Battle of Elchingen 1805

LE 14 OCTOBRE 1805...

On this date, the march of the French army ended with the near encirclement of the Austrians commanded by General Mack the bulk of his army was established at Ulm.

Napoleon did not come himself, in the beginning to direct the operations and his lieutenant, Murat committed an error which risked to compromise the entire operation, he sent Ney too far on the right bank of the Danube and he left isolated the division of Dupont which found itself engaged in Haslach against far superior forces, it needed a heroic struggle from his men to avoid a disaster.
The Emperor arrived on the 13th October, immediately he lost his temper discovering that the Austrians were committing themselves into the large breach between Dupont, who had fallen back to Albeck, and the rest of the Ney’s Corps which was towards Gunzburg, on the other bank of the Danube.

The bridge and the town of Elchingen were in the hands of the enemy; the road to Bohemia, was thus open for them and this road opened up in the rear of the French positions.  It was necessary then to cut this route at all costs.

Murat accused Ney.  Ney who only followed the orders of Murat, despite disagreeing, was furious but he took on the task of repairing the mess in a magnificent manner.
The 14th October 1805, at 8 o’clock in the morning.

The Marshall Ney puts on his dress uniform, all his decorations, the redhead is not in a good mood.  He arrives in front of the bridge at Elchingen, on the right bank of the river.

The planking of the bridge had been removed, but many are in the Danube, against the trusses or on the bank.  Furthermore, the general Vilatte, who marching at the head of his brigade had brought some planking.   In front of them, the Austrian corps of General Riesch, is moving through for some time the village of Elchingen which dominates the valley.  The bridge is guarded by only 300 hundred men supported by two canons. Ney immediately directs the repairing of the bridge, artillery protecting their work. The voltigeurs of the 6eme light, lead by the Captain Caille, cross the beams followed by the Carabineers of the regiment and the grenadiers of the 39e.  These elite men quickly cleared the entrance of the bridge (of its defenders).
The planks are laid very quickly and the Marshall leads immediately the whole of the Vilatte brigade, laid down an artillery battery, and launched the 6eme light towards the village and the 39e more to the right towards the Saint Wolfang chapel.
During this time, General Riesch, in seeing the crossing in force, stopped his troop movement and regrouped them ready for combat. A nine o’clock…

The 6eme light took all the edge of the village, but the 39eme is less fortunate and had to reform in the shelter of the wood.  The Divisional General Loison, ordered the crossing of his 2nd Brigade, the 69eme is at its head in front of the 76eme, the two regiments climb then to the plateau. They are soon accompanied by the light cavalry brigade of the Corps, comprising of the 1er regiment of the Chasseurs a cheval, and the 3eme Hussards: at their head the Colonel Auguste Colbert (of the 10eme chasseurs who commanded the brigade.
The plateau is reached, but the right flank of the French is threatened and Ney makes Colbert charge. The Hussards of the 3eme are attacked by the Austrian Cuirassiers. Domont, who commands the Hussards is injured, his horse is killed, but the Chasseurs clear the ground and the brigade rallies. Dragoons, ones from Bourcier’s division and especially those of the Laplanche brigade were the first ones to arrive. 

The first regiment to cross the bridge is the 18eme dragoons commanded by Colonel Lefebvre-Desnpettes.  He reaches the plateau and helps the rally of the light cavalry.  In front, the Austrians form square and are protected by the regrouped Cuirassiers.  General Bourcier orders a charge which is lead by General Laplanche and the colonel Lefebvre-Desnouettes, the square is crushed and a Colour and two cannons are taken.  The regiment, continuing its thrust, smash into the cuirassiers and 50 of them are captured or killed.

During this movement, Roguet’s brigade perfectly succeeds its manoeuvres and its attacks.  
The second dragoon regiment that is to distinguish itself is the 19eme dragoons, commanded by colonel Caulaincourt.  After having crossed the bridge behind the 18eme,  it is directed to the right and discovers an Austrian infantry column in retreat,  the dragoons thrust forward and the lieutenant Pitard moves between this group of infantry and the wood barring their retreat and 250 of them surrender.  The Assistant Commander Fauraux distinguishes himself also by capturing an artillery piece.  Further on, the regiment catch sight of 4 squadrons of enemy cuirassiers. The first squadron is only one they could reach and managed to capture 20 horse.
Later, the regiment moves towards Nerestetten and is briskly attacked.  Night falls, and the surprise is complete and the regiment is surrounded but it continues its march until it meets another mass of cavalry. The retreat then becomes essential which the general’s report says  was executed in good order without rout  which is a tribute to the bravery and ‘sang-froid’ of the officers and the dragoons as much as the talent of colonel Caulaincourt.

The other regiments of Bourcier’s division are particularly deployed in support and contribute more or less to the success of the day. In the same fashion the division of Malher largely played a role of reserve.

Thus, throughout this day all the merit of success goes to the horsemen of the Colbert, to 18eme and 19em dragoons and of course the infantry of Loison’s division which finished the day exhausted, also their general finished his letter, written in the night to Marshall Ney, with these words…Cartridges, bread and spirits… and you who give us life.
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