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    Where continents yield to oceans, the contest for command at sea becomes the hinge on which empires swing, a vast, ceaseless struggle of ships, trade, finance, and statecraft that surges across centuries and coastlines, testing the foresight of rulers and the endurance of sailors alike, and revealing, as Alfred Thayer Mahan compellingly argues, that the fortunes of nations often turn not at their borders but upon the open water, where access, protection, and decisive concentration determine whether maritime lifelines are secured or severed.

First published in 1890, The Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660–1783 earned classic status by bridging rigorous historical inquiry with a sweeping strategic vision. Mahan’s study did more than chronicle campaigns; it clarified why maritime strength, commercial vitality, and political will must converge to secure national prosperity. Its narrative breadth and conceptual precision gave readers a new vocabulary—sea power—to interpret past events and anticipate future contests. The book’s longevity rests on this union of evidence and idea, turning archival detail into a durable framework that has shaped how scholars, officers, and statesmen discuss the relationship between oceans and power.

Alfred Thayer Mahan wrote as a professional sailor and a disciplined historian. A career officer in the United States Navy, he developed the argument of this book from lectures delivered at the United States Naval War College in the late 1880s. That vantage point grounded his history in practical concerns: logistics, training, geography, and policy. Yet he also wrote for a broader public, seeking to demonstrate how maritime factors influence national development. The result is a work that resists narrow technicality without sacrificing precision, inviting readers from many fields to engage with its claims about the persistent, structural role of the sea in statecraft.

The period of composition sharpened Mahan’s urgency. The late nineteenth century witnessed industrial expansion, transoceanic communication, and intensifying global competition among established and rising powers. Steam propulsion, long-range guns, and growing merchant fleets made access to distant markets and secure sea-lanes ever more consequential. In this environment, debates about naval reform and national strategy were not abstract. Mahan’s history answered a contemporary question—what makes a nation strong upon the water?—by examining earlier centuries when maritime rivalry shaped the destinies of states, allowing readers to evaluate modern choices against tested patterns rather than transient fashions.

The book’s central premise is straightforward yet profound: control of seaborne commerce and the ability to concentrate effective naval force exert decisive influence on the course of history. Mahan explores this claim through the study of wars and policies spanning 1660 to 1783, years marked by shifting alliances, colonial enterprises, and the rise of global trade networks. He emphasizes elements that condition sea power—geography, population, economic habits, political institutions, and naval administration—showing how they intersect to produce strength or vulnerability. Without revealing specific case outcomes, he traces how preparedness and maritime policy frequently decide events beyond the horizon.

As literature, the work endures because it marries disciplined analysis with a grand narrative arc. Mahan writes with measured cadence and careful definition, yet he maintains momentum across complex episodes. He avoids jargon that would confine the book to specialists, preferring clear terms that illuminate causes and consequences. His chapters move confidently between policy, operations, and commerce, revealing connections that casual chronicles miss. This stylistic balance—authoritative but accessible—has allowed the text to outlast technological changes, speaking to readers interested in history, economics, and political science as well as to those concerned with naval affairs.

Its impact was immediate and far-reaching. The book circulated widely, was translated, and entered the libraries of naval institutions and government ministries across several maritime powers. Officers studied it to inform training and doctrine; policymakers read it to frame debates over budgets, bases, and shipbuilding; scholars used it to integrate the sea into national histories. While the technologies of later eras evolved, the framework Mahan provided—linking maritime commerce, fleet readiness, and political resolve—proved adaptable. The book thereby helped set terms for strategy discussions well beyond its original audience and time.

Later writers and thinkers engaged Mahan’s ideas, refining and contesting them while acknowledging their analytic force. British naval historian Julian Corbett, for example, developed a complementary account of maritime strategy that emphasized the relationship between naval operations and joint campaigns. Geopolitical theorists weighed sea power alongside land power, treating oceans as a dynamic arena rather than a featureless expanse. The continuing dialogue surrounding these perspectives demonstrates the book’s intellectual vitality: it invites argument, comparative study, and adaptation rather than passive acceptance, a hallmark of works that establish a durable canon.

The themes that give the book its steady pulse—commerce secured by fleets, chokepoints and sea-lanes as national lifelines, bases and logistics as the sinews of reach—remain legible across different eras. Mahan does not reduce history to technology or heroism; he situates actions within a matrix of geography, institutions, and economic patterns. By showing how these factors interact over time, he equips readers to distinguish fleeting tactical episodes from enduring strategic conditions. That distinction helps explain why the book continues to serve as a compass for readers navigating the currents of international competition.

Approaching the text today means entering a disciplined conversation about cause and effect in history. Mahan presents patterns without insisting on mechanical determinism; he shows how choices, organization, and timely concentration can tilt outcomes even when material resources seem uneven. He demonstrates that strategic success depends on coherent policy as much as on individual courage, and on continuity of effort as much as on isolated victories. The result is a study that strengthens judgment. It cultivates an eye for essentials—access, protection, and purpose—while acknowledging the unpredictable character of human decision.

The book holds its classic status because it combines explanatory power with a resonant moral of responsibility. It asks states to align means with ends, to sustain maritime institutions before crisis arrives, and to understand that neglect of sea-lanes carries consequences beyond the naval sphere. For readers, it offers a disciplined way to think about power that resists slogans: look to structure, look to policy, look to the sea. That intellectual clarity, more than any single episode, ensures the text’s place among the foundational works of strategic history.

In an era defined by global trade, intricate supply chains, and renewed attention to maritime routes, Mahan’s themes retain striking relevance. Nations still depend on secure passage, cooperative norms, and credible capacity to deter disruption. While technologies and doctrines evolve, the logic that waterways bind economies and shape political options persists. The Influence of Sea Power upon History endures because it illuminates that logic with disciplined care, inviting contemporary readers to measure present policy against tested principles and to recognize, beyond the spray and spectacle, the enduring structures that govern life at sea and fortune on land.
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    Alfred Thayer Mahan’s The Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660–1783, published in 1890, examines how control of maritime communications shapes the fortunes of states. Written by a United States naval officer and historian, the work draws on lectures and extensive archival sources to trace recurring patterns in strategy, economics, and policy. Mahan’s purpose is not to present exhaustive narratives of battles, but to show how the possession or loss of sea power steers political outcomes. He advances a framework that connects national prosperity, naval strength, and overseas trade, then tests it across the major European rivalries that unfolded from the Restoration era through the close of the American War of Independence.

Mahan defines sea power broadly, encompassing merchant shipping, naval fleets, overseas markets, and maritime infrastructure. He identifies conditions that foster maritime strength: geographical position, physical conformation and resources, the extent of territory, population size and character, and the quality of government and policy. Central to his argument is the distinction between intermittent commerce-destroying and the more durable command of the sea, achieved by capable battle fleets able to secure communications. He emphasizes the need for strategic concentration, disciplined administration, and an economy oriented to seaborne trade, arguing that these factors, in combination, confer strategic leverage disproportionate to a country’s size.

The early chapters consider the seventeenth-century rivalry between England and the Netherlands, where commercial competition, navigation laws, and convoy practices framed naval conflict. Mahan emphasizes how England’s island position and legislative support for domestic shipping underpinned a coherent maritime policy. He contrasts this with the Dutch predicament of maintaining trade routes while facing larger neighbors and extensive commitments. Through campaigns in the North Sea and the Channel, he shows the interplay of finance, shipbuilding, and state organization. The lesson he extracts is that sustained governmental backing for a national maritime system is as decisive as tactical skill at sea.

Turning to France under Louis XIV, Mahan studies the ambitious program to build fleets and expand commerce, including administrative reforms intended to nurture a blue-water capability. He argues that France’s strength was diluted by its continental obligations and divided coastline, which complicated concentration and logistics. While acknowledging periods of French naval proficiency, he highlights how strategic dispersion and shifting priorities hindered efforts to challenge England’s maritime ascendancy. Mahan analyzes ministerial policies and the tension between fiscal demands on land and investments at sea, illustrating how national strategy must align material resources with coherent naval objectives.

Examining the War of the Spanish Succession and subsequent conflicts, Mahan highlights the strategic salience of blockades, convoy systems, and bases that control key maritime approaches. He notes how possession of strong positions astride trade routes in the Atlantic and the Mediterranean increased bargaining power and constrained enemy movement. The discussion links naval presence to diplomacy and finance, showing how secure sea communications enable coalitions, sustain distant campaigns, and influence negotiations. Mahan presents fleet actions as consequential not merely for battle honors, but for the systemic effect they exert on commerce, credit, and the capacity to project power over time.

Mahan then analyzes the mid-eighteenth century, culminating in the Seven Years’ War, to illustrate global maritime competition. He describes how Britain’s naval superiority protected trade, enabled amphibious operations, and supported offensives that reshaped colonial holdings. By contrast, he assesses French reliance on commerce-raiding as insufficient to overturn an adversary’s organized control of seaways. Logistics, dockyards, and the rotation of squadrons weigh heavily in his account, as do political leaders who align fiscal measures and military aims. The result is a portrait of sea power as a sustained system rather than a series of disconnected actions.

The treatment of the American War of Independence situates North America within a wider contest once European powers entered the conflict. Mahan underscores the strategic pressure on Britain created by dispersed obligations and the need to secure multiple theaters simultaneously. He examines how allied fleets affected operational choices, complicated British communications, and shifted the balance at critical periods. Without dwelling on tactical minutiae, he considers the interplay of blockade, convoy, and combined operations, showing how maritime decisions reverberated across land campaigns and diplomatic timelines until the war’s close in 1783.

After surveying these wars, Mahan synthesizes recurring lessons. He argues that lasting maritime advantage stems from concentrated fleets capable of contesting control, a robust merchant marine, secure bases, and an administrative system that sustains distant operations. He contends that commerce-destruction can harass an enemy but rarely substitutes for command of the sea. Throughout, he ties naval effectiveness to national policy, public finance, and industrial capacity, stressing the need for consistent direction from government. While rooted in the age of sail, his analysis points toward broader principles of logistics, coalition support, and strategic geography that outlive the specific technologies of the era.

The book’s enduring significance lies in its clear articulation of how sea power shapes international outcomes by enabling movement, commerce, and influence across oceans. It offered policymakers and naval professionals a systematic way to relate national purpose to maritime means, and it influenced strategic thinking in several countries. Mahan’s work invites readers to weigh geography, economic strength, and institutional discipline as interlocking elements of security policy. Without relying on sensational conclusions, it presents a sober case that control of maritime communications amplifies a state’s choices and resilience, leaving a lasting framework for analyzing strategy beyond its historical window.
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    The Influence of Sea Power upon History appeared in 1890, when industrial capitalism, European empire, and the modern nation-state framed global affairs. Britain presided over a maritime world order sustained by its Royal Navy, merchant marine, and financial institutions centered in London. The United States, amid the Gilded Age’s rapid industrialization, was professionalizing its small navy into a steel fleet. In Newport, Rhode Island, the Naval War College embodied a new American commitment to systematic study of war and policy. Alfred Thayer Mahan wrote within this milieu, addressing governments, officers, and publicists who increasingly treated oceans as strategic highways linking markets and empires.

Mahan was a career officer educated at the U.S. Naval Academy who served through the Civil War and later taught at the Naval War College. Under the patronage of reform-minded leaders, he distilled a series of lectures into a historical synthesis designed to identify the forces behind maritime supremacy. His central proposition—that sustained national power rests on command of the sea, secured by battle fleets, bases, and commerce—spoke to policymakers confronting choices about budgets, ship design, and overseas commitments. He used case studies to show how institutions, geography, and national policy converged to produce or squander sea power.

The book’s narrative concentrates on 1660–1783, the classic age of sail and mercantilism, when European states competed for colonial markets and resources. Maritime law, chartered companies, and protective tariffs reflected a prevailing belief that national wealth grew by controlling trade. Colonial plantations, especially in the Caribbean, locked European and Atlantic societies into commodity cycles and the brutal traffic in enslaved people. Naval escorts, convoys, and blockades safeguarded these circuits. Mahan mined this period to argue that control of sea lanes amplified national policy, while administrative inefficiency or fragmented strategy left even rich powers vulnerable to determined naval competitors.

The Anglo-Dutch Wars of the seventeenth century illustrated to Mahan how commercial leadership translated into naval confrontation. The Dutch built a formidable merchant marine and finance system, but England’s Navigation Acts and expanding fleet challenged Dutch predominance along critical sea routes. As English ship design, gunnery, and naval organization improved, the balance shifted. Mahan emphasized that legal frameworks favoring national shipping and the political will to fund a standing fleet mattered as much as battlefield skill. The wars underscored his message: trade and navy formed a mutually reinforcing complex that shaped a state’s fortunes in war and peace.

Under Louis XIV, France mounted powerful land campaigns, yet Mahan judged French maritime policy inconsistent. He linked France’s difficulties at sea to strategic priorities and administrative choices during the long wars of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, including the War of the Spanish Succession. By contrast, England cultivated financial instruments and a naval administration able to sustain distant operations. The growth of public credit and the institutionalization of dockyards and victualling systems underwrote British seaborne endurance. Mahan drew from this contrast the lesson that reliable funding and coherent naval policy are prerequisites for maritime ascendancy.

The Seven Years’ War demonstrated to Mahan the global character of eighteenth-century conflict. Britain’s blockade of French ports, seizure of key islands, and successes in North America and India reflected coordinated maritime strategy. He highlighted how sea control enabled Britain to move troops, capture colonies, and throttle enemy commerce. The capture of Quebec and dominance in the Caribbean illustrated the strategic mobility that command of the sea conferred. Mahan argued that such operations required concentrated fleets, not dispersed squadrons, and a government prepared to prioritize naval logistics, from victuals to ship repair, over short-term expedients.

The American War of Independence furnished Mahan with a cautionary study of overextension and coalition dynamics. Britain’s superior navy faced global commitments and a revitalized French fleet that, at decisive moments, narrowed British options. The French naval presence in American waters, culminating in control off the Chesapeake in 1781, constrained British maneuver and helped seal the fate of the Yorktown campaign. Mahan contended that shortcomings in British concentration of force and the multiplicity of theaters diluted maritime superiority. He used the episode to reinforce his claim that sea power’s advantages must be deliberately massed to be decisive.

Institutions, for Mahan, were as important as ships. He examined the Royal Navy’s dockyards, training, and administrative reforms, arguing that sustained investment produced professional seamanship and reliable supply. Impressment and harsh discipline, though contentious, reflected the period’s coercive labor practices and the state’s determination to crew its fleets. Parliamentary oversight, contracts, and standardized procedures, despite corruption and waste, ultimately enhanced Britain’s naval capacity. Mahan read these arrangements as evidence that sea power rested on a broad national foundation: shipwrights, merchants, financiers, and bureaucrats, coordinated by a government committed to maritime priorities.

A running theme in Mahan’s analysis was the tension between commerce raiding and control of the sea. He critiqued heavy reliance on privateers and guerre de course, practices favored by France at various times, as insufficient to decide wars. Disrupting trade might pressure an enemy, but only battle fleets could secure the command necessary for amphibious operations, sustained blockades, and strategic mobility. This historical argument became a pointed intervention in his own day, when some European theorists advanced torpedo boats and raiders as cheaper substitutes for battleships. Mahan insisted that decisive fleet action remained the foundation of maritime strategy.

The second industrial revolution transformed the backdrop against which Mahan wrote. Steam propulsion, iron and then steel hulls, rifled breech-loading guns, and armor plating reshaped naval architecture. The Suez Canal, opened in 1869, shortened routes between Europe and Asia, elevating the strategic value of chokepoints and coaling stations. Submarine telegraph cables knitted together imperial headquarters and distant squadrons, enabling faster command and control. Expanding insurance markets and scheduled steamship lines integrated world commerce. Mahan’s historical conclusions thus gained fresh salience: modern fleets, global ports, and reliable logistics became state instruments for protecting industrial trade networks.

In the United States, naval reformers promoted a “New Navy” beginning in the 1880s, replacing wooden ships with steel cruisers and, soon, battleships. Congressional debates balanced continental concerns against maritime ambition, while a growing export economy encouraged interest in sea-lane security. The Naval War College professionalized strategy for a new generation of officers. Mahan’s writings—including subsequent essays on America’s maritime interests—argued for bases in the Caribbean and Pacific and for an isthmian canal to bind Atlantic and Pacific fleets. His historical narrative thus intersected with active policy agendas about force structure, shipbuilding, and overseas infrastructure.

Globally, the book arrived amid the New Imperialism of the 1880s and 1890s. European powers partitioned Africa, fortified coaling stations, and vied for influence in Asia. Britain’s Naval Defence Act of 1889, proclaiming a two-power standard, codified naval preeminence as a national aim. Mahan’s emphasis on sea control, overseas bases, and fleet concentration reinforced this prevailing mood, giving policymakers a vocabulary to justify budgets and acquisitions. Even states with limited colonial holdings measured themselves against maritime benchmarks, linking prestige, commerce, and defense. In this environment, sea power appeared not just useful but essential to status and security.

The book’s reception abroad was swift. British officers folded it into professional reading, while German leaders, including naval planners around Alfred von Tirpitz, drew on its arguments to advocate fleet expansion, culminating in the Navy Laws of 1898 and 1900. In Japan, Meiji-era naval thinkers translated and debated Mahan as they forged a blue-water doctrine, later vindicated, in their view, by concentrated battle tactics in 1904–05. Although many influences shaped these programs, Mahan supplied a coherent historical rationale for big-ship fleets, global bases, and the pursuit of command—a rationale that resonated across competing political systems.

American events at the turn of the century reflected the book’s themes. After 1898, the United States acquired the Philippines, Guam, and Puerto Rico and established new patterns of influence in the Caribbean and Pacific. The annexation of Hawai‘i secured a mid-Pacific station long discussed in naval circles. Proponents of expansion cited the need to protect commerce and forward-deploy fleets; critics warned of entanglements and imperial overreach. Mahan’s arguments supplied intellectual ammunition for advocates of a larger navy and overseas bases, while the country’s political debate highlighted the domestic costs and ethical questions that sea power, in practice, could entail.

Economic and social dynamics within the United States also shaped the book’s reception. Industrial trusts, railroads, and banks knit national markets, while farmers and manufacturers sought reliable access to global consumers. Shipping rates, insurance, and telegraphed price information made distant markets feel immediate. Immigrants and urban workers experienced globalization as fluctuating demand for labor and goods. Mahan’s emphasis on secure sea lanes and predictable maritime commerce appealed to business leaders and editors who linked prosperity to naval protection. His history thus intersected with everyday life, where oceanic flows determined the prices of staples and the rhythm of employment.

Geography further anchored policy. Debates over a Central American canal pitted routes through Nicaragua against Panama, with treaty negotiations redefining prior constraints on U.S. construction. The eventual start of the Panama Canal project in the early 1900s institutionalized Mahan’s insistence on strategic interior lines between oceans. The world cruise of the “Great White Fleet” in 1907–1909 dramatized American commitment to global reach and battleship diplomacy. Yet the expanding fleets also stirred anxieties about arms races and fiscal burdens, spurring peace movements and budgetary scrutiny that questioned how much sea power a democracy should sustain.

Mahan’s historical method stressed geography, national character, government policy, and commerce as determinants of sea power. He praised administrative competence, steady finance, and fleet concentration, while critiquing fragmented strategy and commerce-raiding doctrines. His readers, confronting industrial-age technologies and imperial rivalries, found in his pages both a mirror of their aspirations and a set of prescriptions. The book distilled older experiences into guidance for modern states, reinforcing the belief that control of the sea could shape international outcomes. In doing so, it also exposed the era’s tensions between expansion and restraint, security and competition, commerce and coercion.
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    Alfred Thayer Mahan (1840–1914) was an American naval officer, historian, and strategist whose writings transformed global thinking about maritime power in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Best known for articulating the doctrine of “sea power,” he argued that control of the seas—through strong fleets, secure bases, and robust maritime commerce—was central to national greatness. His work resonated widely as industrialization, imperial rivalry, and technological change reshaped international politics. Mahan’s synthesis of history and strategy offered governments a coherent framework for naval expansion and policy, making him one of the most influential military thinkers of the modern era and a foundational figure in maritime strategy.

Mahan’s education combined classical learning with professional naval training. He briefly attended Columbia College before entering the United States Naval Academy, from which he graduated in the late 1850s. His intellectual milieu included exposure to the strategic writings of Antoine-Henri Jomini and Carl von Clausewitz, and he drew heavily on British naval history. The tutelage and encouragement of Rear Admiral Stephen B. Luce, who founded the Naval War College, were particularly important in directing Mahan toward historical analysis as a basis for strategy. The academic setting at Newport provided the space and audience for refining ideas that would later shape his major works.

Commissioned into the U.S. Navy before the Civil War, Mahan served primarily in Union blockade operations and later in various sea and shore assignments. These experiences impressed upon him the logistical and strategic dimensions of maritime warfare. In the 1880s he joined the faculty of the Naval War College and eventually served as its president. There he developed a series of lectures that blended history, strategy, and policy. This pedagogical effort matured into a comprehensive theory: that national prosperity, overseas markets, and naval strength were interdependent, and that command of the sea—rather than dispersed operations—was the decisive aim of maritime conflict.

Mahan’s breakthrough came with The Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660–1783 (1890). Using case studies of European maritime competition, he argued that geography, commerce, national character, and government policy shaped a nation’s ability to project sea power. He emphasized concentrated battle fleets, control of sea lines of communication, and strategically placed bases. The book attracted international attention, was widely read by officials and military professionals, and sparked debate about naval procurement and imperial policy. Its accessible synthesis made maritime history actionable for policymakers, marking a turning point in how navies and governments justified and organized their expansion.

He followed with The Influence of Sea Power upon the French Revolution and Empire, 1793–1812 and the biographical The Life of Nelson, which celebrated leadership and operational concentration. American policy essays such as The Interest of America in Sea Power, Present and Future and The Problem of Asia extended his analysis to contemporary geopolitics, advocating a forward posture and overseas bases. He also produced Types of Naval Officers and the extensive Sea Power in Its Relations to the War of 1812, consolidating his historical method. During the Spanish–American War era, Mahan advised on strategic questions, translating his historical judgments into practical guidance.

Mahan believed that decisive fleet action and secure coaling stations underwrote national power, and that maritime commerce required protection by a formidable battle fleet. He was skeptical of dispersed commerce raiding as a primary strategy, favoring concentration and command. Critics later argued that he underestimated the disruptive potential of submarines, mines, aviation, and economic factors not captured by battleship-era paradigms. Others contended that his determinism and focus on European precedents limited his framework. Yet his commitment to historical reasoning, institutional development, and coherent strategic ends kept his work central to professional debate and education.

Retiring from active sea duty in the late nineteenth century and later holding flag rank on the retired list, Mahan continued to write, lecture, and correspond with military and civilian leaders. He died in 1914, having seen his ideas shape naval buildups and professional curricula across several countries. His legacy endures in discussions of sea control, chokepoints, maritime logistics, and the relationship between economic networks and military power. While later technologies and doctrines altered the tools of naval warfare, Mahan’s core questions—how maritime strength supports national policy and prosperity—remain integral to strategic thought and practice.
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The definite object proposed in this work is an examination of the
general history of Europe and America with particular reference to the
effect of sea power upon the course of that history. Historians
generally have been unfamiliar with the conditions of the sea, having
as to it neither special interest nor special knowledge; and the
profound determining influence of maritime strength upon great issues
has consequently been overlooked. This is even more true of particular
occasions than of the general tendency of sea power. It is easy to say
in a general way, that the use and control of the sea is and has been
a great factor in the history of the world; it is more troublesome to
seek out and show its exact bearing at a particular juncture. Yet,
unless this be done, the acknowledgment of general importance remains
vague and unsubstantial; not resting, as it should, upon a collection
of special instances in which the precise effect has been made clear,
by an analysis of the conditions at the given moments.

A curious exemplification of this tendency to slight the bearing of
maritime power upon events may be drawn from two writers of that
English nation which more than any other has owed its greatness to the
sea. "Twice," says Arnold in his History of Rome, "has there been
witnessed the struggle of the highest individual genius against the
resources and institutions of a great nation, and in both cases the
nation was victorious. For seventeen years Hannibal[1] strove against
Rome, for sixteen years Napoleon strove against England; the efforts
of the first ended in Zama[2], those of the second in Waterloo." Sir
Edward Creasy, quoting this, adds: "One point, however, of the
similitude between the two wars has scarcely been adequately dwelt on;
that is, the remarkable parallel between the Roman general who finally
defeated the great Carthaginian, and the English general who gave the
last deadly overthrow to the French emperor. Scipio and Wellington
both held for many years commands of high importance, but distant from
the main theatres of warfare. The same country was the scene of the
principal military career of each. It was in Spain that Scipio, like
Wellington, successively encountered and overthrew nearly all the
subordinate generals of the enemy before being opposed to the chief
champion and conqueror himself. Both Scipio and Wellington restored
their countrymen's confidence in arms when shaken by a series of
reverses, and each of them closed a long and perilous war by a
complete and overwhelming defeat of the chosen leader and the chosen
veterans of the foe."

Neither of these Englishmen mentions the yet more striking coincidence, that in both cases the mastery of the sea rested with the victor. The Roman control of the water forced Hannibal to that long, perilous march through Gaul in which more than half his veteran troops wasted away; it enabled the elder Scipio, while sending his army from the Rhone on to Spain, to intercept Hannibal's communications, to return in person and face the invader at the Trebia. Throughout the war the legions passed by water, unmolested and un-wearied, between Spain, which was Hannibal's base, and Italy, while the issue of the decisive battle of the Metaurus[3], hinging as it did upon the interior position of the Roman armies with reference to the forces of Hasdrubal[4] and Hannibal, was ultimately due to the fact that the younger brother could not bring his succoring reinforcements by sea, but only by the land route through Gaul. Hence at the critical
moment the two Carthaginian armies were separated by the length of Italy, and one was destroyed by the combined action of the Roman generals.

On the other hand, naval historians have troubled themselves little
about the connection between general history and their own particular
topic, limiting themselves generally to the duty of simple chroniclers
of naval occurrences. This is less true of the French than of the
English; the genius and training of the former people leading them to
more careful inquiry into the causes of particular results and the
mutual relation of events.

There is not, however, within the knowledge of the author any work
that professes the particular object here sought; namely, an estimate
of the effect of sea power upon the course of history and the
prosperity of nations. As other histories deal with the wars,
politics, social and economical conditions of countries, touching upon
maritime matters only incidentally and generally unsympathetically, so
the present work aims at putting maritime interests in the foreground,
without divorcing them, however, from their surroundings of cause and
effect in general history, but seeking to show how they modified the
latter, and were modified by them.

The period embraced is from 1660, when the sailing ship era, with its
distinctive features, had fairly begun, to 1783, the end of the
American Revolution. While the thread of general history upon which
the successive maritime events is strung is intentionally slight, the
effort has been to present a clear as well as accurate outline.
Writing as a naval officer in full sympathy with his profession, the
author has not hesitated to digress freely on questions of naval
policy, strategy, and tactics; but as technical language has been
avoided, it is hoped that these matters, simply presented, will be
found of interest to the unprofessional reader.

A. T. MAHAN

DECEMBER, 1889.
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The history of Sea Power is largely, though by no means solely, a
narrative of contests between nations, of mutual rivalries, of
violence frequently culminating in war. The profound influence of sea
commerce upon the wealth and strength of countries was clearly seen
long before the true principles which governed its growth and
prosperity were detected. To secure to one's own people a
disproportionate share of such benefits, every effort was made to
exclude others, either by the peaceful legislative methods of monopoly
or prohibitory regulations, or, when these failed, by direct violence.
The clash of interests, the angry feelings roused by conflicting
attempts thus to appropriate the larger share, if not the whole, of
the advantages of commerce, and of distant unsettled commercial
regions, led to wars. On the other hand, wars arising from other
causes have been greatly modified in their conduct and issue by the
control of the sea. Therefore the history of sea power, while
embracing in its broad sweep all that tends to make a people great
upon the sea or by the sea, is largely a military history; and it is
in this aspect that it will be mainly, though not exclusively,
regarded in the following pages.

A study of the military history of the past, such as this, is enjoined
by great military leaders as essential to correct ideas and to the
skilful conduct of war in the future. Napoleon names among the
campaigns to be studied by the aspiring soldier, those of Alexander,
Hannibal, and Caesar, to whom gunpowder was unknown; and there is a
substantial agreement among professional writers that, while many of
the conditions of war vary from age to age with the progress of
weapons, there are certain teachings in the school of history which
remain constant, and being, therefore, of universal application, can
be elevated to the rank of general principles. For the same reason the
study of the sea history of the past will be found instructive, by its
illustration of the general principles of maritime war,
notwithstanding the great changes that have been brought about in
naval weapons by the scientific advances of the past half century, and
by the introduction of steam as the motive power.

It is doubly necessary thus to study critically the history and experience of naval warfare in the days of sailing-ships, because while these will be found to afford lessons of present application and value, steam navies have as yet made no history which can be quoted as decisive in its teaching. Of the one we have much experimental knowledge; of the other, practically none. Hence theories about the naval warfare of the future are almost wholly presumptive; and
although the attempt has been made to give them a more solid basis by dwelling upon the resemblance between fleets of steamships and fleets of galleys moved by oars, which have a long and well-known history, it will be well not to be carried away by this analogy until it has been
thoroughly tested. The resemblance is indeed far from superficial[1q]. The feature which the steamer and the galley have in common is the ability to move in any direction independent of the wind. Such a power makes a radical distinction between those classes of vessels and the
sailing-ship; for the latter can follow only a limited number of courses when the wind blows, and must remain motionless when it fails. But while it is wise to observe things that are alike, it is also wise to look for things that differ; for when the imagination is carried away by the detection of points of resemblance,--one of the most pleasing of mental pursuits,--it is apt to be impatient of any divergence in its new-found parallels, and so may overlook or refuse
to recognize such. Thus the galley and the steamship have in common, though unequally developed, the important characteristic mentioned, but in at least two points they differ; and in an appeal to the history of the galley for lessons as to fighting steamships, the differences as well as the likeness must be kept steadily in view, or false deductions may be made. The motive power of the galley when in use necessarily and rapidly declined, because human strength could not long maintain such exhausting efforts, and consequently tactical
movements could continue but for a limited time[1] ; and again, during the galley period offensive weapons were not only of short range, but were almost wholly confined to hand-to-hand encounter. These two conditions led almost necessarily to a rush upon each other, not, however, without some dexterous attempts to turn or double on the enemy, followed by a hand-to-hand melee. In such a rush and such a melee a great consensus of respectable, even eminent, naval opinion of the present day finds the necessary outcome of modern naval weapons,-- a kind of Donnybrook Fair[8], in which, as the history of melees shows, it will be hard to know friend from foe. Whatever may prove to be the worth of this opinion, it cannot claim an historical basis in the sole fact that galley and steamship can move at any moment directly upon the enemy, and carry a beak upon their prow[7], regardless of the points in which galley and steamship differ. As yet this opinion is only a presumption, upon which final judgment may well be deferred until the trial of battle has given further light. Until that time there is room for the opposite view,--that a melee between numerically equal fleets, in which skill is reduced to a minimum, is not the best that
can be done with the elaborate and mighty weapons of this age. The surer of himself an admiral is, the finer the tactical development of his fleet, the better his captains, the more reluctant must he necessarily be to enter into a melee with equal forces, in which all these advantages will be thrown away, chance reign supreme, and his fleet he placed on terms of equality with an assemblage of ships which have never before acted together.[2] History has lessons as to when melees are, or are not, in order.

The galley, then, has one striking resemblance to the steamer, but
differs in other important features which are not so immediately
apparent and are therefore less accounted of. In the sailing-ship, on
the contrary, the striking feature is the difference between it and
the more modern vessel; the points of resemblance, though existing and
easy to find, are not so obvious, and therefore are less heeded. This
impression is enhanced by the sense of utter weakness in the
sailing-ship as compared with the steamer, owing to its dependence
upon the wind; forgetting that, as the former fought with its equals,
the tactical lessons are valid. The galley was never reduced to
impotence by a calm, and hence receives more respect in our day than
the sailing-ship; yet the latter displaced it and remained supreme
until the utilization of steam. The powers to injure an enemy from a
great distance, to manoeuvre for an unlimited length of time without
wearing out the men, to devote the greater part of the crew to the
offensive weapons instead of to the oar, are common to the sailing
vessel and the steamer, and are at least as important, tactically
considered, as the power of the galley to move in a calm or against
the wind.

In tracing resemblances there is a tendency not only to overlook
points of difference, but to exaggerate points of likeness,--to be
fanciful. It may be so considered to point out that as the
sailing-ship had guns of long range, with comparatively great
penetrative power, and carronades[5], which were of shorter range but
great smashing effect, so the modern steamer has its batteries of
long-range guns and of torpedoes, the latter being effective only
within a limited distance and then injuring by smashing, while the
gun, as of old, aims at penetration. Yet these are distinctly tactical
considerations which must affect the plans of admirals and captains;
and the analogy is real, not forced. So also both the sailing-ship and
the steamer contemplate direct contact with an enemy's vessel,--the
former to carry her by boarding, the latter to sink her by ramming;
and to both this is the most difficult of their tasks, for to effect
it the ship must be carried to a single point of the field of action,
whereas projectile weapons may be used from many points of a wide
area.

The relative positions of two sailing-ships, or fleets, with reference to the direction of the wind involved most important tactical questions, and were perhaps the chief care of the seamen of that age. To a superficial glance it may appear that since this has become a matter of such indifference to the steamer, no analogies to it are to be found in present conditions, and the lessons of history in this respect are valueless. A more careful consideration of the distinguishing characteristics of the lee and the weather "gage[6],"[3] directed to their essential features and disregarding secondary details, will show that this is a mistake. The distinguishing feature of the weather-gage was that it conferred the power of giving or refusing battle at will, which in turn carries the usual advantage of an offensive attitude in the choice of the method of attack. This advantage was accompanied by certain drawbacks, such as irregularity introduced into the order, exposure to raking or enfilading cannonade, and the sacrifice of part or all of the artillery-fire of the assailant,--all which were incurred in approaching the enemy. The ship, or fleet, with the lee-gage could not attack; if it did not wish to retreat, its action was confined to the defensive, and to receiving battle on the enemy's terms. This disadvantage was compensated by the comparative ease of maintaining the order of battle undisturbed, and by a sustained artillery-fire to which the enemy for a time was unable to reply. Historically, these favorable and unfavorable characteristics have their counterpart and analogy in the offensive and defensive operations of all ages. The offence undertakes certain risks and disadvantages in order to reach and destroy the enemy; the defence, so long as it remains such, refuses the risks of advance, holds on to a careful, well-ordered position, and avails itself of the exposure to which the assailant submits himself. These radical differences between the weather and the lee gage were so clearly recognized, through the cloud of lesser details accompanying them, that the former was ordinarily chosen by the English, because their steady policy was to assail and destroy their enemy; whereas the French sought the lee-gage, because by so doing they were usually able to cripple the enemy as he approached, and thus evade decisive encounters and preserve their ships. The French, with rare exceptions, subordinated the action of the navy to other military considerations, grudged the money spent upon it, and therefore sought to economize their fleet by assuming a defensive position and limiting its efforts to the repelling of assaults. For this course the lee-gage, skilfully used, was admirably adapted so long as an enemy displayed more courage than conduct; but when Rodney showed an intention to use the advantage of the wind, not merely to attack, but to make a formidable concentration on a part of the enemy's line, his wary opponent, De Guichen, changed his tactics. In the first of their three actions the Frenchman took the lee. gage; but after recognizing Rodney's purpose he manoeuvred for the advantage of the wind, not to attack, but to refuse action except on his own terms. The power to assume the offensive, or to refuse battle, rests no longer with the wind, but with the party which has the greater speed; which in a fleet will depend not only upon the speed of the individual ships, but also upon their tactical uniformity of action. Henceforth the ships which have the greatest speed will have the weather-gage.

It is not therefore a vain expectation, as many think, to look for
useful lessons in the history of sailing-ships as well as in that of
galleys. Both have their points of resemblance to the modern ship;
both have also points of essential difference, which make it
impossible to cite their experiences or modes of action as tactical
_precedents_ to be followed. But a precedent is different from and
less valuable than a principle. The former may be originally faulty,
or may cease to apply through change of circumstances; the latter has
its root in the essential nature of things, and, however various its
application as conditions change, remains a standard to which action
must conform to attain success. War has such principles; their
existence is detected by the study of the past, which reveals them in
successes and in failures, the same from age to age. Conditions and
weapons change; but to cope with the one or successfully wield the
others, respect must be had to these constant teachings of history in
the tactics of the battlefield, or in those wider operations of war
which are comprised under the name of strategy.

It is however in these wider operations, which embrace a whole theatre
of war, and in a maritime contest may cover a large portion of the
globe, that the teachings of history have a more evident and permanent
value, because the conditions remain more permanent. The theatre of
war may be larger or smaller, its difficulties more or less
pronounced, the contending armies more or less great, the necessary
movements more or less easy, but these are simply differences of
scale, of degree, not of kind. As a wilderness gives place to
civilization, as means of communication multiply, as roads are opened,
rivers bridged, food-resources increased, the operations of war become
easier, more rapid, more extensive; but the principles to which they
must be conformed remain the same. When the march on foot was replaced
by carrying troops in coaches, when the latter in turn gave place to
railroads, the scale of distances was increased, or, if you will, the
scale of time diminished; but the principles which dictated the point
at which the army should be concentrated, the direction in which it
should move, the part of the enemy's position which it should assail,
the protection of communications, were not altered. So, on the sea,
the advance from the galley timidly creeping from port to port to the
sailing-ship launching out boldly to the ends of the earth, and from
the latter to the steamship of our own time, has increased the scope
and the rapidity of naval operations without necessarily changing the
principles which should direct them; and the speech of Hermocrates[9]
twenty-three hundred years ago, before quoted, contained a correct
strategic plan, which is as applicable in its principles now as it was
then. Before hostile armies or fleets are brought into contact (a word
which perhaps better than any other indicates the dividing line
between tactics and strategy), there are a number of questions to be
decided, covering the whole plan of operations throughout the theatre
of war. Among these are the proper function of the navy in the war;
its true objective; the point or points upon which it should be
concentrated; the establishment of depots of coal and supplies; the
maintenance of communications between these depots and the home base;
the military value of commerce-destroying as a decisive or a secondary
operation of war; the system upon which commerce-destroying can be
most efficiently conducted, whether by scattered cruisers or by
holding in force some vital centre through which commercial shipping
must pass. All these are strategic questions, and upon all these
history has a great deal to say. There has been of late a valuable
discussion in English naval circles as to the comparative merits of
the policies of two great English admirals, Lord Howe and Lord St. Vincent, in the disposition of the English navy when at war with
France. The question is purely strategic, and is not of mere
historical interest; it is of vital importance now, and the principles
upon which its decision rests are the same now as then. St. Vincent's
policy saved England from invasion, and in the hands of Nelson and his
brother admirals led straight up to Trafalgar.

It is then particularly in the field of naval strategy that the
teachings of the past have a value which is in no degree lessened.
They are there useful not only as illustrative of principles, but also
as precedents, owing to the comparative permanence of the conditions.
This is less obviously true as to tactics, when the fleets come into
collision at the point to which strategic considerations have brought
them. The unresting progress of mankind causes continual change in the
weapons; and with that must come a continual change in the manner of
fighting,--in the handling and disposition of troops or ships on the
battlefield. Hence arises a tendency on the part of many connected
with maritime matters to think that no advantage is to be gained from
the study of former experiences; that time so used is wasted. This
view, though natural, not only leaves wholly out of sight those broad
strategic considerations which lead nations to put fleets afloat,
which direct the sphere of their action, and so have modified and will
continue to modify the history of the world, but is one-sided and
narrow even as to tactics. The battles of the past succeeded or failed
according as they were fought in conformity with the principles of
war; and the seaman who carefully studies the causes of success or
failure will not only detect and gradually assimilate these
principles, but will also acquire increased aptitude in applying them
to the tactical use of the ships and weapons of his own day. He will
observe also that changes of tactics have not only taken place after
changes in weapons, which necessarily is the case, but that the
interval between such changes has been unduly long. This doubtless
arises from the fact that an improvement of weapons is due to the
energy of one or two men, while changes in tactics have to overcome
the inertia of a conservative class; but it is a great evil. It can be
remedied only by a candid recognition of each change, by careful study
of the powers and limitations of the new ship or weapon, and by a
consequent adaptation of the method of using it to the qualities it
possesses, which will constitute its tactics. History shows that it is
vain to hope that military men generally will be at the pains to do
this, but that the one who does will go into battle with a great
advantage,--a lesson in itself of no mean value.

We may therefore accept now the words of a French tactician, Morogues,
who wrote a century and a quarter ago: "Naval tactics are based upon
conditions the chief causes of which, namely the arms, may change;
which in turn causes necessarily a change in the construction of
ships, in the manner of handling them, and so finally in the
disposition and handling of fleets." His further statement, that "it
is not a science founded upon principles absolutely invariable," is
more open to criticism. It would be more correct to say that the
application of its principles varies as the weapons change. The
application of the principles doubtless varies also in strategy from
time to time, but the variation is far less; and hence the recognition
of the underlying principle is easier. This statement is of sufficient
importance to our subject to receive some illustrations from
historical events.

The battle of the Nile, in 1798, was not only an overwhelming victory
for the English over the French fleet, but had also the decisive
effect of destroying the communications between France and Napoleon's
army in Egypt. In the battle itself the English admiral, Nelson, gave
a most brilliant example of grand tactics, if that be, as has been
defined, "the art of making good combinations preliminary to battles
as well as during their progress." The particular tactical combination
depended upon a condition now passed away, which was the inability of
the lee ships of a fleet at anchor to come to the help of the weather
ones before the latter were destroyed; but the principles which
underlay the combination, namely, to choose that part of the enemy's
order which can least easily be helped, and to attack it with superior
forces, has not passed away. The action of Admiral Jervis at Cape St. Vincent, when with fifteen ships he won a victory over twenty-seven,
was dictated by the same principle, though in this case the enemy was
not at anchor, but under way. Yet men's minds are so constituted that
they seem more impressed by the transiency of the conditions than by
the undying principle which coped with them. In the strategic effect
of Nelson's victory upon the course of the war, on the contrary, the
principle involved is not only more easily recognized, but it is at
once seen to be applicable to our own day. The issue of the enterprise
in Egypt depended upon keeping open the communications with France.
The victory of the Nile destroyed the naval force, by which alone the
communications could be assured, and determined the final failure; and
it is at once seen, not only that the blow was struck in accordance
with the principle of striking at the enemy's line of communication,
but also that the same principle is valid now, and would be equally so
in the days of the galley as of the sailing-ship or steamer.

Nevertheless, a vague feeling of contempt for the past, supposed to be obsolete, combines with natural indolence to blind men even to those permanent strategic lessons which lie close to the surface of naval history. For instance, how many look upon the battle of Trafalgar, the crown of Nelson's glory and the seal of his genius, as other than an isolated event of exceptional grandeur? How many ask themselves the strategic question, "How did the ships come to be just there?" How many realize it to be the final act in a great strategic drama, extending over a year or more, in which two of the greatest leaders that ever lived, Napoleon and Nelson, were pitted against each other? At Trafalgar it was not Villeneuve that failed, but Napoleon that was
vanquished; not Nelson that won, but England that was saved; and why? Because Napoleon's combinations failed, and Nelson's intuitions and activity kept the English fleet ever on the track of the enemy, and brought it up in time at the decisive moment.[4] The tactics at Trafalgar, while open to criticism in detail, were in their main features conformable to the principles of war, and their audacity was justified as well by the urgency of the case as by the results; but the great lessons of efficiency in preparation, of activity and energy in execution, and of thought and insight on the part of the English leader during the previous months, are strategic lessons, and as such they still remain good.

In these two cases events were worked out to their natural and
decisive end. A third may be cited, in which, as no such definite end
was reached, an opinion as to what should have been done may be open
to dispute. In the war of the American Revolution, France and Spain
became allies against England in 1779. The united fleets thrice
appeared in the English Channel, once to the number of sixty-six sail
of the line, driving the English fleet to seek refuge in its ports
because far inferior in numbers. Now, the great aim of Spain was to
recover Gibraltar and Jamaica; and to the former end immense efforts
both by land and sea were put forth by the allies against that nearly
impregnable fortress. They were fruitless. The question suggested--
and it is purely one of naval strategy--is this: Would not Gibraltar
have been more surely recovered by controlling the English Channel,
attacking the British fleet even in its harbors, and threatening
England with annihilation of commerce and invasion at home, than by
far greater efforts directed against a distant and very strong outpost
of her empire? The English people, from long immunity, were
particularly sensitive to fears of invasion, and their great
confidence in their fleets, if rudely shaken, would have left them
proportionately disheartened. However decided, the question as a point
of strategy is fair; and it is proposed in another form by a French
officer of the period, who favored directing the great effort on a
West India island which might be exchanged against Gibraltar. it is
not, however, likely that England would have given up the key of the
Mediterranean for any other foreign possession, though she might have
yielded it to save her firesides and her capital. Napoleon once said
that he would reconquer Pondicherry on the banks of the Vistula. Could
he have controlled the English Channel, as the allied fleet did for a
moment in 1779, can it be doubted that he would have conquered
Gibraltar on the shores of England?

To impress more strongly the truth that history both suggests strategic study and illustrates the principles of war by the facts which it transmits, two more instances will be taken, which are more remote in time than the period specially considered in this work. How did it happen that, in two great contests between the powers of the East and of the West in the Mediterranean, in one of which the empire of the known world was at stake, the opposing fleets met on spots so near each other as Actium and Lepanto? Was this a mere coincidence, or was it due to conditions that recurred, and may recur again?[5] If the latter, it is worth while to study out the reason; for if there should again arise a great eastern power of the sea like that of Antony or of Turkey, the strategic questions would be similar. At present, indeed, it seems that the centre of sea power, resting mainly with England and France, is overwhelmingly in the West; but should any chance add to the control of the Black Sea basin, which Russia now has, the possession of the entrance to the Mediterranean, the existing strategic conditions affecting sea power would all be modified. Now, were the West arrayed against the East, England and France would go at once unopposed to the Levant, as they did in 1854, and as England alone went in 1878; in case of the change suggested, the East, as twice before, would meet the West half-way.

At a very conspicuous and momentous period of the world's history, Sea
Power had a strategic bearing and weight which has received scant
recognition. There cannot now be had the full knowledge necessary for
tracing in detail its influence upon the issue of the second Punic
War; but the indications which remain are sufficient to warrant the
assertion that it was a determining factor. An accurate judgment upon
this point cannot be formed by mastering only such facts of the
particular contest as have been clearly transmitted, for as usual the
naval transactions have been slightingly passed over; there is needed
also familiarity with the details of general naval history in order to
draw, from slight indications, correct inferences based upon a
knowledge of what has been possible at periods whose history is well
known. The control of the sea, however real, does not imply that an
enemy's single ships or small squadrons cannot steal out of port,
cannot cross more or less frequented tracts of ocean, make harassing
descents upon unprotected points of a long coast-line, enter blockaded
harbors. On the contrary, history has shown that such evasions are
always possible, to some extent, to the weaker party, however great
the inequality of naval strength. It is not therefore inconsistent
with the general control of the sea, or of a decisive part of it, by
the Roman fleets, that the Carthaginian admiral Bomilcar in the fourth
year of the war, after the stunning defeat of Cannae, landed four
thousand men and a body of elephants in south Italy; nor that in the
seventh year, flying from the Roman fleet off Syracuse, he again
appeared at Tarentum, then in Hannibal's hands; nor that Hannibal sent
despatch vessels to Carthage nor even that, at last, he withdrew in
safety to Africa with his wasted army. None of these things prove that
the government in Carthage could, if it wished, have sent Hannibal the
constant support which, as a matter of fact, he did not receive; but
they do tend to create a natural impression that such help could have
been given. Therefore the statement, that the Roman preponderance at
sea had a decisive effect upon the course of the war, needs to be made
good by an examination of ascertained facts. Thus the kind and degree
of its influence may be fairly estimated.

At the beginning of the war, Mommsen says, Rome controlled the seas.
To whatever cause, or combination of causes, it be attributed, this
essentially non-maritime state had in the first Punic War established
over its sea-faring rival a naval supremacy, which still lasted. In
the second war there was no naval battle of importance,--a
circumstance which in itself, and still more in connection with other
well-ascertained facts, indicates a superiority analogous to that
which at other epochs has been marked by the same feature.

As Hannibal left no memoirs, the motives are unknown which determined
him to the perilous and almost ruinous march through Gaul and across
the Alps. It is certain, however, that his fleet on the coast of Spain
was not strong enough to contend with that of Rome. Had it been, he
might still have followed the road he actually did, for reasons that
weighed with him; but had he gone by the sea, he would not have lost
thirty-three thousand out of the sixty thousand veteran soldiers with
whom he started.

While Hannibal was making this dangerous march, the Romans were
sending to Spain, under the two elder Scipios, one part of their
fleet, carrying a consular army. This made the voyage without serious
loss, and the army established itself successfully north of the Ebro,
on Hannibal's line of communications. At the same time another
squadron, with an army commanded by the other consul, was sent to
Sicily. The two together numbered two hundred and twenty ships. On its
station each met and defeated a Carthaginian squadron with an ease
which may be inferred from the slight mention made of the actions, and
which indicates the actual superiority of the Roman fleet.

After the second year the war assumed the following shape: Hannibal,
having entered Italy by the north, after a series of successes had
passed southward around Rome and fixed himself in southern Italy,
living off the country,--a condition which tended to alienate the
people, and was especially precarious when in contact with the mighty
political and military system of control which Rome had there
established. It was therefore from the first urgently necessary that
he should establish, between himself and some reliable base, that
stream of supplies and reinforcements which in terms of modern war is
called "communications." There were three friendly regions which
might, each or all, serve as such a base,--Carthage itself,
Macedonia, and Spain. With the first two, communication could be had
only by sea. From Spain, where his firmest support was found, he could
be reached by both land and sea, unless an enemy barred the passage;
but the sea route was the shorter and easier.

In the first years of the war, Rome, by her sea power, controlled
absolutely the basin between Italy, Sicily, and Spain, known as the
Tyrrhenian and Sardinian Seas. The sea-coast from the Ebro to the
Tiber was mostly friendly to her. In the fourth year, after the battle
of Cannae, Syracuse forsook the Roman alliance, the revolt spread
through Sicily, and Macedonia also entered into an offensive league
with Hannibal. These changes extended the necessary operations of the
Roman fleet, and taxed its strength. What disposition was made of it,
and how did it thereafter influence the struggle?

The indications are clear that Rome at no time ceased to control the
Tyrrhenian Sea, for her squadrons passed unmolested from Italy to
Spain. On the Spanish coast also she had full sway till the younger
Scipio saw fit to lay up the fleet. In the Adriatic, a squadron and
naval station were established at Brindisi to check Macedonia, which
performed their task so well that not a soldier of the phalanxes ever
set foot in Italy. "The want of a war fleet," says Mommsen, "paralyzed
Philip in all his movements." Here the effect of Sea Power is not even
a matter of inference. In Sicily, the struggle centred about Syracuse.
The fleets of Carthage and Rome met there, but the superiority
evidently lay with the latter; for though the Carthaginians at times
succeeded in throwing supplies into the city, they avoided meeting the
Roman fleet in battle. With Lilybaeum, Palermo, and Messina in its
hands, the latter was well based on the north coast of the island.
Access by the south was left open to the Carthaginians, and they were
thus able to maintain the insurrection.

Putting these facts together, it is a reasonable inference, and
supported by the whole tenor of the history, that the Roman sea power
controlled the sea north of a line drawn from Tarragona in Spain to
Lilybaeum (the modern Marsala), at the west end of Sicily, thence
round by the north side of the island through the straits of Messina
down to Syracuse, and from there to Brindisi in the Adriatic. This
control lasted, unshaken, throughout the war. It did not exclude
maritime raids, large or small, such as have been spoken of; but it
did forbid the sustained and secure communications of which Hannibal
was in deadly need.

On the other hand, it seems equally plain that for the first ten years
of the war the Roman fleet was not strong enough for sustained
operations in the sea between Sicily and Carthage, nor indeed much to
the south of the line indicated. When Hannibal started, he assigned
such ships as he had to maintaining the communications between Spain
and Africa, which the Romans did not then attempt to disturb.

The Roman sea power, therefore, threw Macedonia wholly out of the war.
It did not keep Carthage from maintaining a useful and most harassing
diversion in Sicily; but it did prevent her sending troops, when they
would have been most useful, to her great general in Italy. How was it
as to Spain?

Spain was the region upon which the father of Hannibal and Hannibal
himself had based their intended invasion of Italy. For eighteen years
before this began they had occupied the country, extending and
consolidating their power, both political and military, with rare
sagacity. They had raised, and trained in local wars, a large and now
veteran army. Upon his own departure, Hannibal intrusted the
government to his younger brother, Hasdrubal, who preserved toward him
to the end a loyalty and devotion which he had no reason to hope from
the faction-cursed mother-city in Africa.

At the time of his starting, the Carthaginian power in Spain was
secured from Cadiz to the river Ebro. The region between this river
and the Pyrenees was inhabited by tribes friendly to the Romans, but
unable, in the absence of the latter, to oppose a successful
resistance to Hannibal. He put them down, leaving eleven thousand
soldiers under Hanno to keep military possession of the country, lest
the Romans should establish themselves there, and thus disturb his
communications with his base.

Cnaeus Scipio, however, arrived on the spot by sea the same year with
twenty thousand men, defeated Hanno, and occupied both the coast and
interior north of the Ebro. The Romans thus held ground by which they
entirely closed the road between Hannibal and reinforcements from
Hasdrubal, and whence they could attack the Carthaginian power in
Spain; while their own communications with Italy, being by water, were
secured by their naval supremacy. They made a naval base at Tarragona,
confronting that of Hasdrubal at Cartagena, and then invaded the
Carthaginian dominions. The war in Spain went on under the elder
Scipios, seemingly a side issue, with varying fortune for seven years;
at the end of which time Hasdrubal inflicted upon them a crushing
defeat, the two brothers were killed, and the Carthaginians nearly
succeeded in breaking through to the Pyrenees with reinforcements for
Hannibal. The attempt, however, was checked for the moment; and before
it could be renewed, the fall of Capua released twelve thousand
veteran Romans, who were sent to Spain under Claudius Nero, a man of
exceptional ability, to whom was due later the most decisive military
movement made by any Roman general during the Second Punic War. This
seasonable reinforcement, which again assured the shaken grip on
Hasdrubal's line of march, came by sea,--a way which, though most
rapid and easy, was closed to the Carthaginians by the Roman navy.

Two years later the younger Publius Scipio, celebrated afterward as Africanus, received the command in Spain, and captured Cartagena by a combined military and naval attack; after which he took the most extraordinary step of breaking up his fleet and transferring the seamen to the army. Not contented to act merely as the "containing"[6] force against Hasdrubal by closing the passes of the Pyrenees, Scipio pushed forward into southern Spain, and fought a severe but indecisive battle on the Guadalquivir; after which Hasdrubal slipped away from him, hurried north, crossed the Pyrenees at their extreme west, and pressed on to Italy, where Hannibal's position was daily growing weaker, the natural waste of his army not being replaced.

The war had lasted ten years, when Hasdrubal, having met little loss
on the way, entered Italy at the north. The troops he brought, could
they be safely united with those under the command of the unrivalled
Hannibal, might give a decisive turn to the war, for Rome herself was
nearly exhausted; the iron links which bound her own colonies and the
allied States to her were strained to the utmost, and some had already
snapped. But the military position of the two brothers was also
perilous in the extreme. One being at the river Metaurus, the other in
Apulia, two hundred miles apart, each was confronted by a superior
enemy, and both these Roman armies were between their separated
opponents. This false situation, as well as the long delay of
Hasdrubal's coming, was due to the Roman control of the sea, which
throughout the war limited the mutual support of the Carthaginian
brothers to the route through Gaul. At the very time that Hasdrubal
was making his long and dangerous circuit by land, Scipio had sent
eleven thousand men from Spain by sea to reinforce the army opposed to
him. The upshot was that messengers from Hasdrubal to Hannibal, having
to pass over so wide a belt of hostile country, fell into the hands of
Claudius Nero, commanding the southern Roman army, who thus learned
the route which Hasdrubal intended to take. Nero correctly appreciated
the situation, and, escaping the vigilance of Hannibal, made a rapid
march with eight thousand of his best troops to join the forces in the
north. The junction being effected, the two consuls fell upon
Hasdrubal in overwhelming numbers and destroyed his army; the
Carthaginian leader himself falling in the battle. Hannibal's first
news of the disaster was by the head of his brother being thrown into
his camp. He is said to have exclaimed that Rome would now be mistress
of the world; and the battle of Metaurus is generally accepted as
decisive of the struggle between the two States.

The military situation which finally resulted in the battle of the
Metaurus and the triumph of Rome may be summed up as follows: To
overthrow Rome it was necessary to attack her in Italy at the heart of
her power, and shatter the strongly linked confederacy of which she
was the head
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	↑ Thus Hermocrates of Syracuse, advocating the policy of thwarting the Athenian expedition against his city (B.C. 413) by going boldly to
meet it, and keeping on the flank of its line of advance, said: "As their advance must be slow, we shall have a thousand opportunities to attack them; but if they clear their ships for action and in a body bear down expeditiously upon us, they must ply hard at their oars, and when spent with toil we can fall upon them."


	↑ The writer must guard himself from appearing to advocate elaborate tactical movements issuing in barren demonstrations. He believes that a fleet seeking a decisive result must close with its enemy, but not until some advantage has been obtained for the collision, which will usually be gained by manoeuvring, and will fall to the best drilled and managed fleet. In truth, barren results have as often followed upon headlong, close encounters as upon the most timid tactical
trifling.


	↑ A ship was said to have the weather-gage, or "the advantage of the wind," or "to be to windward," when the wind allowed her to steer for her opponent, and did not let the latter head straight for her. The extreme case was when the wind blew direct from one to the other; but there was a large space on either side of this line to which the term "weather-gage" applied. If the lee ship be taken as the centre of a circle, there were nearly three eighths of its area in which the other might be and still keep the advantage of the wind to a greater or less degree. Lee is the opposite of weather.


	↑ See note at end of Introductory Chapter.


	↑ The battle of Navarino (1827) between Turkey and the Western Powers was fought in this neighborhood.


	↑ A "containing" force is one to which, in a military combination, is assigned the duty of stopping, or delaying the advance of a portion of the enemy, while the main effort of the army or armies is being exerted in a different quarter.
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