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French and Russian forces on the eve of the war



	

ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN



Standing on the hill overlooking the Nieman River, the boundary of the Russian Empire, was the familiar silhouette of the French emperor. It was 24 June 1812, a clear summer morning. The grand imperial army, which Napoleon had gathered for a war with Russia, was marching eastwards across pontoon bridges. ‘Soldiers, Russia is swept away by her fate,’ the Emperor had exhorted his troops in a proclamation. ‘She places us between dishonour and war: the choice cannot be in doubt. Let us, then, march forward!’



The conflict between Russia and France did not come as a surprise to contemporaries, as the last few years had chilled the friendship between Napoleon and Emperor Alexander I of Russia that had been expressed effusively at Tilsit in July 1807. Each was disappointed and antagonized by the conduct of the other. For his part, Alexander remained disgruntled by military and diplomatic setbacks suffered at the hands of Napoleon and deeply concerned by his dominance over Europe. France’s economic war with Britain (the so-called Continental System), which Alexander was obliged to join under the terms of Tilsit, proved disadvantageous as Russia lost lucrative trade with Britain, a major destination for wheat, timber, hemp, tallow and other resources. Without compensation for lost revenue, the Russian economy faced financial ruin.




[image: CAM383_002.jpg]

Napoleon and his army crossing the Nieman River in 1812, an engraving by Paul Girardet. (Hulton Archive/Getty Images)






More crucially, there was a profound misalignment of Russian and French interests on a range of geopolitical issues. The Polish Question deeply strained their relations. The old Kingdom of Poland had been partitioned and swallowed up by Russia, Prussia, and Austria between 1772 and 1795. Napoleon’s creation of the Grand Duchy of Warsaw, ‘a splinter in the body of Russia’, as Alexander described it, awakened Russian fears of a full reconstitution of Polish lands and national identity. The czar requested a guarantee that Napoleon would not revive an independent Poland, but Napoleon refused to grant it. Then there was the fate of the Ottoman Empire, where the Russian ambition to acquire territory through conquest appeared to be a move that France was very determined to block. Similarly, Napoleon’s reorganization of Germany affected princes who were related to the Romanov dynasty; Alexander’s sister Catherine was married to the son and heir of the Duke of Oldenburg, and the French annexation of that principality in 1810 (in violation of guarantees given at Tilsit three years earlier) looked like a deliberate insult to the Russian potentate. Napoleon’s marriage to the Habsburg princess Marie-Louise and the subsequent Franco-Austrian rapprochement was unwelcome in Russia and had set the two emperors at even greater variance.
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The Russian emperor Alexander I, painted by George Dawe. Alexander (1777–1825) ascended to the throne after the murder of his father, Paul I. (Fine Art Images/Heritage Images/Getty Images)






It was soon apparent that the political arrangement that had been reached at Tilsit had outlived its usefulness. In March 1810, the French foreign minister argued that the alliance with Russia had run its course and that France should, therefore, return to its traditional reliance on the Ottoman Empire, Sweden and Poland to contain the ‘Russian imperial colossus’. A month later, Napoleon approved a proposal for the creation of an alliance between France, Sweden, Denmark and the Grand Duchy of Warsaw, which, however, did not materialize due to Swedish and Danish reluctance to participate. At the same time, Czar Alexander and his advisors also reached the conclusion that war with France was imminent, and sought to entice Berlin and Vienna to turn against Napoleon. But the French presence in the Germanic states and the recent defeat of Austria in 1809 left little choice for these countries other than to submit to Napoleon. According to a treaty signed on 24 February 1812, Prussia agreed to allow French and allied forces free passage through its territory and to supply 20,000 troops for the invasion of Russia; Prussia would also provide the French military with necessary supplies. France likewise negotiated an alliance with Austria, which, having suffered four defeats at Napoleon’s hands in the preceding 15 years, was in no position to defy France. Instead, Austria pursued a more conciliatory yet pragmatic policy, seeking to maintain good relations with France while Napoleon was on top of his game. In the new Treaty of Paris (14 March 1812), France and Austria pledged mutual support and Austria agreed to raise a 30,000-strong auxiliary corps that would report to Napoleon’s supreme command in case of war against Russia. The ink was barely dry on the parchment when the Austrian diplomats assured the Russians that Austria would not pursue this war aggressively.



Although Napoleon’s overall strategy for the war against Russia considered the use of Sweden and the Ottoman Empire to form his extreme flanks, he was unable to exercise influence over either power. Sweden – though led by a former French marshal Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte, now Swedish Crown prince Karl Johan – formed an alliance with Russia, which allowed Alexander to secure his northern territories and freed up Russian forces deployed in Finland. As for the Ottomans, their traditional alliance with France made them a natural ally for Napoleon, but their six-year war against Russia had been a failure, with their armies defeated and finances exhausted. In May 1812, Russia gained a crucial break when the Ottomans accepted the Treaty of Bucharest, which secured Russia’s southern regions and allowed the Army of the Danube, some 60,000 strong, to move up and confront Napoleon. Moreover, as the war with France was underway, Russia celebrated two more diplomatic successes. On 18 July 1812, the Treaty of Orebro ended the state of war between Britain and Russia and pledged their mutual support against France. Two days later, in the Treaty of Velikiye Luki, Russia officially recognized the representatives of the Spanish cortes, which was waging a bloody guerrilla war against Napoleon; both sides pledged to coordinate their struggle against France.



Amidst his growing disagreements with the Russians, Napoleon launched preparations for war. New levies of conscripts were called from the 1811–12 classes, French garrisons in North Germany, particularly at Danzig and Hamburg, were reinforced, and the Grande Armée, as Napoleon’s army came to be styled, assembled along Russia’s western frontier. In late May, Napoleon set off from the Saxon capital Dresden to join his army. A month later, he was on the shores of the Niemen River, near Kovno (now Kaunas), reconnoitring the area and supervising the construction of large pontoon bridges across the river. The die was cast. The war, which Napoleon expected to be brief and decisive in his favour, would settle the differences between the two empires. And yet some of Napoleon’s closest advisors did not share his optimism – Admiral Denis Decrès sullenly predicted at Dresden that ‘Napoleon will not return from this war; if he returns, it will be without his army.’
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A portrait of Napoleon on horseback. (Author’s collection)






Emperor Alexander was then attending a ball at General Bennigsen’s country manor near Vilna, less than 60 miles south-east of Kovno, when, on June 24, his minister of police whispered in his ear that the war had commenced. He was not surprised by the news, for Russian intelligence had given him ample warning of the attack. Examining the military map, he could, however, see the immensity of the challenge confronting him. Russia had just 250,000 Russian soldiers to face up to the Napoleonic juggernaut. But even these troops were scattered among three major armies and a handful of separate corps that had been mobilized for the war. The First Western Army, commanded by General and Minister of War Mikhail Barclay de Tolly, held positions in the Lithuanian countryside surrounding Vilna. Further south was the Second Western Army, under Peter Bagration, whose units were spread out in the area between Volkovysk and Belostock (Białystok). General Alexander Tormasov commanded the Third Reserve Army of Observation that was gathered at Lutsk and covered the Ukrainian provinces. In addition to these three armies, Lieutenant-General Baron Faddei Steinheil’s Finland Corps in the north and Admiral Chichagov’s newly renamed Army of the Danube in the south covered the extreme flanks of the Russian army.
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The Russian First Western Army’s commander General Mikhail Barclay de Tolly. (Author’s collection)






Alexander took the news of the French crossing of the Niemen in his stride, issuing a proclamation condemning Napoleon’s aggression and urging his men to resist. ‘We are left with no other choice but to turn to arms and appeal to the Almighty, the Witness and the Defender of the truth,’ declared the Russian sovereign. ‘The ancient blood of the valiant Slavs flows in your veins. Warriors! You must defend your Faith, your Country, and your Liberty!’ Behind the defiant rhetoric, the reality, however, was grim. The Russian armies were no match for the assault that Napoleon unleashed against them. More worrisome than the inferiority in numbers was the nebulousness of Russian military strategy. Valuable time had been wasted in drafting and discussing various options – over 30, by one count – all of which considerably underestimated the enemy’s strength and consequently were ineffectual. Ultimately, the czar lent a willing ear to Prussian General Karl Ludwig August Friedrich von Pfuel, whose strategy required the First Army to fall back to the Drissa fortified camp on the Western Dvina River while the Second Army turned the French flank and line of communications. Sound as the plan looked on paper, it ignored facts on the ground, for the Russians were outnumbered by at least 2:1. Barclay de Tolly and a small group of officers who surrounded him understood that neither of the Russian armies could stand and fight. They examined recent British operations in Spain and were struck by the Duke of Wellington’s defensive campaign in Portugal, which had convinced them that the only way to prevail over Napoleon in Russia was through a similarly protracted and defensive war.



Retreat was the only sensible strategy and it soon produced results. One month into the war, Napoleon’s initial plan to destroy Russia’s armies in a decisive battle in the borderland had been frustrated. Despite their best efforts, the French and their allies had failed to catch their prey and were now hundreds of miles inland, suffering from attrition and diseases. The sheer size of the Grande Armée sapped its leadership’s ability to cope with challenges. Napoleon raged about dilatory movements and the lax leadership of his subordinates; just eight days after starting the invasion, he complained that ‘nothing gets done’. Internal reports and correspondence reveal the deep sense of uncertainty in which the French headquarters operated. Napoleon remained poorly informed of the enemy’s positions and knew little of their intentions, the local terrain or routes; ‘our maps are so deficient that they are practically unusable,’ he complained just days into the invasion. Three weeks later, the Grande Armée was so far ahead of its supply trains that Napoleon was compelled to halt at Vitebsk to allow reinforcements and supplies to reach him. He mulled over his next steps and considered if it might be better to remain in the borderland instead of pursuing the elusive enemy further to the east. In the end, he decided to press on, convinced that the Russians would make a stand soon enough and that he still had plenty of time before the snow would come.
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General Peter Bagration, commander of the Russian Second Western Army. (Author’s collection)






The Russian armies, meanwhile, faced a profound crisis. Their constant retreat had caused great consternation in the army and society; there were angry murmurs about the Russian military leadership and questions about military strategy. These grievances were exacerbated by an acute discord among the Russian aristocratic officers and the ‘foreigners’ who had gained influence at court and in the army. The latter had always been an important element of the Russian military, but Napoleon’s victories in previous years had driven numerous foreign-born officers to Russia, with the German states furnishing the largest number of them. Their arrival naturally caused frictions with the native officers, who complained about the foreigners getting preferential treatment and usurping many senior posts in the headquarters. ‘One hears nothing but German spoken at our headquarters,’ complained one Russian official. Barclay de Tolly, the nominal commander-in-chief, was surrounded by a group of officers (many of German extraction) who supported his defensive plans. Opposing them was the much larger ‘Russian party’, led by General Peter Bagration (ironically, a Georgian), which urged an immediate counter-offensive. Anti-Barclay sentiments were so strong among the senior officers that they openly loathed the commander-in-chief and intrigued for the appointment of Bagration as supreme commander; some even called for Barclay to be removed by force. Bending under pressure, Barclay de Tolly agreed to a joint attack from Smolensk, but Russian-commander infighting and vacillation undermined this counter-offensive almost as soon as it started.



Napoleon’s response was a masterfully conceived operation that transported over 150,000 men on a vast flanking manoeuvre that threatened to turn the enemy left wing and cut the Russians from Smolensk. Yet a resolute rearguard action at Krasnyi on 14 August enabled the Russians to delay the Grande Armée and prepare Smolensk for defence as their main armies rushed back to the city. On 15–17 August, the Russians repulsed French assaults on Smolensk but were nonetheless forced to abandon the city.
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Moscow burns in September 1812, a painting by Christian Johann Oldendorp. (Fine Art Images/Heritage Images/Getty Images)






The surrender of Smolensk further aroused general
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