The 1809 Campaign in Saxony
A History in One Part
Introduction

The campaign of 1809 in Saxony was initiated by the Austrian high command in the aftermath of the Battle of Aspern. It was clear to the Archduke Charles that Napoleon would seek to reinforce his main army at Vienna and attack again. Attacks in secondary theatres, using local resources, seemed the best approach to prevent him from doing this.

The resources available in Bohemia consisted of the divisions of Am Ende and Radivojevich, a pair of former light infantry officers and pretty typical Austrian career soldiers. Mostly composed of the better Landwehr battalions, each of these ‘divisions’ also had a hard core of proper troops – line infantry or Grenzers. In addition, the Freicorps of the Duke of Brunswick added a useful force of cavalry and light infantry (the Electoral Hessian freicorps was less useful. The less said about them the better).
The Austrians therefore had a clear, shared goal and started with the initiative. The French (and their allies), by contrast, lacked unity of command and their superior numbers in theatre were widely spread across north Germany. In Saxony itself, Colonel Thielmann commanded a badly outnumbered home-defence force consisting of a little good cavalry and some rather weak infantry, well supported by guns. The Duc d’Abrantes controlled the French reserve corps at Mainz (fourth battalions of French infantry regiments, and provisional dragoon regiments – no better than Landwehr). The King of Westphalia, Jerome, had a substantial (if poorly trained) force of Dutch and Westphalians deployed in Swedish Pomerania (where they had just finished wiping out the ‘renegade’ hussar corps of Major Schill), and his royal guard at Kassel. He also commanded the garrisons of Magdeburg and Erfurt.

In contrast to the stolid professional soldiers in command on the Austrian side, only Thielmann among the ‘French’ commanders had reached his rank through merit. Most of the rest had been promoted to their exalted positions on the basis of their close personal association with the dictator, Napoleon. Jerome was wholly untried in war, whereas the Duc d’Abrantes had a record of underachievement recently confirmed by his dramatic failure in Portugal.

Opening Moves

The campaign opened on 9 June with the Brunswickers crossing the border into Saxony at Freiberg and the Austrians marching from Eger into Bayreuth. There was no resistance in Bayreuth, but the Saxon army chose to stand on the defensive at Pottschappel, a few miles South-east of Dresden. 

Battle of Pottschappel
Thielmann took his stand with three battalions and three regiments of cavalry at the little village of Pottschappell. The infantry mostly garrisoned the village itself, whilst the artillery took up positions on the towering Pottsberg behind the village.

The combined Austro-Brunswick assault on this strong position was poorly co-ordinated. The Duke of Brunswick outflanked the position and attacked it from the North a full day before the Austrians, marching up the direct route, were ready. The Austrian’s planned rest day was interrupted by the sound of cannon fire and they were forced to march hastily towards the sound of the guns.

The Brunswick infantry were able to engage their Saxon opposite numbers in a long-range and indecisive fire-fight, whilst the cavalry of the two sides charged and counter-charged each other, gradually causing more and more confusion in the Saxon ranks. The battle was decisively won, however, once the Austrians finally arrived. By this time the Saxon battle line had more or less broken down, and there were no formed reserves available to halt the Austrian attack. The first Austrian assault on Pottschappel was not a success, but there were many troops available to renew the action, and many more outflanking the Saxon position from the south. The Saxon infantry were forced to break out by desperate assaults, and many prisoners and guns were taken. Unable to hold Dresden against such superior forces, the Saxons fell back to Grossenhain, and called out the local garrisons to reinforce their battered infantry.
Austrian occupation of Dresden and advance to Leipzig

The Austrians and Brunswickers occupied Dresden unopposed on 12th June and remained there until 15th June. They began an operation aimed at outflanking the Saxons at Grossenhain, but their rather clumsy and stilted move failed to catch the alert Thielmann, who slipped across the river at Riesa, and retreated towards Liepzig. The Austro-Brunswickers made a parallel march by Dobeln, but without urgency, and the Saxons remained well ahead of their pursuers.
The Saxons were outraged to note that the Austrians detached a flanking column to destroy the bridge at Riesa. Conducted over 24 hours after the Saxon army had crossed the bridge, this wanton act of vandalism served no military purpose whatsoever and remains as a dark stain on the character of the Imperial army.

The ‘Campaign’ in the South

In the Southern theatre, Bayreuth and Bavaria, the Austrians and French were playing at war rather than making it. Radivojevich had been ordered by Charles to invade Bayreuth and threaten the French line of communication in Bavaria, but he chose instead to mount only a lightning raid into Bayreuth (completely unopposed by the Bavarian garrisons nearby, who remained within their fortifications), and then march north, via Plauen and Gera, to support Am Ende and Brunswick in the Saxon theatre. The Archduke was concerned by this decision, because an advance into Saxony or even Westphalia did not promise the same direct impact on Napoleon’s dispositions which might be hoped for if his communications in Bavaria were interrupted, but he chose not to over-rule the man on the spot.

Radivojevich attempted to recruit a freicorps in Bayreuth, but he stayed in the city only one day, and five of the six men he recruited on that day deserted over the next week, as it became clear that the Austrians had no intention of staying anywhere near Bayreuth.

The Duc D’Abrantes meanwhile, hearing rumours of war from his base in distant Mainz, set out for Saxony on 15th June, choosing the long route via Hof and Plauen over the shorter but harder route through the Thuringerwald. Junot pushed his men hard, and many of the young recruits dropped out of the march long before they saw an Austrian, for Radivojevich had abandoned Bayreuth on the 14th, a day before the French even began to follow them.
Jerome stirs

In the meantime, King Jerome had bestirred himself to come to the defence of his Saxon ally. He set Leipzig as the concentration point for his corps, and had the Westphalian and Dutch divisions of his command marching hard to get there. The battalion in garrison at Erfurt was despatched to watch the city of Brunswick against any treacherous act of the Duke of Brunswick.

Future historians will certainly blame Jerome because, having fixed Leipzig as his concentration point, his Guard did not leave Kassel until the 15th June, and he then chose for them a roundabout route via Erfurt. They will pay little attention to his very limited information on enemy dispositions and his natural desire to ensure that the southern borders of his country were watched. Indeed Jerome’s orders would have ensured that his Guard and 2nd Westphalian Division would have united with the Saxons at Leipzig on or about the 23rd or 24th June had not the Austrians entered the city on the 22nd.
Battle of Lockern

The Saxons joined hands with the Westphalian 2nd Division just North of Leipzig on the 22nd of June, as the Austrians and Brunswickers entered the city itself. King Jerome and his guard were then at Apolda, but Thielmann and Albigniac (the commander of Westphalian 2nd Division) resolved on an immediate counterattack. The Austrians also determined not to rest on the defensive but to attempt an attack on the Westphalian-Saxon camp at Schkeuditz. The result was that both armies blundered into each other whilst advancing to attempt a surprise attack on each other’s camps. 
The forces were about equal in numbers. Nine battalions of Westphalians and Saxons, with four regiments of cavalry, faced eight rather stronger battalions and two regiments. The Austrians, however, had two strong, well-trained regular battalions(from IR Erbach and IR Anton Mittrowsky): far superior to any infantry on the Saxon-Westphalian side except the handful of Combined Saxon Grenadiers.

Both sides struggled to control the action as it developed, with the Westphalians, poorly trained, poorly led and ill-willed, proving particularly inadequate to the challenge of a swift-moving encounter battle. The 5th Infantry ran away in whole platoons, whilst the Westphalian cavalry were kept well back from battle for fear they would desert wholesale if they were given a sniff of the enemy. The Saxon Grenadier battalion, by contrast, fought heroically against odds of two to one to delay the advance of the Austrian infantry, and the Saxon cavalry, under the personal command of Thielmann, charged repeatedly against Austrian squares. Nevertheless the Austrians slowly seized the upper hand with a flanking movement through the fields and gardens of Lockern village, and would surely have gone on to victory had Am Ende not been struck down by a chance musket ball whilst co-ordinating the crucial infantry attack. With their general hors de combat (although seriously wounded, he was fortunately not killed and will doubtless return to the service once his peg leg has been fitted), the Austrian attack lost impetus, and the Saxon-Westphalians were able to salvage most of their troops by a timely retreat.
Aftermath

The Saxons and Westphalians retreated to their camp at Schkeuditz, and awaited the arrival of King Jerome from Apolda and the Dutch division, which had now reached Magdeburg. An ill-advised rest day at Apolda now gave the Austrians the chance to catch the Westphalian Guard between a column despatched from Leipzig and the Radivojevich’s Division, which had force-marched into contact from the south.
Battle of Korbetha

Jerome was aware that his march from Apolda to Schkeuditz, via Halle, would be a dangerous one with his flank exposed to the enemy, but he trusted to the river Saale to protect his flank, and his cavalry patrols failed to penetrate the Austrian screen, leaving him unaware of the full weight of the forces being massed against him. The blow fell at the little village of Korbetha where a bridge and a ford gave a chance of crossing the river. The King saw that Korbetha itself was a stoutly-built village surrounded by ponds, and would give him a nearly impregnable position if he could just reach it, but to do so he would have to contest the bridge and ford, and then time his retreat from them very skilfully. Against the five battalions and one cavalry regiment of his Guard, the Austrians had massed no fewer than eighteen battalions, and the equivalent of three regiments of cavalry.
The battle began on the afternoon of 25 June. Moving swiftly, Jerome established two battalions to contest each crossing place, with this Guard artillery placed at the bridge, furthest from the safety represented by Korbetha. His Guard Cavalry crossed the stream at the ford to delay the Brunswickers and Austrians who were seeking to head him off there. A single battalion of Berg infantry was retained to guard the slow-moving baggage.

The Austrians and Brunswickers found it hard to co-ordinate their attacks. A shallow but steeply-banked stream delayed their advance on the ford position, and once they were across this they came under attack from the Guard cavalry, delaying them further. The cavalry were not finally defeated until an ill-advised charge carried them right into the heart of the Austrian army, where they were finally surrounded and forced to surrender, although many individual troopers burst out and a few rallied to Jerome over the coming days. Even once this threat had been dealt with, the Austrians and Brunswickers found it hard to press infantry attacks across the ford into the teeth of the Westphalian Guard infantry, and their artillery was shot up by well-directed Westphalian counter-battery fire before they could get much of it deployed.
At the bridge, Radivojevich’s Grenz battalions opened a desultory fire at long range. The Guard disdained to reply to this, but the poorly-trained Berg battalion standing beside them could not be restrained and returned the fire. The chief impact of this was simply to increase their own disorder. Thus when Jerome judged the time right to withdraw from the bridge, the Berg battalion was not well in hand. Seizing this opportunity, Radivojevich flung his combined light cavalry across the bridge and over-ran the Berg battalion in a single, headlong attack. A single battalion of Guard infantry was thus left to form the rearguard against the entire Austrian army, but they proved equal to the challenge, coolly forming square and pouring in a devastating volley when the Austrian Combined Light cavalry had finally been rallied and directed to charge them, then equally coolly forming column of divisions to march off to safety. In this way, Jerome’s men reached the sheltering village of Korbetha, and formed a strong defensive position there which the Austrians lacked the artillery to break down. Once the baggage had taken a good head start, the Westphalian infantry stole away in the night, and were not pursued. Strategically, the battle was a victory for Jerome, but at heavy cost.

A new commander
At this juncture, the Archduke appointed a corps commander for the Saxon theatre, FML von Kienmayer. His instructions emphasised the importance of attacking Napoleon’s communications in Bavaria because the Archduke was concerned that, whatever tactical successes might be achieved in Northern Saxony, the strategic results he looked for from the operation would not be realised without a direct threat to Napoleon’s main line of communications. Kienmayer therefore retained the troops formerly under Am Ende’s command as a garrison in Leipzig, whilst despatching Radivojevich and Brunswick back towards Bayreuth. Kienmayer left himself almost without cavalry, a move which he was to regret.
Siege of Weissenfels
The other initiative of the new Austrian commander was to initiate a siege of the Saxon fortress of Weissenfels, which he knew to be held by dismounted cavalry depots and hoped would fall quickly if even a limited demonstration were made against it. Four Landwehr battalions and a handful of captured guns were detached to the work, whilst the majority of the Austrian forces dug in around Leipzig. Kienmayer did not fully realise that the 6,000 men and 22 guns he had left himself (of whom 2,000 men and 4 guns were now detached to the siege) were facing over 2,000 Saxons and 9,000 Dutch/Westphalians (with 21 guns) in the entrenched camp at Schkeuditz (for the Dutch had finally arrived on 30 June after an epic forced march from Pomerania that cost them 40% of their strength in sick and stragglers), without even counting the 838 men and 20 guns in the garrison of Weissenfels. Fortunately the Saxon and Westphalian leaders had seen their morale somewhat dented by two weeks of misfortune, and remained within their entrenched camp, resting their troops.
The Austrian battery opened on Weissenfels on 1 July 1809. They were rapidly silenced by the fortress artillery, and all four of the Austrian guns were dismounted. Kienmayer suddenly became aware of how much more he had bitten off than he could chew, and whilst his local commander remained confident that the fortress would fall after a short blockade, he ordered his men back to the lines at Leipzig.

Final Moves in the North
Nor was this a moment too soon, for the Saxons, Dutch and Westphalians were marching with all their strength to relieve the siege. They sent out a weak force of Saxons first, hoping to lure the Austrians into a rash counterattack, but the Austrians were already fixed on retreat and the trap closed on empty air. The Austrians were now determined not to emerge from their burrows, whilst the Westphalians and Saxons were too cautious, after their early heavy defeats, to attack an entrenched enemy. Here the campaign in Saxony ended, whilst the participants awaited developments elsewhere.

Junot Intervenes

The majority of the Austrian troops were now marching hard for Bayreuth again, via Gera and Greiz. The division of Radivojevich was a day’s march ahead of the Brunswick Freicorps, whilst the Hessian Freicorps guarded the left flank by an advance on Zwickau. This force found itself confronting the Duc d’Abrantes with a division each of infantry and dragoons, advancing on Plauen by way of Hof.
The Duc d’Abrantes had led a characteristically whirlwind march from Mainz (once he had finally gotten going). On encountering the Austrians he first retreated for a day’s march (thus easily countering their lumbering attempt to outflank him by his right flank) and then suddenly returned to the attack, aiming to outflank them in turn and overwhelm them by the suddenness of his onset. The battle was fought on 1 July.
Alas a division of underage conscripts was all the infantry he had for this daring venture, and they were badly outnumbered by the Austro-Brunswickers. The battle was fought near Jocketa in Southern Saxony. The French infantry were hurled with impetuosity on the Brunswickers guarding the right flank, but the very speed of their onset prevented them from making best use of their superior artillery, and the Brunswick second battalion in particular met the enemy with well-controlled volleys which swept them away (these were only the second through fifth fully effective infantry volleys of the entire campaign!). Although outnumbered, the Brunswickers were able to buy enough time for the Austrians to deploy from reserve and direct an increasingly heavy fire on the beleagured French conscripts. In the end, they were simply swept away by superior numbers.

Meanwhile the Austrian cavalry had fought hand-to-hand with the French provisional dragoons. The French were swept back at the first onset, but they rallied partially and (lacking the training to charge effectively) resorted to a heavy fire with their carbines, which the disorganised Austrians were compelled to return, but eventually the Austrians were successfully rallied, their officers persuaded them to cease firing and to charge again, and the poorly-trained French dragoons were chased from the field of battle. The defeat was an overwhelming one – more than 6,000 men had been concentrated against fewer than 4,000; only some 2,600 remained with the colours that evening.
Outcome
The campaign was an Austrian victory. With Saxony conquered and Junot’s corps badly mauled, Napoleon would have been forced to detach troops to protect his line of communications, and would not have been able to concentrate the Saxon corps and the Bavarian division of GL von Wrede on the Marchfeld for the battle of Wagram. He would therefore have fought with 30,000 men fewer than historically. The result would, no doubt, have been even closer than it actually was, and the Austrians, with substantial enemy territory in their possession, would have had a stronger hand in the post-armistice negotiations.

However the French and Saxons had not failed in all their objectives. A sliver of Saxony remained unconquered, and the King of Saxony still held his court on Saxon soil (albeit in the distant fortress of Wittenberg). King Jerome could be pleased that no foe had set foot in the Kingdom of Westphalia, and further civil strife had been completely avoided. Junot still had the Bavarian fortresses to fall back on, and with reinforcements from trained Bavarian regulars would certainly have been able to contain the Austro-Brunswick force before it could do too much damage. It is doubtful that the British would have seen enough to convince them to send their Walcheren expedition somewhere more useful (although, in one of those twists of fate, since Bernadotte would not have been at Wagram, he could not have been fired there, and thus would not have been available to take command at Walcheren. Without his grossly-under-rated leadership, perhaps the scratch forces committed to Walcheren would not have been so successful in beating off the cream of the British army).
Comparison to the historical outcome

The outcome of the campaign compares well with the historical outcome. In reality, the Austrians first concentrated their forces in Saxony, seizing Dresden and Leipzig, and then moved their main point of effort to Bayreuth, where they defeated the Duc d’Abrantes in battle at Gefrees. Thielmann and Jerome were more cautious in reality, and denied the enemy the chance of a victory by refusing battle until they had combined their whole force. Even then, they pressed the Austrians slowly back from Leipzig and Dresden, and did not make full use of their forces. To force the issue.

The two key differences were therefore time and casualties. In reality, the battle of Gefrees was fought after Wagram (but before news of the armistice reached the front), and so had no effect on larger matters. In this campaign it was fought before, and would probably have had a significant impact. Similarly the many battles fought near Dresden and Leipzig had imposed substantial losses on the allies (along with many stragglers from the Franco-Westphalian forced marches).

Further Reading

An excellent account of the campaign can be found in JH Gill (1992) With Eagles to Glory.
