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Introduction
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In those decades of slow recovery, in which Europe was gradually getting back on its feet from the debilitating effects of the Napoleonic Wars, the world was making bold steps towards the modern times. Napoleon was defeated once and for all in 1815, and died just a few years later in 1821. His legacy has been grim – Europe suffered immensely in an all-out war that claimed millions of lives. Such a great loss required a long period of recovery – one that Europe would not receive. Just a few decades after, a new and deadly conflict erupted.  It was known as the Crimean War, and would last from 1853 to 1856, pitting the sons and grandsons of those veterans of the Napoleonic Wars in another war of the major global powers. 

The Crimean War was the largest armed conflict of the European major powers since the time of Bonaparte. Less than forty years after Napoleon’s crushing defeat at Waterloo, the world’s greatest players once more rose up in arms, again painting the pages of history in bold hues of blood-red. This war was brief but vicious. Waged at the halfway mark of the 19th century, it is considered by many as the first true “modern” war. This becomes especially true once we consider the fact that the war pioneered numerous new strategies and tactics, new and modernized weaponry, and military technologies. What is more, the hard lessons learned in the Crimean War spurred the development and further exploration of complex military research. 

Why was it so hard for the powers at hand to find common grounds, even after warring bitterly against one another during the Napoleonic Wars? Why did they resort to the same old practices of pitting young men in gruelling line battles for causes superficial at best? And more importantly, were there greater underlying causes to the Crimean War, things that were not resolved those four decades preceding? In this book we will attempt to answer those questions, to take a deeper look into this bitter and confusing war as we try to bring justice to the men that perished in it.
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A Confusion of Causes: The Background of the Crimean War
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In many ways, the Crimean War was a continuation of the Napoleonic Wars, a way for unsettled matters to be finally resolved.  During the period of the 19th century, one of the major political issues that threatened the peace and stability in Europe was the so-called “Eastern question”, and the “Sick man of the Bosphorus”.  This nickname referred to the Ottoman Empire,  and the continuity and slow decay of this relic of the Middle Ages that struggled to survive in the increasingly modern times. The main opponent of the Ottoman Empire was, of course, Russia, that slumbering giant of the east that was one of the principal enemies of Napoleon in the previous war. Russia had centuries-old tendencies of getting an exit to the Mediterranean Sea,  and the main way to achieve this goal was through the Ottoman territories. To that end, Russia waged an incredible ten wars with the Ottomans from 1568 until 1829, and their goal was not fully achieved. This continued conflict was a crucial threat to the stability and balance between the leading European powers. 

But as the Ottoman Empire, that “sick man of Europe”, was now truly sick and frail, the Russians were determined to destroy it and gain control of the Dardanelles and the Bosphorus, two major assets that would grant it an entrance to the Mediterranean.  Of course, such tendencies and aspirations were not unobserved. Europe’s greatest powers all had a say in the matter, as alliances, borders, and the power balance would all be threatened if the borders of Russia were to change. France and Britain were the foremost to oppose this:  if Russia was to gain entry to the Mediterranean Sea, the fragile power balance that was carefully maintained ever since the Vienna Congress of 1815 would be entirely disturbed. More precisely, the shifting of the borders would have a direct impact on the British naval routes towards India and the Far East, and on the French interests in Turkey. 

The Russian tsar (Emperor) Nicholas I, kept constant diplomatic pressures on the Ottoman Empire, in hopes to achieve his goals. He also aimed to gain the support of the Austrian Empire and Great Britain through diplomatic negotiations, but found nothing more than negative answers and spite from all European powers.  This is due to the simple fact that the “Western Allies”, i.e. Austria, Britain, and France chiefly, all saw the ambitions of Nicholas I as expansionists and as a direct threat to their own aspirations. But the goals of Nicholas and the Russians were not just political or strategic – they were also religious. A constant point of contention that threatened to grow out of proportions was religion. With the Russians being Eastern Orthodox Christians, and the Ottoman Turks being Muslims, common ground was nearly impossible to achieve. To make matters worse, Nicholas I had to take a defensive stance to aid the oppressed Christians within the Ottoman Empire who were treated as second-class citizens and were obliged to pay special taxes. To that end, Nicholas demanded that Orthodox Christians within the Ottoman Empire were to be placed under his protection. Further conflict erupted over the old question of Palestine and Jerusalem, with the question of control of the Holy Sepulcher. At the time, this holy Christian site was within the Ottoman Empire. 

A brand new and turning tide within these tensions appeared with the rise of Napoleon III, who was proclaimed the Emperor of the French in 1852. This new ruler at France’s helm had great aspirations and sought to restore the French grandeur of preceding decades. He saw the ongoing tensions and conflicts between the Ottomans and Russia as a way to confirm his legitimacy and prestige, and was thus quick to enter into it. To that end, Napoleon III quickly took a stance in defense of the French interests and the Catholic minorities within Jerusalem. This was directly opposed to the Russian interests and Nicholas I, who stood in defense of the Eastern Orthodox Christians, to whom he felt obliged to help.  In many ways, the Russians felt misunderstood. Many historians consider their foreign policy to have been entirely wrong and mismanaged, and that their intentions towards the Ottoman have been understood incorrectly. At the time of the Crimean War, Nicholas I himself – as did the other Russians – believed that his intentions to protect the Christian minorities was taken completely wrongly.  This surviving snippet from a letter shows us the perfect insight into the way Russians were perceived at the time, being (somewhat) falsely accused of having expansionist ambitions. 
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