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    The Napoleonic Wars centers on the collision between revolutionary transformation and the entrenched structures of the old European order, tracing how contests over power, legitimacy, and modern statecraft reshaped the continent and tested the capacities of armies, governments, economies, and peoples across a generation of upheaval, while redefining the fraught relationship between political ideals and organized force in international affairs.

Charles Downer Hazen’s The Napoleonic Wars is a work of narrative history by an American scholar known for clear syntheses of European affairs. Written in the early twentieth century, it surveys the conflicts that dominated European politics from the late 1790s through the 1810s, when post-revolutionary France and its rivals contended for influence and security. The setting is continental Europe in an age of rapid change, and the book’s scope embraces political, diplomatic, and military dimensions, offering readers an accessible, structured introduction to a complex era without presuming specialized background knowledge.

At its core, the book proposes a guided passage through mounting crises and shifting alignments, beginning with the unsettled aftermath of revolution and moving through the phases of continental struggle that followed. Hazen’s voice is measured and explanatory, favoring orderly chronology and careful transitions over anecdote. The style is concise and lucid, with an emphasis on cause-and-effect relationships rather than tactical minutiae. The mood is sober and analytical, yet animated by the drama inherent in large-scale decisions and their consequences, providing an experience that is both informative and consistently readable.

While the narrative attends to campaigns and leaders, it consistently situates them within broader institutional and social transformations. The book underscores the demands of sustained mobilization, the pressures placed on administrative systems, and the fiscal and logistical strains that accompany protracted war. It emphasizes the interplay between policy and strategy, showing how aims formulated in ministries and courts shaped events in the field. Readers encounter a survey that integrates governance, military organization, and public sentiment, illuminating the ways states adapted to unprecedented scale and tempo without losing sight of human costs and political constraints.

Diplomacy and the evolving European state system form a central thread, as alliances, negotiations, and shifting calculations define the rhythm of conflict. Hazen tracks how coalitions coalesced and altered, how fear, opportunity, and ideology influenced choices, and how geography conditioned both ambition and restraint. The analysis highlights the balance-of-power logic that framed decisions while acknowledging the magnetic pull of personal authority and national aspiration. By weaving diplomatic aims, policy debates, and strategic developments into a single arc, the book clarifies how war and statecraft were inseparable in an era when borders and regimes were constantly in motion.

Contemporary readers may find particular resonance in the book’s treatment of power transitions, coalition-building, and the tension between universal claims and national interests. It raises durable questions: how states marshal resources under pressure, how leaders convert legitimacy into action, and how societies absorb the shocks of sustained contest. The themes of mobilization, governance, and international order speak to current debates about security and institutional resilience, inviting reflection on the costs of ambition and the limits of coercion without reducing the past to simple lessons.

As an introduction, The Napoleonic Wars offers a panoramic yet disciplined framework that orients newcomers and rewards those seeking a concise synthesis. Hazen’s organization clarifies chronology while foregrounding connections among political directives, military enterprises, and diplomatic realignments. The result is a study that maps complexity without obscuring it, presenting a coherent picture of an era when new conceptions of authority and citizenship contended with established traditions. Readers who approach this book can expect a clear, steady guide to one of modern Europe’s formative crises, attentive to both the scale of events and the ideas that animated them.
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    The Napoleonic Wars by Charles Downer Hazen offers a concise, chronological account of the conflicts that reshaped Europe between the late 1790s and 1815. Beginning with the aftermath of the French Revolution and the instability of the Directory, the book explains how Napoleon Bonaparte emerged as a decisive figure, culminating in the coup of 18 Brumaire. Hazen outlines the European context, the shifting coalitions, and the tension between maritime and continental powers. He situates the wars as both a continuation of revolutionary upheaval and a series of campaigns driven by state interests, setting the stage for the military and diplomatic narrative to follow.

Hazen next describes the establishment of the Consulate and Napoleon’s consolidation of power at home. He highlights administrative centralization through prefects, the Bank of France, and the Civil Code, as well as religious stabilization via the Concordat with the papacy. The narrative emphasizes pacification, legal uniformity, and economic recovery, which gave France a strong base for renewed international rivalry. The Peace of Amiens provides a brief interlude with Britain, but unresolved colonial and commercial issues quickly resurface. The book shows how domestic reform and military readiness advanced together, linking internal reorganization to the external contests that soon resumed.

With the breakdown of Amiens, Hazen turns to the struggle against Britain and the formation of the Third Coalition. He recounts Napoleon’s preparations at Boulogne and the decisive 1805 continental campaigns. The swift encirclement at Ulm is followed by Austerlitz, where Austria suffers a decisive defeat and agrees to the Treaty of Pressburg. Trafalgar, meanwhile, confirms British naval dominance and ends the invasion threat. Hazen keeps the focus on strategic outcomes: France’s supremacy on land, Britain’s control at sea, and the accelerating reconfiguration of Central Europe that follows, setting up the dissolution of old institutions and the rise of new alignments.

Hazen then addresses the Fourth Coalition and the transformation of the German and Polish lands. In 1806, Napoleon defeats Prussia at Jena and Auerstädt, occupies Berlin, and issues the Berlin Decree inaugurating the Continental System. Campaigns in the east lead to hard fighting at Eylau and success at Friedland, producing the Treaties of Tilsit with Russia and a humbled Prussia. The Confederation of the Rhine consolidates French influence, while the Duchy of Warsaw reappears on the map. Hazen emphasizes how diplomatic settlements and territorial reshaping accompany battlefield victories, creating a French-led order that nevertheless contains internal strains and unresolved rivalries.

The book turns to the Peninsular War and the wider economic struggle with Britain. French intervention in Portugal and Spain in 1808 triggers resistance and the removal of the Spanish Bourbons at Bayonne, sparking protracted conflict. Hazen relates how guerrilla warfare, sieges, and British expeditions under Wellington complicate French control and consume resources. Simultaneously, the Continental System seeks to cripple British trade through embargoes and seizures, but enforcement brings smuggling, resentment, and friction with neutral and allied states. The narrative shows how Iberian warfare and economic blockade become intertwined challenges, increasingly burdening Napoleon’s empire and exposing the limits of coercive continental policy.

Hazen describes the War of the Fifth Coalition in 1809, focusing on Austria’s attempt to recover influence. The campaigns around the Danube include Aspern-Essling, a check on French arms, and Wagram, restoring French advantage. The Treaty of Schönbrunn imposes territorial losses on Austria, while Napoleon’s marriage to Marie Louise symbolizes a bid for dynastic legitimacy. The book notes intensified enforcement of the Continental System and administrative incorporation of new territories, trends that deepen economic strain and local opposition. Hazen connects these developments to growing nationalist sentiment and diplomatic unease, as formerly subordinate powers reassess their positions in light of mounting costs and uncertainties.

The invasion of Russia in 1812 forms a major turning point. Hazen outlines the strategic motives, including disputes over the Continental System and the Polish question. He traces the advance across the Niemen, engagements at Smolensk and Borodino, and the occupation of Moscow, followed by fire and withdrawal. The retreat devastates the Grande Armée and alters the balance of power. Hazen presents the campaign’s logistical and climatic challenges alongside political consequences, showing how the losses embolden opponents and encourage new coalitions. The Russian campaign thus marks the transition from expansion to contraction, preparing the ground for a coordinated European response.

Hazen then covers the War of the Sixth Coalition and the fall of the empire. In 1813, allied forces adopt a coordinated strategy, and decisive fighting culminates in the Battle of Leipzig. With French forces pushed back, the Allies invade France in 1814, culminating in the capture of Paris. Napoleon abdicates and is exiled to Elba, while the Bourbon Restoration under Louis XVIII begins. The Treaty of Paris sets comparatively moderate terms, and the Congress of Vienna convenes to negotiate a general settlement. Hazen emphasizes diplomatic bargaining, compensations, and the search for a stable balance, while warfare briefly recedes.

The narrative concludes with the Hundred Days and the final settlement. Napoleon’s return prompts renewed coalition action, ending with his defeat at Waterloo and exile to Saint Helena. A second Treaty of Paris imposes stricter terms and occupation, while the Congress of Vienna finalizes territorial adjustments, the German Confederation, and a system designed to preserve equilibrium. Hazen closes by summarizing the wars’ combined military and administrative legacies: diffusion of legal and institutional reforms, the persistence of British maritime power, and the reestablishment of a conservative European order. The book presents the wars as a decisive phase in shaping nineteenth-century European politics and state systems.
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    Charles Downer Hazen’s account is set amid the upheavals of Europe between roughly 1799 and 1815, when revolutionary France evolved into the Napoleonic Empire and confronted shifting coalitions of Britain, Austria, Russia, Prussia, and others. The wars traversed the continent from Iberia and Italy to Central Europe and Russia, and extended to the Atlantic and Mediterranean, touching the Caribbean and the Middle East. The period was defined by mass conscription, centralized administration, and financial mobilization, especially Britain’s credit-fueled war effort and naval power. Hazen situates events in capitals such as Paris, London, Vienna, Berlin, and St. Petersburg, emphasizing diplomacy, logistics, and the transformation of warfare and statecraft.

The French Revolution’s political and social legacy formed the foundation. Napoleon Bonaparte seized power in the coup of 18 Brumaire (9 November 1799), instituted the Consulate, and restored order with measures like the Concordat with the Papacy (1801) and the Civil Code, or Napoleonic Code (1804). He crowned himself Emperor in Paris on 2 December 1804. Beyond Europe, the failed expedition to Saint-Domingue (1802) against Toussaint Louverture’s forces and the subsequent independence of Haiti (1 January 1804) altered French colonial ambitions and led to the Louisiana Purchase (1803). Hazen connects these consolidations and colonial reversals to the ideological shift from revolutionary republicanism to plebiscitary empire.

The Third Coalition (1805) saw Britain, Austria, and Russia confront Napoleon. Napoleon destroyed an Austrian army at Ulm (October 1805), won a decisive victory at Austerlitz on 2 December 1805, and compelled Austria to sign the Treaty of Pressburg. Meanwhile, Admiral Nelson’s fleet secured British naval supremacy by defeating the Franco-Spanish fleet at Trafalgar on 21 October 1805. The Holy Roman Empire dissolved in 1806, marking a profound German reorganization. Hazen frames these dual outcomes—Austerlitz on land and Trafalgar at sea—as establishing a strategic dichotomy that defined the conflict: French dominance on the continent and British command of the oceans.

The Fourth Coalition (1806–1807) brought Prussia’s defeat at Jena and Auerstedt (14 October 1806) and the French occupation of Berlin. Napoleon’s Berlin Decree (21 November 1806) launched the Continental System to strangle British commerce, countered by British Orders in Council (1807) and Napoleon’s Milan Decree (1807). After the bloody campaign in Poland, Napoleon and Tsar Alexander I negotiated the Treaties of Tilsit (July 1807), creating the Duchy of Warsaw and reorganizing Germany as the Confederation of the Rhine. Hazen underscores the limits of economic warfare—smuggling persisted and British exports grew—and presents Tilsit as a precarious diplomatic pause rather than a durable settlement.

The Peninsular War erupted after Napoleon’s intervention in Spain and Portugal. The Bayonne abdications (1808) placed Joseph Bonaparte on the Spanish throne, provoking the Madrid uprising of 2 May 1808 and widespread guerrilla resistance. Notable episodes included the sieges of Zaragoza (1808–1809), the Lines of Torres Vedras defending Lisbon (1810–1811), Salamanca (22 July 1812), and Vitoria (21 June 1813), where Wellington’s forces broke French control. Civil strife and brutal reprisals made the conflict an attritional ulcer on French resources. Hazen treats the Peninsular struggle as a decisive attrition war that drained manpower, finances, and prestige, exposing the vulnerability of occupation regimes to popular nationalism.

The invasion of Russia in 1812 marked the turning point. Napoleon assembled the Grande Armée, variously estimated at 450,000 to over 600,000 men, crossing the Niemen in June. Russian forces under Barclay de Tolly and Kutuzov avoided decisive encirclement, trading space for time. The Battle of Borodino on 7 September 1812 produced staggering casualties—approximately 70,000 combined—with no strategic decision. Napoleon entered Moscow on 14 September; fires and a devastated supply situation forced a retreat in October. The harrowing withdrawal, compounded by cold, hunger, and Cossack harassment, culminated in the Berezina crossing (26–29 November), with catastrophic losses that reduced the field army to a fraction of its initial strength.
The Sixth Coalition (1813–1814)—Britain, Russia, Prussia, Austria, and others—pressed the advantage. After indecisive spring battles and a truce, Napoleon faced the Battle of Leipzig, the Battle of Nations (16–19 October 1813), where combined Allied armies inflicted a decisive defeat with some 80,000 casualties. Allied forces invaded France in early 1814; despite Napoleon’s agile counterstrokes in the Campaign of France, Paris fell. He abdicated at Fontainebleau on 6 April 1814 and was exiled to Elba; the first Treaty of Paris (30 May 1814) restored Bourbon rule. Returning during the Hundred Days, Napoleon landed at Golfe-Juan on 1 March 1815, won at Ligny (16 June) but was checked at Quatre Bras, and suffered final defeat at Waterloo on 18 June by the Duke of Wellington and Gebhard von Blücher. He surrendered aboard HMS Bellerophon on 15 July and was sent to Saint Helena. Hazen emphasizes grand-strategic overreach, coalition diplomacy, logistics, and the accumulated effects of attrition as the decisive factors.

The Congress of Vienna (September 1814 to June 1815) reshaped Europe under Metternich, Castlereagh, Talleyrand, and Alexander I, seeking balance of power and legitimacy. The Kingdom of the Netherlands was created, the German Confederation of 39 states replaced the dissolved empire, and Russian influence expanded over the Congress Kingdom of Poland. Austria regained Lombardy-Venetia; Prussia gained the Rhineland; Switzerland’s neutrality was recognized; Norway was joined to Sweden (1814). The slave trade was condemned in principle. The Concert of Europe established mechanisms for great-power consultation. Hazen assesses Vienna as a conservative but effective containment of France and revolutionary contagion, yet one that deferred rather than resolved national aspirations.

Hazen’s narrative doubles as a critique of militarized politics and imperial centralization. He highlights how mass conscription, police surveillance, censorship, and economic warfare imposed heavy burdens on civilians and entrenched executive authority. The Continental System devastated ports and artisans, while blockades and requisitions widened class divides between those profiting from contracts and those paying in taxes and blood. He underscores the paradox of emancipatory rhetoric and coercive practice: the Napoleonic Code advanced civil equality yet reinforced patriarchy; constitutional hopes, as in the Spanish Cadiz Constitution of 1812, collided with restoration and repression. By detailing suffering in Spain, Russia, and Central Europe, Hazen exposes the social costs of raison d’état and great-power rivalry.
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Napoleon Bonaparte was born at Ajaccio in Corsica in 1769, a short time after the island had been sold by Genoa to France. The family was of Italian origin but had for two centuries and a half been resident in the island. His father, Charles Bonaparte, was of the nobility but was poor, indolent, pleasure-loving, a lawyer by profession. His mother, Laetitia Ramolino, was a woman of great beauty, of remarkable will, of extraordinary energy. Poorly educated, this "mother of kings" was never able to speak the French language without ridiculous mistakes. She had thirteen children, eight of whom lived to grow up, five boys and three girls. The father died when the youngest, Jerome, was only three months old. Napoleon, the second son, was educated in French military schools at Brienne and Paris, as a sort of charity scholar. He was very unhappy, surrounded as he was by boys who looked down upon him because he was poor while they were rich, because his father was unimportant while theirs belonged to the noblest families in France, because he spoke French like the foreigner he was, Italian being his native tongue. In fact he was tormented in all the ways of which schoolboys are past masters. He became sullen, taciturn, lived apart by himself, was unpopular with his fellows whom, in turn, he despised, conscious, as he was, of powers quite equal to any of theirs, of a spirit quite as high. His boyish letters home were remarkably serious, lucid, intelligent. He was excellent in mathematics, and was fond of history and geography. At the age of sixteen he left the military school and became a second lieutenant of artillery. One of his teachers described him at this time as follows: "Reserved and studious, he prefers study to amusement of any kind and enjoys reading the best authors; is diligent in the study of the abstract sciences, caring little for anything else. He is taciturn and loves solitude, is capricious, haughty, and excessively self-centered[3q]. He talks little but is quick and energetic in his replies, prompt and incisive in repartee. He has great self-esteem, is ambitious, with aspirations that will stop at nothing. Is worthy of patronage."

Young Bonaparte read the intoxicating literature of revolt of the eighteenth century, Voltaire, Turgot, particularly Rousseau. "Even when I had nothing to do," he said later, "I vaguely thought that I had no time to lose[1q]." As a young sub-lieutenant he had a wretchedly small salary. "I have no resources here but work," he wrote his mother[2q]. "I sleep very little. I go to bed at ten, I rise at four. I have only one meal a day, at three o'clock." He read history extensively, regarding it as "the torch of truth, the destroyer of prejudice." He tried his hand at writing, essays, novels, but particularly a history of Corsica, for at this time his great ambition was to be the historian of his native land. He hated France and dreamed of a war of independence for Corsica. He spent much time in Corsica, securing long furloughs, which, moreover, he overstayed. As a consequence he finally lost his position in the army which, though poorly salaried, still gave him a living. He returned to Paris in 1792, hoping to regain it, but the disturbed state of affairs was not propitious. Without a profession, without resources, he was almost penniless. He ate in cheap restaurants. He pawned his watch and, as an idle but interested spectator, he witnessed some of the famous 'days' of the Revolution, the invasion of the Tuileries by the mob on the 20th of June, when Louis XVI was forced to wear the bonnet rouge[3], the attack of August 10 when he was deposed, the September Massacres. Bonaparte's opinion was that the soldiers should have shot a few hundred, then the crowd would have run. He was restored to his command in August,1792. In 1793 he distinguished himself by helping recover the Republic Toulon for the Republic and in 1795 by defending the Convention against the insurrection of Vendemiaire[2], which was a lucky crisis for him.

Having conquered a Parisian mob, he was himself conquered by a woman. He fell madly in love with Josephine Beauharnais, a widow six years older than himself, whose husband had been guillotined a few days before the fall of Robespierre, leaving her poor and with two children. Josephine did not lose her heart but she was impressed, indeed half terrified, by the vehemence of Napoleon's passion
















    "Once did she hold the gorgeous East in fee;




    And was the safeguard of the West: the worth




    Of Venice did not fall below her birth,




    Venice, the Eldest Child of Liberty."
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