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Western Europe at the outbreak of the War of the Spanish Succession






ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN

Malplaquet was the bloodiest battle of the 18th century. On 11 September 1709, hundreds of thousands of men from all over Europe fought over a few kilometres of ground across the modern Franco-Belgian border, resulting in close to 35,000 casualties. The scale of the slaughter shocked Europe. With frontal assaults on entrenched positions, preceded by massed artillery bombardments, Malplaquet was more like the Western Front in 1914–18 than a typical 18th-century engagement.

How did it come to this?

By the end of the 17th century, Louis XIV’s glittering court at Versailles led the world in almost everything from fashion to the art of war. When Carlos II of Spain died without an heir in 1700, his will named Louis XIV’s grandson, Philippe d’Anjou, as the next king – Philippe’s legitimacy stemming from Louis’ marriage to Carlos’ sister. There was another candidate to the Spanish throne: Archduke Charles, son of the Holy Roman Emperor Leopold, who had married the late King of Spain’s other sister.
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A painting by François Gerard depicting the recognition of Louis XIV’s grandson as King of Spain on 16 November 1700. This was the main cause of the War of Spanish Succession as, unless stopped, France and Spain would be linked under the same royal dynasty. (Leemage/Corbis via Getty Images)
 


The idea that Spain and France might be united under the same dynasty, perhaps one day under the same king, was more than the other Western European nations could bear. France was the strongest European power, and Spain controlled a vast empire. Together, they would be an unrivalled superpower. Likewise, France could not stomach a similar link between Spain and the Holy Roman Empire. The latter, centred on modern Austria, incorporated much of central Europe, including most of the small German states.
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Detail from a tapestry commemorating Marlborough’s and Eugene’s victory at Blenheim in 1704. This battle shattered the French army’s reputation. (The Picture Art Collection/Alamy)
 


When diplomacy failed to resolve the issue, the War of the Spanish Succession broke out. The Holy Roman Empire (Austria, Hungary and most of modern Germany) and the Maritime Powers (the Netherlands and England) joined together to oppose the union of the French and Spanish crowns. The Iberian Peninsula was torn apart between pro-French and pro-Austrian factions. Catalonia, along with much of Aragon and Valencia, supported Archduke Charles’ claim, as did Portugal. The rest of Spain supported Philippe.

These same nations only had four years of peace when the war broke out. The Treaty of Ryswick ended the Nine Years’ War (1688–97) between France and the Grand Alliance of the Dutch Republic, England, Spain and the Holy Roman Empire. It had not ended Louis XIV’s vision of creating a European superpower, nor had it given Europe time to fully recover from years of conflict.

By 1709, the nations of Western Europe had been fighting for another eight years. War raged along the Rhine frontier, in northern Italy, Spain and the Spanish Netherlands (modern Belgium). It also spread to the far-flung colonies of the European powers from America to India. All of the combatants were feeling the loss in blood and treasure, France most of all. Assailed on all sides by a multitude of enemies who also controlled the seas, the French economy was in tatters, and her population at breaking point. Her armies, once considered invincible, had suffered a series of humiliating defeats.

The Imperialists (of the Holy Roman Empire), under the command of Prince Eugene of Savoy, won several victories against the French in Italy early in the war. In 1704, the French crossed the Rhine to link up with their Bavarian allies in an attempt to reach Vienna and knock the Imperialists out of the conflict. This incursion was soundly defeated when John Churchill, the Duke of Marlborough, led an army of the Maritime Powers from Flanders to the Danube to link up with Eugene’s Imperialists at the Battle of Blenheim. The myth of French invincibility was broken at Blenheim, and the French army suffered further catastrophic defeats in the Spanish Netherlands at Ramillies (1706) and Oudenarde (1708).
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A contemporary illustration commemorating the Allied victory at Lille, engraved by Jeremias Wolff. (Anne S.K. Brown Military Collection)
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The Low Countries, 1708–09




Despite their victories in the field, it was not plain sailing for the Allied powers. Holding together a far-flung alliance of many nations required a huge amount of political effort and acumen. The Dutch government was not keen on offensive action that might cost more lives and money than they were prepared to sacrifice. Prussia wanted to be recognized as a kingdom in exchange for its war effort, while Austria was distracted by a Hungarian rebellion and another war between Sweden, Denmark, Saxony, Poland and Russia to the north and east. Marlborough spent as much time in diplomatic shuttling between capitals as he did commanding troops in the field. In this, he was hugely aided by his wife Sarah, who was Queen Anne’s favourite at the English court.

After Marlborough’s comprehensive victory at Oudenarde and capture of Lille in 1708, the Allies were poised to invade France, and the French were in no state to adequately defend themselves. Although France’s frontiers were still intact, most of the fortified towns on the frontier were now in Allied hands, and, except in Spain, the French army had suffered defeat after defeat. After years of war, the French treasury was empty, huge numbers of men had been killed and famine raged throughout the countryside. The situation was so bad that Louis XIV approached the Dutch with a peace offer. The English Lieutenant-General Francis Palmes recorded the French terms as follows:


[image: ../img/CAM355_004.jpg]

Marshall Boufflers surrendering the city of Lille to Marlborough in 1708. The victories of that year gave the Allies confidence that they could utterly defeat the French in 1709. (Granger Historical Picture Archive/Alamy)
 


 

[The French] made offers to give up Spain, the Indies and Milan to King Charles. [They insisted that Naples and Sicily would go to Philippe.] The Low Countries they were willing to give up … but would not consent to give up Lille, offering Ypres in lieu … The answer [of the Dutch] was that they could not enter into any treaty … that they had treaties with their respective allies and would not give any answer to these proposals, until satisfaction was given to these said treaties.

 

Although the Allied nations were also sick of war, they felt that they had the upper hand in early 1709. Individual countries sought to gain national objectives through the negotiations. The Dutch wanted a buffer zone of fortified towns between themselves and the French. The English wanted Louis to abandon his support for James Stuart (King James III of England in exile), recognize a Protestant succession to the English throne, to cede Newfoundland and Hudson’s Bay and to give England a monopoly over the transatlantic slave trade. All were wary that a union of the Holy Roman Empire with Spain could be as much of a threat to the European balance of power as a union between France and Spain.

The French offer was rejected by the Allies, despite the fact Louis had made concessions on all the points that had caused the war in the first place. Their counter-offer was in turn rejected by the French on 12 June 1709. So, the war continued, resulting in the bloody Battle of Malplaquet three months later.




CHRONOLOGY


			
			
                    1697




                
                    The Treaty of Ryswick ends the Nine Years’ War between France and the Grand Alliance of England, Spain, the Holy Roman Empire and the Dutch Republic.



                
	

				
					
			
                    1700




                
                    King Carlos II of Spain dies, naming Louis XIV’s grandson, Philippe d’Anjou, as his heir. The Holy Roman Emperor proclaims his son, Archduke Charles, as King of Spain.



                
			
				
				
						
			
                    1701




                
                    French troops under Louis-François, Duc de Boufflers, occupy the Spanish Netherlands (modern Belgium).



                
					
				
				
							
			
                    



                
                    Imperial troops under Eugene move into northern Italy, defeating the French at the Battle of Chiari.



                
				
				
				
					
							
			
                    



                
                    Alliance formed between the Holy Roman Empire, England and the Dutch Republic.



                
					
				
				
				
							
			
                    



                
                    James II of England dies in exile. France recognizes his son as James III.



                
							
				
				
				
				
							
			
                    1702




                
                    Death of King William III of England. Ascension of Queen Anne to the throne.



                
					
				
				
					
			
                    



                
                    John Churchill given the title of Duke of Marlborough and appointed Captain-General of the Maritime Powers.



                
							
							
				
					
			
                    



                
                    Imperial army moves into Pfalz (the Palatinate).



                
						
				
				
					
					
			
                    



                
                    French army commanded by Claude Louis Hector, Duc de Villars, crosses the upper Rhine. Although forced to withdraw, Villars claims victory at the Battle of Friedlingen and is made a marshal of France.



                
					
				
				
					
					
			
                    



                
                    Bavaria sides with France.



                
					
				
				
						
			
                    1703




                
                    The Allies capture Bonn, Kaiserswerth and Liège.



                
				
				
						
			
                    



                
                    Boufflers replaced by François de Neufville, Duc de Villeroi, to command of the French in Flanders.



                
		
				
							
			
                    



                
                    Villars’ French army breaks through the Black Forest to link up with the Bavarians.



                
			
				
								
			
                    



                
                    The Franco-Bavarians defeat the Imperialists at Munderkingen and Höchstadt.



                
				
				
				
									
			
                    



                
                    Villars resigns his commission when the Bavarians refuse to support an attack on Vienna.



                
				
				
				
				
					
									
			
                    



                
                    Savoy and Portugal join the alliance against France.



                
					
				
				
							
									
			
                    1704




                
                    Archduke Charles lands in Portugal to gather support for his claim to the Spanish throne.



                
				
								
					
									
			
                    



                
                    Camille d’Hostun, Duc de Tallard, leads French reinforcements into Bavaria.



                
					
		
			
                    



                
                    Marlborough leads an army from the Netherlands to the Danube to link up with the Imperialists and stop the French march on Vienna.



                
								
				
		
			
                    



                
                    Marlborough and Ludwig Wilhelm von Baden-Baden defeat the Franco-Bavarians at Schellenberg, capturing Donauwörth.



                
				
				
		
			
                    



                
                    Marlborough and Eugene defeat the Franco-Bavarians at Blenheim.



                
							
				
				
			
			
                    



                
                    The English capture Gibraltar.



                
							
							
			
			
                    



                
                    Bavaria occupied by the Imperialists.



                
						
				
				
			
                    



                
                    Landau and Trier taken by the Allies.



                
					
				
				
				
			
                    1705




                
                    Marlborough’s plan to invade France from the Mosel collapses due to lack of political support.



                
					
				
				
				
				
			
                    



                
                    The French take to the offensive in Flanders.



                
					
								
				
				
				
				
			
                    



                
                    Marlborough recalled to Flanders from Germany. His plan to counter-attack is thwarted by the Dutch.



                
				
				
				
				
			
                    



                
                    French victory over the Imperialists at Cassano in northern Italy.



                
					
				
				
				
				
			
                    



                
                    An Allied army lands in Catalonia, capturing Barcelona.



                
						
				
				
				
			
                    1706




                
                    Marlborough’s plan to move his army to ltaly to link up with Eugene’s Imperialists is vetoed by the Dutch.



                
						
				
				
				
				
			
                    



                
                    French victory over the Imperialists at Calcinato in Italy.



                
						
								
		
				
			
                    



                
                    Anglo-Portuguese army occupies Madrid for three months.



                
			
				
		
			
                    



                
                    Marlborough decisively defeats the French at the Battle of Ramillies.



                
						
				
				
		
			
                    



                
                    The Allies take control of most of the Spanish Netherlands.



                
				
				
				
						
		
			
                    



                
                    Eugene’s Imperialists relieve the siege of Turin.



                
		
				
				
			
			
                    



                
                    France withdraws troops from Italy and the Rhine to reinforce Flanders.



                
				
				
				
				
			
                    1707




                
                    Louis XIV makes peace overtures; these are rejected by the Allies, who quarrel amongst themselves.



                
			
				
				
				
			
				
			
                    



                
                    Sweden defeats Saxony in the Great Northern War, diverting the emperor’s attention to the east. France’s attempt to secure an alliance with Sweden fails.



                
					
				
				
				
			
                    



                
                    The Acts of Union take effect, uniting Scotland and England as Great Britain.



                
						
				
				
			
                    



                
                    Allies defeated at Almanza in Spain.



                
					
				
				
				
			
                    



                
                    Reinforced from Italy, the French take to the offensive in Flanders. A cat and mouse campaign ensues, with no major battles.



                
						
				
				
					
			
                    



                
                    Eugene invades southern France from Italy. He withdraws after failing to take Toulon.



                
				
				
						
			
                    



                
                    Political opposition to the war grows in Britain.



                
				
				
				
						
			
                    1708




                
                    Failed French attempt to invade Scotland to restore James III to the throne.



                
		

						
			
                    



                
                    French offensive in Flanders decisively defeated at the Battle of Oudenarde.



                
	


					
			
                    



                
                    Eugene and Marlborough lay siege to Lille, one of the strongest fortresses in Europe.



                
	


	
			
                    



                
                    French attempt to capture an Allied supply convoy for Lille is defeated at Wynendal.



                
	


	
			
                    



                
                    Maximilian II Emanuel, Elector of Bavaria, reinforces the French in Flanders. His attempt to capture Brussels is foiled by Marlborough.



                
	


	
			
                    



                
                    Despite a gallant defence by Marshal Boufflers, Lille falls after a four-month siege.



                
	



	
			
                    1709




                
                    


                
	


		
				



                    
                     1 January

                

                
                     Ghent and Bruges fall to the Allies.
 


                





                    
                     March

                

                
                     Villars appointed to command the army of northern France.
 


                
				
				
				

                    
                     April

                

                
                     Louis XIV makes a peace offer which renounces his grandson’s claim to the Spanish throne.
 


                
					
				
				

                    
                     17 May

                

                
                     Franco-Spanish victory over the Anglo-Portuguese at La Gudina.
 


                
		



                    
                     28 May

                

                
                     After squabbling amongst themselves, the Allies present Louis with a counter-proposal for peace.
 


                
	




                    
                     May

                

                
                     Villars takes up a strong defensive position on the French frontier with the Spanish Netherlands.
 


                
	




                    
                     12 June

                

                
                     The Allied counter-proposal is formally rejected by the French.
 


                
	



                    
                     23 June

                

                
                     Marlborough, reinforced by Eugene, invests Tournai.
 


                
	



                    
                     7 July

                

                
                     The Allies open siege trenches at Tournai. Villars digs in on the frontier and does not attempt to relieve the town.
 


                
	



                    
                     3 September

                

                
                     Tournai surrenders.
 


                
	



                    
                     4 September

                

                
                     Allied advance guard, commanded by the Prince of Hesse-Kassel, advances on Mons.
 


                
	



                    
                     7 September

                

                
                     Marlborough and Eugene advance on Mons. Villars shifts his position to Malplaquet. Advance guards of the two armies skirmish.
 


                
	


                    
                     11 September

                

                
                     The Battle of Malplaquet.
 


                
	



                    
                     15 September

                

                
                     The Allies besiege Mons after the French fall back on Valenciennes and Quesnoy.
 


                




                    
                     20 October

                

                
                     Mons falls to the Allies.
 


                




	
			
                    1710




                
                    Douai falls to the Allies, but they fail in an attempt to take Arras.



                
	



	
			
                    



                
                    Allies defeat the French and Spanish at Almenar and Saragossa. They briefly occupy Madrid.



                
	


	
			
                    



                
                    Decisive French victory in Spain at Brihuega.



                
	


	
			
                    



                
                    The Tories, opposing the war, win a landslide majority in a British election.



                
	



	
			
                    1711




                
                    The Holy Roman Emperor Leopold dies. He is succeeded by his son Archduke Charles, who renounces his claim to the Spanish throne.



                
	



	
			
                    



                
                    Villars constructs a line of fortified defences – the Ne Plus Ultra – in northern France.



                
	

	
			
                    



                
                    The Allies capture Bouchain in northern France.



                
	

	
			
                    



                
                    Secret peace negotiations open between Britain and France.



                
					
				
				
	
			
                    



                
                    Marlborough relieved of command and charged with misappropriating public funds.



                
					
				
				
				
		
			
                    1712




                
                    Britain deserts the Alliance. Eugene appointed to replace Marlborough.



                
				
				
			
			
                    



                
                    Villars takes to the offensive. He defeats Eugene at Denain.



                
				
				
			
			
                    



                
                    The French recapture Douai, Bouchain and Quesnoy.



                
						
				
				
			
			
                    1713




                
                    The Peace of Utrecht ends the war between France, Spain and the Maritime Powers. Louis XIV’s grandson is recognized as Philip (Felipe) V of Spain in
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