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PREFACE

THIS BOOK BEGAN with a question: How does a Great Power with limited military resources manage strategic competition against multiple rivals simultaneously? All states face constraints in their ability to project power; most face threats that, if effectively combined, would overwhelm their capacity for self-defense. But for certain types of state, the gap between threats and resources is especially wide. Great Powers that occupy interstitial geography—that is, states of major military potential inhabiting the space between other large power centers—must anticipate existential threats from more than one direction. Even if their enemies do not actively conspire and combine against them, the mere presence of competitors at opposite points on the compass stretches attention and resources. If war comes, they must assume that unless carefully managed, any conflict could spread to include several theaters. For such powers, exposure to the chaos of geopolitics is greater, reprieves from the strains of war are fewer, and bondage to financial, human, and moral tradeoffs in the quest for an affordable safety is sharper than for states that enjoy more protective geography.

Interstitial powers in history have often had short and turbulent lives. The classical empires between the Mediterranean and Persian seas rose and fell in astonishing rapidity—Babylonians eclipsed Akkadians, and in turn, Assyrians and Persians overtook Babylonians. The rulers of the Achaemenid Empire had to contend with problems on a dizzying array of frontiers, only one of which eventually brought the conquests of Alexander with whom Western audiences are so familiar. The Eastern Roman Empire, from its perch in Constantinople at the crossroads of Europe and Asia Minor, achieved a longer run of success than most, but was plagued by omnidirectional threats in the years leading up to its collapse. The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was just one in a long procession of empires that flourished for a season only to founder in the violent soil between the Baltic and Black Seas. And even the powerful German Empire built by Otto von Bismarck (1815–98), buoyed by offensive warfighting qualities par excellence, endured in various forms for less than a century before succumbing to the encircling cauchemars des coalition.

The problem facing interstitial powers is time. Unable to secure all of their frontiers with equal strength, they must choose where to concentrate precious diplomatic and military resources, and in the process, inevitably incur vulnerabilities elsewhere. The modern solution to the problem of time in strategy is offensive technology. The Clausewitzian idée fixe of a decisive battle, harnessed to new technologies propelling lethality across large distances, has seemed to offer the possibility of quickly defeating multiple opponents in turn. The picture of German generals in 1914 using railway timetables to shuffle armies from east to west, and in 1940 using tank armies to neutralize flanking opponents at leisure, is firmly entrenched in the Western imagination, despite the disastrous outcomes of German strategy in both wars. Above all, the American experience in the Second World War, when vast fleets and armies delivered knockout blows to peer competitors in opposite directions from the US mainland, appeared to confirm technology’s triumph over geography. The end of the Cold War only heightened the effect; so confident was the United States of the space-conquering attributes of offensive technology that it envisioned defeating continent-sized rivals in Europe and Asia while handling a third, smaller crisis elsewhere without even mobilizing its full warfighting capabilities.

The pages that follow examine how one Great Power, far less gifted materially than twentieth-century Germany or twenty-first-century United States, dealt with the problem of tous azimuts strategic danger. Few empires in history better exemplify the unforgiving nature of interstitial geography than the Habsburg Monarchy. From its emergence as a stand-alone entity in the early eighteenth century until its collapse after the First World War, the Danubian realm of the Austrian Habsburgs was engaged in uninterrupted military competition across a space extending from the warm waters of the Adriatic to the snowy crests of the Carpathians and from the Balkans to the Alps. This book’s immediate interest lies in the debates that took place among small groups of Habsburg soldiers, rulers, and diplomats whose lives were spread across perhaps six or seven generations, but all of whom were bound together by the shared experience of contemplating strategic statecraft in the vortex of the “lands between.”

A grand strategic account of the Habsburgs is overdue. Such a subject holds intrinsic merit. But it is also worth studying for our own benefit today. In a century that seems well on track to delivering a scale of geopolitical turmoil that no one could have imagined in the heady days after 1989, the experiences of an empire that weathered centuries of change, and in whose soil the strategic issues of our own time are irrevocably intertwined, seem more relevant than ever. Such lessons as can be gleaned from Habsburg Austria’s successes and failures hold, if anything, heightened value at a time when the effects of traditional geopolitical competition are being rendered no less severe by distance, technology, and the passage of time. This book is offered in hopes of managing, though perhaps never fully mastering, these challenges in order to preserve America’s global leadership and extend the genial effects that skillful tenancy of the geographic position between the Eurasian rimlands has brought to humankind over the past seventy years to future generations.

In attempting such a task, I have incurred many debts. Eberhard Sandschneider was the first to see merit in the idea of mining Habsburg history for the present. My mentor and former boss Larry Hirsch supported the project from the outset, and urged me to see it through to completion despite the demands of work, family, and life. Nadia Schadlow and Marin Strmecki at the Smith Richardson Foundation provided the grant that allowed me to complete research at the Austrian state archives. Andrew May encouraged me to seek strategic wisdom amid the fragments and ruins of the past. Colin Dueck, Jakub Grygiel, Ingo Peters, Thomas Mahnken, Brian Hook, and Eliot Cohen all provided helpful comments as the manuscript evolved. Eric Crahan at Princeton University Press saw promise, both in the topic of grand strategy as a field and in the Habsburg Monarchy as a neglected chapter in this canon. The Press’s Sara Lerner showed great skill in keeping the book on schedule, and I am grateful to the talented Cindy Milstein and David Luljak for patiently copyediting and reviewing a long text filled with archaic terminology about an illogical empire.

I would be remiss not to acknowledge my former colleagues at the Center for European Policy Analysis, without whose help an undertaking of this scale would not have been possible. Peter Doran and Ilona Teleki stepped in to lead the institute so that I could take a sabbatical in the book’s final phases; Milda Boyce and Marta Sikorski Martin quietly took up the slack to allow me to be out of the office for an extended period. I am especially grateful to Matthew Brown, chief research assistant on the project, who skillfully led a battalion of junior staff in locating and collating large amounts of arcane information, often under difficult circumstances and at short notice. Daniel Richards helped me grasp the complexities of Habsburg finance and brought a discerning eye to chapter drafts. Michal Harmata showed technical versatility and clairvoyance in designing, from scratch, the detailed maps without which large portions of the text would simply not make sense to the reader. Tobias Schneider, Anna Grimminger, and Jessica Niebler helped with deciphering difficult German-language passages. Carsten Schmiedl assisted with nineteenth-century Austrian diplomatic sources and German translations, and spent long hours slogging through documents at the Library of Congress. Tjasa Fejer brought grace and perspective, rooted in family history, to research on the Habsburg Military Border, and together with Maria Benes, supplied helpful translations from Hungarian and Croatian. Piotr Włodkowski and Lidia Gibadlo sifted through documents on the Habsburg kingdom of Galicia and Lodomeria, and translated Polish-language texts. Sebastiano Dina was an indefatigable resource, not only in collecting and translating Italian-language materials, but in explaining the complex terrain of Lombardy and conducting correspondence with Italian scholars on the technical details of the quadrilateral forts. Eric Jones and Bryan Rosenthal helped with economic statistics, and Stephanie Peng, Marushia Li Gislen, Jackie Mahler, Bart Bachman, Joshua Longaria, Corbett Manders, Jacob Hart, Drake Thomas, and Nick Pope tracked down obscure sources, military figures, and other data.

I am also grateful to the patient staff of the Austrian state archives for helping to locate hard-to-find research material. Stefan Mach provided advice on navigating the Kriegsarchiv, Mag Röhsner and Metin Yilmaz helped me decipher difficult entries at the Haus-, Hof-und Staatsarchiv, and Michael Hochedlinger offered insights in response to e-mail queries about the eighteenth-century Austrian Army. Reinfrid Vergeiner from the Österreichische Gesellschaft für Festungsforschung sent me valuable archival material and sharpened my understanding of Habsburg thinking on fortifications. Czech researchers Roman Gazsi and Petr Capek from Pevnost Terezín aided in my search for material on Bohemian fortresses, and Jaroslav Zajicech assisted in locating Czech historians and material. In the United States, I am indebted to David Morris from the European Division of the Library of Congress for helping me navigate that institution’s substantial German-language and Habsburg resources, and Mark Dincecco at the University of Michigan for assistance in untangling the complicated public revenues of nineteenth-century Austria.

I would especially like to thank my young family, who have watched this book project evolve from conception to completion. For longer than I can remember, my long-suffering wife, Elizabeth, has tolerated the presence of an unseemly host of periwigged and mustachioed dramatis personae in our marriage. She has patiently endured the frustrations and triumphs of chapter drafts, lengthy overseas trips, and early morning writing sessions amid the demands of two jobs and the arrival of two babies. I am grateful to Elizabeth’s grandmother, Diana Kruse (“grandma Duck”), proud descendant of a general from the Croatian Military Border, for permitting me the use of a writer’s cottage in Santa Barbara, California. Finally, I am thankful to my small children, Wesley and Charlotte, whose entire lives to date have occurred within the time frame of this project, and who have spent countless weekend mornings asking why daddy is in his study again, writing about the “housebirds.” It is with their futures in mind that this book was written.

Finally, let me add a word about the timing of this book. Shortly after it was completed, I was offered the opportunity to serve my country as an official at the US Department of State. While the historical topics addressed in this book hold lessons for geopolitical competition in our own day, any observations for the present are offered only in the most general sense, and are not intended as a commentary on specific US policies of the past, present, or future.


NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY

THE HABSBURG MONARCHY notoriously defies attempts at a standardized nomenclature. The Habsburg Austrian Empire went by a number of appellations at different moments in its history, corresponding to the shifting constellation of lands under the Habsburg family’s dominion. Compounding the problem is the fact that the empire underwent a series of incremental but significant changes in constitutional and administrative formats in the time period covered by this book, from being simply the easternmost possessions of a family that saw itself as a Monarchia Universalis, to a conventional though still far from monolithic Monarchia Austriaca, to being a more recognizable “Austrian Empire” after changes forced by Napoleon Bonaparte (1769–1821) in 1806, to finally becoming the convoluted confection of Austria-Hungary following the Ausgleich of 1867. In addition, there is the problem of the Habsburg emperor’s status inside the German Reich, or Holy Roman Empire, entailing elective leadership of the lands west and north of Austria in present-day Germany. By contrast, in Hungary, the ruler in Vienna was not emperor at all but king, requiring a separate coronation in Pressburg.

In sorting through the welter of terms required for such a polity, I have erred on the side of simplicity and consistency, choosing, when forced, clarity over pedantry. I use “Habsburg Monarchy” and “Habsburg Empire” to refer to the lands of the Danube that comprised the dynasty’s principal resource base from the early eighteenth century forward. As shorthand, I frequently call these lands “Austria,” “the monarchy,” or “the empire,” reserving the term “Reich” specifically for the mainly German and extra-Danubian Holy Roman Empire. I refer to the Habsburg line generic by its main name and spare the reader the distinctions among its various branches.

I take a similar approach to place-names. Across the many centuries of Habsburg rule, most cities and towns of the empire developed more than one name, almost always including one (for the Habsburgs, official) designation in German, and another in one or more local languages. The period since the end of the empire brought further political, linguistic, and ethnic redesignations. For simplicity’s sake, I have chosen to stick to the German name in most instances. Hence, I use Pressburg rather than Bratislava (in Slovak) or Pozsony (in Magyar), Theresienstadt rather than Terezín (in Czech), and Hermannstadt rather than Sibiu (in Romanian) or Nagyszeben (in Magyar), and so on. In a few notable cases, I deviate from this practice when the city or place in question is so well established in the English reader’s mind that alteration would add unnecessary confusion. Thus, I use Prague and not Prag, Cracow and not Krakau, Budapest and not Ofen, Vienna and not Wien, and Danube and not Donau. I also try where possible to stick with German for technical or military terms, using Tschardaks (a type of watchtower) instead of çardak, ardaci, eardaci, or Chartaque, and Grenzers (Balkan soldier-settlers) instead of what in British English would translate as “borderers.”

I am aware that using German place-names in regions with so much tragic and ethnically fraught history as central Europe and the Balkans runs the risk of offending national sensibilities and resurrecting bitter memories for those families for whom such places carry deep personal meaning. The alternative, though, would have been to use terms that however correct on today’s map, would defy attempts at consistency, change from one century or even decade to the next, and not correspond to the period-specific maps that are often referenced in the book. While cognizant of the perils of taking this German-centric approach, I have deliberately chosen to view the places of the Habsburg Monarchy as its own rulers, diplomats, and generals did rather than through the lens of today. Any errors that occurred along the way are mine entirely.


THE GRAND STRATEGY OF THE HABSBURG EMPIRE


1

The Habsburg Puzzle

Take care, Sire…. Your Monarchy is a little straggling: it connects itself with the North, the South, and the East. It is also in the center of Europe. Your Majesty must give them law.

—PRINCE EUGENE OF SAVOY

If that … empire is to be considered the greatest and most powerful which has the most secure borders and the least to fear from its neighbors, then Austria is to be counted among the weak, despite its size and inner resources.

—WENZEL ANTON VON KAUNITZ

ON NOVEMBER 1, 1700, Charles “the Bewitched,” great-grandson of Phillip II and last Habsburg king of Spain, died, childless. With his death, a dynasty that had ruled over much of the known world, from Peru to Prague, was shorn of its largest western possessions and relegated to the back corner of Europe. The new cockpit of the Habsburg imperium was a ragged cluster of duchies and kingdoms a thousand miles to the east, in the violent borderlands between Christendom and the empire of the Turk. Its capital was Vienna, seat of the eastern Habsburg archdukes who for nearly half a millennium had ruled over much of middle Europe, first as march lords, and then as emperors of the German Reich and kings of Bohemia and Hungary.

The eastern realm of the Austrian Habsburgs was different, not only from the dynasty’s western holdings, but from the other European Great Powers forming around it. Amassed over several centuries by marriage, war, diplomacy, and luck, it was an omnium gatherum of tribes and languages—German, Magyar, Slav, Jew, and Romanian—bound together by geographic happenstance, legal entailment, and the person of the emperor who ruled them. The lands inhabited by this multiethnic menagerie were a place of war. Formed around the banks of the Danube, its tributaries and outlying plateaus, the Habsburg Monarchy sat in one of the world’s great interstitial geopolitical zones—a triangle-shaped delta at the base of the isthmus formed by the Baltic, Black, and Adriatic Seas. An invasion route for millennia, the lands of the Danube represented both a civilizational and military frontier—the collision point of the Christian, Orthodox, and Muslim worlds converging at Europe’s turbulent southeastern corner.

In every direction, the Austrian Habsburgs faced enemies. To the south lay the ancient menace of the Ottoman Empire. For centuries, the lands of the Marca Orientalis or “Austria” had formed a Christian rampart against the banners of militant Islam, shouldering a burden of frontier defense bequeathed by Byzantium along with the medieval kingdoms of Serbia and Hungary, which had fallen in rapid succession to the advancing Ottoman armies. To the east sprawled the tractless Great Hungarian Plain, whose wild expanses had only recently been freed from the Turks and whose truculent Protestant princes still resisted rule from Catholic Vienna. Beyond Hungary loomed the colossus of the Russian Empire, whose armies were just embarking on the concentric expansions that would eventually bring them to the banks of the Danube and shores of the Black Sea. To the north lay the still-expanding empire of Sweden and its Baltic neighbors, the precocious military kingdom of Brandenburg-Prussia and the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, a decaying giant that attracted predation from stronger neighbors. And to the west were scattered the wealthy but fractious vassal states of the German Reich and northern Italy, and beyond them, the military superstate of Bourbon France, dynastic Erbfeind to the Habsburgs and centuries-long aspirant to west-central European primacy.

As long as Spain had remained in the hands of the Habsburg family’s senior branch, the multidirectional pressures bearing down on the eastern half of the empire had been manageable. Although not administered as a unified whole, the Habsburg domains had tended to support and succor one another in war. At least until Spanish power began to wane in the seventeenth century, Austria could count on Spain to divert French attention and resources, and thus avert the danger of double guerre—a two-front war. But with Charles’s death and the accession of a Bourbon prince to the Spanish throne, Austria’s western line of support vanished (see figure 1.1).

The resulting assortment of dangers was beyond the ability of the Danubian empire to handle through military strength alone. Earlier generations of Habsburg dynasts had occasionally been capable of fielding powerful offensive armies, reaching the cusp of military hegemony under Charles V and the imperial armies of Tilly and Wallenstein. By contrast, the eastern Habsburgs were a relatively impoverished line, hampered in the quest for a large standing army by the continual fiscal and constitutional constraints of their motley realm.


[image: Image]

FIG. 1.1. Habsburg Domains, ca. 1700. Source: Alphathon / CC-BY-SA-3.0.



Just how severe a predicament the threats facing Austria could produce became apparent in the war that now broke out following Charles’s death. The so-called War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14) brought a Bourbon bid for the Spanish throne that pitted the military machine of the French king Louis XIV against the Holy Roman emperor, Leopold I, whose Austrian armies were a tenth the size of his opponent’s. Stripped of their accustomed Spanish support base, the Austrian Habsburgs became enmeshed in a desperate multifront war against five enemies. In Italy, Leopold and his son Joseph I, who succeeded the throne in 1705, faced the combined armies of France and Spain, which sought to retain the rich Italian territories possessed by the Spanish Habsburgs. In Germany, they were confronted with a joint French and Bavarian assault on Habsburg primacy in the German Reich. In the south, the renegade prince Francis II Rakoczi stirred the Magyars to revolt while border tensions flared with an Ottoman Empire that longed to regain lands only recently lost to Austria. And in the north, the powerful armies of Sweden’s Charles XII threatened to invade Bohemia in support of Austria’s Protestant minorities.

As a rite of passage, the Spanish war previewed in vivid and violent form the difficulties that Austria would face as an encircled power in the topsy-turvy European balance of power. By the war’s climax, the Austrian heartland was threatened by invading armies from both west and east, as French forces marched down the Danube and Hungarian kuruc raiders scourged the outskirts of Vienna. By its end, Austria was militarily exhausted and on the brink of financial ruin. As the Emperor Joseph I lamented, “[My allies] know how divided my military power is, scattered about every corner of Europe … how I stand in Hungary and Transylvania, how difficult it would be for me to raise a force to protect myself should a threat suddenly emerge from Sweden, which still must be reckoned with, how weak I am … in the Reich where as head I should certainly be the strongest.”1 Yet somehow, despite the seemingly insurmountable threats arrayed against it, the Habsburg Monarchy had survived. Summoning resources far beyond their own, the Habsburgs stopped the French invasion at Blenheim, evicted the Bourbons from Lombardy, deterred the threats from Sweden and Turkey, and resecured the territories of renegade Hungary and the loyalties of its nobles. In the concluding peace at Rastatt, the Habsburgs reaped a territorial windfall that more than compensated for the loss of Spain, bringing control of resource-rich northern Italy and new holdings as far afield as the Low Countries.

Austria’s experience in the Spanish succession struggle would be repeated in the decades that followed. Time and again, new wars would erupt around the monarchy’s far-flung frontiers. Just two years after Rastatt, Austria was at war with the Turks; nineteen years later—less than the amount of time that elapsed between the first and second world wars—it was embroiled in a new 5-year war with France. Three years later it was invaded on three sides and brought to the brink of extinction by the armies of Frederick the Great, who would subject the monarchy to almost three decades of continuous warfare and crisis. After a brief pause and yet another war with Turkey, Austria was thrown into a 23-years-long contest with France that would see its capital occupied, territories cut down to a rump, and ancient dynasty denigrated to the status of second-rate supplicants and in-laws to Napoleon. Altogether, in the 183 years from 1683 to 1866, Austria was involved in conflict for all but perhaps 75 (see figure 1.2).

Rarely in these military contests was Austria dealt a strong hand. It entered most of its wars with an army of middling quality led by indifferent generals and backed by shaky finances; it ended most of them bankrupt. It routinely faced enemies more numerous or technologically advanced than itself, occasionally commanded by the great captains of history. At all times the threat of a multifront war loomed. And yet time after time, the Habsburg Monarchy survived. It outlasted Ottoman sieges, Bourbon quests for continental hegemony, repeated efforts at dismemberment by Frederick the Great, and no fewer than four failed attempts to defeat Napoleon. Each time, it weathered the threat at hand and more often than not emerged on the winning side. Despite losing most of its battles, it won most of its wars and continued to add territorial holdings long after it was considered a spent force. At times it even came to dominate European diplomacy, exercising a degree of influence over its external environment out of all proportion to its resources. Altogether, the dynasty endured for more than half a millennium, from the Middle Ages to the age of the airplane and automobile. By virtually any standard measure—longevity, wars won, alliances maintained, or influence exerted—the Habsburg Empire must be judged a geopolitical success.
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FIG. 1.2. Major Battles and Invasions of the Habsburg Empire, 1680–1866. Source: Center for European Policy Analysis, 2017.



The Habsburg Puzzle

How do we explain this unlikely success? How did an externally encircled, internally fractious, and financially weak state survive and even thrive for so long in Europe’s most dangerous neighborhood? Had the Habsburgs possessed the attributes normally associated with successful empires, there would be little to explain. But they did not. Geographically, Austria lacked the natural advantages of many other European Great Powers. Unlike Britain and Russia, Austria had no ocean moats or vast steppes to shelter it from threats. As we will see, its mountains afforded some protection, but these only partially mitigated the multifront dilemma. Where France or Prussia might be confronted, in the severest of emergencies, with a two-front war, Austria faced threats at every point on the compass. At four thousand miles, the Habsburg security perimeter brought the monarchy into contact with enemies of widely differing fighting techniques, from conventional European armies to Tatar raiders and the semi-Asiatic armies of the Ottoman Empire, any one of which could attack with little warning. Coping with them required the Austrian Army to be prepared for combat in military theaters as diverse as the rugged Balkans, snowy Alps, and malarial floodplains of the Danube Delta.

The Habsburgs did not possess a military instrument capable of subduing this forbidding landscape. While more effective than many modern critics have alleged, the Austrian imperial army never attained the fighting qualities of the armies possessed by other large land powers like France, Russia, or Prussia.2 One historian notes of the Austrians a “cultural disinclination toward wars of conquest,” another that their commanders lacked a “killer instinct.”3 Loyal and frequently resilient in defense, the Habsburg Army was not in itself a tool with which to overmaster or consistently overpower or deter the empire’s numerous rivals.

Nor can the Habsburgs be said to have possessed the characteristics of an economically domineering state. To be sure, the monarchy had the physical makings of a strong economy. It was large—around 260,000 square miles at its height, or about the size of Texas—rich in natural resources and maintained a population roughly comparable in size to some of its western rivals.4 But this paper strength was misleading; throughout its history, the Habsburg Monarchy was plagued by a degree of constitutional and administrative complexity that hampered the systematic mobilization of resources. Successive monarchs would labor to impose greater efficiency and uniformity on the state, occasionally bringing the monarchy within reach of its major competitors. Nevertheless, Austria would never be able to achieve a sustained position in the top ranks of European economic powers or realize the vast power potential suggested by the empire’s size.

In none of these categories—geography, military, or economic—can the House of Austria be said to have enjoyed a decisive advantage sufficiently pronounced to secure its position against the number of potential enemies arrayed against it. The outside environment placed Austria in a position of continual danger while the political and economic structure of the empire narrowed the range of viable tools for responding effectively to external threats and putting it on a secure long-term footing. Summing up Austria’s predicament, Prince Kaunitz, the leading Habsburg statesman of the late eighteenth century wrote, “If that … empire is to be considered the greatest and most powerful which has the most secure borders and the least to fear from its neighbors, then Austria is to be counted among the weak, despite its size and inner resources. It is surrounded by three very dangerous neighbors, in part more powerful and in part equally powerful [as itself].”5

One common explanation offered for the Habsburg Monarchy’s longevity is that it was a “necessity”—a construction whose continued existence in the troubled lands between the East and West provided a public good so valuable to Europe that its neighbors and even rivals dared not demolish it. In this view, the empire survived for so long, not because of any decisions Habsburg statesmen made, but because other Great Powers wanted Austria to survive. Thus, Austria’s fellow Great Powers made a calculation, not just once, but repeatedly over several centuries, to prop it up, lest its collapse generate problems beyond their ability to solve.

As we will see, Austria was indeed frequently able to rally coalitions composed of allies motivated, at least in part, by the desire to retain the Habsburg Monarchy, first as a Christian glacis against the advancing Turks and later as a stabilizing ballast to the balance of power. But the idea of Austria as a necessity is, on its own, insufficient to explain its success. On more than one occasion, Austria was invaded by aggressive neighbors who viewed it not as a necessity but rather an anachronistic hindrance to their own aggrandizement and prize to be carved up. In the War of the Austrian Succession (1740–48), to take the most prominent example, Austria would face no fewer than five opponents determined to divvy up its richest territories between them. With the monarchy seemingly on the verge of collapse, neither Austria’s enemies nor its traditional allies were particularly disturbed by the possibility of its territorial truncation or even extinction. “Fuck the Austrians” was Frederick the Great’s succinct sentiment; “the House of Austria has ceased to exist!” was the exaltation of the French cardinal Fleury.6 In London, Lord Newcastle said bluntly to the House of Lords, “The preservation of the balance of power and liberties of Europe does not … depend upon preserving entire the dominions of the House of Austria.”7

While an extreme example, this episode demonstrated two salient geopolitical facts of life for the Habsburg Monarchy. First, Austria’s status in the eyes of other powers could change rapidly for the worse if it came to be seen as overly weak—indeed, its polyglot composition made it the most natural target on the European chessboard for predatory revisionists. Second, the assumption that the balance of power would operate as a kind of geopolitical “invisible hand” was not something that Habsburg statesmen could take for granted; like all states in history, insecurity was a perpetual reality for Austria, and security too precious a commodity to be vouchsafed to abstract notions of geopolitical surrogacy. Whatever benefit Austria rendered to the balance of power—and as we will see, Habsburg statesmen were very much aware that it did—the mere fact of being a necessity was not in itself a solid enough foundation on which to gamble the monarchy’s existence.

The Missing Link: Strategy

Inherent in the idea of Austria as a necessity is that the monarchy was, to some extent, a ward of the international system, which in turn implies a degree of helplessness on the part of its leaders for guiding, much less controlling, security outcomes. Perhaps it is therefore unsurprising that the question of how the Habsburg Monarchy conceived of and conducted strategy has not received the degree of attention accorded to other large empires in history. At most, there is the vague image of Austria succeeding in its early days through marriage, summed up in the often-repeated expression Bella gerant alii, tu felix Austria nube / Nam quae Mars aliis, dat tibi regna Venus (Let others wage war, but thou, happy Austria, marry; for those kingdoms that Mars gives to others, Venus gives to thee). To be sure, there have been many serious and detailed accounts of Habsburg foreign policy in the century since the monarchy’s demise.8 But virtually nothing has been written about Habsburg grand strategy per se.9 To the extent that historians have considered the question, they have cast doubts on Austria’s capacity to conduct strategy in any meaningful sense of the term. Historian Charles Ingrao writes that “it would be erroneous to suggest that [Austria’s] statesmen consciously conceived of a comprehensive and well-coordinated program” for dealing with the challenges around their borders; instead, they “invariably concentrated on responding to individual crises as they arose in a particular theater.” There is “no evidence,” he continues, “that the emperor and his ministers ever conceived or clearly elucidated a strategy for the maintenance of secure buffers beyond the monarchy’s borders. Nor are there more than a few instances when they expressed an appreciation of the multiple strategic difficulties that were occasioned by Austria’s exposed position in the heart of East-Central Europe.”10 Michael Hochedlinger argues that Austria “had to content itself mostly with preserving the status quo and, if this failed, with last-minute defensive reactions against acute foreign threats.”11 And Manfried Rauchensteiner notes an almost-total absence of the indigenous military-theoretical predilections that normally accompany the development of strategy in major land powers.12

Perhaps one reason the question of Austrian grand strategy has not received more attention is that the Habsburg Monarchy does not fit the stereotype of a successful empire. In the standard account, Great Powers win in geopolitics by amassing a preponderance of material resources, which they then translate into armies and fleets capable of territorial expansion.13 Inherent to this model is the capacity for offensive military action. Indeed, the very idea of strategy in the Western mind is tightly interwoven with the offensive in general and Napoleonic ideal in particular, enhanced by Carl von Clausewitz’s later writings, of victory through bold thrusts, maneuver, and speed.14 Not surprisingly, military historians are drawn to states that succeeded through conquest—Sparta, Macedon, the Roman Empire at its height, Napoleonic France, and above all Prussia. By contrast, the idea of defensive strategy evokes images of passivity, reaction, and even folly—Achaemenid Persia buckling before the armies of Alexander, or the French Fourth Republic sheltering behind the Maginot Line. The result is an offensive bias in the study of war that leads us to look for evidence of strategy where expansion occurred, and impute wisdom to audacity and unwisdom to caution.15

In Austria’s case, the effect is perhaps reinforced by the unfavorable appraisals of Habsburg behavior left to us by so many of the empire’s enemies. Napoleon’s alleged comment to Austrian envoys during negotiations for the Peace of Campo Formio that the Habsburg Monarchy was “nothing but an old maidservant, accustomed to being raped by everyone,” is about as flattering as Bismarck’s comparison of Austria to “a worm-eaten old galleon,” anchored at bay, and rotting from within and without.16 Prussian officers after the Napoleonic Wars cast aspersions on the dilatory methods of their Austrian counterparts, the most damning of which were Clausewitz’s acerbic observations about the Archduke Charles’s (1771–1847) stubborn adherence to outmoded eighteenth-century attritional warfare. In a similar vein, German officers and military writers after the First World War reflected scathingly on the military-strategic performance of Austrian allies on whose shoulders they placed part of the blame for Germany losing the war.17 Together with Clausewitz’s disapproval, such commentary from the German military professional class—the ultimate font of authority for Anglo-American strategists—cast a pall over the House of Habsburg Monarchy in modern strategic studies.

The fact that the empire in question did not survive only underscored the point; Austria’s demise seemed to be written into the Habsburg genetic code, rooted as much in strategic failure as geopolitical inevitability. Thus we are left with the picture of a bumbling empire that was equal parts miracle and albatross—an anachronism that survived for centuries amid the most contested geography without much effort beyond ad hoc reaction to crises as they arose and was, in the long run, doomed to extinction.18 To the extent that strategy played a part in Austria’s perpetuation, it was in the use of well-timed marriages at some misty early moment of history; subsequent survival was the by-product more of the strategizing done by other powers, which possessed the long-term clairvoyance to see the need to keep Austria intact, or even luck, than strategic decisions taken by Austria’s own leaders.

The Necessity of Strategy

The relative absence of Habsburg Austria from the Western strategic imagination is to be regretted. For while perhaps less warlike than other European powers, the Habsburgs were, if anything, more successful for much of their history in staving off defeat and achieving the ultimate goal for any state in geopolitics: survival. In the words of Metternich, Habsburg methods were “not heroic, but [they] saved an empire.”19 With meager resources and abundant threats, the Austrians managed to erect a sustainable and ultimately affordable safety for the lands of the Danube that would only be replicated with the expansion of Western military and political institutions in the late twentieth century.

This book argues that this track record cannot be explained without understanding the strategies that the Habsburgs devised for coping with their difficult environment.20 All states need strategy to survive. Great Powers in particular must develop higher or grand strategy if they are to endure in the world of competition with other large states.21 The term “grand strategy” has been used in many ways in the century since its introduction.22 For the purposes of this book, it is useful to think of it as consisting of three dimensions: a “what,” “how,” and “when.”23 The first of these, the functional aspect, is best described by the international relations scholar John Lewis Gaddis, who defined grand strategy as “the calculated matching of means to large ends.”24 Because the matching of means and ends is not a onetime act but instead occurs repeatedly across the life cycle of a Great Power, it must also be thought of as encompassing a structural component, or a how—a method by which means-ends calculations are transmitted within and between generations. Perhaps the best handling of this dimension of grand strategy is that by the diplomatic historian Hal Brands, who describes it as a “conceptual framework,” or “intellectual architecture that lends structure to foreign policy; the logic that helps states navigate a complex and dangerous world.”25

Finally, there is a when of grand strategy—a time frame in the life of a nation or empire in which its leaders are most prompted to confront means-ends trade-offs.26 While it may be true that states devise grand strategies in times of both peace and war, it is in war, amid the exigencies and dangers that armed conflict presents to a society, that the need for grand strategy becomes urgent. War is a clarifying moment for states; it is a tutorial by which they come to identify gaps between the means at their disposal and ends they wish to pursue. War, especially if it is intense or prolonged, has the effect of focusing the attention of policy makers’ means-ends calculations beyond the imperium of the now and toward the future state, forcing them, as the historian Williamson Murray has written, to “act beyond the demands of the present” and “think about the future in terms of the goals of the political entity.”27

States develop a grand strategy not because they are wise but because without one they will die. The urge to react to crises as they emerge is a constant for policy makers in any era. But geostrategic threats tend to be a corrective to this urge, forcing states to equip themselves for competition, both mentally and materially, in order to avoid extinction.28 A state may pursue a particular grand strategy in a given war, but it is through the accumulated experiences of multiple wars, on the basis of trial and error by numerous successive generations of statesmen attempting to square means and ends within the constraints of geography, that the contours of a broader grand strategic framework or logic emerges, unique to that state and corresponding to its peculiar circumstances and geography. In this sense, grand strategy bears a resemblance to learned behaviors in nature; it is to a great state what instinct is to an animal: a set of rules, formed in response to its surroundings, that guides behavior by rewarding certain actions and punishing others. Deviation from this rule set is possible, in the same way that mutations occur in genetics, but it is limited by the constraints imposed by the available resources and geography.

Some states need grand strategy more than others. The necessity of making means-ends calculations frequently and accurately increases in proportion to the demands of the competitive environment in which the state finds itself. A Great Power that enjoys congenial geography or few looming threats has a greater margin of error for putting off the task of bringing order to the array of competing priorities in its foreign policy. True policies of drift—neglecting active diplomacy and military preparation—tend to be found, if at all, in maritime powers with a high degree of insulation from the constant pressure of geopolitics. Thus, nineteenth-century Britain was supposedly able to manage problems remotely through a combination of finance and naval supremacy—in Lord Salisbury’s memorable phrase, to “float lazily downstream, occasionally putting out a diplomatic boat-hook to avoid collisions.”29 By contrast, Great Powers that face an imminent threat or possess a naturally weak basis for security have a pressing need to think about how they will match means to ends, and on that basis, set priorities for the state.30 Vulnerable powers need strategy in its purest sense, as a set of stratagems or artifices to compensate for gaps in physical capabilities. For them, strategy is an offset or “substitute” (Aushilfe), in the words of the German general Helmuth von Moltke (1800–1891), or a supplement of knowledge and reasoning with which to replace missing aspects of physical power.31 The greater the gap to be filled, the greater the need for strategy.32

The Case for Habsburg Grand Strategy

This book argues that the Habsburg Empire engaged in the pursuit of grand strategy on all of the levels outlined above, and that the stratagems its leaders devised, more than the strength of their armies or charity of their neighbors, was the primary reason for its longevity as a Great Power. I make four main claims. First, I maintain that the Habsburg Monarchy’s geography as an interstitial Great Power necessitated the pursuit of higher-level strategy, not as a means of enhancing territorial power, a dubious enterprise in Austria’s case, but a prerequisite for existence altogether.33 The sheer number of threats penalized reactive crisis management; “collisions,” to use Salisbury’s term, tended to seek out the boat. While geography did not determine the content of Austrian grand strategy, it did provide powerful cues, which if ignored, would lead to catastrophe. I contend that these cues were already present at the time of the Spanish succession war, but were obscured by the military successes of Prince Eugene of Savoy (1663–1736). The string of defeats following Eugene’s death jolted Austria’s rulers into the business of strategy, not as an act of wisdom, but as a necessity for survival. Uninterrupted warfare in the decades that followed ensured that the lessons, mind-sets, and formal structures needed to support this grand strategy did not evaporate but rather become ingrained components of the Habsburg Monarchy’s DNA as a Great Power.

Second, I argue that the Habsburg Monarchy’s internal makeup dictated the kinds of grand strategy that Austria could realistically expect to pursue. Specifically, the lack of abundant and effective offensive military tools, a function of the monarchy’s financial constraints and internal composition, effectively ruled out the most obvious and efficacious means by which a land empire in Austria’s position would have responded to the cues of its geography. That is not to say that the Habsburgs nursed a philosophical attachment to nonaggression; to the contrary, the dynasty had begun its tenancy of the lands between as frontier warlords, and war was written into the fabric of the Danubian empire from its infancy.34 Instead, the claim here is that such military force as Austria had on offer, even at its moments of highest resource mobilization, was woefully inadequate to the task of achieving security for the state through military means. This central reality reinforced the impetus toward grand strategy as a tool to plug the gap between means and ends while guaranteeing that military force would inevitably be of secondary importance alongside other, nonmilitary tools in any strategies Austria pursued.

Third, from this combination of geographic and internal constraints, I argue that a coherent intellectual framework emerged that was primarily defensive in nature and preoccupied with conserving Austria’s fragile position by avoiding tests of strength beyond its ability to bear. For all its vulnerabilities, the Habsburg Monarchy did possess natural advantages—mountainous frontiers, a loyal army, and the spiritual superiority of Austria as a force for order and legitimacy in the European balance of power. While none was sufficient in itself to endow the monarchy with a basis for policies de l’audace, in tandem they provided a means of resisting the audacity of others. I hold that these three toolboxes—terrain, technology, and treaty rights—were employed by the Habsburgs, first on an ad hoc basis and then more synchronously, to bridge the gap between available means and foreseeable ends. Together, they comprised a framework or system of strategy unique to Austria among Europe’s continental powers—the pieces of which worked interdependently to reinforce one another’s effects.

While important aspects of this system would change over time, I trace three central themes of Habsburg strategy across the period covered by this book:

1.  The maintenance of secure buffers around each of the monarchy’s frontiers. Intermediary bodies in Germany, Italy, Poland, and the Balkans offset Austria’s military vulnerability by interposing defensible spaces between its heartland and rivals while providing a medium—semi-independent client states—by which to extend Habsburg influence without the concomitant costs of formal empire.

2.  The preservation of an army-in-being, supported by networks of frontier forts. Lacking in the offensive traits of other large land powers, Austria instead developed the army as a dynastic tool, loyal to the emperor and predominantly Catholic, whose main role was to stay alive and thus underwrite the existence of the monarchy. From this imperative emerged a general aversion to risk taking and the extensive use of props, including most notably terrain-based defensive tactics and fortifications, to achieve economy of force and make maximal use of the empire’s internal lines of communication.

3.  Allied coalitions. The sine qua non of Habsburg statecraft was a proactive and flexible diplomacy aimed at enmeshing both allies and would-be rivals into relieving the pressure on Austria’s vulnerable position. Through confederations of weaker states, Austria sought the benefits of client armies and tutelary fortresses. Through defensive alliances, grouping coalitions, and appeasement, it tried to first channel and later transcend the balance of power in order to suppress attempts at hegemony and cultivate an independent European center under Habsburg leadership.

In employing these tools, I argue, fourth, that Habsburg grand strategy developed a preoccupation with the element of time in strategic competition.35 Coping with the danger of multifront war amid resource scarcity demanded the ability to achieve a concentration of force at a particular time and place without incurring unacceptably high risks on other frontiers. This in turn required Austria’s leaders to devise tools for manipulating time on two levels—sequencing (which contests occur when) and duration (how long a contest lasts). I argue that the need to contemplate the time factor was muted during Austria’s seventeenth-century wars against the Ottomans and French by Spanish help, and again during the early eighteenth century by Eugene’s offensives, which allowed Austria to pursue a “radial” strategy of shifting attention from one theater to another.36 Later wars spurred the development of more formal structures to deal with the problem, first on individual frontiers and then on an empire-wide basis. By manipulating the time dimension in strategy, Austria was able, for the most part successfully so, to alleviate the pressure of multifront war without incurring the full costs of tous azimuts defense preparation. When it lost the ability to strike this balance, through changes beyond its control, but also, crucially, by shifting to a more military-centric and offensive security policy that abnegated key tenets of its traditional grand strategy, Austria lost the ability to decisively influence time and suffered catastrophic defeats that sealed its fate as a Great Power.

Evidence and Approach

The frame of this book is limited to Austria’s life span as a stand-alone Great Power and the principle cockpit of Habsburg power in Europe between the loss of Spain at the beginning of the eighteenth century and the military loss to Prussia in 1866. The preceding period, in which the dynasty’s interests encompassed a far broader array of issues including Spain and its overseas colonies, entailed qualitatively different grand strategic calculations and a much wider power base for Habsburg decision-making.37 The period after 1866 and in particular the final years leading up to World War I, heavily covered by historians, were characterized by a degree of truncation in Habsburg power in Europe, through the loss of the monarchy’s principle buffers and concomitant constraining of its grand strategic options, so severe as to call into question Austria’s real independence as a strategic actor.38

In addressing the period between 1700 and 1866, my interest is in understanding how Habsburg leaders approached the task of grand strategy as well as the content of the strategies they pursued. Habsburg grand strategy was not written down in one place in the form of a single, unifying document. Extensive evidence of it nevertheless exists in documentary, institutional, and behavioral form. The ultimate bureaucratic empire, the Habsburg Monarchy was the forerunner of the modern state in producing paper trails of even the most mundane aspects of power. Austrian military men wrote about strategy and warfare, developed maps to picture the monarchy as a defensive whole, and studied Austria’s past wars to learn lessons about their own and enemies’ behavior for future conflicts. Habsburg diplomats and monarchs conducted extensive correspondence and wrote memorandums outlining their thoughts on Austria’s strategic options in both war and peacetime.

Habsburg grand strategy is also reflected in the institutions that Austria developed for conceiving of and implementing decisions about means and ends in both their conceptual and material dimensions.39 These included a court war council with specialized roles to prepare for war on a standing basis, a professional and highly competent diplomatic corps, an intelligence bureau, and a general staff. As in modern bureaucratic states, influence over strategic decision-making was fluid in Habsburg Austria, floating between various governmental bodies and individual ministers from one emperor to the next. But to perhaps an even greater extent than today, the person of the emperor and his immediate circles formed a central locus of power that gave continuity of grand strategic perspective, if not necessarily policy priorities, from one generation to the next. Informing their deliberations was a coherent sense of mission as a Great Power, rooted in the monarchy’s Catholic disposition and the dynasty’s historic roles as emperors of the German Reich and guardians of Christendom against the Turks.

Finally, this book looks for evidence of Austrian strategy in the Habsburg military behavior and physical structures the monarchy left behind. The conduct of the Austrian Army in major wars shows considerable elements of similarity from the beginning of the period following Eugene’s death until the beginning of the reign of Francis Joseph. Further evidence can be seen in the extensive fortifications that the Habsburgs built across their realm, eventually including more than twenty major fortresses and scores of smaller forts, towers, and blockhouses strewn across the empire’s mountain passes, plains, and coastlines. An equivalent, in expense and symbolism of power, would be today’s aircraft carriers. By their physical location and evolution, first on the Balkan frontier, then the Rhine, then Bohemia, then Italy, and finally Poland, we can see what the Habsburgs were most worried about, when and where.

Purpose

In sifting through these various forms of evidence, my objective is not to expand our knowledge of the basic facts or chronologies of the Habsburg Monarchy. A large number of fine books exist on Habsburg Austria in both English and German.40 Many provide a high degree of detail about its political and economic development, the accomplishments and follies of its rulers, and theories about why it rose and fell. In German, a small but valuable literature exists on the subject of nineteenth-century Austrian military and strategic thinking.41 As noted above, many excellent sources exist in English on the Habsburg Army and the empire’s security and foreign policy at various moments in its history.

Instead of trying to replicate these approaches, this study seeks to examine the Habsburg state as a security actor in much the same way that one would look at the drivers and actions of a modern state. It is offered as a contribution to the growing literature on grand strategy, and seeks to highlight patterns and analyze them rather than merely chronicle and describe. The aim is not to contribute to knowledge of history per se but instead explore the application of history to the present. As such, the undertaking is explicitly didactic in nature: to gain a better understanding of how a now-dead Great Power succeeded and failed in navigating security challenges, and thus render insights for modern statecraft. It does not pretend that the Habsburgs were consistently wise or that historical analogies work in every instance. But nor does it view history as an impenetrable mass of facts or deny that the challenges confronted by states of the past are similar to those of the present.42

Indeed, the experiences of the Habsburgs are not as distant from the dilemmas of our own time as they may at first seem. The twenty-first-century West faces a twofold strategic problem of proliferating threats and constrained resources. Today’s threats are multidirectional in nature and encompass an array of challengers, from religiously motivated radicals who wish to attack the West at its civilizational core to large industrialized powers determined to revise the existing balance of power to their advantage. In countering these dangers, the West is increasingly unable to rely on military predominance to sustain its primacy. Battlefield victory is becoming harder to attain, the nature of threats more nebulous, and the quest for short wars more elusive, in ways that call into question the applicability of the classic Clausewitzian model, with its emphasis on full national mobilization to achieve decisive results in war. Perhaps most important, the West increasingly finds that the security problems it faces cannot be defeated or solved outright; rather, they must be managed as open-ended pressures for which a satisfying solution is likely to remain elusive for the foreseeable future. This is a task for which the contemporary strategic mind-set is not well suited, requiring both an acceptance of limits and weary resolve that were the stamps of Habsburg statecraft.

In telling how the Habsburgs approached the task of strategic statecraft in their time, I am aware that many details of history will be overlooked. While writing the book, I have been forced, as a concession to space, to leave out significant aspects, personalities, and events that while interesting or important in their own right, I judged to not add substantially to the central point of the text. The book is no doubt poorer for these omissions, but hopefully, what is lost in complexity and nuance will be gained in clarity of argument. As a rule, I have tried to be cognizant of important historiographical debates, make note of these in the footnotes, and where they bear on the main thesis, mention them in the text itself. But I have also kept in mind that this material is well covered elsewhere, and not the main aim or contribution of the text.

The book is divided into three sections. The first (chapters 2–4) examines the constraints on Habsburg power, both external and internal, and the effect that they had on Austrian thinking about strategy. Within this section, chapter 2 describes the monarchy’s physical environment, how it influenced Habsburg perceptions of space, and the vulnerabilities and advantages that it created in competition with other major powers. Chapter 3 looks at the constitutional makeup of the Habsburg state and limitations it placed on the mobilization of resources. And chapter 4 explores the outworkings of geography and administrative complexity on Habsburg conceptions of military force and political power more broadly.

The second section (chapters 5–7) assesses the evolution of Habsburg grand strategy on the level of individual frontiers. It is roughly chronological, reflecting the order in which major threats to the monarchy unfolded. Within this section, chapter 5 looks at the competition with the Ottoman Empire and Russia from the reconquest of Hungary to Joseph II’s (1741–90) final Turkish war. Chapter 6 examines the struggle with Prussia from Frederick the Great’s first invasion of Silesia to the stalemate of the War of the Bavarian Succession (1778–79). And chapter 7 traces the contest with France, from the wars of Louis XIV to the bitter life-or-death struggle with the revolution and Napoleon.

The third section (chapters 8–10) brings the frontiers together in a panoramic view of Habsburg grand strategy in the Metternichian and Francis Joseph eras. Within this section, chapter 8 examines Austria at its post-Napoleonic peak, assessing congress diplomacy and the pecuniary, forts-based system that undergirded it. Chapter 9 traces the breakdown of the Metternichian system from the time of the revolution of 1848 and Crimean War to the debilitating defeats by Italy in 1859 and Prussia in 1866. Finally, chapter 10 provides general reflections and an epilogue offers observations for geopolitics in our own time.


PART I

Strategic Characteristics of the Habsburg Empire
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Empire of the Danube

THE GEOGRAPHY OF HABSBURG POWER

No other part of Europe faces as many enemies.

—COUNT RAIMONDO MONTECUCCOLI

Austria should, by the dictates of reason, possess all of the Danube region, from the river’s source to the Black Sea.

—DIETRICH HEINRICH VON BÜLOW

LIKE ALL STATES, the Habsburg Monarchy depended for its survival on the ability to exercise undisputed control over a clearly defined territorial space.1 This in turn involved two tasks: building a sound political and economic base, and providing security against internal or external attack.2 In the first task, the Habsburgs enjoyed the advantage of a compact, riparian heartland bounded on most sides by mountains. The second task was made difficult in the extreme by the empire’s wider east-central European security environment. This combination of defensible local terrain and geopolitical vulnerability influenced how Habsburg leaders thought about and conducted strategy by encouraging the development of strategic forms of knowledge to conceptualize space for defensive purposes, and pulling attention outward to the frontiers, while demanding the maintenance of a “big picture” capable of taking in the security position of the empire as a whole.

The Habsburg Heartland

The geographic space over which the Austrian Habsburgs presided was a wild expanse of territories on Europe’s eastern edge, the effective defense of which required mastery of enormous distances and an array of climates and terrains. While the political boundaries of the Habsburg Monarchy would change over time, its epicenter corresponded to the heart of the Danubian-Pontic zone of European geography, consisting of the Danube River Basin and its outlying plateaus.3 Geologically, this region is the meeting point of three of the world’s great geographic formations: the Eurasian steppe, extending westward from Mongolia to Hungary; the dense river network of middle Europe; and the line of mountain chains that run from the Pyrenees to Asia Minor.4

The contours of this space are recognizable on a physical map of Europe as the hermit crab–shaped recess between the Balkan Peninsula and north-central European plain (see figure 2.1). Its heartland is the drainage basin of the Danube and its three subregions: the mainly mountainous zone of Alpine Austria, semi-enclosed highlands of the Bohemian Massif, and Great Hungarian Plain, or Nagy Alföld—a vast tableland marking the westernmost extension of the Eurasian steppe. Together, these plateaus form a distinctive subregion of continental Europe that is bounded on every side by mountains and rivers: in the west, the Alps; in the east, the Carpathians; in the north, the Sudetens and Tatras; and in the south, the Sava River to its junction with the Danube at the Iron Gates.5

Viewed geostrategically, as a space to be unified, governed, and defended from attack, the first significant feature of the Danubian Basin is its interstitial quality, forming the “lands between” two seas (the Baltic and Black) and major geographic zones (the western Europe peninsula and Eurasia plains).6 A second is its sheer size. At its height, the Habsburg Monarchy covered more than 260,000 square miles—ten degrees of latitude and eighteen degrees of longitude—making it the largest continental European power and second only to the Russian Empire in total landmass. Its west-east length, from Italy to eastern Transylvania, was about 860 miles, and its north-south length, from Bohemia to Croatia, was about 500 miles (excluding Dalmatia).7 Measured end to end, its frontiers were more than 4,000 miles by the end of the eighteenth century—about the width of the Atlantic Ocean.

The Habsburg Power Gradient

Large distances impeded strategic mobility between the Habsburg heartland and periphery. Depending on weather and road conditions, an infantry regiment could expect to march for three weeks from the imperial capital to the Ottoman frontier, two weeks to forward positions in Moravia, a month to the Italian frontier, and about as long to outposts in Poland (see figures 2.2–2.3).8

A further complication was the topographic variety of the empire’s lands. Straddling the transition zone between western Europe and both Eurasia and Asia Minor, the Habsburg state encompassed several topographically dissimilar subregions. Where most western armies could expect to fight their wars in the rich agricultural lands of middle Europe, with its established seasons of campaigning, foraging, and wintering, Habsburg armies had to be prepared for operations in theaters as diverse as the flooded plains of Walachia, rugged hills of the Balkans, where summertime conditions approximated those of the American Southwest, and snow-bound passes of the Alps and Carpathians. This represented a wider range of terrain and climate conditions than anything confronting other European powers. Only the global empires of Britain, Russia, and the United States had to contend with a greater variety of physical geography in their possessions.
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FIG. 2.1. Topographical Map of the Danubian Basin. Source: Center for European Policy Analysis, 2017.
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FIG. 2.2. March Times in the Habsburg Empire, ca. 1800. Source: Base calculations taken from U.S. Army Field Manual 21–18, modified to reflect Austrian equipment, roads, and terrain gradients, and cross-referenced with contemporary accounts.
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FIG. 2.3. March Times between Major Points in the Habsburg Empire, ca. 1815. Source: Center for European Policy Analysis, 2017.



The size and complexity of the empire’s physical geography presented the Habsburgs with a power gradient problem familiar to all large empires. Space and terrain consume power as it is projected, with the result that “effective power declines in proportion to distance.”9 Large distances from the empire’s center to its periphery complicated the task of asserting political dominance over a contiguous space that is a prerequisite to collecting revenue and building a sound economic base. Militarily, distance and the abundance of rough terrain slowed the movement of armies to confront internal and external enemies.

Austria was similar to other large land powers in these regards. Yet in confronting this challenge, it enjoyed two significant geographic advantages that would aid the task of empire building in both its political and military dimensions. One was the abundant rivers that knit together its territories, and sped the projection of political influence, culture, and military force; a second was the fact that its extensive mountain ranges were concentrated primarily at the empire’s frontiers separating the empire from its neighbors and gave it breathing space to focus on creating an integrated polity.

The Danube: “Spinal Column” of Empire

The unifying physical feature of the Habsburg Monarchy was the Danube River. In geopolitics, rivers play two main roles: barriers and highways. Historically, the Danube has performed both functions, being, in the words of Hugh Seton-Watson, “a line of invasion, a commercial thoroughfare and a frontier line.”10 Pliny the Elder traveled the river and counted sixty tributaries, half of which were already navigable in his time.11 The Roman Empire used the Danube as a fortified boundary, part of the extensive, eastward-facing defensive lines known as the Limes Germanicus that blocked the path of advancing Germanic and Hunnic tribes. The medieval kingdoms of central Europe used it as a commercial thoroughfare, centered on the bend in the river at Visegrád, as well as a frontier separating Catholic Hungary and Orthodox Serbia. With the eruption of Ottoman military expansion in southeastern Europe in the sixteenth century, most of the middle and all of the lower Danube fell under Turkish rule while the upper Danube formed the main dividing line between Christendom and Islam.

With the expulsion of Ottoman power from Hungary in 1699, the Danube reverted to its historic role as an artery tying together neighboring lands. From this point forward, the Danube would form both the central axis of Habsburg political power and basis for a common middle European civilization centered on Vienna. The Danube’s predominant role in the life of the empire is comparable to those of other river-based empires, such as the Nile, Euphrates, or Indus. As for these empires, the footprint of Habsburg power in both a political and cultural sense traced the contours of the river at its core. As one eighteenth-century German writer observed about the Danube,

A river valley forms a whole. The water course offers transportation facilities and thus unites both halves of the valley—the inhabitants of both sides having the same interests. The great river is like a spinal column, and its tributary waters to the right and left are like the two sides of the human body. It is, therefore, natural that such a riverine domain should either form a state apart or the integral part of a state.12

The distinctiveness of the Danube as a “spinal column” for Habsburg power lay mainly in the direction of its current. Where other German rivers such as the Elbe or Rhine flow toward the Baltic and North Sea, the Danube’s easterly watershed helped to demarcate a separate and distinctively east-central European geopolitical space.13

Conquering Distance

The Habsburg Monarchy’s central river systems helped it mitigate the effects of the power gradient in several ways. Historically, the surface area across which a state’s center can collect revenue has defined the reach of its power. The further and more complicated the distances to outlying lands, the harsher the effects of the power gradient, and the weaker the levels of political control and smaller the revenue base, the weaker the empire. Hence, the ability to overcome distance (that is, to shorten travel times), whether by natural or synthetic means, is a prerequisite for the success of empires, whether the spaces they cover are primarily sea or land.14 Overcoming distance requires a capital-intensive effort—for sea powers, the construction of expensive merchant and naval fleets; for land powers, the construction of roads, infrastructure, and armies.

Habsburg rivers helped to address this problem by providing a ready-made communication network that facilitated efforts to extend political control over a large expanse of territory. Possessing abundant natural arteries at the center of the Habsburg holdings was a major advantage in the era before railroads. Like the empires that formed on the basins of the Indus, Tigris, and Nile, the Danube provided a connective tissue for a common political civilization. Wide, long, and in many places navigable, the region’s rivers cut the travel time to some parts of the empire by more than half. Its 315,445-square-mile drainage basin is the largest of any European river, with 300 tributaries stretching into every corner of southeastern Europe, linking both of the region’s major plateaus, the Bohemian and Transylvanian, to the basin’s central plain.15

In every direction around the Habsburg core, rivers provided highways for collecting taxes, promulgating laws, spreading culture, and imposing military rule. The Danube glued together the Habsburg heartland territories of Austria, Bohemia, and royal Hungary; the Elbe, Vltava, Morava, and Iser linked the Czech lands; the Po unified the territories of northern Italy; and the Drava, Sava, and Tisza tied in Hungary and portions of the Balkan peripheries.

The same communication networks that sped the movement of armies and tax collectors also facilitated commercial exchange. The numerous navigable arms of the Danube allowed for the cheaper movement of goods, services, and labor. Combined with the Habsburg heartland’s mild winters and mid-latitude temperate climate, the presence of a large freshwater drainage basin created an arable landmass capable of supporting a large population. Well-watered plains generated rich soils capable of supporting extensive agriculture.16 Nearby mountain ranges provided timber, minerals, and ore for metallurgy and early industry. These attributes gave the Danubian lands a degree of internal economic complementarity (metals from Bohemia, grain from Hungary, and timber from Transylvania) that made them a natural economic space and strong material base on which to build an empire.

Rivers aided in the integration of an otherwise mostly landlocked economic space with wider European and global markets. Europe’s second-longest river, the Danube runs almost two thousand miles from its source in the Black Forest to its exit into the Black Sea. Its long length and easterly flow supported the movement of commerce and technology from the western European interior to the eastern European periphery that would otherwise have required passage through the Alps. With headwaters and tributaries located near the Rhine and Oder, which connected to the Atlantic and Baltic, respectively, the Danube could with overland portage (and later, canals) link up with European and international trade routes. Without the river, the empire would have been primarily reliant on its handful of ports on the Adriatic for this function. The fact that the Danube’s exit occurs at a point well beyond the empire’s natural borders meant that it lacked assured access to the sea, depriving it of the full strategic and economic benefits of a river connecting western Europe with the Black Sea. This reality would become a significant factor in Habsburg geopolitical history.

Together, the Danube’s political and economic roles not only aided but also made altogether possible the knitting together of the Habsburg territories as a coherent polity and its vocation as a European Great Power. The Danube’s drainage basin furnished a geopolitical heartland sufficiently large, well resourced, and interconnected to provide the foundation for a large state with a material base transferrable into military power. The orientation of this resource base to the larger European landmass provided the benefits of Western cultural and economic exchange while setting it apart sufficiently from other western European power centers to form a politically coherent and militarily defensible space. Although the empire’s peripheries would shift over the centuries, at moments encompassing points as far-flung as the Netherlands and Sicily, its heartland would remain centered on the lands lining the banks of the Danube and tracing that river’s major tributaries. However Habsburg fortunes might rise or fall elsewhere, as long as its position here was secure, it remained a Great Power.

The Habsburg Monarchy’s rivers did present some challenges. The upper Danube was not amenable to navigation until its conjunction with other rivers in southern Germany near Ulm; in its middle course, it contained navigation hazards from Pest to Baja in Serbia and was blocked by cataracts at the Iron Gates. On the Great Hungarian Plain, the river was flanked in spring by swamps, which in flood season impeded access to the river and produced silt that formed into sandbanks, and the river’s swift current made movement downriver easier than upriver.17 Overcoming these obstacles would be a major focus of Austrian infrastructure development over the centuries. Even with these important exceptions, however, the wider river systems of the Danubian Basin were an unmistakable advantage compared to the exertions that would have been needed to conquer distance in a comparably sized landmass lacking rivers. As a frame of reference, the large land empires of Rome, the Incas, and Persia all required the construction of vast networks of roads, undertaken at vast public expense, as a precondition for the imperial center’s ability to exert power and collect taxes across the periphery. The difficulties encountered by the Austrians in the dredging and canalization of rivers were by comparison relatively modest. For all the other obstacles the Habsburgs may have faced, rivers represented a major leg up in the game of empire building.

Rivers and Time

Habsburg leaders were aware of the geopolitical importance of the Danube, and viewed it as key to building and maintaining an empire. Central to its role in this regard was the river’s ability to aid in the management of time. It did this, first, by providing a central axis around which to rally Habsburg strength. In warfare, mastery of time begins with the ability to concentrate force—the collection of force in denser forms in a specific space. The Danube helped in this task by forming an internal network around which to assemble military forces. As Count Joseph Radetzky von Radetz (1766–1858), one of Austria’s leading generals of the nineteenth century, described it:

The great artery of the Monarchy and the basis, not only of its combined military system but also its political system, is the Danube. Our forces must be assembled along the Danube at all times, and the necessary resources be prepared at once there…. The maneuverability and security of our forces hinges upon the number and strength of our defensive works along the Danube.18

Force concentrations along the Danube allowed for the swift movement of armies not only by water itself but also along the natural highways of river valleys, both within the Habsburg core and to threatened points on the periphery. A defender occupying the stretch of Danube from the Bavarian frontier to Budapest could maximize the empire’s main strategic advantage, its central location, and move across internal lines of communication without bearing the full logistical and time costs to defend such a large space. In the southeast, the Danube’s current allowed for the transfer of large armies and supplies to project power beyond the Carpathians into the Wallachian Plain. In the west, the Danube valley’s extrusion into Germany allowed for offensive operations, via land, up the Rhine and into France and the Austrian Netherlands—a route that Habsburg armies would use repeatedly in wars against the French.

These same routes also allowed outside invaders to bypass mountain defenses and attack the empire’s heartland. Successive generations of Habsburg leaders would view the inability to control the entirety of the river, from the headwaters at Donaueschingen to the river’s estuary at the Black Sea, as an organizing strategic problem. In the words of Radetzky, “As long as we do not control the entirety of the river, we stand at risk of embarrassing ourselves at one place or another.”19 The gap that the Danube cuts between Bohemia and the Alps was one such place; another was the Danube’s exit between the Carpathian and Balkan Mountains. Nevertheless, the known existence of these points made them predictable as invasion routes, thereby allowing Habsburg military planners to concentrate force. This too saved time, in obviating the need to spread forces across an entire frontier and only converge on a threat once it materialized.

Should an attacker pierce Austrian defenses at the frontier, the Danube and other rivers performed another, time-related strategic role: forming obstacles that could be used as secondary lines of defense. As Clausewitz noted, rivers favor a defender by requiring an invader to break a preferred front:

River defense can often gain considerable time—and time, after all, is what the defender is likely to need. It takes time to assemble the means of crossing. If several attempts at crossing fail, even more time will have been gained. If the enemy changes his direction because of the river, still other benefits will no doubt fall to the defense.20

Abundant internal rivers, many of which lay just inside and parallel to the monarchy’s frontiers, allowed Habsburg armies to form defensive positions reinforcing the first, natural line formed by mountains. As Austria’s Archduke Charles, the foremost Habsburg commander and war theorizer of the Napoleonic era, wrote,

In the defense of rivers, as nature indicates the places where crossings are possible, it follows that entrenchments can have, in this case usefulness for covering from the fire of the enemy the cannon of the batteries that it is necessary to rest, to flank the crossing area. These areas are those where the bank on which one finds oneself dominates the bank of the enemy, or the bank is concave upon the side of the enemy.21

Numerous natural defensive sites existed along the banks of the empire’s major rivers. In the north, the Elbe and Iser formed an inverted U behind which Habsburg armies could entrench (and later fortify) lines facing both of the main Prussian invasion routes into Bohemia. In Italy, the Mincio and Po Rivers and numerous left-bank tributaries formed a defensive glacis against eastward thrusts toward the Alpine passes entering Upper and Lower Austria via the Tyrol and Carinthia. In both cases, rivers bought time for Habsburg forces in the interior to mobilize. Deeper inside the empire’s territory, rivers provided opportunities for its armies to rally against a successful invader. At its moments of greatest emergency, the empire’s rivers repeatedly afforded its forces the ability to conduct strategies of Fabian delay and harassment against militarily stronger opponents.

The Alps: Ramparts of Empire

The second dominant feature of Habsburg geography was mountains. On almost every side, the Danubian heartland is fenced by mountain ranges. The most formidable of these were the Alps, which extend for 746 miles across south-central Europe and reach heights of thirteen thousand feet, splitting into dependent branches across Habsburg territory. In the west, the Alps run in three chains from Piedmont to the outskirts of Vienna, at least partially blocking the westward approaches. In the north, the Ore, Sudeten, and Tatra Mountains separate the Bohemian highlands from the surrounding Thuringian and Silesian plains. In the east, the Carpathians form a vast, scimitar-shaped, eight-thousand-foot-high barrier from the Vistula River in Poland to the Dobruja, coming within two hundred miles of the Black Sea. In the southeast, the Transylvanian Alps extend to the Iron Gates, where the Danube cuts a canyon on its way to the sea. In the south, a continuous curtain of mountains stretching from the Serbian Mountains across the northern face of the Balkans and into the Dinaric Alps, which hug the coastline the full length of the Adriatic Sea and merge with the Julian Alps in the north, complete the circle.

Placed end to end, the mountains of the Habsburg Empire ran for more than three thousand miles. The prevalence of this rugged terrain would exercise a dominating influence on the empire’s military options and strategic culture. In geopolitics, mountains divide rather than unite territories. Where rivers facilitate contact and communication, mountains delay them. Excelled only by oceans in their ability to impede movement, the primary political value of mountains lies in the clarity with which they demarcate a state’s territory from that of a neighbor. For this reason, the benefit of mountains generally increases in proportion to how near they lie to a state’s frontiers. States without mountains or other obstacles on their borders are susceptible to invasion; those with mountainous interiors, such as classical Persia or modernday Mexico, face severe challenges in achieving internal unity. Thus the mountainous Balkans would become the antithesis of a unified geopolitical space, defying efforts at integration and remaining politically fragmented to the present day.

In the Habsburg Empire’s case, the possession of frontier mountain ranges was arguably a precondition for any meaningful degree of political integration occurring within the Danube River Basin at all. The fact that the empire’s mountains were concentrated primarily at the edge rather than interior of the realm gave the monarchy terrain that combined the best features of the two neighboring eastern European subregions: the integrative qualities of the well-watered central European plain to the north and defensive qualities of the Balkans to the south. Without mountainous frontiers, the region’s rivers, rather than unifying a coherent economic space, could just as easily have made the region an extension of neighboring geographic zones. As two mid-nineteenth-century geographers noted, of the two empire’s two main mountain ranges, the Alps and Carpathians, “The first divides the region of the German ocean and Baltic from those of the Black Sea and Mediterranean. The second mountain range, which has much more elevated summits, and covers a larger tract of country, divides the region of the Mediterranean from that of the Black Sea.”22

An absence of mountains in the north would have rendered the empire’s territories a southern extension of the Polish plain—an indefensible and therefore politically chaotic invasion route subject to incorporation in whatever stronger entity existed around it. In the east, where the Carpathians mark the only significant obstacle between the Danube and Urals, an absence of mountains would have made the Great Hungarian Plain a de facto extension of the Volhynian-Podolian Plateau and thus subject to domination by whatever force was strong enough to possess Ukraine and Russia. Instead, the presence of extensive mountains on all sides made the Danubian Basin an eddy in the turbulent currents of east-central European geopolitics—a sustainable middle zone where an independent civilization of some kind could form and resist the tug of both the European rimland and Eurasian heartland.

Mountains and Time

As with rivers, the principal contribution of mountains to Habsburg empire building stemmed from their role in conquering space and time. Where rivers speed up movement, mountains slow it down. Even when undefended, they impede the transit of armies, complicating travel across even short distances and entailing significantly greater logistical difficulties than flat land, much less water. In the Habsburg Monarchy’s case, the time advantages provided by mountains were significant, given the high proportion of defensive perimeter that could be considered “unpassable” in the age before airpower. Seeing mountain ranges like the Alps on paper gives an imperfect impression of their actual formidability; as an early chronicler wrote, “It is difficult to compass the Alps and all the mountains on a map, for one gets false ideas of the distances that are reduced to scale.”23 Movement through the Alps is funneled to a handful of dependable passes, most of which are narrow, long, and winding; all but a few are blocked by snow in winter, and can become blocked during warm months with mud or debris.

For armies that choose to pass through the mountains, these factors impose a significant time cost and restrict logistics as well as tactical options when entering, transiting, and exiting the passes. In the eighteenth century, the French Army calculated that it could move about forty-eight hundred soldiers per day through some of the defiles of the Western Alps; the numbers for longer or more complicated passes were lower.24

Armies that try to pass through mountains are forced to split their forces, and once transited, run the risk of leaving a major obstacle in their rear. As Clausewitz noted,

Where a province is protected by a mountain range, no matter how lightly the range is defended, the defense will at any rate suffice to prevent enemy raids and other plundering expeditions…. No … attacker likes to march across a mountain massif like the Alps and to leave it in his rear…. The higher and less accessible the mountains, the more the forces may be split: indeed, the more they must be split, because the smaller the area that can be secured by the combinations based on movement, the more its security must be taken care of by direct coverage.25

Trying to go around mountains also cost time, since the attacker was forced to take a more circuitous and thus longer route to its target.

In addition to imposing time costs, mountains increase the effects of attrition on invading armies. Passing through mountains exacts a toll in lives and the amount of supplies used; perforce, an army crossing a mountain range will be weaker when it exits than when it entered—as Hannibal discovered during his Alpine descent into Italy. Austria’s Archduke Charles noted this effect in his military writings; in “rugged and rocky mountain chains,” he observed,

there is no means of replenishing supplies…. One must either use the few and arduous connections and passages which nature provides or has to make one’s own path with much a lot of troublesome effort and time loss [Zeitverlust]. Marches and supplies can only be performed by long, constricted, and thus slow columns. In any case the course of operations is slow and jerky … and supremacy over physical elements rather than man becomes the primary obstacle to victory.26

From the defender’s standpoint, mountains provide advantages proportional to the disadvantages inflicted on attackers. By slowing the offensive army, mountainous terrain gives the defender time to organize a defense; time and again in Habsburg military history, mountains would supply a first line of defense behind which Vienna could muster its forces and transfer troops from quieter frontiers more quickly than its opponent could achieve deep penetration of imperial territory. By magnifying the defensive fighting power of even small numbers of troops, they allowed the Habsburgs to achieve a greater economy of force than would have been possible in open terrain. Because mountains funnel attackers to predictable invasion routes, they helped make Austria less susceptible to surprise, allowing a defender to hold down one attacker with minimum force and concentrate elsewhere without inordinate fear of losing on the weaker front.

Together, Austria’s possession of mountainous frontiers and extensive internal rivers helped to mitigate its power gradient problem, aiding in the task of holding together a large geopolitical space. What the Danube and its tributaries integrated by easing movement and cutting internal travel time, the Alps and Carpathians protected by impeding external attacks. Such a combination is rare in geopolitical history. Most mountainous states, like Switzerland, Andora, or Tibet, are small and embedded within a single mountain chain. Most large powers possessing a mountainous border, such as France or Germany, have them on one or two sides, or have mountain ranges embedded well within the political frontiers of the state in ways that separate the state from itself, like the Rockies in the United States or Urals in Russia.

Habsburg Periphery

The Habsburg Monarchy would need such topographic advantages as it possessed to cope with the dangers of its east-central European security environment. For millennia, the thousand-mile stretch of territory between the Baltic and Black Seas has formed a funnel for westward migration and invasion from the Eurasian steppe to the European peninsula as well as the eastward expansion of western military empires. In southeastern Europe, there was the added pressure of the states and empires of the eastern Mediterranean and Asia Minor expanding northward into Europe. Together, these forces created what the early twentieth-century British geopolitical writer James Fargrieve called a “Crush Zone”—a contested space in political geography in which empires collide and all but the toughest polities find it hard to endure for long periods of time.27

The Danubian Basin sits in the epicenter of this Crush Zone, astride both the main east-west and north-south axes of the European continent. This interstitial position gave the Habsburg state strategic and economic interests in multiple regions while exposing it to various enemies rather than one primary security theater. From the time of its emergence as a mainly Danubian state, the empire was flanked by aggressive rivals along the entire length of its security perimeter except the Adriatic Sea. In each direction, the empire faced a combination of an established or expanding power center separated from its frontiers by a belt of weaker ethnicities or states. These comprised four distinct security frontiers, each representing a separate security complex with its own geographic constraints, opportunities, and threat vectors.

The Southeastern Frontier: Adriatic to Black Sea Delta

The southeastern frontier of the Habsburg Empire extended from the Dalmatian coastline of the Adriatic along the Sava River to the Transylvanian Alps. As a security space, it encompassed the better part of the Balkan Peninsula, from Croatia through the southern portion of the Great Hungarian and Wallachian Plains to the Dniester River. A combination of arid uplands and flooded plains transitioning to rugged hills in the south, the geography of this region was inhospitable to prolonged military operations for much of the year. Defensive keys included possession of strongpoints along the middle and lower Danube, control of strategic passes in the Carpathians, control or denial of the economically important Danube Delta, and the ability to define a line of sustainable expansion in the unhindered but largely featureless southern approaches to Hungary.

From antiquity, the southeastern corner of Europe has been a collision point of empires. By the early modern period, the eastern portion of this region was dominated by the Republic of Venice, which entered into a period of decline roughly coinciding with the ascendancy of the Austrian Habsburgs, but represented a source of residual commercial and political competition in Dalmatia along with portions of northern Italy. The primary strategic rival on this frontier for much of Habsburg history was the Ottoman Empire, a large, aggressive, and militarily and religiously expansionist power with a geopolitical heartland in Anatolia and outlying lands in Egypt and Persia. Expanding on a northerly axis, the Ottomans exerted unceasing pressure on the Habsburg frontier from the sixteenth to the mid-eighteenth centuries. For much of this period, they would represent perhaps the greatest strategic threat to the empire, invading the Austrian heartland and besieging Vienna in 1529 and 1683.

The military contest for this region initially revolved around Turkish-occupied Hungary. With the ejection of Ottoman influence in the late seventeenth century, the locus of conflict shifted to the Habsburg acquisition and consolidation of a substantial hinterland centered on the Tisza and Danube Rivers, and extending through Transylvania to the Carpathians. Thereafter, Austria and Turkey would engage in a protracted struggle across the rugged and underdeveloped lands between the Habsburg and Ottoman heartlands—first Hungary itself, and later the territories of Banat and Bosnia, and in the east, the Turkish-dominated principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia as well as the territory of Bukovina. Ethnic fragments from the Christian kingdoms that had fallen to the Turks populated this intermediary zone: Hungarians, Romanians, Orthodox Serbs, Croats, and various smaller groups. Here, Austria squared off across the Balkans with a steadily declining Ottoman state in Croatia, the lower Danube (where both empires maintained lines of fortresses), and the Black Sea littoral.

From the mid-eighteenth century, a third empire, Russia, would become an active and eventually domineering presence across much of the Wallachian and Balkan marchlands. Its expansion on a southerly axis from the Dniester and Bug Rivers in the quest to build a Black Sea littoral extension of the Russian Eurasian Empire would collide repeatedly with remaining Ottoman footholds in Europe while presenting challenges for the defense of Habsburg interests in the wider Balkans. Russia’s ejection of Ottoman influence from the north shore of the Black Sea and Crimea would precipitate a two-century-long contest in which Russian influence would eventually expand through Dobruzha, then into the Balkans proper, and finally the Bosporus itself. The combination of accelerating Ottoman decrepitude and Russian ascendancy would threaten to place many of the strategic keys to the geography of this frontier under the sway or control of a stronger rival power. To this mix would be added from the mid-nineteenth century, with backing from the western powers Britain and France, the coalescence of the Danubian Principalities into an embryonic Romanian independent state.

The Northeastern Frontier: Carpathians to Oder

The northeastern frontier of the Habsburg Empire historically traced the full length of the Carpathian Mountains extending from their intersection with the Oder River to their ninety-degree westward turn near the Oituz Pass. The region beyond this line of mountains formed a large downward-facing triangle anchored on the hinge between the Sudeten and Tatras Mountains in the south, Pomeranian coastline in the northwest, and Kaliningrad in the northeast. A flat, featureless tableland punctuated only by rivers and bordered by marshes, this region was a natural expansion zone for land warfare. Defensive keys in this theater included control of the numerous passes through the Carpathians, possession of the populated and mineral-rich Silesian Plateau, and securing the largely defenseless forward slopes of the Carpathians south of the Vistula and Dniester Rivers.

The pivot of this frontier, the line of the Vistula River, formed a natural conversion point for the westward advance of Eurasian power, southward expansion of Baltic empires, and eastward jut of German colonization. To the west lay the northern states of the German Reich, Saxony, and the small but formidable military kingdom of Brandenburg-Prussia; to the north the cold-water maritime empire of Sweden; and to the east the ancient kingdom of Poland and trackless borderlands of czarist Russia. By the eighteenth century, the main military threat facing Austria on this frontier was Prussia, which seized the Habsburg province of Silesia and waged a two-decades-long war against the monarchy. To this pressure would be added the growing attention and activities of Russia, which following its eviction of Sweden from the east Baltic littoral would press forward on a vast western frontier stretching across the Ponto-Baltic Isthmus.

Strategic competition in this region revolved primarily around the fate of Poland, which for more than two centuries formed a large intermediary body between the stronger neighboring empires around its flanks. Feuds within the Polish elite generated power vacuums and a resulting degree of instability that by the late seventeenth century, offered abundant opportunities for foreign intervention. Nominal Saxon kingship gave way to Great Power jostling, with major European states advancing the claims of various powerful Polish families for the hereditary throne. With the gradual decline of the Polish state, Austria faced the threat of losing this buffer altogether, either through chaos inviting invasion or foreign-backed state capture. A series of partitions in the late eighteenth century ended Polish independence and brought large portions of territory into Habsburg possession north of the defensive Carpathian line, centered on the lower Vistula around Cracow. From this point until the early twentieth century, the empire would face the challenge of managing a vast frontier directly abutting the territories of powerful rival empires Prussia (later Germany) and Russia.

The Southwestern Frontier: Adriatic to Alps

The southwestern frontier of the Habsburg Empire ran in a line from the northern end of the Adriatic near Trieste up the Isonzo River valley to the spine of the Alps. As a wider strategic theater, it included most of the Italian Peninsula above the Apennines, extending across the Lombardy plain from the Julian Alps to the Western Alps and French border. A region of fertile valleys shielded by mountains to the north, this theater was capable of supporting large-scale agriculture and population, and therefore sustaining lengthy high-intensity military campaigning. It presented a combination of rivers that were difficult to ford, cities that were costly to besiege, and passes for rapid retreat and resupply. Defensive keys included securing the Alpine passes that proliferate east of Lake Garda and denying the Piave River valley as a point d’appui for enemy armies seeking to debouch onto Carinthia and the Austrian heartland.

Strategic competition on this frontier centered on the Po River valley and Lombardy (initially more a geographic rather than political term denoting the space between the Po and Alps). The region’s economic resources made it attractive to the major powers of the Mediterranean—first Spain and later France, which used it as a military corridor for attacking Austria under the Bourbon kings, Napoleon I and his nephew, Napoleon III. Throughout the eighteenth century, the region’s primary strategic value was mainly linked to the modalities of dynastic warfare, while in the nineteenth century its value became more economic, as a resource base and supplier of tax revenues. A key barrier against French designs, in tandem with the Danubian Valley, Lombardy allowed the possibility of forestalling marches on Vienna from a reasonable distance and military glacis for forward fortifications.

As on other Habsburg frontiers, the geography immediately abutting its southwestern periphery was populated by weak polities. From the Middle Ages through the mid-nineteenth century, this region was filled with a kaleidoscope of small Italian duchies and kingdoms, none possessing sufficient strength to dominate the others. As in Poland, the primary geopolitical threat facing the empire was the potential for a hostile power to occupy or control what amounted to a geopolitical fracture zone, which in this case directly bordered the imperial heartland. Habsburg possessions in this space from the early eighteenth century included the duchies of Milan and Mantua; traditional allies included Venice, Piedmont-Sardinia, which guarded the strategic passes from France into Lombardy, and Tuscany; while Genoa and Parma/Piacenza were typically in Bourbon hands, and so often allied to the French or Spanish. From 1815, Habsburg possession of an enlarged Kingdom of Lombardy-Venetia would bring the empire into direct competition with growing forces of Italian nationalism, fostered by Piedmont with French backing.

The Northwestern Frontier: Inn to Oder

The northwestern frontier of the Habsburg Empire stretched from the northern face of the Bavarian Alps along the line of the River Inn through the Bavarian and Bohemian Forests, and along the western escarpment of Bohemia to its apex between the rivers Elbe and Oder. As a strategic theater of operations, this area encompassed the whole of the Rhine and Elbe watersheds, from the headwaters of the Danube up the Rhine Valley to Alsace. Fat, flat, and fertile, the German plains were capable of supporting large armies through long campaigning seasons. The central military axis of this region was the Danube River valley, which narrows between the Bavarian Forest and Alps to enter Habsburg lands unimpeded. Defensive keys on this frontier included possession or denial of the entry points to the upper Danube and Inn River valleys as invasion routes, including possession or control of the area around the Black Forest, and ability to project power up the Rhine Valley to the frontiers of France.

The primary focus of military competition on this frontier was southern Germany, which for centuries was a cockpit of competition among the large power centers of western Europe. For centuries the German lands were organized under the auspices of a succession of increasingly loose imperial configurations—first the Holy Roman Empire, or German Reich, and later the German Confederation. Austria’s historic rivals for hegemony in Germany from the late Middle Ages were the dynasties of France, which by the early eighteenth century constituted a large and centralized military superstate capable of challenging Habsburg primacy in both Italy and Germany. Periodic French bids for European hegemony, first under the Bourbon kings and later under Napoleon, were typically accompanied by military advances on southern Germany and an attempted invasion of the Danubian lands. From the mid-eighteenth century, the empire found itself under growing pressure from Prussia, a Sparta-like military kingdom whose century-long rise and quest for leadership of Germany would gradually eclipse France and the Ottoman Empire as the main military-political threat facing the Habsburg Empire.

As in Poland and Italy, the political geography of Germany was made up of numerous small and midsize states, and as in those other regions, the primary strategic contest revolved around the geopolitical orientation of states occupying the territory between the empire and its rivals.
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