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Britain was Napoleon’s toughest opponent because any power that dominated the continent could threaten Britain. Britain would not make peace with any state that sought to control Europe. Napoleon resolved to crush Britain because they wouldn’t make peace with him. From 1803-1805, he made an invasion flotilla  in the English Channel. But he couldn’t invade Britain while they had warships in the channel. In 1805, at the battle of Trafalgar, Admiral Nelson destroyed a French and Spanish fleet. Unable to conquer Britain, Napoleon tried to damage the British economy. His plan, called the Continental System, was to embargo Britain. Britain survived by smuggling and trading with the new world. The Continental System punished countries dependent on British imports. The bourgeoisie turned against him because of this. An ally of France since 1796, Spain didn’t do much. It didn’t prevent the Portuguese from trading with Britain, and gave little aid to the war effort. In 1808, Napoleon deposed the Spanish ruler, and made his brother Joseph king. Napoleon believed that Spain would welcome Joseph and his reforms. He was wrong, because Spanish nobles and clergy feared liberalism, and the peasantry viewed Napoleon as the Devil’s agent. The Spanish fought a “War to the Knife” against the French, known as the Peninsular War. Guerrilla bands congregated in mountain hideouts. They ambushed and raided French convoys and outposts, preventing the French from consolidating their occupation, and frightening them. Britain came to the aid of the Spanish. The intervention of the British, led by Sir Arthur Wellesley, the future duke of Wellington, led to the defeat of Joseph in 1813. Spain drained Napoleon’s treasury, tied down troops, enabled Britain to get a foothold on the continent, and inspired patriots to rebel elsewhere. In Germany, hatred of French evoked a feeling of national outrage. The defeat of the Prussians at Jena (1806) and French domination of Germany stimulated a movement for reform among the Prussian bureaucrats and officers. Prussia would have to learn the principal lessons of the Revolution: that aroused citizens fighting for a cause make better soldiers than mercenaries and oppressed serfs, and that officers raised by merit, not by heritage command better. Reformers believed that the elimination of social abuses would give Prussians a cause to fight for. Between 1807-1813, serfdom was abolished, towns had self-administration, positions were attained by merit, the elimination of cruel punishment, and the establishment of national conscription. In 1813, the reform party forced King Frederick William III to declare war on France. In the War of Liberation (1813), the Prussians defeated the French. 





The unsuccessful invasion of Russia in 1812 hastened the collapse of Napoleon’s empire. Deteriorating relationships between France and Russia led Napoleon to attack it. Napoleon resisted the czar’s attempts to acquire Constantinople. His creation of the Grand Duchy of Warsaw irritated the czar, who feared a revival of Polish power, and French influence on the Russian border. There was also Russia’s trade with Britain, which violated the Continental System. Napoleon assembled some 614,000 men, 200,000 animals, and 20,000 vehicles. Half of the Grande Armée de la Russie was French. Napoleon intended to deal the Russians a crushing blow, forcing Alexander I to sue for peace. But they refused to make peace and retreated, drawing Napoleon further into Russia. In June 1812, the Grand Army crossed the Neman River into Russia. The Russians lured the French away from their supply lines. In September, the Russians made a stand at Borodino. The French won, but lost 40,000 men and didn’t destroy the Russian army. At midnight in September 14, the Grand Army, its numbers greatly reduced entered Moscow. Napoleon found that the Russians had evacuated their city. So, he set it on fire. He took up headquarters in Moscow, waiting for Alexander to admit defeat. But it didn’t happen. Napoleon was in a dilemma: to penetrate deeper into Russia was certain death, but to stay in Moscow meant possible starvation. Napoleon retreated westward to his supply lines. On 10/19/1812, 95,000 troops and thousands of wagons loaded with loot left Moscow. In early November, army stragglers were slaughtered by Russians. In the middle of December, the remnants of the Grand Army staggered across the Neman River into East Prussia. Napoleon had left his men earlier in the month and reached Paris on 12/18.


