The advances in military tactics and technical innovation during the Enlightenment period can truly be described as revolutionary. Discuss

[bookmark: _GoBack]Over the years 1675 – 1815 there were many developments in military tactics and innovations, some of which are still recognisable today. These include officer examinations, Vauban fortifications, evolution of the clock and the introduction of squad-based warfare. However, there were still areas where warfare in the Enlightenment period which continued practices from before, such as large battle lines of infantry and cavalry, and seeking one large decisive battle to end a war with. Neither of the later traits are as common any more but remained in military doctrine right up until the end of the First World War in 1918. This essay intends to chronologically look at examples of military tactics and innovations during the Enlightenment period.
Not long before the age of Enlightenment began Britain and Holland had fought three wars with each other and the last ending in 1674 resulting in the British pulling out of the war. Some fourteen years prior to Britain’s withdrawal form the war, the Royal Navy (RN) accepted Samuel Pepys onto the admiralty board. Pepys began work on developing the RN into a professional fighting force, cutting back on thievery, bribery and corruption, whilst also ending buying commissions for officers. Furthermore, he introduced appropriate rations for sailors and examinations on mathematics and navigation for officers in 1677[footnoteRef:1]. These were radical developments for the RN, but arguably measures which had major positive effects as all of these traits are still in practice three hundred and fifty years later. These developments helped set the ground work for Britain to defend herself more effectively, trade more safely and empire build. Neither of Britain’s achievements in the 18th century and onwards would have been possible without a strong navy. Navigation was one of Pepys’s main aspects in officer examinations, this was later greatly assisted with the invention of the H4 pocket watch invented by John Harrison in 1759[footnoteRef:2]. The clock was set to Greenwich Mean Time and was accurate to two and a half seconds a month[footnoteRef:3]. This granted the Royal Navy a significant edge over their adversaries, particularly the French. The H4 pocket watch was truly revolutionary as there had been nothing like it before its existence. The H1,2,3 versions were all unique but were less efficient and physically very different than the H4. The H4 made finding a ship’s longitude a lot easier as it was set to the time in London which would tell the navigator how far the ship had travelled from home port and then allowing an accurate estimate for how far the destination was. [1:  History of the Royal Navy. 2011. History Channel. ]  [2:  National Maritime Museum. H4. http://collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/79142.html . Published N/A. [Last accessed 25/09/2018].]  [3:  History of the Royal Navy. 2011. History Channel.] 

As technology evolved so did the tactics and strategies. The Royal Navy had been operating on tactics developed in the 1st Anglo Dutch war 1652-1654 right up until 1782. These older tactics consisted of lining up the ships broadside against the enemy ship and firing repeatedly until the enemy ship sunk or surrendered. This tactic was heavily effective during the Anglo Dutch wars but by the point of the American War of Independence some one hundred and twenty-nine years later, the tactic alone was obsolete. This was because the French had developed faster and more manoeuvrable ships than the British [footnoteRef:4]and demonstrated that well organised speed was easily as effective as conventional lining up against the broadside. The decisive factor in urging Britain to update their naval tactics was seen in the Battle of Yorktown 1781, where the French drew the Royal Navy out from their defensive positions and into battle away from Yorktown[footnoteRef:5]. This resulted in a strategic defeat for the British as Cornwallis’s army was left without the much-needed naval bombardment support. In response, a Scotsman named John Clerk wrote an arguably innovative essay on naval tactics in 1782. He stated the importance of attacking the enemy at their weakest point and included tactics for single ship on ship battles and fleet battles. He even included images and examples to assist the reader in different scenarios[footnoteRef:6]. Clerk’s theories were put to the test later that year by Admiral George Rodney at the Battle of the Saintes. Rodney, following Clerk’s instructions, found a break in the French fleet’s line and engaged the French flagship directly[footnoteRef:7]. The battle concluded with four French ships captured including the French flagship, and another French ship destroyed and this in comparison to no British ships sunk or captured[footnoteRef:8]. Victory at the Battle of the Saintes meant that British trade and hold over Jamaica was secure, a welcome outcome considering the previous year (1781) Britain lost the Battle of Yorktown – the most important battle of the American War of Independence.  [4:  History of the Royal Navy. 2011. History Channel]  [5:  History.com editors. Siege of Yorktown. https://www.history.com/topics/american-revolution/siege-of-yorktown . Published 21/08/2018. [Last Accessed 27/09/2018].]  [6:  John Clerk. An Essay on Naval Tactics: Systematical and Historical, with Explanatory plates in four parts. (Edinburgh. GB. Part 1. 1782). Pp 21 – 30.]  [7:  National Maritime Museum.  The Battle of the Saints, 12 April 1782.  http://collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/12193.html#2FW07qut0u7tM0zg.99 . published N/A [Last accessed 27/09/2018].]  [8:  Donald Sommerville. Battle of the Saintes WEST INDIES [1782]. https://www.britannica.com/event/Battle-of-the-Saintes . Published N/A. [ Last accessed 27/09/2018].] 

The combination of Pepys’s reforms, Harrison’s H4 clock and Clerk’s new tactics had all firmly come together by 1800. With these combinations and the right mind, the Royal Navy would become an unstoppable force. Luckily for the RN the right mind stepped forth, Admiral Horatio Nelson. Nelson used all aforementioned innovations and added the missing piece, innovative leadership. Nelson’s first major victory came in 1798 at the Battle of the Nile, where Nelson sank two enemy ships of the line, two frigates and captured nine enemy ships of the original seventeen ships of the French fleet. One of Nelson’s captains, Edward Berry, described Nelson’s leadership style as a “Band of Brothers” (referencing Shakespeare’s Henry V) and that every captain knew Nelson’s thoughts when they went into battle[footnoteRef:9]. This was important as Nelson’s style enabled his captains to know the full extent of the plan, allowing for maximum effect on the enemy. Nelson’s style was so effective that it produced spectacular results for Britain again and again. Nelson won another victory in 1801 at Copenhagen ending the Anglo-Danish war and reopening trade between the nations. By this point Nelson was a national hero so much so that the people of Britain and his crew loved him. This is reflected at both his death and his state funeral. A Royal Navy rating at the battle of Trafalgar 1805 stated “for he was adored and in fighting under him every man thought himself sure of success[footnoteRef:10]”. The combination of Berry’s and the ratings opinion on Nelson suggests that people from all classes respected Nelson and were prepared to follow his lead. This is undoubtably because of Nelson’s style of leadership where he communicated with his captains when he could and to his crew minutes before the Battle of Trafalgar where he signalled to the fleet “England expects that everyman will do his duty[footnoteRef:11].”  This forged a personal connection amongst the highest-ranking officer and the lowest ranking rating. Nelson’s effective use of communication and deciding who needs to know what, is another innovative aspect which originated in the Enlightenment period which is still in service today. [9:  Oliver Warner. Great Sea Battles. London GB. Spring Books. 1968. P. 146-149.]  [10:  Lawrence Freedman. War. Oxford University Press. GB. 1994. P 14.]  [11:  Mark Thorburn. Maritime Great Britain, The Battle of Trafalgar 1805. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-KdYhiNZS_w . published 17/02/2013. [Last accessed 30/09/2018].] 


Having discussed the innovative tactics for the navy, this work will now look at an example of an innovative advance in land based tactics. During the period when Samuel Pepys was on the Admiralty Board, making radical changes to the Royal Navy, France recruited a brilliant military engineer of their own. Vauban specialised in landward fortifications resembling a star shape[footnoteRef:12]. Fortifications had been a problem in Europe since the widespread use of gunpowder weaponry entering use in the 15th century. Many fortifications continued medieval style defences with some modern developments such as Sarzanello, however this style of fort was still not overly effective given its high walls, lack of ditches and inability to successfully defend a town or city. Oliver Cromwell proved that medieval style fortifications (castles) were obsolete by taking more than ten castles in nine years – during the English Civil War[footnoteRef:13]. This was a clear demonstration that military weaponry had progressed but the means of countering them had not. During the period 1678-1703 when Vauban held the position of Commissaire général des fortifications, it has been found that several cases of these almost impenetrable forts had been attacked and captured. The Battle of Camaret 1694 on the other hand was a case where one of the forts did successfully repel an attack. The battle was an amphibious assault by the British and Dutch to seize the French port of Brest and heavily damage the French fleet stationed there. The battle was a disaster for the Anglo-Dutch alliance with three warships sunk and 1666 casualties after starting with thirty-six warships, 10,000 troops – against 1000 Frenchmen commanded by Vauban himself[footnoteRef:14]. At the point of their creation the fortifications were near impenetrable, even almost 100 years after they were built they still produced a significant challenge but were conquerable. In 1799 a force of Russian and Ottoman troops managed to occupy Corfu after a four-month siege[footnoteRef:15]. This showed that by this stage these fortresses were beginning to become easier to take, considering that the last attempt on Corfu was in 1716 by the Ottomans during the seventh Ottoman-Venetian War and was repelled. Vauban’s invention captured the eyes of the leaders of powerful European countries and in turn they constructed their own forts in their borders and empire overseas, so much so that 283-star forts have been recorded [footnoteRef:16]across the globe. The fortifications had another impact however, an aspect of psychological warfare. Arguably France had shifted her priorities over to a more defensive policy rather than offensive. During the 16th century France lost the majority of her wars and only improved a small margin in the 17th century. Considering that France won the majority of the battles in the hundred years war and the crusades, this would have been seen as a major concern, so defending the borders of France was essential.  [12:  John Keegan. A History of Warfare. London. GB. Hutchinson. 1993. P. 327]  [13:  Heritagedaily. 10 Ruined Castles Across England. https://www.heritagedaily.com/2016/11/10-enchanting-ruined-castles-across-england/113418 .published 25/11/2016. Published N/A. [last accessed 28/09/2018].]  [14:  James Grant. British battles on land and sea, Volume 1. Oxford University press. GB. 2006. p 449]  [15:  William James. 1797-1799. Ohio State University. USA. Original 1826. Digitalized 2014.Pp 393, 394]  [16:  Starfort List. Starfort List.  http://www.starforts.com/list.html . Published 2017. [Last accessed 29/09/2018].] 

However, despite these new reforms and innovations, two key aspects of war remained the same as before the Enlightenment period. These key features of war continued right up until World War 1 (WW1). Armies continued to fight battles in large battle lines of troops standing shoulder to shoulder, and generals and admirals continued the practice of fighting one major decisive battle to end a war. During WW1 high command of both sides executed several major offensives across the western and middle eastern fronts e.g. Gallipoli, Verdun, Somme, Passchendaele, Amiens. All involved large lines of soldiers advancing towards enemy fire, similar to the Battle of Naseby 1645 (pre-Enlightenment) and Battle of Austerlitz 1805 (during the Enlightenment) to name two of many. First World War armies encountered similar problems to that of the armies in Europe pre the Vauban fortifications in that the military equipment had developed but not always the tactics and means of countering them. By WW1 muskets had evolved into rifles and artillery into epic proportions, machine guns, planes and chemical warfare had entered service, but method of fighting remained the same as it had for over 300 years. WW1 ended long lines of infantry fighting on a large scale as it was no longer effective. It also ended the hope of winning a decisive battle in a day as previously battles could be fought and won in a matter of hours e.g. Battle of Blenheim 1704 took fifteen hours and effectively ended the War of Spanish Succession[footnoteRef:17]. WW1 battles such as the Somme lasted 5 months [footnoteRef:18]and did not always change the status quo of the war. On the other hand, it could be argued that big battle lines of infantry and seeking one decisive battle did not need to change during the Enlightenment period, given that the Doglock musket could fire on average two rounds a minute, which later evolved into the flintlock musket which could fire between three and four rounds a minute[footnoteRef:19]. As this was not a major significant difference, traditional warfare from earlier periods could continue, just at a slightly faster pace of infantry fire. Also, later versions of flintlock muskets could attach bayonets to them, this was an upgrade to the weapon, like attaching a scope to a modern-day rifle, it improved the overall performance but not enough to change the fighting style significantly. Consequently, fighting one large decisive battle to end a war did not need to end either at this point as a result of this. For example, the Battle of Waterloo 1815 lasted from 10.00 – 20.30 18th June and marked the last battle of the Enlightenment period and a true end to the Napoleonic wars.  [17:  David Green. Blenheim. London. GB. Collins.  1974. P111]  [18:  John Keegan. A History Of Warfare. London. GB. Hutchinson. 1993. P.302, 309, 361.]  [19:  Torsten Lenk. The Flintlock: Its Origin, Development, and Use. Skyhorse Pub. USA. 2007.] 

In conclusion I would say that the advances in military tactics and innovations were revolutionary, more so from a naval point of view given that it was the point when the Royal Navy became a professional fighting force, and coincidently the Royal Navy haven’t lost a war since the Enlightenment period. That statement cannot be given to the Army on the other hand, e.g. First Anglo-Afghan war in 1842 saw the retreat from Afghanistan and humiliation across the empire.
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