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Introduction
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THE FRENCH REVOLUTION of the late 1790’s was one of the critical events in the history of Europe. It was the defining moment – a historic landslide that ushered the world into a new, completely different epoch. Alas, all such changes come at a great cost. In the wake of the Revolution, a series of large scale conflicts ensued, which are collectively known as the Napoleonic Wars. Their magnitude, their ferocity, and the loss of lives they caused were unprecedented up to that time, and shown to the observing world that the changing of a thousand year old history can be brutal, vicious, and tumultuous. 

By the early 1800’s it was becoming clear that the Napoleonic Wars were unlike anything the World experienced: In many ways, these conflicts surpassed the Thirty Years’ War of the mid 1600’s. They were the wars of grand scale, of tactics and strategy. Wars of boldness and gamble – of generals and emperors. These wars were the final, blazing spark of a rapidly changing Europe – the last conflict before the coming of a new age: of industry, fall of monarchy, and the World Wars. Nevertheless, they left a significant mark on the world as we know it, setting the stage for greater things yet to come – erasing generations in the process.

And as is the case with every large scale, global conflict, the Napoleonic Wars was the inevitable result of a powerful ruler’s rise to power – and his yearning for more and more. Napoleon Bonaparte was the ruler in question here. Idolized by many, and despised by even more, Napoleon cast his shadow over much of Europe, establishing a short but decisive French dominion over the continent.

Bonaparte was born in Corsica, in a family of minor Italian nobility that originated in Tuscany. A deft gambler and opportunist, Napoleon rose through the military ranks, driven by a thirst for power and influence. He came to power in the wake of the French Revolution and established a military dictatorship in the already unstable, chaotic nation. Yet even so, he managed to reinstate stability, to revive its finances and establish a dependent bureaucracy, and to raise a powerful army – all of it in a short amount of time. His skill and daring made him revered and respected by some. But the devastation into which he plunged Europe made him hated by most. The story of the Napoleonic Wars is the story of Europe’s tragedy: of brother-wars and of blood shed in vain. It is as much a Napoleon’s story as it is the story of millions of men that died because of him. Join us as we embark on a dramatic journey of a bygone era, a journey through gunpowder smoke and glorious cavalry charges!
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Chapter I
The Giant’s Rise
Background and Prelude to the Napoleonic Wars
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THE FRENCH REVOLUTION was undoubtedly the most critical event that preceded the rise of the Napoleonic Wars. This period shook Europe in a way that was not seen and felt for over a century, and laid the tables for a struggle to surpass all that came before it. From around 1787, Europe experienced a complex and widespread political and socio-economic struggle, and the French Revolution played the key role within it. Contemporary to the Revolution, a series of diplomatic alliances and shifting levels of power among major European states brought a rapid deterioration between the key powers and drove the continent towards a looming conflict. Austria and Prussia reached a surprising diplomatic alliance; and In the East, Russia was growing increasingly powerful, and continued its steady expansion. However, that expansion caused growing disapproval from Russia’s two major neighbors - Turkey and Poland, at whose expense the expansion proceeded. This escalated into the Russo-Turkish War of 1787, a conflict that dragged on until 1792 - all into the favor of Russia. In fact, the Ottoman Turks and the Russians led a series of wars before: this time, the Ottomans began a conflict in order to regain the territories lost to the Russians. Their attempt was an eventual failure, and only served to strengthen Russia, solidify its borders, and give it a strong position on the Black Sea.

On the other side, Russia experienced growing tensions with Poland - with whom, again, they had a lengthy history of discontent. The Polish King and Grand Duke of Lithuania, Stanisław August Poniatowski (Stanislaus II Augustus), was in the rapid process of strengthening the Polish state with the means of a series of reforms. Doing so, he was acting against the wishes and aims of Russia’s Empress Catherine the Great, whose lover he once was. Also, it is she that helped bring Poniatowski to the Polish throne in the first place. Nevertheless, the growing power and independence of Poland was seen as a potential hindrance for the Russian expansion and power. Poniatowski knew that he will need allies in order to remain on that steady, rising course, and looked towards his traditional ally - France. However, the French Revolution was beginning in 1792, and Poland could in no way rely on France’s help. Thus, in 1792, contributing to the overall rising chaos in Europe, Russia invaded Poland leading to the Polish-Russian War of 1792, which lasted roughly 2 months and led to the Second Partition of Poland in 1793, through which it lost a lot of territories. By 1795 and the Third Partition, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth ceased to exist, as did the sovereign states of Poland and Lithuania. Of course, all of this meant that Russia gained a lot more territory and power.
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