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Dedication


Keith Randell (1943–2002)


The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.
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Introduction





This introduction will give you an overview of:





•  The OCR A level course



•  How you will be assessed on this unit



•  The different features of this book and how they will aid your learning



•  Background to warfare in the period 1792–1945





The OCR A level course


This study will form part of your overall History course for the OCR specification, of which there are three unit groups and a topic-based essay. The unit groups comprise:





•  British period study and enquiry (unit group 1)



•  Non-British period study (unit group 2)



•  Thematic study and historical interpretations (unit group 3).





This book has been written to support your study of the thematic study and historical interpretations unit Y315, The Changing Nature of Warfare 1792–1945.


This unit considers the changes in the nature and methods of land warfare during a period of significant change. It analyses the importance of the factors that influenced the conduct of war. It will consider the impact of technological change on warfare. The impact of planning and preparation for war will be considered, both in terms of alliances and also the command structure and organisation of armies. The relationship between domestic factors and warfare is considered. There is also an in-depth analysis of the three interpretation depth studies:





•  The French Revolutionary Wars 1792–1802



•  The American Civil War 1861–5



•  The Western Front and the First World War 1914–18.






How you will be assessed on this unit


Each of the three unit groups has an examination paper, whereas the topic-based essay is marked internally but externally moderated.





•  Unit group 1: the British period study is assessed through two essays from which you answer one, and the enquiry is assessed through a source-based question. This counts for 25 per cent of your overall marks.



•  Unit group 2: the non-British period study is assessed through a short essay and one longer essay. This counts for fifteen per cent of your overall marks.



•  Unit group 3: the thematic and historical interpretations are assessed through two essays which cover at least 100 years, and one in-depth question based on two interpretations of a key event, individual or issue that forms a major part of the theme. This counts for 40 per cent of your overall marks.





For the topic-based essay you will complete a 3000–4000-word essay on a topic of your choice. This counts for twenty per cent of your overall marks.



Examination questions for unit group 3


You will have been entered for a specific unit for your A level, and your examination paper will contain only the questions relating to that unit. There will be two sections in the examination paper. Section A is the historical interpretations and Section B is the thematic essay.


In Section A there will be two interpretations about one element of one of the depth studies and one question. The question will be worth 30 marks.


In Section B there will be three thematic essay questions, each worth 25 marks, and you will have to answer two of them. As this is a thematic paper the questions may be drawn from more than one key topic.


Section A questions


Section A questions on the historical interpretations will be worded as follows:




Evaluate the interpretations in both of the passages and explain which you think is more convincing as an explanation of X. [30]





For example:




Assess the impact of developments in transport and communication on the conduct of war in the period from 1792 to 1945. [30]





Section B questions


Examples of questions using some of the more common command terms and specific requirements for each can be found at the end of each chapter.


The command terms are important and a key to success is understanding what these terms mean and what you have to do.






	Command term

	Description






	Assess

	Weigh up the relative importance of a range of themes and reach a supported judgement as to which is the most important across the whole period






	To what extent/how far

	Consider the relative importance of the named issue or theme and weigh up its role by comparing it (comparative evaluation) with other issues or themes and reach a balanced judgement as to its relative importance across the whole period






	How successful

	Consider a range of issues or themes and make a judgement as to how successful each was before reaching an overall judgement about success by comparing each issue or theme







Answering the questions


The A level examination is two and a half hours long. Section A carries slightly more marks than each question in Section B and therefore, particularly as you will need time to read the interpretations, it would be sensible to spend about one hour on Section A and 45 minutes on each essay in Section B. Before you start any of the questions, make a brief plan. Advice on planning both the historical interpretations question and the thematic essay is given on pages 54–6 and 57–8.


The answers you write will be marked against the relevant mark scheme. It would be useful to familiarise yourself with the mark schemes before the examination so that you are aware of the criteria against which your work will be marked. Mark schemes offer guidance, but they cannot cover everything. If you write something that is relevant and accurate, but not in the mark scheme, you will gain credit for it. You will be rewarded for well-argued and supported responses that show evidence of synthesis across the period (see pages 94–7). Marks will not be deducted for information that is incorrect, but you should remember that incorrect knowledge may undermine your argument.


The different features of this book and how they will aid your learning


The book starts with a chronological overview of the major wars which will be explored throughout the main thematic chapters in the book. This is intended to act as a reference point that can be referred to throughout your study of the main themes.


Each main thematic chapter in the book covers one of the key topics listed in the OCR specification.


Each chapter also has a section on the three named depth studies and provides more detail and, where relevant, discussion of any historical debates about that study in relation to the theme of the chapter. The first chapter will look at the conduct of warfare and its impact on the history of modern warfare; the second will focus on the impact of technological change; the third will examine issues around the planning and preparation for war, and the final chapter will look at the relationship between domestic factors and warfare.


At the end of the book are suggestions for further reading.


The headings below outline the main features of each main thematic chapter.


Chapter overviews


Chapters start with a brief overview of the theme and a series of bullet points which list the main issues discussed. The structure of the chapter is outlined and a timeline lists the key dates for the events discussed in the chapter.


Chapter sections


The chapters are divided into sections, each addressing one of the bullet points listed in the overview. The section addresses a key question or questions, and is further broken down into a series of subheadings to help your understanding of the topic. By the end of each section you should be able to answer the key question.


Key terms


The key terms that you need to understand in order to grasp the important concepts and issues surrounding the topic are emboldened in the chapter the first time they are used in the book, and are defined in the margin and the glossary at the end of the book.


Key debates


Historians often disagree about the causes or significance of historical events and the role and impact of individuals. Key debates are listed at the start of the chapter and are discussed in the narrative of the chapter or, where appropriate, in the historical interpretations section at the end. Not only will this introduce you to some of the key historical debates about the period you are studying, but by using your historical knowledge and the information in the chapter you will be able to test the views of the historians, which will help you to prepare for the Section A question.


Chapter summaries


At the end of each chapter there will be a summary of the key points covered in the chapter, which will help with revision.



Refresher questions


There will be a series of refresher questions at the end of each chapter. These will not be examination-style questions, but will be designed to ensure that you have a clear understanding of the main points and issues raised in the chapter.


Study skills


Each chapter has a study skills section. In each section one part will develop the skills needed for the thematic essay and the other part will develop the skills needed for the historical interpretations question. There will often be examples of strong and weak paragraphs and the opportunity for you to practise the skills on relevant questions and interpretations.


Background to warfare in the period 1792–1945


The period from 1792 to 1945 saw warfare change considerably from that of the previous century. In the eighteenth century, war was rarely fought until one side or the other was reduced to total surrender or destruction. Political ideas played relatively little part in what has been called ‘dynastic’ or ‘cabinet’ war. The monarchs who fought the European wars of the eighteenth century had similar ideas about authority and did not mean to dethrone their rivals. The commanders were generally nobles who shared a similar outlook and culture with their rivals. The armies were composed partly of men who had been forced to serve, but also of professional soldiers who had little loyalty to a nation. In terms of technology, armies were fairly evenly matched. Battles were rarely decisive in the sense of destroying an enemy’s military capacity. Successful campaigns often ended with treaties, negotiated in the common diplomatic language, French. These involved territorial gains and losses, but not wholesale occupation of other countries or what we might call ‘regime change’.


Battles were often formal affairs and although there were brilliant tactics and perceptive strategy, the campaigns fell short of mobilising the whole nation. The wars of the eighteenth century have been described as ‘limited’, but there were exceptions. The war of the American Revolution between the American colonists and Britain, which France and Spain joined to take advantage of British distraction, did have a significant ‘regime change’ and was fought, at least on the American side, for a cause.


The emergence of the new nation of the United States and the ideological element in the war, together with some of the features of the fighting – the use of irregular forces, for example – does not fit this pattern. Neither were all commanders formal and limited in their approach. John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough, fought a brilliant campaign of rapid movement leading to the French defeat at Blenheim in 1704 (although this did not end the war, which lasted until 1714) and Frederick the Great of Prussia brought tactical manoeuvring to a new level in his campaigns. However, once again, few conflicts were decisive.
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John Churchill (1650–1722)


Served William III and Queen Anne, winning a brilliant victory against France in 1704 and important battles in Flanders in 1706 and 1708. He was given Blenheim Palace in Oxfordshire as a reward and his descendant Sir Winston Churchill wrote his biography.


Frederick II (‘The Great’) of Prussia (1712–86)


Ruled between 1740 and 1786. A gifted musician and a cultured ruler, he was also a skilled commander who fought campaigns against Austria and Russia throughout his reign and gained Silesia and part of Poland. He transformed the way armies moved and fought on the battlefield.
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New ideas on military organisation were thrown up in the eighteenth century, although military technology did not develop once the musket with bayonet had been established as the key weapon for infantry at the end of the seventeenth century.
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The Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars


The French Revolution was the signal for a new type of warfare. The overthrow of the French monarchy in 1792 pitted a radical republic against conservative monarchies. The Revolutionary War took on the character of the American War of Independence and led to a new concept – the nation in arms (see page 30).


The French developed mass volunteer forces, commanded by new types of general and supported by the bulk of the population in a nation organised for war. The Revolutionary War 1792–1802 shaded into the Napoleonic Wars (1803–15) as war brought military dictatorship in France, led by Napoleon Bonaparte who declared himself emperor in 1804. No longer were armies more similar than different in aims and outlook. The French aimed to carry the Revolution into Europe and to change forever the old world of kings, princes and priests. From the conquest of border areas in the Revolutionary Wars, Napoleonic forces moved to take over much of central Europe. Not since ancient times had a single commander had such an impact on Europe.


The Napoleonic experiments came to grief as France overextended its lines of communication and supply in the extremities of Europe – Spain and Russia – and could not take command of the seas from Britain. However, at his peak, Napoleon showed a quality of generalship that has led to his being considered more a genius than a general. That concept has been challenged but his record to 1807 is one of the most impressive in all military history.


After 1792, warfare could not easily return to the limited aims of the eighteenth century. However, the sheer costs of the wars from 1792 to 1815 made the European powers anxious not to repeat what was virtually a world war. What had emerged was:





•  very large armies



•  the need for armies to be supported by the whole economy and society of belligerent nations



•  wars fought for great causes



•  troops being motivated by inspirational leaders and not merely being expected to be professional ‘cannon fodder’



•  a mass of military theory based on the analysis of the Napoleonic campaigns.





What was new from 1815 was the development of technology and industry. The wars of Napoleon had been fought by men who had marched into battle in the same way as ancient, medieval, early modern and eighteenth-century armies. Given Europe’s poor roads, fast manoeuvres were difficult. The battles were fought in a mass of smoke, and the muskets of the day depended on a concentration of fire and relatively close range. The most famous battle of the war, the Battle of Waterloo, became a slogging match and battle of wills.


However, there were changes:





•  Transport changed dramatically after 1815. Better roads and then railways carried troops to the front more rapidly without the soldiers having to exhaust themselves from forced marches.



•  Whole departments of armies were given to planning and training.



•  In advanced industrial countries, bigger, more powerful and efficient weapons emerged.



•  By the later part of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, battlefields were not obscured by smoke, and men were killed by large-scale precision artillery, repeating rifles and handguns, and by rapid-firing machine guns.



•  A communications revolution meant that nations were mobilised for national causes and long struggles could be sustained by rallying the whole nation behind its leaders.



•  Greater populations could sustain very much larger armies.





The impact of these developments fell on peoples outside Europe very heavily. China and Japan, for instance, could not compete with heavy weapons, more powerful ships and European troops fighting for ‘civilisation’. Indian attempts to regain independence in the so-called mutiny of Indian troops in the First War of Independence of 1857 had little chance of success in 1857–8 and the ‘mutineers’ were symbolically tied to the muzzles of the British Empire’s great guns and blown to pieces.
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In Africa and Asia, Western military skills and technology swept all before them – with some occasional disasters brought about by overconfidence, such as the defeat by superior Zulu tactics at Isandlwana in 1879. However, heavy weapons brought retribution, and military developments underpinned imperial expansion in Europe and the United States.


Warfare also determined big changes in Europe in the wars of the mid-nineteenth century. In the War of Italian Independence, relatively short military campaigns in northern Italy by France ended the Austrian hold on Lombardy in 1859, and a whirlwind military campaign in the south by the patriot Garibaldi led to the formation of a new Kingdom of Italy in 1861. War also brought about German Unification.


In Germany, the planning and technological skill of the Prussian armies led to rapid defeats of Denmark (1864), Austria (1866) and France (1870–1) to create a new German Empire. These short and decisive campaigns were fought against relatively weak and inefficient enemy forces. What was to be more typical was the American Civil War (1861–5), where the forces were more evenly matched until the sheer scale of Northern resources shifted the balance.


Losses were considerably higher than in the European wars, and there were features that came to be common to the later wars of the period up to 1945; in particular:





•  War of attrition, which depended for its outcome on the wearing down and destruction of the whole economic capacity of the enemy.



•  War where ideology and the fear of losses being in vain prevented any compromise peace.



•  Considerable civilian suffering and heavy casualties.



•  A degeneration of conflict into brutal frontal attacks from entrenched positions.



•  War where the control of transport systems was important and where Napoleonic-style manoeuvres proved increasingly ineffective in the light of more accurate weapons used defensively.



•  War where the long-term consequences of defeat were considerable, and the nation did not just ‘get back to normal’.





It was a tragedy that military planners assumed that future wars would be as short and decisive as the conflicts in Italy and Germany, rather than seeing the American Civil War as the likely model for the future.


The technological developments of the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries confirmed that future wars would be highly costly and dangerous. The second industrial revolution from the 1860s had increased the use of steel. Chemical advances had allowed the development of high explosives, and engineering had enabled the precision weaponry that could produce machine guns, grenades and magazine rifles. The battlefield became smokeless, so highly dangerous. Yet, short wars fostered the illusion that warfare could be decisive. Japan defeated China in 1896 and Russia in 1905 using modern weapons coupled with a very high degree of personal bravery and aggression. The Balkan Wars of 1912–13 were short and quite decisive: first of all Turkey was defeated by a coalition of independent Balkan states, which then defeated Bulgaria. The wars led to important territorial changes and the end of most Turkish rule over European lands.
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Despite the evidence of the American Civil War and the obvious dangers from very heavy artillery, magazine rifles, machine guns and a lack of cover from smoke, the general belief was that the next war would be short and decisive. This was because:





•  The great powers, Britain apart, had developed sophisticated plans with great detail that gave the generals and politicians confidence in early victory.



•  There was a strong belief in national morale in all countries by 1914 and that sheer willpower and belief in the national or imperial cause would bring victory.



•  The widespread use of quite similar military technology meant that no one nation had an advantage, so the playing field, as it were, was level.





The result was a conflict greater than any previous war. It failed to produce a final decisive battle, and ended with the major protagonist, Germany, having no foreign forces on its soil. No great final campaign ended the war by a Waterloo-type victory. Even though Russia had signed a separate peace, the balance of resources had swung decisively towards the Allies – France, Britain, Italy and the USA. The entry of the USA into the war in 1917 had not brought much in purely military terms, but the potential economic power and supply of fresh troops outweighed the loss of Russia, given that Germany’s allies had collapsed.


The war had become one of brutal and costly attrition along the lines of the conflict in the USA in 1864 and 1865. Victory would go not to any brilliant individual campaign such as Napoleon’s in 1805–7 but to the side with the greater resources.


The message was not lost on Germany, and when the war resumed after a twenty-year truce, the aim was to act quickly to gain the resources to maintain the struggle. Instead of getting bogged down in trenches, the German forces moved quickly first into Poland (1939) and then into Norway, Denmark, the Netherlands, Belgium and France (1940). German rearmament lacked the depth to sustain a long conflict on the lines of 1914–18 or the American Civil War. It was based on short intense periods of movement which would paralyse the numerically stronger but military weaker enemies. To that extent, it was modelled on Napoleon. German forces also took their ideology to war: just as French soldiers of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars were motivated by the ideology of the French Revolution, so many German troops were motivated by the ideology of Nazism.


In the end, though, the war of movement had its limitations, and when Germany invaded the USSR in 1941 the sheer distances and numbers of the enemy, together with the problems of fighting in severe winter weather, ended hopes of rapid victory. Once more, a war of attrition set in by 1942.


Military success depended on careful planning and managing resources, and also in co-ordinating air, sea and land resources.


The most brilliant masterstrokes of the war were German, but they did not secure victory. That went to the side with the greatest industrial resources and the most developed scientific and technological capacity. Japan’s campaigns in 1941–2 were outstandingly good in purely military terms. German strategy and tactics in the invasion of France were brilliant. The generalship of Rommel in north Africa was a feat of arms worthy of Napoleon. The German Ardennes offensive of 1944 was an imaginative and well-executed assault, which was one of the best in the war. By contrast, Allied campaigns were often poorly executed and badly followed up, for example the victory at El Alamein. The idea of invading Germany by means of a long struggle through Italy was strategically flawed.


Russian offensives were pursued with a relentless lack of concern for casualties and relied on an underequipped enemy. However, victory did not go to brilliance, but to organisation and sheer resources. Eventually, the whole history of warfare was transformed by the Allied development of the atomic bomb – a symbol of US technical power.






CHAPTER 1



The impact of factors on the conduct of war 1792–1945





This chapter is concerned with military factors, particularly the importance of leadership and how the demands changed over the period. Also considered are the changing nature of armies and the impact of mass conscription. New technology, new types of army and changing leadership led to the development of new tactics. Both tactics and strategy were influenced by military theorists. As warfare changed, so did the demands that states made on their people to wage war. The total war which resulted, in turn, had an effect on the way that war was conducted, and this will be considered.


This chapter analyses these developments under the following headings:





•  The impact of generalship on warfare



•  The impact of the quality of soldiers, both professional and volunteers



•  The development of strategy (aims and outcomes)



•  The development of tactics (shock tactics and the cult of the offensive)



•  The work of military theorists and its impact on the conduct of war



•  The development of the idea and practice of total war (civilian involvement and casualties)





It also considers the debates surrounding three in-depth topics:





•  Did Napoleon’s successes in the period 1793–1802 depend largely on his own abilities as a general?



•  How important was the quality of leadership in the American Civil War?



•  How far was the indecisive warfare which characterised the war on the Western Front and the heavy casualties it involved the result of inept military leadership?
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Key dates






	1792

	Beginning of Revolutionary War






	1796–7   

	Napoleon’s Italian campaign






	1805–7

	War of the Third Coalition






	1808

	Peninsular War






	1812

	Napoleon’s invasion of Russia






	1815

	Battle of Waterloo






	1859

	War of Italian Independence






	1861–5

	American Civil War






	1866

	Prussian War against Austria






	1870–1

	Franco-Prussian War






	1899–1902

	Second Boer War






	1904–5

	Russo-Japanese War






	1912–13

	Balkan Wars






	1914–18

	First World War






	1916

	Battle of the Somme






	 

	Battle of Verdun






	1937–45

	War between China and Japan






	1939

	War between Germany, France and Britain






	1940

	Germany defeated France






	1941

	Germany invaded Russia






	 

	Japan attacked Pearl Harbor. War between Japan and Britain and the USA. Hitler declared war on the USA






	1942

	British victory at El Alamein






	1943

	Germany defeated at Stalingrad






	1945

	End of Second World War
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1 The impact of generalship on warfare




How did the role of generalship change between 1792 and 1945, and what impact did this have on the conduct of warfare?





The period between 1792 and 1945 saw considerable changes in the role of generalship. The first and most significant change was probably in the size of armies. Eighteenth-century armies had been relatively small. Large forces could not be easily sustained by the administrative apparatus available. Mass armies could not carry out the precise manoeuvres necessary for the battles of the period. There was also not the will to mobilise the whole population. The French Revolution gave rise to much larger armies. The Revolutionary Wars saw the French Republic organise a mass conscription programme called the levée en masse. Citizen armies had to be led in a different way from the professional armies. Enthusiasm for a cause became a vital element in victory and generals had to embody the cause and be seen as inspirational figures. This was apparent in some of the revolutionary generals but reached its high point in the career of Napoleon Bonaparte.


The campaign in Italy, which ended with the surrender of Austria and the general making his own peace at Campo Formio in 1797 and state building in northern Italy, was a major turning point. In 1798, Napoleon invaded Egypt and achieved spectacular tactical victories by deploying his men in modern formations and destroying the Turkish–Egyptian forces in a way which anticipated European colonial campaigns of the next century.


By the time Napoleon returned to France and took power, the main elements of his military leadership style had been established. They were applied on a much larger scale in Italy again in 1800 but more spectacularly in the War of the Third Coalition in 1805. The campaign from 1805 to 1807 against three major European powers – Austria, Prussia and Russia – represents the highest level of achievement and commanders ever since have tried to analyse and emulate it.


In terms of generalship, it can be reduced to some key points:





•  Napoleon moved his forces rapidly



•  he broke his armies down into self-sustaining corps, moving separately but combining to fight



•  he was able to defeat the Austrians at Ulm in September 1805 more by sheer manoeuvre than by large-scale fighting



•  he defeated a numerically superior force at Austerlitz in December 1805 by keeping his right flank deliberately weak, luring the Russian forces towards it and then advancing into the centre of the Russian army



•  his tactics involved the concept of the advance, the fighting and the pursuit being a single military action; this has been called the idea of the ‘strategic battle’



•  it meant that the Russian and Austrian forces were decisively defeated by a rapid advance, a brilliantly conceived battle plan and a savage follow-up which prevented the enemy regrouping.





The victory at the Battle of Austerlitz in December 1805 led to the rapid withdrawal of Austria from the war. Napoleon marched rapidly and decisively to fight Prussia. His forces were divided but in self-contained units. As soon as the Prussian army was found, the armies concentrated their forces. Napoleon achieved a decisive victory at Jena in October 1806 only to find that he had miscalculated and had engaged with only half of the Prussian army. The other half was tackled by one of the French corps under Louis Nicolas Davout, heavily outnumbered.
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Louis Nicolas Davout (1771–1823)


A professional cavalry officer who joined the Revolutionary army in 1792. He was a stern leader who held the right flank against Russia at Austerlitz. The youngest of Napoleon’s marshals, he won the Battle of Auerstädt against Prussia and led the rearguard during the retreat from Moscow. He tried to defend Paris for Napoleon after the defeat at Waterloo and lost his title, but was restored to favour by Louis XVIII in 1819.
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However, Davout followed his emperor’s instructions and his ‘mini’ army defeated the larger and less flexible Prussian force. The Russians were finally defeated at Friedland in June 1807. This battle was noticeable for decisive leadership from Napoleon. In particular:





•  he acted quickly before the Russian army could establish a better defensive position or reach the heavily fortified town of Königsberg



•  he launched a heavy attack on the right flank of the Russian position but held back reserves to deal with a Russian counterattack



•  a dogged defence of well-positioned French troops prevented a counterattack on the French right.





The Battle of Friedland was fought by 35,000 French troops and 45,000 Russian troops. French casualties were 10,000 and Russian casualties 20,000. The battle was not won without cost and the Russians were not, this time, followed up in retreat, but it was decisive enough to bring the tsar to negotiation and for him to agree to divide the world between Russia and France.


In terms of his personal command of relatively small forces, Napoleon had proved a remarkably successful general, but there were limits to the role of generalship.


At Wagram in 1809, against a resurgent Austria, a victory cost 39,000 French casualties to 40,000 Austrians. There had been key elements of generalship such as a well-planned initial manoeuvre involving the crossing of the Danube, skilfully executed, and a well-judged deployment of reserves to support a key assault. However, the costs were rising.


The later campaigns saw improved enemy forces, larger numbers, heavier casualties, greater understanding of Napoleon’s possible tactics by his enemies and much heavier casualties. When Napoleon invaded Russia with unprecedentedly large forces of over 500,000, the nature of his generalship had changed.
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Napoleon Bonaparte






	1769

	Born in Corsica






	1784

	Entered military academy in France






	1793

	Took part in the breaking of the siege of Toulon






	1796–7

	Italian campaign made his reputation






	1798

	
Egyptian expedition






	1799

	Coup of Brumaire, became First Consul






	1800

	Victory at Marengo






	1802

	Became Consul for Life






	1804

	Declared himself emperor






	1805–7

	War of the Third Coalition






	1808

	
Peninsular War began






	1812

	Invaded Russia






	1813

	Battle of Leipzig






	1814

	Abdicated






	1815

	Hundred Days and defeat at Waterloo






	1821

	Died







Early career


Napoleone Buonaparte (he only later changed his name to Napoleon Bonaparte) was born in Corsica. He served as an artillery officer and took a leading part in breaking the British siege of Toulon in 1793 and was promoted to head French forces in Italy. The campaign of 1796–7 was highly successful and Napoleon ensured that his deeds were well publicised. In 1798, he led an expedition to Egypt where he defeated the forces of the local rulers, but the British Admiral Nelson destroyed most of his ships.


Napoleon at his height 1799–1807


In 1799, a coup made him First Consul and he then became Consul for Life in 1802. In 1804, he declared himself emperor. He fought a highly successful campaign against his enemies in Europe from 1805 to 1807, but suffered a major defeat at the hands of Nelson at Trafalgar in October 1805. By 1807, he was master of much of Europe but could not prevent opposition growing. Determined to cut Britain off from trading with Europe in the so-called Continental System, he was driven to invade Spain and Portugal, which involved him in war with the British on land (the Peninsular War) and guerrilla war by the Spanish people.


The Russian Campaign and failure


In 1812, Napoleon invaded Russia, whose ruler Alexander I rejected the Continental System and Napoleon’s domination. This campaign involved a vast army of over 500,000 men, most of whom were lost. After a costly battle at Borodino in September he went on to Moscow only to find it deserted. He was forced into a costly retreat in the depths of winter. Austria and Prussia were able to turn against him. Napoleon raised more large armies and fought costly battles in Germany before retreating to France. He could not win against Prussia, Austria, Spain, Russia and Britain, and abdicated in 1814. Sent to Elba, an island off Italy, in exile, he escaped in 1815 and returned to France but was defeated finally in an invasion of Belgium, exiled to the remote Atlantic island of St Helena under permanent guard from Britain and died of cancer in 1821.


Napoleon’s campaign in Italy in 1796 and 1797 established the legend and the qualities he showed throughout his career:





•  he issued heroic and dramatic appeals to his under paid and poorly equipped forces



•  he moved his forces more quickly than his Austrian opponents expected



•  he had the gift of ‘an eye for the battlefield’ deploying his troops effectively and outmanoeuvring slower enemy forces



•  he knew how to make the most of his successes against weaker opponents through bulletins and reports showing his brilliance



•  he developed the style of knowing his men, tweaking the cheeks of hardened veterans, being known as ‘le petit caporal’ (‘the little corporal’)



•  above all, he knew his trade and deployed his light artillery to maximum effect and had the quality that he looked for most in his subordinates – luck.
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Rapid movement and brilliant deployment did not feature in a march into Russia which depended on logistics and supply more than outflanking and tactical skills. The Battle of Borodino (September 1812) was fought by brutal frontal assault. With 33,000 French casualties and 40,000 Russian casualties it was, like Wagram in 1809, costly. The Russian forces were not destroyed, and Napoleon’s entry into Moscow had little strategic significance.


The retreat from Moscow cost Napoleon the bulk of his huge army. The larger forces of the later stages of the Napoleonic Wars were not handled with the same dexterity. At Leipzig in a three-day battle in October 1813, Napoleon lost 72,000 men to the Allies’ 54,000. The campaigns of 1812 and 1813 had resulted in casualties amounting to 500,000 a year.


Napoleon never replicated the stunning successes of 1805–7. His final defeat at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815 can be attributed to very determined defensive tactics by his opponent Wellington, who had owed his successes to utilising defensive strategy, and the failure of Napoleon’s commanders to prevent Prussian reinforcements. The cream of Napoleon’s army was wasted on unimaginative frontal assaults.


Generalship with substantial, but not overwhelming, forces had been a key element and was a feature of the Napoleonic Wars which was seized on. Napoleon distinguished himself by personal military leadership. Thus, the Napoleonic Wars were studied by military theorists and historians largely in terms of the importance of this type of personal leadership. The key elements were seen as:





•  Napoleon’s brilliant organisation of his forces into corps.



•  Napoleon’s grand tactics. A small advanced guard would find and engage the enemy. This would be joined by the nearest French corps. The enemy would be attracted. Then more forces would engage the enemy on another flank. Enemy reserves would move in to deal with this new threat. At a vital movement, judged by Napoleon, further reserves including heavy cannon and cavalry would be thrown in to turn the enemy flank. The retreating enemy would be vigorously pursued. Judgements about where and when to start the battle and when and where to commit the reserves were key decisions of generalship.



•  The conduct of this sort of warfare needed independent and flexible commanders and highly committed troops. The initial onslaught of enemy forces needed to be vigorously defended. The individual corps had to function semi-independently.



•  Trust in the leader and the image of invincibility, which he created, were major motivating elements.



•  When Napoleon’s enemy generals were able, like Gerhard von Scharnhorst and August von Gneisenau in Prussia, to reorganise and restructure forces, it became harder for Napoleon to win so decisively.



•  When Napoleon’s own tactics were used against him and when his actions were anticipated, then again he was less successful.



•  When armies became too big for one person to make these decisions and when sheer weight of numbers was seen as sufficient for victory, then generalship as such became less important.
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Gerhard von Scharnhorst (1755–1813) and August von Gneisenau (1760–1821)


Prussian officers who introduced vital army reforms after Prussia’s defeat in 1806, introducing a new short-service army based on conscription, a reserve army, reduction of savage punishments, promotion on merit and more staff planning. They laid the basis for German military successes in the mid-nineteenth century.


Robert E. Lee (1807–70)


Initially Lee fought brilliant campaigns to defend the Southern capital of Richmond. However, his attempts to invade the North were less successful and he lost the key battle of Gettysburg in 1863.
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Napoleon’s generalship was a product of a particular period and depended for its success on a number of conditions:





•  the lack of effective aerial reconnaissance meant that his divided forces could surprise the enemy



•  fighting against much less flexible and much more concentrated forces gave him an advantage



•  fighting against poorly co-ordinated coalitions gave his unified command a considerable advantage, especially as he was head of state and commander in the field



•  relatively small forces of largely French origin and reliable subordinate commanders gave him a big advantage.





By 1812–13, these advantages had began to decline. Napoleon’s larger forces could not really be hidden and in the spaces of Russia could not easily be divided to achieve surprise. Also, his tactics no longer offered much surprise. By 1812, he headed a multinational force not unlike, although on a much larger scale than, the professional armies of the eighteenth century. That intimacy and ‘personal touch’ had been lost.


The Waterloo campaign was not typical of the way that war had developed in 1812–14. Generalship had become more reliant on large-scale organisation and efficient movement. Its nature had changed considerably by the mid-nineteenth century from the ‘wonder years’ of 1795–1807.


Wars of the mid-nineteenth century


In terms of the organisation and movement of troops and weapons, Prussia led the way and, in some ways, its generals were similar to Napoleon in seeing the key to success as lying in flexible corps. However, with the advent of the railway, the speed with which troops could be moved was much greater and led to generals being much more absorbed by planning and logistics than was the case with Napoleon. Helmut von Moltke achieved victories over Austria (1866) and France (1870–1) which might be seen as Napoleonic in decisiveness and rapidity.


The American Civil War (1861–5) did see elements of Napoleonic leadership. This was more apparent in terms of high command, in the generalship of Robert E. Lee, the most important commander of the Confederate forces.




[image: ]




[image: ]




Helmut von Moltke






	1800

	Born into a Prussian military family






	1830s

	Became an expert in maps and planning






	1857

	Head of Prussian general staff






	1859

	Weak mobilisation of Prussian forces






	1862

	
Army reforms






	1864

	Led war against Denmark






	1866

	Defeated Austria at Battle of Sadowa






	1870–1

	
Franco-Prussian War






	1891

	Died







Early life


Moltke came from a military family and was interested in planning. He was made head of the general staff in 1857 and introduced reforms to the Prussian army in terms of map work, planning for war and understanding transport and supply needs. He was ordered to mobilise his forces in 1859 when it seemed that Prussia might go to war against Austria, and the weaknesses and inefficiency shown moved him to speed up his reforms.


Key victories


By the time that Prussia did go to war against Austria in 1866, Moltke put well-supplied and well-trained forces into battle very quickly using railways. This was a key element in his victory at Sadowa, which brought the war to a rapid conclusion. He developed planning and boosted the army’s supply of artillery. His organisation ensured that in the war against France in 1870, Prussian forces were deployed on the battlefield well before those of France. His tactical skills exceeded those of the French commanders, and the French emperor Napoleon III was captured after a decisive defeat at Sedan in 1870.


Importance


Moltke’s genius was essentially that of an organiser, but he was a key figure in the development of warfare. Moltke was not a revolutionary but a solid staff officer, specialising in maps and surveying. His experience of battle was limited to a brief secondment to Turkish forces in a war against Russia in 1839. He was more interested in railways and rifled weapons. Longer-range weapons allowed him to draw his enemy into a central position and rapid deployment allowed for encirclement by the flanks. However, subordinate to daring on-the-spot decisions was the longer-term deployment of forces by railways and the equipping of his troops with the new rifled breech-loading ‘needle gun’. Moltke was not an inspirer, a bold and daring battlefield leader; he was an organiser and a technocrat. He took some key ideas from Napoleon, particularly the importance of movement and an independent corps system, but the demands of generalship had changed quite rapidly by 1864.
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Figure 0.2 A Maxim automatic machine gun.
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Figure 0.1 A British eighteenth-century musket nicknamed ‘Brown Bess’ with
2 socket bayonet.
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