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    At its core, this book argues that military history yields its most durable insights only when campaigns, institutions, and individuals are examined together with disciplined attention to evidence, context, and consequence, reminding readers that the study of war is neither a parade of victories nor a manual of easy lessons, but a rigorous inquiry into human choice under pressure and the stubborn limits imposed by logistics, terrain, technology, and time, as well as by the culture and politics that shape strategic purpose and the moral responsibilities that follow from the use of organized force.

Military History: Lectures Delivered at Trinity College, Cambridge is a non-fiction work drawn from talks by Sir J. W. Fortescue at Trinity College, Cambridge, presented in an academic setting and later issued in print. Originating in the early twentieth century, it reflects the concerns and methods of a period when the systematic study of war was consolidating within the university. The result is both a record of lectures and a considered statement about how to approach the past of armed conflict, addressed to students, scholars, and readers seeking a coherent framework for historical understanding.

The book offers an experience shaped by the lecture hall: concise, purposeful, and lucidly organized. Fortescue’s voice is authoritative without being obscure, favoring clear structure over rhetorical flourish and engaging the reader with stepwise reasoning rather than spectacle. The premise is not to narrate every battle, but to illuminate how to think about war historically—what to ask, which connections matter, and how to weigh competing explanations. Readers can expect a grounded, analytical mood that privileges careful judgment, steady pacing, and a pedagogical tone designed to cultivate habits of critical inquiry.

A central theme is method: the claim that military history demands a balance between narrative and analysis, between events and the systems that enable them. The lectures emphasize causation as layered rather than linear, drawing attention to leadership, training, logistics, morale, geography, and institutional culture alongside plans and weapons. They ask how evidence is assembled, how bias enters the record, and how hindsight can distort conclusions. Throughout, the book warns against simple analogies and urges proportionality: understanding why outcomes occur, what they do—and do not—teach, and where uncertainty remains integral to honest interpretation.

Though rooted in its time, the work’s questions remain current. It speaks to how societies prepare for conflict, how governments translate policy into strategy, and how military institutions learn or fail to learn. It invites readers to test claims about progress in warfare, to separate enduring patterns from transient fashions, and to evaluate whether lessons drawn from one case apply to another. In an era saturated with fast takes on security and history, the lectures encourage intellectual patience, careful sourcing, and humility—qualities that help citizens, students, and professionals navigate debates about force, ethics, and statecraft.

The style reflects a seasoned teacher addressing an attentive audience: arguments proceed in measured steps, each supported by examples chosen to illustrate principles rather than to dazzle. The lecture format lends clarity to transitions and topics, making the book accessible to newcomers without sacrificing analytical rigor for experienced readers. Its tone is formal but inviting, cultivating a space where disagreement is part of learning and where questions are tools, not obstacles. The result is a guide to reading military history critically, with enough breadth to orient readers and enough focus to reward sustained attention.

Approached in this spirit, Military History: Lectures Delivered at Trinity College, Cambridge functions as both introduction and compass. It frames war as a human endeavor bound by material constraints and moral stakes, and it equips readers to judge claims about causes and consequences with care. From the vantage of the Cambridge classroom, it models how disciplined scholarship can clarify complex events without stripping them of their depth. As you begin, expect to encounter a thoughtful, exacting invitation: to study the past of armed conflict not for easy lessons, but for understanding sturdy enough to matter.
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    This volume collects a series of lectures in which J. W. Fortescue introduces military history as an essential study of the relations between policy, strategy, and administration. Speaking to students at Trinity College, he outlines how armies are raised, maintained, and directed, and how these practical matters shape outcomes as much as battlefield valor. He proposes a chronological survey anchored in British experience but attentive to wider European developments. Throughout, he emphasizes disciplined method over anecdote, urging attention to logistics, finance, leadership, and civil control. The opening sets the scope, explains sources, and frames war as a tool of statecraft subject to law and limitation.

Fortescue begins with the medieval and early Tudor foundations of English warfare, tracing the feudal levy, commissions of array, and the reliance on short-service forces. He notes the importance of the longbow, local organization, and the legal and fiscal structures that supported campaigns in France. The limitations of temporary armies and seasonal operations encouraged careful selection of objectives and strict economy. He sketches the gradual move toward centralized control, the growing role of the Crown in contracting troops and supplies, and the first signs of naval power shaping strategy. This background establishes enduring constraints of manpower, money, and administration that persist into later centuries.

In the seventeenth century, the English Civil Wars mark a decisive transition from feudal habit to professional practice. Fortescue outlines how the New Model Army embodied discipline, training, and sustained pay, while the constitutional struggle fixed the primacy of civil authority over the military. After the Restoration and the Revolution of 1688, the standing army remained small and closely supervised by Parliament. The lectures stress systems for recruitment, supply, and command, together with the challenges of maintaining forces at home and abroad without provoking political alarm. By century’s end, Britain possessed a regular army governed by statute and embedded in national finances.

Moving into the wars of the early eighteenth century, Fortescue uses the campaigns of Marlborough to illustrate coalition warfare, the management of lines of communication, and the administrative machinery required to keep armies in the field. Siegecraft, fortresses, and magazines dominate operations, and coordination with allies is a constant necessity. He explains how fiscal capacity, credit, and the Navy’s protection of maritime routes enabled sustained continental commitments. The lectures describe the maturing of staff functions, clarity in command, and the routine of supply contracts, showing that success depended on steady organization as much as tactical skill. The British force increasingly acted within larger allied frameworks.

Fortescue then treats the mid-eighteenth-century global conflicts, emphasizing amphibious expeditions and worldwide logistics. He follows operations in North America and India to show how sea power gave Britain strategic choice, facilitating raids, sieges, and the reinforcement of distant garrisons. Commanders had to integrate naval and military planning, work with local allies, and adjust to varied terrain and climates. The lectures highlight the administrative burdens of transport, victualling, and medical care at long range. He presents these campaigns as exercises in coordination across departments and oceans, where careful timing and financial steadiness proved as decisive as battlefield maneuver.

The Napoleonic era receives particular attention as a demonstration of discipline allied to administration. Fortescue traces the British effort from expeditionary setbacks to the Peninsular War, where sustained supply systems, training, and leadership converged. He describes the organization of depots, the use of local resources under control, and the management of multinational cooperation. Tactical steadiness, fire discipline, and methodical advance are shown within a framework of secure communications and finance. The narrative culminates in continental victory achieved by patient preparation as well as battlefield performance, reinforcing the theme that a small, well-organized army could exert strategic effect when supported by naval strength.

After the fall of Napoleon, the lectures survey nineteenth-century campaigns and reforms. The Crimean War exposes weaknesses in administration and medical services, prompting improvements in supply, transport, and reporting. Fortescue follows the army through a sequence of imperial conflicts, noting the demands of varied theaters and opponents. Technological change in rifles, artillery, railways, and telegraph reshapes tempo and logistics more than tactics. He underscores the growth of staff duties, formal education, and standardized procedures. Small wars are presented as tests of organization, reconnaissance, and discipline rather than mass, requiring adaptability while maintaining control over finance, procurement, and the link between home and field.

Approaching the twentieth century, Fortescue considers the South African War as a demanding case in mobility, marksmanship, and dispersed operations. He extracts administrative lessons about transport networks, intelligence, and the need for flexible command arrangements. The account then turns to peacetime reorganization, emphasizing trained reserves, coherent command structures, and a general staff to translate policy into plans. The interdependence of army and navy remains a constant theme, with home defense balanced against overseas expeditions. Throughout, he addresses the responsibilities of government, the service departments, and public opinion in sustaining readiness without overextension, presenting preparation as a continuous, nation-wide endeavor.

The concluding lectures draw together principles rather than prescriptions. Fortescue reiterates that military history must be read in the context of policy, finance, and administration, and that apparent battlefield brilliance usually rests on prior organization. He cautions against simple analogies, recommending close study of geography, resources, and institutions before applying lessons. For an insular power, he stresses the partnership of sea control with a capable expeditionary army, disciplined reserves, and sound civil oversight. The overarching message is that steady preparation, clear command, and logistical foresight are enduring determinants of success, and that historical understanding guides prudent decisions more than dramatic theory.
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    John William Fortescue (1859–1933) delivered these lectures at Trinity College, Cambridge, in the early 1910s, within the newly created Lees Knowles Lectureship in Military History (established 1912). The setting is Edwardian Britain, at the height of the British Empire and on the eve of the First World War. Cambridge provided an academic forum where military history intersected with public policy and officer education. Fortescue, already renowned for his multi-volume History of the British Army and as Librarian at Windsor, spoke to an audience grappling with reform after the South African War and with looming continental commitments shaped by the Entente and the European arms race.

A central historical foundation is the emergence of a standing army after 1688 and Britain’s participation in continental coalitions. The Nine Years’ War (1688–1697) and the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–1714) forged Britain’s expeditionary habits. John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough, secured decisive victories at Blenheim (1704), Ramillies (1706), Oudenarde (1708), and Malplaquet (1709), coordinating with Dutch and Imperial allies. These campaigns established British operational art—march discipline, logistics, and coalition command. Fortescue’s lectures repeatedly draw lessons from Marlborough’s campaigns to illustrate the interplay of strategy, finance, and administration that shaped the professional ethos of the British Army.

Global warfare in the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763) extended British military reach. James Wolfe’s capture of Quebec (1759) and the conquest of Canada were paired with worldwide maritime and colonial operations. Yet the American War of Independence (1775–1783) exposed limits: extended supply lines, contested loyalties, and the hazards of underestimating a politically mobilized populace. The British defeat formalized U.S. independence with the Treaty of Paris (1783). Fortescue situates these conflicts as case studies in imperial logistics and civil-military friction, using them to show how strategic overextension and political constraints could neutralize battlefield prowess and anticipate later imperial dilemmas.

The Napoleonic Wars (1803–1815), particularly the Peninsular War (1808–1814), provided the classic British template for continental campaigning. Arthur Wellesley, later Duke of Wellington, won Vimeiro (1808), Talavera (1809), Salamanca (1812), and Vitoria (1813), culminating in the 1814 invasion of France; Waterloo (1815) finally ended Napoleon’s rule. British success combined disciplined infantry, allied cooperation with Portugal and Spain, and a robust supply system through Lisbon. Fortescue emphasizes Wellington’s method—careful logistics, intelligence, and combined operations—as the institutional memory of the army. The lectures employ these episodes to advocate historical study as a guide to organization, staff work, and the strategic economy of force.

The Victorian reform cycle and the South African War (1899–1902) most directly shaped Fortescue’s milieu and message. The Cardwell Reforms (1868–1874), led by War Secretary Edward Cardwell under William Ewart Gladstone’s government, abolished the purchase of commissions (1871), introduced short service and the reserve (1870), localized regiments (1872), and began withdrawing imperial garrisons to economize and concentrate training at home. The Childers Reforms (1881) rationalized regimental structures, pairing single-battalion regiments into two-battalion entities with linked depots. Despite these measures, the Second Boer War exposed grave deficiencies. During “Black Week” (10–17 December 1899) British forces suffered defeats at Stormberg, Magersfontein, and Colenso; sieges at Ladysmith, Kimberley, and Mafeking dominated early headlines. Commanders Lord Roberts and Lord Kitchener eventually crushed Boer field forces, but a prolonged guerrilla phase prompted scorched-earth tactics and civilian concentration camps, at great moral and political cost. British military deaths totaled roughly 22,000, and expenditures approached £200 million, catalyzing postwar scrutiny. The Elgin Commission (1903) urged systemic reforms; the Esher Reforms (1904) created the Army Council and reorganized the War Office, while the Committee of Imperial Defence (1902) advanced grand-strategic planning. The Haldane Reforms (1906–1912) under Richard Burdon Haldane crafted an expeditionary doctrine: a British Expeditionary Force of six infantry divisions and one cavalry division for rapid deployment, an Imperial General Staff, and the Territorial Force (1908) and Officer Training Corps (1908) to mobilize national capacity. Fortescue’s lectures reflect this reformist crucible. He treats South Africa as a cautionary tale about training, staff competence, and logistics, and reads Haldane’s program as a historically grounded attempt to align Britain’s strategic obligations with a professional, rapidly deployable force.

Mid-century conflicts provided earlier warnings. In the Crimean War (1853–1856), the Allied siege of Sevastopol revealed severe British supply and medical failures, dramatized by the Alma (1854), Balaclava (1854), and Inkerman (1854). The McNeill–Tulloch Report (1855) and public scandal spurred administrative reforms, professional nursing, and greater scrutiny of staff processes. The Indian Rebellion (1857) began at Meerut, led to the siege and recapture of Delhi, and the relief of Lucknow; the Government of India Act (1858) transferred rule from the East India Company to the Crown. Fortescue uses these episodes to evaluate imperial governance, logistics, and the coordination between military force and civil authority.

The immediate pre-1914 environment forms the lectures’ strategic horizon. The Entente Cordiale (1904) and Anglo-Russian Convention (1907) framed potential British commitments on the continent; secret staff talks with France (from 1906) planned for BEF deployment to northern France if Germany attacked. The 1911 Agadir Crisis sharpened fears of general war. At home, the Territorial Force’s readiness and the debate over compulsory service (promoted by the National Service League) reflected anxieties about national efficiency after Boer War recruitment failures. Fortescue’s analysis echoes these issues, treating the study of past campaigns as a practical guide to mobilization timelines, coalition warfare, and the limits of imperial overstretch.

The lectures function as a political and social critique by exposing structural weaknesses in British civil-military arrangements. They highlight the legacy of class in the officer corps (even after the 1871 end of purchase), the uneven quality of staff education, and the administrative confusion that hampered supply and medical services from the Crimea to South Africa. Fortescue underscores how parliamentary economies, fragmented authority, and public opinion could distort strategy, while reform—Cardwell to Haldane—sought to reconcile national resources with imperial and continental obligations. In this sense, the book criticizes complacency, advocates professional merit over social privilege, and urges historically informed policy to prevent avoidable wartime failures.






PREFACE


There is little in these lectures, or at any rate in three out of four of them, which I have not written at greater length in other volumes. I therefore publish them unwillingly, and in deference only to the wishes of some of my audience, whose good opinion I greatly value, and whose kindly sympathy I shall never forget. If this little volume should set but one student thinking seriously as to the meaning of military history, its object will be fully accomplished.

The spelling of Indian names has been, as usual, a stumbling-block. No doubt I shall be asked why I have used the form Narbada for the more familiar Nerbuddha, and yet written Hyder Ali instead of Haidar Ali. I can only say that when the form Kalkáta (or whatever may be the Hunterian spelling) is substituted for Calcutta, I shall be prepared to plead guilty to inconsistency.

J. W. F.



March 1914.
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When in the spring of the year 1913 my old College did me the honour to appoint me its first lecturer in Military History, I was obliged for the first time to ask myself seriously, What is military history? I confess that I have found it very difficult to furnish a satisfactory answer. Some would reply with a light heart that military history is the history of wars and warring. But what, in its turn, is war? It has been defined as an instrument of policy for the imposition of the will of one community upon another by force of arms. The definition is not a bad one. But force of arms is a very vague term, and must not be taken necessarily to imply an armed force in the ordinary acceptation of the words. You will remember that after the French fleet had been swept by us from the seas in 1805, Napoleon, unable to attack England by any other means, decreed the exclusion of British manufactures from the Continent, and endeavoured to ruin her by shutting her out of her markets. This he was able to do because his previous conquests had placed the control of many of the principal ports on the Continent in his hands. But though he strove thus to inflict his will upon England by might of arms, the armed men necessary for enforcing it were nothing more formidable than a small body of Custom-house officers. No doubt these functionaries, or some of them, carried weapons and in case of need were prepared to use them; but they cannot be considered as a military body. None the less as an act of war the Continental System[1] was a bitter and deadly stroke, which nearly proved successful.

Is the history of the Continental System, therefore, military history? So far as concerns the invasion of Spain, Portugal and Russia to coerce those countries into the acceptance of it, undoubtedly it is. But as regards England, the power at which it was really aimed, what are we to say of it? How did we endeavour to combat it? How does any country invariably combat the commercial restrictions of any other? First by imposing retaliatory restrictions of her own, or engaging in a war of blockades or tariffs, which may be called regular commercial warfare; secondly, by the practice of smuggling, which may be called irregular commercial warfare. Is the history of a war of tariffs, then, military history? If we answer in the affirmative there is no escape from the logical conclusion that the never-ceasing contest between smugglers and revenue-officers in all countries is military history. Moreover, since revenue-officers are only departmental police, it follows that the external struggle between the breakers and the upholders of the law at large—between criminals and the police—is also military history. But this is to say that the history of social communities generally is military history; and I cannot think this to have been in the mind of the generous founder of the lecturership which I have the honour to hold.

But can we then lay down the general proposition that the breach—the forcible breach—of commercial regulations is not military history? I do not think we can, if we bear in mind how Spain, in virtue of a Papal bull, excluded all other nations from commerce with the new world, and how successive Englishmen for many generations insisted upon flouting her. Nor can we say that in many cases the conflict between supporters and breakers of the law is not military history. It is merely a question of degree. A fight between three drunken men and the police is a scuffle. A fight between three hundred men and the police is a riot. A fight between three hundred thousand and the police is civil war; and we cannot exclude civil war from military history, for it would mean the sacrifice, among the English-speaking race alone, of the campaigns of Cromwell[2], George Washington and Robert Lee. Altogether I think that we must abandon the attempt to define military history as the history of wars and warring. I feel tempted to ask in despair not "What is military history?" but rather "What is not military history?" since all history is but the record of the strife of men for the subsistence of their bodies or the prevalence of their opinions. But we must be patient for yet a little while, and try once more.

Let us begin, then, by laying it down provisionally that military history is the history of the strife of communities.[1q] This is not enough; for communities have been known before now to fight with anathemas[3], and such a conflict belongs rather to the domain of religious than of military history. Shall we say then that it is the history of the strife of communities for self-preservation or expansion? This is open to the obvious criticism that communities have fought and will fight again for many other objects than the two above-mentioned—for a woman, for a creed, for a principle moral or political, or even for nothing at all but from sheer force of habit. So it will be wiser for us to avoid any specification of the objects of strife, or we may find ourselves in trouble. It may be true in a sense to say that a tantrum of Madame de Pompadour cost the French their empire in North America and in India; but it is not the whole truth, nor nearly the whole truth. Even the best and greatest of historians are but gropers in a thick darkness, and epigrams are the most deceitful of will-o'-the-wisps.

Let us now, as we needs must, strengthen our definition a little, and say that military history is the history of the strife of communities expressed through the conflict of organised bands of armed men. I am obliged to say bands of armed men so as to exclude such a case as a duel between two or more chosen champions of quarrelling communities; and I add the word organised so as to indicate that, below a certain stage of civilisation, there can be no military history. This is a second definition, but still imperfect; and I am afraid that I cannot yet improve it. It leaves a vast field for the survey of a lecturer, far vaster than I have the knowledge to cover; and, if Trinity should endure for another ten centuries, my successors will never want material for interesting and instructive lectures. And let no man persuade you that the subject is trivial or unimportant—that the study of war is the study of a relic of barbarism to be eschewed by the serious,[2q] the devout and the humane. I am not denying that war is a terrible—from some points of view even a hideous—thing. Since its object is to compel a number of people to do what they do not wish, by making their lives a burden to them, it must sometimes be a hideous thing. But, after all, the system of forcing people to observe a certain line of conduct under penalties is that upon which all human society is founded. We are all subject to it at this moment, and have been from the beginning of our lives. You remember the mother in Punch—"Go and see what baby is doing, and tell her she mustn't." "Thou shalt not" is the basis of four-fifths of the ancient code of law which is most familiar to us, and of all other codes since. But in every community there are a certain number of individuals who answer "Thou shalt not" with a resolute "I will"; and these we ostracise, or imprison, or hang. We call such people lunatics or criminals, accordingly as we consider them responsible or not responsive for their actions, and we treat them as we think that they deserve; but, if by chance their opinions should later prevail even for a time, we proclaim them apostles or martyrs. There is, in fact, always the danger that, when we think ourselves to be merely punishing a criminal, we may really be torturing a great reformer. Hence a certain proportion of folks among us shrink from this system of coercion, and would have no government at all. Others again, looking upon the existence of private property as the main reason for the existence of the policeman, would have communities share all things in common. I mention these facts to show you that the employment of force receives from some thinkers equal condemnation, whether to impose the will of a community upon its own citizens, or upon those of some other community.

But no one on that account has ventured to stigmatize the study of penal codes, and of the organisation for putting them into force, as ignoble or unprofitable. The sheriff, for instance, and his functions are approached with respect, by some historians even with awe. "Ah," say the despisers of military history, "but the sheriff is an instrument for compelling obedience to the law, not the leader of a host whose business it is to slaughter and destroy." The law! and what is the law but the formulated will which some section of the community, possibly a majority, but always in former days and frequently, even at present, a minority, seeks to impose upon the whole? And if breakers of the law resist the sheriff or policeman, will he not if necessary slaughter them, and destroy any shelter in which they may have taken refuge? Of course he will, and "the law" will uphold him for so doing. "But," reply the objectors, "you forget that civil law is not always a mere ordinance of man; it may have the sanction of divine authority." I speak here with all reverence, but how many are the armies and the leaders that have claimed that theirs was the cause of God, and have fared forth to war in His name? I am not speaking now of modern armies, though they too invariably invoke the help of the God of Battles, and call him to witness that their cause is just. Look at the Crusades on one side, look on the other at the mighty and overwhelming conquests of Islam. Look at the extinction of Christianity in North Africa; look at the eight centuries of conflict which banished the Mohammedan faith from Spain. Look at the religious wars of Christians in Europe; and not least at our own Puritans. Look finally at the bitter struggles of Hindu and Mohammedan in India. There was not one of these parties that did not claim, that did not for the most part heartily believe, that it was fighting to uphold the Law of God.

No! in its essence there is no difference between the force that imposes the will of a man upon his neighbour, and that which imposes his will upon his enemy. In the more primitive days of England the duties of the sheriff and his posse comitatus[4] extended to foreign enemies on English soil as well as to domestic law-breakers. Do we not to this day speak of those guilty of acts of violence as breakers of the King's Peace; men, that is, who seek to bring about a state of war and must be suppressed by the methods of war—taken prisoners, wounded or unwounded, and in the last resort killed? What was the origin of our own standing army? It was formed, as you doubtless know, out of a remnant of the victorious army of the Parliament which had overthrown the monarchy, a remnant which was saved from disbandment in order to overawe the turbulent of London, or in other words to serve as a body of police. It continued to be the only efficient instrument for imposing the will of the Government upon the people until 1829, when the present police-force was established. And the police are a standing army, neither more or less. The only essential difference between police and soldiers is that the former are employed mainly in the coercion of subjects of the State which levies them, while the function of the latter is to coerce the subjects of foreign states. It would not be inaccurate to say that police are soldiers against domestic enemies, and an army police against foreign enemies.

And now observe that we have found a second definition of military history. It is the history of the external police of communities and nations. But external police, you may object, implies the existence of something which, for want of a better word, we must call external law. Is there such a thing as external law? There is a thing called the law of nations or international law, which is concerned chiefly, though not exclusively, with the relations between belligerents and neutrals, but which it simply custom, and should not be called law, because there is no international police to enforce it. Any nation may defy it, if she thinks it worth while, and a great many have defied it in the past and will defy it in the future, not necessarily with any damage to themselves. The same may be said of the International Tribunal of Arbitration at the Hague. Its decrees and decisions may be excellent, and nations may bind themselves beforehand to accept them; but nations are not remarkable for the observance of inconvenient agreements, where there is no penalty
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