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Chapter 1

Mount Tabor

1125 BC

By the 12th century BC, the time of the Book of Judges, God’s promise to Abraham of a land for the nation of Israel was only half-fulfilled. The biblical representation of ‘all Israel’ invading Canaan, under Joshua in around 1230 BC, has been rejected by modern scholars. They suggest a far more gradual process, with the Hebrew tribes who had come out of Egypt during the Exodus entering the Promised Land by a combination of peaceful infiltration, assimilation, intermarriage and, only when necessary, warfare. 



The natives of Canaan had been accustomed to nomadic invaders, but these newcomers were different. Previous incursions from the deserts had been little more than extended raids, but these new arrivals showed every intention of settling. What was more, they were a people inspired – by a devotion to one God, Yahweh (Jehovah) – who they proclaimed to be the only true God. ‘The moral is to the physical as three is to one,’ said Napoleon, and there can be no doubt that when it came to war this fierce and austere creed gave the Hebrews a distinct moral advantage over their sophisticated but decadent opponents. Initially rebuffed by the ring of fortified cities that guarded the Negev and the Beersheba Valley, the Israelites marched first east into the desert and then north. Then, under Joshua, they entered Canaan across the Jordan, north of the Dead Sea.

Barak takes command

There followed an extended period of warfare, which ended (when the Book of Judges begins) in stalemate. Despite early Israelite victories at Jericho and Ai, the Canaanites proved formidable opponents. Secure behind their walled cities, they dominated the coastal plain and the Jezreel Valley. The Israelites, the Bible tells us, had to be content with the mountains. They ‘could not drive out the inhabitants of the valley, because they had chariots of iron’ (Judges 1:19). These chariots – the ‘iron’ refers to their iron-rimmed wheels – were the state-of-the-art technology of the High Bronze Age, the battle tanks of their time. No lightly armed force of nomads and hill men, such as the Israelites comprised, could hope to stand against them in open battle.

During this extended lull in fighting, the Canaanites and the Israelites coexisted and even, on occasion, assisted each other in inter-city and inter-tribal conflicts. In the Jezreel Valley, however, the Canaanites took advantage of the interlude to consolidate their position. Here, we are told, the local commander, Sisera, a Canaanite prince who had oppressed the Israelites for 20 years, began to disarm them – ‘was there a shield or spear seen among forty thousand in Israel?’ (Judges 5:8) – and force them into bond-service. 

As a result, revolt broke out in Galilee, inspired by a woman, the prophetess Deborah, ‘the wife of Lapidoth . . . she dwelt under the palm tree of Deborah . . . in Mount Ephraim; and the children of Israel came up to her for judgement’ (Judges 4:4–5). These ‘Judges’ were not legal officials but soldiers or tribal chieftains who provided leadership and settled disputes within and between tribes – at this time Israel was not yet the unified nation she was later to become under Saul. Deborah chose Barak, a military leader from the tribe of Isaachar, to command her army against the oppressive Canaanites.

Weapons of war

The backbone of the Canaanite armies was the war chariot. Invented in Mesopotamia more than a thousand years earlier, it had by this time reached its peak of sophistication. With two six-spoked wheels on one axle, and pulled by two specially trained horses, it was a fast-moving yet stable firing platform crewed by two armoured men – a driver and a fighting man armed with a bow. These were ‘compound bows’, made from a variety of materials – horn, sinew and wood – for extra power. A long-range, hand-held missile weapon, they were expensive and time-consuming to manufacture. The men who rode to war in these chariots – known as the marianu – were a social and military elite. Like medieval knights, they were aristocrats, holding land and privileges in return for military service. Also like knights, their strength lay in the single massed charge that would shatter an enemy’s line. Once the enemy’s line had been broken, the chariots would rampage among them, shooting down man after man at point-blank range. Centuries later on the plains of North America, Colonel Bill Cody would train his horses to slow down beside buffalo to enable the rider to make an easy shot. Whether or not the horses and drivers of the Canaanite chariots were trained in a similar way for the marianu, the enemy could still be picked off easily, one by one.

Behind the chariots would come masses of armoured spearmen – more properly, ‘pikemen’, as they used their spears for thrusting only – to finish off survivors and the wounded. An army like this was a product of agricultural surplus – of a wealthy society that could spare men from the plough to become professional spearmen and charioteers, or makers of chariots and compound bows. Such a society could also devote precious land to the breeding of horses – stock that produces no meat, wool or milk.

Very different was the Israelite host, which could best be described as a tribal militia, an entirely infantry army composed of herdsmen, hill farmers and brigands. They were unarmoured light infantry, mustered by tribe and armed with a variety of weapons, from the kophesh, a curved cutlass-like copper sword designed for a slashing cut, down to adapted agricultural implements. Their main missile weapons were light wooden bows, stones and, of course, slings, but perhaps the most common was the javelin, a light throwing-spear that a fit young man could throw with force and accuracy. It would be a mistake to dismiss this Israelite host as a mere tribal mob. Subdivided by weapon and speciality, they had in the past proved formidable in the assault, capable of complicated manoeuvres and – crucially for the coming battle – very fast-moving and sure-footed over rough ground.

Deborah’s ‘killing ground’

Having appointed Barak her commander, Deborah outlined to him a three-phase plan to defeat Sisera’s army. Phase One involved luring Sisera out from the unassailable safety of his city walls. To do this Barak would assemble the fighting men of the tribes of Naphtali and Zebulun on Mount Tabor. By so doing he would pose a threat to the Canaanite lines of communication via the Jezreel Valley, forcing Sisera to act.

There are two ways of cutting an enemy’s communication lines: one is to position troops astride them; the other is to take up a ‘flanking position’ to one side, from where you can interrupt them at will. Sitting astride Sisera’s communications in the middle of the Jezreel Valley would have invited a battle on just the sort of ground that would favour Sisera’s chariots. The Israelite force would be scattered and slaughtered. A flanking position on the top of Mount Tabor, on the other hand, would still pose a threat that Sisera would have to respond to, but from a commanding position on high ground where his chariots could not be deployed. With Sisera watching Mount Tabor, unable to attack and hoping to lure Barak down onto the plain, the stage was set for the second phase.

In Phase Two, a second Israelite force, gathered on Mount Ephraim, would advance up the Jezreel Valley as if to attack Sisera’s own city of Harosheth or, just as worryingly, to bypass it and push on down as if to attack his coastal allies. Again, Sisera would have no choice but to respond to this new threat. He would abandon his blockade of Mount Tabor, turn about and march back to the Jezreel Valley. There, on the banks of the River Kishon, was the site Deborah had selected as her ‘killing ground’.

In Phase Three, Sisera would find himself attacked on two sides on swampy ground where his chariots and heavy infantry would struggle. He would be attacked from the front by the Israelite forces he was marching to intercept, and from the rear by Barak’s forces who, as soon as Sisera broke camp, would swarm down from Mount Tabor in pursuit of him.

The Israelites gather on Mount Tabor

Barak accepted the plan, but insisted that Deborah must come with him to Mount Tabor. Quite why is unclear. It may be that he wished to keep her under his eye and out of the fighting; or it may be that he felt unsure of being able to muster the men of the two tribes, Naphtali and Zebulun, without her charismatic presence. The tribes of Israel at this time were unruly and independent-minded – we know from the Song of Deborah that not all the Israelites answered the call to arms. The men of Reuben are criticized for remaining aloof ‘to hear the bleatings of the flocks’ (Judges 5:16). Gilead, we are told, ‘abode beyond Jordan’ and the men of Dan (intriguingly) remained in their ships. Whatever the reasoning, Deborah agreed to Barak’s demand and accompanied him to Tabor, but she did so under protest. Barak’s march, she told him, would bring him no honour, ‘. . . the Lord shall sell Sisera into the hand of a woman’ (Judges 4:9). It must have seemed at the time that Deborah was claiming in advance the credit for any victory – later events, however, would give her words another, even more terrible, significance.

So the men of Naphtali and Zebulun gathered on Mount Tabor, looking towards the Jezreel Valley. Having dominated the area for 20 years, Sisera must have had an extensive intelligence network. The Canaanite cities in the Jezreel Valley, Taanach pre-eminent among them, would have been his main source of information, but according to Judges it was Heber the Kenite who informed Sisera of the threat. The Kenites were a nomadic tribe, who were neutral in the struggle between Canaanite and Israelite. Heber had pitched his tents away from the main body of his tribe ‘unto the plain of Zaanaim which is by Kedesh’ (Judges 4:11).

The waiting game

Sisera marched out of Harosheth with his entire army, numbered by Judges as ‘even nine hundred chariots of iron, and all the people that were with him.’ ‘Nine hundred’ tallies well with the 924 chariots that Pharaoh Thothmes III claimed to have taken from the Canaanite kings at his victory at Meggido – ten miles (16 km) away – some 300 years earlier. We may assume that both figures are exaggerated – ancient writers tended to cite impossibly large numbers simply to convey an impression of great strength. We may even go as far as to cross off a nought, bringing his chariot force down to a more manageable (and thus more believable) number. Even so, 90 massed chariots, backed by heavily armoured spearmen and supported by archers, is a formidable force, easily capable – on the plain – of sweeping aside Deborah and Barak’s lightly armed tribesmen. They had done so many times before and would do so again – if the Israelites could be lured down from their mountain stronghold. Deborah and Barak, however, showed no sign of coming down, and so began a waiting game. With his lines of communication back to his base at Harosheth secure, and his army therefore well supplied, Sisera could afford to bide his time. Failing a surprise attack on his camp – a tactic the Israelites had employed before and against which he would have been on the alert – it was surely only a matter of time before hunger, disease or even dissension either broke up this tribal gathering or forced them down onto the level ground and their inevitable destruction. 

So Sisera waited, blithely unaware that he was not the predator, but the prey. Above, on Mount Tabor, Deborah and Barak and their forces also bided their time. Sisera’s chariots clearly couldn’t touch them, and he clearly lacked the specialist light or mountain troops he would need to evict them. From the summit of Mount Tabor it would have been perfectly possible, via signal beacons on the Hill of Moreh and Mount Gilboa, to communicate with the second Israelite force gathered in Ephraim. Everything was in place to spring the trap – to launch the men from Ephraim up the Jezreel Valley and threaten Sisera’s rear. But still Deborah waited. What for?

Quagmire

It is here that another factor came into Deborah’s planning, one which over the centuries has been the downfall of many a commander and many an army – weather. We can only speculate as to Deborah’s powers as a prophetess, but it took no great powers of perception to predict the advent of the rainy season, which would turn the marshes of the River Kishon and its tributaries into a quagmire. Nor was the state of the ground the only danger – when Jesus talks of a man who ‘ built his house upon the sand’ (Matthew 7:26), he was talking of those who built their homes on the slopes of long-dry wadis. As a Galilean, Jesus himself must have seen how sudden rain could, within minutes, turn a dried-up watercourse into a raging, boiling torrent capable of sweeping away men, horses and even the ‘iron chariots’ themselves. 

Phase Two of the plan began with the advance from Mount Ephraim of the Israelite force gathered there. On receiving what we can only assume was a long-distance signal from Deborah on Mount Tabor, they marched, under their unnamed commander, northwest up the Jezreel Valley. The valley was not unprotected, however – Sisera was an experienced enough soldier to keep his eye on the back door. At ‘Taanach by the waters of Megiddo’ (Judges 5:19) they were met by a Canaanite force drawn from that city and its surrounding villages. Whether the Israelites broke through and pushed on up the valley to threaten his base at Harosheth and, worse still, the cities on the coast, or whether the Canaanite commanders, under pressure at Taanach, sent frantic messages calling for reinforcements, we do not know. What we do know is that Sisera at once broke up his camp and prepared to march to their assistance. From the very outset of this campaign Sisera had lost the initiative – like an overmatched chess player, he did nothing throughout but react to his opponent’s moves. It seems clear that the rains had already started – the fighting down by the waters of Taanach must have been a muddy, bloody slogging match – when Sisera set out. It was at this point – as the main Canaanite army set off in line of march back towards the scene of the fighting in the Jezreel Valley – that Deborah turned to Barak and uttered some of the most famous words in the Old Testament: ‘Up; for this is the day in which the Lord hath delivered Sisera into thine hand; is not the Lord gone out before thee?’ (Judges 4:14). It is inconceivable that Sisera’s army did not have a rearguard, but it would surely have been overwhelmed as Barak’s host swept down from Mount Tabor and the surrounding Galilean foothills. An army caught on the march is extremely vulnerable. With no time to deploy from line-of-march into battle formation, its units are devoured one by one, unable to support each other. Judging by the slaughter that ensued, it seems probable that the men of Ephraim had broken through the Canaanite forces further down the valley and that Sisera was already deploying to fight them when Barak’s force swarmed over his flanks and rear. 

It is not difficult to visualize the scene. Massed, on good ground, Sisera’s ‘iron’ chariots were a war-winner; strung out on the march and – like Hitler’s panzers before Moscow in the autumn of 1941 – bogged to the axles, they were individual deathtraps. Surrounded by superior numbers of lightly armed, fleet-footed tribesmen, the chariot crews were hauled down from their lofty positions in their vehicles to die among the slashing swords. The heavy infantry will have fared little better, gathering back-to-back in isolated clumps of men, their ranks thinned by a relentless rain of arrows, stones and javelins, before the final, annihilating rush. This was Little Big Horn by the River Kishon. Some survivors must have made their way – under their officers no doubt – in a fighting retreat back up the main valley towards Harosheth; others seem to have attempted to cross the swollen Kishon and been swept away by the torrent. Still others died where they stood or fell, or scattered in a general sauve qui peut.

Sisera’s fate

Among the latter was Sisera. He fled on foot, alone it seems, in the direction of Zanaaim, to the tents of his informant, Heber the Kenite. He had no reason to doubt that he would find shelter there, nor was he disappointed. He was met, as the Bible tells us, by Heber’s wife Jael, who gave him cool milk to drink, covered him with a blanket and urged him to rest – if any pursuing Israelites came asking for him, she would distract them. No doubt already contemplating his revenge, the exhausted Sisera drifted into sleep. As he slept, Jael crept in and, taking a hammer and a tent-peg, drove it through his temple. Although lauded in the Song of Deborah, Jael’s murder of Sisera was a gross violation of the Middle Eastern code of hospitality, and it raises a question about her husband Heber’s role in the campaign. Unless there was serious discord in the tents of Heber, we are forced to conclude that Heber had been acting all along in collusion with Deborah, feeding Sisera with the information she wanted him to receive, when she wanted him to receive it.

So died Sisera – at the hands of a woman, as prophesied by Deborah – and so died his army. There may be a certain grim satisfaction in reading of the destruction of an army, but we should never lose sight of the fact that the reality is hundreds, sometimes thousands, of dead soldiers. Although The Song of Deborah is a biblical whoop of joy at an Israelite victory, there is still a certain poignancy in its portrayal of Sisera’s mother awaiting her beloved son’s return. As she looks out at her window and cries through the lattice, ‘Why is his chariot so long in coming? Why tarry the wheels of his chariots?’ (Judges 5:28), she might be the emblem of all the women through the ages who have waited for the return from battle of fathers and brothers, sons and lovers who would never be coming home.

The decline and fall of the chariot

As a result of the Battle of Mount Tabor, the Book of Judges tells us, ‘. . . the land had rest forty years’ (Judges 5:31). It is to be hoped the Israelites enjoyed it – for the Philistines were coming.

The Battle of Mount Tabor has to be seen against a background of the collapse of civilization as it had been known until then. The sophisticated ‘chariot’ civilizations of the High Bronze Age – Egypt, Minoan Crete, the Hittite Kingdom of Anatolia and its ally ‘To-ro-ja’ (Homer’s Troy) – were being engulfed, one by one, by a combination of northern European tribesmen and ‘Sea Peoples’ (the Philistines among them). The armies of these peoples were characterized by lightly armed, sword-wielding infantry – a new kind of warfare was emerging, ending the dominance of the chariot. The Israelites themselves were part of this process – a process that began at Mount Tabor and would end with them occupying the whole land of Canaan. The consequences of this are with us to this day.

In the biblical account of Sisera’s defeat we have one of the first recorded instances of a commander falling for his enemy’s deception plan, losing the initiative, underestimating his opponent, placing too much reliance on technology and falling victim to bad ground and adverse weather. It will not be the last.





Chapter 10

Moscow

1812

Having defeated Austria and Prussia in 1805 and 1806, and fought the Russians to a standstill at Friedland, Napoleon concluded a peace with Tsar Alexander at Tilsit, on Russia’s Baltic coast, in 1807. However, it proved uneasy for a number of reasons: the tsar was vulnerable to a ‘war party’ from among his own aristocracy; Russian participation in the ‘Continental System’ (Napoleon’s ban on British imports to Europe) was damaging the Russian economy; and Alexander was growing increasingly suspicious of the Grand Duchy of Warsaw, established by Napoleon, which he saw as a nascent Polish state on Russia’s border. Despite the efforts of Armand de Caulaincourt, the French ambassador to Russia, relations worsened to such a point that, by the autumn of 1811, Napoleon had determined on war.



The invasion

Napoleon’s blueprint for war was always the same: a swift advance into enemy territory and a decisive battle in which the enemy’s main army was destroyed, after which an unfavourable peace was dictated to a prostrate enemy. This strategy had served him well so far, and was dictated as much by political as military considerations – as a military dictator, Napoleon could not afford to be away from his capital for too long. In so far as they had a plan, the Russians intended to draw Napoleon into the Russian interior and wear his forces down. As the tsar said to Caulaincourt, ‘Your Frenchman is brave, but long privations and a bad climate wear him down and discourage him. Our climate, our winter, will fight on our side.’ 

By late June 1812, Napoleon had massed 450,000 men on the western bank of the River Nieman, on the southwest Russian border. His army consisted of Frenchmen, Poles, Italians, Bavarians, Saxons, Westphalians, Württemburgers, Croats, Spaniards and Portuguese – drawn from across the Napoleonic empire. They were organized into three ‘army groups’, commanded by Napoleon, his son-in-law Prince Eugene and his brother Jerome. On the night of 24–25th June, the Grande Armée crossed the Niemen and advanced broadly in the direction of Moscow. Napoleon took Kovno, at the confluence of the Rivers Viliya and Nieman, without opposition.

The Russians had two main armies, commanded by General Barclay de Tolly in the north (sometimes accompanied by the tsar), and by General Peter Bagration in the south. Napoleon learned from captured despatches that the tsar and Barclay’s army were at Vilno, the intended meeting point of the two Russian armies. Napoleon arrived at Vilno, however, to find that the Russians had burned the bridge over the Vilnia, along with their supplies, and withdrawn. Vilno was taken, therefore, without a shot being fired, but amidst scenes of indiscipline and looting. The Russians’ ‘scorched earth’ policy thus ensured that Napoleon’s army was already hungry and its cavalry desperately short of forage for its horses.

Bagration slips the net

Napoleon decided to split his forces. He sent Joachim Murat, king of Naples, with five cavalry divisions (supported by Marshals Oudinot and Ney) to keep up the pressure on Barclay, while he turned his attention to Bagration. On 1st July, hearing that Bagration, the Georgian ‘hero of Austerlitz’, was moving northeast to link with Barclay, Napoleon ordered Marshal Davout and his brother Jerome, to trap Bagration between their two forces. However, Jerome moved too slowly and, crucially, failed to keep Napoleon informed. Bagration, a wily campaigner, slipped the net. Napoleon was furious with his brother: ‘Tell him,’ he raged, ‘that it would be impossible to manoeuvre in worse fashion . . . tell him that he has robbed me of the fruit of my manoeuvres and of the best opportunity ever presented – and all on account of his singular failure to appreciate the first notions about warfare.’ Out of his depth, Jerome left the army and went home. Still hoping to trap Bagration, Napoleon ordered Davout to drive him into the vast Pripet Marshes. Once again, the Georgian proved elusive, doubling back towards Bobruisk.

His first plan having failed, Napoleon now turned his attention to Barclay. Rather than attack him frontally, Napoleon tried to manoeuvre round Barclay’s rear, crossing the River Dvina and threatening his communications with St Petersburg, while Murat ‘pinned’ him frontally. On 19th July, Napoleon was informed by Murat that Barclay had moved out, and on the 24th that he had taken up position at Vitebsk (in modern-day Belarus), which the Russians had now settled on as the meeting point for their armies. Bagration was marching towards it when he was blocked by Davout at Mogilev. Napoleon decided against attacking Barclay immediately, preferring to wait until he could bring up more troops, but hearing of Bagration’s check at Mogilev, Barclay withdrew once more, in the direction of the next rendezvous – Smolensk, around 225 miles west of Mosow. 

Napoleon enters Smolensk

Yet again, Napoleon had failed to force a decisive battle on a divided enemy. His troops were hungry and exhausted – 100,000 men had dropped out through sickness and fatigue, and many horses had been lost. He was forced to call a halt for eight days – during which time Davout marched up to join him – before advancing on Smolensk. Bagration and Barclay finally linked up at Smolensk on 4th August. Now was Napoleon’s chance to force a decisive battle, and once more he attempted a massive right-flanking manoeuvre, crossing the River Dnieper on the night of 13–14th August. By dawn, 175,000 men were across the river and marching northeast towards Smolensk. At 3 p.m. – at Krasnoe, southwest of Smolensk – Murat’s advance guard encountered General Neverovski with 8,000 infantry and 1,500 cavalry. Without waiting for the infantry of Ney’s III Corps, which was following on behind, Murat threw in his cavalry, only to see them shot down by Russian infantry. Ney’s corps was unable to deploy before Neverovski made his escape towards Smolensk – but for him the French would have been in the city that afternoon. When he finally reached it, Napoleon ordered a halt for 24 hours – the following day was his 43rd birthday, which he intended to celebrate with a grand review of the army. Thus the surprise achieved by crossing the Dnieper was lost – now aware of the presence of Napoleon south of Smolensk, Bagration ordered Nikolay Raevsky’s VIII Corps into the city.

Although of little strategic value, Smolensk was home to the icon of the ‘Black Madonna’, to which many miracles had been attributed and which was therefore of huge spiritual significance to the Russians. Napoleon could have bypassed the city, crossing the river east of it and placing his forces across the line of the Russian army’s communications. Instead, he decided to assault the city, convinced that the Russians would come out to defend it. However, Barclay and Bagration simply watched from the banks of the Dnieper, north of Smolensk, as Napoelon’s army attacked its ancient walls. An initial assault on 16th August having failed, Napoleon attacked the following afternoon with 200 guns and the three corps of Davout, Ney and Poniatowski. Now defended by 30,000 Russians, the fighting for the city was fierce. The French lacked siege guns or even ladders to scale its ancient walls as they battled though the city’s suburbs. From the heights opposite, Auguste Thirion, a heavy cavalryman, watched Marshal Poniatowski’s Poles attack the eastern walls of what had once been a Polish stronghold.



These brave men tried to scale them by climbing on each others’ shoulders. But the nature of the terrain would not permit of success, and it was a curious spectacle to see that ant-like mass of men crawling over the rocks in such a picturesque manner while above their heads the cannon which were the object of their efforts thundered against their brothers in arms.



By nightfall the Russians were evacuating the blazing city. Napoleon lost approximately 7,000 men, and, while he was able to inflict 11,000 casualties on the Russians in return, they were better able to absorb those losses. Napoleon’s reward was a burned-out city. Military historian Karl von Clausewitz considered the decision to assault Smolensk the biggest mistake of the entire campaign. 

The Russian retreat continues

Failing once more – this time at Valutino – to trap the retreating Russians, Napoleon’s army plodded wearily on in their wake. The army was still 280 miles from Moscow and had already exhausted its supplies. Marauding Cossacks were everywhere, burning, harassing and swooping on any troops foraging for food – inflicting damage out of all proportion to their numbers. The marching and fighting of the last two weeks had cost the Grande Armée another 25,000 men. Briefly, Napoleon appeared to listen to his chief-of-staff Berthier and his aide Caulaincourt’s call for a winter halt at Smolensk, but he soon changed his mind. ‘Before a month is out,’ he said, ‘we shall be in Moscow; in six months we shall have peace.’ 

On the Russian side there were recriminations about the loss of Smolensk. Much blame was attached to Barclay, who, as a German-speaking Livonian (Livonia – present-day Latvia and Estonia) of Scots ancestry, was automatically regarded with suspicion by the Russian aristocracy. They urged the tsar to appoint Mikhail Ilarionovitch Kutuzov as commander of the combined armies. Immortalized by Tolstoy in War and Peace as the embodiment of the earthy wisdom of old Russia, Kutuzov was in fact an experienced campaigner and courtier. He was described by the British liaison officer Sir Robert Wilson as ‘polished, courteous, shrewd as a Greek, naturally intelligent as an Asiatic, and well instructed as a European’. A former comrade of Russia’s national hero, Alexander Suvarov, morale soared when Kutuzov joined the army on 29th August. 

Attack and counter-attack 

Kutuzov was determined to fight for Moscow. He selected a site at Borodino, 60 miles from the capital. As Napoleon approached with 133,000 men, Kutuzov set about improving the position with earthworks, behind which he arrayed his force of 120,000. A bloody battle at an outlying earthwork, the Shevardino Redoubt, on 5th September gave Napoleon a foretaste of the fighting that would follow when he assaulted the main position. Rejecting Davout’s plan for a wide flanking movement by his own and Poniatowski’s Polish Corps, Napoleon opted instead for a frontal assault that, he believed, would break the will of the Russian army. 

The battle began with massive and lengthy bombardments from both sides, with 650 Russian against 597 French guns. The French army then launched a succession of frontal assaults on the Russian positions, which lasted most of the day. It was bloody, attritional warfare made up of attack and counter-attack, and was the type of fighting at which the Russians excelled. Borodino, however, did not show Napoleon at his best – he seemed to have sunk into lethargy and depression, sitting in the early morning with his head in his hands declaring, ‘What is war? A trade of barbarians, the whole art of which consists in being the strongest at a given point.’ At the critical moment, when the Russians appeared to be forming a new line in the rear of their main position, Napoleon, uncertain of the situation on his extended flanks and disturbed by rumours of a huge Cossack host to his north, refused to commit his Guard. A priceless opportunity was accordingly lost. By the time darkness fell, 30,000 of Napoleon’s army had been killed or wounded (including 43 generals), yet just one mile of ground had been gained. The Russians had lost 44,000, including their hero Bagration, while their line, though pushed back a little, had held. The Russian army was in no condition to fight again the following day, but remained in being (intact). As Napoleon sat in his headquarters composing a bulletin that would ‘spin’ Borodino as a triumph under the walls of Moscow, he could hear the Russians in their new positions shouting ‘Victory!’ Then, overnight, the Russians withdrew.

Moscow in flames

At a council of war on 13th September, Kutuzov decided to abandon Moscow to the enemy in order that his army might rest and regroup. The following day an advance party from the French army arrived on the heights west of Moscow. Sergeant Bourgogne of the Imperial Guard later wrote: ‘All the sufferings, the dangers, the hardships, the privations, everything was forgotten and swept from our minds by thoughts of the pleasure of entering Moscow, of taking up comfortable winter quarters in it and of making conquests of another kind.’ He was to be disappointed. As Murat’s vanguard was entering the city, the bulk of the population – some 180,000 out of a total of 200,000 – was leaving it via the eastern gates at the instigation of the governor Rostopchin. Napoleon entered that evening and took up quarters in the Kremlin, only to be roused from his bed a few days later to find Moscow in flames. The fires had been started deliberately on the orders of Rostopchin. Looters – both French and Russian – and a stiff wind caused the flames to spread, and over the next few days three-quarters of the city was destroyed. The part that remained, which included the Kremlin, was saved by a change of wind. Ironically, had the whole city been destroyed, Napoleon would have been forced to withdraw immediately, sparing the Grande Armée what followed.

Confident that the tsar must now negotiate, Napoleon sent a message suggesting that a peace might now be agreed, but received no reply, nor to a subsequent message. Meanwhile, at their fortified camp at Tarutino, some 50 miles southwest of the capital, the Russians were rearming and reinforcing – by late October their numbers had risen from 85,000 to over 120,000. 

On 17th September, realizing that the tsar had no intention of negotiating, Napoleon ordered the evacuation of Moscow. He planned to march southwest and return to Smolensk by a southerly route, through land that had not been devastated by either the advancing French or the retreating Russians. The tsar’s plan was to catch Napoleon in a giant pincer movement. Kutuzov would pursue the retreating French army while General Ludwig Wittgenstein descended from the north and Admiral Pavel Chichagov advanced from the south.

At Maloyaroslavets, south of Moscow, on 24th October, Napoleon’s advance guard was halted by a force under the Russian general Dokhturov. In the fighting that followed – in which Prince Eugene’s Italian troops distinguished themselves – the all-important crossing of the River Lusha changed hands several times. As night fell it was in Eugene’s hands, but after an unsettling encounter with marauding Cossacks, Napoleon concluded that his army was too weak to fight its way through to the southerly route. The Grande Armée returned north – along the route by which it had previously advanced – and its fate was sealed. 

A pitiful retreat

From now on Kutuzov contented himself with marching parallel to the French, denying them the fertile lands to the south, while hordes of Cossacks – joined now by bands of partisans composed of peasants and stragglers from the Russian armies – harassed them at every turn. However, on 1st November at Viazma, General Miloradovitch saw an opportunity to cut off the French rearguard, formed by I Corps, commanded by Davout. After a hard day’s fighting, with the help of divisions sent back by Eugene and Ney, Davout managed to extricate what was left of his corps, but it had almost ceased to exist as a fighting force. Marshal Ney’s III Corps then took over as rearguard.

The first snow fell on 5th November, by which time Napoleon’s army was already falling apart. Some regiments – many pitifully reduced in numbers – still maintained discipline under their officers, but much of the army was by now a mob of fugitives stumbling towards the supposed safety of Smolensk. In fact, Wittgenstein’s army, the northern arm of the Russian pincer, had captured Polotsk (about 150 miles northwest of Smolensk). Realizing his line of retreat was now at risk, Napoleon knew it would not be possible to winter in the city and that he would have to continue. Having driven his army on through blizzards, on 9th November the emperor reached the burned-out city to find that the provisions stored there had nearly all been consumed by the garrison. What little had remained had then been looted by the advance guard.

The retreat continued in intense cold and thickening snow, which, together with starvation, took a terrible toll. Count Langeron – a French émigré commanding a Russian division – described some of the horrors he witnessed as his column followed the French. Passing through a forest, he wrote:



The Pavlograd Hussars, who formed the advance-guard and moved on foot, were obliged to lift bodies and throw them aside to clear a path for the column . . . I saw a woman who had just given birth to a child and had then died beside her dead baby. One cannot imagine the number of women the French army dragged along . . . I saw a dead man, his teeth in the haunch of a horse which was still quivering. I saw a dead man inside a horse which he had disembowelled and emptied in order to crawl inside and get warm. I saw another man tearing with his teeth at the entrails of a dead horse. I did not see the wretched French eating one another, but I did see corpses from the thighs of which strips of flesh had been cut for eating.



On 16th November, at Krasnoe, Miloradovitch struck again, allowing Napoleon and his Imperial Guard to pass and then inserting a force across the road behind them, cutting off the rest of the army. Eugene and his 4,000 Italians managed to fight their way through, but Davout and Ney remained isolated. So often afflicted by lethargy during this campaign, Napoleon now showed flashes of his old energy and genius. Sending his Guard to the aid of Davout, he succeeded in extricating what remained of Davout’s corps. This left Ney’s 6,000 still cut off from the main French force. Ney arrived on the scene to find Miloradovitch’s force arrayed across the road, blocking his way west. The French commander launched a series of desperate attacks, but after a day of hard fighting he failed to break through. Furious that Napoleon had continued retreating towards Orsha, southwest of Smolensk – ‘The bastard has abandoned us!’ – Ney led his men on a night march north of the road through forests knee-deep in snow and across the frozen Dnieper. Aware of the appalling conditions – ‘Those who get through this will show they have their balls hung by steel wire!’ – Ney lived up to his own words, bringing his remaining 2,000 men safely through to link up with pickets (infantry outposts) of Eugene’s corps near Orsha. Although he was later criticized for his conduct at Waterloo, Ney received high praise during this retreat, earning Napoleon’s soubriquet ‘the bravest of the brave’.

Massacre at the Berezina

Ahead of the French, running southeast to northwest across the road from Smolensk, lay the River Berezina. The only crossing, the bridge at Borisov, had been captured on 22nd November by Admiral Chichagov’s forces – advancing from the southeast. Arriving with the French advance guard, Marshal Oudinot immediately attacked and regained the town, but the Russians succeeded in burning the bridge. The Grande Armée was due a change in luck, however, and it arrived in the discovery of a ford, 12 miles to the north at Studianka, by a detached unit of lancers. By the afternoon of 26th November, working up to their necks in the icy water, General Eblé’s engineers had succeeded in constructing two new bridges across the river. On the 27th, the part of the army that was still combatant crossed the Berezina, while the mass of fugitives and stragglers that trailed behind them, threatening to swamp the bridges, were held back by force. With the bridge at Borisov rebuilt, Chichagov’s force on the west bank and Wittgenstein’s on the east launched a concerted attack on the French bridges. Held off by Marshals Oudinot and Victor, the Russians contented themselves with bombarding them. By 6 p.m., Victor’s rearguard had crossed the river, forcing a way through a throng of desperate refugees. Then, having enabled as many as possible of the refugees to cross, at 8.30 on the morning of the 29th Eblé destroyed the bridges, still leaving many thousands at the mercy of the Russians. The Count de Rochechouart, an eyewitness, described the carnage on the east bank that morning. ‘Nothing in the world more saddening, more distressing! One saw heaped bodies of men, women, and even children; soldiers of all arms, all nations, choked by the fugitives or hit by Russian grapeshot; horses, guns, ammunition wagons, abandoned carts. One cannot imagine a more terrifying sight than the appearance of the two broken bridges, and the river frozen right to the bottom.’ Napoleon may have escaped the pincers of the Russian forces, but his army had been destroyed. He lost between 20,000 and 30,000 men at the Berezina, as well as countless non-combatants.

A terrible price

Napoleon’s fears about Paris were justified. On 5th December, learning of an attempted coup led by General Malet, he left the army to return to the capital. Joachim Murat took over command of the Grande Armée. His attitude at the time was summed up by the answer he gave to an artillery officer who had been sent to reinforce the rearguard. Struggling to get his guns up the icy road to the top of a nearby hill, the artillery officer asked the king of Naples for advice. ‘Major we’re —ed,’ said Murat, ‘get on your horse and run.’ Of the original force of 450,000, barely 20,000 emaciated men staggered back across the Niemen at Kovno on 11–12th December. Five days later, at Gumbinnen in east Prussia, the French army’s intendant-general, comte Dumas, was confronted by a red-eyed, ragged, bearded man in a brown coat. ‘What, General Dumas,’ the man cried, ‘do you not recognize me? I am the rearguard of the Grande Armée. I am Marshal Ney.’

The cost of the 1812 campaign to Napoleon’s empire was terrible – approximately 300,000 men had been killed and 200,000 captured, along with 1,000 guns and 200,000 horses. Russian casualties amounted to 150,000 killed and countless thousands wounded. By the end of 1812, it must have seemed that Napoleon was finished, but by the spring of 1813 he was preparing to fight in Germany with a newly raised army. 





Chapter 11

Leipzig

1813

The destruction of Napoleon’s army in Russia marked the beginning of the end for his empire. A sixth coalition was formed against him in June 1812, consisting of Great Britain, Russia, Spain and Portugal, and other nations soon joined in. Prussia, only ever a reluctant ally of Napoleon, joined in February 1813. Under Napoleon’s father-in-law, the emperor Francis, Austria held aloof from the fighting at first, but was sympathetic to the coalition. This combination, and the after-effects of the Russian debacle, might have finished a lesser man, but amazingly, Napoleon returned to Germany in spring 1813 with a new army.


Napoleon’s comeback

It was an army he had scraped together from wherever he could, scouring depots and garrisons and calling up young conscripts, national guards and customs officers, as well as bringing sailors ashore to man artillery, and redeploying the forces that he had in Spain. On paper its 200,000 men looked impressive, but in practice it was woefully under-trained. A particular weakness was the cavalry, which was under-strength in trained men and horses.

Still, in the initial campaigning, Napoleon showed some of the old genius that had deserted him in Russia, defeating the Russian general Wittgenstein at Lützen on 2nd May and at Bautzen on 20th and 21st. However, on each occasion lack of cavalry prevented him from fully exploiting his victories.

There followed an armistice in June and July, which allowed Napoleon time to train his young recruits, but during which his enemies also grew in
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