
The First Modern War
In October 1853, Russia went to war with the Ottoman Empire. The Western 

European nations of France and Great Britain sided with the Ottoman Turks. 
This was the first time when Christians—that is, Catholics and Protestants—
joined Muslims to fight another Christian nation—in this case, Orthodox 
Christian—in a political and religious conflict.

Russian expansion had warm-water ports as a goal, and France’s Napoleon 
III’s demands for holy sites in Ottoman territory led to the conflict breaking out 
in 1853. Great Britain was pulled into the conflict by Russian pressure on India, 
sea lanes in the Black Sea and the freedom of Christian to visit Jerusalem.

Modern technology was introduced into the conflict. The war was covered 
by newspapers that were connected to home offices by the telegraph. Images 
of the war could be seen using the new devices of cameras and photography, 
which started to record the battlefields of destruction and death. The British 
Enfield rifle-musket was put into service in 1853. Railways and steamships 
began to play important parts in the transportation to and from the battlefield. 
The war became a series of long sieges and trench warfare. Sanitary conditions 
at the front and in the hospitals were reported to home as being horrible. 
Commissions were established, and Florence Nightingale went to the front to 
help and set the standard for modern nursing.

The war added to the prestige of Napoleon III and crippled Russia. British 
sea power became a visible source of military power in the modern age. The war 
was a poorly organized conflict, with disasters turning into occasional moments 
of heroic glory, as in Alfred Lord Tennyson’s “Charge of the Light Brigade.” 
The Crimean War had lessons that helped shape the following conduct of the 
American Civil War.

The Crimean War ended in March 1856 and reshaped the power structure 
of Europe. Napoleon III would continue to expand his power into a potential 
conflict with the American Monroe Doctrine over his attempt to move into 
Mexico. Napoleon III would later be provoked by Prussia into a conflict that 
created modern Germany and ended his rule.

The American Civil War is considered by many to be the first modern war, 
yet a careful look at the Crimean War shows that it was the first modern war.
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