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Cannon to right of them, Cannon to left of them, Cannon in front of them, Volleyed and thundered; Stormed at with shot and shell, Boldly they rode and well, Into the jaws of Death, Into the mouth of hell, Rode the six hundred.


Alfred Lord Tennyson




INTRODUCTION


This history will allow the reader to explore the Charge of the Light Brigade in the context of the Crimean War. It will examine the causes and reason for the war, the nature of each of the protagonists and why they became involved in the conflict. To enable the reader to grasp the full extent of the war accounts of numerous battles that occurred will be presented, including analysis of those conflicts and why the battles transpired the way that they did. The character of the military personalities involved, so important to understanding why the war unfolded in the manner that it did, will also be explored. All of this sets the scene for the primary focus of this work which is to investigate and explain the role the Light Brigade played in that war and its part in perhaps the most celebrated, famous and infamous incident of the war, the lethal charge of the British light cavalry that would be memorialised as the Charge of the Light Brigade.


The Crimean War occurred in the mid-nineteenth century during the years 1853 to 1856. It was a war fought between Russia and the allied nations of Turkey, Britain, France and Sardinia. As its name implies, the war was mostly fought on the Crimean Peninsula, although it was also fought in the region that would become Romania, which at that time was occupied by the Ottoman Turks, and by naval forces in the Baltic Sea and the distant north Pacific. The war itself was fought with the full panoply of military technology and hardware available at the time. The armies that took part were at first the best that the respective participating nations could field. It was a war that was, however, fought in an era that sat on the cusp of technological and social changes which challenged the long-established social order. The manner in which the war was conducted reflected this. Military high command was invariably, but not entirely, dominated by representatives of the old order, and their perceptions of how battles should be fought and how the various elements of armies and command structures should relate to each other were very much governed by anachronistic concepts. Within many of the armies, strict social hierarchy, brutal treatment of the lower ranks, and refusal to seriously consider the professional study of war were characteristic of the era. Tactically armies fought in much the same fashion as they had during the Napoleonic era. Soldiers advanced shoulder to shoulder wearing full dress uniforms, colours flying and bands playing. This was despite the introduction of rifled muskets and massed artillery firing exploding shells which greatly magnified the carnage. Commands from higher authority were seldom challenged as that would not only defy military etiquette but challenge the authority and standing of one’s social superiors. This all resulted in a war that was marked in many cases by endemic incompetence, thoughtless ineptitude and the immense suffering of the common soldier.


It was, however, a war into which the modern world did intrude. It was the first war in which the printed news media, serving a much more widely literate community than in previous times, took a passionate interest. Correspondents were attached to military units and headquarters and voraciously reported on every aspect of the war. Linked to this was a passionate desire of the general public to be enthralled and enthused by literary and poetic allusions to the sacrifice and glory of battle. It was among the first wars in which photographers, now able to take their cameras into the field, were able to ply their art. Their images gave the public an opportunity for the first time to see for themselves war, or at least that part of the war the photographer presented. It was the first war in which care for the wounded became more than a hit-or-miss affair and began its transition from a shambolic exercise into something more akin to a humane profession. It was a war which introduced the military railway with a light rail built to carry supplies to the front line. This rail service also acted as the first hospital train to be used in war. The electric telegraph was also introduced with an undersea cable linking Crimea to the Allied base at Varna in Bulgaria. The personalities, battles and places associated with the war were at the time widely known to the general public and have since come down to us in a multitude of ways, be they the names of streets, towns or suburbs.


A great many sources have been consulted in the compilation of this history. Most useful have been Anthony Dawson’s Letters from the Light Brigade, an excellent collection of letters from soldiers and others, and John Grehan’s Voices from the Past: The Charge of the Light Brigade, which presents eyewitness accounts, newspaper reports, memoirs and diaries associated with the charge. Terry Brighton’s Hell Riders: The Truth about the Charge of the Light Brigade is a first-class military analysis of the charge. Ian Fletcher and Natalia Ishchenko’s The Battle of the Alma 1854 is an outstanding account of that battle, and also from the same authors The Crimean War: A Clash of Empires provides a comprehensive account of the war. Alexis Troubetzkoy’s The Crimean War: the causes and consequences of a medieval conflict fought in a modern age provides an informed and nuanced account of the conflict. John Selby’s Balaclava: Gentlemen’s Battle gives a first-rate account of the battle which includes the charge of the Light Brigade. Patrick Mercer’s ‘Give Them a Volley and Charge!’: The Battle of Inkermann, 1854, is a fine source for that battle and the role played in it by what remained of the Light Brigade.


This history will not make use of footnotes. It is hoped that by not including these it will make the reading easier for the non-academic reader. For those who wish to search for sources the list of further reading offered will provide ample opportunity to investigate sources if they so wish.


Come with me now as we embark on a journey back to a moment in history when 670 cavalrymen acting on the imprudent orders of their superiors rode into the valley of death, suffered horrendous losses and entered the pantheon of heroes to be forever remembered.
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THE CAUSES OF THE WAR


At the beginning of the 1850s Russia was a politically and economically backward nation. It was ruled by a single autocratic sovereign known as the Tsar who at that time was Nicholas I. The only authority in the land was that of the Tsar. There was no parliament or council of any kind that represented the will of the people. Nicholas ruled with an iron fist, using the military and the secret police (the so-called Third Section) to impose his will. That will could have its impulsive moments, such as when he decreed that all officers of the Imperial Guard must grow moustaches and that if the moustache was any other colour than black it must be dyed black. Economically, Russia lagged far behind its European contemporaries. Heavy industry hardly existed at all and the vast majority of the population, which still included within its numbers a great many serfs, essentially slaves, worked laboriously in an agrarian economy.


Geographically, the Russian Empire was a vast land stretching from Poland in the west across European Russia into Asia and as far as the Pacific coast. A massive government bureaucracy administered this all. Unfortunately, this monolithic bureaucracy was hopelessly incompetent and irredeemably corrupt, leading to lengthy delays and mismanagement of anything which needed to be done. In a vast land, roads, when they existed at all, were of poor quality and railways had only just begun to appear, with the very first which ran from Moscow to Saint Petersburg being constructed in 1851.


Nicholas’s social views were extremely conservative. He saw as his mortal enemies all constitutionalists, nationalists and socialists. He saw it as his God-given mission to destroy any of these scoundrels whenever they were encountered. In fact, he had done just that when he sent an army into Hungary in 1849 to destroy the Hungarian republic which had risen against Austrian rule. He also signed an agreement with Austria and Prussia to guard against revolution and to prevent the unification of Germany. When looking south towards the Ottoman Empire Nicholas’s attitudes were equally uncompromising. He viewed the Ottomans as the ‘sick man’ and recognised that their influence within those European lands that they occupied was weakening. Nicholas sensed that it was now the time for Russia to exploit the situation. Russia had for many years coveted control of Constantinople, the ancient capital of the Byzantine Empire which Russia saw itself as the successor of, and the Bosporus Straits, which provided access between the Black Sea and Mediterranean Sea. Both of these were subject to Ottoman control.


To achieve his goal Nicholas would use his army, the largest military force in the world. It could raise more than 1,300,000 soldiers, organised into regular, reservist, interior forces and irregular formations. The regular army, which numbered 678,201, was well trained and well equipped with a strong artillery arm. Irregular forces consisted of 245,203 men, including Cossacks. These performed useful traditional tasks such as scouting and harassing but were of limited value in face-to-face combat against regular enemy troops. Nicholas loved his army and spent much time with it. He revelled in its parade-ground perfection and public military display. Such attributes while excellent for public display would, however, prove to be sorely tested when actual battle occurred.


Despite its undeniable power Nicholas’s Russia was viewed with disdain by the British and French governments. They saw Russia for what it was, an autocratic state, out of step with mainstream Europe, and harbouring intentions to expand its power at the expense of others.


The Religious Question


The tensions that existed between the great powers of Europe needed only a trigger to become inflamed. This was provided by the most unlikely of matters, religion.


For centuries the guardianship of the keys to the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem, the site of the birth of Christ, had been hotly contested. The protagonists were the Greek Orthodox Church and the Latin or Roman Catholic Church. The contest was intense and often bitter resulting in violence between the monks of both churches. In 1853 the Greek Orthodox monks possessed the key to the Church, which they had done for several centuries. The Latin priests were left with the key to the vestibule. Such rivalry and animosity may have never risen to be anything more than a footnote in history had it not been for the interest in the matter by both Russia and France.


Russia had since 1453, when the Ottomans conquered and occupied Constantinople, taken on the mantle of the ‘Third Rome’, the inheritor of the Byzantine spiritual legacy. From that time, it was Russia’s conviction that all Orthodox Christians owed their allegiance to the patriarch of Moscow and thus to the Tsar. It was therefore Russia’s duty, as ascribed by God, to nurture and protect them. Tsar Nicholas, who possessed a very determined, reactionary and domineering personality, was a fervent champion of this passionate principle of faith. He believed wholeheartedly in three principles of government: Orthodoxy, Autocracy and Nationalism. Nothing would be allowed to stand in their way. It was Russia’s holy duty to not only secure Orthodox privileges at the sacred sites but also to protect all Orthodox Christians living in the Ottoman Empire. To allow the minions of the Roman Church, which the Russian Church considered unworthy, to have any influence on such holy matters could not be tolerated.


Countering Russia was France. In earlier years under the Bourbon Kings France had striven to impose its control over the holy sites. In 1740 France had secured an agreement with the Ottomans in which it was granted control over the Holy Land. Signifying this a silver star embossed with the arms of France had been placed in the Church of the Nativity. By 1851, however, the France of Louis-Napoleon had become far less spiritual and much more pragmatic. Louis-Napoleon, the nephew of the great Napoleon, had ruled France since 1848. He had established himself and secured widespread support as a bulwark against radicalism and socialism. By 1851, pining to emulate his uncle, he was considering his imperial ambitions. He had dispensed with the parliament which had interfered with his capacity to play his political game and consequently planned a referendum to gain popular support for his proclamation as emperor. To do this he needed to appeal to the widest cross-section of the French community as possible; thus, he needed the votes of the Roman Catholics of France. Louis-Napoleon personally had little in the way of spiritual or religious allegiance. He calculated though that by portraying himself as the champion of the most holy sites of Christianity he must gain support from the Catholics of France. It was a purely cynical but eminently sensible political ploy. He thus set out on a mission to secure control of the Church of the Nativity from the hands of the Orthodox Church.


Louis-Napoleon was never one to underestimate the value of a threat when dealing with diplomatic challenges. He reminded the Ottomans of their 1740 agreement with France. He then made it abundantly clear that if they did not acquiesce to France’s demands he would use force to secure them. The Ottomans, in a typical example of their timorous nature at the time, complied and ceded France all it had demanded.


The Tsar was furious. Outraged, he rejected the agreement that the Ottomans had made with France. For him this offended every precept of Russia’s holy mission. Furthermore, it had been imposed on the Ottomans by the France of Louis-Napoleon who Nicholas viewed as a revolutionary miscreant. For the sake of the holy traditional autocratic European order Louis must be thwarted in his unsavoury desires. Nicholas demanded that the Ottomans adhere to an agreement made with Russia in 1757 in which they had granted the Orthodox Church sole rights over the holy places. He also reminded them of the 1774 treaty which had made Russia protector of the Christian religion within the Ottoman Empire. He, like Louis-Napoleon, made it abundantly clear that if he did not get his way force would be resorted to. As they had done with the French the Ottomans capitulated and conceded to all of Russia’s demands, casting aside the agreement they had only just made with France.


Louis-Napoleon realised that to ensure the support of the Roman Catholic vote he must act decisively. He must do something to counter the Ottoman equivocation. In a show of force, he sent his envoy to the Sultan on the 90-gun steam-powered battleship Charlemagne up through the Dardanelles. This was a deliberately blatant exhibition of gun-boat diplomacy which broke the London Convention of 1841 specifically forbidding large naval vessels from transiting the Dardanelles. The Ottomans, unwilling to provoke French displeasure, concocted an excuse for the Charlemagne, claiming they had invited it so that they could learn how to build steam-powered warships. Consequently, they capitulated and acceded to all the French demands. The complete lack of any Ottoman spine in this ongoing dispute did nothing but worsen an already adversarial situation.


Louis-Napoleon’s gambit paid off and he overwhelmingly won his imperial referendum by a vote of 7,824,000 to 253,000, from a total voting pool of 8,000,000. He subsequently became Emperor Napoleon III and was crowned on 2 December 1852. Nicholas seethed with anger and completely dismissed Napoleon, considering him to be an impostor and a fraud. He refused to refer to Napoleon III as ‘my brother’ which was the accepted diplomatic salutation between royalty in Europe at the time and would at best only call him ‘my friend’. He refused to use the III after Napoleon’s name on any correspondence. For Nicholas to be impugned by such a villain and having the Ottomans cravenly accede to him was seen as a fundamental affront to both himself personally and to the Russian nation. In response he turned to a tried-and-true method of dealing with the Ottomans.


Since 1569 Russia had a long history of resolving its relationship with the Ottomans through military force. This had resulted in Russia seizing territory from the Ottomans throughout the sixteenth, seventeenth, eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Nicholas concentrated two Russian army corps on the borders of the Ottoman Balkan provinces of Moldova and Wallachia (Romania), the threat of their imminent intervention being plain for all to see.


For Napoleon such a response was manna from heaven. It was exactly what he had been hoping for. Personally, he was not remotely concerned about the religious conflict which so engaged the Tsar. He was aware, however, of how that religious issue created a situation in which Russia’s actions would be seen by other European powers as unacceptable. What Napoleon was craving was to create a situation which would turn the major European powers against each other, and in this case against Russia. France had been since 1815 contained by a coalition of nations: Britain, Austria, Russia and Prussia. Napoleon wished to break apart this coalition and saw Russian intransigence as the key to achieving this. This was acknowledged by the French Foreign Minister Drouyn de lhuys who wrote:


The question of the Holy places and all that relates to it is of no real importance to France. The entire Eastern Question serves the imperial government as a means of destroying the continental alliance which during the course of nearly half a century has paralysed France.


For Napoleon, Nicholas had created an opportunity to set many of the coalition nations against Russia, the most powerful of the coalition members. Already actions by Austria, a major member of the anti-French coalition, was presenting a problem for Russia. Nicholas had saved the Imperial Austrian regime from the Hungarian uprising in 1848–49 by military intervention. He thus expected Austria to be supportive of his moves. Frustratingly, this was not the case. Austria had come to view Russia, because of its actions, as more of a danger than the Ottomans. It chose a path of assertive neutrality and moved troops towards the border with the Balkans. Prussia, the other member of the coalition, chose a path of neutrality.


Nicholas had played into Napoleon’s hands.


Nicholas was not oblivious to the reaction his actions were inciting but being convinced of his cause and unwaveringly stubborn he pressed on regardless. He discounted France’s opinion but was very concerned about what Britain’s response would be. Unfortunately for Nicholas one of Russia’s chief critics was Britain. Nicholas felt, however, that his relationship with Britain was not a lost cause. He believed that he could communicate with Britain. He admired Queen Victoria and she had returned the admiration during Nicholas’s visit to Britain in 1844. Nicholas had, however, completely misread the very nature of British government. As an autocrat he had no concept of parliamentary government and limited monarchical power. He did not understand that the British parliament was a sovereign entity and set the agenda for the nation, not the monarch. For Nicholas such a thing was inconceivable.


There had been an agreement made in 1844 in which Britain had acknowledged the primacy of the Greek Orthodox Church in the Holy Land. Nicholas was hoping that after nine years the agreement still stood. In meetings with the British ambassador Nicholas made his intentions regarding the Ottomans clear. From his perspective the Ottoman Empire was in terminal decline; it was for all purposes dying and would soon be gone. When this occurred, the remnants would have to be swept up and dealt with. He proposed that Britain take Egypt and Crete and that Russia would secure the independence of Serbia and Bulgaria and then act as their protectors. He also suggested that Russia may have to occupy Constantinople as a ‘temporary expediency’. Far from being acquiescent the British government viewed such ideas with grave concern.


British trade with the Ottoman Empire had become lucrative. Large numbers of British merchant ships were plying trade with Constantinople and an investment of some two to three million pounds was about to be made into an Ottoman bank. Because of this, important and influential members of the British parliament, such as Lords Palmerston, Russell and Lansdowne, favoured assisting the Ottomans. As well as economic considerations, strategic issues aggravated Anglo–Russian relations. Nicholas’s proposals to move and occupy Constantinople were seen as confirmation of the Tsar’s desire to expand his power westward. Any movement by Russia westward would upset the balance of power in Europe and have no good outcomes. For Britain a greater concern was that Russia would push into south Asia. The Tsar’s plans to eliminate the Ottomans would remove the only power that stood in the way of that occurring. If this did occur there may be a serious threat to British India. Consequently, Britain chose not to support Russia in its dispute with France.


Nicholas was convinced that Russian coercion would succeed and that the Ottomans would fold once they were confronted with Russian military intervention. He knew that they had done so earlier and withdrawn from Montenegro under the threat of Austrian military intervention. To this end the massing of troops could only serve Russia’s interests. While this was happening Nicholas, playing all his cards, sent a diplomatic mission to Constantinople. This was led by Alexander Sergeyvich Menshikov. Menshikov was an aristocrat with a notable military background whose noble family had served at the highest levels of the Imperial Court. Menshikov was by nature reserved and suspicious, and had no sympathy for dissenting views. It was also most likely he held some grievance against the Ottomans, one of whose artillery shells had emasculated him in 1830. He was perhaps not the best person to send on a diplomatic mission to Constantinople, although given Nicholas’s concept of diplomacy was one laced heavily with military threat, he may well have been just the man for the job.


Menshikov had four instructions from the Tsar. The first of these was to ensure Russia’s sovereignty over the holy places and Christians living in Ottoman lands be confirmed. The second was that he should inform the Ottomans that if this was not agreed to, he would end the diplomatic mission and return to Russia. The third was that he should allow the Ottomans three days to reconsider and if they did not agree he should reveal to them the military preparations Russia had made. The fourth concerned issues pertaining to the Ottoman– Russian border in the Caucuses. Menshikov also held a further trump card to use if he felt it necessary to do so. He had been told that he could, if he thought it appropriate, threaten the Ottomans with the destruction of Constantinople and the Dardanelles.


No doubt to the surprise of Nicholas, the Ottomans for once exhibited backbone in their response. Abdulmecid I, the Ottoman Sultan, was certain that Russia intended to attack and that Menshikov would command that attack. He was determined to resist this and went to the British with profound alarm. Britain’s cabinet was divided in its attitude to a response and although some wished to send military support to the Ottomans others wished to avoid conflict. As a result, nothing was done. Despite disagreement amongst British politicians the overall realisation that Russia intended to push westward did lead to important consequences which would seriously influence future events. The British parliament had for years considered France to be the most likely threat to Britian. This now changed, and Russia supplanted France as that threat. Britain had previously had contingency plans if war eventuated with France to attack and destroy the French port of Cherbourg. This plan was now modified to become an attack on the Russian Crimean port of Sevastopol and to threaten St Petersburg with the Baltic squadron. Once again Napoleon’s grand design had come up trumps.


Menshikov was aware of the British cabinet’s indecision about engaging in conflict with Russia and sensed an advantage. He increased his pressure on Abdulmecid I. This resulted in the Grand Vizier being replaced with Rifaat Pasha who was more amenable to Russia, but despite this the Sultan’s opposition to Russian demands remained.


Lord Stratford de Redcliffe, a new British ambassador, arrived in Constantinople. Stratford was a consummate diplomat. His task was to placate the situation although he also brought with him the authority for the British fleet to defend Constantinople if such was required. Stratford’s task was complicated to a degree by the attitude of the British press. The Times newspaper, which was the most influential newspaper in Britain, was advocating for the partitioning of the Ottoman Empire.


Menshikov, who had no understanding of a free press, presumed that The Times pronouncements were the opinion of the British government. Assuming that the Ottomans would think the same encouraged him to press his case harder. He now demanded that a Sened, a treaty, be signed between Russia and the Ottoman Empire. This Sened would grant Russia complete control over the Orthodox Church within the Ottoman Empire. Menshikov no doubt assumed that the Ottomans would capitulate as they had almost always done. This time, however, there would be no submission by the Ottomans.


The Ottomans were angry at the Russian presumption to impose themselves on Ottoman sovereignty. They rejected absolutely the idea of a Sened. Even Rifaat Pasha who was inclined to accede to Russian demands baulked at this. The Ottomans’ resolve was that to concede would surrender authority over a significant integral element of their society to a foreign power. Such was inconceivable.


A week went by, and the Sultan made no response to Menshikov, who now realised that he had failed. He boarded a ship and sailed for Odessa. A short time later the British ambassador in St Petersburg was in conversation with the Tsar when Nicholas told him that if the Turks did not yield to Russia’s demands they would have to give way to what he euphemistically described as ‘an approach of danger’.
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THE WAR BEGINS


Nicholas was angry and frustrated. He focused his anger on Britain, blaming the British ambassador Stratford for ‘bewitching’ the Sultan. Nicholas saw this as a breach of trust between Russia and Britain and believed that Britain had deliberately created the crisis. Nicholas’s solution was to revert to the conventional Russian tactic of military bluster. He told the French ambassador that Russia would hold the Ottoman principalities of Moldova and Wallachia ‘hostage’ until the Ottomans satisfied Russia’s demands. He informed Constantinople that if the Ottomans did not capitulate, the Russian troops concentrated on the borders of Moldova and Wallachia would cross into Ottoman lands. He threatened that a Russian squadron would blockade the Bosporus. He made it abundantly clear to the Ottomans that Russia was prepared to wage war. Nicholas gave the Ottomans eight days to respond, after which, if the Ottomans refused to comply, Russia would commence hostilities.


When the British cabinet became aware of Nicholas’s threat, they immediately despatched a squadron of six warships to the entrance to the Dardanelles. At the same time, they sent word to Stratford who was in Constantinople that he could make use of the squadron to protect Constantinople if it came to that. A French squadron joined the British one. Russia’s response to this was to deem the British and French ships a menace to peace.


Even so the British cabinet was still divided on the issue of how best to deal with Russia. There was a feeling amongst some parliamentarians that Stratford had exercised undue influence on the Sultan and that he was dragging the Ottomans towards war. The Prime Minister George Hamilton Green, Lord Aberdeen, who sided with such sentiments, was much more inclined to accommodate Russia. Palmerston, on the other hand, was pressing for confrontation with Russia. Aberdeen’s attitude was, however, in the minority and he was unable to make headway. His opinions ran directly counter to British public opinion which had become very sympathetic to the Ottomans due to the relentlessly pro-Ottoman press. Such public sentiment made it very difficult for those favouring non-intervention to sustain their case.


The Russian demands and threats had generated great emotion within the Ottoman Empire. There had been a notable upsurge of national pride and the formation of a ‘war party’ within the government. There was little likelihood of any compromise being agreed between Britain, the Ottomans and Russia.


True to his word and faced with the intransigence of the Ottomans, Nicholas sent his troops into Moldova and Wallachia. With diplomacy having reached a dangerous impasse a new player now entered the game. The Austrian empire, like Russia, shared borders with the Ottomans. They saw the situation developing as one that could lead to a wider war that may adversely affect trade along the Danube River, a major artery of Austrian commerce. To this end Austria proposed to revisit the Sened the Ottomans had rejected. They proposed a compromise which they delivered to Russia, France and Britain. Prime Minister Aberdeen, who had still not given up his pacifist ideals, was keen for the Austrian compromise to work and lead to the Russians withdrawing their soldiers from Ottoman territory. This did not happen. Russia was scornful of the Austrian compromise. It did not offer any solution to the crucial issue which was Russia’s total control of Orthodox Christians within the Ottoman Empire. Understandably the Ottomans, who had been left out of the negotiations, and who did not consider Austria to be a friend, were uninterested in the Austrian compromise. The British and French governments had offered their assistance to the Ottomans in the form of warships, and this bolstered Ottoman determination. Consequently on 14 August 1853 they firmly rejected the Austrian proposal.


Russia, still convinced that Stratford had bewitched the Sultan, accused Britain of turning against the 1844 agreement and considered the Ottoman rejection of the Austrian compromise dishonourable. Nicholas was convinced that neither Britain nor France could offer the Ottomans any meaningful military assistance. The Austrians remained persistent though and not to be dissuaded tried again with an amended agreement. This changed very little from the original proposal, but Britain, France and Russia perhaps sensing the conflagration they risked unleashing all agreed to accepting the amended proposal. The Ottomans though, now showing uncharacteristic resolve, ignored this and remained consistent in their complete opposition to all Russian attempts to impose their will upon them. On 20 September they rejected the Austrian proposal.


War now became much more likely. Responding to this Britain and France sent their warships from the station at the mouth of the Dardanelles to Constantinople. Bolstered by this show of support the Ottomans made an ultimatum to Russia on 4 October, insisting that they withdraw their forces from Moldova and Wallachia within a fortnight. Nicholas ignored their demand.


With the Russians remaining in Moldova and Wallachia the Ottomans made the first move. They sent troops across the Danube River into Wallachia. The Russians reacted by sending their 4th Army Corps commanded by General Dannenburg against them. The first serious clash occurred on 2 November 1853 on the island of Oltenista which was on the Danube. The Ottomans had built defences there supported by artillery. The Russians attacked but were repulsed. Both sides then reinforced but Dannenburg chose to retreat in the direction of Bucharest. Following this the Russians made three more attempts to break the Ottoman positions along the Danube and were defeated each time. Diplomats went into a flurry attempting to find a compromise that would prevent what had begun as isolated clashes developing into a wider war. Such efforts were all for naught though as the Ottomans now emboldened by their victories ignored the efforts of the diplomats.


Domestic issues in Britain and France now intervened. The press in both countries was relentlessly pro-Ottoman in the reporting and the public lapped up the commentary. The Ottomans were portrayed as a small weak country suffering under the depredations of the cruel, bullying Russian bear. The public saw Russia as an aggressor, and a war fever gripped the populations of both nations. Neither the British nor French governments could ignore such sentiments. Compelled by military events over which they had no influence and pushed by their public, on 24 November Britain and France made a formal defensive alliance with the Ottomans.


Sinope


Whilst this was occurring events at sea stoked the flames. On 17 November the Russian warship Vladimir engaged the Egyptian steamship Pervaz i-Bahri. In the ensuing battle, which lasted between three and five hours, the Pervaz i-Bahri was seriously damaged having its timbers, masts, funnel and decks smashed by heavier Russian firepower, and was captured by the Russians. Russia lauded the event, exaggerating it as a victory over the entire Ottoman navy and ordered a victory parade for the Black Sea fleet. Two further Ottoman steamers were taken by the Russians during November. This object lesson in Russia’s presumed dominance of the Black Sea was not lost on the British and the French who in response sent their squadrons which had been sitting at the entrance to the Dardanelles into the Bosporus.
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