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​Introduction
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The dawn of the 18th century was a canvas painted with the broad strokes of empire and the fine lines of dynastic conflicts. It was a time when the great powers of Europe, driven by a mixture of age-old rivalries and the ambitions of newly crowned monarchs, danced a delicate minuet that frequently descended into the thunderous clashes of war. In this era of grand strategies and royal intrigues, the War of the Spanish Succession unfolded as a pivotal chapter, a complex narrative woven from the ambitions to control the vast and wealthy Spanish Empire following the death of the childless Charles II of Spain.

The Battle of Malplaquet, fought on September 11, 1709, emerged as one of the most consequential engagements of this protracted conflict. Situated deep in the Spanish Netherlands, this battle epitomized the brutal persistence and escalating stakes of a war that had already redrawn the map of Europe. Under the shadowy canopy of the ancient forest near Mons, two grand coalitions—comprising the Allied forces under the Duke of Marlborough and Prince Eugene of Savoy, and the French armies commanded by Marshal Villars and Marshal Boufflers—converged in what would become the bloodiest battle of the war.

This confrontation tested the mettle and resolve of two military titans, challenged the military doctrines of the time, and set the stage for a dramatic encounter that would expose the vulnerabilities of both sides. Malplaquet was more than a battle; it was a crucible in which the fate of an entire continent was heated, hammered, and reshaped. As the armies lined up to face each other, the stakes could not have been higher, not only for the immediate combatants but also for the broader geopolitical order of Europe.
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​Chapter 1: Strategic Background
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In the 16th century, the Spanish monarchy stood as one of the mightiest powers the world had seen since the fall of the Roman Empire. However, beneath its surface, bigotry and despotism eroded its strength. The following century brought a cascade of losses, humiliations, and disasters. The Dutch, with their enterprising spirit, dealt a significant blow to Spanish trade. Meanwhile, the expulsion of the Moors struck at the heart of domestic industry and population. The Portuguese revolt severed an important province from the empire, creating a new enemy in the Peninsula. Although the Catalan revolt was eventually quelled, it further divided the nation.

A succession of weak monarchs, isolated in their palaces, proved incapable of addressing the nation's woes. Everywhere, the people suffered under misrule, impoverishment, and oppression. Yet, amidst the decline, a sense of noble pride persisted, echoing the greatness of the past.

By the Peace of the Pyrenees, Philip IV sought to protect the monarchy from future threats by arranging a marriage alliance with France. However, his untimely death left his young son, Charles II, to inherit a turbulent realm. Charles, plagued by illness and frailty, presided over a reign marked by worthless ministers and lingering illness. The misrule and suffering reached unprecedented levels.

Philip's hopes for an alliance with France were dashed as Louis XIV pursued his own ambitions. Despite initial setbacks, Louis aimed to secure the Spanish succession for his grandson, Philip Duke of Anjou. Amidst complex negotiations and intrigue, Charles II, on his deathbed, named Philip as his sole heir, setting the stage for a new era in Spanish history.

Philip V ascended the throne at the age of seventeen, ill-equipped for the monumental task ahead. His upbringing and temperament left him unprepared for the challenges of kingship. Surrounded by French influences, Philip's reign would come to resemble those of his Spanish predecessors, characterized by mediocrity and weakness amidst a backdrop of European power struggles.

At the dawn of Philip's reign, Spain found itself in a peculiar state. The character of Philip himself was yet to be unveiled, as he stepped onto the stage of Spanish monarchy, ushered in by the silent acceptance of the people, accustomed to royal authority. Louis, ever the strategist, had stirred the notion of partition, enticing the Spaniards to embrace a change in dynasty, seeing it as a potential relief from their current woes.

Philip's peaceful proclamation as king in Madrid and other cities resonated with the hope for a fresh start. Louis had cunningly secured support in Naples and Milan, seemingly against his own interests, while the colonies remained obedient by default. Even in the Netherlands, where resentment simmered against France, strategic maneuvering secured compliance.

Yet, international acknowledgment proved trickier. Louis, bound by treaties, sought to gloss over his ambitions with feigned diplomacy. To England and the Dutch, his perfidy was evident, though their responses varied. While William of England reluctantly acquiesced, the Dutch, wary of France's growing power, hesitated.

Louis, undeterred, aimed to intimidate the Dutch, seizing garrisons overnight. Faced with overwhelming force, the Dutch yielded, swaying England to follow suit. Now, only the Emperor stood in opposition, his protests falling on deaf ears.

As Philip assumed his throne, the power play within Spain intensified. Cardinal Portocarrero, wielding authority behind the scenes, swiftly stamped his influence. But his pride and manipulation drew ire, a far cry from the selfless dedication of past leaders like Cardinal Ximenes.

Philip's inheritance was fraught with challenges beyond internal politics. The military and financial states were in disarray, demanding urgent attention. The lack of preparation bordered on deliberate sabotage, leaving Spain vulnerable at a critical juncture.

During the period following Orry's appointment and Harcourt's admission into the cabinet, it became evident that Cardinal Portocarrero harbored no undue jealousy toward the French. Harcourt's address and ability would have dispelled any such feelings, had they existed. However, Harcourt's health began to suffer under the weight of exertion and anxiety, forcing him to withdraw from his embassy. Count Marsin was appointed as his successor. From then on, French agents in Spain, despite often being talented individuals, displayed presumptuous ignorance of Spanish affairs and disregard for Spanish sentiments.

Even Louville, a subordinate agent, admitted to treating Spanish dignitaries with arrogance, boasting about it in his letters. Marsin, though an upright and disinterested man, lacked the diplomatic skill and charm necessary for the role. Moreover, Madrid became inundated with undesirable French individuals seeking gain in the court of the French prince, further souring relations between the two nations.

Louis XIV's selfish aims began to surface, particularly his desire to annex the Netherlands, despite earlier pledges against such actions. He sought to obtain these territories through a formal treaty, promising to defend all other Spanish territories in return. Marsin, however, advised against pursuing this, recognizing its unpopularity in Spain.

Louis, aiming to secure his grandson's position, obtained a written promise of the Netherlands' cession from Philip, to be kept secret until the opportune moment. Yet, Europe's balance of power shifted as the Allies wrested control of the provinces from France, thwarting Louis's plans.

Meanwhile, Cardinal Portocarrero, recognizing the threat posed by French ministers to his power, employed subtle intrigue to undermine their influence. Through intricate maneuvers, he sought to distance Spain from French control.

Philip's administration failed to gain popular support due to high expectations and dissatisfaction with his rule. Calls for the convocation of the Cortes of Castile grew louder, reflecting a desire for reform. Philip's indecision regarding this matter and his delay in returning to Madrid showcased his weakness as a leader.

Amid these political maneuvers, Philip married Maria Louisa, a union marked by her remarkable abilities and popularity among Spaniards. Her influence, however, made her a target for French manipulation, leading to the appointment of Princess Orsini as her chief lady-in-waiting.

Philip's subsequent visit to his Italian dominions further underscored his wavering leadership, as he sought to bolster his position amid growing discontent and political intrigue in Spain.

The union between the French and Spanish monarchies in the early 18th century presented a daunting challenge to the balance of power in Europe. France, already a formidable force due to its expanded territories, strategic location, and martial populace, now had the opportunity to leverage the resources of Spain, a state that had once been a major counterbalance. This prospect alarmed many European nations, yet resistance was slow to materialize.

Fortunately, England was ruled by a prince of remarkable ability, William III, who understood the gravity of the situation. Despite initial setbacks in his efforts to oppose the ascension of Philip of Anjou and to form a coalition against France, William remained steadfast in his objectives. His diplomatic maneuvers, including recognition of the new Spanish king and professions of peace, cleverly unmasked France's aggressive intentions.

Louis XIV's actions soon confirmed these suspicions. He began asserting control over South American trade, targeting British commerce, and strengthening French influence in the Spanish Netherlands. These provocations, combined with growing discontent in Spain, spurred William to action. Through skilled negotiation, he secured the "Grand Alliance" between England, Austria, and the Dutch Republic, laying the foundation for resistance against French expansionism.

As tensions escalated, the death of James II of England further fueled the conflict. His son's recognition as the rightful king by Louis XIV was seen as a direct affront to England. William seized upon this outrage to dissolve the pacifist parliament and rally public support for war.

Despite failing health, William's determination remained undimmed. He actively participated in diplomatic efforts and military preparations, demonstrating his unwavering commitment to the cause. His leadership was pivotal in forging a united front against France.

The subsequent outbreak of the War of the Spanish Succession marked the beginning of a prolonged and multifaceted conflict. Military campaigns were launched across Europe, with England and its allies striving to contain French expansionism and prevent the union of the French and Spanish crowns.

The doubts of the allied generals regarding the optimal landing spot were compounded by their lack of reliable intelligence on the enemy's strength and disposition. They were misled by false signals set by Villadarias, further complicating their decision-making process. Meanwhile, attempts to sway Spanish loyalty through diplomatic and propaganda channels yielded little success.

Eventually, the decision was made to land at the Bay of Bulls, where the troops faced unexpected challenges due to rough seas and hostile cavalry attacks. Despite these obstacles, they managed to repulse the initial assaults, displaying English valor in the face of adversity. Tragically, the Prince of Darmstadt, seeking to prove his loyalty, met his demise on the battlefield.

The subsequent campaign saw mixed fortunes for the Allies. While they successfully gained control of Rota, their conduct there, marked by plunder and desecration, alienated the local populace and undermined their mission. Their subsequent operations at Port St. Mary's and Matagorda were met with fierce resistance, leading to a strategic retreat.

However, fortune smiled upon the Allies when they intercepted a Spanish treasure fleet at Vigo Bay. Despite stout defense from the French and Spanish, the Allies prevailed, seizing valuable cargo and dealing a significant blow to their adversaries. The battle, though successful, was marred by brutality and loss of life on both sides.

In the aftermath, the Allies, satisfied with their spoils, departed for home, leaving behind a trail of devastation and resentment. Despite their achievements, their campaign in Spain would be remembered for its missed opportunities, strategic blunders, and the moral ambiguities of war.

In the annals of history, there are moments when individuals of remarkable talent and energy emerge onto the stage, shaping the course of events with their determination and vision. Such was the case with the Admiral of Castille, Don Juan Enriquez de Cabrera, who threw himself into the fray with equal parts skill and vigor, championing a cause he had embraced with fervor.

The Admiral's objectives were clear: first, to persuade the Emperor to send over the Archduke Charles, and second, to secure the cooperation of Portugal, a strategically vital ally. Yet, each goal presented its own set of challenges. Leopold, the Emperor, hesitated to risk his last hope of succession, especially considering his advanced age and frail health. Meanwhile, the King of Portugal, a character marked by selfishness, vacillated between the Admiral's urgings and the counsel of the Duke of Cadaval, a staunch supporter of the French.

The Admiral, undeterred by these obstacles, employed a masterstroke of diplomacy. He deftly maneuvered between the constraints in Vienna and Lisbon, leveraging one against the other to achieve his aims. Through his strategic finesse, he succeeded in forging a treaty between Portugal and the Allied powers, signed in Lisbon on May 6th. This treaty recognized Charles as the King of Spain and committed Portugal to support his cause militarily.

Simultaneously, the Emperor fulfilled his obligations, albeit with some customary delays typical of Viennese politics. He publicly renounced his claims to the Spanish crown in favor of Charles, setting the stage for the young monarch's journey to his destined throne. However, Charles's initial lack of financial resources, symbolized by his need to pawn jewels in Holland, foreshadowed the challenges ahead.

As Charles embarked on his journey, events in Spain took a tumultuous turn with Philip's return from Italy. Discontent simmered in Aragon over Philip's evasion of Cortes' sittings, and the arrival of the ambitious French ambassador, Cardinal d'Estrées, only added fuel to the fire of courtly intrigue. The Cardinal's overbearing manner and clashes with key figures, including Princess Orsini, set the stage for a power struggle within the Spanish court.

Intrigues multiplied, fueled by intercepted letters and whispered accusations. Princess Orsini, the Cardinal's nemesis, played her hand with calculated precision, even as her downfall loomed. Louis's machinations behind the scenes, including the recall of both the Princess and the Abbot, underscored the shifting dynamics of power.

Despite setbacks, Princess Orsini displayed resilience in the face of adversity. Her strategic retreat from Madrid marked the beginning of a new phase in her quest for influence. As the stage was set for military campaigns in Portugal, the intricate dance of diplomacy and intrigue continued to shape the fate of nations.

In the spring of 1704, the atmosphere in Portugal was charged with the urgency of war. As the European powers were drawn into the intricate dance of alliances and enmities that characterized the War of the Spanish Succession, Portugal found itself at the heart of military preparations fueled by a recently inked treaty. According to the terms of this agreement, a substantial force consisting of four thousand Dutch and eight thousand English troops were dispatched to bolster the Portuguese defenses. The Dutch contingent was led by General Fagel, while the English forces were under the command of the Duke of Schomberg. Oversight of the naval component was assigned to Admiral Sir George Rooke.

The strategic significance of these maneuvers was underscored by the presence of notable figures such as the Earl of Athlone, who, despite his Dutch heritage, bore an Irish title, and Colonel Stanhope, freshly returned from service under Marlborough in Flanders. The Portuguese shore saw the arrival of Charles, who was met with exceptional honors by Don Pedro, perhaps more lavishly than he would have accorded a recognized Spanish monarch. This grand reception was momentarily dimmed by personal grief for Don Pedro, who had lost his daughter, the Infanta Theresa, intended for Charles. Nevertheless, public mourning was suspended, and the city was alight with celebratory illuminations.

The warmth of the initial festivities soon gave way to the stark realities of military planning. Both the Portuguese and their allies faced the sobering inadequacy of their preparations. Decades of peace had left Portugal's military infrastructure in disrepair, akin to the decay wrought by a prolonged war. Fortresses crumbled not from siege but from neglect, and the armies were depleted and demoralized. The Portuguese military apparatus was a shadow of its potential, plagued by mismanagement and corruption.

Command in Portugal was nominally held by the Duke of Cadaval, a civilian whose leadership was marked not by strategic acumen but by adherence to outdated practices, such as delegating regional defense to local governors—an approach that fragmented military response. Despite the reinforcements from England and the Netherlands, the allied commanders found themselves spread thin, maintaining numerous garrisons but lacking the concentration of force needed for decisive action. As a result, they settled into a defensive posture.

Meanwhile, Spain, under the capable leadership of the Duke of Berwick, a son of King James II of England and nephew to Marlborough, moved with more resolve and unity. Berwick, an experienced commander shaped by campaigns across Europe, had quickly revitalized Spanish military efforts. His arrival in Madrid had sparked a flurry of military activity, with troops being summoned from across the Spanish Empire, including from as far afield as Flanders.

As spring unfolded into the harsh realities of war, the Portuguese and their allies faced an invigorated Spanish force under a leader of distinguished pedigree and proven skill. 

The Duke of Berwick understood that only vigorous action could salvage the faltering Spanish position. He swiftly made a strategic decision to lighten his force for speed, leaving behind all his heavy troops, the cumbersome royal entourage of King Philip, and other non-essential elements at a secure camp in Niza. With a select contingent of his best soldiers, Berwick hurried across the Tagus, intent on recapturing Castel Branco and regaining the initiative.

However, the ever-determined Portuguese commander, the Marquis Das Minas, was not idle despite having sustained severe wounds in recent skirmishes. He was already maneuvering to sever the Spanish lines of communication by targeting the bridge of boats at Villa Velha. Berwick, with a keen sense of urgency, managed to preempt this move, securing Castel Branco effortlessly. Yet, he was too late to prevent the fall of Monsanto, which had already surrendered to the Portuguese forces.

Berwick’s next strategic objective was clear: he aimed to engage the Portuguese directly in battle to quash their momentum. To this end, he sent urgent messages to Ronquillo, ordering him to bring his division to join forces. Berwick's plan was to intercept Das Minas before he could entrench himself in the mountain passes and potentially cut him off from retreat. However, the seasoned Portuguese commander, understanding the unfavorable odds against Berwick’s elite troops, executed a masterful withdrawal. With a forced march, Das Minas maneuvered around the Spanish force and fortified himself within the pass of Penamacor.

Berwick, known for his cunning and martial prowess, tried every strategy and provocation to lure Das Minas from his stronghold. Yet, the Portuguese commander, seasoned and cautious, would not be baited. He held his position atop his cliffs, fortifying strategic points between Villa Velha and Abrantes, effectively shielding the latter town from Spanish assault. Berwick, finding himself without sufficient artillery for a renewed siege of Monsanto and seeing no profitable military ventures within reach, had no choice but to return across the Tagus to his base at Niza.

Upon his return, Berwick found his army bolstered by the arrival of the Marquis of Villadarias and his troops from Andalusia. Yet, even this reinforcement was not enough to overcome the debilitating effects of the scorching summer heat and rampant disease that plagued his camp. The supply lines from Spain had also faltered, rendering the army’s bread supply inedible. These conditions left Villadarias facing significant challenges at Castel de Vida, a fortress robustly defended by one English and two Portuguese regiments. The siege might have proven difficult if not for the cowardice of the Portuguese commander who, after just four days of light bombardment, sabotaged his own garrison’s defenses by flooding their gunpowder stores, compelling the English also to capitulate.

With the fall of Castel de Vida, the campaign effectively came to an end. The Spanish forces, depleted and demoralized, could no longer sustain operations under the severe summer conditions. The loss of horses and other crucial resources underscored the dire situation, forcing Berwick to order a retreat back to Spain, dismantling the fortifications of Castel Branco, Portalegre, and other territories captured during the campaign.

Thus, as the summer of 1704 drew to a close, Berwick established his headquarters in Salamanca to monitor the Portuguese under Das Minas stationed at Almeida. King Philip returned to Madrid and Villadarias to Andalusia. 

In the aftermath of Berwick's departure from Spain, the French king Louis XIV appointed Marshal de Tessé to take his place. Tessé, though less able and distinguished than his predecessors, entered Spain with high hopes of imposing French authority and methods. However, his character closely mirrored that of Grammont, who had also been sent by Louis XIV to strengthen French influence in the Spanish court. Both men were known for their vain and overbearing nature, and it did not take long for their similar dispositions to clash, leading to a bitter and swift quarrel.

Their disagreements were not merely personal but affected their public duties, where both showed a tendency to make quick judgments without thorough inquiry, often leading to errors in understanding and policy. Grammont, for instance, despite never having been in Spain before, confidently sent back to France his assessments of the Spanish government and people before he had even crossed the Spanish border. His premature judgments turned out to be fundamentally flawed.

Grammont's instructions from Louis XIV were thorough but based on incorrect assumptions. He was to operate under the belief that the Spanish court was unified and the populace content, which was far from reality. His task was to subtly shift real power away from Spanish officials while maintaining their ceremonial roles, a delicate operation doomed from the start given the existing tensions and his misreading of the political landscape.

Grammont found the Spanish court deeply factionalized and resistant to his manipulations. The young Queen Maria Louisa was particularly influential, mourning the departure of her favorite, the Princess Orsini, who had been removed due to internal court intrigues. Maria Louisa's influence and the king’s reliance on her made it difficult for Grammont to assert the kind of control Louis XIV desired.
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