The Eckmuhl Campaign - Charles' Lost Opportunity

The rain has fallen for days and the roads are very muddy as the 1st Battalion of the Deutchmeister regiment marches through the western frontier of the Fatherland and on into Bavaria. The tired soldiers slog through the grime and muck and at the end of the day can find little rest from the dreary weather. A regiment of Hussars rides by and flings mud on everyone. The Oberst is just as dirty as any soldier in the battalion.

A shallow cry goes up as FML Hiller rides by with his staff.  Somehow the men are not as enthusiastic as when they left their cantonments near Vienna. The continuous marching has dulled everyone's senses and the long columns trudge on through the dark forest roads towards Moosburg.

Meanwhile, to the north the Grenzers of FM Schustekh's division approach the city of Landshut on the Isar river. The lead elements find the bridge slightly damaged and the engineers are sent for to repair the structures. They soon arrive and set to work with a fervor.

Bavarian light infantry from the Butler Light Infantry battalion fire on them from the far bank. A brisk firefight breaks out and the men must work under moderate duress.  The Archduke Louis arrives to inspect the crossing site and with him a division of infantry. The crossing site must be forced so that the V Corps may deploy on the other side of the river. The bridges will be a key objective in the campaign.  What follows is a lively rearguard action ably fought by the Bavarian 3rd Division under General Deroi. After a fight of some 3 hours they fall back with slight losses and their honor intact.

The Hapsburg columns cross over at three crossing sites and threaten to envelop the Bavarians but they make good their escape.  For the next six days the Austrians and French/German Allies will play cat and mouse in the dark forests of Bavaria. Generals dare not go unescorted for fear of a sudden attack out of the heavy mist which shrouds the terrain and renders intelligence almost worthless. Corps are flung in several directions at once and on many occasions hit empty space.

Napoleon's Army of Germany, though initially isolated is able to reunite its dispersed forces and bring the Austrians to a final battle near Eckmuhl. The Archduke Charles loses the strategic initiative and must retreat through Bohemia. A long retreat follows and the battlefields move to Vienna.

Why was Charles unable to defeat Napoleon's scattered command? Was it on account of his inept command decisions or was the Austrian staff system at fault?  Perhaps it was because the Austrians were still fighting a 19th century campaign with an 18th century mindset. Few of Charles' generals were up do date on tactics and most of them shunned the Archduke's suggestions that the troops fight in skirmish order. A few of the more enterprising commanders like FML Rosenberg showed more elan than others but for the most part the Austrian officers considered themselves the better of the two belligerents.

Much of this can be traced to the French Revolution where an army of untrained men was flung in mass at the Allied Coalition forces. Bearing little resemblance to a European army the French were looked on as unprofessional and certainly not fit to be on the same field as their courtly counterparts. So when the two armies clashed on the fields and forests of Bavaria the Austrians had a slight egotistical edge to their demeanor.

While their soldiers fought solidly those aristocratic officers that were hiding behind titles and past campaigns were treated to a dose of French light infantry tactics but more importantly the German Allies of Napoleon truly saw this as their moment to avenge themselves of a few hundred years of Hapsburg rule. Allies like Wurttemberg and Hesse-Darmstadt would fight brilliantly in the mist of the valleys and men like General Wrede would run to ground many of the Austrian formations which they bested in a series of hard won contests.

Were the Austrians the victim of their own system? Probably. While having attained the strategic initiative the Austrians under Charles lost every opportunity to destroy the French in one swift stroke. Instead the theater of war was filled with many disjointed conflicts and with their army splintered into detachments the Austrians never were able to concentrate their numerically superior numbers to advantage in any one location.

 Instead the Hapsburgs were beaten one brigade at a time and after having fallen back through Landshut and Ratisbon (modern-day Regensberg) were never to regain the initiative again.

Was the cause of the defeat superior French arms? Probably not. More can be attributed to the lack of the Austrians to be at the vital locations with any amount of strength. Instead regiments and battalions were spread all over the countryside and the result was that when Marshall Lannes joined the Army of Germany from Spain the French went over to the attack with massed cavalry formations mixed in with infantry and artillery and easily bested the scattered, bewildered Austrian forces.

So no brilliant stroke of Napoleonic genius can be ascribed to the defeat of the Austrian army. Despite Davout's great stand near the town of Eckmuhl, Teugn-Hausen and Dinzling the Iron Marshall was not the main factor in the defeat of Charles. It was his own system.

The Austrian army lacked a proper staff organization and while Charles was a brilliant commander and able reformer his ideas were lost on the lot of field commanders who were still fighting the Seven Years War. The problem was that Frederick the Great was in his grave and a greater commander had taken the torch of battlefield brilliance was running with it as fast as he could.

Why did the House of Hapsburg ultimately have to relinquish hold of the campaign? The answer may be that they never really knew what to do with it once they had it. With a firmer grip on the situation they might have held Napoleon at bay and caused him to retreat to Donauworth or further back to Augsburg. Instead the Emperor of the French would soon be in Schonbrunn and with him his war making machine.

Great credit must go to the audacity of the German troops that fought side by side with their French liberators. No wonder that in 1813 when many of these same soldiers fought alongside an ailing Emperor and his deteriorating army that they were never given any credit for having stuck to his side for so long. With Austria on the winning side these minor states of Germany would come under Prussian or Viennese influence again and as the old adage says "to the victor go the spoils."

The Eckmuhl campaign may go down in history as one of Marshall Davout's finest hours but equally so must be the fact that a Bavarian king stood up to his old enemy the Hapsburgs and on the field of battle were able to share in the spoils of victorious France. A France that now was being forced to accept foreign help. A France that some day would overstep their boundaries once too often and lose their staunch allies in the War for German Liberation.

In 1809, however, all that was in the minds of most was that this Napoleon was the master of the continent. And the Danube Campaign showed that the Emperor still had his sting.
