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Introduction


The Great Northern War was one in a series of wars involving the most powerful countries in northern Europe during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It began as a new century dawned in 1700 and raged for 21 years. At first, Russia, Denmark-Norway, and Saxony-Poland-Lithuania waged war against Sweden, but by 1721, several other countries had joined.


The Great Northern War occurred at a time when all of the world’s major powers—most of them located in Europe—sought to expand their wealth and power by expanding their borders. As the modern nation-state was born, countries formed in this new manner warred with one another and peoples around the world in their quest for dominance. In many ways, the Great Northern War was one in a long history of hundreds of years of constant warfare over this very issue.


Throughout most of the seventeenth century, Sweden had grown and begun to rival the other empires of Europe. They expanded greatly around their own borders and largely took control of the Baltic Sea. Navigation in and around the waters of the Baltic was crucially important for all of the countries that bordered it for trade. Therefore, Sweden posed both a military and economic threat to its neighbors.


Sweden did not start the Great Northern War; rather, through a series of treaties and agreements, Peter the Great of Russia, Augustus II (or Augustus the Strong) of Saxony and Poland-Lithuania, and Frederick IV of Denmark-Norway all attacked Swedish holdings near their own borders. Sweden, at the time led by the newly crowned teenaged Charles XII, was able to answer all of these offensives. His contemporaries had greatly underestimated his military capabilities.


However, Sweden’s advantages came to an end in 1709 with a crushing defeat at the Battle of Poltava. This loss, as well as several other signs of weakness that followed soon after, prompted several other countries to enter the war against Sweden, each with their own goals in mind. The Great Northern War stretched on, fought on several fronts, for more than another decade. By its end, the multi-nation alliance had soundly eliminated Sweden as a threat in Europe and on the world stage. In no way, though, did the end of the Great Northern War bring an end to territorial conflict in northern Europe; war would continue in different places and involving different nations over similar issues for more than two hundred more years.


The Great Northern War is perhaps best remembered and most significant historically for its impact on Sweden and the Swedish Empire. However, it also reflects the values and customs of Europeans at the dawn of the eighteenth century, and for that reason alone, it is worthy of study.




Chapter One


Europe in the Seventeenth Century


“I have sacrificed the resources of my poor subjects, their blood, my life and love of my family. I will do for you all that the grace of God will give me power to do.”


—Gustavus Adolphus


The background of the Great Northern War primarily involves the rise of powerful empires in Europe and around the world, which took place during the fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth centuries. This is a long and complex history. In order to fully understand it, it is important to first understand that nations are not organic entities. During this time, leaders—especially monarchs—rivaled each other and strove to create a sense of community or continuity between the disparate peoples they ruled. Warfare was practically constant. As modern nation-states struggled into being, they fought uprisings and resistance movements within their own borders (which were incredibly fluid) and against each other for control over more and more territory.


Another cause of this kind of constant warfare and competition over land was the economic theory that was dominant among Europeans at the time. While more complicated than we will explain in this narrative, people during this era generally believed that the world’s wealth was finite. In other words, there was only a certain amount of wealth that could be extracted or controlled. It was also very tangible wealth, meaning that obtaining more of it meant controlling more and more land and peoples. In order to grow economically, therefore, you also had to grow physically.


One of the main combatants in the Great Northern War was Sweden. When we think about the powerful empires of Europe, Sweden may not come to mind as quickly as others (such as Great Britain, Spain, or Russia), but nonetheless, they enjoyed a period of dominance, in which they controlled the Baltic region in particular. Throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Sweden built an empire around the Baltic Sea, a major waterway that was crucially important to trade for Russia, Denmark, German kingdoms, and several other smaller kingdoms and provinces in northern Europe.


Control of the Baltic Sea was crucially important for the kingdoms that bordered it for several reasons. For one thing, access to water was necessary to launch exploratory missions and military conquests by sea, which was one of the main ways this was done during the early modern era. It was also how nations were able to build and maintain colonies and global empires, thereby accessing more of the world’s wealth, which they believed to be limited.


It was also important for trade, not only to facilitate imports and exports from their own shores but to navigate safely in the waters closest to home, as well. We often associate pirates with the Caribbean and think of them as renegades and outlaws. The reality was that pirates were often privateers, operating in the employ or at least protection of an individual nation. They plundered ships belonging to the enemies of that nation wherever they found them, making sea travel particularly treacherous and costing untold sums of money. If Sweden (or any other country) could control the entire Baltic Sea, they could protect the waters closest to home.

