91 

 

King Gustavus IV was infuriated by the reverses his army suffered at the hands of 

Kamensky. He decided to change the direction of his offensive by landing detachments 

                                                           
87 Buxhövden to Alexander, 25 July 1808, in Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 199. 
 
88 Two thousand men were deployed on the frontier near Serdobol, 3,500 men at Sveaborg, 

4,000 men at Åbo and 2,000 men were on the flotilla. Rayevsky’s corps was 6,000 men strong, 
Tuchkov’s corps had 6,000 men, and some 1,000 men covered the seashore between Åbo and 
Kristinestad (Kristiinankaupunki). Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 200; Ordin, 
Conquest of Finland, 405-406; Zakharov, Russo-Swedish War, 44-45. 

 
89 The Swedes continued their offensive and achieved several successes. On August 10, 

Georg Carl von Döbeln defeated the Russian detachment at Kauhajoki and a week later 
Adlercreutz drove back another Russian detachment under Colonel Erikson at Alavo. On August 
28, Swedish General von Otter defeated the Russian force at Nummijärvi. 

 
90 Björlin, Finska Kriget 1808 och 1809, 216-31, 234-47; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in 

Finland, 210-58; Zakharov, Russo-Swedish War, 46-55; Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 388-94. 
 
91 Excerpt from Ehrström, Christman. Kanonerna vid Oravais, Eric Gustaf Ehrströms dagbok 

från 1808 och 1811 Legenda, cited in Göran Frilund, “The Union's Last War: The Russian-
Swedish War of 1808-09,” The Napoléon Series <www.napoleon-series.org>.  
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on the southeast shore of Gulf of Bothnia to divert the Russian forces from the north. On 

16 September, Major General Lantinghausen landed 2,600 men at Varanlä,92 where the 

Russian patrols attacked him, but were driven back. The Swedes advanced to Lokalaks 

[Lokalahti] and threatened the Russian troops at Åbo.93 Fortunately, Prince Peter 

Bagration had returned to his division around 15 September when he assumed the 

command of the Russian forces in southwest Finland.94 He dispatched Major General 

Choglokov95 to delay the Swedes, while he gathered the remaining forces for the battle. 

Choglokov arrived in time to engage the Swedes at Lokalahti and halt their advance until 

the night. During the night, Bagration hurriedly gathered his units and, around 7:00 a.m. 

on 17 September, he joined Choglokov with three companies of the Neva Regiment with 

three guns.96 He divided his force into three units to envelop both enemy flanks and make 

the frontal charge. Observing Bagration’s movements, Lantinghausen preferred to 

withdrew to the landing site and evacuate his forces.97 

 

                                                           
92 Björlin, Finska Kriget 1808 och 1809, 250. Another expedition sailed from Gävle to Åbo, 

but it was overtaken by the storm, and several ships were damaged or sunk. 
 
93 Hornborg, När Riket Sprängdes, 187. 
 
94 Bagration traveled from St. Petersburg to Tavastheus in early September, and was left by 

Buxhövden in charge of defense of south Finland. Buxhövden left Åbo on 15 September 1808. 
 
95 Bagration gave him one battalion of Pernov and Neva Regiments, 2 companies of hussars 

and 4 guns. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 258. 
 
96 Hornborg estimated Bagration’s force as 1,200 men with 5 guns. När Riket Sprängdes, 

188. 
 
97 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 258-60; Tsintsadze, Bagration, 67. 
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Map 49. Area Between Helsinge and Himoinen 
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Gustavus IV was further exasperated by the failure of Lantinghausen’s expedition 

and the newly arrived news of the battle of Oravais. He ordered mobilization of some 

5,000 troops, including his elite guard, for a major offensive into southwest Finland with 

a major goal of capturing Åbo, the capital of Finland. The Swedes also wanted to exploit 

weak Russian defenses on the coast between Åbo and Björneborg, where 12 battalions 

covered over 350 versts (233 miles).98 Generals Lantinghausen and Boye commanded the 

new expedition, while Gustavus IV himself sailed on a ship to observe the landing and 

subsequent fighting. Prince Bagration was already informed about the Swedish 

preparations. He gathered his forces from various towns to Åbo, leaving small 

detachments to keep order in the countryside. By 25 September, he fortified several posts 

around Åbo, concentrating six infantry battalions, three cavalry squadrons, a Cossack 

regiment and seven guns.99 The Swedes landed by Helsinge, near Åbo, on 26 September 

and advanced the following day.100 Bagration realized he did not have strength to halt 

them so he withdrew his forces to the fortified positions at Himois (Himoinen), where he 

intended to give battle. He was informed of the arrival of King Gustavus IV so he 

assumed that the Swedes would gather a large force against him. However, the Swedes 

acted cautiously; during the two days after their landing they undertook no major 

operation. Therefore, Bagration decided to anticipate their advance by seizing the 

initiative and attacking the Swedes when the least expected it. A participant recalled, 

[Bagration] did not venture to await arrival [of the larger Swedish forces] but, 

considering it necessary to prevent the further advance of the Swedes, he resolved to run 

all risks and give them battle… by falling himself upon the enemy.”101 

                                                           
98 Ibid., 260. Tsintsadze referred to 350 kilometers, instead of versts. Bagration, 67. 
 
99 Zakharov acknowledged nine infantry battalions under Bagration. Mikhailovsky-

Danilevsky referred to six battalions of the Polotsk, Pernov, Neva, Libava and 1st Jager 
Regiments. Zakharov, Russo-Swedish War, 56; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 260 

 
100 Björlin, Finska Kriget 1808 och 1809, 252. 
 
101 Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 134.. 
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Bagration organized his forces into three columns. He directed Major General 

Borozdin to move along the local lake towards the Swedish left flank, where the Swedish 

Colonel Lagerbring already marched with four battalions to threaten Prince Peter’s flank. 

The left column under Major Beck was to climb over a nearby gorge to attack the Swedes 

from the rear and cut their communications with Helsinge. The central column, under 

Baggovut, was to launch a frontal assault. Bagration himself remained with the reserve to 

support any of the columns.102 

The fighting started early on 27 September when Bagration attacked with his right 

and central columns. Both sides fought with tenacity and determination. Bagration’s right 

column under Borozdin reached the village of Jarvenpae on the Swedish left after four 

hours of ferocious fighting. In the center, Baggovut moved forward his artillery and 

bombarded the Swedish troops for a couple of hours before advancing. However, as he 

marched forward, a gap opened between himself and Borozdin, which the Swedish 

commander immediately exploited. He dispatched his infantry into this opening to drive a 

wedge into Bagration’s positions. The Swedes initially achieved success, but Prince 

Bagration personally led a bayonet counter-attack to repulse them.103  

Simultaneously, Major Beck’s column crossed the gorge and attacked the enemy 

right flank and rear, causing confusion among the Swedish troops. A participant wrote, 

“Though the detachment of Major Beck was very feeble, Prince Bagration correctly 

judged the moral effect its appearance was likely to produce.”104 Bagration then ordered 

Borozdin “to push forward towards Helsinge, without caring to keep up any close 

connection with the other corps”105 and cut the Swedes off from the coast. General Boye 

ordered a retreat but Bagration dispatched his cavalry in pursuit. The charge of Grodno 

hussars “soon converted the retrograde movement of the Swedes into a precipitate and 
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disorderly flight.”106 General Boye tried to make stand at Helsinge, but Prince Peter 

effectively used his artillery to disperse the Swedes and ignite the buildings in Helsinge. 

King Gustavus IV, aboard the ship, watched in dismay the destruction of his troops on 

the coast. He tried to rally his troops, but became concerned for safety of his fleet 

threatened by the flames of the burning town.107 Describing the confusion of the retreat, 

one of the participants observed “By a fatality, which always appeared to [undermine] his 

military arrangements, [Gustavus IV] had detached the greater part of his gunboats on a 

cruise that very day, and consequently he had no vessels to cover the re-embarkation of 

his troops, which took place in common boats and unarmed vessels.”108 The remains of 

the Swedish army were evacuated to the Åland islands. The Russian cavalry captured 15 

officers, 350 soldiers, a flag, five guns and the entire supply train. Swedish casualties 

amounted to some 700 killed and wounded, while Bagration lost around 400 men.109 

The defeats at the hands of Kamensky and Bagration forced the Swedes to offer a 

cease-fire. The Russians welcomed the pause because they suffered from the lack of 

supplies, ammunition and reinforcements. The armistice was concluded on 29 September 

1808 and both sides agreed to send notification in case the hostilities resumed. However, 

Alexander, as he traveled to meet Napoléon at Erfurt,110 disapproved the cease-fire and 

ordered Buxhöwden to resume the offensive. The armistice ended on 27 October as the 

Russian army advanced northward to Uleåborg. By 13 December, all of Finland was 

finally under the Russian control. At the same time, at Erfurt, Napoléon accepted the 

Russian occupation of Finland as well as Moldavia and Wallachia in Balkans. Alexander, 

anxious to expand his territory in the north, dismissed Buxhöwden in early December and 
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appointed a new commander-in-chief, General von Knorring.111 The Russian army was 

reorganized into four corps. 1st Corps of Tuchkov (some 11,358 men and 20 guns) was 

deployed near Uleåborg; 2nd Corps of Golitsyn of 13,197 men with 22 guns was at Vaasa; 

Prince Bagration’s 3rd Corps of 10,284 men with 20 cannon was arranged in vicinity of 

Åbo, and Wittgenstein’s 4th Corps (9,425 men, 25 guns) was around Helsingfors.112 The 

total number of the Russian troops in Finland amounted to 48,478 men, including 2,730 

cavalry and 1,963 gunners, with 127 guns.113 Alexander urged his commander to wage 

offensive war and invade the Swedish mainland. As a result, Alexander’s new 

operational plan considered a three-pronged offensive into Sweden in direction of the 

Åland Islands, Umeå and Torneå. However, two of these directions provided for the 

crossing of the Gulf of Bothnia, the shortest route into Sweden.114 As a contemporary 

noted, “Alexander wanted to show the world that he could, like Napoléon, occupy the 

capitals [of other states].”115 Prince Peter Bagration was to cross the frozen gulf to Åland 

Islands and then advance directly to the Swedish capital of Stockholm. Simultaneously, 

Barclay de Tolly was to proceed with his corps across the gulf from Vaasa to Umeå. 

Knorring and many of his generals thought it impossible to accomplish this mission. The 

army was not supplied with warm cloth or food for such operations; Knorring 

emphasized that only some 10,000 men could be prepared for the crossing of the gulf. 

Ignoring the actual situation in Finland, Alexander ordered him to mobilize 20,000 men 
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for the expedition.116 Knorring then described the dangers Bagration would face during 

the crossing, 

At the Åland Islands, [Bagration] will face strong defenses because the 
enemy forces would remain inactive and fresh, while [Russian] troops 
would have to march some 80 versts [53 miles] over the ice, without any 
shelter to rest. Having reached the island shores, [Bagration] would face 
fortified [Swedish] positions and frozen roads. After occupying the Åland 
[Islands] and seizing the enemy property… [Bagration] will have to return 
back before the warm weather thawed the ice and severed his 
communications. [Bagration] would face even more dangerous situation if 
he advanced further to the Swedish mainland. Besides, his men and horses 
would perish for the lack of provisions and forage.117   
 

Thus, the precious time when the Gulf was frozen between December 1808 and 

February 1809, Bagration could cross it safely but this time was spent in discussions over 

the plausibility of the crossing.118 Alexander was annoyed by Knorring’s hesitation to 

proceed with operations. He wrote, “I am surprised that you began mobilizing the troops 

and gathering intelligence only at the present moment, while you knew from the very 

beginning my instructions on immediate commencement of winter operations… I always 

request exact execution of my orders and do not like to repeat them. I hope this is the last 

time you forced me to [repeat] orders.”119 Acknowledging this criticism, Knorring 

offered his resignation, but Alexander refused it. Instead, in February 1809, he sent his 

notorious assistant, General Aleksey Arakcheyev, to force the military to execute his plan 

as soon as possible. Arakcheyev arrived at Knorring’s headquarters at Åbo in early 

March and summoned the war council to start Bagration’s expedition to the Åland 

Islands. Knorring repeated his reservations about the forthcoming campaign. He 

emphasized the lack of provisions to provide Prince Peter’s troops with at least ten days 
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supplies for the campaign. It was estimated that the crossing would take six days to 

complete.  In addition, reconnaissance reported some 10,000 men on the Åland islands 

while additional Swedish forces were concentrated on the mainland to reinforce the 

garrison at the islands. Finally, the local population was hostile to the Russian troops and 

could rebel in absence of strong Russian corps in Finland.  

In response to Knorring’s arguments, Arakcheyev ordered sailors’ biscuits 

distributed to Bagration’s troops and he moved four battalions from Helsingfors to 

prevent any disturbances at Åbo. He criticized Knorring for postponing the crossing “for 

no obvious reason” and allowing the Swedes to mobilize their forces. In response to 

Knorring’s argument of the six-day march on ice, Arakcheyev simply replied, “The 

firmness and resolution of the Russian troops would conquer everything.” He appealed to 

the vanity of the Russian commanders, telling to Barclay de Tolly, “At the moment, I do 

not wish to be minister so I can serve in your position. There are many ministers [in 

Russia], but only one Barclay de Tolly has a chance to cross Kvarken.”120 However, 

Knorring and most of his generals still did not share Arakcheyev’s optimism. The newly 

appointed commanders, Barclay de Tolly and Paul Shuvalov, complained that their 

troops were not prepared and lacked supplies and ammunition. Shuvalov argued that 

undertaking these operations would mean inevitable death for the troops.121 Only 

Bagration remained convinced of the success of this expedition. When Arakcheyev asked 

for his opinion, Prince Peter bluntly replied, “You order [and] we will go” [Prikazhite-

poidem].122 

Certainly, Bagration had his reservations about the expedition. He told an 

acquaintance that “the soldiers are distraught; most of them have no boots, while we have 

to cross the Baltic [Sea] on the ice. The allowance is given in bronze [currency], and so 
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one rubles is in fact worth 28 kopeikas.”123 The contemporaries were also confused by his 

positive attitude to the crossing. A contemporary wrote,  

“Bagration is given a corps of some 30,000 men and ordered to cross the 
gulf on ice to occupy Stockholm. Everyone considers this expedition 
reckless [bezrazsudnii] and the corps destined to perish. [Perhaps] it 
would be easy to seize the capital, but how would [Bagration] hold it 
against superior forces of the entire [Swedish] kingdom? When the ice 
would break [in the gulf] any communications [with the main Russian 
army] would be severed. It is incredible that Bagration agreed to 
accomplish such absurdity [nelepost].”124  
 

By early March 1809, Bagration’s troops, deployed between Åbo and Nystadt, 

were comprised of thirty battalions of infantry, four squadrons of cavalry and 600 

Cossacks for a total of some 17,000 men with twenty cannon.125 According to the plan of 

action, Bagration was to move his troops to Kumlinge; from there he would advance in 

four columns across Vårdö Island towards the main Island of Åland. Simultaneously, the 

fifth column would proceed from Sottunga in a flanking maneuver southward to western 

part of Åland Island to cut the Swedish line of retreat. Two other columns comprised of 

the reserves.126 The Swedes had some 10,000 men (6,000 regulars and 4,000 militia) 

under an energetic commander, General Georg Carl von Döbeln, who was already 
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informed on the pending invasion.127 He urged King Gustavus IV to withdrew his troops 

from the islands because he did not have sufficient means to defend it.128 Yet, the wise 

advise of the general failed to impress the king, who “while living among the Ålandais, 

by whom he had been enthusiastically received, had promised he would never abandon 

them; [so,] he considered his word pledged.” On 6 March 1809, Gustavus IV declared, 

“Åland must be defended; it is of the greatest importance for the sake of retaining a 

military position beyond the Gulf. The army must, therefore, be concentrated to allow the 

necessary reinforcements to be dispatched to Åland.”129 Döbeln complied with the orders 

by evacuating the population and troops from all nearby islands. He had already begun 

destroying buildings, except for churches, on the islands to prevent the Russians from 

finding any shelter and supplies during the crossing.130 He began reinforcing his positions 

at Åland. Though he did not have field artillery there, Döbeln could use heavy artillery at 

the fortifications along the coast.131  
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In early March, Bagration sent his advance guard, dividing it into two columns to occupy 

islands between Finland and Åland. The right column marched to size Tofsala, Sudsala 

and Vartsala islands, while the left column arrived at Nagu and Korpo.132  Then, he 

moved his advance guard to Sattunga, where he captured 14 men and two guns. The 

Swedes lost 20 killed and had around 18 wounded133 Meantime, the main forces of 

Bagration’s corps left Åbo on 10 March and concentrated at Kumlinge on 14 March,134 

where they received supplies, winter clothing and ammunition. Bagration personally 

supervise the preparation of the supply train that carried all necessary supplies, including 

wood and wine.135 A participant wrote, “The success of the Russian troops depended on 

the Suvorovian tactics and quickness of the movement. [Fortunately], Prince Bagration, 

disciple of the great commander [Suvorov] was commanding this [Russian] corps.”136 

On 15 March, Bagration commenced the march to Åland. His main forces 

marched in four columns and the fifth column proceeded on a flanking march towards 

western edge of Åland.137 One of the participants, Fedor Bulgarin described vivid picture 

of Bagration’s columns marching across the gulf,  
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The weather favored the Russians. It was freezing [temperatures], but no 
winds blew and the sky was clear. Snow barely covered the ice and did not 
hinder the movement. However, the ice reflected the light, and the Russian 
column, with their weapons glowing in this light, marched as if in flames 
in midst of dead nature.  Huge supply trains stretched out behind the 
columns, carrying provisions for entire month and woods for bivouacs in 
the middle of the [gulf]. Flocks of birds of prey flew high in the sky, 
waiting for any catch…. The night bivouacs on ice presented a remarkable 
picture. The soldiers build shelters from snow to protect themselves from 
cold winds. The fires burnt in lines….”138 
 

Another officer in Bagration’s corps recalled, “We fully realized the dangers we 

faced only when the wind blew from the sea and the ice broke a sazhen deep at places. 

We were told that, even in severe frost, the wind could break the ice within several hours 

in the Gulf of Bothnia; If this disaster occurred, not a single man would have survived. 

But the Lord was benevolent to us.”139 By late evening of 15 March, Bagration occupied 

island of Vårdö,140 while the flanking column reached island of Bene, where it engaged 

the Swedish detachment.141 General Döbeln withdrew his forces from the island without 

a fight and prepared to make stand on the main island of Åland.142  

Simultaneously, dramatic events occurred at the royal court in Stockholm, where 

King Gustavus IV was overthrown. The Swedish King was unpopular before the war 

started and the military defeats were largely blamed on his ineffective command. With 
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Bagration preparing to cross the gulf to size the capital, the agitation among the soldiers 

exploded. In early march, General Georg Adlersparre began a march with a detachment 

of some 2,000 men from the Norwegian border onto the capital of Stockholm to 

overthrow the king. As the troops approached the capital, General Adlercreutz organized 

a coup d'etat on 13 March 1809143 so a regency was established under Duke Charles of 

Sudermania (Charles XIII, 1808-1818),144 whose first objective was to halt Bagration’s 

advance across the gulf. Meantime, General Döbeln contacted the Russians and informed 

them of the change of the government at Stockholm. Although he did not have authority 

to negotiate, Döbeln contacted Bagration on 14 March and offered armistice. The 

Swedish commander sought to gain time for his troops and prevent the Russian advance 

on the capital.145 To avoid any involvement in politics, Bagration sent the messenger to 

Knorring,146 and moved his main columns to take over Åland. He believed the Swedes 

wanted to halt his advance though negotiations so he issued orders to move by forced 

marches.147 Late on 16 March, he bivouacked his troops between Saltvik and Jomala on 

Åland. On his left flank, Kulnev reached Lemland and defeated small Swedish 
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detachment, capturing nine guns and seven vessels.148  Bagration described his troops on 

the march, 

Your Imperial Majesty’s troops demonstrated unlimited dedication and 
untiring stamina. They marched day and night in pursuit of the retreating 
enemy and overcame all obstacles they faced on the way. The enemy tried 
in vain to halt their advance through various barriers he constructed in the 
woods. [The Russian troops] either went around or smashed through them. 
They marched over the icy, boundless territory, despite the obstacles that 
nature forced them to face. Their courage and dauntless advance instilled 
fear into the enemy.149 
 

By 18 March, Döbeln abandoned the island and withdrew his troops towards the 

Swedish mainland. Bagration dispatched his cavalry in pursuit and engaged the Swedes 

in a series of actions at Kastelholm, Godbi, Jomala, Frebbenby and Eckerö.150 However, 

the Swedes retreated in order and successfully repulsed the Russian attacks. At the same 

time, Kulnev, who commanded the advance guard of the fifth column,151 caught up with 

the Swedish rear guard and captured 144 men and two guns at Signal-Skär. He continued 

his pursuit and captured one Swedish battalion of 32 officers, a pastor and 442 soldiers. 

By this time, the prisoners exceeded the number of troops guarding them.152 Only the 

darkness and extreme exhaustion of his troops153 prevented Prince Peter from inflicting 

higher losses on the Swedes. In total, during this expedition, Bagration captured 2,248 

men, 32 guns, some 5,000 muskets, 146 vessels and various supplies. The Russian loses 
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included 30 killed and wounded.154 Bagration wrote, “The vast territory between the 

Island of Signal-Skär and the shores of Sweden, where enemy columns was fleeing, was 

covered with broken wagons, caissons, muskets, cannonballs [and other munitions].”155 

Thus, by 18 March, Bagration occupied the Åland islands and his cavalry was 

already in view of the Swedish mainland. Though Alexander demanded the capture of 

Stockholm as soon as possible, Bagration wanted to rest his troops before launching 

invasion of the mainland. Bagration remained with main forces at Åland and dispatched a 

cavalry detachment under Kulnev across the Åland Hav towards Grisslehamn. He hoped 

his daring cavalry raid would induce the Swedes to negotiate peace.156 Early morning on 

                                                           
 
154 Bagration reported the following casualties: 

Action Swedish Russian 

Bomarzund 2 guns  
Jomala 110 captured, 4 large guns, 

ammunition and provisions 
2 Cossacks and 1 hussar wounded 
18 horses killed and 4 wounded 

Frebbenby 4 Officer and 350 soldiers 
captured 
1 flag of Sudermania Regiment 
4 guns 
Over 5,000 muskets 

3 Cossacks and 3 hussars 
wounded 
9 horses killed and 3 wounded 

Pursuit after 
Frebbenby 

Some 50 captured 1 Cossack wounded 
3 horses killed 

Sederzund 7 officers 
3 musicians 
91 soldiers 

None 

Signal-Skär 144 captured  
Bagration to Knorring, 18 April 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 53-55; Mikhailovsky-
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19 March, Kulnev prepared his troops157 and addressed them, “The Lord is with us! I am 

in front of you, Prince Bagration is behind you! The expedition to the Swedish shores 

will crown our campaign.”158 It took eight hour for Kulnev to cross the frozen straits of 

Åland Hav, “where a few weeks before floated the proud flag of England and the 

standard of Gustavus IV.”159  

As he approached the Swedish coast late afternoon on 19 March, Kulnev initially 

dispatched his Cossack advance guard to lure the Swedish patrols out of town. As the 

enemy cavalry rode out to engage the Cossacks, Kulnev charged with his entire 

detachment, shouting, “Hurrah” and “God is with us.”160 The Russian cavalry routed the 

Swedes on the coast and captured eighty-six men. However, Kulnev was unable to move 

into mainland, where the Swedish troops took up positions. A contemporary recalled,  

[Kulnev] on advancing to the shore, found it lined with riflemen, who 
defended its approach. But he was not easily repulsed; his mind was fertile 
[with options], and stratagem was his special genius; he employed it 
successfully on the present occasion. The Costume of the Uralian 
Cossacks of the Imperial Guard was at that time different from the rest of 
the army; they were excellent marksmen and armed with long guns. 
[Kulnev] made them dismount [with] a portion of the other cavalry, who 
would have had extreme difficulty in acting on the masses of ice lying in 
irregular heaps. At the same time that these very obstructions gave 
[Kulnev] the advantage of being able to conceal from sight the true 
strength and composition of his corps, and apparently to show heads of 
several columns.161 
 

                                                           
157 Bagration gave him Life Guard Ural Cossack sotnya, 2 sotnyas of Isaev’s Cossacks, 2 

sotnyas of Loshilin’s Cossacks and 3 squadrons of Grodno Hussars. Lieutenant Colonel Kirsanov 
commanded Kulnev’s Cossack advance guard. 

 
158 Kulnev also added, “We must be energetic and joyous on the march. Despondency is 

typical of aged women [starim babam]. On the bivouacs, you will receive a chalice of vodka, 
porridge with butter, a bed of fir grove and peaceful night!” Borodkin, History of Finland, 197; 
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 390; Hornborg, När Riket Sprängdes, 236; Björlin, 
Finska Kriget 1808 och 1809, 306. 

 
159 Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 192. 
 
160 Bagration to Knorring, 18 April 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 57; Ordin, Conquest 

of Finland, 420. 
 
161 Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 192-93; Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 420-21. 
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The appearance of dismounted Cossacks induced the Swedes to believe that 

Bagration’s infantry was approaching. The Cossacks cleared the coast of Swedish 

skirmishers, while the main Swedish troops withdrew to Grisslehamn. The Swedish 

patrols were surprised to see the Russian “infantry” and spread rumors of Bagration’s 

entire corps arriving in Sweden. Kulnev exploited the psychological impact and he 

demanded surrender of Grisslehamn. Expecting entire Bagration’s corps to arrive, the 

Swedes surrendered town later that day. Kulnev wrote Bagration, “Glory to the Lord - the 

honor and glory of the Russian army rests on the Swedish shores. I am with my 

detachment at Grisslehamn….”162 The news of the Russians at Grisslehamn spread 

confusion in Stockholm and many residents fled the capital and the countryside. 

Bagration wrote, 

The quick and reckless march of our cavalry across the Åland Hav 
horrified the local population. The telegraph message frightened the 
capital of the vandals [sic]. The panicked residents, wagons and troops 
that were moved to defend the shores jammed the road to Stockholm. It 
was a moment of widespread confusion and panic, and this image will 
forever remain in the annals of history to the immortal glory of the 
Russian troops.163  

                                                           
162 Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 421; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 392. Kulnev 

negotiated an armistice with Lieutenant Colonel Conrad Schultzenheim, Chief of Staff of 
Swedish Coast Guard. Under the agreement, the Russian detachment retained Grisslehamn. For 
full text see, A. Hammarskjöld, Generalen grefve Gustaf Wachtmeister, hans släkt och hans 
fälttåg, (Stockholm, 1910), I, 17. 

 
163 Bagration to Knorring, 18 April 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 58 
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Map 51. Military Operations in Spring 1809 
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Bagration was preparing to move his main forces onto the mainland but was 

concerned that the diplomatic negotiations would prevent him from stepping on the 

Swedish soil. His expectations were correct. Arakcheyev unexpectedly halted his 

advance after he gradually realized the grave consequences if Bagration’s expedition 

failed, both for the army and, more important, for himself. Therefore, he wanted to secure 

his future by sending a letter to St. Petersburg asking Alexander for permission to 

advance. Considering the distance and time necessary to receive this permission, 

Arakcheyev’s actions simply wasted precious time that Bagration needed for invasion.164 

So, while Bagration remained at Åland Islands, Barclay de Tolly and Shuvalov 

marched in their directions to Umeå. Barclay with some 3,500 men left Vaasa on 18 

March and marched across Östra Kvarken. “As far as the eye could see, [there was] an 

immense desert of snow; the granite island of [Vallgrund] appeared to be dead nature’s 

tombstone. No sign whatsoever of life… no trees, no bushes, no means of protecting 

oneself. It was fifteen degrees [Celsius, 6F] of frost, but the troops had to camp without 

fire and tents.”165 By 21 March, Barclay’s troops, after an excruciating march over the 

                                                           
 
164 Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 421. Ordin held Arakcheyev directly responsible for halting 

Bagration, noting, “Arakcheyev was scared [of consequences].” Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky 
described the situation in vague terms. He wrote,  “Our generals did not venture to continue 
march and were satisfied with the capture of Åland [islands] and awaited response from 
Stockholm on the peace conditions Count Arakcheyev communicated to Döbeln. Count 
Arakcheyev was against the [generals’] decisions and referred to Emperor Alexander’s orders to 
cross the Åland Hav; however [Arakcheyev] did not show the firmness typical of him on this 
occasion.” Thus, Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky blamed ‘our generals’ for not venturing into Sweden, 
but he failed to name these senior officers. Considering Bagration’s actions in the beginning of 
expedition, it is doubtful that he would oppose the crossing of Åland Hav and advancing on 
Stockholm. He was the only general who supported this plan from the very beginning. Certainly, 
commander-in-chief General Knorring was one of the generals opposed to the continuation of the 
expedition, and probably he influenced Arakcheyev. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky correctly noted 
that Arakcheyev wrote Alexander for permission to continue to advance, “though he was already 
authorized to act on his own discretion.” Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 388-89. 
Alexander gave Arakcheyev “unlimited authority throughout Finland” in early March. Alexander 
to Arakcheyev, 7 March 1809, in Shilder, Alexander, 238. Also see, Borodkin, History of 
Finland, 195, 199-200. Borodkin cited conversation between Bulgarin and Arakcheyev, when the 
latter credited himself for entire success of the operations in March 1809. 
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frozen Kvarken,166 reached the vicinity of Umeå and engaged the Swedish detachment 

defending the town. The Swedish commander, Cronstedt, had only 1,000 men and did not 

expect the Russians to cross Kvarken in March.167 He was surprised by the news of 

Barclay’s approach and overestimated his strength. Cronstedt informed Barclay of the 

coup d’etat at Stockholm and offered an armistice. Barclay agreed with stipulation that 

town should be surrendered; the same evening his exhausted troops entered Umeå, 

capturing vast supplies and ammunition.168 The exact Russian losses were unknown; 

some 200 men returned with one or more limbs frozen. Barclay later noted, “There is no 

need to map Kvarken because I did it with the corpses of my troops.”169 Simultaneously, 

Shuvalov marched with his corps along the gulf coast from Uleåborg via Torneå towards 

Umeå. His troops marched in deep snow with the temperature decreasing to twenty-seven 

degrees Celsius (-17F) of frost. Though the troops had some 800 pairs of ski, they were 

unaccustomed to them and simply carried them on the back.170 Shuvalov occupied 

Torneå and forced the surrender of a Swedish detachment of 7,000 men at Kalix.171 Thus, 

the remarkable crossing of the gulf by Bagration and Barclay was completed “with a 

courage bordering with recklessness so typical to the Russians,” who distinguished 

themselves by these “marvelous and heroic feats.”172 

                                                                                                                                                                             
165 General B.M. von Berg, Furst Barclay de Tollys tåg öfver Bottniska viken 1809, Svensk 

Militär Tidskrift, (Stockholm, 1914), 196-97. Similar description in Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 
421. 

 
166 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 396-408; Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 419-20; 

Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 196-99; Berg, “Furst Barclay de Tollys tåg öfver Bottniska 
viken 1809,” Svensk Militär Tidskrift, 197-99. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky based this memoir for 
his description of the crossing. War in Finland, 400-401. 
 

167 Hornborg, När Riket Sprängdes, 237-39. 
 
168 Björlin, Finska Kriget 1808 och 1809, 309-16 
 
169 Borodkin, History of Finland, 198; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 404-408. 

For articles of armistice, see Ibid., 404-405. 
 
170 Zakharov, Russo-Swedish War, 66; Borodkin, History of Finland, 196. 
 
171 Hornborg, När Riket Sprängdes, 239-43; Björlin, Finska Kriget 1808 och 1809, 317-23; 

Borodkin, History of Finland, 196; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 409-19; Narrative 
of the Conquest of Finland, 199-202. 
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With the Russian corps converging at Umeå and Bagration’s troops already in 

vicinity of Stockholm, the Swedes began diplomatic negotiations to halt the invasion. On 

19 March, General Döbeln contacted Knorring and offered peace if the Russian army 

would withdraw.173 The Swedes agreed to cede Finland as the basis for the negotiations. 

Though Emperor Alexander urged him to continue offensive and take Stockholm, 

Knorring hesitated to commit his troops. He realized that the Russian corps were 

exhausted by the Baltic crossing and lacked supplies and reinforcements. Furthermore, it 

was already late March and the spring weather would soon thaw the ice in the gulf, 

leaving the Russian corps isolated from their bases in Finland. Fearing the Swedes would 

soon realize the actual situation in the Russian army, Knorring accepted armistice, but he 

made considerable concessions.174 Arakcheyev’s approval of the peace offer contrasted 

with his previous actions, including rejection of Swedish armistice three days earlier. One 

of his contemporaries noted, “It seemed Arakcheyev was energetic while remaining on 

the land, but as soon as he found himself in midst of a glacial desert, courage and energy 

left him, and he was frightened by the dangers [of the expedition].”175  

                                                                                                                                                                             
172 Vigel, Notes, 54-55. 
 
173 Alopeus to Saltikov, 19 March 1809, VPR, IV, 538. General Döbeln communicated the 

Swedish requests through one of his colonels. Döbeln to Knorring, 14 March 1809, VPR, IV, 
690. Kiaiviarianen described Döbeln acting on his own and deceiving Knorring by offering 
armistice. International Affairs in North Europe, 252-53. Similar account in VPR, IV, 693. 
Colonel Lagerbring acknowledged that Döbeln did not have authority to negotiate. He noted that 
Knorring was soon informed about this fact and wanted to advance his army. However, 
Lagerbring, who acted as a negotiator, assured him that Duke of Sudermania would approve 
negotiated provisions. Lagerbring to Knorring, Lagerbring to Duke of Sudermania, 21 March 
1809, VPR, IV, 694-95. Also see, Wachtmeister to Knorring, 23 March 1809, Hammarskjöld, 
Generalen grefve Gustaf Wachtmeister, I, 26-27. 

 
174 During negotiations, Knorring made concessions to Swedes and treated them “as if they 

were the victors.” Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 426. One of the participants, General Paul 
Suchtelen, observed, “Knorring was alarmed for the safety of his army: he was a talented and 
experienced general, but he was rather wanting in an adventurous spirit, without which success in 
war never can be complete. He calculated the risk till he was afraid of trusting anything to 
chance. He gave up a glorious undertaking too easily, though not certainly without a very 
plausible motive.” Narrative of the Conquest of Finland, 194. Hearing about Knorring’s order to 
withdraw to Finland, Swedish General Cronstedt wrote, “I cannot believe Knorring would act so 
imprudently.” Borodkin, History of Finland, 198. 

 
175 Ordin, Conquest of Finland, 425-26; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 389-90. 

Ordin and Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky described Arakcheyev’s attempts to credit himself for 
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The Russian army was ordered to re-cross the gulf to Finland.176 Bagration 

withdrew Kulnev’s detachment to Signal-Skär on 20 March, having destroyed most of 

supplies and ammunition captured at Grisslehamn.177 The same day, he moved his corps 

back to Finland, leaving small garrison of 2nd Jager Regiment with 20 Cossacks on Åland 

Island.178 His army retraced its route to at Åbo on 26 March. Meantime, Emperor 

Alexander left St. Petersburg and traveled to Finland to join his army. After visiting 

Helsingfors and Sveaborg, he reached Åbo on 1 April.179 Alexander remained at the 

Finnish capital for the next two days, and among other businesses, 180 he rewarded the 

Russian senior officers who distinguished themselves in the war. General Lieutenants 

Peter Bagration and Barclay de Tolly were promoted to generals [general ot infanterii] 

and troops were given their pays.181 Because they were promoted on the same day, 

Bagration kept seniority because his name came first in alphabetical order. However, 

Alexander also expressed his disappointment with Knorring’s actions and blamed him for 

his failure to follow his instructions on invading Sweden and prematurely accepting an 

armistice. Alexander not only refused to recognize the commander-in-chief, but also did 

not speak to him during his entire stay in Finland. He dismissed Knorring by replacing 

                                                                                                                                                                             
successes and to tarnish senior officers in Bagration’s corps, who, as he claimed, “have no desire 
to go to Sweden.”   

 
176 Knorring to Barclay de Tolly, Knorring to Kulnev, Stroganov to Schultzenheim, Armistice 

Treaty (between Barclay de Tolly and Cronsdedt), Armistice Treaty (between Gripenberg and 
Shuvalov) 20-25 March 1809, VPR, IV, 539-41, 546-49, 693-94, 698-99. 

 
177 It is noteworthy that Barclay returned the captured supplies to Swedes. Barclay to 

Knorring, circa 27 March 1809, in Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 407. 
 
178 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 394-95. 
 
179 Shilder, Alexander, 239-40. 
 
180 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 421-24. 
 
181 Imperial Order, 1 April 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 48. Tsintsadze referred to 

Bagration being awarded Order of St. Vladimir (1st class). Bagration, 74. Bagration’s main corps 
received one ruble per soldier, while “those who stepped on the Swedish mainland,” that is corps 
of Barclay and Shuvalov, and Kulnev’s detachment, were given two rubles per soldier. In 
addition, the troops were awarded special silver medal commemorating the crossing. 
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 425. 
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him with Barclay de Tolly and he ordered him to end the cease-fire and resumed the 

offensive into Sweden.182  

During April, the Russian troops were preparing for another offensive across the 

gulf into Sweden.183 Barclay de Tolly’s corps was to advance in direction of Umeå and 

threaten central Sweden. Bagration was ordered to reinforce garrison at Åland islands, 

which Alexander considered of great importance. However, the warm weather already 

began melting the ice in the gulf and made it impossible to cross on foot.184 Barclay de 

Tolly turned to the navy for transports, but it failed to provide any vessels in time. 

Besides, the British navy blockaded the Gulf of Finland and prevented the Russian main 

fleet from leaving its bases. Hostilities resumed in early May, when General Shuvalov 

advanced from Torneå towards Luleå and Skellefteå. During the summer campaign of 

1809, the Russians troops achieved a series of successes that resulted in peace in 

September 1809.185 However, Prince Bagration did not participate in any of these actions.  

In early May 1809, Bagration left Finland and traveled to St. Petersburg. 

According to the royal court records, he was invited to dine with the emperor at the 

Winter Palace on 24 May. Two weeks later, Bagration was again invited to the palace for 

the official ceremony of his promotion to general.186 Over next three weeks Bagration 

assumed his duties as commandant of Pavlovsk; he also enjoyed social life in St. 

Petersburg. He was one of most famous persons in the capital and his expedition to the 

                                                           
182 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, War in Finland, 426-28; Ordin, , 428-29. 

Barclay de Tolly’s appointment antagonized many Russian senior officers and civil officials and 
led to formation of to anti-Barclay clique that would play important role in 1812. Bagration and 
Barclay enjoyed friendly relationship at this time. For details, see Michael Josselson, 

, (Oxford, 1980), 60-70.  

Conquest of Finland

The 
Commander: Life of Barclay de Tolly

 
183 For the diplomatic negotiations see, VPR, IV, 699-700. 
 
184 The latest crossing on the ice took place on 2 May at Skellefteå, where Russian 

detachment under Major General Alekseev marched for twenty-six miles over the melting ice, up 
to their knees in water, to surprise the Swedish garrison and occupy the town. The Swedish 
commander initially could not believe the report of Russian approach from the gulf and arrested 
the reporting officer. Ordin, 430-31; Borodkin, , 200. Conquest of Finland, History of Finland

 
 Russia and Sweden signed Treaty of Friedrichsham on 17 September 1809. Sweden 

acknowledged the loss of Finland and the Åland Islands. The state frontier was set along the 
Torneå River. 

185
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Åland Islands already became a legend; he was constantly invited to various dinners and 

celebrations. Bagration gradually became close with Alexander’s sister, Grand Duchess 

Ekaterina (Catherine) Pavlovna. The court rumors soon alleged the two had an intimate 

relationship. In June 1809, Alexander’s wife wrote her mother, Duchess of Baden, 

“[Catherine] is a hand in glove [sic] with Prince Bagration, who, for the last two 

summers, has been in residence at Pavlovsk where he commands the garrison. If not for 

his ugliness, she would have sacrificed herself to this liaison.”187 The imperial family was 

displeased by this romantic relationship between Bagration and the grand duchess. It was 

rumored that Alexander appointed Bagration to command in the Danube Valley only to 

send him out of St. Petersburg.188 However, Alexander certainly had other reasons as 

well for sending Bagration to fight the Turks. The tsar had been engaged in a war against 

the Turks for last three years and now found himself in a stalemate. Alexander needed a 

decisive victory against the Ottomans that would relieve his southern borders and allow 

him to concentrate on more important issues in Eastern Europe. In addition, Franco-

Austrian war already started in March 1809 and Russia committed an army under 

General Sergey Golitsyn. This war was very unpopular among the Russian society and 

many, including Bagration, voiced their opposition to sending troops to shed blood for 

Napoléon.189 A police agent reported that Bagration told the French ambassador Armand 

de Caulancourt that he would never agree to command army against Archduke 

Charles.190 So, on 13 July 1809, Alexander appointed Bagration to the Army of Moldavia 

to serve under the ailing Field Marshal Alexander Prozorovsky. The emperor believed 

                                                                                                                                                                             
186 Gribanov, , 146. Bagration in St. Petersburg
 
187 Grand Duke Nikolai Mikhailovich, 

 [Empress Elisabeth Alekseevna, Spouse of Emperor Alexander I], (St. Petersburg, 
1909), II, 257-58 

Imperatritsa Elizaveta Alekseevna, supruga imperatora 
Aleksandra I

 
 A. Shirokorad,  [Russo-Turkish Wars in 1676-

1918], (Moscow, 2000), 365; Gribanov, Bagration in St. Petersburg, 146-48. 

188 Russko-Turetskie voini 1676-1918 gg.

 
189

Zapiski
“Russkaya zhizn v nachale XIX veka,”

 “Pisma A. Bulgakova k ego bratu iz Peterburga v Venu 1808-1809,” Russkii arkhiv, 9 
(1899): 82; Vigel, , part 3, 57-58; Prozorovsky to Golitsyn, 4 August 1809, Russkii 

arkhiv, 6 (1876): 158; Nikolay Dubrovin,  Russkaya 

starina, 12 (1898): 508 
 
190 Reports of Agent Fogel, VPR, V, 666. 
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that Prince Peter Bagration, one of the ablest Russian commanders, would bring him a 

much needed victory.191 

The campaign against Sweden enhanced prestige and fame Bagration enjoyed 

after campaigns in Western Europe. He successfully maneuvered troops in the opening of 

the campaign and quickly occupied vast territory in south Finland. His troops pursued the 

Swedes up to Uleåborg in the north, while Bagration himself occupied Finnish capital, 

Åbo. Although he missed the summer campaign, Bagration returned in time to repulse 

two attempts of King Gustavus IV to land forces at Åbo. On both occasions, Bagration 

outmaneuvered superior Swedish forces and inflicted heavy casualties on them. As a 

direct result of the defeat at the hands of Bagration, Gustavus IV severely disciplined his 

guard units, which soon turned against him and participated in the coup d’etat.  

The expedition to the Åland Islands was undoubtedly one of Bagration’s most 

celebrated operations. At a time when most of his comrades-in-arms questioned the 

outcome of the expedition, he alone had no doubts in its success. His example 

encouraged the soldiers as they marched across the frozen gulf. Prince Peter showed his 

care for his soldiers by personally inspecting the supply train and personal belongings of 

the troops. His daring march across the gulf directly contributed to the coup d’etat in 

Stockholm and the subsequent diplomatic overtures of Swedish government.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
191 Correspondence of Bagration Alexander to Bagration, 13 July 1809, , 59.  
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CHAPTER XII 

 

Campaign in the Danube Valley: 

Military Operations in July-October 1809 

 

 

 

The conflict between Russia and Turkey originated in late sixteenth century, 

when the rising Russian state clashed with the Ottoman Empire over a sphere of 

influence in the Danube Valley, the Caucasus and the Black Sea. During next two 

centuries, the two powers fought a series of wars
1
 and, under Catherine the Great, the 

Russian army achieved considerable success over the Turks. During the wars between 

1774-1791, Russia annexed the Crimea and a small strip of the Black Sea between the 

Bug and Dniester Rivers. In the Caucasus, Russia and the Georgian kingdom of Kartli-

Kakheti signed a treaty of military alliance against the Ottoman Empire and Persia. 

However, the major goals of establishing Russian influence in the Balkans and the Straits 

of the Bosporus and the Dardanelles were not achieved.  

In 1796, Emperor Paul changed his foreign policy and joined his forces with the 

Turks against France. Russia and Turkey negotiated a military alliance on 9 January 1799 

and launched joint operations in the Mediterranean against Napoleon Bonaparte’s troops 

in Egypt. After his accession to the throne in 1801, Alexander initially continued the 

foreign policy of his father regarding the Ottoman Empire but, by 1804, he gradually 

reversed it. Russo-Turkish relations became strained, particularly after Emperor 

Napoleon approached Sultan Selim III with a proposal of an alliance. The possibility of 

                                                           
1 The first Russo-Turkish was fought in 1676-1681. During the next 240 years, Russia fought 

the Ottomans in 1695-1700, 1710-1713, 1735-1739, 1768-1774, 1787-1791, 1806-1812, 1828-

1829, 1853-1856, 1877-1878 and 1914-1918. 
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French domination of the Balkans and the Straits terrified Alexander. In addition, Russia 

always sympathized with the Slavic peoples under Turkish domination. When the Serbs 

began an uprising in 1803, they turned to Russia for protection; they received moral and 

financial support over the next three years. When the sultan expressed his readiness to 

renew the alliance of 1799, Alexander proposed to expand it to satisfy Russian interests 

in the region.
2
 A new treaty was signed on 23 September 1805. 

However, Sultan Selim watched the titanic struggle between France and the 

European coalition on the fields of Moravia. After the defeat of the Allied army at 

Austerlitz in December 1805, Selim decided to join the winning side. He acknowledged 

Napoleon’s imperial title and began negotiations for an alliance with France. In one of 

his major political decisions, he declared his intention to close the straits of the Bosporus 

and the Dardanelles to Russian vessels. Simultaneously, the French ambassador to the 

Porte, General Horace Sebastiani urged the Sultan to replace the current hospodars
3
 of 

Moldavia and Wallachia, Princes Constantine Ipsilanti and Alexander Muruzi, whom the 

French considered the proponents of the Russian interests in the region. Sultan Selim 

indeed replaced these princes with pro-French hospodars, Aleko Sutu (Alexander Suzzo) 

and Scarlat Callimachi.
4
 He thus violated one of the articles of the Treaty of Jassy of 

1791 that required Russia’s consent to dismiss or appoint the hospodars.  

                                                           
2 Alexander wanted to prevent any French influence on the sultan and to sway the Porte to 

join Russia and Great Britain in case these two Powers declared war against France.  

 
3 “Hospodar” - local prince in Wallachia and Moldova. Hospodars usually belonged to 

Phanariotes, a small caste of Greek and Hellenized Romanian and Albanian families who took 

their collective name from the Phanar or Lighthouse quarter of Constantinople. For a detailed 

discussion of local politics in Bessarabia, Wallachia and Moldavia, see George Jewsbury, Russian 

Administrative Policies Toward Bessarabia, 1806-1828, unpublished Ph.D. diss., University of 

Washington, 1970. 

 
4 Napoleon requested Selim II to restrict the access of the Russian warships to the Bosporus 

and threatened with the war if the sultan did not comply and cooperated with Russia.  
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Map 52. Danubian Principalities in 1809-1810 
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As diplomatic relations ended in stalemate, Russia and the Ottoman Empire began 

concentrating their troops on the borders. In October 1806, Alexander ordered the 

invasion and occupation of Bessarabia, Moldavia, and Wallachia.
5
  Within next three 

months, the Russian army under General Ivan Michelson quickly advanced through the 

Principalities and drove the Turkish forces towards the Danube River. As his army 

secured the control of Principalities, Alexander reinstated Constantine Ipsilanti as 

hospodar of Wallachia, announcing that the Russian troops came to protect the local Slav 

population against the Turks. The Russians also provided substantial financial and 

military support to the Serbian insurgents. 

The Turks meantime mobilized their forces and counterattacked in early 1807. 

Grand Vizier Ibrahim Hilmi Pasha personally commanded the Turkish army which 

crossed the Danube in late May 1807. However, the same month, the Janissaries revolted 

in Istanbul to overthrow Sultan Selim II and paralyze the Turkish army. On 13 June 1807, 

General Mikhail Miloradovich defeated the Turks in the battle of Obilesti and drove them 

back across the Danube. On the Serbian front, the joint Russo-Serbian forces defeated the 

Turks at Malanica and forced them to withdrew to Negotin. A formal agreement between 

the Russians and the Serbs was signed in July 1807 and Alexander officially recognized 

the Serbian state. A Russian regiment was sent to Belgrade and Konstantin Rodofinikin 

was appointed to serve as the Russian representative in Belgrade. On the naval side, 

Admiral Dmitry Senyavin defeated the Turkish fleet in a series of naval engagements in 

the Aegean Sea to establish Russian dominance over the eastern Mediterranean.
6
  

At the same time, Russia suffered a major setback at the hands of Napoleon at the 

battle of Friedland on 14 June 1807. The two emperors soon signed the treaty at Tilsit, 

which called for a halt of the military operations in the Danube Valley while Napoleon 

offered to act as mediator. Napoleon’s agreement with Russia only exasperated the 

                                                           

 
5 Alexander to Michelson, 4 November 1806, Petrov, Voina Rossii s Turtsiei, 1806-1812, (St. 

Petersburg, 1885), I, 380-81. 
 
6 Eugene Tarle, Tri ekspeditsii russkogo flota [Three Expeditions of the Russian Fleet], 

(Moscow, 1956); Alexander Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, ed. 

Alexander Mikaberidze, (West Chester, 2002), I, 60-80.  
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Turks, who felt betrayed by the French and eventually refused to support the French 

plans against Russia. The new Russian commander-in-chief General Ivan Meyendorff, 

without Emperor Alexander’s knowledge, signed an armistice between Russia and 

Turkey on 4 September 1807 at Slobozia. The treaty called for the Russian withdrawal 

from the Principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia within a month, while the Turks 

agreed to remain to the south of the Danube. However, the agreement contained no 

mention of Serbia and virtually abandoned the Serbs to Turkish reprisals. Emperor 

Alexander was enraged by General Meyendorff’s decision because the general was not 

authorized to conduct diplomatic negotiations. Therefore, he dismissed Meyerndorff and 

appointed new commander-in-chief seventy-six year old General Field Marshal 

Alexander Prozorovsky, with instructions to begin an offensive immediately.   

Bagration, en route from St. Petersburg, reached Wallachia to find Field Marshal 

Prozorovsky already in poor health. Although he was an experienced commander, his 

views on tactics and strategy were outdated; he was unaccustomed to the swift maneuvers 

and aggressive warfare of the Napoleonic era.
7
 Instead of marching south to engage the 

Turkish army, he decided to capture the fortress of Braila. On 20 April he concentrated 

his forces
8
 around the fortress and ordered an assault, although Kutuzov argued the 

Russian forces were too week for the task. Prozorovsky dismissed him and personally 

directed the assault on 1 May. However, the attacks were badly organized and executed. 

The Turks annihilated the leading columns and repulsed subsequent charges.  The 

Russians lost 2,229 killed and 2,550 wounded.
9
 After this disastrous attack on Braila, 

                                                           

 
7 One of the military critics wrote, “[Prozorvsky] still followed the tactics of the 1769 

Campaign”. A. Petrov, Vlianie Turetskikh voin s polovini proshlogo stoletia na razvitie Russkago 

voennago iskusstva [Influence of the Russo-Turkish War of the Previous Century on the 

Development of the Russia Military Art], (St. Petersburg, 1894), 227 

 
8 Prozorovsky commanded some 80,000 men (124 battalions, 95 squadrons, 27 Cossack 

regiments, 17 artillery companies, 3 engineer companies. Ibid., 218-19. 

 
9 Petrov, Influence of the Russo-Turkish War, 225-27; Idem, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-

1812, II, 218-28. For details see, Zapiski Grafa Langerona. Voina s Turtsiei v 1806-1812 gg. 

[Count Langeron’s Recollections. War Against Turkey in 1806-1812] Russkaia starina, 

132(1907): 153-66; 133(1908): 711-26; 134(1908): 225-40. Some Russian regiments suffered 

almost 90% casualties. The 13th Jager Regiment lost 900 out of 1,100 men. A contemporary 

recalled, “[Seeing the assault gone wrong], Prince Prozorovsky was in despair; he cried, fell to his 
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Prozorovsky became depressed and refused to take any action for over two months. The 

Turks exploited the Russian inactivity and quickly launched a reprisal against the Serbs. 

Prozorovsky inexplicably failed to support the Serbs and remained on the northern bank 

of the Danube.
10

 As the news of the Turkish success in Serbia reached him, he became 

even more depressed and demoralized. He claimed it was impossible to move across the 

Danube and advance against the Turks. He wrote, “If anyone crosses the Danube at the 

present moment, I will let myself be shot by a firing squad on the same spot.”
11

 

Prozorovsky’s health deteriorated; soon he was unable to ride or walk.
12

 On 17 July, 

Prozorovsky appealed to Emperor Alexander to replace him with Prince Sergei Golitsyn, 

who currently commanded the Russian corps against the Austrians.
13

  

Alexander was greatly concerned by Prozorovsky’s actions. He desired a quick 

victory against Turkey that would free his resources and troops to deal with Napoleon in 

central Europe. A contemporary observed, “After the war with Sweden, St. Petersburg 

was accustomed to quick successes, and eighty-years old, “half-dead,” Field Marshal 

Prince Prozorovsky, who ruled Principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia and quietly 

commanded the idle army for last two years, could satisfy no one’s desires.”
14

 Therefore, 

                                                                                                                                                                             

knees and tore his hair. Kutuzov was standing nearby, remaining his usual composure. To 

comfort the Field Marshal, he told him, “Sometimes even worse happens; I lost the battle of 

Austerlitz that decided fate of Europe, and, still, I did not cry.” Concerned about his position after 

this defeat, Prozorovsky perceived Kutuzov as a threat to himself and blamed him, and other 

senior Russian officers responsible for the failure. Kutuzov was recalled from the army and later 

served as a governor of Vilna. 
 
10 For more details on the relations between Prozorovsky and the Serbs, see Nikolay 

Dubrovin, Materiali dlia istorii tsarstvovania Aleksandra I [Materials for the History of Reign of 

Alexander I], Voennii sbornik, 11 (1864): 220-58. Voennii sbornik published a series of articles 

by famous Russian scholar Nikolay Duborvin, containing complete texts of correspondence, 

reports and other documents related to the war. 

 
11 Prozorovsky to Rumyantsev, circa July 1809, Petrov, Influence of the Russo-Turkish War, 

234. 
 
12 Petrov, Influence of the Russo-Turkish War, 233-34 

 
13 Russia committed some 30,000 Russians to support the French war effort against Austria in 

1809 under the treaties of Tilsit and Erfurt. However, Golitsyn was reluctant to commit his corps 

against the Austrians and spent most of the campaign marching in opposite directions without 

engaging the Austrians. 
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looking for a younger and more vigorous general, Alexander chose Prince Peter 

Bagration, who had distinguished himself in previous campaigns. According to 

Alexander’s order, Bagration was to advise the aged commander and assume command if 

his health declined. If Prozorovsky’s condition improved, he was to retain command of 

the army and dispatch Bagration with a corps across the Danube to invade Bulgaria. 

Alexander also sent a signed order appointing Bagration commander-in-chief of the 

Moldavian Army. Prozorovsky was instructed to keep it secret from everyone and to give 

it to Bagration at the appropriate moment.
15

  

Bagration left St. Petersburg in mid-July 1809 and, after a tiresome journey across 

Ukraine and Moldavia, he arrived at Galati by 4 August.
16

 Prince Prozorovsky’s health 

improved at that moment so he continued commanding the troops. He initially welcomed 

Bagration and appointed him to lead the main corps, previously commanded by General 

Kutuzov.
17

 However, the aged commander soon became suspicious of young and 

energetic Bagration. Several days after his arrival, Prince Peter made a reconnaissance 

along the Danube and Prozorovsky suspected “[Bagration] wanted to assume command 

of the army.”
18

 Field Marshal concealed the order Alexander sent to him and ordered 

Bagration “to remain at the headquarters since I cannot move because of age and poor 

health.” Prozorovsky declared, “I will avail myself of [Bagration’s] help in case of 

necessity, such as parades and etc.”
19

 So, Prince Peter, who spent most of his career 

leading the troops in action and had just returned from victorious campaign in Sweden, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
14 Vigel, Zapiski, 300. 

 
15 Alexander to Bagration, 11 August 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 60. 
 
16 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 672. 
 
17 Order to Army, 6 August 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 59-60; Bagration v 

Dunaiskikh kniazhestvakh: Sbornik Dokumentov [Bagration in the Danubian Principalities: 

Compilation of Documents, hereafter cited as Danubian Correspondence of Bagration], 

(Chisineu, 1949), 17-18 

 
18 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 675. 

 
19 Order to Army, 6 August 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 60. According to Langeron, 

Bagration was sent to Sadjat Camp to assist Lieutenant General Essen III. Russkaia starina, 134 

(1908): 675. 
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was now assigned to the headquarters and given only formal authority. Furthermore, 

Prozorovsky refused to reveal to him any information on the strategic and tactical 

situation in the theater of the operations.
20

  

Urged by Alexander to begin an offensive, Prozorovsky finally decided to move. 

He constructed a bridge across the Danube on 26 July at Galati and sent reconnaissance 

patrols to locate the Turks. Prozorovsky reorganized his army, dividing it into a reserve 

corps and main forces.
21

 The main corps comprised of five corps.
22

 A contemporary 

recalled,  

Prozorovsky did not intend to take Bagration with him across the Danube 

because he perceived him as a potential contender to his position and 

feared Bagration would distinguish himself in future actions. [Instead,] 

Prozorovsky wanted to send Bagration to Buzau to command [the reserve] 

troops of Essen and Kolubiakin. Thus, Prince Bagration, whom Alexander 

sent to the army to lead an offensive, was left in the rear to command the 

reserves.”
23

 

 

The Russian troops advanced on 8 August,
24

 but they proceeded very slowly 

because of Prozorovsky’s caution and ill health. The Turks abandoned Isaccea and 

Tulcea to the Russians and retreated southwards. Prozorovsky then invested the local 

fortresses of Ismail and dispatched Platov with the Cossacks to Babadag and Trajan’s 

rampart.
25

 However the advance was halted near Macin because Prozorovsky’s health 

                                                           
20 Shirokorad, Russo-Turkish Wars, 365. 
 
21 The Reserve Corps amounted to 63 battalions, 37 squadrons, 13 Cossack regiments, 4 

Pandur regiments, 30 heavy and 16 horse artillery guns. General Alexander Langeron 

commanded it. 

 
22 The Army of Moldavia, also referred to as Army of the Danube, amounted to forty-one 

battalions, fifty squadrons, ten Cossack regiments and fifty-eight guns. 

 
23 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 114.  
 
24 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 676-80. 
 
25 Trajan’s rampart (Trajan’s Wall) was a series of fortification lines in Bessarabia and 

Wallachia attributed to the Roman Emperor Trajan (AD 98–117). The upper line ran between the 

Dniestr River and Falçi, the middle line run from the Prut River via Tabac to the Black Sea Coast. 

Finally, the lower line was constructed from Constanta to Cernavoda. Platov’s troops reached the 

latter fortifications. 
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further deteriorated. He died at 5:00 p.m. on 21 August 1809.
26

 Bagration had just arrived 

at Buzau, when he was informed of the death of Prozorovsky. He immediately returned to 

the headquarters and looked through Prozorovsky’s papers, where he found Alexander’s 

order appointing him commander-in-chief of the army. The same day (21 August) he 

issued an order informing the troops of the death of Prozorovsky and declared his 

appointment to command the army.
27

  

Thus, on 21 August 1809, Bagration became commander-in-chief of the Russian 

army in the Danube Valley. He faced a daunting task of arranging the supply system, 

securing the region and preparing his army for a major offensive onto the southern bank 

of the Danube. Prozorovsky left no plans or instructions; Bagration complained, “I tried 

to find a general outline of the military operations of the late commander-in-chief during 

the previous campaign, but found nothing in his papers. After my arrival at Galati, 

[Prozorovsky] talked with me only about unimportant issues and even then in general 

terms, without any details. He never discussed with me any plans of action… Thus, I am 

unaware of any strategy [he adopted and pursued].”
28

 In response to his inquires about 

delay in the offensive, General Aleksey Arakcheyev was told, “The late field marshal 

kept command of the army until the last minutes of his life… Nobody ever knew about 

any of his plans, and we must assume, there never were any orders, instructions or other 

documents related to the strategy [that Prozorovsky might have pursued].”
29

 Thus, 

Bagration faced a daunting challenge. His troops suffered from the lack of supplies and 

lived in a ravaged countryside.  The supply system was ineffective and no depots were 

set up in the Principalities. The provisions had to be carried from the southern Ukraine. 

Prozorovsky secured only one crossing on the Danube but the Army of Moldavia 

required more bridges and ferries to move to the left bank of the Danube. Bagration had 

                                                           

 
26 Order to Army, No. 1, 21 August 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 60-61; Danubian 

Correspondence of Bagration, 18-19; Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 

680. 
 
27 Order to Army, 21 August 1809, Ibid., 60-61. 

 
28 Bagration to Alexander, 31 August 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 61-62; Shirokorad, 

Russo-Turkish Wars, 365. 

 

 490



to complete these arrangements as soon as possible because Emperor Alexander insisted, 

“Immediate passage across the Danube is essential. Every minute is precious. I expect to 

receive [encouraging] news from you soon.”
30

   

During next couple of days, Bagration worked with his staff on the strategy for 

the campaign. The Russian army was some 50,000 men strong, but it was spread 

throughout Wallachia. The Turks had superior forces in Serbia and could easily invade 

Wallachia, while the main Russian army marched along the Lower Danube. To prevent 

any Turkish incursion, Prince Peter had to leave one of his corps in Wallachia to cover 

the western approaches to this region and support Major General Ivan Isaev, who 

commanded a detachment on the border with Serbia. Considering the intelligence from 

Serbia and western Wallachia, Bagration decided to move his army to the Lower Danube, 

where he would capture the major fortresses of Macin and Girsov, and then continue to 

advance along the coast. Bagration chose this route because the Turks had most of their 

forces deployed on the Upper Danube. Bagration intended to avoid any prolong sieges 

and proceed by forced marches to Silistra, which was to be blockaded. The Russian army 

would then engage and destroy any Turkish attempt to relieve the fortress. After securing 

his base on the southern bank of the Danube, Bagration planned to march into the Balkan 

Mountains and force the Porte to accept peace on the Russian conditions.
31

  

Bagration also realized the importance of gathering supplies and reducing the 

remaining Turkish fortresses in the region. Therefore, as he assumed command of the 

army on 21 August, Prince Peter ordered the siege of the fortresses of Mancin and 

Girsov. He explained, “[The Turkish] garrisons of these fortresses can be reinforced from 

Braila or Silistra so they could harass my army from the rear. [Furthermore,] they would 

be able to cut our communication and supply lines with the left bank of the Danube…. 

So, while leaving two strong fortresses of Ismail and Braila, with over 10,000 men in 

garrisons, we should fully secure our positions [on the left bank of the Danube].”
32

 On 24 

                                                                                                                                                                             
29 Troubetzkoy to Arakcheyev, 29 August 1809,  Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 34. 

 
30 Alexander to Bagration, 11 August 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 60. 
 
31 Bagration to Alexander, 31 August 1809, Ibid., 61-62.  
 
32 Ibid., 62. 
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August, Bagration dispatched Ataman Platov to attack Girsov. He kept part of his troops 

to protect his communications and, at 4:00 a.m. on 26 August, Bagration marched with 

his remaining forces to Macin.
33

   

The fortress of Macin was surrounded by stonewall with four bastions. The 

Turkish garrison, of some 400 men and 13 guns under Zizh Agha, was fortified in the 

citadel. In addition, a four meters deep trench surrounded the fortress.  As he arrived to 

Macin at 11 a.m. on 26 August, Bagration began construction of a six-gun battery to 

bombard the town and cut the Turkish communications with Braila.
34

 The next day, 

Bagration dispatched one battalion of 13
th

 Jager Regiment and a squadron of Oliviopol 

Hussars to dislodge a Turkish detachment at the nearby mosque. Simultaneously, during 

the night of the 28
th

, he began constructing three additional batteries and a zigzag to the 

fortress.
35

 Facing Bagration’s superior forces, the Turks occasionally fired at the 

Russians but did not venture to attack.  

                                                                                                                                                                             

 
33 Bagration to Alexander, 31 August 1809, Ibid., 63; Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of 

Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 35. 
 
34 Bagration to Alexander, 31 August 1809, Ibid., 62. Bagration moved Lieutenant General 

Eugene Markov’s corps to Macin. It comprised of 13 Jager Regiment, Kolyvan, Ukraine, Old 

Ingermanland Musketeer Regiments, Grenadier Battalion of Aleksapol Musketeer Regiment, a 

company of Poll’s battery artillery, four guns of Ansio’s company, four guns of Bastian’s 

company, two 72-pound mortars and one 36-pound licornes, half company of Obleukhov’s horse 

artillery, 7 squadrons of Olioviopol Hussar Regiment, Seversk Dragoon Regiment and 125 

Cossacks. Ibid., 63; Shirokorad, Russo-Turkish Wars, 366; Dubrovin, “Materials for the History 

of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 35-36. 
 
35 First battery included four heavy guns, second had two mortars and the third – ten heavy 

cannon and a licorne. Bagration to Alexander, 31 August 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 63. 
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Map 52. Danubian Principalities in 1809-1810
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Around 6:00 a.m. on 28 August, Bagration ordered a bombardment of the fortress 

with three batteries, while an additional battery was constructed on the right flank.
36

 He 

ordered a flotilla to sail upstream to shell the town. Prince Peter wrote, “I also planned to 

arrange a [grand] battery to breach the walls and, if the enemy resisted, take the fortress 

by assault, even if it meant losing some three or four hundred men. It was of paramount 

importance [to take Macin] because the army could not have continued to advance 

without it.”
37

 Late on 29 August, Bagration ordered a grand battery constructed to breach 

the walls. However, the Russian artillery fire had already destroyed most of the Turkish 

positions; one of the Russian projectiles incidentally blew up the gunpowder magazine in 

the fortress. The Turkish garrison was in utter confusion and surrendered on the evening 

of 29 August, agreeing to Bagration’s request for unconditional capitulation.
38

 Bagration 

captured 338 men, 13 guns, 1,500 cannonballs and 8,000 pounds of gunpowder.
39

 The 

Russian losses were around 200 killed and wounded.
40

 Bagration boasted that he forced 

the Turks to accept unconditional surrender, which “the Turks had never agreed to 

before.”
41

 Therefore, he spread the news of surrender throughout Moldavia and 

Wallachia.
42

 Bagration described the fortifications of the fortress as “formidable” and 

added that “if garrisoned with sufficient troops, this fortress can resist twenty times 

                                                           
36 The Russian gunners destroyed three Turkish cannon. Bagration to Alexander, 31 August 

1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 63. 
 
37 Bagration to Alexander, 31 August 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 63. 

 
38 Bagration let Markov accept the surrender and Langeron criticized him for giving him such 

an honor. Markov was later awarded Order of Vladimir (2nd class). Langeron, Recollections, 

Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 682, 684. 

 
39 Bagration to Alexander, 31 August 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 64; Shirokorad, 

Russo-Turkish Wars, 366. Langeron referred to 328 captured, 13 guns, 500 muskets, 1,200 

pistols, 80,000 cannon balls and numerous other ammunition. Recollections, Russkaia starina, 

134 (1908): 681. 
 
40 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 681. 

 
41 Bagration to Alexander, 31 August 1809, Ibid., 64; Bagration to Kushnikov, 1 September 

1809, Danubian Correspondence of Bagration, 26-27. 
 
42 Bagration to Kushnikov, 1 September 1809, Danubian Correspondence of Bagration, 27. 
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superior forces or even more.”
43

 Bagration moved his main forces to Girsov
44

 and left a 

garrison of three infantry battalions, two squadrons of hussars, 150 Cossacks and six light 

guns. 

While Bagration was marching to Macin, Ataman Matvei Platov besieged the 

fortress of Girsov.
45

 A contemporary described this imposing fortress, where “two huge 

peaks surrounded the valley where the town was located. The town was protected by 

fortifications between the two mountains; there was a formidable Gothic castle erected on 

one of the peaks, and a stone tower on another.”
46

 Although he had only light field 

artillery pieces, Platov built four batteries and bombarded the fortress. On 31 August, the 

Turks offered to surrender the fortress on condition of free passage for the garrison. 

However, Bagration, whom Platov informed about the offer, rejected it and ordered the 

Turks to surrender unconditionally. Platov continued bombardment for next three days 

until the Turks finally capitulated.
47

 The Russians captured some 1,000 men, including 

400 Janissaries, with 30 guns.
48

 Bagration was delighted by this news because Girsov 

was essential for his future operations.
49

 It secured communications between his army on 

the right bank of the Danube and the reserve forces and supplies in the north regions. The 

                                                           

 
43 Bagration to Alexander, 31 August 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 65. 

 
44 Bagration to Platov, circa 30 August 1809, Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 38. 

 
45 Platov initially received news of the Turkish advance from Silistra to Girsov and halted his 

troops at Kazimci. He dispatched Major General Denisov IV to Trajan’s rampart to observe the 

Turkish movements and ordered Major General Illovaisky to surround the fortress of Girsov. 

After receiving new intelligence, he continued his march to Girsov. Dubrovin, “Materials for the 

History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 38-39. 
 
46 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 684. 
 
47 Ibid., 134 (1908): 684. Platov was awarded with the Order of St. Vladimir. 

 
48 Bagration to Alexander, 3 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 66; Bagration to 

Kushnikov, 3 September 1809; Order to Army, 5 September 1809, Danubian Correspondence of 

Bagration, 30-31. Bagration also asked S. Kushnikov, who served as Russian representative to the 

Diwans (assembly) of Moldavia and Wallachia, to spread the information of the capitulation 

among the local population. 
 
49 Bagration praised Platov handling of the siege and asked Alexander to promote him to 

general. Bagration to Alexander, 3 September 1809, Ibid., 67. 
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Russian army now could take up positions along the Trajan’s rampart without any threats 

from the rear.
50

 Prince Peter immediately ordered the construction of a bridge at Girsov 

to move the troops over the Danube.
51

  He then turned to the siege of Ismail, one of the 

most formidable fortresses in the region. Bagration was dissatisfied with indecisive 

actions of the current commander and replaced him with Major General Ivan Zass. 

 Thus, within a week of the campaign, Bagration had captured two major 

fortresses and besieged two others, eliminating potential threats in his rear. General 

Langeron noted, “The new plan of campaign was well conceived and the operations were 

directed with energy and skill.”
52

 General Aleksey Arakcheyev, head of the imperial 

chancellery, wrote Bagration that Emperor Alexander “was extremely pleased to read the 

reports about the capture of Macin and Girsov.”
53

  

However, Bagration was concerned with the developments in the other theaters of 

operation. Platov’s scouts detected 5,000 Turks at Rassevat and the army of some 50,000 

men at Shumla. The Turks also had over 40,000 men garrisoned in different fortresses, 

including 20,000 men at Silistra and Ruse, 15,000 men at Vidin. In addition, a Turkish 

army of 45,000 men was engaged in Serbia. In total, the Turks had over 130,000 men in 

the region.
54

 Bagration was also informed that a Turkish flotilla of two fifty-gun frigates, 

one 74-gun ship-of-line and over seventeen lesser vessels sailed from Constantinople to 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 
50 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 684. 
 
51 Since the region was devastated by the war, Bagration had to request materials from 

Russia. The ropes and anchors were transported from as far as Sebastopol. Bagration also set up a 

ferry for a temporary crossing of his army. Bagration to Alexander, 18 September 1809, Ibid., 72; 

Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 39; 

Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 684. 
 
52 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 682. 
 
53 Arakcheyev to Bagration, 15 September 1809, Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864):  38. Alexander 

advised Bagration to choose several people from the surrendered towns and send them into Ismail 

to persuade the garrison to surrender. 
 
54 Petrov, Influence of the Russo-Turkish War, 241-43. The Turks were well informed about 

the Russian actions by Philipescu, the head of the Diwan of Wallachia. 
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reinforce the Turkish garrisons along the coastline and harass Bagration’s left flank.
55

 

Bagration wrote to Vice Admiral Nikolay Yazikov asking for a naval squadron to protect 

the coastline and support the Army of Moldavia as it advanced southwards. He urged the 

vice admiral to send a squadron of the Black Sea fleet to engage the Turkish flotilla, 

which was “too good a target to miss.”
56

 Yazikov dispatched one ship-of-line (74) with 

several frigates to seek and destroy the Turkish flotilla. 

In early September, Bagration received information about the Turkish forces 

under Pehlivan Agha and Serasker Hozrev Mehmed concentrated around Trajan’s 

rampart. He was eager to engage these forces “to prevent the Turks from occupying 

strong positions there that would later cost us heavy casualties.”
57

 Bagration united 

Markov and Platov’s troops at Girsov and recalled Miloradovich, whom Prozorovsky 

moved from Bucharest to Galati.
58

 Bagration then instructed Count Sergey Kamensky to 

occupy Tulcea, Isaccea, Babadag and Çetal.
59

 He also deployed Cossack patrols that 

prevented the Turks from determining the Russian positions.
60

 

Bagration also made a series of arrangements to improve the condition of the 

troops. He modified regulations on presenting awards to the distinguished soldiers
61

 and 

ordered the rank-and-file to stop wearing the mandatory ties. He repealed Prozorovsky’s 

earlier order to kneel after firing a volley and armed the non-combatants at all times. 

                                                           
55 Additional six ships-of-line were in Bosporus under capitan pasha Hadji Mehmet Pasha. 

Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 40. 
 
56 Bagration to Yazikov, 23 August 1809, Ibid., 40-41. 
 
57 Bagration to Alexander, 18 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 68; Langeron, 

Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 686.  
 
58 Miloradovich brought 10 battalions and 15 squadrons. But the diseases decimated his 

troops and he had only 4,000 men ready for battle. Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 

134 (1908): 685. 
 
59 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 

42; Petrov, Influence of the Russo-Turkish War, 244-45.  
 
60 Serasker Hozrev Mehmed made two attempts to locate the main Russian forces, but the 

Cossacks under Sysoev and Grekov halted both of them. Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia 

starina, 134 (1908): 685. 
 
61 Order to Army, No.5, 26 August 1809, Danubian Correspondence of Bagration, 20-21. 
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Bagration provided his troops with ten-day supplies and gathered additional thirty-day 

reserve of biscuits. This was particularly important because, under Prozorovsky, the 

troops began to pillage the local population. Langeron lamented, “All of Bulgaria was 

devastated and pillaged by the Cossacks; this fertile and prosperous country could have 

sustained [Russian] army during the winter, but was completely drained and turned into a 

desert.” Langeron held Platov responsible for destroying numerous villages and seizing 

over 50,000 cattle. Many Cossack officers acquired fortunes on looting. Bagration 

significantly reduced the pillaging but he failed to eradicate it.
62

 Finally, for the first time 

in the Army of Moldavia, Bagration established a mobile hospital, which comprised of 

regimental infirmaries; moreover, all wounded and sick were to be transported to the rear 

for treatment.
63

 Bagration’s decisive actions animated the troops who were demoralized 

by the indolent leadership of Prozorovsky. By 5 September, Bagration concentrated 

forces at Girsov. His army, now totaling some 25,000 men, was divided into three corps 

under Miloradovich, Markov and Platov.
64

 On 7 September, Prince Peter advanced to 

Silistra, with his corps marching in coordination along the different routes. Bagration 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 
62 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 683. The Cossack plunder alienated 

the local population, who often attacked the Russian stragglers. 
 
63 Order to Army, No. 5, 26 August 1809, Ibid., 20-21. Prior to Bagration’s order, the 

wounded and sick were treated at the regimental infirmaries in appalling conditions. Under 

Bagration’s order, each infantry, hussar and uhlan regiments provided six fully equipped wagons 

for 40 patients; dragoon regiments furnished eight carts for 25 men, and the artillery and engineer 

companies provided wagons for 12 men.  

 
64 Bagration reported the following strength of his troops: 

Unit Battalions Squadrons Guns Engineer 

companies 

Cossack 

reg. 

1st Corps, Right Flank, 

Miloradovich 

10 15 21 ½ 2 

2nd Corps, Advance Guard, Platov 13 20 24 1 
(with 20 

pontoons) 

8 

3rd Corps, Left Flank, Markov 8 10 14 - 1 

Total 31 45 59 1½ 12 

Bagration to Alexander, No. 955, 18 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 68-69. 

According to Langeron, Miloradovich had ten horse artillery guns, ten 12-pounder cannon and 

three heavy guns. Markov had ten 12-pounder guns. Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 

686. 
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wrote, “I organized marches in such a manner that all three corps arrived at the Trajan’s 

rampart at the same time.”
65

  

Hearing about Bagration’s movement, the Grand Vizier deployed Hozrev 

Mehmet Pasha with 8,000 men near Trajan’s rampart and then marched with his 

remaining troops to Giurgiu. He wanted Hozrev Mehmet to tie down Bagration at 

Trajan’s rampart, while he crossed the Danube and attacked Bucharest, threatening 

Bagration’s right flank.
66

 However, Bagration anticipated the Turkish move. He 

dispatched one of his corps under Peter Essen to reinforce General Alexander Langeron 

at Bucharest.
67

 

Bagration moved his left corps under Markov at the dawn of 7 September, 

followed by Platov at noon and Miloradovich the next morning. He personally led the 

advance guard and engaged a Turkish patrol at Satiskoy on 8 September. The Russians 

captured several Turks whom Bagration later interrogated. The prisoners told him that 

the Turks moved reinforcements to Constanta to threaten the Russian left flank.
68

 

Therefore, Bagration ordered Miloradovich to stop at Cernavoda to cover his right flank 

against Hozrev Mehmet Pasha,
69

 while Platov and Markov proceeded to Constanta. A 

reconnaissance detachment under Major General Denisov VI was dispatched to locate the 

enemy positions. Denisov soon encountered a Turkish detachment at Kara-Murat and, in 

a brief engagement, he captured seven men, including the beyraktar (standard bearer). 

                                                           
65 Bagration to Alexander, No. 955, 18 September 1809, Ibid., 69. Under Bagration’s 

disposition, Miloradovich was moving to Cernavoda on the Danube, Platov proceeded to Caras 

and Markov advanced to Constanta. Langeron noted that the corps were moving at 7-8 hours 

marching distance from each other. Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 686. 
 
66 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,”  Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 

42. 

 
67 Some Russian authors praise Langeron’s actions during this period. Langeron did not trust 

local officials, whom he justly suspected of being bribed by the Turks. Therefore, Langeron 

concealed his correspondence and the deployment of his troops. When Bagration sent the 

reinforcements, Langeron instructed Essen III to avoid the major route to Bucharest and move his 

troops across the countryside. As a result, the Turks were unaware of the troops marching to 

reinforce Langeron. Petrov, Influence of the Russo-Turkish War, 243. 

 
68 Bagration to Alexander, No. 955, 18 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 69. 

 
69 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 687. 

 499



Bagration concluded that Hozrev Mehmet Pasha was closer than he expected so he 

moved his troops by forced marches to Constanta.
70

 Bagration described the town 

“protected by a palisade and a ditch, located on a cape on the Black Sea coast and 

connected to the mainland by a path of 150 sazhens [1,049 ft].”
71

 Bagration also added, 

“Each building in the town is built of stone and is surrounded with the wall, so that each 

home, and there are around 500 of them, can be turned into a bastion to be taken by 

assault.” The Turkish garrison was some 2,000 men strong under Ismail Pasha.
72

  

As Bagration approached the town on 9 September, the garrison of Constanta 

made a sortie but was repulsed and pursued to the city gates.
73

 The next day, Platov sent 

a messenger requesting the surrender of the town, but the Turks opened fire on him.
74

 In 

response, Bagration ordered the construction of batteries to bombard the town. 

Apprehensive of the Russian preparations, the Turks opened negotiations on 11 

September, but they refused to lay down their arms. The Turks told Bagration “they 

would rather die than accept surrender on such terms.”
75

 Most of the Turkish garrisons 

were the kürdzalis, a radical militant group with a little regard for the life,
76

 and 

                                                           

 
70 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 

43; Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 687. 

 
71 Bagration to Alexander, No. 955, 18 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 70. 

Similar description in Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 687. 

 
72 Bagration to Alexander, No. 955, 18 September 1809, Ibid., 69-70; Langeron, 

Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 687-88. 
 
73 1,000 Turks took part in this attack, losing 100 killed and wounded. Langeron, 

Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 687. 
 
74 Russian advance guard under Prince Troubetzkoy was first to reach Constanta. It 

comprised of three jager battalions, nine squadrons of hussars, four hundred Cossacks and six 

guns. Troubetzkoy wanted to capture the town by a daring raid but was repulsed with losses. 

Ibid., 688. 
 
75 Bagration to Alexander, No. 955, 18 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 70. 
 
76 Kürdzalis were mutinous Janissaries, who opposed to Sultan Selim III’s military reforms, 

and demobilized Turkish soldiers, who had no land to return after military service. Kürdzalis 

were particularly widespread in Bulgaria, where they terrorized the local population. To constrain 

them, the Sultan allowed the arming of local population of Serbia and Bulgaria, who were 

previously forbidden to possess weapons. 
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Bagration knew they would indeed prefer to die with their arms rather than lay them 

down. After long consideration, Bagration decided to give the Turks free passage to 

Varna on condition that they would never fight against Russia again.
77

 In his report to 

Alexander, Bagration explained his reasons for releasing the Turkish garrison. First of 

all, he wanted to avoid unnecessary casualties; he estimated, some 1,500 men would have 

been lost in an assault on a well-fortified Turkish positions.
78

 In addition, valuable time 

would be required to besiege and assault Constanta. It was impossible to starve the 

garrison into submission because the Turkish flotilla could provide supplies and 

reinforcements from the sea. Finally, he pointed to the Turkish army under Hozrev 

Mehmet Pasha deployed only ten miles away from Bagration’s besieging troops.
79

 

During the negotiations, Bagration tried to persuade the Turks that Russia acted only 

because of the sultan’s refusal to negotiate peace. He called the war “a purposeless 

bloodshed and misfortune for the residents,” and held the British responsible for 

instigating hostilities to further their own interests. Finally, he reminded the Turks of the 

profitable trade they previously had with the Danubian Principalities.
80

  

On 11 September, the Turks evacuated the town and Bagration posted a Russian 

garrison in Constanta.
81

 He then “wasted not a minute”
82

 and moved Markov’s corps on 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 
77 Bagration informed the Grand Vizier of the garrison’s promise, hoping the Vizier would 

prevent the garrison from breaking the pledge. Bagration to Grand Vizier Yussuf, 22 September 

1809, VPR, 227-28; Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,”  Voennii 

sbornik, 10 (1864): 44. The Turks did not keep their pledge and, one month later, Ismail Pasha 

again commanded troops against Bagration. Captured in 1810, Ismail Pasha justified his actions 

by saying he would have been beheaded if he refused to return to the troops. Langeron, 

Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 688. 

 
78 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 688. 

 
79 Bagration to Alexander, No. 955, 18 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 71. 

French Consul Ledoulx referred to Elik Oglou and Usret Pasha commanding the Turkish troops. 

Ledoulx to Champagny, 19 September 1809, Documente privitoare la Istoria Romanilor: 

Corespondenta Diplomatica si Rapoarte Consulare Franceze (1603-1824), (Bucharest, 1912), 

843. 
 
80 Bagration to Alexander, 12 September 1809, Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 44-45. 
 
81 Bagration left garrison under Major General Ivan Palitsyn comprised of Orlov Infantry 

Regiment, 2 squadrons and 200 Cossacks. He instructed Palitsyn to destroy the entrenchment 

around Constanta and dispatch patrols to Babadag, where four squadrons of Pereyaslavl 
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the road from Constant, some ten miles from Caras,
83

 and, on 12 September, he marched 

with Platov’s Corps to Cernavoda. During the march, Bagration received Miloradovich’s 

report about the Turkish movements. Hozrev Mehmet Pasha with some 10,000 men
84

 was 

bivouacked near Rassevat, awaiting reinforcements. Miloradovich wanted to attack the 

Turks with his corps of 4,000 men, but Bagration categorically prohibited him from any 

offensive action. So, Miloradovich took it as a personal insult and asserted Bagration 

wanted to claim the “glory and victory.”
85

 Prince Peter disregarded Miloradovich’s 

claims and proceeded with his plan of action.
86

  

On 13 September, he dispatched Major General Count Paul Stroganov with four 

cavalry squadrons and 500 Cossacks to locate the Turkish positions and reconnoiter the 

terrain. Stroganov soon returned with a detailed report about the terrain. He also captured 

two Turkish soldiers who provided additional intelligence on the deployment of the 

Turkish troops. On 14 September, Bagration moved Platov’s corps to Cernavoda where 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Dragoons were commanded by Kamensky, and in direction of Mangalia. Bagration ordered 

demolition of the citadel in Constanta. Discussing the demolition of fortifications, Langeron 

noted, “The country, owing to the Cossack rampage, was devastated and we could not leave 

strong garrisons; therefore, we had to destroy the citadels, although it was a barbaric act to do. In 

addition, [as a result of these demolitions] our troops had no winter quarters.” Bagration to 

Alexander, No. 955, 18 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 71; Dubrovin, “Materials 

for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 45; Petrov, Influence of the 

Russo-Turkish War, 245; Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 689. 
 
82 Bagration to Yazikov, 21 September 1809, Danubian Correspondence of Bagration, 78. 
 
83 Bagration instructed Markov to protect Trajan’s rampart and send patrols along the Black 

Sea coast to Bazardjik and Varna. Bagration to Alexander, No. 955, 18 September 1809, 

Correspondence of Bagration, 71. 
 
84 Bagration initially estimated some 3,000 men at Rassevat, but the prisoners told him 

Hozrev Mehmet commanded around 12,000 men. Langeron referred to over 7,000 men with 14 

guns. Bagration also reported that the Turks were commanded by “famous ayans of Rumelia 

Uluk-Oghlu, Yar-Hassan and Tulum-Oghlu. Bagration to Alexander, No. 966, 19 September 

1809; Bagration to Yazikov, 21 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 74-78; Langeron, 

Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 691. 
 
85 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 690. 
 
86 Bagration halted the troops on 12 September to wait for the supply trains. Ibid., 690. 
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Miloradovich’s corps already took up positions. He instructed Kamensky to proceed to 

Babadag and support Markov’s corps at Caras.
87

  

During the late evening of 15 September, Bagration personally examined the 

enemy positions and outlined a plan of action. He ordered Miloradovich to advance along 

the road on the riverbank directly to Hozrev Mehmet Pasha’s camp. Platov was instructed 

to make a flanking maneuver to turn the Turkish right wing and cut the line of retreat.
88

 

Bagration wrote, “My goal was to defeat the enemy while it was concentrated, so that I 

would not have to hunt down its small detachments throughout this vast country.”
89

 He 

also described the countryside, where the two armies would fight. “The territory between 

Cernavoda and Rassevat is the most pleasant to the human eye, comparable to the 

delightful sights of Switzerland. However, [the terrain] also created unsurpassable 

obstacles, hindering the advance of the troops, and especially of the artillery. There are 

numerous lakes, with deep and swift streams running between them, [and] impassable 

marshes; on both sides, there are mountains and hills with steep slopes, bisected by 

ravines….”
90

    

                                                           
87 Bagration to Alexander, No. 955, 18 September 1809, Ibid., 71-72; Dubrovin, “Materials 

for the History of Reign of Alexander,”  Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 45; Petrov, Influence of the 

Russo-Turkish War, 245-46. 
 
88 Bagration to Alexander, No. 955, 18 September 1809, Ibid., 72. 
 
89 Bagration to Alexander, No. 966, 19 September 1809, Ibid., 74. 
 
90 Bagration to Alexander, No. 966, 19 September 1809, Ibid., 74-75. Also see Langeron, 

Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 691. 
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Map 53. Battle of Rassevat, 16 September 1809
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Bagration moved his two corps of some 12,000 men late on the night of 16 

September and approached the Turkish positions at Rassevat around 3:00 a.m.
91

 He sent 

small detachments to harass the Turkish camp and lure out as many troops as possible. 

Bagration wrote, “[I wanted] to entice the enemy out of his positions, because [the Turks] 

did not expect our army to cross this [difficult] terrain, especially with the artillery.”
92

 He 

deployed Miloradovich’s corps in two lines,
93

 while Platov advanced in five columns, 

with Cossacks spread in front of them.
94

 Prince Peter also dispatched six Cossack 

regiments in a flanking maneuver to cut the Turkish line of retreat. Simultaneously, he 

ordered the artillery to bombard the Turks.
95

 

Miloradovich commanded infantry on the right flank and was first to repulse the 

Turkish attack. He deployed his infantry in squares and moved his guns to the nearby 

hills. Simultaneously, Bagration arranged Platov’s troops into squares to meet the 

                                                           
91 Prince Peter rested his troops between the Danube and lake Uzun Amat. Platov was at 

Cocirlen, across the lake from Miloradovich, but maintaining contact with him. Dubrovin, 

“Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,”  Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 46. 

 
92 Bagration to Alexander, No. 966, 19 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 75. 
 
93 The first line, commanded by Count Tsukato, comprised of the 6th Jager, Malorossiiskii 

Grenadier, Siberia Grenadier, Belorussia Hussar Regiments and six horse artillery guns; the 

second line, under Umanetz, included Apsheron Musketeer, Odessa Musketeer, Kinburn  

Dragoon Regiments and four horse artillery guns. Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign 

of Alexander,”  Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 47. 
 
94 Bagration divided Platov’s troops into three infantry and two cavalry columns: 

The infantry columns included: 1st Column, under Prince Troubetskoy, comprised of 7th Jäger 

Regiment, a battalion of the 14th Jager Regiment and five Don horse artillery guns; 2nd Column, 

under Repninsky, comprised of Novgorod Infantry and Ukraine Infantry Regiments with six 

heavy guns; 3rd Column of Bakhmetyev composed of Arkhangelogorod Infantry, Vologda 

Infantry Regiments with six heavy guns. 

The cavalry columns were: 1st Column of Count Pahlen organized by the four squadrons of 

Starodoub Dragoons and four squadrons of Derptsk Dragoon Regiments with six Don horse 

artillery guns; 2nd Column, under Lisanevich, comprised of the Chuguevsk Uhlan Regiment. 

Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 119-20; Dubrovin, “Materials for 

the History of Reign of Alexander,”  Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 47. 

 
95 Bagration to Alexander, No. 966, 19 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 75. 
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Turkish cavalry,
96

 while Denisov’s with six Cossack regiments was outflanking the 

Turks. The Russians troops completed movements with such precision that Bagration 

reported, “It seemed we were at the maneuvers rather than engaged in a real battle against 

the enemy.”
97

 The Turks greatly contributed to the Russian success. They have no patrols 

or advance guards to detect the Russian movements. Therefore, Bagration’s attack came 

as a surprise to them. The Turks made several charges on the Russian squares, but were 

repulsed. The Turkish commanders lacked the unity of command and their units acted 

independently. General Langeron left an interesting account of the action, “The Turkish 

commanders knew nothing of subordination and did not have common strategy. They 

considered themselves equal in authority, but those with larger troops thought they were 

in charge. Therefore, the [Turks] fought separately, but fled together. This indeed was a 

Turkish army!”
98

 Observing Bagration’s frontal attack and informed of Denisov’s 

flanking maneuver, Hozrev Mehmet Pasha ordered the retreat, leaving his entire camp 

and artillery.
99

 The Turks withdrew on two roads to Silistra and Kuzgun, pursued by 

Bagration’s cavalry. The Russians chased the Turks for over twenty miles, inflicting 

heavy casualties on them. Bagration also moved his infantry to clear the reeds on the 

bank. He reported, “The roads were covered by the corpses of fleeing Turks.”
100

 

Langeron described, “The pursuit resembled some kind of sport, when anyone with a 

horse chased [the Turks] and mowed them down. This hunting continued until the 

evening and for some [35 miles].”
101

  By late afternoon, some Russian detachments were 

                                                           
96 As a result of Bagration’s deployment, Prince Troubetskoy’s square was in the middle, 

Repninsky on the left and Bakhmetyev on the right. 

 
97 Bagration to Alexander, No. 966, 19 September 1809, Ibid., 75. 
 
98 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 691. 
 
99 Ledoulx to Champagny, 19 September 1809, Documente privitoare la Istoria Românilor, 

842-43.  
 
100 Bagration to Alexander, No. 966, 19 September 1809, Ibid., 75. 
 
101 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 694.  
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already in sight of Silistra, where the Turkish garrison withdrew into citadel.
102

 

Simultaneously, one of Bagration’s Cossack regiments seized Kuzgun, capturing 4 guns 

and 13 caissons.
103

 Following the victory, Markov raided Mangalia, where he found more 

ammunition and supplies.
104

 Mangalia was an important port town on the Black Sea coast 

and some 3,000 Turks protected it. However, following the battle of Rassevat, the 

Turkish garrison hurriedly abandoned the town.
105

 Bagration’s detachments “spread such 

fear and terror that the Turks abandoned even Covarna and Bazardjik and retreated into 

the Balkan Mountains.”
106

 Simultaneously, Bagration made arrangements to harvest 

grain in the occupied territories. Unfortunately, he appointed local Greek Karuelli to 

supervise the harvest, who abused his power and make fortune selling the grain. When 

informed about this misuse, Bagration instructed General Denisev to investigate the 

matter. Denisev determined that Bagration’s secretary Bezak, who enjoyed Prince Peter’s 

completely confidence, was involved in the manipulation and embezzled the money. 

General Langeron commented, “[Bezak] had enormous power at the time, [and] Denisev 

arranged everything to cover up his scheming.”
107

 

                                                           
102 Bagration to Alexander, No. 979, 22 September 1809, Ibid.,76-79. Bagration dispatched 

two Cossack regiments under prince Stroganov to reconnoiter the routes and spread the confusion 

among the Turks. He later described Stroganov’s attempts to lure the Turks out of the fortress of 

Silistra. Also see, Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,”  Voennii sbornik, 

10 (1864): 49. 
 
103 Bagration to Alexander, No. 979, 22 September 1809, Ibid., 79. Cossacks under 

Illovaysky XI forded the river and made unexpected assault on the Turks at Kuzgun. Dubrovin, 

“Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 48; 

Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 120. 
 
104 Bagration to Kushnikov, No. 153, 18 September 1809, Danubian Correspondence of 

Bagration, 39. 
 
105 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 161. 

 
106 Bagration to Yazikov, 21 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 79. Lieutenant 

General Markov occupied both towns and spread proclamations among the residents, declaring 

them under protection of Russia and promising to defend from the Turks. Markov captured three 

guns at Covarna and recruited some 3,000 Bulgarians. Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 

135 (1908): 161. 
 
107 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 162.  
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Bagration was elated with this decisive victory. He reported that Turks suffered 

over 2,000 killed and an unknown number of wounded. The Russians captured seven 

guns, thirty flags, including Serasker Hozrev Mehmet Pasha’s, and over 600 soldiers.
108

 

In addition, thousands of non-combatants, including concubines, were found in the camp.  

According to Bagration, the Russian losses were some 30 killed and 109 wounded.
109

 

Bagration praised the action of Miloradovich and Platov and asked emperor to promote 

them to generals.
110

 Bagration praised his troops. “My quill cannot describe fully the 

zeal, courage and audacity that the troops of Your Imperial majesty had demonstrated in 

this action. Everyone sought to do his best and endeavored to exceed his comrades in 

demonstrating boundless ardor, fearlessness and zeal while following his duty to the 

monarch and the motherland.”
111

 A contemporary noted, “The Russians fought with 

remarkable courage and competence. Miloradovich and Platov, who earlier were senior 

to Bagration, now demonstrated their willingness to serve under him, while Bagration 

proved himself deserving to command them. Prince Bagration, Miloradovich and Platov 

                                                           
108 Bagration to Alexander, No. 966, 19 September 1809; Bagration to Yazikov, 21 

September 1809; Bagration to Alexander, No. 979, 22 September 1809, Ibid., 76-79; Bagration to 

Rodofinikin, 19 September 1809, Voennii sbornik, 11 (1864): 276. In a letter to Kushnikov on 16 

September (right after the battle), Bagration estimated the Turkish losses as over 1,000 killed and 

1,000 men with entire camp captured. Bagration to Kushnikov, 16 September 1809, Danubian 

Correspondence of Bagration, 31-32. Also see, Kushnikov’s letter to the members of Diwan of 

Moldavia, No. 3098, 24 September 1809, Ibid., 38-39. French Consul Ledoulx reported Turkish 

casualties as 1,000 killed and 1,000 captured. Ledoulx to Champagny, 19 September 1809, 

Documente privitoare la Istoria Românilor, 843. Langeron noted that 1,048 Turks were captured, 

but 400 of them died the same evening from wounds. He estimated over 2,500 Turks were killed 

during battle and the pursuit. Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 694.  
 
109 Langeron acknowledged “7 Cossack officers, including Lt. Col. Efremov, and 30 privates 

killed. Another 20 officers and some 150 Cossacks were wounded. Infantry suffered even lighter 

casualties and fired less than 100 volleys.” Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 694-95. 
 
110 Bagration to Alexander, No. 966, 19 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 76-

78. On the original report, there is a note written by General Aleksey Arakcheyev, “His Majesty 

read [the report] on 28 September [10 October] and ordered the promotion of Lieutenant Generals 

Platov and Miloradovic to full generals.” 
 
111 Bagration to Alexander, No. 966, 19 September 1809, Ibid., 76 
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were [now] among the most beloved generals of the Russian army. They inspired the 

rank and file to overcome any obstacle.”
112

  

The victory at Rassevat was certainly the most decisive success of the Russian 

army in the war to that moment. However, its military importance was also inflated both 

by Bagration and his later historians. Although it was a much-needed success, the battle 

of Rassevat was far from a great victory described in official reports. Miloradovich 

referred to the battle as “a hunt with the hunting dogs” while Langeron ironically 

commented, “It was not difficult for 12,000 Russians with 74 guns to rout over 7,000 

Turks, deployed on [disadvantageous] positions with 14 guns. In reality, this was just an 

engagement, but it received such an acclaim in St. Petersburg that more rewards were 

made for it than for campaign of 1807 against Napoleon.”
113

 Indeed, Alexander 

generously rewarded his generals for the victory. Bagration received the Order of St. 

Andrew and 50,000 rubles, Miloradovich and Platov were promoted to generals based on 

Bagration’s recommendations,
114

 and the rank and file received one ruble per soldier.
115

 

The importance of Rassevat lay in its psychological impact on Russian society and army. 

After three years of inactivity and minor actions, the Russian army under Bagration 

finally achieved considerable success. 

Bagration remained at Rassevat until the morning of 20 September to rest his 

troops and distribute supplies.
116

 He considered an offensive towards Shumla, which was, 

in fact, undefended by the Turks. Bagration was also concerned by the Grand Vizier’s 

                                                           
112 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 120. 
 
113 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 695.  
 
114 Langeron remembered that the army was displeased with Miloradovich’s promotion, 

whom the troops considered unworthy of high rank and command. The officers criticized 

Bagration for recommending him to promotion. Langeron noted, “Bagration never liked or 

respected [Miloradovich], but he wanted to demonstrate his generosity and noble spirit to his 

rival.” However, there were also other reasons for Bagration’s kindness. Miloradovich was 

General Arakcheyev’s protégé and Prince Peter probably wanted to please this powerful minister 

as well. Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908): 696. 
 
115 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 

48-49. 
 
116 Ibid., 50; Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 160.  
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advance against Langeron. Therefore, he decided to attack Silistra and draw the Vizier’s 

forces from Little Wallachia.
117

 Prince Peter advanced with Platov and Miloradovich’s 

corps to Silistra on 20 September
118

 and he reconnoitered the Turkish fortifications two 

days later. He had already recalled the flotilla from Galati and dispatched a detachment to 

Calarasi to secure his flank. On 24 September, Bagration bivouacked his forces around 

Silistra and began blockading the Turkish garrison.
119

 

Meantime, the Turks occupied territory from Vidin to Belgrade and prepared to 

invade Little Wallachia. Simultaneously, Grand Vizier Yussuf crossed the Danube River 

at Giurgiu and prepared to assault Bucharest. Bagration anticipated these developments 

before the start of the campaign. He had reinforced General Alexander Langeron with a 

small corps and ordered him to protect Bucharest by any means.
120

 However, Langeron 

still had only some 6,300 men.
121

 He was facing the Grand Vizier Yussuf with over 

25,000 men, who had crossed the Danube at Giurgiu on 6 September and prepared to 

advance to Bucharest. There was also an additional Turkish corps deployed on the 

                                                           
117 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 160. Langeron criticized Bagration 

for remaining inactive for five days after the battle at Rassevat, but also acknowledged how 

crucial was Bagration;s advance towards Silistra for his corps at Bucharest.   
 
118 Ledoulx to Champagny, 19 September 1809, Documente privitoare la Istoria Românilor, 

843.  
 
119 Bagration to Alexander, No. 979, 22 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 80. 

Petrov, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, II, 354-58. The flotilla was under Lieutenant 

Tsentilovich and comprised of four gunboats and several minor vessels. The detachment sent to 

Calarasi was under command of Major General Zhilinski. Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of 

Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 50. 

 
120 He also dispatched two infantry regiment to Little Wallachia, allowing Isaev to act 

according to circumstances. Bagration suggested to Isaev to either cross the Danube to support 

the Serbian army or remain at current positions and protect Little Wallachia. Bagration to Isaev, 8 

September 1809, in Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 125.  

 
121 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky acknowledged the following units: Moscow Grenadier, 

Shlisseburg Musketeer, Nasheburg Musketeer Regiments, a battalion of the 29th Jager Regiment, 

Tver Dragoon, St. Petersburg Dragoon and Tiraspol Dragoon Regiments, a battalion of Volyn 

Uhlan Regiment, 2 Cossack regiments, 16 light guns, a company of horse artillery and 4 Don 

horse artillery guns; in total 6,328 men. Two reserve battalions of Kamchatsk and Nizhegorod 

Infantry regiments were garrisoned at Bucharest. They were supported by additional two 

battalions of 1,000 men each formed from the sick and wounded. Russo-Turkish War of 1806-

1812, 125-26. 
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Turkish right flank around Silistra with an objective to advance through Obilesti to 

Bucharest. Thus, the Turks intended to make a two-pronged attack to overwhelm the 

Russians at Bucharest. However, the Turks acted indecisively and delayed preparations, 

allowing Langeron to mobilize his forces. Russian general was confident of his success, 

declaring, “Though I had 6,000 men against 20,000 Turks, I never doubted in my success 

and was confident my capable generals, experienced troops, strong artillery and a decent 

cavalry. One must never consider numbers when fighting the Turks.”
122

  

Langeron decided to anticipate the slow moving Turkish columns and defeat them 

piecemeal. While Bagration marched to Constanta and threatened the Turkish right flank, 

Langeron proceeded southward to Frasin, some six miles from the Turkish camp where 

he deployed his troops for the battle. On 10 September, the superior Turkish army 

attacked him, but suffered high casualties as its cavalry tried in vain to break through the 

Russian squares. Langeron remained in possession of the battlefield and spent next four 

days tempting the Turks to fight.
123

 However, on 16 September, Grand Vizier Yussuf was 

informed about Bagration’s advance to Rassevat and retreated to Ruse. Furthermore, 

hearing about Bagration’s victory at Rassevat, Grand Vizier recalled the Turkish 

detachments from Serbia and concentrated his forces on the southern bank of the Danube 

River, between Ruse and Silistra. The victories of Bagration and Langeron gave respite 

to the hard-pressed Serbs to rally their forces and prepare for the future operations. In 

addition, the victories reduced anti-Russian sentiments among the Serbs.
124

 

Despite his success against the Turks, Bagration was still concerned about the 

strategy for the campaign. Two days after the battle of Rassevat, he wrote to Alexander, 

“Though my actions are inspired by my diligence and zealous desire to execute Your 

                                                           

 
122 From Langeron’s Journal, in Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-

1812, 128. 

 
123 Ledoulx to Champagny, 19 September 1809, Documente privitoare la Istoria Românilor, 

843. For detailed discussion of Langeron’s actions, see Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia 

starina, 135 (1908): 164-205. 
 

 
124 Grgur Jaksic, Evropa i vaskrs Srbije (Belgrade, 1933), 133; Dragoslav Jankovic, ed., 

Fracuska štampa o prvom srpskom ustanku, (Belgrade, 1959), 300-303. 
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majesty’s wish though the quick and decisive actions against the enemy, I still cannot 

guarantee the complete success of my plan.”
125

 Bagration wrote, “Frankly, if the old field 

marshal were to die, it would have been better if he passed away three months earlier. I 

would have now celebrated peace [with Turkey]; but now it is already late in the season 

and I fear the bad weather would prevent me from receiving supplies.”
126

 Bagration 

compared the current campaign to previous wars of 1768-1774 and 1787-1791, and 

emphasized his difficult situation. He still had two major Turkish fortresses of Ismail and 

Braila with strong garrisons of 5,000 and 15,000 men respectively. These forces could 

threaten his rear and communication lines. In addition, Bagration described the 

exhaustion of his troops who had marched over 130 miles in 18 days, capturing two 

important fortresses (Macin and Girsov), the stronghold of Constanta, and occupied 

positions on the Trajan’s rampart.
127

 Bagration also stressed the hostile terrain and harsh 

climate of the region. He wrote,  

My main enemy is not the Turks, but the local climate. Unbearably hot 

weather… causes extreme weakness among the troops. It also increases 

the number of sick, whose number, especially during the forced marches, 

reaches between three and four hundred men. As a result, at the moment I 

have less than 15,000 men in all three corps. [Furthermore], the diseases 

are ravaging Moldavia, Wallachia and Bessarabia and some battalions, in 

particular the reserve battalions deployed there, have only 60-80 men, 

while others hardly can muster a company…. In addition, my movements 

are so quick that the wagons and mobile magazines are far behind. So I 

have to halt the march to supply my troops…
128

 

 

Bagration was concerned with the approaching winter. He wrote, “The horses and 

cattle can pasture on the grass until November, but after that I will be unable to bring any 

hey, oat or bread. Besides, the Danube is one of the wildest [sic! samaia beshennaia] 

rivers, often destroying bridges and can obliterate everything [along the banks].”
129

 Yet, 

                                                           
125 Bagration to Alexander, No. 955, 18 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 73. 
 
126 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 7 October 1809, Ibid., 83. 

 
127 Bagration to Alexander, No. 955, 18 September 1809, Ibid., 73. 
 
128 Bagration to Alexander, No. 955, 18 September 1809, Ibid., 73. 
 
129 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 7 October 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 83. 
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in another letter, Bagration also described the Turkish confusion spread as a result of his 

actions. 

Having only three feeble corps, I succeeded in inducing the enemy to 

believe that I command three strong armies. The Turks cannot 

comprehend how the army could seize Kustendji [Constanta] on 30 

August [11 September], then march over 100 versts [66 miles] in a hot 

weather of 26-30 degrees of Celsius [86F] over the terrain considered 

impassable until now … and defeat the joint army of serasker and ayans 

of Rumelia at Rassevat on 4 [16] September. They believe two different 

armies accomplished these feats. 
130

 

 

To his relief, Bagration soon received news of surrender of the great fortress of 

Ismail, which was besieged by 6,000 men under General Ivan Zass. The Russian began 

the siege on 1 September and bombarded the fortress for the next three weeks. The 

Russian flotilla blockaded the communications on the river and the troops surrounded the 

fortress on the land. On 26 September, the Turks opened negotiations and then 

surrendered the next day on the condition of free passage for the Turkish garrison of 

some 4,500 men.
131

 The Russians seized 21 flags, 221 guns, 9 ships with 31 guns, 5,551 

pounds of gunpowder and cannonballs. Bagration was delighted by the news of the fall of 

Ismail. He wrote, “The famous and formidable fortress of Ismail, which in the previous 

war against the Ottoman Porte caused us many casualties, was conquered and brought to 

Your Majesty’s feet without loosing not a single drop of blood [sic]. Hurrah to great 

Alexander!”
132

 Prince Peter also commended Zass, whose “actions are beyond my praise. 

He always examined location before undertaking any actions; he supervised all the works 

at day and night. During the bombardment he attended the batteries and personally led 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 
130 Bagration to Alexander, No. 955, 18 September 1809, Ibid., 73. 

 
131 Ledoulx to Champagny, 26 October 1809, Documente privitoare la Istoria Românilor, 

844; Petrov, Influence of the Russo-Turkish War, 246. There were 4,500 regular Turkish troops 

and 2,700 militia at Ismail. The Russian losses during the siege amounted to some 100 men. 

Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 166. 

 
132 Bagration to Alexander, 28 September 1809, Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 52. Bagration 

reference to “loosing not a single drop of blood” should not be understood directly. He simply 

emphasized the low casualties the Russians suffered in capturing this extremely important 

fortress. 
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the troops to repulse the enemy sorties.”
133

 After garrisoning Ismail, Bagration instructed 

Zass to destroy fortifications at Isaccea and Tulcea and then join the main forces near 

Trajan’s rampart to cover the left flank of the army.
134

  

During the campaign in the Danube Valley, Bagration had extensive 

correspondence with General Aleksey Arakcheyev, whom he befriended in Finland. They 

often exchanged letters filled with the assurances of sincere admiration and respect. On 7 

October 1809, in response to Arakcheyev’s two letters, Bagration wrote, 

I do not want to go into details or to assure you how much I admire and 

respect you. They are unnecessary because I already proved and will 

always prove to Your Excellency my devotion, respect and sincere 

[nelitsemernii] loyalty. I am not a dubious person [dvulichka]. If I admire 

anybody, then with all my heart [Kogo lublu, to priamo]. Besides, I have 

my conscience and honor. I admire you, because, first, you expressed 

similar feeling to me for a long time already, and second, you are my 

master [khozyain] and the most senior commander [nachalnikov 

nachalnik]….
135

  

 

                                                           

 
133 Bagration to Alexander, 28 September 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 81; Bagration 

to Alexander, 12 October 1809, in Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 

123; Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 

51-52.  

 
134 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 

53; Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 167-68. Bagration also asked Vice 

Admiral Nikolay Yazikov, commander of the Black Sea fleet, to dispatch a naval squadron to 

bombard Varna and protect the mouth of the Danube. However, Yazikov refused to commit his 

ships because of approaching equinox. He claimed that during the wars of Catherine the Great 

many Russian ships sunk in hurricanes and storms that usually began on equinox. Bagration, 

irritated by Yazikov’s absurd excuses, complained to Alexander. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 

Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 123-24. 
 
135 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 7 October 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 83. The 

complete text of the letter is in Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” 

Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 61-65. 
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The letters demonstrated Bagration’s poor grammar, and Prince Peter himself 

acknowledged this. He wrote, “Please forgive me if Your Excellency would find any 

mistakes in the letters. None of them are done consciously, but because of my ignorance 

[nevedenie].”
136

 In the same letter, Bagration showed his care for soldiers for which the 

rank-and-file idolized him. “I spare nothing from them. I spent my own money to the last 

kopeika to provide them with supplies and reward their actions. I would sooner die than 

deplete the extraordinary [sic] chest… I would rather die in poverty [golii] but honest. 

The Lord knows how loyal and devoted I am to the emperor and He helps me in 

return.”
137

 

Nevertheless, Bagration had complaints. He was displeased with some of his 

generals as well as inexperienced officers arriving from St. Petersburg. He usually 

“worked over 20 hours a day”
138

 and demanded his officers give their best to the army. 

The newly arrived officers were mostly foreigners, who did not speak Russian and were 

“arrogant and disrespectful.”
139

 Prince Peter wrote “I need Russians, not foreigners; they 

are not accustomed to serve one [monarch] and switch sides [when it suits them].” He 

explained to Arakcheyev,  

[These officers] neither know nor understand anything.  They should be 

still studying in [military] schools. I need experienced officers. The war 

with Turks is very different from the campaign against European states. 

Here, the officers had to accompany the Cossacks on reconnaissance, 

locate the enemy positions and determine the distance for the maneuvers. 

The Asiatic [sic] attack often continues along hundred square versts [66 

miles]. Yet, despite these factors, I received young and inexperienced 

officers.
140

 

                                                           

 
136 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 7 October 1809, Ibid., 84. 
 
137 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 7 October 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 84. The 

‘extraordinary chest’ was assigned to each army to cover various expenses of the army. The 

commander-in-chief was personally responsible for reasonable spending of the sums. 
 
138 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 164. 
 
139 Bagration did not specify who were these officers. Although, three years later, Bagration 

often referred to the Prussian and other German officers as  “foreigners” and it is possible that the 

officers he received in 1809 were Prussians and Germans as well. 
 
140 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 7 October 1809, Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 63. 
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Thus, by early October, Bagration was enjoying his successful campaign along 

the Danube. He had taken command of a discouraged, depleted and inactive army. The 

troops lacked supplies and ammunition. Furthermore, Bagration had to draft his own plan 

of operations and complete arrangements for the campaign. Yet, pressured by Alexander, 

Bagration had only a few days to prepare. He assumed command on 21 August and, five 

days later, the Russian army already was marching to Macin. His troops were animated to 

see a young and energetic general leading them after earlier aged commanders.
141

 Prince 

Peter brought an active, aggressive command style and demonstrated his ability and 

experience in drafting a plan of action. It was based on the speed and maneuverability of 

his corps and aimed at the destruction of the enemy army, not the enemy fortresses. 

During the first three weeks of the campaign, the Russian army crossed the Danube and 

quickly advanced along the coastline. Prince Peter avoided long sieges, but forced the 

Turks into submission at Macin, Girsov, Ismail and Constanta. The Russian troops under 

Bagration defeated Turkish army at Rassevat, while Langeron halted the superior army of 

the Grand Vizier at Frasin. So Bagration’s first month of campaigning against the 

Ottoman armies had been accompanied by remarkable successes.  

                                                           
141 Michelson and Meyendorff were in their 60s, while Field Marshal Prozorovsky died at 77. 

Bagration was 44 years old when he became commander-in-chief of the Army of Moldavia. He 

was the youngest commander-in-chief in the Russian army at the time. 
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CHAPTER XIII 

 

Conclusion of Bagration’s Campaign in the Danube Valley 

October 1809 - March 1810 

 

 

In continuing his campaign, Bagration slowly advanced his two corps towards 

Silistra and blockaded it in early October.1 This stronghold was surrounded with a deep 

trench and defended by some 11,000 men with 130 guns.2 In addition, there were 

thousands of armed peasants sheltered in the town. According to Bagration,  “It was 

never captured before, but I hoped to [be first] to seize it.”3 Initially, Prince Peter 

deployed his Cossacks to cover the roads leading to Silistra and he bivouacked his army 

in three military camps around the town.4 The first two quarters were under 

Miloradovich’s command and included the besieging forces, while Platov’s advance 

guard was stationed at Calipetri to observe Ruse and Turtukan and anticipate the Grand 

                                                           
1Bagration marched on 20 September and was some 5 miles from Silistra on 22 September. 

The next day, his troops drove the Turks out of the vine yards and orchards around the town. The 
Russians lost 82 men in these actions. Simultaneously, Prince Peter instructed Platov to occupy 
village of Ruzdum, where Serasker Pehlivan Agha often rested his forces. Platov’s Cossacks 
raided the village capturing four guns. Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 
159, 162. 

 
2 Bagration to Golitsyn,  26 October 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 85; Dubrovin, 

“Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 54. 
 
3 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 7 October 1809, Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 62. 
 
4 Langeron noted that the Russian army could not completely surround Silistra because of its 

size. Besides, Turkish garrison enjoyed secure communications on the Danube River. Langeron, 
Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 162. 
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Vizier’s advance to relieve Silistra. Markov’s corps was on the left flank of 

Miloradovich. 5 

Bagration also set up four ferries across the Danube near Calaras and assigned an 

infantry battalion and Cossack regiment to protect them.6 He ordered the flotilla of eight 

gunboats to sail pass the Turkish batteries under the cover of night and prevent any 

Turkish ships from delivering supplies and information from Ruse to Silistra.7 A Cossack 

advance guard under Prince Stroganov was dispatched to Tutrakan to reconnoiter the area 

and watch any Turkish movements.8 Bagration also constructed a seven-gun battery on 

the left bank of the Danube9 and, on 29 September, it bombarded the fortress, igniting 

several fires and destroying buildings; one of the projectiles landed only a few yards from 

Ilak Oghlu, Military Governor of Silistra. Bagration directed the artillery fire against the 

Turkish floating mills to destroy the supplies of grain they contained. 10 He also exploited 

Ataman Platov’s acquaintance with Ilak Oghlu from previous Russo-Turkish war. On 26 

September, he asked the Cossack Ataman to send a letter to the Turkish commander and 

offer surrender term and free passage for the garrison.11 Ilak Oghlu prolonged his 

response for three weeks and then replied that he would need additional time to consider 

                                                           
5 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 

54; Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 159, 162. 
 
6 Ibid., 54-55. 
 
7 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 402. 
 
8 During the night of 30 September, three Russian vessels slipped by the Turkish batteries and 

closed the western approach to the town. However, small Turkish boats still often passed by the 
Russian ships during the night. Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” 
Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 55-56. 

 
9 Initially, Prince Bagration built an eight-gun battery and four redoubts to cover the camps. 

On 25 September, the Turks made a sortie to prevent their construction, but they were driven 
back. Prince Peter them ordered siege artillery be transported from Buzau. Dubrovin, “Materials 
for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 55-56; Langeron, 
Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 402. 

 
10 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 

55-56. 
 
11 Platov to Ilak Oghlu, 26 September 1809, VPR, V, 230-32. 
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conditions.12 However, Bagration realized that the Turkish commander simply wanted to 

gain time until the main Turkish army arrived to Silistra.13 On 29 September, only three 

days after he sent a letter, Bagration ordered a resumption of the bombardment of the 

fortress. The heavy guns were simultaneously transported from Buzau.  

Prince Peter also took measures to improve the supply system and hospitals. The 

main Russian hospital at Bucharest was overwhelmed with thousands of wounded 

Russians. The local officials were concerned by the possible outbreak of epidemics so 

Bagration ordered the chief physician of the army to send as many doctors as possible to 

Bucharest and transport part of the patients to other hospitals in Little Wallachia.14  He 

started construction of new hospital at Bender but it was delayed because of ineffective 

local administration and lack of funds.15 However, the difficulties in the supply system 

were the most disconcerting issue for Bagration. The provisions had to be transported 

from the south of Russia and the bad roads, and in some cases, no roads at all, delayed 

them considerably. Thousands of oxen were purchased every month for the supply trains, 

but many of them died within several weeks from exhaustion. The lack of supplies forced 

Bagration to order his corps and regimental commanders to save as many provisions as 

possible without starving their troops. He also instructed the chefs of his regiments to 

assess their supplies and give the surplus to the units lacking the food. Bagration 

promised to reimburse them for any provisions they provided.16 Furthermore, Prince 

                                                           
 
12 Ilak Oghlu to Platov, 5th Lunar Month, 1224 (of Muslim calendar) [17 October 1809], 

Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 3. 
 
13 Bagration asked Platov to write another letter to Ilak Oghlu, offering him safety and 

money. Platov to Ilak Oghlu, 20 October 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 4-5. Also see, 
Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 55. 

 
14 Kushnikov to Engelhardt, Engeldardt to Bagration, Bagration to Yavorsky, 5-28 September 

1809, Danubian Correspondence of Bagration, 43. Engerlhardt served at the Bucharest Hospital. 
Yavorsky was chief physician of the army. 

 
15 Kushnikov to Bagration, Bagration to Kushnikov, 4 November-10 December 1809, Ibid., 

46-47, 69-70. 
 
16 Order to Army, 2 October 1809, Ibid., 43-44. Bagration referred to the prices set by late 

Field Marshal Prozorovsky. Quarter of flour cost 3 rubles 25 kopeikas, quarter of grain – 4 rubles 
50 kopeikas and quarter of oats – 2 rubles. Order to Army, 11 October 1809, Ibid., 106-107. 
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Peter, concerned by the approaching winter, moved his main supply train from Galati to 

Buzeo and ordered the distribution of the winter ‘pantaloons’ to the troops.17 

At the same time, Grand Vizier Yussuf Pasha concentrated up to 50,000 men 

around Ruse. Although he outnumbered Bagration two to one, the Vizier vacillated on 

attacking him.18 To prevent the Turks from advancing to Silistra, Bagration moved three 

regiments with a half company of artillery to Oltenits (Oltenita), across Tutrakan, to feign 

a crossing to the southern bank of the Danube.19 On 1 October, Bagration learned of the 

Turkish attacks on the Cossack patrols on the road to Silistra. He reinforced his advance 

guard and ordered Platov to determine the location of the main Turkish army.20 Platov 

soon informed Bagration that Vizier had concentrated his entire army at Ruse and was 

ready to march on Silistra. In anticipation of a battle, Prince Peter recalled Major General 

Prince Karl von Mecklenburg, who commanded a strong detachment at Olstitz.21 He then 

ordered Major General Kamensky and Zass to march to Constanta and Bazardjik, to 

threaten the grand vizier’s line of communications. However, Zass was preoccupied with 

securing the territory around Ismail and was unable to reach him in time. Kamensky 

marched to Constanta on 2 October but his troops were exhausted and needed rest.  

                                                           
 
17 Order to Army, 6 October 1809, Ibid., 44. Bagration referred to the supply train as 

“wagonburg.” He left only part of his supply train at Galati to provide Major General 
Kolubiakin’s troops. The rest of train, with supplies for Langeron, Platov, Markov and Zass’s 
troops, was moved to Buzeo. 

 
18 A contemporary noted, “This decision can be attributed to Yussuf’s age and the advice that 

Napoleon gave the Turks in the beginning of the campaign - to avoid the general battles and 
deplete the Russians by prolonged sieges, and frequent raids.” Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-
Turkish War of 1806-1812, 131. 

 
19 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 

55-56. Essen III commanded these detachments, comprised of Moscow Grenadier, Slisseburg 
Musketeer, St. Petersburg Dragoon Regiments and a half company of battery artillery. The 
Vyborg Musketeer Regiment reinforced him at Oltenitz. 

 
20 Bagration gave Platov eight Cossack regiments, Stradoub Dragoon, Derptsk Dragoon and 

Chuguev Uhlan Regiments, and three battalions of the 7th and 14th Jager Regiments with Don 
artillery. Mikhailovsky Danilevsky referred to two Jager battalions. Dubrovin, “Materials for the 
History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 55-56; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 
Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 131. 

 
21 Ibid., 56. Prince Mecklenburg replaced Essen III because of his ill health. 
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Thus, Bagration was unable to concentrate additional forces at Silistra. He wrote, 

“If Ismail surrendered ten days earlier, I would have moved Zass’ corps to cut the vizier 

off Shumla and attacked him from two sides. However, [the garrison of Ismail] 

capitulated too late and Zass will be unable to reach Kustendji (Constanta) within the 

next ten days.”22 Bagration still ordered Kamensky to dispatch small detachments to 

harass the Turkish communication lines around Mangalia, Kovarna and Bazardjik.23  

Bagration was well informed about the situation in the Turkish camp. In his letter 

to Alexander, Bagration referred to the Danish envoy’s reports and described the sultan’s 

displeasure at the vizier’s actions and his concern about Bagration’s successes. The 

sultan pressured the grand vizier to halt the Russian advance and drive Bagration back 

across the Danube. Prince Peter described the confusion in the Turkish army, “As a result 

of the quick and unexpected attacks [of Cossacks], the Turks are frightened and remain 

within the fortresses and fortified camps. Only the Grand Vizier’s army remained intact; 

yet, the vizier is not combative anymore and is rushing around to reinforce his army and 

spend a lot of gold and silver to recruit troops.” Bagration described his intention to 

entice the Turkish army into the favorable positions where he would defeat it. However, 

he also acknowledged that the Grand Vizier was avoiding a pitched battle. Bagration 

wrote, “I afraid [the Vizier] would avoid any decisive battle and prevent me from 

attacking him. [If I advance], he would either retreat directly to Shumla, or through 

Sistov to the Balkan Mountains, where he would await for the fall and winter, hoping to 

entice and defeat me in the mountain valleys.”24 

                                                           
 
22 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 7 October 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 84. 
 
23 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 

58; Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 404. 
 
24 Bagration to Alexander, No. 1,023, 12 October 1809, Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 58-59. 
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To Bagration’s surprise, on 5 October, the Grand Vizier Yussuf finally made his 

decision. He learned Bagration’s heavy artillery was bombarding the fortress and realized 

Silistra would soon surrender to the Russian. Therefore, the Vizier dispatched some 

10,000 men under Mehmed Pasha of Aleppo to make a frontal attack on Bagration’s 

positions while the garrison of Silistra launched a simultaneous assault into his flank.25 

Informed of the Turkish advance, Bagration immediately ordered Platov to engage the 

Turks. Platov deployed his troops in battle formation near Calipetri and attacked the 

Turks.26 Langeron described, “Vigorous and brilliantly executed attack of the [Russian] 

regular cavalry completely routed the Turks,”27 who retreated for two miles to receive 

some 5,000 reinforcements. Platov exploited the momentum of his attack and charged the 

Turks with most of his forces. The Turks were routed again and pursued for over ten 

miles. Bagration reported the Turkish losses as over 1,000 killed and wounded, 100 

captured, including Mahmut Tiran Pasha, and two flags. He acknowledged Platov’s 

casualties as 12 killed, including a lieutenant colonel, and 40 wounded.28 On 6 October, 

                                                           
 
25 Bagration to Golitsyn, 26 October 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 85-86; Bagration to 

Arakcheyev, 7 October 1809, Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 64. Bagration reported 15,000 men 
under command of renowned Turkish commanders Mehmed Pasha of Aleppo, Pehlivan Agha, 
Bosnak Agha, Mahmut Tiran Pasha. Later studies estimate the Turkish force at 8,000-10,000 
men. The Turks marched on the road from Tutrakan to Silistra.  

 
26 Platov deployed his forces in three lines: six Cossack regiment were in the first line; the 

second line comprised of Stradoub Dragoon, Derptsk Dragoon and Chuguev Uhlan Regiments. In 
addition, three battalions of the 7th and 14th Jager Regiments with Don artillery followed the 
cavalry. Another two Cossack regiments were arranged on the road from Tutrakan to Silistra. 
Mikhailovsky Danilevsky referred to two Jager battalions committed to the advance guard. 
Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 55-56; 
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 131. 

 
27 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 403. 
 
28 Bagration to Golitsyn, 26 October 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 86; Bagration to 

Alexander, No. 1,021, 6 October 1809; Platov to Bagration, No. 1,140, 12 October 1809, in 
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 131; Langeron, Recollections, 
Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 404. 
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some 2,000 men Turks made a sortie from Silistra to join the vizier’s forces; they were 

repulsed and forced back into town.29 

The victory over the Turkish corps gave Bagration a respite to gather his forces at 

Silistra. He appointed Mikhail Miloradovich to command the reserve corps in Moldavia 

and Wallachia so he gave his corps to General Langeron.30 Reinforcements of four 

infantry battalions and five squadrons of dragoons with six 12-pounder cannon arrived on 

9 October.31 Bagration also confirmed his orders to Zass and Kamensky to march 

towards Bazardjik (Dobrich) and Varna. The Cossack patrols reconnoitered the area 

around these towns and engaged small Turkish patrols they encountered.32 Above all, 

Bagration was concerned with the condition of his troops and the lack of supplies. The 

winter was expected to begin in a month and Bagration described the hardships his 

soldiers would have to endure: 

The military operations are taking place in a region that cannot provide 
any supplies for the army…. The Turks destroyed the local villages upon 
the arrival of the Russian army; most of residents were resettled, but those 
who remain are extremely poor. They have no bread, wagons or any other 
means to provide for the army. In short, I am fighting in the barren steppes 
[v goloi stepi].33  
 

Bagration emphasized that he would need some 80,000 oxen to transport supplies, 

excluding forage, to sustain the army in the region. However, without the forage, the 

transport cattle and cavalry horses would perish during the winter and leave the troops 

stranded on the southern bank of the Danube. Besides, those oxen would require 

                                                           
29 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 404. 
 
30 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 7 October 1809, Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 63. 
 
31 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 404. 
 
32 On 8 October, a Cossack patrol of the Adrianov II’s Cossack Regiment attacked some 400 

Turkish foragers near Varna. The Cossacks routed them, killing 50 and capturing 30 men. In 
addition, they seized 120 oxen, which were butchered to feed the troops. Bagration reported that 
his troops lost four men wounded and three horses killed. Order to Army, 15 October 1809, 
Danubian Correspondence of Bagration, 45-46. 

 
33 Bagration to Alexander, No. 1,023, 12 October 1809, Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 60. 
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additional forage.34 Bagration was also concerned with growing anti-Russian sentiments 

in the region. Despite his efforts, the Russian stragglers, especially the Cossacks, pillaged 

many villages. Langeron recalled,  “Impoverished Bulgarians fled into the forests and 

began harassing us, capturing our officers and stragglers. [We had] to divert regular 

troops to escort our supplies.”35  Nevertheless, Bagration was still able to provide his 

troops with sufficient supplies, and he praised one of his officers for establishing an 

effective supply system.36 Prince Peter was also concerned that the drifting chunks of ice 

in the Danube would damage the bridges and cut his communications. He wrote, 

“Though the river freezes in the winter, the ice is never strong enough to withstand the 

weight of the transport. I will be able to continue campaign only until November, and 

then, to preserve the army, I will have to leave garrisons at the fortresses on the right 

flank, well supplied with provisions, and withdraw the main forces to the left 

riverbank.”37 Bagration wanted to spend the winter on the northern bank, where the army 

would be closer to the depots. He planned to leave small detachments in the south bank 

to harass the Turks during the wintertime, and then resume the campaign early in the 

spring. Bagration intended to march with the main forces in March 1810 to the Balkan 

Mountains and force the Grand Vizier to sign the peace on the Russian conditions.38 

During the winter, Bagration planned to capture the fortresses of Braila and Giurgiu, to 

reorganize and supply his forces and to support the Serbian war efforts. 

Silistra was bombarded every day and Bagration waited for Zass from Ismail, 

who was delayed by torrential rains. The weather gradually deteriorated and many of 

Bagration’s troops became sick. Prince Peter lacked the ammunition, especially 

cannonballs, but fortunately the siege artillery arrived, after moving for over three weeks 

on the bad roads. On 13 October, a battery of six heavy guns bombarded Silistra, 

                                                           
34 Ibid., 60. 
 
35 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 406. 
 
36 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 7 October 1809, Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 62-63. Bagration 

wrote, ‘I would be a rascal [sic!] not to praise this officer and recommend him to you and His 
Majesty.”  

 
37 Bagration to Alexander, No. 1,023, 12 October 1809, Voennii sbornik, 10 (1864): 60. 
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destroying several buildings in the fortress.39 However, the garrison of Silistra continued 

to resist the Russians. Ilak Oghlu attempted several sorties and he communicated with the 

Grand Vizier through the boats on the Danube. The Vizier promised to relieve him soon. 

Encouraged by the news, on 16 October, he made an unexpected sortie on Bagration’s 

batteries, while the vizier’s cavalry advanced from Tutrakan. Bagration ordered Markov 

to lead reinforcements and halt the Turkish sortie. However, Markov claimed he was ill 

and remained at his tent. General Langeron then counterattacked with two infantry 

regiments but he was repulsed in fierce fighting around the Russian batteries. Langeron 

appealed to Markov for reinforcements, but received none. Houlf an hour later, Markov 

finally arrived but without troops; furthermore, he declared he had to finish his card game 

and immediately returned to his tent. Meantime, Bagration rode to the front and rallied 

his troops for a counterattack. He reprimanded Markov severely for his actions. Seeing 

Langeron, Prince Peter told him, “Fortunately, there is one man [Langeron], who engages 

and stays in the heat of action.” After eight hours of fighting, the Turks were repulsed.40  

Bagration’s artillery continued its incessant bombardment of the fortress. On 17 

October, one of the cannonballs destroyed the Turkish supply magazine and the garrison 

was in confusion. The heavy guns also battered the walls of the fortress. The Grand 

Vizier Yussuf realized that Bagration could soon capture Silistra.  So he finally decided 

to advance with the army to relieve the fortress. Yet, cautious as he was, the Grand Vizier 

committed only part of his army of 40,000 for this task. The Turks planned a series of 

coordinated attacks in front by main cavalry, and a sortie of Ilak Oghlu from Silistra on 

Bagration’s flank – this strategy had been employed in two previous actions and failed on 

both occasions. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
38 Ibid., 61. 
 
39 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 404. 
 
40 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 6. 

Turkish losses amounted to some 500 killed and wounded. Russian casualties totaled around 200 
men. Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 406. 
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On 19 October, the Turkish army under the command of Serasker Pehlivan Agha, 

Mehmet Pasha and Bosnak Agha, marched from Ruse to Tutrakan.41 At 2:00 p.m. the 

Turks attacked Bagration’s patrols and occupied village of Tataritsa, several miles from 

Silistra. Tataritsa was located near a steep ridge, known as Vaidemir Heights, one mile 

from the Danube River; thick bushes covered the heights that were intersected by two 

deep ravines. The Turks constructed strong fortifications around Tataritsa and another 

redoubt on a nearby hill.42 Bagration reconnoitered their positions and found them 

impregnable for an assault.43 The Turks fortified the village, surrounded it with 

entrenchment and constructed a strong battery on a nearby hill.44 Nevertheless, Bagration 

decided to assault the Turkish camp; he reinforced the advance guard with nine infantry 

battalions. Markov and Langeron with 7,000 troops remained at Silistra to prevent any 

Turkish sortie,45 while Major General Lisanevich’s detachment46 was deployed on the 

road from Tutrakan to anticipate any Turkish sortie from Silistra. Bagration led the 

                                                           
41 French Consul Ledoulx reported Pehlivan commanded 10,000 cavalry. Information on total 

Turkish force is unknown. Ledoulx to Champagny, 26 October 1809, Documente privitoare la 
Istoria Românilor, 844. Langeron acknowledged 17,000-18,000 men with 18 guns, with another 
4,000-5,000 Albanians troops marching to join him; He also noted ironically, “The Cossacks 
reported 25,000 Turks marching. This time they exaggerated only by one thirds.” Langeron, 
Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 407. 

 
42

 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 407. 
 
43 It is unclear whether Bagration reconnoitered positions or not. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky 

and Dubrovin acknowledged the reconnaissance. However, General Langeron claimed that 
Bagration did not examine the terrain himself. He criticized Prince Peter severely, accusing him 
of “committing a major mistake of not knowing the ground of the expected battle. This mistake is 
not only inexcusable, but, in Bagration’s case, it bordered on criminal negligence….” 
Nevertheless, Langeron also noted, “[I must add] that Bagration never demonstrated these faults 
in his character or habits before.” According to Langeron, Bagration relied completely on Ataman 
Platov for the intelligence, although “he should have known Platov’s ignorance and 
carelessness.” Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 407. 

 
44 Bagration to Golitsyn, 26 October 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 86. 
 
45 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 408. 
 
46 Lisanevich commanded an infantry battalion, the Chuguev Uhlan Regiment, 2 squadrons of 

dragoons and the Cossacks. Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” 
Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 7. 
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remaining 11,000 men to positions two miles in front of Kalipetri.47 He arranged the 

army in two lines, with six Cossack regiments in first line, and the infantry deployed in 

six squares in the second line. The regular cavalry and some sixty guns were deployed 

between the squares.48
  

At 4:00 a.m. on 22 October, Bagration ordered the advance. Bakhmetyev’s square 

was first to advance against the Turkish central battery; it came under the fire of the 

Turkish guns and the Janissaries hidden in the bushes. Bagration ordered Bakhmetyev to 

deploy four guns in front of the square to silence the Turkish artillery. The Russian 

skirmishers49 drove the Janissaries back, but the Turks counterattacked from the central 

battery in an attempt to destroy the guns in front of Bakhmetyev’s square. Bagration 

                                                           
47 Bagration had 16 infantry battalions (some 4,500 men), 25 squadrons of cavalry and 10 

Cossacks regiments. He estimated Turkish force at 20,000 men. Langeron, Recollections, 
Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 406.   

 
48 Bagration’s detailed order of battles was as follows: 
First line: Paul Ilovaysky II’s, Timofei Ilovaysky XI’s, Vasilii Ilovaysky XII’s, Ataman’s, 

Aleksey Sysoev’s and Barabanshikov’s Cossack Regiments. 
Second line: 
 
Right Flank: 
 

1st square - Moscow Grenadier Regiment under Karl von 
Mecklenburg; 

2nd square - Malorossiiski Grenadier Regiment under Antoine 
Palageika; 

 
 
 
Center: 
 

3rd square - Voronezh Musketeer Regiment and 3 battalions of 
Arkhangelogorod Infantry Regiment under Bakhmetyev; 

4th square - Ukraine Infantry Regiment under Kushnikov; 
5th square - Novgorod Musketeer Regiment under Sergei Repninsky. 

 
Left Flank: 
 

 
6th square - 7th Jager Regiment and battalion of the 14th Jagers under 

Prince Troubetskoy. 
 

The cavalry regiments were deployed in the following order: Belorussia Hussars (Colonel 
Sergei Lanskoi) on the right flank of 1st square; Sever Dragoon Regiment (Major General Luke 
Denisov) between 1st and 3rd squares; Starodoub Dragoon Regiment between 3rd and 4th squares; 
Derpt Dragoon Regiment and 4 guns of Don horse artillery, under command of Major General 
Paul Pahlen II, between 4th and 5th squares; Kuteinikov’s and Melnikov’s Cossack regiments 
between 5th and 6th squares; and Nikolai Ilovaisky V’s and Joseph Ilovaisky X’s Cossack 
Regiments on extreme left flank. Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” 
Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 7; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 133; 
Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 408. 

 
49 Bagration also sent skirmishers from Repninsky’s square and 150 dismounted Cossacks in 

the attack. 
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dispatched Belorussian Hussars and Ataman Cossacks, who routed the Turks. The 

Russian pursued them and entered the central battery. The Turks managed to save the 

guns but left one caisson. Bagration then arranged heavy and light guns in this battery 

and bombarded the Turkish positions on the nearby heights.50 At the same time, Major 

General Paul Ilovaisky II with Cossack regiments attacked the Turks on extreme right 

flank. The 1st and 2nd squares of Karl von Mecklenburg and Antoine Palageika supported 

this attack and bombarded the Turkish positions with the light artillery. However, the 

superior Turkish cavalry soon counterattacked and almost succeeded in breaking through 

squares. Bagration had to move the 4th and 5th squares to reinforce his right flank. He 

personally led the charges and encouraged his soldiers. Meantime, the Turks also charged 

Bakhmetyev’s square, but were repulsed. Prince Troubetskoy was engaged only in 

artillery fire on the left flank.51 

It was already around 8:00 a.m. and, after almost four hours of fighting, the Turks 

still remained at their positions. Furthermore, the son of the Pasha of Janina arrived with 

Albanian reinforcements.52 Pehlivan Agha and Bosnak Agha decided to charge the 

Russian left wing, which, after Bagration had moved the 4th and 5th squares, laid exposed 

to attack. Prince Troubetskoy commanded a square of the 7th and 14th Jager Regiments 

with six light guns and supported by Starodoub Dragoons and Derpt Dragoons. Around 

8:30 two Turkish batteries bombarded the Russian. Troubetzkoy moved his square 

towards the Turkish positions while his six guns engaged the Ottoman batteries.  

As the Russian advanced, the superior Turkish cavalry counterattacked. Major 

General Paul Pahlen led three desperate charges, but was overwhelmed. The Turks 

                                                           
 
50 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 134; Dubrovin, “Materials 

for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 8; Langeron, Recollections, 
Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 409-10. 

 
51 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 8-

9; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 134. 
 
52 Son of the Dutch envoy to Constantinople, Baron Frederick Christian de Grostal visited the 

Turkish camp after the battle and described the utter confusion among the Turks. The arrival of 
the Albanian troops saved the Turkish army from collapse. Rumyantsev to Bagration, 7 January 
1810, VPR, 337. 
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surrounded Troubetskoy’s square and captured two guns. During the next hour, 

Troubetskoy’s jagers, with dismounted dragoons and Cossacks, repulsed the Turkish 

charges and even counterattacked, recovering two guns.53 Finally, Pahlen gathered the 

Derpt Dragoons, and supported by the Ukraine Musketeer Regiment, he charged the 

Turks, driving them back to their initial positions.54 Simultaneously, some 3,000 men of 

the Turkish garrison of Silistra attacked Bagration’s flank.55 They attempted to break 

through the besieging force Bagration and charge the main Russian army from the rear. 

Major General Bulatov, whom Bagration left behind to supervise the siege, rallied his 

immediate forces and recalled two squadrons of uhlans from Lisanevich’s detachment. In 

an eight-hour fighting, he successfully contained several Turkish assaults and then 

ordered counterattack that drove the Turks back into Silistra.56 

The battle continued for over eleven hours until around 6:00 p.m. Bagration, 

concerned by the Turkish sortie in his rear, recalled his troops. He realized that his forces 

were not sufficiently strong to take the fortified Turkish positions by assault. His official 

report showed 80 killed and 200 wounded at Tataritsa, and 2 killed and 51 wounded in 

the action at Silistra.57 However, the actual losses, although still unknown, must have 

been much higher. Four days after the battle, French consul reported 800 Russian wounded 

arriving to the main hospital at Bucharest.58 Bagration estimated the Turkish losses at 600 

                                                           
53 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 410-11. 
 
54 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 9-

10; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 134. Ledoulx claimed 
Bagration personally led charges of the dragoons. Ledoulx to Champagny, 26 October 1809, 
Documente privitoare la Istoria Românilor, 844. 

 
55 Ledoulx to Champagny, 26 October 1809, Documente privitoare la Istoria Românilor, 844. 
 
56 Bagration to Golitsyn, 26 October 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 87; Dubrovin, 

“Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 11; Mikhailovsky-
Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 134. 

 
57 Bagration to Golitsyn, 26 October 1809, Ibid., 87. Langeron acknowledged 300 killed and 

some 500 wounded. Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 411. 
 
58 Ledoulx to Champagny, 26 October 1809, Documente privitoare la Istoria Românilor, 844. 
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killed and wounded, 200 captured with 16 flags.59 Bagration did not demonstrate his 

usual tactical talents in this battle. He ordered a frontal assault on the fortified positions, 

when he could have outflanked the Turks. Probably, he was concerned by the proximity 

of the Grand Vizier’s army and wanted to destroy the Ottoman forces piecemeal. 

Although he fought courageously in the battle, it brought him nothing. Achieving tactical 

success, Bagration suffered a setback on the strategic level.  

The Russian army spent the night and next day (23 October) on the battlefield. On 

24 October, Bagration moved his army to Kalipetri.60 A contemporary wrote, “Like a 

lion, Bagration was furious over the failed attack on Tataritsa. He could not dislodge the 

Turks from their positions, but he did not want to leave the battlefield.”61 Bagration 

reconnoitered the Turkish positions at Tataritsa and found them impregnable for another 

assault. The Turks received reinforcements that further increased their numerical 

superiority. In addition, the Grand Vizier marched with his army to engage Bagration.62 

Prince Peter reacted by moving his army to initial positions to lure the Turks out of their 

fortifications into open field. But Pehlivan Agha and Bosnak Agha were experienced 

commanders; they remained inside the camp and waited for the vizier’s army. 

                                                           
59 Bagration to Golitsyn, 26 October 1809, Ibid., 87. Langeron estimated Turkish losses as 

1,000-1,200 killed and wounded. Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 411. 
 
60 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 412. 
 
61 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 134. 
 
62 Bagration to Golitsyn, 26 October 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 87. The grand 

Vizier recalled most of his troops in the principalities. Muhtar Pasha, son of famous Ali Pasha of 
Janina, and strong detachments from Bazardjik, Shumla, Ruse, Vidin were converging to Silistra. 
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Map 54. Siege of Silistra and Battle of Tataritsa 
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Simultaneously, the Grand Vizier with over 20,000 men marched to Tataritsa.63 

Bagration reported, “[Turkish] forces are four, even five, times larger than mine. Despite 

constant bombardment, the garrison [of Silistra] continues fighting, encouraged by the 

Grand Vizier’s promises of relief. [I have no means] to burn the city since most buildings 

are made of clay with tiled roofs. Finally, I cannot assault the fortress because of 

insufficient forces.”64 

The two armies remained at their positions for next several days. Bagration 

realized that with the main Turkish army only ten miles away, he had no chance of 

capturing Silistra. The Turks could simply surround him at Silistra and annihilated his 

army. His troops suffered from the cold weather and lack of supplies. In addition, the 

oxen and cavalry horses were starving.65 Bagration, who had no maps of the region, was 

also concerned that the Grand Vizier could move part of his army to the northern bank of 

the Danube and cut his supply line with Girsov.66 Despite precise instructions of 

Alexander to remain on the south bank of the Danube, Bagration made a decision to lift 

the siege of Silistra and return to Wallachia. On 25 October, Bagration met General 

Langeron, whom he respected highly, to discuss the strategy. He stated the army should 

retreat to the Trajan’s rampart, where it would be reinforced and supplied. If the Turks 

pursued him, Bagration intended to give a battle near the rampart.67 

During the night of 26 October, Bagration began destroying his batteries and 

withdrawing his troops from Silistra. The flotilla transported the sick and wounded with 

part of supply wagons to the north bank of the Danube. On 27 October, the remaining 

Russian troops marched for twenty-five miles and arrived to Olsoni, some fifteen miles 

                                                           
63 Langeron estimated 30,000 men in the Grand Vizier’s army. Langeron, Recollections, 

Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 412. 
 
64 Bagration to Alexander, circa 29 October 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 11. 
 
65 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky noted, “One of the reasons the Russian cavalry was not 

successful at the battle of Tataritsa laid in the exhaustion of its horses. Supplies got stuck halfway 
[to the army], and the quartermaster general reported that he had no other means to transport the 
provisions and forage.” Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 134-35. 

 
66 Bagration to Alexander, 26 October 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 11-13. 
 
67 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 412-13. 
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from Rassevat.68 Two days later, the Russian army bivouacked at Rassevat. Bagration 

spent next two days there in anticipation of a Turkish attack but his patrols reported that 

the Turks remained idle at Silistra. So, Prince Peter continued his march and, by 2 

November, his army was concentrated around Cernavoda and Trajan’s rampart. 

Bagration chose a strong position for the campground. His troops were billeted in the 

village protected by a “swampy impassable rivulet.”69 Bagration remained at Trajan’s 

rampart for three weeks. He deployed the advance guard under Platov at Rassevat and 

sent scouts to Silistra, Kuzgun, Kirsandel and Bazardjik. The main corps, commanded by 

Alexander Langeron was on the right flank between Cernavoda and Trajan’s rampart. 

Zass’s corps was in the center at Caras, with a Cossack screen spread on roads to 

Mangalia and Bazardjik. Kamensky commanded troops on the left flank at Constanta.70  

Bagration’s troops were exhausted by the prolonged siege of Silistra, previous 

actions with the Turks and the lack of supplies. General Langeron described, “The largest 

battalion had less than 400 men, and there were many with 200 men. Squadrons were 

only 60 men strong, and the Cossack regiments were 200-men strong.”71 The positions 

were favorable for defense and Bagration planned to remain there for several weeks. He 

completed a bridge at Girsov that provided a short and secure route for the supplies.72 

Bagration also directed his efforts to capture the remaining Turkish fortresses in 

Wallachia. He reinforced Essen III with siege artillery returning from Silistra and four 

                                                           
68 Ibid., 413-14. 
 
69 Ibid., 413. 
70 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 136;  
 
71 Langeron acknowledged some 24,000 men with 132 guns in Bagration’s army. He 

recorded the following order of battle of the Army of Danube: 
Langeron Platov Zass Kamensky 

16 infantry battalions 
15 cavalry squadrons 
28 12-pound guns 
12 6-pound guns 

9 Cossack regiments 
10 Uhlan squadrons 
15 Hussar squadrons 
7 Jager battalions 
12 6-pound guns 

10 infantry battalions 
10 cavalry squadrons 
3 Cossack regiments 
10 12-pound guns 

7 infantry battalions 
10 cavalry squadrons 
3 Cossack regiments 
6 6-pound guns. 

Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 414-15. 
 

72 Bagration moved the flotilla and Odessa Musketeer Regiment to protect the bridge. 
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infantry battalions, and ordered him to besiege the fortress of Braila.73 The Russian 

flotilla also sailed to blockade the fortress.  

Prince Peter was also concerned that the Grand Vizier could resume his advance 

to Bucharest, defended by Miloradovich’s small corps. Bagration wanted to gather 

intelligence about the Turkish forces around Giurgiu and Ruse, but, in addition, he also 

did not trust Miloradovich for reasons later described. So, Bagration asked General 

Langeron to contact his confidants at Bucharest. Langeron dispatched his trusted agent 

with a letter to one of Miloradovich’s regimental commanders, Major General Grekov, 

asking him to keep his mission secret from his superiors. However, Grekov detained the 

agent and informed Miloradovich, who was infuriated by Bagration’s attempts to gather 

intelligence secretly from him. He wrote a bitter complaint to Alexander asking him to 

reprimand his superiors, Bagration and Langeron.74 

Bagration faced an even greater problem of explaining his actions to Alexander 

and persuading him to allow the Army of Moldavia to return to winter quarters in 

Wallachia. On 26 October, he wrote an extensive letter to the Tsar explaining his reasons 

for ordering a retreat. He declared that the campaign was commenced late in the year 

because of the death of Prozorovsky. So, the Russian army had only two and one half 

months from August to November to complete its campaign and force the Turks to sign 

peace, which was impossible to accomplish. Bagration noted that there would be no 

prospect of achieving peace until the Russians captured major fortresses in Wallachia. He 

wrote, “The religious canons and major state decrees prohibit the Grand Vizier from 

making any territorial concessions while the territory in question is not completely 

subjugated by the enemy.”75 Bagration complained that he had to divert his forces to 

invest the fortresses that Prozorovsky failed to capture earlier. He emphasized that even if 

he defeated the grand vizier, the Russian army would have been unable to spend a harsh 

and cold winter in the ravaged countryside on the southern bank of the Danube. 

                                                           
73 Bagration dispatched Moscow, Voronezh, Arkhangelogorod and Odessa Regiments. 

Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 416. 
 
74 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 415. 
 
75 Bagration to Alexander, 26 October 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 13. 
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Bagration implored Alexander to allow him to return to Wallachia.76 Almost a week later, 

he again appealed to Alexander for the permission to withdraw to the northern bank of 

the Danube. He wrote, “Although in the current positions the army still has supplies, the 

cold weather and torrential rains, especially in Moldavia and Wallachia, damaged the 

roads badly and I am concerned that the transports with provisions and fodder will be 

delayed. As a result, I will have to move to the left bank of the Danube.” Bagration 

emphasized that the troops were exhausted by the marching in bad weather and needed 

new uniforms and ammunition.77 He proposed to retreat to the left bank, capture Braila 

and Giurgiu during the winter and then resume the offensive in the spring. He wrote,  

Had I ventured to attack the Grand Vizier’s army, I would have suffered 
shattering defeat and been forced to retreat with heavy casualties. If I 
stayed at Silistra without attacking the Turks, I would have lost all my 
cavalry, artillery and transport horses because of the lack of fodder. In the 
first case, the Moldavian army would have ceased to exist, while in the 
second, it would have lost its entire cavalry and transport horses. As a 
result the army could not have renewed campaign in the spring. 
Anticipating these disastrous consequences, I decided to chose lesser evil 
and retreat to uphold the honor of Your Imperial Majesty’s army and 
preserve the army for future war.78 
 

Aware of the influence General Arakcheyev had with Alexander, Bagration wrote 

an extensive letter to him, explaining the situation and the reasons for his withdrawal.  

I assure you that I will never endanger or exacerbate matters concerning 
our great Emperor’s benefit and honor. If I remained at Silistra, I would 
have suffered from lack of food, while the superior enemy would have 
surrounded me. That is why I changed my positions, and [such 
maneuvers] are essential in the military operations; If you consider that 
the campaign started in late August, you will see that many objects are 
already accomplished. The Ottoman state [sic] is populous and it is 
impossible to conquer it within 24 hours, especially when the enemy 
already subdued Wallachia and Serbia. These principalities are now 
liberated. Furthermore, the Danube is a very inconstant river [that 
threatens my lines of communications]. It is impossible to wage a winter 

                                                           
76 Ibid., 13-14. 
 
77 Bagration to Alexander, 3 November 1809, Ibid., 16. 
 
78 Bagration to Alexander, No. 1,148, 22 November 1809, in Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 

Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 135. 
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campaign here, surrounded by the devastated steppes, mountains and 
impassable ravines; I could loose everything due to bad weather; my 
soldiers are already sick; many regiments need new clothing … because 
their coats and uniforms are worn out…. The Lord is my witness, I do not 
have a respite even for a second…. I need over 25,000 quarters of oats in 
month, and [a similar amount] of bread. These provisions had to be 
transported on oxen, but, at the moment, the harvest is not good and many 
oxen had died.79 
 

Bagration told Arakcheyev that the bridge at Braila was the only secure crossing 

over the Danube but he would have to spend over a week to move his army and supply 

train to the left bank of the Danube. Therefore, a Turkish offensive could threaten the 

Russian during the crossing. Prince Peter also criticized his predecessors who failed to 

establish strong supply base in the Principalities. Although by 1810 the war entered into 

fourth year, most of the army supplies still arrived from the southern Ukraine. Bagration 

wrote, “My main difficulty is that the late field marshal [Prozorovsky] established a few 

magazines and spread them over a vast territory. It is obvious that he never planned to 

have any operations against Giurgiu [on the Danube] in winter; however, the 

circumstances require me to move my forces into Main and Little Wallachias, but there is 

a scarcity of bread and oats there.” Beset by these problems, Bagration still remained 

confident of success and noted, “Thank God, everything is well and will be better, at least 

I believe so.”80 

By mid-November, Bagration remained at his positions at the Trajan’s rampart. 

He undertook no major military operations, except for several raids to nearby Turkish 

settlements.81 He directed most of his resources to the siege of Braila, which proceeded 

                                                           
79 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 4 November 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 16. 
 
80 Ibid., 16-17. 
 
81 Platov captured Serasker Pehlivan Agha’s hometown, Buzdum, on 30 October. Under 

Bagration’s orders, the Cossacks destroyed most of buildings in the town, except for the mosques. 
On 4 November, Bagration’s scouts captured a Turkish courier trying to travel by boat from 
Silistra to Braila. Prince Peter learned that the Grand Vizier was dispatching 100 boats with 
supplies to relieve the Turkish garrison at Braila. Bagration deployed an artillery battery on the 
bank of the Danube and prevented this flotilla from reaching Braila. On 12 November, 
Bagration’s patrols had several clashes with the Turks, losing some 50 men. Langeron, 
Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 416-17. 

 

 538



with considerable success.82 The Grand Vizier remained in the vicinity of Silistra, where 

he concentrated forces from Bulgaria and Serbia. Bagration initially assumed the Turks 

would attack his army, but his patrols intercepted the Grand Vizier’s letter revealing the 

Turkish preparations for invasion of Little Wallachia. Therefore, Bagration reinforced 

Miloradovich at Bucharest with several battalions and assigned additional forces to 

protect bridge at Girsov. Meantime, the weather had changed and it snowed. General 

Langeron described the appalling conditions of the Russian troops, many of whom had 

no tents and slept on the ground.  

The people and horses starved [to death]; roads got so bad [because of 
snow and sleet] that the convoys could hardly travel. [Besides], the roads 
were covered with numerous corpses of oxen… Our conditions were so 
dreadful that Bagration was preparing to cross the Danube to save his 
army and cavalry from the imminent destruction.83 
 

However, Bagration faced Alexander’s opposition to the crossing of the Danube. 

On 17 November, Alexander severely reprimanded him for the withdrawal. He rejected 

Bagration’s plan to withdraw to the northern bank of the Danube and, disregarding the 

army’s condition, ordered to launch offensive against Silistra without delay. Alexander 

was more concerned about the political situation in Europe. Napoleon had recently 

defeated Austria and imposed the Treaty of Schönbrunn. Now, Alexander feared both 

France and Austria would intervene in his relations with Turkey.84 Therefore, he wanted 

Bagration to continue campaign and defeat the Turkish army. Considering Bagration’s 

intention to renew hostilities in early spring, Alexander wrote, “The spring inundation of 

                                                           
82 Major General Essen III began the siege on 14 November 1809. After nine days of 

bombardment, Pasha of Braila began negotiations. The fortress was surrendered on 2 December 
1809. The Turkish garrison of 5,000 men was allowed to march out of Braila. The Russians 
captured 205 bronze guns, 87 flags, 1,300 barrels of gunpowder, 1,700 caissons, over 200,000 
musket balls and some 40,000 shells. Bagration to Alexander, No. 1,186, 12 December 1809, 
Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 136; Langeron acknowledged 96 
flags and 205 cannon, including 14 mortars. He noted that the Turkish garrison (1,100 cavalry, 
4,100 infantry) and 11,300 Muslim residents of Braila were allowed to leave town. Langeron, 
Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 418-22. 

 
83 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 417. 
 
84 Alexander to Bagration, No. 238, 6 November 1809, Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-

Turkish War of 1806-1812, 136-37. The complete text is in Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 18-20. 
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the Danube can prevent these maneuvers, as the last spring demonstrated to us…. 

[Besides], the Turks and British can anticipate our actions in the spring”85 In response, 

Bagration repeated his previous arguments. He argued that, with only some 20,000 men, 

he was unable to take the stronghold of Silistra without sustaining high casualties. The 

Grand Vizier’s army of 40,000 men was in the vicinity, ready to attack the Russians at 

any moment. Prince Peter observed that even if the Turks did not attack, the cold weather 

and lack of supplies would decimate his troops. When Alexander noted that Ottoman 

army was always disbanded in the fall, Bagration responded,  

[It is often] assumed that the Turkish troops usually return to their homes 
[in the fall]. To be more precise, first of October is usually considered the 
date when the Asian troops and the Janissaries leave the army. However, 
under the recent firmans [decrees] of the sultan, and perhaps for other 
reasons unknown to me, the army of the grand vizier still remains in the 
field; although some detachments [occasionally] leave, others arrive to 
reinforce it. Therefore, I consider it impractical to rely on previous 
campaigns when the reality shows us different picture. 86  
 
So, Prince Peter “chose lesser evil of retreating [from Silistra] to preserve… the 

army for future operations.”87 He believed he had justifiable reasons when he withdrew 

his army from Silistra. His predecessors acted indecisively and failed to establish an 

effective supply network. There was only one central supply depot at Galati that 

distributed provisions directly to the army. Although, there were a few magazines in 

Wallachia, they hardly sustained the three divisions Bagration had deployed there. 

Supply trains were unable to keep up with the army during the operations. The army 

lacked even the fodder for horses and Bagration had to significantly reduce it.88 There 

were only a few good roads and the wagon trains, usually moving across the rough 

terrain, were delayed for days. In addition, there was always a threat of Turkish 

detachments raiding the countryside, harassing the Russian communication and supply 

                                                           
 
85 Alexander to Bagration, No. 238, 6 November 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 19. 
 
86 Bagration to Alexander, 22 November 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 20-21. 
 
87 Ibid., 20-21. 
 
88 Order to Army, 18 November 1809, Danubian Correspondence of Bagration, 47. 
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lines. The Turks avoided decisive battles and relied on their strong fortress like Silistra 

and Shumla. Bagration did not have sufficient forces to assault each fortress he 

encountered. Finally, his heavy artillery had to be transported from Buzau and required 

several weeks to reach the main army.  

Unfortunately, Alexander failed to comprehend the scale of problems Bagration 

faced in the Danube valley. He had been delighted by the news of Bagration’s initial 

successes and was so certain of the Turkish defeat that he added a new demand of 

20,000,000 piastres as war contribution to the conditions for peace. With Bagration 

retreating to the left bank, Alexander became concerned about the impression the 

withdrawal would have on his prestige. A contemporary recalled, “Foreign newspapers 

claimed that the Russian withdrawal from Silistra was caused by Bagration’s alleged 

defeat at Tataritsa, and described this battle as a major setback for the Russian army. At 

the same time, all of Europe spoke of Napoleon’s triumphs [over Austria] and so the 

news of [Bagration’s retreat] left an unfavorable impression [on everyone]. The rumors 

of the rupture between Alexander and Napoleon spread [on the continent] and it was said, 

“If the Russians cannot defeat even untrained Turkish hordes, how would they oppose 

Napoleon!?” 89  

On 25 November Bagration was informed of the negotiations for surrender of 

Braila. He accepted the capitulation on condition of free passage for the Turkish 

garrison.90 The following day he decided to return to the left bank of the Danube without 

                                                           
89 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 136-37. On 25 January 1810, 

the London Times published an article from the Hungarian Gazette, which claimed, “The General 
in Chief of the Russian troops [Bagration], in consequence of the sanguinary battle which took 
place near Silistria [sic], had proposed an armistice to the Grand Vizier.” A week later, another 
article in the Times informed the public that Bagration was defeated and “had evacuated the 
whole right bank of the Danube, and that all the bridges being broken down, [the Russians] had 
lost a great number, made prisoners.” However, the Times also noted that “advices from 
Bucharest state that the Prince Bagrathion [sic], who had retreated with the whole Russian army 
from Silistria to Hirchova and Gernaboya, had again advanced towards Silistria, and that 
everything announced that there would be this year a winter campaign.” London Times, 25 
January-1 February 1810. 

 
90 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 422. 
 

 541



direct order from Alexander.91 His army left Trajan’s rampart on 26 November and 

arrived to Girsovo on the next day. The troops were looking forward to have rest in 

Wallachia; a participant recalled, “Everyone dreamed about the rest and winter 

quarters.”92 However, on 28 November, as several of his regiments crossed the river, 

Bagration received another imperial reprimand.93 Alexander wrote,  

What impression would your actions leave [on Europe], when you are 
retreating in front of the same Turkish troops you have defeated so many 
times in this campaign? [The Turks] were frightened by our successes and 
so the retreat would dispel this fear, which could be exploited for new 
victories. Bravado is in the character of [Turks] and they might imagine 
that we were forced to retire under the pressure of their [superior] forces. 
It would be difficult to justify this action by the lack of supplies… [The 
Turks] will not believe these justifications, especially when they were able 
to supply their troops on the same riverbank….94   
 

Alexander claimed, “If we retreat, all results of previous campaigns and victories 

would be lost…. So, this war would drag for another year, contrary to our interests that 

require its immediate completion.” He explained to Bagration the importance of 

immediate offensive and decisive victory over the Turkish army. “I can not describe how 

damaging your crossing [of the Danube] would be for us in the European affairs. The 

present situation [of the Russian army] on the Danube secures the influence and prestige 

of Russia. But this standing would be considerably undermined if our positions would 

somehow change, especially if we retreat.“ He referred to Napoleon’s campaign in Spain 

and observed, “If [Napoleon] would be successful in [his] Spanish affairs, we would find 

                                                           
91 Langeron was at Cernavoda, Zass at Caras, Kamensky near Constanta. Platov commanded 

rearguard. Essen was reinforced with siege artillery returning from Silistra, and four infantry 
battalions and ordered to besiege Braila. Bagration already assigned winter quarters to his corps. 
Kamnesky was to staye at Focsani, Miloradovich at Bucharest, Markov at Buzau, Isaev at 
Craiova, Platov at Rimnic, Zass at Galati, Essen at Birlad, Tuchkov at Ismail and Langeron at 
Falci. Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 418. 

 
92 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 423. 
 
93 Alexander to Bagration, circa 26 November 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 24. Bagration 

to Alexander, 29 November 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 88-89; Langeron, Recollections, 
Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 423 

 
94 Ibid., 24. The emperor sent one of his aide-de-camps, Peter Troubetskoy, to convey his 

verbal instructions to Bagration. Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 423 
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ourselves involved in a war without end that would have a detrimental effect on the fate 

of our state.”  

The Russian emperor dismissed Bagration’s reports on the Turkish superiority 

and claimed the Russian soldiers could overcome any odds in the battle. He wrote, “[The 

battle of Tataritsa] demonstrates that the our troops, under your expert command, would 

win not by numbers, but through greater courage and ability.” Alexander also responded 

to Prince Peter’s argument about the threat the Danube River posed to his communication 

and supply lines. He argued, “At the moment, when even the Neva River [in St. 

Petersburg] is not frozen yet, I am certain that the navigation on the Danube is still 

possible. Therefore, I urge you to establish, through any possible means and despite any 

expenses, vast supply magazines at the captured fortress, including Girsov, Tulcea and 

Macin, and build strong fortifications there.” If the army still lacked supplies, Alexander 

told Bagration “to cut the rations in half.” The most important objectives for Bagration 

were to defeat of the Grand Vizier and capture Silistra. Alexander concluded, “So, having 

explained to you the importance of your presence on [the right bank of] the Danube, I 

believe you will execute these instructions with your usual prudence and firmness that I 

witnessed on many occasions and that the Motherland expects from you.“95  

Bagration and some of his generals were surprised by the imperial instructions. 

General Langeron recalled, “[Alexander] ordered to remain with the entire army in 

Bulgaria and continue the campaign during the winter. [However], it was impossible to 

accomplish either of these orders; the countryside was completely destroyed [and unable 

to sustain the Russian army], but [the courtiers] in St. Petersburg could not believe it… 

[These officials] also thought that winter never comes to the banks of the Danube River 

[Pri dvore bili uvereni, chto berega Dunaya ne znaut chto takoe zima.]”96 Bagration was 

frustrated by this news. He halted the crossing of the Danube River and deployed the 

troops around Girsov, where he had “no supplies or winter quarters.”97 Girsov was 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
95 Ibid., 26-27. 
 
96 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 423.  
 
97 Bagration to Alexander, 29 November 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 89; Langeron, 

Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 423.  
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partially destroyed during previous engagements and only few buildings survived to 

shelter the troops. One of the participants recorded that ”Bagration lived in a tiny room, 

while other generals were lodged in stables, ruins and sheds. The troops were bivouacked 

in three lines; some of them were sheltered in the ruins, others built small wooden huts; 

[the camp] was defended by the redoubts and fleches… There was mud so deep that we 

had to travel by horse to get from house to house, and even then horse were up to their 

knees in this disgusting black mass.”98  

Bagration was hurt by the imperial criticism. His letter to Arakcheyev of 29 

November showed his injured pride and feelings. Prince Peter hoped the minister would 

share his anguish and influence the emperor. He complained that Alexander disregarded 

him and, in fact, accused of indecision and frailty. He wrote,  

I am not a coward but I do not want to lose my army. Believe me, I will 
return [to the southern bank of the Danube] in March. And what a 
difference it would be! The troops would be rested, dressed and fed. But, 
no one listened to me, and instead they pay attention to strangers [at court] 
and put us in harms way. Your Excellency is Russian and I am Russian as 
well; we both are loyal to our Sovereign. You are minister and close 
[friend of mine]: please remember your oath of allegiance and save the 
army; or raise a new better army of at least 10,000 men in March. It is 
assumed that the Ottoman Porte is weak, but I assure you the Turks are 
very strong and they fight with skill and cunning…. I had an ingenious 
plan. I would soon have taken Braila, then reinforced my troops in both 
Wallachias, returned my siege artillery to Giurgiu and then crossed river at 
any place there. Yet, now, everything can be ruined and I might loose the 
army. I am still across the Danube but cannot act nether in winter or in 
spring. Half of horses would soon perish and the remaining would be 
extremely weakened. As for the ill soldiers and deserters, I am terrified 
even to write about this. It is pointless to compare [the Danube theater] to 
Prussia and Finland – there is a big difference! There at least you have 
woods and can get warm and dry, while here it is impossible even to 
prepare food. In God’s name, tell me will the army remain strong and 
confident in such conditions? If I am trusted with the command of the 
army, then my ideas and views should be respected as well. I never lied or 
was scared of anything, but now I am turned into a coward. If I promise to 
launch offensive [in the spring], then I will accomplished it for sure….99 

                                                           
 
98 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 424-25. In his memoirs, Langeron 

was grateful that no natural disaster occurred during this time. The following year, 1810, a 
devastating storm passed through the same area, destroying many buildings and bridges. 
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Despite Alexander’s criticism, Bagration remained firm in his decision to retreat. 

He believed the preservation of his army was at stake and he was ready to disregard the 

imperial will for the sake of his troops. On 29 November, he moved most of his cavalry 

and artillery across the Danube. He instructed his quartermasters to procure supplies at 

any costs. Yet, the local merchants were unwilling to travel in cold weather on bad roads. 

Even generals starved; Platov begged for a piece of sugar and Langeron almost starved to 

death.100 However, out of desperation grew hope and companionship. Langeron 

described, “Despite our hardships, we were in an excellent mood. At first we got 

desperate, but four days later we accepted our fate and our misery turned into maverick 

behavior [sumasbrodstvo]. I have never seen such a close friendship between the 

generals; no other commander-in-chief was ever loved [by troops] as Bagration. Even a 

corps of cadets could not have amused itself more than we did” 101  

On 29 November, Bagration wrote another extensive letter to Alexander 

explaining once again his reasons for his withdrawal and the difficulties of remaining 

south of the Danube during the winter. Bagration responded to Alexander’s implications 

about his indecision and fear. He wrote, “With the milk of my mother, I have absorbed a 

spirit of dash bravery.” He then proceeded to describe his service in defense of the 

fatherland and his devotion to the emperor.102 Prince Peter emphasized the numerical 

superiority of the Turkish forces and the strength of their positions. He described the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
99 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 29 November 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 48. It is also 

printed in Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 136-37. 
 
100 Langeron recalled, “I would have starved to death, if not for generosity of Varlaam [Head 

of the Wallachian divan], who sent me a few wagons with provisions.” Langeron, Recollections, 
Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 424-26. 

 
101 The officers often gathered at Platov’s place. The Ataman had a Kalmyk soldier who 

entertained his superiors with numerous stories from his experience. Bagration was particularly 
fond of this soldier and awarded him special Order of St. George (4th class) for maintaining the 
morale of the senior officers. At the same time, Bagration made a raid to Bazardjik. Langeron 
maintained it was Platov’s idea since he wanted to get a promotion for his son-in-law Major 
General Grekov. Unfortunately for Grekov, he was routed by the Turks and lost some 100 killed 
and wounded. Ibid., 424-26. 

 
102 Bagration to Alexander, 29 November 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 88-94. 
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Turkish cavalry as “the best cavalry in the world” so he also needed well-trained and 

equipped cavalry. Yet, Bagration wrote, “My cavalry and artillery horses are starving 

because of lack of fodder and exhaustion.” The Turks were supported by a series of 

strong fortresses and magazines. Meanwhile, Bagration lived in a barren country, where 

there was “nothing, except for blue sky and bare land, in the entire territory from Tulcea 

and Isaccea to Silistra, Bazardjik and Cavarna; moreover, there are no residents, 

settlements or means to procure supplies for the men and cattle.” The Principalities were 

exhausted by three years of war and could not sustain the army south of the Danube. The 

Russian troops were literally half naked, complained Bagration, “Three of my divisions 

have no coats, pants [pantaloons] or boots.” He described the dreadful conditions of the 

soldiers, who were starving and suffering from various diseases. “The number of sick 

officers and the rank-and-file continuously increases. The battalions are half of their 

original strength. There is a danger of diseases because of damp dugouts, old tents and 

worn-out coats, uniforms and boots. It is impossible to set up an effective infirmary in 

such an isolated and barren place, while transporting the sick and wounded across the 

Danube in wintertime would increase their death rate… The terrain is barren and the 

troops do not have wood to warm themselves and prepare meals.”103 If the situation did 

not improve, Bagration anticipated “half of these troops would died by the spring, while 

the remaining would be hardly alive.”104 

Bagration criticized ineffective supply system that his predecessors had set up in 

the Principalities. “The magazines, except for Galati, are far away from the Danube 

because Prince Prozorovsky was reluctant to advance across the Danube and he did not 

bother to gather supplies. I assumed command [of the army] in August and did not have 

time to store provisions and transport them to the Danube. With the approach of winter, 

the supply trains are stuck in deep mud and marshes.” Prince Peter also acknowledged 

the daunting logistical problems he faced. “Snow had fallen and the ice appeared on the 

Danube, threatening to cut communications with the left bank. Transporting forage 
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104 Bagration acknowledged less than 20,000 men in his main army. Bagration to 
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became impossible, while the army needs 12,000 pounds of hay every day.”105 In 

addition, Bagration acknowledged the increasing number of deserters among his troops. 

The Turks welcomed them and provided with food and shelter. The rumors of the 

Turkish benevolence spread in the Russian army leading to more desertions. Bagration 

described the Turkish tactics as “evil,” convinced they would lead to “most ruinous 

consequences for the army.”106 Prince Peter Troubetskoy, who delivered Alexander’s 

instructions to Bagration, was appalled to see the condition of the army. He noted that if 

the army remained on the right bank, it would lose “a great number of men while its 

cavalry and transport horses would be decimated.”107  

Meantime, some European newspapers published articles criticizing  Bagration 

for withdrawal and claiming the Turks defeated him at Tataritsa. Similar rumors 

circulated in St. Petersburg and the society contrasted Bagration’s actions with those of 

Field Marshal Rumyantsev and Suvorov. Most of these tales originated from the son of 

Danish envoy to Constantinople, Baron Frederick Gibsch de Gostal, who traveled from 

Constantinople to St. Petersburg, where he visited various salons in the Russian capital 

and met State Chancellor Rumyatsev. Baron de Grostal spread tales of confusion and 

helplessness among the Turks and claimed Bagration could have easily routed the Grand 

Vizier’s army. He described in details how the pashas of Gushants and Giurgiu 

disregarded Vizier’s authority.108 Alexander believed this information and criticised 

Bagration.109 Furthermore, the French diplomats also spread the information they 

                                                           
 
105 Bagration to Alexander, 29 November 1809, Ibid., 88-94. To transport these supplies, he 

required five hundred pairs of oxen daily. However, as Bagration calculated, “These oxen average 
15 versts [10 miles] a day and each of them consumes 1½ puds [48 pounds] of hay a day. The hay 
supplies are gathered some 400-500 versts [265-331 miles] from Girsov, and so are out of reach 
for the army.” Thus, at least a million pounds of hay was required only to feed the oxen! 

 
106 Bagration to Alexander, 29 November 1809, Ibid., 93. 
 
107 Troubetskoy to Alexander, 7 December 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 52. 
 
108 Rumyantsev to Bagration, 7 January 1810, VPR, V, 337. 
 
109 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 26 January 1810, Voennii sbornik, 2 (1865) 254. 
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received from the Turkish reports of the battle of Rassevat, claiming Bagration had been 

beaten.110 

Prince Peter occasionally heard these rumors and they further exasperated him. 

Langeron recalled, “Emperor [Alexander] was very indifferent and terse in his letters to 

Bagration. [At the same time,] Bagration’s correspondence with Count Rumyantsev was 

increasingly strained.”111 Prince Peter was particularly upset after reading Rumyantsev’s 

letter about Baron de Grostal’s comments. He responded, “I am extremely disappointed 

that in your conclusions you considered unsubstantiated claims of an immature youngster 

who has no understanding of life.”112 Bagration then refuted, point-by-point, the 

information provided by the Danish diplomat in St. Petersburg. He emphasized that 

Turkish pashas often fought each other for power, but united their forces when the 

Russian army threatened their realms. According to Bagration, Pasha of Giurgiu simply 

exploited the inexperienced Danish diplomat to convey his strength and importance to the 

Russians. Bagration wrote, “Aidin Pasha of Giurgiu undermined the vizier to demonstrate 

his authority to this adolescent and, for the same reason, he showed his artillery to him. 

He hoped this youngster would repeat this story [in Russia] and induce us to believe he 

[pasha] could fight the Russian army without the Grand Vizier’s help.”113 He was 

particularly critical of Baron de Grostal’s account of the battle at Tataritsa. Bagration 

stated,  

I personally fought in a hand-to-hand fighting at Tataritsa and was on the 
frontline… Therefore, my report was based on what I have seen and done 
in the battle… [Contrary to Grostal], the Grand Vizier was not at 
Tataritsaa on the day of the battle nor during the following two days, but 
remained with 10,000 men at Kapakli. If someone bothered to look at the 
map, they would have realized the nonsense of Grostal’s story…. The 
weather was clear, though cold during the three days of the battles. 

                                                           
110 Ibid., 250-51. 
 
111 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 426. Bagration also worried about 

Arakcheyev’s possible involvement. Langeron wrote, “Bagration was concerned about 
Arakcheyev, already [Alexander’s] omnipotent favorite, who patronized Miloradovich, who, in 
turn, denounced Bagration.”  

 
112 Bagration to Rumyantsev, 25 January 1810, Voennii sbornik, 2 (1865), 251. 
 
113 Bagration to Rumyantsev, 25 January 1810, Ibid., 251-52. 
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Therefore, I must assume the disorder and fog was in Baron de Grostal’s 
head, when he described them to you. 
 

 Bagration noted that during their meeting, Baron de Grostal could not give him 

any details on the grand vizier and his camp at Shumla. Yet, later he spread elaborate 

stories in St. Petersburg. Prince Peter wrote, “I hope His majesty will not find any reason 

to doubt the truthfulness of my reports because my rank, position and character will not 

tolerate a lie.” Later, in the letter, Bagration complained, “It is extremely offensive for a 

man, who spent his entire life in the service of his sovereign and motherland and who 

achieved the position of the commander-in-chief, to see himself blamed on the basis of 

fabrications of the foolish greenhorn [molokosos].114  

 In early December, he was told about a pamphlet that contained Field Marshal 

Rumyantsev’s reports on the Russian victories in 1770s and Catherine the Great’s praise 

for them. This brochure contrasted the present “indecisiveness” of Bagration with 

glorious past days of Rumyantsev. Bagration responded with sarcasm directed against 

both the Russian court and the emperor. “I do not have to be told that Rumyantsev was 

smarter than Bagration, [I know this well]. However, [Rumyantsev] summoned a war 

council and then crossed the Danube. I did neither of these and had to blindly follow the 

will of my Sovereign.” Bagration continued even in more aggressive tone, 

I am on the spot here and can see better than anyone of you. Why do you 
meddle with my actions? What do you gain by this? Why do you agitate 
so much about my withdrawal? Here is a fact for you about my retreat: 
[the fortress] of Braila had fallen. This is not a joke. No one had captured 
it before…. You should give me more freedom [of action] and I will not 
disgrace myself [litsom v griaz ne udaru]. If you continue to believe to 
foreigners, then I will be always depicted as indecisive and spineless…. It 
is pitiful, sad, useless, painful and harmful for me…. I wonder who else 
could have accomplished so much in three months… I know many who 
are brave from a far and after the fighting is over [Ia znau mnogo 

khrabrikh izdali i posle batalii]. 115 
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115 Bagration to Tolstoy, 5 December 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 54. 
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Bagration compared his situation with Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign and 

observed, “Napoleon himself did not remain in [Syria] when he realized the danger [to 

his army]….” He denounced attacks on his character and stated, “I never was a coward, 

but someone wants to portray me as such, though I do not understand who can benefit by 

this.” Bagration commented that his censors had no understanding of tactics, “Army is 

not a battalion to be easily commanded!”116 He argued that previous commanders-in-

chief of the Army of Moldavia were not criticized despite their dreadful performance. He 

wrote, “The army remained inactive for three years. Some 5,000 men died during the 

assault on Braila, another 2,000 at Kladovo and [thousands] at other places, but no one 

noticed them… Am I to be blamed if it is impossible to destroy the Ottoman Porte in 

twenty-four hours? Previous [Russo-Turkish] wars continued for several years, with the 

support of allies and ended with virtually no gains but a peace treaty. Now, I am here 

alone, without any support….” In another letter, Bagration noted, ”If the victories were 

easy to achieve, then they would not have been considered marvels [dikovinka].”117  

Bagration also condemned the peace conditions Alexander instructed him to 

negotiate with the Turks. He argued that the Turks would not accept such harsh terms, 

and even if they agreed, other powers as France would prevent them from signing the 

peace. If Alexander still wanted peace, Bagration advised him “to give me 50,000 cavalry 

and 50,000 infantry and I will make sure they accept these conditions.”118 Otherwise, 

Prince Peter was too tired of continuous reprimands and preferred “to transfer the 

authority to someone else, while I remain an ensign in the army.” The letter ended with 

another ironic comment, “I am a man, not God to know and be able of everything.”119 

                                                           
116 Bagration to Tolstoy, 5 December 1809, Ibid., 55. 
 
117 Bagration to Arakcheyev, Voennii sbornik, 2 (1865): 255. 
 
118 In another letter, Bagration wrote, “If I had 50,000 men, then my bayonet would have 

been the most able diplomat. I would have reached Adrianople in six weeks and forced the vizier 
to sign the peace, not on the drum but on his own back.” Cited in Petrov, Influence of the Russo-
Turkish War, 259. 

 
119 Bagration to Tolstoy, 5 December 1809, Ibid., 55. 
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Bagration was deeply wounded by these criticisms. He told Arakcheyev, “[Criticism] not 

only depresses me, but causes so much pain I cannot describe it.”120 

Hurt as he was by what he regarded as unjust criticisms, Bagration turned back to 

army concerns. He complied with Alexander’s order and halted the Danube crossing. But 

the winter was approaching and he had to gather as many supplies as possible to keep his 

troops alive. He needed 40,000 quarters of flour, 3,300 quarters of grain, 95,000 quarters 

of oats and 3,000,000 quarters of hay.121 To speed up the transportation, Bagration 

wanted to requisition wagons and horses in Moldavia and Wallachia. However, the 

population in these Principalities had already suffered much during earlier wars. The 

peasants could not cultivate their fields and as a result in 1809, the Wallachian peasants 

were able to provide only 72,000 quarters of bread; in contrast, in 1808, they delivered 

300,000 quarters without charge.122  Officers were also instructed to give up some of 

their horses. As the wine stocks decreased, Prince Peter also ordered them to give the 

soldiers additional allowance of three rubles to buy alcohol.123  

Bagration’s plans were thwarted by the natural disasters that were “impregnable 

to human power.”124 The weather had dramatically changed and torrential rains swept 

across the region. Bagration dispatched twenty couriers to deliver his orders, but only a 

few reached their destinations. One of the couriers traveled seven days from Girsov to 

Jassy, when it usually took two days to cover this distance.125 The bridges were destroyed 

and damaged over the Siret, Milkov, Rîmnicu, Buzau and Ialomita Rivers. The 

transportation of supplies virtually shut down. A contemporary described, “The roads 

were covered with the oxen carcasses. The damp and cold weather increased number of 

                                                           
120 Bagration to Arakcheyev, Voennii sbornik, 2 (1865) 255. 
 
121 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 139. 
 
122 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 

56. 
 
123 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 139. 
 
124 Ibid., 139 
 
125 Ibid., 139-40; Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii 

sbornik, 1 (1865): 57. 
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sick to 150-200 men a day.”126 Bagration wrote that he did not expect to gather two 

months supplies. He resumed his appeals to Alexander and State Chancellor Rumyantsev 

for permission to cross the river. He argued that his army weakened with each passing 

day. He wrote, “I am asking with what troops do you want me to advance against the 

superior enemy forces? Thus, would not it be more shameful for us to be destroyed in the 

spring… rather than abandon this barren region, where the enemy himself does not dare 

to advance, knowing that there are no roads, shelter or food here?”127 He asked 

Arakcheyev to travel in person to witness the dreadful condition of the army.128 He wrote 

to Alexander that the retreat was essential for preserving army and resuming campaign in 

the spring.  

Even if I spent winter at the present positions, I would be unable to 
commence campaign until the grass grows to provide the horses and 
livestock with fodder. Besides, the army would have to march across the 
barren steppes towards Silistra, go around this fortress across the 
mountains and passes and then make another long and tiresome march to 
reach the Turkish Army [at Shumla]. This movement will simply waste 
our time and exhaust troops.129  
 

Instead, Bagration wanted to shift the axis of his attack to his right flank and cross 

the Danube near Giurgiu with intentions to march directly to Shumla. He finished his 

letter by asking Alexander to allow the crossing or relieve him of command. He assured 

him of his devotion and loyalty, “My last drop of blood belongs to you and I consider a 

great honor to sacrifice it in the service of Your Majesty.”130 Emperor Alexander was in 

Moscow at the moment and despite repeated pleas of Bagration he refused to give his 

consent for the withdrawal. Only after State Chancellor Rumyantsev intervened did the 

                                                           

 

126 Ibid., 140. 
 
127 Bagration to Rumyantzev, 25 December 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 58-59. 

128 Bagration to Arakcheyev, circa 17 December 1809, Ibid., 60. 
 
129 Bagration to Alexander, 17 December 1809, No. 1,211, Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-

Turkish War of 1806-1812, 140.  
 
130 Bagration to Alexander, 17 December 1809, No. 1,211, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 59-60. 
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Tsar reluctantly concede his approval.131 On 24 December, he ordered Bagration to 

proceed with the crossing.132 However, he specified that part of Bagration’s troops should 

remain on the right side to defend Macin, Tulcea and Girsov. Bagration received this 

order on 5 January and over next ten days he moved his troops across the Danube. He 

deployed Langeron’s Corps at Jassy, Essen’s at Bîrlad, Platov at Rîmnicu and Zass at 

Bucharest. The main headquarters was set up at Girsov and Kamensky with fifteen 

infantry battalions and five Cossack regiments occupied fortresses of Isaccea and Macin 

on the right bank of the Danube. 133 

As his forces bivouacked at the winter quarters, Bagration plunged into a 

whirlpool of activity. On 12 January, he traveled to Braila and then to Bucharest, where 

he was met with great honors.134 He was annoyed by the Wallachian divan’s delay in 

establishing new hospitals so he ordered the palace of Prince Ipsilanti to be turned into 

hospital. Here, Bagration could place 1,500 of his wounded and sick troops. 135 As new 

uniforms and supplies reached the army, he ordered regimental shefs and commanders to 

prepare their units for the spring campaign and he pledged to severely punish those who 

failed.136 

Bagration remained with the army for next two months to begin planning the 

spring campaign.137  He conferred with his corps and regimental commanders and 

explained his general ideas on the plan. He then asked them to submit their views and 

suggestions in written form. Bagration believed some officers avoided expressing their 

                                                           
131 Rumyantsev to Alexander, 18 December 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 98. 
 
132 Alexander to Bagration, 24 December 1809, No. 247, Ibid., 98-99. 
 
133 Order to Army, 29 November 1809, Danubian Correspondence of Bagration, 50-53; 

Petrov, Influence of the Russo-Turkish War, 253-54; Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of 
Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 61; Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 
135 (1908): 427. 

 
134 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 427, 661. 
 
135 Kushnikov to Bagration, Bagration to Kushnikov, 5-16 January 1810, Danubian 

Correspondence of Bagration, 58-60. 
 
136 Orders to Army, 11-30 January 1810, Ibid., 61-62. 
 
137 Bagration to Alexander, 24 March 1810, Correspondence of Bagration, 104. 
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ideas at the councils and therefore gave them opportunity to write their comments. He 

considered two goals for the spring operations, “First, to end this war with a peace, and 

second, to end it during this offensive campaign.”138 He reviewed the military operations 

in the Principalities of the past three years and took note of the Russian failures and 

successes. He emphasized the more advantageous positions his army held compared to 

the previous year. Fortresses of Ismail and Braila were captured and Little Wallachia was 

secured. Giurgiu was the only remaining stronghold under Turkish control on the left 

bank of the Danube. Nevertheless, Bagration also stressed the strength of Turkish 

positions and forces on the right bank of the river. The Grand Vizier had vastly superior 

army in the region and mastered the resources of Bulgaria. Additional forces had been 

raised in various corners of the Ottoman Empire. The Turks also fortified numerous 

towns in Bulgaria. The Ottoman forces were commanded by Grand Vizier Yussuf, an 

experienced field commander, who previously fought the French in Egypt, and Pehlivan 

Pasha, who distinguished himself in 1806-1808 against the Russians.139  

Considering the comments of his senior officers, Bagration outlined the plan for 

the spring campaign. He intended to resume hostilities in April, as soon as the fields were 

covered with the grass for fodder. The winter and early months of spring were to be spent 

gathering supplies and ammunition.140 Bagration assumed that the Turks would be late in 

                                                           
 
138 Bagration to Corps Commanders, March 1810 [exact date unknown], Ibid., 105.  
 
139 Bagration to Corps Commanders, March 1810 [exact date unknown], Ibid., 105-10.  
 
140 Under the plan, Bagration had 83 battalions of infantry, 95 squadrons of cavalry, 15 

Cossack regiments, 6 battery artillery companies, 4,5 horse artillery companies and 2 pioneer 
companies. Out of these, 13 infantry battalions and 4 Cossack regiments were to remain behind to 
garrison major fortress and protect supplies; five battalions were necessary to man the flotilla. 
Bagration wanted to move five battalions of infantry, 5 squadrons of cavalry, one Cossack 
regiment and a ½ company of horse artillery to defend Little Wallachia. Another eleven battalions 
of infantry, three Cossack regiments two ½ companies of battery and horse artillery were 
included in the detachment to operate in Serbia. Prince Peter allocated twenty battalion of 
infantry, fifteen squadrons of cavalry, three Cossack regiments, two ½ companies of horse and 
battery artillery, five companies of siege artillery and ½ company of pioneers to blockade Giurgiu 
and occupy Turno, Zimnitsa and Slobozia. Unfortunately, it is very difficult to verify the exact 
strength of Bagration’s army at the time. It is estimated that the Russian army numbered some 
25,000 men. Many battalions lost half their strength and hundreds of stragglers were wondering 
in the countryside.  
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concentrating their forces and wanted to seize the initiative from the start. He decided to 

advance in three main corps and cross the Danube in at different sites threatening the 

Turkish forces both in the Lower and Upper Danube.  

Bagration considered the Grand Vizier’s headquarters at Shumla as his main 

objective. Therefore, he wanted to create a large central corps to cross the Danube at 

Tutrukan and march directly to Shumla. The remaining forces were to be divided into 

three corps to operate from the directions of Girsov, Turtukan and Nikopol.141 The right 

flank of the Nikopol corps was to dispatch a strong detachment142 through Plevna, Lovca, 

Rakhov, Vratza and Berkovtzy. These troops would secure the approaches to the Balkan 

Mountains. Cavalry outposts were to be established in the direction of Vidin to determine 

any Turkish movements. The remaining part of the corps would attack fortress of Sistov. 

After capturing Nikopol and Sistov, this corps would return to the Danube to blockade 

the fortress of Ruse. Simultaneously, the central corps would cross the Danube at 

Tutrukan and advance to Razgrad. It would cut the communications between Ruse and 

Shumla and entice the Turkish army to accept the battle.143 The left flank of the Girsov 

corps would be divided into two detachments to blockade Silistra and make diversions 

toward Varna and Bazardjik.144  

Bagration also intended to built fortifications and batteries along Lake Razelm to 

protect the coastline from any Turkish incursions. Bagration anticipated the Turkish 

concentration at Bazardjik or Shumla and calculated his marches and routes so that the 

corps could arrive on the battlefield in time to reinforce each other. The Russian flotilla 

was to join the blockade of Silistra and protect the communication lines over the Danube. 

Prince Peter hoped that his simultaneous attack on the center and flanks of the Turkish 

                                                           
141 The Nikopol corps included 18 infantry battalions, 15 cavalry squadrons, 3 Cossack 

regiments, 1 battery artillery company, ½ company of horse artillery, ½ pioneer company and ½ 
pontoon company. 

 
142 Six infantry battalions, five cavalry squadrons and a Cossack regiment. 
 
143 This corps comprised of 40 infantry battalions, 55 cavalry squadrons, 8 Cossack 

regiments, 4 battery artillery companies, 3 horse artillery companies and ½ pioneer company.  
 
144 Girsov corps composed of 25 infantry battalions, 25 cavalry squadrons, 5 Cossack 

regiment, one battery artillery company, one horse artillery company, and ½ pioneer company. 
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army would spread confusion. He believed, “They will be unable to reinforce each other 

and thus provide us with better chances of success.”145 He thought that the appearance of 

the strong Russian detachments would force the local pashas to defend their own realms 

and refuse to support the Grand Vizier. Therefore, the central Russian corps would easily 

engage the vizier’s army in vicinity of Shumla. If the Turks had superior forces there, 

Bagration could easily recall his left and right flank units to the battlefield.146 

Bagration was not destined to carry out this plan. His relations with St. Petersburg 

became increasingly strained. The proud and determined prince could not tolerate unjust 

accusations and allegations. He was particularly hurt when in middle of January 1810, 

General Arakcheyev sent one of his aide-de-camps to spy on him. This officer did not 

inform Bagration of his arrival and secretly visited Miloradovich, who exploited this 

moment to reproach Bagration.147 Learning about this visit, Prince Peter complained to 

Arakcheyev, “I assure you I have no secrets from you and had you aide-de-camp visited 

me for an hour at least, he would have received the most detailed information on every 

unit… I must admit that this incident disappointed me very much. In addition, I received 

a letter from Chancellor Count N[ikolay] Rumyantsev with very unpleasant [nepriatnie] 

comments about the battle of Tataritsa….”148 Bagration wrote letter after letter justifying 

his actions and emphasizing their importance for the preservation of army.  Yet, he soon 

tired of his uphill struggle against the court and on several occasions he referred to his 

possible resignation. He suffered in an accident in the middle of January (obviously, he 

fell from his horse and had a head concussion) and complained about his health. On 31 

                                                           
 
145 Plan of 1810 Campaign, Correspondence of Bagration, 111-16. 
 
146 For the comments of senior generals of the Army of Moldavia, see Langeron, 

Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 667-68. 
 
147 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 427-28. Arakcheyev’s aide-de-

camp was Lieutenant Nezvanov. Langeron commented, “This scoundrel was incredibly 
impertinent, humiliating many generals.” 

 
148 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 26 January 1810, N. Dubrovin, Pisma glavneishikh deiatelei v 

tsarstvovanie imperatora Aleksandra I s 1807-1829 god [Letters of Prominent Statesmen During 
the Reign of Emperor Alexander I in 1807-1829], (St. Petersburg, 1883). Also, see Bagration to 
Arakcheyev, Voennii sbornik, 2 (1865) 254-55. 
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January, he noted, “My nose got better, but I still have headaches.”149  He wrote 

Arakcheyev, “I ask only one favor – to be dismissed and receive a furlough of four 

months to recuperate.”150  

In early February, Bagration told Langeron that he wanted to retire because of bad 

health.151 It is doubtful whether Bagration genuinely wanted to leave the army or was 

simply bluffing. He had already planned the 1810 Campaign and was certainly willing to 

execute it. However, Alexander, exasperated by the commander’s persistence and 

determination, never forgave Bagration for his stubbornness on the issue of withdrawal. 

In late February, he granted Bagration’s request for a furlough and appointed Count 

Nikolay Kamensky, whom Bagration highly recommended,152 to replace him. 

Unquestionably, the news of replacement was surprising and shocking for Bagration, 

further increasing his anguish. 

Kamensky assumed command in late March 1810 as Bagration prepared to leave. 

Before his departure, Prince Peter met Baron de Grostal, who brought so much pain and 

misery to his life He ignored this diplomat who picked up the official correspondence for 

State Chancellor Rumyantsev. Prince Peter sarcastically noted in his letter to the 

chancellor, “As for the current situation in the region, ask [Baron de Grostal] for detailed 

information.” He left the army in good order and well supplied for the oncoming 

campaign. The strategy he prepared was sound and promising. New commander, Count 

Kamensky, had the basis for his operations that Bagration lacked when he arrived to the 

army eight months earlier. 

Nevertheless, there was a widespread dissatisfaction in the army about the 

appointment of Kamensky. Langeron commented that Kamensky was not popular for his 

arrogant and overconfident attitude to his subordinates. He wrote, “The army was 

                                                           
 
149 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 31 January 1810, Ibid. 
 
150 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 26 January 1810, Voennii sbornik, 2 (1865) 255. 
 
151 Langeron commented, “I understood from the letter that Bagration knew [St. Petersburg 

court] was unpleased with his campaign. So, he anticipated dismissal and wanted to resign.” 
Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 667. 
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discontent after Kamensky’s very first orders. Out of respect for his predecessor, Prince 

Bagration, [Kamensky] should have declared his appointment after he arrived at [the 

headquarters] in Bucharest; instead, he hurriedly announced it from Jassy, and wrote his 

order in a very pompous tone, praising himself and exaggerating his achievements; in 

fact, it felt like he intended to intimidate his troops rather than deserve their respect.” 153 

At the same time, Bagration issued his farewell order on 27 March. It was full of 

gratitude and respect to the troops. Prince Peter ignored his role in the campaign and 

stressed the contribution of his troops. Having described the conquests of the campaign, 

he commented, “For me, more important than these successes, is the fact that the 

victories on the battlefields and the sieges of the impregnable fortresses were achieved at 

cost of minor losses of the courageous Russians warriors [voinov rossiiskikh].” Bagration 

then commended his generals and officers for their services in this campaign, concluding:  

As I leave this army, I consider it my sacred responsibility to express my 
deep gratitude and respect to the commanders of the corps, detachments, 
senior and junior officers as well as to the rank and file, who, serving 
under my command, had to accomplish their duties for the Emperor and 
the Motherland, and trusted me unconditionally in doing so…. I want to 
thank my generals and entire army for the love they always showed to me 
and which I enjoyed at every moment of the campaign, in the middle of 
the battle or while on march. This love will be forever imprinted in my 
heart and I will always remember it as the greatest and sweetest reward 
that will comfort me for the rest of my life. I will pray to the Lord to bless 
my comrades in arms and assist them in all their undertakings. I began my 
command of this army with the victories and with the victories I am 
saying goodbye to you.”154 
 

The army was touched by these words. Langeron declared “Bagration’s farewell 

order was one of the most touching and well-written speeches that I had ever read in 

Russia. It was extremely successful in getting to the heart of troops while Kamensky’s 

order only generated discontent among the rank and file.”155  

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
153 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina 136 (1908): 268. 
 
154 Order to Army, 27 March 1810, Correspondence of Bagration, 116-18. 
 
155 Langeron also recorded that many generals were displeased when Kamensky reorganized 

and redeployed the Army of Danube without even consulting them. Faced with such opposition, 
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Thus ended another page in Bagration’s career. The opening of 1809 Campaign 

was very successful and promising. Within two weeks, Bagration had captured a series of 

fortresses and transported his troops to the southern bank of the Danube. His 

predecessors spent years securing their positions in the Principalities but failed to 

establish a firm base for future operations against the Porte. In three months, Prince Peter 

shifted the theater of operations to the south and became the first Russian commander of 

this war to successfully operate on the right bank of the Danube. Despite daunting 

logistical problems, Bagration hoped to force a battle on the Grand Vizier and destroy the 

main Turkish army. However, his forces were inadequate; in addition, Prince Peter found 

himself in the center of a political controversy. After Napoleon’s triumph over Austria in 

summer of 1809, Alexander wanted to exploit the political situation in Europe and claim 

the Principalities. Obviously, defeated Austria could not voice opposition if the Russian 

army conquered the Turks and occupied the Danubian Principalities. Therefore, 

Alexander urged Bagration to disregard his difficulties and continue offensive. The 

Emperor failed to understand that Bagration had limited human, financial and material 

resources at his disposal and could not accomplish his mission. Prince Peter assumed 

command of an army on disadvantageous positions without supplies and any plan of 

actions. A contemporary writer observed, “It was Prozorovsky, not Bagration, who 

arranged only one crossing site over the Danube, deployed the army at unfavorable 

positions and set up ineffective system of magazines that are essential in the campaigns 

against the Turks that so differed from the European wars.”156 Prince Peter was unable to 

wage successful military operations against superior Turkish army, protect extensive 

territories in the Great and Little Wallachia and support the Serbian uprising all at the 

same time. Beside the military concerns, Bagration also faced daunting administrative 

and political crisis that undermined his position.  

  Alexander and his advisers unjustly criticized Bagration. They disregarded his 

reports on the difficulties in the army and gave him unrealistic instructions. Alexander 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Kamensky had to repeal his orders but he failed to win over his officers. Langeron, Recollections, 
Russkaia starina 136 (1908): 268. 

 
156 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, 140.  
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refused to allow Prince Peter to return to the left bank of the Danube because it would 

hurt his prestige, even if it meant that thousands of his soldiers were to die on the right 

bank during the winter. Bagration demonstrated his resolute character as he argued with 

the officials in St. Petersburg over the crossing issue. He was not afraid to openly express 

his ideas on the imperial instructions and he continued his appeals to the emperor until he 

relented. Bagration’s letters demonstrated his passionate temperament as he tried to 

explain his conditions to the Emperor and the courtiers in the capital. His letter to Tolstoy 

was particularly impassioned and uncompromising. He described the arrogance of those 

aristocrats, who accused him of cowardice without any factual information, and 

dismissed their recommendations contemptuously.  
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CHAPTER XIV 

 

Campaign in the Danube Valley: 

Serbian Politics and Administration of the Principalities  

 

 

While he besieged Silistra in mid-October 1809, Bagration turned to the actions 

on his extreme right flank in Serbia, where the Turks achieved considerable success. 

Before Prince Peter assumed the command, the Turks exploited the idleness of 

Prozorovsky and attacked the Serbs in early August. They defeated the Serbian army and 

marched towards Belgrade. By 25 August, the Turks controlled the right bank of the 

Morava River and besieged an important fortress of Šabac on the left.1 The Serbs felt 

betrayed by Prozorovsky, who earlier promised to protect them, but then withdrew troops 

(2,000 men under Isaev) into Little Wallachia.2 As soon as he became the Russian 

                                                           
1 The Turks captured Deligrad on 15 August 1809. Serbian leader, George Petrovic, named 

Karadjordje, (“Black George”), issued a call for a general mobilization of all males between the 
ages of 12 and 70. He intended to occupy positions on the left bank of the Morava River and halt 
the Ottoman advance. But after fall of Deligrad, he feared being encircled in the south and 
evacuated all fortifications. Michael Boro Petrovich, A History of Modern Serbia, 1804-1918, 
(New York, 1976), I, 65-66; Jaksic, Evropa i vaskrs Srbije, 129-33; A. Ivic, Spisi beçkih archiva 
o Prvom sprskom ustanku, (Belgrade, 1936-1973), VI, 294, 301-305; Petrov, Russo-Turkish War 
of 1806-1812, II, 216, 274-75, 289-300; Jankovic, Fracuska štampa o prvom srpskom ustanku, 
292-96. Both sides fought with a remarkable ferocity. On one occasion, the Turkish commander 
decapitated several hundred Serbs and embedded their skulls into a “Tower of Skulls” at Nis. The 
remains of this tower were still observed in 1970s. Lawrence Meriage, “Russia and the First 
Serbian Revolution,” Ph.D. diss. Indiana University, 1975, 193n; Wayne Vucinich, “The Serbian 
Insurgents and the Russo-Turkish War of 1809-1812,” in The First Serbian Uprising, 1804-1813, 
ed. Wayne Vucinich, (New York, 1982), 141. 

 
2 It seems Prozorovsky’s age prevented him from understanding the situation correctly. On 1 

July, he informed the Serbs that Russia had promised them only diplomatic and material support, 
and so the Russian army would not defend Serbia.  Instead, Prozorovsky advised them “to wait 
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commander-in-chief, Bagration realized the importance of supporting the Serbian 

struggle for independence. However, he had to overcome Serbian skepticism and prove 

through his actions that Russia would indeed defend Serbia.  

Prince Peter faced serious difficulties. His army had only some 25,000 men and 

he could not divert any major units to support Serbs in the northwest. Prozorovsky had 

withdrawn all Russian forces from Serbia into Little Wallachia and strictly prohibited 

Miloradovich, Langeron and Isaev from attempting to cross the Danube to relieve the 

Serbs. Thus, Bagration had only some 2,000 men under Isaev on the border with Serbia. 

In addition, he had no supplies or finances to sustain the Serbian troops. The Serbs 

themselves were divided into factions feuding with each other and Bagration had to be 

extremely careful and tactful in dealing with them. In early September, Bagration 

instructed Konstantin Rodofinikin, the Russian representative at Belgrade, to assure the 

Serbian leader Karadjordje of the Russian support. Prince Peter promised to attack the 

Turks around Silistra and divert their forces from Serbia. In addition, the Serbs would 

receive weapons, money, artillery and munitions. However, at the moment, the Turks 

captured a major town of Brza-Palanka on the Danube and cut the communications 

between the main Russian army and Belgrade.3  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
for the advance of the Russian army across the Danube.”  Yet, Isaev’s detachment had been 
already cooperating with the Serbs for the past two years. In addition, Prozorovsky’s suggestion 
to wait for the Russian advance was cynical considering the Turks were advancing towards 
Belgrade. Prozorovsky to the Serbian State Council, 1 July 1809, Petrov, Voina Rossii s Turtsiei, 
1806-1812 (St. Petersburg, 1887), II, 275.   

 
3 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,”  Voennii sbornik, 11 (1864): 

258-59 
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Map 55. Serbia and Wallachia in 1809-1810
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Prince Peter then turned to Major General Isaev, who had spent two years in the 

region and was well respected by the Serbs, to advise him on the best way to deal with 

the Serbs. On 8 September, Isaev wrote Bagration that if he were allowed to cross the 

Danube, he would certainly drive the Turks back. So Prince Peter ordered him to advance 

into Serbia, “if considering your forces, their deployment and the current situation, you 

are certain that your crossing of the Danube would rescue the Serbian nation from the 

present danger [of the Turkish offensive].” However, Bagration also reminded Isaev that 

his main goal was to protect Little Wallachia.4 

Isaev’s optimism soon faded away. He realized that his small detachment was no 

match to the superior Turkish army. So, Isaev remained at his position. Yet, as Bagration 

approached Constanta, he received news of the Turkish success in Serbia and massive 

Serbian exodus into Austria. The reports indicated that Karadjordje and his supporters 

were exasperated by what they perceived as Bagration’s futile promises. They 

complained that the prospects of the Russian help had kept them from negotiating a peace 

treaty with the Porte, though the Turks offered lenient terms on several occasions.5 

Bagration was told that the anti-Russian sentiments were so high among the Serbs that 

they even attempted to murder the Russian representative Konstantin Rodofinikin, who 

had to flee from Belgrade to Bucharest.6 Rodofinikin was accompanied by a Serbian 

                                                           
 
4 Bagration to Isaev, Isaev to Bagration, 7-8 September 1809, Ibid., 259-60. 
 
5 For Turko-Serbian negotiations, see Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of 

Alexander,” Ibid., 229. 
 
6 Petrovich, History of Modern Serbia, I, 66; Meriage, Russia and the First Serbian 

Revolution, 195-96. Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii 

sbornik, 11 (1864): 260. The Serbian leader Karadjordje claimed he did not know the reasons for 
Rodofinikin’s departure. However, Petr Fedorovic, another Serbian leader, who fled with 
Rodofinikin, wrote Karadjordje, “I learned that you planned… to kill General [Rodofinikin] [sic] 
and, to avoid this, I accompanied general…across the Danube to Pancevo.” Karadjordje to Petr 
Fedorovic, Petr Fedorovic to Karadjordje, Karadjordje to Isaev, 28-29 August 1809, Voennii 

sbornik, 11 (1864): 273-74. Vucinich acknowledged, “In fear of the advancing armies and of 
rumors that Karadjordje planned to arrest him and turn him over to the Turks, Rodofinikin 
panicked [and fled].” “The Serbian Insurgents and the Russo-Turkish War of 1809-1812,” in The 
First Serbian Uprising, 1804-1813, 143. 
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delegation representing a pro-Russian faction.7 Bagration invited them to his 

headquarters, and wrote Alexander, “I do not want to exclude any method that can 

encourage the Serbian nation and restore commitment and fearlessness to this people, so 

that we can join our forces to save the situation.”8  

Bagration met the Serbian delegation on 19 September.9 After discussing the 

current situation in Serbia, he ordered Rodofinikin and Isaev to contact major Serbian 

leaders10 and unite the Serbs against the Turks. He wrote Rodofinikin, “Despite the 

difficulties [in Serbia], we cannot abandon the Serbs under any pretext and, no matter 

how dangerous is the situation, we must demonstrate our firmness, courage and 

enterprise to settle their affairs…. Your Excellency made efforts for the well being of this 

nation for a long time and it would be a pity to forsake them without benefiting from the 

result of your work.”11 Although he lacked funds for his troops, Bagration still allocated 

money to obtain weapons and ammunition for Serbs and gave them “several [hundred] 

muskets, two guns with complete caissons and a supply of lead and gunpowder.” He 

wrote, “Depending on the success of this operation, I would increase the number of 

muskets and ammunition.”12 Furthermore, he was very concerned with the Turkish 

activity on the border with Little Wallachia, where the Turks attacked the Russian 

positions on the Island Olmar and captured town of Chernetsy. Bagration reinforced 

                                                           
 
7 Petar Dobrnjac and Metropolitan Leontije accompanied Rodofinikin. There were several 

reasons for hostility between the Serbian factions and Rodofinikin. The Serbs were displeased by 
what they perceived a Russian’s indifference to their plight. In addition, the Russian 
representative, Rodofinikin, was originally a Phanariote Greek, whom the Serbs disliked for 
cooperating with the Turks. 

 
8 Bagration to Alexander, 18 September 1809, Voennii sbornik, 11 (1864): 260. 
 
9 Bagration to Rodofinikin, 19 September 1809, Ibid., 274. 
 
10 Bagration mentioned Metropolitan Leontije, Archimandrite Filipovich, Commandant 

Milenko Stojkovich. 
 
11 Bagration to Rodofinikin, 19 September 1809, Voennii sbornik, 11 (1864): 274-75. 
 
12 Bagration to Rodofinikin, 19 September 1809, Ibid., 276. 
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Isaev with two infantry regiments organized from the soldiers recovered at the hospital in 

Bucharest.13  

While Bagration negotiated with the Serbian delegation, another group of Serbs, 

led by Velisav Milicevic and Mikhail Gruevic, arrived at the headquarters. They 

delivered a letter from Karadjordje and the national council that called Rodofinikin “a 

slanderer of the [Serbian] patriotism and the honor of our leader [Karadjordje];” they also 

held him responsible for the exodus of the residents of Belgrade to Austria. The national 

council claimed the remaining population was frightened by the departure of the Russian 

representative and called the earlier Serbian delegation “ deserters and traitors… who are 

so impertinent as to speak in the name of the nation.” Bagration was asked to cease any 

negotiations with them.14  

The Serbs were divided in their disposition towards Russia. Some factions urged 

reliance on France and Austria, while others wanted to continue relations with Russia but 

advised Karadjordje to be cautious in relations with Alexander.15 Karadjordje was 

extremely upset by the Russian failure to repel the Turks. He wrote several letters to 

Major General Isaev, intending to turn Bagration’s attention to the Serbian problems. 

Karadjordje directly accused Bagration’s predecessor, late Field Marshal Prozorovsky, of 

refusing to support the Serbs. He wrote,  

In the Lord’s name, you must help us… The Turks are afraid of the 
Russians; their troops are saying that if the Russian army will arrive here, 
they would flee and abandon their positions. For God’s sake, you have to 
help us [because] you named yourself our protectors, and if you will 
abandon us, all other states would disdain you…. I damn the soul of 
[Prozorovsky]… Oh, Lord, hold him accountable for he deceived us and 
exposed [us] to the defeat [at the hands of the Turks.]16 

                                                           
 
13 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Ibid., 261. 
 
14 Karadjordje to Bagration, 21 September 1809, Ibid., 261-62. 
 
15 Rodofinikin to Karadjordje, 5 October 1809, VPR, V, 238-39; Lazar Arsenijevic-Batalaka, 

Istorija Prvog Srpskog Ustanka (Belgrade, 1898-99), 702-703. Also see, Karadjordje to Isaev, 16 
September 1809, Voennii sbornik, 11 (1864): 266-68. 

 
16 Karadjordje to Isaev, 16 September 1809, Voennii sbornik, 11 (1864): 267-68. Bagration 

instructed Rodofinikin to respond to this letter. See, Rodofinikin to Karadjorje, 5 October 1809, 
VPR, 238-39; Voennii sbornik, 11(1864): 268-70. 
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Thus, Bagration found himself in the center of the Serbian internal struggle for 

power. He was surprised to hear the accusations against Rodofinikin. He wrote the 

national council, “I am not aware of the reasons for your displeasure of Rodofinikin or 

any evidence you have against him. I do know that the representatives of the Serbian 

people appealed in 1807 to appoint Konstantin Konstantinovich [Rodofinikin] to 

represent [the Russian Emperor].”17 Bagration then described the Serbian intrigues 

against Rodofinikin and attempts to have him removed from Belgrade. He defended 

Rodofinikin’s decision to leave Belgrade and told the Serbian deputies that Rodofinikin 

left the Serbian capital only when faced with the threat of the Turkish advance. However, 

Bagration also promised to investigate the matter and requested any evidence of 

Rodofinikin’s misdeeds. He disregarded the request to expel the earlier Serbian 

delegation and wrote, “I found them inspired by the love of their motherland and full of 

desire to rescue their compatriots.”18 Prince Peter implored Karadjordje and his advisers 

to put an end to their fratricidal feuds and unite forces against the Turks. He also offered 

them to continue communications with the Russian representatives.19  

Bagration informed Rodofinikin of his correspondence with the Serbian deputies. 

He was well informed by the local agents on the Serbian politics.  Prince Peter noted that 

the whole affair originated because of the feuding Serbian leaders of the factions, who 

tried to hold others responsible for the attack on the Russian representative in Belgrade. 

He wrote, “The main reason for this misfortune lays in the internal struggle between the 

leaders, in particular, the corrupt actions of Mladen [Milovanovic], Miloje [Petrovic] and 

other rascals, who want to satisfy their own interests by sacrificing their motherland and 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
17 Bagration to the Serbian deputies, 25 September 1809, Ibid., 262. For details on 

Rodofinikin’s appointment, see, Wayne Vucinich, “Russia and the First Serbian Uprising, 1804-
1807,” in The First Serbian Uprising, 1804-1813, 111-23. 

 
18 Bagration to the Serbian deputies, 25 September 1809, Ibid., 264. 
 
19 Bagration to the Serbian deputies, 30 September-14 October 1809, Petrov, Russo-Turkish 

War of 1806-1812, II, 304-305, 309-10; Istoricheski Arkhiv, 1(1960): 129-30. 
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spilling the blood of their innocent compatriots.”20 In another letter, Bagration observed, 

“In general, we have to treat [the Serbian leaders] as children; that is, we should take care 

of them and prevent them from committing any wrongdoing.”21 Bagration received 

numerous appeals from various leaders and factions that often fought each other. Most of 

the letters contained petitions for more military or financial support. In late September, 

Bagration ordered Rodofinikin to give the Serbs 10,000 rubles to implement his earlier 

promises of support. 

Meanwhile, the Turks had some 15,000 men in Serbia, deployed from Deligrade 

to the Danube River. They attempted to advance to Belgrade but fierce Serbian resistance 

halted them. However, the Serbs were facing a desperate situation. They lacked 

manpower and ammunition and could not withstand a new Turkish onslaught. In 

addition, the Serbian factions feuded with each other and refused to cooperate. One of the 

Serbian commanders wrote that any leader, who gathered over 500 men under his 

command, acted on his own discretion and defied Karadjordje.22 On 30 September, 

another Serbian leader, Milenko Stojkovic wrote to Rodofinikin, “I am abandoned by 

everyone at Poreç; I had to spend huge sums of money to hire some 200 troops to fight 

until the spring; but I lack ammunition and bread… If any troops will march here, each 

men should carry a bag with gunpowder.” Stojkoviç appealed to Rodofinikin and 

Bagration for military support because “the salvation and well being of Serbia depends 

on Russia.” 23 However, Bagration himself lacked resources to increase his aid to the 

Serbs. His army suffered from lack of supplies as well and he could not divert any 

additional resources to Serbia. Nevertheless, Bagration and Rodofinikin helped thousands 

of the Serbian refugees, who were settled near Craiova and supplied by local 

merchants.24 

                                                           
20 Bagration to Rodofinikin, 19 September 1809, Voennii sbornik, 11 (1864): 274-75. 
 
21 Bagration to Rodofinikin, 25 September 1809, Ibid., 264. 
 
22 Ering to Isaev, 30 August 1809; Jeremia Gagic to Metropolitan Leontije, 17 August 1809, 

VPR, 677-78. 
 
23 Milenko Stojkovic to Rodofinikin, 30 September 1809, Voennii sbornik, 11 (1864): 266. 
 
24 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Ibid., 271. 
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By middle of October, Bagration’s successful actions at Rassevat and Silistra 

forced the Grand Vizier Yussuf to shift most of his forces to engage Bagration, thereby 

relieving the pressure on the Serbs. Milenko Stojkoviç wrote, “Serbia is free of the Turks 

at the moment, but will be still threatened until the Russian army arrived here.”25 

Simultaneously, Karadjordje summoned the national council (skupština) in early October 

1809. The council was to discuss the future of Serbia, its relations with Russia and 

Turkey and the ongoing debate with Bagration over Rodofinikin’s actions. It concluded 

that the promise of Russian protection was not a sufficient guarantee without the actual 

presence of strong Russian force in Serbia.26 Under pressure from Karadjordje, they 

rejected Rodofinikin as the Russian representative and requested a new Russian 

representative. The council also wanted the Russian government to establish an impartial 

commission to establish actual circumstances around the flight of Rodofinikin from 

Belgrade. Finally, it proclaimed as traitors the members of first Serbian delegation 

Bagration received in September.27 On 19 October, Bagration met with the Serbian 

delegate, Archimandrit Filipovic, who delivered a letter from the Serbian national council 

and Karadjordje to Alexander. Bagration was aware of Filipovich’s pro-Russian 

sentiments and he persuaded him to return to Serbia to continue his activities, while a 

courier carried the letter to the capital. He was also delighted to learn about the Turkish 

withdrawal from Serbia. He ordered Miloradovich to determine Turkish forces to be 

deployed against Little Wallachia for future joint Serbo-Russian operations. 28 

At the same time, Bagration was informed about attempts of Karadjordje to 

reduce his dependence on Russia and to approach France and Austria for support.29 

                                                           
 
25 Milenko Stojkovic to Rodofinikin, 15 October 1809, Ibid., 272. 
 
26 Ibid., 272. 
 
27 Arsenijevic-Batalaka, Istorija Prvog Srpskog Ustanka, 707-26; Miroslav Djordjevic, 

Politiçka istorija Srbije XIX i XX veka I (1804-1813), (Belgrade, 1956), 270-71; Cedomil 
Mitrinovic and Miloš Brašic, Jugoslovesnke Narodne Skupštine i Sabori (Belgrade, 1951), 11-12. 

 
28 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 2 (1865): 

223-24. 
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However, neither of these powers was ready to commit their resources behind 

Karadjordje. Austrian Chancellor Clemence Metternich rejected the Serbian offer to 

annex their country and offered to mediate their dispute with the Turks.30 Thus, 

Karadjordje realized that Russia was the only great power willing to support him against 

Turkey. Besides, the pro-Russian faction grew stronger among the Serbs and pressured 

Karadjordje to appeal to Alexander for the aid. However, Karadjordje had to overcome 

Bagration’s refusal to accept the Serbian national council’s rejection of the Russian 

representative. Prince Peter demanded the Serbs accept Rodofinikin and renew 

cooperation with Russia. In addition, he gave Rodofinikin secret instructions to prevent 

any Turkish attempt to negotiate an agreement with the Serbs. 31 

With the threat of the Turkish invasion eliminated, the internal struggle in Serbia 

soon intensified. Milovanovic influenced Karadjordje to get rid of his rivals.32  

Karadjordje’s opponents accused him of assuming dictatorial powers and manipulating 

the delegations to distort facts during negotiations with Bagration. Faced with strong 

opposition, Karadjordje conceded and new Serbian delegation included the members of 

opposition.33 On 6 December, they delivered a letter to Bagration inviting Rodofinikin to 

return to Serbia and appealing for military aid. Bagration was also asked to set up an 

                                                                                                                                                                             
29 Rodofinikin to Bagration, 24 October 1809, Ibid., 225. Dubrovin noted that Karadjordje 

tended to exaggerate the threats and he misunderstood Russian actions in 1808-1809. During their 
negotiations with the French, the Serbian delegates complained that Russia failed to fulfill its 
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Otadzbina, XIX (1888), 336-38. 

 
30 Meriage, Russia and the First Serbian Revolution, 197-98; Vucinich, “The Serbian 

Insurgents and the Russo-Turkish War of 1809-1812,” in The First Serbian Uprising, 1804-1813, 
146-51; Djordjevic, Politiçka istorija Srbije, 263-65. 

 
31 Bagration to Rodofinikin, 1 December 1809; Rofodinikin to Bagration, 12 December 1809,  

Bagration to Rumyantsev, 25 December 1809, 10 January 1810, VPR, V, 313, 325-26, 343, 682; 
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32 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 2 (1865): 

226-27. 
 
33 The delegation included Milan Obrenovic, Petar Dobrnjac and Archimandrite Melentje,  
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impartial commission to supervise the situation in Serbia.34 The Serbs also approached 

Alexander with an offer to place Serbia under the Russian administration. They pledged 

to submit to the Russian orders and fight the Turks.35 

Bagration met with the Serbian delegates in early January 1810 at Girsov, where 

they delivered another petition to Alexander with similar terms.36 In response to these 

appeals, Bagration pledged to station the Russian troops in Belgrade and provide military 

support against any Turkish incursion. He ignored the petition to introduce Russian 

administration because he had no instructions in this respect. He urged the Serbs to 

actively participate in the joint operations against the Porte and prepare supplies for the 

oncoming campaign. Bagration supplied the Serbian forces with 300 puds (9,200 pounds) 

of gunpowder and promised more ammunition in the near future.37 Bagration was well 

aware of Karadjordje’s attempts to approach Napoleon and Francis I of Austria and 

criticized him for seeking foreign aid. He was also concerned by the peace offer of 

Hurshid Pasha, Turkish governor of Rumelia. As part of this agreement, Hurshid Pasha 

wanted to deploy 4,000-5,000 men at Belgrade to assure peace in the region.38 

Karadjordje promised to consider this offer with the member of the national council. The 

discussion of the Turkish proposal led to a division among the Serbs, with one group 

demanding to continue the fight until independence was achieved, while other preferred 

                                                           
 
34 Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii sbornik, 2 (1865): 

228. 
 
35 Rodofinikin to Bagration, 12 December 1809; Bagration to Rumyantsev, 10 January 1810, 
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istorija Srbije, 273. 

 
36 Serbian National Council to Alexander, 2 January 1810, Voennii sbornik, 2 (1865): 230-31. 
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37 Bagration to Rodofinikin, 18 December 1809, VPR, V, 684. 
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to sign a cease fire and negotiate with Turkey.39 Bagration urged Karadjordje and other 

Serbian leaders to ignore the Turkish peace offers and avoid any negotiations with the 

Turks.40 When the Serbian delegation agreed to follow his counsel, Bagration generously 

rewarded it. Archimandrite Melentje was presented with a diamond ring worth 900 

rubles, Milan Obrenovic and Petar Dobrnjac were given gold swords with inscriptions for 

courage and the secretaries and other members of the delegation received substantial 

sums of money.41 In addition, Bagration instructed Rodofinikin to appease Metropolitan 

Leontije, an influential Serbian cleric, by sending embroidered clothes and a golden cross 

to him.42 In a letter to Leontije, Bagration praised his efforts “to establish order in Serbia 

and preserve mutual love [sic] and accord between the [Serbian leaders].”43  

In late fall of 1809, Bagration wrote extensive instructions to Major General Isaev 

on the future operations in Serbia. He told him, “For a long time I had firm intentions to 

move [Russian] troops from Little Wallachia to Serbia to support the Serbs and to create 

a diversion [on the Turkish left flank] to help the [Russian] troops fighting in other 

directions.” Prince Peter instructed Isaev to prepare twelve battalions with artillery and 

cavalry for joint Russo-Serbian operations. Two Russian battalions were to be garrisoned 

at Belgrade, and the remaining battalions were to be employed on the battlefield. 

Bagration gave precise instructions for the crossing of the Danube and requisitioning of 

supplies in Serbia. He demonstrated his knowledge of the situation in Serbia, including 

the prices for oats and bread and advantageous crossing sites.44 Bagration also instructed 
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Isaev to take Archimandrite Filipovic to Serbia, who had earlier provided him with 

information on the Austro-Serbian negotiations.45 At the same time, the Serbian political 

factions continued intense feud with each other. Bagration later learned, through 

Filipovic, the Serbian factions manipulated him to their advantage. One of the Serbian 

leaders, Milenko Stojkovic, intercepted Karadjordje’s letters describing the actual 

situation in Serbia, while the Serbian delegations provided Bagration with the selective 

information and contributed to his alienation from Karadjordje.46  

In his letter to State Chancellor Rumyantsev, Prince Peter analyzed the Serbian 

affairs. He argued that the Serbian appeal to place Serbia under Russian administration 

was not in the Russian interests and would detrimental to peace negotiations with the 

Porte. Prince Peter was also against establishing a special commission to investigate 

situation in Serbia. He argued that Russia should not be involved in the Serbian internal 

affairs but “to retain as much influence among the [Serbs] as required under given 

political circumstances.” Bagration also opposed the change of Serbian leadership. 

Although he had tense relations with Karadjordje, Prince Peter respected him. He wrote, 

“I find it extremely harmful not only for our interests but to Serbia as well to make any 

changes in its supreme leadership. On one hand, Karadjordje has seven years of 

experience in leading the nation; he greatly contributed to the liberation of his people 

from the Turkish yoke and acquired considerable experience in the process. However, he 

is described as a very harsh man, somewhat credulous and ignorant [nesvedushii]. On 

other hand, the election of new leader would cause only new feuds and intrigues between 

the faction leaders and could be exploited by [anti-Russian] elements to harm us.”47  
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The planning for the join operations in Serbia continued. Bagration gave 30,000 

rubles to Rodofinikin for the preparations of the future campaign. Under his orders, 

special wagons with salt were delivered to Serbia where the residents lacked it. He 

wanted to demonstrate to the Serbs that Russia lived up to her promises and thus divert 

them from any reliance on Austria or France.48  By middle of December, the troops were 

ready for an offensive. Bagration planned to launch this operation in early February when 

the grass would be high enough to provide fodder for horses.49 However, he then 

postponed it for two weeks and, in late February, Bagration personally traveled to 

Craiova to inspect the troops. He found them deployed around the crossing points, 

supplied with two months provisions; additional magazines were established in the 

region. He also contacted Archbishop Sophronius (Sophroni) of Vratsa, who headed 

People's Committee for Liberation struggling for the Bulgarian independence.50 Prince 

Peter instructed his secretary Fonton to meet Sophronius and discuss possible joint 

operations against the Turks.  

Sophronius supported Bagration’s proposal but cautioned that the local 

populations in Bulgaria would rebel against the Turks only after the Russian troops 

entered these territories. The residents were concerned about the Turkish reprisals if the 

Russians failed. Sophronius also appealed to Bagration to prevent the Cossacks from 

pillaging the Bulgarian settlements.51 
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Map 52. Danubian Principalities in 1809-1810 
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On 2 March 1810, Prince Peter gave new instructions to Isaev. He stressed that, 

“at the moment, everyone’s actions must be directed to a sole purpose of preserving 

Serbia.”52 So, Bagration planned to capture Island of Alemare and Brza-Palanka, join the 

forces of Milenko Stojkovich at Porechye, and advance to Negotin. After securing this 

fortress, the Serbo-Russian forces would proceed to Kladov and take positions between 

Vidin and Nis. Bagration told Isaev to dispatch strong patrols on the road to 

Constantinople to determine the Turkish forces in that direction.53 Isaev also received 

additional orders on the relations and treatment of the local population in Serbia and 

Bulgaria. Bagration urged him to minimize the damage to the residents of these regions. 

He observed, “Any pillage of the Bulgarian settlements would immediately spread [anti-

Russian] sentiment and result in a ruinous consequences for us.”54  

 Bagration gave detailed instructions on how to requisition food and materials in 

the villages and ordered Isaev to inform his troops of severe punishments for any ill 

treatment of the locals. He also emphasized the human treatment of the Muslim 

population but considered them “prisoners of war” and their property war trophies. The 

Russian soldiers were prohibited from stripping naked the captured Turks. It is 

noteworthy that Bagration forbade any calls for Bulgarian uprising against the Turks. 

Instead, he urged them to appeal to the Bulgarian populace, through their elders and 

priests, to remain in the villages and cultivate the fields.  Only volunteers could join the 

Russian army.55 

On 2 March, Isaev crossed the Danube to the Island of Alemare, which was 

secured two days later. On 10 March, he successfully made a diversion to distract the 

Turkish main forces and advanced into Serbia.  Although the Turkish detachment of 
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1,000 men attacked him on the riverbank, Isaev easily drove it back and proceed 

according to his plan. Bagration was delighted by this news and considered his pledge of 

providing military aid to the Serbs accomplished. 

The same time, Bagration turned his attention to the events in Bosnia, where the 

Christian population started a rebellion against the Turks. He welcomed the Bosnian 

uprising as “useful for both the Serbian and our interests.”56 He instructed Rodofinikin, 

who accompanied Isaev’s troops, to encourage the Christian populace of the Turkish 

territories to follow the example of the Serbs and unite their forces against the Turks. 

Bagration dictated an interesting proclamation to the Serbian nation that demonstrated his 

skill in using nationalism to his advantage. He addressed the Serbian nation declaring that 

“a strong and formidable corps of the Russian imperial troops” was marching to support 

the Serbian forces. He encouraged them, “This is the time when the Serbian people [must 

be] animated by their faith and love of motherland [and] armed with the spirit of courage. 

[All Serbs must] unanimously join the indomitable Russian army to overthrow arrogant 

tyrants of Serbia and establish security and peace [in the country].“ Prince Peter stressed 

the close ties between Russia and Serbia. “I speak to the Serbian nation: your brothers, 

courageous warriors of Russia, are marching to defend you… Meet them as brothers and 

fight the enemy together with them.”57  

At the same time, Bagration was shrewd enough to mask his appeals to Serbian 

nationalism against the Turks. He cautioned the Russian representative “to choose only 

such means that would not discredit the Russian and Serbian sides [in the eyes of other 

European states]. [Russian actions] should create an impression that these [Serbian and 

other Balkan] insurrections are caused by aspirations of these Christian nations, not by an 

agitation by a foreign power.”58 Soon, Bagration received letter from one of the leaders 

of Bosnian Serbs, Ivan Raskovic, who described the frightful experience of his 

                                                           
 
56 Bagration to Rodofinikin, 5 January 1810, VPR, V, 335. There was also an earlier 

instruction dated 24 November 1809, but it is not preserved at the archives. However, Bagration 
repeated part of it in his next message to Rodofinikin. 

57 Petrov, Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812, II, 475-76. 
 
58 Bagration to Rodofinikin, 5 January 1810, VPR, V, 336.  
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compatriots in Bosnia and Albania. He gave details on persecutions the Albanian and 

Bosnian Serbs experienced in Serbia from their compatriots. So, he appealed to Bagration 

and the Russian authorities to settle the refugees, some 40,000 families, in Russia.59 

Bagration consulted the officials in St. Petersburg on this issue and was told to refuse the 

settlement to these expatriates for the concerns of destabilizing the southern regions of 

Russia. So, Bagration advised Raskovic to prove his loyalty to the Russian emperor by 

uniting Christian forces in Albania against the Turks.60 

Besides Serbian affairs, Bagration was also actively involved in administration of 

the Principalities and peace negotiations with the Turks. As he started the campaign, 

Bagration received letters from State Chancellor Nikolay Rumyantsev, who just 

negotiated the peace with Sweden. Rumyantsev suggested that Bagration spread the news 

of the Russo-Swedish treaty among the Turks. He wrote, “Your Excellency knows that, 

from the ancient times, Sweden enjoys considerable respect among the Turks; so the 

news of the peace treaty and the annexation of the important and vast province [of 

Finland] by Russia will instigate fear among the Turks…”61 Bagration followed this 

advice with an order to the army announcing the peace with Sweden and celebrating the 

Russian victories.62  

In late September, as Bagration achieved considerable success on the Lower 

Danube, Alexander congratulated Bagration for his victory at Rassevat and authorized 

him to conduct negotiations with the Turks.63 Bagration was to consult the instructions 

given to his predecessors and choose one diplomatic adviser from three candidates, 

Count Victor Kochubey, Lieutenant General Emmanuel Richelieu and David Alopeus.64 

                                                           
59 Raskovic to Rodofinikin, date is not shown, Voennii sbornik, 2 (1865): 263-65. 
 
60 Bagration to Rodofinikin, 3 February 1810, Ibid., 236. 
 
61 Rumyantsev to Bagration , 17 September 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 27 
 
62 Order to Army, No. 51, 5 October 1809, Correspondence of Bagration, 82-83. 
 
63 Rumyantsev to Bagration, 30 September 1809, VPR, V, Nos. 113-14, 234-36. 
 
64 Rumyantsev to Bagration, 30 September 1809, Ibid., 678-79. There are five different letters 

of Rumyantsev to Bagration dated 30 September 1809. 
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Although Rumyantsev implied Alexander’s desire to select Lieutenant General 

Emmanuel Richelieu, Bagration did not understand the subtle implications of 

Rumyantsev’s letter and chose Kochubey, whom he considered “a genuine Russian.”65 

He also noted that Kochubey would only arrive at the army for the final stages of the 

peace negotiation. With the help of Paul Bezack, chief of the army chancellery, Bagration 

looked through the instructions Alexander and Rumyatsev had given to Prozorovsky. He 

vacillated on starting peace negotiations with the Porte because he was concerned that the 

Turks would consider any peace offer as a sign of the Russian weakness. Therefore, 

Bagration preferred to continue his offensive and force the Turks to initiate peace 

discussions. In his letters to the Turkish commanders and the Grand Vizier, he often 

made references to the peace with Sweden and expressed hopes for peace with the 

Porte.66 He also wrote to Just Pons Florimon Latour-Maubourg, the French Charge 

d’Affaires at Istanbul, who had previously offered to act as a mediator between the 

Russians and the Turks. Bagration informed the French diplomat of his appointment, and 

“told him that there are no reasons to believe that we are looking or require any 

mediation for peace.”67 

Bagration was critical of the Russian demands for peace. The Russian 

government hoped to exploit the confusion among the Turks after Bagration’s victories to 

force them to sign a peace. Alexander increased his demands and requested the Turks 

cede the Principalities of Moldavia, Bessarabia and Wallachia, establish a state frontier 

along the Danube and pay a 20 million piastrеs war contribution to cover the Russian 

                                                           
65 Bagration to Rumyantsev, 13 October 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 33. Bagration 

wrote, “I prefer a genuine [prirodnago] Russian to a person of any other [nation].” Lieutenant 
General Emmanuel Richelieu was a descendant of the great French Cardinal Armand de 
Richelieu; he joined the Russian service in 1790, and after twenty-five years, he returned to 
France to serve as prime minister in 1815-1818 and 1820. David Alopeus was of Swedish origins 
and he actively participated in negotiations with the Swedes during the Russo-Swedish War. 

 
66 Bagration to Grand Vizier Yussuf, 22 September 1809, VPR, V, 227-28. 
 
67 Bagration to Rumyantsev, Bagration to Latour-Maubourg, 13-14 October 1809, Ibid., V, 

247-48. Latour-Maubourg sent two letters to Prozorovsky on 17 and 31 July 1809 offering 
mediation. Also see, Dubrovin, “Materials for the History of Reign of Alexander,” Voennii 

sbornik, 1 (1865): 36-37. 
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expenses.68 Bagration criticized Alexander’s conditions and doubted the sultan would 

agree to them. He referred to the Congress of Jassy of 1791 at the end of the previous 

Russo-Turkish war, when the Turks stubbornly refused to accept Russian demands. 

Prince Peter noted that, after five years of war, Catherine the Great had to give up most of 

the occupied Ottoman territory and keep “only the bared steppes” in return. The only 

Russian success was some 7,000,000 piastres in compensation. Therefore, Bagration 

argued that the surrender of Moldavia, Bessarabia and Wallachia, with such strong 

fortresses as Ismail, Braila, Macin, would be a major concession from the Turks. He 

stressed that the Ottoman economy was in disarray, and the Turks waged war only 

because of the English subsidies. Thus, it would be impossible for them to accept war 

indemnity of 20,000,000 piastres. Furthermore, even if they agreed, Bagration noted, it 

would be “extremely difficult to force them to comply with this article.”69 In addition, 

Bagration asked Rumyantsev to specify the currency (piastres) in which the indemnity 

would be paid, because “ten Turkish piastres equaled one Dutch chervonets [sic], while 

the Spanish piastres equaled two Dutch chervonetz.”70 Despite his doubts, Bagration still 

promised Rumyantsev, “Despite any difficulties, I will never overlook these articles and 

will direct all my efforts to accomplish the will of my Emperor.”71  

By 14 October 1809, the political situation in Europe had changed after Napoleon 

defeated Austria and signed a peace treaty at Schönbrunn.72 Alexander informed 

Bagration of the peace conditions and noted, “So, instead of failure [in war], Russia 

                                                           
 
68 Rumyantsev to Bagration, 30 September 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1 (1865): 31; VPR, 234-
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69 Bagration to Rumyantsev, 13 October 1809, VPR, V, 246-47. 
 
70 Bagration probably referred to “Spanish dollars,” the prevalent hard currency at that period. 

One million Spanish dollars in 1808 is roughly equivalent to 13 million US dollars today. For 
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72 Under this treaty, Austria ceded the Inn region and Salzburg to Bavaria and lost part of 
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Warsaw. Russian, despite the poor performance of its army, received the Tarnopol Region. 
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expanded its territory. We thank the Lord for the successful ending of the war.”73 

Alexander indeed was delighted by the results of war. His army managed to avoid any 

engagements with the Austrians and mainly fought an ally, the Poles in the Grand Duchy 

of Warsaw. For his participation in the war, Napoleon gave Alexander entire region of 

Tarnopol with some 400,000 inhabitants. However, Emperor Francis I also appreciated 

the indecisive actions of the Russian army. Russia and Austria soon restored their 

relations and Alexander erroneously believed Francis would not object to the Russian 

acquisitions in the Danubian Principalities. State Chancellor Rumyantsev wrote to 

Bagration, “The Viennese Court knows that, without the kind disposition of Emperor 

[Alexander], the peace with France would have cost them much more. Therefore, we may 

assume that there would be no opposition from [Austria] against our designs [in the 

Principalities.]”74 Rumyntsev also assured Bagration that Napoleon would not interfere in 

Russo-Turkish war and “for next year and half our actions [against the Porte] would not 

be limited by any other power.”75 Therefore, Bagration was urged to continue offensive, 

defeat the Turks and compel them to accept the Russian peace conditions. On the French 

side, Napoleon gave Alexander a free hand in his actions in the Principalities. In his 

speech to the Legislative Corps on 3 December, Napoleon declared, “My ally and friend, 

the Russian emperor, annexed to Finland, Moldavia, Wallachia and part of Galitia to his 

vast empire. I am not jealous of anything that can be advantageous to this Empire. My 

sentiments to its illustrious Emperor are in accordance with my policy.”76 The French 

envoy to Constantinople requested the Porte to expel the British ambassador and close its 

                                                           
 
73 Alexander to Bagration, circa 4-5 November 1809, Voennii sbornik, 1(1865): 37. Bagration 
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harbors to any British ships. Furthermore, Napoleon warned the Turks that if they 

vacillated, France and Russia would join their forces against them.77  

Alexander was delighted by Napoleon’s speech,78 which he considered the 

official recognition of Russia’s occupation of the Principalities.79 On other hand, the 

Turks were concerned by Napoleon’s address that threatened to undermine their war 

efforts. The Porte was slowly recovering from the events of 1808 when the Janissaries 

overthrew the sultan. The local pashas and the Janissaries still acted independently and 

fought for power; Ali Pasha of Janina, in fact, turned his region into an autonomous 

principality. Bagration was informed of the Turkish internal problems. Rumyantsev 

wrote him that the Dutch diplomat Baron de Grostal witnessed the battle between the 

army of the Grand Vizier and the local pasha, after the former refused to access through 

Razgrad. When the same diplomat arrived at Giurgiu with a safe pass signed by the 

Grand Vizier, the pasha of the town simply destroyed his papers and expressed his 

contempt for the vizier.80  

The Porte depended on the British subsidies that sustained its economy and war 

against Russia. In addition, the British fleet always posed a great threat to the Porte. 

Though the Turks, with the help of the French, repelled the British fleet at Constantinople 

in 1807, they were still concerned by the possible actions of the British. With Napoleon 

demanding expulsion of the British ambassador, the Porte found itself in desperate 

situation and could not afford alienating any of these powers. Dragoman of the Porte, 

Prince Muruzi began inquires about possibility of starting negotiations with Russia 

without any French mediation. Bagration was informed of the arrival of the Turkish 
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messengers to Manuk Bey at Bucharest and initially suspected them of spying.81 He 

instructed his diplomatic secretary Joseph Fonton to verify their intentions and was told 

that the Turks were seeking negotiations, although they did not want to propose them 

officially.82 Bagration then ordered Fonton to meet Manuk Bey and the Turkish 

emissaries. He wrote, “I ordered Fonton to [meet Manuk Bey] for several reasons. I 

wanted him to exploit this chance to convey to the grand vizier, through Manuk Bey, the 

information that would influence the Porte’s decision to negotiate peace.”83 Bagration 

told Fonton to avoid discussions about the expulsion of the British mission to 

Constantinople. Following Alexander’s instructions, Prince Peter informed Fonton, “If 

the Turks are willing to conclude peace, they must do it immediately and accept the 

conditions presented to their emissaries at the Congress of Yassa. Otherwise, Turkey can 

lose all of her European possessions to Russia, France and Austria.”84 However, 

Bagration was already disillusioned in the diplomatic solution of the conflict. He wrote to 

Alexander, “At the moment, I do not have even a bit of hope for peace, but with each 

passing hour I become more and more convinced that military force is the only means to 

force Porte to accept the conditions.”85   

Alexander approved Bagration’s instructions to Fonton and emphasized that 

“peace with Turkey will be concluded without any third party, similar to our peace with 

Sweden.” Bagration also received newspapers with excerpts of Napoleon’s speech to the 

Legislative Corps on recognizing the Russian occupation of the Danubian Principalities 

and was instructed to spread them among the Turks “to destroy their hopes for 

Napoleon’s collaboration in recovering these Principalities.”86  Rumyatsev wrote to 
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Bagration, “You must persuade [the Turks] that they should not anticipate that any 

foreign involvement will change our requirements for peace treaty… Also, the expulsion 

of the English ambassador from Tsargrad [Constantinople] should not be discussed. In 

general, you must avoid any discussions on this subject so that the Turks comprehend 

through our inattention [to this subject] that the presence of the English mission at 

Tsargrad would not be of any predicament to our peace negotiations.”87 Bagration was 

instructed to emphasize in his talks that it was in the Turkish interests to sign peace as 

soon as possible. The Turks would then be able to direct their resources to solve their 

internal problems instead of fighting a prolonged war against Russia. Rumyantsev 

concluded, “ I must inform you of the Imperial will that if the Grand Vizier offers to 

resume the peace negotiations, you must accept it but emphasize that the peace would be 

concluded only on the conditions already offered to the Porte.”88 

Although Alexander approved Bagration’s handling of the negotiations, he still 

ignored his observations on the peace conditions. Bagration urged Rumyantsev and 

Alexander to modify peace provisions and create more room for diplomacy. He stated 

that the Turks were adamantly against the secession of any land so peace talks were 

deadlocked. He wrote, 

We have to consider [several factors]. First, will Napoleon’s threats be 
strong enough to force the Porte to break [its] alliance with England, when 
the Turks are so concerned that [the British] may attack their capital… 
Second, if the French threats have no effect on the Porte and the two states 
began war, we would still [be] compelled to continue this ruinous war to 
upheld the Continental System. However, Napoleon would then combine 
both crowns of West and East on his head. In any case, in the current state 
of affairs in Europe, it would be impossible for us to regain the level of 
influence in Tsargrad [Constantinople] we had enjoyed in previous years 
to great benefit of our motherland.89 
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In addition to his involvement in the Serbian affairs and peace negotiations, 

Bagration was also instrumental in organizing the administration in Wallachia.90 

Following the initial occupation of this principality in 1806-1807, the Russians set up a 

Divan of local nobles to administer the region but the Divan proved to be a hotbed of 

corruption and disorder. Bagration, after he assumed command of the army, had constant 

conflicts with the Divan over its ineffectiveness and corrupt practices. He urged the 

members of Divan to improve roads, repair bridges and establish a better communication 

system in the principality, but his requests remained largely ignored. While the local 

officials abused the peasants and members of Divan fought for power, Bagration was 

busy with military operations and could not divert his attention to the Wallachian affairs. 

In December 1809, after he retreated to Girsov, Bagration finally decided to try and solve 

the problems in Wallachian administration. He asked Russian Senator Kushnikov, who 

was appointed president of Moldavian and Wallachian Divans, to travel to Bucharest and 

take charge of the Divan. Bagration hoped to travel to Bucharest in person as soon as his 

army crossed the Danube.91  

As the events developed, Bagration remained with the army for several weeks and 

Kushnikov, who claimed to be ill to avoid his involvement in the local politics,92 soon 

resigned as president of Moldavian Divan.93 The Moldavian residents appealed to St. 

Petersburg to have local noble Sturdza appointed to head the Divan. Bagration opposed 

this appointment since he believed it did not reflect the interests of majority of population 

of Moldavia. He noted that the petitioners appealed in the name of Moldavian nation, but 

the signatures on the petition had only Sturdza family names. Bagration also wanted to 

introduce Russian administration and law to the Principality and thought Sturdza had no 

                                                           
90 Bagration had a lesser role in Bessarabia, where he appointed Major General Tuchkov II to 

serve as military governor. Order to Army, 25 November 1809, Danubian Correspondence of 
Bagration, 69. 
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knowledge or experience in either of them. Therefore, he asked State Chancellor 

Rumyantsev to sent a Russian official to administer this region.94 He prohibited his corps 

and regimental commanders from interfering with the local administration.95 Bagration 

was concerned about the peasants from the destroyed villages on the right bank of the 

Danube so he had several hundred families resettled to Wallachia.96 Many Bulgarian and 

Greek families were settled as far as the River Prut in Moldavia and the Kherson 

gubernia in the Crimea.97 

As his army bivouacked in winter quarters, Bagration turned to Wallachia, where 

two major factions led by Constantine Philipescu and Varlaam, struggled for power.98 

Langeron described Philipescu as “descendant of the oldest family in the region, fifty 

years old, intelligent, energetic but devious… the most daring scoundrel in entire 

Wallachia.”99
 Philipescu was earlier suspected of anti-Russian sentiments and late Field 

Marshal Prozorovsky intended to expel him from the Principality.100 However, his death 

prevented him from doing this and Bagration, occupied by the offensive, could not pay 

attention to him. In late 1809, an incident at Bucharest revived his doubts about 

Philipescu. Varlaam, the leader of a rival faction,101 secretly negotiated surrender of 

fortress of Giurgiu with the local pasha. He informed Bagration of the negotiations, who 

in turn sent a message to General Miloradovich at Bucharest. However, Miloradovich 
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was in love with Philipescu’s daughter Anika and accidentally told her about the 

expected surrender of Giurgiu, who in turn informed her father. On hearing of the 

possible success of his rival, Philispescu publicly announced the negotiations. The 

infuriated pasha of Giurgiu immediately quit the discussion, fearing for his live. 

Bagration was also dismayed by the news and demanded punishment for Philipescu. 

However, Miloradovich, out of love for Anika, defended Philipescu. In addition, 

Miloradovich previously hoped to get command of the army after Prozorovsky died. 

However, Bagration’s appointment made this impossible, although Miloradovich 

believed he was senior in rank.102 Furthermore, Miloradovich occupied Bucharest in 

1807 and “considered this town as his personal conquest.”103 Langeron described him, 

[Miloradovich was] devoured by ambition, blinded by excessive self-
esteem [and] intoxicated by his initial successes; having defended 
Bucharest twice [against the Turks], he considered himself the most 
brilliant and able general of the Army of Moldavia. He never concealed 
his untamed [bezumnikh] aspiration to become the commander-in-chief.104  
 

So, correspondence between Miloradovich and Bagration gradually became more 

and more tense and vehement. On 10 January 1810, Prince Peter wrote to Arakcheyev, “I 

must tell you that our friend Mikhailo Andreevich [Miloradovich] has failed me. I like to 

test people’s promises: [Miloradovich] claimed [he] would obey and serve [me], but in 

reality he refuses to leave Mademoiselle Philipescu; he fell head over the heels in love 

with her. [I do not mind his affair], but her father is our foremost enemy; the Turks are 

informed about my every actions through Philipescu.”105 Bagration complained that he 
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offered Miloradovich the command of the left wing of the army, but he refused claiming, 

“I have to be at Bucharest to finish my business [there].” Prince Peter noted that 

Miloradovich was “kind, noble and honest… but lost his mind in love.” He also 

emphasized general’s excessive gambling problem; Miloradovich was already some 

35,000 rubles in debt. Bagration suggested Arakcheyev appoint Miloradovich military 

governor of Kiev because “he desires this place very much.”106 

Prince Peter feared Miloradovich’s actions would further encourage Philipescu 

and appealed to Emperor Alexander to have this general removed from the army.107 He 

also asked the Russian Dragoman at Istanbul, Fonton, to secretly gather information from 

the members of the Turkish government on Philipescu. Fonton soon informed Bagration 

about Philipescu’s intelligence work for the Turks and the French, who regarded him as 

“the main device in the mechanism of the Turkish secret communications.”108 Bagration 

sent a detailed report on the incident to St. Petersburg and, in the middle of January 1810, 

he received authorization to arrest and exile Philipescu and his family to Belgorod in 

central Russia.109 General Miloradovich was also promptly recalled from the Army of 

Moldavia and transferred to Kiev. Before his departure, Miloradovich approached 

Bagration and “shamelessly”110 asked for a loan to travel. Bagration generously gave him 

5,000 rubles, which were never repaid.111 So, the former friends became antagonists for 

the rest of their lives. 
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In late January 1810, Bagration personally traveled to Bucharest to investigate 

misappropriations and other abuses. He was dismayed to learn that the reports of lack of 

grain and barley were false and the local officials simply concealed them to sell for 

personal profit. The conditions of the hospitals further exasperated him. Although 

Bucharest was surrounded by forests, the Divan failed to store any woods and kept the 

wounded without heat for over ten days at a time. The rooms were heated only several 

days before Bagration’s arrival to deceive him. Langeron recalled, “The troops lacked 

fire woods while hospitals required repairs and provisions; not a single magazine had 

sufficient supplies stored. When Divan occasionally provided the army with the bread, it 

was always of bad quality and lesser weight.”112  Miloradovich rejected any reports on 

the abuses and assigned them to Philipescu, who was, in fact, source of these abuses. 

Thus, the embezzlement and corruption continued to spread. 

Bagration was appalled by the abuses he saw in the Bucharest and its countryside. 

He wrote Alexander, “Volumes can be written to clarify and depict the abuses, 

embezzlement and other injustice committed by the Wallachian administration that 

brought the residents to despair.”113 In another letter, he complained, “I cannot describe 

how many abuses and cases of corruption I discovered here. I am unable to eradicate 

them all: when I try to solve one problem, I find hundreds of new ones. I am surrounded 

by them as mosquitos and cannot kill [them all at once.]”114 

Bagration realized that only drastic measures, including reorganization of the 

Divan, could solve the situation. However, he faced the opposition of the local nobles, 

who profited in current state of affairs. Fonton wrote Bagration, “It is doubtful that the 

boyars [nobles] would oppose [our reforms]. They claim to be concerned about the plight 

of the peasants and shamelessly ascribe it to the costs of sustaining [Russian] army. But 

under an effective administration, this land can maintain an army twice the size. The 

                                                           
 
112 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 135 (1908): 174. 
 
113 Bagration to Alexander, 15 February 1810, No. 98, Voennii sbornik, 2(1865): 215. 
 
114 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 31 January 1810, Letters of Prominent Statesmen …in 1807-

1829, 130. 
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poverty of [local residents] is a result of the embezzlement of the nobles.” Fonton urged 

Bagration to dismiss the boyars and create a “Russian commission” to administer the 

province.115  

Prince Peter understood that he lacked the intimate knowledge of the local politics 

to simply detain the nobles who represented force in the area.116 Therefore, he convened 

an assembly of the Wallachian boyars in early February and instructed them to choose 

the new members of Divan. He reminded the boyars of the common Greek Orthodox 

faith of Wallachia and Russia and the Russian war efforts to liberate the principality from 

the Turkish yoke.117 He addressed them, “If our Sovereign sacrifices the blood of the 

Russian citizens to rescue the local people from the yoke they endured, then it is a sacred 

responsibility of these nations to provide food to the defenders of their faith, live, honor 

and property.”  

Bagration described how he investigated the abuses and “observed a picture so 

horrifying to the humanity.”118 He then proceeded to describe the abuses he witnessed 

and reprimanded the nobles for failing to establish an efficient administration. He noted 

that under the Turkish occupation, Wallachia regularly delivered provisions for at least 

500,000 men. Therefore, he asked, “How can it be that now the same region fails to 

sustain 50,000 men?” In 1808, Wallachia promised to deliver 215,000 quarters of grain 

and barley, but then failed to deliver half of it. The next year, the Divan refused to 

provide even that amount claiming the peasants had nothing to give way.119 He 

reproached the members of Divan for failure to finance the Russian hospitals, where 

thousands of soldiers lived in dreadful conditions. Bagration stated, “There is no excuse 

in this case and no justifications will be accepted.” He accused the members of Divan of 

                                                           
115 Fonton to Bagration, 20 December 1809, Voennii sbornik, 2(1865):  215-16. 
 
116 These nobles sent several letters to Alexander to discredit Bagration. 
 
117 Bagration to Estate of Boyars of Wallachia, 8 February 1810, No. 69, Ibid., 74. 
 
118 Bagration to Estate of Boayrs of Wallachia, 8 February 1810, Ibid., 76. 
 
119 Bagration to Estate of Boayrs of Wallachia, 8 February 1810, Ibid., 76. 
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devastating the region through their abuses and greed, “Love or responsibilities to the 

motherland is foreign to them.”120 

According to Bagration, these nobles exaggerated the amounts of provisions 

requested by the Russian commanders and then bought these supplies for half the price 

from the peasants. Furthermore, they asserted that the Russian military orders forced 

them to exact additional tax in cash from the peasants. In some regions, the residents 

were taxed five and even ten times higher the average. Bagration admitted, “If I had not 

witnessed this in person, I would have never believed such exploitation existed.” He was 

particularly enraged that this injustice was committed in the name of Russian army. “I 

cannot imagine reasons why should have the present officials committed such a criminal 

enterprise against the sacred laws of the Lord [and] humanity.” 121 General Langeron 

shared Bagration’s indignation at the situation in Wallachia. He wrote, “Words - order, 

justice, honesty, honor – are completely forsaken in Wallachia, where all officials are 

corrupt…. Treasury embezzlement, thievery, brutality of the officials are not concealed 

but, on contrary, encouraged on various pretexts.”122  

After this severe but just reprimand, the assembly elected, with Bagration’s 

approval, six members of the Divan and its committees.123 Bagration abolished annual 

elections of members of committees of the Divan and established additional position of 

vistear with police authority to create a balance of power within the administration.124 He 

appointed people he trusted to the leading positions and assigned Russian officers to 

ensure no one challenged their authority. He reorganized the judicial and criminal 

committees of the Divan and appointed their members from the list presented by the 

                                                           
120 Ibid, 78. 
 
121 Ibid, 78. 
 
122 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 6 (1908) 168. 
 
123 Mitropolit Gavriil of Moldavia and Wallachia was elected to preside over the divan that 

also included Mitropolit Ignatius of Wallachachia and Bishop Joseph of Arges. Bagration 
appointed Dmitraki Rakovitsa, Evstrati Kreculesko and Constantine Varlam to the first 
committee. Bagration to the Divan of Wallachia, 8 February 1810, Ibid, 79. 

 
124 Bagration to the Divan of Wallachia, 8 February 1810, Ibid, 80. Bagration appointed 

Mikhail Mano to this position. 
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Divan.125 He then revised the budget of the principality and determined the salary of each 

official in accordance with the available funds.126 He continued his investigations of 

abuses and he was amazed to discover the extent of the misappropriations. There were 

cases when entire villages fled to Austria to escape the exploitation of the earlier Divan. 

Bagration asked Alexander to give him authority to execute the detained criminals or 

exile them to Siberia. To simulate the local economy, Bagration resumed the trade 

between Wallachia, Moldavia and Austria that was suspended during the Franco-

Austrian war of 1809. However, he prohibited the export of bread and horses to Austria 

and forbade any Austrian citizens from having trade with the Porte.127 He retained the 

twelve administrative divisions (‘tsinut’) of Wallachia and appointed prefects (captain-

ispravnik) to manage each of them. These captain-ispravniks, assisted by two assistants 

from petite nobility, held supreme authority within the district. They were responsible to 

the Divan and Bagration. To prevent captain-ispravniks from abusing their power, 

Bagration also attached one Russian officer to each district to report on the state of affairs 

to the Divan.  

Finally, Prince Peter advised the Divan to decrease the number of officials in the 

administration and established severe penalties for abuses, including the public disgrace 

and the payment of twice the amount of embezzlement.128 Bagration also turned his 

attention to supply transportation system in Wallachia. He recommended the Divan to 

prevent the exemption for providing the carriages and wagons. Instead, Prince Peter 

instructed the members of the Divan to assign number of wagons each district would 

have to provide for the army. This information was to be available to everyone to prevent 

any abuses from the local officials.129 Prince Peter also coordinated the efforts of the 

                                                           
125 Bagration to the Divan of Wallachia, 8 February 1810, Ibid, 81. Each department 

consisted of eight members, “vorniks.” Bagration appointed Constantine Kreculesko, Radulam, 
Slatiniana, Ivan Komeniani, Georgi Slatiniana, Theodorakia Vakaresko, Manolaki, Dmitraki  
Rakovitsa, Grigori Giku and Constantine Varlaam to the judicial committee. 

 
126 Bagration to the Divan of Wallachia, 8 February 1810, Voennii sbornik, 2(1865): 257-60. 
 
127 Bagration to Kushnikov, 3 February 1810, Danubian Correspondence of Bagration, 72 
 
128 Bagration to the Divan of Wallachia, 8 February 1810, Ibid, 82. 
 
129 Bagration to the Divan of Wallachia, 9 February 1810, Ibid, 83-85. 
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Divans of Wallachia and Moldavia to rebuild and repair the bridges in the 

Principalities.130 

Bagration considered “one of my most important responsibilities [was] to save 

and protect [Wallachia].” Remembering the extent of exploitation and injustice in the 

Principalities, Bagration endeavored to prevent similar occurrence in the future. He 

gathered petitions and reports on the alleged mistreatment throughout the region and, in 

late February 1810, he established a special commission to investigate and punish such 

abuses. Two senior Russian officers, Major Generals Aleksey Bakhmetyev and Fedor 

Nazimov, presided over it with instructions “to investigate each article of the petition, 

request proof from the claimant, determine the guilty and immediately prosecute [the 

perpetrators]” under the laws of the Russian empire.131 Bagration assigned a group of 

trustworthy officials to assist them and required them to dispatch two investigators to 

determine facts on sight.  

When he left the army in late March 1810, Bagration must have felt satisfied with 

his achievements. Within six months, he had successfully waged a military campaign 

against superior troops and conducted diplomatic negotiations with Porte. He had also 

played an important role in preserving the Serbian independence in 1809. As a result of 

his decisive actions at Rassevat and Silistra, Bagration diverted main Turkish forces from 

Serbia and gave the Serbs a respite. He provided crucial financial and military aid to the 

Serbs to sustain their independence. Bagration endeavored to revive the Serbian trust 

towards Russia that was weakened by his predecessors in 1808-1809. By the time he left 

the army, he succeeded in this mission and restored the Russo-Serbian relations. A joint 

Russo-Serbian detachment was operating against the Turks and increasing financial and 

military aid was directed to the Serbian forces. In addition, Bagration was actively 

engaged in administrative reorganization of the Danubian Principalities. He had 

personally supervised the creation of new government in Wallachia and was familiar with 

its every detail. One of the most important of Bagration’s legacies was his attempt to 

eradicate corruption and abuses from among the local officials. He dismissed the corrupt 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
130 Bagration to Kushnikov, 18 February 1810, Ibid., 85. 
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Divan and convened an assembly of the local nobles at Bucharest. He restructured the 

Divan committees and appointed more honest and efficient men to run them. So, even 

after he left the Principalities, his efforts remained in effect for years to come. 

General Alexander Langeron, who served under Bagration during this campaign, 

left an interesting description of Prince Peter during his stay in the Principalities. He 

evaluated Bagration’s performance in the campaign and highlighted his positive and 

negative features. He wrote,  

Nature had blessed [Bagration] with many talents…[and] he possessed 
incredible energy and military instincts. Courageous, energetic, reckless in 
fighting, [Bagration] was used to the war, having spent most of his life 
fighting against the Persians, the Turks, in Italy, Germany, Prussia and 
Sweden. Only a few generals [at the moment] can compete with him for a 
number of battles and commanding positions [Bagration] had. He always 
distinguished himself in any circumstances and he earned all his awards 
and ranks in brilliant actions, unlike [many others] who shamefully did it 
through personal acquaintances. 132 
 

Langeron pointed to Bagration’s weaknesses. The main weakness was his lack of 

military education and Langeron was concerned that “[Bagration] would not be as good 

commanding a [large] army.” Prince Peter could not speak any foreign languages and had 

difficulties with the Russian language. Langeron emphasized, “[Prince Peter] could not 

write any order or instruction without [grammatical] errors. He never read books.” To 

compensate his lack of education, Bagration “had a talent of asking advice from people 

and his mind, always sincere and clear, chose intelligent advisers.” However, Prince 

Peter gradually became dependent on his consultants, who often took advantage of his 

trust. Langeron was particularly critical of Bagration’s confidence in Paul Bezak, one of 

his secretaries, who abused his authority for personal benefit.133 However, there was 

reason for Bagration’s trust in this corrupt individual. He was surrounded by incompetent 

                                                                                                                                                                             
131 Bagration to Bakhmetyev and Nazimov, 24 February 1810, Ibid., 86—87.  
 
132 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908), 671-72. 
 
133 Ibid. 134 (1908), 672. According to Langeron, one of the quartermasters, who abused 

considerable amount of money, send a 75-pages long report with a thousand rubles on each page 
to bribe Bezak. Bezak returned this report with a note that it lacked 25 pages, that is, requesting 
additional 25,000 rubles in kickback. Ibid., 135 (1908): 666. 
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and corrupt persons; so he had to choose the lesser evil of appointing the more competent 

Bezak, who had an exceptional memory, was fluent in the Russian, French and German 

languages and easily performed administrative tasks of any complexity. Bagration 

overlooked Bezak’s abuses because he realized he was a very useful member of his staff.  

Langeron also noted Bagration’s “priceless talent as he was admired [obozhaem] 

by everyone who served under him. His remarkable but taciturn courage, his manners, 

easy conversation, familiarity with soldiers, candid joyfulness enlivened troops and 

nourish universal admiration [towards him]. No other commander of our armies was 

loved as much as [Bagration]; even generals, whom he exceeded in promotions, served 

with pleasure under him.” Langeron highlighted Bagration’s achievements by referring to 

his humble beginnings. He observed, “I saw him in St. Petersburg in 1790 dressed in 

common Cossack uniform, unknown to many and uninvited to any salons.” Yet, almost 

two decades later, “[Bagration] was commanding an army!”134 Furthermore, Langeron 

claimed, “Russia does not have a better commander of the advance guard, or of main 

forces [glavnikh sil] than Bagration.”135
  

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
134 Langeron, Recollections, Russkaia starina, 134 (1908), 672. Langeron referred to the 

Cossack uniform, however, it probably was a regular Georgian chokha similar in appearance.  
 
135 Langeron noted that had Bagration lived after 1812, he would have certainly become next 

field marshal of the Russian army. 
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Figure 10. Bagration’s Comrades in Arms 
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CHAPTER XV 

Defending the Western Frontiers, 1811-1812   

 

 

“How great is Na-pole-on 

In battle mighty, brave and firm. 

But wavered he as soon as on 

Him turned with bayonet Bog-rati-on” 

Gregory Derzhavin1 

 

 

 

Bagration was fuming with anger as he left the Army of Moldavia. After what he 

considered a successful campaign against the Turks, he was disgraced and criticized by 

Alexander and the court, who had distorted information on the state of affairs in the 

Principalities. Hurt by what Bagration regarded as unjust criticism, Bagration refused to 

travel to St. Petersburg and changed his route to Vienna. The stay at the Austrian capital 

was noteworthy for Prince Peter was involved in a major case of espionage against 

France.2 Bagration arrived at Vienna in middle of summer and remained there until 

December 1810. He certainly met his wife Catherine there, whom he had not seen in 

years. Catherine was now one of the prominent dames in Viennese society, whose salon 

became a hotbed of political intrigues and espionage. She was extremely anti-French and 

                                                           

1 G.R. Derzhavin, Sochineniya [Compilation of Writings], (St. Petersburg, 1865) II, 579. A 

play on the names of Napoleon and Bagration - “Na-pole-on” means, “in the field is he”, while 

“Bog-rati-on” means “the God of army he is”. 
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used her influence to undermine the French positions in Austria. In summer 1810, she 

declared it ‘unfashionable’ to have any matters with the French ambassador and, as a 

result, “anyone seen in company of the ambassador of France was ridiculed.”3  

Princess Bagration’s activity should be put in context of larger political situation 

in Europe. Although Alexander and Napoleon pledged alliance at Tilsit and Erfurt in 

1807-1808, the two empires were now on a course of collision. The relations between 

two emperors grew increasingly tense, especially after the St. Petersburg court prevented 

the marriage of Napoleon to Alexander’s sister. Yet, Alexander was offended when the 

French emperor quickly turned to Austria and negotiated a marriage to the Austrian 

Archduchess Marie-Louise. Furthermore, Russia was concerned by the on-going 

negotiations between France and Persia that started in 1807. Fath Ali Shah greatest 

concern was Russia’s expansion into Georgia, which he considered a vassal state. Russia 

and Persia were already at war with each other since 1804.4 After Napoleon’s victorious 

campaign in 1805, Fath Ali Shah sent an ambassador to discuss an alliance with France 

and signed the Treaty of Finkenstein in May 1807, by which Napoleon recognized 

Persian claims to Georgia and promised help against Russia.5 General Claude-Mathieu 

de Gardane was dispatched as an envoy to Persia. Russia and Britain were alarmed by 

this rapprochement between France and Persia and considered it a threat to their interests. 

Therefore, during their meetings at Tilsit and Erfurt, Alexander induced Napoleon 

reverse his policy towards Persia and acknowledge Russia’s claim on Transcaucasian 

                                                           

3 Otto to Champagny, 19 July 1810, Albert Vandal, Napoleon et Alexandre Ier, l’Alliance 

Russie sous le Premier Empire, (Paris, 1918), II, 410-11. Also, see Otto to Champagny, 24 July 

1810, Ibid, II, 411. 

 

4 Liubomir Beskrovny, Russkoe voennoe iskusstvo XIX v [Russian Military Art in XIX c.] 

(Moscow, 1974), 7-21 

 

5 Napoleon guaranteed the territorial integrity of Persia, recognized Georgia as a Persian 

province and promised to assist the Shah to repel the Russians from its frontiers. France would 

provide arms, artillery officers and engineers to assist Persia in modernizing its armed forces and 

fortresses. In return Persia promised to break off political and commercial ties with Britain, 

declare war on Britain and encourage the Afghanis and Kandaharis to join Persia in the invasion 

of India.  
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lands. However, General Gardane remained in Persia for over a year and urged the Shah 

to accept the French mediation between Persia and Russia.6 Russian officials were 

annoyed by the French ambassador’s activity and Alexander complained about the 

Franco-Persian relations. Simultaneously, the British sent a mission to Persia to prevent 

any Franco-Persian alliance that might have threatened India. By 1809, Fath Ali Shah 

realized Napoleon had sacrificed him for the alliance with Russia and was willing to meet 

with the British envoys if they promised support against Russia. In response, General 

Gardanne decided to leave Tehran and return to France. The Persian ambassador to 

France was recalled as well and, on his way back to Persia, he passed through Vienna, 

where he met Peter Bagration. The ambassador was accompanied by his retinue and 

carried secret documents on Franco-Persian relations.  The Russian Foreign Office was 

highly interested in these documents and instructed its agents in Vienna to procure them. 

It seems Bagration supervised this operations and bribed one of the Persian interpreters, 

who fled the mission with the copies of the secret Franco-Persian correspondence.7  

Napoleon was enraged by this blatant espionage. He was previously aware of the 

anti-French parties in Vienna and tolerated them considering them of little threat to 

French interests. However, hearing about Bagration’s intelligence work, he decided to 

put an end to the anti-French sentiments in Vienna. He ordered his foreign minister to 

contact Alexander and request the recall and arrest of Bagration along with the Russian 

ambassador to Vienna Andrei Razumovsky for “attempting to disrupt the tranquility [on 

the continent] and to benefit England. [cherchent partout à déchaîner les passions en 

faveur de l'Angleterre.]”8 Champagny wrote an extensive draft filled with elaborate 

phrases to appease Alexander. However, Napoleon rejected it and dictated a more 

forceful letter. He protested Bagration’s actions, which he assumed were done “contrary 

                                                           
6 Shapur Shabazi, “Napoleon and Iran,” Proceedings of The Consortium on Revolutionary 

Europe, 1750-1850, edited by Donald D. Horward, John C. Horgan. 20 (1989): 847-52. 

 

7 Vandal, Napoleon et Alexandre Ier, II, 413-14. 

 

8 Napoleon to Champagny, 22 August 1810, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 16,816, 

XI, 65-66.  
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to the will of the Russian government.” He informed Alexander about the “Russians and 

foreigners who serve Russia or claim to be in her service” who propagate anti-French 

sentiments in Vienna. He described these men, including Bagration, as “the friends of the 

English, instigators of continental war who seek to relight the torches [of hatred], and the 

enemies of the peace and the tranquillity on the continent.” Napoleon requested 

Alexander “to recall these individuals and detain them within [the Russian] boundaries.” 

He noted that French government would have requested satisfaction from Austria but the 

individuals involved enjoyed the protection of being Russian subjects. Napoleon 

concluded his letters, “France, Austria and the Russian emperor himself do not have 

larger enemies than these intrigants. 9 

Bagration remained in Vienna until October and then traveled to St. Petersburg. 

He finally arrived at the capital in December 1810 and assumed his responsibilities as 

shef of the Life Guard Jager Regiment. His debts had steadily increased so Prince Peter 

had to sell his houses at Pavlovsk. At the same time, he tried to reclaim his ancestral 

lands in Georgia. In May 1811, he wrote to General Alexander Tormasov, commander-

in-chief of the Russian troops in Georgia, asking him to assist in regaining his family 

possessions in and around Tbilisi.10 Bagration claimed possession of villages 

Ladzhabadini, Kullari, Teletgori, Golidjvari and Pedisi. In addition, he referred to a 

garden in the Garetubani district in Tbilisi, where his great-grandfather King Yese was 

buried. Tormasov instructed Supreme Executive Expedition [Ispolnitelnaia Ekspeditsia] 

to investigate this matter and determine Bagration’s rights to these lands. After five years 

long investigation, the Expedition reported that Peter Bagration’s family possessed these 

above-mentioned lands; however, the last Georgian Kings, Erekle II and Giorgi XII, 

confiscated them because Peter’s family fled to Russia. The property was eventually 

bought by the Russian imperial treasury and given to other nobles. Because it was 

                                                           

9 Napoleon to Champagny, 6 September 1810, Vandal, Napoleon et Alexandre Ier, II, 415. 

 

10 Rtischev to Guriev, 2 June 1816, Akti cobrannie Kavkazskoi Arkheograficheskoi 

Komissiei, Arkhiv upravlenia Namestnika Kavkazskogo, ed. A. Berzhe, [Acts Compiled by the 

Caucasian Archeographical Commission, Archive of Vice-Roy of Caucasus] (Tbilisi, 1873) V. 
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impossible to return all of the land, the Russian administration in Georgia recommended 

Emperor Alexander to reimburse Peter Bagration’s family for the losses. After Peter’s 

death, his brother Alexander claimed the inheritance and was given a small village with 

251 peasants near Gori.11 

 In June 1811, Prince Bagration received a leave with 9,000 rubles of allowance 

from Minister of War Barclay de Tolly. He traveled to Simy, in the Vladimir gubernia, to 

spend the rest of the summer. Prince Peter rested for almost a month but, on 25 August 

1811, he received an imperial decree appointing him commander-in-chief of the Army of 

Podolsk12 deployed in area of Kiev, Volynsk, and Podolsk, with headquarters at 

Zhitomir. Bagration, suffering from a serious fever, was unable to move for next several 

days so he arrived at Zhitomir only on 20 September.13 He examined the troops and 

began the reorganization of the army.  

Bagration was among few Russian senior officers who realized the need for new 

military regulations. As he assumed command of the Army of Podolsk, Bagration was 

told about the manual entitled “Instructions to Infantry Officers on a Day of Battle” 

written by General Mikhail Vorontsov in 1810. Bagration made certain corrections to 

these regulations and applied them in the army. The new manual detailed the 

responsibilities of the officers and introduced improved tactics for the infantry and 

cavalry. 14 Although still suffering from fever, Bagration still managed to inspect most 

of the regiments, fortresses, and warehouses spread over an extensive area in Belorussia 

and Ukraine. “Passing through Kiev,” he wrote Alexander, “I examined the fortifications 

and arsenals, which were found in good conditions. There is plenty of ammunition and 

                                                           

11 Rtischev to Guriev, 2 June 1816, Ibid., V. 

 

12 This army was composed of 2nd, 12th and 18th Infantry Divisions, 5th Cavalry Division and 

General Dimitry Dorokhov’s Corps.   

 

13 Correspondence of Bagration, 99. 

 

14 P. Simakovsky, Dva Nastavlenia [Two Manuals], Russkii invalid, 176 (1912), 4-5; 

Alexander and Yurii Zhmodikov, Tactics of the Russian Army in the Napoleonic Wars, (West 

Chester, 2003), II, 13-27, 31-35  
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provisions and they are safely stored…. Uhlan and dragoon as well as other regiments are 

well trained….”15 In March 1812, as a part of general reorganization of the Russian 

army system, Bagration’s Army of the Podolsk was transformed into the 2
nd

 Western 

Army and transferred to Volkovysk.16   

Bagration was not pleased with this new deployment. The terrain was barren; a 

contemporary described Volkovysk as “a miserable tiny town [gorodishko], where dirty 

and seemingly poor Jews populated the [damp] wooden houses…. [my] house had no bed 

or other furniture, except for old wooden chairs and tables covered with soot”17 

Bagration established his headquarters at “the so-called palace of a Polish pan (noble) 

that was the only suitable place.” 18 Bagration surrounded himself with diverse 

individuals. Appolinarius Butenev, a respected Russian diplomat attached to the 2nd 

Western Army, described Prince Peter’s senior officers as “energetic and passionate, 

always joyous, accustomed to any hardships; [they] knew no fatigue and were ready to 

threw themselves into action immediately at any circumstances.”19  

In the ensuing years, the situation changed dramatically in Europe. Relations 

between France and Russia became increasingly tense and the possibility of another war 

loomed over the continent. The 1812 Campaign would prove to be crucial not only for its 

main characters, Napoleon and Alexander, but to Prince Bagration as well.  

                                                                                                                                                                             

 

15 Bagration to Alexander (on taking the command of the Podolsk Army), 21 September 

1811, Correspondence of Bagration, 119.  

 

16 Ibid., 130. 

 

17 Diplomat Pri Armii Kniazya Bagrationa: Vospominania A.P. Buteneva o 1812 godu 

[Diplomat At the Army of Prince Bagration: Recollections of A.P. Butenev on 1812 Campaign] 

(Moscow, 1911), 11-12. The complete text of recollection was published in Russkii arkhiv 19 

(1881): 51-210. 

 

18 Ibid., 12 

 

19 Ibid., 12-13. Famous Russian historian Dmitry Buturlin served as Bagration’s adjutant. 

Despite the difficulties with the French language, Bagration was particularly close to the French 
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The showdown of two great powers was a culmination of a series of Franco-

Russian conflicts. After the disastrous defeat at Friedland, Alexander I was compelled to 

make peace and concluded an alliance with Napoleon at Tilsit. However, he did not 

forget the painful lessons of 1805-1807. Alexander was aware of the widespread 

displeasure prevailing in Russia, particularly in the army, over the “ignominious” peace 

of Tilsit. Humiliation was not the sole consequence of this treaty. Napoleon had forced 

Alexander to join him in the Continental System. Russia had agreed to cease trade with 

the Great Britain, prevent English ships from entering Russian ports and finally declare 

war on England. Later, the participation of Russia in the Continental System caused 

considerable economic losses to Russian landowners and merchants. Nevertheless, 

Russia received benefit from this treaty. Napoleon agreed that the Tsar would take over 

Finland and all the European possessions of Turkey, except for Rumelia. 

Within a year of the Treaty of Tilsit, there was a marked deterioration in the 

Franco-Russian relations. Napoleon and Alexander met at Erfurt in 1808 and, despite 

discord on certain issues, relations between the two states seemed to be stabilized. Yet, 

the fissures became evident the following year, when Russia took virtually no steps to 

support France in their war with Austria.20 Despite this reluctance to support France, 

Napoleon ceded to Russia Eastern Galicia with Tarnople. Eventually, relations between 

the two states became tense, reflecting signs of an approaching tempest. In the summer of 

1810, the annexation of Holland to the French Empire was completed, three French 

divisions were transferred to Baltic Germany in August and large ammunition depots 

established in the Duchy of Warsaw. The Court of St. Petersburg was also affected by 

                                                                                                                                                                             

émigré de Moustier, who served as one of King Louis XVI’s bodyguards and barely survived the 

French Revolution.  
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meant to wage three wars at the same time and Alexander could neither mobilize enough 

resources in such short time nor divert additional forces from Finland or the Danubian 

Principalities. 



Napoleon’s marriage to Marie Louise, daughter of the Emperor of Austria, and his 

subsequent alliance with Austria.  

In December 1810, Napoleon annexed the Hanseatic cities of Hamburg, Bremen, 

and Lubeck and took advantage of the occasion to consolidate the territory between 

Holland and Hamburg, including the Duchy of Oldenburg. Alexander’s sister, Catherine, 

was married to the son and heir of the Duke of Oldenburg21 so the French annexation of 

the principality appeared to be a dual insult to Alexander. It also became clear to 

Alexander that Napoleon was unwilling to concede a free hand to Russia in the Balkans. 

Although Napoleon had agreed at Tilsit to support Russia in its war against Ottoman 

Empire, Alexander realized that even if he were victorious, Napoleon would probably 

obstruct his plans from achieving the centuries-long goal of seizing Constantinople.  

Nevertheless, in the final analysis, it is possible to define two major grievances 

that led to the war between the two empires: the Continental System and the Duchy of 

Warsaw. France’s war with Great Britain was entering its nineteenth year in 1812 and 

there seemed little possibility of achieving a settlement in the near future. Napoleon 

continued to consider England as his principal enemy, so he sought to undermine its 

economic system by preventing the flow of British goods to the Continent. 

Notwithstanding the fact that Alexander joined the Continental system in 1807, it was 

clearly not in the best economic interest of Russia to cut its commercial ties with 

England. Napoleon constantly reproached the Tsar for his failure to enforce the 

Continental System in Russian ports. True to the agreement made at Tilsit, Russia 

declared war on Great Britain, but Alexander never pursued it actively and his 

implementation of the regulations against British trade was relatively inefficient. By 

December 1810, Russia imposed duties on certain French imports, thus weakening 

Napoleon’s system.  
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21 The Duke of Oldenburg agreed to join the Continental System, but he permitted the 

British products to be smuggled into the Duchy, in violation of this agreement. Therefore, 

Napoleon justified annexation of the principality. 



The major issue of contention between France and Russia following the Treaty of 

Tilsit was the Polish question. The ink was hardly dry on the Tilsit agreement when 

Napoleon annexed the newly created Duchy of Warsaw to the German Confederation and 

sent 30,000 troops into the region, a move that appeared to threaten the Russian Empire. 

Napoleon’s interest in consolidating his control over the Poles was further revealed 

when, after the defeat of Austria in 1809, he incorporated western Galicia into the Duchy 

of Warsaw, which, in effect, threatened the western frontiers of Russia.  

 Anticipating conflict, both rulers sought allies. Each hoped for the support of 

Austria and Prussia, but the presence of the Napoleonic armies in Germany and the recent 

defeat of Austria in 1809 left little choice for these states but to submit to the French. 

Napoleon’s overall strategy for the war with Russia considered the use of Sweden and the 

Ottoman Empire to form his extreme flanks. However, Napoleon was unable to exercise 

influence on either state. Sweden, protected from the French army by the sea, formed an 

alliance with Russia in return for the promise of Russian assistance in annexing Norway, 

then in Denmark’s possession. As for the Ottomans, by spring 1812 they still were at war 

with Russia and appeared to be natural ally of Napoleon. But their war had been a failure, 

with their armies defeated by Russians and their country exhausted. By June 1812, Tsar 

Alexander managed to achieve a significant diplomatic success by concluding at 

Bucharest a peace treaty with the Ottoman Empire. Russia thus removed danger on both 

of its extreme flanks.22 

Meanwhile, Napoleon had collected a force totaling some 600,000 men, less than 

one third of whom were French. The remainder of army included Poles, Germans, 

Italians, Swiss, Belgians, Croats, Dalmatians, Westphalians, Wurttembergers, Prussians, 

Austrians, Spanish, Portuguese and others. A significant part of the foreigners serving in 

the Grand Army were conscripted and often served without enthusiasm because they 

were there on the orders of their sovereigns. By June 1812, Napoleon’s gigantic army 

                                                           

22 Albert Vandal, Napoleon et Alexandre Ier, l’Alliance Russie sous le Premier Empire, 

(Paris, 1918) III, 10-25. 
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was deployed in three groups along the Vistula River stretching from Warsaw to 

Koenisgberg. The main forces consisted of the 1
st
 Corps of Marshal Louis Nicolas 

Davout, the 2
nd

 Corps of Marshal Nicolas Charles Oudinot and the 3
rd

 Corps of Marshal 

Michel Ney, the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 Reserve Cavalry Corps under Marshal Joachim Murat and 

Imperial Guard under Marshals Francois Joseph Lefebvre and Edouard Mortier, totaling 

about 220,000 men and 628 cannons. This force was under Napoleon’s direct command.  

The Central Army, under the command of Napoleon’s stepson, the Viceroy of 

Italy Eugene de Beauharnais, consisted of the 4
th

 Corps of Eugene and the 6
th

 Corps of 

Marshal Laurent Gouvin-Saint-Cyr supported by General Emmanuel Grouchy’s 3
rd

 

Reserve Cavalry Corps and Italian Royal Guards for a total of 70,000 men and 208 

cannons. The army on the right wing consisted of the 5
th

 Corps of General Jozef 

Poniatowski, the 7
th

 Corps of General Jean Louis Reynier, the 8
th

 Corps under General 

Dominique Vandamme, and the 4
th

 Cavalry Corps of Marie-Victor Latour-Maubourg, 

and amounted to 75,000 men and 232 cannons. Napoleon’s brother, King of Westphalia 

Jérôme Bonaparte, commanded these troops. The 10th Corps under Marshal Jacques-

Etienne Macdonald guarded the left flank of the army, and the 30,000 Austrians of 

General Karl Philip Schwarzenberg covered the right flank.23 
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23 The exact numbers of Napoleon’s army have been debated over the years. Count Philippe 

de Segur gives a number of 392,700 men, Napoleon’s Russian Campaign (Boston, 1958,) 2; 

Raymond de Montesquiou de Fezensac estimates the strength of Grand Army at 500,000 men, A 

Journal of the Russian Campaign of 1812 (London, 1988) 4; Albert Du Casse acknowledged 

600,000 men (including the reserves in Germany), Mémoires pour servir à l'histoire de la 

campagne de 1812 en Russie; suivis des lettres de Napoléon au roi de Westphalie pendant la 

campagne de 1813 (Paris, 1852) 35; General Marcellin Marbot records 325,000 men, Memoirs, 

II, 215; Carl Clausewitz placed the force at 439,000 men, The Campaign of 1812 in Russia 

(London, 1843) 47; John R. Elting acknowledged 430,000 men as a number of men actually 

taking part in the campaign, A Military History and Atlas of the Napoleonic Wars (New York, 

1964) map 107; David Chandler estimated strength of the Grand Army at 449,000 men, 

Campaigns of Napoleon, 754; Denniée acknowledged 678,080 men, including reserves. Itineraire 

de l’empereur Napoleon pendant la campaigne de 1812 (Paris, 1842), 183-65. Russian authors, 

considering documents obtained through Alexander Chernishev’s espionage in 1811, refer to 

590,000-650,000 men, including reserves in Poland and Germany. Eugene Tarle, Borodino, 

(Moscow, 1962) 3; Nikolay Troitsky, 1812: Velikii god Rossii [1812: The Glorious Year of 

Russia] (Moscow, 1988), 52; N.P. Muratov, 1812g. - istoricheski obzor Otechestvennoi voini i 

eie prichin [The year of 1812 - Historical Survey of the Patriotic War and its Reasons], (Tambov, 

1912), N.F. Garnich, 1812, (Moscow, 1956); Pavel. Zhilin, Gibel’ Napoleonovskoi armii v Rossii 



Napoleon was well aware of the difficulties ahead. Together with a careful study 

of the history and geography of Russia, his previous campaigns in Poland had provided 

him with the experience of fighting in under populated areas with poor or nonexistent 

roads in extreme weather. He therefore made extensive logistical preparations. Enormous 

quantities of supply were amassed in depots in Poland and Germany. Vast series of 

supply trains were organized to bring food, ammunition caissons, forges, and ambulances 

to the army. 24 

                                                                                                                                                                             

[Destruction of Napoleon’s Army in Russia] (Moscow, 1974); L.G. Beskrovny, Otechestvennaia 

voina 1812 goda i kontrnastuplenie Kutuzova [The Patriotic War of 1812 and Kutuzov’s 

Counterattack], (Moscow, 1962); N.A. Levitsky, Voina 1812 goda [The War of 1812], (Moscow, 

1938). The numbers of 420,000-430,000 are the most frequently mentioned in documents 

referring to the army that actually crossed the Nieman. 

 

24 Thiers, History of the Consulate and the Empire, VIII, 1-10; Gabriel Joseph Fabry, 

Campaign de Russie (Paris, 1900), I, iii-xvii; Du Casse, La campagne de 1812 en Russie, 10-35; 

Chandler, Campaigns of Napoleon, 760-69; Gallaher, The Iron Marshal, 225-28.  
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Map 56. Russian Campaign, 23 June 1812 
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Napoleon’s strategy was simple and, in principle, resembled his earlier campaigns 

of 1805, 1806 and 1809. Keeping the enemy ignorant of his army’s exact aims, positions, 

and strength, he intended to concentrate overwhelming superiority at a chosen point, 

attack and destroy the enemy’s field forces and then dictate peace on his own terms. 

Knowing the vast scope of Russian Empire, he sought to engage the Russians as soon as 

possible. The Emperor had every confidence that he could achieve desired victory within 

a few weeks by waging decisive battles in frontier regions. 25 

Facing the extensive preparations by Napoleon, the Russian government 

undertook measures to strengthen its defense, but it failed to prepare the country to 

repulse the invasion. Initially, Tsar Alexander appeared powerless to adopt a concrete 

military strategy. On the eve of war, a number of military plans for the defense of the 

kingdom were submitted to the Tsar.26 Preference was given to the plan proposed by the 

military adviser of Alexander, General Karl Ludwig August von Phull, a former Prussian 

officer. Recognizing that the western frontier of Russia was divided by the bogs of 

Polesye on two parts – northern and southern – Phull supposed that the likely approaches 

of Napoleon’s army could only be in one of two directions: either to the north from 

Polesye or to the south of it. He proposed to concentrate two armies and to deploy one on 

northern frontier, and one in the south. In case of the enemy approached from the north, 

the first army would retreat to the “Drissa camp” on the Western Dvina River, and hold 

                                                           

25 Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, iii-xvii;  Chandler, Campaigns of Napoleon 767-69; Elting, 

Atlas of the Napoleonic Wars, map 107; Gallaher, The Iron Marshal:, 227; L. Beskrovny, Dve 

strategii [Two strategies], 1812 god - k stopiatidesiatiletiu otechestvennoi voini [The year of 1812 

- to the 150th Anniversary of the Patriotic War (compilation of articles), hereafter cited as The 

150th Anniversary of the Patriotic War], (Moscow 1962) 70; General Bonnal, Vilenskaya 

operatsia, Sovremennoe voennoe isskustvo v strategii Napoleona s ianvaria 1811 po iyul’ 1812 

[Vilna Operation. Contemporary Military Art in Napoleon’s Strategy from January 1811 to July 

1812] (St. Petersburg, 1909) 15-16. 

 

26 L. Beskrovny, Dve strategii [Two Strategies], The 150th Anniversary of the Patriotic War, 

84; L. Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 21; Tartarovsky, A. Nerazgadannyi Barklai: 

legendy i byl’ 1812 goda, [Unknown Barclay: Legends and Tales of 1812], (Moscow, 1996) 62. 
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the enemy there. In the meantime, the second army would act on enemy’s flank and rear. 

If the opponent approached from the south of the Polesye, the second army would retreat 

to Zhitomyr and Kiev, and the first army would attack the enemy’s rear and its lines of 

communications.27 

This plan was flawed for several reasons. First of all, it did not take into account 

the possibility of the French attacking along both approaches. Furthermore, the limited 

strength of the 2
nd

 Western Army made an attack on the flank and rear of the enemy 

unrealistic. Napoleon had only to oppose it with an equivalent force and halt its advance. 

Second, the Russian armies were divided into several units, each isolated from the others 

by almost impassable bogs of Polesye. Third, the camp at Drissa was located between the 

routes to Moscow and St. Petersburg and covered neither of them. Fourth, the 

construction of the camp could not be completed before the war began. Carl von 

Clausewitz, who served in Barclay de Tolly’s army, studied this fortification shortly 

before the 1
st
 Western Army retreated and declared that “if the Russians had not 

voluntarily abandoned this position, they would have been attacked from the rear, and 

regardless whether they numbered 90,000 or 120,000, would have been driven into the 

semicircle of trenches and forced to capitulate.”28  

Nevertheless, Alexander, trusting Phull, accepted the plan and made it the basis of 

defending Russia. According to this strategy, the 1
st
 Western Army would deploy north 

of Polesye, in the area of Vilna, and the 2
nd

 Western Army would post south from 

Polesye, at Lunk. But further complicating matters, Alexander did not repeal the previous 

military plans. Therefore, there was a second strategy approved by the Tsar and 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 

27 V. Pugachev, K voprosu o pervonachalnom plane voiny 1812 goda [On the Initial Plan of 

the 1812 War], The 150th Anniversary of the Patriotic War, 35; Eugene Tarle, Napoleon’s 

Invasion of Russia (New York, 1942), 71-72; Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 21; 

Clausewitz, The Campaign of 1812 in Russia (London, 1843) 21-23; Beskrovny, Two Strategies, 

The 150th Anniversary of the Patriotic War, 84. 

 

28 Clausewitz, The Campaign of 1812 in Russia, 24-25. 
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suggested by the Minister of War Mikhail Barclay de Tolly, who submitted a report to 

the Tsar on the defense of the western frontiers of Russia in 1810. Barclay de Tolly 

suggested that a defensive line of fortresses and depots be established on the West Dvina 

and Dnieper rivers.29 Alexander, hoping to conclude alliances with Prussia and Poland 

and wage an offensive war, approved this plan in the spring of 1810.30 The preparations, 

in accordance with the scheme of Barclay de Tolly, were carried out in August 1810 - 

December 1811. Fortresses at Riga, Dvinsk, Bobruisk and Kiev were rebuilt and lines of 

warehouses and depots were established with the main storage centers at Riga, Vilna, 

Grodno and Bobruisk.31  

However, by late 1811, the situation in Europe had changed, making alliances 

with Prussia or Austria impossible32. Therefore, Alexander was forced to halt current 

preparations and accept Phull’s strategy. Unfortunately, by the time the defense lines 

proposed by Barclay de Tolly were almost completed, it was realized that the depots and 

warehouses were located too close to the border. With the approval of Phull’s plan, it 

became obvious that the preparations of the last two years had been done in vain and a 

new base at Drissa had to be built. The lack of logistics complicated the problems of 

transporting supplies to new warehouses. As a result, during first days of the war in June-

July, the retreating Russian armies were compelled either to leave huge magazines to the 

French or destroy them. 

                                                           

29 Otechestvennaia voina 1812 g.: Materiali Voenno-Uchebnogo arkhiva Glavnogo Shtaba 

[Patriotic War of 1812: Materials of Military - Academic Archive of the Headquarters, hereafter 

cited as Headquarters’ Archives], (St. Petersburg, 1900), I, part II, 1-6.  

 

30 Headquarters’ Archives, I, part II, 1-6; The 150th Anniversary of the Patriotic War, 34. 

 

31 The depots of the first line were located at Riga Shavly, Koltikyani, Dynaburg, Vilkomyr, 

Disna and Vilna. The second group of stockpiles was at Grodno, Slonym, Brest-Lytovsk, Slutsk 

and Bobruisk. And finally the third group of warehouses was located at Lutsk, Dubno, Ostrog, 

Zhitomir, Roslavl’, Beskrovny, Patriotic War of 1812, 13-14. 

 

32 By this time Prussia and Austria joined the military alliances with France. Vandal, 

Napoleon et Alexandre Ier, III, 1-20 
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In the spring of 1812, the Imperial government attempted to improve the 

deployment of its forces and reorganized the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 Western Armies. For this 

purpose, the 2
nd

 Western Army was assembled to the north of Polesye; at first in the area 

of Pruzhan, and then to Volkovysk. But these measures did not improve the strategic 

disposition of the Russian armies and they remained stretched along the western border 

of the empire divided by the bogs of Polesye.33  

The strength of the Russian army varies in the sources34 but, according to the 

reports of commanding generals, the 1
st
 Western Army under the command of General 

Mikhail Barclay de Tolly totaled 120,210 men and 580 guns.35 This army was deployed 

on a 100-mile front from Rossyena up to Lyda, covering the route to St. Petersburg, with 

the Cossack Corps deployed along its front in the vicinity of Grodno. The 2
nd

 Western 

Army, under General Peter Bagration, was estimated at 49,423 men and 180 cannons. It 

                                                           

33 Correspondence of Bagration, 150-51; M. Inostrantsev, Otechestvennaya voina 1812 

goda, Operatsii 2-oi Zapadnoi armii kniazya Bagrationa ot nachala voini do Smolenska [Patriotic 

War of 1812. Operations of the 2nd Western Army of the Prince Bagration from the 

Commencement of War to Smolensk, hereafter cited as Operations of the 2nd Western Army] (St. 

Petersburg, 1914), 72, 76-77.  

 

34 Usually, main attention is paid to two major armies, that is, the 1st and 2nd Western 

Armies, and little mention is made of the 3rd Observational Reserve Army and Reserve Corps. 

Most of the Russian authors acknowledge 118,000-127,800 men for the 1st Western army and 

35,000-48,000 soldiers for the 2nd Western army. Muratov, Historical Survey of Patriotic War and 

it’s Reasons, 35; Tarle, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 75; Zhilin, Destruction of the Napoleonic 

Army in Russia, 97-98; A. Baiov, Kurs istorii ruskogo voennogo iskustva [History of the Russian 

Military Art] (St. Petersburg, 1913), VII, 388; S.V. Shvedov, Komplektovanie, chislenost’ i poteri 

russkoi armii v 1812 g [Organization, Strength and Losses of the Russian army in 1812], 

(Moscow 1987), Istoria SSSR, N4, 125; Beskrovny, Patriotic War of 1812, 24; Troitsky, 1812 - 

the Glorious Year of Russia, 63; Beskrovny, Dve strategii [Two Strategies], The 150th 

Anniversary of the Patriotic War, 84; For statistics in French and English, see: Fabry, Campaign 

de Russie, I, xvii-lxix; Du Casse, Mémoires pour servir à l'histoire de la campagne de 1812 en 

Russie; 42-45; Georges Chambray, Histoire de l'expédition de Russie (Paris, 1823), 40-41; Elting, 

Atlas of the Napoleonic Wars, map 107; Chandler, Campaigns of Napoleon, 768-69; Denniée, 

Itineraire de l’empereur Napoleon, 30. 

 

35 Report of M.B. Barclay de Tolly, 10 July 1812, RGVIA, f. 154, op. 1, d. 84, ll. 3-6. The 1st 

Western army consisted of the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th, and 6th Infantry Corps, the 1st and 2nd 

Cavalry Corps and a Cossack corps. 
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was assembled along a 50-mile front in the area of Volkovysk and Belostock, covering 

the route to Moscow.36 General Alexander Tormasov commanded the 3
rd

 Observational 

Reserve Army, later designated as the 3
rd

 Western Army; this army amounted to 44,180 

men and 168 cannons and was located in the vicinity of Lunk, covering the route to 

Kiev.37  

Besides these three major armies as the first line of defense, there was also at Riga 

a separate Corps under command of General Ivan Essen; it included 38,077 soldiers.38 

The second line of defense was composed of the two Reserve Corps: the 1
st
 Corps at 

Toropetz under General Lieutenant Egor Muller-Zakomel’sky (27,473 men),39 and 2
nd

 

Corps at Mozyr’ under General Lieutenant Fedor Ertel’ (37,539 men).40 The flanks of 

the main Russian forces were covered in north by a corps in Finland under command of 

Governor General of Finland General Lieutenant Baron Fadey Steingeldt (19,000 men); 

                                                           

36 Reports of P. I. Bagration and D. P. Neverovsky, 13 June 1812, RGVIA, f. 154, op. 1, d. 

84, p. 13-16. The 2nd Western army included the 7th and 8th Infantry Corps, the 4th Cavalry Corps, 

Cossacks and the 27th Infantry Division. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky acknowledged 48,000 men 

with 216 guns in the 2nd Western Army. Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1812, 130. The 

army rosters acknowledged 45,031 men under Bagration on 13 June 1812. Sostoyanie voisk 1-oi i 

2-oi Zapadnikh i 3-ei Rezervnoi obzervatsionnoi armii k 1 Iuniu 1812 goda [Army Rosters of the 

1st and 2nd Western [Armies] and the 3rd Reserve Observational Army on 1 [13] June 1812, 

RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3466, ll. 202-218. Also, see Rospisanie voisk 1 i 2-i Zapadnikh armii, 1 

i 6 otdelnikh korpusov, takzhe zapasnikh i rezervnikh batalionov i eskadronov 12 Aprelia [Army 

Rosters of the 1st and 2nd Western army, 1st and 6th Corps and the Reserve Battalions and 

Squadrons, 12 [24] April 1812], RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3466, ll. 193-201; Sostoyanie voisk k 1 

Martu 1812 [Army Rosters on 1 [13] March 1812], RGVIA, f. 846, op. 16, d. 3466, ll. 184-188. 

 

37 Tormasov to Alexander, 1 July 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XIII, 160-163. The letter 

contained detailed army rosters on 22 June 1812. 

  

38 Report of I.N. Essen, 2 July 1812, RGVIA, f. VUA, d. 3520, p. 206-207. 

 

39 Report of E. I. Meller-Zakomel’sky, 2 July 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XVII, 352. 

 

40 Report of F.F. Ertel’, 22 June 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XVII, 60-65. Prior to 6 June, 

Ertel’s Corps was often called as “Reserve Army”.  
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in the south, the Army of Danube was deployed in Wallachia under Admiral Paul 

Tchichagov (57,526 men)41 

Russian historians estimated the size of the active army at the outbreak of the war 

at between 550,000 and 900,000.42 Nevertheless, the Russians were able to oppose 

Napoleon with only a segment of their army because their forces were scattered over the 

western stretches of the empire. As a result, Alexander could employ only about 300,000 

men during the initial stages of the French invasion. Among the main problems the 

Russians faced were the gaps between the armies. The breach between the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 

Western Armies was more than 100 miles, and between the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 Armies at least 

120 miles.  

                                                           

41 Tchichagov to Alexander, 17 July 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XVII, 352-53. 

 

42 Alexander Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Opisanie Otechestvenoi voini v 1812 godu 

[Description of the Patriotic War of 1812, hereafter cited as Campaign of 1812], (St. Petersburg, 

1839), 110-11, 122-23; Muratov, Historical Survey of Patriotic War and it’s Reasons, 35; Tarle, 

Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 75; Zhilin, Destruction of the Napoleonic Army in Russia, 97-98; 

Stoletie Voennogo Ministerstva [To Centennial of the Ministry of War] (St. Petersburg, 1902) I, 

203; A. Baiov, Kurs istorii ruskogo voennogo iskustva [History of the Russian Military Art] (St. 

Petersburg, 1913), VII, 388; Beskrovny, Two Strategies, The 150th Anniversary of the Patriotic 

War, 84; Troitsky, 1812 - the Glorious Year of Russia, 63 
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Map 56. Russian Campaign, 23 June 1812 
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This weakness was further complicated by the Phull’s plan. Instead of 

concentrating, the Russian armies were deployed in different directions. The 1st Army 

was to retire to Drissa and thus expose the routes to Moscow and St. Petersburg because 

it could not oppose Napoleon’s Grande Armeé alone. As a result, the 2
nd

 Western Army’s 

flank and line of retreat would be exposed and could be easily cut by the advancing 

troops of the Napoleon’s main army from the north. 43 

Another problem facing the Russian forces was the failure to establish a central 

headquarters. Alexander trusted foreign generals more than the Russians commanders, 

although he had little regard for either of them. In February 1812, he said that there are 

good soldiers in Russia, but incompetent generals.44 The crushing defeat and humiliation 

at Austerlitz showed Alexander’s military incompetence and the Tsar was no longer the 

self-confident commander who had led the army in 1805. Not trusting his own generals, 

in 1811 he intended to call General Jean Victor Moreau from United States and give him 

command of the Russian armies, and in 1812 - to offer command to Arthur Wellington 

and Jean Baptist Bernadotte.45 But neither general was available and Alexander hesitated 

to decide this issue.  

No one would have been surprised if at the beginning of the war, Alexander had 

named Bagration commander-in-chief - Prince Bagration was one of the best Russian 

commanders, who had impressive military experience, was considered as Suvorov’s 

disciple and took part in every campaign against Napoleon. Yet, the Tsar did not do this; 

neither did he want to hurt Bagration’s feelings by appointing Barclay de Tolly. With 

                                                           
43 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1812, 144-45. 
 

44 Russkaya Starina, 1892, N6, 191; Rossia i Shvetsia: dokumenti i materiali 1809-1818 

[Russia and Sweden: Documents and Materials 1809-1818] (Moscow, 1985) 100. 

 

45 Troitsky, 1812: the Glorious Year of Russia, 66; also V. Pugachev, Podgotovka Rossii k 

voine s Napoleonom v 1810-1811 [Preparations of Russia in 1810-1811 to the War against 

Napoleon], University of Gorkii, 1964, issue No.72, part II, 97. 
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characteristic timidity and indecision, Alexander appointed both of them as independent 

commanders of the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 armies, though Barclay de Tolly received an army much 

larger than Bagration’s. Besides, according to the “Uchrezhdenie dlya upravlenia bolshoi 

deistvuyushei armiei” (“Establishment for the Administration of the Large Active 

Army”), the Tsar was acknowledged as commander in chief during his stay at the 

headquarters of the army, except when “an order is issued bestowing full authority on a 

commander in chief.”46 Having joined the army in June 1812, Alexander did not issue 

this order; thus, according to the statute, he became, in fact, commander-in-chief of the 

Russian armies, further confusing the existing state of affairs. 

As Napoleon concentrated his forces in Poland, Bagration became concerned with 

the Russian preparations for the invasion since he received no information on the general 

strategy from the headquarters. Therefore, he took on himself to draft a plan of the 

possible military operations in 1812. His plan of action clearly demonstrated the lack of 

intelligence experienced by the Russian army and corps commanders. Describing the 

situation in Europe, Bagration stated that “[Napoleon] is waiting for an appropriate 

moment to raise a defiant banner on the boundaries of [Russian] empire . . .”47 So, he 

appealed to the Tsar to take urgent measures for the safety of Russia. For this purpose, 

Bagration presumptuously offered to send an official letter to Napoleon to ensure friendly 

relations between Russia and France. 

Having confirmed the readiness of Russia to preserve and strengthen relations 

between both states, this letter would also make an offer to the Emperor of France “to 

establish a demarcation line on the Oder River or any other boundary Your Imperial 

Majesty will consider…. No military unit can be allowed to cross this line…. The 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 

46 Uchrezhdenie dlya upravlenia bolshoi deistvuyushei armiei” [Establishment for the 

Administration of the Large Active Army], Polnoe sobranie zakonov Rossiiskoy Imperii 

[Compilation of the Laws of the Russian Empire], XXXII, 44; also Russkaya Starina, 1912, No.7, 

158-163. 

 

47 Bagration to Alexander, March 1812 (exact date unknown), Ibid., 130-38; Fabry, 

Campaign de Russie, I, 232. 
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crossing of this boundary by a single French battalion should be considered by Your 

Imperial Majesty as a declaration of war….”48 At the same time, Bagration advised the 

Tsar to begin diplomatic negotiations with Austria and “use any possible means to ensure 

either its support or at least neutrality.”49 An agreement with Britain might be concluded 

that “would provide the empire with considerable sums of money in gold and silver [and] 

notably raise the rate of our currency…and provide us with free navigation in Baltic 

Sea….”50  

In addition to his recommendation about diplomatic activities, Bagration 

suggested that the Tsar reorganize and improve the composition and deployment of the 

Russian forces. He wanted to create the Army of Belostoc of 100,000 men in the north 

and deploy another five divisions on the border with Eastern Prussia. Reserves of 50,000 

men were to be arranged in a second line, some hundred miles behind the main army. The 

third line of forces was to be assembled at a distance of 100-150 miles from the second 

line, composed of depots that would provide the army with well-trained soldiers. These 

depots would move forward together with the advance of the first two lines and keep the 

same distance from them. Bagration wanted to establish huge magazines that should 

contain not less than the annual stock of food and fodder for a 250,000-man army. In 

addition, the Baltic fleet was to be activated..51 

Bagration assumed that Napoleon would either accept this letter as announcement 

of war and commence the military operations, or delay a response to reinforce the French 

army in Germany and Poland. Therefore, Bagration offered to proceed to the Vistula 

River with the 100,000 men of the Belostoc army and occupy Warsaw. The first 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 

48Bagration to Alexander, circa March 1812, Ibid., 134; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 232 

 

49Bagration to Alexander, circa March 1812, Ibid., 134.   

 

50 Bagration to Alexander, circa March 1812, Ibid., 136. 

 

51 Bagration to Alexander, circa March 1812, Ibid., 134. 
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successes would “raise the high spirit among the soldiers…. But the main advantage of 

this rapid and sudden action… is to remove the theater of war from the boundaries of the 

empire and hold a position on Vistula that would allow us to oppose the enemy with 

greater determination and firmness.”52  

Prince Peter hoped to raise a national movement against the French in Prussia. 

The army of Belostoc would then advance to Vistula River and, with an assistance of the 

Baltic fleet, take possession of Danzig. Bagration stated that for this purpose “it is not 

necessary to consider the neutrality of the King of Prussia since all his territories are 

under the authority of the Emperor of France…” Turning to Austria, he proposed to gain 

their support by offering to return the New Galicia or Tarnopol, “always a stumbling 

block for the Viennese Court in their relationship with Russia” After seizing the Duchy 

of Warsaw, Bagration suggested that the dissatisfaction of the local population with the 

French administration could be used to raise anti-French movements.53 

Bagration realized that the future war would create great problems on both sides. 

Consequently, he recommended a reliable reserve be created to supply the main forces. 

He offered to arrange the third line of forces at a distance of 100-150 miles from the 2nd 

line, composed of depots that would provide the army with well-trained soldiers. These 

depots would move forward together with the advance of the first two lines and keep the 

same distance from them. Bagration also determined the recruitment system and inducted 

seven men from every 500. With these basic recommendations for the campaign, 

Bagration emphasized the importance of prompt actions. He tenaciously insisted on an 

offensive before Napoleon completed assembling his army.54  

                                                           

52 Bagration to Alexander, circa March 1812, Ibid., 135. 

 

53 Bagration to Alexander, circa March 1812, Ibid., 136. 

 

54 Bagration to Alexander, circa March 1812, Ibid., 135-36. 
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Prince Peter’s plan of campaign was ignored and put on shelf with many other 

offensive plans submitted at that moment. By March 1812, the Russian strategic planning 

was entangled as Alexander approved Barclay de Tolly and Phull’s plans but kept them 

in secret for the army commanders. The main flaw of Bagration’s plan was that it did not 

correspond to the current conditions. Bagration prepared it in late 1811-early 1812 when 

a number of Russian generals (Baron Levin Bennigsen, Count Carl von Toll, Eugene of 

Wurttemberg and others), submitted their own plans for an offensive toward Warsaw and 

Danzig.55 As is evident from the letter to Adam Czartoriski, Alexander himself planned 

the war against Napoleon as early as 1811.56 On 25 February 1811, in instructions to his 

embassy at Vienna, Alexander underscored the necessity of occupying Poland. For this 

purpose, he was ready to give Wallachia and Moldavia to Austria.57 But these 

preparations were halted after Jozef Poniatowski, whom Czartoriski tried to persuade to 

serve the Tsar, informed Napoleon about Alexander’s intentions.58 But the Tsar did not 

give up on his plan to fight offensive war and negotiated with Prussia to sign a treaty of 

joint actions against France.59 On 24-29 October 1811, Alexander ordered commanders 

of the five corps at the western frontiers  (Peter Bagration, Peter Wittgenshtein, Ivan 

Essen, Carl Baggovut, Dimitry Dokhturov) to prepare troops for the anticipated 

                                                           

55 Headquarters’ Archives, II, 83-93; V, 75-77; X, 253-75. 

 

56 Besedi i chastnaya perepiska mezhdu imperatorom Aleksandrom i knyazem A. 

Chartorizhskym [Conversations and Private Correspondence of the Emperor Alexander with the 

Prince A. Czartoriski], (Moscow, 1912), 147-54. 

 

57 F. Martens, Sobranie traktatov i konventsii zakluchennixkh Rossiei s insotrannimi 
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(St. Petersburg, 1902), III, 79. 

 

58 Vandal, Napoleon et Alexandre Ier, III, 140-46. 

 

59 Vneshnaya politika Rossii XIX I nachala XX veka: dokumenti Rossiiskogo Ministerstva 

Inostrannikh Del [The Foreign Policy of Russia in XIX and Beginning of the XX Century: 
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campaign. Russia was ready to commence war at any moment.60 It was Prussia’s 

alliance with France that compelled Alexander to halt all offensive operations and accept 

defensive strategy. Without alliances with Poland, Prussia, and Austria, any attempt by 

the Russian army to wage offensive war against France was doomed.  

Meanwhile, Napoleon had reorganized and concentrated his army on the Vistula, 

preventing any possibility of a Russian offensive. But the commanders of the Russian 

corps, including Peter Bagration, not being adequately informed of these events, still 

believed that the beginning of an offensive was only a matter of the time and continued 

preparations. As late as June 1812, Chief of Staff of the 1
st
 Western Army, General 

Alexander Ermolov, remarked that “at the present moment, everything is arranged for the 

offensive: armies are deployed close to the frontiers, huge warehouses are established in 

Belostoc, Grodno and Vilna gubernias, on the frontiers of our territory.”61  

Thus, one of the main causes of misconception of Bagration and other Russian 

generals was the lack of information they should have possessed. Mistrustful of his 

generals, Alexander concealed most of the military intelligence as well as military plans. 

General Levin Bennigsen, who was at the main headquarters, confessed, “Emperor did 

not show me any [approved] operational plan and I do not know any person who had 

seen it.”62 With his headquarters at Volkovysk on the frontiers, Bagration received 

scarce information and had to rely on his intelligence. Thus, he had no accurate 

information on current events or the strategy employed by the general headquarters.  

Another reason for Bagration’s offensive strategy laid in the attitude of the 

Russian military toward the idea of retreat. Russia had not witnessed an incursion on its 

                                                           

60 Headquarters’ Archives, V, 268-270; 302-304; 313-15; also Russian Military Archive, f. 

VUA. d. 434, 50-59. 

 

61 Alexander Ermolov, Zapiski A.P. Ermolova [Memoirs of A.P. Ermolov], (Moscow, 1865), 

I, 6-7. 

 

62 Russkaya Starina, 1909, No. 6, 517. 
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territory for over 100 years since the 1709 invasion by the Swedes under Charles XII. 

Contemporary recalled “The victories of [Field Marshals] Peter Rumyantsev and 

Alexander Suvorov made word “retreat” reprehensible.”63 In late 18
th

 and early 19
th

 

centuries, the Russian armies were often triumphant on the battlefields throughout the 

continent; Russia waged victorious wars on the peripheries of empire, resulting in 

annexation of new territories. So, on the eve of the French invasion, an offensive 

psychology prevailed among not only soldiers but also generals; they were unprepared to 

accept defensive warfare within Russia, preferring to strike first and bring the war to the 

French-controlled territories. In addition, after humiliations at Austerlitz, Friedland and 

Tilsit, the Russian nobility thirsted for revenge, inflamed by a belligerent ardor to fight 

Napoleon. Another contemporary recalled,  

All letters from the army are filled with aspiration of war and animation 

of the souls; it is said that soldiers are eager to fight with the foe and 

avenge the past defeats. The common desire is to advance forward and 

anticipate Napoleon in Prussia, but it seems that Tsar’s advisers are 

against this notion. They decided to wage defensive war and let the 

enemy inside the boundaries; those, unaware of this German 

strategy…are extremely upset, considering it [defensive strategy] as the 

greatest crime.64 

Thus, in his strategy for 1812, Bagration expressed the common desire of the 

majority in the army for the offensive. Unaware of the Russian military plans and the real 

strength of Napoleon’s army, Bagration believed in the possibility of a preventive strike 

into Poland and Prussia. Still, he was concerned with the lack of intelligence and, on 17 

April 1812, he requested additional information from the Minister of War Barclay de 

Tolly. “I believe,” wrote Bagration, “that before the commencement of military 

operations, I should receive more detailed remarks from Your Excellency, for you are 

                                                           

63 I. Radozhitsky, Poxodnie zapiski artilerista s 1812 po 1816 g. [Campaign Memoirs of the 

Artillerist, 1812-1816] (Moscow, 1835) I, 37. 
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more aware of the political affairs and areas the enemy intends to attack”65 He also 

stressed that “even in defensive operations, our armies must vigorously oppose the enemy 

luring him from the frontiers.”66 There was no response to Bagration’s letters, leaving 

the commander-in-chief of the second largest army with insufficient intelligence on 

current affairs. Minister of War Barclay de Tolly should have provided the commanders 

of the armies with sufficient information on their missions. But neither Bagration nor 

Tormasov received precise instructions on their assignments in April-May 1812.  

Barclay de Tolly soon realized the importance of providing his army and corps 

commanders with information on the adopted strategy. He issued a series of orders that 

combined basic features of his and Phull’s plan, though they often contradicted each 

other. Although these letters had no specific instructions or details on strategy, they still 

communicated first directives to the army commanders. In April 1812, Barclay wrote 

Bagration, “The military actions will be commenced soon… [and] our armies will face 

superior enemy forces; they should gradually retreat and avoid any decisive actions.”67 

Letter failed to specify what direction or where Bagration had to withdraw. In May, 

Barclay explained to Wittgenstein, “The following are most important [features] in 

offensive and defensive operations: to double your forces through quickness of action 

and attacks on enemy flanks and rear; any weak [detached] enemy forces must be 

annihilated, while strong forces should be avoided in battles but constantly harassed. 

During the retreat any supplies and transports must be destroyed.”68 Barclay also shared 

his views on the strategy with Tormasov, 

After the commencement of the military operations, you execute the 

following [orders]: a) to harass constantly the enemy; b) to attack the 

enemy rear and flanks, to capture enemy transports and destroy everything 

                                                           

65 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 29 April 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 145.  

 

66 Ibid., 145 

 

67 Barclay to Bagration, 10 April 1812, The 150th Anniversary of the Patriotic War, 41. 
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that facilitates his actions, especially the hospitals.; c) to eliminate any 

provisions and transports that can be utilized by the enemy,  to demolish 

bridges, ships, depots and stores… The local populations should be 

allowed to keep only minimal supplies.69 

It is noteworthy that Barclay’s most important instructions were sent to 

Emmanuel Saint Priest, chief of staff of 2
nd

 Western Army, without informing Bagration, 

who was insulted by this incident. In this letter, Barclay explained his strategy for the 

oncoming campaign. He wrote,  

The distinguishing features of this plan of actions are the following: 1. 

[The Russian] army should be furnished [prodovolstvovatsia] at the 

expense of the enemy; 2. [We should try] to prevent the enemy from using 

any supplies during the offensive, cut his lines of communication and 

always employ a ‘scorching earth’ policy during our retreat; 3. If 

separated from our base and reinforcements [bazisa i sposobov], we must 

avoid any decisive actions, and engage the enemy only in the places 

advantageous to us; 4. We must prolong the campaign as long as possible; 

5. If the enemy retreats, we should always pursue him with all available 

forces; 6. If one of our armies retreats in front of the superior forces, the 

other army… should attack them in flank and the rear.70  

As for the offensive actions, Barclay de Tolly limited them as much as possible 

and only in cases when the Russians might have vast superiority over the French. He 

specified that the Russian army would act along defensive positions on the already 

constructed defensive lines on the Dvina and the Dnieper Rivers.71  

Thus, Barclay’s directives conveyed only abstract ideas and failed to provide 

Bagration with factual information on the strategy. It was only on 15 June – just nine 

days before the war – that Bagration received three instructions from Barclay de Tolly 

written on behalf of Alexander I. According to them, the 2
nd

 Western Army was assigned 

                                                           

 

69 Barclay to Tormasov, 5 June 1812, in Ibid., 41. Bagration was given similar instructions. 

 

70 Headquarters’ Archives, XIII, 414 

 

71 Instructions to General Adjutant Count Saint Priest, ? June 1812, Ibid., XIII, 408-415. 
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to a new area at Volkovysk and its mission was reduced to defensive operations. 

Bagration was ordered to abstain from any offensive actions. “You will be informed 

about the general plan of operations when it will be decided to take the offensive, but 

prior to that, you must act defensively ”72 If facing superior enemy forces, the 2
nd

 

Western Army was to retreat to the Shara River and then to Novogrudok and the Nieman 

River, where it would receive further instructions, either to continue its retreat through 

Minsk to Borisov, or to move north quickly to link up with the 1
st
 Western Army. 

Bagration was ordered to reconnoiter the fortresses at Bobruisk and Borisov and to 

reinforce Nesvizh. The commander of the 6
th

 Corps Dimitry Dokhturov was ordered to 

report simultaneously to Bagration and Barclay de Tolly. In addition, Prince Peter was 

told to establish communication with other commanders, including General Alexander 

Tormasov, Lieutenant General Feodor Ertel and Ataman Matvei Platov.73  

                                                           

72 Barclay de Tolly to Bagration, 13 June 1812, Inostrantsev, Operation of the 2nd Western 

Army, Annex IV,  404-407,    

 

 627

73 Barclay de Tolly to Bagration, 13 June 1812, Ibid., Annex IV, 404-407; Fabry, Campaign 

de Russie, I, 232. 



 

Map 57. Russian Deployment in May-June 1812 

 628



Another order of Barclay de Tolly told Bagration to prevent capture of the 

magazines and warehouses by the French, to evacuate all wounded and sick soldiers and 

to inspect fortresses of Bobruisk and Borisov.74 Bagration was also informed that all 

Cossack troops deployed along the frontiers, including the Cossack regiments of the 2nd 

Western Army, were now under the command of Ataman Matvei Platov.75  

These orders provided Bagration with basic information on the mission of the 2nd 

Western Army. It is obvious that the initial mission of the 2nd Western Army to act on 

flanks of the French army was still considered at the central headquarters, though it was 

modified. The new assignment was to act on the defense and retreat if facing superior 

enemy forces. At the same time, the Cossacks Corps was ordered to attack the flanks and 

communication lines of the French with the support of the 2nd Western Army. But these 

orders also drastically limited the freedom of action of Bagration. According to them, 

commander of the 6
th

 Corps, General Dokhturov, was ordered to report to the 

headquarters of the 1
st
 Western Army as well as to Bagration but he was also to receive 

instructions on retreat directly from the Tsar.76 This made the status of the 6
th

 Corps in 

the 2nd Western Army ambiguous and Prince Bagration could not completely employ it. 

Also, the transfer of the Cossacks regiments of the 2nd Western Army under the 

command of Platov notably limited the reconnaissance ability of the army and might 

have prevented Bagration from using them as a rearguard during the retreat. Finally, 

Platov found himself subordinated to Barclay because he was officially attached to the 1
st
 

Western Army, but he was also ordered to cooperate with the 2
nd

 Western Army. 

                                                           

 

74 Barclay de Tolly to Bagration, 13 June 1812, Inostrantsev, Operation of the 2nd Western 

Army, Annex V, 407-408.   

 

75 Barclay de Tolly to Bagration, 13 June 1812, (secret communication), Ibid., Annex VI, 

407-408; Bagration to Platov, 15 June 1812, No. 264, A. Afanas’ev, 1812-1814: Sekretnaya 

perepiska Generala P.I. Bagrationa [12-1814: General P.I. Bagration’s Secret Correspondence, 

hereafter cited as Secret Correspondence of Bagration] (Moscow, 1992), 17. 

 

76 Barclay de Tolly to Bagration, 13 June 1812, Inostrantsev, Operation of the 2nd Western 

Army, Annex IV, 404-407. 

 629



Considering the numerous cases of personal antagonism between the Russian officers, 

Platov, being senior to Bagration, could have refused to accept orders from Bagration and 

endangered the coordination of actions. Fortunately, Platov and Bagration were old 

acquaintances and served together in many campaigns. Platov willingly subordinated 

himself to Bagration “for the benefits of the motherland” and reported any information to 

him.77 

As he received Barlclay’s instructions, Bagration was able to carry out only some 

of them. He dispatched outposts to reconnoiter the roads to Volkovysk - Zelva - Slonim 

and the ferries across the Shara River from its mouth up to Bitten. Chief of engineers 

Major General Forster was ordered to examine the fortifications of Nesvizh, Bobruisk 

and Borisov, and to reconnoiter the roads from Nesvizh to Borisov and Bobruisk.78 

Communication with the commander of the reserve corps, Lieutenant General Ertel, was 

established and Bagration was informed of its organization, strength, and dispositions.79 

At the same time, Bagration sent his observations on the orders he had received to 

the Tsar, expressing his views on the current situation and the proposed plan of action. 

Stipulating that he required more information and based on his battle experience, 

Bagration criticized the strategic deployments of the Russian army. He emphasized that 

the Russian armies were over extended, which hindered their cooperation. Furthermore, 
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they were deployed too close to the border. If attacked by superior forces, they would not 

have time to concentrate; as a result, they could be out-flanked and encircled by rapidly 

moving French Corps. Bagration criticized the reorganization of Cossack regiments and 

stressed that “detached irregular troops [Cossacks] of the 2
nd

 Western Army would be 

unable to support [the] army…. At the present moment the irregular troops are deployed 

separately [along the frontiers] and, therefore, it is necessary to leave them under the 

control of the commanders in chief. These troops could be placed under the command of 

the Ataman, when the circumstances would require their concentration to attack the 

enemy.”80 The Prince wrote to Barclay de Toly explaining the difficulties of evacuating 

the magazines and warehouses.  

If your words ‘to prevent the enemy from capturing…’ mean destruction of 

the magazines and herding the horses and oxen, it is easy to imagine the 

lack of forage for the cavalry caused by assembling the oxen and horses 

from the vicinity…. On another hand, if you mean to transport these 

supplies behind the defense lines, then it is also impossible to accomplish 

due to the scarcity of the transport means.81 

Bagration also objected to the strategy approved by the Tsar. He emphasized the 

negative consequences of the retreat and stressed that it would be “much more useful to 

attack and fight on his [Napoleon’s] territory than to await for an invasion”82 On 20 

June, Bagration wrote another letter to the Tsar, in which reemphasized the negative 

consequences of a withdrawal, insisting on anticipating the French and attacking first. 

“Order us to assemble at Grodno and attack the enemy.” wrote Bagration, “Any retreat 

encourages the enemy and will give him vast territories, and undermine our spirit... What 

are we afraid of and why do we have to exhaust the army by methodical maneuvers?”83  
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On 23 June, Bagration received Barclay de Tolly’s response. The minister 

informed him that the orders to retreat did not restrict offensive actions. However, 

Barclay de Tolly stipulated, “Caution requires [Bagration] to be ready to retreat, and that 

the Russian armies must not be compelled to fight any decisive battles with superior 

enemy forces under unfavorable conditions.”84 As for the requested information, 

Bagration was told that additional instructions would be sent at an appropriate time.85 

Thus, Barclay de Tolly did not responded to Bagration’s major questions about 

the deployment of the Russian armies and its strategy nor on the composition and 

strength of the Grand Army. It is obvious that Bagration’s appeals for an offensive were 

caused by the lack of the intelligence. Though, it is possible to justify Barclay de Tolly 

since Tsar Alexander assumed the supreme command and determined all his actions. Tsar 

alone decided whether to send the intelligence to army commanders or not. Regarding the 

statement of Barclay de Tolly concerning the offensive actions, obviously, it was sent 

only to calm Bagration86 and it did not inform Bagration of the strength of Napoleon’s 

army.87 
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 Naturally, these answers did not satisfy Bagration. On 24 June, he sent another 

letter to Barclay badgering him to inform Alexander I about the situation of 2
nd

 Western 

Army and the necessity to carry out immediate measures to prevent the Russian armies 

from being attacked separately. Stressing the disadvantages of his position, Bagration 

again pointed out the overextended disposition of the 2nd Western Army, which was 

compelled to occupy a ninety-mile-wide front with only two corps and insufficient 

cavalry.88 His army was unable to prevent the French from moving on Grodno and 

Belostoc. He pointed out the large gap between the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 Western Armies 

complicated communication between them. Therefore, Bagration proposed to move the 

3
rd

 Western Army closer to the 2
nd

 Western Army by concentrating it around Kovlya, 

with its right flank at Kobryn. “With such deployment of the 3
rd

 and 2
nd

 Armies,” wrote 

Bagration, “we shall be able to repulse the enemy, while separately we are incapable of 

supporting each other.”89  

Bagration also contended that the 2
nd

 Reserve Corps of Lieutenant General Ertel, 

located at Mozyr, was too remote to support the 2nd Western Army. The summer of 1812 

was unusually hot and in consequence, Bagration indicated that moving this corps to the 

2
nd

 or 3
rd

 Armies would take up to ten days. Therefore, he suggested moving the 2
nd

 

Reserve Corps to Pynsk so it could support both armies. In his letter, Bagration also 

informed the Minister what he perceived as the most likely French goals. In his opinion, 

they would attack and route Russian troops separately preventing them from uniting. 

“Their [French] purpose is to split our forces and I am sure they will certainly attempt to 

accomplish this…. “90 He also wrote that “maybe my suggestions would contradict with 
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your objectives…since the political and other circumstances, as well as [our] military 

operations are still unknown to me”91 

However, there was no response to his letters. On 25 June, the day after the Grand 

Army crossed the Nieman, Bagration received new instructions from Barclay de Tolly 

that changed the mission of the 2nd Western Army. Due to the massing of the enemy 

forces between Kovno and Meretch, Platov’s Cossacks Corps was ordered to act in the 

area of Grodno on the flank and rear of the French.92 The 2
nd

 Western Army was to 

cover the rear of the Cossacks and concentrate at Borisov, if forced to retreat. Further 

instructions informed Bagration that if the 1
st
 Western Army were unable to give battle at 

Vilna, it should retire, detaching the 6
th

 Corps from the 2nd Western Army and 

concentrating at Swentsyan to prepare for a battle.93 On the following day, Bagration 

received additional instructions from Barclay, informing him that the French Army had 

crossed the Nieman at Kovno and his [Barclay’s] intention was to concentrate the 1st 

Army at Vilna. Barclay confirmed the mission of the 2
nd

 Western Army as stated in his 

last order.94 

The new instructions of Barclay de Tolly did not clarify the assignment of the 2nd 

Western Army, but only complicated it. Bagration was ordered to act (together with 

Platov) on the flank and rear of the enemy, but he was not told on the expected route of 

the French or the direction he was supposed to advance. Furthermore, there was nothing 

in the instructions about the purpose behind the proposed movements. If the 1
st
 Western 

Army retired, Bagration’s offensive on flank and rear of the French would fail due to the 
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superiority of Napoleon’s forces. In addition, these instructions did not take into account 

that the French forces concentrated against the 2nd Western Army. Bagration’s troops 

opposed to 75,000 men under Jérôme Bonaparte, while Eugene’s Corps on the north and 

Schwarzenberg’s troops in the south totaled about 100,000 men. Therefore, Bagration 

emphasized that if his army in its previous deployment had been able to carry out its 

assignment, now, after detachment of the 6
th

 corps, it was too weak - “slightly matching 

to the strength of the Corps” - for assigned mission.95  Barclay de Tolly’s new orders 

were obviously impossible to implement, especially since his previous orders to retreat to 

Borisov had not been canceled.  

The central headquarters also made a mistake by appointing Major General 

Emmanuel Saint Priest as Chief of Staff of the 2
nd

 Western Army without Bagration’s 

consent. This appointment irritated Bagration, who believed that the Tsar sent Saint 

Priest to watch his actions. Saint Priest enjoyed an Alexander’s trust and had the right to 

write letters directly to him. Writing his dispatches to the Tsar in French, Saint Priest led 

Bagration, who could not read French well, to mistrust him. The relationship between 

Bagration and Saint Priest became increasingly tense when Barclay de Tolly sent a secret 

dispatch to Saint Priest informing him, not Bagration, about the mission of the 2nd 

Western Army.96  

Receiving the first instruction, dated June 24, Bagration responded to Barclay 

stating the inability of the 2
nd

 Western Army to carry out these orders. 

I am not informed on the direction given to General Platov, although I 

suggest he can only act in flank of the enemy…on the right bank of the 

Nieman. Therefore I have to oppose the enemy forces that would cross our 

frontiers at Surazh….I would be able to encounter them. But considering 

your intention to assemble the 1st Army at Vilna for a battle, [my] right 

flank would be exposed … and I would be in danger of being cut off not 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 

95 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 25 June 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 162. 

 

96 Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 76. 
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only from the 1
st
 Western Army, but also from my line of retreat… A survey 

of the map proves that after the retreat of the 1st Army to Swentsiany, the 

enemy, having occupied Vilna can anticipate the retreat of the 2nd Western 

Army to Minsk and arrive there before me.97  

In addition, Bagration implied that this course of actions would sever 

communication between the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 Western Armies and exclude any chance of their 

union.98 The next day he sent a report to Barclay informing him the current situation of 

the army. He emphasized that any attempt to act on the flank of the French would 

threaten the concentration of the armies. He asked for the permission to re-deploy the 2
nd

 

Western Army to the Shara River and then retreat to Minsk.99 To ensure joint action of 

the 2
nd

 Western Army and the Cossacks Corps, Bagration sent a letter to Ataman Matvei 

Platov, specifying:  

You are informed about the crossing by enemy of the Nieman at Kovno and 

intention of the 1
st
 Western Army to concentrate behind Vilna. Therefore, 

the adversary can easily occupy Vilna and move his right flank on the road 

to Minsk … Your Excellency would be compelled to avoid separation from 

the 1
st
 Western Army and follow the right bank of the Nieman, through Lida 

to Minsk bearing in mind that the enemy can occupy Vilna by 16 or 17 and 

be at Minsk by 24 June.100 

Bagration told Platov, that in case the Cossack corps moved in the specified 

direction (on the right bank of the Nieman, through Lida to Minsk), the 2
nd

 Western Army 

would concentrate at Slonim and retreat to Nesvizh covering the Cossacks of Major 

General Nikolay Ilovaisky. Bagration also wrote Platov, that after reaching Nesvizh, these 

                                                           

97 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 25 June 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 162.  

 

98 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 25 June 1812, Ibid., 162.  

 

99 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 26 June 1812, Ibid., 163. 
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100 Bagration to Platov, 26 June 1812, Ibid., 165. The dates in this letter are given according 

to old calendar used in Russia till 1917. These dates match 28-29 June and 4 July. 



Cossacks would be directed north, attack together with Platov’s Corps and maintain 

connection with the 1
st
 Western Army.101  

Bagration assured Platov that the best route both for the 2nd Western Army and 

the Cossacks was the direct road to Minsk because it would give them an opportunity to 

unite with the 1
st
 Western Army.102 In another letter to Platov, Bagration stressed the 

impossibility of attacking the flank and rear of the French. “To threaten the flank and rear 

is impossible for you, since they [French] have considerable forces everywhere and that 

means failure wherever you appear…”103 Bagration suggested joint actions toward 

Minsk. “If I would not receive your response by midnight, I shall retreat to Slonim, 

Nesvizh and Minsk. That is all that I can tell you. Better to help the 1st Army there, 

rather than be divided and wander here.”104 Platov agreed with Bagration’s suggestions. 

On 27 June, he informed the Prince that his corps would retreat from Grodno on the right 

bank of the Niemen and follow the 2nd Western Army on the route to Minsk.105 This 

unity of Bagration and Platov ensured close and effective joint actions by the 2
nd

 Western 

Army and the Cossacks and prevented them from being destroyed piecemeal. 

Assured of Platov’s support, Bagration took a number of measures to prevent the 

French from occupying Minsk. By this time, the reorganization of the 2
nd

 Western Army 

                                                           

 

101 Bagration to Platov, 26 June 1812, Ibid., 165. Also Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 

26; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1812, 201.   

 

102 Bagration to Platov, 26 June 1812, Ibid., 165.  

 

103 Bagration to Platov, 26 June 1812, “Is perepiski M.I. Platova” [From Platov’s 

Correspondence], Voennii sbornik, (St. Petersburg, 1906), No.1, 204. 

 

104 Bagration to Platov, 26 June 1812, Ibid., 204-205. 

 

105 Platov to Bagration, 27 June 1812, Donskie kazaki v 1812 godu. Sbornik dokumentov ob 

uchastii Donskogo kazachestva v Otechestvennoi voine 1812 goda [Don Cossacks in 1812. 

Compilation of the Documents on Participation of the Don Cossacks in Patriotic War of 1812], 

(Rostov, 1954), 54. 
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was completed. From the initial 49,423 men,106 Bagration now commanded some 

36,000 men and 180 canons.107 He sent twelve reserve battalions located in Bobruisk 

and ordered the 27
th

 Infantry Division of General Dimitry Neverovsky to halt and defend 

Minsk should the enemy approach the city.108   

On 28 June, Bagration spent day waiting for Barclay de Tolly’s response on his 

request to retreat through Slonim, Nesvizh to Minsk. At 8:00 p.m. he finally received the 

letter. Platov was ordered to retreat through Lyda, Smorgon to Swentsiany, attacking the 

rear and flank of the enemy whenever possible. Bagration was to support these actions 

and  “prevent the enemy from cutting the 2nd Western Army off from the route to 

Borisov through Minsk and to protect the right wing of the [2
nd

] army against a sudden 

attack.”109 This order, as well as previous instructions of the central headquarters, 

neither clarified the mission of the 2
nd

 Western Army nor responded to Bagration’s 

request to retreat to Minsk. Bagration was anxious about remaining in an area as 

dangerous as Volkovysk and decided to retreat on his own initiative.  

It is evident from the correspondence that Bagration was dissatisfied with the 

deployment or use of his army. He complained about the lack of the information 

                                                           

106 Reports of P. I. Bagration and D. P. Neverovsky, 13 June 1812, RGVIA, f. 154, op. 1, d. 

84, p. 13-16. 

 

107 The 6th Corps was attached to the 1st Western army. Therefore, the 2nd army was 

composed of 7th Corps of Lieutenant General Nikolay Rayevsky, 8th Corps under Lieutenant 

General Mikhail Borozdin, 4th Reserve Cavalry Corps of Major General Karl Syvers and Cossack 

regiments under Major General Ivan Illovaysky. The 27th Infantry Division of General Dimitry 

Neverovsky was marching from Moscow to join the army. Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd 

Western Army, Annex XI, Order of battle of the 2nd Western army, 412-418; Muratov, Historical 

Survey of the Patriotic War and it’s Reasons, Order of battle of the Russian Imperial Army, 

Annex VIII;  D. Buturlin, Istoria nashestvia imperatora Napoleona na Rossiu v 1812 g [History of 

Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia in 1812] (St. Petersburg, 1824) II, 387-390; V. Kharkevich, Voina 

1812 goda: Ot Nemana do Smolenska [The Campaign of 1812: from the Nieman to Smolensk] 

(Vilna, 1901), Annex IV. 

 

108 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 29 June 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 167.  
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109 Barclay de Tolly to Bagration, 27 June 1812, Ibid., 166.  



concerning current political events, military plans, and the mission of the 2
nd

 Western 

Army in particular. On the eve of the war he strongly supported offensive operations, not 

being adequately informed about the actual situation. It is difficult to criticize him 

because the central headquarters failed to provide the commander of the second largest 

Russian army with adequate intelligence.  

During first weeks of retreat, Bagration relied on the information gathered by his 

headquarters and had little notion of the strategy the Tsar had decided to follow. The 

detachment of the 6
th

 Corps and Cossack regiments and the appointment of Emmanuel 

Saint Priest as head of staff of the 2
nd

 Western Army without Bagration’s consent further 

complicated the state of affairs. Bagration was ordered to act in the flank and the rear of 

Napoleon’s main forces, but these instructions were inadequate because neither of them 

considered that he was facing the superior forces of Jérôme and Eugene. Clausewitz 

commented, “Bagration with 40,000 men was to operate on the right flank, with the 

intention of falling on the French rear later. One will realize at a glance that this force had 

not the slightest hope of holding out in southern Lithuania – holding additional territory, 

that is, and closer to the rear of the French. It would have been demolished by their 

overwhelming numbers.”110 Thus, unable to threaten Napoleon’s flank, Bagration had 

no alternative but to retreat.  

Bagration’s correspondence on the strategy for the coming campaign shows his 

understanding of tactics and strategy. Although, an adherent of the offensive warfare, he 

was equally skilled in defensive warfare.  He tenaciously opposed the deployment of the 

Russian troops along the western borders and emphasized the weakness of their 

positions. Yet lacking sufficient information on the current foreign affairs, he believed in 

the necessity of a preventive strike against Napoleon’s army. Nevertheless, facing the 

advancing troops of the Grand Army, he realized the weakness of his plans and the 

necessity of retreat. Bagration’s decision to withdraw on his own initiative, without 

relevant order from the central headquarters, was of a vital importance for the Russian 
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110 Carl von Clausewitz, On War, ed. By Michael Howard and Peter Paret, (Princeton, 

1989), 477. 



armies. It gave the 2
nd

 Western Army three to four day advantage over the French and an 

opportunity to retreat before the coordinated advance of the forces of King Jérôme and 

Marshal Davout. 
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Figure 11. Bagration’s Headquarters in 1812, nowadays Museum of Bagration. 

Volkovisk, Byelorussia 
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CHAPTER XVI  

The Retreat and First Successes 

 

 

 
The rapid and skillful movement of the 2nd Western Army,  

through which we achieved the unification of the Russian armies at Smolensk, 

 puts him [Bagration] among the saviors of Russia in 1812 

Count Nikolay Golitsyn1 
 

 

 

As the French armies continued their advance eastward, Bagration moved his 

army towards Slonim on 29 June 1812 under the cover of two rearguards.2 To ensure 

constant supplies for the army during the march, he ordered every regiment to send 

foragers to requisition food from the local farmers, and he asked the corps and division 

commanders “to use all possible means to provide the soldiers with sufficient 

                                                           
1 Nikolay Golitsyn, Oficerskie zapiski ili Vospominania o pokhodakh 1812, 1813, i 1814 

godov [Memoirs of the Officer - Recollections on the 1812, 1813 and 1814 Campaigns], 
(Moscow, 1838), 16. 

 
2 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1812, 204. The cavalry rearguard, consisting of the 

Akhtyrsk Hussars, Lithuanian Lancers, and Cossack Regiment with 8th Horse Artillery Brigade, 
was led by General Illarion Vasyl’chykov. The infantry rearguard, commanded by Major General 
Mikhail Vorontsov, was composed of the Combined Grenadier Division and 9th Horse Artillery 
Brigade. Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 29 June 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 167; 
Headquarters’ Archives, XIII, 131; Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 413-18. 
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provision.”3 He insisted that the requisition be carried out so the inhabitants would not 

suffer.4 Anticipating the occupation of Minsk by the French, Bagration ordered the 27th 

Infantry Division of General Dimitry Neverovsky5 and twelve reserve battalions at 

Bobruisk to move to Minsk and wait for the main forces. To inspire the soldiers, 

Bagration issued a new bulletin to the army: 

Soldiers! It is not necessary to remind you to love the Fatherland…. The 
Tsar summons us to defend it and we must obey him and through 
obedience and courage [we will] punish the enemy for daring invasion of 

the Russian soil.6   

Meanwhile, before commencing the retreat, Bagration sent a letter to Barclay de 

Tolly on the retreat of his army toward Zelva. He wrote that Cossack regiments under 

General Ivan Illovaysky would be sent on the left flank of the army to support Platov’s 

Corps. After passing Slonim, his army would double the marches in order to elude any 

French maneuvers.7 Bagration emphasized the difficulties his army would face during 

the retreat. It would march 250 miles to Minsk, while the French, who already occupied 

Vilna, were only in 160 miles from Minsk and could easily reach the city before the 2nd 

Western Army. Bagration believed that Napoleon’s main intention was to prevent the 

Russian armies from the uniting so that he could defeat them separately. He wrote, 

“[Napoleon’s] maneuver is designed to separate us…. If you abandon Sventsyani without 

a battle, he will send a strong corps to pursue you, and direct the rest of his troops on the 

                                                           
3 Order, 28 June 1812, Inostrantsev,  Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 413-18. 
 
4 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 29 June 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 167.  
 
5 27th Infantry Division was composed of newly recruited young soldiers and at the 

beginning of June 1812 was moving from Moscow to join the 2nd Western Army. Bagration to 
Barclay de Tolly, 29 June 1812, Ibid., 167. 

 
6 Order, 28 June 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, f. 209 G, carton 75, file 76, part 2, 1-30.  
 
7 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 29 June 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 167.  
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direct route to Minsk from Vilna, and certainly cut my line of retreat.... “8 Nevertheless, 

Bagration was confident that his army could prevent the fall of Minsk. “I have calculated 

the marches so, that on 5 July my headquarters will be in Minsk, the advance guard 

beyond [the city], and other units near Sventsyani.”9 

Bagration’s retreat was soon interrupted by the Tsar. At 2:00 p.m. on 30 June at 

Zelva, an aide-de-camp of the Tsar, Colonel Alexander Benckerdorff, delivered orders to 

Bagration redirecting his line of retreat. The 2nd Western Army was to march toward 

Vileyko, along either Novogrudok or Belitsy routes, to join the 1st Western Army.10 As a 

result, Bagration was forced to proceed on a difficult and dangerous flank march 

northward, while Napoleon’s main forces were at Vilna and Jérôme’s army was marching 

on his rear.11 Bagration’s army had to move through a remote, marshy territory and cross 

the Niemen River within some seventy miles from the French troops. The crossing of the 

Nieman would inevitably halt the retreat and the army might be threatened not only from 

the front by Napoleon, but also from the rear by King Jérôme. Bagration replied to 

Alexander, “I cannot determine the exact time I will need to join the 1st Army because the 

enemy would endeavor to cut my way and harass my army.”12  

                                                           
8 Ibid., 167. 
 
9 Ibid., 169.  
 
10 Alexander to Bagration, 30 June 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XVII, 264; Also, Secret 

Correspondence of Bagration, 36, 146; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 233; Mikhailovsky-
Danilevsky, Campaign of 1812, 205-207. 

 
11 Jérôme’s army occupied Grodno on 30 June but remained idle for next five days, resting 

his exhausted troops. Jérôme to Catherine, 5 July 1812, Albert Du Casse,. Les Rois Freres de 
Napoleon Ier: documents inedits relatifs au premier empire (Paris, 1883) 399; Glenn Lamar, 
Jérôme Bonaparte, the War Year, 1800-1815, (Westport, 2000), 87; Bernardine Merlchior-
Bonnet, Jérôme Bonaparte ou l’envers de l’epopee (Paris, 1979), 218-19; Marie-André Fabre,  
Jérôme Bonaparte, Roi de Wetsphalie (Paris, 1952), 160. 

 
12 Bagration to Alexander, 30 June 1812, No. 339, Zelva, Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 

Campaign of 1812, 208. 
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To obey the Tsar’s orders, Bagration considered the routes of march. The route on 

Vileyko through Belitsy was shorter and more convenient, but it passed too close to 

Vilna and the French forces, and was thus more dangerous. Therefore, Bagration selected 

the route through Novogrudok; marshy and with bad roads, it was remote from Vilna and 

far from the French troops. Besides, the Novogrudok route would make it easier to link 

up with the 27th Infantry Division that had marched from Moscow to Minsk and was 

waiting for orders. 

After deciding to proceed to Novogrudok, Bagration ordered the 27th Infantry 

Division to concentrate there and wait for the arrival of his main forces.  Meanwhile, he 

sent an engineer brigade to the Niemen to construct a ferry across the river at villages 

Kryvichy, Nikolaev and Delyatichy before 3 July. While the advance guard advanced to 

Vishnev and Volozhin, Bagration marched his army in two columns, each a day apart, 

covered by a rearguard of the cavalry and infantry.13  

By 1 July, the 2nd Western Army concentrated at Slonim and the next day, it 

advanced twenty miles by a forced march and reached Dvoretz.14 Bagration destroyed 

all excess baggage, sending most of transports, except headquarters’ carts, to Minsk or 

Bobruisk.15 At the same time, he informed soldiers of the decision and reasons for the 

retreat because many soldiers were perplexed by continued withdrawal.16 On 3 July, the 

                                                           
13 Headquarters’ Archives, XII, 179, 186-87; Bagration to Alexander, 30 June 1812; 

Correspondence of Bagration, 169-70; Bagration to Platov, 3 July 1812, Secret Correspondence 
of Bagration, 43.  

 
14 Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 142-43; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, 

Campaign of 1812, 208; General Sir Robert Wilson, Narrative of Events During the Invasion of 
Russia by Napoleon Bonaparte and the Retreat of the French Army, 1812 (London, 1860), 37; 
Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 233. 

 
15 Bagration to Alexander, 2 July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration,  170-71; Wilson, 

Narrative of Events…, 38; Butenev, Recollections, 16.  
 
16 Order, 1 July 1812, Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 125.; Wilson, 

Narrative of Events…, 38. 
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2nd Western Army marched another thirty five miles and arrived at Novogrudok, while its 

advance guards reached the Niemen, crossed the river, and entered Nikolaev and Ivye.17 

The movement of the 2nd Western Army from Volkovysk to Novogrudok was 

Bagration’s first success. Unable to confront the numerical superiority of the French 

forces, he outdistanced them and gained a three to four day advantage. His army reached 

the Niemen in five marches, covering 110 miles in five days, a remarkable feat. The field 

engineers were already constructing ferry on the Nieman and a transport bridge at 

Koledzany so Bagration hoped to continue his march on the next day (4 July). 

In the meantime, the situation eventually deteriorated to the north. On 28 June, the 

French occupied Vilna. The 1st Western Army of Barclay de Tolly, accompanied by Tsar 

Alexander, eluded the battle and retreated in the direction of Drissa, destroying 

Napoleon’s hopes of confronting the Russian army at Vilna. Consequently, Napoleon 

decided to concentrate all his efforts against Bagration’s army. To determine the 

direction of its retreat, Napoleon sent reconnaissance columns on the major roads from 

Vilna to the south and southeast. On 29 June one of these advance guards, under General 

Étienne Bordessoulle, moving to the south from Vilna, encountered a detachment of the 

4th Infantry Division under Major General Ivan Dorokhov, marching without maps from 

Orany to unite with the main forces.18 Dorokhov’s troops repulsed several attacks of the 

French advance guard at Bolshye Solechniky. Facing numerically superior French troops, 

Dorokhov decided to march southward to Ol’shany and join the main forces. At the same 

time another French reconnaissance column, under General Claude Pajol, advancing 

                                                           
17 Correspondence of Bagration, 171. The cavalry rear guard under General Vasyl’chykov 

halted at Velikaya Volya, and the infantry rear guard of Major General Vorontsov at Dzentsiola. 
The same day the 27th Infantry Division joined the Army; Wilson, Narrative of Events…, 38; 
Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 233. 

 
18Thiers, Consulate and the Empire VIII, 19; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 170-75; Davout, 

Nicholas, Maréchal d’Empire, Memoires et souvenirs, (Paris, 1898), II, 77; Gallaher, The Iron 
Marshal, 229; Hourtoulle, F.  Davout le Terrible, (Paris, 1975), 218-223; Inostrantsev, Operations 
of the 2nd Western Army, 143-50.  
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southeast from Vilna, met the Russian forces at Oshmiany.19 These were units of the 3rd 

Cavalry Corps of Major General Count Peter Pahlen of the 1st Army retreating to 

Ol’shany and Smorgoni. The Russians repulsed Pajol’s attacks and ensured the retreat of 

the main forces to Smorgoni.20 

Finally, on the morning of 1 July, Napoleon received reliable intelligence about 

the Russian forces to the northeast and the clashes at Bolshye Solechniky and Oshmiany. 

He assumed that these forces were the part of the 2nd Western Army and that it was 

moving from Grodno to join the 1st Western Army. Based on this assessment, Napoleon 

decided to attack Bagration. He immediately sent orders to his advance guards of Murat, 

Ney and Oudinot to reduce pressure on the 1st Western Army so it would be isolated 

from the main scene of action. The new orders were conveyed to Marshal Davout. He 

assumed command of three columns and quickly marched southeast to intercept 

Bagration’s army. The left column under General Marie Antoine Nansouty, consisting of 

four brigades of cavalry and Morand’s infantry, would move to outflank the Russian 

advance guard. The central column under Davout’s personal command would fall on 

Bagration’s center, and the right column of General Emmanuel Grouchy would pursue 

Russian rear guard.21  

                                                           
19 Ibid., IV, 19-20; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 170-75; Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, 

II, 77; Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 143-50; Gallaher, The Iron Marshal, 
229; Hourtoulle, Davout, 218-223. 

 
20 Ibid., IV, 19-20; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 170-75; Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd 

Western Army, 143-50; Gallaher, The Iron Marshal, 229; Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 77. 
 
21 Napoleon to Berthier, 29 June 1812, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier., No.18879, XXIII, 

673-78; Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 77. 
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Map 59. Retreat to Slonim  
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Obviously, Napoleon underestimated Bagration’s strength, for he detached 

several divisions from Davout’s corps, weakening it for this complicated assignment.22 

This move was based on the assumption that Bagration was now being hard pressed from 

rear by King Jérôme’s army advancing from Grodno. The three army corps under Jérôme 

were to attack Bagration from rear and drive him into the Davout’s corps before Minsk. 

In all, four army corps were to envelop and destroy Bagration. 

Davout’s forces took the offensive on 29 June.23 Because Platov’s Cossacks and 

Dorokhov’s troops were deployed to the south and southeast of Vilna, the French 

advance prevented their junction with the 1st Western Army. Therefore, General 

Dorokhov retreated southeast from Bolshie Solechniki to join Bagration. Platov’s 

Cossacks left Grodno on 28 June, moving eastward. By 3 July Platov’s troops had 

marched to Nikolaev, where Bagration intended to cross the Nieman.24  

By this time, the construction of ferries was completed on the Nieman and the 2nd 

Western Army was ready to cross. By 10:00 a.m. on 4 July, the army began to cross the 

river. To increase the mobility of his army, Bagration concentrated the supply trains at 

Korelichi and moved towards Minsk. As a result, the soldiers took only the most 

necessary carts; the generals were limited only to one carriage while the divisions and 

corps commanders retained an additional cart for their staff.25 After crossing the 

Nieman, Bagration intended to rest the army until evening and then continue the march in 

                                                           
22 Napoleon to Berthier, 29 June 1812, Ibid., No. 18095, XXIII, 673-78. Instead of marching 

under Davout’s command, generals Louis Friant, Charles Etienne Gudin and Charles Antoine 
Morand were detached to support Murat’s cavalry. Accurate figures are unavailable, but Thiers 
estimated Davout’s troops at 20,000 infantry and 10,000 cavalry, Consulate and the Empire, VIII, 
29. 

 
23 Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 77. 
 
24 Platov to Bagration, 2 July 1812, Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 42; Fabry, 

Campaign de Russie, I, 233.  
 
25 Bagration to Alexander, 6 July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 174; Fabry, Campaign 

de Russie, I, 233. 
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two columns.26 He also anticipated the possibility of moving his army in one column 

through Bakshty to Volozhin.27 

Although the first days of the campaign were mild, after 28 June a series of 

terrible storms enveloped the area and the temperature suddenly dropped. After 29 June 

the weather was frightful and soldiers had to sleep in mud; roads were flooded and the 

water level of the Nieman rose. Nevertheless, on 4 July the ferry was completed and 

Bagration’s army began to cross the river at Nikolaev.28 Due to the high water, only part 

of the second column had crossed the river, and the passage was postponed until the next 

morning. A witness described,  

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
26 The first column, under the command of Lieutenant General Nikolai Rayevsky amounted 

to 24 battalions, 8 squadrons, 72 light and 24 horse artillery guns and an engineer brigade and 
was to move from Nikolaev to Vishnev. The second column, commanded by Lieutenant General 
Mikhail Borozdin, consisted of 21 battalions, 20 squadrons, 72 light and 12 horse artillery guns, 
and one Cossacks regiment, would move from Nikolaev to Volozhin. For each column, special 
advance guards were formed. The advance guard of the first column consisted of the 
Novorossiisk and Chernigov Dragoon Regiments, while the advance guard of the second column 
was composed from the Akhtyrsk Hussars and Cossack regiments. Major General Illarion 
Vasil’chikov led the cavalry rear guard reinforced by the Narva Infantry and 6th Jager Regiments. 
Order of Battle of the 2nd Western Army, Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 412-
18; Muratov, Historical Survey of the Patriotic War and its Reasons, Annex VIII. 

 
27 Bagration to Platov, 4 July 1812, Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 46; also, Donskie 

kazaki v 1812 godu, sbornik dokumentov ob uchastii donskogo kazachestva v Otechestvennoi 
voine 1812 goda [Don Cossacks in 1812: a Compilation of the Documents on the Role of Don 
Cossacks in the Patriotic War of 1812, hereafter cited as Don Cossacks in 1812] (Rostov na 
Donu, 1954), 70. 

 
28 Wilson, Narrative of Events …, 38; Butenev, Recollections, 17. 
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Map 59. Retreat to Slonim 
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Soldiers cut the tree brunches and constructed numerous huts since we did 
not carried tents as Napoleon’s troops did. An extensive camp covered 
with greenery was soon constructed, resounding with the songs and army 
music. It was indeed a beautiful scene. In the middle of the camp, there 
were larger and better-constructed sheds for commanders-in-chief and his 
staff… In the evening, we had a lavish dinner with [Bagration] at a 
specially built shed. Soldiers dined around the campfires… It seemed it 
was a great military parade or celebration.29 

   

Late in the evening, Bagration received a report from Dorokhov at Volozhin, 

indicating that he was being pursued by the French and could not join the 1st Army. 

Soon, Prince Peter got another alarming message from Platov describing the clashes 

between the Cossacks and the French on 3-4 July to the south of Vishnev.  

Yesterday evening I was attacked at Zakrevchizno by General Davout’s 
Corps deployed at Vishnev…. The enemy was repulsed with 100 men 
killed…. [We] captured one officer of the 9th Uhlan Regiment and one 
officer and 20 privates of the 4th Infantry Division of General [Joseph-
Marie] Dessaix. Interrogation of the captives indicated that their corps is 
called First German Army. It consists of six divisions, each of 10,000 men. 
Davout himself is now at Vishnev, and General [Claude] Pajol commands 

the advance guard of his Corps.30 
 

This news complicated the mission of Bagration and his army. To accomplish the 

Tsar’s orders, Bagration was expected to engage the enemy and then fight his way to the 

1st Western Army. Moreover, information on Davout’s strength, gathered by Platov from 

French prisoners, proved inaccurate and misled Bagration. He believed that Davout had 

60,000 men against him. However, in reality nearly half of Davout’s Corps had been 

                                                           
29 Butenev, Recollections, 17-18. 
 
30 Platov to Bagration, 4 July 1812, Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 44-45; also, 

Correspondence of Bagration, 172; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 234. 
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detached and the Russian army enjoyed a numerical superiority.31 After reading Platov’s 

reports, Bagration concluded that Davout was leading a superior force to envelop the 2nd 

Western Army and destroy it, supported by Jérôme’s forces. Initially, he decided to 

surprise Davout from the rear, and anticipating Jérôme’s arrival, make a combined attack 

with Platov on Davout’s extended forces.32 On 4 July, he sent a secret order to Platov to 

contain the French at Vishnev and be ready to strike the rear of Davout’s corps together 

with the 2nd Western Army.  

Considering your reports, I conclude that the substantial forces of the 
enemy are moving to Minsk, where they expect to encounter me. But I 
decided [to let them proceed to Minsk and] while I will join you to attack 
the enemy. Therefore it is necessary for you to wait for my arrival…. If 
the enemy does advance to Minsk, we shall attack from the rear and, 

defeated him, [and then] join the 1st Army.33 

Bagration ordered General Dorokhov to remain at Volozhin as long as possible and then 

retreat through Stolbtsy to join the main forces.34 He also changed the marching orders 

of the army on the night on 4 July. Bagration anticipated that Davout would proceed 

directly to Minsk via Volozhin, so he decided to concentrate his army at Bakshti on 5 

                                                           
31 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1812, 210. The imperfect intelligence 

significantly influenced maneuvers of the both armies during this stage of the campaign. 
Bagration supposed that Davout had 60-70,000 men, while Davout and Jérôme estimated 
Bagration’s Army at least that number, including Dokhturov’s 6th Corps that was, by this time, 
attached to the 1st Western Army. Correspondence of Bagration, 170-72; Jérôme to Napoleon, 9 
July 1812, Correspondance de Jérôme, V, 521; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 354, 376. David 
Chandler acknowledged 68,627 men in the 1st Corps of the Grand Army at the opening of the 
campaign. Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, Annex G, Organization of La Grande Armee 
for the Campaign of 1812. 

 
32 Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 46-47; Correspondence of Bagration, 171-72; Fabry, 

Campaign de Russie, I, 233.  
 
33 Bagration to Platov, 4 July 1812, Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 46-47; also, 

Correspondence of Bagration, 171-72. 
 
34 Bagration to Alexander, 6 July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 174-75. 
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July and then advance towards Volozhin.35 The number of wagons was further reduced, 

and all supply and medical wagons were left at Nikolaev under the protection of the 

infantry battalion and a Cossack regiment.36  In order to deceive the French, Bagration 

forbade large fires at the bivouacs. Finally, he instructed the Governor of Minsk to 

remove supply magazines to Bobruisk, establish close surveillance of the roads from 

Vilna and prepare the population to defend the city.37 Bagration clearly understood the 

difficulties his army would face. In a report to Alexander I, he wrote “the roads to 

Vishnev and Volozhin run through woods and bogs, making it rather difficult for the 

army to continue a forced march; and the high level of water in the Niemen has hindered 

the crossing…. All these greatly complicated a march through the territory already 

occupied by the enemy”38 

On the night of 5 July, Bagration received disturbing news of the advance of the 

King Jérôme’s army to Slonim that threatened Russian supply transports in the rear.39 

The 7th Corps of General Reynier was moving from the south toward Slonim, though its 

march was delayed on the Narew River.40 In addition, Platov informed him of the 

                                                           
35 The main forces would move in two columns, covered by the 4th Cavalry Corps The first 

column consisted of the 7th Infantry Corps, while the second column included the 8th Infantry 
Corps. Bagration sent engineers ahead of each column to repair the roads and bridges. 
Kharkevich, Voina 1812 goda. Ot Nemana do Smolenska [The War of 1812. From the Nieman to 
Smolensk, hereafter cited as From the Nieman to Smolensk] (Vilna, 1901) 

 
36 Headquarters’ Archives, XIII, 261-62; Kharkevich From the Nieman to Smolensk,132-34. 
 
37 Bagration to Governor of Minsk (name is not given), 6 July 1812, Correspondence of 

Bagration, 173.   
 
38 Bagration to Alexander, 6 July 1812,  Ibid., 174-75. 
 
39 Bagration to Alexander, 6 July 1812, Ibid., 175. 
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40 Milton Finley, The Career of Count Jean Reynier, 1792-1814 (hereafter cited as General 
Reynier), (Ph.D. diss., Florida State University, 1972), 332; Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 
77-79. 



advance of Davout’s troops to Volozhin.41 This news forced Bagration to abandon his 

intentions. With the simultaneous advance of the Jérôme and Davout, Bagration saw the 

danger of being attacked from both flanks. Even if his army succeeded in defeating 

Davout and moving to join the 1st Western Army, it would have been done at the cost of 

heavy casualties and loss of the supply wagons. Bagration admitted that “considering the 

superiority of the enemy, even if I defeat him [Davout] I would lose most of my supply 

trains and suffer considerable casualties…. ”42    

Bagration was fearful of being attacked while entangled in the woods and marshes 

that intersect the road from Nikolaev to Volozhin and unable to re-pass to the west bank 

of the Nieman over the unreliable bridges. He observed, “If, after crossing [to the east 

bank of] the Nieman, it is necessary to retreat, I would have a river in my rear and my 

positions would be worse than at Friedland.”43 Therefore, he disregarded the Tsar’s 

orders and marched his army to the southeast, eluding the enveloping maneuvers of 

Napoleon. He was determined to move his army to Nesvizh and advance either to Minsk 

or Bobruisk. “This decision is regrettable, but equally necessary,” Bagration wrote to the 

Tsar.44 He hoped that Marshal Davout, on being informed of the Russian army at 

Nikolaev, would expect Bagration to launch an attack on his right flank; consequently, he 

would have to concentrate his forces at Vishnev and halt his advance to Minsk. 

Meanwhile, the 2nd Western Army would make a flank maneuver to the southeast and 

anticipate the French at Minsk.45  

                                                           
 
41 Platov to Bagration, 5 July 1812, Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 47; Davout to 

Poniatovski, 4 July 1812, Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 356. 
 
42 Bagration to Platov, 5 July 1812, Ibid., 48-49,   
 
43 Ibid., 48-49 
 
44 Bagration to Alexander, 5 July 1812, Ibid., 49 
 
45 Bagration to Alexander, 6 July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 175. 
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Bagration halted the crossing to the east bank of the Niemen on 5 July and his 

entire army proceeded to Korelichi.46 He told Platov about the retreat from Nikolaev to 

Nesvizh and asked him to detain the enemy at Vishnev and Volozhin and to conceal the 

withdrawal of the main forces. Platov was told to hold positions on 5 and 6 July, and then 

withdraw to Nikolaev where dragoons would guard ferries on the Nieman.47 “After your 

retreat [along the west bank],” Bagration wrote, “We shall search together for means to 

unite with the 1st [Western] Army. This is the only way to gain time to concentrate with 

minimum losses.”48 Bagration remained at Nikolaev till 4:00 p.m. on 5 July. Receiving 

no news from Platov, he sent another dispatch confirming his previous letter. “I am 

staying here only to learn what you will do.”49 He specified that the ferries at Nikolaev 

and Koledzany would be destroyed at the midday of 6 July.50 Bagration also dispatched 

orders to Dorokhov to retreat to Stolbtsy and unite with the 2nd Western Army at Novy 

Swerzhen. 

Late on 5 July, the 2nd Western Army reached Korelichi, and, to anticipate Davout 

at Minsk, Bagration moved it by a forced march.51 He requested his commanders to use 

every opportunity to rest the troops and keep them battle-ready. The army continued the 

                                                           
46 Order, 5 July 1812, Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 434-36; 

Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1812, 211; Butenev, Recollections, 18. At the head of 
army was the advance guard under General Vasil’chikov consisting of the Narva Infantry, 5th 
Jager, Akhtyrsk Hussar, Lithuanian Lancers, and the Kiev Dragoon regiments, horse artillery and 
three Cossack regiments. The main forces of the 7th and 8th Infantry Corps followed the advance 
guard. Both corps were organized as independent columns preceded by engineers. 

 
47 Bagration to Platov, 5 July 1812, Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 50; Don Cossacks 

in 1812, 75; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1812, 211. 
 
48 Don Cossacks in 1812, 75. 
 
49 Ibid., 76. 
 
50 Bagration to Platov, 5 July 1812, Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 50. 
 
51 Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 440-41; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 

234. 
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retreat. The advance guard departed at 7:00 a.m., followed by the 7th Infantry Corps at 

8:00 a.m., the 8th Infantry Corps at 9:00 a.m. and the rear guard one hour later. The wine 

and meat were distributed twice a day and each battalion was supplied with provisions 

for six days. All empty transports were destroyed and new warehouses were established 

at Kolky and Mir to supply the army with forage.52 A witness recalled, “The troops were 

inspired and marched vigorously…. [Bagration] and his corps commanders kept a strict 

discipline. There were no stragglers and therefore no pillage [of local population]. 

Soldiers were allowed to take only hay and firewood; some of them often took old and 

damaged carriage wheels that burnt very well.  Soldiers and officers… enjoyed throwing 

these wheels into bonfires that burnt with a bright and sparkly fire as if firecrackers.”53 

Bagration marched the army towards Mir on the morning of 6 July and 

bivouacked there that night, while Platov was moving to cross the Niemen on the night of 

7 July.54 When Bagration heard from Dorokhov about the retreat of the French from 

Volozhin, he assumed that Davout was concentrating his forces at Vishnev to prevent 

Bagration’s movement northward. Based on this assumption, Bagration believed he could 

link up with the 1st Western Army by moving towards Novy Swerzhen, Kaidanov and 

Minsk.55 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
52 Order to Army, 6 July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 176-77. Bagration rested his 

troops for an hour after four-mile march, for two hours after another six-mile march and for three 
hours after covering additional ten miles. On bivouacs, soldiers were allowed to sit at 
commander’s appearance and drumbeat “field-march” was canceled. Field march was a drumbeat 
thirty minutes or an hour prior to the march to prepare for the movement. Mikhailovsky-
Danilevsky, Campaign of 1812, 212-13. 

 
53 Butenev, Recollections, 19. 
 
54 Platov to Bagration, 5 July 1812, Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 48; Mikhailovsky-

Danilevsky, Campaign of 1812, 213; Don Cossacks in 1812, 78; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 
234. 
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None of these plans were implemented because the lack of roads and the mud and 

marshy terrain prevented Platov’s troops from advancing toward Volozhin. Platov, on the 

contrary, moved his Corps in the same direction as the 2nd Western Army. Platov’s 

decision worried Bagration, because his advance to Minsk was now exposed to a French 

attack on his left flank. He reproached Platov for leaving Dorokhov against Davout’s 

superior forces.  

Unfortunately, being so close to Dorokhov and observing his dangerous 
positions, you left him. I respect your efforts to join the 1st Army; I 
agree, and my orders were given only to ensure joining with 1st Army, 

but if I were in your positions, I would have not have left Dorokhov.56  

Despite Platov’s withdrawal, Bagration hastened his march to reach Minsk before 

Davout grasped his maneuver. On 6 July, he asked Platov to cross the Niemen and march 

toward Rakov to cover the main roads to Minsk and protect the left flank of his army.57 

However, Platov failed in his attempt. On night of 6 July, the Cossacks encountered the 

French advance guards and barely repulsed them.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
addition, Bagration intended to use Cossack Corps on his flank during his march to Minsk. In the 
meantime, the main forces would move to Novy Swerzhen. Bagration emphasized that the 
successful movement of his army to Kaidanov depended on the feint at Volozhin by the Cossacks 
and Dorokhov’s brigade. Bagration to Platov, 6 July 1812 Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 
51. Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 443-44; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 
234. 

 
56 Bagration to Platov, 6 July Ibid., 52; Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 

443-44. 
 
57 Bagration to Platov, 6 July 1812, Ibid., 53; also Don Cossacks in 1812, 81-84. 
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Map 60. Bagration’s Operations in Byelorussia and Ukraine 
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The next day, the Cossacks crossed the Niemen at Nikolaev, destroyed the bridge and 

ferries, and proceeded to southeast along the Niemen. By the time Platov arrived at 

Koledzani, the ferry built here by 2nd Western Army and guarded until the afternoon of 6 

July, had been destroyed in accordance with Bagration’s previous orders. An attempt to 

ford the river failed, and Platov was compelled to turn his Corps towards Korelichy and 

follow Bagration’s army.58 

Bagration criticized Platov for leaving Dorokhov and proud Cossack took offense 

at this reproach. He responded with a sharp letter, explaining his dangerous positions 

with impassable terrain and superior French troops. Platov was particularly stung by 

Bagration’s appeal to serve the Fatherland. “I did not expect these accusations from you 

on sacrificing Dorokhov and reminding me of the service to the Tsar and Fatherland.” 

Platov referred to his forty-two years of service, devotion to Russia and asked Bagration 

to not write “such sharp and reprimanding remarks”59 

Thus, the relations between the two commanders deteriorated at a very crucial 

moment for the 2nd Western Army. Platov, an independent commander of the Cossack 

Corps, was attached to the 1st Western Army. He might have refused to cooperate with 

Bagration and jeopardized the 2nd Western Army, but both generals had been friends for 

decades. These close relations helped to solve the problem, when Bagration wrote a 

conciliatory letter to Platov:  

I just received your letter and was hurt to hear of your distress. I swear 
that nobody can separate us…. I highly respect you and you must be 
ashamed to doubt my sincere feelings toward you. To show that I am 
grateful, and not displeased, I ask you to send me back the letter you 

consider offensive60  

                                                           
58 Platov to Bagration, 8 July 1812, Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 55. See also 

Grouchy, Emmanuel, Maréchal. Mémoires, (Paris, 1879), III, 51-52. 
 
59 Platov to Bagration, 7-8 July 1812, Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 55; Inostrantsev, 

Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 445-48.   
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With the retreat of the 2nd Western Army from Nikolaev to Nesvizh, Bagration 

effectively eluded Napoleon’s initial plan to surround and destroy his army with the 

French corps of Marshal Davout and the army of Jérôme Bonaparte. In this maneuver, 

Bagration had correctly understood Napoleon’s design and eluded his flanking 

maneuvers. He ignored the Tsar’s orders, changed the direction of his retreat and escaped 

Napoleon’s overwhelming forces, demonstrating good judgment in difficult 

circumstances.  

It should also be recognized that Bagration was very fortunate because his 

successful retreat was ensured by Jérôme Bonaparte’s inactivity. Prince Peter himself 

realized this, writing “the fools (duraki) have set me free.” 61  If Napoleon’s plan were to 

succeed, it was necessary for the King of Westphalia to execute his role in an energetic 

and effective manner. It was not a complicated maneuver requiring extraordinary tactical 

or strategic skills; nevertheless, it did call for an active general with experience and 

initiative. Jérôme not only lacked the experience, but was also limited in military 

knowledge. Against a mature and active commander such as Bagration, Napoleon should 

have appointed a tried and proven professional military man. Even Russian officers were 

perplexed by Napoleon’s appointment of Jérôme. Myraveyev wrote, “One cannot but 

wonder why Napoleon, an experienced and perceptive in choosing people, appointed his 

inapt brother Jérôme, King of Westphalia to command one of his armies with the most 

important and decisive mission of keeping our armies.”62 Besides his poorly organized, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
49. 

 
61 Bagration to Yermolov, 7 July 1812, K chesti Rossii: iz chastnoi perepiski [To Russia’s 

Honour: From the Private Correspondence] (Moscow, 1988), 50. 
 
62 Muravyeov, Writings and Letters, 93. It is more astonishing that Napoleon gave Jérôme 

command of four corps considering his criticism of the manner in which the King of Westphalia 
had handled the 10th Corps in 1809. Jérôme Bonaparte, Memoires et correspondance du roi 
Jérôme et de la reine Catherine publie par Albert Du Casse (hereafter cited as the 
Correspondance de Jérôme) (Paris, 1861-1863), IV, 210-11.  
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drilled and equipped troops, Jérôme quarreled with some of his experienced staff 

members, including General Dominique Vandamme.63 Even before his army reached the 

Nieman, it lacked basic resources. Plundering its way across Poland, discipline had 

broken down and food was rationed. Arriving late on the frontier, Jérôme’s army halted 

to rest and to regroup loosing five days in the process. Napoleon, criticized his inactivity.  

The courier you sent yesterday at four o’clock in the evening from Grodno 
just arrived…. His arrival was extremely pleasant, as I had hoped that you 
had sent to the chief of staff new information on Bagration’s army, on 
direction given to Poniatowski’s corps and about movements on Volynia. 
 
To my surprise, I find out that the chief of staff received only complaints 
from you…. I can only express displeasure for the insignificant 
information on the enemy. I know neither the strength of Bagration’s 
divisions, nor their numbers and location. I could not believe that you have 
executed your duty so badly as not to pursue the enemy the very next day. 
At least I hope Prince Poniatowski conducts the pursuit with his entire 

corps.64 
 

Particularly irritating to Napoleon was the realization that all of his worst 

assumptions proved true and Jérôme let Bagration escape. Napoleon was annoyed that his 

brother did not place all his light troops under the command of Prince Poniatowski to 

attack Bagration and halt his march. Writing to his Chief of Staff, General Alexander 

Berthier, he complained,  

                                                           
63 John Gallaher, “Vandammee, Jérôme and the Invasion of Russia, 1812,” Georgian 

Journal on Napoleonic History, (Tbilisi, 2000), No.2, 184-88. 
 
64 Napoleon to Jérôme, 4 July 1812, Correspondance de Jérôme, V, 505-506; Fabry, 

Campagne de Russie, I, 181-82. 
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Map 61. Retreat to Slutsk
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Tell him [Jérôme] that it would be impossible to maneuver in worse 
fashion. I am very displeased at his failure to place the light troops at 
Poniatowski’s disposal to harass Bagration. Tell him he has robbed me of 
the fruit of my maneuvers and the best opportunity ever offered in war - all 
because of his extraordinary failure to grasp the first principles of 

warfare.65 
 

Jérôme, insulted by this criticism, replied on 5 July that he had done all that he 

could and should do. He tried to explain his delays on the grounds of bad roads, 

exhausted troops and torrential rains. Jérôme claimed that upon entering Grodno, he had 

sent cavalry patrols to keep in touch with the 2nd Western Army. Finally, Jérôme stated, 

“It is not I who will arrive at Minsk before Bagration; Your Majesty could never really 

hope for that; I can only follow him, because he is four or five days march ahead of me. 

Only your troops, who left from Vilna before I even crossed the Nieman, can possibly 

catch and stop him.”66 Nevertheless, the next day Napoleon sent another letter to Jérôme 

stating that “perhaps the two or three days which the troops of Your Majesty have lost 

saved Bagration.”67 

Napoleon’s complaints forced Jérôme to start marching from Grodno. But the 

opportunity had been missed, and hopes for a coordinated attack had become just so 

many words. However, Napoleon refused to abandon his plan. He was skeptical that 

Bagration could reach Minsk before 8 July and he thought Davout might be able to 

overtake and engage him there. With the coordinated actions of Davout’s and Jérôme’s 

troops, Bagration might still be surrounded and forced into the Pripet marshes.  

                                                           
65 Napoleon to Berthier, 5 July 1812, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 18905, XXIV, 

22-23;   
 
66 Jérôme to Napoleon, 5 July 1812, Correspondance de Jérôme, V, 507-509. 
 
67 Napoleon to Jérôme, 6 July 1812, Ibid., VII, 314. 

 665
 



On 6 July Napoleon told Davout to anticipate Bagration’s army at Minsk. For this 

purpose Davout would have Eugene’s troops to support his right wing.68 Accordingly, 

Napoleon sent Davout’s Corps toward Minsk, while Jérôme’s army was ordered to 

pressure the Russians from the rear. Displeased with his brother’s command, Napoleon 

issued an order on 6 July to unite the 5th, 7th and 8th Corps and 4th Reserve Cavalry Corps 

with the corps of Davout, who commanded the entire force.69 By design or neglect, this 

order was sent only to Davout; therefore Jérôme was unaware of this appointment and 

continued to exercise supreme command over his army.70 

On 8 July, Bagration received news of Davout’s advance toward Minsk, the 

occupation of Rakov and the approach of Jérôme’s advance guard to Novogrudok. 

Bagration sent several orders to the Governor of Minsk and demanded immediate 

evacuation of the population, magazines, and state archives. On the same day, Tsar 

Alexander’s aide-de-camp, Alexander Benckerdorff, arrived at his headquarters with a 

report that “the French [were] close to the town [Minsk], which was in such confusion 

and consternation that he could not execute orders to burn… the magazines and 

stores.”71 Considering the situation, Bagration believed that the 2nd Western Army 

could no longer prevent the occupation of Minsk and any attempt to engage Davout’s 

troops, with Jérôme’s army in the rear, would be disastrous. Therefore, Bagration decided 

to turn to Bobruisk. By moving further southeast, Bagration spared the army an attack by 

Davout and Jérôme and eliminated the threat of being surrounded and destroyed. 

                                                           
68 Napoleon to Davout, 6 July 1812, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 18907, XXIV, 

24. 
 
69 Ordre, 6 July 1812, Ibid., No. 18911, XXIV, 28 
 
70 Lamar, Jérôme Bonaparte, 90; Merlchior-Bonnet, Jérôme Bonaparte ou l’envers de 

l’epopee, 219-20; Fabre, Jérôme Bonaparte, Roi de Wetsphalie , 160-61. 
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To raise morale among the discontented soldiers amid the continual retreat, 

Bagration addressed them:  

I am confident in courage of my army… Division commanders must 
assure private soldiers that [the French] are scoundrels [sic!] from all over 
the world, while we are the Orthodox Christians; that [the French] cannot 
fight vigorously; and are particularly afraid of our bayonets. [We must] 
attack them! Bullet can miss but bayonet will not and [we will] rout [the 
French].72 Infantry must bayonet, cavalry - hack off and trample…. At 
Hollabrunn, the chivalrous regiments - Kiev Grenadiers, 6th Jagers and 
Chernigov Dragoons - witnessed how we opposed to 100,000 men [sic] 
being only 4,000-men strong … and cut our way out, capturing French 
prisoners.73 Now we are 50,000! We have provisions, wine, and meat…. 
Then how we can abstain from the fight? Knowing your love for the 
Fatherland, I do expect everything from these courageous troops. You 
always distinguished yourself under my command and now you must 
excel…. Let us attack and defeat the enemy… and deserve honor, fame 

and gratitude of the Fatherland….74 
 

So, the 2nd Western Army continued the retreat, marching to Nesvizh on 8 July. 

75 Aware of the threat to his rear and front, Bagration paid special attention to the 

organization of the march. A company was established to evacuate the wounded from the 

battlefield. Bagration ordered that the soldiers should not be deployed in close order, but 

be able to touch each other’s elbows; he also insisted that all attacks must be charged 

with yell and music.76  Yet his army was exhausted by ten days of continuous 

                                                           
72 Bagration probably rephrased Suvorov’s favorite expression, “Bullet is full, bayonet – 

good lad” (“pulya dura, shtyk molodets”). 
 

73 Prince Peter referred to his rear guard action at Schongrabern (Hollabrun) in November 
1805. He intentionally exaggerated the numbers to encourage his troops. 

 
74 Order, 7 July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 179-80.   
 
75 Bagration used every means to keep high spirits among them. He severely punished 

officer Rimsky-Korsakov of the Lithuanian Lancers regiment for spreading false news about the 
French attack on Novogrudok and their advance to the rear of the Army. Correspondence of 
Bagration, 178; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 234, 527; Jérôme to Napoleon, 8 July 1812, 
Correspondance de Jérôme, V, 518; Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1812, 214.  
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withdrawal. Bagration thus decided to rest his forces before continuing march. However, 

another unexpected order from the Tsar interfered with Bagration’s preparations.  

 Not realizing the precarious position of the 2nd Western Army, Alexander 

complained to Bagration for changing the direction of retreat. Describing his movement 

as being “so slow and so timid,” the Tsar tried to explain to Bagration the kind of war 

expected to wage. Alexander hoped that his aide-de-camp Benckerdoff, sent with the new 

orders, would bring Bagration “back to senses” and force him to march to Minsk and 

attack Davout there.77 Similarly, the Minister of War, Barclay de Tolly, blamed 

Bagration for wasting time and failing to withdraw as ordered.78 “It is extremely 

disagreeable that Prince Bagration, instead of immediately executing Your Majesty’s 

orders, is wasting time in futile discussions, communicating them to Platov and addling 

the head of this poor general who is not very intelligent and quite uneducated,” 

complained Barclay de Tolly.79  

The Minister of War was vexed because Bagration refused to believe that the 

commands from the staff of the 1st Western Army came from Tsar himself as Barclay 

had indicated. Bagration regarded this as an unmitigated deceit and that the orders were 

written by Barclay himself. Bagration was deeply hurt by this new, unjust criticism and 

reproach. Although the French invasion had begun two weeks earlier, Bagration believed 

neither Alexander I nor Barclay de Tolly had provided him with adequate information on 

their strategy. Although Benckerdoff delivered a brief message from General Phull to 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
77 Kharkevich, “Perepiska imp. Aleksandra i Barklaia de Tolli ot nachala voennikh deistvii 

do ot’ezda Gosudarya iz armii,” [Correspondence of the Emperor Alexander with Barclay de 
Tolly from the Commencement of War to the Departure of the Tsar from the Army, hereafter 
cited as Alexander’s Correspondence with Barclay] Voennii sbornik, (St. Petersburg, 1906), N4, 
194. 

 
78 Alexander to Barclay de Tolly, 29 June 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 224. 
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Bagration, which described in general the state of affairs at the northern front,80 it did 

not consider simultaneous advance of Davout and Jérôme. On the contrary, it essentially 

repeated previous orders on the movement towards Vileyko and Minsk. The only 

important information from Phull was that Platov’s Corps had been attached to the 2nd 

Western Army and therefore was under Bagration’s command.81   

The task imposed by these new orders was similar to the instructions Bagration 

received at the beginning of the war, but revoked by the Tsar on 30 June. At the start of 

campaign, when the French marched to Vilna, this order might have been feasible. But it 

became inappropriate with Davout’s Corps already approaching Minsk and Jérôme’s 

army maneuvering in Bagration’s rear. Had Bagration pushed on upon Minsk, he might 

have preceded the main body of Davout’s army, which did not arrive there until 8 July82; 

however, he had received an exaggerated account of Davout’s forces. Even if the truth of 

Davout’s Corps’ strength had been ascertained, Bagration could not prudently have 

risked a doubtful race, in which he would have been delayed, permitting Jérôme’s troops 

to overtake him. The failure in the occupation of Minsk must, in fact, be ascribed to 

Alexander’s order that diverted Bagration to Vileyko that resulted in the loss of four 

days.   

Bagration decided again to ignore Alexander’s orders and implement his own 

plan of retreat. In his report to the Tsar, Bagration emphasized that, 

I am marching continually for 10 days on bad, muddy roads, making up 
to 30 miles. Nevertheless, I was still determined to attack the superior 
enemy, who amounts to 60,000 men, and join the 1st Army. But 
perceiving the advance of the enemy from Vilna to Vileyko, Rakov and 
Radashkevichi… I decided to change direction of advance…. Your 

                                                           
 
80 Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 450-51. 
 
81 Ibid., 451. 
 
82 Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 77. 
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Imperial Majesty can notice from my letter to the Minister of War that I 
anticipated occupation of Minsk by the enemy. It was possible to arrive to 
the city in time and prevent the occupation if not for your order that I 

received at Zelva [on 30 June] on moving to Novogrudok….83  

Bagration informed Alexander that the 2nd Western Army had already changed 

its direction with the intention of marching through Nesvizh and Slutsk to Bobruisk.84 

This decision reflected the independence and determination of Bagration in his relations 

with the Tsar; he was willing to act according to the demands of situation and not the will 

of the sovereign when it appeared that the latter did not possess the necessary information 

to form a rational decision. 

In the meantime, Bagration’s army seemed to be surrounded by the French. 

Davout had occupied Minsk on 8 July,85 Jérôme’s advance guard entered into Korelitchi, 

located between Novogrudok and Mir.86 Napoleon ordered Jérôme to accelerate his 

march and harass Bagration’s army, together with General Latour-Maubourg’s 4th 

Cavalry Corps87 while the 7th Corps of General Jean Reynier arrived at Slonim, after an 

exhausting march through Volkovisk.88  

                                                           
83 Bagration to Alexander, 8 July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 182. 
 
84 Ibid., 182; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 234, 527. 
 
85 Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 77; Charles Joly, Le Maréchal Davout, prince 

d’Eckmuhl (Paris, 1864), 81; Comte Vigier, Davout, Maréchal d’Empire, Duc d’Auerstaédt, 
prince d’Eckmühl, (Paris, 1898), 77. 

 
86 Napoleon to Davout, 8 July 1812, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier., No. 18929, XXIV, 

42; also Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 350-51. 
 
87 Napoleon to Jérôme, 8 July 1812, No. 18931, Ibid., XXIV, 42; Napoleon to Eugene, 8 

July 1812, Ibid., No 18930, XXIV, 42. 
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The 2nd Western Army bivouacked for the night of 9 July at Nesvizh, “in the view 

of the Radziwill castle,”89 and prepared to march to Bobruisk.90 Bagration ordered 

Platov to depart for Novogrudok, Stvolichy, and Snov where the Cossacks would cover 

the routes to Nesvizh and then follow the army. Platov received Bagration’s order in the 

evening of 8 July, when his troops were approaching Mir, and the French already 

occupied Novogrudok.91 To cover Nesvizh from the west, Platov sent three regiments of 

Cossacks, totaling some 1,500 men under command of Major General Akim Karpov, to 

Polonechki and Snov.92 Bagration approved his actions and emphasized the need to 

safeguard Mir:  

I order you to hold positions at Mir; reinforcements under General 
Vasil’chikov would join you tomorrow. I am waiting for intelligence on 
strength and number of the enemy corps…. With these reinforcements I 
consider it would be possible for you to repulse the enemy attacks at Mir. 
Only in case of the considerable superiority, you can retire to Nesvizh. But 

I am sure you will be successful….93  
 

Holding positions at Mir was of a great importance for the 2nd Western Army. A 

halt was imperative to rest the weary troops, who had marched over 150 miles in nine 

days on wretched roads and in terrible weather. Time was also necessary to enable the 

supply trains and outposts to advance on the road to Bobruisk and gather intelligence on 

Davout’s Corps. Having received Bagration’s orders, Platov decided to apply his favorite 

                                                           
 
89 Butenev, Recollections, 19-20. 
 
90 Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1812, 214; Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 

56-57; Eugene to Grouchy, 9 July 1812, Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 340, 350-51, 360. 
  
91 Jérôme to Napoleon, 9 July 1812, Correspondance de Jérôme, V, 521; Fabry, Campaign 

de Russie, I, 353-54. 
 
92 Platov to Bagration, 8 July 1812, Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 56-57.  
 
93 Bagration to Platov, 8 July 1812, Ibid., 57-58.  
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tactical maneuver, the so-called “Venter.”94 The essence of this method was to draw the 

enemy into an ambush and then strike from several directions, consequently surrounding 

and destroying him.  

By 9 July, Platov assembled several regiments of Cossacks and horse artillery at 

Mir. One regiment of Cossacks (under Vasilii Sysoyev) was posted at Mir, while the 

main forces were deployed to the southwest from Mir, in woods near Jablonovshina. One 

hundred Cossacks were deployed on road from Korelitchi to Mir. Another two hundred 

were placed in ambush, hidden on both sides of the road. According to a staff officer, 

Platov addressed his Cossacks in a speech, calling them to “fight till exhaustion”95 

despite their losses and wounds. “The enemy must be shown that we are not concerned 

with the life, but only with the honor and glory of Russia.”96  

Early morning of 9 July, a French brigade of light cavalry under the command of 

General Turno from the 4th Cavalry Corps, consisting mostly of Poles, advanced towards 

Mir. The leading three squadrons of the 3rd Lancer Brigade moved in tandem to Mir with 

the remaining regiments, the 15th and 16th Polish Lancers, following in their wake. As the 

squadrons approached Pesochna, the Cossack outposts immediately retreated toward Mir. 

The Poles pursued them, riding into Mir. In the southern suburbs, the retiring Cossacks 

suddenly turned back and launched a counter-attack with reinforcements. The French 

were overwhelmed and forced into a chaotic flight. At this point, hundreds of Cossacks, 

hidden on the both sides of the road, attacked the fleeing lancers from the flanks to 

surround and almost completely destroyed them.97  

                                                           
94 Platov to Bagration, 9 July 1812, Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 59; “Venter’ ” - a 

special fishing tackle used by Cossacks. 
 
95 Kharkevich, Deistvia Platova v ariergarde Bagration v 1812 godu. Kavaleriiskii boi pri 

Mire i Romanove [Platov’s Actions in Bagration’s Rearguard: Battles of Mir and Romanovo, 
hereafter cited as Platov’s Actions in Bagration’s Rearguard] (St. Petersburg, 1911), 10. 

 
96 Kharkevich, Platov’s Actions in Bagration’s Rearguard, 10. 
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To aid the lancers, General Turno ordered three more squadrons into battle. 

However, the arrival of the fresh reinforcements did not rescue the situation. The lancers 

were repulsed and pursued by the Cossacks. Many of them stuck in marches and became 

easy targets for their pursuers. Having crossed the Usha River, Turno tried to rally his 

troops, reinforcing them with Dziewanowski’s 28th Light Cavalry Brigade (2nd, 7th and 

11th Lancers). Platov immediately dispatched the Perekop Tatar, Stavropol Kalmyk 

regiments and five Cossack regiments, totaling 3,500 men. The troops were still fighting 

as night fell and the battle ended.98 

This battle around Mir was the first notable Russian success in the war of 1812. In 

this fight, also known as a clash at Korelitchi, about four thousand Russian troops and 

two thousand Poles were involved. Casualties of the latter included 8 officers and 348 

private soldiers killed, wounded and captured. Russian losses amounted to 25 killed and 

wounded.99 When news of the fight and Russian success at Mir reached the French 2nd 

Lancers, the 4th Division of Light Cavalry marched in pursuit of Platov’s squadrons. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
39; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 353-54, 528; Kharkevich, Platov’s Actions in Bagration’s 
Rearguard, 16; Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 222, 456; Kharkevich, From 
the Nieman to Smolensk, 157-58; Zhilin, Destruction of the Napoleonic Army in Russia, 107; 
Clausewitz, Carl. The Campaign of 1812 in Russia, (New York, 1970) 51.  

 
98 Latour-Maubourg to Jérôme, 9-15 July 1812, Ibid., V, 522-23, 36-39; Fabry, Campaign de 

Russie, I, 353-54, 528; Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 222, 456; Kharkevich, 
From the Nieman to Smolensk, 157-58; Zhilin, Destruction of the Napoleonic Army in Russia, 
107; Kharkevich, Platov’s Actions in Bagration’s Rearguard, 16. These troops were commanded 
by  Major Generals Ivan Krasnov and Nikolay Ilovaisky, colonels Vasilii Sysoyev, Osip 
Ilovaisky and Timophey Ilovaisky. 

 
99 Don Cossacks in 1812, 100; Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 222, 456; 

Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 353-54 Kharkevich, From the Nieman to Smolensk, 157-58; 
Zhilin, Destruction of the Napoleonic Army in Russia, 107; Kharkevich, Platov’s Actions in 
Bagration’s Rearguard, 16.   
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Map 62. Battle of Mir, 9 July 1812 
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As he received Platov’s report about fighting at Mir, Bagration instructed him to 

maintain positions at Mir. The 2nd Western Army needed a respite and Bagration urged 

Platov to delay the French. He also reinforced him with three cavalry regiments - 

Akhtyrsk, Kiev and Novorossiiski Regiments. The next day, 10 July, Platov decided to 

repeat the tactical disposition that had succeeded the previous day. For this purpose, he 

deployed the rear guard, three regiments of Cossacks, on road south of Mir to entice the 

enemy, while the main forces moved southwest to Simakovo, intending to attack the 

Poles on the flank. In addition, Platov sent orders to Kuteinikov’s Brigade, which, 

following Dorokhov’s Division, had reached Stolbtsi by this time; it was instructed to 

move immediately to Simakovo. After the defeat at Mir, the French were careful to avoid 

another ambush. This time only the 7th Regiment of the 1st Brigade pursued the Russian 

rear guard, while the 2nd Lancers halted at Simakovo.100 

Following the cautious French advance, Platov changed his initial plan of attack. 

At 1:00 p.m., Cossacks101 attacked the 7th Lancers Regiment, driving it back to 

Simakovo. At the same time, the main force of Cossacks attacked the French 2nd Lancers. 

The approach of Russian forces immediately threatened to envelop the French left flank. 

A squadron of the 2nd Lancers was sent to reinforce the 7th Lancers. Also the Poles of the 

11th Lancers and one squadron of the 16th Lancers were deployed to the left of the road. 

The 2nd Lancers settled down to the north of Simakovo in reserve. By these actions, the 

French managed to prevent a flanking movement. The Poles fiercely resisted the attacks 

of the Platov’s main forces. Persistent fighting continued for some six hours. In spite of 

vigorous efforts on both sides, neither could gain a decisive advantage.  

                                                           
100 These brigades were parts of the 4th Division of Light Cavalry of Latour-Maubourg’s 4th 

Cavalry Corps. The 3rd 15th and 16th Lancers settled down in southwest suburb and the 2nd and 
11th - in a northern suburb. 
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At 9:00 p.m., Kuteinikov’s Brigade arrived at the field, after a forced marched 

from Stolbtsy.102 Having deployed between the villages of Podlesye and Ozyersk, the 

brigade joined the battle, suddenly attacking the left flank and the rear of the Poles. 

Simultaneously, the main forces of Platov struck from the front and the right flank. The 

Poles were unable to sustain the coordinated assault and retreated with the Cossacks 

pursuing them.103 The exact number of casualties for both sides is unknown. Bagration 

informed the Tsar of the capture of 164 Poles.104 The victories at Mir were important for 

both Russian armies. In these actions, Platov halted the French and provided the 2nd 

Western Army with a much-needed rest at Nesvizh. In addition, the news of this victory 

boosted morale of the Russian troops. One of the Russian officers of the 1st Western 

Army recalled,  

Long retreat, which was so unusual for the Russians, and the memories of 
the French victories in the previous campaign, had shaken the firmness of 
our troops. In their conversations, they often recalled the great names of 
Rumyantsev and Suvorov. The Russian troops… were dispirited as if 
acknowledging their own frailty. [However] the victories of Matvei 

                                                           
 
102 During operations around Mir on 10 July, a Belorussian peasant Denis from village 

Simakovo, particularly distinguished himself. He had been sent, together with a group of 
Cossacks, to lead Kuteynikov's Brigade from Stolbtsy to the battlefield. Denis led the brigade by 
the shortest way and thereby greatly contributed to Platov’s success at Mir. See Platov’s Actions 
in Bagration’s Rearguard, 28. 

 
103 Rozniecki to Latour-Maubourg, 10 July 1812, Correspondance de Jérôme, V, 529-30; 

Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 376; Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 222, 456; 
Kharkevich, From the Nieman to Smolensk, 157-58; Zhilin, Destruction of the Napoleonic Army 
in Russia, 107; Kharkevich, Platov’s Actions in Bagration’s Rearguard, 16. 

 
104 Platov to Bagration, 10 July 1812; Bagration to Tormasov, 15 July 1812, Secret 

Correspondence of Bagration, 64, 149-50; Correspondence of Bagration, 196; General Latour-
Maubourg reported 88 killed and missing, 65 wounded. Latour-Maubourg to Jérôme, 10 July 
1812 and Rozniecki to Latour-Maubourg, 11 July 1812, Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 377-79. 
One of Bagration’s adjutants, Lieutenant Paul Mukhanov was killed in the action. Prince Peter 
dispatched with a message to Platov and, on the way back, Mukhanov, who talked in French with 
his comrade, was killed by the Cossacks, who mistook him for the French officer. Iz zapisok 
Marii Sergeevni Mukhanovoi [From recollections of Maria Sergeevna Mukhanova], Russkii 
arkhiv, 16/1 (1878): 212-13; Butenev, Recollections, 20. 
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Ivanovich Platov not only delighted soldiers but also gave them hopes of 
the future victories. They told each other, [Platov] is a strong fellow, who 
beats the French in a Russian way.105 

 

Bagration used this opportunity to rest his troops and organize a new march. To 

accelerate the advance and avoid the heat at noon, he decided to move army at dusk and 

dawn, with a break in the afternoon, and to distribute the wine at lunch and supper; 

bivouacs were prohibited on damp ground or swamp terrain.106 He was particularly 

concerned with the discipline and specified in an order that: 

I was informed of the excesses committed by regular troops and 
Cossacks…. The duty of each soldier is to protect subjects of His Majesty, 
and any offender of these rules will be executed. I do admire soldiers, 
respect their courage, but I equally demand their discipline. Therefore, I 
declare that anybody found guilty of a violent act against the local 
population will be executed on the spot, and commanders of the division, 

squadrons or brigade will be reduced to the ranks.107 

The 2nd Western Army marched to Slutsk on 10 July in two echelons. The first 

echelon, composed of the 8th Infantry Corps, marched at 6:00 p.m. on 10 July, while the 

second, consisting of the 7th Infantry Corps, moved in the morning of 11 July.108 

Marching in this order, the main forces of the 2nd Western Army arrived at Timkovichy 

on the evening of 11 July, where Bagration received new instructions from the Tsar, 

brought by his aide-de-camp Major General Sergey Volkonsky.  

 

                                                           
105 Rodozhnitskii, Pokhodnie zapiski Artillerista s 1812 po 1816 god, [Gunner’s  Campaign 

Notes, 1812-1816]  (Moscow, 1835), 61-62; K stoletiu pobedi pod Mirom [To a Centennial 
Anniversary of Victory at Mir], Russkii Invalid, June 1912, No. 141. 

 
106  Order, 9 July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 183.  
 
107 Ibid., 183. 
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Map 63. Battle of Mir, 10 July 1812
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Alexander criticized the movement of 2nd Western Army to Bobruisk as 

dangerous to the Russian armies and insisted on its movement to Minsk. The Tsar 

observed, “It is a pity that Bagration was so idle and cautious, frightened by the advance 

guard of Davout; instead of moving to Minsk and attacking Davout, he turned to 

Nesvizh.”109 Obviously, Alexander had learned little in his battles with the French and 

had limited knowledge of actual situation around Minsk. He insisted on attacking 

Davout, specifying “Your [Bagration’s] army is reinforced by the Cossack Corps of 

Platov and Dorokhov’s detachment, and amounts to some 50,000 men. Davout has 

approximately 60,000 men… 50,000 Russians could easily engage 60,000 French.”110 

Demonstrating how little he actually knew about military strategy, he also remarked, 

“after receiving my orders, you shall move the army to [its] former destination 

[Minsk]…. Retreat to Bobruisk only as a last resort.”111 While the central headquarters 

blamed Bagration for retreating before “the advance guard of Davout,” the 2nd Western 

Army was, in fact, opposing to the whole right wing of the French army. Bagration, 

therefore, did not change the direction of his movements, which had already been set in 

motion. He replied to the Tsar, explaining the difficulties faced by the 2nd Western Army.  

Opposing Davout’s 60,000 soldiers and King of Westphalia with the 
army of equal strength, I never considered their superiority, but always 
endeavored to succeed against them. Nevertheless, the direction to 
Novogrudok [determined by the Tsar] not only prevented my movement 
to Minsk, but also threatened my supplies and communication with the 

1st Army.112  

                                                           
 
109 Alexander to Barclay de Tolly, 8 July 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XVI, 190-92; 

Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 528-29; Joseph Baye, Smolensk: les origines, l’épopée de 
Smolensk en 1812; d’après des documents inédits (Paris, 1912), 97. 

 
110 Headquarters’ Archives, XVII, 274; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 528-29; 

Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Campaign of 1812, 215 
 
111 Ibid., XVII, 274; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 528-29. 
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Bagration emphasized the strength of the French advance and requested the 

activation of the 1st Western Army of Barclay de Tolly and 3rd Western Army of 

Tormasov to reinforce him for coordinated offensive maneuvers. He emphasized the 

relative inactivity of Austrians under General Karl Schwarzenberg that might give the 

Russian armies freedom to maneuver. “General Tormasov is opposing 40,000 

Austrians… and 15,000 of them are moving to replace French troops in Danzig… 

Therefore,  I suggested to him [Tormasov] [that he] occupy Pinsk and threaten the flank 

and rear of the enemy [Jérôme’s Corps].… One infantry division and several cavalry 

regiments will be enough for this operation.”113  

Bagration was convinced that advance of the 3rd Western Army under general 

Tormasov from Pinsk to Nesvizh or Slutsk would threaten the rear of the French troops 

and halt the march of Davout and Jérôme.114  He also criticized the direction of the 

retreat of the 1st Western Army to the northeast, further increasing the gap between 

armies. “If the retreat was stipulated beforehand to unite armies, then the withdrawal of 

the 1st Army to Swentsyan [ and junction of armies] without a battle became impossible; 

and its further retreat to Drissa is pointless.”115  Bagration was determined to save his 

army, and the only way to accomplish this was to elude the enveloping maneuvers of the 

Davout’s troops. So he remained committed to retreating to Bobruisk. Nevertheless, the 

sense of being unappreciated, blamed for being indecisive and even cowardly, depressed 

him. Alexander’s letter deeply offended Bagration, who wrote Aleksey Arakcheev, Chief 

of Tsar’s Chancellery, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
112 Bagration to Alexander, 12 July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 187; Mikhailovsky-

Danilevsky, Campaign of 1812, 216-17. 
 
113 Bagration to Alexander, 13 July 1812, Ibid., 191; Bagration to Tormasov, circa 12 July 

1812, Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 146-48. 
 
114 Bagration to Tormasov, circa 12 July 1812, Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 146-48. 
 
115 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 13 July 1812, Ibid., 194-96. 

 680
 



I am not to blame for anything. First they extended [my forces] like a gut, 
while the enemy broke into our lines without a shot. We began to retreat 
no one knows why…. I have no objection… to doing everything myself, 
but there must be a little conscience and justice. So you are going to do 
nothing but retreat, while I am requested to break through and join you…. 
My rear guard is in action every day, at Minsk, on the Vileika River. My 
route is barred by forests, swamps and bad roads. I have no rest and I do 
not want anything for myself, God is my witness….  

 

You will get no one in the army, or in Russia, to believe that we have not 
been betrayed. I cannot defend all Russia alone…. I am completely 
encircled. How am I going to break through ? I do not know. As best I 
can ! I implore you to advance against the enemy… or else it shall be the 
worse for us when the enemy comes and perhaps on the domestic front as 
well. It does not befit Russian to run. We are worse than the Prussians…. 
One feels ashamed…. If my person cannot be tolerated here, better have 
me released from the burden weighing on my shoulders and send 
someone else to command. But why torment the soldiers without purpose 

and satisfaction?116 

 

Bagration’s army continued its march, and arrived in Slutsk on 13 July.117 The 

army’s progress was covered by the rear guard composed of Platov’s corps, supported by 

Vasil’chikov’s troops. When the French advance guards approached his rear guard, 

Bagration reinforced Platov with the Combined Grenadier Division under General 

Mikhail Vorontsov. On 11 July, Platov’s rear guard was deployed southward of Mir, 

ready to repulse any new offensive by the French. After covering the retreat of the main 

forces, Platov began a withdrawal in the wake of the army that evening. 

                                                           
116 Headquarters’ Archives, XVI, 215-16; It is obvious that Bagration was hurt by Tsar’s 

letter and tried to justify his actions. 
 
117 Clausewitz, The Campaign of 1812 in Russia, 53. 
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Map 64. Retreat to Bobruisk
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By 12 July, the rearguard arrived at Nesvizh and Platov ordered the Combined 

Grenadier Division and Vasil’chikov’s troops to move further to Timkovichy and then to 

proceed to Romanovo. On the night of 13 July, Platov, with ten Cossack regiments, the 

Lithuanian Lancers, and the Don Cossack horse artillery, departed from Nesvizh. The 

withdrawal of all these forces was covered by a newly organized rear guard of two 

Cossack Regiments under the command of Major-General Akim Karpov.118 

While the 2nd Western Army marched from Nesvizh on the Bobruisk road, the 

French prepared a new offensive to surround and destroy Bagration. Although Bagration 

escaped at Nikolaev, Davout’s troops were still between the 1st and 2nd Russian armies, 

while Eugene was marching on Vitebsk and Jérôme’s troops entered Nesvizh.119 To join 

Barclay de Tolly, Prince Peter had either to defeat Davout’s corps or out-march it. When 

Davout assumed supreme command of the entire right flank on 14 July, he launched 

another attack against Bagration.120 If he could bring the entire right flank of the Grand 

Army to bear on the 2nd Western Army, Davout believed he could still surround and 

destroy Bagration.121  

                                                           
118 Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army,  260-64; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, 

I, 530. 
 
119 Napoleon to Berthier, 12 July 1812, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 18953, XXIV, 

66. 
 
120 Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 77-79. It is noteworthy, that the French had an 

exaggerated strength of Bagration’s army, based on interrogation of the Russian captives. Jérôme 
wrote Davout about Bagration’s 60,000 infantry, 8,000 cavalry and 8,000 Cossacks. Jérôme to 
Davout, 11 July 1812, Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 375. 

 
121 Davout’s mission was a complicated one. The relationship between Marshal and King 

Jérôme Bonaparte were tense, leading to the departure of Jérôme from the Army. The immediate 
result of this act was failure to coordinate the assault and waste time in re-organization. Gallaher, 
The Iron Marshal, 230-34; Lamar, Jérôme Bonaparte, 90-95. 
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To this end, Davout’s army, which had reached Minsk by 8 July, was divided into 

two columns. The first group, led by Davout, advanced southeast, leaving open the area 

of Bobruisk which might serve as an escape route for the 2nd Western Army, while the 

troops of Jérôme Bonaparte threatened Bagration from the rear. Another group, under the 

command of General Grouchy, was dispatched to seize Borisov and cut off a possible 

escape route of the 2nd Western Army. The advance guards of both armies were on the 

move immediately after the occupation of Minsk, and within a few days the main forces 

were also in motion. 122 

By 12 July, Grouchy approached Borisov. The defense of this fortress was poorly 

organized and its reconstruction not yet finished. The garrison consisted of two engineer 

units, two reserve Jager battalions, and Cossacks. The total number of garrison was only 

400 men, under the command of Colonel Alexander Gresser. There was no field artillery 

in Borisov and only sixteen cast-iron siege cannon. Bagration ordered Gresser to leave 

the city if the enemy approach within 30 versts [20 miles],123 without awaiting for 

further orders, to spike all guns, throw them into the river, and then withdraw to 

Moghilev124 With Grouchy’s advance to Borisov, Gresser evacuated Borisov, 

destroying all warehouses and ammunition.125 The garrison burnt the bridge over the 

                                                           
122 Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 77-79; Mémoires du Maréchal de Grouchy, III, 51-

52; Hourtoulle, Davout, 222-24, 230; Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army,  260-64; 
Rostunov, General Bagration: ocherk polkovodcheskoi deiatelnosti [General Bagration: Survey 
of Military Career, hereafter cited as General Bagration] (Moscow, 1957), 201-202. 

 
123 One “versta” is equal to 0.663 mile. 
 
124 Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 258-59; Eugene Tarle, Napoleon’s 

Invasion of Russia (New York, 1942), 111; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 363. 
 
125 Inostrantsev, Ibid., 258-59. Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 363. Russian historian 

Rostunov acknowledged that the Russians burnt 1,960 quintals of flour, 183 quintals of oats, 
2345 quintals of straw and 19,500 pounds of hay. Over 100 pounds of gunpowder were poured 
into the Berezina and all cannons were destroyed or damaged. General Bagration 202. 
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Beresina and at 10:00 a.m. on 12 July, they marched out on the road to Moghilev. Later 

that day, advance troops of Grouchy’s forces entered the city.126 

By 13 July, Davout’s advance guard reached Jegumen and Svisloch, only 40 

miles from Bobruisk.127 The 7th Corps of General Reynier arrived at Slonim after an 

exhausting march through Volkovisk.128 The appearance of the French in the immediate 

proximity of Bobruisk again created menacing circumstances for the 2nd Western Army, 

placing Bagration between Davout’s forces in the front and Jérôme’s army to the rear. 

Bagration received news on Davout’s march on 13 July, when his army reached Slutsk. 

Initially, Bagration considered attacking the French and moving to the 1st Western Army. 

“I am ready to attack Jérôme’s army and having defeated it, strike Davout, whom I would 

certainly defeat”129 But he also foresaw that “Jérôme would possible retire to entrap me, 

giving Marshal Davout opportunity to cut the communication and supply lines of my 

army.”130 Therefore, he urged Alexander and Barclay de Tolly to attack the French to 

divert their forces from the 2nd Western Army. He stressed that it would be impossible to 

unite the two armies if the 1st Western Army continued its march to Drissa. He wrote, 

“Just understand my position – can I really join [the 1st Western Army] when one enemy 

force is blocking my way and another is approaching from the rear; in addition [my 

troops suffer] from hunger, sickness, numerous wagons [that delay us] and lack of 

communications.” Nevertheless, he also added, “I must note that, as I am pursued by 

such superior forces for last fifteen days, my troops remain confident, are eager to fight 

                                                           
126 Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 79; Mémoires du Maréchal de Grouchy, III, 52-53; 

Joly, Le Maréchal Davout, 81; Vigier, Davout, 77. 
 
127 Hourtoulle, Davout, 229-30; Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 79;  
 
128 Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 360, 608-609; Finley, General Reynier, 332. 
 
129 Bagration to Alexander, 13 July 1812, No. 405, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 3. 
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and each of them would willingly shed his life for the Tsar and the beloved 

motherland.”131 

Having assessed the situation, Bagration decided to accelerate his march to 

Bobruisk and hoping to anticipate Davout’s arrival at this fortress, he would continue his 

march to Moghilev. To hasten this movement and maintain freedom of maneuver, he 

decided to detach the remaining transports from the army. According to his order, all 

supplies, except for food and infirmary wagons, were directed to Petrikov; thereafter, to 

cross the Pripet River to concentrate at Mozyr’, under the protection of the reserve 

corps.132 To cover the transports during their movement to Mozyr, a special brigade was 

organized, consisting of the combined grenadier battalion, the brigade of the garrison of 

Slutsk, and Cossacks. 

Bagration’s organization of the march was particularly interesting. It allowed him 

to oppose Davout in case he was encountered on the march, and simultaneously to 

repulse possible attacks from Jérôme’s troops. Bagration divided his army into two 

columns. The 7th Infantry Corps with the 27th Infantry Division, the Novorossiisk and 

Chernigov Dragoons, and the Izymsk Hussar Regiments, with most of the Cossacks, 

made up the first column. It had the task of repulsing Davout’s attacks while moving on 

Bobruisk. The 8th Infantry Corps, with Platov’s rear guard and Combined Grenadier 

Division, composed the second column. It was ordered to confront Jérôme’s army. The 

remaining transports with provisions and ammunition moved between these columns 

covered both from attacks of Davout and Jérôme. 

To accomplish this task, it was necessary to move the first column immediately to 

provide the rest of troops with space to maneuver. Besides, Bagration wanted to ensure 

the safety of the supply wagons moving to Petrikov. To secure enough time to achieve 

both goals, Bagration dispatched Platov’s Corps to delay the French advance at least for a 

                                                           
 
131 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 13 July 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 4-5. 
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day. “If they [French] would not bother us for two or three marches,” Bagration wrote to 

Platov, “then I hope we shall make our advance successfully.”133  

Bagration intended to commence his march from Slutsk to Bobruisk on July 15. 

However, owing to a delay of the transports’ departure to Mozyr, the march was 

postponed for a day. This delay focused more importance on Platov’s rear guard actions 

to halt the approach of the French. Bagration instructed Platov to place his troops at 

Romanovo and use all possible means to delay the enemy’s advance. Then, during the 

night on 16 July, Platov might move via Slutsk and halt on the road to Glusk (at a fork to 

Petrikov), staying there throughout the day to contain any French troops.134 

In accordance with Bagration’s instructions, Platov deployed his regiments at 

Romanovo. The 5th Jager Regiment was bivouacked at Romanovo while the Don Cossack 

horse artillery, divided into two batteries of 6 cannon in each, occupied the dominant hills 

on the bank of the Wusva River (northeast of Romanovo). Platov arranged his main 

forces on the right bank of the Wusva with his right flank in bushy thickets defended by 

two Cossack regiments under command Major General Ivan Illovaysky; in the center, 

Major General Akim Karpov’s regiments were posted along on the road; and on the left 

flank Major General Dimitry Kuteynikov’s brigade was deployed in the brush to the east 

of Savkovo. The reserves, composed of the Ataman regiment in the center and Major 

General Illarion Vasilchikov’s regiments (Akhtyrsk Hussars, Kiev Dragoons and 

Lithuanian Lancers), were positioned eastward from Romanovo. 

 

                                                           
 
133 Bagration to Platov, 14 July 1812, Secret Correspondence of Bagration, 69; also Don 

Cossacks in 1812, 110. 
 
134 Bagration to Alexander, 15 July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 197. Also 

Bagration to Platov, 14 July 1812, Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 463-65; 
Tormasov to Alexander, 15 July 1812, No. 30, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 17-18. 
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Map 64. Retreat to Bobruisk 
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Platov intended to meet and detain the French advance guard in this fortified 

position as long as possible. In event of overwhelming French superiority, he intended to 

deploy troops on the left bank of the river, after destroying the bridges, and to defend this 

position until nightfall. On the morning of 15 July, the 1st Polish Chasseur à Cheval 

regiment, the lead element of Latour-Maubourg’s Cavalry Corps, approached 

Romanovo.135 The Cossack outposts retreated and lured the pursuing Poles to Karpov’s 

positions. Recognizing the Russian’s superiority, the Poles began to fall back but Platov 

ordered an all-out attack. Karpov’s troops charged the Poles from the front, while 

Illovaysky’s regiments together with Kuteynikov’s brigade attacked them from the 

flanks. The Polish advance guard was almost completely destroyed. The witness of the 

action, Polish General Kolachkovsky, remarked in his notes that only those with good 

mounts escaped. “This brilliant regiment, totaling about 700 cavalrymen, had lost half of 

its strength and did not recover during the entire campaign.”136  

General Latour-Maubourg quickly moved in Romanovo with his light cavalry.137 

Platov’s troops halted the pursuit, withdrew to the left bank of the Wusva River and 

settled down in two groups to the north and the south of Romanovo.138 The bridges over 

the river were burnt. Arriving at the river, Latour-Maubourg advanced artillery battery 

and engaged the Russians across the river with a heavy fire, which was eagerly returned. 

The Cossacks divided their fire effectively and six cannon of the Don Cossack artillery 

engaged in counter-battery fire while the six pieces targeted the enemy cavalry.  

                                                           
135 Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 481. 
 
136 Zapiski generala Kolachkovskogo o voine 1812 goda [Memoirs of General 

Kolachkowsky on the Campaign of 1812], (St. Petersburg, 1911), 17. 
 
137 Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 481-82. 
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Map 65. Battle at Romanovo
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The French suffered considerable losses139 and were compelled to withdraw. 

Platov stood at Romanovo throughout the day on 15 July. Toward evening, he received 

instructions from Bagration to leave a small rear guard at Romanovo and move his other 

forces to Glutsk, reaching it on the morning of 17 July. 

The 2nd Western Army left Slutsk on 15 July.140 The road through the forests 

covered the army and complicated French reconnaissance. But it also, impeded the 

advance of the Russian columns; vast forests fires spread among the trees as the soldiers 

made long marches of 30-35 miles, without transports, provisions, and water. The state of 

army was tragic, as Bagration described to a fellow general,  

If I were left uninterrupted, I would have joined you long time ago… I 
calculated my marches thoroughly and, by 5 July, I would have been in 
Minsk, my advance guard further north and part of army at Sventsyan. 
But I was turned [by Alexander] to Novogrudok…. I crossed the 
Nieman…but was unable to proceed further [since Davout occupied 
Volozhin and Vishnev] and I risked loosing everything. Therefore, I was 
forced to retreat back to the Minsk route, but naturally he [Davout] 
anticipated me there. Then, the King of Westphalia and Poniatowski had 
advanced to Belitsy and Novogrudok. The enemy encompassed me. Soon 
Minsk was occupied and the French advanced towards Borisov and 
Bobruisk….  

                                                           
 
139 Platov and Bagration both referred to 310 French prisoners and 70 seriously wounded 

who were abandoned at Romanovo. The Russian losses were light, although not known exactly. 
Bagration to Alexander, 15 July 1812, No. 413, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 15-16; Secret 
Correspondence of Bagration, 73; Correspondence of Bagration, 198; Inostrantsev, Operations of 
the 2nd Western Army, 289; Kharkevich, From the Nieman to Smolensk, 207; Edward Foord, 
Napoleon’s Russian Campaign of 1812 (London, 1914), 86; Smith and Nafziger considering 
German and French sources estimate Polish losses as 279 killed and wounded, Smith, Greenhill 
Napoleonic Wars Data Book, 379; George Nafziger, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, (Novato, 
1998) 123.  

 
140 Fabry, Campaign de Russie, I, 530, 647-48; Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western 

Army, 289-90. 
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I do not have a single position here, except for swamps and marshes. I 
have some 45,000 men and am ready to fight against 50,000 and more 
French, but now I even could not attack 10,000 men. I am encircled 
almost every day… Honest to God, I feel sick…. Minister Barclay 
himself is running away, yet he orders me to defend all of Russia. They 
[Alexander and his advisors] chased us to the frontier, set us up like a lot 
of pawns, and there we stood, our mouths agape, befouling the entire 
frontier, then ran away… I must confess, I am so disgusted with the 

whole business that I am nearly out of my wits….141 

 

Despite his despair, Bagration had successfully completed his march to Bobruisk. 

He was able to bring his exhausted army to safety, moving it through sandy roads under 

torrential downpours and oppressive heat.  All the way from Nesvizh to Bobruisk the 2nd 

Western Army had impassable marshes of the Pripet on its right. Had Davout been able 

to combine his forces and launch an attack, the result might well have been disastrous. 

Nevertheless, Bagration succeeded in extricating his forces from a very dangerous 

situation. The army was exhausted; hundreds of horses and oxen had died on the road. 

Transports, provision and ammunition were destroyed, but the army had survived to 

reach Bobruisk by 18 July.142  

                                                           
141 Bagration to Yermolov, circa 15 July 1812, Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western 

Army, 292; Tarle, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 90. In a letter to Alexander, Bagration 
declared, “If the enemy breaks through to Smolensk , and even further into Russia, the tears of the 
beloved motherland would never clear the stain that will remain on the 1st Western Army for 
ever.” Bagration to Alexander, 15 July 1812, No. 413, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 17.  
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Figure 12. Prince Peter Bagration in 1812 
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CHAPTER XVII  

 

Feint or Fight at the Dnieper:  

Battle of Moghilev (Saltanovka) 

 

 

With the 2nd Western Army at Bobruisk, after a withdrawal of some 500 miles 

across very difficult terrain and pursued by a numerically superior French army, 

Bagration made preparations for a new march. He intended “to coordinate maneuvers 

with the 1st Army and consider French intentions with respect to Moghilev.”1 Governor 

of Moghilev, Count Tolstoy had already informed Bagration that “the enemy advance 

guards were seen in 85 versts (56 miles) from the city.”2 This information worried 

Bagration. The distance from Bobruisk to Moghilev through Stary Bikhov was some 120 

versts (80 miles),3 and thus, the French troops were closer to Moghilev by twenty-four 

miles. Consequently, Bagration realized that the French would inevitably occupy 

Moghilev prior to his arrival and so he would have to engage the enemy.  

                                                           
1 Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 311. 
 
2 Ibid., 311.  One “versta” is equal to 0.663 mile. 
 
3 On 18 July, Bagration was informed that the French outposts were 85 versts (56 miles) 

from Moghilev. Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 18 July 1812, No. 427, Headquarters’ Archives, 
XIV, 46-47. 
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Map 66.  Retreat to Moghilev
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Bagration was eager to attack the French. His eagerness was guided by two 

objectives. First, he wanted to cover the road to Smolensk and join the 1st Western Army. 

Second, after the battles at Mir and Romanovo, Bagration thought his rear secured; 

therefore, he could freely oppose Davout’s troops without a threat of being surrounded 

and attacked by Jérôme’s troops. He wrote to Alexander Ermolov, “Hardly escaped from 

the hell. The fools (duraki) have set me free; now I will move to Moghilev… and 

possibly attack them.”4 

On 19 July, Bagration received new orders from headquarters. Count Volkonsky 

delivered orders from the Tsar commanding Bagration to move to Smolensk and 

anticipate the French forces there. Alexander again reproached Bagration for moving to 

Bobruisk and leaving Minsk. “You could have entered Minsk on 9 July, while the enemy 

had occupied it on 8th with only 6,000 men. Therefore, you could have easily repulsed 

this force and either held Minsk or retreated to Borisov.”5 Nevertheless, Alexander 

expressed confidence in Bagration’s skills and requested more active operations. He 

wrote, “At the present moment we have to think about the future, not the past. I do hope 

that you would be able to cross the Dnieper and anticipate the enemy at Smolensk.”6 

According to the Tsar’s orders, Bagration had to cross the Dnieper at Moghilev and move 

northward along the river, covering the route to Smolensk.7  

However, the situation was still perilous. Although Bagration could no longer be 

driven into the Pripet marshes and destroyed, he still did not have a clear road to join 

                                                           
4 Bagration to Yermolov, 7 July 1812, K chesti Rossii: iz chastnoi perepiski [To Russia’s 

Honour: From the Private Correspondence] (Moscow, 1988), 50. 
 
5 Bagration to Alexander, 13 July 1812 Correspondence of Bagration, 191; also Inostrantsev, 

Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 313.   
 
6 Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 313. 
 
7 Ibid., 313. 
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Barclay de Tolly and the 1st Western Army. Marshal Davout, aware of Bagration’s 

intentions, moved his troops from Svysloch towards Moghilev. By the time Bagration 

received orders from the Tsar, Davout was approaching Moghilev.8 Therefore, if the 2nd 

Western Army made any attempt to use the ferry at Moghilev, it would have to fight 

Davout’s forces. Construction of a ferry over the Dnieper to the south of Moghilev, 

where there was no regular ferry service, would demand considerable time. At the same 

time, the French could cross the Dnieper and cut the Smolensk route. However, there was 

another option for Bagration. He could move his army through Stary Bikhov to Moghilev 

with two alternative intentions: 1) to fight his way through the city to unite with the 1st 

Western Army if he found only Davout’s advance guards was there; or 2) if facing 

Davout’s entire force, he could feint an attack to keep the French on the right bank of the 

Dnieper, while he crossed the river with the main forces at Novy Bikhov and then rushed 

to Smolensk. Before commencing this operation, Bagration rested his soldiers and 

organized the supply system. To prevent any plunder and violence against the local 

population, Bagration assigned one officer from each regiment to regulate the supply 

trains. He sent several companies ahead of the army to prepare the forage and provisions, 

which then were distributed by the assigned officers. Any soldier detained without 

relevant documents was to be court marshaled.9  

The 2nd Western Army marched from Bobruisk to Stary Bikhov on 19 July,10 

covered by two rearguards under the commands of Major-Generals Mikhail Vorontsov 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
8 Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 79-80. 
 
9 Order, 17 July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 199-200. Bagration was concerned 

about his troops and horses. He wrote to Alexander, “I must say that the soldiers are eager to fight 
but they are fatigued: the artillery, transport and even cavalry horses are exhausted as well… and 
I am worried that my troops will loose their battle readiness and will be worn out at the present 
march rate.” Bagration to Alexander, 22 July 1812, No. 434, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 82. 
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10 The advance guard was composed of five Cossack regiments under the command of 
Colonel Sysoev, the Akhtyrsk Hussar, and Kiev Dragoon regiments with a horse artillery battery 
under command of General Vasil’chikov. Later during the march, Bagration replaced these 
regiments with the Novorossiisk and Chernigov Dragoon regiments under the command of 



and Akim Karpov.11 In case the army was unable to make its way through Moghilev, 

Bagration ordered his engineers to reconnoiter the Dnieper to the south of Moghilev and 

construct a ferry. On 20 July, Davout arrived at Moghilev. After a short engagement, his 

troops repulsed the garrison under Colonel Alexander Gresser;12 by 5:00 p.m., he 

occupied the city, capturing its massive warehouses intact.13 The next day, Davout sent 

the 3rd Chasseurs à Cheval under General Bouistry southward to pursue Gresser and 

reconnoiter the area to locate the main forces of the 2nd Western Army.14 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Major-General Syvers. The main forces moved in two columns. The first column consisted of the 
7th Infantry Corps, the 4th Cavalry Division, a pioneer company and an advance guard of two 
Jäger regiments.  The second column was composed of the 8th Infantry Corps, the 27th Infantry 
Division, the 1st and 18th Jäger Regiments, a pioneer company and advance guard of two Jäger 
regiments. Bagration to Alexander, Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 18 July 1812, Nos. 425-427; 
St. Priest to Alexander, 18 July 1812; Platov to Alexander, 20 July 1812, Headquarters’ 

Archives, XIV, 41-47, 69-70; Muratov, Historical Survey of Patriotic War and it’s Reasons, 
Annex VIII (Order of battle of the Russian Imperial Army); Fabry, Campaign de Russie, II, 221; 
Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 310-13. Bagration wrote that his army was at 
times stretched for almost 50 versts [33 miles]. Bagration to Alexander, 22 July 1812, No. 434, 
Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 81. 

 
11 Consisted of the Combined Grenadier Division, 5th Jäger Regiment, Kharkov Dragoons 

Regiment, and a horse artillery battery. Muratov, Historical Survey of Patriotic War and it’s 
Reasons, Annex VIII. Bagration also left four sotnyas of Cossacks to reconnoiter area around 
Mozyr and another sotnya to reinforce garrison at Bobruisk. Military Governor of Bobruisk 
Major General Ignatiev soon began training the local recruits in firing the heavy artillery and 
warned Bagration to ignore any sounds of artillery fire from the direction of Bobruisk. Bagration 
to Barclay de Tolly, 18 July 1812, No. 427; Ignatiev to Bagration, 24 July 1812, No. 635, 
Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 47, 116. 

 
12 K. Arnoldi, “Frantsuzy v Moghileve na Dnepre, 1812,” [The French in Moghilev on 

Dnieper], Russkaya starina, 8(1873): 233-37. Arnoldi was twelve years old at the time and he 
witnessed the French entry. Gresser retreat the previous day and only a company of the Russian 
disabled soldiers defended the town. 
 

13 Bagration to Alexander, 22 July 1812, No. 434, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 80-81; 
Volkonsky, Recollections, 167-68; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, II, 28; Davout, Memoires et 
souvenirs, II, 77-79; Muratov, Historical Survey of Patriotic War and it’s Reasons, 48; 
Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 313. Joly, Le Maréchal Davout, 82; Vigier, 
Davout, 80. 
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14 Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 81-82; Bagration to Alexander, 22 July 1812, No. 434, 
Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 81; K. Arnoldi, “The French in Moghilev on Dnieper,” Russkaya 

starina, 8(1873): 234. Gresser commanded two infantry battalions and part of company of the 



Simultaneously, the Russian advance guard under Colonel Sysoev approached Moghilev 

from the south to survey the city. Approaching the village Dashkovka, southward from 

Moghilev, the Cossacks encountered the French. Sysoev lined up his three regiments, 

reinforced with Gresser’s three battalions, and led the attack. The central regiment 

attacked the French in front, while the Cossacks regiments assaulted the flanks. The 

French were roughly handled and chased by the Cossacks. General Bouistry withdrew his 

troops to the safety of Moghilev where the 85th Line with two guns reinforced him. The 

French halted Sysoev’s advance and forced him to fall back to Bunichy.15   

To determine the strength of Davout’s troops, Bagration interrogated the prisoners 

and was told that Davout himself was at Moghilev with the intention of holding the city 

by any necessary means.16 Bagration assumed that Davout brought his entire Corps – that 

is, some 60,000 men to Moghilev, when in fact, Davout had only 28,000 men and 12 

guns.17 As a result, he decided to attack Davout with only the 7th Infantry Corps of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
disabled soldiers. 

 
15 Bagration in his report to the Tsar referred to 209 prisoners. Davout acknowledged his 

casualties as 50 men wounded and killed, and 218 Russians captured. Bagration to Alexander, 22 
July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 206; Davout to Napoleon, 20 July 1812, Fabry, 
Campaign de Russie, II, 28-29; Thiers, Consulate and the Empire, VIII, 45-46; Davout, Memoires 
et souvenirs, II, 81-82; Gallaher, The Iron Marshal, 234; Memoirs of Paskevich, 1812 god v 
dnevnikakh , zapiskakh i vospominaniakh sovremennikov [1812 Campaign in Diaries, Notes and 
Memoirs of the Contemporaries, hereafter cited as Paskevich’s Memoirs] (Vilna, 1900), 85; 
Rostunov, General Bagration, 209-210; Nafziger, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 124; Foord, 
Napoleon’s Russian Campaign of 1812, 93; Paul Austin, 1812: Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia 
(The March on Moscow) (London, 2000) 142-43. Sir Robert Wilson states that “Davout and 
General Haxo, who were riding after the regiment, were themselves all but made prisoners”. 
Wilson, Narrative of Events. . . , 62-63; 

 
16 Bagration to Alexander, 22 July 1812, No. 434, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 81. 

 
17 Davout dispatched Poniatowski’s Corps to the north and east from Slutsk to join his I 

Corps, while Latour-Maubourg pursued Bagration. But neither of these corps could arrive in time 
to reinforce Marshal Davout at Moghilev. Thus, Davout opposed to Bagration only with portion 
of his Corps (Dessaix’s 4th, Compans’ 5th, Valence’s 5th Cuirassiers Divisions and Bourdesoulle’s 
2nd Light Cavalry Brigade). Gallaher, The Iron Marshal, 234; Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 
81; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, II, 61. 
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General Nikolay Rayevsky and to fight a delaying action to keep the French on the right 

bank of the Dnieper while he crossed the river with the army to the south of Moghilev. 

Bagration has often been criticized for this decision. Some argue that he was 

correct not to force his way through Moghilev, considering Davout’s probable superiority 

in men and the advantage of his positions. Others strongly believe that if Bagration had 

attacked with his entire force, which was double Davout’s strength, he could have 

overcome and destroyed the French. However, Bagration’s decision to attack the French 

with only a part of his troops was based on solid grounds. He knew that he was facing 

Davout, one of Napoleon’s best commanders, who would organize an effective defense 

of the town. If Moghilev proved to be held by a mere detachment, Rayevsky was strong 

enough to drive it out, move to Orsha, and cover the route to Smolensk. If Davout were 

there in force, an attempt to cross the Dnieper at Moghilev and make a circuit to the 

eastwards could have resulted in a battle from disadvantageous positions. Moreover, 

Davout could have moved eastwards and remained between him and Barclay.18 By 

attacking with Rayevsky’s Corps, Bagration hoped to distract Davout while he was 

bridging and crossing the Dnieper at Stary and Novy Bikhov.19  

On 22 July, Bagration urged Rayevsky to reconnoiter Moghilev as soon as 

possible and anticipate the arrival of the French reinforcements.20 He wrote, “I ask you 

to determine the enemy positions at Moghilev and to its left. For this purpose, I think, 

you should make a feint attack. The grenadiers are already on march and [General] 

                                                           
18 Bagration to Alexander, 22 July 1812, No. 434, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 81. 

 
19 Bagration to Alexander, 22 July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 205; also A. 

Borishevich, K stoletiu boya pod Saltanovkoi 11 iulia 1812 g. [To Centennial Anniversary of the 
Battle of Saltanovka on 11 July 1812], Russkii Invalid, July 1912, No.151, 3-4. Platov wrote to 
Alexander, “Bagration initially intended to fight a decisive [generalnoe] battle with Davout’s 
corps, but [he changed his mind] and there was not a decisive battle on 11 [23] July but an 
engagement near Dashkovka.” Platov to Alexander, 26 July 1812, No. 83, Headquarters’ 

Archives, XIV, 128. 
 
20 Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 340; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, II, 

143-45. 
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Vorontsov will arrive by night. I urge you to inform me about everything.”21 Receiving 

Rayevsky’s report on the French positions, Bagration sent another message. “I 

recommend that every measures be taken… to find fords so that the army could cross the 

river without drenching the ammunition caissons. Also, you must make another 

reconnaissance to determine how strong [French] forces are there. If we remain here for 

another twenty-four hours, [Davout] can receive reinforcements. But you have a strong 

corps on this occasion.”22 Thus, Bagration did not intend to commit his entire army to 

action at Moghilev and, instead, wanted to keep Davout occupied with Rayevsky, while 

his main army crossed the river. The main efforts were devoted to locating a ford 

between Moghilev and Stary Bikhov. Bagration wrote, “If the Lord gives us a chance to 

find a ferry [or ford] between you and Stary Bikhov, then we shall immediately cross the 

river.”23 The 2nd Western Army, meanwhile, slowly concentrated in the area south of 

Moghilev.24  

                                                           
21 Bagration to Rayevsky (1st message), 23 July 1812, Russkii Invalid, July 1912, No. 151, 4. 
 
22 Bagration to Rayevsky (2nd message), 23 July 1812, Russkii Invalid, July 1912, No. 151, 

4. 
 
23 Bagration to Rayevsky, 23 July 1812, Russkii Invalid, 1912, No.151, 4. 
 
24 The 7th Infantry Corps occupied Dashkovka and the 8th Infantry Corps was at Stary 

Bikhov, at one-march distance from the 7th Corps. 
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Map 67. Moghilev and its vicinity 

 703 703



 

At the same time, Davout began his preparations for the battle. His forces, 

reduced by the fatigues of the marches, were still further weakened by the strategic 

consumption. The effective forces at his command to oppose Bagration’s army amounted 

to only 22,000 infantry and some 6,000 cavalry.25 Taking into account the superiority of 

Russians,26 Davout positioned his troops at Saltanovka. His left was deployed on the 

marshy bank of the Dnieper and was unassailable. A stream flowing in a difficult ravine, 

spanned from the village of Saltanovka by a wooden bridge, covered his front. A heavy 

forest surrounded the village especially on the northern bank of the stream, and both the 

stream and the village strengthened the French, though, the southern flank was 

vulnerable. Davout reinforced these positions with additional earthworks.27 His soldiers 

cut the bridge at Fatova, fortified the buildings on the high road, and established strong 

batteries there.  He deployed five battalions of the 108th Line and one battalion of the 85th 

Line here. Behind them he placed four battalions of the 61st Line in reserve between 

Fatova and Selets. On the left wing, at Saltanovka, Davout arranged three battalions of 

                                                           
25 Thiers, Consulate and the Empire, VIII, 45; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, II, 107; Davout, 

Memoires et souvenirs, II, 81; Gallaher, The Iron Marshal, 234;  Kharkevich, Deistvia kn. 
Bagrationa v 1812 [Prince Bagration’s operations during 1812 campaign], Voenno Istoricheskii 

Sbornik, 1913, No.3, 181-82; Smith, Greenhill Napoleonic Wars Data Book, 382; Nafziger, 
Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 123-124; Vigier, Davout, 81; Davout himself referred to some 
12,000 men. He wrote to Berthier that “At Moghilev I had only the 57th, 61st and 111th infantry 
regiments of Compans’ division, Valence’s division and the 3rd regiment of Chasseurs”, Davout 
to Berthier, 7 August 1812, Correspondance du maréchal Davout, prince d'Eckmühl, ses 
commandements, son ministère, 1801-1815, (hereafter cited as Correspondance du maréchal 
Davout) (Paris, 1885) No.1075, III, 376. 

 
26 On 22 July Davout’s reconnaissance captured and interrogated aide-de-camp of General 

Paskevich, who informed them the composition of the 2nd Western Army (4 infantry divisions, 2 
cavalry corps and Cossacks). Fabry, Campaign de Russie, II, 102-103. 
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27 After the battle, Bagration complained the French positions were virtually impregnable 
and the forest prevented him from exploiting his cavalry superiority. He wrote, “The 8th Corps 
could not have been used at this place because the 7th Corps itself barely arranged its forces, while 
the cavalry remained completely idle.” Bagration to Alexander, 25 July 1812, No. 440, 
Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 117-18. 



85th Line and independent company of voltigeurs. Finally, he deployed battalions of the 

85th and 61st Lines and several cavalry units.28 

At 7:00 a.m. on 23 July, the advance guard of the Russian 7th Corps led the attack 

on the left wing of Davout at Saltanovka.29 Pushing the French outposts back, it reached 

the bridge over the Saltanovka stream at 8:00 a.m. Despite the fierce fire, the Jägers 

under the command of Colonel Glebov overran the defense of the bridge and continued 

to advance. Davout immediately counter-attacked with the 85th Line. According to a 

French eyewitness, the Russian advance was halted by “the lively artillery fire and 

musketry. For several minutes they [the Russians] let themselves be shot down without 

moving. We had another chance to recognize that the Russians were, as we said, ‘walls 

which had to be demolished.’“30 Late on 23 July, Rayevsky informed Bagration about 

the action in his brief message. “The enemy stopped on the stream, we remain some six 

versts away; they are on strong positions; I sent Paskevich to flank them, and, with God’s 

help, I will personally lead an attack in front.”31 Bagration, who “remained with his staff 

under beautiful birches,”32 wrote Rayevsky,  

                                                           
 
28 Thiers, Consulate and the Empire, VIII, 46-47; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, II, 143-45; 

Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 82-85; Vigier, Davout, 82; Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd 
Western Army, 353; Paskevich, Memoirs, 85; Gallaher, The Iron Marshal, 234-35; Chandler, The 
Campaigns of Napoleon, 778; Foord, Napoleon’s Russian Campaign of 1812, 94; Wilson, 
Narrative of Events . . . , 62-63. 

 
29 Ibid., VIII, 46-47; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, II, 143-45; Gallaher, The Iron Marshal, 

234-35; Foord, Napoleon’s Russian Campaign of 1812, 94; Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd 
Western Army, 353; Paskevich, Memoirs, 85; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 778; 
Wilson, Narrative of Events . . . , 62-63; Joly, Le Maréchal Davout, 83; Vigier, Davout, 83-85. 

 
30 Maurice Girod de l’Ain, Dix ans de mes Souvenirs militaires (de 1805 à 1815), (Paris 

1873), 412-18. 
 
31 Rayevsky to Bagration, 23 July 1812, Russkii Invalid, July 1912, No. 151, 4 
 
32 Butenev, Recollections, 23. 
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Map 68. Battle of Saltanovka, 23 July 1812 
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I received your message. You must not hesitate [dremat ne dolzhno]. 
Attack in such manner that the enemy advance guard be hard pressed 
against the town. You should avoid the forested places [mesta lesnie] to 
prevent casualties. I am not interested in Moghilev, but in pinning down 
the enemy by attacking. I will be soon at Barkalava [Vorkolabov] and, 

meantime, you [must] attack with your troops…”33  

Rayevsky reacted with simultaneous assaults on the French positions at 

Saltanovka and Fatova. The 26th Infantry Division under General Ivan Paskevich was 

ordered to march on a narrow path in forest to attack the French; this maneuver would 

serve as a signal for the main forces of the 7th Corps to attack. Paskevich deployed his 

division in extended line34 and attacked the village. In fierce fighting the Russians 

overran the 1st battalion of the 85th Line, forcing their retreat. To support the 85th Line, 

Davout sent a battalion of 108th Line with a few guns. Both French battalions took up a 

position on the heights to the south of Fatova and repulsed the Russian attack.35 

General Paskevich rallied his troops on the edge of the forest and launched 

another attack. The Russians advanced and after savage fighting, carried the village. The 

Russian battery of twelve guns, deployed on heights south of Fatova, supported the 

attack.36 However, after passing Fatova the advancing Russian battalions were suddenly 

counter-attacked by four battalions of the 108th Line, concealed by Davout in the wheat 

fields behind Fatova. In a fierce hand-to-hand fight, the French routed the Russians and 

                                                           
33 Bagration to Rayevsky, 23 July 1812, Russkii Invalid, July 1912, No. 151, 4; Inostrantsev, 

Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 353. 
 
34 The 26th Division was deployed in one column: the two battalions of the Orlov and 

Nizhniy Novgorod Regiments, with 12 guns were at the head, followed by the Poltava and 
Ladoga Regiments, while one battalion of the Nizhniy Novgorod Regiment and cavalry covered 
the rear. Paskevich, Memoirs, 88-90. 

 
35 Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 83-85; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, II, 143-45. 
 
36 Paskevich, Memoirs, 89. Georges Bertin, La Campagne de 1812, d’après des témoins 

oculaires, (Paris, 1895), 38-42 
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inflicted heavy casualties. A French participant later described the scene. “Never in my 

life did I see so much damage caused by our artillery! Guns, horses, men, roadside trees, 

all piled on top of one another, beyond recognition. To our left we saw whole ranks of 

Russian cavalry carried off by the grapeshot or killed by the fusillades.”37 

Despite this setback, Paskevich rallied his troops and counterattacked. At first the 

attack was successful and the Russians drove back the 108th Line and carried the village. 

However, soon Davout moved the 61st Line against them. Paskevich deployed a six-gun 

battery on the left bank of a stream to prevent the French from chasing the retreating 

Poltava Regiment. Paskevich then advanced six more guns to the heights and deployed 

the Ladoga Regiment on the heights to the west of Fatova with skirmishers in the woods 

further to the west. These troops repulsed all French attempts to cross the stream on the 

left flank and center. But on the right flank, two French battalions overwhelmed the 

Orlov and Nizhniy Novgorod regiments and crossed the brook. Paskevich was compelled 

to move the Poltava Regiment to contain the French advance and prevent the turning of 

the Russian right wing.38 The French attacked this Russian regiment, which slowly 

began to retire towards the battery hidden behind it. As the Russian infantry drew near 

their guns, they quickly parted, uncovering the artillery to the oncoming French. The 

Russian guns showered French with canister, followed by a counter-attack by the Poltava 

Regiment; the French battalions fell back across the brook.39 

As these events were taking place around Fatova, the main efforts of the 7th Corps 

were focused on Saltanovka. For the initial approach to Saltanovka, General Rayevsky 

led the Smolensk Infantry Regiment to seize a dam and cover the approach of the main 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
37 C.F.M., LeRoy, Souvenirs de Leroy, major d’infanterie, veteran des armees de la 

Republique et de l’Empire (Dijon, 1908) 
 
38 Paskevich, Memoirs, 90-91; Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 352-53.; 

Fabry, Campaign de Russie, II, 143-45; 
 
39 Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 352-53; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, 

II, 143-45. Hourtoulle, Davout, 235-36; 
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forces. This column was to be supported by the 6th and 42nd Jäger regiments and the 

artillery deployed on the heights on both sides of the road. It was agreed that the attack 

would be launched simultaneously with the Paskevich’s advance on Fatova. 

Unfortunately, Rayevsky did not hear the canon shots that signaled advance, and so, his 

attack started too late. The Smolensk Regiment was met by terrible artillery fire that 

pulverized the Russian columns. Nevertheless, Russians continued the advance, although 

uncertainly.  

Seeing confusion among his troops, Rayevsky held the hands of his two sons, 

Alexander (16 years old) and Nikolay (10 years old) and yelling “Hurrah” led the 

attack.40 Notwithstanding, this Russian attack was repulsed with heavy casualties, so 

Rayevsky delayed the next assault. He learned from prisoners that Davout was 

concentrating his main forces, the 111th Line, Chastel’s Light Cavalry and the Valence’s 

Cuirassiers, to attack the 7th Infantry Corps at Saltanovka. Rayevsky ordered a general 

retreat and withdrew his troops to Dashkovka, satisfied he had accomplished his mission 

to pin down the French at Moghilev.41 A contemporary described the returning Russian 

troops, many of them wounded but in good spirit. “Some officers were seriously 

wounded and laid bleeding on the carriages… Medical assistance was given in two sheds, 

in front of Bagration surrounded by the group of officers; Prince Bagration often talked 

to the wounded and tried to console and cheer them up.”42   

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
40 Rayevsky to Helene Konstantinova, 22 July 1812, Russkaya Starina, 1874, N9, 766-67; 

Butenev, Recollections, 22. Also see A. Afanas’ev 1812-1814: Lichnaia perepiska Nikolaia 
Rayevskogo [1812-1814: Private Correspondence of Nikolai Rayevsky, hereafter cited as Private 
Correspondence of Nikolai Rayevsky], (Moscow, 1992) 209; N. Garnich, 1812 god [1812 
Campaign] (Moscow, 1956) 76; Arkhiv Rayevskikh [Rayevsky’s archives] (St. Petersburg, 1908) 
I, 159-65.  

 
41 Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 352-53; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, 

II, 143-45. Hourtoulle, Davout, 235-36; Zhilin, Destruction of the Napoleonic Army in Russia, 
113; 
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42 Butenev, Recollections, 23. 



The Russians acknowledged 2,548 killed and wounded43 and claimed the French 

losses were 4,134 dead and wounded.44 However, Davout admitted to only 900 

casualties.45 Both sides demonstrated remarkable courage. General Rayevsky reported to 

Bagration, “I witnessed many officers and soldiers being twice wounded, bound up their 

wounds and returned to battle as if to a feast. I must praise the bravery and skills of the 

gunners: everyone was a hero that day…”46 St. Priest wrote to Alexander, “It is 

impossible to describe the courage of the 26th and 12th Divisions in this affair.”47 

Witnesses recalled an unknown officer of the Poltava Infantry Regiment, whose arm was 

torn off by the cannonball. “He calmly picked it up and left the battlefield. As he was 

                                                           
 
43 Rayevsky reported the following losses: 
 

 Killed Wounded Missing 

Staff Officers 2 2 10 
Ober-Officers 13 - 46 
Unter-Officers 45 26 81 
Rank and File 742 504 1,077 

Total 802 532 1,214 

 
 
44 N. Rayevsky to S. Rayevsky, 27 July 1812, Private Correspondence of Nikolai Rayevsky, 

215; M. Bogdanovich, Istoria Otechestvennoi voini 1812 goda po dostovernum istochnikam 
[History of the Patriotic War of 1812 Based on the Original Sources] (St. Petersburg, 1859) I, 
214-16; Borishevich, “To Centennial Anniversary of the Battle of Saltanovka on 11 July 1812,” 
Russkii Invalid, 1912, No.154; Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 353; Davout, 
Memoires et souvenirs, II, 85; Nafziger, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russian, 126; Rostunov, General 
Bagration, 216; Troitsky, 1812: The Glorious Year of Russia 92; Mikhail Kutuzov, Dokumenti i 
materiali [Documents and Materials] (Moscow, 1954-1956) IV, part 2, 711; Muratov, Historical 
Survey of Patriotic War and it’s Reasons, 49; General Paskevich acknowledges the French 
casualties as 500 killed, 500 missed and 3,000 wounded, and the Russian casualties - 3,000 men, 
Paskevich, Memoirs, 95. 

 
45 Davout to Berthier, 7 August 1812, Correspondance du maréchal Davout, N1075, III, 378; 

Davout to Napoleon, 7 August 1812, Fabry, Campaign de Russie, II, 45. Davout acknowledged 
4,300 Russians killed and wounded and 200 captured. Joly, Le Maréchal Davout, 82; Vigier, 
Davout, 85. 

 
46 Bagration, 1 August 1812, Russkaya Starina, 1874, No.3, 769-70; Russkii Invalid, July 

1912, No. 154. 
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47 St. Priest to Alexander, 25 July 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 122-23. 



passing by Prince Bagration, he saluted him with the remaining hand.”48 In an order to 

the 2nd Western Army on 25 July 1812, Bagration praised his troops and expressed 

gratitude to the officers and soldiers who participated in battle of Saltanovka and later 

awarded 409 soldiers and officers.49 

Late in the afternoon, Bagration received intelligence, later proved to be false, 

that the French forces were approaching his positions and Davout would soon attack.50 

He ordered Rayevsky to bivouac at Dashkovka while Platov moved several Cossack 

regiments to the left bank of the Dnieper to make a diversion near Moghilev.51 Bagration 

wanted to induce Davout to believe that he was going to renew the attack on Moghilev 

from the east and the south. Accordingly, on 25 July, Platov crossed the Dnieper at 

Vorkolabov and proceeded in the direction specified by Bagration.52 Throughout the day, 

the 7th Infantry Corps stayed at Dashkovka and feinted preparations for an attack.53 

Davout remained in position waiting for a renewal of offensive, unable to pursue the 

                                                           
 
48 Russkii Invalid, July 1912, No. 154, based on Polnoe sobranie anekdotov 

dostopamiatneishei voini [Complete Collection of Stories of the Memorable War], (Moscow, 
1814), II, 9. 

 
49 Russkii Invalid, July 1912, No. 154; Order to Army, 25 July 1812, No. 817, Russkii 

Invalid, July 1912, No. 151, 3. 
 
50 Bagration to Alexander, 26 July 1812, No. 444, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 132. 
 
51 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 24 July 1812, No. 437, Ibid., XIV, 114. After the battle, 

Bagration received a message from Barclay de Tolly on his movement to Vitebsk. Butenev, 
Recollections, 24.  

 
52 Platov to Alexander, 26 July 1812, No. 83, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 128. Platov 

commanded 11 Don Cossack Regiments, 2 Tatar Regiments, 1 Kalmyk Regiment and 1 Bashkir 
Regiment with 2nd horse artillery company and Major General Dorokhov’s detachment (Izumsk 
Hussars and 1st Jagers). The Baskirs carried the jagers on their horses.  

 
53 Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 353; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, II, 

143-45. 
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Russians with his weakened army.54 By this time, the construction of a bridge at Novy 

Bikhov was completed, and late on 25 July the 8th Infantry Corps and 4th Cavalry Corps 

crossed the river. The next day, the 7th Infantry Corps withdrew from Dashkovka and 

following in the wake of the army, crossed the Dnieper and moved to Smolensk, covered 

by the Cossacks.55 Bagration wrote, “To great shame of the king of Westphalia, Marshal 

Davoust [sic] and Poniatowski, and despite their tricks and attempts to bar my way, I 

arrived at Smolensk marching right under their noses and beating them in the process.”56  

Bagration moved his troops in a column to Cherikov and sent the wounded and 

sick with the French prisoners to Chernigov. Platov’s Cossacks were spread along the 

Dnieper River and covered the left flank of the army.57 Although Bagration instructed 

him to move as fast as possible to join 1st Western Army, Platov ignored the order, 

probably because he had strained relation with Barclay.58 While on march, Bagration had 

                                                           
54 Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 86; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, II, 143-45; Joly, Le 

Maréchal Davout, 83; Vigier, Davout, 86. 
 
55 Bagration moved his army via Propoysk - Cherykov - Krychev - Mstyslav - Khyslavichy. 

Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd Western Army, 356-58. Clausewitz, The Campaign of 1812 
in Russia, 54; Fezensac, Journal of the Russian Campaign, 19; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, II, 
222-24; Joseph Baye, Smolensk; les origines, l'épopée de Smolensk en 1812; d'après des 
documents inédits. (Paris, 1912), 100. 

 
56 Bagration to Rostopchin, circa late July 1812, N. Dubrovin, Otechestvennaya voina v 

pis’makh sovremennikov (1812-1815 gg) [The Patriotic War in Correspondence of the 
Contemporaries (1812-1815)] (St. Petersburg, 1882), 73. 

 
57 “Zhurnal voennikh deistvii 2oi Zapadnoi Armii” [Journal of Military Operations of 2nd 

Western Army], Russkii Invalid, 168 (August 1912), 4; Platov to Alexander, 26 July 1812, No. 
83, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 128-29.   

 
58 Bagration told Platov “to march at least 50 versts [33 miles] a day.” Platov reported that 

he had a series of minor engagements with the French patrols near Orsha. Barclay de Tolly was 
asking Bagration about Platov’s location as late as 2 August 1812. Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 
28 July 1812, No. 448; Platov to Alexander, 29 July 1812, No. 86; Platov to Barclay de Tolly, 30 
July 1812, No. 90; Platov to Winzengorode, 30 July 1812, No. 92, Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 
2 August 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 149-50, 157-58, 167-68, 170, 192. 
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to divert a battalion of infantry and Cossack regiment to suppress a local uprising.59 His 

organization of march was remarkable in its details and precision - Bagration gave exact 

instructions to his regimental commanders on the directions and distances of marches, 

and outlined their exact goals and assignments. He supervised the actions of each of his 

units over the vast territory on the eastern bank of the Dnieper River.  

By 31 July, Bagration arrived to Mstislavl after passing Cherikov and marching 

along the Sozh River.60 Here, he received new of the battle of Ostrovno between Barclay 

de Tolly and Napoleon so he began preparations for a forced march to Smolensk. Many 

of his officers were dissatisfied with the retreat. A participant noted, “At Mstislavl, which 

is located on a picturesque hill overlong a small tributary, Bagration’s adjutant went 

bathing declaring “Lets swim in this river while it is Russian. It probably will be foreign 

soon.”61  

                                                           
59 Bagration also found time to advise Alexander on the best means to recruit light cavalry in 

Little Russia. He submitted a detailed two-page draft which proposed creating a light cavalry 
corps from the local Cossacks. Bagration to Alexander, 28 July 1812, No. 450, Headquarters’ 

Archives, XIV, 143-46. The letter had annex entitled “Vidi na formirovanie v Malorossii 
kazatskikh legk-konnikh polkov” [Considerations on Establishment of the Cossack Light Cavalry 
Regiments in Little Russia.]  

 
60 Bagration to Alexander, 29 July 1812, No. 452; Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 29 July 

1812, No. 453, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 156-57, 159; Butenev, Recollections, 24-25. 
 
61 Butenev, Recollections, 25. 
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Map 60. Bagration’s Operations in Byelorussia and Ukraine 
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Bagration also received unpleasant news regarding Barclay de Tolly, who claimed 

he abandoned Vitebsk because Bagration failed to defeat Davout and Smolensk laid 

exposed to the French.62 Furthermore, Barclay was weary of Bagration’s appeals for the 

1st Western Army to attack. So, he told Bagration to stop sending his observations and 

even questioned his willingness to defend the motherland. 

Prince Peter was offended by this blunt criticism. He replied, “My aspirations 

were always similar to yours – I live and breath with the desire to vanquish the enemy. I 

assure you that I consider your success as a glory to Russia and my personal triumph. 

Believe the words come from the bottom of heart, which is dedicated to the motherland 

and our Tsar, and highly respects you.” Bagration then explained to Barclay that “in 

submitting my observations, I thought that sincerity is not only needed but is required for 

the high ranking officers such we are.” Prince Peter assured Barclay of his sincere 

intentions concluding, “Believe me, there is nothing in this world that could lessen my 

desire to sacrifice the last drop of my blood for the motherland.” 63  When Barclay de 

Tolly urged Bagration to move quicker, Prince Peter responded, “You want me to move 

by forced marches, but [Ludwig] Wolzogen can confirm that it is impossible to move 

faster. Three days ago, I made a fifty-verst [33 miles] march while yesterday we covered 

another thirty-seven versts [24.5 miles]. These two marches would probably have meant 

nothing at other time, but my army has retreated for 25 days already and covered some 

900 versts [597 miles].”64 

On 1 August, Prince Peter dispatched several officers to reconnoiter the area 

around Gorki, Romanovo and Kodynova, and ordered the engineers to move ahead of 

                                                           
62Barclay de Tolly to Alexander, 30 July 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 163. 

 
63 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 28 July 1812, No. 448, Ibid., XIV, 149-50. 
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64 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 28 July 1812, No. 449, Ibid., XIV, 150-51. Bagration wrote 
larger letter on 1 August 1812, where he argued against Barclay’s claims. Bagration to Barclay de 
Tolly, 1 August 1812, No. 458, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 179-80. 



troops to prepare crossings over the Sozh River. He also ordered the Cossacks to watch 

any possible French movements around Moghilev and Orsha and gather as much grain 

and hay in these regions as possible. The wounded Russians and French prisoners were 

moved to Mozyr and Kiev. Bagration also established a screen of Cossack patrols that 

protected his movement and watched the French.65 The 2nd Western Army, totaling less 

than 40,000 men,66 moved through Bobyr and arrived at Smolensk on 3 August, where it 

joined the main forces under Barclay de Tolly.67  

Bagration initially stayed in small house in Smolensk, but then moved his 

headquarters to one of nearby villages on the left bank of the Dnieper.68 One of the 

participants described the joyous celebration at Smolensk. The troops wore parade 

uniforms and “a beautiful, calm weather with clear skies added more radiance to this 

festive event.” Thousands of Smolensk residents came out to meet Bagration’s troops; 

there were a few people from Moscow who reached Smolensk anticipating a decisive 

battle with Napoleon. Butenev, who accompanied Bagration throughout the retreat to 

Smolensk, recalled, “It was such a grandiose and memorable event that no word can 

express the feelings I experienced at that moment; even forty eight years later, aged and 

in different state of mind, I cannot recall that date without an emotional outburst.”69 

Thus, the two Russian armies had finally united and Napoléon’s intention to 

destroy the Russian armies piecemeal had failed. The withdrawal of the 2nd Western 

Army from Volkovysk to Smolensk was vital for the success of the 1812 campaign. 

                                                           
 
65 Journal of Military Operations of 2nd Western Army, Russkii Invalid, August 1912, No. 

168, 4. 
 
66 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 30 July 1812, No. 454, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 166. 
 
67 Journal of Military Operations of 2nd Western Army, Russkii Invalid, August 1912, No. 

168, 4.. 
 
68 Butenev, Recollections, 32-33. 
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69 Ibid., 29. 



Deployed in strategically vulnerable positions, Bagration was able to elude the superior 

French forces and successfully retreat to Smolensk. For twenty-five days the 2nd Western 

Army, with the enemy constantly on its rear and flanks, had marched over 500 miles and 

fought several successful rear guard actions. Bagration observed, “even the great 

Suvorov would have been surprised by the hardships these troops had experienced and 

the swiftness of marches made by the 2nd Army, all accomplished on sandy roads and 

marshy terrain….”70 A long time friend and comrade in arms, General Alexander 

Ermolov later acknowledged the exceptional courage, devotion, and endurance of 

Bagration’s troops:  

The 1st Army was exhausted by the continuous withdrawal and soldiers 
began to mutiny; there were cases of insubordination and agitation. 
Confidence in the commander-in-chief was gradually undermined among 
the corps and division commanders. At the same time, the 2nd Western 
Army arrived [at Smolensk] in an absolutely different state. The sound of 
music, joyful songs animated [ the souls of the] soldiers. These troops 
showed only the pride for the danger they escaped from and readiness to 
overcome new dangers. It seemed as if the 2nd Western Army did not 
retreat from the Nieman to the Dnieper, but covered this distance with a 

triumph.71 

Bagration showed himself as a skillful, perceptive commander who recognized 

Napoléon’s strategy and consequently evaded it. At the beginning of the war, the Russian 

armies were inferior to the French and dispersed along the frontiers. According to 

General Phull’s strategy, Bagration’s army was designed to form a junction with the main 

forces of Barclay de Tolly. The 1st Western Army retreated unhindered, but Bagration’s 

troops had to fight and elude the superior French forces. This made the mission of the 2nd 

Western Army far more complicated and dangerous. Skillfully maneuvering and waging 

persistent rear guard fights, Bagration managed to escape the encompassing maneuvers 

                                                           
 
70 Bagration to Alexander, 22 July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 207. 
 
71 Yermolov, Memoirs, I, 155 
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of Napoléon and save his army from destruction.72 Bagration boasted even the 

“ingenious Napoléon was surprised” by the march of the 2nd Western Army.73 General 

Neverovsky recalled, “We covered over 800 versts [550 miles] in 22 days and an average 

march was 45-50 versts [30-33 miles]… In addition, the enemy had a direct route to 

Minsk, Borisov and Orscha, while we made a circuit.”74 The ‘Journal of Military 

Operations of 2nd Western Army’ demonstrated that Bagration was shrewd and capable 

commander. He paid attention to each detail and the journal included Bagration’s many 

instructions to minor detachments spread over the extended territory. Though 

contemporaries often referred to Bagration’s lack of education, his journal of military 

operations is a remarkable example how well and proficiently he learned the military art 

through his experiences. 

Prince Bagration demonstrated skills of tactics and “sharp and shrewd mind”75 

that saved the army from destruction. Contemporaries praised Bagration’s maneuvers 

profusely. Polish General Kolachkovsky, one of the participants of the 1812 campaign, 

considered Bagration “among the most prominent military leaders of his time,” equal to 

                                                           
72 The Russian historian Nikolay Okunev wrote of Bagration’s retreat, “Looking at a map 

and grasping a compass for the verification, it is easy to be convinced, even at a superficial 
glance, how small were the chances left to Prince Bagration to achieve this unification. I judge a 
person by his deeds, and therefore, I allow myself to ask a question:  Whether any general was 
ever put in a more peril, and whether any has emerged from a similar position with the greater 
honor?” Okunev, Nikolay. Razbor glavnikh voennikh operatsii, bitv I srazhenii v Rossii v 
kampaniu 1812 goda [Survey of the Major Military Operations, Clashes and Battles in Russia 
During 1812 Campaign], (St. Petersburg, 1912) 12. 

 
73 Bagration to Rostopchin, circa early August 1812, in Dubrovin, Patriotic War in 

Correspondence of the Contemporaries, 99. 
 
74 “Zapiski general Neverovskago o sluzhbe svoei v 1812 godu” [General Neverovsky’s 

Notes on His Service in 1812, hereafter cited as Neverovsky’s Notes], Chtenia v Imperatorskom 

obschestve istorii i drevnostei rossiiskikh pri Moskovskom Universitete, (Moscow, 1859), I, 77. 
At Moghilev, Bagration wrote to Alexander, “Six hundred versts [398 miles] of harsh terrain was 
covered in eighteen days while the enemy was always pursuing us, and we carried our sick, 
captured and wagons.” Bagration to Alexander, 22 July 1812, No. 434, Headquarters’ Archives, 
XIV, 82. 

 
75 Yermolov, Memoirs, 1, 152. 
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Napoleon’s marshals Lannes, Ney, and Davout.76 General Paskevich recalled, “The 2nd 

Western Army was indebted to Bagration. He animated our souls with the spirit of 

invincibility.”77 A contemporary wrote, “The genius of Suvorov’s disciple, beloved 

Prince Peter Bagration, saved us from destruction; being surrounded, he withdrew his 

army to the safety and joined with the 1st Army at Smolensk. Praise to you, immortal 

hero!”78 Nikolay Golitsyn, one of the Bagration’s aide-de-camps, also remarked that 

“the rapid and skillful movement of the 2nd Western Army, through which we achieved 

the unification of the Russian armies near Smolensk, puts him [Bagration] among the 

saviors of Russia in 1812.”79  

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
76 Zapiski generala Kolachkovskogo o voine 1812 goda [Notes of General Kolachkovsky on 

1812 Campaign], Voenno-istoricheskii sbornik, (St. Petersburg, 1911), N1, 12 
 
77 Paskevich, Memoirs, 96; General Yermolov praised Bagration, who was “unmatched 

among his [Russian] contemporaries”, while the Governor of Moscow Fedor Rostopchin equated 
him with Alexander Suvorov. Yermolov, Memoirs, I, 152; Inostrantsev, Operations of the 2nd 
Western Army, 377. 

 
78 “Iz vospominanii N.I. Andreeva” [From the Memoirs of N.I. Andreev], Russkii Arkhiv, 

1879, No.10 
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79 Nikolay Golitsyn, Oficerskie zapiski ili Vospominania o pokhodakh 1812, 1813, i 1814 
godov [Memoirs of the Officer - Recollections on the 1812, 1813 and 1814 Campaigns], 
(Moscow, 1838), 16. 



 

Figure 13. Chapel on the battlefield at Saltanovka 

Inscription: “Tribute to Heroes 

On July 11 [23] 1812, at these positions, between Fatova and Saltanovka, 

a battle took place between Emperor Alexander I’s Russian troops of the 2
nd

 Corps 

under Lieutenant General Rayevsky and Emperor Napoleon I’s French forces  

commandeded by Marshal Davout” (Photos by Leonid Plotkin) 
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CHAPTER XVIII 

 

Conflict in the Russian Army:  

Bagration against Barclay de Tolly 

 

 
Vous manquez de bons généraux.  

Bagration est encore le meilleur; ce n’est pas un  

homme d’un grand ésprit, mails il est bon général.1 

Napoleon 
 

 

While Bagration was eluding Napoleon’s army to the south, Barclay de Tolly 

abandoned the Drissa camp on 14 July and moved the 1st Western Army to Vitebsk; he 

intended to join forces with Bagration and confront Napoleon.2 To delay the French 

advance, he dispatched 4th Corps under Count Alexander Osterman-Tolstoy, who fought 

                                                           
1 Napoleon to Alexander Balashov, Minister of Police of Russia, 30 June 1812, Vilna. 

Balashov’s notes on the meeting with the Emperor Napoleon, Dubrovin, Patriotic War in Letters 
of Contemporaries, 31; Thiers, Consulate and the Empire, VIII, 26. 

 
2 While staying at the Drissa camp, Alexander became convinced of faults of General Phull’s 

strategy. He could no longer ignore the pleadings of his courtiers (Aleksey Arakcheyev, 
Alexander Balashov, Alexander Shishkov) and his sister Catherine to leave the army and appoint 
a commander-in-chief. They very tactfully emphasized that Alexander had to lead the nation, and 
remaining at the front would inevitably make him responsible for errors and military setbacks. 
Alexander left army, but he did appoint neither Barclay de Tolly nor Bagration as the 
commander-in-chief. Though, Barclay, being the Minister of War and commander of the largest 
Russian Army was acknowledged to have full authority. Tarle, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 
80-82; Troitsky, 1812: The Glorious Year of Russia 86-87. 
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a fierce battle on 25-27 July at Ostrovno. Suffering considerable casualties,3 Osterman-

Tolstoy was forced to retreat, although he had accomplished his assignment and halted 

the Grand Army for two days. 

On 27 July, Barclay de Tolly surveyed positions at Vitebsk, awaiting news on 

Bagration’s advance. Late in the night, Bagration’s aide-de-camp, Count Nikolay 

Menshikov, brought news of the battle of Saltanovka and Bagration’s long detour to join 

the 1st Western Army at Smolensk.4 Relieved of the immense responsibility of giving 

battle, Barclay de Tolly ordered the retreat. He argued that the only reason he did so was 

to prevent Marshal Davout’s march to Smolensk. Although he wrote to the Tsar that “I 

am compelled to leave Vitebsk against my will,”5 it is questionable if Barclay de Tolly 

intended to fight Napoleon at Vitebsk. Considering the fact that when his forces were 

finally united at Smolensk, Barclay continued his withdrawal, it is doubtful that he was 

sincere in his professed desire to fight the French at Vitebsk.6 

On 27 July, Barclay de Tolly decided to abandon Vitebsk and withdraw to 

Smolensk through Porechye, thus ensuring the safety of the heavy transports loaded with 

provisions, food and ammunition. On the night of 27 July, the Russian army resumed its 

                                                           
3 The Russians lost some 4,000 men (3,764 rank and file) Russian military archive, f.474, op. 

1, d. 96, p. 9; Troitsky, 1812: The Glorious Year of Russia, 96; Yermolov, Memoirs, I, 10-11; 
Nafziger, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 177; Tulard, Jean. Murat, (Paris, 1999), 308-309; 
General Rossetti, Journal d’un compagnon de Murat, (Paris, 1998), 97-98; Clausewitz, The 
Campaign of 1812 in Russia, 113-15; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, III, 612; Denniée, Itineraire de 
l’empereur Napoleon, 44. 

 
4 Kharkevich, From the Nieman to Smolensk, 189; Wilson, Narrative of Events…, 55 
 
5 Headquarters archives, XIV, 136-37. 
 
6 Later Barclay de Tolly wrote “I met the enemy with my advance guard twenty versts [13,26 

miles] outside Vitebsk. Throughout three days the battle raged there and finally I drew up the 
First Army in battle formation near the town and gave the impression and had it rumored that I 

intended to give battle there” (emphasis supplied). Barclay de Tolly, Opravdanie v deistviyakh 
ego vo vremia Otechestvennoi voini s frantsuzami v 1812 godu [Justification by Commander-in-
Chief Barclay de Tolly of His Actions during the Patriotic War with the French in 1812], Zhurnal 
Imperatorskogo Russkogo voenno-istoricheskogo obshestva, (St. Petersburg, 1911) VI, 1. 
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march with a remarkable unity of action, silence and precision. The watch fires were left 

burning and rearguard was remained on the banks of the Loutcheza River to deceive the 

enemy.7 

The next day Barclay de Tolly received news that Napoleon was moving his 

troops through Rudnya and Moghilev to Smolensk to prevent the merger of Russian 

armies.8 This news, later proven false, forced Barclay to rush General Dokhturov through 

Rudnya to Smolensk to prepare to defend the city. He wrote, “Salvation of the motheland 

depends entirely upon Smolensk. Remember Suvorov’s marches and move with the same 

speed….”9 Dokhturov immediately marched to Smolensk with his detachment and 

arrived at Smolensk on 31 July. Finally, the first and second columns of the 1st Western 

Army united at Porechye and moved south toward Smolensk, arriving on the evening of 1 

August. The headquarters were set up at the Smolensk Governor’s house in the St. 

Petersburg suburb, outside the city walls, on the right bank of the Dnieper. Barclay de 

Tolly bivouacked his army on the same bank, facing the road from Vitebsk, with his left 

flank on the Dnieper and the right flank on the road from Porechye. He also deployed an 

advance guard under Count Pahlen at Kholmy and another under General Shevitz at 

Rudnya.10  

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
7 Army moved in three columns - 1st column, composed of the 2nd (General Carl Baggovut) 

and 4th (General Alexander Osterman-Tolstoy) Corps advanced to Yanovichy; 2nd column (3rd 
Infantry Corps of General Nikolay Tuchkov and 2nd Cavalry Corps of General Baron Feodor 
Korff) went to Kolishki, and finally the 3rd column (5th Grenadier Corps of Grand Duke 
Constantine, 6th Corps under General Dimitry Dokhturov and 3rd Cavalry Corps of Count Peter 
Pahlen) moved through Liozno and Rudnya. Muratov, Historical Survey of Patriotic War and it’s 
Reasons, Annex I, VII; V.M. Vorontsov, Otechestvennaya voina 1812 g. v predelakh Smolenskoi 
gubernii [The Patriotic War of 1812 in Smolensk Gubernya], (St. Petersburg, 1912), 75-76; 
Fezensac, Journal of the Russian Campaign, 27; Segur, count Philippe-Paul de, Napoleon’s 
Russian Campaign, (Cambridge, 1958), 14-18. 

 
8 Vorontsov, The Patriotic War of 1812 in Smolensk Gubernya, 75. 
 
9 Barclay de Tolly to Dokhturov, 28 July 1812, Ibid., 76. 
 

 723

10 Ibid., 78-79. 



In the meantime, Ataman Platov joined the 1st Western Army and his Cossack 

Corps was deployed on the road from Rudnia to Smolensk. Platov was ordered to secure 

the left flank of the 1st Western Army and cover the road from Porechye to Dukhovshina, 

where the supply trains were located.11 It seemed Barclay de Tolly intended to 

concentrate his forces and prepare for battle at Smolensk. He wrote to Bagration: 

I intend to anticipate the enemy [at Smolensk] and prevent him from 
penetrating deeper into our country. I am firm in my decision not to retreat 
under any circumstances and will fight a battle despite the united forces of 
Napoleon and Davout. I think nothing could now prevent your advance to 

Smolensk. The future of our state depends on your movement…. 12 

At the time, Bagration had out-marched Davout by crossing the Dnieper at Novy 

Bykhov, proceeding to Smolensk. On 30 July he informed Barclay de Tolly that the 2nd 

army would arrive at Smolensk on 3 August.13 Despite a hard, intense march, the 2nd 

Western army was in good spirits. The chief of staff of the 1st Western Army, General 

Alexander Yermolov, recalled, 

The 1st Army was exhausted by the continuous withdrawal and soldiers 
began to mutiny; there were cases of insubordination and agitation…. At 
the same time, the 2nd Western Army arrived [at Smolensk] in an entirely 
different state of mind. The music, joyful songs animated soldiers. These 
troops showed only the pride for the danger they had escaped and the 
readiness to face and overcome a new danger. It seemed as if the 2nd 
Western Army did not retreat from the Nieman to the Dnieper, but covered 

this distance with triumph.14 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
11 Vorontsov, The Patriotic War in Smolensk Gubernya, 79. 
 
12 Barclay de Tolly to Bagration, 30 July 1812, Ibid., 79; also Correspondence of Bagration, 

214. 
 
13 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 30 July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 213. 
    
14 Yermolov, Memoirs, I, 155. 
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Another contemporary remarked that “the difference in spirits of the armies, was 

that the 1st Army relied on itself and the Russian God, while the 2nd army also trusted 

Prince Bagration…. His presence, eagle-like appearance, cheerful expression and keen 

humor inspired soldiers.”15 

Bagration himself arrived at Smolensk on 2 August to discuss the future war plans 

with Barclay de Tolly. This meeting was of a great importance for the fate of the army. 

Discord that developed between Barclay and Bagration was neither a simple quarrel 

between two generals, nor a mere disagreement on strategy. This conflict stemmed from 

a political discord between the old Russian aristocracy and the “foreigners,” the so-called 

“Germans.” Russian society watched this opposition with a passionate interest.16  

The main reason for this tension was the difference of views on the strategy 

among the senior officers and army commanders who represented opposing political 

parties. Barclay de Tolly17 was surrounded by the “German party,” mainly consisted of 

the émigré families from Western Europe, who supported his defensive. Opposing it was 

the “Russian party” of the majority of the Russian army that urged the offensive. Grand 

Duke Constantine and generals Peter Bagration, Alexander Yermolov, Nikolay 

Rayevsky, Dimitry Dokhturov, Matvei Platov, Illarion Vasyl’chykov, Nikolay Tuckov, 

Paul Tuchkov and Alexander Tuchkov, Peter Konovnitsyn, Paul Shuvalov and others – 

all believed in the possibility of defeating Napoleon by vigorous offensive and supported 

Bagration’s appeals. Denis Davidov recalled that, 

Inspired with ardent love to our mother land, Prince [Bagration], with 
unrestrained ardor characteristic of all Asians, felt anger against Barclay; 

                                                           
15 Gribanov, Bagration in St. Petersburg, 185. 
 
16 Tartarovsky, Nerazgadannyi Barklai: legendy i byl’ 1812 goda [Unknown Barclay: 

Legends and Tales of 1812],  (Moscow, 1996), 63-65. 
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ancestors settled in the 17th century. See Josselson, Barclay de Tolly, vii, 1-5; Tartarovsky, 
Unknown Barclay, 5-15. 



this feeling, based only on antipathy to the German party, increased 

considerably due to constant retreat of our troops.18   

Bagration resented the hundreds of foreign officers who filled the Russian army. 

Most of them were Prussians, who, after the disastrous campaign of 1806 when 

Napoleon’s troops virtually annihilated the Prussian army, immigrated to Russia and 

enlisted in the Russian army. With them, the spirit of Prussian army was brought into the 

Russian military, a development that most Russian generals, including Prince Bagration, 

detested. In letter to Arakcheyev, Bagration complained, “the whole headquarters is so 

full of Germans that a Russian can not breathe.”19 In the letter to Paul Stroganov, he 

described Barclay’s headquarters, specifying that “people around the minister wish to 

become Field Marshals without reading any military journals or [other writings]…. 

Today the rogues and impudent upstarts are in favor.”20 

Personal relations of Bagration and Barclay de Tolly were characterized by their 

complexity. Both generals fought in the 1806-1807 campaigns in Poland and the 1808-

1809 operations in Sweden, and established friendly relations with each other. A 

contemporary wrote that “after Pultusk and Eylau, Prince Bagration highly respected 

Barclay de Tolly and often praised him.”21 Barclay de Tolly helped Bagration when he 

resigned command of the Army of Danube and was unemployed for over year. Bagration 

often wrote to Barclay and asked for help. Even in beginning of 1812, the two generals 

enjoyed very friendly and close relations. Bagration was appointed to the Army of 

Volhynia because of Barclay’s solicitation, and following months they actively 

                                                           
 
18 Tartarovsky, Unknown Barclay,  65. 
 
19 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 10 August 1812,  Correspondence of Bagration, 226. 
 
20 Pisma kniazya P.I. Bagrationa grafu P.A. Stroganovu [Correspondence of Prince P.I. 

Bagration with Count P.A. Stroganov], Istoricheskoe issledovanie epokhi imperatora Alexandra I 
(St. Petersburg, 1903), III, 259. 

 
21 Vospominania F. Bulgarina, [Memoirs of F. Bulgarin] (St. Petersburg, 1848) IV, 172. 
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cooperated in preparing the Russian armies for the campaign. Yet, their relationship 

deteriorated starting late in June. As already discussed, Bagration was not informed of 

the details of the strategic plan Alexander adopted. This led to him question Barclay’s 

decisions. One of the important factors in this process laid in difference of personalities. 

Count de Segur gives an excellent description of these generals: 

On the one side we have the cool courage and the informed methodical and 
tenacious intelligence of Barclay: he had a German mind, as well as German 
blood and he wished to reduce everything, even risks, to the process of 
calculations. On other hand we encounter the warlike, bold and violent 
instincts of Bagration, an out and out Russian of the school of Suvorov…. 
Bagration was ferocious in combat, but he read in no other books save the 

one of nature.22 

General Alexander Yermolov, chief of staff of the 1st Western Army also left 

interesting portrays of these remarkable men.  

Prolonged subordinate service concealed Barclay de Tolly in obscurity, 
made him accustomed to gradual promotion, constricted his hopes and 
ambition…. Prince Bagration, on the contrary, rapidly became famous…. 
The Italian Campaign [of 1799] promoted him; Suvorov’s genius showered 
him with fame, gathered homage that attracted great attention; encouraged 
abilities inspired his self-confidence….  

Being quickly promoted to the rank of general, then appointed Minister of 
War and soon after commander-in-chief of the 1st Western Army, Barclay 
de Tolly was envied by many…. Awkward at the court, he did not earn 
respect and good will of the people close to the Tsar. Being unexcited, he 
was liked neither by his colleagues, nor by subordinates. At the same time, 
Bagration was also appointed to same high positions (except for the post of 
the Minister of War) but his success was based on expectations and 
estimations. Certainly he caused envy, but he did not gain enemies. Of 
smart and cunning wit, he made powerful connections at the Court… 

He was responsible and pleasant in relations, and kept his old 
acquaintances. Surrounded by the fame, he shared his accomplishments 
with others and fairly described assistance he received. He generously 
rewarded subordinates, who were delighted to serve and idolized him. 

                                                           
22 Ségur, Philippe Paul, comte de, Histoire de Napoléon et de la grande-armée pendant 

l'année 1812, (Paris, 1825) I, 264.  
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[Bagration], as no other commanders, tried not to abuse authority; the 
subordinates obeyed his orders with pleasure [s bolsheiu priatnostiu].  His 
manners were enchanting [ocharavatelnoe]! [However], it was easy to 
manipulate him in the matters he was least aware… [Bagration was] 
fearless in battle, impassive in danger. [He was] often less enterprising in 
the beginning, but decisive afterwards. Untiring in work [and] caring 
about the condition of his subordinates… Always distinguishes on the 
basis of merit and awards accordingly. He showed refined and entertaining 
manners to emperor and his retinue. He was humble by nature… and 

generous to excess. 23 

 

Leading his army against the French, Barclay de Tolly was acting under great 

stress. His rapid raise to the top positions in the military led to mistrust and envy among 

fellow officers. Barclay was despised for his reserved and taciturn personality, and 

especially because of his foreign origins and social status. The Russian prejudice against 

foreign officers went back to previous century and, by 1812, it was already well spread. 

Barclay de Tolly descended from a Scottish family that resettled in 18th century to Russia 

and loyally serving its new motherland; yet, they still remained foreign for the ‘real’ 

Russians. Besides, Barclay never became a wealthy estate and serf owner as many around 

him did and this led to mistrust of their part.  

                                                           
23 Yermolov, Zapiski, 150-52. 
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Figure 14. Generals in Conflict:  

Prince Peter Bagration and Mikhail Barclay de Tolly 
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Thus, the Russian senior officers gradually formed anti-Barclay opposition aimed 

at his dismissal. Barclay’s own staff members, headed by General Alexander Yermolov, 

“the sphinx of the modern times”24 as he was described for the diplomatic skills and 

connivance, intrigued against him.25 Officers taught the rank and file to call Barclay de 

Tolly by the nickname “Boltai da i tolko” – “All talk and nothing else.”26 The rank-and-

file complained about the continual retreat. One of the participants wrote, “The Russians 

never retreated before; they were prejudiced against the word ‘retirada’ [retreat], 

considering it alien to the dignity of the courageous soldiers, whom [Field Marshals] 

Rumyantsev and Suvorov trained to advance and gain victory.”27 Barclay de Tolly’s 

position became precarious from the outset of the campaign. Confidence in the 

commander-in-chief was undermined, and every new stage of the retreat intensified the 

malicious rumors about him. It was hard for him to parry Bagration’s thrusts. Barclay had 

neither a heroic career nor a brilliant reputation as a disciple of Suvorov.28 He lacked 

everything that Bagration had in such abundance. A diligent administrator and reformer, 

he gained Alexander’s confidence by his executive ability and firmness. Barclay’s 

cautious policy contrasted with the ideas of fire-eating Bagration and his supporters. A 

contemporary wrote, that Barclay’s defensive strategy “despite its prudence, brought 

extremely negative response for the commander-in-chief: common belief about him was 

                                                           
24 Tartarovsky, Unknown Barclay, 84. 
 
25 Tartarovsky, Ibid., 84; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, IV, 320. 
 
26 Muravyeov, Writings and Letters, 96; Josselson, Barclay de Tolly, 118; Tarle, Napoleon’s 

Invasion of Russia, 163-65; Tartarovsky, Barclay de Tolly, 64-66; Palmer, Alan. Napoleon in 
Russia (London, 1967), 57; Troitsky, 1812: The Glorious Year of Russia, 121. 

 
27 Pokhodnie zapiski artilerista s 1812 po 1816 god [Gunner’s Campaigns Notes, 1812-

1816], (Moscow, 1835), 37. 
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as of the traitor German; naturally, this was followed by mistrust and even hatred and 

contempt that were openly expressed.”29 

Prince Bagration was then in the prime of his abilities and on the crest of his 

military reputation. He retained an extraordinary presence of mind in the most desperate 

situations and was known to endanger his life in the circumstances where the odds 

seemed impossible. Exploits at Schongrabern and Eylau, tales about battles in Friedland 

and Sweden were spread by word of mouth and turned into legends.  The rank and file 

knew idolized him. Bagration had a magnetic personality that could fire his men to 

attempt the impossible. One of the soldiers recalled, “At that moment, the Russians 

considered Bagration’s name as a mysterious omen against the apocalyptic Napoleon, as 

a good genie against the demon…. The troops were animated by General Bagration’s 

name alone. I myself shared these sentiments and wrote my father: ‘The troops retreated 

from Smolensk and might move even further [eastward]. However, Bog - rati - on is with 

us and we will soon enter Paris !”30 Unlike Barclay who stayed in Smolensk governor 

mansion, Bagration stayed with his troops and held “plain but abundant dinners” that 

welcomed everyone. He was always “kind, friendly and loquacious with infinite stories 

about his numerous campaigns in Caucasus, Poland, Italy, Germany and Turkey.”31  

 On the negative side, Bagration had an uncontrollable temper. Although he was 

often calm, taciturn and restrained, when he found an object that seemed worthy of his 

wrath, his anger knew no bounds; It was often out of all proportion to the actual situation. 

Bagration regarded Barclay’s tactics as ineffective. He was impatient to fight, but 

realized his insignificant forces could not face Napoleon’s superior army without being 

destroyed. As all his appeals to Barclay were ignored, Bagration’s rage grew steadily, 

because he considered the current strategy ruinous for Russia.32 

                                                           
29 Muravyeov, Writings and Letters, 89 
 
30 The author played with Bagration’s name, modifying just a single letter. “Bog-rati-on” 

means “the God of Army”.  Gunner’s Campaigns Notes, 101. 
31 Butenev, Recollections, 31. 
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Bagration is often portrayed as reckless general, whose only strategy was to 

blindly attack and fight the enemy; as a commander with a violent temper, limited 

strategic sense, moderate tactical skills, unfitted for large independent command. 

However, Bagration had demonstrated in the campaigns of 1799, 1805 and 1806, 1807 

and 1809 that he was equally effective as an offensive and defensive commander. During 

the French invasion of 1812, Bagration showed an instinctive strategic sense, realizing 

the necessity of withdrawing. Unaware of the strategy pursued by the Tsar, Bagration 

recognized Napoleon’s designs in his initial reports to Barclay de Tolly, emphasizing the 

necessity of the retreat and requesting permission to withdraw to Minsk. Indeed, 

Bagration’s decision to withdraw on his own initiative at the beginning of the war, 

without relevant orders, was of a vital importance for the Russian armies. It gave the 2nd 

Western Army three or four days advantage before the coordinated advance of 

Napoleon’s forces. Bagration finally agreed with Barclay on the necessity of the retreat, 

but he also insisted on “active defensive warfare,” that is combining the retreat with 

counterattacks.33  

After successful actions at Mir, Romanovo, Ostrovno, Saltanovka, Klyastitsy and 

others, Bagration became convinced that the Russian army would be able to wage 

defensive warfare combined with determined rearguard actions. His conviction was 

further reinforced by the letters he received from the anti-Barclay group, who inflamed 

him against commander-in-chief. Yermolov constantly urged him to oppose Barclay and 

assume command of the armies. Governor Rostopchin and Arakcheyev also helped 

Bagration nourish his angry feelings.  Seeing the Russian armies retreating, Prince Peter 

already was in a state of almost uninterrupted irritation. He appealed for an offensive and 

criticized Barclay’s strategy in a series of letters to his Russian compatriots. He wrote to 

Arakcheyev on 8 July, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
32 Tartarovsky, Unknown Barclay, 64-66. 
 
33 Inostrantsev, Operations of the second western army, 75-80.  
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First they stretched me out like a gut, while the enemy broke into our 
lines without a shot. We began to retreat, no one knows why. You will 
get no one in the army, or in Russia, to believe that we have not been 
betrayed. I cannot defend all Russia alone…. One feels ashamed…. I 
have no peace and I do not live for myself, God is my witness; I am glad 
to do everything in my power, but you must have a conscience and be 
just. If I cannot be supported, better have me released from the yoke and 
send someone else to command. But why torment the soldiers without 

purpose and satisfaction? 34 

 

Neither Bagration nor Barclay fully understood the actual situation they faced. 

While Barclay criticized Bagration’s actions during the retreat, Bagration complained to 

Yermolov,  “One feels ashamed to wear the uniform. I feel sick…. What a fool…. The 

minister [Barclay de Tolly] himself is running away, yet he orders me to defend all of 

Russia.”35 Bagration disapproved Barclay de Tolly for leaving positions at Vitebsk and 

refuted Barclay’s claims that the city was abandoned because the 2nd army was unable to 

join the main forces west of Smolensk. He argued that the Russian armies could hold 

positions and prevent further French advance.36 In the letter to Barclay de Tolly on 1 

August, Bagration attempted to justify his actions. 

You informed me that you were compelled to leave advantageous 
positions at Vitebsk only to prevent Davout’s march to Smolensk. In that 
case, I would like to ask you whether the route to St. Petersburg, now 
open for Napoleon, is less important for us? Your Excellency was 

                                                           
34 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 8 July 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XVI, 215-16. 
 
35 Bagration to Yermolov, 27 June 1812, Tarle, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 91. 
 
36 In fact, Barclay de Tolly had little choice but to retreat before the main forces of 

Napoléon. Later, in 1813 Barclay de Tolly would write, “I met the enemy with my advance guard 
twenty versts (14 miles) outside Vitebsk. Throughout three days the battle raged there and finally 
I drew up the First Army in battle formation near the town and gave the impression and had it 

rumored that I intended to give battle there”(emphasis supplied). Yet, in July 1812 Barclay 
justified surrender of Vitebsk by reprimanding Bagration for the failure to break through at 
Moghilev. Barclay de Tolly, Justification by Commander-in-Chief Barclay de Tolly of His 
Actions during the Patriotic War with the French in 1812, Zhurnal Imperatorskogo Russkogo 
voenno-istoricheskogo obshestva, VI, 1. 
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informed about my movement to Smolensk. As you know, there were 
troops garrisoned at Smolensk, and subsequently it could have been 
expected that I would anticipate the enemy at Smolensk and [reinforced 

by those troops] repulse him there.37 

 

Bagration exchanged recriminating letters with Barclay about his operations at 

Moghilev.38 He also focused his frustration on Alexander. Bagration knew that his Chief 

of Staff, Colonel Emmanuel Saint Priest, was in secret correspondence with the Tsar, 

informing him about the situation in the 2nd Western Army. Bagration often complained, 

“He [Saint Priest] often writes confidential dispatches in French to His Majesty.”39 

Alexander’s letters to Bagration expressed dissatisfaction with alleged idleness and 

indecision of the 2nd Western Army. However, it was Alexander in first place who did not 

provide him or the other commanders with the information on the overall strategy of the 

campaign. Bagration complained to Alexander,  “I was neither provided with the 

essential information, nor acquainted with our policy.”40 Uninformed of army strategy, 

Bagration appealed directly to Barclay for adequate information, but all his requests were 

ignored. He wrote to the chief of staff of the 1st Western Army,  

I have written to you twice, but there is no answer. I asked the minister 

[Barclay de Tolly] where is he leading the army? I wrote to him, but there 

is no answer. I do not understand. What does it mean?! What is happening 

                                                           
37 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 1 August 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 213-15; 

Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 179-81. 
 
38 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 1 August 1812, Ibid., 214. 
 
39 Bagration to Yermolov, July 1812 (exact date unknown), Gribanov, Bagration in St. 

Petersburg, 186.  
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with you? Why do you neglect me? It is no time for jokes. If I write, it is 

necessary [for you] to answer.41  

Apparently, Barclay de Tolly did not fully realized the difficulties with which 

Bagration had had to contend, nor his very creditable attempts to effect a junction. On 29 

July, Bagration received a letter from Barclay de Tolly reproaching him for slowness and 

accusing him of disloyalty.42 Bagration was insulted by what he regarded undeserved 

criticisms: 

I deeply regret seeing your doubts in my devotion to the Fatherland. My 
deeds clearly showed the opposite: despite all impediments, I 
accomplished the mission; twenty five days of the continuous, forced 
marches, four fierce battles and Marshal Davout’s inaction could easily 

justify my actions….43   

Bagration reached Smolensk in a state of mind that perceived an insult in every 

trifle. However, Barclay displayed unusual tact, for which his aide-de-camp, Waldemar 

Löwernstern, claimed credit. Bagration arrived on 3 August, as he promised to Barclay’s 

adjutant, Wolzogen, accompanied by an imposing escort of generals and aide-de-

camps.44 To show his respect for Bagration, Barclay de Tolly met him wearing parade 

uniform complete with medals, sash, sword and plumed bicorne in hand.  

When Prince Bagration accompanied by all his staff came for the first time 
to see the commander-in-chief, I persuaded the latter to go out to the ante-
room to meet the Prince, sword and hat in hand, and to say that he was on 
his way to pay him a visit. This step, which had not been anticipated by 

                                                           
 
41 Bagration to Yermolov, 29 July 1812, Yermolov, Memoirs, I, 178. 
 
42 Barclay de Tolly to Bagration, 29 July 1812, Correspondence of Bagration,  214. 
 
43 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 30 July 1812, Ibid., 213; Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 

166. 
 
44 Bagration was accompanied by generals Rayevsky, Borozdin, Vorontsov, Paskevich, 

Vasyl’chykov and by the staff members. Troitsky, 1812: The Glorious Year of Russia, 105; 
Josselson, Barclay de Tolly, 113; Baye, L’épopée de Smolensk en 1812, 100. 
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Bagration, had tremendous effect on him and his entire suite, which had 
jealously noted that Bagration, though senior to General Barclay, had been 
placed under his orders by command of the Tsar. Barclay’s modesty and 
his usual lack of pretensions, above all, this considerate step, had all 

captivated them in his favor….45 

 

The two commanders then had a conversation; each apologized for any injustice 

he might have caused the other. Bagration praised Barclay’s withdrawal from Vitebsk, 

and Barclay complimented Bagration on the skillful manner in which he had eluded 

Napoleon’s trap. Bagration seemed surprised with Barclay’s tact and his readiness to 

cooperate. He was pleased with this conversation and, though being senior in rank, 

gallantly agreed to subordinate himself to Barclay de Tolly.46 Thus, the unity of 

command was achieved. Bagration wrote a conciliatory letter to Barclay apologizing for 

previous discords. “I always respected… and considered you as one of my closest 

friends. But now you have fascinated me once more…. So, let us forget past dissension 

and became friends again so no one can defeat us. Please, be frank and just with me and 

you will find [me a] most loyal friend and associate….”47 Furthermore, Bagration wrote 

to Alexander suggesting he appoint Barclay de Tolly commander-in-chief of all armies, 

assuring him “to obey orders from his superior… since a single overall command is 

necessary to save the fatherland.”48 

                                                           
45 Löwernstein, Waldemar Hermann, Memoires du general-major russe baron de 

Löwernstein (1776-1858), (Paris, 1903), I, 218-19; Muravyeov, Writings and Letters, 102.. 
 
46 Tartarovsky, Unknown Barclay, 87-89; Vorontsov, The Patriotic War of 1812 in 

Smolensk Gubernya, 80; Baye, L’épopée de Smolensk en 1812, 100; Muravyeov, Writings and 
Letters, 102. Its should be noted that Bagration volunteered to subordinate to Barclay. He was 
senior in rank since he became Lieutenant General in 1805, commanded Barclay de Tolly in 
1806-1807 campaigns and finally was awarded with all highest military decorations, including 
Orders of St. George (for Austerlitz) and St. Andrew (for 1809 campaign). 

 
47 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 2 August 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 217; 

Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 192. 
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For the moment good relations reigned between Barclay and Bagration. But anti-

Barclay sentiments remained strong among the senior officers who still intrigued for the 

appointment of Bagration to supreme command.49 General Alexander Yermolov, who 

served as Bagration’s informant at the 1st Western Army headquarters, had appealed 

(without Bagration knowing) to the Tsar requesting that Barclay de Tolly be replaced by 

Bagration.50 Senior officers detested Barclay de Tolly, his associates and the current 

strategy. Bagration’s consent to obey Barclay de Tolly irritated them. A contemporary 

recalled, “This event [reconciliation of commanders] infuriated all our generals and 

officers, who unanimously detested Barclay…. Yermolov, Rayevsky, Dokhturov, 

Konovnitsyn, Ataman Platov, Vasilchikov, the Tuchkov [brothers] and all influential 

persons were upset by this turn of events; [Yermolov]… and Grand Duke Constantine 

Pavlovich expressed their contempt and mistrust to [Alexander]”51 These misguided 

officers tried to induce Bagration to oppose Barclay de Tolly publicly. General 

Vasyl’chykov recalled that, 

Yermolov encouraged Bagration to oppose him [Barclay de Tolly], to not 
subordinate [himself] to the junior in rank, to this German, and to assume 
the overall command. It is obvious what disastrous results these intrigues 
could bring at the time when the fate of Russia was at stake and everything 

depended on good relations between commanders.52  

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
49 These malcontents were led by the Grand Duke Constantine, who, as Alexander’s brother 

and Imperial heir apparent, played an important role in the army. A few Russian historians even 
described this dissatisfaction as the mutiny of the generals. Tartarovsky, Unknown Barclay, 79; 
A. Muravyev, Sochinenia i pisma [Writings and Letters] (Irkutsk, 1986), 103; Fabry, Campaign 
de Russie, IV, 320, 356. 

 
50 Yermolov to Arakcheyev, Yermolov to Alexander, 7 August 1812, Headquarters’ 

Archives, XIV, 259-61. 
 
51 Muravyev, Writings and letters, 102. 
 
52 Pogodin, M. A.P. Yermolov: Materiali dlia ego biografii, sobrannie Pogodinim [A.P. 

Yermolov: Materials for His Biography] (Moscow, 1864), 445-46. 
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Indeed, the Quartermaster-General of the 2nd Western Army, Mikhail Vistitskii, 

stated that Bagration “was encouraged to gather generals of both armies and replace 

Barclay [by force]”53 To his credit, Bagration rejected such treasonous suggestions and 

refused to openly intrigue against Barclay de Tolly. He did not complain of Barclay de 

Tolly in his correspondence with the Tsar, but referred to him with due respect and 

deference. But in private letters to Arakcheyev, Rostopchin and others, he did not hide 

feelings and his passionate temper often burst forth. ”I have no power over the minister 

even though I am senior [in rank]. When the Tsar departed, he did not leave any 

instructions as to who should be in command in case the two armies united, and hence 

Barclay, ostensibly because a Minister…. ”54 Bagration renewed his complains in a 

letter to Admiral Paul Tchichagov. He emphasized that “I am senior in rank, but His 

Majesty does not want to give overall command to one person; meanwhile he [Barclay] is 

allowed to do everything…. I call for the offensive, he, for the retreat.”55 His friend, 

Yermolov, kept urging Bagration to write directly to the Tsar and boldly suggest that he 

be named supreme commander of the Russian armies. “Please write to His Majesty [and 

appeal for the command]. You must fulfill your duty…. I will write to the Tsar and 

describe your deeds and impediments you have overcome. Take overall command of the 

armies….”56 

                                                           
53 Iz zapisok Vistitskogo [From Vistitskii’s Recollections, hereafter cited as Vistitskii’s 

Memoirs] V. Kharkevich, 1812 god v dnevnikakh, zapiskakh i vospominaniakh sovremennikov 
[1812 Campaign in Diaries, Memoirs and Correspondence of the Contemporaries] (Vilna, 1900) 
184. 

 
54 Bagration to Rostopchin, July 1812, (no date shown), Dubrovin, Patriotic War in Letters 

of Contemporaries, 72-73. 
 
55 Bagration to Tchichagov, 15 August 1812, Secret Correspondence, 168. 
 
56 Yermolov to Bagration, 1 August 1812, Secret Correspondence, 178; also see Yermolov 

to Bagration, 31 July 1812, Ibid., 177; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, IV, 320, 356; Muravyeov, 
Writings and Letters, 96. 
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Although Bagration’s secret ambition was to command the Russian armies, he 

hesitated to go so far.  The proud scion of Bagration kings, he was a man of dignity, too 

high and noble a figure to condescend to open intrigue and willful insubordination. 

Bagration rejected all appeals to write to the Tsar. He wrote to Yermolov, “I will not 

write the Tsar asking for the command, because this would be attributed to my ambition 

and vanity, not my merit and abilities.”57 Perhaps Bagration did realize that Alexander 

would never give him supreme command of the Russian army. He knew well 

Alexander’s feeling towards him, especially in a light of their conflict during 1809 

campaign in Danube valley, current disagreements on the strategy and his earlier liaison 

with Alexander’s sister, Catherine. Nevertheless, Bagration still kept hoping to be 

appointed commander-in-chief and often remarked in letters to Rostopchin, “if I 

commanded both armies….”58  

After the surrender of Vitebsk, confidence in Barclay de Tolly had in fact been 

deteriorating, and now, with the junction of the armies, expectations for a change in 

Russian strategy ran high among the troops and the Russian society. The withdrawal 

through Lithuania, though far from popular, was reluctantly accepted in view of the 

enemy’s numerical superiority. However, the main theater of fighting was now on 

ancient Russian soil, at the bastions of the Holy City of Smolensk. Thoughts of further 

retreat became intolerable. In addition, the Russians considered as victories most of 

actions that had taken place during the retreat. Clausewitz observed,  

 

The effect [of retreat] was more prejudicial, because the reports spoke of 
considerable successes of the armies. Platov’s ambuscade at Mir… had a 
brilliant appearance; Bagration’s action at Moghilev … was taken for a 

                                                           
57 Bagration to Yermolov, (to exact date), July 1812, Yermolov, Memoirs, I, 176; Fabry, 

Campaign de Russie, IV, 358-59. 
 
 
58 Bagration to Rostopchin, 26 August 1812, Dubrovin, Patriotic War in Letters of 

Contemporaries, 95-98. 
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victory on his breaking through the enemy; Tormasov’s brilliant capture 
of the brigade of Klengel at Kobrin… had its full effect; and 
Wittgenshtein’s victory at Kliastitsi… was narrated without mentioning 
the defeat sustained on the following day by his advance guard under 

General Kulnev.59  

 

These successes fueled their determination to attack the enemy. Bagration wrote 

to Yermolov, “The retreat is intolerable and dangerous…. The army was in excellent 

condition, but now it is exhausted…. Ten days it marched on sandy terrain, in hot 

weather… surrounded by the enemy. Nevertheless, we defeated the adversary every time 

[sic] we opposed him! I do not understand these witty maneuvers. My maneuver is to 

seek and attack!”60 

Bagration played an important role in the conflict within the Russian army. He 

was one of the most prominent commanders and his considerations influenced many in 

the army. Bagration supported offensive warfare; it is amazing that a commander of his 

abilities could not realize that attacking Napoleon’s army would have destroyed the 

Russian army. Obviously, the lack of a military education prevented Bagration from 

becoming a great strategist. Born in a tiny town in the periphery of the empire, he did not 

graduate from military schools and his military knowledge was instinctive, based on his 

personal experience. Even his great admirer, guerrilla leader Denis Davidov, admitted 

that Prince lacked knowledge of the military theory.61  

However, Bagration’s record of service included some of the greatest battles of 

the Napoleonic period, in which he demonstrated sound strategic thought. But it is still 

perplexing why Bagration opposed Barclay de Tolly’s strategy. Perhaps one of the 

                                                           
59 Clausewitz, The Campaign of 1812 in Russia, 113. 
 
60 Bagration to Yermolov, 7 July 1812, From the Private Correspondence, 50. 
 
61Davidov, Denis Sochinenya [Compilation of Writings], (St. Petersburg, 1893), I, 133. 
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reasons is Barclay’s ineffectiveness in communicating his thoughts to army commanders. 

It should also be remembered that Bagration was Field Marshal Suvorov’s disciple and 

shared his offensive strategy. It is also possible that Bagration was influenced by his 

colleagues, such as General Yermolov, Grand Duke Constantine and Arakcheyev who 

constantly intrigued against Barclay de Tolly and urged Bagration to oppose him.62  

Bagration revealed a thoroughly complex character. Usually generous, simple-

mannered, good-humored and courteous, he occasionally showed his vain, rash, hot-

tempered, ambitious, deceitful and intriguing nature. Georgian Bagration showed himself 

as a Russian nationalist who detested foreigners and “Germans”63 in particular. He kept 

writing derogatory private letters complaining about Barclay’s strategy and accusing him 

of betrayal. Though, to his credit, Bagration was man of firm character. He rejected 

treasonous suggestions to supersede Barclay de Tolly and, instead, voluntarily 

subordinated himself to him. He never reproached Barclay publicly like Grand Duke 

Constantine, General Yermolov and governor Rostopchin, who frequently did. It seems 

like Bagration’s animosity was the result of his ill temper. He respected Barclay de Tolly, 

at least temporarily, as he proved at the meeting at Smolensk. Though the generals 

quarreled again after surrender of Smolensk, Bagration still expressed his respect for 

Barclay de Tolly at Usv’atye and Borodino.64 

 

 

                                                           
62 Muravyeov, Writings and Letters, 95-96. 
 
63 In XIX century Russia, the term “German” was used for the population of Livonia, 

German states and Prussia despite their origins. Thus Barclay de Tolly, himself of Scottish origin 
and born in Livonia, was usually referred as German. 
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Figures 15. Bagration’s Comrades in Arms 
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CHAPTER XIX 

 

 At the Bastions of Smolensk, 15-17 August 1812  

 

 

 

As soon as the 1st and 2nd Western Armies united at Smolensk, the majority of the 

Russian officers demanded an offensive. Bagration was one of the most influential, and 

vocal, of them. On 3 August, he appealed to Barclay de Tolly, “With our armies finally 

uniting, we accomplished the goal set by our Emperor. With so many experienced troops 

gathered together, we now enjoy the superiority, which [Napoleon] tried to exploit while 

we were separated. Now, our goal must be to attack the [French] center and defeat it 

while [the French] forces are scattered.” Bagration anticipated that Napoeon would have 

considerable forces in the center, but he believed “we would solve our destiny with one 

blow.” He stressed the importance of the time in launching the operation, concluding, 

“Entire army and all of Russia demand [an attack].”1 

Conceding to public pressure, Barclay de Tolly called a council of war on 6 

August. The two commanders-in-chief were joined by Grand Duke Constantine, chiefs of 

staff of both armies General Yermolov and Count Saint Priest, Quartermasters-general 

Colonel Carl Toll and Mikhail Vistitskii and Count Ludwig von Wolzogen, aide-de-camp 

of Barclay de Tolly.2 All the participants, except for Barclay de Tolly and Wolzogen, 

                                                           
1 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 3 August 1812, No. 394, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 199. 
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Napoleonic army in Russia, 119; Troitsky, 1812: The Glorious Year of Russia 106; Beskrovny, 
Patriotic War of 1812, 30; Tarle, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 139. 



urged the expediency of acting on the offensive. Colonel Carl Toll presented a plan, 

claiming the moment appeared appropriate for a counteroffensive. Intelligence reports 

revealed Napoleon’s troops were scattered around Vitebsk with some of troops being in 

cantonments and others still moving up from around Moghilev. Napoleon presently had 

some 185,000 men scattered in the country between Beshenkovki, Surazh and Orsha.3 

The Russian army totaled some 120,000-130,000 men4 so a resolute Russian offensive, 

they believed, should easily defeat the French corps separately. Toll suggested attacking 

the French at Rudnya in an attempt to break through the center of Napoleon’s army and 

then defeat its scattered forces piecemeal.5  

There was naturally considerable divergence of opinion. Despite his previous 

agreement with Bagration and the heavy pressure from the other generals, Barclay de 

Tolly was sceptical about its outcome and refused to commit himself to an attack. His 

aide-de-camp Löwenstern recalled that “on the one hand, he [Barclay] was aware of the 

possible gains from the maneuver, while on the other, he saw the dangers of attacking a 

far superior force and engaging… in a maneuvering match with that past master – 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
3 The Grand Army was deployed in the following positions: the 5th and 8th corps were around 

Moghilev and to the south on the banks of the Dnieper; the 6th Corps, the Imperial Guard and the 
4th Corps were at around Vitebsk (where the imperial headquarters was set up) and northern area; 
the 1st, 3rd Corps and Murat’s cavalry were between Orsha and Rudnya. Chandler, The 
Campaigns of Napoleon, 782; Elting, Military Atlas of the Napoleonic Wars, map 111; Thiers, 
History of Consulate and the Empire, VIII, 83; Clausewitz, The Campaign of 1812 in Russia, 
113-15; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, III, 612; Denniée, Itineraire de l’empereur Napoleon, 44. 

 
4 Clausewitz, The Campaign of 1812 in Russia, 113-15; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, III, 612; 

Denniée, Itineraire de l’empereur Napoleon, 44; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 782-83; 
Troitsky, 1812: The Glorious Year of Russia 106; S. Shvedov, “Komplektovanie, chislenost’ i 
poteri russkoi armii v 1812 g,” [Organization, Strength and Losses of the Russian army in 1812], 
Istoria SSSR, No.4 (1987): 131-32; Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 30.  
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Napoleon.”6  Bagration noted that if the French occupied defensive positions, the 

Russian armies should not attack them. Instead, the Cossacks should harass them and 

entice Napoleon into attacking the Russians at the positions of their choice.7  

Nevertheless, Barclay realized the advantages of trying to forestall the 

concentration of Napoleon’s forces so the Russian troops would have more time to 

assemble in the interior. Yet he was too cautious to give his consent for such a dangerous 

venture. He thought that success was possible in the initial phase of the operation, but 

then the army would ultimately lose its momentum and face superior enemy troops in 

disadvantageous positions.8 He was alone in opposing an attack on the French.9 

Overwhelmed by the pressure of his opponents, Barclay reluctantly agreed to an attack, 

with a strict proviso that the armies would operate within a three-day march of 

Smolensk.10 This plan, confined only to “three day march,” was doomed from the start. 

                                                           
 
6 Waldemar Löwernstein, Denkwürdigkeiten eines Livländers: Aus den Jahren 1790-1815 

(Leipzig, 1858) I, 189. 
 
7 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 6 August 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 224-25. He 

concluded his letter, “I am writing this because you told me how to prolong our campaign.” 
 
8 Clausewitz stated that the “ French troops were, in fact, so disseminated over a great extent, 

that the retreat of such portions as the Russians should first fall upon became inevitable in the 
case of a rapid Russian advance…. The total result might then have amounted to some brilliant 
actions, a good number of prisoners…. The enemy would have been thrown back some marches. 
[But] these advantages once reaped, the Russians would unquestionably have been compelled 
either to accept a battle with the entire French army, or to recommence their retreat.” Clausewitz 
criticised Toll’s plan and the Russian advance. The Campaign of 1812 in Russia, 116-20. 

  
9 His aide-de-camp Wolzogen also opposed this plan. A survey of the terrain had convinced 

him that its wood and marshes were unsuitable for a massive maneuver. Also, the Grand Army 
still outnumbered the Russians. Instead of attacking, Wolzogen suggested deploying the troops 
around Smolensk and repairing the fortifications. Ludwig Wolzogen und Neuhaus, Memoiren des 
Königlich Preussischen Generals der Infanterie Ludwig Freiherrn von Wolzogen (Leipzig, 1851), 
115-18; Bogdanovich, History of the Patriotic War of 1812, I, 226-27. 
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Only prompt and decisive actions could secure the success of this venture. Limited to in 

time and space, the operation could not have succeeded. However, it is equally possible 

that Barclay’s caution saved the Russian army from destruction. Despite the apparent 

dispersion of the French cantonments, Napoleon was able to concentrate his army within 

day or two and finally achieve his goal of fighting a battle with the Russians.   

On 7 August, the Russian armies advanced to the west in three columns along a 

twenty-mile front. General Tuchkov commanded the right column. In the center, there 

were two infantry and one cavalry corps under General Dokhturov, with Ataman Platov’s 

Cossacks moving ahead of them. Finally, the 2nd Western Army was on the left. Only one 

infantry division remained at Smolensk.11  

Bagration, meantime, turned his attention to the left bank of the Dnieper. As soon 

as he reached Smolensk, he dispatched reconnaissance patrols along both banks and 

instructed his generals to watch the direction from Lyadi.12 On 4 August, he was 

informed from the French prisoners that the French could possible move across the 

Dnieper.13 However, his patrols were unable to gather more detailed intelligence because 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
11 The right column was composed of 2nd (General Baggovut), 3rd (General Tuchkov) 4th 

(General Osterman-Tolstoy) Infantry Corps and 1st (General Uvarov) and 2nd (General Korff) 
cavalry corps. The left column consisted of 5th (General Lavrov), 6th (General Dokhturov) 
Infantry Corps and 3rd (General Pahlen) Cavalry Corps. The 1st Cavalry Corps, 2nd and 4th Infantry 
Corps were moving near village of Zakhariino along the main road from Smolensk to Porechye. 
The 2nd and 3rd Cavalry Corps, 3rd, 5th and 6th Infantry Corps were at Stabki on the same road.  
Yermolov to St. Priest, 7 August 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 229. The letter had an 
annex entitled “Disposition of the 1st Army on 28 July [8 August]. Also see, Vorontsov, The 
Patriotic War of 1812 in Smolensk Gubernya, 86. Muratov, Historical Survey of Patriotic War 
and its Reasons, 69. 

 
12 Karpov to Bagration, 3-4 August 1812, Nos. 401-403 (Secret); Bykholov to Bagration, 5 

August 1812, No. 241; Sysoev to Bagration, 6 August 1812, Nos. 112-113; Bagration to Barclay 
de Tolly, 6 August 1812, No. 464; Rosen to Bagration, 6 August 1812; Karpov to Bagration, 7 
August 1812; Panchulidzev to St. Priest, 7 August 1812; Neverovsky to St. Priest, 7 August 
1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 201, 214-15, 219-20, 224, 228-29, 249-50, 258. 

 
13 Olenin to Bagration, 4 August 1812, No. 56, Ibid., XIV, 213. Bagration’s patrol captured a 

French hussar and Polish lancer and Prince Peter sent them to Barclay. 
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of the forests and deep French cavalry screen.14 So, Bagration moved his advance guard 

to the southern bank of the Dnieper with orders to watch any French movements towards 

Krasnyi.  

This was an important decision on Bagration’s part, that is often ascribed to 

Barclay de Tolly. Already on 7 August, Bagration was concerned about the left flank of 

the Russian armies. Although unaware of the actual positions of the French army, 

Bagration correctly anticipated Napoleon’s movements along the Dnieper River to cut off 

the Russians. While Barclay de Tolly thought the French would attack from the 

northwestern direction, it was Bagration who on 7 August ordered General Neverovsky 

to take a strong advance guard at Krasnyi, about thirty miles south east of Smolensk, to 

guard against any surprise attack.15 Bagration’s decision would play a crucial role in 

saving the Russian armies from destruction at Smolensk. 

 The weather was dry and the movement rapid. A contemporary recalled that the 

soldiers were animated and moved “lively, singing, since it was the first time in 

campaign that they marched west, not east.”16  By the evening of 7 August, Barclay’s 

headquarters was established at Prikaz Vydra, while Bagration halted at Katan.17 Prince 

Peter was still concerned with the left flank and ordered Major General Karpov to occupy 

                                                           
14 Karpov to Bagration, 4 August 1812, Nos. 409 (Secret); Olenin to Bagration, 7 August 

1812; Ilovaisky X to Bagration, 7 August 1812, Ibid., XIV, 213-14, 255-56. 
 
15 Journal of Military Operations of 2nd Western Army, Russkii Invalid, 169 (August 1912): 

4. According to Bagration’s order (7 August 1812, No. 93) Neverovsky was given three infantry, 
three jager regiments, 1 battery company, 2 Don Cossack regiments and 1 dragoon regiment with 
two horse artillery guns. Neverovsky marched at 3:00 a.m. on 7 August. 

 
16 Kochetkov, Barclay de Tolly, (Moscow, 1970) 36. 
 
17 Journal of Military Operations of 2nd Western Army, Russkii Invalid, 169 (August 1912): 

4. 
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Lyadi with a strong detachment and “to determine the enemy positions and ascertain 

where does [Napoleon] concentrate his forces.”18  

When the Russian armies prepared to resume the march at the dawn of 8 August, 

Barclay was suddenly informed of the advance of Eugene’s troops towards Porechye.19 

Barclay, fearing Napoleon would concentrate troops at Porechye and attack his right 

flank, instructed Tuchkov to veer more to the right to cover the Porechye-Smolensk 

route. He then deployed the central column under Dokhturov around Prikaz-Vydra, 

except for Count Pahlen’s cavalry, which he had already ordered to advance towards 

Rudnya to support Platov. The 2nd Western Army was moved northward to protect 

Prikaz-Vydra.20  

Bagration opposed this deployment. Unlike Barclay, he anticipated Napoleon’s 

attack on the left flank and appealed to Barclay to continue his advance to Rudnya while 

he would reinforce troops at Krasnyi. In a letter to Barclay, he predicted 

                                                           
18 Ibid., 4. 
 
19 Muratov, Historical Survey of Patriotic War and its Reasons, 70; Clausewitz, The 

Campaign of 1812 in Russia, 116-120; Vorontsov, The Patriotic War of 1812 in Smolensk 
Gubernya, 86; Troitsky, 1812: The Glorious Year of Russia 106; Elting, Military Atlas of the 
Napoleonic Wars, map 112; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 783; Thiers, History of 
Consulate and the Empire, VIII, 82; Josselson, Barclay de Tolly, 116; Beskrovny, Patriotic War 
of 1812, 30-31; Nafziger, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 181; Francoise de Barnardy, Eugene de 
Beauharnais - Le fils adoptif de Napoleon (Paris, 1973), 300: 

 
20 Journal of Military Operations of 2nd Western Army, Russkii Invalid, 169 (August 1912): 

4; Muratov, Ibid., 70; Clausewitz, The Campaign of 1812 in Russia, 115-120; Troitsky, 1812: 
The Glorious Year of Russia 106;  Vorontsov, The Patriotic War of 1812 in Smolensk Gubernya, 
86; Thiers, History of Consulate and the Empire, VIII, 82; Josselson, Barclay de Tolly, 116; 
Beskrovny, Patriotic War of 1812, 30-31; Nafziger, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 181.  
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Map 69. Operations at Smolensk, 8-20 August 1812
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Though we know that the enemy troops are assembled at Porechye, 
Vitebsk, Rudnya, Lubovichi, Babinovichi, Orsha, Dubrovka and 
Moghilev, we still have no precise information where exactly are his main 
forces located. Therefore, if we deploy the 1st army on the Porechye route, 
and the 2nd army on the Rudnya route, the enemy can… turn our left flank 

and destroy my detachment at Krasnyi [to cut our supply lines].21 

 

Bagration urged Barclay de Tolly to continue the advance on Rudnya and made 

only a diversion to Porechye. He stressed the importance of the rapid movement to attack 

the French. “Any inactivity would give the enemy enough time to concentrate his forces 

at advantageous positions. Therefore, we should immediately continue our advance to 

determine his intentions and, if possible, prevent them.”22 Prince Peter also warned that 

by moving northward to Prikaz-Vydra, Neverovsky’s troops at Krasnyi would be isolated 

without reinforcements and exposed to the French attack.23 Realizing Barclay would not 

accept his ideas, Bagration made sure Neverovsky was well reinforced. On 8 August, he 

moved two Cossack regiments across the Dnieper to the road on Krasnyi to support 

Neverovsky. He instructed this general to deploy his troops at Krasnyi and Lyadi, and 

repair the roads and the bridge across the river to ensure constant communications with 

2nd Western Army.24 Furthermore, Bagration, as if perceiving Napoleon’s future 

stratagem, ordered Neverovsky “to frequently dispatch reconnaissance patrols to 

                                                           
21 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 8 August 1812, No. 414, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 

250 
 
22 Ibid., 250-51 
 
23 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 8 August 1812, No. 416, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 

251 
 
24 Journal of Military Operations of 2nd Western Army, Russkii Invalid, 169 (August 1912): 

4. 
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Romanovo, Khislavichi, Orsha and Mstislavl to determine enemy movements.”25 Thus, 

while Barclay and the rest of army were occupied with alleged French movements in the 

north, Bagration turned his efforts to southern bank of the Dnieper. 

Despite Bagration’s warnings, Barlay de Tolly moved his army on the Porechye 

route and waited for new intelligence. He sent orders to Platov to halt his advance at 

Prikaz-Vydra. However, Platov did not receive this dispatch and continued his march 

toward Rudnya. On 8 August he encountered General Horace Sebastiani’s division near 

Inkovo,26 east of Rudnya.27 The French division, fewer than 3,000 men strong, fought 

well, but it was forced to fall back before superior numbers and suffered considerable 

losses.28 “The enemy did not surrender so the raging Cossacks slaughtered them.“ Platov 

reported.29 Instead of trying to exploit this initial success by mounting a major attack on 

the French center at Rudnya, as the council of war had planned, Barclay de Tolly 

                                                           
25 Ibid, 4. 
 
26 The Russian sources sometimes refer to this clash as the Battle at Molevo Boloto. 
 
27 Chuykevich to Barclay de Tolly, 8 August 1812; Barclay de Tolly to Alexander, Platov to 

Alexander, 10 August 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 252-53, 266-68. 
 
28 Chandler, The Campaign of Napoleon, 782; Thiers, History of Consulate and the Empire, 

VIII, 82; Nafziger, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 181; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, III, 418-420, 
IV 330-38; Baye, L’épopée de Smolensk en 1812, 102-103. According to the Russian reports, 
Sebastiani had “the 4th Chasseurs, 5 and 9th Hussars and 10 and 12th Chaussers of Montbrunn’s 
Corps, one Polish Hussar Regiment, and Wuttemberg and Prussian Regiments.” The 24th Line 
was also reported participating in action. Toll to Barclay de Tolly, 8 August 1812; Chuykevich to 
Barclay de Tolly, 8 August 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 251-53. 

 
29 Platov to Barclay de Tolly, 8 August 1812, Donskoe kazachestvo v Otechestvennoi voine 

1812 goda [Don Cossacks during the patriotic War of 1812] (Moscow, 1942) 16-17; Platov to 
Alexander, 10 August 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 266-68. The French losses were light, 
though no accurate information is available. Elting, Atlas of the Napoleonic Wars, map 112; 
Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 783; Chandler, David. Dictionary of the Napoleonic 
Wars (New York, 1999), 211; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, III, 418-420; Nafziger refers to 300 
men killed and wounded and 300 prisoners. Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 181. According to 
the Russian reports, the French lost 11 officers and 300 soldiers captured. Chuykevich to Barclay 
de Tolly, Toll to Barclay de Tolly, 8 August 1812, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 251-53. Also 
see, Nouvelles officielles des l’armée du 2 Juillet, in Ibid., XIV, 275-76. 
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remained idle on the Porechye route for the next three days. He still believed that the 

main threat to Smolensk lay in the French march from Porechye, since they could cut the 

vital Smolensk-Moscow route.  

This was a fateful decision for the Russian counteroffensive. It gave Napoleon 

enough time to recognize Russian intentions and prepare his troops accordingly. Barclay 

learned on 12 August that his intelligence on the French concentration at Porechye was 

incorrect and, in fact, Napoleon had assembled his army at Babinovichi and threatened 

the left flank of the Russian army, as Bagration had anticipated long time ago. Barclay 

reacted by concentrating his army at Volokovo on the Rudnya route, and, on 13 August, 

he withdrew his troops from Porechye road.30 The Russian troops reacted bitterly; the 

soldiers were grumbling and called Barclay’s maneuvers “oshelomelii” - 

“dumbfounding” because they marched several times through the village of Shelomets.31  

Bagration was upset with Barclay’s indecision and delays. He observed, “The 

rumors should not affect our operations, especially when each minute is so precious. 

With so much concern for our flanks, it would be impossible to find an appropriate 

positions [to fight].”32  

                                                           
30 Troitsky, 1812: The Glorious Year of Russia 107; Vorontsov, The Patriotic War of 1812 

in Smolensk Gubernya, 88; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 783; Thiers, History of 
Consulate and the Empire, VIII, 82; Josselson, Barclay de Tolly, 119; Zhilin, Destruction of the 
Napoleonic army in Russia, 120; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, III, 418-420, IV 330-38; 
Clausewitz, The Campaign of 1812 in Russia, 115-120; 

 
31 Zhirkevich, Ivan, Zapiski [The Notebooks], Russkaya Starina, 1874, N8, 648. Muratov, 

Historical Survey of Patriotic War and its Reasons, 70; Troitsky, 1812: The Glorious Year of 
Russia 107. 

 
32 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 11 August 1812, No. 469 (Secret) Headquarters’ Archives, 

XIV, 2801-81. 

 753
 



Map 70. Russian Campaign, 14-24 August 1812
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Bagration also emphasized the critical condition of the armies. “The state of my 

army requires [us] to evacuate these positions, since there is neither water nor provisions 

here; the sickness is rife and the number of sick soldiers increases considerably, further 

weakening my army, already reduced to corps’ strength.” Bagration already began 

moving supplies from Smolensk to provide for his army.33 He again warned Barclay de 

Tolly of a possible French attack on the Russian left flank. “The enemy could leave 

Orsha on the route to Smolensk and assail my left flank…. Thus, if we continue to waste 

time here, he [Napoleon] will march to Smolensk, anticipate my arrival there and cut us 

off of the Moscow route.”   

Concerned by a possible French offensive, Bagration issued important 

instructions on 9 August. He wrote to his senior officers34 at Krasnyi “to be very cautious 

that the enemy do not outflank [the main armies] from the left side… and dispatch strong 

patrols [westwards] to determine the enemy forces and their intentions.” Neverovsky was 

ordered to remain at Krasnyi unless superior enemy forces attacked him. In this case, he 

was given precise instructions “to retreat slowly to Smolensk and halt the enemy 

forces.”35 

In his letters to Barclay, Bagration also stressed that the positions at Prikaz-Vydra 

were disadvantageous and prevented him from giving battle, in case the French attacked 

him there. There was virtually no drinking water or supplies available and the number of 

                                                           
33 Journal of Military Operations of 2nd Western Army, Russkii Invalid, 169 (August 1912): 

4. 
 
34 These officers were Neverovsky, Bykhalov, Olenin. 
 
35 For almost two hundred years Russian historian A. Borisevich remained the only scholar 

to give Bagration credit for this perceptive instructions, and he justly remarked that “the famous 
[fighting] retreat from Krasnyi to Smolensk was anticipated [by Bagration] 4-5 days before it 
actually took place.” Russkii Invalid, 169 (August 1912):  4. 

 755
 



sick in the 2nd Western Army significantly increased. 36  Therefore, he suggested to retreat 

to Smolensk. “Since Your Excellency does not intend to advance against the enemy and 

attack him in accordance with the approved plan, I do not see any necessity of protecting 

the Rudnya route…. The enemy can turn our flank and anticipate me at Smolensk, cutting 

the Moscow route… Therefore, I do kindly appeal to you for the permission to withdrew 

my troops [to Smolensk].”37 On 11 August, Bagration also provided Barclay with 

additional intelligence on the French movements to the Dnieper. He prepared his army 

for the march back to Smolensk, leaving a strong advance guard behind.38 In addition, 

Bagration again wrote Neverovsky, informing him of the withdrawal of 2nd Army to 

Smolensk and urging him to actively probe the area around Lyadi and Romanov for the 

enemy forces. Prince Peter repeated his previous orders to Neverovsky to defend Krasnyi 

and then make a fighting retreat to Smolensk. The 6th Jager Regiment was dispatched to 

Katan on the northern bank of the river to cover the route to Smolensk.39 Realizing any 

hesitation would be fatal for the armies, Bagration did not await Barclay’s reply but 

turned his troops back to Smolensk on 12 August. 

The sudden cancellation of the planned attack, lack of information on Barclay’s 

plans, the constant changes in orders and delayed maneuvers aroused feelings of dismay 

in Bagration. He clearly saw the threat to the left flank of the Russian armies but could 

not convince Barclay de Tolly to believe him. As a result, Bagration was outraged and let 

the anger dictate his letters. He complained to Yermolov, “I still believe that there are no 

                                                           
36 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 10 August 1812, No, 432, Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 

270-71. St. Priest wrote to the Tsar that there were no supplies stored for the 2nd Western Army at 
Smolensk. St. Priest to Alexander, 10 August 1812, Ibid., XIV, 268-69. 

 
37 Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 10-11 August 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 225-27; 

Headquarters’ Archives, XIV, 270-71; Fabry, Campaign de Russie, IV, 345-46. 
 
38 Journal of Military Operations of 2nd Western Army, Russkii Invalid, 169 (August 1912): 

5; Bagration to Barclay de Tolly, 10-11 August 1812, Nos. 470 (Secret) -472, Headquarters’ 

Archives, XIV, 281, 287. 
 
39 Ibid., 5. 

 756
 



enemy forces against you [in the direction of Porechye]…. I would be glad to coordinate 

my actions with [the 1st Western Army] but  [Barclay] is making twenty changes in a 

minute. For God’s sake, please do not change the strategy every minute; [we] must have 

some kind of system to act.”40 In another letter, Prince Peter continued his criticism. “It is 

impossible to be more helpful to the enemy than [Barclay] is at the moment. In fact, I do 

not know what he does or thinks about?”41 In another letter, he told Arakcheyev, 

I am being treated without frankness and with unpleasantness beyond the 
power of words…. I cannot get along with the Minister. For God’s sake, 
send me anywhere, if only to command a regiment in Moldavia or in the 
Caucasus. But I do not want to be here. The whole headquarters is so full 
of Germans that a Russian cannot breathe and the whole thing does not 
make any sense. I swear to god, they drive me mad with their changes 
every few minute…. My 40,000 men are called an army, and I am ordered 

to extend them like a thread and pull in all directions.42 

 

Bagration’s accusation of constant changes was not exaggerated. It seemed that 

Barclay de Tolly was incapacitated by the situation; vacillation and doubts beset him, 

while orders and counter-orders reflected his state of mind. Barclay de Tolly’s maneuvers 

during 8-13 August were inconceivable.43 This hesitation gave Napoleon enough time to 

                                                           
40 Bagration to Yermolov, 10 August 1812, Russkii Invalid, 169 (August 1912):  5. 
 
41 Ibid., 5. 
 
42 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 10 August 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 226. 
 
43 His aide-de-camp, Löwernstein admitted, “For the first time I did not support his 

decisions.” Eugene Tarle wrote that “his [Barclay’s] army moved aimlessly, now towards 
Rudnya, now away from Rudnya”, while other Russian historians observed that due to Barclay’s 
indecision, the Russian armies lost precious time in senseless maneuvers. Löwernstein, 
Waldemar. Zapiski [The Notes], Russkaya Starina, 1900, N 11, 358. Tarle, Napoleon’s Invasion 
of Russia, 138. Troitsky, 1812: The Glorious Year of Russia 107; Beskrovny, The Patriotic War 
of 1812, 31; Zhilin, Destruction of the Napoleonic army in Russia, 121; Muratov, Historical 
Survey of Patriotic War and its Reasons, 70. 
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adjust his plans.44 His first reaction on the news of the battle at Inkowo had been to 

suspend preparations for the drive on Smolensk and to order the army to concentrate 

around Lyosno to meet the Russians. But, by 10 August, Barclay de Tolly’s indecision 

convinced Napoleon that the Russian were not going to attack. He immediately halted his 

concentration and reverted to his original plan to move on Smolensk.  

Napoleon’s maneuver at Smolensk was a masterpiece. He ordered Davout to cross 

the Dnieper River at Rosasna, Junot to move to Romanovo and Murat, Ney and Eugene 

to march south, screened by Sebastiani’s cavalry. The Emperor intended to form a 

formidable bataillon carre with his army and launch it as secretly as possible across the 

river on a fifteen-mile front through Orsha and Rosasna. There were to be two great 

columns. The Rosasna column, under Napoleon himself, was to consist of Murat’s 

cavalry, the Imperial Guard and the 3rd and the 4th Corps. The second column, under 

Marshal Davout, was composed of the 1st, the 5th and the 8th Corps, while Latour-

Maubourg’s cavalry was to make a diversion southward from the Dnieper.  

                                                           
44 It should be noted that while searching General Sebastiani’s headquarters at Molevo-

Boloto, the Russian troops found a message from Marshal Murat on the Russian offensive. It 
seemed that someone at the Russian headquarters had notified the enemy about the 
counteroffensive This discovery led to revival of the deep-seated aversion between the Russians 
and “foreigners” (mostly Prussians) at the headquarters. Later it became known that Polish Prince 
Lubomirski, one of Tsar’s aide-de-camps, who, after accidentally overhearing several generals 
discussing the Russian offensive plans in the street, had sent a message to his mother urging to 
flee the coming bloodshed. Marshal Murat who was billeted at Lubomirski’s house had 
intercepted this letter. Aglamov, S. Otechestvennaya voina 1812 goda: Istoricheskie materiali 
Leib-Gvardii Semyenovskogo polka [The Patriotic War of 1812: Historical Materials of the 
Semyenovsky Lifeguard Regiment], (Poltava, 1912), 41; Josselson, Barclay de Tolly, 117; 
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Map 69. Operations at Smolensk, 8-20 August 1812 

 

 759



Having crossed the Dnieper, the Grand Army was to advance along the left bank 

of the river, occupy Smolensk, cut the Moscow route and, after concentrating, drive the 

Russians to the north. On 10 August Napoleon began his deployments. Covered by a 

heavy cavalry screen, his movements remained unknown to Russians. During the night of 

13-14 August, General Jean-Baptiste Éblé completed pontoon bridges over the Dnieper at 

Rosasna and the French crossed the river. By daylight almost the entire Grand Army was 

advancing on Smolensk.45 

By the afternoon the French advance guard reached Krasnyi, where the 

detachment of General Neverovsky was deployed.46 Neverovsky’s cavalry outposts were 

stationed at Liady, a few miles west, and by 2:00 p.m. they were driven out by Grouchy’s 

troops. Facing the overwhelming enemy forces, Neverovsky immediately made his 

disposition for retreat. He deployed the 49th Jagers at Krasnyi, with two battalions of 50th 

and 41st Jagers with two guns in support, and arranged the remaining battalions of 50th 

Jagers, Kharkov Dragoon Regiment and the Cossacks (Grekov’s regiment) behind the 

town.47 

                                                           
45 Fabry, Campaign de Russie, III, 580-608, IV, 1-274; Rossetti, Journal d’un compagnon de 

Murat, 101; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 784; Thiers, History of Consulate and the 
Empire, VIII, 84; Elting, Military Atlas of the Napoleonic Wars, map 112; Gallaher, The Iron 
Marshal, 237-38; Austin, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia (The March on Moscow), 168-70; 
Nicolson, Nigel. Napoleon:1812, (London, 1985), 52;  Riehn, Richard. 1812: Napoleon’s Russian 
Campaign, (New York, 1990), 212; Nafziger, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 183; Baye, 
L’épopée de Smolensk en 1812, 108. 

 
46 Many historians incorrectly refer to the 27th Division under Neveorvsky fighting at 

Krasnyi. Neverovsky commanded not only his division but additional units Bagration gave him 
on 7 August to form a strong advance guard. Neverovsky’s detachment included 10 battalions of 
infantry, 3 cavalry squadron, 3 Cossack regiments and 12 guns. It amounted to some 7,200 men 
(mostly recruits). Neverovsky’s Recollections in Russkii Invalid, 170 (August 1912):  2.; 
Troitsky, 1812: The Glorious Year of Russia, 108;  Vorontsov, The Patriotic War of 1812 in 
Smolensk Gubernya, 92; Josselson, Barclay de Tolly, 119; Nafziger, Napoleon’s Invasion of 
Russia, 183. 
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2. 



The French48 attacked before afternoon and after four hours of fighting they 

occupied Krasnyi at 3:00 p.m. on 14 August, capturing two guns and driving the Russians 

over a ravine.49 Neverovsky, recognizing the French superiority, sent his cavalry to the 

rear, and he began to withdraw with his ten infantry battalions in two dense columns on 

the road to Smolensk via Merlino and Korythnia. The French cavalry pursued the 

Russians rapidly. Murat directed his massed squadrons against them, but failed to break 

their formation, though he captured seven of the fourteen guns. Murat then seemed to 

lose his nerve. Despite Ney’s pleas to employ artillery and allow the 3rd Corps to engage 

the Russians, Murat launched more than forty cavalry charges against the Russians. 

Neverovsky repulsed each attack, then counterattacked and rallied his troops, forming 

them into one large square.50 After deploying this massive square of some 6,000 men, he 

continued withdrawing towards Smolensk.51 A French officer later recalled that 

Neverovsky’s troops “retreated like lions….”52 At about 8:00 p.m. Neverovsky arrived 

                                                           
 
48 The general orders of the French advance were uncertain. It appeared that Grouchy with 

Chastel’s light horse and De la Houssaye’s dragoons were on the left flank; the light cavalry of 
the 1st and 3rd Corps with the 24th Line were in the center under Ney; Montbrun’s two cuirassier 
divisions marched on the right flank with Nansouty’s troops behind them. Chandler, The 
Campaigns of Napoleon, 784; Thiers, History of Consulate and the Empire, VIII, 84. Neverovsky 
estimated the French forces as sixteen cavalry regiments, seven infantry regiments and 
‘numerous’ artillery. Neverovsky to Bagration, 16 August 1812, No. 1379, Russkii Invalid, 170 
(August 1912): 2. 

 
49 Neverovsky to Bagration, 16 August 1812, No. 1379, Russkii Invalid, 170 (August 1912): 

2. 
 
50 Neverovsky described the counterattack of a battalion of 50th Jagers that “bewildered the 

enemy and forced him to halt further assaults.” Neverovsky to Bagration, 16 August 1812, No. 
1379, Russkii Invalid, 170 (August 1912): 2. 

 
51 Troitsky, 1812: The Glorious Year of Russia 108;  Vorontsov, The Patriotic War of 1812 

in Smolensk Gubernya, 92-96; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 784; Fabry, Campaign de 
Russie, IV, 280-84; Bogdanovich, The Patriotic War of 1812, I, 221-224; Tulard, Jean. Murat, 
308-309; Rossetti, Journal d’un compagnon de Murat, 101-102; Baye, L’épopée de Smolensk en 
1812, 111-12; Fezensac, Journal of the Russian Campaign, 29. 
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at Korytnnya, where he rallied his cavalry and rearguard; the next day he continued his 

retreat to Smolensk.53 His division lost some 1,500 men, including 800 prisoners and 9 

guns; Neverovsky himself described 1,223 killed and wounded. The French losses amounted 

to 500 men.54  

The Russian army was delighted by Neverovsky’s exploit at Krasnyi. Guerrilla 

leader Denis Davidov later wrote, “I do remember how we looked at this division, as it 

approached to us in midst of smoke and dust. Each bayonet shined with an immortal 

glory.”55 Bagration praised the soldiers and reported to Alexander, “It is impossible to 

find another example of such courage.”56 Without Neverovky’s staunch resistance at 

Krasnyi, the French might well have reached Smolensk by the evening of the 14 August 

and could have easily taken Smolensk, defended by only a small garrison under Count 

Bennigsen. As a result of the battle, Napoleon decided to halt his advance for a day in 

order to regroup his forces,57 and missed his chance of taking Smolensk by surprise. 

Unfortunately, Bagration’s role in this achievement was, and still is, largely 

neglected. It was Prince Peter, who first noticed the possibility of the French movement 

on the southern bank of the Dnieper so he moved Neverovsky to Krasnyi. Bagration’s 

choice of Neverovsky itself was a crucial and wise decision - this general was 

experienced and skillful commander and Bagration, who served with him in several 
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campaigns, was well aware of this. Instead of keeping him with the main army for the 

anticipated battle, Prince Peter, concerned by the left flank, gave Neverosvky this 

seemingly unimportant command at Krasnyi. For entire week (7-14 August), while the 1st 

Western Army awaited the French from the north, Bagration was constantly concerned 

with the southern direction and continually tried to determine Napoleon’s deployments 

and his intentions. He implored Barclay not to waste time in the direction on Porechye 

but to either continue offensive westwards or return to Smolensk. Failing to persuade 

commander-in-chief, Bagration decided to seize the initiative and withdrew to Smolensk.  

Meantime, the news of the battle at Krasnyi reached the main forces. Bagration 

was already marching towards Smolensk and he ordered General Rayevsky, whose corps 

was moving near Smolensk, to march back and defend the city at any costs.58 

Fortunately, Rayevsky’s corps was only some ten miles from Smolensk,59 

Simultaneously, the news of Neverovsky’s heroic retreat and the French advance arrived 

and thus, the incompetence for which the Prince Mecklenburg should have been court 

marshaled, became advantageous for the Russian army. General Rayevsky immediately 

reversed his march and arrived to Smolensk early on 16 August.60 
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While the 1st and 2nd Armies were hurrying back to Smolensk,61 Barclay was still 

anxious about a possible attack from Porechye so he urged his cavalry commanders to 

gather intelligence. He believed that the French advance on Smolensk was just a 

diversion and Napoleon’s main attack must be expected from the north.62 He ordered 

Bagration to cross the Dnieper at Katan and join Rayevsky and Neverovsky at 

Smolensk.63 Bagration now informed Barclay that, as he foretold, entire French army 

was moving to Smolensk and that the 2nd Western Army would remain on the right 

bank.64 He then sent a brief message to Rayevsky, - “I shall not march to rejoin you - I 

shall run. I only wish I had wings. Courage ! God will help you “65  

Smolensk, one of the most valuable and historic cities in Russia, had formerly 

been an important frontier fortress. But by 1812, the city fortifications had deteriorated 

and its nucleus consisted of the ancient fortified city, whose massive 15th-16th century 

brick walls66 formed an irregular pentagon. A neglected ditch encircled the walls. The 

city suburbs mostly consisted of wooden buildings and were vulnerable to the artillery 

and fires. The current governor failed to prepare the city defenses and nothing was done 

to reinforce its fortifications. General Yermolov complained, “The governor was the first 

to leave the city without any instructions…. Everything was in confusion!”67 On 16 
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August General Rayevsky had 10,000 men and 72 guns68 at Smolensk. He knew that 

both Bagration and Barclay de Tolly were hurrying to his aid. He saw his duty clearly - 

he and his men must die, if necessary, to defend the city and gain time for the main 

forces. To prepare for the French assault, Rayevsky deployed most of his men beyond the 

suburbs.69 

Apparently, Napoleon was concerned with Bagration’s troops (6th Jagers) at 

Katan and thought it could threaten his army, as it lay stretched along Rassasna-

Smolensk road.70 Therefore, he halted the 1st Corps, except for General Charles Etienne 

Gudin’s division, at Korythnia. Early on 16 August the bulk of troops of Ney and Murat 

reached Smolensk. The French moved some batteries into action against Rayevsky’s 

artillery and Ney deployed his corps opposite the Krasnyi suburb and the Royal Bastion. 

Murat’s divisions extended to the right. The French made several attacks but were 

repulsed and, to Rayevsky’s surprise, made no other attempts. 71 With some 19,000 
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70 Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 786; Foord, Napoleon’s Russian Campaign of 
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infantry, Ney could not attack the city, especially since he did not know Rayevsky’s 

strength; therefore, he waited for orders.72  

When Napoleon arrived at Smolensk by 1:00 p.m., he immediately directed Murat 

and Ney to launch the attack. During the subsequent assaults, the Russians were driven 

back beneath the walls and the French all but succeeded in capturing the Royal Bastion, 

when Rayevsky successfully launched a counterattack with two reserve battalions.73 

Elsewhere the French drove in the Russian outposts, but the opportunity of taking 

Smolensk was missed. French artillery bombardment continued long after the dark felt, 

but Napoleon ordered no major attack. The Russians were surprised by the French 

inactivity. A contemporary wrote, “Certainly, if Napoleon endeavored to attack Smolensk 

on 4 August [16 August]74 with the same resolution as he did on 5 August [17 August], 

the city would have been occupied.”75 It was obvious that Rayevsky’s determination and 

courage of his troops prevented Napoleon from taking Smolensk and cutting the Moscow 

route.  

Before the walls of Smolensk, Napoleon had modified his strategic goals. Since 

he could no longer hope to surprise Smolensk, Napoleon intended to engage the main 

Russian forces in a great battle. He assumed that the Russian armies would concentrate at 
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Smolensk to give a battle and this would be precisely in accordance with his plans.76 In 

later afternoon, Napoleon saw long columns marching in clouds of dust towards 

Smolensk. It was the joint forces of Barclay and Bagration moving rapidly to the city. 

Count Segur recalled, “At this sight Napoleon, beside himself with joy, clapped his 

hands, exclaiming, “At last! I have them!”77 Napoleon deployed Ney’s troops on the left 

flank, close to the river. Davout assumed a central position and Poniatowski moved to the 

far right. Murat’s cavalry remained in reserve with the Imperial Guard and Eugene’s 4th 

Corps. The 8th Corps under Junot was expected to join the army shortly.78  

Bagration arrived to Smolensk in late afternoon as the battle was nearing an end. 

Accompanied by his adjutants, he congratulated Rayevsky with the successful defense 

and praised the troops for their heroic resistance to superior French forces. Bagration 

reconnoitered the city bastions. His adjutants were taken aback by numerous dead and 

wounded “that cluttered up the streets.” Butenev accompanied Prince Peter in Smolensk 

and described how “helpless old men and women knelt in front of [Bagration], holding 

children in their hands and pleading [Bagration] to save the town and not to surrender it 

to the enemy.”79 That evening, Prince Peter went to the Assumption Cathedral and 

attended a service for his troops. He then examined the French positions in front of the 

town and spent rest of the night visiting the wounded and local residents. He knew how 
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important it was for them to see him at that moment of despair. The army was inspired by 

his presence, cheering their leader.  

Bagration reinforced Rayevsky with Dokhturov’s 7th Corps as well as the 3rd, 7th and 

24th Divisions. Neverovsky’s 27th Division also remained in the city. This brought the 

total number of Russian troops in Smolensk to 20,000 men and 180 guns. They were 

facing almost entire French army.80 Next day Dokhturov launched a successful sortie. 

He was able to drive the French out of the trench beneath the outer walls and the two 

suburbs infiltrated by the French during the night. Early in the morning of 17 August, the 

battle was resumed amid an artillery fire bombardment that continued for thirteen hours. 

By the afternoon, all the suburbs of the city were burning. On the night of 17-18 August 

the cannonade intensified. In the middle of the night, the Russian guns suddenly ceased 

firing and shortly thereafter French heard explosions of a tremendous force, revealing 

Barclay’s order to blow up the magazines and evacuate the city. The Russian rearguard 

under General Konovnitsyn fought desperately and continued to hold back the French.81 

Isolated Russians sharpshooters, scattered in gardens, fired at the approaching French 

infantry. A French participant of this battle, Fabre de Faure recalled that 
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Map 70. Battle of Smolensk, 17 August 1812 
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Among these sharpshooters, one Russian chasseur distinguished himself 
by his determination and bravery. He placed himself right opposite us, on 
the very bank of the river behind some willows and we could not silence 
him by concentrating our fire on him nor by the use of a guns, which 
demolished all the trees behind him…. He continued to shoot until 
nightfall. On the following day, we visited this memorable position out of 
curiosity and found the body of our foe, face downward, among broken 
and splintered trees. A non-commissioned officer of the Russian chasseurs, 

he had been killed by one of our cannon balls.82 

According to witnesses, the Russians at Smolensk were so anxious for battle that 

their commanders had to use swords to drive them from sites where they needlessly 

exposed themselves to slaughter by the French artillery. One of the participants recalled,  

I found the commander of the regiment Major General Tsibylsky in full 
uniform, mounted on horseback among his marksmen. He replied that he 
was unable to restrain his men, who, after exchanging a few shots with the 
French… repeatedly tried to dislodge them by bayonet assaults, without 
awaiting orders…. Many other regiments acted likewise…. Light wound 

were ignored until the wounded fell from exhaustion and loss of blood.83   

Meanwhile, Barclay and Bagration held a war council in the evening of 17 

August. Both commanders realized that Napoleon might feign his attack on Smolensk 

and move his troops to Dorogobouzh to cut the Moscow route and the Russian line of 

communication. Therefore, it was agreed that the 1st Western Army would stay at 

Smolensk to fight the French, while Bagration’s army would march to Dorogobouzh, 

fifty miles from Smolensk, to protect the road to Moscow.84 Thus, Bagration moved to 

Dorogobouzh in accordance with Barclay de Tolly’s orders, and not on his own authority as it is 

usually asserted. Also, it is noteworthy that Barclay, who declined battle at Vitebsk because 
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the two armies were not united, decided sent Bagration eastward with his army on the eve 

of the major engagement at Smolensk.85 As he marched along the Dnieper, Bagration 

sent several messages to Barclay imploring him to stand firm at Smolensk and later he 

stated that Barclay de Tolly gave him his word of honor that the 1st Western Army would 

not surrender Smolensk.86 It is remarkable that Bagration with his knowledge of Barclay 

de Tolly and his intentions expected him to fight anything more than a delaying action. 

At the night of 18 August, the last defenders of Smolensk retired, burning the 

bridges behind them and joined the main Russian forces on the right bank. Two hours 

later the French advance guards moved in and occupied the city. Smolensk was 

destroyed; from 2250 buildings only 350 remained by the end of the battle87, and less 

than 1,000 of inhabitants (from the original 15,000) had stayed in the city.88 The 

Russians lost about 12,000 men, while the French casualties amounted to some 10,000 

killed and wounded.89  
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 To conceal direction of his retreat, Barclay de Tolly moved his troops in two 

columns on different routes - General Dokhturov with the 5th, 6th Infantry and 2nd and 3rd 

Cavalry Corps and the reserve artillery moved through Prudische to Solovyevo. General 

Nikolay Tuchkov I with 2nd, 3rd, 4th and 1st Cavalry Corps marched to Gorbunovo and 

then to Lubino.90 Besides, Barclay de Tolly was concerned with a gap between the 1st 

and 2nd Western armies, while Bagration was nearing Dorogobouzh, about fifty miles 

from Smolensk, a perilous opening developed where Napoleon might drive a wedge 

between two armies. To cover the withdrawal of his army, Bagration left a rear guard 

under General Andrey Gorchakov, instructing him to cover the Moscow road and march 

eastward toward Dorogbouzh as soon as the 1st Western Army came into a view. On 19 

August, General Gorchakov, seeing the advancing troops from Gorbunovo (it was just 

General Tuchkov’s detachment), thought that the entire 1st army was on the march; 

consequently, he withdrew only a screening force of three hundred Cossacks.91 Thus, the 
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important crossroad at Lubino was left unprotected and the 1st Western Army was in 

jeopardy of being surrounded and destroyed. Barclay de Tolly realized the dangerous 

position of his army and dispatched 3,000 men under General Paul Tuchkov to defend 

Lubino at any costs.92 

Marshal Ney left Smolensk on 19 August and moved eastward, while Murat also 

crossed the Dnieper and moved down the Moscow road. Once it became clear that the 

Russians were marching for Moscow and not for St. Petersburg, Napoleon dispatched 

Marshal Junot’s 8th Corps to outflank Smolensk, cross the river at Prudischevo and 

prevent Barclay and Bagration from uniting on the Moscow road. However, Junot failed 

to accomplish this mission. It took several hours for Junot to find a way over the Dnieper 

at Prudischevo and even when his troops had crossed the river, in drunken stupor he 

refused to advance despite the repeated pleas of his colleagues.93 Murat tried every 

measure to induce Junot to attack. Remembering Junot’s dream of a marshal’s baton, he 

said, “Attack now and glory and the marshal’s baton are yours!”94  

                                                           
92 When the battle began and it seemed as if the French would carry the Russian positions, 
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Map 71. Battles of  Smolensk and Valutino, 19 August 1812
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Meantime, Ney and Murat were engaged in heavy fighting against General 

Tuchkov’s troops at Valutino. Barclay, seeing the French superiority, reinforced Tuchkov 

with additional 5,000 men, enabling him to stand firm for several hours before retreating 

behind the Stragan brook. By late afternoon the number of troops engaged reached some 

40,000 French and 22, 000 Russians.  In a fierce battle, the French were unable to 

overcome and drive back the tenacious Russians; the number of casualty rapidly 

increased; General Charles Étienne Gudin was killed and General Tuchkov was captured, 

after being wounded several times. General Junot’s stubborn refusal to attack the Russian 

flank without Napoleon’s orders proved fatal to any hopes of cutting the Moscow route 

and surrounding Barclay’s troops. While Tuchkov’s troops fought a bitter rear guard 

action, the main forces of the 1st Western Army marched eastward in the wake of 

Bagration’s army. Thus, Napoleon had again failed to entrap the Russians. The Emperor 

bitterly complained, “Junot has let the Russians escape. He is losing the campaign for 

me.”95 The French lost approximately 7,000 men, while the Russian casualties amounted 

to 6,000 men.96  On the night of 24-25 August, Napoleon moved eastward, pursuing the 

retreating Russian armies. On 26 August the Grand Army was in Dorogobuzh and on 29th 

it entered Vyazma.97 
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Meanwhile, the Russian army continued to retreat eastward. The 1st Western 

Army had crossed the Dnieper and reached Dorogobouzh.98 Barclay de Tolly realized 

that a battle would have to be fought before moving much closer to Moscow. He 

instructed several junior officers, including Quartermaster-general Colonel Toll, to seek 

advantageous terrain for battle. As a result, two formidable positions were found at 

Usvyatie on the Uzha River and at Tsarevo-Zaimische, near Vya’zma.99 On 21 August 

Barclay and Bagration, accompanied by Grand Duke Constantine and aide-de-camps, 

met at Usvyatie to inspect the site. Both commanders found the position faulty on several 

counts, including an unprotected left flank; so Bagration suggested another site near to 

Dorogobouzh.100 During the reconnaissance of Usvyatie, Colonel Toll erroneously 

defended advantages of this position, in spite of Barclay’s sound conclusions. Toll even 

insulted Barclay, who refrained from an angry reply, but Bagration got furious and 

defended Barclay. He ranted at the young quartermaster-general,  

If you cannot choose position, that is not to say that others cannot also! 
How dare you, you unlicked cub, address the commander-in-chief in such 
manner? He owes his position to his great qualities, and deserves every 
consideration. I am his senior, but I set the example by serving under him. 
It is disgraceful that a young swelled head like you should use such 
language towards the man on whom depends the fate of the army and the 
empire. Thank his generosity that worse does not befall you, for if I had 
my way I would have changed your blue ribbon [of the Order of Knight of 

St. Andrew] for a common soldier’s belts!”101 

                                                           
 
98 Its retreat was covered by Platov’s Cossacks and the rear guard under General Baron 

Korff, while Barclay deployed Jagers under Baron Rozen on the left bank of the river. Supply 
trains were directed on a detour through Dukhovshina to Dorogobouzh and the wounded were 
sent to Vya’zma. Vorontsov, The Patriotic War of 1812 in Smolensk Gubernya, 154. 

 
99 Clausewitz, The Campaign of 1812 in Russia, 133 
 
100 Ibid., 134.  
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On 24 August the 1st and 2nd Western Armies were deployed at Dorogobouzh, 

while their commanders spent morning surveying the positions that proved to be 

unacceptable.102 The next morning the Russians left Dorogobouzh and retreated to 

Vya’zma, where they found a strong position at Tsarevo-Zaimische on which they could 

agree. Bagration was not completely satisfied with the terrain103; but both he and 

Barclay believed that better position could not be found at a safe distance from the 

capital. 

After the loss of Smolensk, Barclay’s position in the army became more tenuous. 

British commissioner to the Russian army Sir Robert Wilson recalled,  

The spirit of the army was affected by a sense of mortification and all 
ranks loudly and boldly complained; discontent was general and discipline 
relaxing. The nobles, the merchants and the population at large, were 
indignant at seeing city after city, government after government 
abandoned, till the enemy’s guns were almost heard at Moscow and St. 
Petersburg doubted of its safety. The removal [of Barclay de Tolly]… had 

become a universal demand.104  

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
War of 1812 in Smolensk Gubernya, 155; Memoires du Löwernstein, 234-35. 

 
102 An interesting incident took place at Dorogobouzh. Coming back from a reconnaissance, 

commanders-in-chief discovered that the troops were poorly deployed. Later, when the campaign 
was over, General Yermolov remarked, “this fact was immediately concealed! Bagration insisted 
on punishment of Quartermaster-General Toll, who deployed the army with its rear facing the 
French…. [Bagration] requested his reduction in ranks for this unjustifiable blunder.” Zhirkevich, 
The Notes, Russkaya Starina, 8 (1874): 653; Vorontsov, The Patriotic War of 1812 in Smolensk 
Gubernya, 155. 

 
103 Bagration emphasized that position did not have access to the drinking water. Bagration 

to Barclay de Tolly, 28 August 1812, Aglamov, Historical Materials of the Semyenovsky 
Lifeguard Regiment, 289.  

 

 777

104 Wilson, Narrative of events…., 130. 



Most of the Russian generals and officers opposed the surrender of the city. 

Barclay’s favorite, young general, Count Alexander Kutaisov, spoke with him in the 

name of senior officers and appealed to him to continue the battle. Barclay de Tolly 

listened attentively to him and then replied - “Lets everyone mind his own business and I 

shall mind mine.”105 In Dorogobuzh, the corps commander complained to the Grand 

Duke Constantine of Barclay’s leadership of the army. According to a contemporary, 

“soldiers were disappointed, looking downcast…. Everybody was concern with the future 

of the army”106 From the beginning of the war soldiers were eager for battle, refusing to 

give up Lithuanian and Belorussian territories, which they considered as integral part of 

the Russian Empire. And now they were outraged by the withdrawal on Russian soil and 

conceding it to the enemy. The loss of Smolensk hurt their pride but inspired nationalist 

sentiments. Soldiers grumbled, “If we were defeated, that would have been a different 

case. But now we are just surrendering Russia without a fight.”107  

To their own dishonor, many officers publicly slandered Barclay de Tolly. The 

Grand Duke Constantine was even more disgraceful in his attempts to discredit the 

commander-in-chief, telling the rank-and-file, “We can do nothing… there is not a single 

drop of Russian blood in our commander-in-chif’s veins.”108 In Dorogobuzh, 

Constantine brutally insulted Barclay in presence of the aide-de-camps and staff 

members, “You are a German, traitor, vermin, and you are betraying Russia!”109 Many 

                                                           
 
105 Paul Grabbe, Iz pamiatnikh zapisok [From the Memoirs], (Moscow, 1873), II, 57. 
 
106 I. Radozhitsky, Poxodnie zapiski artilerista s 1812 po 1816 [The Memoirs of Gunner, 

1812-1816] (Moscow, 1835) I, 125, 129. 
 
107 N. Mitarevskii, Nashetsvie nepriatelia na Rossiu [The Enemy Invasion of Russia] 

(Moscow, 1878) 53. 
 
108 Ivan Zhirkevich, Zapiski [Notes], Russkaya Starina, 8(1874): 648. 
 
109 A. Muraviyev, “Avtographiobicheskie zapiski” [Autobiographical notes], Dekabristi: 

Novie materialy, (Moscow, 1955), 187; Idem., Writings and Letters, 103. 
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of the Russian generals, including some motivated by bigotry, jealousy and self interest, 

opposed Barclay de Tolly no matter what he did. General Dokhturov considered Barclay 

as “stupid and loathsome person”110; Ataman Platov declared that he would not wear the 

Russian uniform since Barclay de Tolly disgraced it.111  Despite Barclay de Tolly’s 

loyalty and commitment to Russia, he was increasingly unpopular among the 

superstitious soldiers, who saw “irrefutable” evidence of his betrayal – Barclay de Tolly 

was “German” and therefore he was a traitor.112 Later one of the Russian veterans on the 

question why Barclay de Tolly was detested in the army, admitted: “Because in 1812 he 

was called Barclay de Tolly, and not Kutuzov or Bagration”113 

Bagration was one of the central figures in this turmoil. The relations between two 

commanders grew tense at Smolensk. On many occasions Bagration showed little 

judgment and behaved in a rather childish manner. He accused Barclay of betraying 

Russia and was particularly enraged by the fact that Barclay de Tolly had broken his 

pledge not to leave Smolensk. Yermolov recalled that on one occasion generals had a 

passionate argument with Bagration yelling to Barclay, “You are German and do not care 

of Russia”, and Barclay replying, “You are fool and do not even understand why you call 

yourself Russian.”114 

                                                           
110 Dokhturov wrote to his wife - “You can not imagine, my friend, what a stupid and 

loathsome person Barclay is: he is irresolute, sluggish and not capable of commanding any 
section, least at all an army. The devil knows what got into him… leaving so many wounded in 
the hands of the enemy. My heart bleeds when I think of it.” ‘9 September’ 1812, Russkii arkhiv, 
1 (1874): 1099-1100. The date is not correct because Dokhturov wrote the letter the next day after 
the battle of Smolensk. 

 
111 Wilson, Narrative of Events . . . , 114-15. 
 
112 Barclay de Tolly was third-generation Russian from Livonia, where his Scottish 

ancestors settled in the 17th century. Josselson, Barclay de Tolly, vii, 1-5; Tartarovsky, Unknown 
Barclay, 5-15. 

 
113 P. Glebov, “Slovo o Barklae de Tolly” [About Barclay de Tolly], Sovremennik, 1858, 

N1, 155. 
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 Regardless of the reason, he complained to the Tsar that Barclay did not take into 

consideration his suggestions and endeavored to mislead him.115 He wrote Governor of 

Moscow Rostopchin, “I do not trust Barclay anymore and… can assure you that he will 

bring the enemy to you.”116 Two days after the battle of Smolensk, Bagration 

complained to Arakcheyev, “Your Minister [of War Barclay de Tolly] may be good at 

ministerial affairs, but as a general he is not only bad, but simply worthless. I am truly 

going out of my mind from grief.”117 The next day he exaggerated his achievements and 

minimized Barclay’s accomplishments in a petty letter to Arakcheyev saying: 

[My troops] held out for more than thirty-five hours with 15,000 men118 
and [they were] beating them [the French], whereas he [Barclay] did not 
remain even fourteen hours. It is disgraceful. It is a blot upon our army and 
as for him, I consider that he should not stay alive…. It is not my fault if 
the minister is feeble, cowardly, muddle-headed dawdler - everything that 
is worst. The whole army weeps over it, and condemns him out of 

hand.119 

 

Bagration was impatient to fight, regardless of the outcome; although he admitted 

that the Russians had only 80,000 men (by his reckoning) while Napoleon was 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
115 Bagration to Alexander, 19 August 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 233-35. 
 
116 Bagration to Rostopchin, 26 August 1812, Dubrovin, Patriotic War in Letters of 

Contemporaries, 96. 
 
117 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 19 August 1812, Otechestvennaya voina 1812 goda: sbornik 

dokumentov i materialov [The Patriotic War of 1812: A Compilation of Materials and 
Documents], (Moscow, 1941) 54. 

 
118 Bagration referred to General Rayevsky’s troops and his defense of Smolensk on 16 

August 1812. 
 
119 Bagration to Arakcheyev, 20 August 1812, Antony Brett-James, Eyewitness Accounts of 

Napoleon’s Defeat in Russia (New York, 1966), 96-97. 
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stronger.120 He stressed the French superiority in cavalry and appealed to Rostopchin for 

the additional troops. Despite his own analysis that the Russian could not defeat the 

French, he complained about Barclay’s leadership and added “though I am superior in 

rank, and thus must have the authority, I can not take command [from Barclay], because 

the Tsar does not want this.”121 He continued, “Even if I receive command, no means 

are left since he [Barclay] messed up everything, and the enemy is just 20 miles from me 

and attacks constantly.”122 Bagration’s arrogance seemed to know no bounds. He 

continually emphasized his successful retreat and ingratitude of the Tsar. “I do not praise 

myself, but my junction with the 1st army was an incredible and exceptional event. Yet, 

what did I get for it? I was not even given thanks, while past master [sic] Napoleon 

himself acknowledged [my success].”123 As more details reached Bagration about the 

courageous behavior of the Russian troops at Smolensk, the greater was his rage. In his 

distorted analysis, he was convinced that Smolensk could have been held. Writing to 

Governor Rostopchin, Bagration acknowledged, 

I owe a great deal to General Rayevsky. He commanded a corps and 
fought with dash…. Neverovsky’s new division fought with incredible 
bravery. But that wretch, scoundrel and vermin Barclay gave up a splendid 
position for nothing. I wrote him very seriously, I implored him in person 
not to withdraw; yet no sooner had I set out for Dorogobouzh than he 
began to follow me… I swear to you that Napoleon would have been 
defeated, but Barclay never listens to me and does everything that is useful 
to the enemy…. I can tell you that we would have covered Napoleon with 
shame if only the minister had held firm…. All the French prisoners tell 
me that he [Napoleon] was saying that once he vanquished Bagration, he 
could take on Barclay with his bare hands…  I do not rely on Barclay 
anymore and… can assure you that he will bring the enemy to you. I must 

                                                           
120 Bagration to Rostopchin, circa 26 August 1812, Dubrovin, Patriotic War in Letters of 

Contemporaries, 99. 
 
121 Bagration to Rostopchin, 26 August 1812, Ibid., 97. 
 
122 Bagration to Rostopchin, circa 26 August 1812, Ibid., 99 
 
123 Bagration to Rostopchin, circa 26 August 1812,  Ibid., 99. 
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admit that I am thinking of leaving Barclay and joining you, I would rather 

serve with Moscow militia”124  

After the surrender of Smolensk, Bagration wrote another derogatory letter to the 

Tsar, ignoring the facts of the campaign.  

I am perplexed and do not understand the reasons and purpose of this 
retreat…. If the minister looks for advantageous positions, then Smolensk 
was an appropriate place to halt the enemy for a long time. I do consider 
that the enemy had lost approximately 20,000 men… and seeing our firm 
resistance for a day or two, he [Napoleon] might have been forced to 

retreat.125  

 

Meanwhile, Alexander was in St. Petersburg and watched cautiously the military 

events. The reports he received from the army were far from cheerful. Despite the 

successes of General Wittgenshtein at Klyastitsy and Polotsk, and of General Tormasov 

at Kobrin, the loss of Smolensk and Napoleon’s march on Moscow overshadowed all of 

that. The panic in society grew by the hour and the reports about Napoleon’s further 

advance only intensified their attitude. While General Wittgenshtein was praised and 

called ‘savior of St. Petersburg”, Barclay was discredited and condemned. The news from 

the army was so disturbing that a new commander-in-chief had to be appointed 

immediately. On 17 August Prince Peter Volkonsky delivered a letter from General 

Count Shuvalov126 to Alexander. Shuvalov, painted a devastating picture of grumbling, 

demoralized and ill-fed army, blaming Barclay de Tolly for indecision and 

mismanagement. 

If Your Majesty would not give both armies a single commander, then I 
must attest on my honor and conscience that everything maybe irrevocably 
lost.... The army is so dissatisfied that even the rank-and-file openly 

                                                           
124 Bagration to Rostopchin, 26 August 1812, Ibid., 96. 
 
125 Bagration to Alexander, 19 August 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 235. 
 
126 Count Shuvalov was Tsar’s personal friend and intimate adviser 
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complain. The army has not the least confidence in the present 
commander… The supply system is badly organized, the soldiers are often 
without food, and the horses have been without oats for days. The 
commander-in-chief is entirely responsible for this state of affairs; he 
plans the marches so badly that the l’intendant général can do nothing. 
General Barclay and Prince Bagration do not get along; the latter is justly 
dissatisfied…. A new commander is necessary, one over both armies and 
Your Majesty should appoint him immediately; otherwise, Russia is 

lost.127 

 

Although the letter demonstrated certain bias in favor of Bagration, perhaps 

because Shuvalov was his distant relative, it reflected the sentiments of a large number of 

senior officers in the Russian armies and stimulated Alexander in making a decision. On 

17 August he called a committee composed of Field Marshal Count Alexander Saltykov, 

the chairman of the State Council, State Council members Counts Peter Lopukhin and 

Victor Kochubey, Minister of Police Alexander Balashov and the Military Governor of 

St. Petersburg Count Sergey Vyazmitinov. The head of the imperial chancellery General 

Aleksey Arakcheyev represented the Tsar.  

After examining Barclay de Tolly’s report and those of Bagration and other 

generals, the committee proceeded to discuss the question of a new commander-in-chief. 

First, the members considered candidacies of Generals Bagration, Bennigsen, Tormasov, 

Dokhturov and Pahlen128. But none of them was supported unanimously and finally 

members discussed Kutuzov’s candidacy. It was a delicate question. Though the nobility 

and most of the army had long been talking of Kutuzov’s appointment, the members of 

                                                           
127 Shuvalov to Alexander, 12 August 1812, Dubrovin, Patriotic War in Letters of 

Contemporaries, 71-73. 
 
128 Alexander Shishkov, Zapiski, mnenia i perepiska [Notes, Opinions and Correspondence] 

(Berlin, 1870), I, 154; It should be noted that the committee members considered only generals. 
Therefore, candidacy of Lieutenant-General Wittgenshtein was not discussed, though after the 
battles at Klyastitsy and Polotsk he was praised as ”the savior of St. Petersburg”. Also, the 
committee refused candidacies of the field marshals. There were two field marshals at the time, 
76 years old Count Saltykov and 70 years old Count Gudovich. Zhilin, Destruction of the 
Napoleonic army in Russia, 134-35. 
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the committee were well aware that after 1805 campaign and disaster at Austerlitz, the 

Tsar could not endure Kutuzov who fell likewise about the Tsar. For several hours the 

committee hesitated to make this proposal to the Tsar, but finally gathered the courage to 

recommend him to the Tsar. Alexander hesitated for three days and finally signed the 

decree on 20 August.129 On the same date special orders were sent to Barclay de Tolly 

and Bagration on the appointment of the commander-in-chief. Alexander informed both 

commanders that “various grave complications coming after the two armies united, have 

impelled me to appoint one commander above all others. I have chosen for this post the 

General of Infantry prince Kutuzov, under whose command I place all four armies….” 

130 The population, especially the people of St. Petersburg, celebrated Kutuzov’s 

appointment. A witness described the public jubilation, when “the people surrounded him 

[Kutuzov], touched his clothes and appealed, ‘Save us and defeat this cruel enemy.’ 

Kutuzov’s departure to the army turned into a majestic and touching [sic] procession”131 

Barclay de Tolly received his copy of the imperial decree on 27 August, while his 

army was marching through Vy’azma; he was disappointed by the news, especially since 

Tsar’s order was not accompanied by a personal note or any other message. This 

treatment, even more than the decision itself, made the blow particularly depressing for 

Barclay de Tolly. It was more distressing since the decision was made just when 

Barclay’s strategy was showing results and Napoleon’s superiority in numbers was 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 

129 Correspondence of Kutuzov, IV, 74-75. In a letter to his sister Catherine, Alexander 
wrote about his opposition to Kutuzov’s nomination. “At first I was against his appointment. But 
then Rostopchin told me that all Moscow desires Kutuzov as commander-in-chief, considering 
that Barclay and Bagration are both unable to command…. Besides, Barclay made a number of 
mistakes at Smolensk, and I had to concede to unanimous request and appoint Kutuzov…. Also, 
Kutuzov is in great favour among the public both here [St. Petersburg] and Moscow.” Prince 
Nikolay Mikhailovich, Perepiska imperatora Alexandra s sestroy velikoi kniazhnoi Ekaterinoi 
Pavlovnoi [Emperor Alexander’s Correspondence With His Sister Grand Duchess Catherine] (St. 
Petersburg, 1910) 82, 87-88. 

130 Alexander to Bagration, 20 August 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 239; also 
Beskrovny, Kutuzov: Compilation of the Documents, IV, 75.  
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almost eliminated. No one could more faithfully have respected Alexander’s parting 

warning at Polotsk: “Remember that this is my only army and that I have no other”.132 

Yet, now at Vyazma, Barclay was disgraced and humiliated. Justice demands the 

recognition of Barclay de Tolly’s achievement in saving the army and handing it over to 

his successor unimpaired.  

At the beginning of the campaign, the ratio of forces was against the Russians. It 

was, unquestionably, fortunate for Russia that Bagration and his supporters were not 

given high command, since a battle at that time would have led to the destruction of both 

armies and all of Russia would have been exposed to Napoleon’s armies. Opposing most 

of the army and especially Russian nobility, Barclay had preserved and prevented this 

from happening by his continuing retreat. To his credit, Barclay stoically endured this 

disgrace. He assured Alexander of his devotion to the motherland and “eagerness to serve 

the country at any post or assignment.”133 To justify his actions, Barclay wrote toward 

the end of the letter, “Had I been motivated by blind and reckless ambition, Your Majesty 

would probably have received a number of reports of battles fought, and nevertheless the 

enemy would still be at gates of Moscow without retaining sufficient forces able to resist 

him.”134  

Accurate information on Bagration’s reaction to Barclay’s dismissal is 

unavailable. Yet, it is obvious from his correspondence that he was pleased by this event 

and hoped for an appointment of a commander who would pursue more aggressive 

strategy. It is astounding that Bagration, who had waged war for the most of his life and 

had experienced the unpredictability of the war, was driven by this irrational and often 

                                                           
 
132 Löwenstern, Zapiski [The Notes], Russkaya Starina, 11(1900): 351. 
 
133 Barclay de Tolly to Alexander, 28 August 1812, Kharkevich, Barclay de Tolly v 
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mean-spirited attitude at such a crucial moment of the campaign. He complained about 

Barclay’s failure to keep his pledge not to surrender Smolensk, as if Barclay’s first duty 

was to honor his promise to Bagration rather than to save the army and the country. 

The Russian armies arrived in Tsarevo-Zaimische on 29 August 1812. The village 

of Tsarevo-Zaimische may not have been a perfect defensive position, but it had several 

features to recommend it. Located at the edge of a plain with a virtually unobstructed 

view for miles around, it was dominated by gently rising ground, which provided the 

Russians with admirable vantage points for observing enemy movements and for 

deploying their artillery batteries. Beyond the ridge the Smolensk-Moscow route 

stretched across a marshland and offered an unimpeded avenue of withdrawal if a retreat 

was ordered. Barclay and Bagration agreed that this was one of the very best defensive 

positions to be found between Smolensk and Moscow.135 They reached Tsarevo-

Zaimische on the early morning of 29 August, and immediately put the soldiers to work, 

building redoubts and other fortifications. The combined strength of the Russian armies 

amounted to some 120,000 men, including 10,000 militia and 11,000 Cossacks.136 

Barclay assumed that the Grand Army still outnumbered the Russians by a substantial 

margin. But with the addition of some 20,000 militias whom General Miloradovich was 

expected to bring to Gzhatsk the next day, Barclay reckoned that this numerical 

inferiority would be partially eliminated.  

On 29 August, the same day the army had began throwing up the fortifications at 

Tsarevo-Znaimesho, Kutuzov arrived to Gzhatsk, followed by an impressive suite of 

generals and aide-de-camps. Kutuzov’s actions on that day were a model of cunning 

calculation. The difference between Kutuzov and Barclay was that the latter knew that 

with the increasing discontent of the Russian people, Moscow could not be evacuated 

without a battle. Kutuzov’s initial orders on attack were all but propaganda aimed to calm 
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the rank-and-file. The fact that he was a native-born, noble Russian while Barclay de 

Tolly was of alien extraction, made Kutuzov a more suitable choice in the moment of 

national crisis, when all foreigners were suspected of treason. In the words of Clausewitz,  

“Kutuzov… no longer possessed either the activity of mind or body… 
However he knew Russians and how to handle them…. He could flatter 
the self-esteem of both populace and army, and sought by proclamation 

and religious observances to work on the public mind”137 

Kutuzov did just the right things and said exactly what was needed to foster the 

impression that he was going to stand and fight. After climbing out of his carriage in 

front of headquarters, he nodded his head approvingly at the sight of the honor guard 

drown up to greet him and then muttered audibly, “How can one go on retreating with 

young lads like these?”138. The comment, repeated from mouth to mouth, was on 

everybody’s lips by evening. Yet, on the next day Kutuzov, to the general astonishment 

of the officers and soldiers, ordered a retreat.139 Not until the late afternoon of 30 

August were Barclay and Bagration informed that the army would withdraw to positions 

behind Gzhatsk. A whole day was thus lost in the needless construction of fortifications, 

while the French army continued the pursuit. The Russian armies withdrew during the 

night of 30-31 August and reached Borodino on 3 September. 

Bagration was disappointed with Kutuzov’s nomination and probably he would 

not be satisfied with any commander other than himself. Minister of Police Alexander 

Balashov was informed at the time that “Prince Peter Bagration is extremely displeased 

with a new commander [Kutuzov]; it is said that he hoped to receive command of the 
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armies.” 140  Though Kutuzov and Bagration had been comrades in arms for many years, 

their personal relationship remained complicated. Bagration often criticized Kutuzov’s 

strategy and emphasized that “His Excellency [Kutuzov] has an exceptional talent to 

choose unsuccessful [defensive] strategy”141 Bagration was irritated by Kutuzov’s 

appointment since he understood that Kutuzov would continue retreat.142 He would 

probably have been annoyed by any appointment that would propose retreat. In the letter 

to Rostopchin on 28 August, he complained “[Kutuzov is] a fine goose [gus’], called the 

prince and the commander-in-chief! I can assure you he will bring him [Napoleon] to you 

[at Moscow] as Barclay intended to do….”143 In another letter, Bagration called 

Kutuzov a ‘swindler’144 and wrote, “I endeavor to serve [my country] and my heart is 

torn by desire, but… hands are tied as before.”145 Bagration’s anti-Kutuzov views soon 

became public and were discussed in the army and society. Governor Rostopchin, 

Bagration’s friend and Barclay’s long time rival, had to admit that “Barclay showed an 
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example of subordination, concealed his grievances and silently endured the insults … 

but Bagration behaved outrageously, disregarding all manners.“146 

 Bagration’s actions at Smolensk are difficult to explain. Patriot as he was, 

Bagration often ignored the obvious facts, claiming he was safeguarding “Holy Russia”.  

He accused Barclay of betraying Russia, yet his own actions could have threatened the 

Russian armies. He admitted Napoleon’s numerical superiority, but tenaciously called for 

the offensive that would have been disastrous for the country. After the battle at 

Smolensk he bragged about his achievements and minimized those of Barclay. Yet, 

despite his argument with Barclay, Bagration occasionally expressed his respect to him 

as he did at Usvyatie and later at Borodino. Though he appealed for the offensive, he 

complied with Barclay’s orders to retreat eastward and defend Dorogobouzh. 

Considering his correspondence it can be argued that Bagration suffered from the mental 

strains under the pressure of the campaign. Usually calm, respectful and agreeable, 

Bagration demonstrated his irrational and belligerent behavior. Even his associates 

observed this strange transformation in his character and criticized his behavior.  

Despite his weaknesses, Prince Peter was still one of the finest Russian 

commanders. His troops were distinguished for discipline and good spirits. He 

anticipated The French flanking maneuver long before Barclay and other Russians 

generals. Bagration’s decision to deploy Neverovsky’s division at Krasnyi safeguarded 

the Russian armies. During the battle of Smolensk, Bagration’s troops successfully 

defended the city and ensured the retreat of the main forces. 
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146 Bagration to Rostopchin, circa 28 August 1812, Headquarter’s Archives, V, 74; also 
Tartarovsky, Barclay de Tolly, 93; Yermolov, Memoirs, 100-101 



 

 

CHAPTER XX 

The Battle of Borodino, 7 September 1812  

 

“Oh, lead me to the battle, you, mighty in the fight, 

You, whose voice inspired  

Triumphant cries to the foe’s demise,
 Homeric Hero, Bagration the Great!” 

“Borodino Battlefield,” Denis Davidov, 18291 
 

 

 

With the French penetrating deep into Russia, Bagration sought to activate the 

regional population. Initially, the peasants organized small partisan bands, though the 

Tsar and nobility were cautious of rebellion and refused to arm them.2 Instead, Barclay 

de Tolly and Bagration decided to form regular troops that would employ guerrilla 

tactics3. Bagration emphasized the importance of the guerrilla warfare against the French 

                                                           
1 Davidov, Writings, 124. “O, rin menia na boi, ti, opitnii v boyakh | Ti, golosom svoim 

rozhdaushii v polkakh | Pogibeli vragov predchustvennie kliki, | Vozhd’ Gomericheskii, 

Bagration velikii!” 
 
2 The Russian partisan bands were not as organized as the Spaniard guerrillas; mostly they 

were hastily assembled peasant groups. On several occasions they attacked landowners and 
government officials. Therefore, Tsar and nobility were alarmed of the general peasant uprising, 
similar to Emelyan Pugachev’s rebellion in 1773-1775 and forbade arming the local population. 
Governor of Bobruisk informed Bagration that he “strictly prohibited providing peasants with 
arms [for security reasons] and anybody found with arms will be executed on the site.” Ignatiev 
to Bagration, circa 5 July 1812, Headquarters Archives, XIV, 228; Semevsky, V. “Volnenia 
krestian v 1812 godu, sviazannie s Otechestvennoi voinoi” [Peasant Disorders in 1812 in 
Connection With the Patriotic War], Otechestvennaia voina i russkoe obshestvo [The Patriotic 
War and Russian Society] (Moscow, 1912) V, 80-86. 
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3 Semevsky, The Patriotic War and Russian Society, V, 90-95; 



for “this is not an ordinary war, but a patriotic one.”4 He himself encouraged the 

spontaneous development of guerrilla and in the letter to Rostopchyn noted, “Smolensk 

gubernia is very patriotic; local guerrillas beat the French wherever they found them in 

small numbers.”5 Bagration believed that the guerrilla warfare would impede Napoleon’s 

advance into the depths of Russia and sabotage his communication and supply lines. He 

stressed the necessity of joint actions of partisans and the regular troops against 

Napoleon’s army. In his letter to Rostopchyn, he stated, “It seems to me that there is no 

other way but to gather all people and together with the army attack them [the French].“6  

Many of Bagration’s subordinates shared his views to create guerrilla movement; 

among them was Lieutenant Colonel Denis Davidov of Akhtyrsk Hussars Regiment. 

Davidov appealed to Bagration to allocate a detachment of the regular troops to raid the 

supply and communication lines of the French. On 2 September Bagration invited 

Davidov to his headquarters at Kolotsk monastery, near Borodino. He listened carefully 

to Davidov’s comment, about the possible partisan operations and approved his proposal. 

Next day Bagration met Kutuzov and suggested that a company of regular troops be  

established to employ guerrilla tactics. Doubting the success of this plan, Kutuzov still 

gave his consent, but decided to send only 50 hussars and 150 Cossacks.7 Davidov 

appealed for more troops in order to successfully accomplish his mission. He asserted, 

“All we need is valor in attack, resoluteness in encounters, and vigilance in bivouacs. I 

will make sure of that, but, I repeat, I need more troops… give me 1,000 Cossacks, and 

                                                           
 
4 Bumagi, otnosiashiesia do Otechestvennoi voini 1812 g., sobrannie i izdannie P.I. 

Shukinim, [Materials on The Patriotic War of 1812 compiled and published by P. I. Shukin], 
(Moscow, 1904), VIII, 168. 

 
5 Bagration to Rostopchin, 26 August 1812, Dubrovin, Patriotic War in Letters of 

Contemporaries, 98. 
 
6 Bagration to Rostopchin, (not dated) 1812, Ibid., 75. 
 
7 Davidov, Denis. “Dnevnik Partizanskikh deistvii 1812,” [Diary of Partisan Warfare, 1812], 

Sochinenia, VI, 11. For English translation of this memoir see Gregory Troubetskoy, In the 
Service of the Tsar Against Napoleon (London, 1999) 85-87 
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you would see wonders.”8 Bagration concurred with Davidov, criticizing Kutuzov’s 

caution:  

I do not understand what [Kutuzov] is afraid of. Is it worth a few hundred 
men, when if all goes well, he could deprive [the French] of all supplies… 
and if not, he risks losing only a handful of soldiers. So what is there to be 
done? War is not waged so that we can all kiss and make up…. I would 
have detached three thousand men for this first raid, for I do not like 
procrastination. But there is no use of talking - the field marshal himself 
fixed the number to go. We have to obey.9  

After brief discussion with Davidov about the operations, Bagration handed him  

the following instruction: 

I hereby instruct you to take all measures to harass the enemy from the left 
flank and to capture his foragers not only from the flanks, but also from 
the center and rear; to disorganize and destroy supply trains, transports and 
magazines; to break ferries and seize all accessories. I am confident that 
you will prove to be worthy of the mission you have been assigned. Please 
report only to me, and no one else on all matters. Send reports at every 
opportunity. Nobody must know anything of your movements and you 
must strive to maintain the strictest secrecy. As for provisioning your 
force, you must take care of that yourself.10 

As Bagration anticipated, Davidov’s troops became effective in fighting against 

the French. Beside Davidov’s group, a number of other guerrilla detachments were soon 

established under Colonel Kudashev, Captains Alexander Figner and Alexander Seslavin. 

These troops successfully fought against the French, combining their activities with 

peasant guerrilla groups in Smolensk, Vyazma, Kaluga and other regions.11  

Meanwhile, the French continued their pursuit of the Russian army. After leaving 

Gzhatsk on 4 September, Napoleon’s army advanced by forced marches, closely pressing 

                                                           
8 Davidov, Diary of Partisan Warfare, 13 
 
9 Ibid., 13 
 
10 Ibid., 141-42. 
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the Russian rear guard.12 General Konovnitsin’s troops and Platov’s Cossacks were under 

constant pressure of the French cavalry. They fought for thirteen hours on 1 September at 

Gzhatsk and three days later they barely repulsed the French attacks at Gridnevo.13 

Meantime, the Russian main forces, concentrating at Borodino, built fortifications and 

awaited reinforcements.14 

The position at Borodino was a matter of debate. Some generals, including 

Bagration and Ermolov, criticized it, while others approved Kutuzov’s choice. Kutuzov 

himself displayed a mixture of optimism and caution in his letter to Alexander. “The 

position in which I have stopped at the village of Borodino… is one of the best to find in 

the vicinity [of Moscow]. The weak point of this position is on the left flank and I will try 

to correct it.”15 The terrain was rolling, intersected by several streams and sharp valleys, 

and littered with woods and hamlets. The battlefield stretched from the confluence of the 

rivers Moscow and Kalotcha in the north to the hamlets of Utitsa on the old Smolensk 

road in the south. The Kolotcha stream and several other brooks flowed along the north 

of the plain, eventually joining the Moscow River. The streams were deeply scored in the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
11 Semevsky, The Patriotic War and Russian Society, V, 90-95; Kochetkov, A. Partizanskaia 

voina, [The Partisan War], The 150th Anniversary of the Patriotic War, 110-115; Kutuzov referred 
to ten partisan detachments. Kutuzov: Compilation of Documents, IV, 420.  

 
12 Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 90-96; Rossetti, Journal d’un compagnon de Murat, 

111; Fezensac, Journal of the Russian Campaign, 35-38; Holmes, E. Borodino, 1812, (London, 
1971), 32; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 794; Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of 
Russia, 134; Parkinson, Roger, The Fox of the North: The Life of Kutuzov, General of War and 
Peace (New York, 1976), 127 

 
13 Polikarpov, N. K istorii Otechestvennoi Voini 1812 g.: Po pervositochnikam [On the 

History of The Patriotic War of 1812: the Primary Sources] (Moscow, 1911) 32, 46; Holmes, 
Borodino, 32; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 794; Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year 
of Russia, 134; Nafziger, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 213 

 
14 Disposition of the 1st and 2nd Western Armies, Kutuzov: Compilation of Documents, 116, 

121; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 796; Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 
135-36; Nafziger, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 215-16.  

 
15 Kutuzov to Alexander, 4 August 1812, Kutuzov: Compilation of Documents, 129;.also 

Borodino: Dokumenti, pisma, vospominania [Borodino: Documents, Letters and Recollections] 
(Moscow, 1962), 64. 
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ground and marked with steep banks that would prove serious obstacles for the French 

attacks. There were several villages in the area, including Borodino, Utitsa, 

Semionosvkoe and Shevardino. The lower stretch of the Kolotcha, between Borodino and 

the Moscow River, had a steep right bank that was easy for the Russians to defend. On 

the other hand, in the south, the Russian positions were covered only by the waterless 

gullies of two streams - Semionovka and Kamenka. The village of Semionosvkoe 

occupied a key position on the east bank, but its wooden houses were useless for defense 

and the Russian were forced to dismantle or burn them down.16  

On 4 September Barclay and Bagration reviewed Russian positions. Barclay de 

Tolly remarked that although militiamen were constructing a redoubt at Shevardino, 

nothing had been done to fortify the central positions. It was largely due to Barclay’s 

insistence that work was started to build a fortification, later to be known as the 

Raevsky’s Redoubt.17 During this inspection, Bagration had an argument with Count 

Levin Bennigsen, the Russian chief of staff. Bagration pointed out that the French would 

have no problem turning his short left flank by sending troops up the old Smolensk-

Moscow road. Therefore, he decided to construct additional fortifications that would be 

known as the “Bagration fléches”. It is noteworthy that Barclay de Tolly’s survey was 

                                                           
16 Thiers, Consulate and the Empire VIII, 126-30; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 

794-95; Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 142-44; Duffy, Christopher, Borodino, 
(London, 1972), 71-72; Digby Smith, Borodino (Gloucestershire, 1998) 37-41. Clausewitz, The 
Campaign of 1812 in Russia, 149-50; Holmes, Borodino, 34-35; Tarle, Eugene, Borodino, 
(Moscow, 1962), 10-20; 

 
17 The Raevsky’s Redoubt was constructed in the shape of a "V" with two short épaulments 

(shoulders) at the tops. The work was originally open at the back, but a wooden palisade was 
raised to close it. But the otherwise impressive redoubt's guns were unable to fire properly on the 
surrounding terrain. The construction was begun only on the evening before the battle. This 
failure occurred because the men of the Moscow militia, to whom the work had been assigned, 
had not been provided with pickaxes and shovels, and began with no idea how to construct the 
desired structures. Some officers described these fortifications as “wrecks” with “shallow 
trenches up to the knees.” “Rasskaz o Borodinskom srazhenii otdelennogo Unter-Ofitsera 
Tikhonova” [Officer Tikhonov’s Recollections on Battle of Borodino], in Chtenia 

imperatorskogo obschestva istorii drevnostei [Proceedings of the Imperial Historical Society], 1 
(1872), 119-20.  
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inaccurate in describing events and claiming that fléches were built on Kutuzov’s 

orders.18  

On the early morning of 5 September, the sound of gunfire was heard from the 

direction of Kolotsky and shortly General Konovnitsyn’s troops came into view, pursued 

by the French. Soon entire Grand Army reached the battlefield. Napoleon immediately 

examined the Russian positions. It was obvious that the redoubt at Shevardino would 

impede the deployment of the French troops, especially since its guns could threaten the 

French from the top of the hill. French engineers put up bridges across the Kolotcha and 

by afternoon General Jean-Dominique Compans, commanding 5th Division of Davout’s 

Corps, moved his troops toward the Shevardino redoubt; General Poniatowski was also 

ordered to attack from the south. Supported by two of Murat’s cavalry corps, General 

Compans’ troops drove the Russian skirmishers back and continued their enveloping 

movement toward the south. A French battery at Fomkino began bombarding the 

Shevardino redoubt, while another battery was set up by Poniatowski’s troops southward. 

The Russians returned fire and the battle of Shevardino began.19 

                                                           
18 Barclay de Tolly, Survey of the Military Operations during 1812 Campaign, 24-25; 

Barclay later recalled, “It was decided that if attacked, [Bagration’s troops] will fall back and take 
position between Shevardino and Semyeonovskoe. Kutuzov also ordered construction of batteries 
and redoubts.” Russian Military Historical Society, VII, 197. 

 
19 Thiers, Consulate and the Empire VIII, 128-29; Lejeune, Memoirs, II, 175-79; Chambray, 

Histoire de l'expédition de Russie, 285-86; Bertin, La Campagne de 1812, 98-102; Fezensac, 
Journal of the Russian Campaign, 40; Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 52;  Rossetti, 
Journal d’un compagnon de Murat, 112-13; Denniée, Itineraire de l’empereur Napoleon, 65-66; 
Zemtsov, V. “Divizia Kompana v boiu za Shevardinskii redut 5 Sentiabria 1812 g.” [Compans’ 
Division at the Battle of Shevardino on 5 September 1812], Sergeant, No.7 (Moscow 2000), 3-8; 
Garnich, Commander Kutuzov: A Compilation of Articles, 178, 196-97. 

 796
 



Map 72. Russian Campaign, 24 August 1812 
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Shaped like a pentagon and some sixty yards wide, the redoubt at Shevardino was 

situated one kilometer in front of the main Russian positions at Borodino and had been so 

hastily constructed that some of its guns had been positioned in improper embrasures, 

while the rest had to fire over the crude earthwork.20 This fortifications was constructed 

after Colonel Toll suggested the construction of an observation post to “discover the 

direction from which the French forces were advancing and possibly to discover 

Napoleon’s intentions.”21 Quartermaster-General Vistitskii emphasized, “[The redoubt] 

was constructed at a distance [from Borodino] to halt the enemy advance and keep [the 

current] positions intact.”22  Prince Andrey Gorchakov, nephew of Field Marshal 

Suvorov, commanded some 12,000 men and 36 guns to defend the redoubt23. He was 

ordered to halt the French advance as long as possible and give the main army enough 

time to complete their fortifications at Borodino. Nevertheless, the Russian forces were 

inadequate for this mission. Soon after the attack began, the guns of Shevardino were 

silenced by the combined cannon fire and musketry of the French, while General 

Compans’ regiments attacked the redoubt from south. A bayonet charge followed. After 

                                                           
20 Zemtsov, “Compans’ Division at the Battle of Shevardino,” Sergeant, No.7, 3-8; Troitsky, 

1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 138-39. 
 
21 Clausewitz, The Campaign of 1812, 166. 
 
22 Kharkevich, 1812 Campaign in Diaries, Memoirs and Correspondence of the 

Contemporaries, I, 186. 
 
23 Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 52; Tarle, Borodino, 29; Troitsky, 1812 - The 

Glorious Year of Russia, 139; Rostunov, General Bagration, 229; Oboleshev, col. Borodinskii 
Boi I ego pamiatniki na Borodinskom pole [The Battle of Borodino and Monuments on the 
Borodino Battlefield], (Moscow, 1908), 34; The Russians had 8,000 infantry, 4,000 cavalry and 
36 guns (12 pieces inside the redoubt and 24 around it). Zemtsov, without reference to original 
sources, admitted 18,000 men and 46 cannon. Compans’ Division at the Battle of Shevardino, 
Sergeant, No.7, 3-8; 
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fierce hand-to-hand fight the entire Russian line began to retreat, allowing the French to 

occupy the redoubt by 6:00 p.m.. 24 

Seeing Gorchakov’s retreat, Bagration decided to counterattack and recapture the 

redoubt. Bagration’s decision to attack the French at Shevardino was often ascribed to his 

temperament or irrational behavior. Nevertheless, he intended to carry out Kutuzov’s 

orders to delay the French advance as long as possible and retreat only when Kutuzov 

himself found it necessary. Bagration ordered up the 2nd Grenadier Division to support 

Gorchakov’s troops. The Grenadiers recaptured the redoubt, but held it only with great 

difficulty. Gorchakov later admitted that he “wanted nothing better than for the darkest 

night to fall and bring an end to the battle”.25 Soon cavalry of Nansouty and Montbrun 

and the French infantry attacked the redoubt. A fierce fight followed, with both sides 

capturing the redoubt several times. The confused nocturnal fight was still raging at 

10:00 p.m. when Kutuzov ordered Bagration to recall the troops and leave the redoubt to 

the French. The French had lost up to 5,000 men, while the Russian losses amounted to 

some 6,000 men and several guns.26 Kutuzov claimed his troops captured eight French 

cannon.27  

                                                           
24 “Iz vospominanii kniazya Gorchkova,” [Memoirs of Prince Gorchakov], 1812 Campaign in 

Diaries, Notes and Memoirs of the Contemporaries, 197-98; Memoires du Löwernstein, 248; 
Lejeune, Memoirs, II, 175-79; Chambray, Histoire de l'expédition de Russie, 285-86; Bertin, La 
Campagne de 1812, 98-102; Fezensac, Journal of the Russian Campaign, 40; Beskrovny, The 
Patriotic War of 1812, 52; Thiers, Consulate and the Empire VIII, 128-29, Rossetti, Journal d’un 
compagnon de Murat, 112-13; Denniée, Itineraire de l’empereur Napoleon, 65-66; Gourgaud, 
Napoleon et La Grande Armée en Russie, 201-206; Compans’ Division at the Battle of 
Shevardino, Sergeant, No.7, 3-8; Nafziger, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 220-21; Troitsky, 
1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 139;  

 
25 Memoirs of Prince Gorchakov, 197. Also see, “Rasskaz Georgievskogo Kavalera iz divizii 

Neverovskogo,” [Story of the Order of St. George Chevalier From Neverovsky’s Division] in 
Chtenia imperatorskogo obschestva istorii drevnostei [Proceedings of the Imperial Historical 
Society], 1 (1872), 120-21.  
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26 Kutuzov to Alexander, 6 August 1812, Kutuzov: a Compilation of Documents, IV, 144-45; 
Denniée, Itineraire de l’empereur Napoleon, 65-66; Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 52; 
Garnich, Commander Kutuzov: A Compilation of Articles, 178, 193-94; Rossetti, Journal d’un 
compagnon de Murat, 112-13; Fezensac, Journal of the Russian Campaign, 40; Bertin, La 
Campagne de 1812, 98-102; Josselson, Barclay de Tolly, 136; Zemtsov, “Compans’ Division at 
the Battle of Shevardino,” Sergeant, No.7, 3-8; Nafziger, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 222. 



Many officers criticized Kutuzov’s decision to defend Shevardino. Ermolov justly 

remarked that the construction of the fléches had made the Shevardino redoubt 

superfluous “because it stood out of artillery range; consequently, there was no point in 

defending and maintaining it”28 Barclay de Tolly was enraged with whole affair; he had 

requested the redoubt to be abandoned previously, but Kutuzov and his staff insisted on 

its defense. Barclay blamed Bennigsen for this failure, since “[he] had chosen the 

position and did not want to lose face. Consequently, Bennigsen sacrificed six or seven 

thousand valiant soldiers and three cannon on 5 September.”29 After the battle Kutuzov 

himself stated that the battle at Shevardino gave the Russians time to continue the 

constructions of the fortifications at Borodino and determine the direction of Napoleon’s 

main attack.30 The loss of Shevardino convinced Kutuzov that Bagration and Barclay de 

Tolly were right that the left flank could not be adequately defended with Bagration’s 

troops.31 Therefore, Kutuzov decided to move General Nikolay Tuchkov’s 3rd Corps from 

the right-wing reserve position in the direction of Utitsa behind Bagration’s left flank.32  

                                                                                                                                                                             
According to Baron Lejeune, the 61st Line had suffered severely. The following day the 61st Line 
was inspected by Napoleon, who asked a colonel of the whereabouts of his battalion. “Sire”, the 
colonel replied, “it is in the redoubt.” Lejeune, Memoirs, II, 175-79. 

 
27 Kutuzov to Alexander, 6 September 1812, Kutuzov: a Compilation of Documents, IV, 144-

45; Kutuzov stated that from eight guns three were damaged and left in the redoubt. 
 
28 Borodino: Documents, Letters and Recollections, 350 
 
29 Barclay de Tolly, Survey of the Military Operations During 1812 Campaign, 18; Borodino: 

Documents, Letters and Recollections, 343. 
 
30 Most Russian scholars supported Kutuzov’s statement. Garnich, Commander Kutuzov: A 

Compilation of Articles, 177-78; Pavel Zhilin, Otechestvennaia voina 1812 goda [Patriotic War 
of 1812] (Moscow, 1988), 156-57; Beskrovny, The 150th Anniversary of the Patriotic War, 93-95; 
Tarle, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 189-90. 

 
31 Barclay de Tolly later wrote that Kutuzov and Bennigsen asserted that “it would be easy 

enough to defend the [Old Smolensk] road with the oppolchenie [militia] alone”, Ibid., 18-19 
 
32 Borodino: Documents, Letters and Recollections, 396. Josselson, Barclay de Tolly, 135-36; 

Duffy, Borodino, 74-75; Garnich, Commander Kutuzov: A Compilation of Articles, 177-78; 
Bogdanov, Boevoi  rassporiadok russkoi armii v Borodinskom srazhenii [The Order of battle of 
the Russian Army at Borodino] The 150th Anniversary of the Patriotic War, 111-12.   
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Both armies spent the whole day of 6 September preparing for the battle. By the 

afternoon Napoleon’s dispositions were complete. On the French right, Poniatowski’s 5th 

Corps was lined up on the old road to Utitsa. To the right centre, east of Shevardino, 

stood Davout’s 1st Corps, consisting of generals Louis Friant’s, Joseph Dessaix’s and 

Jean-Dominique Compans’ divisions. To the rear of Davout were the cavalry corps of 

Nansouty, Montbrun and Latour-Maubourg. Marshal Ney’s 3rd Corps was on Davout’s 

immediate left, with Junot’s 8th Corps and the Imperial Guard behind it. Eugene’s 4th 

Corps, reinforced with Morand’s and Gerard’s divisions, formed left wing of the Grand 

Army across the Kolotcha river at Borodino. Grouchy’s Cavalry Corps and the Italian 

Guard were deployed behind Eugene’s troops. General Philippe-Antoine Ornano’s 

cavalry covered the extreme left.33 Napoleon’s plan of attack was uninspiring. The 

Emperor decided to launch straightforward frontal attack, with diversions on the flanks. 

Under the cover of the artillery fire, Poniatowski was to advance along the old route, 

occupy Utitsa and threaten Russian left flank. The divisions of Compans and Dessaix 

would move against Bagration’s fléches; once this attack was under way, Ney was to 

advance to Semyenosvkoe with the 3rd Corps. Meanwhile, Eugene’s troops were to seize 

Borodino and then swing right across the Kolotcha River and storm the Raevsky’s 

Redoubt.34  

Kutuzov deployed his forces with Barclay’s 1st Western Army on the right flank 

and Bagration’s troops deployed on the left. On the extreme right were General Carl 

                                                           
33 Denniée, Itineraire de l’empereur Napoleon, 67; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 

798-99; Elting, Atlas of the Napoleonic Wars, map 116; Du Casse, Albert. Memoires et 
correspondance politique et militaire du prince Eugene (Paris, 1859), VIII, 2-3; Holmes, 
Borodino, 36; Duffy, Borodino, 85-86; Nafziger, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 224, 229. 

 
34 Ordre pour la bataille, 6 September 1812, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier., No.19181, 

XXIV, 239; Tarle, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 190; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 
796-97; Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 53; Denniée, Itineraire de l’empereur Napoleon, 
67. Foord, Napoleon’s Russian Campaign, 204-205; Zhilin, Patriotic War of 1812, 156-57. It 
should be noted that Marshal Davout proposed an outflanking maneuver on the Russian left flank. 
Given the shortness of the Russian line and manifest weakness of their left wing, Davout 
suggested to attack in a powerful encircling movement through the Utitsa woods; Napoleon 
turned this proposal down on the grounds that it was too dangerous. Thiers, Consulate and the 
Empire VIII, 130; Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 95; Gallaher, The Iron Marshal, 246. 
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Baggevout’s 2nd Corps and General Alexander Osterman-Tolstoy’s 4th Corps, under the 

overall command of General Mikhail Miloradovich. Korf’s 2nd Cavalry Corps lay behind 

Baggevout’s troops, with General Feodor Uvarov’s 1st Cavalry Corps further back to the 

right. General Dimitri Dokhturov’s 6th Corps occupied the high grounds between Gorki 

and Raevsky’s Redoubt, with Count Peter Pahlen’s 3rd Cavarly Corps in support. The 

Raevsky’s Redoubt was defended by General Nikolay Raevsky’s 7th Corps. Part of the 7th 

Corps with General Carl Siever’s 4th Cavalry Corps held the edge of the plateau behind 

Semionovskoe. The left flank was defended by Bagration’s 8th Corps under Nikolay 

Borozdin, with Mikhail Vorontsov’s Combined Grenadier and Dimitri Neverovsky’s 27th 

Infantry divisions deployed in the fléches. On the extreme left was Nikolay Tuchkov’s 3rd 

Corps, with Moscow militia in reserve, protecting the old Moscow route and covering 

Bagration’s rear. 35 

The Russian commanders had different conceptions of strategy that caused 

several defects in the Russian deployment. Bagration and Barclay de Tolly emphasized 

that Napoleon’s major attack would be directed against the weak Russian left flank, while 

Kutuzov and his advisers, Toll, Bennigsen, were cautious of the right wing fearing that 

Napoleon would direct his main attack in this direction and cut new Smolensk road, that 

is, the shortest route to Moscow. Some junior officer overheard Bagration arguing at the 

headquarters, “Why are you so concerned about the right flank [when] the left flank is 

threatened.”36 As a result the right flank was strongly defended, while the left wing was 

over-extended and vulnerable. After battle of Shevardino, Kutuzov intended to correct 

this by deploying Tuchkov’s troops on the extreme left under cover of thick woods; they 

                                                           
35 Battle of Order of the 1st and 2nd armies at Borodino, Feldmarshal Kutuzov: sbornik 

dokumentov I materialov [Field Marshal Kutuzov: a Compilation of Materials and Documents] 
(Moscow, 1947) 159; Dispozitsia dlia 1-oi i 2-oi Zapadnikh armii pri sele Borodine 
raspolozhennikh Avgusta 24 dnia 1812 [Deployment of the 1st and 2nd Western armies at 
Borodino on 24 August 1812] Kutuzov: A Compilation of Documents, 140-43. 

 
36  “Rasskaz o Borodinskom srazhenii otdelennogo Unter-Ofitsera Tikhonova” [Officer 

Tikhonov’s Recollections on Battle of Borodino], in Chtenia imperatorskogo obschestva istorii 

drevnostei [Proceedings of the Imperial Historical Society], 1 (1872), 119.  
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were to launch a surprise attack on the French flank.37 Though Benningsen reversed this 

order and deployed the 3rd Corps on the open plain,38 Kutuzov’s initial plan would have 

been difficult to implement. The French attacks on Bagration’s fléches were so 

formidable, that he immediately proposed to move one of Tuchkov’s division to reinforce 

his troops. However, Tuchkov’s surprise attack, as Kutuzov planned it, was rendered 

impossible by Poniatowski’s attack against him. 

Barclay de Tolly and Bagration criticized Kutuzov’s disposition, asserting that the 

French would launch a diversion on the right wing and then attempt to overwhelm 

Russian left flank.39 Many officers shared their views. Captain Alexander Figner told his 

comrade-in-arms on the eve of the battle that “Napoleon will throw all his forces on this 

[left] flank and drive us into the Moscow River.”40 According to General Ermolov, “the 

                                                           
37 Notes of Quartermaster A. Sherbinin, Kharkevich, 1812 Campaign in Diaries, Memoirs and 

Correspondence of the Contemporaries, I, 15; Borodino: Documents, Letters and Recollections, 
395; Feodor Glinka, Ocherki Borodinskogo srazhenia (vospominania o 1812 gode) [Sketch of the 
Battle of Borodino (Recollections of 1812 Campaign)] (Moscow, 1839), II, 6-7; Buturlin, 
Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, I, 268; Neelov, N. Opit opisania Borodinskogo srazhenia 
[Attempt to Describe the Battle of Borodino] (Moscow, 1839) 30-31 

 
38 Kutuzov did not informed Barclay or Bennigsen on this change in dispositions. Just before 

the battle, as General Bennigsen passed through that area, he was assailed with complaints about 
their dispositions from the officers of the 3rd Corps. At his own discretion, Bennigsen reversed 
Kutusov's order, directing Tuchkov to abandon the planned ambush and take up a position on the 
open plain to calm the commanders’ fears. Neither Kutusov nor other commanders were informed 
of the change, and it was presumed that Tuchkov, who died on the 7 September, had made the 
changes in the positions. The truth came to light only in early 1813. Borodino: Documents, 
Letters and Recollections, 396. Josselson, Barclay de Tolly, 135-36; Duffy, Borodino, 74-75; 
Notes of Quartermaster A. Sherbinin, Kharkevich, 1812 Campaign in Diaries, Memoirs and 
Correspondence of the Contemporaries, I, 15; Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 144. 

 
39 Bagration and Barclay also criticized the closed deployment of the troops. During the battle 

thousands of men lost their lives to no purpose because the French artillery had an excellent 
target in compact masses of Russian troops standing motionless. The Preobrazhensky and 
Semeonovsky Lifeguards were in reserve and lost over 500 men without participating in battle. 
Aglamov, Historical Materials of the Semyenovsky Lifeguard Regiment, 51. Clausewitz also 
criticized the deployment of the Russian troops. “The cavalry stood from 300 to 400 paces behind 
infantry, and the distance… to the great reserve was scarcely 1000 paces. The consequence was 
that both cavalry and the reserve suffered severely from the enemy fire without being engaged.” 
The Campaign of 1812 in Russia, 155. 
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40 “Memoirs of Rodozhnitsky,” in Borodino: Documents, Letters and Recollections, 383. 



left wing was tangibly weak in comparison with other sectors of our position. The 

fortifications there were incomplete and time was so short that there was nothing we 

could do to strengthen them.”41 Besides, Kutuzov told Barclay and Bagration to proceed 

freely; so they were able to seize initiative in combat, but they did not change their low 

opinion of the aged Kutuzov as a tactical commander.42    

The strength of the Russian army is still a matter of controversy, with numbers 

varying from 120,000 to 135,000 men.43 But recent research proved that by 7 September 

the Russians had 154,634 soldiers, of whom 115,134 men were regular troops,44 and 640 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
41 Borodino: Documents, Letters and Recollections, 351. 
 
42 Notwithstanding the facts, Soviet scholars followed the official indoctrination and 

attempted to depict Kutuzov as a great strategist, who anticipated Napoleon’s every movement 
and reacted accordingly. Zhilin justified Kutuzov’s decisions and stated that Kutuzov actively 
took part in the battle. Beskrovny praised Kutuzov’s strategy and called him “strategist of the 
world significance”, while Garnich claims Kutuzov had a “precisely elaborated plan” and 
understood Napoleon’s designs on attacking left flank, but “did not consider it necessary to make 
any changes in the deployment.” Zhilin, Patriotic War of 1812, 173; Beskrovny, The 150th 

Anniversary of the Patriotic War, 95. Garnich, Commander Kutuzov: A Compilation of Articles, 
178, 193-94. 

 
43 Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 50; Zhilin, Patriotic War of 1812, 155; Muratov, 

Historical Survey of Patriotic War and it’s Reasons, 93; Tarle, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 
188; Duffy, Borodino, 87; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 796, 799; Foord, Napoleon’s 
Russian Campaign, 200-01; Josselson, The Commander: a Life of Barclay de Tolly, 135; 
Sokhvadze, Boris, 1812 tslis samamulo omis gmirta istoriidan [From the History of The Patriotic 
War of 1812], (Tbilisi, 1988), 182; Smith, The Napoleonic Wars Data Book, 392; Garnich, N. 
Borodinskoe srazhenie [The Battle of Borodino], Polkovodets Kutuzov: sbornik statei 
[Commander Kutuzov: A Compilation of Articles], (Moscow, 1965), 192-93; Austin, Napoleon’s 
Invasion of Russia (The March on Moscow), 262. 

 
44 According to the reports of the commanders-in-chief, the 1st Western Army was numbered 

75,373 men (not including Cossacks and militia) and 420 guns. Kutuzov was informed that the 1st 
Western Army enlisted 67,391 soldiers and 7,982 officers; artillery consisted of 144 position, 200 
light and 76 horse guns. Report on the composition of the 1st Western Army, 6 September 1812, 
Kutuzov: a Compilation of Documents, IV, 147; also Borodino: Documents, Letters and 
Recollections, 27, 75; Kutuzov reported 113,323 men (not including Cossacks and militia) in 
both armies. Alexander to Kutuzov, 5 September, 1812, Kutuzov: a Compilation of Documents, 
IV, 138.  

 804

Bagration’s 2nd Western army enlisted 39,761 soldiers. By the end of August, the 2nd Western 
Army amounted to 34,925 men. On 31 August it was reinforced with 4976 men, but lost some 
140 men at rearguard actions from Gzhatsk to Shevardino. Kutuzov: a Compilation of 



guns45. Russian headquarters estimated the French strength at 185,000 men and 1,000 

guns,46 though Kutuzov himself believed Napoleon commanded 165,000 men.47 

Bagration assessed Great Army as 150,000-men strong.48 In fact, Napoleon had at his 

disposal only some 135,000 men with 587 guns.49 However, these soldiers represented 

some of the 450,000 troops of the main French armies that invaded Russia in June. The 

regiments were depleted, sick and weary from the constant marches, malnutrition and 

fighting. More specifically, the cavalry was in bad condition. Besides, the Imperial 

Guard, some 30,000 men, the best of the French troops, remained idle during the entire 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Documents, IV, part 2, 712-713; Borodino: Documents, Letters and Recollections, 32, 75; 
Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 141. 

According to the battle order of the Cossacks troops on 7 September, Ataman Platov 
commanded 7,000 Cossacks, and there were another 4,000 Cossacks in the 2nd Western Army 
under Major-General Karpov; in total, 11,000 men. Russian Military Historical Society, 1913, IV, 
part I, 502-503, 509, 522-23. 

Finally, some 28,500 militiamen took part in the battle. Volodin, P. O roli i chislenosti 
Moskovskogo narodnogo opolchenia 1812 g [On the Role and Strength of the Moscow Militia in 
1812], Istoricheskie zapiski, (Moscow, 1962), XXLII, 252-53; Voprosi istorii, (Moscow,1962), 
N9, 30; Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 142. 

In addition, Russian scholar Shvedov referred to some 157,000 Russian soldiers at Borodino.  
Komplektovanie, chislenost’ i poteri russkoi armii v 1812 g [Organization, Strength and Losses 
of the Russian army in 1812], Istoria SSSR, (Moscow 1987), No.4, 13;  Based on recent research, 
Russian scholars Aleksey Vasieliev and Andrey Eliseev acknowledged 155,200 Russian soldiers 
at Borodino. Russkie soedinyeonnie armii pri Borodino 24-26 Avgusta (5-7 sentiabria) 1812 g. 
[United Russian Armies at Borodino on 24-26 August (5-7 September 1812)] online publications 

of the General Headquarters (http://www.genstab.ru) 
 
45 Larionov, A. Ispolzovanie artilerii v Borodinskom srazhenii [Artillery at the Battle of 

Borodino], The 150th  Anniversary of the Patriotic War, 116-33. 
 
46 RGVIA, f. VUA, d. 3465, ll. 75-89 
 
47 Kutuzov to Alexander, 6 September 1812, RGVIA, f. 1409, op. 1, d. 710, p. 1, ll. 221-22 
 
48 Bagration to Rostopchin, 20 August 1812, Dubrovin, Patriotic War in Letters of 

Contemporaries, 88. 
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49 Thiers, Consulate and the Empire VIII, 132; Denniée, Itineraire de l’empereur Napoleon, 
71; Duffy, Borodino, 87-88; Austin, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia (The March on Moscow), 
262; Riehn, 1812: Napoleon’s Russian Campaign, 479; Palmer, Napoleon in Russia, 110; 
Clauzewitz, The Campaign of 1812 in Russia, 145, 156; Tarle, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 
189-90; Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 142; Muratov, Historical Survey of 
Patriotic War and it’s Reasons, 93; Chandler acknowledged 156,000 men in the Grand Army at 
Borodino. The Campaigns of Napoleon, 794.  



battle and the actual number of the French who fought in the battle was some 112,000 

soldiers.50  

In general, the Russian army was in better condition than Napoleon’s troops. The 

artillery not only had numerical superiority over the French (640 to 587), but also the 

advantage in calibre. Bagration spent 6 September resting his troops and preparing for the 

battle. He demonstrated deep concern for his troops. General Mayevsky recalled, “The 

next day [after Shevardino] I was asleep in the courtyard. Prince [Bagration], passing me 

by with his retinue, moved so quietly and silently as we usually do while approaching the 

room of a beloved who is asleep. Such attention to his troops… only strengthened their 

feeling of loyalty to this commander.”51 

The battle of Borodino commenced early on the morning of 7 September. Shortly 

after 6:00 a.m. the artillery of the Imperial Guard welcomed the dawn with the first 

cannon shots, and the Russians soon replied.52 

                                                           
 
50 From the initial 450,000 men, some 30,000 Austrians of General Karl Philip 

Schwarzenberg and General Reynier’s 7th Corps remained on the right flank opposing Alexander 
Tormasov’s 3rd Western Army around Kobrin; in the north, the 10th Corps under Marshal 
Jacques-Etienne Macdonald and the 6th Corps of Marshal Laurent Gouvin Saint-Cyr fought 
against General Wittgenshtein. The artillery of the Old Imperial Guard was employed during the 
battle and one regiment of the Young Guard was moved to support the right flank of the French 
army, but this unit did not take part in the battle.  

 
51 “Iz vospominanii S.I. Mayevskogo,” [From S.I. Mayevsky’s Recollections], Borodino: 

Documents, Letters and Recollections, 370. 
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52 It was soon found that the range was too great and the French cannons had to be moved 
forward to some 1,300 yards. Duffy, Borodino, 95. Inspector-General of the French artillery 
Lariboissière later stated that the French fired 60,000 cannon balls and 1,400,000 musket shots 
during the battle, that gives 100 canon and 2,300 musket shots in a minute. Denniée, Itineraire de 
l’empereur Napoleon, 81. 



 

Map 73. Battle of Borodino, 7 September 1812 
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There was no hesitation on either side and “the thick clouds of smoke curled from 

the batteries into the sky and darkened the sun, which seemed to veil itself in a blood-red 

shroud.”53 Prince Eugene’s 106th Line attacked the right flank and carried the village of 

Borodino. The French crossed the Kolotcha and advanced towards Gorki, but they came 

under the fire of the Russian artillery and were counterattacked by the Russians.  Only 

the courageous efforts of the 92nd Line enabled the 106th line to disengage and retreat 

back to positions around Borodino.54  

Around 6:30 a.m. Marshal Davout attacked the left flank of the Russian army. 

Supported by Ledru’s division of Ney’s Corps to its left, Compans’ division advanced 

along the woods around Utitsa against Bagration’s southern fléches.55 Simultaneously, 

the 5th Corps of Poniatowski advanced towards Utitsa, outflanking Bagration’s 

positions.56 Bagration had only the 8th Infantry Corps of some 8,000 men.57 As the 

                                                           
 
53 Notes of Rodozhnitsky, Borodino: Documents, Letters and Recollections, 386. 
 
54 Du Casse, Memoires et correspondance du prince Eugene, VIII, 5; Adalbert de Baviere, 

prince, Eugene de Beauharnais, Beau-fils de Napoleon (Paris, ), 166; Thiers, Consulate and the 
Empire VIII, 136-37; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 800; Bernardy, Eugene de 
Beauharnais,309; Fezensac, Journal of the Russian Campaign, 44-45; Bertin, La Campagne de 
1812, 67-93; Rossetti, Journal d’un compagnon de Murat, 116-18; Borodino: Documents, Letters 
and Recollections, 136. Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 146; Garnich, “The Battle 
of Borodino,” in Commander Kutuzov: A Compilation of Articles, 193-94; Beskrovny, The 
Patriotic War of 1812, 57-59; Zhilin, The Patriotic War of 1812, 159-61; Duffy, Borodino, 96-97.  

 
55 There is confusion on the number of the attacks on the fléches. The western historians refer 

to three major assaults by the French divisions. The Russian scholars also considered minor 
attacks by the battalions during these major charges and acknowledged eight assaults on 
Bagration’s positions. Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 96; Thiers, Consulate and the Empire 
VIII, 137; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 800; Lejeune, Memoirs, II, 180-81; 
Hourtoulle, Davout, 261-62; Bertin, La Campagne de 1812, 67-93; Rossetti, Journal d’un 
compagnon de Murat, 116-18; Riehn, 1812: Napoleon’s Russian Campaign, 246; Borodino: 
Documents, Letters and Recollections, 136. Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 57-59; Zhilin, 
The Patriotic War of 1812, 159; Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 146; Tarle, 
Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 193-96. Garnich, “The Battle of Borodino,” in Commander 
Kutuzov: A Compilation of Articles, 193-94.  
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56 Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 800; Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 
148; Garnich, The Battle of Borodino, Commander Kutuzov: A Compilation of Articles, 209; 



French approached the fléches, the Russians opened fire with canister. The fight raged 

fiercely and the fléches were bitterly contested as both sides sent reinforcements. A 

witness wrote, “les Russes se defendent comme des lions; les Francais combattent 

comme des heroes.”58 But the French obviously underestimated the strength of the 

Russian left flank. Napoleon kept Friant’s division in reserve and Davout’s two divisions 

which were able to capture one fléches, were unable to hold it when Bagration counter-

attacked with Vorontsov’s and Neverovsky’s divisions. Also, Poniatowski’s supporting 

assault on the extreme Russian left had been delayed until 8:00 and was too late to 

support Davout’s charges. Baron Lejeune recalled that “the Marshal [Davout], greatly put 

out at having to make an isolated assault in front on a position which he thought ought to 

be attacked simultaneously on three sides, said to me angrily, ‘It is a confounded shame 

to make me take the bull by the horns.’”59 

At about 7:00 a.m. Marshal Davout rallied his troops, and supported by Ney’s 

Corps, attacked the fléches.60 The fighting was savage and casualties mounted; Russian 

artillery fire caused frightful casualties to the dense French columns, particularly among 

the French officers. Count Segur recalled,  

 

[General] Compans fell wounded along with the bravest of his soldiers… 
at that moment [General] Rapp galloped up to replace Compans and led 
them at a run with leveled bayonets against redoubt. Just as he reached it 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Gallaher, The Iron Marshal, 247; Riehn, 1812: Napoleon’s Russian Campaign, 479; Rossetti, 
Journal d’un compagnon de Murat, 112-18; 

 
57 Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 58; Zhilin, The Patriotic War of 1812, 159; 

Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 800;  
 
58 Denniée, Itineraire de l’empereur Napoleon, 77. 
 
59 Lejeune, Memoirs, II, 181. 
 

 809

60 Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 97; Joly, Le Maréchal Davout, 87-88; Vigier, Davout, 
96-98; Lejeune, Memoirs, II, 180-81; Rossetti, Journal d’un compagnon de Murat, 117; Gallaher, 
The Iron Marshal, 247; Hourtoulle, Davout, 261-62; Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of 
Russia, 148-49; Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 58-59; Zhilin, The Patriotic War of 1812, 
159. 



he, too, fell - this was the twenty-second time he had been wounded. A 
third general [Dessaix] succeeded him, only to fall in his turn.61  
 

Finally, Marshal Davout, riding forward to rally Compans’ men, had his horse 

shot from under him, throwing him to the ground and inflicting a severe contusion.62 

Despite these casualties, the French kept advancing and overwhelmed the southern 

fléches, driving Bagration’s men back. 63 He immediately counter-attacked with 

Neverovsky’s division, recapturing the positions. Bagration also advanced three 

cuirassier regiments that pursued the recoiling French back to their main lines, capturing 

twelve guns. But in turn, the Russian cavalry was attacked and routed by the two 

Wurttemberg cavalry regiments. By 7:40 a.m. the French occupied the southern fléches, 

but were repulsed elsewhere and Bagration retained his positions.64  

Considering the French superiority, Bagration concentrated his forces by moving 

eight battalions of 7th Corps, the 2nd Grenadier Division of Charles von Mecklenburg and 

2nd Cuirassier Division of General Duka to Semyenovskaya. He also requested General 

Tuchkov, who formally was not under his command, to detach his 3rd Division of the 1st 

                                                           
 
61 Segur, Napoleon’s Russian Campaign, 66. Also, Bertin, La Campagne de 1812, 68; 

Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 97; Joly, Le Maréchal Davout, 87-88; Vigier, Davout, 96-98; 
Lejeune, Memoirs, II, 180-81; Rossetti, Journal d’un compagnon de Murat, 117; 

 
62 Davout landed so hard that Napoleon was informed of his death. The Emperor sent Murat 

to replace Davout, but the latter was already back on his feet. Memoires et souvenirs, II, 97; Joly, 
Le Maréchal Davout, 87-88; Thiers, Consulate and the Empire VIII, 137;Vigier, Davout, 96-98; 
Lejeune, Memoirs, II, 175-79; Rossetti, Journal d’un compagnon de Murat, 117; Gallaher, The 
Iron Marshal, 247; Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 148-49; Beskrovny, The 
Patriotic War of 1812, 58-59; Zhilin, The Patriotic War of 1812, 159.  

 
63 Segur, Napoleon’s Russian Campaign, 66; Bertin, La Campagne de 1812, 70 
 
64 Tarle, Borodino, 159; Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 58-59; Zhilin, The Patriotic 

War of 1812, 159; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 800; Gallaher, The Iron Marshal, 247; 
Davout, Memoires et souvenirs, II, 97; Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 148-49; 
Duffy, Borodino, 99-101; Segur, Napoleon’s Russian Campaign, 65-67; Riehn, 1812: Napoleon’s 
Russian Campaign, 246; Muratov, Historical Survey of Patriotic War and it’s Reasons, 94-95; 
Buturlin, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, I, 334-35; Chambray, Histoire de l'expédition de Russie, 
304-305; Smith, Borodino, 76-77; Sainte-Hillaire, Emile, Histoire de la campagne de russie 
pendant l’annee 1812 et de la captivite des prisonniers francais en Siberie et dans autres provinces 
de l’empire (Paris, 1848) II, 16-17; Nafziger, Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 235-36;  
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Western Army to support the fléches.65 Finally, Bagration appealed to Kutuzov and 

Barclay de Tolly for help.66 Belatedly, Kutuzov realized that there was now little 

likelihood of the major French attack on the right flank and the weakness of the left wing 

was obvious. So he ordered the three lifeguard regiments (Izmailovsk, Finland, 

Lithuanian), three cuirassier regiments and the lifeguard horse artillery to reinforce 

Bagration. Barclay de Tolly also dispatched the 2nd Corps under General Baggevout on 

its long march from the extreme right to Semionovskoe.67 But though reinforcements 

were on the way, it would take at least one and a half hours before they would arrive, 

thereby providing the French with time to prepare and launch their next attack.  

Bagration had some 15,000 men and around 200 cannon to meet this assault.68 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
65 Thiers, Consulate and the Empire VIII, 137-38; Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of 

Russia, 148-49; Muratov, Historical Survey of Patriotic War and it’s Reasons, 95-96; Beskrovny, 
The Patriotic War of 1812, 58-59; Zhilin, The Patriotic War of 1812, 160-61; Nafziger, 
Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia, 235-36. 

 
66 “Iz zapisok Vistitskogo” [From Vistitsky’s Notes] in Kharkevich, 1812 Campaign in 

Diaries, Memoirs and Correspondence of the Contemporaries,186. Major General Mikhail 
Vistitsky was Quartermaster-General of the 2nd Western Army. 

 
67 Vistitskii’s Memoirs, 187; Tarle, Borodino, 34; Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 58-

59; Zhilin, The Patriotic War of 1812, 159; Garnich, Commander Kutuzov: A Compilation of 
Articles, 209; Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 148-49; Muratov, Historical Survey 
of Patriotic War and it’s Reasons, 94-95; Duffy, Borodino, 102; Riehn, 1812: Napoleon’s 
Russian Campaign, 246-47;  Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 800; Nafziger, Napoleon’s 
Invasion of Russia, 234-35.  

 
68 Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 59-60; Zhilin, The Patriotic War of 1812, 159-60; 

Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 148-49; Tarle, Borodino, 35-36 
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Napoleon reinforced his right flank and ordered another attack. Around 8:00 a.m. 

Davout’s and Ney’s corps, supported by Junot’s 8th Corps and the 1st and the 4th Reserve 

Cavalry Corps under Murat, attacked the Russian positions.69 The Compans’ division 

charged the leading fléches from the south while General Francois Ledru’s troops came 

in from the north. Both sides endeavored to concentrate as much artillery as possible at 

this relatively narrow sector of the battlefield. The shrapnel mowed down combatants by 

the squads. The battle scene appalled a Russian participant: 

“A hellish day! I have gone almost deaf from the savage, unceasing roar 
of both artilleries. Nobody paid any attention to the bullets, which were 
whistling, whining, hissing, and showering down on us like hail. Even 
those wounded by them did not hear them: we had other worries!”70 
 

After a murderous fight, Ney himself entered the fortification at the head of the 

24th Leger, driving the Russians out the fléches. Only at this point the French found out 

that there was a third fléches built behind the front two. The fléches occupied by the 

French were opened in the rear and afforded no protection from the heavy artillery fire 

directed against them from the third fléche.71 Hand-to-hand fighting raged all around the 

fortifications and both sides suffered heavy casualties; General Vorontsov was seriously 

wounded; his regiment lost two-thirds of its strength and as Vorontsov declared later,  “it 

did not disappear from the battlefield… [but] simply ceased to exist”72. Simultaneously 

eight battalions of Rayesvky’s 7th Corps arrived to repulse the French; Bagration 

                                                           
69 Thiers, Consulate and the Empire VIII, 137; Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 800-

801; Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 58-59; Zhilin, The Patriotic War of 1812, 159; 
Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 148-49; 

 
70 Nadejda Durova, The Cavalry Maiden: Journals of a Female Russian Officer in the 

Napoleonic Wars, (London, 1988), 143. 
 
71 Thiers, Consulate and the Empire VIII, 137-38; Gallaher, The Iron Marshal, 248;Tarle, 

Borodino, 35-36; Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 58-60; Zhilin, The Patriotic War of 
1812, 159-60; Troitsky, 1812 - The Glorious Year of Russia, 149-51; Nafziger, Napoleon’s 
Invasion of Russia, 236; Glinka, The Battle of Borodino, II, 10-15; Chambray, Histoire de 
l’expedition de Russie, I, 340-45; 

 
72 “Vorontsov’s notes,” Borodino: Documents, Letters and Recollections, 342. 
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immediately launched a frontal counterattack with Neverovsky’s division and sent the 2nd 

Cuirassier Division to charge from the south. The fortunes of the battle swung back and 

forth, but the Russians held on to their positions while the French sustained many 

casualties. A French officer later described the horrors of the fight. “The struggle which 

developed was one of the most murderous I have ever seen…. The cannonballs and shells 

rained down like hail, and the smoke was so thick that only at rare intervals could one 

make out the enemy masses.”73 

Seeing the Russians counterattack, Murat charged with his cavalry. The Russian 

officer Fedor Glinka recalled, “A horsemen in a gaudy uniform led the attack followed by 

a stream of cavalry. It seemed as if the medieval knight cavalry was attacking! Mighty 

cavalryman, in yellow and silver armor, merged into single column… and followed 

Murat.”74 Despite their initial success, the French attack was repulsed and the Russian 

cuirassiers attacked Murat, surrounding him in the fléche. Cut off by the Russian attack, 

Murat rallied a battalion of Wuttemberg infantry and fought off every Russian charge.75  

Accounts of the later assaults on Bagration’s fléches are confused.76 By 9:00 the 

French rallied their troops for another assault. Murat moved his cavalry in a flanking 

maneuver around the southern fléche; Ney took command of the divisions of Dessaix and 

Compans to attack the fléches, while Junot’s 8th Corps was sent forward against the wood 

to the south as the Russian light infantry kept up a heavy fire. The French attack was 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
73 “From Lieutenant Louis Planat de la Faye’s Recollections” in David Chandler, On the 

Napoleonic Wars: Collected Essays, (London, 1994) 200. 
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88. 
 
75 Maceroni, col., Memoirs of the Life and Adventures, (London, 1838), 483-84; Rossetti, 
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Duffy, Borodino, 100-101; Zhilin, Destruction of Napoleon’s Army in Russia, 155; Troitsky, 
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76 The time of Bagration’s injury and collapse of the left wing is still debated. Most Russian 

scholars (Zhilin, Beskrovny, Garnich, Troitsky, Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky, Neelov, Mikhnevich) 
and participants (Yermolov, Glinka, Grabbe, Löwernstein) assert that Bagration was wounded 
after the assault on Raevsky’s Redoubt at about 11:30. But some witnesses also speculate that 
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formidable and the Russians were driven from all three fléches; some French troops even 

reached Semionovskoe. Latour-Maubourg, under Murat’s orders, charged the Russian 

infantry and forced it to fall back.77  Bagration was in critical situation, exposed to 

attacks in front and flank at the same time. But conveniently, General Konovnitsyn’s 3rd 

Division of the 1st Western Army arrived and counter-attacked the French. The Russians 

seized two of the fléches but the French held out in the third, southern fléche.78 One of 

the officers recalled, “[We made a bayonet attack], and the French ran around like mad. 

The Frenchmen [were] courageous as they remained firm under the artillery fire, attacked 

against canister and cannonballs, made stand even against the cavalry and no one could 

best them as skirmishers. Yet, they could not resist [our] bayonet [attacks].”79 

The French attack, however, had prevented the flanking fire against the Poles. 

Poniatowski immediately launched an attack on Tuchkov’s 3rd Corps at Utitsa, occupying 

the village and driving Russians back. Bagration’s left flank was again in grave danger. 

Yet, the French success was momentary; General Tuchkov rallied his troops and counter-

attacked. In the ensuing fierce struggle Tuchkov was mortally wounded, but 

simultaneously Baggevout’s troops reached Utitsa hill just in time to continue the 

counterattack and push the French back to Utitsa.80 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Bagration was injured prior to arrival of the 2nd Corps at 9:00 a.m. (Eugene von Wuttemberg, 
Vistitskii, Saint Priest). 
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commit the Imperial Guard. Segur, Napoleon’s Russian, Campaign, 74-75; Thiers, Consulate and 
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Zhilin, The Patriotic War of 1812, 162; Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 59-60; Garnich, 
Commander Kutuzov: A Compilation of Articles, 209; 

 
78 Thiers, Consulate and the Empire VIII, 140-41; Tarle, Borodino, 38; Zhilin, The Patriotic 

War of 1812, 162; Beskrovny, The Patriotic War of 1812, 59-60; Garnich, Commander Kutuzov: 
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79 “Rasskaz o Borodinskom srazhenii otdelennogo Unter-Ofitsera Tikhonova” [Officer 

Tikhonov’s Recollections on Battle of Borodino], in Chtenia imperatorskogo obschestva istorii 

drevnostei [Proceedings of the Imperial Historical Society], 1 (1872), 119-20.  
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On the northern flank, Eugene’s first assault on the Raevsky’s Redoubt was 

launched. This attack by General Morand’s division was repulsed by General Raevsky’s 

troops after a hand-to-hand fighting. At the same time Ney, Davout and Murat made 

another resolute assault on Bagration’s positions. The last reserves of the French 1st, 3rd 

and 8th Corps were committed followed by the cavalry of Nansouty’s and Latour-

Maubourg’s corps; Junot’s corp was to attack Bagration’s flank from Utitsa while Davout 

and Ney charged Russian’s front. Napoleon concentrated additional batteries and prior to 

assault some 300 cannon bombarded Bagration’s positions. Russians replied with over 

300 guns.81 Caulaincourt recalled, “A formidable array of guns spat forth death in every 

direction.”82  

The arrival of reinforcements enabled Bagration to reinforce his line against the 

renewed advance of Davout and Ney. At this time, Bagration had some 20,000-25,000 

men under his command; Napoleon committed some 45,000 men in his attack. The 

limited battlefield around the fléches was under the constant bombardment of 300 

Russian and some 300 French guns83 The fighting was ferocious and desperate. By 10:00 

the French launched another massive assault, capturing twelve guns and reaching 

Semionovskoe.84 Russians casualties mounted; many officers were wounded, including 

generals Neverovsky, Mecklenburg and Gorchakov. One of the officers of the 27th 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
81 Chandler, The Campaigns of Napoleon, 801. Some authors acknowledged 400 French 
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Infantry Division recalled, “Our division was virtually annihilated…. When the 

remaining troops were rallied, only 700 men gathered… Just 40 men survived from my 

regiment….”85 French demonstrated maginificent courage during this assault. The 57th 

Line particularly distinguished itself. Living up to its nickname “Le Terrible”, it 

advanced steadily with muskets leveled but withholding fire. The French kept 

withholding fire, while the Russian bullets mowed them down. Impressed by the courage 

of these soldiers, Bagration “several times clapped his hands and cried ‘Bravo, bravo!’“86 

The French assault overwhelmed the Russsians and drove them back. In this 

critical situation Bagration decided to counterattack with every available soldier. He 

rallied the 8th Infantry Corps, 4th Cavalry Corps, 2nd Cuirrassier Division and attacked the 

French. A witness recalled, “Observing the menacing movement of the French forces and 

grasping their intentions, Prince Bagration conceived a great design. Under his orders, 

the entire left wing in all its length moved quickly forward with fixed bayonets.”87 

Another participant, Count Buturlin later described the Russian attack. “Entire line of the 

left flank suddenly moved in a bayonet attack. The assault was dreadful…a desperate and 

savage fighting followed at which both sides demonstrated marvelous and superhuman 

courage.”88 According to Count Segur, “Their fire decimated our ranks. Their attack was 

violent, impetuous, with infantry, artillery and cavalry all joining in one great effort. Ney 

and Murat, whose concern now was not to complete the victory, but just to hold what 

they had gained, braced themselves against this onslaught.”89 
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Map 73. Battle of Borodino, 7 September 1812 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 818
 



As the attack began, a shell splinter struck Bagration’s left leg
90 and smashed his 

shinbone.91 For a few minutes he made a valiant effort to conceal his wound from his 

men to avoid any discouragement or panic among them. The wound bled profusely, and 

Bagration began silently to slip from the horse. His aide-de-camps caught him in time, 

laid him on the ground and then carried him away. However, the thing Bagration most 

feared, now occurred. A mistaken report of his death spread rapidly through the 2nd 

Army, causing almost total demoralization. Some of the soldiers were so disheartened 

that they gave up the struggle and temporarily abandoned their positions. Ermolov 

recalled, “In an instant the rumor spread that he was dead… It was impossible to check 

the confusion of the troops…. There was one common feeling – despair.”92 Another 

participant described, “The troops were shocked [by Bagration’s injury]; they believed he 

was invulnerable because he was never wounded despite participating in numerous 

battles over a quarter of century.”93 According to Yermolov, after Bagration’s wound, the 

2nd Western Army, that is the entire left wing, was in such state that several units had to 

                                                           
90 It should be noted that Dr. Jacob Govorov, Bagration’s personal physician, wrote in his 

medical report that Bagration’s left foot was wounded. Unfortunately, this important primary 
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(Moscow, 1944), 31; Polosin, N., P.I. Bagration (Moscow, 1944), 65, 67-68.  
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(Moscow, 1838) 16; Butenev, Recollections, 41; Zhilin, The Patriotic War of 1812, 163; M. 
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No.3; Muratov, Historical Survey of Patriotic War and it’s Reasons, 94; Aleksei Vasiliev, “O 
vremeni padenia Bagrationovikh fleshei,” [On the Capture of Bagration’s fléches], Rodina, 1992, 
No.6/7, 62-67.   

 
92 Yermolov, Memoirs, I, 195 
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wounds were always light.  
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be moved back before order could be restored.94 His soldiers loved him and believed in 

his invincibility. But now he was wounded and with him, “the soul [of courage] itself had 

departed from the entire left wing.”95 A remarkable frenzy to avenge their commander 

spread among Bagration’s soldiers. When he was carried away, his aide-de-camp, 

Adrianov, ran towards the stretcher and said, “Your Excellency, you are being taken 

away I am no longer of use to you!”. Then, as witnesses recalled, “Adrianov, in the sight 

of thousands, moved like an arrow, cut his way among the enemy dealing blows at many, 

and dropped dead.”96 Barclay de Tolly later noted, that after Bagration’s injury, “The 2nd 

Army was in a state of utter confusion.”97 General Mayevsky recalled, “Prince 

[Bagration] was taken behind the line and his retinue accompanied him. The fighting now 

was waged in such confusion that I did not know whom and how I should join.”98 

After Bagration’s injury the temporary command was given to General 

Dokhturov, but he was unable to check the French attack. The Russian left wing slowly 

retreated towards Psarevo.99 Meanwhile, a major French assault on the Raevsky’s 

Redoubt had been launched. The French climbed the slope of the Kolotcha ravine and 

advanced across the plateau under a hail of canon-balls. The 30th Line reached the 

redoubt first, charged with the bayonet and captured the fortification. A French officer 
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described the assault, “We dashed towards the redoubt and clambered through the 

embrasures. The Russian gunners tried to beat us back with spikes and ramrods. We 

fought hand-to-hand and they were truly formidable opponents….”100 Soon the Russians 

counterattacked and the French regiment had lost two-thirds of its strength; General 

Charles-Auguste Bonnamy was captured after receiving twenty-one bayonet wounds. 

The survivors of the 30th Line had to retire, leaving the Raevsky’s Redoubt in the hands 

of the Russians.101  

By afternoon, the Russians had ceded some ground in the center, but were holding 

positions elsewhere. Kutuzov deployed General Tolstoy’s IV Corps on the right and 

simultaneously launched a diversion. Ataman Platov and General Uvarov led some 

12,000 cavalry and Cossacks over the Kolotcha on the French left flank. This attack 

forced Napoleon to postpone an impending full-scale assault on the Raevsky’s Redoubt 

as Eugene moved northward to stabilize the situation. By 2:00 p.m. the Russian diversion 

was successfully repulsed and the French again attacked the Russian center. While the 

infantry charged the redoubt through the embrasures, General Auguste de Caulaincourt 

led the 5th Cuirassiers against the rear of the fortification and successfully stormed it. 

Though General Caulaincourt was killed in action, the redoubt was captured and the 

Russians fell back. The rest of day was spent in artillery cannonade and minor attacks on 

the both flanks.  The Russian left and center were badly shattered and in confusion; 

however, the French troops in the line were also exhausted. Despite the pleas of his 

marshals, Napoleon refused to commit the Imperial Guard to the battle.102 By early 
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evening the French were in possession of almost the entire battlefield, but Russian army 

retreated in order and took position on the next ridge.103 

The casualties at Borodino were staggering. The French army losses were 

between 28,000-31,000 men, including 49 generals;104 though most Russian historians 

alleged up to 50,000 French casualties.105 Napoleon himself acknowledged 8,000-10,000 

French losses and “40,000-50,000 Russian killed and wounded, 60 guns and many 

prisoners.”106 The Russian army lost some 45,600 men, including 29 generals (6 killed 

and 23 wounded), 15 guns and some 1,000 prisoners.107  
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Figure 16. Idealistic depiction of wounded Bagration at the fleches at the battle of 

Borodino, 7 September 1812. By A. Vepkhvadze 

 

 

 

Figure 17. “Wounded Bagration is taken from the Borodino  

Battlefield on 26 August 1812” 

Sketch by I. M. Geren, 1816  
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In the midst of battle, Bagration was carried to the surgeons at a nearby station. 

Fedor Glinka recalled seeing the wounded Bagration, surrounded by his aide-de-camps 

and physicians. “His linen and garments [were] soaked in blood, his uniform unbuttoned, 

one foot bare, and head spattered with blood. A large wound was obvious above his knee. 

His face, covered with dark patches of gunpowder was pale, but calm. Despite his 

agonizing pain, Bagration gazed silently into the distance, listening to the rumble and din 

of the battle.”108 He saw Barclay’s aide-de-camp Löwenstern approaching him and 

despite the agonizing pains, addressed him. “Tell General Barclay that the fate and 

salvation of the army depends on him. So far everything has been going well, but now 

Barclay ought to come to my army in person.”109 Seeing that Lowenstern was himself 

wounded, Bagration kindly added “Get yourself bandaged.”110  

Bagration was examined by the Tsar’s personal physician Sir James Wylie and 

chief physician of the Lithuanian Regiment, Jacob Govorov. They found his leg bone 

damaged; although the injury seemed light so both doctors agreed to send the general to 

Moscow.111 Bagration was moved to Moscow early on the morning of 8 September. 

Butenev described Prince Peter’s painful travel on a potholed road to Moscow; he noted, 

“I heard his moans caused by agonizing pains of wound and jolts of a carriage.”112 

Bagration could not sleep or eat. His condition rapidly deteriorated and the physicians 

had to halt for two days at village of Vazyemi. Bagration arrived at Moscow on 11 

September and was billeted at Governor Rostopchyn’s mansion. The next day Professor 
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Gilderbrandt of the Moscow State University examined him and found the wound already 

festered. Bagration was “very weak… and exhausted by the four-day travel and high 

fever.”113
 

Notwithstanding his serious condition, Bagration kept working. While traveling, 

he wrote three reports to Alexander and Kutuzov about the battle of Borodino and 

nominated several officers for awards for the courage in combat.114 Upon his arrival at 

Moscow, Bagration appealed to Kutuzov to reward the soldiers of the 2nd Western Army 

for bravery and he prepared list of soldiers who distinguished themselves at the battle.115  

He even ordered to have “[I am] Healthy” as a password for patrols of his 2nd Western 

Army.116 Jacob Govorov recalled that Bagration, being himself seriously wounded, 

expressed deep concern for his soldiers, sending his physicians and aide-de-camps to the 

wounded rank and file.117 He urged the attending physicians to take care of the troops, 

“They shed their blood for the motherland and you must attend them as well.” General 

Mayevsky recalled, “Gracious prince [Bagration], though half dead [stoya u poroga k 

grobu], took great care of me.”118 

Bagration stayed in Moscow for two and half days. His condition seemed to be 

improved and Prince Peter “spent [12 September] in a good mood. In the evening he 

drank tea with a lemon and slept for some time.”119 However, on 13 September his health 

                                                           
113 Govorov, Last Days of Prince Peter Bagration, 7-8; Butenev, Recolections, 46-47. 
 
114 Bagration to Kutuzov, Bagration to Marin, 13 September 1812, Correspondence of 

Bagration, 242-43, 245. Alexander I, unaware of Bagration’s death, praised his actions at 
Borodino and gave him 50,000 rubles. Alexander to Bagration, 26 September 1812, Ibid.,  244. 

 
115 Bagration to Kutuzov, 13 September 1812, Ibid., 242-43. 
 
116 Borisevich, “K stoletiu so dnia smerti nezabvennogo kniazia P.I. Bagrationa” [To 

Centennial Anniversary of Death of the Beloved Prince P.I. Bagration] Russkii Invalid, 
September 1912, No. 204, 3. 

 
117 Govorov, Last Days of Prince Peter Bagration, 9 
 
118 Iz vospominanii S.I. Mayevskogo, [From S.I. Mayevsky’s Recollections], Borodino: 

Documents, Letters and Recollections, 372. 
 
119 Govorov, Last Days of Prince Peter Bagration, 9-10 

 825
 



dramatically deteriorated. Being unaware of the decision to surrender the capital, 

Bagration was shocked to hear the news of the French advance to the capital. He became 

very agitated and refused to accept any medications, telling his physician, ”At the present 

moment, I do not need medicines any more.” He wrote Rostopchin, “I will die not of my 

wound, but because of [the surrender of] Moscow.”120 Davidov recalled Bagration 

exclaiming, “I am dying not of this obvious wound, but of the one in my heart; the enemy 

had pierced the heart of my Motherland.”121 A contemporary later wrote, “ The retreat 

after Borodino, occupation of the capital, fire in Moscow, desecration of the holy places - 

these extraordinary circumstances… were perceived by [Bagration], who suffered 

physically and spiritually, as the [greatest] humiliation and demise of his Motherland!”122 

His anger was so intense that he fainted. The physicians decided to move him from the 

capital to an estate at Simy, in Vladimir gubernia.123 However, the nervous breakdown 

and arduous travel Simy further aggravated his condition. On 14 September, an 

examination of the wound found it filled with “a rancid puss.” Arriving on 15 September 

to Sergiev Posad (Zagorsk), Bagration was unable to continue journey due to extreme 

weakness and excruciating pain.124 In the evening, Bagration underwent another 

examination. A medical council surprisingly found severe bone damage and advised 

amputation of the leg. Bagration categorically refused to give his consent and continued 

his journey to Simy.125 He hoped to recover without amputation and return to service 

within a few weeks. But his health rapidly deteriorated. Govorov recalled, “During the 

journey, Prince felt agonizing and unbearable pains. He often halted the carriage to rest. 

                                                           
120 Fedor Rostopchin, Okh Frantsuzi! (Moscow, 1992), 300. 
 
121 Zherve, “K stoletiu so dnia konchini kniazia P.I. Bagrationa” [To a Centennial 

Anniversary of Prince P.I. Bagration’s Death], Russkii Invalid, September 1912, No. 200, 4-6. 
 
122 Russkii Arkhiv, 1893, No. 182. 
 
123 Butenev stated Bagration himself decided to stay at Simy. Recolections, 48. 
 
124 Govorov, Last Days of Prince Peter Bagration, 9 
 
125 Ibid., 9-11. Simy was an estate of Lieutenant General Boris Golitsyn, who was married to 

Peter Bagration’s aunt Anne Bagration.  
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From time to time his face was seized with agony and it seemed to me, he was ready to 

give up his life.”126 

On 22 September, after being wounded for fourteen days, Bagration underwent 

first surgery. The operation showed, that the general had a completely splintered bone of 

the left leg, with numerous tiny fractures piercing flesh and causing horrible pains.127 It 

was incredible that Prince Peter could travel for over a week in such condition. Besides, 

the foreign matter left in the wound developed gangrene and poisoned the blood. Now 

even, amputation could have not saved Bagration’s life.128 Doctors were surprised to 

found such a severe wound. The injury seemed insignificant on the surface and this 

misled them. Dr. Govorov wrote,  

I was bewildered to find such fracture and damage to tissues, though I 
witnessed the injury of the Prince and attended him thereafter. We thought 
he had an incomplete fracture [of the bone]. Obviously, traveling in an 
uncomfortable carriage, stopping twice a day, together with a strenuous 
journey and bad, bumpy roads contributed to the development of complete 
fracture of the leg.129 
 

Bagration’s health rapidly worsened. The room was filled with such putrid air that 

the physicians had to odorize it with vinegar before approaching the prince; even 

experienced physician Professor Gilderbrandt was amazed by “the rapid decomposition of 

[Bagration’s] flesh.”130  

Despite tormenting pains, Bagration spent his last days working on his testament 

and making final arrangements. He refused to have additional surgery on his leg but took 

medicines, mocking his doctors, “It seems, your medicine is effective only for the 

healthy.”131 He often asked for a glass of wine or champagne that satisfied his thirst and 

                                                           
126 Ibid., 12. 
 
127 Ibid., 12 
 
128 Ibid., 12 
 
129 Ibid., 12-13 
 
130 Ibid., 14. 
 

 827

131 Ibid., 15 



eased the pain. His mood changed frequently; at one moment he was cheerful and made 

plans to travel to the health resorts in the Caucasus and inquired into health of General 

Aleksey Bakhmetyev, whose leg was cut off by a cannonball at Borodino.132 However, 

Bagration’s health rapidly deteriorated. Gorovov recalled, “The general condition of the 

prince had seriously declined [by 22 September]. He lost weight and one could clearly 

saw the bones under his dry, wrinkled skin. Furthermore, his wound kept aggravating and 

the last symptoms of decay - worms - soon appeared.”133 Nevertheless, Bagration kept 

hoping for the best. He complained of his inactivity and urged doctors to find any 

medicine that would cure him in time to take part in the ongoing campaign against 

Napoleon. When told there were no such medications, Prince Peter calmly responded, 

“Well, then I put my trust in God and await his holy decision.”134 Bagration spent last day 

of his life working. He had a long conversation with his aide-de-camp and then signed 

several orders. Then he asked for physicians and told them “I decided not to take any 

medicines anymore. You did everything you could to cure me. Now I must obey God’s 

will.” Govorov recalled that Prince Peter stopped for a moment and then sighed, “My 

Lord, my Savior.”135 He spent the rest of day sipping wine and contemplating his life. In 

the evening, he had convulsions and breathed with difficulty. He asked for a priest, saying 

“I was always an Orthodox Christian and want to die as such.” On 24 September, after 

prolonged agony, Bagration lost conscience and died at 1:00 p.m. As Dr. Ganhardt136 

recalled, “I attended him during the last minutes of his life. He suffered from severe 

pains… but did not complain and endured the pain as a genuine hero. Not fearing death, 

he awaited it with the same composure as he used to do during his battles.”137 Bagration 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
132 Ibid., 16. 
 
133 Ibid., 16 
 
134 Ibid., 16. 
 
135 Ibid., 17. 
 
136 Dr. Ganhardt was chief physician of the 2nd Western Army. 
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137 Sin Otechestva, (St. Petersburg, 1813), No.11, 28. 



was only forty-seven years old. The funeral was held in the local church on 29 

September.138 According to Bagration’s will, all his serfs were manumitted and given 

substantial money.139 Alexander I ordered Bagration buried at Simy with a special 

inscription for his grave.140 

The news of Bagration’s death spread in the wake of information about Moscow’s 

surrender and shocked entire nation. Davidov recalled that the partisans avenged 

Bagration’s death by capturing 335 French and then holding a wake for him.141 

Numerous songs and poems were written in his memory. Russian poet Peter Vyazemsky 

called Bagration “Achilles” of his times while Vasilii Zhukovsky lamented,  

“And he closed his eyes forever, 
A victor of the mighty foes! 
He flew off to the heavens 

To you, Our Father Suvorov!142 

There has been a good deal of historical speculation on the Bagration’s medical 

treatment. He was known for having good health and the wound he sustained should not 

have caused his death.143 Many agreed that the general was misdiagnosed during the first 

days after being wounded. The surgery, that could have prevented the gangrene, was not 

performed for fourteen days. The injury was not thoroughly examined so germs were left 

in the wound, developing into gangrene and blood poisoning. Although the most 

prominent Russian doctors, Wylie, Gildebrandt, Govorov and Ganhardt treated 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
138 Saint Priest to Alexander, 26 September 1812, Correspondence of Bagration, 244 
 
139 Correspondence of Bagration, 247. 
 
140 One of Bagration’s acquaintances noted, “Prince Peter Bagration, while staying at his 

friend’s, Prince Boris Golitsyn’s estate at Simy in June 1812, had received the imperial decree on 
appointment as commander-in-chief of the 2nd Western Army. He left Simy, and having been 
wounded at Borodino, returned to it again, only to embrace the death.” Russkii Invalid ili Voennii 

Vedomosti, (St. Petersburg, 1838), No.202-203, 808. 
 
141 Davidov, “1812,” in Writings, 334-35. 
 
142 “A on – na veki vzor smezhil – Reshitel brannikh sporov! - On v oblast slavnikh vosparil, 

- K tebe, otets Suvorov!” 
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Bagration, they misdiagnosed him and underestimated the seriousness of his injury. With 

proper care, Bagration would have survived and returned to the active service in the 

army.144  

Bagration unquestionably played a vital role at Borodino. The major assaults of 

the Grand Army were launched against his flank. The Russian army was saved due to his 

skilled command and courageous leadership as well as titanic efforts and bravery of his 

troops. Despite his failings as a strategic commander, Bagration was at his best in this 

desperate tactical struggle. He opposed some of Napoleon’s best commanders, Davout, 

Ney, Murat, Poniatowski, Junot, and withstood their initial assaults. Due to his 

determined resistance, the fléches were contested for almost six hours resulting in 

appalling casualties on the French side. Bagration demonstrated excellent command 

skills and exceptional bravery and perseverance; he personally led the counterattacks and 

cheered his soldiers forward. He was successful in rallying his troops and repulsing 

superior French forces prior to the arrival of his reinforcements. For two hours he was 

outnumbered by two to one and yet managed to hold his positions and even 

counterattack. Nevertheless, his wound was one of the major factors in the collapse of the 

Russian left flank and retreat of the Russian army. Bagration’s injury was indeed a great 

loss for the Russian military. His fiery energy, tactical skills and leadership would have 

been invaluable for the Russian armies during the later stages of the campaign. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
143 General Aleksey Bakhmetyev also was seriously wounded at Borodino when a cannonball 

cut off his leg, but he survived due to prompt and relevant medical treatment. 
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144 Malisheva, A., Loginova E. “Ranenie i smert generala P.I. Bagrationa” [The Injury and 
Death of General P. I. Bagration], Sovetskaya Medicina, 1954, No.6, 43; Petrov, B. “Ranenie i 
smert Bagrationa” [The Injury and Death of Bagration], Ogonyek, 1962, No.40, 21; Rzhevskii, 
B., “Mozhno li bilo spasti Bagrationa?” [Was it Possible to Save Bagration], Nauka i zhizn, 1962, 
No.9, 45; Popov, M., “Ranenie i smert Bagrationa” [The Injury and Death of Bagration], Voprosi 

Istorii, 1975, No.3, 211. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18. Prince Bagration’s grave on the Borodino Battlefield. 

The plates on the fence bear Bagration’s royal coat of arms (above) and names of 

major battles he distinguished. 
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CONCLUSION 

The God of the Army - Bagration’s Legacy 

 

“Where to find a stylus for Clio to praise him? From wings of Glory!” 

Inscription on Bagration’s portrait
1
 

 

“A strange roar is in the air. 

The moans and cries 

Spread through the soldiers’ ranks: 

‘You are dead, you are dead Bagration!”
2
 

Nikolay Ostolopov 

  

 

In August 1839, the twenty-seventh anniversary of the battle of Borodino was 

celebrated. To commemorate this event, General Denis Davidov conceived the idea of 

transferring the remains of Prince Peter Bagration from Simy for internment on the field 

of Borodino. After overcoming initial bureaucratic difficulties, he received the consent of 

Emperor Nicholas I and proceeded with the ceremony.
3
 On 15 July 1839, thousands of 

people attended the exhumation of Bagration’s remains. Archbishop Parthenius of 

Vladimir and Suzdal held a special liturgy. The remains were placed in an imposing 

coffin and guarded by the Kiev Hussars Regiment. As Prince Golitsyn recalled, 

                                                           
1 In Greek mythology, the Muses presided over the arts and sciences and inspired those who 

excelled at these pursuits. Clio was the muse of history. 

 
2 “Gul stranni v vozdukhe nesetsia | U voinov I plach I ston, | Is ryada v ryad peredaetsia: 

Ti myrtv,. Ti myrtv Bagration” Nikolay Ostolopov 

 
3 Davidov died soon after and Colonel Kensky completed preparations. Nikolay Golitsyn, 

Perenesenie tela kniazya Bagrationa na Borodinskoe pole [The Transfer of Bagration’s Remains 

to the Borodino Battlefield], (Moscow, 1839), 4. 
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“thousands of people kept coming day and night, and the priests hardly managed to 

satisfy their appeals to hold a wake for Prince Bagration.”
4
 

The mourning ceremony was held for two days and, on 17 July, the procession 

headed towards Borodino. Notwithstanding the intense heat, thousands of people 

escorted the sarcophagus for more than thirty miles.
5
 Bagration’s remains were entombed 

on the Kurgan Hill at the bottom of the monument to the heroes of Borodino.
6
 Meantime, 

on 7 September, some 150,000 soldiers were gathered at Borodino to celebrate the 

anniversary of the battle. They were deployed in columns around the Kurgan Hill, while 

the veterans of 1812, including many invalids “with damaged arms… or without legs,” 

were gathered on the top of the hill.
7
 As a witness described, “Bagration’s grave was 

magnificently serene in front of the army of the new generations [of soldiers]; it seemed 

to represent older generations that sacrificed themselves at this field and whose remains 

Nature had now dressed in the fresh greens.”
8
 At noon, Emperor Nicholas I had arrived 

and held parades and reviews. The troops maneuvered on the site and reenacted the battle 

for several days. A special respect was shown to Bagration, when the army paraded in 

front of his tomb saluting the hero’s grave.
9
 

                                                           
4 Ibid., 6-8. 

 
5 Ibid., 9. 

 
6 The following inscription was carved on the grave (the dates are given in Julian calendar): 

“General of Infantry Peter Bagration, commander-in-chief of the 2nd Western Army. Wounded at 

the battle of Borodino on 26 August 1812. Died on 12 September 1812, being forty-seven years 

old.” 

 
7 Zhukovsky to Grand Duchess Maria Nikolaevna, 17 September 1839, Russkii arkhiv, 33/2 

(1895): 433-40. 

 
8 Ibid., 434. 

 
9 Ibid., 436-37. 
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Figure 19. Monument to Peter Bagration in Tbilisi, Republic of Georgia 
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After his death, Bagration became a man of epic proportions. He was remembered 

as the symbol of the Russian triumphs. Leo Tolstoy greatly contributed to the evolution 

of this saga by portraying him as a courageous and defiant commander in his grand “War 

and Peace.” The image of Prince Bagration making a resolute stand at Schongrabern, 

leading his troops across the Gulf of Bothnia or escaping with his 2
nd

 Western Army 

captured imaginations of thousands of contemporaries and later generations. So, this 

mythical figure gradually consumed the real personality of Bagration.   

Prince Bagration was a remarkably complex personality. Despite poor education, 

he rose to the top of the Russian society. Born Georgian, he always considered himself 

the Russian and urged the Georgian nobles, who opposed the Russian rule, to serve the 

Russian empire. On one hand, Bagration was generous, courteous and restrained. His 

contemporaries, both compatriots and foreigners, had praised him highly. Sir Robert Ker 

Porter, who befriended Bagration after the 1805 Campaign, called him “a honor to human 

nature.”
10

 Sir Robert Wilson eulogized Bagration’s qualities, his kindness, graciousness 

and chivalrous bravery. He noted, Bagration “was beloved by every one and admired by 

all who witnessed his exploits….”
11

 Future Decembrist Sergey Volkonsky described him 

as “the Glory of the Russian army”, Denis Davidov compared him to the Homeric heroes 

while famous Russian writer Grigory Derzhavin called him “Bog-rati-on” – “the God of 

the Army.”
12

  

However, the Prince also had a negative side to his character. He was a man of an 

uncontrolled, ambitious and violent temper, who expressed his feelings in a passionate 

manner and frequently made unjust and malicious statements. It is noteworthy that he 

rarely expressed his feelings until the 1812 Campaign, which seemed to unleash a torrent 

                                                           
10 Porter, Traveling Sketches in Russia, 50 

 
11 Wilson, Narrative of Events…, 156 

 
12 Volkonsky, Recollections, 38; Derzhavin, Compilation of Writings, II, 579. 
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of emotions in Bagration. Napoleon’s invasion of Russia seemed cataclysmic to Prince 

Peter, who felt Russia’s very existence threatened by the invaders. Bagration’s passionate 

character refused to accept the fact that the French invaded his native land, his “Holy 

Russia.” These emotions led to Bagration’s many faulty decisions and actions during the 

campaign. He demonstrated little judgment on strategy and rather immature behavior on 

many occasions. He bragged about his achievements and minimized Barclay’s. His 

actions encouraged other Russian officers to oppose Barclay de Tolly and intrigue for his 

removal. 

To Bagration’s credit, he had enough sense to recognize the impact of his faulty 

judgment and sought to curb it. It seems that Bagration suffered from mental strains 

during the campaign and was easily influenced by others in opposing Barclay de Tolly; 

his animosity was the outcome of his ill temper, not of malignant intentions. Bagration 

did not hide his feelings in his private correspondence, but he never expressed them 

publicly as Grand Duke Constantine, Yermolov, Rostopchin had done inciting the rank 

and file against Barclay de Tolly. While the majority of the senior officers appealed to 

him to take supreme command by force, Bagration endured the pressure and remained 

loyal to Barclay de Tolly, even though he could have easily led the opposition and 

appealed to the Tsar in order to give him the overall command. He continued to show 

respect for Barclay in public and admitted his mistakes at Borodino.  

Despite of his emotional character, Bagration was still one of the most formidable 

Russian commanders. Almost all contemporaries considered him to be without equal in 

courage, initiative and ability to motivate his troops. He demonstrated excellent tactical 

skills and successfully opposed superior French forces for almost fifteen years. His 

tenacious defense and ability to rally troops insured the safety of the Russian armies at 

Borodino. His divisional commanders and troops were extremely loyal to him, admired 

his ability to command and appreciated his continual concern for their well-being. While 

showing deep concern for soldiers, Bagration also demanded strict discipline and 
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subordination
13

 so his troops were always distinguished by their discipline and high 

moral. Victories brought him glory and love of the rank and file. To serve under 

Bagration’s command was considered a great honor and many young nobles endeavored 

to be appointed to his units. The soldiers admired his leadership, informal attitude and 

exceptional bravery, calling him “the Eagle”. He was a magnetic personality, who could 

animate his men do the impossible. Bagration was respected by the foes as well.  

During his service, Prince Peter fought in every war against France and engaged 

almost every prominent French commander and marshal on the battlefield. In 1799, he 

fought against Macdonald, Moreau and Masséna. In 1805, he successfully opposed 

Lannes, Murat, Soult and Suchet. Two years later, he met Ney at Guttstadt and St. Cyr at 

Heilsberg. In 1812, Prince Peter eluded the enveloping maneuvers by Davout and 

Poniatowski.
14

 

During his three decades in service, Bagration succeeded at every level of the 

command. He commanded a squadron in the Poland in 1794, led advance and rear guards 

during 1799, 1805 and 1807 campaigns, was in charge of a corps in Sweden in 1808-

1809 and served as commander-in-chief of the army against the Turks in 1809-1810 and 

the French in 1812. Bagration was at his best commanding advance and rearguards; in 

1807, he proved he was one of the best tactical commanders in Europe. Prince Peter 

probably made his most important contribution during the 1812 Campaign. Lacking 

sufficient information on the current Russian strategy, he was committed to a preventive 

strike against the French. Nevertheless, facing the Grand Army, he recognized the 

weakness of his plans and the necessity of retreat. Bagration’s decision to withdraw on 

his own initiative was of a vital importance for the survival of the Russian armies. His 

adroit escape from Napoleon’s entrapment before Moghilev, his concentration with the 

1
st
 Western Army at Smolensk and a heroic defense of the fléches at Borodino, ensured 

the survival of the Russian army and the ultimate success of the homeland defense. 

                                                           
13 Correspondence of Bagration, 160, 183. 
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14 Yermolov, Memoirs, 160. 



Highly gifted by nature, with “a shrewd and flexible mind,”
15

 Prince Peter Bagration was 

a proponent of Suvorov’s principles of tactics and strategy. While the outdated Prussian 

strategy often dominated the Russian military, Bagration opposed it and attempted to 

introduce new tactical insights into the army.  He introduced new “Manual for Infantry 

Officers on the Day of Battle” to the 2
nd

 Western Army in July 1812 that was inspired by 

these principles.
16

 Bagration always pursued aggressive tactics, preferring offensive 

warfare to defensive. Suvorov admired Bagration’s skills and effectively exploited them 

during the Italian Campaign of 1799.   

Bagration’s legacy survived in many forms and places. His spirit of aggressive 

attack seemed to come alive as the Soviet Red Army launched a massive offensive 

codenamed “Operation Bagration” in Byelorussia on 22 June 1944. Five weeks later, the 

Nazi army was crushed and the Red Army was at the gates of Warsaw.
17

 Numerous 

streets and subway stations were named after him throughout Russia, Georgia and 

Byelorussia. A tiny asteroid “Bagration” (No. 3127) shines on nightly sky, while 

seamount “Bagration” in the South Atlantic still ‘guards’ Napoleon’s shadow on the St. 

Helena. The City of Preussisch Eylau in Poland, that witnessed Bagration’s exploits in 

one of bloodiest battles of the century, still bears his name, Bagrationovsk. Probably, the 

greatest recommendation for Bagration and his abilities is that Napoleon, the greatest 

man of his time, considered Prince Peter the finest general of the Russian army.
18

 

                                                           

 
15 Ibid., 150. 

 
16 P. Simakovsky, “Dva nastavlenia” [Two Manuals], Russkii Invalid, 1912, No. 176.  

 
17 The Wehrmacht's Army Group Centre was routed, some 17 Wehrmacht divisions were 

destroyed and over 50 other German divisions were shattered. It was one of the most calamitous 

defeats of the German armed forces in World War II, costing the Wehrmacht more men and 

material than the cataclysm at Stalingrad. 

 
18 Napoléon to Alexander Balashov, 30 June 1812, Vilna. Balashov’s Notes on the Meeting 

with the Emperor Napoleon, Dubrovin, Patriotic War in Letters of Contemporaries, 31; Thiers, 

Consulate and the Empire, VIII, 26. 

 838

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18. Monument to Bagration (by M. Merabishvili, built in 1999) on 

Kutuzov Avenue in Moscow., 

Inscription: “To Peter Ivanovich Bagration from the Grateful Motherland” 

(Photo by Oleg Polyakov) 
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ANNEX 

 

 

Annex 1 - Song in Honor of Prince Bagration performed at the English Club Dinner 

in Moscow on 29 February 1806 

 

Friendship unites us here. Joy captivates each heart! Truth herself declares, that he 

is the hero who sacrifices himself to the emperor and the empire, despising envy 

and malice, and who dedicates himself to justice. 

 

Chorus – Let us entwine him a crown of laurels, for he merits wearing it. 

 

Unassisted by fortunate circumstances, he wrested honor from the arms of peril. 

He added not single ray to the glory of Russia, but surrounded it with thousands 

of beams. Hope dawned wherever his form appeared. Hosts failed to make him 

shrink, and with a few he overcame numbers. 

 

Chorus – Let us entwine him a crown of laurels, for he merits wearing it. 

 

A Hero’s soul is satisfied with gratitude, all other recompense is foreign to his 

feelings. He despises luxury and pride, and all the vanities of the world. To serve 

mankind is his aim, and their happiness his reward. They who reap the renown of 

virtue, lose it not in the grave. 

 

Chorus – Let us entwine him a crown of laurels, for he merits wearing it. 
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Annex 2. Military Career of Bagration 

 

Date Campaign Rank and Position Awards 

12 May 1783  supernumerary 

[sverkh-komplekta], 

Astrakhan Infantry 

Regiment  

 

4 September 

1783 

Caucasus; Campaign 

in Chechnya and 

Circassia 

Private, Astrakhan 

Infantry Regiment 

 

1784 Campaign in 

Kabarda 

  

1785 Caucasus; Campaign 

in Chechnya against 

Shah Mansur 

  

16 June 1786 Caucasus; 

Campaigns in Kuban 

and Laba Valleys 

Sergeant, Caucasian 

Musketeer Regiment 

 

9 July 1787 Caucasus Ensign [praporshik], 

Caucasian Musketeer 

Regiment  

 

 

July-December 

1788 

 

Russo-Turkish War; 

Campaign in the 

Crimea; Siege of 

Ochakov  

After the capture of 

Ochakov, served on 

Gregory Potemkin’s 

staff and participated 

in negotiations with 

representatives of Ali 

Mahmud Khan of 

Persia 

 

 

Awarded Cross of Ochakov 

and promoted to captain, 

passing rank of lieutenant. 

9 July 1789 Caucasus Second lieutenant 

[podporuchik]; aide-

de-camp to Count 

Ivan Saltykov and 

Johann Hermann
1
 

 

1790 Caucasus; Campaign 

in Chechnya 

  

9 July 1792  Transferred to Kiev 

Horse Jager Regiment 

with a rank of second 

 

                                                 
1 Potemkin promoted Bagration from ensign to captain, passing ranks of second lieutenant and 

lieutenant. Thus, according to the records of service, Bagration was promoted to ensign 

[praporshik] on 9 July 1787, to second lieutenant [podporuchik] on 9 July 1789, and, then to 

captain on 18 December 1788. 

 880



major 

8 December 

1793 

 Premier major, Kiev 

Horse Jager Regiment 

 

15 May 1794   Transferred to Sofia 

Carabineer Regiment 

 

May – October 

1794  

Campaign in Poland Squadron 

Commander, Sofia 

Carabineer Regiment 

Promoted to lieutenant 

colonel on 27 October 1794 

 

May 1797  

 

 Commander of the 7
th

 

Independent Jager 

Battalion, later 

renamed to the 7
th

 

Jager Regiment and 

again to the 6
th

 Jager 

Regiment. 

 

24 February 

1798 

  Promoted to the rank of 

colonel 

28 January 1799  Chef [shef] of the 7
th

 

Jager Regiment, now 

renamed to Prince 

Bagration’s Jager 

Regiment. 

 

15 February 

1799 

  Promoted to major general 

April-October 

1799 

Italian and Swiss 

Campaigns 

Shef and commander 

of the 7
th

 Jager 

Regiment; 

Commander of the 

Russian advance 

guard 

Awarded Order of St. Anna 

(1
st

class) with diamond signs, 

Order of Alexander of Neva 

with diamond signs, Order of 

St. Jogn of Jerusalem, Order 

of Maria Theresa. Received 

an estate with 300 serfs and 

25,000 rubles. 

20 March-April 

1800  

 Appointed shef of the 

6
th

 Jager Regiment 

Received a large estate in 

Lithuania to replace granted 

for his actions on the Trebbia 

July 1800  Appointed shef of the 

Life Guard Jager 

Battalion. 

 

2 September 

1800 

  Marriage to Catherine 

Skavronsky 

August –

December 1805 

Campaign against 

Napoleon in 

Germany and 

Moravia 

Commander of the 

advance and rear 

guards  

Awarded Order of St. George 

(2
nd

class) and promoted to 

lieutenant general 

January-June 

1807 

Campaign in Poland Commander of the 

advance and rear 

Awarded Order of St. 

Vladimir (2
nd

 class), Order of 
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guards St. Vladimir (1st class), Order 

of Black Eagle and a golden 

sword for courage 

February 1808 – 

March 1809 

Campaign in 

Finland 

Commander of the 

21
st
 Infantry Division 

Promoted to General of 

Infantry 

July 1809-March 

1810 

Campaign in the 

Danube Valley 

Commander-in-chief 

of the Army of 

Moldavia 

Awarded Order of St. Andrew

August 1811-

March 1812 

 Commander-in-chief 

of the Army of 

Podolsk 

 

March-August 

1812 

Campaign in Russia Commander-in-chief 

of the 2
nd

 Western 

army 

Awarded 50,000 rubles  

 

24 September 

1812 

  Died at village of Simy in 

Vladimir gubernia; buried at 

the local church. 

July 1839   Remains transferred to 

Borodino Battlefield. 
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BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

 

 

Mikaberidze, Alexander graduated from Tbilisi State University with a degree in 

international law in 1999. He continued his post-graduate studies at the Viadrina-Europe 

University (Frankfurt on Oder, Germany) and the Central European University 

(Budapest, Hungary) and worked as international law expert for the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of Georgia in 1996-2000. He is editor of the "Georgian Journal on the Napoleonic 

History" and President of the Napoleonic Society of Georgia. In 2000, he organized, in 

collaboration with the International Napoleonic Society, the Third International 

Napoleonic Congress in Tbilisi (Republic of Georgia) and was awarded a Legion of 

Merit Medal of the INS for encouraging Napoleonic studies in Georgia. He was enrolled 

in the Department of History of Florida State Department in 2000 and defended his thesis 

on General Peter Bagration in 2001. He presented articles at the International Napoleonic 

Congresses in Israel and Georgia in 1999-2000 and Consortiums on Revolutionary 

Europe in USA in 2001-2002. In 2002, he published a two-volume translation of 

Alexander Mikhailovsky-Danilevsky's work on Russo-Turkish War of 1806-1812. His 

new book “Russian Officer Corps of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars” will be 

published by the Savas Publishing in Spring 2004. 
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