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Chapter 11 – Section 3

The Age of Napoleon

Narrator: In 1812 Lithuania was on the fault line between two great empires. To the east, the Russian empire ruled by Alexander I, Lithuania it’s most westerly state. To the west, Napoleon’s vast empire including Poland. Such was the rivalry between them that only one outcome was possible, war. When the Tsar defied Napoleon’s blockade on trade with his arch enemy Britain, preparations began for war. With a glittering 20 years of military triumph behind him, an empire larger than Julius Caesar’s, and a Europe filled with sycophantic monarchies applauding his every move, the Emperor Napoleon believed he could not lose. On June the 21st, mid summer’s day, 1812 Napoleon crossed over the river Niemen unopposed into Lithuania. His grand army some half a million men, Poles, Germans, Italians, Spaniards, Dutch and French advanced on Vilnius. The Russians simply avoided battle with the great French General and abandoned Lithuania’s capital city to Napoleon. Napoleon had taken Vilnius, but it was a hollow victory, the Tsar did not sue for peace, but simply ordered a retreat. So Napoleon resumed his long march east, in the full heat of summer down the Smolensk Road into White Russia and towards Moscow. Napoleon’s grand army had traveled more than 500 miles to the tiny village of Borodino, a few days march from Moscow, before it was forced to stop. It was here that the Russian General Kutuzov at last accepted that he must give battle if he was to save the sacred capital from capture. The battle of Borodino, fought on a hot dusty day on September the 7th was an epic bloodbath. The French lost 30,000 men while the Russians lost 43,000. While the Russian army may not have been destroyed, Kutuzov knew that he was not ready to fight another battle, again he had to retreat. Moscow the sacred capital must be abandoned. Napoleon was expecting a fulsome greeting from humbled Russian nobility, to whom he would offer his imperial condescension, but a shock lay in store.
Napoleon: The city was deserted it was frightening because there was no one in the streets apart from a few criminals and lost dogs.
Narrator: Napoleon was at a crossroads, he was not the glorious conqueror of Russia, but the emperor of a ruined ghost town, fruitlessly waiting for a capitulation that would never come. Further more he had squandered the last warm days of October. With no apparent choice and winter approaching he turned for home.         *****
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