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5 The Pre-Revolutionary Eighteenth Century

The eighteenth through to the early nineteenth century presents a classic example of Euro-
centrism in military history thanks to the influence of Frederick the Great, King of Prussia
(1740-86), and Napoleon, First Consul (1799-1804) and later Emperor (1804-14,
1815) of France. This is paradoxical because, unlike say Philip IIs Spain, the Dutch
republic in the seventeenth century, or Victorian Britain, neither Frederician Prussia nor
Napoleonic France had much direct military impact outside Europe. Frederick II and his
forces did not fight at all beyond Europe, and the Prussian navy was both small and of
slight consequence.

At the very end of the cighteenth century, Napoleon famously campaigned in Egypt,
but his reign saw France contract militarily as its overseas empire was lost. To begin an
account of military history in the period by arguing that attention should not primarily
be devoted to Prussia or France is to draw attention both to other regions of the world,
to the European power most able at this time to achieve global capability, Britain, and
to Russia, the European power that achieved most gains at the expense of the Turks.

As in the two previous centuries, the direct European military impact in Asia and the
Middle East was limited and, in a marked reversal of the situation between 1560 and
1660, China itself was one of the most expansionist powers of the century. Yet elsewhere
the European military impact was increasingly apparent. As far as Gibbon’s clash between
civilisation and the ‘barbarians’ was concerned, the traditional route of nomadic irrup-
tion into Europe came under European control, as Russia, thanks to its successes against
the Ottomans in 1736-9, 1768-74 and 1787-92, seized the lands north of the
Black Sea. In addition, the annexation of the Khanate of the Crimean Tatars in 1783 by
Catherine the Great of Russia brought to an end a power that had once threatened
Moscow and marked the extinction of one of the leading names among the ‘barbarians’.

The Europeans made appreciable gains in North America, but there were also important
signs of ‘barbarian’ resilience. This was particularly the case in south-west Asia, as in the
successes of the Afghans against the Persians in the 1710s and 1720s, the rebellions of Arab
and Kurdish tribes in Iraq against Ottoman rule in the 1730s and 1740s, threatening Basra
in 1741, and an Arab revolt against Persian rule in 1741. As part of a programme of
response, in 1753 the Turks attacked the Yezidis of Sinjar whose raids were threatening the
caravan routes between Iraq and Syria.

Whereas China made major gains at the expense of the Mongols, the Tiirkmen of
Xinjiang and the Tibetans, and the peoples between China and Russia were mostly
brought under the control of one or the other, no such process characterised the situa-
tion in south-west Asia. Russia, Turkey, Persia and Mughal India were unable to subdue
both the intervening peoples and other neighbouring tribes, and Persia succumbed to
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The Pre-Revolutionary Eighteenth Century 97

Afghan attack. More generally, it has been argued that the period 1720-60 witnessed a
tribal breakout, especially by Afghan, Persian, Tiitkmen and Arab tribes invading the
neighbouring states and increasing the importance of tribal cavalry in the region.’ Gibbon’s
sense that advances by nomadic peoples might not have ceased appeared justified.

Transoceanic initiatives rested with the Europeans, not least because their trading
systems enabled them to acquire the naval stores, such as hemp, sailcloth and iron,
essential for maritime power, while they also had techniques and systems for con-
structing, maintaining and supplying sizeable fleets of ocean-going warships. Indeed,
in the eighteenth century, no non-European power emulated the seventeenth-century
naval moves of the Omanis and of Coxinga which had both thrown the Europeans on
to the defensive, albeit in a regional context. The Omanis had taken Mombasa not
Luanda, Rio de Janeiro or Lisbon; Coxinga had captured Fort Zeelandia, not Malacca,
Batavia or Amsterdam.

On land, the advances of the British in India from 1757 and the establishment of a
British position in Australia in 1788 are well known, but there were also many other less
prominent moves, such as the development of a French base at Cayenne in South America
in the 1760s or the capture in 1785 by a Dutch fleet of Kuala Selangor and of Riouw, the
island that controlled the eastern approach to the Strait of Malacca. In addition, the process
by which European military experts and arms were used by non-European rulers con-
tinued. Both were important in the case of the Marathas of India. Kamehameha I, who
fought his way to supremacy in the Hawaiian archipelago in the 1790s, did so in part
thanks to his use of European arms. Guns replaced spears, clubs, daggers and sling-shots,
leading to convincing victoties, such as that of Nuuanu (1795) which made Kamehameha
ruler of the archipelago.

34. The Battle of Fontenoy, 11 May 1745, by Louis-Nicolas van Blarenberghe. This battle contrasts with
another punishing and long battle, that between the Afghans and Marathas at Panipat in 1761. At
Fontenoy, which was mostly an infantry battle, cavalry played a far smaller role and cannon and field
fortifications were more important. Although, like the Marathas, a coalition army, the Allies at
Fontenoy fought in a more coherent fashion. In both battles, staying-power was crucial. Fontenoy was
more a victory of the defence than Panipat.
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35. (right) Infantry plug bayonet by
Timothy Tindall. Developed in the
seventeenth century, the plug bayonet, a
knife with a tapered handle that could
be placed in the muzzle of muskets,
enabled musketeers to stand up against
infantry and cavalry attack, but muskets
could not be fired when they were in place and they also damaged the barrel. In the 1680s and 1690s, plug bayonets
gave way to ring and socket fittings. Europeans embraced the use of the bayonet far more readily than other societies
using gunpowder and this helped to make their infantry more effective.

36. Muskets, English or Flemish ¢. 1642 (above) and English c. 1640. Like the cannon, the musket was a weapon that
experienced considerable modification in the early-modern period. The change related both to the weapons themselves
and to their use. Disciplined volley fire was particularly important, not least because it compensated for the principal
problems of the musket, its low rate of fire and limited accuracy.

This broad account is largely similar to that for the seventeenth century, and it is appro-
priate to seek greater detail in order to detect the nature and degree of change. The
relative military capability of the Europeans was greater in the eighteenth than in the
previous century, both on land and at sea. On land, pikemen were replaced by more
musketeers, their defensive capacity improved by the bayonets on their muskets at the
turn of the seventeenth and ecighteenth centuries. Flintlocks replaced matchlocks.
Both changes increased the firepower of European infantry. In addition, the essential
standardisation of its weaponry improved the infantry’s manoeuvrability. As drill and
discipline were essential to firepower, the change in weapons system permitting
more effective drill was also important. The development of the elevating screw and
improvements in casting techniques increased the effectiveness of artillery.

In mid-century, Britain and France clashed for control of parts of India and North
America. In the former, they both mostly employed Indian troops, but in North
America, although native Americans and European settler militias were used on both
sides, there was also a Europeanisation of the war, with the deployment of armies of
hitherto unprecedented size for the region. Combined land—sea operations, lengthy
sieges and broad-ranging strategic plans also came to play a major role.

Naval Developments

At sea, the large fleets of heavily gunned ships of the line employing line-ahead tactics
developed by a number of European powers in the second half of the seventeenth century
became more capable of long-distance operations in the eighteenth, thanks in part to
changes in ship design.
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The Pre-Revolutionary Eighteenth Century 99

No non-European power matched Europe’s naval development. The British destroyed
the base and fleet of the Angres of West India in 1756. This victory owed much to
Maratha support. The Omani Arabs did not increase their naval range, although in 1717
or 1718 their fleet conquered Bahrain. Oman itself was the target of a military inter-
vention by Nadir Shah of Persia, who sought to create a Persian Gulf navy based at
Bushire, with a supporting cannon foundry ac Gombroom. He forced the sale of ships
by the English and Dutch East India Companies and by 1737 had a fleet that included
four sizeable warships, two of which he had obtained from the English. After an unsuc-
cessful attempt by the Persian fleet to capture Basra from the Turks in 1735, Bahrain was
seized the following year. In 1737 the fleet carried 5,000 troops to Oman, in 1738, 6,000
men.

As more generally with many European expeditions, it is necessary to see the Persian
campaigns not as a conflict berween two clearly separared powers, bur as a struggle
in which elements of both sides cooperated. Thus, in 1737 and 1738 the Persians invaded
in alliance with the Imam of Oman and were resisted by his rebellious subjects under
Bal ’arab ibn Himyar Al-Ya ’riba, who was defeated in both years; but each year the
allies fell out. The Persian expedition also suffered from a serious shortage of food and
money, and in 1740 the navy, which had defeated the Arab fleet the previous year,
mutinied.

A fresh attempt to build up the fleet was made from 1740. Nadir Shah sought to pur-
chase foreign ships, ordered 11 from Surar in 1741, and more ships were built at Bushire
from that year. After being reduced to a precarious hold on the port of Julfar in 173942,

37. The Battle of Sole Bay, 1672. In the Third Anglo-Dutch War, the Dutch under De Ruyter surprised
the English under James, Duke of York, and their French allies, inflicting much damage and delaying a
planned atrack on the Dutch coast.
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100 War and the World

the Persians benefited from a fresh civil war in Oman in 1742. However, alternative com-
mitments, especially against the Turks, led to a shortage of funds and provisions, leading
the Persian troops to desert and surrender, and the Persian commander rebelled against
Nadir.? A lack of reinforcements led to the abandonment of the Persian presence in Oman
in 1744: wars with the Uzbeks and the Turks were more important. The Persians did not
persist with their maritime schemes; pressure on the Mughals and Baluchistan was exerted
ovetland, but not by sea.

The Ottoman Persian Gulf fleet based at Basra made even less of an impact than its
Persian counterpart during the century. Ottoman naval power was far more important
in the Black Sea and the Mediterranean, but the Turks were defeated by the Russians in
the Aegean at the battles of Chios and Chesmé in 1770, with the loss of 23 warships,
and in the Black Sea at the battles of the Dnieper (1788) and Tendra (1790): the
Turks lost 12 warships in the latter two engagements, the Russians only one. The naval
forces of the North African powers — Morocco, Algiers and Tunis — were essentially pri-
vateering forces, appropriate for commerce raiding, but not fleet engagements. The
Sakalava and Betsimisaraka of Madagascar developed fleets of outrigger canoes that by
the end of the century could raid as far as the mainland of northern Mozambique, but
logistical factors limited their range, and these fleets were essentially for raiding. War
canoes were used on the coastal lagoons of West Africa and in the 1780s a free Black from
Brazil introduced brass swivel guns in the canoe fleets, but, again, the range of these forces
was limited.

Greater European military capability, however, was of less effect in terms of the Euro-
pean/non-European balance than might otherwise have been anticipated. In large part,
this was because the Europeans devoted most of their military resources to conflict with
each other. Gibbon’s account of European powers struggling with each other could be
extended to encompass such conflict in different parts of the world, for example
the Anglo-French wars in North America. Yet this did not generally lead to the deploy-
ment of substandial forces against non-Europeans, especially in the first three-quarters of
the century. There was no attempr at this stage to use naval power to force the Chinese
or Japanese to trade or to trade upon certain terms, no prelude to the gunboat commerce
that was to come in the following century. Conflict with non-Europeans was more limired
and was often a direct consequence of European rivalries, as in the Anglo-French strug-
gle in India during the 1740s and 1750s which involved allied and client rulers.

If improved naval capability did not translate into new relationships with non-
European powers, the greater effectiveness of European firepower was not without con-
sequence. The British victory at Plassey in Bengal in 1757 might seem an obvious example
of this process. However, such an analysis should not be pushed too hard. British victory
at Plassey owed much to dissension among the Nawab of Bengal’s army, while the Nawab
had co divide his forces to meet a possible attack by the founder of the Afghan Durrani
dynasty, Ahmad Khan.> Furthermore, Ottoman resilience was amply displayed in the
Austro-Turkish war of 1737-9, and Russian victory over the Turks in 1768-74 involved
more than simply better battlefield firepower.

European—Turkish Conflict

Nevertheless, and again clearly in contrast to the situation until 1683, the general
trend in the struggle with the Turks was in favour of the Christian powers, although
not initially. In 1710, concerned about Russian control in Poland and influenced by
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The Pre-Revolutionary Eighteenth Century 101

opponents of Russia, especially Charles XII of Sweden, the Ottomans declared war
on Peter the Great and he responded by invading the Balkans. As with many other
European assaults in the early modern period, this involved an attempt to divide his
opponents. The common tactic was to gain support from peoples who had been forcibly
absorbed into the rival state: Spain and the Azcecs, Adal and Ethiopia, the Austrians and
the Balkans in the 1680s, are obvious examples. Peter, who had gained effective control
of the Ukraine through force in 1708-9, was himself vulnerable to this tactic.* In 1711
he issued appeals for assistance to ‘the Montenegrin People’ and to ‘the Christian People
under Turkish rule’. Peter also signed a treaty with Demetrius Cantemir, Hospodar of
Moldavia and thus, hitherto, client ruler for the Turks, providing for Russian protection
over an independent Moldavia under his rule and Moldavian assistance against the Turks.
If successful, this agreement would have taken Russian power to the Black Sea.

Peter’s invasion was, however, a humiliating failure. The restructuring of army and state
that had brought victory over Charles XII of Sweden at Poltava in 1709 did not have
comparable results against the Turks: the ability to deploy strength effectively at a dis-
tance against them proved elusive. Advancing in 1711 from Kiev, the acquisition of which
under Tsar Alexis had greatly improved Russian military capability in the region, the
54,000-strong army marched through Poland towards Moldavia, but was badly affected
by supply problems and by Tatar harassment. Both had also seriously affected Prince
Golitsyn’s unsuccessful advances on the Crimea in 1687 and 1689, and indicated the
problems of campaigning on what were in effect land oceans — regions without urban
bases or a population from which supplies could be obtained.

38. The Battle of Naseby, 1645, seen from the parliamentarian side. Charles I had only 3,600 cavalry
and 4,000 foot; Fairfax, the Commander-in-Chief of the New Model Army, 14,000 men. The royalist
general Prince Rupert swept the parliamentary left from the field, bur then attacked the baggage train,
while Oliver Cromwell on the parliamentary right defeated the royalist cavalry and then turned on the
royalist infantry in the centre which succumbed to the more numerous parliamentarian forces.
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102 War and the World

In 1711 Peter the Great received Moldavian support, but the speedy advance of a large
Ottoman army dissuaded Constantine Brancovan, the Hospodar of Wallachia, from
sending his promised forces, and he, instead, blocked the march of Peter’s Serbian rein-
forcements. The failure of the Moldavian harvest further affected Russian logistics. The
movement of a large army over a long distance into hostile territory was a difficult under-
taking. Indeed, it was one in which naval power, where the ratio of force to manpower
was higher, offered benefits if it could be employed. One of Russia’s principal disadvan-
tages as a power was that its access to water and its naval capability were limited, a problem
that was to encourage Russian leaders to establish ports such as St Petersburg, Sevastopol
and Vladivostok.

In 1711 Peter planned to reach the Danube before the Turks could cross and was
encouraged by inaccurate reports that the Turks feared him. The Russians, however,
advanced too slowly and lost the initiative. By advancing as one army they increased logis-
tical pressures and made it easier for the Turks to encircle them. Far larger Turkish forces
were already across the Danube and moving north along the right bank of the Pruth.
Peter was surprised, outmanoeuvred and surrounded as he retreated. The mobile Tatars
blocked the Russian avenue of retreat towards Jassy. Based on the hills dominating the
Russian position, the Ottoman artillery bombarded the Russian camp. Otroman attacks
were repelled only with difficulty and, short of food, water and forage, Peter was forced
to sign a peace agreement in July 171 1.7

This was not the sole Ottoman success in the 1710s; indeed in 171115 the Ottomans
enjoyed more military triumphs than any power in Europe. The Turks drove the Vene-
tians from the Morea in 1715, although that was in part a product of weak resistance.
But the situation was very different on the crucial Hungarian front where war resumed
in 1716. The Ottomans besieged the Austrian general Prince Eugene in a fortified camp
at Peterwardein (Petrovaradin). Eugene, however, sallied out on 5 August with 70,000
men and beat his 120,000 opponents. The Turkish janizaries had some success against
the Austrian infantry, but the Austrian cavalry drove their opponents from the field,
leaving the exposed janizaries to be decimated. Possibly up to 30,000 Turks, including
the Grand Vizier, Silahdar Ali Pasha, were killed. As on other occasions, for example
Rocroi in the Thirty Years War (1643) and Naseby in the English Civil War (1645), a
strong infantry force, exposed and placed on the defensive by the loss of the cavalry battle,
became vulnerable.

Fugene successfully combined battles and sieges, a strategic ability that often eluded
carly modern generals and one that reflected both his own skill and the capability of the
Austrian army. After his victory, Eugene marched on Temesvir, which had defied the Aus-
trians in the 1690s, and which controlled or threatened much of eastern Hungary. Well
fortified and protected by river and marshes, Temesvir, nevertheless, ‘surrendered on 23
October after heavy bombardment.

In 1717 Eugene advanced to attack Belgrade, crossing the Danube to the east of the
city on 15 June. Belgrade had a substantial garrison of 30,000 men under Mustafa Pasha,
and in August the main field army, 150,000-strong under the Grand Vizier, Halil Pasha,
arrived to relieve the city. They commenced bombarding the Austrians from higher
ground. In a difficult position, Eugene resolved on a surprise attack, and on the morning
of 16 August, 60,000 Austrians advanced through the fog to crush Halil’s army. This led
to the surrender of Belgrade six days later and in 1718 to the Peace of Passarowitz which
left Austria with substantial territorial gains: the Banat of Temesvér, Little (Western)
Wallachia, and northern Serbia.

The battle of Belgrade was a confused engagement. It was not a matter of clear-cur

This content downloaded from
79.147.42.147 on Sat, 06 Jun 2020 05:09:58 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



39. Battle of Chiari, 1 September 1701. The Austrians under Prince Eugene defeated the Franco-Spanish army under
Villeroi. Eugene’s career — fighting both Turks and Bourbons — indicated the variety of opponent faced by some
European armies. Victorious at Zenta in 1697, Eugene then transplanted the mobility of warfare in Hungary to western
Europe, displaying boldness of manoeuvre in north Italy in 1701-2 and 1706. He did not allow the French emphasis
on the defence to thwart his drive for battle and victory.

formations exchanging fire, and great caution is required before judging it a triumph for
European firepower. Yet it did show the battlefield quality of some European units in the
face of superior numbers. The firepower deficit that had characterised the Hungarians at
Mohacs in 1526 had been amply rectified.

The next period of conflict was in 1735-9. This involved two related struggles: Russo-
Turkish® and Austro-Turkish. The former involved fewer battles, largely because the lands
to the north of the Black Sea were marginal to the central area of Owoman military
concern in Europe: the Danube valley. Instead, the Russians took the initiative in their
conflict and the war was therefore a matter of how far they were able to exert their force
successfully in a hostile terrain and at a considerable distance. If it apparently centred on
successful sieges — Azov in 1736, Ochakov in 1737 and Khotin in 1738 — the true oper-
ational challenge was in fact that of distance and terrain. When in 1736 the Russians
invaded the Crimea for the first time, the Tatars avoided battle and the invaders, debili-
tated by disease and heat and short of food and water, retreated. Further invasions of the
Crimea in 1737 and 1738 were also unsuccessful. In the 1737 Crimean campaign the
Russians lost 34,500 to disease, but only 2,114 men on the battefield. The logistical task
was formidable, although Russian logistical capability had increased with the creation of
the Commissariat of War in 1711 and improvements in provisioning in 1724. The force
thar advanced on Ochakov in 1737 was supported by supplies brought by boat down the
Dnieper and thence by 28,000 carts.
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