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Introduction

The War of the Austrian Succession (1740-1748) stands as one of the most complex
and consequential conflicts of eighteenth-century Europe. Emerging from a crisis of
succession within the Habsburg Monarchy, the war rapidly grew from a dynastic
dispute into a broad, multinational struggle that drew in nearly every major power on
the continent. Its causes, campaigns, and consequences marked a pivotal turning
point in European history, with reverberations that shaped international politics,
military innovation, and the evolution of the state system for generations to come.

At its heart, the war centered on the right of Maria Theresa, the young and determined
daughter of Emperor Charles VI, to succeed to the throne and inherit the Habsburg
domains. The Pragmatic Sanction, painstakingly negotiated by Charles VI to secure
Europe’s recognition of his daughter's rights, should have guaranteed a smooth
transition, but the precarious balance of power—and the ambitions of several
potentates—rendered its assurances hollow upon the emperor’s death. The vacuum of
authority, combined with the lure of Habsburg lands, brought forth an onslaught of
claims, invasions, and shifting alliances.

Frederick the Great’s audacious invasion of the prosperous province of Silesia set the
tone for a new era of militarized rivalry and territorial opportunism. France, Bavaria,
Spain, and other states seized their openings to press competing claims, while Britain
and the Dutch Republic weighed their own interests, anxious to maintain equilibrium
and stave off French ascendancy. The result was a European war with multiple fronts:
from the icy fields of Silesia to the rivers of the Austrian Netherlands, from the
mountain passes of northern Italy to the distant theaters of North America and India.

Yet the War of the Austrian Succession was more than a clash of armies. It saw the
rise of new forms of administration and military reform, driven by the pressures of
sustaining prolonged conflict. Maria Theresa, facing grave threats to her realm’s very
survival, oversaw fundamental changes in the Habsburg administration and military,
setting the stage for Austria’s later resilience. At the same time, Prussia emerged from
relative obscurity to become a major force, altering the trajectory of German and
European politics.

The peace that followed, forged at Aix-la-Chapelle in 1748, was uneasy and deeply
unsatisfactory to many of its signatories. While it formally restored much of the
territorial status quo, it left fundamental issues unresolved—not least the fate of
Silesia and the rivalry sparked between Austria and Prussia. In the colonial sphere,
Anglo-French tensions smoldered on, laying fertile ground for renewed global conflict.
The diplomatic realignments and lingering resentments born from this war would soon
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ignite again in the Seven Years' War, a truly global conflagration.

This book presents a comprehensive narrative and analysis of the War of the Austrian
Succession. From its origins in dynastic politics and its eruption onto the European and
colonial fronts, through the experiences of combat and diplomacy, to its implications

for the old and new orders of power, this history seeks to illuminate a conflict whose
echoes defined an age.
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CHAPTER ONE: The European Balance of Power
Before 1740

The early eighteenth century in Europe was a grand, elaborate dance of power, played
out on a stage set by centuries of shifting alliances, dynastic ambitions, and the ever-
present threat of war. At the heart of this intricate choreography lay the concept of the
"balance of power," a notion that had, by 1740, become the guiding principle of
international relations. The idea was simple enough: no single state should become so
dominant as to threaten the security or independence of others. This equilibrium, it
was hoped, would prevent another continent-wide conflagration like those that had
plagued Europe in previous centuries.

The memory of Louis XIV's aggressive expansionism still loomed large. His attempts to
establish French hegemony had plunged Europe into protracted and bloody conflicts,
culminating in the War of the Spanish Succession. The treaties that finally brought that
war to a close, signed at Utrecht in 1713 and subsequently at Rastatt and Baden, were
a monumental effort to re-establish and codify this balance. These agreements aimed
to ensure that the crowns of France and Spain would never be united, thereby
preventing an overwhelming Bourbon dominance across the continent.

The Peace of Utrecht marked a turning point, signaling the decline of France's
hegemonic ambitions and the rise of Great Britain as a preeminent commercial and
colonial power. Britain gained significant territories in North America, including
Newfoundland and Nova Scotia, and secured crucial trading rights. Spain, while
retaining its Caribbean colonies, ceded Gibraltar and Menorca to Britain, strategically
important ports that solidified British naval influence. Austria, too, gained
substantially, acquiring territories in Italy and the Spanish Netherlands, while other
emerging powers like Savoy (Sardinia) and Prussia also saw their status and lands
recognized.

Despite the carefully crafted treaties, the "balance" was always a precarious affair,
more akin to a constantly adjusting set of scales than a fixed, immutable state. The
major players—France, Great Britain, Austria, Prussia, and, increasingly, Russia—were
in a perpetual state of wary vigilance, each seeking to augment its own power and
influence without overtly upsetting the delicate equilibrium. This often meant forming
and dissolving alliances with dizzying speed, a diplomatic dance where yesterday's
enemy might be tomorrow's indispensable ally.

France, though humbled by the War of the Spanish Succession and facing significant
financial strain, remained a formidable power. Its vast population, rich agricultural
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lands, and cultural influence still held considerable sway. However, its ambitions were
often checked by its long-standing rivalry with the Habsburgs and the growing naval
and commercial might of Great Britain. The French monarchy, under Louis XV, sought
to restore its prestige and subtly chip away at Habsburg power, particularly in the
fragmented Holy Roman Empire.

Great Britain, on the other hand, was rapidly ascending. Its naval supremacy allowed it
to project power globally, safeguarding its burgeoning colonial empire and commercial
interests. British foreign policy was consistently guided by the principle of preventing
any single European power from dominating the continent, as such dominance could
directly threaten its trade routes and Hanoverian possessions. This often meant
bankrolling continental allies and engaging in proxy wars, a cost-effective way to
maintain the balance without committing large land armies.

The Habsburg Monarchy, centered in Austria, was a vast, sprawling entity, a mosaic of
diverse kingdoms and territories held together by dynastic ties rather than a strong
centralized administration. It encompassed Austria, Bohemia, Hungary, and parts of
Italy and the Low Countries. The Habsburgs had long held the prestigious, though
increasingly symbolic, title of Holy Roman Emperor, a position that, while elective, had
been almost continuously held by their family since 1438. However, their actual power
within the Holy Roman Empire itself was limited, as it was a loose confederation of
hundreds of independent principalities. Their true strength lay in their hereditary
lands, but even these lacked a cohesive structure, each governed by its own customs.

To the east, two rising powers were fundamentally reshaping the European landscape:
Prussia and Russia. Prussia, under its Hohenzollern rulers, was a state built on military
discipline and efficiency. Though relatively small in territory compared to its
neighbors, its highly trained army was a force to be reckoned with. The ambitions of
its kings, particularly Frederick William | and his successor, the future Frederick the
Great, were clear: to elevate Prussia to the ranks of the great European powers, and
they eyed strategically important and resource-rich territories.

Russia, under Peter the Great and his successors, had undergone a dramatic
transformation, emerging from its isolation to become a significant player in European
affairs. Its vast size, immense manpower, and burgeoning military posed a new and
often unpredictable factor in the continental equation. The Great Northern War, which
concluded in 1721, had seen Russia eclipse Sweden as the dominant power in the
Baltic, further altering the regional balance.

Other powers, once influential, were now in decline. Spain, though still possessing a
vast colonial empire, was a shadow of its former self, increasingly reliant on its
Bourbon cousins in France. The Dutch Republic, once a formidable naval and
commercial power, had seen its influence wane, burdened by debt and eclipsed by
Britain's economic prowess. Sweden and Poland, once regional hegemons, had also
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receded from the forefront of European power politics. The Ottoman Empire, a
persistent threat in previous centuries, was similarly in decline, though still a factor in
the eastern European calculations.

The mid-eighteenth century was also a period of profound internal changes within
many European states. The concept of the "state" itself was growing stronger, with
rulers seeking to centralize authority, streamline administration, and build larger,
more professional armies. This drive for greater efficiency and power often came at a
financial cost, leading to innovations in banking and credit, particularly in Great
Britain, which proved adept at financing its ambitions. The spirit of the Enlightenment
was also beginning to stir, though its full impact would be felt later in the century.

Thus, on the eve of 1740, Europe was a continent in a state of uneasy peace. The
careful arrangements of Utrecht had, for a time, kept the major powers in check, but
underlying tensions and rivalries simmered beneath the surface. Dynastic succession
remained a potent flashpoint, as the intertwining royal families of Europe meant that a
crisis in one realm could easily ignite a wider conflict. The stage was set for a new act
in the grand drama of European power politics, one that would be triggered by an
unexpected death and a bold challenge to an established order.
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